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CHAPTER 1
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There had been a time in my life when I believed that monsters were born instead of made. I had believed that they were created for one purpose and one purpose alone: to kill. Now, I knew that the creation of monsters was more gradual – and infinitely more frightening – than that. They weren’t born out of the shadowy pits of evil and sent to torture us with their darkness; they were made through a series of irreversible choices.

The monsters I feared and fought had once been human; they had lived, hoped, and perhaps, even loved. They had not sprung up from some immutable darkness fully formed in their evil. Life had created them, not destiny or fate.

I wondered what choices had made the monster I was currently chasing. I wondered if he had always been so compelled to take innocent lives or if he had simply lost touch with the things that made all Watchers human. But mostly, I wondered if the monster would listen to reason. From the way he had taken off running the moment he had seen me, I doubted it. If he had wanted to talk, he would have stayed. I had to try, though. Sometimes, I felt like trying was the only thing that kept the monster in me from becoming my only reality.

The man I was chasing was swift and powerful. I didn’t know what his ability was – our initial meeting had been too brief for me to find out – but he was definitely athletic. He ran through the streets of Bangkok with the grace and skill of one of my kind, but his skill was more than the inherited skill of a Watcher. At one point in his life, he had been a runner.

I had not meant to spend my day chasing dark Watchers through the streets of a foreign city. I had planned on enjoying the rare quiet that had descended over my house. There were no kids, no Watchers, no Ellen to create the happy chaos of my daily life.

Everyone was busy today, even Daniel. He was in Spain with his parents, to search for furniture for their rebuilt castle in the woods. I had thought the abnormal break meant time to relax and appreciate something I loved more than jazz, Poe, and obscure 80s TV shows – silence. I had been wrong.

I had been alone all of thirty minutes when Reaper called with a mission I could not refuse; it was the kind of mission I handled now as part of my place within the Saints. It was my chance to help protect people and keep the world a little safer from the monsters in the dark.

Eight people had been killed in Bangkok by someone with superhuman strength, and their bodies had been left in noticeable areas. We all knew what that meant. A dark Watcher had lost control. And the fact that he left the bodies in public places was proof that he did not care about the consequences. Though the Saints had a reputation for helping people, there were still Watchers out there who ignored the simple rules we had put down – to not kill or go public with things that frightened people. We had worked hard for peace; we worked even harder to make sure it stuck.

It didn’t help that there was a whisper of us now in the human world. Marcus’s attempt at world domination had come with a price. We worked twice as hard to keep our secret now. Some days were more difficult than others to maintain that secrecy.

Though the war had ended and Marcus was no longer around to abduct young Watchers to serve in his group or fight in the war, most Watchers did not easily settle into the idea of peace. We were genetically disposed toward hate and violence – our greatest weakness was our anger. Our anger and lust for death could make us change into a creature known as a Nightstalker, if we weren’t careful. I had pushed the reset button for Watchers when I destroyed the dark sword Marcus had risked everything to get but that didn’t stop new Watchers – or even old ones – from losing control and turning. Destroying the sword had not stopped the evil I had hoped to stop.

Life was not that simple.

It had not taken me long to find the dark Watcher Reaper had sent me to chase. He was sloppy and newly turned, no more than a year into the change. He had been in the middle of stalking one of his victims when I tracked him down in a back alley. I had jumped him before he could kill his latest victim, a young girl. He was very fast, though, and had taken off before I could do more than step out in front of him.

He raced down the crowded streets through tourists and people hawking cheap wares and every kind of food imaginable. Music blared from a shop, filling my ears with noise. Three years ago, the smells, sounds, and thoughts of the people around me would have knocked me over. Three years felt like a lifetime ago.

I blocked the unimportant sounds and thoughts with familiar ease and maintained my focus on the man running like lightning through a city he knew very well.

Despite his speed and knowledge of the city, I was gaining ground. I wasn’t certain if it was deliberate on his part, a plan to start a fight in public, or my body doing what it did best: adapting. I just knew that he was seconds ahead of me now. He was no longer a flash of dark against the backdrop of humanity. But I did not want to get into a fight with him on the street. It would just cause problems and get a lot of innocent people hurt. I didn’t try to tackle him again as I caught up to him. Instead, I held back, letting him wander into a more secluded area of the city.

He obligingly turned down a different dark alley a minute later. I turned behind him and saw him jump up to the fire escape with precise grace. He climbed it quickly; his hands and feet barely touched the metal as he all but flew up. As fast as he was, I was quicker.

I focused on the rooftop and felt the pull of darkness surround me. I reappeared on top of the roof, arriving there a second before the man managed to climb over the last stair. He looked startled to see me in front of him, but his surprise didn’t last long.

He jumped forward to attack me. As he jumped, a blade appeared in place of his hand. His talent was impressive – he could change his body into a weapon at will. I just hoped he didn’t decide to go nuclear.

I dodged the blade with a small side step and hit him in the chest as his momentum carried him past me. I felt the connection of my hand on his chest bone, but I didn’t let my hand penetrate his chest. I did not want to kill him; I just wanted to stop him. The hit sent him flying across the roof and back toward the fire escape. He landed hard, denting the hard roof with his fall.

“My name is Clare,” I said as he tried to catch his breath again. “And you have one chance to make things right. Stop killing people, and I’ll show you a way to a better life. Don’t, and we’ll have bigger problems.”

The man rolled to his feet. Despite the dark night, his eyes were darker. I saw no apology or remorse in them. I knew that he would never agree to give up willingly. It made me sad and all the more determined.

“Go to hell!” he yelled.

“You could have just said ‘no,’” I told him in a calm voice. “There’s no need to be rude.”

He didn’t reply. He ran at me again with his knife/hand held over his head in a way that would have been menacing if it didn’t look so ridiculous. Before he could reach me, I stepped into the place in-between and reappeared behind him. He was thrown off by my sudden disappearance. He searched for me in the wrong direction. I moved forward to knock him out, intending to take him back to King’s Cross and let Reaper decide his fate.

I felt movement at the last possible second. It came from my left, from a roof higher up. The second I felt the movement, a knife appeared in the man’s head. It landed in his temple. He gave a gurgled sigh of surprise, then he toppled over dead. I pulled the sword I had been carrying on my back out of its sheath with a quick movement and turned to face the person who had thrown the knife. I was prepared for another knife to be thrown in my direction or a fight to the death. I found neither.

