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    Dedication




    This novel is dedicated to all of us, that we may


    summon the courage to be happy.


  




  

    Prologue




    FOLLOWING THE QUIET SOUNDS of a sitar, I wound around the house in search of Wendell. He collected the weirdest instruments, but it didn’t bother me. I liked them. And he played them all: his wooden Surdo drum set, the autoharp, three guitars, and a mandolin.




    But today I wasn’t interested in listening to any of them. I was on a mission. I had a really big question, and Wendell would know the answer, because he was a Seer, and Seers could see lots more things than even Sentients could. Plus, maybe, if he wasn’t busy, he’d let me tie his hair in a knot. I was the only one he let tie his hair in a knot.




    As usual, Wendell was outside on the deck stairs—his favorite place in our big, new house—with his sitar resting against a knee. I didn’t want to be rude, so I sat down next to him, as quietly as I could, and didn’t say a single word.




    He stopped playing immediately. “Hey. Hello there, little bird.” He smiled, setting the sitar down.




    “Hi, Wendell.”




    “Whatcha up to?” he asked. “Did you come to sing a song for me?”




    “No. I had a question.”




    “A question, huh? What kind?” he asked, looking me square in the eye. It always made me feel good when he did that, as if I were a grown up.




    “Well, I wondered something about my soul.”




    “Aaaah.” He nodded. “I do that, too.”




    “You wonder about my soul?”




    “No,” he laughed, ruffling my hair. “I wonder about mine.”




    “Really?” I puzzled.




    “Sure do. All the time.”




    “Huh,” I said, thinking over this new bit of information.




    “And what did you want to know about your soul, Nicky?”




    “Oh, I just wanted to know if my soul was old.”




    “Old?”




    “Yeah. Like Mommy and Daddy. Their souls are old, right?”




    “Yes. This is true.”




    “So, what if mine’s not? What if, when I grow up, I’m not a Sentient like you guys?”




    “Everyone’s a Sentient, Nicky,” he said. “True, some people’s souls have been around a longer time, so it shows more. But that doesn’t mean they aren’t equal.”




    “But Daddy says a Sentient has a special soul. He says it’s more wise, and not everybody gets to be like that.”




    “Nicole,” Wendell soothed, pulling me onto his lap. “Your soul is special. I promise.”




    “You’re sure? As special as Daddy’s, even?”




    “I’m willing to bet,” he began, “that your soul might be so special that some people might not be able to understand it.”




    “They won’t? Well, will you?”




    “Yes. I think I will.”




    “Okay.” I nodded, relieved. If Wendell could understand it, then he could explain it to everyone else. “Thanks, Wendell.”




    “Any time for you, sweetness. Oh, and by the way, there are some men coming over this week with a very big, potentially noisy delivery. And I’d like you to play with it.”




    “Really? Is it a dog?”




    He laughed. “Nope. Not a dog.”




    What else was big and noisy? “An airplane?”




    He laughed even harder. “Creative guess, but I don’t think they’d be able to land it on the beach.”




    I giggled. “What is it then?”




    “It’s a piano,” he said, grinning happily at me.




    “A piano?”




    “Yup. A nice, big, shiny one.”




    I frowned. “But I don’t know how to play the piano, Wendell.”




    “Don’t you worry about that,” he said. “I’ll teach you.”




    “Really? You think I’ll be any good?”




    He smirked. “Definitely.”




    “As good as you?”




    “Better, little bird. So much better.”


  




  

    Northwest Group: Eureka, California


    Chapter One




    “COME ON, NICOLE! Dance with me!” Gil shouted over Queen’s “Somebody to Love,” jumping up from the computer desk to grab my hands.




    “Oh, no, no, no.” I skirted toward the door, but he caught me around the waist, pulling me into the center of the room. He threw his glasses on the desk and sang loudly, swirling me under his arm.




    “You can’t dance to this song! Ow, Gil, my foot!” I laughed as he bumped his hip into mine, crooning along with Freddie Mercury.




    “It’ll heal,” he shouted and dipped me low, nearly dropping me in the process.




    “Shit,” I giggled, flinging my hand to the floor to catch myself. “You are no good at this, my friend.”




    “Somebody tooo…loo-oooo-ooove…” He ignored my comment, swaying me back and forth as the band repeated the phrase.




    “Are you out of your mind?” I smiled. “It’s one in the morning. You know my dad is Satan when you wake—”




    The door to the computer room flew open, crashing loudly against the wall, and my very disgruntled father glared at us, breathing shortly through his nose. He looked older than he should have in his disheveled pajamas, with thick patches of dyed-brown hair sticking out in every direction, but his wide-shouldered build was still intimidating.




    “Will you turn off the goddamned music?” he growled. “I have to get some sleep if I’m going to do my job!”




    “Sorry, Duncan, my fault,” Gil stepped in. “I’m a little wired…all the caffeine.” Gil nodded toward his perpetual mug of coffee.




    “Just because some of you don’t have anything better to do—” he looked at me “—doesn’t mean the rest of us can slack off. Go to bed, idiots!” he roared, slamming the door shut again.




    Gil ran to the computer and muted the end of the song, looking at me apologetically.




    “Nick, I’m sorry,” he started.




    I waved his apology away. “Don’t. It’s okay.”




    “Fuck that. I hate it when he does shit like that.”




    “Well, I couldn’t care less,” I lied. “I’m so used to it by now that it doesn’t even register. He’s right—it’s bedtime. You have to get up early, too, you know.”




    “Eh. I’d rather stay here with you. Or hey, even better, why don’t you tag along?”




    “Nah. Uh uh.”




    “Come on,” he pestered, nudging my shoulder. “Why not? Come with. It’ll be fun. We can pretend to be those ridiculous TV ghost hunters. I’ll let you work the EMF.”




    “The EMF…you will?”




    “Yup.”




    “Well, in that case, I might consider it. But no confiscation. I get to keep it the whole time.”




    “Unless you mishandle it,” he cautioned.




    “I will not break the damned EMF meter. When have I ever broken any of your props?” I huffed.




    “My voice recorder?” he reminded me.




    “That wasn’t even my fault. You tripped me.”




