
        
            
                
            
        

    
And then Sera knew. No vision had ever terrified Luke. Never. In seventeen years. It was as if his own life were at stake. But he didn’t See his own future. He only saw other’s. She suddenly had a terrible feeling that she knew exactly whose future he’d Seen.
Her voice was a whisper. “Do I get hurt?”
His face contorted, but he didn’t say anything.
“Oh my god. Do I die?”






Always, for my family.

And for my brother John
for whom I wish I had
the power to heal.


ONE

“Shall she be the first to die, Seer?”
Luke’s head whipped up and he froze with the realization—the woman, the voice, she was addressing him directly. That had never happened before.
She spoke again, a taunt. “Yes, I think so. Her healing makes her the more dangerous.”
No. A chill tingled up his neck, settled on his scalp. Not his sister. This one couldn’t be about Sera.
His eyes searched the room. Blood-red rock walls rose from a charred black stone floor with the deepest, darkest shadows lurking in every crack and crevice. Luke blinked hard. Did the shadows just move? He shook his head to clear it, focus.
It was a vast, vacant space that felt both cold and hot simultaneously. Luke went from shivering to sweating to shivering again. Oh my god, Luke thought. Am I literally in hell?
He turned around. Damn it, who’d said that?
There.
Wow.
Ivory satin skin, copper colored hair, her body a combination of hard and soft in all the right places. Divine. That was the only way to describe her. Suddenly he couldn’t breathe—it pierced him to his core, her beauty. She smiled serenely at him. And though her words had struck terror, her visage soothed him. He knew with sudden certainty that he’d do anything to make her happy.
Torchlight from sconces on the walls flicked amber across her tall angular form. As Luke gazed intently, however, her beauty quivered, disappeared to reveal a disturbing gauntness. Sharp cheekbones under pale-as-death skin. Collarbones stood out above the skin-tight black tank top. Hip bones jutted out just above the top of her taut black pants. Not an ounce of excess to her body. Nor an ounce of humanity in her glittering dark eyes.
Had he really thought she was beautiful only a moment ago? He studied her. She was sickeningly skeletal, yet then inexplicably alluring again. All at once terrifying, grotesque, and ravishing.
Goose bumps spread up his arms.
This was the scariest vision he’d ever had.
His eyes settled on the wide gold disc wrapped around her neck. It was shaped like an Egyptian collar necklace and inscribed with ancient-looking symbols. It lay flat against her chest, the only adornment she wore.
She smiled suddenly, sending a chill scuttling under his skin. There was no happiness, no warmth in her face—only inhuman excitement. With a start, he realized what was about to happen. Someone was going to die.
But no one else was here. And that could only mean one thing.
He was about to witness his own death.
In all of his seventeen years he’d never had a vision about himself—he hadn’t thought it was possible. And now that it appeared it was, he knew with certainty that this was something he didn’t want to See.
She looked beyond him suddenly and her eyes hardened, her stance tensed. It was almost as if Luke was no longer the target, but in the way. He followed her gaze, turning to look over his shoulder.
He instinctively smiled at what he saw—his twin sister Sera. But in the next instant the woman’s words echoed in his mind. Shall she be the first to die? A rising panic threatened to choke him. He scoured the room for a way out. A way to change what he knew with absolute certainty was about to happen.
It wasn’t his life. It was hers.
“The Children of the Prophecy must die!” The woman’s cry filled the room.
And then her gold necklace hurtled through the air, slicing deep into Sera’s neck.
“NOOOOOOO!” Luke stood up so quickly he jammed his knee into his desk and nearly knocked over the computer he’d been using when the vision had gripped him. His heart screamed staccato beats, his breath came in raspy gulps, his grey t-shirt was drenched. He tripped over his chair, scrambling to grab the small, wire-bound black sketchbook on his bedside table before the details faded away. He wrote in a near frenzy as his eyes fought to focus in the dim light. Every little detail of his vision went down on the page: colors, smells, the look of the room and the people in it, what they wore, words they said. Everything he could remember.
He wrote without thinking. Without order. Without pause. Lists of words, remembered phrases. Any clue that might help him figure out how to stop it from coming true.
He had to stop this one.
If only he knew how.
His visions always came true. Always. No matter what he did. He wrote them down, dissected them for clues. Then he tried to get there before the events happened. He did everything he could to thwart them. But nothing had ever worked.
Visions came to him either complete or incomplete. Complete ones came quickly and with little warning. The vision would take him, and he’d know it would happen soon. He’d have to rush if he wanted even a chance to stop it.
Incomplete visions came on slowly. He’d feel off for hours, sometimes, knowing a vision was coming. And waiting. Impending doom is what he and Sera half-jokingly called it, this pre-vision sensation when all his senses were abuzz.
That’s the way he’d been feeling since he’d gotten home from school. The whole afternoon he’d been jittery waiting for the vision to come, knowing the delay meant it would be incomplete. But that he also had more time to figure it out. Maybe even enough time to stop it.
What did he have to do to change the future? He hadn’t figured that out yet.
But he sure as hell needed to figure it out now. Right now. It was Sera. Sera’s life. His breathing quickened again just thinking about it. Threads of fear wove around inside his chest and ever so slightly squeezed. Sera.


He had to save her. Had to. But how?
Don’t panic, he thought. Keep calm. Think. He shut his notebook and put it back down on the table, ran a hand through his short dark hair. A bright red 1:02 glowed on his bedside clock. Shivering, he pulled his sweaty shirt over his head, and replaced it with a soft green henley. He pushed the sleeves up to his elbows as he padded the short distance down the hall to his sister’s bedroom, the khaki carpet swallowing his footsteps. A nightlight stretched his shadow to the far end of the hall.
He paused for a moment at Sera’s door. What was he going to tell her, coming to see her at one o’clock in the morning? It’s not like he could say, “Hey, I’m scared to death that you’re going to die because I just Saw it. Wanna help me figure out how to stop that from happening?”
Shall she be the first to die, Seer? The woman’s words echoed in his mind.
He didn’t have to say anything. He just needed to know she was okay at this moment. He knocked quietly.
“Sera?” Opening the door gently, he said, “Are you up?” and stepped into her room.
It was empty.


TWO

Seraphina Raine ducked behind a padded purple chair and held her breath as a nurse walked by. The wall of windows that opened to the sterile white hallway wasn’t much help in keeping her hidden. But she figured that glass walls were probably a necessity in the intensive care unit.
Still, it wasn’t making her mission easy tonight.
Peeking out from behind the chair, she watched the nurse walk back to her desk and disappear behind the counter. The room was not in direct view of the nurses’ station. Thankfully. And the lights were turned off. That helped. Fluorescent light spilled into the room through the windows, but at least the room was darkened. She just needed to make sure she kept her eyes on the hallway so she wouldn’t be seen. Caught.
It was one o’clock in the morning. Thursday morning, to be exact. And as far as anyone knew, she was asleep in her bed at home, quite a few blocks away.
But here’s the thing. Lying here in this ICU hospital bed was Josh Whitman’s mom. Josh with the puppy-dog brown eyes. Josh with the sweet smile that gave her pause every time he aimed it at her. And he was just about the nicest guy around. He really didn’t deserve this. His family was his mom—he didn’t have anyone else since his dad had died when he was little. It just wasn’t right, Sera thought, for him to lose his mom, too. For him to lose his whole family.
She couldn’t let that happen.
She wasn’t going to.
His mom—Sera squinted at the chart hanging at the foot of the bed, Anne was her name—had gotten sick about a week ago. Something respiratory, with a bad cough. It had been going around lately, everyone coming down with it at school. Anne had been so busy taking care of everyone else—Josh, of course, and the kids in the pediatric unit of the hospital where she was a nurse—that she hadn’t taken very good care of herself, working when she shouldn’t have, not getting enough sleep, telling herself she could catch up on the weekend. But during her days off she’d gone from being simply sick to serious.
Josh had driven her to the ER two nights ago, where she was immediately admitted. Two hours later she was unconscious, sedated, intubated, and breathing with the help of a ventilator. Lying in a bed in the ICU hooked up to a myriad of machines, the doctors looked grave, saying things like “She’s a very sick woman.” They hadn’t had any positive words to comfort Josh—they wouldn’t offer false hope.
Word had spread around school the next day, everyone talking about how Josh was in shock, had stayed at his mom’s side, watching, waiting. Sera looked over at him now, snoring softly in a semi-reclining chair, close by if his mom woke up.
No, Sera thought, not if. When. That’s why Sera was here in this room. To be sure his mom would wake up.
Of course his presence complicated things. The wall of windows to the hallway, and a sleeping person here in the room with her. Not what she’d call ideal.
Machines beeped, the ventilator shushed, but it didn’t appear to affect Josh. Though he didn’t look like he was going to wake up any time soon, he did look worried, stressed. Even in his sleep.
Sera sighed looking at him sprawled across that uncomfortable chair. That’s exactly where she would be if this were her mom, she thought. She and Luke both. With her gifts, though, her mom would never be in this state. She felt lucky for that.
She didn’t want to leave him as he was, and though she knew it wasn’t the brightest idea to touch him and risk waking him up, she simply couldn’t help herself. With a glance down the hall again to be sure it was clear, she stole silently over to his chair. She reached out, then hesitated, her hand hovering above his body, and wondered where she might touch without waking him. His shin seemed the best spot, she decided, and slowly lowered her hand to rest it there.
He didn’t move. Sera exhaled silently, suddenly aware that she’d been holding her breath. She opened herself to the flow of energy she always felt when she was healing. She could feel warmth spread down her arm and into Josh’s leg. His breathing slowed, his body sank lower into the recliner. She watched his face as his forehead smoothed out, his mouth relaxed, his jaw released, his eyes slowed in their sleep dance. It even sounded as if he breathed a sigh of relief.
She gazed at his mop of brown curls, the angles of his face, his soft lips. He was a beautiful boy. If only she could date someone, she might choose him.
But, she reminded herself, she wasn’t here for a boyfriend. She was here to save someone’s life. Sera reluctantly removed her hand and turned to his mom.
She moved toward Anne’s bed, but froze when she saw a hint of movement beyond the glass wall. Her eyes flicked to the hallway—a nurse was headed this way. Never taking her eyes off the nurse, she smoothly stepped backwards to the corner and sank down to the cold hard floor behind Josh’s chair, hoping she’d be well hidden in the tangle of blankets hanging off of it.
Sera didn’t dare breathe as the nurse quietly entered the room, picked up the chart, looked at the array of machinery, and made some notes. She moved to the other side of the bed—perilously close to where Sera squatted behind Josh—to check on the bags of various fluids hanging from the IV poles.
“Any change?” Josh’s voice was like quiet gravel. Sera ducked her head farther down.
“No. But she’s still fighting,” the nurse said. “You get some rest, yourself, now.” She patted his arm, replaced the chart, took one last look at the various machines, and brisked out of the room, back down to the nurses’ station.
Sera could hear Josh breathing. He moved in the chair and for a moment she was certain he was about to get up and catch her crouching there. She couldn’t imagine what she would say to him. How she would explain what she was doing there. Panic froze her in place. But Josh just adjusted his position in the chair.
“C’mon, Mom,” he said softly. Even in a whisper, she could hear his voice shake. His breath came in short gasps, and then finally one long exhale as he won the battle for control. “Please be okay.”
I’ll make her okay, Josh, Sera thought. She wished she could just pop up and tell him. Show him what she could do. Relieve his pain and worry. But that wasn’t possible. There was no way she could reveal her secret to him. Nor to anyone else. Anyone. Go back to sleep so I can heal her, she thought at him. And almost as if he’d heard, she saw his body relax, heard his breathing slow and the soft snores start again.
Sera slowly lifted her head to look at Josh’s face. Oh, thank goodness, he really was asleep again. She let go of her breath, relieved. And excited. The nurse probably wouldn’t be coming back for a while now that she’d just checked on Anne, and Josh was out cold.
It was time to get to work.
Sera crawled out from behind the chair, and stepped over to Anne’s bedside, the slight squeak of her sneakers on the shiny floor making her wince. She spared a quick glance down the hall—she was standing in full view now if anyone looked into this room—no one was around. She exhaled and turned her focus on Anne.
She’d never seen so many tubes going in and out of one person before. There were four bags of IV fluids hanging from the pole next to where Sera stood, and a tangle of tubes and cords in and around her body. Anne’s chest moved up and down in time with the whooshing ventilator. Sera was surprised at how fast she was breathing—or, really, how fast the ventilator was breathing for her. There was a heart monitor beeping, too. Sera looked over at Josh again, wondering how he was actually able to sleep with all this noise.
Anne’s forearms and hands were supported by pillows, with several more behind her head as well as some at the end of the bed to cushion her feet. The bed was tilted up to keep her in a reclining position. Her whole body was eerily slack, as if there was no life in it. Disturbing. A person, but no sign of someone in there. Her dark hair fanned out around her face. Her whole body was swollen, and when Sera reached out to place her hand on Anne’s arm, her skin felt hot, sweaty, and stretched tight.
It was scary, seeing someone like this. Alive, but not living. Machines doing all the work. Sera shuddered. It must be so much worse when it was someone you loved. Her eyes darted to Josh again for a moment, then she tucked a loose strand of dark hair behind her ear, and turned back to Anne to get started.
Sera reached up to her own neck where her fingers sought and found an old silver necklace that she’d worn for as long as she could remember. The pendant was in the shape of a hand with a spiral swirl in the palm. She always had it on, as if it was a part of her. She touched it now as she looked at Anne, and then reached down to place her palms on either side of Anne’s head. Heat streamed out of her hands and filled Anne’s head with a bright white light that only Sera could see.
Every time it filled her with wonder. This power she had. This gift. The light spread into Anne’s torso, down the length of her arms to her fingertips, through her hips and her legs, all the way to her toes. Her whole body was glowing, light streaming out of her fingers and toes.
For Sera, it was bright enough to light up the whole room, which told her how very sick Anne was. The brighter the glow, the stronger the healing. Sera breathed slowly, feeling the warmth of the healing light resonate through her own body. She watched as Anne appeared to relax, noticed her heart rate slow on the monitor. The glow was fading, only the lungs were still lit with the healing light, still soaking in the energy. The infection must have been strong to have needed so much.
As the glow faded away and she felt the flow of energy ebb, Sera lifted her hands from Anne’s head. “You’re going to be okay,” she said, and smoothed her hair.
Anne’s eyelids fluttered lightly, and began to open. Her brow wrinkled, and Sera realized she didn’t know where she was or why she had a tube down her throat. Anne searched Sera’s eyes for answers.
“You’ve been really sick.” She paused, not sure what else to say. Anne was staring at her, and she was suddenly very aware of the fact that she wasn’t supposed to be here. Anne might recognize her later. Sera knew that she shouldn’t stay, shouldn’t talk to her. She glanced around the room in hopes of finding some sort of distraction.
Josh!
“Josh is here. He’s been waiting for you to wake up.”
Anne looked over to where he was sleeping, then back again at Sera.
“Don’t worry,” Sera said as she moved toward the door. “I’m not really here. I’m just…” She paused at the door, not sure what to say, turned back to look at Anne once more and smiled as inspiration struck. “I’m just an angel.”
With one last glance at Josh, Sera ducked out of the room and hurried for the double doors to get out of the ICU before anyone saw her. As she pushed the heavy door open, she heard an alarm going off in Anne’s room, footsteps running down the hall, and Josh’s voice saying, “Mom?”
With a quiet swoosh behind Sera, the huge doors shut out the sounds of the ICU.

As the doors slid open on the first floor, Sera practically skipped out of the elevator and down the deserted hall toward the lobby. Like a deliriously happy little kid. God, she loved this feeling—this high she got from healing people. Josh had his mom back. He’d be happy again. He’d never know it was Sera who’d saved her, but so what? He didn’t need to know. She felt like a five-year-old with the best secret ever.
Banners proclaiming “We Center on You!” from the medical center’s latest ad campaign lined the long hallway over poster-sized seasonal photographs of Vermont’s countryside. Sera could feel the excess energy ricocheting throughout her body and felt like running up and down the hall, bouncing off the walls. She was practically giddy with joy, but she needed to rein herself in soon before anyone saw her—she didn’t want to attract attention.
When she got to the lobby, Sera wrapped her arms around herself and ducked her head down to hide her exhilaration. She hurried past the few people around at this time of night, doing her best to look non-descript. Not too difficult, she thought. After all, who would really take much notice of a dark-haired girl in jeans and a black and brown hooded sweater? No one. And in a city as small as Burlington there just weren’t that many people in the hospital lobby in the middle of the night. Luckily.
“Sera!” A voice from behind halted her.
She cringed, felt herself flushing red while her brain scrambled for a realistic reason for being there in the middle of the night. Because she knew that voice well, and fully expected she’d have some explaining to do.
Sera turned around and looked up into the approaching beauty of her best friend, Fey, who, much to Sera’s momentary dismay, was extremely noticeable. Tall and lithe, she moved with an almost inhuman grace. She had deep green eyes and long blonde hair that hung in waves to the middle of her back. In fact, there was nothing unnoticeable about her—as the three other people in the lobby proved as they gawked at her. And now at Sera as well, thanks to Fey.
It wasn’t much of a stealth mission if everyone saw you.
“Hey! I thought that was you. You on your way home?”
“No. Costa Rica. I’ve decided I’m tired of the cold.” Sera put her hands in her pockets, looked around the room at the people still staring at them.
“You are not. You love this time of year. Besides, it’s the rainy season there.”
“I like rain.”
“Not that much, you don’t.” Fey slipped her arm through Sera’s and led the way out of the hospital. Warm air blasted their faces as they stepped through the automatic doors into the cool breath of the early autumn night. A clear sky above, few lights along the streets, and innumerable dark houses beyond. It was quiet, with hardly anyone on the street. Darkness seeped into every corner, every crack, every turn. Sera shivered.
“You cold?” Fey unhooked her arm, placing it instead around Sera’s shoulders, snuggling her close as they walked toward Sera’s house. “I can’t believe you’re only wearing a sweater. Especially this late.”
Sera glanced at Fey. She wore chocolate brown pants and a short dark green jacket. Unlike Sera, she was dressed for a walk in the cold. Sera stopped suddenly. What had Fey been doing at the hospital in the middle of the night?
“Are you okay?” Sera reached a hand out to stop Fey. “Why were you—”
A dark figure suddenly slammed into Sera, knocking her down.
Sort of.
Quicker than quick, she was upright again, reeling, wondering if she’d merely imagined that she’d been just this shy of a face plant. Of having to explain in the morning what happened to her face. She looked down to see a stranger’s arms around her, holding her steady.
Then she looked up.
He was perfect. Tall, fit, strong. His boots, pants, t-shirt, and long leather coat were all the same shade of midnight black. With his close-cropped dark hair and ebony skin, he blended in too well in the night, almost completely camouflaged. It was no wonder she hadn’t seen him.
Deep, dark eyes looked into her light grey ones, intensely, as if trying to place her. A black goatee framed sensuous lips, surrounded straight white teeth. She stopped there. Entranced. He had a beautiful mouth. A mouth she was having a hard time looking away from. A mouth she had a sudden urge to kiss. She blushed furiously and looked away, mentally berating herself. She didn’t know this guy. But still. He had a most irresistible mouth. She glanced back up at him to see his mouth gaping and his eyes locked on her hands.
Her hands?
His arms glowed where she touched him. And the light was spreading. But he couldn’t see it. She was sure of that. No one could but she and Luke. She looked up at his face again and was met with his puzzled gaze. Like he was trying to figure out why he was suddenly glowing.
She jerked her hands away and pushed herself out of his arms.
“Pardon me.” His voice was deep, warm. “It was entirely my fault.” He looked at her with interest and a smile that might have melted her into a puddle right there had he not suddenly looked beyond her and, with a nod, said, “Feyth.” The warmth in his voice tinged with a touch of ice with that one word.
“Jonas.” Fey returned the nod and the chill, her narrowed eyes on his. She took a step forward to stand between Sera and Jonas. Protective. Sera wondered what that was about.
“Lovely night for a walk.”
“It is,” Fey said. “Though you never know who or what you’ll run into at this time of night.” She reclaimed Sera with an arm around her waist.
“True.” Jonas stood back to let them pass.
Fey dragged Sera down the sidewalk away from him, leaving the darkness to swallow him up once again. Sera looked at Fey, bemused. That was the strangest exchange she’d ever witnessed.
“Feyth, huh?” She smiled into Fey’s crisp look. “So formal.”
“Yes, he is.”
Curiosity overwhelmed her, though she was fully aware Fey was being particularly tightlipped at the moment. “Who is he?” Sera craned to look back at him once more before they turned at the end of the block. He stood there still under the street lamp, his dark form almost completely blending in to the blackness around him despite the light, and watched them walk away.
Fey didn’t answer.
Sera turned to look at her, expectant, but Fey pressed on, silent, mouth tight.
“Fey?”
With a slight shake of her head, Fey said, “Trouble. He’s serious trouble, Sera. Steer clear of him. Okay?”
Sera shivered again, but not from the cold this time—she suddenly felt like she needed to get home. She wrapped her arm around Fey’s waist and walked a little faster. 


THREE

Who is she? Jonas wondered as he watched them walk out of sight, lamplit sidewalks empty again. He stood there in the quiet of the night, thinking. A girl with silver eyes. She was familiar, like lyrics to a song he couldn’t quite recall. But he’d never met her before, he was sure. He remembered everyone. He would have remembered her.
He exhaled in a huff, wiped his hand over his goatee. The short dark whiskers prickled his hand like the girl was prickling his memory. Had he known one of her ancestors? Was it simply that?
He was almost certain it wasn’t.
Because that did not explain what Feyth was doing with her. For it was obvious to Jonas that Feyth was bound to the girl. And there was something about her.
Something whispered at the edge of his mind. Something regarding Feyth’s connection to an event, he was sure of it. But he couldn’t recall what. He furrowed his brow. This was not like him.
He shook his head to clear it. He’d have to look into it later—he had a more urgent need right now.
He was hungry.
Jonas strode down the hill to the heart of the city, his eyes skimming the path of moonlight on the smooth black surface of the lake at the city’s edge. A cool breeze whistled up from the lake, rustling dry leaves on the trees. He inhaled deeply. Crisp, clean, cool air mixed with the musky scent of the few people out on the street at this hour. Seven, to be exact. All within a two block radius.
But he ignored these. He’d search downtown. He knew he’d find someone there that he could charm into the pleasure of a meal tonight.
He passed the impressive nineteenth-century colonial houses on the tree lined streets. The rich businessmen these houses had been built for, the families who’d lived there over the years were long dead, their faces etched in Jonas’s memory. In their places were fraternities and college offices.
Jonas shook his head. How things had changed. The large white columns children used to run around, lawns they scampered across, were now littered with lounging students during the day. Though he missed the slower, quieter times of years gone by, the influx of new students every year did offer a continuous supply of fresh blood.
There were some positives to change after all.
At the bottom of the hill, in the heart of downtown, Jonas heard footsteps ahead of him and around a corner. He sniffed the air. Two people. Promising. Thirst, hunger drove him now. He picked up the pace, jogging, his own footsteps making no sound on the sidewalk.
“No!” a woman cried out. Jonas could hear her struggling. The smack of a hand on flesh. Her whimper of pain.
His eyes blazed with fire, his nostrils flared. He never could tolerate the harming of an innocent. A low growl rumbled in his throat.
There would be no pleasure in his feed tonight. There would be only pain.
He launched into a full-out run.
Rounding the corner, his long black coat flying out behind him, he saw them beyond the dumpsters in the darkest shadows between two buildings. A large man, tall and hefty, his red baseball cap worn backwards, covering dirty brown hair. He had the look of a former high school football player who’d never grown up. One beefy arm pressed against the throat of a young woman as he held her up against the dark brick wall of the building. Jonas couldn’t see what he was doing with his other hand, but the look on her face told him enough.
He stalked down the alley. Snarling.
“Keep moving, my friend,” the man said. “There’s nothing for you to see here.”
“Oh, believe me, I’m no friend of yours.”
“Back off, buddy. She’s mine.” He let go of the girl to face Jonas and she slid down the bumpy brick wall to the ground, coughing, holding her throat with one hand, pulling her cargo skirt down with the other. She sobbed as her eyes sought Jonas.
But he wasn’t looking at her.
He kept his gaze locked on her attacker. As he stormed to within arm’s reach, the guy pulled a huge arm back and swung in a powerful arc.
But it never made contact.
In a single motion, no more than a blur, Jonas’s left hand shot out, grabbed the guy by the throat. He lifted the guy off the ground and slammed him into the brick wall so hard that Jonas could hear the air rush out of his lungs in a whuff.
As the guy fought to draw in a breath of air, Jonas turned to look at the woman who was now sitting on the ground next to the dumpster. The fire in his eyes damped, and was replaced with concern.
“You’re safe now.” His voice was calm, soft as velvet. He peered at her closely, silently sniffed for a scent of blood. There was none. “Are you hurt?”
“N-n-n-no.” Her teeth were chattering and she was shivering. Her dark brown hair stuck out at angles, and her sweater and t-shirt were still slightly askew from the struggle, but it looked as if he’d gotten there in time. He was glad for that. But she was still so frightened by the attack that she had yet to move from where she’d landed on the dirty pavement. Her wide eyes darted back and forth between Jonas and her attacker, who was unsuccessfully trying to loosen Jonas’s grip on his throat.
“Can you get yourself home?”
She nodded, survival instinct finally kicking in, scrambled up off the ground and ran. Jonas watched her. At the end of the alley, she turned back to look at Jonas, her attacker still pinned to the wall, feet dangling in the air.
“Thank you,” she said.
He nodded. “You’re safe.”
And then she was gone.
“You, however,” Jonas said, turning back, “are not.”
As the flames returned to his eyes, two of his teeth elongated, coming to sharp points. The guy’s eyes widened at the sight.
“Yes, that’s right.” Jonas lowered him down the wall to lean in close to his face. “I am exactly what you think I am.”
“But…they…don’t exist.”
“Oh, but we do.” Jonas spoke softly in his ear. The guy’s whole body shook, and he clawed desperately to get away. He was pathetic. Jonas almost wished he was still just killing them off. But perhaps this one more readily deserved what he had coming.
“I’m taking you to hell,” he whispered, “and then bringing you back.”

He couldn’t breathe. This guy—this vampire—had hands like steel, an unbreakable grip. If he could just loosen one finger then maybe he could break it, he thought. Break the vampire’s grip. And get away.
He couldn’t breathe.


Vampire. His eyes focused on the dark face. Vampires were real. But why was it picking on him? He hadn’t hurt the girl. Not really. He hadn’t done anything she didn’t want him to do. The way she was dressed she’d been asking for it. She’d wanted it. He could tell.
He could always tell.
He dug his fingers into the vampire’s hands, kicked out with his feet, flung his weight around as much as he could up in the air as he was. Nothing worked.
“It doesn’t have to hurt,” the vampire said, “but after I’m done with you, you will be a scared little man who won’t even think about venturing out after dark ever again.”
He stared at the teeth. Long. Getting longer. And sharp like jagged ends of broken glass. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from them as the vampire leaned close, his mouth opening wider. The vampire released his throat suddenly, and he wheezed in a desperate breath.
Then he felt it.
A sharp pinch on his neck and hot searing pain radiated out. Fire coursed through his veins, engulfing his entire body. Razorblades of agony shredded his insides.
That one breath left him in a piercing scream and was gone. His body convulsed, he couldn’t draw in air. He couldn’t fight. He couldn’t struggle. He couldn’t move.
His eyes rolled back into his head, hands clenched into fists at his sides as his mind formed one thought, and one thought only.
That he wished he were dead.


FOUR

Sera’s head jerked up as a scream echoed up the hill from downtown. Her hands gripped the wooden sash of her bedroom window that she was poised to push open, but she froze, her heart jackhammering. It was the most horrible sound she’d ever heard. Despair. Torture. Misery.
For a brief moment she wondered what could possibly make someone sound like that. But then she changed her mind. She didn’t want to know. She shuddered, shaking off the grisly images that couldn’t happen, she knew, in downtown Burlington, and turned back to her window.
Her home, an old tan two-story with maroon trim, was set back from the road and surrounded by a nearly solid wall of trees. There was shade somewhere in the yard any time of day, and an unusual sense of privacy in the large suburban neighborhood. Which she thoroughly appreciated now as she was sneaking back into it. Luckily her and Luke’s bedrooms were on the first floor, their mom’s was on the second, so sneaking in and out without being detected wasn’t a true test of her covert skills.
Which was probably just as well since she wasn’t sure she actually had any covert skills.
Pausing, she listened for sounds signaling that her mom or Luke had been woken by the scream. No lights had come on and she heard nothing but the leaves whispering in the wind. It was safe to sneak back inside. As quietly as possible, she lifted the window to her room one slow centimeter at a time. A quiet squeak made her cringe, but she kept pushing it up until it was wide enough to fit through.
With a little jump, she hoisted herself up head first, and fell inside, catching herself with outstretched hands. She tucked her head into a forward roll to pull the rest of her body all the way in and ended up in the middle of her room, the soft navy blue shag carpet cushioning her fall. Not exactly an elegant entrance—and she was glad no one was around to see it.
“Hey.”
Sera turned with a start. Luke was sitting in the cushy blue chair by the open window. Waiting for her. She stared at him for a moment, her heart beating crazy fast, then found her voice.
“Hey yourself.”
Luke nodded at where she sat on the floor. “Graceful. I give it a seven-point-five.”
“That’s all? I thought it was at least an eight. Maybe a nine.” She started to stand up.
“You lost points for the huff and the puff.”
“I don’t huff. Or puff, for that matter.”
“Do. Did.”
“Didn’t.”
“Big, Bad Wolf.”
“Little Pig.” She smirked at him as she plopped down on her bed, the blue quilt wrinkling where she sat. “Shouldn’t you be busy building your house with hay?”
“Bricks. I’m the smart one.”
Sera snorted, untied her sneakers and left them on the floor, slipped off her hooded sweater and laid it across the wooden trunk at the end of her bed. Oh, boy, did it feel good to be home. She threw herself backwards onto her bed and stared up at the ceiling for a moment. The ceiling was the same rich blue color as three of the walls, but she wasn’t seeing it, she was seeing Jonas on the street outside the hospital. Jonas watching them turn the corner out of sight. Jonas appearing out of nowhere and disappearing into the night. What a whole lot of weirdness. She glanced at the clock on her bedside table: 1:34 A.M. It was late.
Her eyes flicked back to Luke’s face and narrowed. “What are you—”
“Doing up? I could ask you the same thing.”
She closed her mouth, a small movement, and just looked at him for a moment. He was waiting up for her when he should be sleeping. As if he knew she would be back at this time. As if he knew what she’d been doing.
He’d always been like this. Even when they were little. And it used to drive her crazy because he always knew ahead of time, and not only from the visions. He just had this sense of what was to come. He’d warn her, sometimes, but she wouldn’t always believe him. Why? She didn’t know. It certainly would have saved her from hurt or disappointment many times. And it would have stopped her from showing their grandmother what she could do.
They’d been six years old and visiting their father’s mother. Sera had found an injured butterfly under the sky-high pine trees one morning outside her grandmother’s small, yellow house. She’d very gently touched one delicate white wing, and was watching it glow to health when her grandmother wandered over.
“What have you found, Seraphina?” She bent over to see what Sera was doing.
“A butterfly. It’s hurt, and I’m making it better.”
“What?” Her grandmother chuckled, straightening back up. “Oh, I see. You’re just pretending. Are you going to be an animal doctor when you grow up?”
But Sera looked up, very serious. “No, Grandma, I’m not pretending. I’m really making it better.”
“You can’t make things better, honey. The butterfly is hurt, and it will probably die. No one can fix it. That’s the way things happen.”
“But I can. When I touch it, it glows. See? It’s glowing right now.” Sera looked back down at the butterfly. Her grandmother did too, a quizzical look on her face. “It’s getting better. Look, its wings are moving again.” The butterfly crawled away from Sera’s outstretched fingers, folded and unfolded its wings, then took off into the air. “It’s beautiful.”
“Oh! You were pretending,” her grandmother said again as the butterfly fluttered away. “It wasn’t really hurt.”
“Yes, it was. But I made it better, like I told you.”
Disapproval dragged down her grandmother’s face. “Do not lie to your grandmother, Seraphina.”
Sera didn’t know what to say, didn’t know what she’d done wrong. Her mouth quivered, tears spilled over. “But I didn’t lie. I helped it.” She went running across the yard and threw herself into her mother’s arms. Her mom looked over at her mother-in-law with a questioning look, but the old woman strode back into the house without a word.
During lunch, Luke had looked up from his sandwich suddenly and said, “Grandma? When you get your headache later, can we watch a movie?”
Their grandmother was bemused, put her cup down. “Luke, honey, I don’t get a headache every day.”
“I know.”
She watched Luke eat for several minutes before continuing her own meal. Though she maintained her part of the conversation with their parents, her eyes occasionally flicked over to Luke throughout the rest of the meal.
A couple of hours later, their dad sat down on the couch next to their mom. “Mother has a migraine starting,” he whispered. They both glanced over at Luke, eyebrows raised. “The kids need to keep quiet and away from her room.”
Their parents turned on the television, volume low, and started flipping through channels to find something for them to watch. They paused on a news show and became momentarily engrossed. Sera got up quietly and inched toward the hallway. As soon as she’d made it out of the room, Luke was there, too.
“Sera, don’t go in there,” he said.
“Where?”
“Grandma’s room.”
“But I can help Grandma.”
Luke looked at her for a moment, thinking. “She won’t like it.”
“But I can make her better. Everyone likes to feel better.”
“She’s gonna get mad. Really, really mad.”
“I want to show her.” If their grandmother only understood what Sera meant, what Sera could do, then she’d realize Sera hadn’t been lying earlier. And her grandmother would be happy with her again.
She walked soundlessly to their grandmother’s room, and knocked quietly on the door, Luke behind her. There was no response, so she opened it and peered in. Their grandmother lay on top of her yellow flowered comforter with an arm thrown over her eyes. White curtains were drawn across the windows, still letting in too much light. Her body was rigid, face pinched.
Sera tiptoed over to the bed as Luke silently closed the door behind him. She lay a gentle hand on her grandmother’s arm. Her grandmother moved slightly to see who was there, and sighed.
“Seraphina.” Her voice was whisper thin. “I cannot play right now, honey. Grandma doesn’t feel well.”
“I know, Grandma,” Sera said softly. “I’m here to make you better.” She reached up with her other hand, touched her necklace, then watched as her grandmother started to glow.
Sera could see her grandmother’s body relax as the pain lessened in her head. Her breathing calmed, her muscles unclenched, her face smoothed as the pain left her body. She sighed again, this time in relief. “Oh, my goodness,” she said.
“See? I can make you better, too.” Sera smiled over at Luke. It was okay.
But her grandmother suddenly snatched her arm away from Sera’s touch. “What are you doing?” she said. “What are you?” She scrambled backwards to get as far away as she could in the tiny bedroom.
Sera didn’t understand. She’d helped her. Her headache was gone. It didn’t make sense, the way her grandmother was reacting to being healed. Eyes wide, Sera backed up toward Luke at the door.
Their grandmother crossed herself, her hand flying through the motions. “Don’t you ever touch me again, devil girl. And you,” she turned on Luke, “there is something wrong with you, too. My son never should have—” She broke off. In her eyes was a horror that Sera and Luke couldn’t understand. “Get out of here!”
They ran out of the room. For the second time that day, Sera didn’t know what she’d done wrong, but this time she knew it was terrible. It had made their grandmother scared of her. Of them. She wondered if there really was something wrong with them.
Their grandmother had said they were evil.
And maybe they were.
She’d never thought about it. She’d thought that everyone could do what they did. Healing was like breathing to her. Seeing was like that to Luke. It was normal. At least, they’d thought it was.
From that point on, their grandmother wouldn’t speak to either of them. She’d barely even look at them, and when she did it was a glare of such force that Sera’s eyes would fill with tears and Luke would scowl back while putting a protective arm around her.
Their mother took great offense.
Their father made excuses.
They didn’t go back to visit their grandmother again. Sera heard her parents’ whispered arguments about it. She knew it was why her dad eventually left. She knew it was why they got divorced.
It was all her fault.
Their grandmother had been the first person she’d told. And the last.
At least she had Luke. They had each other. Always had. Always would.
And here he was, looking at her. The one person who could really see her. Tonight there was an intensity in his eyes. He looked genuinely relieved to see her. He had been worried, she realized, really worried. She could see it in his face, feel it in the room.
“You’re upset,” she said.
He looked away for a moment, sighed. Something was up. Her eyes got caught on his necklace, visible in the unbuttoned gap at the top of his shirt. Like hers, the silver pendant was shaped like a hand, but his had an eye etched into the palm. Similar, but different. Just like the two of them. And just like her, he always wore it.
“Sera? Where were you?”
“What’s wrong?”
“Where were you?”
“Out saving the world,” she said. “My cape is drying on the porch right now.”

Luke pressed his lips together in mild frustration. She wasn’t answering his question. He looked away from her, rested his head in his hands, and wondered how he was going to keep her alive if she wouldn’t tell him what was going on. If she snuck off by herself.
She’d probably been healing someone. Somewhere she shouldn’t have been. At least that was the feeling he was getting. And she did that sort of thing. Often. Part of him felt like he needed to get her to stop doing that and stay home where it was safe. Where no maniacal monster-lady roamed, waiting to kill her.
It just didn’t seem possible, his vision. And yet he knew it was. In fact, it wasn’t just possible, it was inevitable.
Focus. One thing at a time.
“You were healing,” Luke said into his hands.
“Of course. What else would I be out doing in the middle of the night?”
“Could you just tell me when you’re going to do that from now on?” He looked up at her.
Sera narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s going on?”
“I just need to know that you’re okay. That you’re safe.” And he wasn’t going to tell her any more than that. Not tonight.
“Luke.” Her voice was low, serious.
“Sera.”
“Okay. Yes, I will tell you.” She paused. “Now you tell me.”
“What?”
“What’s going on? You’re upset about something. Tell me.”
“It’s…noth—I just got worried. That’s all.”
She studied him, silent, like she was trying to figure out what he hadn’t said. He needed to distract her before she started asking questions. He wouldn’t lie to her, not outright. But he would withhold the truth if he needed to. And right now he needed to, so he could figure things out first.
He tilted his head to the side, indicating the brilliantly colored wall next to his chair. “You painted today.” Sera used one wall of her bedroom as a continually changing canvas. She’d paint and repaint, the design varying with her mood. There was a splattered tarp rolled up next to the chair he sat in and a shelf of painting supplies above it. The faint smell of acrylics still clung to the wall. He’d spent the last half hour pacing her floor and staring at the latest adjustments to her ever-changing mural.
“Uh-huh.” Suspicion lingered on her face, but she got up off the bed to take a closer look at her wall.
Luke got up, too, moved over to stand next to her. The vanilla scent of her room no longer grated him—not now that she was safely home. It smelled like comfort again. “Who’s this?” He pointed to a lone dark figure new to the composition, a silhouette of a man.
“I don’t know.” Sera shrugged. “Just an image that came to mind.”
“Like a vision?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“You have visions, too?” He turned to face her, surprise splashed all over his face.
“No. Nothing like that.” She thought for a moment. “Not like a ‘vision’ vision. It’s just an image that came to me. Not like I’m seeing the future or anything.” She looked him in the eye. “I don’t have visions.” She glanced back over at the dark figure. “You do.”
“Okay.”
She was studying the figure, touched a finger to it to see if the paint was dry.
“Oh, I know,” said Luke, nodding his head.
“What?” She turned to look at him again.
“Your new boyfriend. A tall dark stranger.”
“Yeah, right.” Sera nudged him in the ribs and laughed. A slight blush colored her cheeks.
Luke suddenly felt exhaustion weighing down his whole body. It was late. And they had to get up for school in the morning. He sighed.
“Okay, good night, Wolf,” he said.
“Night, Little Pig.”
He hugged her, glad that she was okay. She had to be okay. He didn’t want to think about what he would do without her. His other half.
Shall she be the first to die, Seer?
Now he just had to figure out how he was going to save her.


FIVE

“They have a right to know, David.” His mother’s voice rang out from the kitchen, full of frustration, and Luke stopped short in the hallway. They were fighting again, his mom and dad. As they did most of the time.
“I think it’s time. It was time a long time ago,” she said.
He didn’t want to go in there in the middle of their fight. And he didn’t want to just stand here listening to his mother’s side of the phone conversation. But it was Monday morning and he and Sera needed to get breakfast before they headed off for school.
As if on cue, Sera slipped out of her room and headed for the kitchen. When she saw Luke standing there in the hall, she paused.
“Breakfast?” She nodded toward the kitchen.
“Parental discord.”
“Again?”
Luke just shrugged. “But we gotta eat, right?”
“Do we?” She looked at him. “Yeah, okay. We do. Let’s go.”
Luke waved his arm toward the door. “Ladies, first.”
“Chicken.”
“Gentleman.” Luke pointed at himself and grinned. “You always get those two confused.”
Sera stuck out her tongue and swept into the kitchen, minus her usual “Good morning, Mom.” Luke sauntered in after her and went to turn on the burner under the tea kettle.
Their mom’s face froze when she saw them, then she turned away and spoke quietly into the phone. “I can’t have this conversation right now.” There was a slight pause and then she said, “Yes, they’re here. They live here.” She took a deep breath and Luke could almost see her counting to ten in her head, trying her best to keep her temper under control. “I’ve got to go, David. We’ll finish this conversation later.”
She slammed the receiver back into its base, and mumbled something under her breath. Luke met Sera’s eyes. He hated this—the tension between his parents. He had a feeling it was never going to get better, and he was always right about things like that. It was part of his gift. But it sucked because here were two people he loved that could barely be in the same room together, let alone have a conversation without at least one of them ending up stressed and pissed off. Usually his mom. All because she still loved their dad. And for whatever reason, they just couldn’t get along anymore.
It was strangely quiet in the kitchen as his mom straightened her dark grey suit jacket, and turned to face Luke and Sera. Dark hair was streaked silver at her temples and she had intelligent blue eyes. Her sleek black leather briefcase bag stood open on the counter, the strap hanging down over the edge, and after looking back and forth between Luke and Sera for a moment without saying a word, she began to slide file folders back into it. She’d been up late last night, working. As usual.
Luke met Sera’s eyes, glanced at their mom, then very slightly shook his head. Sera shrugged. 


Luke and Sera moved around the bright kitchen in their usual breakfast routine. He took two cereal bowls out of the cupboard, while she walked over to the pantry to get the cereal. On the way back, Sera rolled a drawer open and retrieved two spoons. She slid by Luke on his way to the refrigerator to get the milk and butter, and deposited her things on the table.
He headed for the table, and Sera ducked under his arms to get back into the kitchen. She plopped two pieces of bread into the toaster, then opened a cupboard to pick out two mugs. Luke lifted a knife out of the silverware drawer, picked up the little container of cinnamon-sugar mixture and walked over to grab the toast.
As he went back to the table, Sera filled one mug with coffee, then dropped a tea bag into the other one and poured hot water into it. Luke was pouring cereal into their bowls as she brought the two steaming mugs over. She gave him his and he took a brief moment to inhale the strong roasted-nut aroma before he took a sip.
Okay, the day could start.
Sera waited until their mom left the kitchen, then said to Luke, “So, how was Dad last night?”
“At the Food Shelf? Fine. He’s always fine with me.” Luke nodded to where their mom had disappeared down the hall. “Just not with her.”
“Sometimes it’s hard to believe they loved each other, you know?”
“They still do, Sera,” he said. “You know that.”
“They don’t show it very well.”
“Nope, they don’t.” Luke picked up his toast. “What do you think that was about, this morning?”
“No idea.”
Their mom walked back into the kitchen, went straight to her briefcase and rustled around inside of it. She lay her coat on the counter after almost dropping it several times, then placed her purse up there as well and searched through its numerous pockets. She’d misplaced her keys again, Luke thought, and focused for a moment on her keys. The image of her lime green coat came into his mind. That’s where they were.
Their mom looked over at Luke and Sera, and studied them. He held up his coffee and raised his eyebrows at her. After a moment of silent deliberation, she dropped her bags, picked up her dark red coffee mug again, and went over to the table to sit down.
“Everything okay?” Luke said to her.
“Everything’s fine. Dandy. Copacetic. I’m just taking a moment to be with my favorite people.” She took a drink of her coffee and smiled at them.
Luke didn’t want to upset his mom, but he was curious to find out what she’d been arguing about with his dad. What it was, exactly, that he and Sera had a right to know.
“That phone call…Dad…you sounded upset,” he said.
“Like you were not exactly in agreement,” Sera added.
“In other words, a normal conversation between me and Dad, right?” Their mom smiled, her lips tight. “Not for you to worry about, my loves. Just for me.” She took another sip of coffee, and Sera reached over to touch her arm. She placed her hand over Sera’s, rubbed it gently with her thumb. “Let’s talk about something else. Like how Sera has the warmest hands. They’re like heating pads. You always have, did you know that? Even as a baby.”
A blush crept up Sera’s neck and she looked furtively at Luke. He shook his head, a slight movement. Sometimes it amazed him how much his mom knew, and yet how little.
“How’s work?” Sera said.
“You still doing the prep work for that big trial?” Luke pushed his empty cereal bowl aside, brought his coffee mug in front of him.
“Yes, and I may have to do some traveling for that in the next month or so.”
“Oh yeah? Where?”
“Someplace fun?” Luke said.
“Chicago.”
“Definitely not fun in the winter,” Luke said.
“Not fun at all,” Sera agreed.
“And that’s when I’d be going.”
“What will we ever do without you?” Luke grinned at his mom. Sera laughed.
She was gone a lot, their mom. For work. He used to hate when she traveled, when he was younger, but now he didn’t mind so much. The house was more relaxed when she was gone. It seemed as if she was always stressed—over work or their dad—when she was home.
“Unfortunately, I have to get going. Mondays are always hectic.” Their mom got up from the table, placed her empty mug in the sink. Sera and Luke cleared the table.
“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you,” their mom said as she slipped into her coat. She patted the pockets. Luke and Sera stopped and looked at her. “I heard good news about that mom…what was her name? You know, the one who’s been in the hospital? You know who I’m talking about, right?”
“Anne Whitman?” Sera said. Luke’s eyes snapped onto Sera’s face. She bit her lip.
“Yes! Anne. She’s better. I got an email yesterday. She suddenly woke up late Thursday night, and she’s been breathing on her own ever since. She’s out of the ICU but still in the hospital for a few more days. Looks like she’s going to be fine. The PTA is asking for volunteers to take dinner over once she’s home.” Their mom slipped the long black leather strap of her briefcase bag over her right shoulder, and patted the pockets of her coat again. Luke smiled. For someone so intelligent and organized, it was funny how she was always losing her keys.
“That’s great,” Luke said. “I bet Josh is relieved.”
“Her son?”
“Yup.”
She looked up at Sera and Luke, and paused.
Luke looked at her expectantly, wondering if she was going to tell them. She was obviously thinking about it.
Her cell phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the screen. “It’s work,” she said. “See you tonight?”
Luke and Sera both nodded, and went to get their respective book bags over by the front door. They had to get going, too, or they’d be late for school.
“Oh, and—” their mom began.
“You’ll be home late,” Luke and Sera said, laughing.
“We know.” Sera slipped the strap of her bag over her head.
“If you’d like,” their mom said,” I can pick up something on the way home for din—”
“No!” Sera said.
“We’ll make dinner,” Luke added. “We don’t want a repeat of the mystery meal you brought home.”
“God, please no.”
“Now, come on. That was over a year ago, already. Let it go.” Their mom smiled and looked at her phone again, still ringing.
“It was cruel and unusual,” Luke said. “Child abuse.”
“Inedible. Disgusting. Noxious,” Sera said.
“I know, I know,” their mom said. “It was. It won’t happen again.”
“Yeah, right,” Sera said.
“That’s what you said the time before,” Luke said.
“Goodbye, Toil. Goodbye, Trouble.” Their mom laughed and put the phone up to her ear.
“Bye, Mom.” Sera gave her a quick hug. “Love you.”
Luke gave her a kiss on the cheek, then said right next to her ear, “Your keys are in your green coat. See ya.”
Her eyes widened and she nodded at him as she answered her phone and walked down the hall to talk. She turned back to look at him once, a small smile on her face.
Luke slipped his backpack onto his shoulders and was about to step outside with Sera, but remembered he’d left his cell in the kitchen. He waved Sera off to the car and went back to get it.
As he stepped into the kitchen, he was suddenly hyperaware of everything around him. He could hear his mom’s footsteps as she paced in the hall, the rug fibers being crushed under her feet. The colors in the kitchen were more intense than they’d been a moment ago—the green of the plants sitting in the window looked almost electric. And he could smell every single herb in the spice rack.
This was it—impending doom.
Luke waited, soaking up the world with his heightened senses, knowing a vision was coming. Any minute now. He closed his eyes, his hopes plummeting with every passing moment, and tried to will a vision to come. But they didn’t work that way. And he knew with sinking certainty that whatever was coming would show a piece of Sera’s death, and he would have to wait for it.
Which was good because that meant he still had time, but it also meant he was going to be on edge all day while he waited for it.
And then be panicked again once it was gone.


SIX

Sera traded her history books for algebra and Brit lit, and clanked the grey metal door of her locker closed. She slipped the books into her bag, and headed toward the cafeteria.
Up ahead in the hall, she saw Luke scowling at a group of students.
“Hey.”
“Hey yourself.”
“What’s going on?” she said as she stopped beside him. She tried to see over the other students, but there were too many of them.
“Ethan.” Luke’s lip curled up and he shook his head.
Ethan. Sera liked most people, but Ethan was not most people. Fit and full of himself. With his spiky blond hair always just messy enough and his sky blue eyes set in a chiseled face. She understood why most girls practically swooned over him. From afar, that is. Once he opened his mouth, though, it was another story. His personality completely canceled out his good looks.
She pursed her lips. “Who?”
“Quinn.” Luke sighed. “Again.”
“Oh no he’s not.” Sera pushed her way into the crowd.
“Sera!” Luke called, but she ignored him. She was not going to let Ethan torture Quinn.
It wasn’t hard to get through—people have elbows for a reason—and she could hear Ethan before she could see him.
He spoke low. “Hey, homo. Oh, no, no, no. You’re not going anywhere. I’m talking to you. Don’t you want to talk to me?” There was a pause. “Aren’t I your type?” People laughed. Sera elbowed some of them extra hard.
She finally pushed through to where Ethan had Quinn, who was several inches shorter and probably forty pounds lighter, trapped against a wall. His face leaned close to Quinn’s, but Quinn’s head was turned away, a look to his fine features as if Ethan’s breath stank.
“Oh, now don’t play hard to get, sweetheart. I saw you checking me out just now. See something you like?”
Quinn turned to look at him, used his middle finger to push his glasses back into place and dragged his warm brown eyes slowly up and down Ethan.
“I’ve seen better,” he said. “Much, much better.”
Everyone laughed. Except Ethan.
Ethan leaned in a little closer. “You know you want to kiss me,” he said. More laughter. “So why don’t you? I’m right here.”
“Two reasons,” Quinn said. “One, you’re not ready to come out yet. And two, word is you’re a terrible kisser.”
The crowd roared and Ethan’s eyes narrowed, his jaw clenched. Just as he cocked his arm back, Sera slipped in between the two and placed her palm on Ethan’s chest.
“I’ll kiss you, if you’re so desperate for a kiss,” she said with a bright smile on her face. “Even if you are a horrible kisser.” Everyone laughed even harder.
Sera pushed a thought into Ethan. You have to go to the bathroom NOW. You can’t hold it any longer. Ethan’s eyes bugged and he glanced down the hall toward the boys’ bathroom.
“Later for you,” he said around Sera to Quinn, and took off running.
“Call me anytime you’re ready,” Quinn said. “Perhaps I can improve your technique.”
The other students laughed again and started to disperse now that no one was going to get hit. Sera turned to face Quinn. He ran a hand through his short, blond-streaked hair and felt for his earbuds on each shoulder. They were almost always in his ears. Ethan must have pulled them out.
“Don’t antagonize him. He’ll only come after you again,” she said.
“I’m done taking it,” he said. He nodded to Luke as he came up to them. “I shouldn’t have to put up with this crap.”
“Where’d he go in such a hurry?” Luke said, staring down the hall after Ethan.
“Bathroom,” Sera said, then silently cursed herself. Luke raised an eyebrow.
She shrugged. “I guess he really had to go.”
“Sera.”
“Luke.” His disapproval almost made her feel bad for having influenced Ethan. Almost, but not quite.
“Hey, skank,” a shrill voice said on Sera’s left. Sera turned, already knowing who it belonged to. Naomi. Sera looked up into her snarly, tanned face. “Keep your hands off my boyfriend,” she said, then flipped her straight honey brown hair over her shoulder.
“With pleasure,” Sera said.
“You can’t have him.”
“I don’t want him. He’s an idiot.”
“You just tried to kiss him. In front of everyone.”
“I was breaking up a fight, Naomi.”
“And he’s not an idiot,” Naomi said. “He’s better than your boyfriend. Oh, wait, that’s right. You don’t have one.”
“Look—” Sera reached out toward Naomi. Maybe Naomi should have the sudden urge to go to the bathroom too, and maybe she wouldn’t make it in time. Sera smiled at the thought.
“Sera, don’t,” Luke said, and grabbed her arms, pulled her back. She looked up at him. “Don’t.”
Sera held his gaze for a moment, then turned to look at Naomi again. She looked as if she’d spent way too much time in the mirror that morning—everything matched, from her layered short sleeve t-shirts to her multicolored short skirt to her shoes, purse, and backpack. Even her fingernails looked freshly painted in a coordinating color. Naomi’s pretty face was screwed up in disgust as she looked at Sera.
“Bitch,” she said, and walked away.
Sera tried to reach out for her again, liking the bathroom idea more and more, but Luke tightened his grasp.
“Oh, she’s a peach,” Quinn said. “They are well matched, she and Ethan.”
“Yes, they are,” Sera said. “Luke, let go of me. I’m fine.” She shook out her arms and breathed deep. Okay. He was right. She shouldn’t use her gift that way. And she could always hope that karma would come back to bite Naomi in the butt. Hard.
She looked at Luke and Quinn. “Lunch?”
“Lunch,” Luke said, and fell into step beside her. They both looked back when they noticed Quinn wasn’t joining them.
“Not for me,” he said, put his earbuds back in, and walked off in the opposite direction.

