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    Glossary of Terms




    Astral: A living energy, human or not, that derives its existence from the matter of the universe.




    Aura: The extension of the human spirit beyond its flesh covering.




    Combatant: A Sentient gifted with a deadly psychic strength which extends to the physical. Combatants most often battle vampires.




    Conduit: A Seer’s endowment, or the ability to use one’s own body to restore another’s soul.




    Council of Seers: A leadership of established Seers who are charged with the supervision of all Sentient groups throughout the world. The Council of Seers dispenses funding to all Sentient groups.




    Dark Astral: A nonhuman entity with a powerfully negative root. Dark Astrals are most often Energy Drainers.




    Emotions Endowment: Not to be mistaken for an Empath’s ability, a Sentient with an Emotions endowment is able to manipulate the feelings of others based upon their own desires.




    Empath: A Sentient gifted with the ability to feel the emotions of others. Empaths can also sense the variances in human lightlines.




    Endowment: The formal term applied to a Sentient’s particular gift.




    Energy Drainers: Astrals that have spun into existence due to an environment of overabundant negativity, for example, prisons, mental institutions, and so on. Energy Drainers attach themselves to and manipulate their hosts to cause suffering and fear, the sustenance of their existence.




    Energy Sensor: A Sentient gifted with the ability to locate other living energies at long-range distances.




    Enthralling: A vampire’s mechanism for mental control of a victim.




    Entity: A supernatural life form.




    Fated Blend: The term used to describe soul mates that have a close, repeated connection over many lifetimes.




    Healer: A Sentient with a rare Healing endowment can use his/her own soul’s energy to repair psychic or physical trauma in another living being.




    Lightlines: The complex range of colors exuded from one’s Aura and directly related to emotion.




    Memory Endowment: A Sentient possessing a Memory endowment has gifts very similar to a photographic memory, or perfect psychic recall of information.




    Pathcrosser: A Sentient gifted with the ability to speak and connect with the dead. A Pathcrosser can merge souls with a lost spirit and guide it to the next plane.




    Repelling: The concentration of strong emotional energy, channeled and directed toward an enemy in an act of defense. When physical touch is too dangerous, such as with vampires, Sentients will use this tactic to disarm or knock an opponent down.




    Seer: A Sentient whose soul is ancient and has evolved tremendously over time. A Sentient who has attained Seer status need not return to the human form, as they have gathered sufficient wisdom over the course of many lifetimes.




    Sentient: A human being with paranormal gifts. Sentients have evolved souls due to many successfully reincarnated lives. They are charged with the task of contending with paranormal phenomena/entities.




    Society (or Worldwide Society): The overall representative community of Sentients and Seers across the globe.




    Soul Merge: A soul merge is a Pathcrosser’s means of drawing a soul to the In Between, to the place where the light of the Source can be seen and understood more readily.




    The Source: Universal energy understood to be God, or the creative consciousness and animator of all life in the universe.




    Turning: The process of becoming a vampire.




    Vampire: An animalistic being, once human, that craves the blood of humans due to its ability to temporarily replicate the sensation of having a soul.
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    Dedication




    This book is dedicated to my brother, John—sweetest and handsomest of men. I miss you so much, and I pray we’ll meet again when the veil of this life has lifted. And to Katie, my sister, who insisted I mention how lost I’d be without the wellspring of her perfection. I love you more than you’ll ever understand.




    ***




    “No one saves us but ourselves. No one can and no one may. We ourselves must walk the path.”




    —Buddha


  




  

    Prologue




    Michael,




    There is no question now that I am a danger to you both. Leaving is the hardest thing I’ll ever do, but if anything ever happened to either of you, I would die. Go ahead and hate me. It’s better that way.




    And please do not look for me at Abram’s, I won’t be there. Take care of our little one, and find love again.




    Yours forever,




    Elizabeth


  




  

    Chapter One




    FRANK POKED HIS HEAD into the storage room.




    “Hey, kiddo, toss me a roll of paper towels, would you? Goddamn cola exploded all over the floor out here.”




    “Sure, Grandpa.”




    The back room of Connie and Frank’s corner store had taken on a multitude of purposes over the years. There was the expected, of course. This week’s inventory was Coke, pretzels, Slim Jims, energy drinks, lottery tickets, breakfast bars, and (between Frank and me) Playboy magazines. By next week we’d probably need to restock the Budweiser and cigarette lighters, too.




    This past evening, the room had played host to the most exciting game of poker Scranton, Pennsylvania, had ever known. With everything on the table, I’d bluffed my way to victory once again, taking Frank’s old buddies Leo and Oscar down once and for all. In fact, the table remained assembled still, legs crooked and cards in disarray.




    I grabbed two rolls of paper towels—these messes always required more supplies than anticipated. Frank wasn’t up front, so I opened a roll and started cleaning the spill myself. The door ringer sounded, and I looked up to see a young man leaning against the frame. He reminded me of James Dean, his hair combed perfectly into an oily wave and both hands in his pockets, watching me.




    “You didn’t call last night, Maggie,” he said in a voice so low it was almost a whisper.




    I looked around, but the store was empty. “I…I’m sorry?”




    “You said you’d call. We were supposed to go to O’Malley’s. Why didn’t you answer the phone?”




    What the hell was he talking about? He was looking right at me.




    I stood up, sopped paper towels in both hands. “Look, I think you’ve confused me for someone else,” I said.




    “Don’t screw with me!” he snapped, stepping forward. “I know what you’ve been doing, Maggie Ann. I’ve seen you with him.”




    Instinct told me to take a few steps back. “I’m going to get someone who can help you, okay?”




    “Baby.” He smiled, his expression suddenly calm. “You’re not leaving.”




    “No, I’m not, I promise.” I continued to back away.




    “Don’t bother, Maggie,” he said, all the emotion gone from his voice. “We don’t need them. I know how to help us…”




    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pistol, and the wet balls of paper towel fell from my hands with a thwopping sound.




    “Please,” I whimpered, begged. “Please, I’m not her. My name is Lily Hunt. Do you understand me? I’m not who you think I am.”




    “No more lies.”




    I was frantic, crying, but terrified to move. “Somebody please help me…”




    “Lily?”




    I shot my head around to see Frank holding spray cleaner in one hand and a mop in the other. “Kiddo, what’s wrong?”




    “Grandpa, he’s got a…” I turned to face the door. “…gun,” my voice trailed off.




    “Who does, honey?” Frank glanced around, alarmed.




    The door ringer hadn’t announced his leaving, but the stranger was gone.




    ***




    My life, all twenty-eight years of it, had been a quiet event until tonight. I’d gone to college, then worked in my grandparents’ store, eventually managing it. Everyone I’d ever known was satisfied with the ordinary, mindlessly at ease with their own little things in their own little houses. The unusual was shunned, and I had long since given up on the idea of escaping the same fate. Now I was the talk of the community, and I would be for months.




    “So we don’t know who he is or where he went,” said the officer, reviewing my statement. “But at least we have a description, and we’ll put it out around town. Plus the security video.” He held up the tape. “I’ll have a look at this once I get back to the station.”




    “And what if he comes back?” I asked.




    “I’ll have Michaelman patrol the neighborhood for a few days, make sure he doesn’t,” he claimed. But it occurred to me that he was full of it. I just knew he couldn’t care less. Whether it was the look on his scruffy, pasty face or the tone of his voice, his nonchalance didn’t escape my notice. He was itching to close the conversation and get somewhere else. God, people were so transparent.




    After the officer had gone, Connie stood, attempting to appraise my state of mind. “Why don’t you go home and get a decent night’s sleep. There’s no point in staying here,” she suggested.




    “I’ll go home…but sleep?” I scoffed. “Not likely, Grandma.”




    “Another reason why you need a good man in your life, Lillian. It’s high time you—”




    “Connie, for Christ’s sake,” Frank cut her off. “She doesn’t need that right now.”




    “I’ll be fine,” I assured them again, and kissed Frank’s forehead before grabbing my purse from behind the register. “Night,” I added, heading out of the store.




    “Lily, lock your doors!” Connie shouted after me.




    “Always!” I called back.




    Settling into the driver’s seat of my car, I examined my reflection in the fold down mirror. My mascara was smudged. Why did I even try to wear makeup? It didn’t look right on me anyway. Connie had always said so. Mature looking women wore makeup, whereas I was a perpetual baby face, Cupid’s bow lips and all. My only saving grace was my dark blue eyes. They were almost feline, with curly lashes.




    Pulling my mess of black, wavy hair up into a bun, I flipped the mirror back up and looked at the clock: ten p.m. “Free Bird” blasted its way out of my purse and I jumped, hitting my forehead on the mirror. Wincing, I rummaged through my wreck of a purse in vain; the cell phone had already gone to voicemail. There was always too much crammed in there for me to find anything quickly.




    “Damn it.”




    I checked caller ID and chose number three on speed dial.




    “Lily?” A hyper voice greeted me.




    “Yup, Kate, it’s me.”




    “Fantastic! A bunch of us are meeting up at Heil’s in about fifteen minutes. You wanna join?”




    “Ehn. Not tonight, my friend. I’ve had all the excitement I can handle for one evening.”




    “Why’s that? Worn out playing Go Fish with the old man’s club?” she laughed.




    “It’s poker, and don’t diss my homies. Besides, no games tonight. I was a little distracted, what with being held at gun-point and all.”




    “Homies? Woman, what did I say about trying to talk street? You sound like an idio—wait—I’m sorry, what!?”




    “A gun. Pointed at me.”




    “What the hell, Lily?! Are you kidding me?”




    “I wish.”




    “Oh my God. Wow, I’m the idiot.”




    “Yes, you are. And it was really weird, because he thought I was someone else, some girl named Maggie.”




    “God, a mental case. Did he take much?”




    “No, he didn’t take anything. He just wanted to confront her. He was dressed like someone from a fifties movie, Katie. It was bizarre.”




    “And where is he now? You called the cops, obviously?”




    “Well, yeah, obviously. But he’d already run off.”




    “And you’re sure you don’t want to come out tonight? Sounds like you could use it.”




    “I’m positive. You know me. I’m not as big of a lush as you are.”




    “Oh! I’m deeply offended,” she joked. “You know I abhor the devil’s drink.”




    “Mhm. Just call me if you need a ride home.”




    “Will do. Hey, you feel like going walking with me tomorrow?”




    “You mean…at the lake?”




    “Yes. At the lake. Where else? It’s been months. I’m getting a double chin, Lily.”




    “Not tomorrow, Kate, okay? I’m a little messed up right now. Or we could just go to the gym.”




    “Woman, what’s the difference?! Trail, gym, fresh air versus recycled air. Lily, at least the trail is free!”




    “Kate, give me a break, all right? I just don’t like those woods. They’re…claustrophobic.”




    She sighed loudly into the phone. “Jesus. We’ll go to the gym.”




    “Thank you.”




    ***




    The doorbell rang and my black tabby skittered from my lap, digging his claws into my thighs.




    “Arrgh, Rufus, you spaz!” I called after him.




    Frank was the only one who played a doorbell to the rhythm of shave and a hair-cut.




    “Mornin’, kiddo,” he said.




    “Hey, Grandpa.” I smiled at him, but his typically happy greeting was strained at best. He looked exhausted and anxious. “What’s wrong?” I asked.




    “Lily…the…” he began, then paused, frowning.




    “What?” I asked again, and he sighed, his face settling into something uncharacteristically serious. My mind raced through worst case scenarios. “Is Grandma okay?”




    “Grandma? Sure, honey. Sure, she’s fine.”




    “Well, you’re scaring me. What is it, then?”




    “Let’s just go in the house, all right?”




    “All right…yeah,” I agreed, letting him pass.




    Frank had always been fast on his feet, even in his old age, and so my heart broke as I watched him shuffle heavily toward the couch. I took my favorite position, curled tightly into a ball in the corner of the sofa, and said nothing, waiting for him to speak.




    “The police reviewed the tape,” he said finally.




    “And?”




    “And…honey, how have you been lately? I mean, have you been feeling okay?”




    “Fine. But quit beating around the bush. What’s the story?”




    He sighed. “Lillian, there was nothing on that tape.”




    I stared at him. “You mean it was blank?”




    “No. It recorded just fine. But the man with the gun? He wasn’t there.”




    “You’ve lost me. It skipped that part?”




    “Lily.” He put his hand over mine. “Honey, it recorded you, reacting, talking, crying, but…there was no man, no gun. There was no one but you.”




    I shook my head. “That can’t be possible,” I said, chuckling, but his face remained sober, his eyes glued to mine, straining in search of something he’d never noticed before. It scared the shit out of me.




    “That’s not possible,” I repeated more forcefully. “He was there, for God’s sake. I’m not losing my mind!” Oh, God. I was so losing my mind.




    “I know, I know,” he insisted. “I know you’re not, Lily. You had to have seen something. But, well, what do you expect us to make of all this? Your grandmother is convinced you’re on some kind of drugs. She’s afraid you’ve been sniffing the crack like those hooligans on COPS.”




    “This is absolutely insane!” I laughed. “Grandpa, I am not on drugs. I’ve never even been drunk!”




    His expression lightened with relief. “Of course not, kiddo. I told her she was two drops short of a bucketful, but…” He dropped his gaze.




    I put my hand on his shoulder. “Listen, I don’t know what happened last night, but, whatever it was, it was real. You have to believe me.”




    He lifted his gaze. “I believe you,” he said.




    My shoulders slumped and I relaxed. “You do?”




    “Yes, Lily. I know you. If you said he was there, he was there.”




    “Thank you, but I still have no idea why no one else saw him.”




    “Beats the hell out of me, but…I wonder,” he began.




    “Hmm? What?”




    “Lily, do you remember Mrs. Cartwright?”




    “Erm, refresh my memory.”




    “Your imaginary friend, kiddo, from, oh hell, you had to be three or four years old. I never mentioned her?”




    “No. But go on.”




    “Well, you and Mrs. Cartwright were inseparable for a year. You had tea parties, watched movies together, collected rocks, all kinds of things.”




    I nodded. “Rocks, huh? Exciting stuff, my childhood.” I smiled patiently.




    “Well, I remember one night I asked you if you wanted me to read the Curious Little Kitten. You loved that damn book. Drove me crazy with it.”




    “I remember that!” I grinned. “Aaah, crazy kitten. Whatever happened to that book?”




    “I threw it out,” he said seriously.




    I laughed. “What?”




    “That’s right, and that old rocking chair of yours, too,” he said.




    “Grandpa! Why?”




    He sighed again. “I can’t believe I’m actually telling you this.” He chuckled self-consciously.




    “What?”




    “Well, that night, like every night, I asked if you wanted me to read to you, and to my surprise, and I have to admit, relief, you refused. You said Mrs. Cartwright would do it. You told me to lay the book on the rocking chair for her. So I did. I left the lamp on, and closed the door.”




    I watched as the color in his face seemed to wash away. He went on.




    “Later, when Connie and I were getting ready to go to bed, I remembered your light was on.”




    “Okay,” I said.




    “And, well, I heard this noise, this rhythmic squeaking on the way down the hall to your room. I figured you were awake, playing.”




    “Was I?” I asked.




    “No, Lily. You weren’t. I opened the door, and…oh hell, this is going to sound ridiculous.” He stopped.




    “And after last night, who am I to judge?” I peered at him.




    He smiled, sheepishly. “Well, you were sound asleep, but that damned rocker was going, and the book, it was opened, opened in midair. Then it dropped on the chair and the rocker stopped.”




    Every hair on my body stood at attention.




    “Hell, I took that chair and smashed it to bits, threw it in the garbage,” he said.




    “Shit. That’s creepy as hell,” I said, astonished. “Thanks, Grandpa.”




    “Anytime,” he offered. “And I never told you, or your grandmother, or anyone else for that matter until now. There have been little things over the years, Lily. I always wondered.”




    “Like what?”




    “Oh, smaller stuff that I could just explain away when I needed to. Like how you managed to move an entire buffet table across the room when you were knee high to a grasshopper. Or how you always knew the exact moment when your dad would round the corner from work.”




    “Bizarre. And you’re telling me that Grandma never noticed any of this?”




    “No. It hardly ever happened around her. Besides, she lived in a haze for a while…after we lost your dad.”




    I frowned. “You know, my memories of him are fading.”




    He shook his head. “I’m sorry, honey. But I’ll tell you, your father loved you so much, Lily. When your mom left…well, you were just about all that kept that man together. You, you were all he had to remember…” He stopped, turning from me to wipe away a tear I wasn’t meant to see. “They were too damn young when they got married, you ask me.”




    “Do you think she’s still alive, my mom?” I wondered out loud, my mind drifting to a distant memory. Throughout the years there had been repeated dreams. The most cherished and vivid of these was of my mother, smiling eyes, shining waves of black hair, rosy cheeks.




    “I have no idea,” Frank responded. “When she left, Michael wouldn’t talk about it. He never would say a mean word about her, though, not a one, and Jesus help anyone else who did!”




    My father had died when I was seven years old, and thank God for Frank and Connie, they were the best sort of people. But there was a lost history to my life, a giant gray void, and it left me feeling empty. The urge to know myself through my parents remained a painful ache.




    “So let me get this straight,” I said, staring at him through narrowed eyes. “You think…you think that the man in the store was…what, exactly?”




    “Well…”




    I waited for his answer, but his face changed.




    “I tell you what,” he said. “Let’s just chalk all this up to a bad tuna sandwich and I’ll handle your Grandma, okay?”




    Handle Connie. Only Frank could pull off such a feat. I wrapped my arms around him, laying my head on his shoulder. “We will talk about this again,” I said. “But I suppose I can let you off the hook for tonight, seeing how you’ve agreed to tackle the old woman.”




    “Appreciate that, honey.”




    “I love you, my Grandpa.”




    “Love you more.”




    ***




    I woke to a fiercely howling wind, the kind that makes you shiver, even buried snugly under a blanket. You could hardly call me a deep sleeper. In fact, most nights it didn’t take much more than a thump of Rufus’s tail, or a muted roll of thunder to rouse me from slumber. But this wind, this was no breeze.




    Pulling my covers more tightly around me, I closed my eyes in hopes that pretending not to notice would quiet the noise. No luck. Now the waves of air were whooshing against the side of the house.




    I grabbed the remote from next to my bed and clicked on the television. I would just have to drown it out. On went the Home Shopping Network. This’ll put anyone to sleep, I thought. The prim-looking woman on screen held up a bright gold chain-link necklace polished to an unnatural sheen. Crooning over its quality she declared that no one would be able to tell that it wasn’t real gold.




    “Trust me ladies,” she began, “you wear this gorgeous piece to your next dinner party and I guarantee you’ll be the talk of the evening.”




    Soon the jewelry designer was chirping in with some babble about “lifetime guarantees” and I sighed into my pillow.




    “It’s probably made of aluminum,” I said. “You open it up, try it on, your neck turns to dust, and your head falls off.”




    About ten minutes of this did the trick. I didn’t even notice the wind anymore. Dozing off to the tinny tune of a “masterful” music box that had to be seen to be believed, the television abruptly turned to snow.




    “Ugh,” I moaned, thickly.




    Groping around my crumpled bed spread for the remote I turned the station. Mama’s Family. All right then.




    Two seconds in and the screen cut to snow.




    “What the hell?”




    I switched to the weather channel. Windy, but cloudless, and then snowy as the screen went out again. I squinted at the bright white static, then flipped channels.




    The Andy Griffith Show. Andy was looking awfully distorted. What was with his face?




    Two pictures seemed to be layered over one another. In the background, Andy lectured Aunt Bee on the dangers of driving, while a nearer, subtler, more shadowy figure seemed to squat with arms outstretched as if holding either side of the screen apart. And was it watching me? I could almost detect elevated cheekbones, a smile. A sneer?




    Two stations overlapping?




    Snow again. I got up from the bed, my feet etching their clammy way into the soft carpet, and approached the television. Crouching down, I examined it, hit it on the side. I scratched my forehead, blinked, and turned around.




