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			Chapter 1

			“Our voice is more than the sound it makes.
The manner in which we use our words speaks volumes.”

			~D. Childers~

			Thick white clouds drift in the sky above as the wind adds a welcome breeze on this late summer’s evening. Connor DeSalvo, a young man of twenty years whose ruggedly handsome looks are accompanied by shaggy, sandy brown hair, stands in his backyard, baseball in hand. He throws it ten or so feet toward his cousin, Scarlett McAllister.

			“Easy, Con,” she pleads, shaking the pain away from catching the ball barehanded. “You aren’t in baseball anymore. And I never was.” She flips her long, copper-red hair behind her shoulder before tossing the ball back.

			“Sorry,” Connor says, chuckling. “You don’t have to do this with me, ya know.” He underhand tosses it back to her.

			She makes the easy catch. “I know. But what else do we have to do?” She squints her eyes and scrunches her freckled nose as the setting sun beams down one last time for the day. “Plus, Jack would’ve liked this.” Her aim gets away from her as she tosses the ball back to him.

			Connor dives for the ball, catching it as he lands on his side. Scarlett hurries to him in a panic. “You okay? I’m sorry.”

			Connor sits up. “As you said, you never played ball.”

			A smirk overtakes her lips. “I didn’t think I could hurt our high school’s golden boy at his own game.”

			“Again, as you said, I don’t play anymore. That and those days are behind me now. High school is behind you, too, now. Maybe it’s time I move on.” Connor’s gaze turns to the distance.

			“What does that mean? Move on?” Scarlett’s voice grows a little stern.

			“Box up all my old baseball stuff. Toss it in the garage or attic. It’s not doing me any good now,” Connor says, trying to convince himself. “I am not that guy anymore. None of us are who we were even a year ago.” He brings his gaze back to her.

			“But who you were got you to who you are,” Scarlett states, attempting to convince him otherwise. “But it’s your choice. My recommendation, sit on it for a while.”

			A three-mile-long stare overtakes him. “You know he broke a car window once?”

			“Who?” Scarlett is not following her cousin’s thoughts.

			“Jack.” He turns to her for a moment. “We were tossing a ball around. Nothing unusual. But one got away. Went through a car window. Passenger side, if I recall. He was so scared. Felt so guilty.”

			“What happened? He never said anything to me,” Scarlett says, taking a seat on the ground next to Connor.

			“Nothing. I sent Jack inside the school. Snuck some money in the glove box, hoping it would cover the repair. I told him never to mention it; I guess he didn’t if you didn’t know.” Connor holds back a smile.

			“Do you think you’d both be playing ball if he were still … here?” Scarlett’s eyes turn to the sky.

			“I think we both would have been expelled for drug use.” He stops and turns back to her. “When he got arrested, he told me they busted him for drugs.”

			Scarlett nods. “I remember.”

			“But we never did any,” Connor continues.

			Scarlett nods once again.

			“Then, I got expelled for testing positive.” Connor stands up and starts strolling away from the house.

			Scarlett joins her cousin. “All news we already know.”

			“But that cop, Espinoza ... he knew Jack would test positive. That’s why the other cop, the one that wound up dead, told me what he did…” Connor’s thought escapes him.

			“What other cop?” Scarlett tries to keep up.

			He shakes his head. “There was a cop who told me Jack’s house was known for drugs. Well, he said the Taylors ... as in the whole family. But they weren’t known for drugs. They didn’t do drugs. It makes you wonder how many drug tests are false. Just telling the Normals that a Legend’s among them.”

			“But Max Espinoza left. Allison told him to leave town after what happened with Mrs. Waldgrave and Mrs. Espinoza,” Scarlett recaps. “I think that everything is over. We made it through. Didn’t we?”

			“How many of our family and friends have died in the last two years, Scar?” Connor quickens his pace.

			“You want a number, or is that rhetorical?” Scarlett keeps in step with him.

			“My mom and dad, Jack, his parents, Bri’s mom, Mrs. Espinoza.” Connor tosses up his fingers.

			Scarlett is quick to interject. “I wouldn’t call a teacher who kidnaps our friends a friend nor family.”

			“Fine,” Connor concedes. “But in two years, we have had more people die than others experience in a lifetime. I think that whatever has been happening in West Haven is far from over. Honestly, Scar, I think all those things that have come our way ... I don’t think they’ll ever stop.”

			Scarlett grabs his arm to stop their walk. “Then what do we do now?”

			“Besides learning to deal with what comes next? We get my girlfriend to talk to me again.” Connor stops walking away from home and starts returning there.

			“Yeah, ‘cause getting Allison to do something she doesn’t want to is always an easy task.” Sarcasm drips off her words.

			“I guess I’ll save that for another time,” Connor concedes.

			“Say we do get her talking to you again, then what do we do?” Scarlett ponders.

			“Then the question turns from ‘what do we do’ to the ancient Latin question for the ages, ‘quo vadimus?’” Connor lets a smirk escape.

			“What the hell is that?” Scarlett does not entertain his language skills.

			“Where are we going?” Connor replies.

			“I thought we were going home? We’re like ten steps away,” Scarlett answers, oblivious to his translation.

			A chuckle starts to sound, but he cuts it short. “That’s what it means. What we do after we get Allison talking to me again can only be answered when we know where we are going.”

			“I assume the ‘where’ in your question is somewhere more profound than a vacation,” Scarlett quips.

			“Something like that.” And with those words, his mile-long stare returns.
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			The reds, oranges, and yellows of fall have started infiltrating the deep green leaves on the maples, oaks, and elms comprising the dense forest. The fallen leaves reflecting the moonlight above add to the warm hue of the umber ground. The minimal clouds that litter the night sky crawl by in the almost still air.