A woman was standing on the roof. She wore all black and had silky, black hair that went to her waist. From her features, I thought it was possible she was a local. She was very thin and tall. Her muscles were lean and precise, as if she had spent her life training to do one specific thing. From the precision of her throw, I knew there was only one option as to what that training was about. She was trained to kill – she did it very well. Her pink eyes were like steel, though her expression was calm. She had a long, curved sword in one hand and another dagger in the other.

The girl stared at me. I stared back, waiting for her to make the first move. The silence and stillness stretched out for one incredibly long moment. I was aware of every second. My body counted the time without effort.

At the end of the minute, the woman turned away. There was a flash of light in the darkness as she moved away, then she was gone. I put my sword back into its sheath and jumped up to the roof she had been on. The roofs and streets around the building were empty. There was no clue to tell me which direction she had gone. She was a ghost in the night. I stared at the emptiness for a long moment feeling as if the woman was not as gone as the empty streets led me to believe.

I shrugged away the feeling, knowing better than to chase a ghost, and jumped back down to the roof, where the man’s silver blood was creating a pool of color around his head.

He was definitely dead. His hand had transformed back to flesh and bone. I was upset that the woman had killed him before I could knock him out, but there was no turning back the clock. The past was done. I was getting better at accepting that.

I pulled out a lighter Reaper had given to me years ago and flicked it to life. I touched the flame to the man’s shirt and waited for the fire to take hold. When there was more fire than man left, I focused on another place, one that was far more home than a city on the opposite side of the world.

Hammering and the sounds of close to two-hundred Watchers filled my ears as I reappeared in King’s Cross. I blinked away the sudden sunlight. It was overwhelming after the darkness of Bangkok and the place in-between. The warmth on my skin from that glowing disk was distant, like realizing I still had feet and hands. I rarely felt the elements now; the weather was not something I really thought about much now, except for missing the warmth of a beautiful day.

Spring was in full force in King’s Cross. The morning smelled clean and fresh. Large, leafy trees were everywhere, casting shade across the driveway of Han and Beatrice’s castle in the woods.

Daniel’s parents’ house had been rebuilt larger and better after it had been burnt to the ground. The ivy on the stone was thick and looked as if it had been there for decades thanks to the help of a girl who could control plants. The gray stone of the building was only barely noticeable around the lush ivy.

The girl hadn’t just had a hand in bringing back the ivy either – she had created new landscaping that verged on the cusp of fantastical. The house had been turned into a wonderland of color. Plants, trees, and shrubs created a garden of perfection around and beyond the house. The girl responsible for the landscaped beauty was named Fiona. I saw her swinging from a vine-made seat at the edge of the woods. We waved at each other, but I was too focused on my mission to chat.

There were other Watchers at the front of the house but the majority of them were around back, near the large gardens that stretched out for miles and the large lake we jokingly called the pond.

I walked up the stone steps slowly, thoughts of the woman circling my mind, and opened the large front door.

The foyer was huge and had vaulted ceilings seven-stories tall. A fresco was on the ceiling – one that Daniel had painted for Beatrice. It was painted with skill I had never suspected in him. I was certain there wasn’t a single thing on the planet he had not perfected.

There were more Watchers inside. I could hear them moving and talking on the floors above me. The bottom floor was deserted and had very little in the way of furniture beyond a sofa, coffee table, and television. Beatrice was still searching for pieces – it was taking her longer than I thought it could take someone to find furniture that would ultimately just hold things. The door to her tower and the lab she shared with Han was to my left. That part of the house was the only silent part.

I followed the sound of hammering past the foyer and grand staircase, down a short hall to the rectangular living room. Floor-length windows were on three sides of the main room. They showcased perfect views of the surrounding mountains. I could see the pond on one side and a long stretch of mountains on the other two sides. A glass door was on the same side as the pond.

Beyond the door was Reaper. He was wearing a white tank top, blue jeans, and heavy black boots. The button-up shirt he had started out wearing this morning was on the railing next to him. His black hair was tied back into a tight knot, and his silver eyes were bright in the sunlight streaming down around him. He had a hammer in one hand and a nail in the other. I had tried to convince him to use a nail-gun, but he steadfastly refused. He said that it didn’t feel the same – whatever that meant...

He was working on a gazebo for Han and Beatrice’s patio, a project that took up his time when he wasn’t trying to save the world or keep the Saints from imploding. It was taking him as long to build it as it was Beatrice to find furniture for her house. I teased him about it, but I could see why he didn’t rush. With so much time on our hands, a hobby or two kept us out of mischief.

Alex, my best friend and sister, was sitting next to him on a lawn chair. She was wearing a pink sundress and was soaking in the warmth of the sun with a small, contented smile. She was wearing black sunglasses that obscured most of her face, though her eyes were closed. Her blonde hair was highlighted by the sun’s rays, so that she actually looked as if she glowed. She looked perfect and serene as she soaked up the sun – a vision of stylish composure. I smiled when I saw her.

“Hey, rock star,” I said.

“I’m choosing to ignore your mocking tone and pay attention to the fact that you think I look fabulous,” Alex said with her eyes still closed, though a wide smile appeared on her face.

“Kay,” I said easily.

Reaper greeted me with a small smile, though his eyes were analytical and sharp. His silver eyes were piercing and a little off-putting in their intensity – they also held a question. He wanted to know what had happened in Bangkok.

“He’s dead,” I told him before he asked the question on his lips.

He frowned seriously. He knew how unusual it was for one of the people I was tracking to end up dead. I preferred to bring them back alive, even if that meant they were unconscious. He instantly associated the results with something very wrong.

“What happened?” he asked.

“I found him in an alley. He took off running. I chased him up to a rooftop. He tried to fight me, and I tried to give him the chance to surrender. He didn’t take it. Before anything could happen, another Watcher came and killed him with a dagger to the temple.”

“Ouch,” Alex said.

“I don’t think he felt it for very long,” I told her.

“Do you know the Watcher who killed him?” Reaper asked.

“Nope,” I said.

“What did this Watcher look like?” he asked.