    “Lies!” he barked. “I can’t help it if you don’t have the presence of mind to anticipate the movement of my feet.”




    I put a hand on my hip. “Gil, do you want me to come with you tomorrow or not?”




    “Yes. Definitely. Fine. The EMF is yours. But these are all mine,” he said, fingering a pair of night vision goggles lovingly. “Let the loser with the Intelligence endowment have his toys. I swear, why couldn’t I have been a Mind Reader or something?”




    “No way in hell do we need another Mind Reader.” I shuddered. “Katrina is more than enough.”




    “What? Wouldn’t it be cool if I could hear all the scandalous things your dad was thinking? Then I could call him on them and embarrass him for once.”




    “Let’s not talk about my dad, please. I’m tired, and if I need to get up at the butt crack of dawn I’ll need some shut eye.”




    “You’re such a slave to sleep patterns,” he complained, holding the door open for me.




    “Whatever. Not all of us are hooked up to a caffeine IV drip.”




    “Imagine what you’re missing,” he whispered. “Nothing compares to the power of pure liquid alertness as it courses through your veins.”




    “One of these days you’re gonna crash and burn, Gilford. I can see it now.” I laughed.




    “Hey, just have the espresso beans ready.”




    “G’night, you psycho.”




    “Night, Mozart.”




    ***




    Nobody looked worse than Gilford Boyd before his coffee in the morning. Nobody was grumpier, either. You didn’t dare ask him anything until his second cup was emptied, and even then it was best to keep the words to a minimum.




    “Everybody gone?” I asked him, grabbing my purse and setting it on the counter in front of me.




    “Yup. You’re ridin’ with me and the mind freak.”




    “’Kay.”




    Once he’d finished his third mug, Gil would be in good shape—for a string bean, anyway. Actually, he was almost handsome, if you liked the techno-geek type. His hair was the funniest thing. It almost passed for blond but clung to its brown with enough determination to muck the whole thing up. I blamed the California sun. And his glasses were a turn-on for some girls, I was sure. He reminded me of a taller, tanner, lankier Harry Potter.




    I pulled out some tinted lip gloss which was pointless, because I was average, at best. No amount of makeup would change the fact that I was an introverted twenty-nine-year-old with ghostly pale skin, boring, stick-straight brown hair, thick thighs, and massive daddy issues. A regular catch, that was me.




    “Does my dad know I’m coming?” I asked.




    Gil shook his head. “Don’t think so,” he answered. Then he glared at his watch and grumbled before shouting, “Katrina, put a rush on it! We’re late!”




    Katrina’s “Shut up!” preceded her clomping down the stairs. She was graceless, that girl, but she was also beautiful, with naturally curly red hair, a creamy complexion covered in freckles, and a long, waifish frame. “What the hell, Gil,” she grumbled, slinging her purse onto the counter beside mine. “You haven’t even finished your third mug yet.”




    Gil picked up his coffee cup and tossed back the remnants like a pro. “Done. Let’s hit it.”




    ***




    The freeway was busy today, and I gripped the side of my seat to keep from sliding around. Gil stressed me out when he drove. He had no regard for traffic laws, and his temper was absolutely questionable. But his car was far nicer than both mine and Trina’s, so we sacrificed safety for luxury. His Saab had been a gift from his parents—wealthy as sin, both of them, and completely absent.




    The reason for this was tragic. The Boyds were a respected family in their home town, and Gil simply didn’t fit the mold. They never asked about the Sentient business—they didn’t want to. All this supernaturally gifted mumbo-jumbo freaked them out. It was all occult nonsense, if you asked them, and as far as their acquaintances were concerned, their son was working a normal nine-to-five in some hipster city with newfangled ideas. That was their story and they were sticking to it, happy to overlook the details. And Gil was happy to let them. Of course, they sent the obligatory birthday and Christmas cards, and they supplied him with a sweet yearly stipend, but that was the extent of their communication.




    Like all Seers, Wendell compensated his Sentients with the funds provided by the Worldwide Society, so it was a bit odd that Gil’s parents should feel the need to send him money, especially at his age. After all, what self-respecting twenty-five year old man needed an allowance? But even from afar, the Boyds felt they had a reputation to worry about, and the least they could do was make sure their misfit son dressed well and drove a nice car.




    “Who’s up for a game of I Spy?” Katrina blurted.




    Gil nearly choked on his frappuccino. “How would that be fair?”




    “What? I won’t listen to what you’re thinking.”




    “And if something accidentally ‘slips’ out of my brain?” He mocked her usual excuse.




    “I’ll try really hard to shut it out, so help me!” she swore.




    “Whatever, freakazoid. I’m not biting.”




    “You’re mean.” She crossed her arms and sat back, frowning deeply.




    “I am not mean. I just don’t trust you where games of the mind are concerned,” he explained.




    She sighed. “Don’t blame me for being remarkable.”




    “Remarkable at being a cheater!”




    “You know,” I broke in, “it’s a wonder you two haven’t killed each other yet.”




    “But I love my Gilly-bear,” Katrina said in a sickeningly sweet voice.




    “That’s right. She fucking wants my body,” Gil said.




    Katrina laughed. “Absolutely. You know my weakness for pint-sized dick.”




    “Take it back!” Gil demanded. “You have no knowledge of my genitalia.”




    “Oh, don’t I?” She smirked.




    “Jesus Christ, Katrina!” he bellowed. “Get the hell out of my head!”




    “I didn’t hear anything, Gil. I was just baiting you,” she said.




    “June Lake!” I exclaimed, pointing to the exit that Gil had just missed.




    He banged on the steering wheel. “Damn it.”




    “Guys, focus,” I said.




    “You would be a great Sentient, Nick,” Katrina said. “You’ve got the clear head for it.”




    “Yeah, well, what will be will be,” I said.




    I preferred not to think about my little inadequacy—or my monstrous failure as a human being, if you asked my father’s opinion. I was not a Sentient. The universe hadn’t dubbed my soul advanced enough to warrant a supernatural gift, and every minute I spent among Sentients only drove this point home. I certainly didn’t need the verbal reminders.




    Gil took the next exit and turned us around again.




