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      “Get down!” Fiona shouted, her voice ricocheting off the cavern walls.

      I reacted without thinking, dropping to my belly and making myself as flat as possible. An arrow whizzed past my right ear as I pressed my cheek against cool, rough stone.

      On the very edge of my vision, I could see Fiona laying a few feet behind me, one hand covering the back of her ducked head, the other beneath her, clutching the Staff of Osiris. A horde of black-robed goons was pouring out through the gleaming, golden exit of the tomb we’d just raided, some hundred paces beyond Fiona. The sound of their footfall thundered up the cave, echoing off the walls, growing ever louder.

      I rolled onto my left side, pulling the pistol from the holster strapped to my thigh. Curling upward, I aimed the gun over Fiona’s auburn ponytail, targeting our pursuers.

      Two bowmen fanned out from the head of the horde and settled into firing stances near the cavern walls. We were maybe forty yards from reaching the mouth of the cave. With them firing on us, we would never make it out alive.

      Sweat coated my palms, but my grip on the gun remained steady. Just three rounds left. I had to make each shot count.

      I squeezed the trigger. The explosive crack of gunfire was magnified by the stone surrounding us, making my ears ring.

      My aim was true, and the bullet struck the nearest bowman in the shoulder. He spun around, black robes flaring out, and landed face-first on the cavern floor. His comrades swarmed over him, but thankfully, none paused to retrieve his bow. The action must not have been programmed into them.

      Shifting my aim to the right, I focused on the other bowman, nearest the tomb, and pulled the trigger.

      “Shit!” I hissed as the bowman ducked behind a massive stalagmite. But I didn’t lower my gun. I had one round left. I couldn’t miss. If I did, we were dead.

      I inhaled deeply, held my breath, and waited. Seconds passed. My pulse hammered in my ears. The horde drew ever closer.

      The bowman finally peeked out from behind the stalagmite, and I didn’t hesitate. I squeezed the trigger, blinking reflexively.

      In that fraction of a second, the bullet struck the bowman in the abdomen. He stumbled back a few paces, then dropped to his knees and keeled over.

      I watched him for a moment, making sure he was really down. Belly shots were tricky. But thankfully, he didn’t move again.

      Blowing out my breath, I shoved my pistol back into its holster and rolled onto my belly. The horde was halfway to us. We were running out of time.

      “Let’s go!” I yelled to Fiona, scrambling up to my feet.

      As I lurched into a dead sprint, I could hear Fiona’s boots slapping stone right behind me.

      The mouth of the cave, a bright beacon just ahead, beckoned us onward. Our pursuers were close on our heels, but daylight—safety—was mere paces away.

      I spared the quickest glance over my shoulder, the corner of my mouth raising in a faint smirk. They were too far behind us; they couldn’t possibly catch us, now.

      When I returned my attention to the way ahead, my eyes widened. The mouth of the cave opened to a sheer cliff high above the glittering Nile.

      I skidded to a halt, barely stopping myself from hurtling over the precipice. I thrust out my arm, sucking in a breath to warn Fiona to stop.

      “It’s the only way!” she shouted, ramming into my arm and grabbing on with her free hand.

      I screamed as she yanked me over the edge, and down, down, down we fell . . .

      

      “Cora?” Fingers touched my shoulder through the cotton of my T-shirt. Real fingers, not virtual ones.

      Startled, I jumped out of my chair, tripping over the stocky pit bull lying at my feet. I stumbled into the desk off to the right, the cord of the virtual reality headset pulling tight between me and the console, and the jerky motion yanked the headset clean off my head. I lunged to the side, barely catching the headset by the cord before it crashed onto the hardwood floor.

      Roused from her slumber, my dog Tila ambled past me, snorting derisively. She settled down near the dormant fireplace in the patch of rare March sunlight filtering in through the window, shooting me a baleful glance for the unwelcome disruption.

      “Fio!” I said, voice raised, fingers fumbling with the VR headset to angle the microphone toward my mouth. “I’ll be right back. Hang on . . .” I tucked the headset under my arm, pressed the button on the back of my interactive gloves that would withdraw me from the game, and turned around to face the intruder.

      Emerging from the virtual world was always a disorienting experience—for anybody. But for me, the jarring transition verged on painful. In the virtual world, I could be whoever I wanted to be. Go wherever I wanted to go. In there, I could have adventures that felt almost real. But out here, in the real world, simply leaving the house for a quick trip to the grocery store felt like a life-and-death excursion.

      Out here, I had to face the truth of my pathetic existence: for the rest of my life, I would never really go anywhere, and I would never really do anything. I was twenty-six going on ninety, a prisoner of my own body. Of my own mind.

      Emi stood behind the discarded desk chair, petite and poised, hands upraised and expression appeasing. “Sorry, Cora,” she said, angling her head to the side. Her long, sleek braid slipped over her shoulder, and the light from the desk lamp lent a golden gleam to the gray streaks in her black hair. “I shouldn’t have touched you—I know,” she said, “but I couldn’t get your attention, and—”

      I raised my eyebrows. Emi knew better than anyone how dangerous a simple touch could be to me. It could trigger an episode. An attack. It could leave me bedridden, trembling as I fought to break free from the prison of my own mind. I pressed my lips together, thinking she’d better have a good reason for playing fast and loose with my sanity.

      I grabbed the pair of discarded gloves off the desk and tugged them on, covering my hands and forearms with the thinnest, softest leather. They were custom made by a glover in Italy, a guy my mom found years ago during one of her trips. I had a pair for every season, plus a few dozen extra. My “episodes” were triggered by skin-to-skin contact, but cotton and other knits had proven to be an unreliable barrier. Latex, rubber, and pleather worked well to prevent an episode, but they made my hands sweat like crazy. So, leather it was.

      “You have a package,” Emi told me. If that was her excuse for risking touching me, it wasn’t nearly good enough. Unless . . .

      A surge of excitement made me all too eager to forgive and forget. Emi had been careless, but no real harm had been done, after all. And I had a new toy to try out—a full-body virtual reality suit meant to translate the sensations from the virtual world into the real one. It was the latest, greatest gadget on the gamer scene, and I couldn’t wait to get my hands on it.

      “Where is it?” I asked, giving the bedroom a quick scan. The box would be large. Hard to miss.

      Emi stepped to the side, rolling my abandoned chair out of the way right along with her to reveal the brown box resting on the foot of the four-poster bed. It was smaller than I’d been expecting—barely larger than the standard shoebox, but not nearly large enough to contain a whole VR suit. Had they only sent part of it?

      I started toward the bed, but my steps faltered. The box didn’t bear the tell-tale logo of Techtopia; the massive online tech retailer didn’t miss a chance to advertise, which meant no box ever left their vast warehouses without their logo stamped on all sides. This box, however, was dented and battered, with no identifying markers other than a hand-scrawled address and foreign-looking postage markings on the top. This was definitely not a package from Techtopia.

      Frozen in place, I furrowed my brow. I glanced at Emi, then back at the box.

      My name—Cora Blackthorn—had been written hastily on the top in black permanent marker, along with the rest of the address for Blackthorn Manor. But that didn’t make the handwriting any less recognizable.

      The writing was my mom’s.

      The small surge of excitement from moments ago melted, warping into dread. The unsettling sensation pooled in my belly, leaden and sickening.

      The only other time my mom had ever sent me a package while she was away on an expedition, she hadn’t expected to return home. She had sent me the package because she’d wanted the invaluable artifacts within to have a chance to make it to safety, even if she couldn’t. I hadn’t seen or heard a thing from her for nearly two months after receiving the package. I was twelve, at the time, and I thought mom was dead. I mourned her.

      When she finally surfaced, more than a little worse for wear, I gave her the silent treatment for another two months, hoping my cold shoulder would force her to rethink her constant need to gallivant around the globe in search of adventure. Hoping she would, for once, choose me.

      And it had worked. She’d stayed home. For a little while.

      I stared at the package on the bed. How long would I have to wait for her, this time? Another two months? A year?

      Forever?

      “Emi . . .” I looked at my mom’s best friend, my chin trembling. “When was the last time you talked to my mom?”

      Emi and her son, Raiden, had lived in the hill house on the edge of our estate, Blackthorn Manor, for as long as I could remember. She and my mom were incredibly close, often fighting like sisters. Emi was a second mother to me, caring for me when my mom was away. Sometimes she seemed more like a mother than my own mom. It wasn’t unheard of for my mom to call Emi when she was away, but not call me. But it was unheard of for Emi not to share word of the call.

      Emi’s dark eyes glistened with unshed tears. I could understand now why she’d risked touching me to get my attention. She hadn’t been careless, at all; she’d been afraid. Afraid of what was in the box. Afraid of what the box meant.

      I had a feeling I wouldn’t be rejoining Fiona in the game anytime soon.

      Emi gripped her onyx braid with slender fingers until her knuckles blanched. She shook her head. “I haven’t spoken to Diana since her call a couple weeks ago,” she said. “You know how she is—always so bad about checking in.”

      I had spoken to her then, too. Weeks ago. She’d been in Brazil, hopped up on the adrenaline of a promising lead, certain she was days away from discovering Z, the lost city made famous by Col. Percy Fawcett’s obsession and resulting disappearance in the 1920s.

      My mouth went dry, and I swallowed roughly. What if that brief phone conversation was the last time I ever heard my mom’s voice?

      “Be careful,” I’d said for what had felt like the millionth time over the last two and a half decades.

      My mom’s response had been the same as ever. “Always.”

      I cleared my throat, eyes glued to the package. “What’s in it?” I asked, fully aware that Emi couldn’t possibly know, because the box remained unopened.

      Emi moved closer to the bed and reached out, skimming her fingertips along the top of the box. Her eyes met mine, and she gulped. “Only one way to find out.”
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      Fighting through the paralyzing fear, I moved closer to the bed and, gripping the carved wooden post, sat on the edge. I released the bedpost and reached for the package, hands trembling.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Emi gripping the top of the chairback tightly, her delicate fingers digging into the cushioned leather.

      I moved the box to my lap and started picking at a corner of the packing tape. Despite being roughly the size of a shoebox, the package was light—lighter than it would have been had it actually contained shoes, even sandals.

      “Here,” Emi said, drawing my gaze as she plucked a pair of scissors from the ceramic utensil cup on my desk.

      Emi held the scissors out for me.

      “Thanks,” I said, accepting them.

      I hesitated for a few seconds, scissors opened wide and one pointed blade poised over the seam of the package. I licked my lips. Maybe there was nothing to fear. Maybe this was just a souvenir. Just some trinket.

      My gut told me that wasn’t the case.

      I pressed the blade against the packing tape, sinking it into the seam. The adhesive strip resisted for a moment, then gave with a gentle pop. Breath held, I slid the scissors along the length of the package, then cut the tape along the sides.

      I exhaled slowly, then drew in another breath as I slid my thumbs into the opening and lifted the flaps.

      The box was filled to the brim with wadded-up newspaper. I took out a ball of newspaper and unfurled the sheet. The words printed on the page weren’t in English. The language was easy enough for me to identify—Italian, one of the three foreign languages I’d mastered during my homeschooled studies. I was also fluent in Spanish and Arabic, and I was currently working on a fourth language—Gaeilge—courtesy of Fiona, who got a kick out of my butchered pronunciations of her native, tongue-twisting vocabulary. It’s amazing the skills you can master when you have no place to go and nothing but time on your hands.

      I balled up the sheet of newspaper and tossed it onto the floor, then closed the box so I could see the postage mark.

      Rome. Shipped out eleven days ago.

      Anything could’ve happened to my mom in that span of time.

      “What was she doing in Italy?” I wondered aloud, glancing at Emi.

      This was supposed to have been a South America trip. A few months in the Amazon rainforest. Back by the end of March.

      Emi’s grip on her braid tightened, and she shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said, a haunted cast to her eyes.

      I stared at her for a moment longer, trying to decipher her expression. Small but mighty, Emi was always cool composure and unshakable nerves—no doubt a result of the shadowed military past she shared with my mom. But she was shaken now, and seeing her like this frightened me almost more than the arrival of the package itself.

      “Well,” I said, turning my attention back to the box, “what did you send me, Mom?”

      I pulled out sheet after sheet of crinkled-up newspaper, opening up each to ensure it was nothing more than filler. During my careful unpacking, I unearthed two newspaper-wrapped bundles; one the size of a baseball, though much lighter, the other small enough to fit in my closed fist. I set them beside me on the bed and continued the search.

      At the very bottom of the box, I found a receipt, folded in half, and then folded in half again. There was handwriting on the back, the thick black ink easily visible through the thin paper.

      “It’s a note,” I told Emi as I unfolded the receipt. Once again, my mom’s distinctive semi-cursive handwriting was unmistakable. “It’s from her.”

      “What does it say?” Emi asked, stepping closer. She eased down onto the foot of the bed, craning her neck to see the words.

      “Cora,” I read aloud, “I screwed up.” My heart lurched and my voice failed, and I had to clear my throat in order to keep reading. “I’m so sorry. These should help. You won’t have to live in fear anymore. I wish I’d figured this out sooner. Everything could have been so much easier for you. Better late than never, I hope. I’m sorry, sweetie. I love you.”

      When I finished reading, I closed my eyes, fighting the tell-tale sting of tears. My nostrils flared as I attempted to regulate my breathing. I clenched my teeth and opened my eyes, staring at the note but not really seeing it.

      “May I?” Emi said, reaching for the slip of paper.

      Numbly, I handed the receipt to her, then picked up the smaller of the newspaper-wrapped bundles. It was the heavier of the two, but by no means heavy. The majority of the bulk was paper, and unwrapping it seemed to take forever. But finally, I reached the core.

      It was a necklace. An antique one, by the looks of it. The links of the gold chain were heavier than was fashionable for women’s jewelry these days. A golden, teardrop-shaped pendant hung from the chain, about the size of a silver dollar. Delicate, intricate designs had been etched into the metal surrounding the smooth, round stone set into the center of the pendant. The stone was the color of yellow amber but devoid of any imperfection, and it had a strange, incandescent quality.