			Oil lamps that line the main road light a small town of two-room homes and a few businesses. Two bright-burning sconced torches frame an entryway to signal an open tavern. The music and jubilant laughter inside echo far into the distance, beckoning weary travelers.

			The sleeping forest begins to rouse, causing small animals startled awake to scurry off, looking for new, safe beds in which to rest. The low branches of trees shake, sending leaves to the ground. Suddenly, incomprehensible, pained moans can be heard as a man stumbles out from the thicket of foliage, collapsing onto the dirt road. His torn rags collect dust as he struggles to stand up. His weathered face and barrel-chested body, covered in scrapes, cuts, and bruises, speak of a man whose apparent fifty-plus years have been anything but kind. He runs his filthy, white-gloved hands through his matted, slightly salted, dark brown hair, which shines crimson in the moonlight. He drags his left foot, hobbling toward the light of the town.

			The forest behind him settles as its creatures again find sleep. The leaves rest on the ground as the branches come to a standstill. Even the clouds above seem to sleep in the night sky.
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			Inside the local tavern, townsfolk celebrate. The barkeep pours a steady flow of brown liquor and ale. Rejoicing patrons fill the wood tables and booths. A minstrel, positioned in the corner, plays joyous songs on a harpsichord, singing along in an equally celebratory fashion. A table away from the musician sit two guards in uniform, resting Brown Besses at their side, ready if needed.

			A man and woman dressed in brown cloth robes nurse their drinks in a corner booth. They keep to themselves, watching the festivities unfold. The man’s black hair and scar, which runs above and below his right eye, lend him a menacing look. In contrast, the woman’s pale gray eyes and silver vixen hair balance the pair in a peaceful aura. To the casual observer, they would appear to be enjoying the night in silent reverie. Still, if one stared long enough, they might see something more—if they knew what to look for. If one were wise enough, they might see these two staring at the other while their lips hardly move, almost as if they mumble to each other in silence. As far as these two patrons know, even if someone saw their lips move, the guests of this establishment wouldn’t know any better.

			A skinny man with a slight potbelly stands from a center table. His 6’3” rangy stature towers above the rest of the crowd. He waves his thin arms, which look as if they may fall off his shoulders at any moment, in fluid, hypnotic motions to silence the crowd. His gaunt face smiles a black-toothed grin through a long, patchy goatee. The minstrel fades out his music. The barkeep finishes pouring a lager, wipes up a small spill, and, after slinging the rag over his shoulder, gives his full attention to the man. A short, stout man dressed in a well-tailored, button-down vest, seated next to the scrawny, pot-bellied man, glances at his pocket watch before sliding it back into his pants. As he stands up, a rehearsed smile breaks out across his face. He outstretches his arms, palms toward the people around him. Barely five feet tall, he looks up to the man that towers over him.

			The tall, lanky man raises his stein of ale, and the crowd follows suit. He turns to the group that now encircles him. “When we first settled here, there were no roads. There were no homes. Just forest.” He scans the crowd, watching the eager anticipation in their eyes. “But we found a clearing and said, ‘Yes! This is our home!’ We built homes and a general store. We built a pub!”

			The crowd cheers.

			“We built a community where we can feel comfortable—a place to keep us safe from the growing dangers around us. A haven to raise our families. A place we can call home!” He takes a deep breath and raises his glass higher. “And we couldn’t have done it without this wonderful man.” He puts his hand on the shoulder of the well-dressed man.

			The crowd raises their glasses higher. The man takes a deep breath, but the end of his toast is interrupted as the bloodied man from the forest crashes through the tavern doors. His outstretched, gloved hands reach toward the distant bar top as he falls face-first onto the floor. An ornate, jeweled amulet spills out from under his rags, its silver chain clinging around his neck.

			He lifts his head off the floor. His swollen eyes remain closed as he mutters one word, “Uisce.”

			The crowd stands in stunned silence. Unsure of what to do, they stare at the man who interrupts their night of joy, dismissive of his foreign word.

			The misplaced man and woman from the corner booth stand up and rush to the fallen traveler. The woman sees the amulet as she leans down. She places it back inside the man’s shirt, but not before glancing at the sapphires and amethysts that adorn the outside of the silver amulet. She sees something inside but can’t make out what the charm encases.

			The man hoists the bloodied stranger onto his lap. “Water!” He calls out to the barkeep or to anyone who may listen. But his call for help falls on deaf ears. The patrons remain frozen in confusion, staring at the situation unfolding in front of them.

			The village guards rise from their booth, Brown Bess in hand. One runs out the doors as the other takes careful steps toward the downed man.

			The woman screams out, “Someone get a glass of water!” Almost in unison, the disgusted crowd rises and exits the bar. “Now!” She turns back toward the bloodied outsider. She examines him, searching for severe wounds hiding beneath the dried blood and dirt.

			The barkeep pours a goblet of water and brings it to them. Without stopping, he sets it down and continues straight out the front of the tavern. The woman pours some of the water into the man’s mouth. She tilts his head back, forcing it down his throat. He coughs, bringing awareness back into him for a moment.

			“An oiread sin corpán marbh,” he gasps, looking into the robed man’s eyes.

			The woman turns to her companion. “Dead bodies?”

			The robed man flinches as he catches a static, shock-like jolt while wiping some dirt from the bloodied man’s face. He looks toward the woman. “December, what do we do?”

			The silver-haired woman looks at the bloodied man, stroking his matted, knotted hair. “I think we listen, Raymond.” She looks at the guard standing beside them. “Something for the man to eat, please.”