    “Now, no more talk of my manhood while I’m driving,” he ordered. “Unless it’s complimentary, in which case, give me time to pull out the voice recorder.”




    “Fine,” Katrina said.




    “Hey, how bad is this poltergeist?” I asked. “Should I have brought a suit of armor?”




    “Nah,” Katrina said. “But it hates Theo’s guts. Everything it throws at him just repels backward and smashes to bits.”




    I burst into giggles. Theo Rush had suffered a major pitfall after he’d come into contact with an entity in Australia. He was telekinetic by nature, and normally he could move anything—from a marble to a car—with little effort and the sheer will of his mind. Now all he could manage to do was toss things around like a lunatic, poor guy.




    “I wouldn’t worry about him too much,” Katrina said. “Wendell swears that his endowment will normalize after a while. Plus, when we go to Abram’s, I’ll bet they can help him out. That guy always has something up his sleeve. He’s a mastermind.”




    I nodded in agreement. I’d always liked the old East Coast Seer, even if my dad couldn’t stand him. Of course, most things my dad disliked were favorites of mine.




    “Speaking of Abram, have you thought about whether you’re coming out to Georgia with us?” Katrina asked me.




    “What would be the point?” I said. “Besides, if I went with you guys, it would just piss my dad off.”




    “Well, if you’re not going, I’m not going,” Gil said. “It wouldn’t be the same without you.”




    “Don’t be ridiculous. You should totally go. A change of atmosphere is vital. You can take pictures and tell me all about it.”




    “And you couldn’t use a change of atmosphere?”




    “Gil, there’s no way I can break away now. You know I’m working with the Fitzpatrick girl,” I said. “I won’t just leave right in the middle of our sessions. Not when it’s all I can do to get through to her.”




    Gil shook his head. “You’re gonna die of boredom, Nicole.”




    “Drop it, Gil. You have your job; I have mine.”




    “And that’s all cool,” he said quickly. “But again—you don’t go, I don’t go.”




    “Suit yourself. But you won’t get to meet that pretty new Sentient everybody’s talking about.”




    “Like I care,” he said.




    “You mean Lily Hunt?” Trina said. “Yeah, Anna told me all about her. Apparently, she’s way gifted and has, like, forty-trillion endowments or something. Completely unfair.”




    “Trina, you should be happy you have any. Some of us aren’t so lucky,” I said.




    The car fell awkwardly silent. Shit, Nicole. Way to make her feel like a schmuck.




    “So, how’s Anna doing?” I recovered, knowing this would lighten the mood. Trina had always had a thing for the young, British Sentient.




    “She’s great! Amazing as always,” Trina boasted. “Though, I’m gathering that things are a little tense right now between her brother and William Maddox. You know the saga.”




    “Ah yes,” Gil said. “Christian still wants to slice him in half?”




    “Apparently.”




    Katrina smiled. “You wanna know some juicy gossip?”




    “Ooh, yeah. Hit us up,” Gil said.




    “Well—and this doesn’t leave the car for now—but, I think William and Lily are a thing.”




    Gil gawked. “Wait a minute,” he started. “The vampire and the new Sentient? They are not!” Gil said, leaning into the conversation like a nosy old woman.




    “Yup. But you heard nothing from me, capisce? Hardly anyone knows, especially not Christian.”




    “Woah. Scandalous. But I won’t breathe a word,” Gil said.




    I shook my head. “You know there’s going to be some kind of uproar and panties in a bunch when the Society gets wind of it.” It was no secret that a large faction of the Sentient world was iffy on the subject of William joining Abram’s group. But I could empathize with his plight. It sucked to be the reject.




    “All right, hot mammas. We have arrived,” Gil announced, weaving down a small neighborhood street. Gil parked in front of a split level, brick-and-siding home with a mint green paint job.




    “Looks pretty wholesome,” I commented.




    “You just wait,” Katrina said.




    “Duncan’s here,” Gil said, staring at my father’s pickup. My stomach lurched. What would he say when he saw me?




    “Family home?” I asked Gil.




    “Yep,” he said.




    “They freaked?”




    “Big time.”




    I nodded, crossing my arms as he knocked on the front door. After a minute, a barely pubescent boy sporting jet-black hair and a Black Sabbath tee shirt let us in.




    “Where is everybody, kid?” Gil asked.




    “Back,” the boy mumbled.




    “’Kay. Follow me guys,” Katrina said, glancing darkly over her shoulder toward the boy as we passed.




    “Black Sabbath?” Gil whispered to me. “That’s before my time, for God’s sake. Doesn’t this generation have its own pissed off music to listen to?”




    Katrina snickered. “What’s old will be new again.”




    “If you say so. And I don’t trust that kid as far as I can throw him,” Gil said.




    “Me either,” she whispered.




    “Are you kidding? What is he, like, twelve?” I asked.




    “Thirteen,” Trina corrected. “And I’m convinced he’s the root of all this. His energy is incredibly negative. You should hear his thoughts…that is, if they are his thoughts.”




    “Did you tell Laura?”




    “Yes. But she doesn’t want to make it look like we’re blaming him. She wants to find a way to break it gently, so the family won’t kick us out.”




    “Ah.”




    “Here they are,” Trina said.




    There was a mini convergence on the sun porch, including Laura Polmieri, our Pathcrosser, whose specialty was posthumous communication, and Elaine Rush and my father, our two Combatants, who were kind of like the bouncers of the supernatural world. There was also a wary-looking priest and a thin, dark-haired woman, likely the mother of the shady kid. All five of them sat awkwardly on flower-covered patio furniture. It was the makings of a convoluted bar joke.




    The nervous mother stood up as we entered the room. “Father O’Toole, this is Katrina Winguard, another of the nice people from the local ghost-hunting group. And…uh…”




    “I’m Gil,” he reminded her.




    “Yes, so sorry. Gil.”




    “No problem, Mrs. Rosencratz. And we aren’t actually ghost hunters, remember?”




    “Oh, yes, of course not. They’re…what are you?” she asked, wringing her hands repeatedly.




    “We’re an intervention team.” Gil smiled at the priest.




