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PREFACE


[image: ]


For the first time in my life, I understand why I'm different, unique, something other. I know because I saw it slowly and painfully, leaving my mortal shell. The dust of beautiful, vibrant, luminous light particles in hues of blue, red, and purple swirled and danced from me, through me, and around me.

Every pore of my body opens to release pure energy, which gathers in the air above my head, forming a spectacular whirlwind-like vortex. With reluctance, my beautiful light pushes away from me as it moves toward a faceless, genderless figure.

My tormenter, draped in the darkness of the dense forest, is pleased by what they witness: me in agony. Like a knife scraping the flesh from my bones, the pain became too much to bear. I screamed into the darkness, hoping for rescue, but deep down, I knew I was alone.
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CHAPTER 1

PANTS ON FIRE


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


ELEVEN YEARS AGO

"Gran? Are we the spawn of the Devil?" I asked, while spooning the last bit of milk from the bottom of my nearly empty cereal bowl.

Aunt Jett spat hot coffee into her bone china cup and began to choke as Gran's eyes widened in alarm. Gran rushed to her sister's side, patting her back vigorously while shooting me a side-eye.

I couldn't help but giggle as a bobby pin flew from her meticulously styled chignon and landed on the kitchen table. Aunt Jett leaned against a chair, struggling to catch her breath.

Just as Gran was about to land another blow, Aunt Jett raised her hand in surrender, calling out, "Okay! Lily, I'm fine. You can stop now," glancing at Gran with a questioning look.

Gran, nervously twisting her hands and clutching the fabric of her floral apron, turned to me with a curious look. "Nina? Where on earth did you hear that?"

I licked the last bit of sweet milk from my bowl. "Around," I replied. My voice bounced off the bowl's cavity, sending a vibration against my lower lip that made me giggle again.

Gran squeezed my head like a melon, then softly kissed it. "Well, don't let it bother you." She shook her head and mumbled something about the 'snoop sisters,' two ladies from town who have been around for over a hundred years and seem to know everyone's business. After giving the bowl a final lick, I handed it to Gran's snapping fingers.

Aunt Jett filled the ancient porcelain sink with hot, soapy water, smoothing her apron and fluffing her hair as the water rose. Gran moved through the kitchen, gathering stray dishes and pots in a familiar rhythm.

I wandered to the window, pushed aside the vintage lace curtains, and scanned the yard for the gray wolf who frequents Gran's herb garden. He's out there somewhere, hiding, and we've made it a little game to find him each morning. Sometimes I spot him sitting near the trodden path leading to Lookout Point, a small mountain on our property topped with a flat rock that offers a great view of the whitewater rapids flowing into Little Creek Lake. It's my favorite spot to sit with my feet dangling over the edge.

"Do you see him?" Aunt Jett called from the sink.

I sighed, "Nope." Just then, as if reading my mind, the wolf emerged from the bushes along the Lookout Point footpath. "He's over there!" I exclaimed, raising the window and calling out, "Hello, Mr. Wolfie!"

Gran let out a soft chuckle. "Mr. Wolfie?"

"Duhhh... He'll need a name if he's going to be my friend." To my delight, the wolf wagged his tail as if agreeing with me.

"Gran, why doesn't he come closer?"

She stood beside me, gently rubbing my back in soothing circles. "Hun, sometimes animals keep their distance to watch over us. Did you know the Apache believe wolves are our guardians?"

"Guardians? Seriously, Lily! You're telling your five-year-old granddaughter that a wild wolf is her friend?" Aunt Jett scoffed. "Why not just tell her the truth before she runs up to a pack of wild wolves with arms open wide?" Tossing a wet dish towel into the sink, she hurried to the window in frustration and yelled, "GO HOME!" She slammed the window shut with a bang that made the glass shake.

"You have a point," Gran admitted. "Nina, what I am trying to say is... umm..." Leaning closer to Aunt Jett, she whispered, "Help me."

"Nina, what your gran is trying to say is that animals are unpredictable. Just because you think they want to be your friend doesn't mean they're safe to approach. Even a house cat can act out unexpectedly.

One day, you'll understand the difference between an animal that could hurt you and one you can trust. But until then, promise me you'll stay away from all wild animals. It's important to respect their space. Do you understand? And as for that particular wolf, he's pushing his luck."

Feeling a heavy weight on my chest, I sighed, "Yes, ma'am."

For as long as I can remember, a wolf, possibly the same one, has been part of my life, to the point that I feel his presence everywhere and often see him in my dreams.

The sisters stood shoulder to shoulder, arms crossed. "There should be a section in the family histories on how to raise a problem child for the next generation of Thompsons," Aunt Jett said as she entered the butler's pantry.