The cafeteria was already crowded as Sera and Luke walked in and spotted Fey already waiting in line. Metal folding chairs scraped the floor, trays clattered on tables, silverware clanked. All around them students laughed, talked, and shouted.
Josh was back at school and surrounded by his friends at the other end of the table that Sera, Luke, and Fey usually sat at. They set down their trays and started eating. Even with the din of the cafeteria, they could easily hear Josh’s conversation.
“It was really weird,” Josh said. “She was totally out of it, and they said that she shouldn’t have been able to wake up on her own because of the drugs they had her on. The doctors don’t understand it. I mean, the nurse had just checked on her. Nothing had changed. Then, like fifteen minutes later, she’s better.” He shook his head, looking at the rapt expressions around him. “I know, weird, right? They eventually gave up trying to figure it all out. I think because they couldn’t. My mom said…” Josh looked around at his friends, then clamped his mouth shut, his face turning red.
“What? What did she say?” Anabelle said. Her dark eyes were glued to Josh, her chin length black hair swung forward to frame her face when she leaned toward him. She had a very obvious crush on him. Sera unconsciously tilted her head toward them, listening.
“Well,” Josh said slowly, “she said she’d seen an angel.”
Sera’s eyes got wide, and she froze. She stared at the table, not knowing where else to look.
“Yeah, she said that an angel with dark hair had healed her. She told the doctors about it when they couldn’t figure out what happened. She said that the angel is what happened.” Josh shook his head. “I know, I know. Crazy, right?”
Sera couldn’t breathe. His mom remembered. She would recognize her the next time she saw Sera. Her secret would be out. She’d lose her friends, her family. Panic crept up her arms and legs, tingling all the way to her chest where her breath was coming short and quick. What had she done? She shouldn’t have talked to Anne. She should have left as soon as she’d finished healing.
“Hey, Sera.” Fey’s voice was soft, low. “It’s okay.” With what felt like a herculean effort, Sera lifted her eyes off the table to meet Fey’s. She saw warmth and understanding.
Sera almost snorted. Fey wouldn’t understand. Not when Sera was exposed as the freak she was. She wouldn’t want anything to do with her. Just like her grandmother. Sera closed her eyes.
Feeling pressure on her arm, Sera looked down to see that Fey had reached across the table and was squeezing her arm, a reassurance. Her chest lightened up just a bit, even if her mind didn’t.
Fey looked at Luke and nodded her head in Sera’s direction. He immediately reached out to place his hand on her shoulder. Sera felt her body relax at his touch, warmth flooding her every cell. Her breathing gradually returned to normal, her thoughts became more rational as soon as the panic was gone.
She was fine, she told herself. There was no way Anne could really remember or recognize her. She’d been too confused and out of it. Besides, people said that kind of stuff about angels whenever they didn’t have any other explanation. That’s all Anne was doing. She was just explaining the unexplainable. It was okay. Her secret was still safe.
She hoped.

After school, Sera and Luke walked across the parking lot together to their dark green Pathfinder.
“Hey, Sera, wait up!” Josh waved to her from the lawn and started to jog over. Sera waited while Luke continued walking to their car. Josh wasn’t even a little out of breath when he stopped, a bright smile plastered on his face as he gazed down at her. He said, “I was wondering if I could borrow your notes.”
“My notes?”
“Chem?”
“Oh, yeah. Sure.” She flipped the top of her book bag open, reached in and pulled out a light blue spiral notebook. She glanced at the cover quickly to be sure there weren’t any embarrassing doodles on it, then held it out to Josh.
“Thanks,” Josh said. He tucked the notebook under his arm. “Can I give them back to you tomorrow?” Josh smiled at her in that goofy, I-like-you, boyish sort of way.
Oh, no. Not again. This happened every time she healed a boy—the next time he’d see her, he’d practically fall over himself trying to ask her out. She reached up and felt for her necklace, held the reassuring pendant in her fingers. She could feel a pulsing warmth in it. Just like her healing power.
It’s not like she was devastatingly gorgeous. Not like Fey. Fey was breathtaking—she smiled and people melted, she talked to you and you felt all giddy and warm inside. But Sera? She considered herself pretty. Maybe. On a good day. In the right light.
And it’s not like she didn’t want to date any of them. Of course she did. She was just like any other seventeen-year-old girl. Except she wasn’t. And she just couldn’t take lying to anyone else she loved. Her parents and Fey were enough. She didn’t want to feel bad about anyone else. So she didn’t date. Anyone. Ever.
Unfortunately, her healing power had an aftereffect that drew people to her. Like she was a drug that they couldn’t get enough of. A simple silent suggestion from her negating the pull usually took care of it. But she didn’t always want to. Like now with Josh, who had his hopes up and was about to become the latest casualty of that no-dating policy. She took a deep breath and smiled sadly at him.
“I was wondering, if, um, once my mom is out of the hospital, whether you might—”
“Hey, Josh?” she said.
“Yeah?”
“I think you’re really great. But let’s be friends. Okay?” She reached out, touched his arm, and pushed a feeling into him. You don’t want to date me. You just want to be friends.


He opened his mouth, stopped, closed it again. Then something seemed to shift in him—she could see it in his eyes. “Yeah, okay. I’ll give these back to you tomorrow in class.” He ruffled the chemistry notes he was holding.
“Great.” She watched him walk away, and found herself wishing her life could be different. It would have been nice to go out with Josh. He was such a nice guy.
Luke was leaning against the side of their car, waiting for her. She settled herself next to him. “Your new boyfriend?”
“No, but he tried to ask me out.”
“You stopped him,” Luke said. She turned to look up at him and nodded. “I could tell.”
“I like him.”
“So why not say yes?”
“I don’t want to lie to him,” she said.
“You could at least get to know him, and then see where things go.”
She eyed him, then said again, “I don’t want to lie to him.”
“So you’re going to avoid the situation entirely. Excellent.” Luke sighed. “Well, Anabelle will be happy, at least.”
They were silent for a moment, watched Josh get into his car.
“He doesn’t even like me for me,” Sera said in a quiet voice. “He only likes me because I healed him and he feels the draw.”
“He likes you.”
“Yeah, but it’s not a choice he’s made. It doesn’t come from any true feelings. It comes from my healing.”
Luke turned to look at her. “Even if that were completely true—and I don’t think it is—if you gave him a chance, he would like you just for you. It would become his choice.”
Sera shook her head, her lips tight.
“That’s true of friends, too. You could have more friends than anyone if you wanted them. If you let them in. You could be the most popular girl in school.”
“But they wouldn’t really be my friends. They wouldn’t have a conscious choice. I don’t want followers.”
“They would if you gave them time. If you let them get to know you.”
“I don’t want to lie to anyone else,” she said, and Luke threw his hands in the air. “Besides, I’m good with the friends I have.”
“You mean me, Fey, and Quinn?”
Sera nodded. “All I need.”
“Speaking of Fey, where is she?” Luke searched the throng of students still exiting the buildings.
A prickly feeling started between Sera’s shoulder blades. Someone was watching her. Her eyes scoured the parking lot.
There. Beyond Josh’s car, leaning against a blue, two-door, beat-up old car. He was tall, had dark red hair down almost to his shoulders and long muscular arms like a basketball player.
He was remarkable, to put it mildly.
He wore a pair of faded Levi’s and an old black rock concert t-shirt stretched tight across his chest. She was sure he didn’t go to their school—she’d never seen him before—though he looked like he could easily have been a senior.
He was looking right at her, and smiled wide when their eyes met. Almost as if he’d been waiting for her. Something fluttered in her chest, her face felt suddenly warm. She didn’t smile back.
“Who’s that?” She indicated with her head and Luke turned to look.
“By the crappy blue car?”
“Yeah.”
“No idea.”

Luke crossed his arms over his chest and shifted his weight as he studied the stranger. He just lounged there, openly watching them. There was something kind of familiar about him. And Luke could sense the guy—felt as if he could even pick him out of a crowd. He was aware of the guy’s presence. Could actually feel it. It was bizarre. He had that ability with only a few people—Sera most strongly—but he knew them all well. It was unsettling to have this with a stranger.
It didn’t help that his sense of impending doom was still with him, that he felt hard-wired into everything around him. Maybe that explained his extra perception of the stranger. He could feel the slight wind ruffling individual hairs on his head, could make out the distinctly different scents of every person in the parking lot. The world, he thought, would smell a lot better if people would lay off the perfume.
He was about to tell Sera as much, when Luke saw him again in his mind.
Luke stood in the room where he had watched Sera die. The monstrously beautiful woman laughed as she raked her long sharp fingernails down the guy’s face. Blood oozed from the cuts. She leaned in close to him, inhaled the scent and let out a slight moan of pleasure. She slowly, gently licked the blood from his face. Luke was too far away, he couldn’t reach out to help him. The guy looked at him, desperation and deep fear on his face. 
Luke gasped, suddenly back in the parking lot again. His heart thumped wildly in his chest, and sweat covered his body. Sera turned toward him quickly. She searched his face.
“You okay?”
He looked at her, and it took a moment for his eyes to focus and his mind to return to the present. He looked around—the world had dimmed and muted—all his senses back to normal. Then he glanced over at the guy again. Still there. Still watching. Luke heard Sera’s words in his head again—You okay?—and nodded.
“You don’t look it,” she said. “Did you just have a—”
“I’m fine.” He cut her off before she could ask the question. Before he’d be forced to tell her or lie. “I’m just…” Just what? He shook his head, trying to regain at least the appearance of fine. From the look on Sera’s face, he had not succeeded. “Just…nothing. It’s nothing. Are we going to Muddy’s?”
“As soon as Fey comes out.” Sera stared at him like she knew he wasn’t telling her something. That was definitely, Luke thought, one of the drawbacks to having a twin—you couldn’t hide anything.
He nodded in the direction of the stranger staring at them. “That guy?”
“Yeah?” She looked wary, like she knew he was deliberately trying to distract her.
“Your new boyfriend.”
She rolled her eyes and gently nudged him with her elbow. “We need to find you a new joke.”
But as soon as the words were out of his mouth, Luke knew they were true. It had never been true before, it had always been a joke. But this time, he felt it.
And though he did not have a bad feeling about the guy himself, this future did not feel good.


SEVEN

It’s them, Marc thought as he watched the pair across the parking lot. It had to be them. They were obviously related—he could see it in their smiles, their eyes—and looked the same age. There was also an almost palpable connection between the two of them in the way they interacted. They moved and talked in sync. It was different from everyone else on the school grounds.
And there was something else about them—something intangible. He didn’t know what it was, but he could feel it. Feel them. Their presence. Almost as if he recognized them or knew them already.
It was them.
At last.
He’d already known he was in the right place. He’d heard a lot of talk about a woman’s remarkable recovery since he’d gotten into town a few nights ago: in the diner, the gas station, as he checked in at the motel. Man, this place was like a small town, which he thoroughly appreciated. Everybody seemed to know about everybody else. It made his job that much easier. Figuring out which local high school was home to brother and sister twins was cake. And now he was looking right at them.
Marc focused on the other guy who’d borrowed the notebook from the sister. He was sitting inside his well-worn silver Civic, shuffling through some papers, his head bowed down. Marc tuned in to the slight hum in his mind and zeroed in. He opened his mind and reached out.
Found him.
…catch up on chem while I’m at the hospital. I didn’t miss much. So glad Sera takes good notes…
Marc watched him flip through the notebook he’d gotten from the sister. Sera. Her name was Sera. He smirked. Sometimes it was so easy. Now all he had to do was tap into Sera’s thoughts to confirm she’s one of them and then turn them in. He could be out of here and free again within the week.
…soccer practice first. Then dinner with Mom. Can’t wait for her to come home. Oh, I forgot to call Mrs. Brandt back about dinners…
Marc let go of the thoughts. He was of no more use. He needed Sera and her brother.
But there was a slight problem—he hadn’t been able to hear their thoughts. He should have been able to do it easily—they’d been well within range. But even more troublesome was that he hadn’t been able to hear the thoughts of anyone near them. He’d tried, especially while this guy had been talking to Sera. As he’d walked back toward Marc and away from them, the thoughts had seemed to suddenly turn back on, as if they’d been muted.
That was a first.
It had to be them.
He’d heard about them when he was searching New York City. He’d spent every morning getting his caffeine quota filled at Mocha Café just off Central Park. It was well lit and the chairs were hard so customers wouldn’t get too comfortable there. But Marc found it a great place to hang out and listen. He’d spent time living in his car—hard chairs weren’t going to put him off. Plus the coffee was stellar.
A week ago he’d overheard a man in a business suit talking about a recent trip to Vermont. As the haze of sleepiness eased into caffeinated alertness, Marc tapped into the guy’s thoughts about that trip.
The guy was talking about a hike up Mt. Mansfield, but his thoughts focused on a strange incident. One that he didn’t tell his friends about. He’d fallen and injured his knee on the way down. It was bad enough that he hadn’t been able to walk. As he was trying to figure out how he was going to get down the mountain, a couple of teens stopped to help. A boy and a girl. When they’d helped him up, he’d started to feel better, and the pain in his knee had ebbed away until it was gone. A few steps and his knee was fine. In fact, it felt better than it had in years. He’d walked down on his own, and hadn’t had any knee problems since.
The man couldn’t make sense of it even now. That knee had given him trouble for years, but now it felt perfectly fine. There was a small part of him that wondered if it had been them—those kids, if they’d somehow healed him—even though he knew it was crazy to even think that. But he’d felt a strange warmth spread through his body at their touch, and it had faded away when they let go. The whole experience had been so odd. Strange enough that he wasn’t sharing it with his friends.
Marc gasped as he was swallowing—it was them, he’d actually found them—and shot to his feet. Coughing, spewing coffee down the front of his brown t-shirt, he fought for breath as his throat closed and his lungs protested. He drew in a loud, tight wheeze of a breath when he finally could, then took a drink of water. The muscles in his throat released and he could breathe again.
When he looked up, the businessman and his friends were gone.
He ran outside, looked up and down the street for them, opened his mind up to find the man’s distinct thoughts again, but they were gone. Out of range. He could have used more information, could have listened further for more details. But he grinned suddenly, as realization hit, and felt like jumping around like a squealing toddler in a kiddie pool.
It was them.
He knew it was them. He’d finally found them after months of trespassing into people’s heads, fingering their thoughts. Using his gift.
Curse.
Whatever.
There had always been voices—thoughts—he could hear. For as long as he could remember. The slight hum of people’s thoughts in the background of his mind was normal for him—nothing he would pay attention to, nothing standing out. When he wanted to know what someone was thinking, he could tune in to that one person. Like a radio, each individual was a different frequency in his mind. A little focus and he was in.
Truth be told, he’d used it to his advantage. Usually a little foray into a girl’s mind to find out what would impress her, make her happy, make her want him. Man, he got to be good at that. Very good. If a girl was worrying about her new haircut, he’d compliment her on it. If she was berating herself for saying something stupid, he’d tell her how intelligent she was. It was so easy. And so effective. Whatever the worry, all it took was a small comment to make her feel good and he was in.
It had seemed like a gift.
Once.
Two years ago something had changed. He didn’t know what had happened or when exactly it had started because he hadn’t even noticed it at first. It had snuck up on him. Bit by bit he had to work harder—focus more intensely—to keep the background thoughts to a hum. Random thoughts would stand out loud in his mind whenever he let down his guard. It was only after he found himself struggling continually to keep people’s thoughts out of his head that he realized something was wrong.
And then one day he couldn’t keep them out. His mind was overrun by everyone’s thoughts all at the same time. As if his radio was tuned to every station simultaneously. With the volume up loud.
He couldn’t make sense of what anyone said to him—couldn’t filter out their words from the overwhelming racket in his head. And with it came pain. Deep, debilitating pain. Migraines like he’d never known. A constant deep ache, sharpened with every sound, every shard of light, every small movement of his eyes. And vomiting.
The doctors were useless. Every test came back negative. It was all in his head, they said. Well, yeah, it was. But not in the way they meant. He couldn’t tell them what was really going on. He could already hear their skeptical thoughts about the migraines. They’d never have believed him about the voices, the thoughts he could hear. Besides, he’d already learned that lesson. The hard way. He couldn’t tell anyone the truth.
So on paper he was fine.
In reality he was tortured.
And that was how they’d found him. The Shadows.
He had been curled up as tight as possible, whimpering from the pain and noise wracking his head. They’d whispered to him from their dark corner, offering relief. He hadn’t wondered how the hell they’d gotten into his home, what they were doing in his bedroom. He hadn’t had the good sense to be scared. He hadn’t even wondered how he was able to hear their words through all the noise in his mind. He’d just forced his arm to reach out and open up his hand.
He would have done anything to make it stop.
He’d swallowed the pill dry. He didn’t care. He’d have choked it down if he had to. And it was like a miracle. The pain dulled and stopped, the voices got softer until they were only a hum, as if someone had simply turned the volume dial in his mind to low. A shaky breath and his body was able to slowly uncurl, his muscles unclench. A shower and some food—the first he’d been able to keep down in days—and he’d felt like himself again, something he hadn’t felt in a long time.
And as easily as that he was addicted.
Later, they’d called out to him from the darkness of the woods with a voice that shivered his soul. He couldn’t make out anything but the darkest, most impenetrable black he’d ever seen and glowing orange eyes. They were like living, breathing shadows, and for lack of another name that’s what he’d called them. The Shadows.
They offered him a deal. Medicine to treat his problem in exchange for him using his gift to find someone. Two someones. Once they were found, a cure.
If he’d known then what he would be getting himself into, would he have taken the Shadows’ offering? Would he have been strong enough to refuse? Probably not, if he was being completely honest. The only alternative would have been to kill himself. And he’d reached the point of considering that.
But he had that pesky innate will to survive.
He didn’t know why the Shadows wanted the brother and sister, but if he allowed himself to dwell on it too long he knew in his gut that finding them meant their deaths.
So he didn’t allow himself to think about it.
He couldn’t. Especially as he stood there looking at Sera across the parking lot, leaning against her car, talking with her brother. They looked normal and nice, the two of them. Why would the Shadows want them? He didn’t get it.
He had listened to people’s thoughts around the parking lot. Not one person had any thread of a thought about either of them healing.
…wearing flip-flops at this time of year. It’s ridiculous.
Marc flinched now. Jolted back to reality as unwanted thoughts crashed into his mind.
…such a jerk. Look at him…wonder if she knows…
The medicine was wearing off—he had to get back to his motel room for more, pronto. He pulled his keys out of his pocket as he walked around to the driver’s side of his car, opened the door and got in. A searing sensation like a hot poker began to push its way into his brain from the right side of his head. The headaches were getting worse each time the medicine wore off. Why hadn’t he put the bottle in his car? Idiot.
He pulled out of the parking lot, wincing as the pain flared, and headed for the motel. Despite the pain, he smiled. He knew where they were, now. And he knew it was them.
He could almost taste his freedom.


EIGHT

Fey stared at the blur that was the streets of Burlington as they headed downtown to Muddy Waters, their favorite coffee shop. She couldn’t concentrate on Sera and Luke’s banter up front.
It was coming. Soon. She could feel it. Her people had been preparing for this for millennia—but most ardently for the past seventeen years as they had kept the existence of these prophesied twins a secret. Intricate glamours had been layered for years to keep their identities unknown to those who would harm them.
When she’d taken Sera and Luke on as infants, Fey had been on constant vigil. She’d done her job and done it well. Kept them safe and hidden in plain sight. That’s what she was there for. But as they’d grown and the glamours had proven effective, she’d relaxed. Enjoyed herself more. Let herself become emotionally attached to them both.
And now? She glanced at them as they sat in the front seat and teased each other. Now she loved these two people like no others. These Gifteds who knew nothing about who they really were. Who belonged to this world and the Realm. Who had no idea what the future held for them.
A future that was fast approaching.
A shimmer caught her eye, and she turned back to see who or what they’d passed. Whoever it was had already disappeared by the time she looked. Was it just here or were there more of them out during the day everywhere? She shook her head and turned her attention back to her charges and their regular afternoon excursion.
Driving down Main Street, the lake spread out at the bottom of the long hill and the heart of the city lay to the left, cobblestoned and cut off from traffic. Church Street. Most everything was on Church Street. The coffee house was just off it.
Sera parked the car and they started walking the two blocks down Main Street.
“It’s amazing what happened with Josh’s mom, isn’t it?” Fey looked across Luke to Sera.
“Yeah,” Luke said. “We seem to have more than our fair share of miracles in this town, don’t you think?” He grinned.
“Miracles?” Sera said, a dubious look on her face. Then she glared at Luke.
“Marvels. Supernatural phenomena. Unexplained recoveries.”
Sera didn’t say anything, just shook her head at him and kept walking. Fey hid her smile.
“Isn’t that Rosie Deakins?” Sera pointed at a girl ahead of them on the next block. Rosie’s light brown hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. She wore jeans and a teal fleece. She was in several of Sera’s classes, someone Fey knew Sera would be friends with if she allowed herself any. “She looks down.”
Luke nodded. “Dane just asked Sylvie out.”
“And Rosie has had a thing for him this year. Oh, poor Rosie,” Sera said. “Why didn’t she ask him?”
Luke shrugged. “Probably because Dane Simmons doesn’t speak geek.”
Fey and Sera, on either side, elbowed him.
“Hey!”
“Rosie is not a geek!” Sera said.
“I’m just saying, if the pocket-protector fits,” Luke said, laughing. “It’s not like there’s anything wrong with that. I happen to be a card-carrying member, myself.”
Fey looked at Luke. “Is this a takes-one-to-know-one sort of thing?”
“No. But I do wear my geekness proudly: Brilliant. Mathematical genius.” He paused, a huge grin on his face. “Computer god.”
“Hardly,” Fey said.
“Humble,” Sera said at the same time.
“But I’m also geek chic,” Luke said with a straight face—but barely. “I’m totally cool.”
“You’re a total fool?” Fey said. Luke laughed, nodding his head.
Sera looked at Rosie again. “Dane’s the fool. I’ll be right back,” she said, and ran ahead.
Fey watched her call to the other girl, who turned and waited for Sera to catch up. Sera put a hand on Rosie’s arm as she talked to her, and Fey could see the slight glow of energy running up the girl’s arm and into the rest of her body. Rosie’s sagging shoulders lifted and she actually stood up taller, lifted her face, smiled at Sera. As she and Luke got closer, Fey could see the sadness leaving the girl’s eyes, a look of confidence replacing it.
Every time she witnessed Sera’s power, she felt awestruck.
And lucky to be who she was.
She glanced at Luke—he was watching Sera and Rosie intently. Fey slipped her hand into Luke’s. He turned to her, gave her hand a squeeze. It was quiet times like this that she wished she could tell them that she knew what they could do. Knew who they were. But it wasn’t entirely hers to tell.
Not yet.

Sera could see Fey and Luke walking hand-in-hand in her peripheral vision as she said goodbye to Rosie. A few well-placed subconscious ideas regarding her self-worth and the girl glowed on the power of her own good feelings as she walked away. Sera smiled.
She turned to Luke and Fey, but her eyes were immediately drawn beyond them to a woman staggering around the corner. She was bent over as if she’d been hurt. Sera tried to determine where, but the woman’s ankle-length black coat made it impossible to see her body. Long black hair hung over her face so Sera couldn’t tell if she was ill or injured or maybe even drunk. One hand was pressed into her abdomen, the other arm was held out for balance.
There was something about her. Sera got that familiar sensation of tightness in her stomach. Without even thinking about it, she reached for her necklace.
At that, Luke turned to look behind him, as did Fey. They had stopped walking just a few feet from Sera and watched.
“Hey, are you okay?” Luke held out a hand to the woman, but she stumbled past him and right into Sera.
Sera caught her and fought to regain her balance, then looked down with a gasp at the woman’s hands clutching her clothes. They were covered in blood, and a puddle was forming on the concrete at the woman’s feet as she stood there. She’d left a trail, Sera realized, as her eyes flipped back up to her face.
The woman gazed directly into Sera’s eyes through the purple lenses of her sunglasses, searching for a moment. “Help me. Please.” She faltered, her hands let go as if out of her control and she fell to her knees. Luke was there in an instant to catch her, support her. Sera had hold of her arms, and she and Luke lowered the woman to a sitting position. As soon as the woman was steadied, Sera placed one hand on her stomach, the other on her back.
“What’s your name?” Sera said quietly.
“Meghan.” A tight whisper.
Sera focused her thoughts on Meghan to speed the healing. Immediately bright white-hot light shot out of Sera’s hands and filled Meghan’s entire being with light. It was so bright Sera had to close her eyes.
That was new.
She turned and glanced at Luke. He was the only other person who could see the healing light, and he had turned his head away from the brilliance, too. Her heart thumped faster. She took a deep breath.
“Yes,” Meghan whispered, a slight smile on her lips. Sera’s eyes flew to her face. No one had ever responded to her healing like that before. As if they knew what was happening, knew it as soon as it had started.
But she couldn’t think about that at the moment. She’d figure it out later. Right now she needed to finish healing. She looked at Luke, who was crouched down on the other side of Meghan, helping to keep her upright. He had this worried look on his face when he met her eyes. But she got the feeling he wasn’t worried about Meghan. And Fey hadn’t moved to help at all. She just stood there staring down at the woman with what looked like distaste and suspicion.
A rush of energy surged through Sera’s arms into Meghan’s body, as if more and more power was needed to heal her. The energy pulled her hands to the woman’s body like a magnet. She gasped and instinctively started to pull her hands away.
“No.” Meghan grabbed Sera’s hands and held them to her. “Please,” she said.
Sera’s mouth hung open but she nodded, kept her hands there. She peered more intently at Meghan, and noticed that she seemed to almost flicker, as if she weren’t entirely solid and might disappear at any moment. But she was solid. Sera could feel her very solid body under her hands.
People couldn’t disappear.
So why did it look like Meghan could?
Maybe the extra energy flowing through her was affecting her eyesight, Sera thought. She looked at Luke and Fey to check. They both looked normal. Nothing shimmery about them.
“Sera,” Fey said, her voice low. “I think you should leave her be.”
“I’m just trying to help until the ambulance gets here.”
“Trust me,” Fey said. “This is not a good idea. You really should leave her alone.” Her eyes slid to Meghan, who still watched her, and she pursed her lips tight.
“Yeah, I’m not getting a good feeling here, either,” Luke said. “Let’s just wait for the ambulance.”
Sera’s jaw dropped and she stared at Luke. She couldn’t not help someone. Luke knew that.
Fey shifted her weight and glanced around.
Meghan made a pitiful moaning sound, and dropped her head down. Sera looked back down at her. Meghan’s entire body was glowing with white healing light that was starting to turn a pretty, light shade of purple.
Purple?
“What—?” Sera could feel the light pulling her hands even stronger against Meghan’s body. Her heart hammered at the increase in energy, her own blood rushing loudly in her ears. She tried to lift her hands away, but Meghan grabbed her hands again and held them tight. Instinct told her to pull away, but she wasn’t sure she could. Meghan was incredibly strong.
The color change was scaring her. The light had always been white. Only white. She didn’t know what the purple light meant. It didn’t seem to be harming Meghan, though. She actually looked like she was improving by the moment, and she had lost that strange flickering look about her. She looked completely solid again.
The purple glow started to fade from Meghan, and the energy flowing through Sera’s hands slowed. Once it was gone, Sera could easily lift her hands away. The world around her drew her focus again. A siren wailed in the distance, and several people talked on cell phones nearby. A slight breeze rustled her hair, and crisp dead leaves bound by on the sidewalk.
Meghan opened her eyes and pressed a hand against her chest. She took a deep breath, a huge smile on her face. “It’s true,” she said, looking at Sera. “You’re the One.”
“I’m sorry. What?”
“It’s you. I knew it was you.”
“Do I know you?” Sera said.
“No. But I know of you.” She took off her sunglasses, and her eyes flicked to Luke. “And your brother.”
“What do you mean?” Sera said. She couldn’t know. About being healed. About Sera and Luke. Sera covered her necklace with her hand. Meghan couldn’t know. She couldn’t possibly—
“Thank you.” Meghan grasped Sera’s hand in hers. “You have no idea what you’ve done. Thank you.”
“What have I done?” Sera’s breaths were coming shorter and quicker.
“You’ve given me back my life. Literally.”
“I don’t—”
Meghan let go of her hand suddenly, surprising Sera into silence. She got up off the sidewalk, brushed her hands over the back of her dark coat, and looked at the drying trail of blood she’d left.
Sera tried again. “Look—”
“I’m going to tell my friends about you,” Meghan said. Then she glanced over Sera’s shoulder, and her face paled.
“No, please—”
“Thank you,” Meghan said in a quiet rush, then turned and ran.
“—don’t.” Sera said, but Meghan had already disappeared around the corner. Sera turned to look over her shoulder to see what it was that had scared Meghan off.
Jonas. From the other night outside the hospital, about a block away. Looking dark and dangerous.
“Great Hills,” Fey whispered, staring after Meghan. “What have you done?”

Fey glanced up the street. The siren was getting louder, the ambulance closer. They needed to get out of there before it arrived. Luke was still gazing at the corner where Meghan had disappeared, along with everyone else on the street. Sera, however, was staring at someone farther down the block. Fey turned.
Jonas.
Fey gasped and her eyes widened in alarm. He’d seen it. She was sure of it. Meghan was one of his, and he was staring intently at Sera.
He knew she could heal.


And very soon he would remember the Prophecy as well.
Jonas’s eyes suddenly snapped onto Fey’s face. She drew herself up to her full height with a deep breath, glared back. She was of the Light Elves. And he would remember his place. She held her left fist up and grasped that wrist with her right hand. An image flashed on the back of her hand—a warning. A chilled wind blew up from the lake behind her.
He held her gaze for a moment more, then looked off to where Meghan had vanished. He strode off after her, glancing back only once before he was out of sight.
He would find Meghan. Of that she had no doubt.
And then he would know.
Fey felt the core of her body tighten, her muscles freeze.
It was coming.
Soon.


NINE

She’s Gifted, Jonas thought. That’s what it was about her. It was so obvious to him now that he thought about it. He should have known. She was a healer.
He dodged quickly around people, making his way down the crowded sidewalk until he could cross over a block to the street Meghan was on. From all the blood Jonas had seen on the ground, he knew she’d been seriously hurt. She would have needed a trip to the hospital for treatment, and a hospital wasn’t a good place for a vampire.
Good thing the healer had been there.
But how exactly did she get injured like that during the day? That kind of thing didn’t happen. Not here.
A woman stepped out of a shop, momentarily blocking his way. Humans were so excruciatingly slow. If it weren’t vital to go unnoticed, he’d knock these people out of the way, force through the crowd. But he took a deep breath instead, and calmed himself. Meghan would be easy to find once he got around the corner.
Meghan had seen him. She’d looked right at him, recognition freezing her features in…what? Was it fear he had seen? He shook his head, wishing these humans around him would walk a little faster. She’d seen him and run.
Something was wrong.
A burst of laughter to his left and horns honking on his right sent spikes of irritation up his back. Jonas didn’t mind the sun, but he preferred the nights for the quiet. His sensitive ears picked up every sound—loud or soft—so the preponderance of noise during the day was grating.
He did his best to block out the sounds around him and focus on the problems at hand. Like Feyth. Her behavior made no sense. Flashing a warning at him like that. Because he’d recognized her charge as Gifted, as a healer? She knew he’d be able to see that. That he’d be aware the Gifteds had begun to appear, signaling a coming change in their world. He didn’t know why she would think he’d care.
And how dare she. He was a Guardian. He kept them all safe. Including Feyth and her healer.
He neared the corner with relief. Finally he would get out of the crowds. He turned the corner to a spartan street, ran as quickly as would not draw attention to himself, entered Church Street and stopped. People everywhere. Shoppers, kids hanging out after school, professionals running late afternoon errands before heading home for the day. She wouldn’t have been able to move quickly through this crowd, so she should have been somewhere in the next block or two. But there was no sign of her.
Jonas sniffed the air. Deep fried foods juxtaposed with oversweet perfume wafting out of an open shop door. But that’s not what he was sniffing for. He could smell nothing but humans.
Strange.
The street was speckled with colors—red cobblestones on the ground; rainbow-hued archways over the road on every block; red, orange, and yellow leaves on the abundance of trees; multicolor storefronts of books, the latest fashions, home decor; the colorful mishmash of t-shirts and sweaters on all the people. Even with his sharp eyes, it would be a challenge to find anyone in this throng.
But he had an advantage. He was searching for a flicker—the tell-tale sign that one is no longer a part of this world, or never was.
His eyes were drawn to the north end of the street—a flicker there. Ezekial, one of his own, appeared around the far west corner. Zeke’s slight build was deceptive—he was one of the quicker and stronger vampires Jonas had made. And his angelic face fit him despite his vampiric nature, for Jonas would almost swear he was part angel. That was why he had made Zeke so powerful and now put so much trust in him.
Though he didn’t trust him completely.
Jonas didn’t trust anyone completely.
Zeke was looking toward the church at the top of the street, then turned and spotted Jonas. He nodded and jerked his head toward the church. In the shadow of the large spire, Jonas saw her. Meghan had just crossed to the other side of the road. She turned to look back down the street, searching, worried. Their eyes met. She paled.
And ran.
Jonas raced after her, as quickly and carefully as he could. He ran across the street and around the church, following the direction she’d gone. Through parking lots, behind houses, beyond a grove of trees, over a black iron fence and into the graveyard.
The grassy expanse of the cemetery was a block long and wide, with roads running along three sides, backyards along the fourth. Neat rows of pale headstones ran parallel to the long side of the rectangular plot. Flowers were dying on graves here and there, and a circle of trees stood dead center, offering shelter from view.
Jonas stood still just inside the graveyard and stared at her. Meghan was in the circle of trees fifty yards away, the deep green grass around her littered with yellow leaves.
She should have been gone. Disappeared. This was the perfect place to do that—it was deserted. No witnesses. Instead, she was breathing heavily, hand on her side as if she were in pain, a few hundred yards from where she took off. Jonas walked toward her, his gaze not wavering for a moment, and stopped several feet from where she panted.
Vampires didn’t get winded.
He narrowed his eyes, assessing her. She’d lost her preternatural shimmer—no wonder he hadn’t be able to pick her out of the crowd on Church Street. Her eyes were a warm brown instead of their usual black, and no longer protected by sunglasses. She wasn’t even squinting. He looked up at the sky through his purple lenses. There wasn’t enough cloud cover to go without glasses.
“Stay away from me, Jonas,” Meghan said. She’d caught her breath, and stood up, glaring at him, her usual fierce self. The first time Jonas had ever seen Meghan she’d been furious, and freshly turned. By whom, he didn’t know. It had taken years of his more calming influence to tone her down to a simmering rage. But her hair-trigger temper had remained. He was glad to see it was still intact.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing.”
“Are you still hurt?”
“No,” she said. “Leave me alone. I don’t belong to you.”
“But you do.” He opened his arms wide, gesturing around. “This is my home. I take care of my own.”
“I don’t want your care.”
Jonas took a step toward her, and she immediately stepped back.
“Meghan.”
“Jonas,” she said. “Go away.”
He threw his hands into the air, and fought the urge to grab her and snap something. But, he reminded himself, that was neither necessary nor productive. Calm. Try to be calm. He inhaled deep through his nose.
And froze.
“No,” he said, and then sniffed again.
“It’s not—”
“Are you human?”
“Jonas—”
“You’re human?” he said. “You reek of human stench. What did she do to you?”
“Nothing I didn’t want her to.” Meghan lifted her chin.
Without saying a word, he turned back toward downtown. He’d find that healer. And she would pay for what she’d done. Perhaps Lilith needed a new plaything to torture.
“No!” Meghan sprinted around him, grabbed his arm.
He wrenched away, but still she stood in his path. They glared at each other for a long moment.
“Get out of my way.”
“I did this, Jonas,” she said. “I did it. I chose it.”
“Get out of my way.” Each word threatened. “I could break you.”
“I know. But you won’t.”
“Won’t I?” He smiled without warmth, leaned in close to her face. “What makes you so sure?”
“Because I know you.”
“Not well enough.”
She stood her ground. “Better than you think,” she said. “You won’t harm an innocent.”
“You’re hardly an innocent, Meghan.”
“I am now,” she said.
Jonas stepped back, and looked away. She was right. After sixty-three years she knew him and knew he wouldn’t hurt her. Of all people.
“Why?” he said. “Why would you do this?”
Meghan just looked at him. “What would you give?” she asked. “What would you give to be human again?”
“Nothing.”
“What if you could breathe, eat, live again? Wouldn’t you take that chance if you could? Have a real family? Have children? Have a future?”
“You want the pain and suffering of a human life?” he said. “Again? Wasn’t it bad enough the first time around?”
“I didn’t want to be a monster anymore.”
“Humans can be monsters, too.”
“I want a future,” she said. “You have no future. It’s just the same decade after decade, century after century. You don’t get to grow old and die like a normal person. You’re just waiting for someone to kill you.” She paused, looked up at him. “I don’t want to live like that anymore, Jonas.”
“I have all of eternity as a future. You have sixty or seventy years, if you’re lucky.”
“I’m tired of fighting to stay alive-but-dead. I’m tired of watching from the outside as people live. I want a life, Jonas. She gave me a life.”
“No wonder Feyth was there.”
“I don’t think she even realized what she did,” Meghan said.
“I’ll kill her after I kill the healer.”
“She doesn’t know, Jonas. She’s an innocent.”
“She can’t do this.” He paused then, her words sinking in, and looked at her. “But you knew.”
“I guessed.”
“You knew,” he said. “Don’t lie to me, Meghan. You knew. I saw the trail of blood you left. The trail that started around a corner and led straight to her. You knew.”
Meghan pressed her lips together hard, glared at him.
“I knew that if anyone had that power it would be that girl,” she finally said.
“How?”
“I’ve been following her for months, watching her heal humans. And then there’s her brother. It all added up.”
“To what?”
“The Prophecy.”
And suddenly he knew. He could feel the knowledge burst upon him all at once.
“The Children of the Prophecy,” Meghan said when Jonas didn’t respond. “I came across it in the records a few months ago. I’d already seen her heal and I figured if it was really true—if it was really them—then she’d be able to change me.” She held her hands out at her sides and looked down at her body. When she looked back at Jonas, her sly smile held no remorse.
“But they’re dead,” he said. “They died in a fire years ago with their whole family.” He sat down on the nearest headstone. “This can’t be.”
“But it is. I’m human again.”
Feyth. He should have known. He should have figured this out as soon as he saw her the other night outside the hospital. He knew about the Prophecy—they all did. And Feyth’s family was deeply tied to it. She had done something to hide the prophesied twins. He was sure of it. Elves, he thought with disgust distorting his features. When he got his hands on her—he willed himself to stay calm.
This was a problem he did not want. But the two were here now. In his territory.
He looked up at Meghan again. She looked softer, even fragile, which was not how Jonas was used to seeing her. Her humanness really changed who she was, how she looked.
Still. He felt a blaze building in his body for the mess she’d just released. Pandora’s box. Sixty-three years didn’t count for much in the face of that.
He narrowed his eyes at her. “How were you hurt?”
“I wasn’t,” she said. She pulled an empty plastic bag out of an inside pocket of her coat. The sides of it were stuck to each other with splotches of blood. A cunning smile spread across her face.
His jaw clenched, and he took a deep breath again to calm himself. If it was anyone but Meghan, he would be ripping them apart right now.
“You tell no one,” he said, “and you leave town. Tonight.”
She opened her mouth to argue, but stopped, stared at him, giving no indication of whether she agreed. He stood up and turned to walk back toward the downtown area.
“Or I will turn you again,” he said over his shoulder, “and kill your healer.”


TEN

Lakeview Cemetery. Marc squinted at the directions he’d printed out as stone pillars rose up on the left to mark the entrance. He braked hard to make the turn, his eyes automatically jumping to the rearview mirror.
The road behind him was empty.
He pulled into the cemetery, driving slowly, and followed the winding path that twisted and turned back on itself so much he could’ve easily ended up driving in circles if he weren’t paying attention. Pale headstones glowed as his headlights washed over them in the dark. He liked big graveyards like this. The calm silence of them seeped away his tensions.
Unless, of course, he was meeting dark, dastardly creatures there to do their evil bidding. He laughed in spite of the situation. It would actually be funny if it weren’t true. But it was time to report in. And though he hated the Shadows, he was perilously close to being out of their medicine.
He’d stumbled into his room that afternoon, scrambling for the bottle tucked in his bag. A disgusting swallow from last night’s flat soda and he had laid down to give it time to take effect. Within minutes his breathing had slowed, his shoulders had relaxed, and he could open his eyes without laser-sharp pain slicing through his head. The quiet hum of indistinct thoughts swirled, and he regained control over his own mind. Sweet relief.
That’s when he’d seen the note.
A piece of black paper with a message written in bright red. Time and place. How they knew where he was all the time, was beyond him. And, quite frankly, it scared the bejeezes out of him if he thought about it too much.
So he didn’t.
He slowly made his way to the far back of the cemetery where a small copse of short pines stood just inside the cemetery grounds not far from the bike path that wound along the waterfront. He found the trees and stopped his car about twenty feet away—they always wanted him to park some distance away. He would have liked to leave the lights on so he might get a better look at the Shadows, but that wasn’t allowed. He turned off the car, and got out.
Marc paused, listening. The only thing he heard was the gentle sound of the lake water lapping at the shore. Nothing else. Which wasn’t a surprise, the Shadows never made a sound. The gentle scent of pine wafted in the cold night air.
His meetings with the Shadows were almost always outdoors in a secluded area. Graveyards, parks, forests, fields. It was never very far that he had to travel, he was glad for that. But it was always on the darkest nights, when there was no moonlight. And he never failed to forget a flashlight.
Tonight was no exception.
Man, was it dark. He walked toward the trees, peered into the pitch black for any sign of them. The slight hum of thoughts drifting in from homes surrounding the cemetery suddenly went quiet in his mind, which caught him off guard. It always did. He was so used to the hum that the total silence and the sense of being the only one in his mind felt surreal. But it was useful. It told him they were near.
In the deepest, darkest center of the trees, he sensed movement. It was pure black in there, as if light didn’t exist. Though he’d never gotten a really good look at them, they seemed to have a malleable form—able to take up space or melt away.
It was hard to tell for sure because he’d only ever met with them on the darkest of nights. He looked up into the night sky—no moon, but lots of stars. One of these times he was going to have to remember his flashlight.
His arms tingled, his chest tightened, as fear radiated from his core. The sound of his own breathing was drowned out by bathump-bathump-bathump-bathump pounding in his ears as blood ricocheted through his body. He took a deep breath to steady himself and licked his dry lips.
As ready as he was going to be.
“Hello?” he said louder than he needed to. Really just to annoy them, though he knew it wasn’t the brightest move. But it pissed him off that they scared the crap out of him.
“Marcus,” a raspy voice said from the center of the trees, “come closer.” Their speech—always slow, soft, each word precisely planned and executed—sent a shiver of revulsion through him. Glowing orange eyes peered out at him from the dark depths.
His mind screamed Run! but Marc ignored his instincts and inched closer to the trees. He didn’t want to be close enough to be touched—self preservation told him to stay out of reach. He crossed his arms over his chest and waited.
“What news?”
“Not much,” Marc said. “I just got into town yesterday.” But you knew that, he thought.
“You have nothing to report?”
Marc was silent. He looked up into their menacing eyes. Three sets of them. It was the only feature he could make out. They were taller than he was, unless they had climbed a tree just to give the impression of greater height. To intimidate. He wouldn’t put it past them, and he wasn’t about to let on that it worked.
“I may have found them.”
“You’ve said that before.”
“I know.” He took a breath, balled his hands into fists. Stupid useless fists. It’s not like he could actually hit one of them. He couldn’t afford to alienate them, he needed them. He exhaled forcefully, looked up at the sky again. Keep it together. “I know I have. But this is different. I don’t have anything concrete. Just a feeling.”
“You were wrong before.”
“This feels different. I can’t really explain.” Marc didn’t want to give them too much information. Not that he had a lot to tell right now, but still. “What do you want them for anyhow?”
Silence.
“Perhaps you do not need the medicine anymore, Marcus?” They rustled the trees, as if leaving.
“No!” Marc lunged forward, words pouring out of his mouth. “I do. I’m almost out. But I’m positive it’s them. More sure than I’ve ever been. I followed a good tip to come here and everything points to it being them. I’d bet my li—” Too late, he realized the ruse to get more information out of him. He silently cursed himself for falling for it—they didn’t make any sound when they moved, he knew that.
“What are their names?”
“I don’t know yet. I just got here,” he said. He wasn’t stupid enough to tell them everything. Just stupid enough to fall for their tricks.
“You’ve seen them?”
“Yes.”
“Do they have the Mark?”
Marc peered at them, silent. This was the first he’d heard of some sort of marking. He narrowed his eyes and waited for the Shadows to elaborate.
“A fleur-de-lis. If these two are Marked, then it is them.”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you know, Marcus? If you’re not going to help us, then we cannot help you.” The trees rustled just slightly in the heavy silence. “Do you need a reminder of what your life is like without our help?”
A blinding bolt of pain shot through his head and for a moment Marc was sure he’d been struck by lightning. The pain knocked him to his knees and made him unable to breathe.
And just as suddenly it was gone.
He didn’t know how they did that—turning it on and off like that—but it did not endear them to him when they did. He steadied himself with a hand on a gravestone, then slowly stood back up. No way was he going to grovel on his knees.
“It’s going to take time,” Marc said. “I can’t just go up and ask them if they’re the marked twins you’re looking for.” He paused, consciously opening his mind to see if he could hear their thoughts at all. Absolute silence. “If it is them? What then?”
“Then we won’t need your services anymore.” It sounded as if the thing was smiling.
“I’ll still need the medicine.” He closed his eyes, ground his teeth.
“We can cure what ails you.”
“So cure me now,” he said. His eyes snapped open. “I could be of more help if I was cured.”
They were silent a moment, blinking orange eyes at him in the black void between the trees. “We like the guarantee.”
You like to yank me around, he thought, looking off to where he could hear water splashing on the shore. A cool breeze brought the damp smell of algae through the graveyard.
“How do I know you’ll cure me?” he said.
“Trust.”
Marc laughed, short, hard. The Shadows were comedians.
“It is all you have,” they said.
“You didn’t say what you wanted them for.” They need me as much as I need them, he thought. If they could do this themselves, they would.
Silence again. It lasted so long he might have thought they’d left except for the black hole that was the center of the trees and the silence still in his head.
“Next time, more answers.” An inky black arm reached out toward Marc, and he instinctively flinched backwards. His heels caught on a small grave marker, and he twisted back, off balance, landing hard on the ground on his right hip.
They wheezed a laugh, and Marc glared back up at the trees as he rolled over to sit up, his heart pummeling his chest. The hand opened up and dropped a bottle. Marc heard it thunk on the ground, could just make it out in the grass a few feet in front of him.
“Yeah,” he said. “Next time.” He looked back up into the trees and the orange eyes were gone, the shadows between the trees had lightened, looked empty. He breathed a sigh of relief and reached over to pick up the bottle of pills.
Next time. He stood up, brushed the dirt off his pants. He never looked forward to next time.


ELEVEN

Sera stared at her wall, paintbrush in hand, canvas tarp under her bare feet while Luke and Fey studied for an AP English test out in the living room. She squinted at the speckles of orange and red she’d just dabbed in the midst of deep black, letting her eyes go out of focus. She adjusted the black shape that way, stepping back to get a broader look at it.
Something wasn’t right. She bit her bottom lip as she looked it over, her brush and palette held up like a waiter’s tray in her left hand. Maybe the black wasn’t black enough.
She should be down the hall with them, lounging on the overstuffed velour couch, trying to remember the dates of Shakespeare’s plays and quotes from Othello. It’s not like she couldn’t use the extra review or the snacks—she’d barely eaten two bites at dinner—but she just wasn’t able to focus after the weirdness today, and her stomach felt tight, hard like a lump of concrete, unfriendly to food.
She hadn’t gotten a chance to tell Luke about Meghan seeming to know about them. Fey had been around since it’d happened. So she still felt unsettled. She knew that he’d help with the logical explanation that was currently eluding her. But for the time being she was on her own.
What she could really use right now was time down at the lakeshore letting the waves ease her worries. But for the moment her room with its soothing ocean feel would have to do.
With the exception of her mural wall, she’d painted it all blue several years ago. A deep, rich hue on the three walls and ceiling. A dark navy carpet covered the floor. Her dresser, trunk, and bed frame had all been painted a subdued glittery gold. Filmy white curtains framed tall windows on two walls. The underwater effect of the room was usually calming for Sera, though it wasn’t working today.
She’d always been drawn to water, and could spend a full day by the lake here or the ocean whenever they visited Maine, soaking in the soothing slosh of the waves, doing nothing more than simply looking for interesting rocks or shells, or gazing out across the great blue expanse. She could breathe out there. Really, truly breathe.
Sera took a deep breath. She could almost breathe in here.
She spritzed the paint on her palette with the spray bottle from the shelf and sat down cross-legged on the floor to start something new. As she mixed white and purple together to make a light lavender, she heard the phone ring down the hall and her mom answer it.
Picking up some of the paint with her brush, she made small flowing swirls and circles on the wall. Tucking the brush into her left hand, she pulled another brush out from behind her ear, dabbed it into white paint, and stroked it in between the purple. The white became the center from where the purple sprouted, enveloped the swirls, surrounded the circles.
She switched back and forth between the two colors as her mind wandered back to the events of the afternoon. Meghan knew who she was, or at least what she could do. Sera was sure of that.
But how could she have known? It wasn’t possible.
Sera breathed out long and slow, trying to clear out the confusion in her head. She tried again. Meghan had seemed to be expecting the healing when she’d grabbed hold of Sera. And then she’d called Sera “the One”—whatever that was supposed to mean. It sure seemed as if Meghan knew things she couldn’t possibly know.
She shook her head, staring at the mingling of the white and purple shapes she was painting. It just couldn’t be. She didn’t want it to be. There had to be some other explanation.
Amber light flickered behind her, making the shapes on her wall dance. Candles were lit around the room, adding a warm glow to the fluorescent floor lamp she had twisted over to shine on her paint space while she worked. The spicy scents of cinnamon and vanilla wafted up from the flames as wax melted. She tucked an errant wave of dark hair behind her ear.
Flickering light. Jonas. She scowled at the wall. He’d scared Meghan away. Or at least she was fairly certain that’s who Meghan had been staring at behind her. When she’d turned to see him there, he’d looked—what? Surprised, maybe angry. Maybe Meghan was his girlfriend. Seemed strange to be mad at your girlfriend when she was bleeding all over the sidewalk, though.
Unless he was the one who hurt Meghan. Sera’s eyes went wide. Fey had warned her about him. Although, Sera thought, Fey would have mentioned if he had a tendency to try to kill people.
Sera sighed. She got up from the floor, rinsed out her two brushes, and sprayed her palette again. She surveyed her wall and chose a spot near the center. There was already a large orange and red spiral painted there, with sparks of yellow reaching out from it like sunbeams. Tucking one brush behind her ear, she let the other glaze along the lines of the spiral, adding a cool blue shadow to it from center to the outside end.
While her eyes followed the careful journey of her brush, her thoughts returned to the school parking lot and that guy. The redhead. She could see him again in her mind, leaning back against his car, staring at her. Smiling. As if he knew who she was.
She glanced toward her windows, and wondered if she’d gotten careless in her healings and people were starting to understand. It seemed too weird to have two strangers on the same day appear to know her—one who even seemed to understand her power. And yet, she just didn’t believe that could be true.
She had no answers.
She snubbed her brushes roughly into the jar of water and swished it around. Maybe some yoga would clear her mind.
Sera placed her palette in an airtight container, cleaned the brushes, and rolled up the tarp. Then she pulled her hair back into a pony tail and stood at one end of the yoga mat that she had unfurled in the center of the room.
Slow calming breaths, her hands hanging down by her sides. She needed this. She could feel her bones all come back into proper alignment as she breathed.
Just that felt good. Everything was okay.
She inhaled, lifted her arms up toward the ceiling, then bent over to flow through the asanas. She loved the sun salutation—the constant movement from position to position, the strength challenge, and the deep stretching. She breathed deeply, filling up her lungs with as much air as she could, a smile on her face, her body relaxing into the familiar rhythm. Her mom had gotten her into yoga a few years ago. She was no athlete—no, that was Luke—but she’d been immediately drawn to the physical aspect of yoga. She loved the way her body felt when she did it—strong, healthy, capable. And the way it calmed her mind.
Painting tonight just wasn’t helping her work out the kinks in her mind. But this—this was exactly what she needed. Time to herself and—
“Sera? We’re done, and Luke’s going to bed.” Fey crossed from the door to the trunk at the end of Sera’s bed where her bag sat. She bent down to put her books away, her long blonde hair falling to frame her head and shoulders, and glanced over at Sera still holding her yoga pose. “You never came out.”
“I know.” Sera sighed, sat back on her heels so she could see Fey right side up. “I just…needed to process the day, I guess.”
“The woman downtown?” Fey looked mock-confused. “You mean that’s not a normal day for you?”
“Yeah, right? I know.” Sera paused. “It was weird, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, it was.” Fey looked very serious suddenly, spooking Sera further. It was as if Fey knew, and understood something far bigger than Sera could at the moment. Her heart beat a wild pace as she felt Fey’s mood. She knew she was reading too much into Fey’s statement, and sensing things that weren’t really there. She tried to tell herself that, to slow her heart back down.
Fey looked away, her face tight as she gazed back down at her deep green backpack.
“Fey?” Sera said. “About Jonas…is he—”
“Sera, honey?” her mom called from the hallway. Sera turned to see her mother stop in the doorway. “Oh, hello Fey. Done studying for the night?”
“Yes. We know all there is to know about good old Will.”
“Good to hear.” She turned to Sera again. “Since you’re busy, I’ll come back later.”
“Actually, I thought I’d take a shower, if that’s okay.” Fey rustled through her bag, came up with her pajamas and toothbrush. “So don’t leave on my account.”
“All right, then. I’ll stay. You know where everything is?”
Fey nodded as she walked out of the room.
“What’s up?” Sera asked, and it was then that she noticed a sadness hanging about her mother’s eyes. Sera got up off the mat and went to sit on her bed. She patted the mattress next to her as an invitation. Her mother smiled and took both of Sera’s hands in hers as she sat down. Healing energy immediately flowed down Sera’s arms and into her mom, and she could see the slight glow as it transferred through their hands.
“Have you talked to Dad today?”
“No,” Sera said. That was not the question she’d expected, though she should have since he seemed to be the cause of so much of her mother’s stress. “Not since I saw him on Saturday.”
“He hasn’t said anything to you?”
“About what?”
Her mom looked down at their intertwined hands, rubbed her fingers across Sera’s, and let go of her breath. “I don’t know.”
Sera watched as her mom’s forehead smoothed, her face relaxed, and her shoulders migrated back down to where they belonged. The healing light faded away now that her mother’s stress was eased. But still, there was obviously something her mom wanted to tell her, but was afraid to. Maybe she could help relieve her mom’s stress about that too. Sera pushed a thought into her mom. It’s okay to tell me whatever it is that’s upsetting you.
“Is Luke still up?”
“I don’t think so,” Sera said. “Fey said he’d gone to bed.”
“Oh,” she said. “Well, tonight wouldn’t be appropriate anyway with Fey here.”
“Mom? Is something going on? Are you sick?”
Her mom turned and looked right into Sera’s eyes. “No, honey. I’m not sick. No, that’s not what I’m—It’s something—” She shook her head slightly and sighed again. “It’s nothing like that, love. But it really should wait for when the three of us are together. And maybe Dad, too.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry. I know that’s a rotten thing to tell you.” Her mom smiled again, but this time it reached her eyes. “But that’s what I’m here for: Mom, the fun-sucker.”
“Aw, gee, Mom. You don’t suck the fun out of everything.” Sera grinned.
“Good to know. I’ve got something to work on, then.”
Sera tilted her head to one side, serious again. “You sure you’re okay?”
“Yes, honey, I’m fine.” She squeezed Sera’s hands. She stood up, then leaned over to kiss Sera’s head. “Goodnight, love.”
Sera watched her mom close the door, and heard the shower turn on in the bathroom. That meant she had about fifteen minutes in which to cram some relaxation.
Back on her mat, she breathed again, slow and deep. Just as she inhaled to begin another sun salutation, there was a tapping on her window.
She jumped at the noise, tripped over her feet and fell on the floor.
Tap, tap, tap again.
Fighting to slow her breathing enough to be able to talk—or scream for help—she crept over to the window and parted the curtains.
Tall, dark, and Jonas. Fey’s friend. Or acquaintance. Or…well, she wasn’t sure what he was to Fey. Though she didn’t know who she’d expected to find here, he hadn’t even made the list of possibles.
He motioned for her to come outside. She just looked at him, unsure what to do. She could close the curtains and ignore him. Though he might just start tapping again. She didn’t think he’d go knock on the front door since he started with the window, but she wasn’t sure about that. She could go get Fey, except she was in the shower.
Fey. That’s it. He must be there to talk to Fey, and had known she was spending the night. Sera exhaled in relief, and smiled at him through the window. That made sense. She wondered if he was an ex-boyfriend. Or maybe even the current one. She never knew with Fey.
She opened the window. “Fey can’t come out quite yet. She’s in the shower.” Crisp autumn air billowed the curtains, swirled into her room. She breathed it in gratefully. It smelled cold, sharp. The first hint of the winter to come.
“I didn’t come for Fey. I want to talk to you.”
Her eyebrows shot up. “What about?”
“Meghan.”
She stared at him in silence, felt a cold prickling sensation wash over her. He knew something.
“Just a minute,” she said, then turned away from the window and looked around her room. She grabbed a grey hooded sweater that was draped over her desk chair. She pulled it over her head, flipped her hair out of it, and then started to climb out the window.
“What are you doing?” he said. His words were clipped, sharp.
“Coming out.” She paused, sitting astride the window ledge, brow furrowed as she looked at him. It occurred to her then that perhaps he’d expected her to come out the front door, which probably would have been a better idea. But she continued out anyway, jumping down to the ground with an almost graceful hop, happy she hadn’t fallen on her butt in front of him. She wrapped her arms around herself, snuggling more tightly into her sweater, and waited, wishing she’d thought to put on shoes.
He stared at her for a moment, then spoke in a tight voice, each word distinct: “What. Have. You. Done?”
“I’m sorry? What?”
“To Meghan.”
She could feel his anger like hot needles pricking her skin.
“Nothing,” she said. “I tried to help her until the ambulance came, but she ran away.” His glare made her take a step back toward her window and she winced as she stepped on a rock. “Is she okay?”
“You changed her.”
“I did what?”
“She’s human.”
“Um…yeah.” She was going to need a lot more painting and yoga after this conversation. “We’re all human.”
“Not all of us. Not anymore.”
At that, Sera hadn’t a clue what to say to him. Her mind grappled with some way to respond.
“Okay.” She looked around, back at the house and her windows. She wished Luke would show up like he usually did. However, it looked like she was on her own. “Then what are you?” she said slowly.
“Vampires.” He was serious. And very possibly clinically insane.
“Funny,” she said. “But vampires don’t exist. Did Fey put you up to this?”
“We do exist,” he said. “We’ve always existed.”
She looked down at her bare toes practically glowing against the darkness of the damp grass. Shoes would have been nice in case she needed to run away, which was looking more and more likely the longer she talked to him. Plus, her feet were freezing.
A light went on in a room upstairs, and she heard the neighbor’s dog bark at their back door. Jonas, in the dim light from the house, was as striking as he’d been when she’d literally bumped into him a few days ago. His deep brown skin looked satin smooth, his eyes dark and intense. If he wasn’t glaring at her she might actually enjoy his company. That wasn’t exactly the case at the moment.
“If you and your friends are vampires, then what were you doing walking around during the day?”
“We’ve evolved over thousands of years, like everything else on Earth. Some walk during the day, only the Old Ones are limited to the night.”
“Okay, see, now you’re making this up,” she said, shaking her head. “Well, then prove it. Turn into a bat.” Her feet were cold and this day was wearing thin. She squinted at him in the dark. “I thought so,” she said. “You can’t. You know what? It’s been a long, weird day, and I’m tired. And I really don’t see what this has to do with me.” She glanced back at her window again, this time calculating whether she could scamper back inside before he could grab her. Probably not. She wasn’t that agile. Hopefully Fey would be done soon.
“You’ve changed one of us back to human. Meghan.”
He really was crazy.
“I helped her,” she said again. “Nothing else. I didn’t do anything to her.”
She was getting cold and grumpy, and wanted to go back inside. She rubbed her arms to try to generate more heat in her body. It didn’t help.
“You healed her.” His voice was a deadly whisper. Her eyes suddenly locked on his. He had her attention now. “It changed her.”
Sera went completely still. This. Wasn’t. Possible. She shook her head. He couldn’t know that. She wracked her brain for an explanation. For some good reason he was saying this to her. Maybe he was just a lunatic with a lucky guess. No normal person would believe that she could heal.
“Sera?” Fey poked her towel-wrapped head out the open window. A quick glance at Jonas and she was out the window and planted firmly between them in one seamless move. Sera blinked in surprise, looking from Fey back to the window several yards away.
“What’s going on?” Fey faced Jonas, fierce. “What are you doing here?”
“You know why I’m here, Feyth.”
Fey seemed to get taller as she stood glaring at him.
“This is between you and me, Jonas,” Fey said. “Leave Sera out of it. She doesn’t know.”
Sera wasn’t sure if she was relieved or offended by that. She certainly didn’t relish talking with Jonas anymore tonight, but she was insulted by Fey’s tone. One that suggested she was a mere child who couldn’t possibly understand what was going on.
So what if she didn’t actually know what was going on.
Still. It pissed her off.
Fey turned to Sera, her damp hair glinting in the light spilling out of the bedroom window, her eyes glowing. Eyes that pleaded with her to go back inside. Sera straightened up to her full height, lifted her chin, and stalked over to stand beneath her open window. She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the house, watching them and feeling her bare feet begin to go numb at the edges. There was no way she was going to leave Fey outside by herself—not even if her feet fell off from cold—but she would, at the very least, give them privacy.
And then grill Fey about it later.