    “Yes. That’s right.” Mrs. Rosencratz glanced over at Father O’Toole as he rose from his chair and approached us.




    “And you, dear?” Father O’Toole asked me.




    “I’m just…I’m Nicole,” I began. “I’m here to help with the equipment.”




    My dad shifted in his seat, his eyes shooting darts through my head. He hated it when I tagged along.




    “Mhm. And what do all of you have to offer this family?” the priest asked.




    Gil spoke up. “We’re sorting through our options, but I think we’ve pinpointed the problem.” His eyes traveled subtly toward the teenage boy sitting at the kitchen counter.




    “And that would be?” Father O’Toole persisted.




    “Er…” Gil looked at Katrina.




    “I’m sorry, Father,” Katrina said. “But I doubt you’ll be able to help these people. Their problem is out of your league. It might be a good idea if you just left.”




    “Out of my league?” He laughed. “I highly doubt that,” he said, then turned his gaze to the elder members of our group. “And this ‘entity,’ if that’s what it is, you feel you have the authority to cast it out?”




    “Oh, I wouldn’t say cast it out.” Laura spoke calmly. “This is pest control, at best. We shouldn’t make a bigger deal out of it than necessary.”




    “And who are you to make that decision?” The priest was losing his patience, now.




    Laura smirked. “Oh, it’s kind of my thing.”




    What must Father O’Toole have thought of our free-spirited Pathcrosser, wearing her usual billowing skirt and tee shirt with a giant peace sign on the front?




    Duncan cleared his throat. “Suffice it to say that we’re qualified enough.”




    “Oh really?” the priest asked.




    “That’s correct,” Duncan said. “And I’d like to ask who invited you here?”




    “I did,” said a booming male voice from behind me, and I turned to see a short, stern-looking man with a sharp nose staring down at me.




    “Mister Rosencratz?” Katrina said, looking perplexed. “But…you’re Jewish.”




    “This is my house and if I want to call a priest, I’ll damned well do so,” he said. “I’ve seen The Exorcist. I know how this works. And Father O’Toole, I trust that our guests are being respectful?” He eyed us all skeptically.




    “Not to worry, Phillip,” Father O’Toole said. “I was just inquiring as to what authority they—” He stopped abruptly, jumping forward as the wall phone came unhinged behind him, dangling by a corner screw.




    “Huh,” Gil pondered. “Look at that.”




    “What happened?” Father O’Toole asked.




    “The phone fell,” Gil answered.




    “Well, naturally! I’m not blind, young man. I’m asking how the phone fell!”




    “I blame gravity,” Gil offered.




    “Gilford,” Duncan warned, and Gil shrugged, smiling.




    “Behave,” I mouthed, elbowing him.




    Father O’Toole glanced at the displaced phone. “Well, anyway, it’s my strong opinion that this situation requires further investi—aah!” He nearly fell over as the phone rang. “It’s ringing!”




    “It is,” my father agreed.




    “Why is it ringing? It’s off the hook!”




    “That’s not uncommon with a poltergeist,” Elaine told him.




    “Polter…nonsense! This is likely something more demonic—”




    “Stop right there,” Laura cut him off. “I can’t have you scaring these poor people any further with talk of things you don’t understand.”




    “Don’t understand? Look here, I spent seven years in seminary, and if anyone knows how to handle a—”




    “Dictionary,” Gil interrupted.




    Father O’Toole peered at him. “What?”




    “Hard bound, above your—” But it was too late. The book dropped with a thud on top of the priest’s head and slipped to the floor.




    “Saints preserve us!” Father O’Toole squealed, scrambling away from the object. The sound of muffled laughter leaked from the kitchen, and I turned to see the teenage boy smirking shamelessly.




    “See?” Father O’Toole continued his verbal consternation. “It knows who I am, and it clearly wants to intimidate me! But I won’t be intimidated. I won’t be!” He shook his pudgy white fist, only to duck as the phone lifted in the air and rang again.




    “You should probably leave, Father,” Laura warned. “We’re dealing with the manifestation of displaced negative energy here, and you don’t want to get caught in the line of fire.”




    “Displaced energy?” Father O’Toole asked. “Listen, I don’t like all this new age business.”




    “Well, regardless of your opinions, these are the facts.” She raised her voice so the boy could hear, saying, “And I think someone here knows precisely what’s causing it.”




    The phone ceased to ring and fell to the floor at once.




    “Who?” Mrs. Rosencratz spoke at last, her voice barely above a whisper. “Someone here?”




    “Yes,” Laura answered. “And I’d like your permission to speak with Justin alone, if it’s all right.”




    “Justin?” Her voice cracked. “What does my son have to do with this?”




    Katrina raised an eyebrow toward the kitchen. “You’d be surprised.”




    “This is ridiculous,” Mr. Rosencratz interjected. “There’s nothing wrong my boy!”




    “I never said there was,” Laura soothed. “In fact, I would take this as a sign of impressive psychological aptitude.”




    Mr. Rosencratz opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again, letting her words sink in.




    “Impressive, you think?” he asked.




    “I do.” Laura smiled. “And it’s easy for someone of his age, overwhelmed by hormones and emotions, to unconsciously channel that kind of intelligence in a negative way. We believe that Justin’s excess mental energy has simply spun off, taken on a life of its own. It’s easy enough to contend with. Elaine?” She turned to our Combatant, who stood up immediately. “Now, before we take any action, a word with your son?”




    Mrs. Rosencratz nodded, and her husband—torn between pride and disbelief—allowed Elaine and Laura to pass.




    Father O’Toole huffed. “Are you really going to allow these shysters to—”




    “That’ll be all, Father. I’m sorry to waste your time,” Mr. Rosencratz said, watching as Laura pulled up a seat next to Justin.




    “Hey there,” she said to the boy.




    He grunted something incomprehensible, his eyes never veering from his hand-held device.




    “So,” she began. “How long has this thing been under your control?”




    His fingers kept moving, but he didn’t even flinch.




    “Come on, kiddo. We both know what’s going on here. Just tell me the truth. I won’t think you’re crazy.”




    “You’re the crazy one,” he said, finally looking up from his game.