"There are, right over there," replied Gran, pointing toward the grand library, which housed several shelves of leather-bound journals penned by generations of women in our family. "It's just that it all seems to be in a code we haven't managed to decipher."

"Well, there's nothing there that even comes close to handling the likes of someone like that," Aunt Jett said, glancing at me.

The loud chime of the grandfather clock from the upstairs hall echoed through our old Victorian house, interrupting the sisters' conversation. "Jett! Will you look at the time?"

Side-stepping out of the pantry to glance at the kitchen clock, Aunt Jett said, "Holy T-shirt! Where did the time go?" She pulled off her apron, tossed it on the kitchen table, then hurried toward the beautifully hand-carved full-length mirror that dominated the hallway between the kitchen and the library.

The sisters, though twins, are quite different; Aunt Jett favors tight-fitting, well-tailored clothes that convey sophistication and flair, while Gran prefers relaxed, comfortable clothing. As for me, I usually wear the clothes Aunt Jett buys me when I have to, but I prefer Gran's laid-back style.

Aunt Jett always wears gloves. Today she chose a beautiful black pair that arrived in the mail last week, along with the pretty pink dress I'm wearing.

Standing before the slightly cloudy, marbled glass, Aunt Jett adjusted her tiny black thigh-high skirt and checked for any imperfections. She carefully slid the stray bobby pin back into her perfectly styled chignon. 

A long string of pearls draped gracefully around Aunt Jett's slender neck, while her small earlobes sparkled with diamond earrings that could blind a cow in a field. Her foot slipped out of a bright red Prada shoe as she smoothly straightened the seam at the back of her dark Parisian stockings with practiced ease.

Behind her, Gran brushed flour dust from her apron, looking relaxed yet attentive. She briefly checked her reflection, licked her fingers, and tucked a few loose strands of hair, ensuring her appearance had its own charm.

"Did you have to do that?" Aunt Jett quipped at Gran, brushing dust from her short, tailored skirt.

Noticing her sister's attire, Gran asked, "Jett, really? Is that what you're wearing today?" Aunt Jett wrinkled her nose and crossed her eyes in exaggerated disbelief.

I couldn't help but laugh at their playful banter. That's when Gran's eyes met mine.

"Nina, are you still here? You're going to be late for your first day of school!"

"Who's going to take me?"

The sisters exchanged glances and then pointed to themselves.

Changing the subject, Gran snapped, "Where's your backpack?"

"In my room," I said as I hurried upstairs, excited about meeting kids my age.

Living on the outskirts of Cripple Creek and spending most of my time in our family tearoom, the Sit-a-Spell on Bennett Street, which is surrounded by busy casinos, means I don't have many chances to meet other children. The only kid my age I see regularly is Richard Anderson. Our birthdays are just two days apart. We could easily be friends, but we're not.

You see, Richard is shy due to a visible birthmark that covers most of his face and part of his neck. He often hides behind a large baseball cap that shadows his features. I think he's beautiful. His stunning sky-blue eyes are framed by skin that God himself has lovingly painted.

I tried everything to befriend this shy boy. The other day, I tried to show Richard my new lace panties with ruffles on the bottom that Aunt Jett got from France. But Richard just looked away and laughed into his hands.

When Aunt Jett saw me, she smacked her forehead with her palm. "Nina. What are you doing? Show me," she said, prompting me to turn around and expose my new underwear. In response, she whacked my bottom, making Richard laugh even harder.

I grabbed my backpack, which held a few things: a couple of yellow number 2 pencils, a box of crayons, and some paper. Noticing my hairbrush and a packet of tissues on my dressing table, I quickly tossed them into the bag and zipped it shut. After a quick look in the mirror, I ran down the stairs.

Gran and Aunt Jett must have drawn straws to decide who would drive me to school. The moment Aunt Jett started ushering me out of the house, I knew who had won.

Rushing to Gran, I wrapped my arms around her and breathed her in. She smelled of fresh-baked cookies. Her hug felt especially tight this morning. 

"Gran! I can't breathe!" I managed to choke out between giggles.

Aunt Jett chimed in, "Come on, Nina. We're going to be late!"

Looking up at Gran, I felt her gently brush my cheek and playfully pinch my nose. "Nina, be good." Her smile didn't quite reach her eyes, and her voice seemed laced with concern.

"I will," I promised.

"Let's see how you look," Aunt Jett said, while forcefully whacking the invisible wrinkles from my beautiful dress.

"Aunt Jett?" I ventured.

"Yes, sweetie?"

"If you hit me any harder, you'll knock the pockets off my dress," I joked, drawing a frown, then a chuckle, from her.

