

 

  [image: Evelyn Klebert. New Orleans Paranormal Mystery Collection.]







 

  [image: New Orleans Paranormal Mystery Collection: Volume 1-3. By Evelyn Klebert.]







 

  [image: Evelyn Klebert. A New Orleans Paranormal Mystery. Gravier’s Bookshop.]







 

  [image: Gravier’s Bookshop. A New Orleans Paranormal Mystery. Evelyn Klebert.]







		Dedication


		

			For Michael,


			My Knight, My In­spi­ra­tion, My For­ev­er

		




		The Library


		

			One

		


		The sky had dark­ened to the ex­tent that, at any mo­ment, one could ex­pect a down­pour. There was on­ly enough time to de­cide whether or not to in­dulge the pe­cu­liar im­pulse plagu­ing him all morn­ing or to sim­ply let it go. So, he did what he al­ways did. Fol­low­ing his in­stincts, he took a deep breath and opened his car door. Slam­ming it abrupt­ly be­hind him, he tore up the Mil­ton Lat­ter Li­brary steps just as the rain­drops be­gan to hit the out­side of his sports coat. As he pushed the heavy doors aside that felt near­ly icy in his hands, he watched the del­uge of rain come down just out­side. His heart was pump­ing wild­ly, and he con­sid­ered as an af­ter­thought that per­haps it would have been ex­pe­di­ent to grab the small com­pact um­brel­la he stored be­neath the pas­sen­ger’s seat of his Jeep. But shrug­ging off that no­tion, he walked in­to the cold foy­er of the li­brary.


		The struc­ture used to be the house, more apt­ly called the man­sion, of a for­mer silent movie star. It was one of the pala­tial build­ings, and there were many along New Or­leans’ fa­mous St. Charles Av­enue. It had been many years since he’d been here, and in many ways, he found it odd that he was here to­day. But last night had been plagued with dreams of this place, dreams of this place, and a young wom­an with long chest­nut-col­ored hair. So, he’d closed the book­store he owned on Mag­a­zine Street ear­ly this morn­ing—one of the perks of be­ing the own­er—and set off on this pe­cu­liar quest to un­rav­el the mean­ing of his dream. For dreams, as his very as­tute grand­moth­er had once told him were some­thing not to be ig­nored.


		The in­side of the li­brary was large­ly silent, which made his en­trance all the more no­tice­able or, rather, would have been if any­one was around. He paused at the door, his eyes tak­ing in the vast stretch of mild­ly wear­ing mo­sa­ic floor. This def­i­nite­ly had been a home once—some­one’s home, on­ly now a bit un­nat­u­ral­ly con­vert­ed in­to this pub­lic build­ing. The lin­ger­ing of lives passed here long ago clung pro­found­ly to the place, lay­ers of im­pres­sions—the past clear­ly more pow­er­ful and dom­i­nant than the present.


		He fo­cused deeply, try­ing to fil­ter out the im­pres­sions that were non-es­sen­tial to him from those he sought. His light­weight can­vas ten­nis shoes hit the high­ly pol­ished floor but were large­ly silent, for­tu­nate­ly.


		Again, he fo­cused on the dream—the young wom­an, green-eyed, with long red­dish-brown hair. His feel­ings stretched out. Max­i­m­il­ian, or Max as he pre­ferred, was a clos­et psy­chic.


		

			


		


		It was in­ex­pli­ca­ble the wash of de­spair that had flood­ed over her this morn­ing, just pure cas­cades of des­o­la­tion. Car­o­line had wan­dered around her Car­rolton Av­enue apart­ment aim­less­ly, her head near­ly split­ting open with a mi­graine in­cit­ed by what she was ex­pe­ri­enc­ing. She’d phoned the law of­fice where she worked as a para­le­gal to call in sick. It would be im­pos­si­ble to func­tion there un­der these con­di­tions.


		She lit can­dles. She put out two bowls of wa­ter and tried a light med­i­ta­tion, but noth­ing was help­ing.


		Breath­ing deeply, she sunk on­to the over­stuffed moss green love seat that her Aunt Elise had giv­en her when she moved in. She sat cross-legged and at­tempt­ed to clear her mind in a med­i­ta­tion. But al­most in a flood as pow­er­ful as the emo­tions, the im­ages be­gan to pour forth.


		She sighed deeply. Of course, the strange qui­et girl — one apart­ment and two to the left over hers. There was a dark­ness all around her. A self-pro­claimed Wic­can, she’d been at­tempt­ing spells to bind the boyfriend to her—the one that lived there on oc­ca­sion.


		Delia some­thing was her name. They’d in­tro­duced them­selves once, but she was abom­inable in re­mem­ber­ing last names. “Re­mem­ber, you have to take ex­treme pre­cau­tions when you move out, Car­o­line,” her moth­er had said. “You’re not like oth­er peo­ple.”


		What an ex­tra­or­di­nary un­der­state­ment, but she had to leave, had to leave the safe co­coon of her moth­er’s love­ly, sprawl­ing Queen Anne-style house on Pry­ta­nia Street. Cer­tain­ly, it would have been easy enough to bury her­self there with her Mom and her younger broth­er Jared who seemed more than con­tent to set up shop in the great house for an­oth­er mil­len­ni­um.


		But not her. Car­o­line Bres­lin would strike out on her own. Now that she was twen­ty-five, she would find a way to deal with the pesky prob­lem of be­ing bom­bard­ed with oth­er peo­ple’s emo­tions.


		Again, she at­tempt­ed to clear her mind, and the dark mucky en­er­gy flood­ing through Delia, what’s her name’s apart­ment, seemed to hit its mark on her fore­head, ex­ac­er­bat­ing her headache. “Damn,” she ex­plod­ed, rub­bing the sen­si­tive spot. This was not go­ing to work, and it wouldn’t due hav­ing sick days at her job. Luck­i­ly it was Fri­day, and she had the rest of the week­end to find a so­lu­tion, short of mov­ing.


		She picked up her purse and sun­glass­es, head­ing out the front door with no clue where she was go­ing.


		

			


		


		The pull led him through the li­brary’s wide, dark wood lob­by. To ei­ther side were mas­sive or­nate read­ing rooms. One was clear­ly a din­ing room from long ago with a high, or­nate­ly dec­o­rat­ed ceil­ing and a mas­sive mar­ble fire­place. Across the hall, a sim­i­lar­ly fash­ioned par­lor was now filled with ta­bles and racks of news­pa­pers.


		But he walked past, past the long desk and in the op­po­site di­rec­tion of an im­pos­ing, black wood stair­case that led up to the sec­ond floor.


		As he con­tin­ued to the back of the build­ing, the walls be­came lighter, the dé­cor less for­mal, and of course, shelves and shelves of books.


		He’d re­mem­bered be­ing here sev­er­al times be­fore. Once for a meet­ing of lo­cal small busi­ness own­ers and once for a book sale con­cen­trat­ed on the grounds. If he’d wan­dered this li­brary area be­fore, it hadn’t made an im­pres­sion. As he drift­ed in­to one of the side read­ing rooms, an­oth­er door­way com­pelled him.


		With­out hes­i­ta­tion, he crossed the thresh­old, and the light flood­ed to­ward him. It was a love­ly lit­tle nook, a sun­room sur­round­ed by glass walls and filled with wick­er chairs, one with a high-round­ed back that wouldn’t have been out of place on a trop­i­cal is­land. And not un­ex­pect­ed­ly, it was oc­cu­pied.


		

			


		


		It helped just get­ting out of the apart­ment. Clear­ly, Delia Who­ev­er was the prob­lem. What she hat­ed was that she’d be­come “her” prob­lem. Again, the com­plaint cir­cled to a fa­mil­iar theme— “It wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t I be like ev­ery­one else?”


		Over the years, she’d thought she’d made peace with this re­al­i­ty. Her moth­er and aunt’s ap­proach had al­ways been— “You’re gift­ed for a rea­son Car­o­line. Don’t treat it like a curse.” It was the psy­chic strain that ran through­out their fam­i­ly. Her broth­er Jared was a re­mark­able pre­cog­ni­tive. Her Aunt Elise, amongst her many psy­chic gifts, she’d al­ways found to be a walk­ing lie de­tec­tor—hav­ing an un­can­ny abil­i­ty of near­ly read­ing thoughts. And, of course, her moth­er was a heal­er, a gift she didn’t de­vel­op un­til af­ter their fa­ther died near­ly a decade be­fore.