    “I’m sorry?”




    “You think I’m creating some kind of ghost, right? You think that priest lost his balls because of me?”




    “Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do. And you might as well quit the act, Justin. I know you’re lying—your energy is completely giving you away.”




    He snorted. “Energy. Whatever, freaks.”




    She snatched the game from his hands. “Listen, kid…”




    “Hey!”




    “We can do this the hard way, or you can stop lying and fess up. I know what’s been happening, Justin, and I can promise you that it’s not something you can handle. Do you understand me? You want to know what freaky is? Freaky is a monster attacking you in your bed because you’ve let it get so far out of hand that it controls you. Your alter ego has become its own little person now, hasn’t it?” Justin’s eyed widened at Laura’s question, and she continued. “Justin, its only desire is to eat you and your parents alive from the inside out. In fact, that’s already starting to happen, isn’t it?” She paused as his face changed from red to white. “He’s already keeping you up at night, isn’t he, Justin? Already keeping you prisoner in your own room, right? Is it cold in there, buddy? Bet you can see your breath like you were outside.”




    Justin gulped thickly, saying nothing, and Laura took on a look of concentration. “Answer me, Justin. I know he’s trying to intimidate you right now. I know he’s twisting your thoughts, but you have to ignore him and answer me.”




    The boy was sweating bullets, his eyes bugging out, his hands shaking. Whatever was happening internally was obviously a colossal effort. “It was…it wasn’t…I mean, I don’t know how—”




    “Mhm. You probably figured you could control it, but that won’t work, Justin. Has it done anything you didn’t want it to do?”




    Justin looked down at the counter. “It…it goes in my parents’ room. I don’t tell him to,” he said, looking up again. “But he likes it there.”




    “You know why?”




    He shook his head.




    “Because your energy isn’t enough for him anymore. He’ll drain you dry and then move on to someone else.”




    “Well, what do I do? Just get rid of him!”




    “Not that easy. I can finish things off, but you have to bring him out for me.”




    “I don’t know if I can. He doesn’t like you guys.”




    Laura looked over her shoulder at Elaine, who nodded subtly. “Okay, Justin. Take us to your room.”




    ***




    This was the part I loved and hated. It was a privilege to bear witness to a miracle. It was exciting and beautiful to see the relief on people’s faces when the weight of some darkness had been lifted from their shoulders. Of course, it was also completely awkward with my father shooting resentful glances in my direction half the time. If there was anything that annoyed him, it was looking out for me on these little excursions. I couldn’t, after all, offer any assistance. And I could hardly protect myself, either, so there was a good reason for my rarely tagging along.




    Ever careful to avoid eye contact, I focused on the EMF meter, which, in the dark of the room, continued to collect condensation on the tiny screen. My teeth were chattering. Freaking supernatural entities always brought on the cold snaps. Gil noticed and rubbed my arms from behind, but I shook him off. No reason to look even weaker in front of Duncan.




    Justin sat beside Laura on the edge of his bed, his arms folded across his chest. “So what if it doesn’t work?” he asked her.




    “It will,” she assured him. “It always works. You just have to do as I say, okay?”




    “Okay.”




    A frightened child, that’s what he was. Underneath the eyeliner and greasy hair, he was a scared little boy.




    “Now, I want you to think about the very first time he appeared to you, okay? Think about when he first started coming around. Were you really angry?”




    “Well,” he hesitated, his eyes flitting up to his parents and then back to Laura. “Maybe when my dad rooted through my stuff and took my CDs. I was really pissed that day, ready to break something.”




    “And you’re blaming CDs, huh?”




    “Well, yeah. I mean, he had no right to go through my stuff.”




    “Those CDs were full of inappropriate content,” Mr. Rosencratz piped in. “I had every right to take them away. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were the cause of all this.”




    “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Laura said. “Your son is a teenager, Mr. Rosencratz. His energy is at an all-time high, super-charged, and this is hardly uncommon to see. It could very well have happened to someone who didn’t listen to that kind of music at all.”




    “There, Dad, you see?” Justin said. “I told you—”




    “But,” Laura interrupted, “it doesn’t help, either, because if you’re prone to high levels of negative energy to begin with, that kind of anger-enhancing stimulant is only going to add to your problems. Your dad’s instincts were right, but his overall conclusion was wrong, because something like this doesn’t manifest from a fight over CDs. A human being can’t produce an entity unless there’s been something acting as a trigger event, so I’m going to ask you to be truthful, Justin—what else happened before this thing started coming around? You need to be honest with me here, honey. What else happened?”




    The room became suddenly still, as if everyone knew not to shake the delicate balance between Laura’s question and the chance for an answer.




    Justin looked at his father, then at Laura. “Does he have to be here?”




    “Yes. It’s good that he is. He’s your father, Justin. He needs to know.”




    “But I can’t say it. Not in front of him.”




    “Justin, he loves you. Whatever it is, he won’t be angry.”




    “I’m not worried he’ll be angry, I’m—”




    “Just tell her, son,” Mr. Rosencratz added. “Please.”




    Justin heaved a sigh and dropped his hands to his lap. “It was the end of the day. Sam and I—Sam’s my friend—we were on our way home from school. And Sam is, he’s this kind of wussy little guy, you know? He isn’t big enough to defend himself, and these upperclassmen jerks hassle him every day, so I offered to walk him home, but he was too proud. I mean, who can blame him, right? So, I did what I had to do. I tracked him in secret. I followed him by, like, a half a block behind, so he wouldn’t see me. But I lost him after a while. I didn’t know where he went, but I knew that he couldn’t have gotten that far ahead of me, so I doubled back. And I cut through a yard and was coming around the corner of the old army supply store when I heard him. At least, I was pretty sure it was him, since he wasn’t talking, he was just…he was…crying,” he said, and his voice cracked. “And I looked through one of the windows and…shit.” His face contorted and his eyes welled up. “I can’t. I can’t,” he muttered, shaking his head.




    “Justin, please.” Laura rested her hand on his shoulder.