    The figure that had just plagued the screen was now on my bed. It was only a shadow of something human, crawling on all fours to the foot of the bed, closer to me. Its head tilted to one side, and every few seconds I could swear it was smiling. It remained quiet, but stalked around like a caged animal.




    I stood completely immobile. The man-creature approached the foot of my bed again, dropping its head down over the edge, and then cocked it up at an unnatural angle, looking at me. Its eyes were red embers. This had to be a nightmare.




    It let its arm fall to the floor, never breaking its gaze from mine, and my body seemed to have lost all motor function. I tried lifting my foot. Nothing would move.




    Dropping the other arm, it pulled itself from the bed, its legs falling behind it soundlessly. Then it stood. If the thing was taller than me I couldn’t tell, as its stature remained hunched and distorted.




    A saving burst of anger at this intrusion upon my sanity woke me from my haze. I knew I wasn’t asleep.




    “What do you want with me?” I found my voice.




    It stopped its sickly slow progression and straightened its head, twisting it to the other side, still looking at me.




    “Why are you here?”




    It shifted toward me again and feeling returned to my body. I took a few quick steps toward the door. The creature tilted its head, reflexively, adjusting its gaze. A sound almost like sifting sand grew in strength and emitted from its chest. Was it breathing? My heart beat out of control. The sound died away only to begin again seconds later.




    Reaching behind me, I groped for a door knob but found only air. I grasped further and my hand greeted cool hard wood. I dared not look away from the thing, but rather slid my fingers over to the knob and gripped it. By now, the creature stood less than two feet from me, transfixed, breathing his gritty breaths and grinning senselessly. The air was frigid.




    I jumped to the side and pulled open the door, and a burst of warmth swept through the room. My visitor began to dissipate like frost, first at the edges, then its arms and legs, its center, and finally its face, still grinning.




    ***




    I camped out in the living room for the rest of the night, the television off, and the lights on. Who could I call that would possibly know how to help me? Grandpa had enough on his mind, Grandma already thought I was hitting the crack pipe, and Kate…Kate would assume her poor best friend had finally lost it.




    Then it dawned on me. Maybe I had lost it. Thank you, God, that had to be the answer! I grabbed the phone book, flipping through the P’s for local psychiatric clinics. “Private Investigators, Pruning Services, Psychiatry…”




    I glanced up at the clock. Quarter till eight. They wouldn’t be open this early. Settling into the carpet with the phone in my lap, I waited, my head on the wall behind me. My eyes drooped, the sleepless night catching up with me.




    Fighting the urge to nod off, I popped my head up and looked at the clock. Ten minutes to go. I closed my eyes again, and suddenly I was on a lake trail. Veering off the path into the trees, further and deeper, I finally broke through. Out in the distance, in the center of the lake, stood an old man, and he walked across the water toward me, stopping at its edge.




    “Well, hello, Lily,” he said, his voice kind. The space around him was a globe of golden light that engulfed me in an instant. I felt supremely happy.




    “You again?” I asked, dumbfounded.




    He laughed out loud. “You remember me.”




    “Yes.”




    “Good. Some people forget their dreams the second they wake. I must have made an impression.”




    “You keep coming back here,” I said.




    “No, Lillian, you do,” he corrected.




    “Oh. Why do I?”




    “Don’t you know?” He smiled.




    “You’re protecting me?”




    “No. I’m preparing you.”




    “Am I going to die?” I said, totally at ease.




    “Not at all. But do keep a keen eye, child.” He motioned behind me, and something moved in the woods. A pale, sinewy form broke through the tree line and stopped suddenly, shielding his face against the light around us. At first glance, the creature appeared to be human, but the ivory color of its hair and skin blended too perfectly. It wore a translucent cloak, and the flesh beneath revealed bright blue veins that webbed along its legs and torso.




    It hissed at the old man and I flinched.




    “Not to worry, Lillian. He cannot harm you here,” the man assured me.




    The creature shrank away from the sound of his voice, whimpering like a child, and then took off running into the woods.




    “Lily,” said the old man. “Wake up.”




    My eyes snapped open and the cat was padding at my chest, flopping his tail in my lap. The clock read 8:13.




    “Off, Rufus,” I said, plopping him aside, and picked up the phone, my hands shaking.




    “Northeast Counseling Center, Kimmy speaking,” answered the chipper voice on the other end of the phone.




    “Hi, Kimmy. I need to schedule an appointment with one of your doctors.”




    “Sure, what’s your name?”




    I paused. “Lillian.”




    “Okay, Lillian, your last name?”




    “Hunt.”




    “And your date of birth?”




    I gulped. Did they really need to know that? “November seventeenth, nineteen seventy-nine.”




    “Mhm. And what do you need to be seen for?”




    “Uhm, I, I think I might be hallucinating.”




    “Okay. Are you hearing voices?”




    “Sort of…but not really…”




    “Are they telling you to hurt yourself or anyone else?”




    “No. No, it’s not like that. I mean, I’m seeing things, very realistic things that I can’t seem to tell apart from real things, you know? And my vision is strange, there’s…blurry light…”




    “Sure,” said the patronizing voice. “Do you have a history of mental illness in your family?”




    “I…I don’t know.” Maybe, I thought. “I don’t think so,” I said.




    “Okay, have you ever suffered from depression, addiction, or anxiety disorders?”




    “No.”




    “So you’re not on any kind of psychotropic drugs?”




    “No.” I laughed. This was ridiculous.




    “All right, Lillian. Our first opening is with Dr. Labbabadahan.”




    “Dr. Labba…I’m sorry?”




    “Labbabadahan,” she repeated effortlessly.




    “Right, can you spell that?”




    “Sure, it’s L-a-b-b-a-b…”




    “Wait! I need to get a pen,” I interjected, fumbling around the phone stand for something to write with. All I could find was a Sharpie.




    “Go ahead,” I said, poised to write on my hand.




    “From the beginning?” she asked with a huff.




    “Yes, please.”




    She sighed, spelling the name again.




    “And when can I see him?” I asked.




    “His first opening is the sixth of September, at nine a.m.”




    “Sixth of September? But that’s five months from now,” I said, appalled.




    “Yes. He’s a very good doctor.”




    “And that’s great, but what do you do in the meantime? What about people who have fallen off the deep end? Do you suggest they tell the voices to shut the hell up?”




    “I thought you said you weren’t hearing any voices?”




    “I’m not!”




    “Well, then, if you’re in immediate crisis you might consider admitting yourself to the Community Medical Center for acute care, or you can call our hotline and speak with—”




    “No. You know what? That’s okay. I think maybe this was a mistake. I’m sorry.” I hung up the phone. Sliding down the wall to the floor again, I lay my head in my hands and began to cry. “Oh, fuck!” I yanked my hand from my eyes, realizing too late what I’d done. It would take days to scrub the ink from my face.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    HOW SILLY I’D BEEN, avoiding the trail. I had loved to come here. Tall birch and maple trees lined the path on both sides, moist brown earth overflowed onto the pavement, and to the right, through the trees, you could see the lake. Four miles of blissful walking trail circled it.




    Oh, it was always beautiful, but the feel of it had changed for me. The weight of the air made it hard to breathe sometimes. It felt claustrophobic, crowded even when I was all alone. If only I could put my finger on it, the inexplicable disorientation that seemed to find me in places like this…an alien awareness, like the trees and grass and wind knew I was there. If I listened hard enough, I could nearly hear them buzzing.




    Frank was glad when I finally took him up on his many offers to come in late. I was cloistered, a recluse, that was my problem. I needed to get out more, absorb some fresh air. There was no need to panic, really. Kate had told me once that I had to learn to exist in this world, out of my head. Maybe she was right.




    The trail was misty today, and the sun glowed through the trees in soft white light. Weekday mornings were not the most popular time for walking, and I was alone. It all smelled so good, like moss and wet leaves. If I was supposed to think logically, why did everything have to feel so surreal? I would just have to think boring thoughts—like metric system conversion—or military time. Ooh, geometry!




    I was about to graph a line in my head when something rustled in the trees beside me.




    I halted, listening closely, but the trail remained a peaceful mix of breeze and birdsong.




    With some effort, I sought to clear my mind. Concentrating on breathing, I inhaled and exhaled with great deliberation. My head was swimming pleasantly, and my body seemed weightless. I closed my eyes. Then, the sound of someone else’s breath, vast, echoing, and dark, swirled around me. I gasped and my eyes shot open.




    The thoughtless peace was failing as a tide of beautiful and troublesome images crowded my consciousness—thoughts of strangers with guns, menacing shadows, a dark haired woman with smiling eyes, an old man with worn, ebony skin. And thoughts of my father, memories that I had never been able to conjure before.




    Everything pulsed electric and my body tingled uncomfortably. It was as if my blood was slowing, my muscles failing. I couldn’t move another inch, and the rustling stopped. The air again turned to static, and I knew I wasn’t alone.




    It’s behind me.




    Whipping my head around, I met my pursuer. We gazed, eye to eye, yet there was no real sight to his vacant, black stare. His hair fell in straight sheets down his shoulders, and blue veins crossed the near transparent skin of his neck and face. I understood then that he was ancient, though how I knew this I couldn’t say. No normal signs of time sullied his skin.




    He spoke to me, but only in my head, whispering that it wouldn’t hurt, it would be over before I knew what was happening, quick, painless. What did he mean? And why was I so happy with it all? Shouldn’t I be afraid? He smiled, and my knees trembled. Half of my brain demanded I scream, but the other half was a gelatinous wasteland, incapable of feeling anything short of total contentment. Quick and painless, he’d said. What a nice way to go. I tried to speak, but my tongue was an immovable leaden prop. He leaned in, and the voice in my head said not to struggle.




    Of course. Why would I? Everything was wonderful.




    But still something vague and distant pricked at me, growing in strength and clarity. An alarm sounded and for an instant, I knew something was terribly, terribly wrong. I blinked, my hand poised with an inexplicable urge to move the collar of my jacket aside, when a perplexing noise erupted around me. If everything was so terribly pleasant, what was this unsettling sound? It was nothing like the soothing voice I’d heard in my head. It was high pitched, frenzied.




    I was screaming.




    He seemed surprised with this turn of events, and he narrowed his eyes in concentration. My limbs felt heavy again. Nothing more than his two hands held me to the ground, but my feet were as good as planted in concrete. There was no escaping this, and whatever kind of nightmare I was having. I braced for the incomprehensible, managed to close my eyes, and prayed to God that it would be quick.




    There was sudden movement in the green beside the path, something like twigs being broken, and my captor’s attention was again interrupted. He lifted his head and seemed to sniff at the air.




    Call for help, I told myself.




    “Don’t waste your breath, dear,” said the sweet voice in my head.




    “Please…help me!” I pleaded hoarsely, to anyone at all. It was all I could manage, though the sound was strangled and forced.




    A few seconds passed and, satisfied that nothing was there, he tilted my head sideways, and lowered his lips to my throat, intent on finishing what he’d started. I knew what he was, though everything in me said it was impossible.




    It all happened in an instant. There came a sudden burst of wind, then a whopping force sent my captor soaring off into the woods to my right. I caught a glimpse of blue in the brush before everything went still. The lake wind lapped at my face and, as if I’d risen from deep waters, I gulped for air and began to scream in earnest. My legs gave out and I collapsed to the earth below in a heap, weeping. I knew I needed to move, to escape, but I was paralyzed with fear. What was the point of running? He would just catch me again. I would die here.




    There was new movement in the path ahead and my sobs caught in my throat.




    “Leave me alone!” I shouted. The effort seemed futile, but at least I would die with some pride intact.




    “It’s…it’s okay,” someone responded. The rustling increased as the man behind the voice made his way free of the brush. He stood some twenty feet ahead of where I lay on the ground, his hands held up in surrender. He had a youthful face and wide blue eyes. His hair was the color of sand, his build trim but muscular in the arms. Something about his shirt, smudged with mud and ripped down the side, struck a chord of recognition.




    “I’m not going to hurt you,” he spoke with a British accent. As he continued up the path toward me, I felt the static building again, but it was milder, more controlled.




    “Stay away from me. Don’t you dare come near me,” I ordered, my words losing their volume, breaking, falling apart.




    The man stopped. “I promise I’m not dangerous. I swear it,” he said, and he continued his approach, stopping to bend down on one knee in front of me, examining me carefully. His tactics were different from the other man’s, and his face was natural, human. I explored his gaze and could see no signs of ill will. He didn’t look evil.




    “Can you walk?” he asked.




    “I…I don’t know.”




    “You shouldn’t have come here alone. It’s not safe.”




    “No kidding.”




    The blue of his shirt caught my eye again. “Are you the one that stopped him?”




    “Yes. I took care of it. He should never have known you were here, though. This should never have happened,” he said apologetically and smiled. “Well, there’ll be no hiking these paths anymore; I hope you understand. Do you need me to carry you?” he suggested.




    “Carry me? Are you serious? No, I’m fine.”




    I placed my hands on my knees, pushing myself up, only to feel my legs buckle again. In an instant he was there, my frame a rag doll in two very strong arms. I suddenly felt safe, and the path was much brighter than before, the area all around me emitting a warm, golden heat that penetrated through every surface.




    “Walking seems like a bad idea to me.” He frowned, still holding me up.




    “No. I can walk now. I won’t fall again,” I assured him. Only then did I notice how tall he was. He must have stood a good ten inches above me.




    “Can we go then? I’ll escort you out, if you don’t mind.”




    We began down the path. I knew I shouldn’t have felt so secure, considering the nightmare that had only moments before come to life at my expense, but I could not bring myself to panic, engulfed in this strange calm. Once or twice I’d slow the pace, enjoying the beauty of the woods, until he took my hand, urging me along.




    After a little while, the lights engulfing us began to fade and certain very unsettling thoughts crept their way back into my head. I felt like I was waking up.




    “Why aren’t they?” I asked him, stopping abruptly, my hand slipping from his gentle grip.




    “Pardon me?” He turned only his head to face me.




    “The woods. The trails.” I motioned around us. “Why aren’t they safe anymore? What’s out here? And who was that man? Who are you?” The fear was returning.




    “Later.” He grabbed my hand again and pulled me forward.




    “No! Come on! What is this all about?” I was getting frustrated.




    “Not now.”




    “Why not? Tell me!”




    He winced, stopping in front of me with an exasperated look on his face, and leaned in close to my ear, speaking in a low voice, almost a whisper. “Too many questions to safely answer here, Lily. I don’t know how many of them followed him. They’ll be angry now I’ve done away with their friend. If you don’t mind, I’d like to wait until we’re in the clear before doling out any explanations.”




    “You know my name.”




    “Yes, I do.” He dragged us onward.




    “How? Are you a stalker or something? Let go of me, dammit!” I yanked my hand from his again and crossed my arms, glaring at him defiantly.




    “Ugh,” he moaned, deftly lifting me from the ground and cradling me in his arms like a child.




    “Are you crazy!?” I struggled to free myself, but only half-heartedly. The strange calm was returning, despite his behavior being highly unorthodox.




    “Look, Lily.” He sighed. “The more you fight, the longer it will take us to get out of here, and consequently, prolonging the time it takes me to get to your explanations.”




    The light around us grew stronger, and so did my level of calm, but at this point, I knew better than to trust that. I let a few moments pass, but then it was time for another vie for freedom.




    “If you let me walk, I promise, I’ll come along without a fuss. Just answer one question for me, just one. And it’s harmless, I swear!”




    He looked down, examining me for all traces of deception, and seemed convinced of my sincerity.




    “All right then.” He gave in, letting me down. “What is it?”




    “What’s your name?”




    His mouth was shut tightly, poised to evade, when he realized the benignity of my request.




    “I suppose I could manage that one.”




    “Mmhm. Your name?”




    “Christian Wright.”




    “Christian. I guess I don’t need to introduce myself, now do I? How do you know who I am?”




    “That’s more than one question,” he chided, taking a step down the path, pausing only to turn his head back and hold out his hand. “You promised. You have to keep your half of the bargain.”




    I hesitated, but kept my mouth shut, allowing him to lead me the rest of the way in silence until we’d reached the clearing at the start of the trail. The trees spreading apart at either end allowed the morning sunlight in. Christian stopped walking once we reached the parking lot. He turned to me.




    “I can’t let you go home, Lily.”




    My pulse quickened. He was a serial killer, I knew it. A psychopath. I recoiled, balled up my fists and took a deep breath, ready to scream and fight.




    “Lily, it’s okay.” His voice was steady as more of that inexplicable light circled around us. He looked into my eyes with an expression of sympathy, and I could tell he was working not to frighten me. “I know who you are because Abram saw it all happening. He saw you, in these woods, being attacked by a vampire. It was never supposed to get that far, but somehow he found you. Your energy must be off the charts.”




    “Is this some kind of joke? A vampire?” I scowled.




    “The dreams you’ve had—you’ve seen Abram in your dreams, remember?”




    My mind reeled. I had been dreaming a lot lately. And the old man…




    “How could you possibly know that?” I took a step back, prepared to flee.




    “Please don’t run. Surely you were more prepared than this? I know it’s all a bit much, but—”




    “A bit?” I interrupted.




    “It’s not safe for you to stay here! Just let me take you back to Abram and I’ll explain it all to you when we get there.”




    “Take me?” I shouted. “If you think that I’m going even one step further with you without my promised explanation, you’re insane! And don’t even think about picking me up again!” I said, as he made a move toward me.




    “I won’t! I’m not, Lily. Look at me,” he pleaded, speaking very deliberately, his eyes locked with mine. “I am not a psychopath. I am not a killer, a stalker, or any other form of assailant or abductor. I am strictly here to get you away from what was out there.” He flung his arm toward the trees. “There are things you don’t know yet, but they will be explained to you. Now, however, is not the time, or the place.”




    I stared back at him, stunned, as the dreams played over in my head. Either I was crazy or this man was telling me the truth. Which option did I prefer?




    “Then…then I’m not losing my mind? I’m not schizophrenic or anything?”




    Again his eyes softened with understanding. “No, you’re not.” He laughed. “I know it’s a lot to ask of you, to trust a stranger and follow him on blind faith. But you know you need to come, Lily.”




    This last line was delivered as a statement of finality, of something mutually implicit.




    I released my long held breath and nodded, while a current of euphoria bowled me over. I knew I should follow him, wherever he was leading me. I knew because from the moment I’d stepped foot on that lake path, the empty nothing in my gut had left me. Something extraordinary was going to happen. Maybe something, anything, would finally make sense.




    “My car is just there.” Christian pulled me to a nearby aisle.




    We stopped at the rear of a black vehicle far too nice for me to ride in.




    “A Maserati?” I said, intimidated.




    “It was my father’s,” he explained, then jetted to the passenger door and opened it for me.




    “Well, wait a minute. What about my car? How long will I be gone?” I said, a sudden rush of logic swaying my resolve.




    “We’ve got it covered, and your things are already in my trunk, see?” He pushed a button on his key remote and the trunk opened soundlessly. My purse lay there along with a suitcase and duffel bag.




    “Are you kidding me?” I laughed in amazement. “Are you James fucking Bond or something?” The revelation of my things in his trunk didn’t faze me as much as it should have.




    “Later,” he pressed, closing the trunk and redirecting us to the passenger door. I got in.




    The car started and purred contentedly. We pulled smoothly out of the parking space. I wondered if it was his driving or the vehicle that was so impressive.




    “So how far is it, Abram’s?” I asked. “Or am I not supposed to ask questions in the car?” I peered at him, ready for an argument.




    “No, it’s fine. Actually, it is sort of a drive,” he admitted.




    “How much of a drive, exactly. Are we talking Pittsburgh or the Philippines?”




    “Er, for now? Atlanta,” he muttered.




    “Wait, what?” My heart thudded erratically against my chest. “I can’t go to Atlanta!”




    “Wow, you do panic.” He sighed.




    “Well, of course I do! What did you expect? Why Atlanta?” I demanded.




