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CHAPTER ONE 
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Vanessa looked out over the fog-shrouded bay as she returned home from work, contemplating the events of the previous few weeks and mourning the loss of her close friendship with Mai. No one else understood the other side of reality that most people couldn’t see. No other friend had stood beside her and gone through hell with her. 

Although they’d always be friends, there was no way things were going to be the same, not now or ever again. Mai was married with a family and planned to stay in Norway. Norway of all places. Vanessa hugged her arms around herself as she began to feel the chill. The remote country was so tame compared to San Francisco. It was the kind of place Vanessa knew she'd only be able to visit for short periods of time. She needed far more excitement than a quaint seaside town could provide to keep her happy. She’d enjoyed her visit with Mai and her husband, Jake, and thought the triplets were adorable, but still. She needed more from life than what was clearly making her best friend so happy. 

Vanessa shook her head as she considered her choices, wondering if maybe Mai was the smart one. Today had been one of those irritating days in the Biz she could have done without. The director hadn't been happy with anything they'd shot and they'd gone way over schedule. The producer had a fancy new wife, who'd practically screamed high-maintenance when she’d flounced onto the set. She'd stayed just long enough to complain about how long things were taking in front of the entire crew, then glowered at everyone before she'd swept majestically away. Vanessa chalked up her behaviour to poor manners and a personality issue, but when the woman had turned to give her a special glare right before leaving, she’d felt a chill go down her spine. She tried to brush it off. It wasn't like Vanessa had any say in what time things on set finished and it was hardly her fault if the woman was mad at her husband, but she’d seen a hint of crazy in the woman’s eyes that she hadn’t liked.

It was a good thing she didn't have anything better to do at night, she thought gloomily, as she continued walking. Ever since Jake had replaced Vanessa as Mai's most important confidant, Vanessa couldn't help but feel a little jealous. It hadn't been all that long ago she’d been Mai's closest companion and roommate, but she'd known their separation had been inevitable from the moment her friend had fallen head over heels for Jake. Vanessa thought back to their conversation just before she'd left Norway. Mai had hugged her and told her she felt physical pain at the idea of leaving her children behind. Vanessa couldn’t imagine loving anything that intensely. Wistfully, she considered the possibility of having children of her own. She'd never seen herself as a maternal type before, but damn, Mai's kids had made her wonder what it would be like. Maybe she'd like a kid or two of her own, someday.

She was glad her sister, Cat, had taken over Mai's room, so the loneliness of losing a friend would be buffered. At least Vanessa and her sister got along well...most of the time. Vanessa had other friends, but no one else that came anywhere near to how close she'd been with Mai. Vanessa turned away from the now hidden view of the bay and walked slowly up the path to her home.  

The sadness swirling inside of her felt out of place when life was going so well. Her job was stable, Mai was a happy wife and mother, and evil was keeping its ugly head down. The feeling would pass, Vanessa tried to reassure herself. It was hard for her, with her emotional and sometimes impulsive nature to stay calm when she felt adrift. As the breeze started to pick up, Vanessa forced herself to stay even. With time, it had become easier for her to relax, but sometimes when her emotions were strong, it could still make the weather around her unpredictable. 

A sudden, prickling sensation on the back of her neck caused her to shiver. She stopped walking, looking around for the reason, but saw nothing on the path ahead of her. She turned her head to look behind her to see by the light of the muted park lamp that nothing was there, either. Uneasily, Vanessa turned around and silently called her power to her, to be ready in case of a fight, then picked up her pace as she started walking again. 

As she approached the edge of the park, she felt her heart rate begin to normalize until a figure stepped into her way from a spoke in the path, causing her heart to bump, picking up speed again. Cursing her inability to read people the way her sister Cat or their friend Evelyn could, she kept walking, giving the person approaching her room to pass her on the path, in the hope they would continue to walk on by.

"Vanessa?" 