		But her gift was a dif­fer­ent an­i­mal. It was al­most as if she had to erect ar­ti­fi­cial bar­ri­ers where the nat­u­ral sep­a­ra­tion of one hu­man be­gins, and an­oth­er ends. Usu­al­ly, she was mod­er­ate­ly suc­cess­ful, but not to­day. It was the en­er­gy thing, a new de­vel­op­ing facet of her gift of be­ing so cog­nizant of en­er­gy pat­terns.


		She’d de­cid­ed to go vis­it her moth­er’s house on Pry­ta­nia Street this morn­ing. There was al­ways a calm­ing en­er­gy there, and maybe her Aunt Elise, a fre­quent vis­i­tor, might just come up with a so­lu­tion to her par­tic­u­lar predica­ment. This was what she’d de­cid­ed, but on her way, she took a turn on­to St. Charles Av­enue on a whim. And on an­oth­er whim, she im­pul­sive­ly de­cid­ed to stop at the Mil­ton Lat­ter Li­brary. It was a love­ly old build­ing—the house and grounds took up an en­tire street block. Once the re­port­ed man­sion of a silent film star in the 1920s, it was one of the few once sprawl­ing pri­vate res­i­dences on St. Charles that was now open to the pub­lic.


		She hadn’t been in the place for years, and as she stepped out of her car, the sky rum­bled over­head. Best to get in­side soon. Be­sides, the place was beck­on­ing her, feel­ing par­tic­u­lar­ly wel­com­ing to­day. Maybe she could clear her mind, per­haps find a so­lu­tion on her own. How re­fresh­ing that would be not to have to turn to her fam­i­ly for help.


		The heavy dark in­te­ri­or flood­ed to­ward her as she walked in­to the front foy­er. On ei­ther side of her were open doors to lush rooms con­vert­ed in­to read­ing cen­ters but still beau­ti­ful and op­u­lent as they must have been in the day. She wan­dered fur­ther in­side, im­me­di­ate­ly greet­ed by an em­ploy­ee at the front desk ask­ing if she need­ed as­sis­tance.


		Ex­cel­lent ques­tion, she thought to her­self but po­lite­ly de­clined rather aim­less­ly drift­ing in­to one of the read­ing rooms on the left. But then she be­gan to feel it, the pull to an­oth­er door­way with­in the room and un­ex­pect­ed­ly a burst of light. It was a love­ly sun­room dec­o­rat­ed with light wick­er fur­ni­ture, and to her ex­treme de­light, it was un­oc­cu­pied. She set­tled in­to an over­sized, white wick­er chair fac­ing a wall-size win­dow. Al­low­ing her­self to re­lax, she tried to clear her mind and reach out for guid­ance.


		

			


		


		It was per­plex­ing this par­tic­u­lar sit­u­a­tion. Max had great con­trol of his gifts, at least at times. There were half a dozen mur­der cas­es that the New Or­leans po­lice force had con­sult­ed him on. All were han­dled pri­vate­ly, qui­et­ly be­hind the scenes, as well as oth­er cas­es, most­ly miss­ing per­sons. He didn’t seek no­to­ri­ety, and the truth was the po­lice didn’t want the news leak­ing out that they were con­sult­ing a psy­chic. But he was at times called to use his gifts and some­times strong­ly.


		And then there were the dreams.


		The wom­an with the long red­dish-brown hair and green eyes — he couldn’t pin­point the first time he’d seen her, maybe a year be­fore, maybe two. It was ran­dom at first, a girl in the back­ground, com­ing in­to his book­store but not speak­ing, look­ing in­tent­ly as though she were search­ing for some­thing. Then in the last few months, things changed. She’d moved clos­er.


		And, of course, this week, ev­ery night, the same dream, like a mantra.


		“What do you need?” he asked somber­ly.


		They stood out on the lake­front, and the sky was a star­tling splash of turquoise. He had a habit of dream­ing in vivid, of­ten star­tling col­ors.


		“It’s get­ting worse,” she mur­mured. She’d be­gun speak­ing to him just the month be­fore. “I can’t keep the walls up. Ev­ery­thing bleeds in­to my mind now, my skin.”


		“Your gifts are ex­pand­ing. It’s a tran­si­tion process. Be pa­tient.” He spoke as he felt, al­though he had no con­crete rea­son for say­ing so.


		“It’s driv­ing me crazy. And there’s some­thing else.”


		“Yes, I know. I’ve felt it com­ing for some time.”


		To­day the pull had been strong, but he hadn’t un­der­stood un­til just this mo­ment what pre­cise­ly was pulling him. He stood on the thresh­old of the sun­room star­ing with a mea­sure of sur­prise but al­so un­der­stand­ing at the wom­an sit­ting in front of the plate glass win­dow with her eyes closed. She wasn’t sleep­ing. That much he knew. She was in a very light med­i­ta­tion. Then slow­ly, her eyes opened, love­ly wide green eyes, and she stared at him with a touch of recog­ni­tion.


		“Who are you?” she whis­pered.


		He smiled, his aware­ness em­brac­ing the recog­ni­tion. “I’m Max.”




		The Dream


		

			Two

		


		“Who is he?”


		Her moth­er looked at her quizzi­cal­ly. It was per­haps eight months ear­li­er, just be­fore she moved out of the Pry­ta­nia Street house in­to her place. She had cor­nered her moth­er as she worked dili­gent­ly on pot­ting some herbal plants out in the green­house she’d built af­ter Car­o­line’s fa­ther passed away.


		Cassie Bres­lin, whose gloved hands were cov­ered in fine dirt, looked up from her ac­tiv­i­ty with in­dul­gence and con­fu­sion.


		“I don’t know, dar­ling. These are your dreams, af­ter all.”


		“Yes, but “Who is he?”


		Cassie Bres­lin, whose gloved hands were cov­ered in fine dirt, looked up from her ac­tiv­i­ty with in­dul­gence and con­fu­sion.


		“I don’t know, dar­ling. These are your dreams, af­ter all.”


		“Yes but—” she fal­tered in her thoughts, hav­ing dif­fi­cul­ty mak­ing any­thing co­her­ent from her feel­ings.


		Cassie Bres­lin had love­ly blue eyes, blue like the sky over­head and some­times blue like the sky be­fore a storm. But now her full at­ten­tion fo­cused on her daugh­ter’s face. “Tell me again about the dream.”


		She swal­lowed on a dry throat, hear­ing that sub­tle change in pitch in her moth­er’s tone that told her they’d moved in­to a more se­ri­ous realm. It was a realm where she would use all her fo­cus and unique tal­ents to un­rav­el this mys­tery. “Well, I’ve seen him be­fore. I mean, there was a fa­mil­iar­i­ty. I can’t re­al­ly re­mem­ber, but I think in dreams.”


		“Go on,” her moth­er coached. Her eyes were not di­rect­ly on Car­o­line now. They seemed to be fix­ing on some spot be­yond her.


		“Last night, I dreamed I was walk­ing down a street filled with shops. But I don’t think it was around here. It felt sort of like the beach. You know the sea air, and it was cold. And I was wrapped up in some long shawl, rose-col­ored.”


		“Emo­tions,” her moth­er mur­mured.


		“And then I stopped in front of a store, and it was filled with crys­tals in the win­dow, amethysts, quartz, cit­rine great huge chunks of them on dis­play. And they felt pow­er­ful.”


		“En­er­gy,” her moth­er re­spond­ed from a dis­tant place.


		“So, I went in­side the door, and the shop was filled with light and books, shelves and shelves of books. I hadn’t ex­pect­ed that be­cause it didn’t look that way from the out­side.”


		“Knowl­edge,” her moth­er’s voice. “What’s next?”


		“That’s when I saw him. This man walked from be­hind a counter right up to me, and I knew, well, that I knew him some­how. He said some­thing like “Don’t wor­ry, the time is com­ing.”


		Her moth­er fo­cused back on her face. “What else?”