"Nina, I swear! You're starting to sound just like someone I know." Aunt Jett glanced over at Gran, who was doubled over with laughter and holding her stomach. Rolling her eyes, Aunt Jett pushed me through the squeaky wooden screen door with one hand and out onto the large wrap-around porch.

Aunt Jett's pristine candy-apple-red Corvette was parked near the cobbled path, next to Gran's weathered metallic-blue 1977 Ford Bronco. While Gran's car is practical and reliable, Aunt Jett's is fun to drive. I love Aunt Jett's car!

Aunt Jett drove as slowly as thick syrup; something was on her mind. I caught her sideways glance and sensed she wanted to tell me something, but hesitated.

"Um, Nina?" she started, then paused mid-sentence. She tried again, but I interrupted her.

"Look, Aunt Jett. If you're worried about me, I'll be okay. I'm not going to cry when you leave me, if that's what you're worried about."

With a deep breath, she pulled to the side of the road so we could see the busy school entrance. Parents waved goodbye to their children. Some kids cried as they were yanked from their car seats.

Aunt Jett removed a laced glove, then rested her bare hand against my cheek. Her eyes glazed over, then fluttered shut before snapping open again.

"Nina. If someone upsets you, don't let your anger take control. Promise me, okay? I'll be right over there if you need me," she said, pointing to the road behind the school's playground.

"Aunt Jett, are you going to cry?" She didn't reply. Her expression was unreadable. Instead, she shifted the car into gear and drove to the school entrance, where a friendly woman named Mrs. Cooke greeted us with a warm smile.

Eager to help, she opened the car door and hurried me out. "We'll take good care of her," she said, leaving me no time to say goodbye to my Aunt Jett as she firmly guided me to the end of a line, where a group of children, all seemingly my age, fidgeted.

I watched as Mrs. Cooke approached another car. She opened the door. A boy screamed, "HELP ME!" He clutched his seatbelt, his face tight with terror. Mrs. Cooke grabbed him by the waist and effortlessly pulled him out, his feet wildly kicking the air. She flew him to the end of our line and set him behind me. His eyes stayed fixed on his mother as she drove away, his expression shifting from panic to disbelief.

I tried to comfort the boy by reaching out my hand in friendship, hoping to offer reassurance. "Hi, I'm Nina Thompson," I said.

Upon hearing my name, his eyes widened in surprise. He stepped back, trying to avoid my touch. I waited for him to respond. He just stood there, shaking nervously and giving me an unsettling look.

Suddenly, Mrs. Cooke returned with yet another screaming child. After settling him, she moved to the front of the line, placed a hand on each child's head, and called out numbers. Satisfied with her count, she led us down a brightly decorated hallway. Colorful artwork lined the walls, and we entered a spacious classroom brimming with children's energy.

The classroom was bursting with color. Six child-sized desks and chairs filled the room, each surrounded by eager little faces.

All the chairs were taken except for one table with an open seat and a nearby table occupied by a solitary boy. When I saw who the only student was, my heart skipped a beat. It was Richard Anderson! I walked straight to Richard's table and sat beside him, knowing that sitting across from him would make him uncomfortable.

Our teacher arrived. Smiling, she announced her name as Miss Beard. Noticing Richard's baseball cap, she quickly asked him to remove it during class. With a reluctant sigh, Richard obeyed, then chaos erupted around us.

Instinctively, I stood up, using my body to shield Richard from view, but it was too late. The damage was done. His noticeable birthmark drew gasps and stares from our classmates. Despite the looks of horror, Richard bravely stayed seated and glared at the crowd that cowered in fear at our table.

Regaining control, Miss Beard approached us with a sympathetic smile, her voice gentle as she said, "I'm sorry, Richard. You can wear your cap if it makes you more comfortable."

Richard quickly adjusted his cap without looking up. I knew better than to comfort him; that would only irritate him. Instead, I shot the evil eye at any child who dared look our way. I had the feeling everyone was more afraid of me than of Richard.

Miss Beard paced the floor with her hands clasped behind her back as she waited for the class to settle. She strolled to her desk and gathered a stack of papers. As she handed out the sheets, we were told to draw something that made us happy. I drew a river and trees. Richard drew a room, his room, I thought.

Suddenly, a piercing buzzer startled us from our drawings. "It's recess time! Line up and follow me to the playground," Miss Beard announced.

Quickly, I grabbed my backpack from the floor and scanned the room for Richard, but he was nowhere in sight. With no time to linger, Miss Beard led us a short distance down the school's corridor. We passed through heavy double doors that opened onto the playground, where the deafening sound of laughter and conversation filled the air. Older kids surged through the school building in chaotic streams, while others pushed their way outside.

"Coach seems busy right now," Miss Beard said, waving toward a burly man in a white polo shirt bearing the word 'COACH' in bold red letters.