Jonas stood glaring at Sera a moment longer. “You are warned,” he said. “Do not change any more of us.” He could swear she rolled her eyes at him as he turned and paced over to the edge of the yard where Fey waited for him under the oak tree.
The lack of moonlight wasn’t a problem for him. He could see perfectly well. In fact, his eyes were better suited to night than they were to daylight. He could easily make out every detail of the yard—the tree roots fanning out from the base of the trees that fenced the yard, the flowers planted along the perimeter inside the line of trees, the oranges and reds of the flower petals on those still in bloom, the individual bright green blades of grass glistening with evening dew. He kicked a small stone buried in the grass through the wall of trees and into the neighbor’s yard, and heard the slight thup when it landed.
“You knew.” His voice was low, quiet. “You should have told me. Warned me that they were here.”
“And you would have done what? How would it have changed anything?”
“I would have been prepared. My people would have been prepared.”
“To do what, Jonas? Kill them?” Fey said. “That’s what your people will want to do when they learn about them, and you know that. So explain to me why exactly I should have tipped you off seventeen years ago. They would have been found sooner and someone would have tried to kill them again.”
“They’ve been found now.”
“Not yet, they haven’t.”
He glared at Fey for a moment before his eyes flicked back to Sera standing against the house, watching them. It was strange, he thought, that she hadn’t gone back inside to where she’d think she was safe. He knew he’d scared her, he could tell by the frantic beat of her heart, how her face had gone pale when he’d talked of healing and changing. Though she was odd. She hadn’t been the least bit afraid when he’d spoken of vampires, but as soon as he’d mentioned healing she’d been terrified. And yet, there she stood scowling at him from afar, looking ready to leap in if Fey needed help.
But Fey needed no help. She came from the most powerful family in either world. You never crossed them twice—you never got the chance.
And of course it was Fey. Or her father. Or her siblings. Uncles, aunts, cousins, it didn’t matter. It could have been any of them. He still would have been in exactly the same position he was in now.
Screwed.
“They had to live somewhere,” Fey said, interrupting his thoughts. “And they are not the threat the Prophecy says they could be. I know them, Jonas. I’ve known them their whole lives and that’s not who they are. So I won’t let you or your kind get to them. Nor will my people.”
“Is that a threat, Feyth?” He spoke each word slowly.
“It is if it needs to be.”
“She changed Meghan. You saw that. You’ve seen what she can do. She is a threat to me, to mine.” He swept one arm out to encompass the area. This city was his, its vampires were his to control and take care of. He took that responsibility with deadly seriousness.
“She didn’t know, Jonas. She had no control over it.”
“If she can’t control it, then she’s even more dangerous.”
“She can’t control what she doesn’t know,” she said, and Jonas saw a few green sparks fly out of her long fingers. The magick in the night air was filling her. “She’s growing into it, and when she knows more, then she’ll be able to direct it to do what she wants.”
“Is that supposed to convince me? What if she wants to change us?”
“She won’t.”
“You can’t know that.”
“I can. I do.” Hands on hips, Fey stared at him.
Sera hadn’t known what she’d done to Meghan. That was obvious to him now. He glanced back over at Sera again, still by the house. The grey sweater she wore made her eyes glow silver under the silk of her dark hair. The look on her face was a mixture of mistrust, wariness, and fascination.
He’d seen that same look on someone’s face a long time ago. When he’d been human. He tried to remember where—his human memories had faded some. But there was something—he didn’t know what—about her.
He was not going to be able to take care of this the way of the Old Ones. He was not going to be able to just kill them—he would not harm innocents. He shook his head at Fey, briefly closed his eyes. There was nothing left for him to say at the moment.
Well, maybe there was one thing. “Lilith cannot find out.”
Fey actually went pale at the mention of her name.
“Lilith,” she whispered. “Great Hills. Lilith.”


TWELVE

Warmth seeped into Marc’s hands from his immense mug of coffee—practically a bowl of coffee, truth be told. Muddy Waters, he decided, might actually be his favorite coffee shop. And he’d frequented many on his quest to find the twins. But after a week of tailing Luke and Sera, and all the coffee that had afforded him here, he was certain it was the best. Though perhaps it was just the bias of his newly warmed hands.
A line of mostly college students ran half the length of the shop, and passed right by his table. The place was filled with people working on computers, scribbling notes, or simply listening to the slightly-too-loud New Age music.
He took a careful sip of his steaming, dark brew, felt the warmth spread into his chest as he looked around the dimly lit room. The counter stood at the far back wall under chalkboard menus listing a variety of the usual and unusual concoctions of coffees, teas, and hot chocolates. There was something called “steamed maple milk.” Surely, Marc thought, that had to be a Vermont thing.
The tables scattered about were thick slabs of stained wood surrounded by small curved-back chairs. Walls of wide strips of well-worn wood were interspersed with sections of brick and stone. A long dark bench, likely an old church pew, stood along one wall underneath a couple of framed photographs. Huge wooden support posts connected to wide wooden beams under the exposed air ducts on the ceiling.
There was a rough rawness to the place, smoothed slightly by the toasted sweet and bitter scent of crushed coffee beans. The big window looking out onto the street was framed on one side by part of an old tree trunk, with several twisting branches that reached to the ceiling.
His only complaint, other than their taste in music, was that he would have liked the place to be bigger. It was unfortunately small enough that if Sera and Luke took a good look around the room when they got there, they would see him. He flipped the collar of his brown canvas jacket up around his jaw line, and slouched down into his chair. If he kept his head down, he should be virtually unrecognizable. They’d only seen him once, after all. And he didn’t really expect they’d take notice here. They didn’t have any reason to.
He was actually quite good at blending in when he wanted. Years of trying to go unnoticed in school had taught him well—if no one noticed you, no one picked on you. He’d never had aspirations for popularity nor felt the need for the approval of whoever happened to be the flavor of the month. He’d just wanted to get through it unscathed.
He’d had a core group of friends back then. Three other guys he’d known since grade school. Over time, through similar interests or common dislikes, they’d migrated toward each other. They’d looked out for each other, hung out, talked about girls, and teased each other mercilessly.
They’d been his best friends.
Or so he’d thought.
The camaraderie had given him a false sense of security, of the invincibility of their bond.
A bond that turned out to be very vincible, after all. When they’d discovered what he could do—after a few too many beers one night—they hadn’t wanted anything to do with him. They’d shut him out. Completely. It was as if he didn’t exist anymore.
It had been the last time he’d had anything to drink stronger than a cup of coffee.
Marc took a deep breath now and let it out, shaking the memory free as he took another sip. It had been just after the friend fallout that his power had sparked or spiked or whatever it was that had happened that threw it out of control, pushed him into the cold dark hands of the Shadows and the downward spiral he’d been on ever since.
It had started slowly. Thoughts were louder in his head at first. Then it was the jumble of too many thoughts, not being able to focus his ability. When he was in a highly populated place—like school—he’d be constantly bombarded with everyone’s thoughts. All at the same time.
He discovered that the farther he was from people, the less noise was in his head. It was quieter, but it didn’t fix the problem or allow him to regain control. As soon as he was near others the cacophony would begin all over again. And that would bring on the migraines.
But at least he could function when he was away from people. Far, far away. From all people. So he’d dropped out of school and left home. Which was just as well. He no longer had friends and essentially didn’t exist in school. It was not a good time.
He’d learned that people couldn’t be trusted.
At least not normal people.
Ah, normal people. They were all normal people. Except, perhaps, for Sera and Luke, who had just walked into the coffee house and stood waiting in line right next to his table. Again, he felt the odd mental pull of them, the intense awareness of their presence in this room. Even if he hadn’t seen them come in, he’d know they were here.
He pulled his baseball cap lower over his eyes and raised his mug up in front of his face. And then he took a moment to bask in the quiet in his head. He didn’t know why, but they silenced his mind. It had a different feel to it than when the Shadows were near—that silence felt cold, controlled, oppressive. But this felt comfortable.
However, he wasn’t here to enjoy the silence. He needed information, so he reached out with his mind to listen to the thoughts around him, and focused on a few people who’d come in a bit after Sera and Luke. It was a group of three high school girls standing way back in line. They perked up immediately as soon as they saw Luke, their thoughts and words swirling in Marc’s mind. From where he sat, though, he couldn’t tell what was spoken out loud and what was just thought. He could actually hear very quiet conversations because people always thought the words they said out loud as they were speaking them.
Luke Raine! Ohmygod! He’s so cute.
But he’s with his sister. I can’t go talk to him with her standing right there. I wonder if he likes me.
Oh. My. God. I can’t believe I forgot to tell you what she did today. She tried to kiss Ethan.
No. But why would anyone want to kiss Ethan? Blech. His kisses are so slobbery. Like kissing a St. Bernard.
In front of everyone. Including Naomi.
It was Naomi’s Ethan?
Oh yeah.
Were you there?
Right there. I still can’t believe she did that.
What is her problem? Is she a masochist?
Marc risked a quick glance at Sera and Luke, who appeared to not have heard any of the conversation. He took another sip of his coffee.
…has any other friends. You know? Just Luke and Fey. Oh and Quinn. What a freak he is.
She’s never even had a boyfriend. But who’d want to date her? She’s not the nicest or the friendliest.
Luke’s kinda like that too. Do you think she makes him do that? Because he’s just so cute.
I’d do him.
Claire! Honestly. You are so crass.
I’m just saying.
I wonder if he’s dating anyone. Maybe he has a college girlfriend? Maybe he likes me.
Maybe he’s dating Fey. Ugh, Fey. I hate perfect people.
Oh, Fey. Yeah. He probably is—she’s so beautiful.
The line moved toward the counter, Sera and Luke walked forward with it. The hum of people’s thoughts returned to his mind once they were about six feet away. Thankfully, they hadn’t noticed him sitting there. They’d been talking quietly, something about Sera meeting up with their dad for dinner, but he hadn’t listened very closely since he’d been concentrating on the girls behind them.
Now that Sera and Luke weren’t practically sitting in his lap, he considered them. If Sera was as guarded as she sounded, then she was not going to be his way in. She’d cut him off before he even got to “Hello.” He’d have to go through Luke first then meet Sera when he wouldn’t seem like a threat.
Or a date.
Same thing.
And he’d have to deal with Fey, too, since she seemed to be close. From what he’d observed, she was almost always with them. So he’d probably need to make friends with her, for Sera and Luke to really trust him. He hadn’t seen anyone else around them much, so he wasn’t going to worry about whoever Quinn was. Once they trusted him, he should be able to confirm they were the ones.
Watching them for the past week, Marc was pretty sure that Luke was the seer and Sera was the healer. Several times he’d seen Sera bend down to place a hand or two on someone who’d just gotten hurt while Luke looked on, only to have that person get up a few moments later looking as if they’d never felt better.
Marc couldn’t believe that no one else noticed—it was right in front of them. He was astounded that these two had kept their secret for so long.
And it was amazing. To have that kind of power? What he would give for that. Though, to be honest, he’d give everything he had to get rid of his own. If only he could be cured of that affliction and be like everyone else.
He wondered, suddenly, what it would be like to hear Luke’s thoughts as he had a vision. It’s not like he’d be able to see what Luke saw—his ability didn’t work that way—but he’d be able to hear what Luke was thinking as it happened. Now that would be interesting.
He focused his mind on Sera and Luke, just to check again.
And found complete silence.
It was so strange to him, the complete and utter silence of their minds. Just like the Shadows. It made him wonder if they were a couple of rogue Shadows on the run and the rest of their kind were hunting them down to bring them back. That might explain the Shadows’ interest.
Except, Marc thought, Sera and Luke didn’t appear to be evil. They seemed normal, except for the abilities they had. And if he was certain of anything in this world it was that the Shadows were evil, heinous creatures. Of that, he had no doubt.
He watched them place their order at the counter. Sera looked back at the people behind them, then turned and said something to Luke when she saw the girls. Marc could hear them still twittering away about Luke, who turned and smiled at them. Their thoughts became louder in his head as they were excited by Luke’s attention. He concentrated to turn them down to a hum so he didn’t have to listen to it.
They turned from the counter, with their drinks to go. As Luke and Sera walked by the girls still waiting in line, Luke nodded and said, “Hey.” They all smiled and hey’d back, then craned and twisted to watch him walk out of the shop with Sera. Marc thought he heard Sera say something to Luke about his new girlfriend, and Luke laughed, shook his head. He could see them through the large picture window at the front of the place, standing out on the sidewalk. Fey walked into view and Luke handed her the extra cup.
They talked for a few minutes, then Sera and Fey walked off to the right, while Luke stood with his back to the coffee house, watching them leave. Then he turned abruptly and came back inside. Marc scrambled to get his cap back down to cover his face, lost control of his mug, and spilled half of his coffee all over the table. He put his cup down in the puddle on the table, and sighed. Man, wasted coffee. Wasted good coffee. As he glanced back up, Luke pulled out the chair opposite him and sat down.
“I thought that was you. I’m Luke.” He held out his right hand, a warm smile on his face and a slight wariness to his eyes. “Who are you?”


THIRTEEN

Perched on a stone outcropping on Mt. Aeolus in southern Vermont, Jonas peered into the massive cave. Nothing. He listened hard, breathed in the air to find any peculiar scents. Still nothing. None had used this portal recently. The bats inside the cave slept, the sun not yet set. This was good. He closed his eyes, focused his mind on a place north of there.
And disappeared.
In the span of one breath he stood at the edge of an island in Malletts Bay, over a hundred miles to the north. As the sun started its descent over the mountains across the lake, Jonas gazed into the deep, dark water of the bay. It was calm, as he’d expected.
As he’d hoped.
He relaxed—which he could only allow himself to do in private. In front of his coven, however, he’d never dare. But he was relieved. Lilith still didn’t know. It had been a full week since Meghan’s transformation, and no one knew. No one was trying to hunt down Sera or her family. No one was causing problems in his territory. Worlds had not collided.
Yet.
He knew it was coming. It had to. Someone would find out. Someone would tell Lilith. It should be him—it needed to be him—but he had to figure out how to convince her not to kill them. And with Lilith that was going to be next to impossible. She delighted in it too much. He didn’t, which she considered to be his greatest short-coming. Still, she had a soft spot for him, he knew, and he hoped to use that to his advantage.
A whisper of movement behind him made Jonas whip his head around, instinctively sniff the air. Vampire. Devlan. His second in command.
“Jonas?” Devlan’s voice was deep, raw. His shaved head gleamed in the fading twilight. “Everyone’s waiting.”
“I’m coming,” Jonas said. He turned back to the water once more, for a last look. Still quiet. No sign of anyone coming up to this world.
He turned and walked back through the woods to the meeting house, a large stone building at the center of the island. Nearly two hundred vampires waited for him inside. His coven. He could feel them—their power, their thirst, their collective intelligence. Keeping track of and controlling them was a task he didn’t relish, and it was going to get near impossible when they found out what the healer had done.
No, for the time being, it was better to keep them all behaving themselves in ignorance, protecting the secrecy of their own existence and that of the Realm.
Devlan stood at the door, waiting for him. As Jonas approached, he opened the door wide, allowing Jonas to sweep through. He strode down the middle of the room quickly, vampires flinching out of his way as if afraid of his touch. He smiled at that.
At the front of the room, he snapped around to face them. Silence greeted him. Hundreds of black eyes glittered at him. He met them all, one by one. Everyone was accounted for. Good.
Jonas nodded to them and his voice echoed in the wide room. “Vita brevis, mors aeterna.” Life is short, death eternal.
“Vita post mortem,” the vampires intoned, “vita aeterna.” Life after death, life eternal.
“Vita aeterna, mors aeterna,” Jonas said, and began the meeting as he always did. “I see all are present.” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop them.
“Not all, Sire,” Xavier said from the back of the hall. “Meghan is not here.”
Jonas cursed himself silently for the slip, but didn’t say anything.
“Has anyone seen her?” Xavier said. He was a head taller than anyone else in the room, a gaunt, towering stick of a man with a voice that carried like thunder. If Jonas were a lesser vampire, he’d have been afraid of him.
As it was, none of them were a match for Jonas. Certainly not Xavier. A vampire’s sire had control over how gifted a fledgling was. Jonas had made sure Xavier was strong, but not too strong. Jonas hadn’t liked him when Xavier was human, liked him even less as a vampire, but he’d needed to build his corps of guardians for his territory, and Xavier had fit his one requirement to be turned—he’d been on the verge of death.
There was a restlessness around the room as it became clear no one had seen Meghan recently.
Ezekial nodded at Jonas “I saw her a week ago. As did Jonas.”
A voice called out from the crowd, “She’s human.”
All eyes turned toward the speaker. Tall, lean, and tattooed, he lounged against a far wall, arms crossed over his chest. His long black hair hung to his shoulders and he wore a dark leather vest over a short sleeved white t-shirt. Damien. Jonas gritted his teeth. Meghan and Damien had been close. Too close. She must have contacted him before she left town. She damn well better have left town.
“She’s human,” he said again, and licked his lower lip.
Xavier laughed. “Impossible,” he said, voice rich with arrogance.
“But true,” said Damien. “Ask our illustrious leader.”
Everyone turned back to face Jonas. Xavier, Jonas noticed, looked back and forth between he and Damien, trying to figure out if this were some kind of joke.
If only it were.
Jonas glared at Damien for a moment. “It’s true,” he finally said into the heavy silence.
“Impossible,” Xavier said again, but this time he sounded much less sure of himself.
“Unfortunate, yes,” Jonas said. “Impossible, no.”
The uproar was deafening.

When Jonas returned to his house at the far end of the island after the meeting, he sat on the back porch steps and looked out at the water in the darkness of the night. This was his spot, his chosen place to sit and think.
He looked down at his hands for a moment, studying his palms, the strong fingers still callused from his life two hundred years ago. His hands were remarkably steady after what just happened. Which meant he was either good at faking his role as leader or he’d actually turned into the cold, vicious tyrant his coven had cowered beneath this evening.
He wasn’t sure which.
And that worried him. Was he becoming the monster Lilith had long hoped he would? He raked his hands through his hair, his fingernails leaving long scratches on his scalp. The sting was a welcome distraction, though it faded instantly as the scrapes healed over.
Tonight’s meeting had not gone…well. They’d called for the healer’s life in return for Meghan’s, though he had pointed out that Meghan was, in fact, still alive. Or, really, alive again. They didn’t want Sera transforming anyone else. They didn’t want her to wipe out their kind. She had to be stopped. Volunteers popped up at once, the more bloodthirsty of the crew fighting over who would get to do it.
“She’s protected,” Jonas had said loud enough over the din to be heard by all. It stopped them cold. “We can’t touch her without consequences.”
“Like what?” A voice rang out from the throng.
“War,” Jonas said. “Full out war.”
“Over a human girl who is a threat to us all?” They were incredulous. “Who is protecting someone with this kind of power? Who, exactly, wants to keep her alive?”
“You don’t need to know that,” he said. “What you need to know is that you cannot harm her or her brother. They are both protected.”
“She has other family. She took one of ours, we’ll take one of hers.”
“YOU WILL DO NOTHING!” Jonas roared.
Silence. Hot stewing silence.
“I will take care of it myself,” he said, temper under control, but barely. “I have warned her, and I am watching her. That is enough for now. You will say nothing about this to anyone.” He looked directly at Xavier. “We will keep this amongst ourselves.”
Xavier’s voice boomed across the room. “We are guardians of the Realm, Jonas. We must inform Lilith and do away with this girl. It is our responsibility to keep the Realm safe, to keep ourselves safe.”
“I am well aware of our responsibilities, Xavier. I do not need to be reminded.”
“I think you do.”
The room was quiet as death. Jonas spoke in a low voice. “Remember who you are speaking to.”
“Remember who you are!” Xavier said.
Before his voice had even faded, Jonas was across the room, Xavier’s throat in the vise of his grip. Lip curled into a snarl, Jonas squeezed slowly, deliberately, until he felt something pop. Xavier’s eyes jumped in pain.
“You’d do well to remember your place,” he said in a sharp hiss, and shoved Xavier backwards. Xavier stumbled and fell to the floor, gasping, his hand on his injured throat. No one moved to help him. They knew better.
Jonas glared around the room at the rest of the group. And then he’d stormed through the door Devlan held open for him once again, his black leather coat flying out behind him like wings.
Mortis angelus. The Angel of Death.
He closed his eyes now, and breathed in the cool night air coming off the bay. He was calm again—water always did that to him—and feeling relieved that it was out, in a way. The worst was over, he thought. The coven knew, they were controlled, they would continue in their duties. They didn’t know Sera’s name or anything about her, so they wouldn’t be able to find her on their own. And they would keep the situation a secret from the rest of the vampires in this world and in the Realm.
At some point he would have to tell Lilith—well, maybe the worst wasn’t over yet—but that could wait. Indefinitely. Until he figured out how he was going to get her to agree to let Sera and Luke live.
Which meant, essentially, that she could never, ever find out.


FOURTEEN

Sera placed her mug on the table and slid onto the bench. The coffee house was busy this afternoon and she was glad Fey had spotted the open booth as they’d waited in line. Luke handed a mug to Fey and sat down next to her.
“So,” Sera said to Fey, “what’s the story on your friend Jonas?”
Fey looked around the room quickly, then at Sera. “Why? Have you seen him around?”
“No,” Sera said.
“Oh, good.”
Luke leaned in toward Fey. “So, who’s Jonas?”
“Just someone I know,” she said, and waved her hand as if dismissing the idea of him. “Not someone I want hanging around.”
Luke looked relieved. Sera eyed Fey for a moment, wondering if she should say anything. When Jonas had shown up outside her window a couple of weeks ago, she hadn’t told Fey anything about what he’d said, though Fey had asked. But it wasn’t like she could really say anything without telling Fey her secret. And she’d decided not to tell Luke about it because it would have just worried him.
But keeping this to herself was torture—especially keeping it from Luke. And she thought, maybe, just maybe it might be okay to tell them about it. They would just think Jonas was insane, as she did, and that would confirm that she didn’t need to worry about him knowing her ability. After all, it had to have been a lucky guess.
“Um, Fey?” Sera said slowly. “Has Jonas ever told you that he is a—”
“Hey, Marc,” Luke said to someone suddenly standing at the end of their table. Sera looked up.
Oh. My. The mystery man from the school parking lot. Her worries about Jonas faded away.
Bright blue eyes framed by long eyelashes were surrounded by fair skin with a slight toasty glow to it, like he’d spent some time in the sun recently. A square jaw and angular cheekbones. Looking up into his face, she realized how tall he was. Taller than Luke by several inches. Sera’s mind ground to a halt as she took him all in.
Then she snapped back to herself.
“Sera, Fey, this is Marc.”
Her eyes flew from Marc to Luke, narrowing when they got to her brother’s face. He mouthed the words your new boyfriend. She glared at Luke. She didn’t know why he didn’t get it. She wasn’t going to date anyone.
She turned her attention back to Marc. He wasn’t looking at her face, but gazing at her hands. That was different. She glanced at Luke again. He shrugged and shook his head.
“Hi,” she said, and forced a smile.
“Hey.” Marc nodded, glanced at her face before looking around the coffee house.
Which was very odd. Most people gazed right into her face, as if drawn there, almost leaning in toward her at times. Her gift pulled them in, as if they fell under a spell she hadn’t cast. And all it took was a moment in her presence or a touch of her hand.
For a few people, it was the exact opposite. They were inherently repelled by her power, and approached her with mistrust. That didn’t bother her at all. She could change it with a silent suggestion.
But his seeming immunity to the magnetism of her gift—being neither attracted nor repelled—was strange. She watched him as he went up to the counter to get a cup of coffee. There was something about him—she didn’t know what. Something familiar.
When he got back to the table, Sera scooted over to make room for him on the bench. Luke raised an eyebrow and she rolled her eyes at him. Seriously. It was the only place left to sit at the table.
Fey stood up. “I’ve got to go,” she said.
“Where?” Luke said.
“Home.”
He looked a little disappointed.
“I’ll catch up with you two later?” She looked at Sera and Luke, then nodded at Marc. “Nice meeting you,” she said. She studied him a brief moment before turning back to Sera. “I’ll call you later,” she said, and left.
“So,” Sera said, turning to Marc, “do you go to school here?”
“No, got my GED a year ago.”
“Really? How old are you?” Sera said.
“Eighteen.”
“Why’d you drop out?” Luke said.
Marc opened his mouth, but didn’t say anything. He almost seemed afraid to answer. There was this look in his eyes—haunted was the word that came to Sera’s mind. She had the sudden urge to reach out and touch his arm, plant the silent suggestion that he was safe. But she kept her hands to herself.
There was a story here, she could see. And he wasn’t going to tell it. At least not today.
“Too cool for school?” Luke said.
Marc smiled, warm. “Something like that.”
“Yeah, me too,” Luke said, “but Sera won’t let me leave. She needs me.”
Sera nodded. “Like a hole in the head.” She rolled her eyes and laughed, then leaned back. She pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail. Several strands of curls immediately fell out, and she automatically tucked them behind an ear.
She noticed that Marc had paused and was watching her. Her heart did a little flip.
An hour and a half later, the three of them were laughing and talking like old friends. Their cups were empty and it was time to go. As Sera zipped up her sweater, Luke and Marc headed for the door.
Sera watched Luke and Marc tease each other. They’d obviously become fast friends—there was an ease to the two of them—and since she was pretty much guaranteed to like anyone that Luke liked, she was sure to become friends with Marc too. Already she liked him. And she was amazed at how easily Marc fit in when so many people hadn’t. In fact no one else but Fey and Quinn ever had.
For some reason, Sera had a feeling this wasn’t just a passing acquaintance as everyone else always was. Marc felt comfortable to her. As if she innately knew him. She’d felt the same way about Quinn the first time she’d met him four years ago. She didn’t know what it was exactly that made her feel that way, but it was there. She looked at Luke laughing hard at something Marc had just said, and she could tell he felt it too.
She was suddenly struck with the desire to get to know him more. Really know him. He was like a puzzle she wanted to solve.
“Where are you from?” she said, when they all stood outside. “Because it’s obviously not Vermont.”
Marc tilted his head to one side, considered her. “No,” he said, “it’s not. How did you know?”
“You’re wearing a parka.”
“So?” He looked down at the black and grey down coat he was wearing, spreading his arms wide. Then he looked at Sera and Luke. Sera had on a sweater and Luke wore only a yellow long-sleeved button up shirt that hung open like a jacket over his t-shirt.
“It’s fifty-five degrees out here,” Luke said. “It’s still warm.”
Marc looked at them, then back at his coat. “It’s unzipped,” he said.
“It’s a winter coat.” Sera laughed and shook her head. “You tuck your hat and mittens into your pockets, Sunshine?”
“Sunshine?” Marc smiled at her. “Are you suggesting I’m from someplace warm?”
“I am.”
He scrunched up his face and shook his head looking impressed. “I’m from Florida.”
“Disney World?”
“Never been.”
“Ah,” Sera said, “that explains it.”
“It does, indeed,” Luke said.
“Explains what?” Marc asked.
“Your coat, never been to Disney World, growing up in the land of blue hair,” Luke said.
“You’ve lost your inner child, and at such a young age,” Sera said.
“It is a shame,” Luke said.
“So young, and yet so old.” Sera peered at Marc, concern on her face. “Do you need help getting back to your car, Sunshine?”
“Do you even remember where you parked?” Luke said.
Marc laughed. “Nice.” A shadow crossed his face for a brief second—almost too quick to be seen. But Sera had seen it. She studied him harder.
Here was a person with secrets, she thought. Just like her.
Sera and Luke said goodbye and headed back to their car. She could hardly believe she’d just spent the afternoon with a person who was completely unaffected by her power. It was almost disorienting. She wasn’t sure how to act around him. Especially because he seemed to like her. He’d been interested in what she said and he’d watched her with curiosity burning in his eyes.
She suddenly, irrationally, wanted to reach him, charm him with her natural draw. But that was crazy. She usually had to fight it off, not encourage it. It wouldn’t make sense to do that to herself or to him. No, she should be happy he seemed immune.
Besides, if she influenced him she’d never know if he actually liked her. He’d be just like everyone else. She didn’t want that.
Maybe Marc could be a real friend, like Fey and Quinn, because of his immunity. But then, what if he liked her? Was there a boy who would really like her? The question scared her because the answer might be no.
But she couldn’t do this. She didn’t want a boyfriend. She couldn’t risk finding out if he’d like her for just her. Because if he did—the thought made her heart thump faster—then there’d be no coming back from that. Which would be wonderful and terrible because in all reality he’d never know who she really, really was. She couldn’t trust that with anyone except Luke.
Okay, she thought as they got to their car and unlocked the doors, that’s settled. She was not going to fall for this boy.

The silence in Marc’s mind dissolved into the gentle hum of people’s thoughts once Luke and Sera had walked away. He looked around the streets of Burlington—college students milling around, people heading home from work.
One girl trudged to her car nearby and he zeroed in on her thoughts….why he hates me so much. I mean, what have I ever done to him? I hate his idiotic class. Stupid, bald, middle-aged has-been. He probably can’t… Then let her fade back into the dull hum.
In the week since Luke had come up to him in the coffee house, he still hadn’t figured out why he couldn’t hear Luke’s or Sera’s thoughts, or those of anyone standing close to them.
It was so strange.
So interesting.
And frustrating because it made identifying him and his sister as the sought-after twins much more difficult. He was going to have to earn their trust enough that they shared their secrets.
Although, if their lives were anything like his when it came to the sharing of these abilities, then they were never going to tell him anything. He hadn’t come across a single person who seemed to know anything about what they could do. And he figured he wasn’t going to get them to reveal anything. He’d have to catch them at it, so he was going to have to stay as close as possible.
Which was great, because he was really starting to like them both.
Which was not great. Because he was really starting to like them both.
These were people he could be friends with. He could see that. He already felt as if he’d known them a long time. Something he’d never experienced with anyone before.
And Sera. Man, Sera. With her piercing grey eyes that felt as if she could see right into his soul. It was slightly disconcerting and yet…totally hot.
This could cause some serious trouble for him because he didn’t know how he’d be able to hand them over to the Shadows once he confirmed what he already knew to be true. They were the ones the Shadows were looking for. And he’d be sending them to their deaths.
Oh, man. He leaned down, braced his hands on his knees, and shook his head. He couldn’t think about that now. He just couldn’t think about it.


FIFTEEN

A week and a half later with a plan firmly in mind, Marc leaned against his car in the parking lot, waiting. He could feel the anticipation of classes ending as the collective thoughts of everyone in the building swelled quicker and louder, before bursting into firecrackers of sound as soon as the last bell rang. He had to stifle them in his mind, dulling the sounds so they didn’t overrun his own thoughts. People’s thoughts were always louder and stronger when they were excited—regardless of whether it was a happy, sad, or angry excitement—and it took more control to contain those thoughts to the back of his mind.
He felt a rush of relief when he saw Sera walk out a side door and head toward the parking lot. He wouldn’t have to work so hard once she was close enough to him to block out other people’s thoughts. He studied her as she moved through the crowd of students. She seemed to watch people closely, their faces and body language, like she was looking for something. He noticed her focus on a guy who slunk toward the cars by himself. She narrowed her eyes at him, and tipped her head to the side, her dark curls falling over one shoulder. Then she jogged to catch up with him and placed her hand on his arm.
Marc gawked, and almost slid off his car. The guy looked brighter, suddenly sharper. Was he glowing? Marc blinked. Now the guy looked normal. Whoa. He blinked again, and nothing changed. Sera was still touching the guy’s arm. Perhaps he’d imagined it. Maybe he was just seeing what he wanted to see.
Maybe.
He thought the guy was walking taller as Sera said goodbye and headed toward her car. Happier, more confident. But that could be just the side effect of talking to a pretty girl. It wasn’t conclusive.
Sera smiled at Marc as soon as she saw him, though he was sure he could detect a bit of wariness in her eyes. If he could just get in her head to know what it would take to get her to trust him, this would be so much easier. He’d never wished so hard to be able to use his gift.
“Hey, Sunshine,” she said, and walked past him to put her book bag into her car. “What brings you here today?”
The sudden silence in his mind now that she was near was bliss and he smiled at her, forgetting to feel frustrated. “Coffee,” he said.
“Coffee?”
“Coffee.”
“At a high school?” One eyebrow lifted. Man, he liked it when she teased.
He raked his hand through his hair. “I was hoping you’d join me for coffee.”
She looked over toward the school where kids were still pouring out of the doors in twos and threes. “Luke and Fey should be out in a minute, I’m sure—”
“Actually? I was thinking just you.” He smiled, gave a little shrug, looked down at his well-worn hiking boots. He’d found the shy, aw-shucks thing worked with most girls. He peeked back up at her. “What do you say?”
“Oh,” was all she said, eyebrows raised, eyes wide, her mouth stuck in a perfect o. She looked at him in silence for several long seconds.
“It’s just coffee.” He paused for a moment. “Or tea. Hot chocolate. Juice. Soda. Water. Air, if you’re not thirsty.”
That worked, she laughed at that. He could feel his shoulders relax.
“Yeah,” she finally said. “Of course. Just coffee. Well, tea actually. Sure.” She smiled, but hesitated. She looked at her car for a moment, then back toward the school where Luke and Fey were crossing the grass to the parking lot.
“I’ll drive,” Marc said. “I can drop you at home afterward.”
“Oh, no,” Sera said, turning to Marc.
“What’s wrong?” Luke asked as he walked past them to put his bag in the car. Fey stopped and stood next to Sera, looking hard at Marc. She didn’t like him—he didn’t need to hear her thoughts to know that. It was readily apparent on her face. He wondered what it was that turned her off and would have loved to hear what she was thinking, to know what he had to do to win her over. But he couldn’t. Not with her standing so close to Sera and Luke.
“Dad,” Sera said.
“Dad’s wrong?” Luke said, coming back and reaching over to grasp Marc’s out-stretched hand in hello.
“No, I’m supposed to meet Dad downtown in a little while.” She looked at Marc, obviously torn.
“We could do it another time,” Marc said to her.
“Do what another time?” Luke asked slowly. Sera rolled her eyes at him and got this little smile on her face as if she’d just lost a good-natured bet.
“Marc and I were going for coffee. Tea.” She raised one eyebrow and pressed her lips together as she looked at her brother. “I forgot I had plans with Dad for the afternoon and then dinner. I guess I could push it back to just dinner?” She looked over at Marc again. “I could just meet him a little later. I’ll call him on the way.” She turned back to Luke who just stared at her. She punched him in the arm, then looked at Marc again. “Ready?”
“Whenever you are,” he said, jumped up and went around to the passenger side to open Sera’s door.
Luke neither moved, nor changed his worried expression. Fey moved closer to Luke and as Marc got into the car, he thought he heard her ask Luke about him. He looked through the windshield and found she was staring right at him. He sighed. Great. Another person he was going to have to work hard to charm.
As they drove downtown, Sera rearranged plans with her dad. Marc listened to her talk, updating him on school, teasing him about working too hard, pretending to bicker over which restaurant they’d meet at in a couple of hours.
It made him miss his dad.
“How often do you see him?” Marc asked after she’d said goodbye and slid her phone into the pocket of her sweater.
She turned to him, surprised. “We have a father-daughter date once a week—Luke gets a father-son one on another day—and we’ll sometimes spend the weekend at his house. But most of the time we’re with my mom.” She put her hand back over her pocket as if making sure her phone was still there. “What about you? Are your parents divorced?”
“My parents are not. They’re in Florida and not speaking to me.” He found a parking space and pulled in, cut the engine, then looked over at her. “I’m a disappointment.” He smiled and shrugged.
“Really.” She arched an eyebrow.
“Really.”
“You don’t seem disappointing to me,” she said as she got out of the car.
“You cannot imagine how glad I am to hear that,” he said with a grin, and locked the doors.
Finding a free table at the coffee house was easy thanks to a fortuitous lull. Marc carried his coffee and Sera’s chamomile tea over to the table where she waited. She took her steaming mug gratefully, wrapped her hands around it to enjoy its warmth.
Marc took a sip of his coffee, and his face screwed up in disgust.
“Is it not good? Luke loves their coffee.” Sera blew on her tea.
“Sugar,” Marc said with a gasp. “I forgot to add the sugar. Be right back.”
He walked back across the room to the high counter sporting sugar—real and not—cinnamon, spoons, napkins, and about twelve different kinds of milks and creamers. He shook his head at that. He’d never known there were so many, and wondered who would put rice milk into coffee. Yech. He picked up two packets of raw sugar and turned back to Sera.
A sharp pain pierced his right eye and bored into his brain. Oh no. No, not now, he thought. He looked across the room at her. She was about twenty feet away, watching him. And the medicine was a couple of blocks away in his car. The pain in his head started to expand like a balloon. Slowly. Agonizingly. Spreading in jagged tears throughout his head. He grabbed hold of his head with one hand, as if he could somehow stop it or slow it down, prevent his head from exploding.
A few steps toward Sera and the voices started crashing in.
Oh, no. I did not just say that out loud. He’s going to think I’m an idiot.
Come on, come on. How long does it take to pour a cup of coffee?
Gym, store, library, home.
I should get my eyes checked.
My mother would hate what I’m doing.
These shoes are really comfortable. I wish I’d bought another pair.
I think I’ll get a muffin to go with my—
Marc stumbled toward Sera, holding his head, sugar packets in a death grip. About six feet away from her the voices completely stopped.
Silence. Total, utter silence in his head.
And no pain.
He met her concerned eyes in surprise.
He let go of his head, relaxed his hands, and looked around the room. All of these people around, but he wasn’t hearing any of their thoughts. He rolled his neck around, loosening his shoulders, moving his head from side to side. Absolutely no pain.
That was interesting.
He narrowed his eyes and looked at Sera again. It had to be her. Without looking behind him, he took a step back, away from her. Then another. One more and the sound in his head was instantly loud, pain slicing a burning knife through his brain. He quickly stepped toward Sera before his knees buckled, and it was gone again. Completely.
Very interesting. He grinned, suddenly giddy, and strode over to sit down with her, dropping the two crushed sugar packets on the table. He pulled out his chair and sat down.
“You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m good.” He ripped the top off of one packet and poured the sugar into his mug, then picked up the other.
“You sure? You didn’t look so good a minute ago.” Sera looked at him from across the table. Setting her tea down, she reached over to touch his arm. He looked down at it as he felt the heat of her hand through his sleeve.
“You have really warm hands,” he said, looking back up at her. He waited, wondering if she was trying to heal him, but he felt nothing more than the warmth. Perhaps that was all her healing touch felt like to others. Just heat from her hands. If that was the case then it was no wonder no one knew about it. He picked up his spoon and stirred his coffee.
Sera took her hand away, and stared at it for a moment, palm up. “You really are okay,” she said, and he nodded as he took a sip of his coffee. “But what happened? You looked like you were in a lot of pain.”
“I get that way sometimes,” he said. “But it went away. I actually feel much better now. Maybe it’s you.” He looked directly at her, willing her to tell him, to admit it.
Her face closed immediately, eyes dropped to her mug as her hands encircled it again. She shifted in her chair, and didn’t say anything.
“You probably get that a lot.” He watched her closely as he spoke, looking for some hint or reaction. A sign that she understood he suspected what she could do.
She lifted her face and gazed at him a silent moment, then said, “No. No one has ever said that.” Which, he realized, was probably true.
She was good.
With that controlled blank expression on her face, he knew he wasn’t going to get anywhere today. Not surprising—she’d likely been keeping this secret from everyone for years. It’s not like she was going to trust him enough to tell him in such a short time. But, man, what he wouldn’t give to tap into her thoughts right now. Just for a moment. Just so he’d know.
“You read?” he said, deliberately changing tactics. She needed time. He’d give her that.
She nodded, eyes lit up. “All the time. You?”
As they discussed their favorite books, Marc realized he hadn’t felt so relaxed in a very long time. Maybe ever. He forgot his frustration at not hearing her thoughts. He forgot the looming migraine that only her presence kept at bay. He found himself letting his guard down as he hadn’t been able to do with anyone else.
And it was thanks to the quiet in his mind, thanks to Sera. The complete mental silence allowed him to just be. Be himself. Be normal. She was an even better drug than the Shadows’ medicine. But he couldn’t be in her presence every minute of every day.
He still needed the Shadows.

Their mugs sat empty on the dark wooden table, forgotten. Hands waving to emphasize her point, Sera was entranced with the warm, flowing sound of Marc’s laughter. This boy was amazing, so intelligent, funny. And still seemingly unaffected by her gift. There was a difference, a look that people got when they felt drawn to her. And he didn’t have it. She could not stop smiling about that.
Oh, and the fact that he was totally flirting with her. She didn’t have much experience—okay none—in this area, this boy-girl stuff, but there was no mistaking that he liked her. That he liked her.
And she loved that. She’d never thought anyone ever would—like her just for who she was. But he did. Marc did. She seriously couldn’t stop smiling.
This might be the best day of her life.
Of course, there was one problem. She was looking at breaking her own rules. Quickly crumbling rules. Which was bad. Dangerous. Catastrophic. Well, not yet. But it certainly could be if she continued to feel all giddy and warm at this beautiful boy across the table from her.
She watched his mouth as he laughed at something she’d said. His lips looked soft, warm. And she wondered what it would feel like to kiss him. The thought of his lips on hers sent flutters through her stomach.
He’d stopped laughing and was just smiling at her. She could hardly believe that he was sitting there looking at her like that. Like he was enthralled. Like she was fascinating. He liked her. Every time she thought it her heart flip-flopped. It was intoxicating to have someone like her, and she was drawn to him, completely out of her control. She couldn’t stop it if she wanted to.
She flipped open her cell phone to check the time. She couldn’t believe they’d been there for over two hours. It didn’t feel like it. It didn’t feel like any time at all. She looked across the table at him. She was already late to meet her dad.
“You’ve got to go,” he said, nodding at her phone.
“Yeah, my dad’ll be waiting.” She reached for his empty mug and her fingers brushed his hand. His skin was warm and the touch left her tingling. All she wanted to do was touch him more. But instead she picked up both of their mugs and took them over to the dark brown plastic tubs for used dishes.
Marc stood up and they walked outside together. “Would you mind walking with me back to my car?” he said. “I know you’re late, but can I have a few more minutes?”
It wouldn’t really matter, she thought. Her dad was likely already sitting at a table, perusing the menu, watching people. He’d be fine for a few more minutes.
“You afraid of the dark, Sunshine?”
“Nah,” Marc said. “I’m just not quite ready to say goodnight.”
She ducked her head, warmth flooding her cheeks. Oh, was she in trouble with this guy. She took a breath and then turned to look up at him. “Sure, I’ll walk with you.”
She hoped he’d hold her hand. And she hoped he wouldn’t. She was simultaneously disappointed and relieved when he stuffed both hands into his pockets. The air was colder without the sun, and Sera wished she’d remembered to bring a jacket—maybe not a parka like Marc had on, but at least another layer would have been nice. She smiled at that. It was cute how he overdressed for the weather.
She glanced across the street and thought she saw Jonas there, standing against a wall, watching her. But when she looked back quickly no one was there. Her gaze swept the street. She didn’t see him anywhere. Maybe she’d just imagined it, but it wasn’t the first time that had happened, and it was beginning to freak her out. She shook her head and tried to focus on Marc. Which, it turned out, wasn’t very difficult.
The block and a half went by way too quickly. Suddenly they were there at Marc’s car. He opened the door, grabbed a small bottle from inside and took one pill, swallowing it without water. He looked relieved as he turned back to her, his hands once again tucked into his jeans pockets.
“What’s that for?”
“My head.” He didn’t say anything more. She’d almost forgotten about that. She’d tried to heal him, but nothing had happened. No energy—he hadn’t needed it, which was surprising given how awful he’d looked. She shook it away. It was over. She didn’t know what happened. She wasn’t going to worry about it.
“Thanks,” Sera said. “For the tea. And the conversation.”
“It was my pleasure.”
She smiled at him in the lamplight, looking up into his clear blue eyes. “Well, I gotta go. My dad.”
“Okay,” Marc said. “See ya?”
It was a question. A definite question. She searched his eyes, lingered on his smile, his lips. She imagined what it would feel like to be in his arms, his lips hot on her skin. She could do this, right? What would it hurt?
“Yeah.” She nodded. “You will.”
There it was. She’d said it. Her no-dating rule? Gone.
She turned and walked back the way they’d come, back toward Muddy Waters and Church Street where her dad waited for her. Oh, he was going to laugh at her when she told him she was late because of a boy. He loved to tease her about boys, always asked if there was anyone “special” in her life. She rolled her eyes just thinking about it. He never seemed totally convinced when she told him that, no, in fact, there was no one she was interested in.
Well, now there was. There definitely was.
She hurried her steps, anxious to see him—she loved their time together. She actually felt more connected to him now that her parents were divorced. And she had this crazy hope that someday they’d work it out, get back together, all be a family again. Luke didn’t see that happening—and he would know. But regardless of the overwhelming evidence of his accuracy in predicting the future, she didn’t always believe him. She still had hope. Sometimes she needed hope.
She pulled her hands up into her sleeves and hunched up her shoulders against the cold. Her breath puffed in front of her in big white clouds as she crossed the street. They were meeting at their usual place, the Noodle Shop, which was three blocks up. Though they talked about going somewhere else every week, they always ended up going back to the same place. It was her favorite.
As she waited for the light to change at the next intersection, Sera pulled out her cell phone to call her dad and let him know she was almost there. He might be worried.
It smelled good outside. The nearby restaurants were in full swing and the enticing smells of their dinner fare wafted through the air. She was starving, she suddenly realized. Hopefully her dad had already ordered.
The light changed and she started crossing the street as his voicemail picked up. Hmm. He must not have his cell on, or maybe he just couldn’t hear it in the restaurant. No matter. She’d be there in a minute anyway.
Two blocks up she thought she saw Luke standing out in front of the restaurant. But someone walked in front of her and she lost sight of him. There was no reason he’d be there, he was supposed to be home with Mom. The people in front of her stopped at a shop and she had a clear view again. It was Luke.
He’d spotted her and started walking. She read him in a glance—tight face, taut stance. No smile, no laugh, no light. Something was wrong. Really, really wrong.
She broke into a run.
“Luke, what—”
“It’s Dad.” He choked on the word, clamped his mouth shut. She reached out and touched his arm. He immediately opened his arms and buried her in a hug. She could feel him breathing in gasps.
“Luke?” Her voice sounded panicked. He was scaring her—it had to be bad, she’d never seen him like this. She took a breath and tried for calm. Maybe it would help him. And her. “Just tell me where he is. I’ll go heal him.”
Luke could only manage a strained whisper. “He’s dead.”