I held out my hand to him, to show him the details straight from my mind. It was the easiest way of showing him the truth. Reaper’s expression flickered for the briefest of moments. It was a moment anyone without super abilities would have missed. There was fear in his face. He was afraid to touch me.

It wasn’t just because I was a Watcher and could kill him with my thoughts. It was because I was different. I could do things that no one understood. I was also still developing abilities, something that was odd for a Watcher three years into her change. I grew stronger every day. There was no one like me on this earth, which meant that people feared me. The unknown was scary. Despite our friendship, and the trust we had built up, he could not help but be afraid of what my mind could do to his. It was an irrational fear, which is why the moment was not a long one.

He touched his hand against mine, and I shared the image of the girl with him. When our fingers met, his eyes grew pained at the weight of my mind on his then turned pensive as I showed him the attack. Our shared vision over, he quickly lowered his hand. His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I’ll make some calls. I have a few people over there...they might know her.”

“I think she might have had something personal with the man,” I said. “She seemed kind of like she was on a vendetta-type-quest-thing.”

“Well, if there’s ever a sentence to inspire confidence in a person’s ability to speak...” Alex teased me lightly.

“You need to stop hanging out with Spider,” I told her primly.

“How do you know that wasn’t your influence?” she asked impishly.

As she said it, I caught a brief glimpse of the future. It was a quick moment, one that lasted only a second. I welcomed the distraction. “You have a fight about to break out,” I told Reaper, instead of answering her question. I knew better than to get into it with Alex. She always won.

“Where?” Reaper asked.

“By the pond,” I said.

“Will it be serious?” he asked.

“Could be, if you don’t intervene,” I said.

“Why couldn’t I have just opened a zoo?” Reaper asked, throwing his hammer to the ground in exasperation.

“You know you like the drama,” I teased.

“About as much as you like being the center of attention,” Reaper retorted. He flashed a quick smile at Alex then jumped down the stone steps with a graceful leap. A second later, he disappeared behind a tall hedge that bordered the path to the pond.

Alex shook her head in exasperation. There were Watchers in the Saints who seemed unable to go two days without a fight – it was like minding a kindergarten class, except that the kindergartners were all incredibly powerful and deadly. I sat down next to her on the stone patio and looked at the surrounding mountains, feeling the tension of the fight drain away.

“Are you picking up the kids tonight?” she asked me.

The kids – though most of them were teenagers now – had spent the past two days in L.A. with Ellen. It was a break from the schooling that Han and Beatrice put them through most days. I knew that Ellen would make sure they had fun – more fun than they probably knew what to do with.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Dad wanted me to come with you if you were,” she said. “I talked to him an hour ago.”

I looked up at the sun. The warmth was so distant and removed. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine it closer. “Good or bad reason?” I asked.

Sam and Alex were going through a rough patch. It was directly tied to the fact that we weren’t certain if her life had been extended with my blood or what the future held for her beyond her ability to turn into a Nightstalker at will. Sam thought she should be doing more with her life than counseling Watchers who needed help and hanging around Han and Beatrice’s house to be closer to Reaper.

Sam and Alex had yelled themselves hoarse arguing over the way Sam thought Alex should run her life. The tension made things awkward for Sam and Reaper as well. Sam saw Reaper as the reason Alex didn’t want to go to college and have a life outside of the Saints. Reaper, for his part, thought Sam might have a point. He wanted what was best for Alex – and he did not want to be the source of their tension. But Alex was Alex. She did what she wanted to without much explanation either way.

“I was hoping you could tell me,” she said hopefully.

“You know how your dad feels about cheating,” I said.

“What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him,” she said.

“Why don’t you want to go to college anyways?” I asked. “If it’ll make him happy...It’s not like it will kill you.”

“I don’t want to make him happy. I want to make me happy,” she said firmly.

“Fair enough,” I said.

“Well?” she demanded.

I sighed and let my mind drift toward the future. Visions that felt real but were constantly shifting around the choices people made, rose in front of my eyes. There were several options – more than I could possibly remember – of how the night could possibly go, but I wasn’t looking at options. I was looking at reasons.

“He wants to talk to you about school again,” I admitted, opening my eyes.

She rolled her eyes in irritation. “Great.”

“He’s just trying to look out for you,” I said.

“I know exactly what he’s doing,” Alex said. “I can read him like a book without my ability. That doesn’t make it less annoying.”

“Are you going to go?” I asked. I paused as I thought over other visions of the night. “Naomi will have cupcakes.”

Alex perked up slightly at my words. “What kind?”

“Chocolate,” I said.

She sighed as if I had told her there was no other choice for her in the world but to go to L.A. and talk with her father. “I’ll come...” she said reluctantly.

“Reaper?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

She hesitated for the briefest of moments. “I don’t think so...”

I nodded in understanding and looked out over the scenery for a long moment. I could hear Reaper down at the pond talking down the two Watchers who were close to fighting and the conversations of the others scattered about the grounds. I carefully blocked out the sounds and focused on the beauty of the scenery around me to help get the remaining adrenaline out of my system.

But I couldn’t get what had happened in Bangkok out of my head. I was startled that someone had managed to sneak up on me. I was even more startled at the calm in which the woman had killed the man. What stuck with me the most, however, was the feeling that I knew the girl. It was an unshakeable feeling that we were connected. Her pink eyes had revealed recognition – she definitely knew me. The shock in her eyes told me that she had not expected to see me. She had definitely not been happy at the meeting.

“What is it?” Alex asked, reading my mood in a glance.

“Just a feeling,” I said.

Alex lowered her sunglasses on her nose. She looked over the top of them with a serious expression on her face. Her blue eyes x-rayed me. I could see her contemplating what my feeling meant. I was in no mood to contemplate meanings. I just wanted things to be calm for a day. I didn’t want to be the freak who knew more, could do more, and whose feelings could be a precursor for trouble. I just wanted peace and quiet. I wanted a place where I felt normal.

“It’s nothing...I’ll see you later,” I said.

Before she could argue, I disappeared into the place in-between. The darkness seemed to press harder on me as I moved. It was almost as if the darkness could feel my anxiety and knew the troubled place my thoughts had gone.

When I reappeared, I was home. The dark wood, slanted ceilings, brick chimney and warm light that filtered through the row of windows on opposite sides of the attic bedroom was as familiar as my own hand. It was a place I associated with good – the place I shared with the person I loved more than anything. It was the only place I ever felt normal, particularly when I had Daniel at my side. But he was not here. I had celebrated the peace an hour ago, but his absence made the house feel lonely now.