			The guard disappears behind the bar, leaving only the bloodied man, December, and Raymond in the room. “Start from the beginning,” she urges.

			The bloodied man strains with every word he speaks. “Níor thosaigh siad ach ar troid.” December looks to Raymond, who shakes his head.

			December looks back at the man. “What did? What started fighting?”

			The man continues as he stares off beyond the ceiling. “Is ar éigean a d’ealaigh mé.”

			Raymond looks to December for a response. “He’s not answering me.”

			Raymond chimes in quietly, “Legends wouldn’t do this.”

			December continues staring at the man. She gives a dismissive headshake. “Of course not.” The man collapses into her lap. “Not without good reason, that is.” She shakes him enough to get him to open his eyes again. “Where were you?”

			The weakened stranger does not respond to her words. His eyes are red and weary. “Tá an oiread sin comhlachtaí fuilteacha ann. An corp.”

			December squints, trying to figure out the meaning behind his words. She whispers to herself, “What bloodied bodies?”

			Raymond scans the room. Finding it still empty, he turns to December. “Let’s get him back.”

			The guard re-enters empty-handed. “Best not to move him. He needs further examination. I couldn’t find any prepared food.”

			December takes off the man’s gloves to look for wounds or signs of what might have happened or where he may have been. After pocketing the gloves, she holds the bloodied man’s hand in reassurance as he falls back unconscious.

			The guard kneels down and puts his bare hands on the man’s face. He gently pats the side of the now-unconscious man’s face, but he doesn’t stir. The guard tries rattling him awake. “Sir! Sir, can you hear me?”

			The traveler stirs a bit and opens his eyes to see the guard holding his face. Dark gray smoke starts to seep out from between the man’s face and the guard’s hands. He pulls away in pain. He stares at the bleeding burns that line his broken-skinned palms, still smoldering from the moment of contact.

			December releases her grip on the fallen man upon seeing the burned hands. She seems unsurprised by the lack of damage on her hands but is more surprised by the damage done to the guard.

			The burned guard gets up and runs toward the bar. He sticks his hands in the cool water of the sink. “What in God’s name just happened?”

			December looks at the guard, searching for an answer. Raymond slips the amulet from around the traveler’s neck and tucks it into his pocket while the guard tends to his wounds. December opens her mouth to speak when a well-decorated officer struts into the bar, followed by the other lawman from before. The new lawman is the apparent ranking officer now.

			In his freshly pressed clothes, the ranking officer takes a striding step toward Raymond. He stops only a foot short. The menacing look on his unblemished, smooth face tries to intimidate Raymond as he stares down. “He needs to come with us.”

			Raymond stares up at the guard. His skin has taken on a pale, slightly bluish translucence, far more intimidating than the baby-faced guard. “He can’t stand.”

			The officer takes a deep breath and places a hand on his sword. December sees this and sets the man’s head down. Before Raymond can react, she positions herself between the officer and Raymond. The lack of space forces him back a few steps.

			The man looks past December toward Raymond, who is still seated. “That is of no concern to you.”

			December smiles and bats her eyes at the officer. “Now, good sir. There’s no need to try and intimidate us by heaving your...” she pats his chest “...well-sculpted manhood out and placing your hand on your sword, as if we desire some sort of confrontation.”

			As she speaks, Raymond discreetly reaches under his robe and pulls out a small cork and vial from a hidden satchel. His pale blue skin’s transparency has grown more noticeable—the circulatory system beneath shows a little more. With his other hand, he digs a long fingernail into the bloody man’s arm. He draws a few drops of blood, but the man remains unconscious.

			The officer’s tone turns patronizing. “Little miss, batting your eyes at me will win you no favor. See, a strange man, who happens to be covered in blood, stumbles into a tavern, and you are quick to protect him. Maybe you know something about this man that we do not?”

			Raymond moves the uncorked vial just out from behind his robe. A small trail of smoke seeps down the vial, up the bloodied man, and into his mouth. The smoke stops pouring out from the vial and finishes the journey into the man’s mouth. Preoccupied with December, the city guard doesn’t seem to notice the event happening beneath him.

			December responds, trying to stall for time so Raymond can complete his work. She smiles at the man. “Patrols follow a man on the verge of death into a bar and threaten those trying to save him. Maybe you are trying to hide something?”

			The patrolman shakes his head, letting out a soft laugh of annoyed amusement. He whips out a Flintlock and smacks her in the head with the butt of the gun. He attempts to move around the dazed December, but she shakes it off in time to grab him by his face, clawing her nails in. He drops his gun and screams as blood seeps from where she dug in. A cracking sound emanates from beneath her hand. Blood rushes out faster as she lowers him to the floor before letting go.

			The guard lays unconscious, bruises forming around his eyes and the bridge of his nose, marring his once smooth face. She turns to Raymond. “We need to get out of here!”

			A gunshot rings out.

			Both Raymond and December turn to the other patrol officers. The man with the burned hands is fumbling with his pistol while the other has his pointed at them. December disarms the one officer with blinding speed, sending his gun flying across the tavern to land under a wooden table. Raymond lifts the unconscious man, as if he is weightless, and begins to run out the door. His skin regains opaqueness with each step. December turns her head to the two standing officers, both of whom are too stunned at the display of speed and strength to follow them out.
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			A dense growth of trees protects a nondescript log cabin. No trail leads up to the porch. No exterior sign that this cabin exists in these woods. No porch sconce. Only one chair. No place for a wagon or horse to stable. The forest has swallowed this dwelling. The windows flicker with the faint glow of candlelight escaping through the drawn curtains and shades.