A throaty voice as warm as liquid caramel came from the figure, still obscured by the fog and the night. Vanessa could see that she was wearing dark glasses and had a white cane, which tapped rhythmically on the path in front of her. 

A blind person? 

A sense of calm washed over Vanessa as the prickling settled, as though a warm hand had smoothed the sensation down. The woman didn't appear to be much of a threat and her curiosity began to outweigh her apprehension.

"Yes? Who are you?" she asked the now visible woman, who had somehow moved to within a few feet of her. The woman stopped, tilting her head slightly to the side. As she moved, shiny dark brown hair fell in a sheet over one shoulder, cascading down the length of her arm as a secretive smile curved her cherry-red lips. The dark glasses hid her eyes and Vanessa found herself curious as to what they looked like.

"A mutual friend told me where to find you. We've much to discuss and we must do it soon. You are not safe." 

Vanessa scowled, irritated by the idea of more danger. "Says who? Which friend are you talking about? You still haven't told me your name." 

The woman bowed her head in acknowledgement. "My apologies. Names have power. I prefer not to speak mine out in the open in case unfriendly ears are nearby. Evelyn sent me and said that we'd be able to help each other. She's had a dream, you see." 

Vanessa felt her misgivings fade when the woman mentioned her sister's best friend. It sounded like the truth. She also knew Cat was waiting at home for her to return so the safest place to talk would be there, even if she took a chance on inviting a stranger into their apartment. 

"Well, I guess you should come with me then. We can talk inside where it's safer," Vanessa said, grudgingly. 

The woman smiled, tipping her head slightly in acknowledgement. "I shall follow you." 

Vanessa sighed and started walking along the path again, this time with the feeling that big things were about to happen in her life in ways she hadn't expected, again.

––––––––
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THE HOUSE VANESSA LIVED in with her sister was a San Francisco classic. It was a three-story walkup in which they shared the top floor. She'd initially scored the place when she'd moved to the city to try her hand at acting after sweet-talking one of the craft service people on set. It had just been sheer luck that they'd had a place for her to rent at that time. Over the previous two years, Vanessa had done well enough in her career that she'd been able to afford to buy the apartment outright from the previous owner. She was hoping to eventually buy the entire building, but for now, Vanessa was content to own her own place. Her dad had easily convinced her that owning a house was a safe place to invest the money she'd made working, which so far seemed to be flowing into her bank account at a crazy pace. Vanessa may have been an emotional person in comparison with her quieter sister, but she understood the value of money and knew how quickly it could disappear when you weren't paying attention. This way, she had a buffer in case her acting work dried up unexpectedly. Or more likely, in case she needed to take time off to battle evil. While she was more than happy to save the world from time to time, it didn't pay the bills and it was nice to have a cushion to fall back on.

She walked up the narrow stairs to her apartment, pausing halfway up the first set of stairs to look at the strange woman who was following her easily even though she used the white cane of a visually impaired person. While the woman seemed to be navigating the flat ground with ease, Vanessa was worried she might have a problem with the stairs.

"The stairs are pretty steep. The railing is over to your right, but it's a little rough on the hands. Do you want any help?" 

Vanessa hoped she wasn't insulting the woman, but she didn't want her to fall and break anything either. While her finances were getting to a place that was starting to make her happy, she couldn't exactly afford a lawsuit. 

The woman gave Vanessa another mysterious half-smile before the same rich voice calmly responded. "I'm sure I'll be fine, but thank you for your concern."

Vanessa flushed, grateful that the woman couldn't see her embarrassment in the darkness, then turned to unlock the door. Entering the warm apartment, Vanessa called out for her sister.

"Cat? Are you home?" 

When there was no response, she walked over to the fridge where they usually left notes for each other. Vanessa looked at the small sticky note and pulled it down from the fridge. Cat had apparently gone out to study, which left Vanessa and the stranger alone. Her unease rose again, since her entire protection strategy had revolved around having Cat around as backup in case of any funny business, but she tried to push the feeling down. Vanessa considered texting her, but turned to find the woman had successfully navigated the stairs and stood behind her, waiting for Vanessa to speak.