I took the sword off my back as I reappeared and went to the stairs that led to the second level. The door at the end of the stairs was open – it led out to a narrow hall that had several bedrooms and the only bathroom in the house. I walked down a second, larger flight of stairs and stepped down into the living room. The room had changed a lot since Ellen had first brought me to King’s Cross. It now held a unique blending of Daniel’s refined tastes of practical grandeur and my darker sense of appropriate. It, like the rest of the house, was a reflection of our life together.

I put the sword next to the front door and eyed the dining room where a shared electronics project of Spider and Daniel’s was sitting on the old table. I thought about going in there and trying to understand the project as they seemed to understand it, – to study the science behind the wiring and gadgets – but I decided it would just give me a headache. Super brain or not, I could not keep up with them when it came to science or building things. Instead, I went to the kitchen.

Sunlight streamed in through the large windows that showed off the backyard. I leaned against the counter and stared out the window. There was a light mist still clinging to the floor of the forest – the thick woods were the one place the sunlight had not yet penetrated. It swirled and made odd shapes under the canopy of leaves. I watched the mist and welcomed the silence that surrounded the house.

Peace at last.

As soon as the thought fluttered through my mind, a deep rumbling started from the earth. It shook the entire house. The light above the kitchen table swung with the force of the rumble, and the table danced across the floor.

It was an earthquake.

I had felt plenty of them during my time on the west coast – had even caused a few in my day – but it was the first one I had felt in the mountains of North Carolina. I waited for it to pass, but it was no small tremor. The house started rocking with more force, and the things on the counter and table started to fall to the ground. My stomach clenched in worry as the rumbling continued.

Something was going on. It was the only explanation. My world was intruding on King’s Cross again. How could I fight the earth? What good did my abilities do me if the earth opened up and swallowed the entire town? Was I overreacting? I had manipulated rock before, but how could I stop such a widespread shaking?

The earthquake kept rumbling, blocking out all thought. There was just the feel of the earth shaking under my feet and the absolute certainty that there was not a thing I could do about it.
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The tremor lasted for exactly two minutes to the second. At the end of those two minutes, most of the things in the house were on the floor. The cabinets were wide open, and the dishes were spilled out on the floor and counters. The table had shifted three feet to the left. My knees remained bent as I easily rode out the violent rocking. Some of the dishes hit me, but they broke and clattered to the floor without me even feeling them.

As suddenly as the shaking had started, it stopped.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and made a call. I had to be sure that the earthquake was a fluke and wasn’t something from my world rearing its head with the sole purpose of ruining my day.

Reaper picked up on the second ring. “Did you feel that, too?” he asked calmly.

“Yep,” I agreed.

“Wasn’t anyone here,” he said.

I could hear excited talking in the background – as excited as Watchers ever got in an emergency. People were checking and rechecking that it wasn’t someone with a hidden gift for shaking the earth. Others were checking on the damage, and I heard Alex order someone to stop standing on Beatrice’s sofa. Her words were sharp and full of curse words she had picked up from hanging around sharp-tongued Watchers.

“Weird though,” I said.

“Earthquakes happen,” Reaper pointed out.

“Yeah...” I agreed dubiously. My phone beeped as another number called me. “I have to go.”

“Yep,” Reaper said.

I hung up on him and answered the other line.

“It’s me,” Preacher said in his calm voice when I answered.

Preacher was working at the diner Daniel and I had bought and remodeled two years ago. He was there as much as possible around his normal Saintly duties. He liked working around the bustle of humanity in a way other Watchers would have found tiring. It was a good thing he liked working there so much because the diner served a dual purpose; few of the others could manage that dual purpose as gracefully as Preacher.

The diner was a place for Watchers to find the Saints on neutral ground. Some of the people we offered help to were hesitant to walk into our home without a buffer of some kind between them and the perceived danger. They were cautious – the war that had circled our kind was not quickly forgotten. Many of them thought we were tricking them into volunteering for slavery. Though three years had passed, people were still getting used to the idea of not being hunted down. Catering to their caution made sense. It helped to have someone as calm as Preacher acting as a shepherd to the Saints.

Too, the distance of the diner from our homes meant that we had a buffer from Watchers with less-than-nice intentions. Several not-nice Watchers had tracked us down over the years. Most of them wanted to fight me. They had gotten it into their heads that fighting me would give them power, the sort of power that Lorian and Darian had fought thousands of years to gain. They were wrong but that didn’t stop those Watchers from causing trouble in town. Those confrontations had not ended well – for them.

The diner also served the best apple pie in the state...or so the customers tell me.

“What’s up?” I asked Preacher.

“You should probably come down here,” he said. His voice was calm, but I sensed trouble. I knew Preacher well enough not to doubt his reason for calling.

I sighed. So much for peace. “I’ll be there.”

He hung up, and I made my way down the hall from the kitchen. I knew better than to simply appear at the diner. It was too public, even in the most private of places. I had no way of knowing who would be in the back room at any given time.

I hurried out through the front and screen doors and down the street. The neighbors had come out onto their porches to talk about the earthquake and share their excitement. They broke off long enough to stare at me, before they caught my eye and looked away. I ignored them and focused on my destination.

Main Street was not far – only a couple of blocks. The diner Daniel and I owned was next to the pharmacy. It had a red awning and original brick from the turn of the century. It was not a large building, but it could house fifty at the busiest parts of the day. It was a good place for a town as small as ours.

It did not take me long to figure out why Preacher had called. The reason was standing in front of the diner screaming for all she was worth.

Jennifer, a girl I knew from high school, was yelling at the top of her lungs at Mark, her ex-boyfriend. Jennifer had blood on her forehead, and her hair was a mess. She looked possessed. It didn’t take long to realize why she was so worked up. There was only one thing that could get her so mad: someone had messed with her daughter.

“You had no right to take her without my permission! You could have gotten her killed!” Jennifer yelled.

“I didn’t know there was going to be an earthquake!” Mark yelled back.

“It’s not about the earthquake...You took her without telling me!” Jennifer yelled. “I am her mother, and you have no right to just take her without discussing it with me first!”