      “It’s beautiful,” Emi said, her voice hushed.

      I nodded. “And ancient.”

      It wasn’t that the necklace looked old or worn or anything like that; rather, it appeared to be in pristine condition. But it felt old. I couldn’t explain it, but instinct told me this pendant was older than anything I’d ever touched before.

      “Here,” I said, handing the necklace to Emi. “Take a look.”

      When she took it, I reached for the second bundle.

      “That’s interesting,” Emi said, holding the pendant on the palm of her hand and letting the chain dangle.

      “Hm?”

      “Look,” Emi said, angling her palm toward me so I had a good view of the pendant. “It must be some kind of a mood stone.”

      It took me a moment to register her meaning. But then I saw it. The stone was no longer amber; it was clear, devoid of all color.

      I frowned. “Weird,” I said, returning my attention to the second bundle as I unwrapped it.

      The final layer of newspaper pulled away, and an orb as smooth as glass settled in my palm. It was filled with some sort of liquid, more viscous and far lighter than water, cut through by ribbons of glittering, gleaming turquoise that slowly shifted and swirled, ever-changing and never stopping. I was either looking at the world’s most hypnotizing paper weight, or something else. I was leaning toward something else.

      It started with just a tickle in my mind. The buzz of invisible mosquitos. It grew louder, until whispers filled my ears. Thousands of voices. Too many to distinguish one from another. Too many to ignore.

      My mind suddenly felt fuzzy, my eyelids heavy. The room tilted to the side, then started to spin and darken as the voices grew louder and louder.

      An episode. I was having an episode, I realized distantly. This one felt different. Strange. But it had to be an episode. It was the only explanation my hazy mind could come up with.

      I thought I could hear Emi, but she was too far away. Her words were drowned out by the mass of voices, all shouting to be heard.

      I was grateful for the darkness closing in around me. It promised peace. Quiet.

      And thankfully, it delivered.
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      I woke in a daze, mind groggy and memory jumbled.

      “Cora?” It was Emi. “Are you awake?”

      It took some effort, but I managed to crack my eyelids open. One look at the brass and bronze light fixture on the ceiling, and I knew I was lying on my bed, stretched out on top of the comforter, from the feel of it.

      I blinked, then opened my eyes wider and really looked around.

      Tila lay stretched out beside me, a none-too-dainty snore rumbling the mattress with every inhale. Emi was perched on the edge of the bed near my right hip, her upper body angled toward me, close but not touching. She was cradling the glass orb in one hand, absentmindedly rubbing her thumb against the smooth surface.

      “What happened?” I asked, then coughed gently to clear my throat.

      Emi frowned, her eyes shifting from me to the glassy orb and back. “I was just about to ask you the same thing,” she said softly.

      Groaning, I propped myself up on my elbows, my stare fixing on the orb. It was empty, looking like nothing more than clear glass Christmas tree ornament.

      “It’s empty,” I commented.

      Emi’s brow furrowed. “There was something in it?”

      I looked from the orb to Emi and back. “Yeah, the blue swirly stuff . . .”

      “Oh.” Emi frowned. “I didn’t see that.”

      It was my turn to frown. Had I imagined the swirling ribbons of blue? Had it been a hallucination, just an early symptom of the mounting episode?

      “So, was that an episode?” Emi asked, the concern in her voice palpable.

      I swallowed roughly, finding the implications that touching the orb had caused an episode extremely disturbing. Up until this point in my life, the debilitating effects of my condition—the hallucinations, seizures, and on occasion, loss of consciousness—had only reared their ugly heads when I’d had human contact. Skin-to-skin, for the most part. Animals were a safe zone.

      But if touching things was going to start triggering episodes now, I might as well just seal myself off in a bubble. No food or water, thanks. If I couldn’t touch anything anymore, I wouldn’t want to live that long, anyway.

      “It felt kind of like one,” I admitted reluctantly. Speaking the words out loud made the horrific implications seem that much more real. That much more threatening. What would trigger an episode next? Tila? My computer? The VR headset? A glass of water? The air?

      I let my elbows slide out from behind me and dropped back down to the bed, exhaling in a huff. After a second thought, the few days it would take me to perish in that bubble would be too long to wait. Better to just end it now.

      The worst part of it was that my mom wasn’t even here to talk me down. If the package and its ominous note were anything to go by, it looked like my worst fear about her was coming true. She might never return.

      The tears that had threatened earlier were closer now, making my eyes sting and my chin tremble. Sure, my mom was gone half the time, but she was still the most important person in my life, and I couldn’t imagine her being gone for good. Being gone forever.

      I rolled onto my side, away from Emi and curled into the fetal position, knees tucked against my chest. I’d never been a fan of putting my misery on display. I was damn good at sucking it up, and my stiff upper lip had been perfected a long time ago. Both my mom and Emi tried so hard to make me feel normal—each in her own way—and I never wanted them to know just how far short they’d fallen.

      As I moved, something metallic slid out of the V of my T-shirt and landed in front of me on the comforter. It was the necklace my mom had sent. Emi must have put it around my neck while I’d been unconscious.

      I raised one hand and curled my fingers around the pendant, enclosing it in my fist. The stone felt warm against my skin and, somehow, strangely comforting.

      The bed shifted as Emi stood. “I found the number for the shop where the receipt came from,” she said softly. “No answer, but I’ll keep trying.” I heard a dull clink as, I assumed, she set the orb on the nightstand. “Get some rest,” she said. “I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”

      Her footsteps were soft, quiet. Barely audible. The sound of the door’s hinges creaked once. Twice. And then she was gone. I was alone.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and, chest shuddering, gave in to the tears.
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      Sitting at my desk, I fingered the pendant hanging from a chain around my neck and stared out the window, watching the rippling sea.

      Well, technically it’s a sound, an ocean inlet too large to be a bay, too wide to be a fjord, and too deep to be a bight. It’s East Sound, to be exact, not to be confused with West Sound on one side of the island or Rosario Strait on the other. I knew this—had a brain packed full of useless, obscure knowledge—because I had no life. Because this place was my life. This place, along with my mom and Emi—and Raiden, once upon a time—were my whole world.

      I’d only stepped foot outside of the San Juan Islands a few times. This archipelago was my home, Orcas Island my safe haven. Unlike Raiden and the other kids who’d grown up on Orcas and the surrounding islands, I hadn’t taken the interisland ferry to Friday Harbor on neighboring San Juan Island to attend school past a single, disastrous week of kindergarten.

      Sometimes, on weekdays when my mom was home, the two of us would head into town for ice cream and some light shopping. The town of Eastsound was next to dead on weekday mornings, especially mid-week, when tourist traffic was nil. Only the shopkeepers posed any kind of a threat to my tenuous sanity, but they knew me—the Blackthorn girl—and rumors abounded about what ailed me. I was sick, or insane, or both. They knew enough to keep their distance, which was all I needed.

      Those were my favorite days.

      And if my mom never returned, those days would be a thing of the past.

      My mom wasn’t all right. The package pretty much guaranteed it.

      Emi had spent the afternoon tracking down my mom, or trying to. She’d managed to get a hold of the shop owner, but the woman on the phone had claimed she didn’t remember my mom coming in. Emi also called just about every governmental organization, both US and Italian, but everyone told her the same thing: they couldn’t help.

      Apparently, there was no record of my mom entering Italy, let alone leaving Brazil. There was nothing for any agency, foreign or domestic, to use as a starting point in the search for her. No way for anyone to help. We’d been advised to file a missing person’s report with our local law enforcement agency. Fat lot of good that would do.

      Swallowing the growing lump in my throat, I focused on a distant ferry gliding across the water’s silvery surface. For minutes, I watched the ferry, following its slow, steady path, until the mounting fear and frustration dimmed into the background of my mind and I had better control over my emotions. Ominous looking clouds were rolling in from the east, coloring parts of the water a duller, darker gray. A storm was moving in. The swells would be high tonight.

      Movement caught my eye in the yard below, out near the edge of the grounds, where the subtly manicured landscaping met up with the sandstone bluff that dropped straight into the sea. It was Raiden, Emi’s son, picking up the branches that had fallen during the previous night’s storm and piling them in a wheelbarrow. He limped slightly each time he took a step.

      I rose from the chair and moved around the desk to stand near the window.

      Raiden had been my best friend, once. My only friend. But that was years ago. Now, he was practically a stranger. He barely resembled the boy who I explored the wooded grounds with as a child. The boy who I taught to hold his breath underwater, despite being a few years younger than him. The boy who helped me build Fort Blackthorn from driftwood on the beach. The boy who had always been able to make me smile, even during the bleakest of times.

      I was three years behind Raiden in age, and he joined the Army straight out of high school, even against his mom’s protests. As a teenager, he’d been eager to make a difference, to fight the good fight. He had wanted to change the world, but it seemed to me that the world had changed him.

      Raiden had always been a big, solid kid, taking after his father, I supposed, though I had never met the man. Emi’s husband was Hawaiian, allegedly, and must have been huge to make Raiden dwarf his mother the way he did. Raiden was even bigger now than he’d been when he left. Stronger, and harder.

      But it was the changes inside Raiden that seemed most drastic to me. He left the islands a boisterous, fun-loving young man, filled to the brim with confidence and ambition, ready to right the world’s wrongs. He returned subdued and somber, the light in his eyes dimmed by whatever he had seen out there. By whatever he had done. Things I could only imagine.

      Raiden had been back for a few months, but I more or less avoided him now. He was more dangerous to me than Emi or my mom, my mind ready to fill in the unknown with all manner of horrors should contact between us trigger an episode. The horrifying hallucinations I experienced when I bumped into him in the kitchen shortly after his return had left me bedridden for a solid week. I didn’t want to experience that again. Once had been enough. More than.

      But even in his seemingly damaged state, I envied Raiden. He’d made it out. He’d had adventures. If his mom went missing in Rome, he would have gone after her. He would have been able to find her if she was still alive—to save her—and he would have been able to avenge her if the worst had happened. He was everything I wanted to be . . . and everything I never would be.

      Bile rising in my throat, I hugged my middle and turned away from the window. It was pointless to pine for such things.

      My gaze landed on the receipt that had been tucked beneath all of the wadded-up newspaper pages in the package. It was sitting on my desk in front of my laptop, flipped over to the back, displaying the note from my mom.

      I narrowed my eyes. Just because I wasn’t as outwardly capable as Raiden didn’t mean I was completely useless. Maybe I could track down my mom—save her if she needed saving—in my own way.

      I walked around the corner of the desk and settled in the chair. I opened my laptop and flipped the note over to reveal the receipt side. I typed the address at the top of the receipt into the internet browser’s search bar, then clicked on the map of Rome that popped up with the location of the address marked by a yellow star. Maybe the shop owner didn’t remember my mom, but somebody else might—maybe another worker or shopper or just a passerby. Or maybe a street camera had captured her leaving.

      It was time to unleash my inner Veronica Mars and get to sleuthing.

      I scanned the map, noting the various landmarks surrounding the location. The receipt had been printed in a shop near Vatican City, just northeast of the tiny sovereign nation in what the map informed me was the Prati neighborhood of Rome. The shop appeared to be a convenience store of some kind, but didn’t have a phone number listed. No matter. Emi had already found the number. I could get it from her.

      I pursed my lips and repeatedly tapped the nail of my index finger on the keyboard.

      After a long, thoughtful moment, I turned my attention back to the receipt. Assuming it was a genuine receipt from a purchase my mom had actually made and not just some scrap paper she’d fished out of the garbage, she had physically been in the shop at 10:19 the morning of the same day the package had been postmarked, and she had purchased four things: a box, a newspaper, a bottle of water, and a lemon. The total had come to just under eleven Euro, and she’d paid cash. Useless details, at first glance, but I couldn’t help thinking there was more to it.

      I blew out a breath and ran my fingers through my hair. It was longer than usual, the dark brown waves reaching well past my shoulders, and it was starting to drive me crazy.

      I twisted my hair up into a bun that I secured with the tie I’d been wearing around my wrist. I pinched my bottom lip, my gaze drifting above the computer screen to the window behind the desk. The ferry I’d been watching earlier was long gone, and a seagull was swooping lazily over the bay, just beyond the bluff at the edge of the yard.

      “What happened to you, Mom?” I asked, the question barely audible.

      How long after mailing the package had she gone MIA? Had someone been chasing her? Had she been injured? Was she an unconscious Jane Doe lying in a hospital bed somewhere in Rome? Or was she awake, but suffering from amnesia? Or was she in a ditch somewhere? Or face-down in a river? Had she been abducted? Was she being held prisoner? Was she being tortured?

      Was she even still alive?

      The sun set while I considered all of the horrifying, mind-numbing possibilities, and the view through the window faded to a deep, inky darkness. After a while, all I could see was a ghostly reflection of myself sitting at the desk in the dim bedroom.

      Sighing, I reached across the desk to pull the chain dangling from the antique banker’s lamp sitting near the corner. The halogen bulb flared to life, the brightness momentarily making me squint, and I angled the lamp’s green glass shade downward so the direct light would be out of my eyes.

      I shut the sleeping laptop and picked up the receipt, turning it over to reveal my mom’s message, once more. I moved the thin paper into the pool of light from the desk lamp. My mom’s words were the same as ever, but I still felt like I barely understood their meaning.

      

      I screwed up.

      

      So she’d made a mistake of some kind. What, exactly? And, when?

      

      I’m so sorry. These should help.

      

      Somehow, the necklace and orb were supposed to rectify her mistake. But what had she “screwed up” in the first place? And how could two such seemingly random objects help with anything?

      I shook my head, not even close to understanding.

      

      You won’t have to live in fear anymore.

      

      Because of the necklace and the orb? Was my fear—my condition—the mistake? Was I the mistake?

      

      I wish I’d figured this out sooner. Everything could have been so much easier for you. Better late than never, I hope.

      

      “What are you talking about?” I wondered aloud. The more times I read her words, the less sense they made.

      

      I’m sorry, sweetie. I love you.