			The interior accommodations are a little more lavish. The dark mahogany, book-filled, shelved desk with a matching chair, side shelving units, custom made to match, and a four-post bed fill one of the smaller rooms. Raymond sits at the desk, thumbing through books sprawled out in front of him. He glances at the amulet over and over, as if the object is taunting him.

			The other bedroom has a wooden rocking chair next to an easel. A drift in the room threatens to send a loose piece of parchment on the easel to the ground. An oval-shaped outline of a head, roughed out by December, is now earning its eyes in light charcoal strokes. On a small table next to her sits more charcoal. She looks back to the small bed against the opposite wall fitted with sheets. Resting on it is the bloodied man, now washed and clothed. He sleeps peacefully, resting on the bed. She pulls one of the man’s gloves from her pocket and curiously examines it.

			Raymond finds nothing more than carvings and set jewels as he inspects the amulet. He studies it for some intricacies to identify this piece but is unsuccessful. No buttons. No latches. No hinges or any mechanism to open the charm. Its jeweled silver cage forever protects the polished amber.

			A deafening, whooshing sound fills the air from out of nowhere. Raymond drops the amulet onto the desk and holds his ears.

			Inside the other bedroom, December drops the glove, and the man’s eyes open. He sees December frozen in confusion and pain. She turns to him, but he snaps his eyes closed, feigning sleep.

			Raymond grabs a thick, closed tomb from a shelf in front of him. He opens it up to a dog-eared page. Raymond’s eyes grow wide from the words he reads. He grabs an open book from the desk, flipping a few pages to a drawing of an amulet. This amulet is not jeweled like the one he holds, but it is still made of carved silver and houses an amber stone. The muscles in his face tighten more and more as his head bounces back and forth between the two books. With each passing paragraph, his face turns a darker shade of bluish red as his veins bulge from his forehead, threatening to burst at any moment.

			He looks out of the bedroom door into the hallway. The random flickering of the candles turns rhythmic. He takes an almost relaxing breath and watches the flames as they rise, fall, and flicker in their sing-song pattern, as if they have a consciousness of their own. The color of his skin slowly returns to normal.

			Back in December’s room, her attention turns toward the flickering pattern as they silently call to her. The man in the bed watches with one eye open. December stares into the distance, listening to the silent conversation of the flickering lights. After a moment, the pattern changes rhythm and quickens its pace. December unclips and rolls up the canvas. She turns to the man in her bed, whose eyes are again closed. Satisfied that he is still asleep, she rushes to Raymond, leaving the dropped glove on the floor.

			As she turns the corner into Raymond’s room, she opens her mouth to speak, but no words come out. No vowel or consonant sounds of any sort usher forth. Only the sound of wind exiting and a rasping sound, like a pebble hitting a window. Raymond tries to respond, but he, too, only sounds passing air. He tries to scream, only to make the noise of calm wind. They both look around, trying in vain to yell. A realization hits December, and she stops. Her eyes widen as she realizes that the unknown man is alone. Raymond follows behind her as they hurry back to her room, leaving the amulet unguarded.

			They run into her room to find an empty bed. No mysterious man sleeps soundly. No man at all. The glove she dropped is missing as well. She looks down at the parchment canvas in her hand. Raymond turns point and runs back into his room. The books on the desk are unmoved. Nothing is out of place, except for the amulet. Raymond pushes the books on his desk around, throwing them on the floor. The sound of a small stone smacking against glass chimes out each time a book hits the ground. Raymond frantically continues searching for an amulet he knows is gone.

			December enters Raymond’s room, causing him to stop. Raymond turns to December. However, they can only stare at each other, overcome by panic. No amulet. No voices. No idea who the man is, where he came from, or where he is going.
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			Allison’s eyes shoot open. “That was strange.” Sleep weighs heavy on her as she reaches into the nightstand beside her bed and pulls out her leather-bound parchment journal. Though the bookmark is nearing the end, she opens to a blank sheet and begins by noting the time illuminated in green neon from her alarm clock radio—3:50 a.m. She jots down details from her dream with a speed that matches how fast they are fading from her mind. This routine has become ingrained in her from nineteen years of vivid, troublesome dreams. Well, at least as long as she remembers dreaming in her nineteen years.

			She hears that distinct sound again. The same noise rang through her dream—a pebble hitting the glass of her bedroom window.

			She ignores it for the moment to continue writing what she can. The details fade as she tries to capture all her dream in the journal, leaving her with only broad strokes of what played out in her subconscious.

			She lays back down in bed after tucking her diary away into her nightstand. Before she can settle in, another pebble smacks her window. Out of the habit from her morning ritual, she grabs her phone off her nightstand and sees eighteen missed calls from the same person—Connor.

			“Allison Petrovsky! I can see the light on your phone! I know you’re up!” Connor attempts a whisper from outside, but his volume is loud enough to border on shouting.

			Allison shakes her head, forcing down a slight smile. She pushes her pink cotton sheets and black comforter off herself. Standing up, the young Petrovsky straightens her skull-print pajamas and steps to the window, running her fingers through her bright pink, pixie-cut hair.

			Opening the window, she sees Connor looking up from below, wearing his now outdated varsity letterman jacket. The moonlight of night’s approaching end shines down on him.

			“It’s like four in the morning. What is it?” Allison tries to keep her voice down, lest she wake her father.

			“Your hair! The red. The black. The long. It’s... it’s…” Connor stands befuddled, staring up at her hair.

			“No biggie, Con. Decided it was time for a change.” Allison brushes it off.

			“It’s very ... different.” Connor snaps back to the moment. “But it’s so you. I love it.”

			“Thanks. Now that you’ve complimented my hair, can I get back to bed?” Allison’s patience wears thin.

			Connor’s hands form an oval around his mouth, attempting to direct his voice her way. “You haven’t returned any of my calls. I wanted to make sure you are holding up okay.” 