“Like you’re a saint!” Mark bellowed back. “I wasn’t the one who left her at that grocery store when she was five-months old!”

His words stung. “That’s low,” Jennifer said in a hiss.

“So was going off the pill without telling me!” Mark roared.

He had said the most awful thing he could think to say. There was a brief pause, where I saw Jennifer’s hurt and shock, then Jennifer slapped Mark as hard as she could. I saw the force of her hit shake her entire body. It certainly rattled his. He looked shocked, as only someone could when they had been hit unexpectedly. His shock didn’t last long. He moved toward her, to hit her back, but I stepped between them. I didn’t touch Mark, but I didn’t need to. He stopped dead in his tracks when he saw me. There was a flicker of fear in his thoughts that he did not have while facing Jennifer.

“Go,” I commanded.

He glared at me, but he didn’t argue. I could hear a wave of angry thought, some of which was directed at me, but he backed down quickly. He turned and walked toward his Lexus that was parked on the corner. His back was stiff and his thoughts full of hate as he got into his car. When he was gone, I turned around and looked at Jennifer. She was still worked up, but my arrival had calmed her some. She was no longer contemplating murder at least.

“What was that about?” I asked.

“He took Breena from the diner while I was working in the back,” she said. “When the earthquake hit...” Her thoughts told me about her terror and panic in ways she could not articulate. It was something she was not aware that I could take from her.

“She’s okay,” I consoled her. “Everything’s fine now.”

She nodded in agreement and took a deep breath to calm herself down.

“You shouldn’t have hit him,” I told her.

“Why not?” she asked. Her expression was fierce, and her thoughts were far from sorry.

“Because you wouldn’t have liked it if it was you on the other end of that slap. Now go inside before people forget about the earthquake long enough to get curious about your screaming match.”

My words made her realize that town was not the sort of place to go public with personal problems. It was trouble she did not want. She nodded and went inside without another word. I followed her inside.

The diner was rectangular in design. There were booths along the front and side walls and tables in the middle. A counter was set up on the opposite side of the door. Metal stools with red tops were at the counter. Most of the red napkin holders, the silverware, and condiments had fallen to the floor. People were talking about the quake and the excitement of something so unexpected. I heard sirens wailing in the distance.

Breena was sitting on a stool at the long counter near the kitchen. Her hair was blonde, and her face was an exact replica of Jennifer’s, though her eyes matched Mark’s.

Jennifer had gotten pregnant with Breena at the end of her senior year. It was an accident – a result of two lonely people searching for a way to not be lonely. Mark blamed Jennifer for Breena. Mark had never wanted to be part of Jennifer’s life beyond high school. He resented that he would always have a tie to her. Because of that, he messed with her through Breena’s affections...and apparently through taking Breena when Jennifer didn’t know about it.

I had hired Jennifer to run the diner when it opened. She hadn’t wanted to come to me, but she had been desperate to provide for Breena. Though we had never been friends, I felt tied to her situation. I wanted to provide for Jennifer in the way that no one had provided for Ellen. I wanted to give Breena the stability I had never known. Preacher knew that I felt responsible for them. It was why he called me.

Jennifer went to Breena and hugged her. Breena looked scared, though I knew it was mainly because of Jennifer’s reaction. I smiled at the girl and put my hand behind her ear. I focused for a minute, and a rose appeared out of nothingness. I presented it to her extravagantly. She smiled happily at the magic trick, and I handed the rose to her. She smelled it, and Jennifer smiled at me in thanks.

Preacher was behind the counter. He was the only person who looked calm.

“Can you get me the first-aid kit?” I asked him in a low voice he should not have been able to hear around the other sounds in the diner.

Preacher nodded and disappeared into the back. When he reappeared, he had a black bag in his hands. I opened it and made Jennifer sit on the stool. My touch on her arm was enough to convince her to sit. I cleaned the wound, which was not as bad as the blood suggested, and put a large bandage over the gash.

“That was so strange,” Jennifer said as I finished. She was calm enough now to focus on the earthquake. “That earthquake came out of nowhere.”

“Most earthquakes do,” I said.

“I guess...” she said dubiously. “But how often does this area get earthquakes?”

I didn’t try to answer her question. The same thing had been bothering me. “Stay here. I’m going to check on the others,” I told her.

I went from table to table and made sure that no one was seriously injured. I recognized a lot of the people; even Sheriff Chuck was catching lunch at our diner. He was on his phone, coordinating the emergency response to people who had run off the road or had similar accidents because of the quake. There were also tourists – people who had come to appreciate the mountains and whatever small-town charm they thought King’s Cross contained. The locals were reminiscing about the last earthquake in King’s Cross.

Everything was normal until I reached the booth at the very back of the diner. It held two people who were definitely not tourists. It was strange that I had missed them at all, but the chaos of the others and Jennifer’s drama had distracted me.

Margaret and Jackson were sitting at the table as if they had always sat there. They looked calm and composed, though I sensed a certain tension.

I smiled and put my hands on my hips. It was surprising to see them, but I was glad. It had been too long. “I should have known you two were around. Where there’s trouble...” I said.

Jackson’s smile was friendly and teasing. It highlighted the softer lines on his face in ways I had grown to miss in the years they had been off exploring Europe. “I’m not the one who attracts trouble like its going out of style,” he pointed out.

“I thought that was Daniel who did that...Hi Margaret,” I said.

Margaret didn’t smile, but I could see warmth in her eyes. It was as close to a smile as I would get from her.

“One of you almost ended the world,” Jackson pointed out. “I don’t think that was 

Daniel.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I agreed. I sat down on the opposite side of the table, and my smile turned thoughtful. “I thought you wouldn’t be back in town until this summer,” I said.

“Margaret got bored,” Jackson said.

“Really?” I asked skeptically.

Jackson shrugged. “We wanted to see how our little family was faring with the world-saving business. Seclusion is nice but fighting is much more interesting.”

“So you come to the diner?” I asked skeptically.

Jackson’s eyes raked the windows. People were on the sidewalks, moving from shop to shop. Cars moved down the road with a buzz of sound. The thoughts of the people were still full of excitement over the earthquake, but it was quickly fading. The town was slowly going back to normal as people realized that the damage was done and there would be no aftershocks. I watched him watching the street, then I put my hand on Margaret’s. She did not flinch as Reaper had. She was not afraid of my touch.

