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Chapter One

 


 Nate

 


Death followed us like a stray dog hungry
for scraps. The cold screech of metal against ice echoed across the
cemetery as the coffin descended into the frozen earth. That
discordant squealing would wake every ghost within twenty miles.
The diggers took an extra two days to get through the icy ground.
It had frozen solid. As far as services go, to say it was quiet
would have been an understatement. I’d say silent as the grave but
I knew better. The dead were anything but quiet. Annie, Dad, Cora,
and I shaped a pitiful half circle opposite the local minister, our
heads bowed.

The arctic winter had been brutal and like a
tornado, did not discriminate. Cora’s mother got sick not long
after Dad and I moved back into the house. It took a few months to
repair the burnt out sections, but we managed to get the majority
of the building work done ourselves. Even so, black charring
remained visible under the fresh cream paint. Each line and blur a
creepy reminder of the fire that almost killed me.

Cora clung to me as though I were the only
thing holding her to this world. Her weight pressed against my side
and the bite of her jagged, chewed fingernails drew blood where
they dug giant craters into my palms. Had I taken a step to the
right, she would fall, no question. Damp tears spilled from her
face onto the lapel of my coat. I pressed a kiss to the top of her
shawl-covered head, squeezing her tight.

The sky chose that moment to spread a light
dusting of snow over the deserted cemetery. Individual snowflakes
floated down, landing on the fur neck lining of Cora’s coat and
eyelashes. They rested there for a split second before dissolving
into tiny droplets of water. She coughed and sniffed, then returned
her face back into the warmth of my coat.

The coffin reached the bottom of the grave
with a muffled thud and the minister muttered a final few words.
Each of us stared down until the minister concluded the service and
nodded in our direction. Annie and Dad stepped forward then one at
a time, and placed the white roses they’d been holding at the foot
of the coffin. Annie turned and kissed me on the cheek.

“Look after Cora, she will need you, now
more than ever.”

Cora’s chest heaved. She was shivering. I
rubbed her arm vigorously in an attempt to infuse warmth into her
body.

“I will.”

Annie stepped back and Dad moved closer,
taking my hand and giving it a solemn shake.

“We’ll see you at home. Both of you.” He
squeezed Cora’s shoulder. “I don’t want you in that house on your
own.” Dad’s voice took a kind but authoritarian tone. It surprised
me how he’d become such a stabilizing force over the past months. I
watched them go as Dad led Annie over to Josh’s grave at the top of
the hill.

They had both asked me what Cora might do
now. They weren’t keen on the idea of her living on her own,
especially after everything that happened last year. Cora had been
isolated for long enough and needed to finish school. Dad had
declared this over spaghetti and meatballs the other night.

Cora wouldn’t have a bar of it.

I’d forgotten the minister was there until
he coughed, covering his face with a small cloth. He bowed his head
and tucked his Bible back into his robes.

“I’m so sorry, my dear.” Then he shuffled
off toward the church.

A fierce gust of wind whistled through the
trees, unsettling the snow that rested on their branches. Cora
stiffened. An unfriendly prickle ran across my shoulders and down
my spine. A group of nesting birds took fright and scattered in a
cacophony of sound. Amongst the screeching, someone called my
name.

“Did you say something?” I asked Cora, but
she didn’t respond.

My head snapped up. Again, the peculiar
voice of the wind repeated my name, clear as a bell.

I scanned the cemetery back and forth,
searching for the source. Heavy layers of snow iced each tombstone.
Several headstones at the back of the grounds had moved over the
years and sat at jagged, odd angles. My gaze rested on the two
biggest trees either side of the wrought iron gate. Light and
movement shimmered through the lowest branches. I strained to focus
but couldn’t make out anything solid. It was too far away.

“Cora, do you see that?” I pointed to where
I’d seen the unnatural glow, like someone playing with a mirror in
the sun.

Cora’s head lifted. “See what?”

When I looked back, nothing but orange light
from the setting sun peered through the tree boughs, spilling like
egg yolk across the white snow. There was no sign of anything
unusual. I sighed. My mind played tricks on me all too often. Ever
since Josh died, a feeling of being watched followed me wherever I
went. It helped to think that Josh perhaps watched over us.

Cora’s body slumped against me and her chest
heaved. I caught her around the waist before she collapsed into two
inches of soft, powdered snow. Dark shadows and puffy rings circled
her eyes. Her perfect skin now marked with more lines than a road
map.

Long, gray shadows replaced the sunlight as
night moved in. With each breath, cold entered my body catching in
my chest. It made breathing difficult and painful. We had to move.
Cora and I would end up statues if we stayed any longer. I tucked
Cora’s thick braids down her back and pulled the hood up onto her
head. Cora had been adamant she wanted to go back to her house, but
there was no way I’d leave her alone. Not today. She could fight
with me later.

“Come on.” I scooped Cora up in my arms. Her
head dropped and rolled into my neck. A shiver trickled down my
back, raising the hairs on my arms as we turned around and walked
out of the cemetery.

I slid Cora from my arms and into the
passenger seat of Josh’s Jeep. I guess you could call it my Jeep
now. Annie told me Josh would want me to have it. I wasn’t so sure.
He had only known me three weeks and must have had better friends
than me, but Annie wouldn’t take no for an answer. Stubbornness
must have been hereditary. I said I’d look after it but only until
she could find a buyer. In all honesty though, I hoped she
wouldn’t. It felt like I’d known Josh my whole life.

The key cranked in the ignition and the Jeep
rumbled to life. Ice-cold air blasted us from the open vents. I
slammed them shut then thumped the dash more than once in a vain
attempt to get the heater to work. No joy.

“Shit. We need to get home.”

