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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!”
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