"See the grassy area over there?" She pointed to a patch of green at the courtyard's edge. "Coach will meet you there in a few minutes. Don't wander off."

As my classmates paired off, I walked alone. Leaving the crowded walkway behind, my eyes drifted to Aunt Jett's empty car parked quietly on the street. A wave of confusion swept over me. Where was she? She didn't look like the other mothers, so she should have been easy to spot.

Suddenly, a sharp thump on the back of my head jolted me, followed by a shout.

"Witch!" It was Alex Sinclair. Everyone in town knew him as a troublemaker. I always thought he was bad news. Whenever he came into our tearoom, I always found an excuse to leave.

Once again, he shouted, "Witch!" His tone dripping with mockery.

"Take that back! Alex Sinclair, you'd better take that back right now!" My five-year-old self demanded of this six-year-old bully.

"What are you going to do? Curse me?" he sneered, his eyes glinting with malice as the older kids' laughter rang out, egging him on.

Giving him my best 'don't mess with me' look seemed to have no effect. To him, I was just a weak little girl. He crossed his arms, a smirk tugging at his lips.

"You're a witch, Nina Thompson! The whole town knows it. Your grandmother and your aunt are witches, too! My dad says there's a place for witches, and it's not here in Cripple Creek!" Empowered by his words, Alex pressed on, "Why don't you get on your broomstick and fly away?"

His words ignited a deep-seated anger, yet I found the strength to hold back my emotions. I refused this bully the satisfaction of seeing me hurt. Yet I was emotionally broken. For the first time in my life, deep-seated anger festered inside me like a trapped lion that hungered for release.

Remembering how Aunt Jett handled stressful moments, I took a deep, cleansing breath to calm the fury raging inside me. Sensing my inner turmoil, Alex pressed on, knowing he had struck a nerve. I didn't want conflict, nor did I want to feed the angry monster within me.

A little voice in my head said, "Walk away, Nina." I trusted that voice, so I turned my back on Alex Sinclair.

Suddenly, I felt a strong shove and lost my balance. I fell to the ground. My hands hit the gravel first, then my knees. The contents of my backpack spilled onto the ground beside me. My pretty pink dress was now dirty and stained with blood.

Despite my anger, I didn't cry. I wouldn't give Alex the satisfaction, but that was the last straw, and he knew it. I saw fear in Alex's eyes as he fled. They all did.

Without realizing it, I found myself holding a freshly sharpened bright-yellow number 2 pencil, and it was pointed directly at Alex's fleeing backside.

"I wish! I WISH! Liar, Liar Pants on FIRE!" Yeah, that was a dumb thing to say, but I was five years old, and I was pissed.

Unfiltered energy surged from the top of my head, down my extended right arm, through my bloodstained hand, and finally to the very tip of my index finger resting on the yellow pencil. A stream of blue light shot from the pencil's lead tip and struck its target: Alex's back trouser pocket, which suddenly burst into flames.

By this time, Coach, a heavyset man in his forties, caught a glimpse of Alex's flaming backside as Alex ran past him. "Stop, drop, and roll!"

Alex didn't seem to hear Coach. Instead, Alex kept running as the flames climbed up his shirt.

"Stop, drop, and roll, you idiot. Drop and roll!" Coach huffed, running after Alex.

Alex stopped, pulled off his shirt, and stripped off his trousers. There he was, Alex Sinclair, the school bully, in Spider-Man underwear and mismatched socks.

Coach finally caught up to Alex and tackled him to the ground. They rolled in the dust. The crowd pointed and laughed.

"You saw it, Coach! She set me on fire! She's a witch, just like my dad says."

"Alex, son, your dad's an idiot. He can't go around making up stories," Coach said, gasping for air.

"I have the proof. Look at my pants! They're on fire! She tried to kill me!"

"Since when are you afraid of a five-year-old girl?" Coach chuckled, kicking the smoldering trousers into the dirt.

A small magnifying glass and a book of burned matches fell from a trouser pocket. "Son, principal's office... now!" Coach ordered, dusting himself off.

Alex pleaded, "But she cursed me!"

"Nina, are you okay?" the coach called out to me.

"I'm fine," I called back casually, wondering how he knew my name.

"You too," Coach pointed at me. "Principal's office. Get your things. I'll meet you there with Spider-Boy," he snickered, glancing at Alex, then called to a man who appeared to be collecting sporting equipment. "Matt, can you take over?" The man nodded and flashed the universal OK sign before heading to the grassy area where my schoolmates were waiting.

I was alone in the courtyard, or at least I thought I was. Richard was here, gathering the scattered contents of my backpack.

"Oh, hi, Richard. You don't have to help me," I sighed.