			“I fell asleep early. I work tomorrow,” Allison stops herself, “tonight. Like, after I go back to bed and wake up, I work at five. Stop by the store, and we’ll talk or whatever. I’m going back to bed.”

			Connor’s hands drop from his mouth as Allison ends their brief conversation by shutting the window. She pulls out a flask from between the bed frame and mattress. Unscrewing the top, Allison takes a couple of big swigs with an ease far more fitting for a seasoned drinker than a nineteen-year-old. After tucking the flask back in its hiding spot, she rests her head on her pillow. Allison lies staring at the ceiling, rubbing the pair of onyx-crusted pentacle earrings she’s worn every day since Connor gifted them to her for her eighteenth birthday. She remembers simpler times before the existence of vampires, werewolves, undying, and other beings stole her youthful innocence. She drowns herself in those thoughts as sleep washes back over her.

			Back outside, Connor stands below her window slack-jawed. Shuffling his feet back to his Camaro, his shoulders fall in dejection. He knows Allison knows it’s been more than just today that she hasn’t returned his calls. They both know that what her mind struggles with affects them both, thoughts of a lost life that has pushed her to solitude. She keeps her desires for another woman near her feelings on being a vampire—both filed away under D for denied. They are emotions Connor feels should be dealt with while still fresh, but each person must learn to live with themselves in their own way. So must she.

			Halfway through Allison’s front yard, he hears the faint yet distinct sound of a match bursting to life with flame. Startled, he turns to see Vistrus standing on the front porch, lighting a cigar. He extends a second stogie toward Connor.

			Connor stares at the gesture, unsure of what to do.

			“Interesting times, you could say.” Vistrus puffs his cigar. Smoke circles his head, as if the universe is giving Connor a strange sign out of a video game that this man has something worthwhile to share. Connor listens to the universe and grabs the cigar.

			Cut and ready to be lit, Connor glances at Vistrus for a cue on how to hold it. “Interesting times indeed, Mr. Petrovsky.”

			Vistrus notices Connor’s uncertainty. “Never had one before, Mr. DeSalvo?”

			Connor shakes his head.

			Vistrus holds out another match to light Connor’s cigar. “Puff, but do not inhale. These are meant for flavor.”

			Connor puffs as Vistrus lights up his cigar.

			Vistrus looks up at the night sky while he continues his late-night smoke. “Do not worry about college.”

			Vistrus’s words cause Connor to tense up. Falling from would-be star freshman to expelled pariah still weighs heavy on his shoulders. He waits a moment to see if Vistrus will add to his minimal dialog, but he does not.

			“I’d like an education. I hear it’s important,” Connor half-jokes.

			A hearty laugh escapes from Vistrus. “Education is about more than just textbooks and classroom lectures. You can read, can you not? Then pick up a book and learn. Life educates in more than one way.”

			“So I’m finding out. It’s just so…” Connor’s thoughts trail off as he searches for the perfect word.

			“Surreal,” Vistrus offers up.

			Connor nods. “Yeah, surreal.”

			Vistrus huffs out a sad smile. “But it is not. What is happening now is as real as it gets. There is nothing surreal about anything you all are going through.”

			“I wouldn’t know.” Connor puffs on his cigar with increasing confidence.

			“She will come around. She is going through a tribulation of sorts.” Vistrus scruffs Connor’s hair. “You know, your father would kill me if he saw me give you a cigar.”

			Connor’s face turns a heavy shade of sad. “It’s not fair. What happened, you know?” He tries to hold back his emotions as tears claw their way to his eyes.

			Vistrus taps his cigar to drop a chunk of ash. “Do I have to tell you about life and being fair?”

			Connor shakes his head. “No. Still sucks, though.”

			“That it may. For you. For your cousin Scarlett. Right now, something sucks, as you put it, for my daughter on a whole other level.” Vistrus lays out the reality of their current situation.

			Connor looks to his elder. “I know.” A thought hits the young man, forcing him to let out a small huff. “You know, even if my father were here, he couldn’t be mad.”

			Vistrus raises a brow. “Why is that?”

			“I’m an adult—a man. No longer under his control.” Connor pauses for a second. “Or, wouldn’t be anyhow, if he were here.”

			Vistrus nods and smiles. “Now, continue to act as such, and learn to be more so a man each day. Your actions now will shape your future in The Nation. That is something Nick and I both believe you have a strong place in. Especially in the Kipling Society.”

			“Kipling Society?” Curiosity floods Connor’s face.

			“It has been a while since I talked with you about the Societies.” Vistrus takes a puff to give Connor a moment to soak it in. “Are you in?” A straightforward question, yes, but his tone was anything but asking.

			Connor hesitates as he takes a deep breath. His voice lowers as if others might be hiding around, listening. “I’m in because of his age and his cunning.”

			Vistrus’s smile lifts his head. “Because of his gripe and his paw. That is the call and response of the Kipling Society, your society. Also, the only time you will hear me utter your response.”

			“Yeah, Grandma Eleanor wrote that on my graduation card. You told us about it all in your basement, or music room, or whatever you call it.” Connor tries connecting the dots.

			“It is from The Law for the Wolves by Rudyard Kipling. Each Legend is represented by a society named after a poet. Thus, our answer. Remember?” Vistrus relays the knowledge to the young DeSalvo.

			“So, what is your Society? Your call and response?” Connor’s curiosity bests him.

			Vistrus takes a puff from the well-enjoyed cigar. “See, an education without a text.” He smiles. “Coleridge Society. Even in a private moment, you must ask the question. The answer shall never be uttered without first being asked.”

