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CHAPTER 1
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One month.

To most, a month meant little beyond the time separating them from one end of the month to the other. To me, it was the difference between the life I had known and the life I was starting to live. It was all that divided me from being aware of the dangerous world I was part of and feeling firsthand the dangerous world I lived in.

A month had passed since I had killed to protect Daniel and my family. A month had passed since I had learned my blood was special and could turn people into a demon called a Nightstalker. It was all that separated me from the knowledge that I was hunted for being more than your typical human/angel hybrid known as a Watcher.

My blood pounded now. It coursed through my veins, filling my ears with the sound of its pulsing beat. Sweat poured down my face and back in conjunction with that all-encompassing beat as my feet created a steady rhythm on the hard ground. I increased my pace, loving the way the beating of my heart erased all thought and the fleeting freedom of my run.

The summer sun stretched high in the sky as I raced towards it, the dawn changing to morning with every step I took. I lowered my head and increased my pace more, trying to catch up to the sun, knowing it was impossible.

When I ran, I felt in control of my life, proactive, not like I was waiting around for the unknown to catch up to me. There was a profound freedom in the act. My feet were tools of change, of forward motion, which couldn’t be stopped. It was the only form of running I allowed myself anymore.

I was so intent on the feeling of my feet on the pavement, and the heat on my skin, that I didn’t notice I was being followed. I should have noticed. It should have been the first thing that registered to my senses.

I had become paranoid over my month of waiting. It was hard not to. When two ridiculously evil Seekers tried to kill you, as well as a sheriff of the sleepy community you lived in, tried to get your blood to start a new dawn for humankind, it put a person on edge.

Still, it wasn’t until I crested the hill of my high school that I recognized the threat. Even though the normally quiet streets were full of tourists flocking to the tiny hamlet of King’s Cross to partake in the outdoor recreation scene and the nostalgia of a simpler way of living, there was no excuse for not noticing.

A hand touched my shoulder at the top of the hill, startling me. “You’re dead.”

I spun around at the touch, my heart pounding harder from fear. Daniel, his green eyes sparkling in the sun, his black hair messy, stopped running as well. He was wearing jogging clothes and, from the sweat on his face, appeared to have been following me for a while.

“I feel awfully alive to be dead,” I said, trying to hide my fear.

“If I were a Seeker, you’d be dead,” he corrected.

“But you’re not, so I’m not.”

“I thought you were going to tell me when you go on runs,” he said.

“And I didn’t think I needed a babysitter.”

“I’m not trying to babysit you. I’m trying to keep you alive,” he said.

I put my hands on my hips. “I know you are,” I said in contrast to my combative stance.

“Then why do you keep going on runs without telling me?”

“Because I’m sixteen,” I said.

“That’s no excuse. Especially for you,” he said.

“Because...”

The truth was I never planned my runs. When the dark thoughts of guilt and fear got too overwhelming, I ran. Sometimes I would run twice a day. Sometimes I didn’t run at all.

“I sound ridiculous, don’t I?” Daniel asked over the excuse I was forming. He could sense my reason. He had been there. He had killed. He had taken lives he regretted and knew that the ways we dealt with those consequences didn’t always make the most sense.

“You’re worried,” I said. “I am, too.”

He shrugged one of his shoulders in a question. I wasn’t sure what he was really questioning. “Are you finished?”

“Nope. I’ll race you to Robbie’s Grocery,” I said.

“That’s three miles.”

“You tired or something?” I asked him.

Daniel’s competitive smirk erased the tension between us. He shot off down the street without warning and I raced on his heels, trying to catch up. As we ran, the thoughts I’d been hearing faded into silence. I knew Daniel was protecting me from the masses. Normally, I would have complained, wanting to learn to block out the thoughts myself, but I was eager for the silence today. I needed it after the lonely night I had spent in worry.

Daniel’s long legs ate up the hilly streets with unrelenting grace as I chased after him. The last quarter mile I put on an extra spurt of speed to try to pass him, but he kept moving in front of me, blocking my attempts. I kept trying to shove him and make him trip, but he danced out of the way of my attempts, maintaining the lead. He won, but only by a little.

“Not bad,” he said as we stopped.

“I lost,” I panted.

“Yes, you did,” he said happily.

I rolled my eyes and tried to catch my breath. He was breathing heavier than normal, but nowhere near my level of panting. It was another gift Watchers had. A gift I had yet to inherit. We started walking back to my house as I regained my breath, the hot sun pounding into my skin. Daniel’s presence took some of the dark thoughts away, though I was suspicious of his appearance.

“I didn’t think I was going to see you today,” I said. “I thought you were helping Beatrice with a mystery errand.”

“I wanted to see you,” he said.

“Uh-huh,” I said.

“I did!” he protested.

“I’m sure it was a coincidence that you showed up right when I was going on my run. And that you were prepared for that run.” I gestured at his exercise clothes.

“I’m sticking to my story,” he said.

“Of course you are. Has Beatrice and Han figured out anything?”

They had been testing my blood to figure out how things I could do were possible. So far, all they had determined was that I had the same blood type as Ellen.

“No.” He stepped in front of me. I stopped walking and met his eyes. “Do you want to go on a date with me tonight?” he asked.

“A date?”

“That’s when two people partake in an activity together which is generally considered fun,” he said.

“So, when you and Jackson do something together that you have fun doing, you’re on a date?” I asked.

“Maybe my definition needs work,” he admitted ruefully.

“Definitely,” I said.

“So?”

“A date sounds great,” I said.

“What do you want to do?”

“We could go see a movie. Something with gratuitous violence, ridiculous scripting, and bad acting, so I can laugh,” I said.

“Philistine,” he accused me.

“No, I’m American.”

He laughed. “A movie it is, then.” He stepped out of my way, and we started walking again.

The sidewalk took us back through the small downtown of King’s Cross and away from the farmland that surrounded Robbie’s Grocery. We passed the high school again and the many quaint shops aimed at tourists. As I passed an antique store, I saw a small flyer hanging in the window and stopped walking. The sick feeling in my stomach was instantaneous.

