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My dear reader:

I made it up.

I know it’s hard to believe, but this series is a work of fiction. None of it is true. None of these things ever happened, including much of the Latvian mythology. Latvian mythology is one without a lot of sources. The Latvian people didn’t have written stories to begin with, and so each story was passed on from family to family, generation to generation, and each family had a slightly different version.

And then Christianity entered the picture, and the gods and goddesses changed to Saints, and the rites and rituals changed to holidays, and, well, you get the picture.

This was good and bad. It didn’t give me a lot to draw on, but it left a lot of room for creativity. So I’ve twisted the Latvian mythology to fit my plot. I did my best to immerse myself in what documents I could find, but that wasn’t many. A lot more is written about Lithuanian mythology, but they are a little different, so I learned what I could and tried to make sense of it. I had a lot of fun with this fantasy world, and I hope you enjoy it as well.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Tee-tle-tee-tle-lee. Tee-tle-tee-tle-lee. Tee-tle-tee-tle-lee.

The soothing chime danced in and out of my consciousness several times before my mind sat up and took notice. Around that same time, my eyes popped open.

That was my alarm. How long had it been going off?

“Criminy,” I groaned, searching around my bed for the out-of-date flip phone. I knew I should’ve chosen one of those harsh, obnoxious alarms to wake me up. 

Seven-fifteen. Criminy, criminy, criminy. First day of school, and I was going to be so late.

Unless I could get out of driving Beth.

I threw my hair in a ponytail and slipped on jeans with flip-flops, then tossed on a high-necked t-shirt to hide the scar on my neck. Grabbing a cotton ball, I swiped the mascara from under my eyes at the same time I brushed my teeth. Good thing I could multi-task. By the time I skipped down the stairs, backpack slung over one shoulder, it was seven-twenty.

Beth looked up from her bowl of cereal and removed an earbud from her ear. “You’re skipping breakfast, right? Or else we’ll be late.”

My stomach protested at the very idea, releasing a noisy wave of hunger that almost made me nauseous. “I can’t. You could get a ride with someone else, couldn’t you?”

She stopped chewing. Her eyes, brown instead of blue like mine and Mom’s, widened. “For the love of first period, Jayne! I can’t ask someone to come get me now!”

“Maybe Mom?” I pleaded, looking anxiously at the refrigerator. I wanted an egg. At least a bowl of cereal.

“Remember, she went into work early? We’re on our own today. And I wouldn’t ride with her anyway.”

I sighed, remembering their argument the evening before. I cast one last longing glance at the fridge before grabbing an apple off the counter. “Fine. Let’s go.”

Beth pushed away from the table, the earbud back in place. 

The digital clock in the car showed seven-thirty. Between traffic and dropping Beth off at the middle school, hopefully I’d make it to school by eight.

Beth reached over and tried to change my radio station. I slapped her hand away. 

“You don’t get a say!” I said. “Besides, you have your own music to listen to.”

She shrugged and looked out the window, mouthing lyrics to herself. I lost myself in my own thoughts before remembering my resolution to be a better friend to my sister. About a year ago, I’d had a vision of her committing suicide, and I was trying hard to keep her from taking that route.

I turned the radio off. “What were you and Mom fighting about last night?”

Beth pulled the earbud out again. “Cheerleading.”

“Oh?” I didn’t know cheerleading had become a polemic topic in our house.

“She doesn’t want me on the team this year.”

I blinked in surprise. Beth was in eighth grade, finishing up her last year of middle school. “But you did so good last year.”

She shrugged. 

I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. My mom, though overbearing, overprotective, and micro-managing, had our best interests at heart. There must be a reason behind her sudden dislike of the sport.

I pulled up to the curb. “I’ll pick you up after school.”

“Thanks.” Beth waved, popping the earbud in and heading across the lawn before I took my foot off the brake.

I didn’t pull up at the high school until 7:55 a.m., but there were plenty of other kids racing the tardy bell. I locked my white Honda from the inside, wishing I had a clicker. Cars that beeped when you locked them had so much more clout. I risked a glance around at my peers in the senior parking lot, my nerves on high-alert.

Please no lemon scent, I prayed. If I smelled someone with a lemony aroma, it meant one look in that person’s eyes and I would See their death. As in, a psychic vision of the future. 

Before I understood why I had the visions, I avoided people. But after, whenever I noticed the lemon scent, I felt something besides apprehension: responsibility. I had to look. If I didn’t know their deaths, I couldn’t help them. 

Knowing didn’t make looking any easier. Sometimes, the demise wasn't untimely, and people were meant to die. 

I shook my head. I thought by now I should know when to intervene and when to let things play out. But it wasn’t coming naturally to me. 