      

      My eyes burned as I read my mom’s final words. It sounded like a goodbye.

      Absently, I rubbed my thumb over a faint brownish smudge near the corner of the receipt.

      Much to my surprise, the smudge appeared to darken under the friction rather than clear away.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, thinking I’d been staring at the receipt for too long. So long that I was starting to see things. But when I opened them again, not only was the smudge still there, it was definitely darker. And if I wasn’t mistaken, it was looking more like two smudges than one.

      I moved the receipt closer to the lamp’s bulb and leaned in.

      The smudges not only darkened the longer the thin paper remained near the bulb. They grew.

      Into letters. Into words. Into a hidden message.

      “The lemon,” I mouthed, eyes widening as I sat up straighter. “Of course!”

      It had been right there in front of my face the whole time; I’d just been too blind to see it. My mom had bought a box, a newspaper, a bottle of water, and a lemon. She must have used the juice from the lemon to create a rudimentary invisible ink, hidden until enough heat brought whatever else she’d written to light.

      I waited not-so-patiently as the blurred letters became darker and more defined. As the hidden message became clearer.

      And then I blinked, and I could make sense of it—a message meant for my eyes, and my eyes alone. A single line. A clue.

      

      Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.

      

      I read and reread the line, over and over. It was a quote from Darwin’s On the Origin of Species.

      A slow grin spread across my face. My mom wouldn’t have included a hidden message if she wasn’t still out there. If there wasn’t still hope. If she didn’t want me to find her.

      And thanks to that message, I knew exactly what she wanted me to do.
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      After that brief, abysmal stint of kindergarten when I was a kid, my mom had pulled me out of public school, opting instead to home school me right here in Blackthorn Manor. Emi had helped out in the math and science departments, her particular specialties. They’d been an excellent teaching team, finding ways to make learning feel like an adventure, an endless quest for knowledge. In fact, they’d been so good that I hadn’t understood why Raiden was constantly complaining about his classes and homework. All of my work was homework. And I’d loved it.

      My mom’s specialty was history, of course. And languages. And, oddly enough for someone who wasn’t even remotely religious, she knew a ton about religion, especially the Judeo-Christian family. I never really understood that.

      All of my studies had been interdisciplinary, with history at the core of almost every project. When tasked with creating a model of the solar system, I also learned about the lives and times of the pioneering astronomers who’d honed our understanding of the universe over the millennia, as well as the rich Greco-Roman mythology behind the Western names of the various celestial bodies. When studying the Golden Ratio, I was tasked with photographing as many examples of it in nature as I could find on our property, as well as learning about the pyramids of Egypt and Euclid, Fibonacci, and Da Vinci, who’d all incorporated the Golden Ratio into their work. And during the year I spent executing a series of Mendelian pea plant experiments in the greenhouse, I also worked through an interactive digital simulation of Darwinian evolution and read On the Origin of Species.

      Though that had been my first time reading the entirety of Origin, it hadn’t been my first exposure to Charles Darwin’s groundbreaking foundational work. My mom was a big fan of Old Charlie, as she called him, and as far back as I could remember, she’d been pulling quotes from Origin to qualify any myriad of topics or explain away the mysteries of backward thinking over the span of human history.

      

      “Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.”

      

      That particular line had been one of her personal favorites. Once, she even used it to justify why my education was so history-heavy. The one and only time I complained about it, whining that studying the past was pointless—I blame emerging teen angst—my mom had relied on Old Charlie to set me straight.

      I was twelve at the time, and we were in the library, deciphering the symbols on a 300-year-old nautical chart.

      “Do you know what the light is?” she had asked me after reciting the line.

      I had rolled my eyes, possibly even going so far as to groan. “I bet you’re going to tell me.”

      “Knowledge, Cora,” had been her response. “Curiosity. The search for truth—that is the light.” Her words were laced with gentle vehemence, the blue of her irises alight with quiet intensity. “We must always keep searching, seeking the light, or we risk falling into the darkness.”

      Unable to resist, I had asked her what was in the darkness.

      She had looked away, her gaze growing distant and filling with ghosts. “Monsters,” she had whispered, that single, hushed word laden with more fear than any scream or shout.

      I never asked her about the things in the darkness again. They scared my mom, the bravest person I knew; that was enough for me to want to stay far, far away.

      I wasn’t sure I could keep my distance any longer.

      Armed with the receipt from Rome and the cryptic message my mom had hidden in invisible ink on the back, I rolled the chair away from the desk and stood. I grabbed my gloves, quickly pulling them on up to my elbows. I didn’t usually wear them when I was alone, but after that latest episode, I figured I couldn’t be too careful. Emi was in the house, after all—she’d long ago taken to staying in the guest bedroom three doors down from mine when my mom was away.

      Tila, dozing on the foot of the bed, roused at my movement and raised her head, watching me with interest.

      “Come on,” I told her, moving closer to the bed to scratch behind her short, floppy ears. “It’s time for an adventure.”

      She inhaled deeply, sighed as she exhaled, and stood, getting in a good, long stretch before lazily slipping off the bed. She shook her head, her ears making a clapping noise, and looked at me.

      I patted the outside of my thigh, and she fell in step behind me. Dog at my heels, I crossed the room, eased the bedroom door open, and slipped out into the dark hallway. As quietly as possible, I made my way along the corridor that led to the library deep within the heart of the old mansion. The discovery of my mom’s hidden message was still so fresh, I wanted to keep it to myself just a little bit longer.

      Blackthorn Manor was huge and old, or at least old by Pacific Northwest standards. It was built in 1906 by my great-great-grandfather, a prominent shipbuilder of the time, and the century-old teak flooring creaked and groaned with each footfall, no matter how softly I stepped.

      There was nothing gothic about the nautical-themed mansion, but I felt in need of a long nightgown and a flickering candle as I crept along the dark hallway, ghostly memories lurking in every crack and corner. It almost felt as though my mom were there with me, guiding me toward whatever it was she wanted me to find.

      I slid open one panel of the library’s enormous, teak pocket doors, slipped into the cavernous room and waited for Tila to join me, then turned and closed us in. The heavy darkness was punctured by the exterior lights shining through the maritime stained-glass window on the far side of the library, the patches of light tinted amber and blue from the colored pieces of glass. The pipes of a massive, two-story organ climbed up the walls to either side of the decorative window, the brass gleaming silver and gold in the filtered light. Two spiral staircases connected the main floor to the mezzanine, one on either side of the room.

      I’d spent more time here in the Blackthorn library than I had in the virtual world—which was really saying something—and I knew the layout of the room better than the back of my hand. I cut a path through the center of the library, angling slightly to the right to circumvent the four-foot-tall armillary sphere my mom had added ten years ago.

      Some people redecorated by changing up the curtains or paint color or by purchasing some art, but not my mom; she redecorated by hunting down antique astronomical instruments and other historical artifacts to put on display. She’d collected so many pieces during her seemingly endless string of expeditions over the years that Blackthorn Manor was as much a museum as it was a home.

      I made a sharp left just past the armillary sphere to avoid the senet table and accompanying pair of armchairs, then made a beeline for my mom’s desk. It was a beastly thing of brass and carved walnut. It had been custom-built for the house, and so far as I knew, had never been moved from its place beneath the stained-glass window.

      When I reached the desk, I pulled the cord on the small Tiffany lamp set in the corner, lighting the library with the lamp’s muted glow. The surface of the desk was as sparse and pristine as ever, not a paper in sight and not an antique accessory out of place.

      “Stay here,” I told Tila, patting her muscular cheek.

      She sat, head cocking to the side.

      “Good girl,” I said, turning away from both dog and desk.

      I headed for the spiral staircase on the left side of the library. Hand on the brass railing, I carefully made my way up to the mezzanine. I’d made a full 360 by the time I reached the top.

      I didn’t pause as I stepped foot onto the mezzanine. I followed the railing around to the far end of the library, toward the two bookcases that housed my mom’s most prized volumes. Her copy of Origin was among the books stored there.

      As I stopped in front of the bookcases, the light was almost too faint to read the titles on the spines. Almost, but not quite.

      I found the leather-bound edition of Origin near the center of a shelf just below eye-level. When I pulled the book free, I peeked at the top before even cracking it open. The ribbon marked a page near the beginning, in the exact place the line from my mom’s hidden message should be.

      My heart beat a little faster, and my hands trembled. In mere moments, I would find out whatever it was my mom wanted to tell me but had been afraid to write directly.

      I slid the nail of my index finger between the two pages separated by the ribbon and opened the book.

      A single word was scrawled in pencil in the outer margin on the left-hand page, beside the quoted line. Or rather, a name: Hypatia.

      I blew out a breath. I hadn’t reached the endpoint of this mystery, just a stop along the way. Apparently, my mom had set up a secret scavenger hunt meant just for me, and there was no saying how long the hunt would take or what the purpose would end up being.

      There were better ways for me to be spending my time, like trying to figure out what happened to her in Rome, rather than following a path she’d laid out before she’d even left. Before she’d gone missing.

      I blinked, lips parting and eyes opening wide.

      If my mom had set this up before her trip, then she’d known it might end badly. Hell, she’d expected it to. What, exactly, had she gotten herself into? And moreover, what did she think I could do about it from here? Something, evidently, but what?

      Motivation refreshed, I shelved the book and rushed back to the spiral staircase. I raced down the steps, hand gripping the brass railing tightly. When I reached the bottom, I headed straight for the Classics section on the other side of the room, near the opposite spiral staircase, Tila falling in step close behind me.

      Hypatia was an ancient Roman Neoplatonist scholar who’d lived in Alexandria during the fourth and fifth centuries, this side of zero. She’d been a brilliant mathematician, philosopher, and astronomer, going so far as to teach and even advise prominent Alexandrian men, something that was extremely uncommon for women of her era. Unfortunately, Hypatia had been caught up in a period of religious and political turmoil and had been murdered by a Christian mob for her pagan beliefs. She’d become a martyr to philosophy, and many centuries after her death, she’d been turned into a feminist icon.

      My mom viewed Hypatia with the same sort of reverence Catholics viewed the Virgin Mary. As I skimmed the book spines, searching for any volume of Hypatia’s work, I recalled the deep sadness that had shown in my mom’s eyes as she expressed what a pity it had been that none of Hypatia’s writings had survived the centuries.

      Which explained why I wasn’t currently having any luck finding anything authored by the ancient scholar on the bookshelf. There wasn’t anything to find.

      “Moron,” I admonished, shaking my head as I turned away from the bookcase.

      I followed the wall of books away from my mom’s desk, seeking out the biography section six or seven bookcases down. I wasn’t looking for something written by Hypatia, but about her. I had no idea what I would find in the collection. Biography was one of my least favorite genres, and I was entirely unfamiliar with the books lining these shelves.

      When I reached the section, I slowed my search, taking my time to read each and every title. I didn’t know if I was seeking a book about Hypatia exclusively, so as I skimmed the spines, I looked for any sign that the book might either be about Hypatia, or even just reference her. To complicate matters, the books were organized by author, not subject matter, which didn’t help me at all. My frustration mounted with each successive shelf.

      “Come on,” I muttered. “Where is it?”

      Second shelf from the bottom, five books from the left. Hypatia, written by someone with the last name of Kingsley. The volume was bound in black leather with gold writing. The book was far from new, the black finish on the spine was worn, peeling in some places to reveal the leather’s warm brown hue.

      I felt a spike of excitement the moment I spotted it. I was one step closer to figuring this all out.

      I reached for the book, curling a fingertip over the top of its spine, and slowly pulled the volume toward me. It tilted out maybe a third of the way, but then it stopped, seeming to be stuck.

      Brow furrowing, I gripped the spine of the book and tugged.

      There was a faint click from somewhere within the wall behind the bookcase.

      Tila stood, a low growl rumbling in her barrel chest.

      A moment later, the entire bookcase sank into the wall, then swung away from me with the soft creak and groan of shifting wood, revealing a passage. A secret passage.

      “Wow,” I whispered, mind frantically processing what I’d found.

      There was a genuine, honest-to-God secret passage right here in Blackthorn Manor. In my own home. It had been right under my nose my entire life.

      I was utterly flabbergasted. It seemed crazy and impossible, like something straight out of one of my video games. Then again, the house had been built by a man who’d thought including a massive pipe organ was a logical design element for a home library, so maybe I should’ve expected something like this.

      I shot a quick glance over my shoulder, taking in the comforting familiarity of the library, then took a deep breath and stepped into the passage. Into the unknown.
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      A wall sconce lit up as I entered the tunnel, startling me. I sucked in a breath and backed up a step.

      Unruffled, Tila continued on, nose to the ground as she sniffed the floor of the shallow landing.

      The light appeared to be on the newer side, but the teak floor in here was dull and worn, as though it had been tread upon day after day for a hundred years with minimal upkeep. Beyond the landing, a narrow set of stairs descended, steeper than anything that would meet modern building codes. Whatever lay beyond the foot of the stairs was shrouded in darkness.

      I frowned, wondering just how many times my mom had walked down these stairs. How long had she been hiding this from me? Why had she been hiding it?

      Tila paused at the edge of the landing and raised her head, her ears perked up as she looked back at me. She seemed to be saying, “Are we doing this, or what?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming,” I muttered, waving her on.

      The stocky pit bull turned her attention back to the stairs and started down, her tail wagging back and forth with each successive step.

      Heart hammering in my chest, I followed my dog. I placed one hand on the wall to steady myself as I descended the steep staircase, counting the steps as I went. I reached twenty around the halfway point.

      There were twenty steps in the grand staircase just between the first and second floors of Blackthorn Manor. It seemed safe to assume that this staircase descended well below ground level. The odd part was that the house didn’t have a basement, at least not one that I knew about—so where was the passage leading me? What was under the house?

      My pace increased. Whatever was down here, it must have been an original feature to Blackthorn Manor, perhaps used by my mom, but not created by her. The passage had to have been commissioned by my extravagant great-great-grandfather to have been built between the walls during the original construction of the house.