“What’s the matter?” Daniel asked, also stopping.

I pointed at the flyer. On the front was Sheriff Cobb’s face. He was holding his granddaughter and looking at the camera with a smile. His brown eyes, which had looked at me in my darkest moment, were full of purpose. There was a phone number and the words: Missing. Please call with any information.

I knew exactly what had happened to him: he had tried to kill Daniel, and I had killed him in response. We had burned his body along with the Seekers he had under his control. But I couldn’t call that number and let Cobb’s family know the truth. It would get me locked up in a padded room or arrested. His family didn’t deserve the questions, though. It was unfair that they had to spend the rest of their days wondering about someone they loved. It was also a reminder of the month I had spent thinking about the people I had killed.

All I wanted to do was find the nearest phone and call the number on the flyer. I wanted to tell them the truth and get the feeling of guilt off my chest. Contrarily, the thought made me feel sick to the stomach. Daniel touched me on my shoulder, telling me there was nothing I could do. I sighed and turned away from the flyer. He was right. I couldn’t change the past.

“What did you help Beatrice with?” I asked to clear the thoughts of Cobb from my mind.

“An experiment,” he said.

Vague. Simple. Beautifully obscure. A lie.

“What kind of experiment?” I asked.

Daniel looked out at the street and his eyebrows narrowed in thought. He didn’t answer.

“It didn’t have anything to do with proving I’m right about water being bulletproof?” I joked lightly to get him talking.

He fixed his expression by smiling slightly. “Nope.”

“Pity.”

I was aware he was keeping something from me. The lie bothered me, but I wasn’t in the mood for arguing. I would press him when I wasn’t covered in sweat, tired from a night on my window seat fighting sleep so that I wouldn’t have the usual nightmares, and, of course, when I wasn’t fighting the guilt from that damned flyer.

We started walking again, our unspoken words slowly filling the space between us.

The narrow streets near my house were full of sounds. Lawnmowers threw grass in the air while people wandered around their yards pruning hedges and watering rose bushes, searching for something to do on a muggy Saturday. Kids ran around in their yards and raced past us on their bicycles.

My house remained unchanged as it sat at the end of its dead-end road. It was lofty and large against the more common-looking houses surrounding it. Daniel’s black Audi was behind Ellen’s station wagon. Two motorcycles, which belonged to Jackson and Margaret, were in our driveway. The day was peaceful and perfect; the town was in full sleepy mode. It was something I never thought I’d enjoy before moving to King’s Cross.

Enjoying the sights of the bright flowers and cozy atmosphere, I walked across my short lawn, Daniel trailing after me in thoughtful silence. In the foyer was something more alarming than my guilty thoughts. I stopped walking and stared in confusion and my heart filled with slight fear that one of the people I loved most in the world had lost her mind.

Ellen was in the middle of the living room and was balancing on her head. She had her eyes closed as her feet reached for the ceiling. Every couple of seconds she would let out a loud breath, followed by, “Ohmmmmm!” In the background, music full of birds and flutes accompanied her chant.

“What on earth are you doing?” I asked her, as Daniel shut the door behind us.

Her eyes popped open and her body wobbled. With a squeak, she toppled to her right and hit the floor. The house rattled with her fall.

Laughing, I helped her up. “Have you gone crazy?”

“No. I’ve gone yoga! Sam bought me a book,” she said.

“That explains a lot,” I said.

Ellen was a fan of new hobbies and skills. I usually joined her in her new hobbies, but I had been distracted lately. I felt a pang of regret she was practicing without me but was glad to see her so normal and Ellen-like, especially after the lockdown we had all been under while we searched for answers.

“I was doing fine until you walked in!” She laughed as she dusted off the remainder of her ruined dignity.

“Is standing on your head part of yoga?” I asked, picking up the book she was referencing. I flipped through the pages curiously, seeing lots of positions I’d never be able to fold myself into.

“I skipped to the back,” she confessed.

“Sounds like you,” I said.

“Hey, Daniel.” Ellen said, smiling warmly at him.

“Hello.”

“Are you here to stay for a while?” she asked.

Daniel had been staying with us off and on for the last month to guard against any Watchers that Marcus – the leader of the Seekers, and an all-around bad guy – might send. He had to stay on the ground floor at night, not that he stayed relegated.

When he wasn’t staying with us, Jackson and Margaret were. I was tired of having bodyguards around all the time, not that I minded Daniel’s company. He made me feel normal and his banter kept me laughing. It was the idea of constant protection and limited freedom I didn’t like. Jackson and Margaret didn’t help the feelings of wanting to be alone, though they were less restrictive of my movements. Making eye contact with Margaret was an unspoken challenge, unspoken being the operative word. Getting her to speak was like asking a mime for directions. Painful and not the best of ideas.

I liked Jackson well enough, when he wasn’t making fun of me. He knew how to laugh. Too, he didn’t freak out when I went on runs. They left me alone if I left them alone. But there was no denying their bodyguard status. They certainly weren’t staying for fun, and they made their dissatisfaction about their lack of privacy abundantly clear.

They came down the stairs as we spoke. Jackson’s blond hair was in a ponytail, his square face illuminated by his usual mocking smile. He filled up the stairs, the sheer mass of his body urging the house to get out of his way to make room for him. He was the biggest person I had ever met. Also, the gentlest.

Margaret was another story. Though no taller than me, her glare could destroy empires, make men weep, and cause a lightning bolt to hit someone mid-stride. Her expression was neutral, however, as she walked behind Jackson. Her beautiful black hair, for whatever reason, was in braids today. It made her look younger and more innocent. It had to be a trick of some sort, a move to throw me off guard.

“Thanks for keeping an eye on Clare for me,” Daniel said sarcastically, as Jackson reached the bottom stair.

“You’re welcome,” Jackson replied, choosing to ignore Daniel’s sarcasm.