No one waved at me or greeted me excitedly as I trekked across the lawn. Dana, my best friend, had already graduated and moved up north to go to college. Even my boyfriend was at the university an hour away. So what? I had other friends.

Somewhere.

I entered the double doors, consulting the paper in the palm of my hand to make sure I knew where my locker was. For a moment, I paused at the entrance of the senior hallway. It wasn’t like I’d never entered this hall, but before it had been to visit Dana, not open my own locker. A flurry of unpleasant emotions fluttered through me: nervousness, irritation, and an irrational boredom. What’s high school, after all, when every day becomes a matter of life and death? Opening my locker, I shoved in all my binders except the ones I’d need for my first two classes.

“Jayne!”

I swiveled, a smile already blossoming on my face at the sound of Meredith’s voice. We’d had journalism and Spanish classes together since middle school. The small girl waved from across the hallway, then weaved through the diminishing throng of students, shoving her glasses up her nose as she approached. 

“Hey,” I greeted, giving her a quick hug. “How was your summer?”

“Super boring,” she sighed. Meredith held her binder against her chest and paused. I jumped into the conversation, hurrying to fill the silence before it became awkward. 

“What do you have first hour?” I asked.

She pushed her glasses up again. “Psychology. I guess I shouldn’t have put that down as an option. Ugh.”

I perked up. “Hey, me too! In the history building?”

“Yes! Oh good, I’ll be with someone I know! I was dreading making that trek across the street every day!”

The tardy bell rang. “I guess we should go,” I said, leading the way back outside.

“So, how’s Aaron?” she asked as we stepped into the chilly morning air and started toward the old building. The history building was one of the few that remained of the original high school built fifty years ago.

I pictured Aaron in my mind’s eye, the tall Englishman who swooped into Forked River, New Jersey, last year and stole my heart. “Oh, he’s great! He’s at Princeton.”

“Oh, really? I mean, that’s a nice school. I just thought he’d go to Oxford or something fancy back in England.”

Yeah, well, so had his parents. It was kind of a sore spot between them, actually. “I guess he didn’t want to.”

“Hmm. I wonder why?” Meredith nudged me playfully with her elbow, and my face burned. I didn’t need a mirror to know that my pale cheeks would be bright red.

I changed the subject. “Are you taking journalism this year?”

“Of course! You too, right? It’s been such a lonely summer! And after what happened with Mr. Livingston. . . .”

I fidgeted. Why did she have to bring that up? Our Spanish teacher had by far been my favorite teacher last year. I would have even called him a friend. Finding out that Mr. Livingston’s brother was the serial killer had been bad enough. But knowing Mr. Livingston had deliberately helped his brother track me down shook my ability to trust people.

We quieted down when we got to class, taught by Coach Johnson, one of the football coaches. I took a quick sniff of the air and let out a relieved breath when nothing citrus reached my nostrils. No death to stave off here. Not today, at least.

Much to Meredith’s delight, we both had journalism fifth hour. And Spanish sixth. But I skipped that class, going straight to the office to change it instead. 

I didn’t let my guard down until my car key was in my hand and I was walking across the parking lot after school. It seemed like a miracle that I hadn’t bumped into anyone, not in class or in the halls, who smelled like lemons.

And then Mike Spencer walked past me to get to his car, and the cleaning solution scent wafted over me.

I stopped walking, inches from the safety of my own vehicle. The motion attracted Mike’s attention, and he glanced at me, his brow furrowing as he squinted against the sunlight.

A year ago, I would have turned my head, ducked, tried to avoid his eyes. Not anymore. I knew it was better to just get this over with. Steeling myself for the inevitable, I met Mike’s gaze.

 

“Good shooting out there.” Mike grins at his best friend Clay and turns back to cleaning his rifle. “You took out that deer before he even smelled you.”

“Or you,” Clay teases, gesturing at Mike with his own weapon. “Good thing, too. With the way you smell, I only had a few more seconds.”

“So funny,” Mike says, turning his eyes away. Pleasure at his own kill courses through him and leaves him giddy. He can already picture that buck’s head mounted on the mantel.

A gunshot rings through the room, so loud that Mike thinks he’ll go deaf. He stares down at his rifle, wondering if he accidentally fired it. Clay screams. Mike’s eyes dart toward him. Clay stands there, his rifle at his feet and his hands pressed to the sides of his head, screaming.

“What happened?” Mike says. Or tries to. No sound comes out. “Are you hurt?”

Clay doesn’t answer. He just stares at Mike and screams, his features twisted in horror.

Only then does Mike follow Clay’s gaze. Blood smears across his chest. It wasn’t there a minute ago.