Richard, as usual, stayed silent, reached out to help me up from the ground, and steadied me on my feet. I nodded and smiled. This was my first time seeing Richard's face in direct sunlight. He was beautiful, and I couldn't help but stare. He seemed to expect a reaction from me, say something, or run. But I couldn't; I didn't.

He and I were the school freaks, the boy who looked like a monster and the girl who was one. Still holding the number 2 pencil, I cupped my bloodstained hands around Richard's face. "Look at me... please," I pleaded.

Richard hesitated, then looked into my eyes. I felt his shame. He wished he were different. I heard him speak, but his lips didn't move.

"Nina saw my face. I'm ugly. Now she's going to say something awful. Everyone always does when they see my face."

Focusing on Richard's sky-blue eyes, I said, "I think you're beautiful. You've always been beautiful to me." Then I added, "I wish. I WISH you didn't have that birthmark and were healed."

Suddenly, a surge of energy shot through my body, traveled through my hands, and shot toward Richard's face. We were knocked to the ground by a burst of energy. For a moment, my head spun, and I felt weak, as if I were about to pass out. I stared at my trembling hands and the pencil I was holding.

"What was that?" Richard asked as he sat up.

"I don't know, but I think I need to get rid of this pencil," I replied, tossing it to the ground.

Richard reached over and picked up the pencil. "Can I have it?"

"Why?" I asked.

He studied the pencil with interest, seemingly lost in thought for a moment. Then he replied, "I collect things to remember the day. After all, it's not every day you see the school bully running with his pants on fire." He bent down, extending his hand to help me up again.

"Sure, but only if you promise..."

Richard tilted his head. "Promise, what?"

"To be my friend," I half-whispered.

"I'm a monster. A freak! And you... you're a witch. What kind of friendship would that be?"

"A good one," I answered without hesitation. "Monsters and witches go together, like cheese and toast."

Richard laughed. "Okay, friends. Someone has to make sure you don't get stuffed into a school locker. I heard they put all the weird kids there."

"Weird kids? Are there others?"

Richard smiled and rubbed his face. "I think I've been in the sun too long. My face itches. Come on. I'll walk you to the principal's office."

We walked side by side in silence. When we reached the principal's office, we exchanged awkward goodbyes before he headed to the nurse's station.

The reception area reminded me of the police station I once visited with Aunt Jett when she was trying to avoid a traffic ticket. Like the police station, the room was lined with long benches, and it was filled with unhappy people.

The principal's office door was open just enough for me to see Coach and Alex inside. A familiar scent drifting from the office prompted me to open the principal's door wider. Nervously, I peeked inside. There stood my Aunt Jett.

"Aunt Jett!" I exclaimed, running into her open arms and holding her tightly.

"You okay?" she asked as she soothed my back and then let me go. Lowering herself to my level, she looked into my eyes as if trying to read my thoughts and detect signs of distress.

"Yeah," I sighed.

"Nina, look at your pretty dress! Don't worry, Hun. We'll take it to the dry cleaner, and Alex's dad will pay for it. We're leaving. Do you have everything?"

"Yes, ma'am," I said softly.

Aunt Jett led me out of the office just as a petite school nurse appeared around the corner, supporting Richard by the shoulders. Principal Lane took one look at Richard's face and was taken aback.

"Miss Everett, did that happen here, on school grounds?" Richard looked down and shook his head.

"It's a birthmark," Miss Everett said, giving Principal Lane an odd look. "Richard isn't feeling well; I think he's been in the sun too long. He said his face is burning. I thought it was best to call his parents. He may need to see a doctor."

"I'll take Richard home. I know his mother," Aunt Jett said.

"I was about to call her. I'll ask for permission to release him."

"Fine. I'll wait," Aunt Jett replied.

Minutes later, the nurse returned. "Richard? Do you want to go with..." The nurse hesitated, her eyes flickering with uncertainty as she suddenly realized who Aunt Jett was, then finished her question. "Umm, Miss Thompson?"

Richard perked up. "In the Vette? Yeah!"

Aunt Jett guided us to where her car was parked. "It's going to be a tight fit. You'll have to share the passenger seat," she said, opening the car door and stowing the booster seat in the trunk.

I let Richard sit by the window. Richard fiddled with the knobs, adjusted the mirror, and raised and lowered the window as Aunt Jett settled into the driver's seat.

She adjusted the rearview mirror and reapplied a fresh coat of bright red lipstick as we settled into the seat. Then, pressing her lips together to set the color, she mumbled, "If I say duck, you two duck down. It's against the law to drive with both of you in one seat. I hope the tinted windows are dark enough to hide you." With her lipstick firmly set, she put the car in gear, and we were on our way.