		She shook her head, “I don’t know. I know it went on longer. I know we talked, but I can’t re­mem­ber now.”


		“So, tell me, Car­o­line. What did you feel about him?”


		She tried to con­cen­trate, and the im­age came back clear­ly — brown hair to near­ly ash blonde, light eyes, a beard, and mus­tache. He seemed old­er than her, but not so much, six or sev­en years. She wasn’t sure. “I don’t know. I felt like I should know him and that I will, even­tu­al­ly.”


		Her moth­er’s love­ly blue eyes sharp­ened a bit. “Is that all?”


		Car­o­line shrugged, “Of course, what else could there be?”


		Her moth­er went back to work on her pot­ting mur­mur­ing. “What­ev­er hap­pened to that fel­low Liam that you were see­ing?”


		“Oh, I don’t know. I guess we drift­ed apart.” Cassie nod­ded, again say­ing noth­ing but say­ing so much while she was say­ing noth­ing. “So, what do you think? About the dream?”


		“I think it was a def­i­nite con­tact, and soon­er or lat­er, you’ll see him again.”


		

			


		


		Her heart clutched in sur­prise. There he was in the flesh, look­ing down at her with a smile on his hand­some face. “Max,” she echoed.


		He nod­ded, “Yes, sor­ry to dis­turb you.”


		She straight­ened up ner­vous­ly in the wick­er chair and not­ed dis­tract­ed­ly that it had start­ed to rain out­side. “No, that’s all right.” How ex­act­ly did one han­dle such a sit­u­a­tion when some­one lit­er­al­ly walks out of your dreams in­to the re­al world?


		“Mind if I join you?” he in­di­cat­ed a chair not far from hers that he pulled up next to her. “Well, I sup­pose this seems odd.”


		“I’ve seen you be­fore,” she stam­mered a bit.


		“Yes, I know. In fact, I’ve seen you quite a bit late­ly, near­ly ev­ery night.”


		“Ev­ery night? You mean in dreams.”


		With an­oth­er smile, she could feel things, so many things from him. It was like be­ing over­load­ed with im­pres­sions. He was star­ing at her strange­ly. She could feel, feel his en­er­gy clos­er than his phys­i­cal body. “What are you do­ing?” she asked abrupt­ly. An odd ex­pres­sion crossed his face.


		“Just try­ing to feel,” he mur­mured. “Car­o­line.”


		“You know my name?”


		“Part of it.”


		“Car­o­line Bres­lin,” she sup­plied. She didn’t want him root­ing around in her mind to get the rest of it. “Are you a psy­chic or some­thing?”


		“Or some­thing, and you, I take it, are a pro­found—”


		“Sen­si­tive.”


		“Em­path,” he sub­sti­tut­ed.


		“I don’t know if I would agree with that.”


		He smiled again. She was amus­ing him. He turned from her, deeply fo­cus­ing on the rain pour­ing down out­side for a mo­ment. “So why are we here, Car­o­line Bres­lin? I have the dis­tinct im­pres­sion that you called me.”


		“I called you? And how ex­act­ly did I do that? I don’t re­al­ly know you at all.”


		“Don’t re­al­ly? Well, no, I sup­pose in tra­di­tion­al terms, you don’t re­al­ly. But that doesn’t change the fact that I was called, pulled here this morn­ing by you — con­scious or not. So, what ex­act­ly seems to be the prob­lem?”


		“Well,” she hes­i­tat­ed, star­tled by his di­rect­ness. How odd? Did she di­vulge to this stranger what was go­ing on in her life or not?


		And then be­yond un­ex­pect­ed­ly, quite shock­ing­ly to her, he took her hand. “It’s all right, Car­o­line,” he mur­mured. “You might as well make use of me since I’m here.”


		She frowned, feel­ing awk­ward­ly con­fused. “It’s com­pli­cat­ed. That’s why I’m here, try­ing to fig­ure out what to do.”


		“It in­volves—” he coaxed smooth­ly.


		“Some­one in my apart­ment com­plex,” she mut­tered quick­ly, “I can’t shut them out.”


		She heard him breath­ing deeply be­side her, con­cen­trat­ing. “You’re feel­ing their emo­tions.”


		“Yes, en­er­gy, I can usu­al­ly find a way to sep­a­rate, but some­thing’s wrong.”


		He was silent. And then, “It must be over­whelm­ing.”


		“I,” soft­ly he squeezed her hand, “yes, it gets to be too much.”


		“I’ve nev­er met any­one with your par­tic­u­lar abil­i­ties be­fore. I can’t imag­ine how you’ve coped.” Slow­ly, she ex­tract­ed her hand from his grasp. This was too much, for lack of a bet­ter word, in­ti­ma­cy so quick­ly. He re­spond­ed, “I didn’t mean that as an in­sult. I am amazed, that’s all.”


		“Well, we do what we have to, I sup­pose.”


		He stared at her for a mo­ment as though care­ful­ly con­sid­er­ing. “If you give me a lit­tle time, I might be able to help Car­o­line.”


		“Time? What does that mean?”


		“The day, spend the day with me.”


		“Well,” she thought to of­fer an ex­cuse but was hit again by the weight of her predica­ment. If he could help, and that was a big if, she need­ed to try.


		

			


		


		The rain had sub­sid­ed, so they de­cid­ed to take a walk, or rather he de­cid­ed. For good or ill, he was tak­ing the lead in this cu­ri­ous busi­ness. He hadn’t in­tend­ed to spend the day away from the book­store, but things were evolv­ing well out­side his realm of an­tic­i­pa­tion.


		“Are you all right?”


		“Yes, fine.” She was ner­vous. Why wouldn’t she be? He was vir­tu­al­ly a stranger who was in­sist­ing on be­ing privy to very pri­vate mat­ters that he was get­ting the im­pres­sion that she shared with vir­tu­al­ly no one.


		De­fen­sive? Yes. Pro­tec­tive of her­self? Un­de­ni­ably. And she was beau­ti­ful, strik­ing, mys­te­ri­ous—not just phys­i­cal­ly. There was a qual­i­ty to her move­ment, her speech, and her pres­ence that he found com­pelling and re­lax­ing, odd­ly enough. Some­thing he’d found to be ex­traor­di­nar­i­ly rare in his ex­pe­ri­ence. “Where did you say we’re go­ing?”


		“Cof­fee shop, not far, just a few blocks down St. Charles.”


		“Oh, that’s right.” Dis­tract­ed, he could feel that dark en­er­gy still af­fect­ing her. It had seeped in. It was vi­tal­ly im­por­tant to find a way to dis­pel it.


		“Do you work?” he asked.


		“Um, yes, I’m a para­le­gal at a firm on Baronne St. I,” hes­i­tat­ing, “well, I called in sick this morn­ing. I felt so bad.”


		“It’s phys­i­cal?”


		“It gets that way — bad headaches, ex­haus­tion, and then all the up­set.”


		“I’m sor­ry. That must be dif­fi­cult to deal with,” he mur­mured. He could see more as she spoke, the im­pres­sions flood­ing in more con­crete­ly. She didn’t re­spond, just con­tin­ued to walk. “I have a book­store on Mag­a­zine Street.”


		She stopped for a mo­ment un­ex­pect­ed­ly. “Re­al­ly? That’s strange. I re­mem­ber you in a book­store. But it was near the beach, the wa­ter.”


		He smiled, “Now that would be won­der­ful. I vis­it the Gulf Coast of­ten.” He point­ed ahead. “It’s not far now.”


		“That sounds like a won­der­ful busi­ness to have.” There was some­thing in her voice, en­vy, sad­ness, ev­i­dent­ly not so con­tent at the law firm.


		“Yes, it suits me well.”




		The Bookstore


		

			Three

		


		They sat out on the pa­tio for pri­va­cy af­ter the wait­ress had dried off the wrought iron ta­ble and chairs from the rain. Car­o­line’s headache had passed, and she was feel­ing calmer. And dis­tant­ly, she won­dered if this was her com­pan­ion’s do­ing. He was in many ways an ex­tra­or­di­nary man—seem­ing­ly very low key, re­laxed, but ex­traor­di­nar­i­ly per­cep­tive. She could feel it just be­ing near him, great depths that he kept guard­ed and was keep­ing guard­ed from her as well.