Understanding dawns on him. He looks at Clay, wants to tell him it’s okay. But the world grows fuzzy, he sees spots, and then everything vanishes.

 

I caught my breath and reached for my car to steady myself. Last April I almost died. But I didn’t. Instead, I became Dekla, one of the ancient Latvian goddesses of fate. I should be used to it, but the visions never, ever get easier. For that moment, I’m not just inside the person’s head—I am that person. And dying over and over again takes its toll.

“You okay, Jayne?” Mike asked, stepping toward me. I shook him off.

“Yeah, yeah. Just going home now.” The words to warn him burned on my tongue, but I knew better. Telling people what was coming only made it happen differently. There was only one way to change things, and it wasn’t even a surety. “See you tomorrow,” I said, trying to put a smile on my shaking mouth.

Maybe. Unless he was going hunting tonight.

I couldn’t think about that. I got into my car and didn’t meet his eyes again. My hands trembled and my head throbbed. I tried to steady my breathing and remember The Rules Laima, my superior goddess, had given me.

Rule #1: I can’t change every death.

Rule #2: I must remember who I am.

Rule #3: If the death doesn’t fall under my jurisdiction, I abdicate the judgment to my sister-goddess, Karta. 

Mike wasn’t an adult in our society, which meant he fell under my jurisdiction. Adults fall under Karta’s jurisdiction. 

The other important rule is that Laima can’t change the death if it’s a suicide. Only the individual can make that change. And even if Laima grants my petition to change a death, there’s a cost: for every life saved, ten years are shaved off someone else’s life. Some unknown person. Or possibly someone I know.

My phone vibrated in my backpack, reminding me to keep my thoughts on current events, not future deaths. I unzipped the side pocket and pulled the phone out, hoping it would be a text from Dana. 

It was Beth, wondering where I was.

My chest hurt as if I’d been shot, and I rubbed it, the horrible sensation of realizing I was about to die clouding my mind. Except it wasn’t my death. I shook my head, trying to push Mike out of my soul.

“I am Jayne,” I whispered, slipping the key into the ignition and turning it on. 

I waited until I’d left the school zone before calling Aaron. He’d called at lunch, but it felt weird returning his call during school. I didn’t want to look like one of those girls who giggled on her phone and told everyone she was talking to her boyfriend.

“How’s high school now that you’re at the top of the food chain?” Aaron’s English accent rolled through the speaker phone and soothed my nerves. My shoulders relaxed, and I sighed.

“Oh, it’s good to hear your voice. It was fine. Nothing special.” I miss you. I miss Dana. I’m here all by myself. I had another vision and I’m all shook up. I kept my needy thoughts to myself. “How was your day?”

“Easy. Mondays I have Latin and American History. Only two classes.”

Nothing about Latin or history sounded easy, but I didn’t debate the point. “We still on for dinner?” I couldn't wait. I hadn’t seen him since last week.

“Of course. I have a slight change in plans, if you don’t mind. Is it all right if we eat dinner at my house?”

“Sure, that would be nice. Wait.” Small warning bells went off in my head. “Will your parents be there?” His parents didn't like me. Usually they made themselves scarce when I came over. On the rare occasion that they appeared, it was all thinly veiled hints and criticisms about how I was ruining their son’s life. Not exactly a self-esteem builder.

“Well, yes,” he said, sounding slightly defensive. “It is their house, after all.”

“But I thought you and I were going out,” I said, trying hard not to slip into whiny mode. 

“We’ll still be together,” he said. “It was their idea, actually. They want to get to know you better.”

Sure. Probably one last attempt to convince me to break up with him so he’d go to a different school. In England. “What time should I come over?”

“Half past five. You can help my mum in the kitchen. Thanks for understanding, Jayne.”

“Of course,” I said cheerily, then hung up without saying goodbye. Cooking with his mother? This day was getting worse and worse.

*~*

I took Beth home and then piddled around the house. Looking for something to distract me from my impending dinner date, I texted Dana.

I’m a senior!!

I put the phone down after checking it for the fifth time, telling myself she’d text back when she got the chance. With a sigh, I sat down at my desk and pulled out the green file folder. I opened it up, my eyes darting to the first blank line without looking at the other names. I wrote down today’s date, then “Mike Spencer. Accidentally shot by best friend, Clay.” I paused under the last column that read “Petitioned?” 

I closed my eyes. Should I ask Laima to change his fate? Was this something that should just happen? Why didn’t I know?

I left the column blank and shut the folder, jittery and unsure. Exchanging my jeans and flip-flops for a nice summer dress, I tied a scarf around my neck to cover up the scar. The scar from the serial killer who slit my throat last year.