      By the time I reached the bottom step, the temperature had dropped at least ten degrees. A little too cool for comfort in my T-shirt and leggings, even with the gloves. The chill gave rise to goosebumps on my arms, but it wasn’t quite cold enough for me to see my breath. This was subterranean cold—a constant, low-grade cold that flavored the air and permeated the walls. I was definitely underground.

      The moment my foot touched the floor at the base of the stairs, more lights flickered on, these lining either side of the passageway in sconces of glass and brass fit into recesses in the wall. Tila hadn’t triggered the sensor, which meant it must have been targeting motion higher up.

      I paused to take in my new surroundings. The floor and walls were brick, and the chill quickly seeped in through my socks. The brick continued overhead in an arch to form the ceiling.

      Tila had already reached the end of the passage. She was sniffing the crack at the bottom of a reinforced stainless-steel door, tail wagging half-heartedly. The striking newness of the door looked totally out of place next to the aged brick.

      This was all so bizarre, and once again I had the sense that I’d left the realm of reality and had stepped into one of my games. Was I dreaming? I didn’t think so, but then, that was what I usually thought when I was dreaming.

      Swallowing roughly, I continued onward. Dream or not, I wanted to find out what was beyond the door.

      When I was barely three steps away, an eight-inch square of steel slid open in the center of the door at chest height, revealing a shiny, black screen. I could see myself reflected in the surface, my eyes wide and hair wild.

      I froze, head tilting to the side and eyes narrowing as I stared at the door’s new feature. Cautiously, I moved closer, bending down a bit to get a better look.

      Sensing my excitement, Tila raised her head, focusing on me and dancing in place. A whiny groan emanated from her barrel chest.

      “I don’t know what’s behind this door, either, T,” I told her, patting her head.

      She sat, her attention returning to the door. Her tail continued to wag, making a swishing sound on the brick floor.

      All of a sudden, the outline of a hand glowed neon green on the screen.

      “State your name,” a disembodied female voice ordered from somewhere overhead.

      I straightened, looking up at the ceiling. A small, inconspicuous speaker and camera were set near the apex of the archway overhead. I’d missed them before, my focus entirely on the door.

      “State your name,” the voice repeated. It was pleasant enough, and almost imperceptibly artificial.

      “Cora,” I said, but when my voice came out weaker than expected, I cleared my throat. Taking a deep breath, I repeated, “Cora. Cora Blackthorn.”

      “Welcome, Cora,” the voice said. “You are approved.”

      My eyebrows rose, and I glanced down at Tila. She was standing again, her tail no longer wagging.

      “Please place your hand on the screen to verify your identity,” the voice instructed.

      Brow furrowing, I shifted my focus from my dog up to the camera and speaker overhead, then down to the screen on the door. I moved closer and raised my hand, tugging off my glove by the fingertips. I hesitated for just a fraction of a second before pressing my palm to the screen and positioning my hand so it fit within the five-fingered outline.

      The screen flared bright green, quick as the flash of a camera, then faded to black.

      Tila went completely still, ears perked up as she listened to something I couldn’t hear.

      A moment later, there was a loud clanging sound, followed by the hiss of air being released, and the door swung outward. As it opened, hanging Tiffany lamp chandeliers lit up within the room beyond, illuminating the space in a warm, welcoming light.

      My eyes opened wide, and my lips parted. “What is this place?” I wondered aloud, slowly scanning the space.

      It was like the love child of an alchemist’s laboratory and an archaeologist’s study. The brick of the passageway behind me continued into the secret room, the arched ceiling widening to a Catalan vault with a set of pillars dropping down to support the arches every five or six feet. From my vantage point, it looked like the room extended back a good twenty to twenty-five yards.

      Rectangular wooden tables filled the spaces between the pillars, running the length of the room. Some were laden with antique brass or glass scientific instruments, others with enormous leather tomes propped up on bookstands, left open to some seemingly random page. Others, still, displayed complex equipment that looked like it would have belonged in some of the most modern, high-tech labs around.

      An aisle ran down the center of the space between the two sets of pillars and their aligning tables, with another aisle on the outer sides of the pillars on either side of the room. The walls running parallel to the pillars were lined with towering bookcases, each with its own attached ladder. Books of all sizes and colors filled the shelves, sitting beside manuscript boxes—some utilitarian, some ornate—and thin glass cases containing single sheets of papyrus, parchment, and amate.

      There was a sense of stillness about the place, of absolute quiet, despite the gentle hum of the bulbs in the chandeliers hanging over head. It was the heavy quiet that comes from solitude and isolation. From secrecy.

      Tila trotted in ahead of me, disrupting that stillness, and proceeded to sniff everything.

      Slowly, eyes scanning this way and that to take in as much as possible, I followed her in. I made my way down the central aisle, afraid to touch anything.

      My mom had always been a fan of hands-on history—must’ve been the archaeologist in her—but I often struggled with the fear of destroying what could never be replaced. That was the nice thing about video games. Nothing was real. Nothing was permanent, not even death. There was always the chance for a do-over. For a second chance.

      A desk at the far end of the room beckoned me onward. It was an antique executive desk made of some dark wood, the type you’d have found in a nineteenth century banker’s office, with three sets of drawers running up each side. An out-of-place looking ergonomic desk chair was all that stood between me and the desk.

      Papers were stacked into a messy pile on the left side of the desk, topped with my mom’s leather-bound journal, its thin leather band wrapped around the covers, holding in place the loose papers tucked away between the pages. The right side of the desk was cluttered with a small Tiffany lamp, a pen jar, stacks of unused sticky notes in a rainbow of colors, and a wireless computer mouse. And I could just see the corner of a laptop keyboard peeking around the back of the chair.

      The spartan organization of the desk in the library was nowhere to be seen. I’d long thought it odd that my mom’s desk clashed so severely with her sometimes frenetic, often chaotic personality. Now I knew why. That desk was a decoy; this one was the real thing.

      I picked up the journal first. It was the only familiar thing in this unfamiliar place.

      I’d caught my mom scouring the leather-bound book’s pages time and time again, though I’d never managed more than a cursory stolen glance. She was always quick to snap the cover shut and tuck the journal out of sight as soon as she realized my attention had turned her way. She rarely wrote anything new in the journal, at least not that I witnessed, and when she did touch pen to the paper bound within, she did so with the utmost thought and care.

      I unwound the leather cord from around the covers and licked my lips, feeling like I was breaking some sacred promise by even touching the precious book. But if I was ever going to find out what happened to my mom—what exactly she had gotten herself into and what had led her on her ill-fated detour to Italy—I would find it between these covers. After all, she was the one who had led me down here in the first place.

      The trio of ceramic beads at the end of the journal’s leather cord dropped to the desk, landing on the laptop’s touchpad with just enough pressure to wake the computer. The screen lit up, and I glanced at it.

      I sucked in a sharp breath.

      I was looking at a picture of my mom captured by the computer’s built-in camera, with video controls near the bottom of the screen. She was sitting right here, at this desk. In this chair.

      I stood there, frozen in place, eyes locked on the screen. On my mom’s face.

      Without breaking my stare with the computer screen, I pulled the chair away from the desk and sat, exactly where my mom had been sitting when she recorded the cued video. I hugged the all-but-forgotten journal to my chest with my left hand as I reached for the mouse with my right. I inhaled deeply, then held my breath. And pressed play.

      There was a millisecond delay, and then my mom came to life right before my eyes. She smiled, but even as her lips curved, a darkness—part sadness, part something else—filled her azure gaze.

      “Hey, Cora Borealis,” she said, her eyes meeting mine. It was almost like she was really there on the other side of the screen, and hearing her favorite nickname for me—hearing it spoken in her voice—made my heart ache.

      My chin quivered, and I swallowed roughly.

      “I’m sure you’re confused,” she said, “but I’m glad you found the study. I should have brought you down here years ago, but . . .” She sighed, averting her gaze and shaking her head ruefully. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Try,” I said.

      Another sigh. “You’re special, Cora.” My mom raised her eyes to the camera. “More special than you could ever guess.” She smiled again, less sadness to it this time. “And I’m not just saying this because I’m your mom and you’re my baby girl.” She paused for a moment, seeming to consider her words. “You’re different from other people. You’re not—” She hesitated, frowning. “Well, you know you’re my special science baby, right?”

      Out of habit, I nodded, leaning in a little.

      When I was a young girl and would ask about my dad, my mom would tell me I was her “special science baby” and that unlike all the other kids, I was unique because I didn’t have a father. At least, not in the traditional sense. As I grew older, she explained that I was a product of in vitro fertilization—a test tube baby—a child she had wanted so badly that she had relied on advanced science to bring me into her life. She explained that my father had been an anonymous donor selected purely based on his desirable genetics to contribute his DNA to the IVF procedure.

      “It’s a little more complicated than that,” my mom said on the computer screen. “I carried you in my womb, but you weren’t the standard IVF baby because, well . . .” Again, she hesitated, closing her eyes. “Because you’re not mine, Cora.” Her eyelids raised, unshed tears turning the blue of her irises more brilliant than ever. “You’re not even human.”

      “What?” I blurted. My chest heaved with each breath, and I slowly scooted the chair backward, shaking my head. This was a joke, it had to be. A cruel, sick, twisted joke.

      “You were found in a preserved embryonic state,” she continued. “So far as we know, you are the last remaining member of an ancient, advanced species of hominids who came to this planet seeking refuge thousands of years before the dawn of human civilization.”

      I balked, my jaw dropping and eyes bulging. First, she told me I wasn’t hers. Then, I wasn’t even human. Now, she was claiming I was an alien?

      “And I don’t think your condition is an illness, but a gift native to your species.” She pressed her lips together, tears sneaking over the brim of her eyelids and streaking down her cheeks. She hastily swiped the tears away. “I’ve always thought that, but I didn’t know how to help you. I probably should have told you a long time ago—Emi’s been on me about this for years—but the longer I carried this secret, the harder it became to admit the truth.”

      I felt like I’d been punched in the gut. Not just my mom, but Emi was in on it, too?

      “I know I’m taking the coward’s way out, telling you like this.” My mom inhaled and exhaled deeply, focus drifting away from the camera. “I don’t know, maybe I should go upstairs right now and tell you all of this in person, but . . .” She raised her left hand, chewing on her thumbnail. “I have nothing to show you—nothing to help you.” She bowed her head, shaking it weakly. “Not yet, anyway.”

      I clenched my jaw. My mom hadn’t gone upstairs. She hadn’t come to my room and confessed any of this to me in person. And for the briefest moment, I hated her for doing this to me.

      “I hope you never see this,” my mom said quietly. A moment later, she cleared her throat and straightened her shoulders, seeming to regain some of her composure. Her focus returned to the camera. “Helping you—that’s the whole point of this expedition to Brazil. I’m looking for guidance from your people, or at least, from the last remnants of your people. From the things they left behind. There’s a device that should help you control your gift—I’ve seen one, once, but it’s impossible to get to. But . . . I think I know where to find another one.”

      I shook my head ever so slowly. She was serious. Dead serious. Subconsciously, the fingers of my right hand sought out the pendant with its odd, color-changing stone hanging from the chain around my neck. I couldn’t help but wonder if the necklace was the device she was talking about.

      “You’ll find a full explanation of everything I’ve gathered about you and your people and their origins in my journal. I just . . .” She took a deep breath, her eyes seeming to search the camera. “I thought you deserved to hear the truth from me . . . just in case I don’t make it back.”

      I laughed hollowly, chest tight and throat constricting. This was crazy. Pure insanity.

      My mom leaned in suddenly, resting her elbows on the desk, and her expression darkened. “Listen very carefully, Cora,” she said. “I don’t know if you’ll believe any of what I just told you, but that doesn’t matter right now. If you’re watching this video, then I’ve been caught.”

      I straightened, eyes narrowing. I shoved all of the craziness she’d just dumped on me into the back of my mind. This was what I’d been searching for. Now, more than ever, I wanted to find my mom. I needed to find her.

      “If they figure out what I’ve done,” she said, “if they learn about you, they’ll come after you.” Her stare intensified. “You cannot let them capture you, Cora. They want to use you. To dissect you. To destroy you. If you get even the slightest suspicion that you’re being watched, run. Run as far and as fast as you can. I will do everything I possibly can to help you.” The complete and utter conviction in her voice frightened me. “So long as I still breathe,” she said, “I will find a way back to you, and I will protect you.”

      I was gripping the pendant so hard that the edges dug painfully into my palm, even through the thin leather of the gloves. “Protect me from who?”

      “I hope this isn’t goodbye,” she continued, “but if it is, know one thing—I love you, Cora. I feel so honored to have been a part of your life, and I will carry you in my heart until the very end.” She smiled one last time, and closed her eyes, releasing a string of tears that streamed down both cheeks.

      When she reopened her eyes, the blue of her irises seemed to have dimmed. “Remember to read the journal. It’s all explained in there.” She kissed her fingers, then touched them to the camera, and then the screen went black.

      Behind me, someone cleared their throat.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. I sprang out of the chair and spun around, my mom’s journal still clutched to my chest.

      Emi stood in the center aisle a dozen or so paces into the room, her hands clasped before her and her mouth pinched.

      Tila ducked under one of the long tables to reach her, tail wagging and nose sniffing.

      “So, Diana finally told you,” Emi said, ignoring the dog. She raised one eyebrow pointedly and added, “Not the way I would’ve gone about it, but I’m glad it’s done.”

      Bummed, Tila let out her patented groan-whine, then sat, her eyes glued to Emi.

      I opened my mouth, then shut it again when I found I had no words. Instead, I simply shook my head.

      Emi’s expression softened, her eyes filling with compassion. “It sounds crazy, I know, but—”

      “What?” I said, voice layered with disbelief. “What do you know, Emi? What do you know about me? About my mom?” I waited for her to answer—to confirm or deny the things my mom had said in the video—but she said nothing. I took a step toward her. “Please, Emi. Tell me what you know.”