SIXTEEN

The violin music drifting quietly throughout the funeral home made Sera want to scream. It was just too calming, too sedate, too passionless. She could almost feel the bows scraping across her spine as the music went on and on. And on. Her father would have hated it.
She looked at the grey walls, the perfectly arranged flowers spaced evenly around the rooms, the line of people waiting to pay their respects. Her mother, dressed in a dark pants suit and cornflower blue blouse—her father’s favorite color—looked beautiful.
And absolutely miserable.
She’d been a mess when Sera and Luke had gotten home that night, the night he’d died. She’d been sitting in the dark kitchen, her head on the table, sobbing. Luke had grabbed a box of tissues while Sera ran to put her arms around their mom and ease her pain as much as she could. Which wasn’t much, in all reality. She couldn’t completely take away an emotional pain without undoing whatever had caused it.
And there was no way she could undo this. No matter how much she wanted to.
Luke plunked down on the padded bench next to her, bumping her with his shoulder. Their eyes met and she could tell he understood. He knew. Of course he did. This is how they were—the same.
She squinted at him, screwed up her face and fought off tears. Again. It’d been two days. She couldn’t believe she was having to force away tears after all the crying she’d already done. Fey and Quinn walked over to where they sat. Quinn handed her a tissue.
“Hey,” he said. His earbuds were hanging down over each shoulder.
“Hey, yourself.” Sera tried to smile but her face wouldn’t cooperate. Fey sat down on her other side and grasped her hand.
Sera leaned her head back on the wall and closed her eyes. Which was a mistake because it threw her back to the moment of finding out her dad was dead.
She had pushed away from Luke to see his face, certain he had to be kidding. That it had to be a joke. She’d placed one palm on his chest. To stop it, the joke. Why would Luke think this was funny? He had a twisted sense of humor, sure, but this really went beyond his usual.
“No,” she’d said, “he’s not. I just talked to him. I just…Luke?” She’d stopped. It wasn’t a joke. She could see that in his eyes and the tears that ran down his face. She clenched her jaw, set her mouth, pushed the panic down. Her voice was low, serious, as she said, “Where is he? Luke? Tell me where he is.”
“It’s too late, Sera.”
“Where is he? I can go right now. I can heal him. I can stop this.”
“I saw him, Sera. It’s too late.”
“WHERE IS HE?” She grabbed the front of his coat.
“He’s gone. Or can you bring back the dead, Sera?” Luke asked in a soft whisper, not unkind. “You can do a lot of amazing things, I know, but I don’t think that’s one of them.”
“Oh god. Ohgodohgodohgodohgod.” She dropped her arm, folded in half, and tried to catch her breath. Her knees hit the red bricks of the street. Pain filled her chest, crushing her lungs so she couldn’t breathe
“No,” she said. Not her dad. Not him. She needed her dad.
She looked up at Luke. He hadn’t moved. Face pale, his eyes were wide, haunted. He shook his head from side to side, a small motion, as if he couldn’t wrap his mind around it even though he knew it was true. She reached out her hand to him and he grasped it, collapsing on the ground next to her.
“How?” she whispered.
“Heart attack,” Luke said. “They think.”
“But he didn’t have heart problems, did he?”
Luke shook his head and gazed silently ahead.
“I didn’t See it,” he said finally, in a very quiet voice. “How could I not have Seen it? How?”
“Oh, Luke,” Sera said, and squeezed his hand tight between hers. “Luke, it’s not your fault. And even if you had Seen it, you wouldn’t have been able to stop it, would you? Have you ever been able to?”
“No,” he whispered, his breath coming in short gasps. He turned his head away and stared unseeing up at the night sky, and she thought for a moment he was going to pass out. She grasped his chin in her hand, tried to make him look at her and see her, really see her.
He didn’t budge.
“Luke!” She shook his shoulders. This wasn’t like him. He didn’t fall apart like this. She couldn’t handle this on her own. She didn’t want to. That’s why there were two of them.
“What good is this gift,” Luke said quietly, sarcasm dripping from the last word, “if I don’t get to See something like this? What good is it if I can’t stop things from happening?” He still looked up at the stars. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. Maybe that’s why I didn’t get any warning. It shouldn’t have happened.” The realization made his eyes huge when he finally turned to Sera. “Don’t you think? Dad wasn’t supposed to die.”
She opened her eyes now and peered at Luke on the bench next to her and thought that he had never been more right than when he’d said that. This wasn’t supposed to have happened, their dad shouldn’t be dead. She was not supposed to be sitting here at his wake.
Luke was flipping something back and forth in his hands. She caught a glimpse of silver.
“What is that?” Sera said.
“Dad’s flask.”
“Oh.” His flask. Their dad had carried it with him everywhere. Empty. Always empty. As a reminder of who he’d been and who he’d become. He’d sobered up after the divorce and hadn’t slipped once in eight years. His empty flask had been a kind of trophy to him.
“I got it when we picked up his stuff from the hospital,” Luke said. “I’m keeping it.”
“You’re going to carry it?”
“Yup. For him.” Luke looked at Sera. “You mind?”
“No,” she said. “I think—” Her throat tightened, and tears stung her eyes. She tucked her head down for a moment. When she could speak again, her voice was a whisper. “He’d like that.”
Luke nodded, his jaw clenching and eyes watering. Sera squeezed his arm, then looked around the crowded room.
So many people had come. And every time one of them glanced at Sera and Luke, they’d give them the Look. A tilt of the head, eyebrows drawn up and together, a slight frown. Sometimes there was a little head shake, too. Poor Sera, poor Luke, the Look said. She knew it was heartfelt each time, but already she hated it.
She didn’t deserve the Look. It was her fault he was dead. And each Look was a cold reminder. For Sera, this was a nightmare. One she could not wake up from.
The worst part? She never got to say goodbye. She didn’t get to tell him all the things she would have. Things she wanted to say right now. Things she wanted to say a year from now. Five years from now. Twenty years from now.
But she’d never get the chance because she hadn’t been there.
She’d put off meeting her dad to spend a couple of hours with a boy. A
boy. Something she never did. And look what it had cost her. If she hadn’t gone with Marc, if she’d just gone and met her dad as they had planned, he would be alive right now.
She should have been there.
It was her fault that their father was dead. And she didn’t know how she was going to live with that.
Marc walked into the room and Sera immediately looked the other way. What had she been thinking? Look what happened when she was distracted. And she could feel the pull of Marc. Even now, across the room. Her attention was drawn back to him over and over again. Rather than on the things that were really important.
She glanced at him. He’d nodded at Luke and headed toward them. He’d been around a lot the past couple of days. Hanging out with Luke, watching her from afar as she’d kept her distance. The expression she’d seen most often on his face when he’d looked at her was one of confusion. She hated doing this to him, but she just couldn’t be near him. Just couldn’t see him without being reminded that her father’s death was her fault.
As he slowly made his way through all the people, her heart sped up and her breathing shortened. No. She couldn’t do it. She could feel Marc getting closer and had to get away. Now.
“I’m going to go check on Mom,” Sera said, and stood up quickly.
“Want me to come?” Luke said.
“No, you stay. I’ll—” And Marc was there. Right next to her. Looking at her. His arm almost touching hers. She stepped to the side, started walking away. “—be back in a while.”
“Hey, Sera—” Marc called, but she didn’t turn back. She fought to keep herself from running away, bumped into some man in a dark brown suit, and wove her way through the crowd as quickly as she could.
Being in the middle of all these strangers, no matter how well meaning they were, didn’t really make her feel better. It was too much. She spotted her mom greeting people and hurried over to her.
“Mom?” she said as some woman, who looked vaguely familiar, let go of her mother’s hand and moved out of line. Her mom turned, took one look at her face and folded her into a tight hug.
“How’re you doing, sweetheart?”
“Okay, but,” she looked around, spoke quietly, “I can’t breathe in here.”
“Too many people?”
Sera nodded, her throat tight. How could she do this to her mom? Leave her in the middle of this. But she had to. She couldn’t stay in here another minute. “I’m going to walk down to the lake, okay? I’ll be back in a little while.”
Her mom pulled back, searched her face for a moment, then nodded. “Go. I’ll be fine.” She squeezed Sera’s hand, then turned back to the next person in line.
Sera had a miraculously clear path to the door from where she stood, and she practically ran out, ignoring all the looks she earned for her swift departure. Bursting through the doors, she inhaled the cool dry air. She felt better with just that one breath.
“Hey,” Luke said from behind her, startling Sera. She hadn’t heard him follow her out. “I’ll come too,” he said.
She looked at him and tears welled up in her eyes. He was always there when she needed him.
“You never listen,” she said.
“Nope. Good thing for you.” And he fell into step beside her.
She nodded, unable to speak. Once she got down to the lakeshore and soaked up the calm of the water she would be okay.
At least for a moment.


SEVENTEEN

Sera pushed the heavy metal door open and squinted in the bright afternoon sunshine. Students streamed out of the school all around her. She could feel their eyes upon her as they had been all day.
Her first day back and she and Luke were now the “ones whose dad died.” The teachers and some of the students had given her the Look all day long. So many others just quickly averted their eyes.
She was so tired of trying to avoid everyone—impossible in a school with a thousand other students—and pretending to be okay. She was exhausted and just wanted to get home and away from everybody.
Thankfully it was Friday and she wouldn’t have to come back for two days. She didn’t know how she was ever going to get back to feeling normal. It seemed as if she was never going to feel that way again.
She lifted her hand to shade her eyes and looked to see if Luke or Fey were at the car yet. She really hated being by herself amidst all these people.
Marc. Oh, no.
Leaning lazily against his car. In the sunshine. Waiting for her. Well, maybe. She didn’t know if he was actually there for her. Though when he smiled and waved, then watched her walk the entire way from the school to where their cars were parked side by side, she figured he was.
That set her heart to flinging itself against her rib cage. She did not want to do this, but she had to tell him. It was only fair and best to do it as soon as possible. But he had been so great over the past two weeks—helping out as much as he could. He had even been there to move furniture and boxes out of her dad’s apartment.
How could she tell him she couldn’t see him anymore?
Cleaning out and packing up her dad’s things had been brutal. So many memories. Though she’d been surprised that they had actually laughed through part of it too, at funny things their dad had done. But the end result—his empty, hollow apartment—had been devastating. He was gone. He was really, really gone.
And Marc had been there when they were done. He hadn’t said much more than a quiet “Hey,” and then went straight to carrying stuff out to the moving truck on the street. There hadn’t been any more laughter or funny stories then.
But there had been tears. Silent tears as they carried away pieces of their dad’s life and put it in a truck. And through all this Marc just kept quietly working, staying out of the way. At one point he’d placed a hand on Luke’s shoulder and Luke had turned, shook his head, and bear hugged Marc. Sera fled back into the apartment, unable to meet Marc’s eyes. Unable to forget that she was to blame for all this.
For all that his presence was a reminder of her guilt, she was still inexplicably drawn to him. Her heart wanted to be with him even as her mind balked. And she couldn’t reconcile the two.
Or, more accurately, she couldn’t convince her heart to stop caring, to stop yearning. She knew her heart was wrong, her mind was right. She couldn’t be with him. She couldn’t date him. She couldn’t fall in love with him.
If only her heart would listen.
“Hey,” she said as she unlocked her door and tossed her bag inside.
“Hey, yourself.” He had the most beautiful grin, and looked goofy-happy to see her. Oh, boy, this was not going to be easy.
“What are you up to this afternoon?” he said, and her heart felt as if it were trying to break free it was beating so hard.
“Marc…” She’d been practicing this speech, but now that he was here, standing so close, she was at a loss. How was she actually going to do this? Her heart didn’t want to. She wanted him. Wanted to be with him.
“Uh-oh,” he said, and his face fell.
“Yeah,” Sera said. “About my dad. Do you remember that I was supposed to meet him that afternoon? The afternoon we went for coffee?” He nodded. “Yeah, well, that’s when he died. And if I’d been with him—” Instantly tears choked her. She couldn’t speak. She hadn’t said this out loud to anyone, not even Luke, she’d just lived with it herself. The horror of what she’d done.
“Hey.” He was suddenly right there in front of her with open arms. She leaned into him and his arms closed around her, cutting off the rest of the world. She felt cocooned. Sheltered. Secure. The wall of his strong arms and body hiding her from everyone, everything. She wrapped her arms around his waist, pressed her head against his chest, and listened to the slow, steady thumping as she held on. Marc gently stroked her hair, rested his chin on the top of her head, and just let her cry.
It took several minutes for her to breathe normally again. She stood there, in the circle of his arms, and it felt so good to be there. Too good. She didn’t deserve this kindness. But she didn’t move. She wanted this moment to last forever.
“Boo-hoo-hoo,” Naomi called out from several cars away as she unlocked her door and tossed her backpack inside.
Sera stiffened, turned her incredulous face toward Naomi.
“You’re milking this too much.” Naomi slid into her seat, closed the door. She started the engine and rolled down the window. “Run while you can, pretty boy. She’s not normal.” And she drove off.
Sera couldn’t move.
“Hey.” Marc stroked her cheek with one finger. She turned to look back up at him. “Don’t listen to her. I’m here,” he said. “And I’m not going anywhere.”
Sera buried her face in his chest again and closed her eyes. Naomi could go to hell. She had Marc.
Except she couldn’t have Marc. She placed her hand on his back and pushed a feeling into him. You don’t want to be with me.
“Yes, I do,” he said.
Sera froze. She hadn’t said it out loud. Had she? She was almost certain he’d responded as if he’d heard her say it.
Her mind raced and her breath came in gasps. She thought back and wasn’t sure. Maybe she’d accidentally spoken the words out loud. She was stressed and upset—it was possible.
When she found her voice it was a whisper. “I can’t do this,” she said into his shoulder. “My life feels like it’s spinning. There’s just too much, and I just can’t do this with you right now.”
His voice vibrated in her head when he spoke. “You don’t want to?”
“I do want to. But I can’t.”
“Maybe I can help?”
Sera shook her head, still holding on to him. “I should have been there, Marc. He wouldn’t have died if I’d been there.”
“You can’t know that for sure,” he said, leaning back so he could see her face. He looked like he was waiting for her to disagree.
She looked away. “No, I can’t. You’re right.” God, she hated lying to him. Another reason she needed out. Now. “But, still. I know it. In my heart.”
He gazed at her in silence for a few moments. “Can we be friends, then?”
Sera breathed. Friends. That was likely to lead to the same problem of being distracted or tempted away when she was needed elsewhere. Although not, she supposed, if he simply tagged along when she was with Luke and Fey after school and on the weekends. If he wasn’t asking her out, then perhaps it would work okay.
But then there’s the lying she’d have to do. She wasn’t thrilled with that. She wasn’t sure she could handle anymore guilt right now. But still, she wanted him around.
She didn’t know what to say to him and looked up into his face. He looked so sad and she almost thought she saw a touch of panic in his eyes. She placed her palms on his chest and immediately felt the healing light flow down her arms and into his body. He relaxed and seemed to brighten—which made her happy and sad simultaneously. She was glad to make him feel better, but there was something nice about being pined for.
She let go and took a couple of steps back. Already she missed the feel of him, but she knew she was better off out of his reach, out of his arms. She watched his hands, watched as he rubbed his thumb up and down his index finger, as if he were nervous. She looked up at his face, and he didn’t meet her eyes for any length of time. He kept scanning around her, behind her, in the trees, around the other cars.
“I’d like to be friends,” she said, which was honest without promising anything. Then Sera spotted Fey crossing the parking lot toward them. She’d never been happier to see her.

Marc watched Fey cross between him and Sera as she put her backpack into Luke and Sera’s car. He caught the look they exchanged, but he had no way of knowing their thoughts. Not even Fey’s when she was standing this close to Sera. Fey eyed him with suspicion, and he grinned amiably back at her. Maybe if she thought he were an idiot she’d hate him less.
And now he needed to figure out how he was going to get the information the Shadows wanted. He needed to be in there. He needed to be trusted. If he was going to prove without a doubt that she and Luke were the ones they sought. He needed them if he was ever going to be free of the Shadows, free of the headaches, free of the noise in his head. He needed them if he wanted a life.
He did.
But at what expense? He cursed his little inner voice that kept asking him that question. The little voice that didn’t seem to recall the debilitating pain and torturous racket in his head.
Stupid little voice.
“Oh, there’s Josh,” Sera said. “I forgot to ask if I could borrow his notes. I’ll be right back.” She headed across the parking lot and waved him down.
Marc looked back at Fey, leaning against the side of Sera’s car watching him. Now that Sera was out of range, he should have no problem hearing Fey’s thoughts—though he shuddered a bit in anticipation of what rotten things he was sure she was currently thinking about him. But he’d get more input about Sera since she and Fey seemed to be tight. An opportunity.
He couldn’t help himself and grinned at her again. She crossed her arms over her chest.
“You seem awfully cheerful for someone who just got dumped,” Fey said.
He shrugged, relishing his big break before jumping in. “We’re going to be friends.”
She snorted, but didn’t say anything. He took a quick glance at Sera to be sure she was still out of range. She was about fifty feet away. Plenty of distance for Fey to be outside her protective field.
He figured it was as good an opening as he was going to get and reached out his mind toward her. He could feel tendrils of his power snaking through the air toward her mind, and—
Nothing.
Absolutely nothing.
He stared at her. She had this skeptical look on her face, so she was very obviously thinking something he probably didn’t want to hear. But even if he did want to hear it?
He couldn’t.
He looked back at Sera. She hadn’t moved. And Luke was nowhere to be seen. She didn’t have their proximity to protect her thoughts from him.
He tried again. Nothing. He couldn’t hear her thoughts.
And then he noticed it. The silence in his head. The same silence he experienced when Sera, Luke, or the Shadows were near him. He couldn’t begin to comprehend what it meant that he’d found three people whose thoughts he could not hear, who silenced his mind. He’d never come across this before. Never. Not once in eighteen years. And yet, right here. Three people who knew each other well.
She’d said something, he realized. She’d said something and was waiting for a response.
“What?” he said.
She sighed, and spoke loud and slow. “I said, Sera doesn’t need a friend who lies to her.”
He opened his eyes wide. “What makes you think I’ve lied to her?”
She looked at him. Really looked at him, and he had the sense that she could see right through him. See exactly who he was and what he was doing. Man, that was an uncomfortable feeling. “I have a sixth sense for it.”
“For lies?”
“Yes.”
“Cool. You do party tricks?”
“Marc, I think you should stay away from her. From both of them.”
“You don’t like me.”
Fey laughed. “I don’t know you well enough to dislike you.” Her features hardened. “I don’t trust you.”
“Okay, then why don’t you trust me?”
“You mean besides the lying?”
He just looked at her, waited.
She studied him for a moment. “Because there’s darkness around you,” she said. “Like a dark shadow.”
A Dark Shadow? Marc spun around so quickly that his feet got tangled beneath him. He lost his balance and toppled backwards to the ground. He didn’t breathe for a moment as he scanned where he’d just been standing.
But nothing was there. He closed his eyes and let his head fall to the ground.
A roar of laughter from about twenty feet away grabbed his attention, and he turned to see Luke walking over. He started laughing as well as Luke reached a hand down to help him back up.
“Spider? Bee?” Luke said.
“Much scarier than that. Fey.” Marc nodded in her direction, and Luke turned to her.
“Ah, yes. Fey. Much scarier than a spider. Frightening. Terrifying. Intimidating.” Luke went over and put an arm around her shoulders. “And that’s when you’re on her good side. You don’t want to see her bad side.”
Fey raised one perfect eyebrow at Luke, smirked, and poked him in the ribs. “You have no idea,” she said. Luke laughed, but as Marc watched Fey he knew she meant it.
Who were these people? They were like everyone else. And yet they were like nobody he’d ever come across before. A part of him was thrilled. A slightly larger part was seriously spooked.


EIGHTEEN

“Is this good?” Fey said, holding up a book for Sera to see.
“Yup. Very dark. You’d love it.” Sera browsed down the row and Fey watched her. Something was up. It had been hard on her, Fey knew, this first day back at school. But it seemed like it was more than that. Sera was even quieter than she’d been for the past two weeks since her dad died.
Fey put the book back and turned toward the shelf as if she were still browsing, but kept her eyes on Sera, who was engrossed in a back cover write-up. She checked around for Luke, but didn’t see him nearby. One step into the wide aisle of the bookstore and Fey found him pouring over the science fiction and fantasy shelves across the way. A quick scan around the rest of the store let her breathe easier. All human. No one else to worry about.
Good.
She focused again on Sera, who’d added another book to her small-but-growing pile. “So, how did it go with Marc earlier?”
Sera didn’t even look up. “Okay, I guess. He wants to be friends.”
“How’s that supposed to work?”
“I have no idea. I don’t know if it can.”
“Just be careful there.” Fey spoke quietly, her brow wrinkled. “He’s slippery.”
“Luke said something like that, too.” Sera looked up at Fey, concern in her eyes. “You don’t like him,” she said.
“I don’t trust him.”
Sera studied Fey. “Well,” she said, “I’m not that interested in him anyway. So, no worries.”
Just a hint of chill washed up Fey’s spine and over her scalp. She narrowed her eyes at Sera. “That is not exactly true.”
The corners of Sera’s mouth curved ever so slightly up. She held onto it for a moment, but then gave in to the nervous smile, and said, “How do you always know when I tell you less than the truth?”
“I just know. I can always tell when someone’s lying.”
“How? I can’t tell if you lie. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you lie.”
“I can’t.”
“You can’t lie?” Sera raised one eyebrow.
Fey held Sera’s gaze, cursing herself at the slip. “No, not to you,” she said, “because we are friends. But we were talking about your interest in Marc.” She folded her arms across her chest and leaned one shoulder against the bookshelf.
Sera’s face clouded over. “I like him. I can’t date him, but I like him. Okay? Happy?” She turned back to study the bookshelves, so very obviously hoping Fey would drop it. Fey snorted. Sera knew better than that after all these years.
“At your honesty? Yes. At your interest?” Fey shrugged. “I think you could do better.”
Sera turned toward her again. “Why don’t you trust him? He seems really great to me.”
Fey sighed. Marc seemed fine, for the most part. But there was something about him. Something dark around his edges. Something she couldn’t quite identify—she’d have to ask when she next returned home to the Realm. But she felt innately that it was something she didn’t want close to Sera or Luke.
“He’s not entirely truthful,” Fey said. She walked over to Sera and put her arm around Sera’s shoulders, gave her a gentle squeeze. “If you’re going to finally fall for someone, it should be someone who’s honest with you. You deserve the best.”

“Fall for someone?” Sera stepped back. “I’m not falling for Mar—” She stopped herself, clamped her mouth shut and squeezed her eyes tight. Lying to Fey—or herself for that matter—didn’t do any good. “Okay, okay. I’m falling.” She looked at Fey again, and said in a small voice. “I don’t want to.”
“I know the feeling.” Fey’s voice was quiet, gentle.
“I mean, it can’t work out. Right? I can’t let it happen again.”
“Let what happen?”
“My dad. I should have been there. I never should have gone with—” A lump in her throat wouldn’t let the words get through. Sera swallowed a few times, pushing the tears back down. She hugged the books to her chest, felt the pointy corners press into her arms and stomach, and looked down at them.
“I should go pay for these,” she said, and started to walk past Fey.
Fey fell into step beside her. “It’s not your fault, you know,” she said.
Sera couldn’t speak. Could feel guilt and tears rising to the surface again. It was her fault.
They’d reached the cashier and Sera placed her small stack of books on the counter, then slipped a gift card out of her back pocket. Fey was still right next to her, but Sera stood there looking at the little plastic card in her hand so Fey wouldn’t see her face, wouldn’t know what she had done.
“Sera? It was never—” Fey broke off abruptly. “Great Hills.” Sera looked up at her, but Fey stared across the store. Sera followed her gaze.
To Luke. And Jonas.
Unbelievable. What was the matter with him? Was he stalking her now?
He turned and met her eyes, gave a curt nod. Then he calmly returned to his conversation with Luke.
He obviously wasn’t normal. First he threatened her, told her he was some mythical creature of the night—maybe he even believed it—then she kept seeing him wherever she went. And now he was talking to her brother? She was surprised he hadn’t been lurking amongst the crowds at her father’s funeral. This was too much. He’d just leaped over the line from creep to psychopath.
As Sera paid for her books, she kept looking over her shoulder. They were still talking. When Luke finally looked over, she waved him toward the door and grabbed her bag from the sales clerk. She stormed to the store entrance with Fey beside her. When she glanced back to see Luke coming, Jonas was nowhere in sight.
Almost as if he’d disappeared. A chill shivered over her skin.
Luke caught up to them at the doors.
“What’s up?” he said. “You look less than happy.”
“That guy? Jonas? You were talking to him.” Sera wrenched open the door and stomped through.
“Yeah?” Luke caught the door and held it open for Fey. “There’s something strange about him,” he said. “I’m not sure what it is, but I get a weird vibe.”
“He’s been following me.” Sera stood in the vestibule between the two sets of glass doors, arms crossed over her chest, weight leaning into one hip. She glared up at Luke and Fey.
“What?” Fey said. “Why didn’t you say something?”
“I kept forgetting to tell you. And at first I wasn’t sure because I’d see him, then when I’d look again he’d be gone. But it keeps happening. I see him everywhere.”
“That guy that I was just talking to?” Luke’s brow furrowed, his eyes sparked.
“Yeah. And get this—he thinks he’s a vampire.”
“Really.” Luke’s eyebrows shot skyward, and he bit back a smile.
“Really.” Sera threw up her hands and almost laughed. It was so ridiculous when she said it out loud. “I know. He’s insane, but he’s really starting to piss me off.” She huffed, and shook her head.
Fey didn’t say anything.
They walked through the second set of glass doors and out onto the street. Church Street was busy at this time of day, people bustling in every direction through the crisp air.
Sera turned toward Luke. “What were you two talking about anyway?”
Luke opened his mouth to answer, but was knocked out of the way by some tall, creepy guy. He passed by Sera so closely that it was all she could do to avoid touching him. He glared down at her, his dark hollow eyes glittering, and hissed at her between strangely sharp teeth.
Sera dropped her bag of books, and flinched back.
He whispered, “An eye for an eye—your dad.” But then he was past her in an instant, melting into the crowd.
The stench of him—of stale skin—lingered. And Sera couldn’t be completely certain that what had just happened had really just happened. One word screamed in her mind: Vampire.


She was rooted in place, unable to move. Fey scowled in the direction the guy had disappeared. Luke looked mildly irritated until he saw her frozen face.
“Sera? What’s wrong?” Luke picked up the bag she’d dropped, held it out to her. “Are you okay?”
She couldn’t breathe. She tried to take little shallow breaths, but her lungs wouldn’t cooperate. Her whole body was wound tight, begging her to run, run away as fast as she could. If she could have moved in that moment, she would have.
“That guy—” Sera said, but couldn’t get anymore words out.
“Did he do something?” Luke said, craning around to see where the guy had gone. “Did he say something to you?”
Fey turned, put her arm around Sera, and said, “Let’s get out of here.” Luke still looked down the street. “Luke,” Fey said, abrupt, hard. “We need to get going. Forget about him. It’s not worth it.”
They locked eyes for a moment as if in silent argument, then he nodded. He flanked Sera’s other side. Sera saw Fey looking toward the bookstore again and jerk her head back in the direction the guy had gone. She turned to see what Fey had been looking at and saw Jonas.
Jonas scanned the crowds, seemed to find what he was looking for and strode down the street along the storefront. Sera looked ahead of him and saw a tall, dark shadow lurking at the edge of an alley. Watching her.
She gasped, fear coursed through her body. She could see him snarling at her even from this distance. He was so intent on watching her, however, that he did not see Jonas until it was too late.
Jonas grabbed the guy by the throat, lifted him up, slammed him against the brick wall of the store, and pulled him back into the alley, out of sight.
Sera’s eyes flew wide. So maybe Jonas wasn’t a stalker. That was good. But what was he then?
Luke touched her shoulder as they rounded the corner at the end of the block. “You okay?”
Sera took a deep breath and let it out. “I am now,” she said.

I killed her father. What you should have done, I have done. Xavier’s words echoed in Jonas’s mind as he sat on the shore. The crisp lake air did little to quell the fire in his chest. Xavier was dead. Jonas could tolerate no insubordination amongst his clan. Orders would be obeyed at penalty of death.
Lilith had taught him that. And she would be proud, he was sure. But he hated this, his responsibility. His nature. Something changed when people became vampires. They lost their humanity, if they ever had any to begin with, and it was replaced with a vicious disregard for human life. While many things stayed the same, this one specific change made all the difference. Vampires were more akin to animals than they were to humans, no matter how human they still looked.
Though Lilith claimed he’d never entirely lost his humanity, he wasn’t so sure. Not after what he’d just done to Xavier. And, if he was being honest, had relished doing.
Jonas unclenched his fists and tried to let the calm of the water wash over him. He focused on the birds twittering on branches high above. The earthy smell of the forest. Deep breaths. Water lapped rhythmically at the rocks along the shore. More deep breaths.
His mind wandered to Sera. The look on her face—the complete terror—had pierced him. In that instant he’d recognized just what it was about her that struck him.
His sister.
She reminded him of his sister Haley in so many ways. That look on her face had been the same look on Haley’s face two hundred years ago. The look that had haunted him. The look he had tried hard to forget. The look that had been the last he’d seen of her before her body had been found.
The look he’d killed for.
Jonas hadn’t been able to save Haley. But he was going to save Sera.
They were so much alike, he was amazed he hadn’t connected the two before. His sister’s wit and intelligence. Her willingness to help anyone in need. Even those who’d done her harm. Her ability to forgive. To let go. To move on. He hadn’t thought about her like this in so long—the stain her death had left on his memories had been too dark. But now, for some reason, he could remember her as she was in life, not in death. Maybe that was due to Sera.
It brought back the feel of her love, something he hadn’t felt for centuries. Something that was as familiar as his own voice. Funny how a feeling could stay with a person for so long.
An ache opened in his chest. For Haley. And for Sera. He couldn’t let her die. He could save Sera, as he hadn’t been able to save Haley. And maybe, just maybe, a small part of him would forgive himself for failing her. Maybe.
He took another deep breath, feeling calmer again. In control. He imagined Sera smiling up at him, trusting him, depending on him as Haley had once upon a time.
But no, he couldn’t get attached to a human again. He’d save Sera and Luke—for Haley and because it was right—but he wouldn’t start to care about them. He couldn’t.
He shook his head, stood up suddenly. He didn’t want to lose another person he loved. And there was one certainty about humans. They died.

Yellow swirling into red swirling into black. A black sky. Sera tried to let her mind go blank as she painted, but it was no use. Everything kept replaying in her mind. Her father’s death. Her mother’s despair and guilt over their fighting. Jonas talking to Luke. The psycho outside the bookstore. Jonas going after him.
The vampire.
She shook her head. She wasn’t thinking clearly. Dipping her brush into deep purple, she added more depth to the swirling sky as she wondered if she should add any stars.
Vampires didn’t exist. They were myth.
Her brush stopped moving on the wall, and she looked back over her shoulder at her computer. If she were Luke she’d have looked it up already.
She rinsed the paint out of her brush and lay it on top of the jar of water. She wiped her hands on her pants, crossed the room to turn on the computer, and sat down at her desk. This was insane.
But still.
She googled vampire.
Thirty minutes into it, she’d discovered nothing new. Everything she read said they were mythical. A figment of people’s imaginations for the past two thousand years. She could feel her shoulders relax as she read.
Though something gave Sera pause. Vampire stories had been told since biblical times. If they’d been around that long, maybe it was possible that the stories weren’t completely made up. Maybe there was actually some truth to them.
No, that was ridiculous. They didn’t exist.
Sera took a deep breath and leaned back in her chair. She felt better.
Except she really didn’t.
She turned off her computer and went back to her wall. A very small brush and some light blue and red for stars. She tried to focus completely on painting the star strewn sky. One here, another there. Some blue added to that one. This one needed a little red.
There was no such thing as vampires.
Jonas. Jonas confused her. What he did—grabbing the scary guy—it was as if he’d been looking out for her. Protecting her. But he was stalking her. Wasn’t he?
She shook her head again, and felt like screaming. Her brain was stuck in place and she couldn’t sort out or make sense of what had happened. That guy had said something about her dad. An eye for an eye. She had no idea what he meant by that. Perhaps he’d been a disgruntled client or someone her father had helped send to prison. And was glad for her dad’s death. The thought of that—of someone finding joy in her father’s death—just hurt. This was too much. She didn’t have any answers. She felt as if she didn’t understand anything.
Her stars started swirling into the vortex of the dark sky she’d painted. Out of control. Just like her mind. She couldn’t even stay focused on painting for five minutes. What was the matter with her?
She took her brush off the wall, put away her paints and brushes. After rolling up the tarp to tuck it away, Sera found herself sitting on the floor feeling sorry for herself.
Nothing in her life was normal.
Except Marc. He was funny and sweet. And he wasn’t under the delusion that he was a vampire. Or a werewolf. Or a leprechaun. Or whatever. He was perfectly normal.
Sera sighed, leaned her forehead against the arm of the blue chair she sat next to. If only she could have something normal in her life. Something good. Something she could depend on. If only she could have Marc.


NINETEEN

Sera caught her breath as Marc walked into Muddy’s. He smiled at her, lifted his eyebrows. And that was it. All it took for her defenses to crumble and a small ache in her chest to flare with want. What was it about him? No one else had ever affected her this way.
Maybe she could do this. Maybe she could date him. Maybe she could handle both helping and healing others, and her feelings for him.
She could be disciplined about it. Organized.
Then she remembered her dad, and those crumbled defenses were instantly back in place. Solid. Marc-proof. She sighed and waved him over to their table.
“Hey.” Marc blew into his hands, rubbed them together.
“Hey yourself.” Luke toasted him with his coffee cup. “Grab a mug and a seat.”
Sera watched Marc stroll back to the bar to place his order.
“Close your mouth, Sera. You’re drooling.” Luke reached over to wipe her chin.
She swatted his hand away. “Am not.”
“Are too. Isn’t she, Fey?”
Fey’s eyes flicked back and forth between the two of them. A smile played on her lips. “I don’t think that puddle on the table is spilled tea,” she said.
“Ha, ha.” Sera didn’t even look down, she was still watching Marc. “You two should take this routine on the road. Seriously. I’m dying laughing.”
Marc turned, coffee in hand, caught her eye and smiled. Warmth flooded Sera’s face, and she suddenly didn’t know where to look, so she let her gaze slide around the room.
It was more crowded than usual today. Every table was full. Some regulars she recognized, but there were quite a few people she’d never seen before. Probably tourists. As her eyes swept the room in her quest to avoid staring at Marc, a flicker caught her eye. She stopped, looked in one place and there it was. Something flickered. No, someone flickered. Like Jonas did. Like that woman, Meghan, had. It was so quick, so small, the flicker. It was like the shimmer of a mirage. Right there. Sera could see it clearly right in front of her.
And to her right. And to her left.
She slowly looked around the room. There were probably eight people who had that slight shimmer to them.
All staring at her.
She was barely aware that Marc sat down at the table.
Goose bumps raised up on her arms and scalp. Who were these people? Were they ghosts? They looked like they might not be entirely of this world. She looked down into the mug clenched in her hands, trying to concentrate on the heat radiating from it, the light flower fragrance of her chamomile tea. Without lifting her head, she glanced around the room again.
They were still there. Still staring. Still flickering.
A couple of them glared. Several appeared interested, almost like they hoped she’d come over and strike up a conversation. Yet others looked frightened as they stared, as if they would bolt if she were to make a move toward them. A part of her was tempted to try just to see what would happen. If she wasn’t so spooked by their very presence she’d do it.
“What are you doing?” Fey leaned down and whispered to her. “Luke and I were just teasing, you know.”
Sera leaned over toward Fey. “There are a bunch of people staring at us.”
Fey looked up and scanned the room. She was immediately on her feet. Luke and Marc gaped up at her, coffee mugs paused in midair.
“Uh, Fey?” Luke looked around the room to see who else was watching.
Fey had gripped her left wrist with her right hand in front of her chest as she scowled at each shimmery person in turn. Out of the corner of her eye, Sera almost thought she saw one of them snarl at Fey, but when she looked straight at that person his mouth was closed tight.
“Oh my god,” Luke said and slapped the table. “You’re a part of a flash mob, aren’t you.” He looked around. “Is this place even big enough for a bunch of people to dance? Or are you going to sing?” He tilted his head to one side, wrinkled his nose. “Can you sing?”
“We need to get out of here,” Fey said, voice low, as she glanced around the room.
Sera exchanged a look with Luke, then turned to Marc, who shrugged.
“Okay. Why?” Luke said.
Sera leaned into the table. “There are a bunch of people staring at us,” she said.
Luke looked around the room again. “They’re not staring at us, Sera. They’re staring at you. I can put a stop to that.” He stood up, but Fey grabbed him with an iron hand.
“No,” she said, “don’t. It’ll make it worse.”
“It’ll make what worse?” Luke said. “Who are they?”
“I’ll explain later,” she said. “For now just trust me.”
“Fey—”
“Luke, trust me. Please.”
Luke looked around the room again. “I do not have a good feeling about this at all.” He headed for the door with Sera and Marc following. Fey strode out behind them.
As soon as they were outside Sera stopped and turned to Fey. “What’s going on? Who are those people in there—do you know them?”
“Not now, Sera. We’ve got to go.” Fey tried to grab hold of Sera’s arm, but Sera jerked away.
“Yes, now. Tell me.” Sera stood with her arms crossed over her chest and tried not to wonder whether those weird shimmery people would come outside after them. She glanced quickly at the door. Empty, no one coming.
Fey stepped close to Sera and spoke quickly. “I know this isn’t fair, but I can’t tell you right now. It’s not mine to tell yet.”
“Then whose is it?”
Fey shook her head. “Just trust me.” She laid a gentle hand on Sera’s arm. “Have I ever lied to you?” Sera shook her head. “So then trust me. I will explain when I can. I promise.”
Sera stared at her a moment.
“Sera, please. We need to go.”
Sera turned and started walking toward their car and Fey fell into step beside her. Luke and Marc had already walked half a block before they realized that Sera and Fey hadn’t followed, so they waited at the end of the block.
She glanced at Fey and couldn’t help but shiver as the cold air came swirling up from the lake. Though it wasn’t the chill that caused it. Nor the strange people inside.
It was Fey.

It was time, Fey thought as she watched Luke and Sera drive away. She stood in front of her house until they turned the corner and then glanced around to be sure no one was watching. And disappeared.
In a single breath she stood hidden in the trees surrounding Luke and Sera’s house. She scanned the area quickly. No one around. No humans, nothing else. Good. She would wait until they pulled in and got safely inside. Then she would go visit her father.
For it was time. The vampires knew. And vampires were not known for keeping secrets, so it was only a matter of time before the others in the Realm knew as well. And they would all come. Especially those with darkness in their minds, in their hearts.
A whisper of air to her left and she felt a presence. Jonas. She didn’t even turn her head.
“They know.” His voice was deep, quiet.
“I am aware.”
“What are you going to do about it?”
Now she did turn to look at him, eyes narrowed. It was not his place to question her and she was about to remind him of that, but the look of concern in his eyes stopped her. He cared, she realized. He wanted them kept safe, too. That was unheard of in a vampire. No wonder Lilith favored him as she did. He was so unusual, so different, Lilith would want to keep him around for the novelty alone.
“I am going to complete the circle of protection,” she said. “By tomorrow they will carry the Mark.”
A special Mark of protection, connecting them to the Light Elves, needed to be placed on their skin, and soon. She’d been waiting until she had to do it, because it was a Mark that would always be visible. Similar to the tattoos adorning some humans, so it was not something that she easily could have placed on them as young children. Thankfully she hadn’t needed to, and they were old enough now that it wouldn’t seem out of place. This Mark would fade when they were not in danger, and stand stark when they were. It would call the Light Elves to help them, wherever they were. It would forever bind them to her people in the Realm.
Jonas nodded. “Lilith knows,” he said.
Fey closed her eyes. So. It really was time.
The crackle of tires over gravel jolted her attention back and Fey’s eyes flew open as Luke pulled into the driveway. She and Jonas watched them in silence as they laughed together walking up onto the front porch. Sera opened the door, then they both disappeared into the house.
In the quiet again, Jonas said, “I’m going to see Lilith. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Thank the Hills she likes you. You are the only one who can talk to her.” Fey put her hand on his shoulder, the surprise on his face made her smile. “Lightspeed.”
And she was gone.


TWENTY

Luke shut his laptop with a little too much force, leaned his elbows on the table, and pressed his palms against his eyes. It would be so much easier to figure things out if he had all the information, if it had come as a complete vision. Of course, if it had he would have had no time to try to stop it and Sera would already be dead. So perhaps he shouldn’t wish for what wasn’t.
He needed to wish for what could be.
As it was, he had time. The vision wasn’t complete yet. Though now that he’d had several visions about her death, every time he felt one coming he was terrified that the vision would be the final one. And he wouldn’t be able to stop it because he still hadn’t figured it out.
He pressed his hands harder into his eyes. He had to be able to stop it. He couldn’t live with this vision coming true.
Across the room, Sera lounged on the couch, totally oblivious, sketchbook propped on her knees. She squinted at her drawing, three pencils laced through the fingers on her right hand, an eraser clutched in her left.
He couldn’t lose her. And he didn’t know how to save her. He was at a standstill and hadn’t a clue what to do.
Sera looked up from her sketch pad and gazed intently at Luke without saying a word. She raised her eyebrows and Luke smiled. She wanted a snack. He didn’t know how he knew, but he just did. Sometimes it seemed as if her thoughts became his.
Didn’t really matter. He needed a distraction for the moment, and this would do. As he and Sera both started to get up, he spotted their mom standing in the doorway.
“Popcorn?” Their mom held up the bowl in her hand, and walked toward the couch.
“Hey! We were just going to go make some.” Sera put her pencils and pad on the coffee table in front of her. “I’ll get drinks. Who’s thirsty?”
“Coke,” Luke said. “No ice.” He leaped over the back of the couch and landed right next to his mom, strategically close to the popcorn bowl.
Their mom shook her head at Sera. “No, thanks.”
Sera headed off to the kitchen.
“Smells good.” Luke leaned forward to grab a handful of popcorn from the bowl as his mom placed it on the table. “How do you always know?”
“I use my psychic-mom powers.” She settled herself on the couch next to Luke, and tucked her legs up under her. “But only for good.”
Luke looked at his mom and bit back a smile.
“What?” she said.
“Nothing.”
“You don’t think I’m psychic?”
“Nope.” Luke couldn’t have stopped the smile even if he’d wanted to.
“I could be.”
“Nope.”
“You could be what?” Sera said as she came back into the room carrying two full glasses.
“Mom thinks she’s psychic,” Luke said, and reached for the glass Sera held out. “Thanks.”
“Really.” Sera smiled wide at Luke.
“Really.”
“No, not really,” Their mom said, laughing. “You two are impossible. Can’t a person make a joke?”
Sera sat down in the chair next to Luke’s end of the couch, put her glass on the table and reached for the popcorn.
“Only if it’s a good one,” Luke said.
“And funny,” Sera added.
Their mom threw popcorn at the two of them, which they both tried to catch in their mouths. She laughed, and shook her head. For a moment, Luke thought, she really looked happy. But then she got quiet. She’d done that a lot since their dad died.
“You okay, Mom?” Sera reached over and placed a hand on her arm.
“Yeah,” she said. “I’m okay.” She looked back and forth from Luke to Sera. “There is something I need to tell you, though.”
Luke looked at Sera, then back at their mom. This was it. Whatever it was she’d been wanting to tell them for a while now. She was finally going to do it. Luke waited for her to continue.
She took a deep breath and exhaled. Luke nodded at her as if to say it’s okay, we can handle this. He saw Sera reach for her necklace.
“I’m going to preface this by admitting it is long overdue. And apologize for that. Your father and I didn’t agree on when to tell you, but now that he’s gone—” She pressed her lips together for a moment, and closed her eyes. “I am truly sorry that you haven’t known this all along. I thought you should have. But your dad was afraid it might hurt you in some way. Or hurt our family.”
Her eyes settled on Sera’s hand that still fingered her necklace. “I’ve never told you where your necklaces came from.”
Sera’s eyebrows shot up, and she looked at Luke then back at their mom. “Didn’t you give them to us?”
Luke sat up and leaned forward.
“They were a gift from your…” Their mom paused for a moment, and she looked from Luke to Sera. “Your…birth parents.”
No one moved. Luke’s mouth hung open, his mind stuttered and stopped.
“They died when you were babies.”
Sera stood up suddenly, then just as quickly sat back down. Her mouth gaped, her eyes were two immense silver dollars on her face. She clutched at her necklace. Luke gazed blindly at the coffee table for a few moments, trying to process what she was saying—and failing. Then he raised his eyes to meet his mom’s.
She spoke quickly, quietly. “I couldn’t have children. Dad and I tried for years. We went to doctors. We tried everything. But nothing worked. I wanted you both so desperately. From my soul I wanted you.
“Your birth parents and six older brothers died in a fire. That’s all I know about it. I don’t even know where and I have no idea how you two survived. But I’m so glad you did. When Dad and I got the call about you two—it was literally the happiest day of my life. And then when I had you in my arms, I almost couldn’t believe that you were mine. That I was this lucky. From that moment I have always believed that this was meant to be. That you were meant to be mine. That somehow it was fate.
“You two changed my life. You brought joy back into it. You brought life back into it. Dad loved you. And I love you. You are my children. This doesn’t change that. I believe that you were born to be my children, though you did not come from my body. And I hope that you can forgive me for not telling you this years ago.”
Luke’s brow was furrowed, his mind sluggish. He’d known that whatever she’d needed to tell them was important, but he hadn’t expected anything like this.
“Why didn’t you tell us?” he said.
“Were you hiding it from us?” Sera sat with her head in her hands.
“No! No, we weren’t hiding it. We weren’t ashamed of it. I hope you don’t think that. We—Dad—I don’t know. He didn’t want you to know. I think he was afraid you’d feel weird about it. Or about us. Or think we weren’t really your parents. I don’t know. But, I mean, it was never a big deal to me. So what if I didn’t give birth to you? You’re my kids. But with Dad—I think his mother said some things, but I don’t know.” She ran a hand through her hair. For a moment her eyes settled on the bowl of popcorn that now lay abandoned. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you. It was wrong.”
Luke and Sera were both silent, just staring at her. Their mom shifted her position. Something clinked in her pocket, and she reached in and pulled out two silver rings.
“I have something else for you. From your birth parents.”
They were about a half inch wide and inscribed with symbols all the way around. For a moment it almost looked like the two rings were intertwined, one inside the other, but when Sera and Luke each reached for a ring, they parted easily.
“These are…” Luke said.
“Beautiful.” Sera turned her ring around and around, studying each symbol.
“They are yours,” their mom said. “Though we may need to have them resized if you want to wear them. They look a little big.”
As she said that, Luke was sliding his ring onto the middle finger of his right hand—somehow he just had a feeling that was where it needed to be. He glanced over at Sera. She was placing hers on the same finger. He blinked as he watched her—he’d almost swear the ring was shrinking as she pushed it up her finger. When she had it in place, it appeared to be just the right size. His was too.
Sera looked up and locked eyes with Luke. Then she stood up again, and this time she made her way around the table and headed out of the room.
“Sera?” Their mom’s voice was a broken whisper.
Sera paused in the doorway, and turned. “I’m not mad, Mom. At least I don’t think I am. I just need to think about it. Sort it out. By myself.” She took a couple more steps, but then turned back again before she disappeared from sight. “I love you,” she said looking right at her, then was gone down the hall to her room.
Their mom burst into tears. Luke wrapped his arms around her, and she leaned into his shoulder.
“It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll be fine. All of us.” It was wild, really, this altered perception of who he was. He wasn’t sure exactly how it changed things—he still had Sera and his mom, his family really hadn’t changed—but it felt different. He suddenly had a lot of questions about who he was and why he had the gifts he had. He was curious to know whether his parents or brothers had been gifted too. Maybe he and Sera came from a long line of healers and seers.
“I’m so sorry,” his mom said, breaking into his thoughts.
“I know.” Luke squeezed her hand gently. He didn’t really understand why his parents would have kept this from them, but he didn’t see any reason to make her feel worse.
“I hope you know—in here—” She reached up and touched his chest. “—that you are my son and Sera is my daughter. I feel as if you are my own, of my body, my flesh and blood. That is what’s in my heart and my mind.”
Luke looked at her. Just looked.
“Mine, too,” he said. Then he leaned toward her and spoke low. “Though it does explain a lot. I’ve always wondered where my rakish good looks came from because they weren’t readily apparent in my parentage.” Her mouth dropped open, but then a smile hinted at the corners. “And then there’s my blinding intellect—”
“Now hold on—”
“It’s just so obvious to me now that I didn’t get that from y—”
“Luke!”
“I’m just saying. It explains a lot.” He smiled then, mischief all over his face, and ducked when she tossed a throw pillow at his head. It sailed over him and landed in the corner with a soft whump. He hopped up from the couch, grabbed the bowl of popcorn, and sprinted for the door.
“Goodnight, Trouble.” She smiled, and then quietly added, “And, thank you.”
Luke paused in the doorway for a moment, serious again. “Thank you,” he said. “Really.” Then he was gone.


TWENTY-ONE

“Jonas! It’s about time you came to see me. You’ve been keeping secrets, mon cher.”
Jonas stepped out of the blackest shadows into the amber glow of the torchlight. Lilith had her back to him, her flame red hair falling in perfect waves to her waist. Even from behind she was enchanting, and for a moment he couldn’t move for the overwhelming beauty before him. He breathed in her intoxicating scent and felt the familiar pull to do anything, be anything she wanted.
She didn’t need to turn around to know he was there, Jonas knew. She’d sensed him, smelled him. She knew everything, could see everything. She was the Oldest of the Old Ones. The Original.
She turned to him, her onyx eyes locked on his, and she made no effort to hide her delight at seeing him. He, however, kept his face blank, his thoughts and emotions under control, and fought to not be taken in by her breathtaking beauty. Tall, lithe, and strong, she moved with the smooth, hypnotic grace of a jaguar. The ultimate siren, one look at her and any person would follow her unbidden. To death. She was the perfect predator.
And she knew it.
So did he, only too well. Each time he saw her it was as if he was human again and lying in the ecstasy of her parasitic embrace.
He fought off the old feelings and looked at her. Hard. It took all his mental energy to focus his way beneath the glamour to see the skeletal, gnarled reality that was the true Lilith. The Lilith no one but the most powerful of younger vampires could see, though there were only a handful of them. And, of course, the Old Ones. The Old Ones were fooled by no one, by no magick. They were the only vampires capable of creating another with comparable powers to their own. They didn’t do it lightly. Jonas was the only one Lilith had created, though she’d made thousands of vampires over the centuries.
He wasn’t entirely sure why she’d chosen him, and he knew his actions often angered her. But whatever small speck of good that still existed within her—and he believed it was there somewhere, however well hidden—kept her adoration of him so strong that she was unwilling to hurt him no matter what he did. She didn’t have that problem with anyone else.
She turned up her charms when he was around in an attempt to sway his will. But he would not allow himself to fall under her spell, under her power. He had a feeling it was one of the things she enjoyed most about him, in a twisted sort of way. The challenge he presented her, when there was so little, in this world or the other, to challenge her.
Her gleaming eyes appraised him now. She was all in black, as usual, which equally set off her pallor and red hair. She was long and lean to an extreme, at once repulsive and mesmerizing.
The old urges overwhelmed him for a moment—a sudden crushing need to grab her and kiss her—a need that was not his own. Her magickal charms. He waited for it to pass, for he was no longer charmed. He hadn’t been for a very long time. Still, her power surprised him. Every time.
Jonas took a deep breath, tried to look bored. “To which secrets are you referring, Lilith?”
“You failed to tell me about your new little friends.” And she was gone without a sound, though he felt there should have been a slight pop at her disappearance. She reappeared across the room behind a large, brutish thug of a vampire. In one quick flick of her hand he was decapitated, and his body burst into nothingness before it could hit the floor. Lilith licked the blood off of her necklace before putting it back on and then turned toward Jonas. He felt her glare from across the room like a blast of heat.
How was he going to talk her into being reasonable when she was this angry with him?
She was gone again in an instant. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a sudden movement by the cages. Two of them, large and made of black metal, stood to one side in the deep room. Each contained a human in different stages of torment. Lilith had reappeared next to a wide-eyed woman with long dark hair, who screamed and jumped back against the bars of the cage. She cried out as the bars singed her skin. Lilith shot a look across the room at Jonas who couldn’t hide his wince.
Lilith’s eyebrows shot up in surprise and a nasty smile spread slowly across her face. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. Her human pets hadn’t bothered him much before. Hell, he’d even brought her some on occasion to fill her cages, keep her amused. But then, they’d deserved it. He’d never felt sorry for them as he was feeling for this nameless woman right now.
He clenched his jaw, forced his expression to go blank. He wouldn’t give Lilith cause to hurt any others when she really wished to hurt him.
Lilith turned back to the woman and beckoned her with a finger. The woman came willingly, ensnared by Lilith’s charm. Lilith ran one razor-sharp fingernail down the entire length of the woman’s arm from shoulder to wrist. A line of blood formed, seeping out in small rivulets. The woman screamed from the pain, but did nothing to move herself out of Lilith’s reach. Lilith licked the blood, taking time to squeeze the woman’s arm several times to get more. Each squeeze elicited cries of pain.
Lilith glanced over at Jonas again, her eyes calculating. Then she gently swept the woman’s hair away and sank razor-like teeth into her neck. The woman’s knees buckled and she moaned in pleasure.
A shiver ran throughout Jonas’s body. He knew exactly what the woman was feeling—unimaginable pleasure, like nothing he’d experienced anywhere else. Only in Lilith’s arms when she’d fed on him, before she’d turned him. Thankfully he hadn’t been one of her caged playthings—they were never turned, they were just tortured until she tired of them. And then she killed them.
Listening to her sounds of ecstasy, he could almost feel it again. Lilith’s bite had been like a drug he could never get enough of.
As he watched, aching to feel such pleasure, the woman tensed suddenly, her whole body rigid. Her moans turned to long screams. Lilith had stopped the flow of opioids, turned the pleasure to intense pain. She lifted her head off the woman’s neck and laughed.
The woman’s eyes were glazed. She whimpered and said, “Am I in hell?”
Lilith kissed the woman’s cheek, leaving a smear of blood on it. “Not yet, cherie. Not yet.” She glanced at Jonas, and was gone again.
Reappearing right in front of him, she spat out, “Why have I not heard about them from you?” She reached out a hand, fingers curled as if to strike, nails poised, but Jonas didn’t flinch. He kept his face neutral. She smiled at him then, and gently stroked his rough cheek.
“I didn’t think you were ever that concerned about any human,” he said.
“You know what I’m talking about. They are the Children of the Prophecy.”
“Yes.”
“They were supposed to be dead. You should have told me that they no longer were.”
“I am taking care of them.”
“No, you’re not. You’re protecting them.”
He just looked at her. “From what?”
“From me. And I. Don’t. Like. That.”
“I’m watching them. I’m keeping track of them. They are harmless to us.”
“They were not harmless to your Meghan.” Lilith crossed her arms over her chest, the movement carrying her scent anew to Jonas. “Oh, don’t look so surprised, Jonas. I know what goes on everywhere.” His mind started to cloud, and he could feel himself wanting to please her. He shook his head. He had to keep himself clear. He focused on Lilith’s words.
“They are a threat,” Lilith was saying, “and we must remove them. You know what the prophecy says as well as I do. They will destroy us.”
“They did not purposefully change Meghan.”
“Kill.”
“What?”
“They killed Meghan.”
“She’s not dead, she’s human again.”
“Same thing—she’s mortal. They took one of mine, I took one of theirs.”
Jonas paused, stared hard at Lilith. “What do you mean?” he said quietly.
“Their father.” She glared at him, as if daring him to challenge her, give her reason to hurt someone else.
“You ordered Xavier? Why?”
“Because I can.”
Jonas clenched his hands, but kept himself under control and his voice even as he spoke. “Meghan wanted to be changed. Meghan made it happen. She figured out who they were and set out to be changed back. The healer knew nothing about it. She was guilty of nothing. She didn’t realize she’d changed Meghan even after the fact. Hell, she didn’t even know our kind existed.”
“Does she now?”
Jonas was silent.
“Oh, Jonas, you didn’t tell her?” She laughed, thoroughly delighted. “Come now. You’re not supposed to make this easy for me. She can’t know about us, Jonas. That’s an automatic death sentence right there. Now just tell me she can see the quaver and you might as well deliver her to me yourself.”
“She can’t see it.” In truth, he had no idea whether Sera could see that those of the Realm appeared to flicker in the Real world, but he wasn’t about to admit that to Lilith. “The prophecy says they are the Realm’s greatest protector or its greatest destroyer. It has yet to be determined which they are.”
“I’m not going to wait to find out.”
“Lilith, they are children.”
“They are a danger.”
“Not to me.”
“You are defenseless against them—we all are—do you realize that? If that healer were to put her hands on you, you would be changed. You would no longer belong.”
“She is good. She does good with her power. I won’t kill innocents. That shouldn’t be a surprise to you after all these years.”
She leaned close and stroked his cheek again. He braced himself for pain he knew she might give—a long cut down his face with her fingernail, her bite on his neck, something. But still she didn’t take her anger out on him.
Never on him.
She was suddenly gone again, reappearing across the room on the outside of the cages this time. The woman cried out in terror and Lilith laughed.
“Jonas.” She didn’t turn to look at him. “If you don’t do it, I will.”
He considered her for a moment, then said, “There’s one other thing you should know.”
Lilith turned around then, slowly.
“They are protected.”
“You mean other than by you?” she said. Jonas nodded and Lilith eyes widened slightly. “By whom?”
“Feyth.” Jonas almost smiled at the shock on her face. Almost. He wasn’t stupid.
“So, Faenial is involved.” Each word hissed out with effort.
“Yes, very likely.”
“Are they Marked yet?”
Not yet. But they better be soon. “I don’t know.”
“If they aren’t, there still may be time.”
“Lilith—”
“Jonas, mon cher, get out of here before I kill you. My good will only lasts so long.”
Jonas said not a word, but nodded at her and melted back into the shadows, out the door, and up to fresh air. He focused his energy on the lake, and was gone. But not before he heard air-rending screams coming from Lilith’s lair.