Brushing the thought from my mind and reminding myself that I was alive, I applied a thin coat of lip gloss and mascara. 

My phone beeped, and I knocked my gloss off the bathroom counter as I leapt for it. 

Yay Jaynie!! Such a big girl! Dana texted.

I smiled, feeling the painful twinge of nostalgia and affection colliding in my chest. How I missed her bubbly, extroverted personality. I’d definitely climbed back into my shell in the three months since she’d left. 

Mom was in the kitchen when I came back down. I smelled the sautéing onions.

“Jayne!” She reached over and gave me a hug, which I tolerated for a full two seconds before pulling away. “How was school?”

“It was good.” I eyed the onions, and my stomach growled. “I have two classes with Meredith. Psychology and journalism.”

“What about Spanish?” She tucked back a stray brown curl that tried to escape her bun. Mom’s a real estate agent, and she always looks ready to sell the next mansion, her curly brown hair in a classic bun at the nape of her neck. 

I sucked in a breath. “I’m getting my schedule changed.” If I never spoke another word of Spanish again, it would be too soon.

“Are you sure?”

I picked up a clove of garlic and kept my eyes trained on the papery white husk. Last year I’d spent a lot of time at the Spanish club, developing a strong relationship with Mr. Livingston while my knowledge of the language improved. But after his betrayal, the very language felt like a lie.

Mom handed me a knife. “You can peel that and chop it up.”

“Thanks.” I obliged her, shucking the garlic. “What’s going on with Beth and cheerleading?”

Mom’s back stiffened. “Is she still complaining about it?”

“No. I just want to know.”

She glanced toward the six-person oak dining table, but Beth wasn’t near it. “I don’t like some of her friends on the squad. And her grades were questionable last year. Plus she started taking an attitude with me. I don’t think you really noticed, you were so busy with your own things, but sometimes it got pretty ugly in here.”

I had noticed. I had also avoided Beth like the plague. I paused mid-slice on the garlic, wondering if giving up cheerleading would be enough to alter Beth’s life. Or maybe it was the catalyst that would lead her to suicide? Frustrated, I chopped harder. How was I supposed to know these things?

“That’s good enough,” Mom said, taking the cutting board and knife from me. “Next time I need something minced, I’ll ask you.” The garlic hissed and sizzled as she added it to the frying pan.

“Sorry.” I exhaled and pushed my hair out of my face. “I’m going to Aaron’s for dinner.”

She glanced at me again, taking in my makeup and outfit. “That’s why you’re dressed up.”

I hoped she hadn’t wanted me to stay. Dad worked out of town, so during the week my mom got to single-parent it. Usually she only held us to a mandatory dinner when he was home. “I haven’t seen Aaron in over a week, ever since his semester started.”

“That’s fine. Call me when you’re coming home.”

“Thanks, Mom.” I hurried out of the kitchen before she could change her mind. Chopping garlic only got me so far.

I arrived at Aaron’s around five-fifteen. I pulled up to the curb of the rock-exterior, Cape Cod-style house. As soon as I stepped out of the car, I heard the sound of the waves hitting the shore. A sigh escaped my lips. Living along the beach would be a dream come true. 

I climbed the tiered steps up to the front door. My stomach twisted in knots, and my face hurt from smiling too hard. I rang the doorbell and held my breath, hoping Aaron would answer and not his mom.

The door swished open, and Aaron stepped out onto the marbled concrete. He grabbed me into a hug. “Hi, Jayne,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to my temple.

I melted into his arms, my worries dissipating. “Hi,” I breathed.

He pulled back and smiled at me, the corners of his dark blue eyes crinkling. His hair was combed to the side, small waves fighting to escape the gel that melded them together. “All right?” His fingers brushed the side of my head, tangling themselves in my curly brown hair.

“Yeah. School was good. Maybe this year won’t be so bad.”

“See any friends?”

“Meredith. I don’t know if you knew her. We had Spanish and journalism together last year. This year we have psychology and journalism.”

“That’s nice.” He hooked his hands into his jeans pockets. “Shall we go inside?”

I really didn’t want to. Standing on the porch in the shadow of his enormous house was good enough for me. But I knew what the expected answer was. “Sure.”

Aaron’s family took “posh” to a whole new level. His house had the Pride and Prejudice English cottage look down to a T. And by cottage, I meant nothing short of a small mansion. I clung to Aaron’s arm as he guided me through the marble entryway and into the living room. My strappy sandals slapped loudly on the floor, and I flinched with each step. No other sound echoed through the hall. “Does anyone really live here?” I whispered.

“I do.”