      She stared at me for a long moment. “I—it’s complicated, Cora.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head with more force. Hurt and betrayal mixed together within me, resulting in a surprising emotion—anger. “It’s simple, Emi. You lied to me. My whole life—” I clenched my jaw, barely holding in the sudden, simmering rage. I breathed in and out through my nose, staring hard. Accusing. “Did you know what my mom was really doing?” I asked. “Did you know where she was going? Did you lie to me about all of that, too?”

      Emi returned my stare, her lips pressed into a thin, flat line. Her lack of denial was admittance enough.

      “Do you know what happened to her?” My voice had taken on a hard edge I’d never heard from myself before. “Do you know who ‘they’ are?”

      Emi nodded. “The Custodes Veritatis.”

      “The guardians of the truth?” I said, translating the Latin aloud.

      Again, Emi nodded. “It’s a secret organization whose sole task is keeping the world from finding out about the Atlanteans.” At my blank stare, Emi clarified, “The aliens.”

      My brow furrowed. I could hardly believe that Emi was confirming my mom’s crazy story.

      “Diana and I were members,” Emi explained. “It’s where we met.”

      “So, you weren’t in the military?” The sense of betrayal I felt sharpened my words.

      Emi shook her head. “Read it,” she said, glancing down at the journal clutched to my chest. “I’m sure Diana explains everything in there far better than I will.”

      “I’d rather hear it from you,” I said. I wasn’t sure I’d ever been mad at Emi. But now, the anger roared through my veins, burning away two and a half decades of complacency. Of ignorance. Of misplaced trust.

      I gave Emi seconds—eons—to respond. When she finally did, her words were beyond disappointing. “Read the journal, Cora. After that, I’ll answer any questions you have—and I’m sure you’ll have many. Just read it, first.”

      I blew out a breath and shook my head. “Thanks for nothing,” I muttered as I brushed past Emi, the exposed skin of my arm skimming against hers. Normally, the brief contact would have triggered an episode, but I hardly noticed the lack of one, now. My thoughts were too disordered, and I was too pissed off to care.

      Tila’s nails clicked on the brick floor as she followed behind me.

      Closing in on the reinforced door, I picked up the pace, full-on running by the time I reached the stairs.

      First my mom, and then Emi—with all of the secrets and lies, I didn’t know what to think anymore. Reality wasn’t making any sense, and I could no longer count on the people I had trusted my whole life.

      I fled to my bedroom, Tila close on my heels. I slammed the door behind me and leaned my back against it, sinking down to the floor as I stared ahead at nothing.

      Tila danced in place for a moment, but quickly sensed that my mood wasn’t playful and fell still. She lay down on the floor beside me, resting her heavy head on my thigh.

      Idly, I scratched her along her neck. This morning everything had been normal. My life had been shitty, but at least it had been predictable. Familiar. Known.

      Now, I didn’t recognize the world around me.

      I didn’t recognize the home I grew up in or the people who raised me.

      I didn’t even recognize me.
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      Cora,

      I hope you never read this. I really do. I’ve made so, so many mistakes where you are concerned. I just wanted to give you a normal life. I wanted to be the loving mother you deserved. I wanted to keep you safe—from them. From the world. I wanted so many things for you, ordinary things, but now I realize that you were never meant for ordinary. You’re destined to be extraordinary.

      Emi and I have long suspected there’s more to you than we can see or detect, but it wasn’t until last week, when I attempted to enroll you in kindergarten, that we realized just how different you are. How much more you are—and how much more you deserve from us. I just wanted to give you a chance to be a kid, at least for a little while. You’ve only been around the two of us and Raiden for so long, and in a few years, once you’re older and understand your birthright, well . . . I wanted to give you some fond memories to look back on. I wanted you to remember what it felt like to be one of us.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me start at the beginning. My name—my real name—is Diana Crane, and this is the story of how I became your mother.

      I suppose it all began when I was eighteen years old and they first started recruiting me. I was enrolled at Oxford, a London orphan armed with a full-ride scholarship and a passion for the past. I was smart and ambitious, and coupled with my lack of familial ties, this made me a prime candidate. A professor of mine, one of their recruiters, picked me out and submitted my name without my knowledge. Once I was approved as a recruit, again, without my knowledge, I was offered a position on a top-notch excavation in the Egyptian Delta run by the Vatican, along with a full scholarship for the experience. How could I turn that down? It was the definition of too good to be true.

      The grooming began that summer, during the excavation. I still didn’t know anything about them—I didn’t even know they existed. But they planted the seed that would one day make me desire to join them. I finished the summer believing there was only one path forward, only one way to fulfill my dreams to become the greatest archaeologist of my time, and by the end of fall term, I’d been accepted to the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome, where I would be guaranteed access to some of the best excavations and most exclusive artifacts, and where I would learn under some of the most renowned archaeologists, classicists, and historians in the world.

      I joined a small cohort of enthusiastic students, all specializing in different disciplines. Emi was one of those students. We did everything together. We even lived together. We became a family. It was everything I’d ever wanted, and I loved every minute of it. I would rather have died than give it up. Which was exactly what they wanted, what they’d been waiting for. I was in too deep. I couldn’t go back to who I’d been before—a nobody with no one. Once they knew they had me, they revealed themselves to me, and I officially became one of them.

      They’re called the Custodes Veritatis—Guardians of the Truth—or simply “the Order” by those of us on the inside. Though the name sounds mundane, their purpose is anything but. They are an elite secret order under direct Papal authority with the sole directive to guard one specific truth—to hoard it from the rest of the world. Because if the world found out, the Catholic Church, along with all of the world’s religions, would be seen as they really are—bearers of lies. And in the wake of the revelation of that terrible truth, civilization would crumble.

      We aren’t alone in the universe, and we don’t need a space program to find extraterrestrial life. It’s already here. It’s been here for thousands of years, before humans ever even considered the possibility of life existing elsewhere in the universe. Before we were even aware of the universe, at all.

      We don’t know where they came from or why they came here, to earth. According to legend, their home world was destroyed, and they had to flee. Earth was already populated by a species of hominids similar enough that they could blend in, so they sought refuge here, where they could hide in plain sight, longing for their broken world. A world called Atlantis. At least, that’s what legend says.

      What happened to the Atlanteans after they arrived is the real mystery – they built two massive labyrinths, and then they vanished. We have a few Atlantean artifacts of theirs, but the objects are so technologically advanced that we have no idea what they actually are, let alone how to use them.

      Maybe those higher up in the Order know more about the Atlanteans, but neither Emi nor I ever made it beyond middle management. The Liber Veritatis is said to hold all of the knowledge gained by the Order over the centuries, with each Primicerius adding to it during his reign, but the book was lost decades ago. We know so little about the Atlanteans, but then, we don’t need to know much beyond the fact that they exist. That simple truth alone is enough to shatter our understanding of our place in the universe.

      As an initiate in the Order, I was trained to believe I was protecting the world. Chaos and disorder would wash away the refinements of civilization should the truth ever get out. My education in Rome went beyond academics. I was trained to fight. Trained to protect myself and the mission, no matter the cost. Trained to kill. Trained to die.

      For nearly a decade, I drank the Kool-Aid. I may have had moments where I struggled to fall in line, but in the end, I always ended up dutifully following orders. The repercussions of not doing so were too terrifying. The Order didn’t respond well to treachery. Part of me doubted what we were doing, especially when I saw the brutal violence the Order was capable of, but another, stronger, more desperate part of me truly believed that what we were doing was right. For the good of humanity, and all that. I needed to believe it, because I needed the Order. I didn’t have anything else.

      But one day, that all changed—the day you came into my life. You were such a tiny thing then, an embryo visible only through the lens of a microscope, your DNA almost human, but varied in the slightest, strangest of ways. You see, you’d been preserved in a miniature cryogenic stasis pod that fit easily in the palm of my hand. It was one of the Order’s most prized artifacts, dated at over ten thousand years old, though it had only been in the Order’s possession since it was discovered by Percy Fawcett in Brazil in 1925.

      As one of the Order’s science prodigies, Emi was the one to discover the stasis pod’s true purpose and the nature of the embryo contained within. Genetically, the life form’s DNA was a close enough match to human that Emi and her team believed it would be compatible with a human surrogate mother. This was a few years after the world’s first successful IVF birth, and as soon as the leader of the Order realized there was a way to bring a real, live Atlantean into the world, he leapt at the chance. Not even the Pope’s direct order not to use IVF could stop the Primicerius. He was too desperate for the chance to study you. To learn from you. To use you.

      It was fairly common for Order members to develop an obsession with the Atlanteans. I was no different. The Atlanteans were all I could think about. I wanted—needed—to know more about them. I was excited about the prospect of an Atlantean child being born to a human woman, and I wanted to be that woman. The child would be alone, like I’d always been alone. I could be its family. I could raise it. Learn from it. And unlike my beloved Order, I wouldn’t simply want to use the child—I would love the child, with all my heart.

      The Atlantean embryo was scheduled to be implanted into the surrogate mother’s uterus in three months’ time. That gave me plenty of time to work on Emi, to convince her to swap out the embryo and instead implant the Atlantean child within my womb. She was resistant, at first, but I played on her fears for her young son, and gradually she warmed to the idea. Even so, I couldn’t get her to commit. I’d all but given up, when we received word of an attack on the Primicerius—the leader of our order was fine, but several members of his guard had been killed. One of those men was Emi’s husband, Kai.

      Kai’s death triggered something within Emi, and two weeks before the implantation procedure was scheduled to take place, she came to me in the middle of the night, eyes red and swollen from crying and lack of sleep. She wanted out—she wanted her son out—and she wanted me to help them escape. To run with them. She knew the only way to get me to abandon the Order would be to offer me something bigger, something I wanted more. So, she offered to do the procedure on me. Then I wouldn’t have any choice but to leave.

      I didn’t hesitate, not even for a second. Emi procured a second, human embryo, and the night before the implantation procedure was scheduled to happen, we swapped the embryos, implanting the Atlantean child within my uterus. I still have nightmares about the other child—the poor human child—what his or her life must be like, growing up a ward of the Order, and as the Order’s greatest disappointment. But it had to be done. I had to save you.

      The scheduled procedure happened as planned, and while the Order’s attention was focused on the chosen surrogate, I feigned illness, resting in bed to give the Atlantean embryo as good of a chance to take hold as possible. It was touch and go there for a few days, and after a full day of spotting about a week in, I was sure we were going to fail. But we didn’t. The embryo implanted successfully. And nourished by my body, it started to grow. You started to grow.

      Now, we faced our largest hurdle—escape. Much like with a violent street gang, few people ever made it out of the Custodes Veritatis alive. Once you were in, you were in it for life. You couldn’t retire out; you either died serving the Order, ran and hid, or were executed for betraying it. But I had a way out. An older gentleman had been sniffing around my excavations for years. He was good—very subtle, very sneaky, very smart. His name was George Blackthorn, and he only approached me once. He hinted at knowing about the Order and suggested that there were others who knew the truth—others who would be willing to share more of that truth with me than the Custodes Veritatis had during my years with them. He fed me just enough information to make me want more.

      By the time I was carrying you, I’d been secretly communicating with George for two years. He’d heard enough from me to read between the lines—to know of my growing discontent with the Order and their brutal ways, and that I stayed not just for the chance to continue to study the Atlanteans, but for the sense of belonging I felt in the Order. He’d offered a safe place, should I ever find myself in need of somewhere to hide. A place to call home. No strings, save for one—bring him one of the Atlantean artifacts.

      It took months to devise and plan our escape, and the execution was fraught with peril. But when Emi, Raiden, and I finally showed up on George’s doorstep after a grueling week-long, back-and-forth journey halfway across the globe to his family home on Orcas Island, Blackthorn Manor, I brought him something far better than any artifact. I brought him you.

      I assumed the identity of George’s niece, Diana Blackthorn. George was something of a recluse, and he was old enough that none of the Island’s residents remembered he’d been an only child. Nobody suspected a thing. It was perfect. I just wish he’d been in better health. He passed away shortly before you were born.

      Your gestation took longer than was normal for a human child, both baffling and intriguing Emi to no end. At times, I was terrified of you, especially near the beginning. But as the months passed and my belly grew, I came to love you, deeply. After a little over a year, I delivered a healthy, happy baby girl, indistinguishable from an ordinary human child. You were so tiny, so helpless. You were all alone in the world, the last of your kind, so far as we knew, and you had no idea about any of it. You were an orphan in every sense of the word. I vowed, while first holding you in my arms, to make sure you never felt the loneliness I’d felt growing up. Even if that meant hiding your true nature not just from the world, but from yourself.

      After your birth, your growth and development seemed relatively normal. Emi tested your reflexes and responses regularly, and while you always tested slightly ahead of the curve for your age and were capable of deep emotional insight beyond that of most adults, it was nothing astounding. For all intents and purposes, you were human. So, I raised you as such.

      Which brings us to the disaster of this past week. Initially, when the kindergarten teacher told me how distraught you were during the first day of school, I thought it was just separation anxiety. You had never been away from me before. Your reaction didn’t seem all that abnormal. But the second day was worse. On the third day, I stayed to observe, but my presence only seemed to intensify the problem. I took you home at lunch, and you screamed as I carried you to the car, like my touch was hurting you . . . until you gave in to exhaustion and passed out cold. Something about that setting, about being around so many other people, triggered something within you.

      Later that day, when you were settled in your bed, sound asleep, the teacher called the house and told me she suspected you might be somewhere on the Autism spectrum, based on the way physical contact seemed to set you off. She gave me the names and phone numbers of a few child psychologists who specialized in diagnosing such disorders and advised that I homeschool you until your underlying “mental condition” could be identified.

      Your underlying mental condition. It’s almost laughable. A person can raise a wolf as a dog, but it’s still a wolf. Its brain is still wired differently from the dog’s, and no matter how the wolf is raised or trained, that wiring will always win out in the end. You aren’t autistic, and you don’t have any underlying conditions, mental or otherwise. There is nothing wrong with you, beyond the simple truth: you aren’t human.