			Connor’s brow furrows. He does not understand the need for such a formality in present company. Still, Vistrus’s philosophy on education weighs fresh on his mind, so he will learn to adhere to this ritual. “Are you in?”

			“I am in a night chilly and dark.” Vistrus lets those words sink into Connor’s head. “If you ever ask and those words are uttered, then the person is in the Coleridge Society.”

			“And I respond with mine,” Connor begins to speak.

			“Not always,” Vistrus interrupts. “Never feel compelled to answer the question when asked. If you do not feel safe answering, then do not. Trust your instinct. If you do not wish to respond to their call, remain silent. If you ask the question, they will know you are in. It is not a requirement to identify your society. The general acceptance is you do not answer back unless you are in the same society.”

			“Generally,” Connor confirms that minute detail.

			Vistrus nods.

			“Am I allowed to ask what your response back would be? If he said he was in the chilly night first...” Connor inquires.

			“The night may be chilly but not dark.” Vistrus draws Connor’s attention deeper. “But you are never to utter those words in response back. You shall never pretend to be something you are not within The Nation, even when there are those hunting us.”

			Connor’s eyes lock on Vistrus. His breath escapes him as his lungs tighten for a moment, unable to catch any air.

			“Before your parents passed, Ken found the notebook that kept you so occupied.” Vistrus puffs his cigar.

			Connor begins to rock back and forth on his feet. Feelings of adolescent guilt fill him with nervous energy. “I didn’t think it was real. I didn’t know what to think when we figured it out.”

			Vistrus smiles at Connor’s instinctual defensiveness. “Young man, you need not defend your actions. It is understandable. We have all been there. The ludicrousness of first thinking you might be a Legend. Who would you tell? Who would believe you? If only we as parents did a better job than our own.”

			“Why bring it up so long after the fact?” Connor finds steeled nerves, a regained confidence that has not gone unnoticed by Vistrus. 

			“How you cracked the code. It brought to light a growing problem for The Nation. The Council noticed.”

			“I studied the book. The code-cracking was mostly Allison, actually.” Connor gives credit where it’s due. “Collectively, Al, Scar, and myself, but she fit the pieces together.”

			Vistrus smiles at Connor’s ability to step away from praise when not earned. He can tell Connor has more to say.

			“But the blond man is dead. So is Linda, and Max left town. Isn’t the problem over?” Naivety drips from Connor’s words.

			“Getting rid of a few bad seeds does not cleanse a poisoned tree. You found the problem as the problem found us. Now we have to see how deep its roots grow.” Vistrus looks up at the starry night sky.

			Connor stands, taking in the overwhelming complexity of the whole situation. Frozen in thought, he is unsure of what to say or how to react..

			“It is a lot to chew on.” Vistrus extinguishes his cigar by flicking out the cherry a few times. “Drive safely, Mr. DeSalvo. I am sure I will see you soon.”

			Connor nods as he watches Vistrus enter his house, leaving many questions to float through Connor’s head. Lit cigar in hand, Connor walks to his car. Leaning against the driver’s side door, he looks up at the vast expanse of the night and enjoys the rest of his smoke in peaceful solitude, pondering his new thoughts.
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			Duncan Elias, decked out in his hand-decorated leather jacket, torn blue jeans scribbled upon with permanent marker, and an NWA shirt, sits on The Attic couch. Sprawled out on two of the three cushions next to him is Rex, a scrappy-built, oily-haired teen that fits every stereotype of slacker metalhead, fully equipped with a tattered, stained, just-this-side-of-dirty grime punk shirt and unwashed jeans, exuding the smell of teenage boy. Duncan manages to find comfort squeezed in his corner. On the adjacent chairs sit the rest of his old crew. Tonight, Duncan’s old entourage replaces his new normal of Bri, with Scarlett and Connor’s occasional appearances. The leather-clad headbangers and punks choose to embrace the rebellious side of their teen years.

			Airs of old familiarity and discomfort waft through Duncan’s mind of the growing notion that he joined his buddies here tonight out of some attempt to save fading friendships by rehashing the exact motions of their past. This night seems to embody the old saying, “You can never go home again.” Here Duncan sits with them all, his crew from last year and countless years before, trying to make every night the apex of their glory days. Though, in his mind, Duncan knows that what stirs is not nostalgia yearning for what once was but the fading energy flickering out of what still is, as it slowly dies its tragically unhip demise.

			Each passing moment in Duncan’s head tells him that this group of friends, as loyal as they are to each other and he will always be to them, have lost the need to keep him near—or at least he has lost the need to keep them close. Duncan feels he is no more the lost soul wandering the lonely boardwalk of life, looking for what will indeed be accidental, misdirected guidance or, worse, intentional manipulation that will ultimately lead to their downfall. Duncan is not some lost boy with a desire to never grow old, for he does not mind what the world has shown him through Brianna. Here he sits, visiting a not-so-distant past and the old friends who still dwell there. He takes a tiny morsel of solace, knowing their time will come when they each stray from the path that longs for eternal youth.

			Those sitting on the chairs talk amongst themselves about whatever topics force words out of their mouths and into the other’s ears. The people on the chairs have always been the nameless sheep to Duncan. Not that he doesn’t know his friends’ names, but just that they are those in a flock that will remain so until they form some semblance of self-realization. It’s not that Duncan thinks they are bad people for being lost. They are good at heart—just misunderstood, which was the invisible force that attracted them to each other and forged the bonds of friendship so long ago. Really, it is this person he shares the couch with that matters to him—the lost soul of the group still getting treated like the runt of the litter. The one who latched onto the friendship that Duncan offered when they first met and whose loyalty had only strengthened with each passing day they hung out. Times changed, though, as love entered Duncan’s world. Love or lust or teenage hormones taking control—whatever it was—drove a wedge between the bromance that Rex felt they had. Their friendship has sprung a leak, causing the hull to fill with water and forcing it to sink while no one notices. While Rex may feel that Duncan has abandoned the ship, Duncan knows that Rex hasn’t found the lifeboat of new friendships already in the water, waiting for him to board.