    “Honestly, I thought you’d have known something,” he said, clearly frustrated.




    “Right.” I scowled. “But as you won’t tell me anything…If you’d just tell me why—”




    “Because, Lily,” he cut in, sighing heavily. “It’s time for you to learn what you are.”


  




  

    Chapter Three




    “SO, ABRAM. WHO IS HE?” I asked.




    “He’s an ancient soul,” Christian said. “A Seer.”




    “A Seer? Like, a psychic?”




    An amused smile played at his lips. “Hardly. Psychics, as you know them anyway, are a fraction of Abram in about every aspect imaginable. They’re the beginnings of a spark of him.”




    “So, what does he want with me? Surely I haven’t done anything to upset the course of the universe,” I joked apprehensively.




    “That I can’t say, exactly.”




    “Well, great then. So, I just got into a car with a strange man, who is taking me to see a psych…er Seer and doesn’t know why. And I should simply, go with the flow then?”




    “A strange man who saved your life,” he reminded me politely. “And I didn’t say I didn’t know why. I said I couldn’t say. Hasn’t it occurred to you that if I meant you any harm, you’d be dead by now?”




    I considered for a moment.




    “Fine,” I said. “But I can’t believe I’m going along with this. And do you always drive this slowly? You’re five miles an hour below the speed limit, Christian.”




    “You know, you’re going to feel terribly foolish for being so contrary.”




    “And this saving and kidnapping business, do you do it often?”




    “No. You’re the first I’ve ever retrieved, actually.”




    “Retrieved?”




    “Yes. There aren’t many like us in any given region. And, at times, it’s inevitable that one of us is born outside of the circle. When you’re ready, the Seers send for your retrieval.”




    “God, it’s like X-Men. So what am I?”




    “It’s not my place to say beyond that you’re one of us.” He grinned. “And if it makes you feel any better, I believe I gave my retriever a black eye when he came back for me.”




    “This happened to you?”




    “In a way.”




    “What do you mean back for you?”




    “Never mind that.”




    “Well, can you at least tell me what I’m being ‘retrieved’ for then?”




    “Not specifically. As I said before, I’m afraid I don’t know the details. We don’t all carry the same abilities. Only Abram knows what your endowment is.”




    “My endowment. Wow. Really, Christian, could this be any more Lord of the Rings? Do you always talk like this?”




    “Are we The Lord of the Rings or X-Men, Lily? Make up your mind. And it is what it is. Only Abram really knows how—”




    “Yeah, I’ve got it. Abram knows all. Abram is good, Abram is wise,” I mumbled. “You know, this better not be some kind of a cult, because I warn you, I am no sheep.”




    “It’s not anything like that!” Christian screwed up his face in displeasure. “Do you know how many of those things we’ve fought to wipe out? Don’t be offensive, Lily.”




    “Whoa, sorry.” I exhaled quickly through pursed lips. “Touchy subject?”




    “Sort of. What I mean to say is that most cults are not as they seem to the casual observer.”




    “We have a while. Explain,” I prodded.




    “Are you sure you really want to hear this? It may be a bit hard to swallow.”




    “Look, I just got attacked by a fucking vampire, Christian. I suppose I’m up for bending my old perceptions. Besides, I’ll take any information you’re actually willing to give me.”




    “All right. Most cults are begun by dark spirits.”




    “Dark spirits? You mean evil ghosty types?”




    “No, not necessarily a ghost. It doesn’t usually involve a human spirit. Usually, it’s a leech, an energy drainer.”




    “Oh. Where does this kind of spirit originate, if not a human?”




    “There’s more than one place, but I’ve seen a lot of parasites that were man-made.”




    “Man-made?”




    “Yes. The energy of the masses is a force to be reckoned with. Any prolonged negative human event experienced by many can cast off a dark energy. Hell, it doesn’t even need to be experienced by many. One mind with an emotional force strong enough can create a new outside energy. It has to go somewhere, after all. And once it’s free, it needs to replenish itself through sheep-herding, as you would put it.”




    “How do you know all this?” I asked. “Abram, right?”




    “A lot of it.” He smiled.




    “How long have you known this man?”




    He hesitated. “All my life.”




    “Are you saying that literally or are you being philosophical?”




    “I have known him since I was very young, quite literally.”




    “Then you wouldn’t have dreamed about him?”




    “Actually, I did for a while. He was very persistent. I knew what he wanted. But I was hardly as inclined as you to come along for the ride.” He laughed. “Like I said, my retriever winced every time he saw me for quite a few months.”




    This was an amusing thought. At first glance, Christian hardly came off as the knock-your-lights-out type. He was far too proper looking, and the accent gave him an air of constant formality.




    “I have another question,” I said, “but I don’t know if it’s too personal.”




    “I suppose if I said it was, you’d just find a way to get it out of me anyway.”




    “Maybe, but that’s beside the point. May I?”




    “What is it, Lily?”




    “Okay. Well, the light that surrounded us in the woods—where did it come from? It seemed like…were you kind of…glowing?” I cringed, not knowing how a guy would feel about such a thing.




    To my surprise, he smiled happily. “Is that all? It’s protective energy. You can see that?”




    “Yes. Of course. It was…nice,” I said, blushing.




    “Releasing it helps to calm people. I’m surprised you can detect it already,” he said.




    Well, protective energy. I could get behind that.




    The rest of the trip was sprinkled with answers to only the most impersonal questions, vague descriptions of people I would meet. Any time I asked anything remotely related to myself, however, such as why I was going there, what about me Abram knew, Christian would decline to answer. It was something Abram had to explain, he’d tell me.




    Mercifully for Christian, we reached the Atlanta area with a bit of daylight to spare.




    “So you live here?” I asked, curious to know the extent of Abram’s little commune.




    “Not permanently. There was an uprising of vampires that caused a riot under the city and threatened to infest the residents. It’s taken a while to get things under control, but eventually we’ll move on.”




    “Oh. Then, do you all stay together?”




    “Mostly. But it’s not the way it sounds,” he pressed.




    “And you travel around, looking for trouble, then?”




    “We don’t usually have to look very hard.”




    He took an exit marked “Landsfield” and we drove for a while through a winding country lane, tall grass on either side. “We’re nearly there,” Christian said.




    I watched as houses became sparse, turning to trees, and the trees to fields. “What’s with the wide-open spaces?” I asked. “This isn’t Atlanta. Where’s the smog?”




    “This is Landsfield, a speck on the map about forty minutes outside the city. The country is best. Some discretion is well advised in this line of work, Lily.”




    “You all remain to yourselves a lot, then?”




    “Mmhm. It can be very lonely, really. We only see other Sentients a few times a year, and the circumstances are often unpleasant. But there is real danger in exposing ourselves, Lily. It’s happened before, and we’ve been kidnapped, tested, interrogated, even tortured. The powers that be and the populace as a whole have no true concept of reality and are nowhere near ready to work alongside us. So we keep our lives to ourselves.”




    “But what about religions? I mean, you’d think they’d be all over this, proof of the supernatural.”




    “Quite the contrary,” he said. “It’s most frightening to them, I think. They’d have to change their entire belief set, uproot a complete ideology, and first and foremost acknowledge that they’d been wrong all along. Not likely in many lifetimes.”




    We veered to the right and turned a corner, passing rows of massive and wild growing cottonwood trees. Then a lovely white farmhouse came into view. It was only one story, but it sprawled across an impressive width of land. Hanging ferns decorated a porch that wrapped entirely around the building.




    “We’re here. This is it.” He turned to face me. Whatever my expression read, he sensed it. “It’s all right,” he assured me.




    I laughed breathily. “Whose house is this?” I asked.




    “It belongs to one of Abram’s friends. He only comes here on holiday.”




    “He’s got some impressive friends, huh?”




    “You could say that,” he said smiling. “He tends to create a few wherever he goes.”




    Christian got out and waited for me to do the same. “You won’t need carrying, then?” he teased over the top of the car.




    “I will not, thank you very much.”




    “Good. Let’s get your things out of the back.”




    He headed for the trunk and offered me a duffel bag, taking my suitcase. “That’s that, then.” His voice was light and casual. “Let’s go.” He closed the trunk, glanced up toward the house, and froze in a look of amused irritation.




    “What is it?” I asked, examining his expression.




    He rolled his eyes toward the massive porch. “It appears we have an entourage.”




    I followed his gaze to the porch to see a crowd of about ten faces gathered there. The one striking point about each of them was that same golden light, swelling out in rays from their collective outline. They wore friendly, but cautious, expressions. If they were trying not to overwhelm me, it was too late.




    A few stood out more than the others. In front there was a young girl, mid-twenties at most, with an enviable mane of strawberry blond hair and a peaches-and-cream complexion. She wore a fearlessly happy smile. Next to her was an older woman, about the same height, who looked very much like the younger but for few gray hairs.




    I turned to Christian, anxiety twisting at my gut.




    He smiled at me and sighed quickly. “Come on. They’re harmless, really. It’ll be fine!”




    Reaching over, he placed his hand on my back, walking me toward the porch. The faces grew more expectant and more encouraging the closer we came, until finally we stopped in front of them.




    “Lily,” Christian began. “This is my mother, Clara.” The older of the two strawberry blondes smiled, and I immediately liked her for no more reason than the light around her. It was brighter than the rest.




    “Welcome, Lily. We’re all so very happy to have you here,” she said, reaching out and wrapping me in a strangely familiar embrace.




    “And this,” she went on, directing my attention to the young woman at her side, “is my daughter, Annalise.”




    “Please, call me Anna!” She grabbed me up for an enthusiastic hug. “Thank God you’re here. I have been going mad with only the testosterone and these old biddies around all the time!”




    “Anna!” Christian chastised her. “Don’t scare her off before she’s stepped foot over the threshold!”




    “That’s right, you minx, watch yourself,” Clara chimed in.




    “You must forgive my sister, Lily. She is exceptionally lacking in tact,” Christian cautioned as he smiled nervously.




    “Nonsense,” said Anna, messing the back of his hair. “I am simply exceptionally bad at bullshit.”




    Clara put her arm around Anna. “Yes, well, same thing, I’m afraid, dear,” she said.




    “It’s all right, Anna. I’m a lot like that myself,” I spoke, and the group went silent. They were hanging on my every word. This was going to be interesting.




    “Can she come inside or will we be setting up camp out here this evening?” Christian asked, shaking his head at the eager faces edging ever closer.




    A very tall, very muscular older man ducked quickly through the crowd toward the door, clearing a path on his way. “Okay, folks, show’s over, let them through. We can all make our introductions inside,” he said, holding the door open. His voice was booming and jolly.




    Clara took my arm and led me into the house with Christian and Anna in tow. It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the deeper, wooden interior of the round reception hall. Bouquets of wild flowers were placed at each side of the door, and a well-worn, circular Asian rug was spread out across the floor. The ceiling was higher than I’d imagined from the outside, with painted white beams running the length of either side. A long hallway veered off to the left, while a large kitchen opened to the right. Straight ahead was the living room. Two windows stood floor to ceiling. Through them, I glimpsed the grounds in back. If anything, I would enjoy exploring them.




    The group filtered in behind me, forming a haphazard line against the wall. First to step forward was the large man who had cleared the way for me. He had a graying beard and stood a solid foot above the men around him. He reminded me of an old lumberjack.




    “I’m Demetre Phelps,” he said, taking my hand and shaking it vigorously, a wide smile on his face. Up close I could see that he was older than I’d thought. His face was leathery and deeply wrinkled.




    “I’m Ginny,” said a very small brown-haired girl, offering her hand.




    “I’m Lily,” I said as I smiled back.




    “I know. Are you really a path crosser?” she asked, her eyes wide.




    “Am I…a what?” I found myself looking at Christian for an answer.




    Demetre sighed. “Now, Virginia, you were not supposed to say anything like that.” His accent was clearly American, with a slow twang.




    “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it! It just came out,” she lamented.




    “It’s okay,” I said quickly. “I just don’t know the answer to your question, Ginny. I’m sorry.”




    “Oh. That’s okay. Abram will know. He always says he isn’t that smart, but he knows lots more stuff than me, and maybe even Grandpa!”




    Demetre cleared his throat, and the room burst into laughter.




    “Uh…I have a memory endowment, Lily,” Demetre explained. “I remember everything I see and hear. I can relay it back perfectly like a map or a recording. So, my little monkey here thinks her old Grandpa knows everything!”




    “Which is plainly not the case, I promise you,” said a plump-faced woman at his side. She wore her silver hair tucked primly into a bun behind her head. “I’m Ophelia, Demetre’s wife. And Ginny is our granddaughter,” she explained. “It’s not clear if she has a gift yet, but Demetre does, so we hope that she will too, someday.”




    I desperately wanted to ask what she meant by a gift, but I was distracted by a dark-haired man, around my age. He was tall, and a bit on the gangly side, with some of the palest skin I’d ever seen. While the calming light of the others had faded minutes before, a blue glow remained with him, and he stood at the room’s perimeter, out of the limelight.




    “Who’s that?” I asked Christian.




    He glanced at the man with little interest. “Maddox,” he said.




    “Oh. And, shouldn’t I meet him?”




    He shrugged. “If you want to.”




    I waited good-naturedly for Christian to heed my request, but more time passed and he continued speaking with Demetre as if I’d never asked. I looked away from the main group again, toward the stranger, and we locked eyes. His smile was warm and guarded, with a hint of amusement. Without even thinking, I ducked through the bodies toward him.




    “Hello,” I began. “Christian is lost in conversation so I thought I’d make my own introductions. I’m Lily.”




    “I know,” he chuckled, taking my hand. “I’m William Maddox.” He gazed at me thoughtfully through moss-colored eyes. “Abram saw you well, Lillian.”




    “Did he? This guy must have some fantastic eyesight. And call me Lily. I’m not a fan of Lillian.”




    “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, half-smiling. “So, is it true that you can see lightlines?”




    “Lightlines? You mean the glowing?”




    “Not necessarily. You’re probably confusing an aura with a lightline.”




    “Well, whatever they are, I…I actually went to an optician.” I cringed, covering my face with my hand. “That’s when I started getting worried.”




    “Ah, yes. Thought the lunacy had set in?” he said with a laugh.




    “Absolutely.”




    “Well, things will be clearer from now on. Vision develops as it’s needed, Lily. Your experiences draw it out.”




    “Good to hear.” Mother of God was this an actual answer? I decided to press my luck. “So, these lights appear when people are trying to calm me down, right?”




    “Yes. But Abram thinks they’ll be more prominent, more detailed, for you at other times as well. I suppose we won’t know until after you’ve…well, later,” he said.




    “After I’ve what?” I was evidently and hopelessly in the dark.




    “Eh…I assumed you’d know more by now.”




    “That seems to be the consensus.” I frowned.




    “I guess I’m not too surprised,” he continued. “I realize you had no guide. That makes for some uncertainty. But your endowments should be more pronounced by now. Haven’t things been happening to you?”




    “Oh, definitely. But I just assumed I was imagining them and blocked them out.”




    “Some things are difficult to dismiss when you’re a path crosser. How did you explain away being visited?”




    I blinked. “Visited?”




    He blinked back. “Have you really never been visited?” he asked, flabbergasted.




    “Well, maybe, but, what do you mean by that?”




    “Didn’t Christian explain anything to you? What did you two talk about for eight hours?”




    “Abram wanted me to tell her only what was necessary.” Christian was at my side, an instant tension building in the air around us. “We don’t need to overwhelm her. She doesn’t know this life, Maddox.”




    “And obviously you haven’t done much to remedy that fact,” William contested. “What have you told her?”




    “She knew the dreams.”




    “You of all people should have an appreciation for a decision made with full consent. Let me guess, Lily, did he pull any strong-arm tactics? Threaten to tow you to Georgia if you didn’t agree to come?”




    I stammered. He had carried me. Oh boy, this was awkward.




    “No, it was fine,” I said. “I’m sure Christian was simply doing what he thought was best.”




    “That’s right,” Christian said. “After all, someone had to keep her safe,” he said in a tone too polite to be sincere, and William’s face fell.




    “If you’ll excuse us,” Christian went on, “Lily has a few more introductions to make before dinner.”




    William nodded slowly. “Of course. And Lily…” He turned to face me, forcing a smile. “It was nice to meet you,” he said.




    “Nice to meet you, too” was all I had time for as Christian took my arm and all but dragged me away toward an older man standing next to Clara.




    “Thomas has been friends with Abram for years,” Christian said quietly as we walked. “He’s an old Sentient.”




    “Aaah, Christian, you have brought the lady of the hour to us at last.” He grabbed my hand with both of his. “A pleasure to meet you, my dear. I am Thomas Ward.”




    Thomas was a small, white-haired gentleman wearing thin, wire-rimmed spectacles. Like Christian and his family, he spoke with a British accent, and his presence was uniquely warm, just as Clara’s had been.




    “How was your trip? Was it terribly awkward for you, dear?” Thomas asked, patting my hand.




    I laughed out loud. “Awkward?” I passed Christian a kind glance. “Not more than I could handle,” I finished.




    “Abram knew she was coming?” he asked Christian.




    “Yes. We ran into some complications and had to retrieve her earlier than planned.”




    “Were you prepared, Lily?” Thomas asked.




    “Prepared for what, specifically?” I asked.




    “Mmm. That answers my question. But we’re more than happy to show you the ropes when you need it.”




    “Thanks,” I said with a smile. If only I knew what “the ropes” were.




    “Hey, Golden Boy! Abram’s back.” I turned toward the source of the heavy New York accent to see an olive-skinned young man in a muscle hugging shirt with short brown hair crossing the room. He, like Christian, seemed to be in exceptional physical condition. His muscles were a tad too much for my taste, though, like he spent an exorbitant amount of time kissing his triceps in front of a mirror.




    “Hey, the newbie!” He strutted up to us, a Cheshire grin showcasing bleached white teeth.




    “Yes.” Christian took a step closer to me. “Lily, this is Paul DePrimo. Paul, this is Lillian Hunt.”




    “Lillian, nice.” He looked me up and down, nodding in approval.




    “Just Lily, please,” I said uncomfortably.




    “My pleasure, Lily.” He reached for my hand and kissed it. “Perhaps, if you’d allow me to be so kind, I could show you around town one of these evenings.”




    “That would be…nice,” I said weakly.




    “She’ll be busy,” Christian interrupted. “With Abram, I mean.”




    “Aaah, I get it. Don’t worry, bro.” He nudged Christian’s shoulder.




    Thomas cleared his throat. “Well, I think Abram will want to meet her. Christian, why don’t you take her to the study.”




    “Sure. Lily, shall we?”




    “Yes!” I said a bit too eagerly.




    He took my arm and we ducked through the crowd toward a nearby hallway, slowing the pace once we were out of Paul’s sight.




    “Was that guy for real?” I giggled.




    “As real as they come.” He grinned. “He’s got a good heart; he’s just a bit of a Casanova. Abram had him retrieved from a foster home in Queens ten years ago. Right here.” He nodded toward a worn wooden door on the left, lifting his fist to knock. I grabbed his arm.




    “Wait!” I whispered.




    “What is it?”




    “I’m…I’m nervous,” I muttered.




    “About Abram?” he asked with a laugh.




    “Yes.”




    “Lily, believe me, Abram is the last person in this world you should be anxious about. The moment you meet him you’ll understand why. Now, I’m knocking,” he said in a warning voice.




    I frowned, but I didn’t attempt to stop him again.




    “Come in!”




    Christian opened the door and stood against it, waiting for me to pass. I glanced at him anxiously and stepped inside. The room was exactly as you’d picture a study. It smelled like cedar and pine cleaner, and bookshelves lined nearly every wall, their contents stacked sideways, upward, and at a leaning angle. These books were obviously not for show.




    “They haven’t frightened you off yet?” asked a gentle voice from the right. An elderly black man stood two rungs up a librarian’s ladder, a book in each hand.




    “They’re doing their best.” Christian closed the door behind me. “Lily, this is Abram Saru.”