		She sipped from her hot cup of café au lait, which was help­ful as the morn­ing rain had brought a light chill in­to the air. “It seems like there are two prob­lems here, Car­o­line.” She slow­ly placed the mug on the ta­ble, fo­cused en­tire­ly on Max­i­m­il­ian Gravier, or Max as he said he pre­ferred to be called. She still had no idea why he was here—why she felt she should trust him. All of it was strange­ly un­nerv­ing and had a pro­found­ly un­re­al qual­i­ty to it.


		“Do you do this of­ten? Help peo­ple you don’t know?”


		He looked a bit be­mused at the ques­tion. “Yes, I have helped peo­ple be­fore. I’ve helped the po­lice solve cas­es and oth­ers. But have I ev­er helped some­one un­der these par­tic­u­lar cir­cum­stances? I’d have to say no.”


		“Why? I mean why do you do it? Do you feel it’s a call­ing or some­thing?”


		He sipped his cof­fee. She was search­ing, want­ing some­thing. “Haven’t you ev­er used your gifts to help peo­ple, Car­o­line?”


		She con­sid­ered the ques­tion. “I don’t know. When I was young, my Aunt and I would go out, and she would ask me to feel about cer­tain peo­ple. I think maybe she tried to help them. I’m not sure. For me, it’s just been a bat­tle of try­ing to man­age, you know, try­ing to live. It would be nice to turn it to some pos­i­tive pur­pose. I’m sor­ry that I stopped you. You were say­ing two prob­lems.”


		“Are you feel­ing bet­ter?”


		She nod­ded, “Yes, I feel much calmer, thank you.”


		“Good, yes, well, as I was say­ing, there seem to be two prob­lems. The first is the most press­ing.”


		“You mean the girl up­stairs.”


		“Yes, we need to block the ef­fects of her ac­tiv­i­ty from you.”


		“And the oth­er?”


		“Well, the oth­er is you. You need to find a way not to be so, for lack of a bet­ter word, vul­ner­a­ble.”


		“So,” she sighed deeply, com­plete­ly over­whelmed, “how do we do any of this?”


		“Well, let’s fin­ish our cof­fee, then stop by my store. I may have some things there that might help.”


		She smiled at him, feel­ing a cu­ri­ous kin­ship with this man. “I want you to know how much I ap­pre­ci­ate your ef­forts.”


		“Max.”


		“Yes, Max, I’m glad we met.”


		

			


		


		She’d fol­lowed him in her car to Mag­a­zine Street. She’d checked her watch, on­ly 10:30 AM, al­though it felt as though so much time had passed. On the drive, her cell phone rang. She quick­ly an­swered it, see­ing that it was her Mom, in­stinc­tive­ly know­ing that if she didn’t, there would be fol­low-up calls.


		“Car­o­line, are you all right? I just had a strange feel­ing about you to­day.”


		Her moth­er was too per­cep­tive, par­tic­u­lar­ly where she was con­cerned. “Yes, I’m fine. Look, a lot’s go­ing on to­day, but I prom­ise I will call you lat­er and fill you in. I hate talk­ing on this thing when I’m driv­ing.”


		“You’re driv­ing? Aren’t you at work?”


		Great, open­ing a can of worms, “No, I called in sick.”


		“You’re sick? Then why are you—”


		“Mom, it’s com­pli­cat­ed. I prom­ise, lat­er.”


		Si­lence on the oth­er end, clear­ly, this didn’t sit too well with her. “All right, be care­ful.” And then she hung up. Some­times it was so easy to piss her Mom off. She did it of­ten, hav­ing no idea why. He drove a jeep, a black one. She par­al­lel parked be­hind him on a side street just off of Mag­a­zine.


		“Ev­ery­thing all right?” he asked as she joined him in front of the build­ing.


		Good lord, she was be­gin­ning to see that there were way too many psy­chics in the build­ing.


		

			


		


		There was light, light ev­ery­where. This was the first thing that hit her as she walked in­to Gravier’s Book­shop. Of course, it looked noth­ing like the dream ex­cept for the fact that she could breathe more freely.


		“How long have you been here?”


		“Here?” he re­spond­ed. He was be­hind a long dark wood counter on the side of the ground floor. There were at least two floors that she knew of. Of course, she hadn’t been up­stairs yet. “Um, we bought the build­ing about six years ago.”


		“We?” she asked, a lit­tle sur­prised. Ev­er since she had come in­to con­tact with Max, she’d sensed he was alone, not at­tached.


		“Yes, my wife and I.”


		It came as a jolt. She wasn’t usu­al­ly so far afield. “I didn’t know you were mar­ried.”


		He glanced up from a stack of mail he’d picked up on the way in­to the shop. “I was mar­ried. My wife passed away three years ago.”


		She stared at him trans­fixed for a mo­ment, then felt a swift rush around her from the walls, the books, and from him. There was that veil that seemed to hold him just slight­ly aloof, and now she could see it was grief. “I’m sor­ry. I didn’t re­al­ize.”


		“Well, this isn’t about me,” he said calm­ly. “Let’s see if we can find any­thing in here that might be help­ful to you. I keep a col­lec­tion up­stairs.”


		She eyed him with cu­rios­i­ty. “Col­lec­tion of what, drag­ons?”


		A slight smile flick­ered across his slight­ly tanned face. “Well, that could be one in­ter­pre­ta­tion.”


		

			


		


		They’d had a dream, he and his col­lege sweet­heart Chloe. They lived in a small shot­gun house on Cal­houn Street but in­vest­ed mon­ey in buy­ing the build­ing that would house the book­store on Mag­a­zine St. He’d found that some­times a com­mon goal could be the glue that held two peo­ple to­geth­er. Not that they wouldn’t have held to­geth­er oth­er­wise be­cause he loved his wife dear­ly, al­though he knew on some lev­el that it wasn’t a per­fect mesh.


		He’d stud­ied his­to­ry at Tu­lane Uni­ver­si­ty and had even penned sev­er­al books on the city’s his­to­ry. Chloe had stud­ied pho­tog­ra­phy, toy­ing with open­ing her own gallery af­ter es­tab­lish­ing the book­store. But as events un­fold­ed, there had been on­ly time for one dream.


		Un­ex­pect­ed­ly strick­en with a heart con­di­tion, she weak­ened and fi­nal­ly slipped away from him at age thir­ty-two. He left the house on Cal­houn and moved in­to the sec­ond floor on Mag­a­zine Street. In the soli­tude of his grief, he start­ed pay­ing at­ten­tion to what his late wife would call “un­nat­u­ral in­cli­na­tions.” He launched in­to a study of the oc­cult, which deep­ened his un­der­stand­ing of his ca­pa­bil­i­ties.


		The girl, as he had be­gun to call her in his mind, al­though he es­ti­mat­ed she was just a decade his ju­nior, fol­lowed him up the wood­en stair­case to the sec­ond floor of the build­ing. He’d placed French doors at the top of the stair­case, which he un­locked, lead­ing her in­to his do­main.


		The up­stairs con­sist­ed of three rooms: a small den with an open kitchen, a study, and a bed­room. Pho­to­graphs that Chloe had tak­en around the city still hung on the walls. Car­o­line hes­i­tat­ed in front of them as though ab­sorb­ing. “In here,” he di­rect­ed rather abrupt­ly.


		Her green eyes flew to his face with a bit of sur­prise. He didn’t want her dig­ging too deeply in­to his life, try­ing to glean an un­der­stand­ing of things that he still didn’t com­plete­ly un­der­stand.


		Silent­ly, she fol­lowed be­hind him. The study was a large spa­cious room with doors that led out on­to a small bal­cony pa­tio. “This is quite a place,” she mur­mured.


		Against the wall were shelves that he’d put in, some pro­tect­ed with glass and oth­ers open. Her eyes widened as she be­gan to take in what was there, a col­lec­tion of items — crys­tals, amulets, knives, swords, stat­ues, and very old books. She moved clos­er, “There’s a lot of pow­er here,” she com­ment­ed, her voice a bit dis­tant.