			After an extended silence, Rex gives Duncan a stern kick in the thigh. “It’s nice ta have ya back, dude.” Rex’s deep-dish Chicago accent makes everything dese, dems, and doz—not to mention the nasally Chicagoland Mahm instead of the proper, softer Mom. That’s just Rex, Chicago-born and bred until life relegated him to the suburbs.

			Duncan looks around; the uncomfortableness presses outward from inside him. “Sorry, it’s been so long.”

			Rex rests his hands behind his head. “Got a new guitar an’ amp. Figured it’s time ta start a new band or somethin’.” His thoughts escape him as he adjusts his red, plaid bandana. “Maybe do a solo prahject…”

			Duncan looks at the stage that sits empty tonight. “What happened to The Crap Bags?”

			“Crapped out, Dunc’s,” Rex winks. “You need ta do vocals for me.”

			“So much for goin’ solo,” Duncan reminds.

			“Whatev’.” Rex puts up his defenses.

			“That an’ I hold a tune like a fork holds water,” Duncan jokes.

			“But forks can’t … ah. Gotcha.” Rex sinks back into the couch. “No matter. Still think it’d be cool,” he continues, again adjusting his bandana. Rex watches Duncan struggle to find old, familiar comfort in the company of his crew. “We missed ya a laht, Dunc. Hangin’ out wit your girl, you missed a laht.”

			Duncan inhales the stale air of The Attic and looks around at his longtime friends, oblivious to his presence. Duncan wonders if, perhaps, they are not unaware but instead ignoring him as punishment for finding enjoyment outside their little, rebellious clique. “I can see they miss me … horribly.”

			Rex turns to see what Duncan sees. “Well, I miss ya, man. If dat counts for somethin’.”

			Duncan turns to Rex, who again futzes with his bandana. “Always messin’ with that thing. If it doesn’t fit right, they make more.”

			“Nuh. Dis is my signature look. It might be small, but it’s all I gaht.” Rex presses down on it, securing it in place for another moment.

			“Don’t sell yourself short, man. You’re more than this. More than where you’re headin’. Look, I think you might like Bri and her friends if ya gave ’em a chance.”

			Rex wiggles his back to adjust the cushion beneath. “You sayin’ we expand our circle?”

			They both look at the others, still ignoring the two of them.

			“Somethin’ like that, Rex.” Though Duncan has thoughts more akin to bringing Rex to them instead of them joining the group.

			“Speakin’ of,” Rex furthers his thought as he contemplates sitting more upright, “one of dem...” Rex waves a hand at the others, “...is bringin’ a new guy in. From what I hear, he’s in ta some next-level shit.”

			Duncan shakes his head. “How many times I gotta tell ya, ya ain’t going anywhere but nowhere with that stuff. And goin’ nowhere’s not where it’s at, dude. You’re better than that, and you know it.”

			“Not like ya care anymore,” Rex shoots back.

			Duncan feels the sting of those words. He understands the reason for the shot, but knowing why someone shot you doesn’t make it any less painful.

			“I can’t stick around to meet this new guy. Why don’t you hang out with us? Meet Bri. Like I said, give her a chance,” Duncan implores, standing up.

			Rex looks up at him, having resigned to staying in his prone position. He stretches out his legs, dominating the entire couch. “Can’t t’night. But yeah. Let’s.” A weak smile starts to form before dying off.

			Duncan nods his head from the heaviness of newfound guilt weighing down his eyes. “I’ll text ya.”

			As Duncan disappears into the crowd of people dancing and drinking to the house music or conversing at high-top tables, another body emerges. A man a few years older than the rest—not older enough to stick out like a sore thumb, but older enough that one might question the agenda of such an individual. His light brown hair combed neatly to the side, with a line buzzed into the part, is a stark contrast to the crowd he is here to meet. His dark green and blue plaid flannel is buttoned up and tucked into his dark blue denim jeans, free from fraying or tears. Even his face is clean-shaven and his eyebrows well-groomed. His black combat boots laced high are freshly polished as if to say nothing about him is less than perfect.

			He makes an abrupt stop in front of Rex and his remaining friends, one foot snaps to the side of the other in a military-like fashion. He scans them over as they continue chattering, unaware of his presence.

			Rex turns his head just enough to see he-who-stands-there out of the corner of his eye. Rex watches as the stranger stands, hands clasped behind his back and shaking his head at the sight before him. Rex is familiar with the look of disappointment on another’s face. He has seen that look countless times before on those who don’t—or refuse to—understand the life Rex wants to live. However, there is another look on this stranger’s face, a look that grabs Rex’s attention, causing him to sit up and turn forward to face this man. A move that does not go unnoticed by this newcomer. He returns the gesture with a slight nod.

			The stranger’s lips let a small smirk escape before he clears his throat capturing the rest of the teens attention.

			“So … this is what I walk into? I see I have my work cut out for me,” he scolds.

			Rex stands up, stepping toward the unknown man. “Who da hell are ya, coming at us like dat? You lookin’ to get funny?”

			The man doesn’t flinch. He moves his face closer to Rex, but the rest of him remains still and calm. He speaks with a slow and deliberate inflection, each word is as determined as the last. “Sit down, boy, or I’ll sit you down.”

			A crushing defeat pushes Rex back down on the couch.