"Would you like some tea or something?" Vanessa felt the words stick in her mouth awkwardly with a hesitation that wasn't normal for her. 

Ugh. I feel like Cat must feel when meeting someone for the first time. I have to be a little gentler with her. This is an awful feeling.

The stranger smiled and bowed her head slightly, causing her dark brown hair to spill forward and partially cover her face. In the light of the kitchen, Vanessa could see a faint red tint that reminded her of fall. 

"Tea would be nice. Do you have any chamomile?"

Vanessa rummaged through the cupboards. She wasn't much of a tea drinker herself, but knew that Mai had probably left a few different kinds. She snagged one that said chamomile, then hit the button on the electric kettle to start it boiling. She gestured for the woman to sit at the little kitchen table tucked next to the window before mentally hitting herself in the forehead. Duh. She couldn't see.

"Would you like to sit down? The table is just to your left." 

The woman sat down and following suit, Vanessa moved and sat down in the other chair. She couldn't help but wonder how it was the woman was able to move so gracefully without being able to see. 

"I've had many years of practice, Vanessa. Please, do not worry about my vision or my ability to get around. I don't. I can see almost as well as you can, if in a different way." The woman spoke as though she'd read Vanessa's thoughts.

"Umm, okay. I'm sorry. I'm not trying to insult you. I just don't have much experience with people like, you know, that have problems seeing."

The woman tilted her head to the right, giving Vanessa a questioning look from behind the dark glasses. "Why do you think I have problems seeing?" she asked softly.

Vanessa felt sweat trickle down her back. 

Oh boy. I'm sticking my foot in it now.

"I just assumed...the glasses, the cane...I'm sorry if I'm being insensitive," said Vanessa. She paused, then put her hand on her forehead in frustration. "God, I'm totally screwing this up."

The woman laughed then took off her glasses, placing them on the table between her and Vanessa. "Relax. I'm just giving you a hard time. I know you're trying to be considerate, but it's not necessary. My vision may be what you would consider 'disabled', but that doesn't mean I'm not a capable human being. I learned a long time ago to live within my skill set. For me, that meant developing my other senses so that I can see, in my own fashion."

Vanessa examined the dark glasses on the table, before looking back at the woman with discomfort. "I'm sorry. I wasn't sure if you needed help, but I won't offer again if it isn't necessary as I don't want to insult you," she said, but stopped explaining when her gaze had finished travelling up to the woman's face. 

She had beautiful strong eyebrows and high cheekbones you could cut yourself with, skin that was a warm gold and ageless in appearance, but it was her eyes that riveted Vanessa, causing a feeling that was indescribable. Instead of whatever Vanessa had expected to see behind the obscuring glasses, she found a set of eyes that seemed to swirl with mist.

"Your eyes..." Vanessa breathed, in awe of the shifting she saw within them. 

The woman laughed at her surprise. "Oh, these things? That's the real reason I wear the glasses in public. Most people are made uncomfortable by things that are different, as I'm sure you've realized for yourself. It's much easier for me to put on a pair of glasses and go about my day as someone who's visually impaired than it is to answer questions about my appearance.

"So, does that mean you can see? Even though you use the cane?" Vanessa was confused. She'd felt awkward trying to figure out how to act around a blind person, but now she wasn't sure if she could see her or not. She flushed again, wondering what she'd done that had been embarrassing since they'd met.

"I don't see the same way you do, but I can see some things. One of my abilities is to see the world the way it really is. So, while I'm blind for all practical purposes, as in I can't see the chair or the table very well, I can still see you. The real you."

"The real me?"

The woman smiled, an enigmatic look on her beautiful face. "Yes, but that's not why I'm here now. We can talk about all that later. For now, it's important I speak to you about my mission."

Vanessa got up to pour the boiling water into the cups, bringing them over before the stranger began.