      Whatever latent sensory or psychic abilities are hardwired into your brain have been awakened, and now, even the slightest touch sends you into what Emi calls a “psychic overload”—the sensory input seems to get stuck in a mental feedback loop, like when a microphone gets too close to a speaker, until your mind is overloaded and you lose consciousness.

      It happens because you aren’t human. You may look human. You may even act human. But you’re not human, no matter how hard I tried to blind myself to the truth. After the trauma my blindness caused you this past week, I’ve finally come to grips with the reality of your existence. You are so much more—capable of sensing things beyond that of a human—and I’ve done you a massive disservice by ignoring your true, glorious nature.

      But you’re still my baby. I carried you within me for over a year. We may not share any DNA, but my blood flowed through your veins before you developed your own, and after you were born, I nourished you with milk from my body. In my heart, you’re my flesh and blood. You’re my daughter, and nothing will ever change that. I owe it to you to find out more about your species . . . more about your true potential and the remarkable insight you were born with. I owe it to you to give you the quality of life you deserve, not the sheltered, isolated existence you’ll otherwise be doomed to live.

      Thanks to George, I have the means to embark on private expeditions to try to uncover everything I can about you and your people. He invested the Blackthorn fortune wisely, and it’s more than tripled since his death.

      I will not rest until I have the answers I’m looking for. Until Emi and I can find a way to improve your quality of life. You’re such a lively, adventurous child; it breaks my heart to think that you’ll be trapped in Blackthorn Manor all your life, afraid of the world simply because your mind processes more sensory input than ours do.

      You are my daughter, Cora, and you will have the chance to be the remarkable woman you’re meant to be. I look forward to the day when I can watch you step into your own. When I can see you blossom into the beautiful being trapped within your frightened mind. When you can shed your fear and finally, truly live.
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      I hugged my mom’s journal to my chest as I scooted lower in the bed, staring up at the ceiling, thoughts spinning. First the video, and now this book—my mom was crazy. Delusional. She’d lost her mind, clearly, but when? How had I not noticed her slide into insanity?

      I rolled onto my side, absently stroking Tila’s flank. The windows were dark, the outside world looking like a deep, yawning blackness.

      Was this why Emi had wanted me to read the journal before talking to her? Had she wanted me to see the full depths of my mom’s delusions?

      I inhaled deeply, exhaling a heavy sigh, and closed my eyes. I would talk to her in the morning, once I’d had a chance to read through the rest of the madness my mom had scribbled on the journal’s pages. I just needed to rest my eyes for a few minutes, then I would get back to reading . . .

      

      I wake slowly, but as my mind becomes more alert and the memory of the overwhelming terror returns, my eyes pop open. “Mommy!” I yell, bolting upright in bed. I hug JoJo, my stuffed T-rex, to my chest so tightly that his squishy body is practically bent in two.

      My bedroom door bursts open, and my mom rushes in. “Oh sweetheart, I’m so sorry,” she says, slowing as she approaches the bed. “I just stepped out for a minute. I wanted to be here when you woke.”

      I toss JoJo aside and hold my arms out to her. I need a mommy hug so bad right now, it hurts.

      My mom hesitates, just for a second.

      I whimper, reaching for her.

      She sits on the bed and wraps her arms around me, but the comfort I seek evades me. The deluge of fear and worry is instantaneous. It pours into me, filling me up and drowning out everything else.

      I cling to my mom, sobbing as agonizing tremors and spasms wrack my body. Images flash through my mind—my mom and Emi, running, fighting. I can’t make sense of them.

      A scream builds in my chest. It claws its way up my throat and erupts from my mouth, raw and piercing. Breath after breath, the scream renews. I can’t stop it.

      Until, finally, my muscles cramp up and body goes rigid, and darkness blots out the world.

      I float in that darkness for what feels like eons. I’m not a little girl anymore. I’m me, now—twenty-six years old and wise to the dangers of the world. I know what made five-year-old me scream. I know not to touch people anymore.

      In a blink, the darkness is gone, and I’m somewhere else. Somewhen else.

      I’m sitting at a kid-sized drawing table in a doctor’s office. At least, I think it’s a doctor’s office. It’s weird, because there’s no exam table, and the floor is carpet, and the doctor isn’t wearing a white coat and she doesn’t have a stethoscope hanging around her neck. A rainbow of crayons is scattered on the table around the drawing I’m working on. It’s of my mom and me, the day we left school forever.

      The doctor is kneeling on the floor a few feet away, watching me draw.

      I finish the curly cues that are my mom’s hair, then set down the brown crayon and pick up the red one.

      “That’s very good, Cora,” the doctor says. “You’re a very talented artist. Do you draw often at home?”

      I glance at her, my shoulders bunching up. “I draw sometimes,” I say, then return to my drawing.

      The doctor moves closer. “What are those, Cora?” she asks. “What are you drawing on your mom?”

      “Fear,” I whisper. “Spikes of fear.”

      “Is that what your mom feels like to you—like she’s covered in spikes of fear?”

      I nod.

      “And do you actually feel the spikes poking you?”

      My crayon stills, and I nod again, eyes glued to the drawing. I can still remember the feeling of the fear stabbing into me.

      “I see,” she says. “And when is the first time you noticed the spikes?”

      I add smaller spikes to the drawing of my mom and shrug. “They used to be smaller . . . and softer,” I say. “They used to just tickle, like feathers.”

      “I see,” she says again. She reaches out, her hand hovering near the edge of my drawing. “Tell me, Cora, what do I feel like?” Her hand covers mine, and my entire body shudders as a jolt of agonizing sadness zips up my arm. I see flashes of images in my mind.

      A girl with no hair.

      The doctor sitting beside a hospital bed.

      A bunch of daffodils lying on a grave marker.

      I jerk my hand out from under hers so quickly that I fall out of my chair, but the tremors don’t stop. The images—the sadness and pain—don’t stop. I curl into a ball on the floor and hug my knees to my chest. The darkness is already creeping in at the edges of my consciousness. I wish it would hurry up.

      “Cora?” The doctor says.

      My teeth chatter, and my body shakes. My eyes are closed, but I can sense the doctor moving closer. The sadness swells as she nears, the pain overwhelming me.

      The darkness is so close now. I reach for it. Welcome it. Embrace it.

      I sigh, my body already relaxing as the darkness carries me away.

      Again, I float in that peaceful darkness, aware of the present but reflecting on the past, on the forgotten memories resurfacing from the deepest recesses of my mind.

      Without warning, I’m sucked into another moment from my childhood. Another visit with a specialist. Another suppressed traumatic memory. I skip through moment after moment, like flipping through channels on a TV. I relive the experience of seeing dozens of experts, from psychologists to psychics, neurologists to shamans. I haven’t thought about that period of whirlwind trips off the island for years; it’s a blur to me, a hazy point in my memory, clouded by the trauma of pain and the frequent loss of consciousness as we tried to get a handle on what my mom and Emi called my “condition.”

      The moments flash past, faster and faster, and I lose track of where one ends and the next begins. The shift from memory to memory is dizzying, and I feel mental whiplash settling in. Until, suddenly, it stops.

      I’m in the library, hiding under my mom’s desk, reading The Voyage of the Dawn Treader. The late afternoon light filters through the stained-glass window, making blue and orange shapes on the pages of my book.

      Hushed voices drift into the library, and I stop reading and tilt my head to the side, listening. It’s my mom and Emi, talking quietly as they make their way up the hallway leading to the library. I can’t tell what they’re saying, but I can hear their footsteps now that I’m listening for them.

      Grinning, I close my book and curl up deeper into the recess under the desk so they won’t be able to see me. When they get close enough, I’m planning to jump out and surprise them.

      “. . . need to stop,” Emi says, her words becoming discernable as they enter the library. “It’s not fair to her. She thinks there’s something wrong with her.”

      “I hear you, Em, I really do,” my mom says, “but we’re close. I can feel it. I’ve been emailing with a Yogi who says he’s seen these kinds of episodes afflict those who unlock siddhi powers prematurely—”

      “Diana,” Emi says, voice raised slightly. They’re maybe halfway to the desk, now.

      I can feel my grin wilting on my lips. They’re talking about me. About my condition. About what’s wrong with me.

      “I’ve done some research into the siddhis,” my mom says. She’s much closer. Almost to the desk. “Here, look at this book—some of the powers it describes sound just like what Cora has been—”

      “Diana,” Emi repeats, even louder, “stop!”

      They’re standing on the other side of the desk—so close that I’m afraid they’ll hear my shallow breaths, my pounding heart. I hug the book to my chest, making myself as small as I possibly can.

      “Listen to yourself,” Emi says. “You’re grasping at straws and getting nowhere.”

      They fall silent for a moment, and I hold my breath.

      “I get that you need to feel like you’re doing something to help her,” Emi continues. “I get it, Diana, I really do. But this isn’t helping her. It’s helping you.” After another long moment of silence, she adds, “But it’s hurting Cora.”

      My mom makes a sobbing sound that crushes my heart. “I don’t know what else to do.” She makes that sound again, and tears well in my eyes. “How am I supposed to help my little girl, Em? How am I supposed to comfort her when I can’t even touch her? I can’t just leave her like this. I have to do something . . .”

      “I know,” Emi says. “I know. I’m not saying we stop trying to help her. I’m saying we go about it another way . . . a way that leaves Cora out of it. She’s only eight years old. There’s a good chance she’ll forget most of what’s happened so far.”

      My mom clears her throat. “So, what do you suggest?”

      “The Atlanteans couldn’t have survived to become the advanced species we know they were if they’d been as debilitated by their innate gifts as Cora is,” Emi says. “They must have come up with some way to regulate the sensory input.”

      “Some way—like what?” my mom asks.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” Emi admits. “The best analogy I can come up with for what Cora is experiencing is like when a human stares directly into the sun without eye protection—only now, the whole sky is the sun, and Cora can’t go outside without being blinded.”

      “So, you’re saying we need to find the Atlantean equivalent of psychic sunglasses,” my mom says. Her voice sounds more distant, like she’s walking away from the desk.

      Emi laughs softly, dryly. “Yeah, Diana, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”
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      I woke with a gasp, heart hammering in my chest, and sat bolt upright. It took my sleep-addled mind seconds to register Tila growling and scratching at my bedroom door. Her hackles were raised, the short fur fluffing her shoulder blades and forming a ridge that ran the length of her spine.

      I shot a quick glance at the clock on the nightstand. It was half past midnight; I couldn’t have been asleep for more than thirty minutes, an hour at the most.

      Trembling, I moved painstakingly slowly, slipping my legs over the edge of the mattress. Just as my toes touched the cold hardwood, my mom’s journal slid off my lap and onto the floor, landing in the pool of golden light from the lamp on the nightstand. The noise seemed as loud as a gong in my adrenaline-fueled state of hyperawareness.

      I stared at the journal, my thoughts returning to the insanity my mom had written on the first few pages. To the things she’d written about me. Her story—it was impossible. Science Fiction. Not real. It couldn’t be. I couldn’t be something else. Something alien. Something other.

      But then I thought of the strange trip down memory lane I’d just taken in my dreams, of the long-suppressed memories that had resurfaced, and I wasn’t so sure. In that last memory, it had been pretty obvious that both Emi and my mom believed I was one of these Atlanteans.

      An explosive crack made me jump. A gunshot. Inside the house.

      Tila was no longer growling. She was now emitting a string of barks laced with a vicious snarl that set my teeth on edge and reverberated in my bones.

      I stood beside the bed, immobilized by fear. I was so scared, I could barely draw in a shaky breath.

      Someone was in the house. An intruder.

      

       . . . if they figure out what I’ve done—if they learn about you, they’ll come after you . . .

      

      Had my mom predicted this? Was it them? Was it the Order—the Custodes Veritatis—if the Order was even a real thing? Was this linked to my mom’s disappearance? Or was it possible that her going missing weeks before our remote estate was broken into was just a crazy coincidence?

      Two more quick crack of gunfire made me flinch. I could hear shouting and what sounded like muffled grunts.

      Another couple gunshots in quick succession, and the house fell silent.

      With a disgruntled whine, Tila turned away from the door and trotted across the room, back toward me. She circled around me, hackles still raised as she sniffed at my legs, intermittently emitting something that sounded like a cross between a low growl and a whine.

      Was it over? I couldn’t hear anything happening out there. All I could hear was Tila, along with my own hammering heartbeat and raspy breaths.

      I counted to sixty, silently mouthing the numbers, then ever so slowly, slid my foot forward over the smooth teak floor. It took me at least a minute to make it to the bedroom door, and another thirty seconds to work up the nerve to reach for the doorknob. Just as my fingers closed around the handle, it started to turn.

      I pulled my hand away from the doorknob like I’d been burned, and backed up a step. But as the door started to inch open, I froze.

      Relief flooded me when I saw the face peeking in through the crack. Raiden.

      His jaw was tensed, his brows drawn together, and his eyes were opened wide, alert. The left side of his face was spattered with blood, and he was holding a black handgun positioned down by his thigh. He lifted his free hand, holding a finger up to his lips telling me to be quiet, then raised his eyebrows. He was asking if I understood.

      I swallowed roughly and nodded.

      Raiden opened the door just enough that he could slip into the room, then eased it shut. “You need to hide,” he said, his voice the faintest whisper as Tila widened her orbit to include us both.

      I understood his words, but I could no longer get my feet to move. Terror had fused them to the floor.

      “Now, Cora,” Raiden hissed, curling the fingers of one hand around my arm, just above my elbow, his palm flush against my bare skin.

      Raiden’s hand. On my arm. He was touching me. His skin on mine.

      My eyes bulged, my stare locking on his hand. But before I could pull free, he tightened his hold. I couldn’t get away.

      And yet, there was no pain. No terrifying hallucinations. No vertigo, no pounding headache, and no hint of the darkness creeping in on the edges of consciousness. Just Raiden, staring down at me, his features taut with worry.

      The spike of panic slowly decreased, and I fell still under Raiden’s touch. My chest heaved with each too-quick breath, but I could feel my heart rate already slowing as the receded, coherent thought returned. Raiden was here, but his mom wasn’t.

      “What about Emi?” I asked, voice hushed.