“Are you done with your errand?” Margaret asked from behind Jackson.

“Yes.” Daniel turned to Ellen to answer her question. “I’ll be here. Beatrice only needed help for a couple of days.”

“Okay. Oh, I’m going on a date with Sam tonight,” Ellen said. “I don’t want to be followed, so don’t even think about it. I don’t care if Seekers attack us. I need some privacy, or I will explode into tiny little atomic pieces.”

“All right. I’ve got my own date to go to,” Daniel said.

Ellen nodded, then bent to stand on her head again. I smiled and headed up the stairs to shower off my run. Daniel pulled Margaret and Jackson into the kitchen. Their conversation was quiet, but the tension of it permeated the house. I assumed it was about my run and its lack of supervision.

When I was done with my shower, I went downstairs again. Margaret and Jackson were gone, happy they didn’t have to hang around the house anymore. Ellen had finished her attempt at yoga and was talking with Daniel in the kitchen. Their conversation trailed away when they saw me. They had been talking about me, their words lingering in the hall, but Ellen switched her thoughts quickly. She smiled and put an arm around my waist, hugging me close.

Her thoughts reached out and brushed mine quietly. She has that look on her face again. I wish I could take it away. It makes her look so sad. “How about you cook me lunch?” she asked cheerfully, masking her worry.

“That sounds fun,” I retorted sarcastically.

“It does for me.”

I laughed and started pulling out things for a grilled cheese sandwich.

“Alex is here,” Daniel said, moving to help me with the food.

“Good! She can help me pick out something to wear for tonight,” Ellen said.

“I don’t know if she’s going to feel like it,” Daniel said.

“Why?”

Before he could answer, the front door creaked open and tired feet dragged along the wood floor in a very un-Alex way. Seconds later, Alex appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, her normally happy face etched with lines of sadness. Unlike Ellen, Alex worked hard to keep her thoughts scrambled, obscuring the reason behind her sadness. She had gotten to the point where I couldn’t hear her unless she let me. Her sadness was obvious, though. No amount of thought scrambling could take away the expression on her face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Alex sighed and sat down at our round kitchen table. “I broke up with Davis.”

Davis and Alex had only been dating for a month, but Alex really liked him. He was polite, quiet, and absolutely adored her. It was enough for any girl to want.

“Why?” Ellen asked.

Alex shrugged and looked down at the table. The tired lines grew more pronounced as she started tracing invisible lines on the table with her finger.

“Alex, if you don’t tell us, Ellen will Mom it out of you,” I said.

“I will,” Ellen agreed.

“Then I’ll Clare it out of you,” I added.

“She will,” Ellen agreed again.

“How are you supposed to date someone when you can’t be honest with them?” Alex asked the room in a fit of irritation. “I mean, how? How do you have a real relationship when you can’t tell the person you’re with that you can turn into a demon? How do you go about mentioning that without putting him at risk? How does that work? I can’t be honest with him. It’s useless. Dating is useless.”

Daniel shifted uneasily next to me and turned away to keep the bread from burning. He took the spatula from me and flipped the sandwich. His flip was deft but also awkward and unlike him. It was strange, but I kept my attention on Alex. Her problem was the more immediate one.

She shook her head in frustration as she continued speaking. “Davis is great, but I can’t lie anymore. He was upset about the breakup, too. I could see it.” Alex shut her blue eyes, which could see straight into the heart of a person’s motivation. They saw even more now since I had given her my blood.

I hadn’t only given her the ability to change into a Nightstalker. Other talents were starting to develop. She wasn’t a Watcher like Daniel, but she wasn’t human anymore either. She was as much between worlds as I was. It was another thing I had placed on my things-to-feel-guilty-about list.

“This is my fault,” I said.

Alex rolled her eyes. “If we have this conversation again, I will scream.”

“That would be loud,” I said.

“Some things aren’t meant to be,” Alex said. “End of story.” She turned to Ellen, her expression purposefully transforming away from the sadness. “You and Dad are going to dinner tonight, right?”

“Yes,” Ellen agreed.

Alex grabbed Ellen’s hand and stood. I sensed an epic distraction in the making. One that would keep her mind away from her breakup. “Come on. Let’s find you something amazing to wear,” she said to Ellen. Alex forced Ellen down the hall and up the stairs, their laughter and their conversation filling the house with sound.

Daniel turned the stove off and put three sandwiches on a plate. He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. I leaned next to him on the counter and mimicked his stance. Alex’s breakup made me sad. I had loved seeing her in a normal relationship. It was proof that normal could exist in my world. As far as normal ever really was ‘normal.’

“I guess I’d better take this up to them,” I said, gesturing at the food, knowing Ellen would forget to eat if I didn’t take food to her.

“I think I should shower,” he glanced down at his sweaty clothes.

Neither of us moved. Daniel stared at the floor, and I stared at the clock over the kitchen door. We remained lost in separate, serious thoughts for a moment. Then, I closed the distance between us and put a hand on his cheek.

“I’m glad I don’t have to lie to you.” His eyes met mine, full of doubt. “I’m glad. I’m just glad,” I added.

You shouldn’t be.

He realized I could hear his thoughts through our shared touch and cut me out abruptly. To cover for his hasty block, he kissed me on the neck. He walked away to take his shower. He paused at the door, his back to me. “I promise to try my hardest to make sure you don’t regret feeling that way.”

He stepped down the hall and up my stairs without another word. I picked up the sandwiches and followed him upstairs, hearing him start the shower, and went to Ellen’s room to help pick out a dress. Alex was sprawled out on Ellen’s bed, her feet dangling over the edge. She was talking to Ellen as Ellen changed in her closet.

“Daniel and I were going to go to a movie tonight, but I’ll stay home instead,” I told Alex, setting the food down on the nightstand.

“What for?” Alex asked, grabbing one of the sandwiches.

“Cause you broke up with a guy you like, which has made you sad, which in turn makes me sad.”