		Car­o­line Bres­lin drift­ed to­ward the shelves, al­most trance-like, seem­ing­ly mes­mer­ized. For­tu­nate­ly, he was stand­ing so near her, able to catch her fall when she col­lapsed.




		Chloe


		

			Four

		


		It was over­whelm­ing, the shift in en­er­gies that en­veloped her. She had felt it the mo­ment that she crossed the thresh­old of Gravier’s Book­shop on Mag­a­zine Street. It was dizzy­ing, dis­ori­ent­ing, but it wasn’t un­til they as­cend­ed the stairs that she could pin­point the source. Max’s pri­vate col­lec­tion vir­tu­al­ly hummed with en­er­gy.


		“Where did you get these things?” she asked, or had she? Per­haps she was ask­ing now. She’d fall­en in­to a blan­ket of dark­ness and then in­to an im­pos­si­bly huge room with ceil­ings that seemed to reach the sky.


		

			“Where are you go­ing?”

		


		“I’ve no idea,” she whis­pered. There were glit­ter­ing crys­tal chan­de­liers re­flect­ing, re­fract­ing light in­to rain­bows across the black and white mo­sa­ic floor. Ev­ery­thing gleamed.


		“These are things that need to be un­der­stood,” a voice she didn’t rec­og­nize.


		“By me?” she asked no one in par­tic­u­lar be­cause no one was there, no one in the flesh.


		

			“By many, by you both, it’s why you were brought to­geth­er.”

		


		She felt an­oth­er rush of dizzi­ness as she looked to the ceil­ing. It was blind­ing. And then she opened her eyes, and the room’s light stung painful­ly.


		She squeezed them shut in re­flex and then slow­ly flick­ered them open again. She felt the pres­sure of him hold­ing her hand, touch­ing her face with his oth­er hand. “Car­o­line, are you all right?” His voice was strong, sooth­ing, wrap­ping around her in com­fort.


		She fo­cused slow­ly on his face. “I passed out?” she mur­mured, more of a ques­tion than a state­ment.


		He looked at her a lit­tle odd­ly. “You did,” he re­marked qui­et­ly. “How are you feel­ing?”


		She hes­i­tat­ed, “Oh fool­ish, but okay, I think.” She tried to sit up, but his hands moved to her shoul­ders soft­ly, pres­sur­ing her to lie back down. “Bet­ter give your­self a minute. How about I get you some­thing to drink?”


		She closed her eyes for a sec­ond and, in her mind, saw the great room again with the rain­bows on the floor. But the dizzi­ness still clung to her. “Maybe so,” she an­swered.


		He stood up from a small wood­en stool he’d ev­i­dent­ly pulled up next to her, say­ing firm­ly while putting it aside. “Don’t get up un­til I get back,” and then he’d left. Well, she found that a bit pushy giv­en their very lim­it­ed ac­quain­tance. Shak­i­ly, dis­miss­ing his ad­vice, she man­aged to sit up. Across the room were the shelves with all those mys­ti­cal items that had flung her in­to this per­plex­ing state.


		She rec­og­nized now that she’d been loung­ing on a sort of couch that she hadn’t even no­ticed when she first en­tered the room. Check­ing her watch, she not­ed it was af­ter eleven. What a per­fect­ly bizarre day this was erod­ing in­to, start­ing with her forced flight from her apart­ment this morn­ing. And to cul­mi­nate, she end­ed up in a faint on the so­fa of a vir­tu­al stranger hav­ing vi­sions of some pala­tial, glit­ter­ing room.


		She was not the faint­ing kind. In fact, she couldn’t re­mem­ber ev­er faint­ing be­fore. She sighed deeply be­fore this.


		Car­o­line shift­ed, swing­ing her feet down to the wood­en floor, still dizzy, still see­ing rain­bows flick­er­ing from that oth­er place. In some ways, she still felt like she was in that grand room—feel­ing the chill but the strange en­er­gies em­a­nat­ing from so many places. It was so pow­er­ful that it still had a hold on her.


		Then she heard the stairs creak­ing, and Max walked through the French doors with a bot­tle in his hand. “You don’t lis­ten,” he com­ment­ed with a touch of hu­mor.


		“No, not gen­er­al­ly.”


		“Well, here, drink this,” he said, hand­ing her a very icy bot­tle of what turned out to be root beer.


		“Thanks,” she said, tak­ing a frothy sip whose sug­ar seemed to shoot right in­to her veins. The jolt did seem to aid in pulling her back to the present.


		“Help­ing?” he asked, sit­ting next to her on the so­fa.


		“Def­i­nite­ly, sor­ry about that. I don’t usu­al­ly faint at any­thing.”


		“So, you said,” he an­swered qui­et­ly.


		“It felt,” then she stopped. Was it wise to be so can­did with this man? It had al­ways been her prac­tice to be dis­creet about her psy­chic im­pres­sions, ex­cept around her fam­i­ly.


		“It felt,” he echoed. “You know, Car­o­line, soon­er or lat­er, you’ll have to de­cide to trust me.”


		“Be­cause?” she mur­mured, sip­ing the pow­er­ful so­da. Tra­di­tion­al­ly she was a di­et drinker, so this was an un­usu­al treat.


		“Be­cause that’s the on­ly way I can help you.”


		“You re­al­ly think you can help me, Max?” she asked, meet­ing his eyes di­rect­ly.


		He hes­i­tat­ed as though he were con­sid­er­ing care­ful­ly. “I don’t know, but I am sure go­ing to try.”


		She nod­ded, turn­ing away. It was a bit un­set­tling to en­gage his gaze. It felt like it linked them in a way she had no clue what to do with. “Your col­lec­tion, the en­er­gies I felt, hit me hard.”


		“Made you faint?”


		“Pro­pelled me in­to some sort of vi­sion.”


		“What vi­sion?” he asked di­rect­ly.


		

			


		


		He went for a walk down the street to a lo­cal restau­rant to pick up two shrimp po’boys for lunch. He’d in­sist­ed Car­o­line con­tin­ue to rest un­til he re­turned. Of course, as things were go­ing, he had no idea whether or not she would heed his ad­vice. His short ex­po­sure to her had shown that she fol­lowed her in­cli­na­tions to the ex­clu­sion of most oth­er things.


		He tried hard to clear his thoughts. Things were get­ting com­pli­cat­ed and lay­ered. Her is­sues at her apart­ment seemed en­tire­ly sep­a­rate from the vi­sion of the ball­room, for lack of a bet­ter de­scrip­tion, that she’d seen dur­ing her faint. It seemed so, but then a wise men­tor had told him once: “Ev­ery­thing is con­nect­ed and touch­es ev­ery­thing else. Like a stone tossed in­to a pond, the rip­ples ex­pand far be­yond what the eyes can per­ceive.”


		So, what were the rip­ples, and what was the stone here? The Mag­a­zine Street Po’boy Shop was at least four blocks down from his book­store, and how he need­ed those four blocks. There were so many col­lid­ing im­pres­sions, as though he’d opened Pan­do­ra’s Box, and all man­ner of things were flood­ing out now.


		He forced his mind to clear, won­der­ing vague­ly what Chloe would have made of all of this.


		His thoughts drift­ed back in­to a fa­mil­iar groove—the love­ly face of his de­ceased wife.


		“What do you think of this?” he’d asked, hold­ing up a paint­ing he’d ac­quired just a day ear­li­er from an art show in the French Quar­ter.


		She was sit­ting in a chair near a win­dow in the book­shop. Late­ly, she seemed to crave be­ing near the light. It dis­turbed him how frail she’d be­come and how dis­tant. She was on a wait­ing list for a heart trans­plant. The doc­tors re­as­sured them any day now, but late­ly, any day seemed to stretch fur­ther and fur­ther away.


		Her soft brown eyes seemed glazed. She’d been some­where else. He tried hard to sup­press that truth, but at times, it was un­de­ni­able. “What did you say?” she mur­mured.


		He laughed, not to let her know how deeply trou­bled he was. “I see. I just can’t get your at­ten­tion these days, my love.”


		She smiled with that gen­tly sad smile of hers. “I’m sor­ry,” then her eyes fo­cused on the paint­ing of Pi­rate’s Al­ley. “I like it. Very au­then­tic.”