"Richard, honey?" Aunt Jett sing-songed. "Are you not feeling well? Do you want to tell me what's wrong?"

Richard hesitated before responding. "I feel like lightning hit me. I'm hot all over, but I don't have a fever. The nurse checked. I think I'll feel better when I get home."

Aunt Jett drove faster than she had this morning, but she wasn't speeding. When we arrived at Richard's house, Mrs. Anderson was anxiously waiting for us. As Aunt Jett parked the car, Richard unbuckled the seatbelt and jumped out.

Mrs. Anderson caught a glimpse of Richard's face as he brushed past her. "Richard?"

"Can I please go to my room?" he asked, but was gone before anyone could stop him.

"I need to try that when I get home," I told myself.

"Jett? His face, the birthmark! My word. The marks... they're fading!"

"Sue, I don't know what to tell you. Nina... Well, I don't know what she did. For now, I suggest you wait a bit and watch him. If he appears distressed, call us before taking him to a doctor. I'll check the histories when I get home."

"The nurse said Richard was in pain," Mrs. Anderson said.

"Yes. When I asked Richard, he said the pain felt like a sunburn, but he didn't complain in the car. I'll come tomorrow with Lily to check on him. Okay? I'm keeping this one home until she's thirty. I suggest you do the same with Richard."

Mrs. Anderson nodded in agreement. "Jett, thanks for bringing Richard home." She hurriedly led us to our car, then rushed into her house.

Aunt Jett gripped the steering wheel tightly and took a deep breath. She looked into my eyes, searching for answers. "Nina, buckle up. Do you want to tell me what happened?"

"Richard is my friend now; that's all," I replied, trying to deflect her curiosity.

"No, Hun. What happened? Why was Alex Sinclair wearing nothing but Spider-Man underwear in Principal Lane's office, and why isn't Richard feeling well?" she pressed, her brow furrowing with concern.

I took a deep breath, trying to gather my scattered thoughts. "I don't know. Alex's pants caught fire, and I was glad because he called me a witch and pushed me down. Then Richard came to help me, and I saw his beautiful face. You know the rest."

"No, I don't. That's what I need to know to help you," she urged, her gaze steady.

I fell silent, half-listening to Aunt Jett, who was gibbering to herself, her words a distant hum as we pulled into our driveway. Gran sat on the porch steps. I found it odd that she wasn't surprised to see us. I sensed she knew things weren't right. She always knows.

Gran called out as I stepped from the car, "Oh, Nina, your pretty dress!"

"I'm a sight, aren't I?" I replied, trying to hide my unease. I thought about Richard and how he had skillfully avoided the storm of questions. "If you don't mind, I'd like to go to my room," I said quickly, escaping the situation before anyone could stop me.

"No, dear. Get cleaned up, then come down," Gran replied, her voice firm yet gentle.

"Crackers!" I muttered to myself, but I shouted back, "Yes, ma'am," as I hurried inside, my heart pounding. Did they think all this was my fault?

I threw my backpack onto the floor next to my desk, opened my dresser drawer, and rummaged through my clothes before finally settling on a pair of shorts and a plain white T-shirt. As I pulled the shirt from the drawer, I noticed a rust-colored smear on the fabric.

"What's this?" I suddenly remembered I had fallen earlier and scraped my hands. I flipped my hands over to find dried blood caked on my palms. Strangely, the wounds had completely healed. A wave of fear washed over me. For the first time in my life, I was afraid, and I ran to find my grandmother. She and Aunt Jett were still outside, deeply engrossed in conversation.

"Gran! My hands! Look at my hands," I yelled, panic spilling into my voice.

"Looks like a bit of dried blood. Was Richard bleeding? That's nothing a little soap and water can't clean."

Now worried, Aunt Jett removed her gloves and grasped my elbow with her bare hand. For the second time today, her eyes glazed over. When she opened them again, she gasped.

"My gosh! Nina. What did you do?
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CHAPTER 2

THE DEATH OF ME
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PRESENT DAY

The howling of wolves in the distance, combined with a burning sensation shooting through my body, jolted me awake. Disoriented and confused, I abruptly sat up in bed and gasped for air like a fish out of water.

When the spinning sensation in my head settled, I found myself tucked safely in my bed. Just a dream, I reassured myself, but deep down inside, I felt that acknowledging the dream might somehow make it real.

The bright green numbers on the alarm clock caught my eye: "12:17 a.m. Ugh..." I called out loudly in the silent room. Parched, I reached for the glass of water perched precariously on the nightstand, savoring the cool liquid as it flowed down my throat, soothing the dryness that clung to my mouth.

After setting the empty glass back on the nightstand, I threw my body back, my head hitting the pillow hard.