Alex shook her head at my offer. “Thanks, but no thanks. It’s not like Davis is my first breakup or anything. My first breakup. Now that was hard. Andy Henderson. He had the best smile too. Man, you could swim laps around that smile. Laps and laps.”

“That’s a visual.” I stared at her, doubting she was as okay as she was trying to make me believe. “We can watch one of your horrible reality TV shows and binge on Rocky Road.”

“Oh, you do know how to tempt a girl, but I’m fine. Honestly,” she said.

“Swear you’re not being selfless,” I commanded, holding up the thumb I had cut to give her my blood, the blood that had made us sisters.

She pressed her thumb against mine. “I swear.”

“All right, but when I get back we’re going to talk about it,” I said.

“That sounds so ominous. Oh! I love that one, Ellen!” Alex said.

Ellen stepped into the middle of the room and twirled around in a dark blue dress, which was beautiful against her pale skin, and smiled. The room brightened with her smile and some of the negative emotions I had been harboring dropped away. Alex was right. It was perfect. I joined Alex on the bed and felt myself unwind at our conversation.

It was a feeling of peace that I knew couldn’t last.

╬

Daniel and I got into the car in silence. His dark mood spoke a thousand times louder than any words ever could. Since our conversation in the kitchen, he’d been introverted. Introverted was a word Daniel didn’t know most days of the week.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“What makes you think something is wrong?” he asked.

“You’re showing symptoms of keeping things from me. Minor symptoms include avoiding my eyes. Major symptoms include trying to touch your nose with your eyebrows.”

His scowl faded, and he laughed. “Is there a cure?”

“Truth,” I said pointedly.

His answer was immediate. “I’ve been in contact with an old friend who seems to think there’s a way of finding out what Marcus is planning and why he has spent so many resources in tracking you down.”

“Shouldn’t that be a good thing?” I asked.

Daniel made a face and looked out at the sky without answering.

“Is that what you were doing these past couple of days? Seeing your friend?” I tried again.

“Can we talk about it later?” he asked.

“Define later,” I said.

“Not now.”

“I can handle not now,” I said slowly.

“Me too,” Daniel said.

“But it’s not the end of it,” I tacked on.

He smiled crookedly in response.

We sped to the lonely interstate out of King’s Cross, talking about other things then, things that felt real on the surface, but were starting to unravel the further we got from home. Around us, over the blue mountains of my home, dark clouds swirled and rolled. A summer storm was barreling towards us.

I knew it would reach us soon.
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The movie Daniel took me to see was gory, horrible, and hysterical. I wiped away tears, which had leaked over from laughing so hard, as we walked out of the theater. Daniel smiled at my laughter, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. He was trying hard to act like nothing was wrong, but I wasn’t fooled. The tension radiated through every shift of his body, every movement he made. He was a livewire of nervous energy.

Outside, rain poured down in great sheets of noise, the storm having released its furious power while we were inside. The sheets of water were so thick I couldn’t see two feet in front of me. The transition from the light we had walked into the theater in and the dark of the storm we had walked out to made me feel as if we had gone in during one lifetime and had come out during another.

I was willing to run to the car with Daniel, not minding the rain, but he stopped me. “I’ll bring the car around. No sense in both of us getting wet.” He kissed my neck and ran out into the storm before I could argue.

I tucked my hands in my pockets, annoyed he was being so pushy, and leaned against the cement building to wait. I watched the rain fall and tried to make sense of his mood and the sinking sensation it left in my stomach.

As I waited, the door to my left opened, and I heard two voices I could have lived without hearing for the rest of my summer. Or even the rest of my life. Alex hung out with them sometimes, but I made a point not to. Seeing them at school was bad enough.

“It’s not funny, Mark!” Jennifer said.

“Is so! Didn’t you see her fall?!” Mark chortled happily, stupidly.

An image of a girl, a sophomore from our school, flashed into my mind as he replayed it in his small brain. In the memory, she tripped over an uneven bit in the carpet and face-planted right in front of Mark. He thought it better than the action movie they had left. At least Jennifer was showing some humanity. I sunk back into the wall, hoping they wouldn’t notice me, afraid to get angry and do something I regretted.

I should have known better than to trust in luck.

Jennifer looked back at the girl – from her thoughts I knew she was her cousin – and caught sight of me. She stopped and tugged on Mark’s hand to make him do the same. He hadn’t noticed me. He had been too busy trying to think of ways to get Jennifer to go get the car instead of him.

“Clare?”

Crap.

“Hey,” I said, my eyes raking the rain for Daniel’s car.

Jennifer’s eyes were wide with surprise. “What are you doing?” ...skulking in the shadows like that? It’s way creepy.

Hiding from you. “Daniel’s getting the car. He didn’t want me to get wet, I guess.”

“He’s here?” Mark asked cautiously, looking over his shoulder in trepidation.

Daniel and Mark had argued over me once. Since then, they’ve avoided each other. Mark was bitter, thinking his friend had chosen a girl before friendship. What was it? Bros before hos? It didn’t help Mark’s feelings that Mark was aware that should they get in a fight, Daniel would win. It made him bitter.

“Yes, he is,” I said.

More thoughts from the pair followed my answer.

What in the world does he see in her?

I guess she really is off limits now. I’d like to get with her once, but chances are she’s into freaky stuff.

My eyebrows lifted. I wasn’t the one thinking the things Mark was imagining about us. He definitely had a problem. More than a few, from the looks of things. My blood pressure rose, and my hands clenched in response as his thoughts pounded into my brain. Killing them both during a fit of irritation, especially in a crowded movie theater, would only complicate things. I didn’t need a murder charge on top of the other worries I had riding on my shoulders. Taking deep breaths to calm my anger, I looked past the pair again, but the rain was too thick. Where was Daniel? Of all the times to be late!

“Do you have any plans for the summer?” Jennifer asked over an awkward beat of silence.