    He pulled away, sniffling, and stared at his hands. “The bunch of sick fuckers. They had him on his knees, and one of them was holding Sam’s arms behind his back…oh shit…I’m so sorry, Mom, shit…” He shook his head, more tears breaking loose and trailing down his cheeks. Laura rubbed his back, encouraging him to go on. “He was holding Sam’s arms behind him,” Justin said in a weak voice. “So that he could, they were making him…”




    “Jesus,” my father’s voice tumbled over the confession. “Jesus.”




    “So, I lost it!” Justin stiffened, trying to control the sobs that were wracking his body. “I lost it. I screamed and broke the fucking door to get in there, and I just started swinging. I just fucking punched them and kicked them until they bled and then it happened. It was like this force just ripped out of me, and I stood there and watched it all happen. And they ran away. They were bleeding really bad, but they must have made up some excuse for what went down, because there was no way they were gonna tell the truth.”




    Justin stopped, sighing deeply, and then looked at Laura. For a time no one spoke a word, then he said, “I would have killed them. I just know that I would have killed them if they hadn’t run.”




    Laura slipped her hand over his and held it tightly. “I would have reacted the same way,” she said. “But this hatred…it’s going to make you every bit as evil, every bit as cold as they are. You know that.”




    He nodded.




    “Call it out, Justin,” she said. “Call him out and tell him to go to hell.”




    The boy inhaled deeply, his resolve evident. “I know you’re here. Don’t bother hiding.”




    Silence.




    “Oh, just come out! They’re not gonna leave.”




    A low groan emitted from behind, in front, beside, but the sound was not in the room. It was the room. I looked around anxiously, seeing nothing.




    “Come on, asshole. You’re wasting everybody’s time,” Justin goaded, and a tendril of black ascended from one corner of the room, then another, and another. It rose to the ceiling and converged at its center, just above Justin’s head, and we all watched it, swirling like a black hole, groaning in surround sound.




    “You need me,” it whispered.




    Justin winced. “I don’t need you.”




    “You’re just a child,” it said. “You’re helpless without me.”




    “I’m not helpless.”




    “You are! If it weren’t for me, those boys would have—”




    “Just shut up!” Justin roared. “I don’t need you. I don’t want you. Get out!”




    “Tell them to leave us alone,” it ordered.




    “Screw you.”




    “Justin, I could kill you. I could kill your family.”




    “No you couldn’t, or you would have already. You need us. You need me. You wouldn’t even exist if I hadn’t made you happen.”




    “Think of what I can still do for you!”




    “Just get the hell out!”




    At this, the entity began to shrink, the vast whirlpool of black becoming a concentrated, abysmal ball.




    “Laura, do you need me for this?” Elaine whispered.




    “You know, I don’t think I do. I can handle it,” she said. I waited for it, and sure enough, as Laura’s eyes focused on the unearthly spectacle, a superheated ring of light began to eat away at the edges of the black ball, enveloping the thing until it was a speck. And then nothing.




    The room was instantly warm.




    “He’s gone?” Justin asked.




    “More than gone, babe. He’s toast.” Laura smiled.




    “Just like that? I mean, that easy? I thought he’d fight you or something.”




    “He would have,” she put a hand on his face, “if you had. But you wanted him gone. Your fear, your desire to hold on to him, could have fed his strength, but since you denied him, he didn’t have a will of his own. This was all dependent on you, Justin. The control was yours.”




    Laura had an exquisite gift for saying exactly what one needed to hear. And in that moment, Justin Rosencratz needed to know that there was something he could control, that he wasn’t helpless, weak, or small.




    I knew the feeling well.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    I HATED YELLOW. Whoever thought yellow was a friendly color had no idea what the hell they were talking about. It was loud and mocking and all things unpleasant in my mind. The inside of my mother’s room was yellow—a garish, goldenrod hue that reminded me of baby shit. I wondered how she could stand it, all that yellow. I’d have snapped and killed someone if I’d had to spend so much time in there. It was like a story I’d read in college, the one about the horrible wallpaper. Charlotte Perkins Gilman would have known what I was talking about. But my mom loved yellow. It had always been her favorite color, so I sucked it up.




    I stood in her doorway with Raj, my childhood friend, and thanked him for keeping an eye on her.




    “You know I’m happy to do it,” he said. “And Gil has a point, you know. You do need to get out more. It’s not healthy for you to spend so much time indoors,” he said, the suggestion of a Hindi accent coloring his words.




    “Yeah, well, it’s awkward going on jobs with you guys. Seclusion may not be the healthiest option, but it’s definitely the most comfortable.”




    “Sure,” he said, offering a sympathetic smile. He was looking at me in that way I’d finally grown accustomed to, with those rich-brown probing eyes indicative of wisdom. That was one of his endowments, actually—Discernment. I never had to lie to him, because there was no point. He had a gift for reading between the lines.




    Rajeep insisted that my father loved me. He’d always held to that mantra, and I was normally a fervent believer in Raj’s mind. I wanted the man to love me, after all. I loved him, though God only knew why. He was harsh and abrasive, unapproachable and hard, basically everything I wasn’t, and I had always irked him—his quiet, mousy daughter, hovering over a piano or closeted away in her room listening to music. But after what happened to Mom, it all fell apart. Where I had only annoyed him before, he wanted nothing to do with me now. I had proven what he’d suspected all along. I truly was useless.




    Raj left the room, and I sat on the floor beside Mom’s chair, resting my head against her leg. The soft, even movements of her hands ceased, and she let go of the knitting needle to stroke my hair. This was an encouraging sign. She had good days and bad, days when she remembered me and knew who Dad was, and it looked like this would be one of them.




    “How’s my girl?” she asked.




    “Hi, Mom,” I sighed.




    “You go out today?”




    “Mhm. I went with Gil and Katrina.”




    “Anything interesting happen?”




    “Well, they banished a poltergeist.”




    “Aah. I was always good at banishing things. Maybe your father will let me come along next time.”




    “Maybe he will,” I answered in the same way for the thousandth time in three years. She would never practice sentience again, but we could pretend. We could say what was necessary and then she’d forget, like always.




    “Hey, Mom?” I said.




    “Mmm?”




    “That little girl I was telling you about—Samantha Fitzpatrick, remember?”