		“But where to hang it?”


		“Maybe up­stairs in the un­fin­ished rooms. I can see you liv­ing there,” and then she hes­i­tat­ed, con­fused, “some­times.”


		He squat­ted in front of her chair, tak­ing her cool hand in his. “Now, why would I do that?” he asked in the light, jovial tone he’d adopt­ed late­ly. “We have a love­ly house on Cal­houn.”


		“I know, but some­times I see it, you in those rooms.” She sighed, clos­ing her eyes for a mo­ment.


		He squeezed her hand, “Can I get you any­thing?”


		They flick­ered open again. “I love you, Max.”


		“I know,” he said, kiss­ing her hand.


		She nod­ded, “I’m not sad, just tired. This body feels so tired.”


		“It’s all right,” he mur­mured. He want­ed to say don’t wor­ry. Any day there would be a trans­plant. But the words felt hol­low, and she would hear them. These days she heard Ev­ery­thing.


		“I’m sor­ry, Max.”


		He looked at her with con­fu­sion. “Sor­ry for what, Chloe?”


		She shook her head. “I didn’t un­der­stand be­fore. You have to see. You have to use your gifts.”


		A lump formed in his throat. He’d made that choice once he mar­ried Chloe—all his psy­chic in­cli­na­tions would re­main buried. He held her hand more tight­ly. “That’s not im­por­tant now.”


		“No, it is,” her voice sound­ed dis­tant, trans­formed in some way. “It’s what you need to do. I can see it now. There will be peo­ple to help you. Let them in. There will be,” and then she paused as though gath­er­ing her thoughts. “There will be peo­ple to love you, Max, just like I did. Let them in.”


		And then he re­mem­bered she had be­gun to speak of oth­er things, mun­dane things, as though the en­tire con­ver­sa­tion had not tak­en place.


		

			


		


		“What’s go­ing on? I’m wor­ried about you.”


		Car­o­line leaned back on Max­i­m­il­ian Gravier’s so­fa and con­tem­plat­ed how to ex­plain what was hap­pen­ing to her psy­chic moth­er. “I’m all right. I just took a sick day off from work. I need­ed to sort some things out.”


		Si­lence at the oth­er end of her cell phone, “Where are you, ba­by?”


		This was tricky, no de­lib­er­ate lies, but too much truth would open the whole can of worms. “I’m in a book­store on Mag­a­zine Street. Ev­er been here?”


		“So, you’re not sick?”


		“Not phys­i­cal­ly. Like I said, I have some things to sort out. Once I do, I’ll be ready to talk about it.”


		“That’s very cryp­tic, dar­ling.” She sighed. Her moth­er wasn’t buy­ing it, but she didn’t have time for this right now—too much to deal with. “Is it nice?”


		“What?”


		“The book­store, what did you call it?”


		“Oh yeah, Gravier’s Book­shop.”


		“Do they have much of a meta­phys­i­cal sec­tion?”


		“Um, I’m not sure. I’ll poke around and let you know.”


		“Well, I guess I’ll let you go, dar­ling. Sure, you don’t need any­thing?”


		She glanced around, dis­tant­ly hear­ing a front door down­stairs open­ing and clos­ing. “No, I’m good. I’ll call you tonight.”


		“Fine,” she hung up. Love­ly, she re­al­ly need­ed com­pli­ca­tions. And then Max sud­den­ly ap­peared on the thresh­old, cross­ing through the French doors with a bag in his hand.


		“Ev­ery­thing all right?” he asked, clear­ly ey­ing the cell phone.


		She smiled, “Yeah, um, do you have a meta­phys­i­cal sec­tion?”




		Crystals


		

			Five

		


		They ate large­ly in si­lence on the bal­cony that led out from the up­stairs bed­room in the book­store. Max had placed a small wrought iron ta­ble with two chairs for such oc­ca­sions. But as he’d found since he’d moved in, such oc­ca­sions for ac­tu­al­ly us­ing it were few and far be­tween.


		Af­ter Chloe passed away, he’d be­come fair­ly reclu­sive, al­though a well-mean­ing friend had in­sist­ed on set­ting him up once, in fact, not so very long ago. She was ac­tu­al­ly a love­ly la­dy, a tall, strik­ing brunette who was an in­struc­tor of mu­sic at Loy­ola Uni­ver­si­ty. She was an ex­cel­lent con­ver­sa­tion­al­ist, well-read, up­beat, ev­ery­thing one could want in a wom­an ex­cept that he didn’t want it. They’d spo­ken a few more times on the phone af­ter the din­ner, then not again. While hav­ing all these oth­er fine qual­i­ties, she was per­cep­tive as well. It was painful­ly clear to him now that it would take some­thing ex­tra­or­di­nary to urge him to con­nect emo­tion­al­ly with a wom­an again.


		Now ey­ing his present com­pan­ion across the pa­tio ta­ble, he rec­og­nized that Car­o­line Bres­lin seemed lost in her own op­pres­sive world at the mo­ment. She stared off dis­tant­ly and toyed with a French fry that she had twice brought up to her mouth, then ab­sent­ly had re­turned it to its for­mer res­i­dence among a pile of fel­low French fries on a nap­kin.


		“En­joy­ing your lunch?” he mur­mured in a friend­ly tone.


		Her eyes re­turned to him from that dis­tant place of wor­ry. “Yeah, it’s great.”


		“You haven’t eat­en much.” He not­ed con­ge­nial­ly. She was moody, and he’d de­cid­ed the best way to han­dle her right now was to stay calm and be af­fa­ble.


		She glanced down at the food be­fore her as though sud­den­ly ac­knowl­edg­ing its ex­is­tence. A third of the sand­wich was gone, and at tops half a dozen French fries. “Oh, it’s good, but I’m just not that hun­gry. It’s been a strange day.”


		“You should eat some more. We have a lot of work to do this af­ter­noon. You’re go­ing to need to have a clear mind.”


		“And food will ac­com­plish this?” Again, wor­ry seemed to flick­er across her love­ly fore­head. She was pret­ty. Even he, the reclu­sive wid­ow­er he was, had to ad­mit that, pret­ty and kind of fun­ny in her way. “What kind of work?” she asked, fol­low­ing up on her sar­cas­tic food com­ment.


		He took a sub­stan­tial bite out of a French fry be­fore an­swer­ing. Noth­ing wrong with his ap­petite. “We need to head over to your apart­ment and see if we can make some sense of things.”


		She frowned, “You re­al­ly think this is a good idea?”


		“It’s a place to start.” She nod­ded du­bi­ous­ly, star­ing blankly at her food. She was de­pressed. He could feel it. In­stinc­tive­ly, he put his hand on her arm, and she looked up with large love­ly green eyes. “It’ll be all right. You’re not alone.”


		She held his gaze mo­men­tar­i­ly, then re­turned to eat­ing her lunch. This time with just a tad more en­thu­si­asm.


		

			


		


		It was near­ly one o’clock when Car­o­line opened the door of her Car­roll­ton Av­enue apart­ment. Be­fore they’d left his book­shop, Max had in­sist­ed that she take a few mo­ments to clear her mind and sur­round her­self with white light in a sort of med­i­ta­tion nook that he’d set up in one of the many back rooms of Gravier’s Book­shop. There was a rug on the floor that re­mind­ed her a bit of the South­west and a small an­tique-look­ing trunk with a can­dle atop as well as var­i­ous crys­tals. He’d in­sist­ed that they sit on the floor and med­i­tate.


		“Do you med­i­tate ev­ery day?” he’d in­quired.


		“No, not ev­ery day.”


		“You know, for some­one like you, it’s im­por­tant to keep bal­ance.”


		“Life gets busy.”


		“That’s why it’s es­sen­tial.”


		She’d watched as he’d sat down on the rug, cross-legged, then eyed her ex­pec­tant­ly. “Come on,” he’d said calm­ly.


		“You know, I’m not one of those yo­ga peo­ple.”