“I might be going to L.A. to see my mom’s best friend,” I said, happy to have a distraction.

We were unsure if we could go with the Seekers after us. I was all for Daniel, Sam, and Alex coming along, but Ellen didn’t want to put Naomi, her best friend and de-facto aunt to me, in a dangerous situation. I could see her point, but I really wanted Alex to see my birth city, and I really wanted Daniel to meet Naomi.

“That’s cool!” Jennifer replied in fake excitement. Her question had been a lead in to talk about her plans, a trip to Alaska.

She rambled on about her plans, and I looked past her again. Really, where was he? Mark caught me looking and his lips curled up into a smirk. My scowl was no longer contained. I glowered at them in hatred’s cousin, loathing. Finally, a car horn sounded from under the covered area and a beautiful black car beckoned me: my knight in shining Audi. Thank God.

“I hope you have fun on your trip,” I said, circling around them. “See ya.”

I sprinted to the car, not waiting for their replies. Their mean thoughts trailed after me, but I didn’t care. I was simply happy to get away from them.

“Sorry,” Daniel apologized as soon as I was in the car. “I didn’t mean to leave you to them.”

“What were you doing?” I asked.

“Talking on the phone,” he said vaguely.

“Is this later?” I asked, referring to his promise to talk about his method of finding out Marcus’ plans. His face said the phone call had been about something dangerous; the kind he had been keeping from me.

“No.” He turned up the radio to block me out and kept his hands firmly planted on the steering wheel to avoid my touch.

If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought he was frightened about something and that he thought telling me would only make it worse. I turned down Artie Shaw, his jazz a welcome distraction any other time. “Are we really going to play this game all night?” I asked.

“Which game? Life? I hear it’s hours of fun.”

“Until you lose,” I said. “I was thinking more like poker. There’s a thing in it where you pretend like you have one set of cards when you’re really holding another. They even have a name for it: bluffing.”

“Really?” he asked, his mouth twitching as he repressed a smile.

“That’s what they call it on Celebrity Poker. Alex’s been watching it.”

“I see,” he said seriously.

“I’m sure you do.”

I crossed my arms and waited, full to the brim with determination to get to the bottom of his weirdness. He turned the radio back up in response, mutely refusing to answer my questions. I turned away and stared out the passenger window. He knew how I felt about him keeping things from me, so why the secrets? Was he contemplating doing something I wouldn’t like, or was he simply keeping secrets out of habit?

The blurred lights of the downtown faded into the tall mountains, which rose beyond the veil of rain, as we made our way back home. The city life that was Asheville, such as it was, quickly fell behind us and the forest wrapped around us, closing us in. I watched as row after row of dark trees faded out of view of the glare of Daniel’s bright headlights.

​Finally, he sighed and reached out to turn the radio down again. “Sorry,” he said. He ran a hand through his midnight hair, then brought the hand back to the steering wheel, so he could tap on it impatiently.

“Yeah?” I asked. Sorry wasn’t what I was looking for.

“We need to talk about something,” he continued, “but not right now. I want this night to be ours. Please?”

“Promise you’ll tell me what’s going on,” I demanded.

“I promise. Now stop scowling before I do something desperate.”

“Desperate how?” I asked playfully.

“Something that involves total humiliation on my part,” he said.

“Like what?”

“Like letting Beatrice get out her photo album,” he replied.

“There’s an album?” I asked.

He nodded. His expression was rueful at the admission.

“Interesting. I’ll have to remember that,” I said.

“Don’t think I don’t know where Ellen keeps your ‘box of memories’ I believe she calls it,” he said.

I imagined him seeing the picture of me naked in the bath while I made a fort out of rubber duckies and washcloths and shuddered. There was no way I was ever going to let Ellen pull that out from blackmail hell.

“That’s what I thought,” he said, smiling at me.

“I think a truce is in order―” I began.

My words cut off as the horizon in front of us lit up like a Christmas tree. Lightning flashed between the mountains, not once, but three times in a row. Even through the metal of the car, and the distance separating us, I felt the aftershocks of the electricity. The rain increased its tempo on the hood of our car as the light faded back into dark. The inside of the car suddenly felt charged and alive. It was a feeling I associated with Margaret when she got angry.

The car drifted toward the shoulder of the road as the thunder rippled out furiously. I pulled my eyes away from the storm to look at Daniel and saw that his eyes had turned as distant as the moon. I grabbed the steering wheel to prevent us from wrapping around one of the trees. Our speed made the jerk dangerous.

The car fishtailed as I fought to right the car, but Daniel didn’t take his foot off the accelerator. From his body language, and his blank, faraway stare, I knew he was lost in the future. We swerved again as I fought to right the fishtail and his eyes cleared. He took control of the car with a funny jerk, and his eyes narrowed. Another surge of lightning lit up the rain that was sheeting like hammers against the earth.

“What is it?” I asked.

His foot slowed on the accelerator. “I saw us in the forest.”

King’s Cross was nothing but forest, so that wasn’t hard to imagine, but it didn’t explain the worry on his face. His visions could sometimes be days into the future, but mostly he saw only minutes. In minutes, though, we wouldn’t be home.

He let up on the accelerator more as his eyes searched the road ahead and behind for signs of danger. We were at fifty now, inching toward forty. Another sizzle of lightning sizzled the night, this one much closer. With a loud BOOM! a street lamp exploded behind us.

“This is starting to feel rather mercenary,” I said, as I turned back to watch the lamp fall to the road.

“Ya think?” Daniel growled, searching for the person behind the attack.

A light appeared out of the rain. It was small and dim, barely able to combat the darkness of the rain. The light passed us in the opposite lane of traffic and I saw a sleek motorcycle tearing up the road. I turned to watch its progress, amazed anyone would be riding in this rain and saw the light arch around on the wet pavement as the driver turned around. The motorcyclist homed in on our bumper, recovering from the turn quickly.

“He’s insane!” I said.

“That’s one word you could use,” Daniel replied, his hands tightening on the steering wheel.