What’s wrong? I asked through our touch.

We are being hunted, Margaret’s thoughts greeted mine darkly.

By whom? Why? I asked.

We have no idea, Margaret admitted.

I could tell how much that thought bothered her. It was not just in the press of her thought against mine. It was in the things she couldn’t even think about. She was shaken by the fact that she had no clue what was going on around her. The fact that she was shaken scared me. Margaret was never shaken. I stared into her lavender eyes and tried to figure out what was really going on.

Is this earthquake because of you? I asked.

I don’t think so, Margaret said.

But it could be...I said.

She nodded uncertainly, and I removed my hand from hers.

“We’ll figure it out,” I told them.

Jackson grinned at me mockingly. “You think I came here for you to figure it out? I came to see Danny.”

“Thanks a lot,” I said.

“Sure,” he replied.

“He’s in Spain. I’m going to get him in an hour,” I said.

“Why Spain?” he asked.

“Beatrice,” I said.

“Furniture?” he asked cautiously. He was suddenly wary. I knew why.

“Yeah,” I said.

He shook his head, his hair shifting from pale blond to wheat in the warm light overhead. “Danny’s always been brave – braver than most. I don’t see how he can deal with her when she’s furniture shopping.”

“He’d do anything for Beatrice,” Margaret pointed out.

Jackson nodded in agreement. I knew that Daniel was not the only one who would do anything for Beatrice – Jackson would turn over the earth for Beatrice and Han. We had already done so once.

“Do you want to stay here or go to the house?” I asked.

“We don’t want to risk-” he started to decline my offer to stay with us, but I wasn’t having it.

“Risk it,” I said in a firm voice.

From the way he was suddenly twisting the fork in front of him, bending it in ways that were not normal, I knew he was more worried than he was letting on. He was afraid of the blowback of involving us in their problem. He didn’t know what was going on, so he couldn’t judge how much danger he was putting us in. He had come to us because they were out of options. He didn’t want to pull us into that danger, but he had no choice. He had been backed into a corner.

“Fine,” Jackson said. “But don’t tell Daniel I agreed so easily.”

“Done,” I said. “Now, get your ass up and help me clean this mess. I have a business to run, you know.”

Jackson chuckled, and Margaret’s face twisted strangely as she fought her smile. I stood and started cleaning up the broken glass and spilled condiments that were on the floor. I forced a broom and dustpan into Jackson’s hands. He took them with a grin and started sweeping. Margaret started picking things up.

At the end of the hour, I walked with Jackson and Margaret to my house. The streets were busy, and traffic was steady. It was normal lunch traffic, complete with tourists and people running errands, but I couldn’t relax. With Margaret’s admission and Jackson’s worry, I watched every single car and passing person for signs of aggression. I didn’t know the whole story, but I knew them well enough to know that they would never come to King’s Cross unless things were serious.

When we got to the house, they were far from relieved. My house was not a haven; it was simply a different place to be worried. I shut and locked the door behind us, knowing it wouldn’t be much of a blockade should someone decide to come knocking for real. It was a human gesture I had not learned to let go of yet.

“There are guns with silver bullets in my grandfather’s study...and any other weapons you might need for that matter. There’s also a silver room should you need it. The code to get inside the study is 31-8-23-16”

“I guess you know how I love toys that blow things up,” Jackson said lightly.

“Call me if there’s trouble,” I said.

“Good luck with Beatrice,” Jackson replied. His tone suggested I would find more trouble dealing with Beatrice than he would by sitting in my house. I wasn’t entirely sure he was wrong.

I smiled at him mockingly and brought the town in Spain into my mind. The town was warm and inviting – exactly the sort of feelings I got when I thought of Daniel.

Before I left them alone in my living room, I had the sinking feeling in my gut that the trouble was just starting. I had to hope it was the sort of trouble I could fix.

I stepped out of the place in-between and onto a steeply-angled mountain. To my left, the mountain stretched impossibly upward; to my right, there was a sharp drop, rocky outcroppings, and the perfect blue of the ocean. Pine trees marched their way up the steep bank. I took my bearings off the ocean, turned around, and walked toward the nearby town that was perched precariously on the mountains.

The town ran in four tiers around the mountains and was not very large. It was a haven for fishermen and people seeking a little peace. It also contained a shop that had been making furniture for as long as the town had been incorporated. It was a shop Beatrice was very familiar with.

I walked out of the forest to the lowest level of the town, near the docks. A couple of fisherman stared at me as I came out of the forest, seemingly out of nowhere, but they quickly resumed their work as I passed. There were things to be done and staring just wasted their time.

I circled my way up the four tiers of town, the view of the ocean growing more spectacular with every step. I finally wound my way up to the topmost road. It felt as if the ocean was impossibly close and far away at the same time. The view, as spectacular as it was, did not hold my attention.

Daniel was leaning against the wall of a small shop that had a red roof and stucco walls like a sentinel sent to guard the place. He did not seem to have moved at all since I dropped him off. His hands were stuck in his pockets, to keep him from tapping out his impatience, and his green eyes watched the sea with a faraway stare I found entirely mysterious. I wondered how many times he had stood in that same spot watching the sea, waiting for time to catch up to him. I wondered what history was playing behind those beautiful eyes. His black hair framed his angular features and his snowy skin perfectly; a stray strand of hair moved with the wind, like a ribbon of silk against his pale skin. His clothes were casual – jeans and a black t-shirt for a Norwegian band he liked.

I smiled as I ascended the hill; it was impossible not to feel some of my tension drain away at the sight of him. He would know what to do about Jackson and Margaret. Somewhere in that brain of his, he had a solution to our problem – he usually did, at least. I set the worry aside as his eyes met mine. The green color I had always loved was vivid and bright against the white of the wall. It seemed to grow more vivid as he looked at me. His lips lifted up in a welcoming smile.

“You’re late,” he said.

“I didn’t realize I was on a timer,” I said.

“You said you’d be back at 1:00, he said. “That means you’re late.”

“It’s 1:01!” I said.

“So you admit I’m right?” he asked archly.

“Do I ever?” I asked back.

“Only when you think you’re about to die,” he said dryly.

“Or when I’m about to be kidnapped,” I conceded.