"This is going to be a long day," I silently yet pathetically said to the ceiling God. The pillows felt unnervingly low, and the bed was hot and lumpy. Tossing and turning like a deranged maniac, I kicked the bedding off my sweaty body and repeatedly punched the goose-down pillows into submission. The struggle to find that perfect zone of comfort drained my energy. Finally, after a few more moments of hostile adjustment, I slipped into a state of peaceful relaxation.

The brightness of the midnight sky casts a blue hue of light that fills my room, as dancing shadows of nearby aspen trees from the Colorado mountain range stretch across the bedroom walls. Their indigo shadows sway to the rhythm of the wind, giving them a hypnotic, alien eeriness.

As the gentle breeze softly rustles through the trees, hollow, Peruvian-like musical hums echo in the air. It's a mournful plea for mercy from restless, wandering souls caught by the bottle tree. A desperate call for release before the amber glow of the winter solstice appears, returning the troubled spirits to the Creator for judgment.

Again, I heard the wolves cry, their eerie serenade echoing through the night air. This time, I knew it wasn't a dream. This is real, and wolves were truly near my house.

I kicked my legs over the edge of the mattress, my bare feet sinking into the antique tapestry rug that anchors the room, then stumbled to the window facing the road, the source of the howling cries. When the warm carpeted area morphs into a cold wooden floor, I gasp in shock, causing me to shuffle like a zombie toward the window.

The brisk Rocky Mountain breeze danced through the sheer white curtains, causing them to billow gently in and out as if the room was alive, taking deep, calming breaths.

From the window, I noticed something odd lurking in the tree line's shadows—a man. Something about him felt off. I knew of only one person who resembled Indiana Jones, our neighbor, Mr. John Walker, with his Stetson hat and long rancher's coat. But what was he doing out there in the dead of night?

As remnants of the nightmare flickered in my mind, I stepped away from the window to hide my presence. I knew I was safe with Gran and Aunt Jett in the house. Still, a chill snaked through me, and I got goosebumps.

I returned to the window, closed and locked it tightly. I wanted the man to know I was aware of his presence and wasn't afraid. Though in truth, I was scared stiff. Reluctantly, I made my way back to bed, expecting a mattress fight. Instead, sleep came quickly.

Morning arrived too soon. Golden sunlight streamed through the curtains. I trudged to the window and peered out, only to see Mr. Walker heading toward the kitchen door in his usual unhurried manner, as if the night's eerie events had never happened.

Mr. Walker lives across the street from us, a familiar figure woven into the fabric of our lives. He, Gran, and Aunt Jett are childhood friends. I used to think Gran and Mr. Walker would someday marry, but when I asked Aunt Jett, she nearly choked on her own spit, so I never mentioned it again.

The warm aroma of coffee filled the air. By the time I dressed and headed to the kitchen, Mr. Walker was already sitting at the table, engrossed in the morning paper. Gran moved gracefully around him, offering him a second cup.

Gran's usual morning smile lit up her face. "Good morning, Nina."

Mr. Walker lowered the newspaper just enough to give me a cheeky wink from behind its pages.

"Good morning," I replied.

"So, you're having nightmares again?" Mr. Walker announced over the crackling pages.

Taken by his question, I snapped, "How did you know?"

"There ain't much I don't know around here," he muttered, deftly turning the page.

"Mr. Walker, I have a question," I said, pulling out a chair and settling in.

"Shoot."

"Why were you outside our house last night?"

An awkward silence filled the room. Mr. Walker slowly lowered the paper, folding it carefully before placing it on the table. "Wasn't me," he said, his tone calm but firm.

A quiet voice in my head whispered, "He's telling the truth." Thompson women have an uncanny ability to see through lies, especially those in the making.

"You want to tell me what's going on?" His brow furrowed in concern as he looked into my eyes for answers.

I defiantly threw Mr. Walker's words back at him. "I thought there wasn't much you didn't know around here?"

"Nina, if someone is out here, I need to know about it."

Gran glided behind Mr. Walker and caressed his shoulders. A look of deep concern replaced her morning smile. My mind raced back to the dream, the frightening reason I woke up, and the unease that flooded me when I recalled the man who bore an unsettling resemblance to Mr. Walker standing in our yard.

Aunt Jett ungloved one hand and gently placed it on the base of my neck. Her eyes glazed over, then moments later, flickered open.

"My word, child. How long have you been having this dream?" she asked, her tone almost frantic.

"A couple of weeks now," I replied, spooning my cereal.

"Jett, what's going on?" Gran asked, her worried gaze darting between Aunt Jett and me.

"It's possible Nina had a typical nightmare triggered by something she absorbed subconsciously, a lucid dream, or a premonition about her future."