“Right. You and Charlie.” Charlie was the golden retriever Aaron got last year as a graduation gift. But now that Charlie was bigger with a tendency to destroy everything he touched, the poor dog was relegated to a segregated playroom in the back of the house. 

We reached the dining room, recognizable not by the expected smells of cooking food, but by the sounds of Aaron’s mother bossing her cook around in a sharp British accent.

I shot Aaron a dirty look. “She doesn’t need my help with dinner,” I hissed. “She’s not doing the cooking.”

Aaron shrugged, having the good grace to at least appear sheepish. “She wants to get to know you, Jayne. This could be a good time for you two.”

How did he not notice his parents’ dislike for me? Before I could point out the fallacies in his logic, his mother’s stilettos clicked across the kitchen floor and into the room.

“Jayne, darling!” she exclaimed. Her bony, cold hands grasped mine, and she pulled me close for an air kiss. Her sweet-smelling, expensive perfume filled the air around me, as oppressive as a plume of smoke. “I am so pleased you could make it.”

Sometimes I forgot how differently Aaron and I were raised. It had only taken him a few weeks to adopt American mannerisms. Two minutes with his mother reminded me. Though her words were sweet, her whole attitude reeked of condescension and superiority.

“Yeah, pleased to be here,” I said, trying to speak while holding my breath. She pulled back and studied me, her light blue eyes penetrating. I fought the urge to cover myself with my hands. 

“Come, let us sit and discuss at the table. Cook will bring the food when it’s ready.”

I lingered, trying to pull free of her grip. “I could stay and help her in the kitchen, really. I don’t mind.”

She swiveled and leveled her gaze at me. “Oh, no, it is far beneath your station, dear.”

I glanced back at Aaron and mouthed, “Station?” He shrugged and trailed behind while his mom hauled me forward.

Three large picture windows lit the dining room and reflected off the crystal chandelier. She sat me down at the long table and pulled out a chair to sit next to me. Turning sideways, she pasted a smile on her face and leaned closer. “What are you studying in school, Jayne?”

“Well, Mrs. Chambers—”

“Oh, just call me Elizabeth. I’m not that old, after all.”

I nodded, not about to point out that she was old enough to be my mom. “Well, Elizabeth. I’m taking the core required classes, of course, but I’m also focusing on what I want to do.”

“Which is?”

“Well, reporting.” I picked up the cloth origami napkin on the table and unfolded it, then began trying to fold it back. “I just finished an internship over the summer—”

“Oh, yes, Aaron told me about it. That was with the small local paper? Or was it the online paper?”

The words I’d planned to say fled, and I wilted. She made all my hard work sound so trivial. “Well, it was the local paper. It was a great experience. I got to work with the journalists and—”

“That’s nice,” she interrupted. “At least they let you see what it would be like to be an actual journalist. Is that correct?”

Because an intern obviously wasn’t. “Yeah.” I pulled the napkin into my lap and concentrated on pleating it. “They’ve been kind enough to keep me on through the school year. Out of the generosity of their hearts.” The last bit slipped out, and I bit my tongue. I hadn’t meant to get snarky with her, but meekness was not my best quality.

“Of course.” Her smile tightened. “How sweet of them. And what does your father do?”

I shot a glance at Aaron across the table, pleading with my eyes for him to intervene. “Well, he’s a computer consultant. He—”

“Do you always start your sentences with ‘well,’ dear?” Her smile hadn’t left her face, but I swore I saw something mocking in her eyes. “You shouldn’t speak with fillers. It makes it seem you don’t know what you want to say.”

Criminy. I gaped at her. “Well, I’m sure it’s a habit I need to break.” I winced. I’d said it again.

“Then break it. Just stop doing it.”

I fell silent, not even looking at Aaron for fear he’d see murder on my face. He could have saved me from this, but instead he’d sat silent like a meek English son. I knew this wasn’t about me, or my dad’s job, or my speech patterns. She was lashing out because Aaron didn’t want to go along with their plans for his future, and they blamed me for it. Maybe it was my fault. But I could no more make Aaron go to England for school than they could. And I certainly didn’t want to.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

A rumbling sounded from somewhere in the house and I paused, trying to decide if the washing machine was out of control or if there was an earthquake.

Mrs. Chambers stood up. “Oh, good. Ben’s home. Aaron, tell Cook it’s time for dinner.”

“I’ll go with you, Aaron,” I said, backing my chair away from the table and standing up in one smooth move.

Aaron waited for me, then wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed me to his side. “Don’t worry about her,” he murmured as we strode toward the kitchen. “Just stand your ground.”

“She makes me feel like everything I say is wrong,” I complained as we stepped into the kitchen.