    “Welcome, Lillian.” The old man smiled. He stepped down and placed the books on a cluttered desk, then turned to me and placed both hands on my shoulders, examining me with the warmest of expressions. Anyone watching would have thought he’d known me all my life.




    “Good to see you again. You look even more like your mother in the flesh,” he said.




    “You’re him,” I whispered, dumbfounded. The face before me was utterly recognizable: the gray eyes, snow white hair, even the softness of his smile.




    He pinched my cheek. “You came with Christian. Fearless girl!” he said, pleased.




    “He didn’t exactly give me much choice in the matter,” I said laughing.




    Abram patted Christian’s shoulder. “Yes, he’s a man of action, this one.”




    “Definitely.” I smirked.




    “But she’s here, all in one piece, right?” Christian added.




    “Yes, but you look a little worse for the wear, son.” Abram nodded at Christian’s torn clothes.




    “See, now that was the only trip-up. It seems a blood-sucking vermin got wind of her. Someone wasn’t keeping their post,” Christian grumbled.




    “Now, now, I’m sure any of us could have missed it,” Abram said. “The vampire acted abruptly.”




    “Who wasn’t keeping their post?” I asked.




    “Abram,” Christian went on, dismissing my question, “he had one purpose there, and it was to watch over her, and he couldn’t even get that right. Why do you trust him?”




    “Because I choose to, Christian.” Abram’s words were perfectly civil, but final.




    Christian opened his mouth to argue, deliberated, then changed his mind. Whoever they were talking about was a sore subject, but, even after just meeting Abram, it was clear to me that he commanded respect without even trying. His unfailingly patient countenance was, ironically enough, quite intimidating.




    “Lily, would you mind terribly keeping me company for a short while?” Abram asked.




    “No, of course not,” I said.




    “Good. Christian, see you at dinner, then?”




    Christian nodded at Abram and headed for the door, but turned to smile in my direction.




    “Bye,” I mouthed. He waved in response and left the room.




    Abram sighed. “It’s been a long day for you, Lillian.”




    “I’ve had longer, believe me,” I said.




    “Yes, you have. I am sorry I couldn’t be of more comfort to you in recent days. I realize you must have been in great distress.”




    “So you know what’s been happening?”




    “I do. And I know it has been escalating. I did not, however, anticipate any imminent danger for you, Lily. I apologize for this oversight and for the need to bring you here so abruptly. In fact, I had hoped you could remain with your loved ones for a longer time, but, obviously, this is impossible.”




    “Yeah. I understand…okay, no, I don’t, but I believe you.”




    “Thank you for that.”




    “You’re welcome. Though, if Christian wasn’t supposed to be my retriever, who was?”




    “Ah, pardon my withholding that detail at the moment. It is better revealed, I think, when you are more acclimated to this life and less vulnerable to the ideas of those around you. Now, Lily, have a seat, won’t you?” He motioned toward a large leather chair next to the desk. I did as he asked and watched as he turned an identical chair so that it faced me. He sat down and leaned in, his forearms resting on his lap.




    “You must have many questions,” he said, and I listened intently, trying to determine the origin of his accent.




    “Yes. More than I can think of,” I said.




    “Naturally. And you mustn’t try to think of them all tonight!” He laughed. “I have no intention of overwhelming you. In fact, I’ll answer only a few questions this evening, so choose carefully. No doubt your housemates will be filling your head with all sorts of things in my absence.”




    “A few? How many is that? Three?” I complained.




    “Three sounds sufficient.”




    I scrunched up my face, thinking hard. What could I ask that would seem like one question, but in fact, result in several answers?




    “Okay. I’ve got one, and I’ll start small,” I said.




    “A clever decision. Do go on,” he urged.




    “What am I?”




    “Ah, and here you said it would be simple!” he said, beaming. “But you’ve begun with the most difficult. Still, I’ll answer it according to your needs. You are, first and foremost, a human being. This is, always remember, the most important thing. Shall I go a step further?”




    “Yes, please.”




    “I thought as much,” he chuckled. “You are also a human Sentient, as Seers have named you. Your soul has carried with it the perceptions of many lives.”




    “So, what does that mean?”




    “This is your next question, then?”




    “Oh no.” I pouted. “I s’pose it is.”




    “It simply means that the vision of your mind is multi-dimensional. You can sense many veils of reality.”




    “Doesn’t sound so simple to me,” I said.




    “This is one time when the practice is easier than the theory,” he agreed.




    “I’ll just have to trust you on that one, Abram. I’m not feeling too able at present.”




    He nodded. “And you’re utterly confused as well.”




    “Completely.”




    “Fantastic! You’re beginning with a clean slate. You see, Lily, you have a unique advantage over the rest of the Sentients here. You have yet to be jaded, yet to be molded by the minds of others like you! Your point of view will interest me greatly, I’m certain.”




    “That’s very flattering,” I said.




    “But sincere. I mean every word of it,” he insisted. “Now, do you have your last question ready?”




    “Yes, I do, actually.”




    “Let’s have it.”




    “Why am I here?”




    “Hmm. I could tell you, but…forgive me, child, that deserves more than a verbal explanation. Would you mind if I deferred it until tomorrow? I’m afraid I have a dreadful weakness for surprises, and I’d like to deliver a practical demonstration.”




    “All right. Then I have a back up question.”




    “As would I.” He grinned.




    “What are these things coming after me? The other night, this black…thing…shadow, whatever it was decided to hang out with me. I had to leave my own bedroom!” My admission made the experience real, and I shuddered.




    Abram gazed at me with understanding, and warm light gathered around us. It wasn’t as bright as Christian’s had been, but it felt better. I suspected Abram didn’t have to try as hard.




    “Yes. I dare say you would be more prone to these sorts of visitations while away from other Sentients,” he said. “A shadow you say?”




    I nodded.




    “How did it behave?”




    “It was sort of just staring at me. It didn’t seem like it was in any kind of hurry to get too close, but it was testing the waters, that much I could tell.”




    “Hm. Would you say it was observing you?”




    “Yeah. I guess it was.”




    “Did it say anything?”




    “No. The most noise it made was this awful rasping sound. I couldn’t tell if it was breathing or trying to talk to me.”




    He shook his head. “I should have suspected as much. Your dark visitor was, I’m fairly confident, a Scout. That would explain how the vampire found you so quickly.”




    “A scout?”




    “Yes. Vampires can create them to lock down a Sentient’s location. And perhaps more than that, these energies get to know you most intimately. They study your thoughts, your reactions. They gage your strength.”




    “So, it was spying on me?”




    “Indeed. And once it established a mental connection, you were as good as wearing a tracking device.”




    “Nice.”




    “Most disturbing. But you should know that the cumulative energy that surrounds us here is a great deal more difficult for dark spirits to penetrate, so rest at ease.”




    I sighed, relieved.




    He continued. “I would, however, take care when on the grounds or away from the house. You are the most attractive sort of Sentient, Lily, and you have few defenses built up at this stage.”




    “How should I take care? What do I do?”




    “Shall we make an accord? If you’ll be so tolerant as to allow someone to accompany you for a while, I’ll see to it that you learn to protect yourself in the meantime. Is this acceptable?”




    “You mean a babysitter?” I raised an eyebrow.




    “Think of it as your own personal security guard,” he countered.




    I sighed. “Christian?”




    “If you’d prefer,” he said.




    “I don’t have a preference.” I fumbled uncomfortably. “It’s just that he seems to have taken over the role. It’s natural that he’d be resuming his position.”




    “Indeed. I shall foist him upon you, then.” He nodded, standing.




    I laughed. “Thanks.”




    “Dinner? Clara is making one of her delightful chicken pot pies, and I cannot resist.”




    “Sure.” I knew I liked Clara. Aside from a root beer and bag of pretzels on the car ride here, I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.




    ***




    With the exception of Abram, who was helping Clara carry food to the table, nearly everyone was seated and chattering loudly. One voice, in particular, was instantly recognizable. Paul regaled Anna with a story of how he repelled three vampires at once in Vancouver.




    “They were huge!” He spread his arms out and elbowed Demetre in the shoulder.




    “Uh-huh, and were you blindfolded with your hands tied behind your back?” Demetre grunted.




    “Yes…wait,” Paul stopped, confused. “No, but I was suffering from a bout of heartburn, having just partaken of some potent marinara,” he rambled, trying to sound eloquent. “Nevertheless, rest assured, despite this setback,” he continued, “with right on my side, I was victorious in the end.”




    “Yes, yes, rest assured,” Thomas said, clearly amused.




    “What? You don’t believe me?” Paul pointed at himself with a forkful of salad. “You have my word, as a gentleman and a Sentient.”




    “You hear that, Thomas? He’s a gentleman,” Anna said. “Just keep that in mind, Romeo, the next time you decide to harass a sorority house.”




    “I am insulted!” Paul put his hand over his heart. “I was merely doing my job. There were evil spirits present. I felt them!”




    I took a sip of iced tea as Christian leaned into my ear. “He’s confusing ghosts with breasts again.”




    The tea rushed out my nose back into my glass, and I gasped for air, coughing.




    “Whoa, you okay there?” Demetre raised his voice over my choking.




    I nodded feverishly, trying to compose myself. Christian smirked and patted my back.




    “She’s good. Just a little bit down the wrong pipe is all,” he said as Anna eyed us suspiciously.




    Abram stood up and cleared his throat; the table went silent.




    “Evening, my friends,” he said, happily. “Now, I know it’s not customary to make speeches at the dinner table, but I thought, in this particular instance, it would be fitting. As you all are quite aware, Christian was kind enough to retrieve a new Sentient, Lillian Hunt.” He nodded to me and everyone smiled. Anna put her hand on my shoulder.




    “Most of you have had the benefit of a guided life, knowing all of your years what you are and why, and have been supported by others like yourself. But Miss Hunt cannot claim such luck, and so, bearing this in mind, I am certain you will all do your best to make her feel welcome and safe. I know she will be a refreshing addition to the Society.”




    “Here, here! To Lily.” Thomas raised his glass and the rest of the table followed suit.




    Christian glanced at me, smiling subtly until his eyes reached the door. Following his gaze I saw that William had joined us. He looked utterly handsome, pressed against the wood frame, his arms crossed. I wondered how long he had been standing there.




    “William,” Abram waved him forward in greeting. “Have a seat.”




    Christian’s face hardened and he looked away, picking up his glass of water and taking a mechanical sip. William sat back in his chair, observing the scene.




    “So, William, m’boy, how goes the surge in Philadelphia?” asked Thomas. This caught my attention. Philadelphia was in Pennsylvania. And that reminded me of…shit…my grandparents!




    “They’re stronger than I thought,” William said gravely. “And their numbers are greater.”




    Thomas nodded. “It’s the remnants of Vancouver, isn’t it?”




    “Yes. It is,” Abram said. “They’re licking their wounds and rebuilding.”




    “Wait, Abram,” I cut in. “Are you talking about vampires?” I’d been so wrapped up in the events of the day that I’d barely considered Frank and Connie. Until now. The idea that there were monsters out there, anywhere close to them, froze my blood. What the hell was I thinking, sitting here eating fucking pot pie (though, God, it was really good) hundreds of miles away when there were vampires in Philadelphia?!




    “I’m afraid so, Lily.” Abram turned to me, biding his words. “But we need not discuss these matters over such a delightful meal,” he said.




    “But, I have family there,” I said.




    William opened his mouth to say something but Christian spoke over him.




    “Don’t worry, Lily. We’ll wipe them out, just as we always do. I promise.” He squeezed my hand under the table and threw an angry look at William. “No help from him,” he added.




    “Christian, do be reasonable,” Clara began.




    “What?” He bristled. “Would it really surprise any of us if he were helping them?”




    “That’s enough,” Abram said calmly, and Christian fell silent, but the seed of distrust had been planted. I would view William with more suspicion now.




    I ate dinner as quickly as I could without looking impolite, and waited anxiously for someone else to finish. I didn’t want to be the first one to leave the table. Paul got up, and I grabbed my plate and all but ran into the kitchen, turning on the sink and scrubbing maniacally.




    “Hey, what’s the emergency?” Paul approached the sink.




    “I have to call home And Rufus!” Sudden realization hit me. What about my life at home? What about the store, my grandparents, my obligations? What was I going to tell everyone?




    “Rufus? Is that your boyfriend?” His face fell.




    “No,” Christian corrected, walking up behind us. “Her cat.”




    “You have to call your cat?” Paul asked.




    “No, no, I just, I need to call home. Dammit, I don’t have the charger for my cell phone! And how do you know about Rufus?” I asked Christian, again amazed at how knowledgeable he was of the details of my life.




    “We pay attention.” He shrugged. “There’s a phone in your room, Lil. You can use that one.” My lifelong nickname slid off his tongue so naturally you’d think we were old friends.




    “All right,” I said, turning on my heals immediately, then stopping. “Eh, I have a room?”




    “Come with me.” He chuckled.




    I followed Christian out of the dining room and across the main reception hall, now dimly lit. He led me down the same corridor where Abram’s study was. We passed it and several more rooms until we’d nearly reached the end.




    “Here it is,” he offered. I turned the crystal knob and entered the room. A lovely fragrance filled the air.




    “Apples?” I said, noticing the glowing jar candle on the nightstand.




    “Anna knew you liked them,” Christian answered. “So she went out and bought one. Oh, and here…”




    He took a few quick strides toward what looked like a closet door and pulled it open.




    “Here’s your bathroom, and…” Just then a black tabby bounded out of the tub and into my arms.




    “Rufus!” I squealed, nuzzling him close. “When and how did you guys do this? Did you break into my apartment?” I paused, turning my attention back to Christian.




    “Well…” He lowered his eyes, shuffling his foot against the floor. “Perhaps a bit. But we had no choice!” he added, immediately. “You were in danger.”




    “Uh-huh,” I said sternly, but I decided he had a point. “And how did you pull it off?”




    “It was all Anna. She drove your car ahead of us to Atlanta, brought the cat with her. I’ll just bet she’s gotten attached to him already,” he said, reaching out to pet Rufus’s back. I opened my mouth to warn him, but it was too late. Rufus snapped his head around and sunk his teeth into Christian’s hand.




    “Shit,” he cursed, grimacing.




    “Christian, I am so sorry! He doesn’t like people,” I apologized, plopping a disgruntled Rufus on my bed and grabbing Christian’s injured hand.




    “It’s all right. It’s okay, Lily.” He laughed warmly. “A small scratch, practically healed over already, see?” He rested his hand in mine, allowing me to examine the damage more closely.




    “It looks okay,” I said.




    “It feels fine,” he said smiling. Warmth emanated from him as it had before and the moment was pure tranquility.




    “Lily?” he whispered.




    “Yes?”




    “You can let go of my hand now,” he said, the corner of his mouth upturned.




    “Oh, right,” I said, my face flushing as I freed his hand. “You need to stop messing with me that way, I mean, the calming thing. It’s very disorienting!”




    “Yes, horribly disorienting being so very…peaceful.” He grinned. “Do you feel more at home in a panicked state?”




    “Ugh. It’s more familiar to me than anything else anymore.” I sat on the edge of the bed and sighed.




    “You know,” Christian began, taking a seat next to me. “Everything that’s been happening to you is perfectly normal…for people like us,” he said.




    I laughed. “And I’m sure that would be very reassuring if it didn’t scare the shit out of me,” I said.




    “Ah, should I whip out the calm, then?”




    “No, no,” I said. “You’d better watch yourself, Christian. When I start getting all skilled with the glowing lights of bliss, you’re going to be a serene mess. Payback’s a bitch.”




    “Then I’ll remember to keep my distance whenever I prefer a really foul mood.” He laughed softly.




    “Wise,” I said.




    “Well, then. You’ll be wanting to call your grandparents.” He stood up.




    “Ehn. Dreading it, actually. I have no idea what to tell them!”




    “Hmm. I wish I could help you with that one, Lily. But I’m afraid Abram was right. It’s unique for a Sentient to be raised outside of the inner circle.” He shook his head. “I can’t begin to know how you’d explain this.”




    I nodded solemnly.




    “Demetre and I will be going downtown in a bit,” he began. “We probably won’t be back until late, but if you need to talk, knock on my door. It’s the second one down on the left.”




    “Thanks,” I smiled. “But I think you’ve had about enough of me for one day.”




    “No, Lily, really,” he insisted.




    “Don’t be such a gentleman. It’ll make it harder for me to kick you out.” I jumped up, crossed the room to the door and opened it for him. He went along cheerfully, but stopped in the doorway.




    “No use putting off the inevitable,” he said. “You should get that call over with.”




    I moaned, my nerves finally catching up to me. “I guess.”




    “Night, then. Good luck,” he offered.




    “Thanks. Goodnight, Christian,” I said. He started down the hall. “Thanks for the rescuing, by the way,” I called after him.




    “My pleasure,” he called back. “Oh! And if I had to pick, I’d say we’re more like X-Men.”




    “Is that right?”




    “Yes. Those hobbits are absolutely unnatural…with the hairy feet,” he muttered before he rounded the corner and was gone.




    A swarm of butterflies pounded their wings in my stomach as I glowered at the phone. Exhaling sharply, I closed the door behind me and sat on the bed next to the nightstand. Should I think this over or just dive in?




    “Ridiculous!” I jumped up and paced the floor. “They just don’t do this. Normal people just don’t do this!” I scolded myself. “Why am I even here? I mean, they all seem harmless enough, but fuck! I’m going to end up on my back covered in a sheet with my Nikes sticking out!”




    But no. I knew I was mistaken, and I felt immense guilt. These people weren’t mindless followers. They were real. And I was one of them, more and more one of them every day. There was no functioning in my old world as I was now. I could claim a fractional understanding of what was out there, and even less of an idea how to deal with it. I needed them, and the thought frustrated and encouraged me at the same time. From this phone call on, nothing would be the same, no matter what I told my grandparents.




    I picked up the phone and dialed. Frank answered.




    “Hello?” His voice brought my new and old realities crashing together. I jumped off the cliff.




    “Grandpa. It’s me.”




    “Oh, hey, kiddo! Thank God! I told your grandmother that you’d decided to take the whole day off, but in the meantime, I’ve been worried sick! Where’ve you been?”




    “Grandpa, I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think about…God, I just wasn’t thinking,” I sighed.




    “You all right, Lily? And where are you calling from? The number looks long distance,” he said.




    “Shit,” I mouthed. Caller ID. “Well, Grandpa, I decided to take a vacation,” I cringed.




    There was silence on the other end. “A vacation? To…where, exactly?” he asked, pronouncing the words carefully.




    “To Georgia.” I shut my eyes, scrunching my shoulders together. Of course Georgia. Why the hell not? That was just like me.




    I could nearly see his expression on the other end of the phone. The mouth wide, the brows narrowed.




    “Lillian, what in the hell are you doing in Georgia?” he said, finally.




    “I just…” Think quickly, think quickly! “I wanted to see the beach.” I’m sure my face was a comedy of expressions now.




    “Well…” He was laughing. “Of all the…Lily, there are closer beaches than that! That must have been, what, six, seven hours on the road? And with gas the price it is…”




    “Yeah, but, you know, the beaches closer to home aren’t the same. I wanted to see a Southern beach. I decided to be spontaneous!” I lied.




    “So you drove to Georgia? Alone?”




    “Yes,” I lied again. “But I brought mace and a first aid kit,” I joked feebly.




    “Lily, honey, when are you coming back?”




    “I don’t know. Grandpa, I’m so sorry. I know I’m complicating things for you guys, with the store. I know it seems selfish.”




    “No. Lily, baby, don’t worry about that. Look, if you need a vacation, and Christ knows you do, then by all means take it. But, just, be careful. I hate the idea of you being all alone out there.”




    “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I met some really nice folks familiar with the area and they’ve been very hospitable.”




    “Good. Well, you just don’t trust anybody too soon, though, okay?”




    “No problem. You know me.”




    “Yep. Well, any idea how long you might be gone? No pressure or anything, just curious what to tell your grandmother.”