“Don’t even put that out into the world,” Daniel chided me. He frowned thoughtfully. “I guess that means I never want you to agree to the fact that I’m right, either.”

“I can definitely do that,” I said.

“I don’t doubt it,” he said.

I finally reached him. He pushed away from the wall and wrapped one arm around my waist. He kissed me lightly, his lips lifted up with his boyish smile. His touch was almost as electric as his kiss. It linked our bodies and made my skin tingle with energy. I kissed him again and pulled away reluctantly. A public street was not the sort of place to follow through on the place my thoughts had gone.

“How’s the shopping going?” I asked.

Daniel’s expression turned rueful, but there was a sparkle of humor in his eyes. “You know how Beatrice gets.”

“You’ve been standing in that same spot the entire time I’ve been gone?” I guessed.

“It’s almost like you can read my thoughts,” he joked.

“What’s the hold up?” I asked.

“She can’t decide between a turn of the eighteenth-century table and a turn of the twenty-first century table,” he said.

“There’s an age gap for you,” I said.

Daniel grinned. “Yeah,” he agreed.

“Do you think it’s safe to go in?” I asked.

“It’s your neck if you’re wrong,” he said.

“Thanks.”

I stepped around him and looked at the heavy wooden door. I could hear Beatrice talking inside. Her voice was lyrical and had an undertone of an English accent. Despite the beauty of her voice, I hesitated. She was passionate about furniture – I wasn’t certain I wanted to get in the middle of her decision-making process. I did not hesitate for long. I didn’t want Daniel to see my hesitation and misinterpret it. It was silly, but I didn’t want him to think that I was afraid.

The shop was bigger than it had appeared on the outside. The long walls of the rectangular building stretched out in front of me. The rectangular space was divided into three rooms. The first room held the cash register and an assortment of random-seeming furniture. The rest of the mostly-wooden furniture was placed sporadically throughout the other two rooms.

I wove around chairs, sofas, and tables in order to get to the last room, where Beatrice was standing between two tables. She had a frown on her face, and she was tapping her chin thoughtfully. Han was next to her. He had his hand on his chin and looked particularly grim, as if contemplating one of his numerous science experiments. Despite his serious expression, I could see humor in his eyes. He was enjoying Beatrice’s serious contemplation of the finer points of furniture.

The clerk was a short, olive-skinned man with dark eyes. He looked exasperated and slightly bored. I could hear his thoughts; he was wishing fervently that she would hurry up, though she was the first customer to come into the store in two days. He did not like spending all day with a woman who seemed incapable of making a decision. He perked up when he saw us, thinking us to be new customers, but when we greeted Han and Beatrice familiarly, he lost his happy light.

Beatrice barely registered our arrival – a brief smile and a happy twinkle in her eyes were the most we got in greeting. I looked at the objects of her focus curiously. One of the tables was dark-brown wood and looked very old. The other one was sturdier but was somehow more graceful in its lines and style. It was also a dark color, but it had hints of red in the brown.

“...This table obviously has been around longer, which, of course, means that it has the quality of good craftsmanship. But this table reflects the era we are in. It has its whole history in front of it,” Beatrice was saying. She glanced up at me. An idea seemed to take hold of her as she looked at me. Her frown turned inquisitive. “Clare, what do you think?”

Daniel tried to shake his head at me, to warn me not to get involved in the discussion, but I ignored him. I pointed at the graceful-looking table without hesitation. “That one.”

“Why?” Beatrice demanded. I got the impression that she would take no less than a perfect explanation.

I shrugged. “It’s prettier.”

Beatrice, Han and Daniel stared at me as if I had just admitted to being a frog-person from Mars. I looked back at them, doing my best to keep my expression neutral. It was difficult under the intensity of their incredulous scrutiny. Finally, Beatrice started laughing. She turned to Han with the laughter in her eyes. “Why didn’t you say that to begin with?” she asked her husband.

Han’s grin turned sheepish. “I didn’t think of it,” he admitted.

Beatrice turned to the clerk. “I’ll take this one,” she said, pointing at the one I liked. She spoke Spanish to the man, but I had no trouble understanding her. My brain interpreted her words automatically, as was usual for all Watchers.

The man perked up again, his thoughts grateful toward me for ending his suffering, and started toward the front of the store. Beatrice walked with him, arranging the delivery of the table to Daniel’s bank in New York, where I knew I would be picking it up when it arrived.

Han glanced at Daniel with a secret smile. It was a smile that was a byproduct of thousands of shopping trips similar to this one. “I always thought she wanted to have an unshakable reason for buying something,” Han said. “I’ve never seen her decide that quickly. I thought we were going to have to spend the night here.”

“Beauty can be a good reason, given the proper circumstances,” I said.

“Very true,” Han said.

I listened for a brief moment. I heard Beatrice and the man talking from the front room. The man was totally engrossed in their conversation. Beatrice held him as spellbound as the money that she was about to pay him with. I lowered my voice just in case.

“Jackson and Margaret are in King’s Cross,” I told Han and Daniel.

Daniel frowned. “I thought they were still in Europe.”

“Yeah, but they’re not now. They’re in King’s Cross.”

“Thanks for that,” Daniel replied. He could tell from my expression that something was off. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“They said that they are being hunted. They seemed scared, and you know how rare that is,” I said.

“Margaret and Jackson seemed scared?” Daniel was incredulous.

“They were hiding it, but I could tell,” I said.

“Do you know who is hunting them, or why?” Daniel asked.

“They didn’t know anything. I think that’s part of their fear,” I said.

“Where are they now?” he asked.

“At the house.”

“Did they know if the person tracked them to King’s Cross?” Daniel asked.

“They didn’t say,” I said.

“So we have nothing at all to go on?” he demanded.

“Just the feeling that whoever it is won’t leave them alone for very long,” I said.

“Wonderful,” he replied dryly.

“We’ll figure it out, son,” Han said. “It’s a good thing they came home when they did. We’re stronger as a family, and they know that.”

Daniel nodded, though he did not look as certain as Han did. We had strength of numbers, but we were also more vulnerable in ways that Han didn’t realize. I put my hand in Daniel’s and gave it a quick squeeze. It was a promise to protect Jackson and Margaret from the person chasing them. I would be there to help. Daniel seemed to like the promise. He nodded, feeling mollified in a way he hadn’t felt with Han’s words.