“Is it a Seeker?” I asked.

Daniel didn’t answer. Lightning danced in front of us on the road and the motorcyclist swerved around to my side of the car, riding on the shoulder. Through my window, I saw an Asian man with shoulder-length hair and coal-black eyes. I noticed that the rain drenched the road around him but left him inexplicably dry.

As we connected eyes, he smiled. I shivered at the evil behind the smile, but Daniel wasn’t in the mood for smiles. He jerked the car toward the motorcyclist. The man’s eyes widened at the jerk and his bike wobbled dangerously on the wet pavement. Not able to control the bike, he careened off the road, his taillights disappearing into the dark forest.

While I was busy watching the man’s crash, Daniel was still in motion, sensing more than I had in the dark. He moved across the space dividing us, ripping out his seat belt in the process. With his momentum carrying him, he used his shoulder to ram my door. It tore out of the frame of the car with a loud crunch. Daniel wrapped me safely in his arms, maneuvering midair so that I was on top of him.

With a hefty bump we hit the pavement, the door our only protection from a serious case of road rash. Sparks flew around us as we gouged out chunks of asphalt, traveling far because of the speed of the car.

After a lifetime of being aware of nothing, beyond Daniel’s arms around me and the heat of sparks as they flew up around me, our door stopped on the shoulder of the road. Dazed, I looked at the car we had so unceremoniously left.

A nightmare was in place of the car. More precisely, a Nightstalker was in the place of the car. Its claws ripped into the space Daniel’s head had been only seconds ago with an animal desire to kill. The creature finally realized its claws were grasping at air and growled in dissatisfaction. It turned slowly and inhaled deeply, trusting its nose to tell it what its limited eyesight couldn’t. It didn’t take long. Its red eyes brightened when it caught our scent. Its excited growl was deadly.

Daniel jumped off our door to intercept the Nightstalker. Their meeting was like a Titan taking his first steps on earth. They slammed into each other, the Nightstalker ripping and tearing at Daniel. Daniel was unbreakable as he wrestled with the Nightstalker, its size nothing compared to Daniel’s inhuman strength.

Against the broken metal of the door, and the now shattered glass of the passenger window, I stood and ran forward to try and help, feeling impossibly useless. I had managed to go super human once, but the strength of that night hadn’t happened since.

As I ran, my necklace, which I had learned was my father’s, pulsed with a steady glow of warmth. Before I could use it against the Nightstalker, Daniel and the Nightstalker rolled off into the woods, tearing and ripping at each other, oblivious of anything that wasn’t their fight.

A deluge of lightning danced around the pavement at their departure. It pushed me back toward Daniel’s car, which caught on fire with another strike of lightning, hemming me in. Which meant being trapped in an impossible electrical storm while unable to see a clear path to safety. How could I fight something that was everywhere?

From the light of the dull fire that was fighting to live around the rain, I saw the motorcyclist step out of the woods. His coal-black eyes stared at me.

“Marcus made it sound so difficult. He went on and on about how the last team, his best Seekers, had failed. Those were his family, you know. His wife and daughter. Cassandra wasn’t his first child, but she was invaluable to the organization. And Selene, well, she was what they had in mind when they coined the term fear.”

He took out a large knife from the small of his back that would have made Crocodile Dundee jealous. It reflected the light of the car fire. It was creepy and made me want to run away. But I had nowhere to go and less inclination to let him scare me.

“And now he’s sent you to get revenge. Blah, blah, blah,” I said, firmly shutting away the fear. “Can you skip the dramatic part and get to the part where you try to kill me?”

“He hasn’t sent me to kill you, Eve. No, not to kill. Revenge is for people without vision, without purpose.” He gestured with the knife negligently. “You can look at this as an invitation to visit with the greatest Watcher of all time.”

“I’m going to have to decline,” I said.

He moved closer at my reply, bringing his inexplicable dryness with him. “I’m really not asking,” he said.

A flicker of movement from the dark woods behind him caught my eye. Hope replaced the fear.

“It’s good you’re not asking, ‘cause I have no intention of going.” I prepared my body to move, coiled like a tightly wound spring. The man’s eyes narrowed as I leaned forward, ready to run.

Daniel had finished fighting the Nightstalker. He crossed the short distance between the man and the woods and attacked the man with a fast lunge. I spun out of the way as they fell to the ground and rolled beyond me, kicking and punching. Lightning shattered the space between us, throwing me to the ground. All my air whooshed out as I hit the ground right on top of a shattered piece of metal from the car. My neck throbbed with painful fire and automatic tears of pain welled into my eyes as I landed.

I raised my head, everything swimming, and saw Daniel and the man, now standing, dance around the road. In the distance, another car sped toward us, heedless of the danger. The bright lights counted down the time we had left until the chaos hurt someone innocent.

Blood dripped from my neck, merging with the rain coursing down my body, as I stood again. The sounds of their fight meshed with my throbbing head in a symphony of destructiveness. Every step was a battle against passing out. As I tried to make my way over to Daniel to help him somehow, another flash of lightning hit the road, and Daniel and the Seeker were thrown apart. The Seeker ran into the darkness, the rain increasing to hide his passing.

Daniel rolled to his feet and took three steps to follow the man but stopped as quickly. He stood in the road, fighting against two powerful urges and panting heavily. His back remained tense, his fists clenched in his anger. His shirt was ripped, and his hair was plastered against his forehead in dank realism.

I stumbled across the road to make sure he was okay, my ears ringing from the second lightning blast. He noticed the movement and ran to me, forgetting about his anger in an instant. The headlights down the road were much closer now.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes. No. I don’t know,” I said.

He grabbed my hand, a spark dancing between our fingers. “We can’t stay here,” he told me.

The headlights started to slow at the sight of the car fire, and the people’s thoughts from inside reached out to graze my mind. I heard their panic as they, a couple, wondered if someone was hurt. They hadn’t noticed us standing here. Yet. Daniel tugged on my hand to get me moving and we ran into the woods. We passed by a much smaller fire as we ran, the charred remains of the Nightstalker Daniel had killed.