"Before you get started," said Vanessa, "I don't think you've told me your name yet. It's kind of weird just thinking of you as 'the lady with the cloudy eyes'." She placed the cups on the table as she waited for a reply.

"Oh, of course. I'm sorry, I forgot. My name is Emma Jane Cooper. I'm a bit of a wanderer, which is how I came across Evelyn. She was kind enough to guide me in your direction."

"Where did you meet her? It's been hard to get in touch with her over the last few weeks as she's been really busy with her business and all." Vanessa blew on her tea, burning her tongue on the hot liquid before deciding to set the cup down to wait more patiently for it to cool down.

"Actually, I saw her at her place of business," Emma Jane replied.

Vanessa wasn't surprised. Evelyn had graduated with Cat, but instead of going to university, she'd done what she'd wanted to do after grade eleven and opened her own psychic business. It was mostly a front given that she had real powers, but Evelyn found it useful to hide in plain sight. Plus, Vanessa was sure she was making sick money from doing what she did best. She was in San Francisco, but had chosen to live on her own instead of with Cat and Vanessa, so that she'd be more available for people to come and go, including her long-time boyfriend, an old earth god from a different country. Vanessa didn't know the whole story there, but figured it wasn't her business, so she hadn't asked. 

"How's she doing? We miss her face around here."

Emma Jane smiled, but then looked sad. "She seems very strong, doesn't she? I think she's doing well, but she had an air of loneliness around her. I didn't ask why or what was wrong, as I didn't think she'd care to talk about it. I just thanked her for her help with my mission, then came to find you."

Vanessa leaned closer. Her mission. Finally, she was getting to the reason Vanessa had considered inviting a stranger into her home in the first place and her interest peaked.

"Yes, I'd love to hear why you came looking for me. I'm not exactly what you'd consider high-profile in any way," said Vanessa, smiling at herself, adding a hint of self-deprecation. "If I'm lucky, the media would maybe label me an up-and-comer or B-list actress.”

Emma Jane looked at her in confusion and Vanessa laughed. "Sorry, work talk.  Not important. Anyway, why don't you tell me what you're doing here? I was surprised to find you in the park tonight and even more surprised when you said you were looking for me."

Emma Jane looked slightly past Vanessa's ear, as though she was gazing into the distance at something important. Vanessa turned her head to see what was behind her, but only the wall met her gaze. She wondered if that was caused by Emma Jane's blindness or was an introspective thing, but found it unsettling so she turned back and pretended she hadn't looked.

"I came looking for answers."
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CHAPTER TWO
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"Answers? I'm not sure I understand." Vanessa was confused. She was the least likely person to have answers. Maybe Evelyn or Cat could help, since they both tended to have crazy dreams that came true. Even Mai and Zahara were both kinder, softer, and more intuitive. Vanessa knew she wasn't perfect and one of her biggest flaws was a tendency to barge into things and act before finding out any information about the situation.

Emma Jane shook her head almost imperceptibly. "No, the answers aren't from you. I went to Evelyn. I'd heard of a new power." She chuckled after saying it, before she qualified her words. "Well, a newly risen power. As you know, Evelyn's powers aren't new at all, but I digress. I'd heard of a new power that could help me with my quest. I've been travelling for many years, finding evil and then containing and eliminating it. My latest target has been trickier to pinpoint, even with my not-too-shabby abilities."

Vanessa was caught in her words. As Emma Jane spoke, Vanessa could feel her weave a spell with her deep, warm voice and felt a soothing sensation trickle down her back. She knew she wasn't the best listener, but she found herself wanting to sit and listen to her talk all night. It took a moment for her to realize that Emma Jane had stopped speaking and was now waiting for her to say something.

"What did Evelyn tell you?" Vanessa wasn't sure what she was supposed to say at that moment but knew something was expected.

Emma Jane dipped her head and shifted her gaze to the teacup in her hand.