		“This isn’t yo­ga,” he’d said. But she’d done it, awk­ward as she felt, be­side him. Now she’d spent a lot of time around men, her broth­er, lawyers at work, and a ran­dom boyfriend here and there, but Max Gravier, she had to say, was sexy. Not in an ob­vi­ous way. There was a self-as­sur­ance about him, a qui­et com­mand, and a sen­su­al­i­ty that he just kind of em­anat­ed with­out try­ing. She’d met guys and hes­i­tat­ed to use the word men in con­junc­tion with those who tried to be smooth and ap­pear con­fi­dent but just came off as false or over­bear­ing. But Max, he sim­ply was, and what she al­so felt that he sim­ply was still very in­volved with his de­ceased wife. So, she de­lib­er­ate­ly quelled such mus­ings. He was unattain­able in the worst way pos­si­ble. His ob­ject of af­fec­tion wasn’t around to com­pete with.


		“What do we do?” she whis­pered, set­tling next to him on the rug.


		“What do you nor­mal­ly do when you med­i­tate?”


		“I try to clear my mind of all thought.”


		“Sounds good,” he an­swered. How could one feel ner­vous and re­laxed next to some­one si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly? Fo­cus, fo­cus, Car­o­line, she com­mand­ed her­self.


		She breathed deeply, try­ing to let the day’s anx­i­ety slip away. It was anx­i­ety that looked like her moth­er, her job, her apart­ment, that great big glit­tery room, all of it. She just pushed to let it all go.


		“You need to pro­tect your­self.”


		“Hmm?” she an­swered, eyes still closed, in puz­zle­ment.


		“Sur­round your­self with white light and ask for pro­tec­tion.”


		“Okay,” she con­cen­trat­ed on the im­age of white light all around her, sur­round­ing her. But it be­gan to creep in, a feel­ing of sad­ness, lone­li­ness here—the feel­ings of strug­gling to keep hold of emo­tions.


		“Stop it.”


		“What?” she said.


		“Fo­cus, Car­o­line, don’t al­low oth­er peo­ple’s emo­tions to creep up on you.”


		“What? I?”


		“You have to learn to build more con­trol.”


		She sighed deeply, “Okay, I’m try­ing.” Men­tal­ly she brushed it away, and fo­cused on the light around her, the white light that was build­ing a wall.


		“Bet­ter,” he said be­side her.


		Yes, it was bet­ter.


		

			


		


		Max was cau­tious. He’d brought some pieces of crys­tal from his col­lec­tion but noth­ing else. Some­thing in it trig­gered a bad re­ac­tion with­in Car­o­line, and he didn’t have time to an­a­lyze it. Af­ter the med­i­ta­tion, he’d col­lect­ed what was nec­es­sary and fol­lowed her in his car to her apart­ment. He’d closed the book­shop for an en­tire day, but he felt it was war­rant­ed. At least, he hoped it was war­rant­ed. He planned to set­tle her im­me­di­ate prob­lems and send her on her way. He didn’t plan any ex­tend­ed as­so­ci­a­tion here. What was clear was that she was a gift­ed em­path, per­haps more. And from what she’d in­di­cat­ed, she had oth­ers in her fam­i­ly who could al­so lend sup­port. So, there wouldn’t be a need for him, and he could re­sume his own life at his leisure.


		These were the things he told him­self. Now whether he be­lieved them or not was en­tire­ly a dif­fer­ent mat­ter.


		He’d parked his Jeep on the street sev­er­al spots down from Car­o­line’s car. As was the case in much of the city, street park­ing was all that was avail­able here. She was wait­ing for him on the side­walk. Her eyes fo­cused in­tent­ly on the green­ish-gray ce­ment build­ing be­fore her. So in­tent was her con­cen­tra­tion that she didn’t even ac­knowl­edge him when he walked up be­side her.


		“Be care­ful,” he told her.


		Fi­nal­ly, her eyes met his, misty, over­come with im­pres­sions. “What?”


		“You have to pro­tect your­self, Car­o­line. Re­mem­ber the white light. Don’t just let im­pres­sions have free rein over your mind.”


		She spoke soft­ly, “I’m not look­ing for­ward to this.”


		“It’s all right. I’ll help.” He stat­ed rather sto­ical­ly. He was steel­ing him­self. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, he could feel tan­gi­bly there was more here than met the eye.


		She looked at him for a mo­ment du­bi­ous­ly, then be­gan to head for the front door of the com­plex. Max fol­lowed close­ly, still car­ry­ing the small tote bag filled with crys­tals.




		The Apartment


		

			Six

		


		As Car­o­line un­locked the front door of her ground-lev­el apart­ment, she tried to fo­cus on what had drawn her to this place ini­tial­ly—the light, the thick ce­ment walls that some­how felt like pro­tec­tion, and the love­ly pa­tio.


		Men­tal­ly she tried to do as Max sug­gest­ed. She clothed her­self in white light in pos­i­tive thoughts as her Aunt Elise had al­ways in­sist­ed.


		As she reached to turn the door­knob, she felt Max’s hand close over hers gen­tly, still­ing her progress. “Hold on,” he mur­mured. She looked up in­to his face. But his eyes were closed in con­cen­tra­tion.


		“What?” she whis­pered a bit harsh­ly in dis­trac­tion. And then his eyes opened, still star­ing for­ward with in­tense fo­cus and de­ter­mi­na­tion.


		“This is more com­pli­cat­ed than I thought.”


		“What does that mean?”


		He spoke qui­et­ly, “There’s some­thing in there.”


		Her eyes widened. “Should I call the po­lice?”


		He shook his head, “No, they couldn’t see it. But it ap­pears your friend from up­stairs has re­leased some­thing—some­thing that now ex­ists be­tween.”


		Pan­ic flew up in­to her heart. “What! What the hell is it do­ing in my apart­ment?”


		“Seek­ing en­er­gy, I’d imag­ine. Seek­ing the strong­est en­er­gy it can in or­der to ex­ist.”


		“I don’t un­der­stand,” she whis­pered in a high-pitched pan­ic. “Is she that smart that she could cre­ate some­thing?”


		“Prob­a­bly not,” al­though he was not en­tire­ly con­vinced, “prob­a­bly an ac­ci­dent. Go ahead in­side.”


		Her eyes widened more, “Are you kid­ding?”


		“We must get rid of it.”


		“What? How are we sup­posed to—”


		Look­ing at her in­tent­ly, he said flat­ly. “You want me to go first?”


		“Yes,” she an­swered em­phat­i­cal­ly, “yes, that would be nice.”


		He gen­tly pushed her out of the way and gave her a fi­nal glance be­fore he moved for­ward. “Set­tle down, Car­o­line. It’ll be fine.”


		“Right, easy for you to say. You don’t have a thing in your apart­ment.” She mut­tered.


		

			


		


		About a year af­ter Chloe left him, Max be­gan to be­come aware of the in­vis­i­ble be­ings that shared space with us on plan­et Earth. Chartres Street first in­tro­duced him to the con­cept of in­ter­di­men­sion­al be­ings.


		“Some of them are as in­con­se­quen­tial as in­sects—the way mos­qui­toes feed on blood. These feed on en­er­gy, life auras for their sus­te­nance.”


		“Where do they come from?”


		“Un­for­tu­nate­ly, of­ten from us, what we fail to re­al­ize is how pow­er­ful we are. No thought form is so weak that it doesn’t have some end re­sult. Thought is en­er­gy, the pow­er of cre­ation. And un­mon­i­tored thoughts cre­ate chaos.”


		“You lost me.”


		She’d smiled, a lo­cal vis­it­ing medi­um from out west named Hil­da Wilder. “It’s a dif­fi­cult con­cept. But let’s just say that over the course of his­to­ry—very pos­i­tive events have cre­at­ed pos­i­tive en­er­gy—and some­times be­ings of that or­der.”


		“And neg­a­tive?”


		“Yes, well, it’s true there has been too much unchecked neg­a­tive en­er­gy and its un­for­tu­nate re­sults.”


		

			


		


		He steeled him­self as he walked in­to the den of Car­o­line Bres­lin’s apart­ment. He had spent ex­ten­sive time fine-tun­ing his sen­si­bil­i­ties so that these sorts of cre­ations could be on his radar. Some par­tic­u­lar­ly de­struc­tive ones were cat­e­go­rized as poltergeists. But this one, he frowned. This one was fo­cused and set loose on her for a par­tic­u­lar pur­pose.