    “Uhm, it might be a while,” I said, forcing the words out.




    Another moment of silence. “Like, a week, a few weeks? What?”




    I sighed. “I don’t know yet, Grandpa. I’ve got some things to figure out.” It was all I could say, but it was honest.




    He sighed as well. “Okay, kiddo. And I know the answer to this already, but you’re not in any kind of trouble, right?”




    “No! No, of course not,” I said, unsure if this was wholly accurate.




    “Yeah, I’m sorry to ask. Just an old man worrying. I’ll miss you around here.”




    “You too. Every day.” A lump formed in my throat. “I’ll call you all the time.”




    “You’d better, or I’ll send a search party.”




    “I know, I know.” I laughed lightly. “Thanks for trusting me.”




    “Well, your choices have always been a little too safe in my opinion. If this is what you need, it’s what you need. I want you to be happy, Lil.” His voice broke. “You’ve never really seemed happy with life, just tolerant of it.”




    The truth of what he said ripped open a carefully sealed package and warm tears slipped down my face. “I love you. I’ll make you proud, I promise.”




    “Already have.” Damn me. More tears.




    “All right. I’m going to go. I’ll call you tomorrow!” I said, willing myself to sound casual.




    “All righty. Night, kiddo.”




    “Night, Grandpa.”




    I doubted that my first night in my new room would be restful, though someone had gone to great lengths—I suspected Anna—to try to make it so. Sheer pale blue curtains hung from two floor-to-ceiling windows, and a snow white comforter, with matching blue pillows, decorated the bed. The floor was solid wood and cold on my bare feet, but the weather here was unbearably muggy, so I was sure I wouldn’t mind it.




    Turning off the lamp, I pulled up the blinds. To my delight, a huge portion of the floor, as well as my bed, was immediately bathed in moonlight. The surge of euphoria returned, and I laughed softly. Taking a step forward, I stood in the light, tilted my head back, and closed my eyes. It held my face and wrapped its arms around my shoulders, and for the very first time, I let hope in.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    IT WAS STILL EARLY when I woke. I stared out the window of my new room, the sun just beginning to show over the trees, the clouds a luminous, rose-hued spread. Opening my suitcase, I found that Anna had done an exquisite packing job. She’d managed to fit the bulk of my wardrobe into the main compartment, along with toiletries in various pouches, and stuffed a duffel bag with shoes—brilliant girl. She’d even remembered to put my cell phone charger into a side pocket. Admirable as it all was, my amusement was somewhat tainted. How on earth had she managed to get into my apartment so easily? And how did they know where I lived? In fact, it seemed they knew more about me than I did. Even more, Abram had acknowledged my mother. My list of questions was mounting extensively.




    After a long shower, I put on my favorite sundress, smiling as it fell gracefully to my knees. Kate had always teased me, saying that my clothes were too girly, but I lacked the boyish lines and sharp edges that ruled the fashion world, so I had a particular hatred for anything terribly modern, preferring timeless and feminine to cutting edge and risqué.




    In keeping with my trend toward rebellion, any attempts to really straighten my hair were futile. The stubborn waves re-emerged in minutes, only half-tamed. I assumed my mother had struggled with the same hair, the same dilemma. Sometimes, I’d catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and I’d swear it was her face looking back, the same face I’d dreamed about years before. It made no sense that I should feel this way, since I’d never seen a single photograph of her anywhere; Frank figured that Dad couldn’t bear to look at them. But nonetheless, the woman in my dreams had seemed so recognizable.




    I slipped into some ballet flats and sat at the foot of my bed, wondering if anyone else would be awake this early. Already my nerves were getting the better of me. I’d been shut up all night in my own fantastic trance to contemplate everything that had happened the day before, and now it all felt unreal. Naturally, denial was ludicrous—after all, here I sat, the evidence at hand. But my new world, with its colorful inhabitants, was still asleep, and some part of me feared that I was as well. If I got up the nerve to open that door, would it all blow away? I put off the action as long as possible, but there were only so many ways to refold your clothes before risking a diagnosis of obsessive compulsive disorder.




    “Voicemail,” I remembered, grateful for the distraction.




    1:37 p.m.: “Lily, it’s Grandpa. I tried your place but you didn’t answer. Where are you? Did you decide to take the whole day off after all? Let me know.”




    4:21 p.m.: “Lily, it’s Grandpa again. I’m getting worried now, kiddo. Give me a call.”




    6:02 p.m.: “Hey, Lil, it’s Kate. Where the hell are you? Frank called me and said he hasn’t seen or heard from you all day. Call somebody, woman!”




    9:11 p.m.: “Lillian Elizabeth Hunt! I just got off the phone with Frank, who informed me that you are in Georgia! What the hell are you doing in Georgia?! Love you! Call me back!”




    I winced, shutting the lid on my phone. Talking to anyone back home about what had happened—especially Kate—was completely out of the question. Strange, how unwaveringly I’d embraced the sudden proposition of a new life, and how easily I had given up the old one. Maybe it was a sign of weakness or boredom. But no. No, I couldn’t swallow that. There was something more to the restlessness I’d concealed so carefully. It’s not that life hadn’t been good as it was—it’s just that it wasn’t right. Everything was out of place and, as a result, I’d felt lost. Now, it was as if all the mislaid parts of me were coming together, and though I hardly understood any of it, I suspected I had everything I needed.




    Lost in my thoughts, I barely registered a quiet knocking. The door! Hallelujah, I was saved from an awkward solo emergence, and by a little girl, at that.




    “Good morning, Ginny.” I smiled down at her.




    “Hi, Lily!” she sang. “You look pretty. I brought you a present!” She held out her tiny hand with a proud grin of anticipation.




    “You did? For me?” I chuckled.




    “Mm-hm.”




    I took the object from her and examined it. It was a smooth, speckled blue stone.




    “Oh, Ginny. How beautiful,” I said. “But, why are you giving it to me?”




    “My grandma said I could,” she smiled. “It was my mom’s. She said it was a worry stone. But I don’t worry much, and Grandpa says you look nervous, so I asked if I could give it to you. Look…” She took the stone and held it between her delicate fingers. “See where it sinks in? That’s from my mom. You keep it in your pocket, and when you get scared or worried, you can take it out and rub it between your fingers. It helps!”




    “Wow. That’s so nice of you! I don’t have one of these, you know.”




    “I didn’t think so,” she said confidently.




    “Thank you, Ginny.”




    “Welcome!” She grinned. “Did you eat breakfast?”




    “No, not yet. I was going to wait for someone else to wake up first.”




    “I’m awake! And so is William and Clara. Want some Froot Loops? We have Cheerios and Shredded Wheat too, but, bleh.” She made a face.




    I stifled a laugh. “Well, I certainly don’t want any of that awful stuff. Froot Loops it is.”




    We tiptoed past the bedrooms, Ginny pulling me by the hand. When we got to the kitchen, Clara was standing over a sizzling frying pan, and William sat at the table, frowning over a crossword puzzle. He looked up for a moment and smiled in greeting. The smell of bacon permeated the room.




    “Good morning, love!” Clara greeted me. “Care for some breakfast? An omelet?”




    “Actually, Ginny has won me over on the idea of sugar for breakfast this morning,” I said.




    “Oh dear. I see,” she laughed then sighed. “Well, top shelf then, just above the dishwasher.”




    “I can get it!” Ginny exclaimed, grabbing a chair and pulling it over. I watched nervously as she slid it into place and climbed up, deftly retrieving the cereal and hopping back down. The bowls she could reach without the chair, but only barely. I got the milk and spoons, and we took a seat. I reached for the milk carton.




    “I can do it!” Ginny pleaded.




    “Uhm…” I laughed. “All right, then.” I slid my bowl over to her. Surprisingly, very little milk and Froot Loops were sacrificed to the table top, but I was too late to stop her heading for the sugar bowl with my spoon. I gawked as she sprinkled a hefty amount on top of my cereal and pushed it back toward me, smiling. William raised an eyebrow and smirked behind his puzzle.




    “Thanks, Ginny,” I said, hiding my dismay.




    “Welcome!” she said. Then she took a huge spoonful of her own cereal and attempted to fit it all into her mouth. Half of the contents fell back into the bowl.




    I laughed to myself and took a bite. Mother of Jesus! Fighting the urge to gag, I swallowed as quickly as possible. Ginny looked at me.




    “Yummy, huh?” she asked.




    “Delicious,” I said, choking on a particularly large lump of sugar. William got up from the table and a moment later returned with a glass of water. He sat down to his puzzle again and cleared his throat. I looked up to see him sliding the glass over next to my bowl. I smiled into my Froot Loops. After a moment, William was again scowling over his puzzle, tapping his pen impatiently.




    “A nine letter word for ‘a book of rules,’” he said to anyone. I thought for a moment.




    Oh, that was an easy one. “Catechism,” I offered, and then took another bite of Diabetes.




    He examined his paper quizzically. “Hmm.” His face relaxed as he nodded and wrote the word in.




    “Look, Lily!” Ginny had her spoon hanging off her nose.




    “Amazing!” I gasped.




    “You do it!” she insisted.




    “Oh…Uh, I don’t think I can.” I squirmed.




    “Sure you can! Come on, try it! It’s easy.”




    I sighed, ready to give in.




    “Eleven letter word for ‘seedy fruit,’” William said suddenly.




    “Seedy fruit?” This one required a bit more contemplation. I twirled a section of hair around my fingers, sure to display deep concentration as Ginny watched my face. Watermelon wouldn’t do it. Neither would cantaloupe.




    “Oooh, pomegranate?” I said.




    “Are you asking me or telling me?” William said, pen still hovering over the paper.




    “Telling you?”




    He smirked and shook his head, but filled in the blanks with my answer, nonetheless. I worried that I should have stretched out the answer, bought more time, but Ginny seemed to have moved past the spoon trick.




    “Done!” she squealed, tipping her empty bowl toward us.




    I gawked. “Holy…”




    “Impressive,” William nodded, the corner of his mouth upturned.




    “Wow, kiddo.” I laughed. “I feel sorry for your grandparents later.”




    “How come?” she asked.




    “Just…” I stumbled. “You’re going to be tough to keep up with.”




    “Oh. You mean hyper? Grandpa always lets me go outside and run around in circles! You wanna come with me?”




    William snickered.




    “Gosh, Ginny, that sounds like fun, but I don’t think I’ll be able to today. Abram wanted to show me something,” I answered.




    “Oh. Well, maybe tomorrow, then!” she said.




    I laughed feebly. “Maybe.”




    “Okay. I’m gonna go watch cartoons now. See you later, Lily! Don’t forget to rub your stone!” Ginny grabbed her bowl and spoon, dashed to the sink, and dropped them in unceremoniously before skidding out of the kitchen.




    It took me a second to realize William was staring at me, an amused expression on his face. “I’m sorry? What did she just remind you to do?”




    “What? Oh!” I said, giggling. “She gave me a worry stone. See?” I held it out and William looked it over.




    “Ah-ha,” he said.




    Clara sat down next to me. “I’ve made plenty of eggs and bacon if you’d like some, dear,” she suggested, ruefully eyeing my sugary, sopping pile of cereal. The food on her plate was considerably more appealing, but I’d given up on breakfast for the day.




    “No, thank you, Clara. I’m not that hungry,” I said.




    “Suit yourself,” said a voice from behind me. “But my mum’s cooking is exceptional in every way.” Christian bent down and kissed Clara’s cheek.




    “Morning.” Clara smiled.




    “Morning, Mum, Lily.” He left William out, but at this point I wasn’t surprised.




    Christian sat down at the end of the table and grabbed a loose section of newspaper, sorting through as he chewed on a piece of toast.




    “Has anyone seen the crosswords?” he asked.




    I eyed William nervously as he flipped the nearly finished puzzle over to face Christian. “You should start waking up earlier,” he said.




    Christian’s face went sour. “You should start sleeping in.”




    William looked at his watch. “Or you could buy an alarm clock.”




    I concentrated ardently on my glass of water.




    “Piss off, Maddox,” Christian said.




    “Gentlemen,” Clara broke in.




    The two men shot each other a final look before William pushed away from the table and stood up. “Lily, thanks for your help,” he said.




    “Sure…thanks for the beverage.”




    William nodded and walked out of the kitchen as Christian stared after him, then turned his attention to me. “Help with what?” he asked.




    “Eh, nothing,” I muttered, still ardently sipping from my glass.




    Clara spoke up. “By the way, Lily, Abram is in his study this morning when you’re ready.”




    “But, it’s still so early. Maybe I should give him some time?”




    Clara chuckled. “Oh, I doubt that’s necessary. Abram has been quite eager to have you here. The sooner the better, I think.”




    “Why is that, exactly?” I laughed. “I mean, how do any of you know anything about me?”




    “Well, your mother, of course,” said Clara. She eyed me oddly. “Lily, did your grandparents tell you anything about your mother?”




    “It’s just that they didn’t know anything. My dad never talked about her.”




    Clara nodded in understanding. “Yes, I am sorry, Lillian. I don’t suppose any of us were fully aware of your history. Abram, of course, would be the exception to that, but he’s hardly one to expound upon the details of other people’s lives.”




    “It’s all right. Though my hope is that he’ll be willing to expound upon the details of my life with me,” I said.




    “I trust that will be the case,” she assured me.




    “Well, then. What am I waiting for?”




    “If you’re waiting for my good looks to fade,” Christian began, waving his toast in the air, “it’s a futile waste of time. Give up at once.”




    I snorted. “All right, then, that’s my cue.” I smiled.




    “See you later!” Christian said after me.




    “And looking just as striking as you are now, I’m sure!” I shouted behind me.




    The sound of Clara’s happy laughter faded as I crossed the reception hall and headed toward Abram’s study. The door was open. I peeked around the corner.




    “Hello?” I said, quietly.




    “Lillian! Come in, come in!” Abram sat holding a book in one of his large wing chairs, his glasses low on his nose.




    “Is this a good time?” I asked.




    “Oh, most definitely! It is always a good time. Let there never be a question of that.”




    I stood in front of him awkwardly. He chuckled and shook his head. “Lily, we are not strangers, you and I,” he insisted. “Sit with me. There’s so much to talk about.”




    I did as he said. “Good book?” I asked, peering through his fingers at the cover.




    “Quite good.” He removed his hand so I could see. “Jane Eyre…have you read it?”




    “Aah. Yes. It’s kind of depressing, actually.”




    “Ha! Well, I suppose it may be. Though, I do adore a good love story.”




    I laughed softly. “Same here.”




    “Very good,” he said with a smile. “Now, then. Literature aside, shall we begin with questions? Have you been compiling a list?” he asked.




    “Are you kidding?”




    “Ah, but of course you have. And no need to hold back today. Ask away.”




    “All right. I want to know about my mother.”




    “I’m surprised you didn’t ask that one last night!”




    “You know, so am I. I guess I wasn’t thinking very clearly. But I am now.”




    “Indeed. No one can fully understand their present, if they know nothing of their past. And this story has several beginnings, you know.” He looked eager now, leaning forward as he had the night before.




    “Your mother, Elizabeth Vivian Norris, was born in Newport, Connecticut, in nineteen fifty-six. Her parents, your grandparents, James and Vivian Norris, were Sentients. Elizabeth was immensely evolved, like you. Her endowments were similar to yours, though no two are exactly alike. She was raised to know herself and others of a like nature, and was encouraged to marry a Sentient or remain single, as this life is demanding even for the strongest sort of person. You see, we travel to where we are needed. This very house, accommodating as it is, is not our own. And there are unfailing dangers in our line of work. But, I am straying a bit. Where was I? Ah yes, that was one beginning. The next is as follows.




    “As fate would have it, she met your father, a non-Sentient, they fell deeply in love, and were married in the late seventies. Elizabeth decided it was not safe to raise a family in our Society, and she and Michael moved to Scranton, his home town. A few years later, they had a child, and she was charming little thing, if I do say so myself. If I recall correctly, the very first time you smiled, it was at me!” He beamed proudly. “At least, that’s what your parents told me, anyway,” he chuckled.




    “Well, they were exceptionally happy in Scranton, Lily. Your father built houses, and your mother stayed at home with you, and for a while everything was as it should be. But Elizabeth knew the risk of raising you away from us. She knew that certain protections could not extend beyond our group. And she became increasingly nervous as more and more entities were drawn to her, alone in that house with her baby. As we discussed last night, when we’re together, the protective strength of our energy is nearly impenetrable. Safety in numbers, you see. But when we’re separated, there are anomalies that are a great deal more threatening, and moreover, creatures such as vampires that cannot be reasoned with—only battled.”




    Abram paused, then sighed, as the mood in the room changed. The nature of his story was taking a sinister turn, and I knew there would be no happy ending.




    “Your mother’s energy was an unmistakable beacon in the darkness to them, and when you were barely ten months old, a vampire smashed out the back door of your parents’ home and made to attack Michael in his bed, with Elizabeth laying right beside him. She was able to repel the creature, and he fled, leaving the three of you unharmed. But your mother could no longer deny the gravity of the situation, and soon after, Elizabeth left you both and flew to London to live with some Sentient friends.”




    I let his words sink in briefly before speaking. “Why couldn’t we just have moved in with her parents? With other Sentients?”




    “That was Michael’s argument, as well,” Abram explained. “But Elizabeth wouldn’t hear of it. Your father had no way of defending himself against those types of threats, and until you were grown, there was no telling if you did either. To her, leaving was the only realistic option.”




    “Then what happened? Where is she? Is she still in London? Is she still alive?”




    Abram’s eyes dropped from mine. “She was attacked by a coven of vampires less than a year after she left Pennsylvania.”




    What thread of hope I’d babied since childhood snapped painfully, and I began to cry. Abram sat up straight, and amber warmth encircled me. It was more powerful than the strongest embrace.




    “Your mother was an honorable Sentient, Lily. She loved your father, though he was beyond what she knew, what was familiar. And she continued to cherish you both to the end, even across the globe.”




    “But she left us,” I said. “And what good did it do? She ended up dying anyway!”




    He put his hand over mine. “Lillian, I cannot say that I would have chosen the same course, but there are innumerable paths one may choose in this life—some that, at first, appear flawed. Yet, if lived with love and honesty, they will always render the greatest fruit. They will serve as a lesson to us all.”




    I shook my head, wiping tears from my face. “I lost my mother, my father. My grandparents lost their son long before the cancer took him. What kind of lesson is that?”




    “Oh, but child, if only you could see!” he said, his eyes boring into mine as he bent in closer. “If only you could see.”




    “See what?” I sniffled.




    “How your life will mend our wounds.”




    I stared at him. “What are you talking about?”




    “No matter the deviation, all things come full circle. You begin and end your journey in the same place, but with a different set of eyes. Both your mother and your father fulfilled their purpose here according to their very own choosing. And because of that, here you are, alive and well…and unspeakably important to us. Do you not feel the pull of your own destiny?”




    To deny this would have been a lie, and so I said nothing.




    “Lily, think, for instance, of all the times when your spirit was drawn to the woods, when, with no sound, no indication of danger, you were overcome with fear, or happiness—compelled to follow an unknown force. Any other person wouldn’t have returned. Any other person wouldn’t have known there was something to return to.”




    I released the breath I’d been holding for far too long. “I felt so stupid thinking that one day it would just…reveal itself to me. I told myself to snap out of it.”




    A smile spread across Abram’s face, knowing and warm. “I tried to reach you many times before, but you were quite resistant.”




    “Yes,” I agreed. “Because I couldn’t have handled the prospect of being wrong. It scared me to hope too much, to carry around this wish that what I saw wasn’t the end of all there is. I figured I’d either go crazy or devolve into a mindless, numb half-human who didn’t care anymore.”




    “And you are not the only one, child,” Abram added. “To a certain degree, most people feel this way, but do not know why. If you had insisted upon mimicking the world around you, searching outside of your own heart for meaning, you’d not have found it. It is good that you recognized this.”