"That's another story. I'll tell you more about that in a while. First though," she said, as she looked up again, fixing her swirling eyes on Vanessa's in a way that made it hard to look away, "I'd like to tell you a story of a woman."

––––––––
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LONG AGO, A WOMAN REGARDED herself in a stream and despaired. She had been the loveliest of her people, with beautiful hair that flowed like the water in front of her, long shapely limbs, and a strong body. Her face was pleasing to all those who saw it and she had her pick of the men from both near and far. Women were envious and all the men who saw her would carry her basket and ask for her hand in marriage. But that day by the stream, the woman noticed one white hair. It stood out like snow on volcanic rock, laughing at her with its presence. The woman was infuriated, quickly plucking the offending hair out. She held it in front of her and glared at it for a minute. She wasn't a silly woman, so she knew that the white hair was just the beginning. Someday, maybe soon, she would lose her place as the most beautiful of all. She would become average, aging like everyone else.

But the woman was not accepting of this natural passage of time. She began to scheme of ways to halt it, to keep herself young and beautiful forever. She sent a prayer with such force up into the universe that it was answered by a dark being that asked for only one thing in return. If she wished to remain young, the woman needed only to take the youth from others. This dark spirit would give her the power to absorb the life from other young women to maintain her beauty. In return, the darkness would take their souls. The woman hesitated, but at that moment she remembered the first white hair she'd seen, along with the other hairs she'd plucked out since her first desperate prayer had been shouted. In the end, the dark spirit had smiled with hungry pleasure as the woman accepted its offer. 

But the woman had not anticipated the entirety of what her new powers would entail. She stayed young, yes, but her first true knowledge of what this meant occurred one day when she was visiting the stream with her cousin. Her cousin was younger than she and was also considered to be a beauty. Her cousin wasn't at the same level as her of course, but beautiful, none the less. They were talking the way women do while going about their daily tasks when suddenly, the woman felt a hunger sweep over her. It was the most intense feeling she'd ever had and she was frightened by it, falling to the ground from her crouched position. Her cousin, worried she was injured, leaned over to help her up. 

The moment that their hands made contact, her cousin gasped and became pale. When the woman looked at their linked hands, a light appeared to be moving into her hand as it was stolen away from her cousin. In shock, she tried to release her hand, but found that she was unable to let go, as though they were stuck together. Finally, she was able to pull away, but by that time her cousin had fallen to the ground, pale and unmoving. 

The woman leaned over and shook her cousin, trying to get her to move but to no avail. Her eyes were open, blank, and staring at the sky. The woman closed them with shaking hands and sat down. What had she done? She wailed with sorrow at the empty sky. Her cousin had been her friend, kind and loving, and now she lay dead on the ground. She sat there for a long time, immobile, until long after the sun went behind the trees. Other women came to find them. They crowded around the unmoving figures beside the stream and shook them both. Their wails and shaking finally woke her from her grief and her tears joined with theirs. But even as she cried with loss over her own blood, the gnawing hunger within her that had leapt up earlier purred, sated for the time being, but interested in the women surrounding her. 

––––––––
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EMMA JANE STOPPED TALKING and the spell that she'd cast over Vanessa with her story abruptly broke. Vanessa blinked, feeling the sense of sea and sand fade as she did so, then shook her head.

"Woah. That was some story. How'd you manage to make it feel so real?" Vanessa asked, impressed with Emma Jane's story telling abilities.

Emma Jane smiled. "It's one of my small gifts. I'm able to tell stories of the lives of others in a way that you feel almost as though you are there. Sometimes, this is of great value, other times, not so much." She laughed, with a trace of self-deprecation that Vanessa understood. 

Vanessa couldn't count how many times she'd listened to Evelyn complaining of the same problem. 'What good is it for me to see things if I can't change them?' she'd said over and over in the past. Vanessa hadn't understood, not being gifted with the same abilities, but after feeling as though she could see the story Emma Jane had shared with her, Vanessa felt that she had a better understanding of why Evelyn would say that.
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