      “Who do you think sent me up here?” Raiden whispered and gave another tug on my arm, pulling my thoughts back to the very real and present danger.

      I let him lead me across the room toward the bed. With his help, I eased down to the floor on my belly and, feet first, slid underneath the bed’s wooden frame. At the last second, I reached for my mom’s journal and dragged it under the bed with me.

      Raiden held a hand down in the gap between the floor and the bedframe, fingers splayed wide as if to say, “Stay here.”

      Fine with me. In the virtual world, I might have been all about the fight, but here in the real world, I was a run-and-hide kind of girl.

      From the middle of the floor, Tila watched me curiously, head cocking to the side. She took a step toward me, then paused, looking from me to Raiden as he silently crossed the room, heading for the closed door.

      If she followed him, I had no doubt that she would resume the growling and door-scratching routine. Whoever was still in the house was sure to hear that and head straight for us.

      I snapped my fingers twice, signaling for her to come to me.

      She didn’t budge.

      I snapped again, hissing, “Come here, Tila, now,” as firmly as I could without raising my voice above a whisper.

      She stared at the door for a moment longer, chuffed, and then padded toward the bed.

      “Come on,” I whispered.

      She chuffed one more time, then dropped to her belly and crawled under the bedframe, coming to rest beside me. Her presence had always had a calming effect on me, and even now, scared as I was, I felt a little better having her next to me.

      I shifted the journal out from under my arm and eased it shut, carefully wrapping the leather cord around its cover to hold it closed, then laid my head down, resting my cheek on the worn leather. Strangely, it made me feel closer to my mom, almost like she was there with me, at least in spirit. She would’ve been a stand-and-fight kind of girl. Not a doubt in my mind.

      Despite everything I’d learned about her in the past few hours, thinking of her courage brought a tiny smile to my lips.

      From my limited vantage point, I watched Raiden’s bare feet as he closed in on the bedroom door. For such a large man, his ability to move in near silence over the house’s creaky old floors was incredibly impressive.

      The door was shut, and Raiden flattened himself back-first against the wall beside the door frame like he expected bad guys to burst through the door at any moment. He became absolutely, completely still.

      My already racing heart gave a frightened skip, and my body started to shake as a second wave of adrenaline flooded my system. Sweat gathered on the back of my neck and under my arms. I pressed my palms against the floorboards, and closed my eyes, focusing on taking deep, even breaths.

      Sensing my mounting panic, Tila nestled closer. She tucked her face in the crook of my neck, her breaths tickling the hairs that had escaped from my loose, messy bun.

      At the sounds of a scuffle coming from some other part of the house, I sucked in a breath.

      There was only one other person in the house, only one other resident of the estate to fend off intruders—Emi.

      My fingernails dug into the teak floor as my fingers formed claws. Emi sparred regularly with my mom, and they were both highly skilled fighters. I had always thought it was a leftover of their military days, but now I knew better. They’d never been in the military. At least, not in any traditional military.

      Emi had been teaching me a discipline she called “pankration” since I was eight or nine, but my mastery of the grapple-heavy form of martial arts was hindered by my inability to touch anyone. I dabbled in knife throwing and sparring with a wooden staff, but mostly Emi and I just did Tai Chi together. It kept me in decent shape, and helped me concentrate and center myself, but that was about it. I knew she could take care of herself—between Emi and my mom, Emi was the better fighter—but she was quite petite, and she was no spring chicken. If the intruder was young, skilled, and even average in size, then she might not have the upper hand.

      Raiden’s thoughts must have gone to the same place as mine, because he reached for the doorknob, like he was intending to go help his mom. As he twisted the knob, the sounds of the scuffle died out, and he froze.

      My whole body tensed. Vivid images of Emi lying on the floor, body bloody and broken, flashed through my mind. I would never forgive myself if my last words to her had been spoken in anger. I feared the worst, and my gut twisted into knots, making me feel nauseated.

      Footsteps. I could hear them, faint but audible, like someone was trying to move as quietly as Raiden, but not quite managing. They were on this floor, slowly moving down the hallway in the direction of my bedroom. And from the sound of the footsteps, there was more than one person.

      Beside me, Tila tensed up, her stocky body becoming a hard bundle of coiled muscle and barely restrained power.

      Ever so slowly, Raiden pulled his hand back from the doorknob.

      The footsteps paused, and I heard the distinctive creak of the door to the empty bedroom beside mine being pushed open. The room was used for storage and entered so rarely that nobody ever bothered to oil the hinges.

      After what sounded like a cursory search of the room next door, the footsteps continued up the hallway. Toward my bedroom.

      Tila scurried out from under the bed before I could stop her. She ran to the door, her nails scraping on the hardwood floor. The hairs along her spine were raised, once more, and a deep, menacing growl rumbled in her chest.

      “Tila!” I whispered, snapping my fingers.

      She glanced at me, but turned back to the door, too deep into guard-dog mode. A moment later, she lunged at the door, a string of baritone barks warning the intruders to stay away.

      Raiden scooped Tila up, wrapping his free arm around her middle. He held her tightly, even as she struggled to get free, limbs flailing and teeth snapping. He sidestepped away from the door a heartbeat before a burst of automatic gunfire cut through the wood, the bullets splintering the floorboards mere feet from where I was laying.

      I stared at the shredded hardwood for a fraction of a second, then scurried back farther under the bed. In the moment of quiet following the gunfire, my whole body trembled, and my heartbeat thundered in my ears. I sucked in a shaky breath, holding the air in my lungs.

      The intruders were just outside. Would they fire again? Or would they burst into the room, guns blazing?

      Raiden didn’t wait to find out. He tossed Tila off to the side, swapped gun hands, and reached for the doorknob. In one quick jerk, he yanked the door open.

      I couldn’t see much from under the bed, just two sets of black combat boots, one set notably smaller than the other, like it belonged to a woman.

      My view was obscured further as Tila lunged at the intruders, a dark, snarling blur of fur and fury. The smaller pair of boots disappeared, pushed deeper into the hallway by the powerful dog.

      The pop of gunfire made me jump, and I whacked the back of my head against the bottom of the bed.

      A heartbeat later, the larger intruder dropped his rifle on the floor, then fell to his knees and toppled onto his side. His fingers twitched a few times, and then he was still.

      There was a small bullet hole in his brow, dead center between his sightless eyes. Eyes that stared straight at me. His irises were pale, contrasting with his darker skin, though whether they were blue, green, or even gray, I couldn’t tell in the dim lighting.

      Raiden stepped out into the hallway, where the struggle continued between my dog and the other intruder.

      I knew my attention should have been locked on Raiden, on the remaining threat in the hallway, but I couldn’t look away from the dead man’s eyes. His lifeless stare entranced me. Who was he, and why had he come here? My mom’s words whispered through my mind, and I couldn’t suppress the sickening suspicion that this man—these people—had broken into my home looking for me.

      Two quick gunshots broke my stare with the dead man. I sucked in a breath, and my eyes locked on the doorway. I couldn’t see Raiden or Tila or the other intruder out in the hallway—just darkness, deep and deafening. I didn’t know who had fired, and nothing else mattered. The rest of the world faded away, and all of existence narrowed down to that patch of darkness.

      A body thudded onto the floor out of sight, an arm flopping into the doorway a fraction of a second later. It was small and gloved. Not Raiden’s, I realized, relief flooding my body.

      I watched Tila pad out of the darkness and back into the bedroom, her hackles still raised. She was panting, her tongue lolling out to one side, and the patch of white fur spanning from chin to chest was stained crimson. She trotted toward the bed, stopping and turning around when she reached it. Still panting, she stretched out on the floor, head raised and ears alert. She was resting, but she was ready to attack again, if necessary.

      Raiden was still out in the hallway. Or, at least, I thought he was. I wanted to ask him if it was over, but I didn’t seem to be able to take in enough air to speak. My lungs worked in tiny, frantic movements, making my breaths quick and shallow.

      I waited under the bed, paralyzed by terror, for what felt like ages. In time, my breathing slowed, and I was left feeling cold and numb, distant and withdrawn. It was as though I’d witnessed the whole deadly struggle through a television screen.

      I started at the sound of hushed voices out in the hallway. The arm stretching halfway across the doorway disappeared suddenly, dragged out of the dim patch of light from the lamp on the bedside table, and my eyes locked onto the pair of feet that appeared in its place. They were bare and small, feminine and familiar.

      They were Emi’s feet.

      Some of the tension humming through my body eased, relaxing my muscles, just a little. Emi was fine. Whatever else had happened while I was hiding under the bed, at least she was okay.

      Emi walked into the room, closely followed by Raiden. From under the bed, I watched her pick her way around the body on the floor. “Where’s Cora?”

      “Under there,” Raiden said, passing his mom and heading for the bed. He stopped beside Tila, and a moment later, his hand appeared in the gap between the floor and the bedframe, partially blocking my view of his mom’s feet. “You can come out, Cora,” he said. “It’s safe, now.”

      Robotically, I scooted forward and out from under the bed. I avoided Raiden’s proffered hand and reached for the bedpost, using it to help me stand. My legs felt shaky, and I couldn’t stop staring at Emi.

      She stood in the center of the room, a shotgun gripped in one hand and her buttercup-yellow silk pajamas spattered with blood. Her braid was slightly mussed, and her cheeks were flushed, but she looked fine. Clearly, she’d fought the intruders, just as I’d feared, and clearly it had been a brutal, bloody battle. But it was just as clear that she’d come out on top. Little Emi. Gentle, brilliant, ruthless Emi.

      I hugged my mom’s journal to my chest, clinging to the tangible feel of it. Nothing was making any sense anymore. It was like I’d stepped into someone else’s life. Like I was in a video game. Was this what shock felt like? Was I in shock?

      Ever so slowly, I started to shake my head. Or maybe I wasn’t in shock. Maybe I was dreaming. That made more sense. The package, the secret passage and hidden study, my mom’s video and the journal, the break in—it was all part of a strangely vivid, twisted dream.

      Raiden looked from me to Emi and back. “She’s in shock,” he said to his mom. “We should—”

      “There’s no time,” Emi said, cutting him off. She took a deep breath, then set the shotgun on the mattress before turning away from both Raiden and me and heading for the closet. She switched on the closet light and pulled the door open, disappearing within for a moment before reemerging with a duffel bag. She crossed the room, heading for the bed, and set the bag on the mussed comforter, unzipping it and running her hands along the inside to open it more fully.

      “You need to pack,” she said, raising her gaze to meet mine and planting her hands on her hips. “Now, Cora.”

      “What?” I was still shaking my head. Still not understanding a single thing that had happened tonight. Still not sure any of this was real. “Why?”

      “Because,” Emi said, “This was only the first wave.”

      Instinctively, my focus shifted to the dead man on the floor near her feet. Bloody pieces of skull and hair and brain were spattered on the floor and walls beyond him.

      “Now that the Order knows about you,” Emi said, “more will come.”

      I looked at her. The Order. So, it was them—and as insane as it sounded, they had come here looking for me.

      “Did you read it?” Emi asked, glancing at the journal.

      I gulped and nodded, not bothering to mention I’d only read the first part.

      “Good,” she said. “Then you’re up to speed on the situation.”

      “How—” Again, I shook my head. “This isn’t a dream?”

      “No,” Emi said, eyes locking with mine. Her face was a mask of sympathy. “I’m so sorry, Cora. I wish there was more time to help you understand, but the Order is ruthless and relentless. More will come for you,” she said. “And they won’t stop until they have you.”
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      Besides the countless trips to the dozens of experts my mom consulted those first few years after my condition became apparent, I could count the number of times I had stepped foot off the San Juan Islands on one hand. My mom hadn’t ever taken me out when I was little, before my condition became obvious. I never understood why. Until now.

      She was afraid. Of being found. Of losing me. Of losing everything.

      The first time I ever left the safe familiarity of the islands, I was five. It was the week after my dismal stint in kindergarten, and I could clearly remember my mom telling me it was time for me to see a real city. She took me to Bellingham—not exactly a big city, but to me it was enormous.

      During that first trip, we visited her “friend”—a child psychologist, I now realized after reliving the experience in my dreams—and took a driving tour of the city. I remembered feeling overwhelmed by the sheer volume of buildings and people, but thankfully we remained within the safety of the car the whole time, only getting out to grab lunch at a tiny cafe on the waterfront. We even stayed in the car on the ferry.

      The flurry of appointments and consultations over the next three years took me to the mainland every month or two. But after those stopped, I remained on Orcas for years.

      The next time I left the islands, I was twelve and deep into my studies of the history of Washington State. I had just learned about the Great Seattle Fire of 1889 that led to the city getting a complete facelift—a literal lift, with the street level being raised over 20 feet—and little twelve-year-old me wanted to see the remains of the old city, now called Underground Seattle, with all my heart. I hounded my mom non-stop with pleas to go on a tour until she relented. Seattle had overwhelmed me so much that we never even made it to the tour.

      The next and final time I left the islands, it was for a three-day backpacking trip through Mt. Rainier National Park with Raiden and his Eagle Scout troop. Emi and my mom had gone as chaperones, and I’d been allowed to tag along. I was thirteen at the time, having the time of my life, absorbing the natural splendor of the park and interacting with a group of some of the most genuinely kind boys around. They were a few years older, and they had all seemed to go out of their way to make me feel welcome and included.

      Well, I had been having the time of my life, up until the morning of day three, when one of the boys caught me alone after a trip to the bathroom—no harm intended—and made the mistake of grabbing my hand. The touch triggered an episode, and I was knocked unconscious for a solid two hours. Even though it was an accident and the boy truly didn’t mean to hurt me, Emi and my mom were outraged. But it was Raiden’s reaction that surprised me the most. I still didn’t know exactly what happened, other than that he broke the troop’s zero-tolerance violence policy and was not only kicked off the troop, but banned from Eagle Scouts completely.