Marc shivered as he walked toward the trees in the cemetery. Another moonless night. He’d found a note ordering an update on his progress when he’d returned to his motel room.
He stuck his hands in his pockets and nearly jumped out of his shoes when a raspy voice called out from the ink-black center of the pines: “What news, Marcus?”
Heart racing, he put his hand on his chest, willing himself to calm down and concentrate on what he was doing in the here and now.
Tell them as little as possible, get medicine, get the hell out of there. Now that he was focused he peered into the darkness at the heart of the trees. There were the three sets of glowing orange eyes blinking at him in impatience.
“Well?”
For a moment, Marc was frozen, mute, his instincts screaming at him to get away, get far, far away from these things. But he forced himself to ignore it and focus on breathing. He’d heard that was supposed to calm you when you were scared. It hadn’t worked so far, but he kept trying it in case it was something that took practice to get right.
“Not much news.” His voice sounded almost calm.
“Again?” They were less pleased than usual. He had a feeling this wasn’t going to be a good night.
“It’s been complicated. Things got in the way.”
“What things?”
“Well, their dad died, for one. I lost a lot of time because of that. And this can’t be rushed. I told you that this kind of thing takes time.”
There was silence. He hated when there was silence. Marc took another deep breath. Nope, still didn’t work, he was still terrified. He didn’t know what they were doing. Maybe discussing it amongst themselves so quietly that he couldn’t hear anything. Maybe they communicated by sharing thoughts. He opened up his mind to see if he could hear them, but was greeted with the usual silence. The only thoughts in his head were his own.
“Are they Marked?”
“The fleur-de-lis? I haven’t seen anything.” Marc shrugged. “But where would it be on their bodies? Maybe it’s someplace I can’t see.”
“If it was there, you would have seen it. Can one of them heal?”
“I don’t know.”
“Can one of them See?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you know?”
Marc was silent for a moment, thinking. “I know they are special in some way. I can feel it. But I haven’t seen what you’re looking for yet. They are very protective—it’s taking time to gain their trust. But I’m getting closer, and I should know more the next time I report in to you.”
“It seems you have nothing new to tell us, Marcus. We find that very disappointing. Perhaps you are not trying hard enough. Perhaps you have forgotten what it was like before we found you.”
A bolt of pain shot through Marc’s head, knocking him to his knees. One hand stretched out to catch himself, the other clutched his head in a futile attempt to keep it from exploding. Pressure like he’d never known before pushed outward from his brain and he was sure he heard his skull creaking. It felt like it was expanding to the breaking point. Voices—thousands of voices—yammered in his head, drowning out all thoughts and sounds around him. He clamped his eyes shut and he wasn’t sure whether the pain of squeezing them shut wasn’t worse than the pain of letting in what little light there was, but he wasn’t willing to test that.
He couldn’t breathe. The instantaneous pain had pushed all the air out of his lungs. There was something blocking his throat, he felt, something that wouldn’t let any air in. He tried and tried, but it was no use, he couldn’t take a breath. His eyes bulged and he grabbed for his throat.
As soon as his eyes flew open, shards of light, like broken glass, sliced into his brain intensifying the pain, and he crumpled to the ground. His cheek scraped a gravestone on the way down, but he barely noticed. The cold touch of ground on his forehead offered slight relief, and he was glad for the first time that the weather was cold. The relief didn’t last long, though. A build up began at his core. He could feel goose bumps rising on his back and up his neck, his arms and hands tingled, and his mouth started to water. Before he even recognized the signs, he was vomiting all over the ground where he lay.
And then it was gone. Just as quickly as it had started. The pain, the voices, the nausea—all gone.
He finished retching, and rolled over onto his back. He coughed a few times as he drew deep breaths, and then just lay there, his arms out to his sides, not moving. If he’d had the energy he would have seethed at what they’d just done to him, but he was completely spent. And scared. What if his life turned back into that? He couldn’t do that. Never again.
“Next time, you will have more news for us.” There was a light thunk as something hit the ground near his head, then complete silence. Slowly, the hum of people’s thoughts came back to the edges of his mind, and he knew the Shadows were gone.
Marc breathed in the damp air coming up off the lake just yards from where he lay. A few more minutes and he’d be able to get up and stumble back to his car.
And then he needed to figure out how he was going to get Sera to show him that she could heal. Maybe he needed to injure himself. He sat up suddenly—then wished he hadn’t. That wasn’t a bad idea. If he was hurt, surely she would heal him, and he’d have the confirmation he needed for the Shadows.
He dropped his head into his hands at that thought. Because, really, there was no way he could betray Sera and Luke to the Shadows. And there was no way he couldn’t.
He wished more and more that he was already dead.


TWENTY-TWO

“Why was France nearly bankrupt when Louis the sixteenth came to power?” Luke leaned back against the large throw pillows and flipped through a few pages in his history book. The studying would go a lot faster if Sera and Fey would stay on topic. He glanced at Sera sprawled across the other end of his bed, and Fey in the chair over by his window, and shook his head. Sometimes it was impossible to get them to focus.
“Because they helped during the American Revolution.” Sera dropped a couple pieces of popcorn into her mouth.
“And they fought in the Seven Years War not long before that,” Luke said.
“Do you really think we need to know that?” She looked across the room at Fey, who shrugged.
“Only if you want to pass the test,” Luke said. And he did. If only to give himself one less thing to worry about.
Sera eyed Luke, then turned to Fey. “So, what do you think?”
“About your mom telling you you’re adopted?”
Sera nodded her head. Luke exhaled loudly. They needed to study, not talk. And yet he paused, watched Fey’s face.
“I think it must have been hard for her.”
Sera blinked. “Yeah, it was.”
“Did she tell you about your birth family?”
Luke looked at Sera. It seemed to him that Fey should have been more surprised by the fact that they were adopted. It was identity-shattering news. Most people would be shocked. This was not the reaction he’d expected.
Luke flipped to another page in the history book. “She said that our birth parents died in a fire with our six older brothers.”
“Hmmm,” was all Fey said. They were all silent for a moment.
Luke waited in the silence, then looked down at his book again. “What is a regressive tax system?”
“Where the poor use up a disproportionately larger percentage of their resources and income to pay taxes than the rich do. And in France the clergy and nobility were given many tax exemptions while the rest of the people were overtaxed to the point where they could not be taxed any higher and be able to live. They were already malnourished and starving as it was.”
Luke stared at Fey, his mouth open.
“What?” she said. “So I know a little history.”
“Impressive,” Luke said. And he meant it. Fey was amazing in every way and she never failed to surprise him. Even now after knowing her practically his whole life.
“Can we get back to what we were talking about?” Fey said.
“The French Revolution?” Luke asked.
“Your birth family. Six older brothers makes you the seventh son.”
Luke’s eyebrows shot up. “Yeah, I guess so. But we’re supposed to be studying for a test.”
“Isn’t there supposed to be something significant about a seventh son?” Fey got up from her overstuffed chair and walked over to Luke’s desk. “May I?” She indicated his computer.
“Sure.” Luke raised his eyebrows at Sera. What was up with Fey? Sera shrugged and shook her head, then turned her attention back to Fey, who was furiously typing something.
“What are you doing?” Luke said.
“Looking up the seventh son.”
“Why?” Sera said.
“Well, aren’t you curious? They’re supposed to have special powers, or something.” Fey studied the computer screen. “Here. It’s actually the seventh son of a seventh son. They are thought to have second sight and healing powers.”
The hairs on Luke’s body felt as if they were all standing straight out, and a chill passed down his neck. He looked over at Sera to see his own shock mirrored on her face. They stared at each other for a brief second, then hopped off the bed, and crowded around Fey.
Luke’s eyes scanned the page she was on. It listed the names of a few well-known seventh sons who claimed to have such powers, and discussed the significance of the birth. This was what he was, he became more sure of it with each page he read. He was the seventh son of a seventh son, and since Sera was born with him, somehow they shared the powers.
Looking up to meet Sera’s eyes over the top of Fey’s head, he saw amazement and a little bit of worry. He wished he knew what it all meant—he had so many questions, but there was no one to ask.
But the biggest question in his mind was: how could this new information help him save Sera’s life? Shall she be the first to die, Seer? The more dangerous. A chill shivered through Luke. He knew that somehow this seventh son stuff was connected.
“Hey, look at this,” Fey said. “In France, the seventh son of a seventh son was branded with the fleur-de-lis.”
“That seems a bit mean.” Sera leaned in closer to read the screen. “In Romania, they believed the seventh son or daughter would become a vampire.” She straightened up suddenly and looked toward the window.
“We could do that,” Fey said.
“Turn us into vampires?” Luke laughed. Sera looked at them both with wide eyes.
“Mark you two with the fleur-de-lis.”
Luke stopped laughing. “You want to brand us?”
“Mark you. With a pen.” Fey made a drawing motion with her hand. Luke and Sera both stared at her in silence. “Just for fun. It’d be like a tattoo only without the needle.” They didn’t say anything. “Seriously? Haven’t you ever thought about getting a tattoo?”
“You’re assuming,” Luke said, “that I am the seventh son of a seventh son.”
Fey raised one eyebrow at him. “In fact, I’m not assuming anything. I am, however, suggesting we do something fun. Unless you’re opposed to fun today.”
Luke turned to Sera. He was game if she was. She nodded, half shrugged. He looked at Fey again and paused. There was an intensity to her at the moment that he’d never seen before. This was important to her for some reason.
“Are we all doing it?” Luke said.
“Sure,” Fey said.
“Okay, I’m in,” Luke said. “But Sera’s going to draw it, right?”
Fey smiled, a bit wicked. “No way. My idea, my pen, my artwork.”
A flash of worry crossed his face. “Yeah, but can you draw?”
“You worried?”
“Uh—yeah. I can’t have you marring the perfection that is me.” Luke laughed and Sera threw a fistful of popcorn at him.
“That settles it, you’re first.” Fey got up from the desk chair and walked over to her bag. “You in, Sera?” She rustled around in it with her hand, searching for something.
“Sure,” Sera said, though she didn’t sound entirely certain about it. “It washes off?”
“The ink?” Fey grabbed something in her bag. “Ah! Here it is. It fades. After a while.” She sat back on her heels, and pulled out the pen she’d been looking for.
It was gold with ornate designs all around the outside casing. Swirls and symbols Luke had never seen before adorned the body. It looked like a fancy fountain pen—a really old one. Fey held it out in her hand with reverence.
“Wow,” Sera whispered, and reached out a tentative hand to touch it.
“I know,” Fey said. “My father gave this to me.”
“What design are we going to use? Do you want to draw it first on paper so we can see it?” Luke said. He studied Fey as she and Sera admired the pen. He thought she was practically glowing as she looked at it. The glow looked good on her.
“You really don’t trust me, do you Luke.” It wasn’t a question. She was teasing—Luke knew that. Because he did trust her. Almost as much as he trusted Sera, and that was saying something.
Fey sat back down at the computer. “Let’s look up some designs and we can pick the one we like. We’ll all have the same one, agreed?”
They did a search for the tattoos. There were hundreds of fleur-de-lis designs—most were recognizable variations of the classic with three sections on top and three below. Nothing really grabbed Luke’s attention until they found one that looked like a jagged knife above and below, with stylized swirls tucked in alongside them. A spiral was etched into the top of one blade, and Luke would swear it was bound by an eye in the middle.
Just like their necklaces.
It was perfect, Luke thought. The blades had small nicks in them and something about the rawness of it seemed right. Fey volunteered to draw it on herself first, and Luke was a little relieved. At least he’d know how it would look before she drew on him. Of course, he wouldn’t back out now, even if she had no talent for drawing at all. He wasn’t going to let her go it alone. Not Fey.
She used a wet wash cloth to clean the inside of her wrist, where she’d decided the marks would go. Seemed as good a place as any. Fey uncapped her pen, held it above her wrist. Luke noticed the end of it came to a very sharp point. Sharp enough to cut? He hoped not.
With a surprisingly steady hand, Fey drew a perfect imitation of the image they’d found online. Luke’s mouth hung open. She could draw. Apparently there was nothing she couldn’t do.
“Wow,” Sera said.
“You’ve done this before,” Luke said.
“A couple of times.”
“We’ve never seen it.” It almost sounded like an accusation coming out of Luke’s mouth. It kind of felt like it too. Though perhaps it wasn’t fair for him to be bothered that she kept some things secret—he certainly did.
“No, you haven’t.”
He narrowed his eyes as he looked at Fey. “Ah, the mysterious Fey. So many hidden talents, so many secrets.” She just smiled at him.
“It’s beautiful,” Sera said, reaching her fingers out to touch Fey’s newly decorated wrist. “Is it dry?”
“It dries immediately,” Fey said, holding her arm out for Sera to feel. “It’s special ink.”
“Do me now.” Sera held out her wrist. “Please.”
With steady, flowing strokes, Fey drew an exact replica on the inside of Sera’s wrist, and then again on Luke’s. While she drew, Luke was almost sure that the pen glowed a couple of times. But when he looked at it closely, it seemed normal. Maybe it was just the way the afternoon light was hitting it.
He barely felt the touch of the pen as Fey drew, bent over his wrist, wisps of her blonde hair draping across his arm like silk. He watched her, took in the curve of her neck, the feel of her hand on his arm, the smell of the wind in her hair. That was one thing that he still noticed about Fey—she didn’t smell like anyone else. She smelled like the wind on a warm spring day.
When Fey was done, Luke and Sera both marveled over the beauty of their Marks.
“Maybe we should get real tattoos.” Luke ran his fingers along the lines of his Mark. “This looks really cool.” He looked up at Fey with a smile, and she grinned back at him.
“Do I get special powers too since I have one?” Fey said, waving her wrist at them.
“Sure,” Sera said. “You can have the power to charm people.”
“And kick ass,” Luke said. “That’d be a great power to have, don’t you think?”
Fey nodded. “It would certainly come in handy at times.”
“Will this really wash off?” Sera blew on her wrist. “I’m not sure I want it to. I like it.”
“It fades.” Fey looked from Sera to Luke, closed her eyes and sighed. Luke watched her. She’d been all wound up for weeks and she finally looked more at ease, like her old self. “So,” she said, “what’s it like being able to heal and See?”
Luke and Sera both froze for a moment, and a tiny little smile flashed across Fey’s face. Luke shook his head and smiled. “We wish we could tell you,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. And that was true. He wanted to tell Fey—he knew they could trust her, but Sera wouldn’t even consider it. She was too scared of losing Fey like they’d lost their grandmother. She didn’t want to risk it regardless of how many times Luke assured her Fey could handle it. That he just had a feeling about it.
He tore his eyes away from Fey’s, spotted his open European history book on the bed. “Maybe we should get back to studying?”
Sera groaned and flopped down on the floor with as much drama as she could muster. “Do we have to?” she said.
Luke settled himself back on his bed, and flipped open the book. “Only if you want to—”
“—pass the test. Yes, I know.” Sera just lay there without moving. “I hate history.”
“Me, too,” Fey said. “Me, too.”


TWENTY-THREE

“Luke, why don’t you take a break and come talk to me.”
Luke looked up at his supervisor, Jorge, and nodded. He was a big balding guy, with a little paunch hanging over the waistband of his jeans. Luke placed the last few cereal boxes on the shelf and then followed Jorge into his office.
Glass windows looked out into the warehouse-like room where a few others finished stocking shelves with various non-perishable foods in preparation for tomorrow’s clients. The grocery side of the Emergency Food Shelf wasn’t open on Sundays, but they’d needed extra help tonight so Luke had come over from the soup kitchen where he usually volunteered.
The Sunday evening meal was a tradition for him and his dad. Part of their father-son time together. Now that his dad was gone Luke came on his own. He could feel his dad’s presence here. Almost hear the echo of his laughter when the place was crowded with clients and volunteers.
Jorge indicated that Luke should take a seat as he sat down behind the desk.
“I haven’t had a chance to check in with you since the funeral.” Jorge looked down at the papers on his desk, straightened the pens alongside them. “How are you doing?”
“I’m okay.”
“Because if you need to talk…”
“Thanks, but I’m really doing okay.” Luke smiled. Or pretty close to it, at least.
“You know, if you want to take a break from this—the Food Shelf—no one would blame you. If it’s just too hard, you know, without him.”
It was hard being there, in some ways, because he kept looking around expecting to see his dad. But that was also part of why he wanted to be there. It was like his dad was there with him, always just out of sight. He could almost pretend that his dad was still alive.
“No. I like being here, actually. He loved this place.”
“Your dad was a great man. He did a lot for us. We were thinking of putting up a plaque, maybe with a picture. If you’d be okay with that.” Jorge’s eyes darted back and forth between Luke and the wall. He looked so uncomfortable, like he was afraid he was going to upset Luke.
“I think he would have liked that.” Actually, it would have embarrassed him, the attention. But Luke liked the idea of still seeing his dad here, even if it was just in a photograph.
“Yeah,” Jorge said. “Me, too.”
They were silent for a minute, Luke not sure what to say.
“Well, I should probably get back.”
“Sure, yeah. Back to the soup kitchen? Looks like they’re done out there.” Jorge pointed at the grocery area.
“Yup. I’m on clean-up tonight.”
“Great. Thanks, Luke.” Jorge held out his hand and Luke grasped it. Then he turned and headed for the door.
“And, Luke?”
“Yeah?” He paused, one hand on the doorjamb.
“I’m glad you’re still coming. You’re just like your dad.”
Luke nodded and closed the door. A lump rose in his throat as he glanced around the now empty room and he swallowed a few times to clear it. He ran his hands through his hair and then glanced at his watch—fifteen minutes before the kitchen stopped serving. He needed to get back over there.
Quinn was already up to his elbows in soapy water.
“Sorry,” Luke said. “I got held up by Jorge.”
“I know.”
Luke’s eyebrows arched. “How?”
“Oh, I heard,” Quinn said. Then added, “Uh, that he wanted to talk to you.” Quinn handed Luke a clean bowl. “Good conversation?”
“He talked about my dad.”
“Yeah, I know,” Quinn said. “Tough topic right now, huh?”
“It’s not so bad.” Luke placed a dry glass back on a shelf. “I mean, it’s bad, don’t get me wrong. I’m not downplaying it. But I’m getting used to it. And so it’s not so bad. You know?” Luke sighed. “I’ll live.”
Quinn watched Luke closely, nodded. “That you will,” he said, and handed Luke another glass to dry. Luke wrapped the towel around the glass, twisted it back and forth.
“Hey, Luke?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m really sorry about your dad.”
Luke felt that lump in his throat come back. He swallowed again, took a breath.
“Thanks, Quinn. Really.”
Forty-five minutes later Luke was drying off his hands and hanging up his damp apron. He turned off the lights, went out to the soup kitchen door where Jorge waited to lock up. Quinn already had his earbuds back in place.
Luke stepped outside into the cool dark night and stretched his arms up over his head. He said goodnight to Jorge and Quinn, and turned up the street toward his car.
Burlington’s streets were always quiet on Sunday nights. Especially in fall and winter. Luke zipped his coat against the chilly night air, and just stood there and breathed in the cool silence of the dark. His hand went to his back pocket, as it did many times a day, checking to make sure his dad’s flask was still there.
God, he missed his dad. Especially on Sundays. They used to finish up at the Food Shelf, then head to a diner to get a bite to eat and talk. It was probably his favorite thing to do all week.
But now he was alone. He worked alone, got out alone, and went home alone. Sure, Quinn was there, which he was glad for, and Jorge, and all the other volunteers. But he was still there by himself. Alone.
He found himself usually hurrying home each Sunday night to hang out with Sera, the one person who guaranteed he’d never be alone. But with what he’d Seen of the future, that guarantee was about to run out. And he still hadn’t figured out how to stop it.
So, he probably shouldn’t be daydreaming on the street when he needed to be home trying to change the future. He mentally kicked himself and headed to his car.
Quiet voices in the parking lot on his left and a prickly feeling up his neck made him turn his head. One of the Food Shelf’s clients—he thought her name was Gloria—was talking to some guy dressed all in black who he’d never seen before.
Luke paused, peered at them. He glanced back down in the direction Jorge and Quinn had both walked. They were gone. The street was empty. He looked back at Gloria and the guy.
Something felt wrong.
Gloria, who was not even five feet tall, always dressed in tight, bright colors, and was the loudest, most cantankerous person Luke knew. But she was staring at the stranger as if bewitched, demure and doe-eyed. And the guy looked off. Strange. He almost looked like he flickered, as if he were lit with a faulty bulb.
When the guy beckoned and Gloria obediently followed, goose bumps spread up Luke’s arms. Before he even considered what he was doing, Luke jogged toward them.
“Gloria!” Luke called out. She didn’t turn toward him, but the guy did. And snarled at Luke.
That threw Luke, but only for a brief moment. He put on a burst of speed and called out again, louder.
“GLORIA! HEY, GLORIA!”
She turned then, her eyes unfocused and looked at Luke. He reached out for her and touched her shoulder.
And she was back. Instantaneously. Her eyes sharpened, she scowled, and slapped Luke’s hand away.
“Don’t touch me, boy,” she said. She turned to the guy. “What are you looking at?”
Luke looked from the guy to Gloria. “You don’t know him?”
“Never seen him before in my life,” Gloria said. “Now leave me alone, I gotta get home.” She pushed past Luke and limped over to her rusty old sedan.
Luke eyed the stranger. Up close Luke could see him better. Light brown skin, dark hair, black eyes. He was much shorter than Luke and built solid.
“You should probably get home too,” Luke said.
The guy looked at Luke’s right hand, the one with the ring on it, for a long moment, then said, “Sure, amigo. Whatever you say.” He grinned at Luke, exposing sharp teeth.
Gloria cursed as she struggled to get her car door to open. Luke glanced at her, then turned back to the guy again.
But he was gone.
Luke whipped around to the sound of pounding feet behind him.
Quinn.
Luke’s eyes scoured the parking lot, but there was no sign of the guy. Quinn came to a screeching halt feet from Luke, bent over with his hands on his knees and wheezed loudly. Luke clapped him on the shoulder a couple of times, and Quinn held up an index finger in a just-give-me-a-moment sign.
When he’d caught his breath, he stood up, and said, “Is everything okay? I heard you yelling. Oh god, this hurts.” He squeezed his right side. “Why do people run for fun?”
“Yeah, it’s fine. Just some guy bothering Gloria. Sort of.”
“Seriously. What could possibly be fun about running?” Quinn glanced over at Gloria as she pulled her car out of the parking lot and onto the street heading north. He looked up at Luke again. “What do you mean sort of?”
Luke shook his head. “I don’t know. It was just…strange, I guess.” He watched Gloria’s taillights disappear. “But he’s gone now.” He looked at Quinn again and smiled. “How far did you run?”
“Three and a half blocks. And running sucks, I’m telling you. I’ll probably have shin splints tomorrow.”
“I don’t know. Sounds like you need to get in shape. You’re whimpering like a total wuss.”
“I am a total wuss, and intend to stay that way. You jock-types think every problem is solved by exercise. Not all of us want to be like you, you know.”
Luke laughed and clapped Quinn on the back. “Well, thanks for coming to the rescue.” Luke looked at Quinn for a moment. “So you heard me yelling from almost four blocks away? Really? Wow.” Luke nodded. “You have dog hearing?”
Quinn half shrugged and shook his head. “You’re just exceptionally loud when you’re squealing ‘Gloria! Gloria! Oh, help! Gloria!’ It was really quite embarrassing,” Quinn said. “I mean for you. I just came to stop you from humiliating yourself any further.”
“Helpful,” Luke said. “And thanks.”


TWENTY-FOUR

Marc pulled into the school parking lot a few minutes after the last bell rang. Students were everywhere, and he carefully maneuvered to the back corner of the lot where Luke and Sera always parked. They were already at their car, chatting with a guy he’d seen a few times.
His heart pounded, and he felt the bite of anxiety like thousands of sharp teeth pricking his skin. He was suddenly aware of how fast he was breathing. This had to work. He’d given it time, but he needed to get closer to Sera now, to know for certain. The Shadows would want another update and he needed to have something more to tell them. And if he was going to hand them over to the Shadows he had to be certain.
If he was going to hand them over. No, he couldn’t think about that now. He just needed to focus on the task at hand. Cross that bridge, and all.
He’d been playing the part of the just-friend and his laidback approach didn’t seem to be working. Or perhaps it just wasn’t working fast enough. For he had been spending a great deal of time with Sera, Luke, and Fey, and felt like he was accepted. At least by Luke and Sera.
Fey was an odd one. He didn’t know what it was about her, but something was different. She was hot, no doubt. He’d never met anyone as beautiful. But there was something off about her.
Was it just that she didn’t seem to like him? Maybe. He wasn’t used to not being able to charm someone. Anyone. Everyone. He’d always eavesdropped on enough thoughts to find out just what he needed to do in order to win someone over. Of course, he couldn’t do that with Fey.
Sera and Luke seemed to genuinely like him. Sera, especially, he could tell. Which was good. He needed her to like him. He was banking on her liking him enough today to let him in. Really in.
He returned Luke’s nod as he drove past them to park at the end of the row, then walked back down a few cars to where they stood. Sera smiled at him. Good. A burst of adrenaline rushed his heart. He tipped his head down, looked up at her, and gave her a shy smile. That seemed to work with her.
“Hey,” Luke said, and reached out a fist to Marc.
“Hey yourself.” Marc bumped Luke’s outstretched fist with his own. He smiled again at Sera. “Hey,” he said softly.
“You coming to Muddy’s with us today?” she said.
Marc looked from Sera to Luke and back again. “Actually, I was hoping I could steal you away for the afternoon. Go down to the lakefront.”
Sera’s immediate smile gave him hope, but then she bit her lip, thinking.
“Just friends.” Marc held his hands up in front of him. “I promise.”
The way she worked her lower jaw side to side in a very slight movement mesmerized him. He really wanted her to say yes, and it suddenly had nothing to do with voices, headaches, or Shadows. Her lips curved up just barely at the corners and she squinted a little as she looked at him, her head tilted to one side. It took all his self control to not kiss her right there and then.
No. He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t fall for her. He gave himself a mental shake, tried to clear his head. Focus, man. Focus. Eyes on the prize. Freedom. A normal life. He didn’t need a girlfriend. He didn’t need that kind of complication. He needed to concentrate on the task at hand.
Focus.
Fey walked up like a splash of ice water, and he regained his inner control. She eyed him suspiciously, glanced back and forth between he and Sera.
“Sure,” Sera said. She turned to Luke and Fey. “I’ll catch up with you guys later.”
Marc could feel Fey’s eyes burning holes in the back of his head as he walked with Sera over to his car. He didn’t need to hear her thoughts to know what she was thinking.
They drove down to Battery Park, left the car there and walked to the waterfront. For once there was no wind to blow the chill right into their bones. But still, there was a quiet, cutting coldness to the day. Marc shoved his hands deep into this jeans pockets to keep them warm, wishing he’d brought gloves. Though Sera would’ve teased him for it, he’d have liked to have them today. Hell, he’d have liked the teasing too.
“So,” Sera said with a sweep of her arm at the lake, “Does this remind you of home?”
“The frigid water? The chattering of my teeth? The loss of feeling in my fingers?” Marc said. “Yeah. Just like Florida.”
“I figured.”
“In fact, I’m surprised Vermont isn’t called the Caribbean of the Northeast.”
She laughed. “That should be the new tag line in our tourist campaign.”
They stood side by side, staring out at the water. There was no warmth to be had from the sun shining on them, but it was beautiful glinting off the smooth surface of the water. If they stood there long enough, they’d see the sun go down behind the Adirondacks across the lake, leaving a color-streaked sky. They weren’t going to stay that long, though. Not unless they watched it from the inside of Marc’s car.
“How are you doing?” Marc said. “I haven’t really had a chance to talk to you. Just you.”
“I’m okay.” Sera looked up at Marc, then sighed. “Mostly. I have to be, right?”
“No, you don’t. You can be how you really are.”
Sera was silent for a moment, then shook her head, and turned to look out at the lake.
“When I was a kid,” Marc said, “I had a turtle. Timmy.”
“Timmy the turtle? Really?” She turned to look at him.
“Don’t laugh. And yes, Timmy the turtle. He was my best friend for a long time.” Marc stared out at the water. “When he died, I cried for a week.”
“Over a turtle?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re comparing Timmy the turtle to my dad because…?”
“I loved him. And he was just a turtle. This is your dad. You have the right to not be okay for as long as you feel not okay. That’s all I’m saying.”
She pressed her lips together and looked back out at the water. “It’s hard for me to not be okay. I feel like I have to be.”
“Well, you don’t. Not with me.”
Sera was silent a moment. “Thanks.”
They fell still. Gulls cried as they swooped around the length of the park. A pair of moms pushing strollers jogged past, the little kids bundled up against the cold.
“I should have brought a coat,” Sera said. She was shivering.
Marc opened his coat wide. An invitation. And she hesitated for only a moment before slipping into it, wrapping her arms around his body. He closed the coat and his arms around her.
She leaned her head on his chest, and he had to work really hard to keep his voice normal when he said, “Better?”
“Mmm-hmm.”
She smelled so good—like a cool summer night—and the warmth of her body against his made him never want to move. He leaned his chin on the top of her head.
“Marc?” Sera turned to look up at him and he was caught completely by the sight of her lips. Man, he wanted to kiss them. She stared at his lips as she spoke. “Why did you come to Vermont?”
“Honestly?”
Sera nodded. “Always.”
“I was looking for you,” he said. Her mouth formed a silent oh, and before he thought about what he was doing, he leaned his head down toward her.
And she met him. Her lips were warm and soft, open. He gently explored her lips with his own, his heart wild, his mind on fire, his entire body tingling, growing more intense by the moment. He cupped her head in his hands, reveling in the silk feel of her dark curls. He didn’t want to stop.
He had to stop. What was he doing? He was going to scare her away, and that’s the last thing he wanted to do. He wanted the girl. This girl. More than anything else he’d ever wanted. She was amazing. And if she could do what he thought she could do? That just made him want her even more.
He lifted his head, opened his eyes, and saw the most beautiful shining silver eyes, looking just like the reflection of the sun on the water beside them. Below the eyes was a smile.
A smile!
“What happened to ‘just friends’?” She was watching his mouth, and it was all he could do to not kiss her again.
“You don’t kiss your friends?”
“Not like that, I don’t.”
“Hmmm.” Marc snuggled her into his coat a little closer. “You should.”
“All my friends?” She laughed, leaned her head against his chest. He wondered if she could hear how his heart pounded.
He paused, as if seriously considering her question. “Nah, just me.”
She laughed again, leaning back a bit so she could look up at his face. Though he loved the silence in his head when he was around her, he’d have given almost anything to know what she was thinking right then. He did his best to hold her gaze and appear calm. He wished she’d put her head back on his chest and stop looking in his eyes. He was afraid of what she might see.
“Okay,” she said.
“Okay?”
She gave a little nod. “Okay.”
“Really?” That was it? He was in?
“Really.” She leaned up toward him, and he was suddenly burning. His lips met hers again, but this time there was an intensity of sparks, like fireworks going off all over his body. He brought his hands up to her face, his thumbs tracing the line of her jaw. His mind was blank except for one thought: Sera.
She was everything. She was all. And she was shivering again.
“You’re cold,” Marc said. “Let’s get back in the car.”
“I’m not ready to go home yet.”
He smiled. “I’ll turn on the heater.”
He could have danced her back to the car he was so happy. He had the girl. He’d won. Even without using his ability. He got the prize—he got to be with her.
And now he would know.
Oh. No.
And the Shadows would get her. Kill her. And Luke. His breath whooshed out as if he’d been punched in the gut. He turned to look at Sera walking alongside him, her warm hand slipped inside of his. He couldn’t do this to her. He couldn’t turn her in.
He’d have to figure something else out.
If he could.


TWENTY-FIVE

Josh’s mom, Anne, stared at Sera like she was trying to place her, and Sera was doing her best to not stare back or turn around and run away in a panic. She’d stopped walking toward the soccer field as soon as she’d spotted Anne. Sera’s eyes searched for something to focus on somewhere else. Fey, Luke, and Marc walked on without her, deep in conversation, oblivious to her absence. But Sera couldn’t move, the weight of Anne’s gaze held her still.
Anne appeared to make up her mind, and headed straight for Sera. She remembered, Sera thought. But that was ridiculous. Impossible. Anne had just woken from a coma the last time she’d seen her, and had been so loopy from the drugs that it wasn’t possible that she’d actually be able to recognize and remember Sera. It wasn’t.
Someone shoved Sera from behind, and she stumbled forward, almost crashed into Anne.
“Walk much?” Naomi said as she sauntered by. Her friends snickered.
Sera’s wide eyes narrowed to mere slits. If Anne hadn’t been standing right there she’d have exchanged a few choice words with Naomi.
“Friends of yours?” Anne said, looking after them.
“I wouldn’t say that.”
Anne studied Sera’s face. “I’m sorry I was staring, but you look really familiar,” she said. “Have we met?”
“I don’t think so. You’ve probably seen me at school things, though.” Sera shrugged. “I’m a friend of Josh’s.”
Anne nodded but didn’t look convinced. At all. “You’re probably right.” She held out her hand. “I’m Anne.”
“Sera.” She hesitated for a moment, but grasped Anne’s hand, only hoping that the warmth Anne might feel from her touch wouldn’t help clarify where Anne had last seen her. Just to be sure, she pushed a thought into Anne. You don’t remember me. Over Anne’s shoulder Sera could see that Luke had finally noticed she was missing and turned around to see where she’d gone. His eyes went wide when he recognized Anne, and Sera nodded at him and waved. Anne turned to see who she was waving at.
“That’s my brother and friends. I gotta go,” Sera said, and moved around Anne to catch up with them. “I’m sure I’ll see you around.”
“Sure,” Anne said, and Sera walked away as quickly as she could. It took all her will power to not look back over her shoulder to see if Anne was still watching her.
They had already spread their blanket on the grass, and Fey and Marc had sat down on opposite ends. There was space for Luke and Sera in between. When she reached the group, Marc looked up at her with such a sunny smile, she would have sworn her heart went ping. She sat down on the blanket next to him and he immediately reached for her hand. She loved the feel of his fingers intertwined with hers, the look of his strong hands. A small thrill shivered in her heart. It was okay. She could do this. She wanted to do this—be with him. She wouldn’t let it happen again, just had to stay focused even while he distracted her.
Looking around the field, Sera noticed there was a real crowd to watch the game that day. Larger than usual. She spotted Quinn on the other side of the field with some friends and waved. He grinned and waved back. A ten-year-old boy ran too close in front of them and nearly tripped over Marc’s outstretched legs. Boy, there were lots of younger kids running around. Something must be going on at the middle school as well.
Sera suddenly became aware that Luke had gone very still. Then he let out a small, quiet gasp. He’d had a vision. She immediately turned to meet his eyes, read his face.
Luke looked relieved, but grabbed her hand, pulled her up, and said, “Come on.”
Sera glanced back at Marc and Fey but wasn’t able to get any words of apology out before Luke dragged her away.
“Luke, slow down. Where are we going?” Sera tugged on his arm while running to keep up. “Is it Mom?”
“No,” Luke said. “It’s a little kid who’s going to fall off the jungle gym and break his arm. But I want to get there in time to stop it from happening.” He broke into a run. “I have to figure out how to stop them, not just watch things happen like some useless idiot.”
Sera couldn’t help looking over at him as they ran. He was angry, but she didn’t know why. And she’d never seen him frantic like this about some vision. Perhaps this was because of their dad. If Luke had Seen what was going to happen, if he’d had a warning about what was to come, perhaps he could have changed the future and saved their dad’s life. That had to be why he was so intent on saving the little kid from a broken bone.
As they reached the clearing where the playground stood—a brand new, community built playground in bright red, yellow, and blue—they saw a little boy lose his balance from the top of one of the climbing structures and fall. Unfortunately, his arm hit the ground at just the wrong angle, and they could hear him cry out in pain from where they were—too far away to have stopped it.
“No!” Luke reached out toward the playground, then fell to his knees.
Sera rushed to the boy as an older girl ran over to him, too. He was crying hard, and his injured arm was already swelling.
“Is he okay?” the girl said. Her black hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she looked like she was about seven years old. “That’s my brother.”
“I think so,” Sera said, and looked around. “Is your mom or dad here?”
“Over there.” The girl pointed to the soccer field. “They’re watching Scotty play soccer.”
“Why don’t you go get them while I stay here with your brother. Okay?”
The girl nodded and ran off.
Sera looked down at the little boy and smiled. “My name’s Sera. What’s yours?”
“Parker.” He looked like he was a couple of years younger than his sister, had light brown curly hair and wore a red baseball cap. He had calmed down a bit, but was still crying. He looked toward the field where his sister had gone.
“Your mom or dad will be here in a minute, and you’ll be feeling better real soon, Parker,” Sera said. She placed her hands on his little shoulders, taking care not to jostle his arm. Her ring began to glow. She stared at it, transfixed as the healing light spread down his arms and into the rest of his body. His broken arm glowed brighter than the rest of him, and Sera thought she could almost see the bones knitting themselves back together as she watched.
She looked into Parker’s face. It was obvious that he was already feeling better. His breathing had slowed down and evened out, his face had relaxed, and he was actually letting his arm rest against his knee. His eyes got really wide as he looked into Sera’s face.
“You’re making me better,” he said, a big grin on his face. “Are you an angel?”
“Nope.” Sera shook her head and smiled at him. “Just a regular person like you.”
“I think you’re an angel. Mama says there are angels and they watch over me to keep me safe.”
“Your mama sounds like a very wise woman.”
Parker nodded.
Sera could feel the energy start to ebb. She let go of Parker and her ring stopped glowing. She shook her head, and wondered if it glowed from the healing energy because the energy went through her hands. It was possible, she guessed. She wondered if Luke’s ring glowed when he had a vision.
Sera stood up as the little boy’s mom jogged over to them, his sister running behind. Parker stood right up and flung himself into his mother’s arms. The surprise on her face turned to worry. She pulled back so she could examine his arm. Sera noticed that it now looked perfectly fine. He was even bending it and using it.
“Thank you,” his mom said, the crease between her eyes deepened as she studied her son.
Sera shrugged. “We had a nice chat. He’s a great little guy.”
The mom kissed the top of his curly-haired head. “Yes, he is.” And she scooped him up, walked him over to the benches to sit down with him, make sure he was okay.
Sera turned back toward the soccer field and saw Fey and Marc both watching her. Marc had a huge smile on his face, like he’d just won the lottery. She didn’t know what that was about. And Fey, she could tell, was just watching out for her. Like she always did.
Fey turned her head suddenly to look toward her left, and Sera followed her gaze.
Jonas.
He stared at Sera. She didn’t know whether to feel annoyed or comforted that he was there. She narrowed her eyes at him, and really studied him from far away for a moment. He had that weird shimmery look to him again. As if he were a hologram, not a solid person. But she knew he was solid. She’d smacked right in him the first time they’d met. There was no doubt he was real, but he strangely didn’t look it from far away.
She looked at the people standing near him. They didn’t flicker. They looked normal. She looked back at Jonas. He didn’t look normal. He was still flickering. She blinked a couple of times as she looked at him, but it didn’t change anything.
And she wondered, hardly believing she was even thinking this, if it was possible that he really was a vampire. That they did actually exist.
A slight shimmer to the far right of Jonas caught her attention, and she turned her eyes toward it. Another person was flickering. And another behind him. And another to the far left. Sera’s eyes grew larger and larger as they searched the crowd of people. There had to be at least thirty shimmery people scattered amongst the crowd of soccer fans.
They were all staring at Sera. And she fervently hoped now that there was some other explanation for the shimmer, that there weren’t actually thirty vampires staring at her.
She looked back at Jonas. He had seen the others too, and there was no mistaking his displeasure as he glared at them. She looked back through the crowd again, but they were gone.
Gone. Disappeared. Not a shimmer to be seen anywhere. She looked back at Jonas again, and he was gone too. What was going on? Who were these people?
Sera turned and locked eyes with Fey, who looked grim. She tilted her head toward the parking lot. Sera nodded to her. She really didn’t want to hang around here any more today.
Sera’s gaze swept downward to Luke’s tortured eyes. He hadn’t moved from where he’d collapsed. She gasped, and ran over, sat down on her knees in front of him and grabbed his hands. His gaze never left her face. His eyebrows slanted upward over panicked eyes.
“Luke,” Sera said, “what’s wrong? What is it? Is it Mom?”
Luke looked like he wanted to cry. “No,” he said. “It’s not Mom.” He grasped her hands, shook his head, and said, “I can’t change the future, Sera. I can’t do it.”
“It’s okay. The little boy is fine. I healed him.”
“I don’t know how.”
“You don’t have to, Luke.” She squeezed his hands.
“But I do!” There were tears in his eyes. “I do! I have to figure it out. You don’t underst—” He stopped abruptly, almost as if he’d said too much.
But when had Luke ever said too much to her? That wasn’t possible. There was no such thing as too much between the two of them. They shared everything, they knew everything about the other. They were each other’s missing half.
She glanced away from him—he wasn’t making sense—and her eyes were drawn to the soccer field where the crowd had burst out in cheers at the game. All eyes were on the game except Quinn’s. His lone face was turned toward the playground, his mouth gaping, his eyes darting back and forth between Sera and Luke.
Sera turned back to Luke. And his words hit her. “What don’t I understand, Luke?” She put her hands on either side of his face so he couldn’t look away and whispered fiercely. “What are you not telling me?”
He looked at her and she could see fear—real soul-shattering fear—in his eyes. “It’s nothing.” He brushed her hands off and looked away. He had himself under control again. “I’m just frustrated with my visions right now. That’s all. Forget it.” And he stood up, then held out his hand to help Sera to her feet.
But Sera couldn’t move, she couldn’t even breathe. She stared up at him, not reaching for his hand. And the only thing her reeling mind could register was that, for the first time in their seventeen years together, Luke had just lied to her.


TWENTY-SIX

Sera rapped lightly on Luke’s bedroom door. He’d been in his room all afternoon since they’d gotten back from the game. He had shut her out with that lie, and it felt like a wall had sprung up between them. It was completely foreign to her. She just didn’t know how to handle it. She hadn’t said a word to him on the way home in the car. And he hadn’t seemed to notice.
Which had only made her angrier.
She’d locked herself in her room, and spent the afternoon painting furiously on her wall, mumbling to herself the whole time. What she’d figured out, what had brought her here outside his door now, was that he had to have a good reason for lying. There must be something he knew or he’d Seen that scared him and he didn’t want to scare her too. It made her heart ache to think of her brother suffering alone, and she’d come to get him to talk with her, let her in, tell her what was going on so that she could help him figure it out.
She’d spent time imagining what he might have Seen that would have him so worked up and fearful, and she’d figured that maybe it was about Fey getting hurt or, even though he claimed otherwise, perhaps it really was about their mom. In which case, Sera had to be in on it because if he couldn’t stop their mom from getting hurt, then at least Sera could stick close by so she could heal her.
So that their mom didn’t die like their dad had because she hadn’t been there.
She should have been there.
So, she was here now, at Luke’s door, ready to face whatever awful vision he’d had and deal with it together.
She could feel him waiting for her, so she opened the door without pausing for a reply. Luke sat in front of the computer, his head in his hands. He looked up at her when she walked in. His features were drawn tight, his mouth a thin, hard line, his eyes were dull and had deep, dark circles. He looked defeated.
He’d never looked like that.
“Hey,” he said in a quiet voice.
“Hey yourself.” She stepped into the room and closed the door.
He slowly turned back to the computer screen, and Sera stood there for a moment, unsure of how to proceed.
“About this afternoon—”
“Yeah, sorry about that.” He cut her off. “I got a little upset. I’m okay now.”
She smiled at that. “Yeah, you look it.”
He laughed a little, which she thought was encouraging. But he didn’t say any more.
“Luke, what’s wrong? Don’t even try to tell me it’s nothing again. You can’t lie to me. I know when something’s up with you. It’s me. You remember me, right?” She held her hands out in front of her. He rolled his eyes. “I thought so. Good. So tell me what’s going on. I can help.”
“You can’t help.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do. I need to figure this out on my own. I’m sorry.”
Sera took a deep breath, trying to keep herself calm. “No, you don’t. There are two of us for a reason, Luke.”
He looked up at her with anguish on his face.
“You look like crap,” she said before she could stop herself.
Luke laughed, really laughed at that. “Oh, so now you’re trying to sweet talk me, huh?” Sera plopped down on his bed. “Actually, there is something I need to tell you. And don’t look so happy, you’re not going to like it.”
“Tell me.”
“It’s about Marc. I know you two are close, which I’ve been really happy about, for you. But—” Luke paused. “I don’t even know how to say this to you.”
“Just say it. I can handle it.”
“He’s going to break your heart. I Saw it.”
That was not what she expected him to say at all.
“Is that the future that you’re trying to change?”
“Uh, yeah.” Luke blinked, then said, “I don’t want you to get hurt. That’s why I’m telling you this now. Before you’re in too deep. You know, while there’s still time.”
Sera crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself tight. Of all the—why couldn’t he mind his own business? Why did he have the power to See the future?
“Maybe you’re wrong,” she said. He was never wrong.
Luke’s eyebrows shot up. “I’d like to be.”
“You don’t know him like I do.”
“You’re right, I don’t.” Luke paused for a moment. “Sera, I’m not saying this to upset you. I’m trying to help.”
“Well, maybe I don’t want your help.” She needed to get out of there before she said something she didn’t mean and would really regret. She stood up, and walked over to the door.
“Sera?”
She turned back to him and said, “It’s okay, Luke. Really. I’ll be okay. But please don’t say anything else about Marc to me. He’s a really great guy, and I like him a lot.”
“I know. Me too.”
“So, just let it be. Okay?”
“Okay.”
As Sera closed the door to his room, she saw Luke putting his head in his hands again in what looked an awful lot like despair.

“Don’t spill the lo mein, that’s my favorite.” Sera watched Marc ease himself onto the bed where they’d laid out a tantalizing spread of Chinese takeout on top of a towel.
“This is supposed to be a picnic,” Marc said. “Things get spilled. And carried away by ants.”
“Oh, ants! I forgot to get ants.” Sera looked apologetic. “Can we still call this a picnic?”
“Picnic.” Marc waved his arms over the food in front of them.
“Excellent.” Sera settled herself on the other side of the bed, and dug in. In between mouthfuls of egg rolls and noodles, she said, “Why are you living in a motel?” She looked around the tiny space. “Wouldn’t an apartment be better?”
“I have an apartment,” Marc said.
“Where?”
“Florida.”
“Oh.” Sera fiddled with her chopsticks. “Doesn’t that make for a long commute?”
“Indeed.”
“How are you able to afford all that—motel and apartment?”
“Oh. My parents.” Marc shrugged. “They may be disappointed in me, but they’re also funding what they think is a cross-country quest to find myself.”
“Were you lost?”
“They thought so.”
“But you’ve been in Vermont for a while, right? Why are you still living in a motel?”
Marc looked hesitant, uncomfortable. “I didn’t know how long I’d be here.”
“Oh.” She put down the eggroll and reached for a napkin, her appetite suddenly gone. “So are you leaving soon?” She tried, really tried to hide her unhappiness, but knew she’d completely failed. She just didn’t have the energy to keep everything secret.
Marc reached across the picnic spread, and touched the side of her face, traced his thumb along her lips. Electricity surged through her body at his touch. She took quick, shallow breaths, and fought a losing battle to take her eyes off his lips.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. He slid off the bed and knelt on the floor in front of her. Sera turned to him to say how glad she was, but his lips were right there next to hers and she couldn’t have stopped herself from leaning forward to kiss him even if she’d wanted to.
A frenzy of fire crackled in her very core, and the tingling sensation he’d started with a slight touch to her lips now had her whole body humming. His tongue traced her lips, and she thought her solar plexus might explode right then. She felt hot all over and couldn’t begin to get enough of him. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and ran her hands down his arms, feeling the rise and fall of muscle meeting muscle. She reached up to cup his face, and ran her fingers through his long red hair, tangling them in its soft waves.
“Are you still hungry?” His voice was a ragged whisper near her ear.
“No. You?”
“Not even a little.”
She smiled and he leaned in to kiss her slowly, sweetly. Very gently he nibbled her lower lip as his hands lightly traced the lines of her neck, her arms, the sides of her body. They came to rest on the small of her back where his fingers grasped the hem of her shirt. He pulled her toward him, her shirt bunched in his hands, his kisses deepening. There was no space between their bodies, nothing keeping them apart.
Sera could feel his heart beating right next to hers. She tightened her legs around his waist, ran her hands over his strong, smooth back. He felt so good. So right.
His kisses became more intense, more insistent, and Sera could feel her whole body throbbing with want. She wanted him, but she wasn’t sure she was ready for this kind of thing. She pulled back slightly.
“Sera?” he said, looking at her face. His pupils were huge, eclipsing most of the blue. She felt a tinge of panic at the look in his eyes.
“I can’t…” she said. “I mean, I’m not…”
“I know.” He smiled, followed along her earlobe with one finger, tucked her hair behind that ear. “I know. It’s okay.”
Oh. He was perfect. Whatever she had done to deserve this perfect boy, she was so glad she’d done it. She placed her hands on either side of his face and leaned in to kiss him again, gently but hungrily.
He kissed her for a moment more, but then turned his head to look at the inside of her wrist. Her long-sleeve shirt had slipped up her arm a bit, exposing the fleur-de-lis. She’d actually painted it on her wall in several places because she’d liked it so much, and had started doodling it in her notebooks when she got bored in class. It had been a couple of weeks since Fey had done it, and it was fading slowly. Once it really faded she was going to ask Fey to draw it again.
“What’s that?” Marc said, holding her wrist in his hands, running his thumb lightly over the image, sending little thrills up her arm. “A tattoo?”
“Nope. Just something Luke and Fey and I did. It’s a fleur-de-lis.”
Marc inhaled sharply. “It is?” He brushed his thumb over the drawing again. “I’ve never seen one like this.”
“I know. Isn’t it cool? I love it.” She looked up from where he was gently stroking her wrist to find that he was staring at her. She leaned in to him again, ready to pick up where they’d left off.
He kissed her, then slid his warm, soft lips along her jaw line and up to her ear. He lapped at her earlobe, and she gasped at the sparks it set off in her core. Then he whispered, “I’ve been looking for you.”
Sera’s heart beat as if hit with electric shocks. She leaned back a little to look into his eyes. The eyes currently enchanted with her lips. “You have?”
“For months. I heard about you and your abilities.”
She leaned farther back, eyebrows knit together. “My abilities?” He couldn’t know. Her heartbeat was peppered with fear now. No one knew.
“You can heal people. I watched you do it this afternoon at the soccer game.”
Sera’s heart stopped. Her breathing stopped. Time stopped. His words echoed in her mind. You can heal people. I’ve been looking for you. Cold panic shivered down her back, raised goose bumps on her arms. He knew what she could do. She wasn’t sure whether she should play dumb or deny it and call him crazy. But then her eyes locked with his—one of the few times he solidly met her gaze—and she knew there was no denying it to him. He knew.
“How did you know?” Her voice came out as a scared whisper.
“I heard people thinking about you. Thinking things they couldn’t say out loud without others believing they were crazy. Thinking you had healed them.”
Sera watched his lips as he spoke, and felt a flutter in her stomach. He knew about her and hadn’t run away screaming, cursed her, or called her a freak. He knew and he still wanted to be with her. She leaned toward him again, wanting his lips on hers. And why should he mind that she could heal when he was able to hear people’s thoughts? She stopped, leaned back.
“You hear people’s thoughts?” Her eyes searched his face. “Can you hear mine?”
He closed his eyes, looked like he was concentrating, then opened them again and laughed. “Actually I can’t. I don’t know why, but I can’t hear your thoughts. Or Luke’s. Or Fey’s. Everyone else’s, yes. But there’s something different about you three that keeps your thoughts out of my head.”
“Or keeps you from getting inside our heads?”
“No, it’s not like you’d think. People’s thoughts intrude into my mind, not the other way around. I can open my mind to hear what people are thinking, but I can’t actually enter someone’s mind. It just doesn’t work that way. At least not for me.”
“Are there others like you?”
“I don’t know. Probably, right? I mean, if there’s someone like you, and like Luke—he can See the future, right?” He said it like it was no big deal. Like it was normal. Sera nodded, dumbfounded. “So, if there’s you, me, and Luke, then there are probably more people like us. With similar or very different talents. Don’t you think?”
“I’ve never thought so before. I always figured we were alone, Luke and I. But with you—yeah, I guess there must be others. Wow.” Sera flopped backwards onto the bed so she was looking up at the ceiling. Her mind was a tumultuous mess. She needed to go home and paint. But she still had so many questions.
“Yeah, I used to think the same until I heard about you and Luke.” Marc moved their picnic spread off the bed. Then he lay next to Sera and stared up at the ceiling with her. “It’s nice, though, isn’t it? I mean, knowing you’re not alone?”
“Yeah, it is.”
He laced his fingers through hers and he gave her hand a gentle squeeze. She smiled all the way to her toes.
“How does it work?” he said. “Healing someone.”
She was quiet a moment. This was so odd—she could actually be honest with him. She could tell him anything about her ability and he’d be fine with it. It was a totally new experience for her. She almost didn’t know where to begin.
“It only works when there is something to heal.”
“Like the boy on the playground.”
“Yeah, but also hurt feelings, stress—that sort of thing, too.” She paused, took a deep breath, quelling her nervousness at saying this all out loud. “If there’s something to heal, then the light just flows into whoever I’m touching and it heals them.”
Marc turned to look at her. “Is it going into me right now?” He lifted their intertwined hands.
She shook her head. “Nope. You are obviously feeling just fine because there’s no light.” She tightened her fingers around his. He felt better than fine to her.
“How do you control it?” He was staring at her lips now and that just made her want to roll over and kiss him. But she tried to concentrate on answering his question.
“I don’t, really. I mean, I don’t think I can. The light flows on its own or doesn’t flow. If I focus on healing it feels like it goes faster and stronger, but if there’s nothing to heal it won’t come at all.”
Marc gazed at her a moment. “You’re amazing,” he whispered.
His lips were so close to hers, open, soft, inviting. She licked her lips and leaned in to kiss him, really kiss him. She could feel her defenses collapsing as she kissed him deeper and deeper, and she let this beautiful boy deeper and deeper into her soul.

Marc watched Sera wave to him from under the single light on the front porch, then turn and go into her house. He sat back in his seat for a moment and grinned. He could still feel the lingering heat of her touch. In fact, he felt thoroughly filled with warmth and light. And that was even without her healing him. A healing must feel incredible.
His grin faded. He knew. It was official. She was Marked and he’d seen her heal. It was them, without any tiny little nano-speck of doubt. His shoulders slumped. He could report in to the Shadows tonight if he wanted to and be done with them. He could have his life back.
He could be free.
Assuming the Shadows were good to their word. A risky assumption to make.
But how could he? He liked this girl. Maybe he even loved her, he didn’t know. But he did love the freedom he felt with her—the freedom to be who he was, to have someone else know his secret gift and not turn on him, curse him. He knew Luke would know soon. And Luke could handle it, too.
He had friends. Real friends. Perhaps for the first time in his life.
If only he’d known this might happen. Marc closed his eyes, shook his head. It had been easy to agree to work for the Shadows when the people they were looking for were unknown, strangers. But now? He sighed. If only there was another way out. Another choice.
Well, there was another choice. He could kill himself. The Shadows would get no more information out of him. He wouldn’t need their medicine. He wouldn’t ever again experience the unbearable noise and pain in his head.
He could do it.
He didn’t want to.
But would he do it for Sera and Luke? Would he end his life to save theirs? If he were a really good person, he’d say “yes” right away.
He sighed again. He wasn’t a really good person.
And in all reality he didn’t know if his death would actually save their lives. The Shadows already knew they were here. His death wouldn’t stop them from figuring out Luke and Sera were the ones. It might slow them down, sure, but it wouldn’t stop them.
So killing himself wasn’t going to solve anything.
If only he didn’t need the medicine. If only he didn’t need the Shadows to cure him.
Wait. Maybe he didn’t need the Shadows to cure him.
What if Sera could?
Marc leaned his head back and grinned. She could heal him, and then he wouldn’t need the Shadows anymore. He could tell them he was wrong and that Sera and Luke were definitely not the twins they were looking for. And he could lead them astray, then disappear.
And come back here to be with Sera.
It was perfect. It solved everything.
Marc put his car in gear and headed back to his motel. He had a couple of weeks to plan this, get Sera to heal him, and then deal with the Shadows again. He had until the next new moon. He laughed and drummed his hands on the dashboard. He hadn’t been this happy in a very long time. What a nice change it was.