Beatrice was far quicker at paying than she was at making up her mind. When all the arrangements were made, we left the shop. The wind had picked up slightly. It tossed our hair with violent fury. I could see boiling storm clouds on the horizon. The change was sudden, but I knew it was natural. For once, there wasn’t a Watcher to blame. It was just a wicked spring storm that was bolstered by the sea.

We walked down to the lower level, past the fishermen – who had seen the storm coming long before I had – and into the forest. Han, Beatrice and Daniel took my hands when we were alone, and I focused on the castle in the woods.

We reappeared in the middle of their living room. The room had filled up noticeably since my last visit. People were cleaning up the last of the valuables that had fallen to the floor; they were trying to make the space look as it had before Beatrice had left. No one wanted her to blame them for breaking her things. Beatrice was one of the gentlest people I knew – until she wasn’t. When she was in full voice, she could make rocks cry and trees bleed.

“What happened here?” Beatrice asked.

“There was an earthquake,” I said. “A pretty strong one, actually.”

“Here?” Han asked.

“Yep,” I said.

“The last earthquake in this area was in 1983,” Han said. “The damage was nowhere near this level. It was a 2 on the Richter scale, I believe.”

“Oh...okay,” I said.

He was too lost in the science of the tremors to really pay my half-hearted response any attention. “I should document the extent of the damage. It could prove useful. Excuse me.” He walked away without waiting for a reply.

“Earthquakes are a hobby of his,” Daniel explained for Han. He surveyed the room without the same emotion that had overtaken Beatrice at seeing her things damaged. He was not concerned about broken vases. He had something more important on his mind. He did not find what he was looking for in the cluttered room. “I’ll be right back...”

I nodded. Daniel went outside, in search of Reaper, without another word. Beatrice focused her attention on the cleaning effort, leaving me standing in the middle of the room. I went to look out the window that faced away from the pond. The sounds of Beatrice ordering the others around filled my ears around the more mundane sounds of the wind through the trees and the movement of hundreds of people.

Out of nowhere, an image of the girl I had seen in Bangkok rose up in front of my eyes. I realized that I was dwelling on her strange appearance in my life in a way that went beyond worry. I was curious about her. I wanted to know if she was a problem I had to face; I wanted to know if I had seen the last of her. A part of me doubted it – it was part of me that knew my gut feelings were rarely wrong. The girl was trouble.

How long until I had to deal with her as well? I frowned. Why did I have to deal with her at all? In what way would she come into my life and cause trouble? Was she one of those that thought killing me would give her power? Was she strong enough to pull off my murder? How was it that I felt so connected to her? The answers to those questions were important – the explanation for trouble always was.

The idea that she had tracked me to that rooftop made me wonder if she could track me here. I did not want her coming to King’s Cross. I was certain it would be disastrous. I had to get in front of the trouble before it got worse.

As I stood looking out the window, a feeling that something was wrong took over my senses. Beatrice’s voice and the sounds of the others faded as the feeling grew stronger. It surrounded me, and my heart started racing for no reason at all.

The world spun abruptly; colors and shapes blurred together in front of me. A feeling of nausea rose up in my throat. Then, there was nothing. Darkness rose up around me like a living thing.

The darkness wrapped around my thoughts to the point where I felt like there would never be light again. It pressed against me like a weight. I couldn’t move, think, or do anything beyond float in that darkness waiting for a reprieve that would never come. There was no other world. There was just darkness.

I drowned in it. 
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CHAPTER 3
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I wasn’t certain what happened next. I blinked and I was suddenly on the floor.

I blinked a couple more times to make the world stop spinning. I dizzily tried to figure out what was going on and how I had lost my balance. Daniel’s face was the first thing I saw. I could feel his hands on my wrist and neck as he simultaneously checked my pulse and linked his thoughts to mine. I had the feeling that he had been trying to wake me for a while. The look on his face suggested as much.

“Did I fall?” I asked him.

He helped me sit up. His eyes surveyed my face in concern. “Yes. You were out for twenty minutes.”

“Twenty minutes?” I was shocked.

“Was it a vision?” he asked, putting one gentle hand on the side of my face.

I hesitated. It hadn’t really been a vision, more like a feeling. I didn’t know how to express the way it had made me feel or explain the darkness that had terrified me by its seemingly all-encompassing nature.

“I don’t know,” I said.

He was not satisfied with my response. “Get dizzy? See something? Feel something?” he asked, pressing for an answer.

As he talked, I realized that the room was more crowded than ever. Reaper and Alex were standing at the front of a large crowd of Watchers. Reaper’s silver eyes were just as piercing as Alex’s blue ones. They were both worried about me. The other Watchers in the room started to whisper about my collapse. I did not want the whispers to spread to full-blown panic.

Most of the Saints looked at me as some sort of miracle-Watcher who could do anything and had unlimited power; they did not expect me to collapse for no reason. It unnerved them. Though I would have preferred it otherwise, I knew that my ‘indestructibleness’ was important to the mission of the Saints. It created a stronger belief in our mission and kept some of the dark Watchers from acting out in big ways. I could not jeopardize all that in a moment of weakness.

I stood and pulled Daniel up after me. I did my best to push the fear to the back of my brain. The trouble with my brain was that it could multitask very well. The fear circled relentlessly in the back while normalcy pushed its way to the front. It was strange to be in the middle of overwhelming fear and appear so calm about it.

“I’m fine,” I said. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

“‘Nothing’ doesn’t land you on the floor,” Daniel pointed out.

“I’m fine,” I repeated.

“How do you define ‘fine’?” Daniel demanded. “Because my definition does not include the state you were just in.”

“I’m not dead,” I said.

“But there is something wrong,” he pressed.

“Why don’t you believe me?” I asked.

“Because you’re not telling the truth,” he said.

I looked away from the burning emotion in his eyes. He knew me too well. He knew that I was terrified. I could not hide it from him the way I could hide it from the others.

“We should check on Jackson and Margaret,” I said without looking at him.

Daniel’s eyes narrowed dangerously at my change of subject, but he knew that getting into a fight with so many of the others watching us was a bad idea. He would find other ways to drag the truth from me. “We were just about to before you went limp noodle on us,” Daniel said, letting the argument drop in a very uncharacteristic way.
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