“This area isn’t safe. The Seeker is in here somewhere,” Daniel said, all business as we walked.

“Mmhhhh,” I agreed.

My knees trembled from the hit to the skull. A trickle of the blood coursing down the back of my arms and hands caught his attention. He stopped and looked at my arms, which the asphalt had grazed in my fall. “You’re hurt!”

“Mmmmhhhhhh.”

His worried face slid in and out of focus. He stepped around me to take a closer look and noticed the wound on my neck. I focused on the blurry trees as he disappeared, fighting against the urge to pass out.

“You’re really hurt,” he said.

“I thought we covered that?” I asked.

“I can’t fix it here,” he told me. “I’m going to call Jackson to pick us up. Do you think you can walk?”

“Walk? No. Stand? No.”

I swayed, and he caught my arm. All the adrenaline from the fight had left my body, and I felt impossibly weak. He pulled a small knife out of his pocket and cut a strip of fabric from his shirt. He pushed it against the back of my head. “Hold this here,” he commanded me.

Not knowing what I was agreeing to, I held the fabric in place without argument. Daniel flipped open his phone and pressed the speed dial. He talked to Jackson for a long couple of minutes, forcing me to sit as he did. I sat on a low rock that was wet with the passing rain and stared at the trees.

“He’s going to meet us on a back road. I’ll carry you,” Daniel finally said, his conversation over.

He helped me stand, then pulled me into his arms. He was gentle, but his touch made my neck hurt worse. Anything and everything made it hurt worse, including the soft breeze that fluttered through the trees.

I had no idea how long we walked. It felt like days. Water dripped from the trees above, and crickets and wildlife made music in the dark. The rain had passed with our attacker’s departure, but the forest was still drenched with the storm. Daniel talked to me constantly to keep me conscious, not that I could have repeated back anything he said.

As he talked, and I fought the darkness, a slow realization crept into my thoughts. Perhaps it was being on the edge of unconsciousness, or the loss of blood making me loopy, but I suddenly knew what I had to do. It was obvious. When Daniel set me down next to an old dirt road, I felt weak, but strangely alive.

I had found purpose.
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While we waited for Jackson to pick us up, Daniel checked on my wounds. He took the shirt away from my neck and touched it with gentle fingers. It stung and throbbed. Daniel’s touch only made it worse. I kept up a long string of expletives under my breath to keep from crying.

Finally, around with my flow of words, which would have made a sailor blush, he moved on to my hands and arms. “These don’t look too deep. When we get back, we’ll need to clean them. Your neck on the other hand...”

I nodded at the ground, understanding the seriousness of the wound, but determined to downplay it. “It’s not that bad,” I said.

I sensed him rolling his eyes, but he didn’t comment. He circled around and delicately lifted my chin with one finger. My emotions bled through the touch. “Hey, it’s okay.”

His green eyes glittered around the moisture from the rain, which was clinging to his face and eyelashes. His words cleared the dizziness and the chaos of my conflicting thoughts. The realization I had made while we had been walking sprung to my lips.

“It’s not okay,” I said slowly, staring at a large bush where water was dripping down constantly from a tree above it. I picked up a rock off the forest floor and weighed it in my palm. “I’m sick of this.” I threw the rock at the bush.

“Getting hurt?” he asked, thinking I was upset about my wound.

“Being hunted. I’m done. I’m through.”

Daniel sighed. “You can’t turn that off, Clare. Being hunted is part of who we are.”

“But you can fight it,” I said.

Daniel was hurt by the implications of my words. “You think I’ve been sitting around amusing myself? I’ve been trying to get answers! I’ve contacted everyone I can think of to find out why Marcus is after you and how we can prevent him from getting what he wants.”

“Answers don’t matter,” I decided. “Not nearly as much as stopping this from happening again. I’m sick of the tension, of waiting around for the next attack. I’m sick of always having to be guarded and feeling like I’m in a small little box of silent terror. I won’t do it anymore.” I swayed a little as I stood. “I’m done running, and I’m done pretending like everything is normal. Nothing about my life is normal. And I gotta protect Ellen. What if she had been with me instead of you? She’d be dead.”

“You’d both be dead,” Daniel corrected. His face narrowed in thought, his eyebrows almost touching his nose.

“Right.” I hated that I wasn't more able to protect the people in my life but was no less determined to do what I had decided. “I’m going to take the fight to Marcus. He’s the one hunting me. He’s the problem.”

“Do you know what you’re saying?” Daniel asked me.

“Yes,” I said automatically.

“Do you?” He stepped closer, generating an aura of alarming intensity.

I wasn’t intimidated enough to step away. I had a purpose, and that made me stubborn. “Yes.”

He doubted me. He expressed his doubt in words that were careful, precise.

“It means more death, possibly of people you care about. It means having to kill again. It means fighting hard and fighting for a long, long time. Marcus isn’t an easy target. He’s paranoid. He switches locations often. No one knows where he’s going to be on any given day. Only his most trusted companions know, and even they are sometimes left in the dark. He has an army of loyal fanatics, who are all as paranoid as he is. An army of Seekers and Nightstalkers willing to do his bidding for money, power, whatever. And we have, well, four of us, not including Han and Beatrice, who I would never ask to fight.”

“I would rather fight than run,” I said. “That’s my choice. I don’t care about the odds. I don’t care why he’s after me. I want it to stop. I want to stop him from doing it to anyone else.”

Daniel’s lips moved to form a reply, maybe to tell me about the mysterious plan he had, but the sound of tires ripping through the dirt road stopped him. Jackson appeared over a hill in a large, rusted truck, his grin irrepressible despite the danger we were all in. Daniel kicked at an unoffending pine cone and looked down at his hands where my blood drenched the tips of his fingers. His face contorted into a scowl. Fear at what my blood could do? Or irritation at the interruption?