Luke lay on his back on Sera’s bed, tossing a tennis ball straight up toward the ceiling and catching it with one hand. It made a satisfying thwock every time it landed in his palm. His senses were all on overload, his feeling of impending doom had been full strength since Sera had left to see Marc earlier. While he was glad for the long lead time since it meant there was still time before the vision was realized, the anticipation was killing him. He knew this vision would be about Sera. Thankfully their conversation was an incredible distraction.
“I knew there was something different about him,” he said, catching the ball again. “That’s an interesting gift he’s got. I’m sure it must be disorienting sometimes.”
“Yeah.” Sera stood back from the wall to get a better look at what she was painting. “Marc said it actually became a problem a couple of years ago, which is why he dropped out and got his GED. He couldn’t be around people at all because it was just constant noise in his head. He takes some kind of medicine, I guess, that keeps it under control.”
“That would suck.” Luke looked over at her. She was painting minute details on another replica of their fleur-de-lis. “You’re getting really good at that. Is yours still there?”
Sera looked down at her wrist. “Mostly. It’s just starting to fade a bit. Fey must have used permanent ink. How’s yours?”
“Same.” Luke launched the ball in the air over his face again and caught it. “He really can’t hear our thoughts, though?”
“Nope. That’s what he says.”
“Weird. I wonder why.”
Sera paused, considering her work. “Maybe because we’re gifted too. Because we’re different. Maybe there’s something that puts us off his radar? I don’t know.”
“Yeah, but you said he can’t hear Fey either. And, though she is aesthetically gifted—stop rolling your eyes, you know she is and I’m just saying—she is not gifted like us.”
Sera was quiet for a moment and Luke turned to look at her. Her head was tilted to one side, a pensive look on her face. “How do you know?”
“What?” Luke stopped tossing the ball.
“How do you know? We didn’t know this about Marc but, as you said, there was something different about him that clicked with us. The same could be said for Fey.”
Luke couldn’t speak for a moment, then he shook his head slightly and said, “But we would have noticed.”
“She told me once that she can’t lie, and she always knows when I’m being less than truthful. Always. Like she can smell it.”
“I’m not sure that’s the same,” Luke said. “And besides, we would have seen something. She would have told us.”
“We haven’t told her.”
“I would have Seen it?”
“Ha!” Sera snorted. “Like you Saw Marc’s ability?”
Luke was silent for a moment. Sera went back to painting her wall, and he eventually started tossing the tennis ball up again. Thwock silence, thwock silence, thwock silence. “Do you really think she is?” There was wonder in his voice.
“I don’t know.” Sera didn’t turn to look at him. She was painting what looked like a large red stone. “But there is something different about her. Which is why we love her.”
“It’s kinda fun having someone else around like us, huh?”
“Yeah.” She turned to Luke again, her eyes sparkling. “I really like him, Luke.”
“I know. I can tell.” He took a deep breath and let it out. “Just be care—”
“Luke.” She cut him off. “Don’t.”
“I just—”
“I know. But don’t.”
He pressed his lips together and gripped the tennis ball tightly in his hand. He didn’t want her to get hurt. He wanted to save her from that. And he was failing.
Which meant that even with something as minor as a broken heart, he couldn’t change the future. Luke closed his eyes and lay one arm across them.
So Sera was going to get her heart broken. Big deal. He certainly didn’t want it to happen, but she’d live, it wasn’t the end of the world. But her death? That was the end of the world. His world.
Luke suddenly needed to move. He needed to go for a run, clear his head. Figure this out. He swung his legs off the bed, and stood up.
“You okay?”
“Yeah,” he said. “I’m just going to go for a jog. Fresh air.” He stood next to her and admired her wall. With his haywire senses, the colors were crazy intense. He reached out to touch one small blue and white swirl on the wall, and the room disappeared.
Fire from torches in wall sconces flickered across the blood red stone walls, giving the illusion of dancing shadows in the corners. At least, Luke assumed it was an illusion. The shadows were the darkest he’d ever seen and they almost seemed to move of their own will rather than as an effect of the light.
He was back in hell, or wherever this place was. He looked around. Where was the psycho woman?
There. She was magnificent. Again. He felt a pull toward her, as if his body was no longer under his control. But then a moment later she was hideous, the spell was broken, and he backed away from her.
The black stone floor shone in the torchlight, and Luke could make out more people this time. He searched the cavern frantically and didn’t see Sera anywhere. Maybe something had changed. Maybe she was no longer in danger.
“Jonas!” the woman said and laughed—it was a sound that sent shards of ice into Luke’s heart. “You’ve brought me a gift!”
Luke turned to look where she was gazing. Sera and Jonas walked into the room. His shoulders slumped. It didn’t look like anything had changed after all.
But maybe this was a clue, Luke thought. Maybe the person he needed to stop was Jonas. Because if Jonas was the crazy lady’s minion and Luke could somehow remove him from the equation, then Jonas couldn’t take Sera there and she’d be saved. At last there was something concrete he could do to prevent this vision from coming true.
He was not going to let Jonas sacrifice his sister.
But as he watched, Jonas glared at Lilith and stepped in front of Sera. Luke closed his eyes, collapsed to his knees. Jonas was protecting her, not delivering her. Luke was back where he started. Nowhere.
Luke gasped and was back in Sera’s room, touching her painting wall.
Sera looked over at him. He knew he had to look as distraught as he felt. Luke could feel droplets of sweat skidding down his back and his heart beating at breakneck speed. Goose bumps covered his body, and he was gasping for breath as if he’d been running for his life.
He felt as if he’d been running for his life. For a moment he wondered if this was what a panic attack felt like.
“Luke, what’s wrong?” Sera’s eyebrows knit together in concern.
He looked at her and didn’t have a clue what to say. He couldn’t answer that question. His mind was swimming. It didn’t make sense for Jonas to take Sera there if he was trying to protect her. Why would he do that? Luke was suddenly angry with himself. He wasn’t doing enough, he wasn’t figuring it out.
“It’s, uh…I’m fi—it’s okay. I just need to go for a run.” And Luke bolted from the room. He grabbed his running shoes by the front door and quickly laced them up. Then he was out the door and running.
For Sera’s life.


TWENTY-SEVEN

Sera waved to Marc as he drove away, her lips still tingling from the goodbye kiss. And the kisses before. And after. She ran her fingers over her lips as she slowly made her way up the front walk to her house. Luke and Fey had gone to the coffee house without her. She had homework she wanted to finish early so she’d have the evening free for Marc.
Her mom was gone for the week—had left this morning on a business trip. She and Marc planned to take full advantage of that by seeing each other every night. He was coming over that evening, and she envisioned lots of time on the couch in front of some movie they wouldn’t watch. Her stomach fluttered just thinking about it.
Something shimmered in her peripheral vision, and she looked quickly to the left, into the dense shrubs. A short, dark-haired guy stood there. Flickering. He was one of them. Whoever they were. She had a feeling she was about to find out.
She halted just feet from the front porch steps. Her heart beat furiously, and she had a hard time taking a breath. She didn’t like that these shimmery people were following her to her house. What if he wanted to…she didn’t want to even form the thought, but unwelcome images flashed on the screen of her mind.
“What do you want?” Sera tried to make her voice sound strong, hard.
He took a step forward and held his hands out, palms up. “Your help.”
Her eyebrows shot up and then knit together. She hadn’t expected that answer. She looked toward the street for a broken down car, but there was none. Looking back at the guy again, she said, “Is your car—”
“No.” He didn’t even let her finish her question.
“Do you need to use the pho—”
“That’s not the kind of help I need.” He took another step toward her, and though she was still wary, she didn’t get a creepy, evil vibe from him. “I want you to change me.”
That’s when she noticed his fangs.
Sera could feel the color drain from her face as her mouth hung open. She could not form words. Only thoughts.
He. Is. A vampire.
Oh. My. God.
Vampires. Do. Exist.
For a moment, in the midst of her shock, she had a brief flash of Jonas, who, it turned out, wasn’t insane after all. He had been telling her the truth and she felt strangely glad for that. Then it occurred to her that perhaps it wasn’t a step up for him to actually be a vampire rather than simply delusional.
“Change you?” All she managed was a whisper, not loud enough for him to hear. And yet he had.
“Like you did for Meghan. I want to be human again.” He was almost out of the shadows and in the late afternoon sunlight, but he stopped. “Please.”
He knew about her. He knew what she could do. She gasped, suddenly realizing why all those flickering people were watching her. They were all vampires and they all knew what she could do. That idea was almost more unsettling than the fact that vampires were real.
Almost.
She looked at the house. Only a few more steps and she could be inside. She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t have people—vampires—coming to her house. She didn’t want this.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. You must have me mistaken for someone else.” She turned to go up the steps.
“I’m not mistaken. You know I’m not.”
Instantly he was in front of her, several feet away, at the top of the stairs. She jerked backwards and almost tripped over her own feet. She made ready to flee—as if that would work, but she didn’t have any other options, really—when he spoke again.
“Please,” he said. “I won’t hurt you. I just need your help.” His black eyes held a deep sadness.
“I don’t know how,” Sera said, her voice small. “With Meghan I didn’t know it was happening. I thought I was healing her, not changing her.”
“Would you try?”
It was such a simple request. How could she say no? She couldn’t.
“Where do you want to do it?”
He shrugged, and so Sera set down her book bag on the front steps, and walked up to where he stood on the porch in the shadows. She assumed he probably didn’t want to venture into direct sunlight, because hadn’t she read that vampires burst into flame or something? She cringed and hoped he didn’t do that in her yard. Or while she had her hands on him.
She stood in front of him, fingering her necklace, and wasn’t sure what to do, where to put her hands. He wasn’t hurt, so it was different. She wasn’t even sure if it would work.
Well, she wasn’t going to find out until she tried. So she carefully placed her hands on him—one on his forehead and one on his heart. They seemed as good a place as any.
His eyes followed her hands, and he stared at the inside of her wrist for a moment. She followed his gaze and was surprised to see the fleur-de-lis so stark against her skin.
He met her eyes. “I see you’re protected.” He indicated the Mark with a nod.
“What?” she said. “Oh, that. No, that’s—just something we did for fun. I thought it had almost washed away.”
“That kind of Mark doesn’t ever wash away,” he said.
She squinted at him. He must think it’s a real tattoo, she figured. No sense in arguing about it. He could believe whatever he wanted to believe.
She closed her eyes and drew the energy down into her body and let it flow out her arms and hands into him. Her ring glowed as white light raced out of her hands and into his body, centering in his core. The brightness was blinding, just like it had been with Meghan, and Sera closed her eyes and turned her face to the side. She could feel the power of the energy surging through her. Transforming apparently took more energy than healing.
She could think about it objectively while she was doing it, but still her heart thumped wildly at the unfamiliarity of the feeling. Human. She pushed that idea into him. She didn’t know if it would help, but it certainly wouldn’t hurt. Hopefully.
“Wow,” the guy said, closing his eyes and smiling. Sera took a sidelong glimpse at him and could see him almost softening around the edges. Weird that she could see that.
The energy pulled more and more strongly, anchoring her hands onto the guy’s head and chest. She again felt the impulse to pull away—the intensity of it scared her—but she stayed with it, understanding better this time what was happening. The light changed to light purple, the transforming energy. Human. Her ring glowed purple with the change.
She turned to look at the guy again and could see that he was no longer flickering, that he looked normal. Like any other person. The purple light dimmed and was gone. It was over. Sera removed her hands, glanced at her ring—it no longer glowed—and took a couple of steps back.
He slowly opened his eyes. He stretched out his arms, moved his fingers around, put his hands over his heart, and then laughed. He reached out a hand to her and she grasped it. She laughed too, at his sheer joy.
His other hand sandwiched hers and he said, “Thank you. Thank you.”
Then his eyes flew open wide, his breath caught, and he let go of her hand and ran. In the span of three seconds he was off the porch, through the trees, and gone. Faster than humanly possible.
Sera whipped her head around to see what had scared him off, and gasped.
Jonas.
He stood, feet wide apart, arms lifted up slightly at his sides as if poised to duel. His face was absolute fury. He paid no attention to the guy who’d fled. His wrath was directed at Sera.
She crossed her arms over her chest, leaned into one hip. Let him, she thought. Just let him try to turn this into some big deal. She was only helping someone. She couldn’t be faulted for that.
In an instant he was in front of her, mere inches away. She hadn’t even seen him move. She flinched, fear flooding her veins. He was a vampire. A blood-sucking vampire.
“What are you doing?” Each word laced with venom, his voice was low, dangerous. She backed away from him toward the steps, he strode forward, stayed right with her.
“I’m—”
“She was right about you. Damn, but she was right. We do not need to be fixed or healed by you. We do not want that from you. We want to continue as we have for centuries.”
“I wasn’t trying t—”
“You cannot do this.” He was in her face again, and she jerked backwards, lost her balance, and landed on her butt near the top of the porch steps. She scuttled around until her shoulders hit the front door. Maybe if she just stood up she could get the door open and slip inside to safety. He leaned down to put his face close to hers. Sera’s eyes were unwillingly drawn to his fangs, and a shiver swept through her. They looked…sharp. “You cannot just change us at your will. You cannot get rid of our kind so easily. We will not let you.”
“That’s not what I—”
“You take one of ours and we’ll take one of yours. That already happened with your father. Who else are you willing to lose before you stop?” He had placed his hands on either side of her body as she’d tried to slide up the door to standing, but at this she’d stopped, her eyes wide. “Your mom? Your brother? Who?”
“You…you killed my dad?” Sera blinked hard and fast, willing away the tears that always came when she thought about him. She had to have misheard him because she was pretty sure he’d just told her he’d killed her father. Time crept to a maddening halt as that swam around her brain. But then it sank in.
Her voice changed. It got low and quiet. “You killed my dad?” With each word she jerked up to standing, glaring right into his heartless undead eyes. “YOU KILLED MY DAD?”
His eyebrows shot upward. She stared at him, waiting for an answer and noticed his uncomfortable glance at her hands.
Her hands. He was afraid of her hands. Afraid she would touch him.
She lifted her hands and reached for him. He reared back with such force that he threw himself backwards off the top step. He pushed off with his legs and launched himself into the air, his long black coat sailing out behind him.
And then he was gone.
Sera gasped. He’d disappeared. She’d watched him do it. Her eyes darted all around the front yard and he was nowhere.
There was a tap on her shoulder. She screamed and whipped around to find Jonas behind her on the porch. She narrowed her eyes at him and reached out again, stepping forward as he backed away.
“No,” he said.
“No? No what?” Sera kept walking toward him.
“No, I did not kill your father.”
That. Just that deflated her and she dropped her hands. Her father had been killed. Her face crumpled and the tears came as she sank down to sit on the porch floor. He hadn’t just died, he’d been killed. She brought her knees up and held her head in her hands. Jonas knelt down across from her, still out of reach, but nearby.
“But another vampire did because you changed Meghan.”
She looked up at him. Her father had been killed because of something she’d done? Oh god. It was her fault it had happened and her fault that she hadn’t been there to save him.
“But I didn’t know she was a vampire. I didn’t even know I could do that.”
“I know.” Jonas spoke quietly. “It wasn’t right, what they did. I’m sorry.” He seemed to remember suddenly what he’d just seen her do, and gestured toward where she’d transformed the other vampire. “But I warned you not to do it again.”
“I do not take orders from you. Or anyone, for that matter.” She took a breath. Calmed. “He asked for my help. He wanted to change.” She shrugged. “I helped him.”
Jonas shook his head, curled his hands into fists. He didn’t speak for a moment.
“You cannot do that,” he finally said.
“I help people when they need it or ask for it.”
“You are putting yourself in danger. And those you love.”
“Danger from you?” Sera’s eyes were icy.
“No.” Jonas shook his head. “From much worse than me. You don’t understand what you are doing, what the others will think if you keep doing this. They will kill you, if they can, to stop you.”
All air left Sera’s lungs in a whoosh. And she felt like she couldn’t get another breath in. He was serious. They would kill her for helping people?
“But why?” Her voice sounded so small when she spoke.
“Because you are a danger.”
“I am?” Sera laughed. “To who?”
“To me and mine.”
“To you? You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re superhuman. I’ve seen you. What could I possibly do to you?”
He held up his hands and reached toward her as she had done to him.
“Because of my new-found power?” Sera laughed without mirth. “Because I’m suddenly the Changer? Able to change vampires with a single touch. Vampires beware! Or is Changeling better? I don’t know. I probably need a better name than that because then Luke might be called the Seeling, and that’s terrible.” She shook her head. “Oh! And my evil laugh is going to need some serious work because it’s not very good at all.”
“I think,” Jonas said, “that you don’t understand the great risk your power puts you in.”
“Look, I’m not trying to change anyone—he asked for my help, so I helped him. That’s all I did. I’m not out to get you all or take over the world or anything.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Honestly? I didn’t even believe vampires existed until about ten minutes ago. Yes, I know you told me several weeks ago, but I thought you were just some escaped mental patient in need of anti-delusional medication. I didn’t believe you. Why would I?” She swept her arm out in the direction the guy had gone. “But how can I not help someone who’s asking for my help? Is it so awful that some vampires apparently don’t want to be vampires? I mean, don’t they get a choice now that they know they have one?”
Jonas shook his head. “I agree with you, but it’s not me who must be convinced.”
“Then who do I have to convince?”
“I have to convince her. Lilith. And now that you’ve changed another of my kind today, I don’t know if I’ll be able to.” Jonas looked hard at Sera for a long moment. “I believe you are as Feyth says you are. But I need your cooperation. You are not safe now that the others know where you live. You and your family should stay someplace else while I do what I can to smooth this over with Lilith.”
He held out his hand to her. He hadn’t wanted her to touch him before and now he was reaching a hand out to her. She didn’t get this guy. She grasped his hand in hers, while he searched her eyes intently. She looked back into his and had the feeling that he could see her. Really see her. See who she was deep down. No one but Luke had ever looked at her that way.
Then he looked down at her wrists. The Mark was just visible under her sleeve. He pushed her shirt sleeve up to see the whole thing.
“Ah, Feyth has been busy, I see.” He almost smiled, Sera thought, when she looked at him in surprise. Almost, but not quite. Maybe vampires didn’t smile. “I recognize her work.” He looked down at the Mark again. “Good. That will help you.”
She had no idea how a drawing on her arm could possibly help her. Maybe he was a little crazy after all.
Jonas stood up, and pulled Sera to her feet before he let go of her hand. She retrieved her book bag from the bottom of the porch stairs and then went to unlock the front door. She turned to look at Jonas one last time. He waited at the top of the stairs for her to go in the house. After she got inside, she did something she’d never done before when she was home during the day.
She locked the door.
It made her feel only slightly better. She dropped her bag by the door, and started down the hall toward her room. She had a lot of questions for Fey.
But first she needed Luke. As she pulled her cell phone out of her pocket to dial him, she heard shouting outside.
Jonas.
He needed help.


TWENTY-EIGHT

Where is Luke when I need him? Sera bolted for the front door. She grabbed the handle, twisted it, but it didn’t budge. She cursed as her fingers scrambled to undo the deadbolt, and she finally swung the door open.
At that same moment Jonas came flying backwards toward the door. He turned in mid-air, a look of surprise on his face when he saw the door open and Sera standing there. He scooped her into his arms as he fell. They rolled over in the air and landed with Jonas underneath her.
“What are you doing?” Jonas looked really pissed. Again.
“I can help.”
He blinked. “What can you do?”
Sera hadn’t thought that far in advance. She held up her hands.
“Stay inside, Sera.” Jonas got up off the floor and looked out the door.
“I thought you said I was a danger.”
“You are. To yourself at the moment. Stay inside. I’ve got this.” And he shut the door behind him as he launched himself off the porch.
“You’re a danger to yourself,” Sera mimicked, the side of one lip curled up. “Stay inside, Sera.” She huffed, and stood there feeling stupid and helpless.
Something—or, more accurately, someone—crashed into the side of the garage and snapped her attention back outside to her front yard. She peered out the window to see seven of the biggest, nastiest looking thugs she’d ever laid eyes on. They were all at least six and a half feet tall, and looked like body builders gone horribly wrong—way more muscle than humanly possible.
But, Sera realized with a jolt, they probably weren’t human. The guy Jonas had just thrown against the garage? She could see his fangs.
One of them pulled out a very sharp, strange looking dagger. Long metal curlicues wrapped around the guy’s beefy fist like a protective metal ball, and the blade gleamed down to a fine point. Strange swirls and symbols adorned both sides of the blade. As the guy waved it back and forth, Jonas just tilted his head to one side and shook it. He swaggered toward the armed thug, and the other six guys pulled out blades of their own.
Jonas halted and scowled, sizing up each one. They laughed, a menacing sound that sent chills through Sera. One swung and Jonas lunged out of the way. Two came at him and—
Movement off to the left caught Sera’s eye, and she gasped as Luke ran into the yard, yelling to Jonas.
Luke’s appearance distracted Jonas enough that one of the abominable men sliced his right arm with a blade. It brought Jonas to his knees. He looked around the circle of intruders, snarled at them like a trapped tiger, and suddenly Fey appeared in front of him. From out of nowhere. She reached a hand out to Jonas, helped him to his feet, and they both disappeared.
Sera gasped and sought out Luke, who had grabbed a spade out of the garage and was swinging it crazily at the nearest brute. Fey reappeared beside Luke just as the shovel made contact with the thug’s head, knocking him to his hands and knees, and the knife from his grasp. Jonas materialized then, grabbed the blade, and stabbed the guy in the back.
The shocked expression on the guy’s face was the last thing Sera saw before he burst into nothingness. Jonas had a grim smile now that he was armed. Fey said something to him and Luke, and disappeared again.
All Sera could think was Fey could disappear.
Jonas disappeared, Luke charged at a thug, and Fey appeared behind another one. She wrapped an arm around his neck, drew a glass-like blade from behind her back, and stabbed him in the chest. In about two seconds flat. Sera’s mouth hung open—she’d never seen anyone move that fast before, anyone so fierce.
Jonas reappeared behind another, and stabbed him in the back before the guy even registered that anything had happened. Fey took out two more and Jonas killed another as Luke distracted them. Until there was only one left standing. Only one left, period. In a matter of seconds, Fey and Jonas had killed the other six and there was no trace of them.
Fey appeared behind the last guy. She pushed the blade part way into his back. The guy had dropped his own blade, staggered, fell to his knees—and Sera swore there was smoke coming up from where the dagger was embedded. Fey hissed something into his ear, and the guy snarled something back. Her eyes narrowed and then she sank the knife in up to the hilt. The last vampire was gone in a burst.
Fey turned in time to see Jonas collapse to the ground, his injured arm useless at his side. Luke dropped the shovel and ran to catch Jonas before he tumbled all the way over. Jonas looked up into Luke’s face with surprise. Then he turned to gaze at Fey, and she nodded once at him.
“SERA!” Luke yelled. But Sera was already out the door, flying down the steps to get to them.
“Inside,” she said to Luke. “I’d do it out here, but what if more of them come?”
He nodded and Sera gingerly ducked underneath Jonas’s bleeding arm while Luke took his other side, wrapped his arm around Jonas’s waist and pulled him up to standing. Wisps of smoke snaked up from the deep wound and Sera was sure she heard it sizzling. It smelled rancid, and she had to turn her face away and into Jonas’s chest in order to breathe.
She looked across him to where Fey stood. She stared at Fey for a moment, unsure what to say. She couldn’t believe what she’d just seen, what Fey had just done. And yet she had to. Vampires existed and Fey could vanquish them. And disappear. Where to even start?
“You coming?” she finally said. Luke turned toward Fey, too.
“No,” Fey said. “I have to go…somewhere. But I’ll be back soon.”
Sera nodded. “Okay.”
“So,” Luke said, “we’ll talk then.”
“Yes,” Fey said. “I suppose we will have to.” She gave them one last look, turned and disappeared.
They started to move Jonas toward the house. Luke looked at Sera. “So, Fey?”
“No idea,” she said.
“And those guys she just annihilated?”
“Vampires.”
His eyes got huge, then he nodded his head at Jonas.
“Also a vampire,” Sera said.
“Excellent,” Luke said. “And we’re bringing him inside?”
Sera nodded, then glanced at Jonas.
“I didn’t get here in time,” Luke said quietly. “Again.”
Jonas’s head lolled forward as they carried him up the front steps. Sera halted Luke at the doorway.
“What?” Luke said.
“He’s a vampire.” She looked at Jonas. “I think we need to invite him in. Like say it out loud.”
Jonas snorted with a slight shake of his head. Luke laughed.
“Okay. Maybe not.” Sera’s face tingled all over as she flushed and gently moved Jonas inside with Luke. “This is all new to me, you know.”
They gently lay him down on the floor in the entryway and closed the door. Sera knelt on one side of him, Luke on the other.
“Why did you do that?” she said as Jonas looked up at her. “Protect me, I mean.”
His eyebrows scrunched together. “You don’t deserve to die.”
“But Lilith sent them, right?”
“Yes.”
“Isn’t she going to be mad that you killed those guys?” Sera said. “Why would you do that?”
Jonas met her eyes, and she had that feeling again that he could see right into her soul. He said simply, “You don’t deserve to die.”
She really didn’t understand him at all. He moaned and reached for his injured arm which was still smoking. There was no way around it—she had to help him. Her hand found her necklace, but before she could place her hands on him, Jonas reached over and grabbed her wrist with his good hand.
He leaned up toward her, his face contorting in pain and anger, and said, “Do not touch me. I do not want to change.”
Her eyes flew wide and she glanced across him to Luke who looked just as surprised. Jonas fell back again, breathing hard with the effort, and let go of her wrist. His eyes closed, and it seemed as if he might have passed out. Eyebrows raised in a silent question, Sera shrugged at Luke. He glanced down at Jonas for a moment, then nodded.
She had to heal him, no matter what he said. She couldn’t just leave him to bleed to death all over the floor. Especially after what he’d just done. Saved her life. No. She didn’t care what he said. She was healing him.
Sera closed her eyes and hoped she could do this right, control the energy and only heal him. Then she placed her hands on Jonas’s arm—one hand at the shoulder, the other on his palm. Her ring glowed bright as intense white light flooded her body and shot out of her hands to illuminate his arm. The rest of his body started to glow as the energy spread, but his arm was blinding as it healed.
She could feel the strong draw of energy going through her, and focused her mind. Heal. Only heal. She imagined muscles and skin fusing back together as if nothing had harmed them. As she envisioned his arm healing in its entirety, she could feel the energy start to change, to pull more insistently into Jonas and the brightness moved from centering on his arm to his core being. The color began to morph to light purple.
This was it. This was the point at which it turned from healing him to changing him. She wrenched her hands away from his body, breaking the flow, halting the energy. The glow faded from his body and she could see he was breathing evenly again. She looked at her hand. The ring still had a slight purple glow for a moment, then that faded away.
She suddenly couldn’t breathe, looking at Jonas lying there. And she was terrified that she’d screwed it up. Maybe she’d been wrong and she’d already transformed him. Or partially transformed him. He was going to be furious if she had. She glanced at the door. If she made a run for it now, she might make it to the car before he woke up and realized what she’d done. She looked at Luke. She’d have to take him with her, there was no question about that, but she didn’t know how she was going to tell him the plan without Jonas hearing.
Jonas opened his eyes as if on cue, ruining any plans of escape. She chewed her lip, waited to see what she’d done. He lifted his healed arm and his eyes snapped to her face. He took a deep breath and his expression turned to uncertainty.
“What?” Sera said, leaning over him. “Are you feeling okay?” Perhaps she’d done something really wrong. After all, he was a vampire and she didn’t have a clue as to how they healed or what exactly was different about their bodies. She was only used to dealing with humans.
“Yeah, I’m fine.” Jonas’s voice was like sandpaper on wood. “I feel great actually.”
“Good!” Sera let out the breath she’d been holding. “Are you still…I mean, is everything as it should be?”
“Am I still a vampire?”
Sera nodded, bit her lip.
“I seem to be, yes.”
She brought her hand up to her forehead. “Oh, good.”
“I’m just confused.”
“Okay…?”
“You helped me.”
“Yes.” She glanced at Luke.
“I didn’t ask for your help. In fact, I told you not to help me.”
“She never listens,” Luke said. Sera shot him a look.
“You needed help,” she said.
“And you didn’t change me.”
“You didn’t want me to.” She’d done it. She’d actually done it. She’d been able to guide the healing energy, not just be a conduit for it.
“So you can control it?”
“Apparently I can.”
“Impressive.” Luke grinned at her. “One question.”
“Okay.”
“Right before Jonas came to?”
She nodded, waited.
“Did you have your whole escape planned out or just partially?”
Sera’s eyes immediately flipped back to Jonas. She could feel the heat rising to her face. “Whole,” she said, biting back a smile.
“And were you taking me with you or sacrificing me to the vampires?”
Her smile broke through. “You said one question.”
Jonas laughed, a sudden loud ricocheting sound. Sera and Luke jumped back. “What?” he said.
“You laughed,” Luke said.
“You’re funny,” Jonas said. Sera and Luke just stared at him. “What?”
“No, you laughed,” Sera said.
“Yes?”
“Well,” she said, “you’re a vampire.”
“Yes.”
“Do vampires laugh? I’ve never even seen you smile.”
“Sera.” Jonas laughed again. “I lost my mortality, not my sense of humor. Why would you think we don’t laugh?”
“Vampires are evil. Menacing. Scary.” She glanced at Luke. “That’s what it said online.” She waited for Jonas to respond. He didn’t. “Aren’t they?”
“Am I?”
“Hell, yeah. Sometimes.”
“Are you a total delight all the time?” Jonas said.
Luke spoke up. “Hell, no.” Sera looked around for something to throw at him. There wasn’t anything. “I speak from experience,” he said, laughing.
“I still have my human ways,” Jonas said. “We all do.”
As Jonas started to sit up, Luke and Sera scrambled to help him. Together they carefully helped him to his feet and guided him to a nearby chair. He lowered himself into it, and sat still for a moment. He did not look entirely well.
“Is there something we can get you?” Luke said, giving Sera a we-don’t-have-any-extra-blood-laying-around-here look. “You look a little off still.”
“It takes a lot out of us to heal—even when we have help.” He nodded at Sera. “Apparently.”
Sera’s eyes got really wide as she noticed his fangs glistening. “You need to feed, don’t you?”
“I do.” He watched Sera lock eyes with Luke. “But not on you,” he said, rolling his eyes. He took a breath, frowned, and then looked toward the windows. “You two are not safe here. You’ve got to go someplace else until I can convince them to stop.”
“How long will that take?” Luke said.
“If anyone can do it, I can.…I’m just not sure anyone can do it.”
“Look, we can’t just leave our home indefinitely. That’s just not poss—”
“Would you rather watch your sister die?”
Luke paled at Jonas’s words, as if Jonas himself had just drained Luke of every drop of blood. “Why would you say that?” He spared a quick glance at Sera, who watched him with suddenly narrowed eyes.
“Because there are those who wish you both dead. I thought you got that from the fight outside. You’re not as bright as your sister.”
Sera noticed the tiniest twinge of a muscle near his left eye and realized that Jonas was kidding. She tried to hide her smile at Luke’s look of indignation, but he saw it. He stopped, looked back at Jonas, then rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“You know this is serious, right?” he said to Sera. “It’s not a joke.”
“I know.” Sera sobered instantly. “I’m just glad it’s clear who the brains of the operation is. Before we die, that is. Just so the record’s straight.”
“Sera!”
“Okay, okay. No more jokes.” Her eyes flicked to Jonas, who was watching them. “So, we go. Somewhere.” She looked at Luke again. “What about Mom?”
“She’ll be gone for the week, so she’s safe for now,” Luke said.
“Right. Good.” Sera paused, trying to focus her thoughts again. “What about Marc? We could stay with him, I’m sure—”
“No.” Jonas barked it. Like an order.
Sera’s face tightened. “Look, you’re not exactly in charge here and—”
“You cannot trust him.”
“I do trust him. And I think I would know better than you since I’m the one who actually knows him.” Sera spoke as if she were spitting glass.
“Your problem is that you trust everyone. You trust too easily.”
“Not true.” Sera looked hard at Jonas. She spoke every word very clearly. “I don’t trust you.”
He was silent for a moment, his mouth a hard line. “My mistake,” he said, face unreadable. “Your problem is that you trust the wrong people.”
Sera took a deep breath in preparation for telling Jonas just what his problem was when Luke cut in.
“Why don’t we stay at Fey’s?” he said, looking from Sera to Jonas.
Breathing heavy and still glaring at Jonas, Sera said, “Fine.”
Jonas just nodded.
“Great,” Sera said. “I’m going to go call Marc while I’m packing.” She looked directly at Jonas once more. “So he knows where I am.”
Then she turned her back on them both and walked away.

I don’t trust you. Jonas heard the words play over and over again in his head as he walked down the long tunnel to see Lilith. He had to stop her. He had to try again.
Why did he care, though? What was this girl to him? He hardly knew her.
And yet, he did. He’d watched her for the past two months and had seen all the good she had done.
He knew her heart. He knew she and Luke didn’t deserve this death sentence. He knew they were much more likely to be the saviors of the Realm than its destroyers.
Her actions told him who she was. Yes, she’d transformed another vampire—against his warning. And that grated on him. But she was also right. Someone had asked for her help and she’d helped him. She wasn’t searching out vampires and turning them against their will. She was helping vampires who asked. If he admired her for helping humans in need, then he had to admire her helping vampires too.
And she’d healed him. Without changing him.
Though, he felt different somehow. Almost as if he were stronger, quicker than he’d been before. Which was impossible. A vampire’s abilities did not improve over time. They were what they were—as set by a vampire’s creator. Still, he did feel better, refreshed.
Because of her.
He’d fight to the death for her. Just as he would have for his sister, if he’d been able to.
Jonas paused outside of Lilith’s lair, and braced himself, one hand on the rough stone wall. It felt cold and hard under his hand. Like Lilith. Unlike Sera. He couldn’t let Lilith see that he cared what happened to Sera. He had to keep himself distant, convince her to do the right thing.
Lilith didn’t believe in weakness. And humans were a great weakness, indeed.

Sera dropped her bag by the front door and turned to Luke.
“I checked the windows,” she said.
“I got the doors and lights. Kitchen?”
“Everything’s off.”
“Good.” Luke bent down to pick up Sera’s duffel bag and froze. Sera’s eyes snapped onto his face instantly. He was having a vision, she knew the signs well. No matter how long the vision felt to Luke, they were only about seven seconds long, during which time Luke didn’t move or breathe. She waited, watching his face anxiously.
He gasped suddenly and stood up straight, her bag forgotten on the floor. Sweat beaded up on his forehead, his breathing came in huge, short gasps, and he was as pale as he’d been when Jonas suggested they stay elsewhere. She’d never seen him look so scared.
“You had a vision,” Sera said. He was going to tell her this time. She was not going to give up until he told her.
Luke was silent. Just looked at her.
“What did you See?”
Silence.
“Luke,” Sera said, reaching out to touch his arm. “Talk to me. Tell me what you Saw.” If she thought it might work she’d push the idea into him that he tell her, try to force him into it. But it didn’t work on him at all. His mind was too strong.
Silence.
And then she knew. No vision had ever terrified him. Never. In seventeen years. It was as if his own life were at stake. But he didn’t See his own future. He only saw other’s. She suddenly had a terrible feeling that she knew exactly whose future he’d Seen.
Her voice was a whisper. “Do I get hurt?”
His face contorted, but he didn’t say anything.
“Oh my god. Do I die?”
He closed his eyes.
“Oh.” The air rushed out of her lungs on that one word. She was going to die.
Luke’s voice was tight, tortured when he said, “We gotta go.” He bent down to pick up Sera’s bag again, then headed out the door. Sera looked down at her feet. Their book bags lay there. She should probably pick those up, she thought. Luke was already on the porch, waiting. She reached down and grasped the bags, then woodenly stepped outside.
Luke stared at her a moment, searching her face, then reached around her and locked the door. He started down the steps, but her voice stopped him.
“Luke?”
He turned to look at her. She was going to die. She knew she was going to die. But she couldn’t stop herself from asking even though she already knew the answer.
“Have you ever had a vision that didn’t come true?” she said. “Ever?”
He shook his head, a small unwilling movement, then he turned and walked slowly down the steps and out to their car.
Sera followed. Suddenly, nothing was funny anymore.
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Luke sat at Fey’s computer, his fingers lightly drumming on the keys, his brain a complete blank. He stared at the screen unseeing, and unclenched his teeth for what felt like the ninety-seventh time. He was getting nowhere.
Not exactly the productive day he’d envisioned when he decided to play sick today and stay home to research. He ran his hands through his hair, as he’d done all morning long, and stood up.
Shall she be the first to die, Seer?


Then sat right back down.
He had to figure this out. He had to figure something out. He’d been scouring the internet for hours and had come up with absolutely nothing. He’d searched for things he remembered from his visions: red stone room, hell, scary beautiful woman. He’d searched for things about the abilities of the seventh son of a seventh son. He searched for any information he could find on how to stop visions from coming true or how to change the future. He’d even looked up vampires.
Vampires. He couldn’t believe Fey was a vampire. He and Sera had figured that out on the way to her house last night and had confronted her with it as soon as they’d gotten her alone.
“So,” Luke had said. “When were you going to tell us you’re a vampire?”
The look of shock on Fey’s face told him everything he needed to know. They’d guessed right.
“Never,” Fey said. She looked back and forth between Luke and Sera.
“It’s fine, Fey,” Sera said, reaching a hand out to touch her arm. “It doesn’t change anything. It’s doesn’t matter to us.”
“It doesn’t?”
“Why would it?” Luke said. “But the fact that you can obviously kick my ass and everyone’s at school—at the same time—is sobering, I will be honest with you.”
Fey smiled at that. “You have absolutely nothing to worry about, Luke,” she said.
They hadn’t talked much more about it last night. Fey hadn’t been forthcoming with many details and Sera had been very quiet since she’d learned of his vision. And that had made Luke feel worse. She took it so seriously. She knew, just as well as he did, that it was going to happen. And that they couldn’t stop it.
Which is why he’d stayed at Fey’s rather than wasting time at school. He needed to find something—anything—he could use to even make some small change. Sometimes the smallest changes had the biggest effects.
He had found a lot of crazy stuff in the last few hours, but it all amounted to nothing. He was no closer to saving Sera than he had been when he’d had that first vision.
Yes, I think so. Her healing makes her the more dangerous.


Luke gasped. The first vision. He’d taken notes on it that night, which somehow he’d totally forgotten about. He felt like a complete idiot.
He jumped up, grabbed his keys and headed for the door. Then paused. He wasn’t supposed to go home. But home was where his notebook was. Where perhaps some pertinent information was. Where maybe the missing piece to this whole puzzle lay.
He had to go home. He glanced at the clock. Two o’clock. He had a little over an hour until Sera and Fey would be home from school. Fey had made him promise he wouldn’t go anywhere when she’d reluctantly left him home alone this morning. Luke had been a little puzzled at her hesitation, but figured it must be that she secretly loved him and almost couldn’t bear to leave him. Well, he wished that was the reason. She’d left with Sera this morning after glancing worriedly at his wrist, which he’d thought was strange. But also kind of hot.
And even though he’d promised Fey and he didn’t like to go back on his word, he figured that what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her as he closed the door behind him and took off in a jog toward home. Though, perhaps he would swing by the church that was a couple blocks over from their house first. Holy water might be a good thing to have on hand, he’d learned from his research—hey, it hadn’t been a complete waste of time after all—and he had his dad’s empty flask in his back pocket.
Fey only lived about five minutes away by car, but Sera had taken their car to school this morning and Luke was glad to have the excuse to run the three miles. Perhaps if he got his blood pumping, his body moving, it would clear his mind enough that he could make some headway to solving this very large problem of his.
He had a good rhythm going between breath and step by the time he rounded the corner to the church. He was a little sad to be there already because he really could have kept going, it felt so good. Breathing heavy as he stopped, he was in and out so quick, had slipped the filled flask back into his pocket, and was already running toward home with his heart rate hardly slowing.
When he got to his street, Luke paused by the house next door. From this angle his house appeared to be empty, so Luke walked over to the front door and unlocked it. He felt strange going inside. It was quiet. Too quiet. It almost felt as if he didn’t belong there, as if he were entering a stranger’s house. But then there was all their stuff, all the familiars of his home. His heart pounded now in anticipation of someone jumping out at him, but no one was there.
In his bedroom, he grabbed his notebook, sat right down on his bed, and flipped through the pages until he found what he’d jotted down that night. His eyes skimmed the pages: red stone walls, torches, scariest woman in the world, red-haired, beautiful and hideous, throne, black floor—volcanic rock?, empty cavern, Egyptian gold necklace. Hey, the necklace. He’d forgotten about that. He could look that up and see if he could find the same necklace he’d seen her wear. Maybe that would tell him something.
He looked back at his scribblings again. Hell? hot and cold, huge, underground? children of the prophecy. He stopped at that. Children of the prophecy. He tried to decipher his notes. He’d written “the children of the prophecy must die” then Sera killed. A chill etched its way over his skin.
He got up suddenly and turned on his computer. He needed to look this up now. This could not wait until he got back to Fey’s.
He skimmed the notes again as he waited for the computer to boot up, but nothing else stuck out to him. The children of the prophecy. The children of the prophecy. There was something in that, he could feel it.
Shall she be the first to die?


As soon as the computer was up, he googled “children of the prophecy.” Luke clicked on every one of the entries on the first page of results and found nothing. Finally on the ninth page, he came across the title “Children of the Prophecy—When Will They Come?”
He started reading and felt goose bumps spread down his arms. This was it. This was exactly what he’d been searching for. He could hardly breathe. The secret had to be here. Whatever he needed to know had to be on these pages. He quickly bookmarked the site to ensure he’d find it again if he needed to and started printing out the pages for Sera to read, then went back to reading.
Because he couldn’t stop.
It was all there. Who they were, what they were. Written in this detached scholarly language as if it weren’t actually about real people.
Children will be born amongst the human race with special abilities like nothing ever seen before. Their appearance will bring about a change in the world, for better or for worse—the Prophecy does not specify which.
Of special importance will be a seventh son of a seventh son born with a twin. The two will share the powers of the 7/7—one a healer, one a seer.
This was them. This wasn’t just some ancient myth. It was about him.
The healer will heal any creature of ailment, be it emotional, physical, or psychological in nature. However, this healing power may also transform those of the Realm into other forms, sometimes even human. If this power is used indiscriminately, it is possible whole populations of vampires, elves, faeries, goblins, witches, etc. could be wiped out. Some theorize such action would cause the collapse and disappearance of the Realm, with effects on the Real world unknown.
“No wonder she wants us dead.” Luke sat wide-eyed as he continued to read.
The seer will See events destined to happen, though he will have the ability to change the outcome—essentially changing the future—if he desires.
“HOW?” Luke shouted at the computer screen. His eyes ransacked the page, searching for the answer he hoped was somewhere on the site. “How? Tell me how I can change the future!”
But he was too frantic to focus on any one part. He glanced at the printer spitting out page after page of text. Please, he thought, please let the answer be there. He sat immobile for a few moments. Shall she be the first to die, Seer? Yes, the more dangerous. Then he shut down his computer, grabbed the stack of paper from the printer, flipped off the power.
And ran.

Sera stood wrapped in Marc’s arms. It was crisp and cold outside, but she much preferred to be snuggled up closely than sitting apart inside the car, not able to feel as much of him. She smiled as she listened to his slow and steady heart beat, felt the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed. She inhaled deeply. The air smelled like the promise of snow.
A promise she might not live to see fulfilled.
She looked across the parking lot to the school building where there was a steady stream of students heading for their cars or buses. No Fey, Sera saw with relief. She wanted to relish her time with Marc, stretch it out a little bit, and she knew Fey would want to get back to the house right away to check in with Luke, see if Jonas had come by with news.
Vampires. She hugged Marc tighter. Sera hadn’t said anything about them to Marc. She wasn’t sure he’d believe her. And if he did, it might scare him away from her forever. She didn’t want that to happen. For the moment she was keeping him blissfully unaware.
“Sera?” Marc said.
“Mmm-hmm?”
“Everything okay?” He leaned back a little so he could see her face, concern etched into his features. Luke and Fey were so wrong to be worried about him. And, for that matter, so was Jonas. Marc was wonderful.
For a brief moment she wondered if she’d live long enough for them to realize that. She closed her eyes and snuggled closer. She didn’t want to think about that right now. She wanted a moment—just one moment today—of not thinking about it.
“I’m just really happy to see you today,” she said.
His heart beat sped up, she noticed, and he reached down to release one of her arms. He pushed the sleeve of her coat up to reveal the Mark on her wrist. It still stood stark against her skin. He gazed at it almost lovingly, Sera thought, then he lifted her wrist up and gently pressed his lips to it.
A warm, tingling sensation started where his lips brushed her skin and ran all the way up her arm, and spread to her very core. “Oh,” she said quietly. Boy, she loved the feelings he stirred up in her.
They were all so wrong about him.
He looked into her eyes, a rare thing, and smiled. “Will you do something for me?” he said.
“Absolutely.” She reached up with her other arm, cupped the back of his head with her hand, and brought those amazing lips of his down to meet hers. The kiss shivered through her whole body. Oh, what this boy could do with a simple kiss. There was nothing simple about it.
He laughed a little, lifting his head. “That wasn’t what I meant, but thank you for that.” She couldn’t take her eyes off his lips. “Would you heal me?”
Her eyes locked on his and she frowned slightly. “What do you mean?” She glanced around to be sure no one was nearby to overhear them.
“Heal my mind reading.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I don’t want to be able to hear people’s thoughts anymore. I want you to make it stop, and the migraines that go with it.”
“Marc, I don’t think I can. I don’t think my ability works that way.” She spoke in a quick whisper, and her hand reached up to cover her necklace.
He dropped his arms. “So you won’t even try?”
Sera held her hands out in front of her. “Of course I’ll try. I just don’t think—”
“It has to work,” he said. “I know it’ll work. The medicine works to control it, so it’s something that’s wrong with me.” He closed his eyes and waited.
Sera just looked at him. “Now?” she said.
“Sure.” Marc didn’t even open his eyes. “No time the like present.”
Sera sighed, then hesitantly put her hands on either side of his head, covering his ears. Please let this work, she thought, and closed her eyes to focus on drawing down the warm healing light.
She felt warmth spread through her arms and into Marc’s head, but it wasn’t much energy. It might be enough to relieve some stress, but not to change his inborn abilities. Those couldn’t be healed. At least, she didn’t think they could.
She opened her eyes to look at Marc. His eyes were still closed. “Is it working?” he said, fidgeting a little under her hands. “I feel warmth. Is that it?”
She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t tell him it wasn’t working.
He opened his eyes and saw the expression on her face.
“There’s nothing wrong with you.” Sera said it like an apology.
“Are you really trying?” Marc said.
Sera gasped as if he’d slapped her face, and pulled her hands away from him. She didn’t know why it hadn’t worked, other than that he was fine. That his mind reading wasn’t a sickness or something to cure.
“There’s nothing wrong with you,” she said again, unsure of what else to say.
“Yes, there is.” He took a step back, away from her. “I get headaches that make me want to shove a metal pike through my eye. And they leave me sick and wasted. Everything is wrong with me. I hear people’s thoughts. I’m a freak. And don’t look at me like that, you know what I’m talking about, Sera. You know.” He pointed an angry finger at her. “I have nobody because of this. Nobody. My parents don’t want anything to do with me, I lost my friends.”
“You have us. Me, Luke, Fey.”
“That’s not enough.” Marc spat the words out, and Sera flinched at the sting. “Maybe you don’t really know what I’m talking about because no one knows about you. You’re too scared to tell them. I know why you’re scared. I’ve been there. So don’t tell me there’s nothing wrong with me, because you don’t know what it’s like.”
“I do know. I told my grandmother a long time ago.”
“So?”
“She looked at me like I was evil, and she never wanted anything to do with us ever again. I get what you’re saying, Marc, I really do. But there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re perfect just as you are.”
“Sera?”
Sera whipped her head around to find Fey standing right next to her, eyeing Marc.
“Is everything okay?” Fey said.
Sera looked at Marc. “Peachy,” Marc said, and walked away without looking back. Sera just gaped at him.
“Sera?” Fey followed Marc’s retreat with her eyes. Then she turned to Sera. “Did something happen?”
Sera shook her head. “It’s fine,” she said. Fey didn’t budge. “Let’s go home to Luke.”
“Well, well, well,” Naomi said, veering off from her friends to walk by Sera. She stopped and looked from Sera to Marc and back again. “Has he finally come to his senses and dumped you?”
Sera breathed deep, closed her eyes, tried to keep herself calm. It was not worth it. Naomi wasn’t worth it. Sticks and stones, she thought. Sticks and stones. Her eyes snapped open. Problem was, she was just so tired of it all. And if she was going to die, why not take Naomi down a notch or two.
“Sera,” Fey said, her voice low. “Don’t.”
“Well, skank?” Naomi said, her face an ugly sneer. She stepped closer to Sera. “No one will ever love you. I’m surprised you even have friends.” She looked Fey up and down. “Well, friend.”
“Hey, Naomi?” Fey said. “Why don’t you—”
Sera grabbed Naomi by the shoulders. Hard.
“Hey!” Naomi said.
“Sera, don’t!”
But it was too late. She could feel all her anger gathering in her core. She spoke in a quiet rush. “What is the matter with you? What have I ever done to you that would make you hate me so much? Do you have any idea how that feels?” She started to push Leave me alone into Naomi, but changed her mind. Instead she planted these thoughts: You think you are the ugliest person in school, you are paranoid that you smell and have bad breath, and you want to be my best friend more than anything. 
Naomi gasped and her face registered shock, then she took a step back and covered her mouth with one hand. She looked around at everyone in the parking lot, her shoulders slumping forward, longing on her face. She turned to Sera, smiled hesitantly, and lowered her hand a little bit. It was the first time Sera had ever seen her looking completely unsure of herself.
Fey grasped Sera’s arm and pulled her away from the other girl. Sera glared at Fey, anger still pulsing through her. She could feel it welling up inside, threatening to explode.
Anger and fear churned. Marc. Luke’s vision. The vampires. Her father. How Luke would cope after she died. How her mom would get through it.
God, she was going to die.
And just like that she was deflated. No anger. No nothing.
“Sera?” Naomi said. “Sorry about…” She waved her hand around. Sera just stared at her. “I don’t know what came over m—”
“Leave me alone,” Sera said, and turned away. She handed the car keys to Fey and got into the passenger seat.
Fey got in and reached over to squeeze Sera’s arm. “You okay?”
“No.”
“Wanna talk about it?”
“No.”
“Okay.” Fey nodded. “What was wrong with Marc?”
Sera met Fey’s eyes. “Nothing,” she said. “Absolutely nothing.”
She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. She could feel Fey waiting for more of an answer. But Sera wasn’t going to give it to her. Finally Fey gave up, started the car, and pulled out of the parking lot. Sera was so glad she wasn’t driving.
Her eyes stung under their lids and she could feel years of tears threatening to burst forth. But she was not going to cry. She swallowed a couple of times and could feel the tight grip on her throat loosening.
She was not going to cry.
But they had been right. All of them. Even Naomi. Marc had never liked her, he’d only liked what she could do for him. I’ve been looking for you, he’d said. You can heal people. He’d known about her ability before they’d even met. He’d only come because of their gifts. He’d only wanted to meet her and spend time with her because she could heal. So she could cure him.
It had never been her.
No one was ever going to love her, just like Naomi had said. It was true.
But what did it even matter? She was going to die unless Luke figured out how to change the future. She needed to get home to him.
Maybe if Luke described his vision she might have some ideas about it.
Maybe it took the two of them to change the future.

Marc sat in his car at the stoplight, his eyes squeezed shut, his mouth tight, and pounded his fists on the steering wheel.
It hadn’t worked.
And he couldn’t figure out why. If the medicine he took helped him, then there had to be something to be healed. The Shadows had promised they could cure him. If that was true, then Sera should have been able to heal him.
Unless she didn’t want to.
He shook his head, opened his eyes, and saw that the light had turned green, traffic was moving forward. He followed along, though he didn’t have anywhere to go. And a crushing weight grew as he realized that he was never going to be free, never going to be cured. Whatever was causing the migraines and the uncontrollable noise in his brain was never going to go away. He knew what Sera could do. He’d seen her do it. And if she couldn’t heal him, no one could.
But part of him wondered—really wondered—if she’d faked it. If there was some reason that she’d held it back, that she didn’t want to heal him. Although he didn’t know what that would be, but he also couldn’t explain why the Shadows tortured him as they did. Just because he couldn’t fathom the reason didn’t mean there wasn’t one.
Maybe she wanted to control him like the Shadows did.
Or maybe he really couldn’t be cured and the Shadows were a bunch of sadistic liars. Everyone was a liar.
He should just leave Sera and Luke to the Shadows. They deserved that. He was in hell, why shouldn’t they be too?
Except he couldn’t do that to them. No matter how pissed he was at Sera right now, he hated the Shadows more than anything and he refused to give them what they wanted.
So he’d have to try to lead the Shadows astray. He could tell them he was sure Luke and Sera weren’t the two, but he’d heard of a pair in Laos, Siberia, or Bora Bora. Anywhere far away from here. Then he’d have to go there and put on a convincing show before pissing them off enough so they’d just kill him and he’d be rid of this torturous life.
He sighed, following the car in front of him as they turned left at the next light. He didn’t care where he drove, he just wanted to feel like he was going somewhere. Even if he wasn’t. He couldn’t believe his life had come down to this. But try as he might, he couldn’t see any other options.
His eyes were drawn to movement on the sidewalk as he drove down the street. With a start he realized it was Luke, running. Marc drove slowly past him, glanced at him in his rearview mirror, and then pulled over to the side. For some reason he felt like he needed to stop.
He rolled the window down as Luke jogged over to the car.
“Hey.” Luke bent down, popped his head in the window.
“Hey yourself.” Marc forced a smile, but couldn’t muster enthusiasm. “Need a ride?”
Luke’s brow furrowed, but he nodded. “You okay?” he said.
Marc sighed. “Not enti—”
Before he could finish, Luke was gone.
Marc looked out the window and gasped. Five huge guys had hold of Luke and were dragging him off into the trees between two houses. Marc opened his door and tried to leap out of his seat, but was held tight by his seatbelt. Cursing and struggling to release himself, he tumbled out of the car, scrambled to his feet and raced around it.
“LUKE!” Marc took a flying leap at one of the brutes, wrapped his arms around the guy’s torso, and tackled him to the ground. He was up again in an instant, flying at another guy, taking him down too. He didn’t know who these guys were, but he figured they were working for the Shadows too and had found Luke by following Marc.
He wasn’t about to let the Shadows have his friend. He was not going to let them win.
The other three had turned, dropped Luke, and were swarming toward Marc. The two he’d already tackled were pulling themselves up off the ground. Marc looked around at all of them as they surrounded him. They had the darkest eyes he’d ever seen. Dark like the Shadows. Perhaps they were people possessed by the Shadows. He had no idea. They snarled at him, baring long sharp teeth.
“Marc, behind you!” Luke said as he dove for one of the guys and brought him down. Marc whipped around and swung out his arm to clip the guy in the head. He went down, but he took Marc with him.
Luke threw himself on top of the guy and rolled him off of Marc, who then kicked the guy in the chest, knocking the wind out of him so that Luke could detach himself and get up.
They stood surrounded, back to back, looking around at the remaining four.
“Who are these guys?” Marc said.
“Vampires.”
“Ha. Ha. I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
“WHAT?” Marc jerked around to look at Luke for a moment. “There’s no such thing as—”
The vampires took that moment to make a grab for Marc and Luke, wrestling them both to the ground. Marc was wild. He couldn’t move his arms or legs, and one of them had his hefty hand over Marc’s mouth. He clamped his eyes shut and silently screamed in his head.
Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. And he was suddenly free. He opened his eyes and looked around. Luke was sitting up, and all five of the thugs were on the ground as if they’d been stunned.
“What’d you do?” Marc said, meeting Luke’s surprised look.
“I was about to ask you the same thing.” Luke rolled his right ankle around slowly, wincing as he did. “You okay?”
“Mostly.” Marc pointed to Luke’s ankle, and was about to ask about it when he saw one of the guys behind Luke open his eyes and start to get up. Luke’s eyes went wide as he looked behind Marc.
Then everything went black.