"You mean I'm going to die?" My voice trembled with disbelief.

"Wait. What? I didn't see that!" Aunt Jett exclaimed, her eyes wide with urgency. She suddenly leaned forward, her finger pointing sharply at the floor.

"Come here!"

"No, really, Aunt Jett. I didn't actually see myself getting killed. I keep waking up before I find out what happens next."

A wave of unease settled over us like a heavy cloud. Mr. Walker carefully gathered his thoughts to ease the tension. "Jett, what did you see?"

Aunt Jett inhaled slowly. "Nothing really, just a heavy sensation, as if Nina is running, perhaps being chased, and a deep fear. She hasn't ventured far into the story, but I feel the fear," she said as she turned to Gran. "Now, now. Let's not get ahead of ourselves. We all know Nina has a vivid imagination. She's had countless unexplainable dreams. Now that we know about this one, it will either fade or come to light."

Hearing the words 'come to light' put Gran on edge. In a few days, she and Aunt Jett knew I would reach the age of change, the time my powers would surface—abilities I wasn't aware I had.

They caught a glimpse of my gift when I was five, when I accidentally used blood and earth elements, which unintentionally harmed a bully and healed my best friend. The full extent of Richard's healing is still unclear. But this was nothing compared to the powers expected to emerge in just a few days. Everyone in the room, except for me, knew my dream wasn't just a passing nightmare.

Gran's voice cracked as she asked, "Has any part of your dream come to light?"

"No, except maybe the howling of wolves last night. Their cries woke me, and they seemed very close to the house. That's when I saw the shadow of a man dressed like Mr. Walker from my window. Seeing him standing there somehow frightened me."

Gran and Aunt Jett's eyes darted toward Mr. Walker.

"Not sure why I'm being given the evil eye, but I can assure you it wasn't me. However, I think I know who it was. Give me some time to track him down," Mr. Walker replied, a defensive undercurrent threading through his voice.

"Who was it?" the sisters demanded in unison.

Mr. Walker paused, deep in thought, before responding, "Let me handle this." He reached for the newspaper again. We all know the discussion is over once Mr. Walker shuts down a conversation.

Suddenly, my cell phone rang, cutting through the tense atmosphere. I glanced at the screen and saw Richard Anderson's name. Richard is my best friend—actually, he's my only friend. With his sixteenth birthday and the start of school approaching, we had hoped to squeeze in one last adventure before autumn's chill set in.

We planned to kayak on Little Creek Lake, then hike to Lookout Point and possibly camp there. The nighttime view of Cripple Creek's twinkling city lights from Lookout Point is truly breathtaking, but the sight of Pikes Peak on a clear day steals my breath entirely.

I tapped the screen to answer his call. "Hey, where are you? Oh, I understand. Tell your mom it's okay; we'll go tomorrow. Yeah, bye." I slumped back in my chair.

"Was that Richard?" Aunt Jett asked.

"Yes. Richard can't make it," I sighed. "You know what? I'm going anyway! I'm going to Lookout Point—alone. It's such a beautiful day." Saying this aloud gave me a sense of power.

Mr. Walker set down the newspaper. "You think that's wise? You know the rules. No one travels alone," he warned, his brow creasing with concern.

"I'll only be gone for a few hours. I'm not spending the night. Besides, I'm just going up there." I gestured toward Lookout Point, the outline of the distant hill visible through the kitchen window. "You can see me from here." I pointed to the floor beneath my feet, grounding my defiance.

"I don't know. Something just doesn't feel right about this. What if I come with you? I have a few things to handle, then we can leave together." He instinctively reached for the front pocket of his jeans, fingers brushing against his truck keys, only to realize that he hadn't driven to our house this morning.

"What if I meet you there?" I counter-offered.

Mr. Walker thoughtfully brushed his chin with his knuckles, glancing at Aunt Jett for support. "Get a reading on her," concern evident on his face.

"I'm not a computer, John, but if it makes you feel better..."

Aunt Jett sighed, rolling her eyes before placing her warm hand on my cheek. She closed her eyes, tapping into her intuitive skills, then opened them again. "She is determined to go with or without you. I see her there."

"Do it again," his gaze locked on me, searching for a flicker of reassurance.

Aunt Jett's patience, already wearing thin, snapped back, "Nina is going to be where she says she'll be. I can't see anything else."

"Right! I'll meet you at 1 p.m.," he huffed, defeated for the moment.

"I'll probably be back by then," I huffed.

Mr. Walker stood, adjusting his Stetson hat, a sign of his resolve, squeezing Gran's hand goodbye before stomping out of the house; the screen door slammed in protest.

Aunt Jett and Gran exchanged glances as they watched him leave. "What was all that about? Perhaps I should have gotten a reading
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