“Everything you say is wrong,” he agreed. “That’s how she fights. You learn quickly to just grit your teeth and wait for it to be over.”

It took only moments to relay the message to the cook, and all too soon we were back at the table, this time with Aaron’s dad, sitting in an uncomfortable silence while Cook served us. I resolved to be quiet unless directly addressed.

This turned out to be very easy as Aaron’s mother ignored me the rest of the meal. She peppered Mr. Chambers with questions about his day and work. I felt some vindication when he seemed to choose the shortest responses possible.

The entire meal was a formal affair. I thought it ridiculous to switch utensils between my salad and my entree. I wanted to ask Aaron why his family ate like this. We weren’t at a fancy restaurant, and no one was watching. They could save dish-washing time and eat with one fork like everyone else in America. No one would even know.

But I kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t risk his mother’s attention.

Dinner finished, and the cook brought out small cups of tea. Aaron stood up, one hand dropping to my shoulder. “Mum—”

“Mother,” she corrected.

He continued, not missing a beat. “Mother, Father. It’s time for Charlie’s walk. Please excuse Jayne and me for the evening.”

Mrs. Chambers cocked her head, her blue eyes beady. “But Jayne and I weren’t through talking. You take the dog, dear. She and I shall resume our conversation.”

I’m sure he felt my shoulders stiffen, because he gave me a squeeze. “Jayne’s tired, Mother. She’s been gracious this evening, but she has school tomorrow. She’ll come with me.”

His mom leaned forward, her eyes staring at him with such intensity that I wondered if she was attempting mind control. 

“Let them go, Elizabeth,” Mr. Chambers said, cutting through the tension. He sipped his tea and offered me a wink behind his mustached face. “Lovely to see you, Jayne.”

And just like that, I was free. I leapt from my chair, retrieving the dinner napkin that fell to the floor in my haste. “Bye,” I said.

“That,” I said as Aaron let Charlie out of the house, “was officially the most uncomfortable meal I’ve ever eaten.”

“Really?” Aaron vigorously scratched behind the dog’s ears and gave me a smile. “That was about typical around here.”

“And you dragged me here, knowing it would be that way?” I socked him in the arm. “Aaron Chambers, don’t you ever do that again!”

His expression turned sheepish. “I’m sorry, Jayne. My mum said she wanted to get to know you better. I really thought she’d be more hospitable.”

“She’s like a vampire, sucking the joy out of everything she looks at.” I pressed my hand to my mouth, horrified I’d said that out loud. “Oh, I didn’t mean to say that.”

“She’s a little strong,” Aaron agreed. “But she can be nice.”

If she gets her way. I succeeded in keeping that sentiment to myself. What did she want with me, anyway? I wasn’t good enough for her son. I kept him from returning to England. Who was I kidding? What she really wanted was for me to disappear from his life.

We walked behind the beach houses along the sandy shore. Aaron unleashed Charlie and let him run around. We made our way to the pier and sat down. Warm sunshine bathed my face, tempered by the slight breeze that blew across the water. I closed my eyes and inhaled, finding security in the mild scent of ocean that filtered in on the wind. Some people detested the slightly fishy, salty smell that pervaded most of Forked River, but I loved it. It meant home to me. And it meant no lemons.

Aaron tossed a stick back and forth with Charlie. “Did you smell anyone today?”

His question brought me back to the present with a mental bump, and I shifted my weight slightly on the wooden planks. “One person.” My stomach clenched at the memory, and I turned away from his gaze.

“Are you all right?”

I shrugged. Aaron and my best friend Dana were the only people who knew about my ability. While it was nice to have someone to confide in, sometimes I wished he would just forget about it for a bit.

A middle-aged man with graying hair walked down the shore from the other direction, his hands shoved into the pockets of a blue windbreaker. He paused next to Charlie, patting the dog on the head before turning to face the whispering waters. 

“What are you going to do about it? The vision you had, I mean?” Aaron asked.

I kept my eyes on the man, finding it easier to focus on a stranger than meet Aaron’s eyes. “I don’t know yet. If I had my way, no one would die.”

“But everyone has to die someday, right?”

“Right.” I exhaled. That was the crux of the problem. Sometimes I had to let people die.

The man at the shore turned around and stared our direction. “Is this your dog?” he called.

Aaron waved. “Yep.”

The man whistled and walked toward us, bringing Charlie with him. His eyes flicked between Aaron and me. 

The wave of lemony smell didn’t hit me until it was too late to prepare myself. I stumbled backward, but our eyes never broke contact. I felt Aaron grab me around the waist, securing me before I could fall, but I didn’t see it. My Sight was elsewhere.