Marc woke slung over someone’s shoulder, his hands and feet tied. He looked around and saw Luke being carried the same way. Luke hung limply over the guy’s shoulder, his hands tied behind his back. Marc hoped Luke was simply unconscious not dead. The vampires wouldn’t kill Luke and keep Marc alive, he told himself.
His mind couldn’t quite grasp the vampire thing. That couldn’t be true, he kept telling himself, regardless of evidence to the contrary.
A small group of them stood at the edge of the lake. Marc tried to look around without moving his head much so they wouldn’t know he was alert. Nothing looked familiar to him. He assumed it was still the same lake, but someplace he hadn’t been. That was going to make it harder to escape from if he didn’t know where he was. He eyed the vampires and Luke’s unconscious form for a moment. Assuming they could escape.
Suddenly the guy carrying him started walking. Toward the water. They were going to throw Marc and Luke into the water, Marc realized, and let them drown.
He started struggling, and his thug gripped him tighter. He couldn’t get his hands or feet free, the rope was too tight. Marc whipped his head around. The guy’s feet were already in the water and he was going downward quickly.
Marc thrashed. He threw his head up, arched his back, and tried to shift his weight from one side to the other. The guy kept going down deeper into the water.
He could see the level of the water rising almost to his head and then he was under it. Marc struggled with all his might, breathing heavier and heavier with fear.
Breathing?
He stopped struggling for a moment and looked around. They were under the water. He could see the surface above his head, see the sky through it, the trees along the waterline. They were definitely underwater. And he was definitely able to breathe.
He looked up behind his captor to see another thug coming down too. The way the guy walked it looked like he was going down a flight of stairs. Marc looked down. He saw mud and rocks, and a few underwater plants here and there. It looked like a normal lake bottom. There were no stairs that he could see.
The guy behind them was closer now. Close enough to grin at Marc’s confusion. “It’s a glamour, human. Welcome to the Realm.” His long sharp teeth dented his bottom lip but didn’t puncture it. Vampire, Marc thought. They really were vampires.
Marc looked up again and the last thing he saw was a fist coming right at his head.


THIRTY

Jonas stormed around the corner and into the corridor. Torches lit the way up toward daylight at the far end. He walked a few paces, then stopped, punched the wall.
Lilith would not be swayed. He’d been arguing with her for twenty-four hours straight, and had tried everything he could think of. Even appealed to her deepest sense of evil by implying that Sera could be used to get rid of certain Realm beings she particularly despised.
She’d actually considered it for a while—or at least appeared to—before she’d laughed and told him no, she still wanted these two particular Children dead.
Jonas’s head snapped up as realization hit: Lilith was scared. She was terrified of Sera and Luke. He almost laughed out loud at that. At how ridiculous that was.
Almost. He was still standing far too close to her domain to do anything but rage in silence.
Movement up ahead caught his eye. At the far end he saw several silhouettes enter the tunnel and walk toward him. He could make out the humans being carried in. Probably fresh playthings for Lilith’s cages. He shook his head and walked toward them.
The humans were tied up. That was unusual. And they appeared to be unconscious. That, too, wasn’t normal. His head tilted to one side, Jonas looked more closely at the clothes and features he could see. Both wore jeans, one had on hiking boots, the other wore running shoes.
Oh, no. This couldn’t be them. They were both too big to be Sera, but one of them looked a hell of a lot like Luke.
Jonas quickened his pace to meet them as far away from Lilith as possible.
The vampires nodded to Jonas as he approached.
“Are these for Lilith?” he said.
“They are.” A lone vampire stood in front of the group.
Jonas peered around at the two unconscious forms as if he were shopping for a new car, lifting their heads to get a good look at them, seeming to assess them. It was Luke and Sera’s shifty friend Marc.
He looked at the leader, glanced back down toward Lilith’s lair, then said, “She’s in a particularly foul mood at the moment.”
The leader drew breath in quickly, peered warily down the corridor.
“Are these for her cages? That might give her a lift.”
The guy shook his head. “She wanted one of these two captured and brought to her.”
Jonas raised his eyebrows and looked at Luke and Marc again. “I just hope you got the right one. You wouldn’t want to make a mistake right now with the mood she’s in.”
The vampire looked back uneasily at his cohorts. They all looked like they didn’t know what to do.
“Now,” Jonas said, leaning close, “I could take them in for you, if you’d like. I’m fairly certain she won’t take her anger out on me.” Jonas shrugged and the others nodded. Everyone knew he was the favored son. “And that way you could all be far away—out of reach, out of mind—in case Lilith feels the need to express herself.” He looked pointedly at them all.
The other vampires looked at each other, unsure of what to do. Jonas kept his expression neutral, his attitude carefree, but watched them carefully. He had them. He could tell. They just needed a moment to come to it on their own.
One nodded. Then another. Another. Then all of them. The two vampires carrying Luke and Marc had just started to shift them off of their shoulders when—
“Ah, bon! My guests have arrived.” Lilith’s voice rang out from behind Jonas. “Bring them in! Bring them in.” She waved the vampires into her lair.
The vampires exchanged a brief wary look, then walked around Jonas and down the tunnel toward where Lilith stood, her eyes narrowed.
Jonas took a slow, deep breath and closed his eyes. If he tried to fight them now he’d most likely lose. While he could take on the other vampires and probably win, he was no match for Lilith. Her strength, intelligence, and command of magick made her unbeatable. And she knew it.
Plus, he’d be hard pressed to fight against her. He couldn’t betray her like that. He owed her so much that he couldn’t fathom ever hurting her.
She knew that, too.
He turned to face her, and bit back the snarl he felt rising in him at the arrogance on her face. He feigned indifference.
Which only made Lilith laugh. “Oh, Jonas, you are so cute. This is one of the things I like most about you. Now, do go get your little girlfriend, would you, mon cher? We’re having a party and she’s the guest of honor.”

Fey paced back and forth across the living room floor, checking out each window as she did. Where was Luke? Where had he gone? She couldn’t believe she’d actually let him talk her into leaving him home alone today. It was a stupid, stupid mistake. And she had a feeling he was paying for it right now.
She looked out the windows again as something caught her eye. Someone walking by on the sidewalk. Sera had been dialing Luke’s cell number every few minutes for the last hour and a half and just kept getting his voicemail. She’d called over to their house as well, just in case he’d gone home for something, but there was no answer.
His keys and shoes were gone, so at least Fey knew he’d gone out on his own, and that the vampires didn’t know where she lived. Yet.
She kept pacing. How she would ever explain this to her father, to her people, she had no idea. Especially if anything happened to Luke. She would be cast out for sure. A failure. She’d lose her family, her people. Even worse, she’d lose Sera and Luke.
“Did you try him again?” Fey turned to Sera, who was watching her with worried eyes from where she sat on the couch.
“Just now.” Sera nodded. “No answer.”
“Great Hills, where is he?”
“Do you think they got him? The vampires?” Sera said, her voice small. “Jonas said they’d come after us because I changed that other one yesterday. Do you think they have?”
“I don’t know,” Fey said. “I hope not.”
“Can’t you call somebody? Like one of your vampire friends?” Sera paused, then added, “Do vampires have friends?”
“I suppose some must.” She had a hard time keeping the disdain from her voice.
Sera looked at her strangely. “Shouldn’t you know?”
In their brief discussion last night, Fey had omitted some key facts, and this was not the time to clear that up. But she did need Sera to stop asking questions she was not yet willing to answer.
“Sera, I—”
A knock on the door sent Fey hurtling across furniture to answer it. She flew through the air as if winged and threw open the door.
“You.”
She turned and walked back into the living room.
Jonas followed her into the room, fists clenched, mouth tight. He saw Sera on the couch, softened his features, and went to kneel before her. “Luke—”
Sera sat bolt upright. “You’ve seen Luke? Where is he?”
Fey’s head whipped around, and she stared, waiting.
“Luke has been taken, but he’s alive.” Jonas turned to look at Fey. “Lilith has him.”
“WHAT?” Sera was on her feet in an instant.
“Great Hills!” Fey could feel the color drain out of her face. Pull yourself together, she immediately thought, and straightened up, squared her shoulders. This is what happened when you became emotionally attached. But warriors didn’t panic. There were solutions to every problem. She would solve this.
“Lilith?” Sera looked from Jonas to Fey and back again. “Who is this Lilith?”
“She also has Marc.”
“Oh my god,” Sera said. “Where are they? We’ve got to go get them.”
Fey came over and put her arm around Sera’s shoulders, and eased her back down onto the couch. She turned Sera to face her and looked right in her eyes. “We will go get them,” she said. “I promise, we will. But I want you to wait for me. Okay?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m going to go get…help. People to help us get Luke and Marc back, but I have to go by myself, and I need you to wait until I get back.” She looked intently at Sera, trying to read her face. “Will you do that? Will you wait for me?”
“What people are you getting?”
“My people.”
Sera studied her. “Like a vampire mafia?”
“Sera, there’s no time for me to explain. I’ve got to get Luke back,” she said, and knelt down in front of her. “Trust me.”
“How long will it take?”
Fey looked up and around as if she were calculating. “An hour at the most. Will you wait?”
Sera looked at her for a silent moment. “If that’s what you want.”
“It is.” She looked around the place really quickly, stopped on Jonas. “Will you stay with her?”
He nodded, and followed her out of the room toward the door. Stepping outside behind Fey, he closed the door then stopped her with a hand on her arm.
“Jonas, let go of me. I’ve got to get help. It can’t just be me going to see Lilith. I need an escort.” She looked up at him.
“You were there yesterday when Lilith sent her thugs to Sera and Luke’s house. How could you leave Luke alone today?” He didn’t even pause to give Fey time to answer. “This is your duty. Your sworn duty.”
Fey could feel sparks forming on her fingers, running through her whole body. Could feel herself growing taller and start to glow with magick. Her brilliant eyes narrowed at Jonas and she said, low and hard, “I do not answer to you, vampire. Let go of my arm.”
Jonas pulled his hand back as if it’d been shocked, his eyes dangerous.
Fey looked around to be sure no one was watching. “Stay with Sera, keep her safe,” she said. “And keep her out of the Realm.”
With a single spark, she was gone.


THIRTY-ONE

Luke woke up slowly, his brain cloudy, his head throbbing like he was lying on a bed of stone. He stretched out his fingers and felt along the surface he lay on. It was hard, smooth, and cool.
He was lying on a bed of stone.
He opened his eyes and tried to focus. It seemed very red, wherever he was. Flickering caught his eye from high up on the wall. Torches? Where the hell was h—
Luke bolted up with a gasp. His head swam, his eyes flew around the room, and he felt sick.
He was in hell.
This was the place.
This was where Sera was going to die.
He put his head between his knees and took some deep breaths to quell the nausea and calm his rampaging heart. He needed to get a hold of himself. It wasn’t over yet. Sera wasn’t even here.
Was she?
He looked around the room again, searching for the one face he knew better than his own. He let out his breath. She wasn’t there.
He still had time.
In fact, maybe this was his chance. Maybe whatever was going to happen now could change the future. Could save her life. Could stop his vision from coming true.
Someone entered the room and his eyes slid to her. He inhaled sharp, quick.
It was her. She was even more unbelievable in person, and Luke’s mouth slowly hung open in wonder. A smile lit up her face with a soft glow like firelight. She moved with the grace of a lioness, her long lean limbs flowing over the dark stone floor as she walked toward him. Her silky copper hair swung around her shoulders and down her back.
He wanted her. He’d never wanted anything in his life like he wanted her now. He’d do anything to have her, to make her happy, to make her smile. Anything. Her smile filled him with such longing, such warmth, such contentment.
Luke sighed. Everything was okay. Everything was as it should be. He was in the right place at the right time. He had no more worries.
She was halfway across the room to him, making him more and more impatient and anxious for her to get to him with every step when something about her flickered. For a moment her beauty had been gone and in its place he’d seen a grotesque, shriveled, stick-like woman.
It was so quick, Luke thought perhaps he’d imagined it. After all, here she was in all her magnificent splendor, getting closer and closer, making him practically ache with the need to touch her, to please her in any way he could.
But then she was changed again. For longer this time, as she took several steps toward him. She was all sharp angles and hard edges. Her skin was as taut as her black leather pants, pulled tight over sharp bones, turning her smile into an evil-looking grimace. Luke shrank back as she got closer.
When she changed back to the dazzling beauty there was a look of puzzlement on her flawless face. She reached out a hand toward him, beckoning him to approach her, and he felt himself getting up because his body had to go to her. His ankle hurt as he took a step toward her, but he didn’t care, couldn’t stop.
Her motion drifted her scent over to Luke. She smelled as intoxicating as a perfect summer day. He wanted to bask in her.
A few more painful steps toward her and her image flicked back to the menacing monster. Luke immediately stopped walking and looked at her hard, really looked at her. She didn’t change back. Fear shivered down his spine. He didn’t know what was going on. But he knew this was her true self.
And he wasn’t taking another step toward her.
She frowned suddenly, beckoned him again with her bony arm, but he didn’t move. Her black eyes sparked anger, but her voice sounded friendly and inviting. “Luke? Come here, cher. Let me see you.”
No way in hell was he going any closer. He just looked at her in silence, trying not to run in the other direction. Glancing around at all the vampires in the room, he knew he wouldn’t even get ten feet before he’d be caught. No use in getting more beat up than he already was. He shifted his weight onto his good ankle. He wasn’t going anywhere.
Her eyes narrowed, her mouth pinched tight in fury, and she was gone.
Luke’s eyes bugged, darting all over the place searching for her.
And there she was. Right in front of him. Luke yelped and leaped backwards in surprise, tripped over his own feet and landed on the ground looking up at her. In an instant he was hauled back up on his feet in front of her, held tight on either side by two gigantic vampires. His ankle throbbed.
“Who are you?” Luke wasn’t sure he really wanted to know the answer, but he couldn’t help asking the question.
She smiled then, a cold, eerie grin that made the hair on his arms stand on end. “I, mon cher, am Lilith. And you are the seer, yes?” She gingerly reached over to him, pulled his necklace from under his shirt, and looked at it closely. Luke flinched at her touch, though it didn’t hurt him. She seemed to find that amusing. “Yes, I see that I am correct. Good. Your sister, she heals, I know.”
Then she let go of his necklace, grabbed him by the neck and lifted him above her head. She turned and announced to the collective coven, “We have found them. They are the Children of the Prophecy, and we will be rid of this problem soon.” A roar went up in the room, but Luke barely noticed. He couldn’t breathe and his throat felt like it was being crushed. He grabbed her hand with both of his but couldn’t even budge her grip. Her hands were like stone.
As he was on the verge of blacking out, she threw him to the floor like she was tossing aside a piece of paper. He slammed into the ground about fifteen feet away, sharp pains radiating up his arms as he caught himself. He coughed now that his airway was open again, and gasped air back into his lungs.
When he’d caught his breath, he took in the full cavernous room, looking for a way to escape, trying to see if anything was changed from what he’d seen in his vision. It all looked so familiar, which was thoroughly disheartening.
Lilith had turned and was studying him. “You’ve Seen this place before?” Her eyes were narrowed at him, calculating. “Yes, I can see it on your face. You had a vision. Tell me this,” she said, “did I win?” At his scowl, she broke into chilling laughter. “I did! Wonderful. I always win. Just like your visions are always right.”
She turned then, and pointed to Marc. “Friend of yours?”
Marc. He’d forgotten Marc had been there when the vampires attacked. He was about fifty feet away, trapped in a cage. Luke had no idea how he was going to get Marc out of here. Or himself.
Luke turned back to Lilith only to have her disappear as soon as he did, and reappear inside the cage with Marc. Lilith held out a hand to Marc, and he willingly took it and brought it to his lips to kiss, then rubbed it on his cheek. She turned her hand to cup his cheek, then ran her razor sharp nails down the side of his face leaving four red lines of seeping blood. Lilith leaned her face close, inhaled and moaned with delight.
She caught blood dripping off his jaw with one finger and put it in her mouth. Her eyes widened in surprise. “Oh, how sweet,” she said. “You have been meddling with those of the Dark.” She gripped his chin with one hand and turned his face so she could look directly into his eyes. “I can taste it in your blood.” She swiped her finger along his jaw line again, then licked the blood from it. “You are going to be a rare treat for me to drain. Slowly. Painfully.” She traced her finger along his forehead, down his cheek, and over his lips—smeared blood marking her finger’s path. “I’m really going to enjoy you.”
Then, slowly, savoring every drop, she licked the blood from his face.
Marc’s eyes were wide with fear and pain, and he stared at Luke even as he held still so she could take what she wanted from him. Goose bumps covered Luke’s body, and he felt a little dizzy as he watched his vision come true.
Marc squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his jaw. Thud. Thud. The two guards on either side of Luke collapsed. Luke stared at them for a moment, then looked around the room. Most of the vampires were on the ground, unconscious.
His eyes went right to the door. The way out. He scrambled to his feet, tried to calculate whether he could make it there before any of them woke up. But there was Marc. He couldn’t leave without Marc.
Luke looked over at Marc again. Lilith was still there. Her eyes scanned the room, incredulous. She stared at Luke, then turned her gaze onto Marc. His eyes were still closed, his face tight.
She narrowed her eyes at him, then took in all her unconscious minions again. With a careless flick of her hand, she knocked Marc out and he crumpled to the ground. A moment later the vampires around the room stirred, stood up looking dazed.
Marc had done it? Luke stared. That might be their ticket out of there.
Lilith called a vampire over. He got in the cage with Marc, who was unconscious, and kicked him once. Lilith laughed.
“LEAVE HIM ALONE!” Luke looked around frantically. Nothing. There was nothing he could do. Then his head snapped up, and he glared at her. “I know why you want me. I know about the Prophecy. He has nothing to do with that, so leave him alone. Let him go.”
“You know nothing, Seer.”
“I know that you’re afraid of us.”
Lilith narrowed her eyes at him and disappeared.
In an instant she was hissing in his left ear. “I’m not afraid of anything.”
Luke stumbled to the right in surprise. He caught himself, winced as he stepped on his bad ankle, and squared his shoulders. His heart was beating so fast he had to concentrate to take deep breaths. To appear calm, confident. It wasn’t easy when standing this close to her. She was monstrous.
Then it hit him. Why she looked different when he’d first seen her—so beautiful and alluring. She was using some trick to appear beautiful. He grinned. She probably wouldn’t like that he could see through it.
“I can see you,” he said in a quiet voice. “The real you.”
She paused, taking him in. “What do you see, Seer?”
“You looked beautiful when I first saw you. Not so much now.”
One eyebrow raised, she said, “What do you see?”
He looked at her, disgust flitting over his features. “Old, sunken, gaunt, sharp.”
She froze. “That’s not possible.”
Lilith circled him then, looking him over but not touching him. An idea struck him, and he reached a hand out toward her. She deftly avoided it, stepping far out of reach, but fluidly, as if she’d planned to go that direction anyway. Her eyes flew to his, and he smiled.
“Who’s not afraid of me?” Luke said, and he lifted his chin, raised his eyebrows. “Are you worried that perhaps I possess some of my sister’s talents?” She glared at him hard, and for a moment he was sure that glare was going to turn him into stone. He looked down at his body. Still flesh and blood. Excellent. He held out his hand to her. “Wanna see?”
She nodded at his guards and they each swung at him. One hit him on the back of the head while the other pummeled his ribs. Luke doubled over in pain, his vision blurring. The thugs grabbed both of his arms and held them back. Someone grabbed him by the hair and lifted his head.
Lilith was there, right in front of him. He hoped his face did not betray the fear he felt.
“The only reason I do not kill you now,” she said slowly, “is because you make better bait alive than you do dead.” She stood up and turned away. “But,” she added over her shoulder, “I may change my mind about that.”
And she disappeared. He waited for her to reappear somewhere in the room, but she didn’t. She was gone.
For the moment.
Luke let out the breath he’d been holding as his guards dropped him onto the charred stone floor. He sat up with care, his body hurting in too many places, and looked over at Marc in the cage.
They were trapped. And he had no idea how they were going to get out of there. He never saw his own future, but he wished fervently to have another vision now just to be sure that he actually still had one.

The clock seemed to tick louder the longer she sat there. Sera grabbed her hair and pulled. She would go insane. She would. If she didn’t distract herself somehow.
She glanced at the clock on the wall, then looked at Jonas standing across the room. He kept shifting his weight from one foot to the other and fiddling with his hands. She hadn’t seen anyone look so uncomfortable since her father’s funeral when no one knew what to say to her and Luke.
She almost felt bad for him.
Almost. Because she knew Fey had left him here to keep an eye on her. She blew her frustration out in one loud breath. She probably shouldn’t take it out on him. She’d have words with Fey when she got back.
“You could sit down, you know.” Sera waved her arm at the living room full of furniture.
Jonas strode over to an orange overstuffed chair and sat. He still fidgeted with his hands. But he met her eyes. And really looked at her, as he always did.
She totally forgot to feel impatient or angry at Fey. For a moment there was only Jonas.
And he was a vampire.
“Do you hate humans?”
Jonas furrowed his brow. “Why would you think that?”
“Well, you don’t want me transforming anyone. You made it very clear that you didn’t want to be changed back. Are we that despicable to you?”
“No.” He was silent for a moment. “But being human was not a joy for me.”
“How long have you been a vampire?”
“Over two hundred years.”
“Wow.”
Jonas shrugged.
“Who were you before?” she said.
He looked away. “A slave.”
Sera’s jaw dropped and she didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry,” she finally said, and it felt monumentally inadequate.
Jonas’s smile was tight, brief, and unhappy. “It was my life. It is no longer.”
“Were you—”
“Lilith saved me. I do not agree with her on many things—especially this one with you and Luke—but she saved me. I can never forget that.”
“Why are you helping us? If this puts you at risk with Lilith—”
“No. Nothing puts me at risk. She will never harm me.”
“Why not?”
“I do not know.” Jonas didn’t say any more.
Sera was suddenly keenly aware of the color of her skin and wondered if Jonas hated her for it. He’d have a right to, she thought. He ran so hot and cold it was impossible to figure him out.
She needed Luke for that. He had a knack for seeing people clearly, understanding them.
Luke.
Goose bumps spread all over her body. She couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to hurt Luke.
“Why is she doing this? Lilith. What did we do to her?” She didn’t get it, how this all had happened. Was happening.
“It’s not what you have done, but what you could do,” Jonas said. “There is an ancient prophecy that predicted Gifteds would be born with incredible powers. They would change our worlds—the Realm and this one, the Real. You have a particularly dangerous power to those of the Realm with your ability to change us. Since you could be a threat, many just assume you are.”
“I’m not.”
“I know.”
This whole situation was unbelievable. Sera needed Luke. She needed someone sane, normal. Well, somewhat normal. She looked at the clock and wondered for the thousandth time where Fey was.
Okay, she knew Fey had said she’d be back in an hour and it had been only seventeen minutes and twenty-three seconds. But still. She just couldn’t sit here doing nothing while her brother was in danger. Her brother. Her other half. Her soul. And Marc. He didn’t deserve this—whatever was happening with them. Sure, he’d been a jerk earlier, but it had been so out of character for him that she was sure there had to be a good reason for it. And if there wasn’t, well then she at least wanted him back so she could tell him what a jerk he was.
The question was: what was happening to them? Kidnapped by vampires. She couldn’t stop imagining their lifeless bodies completely drained of blood.
She stood up suddenly, which made Jonas jump up too. Her babysitter. She couldn’t believe Fey had left someone to watch her. She was seventeen years old, not seven. It’s not like she was going to do anything stupid.
“You okay?” Jonas said.
“No.” She looked at him hard, then walked around him to leave the room. “I’m going after them.” Okay, maybe she was going to do something stupid. But she had to do something. She hadn’t been there to save her dad. She was never going to be able to forgive herself for that. But she also hadn’t known he was in danger. She knew Luke and Marc were in danger and she was going to be there to save them.
“You?”
“Yes.”
“By yourself?”
“No, Jonas.” Sera turned around and planted her hands on her hips. “I thought I’d call the police and ask them to come along.” She mimed holding a phone to her ear. “‘Hi, my brother and boyfriend have been kidnapped by vampires and taken into the Realm. Can you help me save them?’ Oh, but I should probably tell them to beware of the goblins and faeries they may encounter on the way.”
Jonas’s jaw dropped. “You’ve seen goblins and faeries? Together?”
“No, of course I haven’t. There’s no such thing as goblins and faeries. That’s not the poin—” Sera stopped at the look on Jonas’s face. “You have got to be kidding me.” Was every mythological creature actually real? She ran both hands through her hair. This was all too much for her to process at once.
“How do you intend to get to the Realm?”
“I don’t even know what the Realm is,” she said, flopping down onto the padded footstool behind her. “I have no idea, but I figure if I go outside and make enough noise, some vampires will come get me and take me there.”
“That’s your plan?”
Sera nodded. “That’s my plan.” She pressed her lips together.
“Are you trying to get yourself killed or save your brother?”
Sera rolled her eyes at him. “You have a better plan, I suppose.”
“Well, just about anything would be a better plan, but, yes, since you asked, I do have a better plan.”
“And what, please enlighten me, is that?”
“You could ask someone to help you.”
Sera looked at him, incredulous, and waved her arm around at the empty house. “And who, exactly, is going to help me? Fey isn’t back yet,” she said.
“I am.”
“And, besides, why hasn’t Fey told me anything about this before? She’s a vampire, right? But she’s also my best friend. She should have told me.” Sera threw her arms up and out to the side as she ranted. Then stopped suddenly, looked at Jonas. “Did you just say you’d help me?” Jonas nodded. “Really?”
He was going to help her. She couldn’t quite believe it. Sure, he’d said he had pleaded their case to that Lilith person, but who knew what he’d really done. He wasn’t exactly a knight in shining armor.
And yet, he was. Maybe she’d been wrong about him.
Of course, he might be helping her simply because he felt obligated to. She had healed him and not transformed him, much to his amazement. So it’s possible that he just felt indebted to her. She shook her head, it didn’t matter why he was doing it. It really only mattered to her that he was doing it.
She reached a hand out and placed it on his arm. He looked right into her eyes in that frank way of his. “Thank you.”
He nodded but stepped away from her touch.
“Should I change?” She looked down at what she was wearing: jeans, a grey long sleeve shirt, and a black hooded sweater.
Jonas raised one eyebrow. “Why?”
“To blend in. Should I wear all black like you? I assume it’ll be best if I’m not noticed.”
Jonas’s mouth twitched. Sera could feel her cheeks grow warm and she narrowed her eyes at him.
“What, exactly, is so funny?” she said.
“There is no way for you to ‘blend in’ in the Realm, Sera. You will stick sorely out, I’m afraid, no matter how you dress. Anyone we encounter will immediately know you are human and not from that world.” He laughed, then stopped. “I’m sorry. I’ve upset you. Forgive me.” He dipped his head, but was obviously still stifling a laugh.
“So, then, what do we need to fight vampires? To save Luke and Marc.”
“Do you have any holy water?” Jonas said, then smiled wide at the expression on her face as she tried to figure out where the closest church was. “I’m kidding. Holy water doesn’t actually work on us. It’s just a myth.”
“Could you answer seriously, please? My brother’s life. Marc’s life. I get it that I don’t know what I’m getting into, but I’m trying to get prepared regardless. So then, stakes? garlic? silver? crucifix? Anything not a myth?”
Jonas shook his head. “All myths. Most of the stuff you read is made up for stories.”
She cocked her head to one side, unsure. “But you said some things were true for the Old Ones, but not for younger vampires like you.”
His eyebrows shot up as if he was impressed she remembered. She felt a flash of irritation. Why wouldn’t she remember? Did she look like an idiot to him?
“That is true. Some things, like being in sunlight, are different for the Old Ones.” He nodded. “But not everything you read is true.”
“So, what do we need to fight vampires?”
“Me.” He pulled out his purple-lens sunglasses and put them on as he headed for the door. He opened it, then said, “Shall we?”
Sera walked over, but as she was about to pass by him she stopped, her brow furrowed. “Shouldn’t I at least have a weapon or something?”
Jonas studied her for a brief moment, then reached inside his coat and pulled out a short, ornate silver blade. She met his eyes. “Younger vampires die as easily as humans. If you are in danger, cut the vampire’s throat.” He mimed the motion in the air and held the blade out for her to take.
Sera’s eyes got very big as she reached a hesitant hand to receive it. “I hope I don’t have to.” She stared at the knife for a moment, then slid it into her back pocket. She looked up at him again. “What is Fey’s part in all this? Why is she protecting us? Why isn’t she trying to kill us like all the other vampires?”
“That’s for Feyth to tell.”
Sera sighed, rolled her eyes, and walked out the door with Jonas following close behind. He looked around to be sure no one was looking and took a firm hold of her arm.
She looked up at him. “Do you know where they are?”
“Lilith has them.”
“And who is Lilith? Another vampire?”
“The Mother of all vampires.”
“Oh.” It was soft, quiet. “That can’t be good.”
“No,” Jonas said. “It’s really not.”
Jonas took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Then Sera felt a strange buzzing sensation all around them. She looked around to find what was causing it.
And everything disappeared.


THIRTY-TWO

Marc’s head hurt. For once it wasn’t caused by a migraine, though he didn’t think this was much of an improvement. Ever since he’d knocked out almost all of the vampires in the room by screaming in his mind—about time he had a great party trick—Lilith had posted a guard inside his cell to knock him back out every time he came to. And the brute seemed to take a little too much pleasure carrying out his assignment.
So that was why he hadn’t opened his eyes or moved a muscle yet. That, and the fact that he knew moving was going to hurt. It already hurt when he wasn’t moving. It was going to be so much worse when he did. For the moment he was good with staying still.
Besides it gave him time to think about Sera and how much he hoped he’d get a chance to apologize before they killed him. He’d seen the look in Lilith’s eyes when he’d done his little trick. He knew he was not long for this world. In fact, he was surprised he wasn’t dead already.
Man, his head hurt. He reached up to touch his face, which was all swollen and crusted with blood. He did it without thinking, without realizing his mistake before it was too late.
“Are we waking up again, Princess?” the guard said.
Marc never saw the boot coming at his head.

Luke’s eyes darted around the room. Lilith was back, but for the moment she was leaving him and Marc alone. He didn’t expect that to last long.
Though he didn’t really know what to expect at all. He felt as if he’d been there for days already, but he was pretty sure it’d only been hours. It was hard to tell. There were no windows to the room, no way to gauge the passing of time. He never wore a watch and his cell phone must have fallen out of his pocket. He had no clue how long they’d been there.
It was exhausting, this constant vigilance. But he couldn’t relax. Not if he was going to stay alive, keep Marc alive. If only he could wander around the room, then at least he could scope the place out. Not that he thought it would truly help, but at least he’d feel better. He’d feel as if he were doing something.
He eyed the two very large vampires standing a few feet away on either side of him. They had been guarding him since he’d woken up there. Not looking at him or speaking to him. Just large, silent beasts.
His eyes flicked around the room again. Lilith was staring open-mouthed at a doorway. Luke looked in the same direction but couldn’t see anything from where he stood. He looked back at Lilith. She was furious. More angry than he’d seen her so far.
His two guards had seen it, too.
“What’s going on over there?” Luke said. Neither one answered. They didn’t even grunt like they’d heard him.
Sudden movement caught his eye and he looked up to see several vampires flying through the air as if they’d been catapulted, and about thirty tall, light-haired warriors stormed into the room. Their long, strong limbs were covered in what looked like leather armor. They had thin, serious-looking faces with intelligent eyes that scanned the room.
And settled on Luke.
One pointed in his direction and shouted to someone, but Luke couldn’t make out his words. Luke’s eyes got wide as he realized that someone was trying to kidnap him from his vampire kidnappers. He just hoped there wasn’t someone worse than Lilith who wanted the privilege of killing him and Sera.
He really didn’t want to find out if there was.
One of his guards said in a voice laced with disgust, “Elves,” and moved in front of Luke.
Luke looked at him in shock. “Elves?” he said. “Those are elves?” Elves were real?
“Those,” the big brute said with venom, “are Fae Fighters. They’re Elves. You better hope they don’t get you. They’re worse than vampires.” He grinned at Luke, his long sharp teeth wet and dripping. Luke shuddered.
Lilith was yelling, and a fight had broken out across the room. Luke couldn’t see for the two guards standing in front of him. They both lurched forward as several Fae Fighters charged at them, long glass-like knives in hand.
Luke glanced across to Marc. His guard had just left the cage and Marc hauled himself upright. He looked like crap, his face bloody and bruised. Marc stood as far back in the cage as he could. He was mesmerized by whatever was going on over with Lilith that Luke couldn’t see. If there were some way to release Marc from the cage, then perhaps they could slip out while the rest of these creatures battled it out.
The guard in front of him screamed as one Fighter jumped up onto his back, lifted his strange clear knife, and effortlessly sliced the guard’s throat. The Fighter leaped gracefully to the ground as the thug collapsed to his knees and burst into nothingness.
Luke bolted. He ran faster than he’d ever run before, ignoring the searing pain in his ankle, and threw himself against the door to Marc’s cage. The bars burned his hands where he gripped them, and he yelped and let go.
Marc was on the other side within reach as Luke ripped off his jacket and used the sleeves to protect his hands. He rattled the door. Locked.
“How did that vampire open this?” Luke said.
“He didn’t,” Marc said. “He popped out.”
There was no obvious lock or place to insert a key, but there was a door. Luke could see the hinges.
A vampire smashed into the cage on Luke’s left, then burst into dust. More shouts went up behind Luke.
“Maybe I can lift it off its hinges,” Luke said, grasping the bars low and leaning into the door. It creaked and Luke groaned. It was a lot heavier than it looked.
Marc’s eyes widened as he watched the fighting behind Luke. He closed his eyes, scrunched up his face. All around the room behind him, Luke heard the sounds of people falling. With a final surge of energy, he lifted the door higher and it was off.
Luke pushed the door in, and Marc squeezed out without touching the bars.
Marc grabbed Luke’s outstretched hand as he emerged. “Thanks.”
“What friends are for, right?”
“For sure.” Marc stared behind Luke, and Luke turned around. They were surrounded by eight Fae Fighters. The fighting had come to a standstill. The Elves were looking around in surprise at all the vampires out cold on the ground. “Who are these people?”
“Elves,” Luke said. “Apparently.”
“No way.”
“Think we can take them?”
Marc looked at Luke. “Uh, no. Didn’t you see them fight?”
Luke shook his head. “Too busy saving you.” He hunkered down and glared at them. He was damned if he was going down without a fight.
“You okay?” one of them said.
Luke straightened up a bit. “What?” If they were trying to lull him into a false sense of safety and then capture him it wasn’t going to work. He was smarter than that.
“I said are you okay?” At Luke’s silence and glare, the Fighter turned and called back over his shoulder. “Are you sure this is the one, Feyth?”
Luke stood all the way up at her name and watched as the Fighters parted to let her through. His mouth hung open slack, and he wasn’t sure whether it was more from surprise or lust—they were both equally surging through his system.
Unbelievable. Incredible. Magnificent. She seemed taller, somehow, as she made her way through the other Fighters. She sparkled, Luke thought. Her hair was like spun gold, her eyes the richest emerald. She was beautiful in the Real world, there was no mistaking that. The most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. But here, in the Realm, she was beyond.
“Of course, I’m sure,” Fey said as she strode up to Luke. She opened her arms and he clasped her in a tight hug. “I’ve never been so glad to see you.”
Luke felt as if the wind had been knocked out of him. “I was about to say the same thing,” he said, holding her tight.
“I told you to stay put. You never listen.”
“Maybe next time I will.”
“No, you won’t.” She shook her head and smiled.
“No, probably not,” Luke said. “But how did you find me?” He looked around at the Fae Fighters. “How do you know these people?”
Fey leaned back to see his face. “There is much to explain, and I promise I will. But for now, I am here with the help of my people to get you back to safety.”
“Your people? You’re an elf?”
“Yes, I’m of the Light Elves.”
“Last night you told us you were a vampire.”
“No, you assumed I was. I just didn’t correct you.”
Luke stared at her for a moment, then narrowed his eyes. He was about to tell her that letting them believe an untruth was akin to lying, when Lilith appeared beside them.
“This is not over,” she said.
Fey stepped in front of Luke. “I’m taking him, Lilith. He is protected by my people. You do not want to start a war.”
“He’s not yours to take, little elf. He’s mine.” Lilith leaned in close to Fey’s face, but she calmly held her ground.
Fey reached behind her to grasp Luke’s left hand, then brought it in front of her body. She pushed his sleeve up to reveal his Mark. Lilith gasped, then her eyes and face hardened. Diamond hard.
“This doesn’t change any—” Lilith started.
“It changes everything, and you know it. He is one of my own now. He has been claimed.” Fey was matter of fact, calm. “Like I said, I’m taking him with me, and you will leave him and his sister alone. Unless you want to face the wrath of my people, of my father.” She paused. “I don’t think you do.”
Lilith’s mouth was a hard, thin line as she glared at Fey. She was beaten, Luke could tell. She nodded at Fey, her face tight. “Take him.” Then she was gone.
Fey turned to Luke. “Let’s go. Now.” And she headed back down the way she came, her Fighters filing out after them.
Luke grinned at Marc. It was over. They both started after Fey.
Suddenly Lilith was there blocking their path, her hand held out to stop them.
“Oh, no. I don’t think so, mon cher,” she said. “I agreed that you could go.” She pointed at Luke. “Not your friend.” She looked past Luke to Fey, who had turned around and was coming up behind him. “This one’s not protected by your people. Correct?” Fey’s eyes were icy as she reluctantly shook her head. “Then you’re not taking him with you.”

“HOW COULD YOU LEAVE HIM THERE?”
Luke was yelling. At Fey. Who’d just saved his life. He realized how wrong it was, how ungrateful he appeared, but he couldn’t help himself. “How could you make me leave him? He’s our friend.”
“My job is to keep you alive, Luke. Not Marc.”
Luke stammered, trying to get something intelligible out. And failed.
“Look,” Fey said. “I didn’t want to leave him. I didn’t like leaving him there. I know you think I don’t like him, but that’s not what this is about. I didn’t have a choice, Luke. I had no power to take him too. He’s not under our protection. I had no leverage to get him out as I did with you.” She looked stricken, which surprised Luke. Maybe he shouldn’t have yelled at her after all. “I’m sorry.”
“Can we at least try to go back for him?” Luke held out his hands, feeling helpless. “I can’t just leave him there. She’ll torture him. She’ll kill him. You know she will.”
Fey nodded. “I know. But no, we cannot. You are not going back into the Realm. It’s too dangerous for you. But I will petition the Council and my father. They may have some way to gain his release.” She reached out to gently lift his chin. “Look at me, Luke. I will try to get him free. I promise you that.”
He was silent for a moment, searching her eyes. Marc’s look of horrific disbelief as they’d left him flashed in his mind. He would never forgive himself if something happened to Marc. They had to get him out.
“Why didn’t you tell us about all this sooner?” he said quietly. “We could have been prepared, taken precautions.”
“Would you have believed me if I had?”
“That’s not the point.”
“That’s totally the point, Luke.” She stood in front of him, placed her hands on his shoulders. “I could not tell you the whole story, for it was not mine to tell—not in its entirety. Your mother needed to tell you about your family first, and you needed to know from your own experiences that there is more to the world than you thought. If I’d simply told you, you and Sera would have thought I was crazy. It may have even jeopardized our relationship and I couldn’t risk that. I couldn’t risk not being close to you. I am your guardian. I’ve been keeping you safe since you were born.”
Luke stared at her for a moment. “Why? Because of some prophecy? People really want to kill us just because of some idiotic prophecy?”
“Yes,” Fey said. “The prophecy speaks of a change coming to our worlds—yours and mine—and that there is a danger to mine. Those of the Dark do not believe in the good in people. Those of the Light do, and that’s why we protect you. We believe you will protect us.” She paused, gazing straight into his eyes. “I know you will.”
“What happened to my parents and brothers?” he asked, even though he was afraid he already knew the answer.
Fey sighed, sadness washed over her features. “The Dark Elves were trying to kill you and Sera. I was there and got the two of you out, but I couldn’t save your family. I’m so sorry, Luke.”
He turned away from Fey and sat down on the edge of the lake, stared out over Malletts Bay. They’d come out of the Realm and back into the Real world through a strange portal in the lake. Even though he knew it was right in front of him, he still couldn’t see it. If he hadn’t come through it just a few minutes ago he’d never have believed it was there. So Fey was right. He wouldn’t have believed her.
But now? His whole world had shifted in the last day and a half and he was just trying to keep sane, approach it logically.
What he needed to focus on was Marc. Getting him out of Lilith’s world and back here safe. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if they couldn’t.
And what was he going to tell Sera? Luke lowered his head into his hands. She’d never forgive him either. Thank goodness she hadn’t been there. She wouldn’t have Marc’s look of betrayal burned into her brain for the rest of her life. He was glad for that.
Luke’s head snapped up.
Sera hadn’t been there.
That was the place where she died in his vision. And she hadn’t been there. He looked at Fey and grinned huge. Her beautiful eyebrows knit together in a perfect frown. He could kiss her right there.
He’d done it! He’d changed the future. Sera hadn’t been there. She was safe at home with Jonas, waiting for them to get back. She hadn’t been there so she couldn’t die.
Luke felt suddenly giddy. He’d saved Sera’s life. He’d finally changed the future. Sure, he still had someone he needed to save, but he’d saved Sera’s life.
He stood up suddenly, and said, “Let’s go home, okay? I need to see Sera.”
Fey took hold of his arm, and he felt something buzzing, like he was suddenly in the middle of a swarm of cicadas. The lake disappeared, he saw flashing points of lights all around him, and then they were standing in front of Fey’s house. He stumbled forward a bit, as if from momentum, though he hadn’t actually moved his body.
“How—” Luke said.
Fey let go of him. “I’ll explain it all later, Luke. Come on.”
“Hold on.” Luke didn’t move. “You can do that—take me along with you—and you’ve let us get in trouble for being late to school?”
“Luke!”
“I’m just saying.”
Luke limped over to the front door, Fey opened it up and they both went inside. Fey strode directly to the living room where she’d left Sera.
“Sera?” she said.
Nothing.
Her eyes locked on Luke’s. He ran down the hall toward Fey’s room. “SERA?!”
No answer.
“I’ll try her cell,” Fey said, already dialing the phone. They heard Sera’s phone ringing in her bag by the front door.
Luke’s legs felt suddenly weak and he slid down to the floor. “She’s gone after me, hasn’t she? Of course. That’s what I would have done.” Then it hit him. He’d Seen it. Jonas arriving with Sera in Lilith’s lair. God, he’d Seen it. He should have known as soon as Fey had said Sera and Jonas were waiting. He should have known. They never should have left the Realm.
Everything in the room suddenly intensified—colors were brighter, sounds distinct, he could smell every food in the refrigerator, and feel air brushing over the skin of his hands. No, he thought, not impending doom. Not now. He just hoped it would last a long time before—
Luke was in the Realm, back in Lilith’s cavern. He looked around—the place was practically empty. Lilith sat up on her throne, a vicious smile on her face, triumph in her eyes.
He searched the remaining people standing around. Where was Sera? She should be here somewhere—unless, of course, he had actually changed the future and was seeing it revised.
The longer he looked, the more excited he became at not finding her amongst the people. Fey and Jonas were both there and neither looked happy, but he didn’t really care as long as he didn’t see Sera there.
Then Fey knelt down by someone lying on the ground and Luke’s heart froze. No. Oh god, no.
As much as he didn’t want to walk over to her, he couldn’t stop himself. She lay in an ever expanding pool of blood, the light gone from her open eyes, the life gone from her crumpled body.
With a gasp Luke was back.
No. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t happen.
But he knew with absolute certainty that it was about to.
He had just run out of time.


THIRTY-THREE

Sera felt a little dizzy as the buzzing stopped and the light whizzing by became the quiet late afternoon sky. She and Jonas stood on an outcropping of a mountain.
A mountain?
“What—how—” Sera’s head whipped around. “How did you do that? How did I do that?”
Jonas shrugged. “Many of those who are of the Realm can teleport. Those with stronger powers can bring others along with them.”
“Where are we?”
“Mt. Aeolus. Outside the Bat Cave, to be exact. It’s the other local gateway to the Realm.”
“The Bat Cave?” Sera’s eyebrows shot up, she bit her bottom lip. “Seriously?”
“What?”
“Vampires go in and out of the Bat Cave? You don’t think that’s kind of funny?”
Jonas raised one eyebrow at her. “All inhabitants of the Realm go through here. This is our entryway between the Realm and the Real world. The bats are drawn to the warm winds from the Realm. They make this cave their winter hibernation home, and the warmth from my world helps keep them warm enough to survive the New England winter.”
Sera stifled her smile and looked at the mouth of the cave. “There’s a gate. How are we supposed to get in?”
Jonas pulled a key out of his pocket, and went over to the padlock on the gate. “Locals put up the gate to keep people out during the winter because they were killing the bats while they hibernated.”
“Why would they do that?”
Jonas worked on the lock. “People are stupid.”
“And mean.” Sera looked up at the wide mouth of the cave. To the west she could see the sun starting to go down, coloring the sky with the pale warmth of amber. “Can you hurry?” she said. “Why waste time on the lock? Why don’t we teleport inside?”
Jonas stood up and tugged the gate open, then turned to Sera before he went in. “Can’t. It disturbs the bats when they’re hibernating. You also have to be quiet in here—no more than a whisper. Sound disturbs them as well, and they won’t live through the winter if we wake them.”
Sera nodded, and followed Jonas through the gate. He closed the gate after her, and secured the lock once more, then motioned for her to follow him.
It stank. Sera’s nose was assaulted with the scent of rancid ammonia, and she could see piles and piles of guano littering the floor of the cave. She carefully picked her way through, wishing she’d worn boots instead of her sneakers—her high tops were going to be thoroughly disgusting by the time she got home.
If she got home.
Lilith wanted her dead. Luke had a vision that she died. It didn’t take a genius to put those two together. She was fairly certain she was headed to her death.
And if she had to die—okay, there was nothing she could do about that. But she wasn’t about to let Luke die. Or Marc. Not if she could save them. Not after she’d failed to save her father. She refused to fail anyone else.
Water dripped off the ceiling, and Sera looked up but it was too dark for her to make out any bats. “Are there many in here?” she said in a whisper.
Jonas looked up, narrowed his eyes. “Not as many as there once were,” he said, and kept going.
Toward the back of the cave it was so dark that Sera couldn’t see anything in front of her. She reached out and grabbed hold of the back of Jonas’s long black coat, the supple leather bunching easily in her hand. He seemed to understand that she couldn’t see, so he reached his hand back and grasped hers. His hand felt solid, strong, but the skin was silky soft and cool.
“Almost there,” he whispered, and gave her hand a squeeze.
Sera was suddenly glad for the darkness because her face was a mask of surprise. He was touching her—this vampire who was afraid of her touch was holding her hand to help guide her through. And he was being so kind. Almost sweet.
It was very strange.
She felt warmth flood her arm and flow into Jonas and could see her ring start to glow as the healing energy filled him. Oh, that wasn’t good. She didn’t want to transform him accidentally and she had no idea how to turn off the healing energy. Or even if she could turn it off. The only way she knew to stop it was to not touch someone.
She pulled her hand out of his with a jerk. He stopped, turned to her.
“What’s wrong?”
“You were starting to glow—the healing energy was going into you. I just, I didn’t want to—”
“Oh,” he whispered, and was silent for a moment in the dark. “Thanks.”
She felt him turn to look in front of them—at what, Sera couldn’t guess because it was pitch black.
“Why don’t you hold on to my sleeve, then,” Jonas whispered right next to her ear, and Sera jumped. She hadn’t realized he’d moved closer. “We’re about to go through, and I don’t want to lose you.”
Her heart jumped at the thought. She had no idea what to expect. She was about to step into a whole other world that, until yesterday, she hadn’t realized existed. That if she told anyone about, they wouldn’t believe her, would think she was crazy.
Sera felt down the length of Jonas’s arm and grasped his cuff as tightly as she could. She didn’t want to lose him either.
“Step down,” he said, his whisper close and warm in her ear. She stepped and realized she was walking down a set of stairs.
A few steps down and everything was brightening ahead, as if an image was fading in. Several more steps and Sera could see clearly the world that was opening up before her. She and Jonas strode forward on flat ground and they were there.
Inside the Realm.
“Oh,” Sera said, her hand rested over her heart as her eyes roamed the panorama. It was stunning. The most beautiful place she’d ever seen. The colors of the Realm were intense, rich, like the pure colors of pastels. It looked so much like her world, what Jonas had called the Real world, but also nothing like it. The Realm was more.
More colorful, more beautiful, more intense. More everything.
From the side of the mountain where they stood, she could see rolling green hills meet huge blue mountains off in the distance, capped by a perfect, clear blue sky. The air was just the right temperature, and Sera unzipped her sweater and tied it around her waist. Trees covered the hills, and gave way to lovely fields of grasses and wildflowers of purple, red, and orange. Sera took a deep breath—the air felt clean and alive, and smelled like grass, flower, and wood.
“Sera?” Jonas was still standing next to her.
Sera turned to him and her mouth fell open. Jonas was more, too. More striking, more stunning, more intense. He seemed taller somehow, darker. He fairly gleamed.
She reached out to him and stroked his cheek. His skin was like velvet as he leaned his face into her hand and closed his eyes. He breathed a sigh and her eyes drifted to his lips. Soft, luscious. Her lips ached to take the kiss there. She leaned in toward Jonas, but he opened his eyes and placed two fingers on her lips to stop her.
“Sera,” he said. “Focus. Look at me.”
She gathered her mind, and he was Jonas again. Still in all his magnified glory, but the pull she’d felt toward him had faded. She breathed.
“What was that?” She could feel her face grow warm as she realized she’d almost kissed him. She couldn’t even begin to fathom what she had been thinking.
“That is the Realm. It intensifies everything. It can be overwhelming sometimes.”
She took him in again. He was beautiful.
“I can see that,” she said.
“Sera?” he said. She nodded. “We must go.”
She gasped. Luke. And immediately turned to follow Jonas.
But he hadn’t moved yet. He looked into her eyes, causing her heart to speed up again. “I’ll bring you back here another time, for you to see it all. Okay?”
She searched his deep, dark eyes.
“I’d like that.” If she lived long enough for that to happen.
Then he turned and strode down the mountain without looking back. He didn’t have to. Sera was right behind him. Nothing was going to stop her.
She was going after Luke.
A stone arch was carved into the mountainside at the base. Jonas paused when they got there and turned to Sera.
“Do what you need to do to protect yourself,” he said, a quick glance at her hands. “You still have the blade?”
She pulled it out of her pocket, gripped it tight.
Jonas nodded. “Go for the throat,” he said. “Ready?”
Sera took a deep shaky breath. She had to get Luke back. No matter how scared she was, she had to get him back. She could do this. Whatever it was. Whatever it would take. She could do it. For Luke. Her death may be a given, but his was not.
Wide eyed and pale, she looked up at Jonas. “Let’s go.”
He stepped through the arch ahead of her and started slowly down the tunnel. It sloped downward taking them farther underground. The walls were carved red rock, and she reached out to touch it, letting her hand trail along the wall as she walked. The steady rhythm of their steps helped focus her mind, let her keep her breath in check. Her heart was flying around inside her chest, and all she really wanted to do was turn and run the other way, but she kept thinking Luke. Luke. Every step she took was Luke.
Jonas raised his right arm up and glanced behind to be sure she stopped. Her breaths came quicker and shorter, and she tried again to slow them down. It wouldn’t help Luke if she hyperventilated. She leaned one arm against the wall and took a couple of deep, slow breaths, waiting for Jonas to signal it was okay to continue.
She heard a voice call out from inside a room she couldn’t yet see. “Jonas. Ah, Jonas! You’ve brought me a gift! I can smell her from here.” Sera sniffed at herself—she didn’t smell anything. “Bring her in, Jonas. Bring her in. I’ve a feeling you’ve brought me exactly what I wanted.”
Sera watched Jonas’s shoulders tighten. He waved Sera forward and stepped through a doorway ahead of her. She followed him in, stood next to him. Her eyes scanned the room, looking for Luke.
And stopped. Her. That woman. She was beautiful. Red hair like fire that Sera ached to touch. Skin glowing in ivory perfection. She breathed in and smiled. She’d never wanted anything more than to make this woman happy, right here, right now, whoever she was.
She took a step toward the woman and Jonas’s hand shot out and gripped her arm painfully tight.
“No,” she said, “I want to go to her.” She struggled to get out of his grasp, twisting and turning her arm to no avail.
In fact her struggles only caused him to grab hold of her whole body and trap her inside his arms. He whispered fiercely into her ear. “Look at her, Sera. Focus your mind and look beneath what you think you see.” She shook her head, twisted to get away. “Stop for a moment and look at the real Lilith. DO IT.”
Sera wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but she figured it wouldn’t hurt to go ahead and try, and then she could go to Lilith. She took a breath and looked at her the same way she looked at her painting wall when she was trying to figure out whether she’d painted something right. She unfocused her eyes a bit then let them come into focus again.
And gasped.
She—it—was horrible. Sera’d never seen anything so utterly terrifying and disgusting before. The woman, if you could call her that, was skin and bones. Her pale skin had no color at all, and she looked like a walking corpse.
How in the world had she appeared so beautiful a moment ago? Sera turned her head to look up at Jonas, who still had his arms wrapped tightly around her.
He was watching her face. “I had a feeling you’d be able to see her.”
“That’s Lilith?” she said.
“That’s Lilith.”
Sera was suddenly very aware that she was in Jonas’s arms, and pushed away from him. He kept a hand on her arm for a moment.
“I’m okay,” she said, and he let go.
Luke. Her eyes whipped around the room searching for him.
He wasn’t there. Was he already dead?
“Where’s Luke?” she said to Jonas. “I don’t see him anywhere.”
Her eyes skimmed over the vampires gathered here and there, a couple of cages to one side of the room, the dais from where Lilith stared at them. He was nowhere.
“Where’s my brother?” Sera called to Lilith, whose grin vanished a moment before her whole body did.
In an instant she was in front of Sera but out of reach. Close, but not too close. “Your brother is gone.” Lilith looked Jonas up and down after he took a protective stance next to Sera. “He is no longer with us.”
Sera reeled. “He’s dead? Oh god.” She put out a hand to steady herself and Jonas reached to help her. No, he couldn’t be dead. She couldn’t have failed him, too.
“By which you mean?” he said to Lilith, eyes narrowed.
Her black eyes darkened dangerously, and she spat out the words. “I let him go.” Jonas’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m pleased that I can still surprise you, Jonas. It doesn’t happen very often anymore, now does it? But I’m even more pleased that you still do as you’re told.” Lilith looked pointedly at Sera. “How lovely that you brought me this present. She’s just what I wanted.”
“You let him go?” Jonas pulled Sera behind him. “Why?”
“There was interference,” Lilith said. “I felt compelled.”
“By whom?”
“A descendant of Faenial.” Lilith’s lip curled into a snarl.
“Really.” Jonas’s tone betrayed his amusement, and Sera gaped at him. Laughing at Lilith didn’t seem particularly wise. And though she was paying close attention to every word, she didn’t have a clue as to what they were talking about.
“And the other?” Jonas said. “Did you let him go, too?”
“Oh, the delicious human boy?” Lilith laughed, a wracking sound like branches scratching a window. “Oh, no. He’s here. Over there in that cage. He’s trouble, that one. And I’ve been enjoying him greatly.”
“Marc?” Sera stepped out from behind Jonas. “You mean Marc?”
“Is that his name?” Lilith said. “I hadn’t asked. Let’s see.”
And she was gone.
Sera’s eyes flicked to the cages across the room, and she saw Lilith reappear inside one of them. Lilith bent down and picked up a person by the back of his shirt—his blood-stained blue t-shirt that matched his eyes perfectly and that Sera knew very well. Oh, no. Marc.
He looked horrible. His face was swollen and covered with blood as if he’d been badly beaten. He had long open wounds oozing down the length of his arms. And he was weak, barely able to stand on his own, swaying terribly on his feet. When Lilith had raised him high enough, she grabbed his chin, and he cried out in pain, though he didn’t struggle to get away.
“No,” Sera said, “don’t.”
“Hello, cher. Are you Marc?” Marc nodded, but didn’t say anything. Lilith tossed him aside and he slumped back down to the floor. “Yes, it appears this is your Marc.”
Lilith vanished and reappeared on her dais again, staring triumphantly across at Jonas and Sera.
Tears spilled onto Sera’s cheeks as she watched Marc. She couldn’t take her eyes off of him. She didn’t understand how he had even gotten involved in all this. He shouldn’t be here. And Lilith. She was a monster for doing this to him. She’s the one who should be kept in a cage. Sera felt like stalking across the room and wrapping her hands around Lilith’s neck until she turned human. And then Sera’d choke the life right out of her.
“Let him go,” Sera said, wiping tears from her face, her movements hard and jerky. “He hasn’t done anything to you. Let him go.”
“Oh, but he has such an interesting talent. I don’t want to let this one loose again.”
“LET HIM GO!”
“And what shall I do with my empty cage? Hmm? Will you offer to give yourself in his place?” Lilith paused and looked at Sera. “Yes, I didn’t think so. You want to take what is mine without offering me anything in return.”
“He is not yours.”
“Au contraire, I would beg to differ that he is, in fact, mine.”
That was it. The blade still gripped tightly in her hand, Sera took off toward Lilith before Jonas could stop her. Vampires skittered out of her way as she pounded across the room. Jonas shouted for her, but she ignored him. She’d had it.
Lilith shouted orders and Sera was suddenly surrounded by fifteen burly vampires. She tried to push past them, but was grabbed from behind, picked up, and carried backwards. She growled and reached back to grab the vampire with her free hand, but he dropped her to the ground. They circled her, hissing. She looked back past them to see Jonas fighting to get to her through even more vampires.
“Jonas!” she yelled. Knife in one hand, she held out her other hand too, ready to touch anyone who got close.
The vampires snarled at Sera but kept their distance. She could hear Jonas fighting across the room but couldn’t reach him. Nor could she get to Lilith. Or Marc. These fanged thugs simply made it impossible for her to go anywhere, but were obviously reluctant to engage her in a fight.
They were afraid of her, she realized. She charged at them, but they just reformed around her a safe distance away.
“Aw,” she said. “Don’t tell me you big oafs are afwaid of a wittle girl.”
One of them grinned at that, his long sharp teeth cutting into his bottom lip. Sera’s eyes flew open wide. He took a couple of steps toward her, laughing at her expression.
Was this the one who would kill her? She gripped the knife tightly and lowered her stance. She would go down swinging.
She reached out to touch him, but he grabbed her arm. He laughed and she swung the knife at his neck and squeezed her eyes shut. The blade made contact.
And the laughing stopped.
She peered at him with one eye, then both flew open. The vampire’s eyes were wide, shocked. Her blade was lodged in his neck, and she was still holding onto it. She screamed and yanked the knife free, then scampered back a few steps. The vampire fell to his knees, burst into dust, and was gone.
Oh. God.
She’d killed someone. She’d actually killed someone. Her breath came in short gasps and she felt like she was going to throw up. This wasn’t what she did. She saved lives. She didn’t take them away.
Okay. So he’d technically been dead to begin with. But still.
She looked over for Jonas. He’d seen it, she could tell. He nodded at her, seeming to understand.
“For Luke,” he yelled to her.
For Luke, she thought. And Marc. To save them.
And maybe a little bit for her dad. Or maybe a lot. She looked around the circle at the rest of them.
“Okay,” she said. “Who’s next?”
Huge hands grabbed her from behind, pinning both arms down at her sides and she dropped the knife. She could hear Lilith yelling, “Grab her necklace. It gives her power. Get the necklace off her now!”
Nails scraped at her neck, leaving long red scratches as fingers scrambled to close around the necklace. She tried to jerk her head away, tried to struggle her arms free but couldn’t. She felt as if she was held in a human size vise grip.
“Got it!” One of them growled near her ear, and she could feel him start to tug at the chain around her neck. She closed her eyes, wincing at the pain.
And heard sizzling.
And screaming.
And turned to see the vampire who’d let go of her necklace clutch his hand in agony before it burst into flame. The fire spread to his whole body and suddenly he was ash.
Sera’s eyes were huge, her mouth open. It was disturbing. It was horrible. It was awesome. She was totally indestructible! She reached up to touch her scratched neck—it hurt a lot. So, maybe she was a little destructible.
She held out her hands toward the vampires in front of her and they fell back out of reach, but still blocked her way toward Lilith. Toward helping Marc.
“You afraid of me, Lilith? You send these thugs in your place?” Sera lunged for one vampire after the next. “Aren’t you supposed to be some fearsome mother-of-all-the-damned vampire? You’re a fake.” Jonas appeared suddenly next to her, and she jumped backwards, which sent several vampires scattering. “Jonas, stop doing that!”
“What? Helping you?” He picked up the knife she’d dropped and handed it to her.
“No, popping out of thin air.”
Jonas smiled at her then. A huge grin, and shook his head. Then gave one quick nod, turned and was gone.
“Jonas!” Sera’d jumped again when he’d disappeared.
A strange movement in her peripheral and a thud. Sera whipped her head to the right and saw one vampire laying on the ground with his throat cut for a mere moment before he burst into nothingness. She put her hands down and looked around the circle as one after the other of the vampires went down and were gone. Jonas appeared for a brief second behind each one, used an ornate looking blade, and then was gone before his victim even began to fall.
In less than a minute all fourteen vampires were dead. Gone. Lilith sat mute, glaring at Jonas, who looked drained. Sera stalked over toward her.
But didn’t get very far before she and Jonas were surrounded again by more than thirty vampires, all armed with those nasty looking knives that had hurt Jonas outside her house.
That wasn’t good. If Jonas got hurt again, she’d be on her own. And the odds were not in her favor.
Lilith suddenly appeared in front of them. “I have an almost unlimited supply of those, and can easily keep you busy for much longer than it will take me to kill the human boy.”
“Yes,” Jonas said, coming up behind Sera, “but that will leave you sorely lacking.” He nodded in Sera’s direction. “How are you going to kill her and her brother without them? Be reasonable, Lilith. The Prophecy is true, we’ve seen, but it says their power could go either way. From what I’ve seen, there is no real threat to us or anyone else in the Realm. Leave them be.”
“I cannot believe you would side with humans,” Lilith said, biting off every word. “You, who were so tortured at their hands.”
Jonas pointed at Sera. “But not at these hands,” he said. “These hands healed me and didn’t change me.”
“You are changed, Jonas. I can see it. Already she has changed you.”
“I am still of the Night. I am not human.”
“You are more human than you think. More than you’ve been in a long time.”
Jonas shook his head. “You’re wrong. She is not a danger. If you let Luke go because of his protector, then you cannot harm Sera either without incurring Faenial’s wrath. You know that.”
“I’ve decided the Fates have smiled on me with this second chance, with you bringing her here, and I’m going to take it.”
“And start a war with the Light Elves? A war we cannot win?”
“If that is what happens, yes.”
Jonas grabbed Sera’s wrist and pulled her arm upright, showing Lilith the Mark on it. “She’s protected, Lilith. You cannot do this.”
“I can and I will.”
“That is insane. You’re willing to destroy the precarious peace we have in the Realm over a human girl? Your plan will wipe us out of existence, not this girl here. You will do it.”
Lilith stared at Jonas for a split second before waving the vampires forward and disappearing. The thugs held out their knives and started closing in the circle around Sera and Jonas. Sera gripped her knife tight and pressed her back against Jonas’s.
So this was it, she thought. This was how she would die, killed by a group of knife-wielding vampires. She could see no way out of this, no way that they could win even with Jonas’s superior strength. There were too many of them. There was just no way.
She was suddenly sorry that she hadn’t gotten a chance to say goodbye to Luke, to tell him how much she loved him. Or her mom. There was so much she would have said.
She swallowed hard as the vampires started swinging. Jonas was wild, trying to fight them off and protect her at the same time. She swung her knife out and sliced a vampire’s arm, but as she pulled her arm back another vampire lunged forward and his blade grazed the back of her hand.
The cut stung like a thousand bee stings and her hand felt like it was on fire. She’d never experienced pain like this in her life. She cried out and all she wanted to do was curl up clutching her hand and hide, but more and more vampires were coming at her. Faster, harder.
Jonas yelled something that she couldn’t understand. There was too much noise, too many people coming at her to be able to focus on his words. Somehow he was managing to fend most of them off, to take most of the blows, to protect her. She should have thanked him, too, she thought as she swung at another vampire. She should have told him how much it meant to her that he’d helped her and Luke. That he’d tried.
Now it was too late. She was going to die with so many things left unsaid.
Sudden shouts split the air behind them, and they turned to see several vampires airborne and crashing to the ground. The remaining vampires around Sera and Jonas turned. Fierce-looking warriors filed into the room. They were beautiful, Sera thought. Light hair that shone gold even in the dark underground cavern. They were all tall and strong, and most wore their hair in a single long braid down their backs. Leather armor covered their bodies, showing bits of different shades of green of the clothes underneath.
“Sera? Where is she?”
Sera’s heart stopped at that voice.
“Luke?” she said.