    “The autistic girl?”




    “Uh huh.” I smiled. “You remembered.”




    “Yes. How’s it coming along?”




    “She reacted, Mom. I was playing a song and she started humming. Just a few notes, but it was definitely happening.”




    Still playing with my hair, she looked out her bedroom door, thinking intently. “You have a talent for that sort of thing, sweetheart. Music. I always knew you were special. I always told Duncan.” Her distant gaze took on a sudden spark of clarity as she turned to look at me. “Is your dad being reasonable, honey?”




    “Oh, yeah. Sure,” I said.




    She sighed, her face softening. “Laura made cobbler.”




    “She did?”




    “Mhm. Apple.”




    “With a blob of Cool Whip?”




    “Mhm.”




    I smiled, kissing her knee. “She knows you like it that way.”




    “Yep. She’s very nice, that Laura. I’m so glad she’s joined us. She’s new, isn’t she? How long has she been here?”




    “Oh, a little while,” I said, my heart sinking. Laura was Mom’s best friend—had been for twenty years.




    “Yes, well, she’s very nice, that Laura.”




    “Yeah. She’s great, Mom.”




    ***




    The house was bursting at the seams with anticipation that morning. Most of the group had a long drive ahead of them—cross country, to be exact.




    “Has anyone seen my swim goggles?” Wendell Russettman, our Seer, leaned over the kitchen counter, slicing a mango. “My favorite ones? The ones with the beach balls on them?”




    “No idea. Sorry, Wendell.” Katrina sat on the floor next to her suitcase to pull on a sneaker. “But your rubber ducky ones are in the mudroom.”




    “Eh, not the same.” He sighed, running a pile of spinach and his mango chunks through the juicer, skins and all. “Care for some?” He offered me a glass, pouring himself a muddy-looking helping.




    “No, thanks.” I grimaced, but he shrugged off the rebuff, drinking the concoction with no hesitation. He said it gave his hair that natural sheen, and Wendell was very serious about his hair. He hadn’t gotten it cut in five years, and it hung down, straight and white, to just below his shoulder blades. “Here’s hoping they have pools in Atlanta,” he said.




    “I’m sure they do,” Trina said. “But I don’t think there’s one at their house.”




    “Huh.” He frowned. Wendell swam for an hour every day. He was a fish at heart, and he loved his H2O. Our proximity to the ocean was evidence of that. Just outside the wide kitchen windows, in fact, was an aquatic panorama. The silver blue of the Pacific lapped at our beach night and day, and Wendell considered the sound nature’s perpetual meditation. He’d fallen in love with the Redwood Coast the moment he laid eyes on it and bought this beach house shortly after. Though they often traveled, his Sentients always returned to this place, thanks to him. It was perfect for me, really. The inspiration in a climate like this never ran out, and I could use the spirit-lifting.




    “Aah, this’ll get your blood flowing,” he said, slapping his emptied glass down, satisfied. “I’m telling you guys, if it’s not whole food, it’s toxic. You only—”




    “Get back what you put in. We know.” Katrina smirked. “And this is your last chance, Nick. It’s not too late to come with us.” She eyed me, grabbing the edge of the glass counter to pull herself up.




    “She’s right,” Wendell added. “Join us for a few weeks, shake the sand from your feet, and follow along.”




    “Thanks, guys. But me and my sand have a ten-thirty student whose parents would be awfully confused if I wasn’t here when they showed up.”




    “Whiners,” Trina said. “But fine. We’ll chat on the internet while I’m gone.”




    “Or, you know, you could call me.”




    She scoffed. “What an antiquated idea.”




    “Of course it is,” I chuckled.




    Wendell patted my back. “Take care of my pile of sunshine while I’m gone, okay?”




    He loved his Volkswagen bus—loud, proud, and orange as a lava flow, straight off the funk train, tended to and cherished since 1975. Wendell wasn’t one to trounce economy. If it could be preserved and reused, it would be.




    “No problem. I’ll feed her well and whisper sweet nothings into her exhaust pipe,” I offered.




    “That’s my girl,” he laughed. “By the way…” He pulled me aside. “You’re doing a beautiful job with the Fitzpatrick kid.” He looked me deeply in the eyes and grinned. “You’re a treasure to this world, you know that?”




    “Oh, Wendell.” I looked away, embarrassed. “Thanks.”




    He was always saying stuff like that to me. I never knew how to react, either. At first, I’d tried not to discuss therapy sessions for the sake of patient confidentiality, but Wendell was a Seer in a house full of Sentients—it was understood that often they’d know more than they wouldn’t know. What did I expect, really? Plus, most of my referrals came from Wendell, anyway. I guess that was his way of trying to make me feel like part of the whole.




    Wendell’s style of Seer supervision was about as hands off as you could get. In fact, I’m not sure you could even call it supervision as much as simply being present. This wasn’t to suggest that he was indifferent or didn’t care. He was always there if you needed him. But like most Seers, Wendell understood the necessity of living your own experience without cheating, without interference, and he was steadfast with that rule. If he knew things ahead of time, which we all assumed he did, he never let on. His job was to assign tasks and keep the peace among his Sentients, not to micromanage their paths.




    “Okay, people, ship it out!” he announced.




    Theo and Elaine shuffled downstairs, travel bags slung over their shoulders and suitcases waiting at the mudroom door.




    “Bye, honey.” Elaine smiled, bending in to peck my cheek. “Hopefully we’ll see you soon, huh?”




    “Yep, knock on wood,” I said. Everyone knew the underlying reason for this little trip, and it wasn’t so much about travel as it was strategy. Abram Saru, the aged East Coast Seer, faced a vicious cell of vampires gaining in strength on his side of the country. I was sure he could use all the able minds he could get to help figure out a plan of action. While it wasn’t out of the ordinary for Abram and Wendell, longtime friends, to pay each other a visit, extended stays often meant trouble brewing. So we were crossing our fingers for a shorter trip.




    A sliding sound, followed by a slapping thud, caught me off guard. “Was that—”




    “Theo!” Elaine answered from the other room. “Just Theo!”