“We’ll talk about this later,” he said.

“Yes, we will.”

“Need a lift?” Jackson asked.

“We wouldn’t mind one,” Daniel said.

“I thought we weren’t supposed to take rides from creepy-looking strangers?” I asked.

“I could leave,” Jackson threatened playfully.

“On second thought, a ride would be great.”

“Crawl in stomach first,” Daniel commanded me.

I crawled in the large covered back of the SUV, ignoring Jackson’s mocking smirk. Daniel crawled in after me. He sat next to me and put his hand on the cloth to keep it in place on my neck. His hands were gentle, his presence reassuring me that everything would be okay. Jackson turned the truck around without any more banter and drove us down the unnamed mountain I would remember forever.

The two men blurred in and out of focus as I fought a sleepy darkness. Now that I had verbalized my choice, had expelled the energy of that choice, I was incredibly tired. Daniel kept in constant contact with me, his thoughts working hard to keep me conscious as he filled Jackson in on the story. I tried to focus on their words, but I simply couldn’t. It was as if they were speaking in a language I was too tired to understand.

It didn’t take us long to get to Daniel’s house. I felt every bump, every jar, and every painful shift in the road. The mansion I had come to love as a second home stood stark against the darkness. Bright flowers and manicured hedges were bent from the deluge of water the storm had brought. The moss on the stone wept with the rain, dripping a constant waterfall on the steps and ground.

Jackson pulled the truck to the broad steps of the front of the house, and Daniel helped me out. He took the pieces of his shirt away as he helped me up the stairs.

“I can fix it, but it’ll mean stitches. I’ll need some things, though.”

“Stitches,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

Jackson had followed us up the stairs. “I’ll go steal some stuff from the hospital,” he offered.

“All right. You know what to get?” Daniel asked.

“I think I can manage,” Jackson said. He reached out and gently ruffled my hair. “Learn to use those feet. They’re great for not falling down.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

Jackson’s answering grin was lopsided. He turned and started back down the stairs. Daniel shut the door behind us, shutting out Jackson’s departure. “He won’t be gone long,” he assured me.

“How bad is it?” Beatrice asked, stepping out through the door that led to her lab, her warm brown eyes full of worry. Her auburn hair was in a messy bun, and her youthful face was tight with anxiety.

“I’m okay,” I said.

Daniel sighed in irritation. “She’s not okay.”

“Come sit down,” Beatrice said. I followed her to the dinner table and heard her ask in her best mom voice, “Daniel, dear, what happened to your shirt?”

“Clare’s using it. I’ll go get another one.” He kissed my hand and released me. “I’ll be right back.”

I nodded and sat, setting my head on the table. I didn’t care that the table was antique and beautiful. Resting was all that mattered. Beatrice didn’t comment about me dripping blood on her table like she normally would have. She simply reached out and rubbed the arm that wasn’t holding the pieces of Daniel’s shirt in place. Her hand was warm and electric. It told me I would be okay, though she kept a solid wall between our thoughts. It was something I was grateful for. I wasn’t in the mood for thoughts.

She hesitated, searching for ways to keep me conscious. “Han would have come down, but he’s testing some of the more recent blood we took from you. He thinks we might have discovered something interesting.”

“Interesting?” I asked dreamily.

“Yes. Very. I was getting vexed at your blood to tell you the truth.” She said it as if she thought I would take offense at her hating my blood. “I had a tiny moment of irritation and I slammed the sample down a little too hard. It broke and mixed with another sample I was working on for a friend of mine. I started to clean it up when Han noticed a bizarre reaction. He checked with our equipment to be sure of his theory, of course, and he was right!”

“Right?” I asked.

“Yes! Your blood changed the blood I was working on. More than that, it got rid of the cancer cells I was trying to isolate. And your blood did all this without changing! It would seem you have a sort of auto response mechanism.” Beatrice frowned. “But the merging wasn’t quite right. It seemed tenuous, breakable. Like it didn’t want to complete its hold on the second blood.”

“Because I hadn’t given it permission,” I said dreamily.

Her science talk, while interesting, wasn’t enough to keep me awake. A dark cloud of wonderful rest swirled around my eyes and I felt it pull me down. I closed my eyes.

“Clare!” Daniel’s voice was sharp.

I jerked out of the darkness and found Daniel again. He wore a crumpled black shirt, which looked as if he had picked it off the floor, and his face was worried.

“Sorry,” I apologized when I saw his worried face.

“Don’t apologize, and don’t fall asleep.”

“Okay,” I said.

He made me put my head back on the table and carefully cleaned the wound with a small first aid kit. His hands were certain, confident. “It’s lucky you didn’t fall harder. If you had, I don’t think you’d be walking.”

“Lucky?” I questioned.

“Han is about to call for you,” Daniel told Beatrice. “He wants to run a theory past you about Clare’s blood.”

It was a kind dismissal, but a dismissal all the same. Beatrice nodded and stood, not taking offense at the fact that he wanted to be alone with me. She touched my arm again. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks,” I said to the table.

We were left alone, and for a while, we were silent. Daniel checked the wound for debris and cleaned it thoroughly. Through our touch I heard him going over technical, medical terms I’d only read on WebMD.

“How do you know so much about medicine?” I asked to keep my mind away from sleep and the pain, wanting to hold true to my promise of staying awake.

“Med school. Lost a bet to Jackson in the sixties. But he lost a bet to me not long after. He had to join the circus for two years. Best two years ever,” he said with a chuckle. “I didn’t miss a performance.”

“Dr. Adams?” I asked. “That’s great. Fantastic.”

“What?”

“Next, you’re going to tell me that you’ve built rockets for NASA, hung out with Albert Einstein, and invented the telephone,” I said dryly.

“I would never take credit for inventing the telephone,” he replied.

“I hate you,” I said.

“Liar.”

“I never lie,” I said.

“Everybody lies. Sometimes, you have no other option.”
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