		The room that had been in shad­ows mo­ments be­fore was now flood­ed in light. He heard Car­o­line be­hind him soft­ly close the door, but he didn’t look at her or take in any par­tic­u­lar de­tails about the room. He sim­ply fo­cused, fo­cused in on tun­ing him­self in­to a very par­tic­u­lar lev­el of en­er­gy vi­bra­tion.


		“Any­thing?” she whis­pered be­hind him.


		“Qui­et,” he mur­mured in a soft voice. He could fol­low the threads now, low dark threads of en­er­gy that were near­ly im­per­cep­ti­ble, near­ly. It was qui­et now, def­i­nite­ly try­ing to hide.


		He let the bag of crys­tals soft­ly drop on­to the car­pet­ed floor of her den and walked across the room to a closed door­way.


		“That’s my—” then she stopped speak­ing.


		Quite de­lib­er­ate­ly, he reached for the door­knob and slow­ly turned it, open­ing the dark­ened room. It was dusky in here as well, but light was not nec­es­sary. Of course, there it was, hud­dled on the bed, buried be­neath the cov­ers. Car­o­line spent so much time there sleep­ing, so it was draw­ing from rem­nants of en­er­gy. It looked up at him with wide eyes, not re­al­ly a sen­tient be­ing, more akin to an an­i­mal sim­ply fo­cused on its need for food. But the face did in­deed bear the im­print of its mak­er.


		He felt Car­o­line’s move­ment be­hind him. He grabbed her abrupt­ly, swing­ing her close to the side of him so that she had a clear view of what he was look­ing at.


		“I want you to see this,” he whis­pered.


		“It’s dark. I can’t,” she rasped, squirm­ing a bit in the un­ex­pect­ed em­brace.


		“Open your mind and fo­cus. Feel the en­er­gy. Right on the bed,” his voice was low and con­trol­ling. But this was im­por­tant, es­sen­tial. She had to be able to pro­tect her­self. She was too vul­ner­a­ble. He’d sensed that from the mo­ment she’d first en­tered his dreams. “Fo­cus,” he com­mand­ed.


		“I’m try­ing,” and then he could feel it. With his hands touch­ing her, he could feel the en­er­gy shift­ing, mu­tat­ing in­side her. “I can see some­thing. It looks like a red glow on my bed,” she mur­mured fran­ti­cal­ly.


		“Good, now let it take shape.”


		He could hear, no, ac­tu­al­ly feel her breath­ing steady. “I’m try­ing. I—” then she stopped.


		Then there was ter­ror that seemed to rip right through her. That was, of course, the dan­ger when one first be­gan to see.


		“Oh God, what the hell is that?”


		“I can on­ly con­clude that is your neigh­bor’s cre­ation.”


		“It’s hor­ri­ble but, but it has her face.”


		“Clear­ly, she’s tied to it. Any en­er­gy it draws from you, she shares in.”


		“That bitch!” she hissed.


		He laughed soft­ly, “Well, now let’s get to work.”


		“Get to work?” she echoed, her voice still laced with dis­gust.


		“Get­ting rid of it.”


		

			


		


		He sat next to her on the short so­fa giv­en to her by Aunt Elise, hold­ing her hand. But the on­ly im­age that Car­o­line Bres­lin could see in her mind was the crea­ture with the red glow and Delia, who­ev­er she was’ face.


		“Are you all right?”


		“Not re­al­ly.”


		“Look, it’s not as bad as you think.”


		“There’s a mon­ster on my bed. Even if I get rid of it, how ex­act­ly am I sup­posed ev­er to sleep there again?”


		He sighed or grum­bled. She wasn’t en­tire­ly sure which. “I guess it’s a shock, but once you get used to see­ing these sorts of things—”


		“Are you used to it?”


		There was si­lence. Ev­i­dent­ly, she’d made her point. “Do you want to get rid of it?”


		“Yes, please,” she mur­mured, and he squeezed her hand re­as­sur­ing­ly. She liked hold­ing his hand. It was warm, com­fort­ing, tin­gling, and then she quelled that thought. This was busi­ness for him, noth­ing more.


		“We’re go­ing to have to ap­proach it on its lev­el.”


		“You mean hell?”


		“No, now close your eyes and fo­cus. We’re go­ing to at­tempt a spe­cif­ic sort of med­i­ta­tion. We’re go­ing to en­ter its plane of ex­is­tence.”


		She wasn’t sure she un­der­stood what he meant and wasn’t sure she want­ed to. But she did as he asked.


		“Now fo­cus, Car­o­line. Fo­cus on its en­er­gy vi­bra­tion.”


		She did so, feel­ing her­self slip in­to a deep­er con­cen­tra­tion, an al­tered place where she sim­ply lis­tened. Its en­er­gy was like a pe­cu­liar low hum, not sooth­ing but raspy, abra­sive.


		“Can you see it?” He asked some­where be­side her, or per­haps not, per­haps some­where with­in.


		“No,” she an­swered. “I hear it, but I can’t see it yet.”


		“Try.” Geese, what a taskmas­ter!


		She opened her eyes, or so she thought, but it was all dif­fer­ent. The room was buzzing, vi­brat­ing, filled with sound fre­quen­cies and col­ors.


		“Find it,” he coaxed. Her eyes trav­eled across the den that, for the mo­ment, bore lit­tle re­sem­blance to where she spent so much of her time. Fi­nal­ly, af­ter sort­ing through lay­ers of bend­ing and turn­ing col­or, she saw the path of red like a translu­cent rope lead­ing to the bed­room door. “Got it,” she told him some­how, but now it all felt like mind com­mu­ni­ca­tion.


		“Good, now you’re on its plane. You need to track it.” Max was speak­ing di­rect­ly to her mind. She could feel him, so close.


		She felt her­self come to her feet and head to­ward the bed­room door. But then she stopped and looked back to the so­fa. She and Max were still sit­ting there, eyes closed. “It’s all right,” she heard him whis­per be­side her.


		She turned. There he was, stand­ing di­rect­ly be­side her, she thought, al­though his im­age seemed to flick­er in and out. “What’s hap­pen­ing?” she asked, al­though she al­ready sus­pect­ed hav­ing some min­i­mal ex­pe­ri­ence with this.


		“As­tral selves, bod­ies still where we left them. Go on, open the door.”


		She reached down to turn the knob, but it didn’t quite work. Some­how, she passed right through it. She and, be­side her, Max were stand­ing in the bed­room as was the thing—stand­ing up on her bed fac­ing them as though it were ready for bat­tle.




		Delia


		

			Seven

		


		“Steady,” she heard him whis­per in her mind.


		It was hot where they were. She could feel it, heat and ir­ri­ta­tion. Dizzi­ness swirled through her. “Care­ful, we’re on its plane, but don’t get pulled too far in.”


		It blinked, look­ing at them from one to an­oth­er, blinked with Delia’s huge eyes. Then she felt the pull, like a dis­tinc­tive yank. She wasn’t in her bed­room any­more.


		“Max,” she rasped fran­ti­cal­ly in her mind. But all she heard was a low flut­ter of dis­con­nect­ed noise. She looked around. It was an apart­ment not un­like hers ex­cept for dra­mat­i­cal­ly dif­fer­ent fur­nish­ings. She breathed deeply or as much as she could man­age. She was in the dark­ened den, on­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ed by the flick­er­ing of a can­dle—a can­dle with some­one sit­ting on the floor hunched over it. As she cau­tious­ly moved clos­er, she not­ed there was a cir­cle around the fig­ure, not drawn but made of—”


		“Ash.”


		She turned to find Max stand­ing be­side her. “Sor­ry took me a minute to catch up.”


		“What is this?”


		“I’d imag­ine it’s the source.”


		The fig­ure’s head came up, and she flung back a mass of long, jet-black hair. Im­me­di­ate­ly, Car­o­line rec­og­nized the pale face. “Delia.”


		Delia shak­i­ly stood up with­in the con­fines of the cir­cle and out­stretched her arms, mur­mur­ing some­thing from a lan­guage Car­o­line didn’t un­der­stand. Her arms were trem­bling and drip­ping with blood.
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