    I peeked around the corner to see his suitcase and its contents splayed across the tile floor of the mudroom. Poor guy. There was never a jollier man than Theo Rush, at least until the spirit messed with him. Theo was a total softie and the polar opposite in physicality to his wife. He was a bit on the husky side, his hair a mop of white, not a speck of color remaining, while Elaine had her youth by the reins. In her early fifties, you could hardly find a gray hair among Elaine’s mahogany strands. She was seventy-five percent Navaho, twenty-five percent Irish, and she wore her heritage proudly. And, well, as far as body types went, she put me to shame. The woman was fit as a fiddle, a typical trait of Combatants.




    Another trait of Combatants was the tendency to be rough around the edges, which Elaine had definitely been displaying since the onset of Theo’s unfortunate symptoms. Now our jinxed Sentient spent all of his time with his arms at his sides and a scowl of painful concentration on his face, trying hard not to destroy anything. Heaven bless them both—they had a really long drive ahead of them.




    Laura and her husband, Chris, rushed in to help with the mess, while Elaine placed Theo’s dropped duffel carefully over his shoulder again. “There,” she sighed. “Just so long as you let me do all the touching we should be all right, babe. Okay?” She looked at him markedly. “Just don’t touch a thing. If you need something, ask me for it.”




    He pouted like a scolded child and followed her forlornly out of the house.




    “Nicole, honey, come here,” Laura said, holding her arms out to me. The moment I reached her, she wrapped me in an embrace that only a Sentient could deliver, warm and heartening. “We’ll call you, okay?”




    I nodded. I would miss her.




    “And let the guys help you out with your mom. Leave the damned house once in a while!” she ordered.




    “Okay, I will. I promise.”




    “Good.” She turned to pick up her suitcase. “Love you, sweetheart. Ignore your father,” she said over her shoulder. I didn’t respond, just in case he was within earshot, though it was doubtful. Duncan had made himself scarce rather than sticking around for the goodbyes. He was still seething over Wendell’s continued friendship with Abram, who had seen fit to harbor and protect a “vampire pet.” The name William Maddox was not uttered within range of my father. Not if you wanted to keep his head from exploding all over the bright whites of Wendell’s beach house.




    ***




    Cracking my knuckles, I lifted the glossy-black lid of the baby grand. Wendell had tinted the windows in the sunroom so as not to spoil the instrument, and now Samantha Fitzpatrick sat at my side on the piano bench, barely blinking, as always. I began with the same routine, plunking at middle C a few times.




    Nothing.




    Half a step to a sharp, back down to middle C. Nada. I watched her, staring blankly at the Steinway insignia etched into the raised cover. Maybe I wasn’t engaging her enough.




    Lifting her left hand, I curled her little fingers under, all but the pointer, which I placed over a piano key, pressing down to create a note. Then I let go and waited. Her hand remained poised, finger still resting on the key for an instant, and then it listlessly slipped to her lap.




    I sighed. Maybe this one note thing bored her. Reaching for the keys again, I plunked out a simple version of “Mary Had a Little Lamb” and took her hand again, replicating the melody with her finger. Midway through the song, I saw it. Out of the corner of my eye, I could barely make out a growing smile.




    That’s it, Samantha. Keep it up.




    Near the song’s end, she beamed brightly and let loose a tiny giggle. I stopped playing and smiled down at her, lifting her face to look at me.




    “Oh, Samantha. You laughed!”




    Her smile disappeared, replaced again with the empty stare that saddened me and horrified her parents. God, it was torture always feeling like we were so close, only to have some tiny accomplishment vanish, never to be replicated.




    “Samantha, hey,” I said, and I pressed my forehead to hers, closing my eyes. “Listen. I know you’re in there. I heard you laugh. It was beautiful, by the way, and I think you should do it again. Or you could just smile for me! Come on, honey. Just a tiny smile?”




    I pulled back to watch for signs of cognition, a glint of life in her violet eyes, but she looked right through me. I could have kicked myself for not speaking with Wendell about her before he’d left, and now I would just have to call him after he’d had time to settle in at Abram’s. For the moment, though, I would try one more thing before our session was ended.




    Getting up from the piano bench, I grabbed my well-worn Mozart CD and inserted it into the player, setting a moderate volume and turning on the speakers. Track four held a familiar tune—what we now called “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” Mozart had composed twelve variations of the old French lullaby, but I doubted I could keep Samantha’s attention for almost fourteen minutes of classical piano. Perhaps three…




    The music began. Harmless really—simple, pleasant melody. Of course, by the third time around, it had taken on a more complex notation. And yet Samantha was unaffected, perched on the bench, tracing the scuff of her loafers again and again and again. I turned the volume up a bit and waited. She rubbed at her shoes harder, but her face did not change. Louder still, not enough to hurt her, but enough to permeate the room. Her lips curled into a grimace an instant before she covered her ears and dropped to the bench, face down and screaming.




    I smacked at the power button on the CD player and scooped her up in my arms, trying with all I had to soothe her with words in hushed tones. But she was frantic, dripping tears and mucous across my wrists and hands. I rocked her, pleaded with her to be calm, but nothing was working. Thank God my dad wasn’t home. Everyone else knew not to interfere, not to disturb me during these sessions, but occasionally, in instances like these, Duncan would make it a point to pass the room with a bristling glare as if it were my fault. As if I was needlessly causing a ruckus for the hell of it. He had no concept of what was happening here, though Laura had tried to explain it on numerous occasions. This was all just bullshit to him. I was riling up children and playing with noise.




    And she was still screaming, clutching fistfuls of black hair so tightly against her ears that I was afraid she would tear some out. What the hell to do? I couldn’t play the piano while holding her.




    I could sing.




    “Mary had a little lamb, little lamb, little lamb,” I began slowly. “Mary had a little lamb; its fleece was white as snow.” Her screams turned to sobbing. “That’s right, Samantha, shh, that’s right, baby. And everywhere that Mary went, Mary went, Mary went, everywhere that Mary went…” The sobs quieted to whimpers as she unplugged her ears, laying her face against my chest. “He followed her to school one day, school one day, school one day…”




    I stopped singing. She had stilled, and I knew even before I lifted her face that she was gone again.
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