 

Matthew stands on the top rung of the ladder, grunting with the effort to secure the blasted Christmas lights. Why he has to hang up lights just because everyone else in the community does is beyond him. The freezing air burns his bare hands, and he jerks one away from the cords, blowing on the skin to try to warm it up.

“Blasted New Jersey weather,” he curses.

“Matthew?” 

Matthew can’t see his wife April, but he turns his head toward her anyway. “I’m here.”

“I know you are,” she replies. “You’ve been stringing those lights for an hour. Shouldn’t you come down for dinner? It’s getting dark.”

No appreciation. Here he is, trying to make the house festive and holy for the holidays, and all she notices is that he’s late for dinner. “Calm down, woman. I’m almost done.”

“You be careful. You’re getting too old for this.”

Too old? Matthew harrumphs and grumbles under his breath.

The ladder wobbles beneath him, and Matthew totters forward to counterbalance the backward motion. He suddenly finds himself leaning sideways as the ladder slides along the gutters.

“Matthew?” April screeches.

He can’t even find the words to respond. His hands reach out, searching for anything to stop the downward fall. His nails scratch at the siding before there is nothing left to grab, and then his body smacks into the concrete below the eaves, pinned by the ladder. Matthew tries to take a breath, to do something, but no air enters his lungs. A high-pitched scream penetrates his head, and darkness smothers him until there is nothing left.

 

I came back to myself with a whimper, wrapping my arms around my torso and trying to get the lingering remnants of the scream out of my head. My neck ached, my body sore as if I’d just bashed it against rocks.

“Jayne?” Aaron crouched next to me, still holding me upright. “Are you okay? Did you See something?”

I blinked, trying to contain the tears. I can spend minutes in a vision, but time doesn’t pass for anyone around me. For Aaron, I had simply toppled over. My whole body trembled. Twice in one day was too much. “I’m okay,” I whispered.

“Are you all right?” the man—Matthew—asked as he reached us, Charlie behind him. I dropped my eyes. The lemon scent had passed now that I’d received the message, but I felt uncomfortable, as if I knew one of his intimate secrets.

“Fine. We were just about to go in,” Aaron said. He clapped his hands, and Charlie ran to him. “Thanks for bringing my dog back.”

“Nice dog you have,” Matthew said, as if he wanted to stay and chat. 

But I didn’t want to. I leaned into Aaron and let him usher me down the sidewalk.

“Can you help him?” Aaron murmured, his voice soft in my ear.

I glanced over my shoulder. Matthew had sat down on the pier at the public beach a few yards over and pulled a pile of envelopes from his pocket. Even as I watched, he opened one, removing a letter to read it.

It’s the small things that get me. Soon the mail would be arriving to a deceased addressee.

I turned away and pulled out my cell phone. “No. He’s an adult. He belongs to Karta.” I still didn’t know how to contact my sister goddess. “I’ll ask Laima to tell her.”

I stopped walking so I could send a message. Charlie left us to chase a squirrel, and then returned to collapse at Aaron’s feet, panting. I had just put my phone away when a loud splash came from the ocean behind us. I spun around in time to see Matthew disappear into the water off the end of the pier.

Aaron whirled around, poised to run. “Was that it?” he demanded. “Did he die by drowning?”

I shook my head. “No. No, it wasn’t that way. He must be looking for something in the water.” But why would he jump in with all his clothes on?

We both stood there for several seconds, waiting breathlessly for the man to emerge. 

“Jayne!” Aaron said, shooting an alarmed look at me and taking off toward the shore.

I stumbled after him, my mind wreathed in confusion. “This isn’t how he dies, Aaron!” I called out.

“Call 911!” he shouted at me before diving into the water.

I halted and pulled my phone back out, my hands shaking. “It’s okay,” I told myself. “He won’t die.” He couldn’t. I’d Seen his death. 

I finished dialing 911. When the dispatcher answered, I blurted out, “He jumped into the water by the pier and hasn’t come out yet. And my boyfriend went in after him!” My feet wouldn’t hold still, and I paced a small circle, more concerned for Aaron than the mysterious man. That man wasn’t destined to die this way, but Aaron very well could.

I gave the dispatcher the address. The woman on the other line kept talking, but I barely heard her. My heart thumped in my ears and I counted the seconds. Breathe, I reminded myself. 

And then Aaron’s head broke the water. He gasped before plunging under again.

“Aaron!” I cried, dropping the phone and running toward him.

He bobbed up again, this time hauling something large behind him. My heart sank when I saw the man. “It can’t be,” I whispered.