			The man turns to one of the others. “Is this what you think is acceptable? Mingling with the likes of those?” He gestures to the strangers around the venue. “You will never be any better than you are now if all you do is sit here with these undesirables. Doomed to forever be what you are.” He scans the crowd, and anger fills his eyes. “Come with me. Now.” The words are a command, not a request.

			The stranger turns around, and the boys follow. Rex stands from the couch. He feels compelled to follow them despite an instinct whispering to him, urging him not to go. Rex whips around to see if Duncan is still within his eyesight. He is not. Rex, unable to listen to his resistance, dashes to catch up with the rest. His only wish is that Duncan was with him.

			[image: ]

			Scarlett McAllister lies in bed, trying to find the sleep kept at bay by abstract thoughts of life, love, and her unknown future floating through her mind. She flips and flops back and forth, wrapping her blanket around her tighter and tighter, burrito-ing herself in. Struggling against the grip of the comforter, Scarlett frees her arms enough to shift to a position deemed comfortable for a few moments. Speculations about the little cousin she’ll never meet stray to the front of her mind. The potential, tiny family member is now being looked after by her parents in some fantastical, clouded paradise. Ponderings stalk her brain about the reasons behind her aunt and uncle’s murders, causing another sleepless night since the incident. She can’t help but wonder why her life the past few years has been surrounded by death, death that has avoided her since her parents; that all gets overtaken by a curiosity about when the grim reaper will try to claim her.

			Her position has become uncomfortable now, so she turns the other way to stare at her closet door, standing ajar. The darkness causes her still-adjusting eyes to play tricks on her. She watches the closet door in morbid hopes of seeing some boogeyman hand creep out from within. As if to give no reprieve from her reality, the realization hits that there is no boogeyman. Not to her and her family, at least. They are the boogeymen, or the rest of them anyhow.

			A disheartening weight sinks in that, if Scarlett never transitions, she may never get to know what sort of monster she is or was meant to be. Then she quickly corrects the words in her head that only she heard. Not monster, but a human with an exceptional, autoimmune response. As suddenly as sleep can overtake someone, it can also leave. That last thought has swept away any slumber that may have been sneaking in. Her clearing mind reminds her that they are not boogeymen—that they do not like to be called such names. She doesn’t think anyone would. Such names do not intend to invoke a sense of peace and calm.

			A passing thought in her head whispers that perhaps her parents’ deaths were related to the recent ones. Her thought dissipates like a gust of wind that blows apart freshly raked leaves. The reality is that there is no connection—that her musings would be uncomplicated fantasies to tie a bow of simplicity around complex events. But now she lies awake, staring at a boogeyman-less closet with a crowded mind, trying to find sleep that is farther away than it was minutes ago.

			A distinctive chime from her phone causes sleep to sail farther away from the port of her mind. Scarlett gets out of bed, walking a few steps to grabs her phone off her dresser to see a text.

			[Allison: You up?]

			A quick reply, and Scarlett is back in bed, phone in hand. Before she can even settle in, her phone starts to ring. “Strange night to need me. I couldn’t sleep,” Scarlett answers the call.

			“Connor just left, well, not just left...” Allison plays with her birthday earrings Connor gave her, “but yeah, that’s not why I called.”

			“You can’t just drop a bomb like that and then expect me not to say anything. However, in the spirit of good sportsmanship, we will get to that later,” Scarlett says, tucking herself back under her covers.

			“I had another dream.” Allison keeps it short.

			“We all dream,” Scarlett retorts, lost to her reference.

			“Remember? At my house ... that morning, like forever ago?” Allison tries to jog Scarlett’s memory.

			“Oh, yeah.” Scarlett’s excitement begins to shine through. “Your disturbing dreams and journal. You finally letting me into your weird little world?”

			“Only if you stop calling it weird.” Allison sits up in her bed. “So, it’s not like the dreams are just dreams. These are different. I have normal dreams. Nice, little movies I watch while I sleep.”

			“Interesting description, but I get your point,” Scarlett interjects to let Allison know she’s listening.

			“But some dreams, like the one I woke from, are different. They aren’t nice, little movies. They’re…” hints of hesitation seep into Allison’s words, “I don’t know.”

			“Describe them however you can. Obviously, you need to talk, and I’m not getting any sleep until you do,” Scarlett urges.

			“Like I’m watching a concert, or play, or whatever. Like I’m there.” Allison shifts around like a cat on its back. “Maybe I’ll just go back to bed.”

			Scarlett stands up, taking a few paces. “Nuh-uh, girl. You called me. We’re doing this. We all have realistic dreams. What separates this from the rest of your dreams, besides the realism?”

			“I can smell, feel, hear. All of my senses are active in these. I know they’re just dreams, but after finding out my mom had them, too, it’s made me want to talk more about them,” Allison admits, finally finding a little comfort.

			“I take it your dad hasn’t found a therapist yet?” Scarlett slows her pacing.

			Allison shakes her head. “I haven’t bought it up, brought it up, whatever, since that day. So, no.”

			Scarlett sits on the edge of her bed. “What happened in the dream?”

			Allison takes a deep breath. “It was old. Like, I dunno, medieval times or something. And I knew two of the people.”

			“Who?” Scarlett squeaks out.

			“I don’t know. I couldn’t place them. Something was off. They were younger in my dream than in real life, but I couldn’t place their faces. Just that I knew them.” Allison describes her dream best she can remember. “See what I mean? How could I know they were younger than in real life if I couldn’t place who they were? Are?”

			Each new detail causes Scarlett to shift in her bed, like a cat kneading the blanket before lying down. Her eyes grow ever bigger over the possibilities running through her mind, regarding everything Allison’s
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