    “Abram, don’t give me too much credit. When Christian came for me, I was not very cooperative.”




    At this he laughed. “Well, this is fitting, as he was quite the thorny retrieval himself.”




    “Yes, Christian had mentioned,” I said, but didn’t press the issue.




    Abram went on. “You must know that the knowledge you craved has always been at your disposal.”




    “Has it?” I frowned.




    “It has. Let me give you an example. Do you recall, as a child, there were certain pieces of music you could not bear to listen to alone?”




    “Yes.”




    “The notes were too unsettling because you were feeling the sensation behind them, the impression of the author. Where other observers merely listened, you relived the actual emotion.




    “And further, you were impatient with the emotional limitations of your peers…an adult trapped in a child’s body. You are still overwhelmed with the feelings of the many, aren’t you, Lily? You believe you cry too much? People have accused you of being too sensitive? Over-sentimental? In fact, wouldn’t you say that, in spite of your best efforts to quell that empathetic little girl, these qualities only grow stronger with age?”




    He wanted an answer, but I was too stunned by this intimate awareness of my life, my weaknesses, to say anything in response. He didn’t push me, which I appreciated; he simply laid his hands in his lap, smiling contentedly. One got the impression that he had all the time in the world. There was no impatience in his demeanor.




    “And do not believe,” he continued, “that you are alone in your dissatisfaction.”




    “I hope not. But call me a skeptic. People can be so closed off.”




    “Indeed…at ease in a dreamlike state of indifference, and so do not know to value anything beyond their material lives, their flesh and bone, human needs. Have you wearied of others’ inability to grasp what you suffered to ignore…the anguish, pain, bliss, joy, euphoria, feelings that were more than one soul could shoulder without a like mind to share them with?”




    “Then, why? Why is it like this?”




    He sat back again. “Lily, it will not be easy for you. You’ll have to trust me.”




    I furrowed my brows. This was becoming a frequent request. “Okay,” I whispered.




    “Let me ask you,” he went on. “Have you ever experienced a feeling of disembodiment washing over you? And you could only wait for the feeling to pass? While at rest, perhaps? Half-asleep?”




    I gasped. “Yes! And I’ve tried to describe it in words, but it never sounds right. What is it?”




    “Most likely a trapped spirit was passing too near you, and you sensed its consciousness. It is nothing too pleasant to be lagging here after death, Lily. The earth plane is no place for a disembodied soul. You’d have felt its detachment from the source. Of course, that is only one of many energies you’re capable of sensing. No small surprise that your attempts to express this were futile. If you didn’t know what was happening to you, those around you stood little chance.”




    I grimaced, thinking of the times when I’d tried sharing these feelings with others, searching for an explanation. “Everyone was so patronizing,” I said. “I just learned to keep this stuff to myself. It wasn’t worth the ridicule,” I finished, hardly shielding the bitterness in my voice.




    “And for that you mustn’t judge too harshly, Lily,” he interjected. “People are, after all, as they are content to be. It is not an easy path, walking around as a Sentient being. Few are prepared for this.”




    “What makes me prepared for this?” I laughed in frustration. “Hell, I don’t even know what it is I’m preparing for. A few dreams? Knowing when to run? Does that sound like the makings of a…whatever I am…to you?”




    “Most certainly. You saw me where others could not. That was all the convincing I needed of your preparedness. And Lily,” he continued as his hand rose to silence my next objection, “there is something you should see. It will help you, I think.”




    He stood up, his withered hands pressing into the chair’s arms for support. Fragile as he seemed, Abram moved with grace. I could see that in his youth he must have been an imposing figure.




    He turned to me. “Will you join me, then?”




    I hesitated. To the core I understood that following this man was nothing trivial. I would not return as I was before. Still, my curiosity outranked my fears. “Well, as long as I’ve come this far,” I said, standing.




    Abram’s expression remained the same. “Yes. I agree,” he said.




    We left the room’s amber glow and entered the hallway, rounding a corner to the back of the house. My eyes struggled to adjust. On either side of the new passage were tall open windows with gauzy white curtains billowing to the floor in a feathery pile. At the end of the hall were simple French doors. The sunlight shone through them, and the whole scene reminded me of a story I’d read once about a near death experience.




    Abram approached the doors and opened them both at once with a single sweeping gesture. It was a vision to see the man nearly one with the light as he lowered his arms and stepped to the side. A new breeze poured down the hall toward me, fresh and clean. Everything surrounding Abram seemed to come to life.




    He smiled expectantly in the doorway. “To the grounds?” he asked.




    I nodded, following. The man knew how to set a scene.




    We stepped out onto a path with tiny crystals embedded in the pavement. Whoever tended these grounds did so with great care, as the grass was lush and deeply green without being overgrown. The lawn spread in either direction until it met the edge of the grounds which were surrounded by trees. Maple and birch, my favorites.




    Our path split around a stone fountain, an angel at its center, and trailed off into the distance. We walked along in silence for a while, though I couldn’t say how long. Time seemed relative with Abram. From the moment we’d met till the present, I couldn’t say if it had been minutes or hours.




    Finally, he wandered to the right of the path toward a gray stone bench placed at the mouth of a shallow, graduating pond. He took a seat before the water, leaving enough room for me to join him.




    I took my place noiselessly on the bench, feeling more than a little unworthy. The very air around him seemed a loftier space than my frame deserved to occupy. For a moment more he sat serenely staring over the surface of the water.




    “You know,” he spoke at last, “intriguing thing, water. It is the stuff of myths and legends. Have you heard of Narcissus?”




    “I think so. It’s Greek, right?”




    “Mmm.” He nodded. “They had it all wrong, you know…he was not smitten with his own face, but rather, what he saw reflected in the water.”




    I found myself examining the same stretch of pond as Abram, hoping to realize even a whisper of what he saw. “But, the story goes that he saw his face in the water, right? I’m…I’m honestly not sure what you mean,” I admitted.




    “Oh, but surely you know,” he urged.




    “I do?” I fumbled. Oh, how small was my mind.




    “Surely.”




    “Eh…” I chuckled. “Huh. So he wasn’t just…oh so very vain?” I suggested.




    “So they say. But do keep trying; there is a better answer,” he said.




    “Uuuhm.” I hedged. Good grief. I had no idea. “He had a tadpole fetish?” I laughed.




    He shook his head, grinning. “Not at all, though tadpoles tell their own story,” he said.




    “I’ll bet they do.” I smiled back. He probably had a story for everything.




    “All the same,” he continued, “we must not lose sight of the question, as the answer is most clear to you.” He spoke with complete assurance in his voice, not a speck of doubt.




    “Right.”




    He said nothing, only contemplated peacefully the water’s surface once again, waiting.




    I thought harder. If I were Narcissus, what would glue my face to that water, what would keep me coming back for more, hours on end, days and nights wasted by the water’s edge? What’s the drive behind any such obsession? Then, in an instant of realization, it occurred to me.




    “Maybe…maybe he saw another life, another reality, where he was someone else, someone better.”




    “Indeed! Please, go on,” he insisted.




    “He could have been obsessed with an alternative to his life.” I stared at my hands. Suddenly Narcissus seemed like every one of us. “Maybe it wasn’t a reflection he was staring at, as much as a window…to a world he pined for,” I suggested.




    “That’s right. Perhaps it was,” he said. “Until now, you’ve only ever sensed the depth of Narcissus’s fixation. I have brought you here that you might glimpse it with your own eyes. Glimpse it without, of course, losing yourself in it. Live along side it with wisdom, lest it absorb you.




    “We’ve spoken of spirits who, in their attachment to a reality which is not their own, refuse to leave here. They are obsessed with another kind of life, unaware of their own intended course.”




    He reached out and grasped my hand. Perfect calm claimed me.




    “I will show you what you have already known was there. I will show you why you are here, and whom you must help. As long as you are grounded, a sacred flesh-bound being on this earth, it is your endowment to help these spirits see the path to their own reality, and dispense of those which would do us harm.” He nodded toward the water again, still holding my hand.




    “Lily, look and see Narcissus’s true reflection.”




    As my eyes followed Abram’s back to the water, I felt a familiar charge rising up from the earth below my feet. It spread through me, and every hair on my body stood on end. The water’s clear reflection of sky and green turned to gray, while forms—human in shape but not substance—seemed to press their hands from beneath the surface and gaze upward as through a pane of glass. Their features grew more distinct, and I stared, mesmerized and terrified, into eyes wide and pleading.




    “Are they trapped down there?” I asked, frightened of and for them in the same moment.




    “You needn’t fear,” he said. His light grew in strength, and my trembling ceased. “They are not beneath the water. They are everywhere at every moment.”




    “How? How does this happen?”




    “We are, all of us, born of light, Lily. It is our natural state. But these souls are lost, and so they suffer in shadow. They peer into our lives, some out of mere curiosity, and others oblivious in their longing to return to what they knew. You are a path crosser and an empath. Not only astral, but living energies of every kind will be drawn to you for comfort, sanctuary. They will seek to halve their pain, and express their joy, through you. What’s more, you possess the unique ability to progress a spirit forward using your own guiding light. Of all the endowments you could have carried with you into this life, these are the most troubling and rewarding.”




    My world, till now, had been a small one, a lonely one. Feeling ever out of place, the days had flown by like wasted moments. And now, even knowing that the bided time would finally mean something, fear and purpose battled for an answer.




    “I’m scared,” I said.




    “Yes.”




    All or nothing, Frank had always said. “But I can’t go back to a false life.”




    ***




    Abram and I spent a good part of the day talking about what my new life would entail. He endured the myriad of questions that followed my first vision, but he often left some aspect of the answer for me to discover on my own.




    “It’s quite vital that you learn defense,” he said, the sun high in the sky above us.




    “Defense? Like, fighting?”




    “Well, in a manner of speaking,” he said. “You won’t be learning to throw a punch or paralyze your opponent with one finger, but your defenses will be lethal nonetheless.”




    “What will I be learning?”




    “You will learn how to detect your enemy before he is aware of you.”




    “Sounds hard.”




    “Not terribly. And it is essential that, before you’ve ever learned to guide a spirit, you know how to contend with it. And, moreover, how to tell if it is, in fact, human or otherwise. That shall make all the difference.”




    “Difference between what?”




    “Between preparing for action or preparing for conflict.” These last words were spoken with no more intonation than any others, but they rang alarmingly in my head. What exactly was I signing up for?




    “How will I know one from the other?” I asked.




    “You must be taught, and taught well. I shall have you begin lessons in a few days, here, on the grounds.”




    “With you?”




    “No, I dare say not. I have someone in mind, though.”




    “Who?”




    “Forgive me, but I would rather not say at the moment. I must ask that person first, you see.”




    I nodded.




    “There is an area of the woods where the trees are not so densely grown together, at the very end of the grounds, you see?” he said, stretching out his arm and pointing down the long path. “Perhaps that should do in the beginning.”




    In the trees? I’d become leery of trees. Wouldn’t a theory book, desk, and chair be just as effective? As if reading my mind, Abram nodded.




    “Yes, it does seem a rather odd set up, does it not? But I am confident it will serve you well.” And as he grinned, I’d have sworn there was something of mischief in his eyes.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    I SAT AT THE DINNER TABLE and crushed chick peas with my fork. The evening had passed with the same happy chatter that greeted me on my first night in the house, but I was hardly aware of any of it. My mind was in a hundred places at once—with my grandparents, fending off the various surges of complicated sensation coming from the people around me, and relentlessly replaying the images of all those lost souls. Luckily, if anyone had noticed the serious drop in my sociability, they didn’t let on.




    After a while, Christian got up from the table and grabbed his plate. Tapping my arm to get my attention, he paused in the kitchen doorway and waited. I picked up my plate and followed behind him, and we took turns rinsing them in the sink.




    “Want to go for a drive?” he asked.




    “Sure.” This would be my first time out of the house in two days, and I was starting to feel a bit detached from the world. A drive was exactly what I needed.




    The night was warm and breezy as we stepped outside, the air thick with jasmine and wet earth, and the fragrances sent me into a whirl of emotion. Though a mystery every time it occurred, I was used to this particular phenomenon. Scents had often done this to me, evoked a gut reaction…as if I were reliving a powerful moment. No doubt there could be some physiological explanation for it, but not always…and not this time.




    “I figured you’d like to escape for a while,” Christian interrupted my bliss as we walked toward the car.




    “Sounds about right. So where are we going?”




    He shrugged.




    The cool of the leather seats was soothing, and I relished the silence as we drove. We hadn’t traveled very far before Christian turned off the road and up a wooded hill. At the top was a paved lot that overlooked a river at the bottom of a ravine. The view was amazing, but the drop was unsettling.




    “So.” He exhaled. “Are you all right?”




    “I don’t know. Am I? You’re better qualified to answer that than I am. How am I supposed to be right now?”




    “Right. You’re grossly overwhelmed then.”




    I considered his response. “Well said.”




    “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you more the first day. I just, to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t terribly happy to be retrieving you.”




    “I’m touched, thank you.”




    “No, no.” He laughed. “I don’t mean it personally. It’s just that this is not an easy life, Lily. There are so many risks, and I feel responsible for you now. I mean, I brought you here, after all.”




    “Well, no obligations, Christian. I’m not completely powerless.”




    “No, you won’t be for long, anyway,” he said. “But that doesn’t change how I feel. You’ll have to put up with me, Lily. I’m insufferably stubborn, you know.”




    I sighed. “Just avoid the caveman crap.”




    “Yes. I’m sorry. I’ll watch that bit.”




    “Thank you,” I said, and then I paused. “Christian?”




    “Hm?”




    “Where’s Abram from?”




    “Well, let me think. I know he was born in South Africa—the Eastern Cape, though it wasn’t called that back then. Why do you ask?”




    “His accent, I couldn’t place it.”




    “Ah.” He nodded. “Yes. From what my mum has said, his childhood was extremely difficult. I’d imagine he must have seen the worst that apartheid had to offer. I don’t know much about his history, but mum says that at some point he left to attend University in England, and it was there that another Seer recognized what he was.”




    “Does he have any family?”




    “I don’t think so, no. Just us. I really don’t know many details. Abram doesn’t speak much about his past. He believes that the present is the only real thing and everything else is an illusion…a distraction.”




    “I see. Do you agree with him?”




    He shifted in his seat. “Sometimes…but other times…” He stopped mid-thought and went quiet, staring intently out the windshield.




    “Other times?”




    “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “Lost my train of thought. By the way, Lil, I do have one sort of slightly ever-so-caveman-ish request to make.”




    “What?” I asked, eyebrow raised.




    He turned to face me again. “Stay away from William. He’s not to be trusted.”




    “Oh?”




    “That’s right.”




    “Why? He’s a little snarky, yes, but what’s wrong with him?”




    He laughed, but there was no humor in his voice. “He’s not one of us. Just stay away from him, okay?”




    I looked at him, astonished. “Then why is he here? I mean, Abram wouldn’t allow someone around who wasn’t trustworthy.”




    “Wouldn’t he? Abram is forgiving to a fault, Lily.”




    I considered this. Christian knew the intricacies of this strange life, and the histories of the people in it. I, on the other hand, was completely green. What justification could I have for doubting his word?




    “Please,” he insisted again.




    “Well…All right.”




    The relief on his face was instantaneous. “Good, then. Let’s get back. They’ll have noticed we’re gone by now, and we wouldn’t want to start any vicious rumors.” He smiled.




    ***




    Lounging on the edge of what was now my bed, I stared out the window at the garden. My head reeled with the events of the last few days and the images Abram had made known to me. My heart ached for these lost souls, but I feared them nonetheless. Abram promised this would pass, that this life would fit me perfectly, just as it did every Sentient. But I felt weak, small, stupid. What right had I to direct a spirit when my very own felt superbly lost?




    There was a knock on the door. “Uh…come in?”




    Anna opened the door and peered around it. “You’re back!” She bounced into the room and plopped herself on the bed next to me.




    “I am.”




    “I was afraid you’d decided to go home.”




    “Nope. Still here.”




    “So, how badly wigged are you?” she asked, smiling cautiously.




    “Pretty badly,” I admitted.




    “Has Abram discussed lessons yet? He said something about lessons.”




    “Unfortunately.”




    “Ha! That eager, are we?”




    I shook my head slowly. “I always thought I was brave, Anna, but I was fooling myself.”




    “Oh, now, don’t say that!” she scolded. “Besides, did Abram tell you about my mother?” she asked.




    “He said she’d be a helpful guide. That she’s a path crosser, too.”




    “Yes.”




    “Are you? A path crosser?” I asked.




    “Not quite. My endowment is more suited to emotional management than anything else. You really should have a talk with my mum, Lily. She can ease anyone’s mind.”




    I believed her. Clara’s force was stronger than the others, and powerfully good. I’d have to shove my preemptive fears in the closet until I could speak with her, gain just a sliver of her perspective.




    “This business aside,” I continued, “can I never walk a trail again without a monster harassing me?”




    Anna let out an appreciative groan. “William could tell you best how to arm yourself against attacks. He knows how their minds work. Of course, Christian would have to let you near enough to actually talk to him for that to happen.”




    I was starting to get that. “But I suppose I can see where Christian is coming from,” I said. “There’s just something different about William that I can’t put my finger on.”




    To my surprise Anna laughed. “Yes, it’s a pretty normal response for a Sentient to feel that way around a vampire.”




    My heart leaped into my throat as the connections were made.




    “He’s one of them? Living here?”




    “Yes. But before you have an aneurysm, there’s something about him that you don’t know. William is unique among other vampires. In fact, I don’t know that one could fairly call him a full-fledged vampire, anyway. He has a soul, Lily. He has a conscience.”




    “And vampires don’t normally have souls?”




    “No! That’s the whole point. They’re the remaining flesh of what once housed a soul, an incredibly intelligent, warped animal, but nothing human.”




    “So, William is human now?”




    “Erm, not precisely,” she said, evoking a frown from me. “But sort of!” she corrected. “I mean, that is…I think.”




    I shook my head, unconvinced.




    “But let me say this,” she continued. “When William’s soul was restored, the memories of what his vessel had done were such that he came to my father, begging to die. Dad refused to kill him.” Anna looked down at her hands. “My brother has never given William a chance.”




    “If your father trusted him, and Abram trusts him, then why doesn’t Christian? There must be a reason.”




    Anna paused for a moment, and a shadow seemed to dull her features. She was no longer with me, her mind had traveled elsewhere.




    “Why didn’t he just tell me what William is?” I asked.




    She stared at her lap. “He was trying to protect you. He’d rather William not be here. My father didn’t survive to see us vote on William’s staying. I think if he had been, Christian’s feelings would be different.”




    “How did your father die, Anna?” I asked, dreading the answer.




    She hesitated. “Christian…he was there. We all were.” She examined her fingers even more closely now. “It’s been harder for him, though.”




    “Harder?”




    “Yes. There was a time when my brother wanted nothing to do with a Sentient’s life. When we agreed to let William stay, Christian left. He hated Abram for allowing it. He saw it as an act of betrayal, after what happened to Dad.”




    “That’s why he needed retrieving?”




    “That’s right. But Mum wouldn’t let up, though Abram asked her to. He said he would still visit Christian’s dreams, but maintained that it was my brother’s choice to return. Mum wasn’t so accepting of the situation, though, as you could well imagine. You’ve met the woman.”




    “Yes,” I said, grinning. I could imagine.




    A new question, a difficult one, remained to be answered. If I was ever going to understand these people, turn them from alien to kin in my mind, I would have to know what they had known, see what they had seen. I was, after all, making up for lost time.




    “Anna,” I began. “Tell me what happened to your father.”




    She sighed, a weak smile on her face. “It’s so much easier not to think about it.”




    “But how long can you keep up the Pollyanna act?”




    “As long as they need me to.”




    “Well, here’s the rub.” I closed in the space between us, placed my hand on her face, and smiled. “I don’t need you to. So don’t be brave.”