THIRTY-FOUR

Luke charged into Lilith’s lair.
“Luke!” Sera called.
He turned toward her voice. There were hundreds of vampires in there. Where was she? Lilith, glorious and irresistible, beckoned him and he had to fight the overwhelming urge to go to her. He focused until he could see her true self. And breathed. She had an arm held out stopping her vampires from action. He was sure that wouldn’t last long.
“Luke, mon cher, you’ve come back,” Lilith said. “How sweet.”
“Where’s Sera?” he said.
That’s when he saw her. She was way too far away across the room, but she was there. Still alive. His throat closed, tears blurred his vision, and he couldn’t speak.
They’d gotten there in time.
Sera took off running toward him, and he choked back a sob, but he kept his eyes hard on Lilith. He wasn’t going to let her out of his sight until they had Sera safely out of there. And Marc. He glanced quickly toward the cage where Marc had been, but couldn’t tell if he was still in it. Luke hoped he wasn’t too late for Marc.
Eyes back on Lilith, he opened his arms a moment before Sera flew into them. He crushed her into his arms and turned her away from Lilith. A dozen Fae Fighters circled around them like a barricade.
Luke took a deep breath of Sera, and tears spilled onto his cheeks. “You’re okay,” he said, his voice tight. He would never let her go. He was whole again.
And he was also petrified that she was about to be ripped from him forever. He couldn’t take that. He couldn’t lose her. He couldn’t let her die.
And he couldn’t figure out how to stop it.
But what if, he suddenly thought, they left right now? What if he and Sera ran through the Fae Fighters, out into the tunnel and up to open air? Even if the vampires chased them outside, he would have changed where the fighting took place and therefore perhaps changed the outcome.
It was worth a shot. “When I tell you to, run,” he said into Sera’s hair. “We’ll try to make it back outside. Okay?” This had to work. This had to save her. He squeezed her even tighter.
“Mmrhr,” she said into his chest. He loosened his arms a bit and leaned his head back. “Marc’s here.” She looked up at him. “We can’t leave him. We’ve got to get him out, too.”
Marc. This was impossible. Sera’s life was more important than anyone’s. But he couldn’t just leave Marc there. Again.
“Okay, then you run. And I’ll stay behind to get Marc.”
Sera raised an eyebrow at him. “Right. I’ll just leave you here. I see that happening.”
“Sera,” Luke said, grabbing her shoulders and looking hard into her eyes. “This is the place. This is where I Saw you…” He couldn’t finish that sentence. He couldn’t say it out loud to her.
She set her mouth, lifted her chin. “I’m not leaving you here. No matter what.”
Impossible! She was impossible. If she’d asked him to—
Well. He wouldn’t leave her either.
Sparks were flying, literally, across the room where Fey was arguing heatedly with Lilith and Jonas. Little jolts flew out of her fingers as she gestured wildly at Luke and Sera, and then at Marc.
“Is that Fey?” Sera said, pointing to the sparkling Realm edition of Fey that Luke was growing accustomed to.
“Yup.” Luke nodded, then looked around the room. Everyone was focused on Lilith and Fey. Maybe they could release Marc and slip out, unnoticed. Okay, he realized it wasn’t likely to work out that way, but he had no better plan. And since Sera wouldn’t leave without Marc at least they could try. Luke signaled to the Fae Fighters surrounding them to let them through.
“Let’s, uh…” Luke jerked his head toward the cages.
“Marc?” Sera said quietly. She glanced around and then nodded.
They crept slowly toward the large black cages, stepping carefully around vampires, being sure not to touch anyone and raise an alarm. Luke cast a brief look in Lilith’s direction again. Fey and Lilith were still at it, but Jonas had seen him. Jonas looked from Luke to the cages and back again. He nodded at Luke and turned back to Lilith.
Luke was suddenly very glad they had a vampire on their side. And looking at all the mesmerized vampires they were sneaking past, he was awfully happy Lilith had such a magnetic personality. Apparently he wasn’t the only one who was affected by her.
He looked ahead to where Sera was sneaking between two huge vampires, reaching for something on the ground. Another knife. She’d almost gotten it when one of them glanced down and saw her. He looked back up at Lilith, then grabbed Sera and pulled her up in front of him. He bared long pointy teeth and pulled her toward him to bite her neck.
Luke scrambled toward them, braced himself to leap on the vampire. But before he could, Sera lifted both arms and shoved her knife deep into the vampire’s neck. His eyes bugged, he dropped Sera, and staggered backwards, knocking into a couple of vampires behind him. His hands reached toward his throat where the hilt stuck out, then he burst into nothingness.
Luke grabbed Sera’s hand and hauled her to her feet, then looked around. All attention was now on them. So much for Plan A.
Lilith waved her hand in the air and they were surrounded by vampires. Time for Plan B. If only they had one.
“Fey teach you that?” Luke said, eyeing them all.
“Jonas. He said go for the throat. They’re as easy to kill as humans.” Sera shook her head. “I can’t believe I just said that.”
“Yeah, well, desperate times,” Luke said. “Got anymore knives?”
She shook her head again.
Luke sighed. “Wonder Twin powers then?” he said to her.
Sera dove for her knife on the ground, but one of the vampires kicked it away. Hissing and snarling, the circle of vampires closed in on them. Sera held out her hands to touch anyone who came close. Back-to-back with Sera, Luke was cursing that he hadn’t gotten the Fae Fighters to loan him some sort of weapon. He had nothing. He patted his pockets.
Wait, he had keys. He could at least hold them between the fingers of his fist to make his punches more painful. He pulled them out and placed them in his hand, then quickly checked the rest of his pockets. There was the flask in his back pocket.
Holy water! Yes! He’d totally forgotten about it. He grinned. He had holy water and was surrounded by vampires.
He pulled it out of his pocket. “I’ve got holy water,” he said quietly to Sera. “Do you want it?”
“It doesn’t work on them.” She shook her head. “It’s myth, like a lot of vampire stuff.”
Luke cursed to himself and shoved it back into his pocket. He looked around the dark room, up at the stone ceiling.
“I could use some windows right about now and bright sunlight.”
“That wouldn’t help either,” Sera said. “At least not on most of them. Sunlight only affects the Old Ones like Lilith.”
At least he still had the keys.
He swung out with his keyed hand as a vampire got close and was rewarded with deep bloody gouges across the guy’s face. Then he spun around to find Sera gone. Two brutes had managed to grab Sera’s arms without being touched by her hands, and though she was kicking and thrashing, she couldn’t free herself.
“Shall she be the first to die, Seer?” Lilith’s voice was right next to his ear and he flinched away. Chills covered his body at those words. The words that had haunted him for months.
This was it.
She looked at him and nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I think so. Her healing makes her the more dangerous.”
Luke’s eyes widened in horror as he watched Lilith reach behind her neck and unlatch her necklace. Time slowed down for Luke, as if to emphasize each terrifying moment of his vision finally coming true in spite of everything he’d done. Lilith’s eyes narrowed as she glared at Sera and closed the latch on her necklace, readying it for flight. She ran one finger along the edge of it, and Luke gasped at the deep slice the finger bore as she lifted it away.
He whipped around to look at Sera. There was nothing he could do. She was trapped, an easy target. Too far away.
And he was helpless.
His fingers brushed against the flask of holy water. Hell with the myths, he thought. What if this one was different for Lilith, too? Besides, he couldn’t just stand there doing nothing.
He wrenched the flask out of his pocket, then turned back to Lilith in time to see a sadistic smile stretch across her face. She bent her arm to fling her necklace at Sera.
“The Children of the Prophecy must die!” Her voice echoed off the walls of the cavern.
Everything moved in slow motion as Luke ripped the top off of the flask, yelling “NOOOOO!” He threw the whole thing at her. Water splashed out of it as it tumbled over and over through the air, hit her in the chest, and then fell to the floor.
Droplets flew everywhere and splashed one by one onto Lilith’s bare arms. Steam rose from the water as it hit her skin.
She screamed and jerked back as her arm arced forward and she hurled the necklace toward Sera. She looked down at her arms, at the raw gaping holes forming there as the holy water burned through her flesh to the bone. Her skin sizzled and bubbled wherever the water had touched.
Lilith’s eyes widened in surprise as she looked at the flask lying at her feet and then turned to Luke. Then she looked around the room at the vampires who’d witnessed it all, and her expression became murderous.
Jonas’s face behind her, Luke could see, was frozen, his eyes huge, mouth slack. He stared at Lilith as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. His eyes touched on Luke, then widened in alarm as he focused beyond Luke to Sera.
As Jonas vanished, Luke whirled around to look at Sera. She was crumpled at the feet of two vampires who stared dumbly at Lilith. Blood ran down Sera’s right arm from a deep gash in her shoulder where the necklace had hit her.
Off target.
Chills shivered up his spine and covered his scalp as Luke fell to his knees. He’d done it.
He was shaking so badly he couldn’t stand. He also couldn’t take his eyes off of Sera. She was alive. He’d changed the future. Jonas appeared at her side, said something quietly to her. She looked up and met Luke’s eyes. He laughed. He actually laughed out loud looking at his sister bleeding in the lair of some maniacal vampire woman. She grinned weakly at him. She knew he’d done it. They’d done it.
“You never listen, do you?” she said loud enough for him to hear.
“Nope.” He shook his head, still grinning. “Good thing for you.” She pointed toward his lap, and Luke glanced down to see that his ring was glowing.
Fey appeared at his side and planted herself between him and Lilith. There was a buzz around the room as the vampires broke out of their stunned silence and started talking. Lilith gave one last furious glance at Luke, then Sera, and was gone.
“What’s going on? Where did she go?” Luke said.
Fey spoke quietly. “They’ve all seen how she can be hurt—her weakness. She can’t let word get out about this, and she can’t trust them all to keep her secret. She will kill them all. Vampire damage control.”
A scream echoed from the corridor where they’d entered Lilith’s lair. Then small movements caught Luke’s eyes. Vampires were falling suddenly, bursting into nothingness, all around the room.
“You think you can betray me?” Lilith said, her voice thundering through the vast room. Faster than Luke could see, ten were down. Twenty. Thirty.
“You think I’d let you leave after what you just saw?” Fifty.
“So you can plot against me?” A hundred.
“Try to kill me?” Two hundred. It was impossibly fast. As the last vampire burst away, Lilith appeared, wiping off her necklace.
The room was empty of vampires save for Lilith and Jonas. Dozens of Fae fighters were scattered about the room, shock registered on their faces at what Lilith had just done to her own kind. Her force.
Lilith was suddenly behind Jonas, her blade at his throat. His face betrayed no emotion.
“I should kill you, too.” Lilith spat the words in his ear.
“But you won’t.”
“Why won’t I?”
Jonas was quiet a moment. “I really don’t know.”
She lowered her blade and her threat, but stayed where she was behind him. Jonas did not turn to her.
“You lied.” Jonas stated it simply. It wasn’t an accusation, just fact.
“Of course I lied. Why would I ever tell anyone that the myths are true for me but not for the rest of you? You young ones are all alike. So quick to believe that what’s true for you is true for us all. Of course I took advantage of that. How else would I have stayed around all this time? My charm?”
“You could have trusted me. You know I would never betray your trust.”
Lilith put her hands on his shoulders and turned him to face her. “Ah, mon
cher, this is why I cannot kill you.” She reached up and touched his cheek with a gentle stroke. “You are so unlike me, how could I not keep you around?”
She turned and glared at Luke. “You, however,” she said, “I don’t have that problem with.” And she stormed toward him.
“No!” Fey stepped in front of Luke, her blade drawn. She grabbed hold of Luke’s hand. Luke hoped she could talk Lilith out of killing him again because he really didn’t like the look in Lilith’s eyes.
But it was Jonas who stopped her. Luke watched him disappear and then an instant later reappear in front of her.
“Lilith,” he said, holding a hand out to halt her, “you cannot hurt him.”
“Oh, but I think I can. My army is destroyed thanks to him. There is a lot of blood on his hands.”
“No,” Jonas said. “The blood is on your hands and I won’t let his blood be there as well.”
She narrowed her eyes at him, stared. “You would fight me?”
“No. You know that. But the rest here are not bound by such sentiment.” He waved his hand around the room, indicating the remaining Fae Fighters. “And though I will not fight you, I also will not let you harm him. It’s over.”
She stopped, took a deep breath, looked around the room, calculating. To Jonas she said, “It is never over. It is merely interrupted.” Then she turned her back on them all, and walked slowly up to her dais. “Go then. All of you.”
Fey signaled to two Fighters over by Marc’s cage. They broke open the door, and gently lifted Marc up. Propped between them, he was barely able to walk out.
“Marc!” Luke struggled to his feet.
“Stay away from me,” Marc said, shaking his head at Luke. His eyes flitted to Sera gingerly holding her injured arm.
Marc shook his head again. “All of you stay away from me. You LEFT me here. TO DIE. I want to go home.” The Fighters looked at Fey, and she nodded.
Luke just stared, his mouth hanging open. “Marc—I’m sorry. There wasn’t—” But the Fae Fighters flew across the room with Marc propped between them and disappeared into the corridor.
Marc was gone.
Luke turned to Fey. “Why did you do that? Why didn’t you let me explain? You didn’t give me any time. Or Sera.”
“He needs time,” Fey said. “And we have more important matters at hand.” She gestured at Sera, Jonas, and Lilith.
Luke glared at Fey. He couldn’t believe she hadn’t even give him a chance to explain to Marc, to apologize to him. He shook his head. Sometimes he didn’t understand her.
He pushed past her to where Lilith had stood, where his dad’s flask lay on the ground. He picked it up, held it in his hand a moment, then slid it back into his pocket where it belonged.

Jonas approached Lilith, with Fey following close behind. The holes on her arms were already beginning to heal and scar. Scars were rare amongst the undead. They were sure to draw attention, inspire curious questions. He hoped Lilith had not thought about that yet.
“Lilith?” he said.
“Go now, Jonas. And take your little friends with you.”
“I will keep your secret,” he said, and her eyes snapped onto his. “I will tell no one of this. All will continue to believe it is myth for all of our kind.”
“In exchange for what?” Her face was stone. Her eyes flicked to Fey, then back to Jonas.
“Sera and Luke. You must leave them in peace. For as long as you do, your secret is safe with me.”
She laughed, a hollow angry sound. “And what about all of them?” She waved her arm around to encompass all the Light Elves there. “What will hold their tongues?”
“I will,” Fey said. “They will keep your secret under the same condition.” She looked between Lilith and Jonas. “Are we agreed?”
Lilith stared for a moment and then turned her face away. “We are. Now go.”
Jonas nodded to Fey. Lilith, he knew, was only going to be sated for so long. Soon she’d need more victims to vent on, and he wanted to be sure it wasn’t any of them.
“Gather your people and get out now,” he said quietly to Fey as they walked away from Lilith. “I’ll help with Sera and Luke.” He took a determined step toward them, but Fey’s hand on his arm stopped him.
“I told you to keep her out of the Realm. What were you doing here? You almost got her killed.” Sparks raced up and down her arms, flew off the ends of her fingers.
Jonas raised an eyebrow. “Could you have kept her from coming after Luke?” He glanced over at the two of them. “As well as you kept Luke from coming after her?”
Fey pressed her lips together.
“Precisely.”
“Can we trust her word?” She spoke low, and indicated Lilith with a very small movement of her head.
“No,” Jonas said. “She’s not been injured in thousands of years. She’s sure to believe this is due to the Prophecy, rather than sheer luck on Luke’s part. It will not sit well with her that anyone knows she has a weakness. For as long as we all exist, no, we cannot trust her to keep her word.”


THIRTY-FIVE

Marc parked his car in the cemetery, not far from the Shadow’s trees, turned off the lights, and cut the engine. He sat there staring, willing himself to get out of the car.
He wasn’t afraid. Not anymore. Not after what he’d just been through. Because, if he thought about it, what could they do—really—that could be any worse than Lilith, sadistic queen of the night?
Nothing. And he had nothing left to lose.
He was done. With the Shadows. With Sera and Luke. With this whole evil-other-world crap. He would either leave it all behind or he would die trying.
And he didn’t really care which.
He couldn’t even think about Sera or Luke. They’d looked so hurt when he’d said that he just wanted to leave the Realm, when he hadn’t wanted anything to do with them. As if they had anything to feel hurt about. It was their fault he’d been there in the first place. And then Luke had actually left him there. To die. He was going to be glad to leave them. At least that’s what he told himself.
His car still smelled like a fast food joint, though he’d eaten everything already. He’d been so weak and hungry when the Elves had brought him back, that he’d not even bothered to get cleaned up before getting into his car and going straight to the closest drive-thru. It certainly wasn’t the best food, but it was the best he could do under the circumstances. He already felt much better for having eaten, and actually thought he might be able to walk with some dignity over to the trees.
Well, time to see. He opened the door and pulled himself out. So far, so good. He was standing. On his own. Already, that was a huge improvement. But, man, he hurt.
He squinted at the trees and was about to curse himself for forgetting his flashlight yet again but stopped when he realized the trees and gravestones all cast dark shadows on the ground, and that he could actually see pretty well. As if someone had left a light on.
He glanced up at the sky. A full moon. That was different. He’d never gone to meet with the Shadows during a full moon before. When he looked at the copse of trees, he thought he saw dark movement in their midst.
Marc stumbled his way closer to the trees, feeling pretty good about his ability to walk on his own, even if it lacked his usual grace and flair. He paused to zip his coat up all the way, and turn up his collar. Shivering, he wished he’d had the forethought to grab his hat and scarf before he’d come.
He was tired of the cold in Vermont. He couldn’t wait to head south.
Or die.
Either way.
“Marcus,” the voice said as Marc got close to the trees. “You have news? We were surprised to hear from you so soon.”
“Yeah, I have news.” Marc stuffed his hands in his pockets and felt his heart race in spite of himself. He didn’t care. He didn’t care. He didn’t care. “I quit. That’s my news.”
He was met with cold silence and three pairs of orange eyes glaring at him from the inky blackness.
“That is not wise. We thought you were smarter than that.”
“Yeah, well, I’m done. I just got back from being a human lollipop for Lilith.” Marc gloated at the surprise he saw in their creepy floating eyes. “Oh, yeah. She’s onto them, too. So I’m out. Done. Finito.”
Marc turned to go.
“You still need our medicine, Marcus. Our help.”
“I’ll take my chances. I don’t want to be a part of this, a part of whatever it is you and the rest of the creatures of the night are doing. I was sucked on by a vampire. Do you understand me? Lilith tried to kill me today. Slowly. Painfully. FOR FUN.” Marc threw his hands in the air. “I’M DONE.”
He turned again to go, but the sudden pain in his head brought him to the ground. A blazing fire was burning his brain. Hundreds of thousands of voices crowded into his head, all screaming their thoughts.
Marc grabbed his head, moaning, and couldn’t even form enough of his own thoughts to be pissed that he was about to lose his much-needed dinner right here in the graveyard. Again. He retched and retched, hardly able to breathe in between.
Then there was silence. Blessed silence. Marc was curled up tight and was rocking himself slightly from side to side, moaning.
“Without us, that is your life, Marcus. Is that what you want?”
“I don’t care.” Marc coughed, his throat raw. “I’m not doing it anymore. I’m not going to end up vampire fodder. I’d rather die.”
“Oh, you will, Marcus. You will. But you will wish it had been Lilith who killed you.”
Marc cried out as the pain shot through his head, the voices overwhelmed his mind, and his stomach rebelled again. Suddenly meeting the Shadows in a cemetery seemed like the perfect spot. If he was going to die, what better place to do it?

“Don’t pick me up! I’ll walk.” Sera pushed Jonas’s hands away for the second time.
His voice was low, urgent. “We have to get out of here quickly before her anger surges again.” He nodded toward Lilith who sat on the dais, staring at the wall, appearing to ignore them. “And surge it will. I’ve seen it, and I don’t want you or anyone here near her when it happens. You are hurt, you’ve lost a lot of blood. I need to carry you to get us all out of here as quickly as possible.”
“Can’t you just pop us out of here?”
“Only Lilith can teleport in and out. She has wards set up to prevent others from doing it.”
“But you popped around the room.”
“Stronger vampires are able to do that. But none can teleport in or out. Lilith’s safety precaution.”
Sera frowned at Jonas. “What if I change you by accident? Because my hands will be on you. I don’t want that to happen.”
“Sera,” he said, his tone serious again. “If you change me, you change me. At least you’ll be safe. That’s more important at this moment.”
Tears sprang to her eyes, but she blinked them away as best she could. “Okay,” she said. “But I’m only agreeing because I don’t think you’ll take no for an answer.”
“I won’t.”
Jonas squatted down next to her and opened his arms. She put her good arm around his neck while he slid one arm under her knees, and then in one liquid-smooth movement he stood up with her tucked safely in his arms. Sera kept her hands in tight fists even as she clung to him.
Luke fell into step with them as they crossed the immense room to where the Fae Fighters waited to escort them out. Sera craned her neck to catch Luke’s eye.
“You look like crap.” she said. He was limping and his face and neck were covered with bruises.
“Excellent,” Luke said. “It was mostly Lilith.”
“Your new girlfriend?”
Luke laughed and pulled on one of her feet. “She’d be a real killer of one, wouldn’t she.”
Jonas looked back and forth between the two of them. “Let’s not incur her wrath at the moment, shall we?” he said.
“Okay, Dad.” Sera heaved an overly dramatic sigh.
“Yeah, sure, Pop.” Luke clapped him on the back. “You don’t cross Lilith, do you. I think she may have trust issues.”
They’d reached the entryway to the tunnel. Fey and several Fighters went out ahead of them into the corridor, while some of them followed behind. It felt strange to Sera. All this attention. All this dedication to her well-being. And Luke’s. Like they were special.
She didn’t feel terribly special. She felt terribly ordinary. Now, Fey, striding confidently down the hall in all her sparkly splendor, she seemed incredibly special.
Sera leaned over so she could see Luke again, who was still walking alongside Jonas. She nodded up toward Fey. “Wow.”
“Yeah, right?” Luke said. “She’s a total babe in the Realm, isn’t she?” Sera shook her head at him, but he just grinned. “She’s a Light Elf, and she’s our protector. Cool, huh?”
“I thought she was a vampire.”
“Nope. One hundred percent elf.”
“Wow.”
“Yes, indeed.” Luke nodded, his eyes on Fey.
Coming out into the light, into the fresh air, Sera felt as if she was suddenly truly breathing for the first time since they’d entered Lilith’s lair. They were going to use the gateway through the water, she’d heard, and was kind of glad she wouldn’t have to pick her way through bat guano on the way back out.
When the Fae Fighters paused for orders from Fey, Jonas let Sera down, but she was dizzy and couldn’t stand on her own. Her arm was slick with blood.
“You’ve lost a lot of blood,” Jonas said. “You should heal yourself before we continue.”
Sera shook her head. “I can’t. It doesn’t work that way.”
“What about Luke?” Jonas said.
“What about Luke?” Luke said. Sera looked at him.
“Could you heal her?”
Luke held up his hands. “Noooo. No. No. No. I can’t do that. I’m not the healer. I’ve never healed anyone, I’ve just made people feel a little tiny bit better.” He held his index finger just a hair above his thumb to show how much healing ability he had.
But Sera nodded, understanding dawning on her. “Yes, but when you put your hands on me in there, the pain in my arm almost went away completely. I think the Realm strengthens our abilities, Luke. And Lilith said that part of my power comes from my necklace. Maybe if you’re touching it, you’ll be a stronger healer? It’s worth a shot,” she said. “That way I don’t have to explain this to Mom or the emergency room staff.”
Luke looked doubtful. “This is so not going to work.” But he picked up her pendant and held it in one hand, then placed his other hand on her injured shoulder.
Instantly Sera felt a smooth, warm wave undulate inside her arm. She closed her eyes and lay her head back on Jonas’s shoulder. Light flooded her body, intensifying around her shoulder. She could feel the muscles knitting themselves back together, the layers of skin fusing, could almost visualize it. Pain that had been throbbing stronger and stronger, now faded to nothing. She stretched out her fingers, then moved her arm around. It felt…normal, healthy. Like it always did.
“Wow,” Luke said. “I’m amazing!”
Sera smiled. “I think amazing is a bit strong, don’t you?” She looked at Jonas.
“A bit,” Jonas said, a smile playing on his lips.
But Luke ignored them. “Hey, Fey! I just healed Sera! Check it out. I’m like a god!”
Fey glanced over from where she was consulting with her Fighters, knit her eyebrows together, and said, “Okay.”
“I’m incredible. Prodigious. Awe-inspiring.”
“Unbelievable. Preposterous. Absurd.” Sera laughed, and reached out to hug Luke. She almost couldn’t believe they’d both come out of this alive. He really was amazing.
She felt the healing light flowing through her arms and going into Luke’s body. She released him from the hug, but stood in front of him, her palms pressed against his chest until the light faded completely. Her eyes focused on his necklace. Since he had been able to heal by touching her necklace, she wondered if maybe she could See the future if she touched his.
Sera reached up and touched his pendant lightly with her fingers. Then she scooped it into her hand and held it for a moment.
Marc lay on the ground writhing in pain, incoherent, inconsolable. Shadows from gravestones circled him, an inky black mass slowly moved toward him. She could hear the sounds of water nearby—the lake. Sera instinctively knew the cemetery.
“I don’t care if I die,” Marc said.
“Oh, you will care,” a voice rasped. “You’ll be begging for it.”
Sera gasped, her heart thundered and chills spread over her skin.
Jonas reached for her, concern clouding his face. “Are you okay?”
Sera took his hand, but stared at Luke. “It’s Marc.”


THIRTY-SIX

As soon as Sera spied Marc’s car at the back side of the cemetery, she broke into a run with Luke at her side.
“MARC!” There was already a stitch in her side, and she was having a hard time catching her breath, but she couldn’t slow down. Thankfully the silver light of the moon lit the place up almost as if it were daylight. Her eyes scoured the area around his car as she got closer.
She heard a cough, and her eyes flew in that direction. She could just make out a lump on the ground near a couple of headstones, not far from a few small pine trees. It moaned and Sera sprinted toward it.
It was Marc.
She threw herself to the ground next to him, completely out of breath, and immediately took stock. He looked awful. Shivering, sweating, and moaning, he seemed oblivious to where he was and that they were there.
“He’s freezing,” Sera said between gasps. She ripped off her coat while Luke did the same, and they covered him as best they could. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him. I usually get a sense of the problem, but nothing is coming to me.” She placed her hands on either side of his face, his eyes open but not comprehending her, and silently hoped it would work.
Light spread down her arms and into Marc, making his whole body glow—except his head. Sera looked at him for a moment and then up at Luke. She’d never seen that happen before. As if the energy was somehow blocked from going above his shoulders. She could see him healing from all that had happened in Lilith’s care, but he didn’t seem better. He was still moaning, still incoherent, unaware that she was there. She didn’t understand why the light wouldn’t go into his head.
“It’s not working!” Sera’s breaths started coming faster and faster. “Why isn’t it working?” She grabbed her necklace with one hand while keeping the other on Marc, but it didn’t help. She couldn’t have lost the ability to heal. Not now when she really needed it.
Luke sat on the other side of Marc, watching, his brow furrowed. Sera looked up at Fey and Jonas, panic on her face. Fey’s eyes were narrowed as she looked at Marc and Sera, then she peered hard into the darkness of the pine trees nearby. Her eyes widened suddenly, then her face filled with such hatred Sera gasped.
“What is it?” she said.
Fey looked back down at her. “I’ll be right back.” And she was gone.
Sera couldn’t believe that Fey would just pop off at a time like this. Sera had always thought that Fey had a certain amount of respect for anyone’s life, but she sure seemed to have less for Marc’s.
Sera looked down at him again. If this was what he’d wanted healed, then she was starting to understand his strange reaction earlier when she hadn’t been able to heal him. She didn’t understand why her power was failing her now, but she felt completely helpless as she watched him writhe. She wished there was something she could do.
“Put this around his neck. Quickly.” Fey’s voice was warm in her ear, and a necklace suddenly hung in front of her face. Suspended from the silver chain was a rectangular pendant with three wavy lines etched into it, one on top of the other. Sera grabbed it out of Fey’s hands and pulled it over Marc’s head as quickly as she could.
His whole body relaxed as if the pain were instantly gone. He breathed normally, his face smoothed out, and he lay at peace in Sera’s lap. She gently touched his face, he opened his eyes, looked right at her. And smiled.
“You’ve healed me,” he said.
“Not really.” Sera shook her head. “Fey did. She brought this necklace for you.” Sera lifted the pendant for Marc to see. He looked at it confused, and his eyes went to Fey.
“It’s specially made by my people for Gifteds who need protection. Luke and Sera each wear one, too, and theirs have served them well. Especially today.” She looked at him. “Yours will protect you from the Dark Elves for as long as you wear it.”
“Dark Elves?” Marc said.
“They are the deepest, darkest beings you’ve ever seen,” Fey said. “They’ve been torturing your mind. That is one of their many powers.”
“You mean the Shadows?”
“If that’s what you called them, yes.”
“They’ve been doing this to me all along?” Marc sat up, looked a little woozy, but stayed upright. “I’m not sick? Nothing’s wrong with me?”
Fey shook her head, then patted his chest where his necklace lay. “But you are protected from them now. You are safe again.” She paused. “If I had known what was going on, I would have been able to protect you sooner.”
Marc put his head in his hands and sat there shaking his head. “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe that this was all because of you two.” He looked at Sera and then Luke. “I can’t believe that my life has been ripped to shreds because of you. And almost ended by vampires. All because of you.”
“We didn’t do this to you,” Luke said.
“You left me there.” Marc threw his arms wide. “How could you leave me there?”
“We came back,” Luke said softly.
Marc had this look of astonishment on his face, and Sera felt her heart drop. “Do you know what she did to me? Do you have any idea what that PSYCHOPATH DID TO ME?”
“I’m sorry,” Luke said. “There was noth—”
“Let me tell you something,” Marc said. “I’m done with you. I’ve lost everything because of you.” He got to his feet and waved his arms around in the air. “I have no family, no friends—”
“You have us,” Sera said in a quiet voice.
“—no life.” Marc looked at Sera and shook his head. “I don’t want you. I want my old life back.” Then he closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m out of here. Now. I’m going back to try to pick up the pieces of the life I used to have.” He paused, then said, “I don’t want to know about the Realm or vampires or elves or anything else. I don’t want to be a part of this.”
Fey said quietly, “If you always wear that necklace, then that shouldn’t be a problem.”
Sera wanted so much to touch him, to ease his pain. To change his mind. “I’m sorry about what happened. I wish it hadn’t happened to you.”
“That makes two of us,” Marc said.
“Three, actually.” Luke stood up.
“Four,” said Jonas.
“Might as well make it five,” said Fey.
Marc looked at them all in silence, his mouth open, eyes wide. For a moment Sera was sure he was about to change his mind. But then his face closed, he shook his head, pulled his keys out of his pocket, and simply walked away from them.
“Marc,” Fey said. “What were the Dark Elves making you do?”
Marc stopped, but didn’t turn around.
“They wanted me to find Luke and Sera for them,” he said.
“What?” Sera said. “Like a bounty hunter?”
His shoulders sagged. “Yes.”
Sera stared at Marc’s back. No one else spoke or moved. Marc had hunted them down?
“What were you supposed to do when you found us?” Sera said.
“Turn you in,” Marc said. He turned his head to the side, but still didn’t face them. “But I couldn’t.” He sounded beaten. “I just couldn’t.”
Marc shook his head and plodded toward his car. Sera sat where she was on the ground in stunned silence. She couldn’t believe he’d done that. Had he even liked her at all or had it all been a ploy to lure her to the Shadows?
Marc stopped then and turned. Sera looked up at him and he was looking right at her, agony on his face. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know what they wanted when they offered me the trade—finding you in return for the cure to the headaches and noise. I didn’t know I would find friends.” He paused, his eyes still on Sera. “I didn’t know I would find you. But I can’t do this. I don’t want this to be my life.”
Sera scrambled to her feet, and raced after him. To hell with right and wrong. She didn’t want him to leave and maybe she could influence him with a touch of her hand. He turned his head as she drew near, her hand reaching out to him. He flinched out of her reach, and fell over a gravestone. She stopped and dropped her hand.
He pulled himself back up and wheeled on her, breathing hard. “Don’t mess with me anymore. Don’t try to change how I feel by touching me. I said I don’t want this.” He stepped backwards to put more distance between them. “I’m not stupid, Sera. I know what you can do. You’re a freak.”
A pain started deep inside Sera’s chest. She could feel it starburst into thousands of shards cutting all the way down to her toes, out to her fingers, up to the top of her head. They lodged in her heart, her lungs, making every breath an agony of its own. Maybe if she didn’t breathe, it wouldn’t hurt, she thought.
Tears spiked behind her eyes, hot and sharp. She wanted to stop him. Wanted him to turn and smile and say that he’d stay, that they’d all be friends. That maybe he loved her. That she was worth it.
But she wasn’t worth it.
She knew that.
She wasn’t worth all the people it took to save her and Luke from Lilith. She wasn’t worth hardly anything at all.
She was a freak. Just like he said.
The tears had unleashed, running freely down her face. For a moment, she found her voice. “Marc?”
He’d reached his car, turned to look at her. “Don’t look at me like that, Sera. It’s not fair.” He looked away and took a breath, shaking his head slightly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…It’s just too much for me. You’re too much.”
She gasped at the jolt of pain his words caused. Her face wet with tears, she sank to the ground and silently watched him start his car and drive away.
Sera lifted her face to the sky, noticed the clouds coming in, then closed her eyes. And tried not to breathe.
“He’s wrong, you know.” Luke’s warm arm wove around her shoulders, pulled her tight into him.
“You’re not,” Jonas said, “a freak.”
“Says the psychic and the vampire,” Sera said. “Forgive me if I don’t take your word for it. You two are not exactly the experts on normal.”
“I am, however,” Luke said, “the expert on you. And he’s wrong.”
Sera sighed and leaned her head against his shoulder. “This sucks.”
“Yup.”
“You tried to warn me.”
“You never listen.”
Sera breathed. It wasn’t so bad. “Maybe next time I will.”
Luke shook his head. “No, you won’t.”
“No,” Sera said, and laughed in the midst of her tears. “I won’t.”
She took a deep breath. The air smelled frosty. Cold little drops fell on her face, and she opened her eyes. She peered up at the sky, and held out her hands to catch some of the flakes. They were big, fat, and fluffy—perfect snow. Promising snow. Magical snow.
Luke stood up, then offered her a hand. She grabbed it and let him pull her to her feet. She could feel his natural healing power seep into her hands, the pain in her heart ease. His healing wasn’t as strong as it had been in the Realm, but already she was feeling a little better. He picked up their coats off the ground, handed Sera hers and swung his over his shoulders. Shivering, Sera hadn’t realized just how cold she’d gotten until she was putting her coat back on. She’d kill for a hat, too.
Well, maybe she wouldn’t really kill for one. There’d been enough killing for one day.
Jonas was at her side. She didn’t know why he’d risked his life for her so many times, but she was forever indebted to him. She looked up at him and he met her eyes, peered within them to really see her. She realized suddenly that Jonas had acted no differently toward her after she’d healed him. And that he didn’t seem to want or expect anything from her.
He was different from anyone she’d ever known. And after what had almost happened when they’d crossed into the Realm—well, she wasn’t quite sure what to make of him.
Jonas offered his hand, which she took while Fey and Luke locked hands. If they didn’t want to walk home, they were going to have to teleport one last time. She wondered briefly if perhaps she could leave her broken heart here in the cemetery and just take the rest of her home.
And then they were gone.


THIRTY-SEVEN

“Why does Naomi keep leaving messages for you?”
Sera turned to Luke and tried to come up with some way to answer his question without really telling him what she’d done. She’d totally forgotten about Naomi.
“Are you two friends all of a sudden?” Luke said.
“No,” Sera said. “No, no, no, no.” Sera tossed her book bag into the car and looked around the parking lot as she’d been doing for the past two weeks, hoping a certain crappy blue car would be back.
It wasn’t.
She sighed. What a mess she’d made of things.
“Oh my god. Naomi is calling you?” Quinn said.
Sera whipped her head around with a gasp. He was about fifteen feet away and walking toward them, his music ever-present in his hand. He pulled the earbuds out of his ears.
“Really, I thought you had much better taste than that,” he said.
“What? How did you—” Luke said, but couldn’t seem to finish his sentence. Sera couldn’t either.
“I heard you.”
Sera looked all around. “But you weren’t here. How could you have possibly heard our conversation?”
Quinn shrugged. “I hear everything. That’s my gift.”
Sera and Luke stared at him in silence. It took a moment for it to sink in.
“That is so cool,” Luke said. “And slightly unnerving. All at the same time.”
Sera was still staring at Quinn. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
“I only found out about you two recently. And that was mind-blowing, I gotta tell you.” Quinn shrugged. “But, you know, it’s not the kind of thing you can say to just anybody, but I figured you two, with your special oddities, wouldn’t freak.”
“Sera? Hi. How are you?” Naomi had slithered up to Sera unnoticed. “Can we talk?”
Sera looked at Naomi then Quinn. There was no question who she’d rather talk with right now. Or any time, for that matter. But she had to get rid of Naomi first.
“I want to hear more about your gift,” she said to Quinn, “but I’ve got to handle something here. Can we talk later?”
“We definitely need to talk,” Luke said. He clapped Quinn on the back.
“Yeah, later,” Quinn said, and shook his head at them, a smile on his face.
“Oh, and Quinn?” Sera said. “Don’t listen, okay?” He held up his earbuds, popped them into his ears, and pushed play. She shot him a thankful look and watched him walk away.
Then she turned to Naomi. The sneer she normally reserved for Sera and other people she didn’t like, was replaced by a smile on her smug narrow face.
“Um, Sera?” Naomi said, snapping her fingers in front of Sera’s face. “You must not have gotten any of my messages. I’ve been calling and calling you. I was wondering if you’d want to go get coffee with me and my friends?”
Luke stared at Naomi for a moment in shock, then he turned slowly to Sera.
“Did you—” he started.
“Luke,” Sera said, lifting her hand to stop him. Then she reached out and grasped Naomi’s arms. “Thanks for the invite, but no.” She pushed a thought into Naomi. Leave me alone.
Naomi looked confused, scowled at Sera and Luke for a moment, then turned and walked away.
Sera turned to meet Luke’s eyes. He had this disapproving grin on his face that made her narrow her eyes.
“What?”
“That explains a lot,” he said. “And that’s so not okay.” Then he laughed.
“Hey, you’re the one who told me to use my influence to make friends.”
“That’s patently not what I meant,” he said. “And you know that.”
Sera pressed her lips together, fighting the smile, but lost. She couldn’t contain it with Luke laughing at her. She laughed, too, her cheeks growing warm. She actually felt bad for having manipulated Naomi like that. Or maybe she felt bad because she didn’t feel bad about it. She wasn’t entirely sure.
When Luke stopped laughing, he looked at her for a moment, a big grin on his face, and said, “It’s good to hear you laugh. You’ve barely cracked a smile for weeks,” he said. “It’s almost like you’re back.”
“I didn’t go anywhere.”
“Yes, you did. You.” He tapped her temple. “In here. You were gone.”
Sera shook her head, brushing him off. “Oh, I forgot to tell you that I talked to Jonas this morning.”
“And?”
“Everything’s still okay.”
Luke exhaled long. She knew how he felt. Since returning from the Realm she’d been on edge, felt chills shiver over her skin every time she’d seen that tell-tale flicker. She couldn’t help but fear they were coming for her again.
Thankfully, it was always Jonas, and he’d been keeping his distance. He’d nod and then disappear. But this morning when she’d seen him before classes, she’d wanted to talk to him, so she’d held her hand up and mouthed the word wait. He’d nodded again, leaned against the corner of the school.
He wore his same black clothes, same black leather coat hanging open as always. Vampires must not feel the effects of weather, Sera thought, as she burrowed down into her coat in an attempt to keep every bit of warmth inside it. It was bitter cold at seven o’clock in the morning.
She was shivering when she got to Jonas, and was figuring she might never feel completely warm again, but could think of nowhere else she’d rather be at that moment. Even with the cold.
She had something to say to him.
Sera looked at him in silence for a moment. She was so glad to see him, to know he was still looking out for her. His presence had become such a comfort. But still, she felt a little nervous this first time talking to him since everything had happened.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hello.” He looked so serious her heart jumped and she wondered if they were in danger again.
“Is everything okay?”
“You mean Lilith?” he said. She nodded, bit her lip. “Yes,” he said. “Everything is fine.”
“Oh, good.” She smiled, felt her shoulders relax a bit, which unfortunately let in a bit of the frigid air, so she hiked them back up to keep her neck warm. He was looking at her intently, deeply, as he always did. She really liked that about him. “I’m so glad to see you,” she said, then paused. “I never thanked you.”
“You don’t have to.” His voice was deep, warm. She liked that, too.
“Yes, I do,” she said, and her voice got stuck as tears welled up and threatened to spill. “You saved my life and my brother’s. I do have to thank you.” Her voice trembled, she glanced around to be sure no one was near. Most of the students had already gone inside the school. She looked at Jonas again and lowered her voice to a whisper. “You are in my heart for what you did, and you always will be,” she said. “I just don’t know how to thank you. The words don’t begin to cover it.”
Jonas stared at her for a moment, then said, “You just did.”
Sera thought about Jonas again now, as she and Luke waited for Fey in the parking lot. She looked around at all the students coming out of the school, going about their normal day in their normal life.
Her life was anything but normal.
That morning Jonas had offered to take her back into the Realm. She really wanted to go back, though she wasn’t sure she was ready quite yet. But soon. The place was too amazing, too interesting to pass up a chance to see it again, explore it. Plus she’d get to spend more time with Jonas, and she was beginning to feel more and more like she might want to do that.
“Excuse me?” A pretty girl in a bright green hat and a matching jacket suddenly stood in front of them. Sera had no idea where she’d come from. “Are you Sera and Luke?”
Sera glanced at Luke.
“Yeah,” Luke said.
“Oh. My. God. I knew it was you. I could just tell.” She jumped up and down and clapped her hands. Sera took a step back.
Luke’s eyebrows shot up. “And you are…?”
“Oh! Sorry. Where are my manners?” She laughed. “I’m Raquel.” She held out her hand, Luke took it, and she pumped it up and down with gusto.
There was something about her, Sera thought. Something familiar, but not something she could quite identify. She recognized her in a way that felt instinctual, supernatural. It was similar to what she’d felt when she’d first met Marc.
“Do we know you?” Sera said as she stepped back again in hopes of not having to shake Raquel’s hand too.
Raquel’s long blonde braids whipped around as she turned to Sera.
“Not yet,” she said. “But you’re the talk, after what you did. Everyone knows about you.” She leaned in toward Sera. “Is it true that you can turn vampires back to human?”
Sera’s eyes flew to Luke. He looked as shocked as she felt. She didn’t know what to say. This girl knew things.
“I’m sorry, what?” Sera said. She looked around the parking lot again, but this time she looked for any sign of flickering. She hoped she wouldn’t see any. Looking hard at Raquel again, she noticed that this girl definitely did not flicker. So good. She wasn’t a vampire.
“Oh! You should totally meet my friend Brandan.” Raquel waved to some guy who was leaning against a tan car. He had a lot of piercings. “B, come over here. It’s them!” She pointed excitedly at Sera and Luke, then looked at them again. “Brandan can see ghosts and I am the best liar you’ll ever meet. Nobody can tell if I’m lying or telling the truth. Not even Elves.” She beamed.
“Okay,” Sera said.
“I’d never lie to you, though,” Raquel said, then laughed. “I’m kidding! Of course I would. I lie to everyone. Honest!”
Brandan had reached them, nodded his hello. Sera looked above their heads toward the school, searching for Fey. She wanted Fey to be here right now.
Luke cleared his throat. “Uh, we still don’t really know who you are or how you know about us,” he said.
“Oh, of course you don’t. I forgot that you two have been out of the loop.” Raquel indicated Brandan and herself. “We’re just like you. There’s a whole bunch of us. All over.”
“There are?” Sera said. “All over where?”
“The world,” Raquel said. Brandan nodded. He was apparently a guy of very few words.
Sera looked at Luke. She wasn’t sure whether that was good news or bad. Sure, it would be nice to have more people who could know about them without freaking out. But she was certain Lilith would not be happy to know there were more of them. And Sera really wanted Lilith to stay happy.
“But you two are extra special,” Raquel said. “You’ve been inside the Realm. No one else has ever been there. Gifteds, I mean.” She laughed again. “And you met Lilith? The Queen Mother of the Damned? What’s she like?”
Raquel and Brandan both waited for Sera and Luke to speak. Luke’s mouth hung open and he just stared at them. Sera covered her necklace with her hand.
“Lilith was evil,” she said, her voice quiet. “It was horrible.”
“Oh, honey,” Raquel said, placing her hand on Sera’s arm. “You don’t know evil. You don’t know it at all.” She smiled at Brandan, then looked at Sera and Luke again. “But you will.”
“What d—”
Raquel grabbed Luke’s hand, cutting off his words, whipped a pen out of her pocket and wrote something on his palm. “I just came to give you this.” She pointed at Luke’s hand she still held. She blew on his palm, then smiled up at him, a flirtatious smile on her lips. “It’s our phone number. You’re going to need to call us soon. Trust me.”
“What, do you see the future, too?” Luke said with a weak laugh.
“Nope. But I know someone who does,” Raquel said, clicked her pen closed and put it back in her pocket. “And she’s seen yours. You’ll need our help.”
Brandan nodded.
Sera and Luke just stared, struck silent.
“Well,” Raquel said, “we’re off. Gotta get back.” She turned and headed toward the car, Brandan raised his eyebrows at Sera and Luke, shrugged, and started walking away.
“Brandan?” Sera said.
He stopped and turned.
“Is this true?” Sera pointed at Luke’s hand with the phone number scrawled across it.
He looked from Sera to Luke, and back again. “As true as it gets.” Then he walked away.
Sera and Luke watched them get into their car, back out of the parking space, and drive away. It was several minutes before they spoke.
“So…?” Luke said.
“That can’t be good,” Sera said. “Can it?”
“I’m thinking no.”
Sera turned to Luke and he met her gaze. Well, whatever the future held, at least they would face it together. As always.
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