      That episode was the first I had experienced out of sight from my mom, Emi, or Raiden since that initial visit to the child psychologist. Once we returned home and a sense of safety and security settled in, I could remember—vividly—the moment I realized that I could never leave . . . could never have a normal life. That was the moment I accepted my fate as a prisoner of my own mind. That was also when I became obsessive about wearing gloves.

      Another thirteen years passed without me leaving the San Juan Islands. Thirteen years of acceptance. Of complacency. Of going through the motions.

      That was all about to change.

      Now, I didn’t have a choice. I had to leave Blackthorn Manor—had to leave my beloved islands, my safe haven. My life depended on it. Even so, I was just as terrified of leaving this place as I was of the people who’d invaded it. Of the people who were driving me away.

      I was just grateful that I didn’t have to run alone. Raiden was coming with me. Emi had already filled him in on the gist of the situation while I was packing, glossing over my supposed alien origins with a vague explanation about genetic testing and me being a “coveted asset” of the Order’s, so he would be prepared for what we were up against. Emi, however, was dead set on staying behind—with Tila—planting diversions and misdirections before catching up with us in a few days.

      “You’re sure she’ll be all right?” I asked Raiden as we loaded our bags onto our boat, the Argo. The thirty-five-foot Pursuit Drummond Island Runner was made more for island cruising and casual fish trolling than quick getaways, but we had to make do with what we had.

      Raiden tossed his duffel bag onto the Argo’s deck, then took mine and tossed it in, too. “She can take care of herself,” he said, repeating a variation of the assurances both he and his mom had already given me. A million other questions spun around in my mind, but I’d been fixated on that one since Emi announced her intention to remain behind. That question didn’t require me to acknowledge the things I wasn’t ready to face, yet.

      “But—”

      “We don’t have time for this, Cora.” Raiden turned to face me, raising his hands like he was about to grab my shoulders but stopping himself short when I flinched. Now that the danger was less imminent, it seemed easier for him to remember that I was a no-touch zone.

      He took a deep breath, balling his hands into fists, and crossed his arms over his chest. “My mother will be fine. She’ll be safe and sound in the hill house, where she’ll be able to monitor the Blackthorn Manor for any activity. Besides, she’ll have Tila to keep her safe,” he added. “The only person you should be worrying about right now is yourself.”

      I jutted my lower jaw forward. There was no condescension in his voice, just matter-of-fact this-is-how-it-is. Emi was strong, capable. I was weak, needing to be protected. These were facts, plain and simple. I knew it—I accepted it—but I hated it.

      Raiden gestured to the boat. “Now, can we please get moving?”

      I nodded, not trusting my voice not to wobble. After tightening the shoulder straps of my backpack and pulling up the faux-fur-lined hood of my black, waterproof parka, I stepped closer to the boat, placing my gloved hands on top of the boat’s fiberglass side and kicking my leg over, just as I’d done a thousand times before.

      For years, the Argo had given me an illusion of freedom. One of the beautiful things about the San Juan Islands was that there were so many little islands, many of which were uninhabited, rife for fishing and exploring. Those islands had made my tiny world feel a little bigger. Now that I was facing leaving my sheltered existence behind, I could see that sense of freedom for what it had really been all along—an illusion.

      While Raiden untied the boat’s mooring lines, I moved our bags off to one side of the deck, arranging them on top of some unstowed fishing gear. The full moon peeking through the clouds provided plenty of light to work under.

      The strap of Raiden’s duffel bag caught on the four-pronged tip of Emi’s fishing spear, and I had to crouch down to unsnag the strap. Once I was satisfied with the arrangement of our bags, I set about folding up the boat’s canvas cover.

      The Argo rocked as Raiden boarded, and I glanced up, meeting his eyes for the briefest moment. “Ready?” he asked.

      Feeling like a deer caught in the headlights, I nodded. That nod was the single biggest lie I had ever told.

      After a quick return nod, Raiden headed for the helm, starting the boat with the turn of a key. The engine rumbled to life beneath my feet, and I moved to the stern to sit on the bench seat.

      Once we were out of the tiny marina and cutting across Cascade Bay, skipping over the larger swells, Raiden killed all of the boat’s lights. The sky was partially overcast, the clouds blotting out the stars, but the moon was full, leaving us plenty of light to navigate the familiar waters. The frigid March wind burned my nostrils, and the icy sea spray felt like razorblades on my cheeks. I hunched my shoulders, hugging myself to hold in my body heat.

      Slowly, something that resembled calm returned to me, and my thoughts circled back to one of the night’s significant, if not urgent, happenings—Raiden had touched me. Full contact. Skin-to-skin.

      Raiden had touched me, and nothing had happened.

      No dizzy spell. No flashes of deranged hallucinations. No loss of consciousness. Absolutely, blissfully nothing. Just like nothing had happened when I’d brushed arms with Emi, earlier. Skin-to-skin contact with another person without repercussions—that hadn’t happened in as far back as I could remember. Once could be a fluke, but multiple times—that was huge, even in the face of all the craziness of the night.

      Was it possible that I was finally growing out of my miserable affliction?

      Or was it something else?

      My thoughts turned to the pendant hanging heavy around my neck. Was this its doing?

      In her note, my mom had said the pendant and orb should help, that they would make it so I wouldn’t have to live in fear anymore. I couldn’t help but cling to the last shreds of skepticism, but with the intruders, and Emi backing my mom’s story, and me touching people without ill effects—was I experiencing evidence of the truth of my mom’s wild claims? And if the Order was real and the necklace really did help me, were the other things she’d written true, too? The things about her past? The things about me?

      I could feel myself beginning to accept it. Could feel my brain fitting together the pieces of evidence to transform what seemed impossible to not just possible, but probable. My sense of self-identity was tenuous, at best. I was a house of cards—one more blow, and I would collapse in on myself. The person my twenty-six years of limited life experience had shaped me into would cease to be.

      We were almost to the tip of the island when Raiden killed the Argo’s engine, snapping me out of my thoughts and back to reality.

      The boat slowed, bobbing in the swells as it drifted. I stared at Raiden’s moonlit form. He was absolutely still, his head cocked to the side like he was listening for something.

      I stood, feet spread wide and knees bent to steady myself against the boat’s unpredictable motion. “What is it?” I asked, joining Raiden at the helm.

      “An engine,” he said grimly.

      I tilted my head to the side, eyes narrowing as I, too, listened. It took me a moment, but my ears finally picked up the rumble over the whooshing of my breaths and the thud-thump of my racing heartbeat.

      “How did you hear that?” I asked. The sound was so faint. There was no way he could have noticed it over the roar of our own engine.

      “I saw the lights of a boat,” he said. “Coming out of Buck Bay.”

      I turned, glancing back at the bay we’d passed barely a minute ago. “I don’t see anything.”

      “I know, that’s what worries me,” he said. “The other boat turned its lights off . . .”

      “Oh.” A chill crept up my spine. I could still hear the sound of another boat’s engine. And unless my ears were playing tricks on me, it was growing louder.

      Raiden turned the key in the ignition, and the Argo roared to life. In seconds, we were hurtling through the night at top speed, the sound of our engine thunderous in my ears.

      But it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the explosive crack that instinct told me could only be one thing.

      I stared back in the direction of Buck Bay, fingers gripping the edge of the dash and eyes opened as wide as they could go. “Was that a gun?”

      “Yeah,” Raiden said, taking a step back to make room for me at the helm. “Take the wheel.”

      I did so without hesitation, splitting my attention between scanning the glimmering, inky water ahead and watching Raiden make his way to the stern. Having a task to focus on kept the mounting panic at bay.

      Raiden drew a pistol that had been hidden somewhere inside his coat and planted a knee on the back bench, taking aim. For seconds, he held his position, steady against the drop and lurch of the boat as it raced over the water. Those seconds felt like an eternity.

      Until, finally, the crack of not-so-far-off gunfire came again.

      In an instant, Raiden adjusted his aim and fired. Three quick shots—pop, pop, pop. The sound was deafening.

      I faced forward, opening my mouth wide in an attempt to clear the ringing from my ears. In the back of my mind, I thought I should probably have been freaking out right about now. But I wasn’t. I felt calm. Alert. Focused. All of my questions and concerns drifted into the background, and I was absolutely and completely present.

      We were nearing Obstruction Pass, the narrow passageway between Obstruction Island and the southernmost tip of this half of Orcas Island.

      I kept peeking over my shoulder, searching the darkness for some visible sign of the other boat, but it remained a phantom trailing behind us, the only evidence of its existence the periodic crack of gunfire. Each shot was a little louder than the last. Our pursuers were gaining on us, and I ducked a little lower with each successive shot fired our way.

      And then, between one heartbeat and the next, I could see the boat. It appeared ghostly in the darkness, a mere trick of the eye. But it grew clearer and clearer as it closed the distance to the Argo.

      “A waste of ammunition,” Raiden said over the roar of the engine, returning to the helm. “At least they know we’re armed. Should keep them from getting too close.”

      I nodded, like I had any clue about shootout tactics, and moved out of the way, letting Raiden retake the helm. I pointed to a dark land mass up ahead. It was Deer Point, a shallow, rocky section of Orcas Island’s shore, relatively hazardous for a boat if one didn’t know to avoid it. A hail-Mary plan was forming in my mind. I didn’t know where it had come from. It was like someone else was feeding me the idea.

      “What if we drove them into the rocks?” I said, voice raised and heart hammering.

      I couldn’t make out Raiden’s expression clearly, but I could see well enough in the moonlight to tell that he was frowning.

      Crack. Crack. Crack.

      I ducked, my grip on the stabilizing bar white-knuckled. The leather of my gloves creaked against the metal. “What other options do we have?” I shouted.

      Raiden didn’t reply with any bright ideas, but he also didn’t seem convinced.

      But then, he couldn’t see the plan that had formed in my mind. Even if he could’ve seen it, he probably would’ve given it a big thumbs down. It sounded crazy, even to me. But the urge to try was growing within me, becoming overwhelming. It was like my brain had switched over to believing I was in the virtual world and this was all a game. The constant fear I lived with every day evaporated, leaving me feeling strong and capable. Or, at least, stupidly brave.

      “I have a plan. Just get us close to Deer Point,” I told Raiden. “Trust me.”

      He stared at me for a long moment. Then, surprising the hell out of me, he nodded.

      Adrenaline surged within my veins, making my heart beat even faster and my senses sharpen. I was really going to do this.

      Trying not to stumble, I made my way back to the stern. I dropped down on one knee by the bags, shifting them out of the way so I could reach the fishing gear underneath. I leaned back a little, counterbalancing as Raiden steered the boat toward Deer Point. After a moment of searching, I plucked Emi’s four-pronged fishing spear out of the jumble of gear and regained my feet.

      “What’s the plan?” Raiden called from the helm.

      I glanced up, noting that we were heading almost straight for the deadly rocks lurking beneath the water at Deer Point, then looked back at Raiden and gave him a thumbs up. I could hardly tell him I didn’t really know what I was doing, just that something within me was driving me to take action. It almost felt like I was being possessed by some other entity, like I wasn’t even in control.

      I shed my bulky parka, dropping it on the deck near our bags, then lifted my left boot onto the bench seat and focused on the boat trailing us.

      It had altered its course as well and was maybe forty yards back and closing in fast—way too close for comfort. It would be on us in minutes.

      I counted four silhouettes, dark and menacing in the moonlight. No matter how easily Raiden had taken out the two intruders trying to get into my bedroom, I didn’t think the odds would be in our favor should this vessel overtake us out here on the water.

      Compelled by some internal driving force, I hoisted the fishing spear up over my shoulder, holding it in my right hand like I’d seen Olympic athletes do with javelins in the summer games. I was grateful for my gloves; the leather made my grip solid, unhindered by my sweaty palms. I extended my left arm out before me, pointing at the other boat.

      The frigid sea air whipped and snapped the fabric of my T-shirt, biting into my flesh. I ignored the sting and honed in on the shadowy outline of the driver, barely twenty yards away. I aimed for him, and waited. We were still a little too far from Deer Point. I wouldn’t get more than one shot at this. I just had to wait a few more seconds—

      Another gunshot cracked through the night. I felt the bullet whiz past my neck, searing my skin as it rustled the tiny, misbehaving hairs that had snuck free from my ponytail. I felt it, but I didn’t flinch. Inside, I was screaming. Outside, I was calm personified.

      I focused. I drew in a deep breath. And on my exhale, I launched the spear.

      It vanished from sight almost the instant it left my fingertips, swallowed up by the night.

      Two more gunshots were fired our way.

      The sound shattered my calm, and this time, I ducked. I dropped down to the deck on hands and knees, barely peeking over the stern of the boat.

      Without warning, Raiden spun the wheel sharply to the right, jerking the Argo’s bow away from the rapidly approaching shore. The stern skittered out, hopping over our own wake, and I lost my balance, falling onto my hip.

      By the time I regained my knees and was looking out at the other boat again, the driver was nowhere to be seen. The three other occupants scrambled for the helm as their boat rocketed toward the rocky shore.

      The other boat turned sharply, veering away from the underwater hazard.

      I crossed my fingers and held my breath, hoping their course correction had come too late.

      Seconds later, the other boat exploded into a ball of fire, like something straight out of a blockbuster movie.

      Reflexively, I raised a hand to shield my eyes from the brilliant glow. I stared for a moment longer, then turned and sat on the deck of the boat, completely stunned. It had worked. My crazy, stupidly brave plan had worked. I’d done it.

      I felt the boat turn slightly, then slow as Raiden set us on a course to pass safely through Rosario Strait, between Blakely and Cypress Islands.

      A moment later, Raiden abandoned the helm to make his way to the stern. He crouched before me, planting one knee on the deck and handing me my discarded coat. “How the hell did you do that?”

      “I . . .” I shook my head, looking at him but not really seeing him, and hugged the coat to my chest. The shock was back, and it had returned with a vengeance.

      How had I done it?

      I swallowed roughly, then confessed the truth. “I don’t know.”

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-1-3-ls-revised.jpg
LINDSEY SPARKS ****

WRITING AS LINDSEY FAIRLEIGH

DREAMS OF THE DAMNED
3 ,
=

—