    “I can’t talk about it,” she said, the strength gone from her voice. “But…there’s something…” She stopped, shaking her head. “God, never mind.”




    “What? What is it? Please, Anna.”




    “Lily. Hell, I know how selfish this is,” she began, tears filling her blue eyes and spilling down her cheeks. “But my experiences are communal when I share a vision. I can’t lie to you. It’s a terrible thing to ask of someone, and I’d love you still the same if you refused, but…” She was sobbing quietly now. “I could tell you what happened,” she said, suddenly lifting her head, “or I could show you.” Her eyes burned into mine, questioning my courage. I knew what she wanted. She wanted me to see what she had seen. She wanted me to share the burden.




    “Show me,” I said.




    Her sobbing intensified for a brief moment, a look of astonished gratitude washed over her, and she took my hand. “I’ll repay you for this someday, Lillian Hunt. I swear on my life,” she said.




    She was holding both my hands now, her eyes and mine locked together, and the room began to spin fiercely. It felt like I’d lifted off the bed, was flying through the air, and everything around us was a brilliant white glare, everything but Anna’s eyes. Abruptly I was being pulled forward into them at light speed, my hair whipping behind me, my arms flying backward. I shut my eyes instinctively and landed. When I opened them, I was in a dark, graffiti littered tunnel, and the stench was unbearable.




    “Anna?” I whispered, my voice trembling.




    No one answered, but I could hear voices in the distance behind me, and as I turned, I saw Anna standing with her face in her mother’s shoulder, crying. Clara held her daughter close and stared ahead at something, her face stiff with horror.




    I let my gaze follow Clara’s. In Christian’s arms, there was a writhing, twisting, shuddering form. I willed my legs to carry me there, though I don’t remember walking at all, just thinking. In a second, I was next to Christian.




    “Christian, please. Please,” the man cried.




    “No, Dad.” Christian shook his head, his eyes full of fear.




    “You must,” the man begged. “Please, son, you must.”




    “No.” Christian’s voice was a drawn out, agonizing plea, his face twisted up, tears streaming freely. “I can’t, Dad. I can’t, I can’t.” He rocked on his knees, his fists balled up tightly.




    “Son…” The voice was a rasping moan, rife with pain. “Do this for me…please. Don’t let this…happen. Just spill the blood. Don’t…don’t be afraid…let me go.” His head fell back, a strangled scream ripped through him, and his body convulsed and curled up.




    Christian grabbed his father around the shoulders. “Dad, it’s okay. I’ll do it. I’ll do it.”




    “Your gun, son. Now, Chr…Christian,” he sputtered.




    Christian sobbed, reaching to his side and pulling a gun from the ground, his hand shaking violently. His father’s breaths were harsh, his neck arched backward in his son’s arms.




    Christian took the gun in both hands and pressed it to his father’s chest, weeping.




    “I love you, son,” his father wheezed.




    “I love you.” Christian lifted his gaze and his eyes went blank.




    I looked away, crying. Seconds later a muted shot sounded, and a moment of agonizing silence followed. Then, the air was cut through with Christian’s screaming. I dared myself to look back as he wept, rocking the lifeless body of his father on his knees.




    In the foreground, Anna and her mother stood, Anna’s head still in her mother’s chest, Clara’s face buried in her daughter’s hair.




    I was overwhelmed, blinded by stinging tears. Everything began to spin again and I was thrown backward with great force. When I landed, Anna and I were sitting on the bed, clinging to each other. I held her this way for a long time, just as her mother had.




    “Oh, Anna,” I whispered at last.




    “He had to do it,” she whimpered. “Dad had been attacked; his body was changing.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “Into a vampire,” she said, a shudder coursing through her and into me. “And Dad wouldn’t allow another of them to populate the earth while we had the power to stop it, even if it meant leaving this world, leaving us.”




    “When did this happen?”




    “In Vancouver. They’d been holding him in the sewers. By the time we found him, it was too late.”




    Powerful revulsion swept over me. Not only had one of these creatures tried to take my life, but they had stolen my mother, destroyed my parents’ lives, and devastated an essential part of what was now to be my family. To add insult to injury, one of them was dwelling right within these walls.




    ***




    Thursday came quickly, since time tends to fly when you’re terrified and awe-struck. I’d done my best to stick by Christian or Anna at all times, avoiding even the suggestion of William’s company. But today I would have to brave it on my own, at least for a little while.




    As Abram had requested, I followed the path to its end and entered the wooded patch. It all felt terribly silly to me, this mysterious business. Why Abram couldn’t simply tell me who he had in mind for training seemed pointless, unless…




    “Hello, Lily.” I knew that voice, and it wasn’t Christian’s. I stiffened, turning around to face him.




    “William,” I said, with little effort to sound friendly.




    “From the look on your face I’d say you’re disappointed. Abram didn’t mention you’d be working with me?”




    “No. He didn’t specify.”




    “Well, he does tend to keep things to himself, remember. Of course, most people like Abram’s way of doing things.”




    “I don’t know what I like. In fact, why the hell am I here right now?”




    “Sensory training, self protection,” he answered.




    “No, I mean right here,” I spoke of the place where we stood.




    “You’re following a directive? Look, am I missing something, Lillian?”




    “Do not call me Lillian,” I seethed.




    He sighed, crossing his arms. “You know…Lily,” he stressed, “this isn’t going to work so well if you’re non-compliant. Do you not trust me?”




    “I don’t trust monsters,” I said emphatically.




    He winced at the last word, and his expression hardened. “Christian’s been setting the scene, then,” he said.




    “No. But that doesn’t matter. I’m just glad someone did.”




    His voice went icy cold. “Wonderful. Perhaps this was a mistake.”




    “Damn right.” I glared. “Tell Abram to send a human next time.”




    He scoffed. “Any particular human?”




    “What’s that supposed to mean?”




    “Don’t be so naive,” he said, his tone biting. “Saint Christian just might disappoint you.”




    “Go to hell.”




    “Been there, didn’t care for the company.” He smiled, more pleasantly this time.




    We stood in silence for a moment, William grinning defiantly, his arms still crossed, waiting for my next move, and me refusing to budge.




    “Ugh!” I groaned. “God damn it, Abram!”




    William raised his eyebrows. “Uncle?” he said, a pleased look on his face.




    I opened my mouth to protest and my breath caught in my throat. He had no right to be so good looking. What self-respecting male, vampire or otherwise, had eyes that pretty? Like grass…or, maybe more like a forest canopy…wait, why the fuck was I analyzing the possible color variations of his eyes? Jesus. I scrunched up my face in disgust. “Yeah, whatever. Who better to teach me the inner-workings of evil, right? And I’ll never trust you,” I assured him.




    “I think you will,” he responded, beaming at me.




    I rolled my eyes. “I’m here to learn. Stop wasting my time.”




    He had the audacity to whistle…as if I was the one being unreasonable.




    “All right. Down to business, then,” he said, circling me a few times.




    I stood rigid as a stone. “Is this really necessary?” I complained.




    “Shh!” he scolded.




    I scowled. “What are you doing, exactly?”




    “Lily…,” he warned.




    “Fine!” I crossed my arms.




    “Please don’t do that,” he complained.




    “What?”




    “Cross your arms like that. I can’t read you as well.”




    “Well, good!”




    “No, not good! The better I can read you, the better you learn. So, free your energy, please. Open your arms.”




    I sighed and let my arms fall to my sides.




    “Hm. Nice. I can tell why the vampire found you so easily. That aura of yours…it’s intensely attractive. No surprise, though, considering what you are.”




    “This is what’s attracting things to me? What exactly is an aura, anyway?”




    “It’s the extension of your soul’s energy beyond what’s flesh, the physical manifestation of wisdom gathered from former lives.”




    I looked at him incredulously. “Like rollover minutes?”




    “I suppose so,” he answered with a chuckle. “It’s the universe’s process of sifting out unnecessary elements.”




    “How does anyone know this?”




    “There have been innumerable generations of Seers, Lily. They’ve learned a few things.”




    “So what is a Sentient, really?” I asked. He may have been the adversary, but my curiosity was insatiable.




    “Anyone whose energy is advanced beyond the norm,” William began, “and is capable of using that energy in an atypical way is considered a Sentient.”




    “So, magnified senses?”




    “Exactly. The closer you get to the true state of the soul, the more you’re capable of seeing. A Seer has achieved levels of sentience beyond what you or I are capable of in this life.”




    “Like Abram?”




    “Precisely. Eventually his path will be complete and he won’t have to return to the human form.”




    “Can you see things?” I said, hardly imagining that he could be advanced in any way.




    “Yes.”




    “Can you see lightlines?”




    “No. But I can see auras.”




    “What’s the difference?” I asked.




    “Lightlines are emotionally driven. Only an empath can decipher their intricacies. An aura, however, all Sentients can see. We can even produce light when necessary.”




    “So, you can see my aura?”




    “I can. But it’s easier to feel.”




    “Can you feel mine? Right now?”




    “Very well.” He smiled warmly, and for a moment, he seemed like he could possibly be a little less horrible than I thought.




    “So, what’s it like?” I asked.




    “You want me to be honest?”




    “Yes,” I said, crossly. “Why wouldn’t I? Is there something wrong with it?”




    “No. It feels like…well…” He seemed to struggle to find the words.




    “Like?”




    “Almost like…like being held,” he said finally, then looked away, clearly embarrassed.




    I fought back an awkward smile, barely concealing the upturn in the corner of my mouth. “Oh,” I said, quietly. “Well, why would anything evil be attracted to that?”




    “For a very different reason than human souls, you can be certain,” he said, darkly. “Your enemy seeks to absorb that kind of force and use it to manipulate the world around it. In succeeding, he would render one of three scenarios. The first two, I might add, are considerably more pleasant than the last.”




    “What are they?” I said, stricken with morbid curiosity.




    “Possession is the mildest,” he answered.




    “Wonderful,” I said, my heart pounding.




    “Death is a possibility as well, though when you’re well prepared, it’s also a rarity.”




    “And that isn’t numero uno on the bad scale?”




    “No. Death is nothing; it’s simply waking up.”




    “Well, then, what’s worse?”




    “Turning,” he said.




    “Turning?” I shook my head, not comprehending.




    “The result of a vampire attack, Lily.”




    “You mean…” The word sounded so small next to its insinuation, as if the Seers had purposely chosen it to sound less hideous. It would have seemed more natural for me to react, but only a distant acknowledgment of the truth had sunk in. The rest had yet to break the surface.




    “Do you understand what I’m saying?” he asked.




    A thought occurred to me. William had been turned. He had been human once. He was probably well trained when it happened, too. I could be him, any of us could. Then the fear set in, a rush of hysteria.




    “This is insane! All of it!” I paced in front of him. “What if I can’t do this? I’m not brave enough, William. I’m not ready for this.” My strength again deserted me and my eyes welled with tears.




    “Lily.” William’s voice was calm.




    “Shit,” I cursed, shaking. He took a step forward and put his hand on my arm. I winced but remained still.




    “I’m sorry to upset you,” he started, “but once you’ve learned to detect them, once you’ve learned to defeat that kind of threat, you’ll lose most of the fear, you’ll feel empowered. And you are brave, Lily! You’re here with me, aren’t you?”




    There was no Christian here to manipulate my sense of wellbeing, and fear could easily have seized my will. But wasn’t now the best time to be courageous, knowing there was so very much in this world to be courageous about?




    “I overreacted,” I said. “I freaked out. I’m okay now.”




    William thought for a moment. “I want to show you something. Stay where you are, keep facing forward,” he said, walking behind me.




    Instantly his footfalls went silent. He’s stopped, I thought. I stood still, listening intently. What was he doing? Impatience gnawed at me, and I gave in to temptation, turning my head back quickly. He was gone.




    Disregarding his orders, I turned full circle, peering into the trees, down the path. Had he just left me there? Was he screwing with me, laughing while I waited like a sheep for however long I was fool enough to do so?




    “And the lesson for today is how intolerably obnoxious vampires are!” I shouted to the trees.




    “That wasn’t very nice,” he whispered, inches from my ear. And to think I’d always considered screaming a juvenile response to things.




    “Not good!” I said, my hand on my heart.




    “What?” he smiled.




    “How the hell did you do that?”




    “You really ought to mind that potty mouth of yours, Lily,” he teased. “It is uncharacteristic of a Sentient.”




    “Yeah, well, I’m a beginner.”




    “Excuses, excuses.”




    “Can we get to the point, please?”




    “No problem. The point is you weren’t paying attention.”




    “I was, too! I looked for you! I mean, you didn’t even make a sound!”




    “And what did you expect?” He laughed. “You know, looking and listening are great tactics for human detection, but they won’t help you here. Your adversary isn’t going to wave and call your name before an ambush. Use your senses, Lily.”




    Oh! He was just infuriating! “And do you care to explain how the hell this is done?”




    “Just trust yourself. It’s in you to know this stuff.”




    “Ugh, please, Mr. Miyagi, spare me the wax on, wax off.”




    “Must you always be so unpleasant?”




    “No. Not always,” I clarified. “Just with you.”




    “Clearly,” he said.




    Was it my imagination or had I actually hurt his feelings? A pang of guilt tugged at my conscience, but I pushed it away.




    “Let’s just get on with this,” I said. “How did you disappear and appear like that?”




    “I walked.”




    “So you’re invisible now?”




    “Hardly. As I said, you’re just not paying attention.”




    “Well, as you obviously have all the answers, how do I pay attention?”




    “Let’s try this again, shall we?” He grabbed me by the shoulders, spinning me around to face the path. “Now, this time, don’t peek, don’t move, don’t say anything. Just wait until you feel me coming before you react.”




    “Feel you coming. Fine.” I rolled my eyes.




    Again I heard a few footfalls and then silence. A moment went by without a sound. What was the protocol for “feeling” vampires, anyway? I sighed, closing my eyes. An image, the memory of a trail, the woods, a dark-eyed killer came into view. I was on that Pennsylvania path again, running. I could feel something then, couldn’t I? I had to make myself feel it again.




    I kept my eyes shut, lifted my head, and spread my hands, palms out. Giving every inch of my flesh full attention, I waited.




    My fingertips began to tingle, only slightly at first; then it spread into my hands, up my shoulders, my neck, my face. The sensation of someone watching me progressed until it was fully physical, an energy focused on, zeroing in on mine…straight ahead. I gasped, my eyes shot open. William was about ten feet in front of me.




    He smiled. “Well done.”




    My body still reeled with the sensation of his approach. Why had I never felt that around him before?




    “I knew you were coming,” I said in wonder. “For a while, before I even opened my eyes.”




    “Yes.” He nodded. “I know. You were putting out a tremendous amount of energy.”




    “More holding?” I cocked an eyebrow.




    “More like a warning beacon that you weren’t a force to be trifled with.”




    “You’re serious?”




    “Absolutely, Lily.” He examined me, shaking his head. “Impressive.”




    There was an awkward silence.




    “Again, then?” he asked.




    We went on like this for close to an hour, him coming at me from every angle, every distance, until I was exhausted. Despite the definite lack of physical exertion on my part, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so fatigued.




    “I think you’ve had it for today,” William said, chuckling as I swayed questionably in place.




    “I think so.”




    “Abram wanted you to go on a cleansing with Anna and Clara tomorrow. Are you up for it?”




    “I don’t know. What’s a cleansing?”




    “One of many things we’re called out to handle. But this one in particular is suited to your endowment.”




    “Still not telling me much,” I complained.




    “It’s a house clearing, Lily. There’s a local family suffering from a haunting, and Clara has been working with them for weeks now.”




    “She’s going to kick a ghost out?”




    “Yes. It’s a fascinating case.”




    The idea was exhilarating. “Yeah, I’ll be good for it.”




    He laughed again. “You’re not scared of ghosts, then?”




    I shrugged.




    “All right,” he said. “I’ll see you the same time tomorrow.”




    I hesitated before confirming, wrestling with a perplexing concept. I didn’t want to be civil, but he was almost likable…when he wasn’t being an ass. Still, I trusted Christian, and I’d made a promise.




    “How much longer do we have to do this?” I asked, inserting as much annoyance into the words as possible.




    William frowned. “Still think I’m the enemy, I take it?”




    Thoughts of my mother and the pain of Anna’s vision still burned like a salted wound.




    “If Abram thinks we should, I will, but…” I clenched my fists.




    “What, Lily? Speak your mind.”




    “But I’ve seen what your kind can do.”




    “My kind…”




    “That’s right. This innocent bullshit, well, for all I know that’s all it is…bullshit. I haven’t forgotten what you are.”




    It would have been so much easier to hate him if he’d said something rude in response. Instead, he stood motionless, examining my face. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”




    There was no trying to conceal my astonishment.




    “Are you serious?” I laughed at him. “How did you expect me to feel? Am I supposed to believe that you’re trustworthy? Why? Because you said so? You know, Christian didn’t want me around you at all, so there has to be a reason for that. For all I know, you aren’t any better than that thing that tried to kill me!”




    “I wouldn’t—”




    “Save it.” I can’t hurt him. I repeated the words like a prayer. I had a vendetta to uphold, damn it!




    “Lily, I know you have little faith in me as a person of character…as a person, really,” he said. “But put that aside for now, do what you must to learn, and then you’ll never have to look at me again.”




    Why was he being so diplomatic? He was a creature, after all. He wasn’t a real human. Who knew if there was really any good to be found in him? I would not, could not, allow myself to be duped. Still, he had a point. I could choose to shut him out completely once these lessons were over, and I needed to know how to protect myself.




    “Tomorrow,” I said.




    He nodded, relieved.




    “I have to go,” I said.




    “All right.”




    When I got back to the house, Christian was waiting on the back deck, reading a newspaper. He sat up when he saw me coming.




    “Did it go well?” he asked.




    “Went fine.”




    “What did he show you?”




    “How to sense him coming.”




    “Hm. Can you do it?”




    “Yes.”




    “Good,” he said.




    “I think I’m going to tag along with your mom and Anna tomorrow.”




    “Eh, are you sure that’s such a good idea?”




    “Why wouldn’t it be?”




    “Well, you look a bit worn out, Lily.”




    “Nah. I don’t feel that bad. My energy is coming back. By tomorrow I’ll be fine.”




    “But being in a place like that can really sap you dry,” he argued. “Maybe you should wait for the next one.”




    “Not necessary.” I shook my head. “Really, I’m feeling pretty good right now.” And I meant it.




    “All right, but maybe I ought to come along.”




    “Suit yourself.” I smiled.




    William walked up the porch steps toward the back door and gave us a quick glance.




    “I don’t think you should work her so hard,” Christian called after him. Then he stood up, tossing the paper onto the swing. “She looks exhausted.”




    “Christian, I’m all right.” I tried quelling him, but it was too late.




    William turned slowly. “Lily, would you like me to take it easier on you next time?” he asked, looking only at me.




    “No. I said I was fine.”




    He smiled and shot a look at Christian. “She seems to have made up her mind. I won’t force her beyond what she’s comfortable with.”




    “No, you won’t,” Christian answered ominously. The two stood staring each other down, waiting for the other to crack.




    “I’m going inside,” I said, glaring at them.




    I pushed past William. His whole demeanor had changed. His speech was more calculated around Christian, his words cautious and generic. Christian’s hatred for vampires aside, these exchanges seemed especially volatile with me in the mix. I would have to try very hard to ease Christian’s concerns. After all, he felt obligated to me now. And I, in turn, would do everything in my power not to make his life any more complicated than it already was.




    ***




    I knew what needed to be said, but saying it would break my heart. Frank had been so good, so understanding of my traverse into the unknown. Could I really expect him to accept any more? The space between what was and what would be had been a nice sort of cushion, a safe limbo for everyone involved. But there was no dragging this out forever. The time had come for me to break the news to my grandparents.




    The conversation started out much the same as it had for weeks. Frank tossed around the usual questions about the southern heat, my friends, my health. But he always seemed to sense where to stop, where my limits were.




    “So they want me to stay, Grandpa. They want me to work with them.”