I dropped beside Aaron and tugged on Matthew’s arm, helping drag him up the rocky shore. Aaron ripped open Matthew’s shirt and started the familiar chest compressions. I knelt beside them, chewing my fingernails, unbelieving. This absolutely could not be happening. My visions were never wrong.

Sirens approached, deafening as an ambulance and a firetruck parked next to the commons. Charlie yelped and barked excitedly, and I was shoved out of the way as professionals took over. I looped a finger through Charlie’s collar and stood there staring, waiting for them to breathe life back into Matthew, waiting for him to cough and jerk upright, spew ocean water from his lungs.

Moving like a movie on fast forward, the paramedics grabbed him up, tossed him onto a gurney, and hauled him into the ambulance. In moments they had closed the door and driven off.

Someone stepped up to Aaron, asking him questions and writing down what he said. Still I didn’t move. I stared at the spot where Matthew had been. He had to be fine. Whatever was wrong wasn’t permanent. The paramedics would work on him, the doctors would do their best, and he would live.

“Jayne.” 

I snapped out of it when Aaron hooked his finger under my chin and lifted my face. 

“It’s over, Jayne. Let’s go.” His face was pale and drawn, a weariness in his blue eyes that I’d never seen before. His wet hair clung to the sides of his face, and his fingers chilled my skin.

“He’s—he’s not going to die,” I said, my teeth chattering. “I know it.”

“Well, we did what we could.” He started to pull me away from the scene, but I stopped him. I tugged on his arm, my whole body convulsing.

“I Saw it, Aaron. I Saw it. He was putting up Christmas lights on the house. His wife came out and called him to dinner. And the ladder slipped, and he fell. He fell on the concrete and died. I Saw it, Aaron!”

“Maybe it was just a daydream.” His voice sounded so tired, so exhausted, but it was his words that pinched my heart. Doubt. He doubted me.

“No, it wasn’t!” I cried.

“Jayne!” he shouted, and I cringed at the tone of his voice. “I can’t do this right now. That man just drowned, and I couldn’t save him. I waited a second too long, because you—” He broke off and scrubbed a hand over his face.

I trembled inside. I knew Aaron was upset, but he didn’t need to be. That man wasn’t going to die. “Matthew,” I whispered. “His name is Matthew. And his wife is April.” I shuddered as the memory of the vision swept through me. I still felt it, as real as if it had just happened. 

Aaron dropped his hand from his face and studied me with bloodshot eyes. Exhaling, he pulled me into his chest and crushed me against him. His wet clothes clung to me. “You’re shaking, Jayne. Come inside, I’ll make you a cup of tea.”

“No.”  I didn’t want his mom to see me this way. “No.” I searched my skirt for the pocket with the car keys. 

“Let me drive you home, at least. You’re in no state to drive.”

I shook my head. “I’ll be fine.” My head buzzed. I needed to get home. Needed to write my theories down and light my sweet pea candle. That one scent could soothe away the trauma of a vision.

Aaron reached out and clutched my hand. “Don’t go.” 

I glanced up at him and realized he didn’t want me to stay for my sake. There was a haunted, vulnerable expression on his face. I softened a little, but the urgent energy in my heart, the one making my feet tap dance on the gravel, wouldn’t let me stay. I pressed the palm of my hand against his jaw. “I’ve got to figure this out. I have to. Other lives could depend on it.” 

I leaned forward and kissed him, and again he grasped my body, cradling me to him. I knew from the way he held me that I had to go now, or I wouldn’t leave at all. I pressed another kiss to his lips and pulled away, my mind already at home. I’d prove it to him. I’d show him I wasn’t wrong.

“I’ll call you,” I said.

He still stood there as I pulled away from the curb.  A thread of guilt wormed its way into my heart, but I shoved it aside. Everything would be fine. Matthew would live and Aaron would believe me. He’d see. 

I refrained from texting Laima on the way home, my hands planted on the steering wheel and my attention focused on the road. Last thing I needed tonight was a ticket. 

Mom was at the kitchen table, current home listings and recently sold comps spread around her. She sounded slightly distracted when she spoke. “How was dinner with Aaron?”

A complete disaster. 

That answer would earn me a long drawn out talk, and I didn’t have time for that. “It was fun. I have a bit of homework, so I’m going to bed.”

She glanced up at me, but I stayed in the shadowy entryway where she couldn’t get a good look at my face. “Sure. Anything you want to talk about?”

“Nope. I’m good. Good night.”

“Good night,” she echoed.

 I took the stairs two at a time. Shutting myself in my room, I sent Laima another text, the only form of communication I had with the goddess.

So that man I mentioned for Karta. Something crazy happened. He jumped into the ocean instead. That
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