    “I thought as much,” he said, quietly. “I would if I were them.




    You’ll be making a good living?”




    “Yes. We’d have to travel a lot, though, go where the need arises.”




    “It sounds like a hell of an opportunity,” he said. “It’s about damn time those student loans started paying off.”




    “Right.” I snorted. If only he knew what a waste they’d been. “By the way, I’ll have to hire some movers to get everything out of my apartment and into a storage unit. Would you mind making sure they don’t destroy anything?”




    “I’ll be on them like a bitch in heat, kiddo.”




    I giggled.




    “You know,” he began, “life has a funny way of working itself out. Your Uncle Jack is happy enough managing the store. Aunt Vicky always wanted him to work closer to home, anyway. I’ll retire in a few years, and if he wants the place he can have it. I’m getting tired, kiddo.”




    “I know, Grandpa. I’m sorry I had to muddle things for you. Everyone must think I’ve lost my marbles.”




    “Never mind what they think,” he retorted. “You’ve always had it in you to be more, Lily. That’s all we’ve ever wanted for you. You’ve given up too much for too long, and I’ll throttle anyone who tries to hold you back.”




    How could you describe a man like Frank? He was just as good as any Sentient, that much was certain.




    “I still haven’t told Kate. I’m afraid of her reaction. When I first talked to her about this she freaked out.”




    “Yep, I can see it now,” he said. “She’s been by the store several times trying to convince us we need to conduct, what the hell did she call it, an intervention?”




    I laughed. “Oh, Lord. Thanks for the heads up.”


  




  

    Chapter Six




    PREPARING FOR A CLEANSING WAS, evidently, no simpler a task than healing it. Anna and Clara buzzed around the house, gathering things, checking off a list of equipment, then checking it off again.




    “Do you really use all this stuff?” I asked. “I thought only amateurs used dowsing rods and EMF meters.”




    “It’s for effect,” said Anna, deciding between a Bible and a tube of water.




    “For effect?” I giggled.




    “Yes. Don’t laugh, Lil! People can deal with the invisible. They can cope with what they can’t really see, can’t fully prove…like ghosts. But they can’t handle us. There’s no way for them to safely fathom a human who can throw an object across the room with their mind, or stop one for that matter. Most people aren’t meant to see the complete picture at once. It has to look more like the equipment’s’ doing than ours. So we bring these,” she held up a crucifix, “to detract from ourselves.”




    It made perfect sense once she explained it. What would I have done if, just weeks earlier, someone had tried to convince me of what I knew now? I’d have had them committed.




    “All right then, girls, shall we be off?” Clara entered the room carrying five bags at once.




    “If you’ll let me carry some of those, absolutely,” I said.




    “Well-mannered and beautiful.” She smiled, reneging control of her handfuls.




    “I know.” Anna sighed. “Isn’t it sickening? She’ll positively ruin it for the rest of us.”




    “Are you referring to the swarms of men out there petitioning to be with a lost cause?” I retorted, trudging out to the front porch.




    “And humble!” Anna threw her hands in the air. “Beautiful, well-mannered, and humble!”




    “Now I know you weren’t referring to yourself,” said Christian, jogging up the porch steps to lighten our load.




    “Absolutely not,” said Anna. “We were listing Lily’s virtues.”




    “Ah.” He nodded. “Why don’t you ever list my virtues?”




    “Because you’re already a cheeky-arsed bastard,” Anna answered, hopping down the stairs.




    I snorted and slung my duffel bag over my shoulder.




    Christian cleared his throat. “No comments, please.”




    “What? You’re marvelous! You’re a god and a king,” I said.




    “And you are the epitome of grace and agreeableness.”




    “Why do I get the feeling you didn’t really mean that?” I frowned.




    “Oh, come on, then.” He chuckled, shutting the door behind us and heading down the stairs. He paused for a moment, looking back. “You really are quite beautiful, though, Lily.”




    I waited for the redness in my cheeks to subside before following him into the car.




    ***




    Spring in Atlanta can be every bit as sweltering as the summer, and this day was no exception. By now the rains had passed and the sun burned away the last of the clouds, beating down and drying out the earth. Despite the steady breezes, my skirt stuck to my thighs on the super-heated car seat. I felt lethargic in the sun’s glare, and laid my head against the window.




    Clara sat in the passenger seat and Anna next to me in the back.




    “Are you sure you’re up for this?” Christian had been monitoring me from the rear view mirror.




    “Christian, I swear I’m fine. It’s just the heat of the car,” I insisted.




    “Okay.”




    “It’s not too far, Lily,” Anna said. “And here, I brought us water bottles.”




    “Great, thanks.” I smiled, taking the sweating bottle from her and laying it against my neck. Looking up, I caught Christian peeking at me in the mirror again before glancing away.




    “These people we’re going to see, I should warn you, are kind of official,” he said.




    “Official? Who are they?”




    “The governor,” Clara answered for him.




    “Get out! Why?”




    “His wife, really,” Clara corrected. “Morgan Montgomery would never let us step foot in his home, but his wife is quite another story. She contacted a local parapsychologist’s group who went in on the sly but couldn’t budge the spirit. Word spread to a friend of Abram’s and voilа. We’re on our way to round number two of Project Evacuate The Pig-Headed Specter.”




    “Is that how it typically happens?”




    “Mainly,” she continued. “Sometimes, though, Abram will see a local news article about something and send us out to survey its validity. Of course, Abram has so many sources of information at his disposal. He’s a tremendously well-connected man.”




    “A little too well-connected,” Christian muttered.




    “Yes, well. Someone has to keep tabs on AWOL Sentients, dear.”




    “Believe me, Mum, you’re enough to get the job done.”




    “Let’s not get into all that,” Anna whined. “Look, we’re nearly there anyway.” A sign directing tourists to the governor’s mansion zipped past my window.




    “Have you guys scoped it out, then? Do you know what you’re dealing with?” I asked, redirecting the conversation.




    “I should say we do,” Clara said. “And what a treat for your first time out. Not something you see every day,” she said, prolonging the anticipation.




    “What is it?” I sat forward in my seat, placing my hand on the back of her headrest.




    “A full bodied apparition.”




    “Uh…I see.” My pulse raced.




    “Have you experienced any yet, Lily?” Clara asked.




    “I think so,” I said tensely.




    “What was it like, then?”




    “Well, he pulled a gun on me.”




    “What?” Christian gasped.




    “Yeah. Just whipped a gun out. Thought I was his cheating girlfriend, I think, and…” I shivered.




    “When did this happen?” he asked.




    “A few weeks ago.”




    “Well, good timing on our part, then,” Clara added. “It’s usually after the twenty-fifth birthday that these things really start escalating, so I’m not surprised.”




    “And this apparition at the governor’s mansion, is he…unpleasant?” I asked, trying to swallow.




    “It’s a she, and at the very least she’s quite bold about the whole thing,” Clara went on. “She feels she has the right to call whenever she pleases. I’ve tried reasoning with her, explaining that she wouldn’t have liked this happening in her lifetime. But she ignores me, just looks away. Anna’s the only one who’s been able to get anything out of her. She’s not a residual haunting either. We’re not dealing with some imprint of her life replaying itself. She’s there, in real time.”




    “Who is she?”




    “Miss Price, she calls herself. She was the niece of Governor Chandler in the late eighteen hundreds. It’s puzzling, because she shouldn’t be attached to the place. The mansion that stands now is not the same one she knew. It survived a fire and a tornado before it was rebuilt from the ground up in the sixties.”




    “And they see her?” I asked.




    “Yes, but only the women. The governor has never seen her, or I doubt he would take the stubborn stance he has on the matter.”




    “Has she caused trouble for them?”




    “The fact that she hasn’t fully made a transition after all this time is the trouble. If she were even remotely reasonable, she’d feel no need to appear to others. As long as she’s so hell-bent on remaining in that state, she could simply walk the halls undetected any time she pleased.”




    “So what reason does she give for appearing, then?”




    “That is what I’ve yet to determine. Just here, Christian,” she said, reminding him of a turn, and then she continued. “So often full bodied apparitions are the result of a spirit wanting help, but she shows no signs of that.”




    “Do you think we’ll see her?”




    “Oh, I know we will,” Anna chimed in. “So far she hasn’t been able to resist our energy. With you in the mix now, she’ll be popping up all over the place.”




    I breathed out nervously. “This was more appealing in theory.”




    “Don’t worry, Lily. We won’t let anything bad happen. Besides, she seems harmless enough, just obstinate,” said Anna. “I can only imagine what she was like when she was alive.”




    “Probably a lot like you, dear.” Clara smiled.




    Anna laughed. “Well, do me a favor, will you? If I ever start haunting things, give me a good swift kick in the phantom arse, will you?”




    “Can I do it?” Christian asked.




    “Oh, piss off, you,” said Anna, flicking the back of his head.




    “Not while he’s driving!” Clara scolded. “You may be haunting things a lot sooner than you think if you keep that up, Annelise.”




    “Oh, fie.” Anna sat back and pouted. “No matter how old we get, Lily, she’ll always be mum.”




    I smiled, thinking how lucky they were.




    Clara grabbed her cell phone out of the pocket of her jeans and dialed.




    “We’re here,” she said to whoever answered. After receiving clearance onto the grounds, we pulled up in front of a Grecian looking building with a rust colored brick exterior and tall white columns that ran around the entirety of the building. If I could have imagined an ideal southern mansion, this would be it, right down to the wide circular fountain in front.




    “It’s big” was all I could think to say as I craned my neck to take it all in.




    “Yes, it is. But don’t be too intimidated, dear. At this point, Mrs. Montgomery is all too happy to have us.”




    I nodded, unconvinced. I felt like an intruder and I hadn’t even stepped foot on the grounds yet.




    Christian pulled up to a suit-clad man standing out in front of the building and rolled his window down.




    “Evenin’ folks,” the man said.




    “Hello, Tim.” Clara smiled at him.




    “Terry asks that you pull the car along the left side of the building, just in case…” the man said with a thick southern accent. Christian nodded and drove on.




    “In case what?” I asked.




    “In case her husband gets home early.” Anna smirked. “He really doesn’t approve of ‘our type.’”




    “Ah-ha. What exactly is ‘our type’?” I asked in earnest as we pulled to a stop alongside the building.




    “Same as his type,” Christian started, grinning as he got out of the car. “Only smarter and much more attractive.”




    The four of us walked around the front of the building. By then Mrs. Montgomery was waiting on the porch. She was the perfect image of a politician’s wife in a powder blue cardigan set and shoulder length red hair that flipped out at the ends. She was younger than I’d expected, but her face was creased with worry as she walked along the elegant front porch toward us.




    “I’m so, so very glad you came back,” she said, her accent enchanting. “She’s been behaving differently ever since you left. I don’t know what you said to her, Anna, but she’s been visiting my bedroom instead of Carley’s the last few nights. It’s like she knows I’m alone!” She shivered and went on. “I just wish Morgan was home to see it himself.”




    Anna turned to me. “Carley is Mrs. Montgomery’s daughter,” she explained.




    “Oh, please, please call me Terry,” Mrs. Montgomery said eagerly, taking my hand.




    “I’m Lily.” I smiled.




    “Where is Carley?” Anna asked.




    “I sent her to a friend’s, like you suggested,” Terry said.




    “Good, we can go at it full force, then,” Christian said.




    “Do you expect your husband home anytime soon?” Clara asked.




    “I don’t think so. He’s been gone away for about a week, and he’s got a meeting with our financial planner in Savannah this afternoon. I don’t expect him home until late, but, I apologize, I can never be certain,” she said.




    “No need to worry, dear,” Clara said as a suspect wave of calm passed through me. She was working her magic on the poor woman, no doubt.




    Terry smiled. “My, you are all just so wonderful,” she said. “Let’s go inside. It’s hot enough to fry an egg out here.”




    Through the main door we entered a huge front hall. To the right was a library, and to the left another room with its door shut.




    “Upstairs,” Terry said, leading the way.




    We followed her further back to a smaller, circular hall with a large grand staircase at its center. There was a dining room off to the right and a living room to the left. Terry started up the stairs and we followed. Christian, Clara, and Anna seemed to know exactly where she was going and kept pace with her. She stopped a few rooms down the main corridor and opened the door.




    The room didn’t seem like the site of a haunting. It was bright and modern enough, with white carpet, a white bedspread, and white paint on the walls.




    “Here. Right here,” she said, pointing to the foot of her bed. “This is where she’s been standing every night now for days.”




    “Hm.” Christian’s forehead wrinkled in thought. “Last time we were here, you said she’d never been in your room.”




    “No. Only Carley’s.”




    “Almost protective,” Clara murmured.




    Christian nodded in agreement. “How long does she stay?” he asked.




    “It’s the same damn thing, same damn time every night…pardon my French. Three o’clock on the dot she comes in, stares out the door for a few minutes, then disappears.”




    “Strange,” Anna mused.




    “If only I could sleep through the ordeal! But I can’t. I hear the door open, I see her waltz past, everything goes ice cold, and I know she’s here. The first night I was so scared I cried the whole time. The second night I didn’t dare look up. And last night I just lost my temper! I told her I was going to stop sleeping in here and she’d have to haunt herself!”




    Christian burst out laughing. “And how did that work out?”




    “Well, it was simply infuriating. She just kept looking out the fucking door, completely ignored me…do pardon my language.” She had slung the last few lines together in one breath.




    “Quite all right,” Clara assured her. “Has she been around during the day anymore?”




    “Yes, in the bathroom a few times, and Carley saw her in the family room the other afternoon while Morgan and I were out.”




    “And neither of you have seen her together yet, have you?”




    “No. It’s still only been one or the other of us.”




    “Well, then, we split up again. How about if I give the bathroom a visit,” Anna suggested. Till now she had said very little, just observed the conversation, occasionally glancing around the room.




    “And I’ll go to the family room,” Christian said.




    “Good enough. Lily, you stay here with me, then,” Clara said.




    I nodded readily.




    “I’ll just let you all do your thing,” Terry said. “There’s a stack of thank you notes downstairs waiting for my signature. Call me if you need me,” she said.




    Clara and I sat on the bed. “I certainly hope she pops around for a bit. Would be terribly disappointing for you if she didn’t,” Clara said.




    “Uh, not that disappointing, trust me,” I laughed.




    “Oh, come on, now.” She patted my leg. “You’ll do very well.”




    “Will I?”




    “Certainly. I can see that.”




    “You can?” I was utterly disbelieving.




    “Let me tell you something,” she said. “You’ve got more courage in that button nose of yours than I had in my whole body the first time I came along on one of these. You know how I know?”




    “How?”




    “Well, I’d been preparing for this sort of thing all my life, you see. I knew what to expect, but I was still quite the stick up the arse. Fragile, my mother called me, God rest her soul.” She snickered. “Despite the knowledge base, I begged my way out of these things the first few times. I was simply terrified! But after so long, my father had had enough, and simply would not let me stay behind! The first time I saw an astral, I fainted.”




    I giggled. “Seems like a reasonable reaction to me.”




    “Yes, well, the point is that you’ve had little formal preparation, but here you sit. William said you seemed excited at the idea of coming!”




    “Ha, well, maybe not excited, but eager, yes. Of course, it isn’t real to me yet. I haven’t seen her. I’ll probably scream like a banshee if that happens,” I admitted.




    “But you didn’t scream when you saw your gentleman caller,” she reminded me.




    “Yes, well, that was before I knew what he was.”




    “True,” she said.




    “And you should have seen me after the vampire incident,” I said.




    “Oh, but in all fairness though, love, that was quite the proper reaction for one of those. Nasty little bastards they are. You don’t want to take them lightly.”




    “No. It was horrible. I don’t know how you can get used to fighting them. I couldn’t even move!”




    “That will get better, with William’s help, of course.”




    “Hmph. Ironic.” The words came out more angrily than I’d intended.




    She raised an eyebrow. “Been talking to Christian, have we?”




    “I know what William is, if that’s what you mean. But Christian wasn’t the one to tell me,” I said. “I do wonder something about William, though.”




    “Yes?”




    “Well, the vampire I saw back home, he was different; he looked hideous, inhuman. What’s with William? He looks normal enough.”




    “The boy is a handsome little devil, isn’t he?” She nudged, fidgeting with a temperature gauge.




    “No! I didn’t mean that,” I said, appalled. “I meant he looks like a human; no veiny growth, no ugly eyes.”




    “Oh, that!” she said. “Well, exactly how much do you know about William?”




    “I know he has a soul.”




    “Yes. And that soul allows him a certain level of humanity. Had he remained on his original path, he’d have been just as bloody ugly as your friend in the woods someday.”




    I nodded.




    “Christian doesn’t realize you’re aware of William’s history?” she asked.




    “No. Christian has no idea how much I know,” I said sadly.




    “How much do you know, dear?”




    The conversation was cut short as Anna dashed around the corner and halted in the middle of the room, looking around.




    “Where is she?” she said excitedly. “She came in here!”




    “We haven’t seen anything,” Clara answered. “She’s not made an appearance yet, but I suspected as much. The temperature’s dropped nearly ten degrees.”




    Now that I thought about it, it had gotten awfully cold in here. I balled myself up on the bed, looking around quickly.




    “What happened? Were you in the bathroom?” I asked, enthralled.




    “Yes! Well, the bathroom turned frigid, and I knew something was happening. Then she walked through the door, looked at me, and darted out again. I followed her in here, but where the blazes did she go?”




    Clara smiled. “Right there, dear.”




    I whipped my head around to where Clara’s eyes were resting. A lovely young woman stood in the far corner of the room, dressed in a green and white gown. Her blond hair poured down in ringlets along her shoulders, and the look on her flawless features was no less than irate. My spine tingled as I gripped the comforter to steady the shaking. It was all I could do not to hide behind Clara.




    She glared at Anna, her fists clenched tightly. “Why do you insist on following me? Won’t you all please let me do as I must?” Her words sounded far away at first, then grew in clarity as I focused harder.




    “It’s not that we’re following you,” Anna began. “We’re just trying to get a handle on why you’re here.”




    The apparition turned her head toward the bedroom door. “You’re making it worse,” she said.




    “Making what worse? You mean we’re angering you?” Clara asked, frustrated.




    The girl stood perfectly still, unresponsive.




    “Please,” Clara begged. “Why are you visiting these people?”




    The girl whipped her head back toward Anna. “It’s better if she’s not here!”




    “Who?” Anna asked.




    “The older one. He’s angry when she’s here. It makes it worse.”




    “When who is here?” Anna fumed. “Who is angry? What are you talking about?”




    “You!” She pointed a finger at Clara, and cold air immediately shot across my face.




    “Who do I make angry?” Clara asked.




    “Shhh,” the girl whispered, facing the door again. We stood in silence, following her eyes to the exit and waited. Nothing. She turned her head slowly back to us. This time, her gaze fell on me. I froze.




    “He’s watching you,” she said, her eyes worried. “He knows you’re weaker than the others.”




    “Who?” I said, transfixed. Hold the phone. Had I spoken to her?




    “A monster,” she answered, shaking her head.




    “Who do you mean? Who’s a monster? Who else is here?” Anna asked.




    Again we waited in silence.




    “You needn’t be afraid, dear,” Clara said at last, standing up. Warmth emitted in a ray from her chest. The light coursed across the room and filled the girl’s form, transforming her appearance immediately. The pale, smoky skin glowed more naturally and she smiled.




    “I’m not afraid,” she said. “He can’t harm me. I fear for the women.”




    “Why? Who is he? What attachments does he have here?”




    “I fear for the women,” she repeated, her words echoing strangely.




    Then, in the blink of an eye, she was inches from Clara’s face. “Fear for the women,” she whispered pleadingly, and again it echoed off the walls.




    “What is he?” Clara asked, concern finally registering in her eyes.




    “Not human. He lusts for their flesh,” she said with a sob. An instant later she was gone, and the air around us warmed almost immediately.




    Clara’s face went dark. “Incubus,” she said, backing up and sitting down on the bedside.
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