Cora convulsed with a hollow, barking cough
at each bump in the road. I should never have let her stay out in
the cold this long. What was I thinking?

By the time I pulled up out the front of my
place, the dark of night had erased any sign of the previous day.
Cora’s breathing had evened out. She had fallen asleep. The torment
and anguish of the last few weeks hid in the steady rise and fall
of her chest.

For a split second, I was angry at Cora’s
mother. Angry at her for leaving. Angry for taking away the only
family Cora had left. I collected Cora from the car, careful not to
wake her. This should have been such a happy time for them. Cora’s
eighteenth birthday and Christmas all rolled into one.

****

I hated leaving Cora on her own. Dad had
left for work early and taken Annie to the general store that she
owned and ran in Bainbridge on his way.

Cora acted fine, but I could tell she wasn’t
right, like she held things locked inside. Things she would
normally share with me. There was nothing wrong with me wanting to
keep an eye on her. Dad had agreed to let her stay for as long as
she needed.

I crept in to the downstairs spare room and
set the breakfast tray on the table beside the bed. The sweet,
glorious smell of fresh cooked maple bacon made my stomach lurch
and growl. It was one of Cora’s favorites and I hoped it would
entice her to eat. Cora hid under the bed covers except for a few
strands of stray hair sticking to the pillow.

I reached out, running my hand across the
coat of fresh dried paint. All but a few scorched boards had been
replaced and the floorboards were all new. The room held the faint
odor. Strangely, I liked the sharpness of it and over time it would
fade, but it would take more than a lick of paint to erase the
memories.

The coffee mug rattled as I knocked the tray
with my knee.

“Shit!” I lunged for the tray, catching it
before the contents spilled all over the brand new plush
carpet.

Muffled groans came from beneath the duvet.
The thick down quilt hung down one side of the bed revealing her
bare foot dangling over the edge. Even her feet were perfect. I
admired the soft line in the arch of her foot, resisting the urge
to reach out and touch it. Instead, I peeled back the top corner
revealing the red pool of hair. The richness of it caught me by
surprise as it did every time I saw it. You’d think I’d be used to
it by now, but Cora’s lush hair and the delicate rose scent that
followed her made my heart race.

Hair clung to her face. I swept back a
tangled clump and had to bite back the shock. Cora’s cheeks were
pale and sunken. Bony ridges protruded from underneath her skin and
sweat beaded across her forehead. When I pressed the pillow, sweat
stuck to my fingers. Her mother’s death had hit Cora harder than I
realized.

Cora rolled over. Her breath left her like
air out a balloon. I put a hand on her forehead and felt the sudden
sting of heat and the clamminess of fever.

“Cora, you okay?” She shivered and her foot
snapped back under the covers. “Cora?”

“Go. Away.”

“What’s wrong?” I sat on the edge of the bed
and rubbed her shoulder.

“Leave me alone.” It didn’t even sound like
her.

“I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s
wrong. Sit up and talk to me.” I rested my hand on her
shoulder.

“No!” She threw both hands across her head,
recoiling from me. A childish sense of hurt ripped at my
insides.

There was a loud crash from the other side
of the room. I flew off the bed and spun in the direction of the
clatter. The painting on the opposite wall swung back and forth,
dangling on its hook. Cora had painted it for me not long ago. I’d
been meaning to shift it to a wall in my room. It was our private
place by the lake with the little red rowboat moored to the bank.
The small canvas shuddered then fell to the floor after sliding
completely free of its hook. It hit the floor with a bang, coming
to rest lopsided against the wall.

I bent down to collect the small item, but
before I could reach for the picture, Cora made a guttural sound
that raised every hair on my body.

“That’s it, I’m calling a doctor.” There was
no way in hell I could leave her like this.

“Don’t!” She grabbed my hand as I approached
the bed. “Please, don’t.”

“You’re not well.” Fever radiated from every
inch of her skin.

“I said no.” Cora’s hand slipped from my arm
as if it caused her physical pain to hold on any longer. She
slumped back, face first into the soaked pillow. Soft sobs echoed
around the small, barely furnished room.

“Tell me what you need.” I thrust my hands
through my hair, yanking handfuls until it hurt.

An ice cold chill slipped in through the
window. I certainly didn’t remember leaving it open. I dashed
toward it, ready to pull it shut when I stopped. A curl of frost
crept across the glass, blossoming into intricate patterns from
bottom to top.

“What the?” My breath materialized in front
of me in a puff of translucent white cloud.

I didn’t have time to debate whether this
was good or perhaps not so good. Every instinct told me to run and
take Cora with me. I stormed toward the bed, arms out-stretched. No
sooner had I bent down to scoop Cora up out of the bed, the window
shook.

The exploding glass showered us with razor
sharp, jagged pieces of glass. In an instant, I’d hurled myself
over Cora. I didn’t dare look up. Bitter cold air blasted in
through the gaping hole in the wall.

“Don’t move.” I pushed myself up and brushed
sharp fragments from my clothes and sprinkled them onto the floor.
I checked Cora from head to toe. She hadn’t been hurt as far as I
could see. I brushed my forehead with my sleeve. Bright red blood
soaked into my shirt like ink on blotting paper. I’d survive. For
now I had to block the window.

I positioned myself next to the cupboard
against the wall and pressed my shoulder into it, heaving until I
felt movement. It edged across the floor one inch, and then another
until it came to rest in front of the hole in the wall. I’d fix it
properly once I had Cora moved somewhere warmer.

“I can’t control it,” came a hushed voice.
Cora had sat up and clutched her knees to her chest. Her hair hung
over her legs like a raging red waterfall.

“Control what, Cora? I need to get you out
of here; it’s bloody freezing. Come on.” I grabbed her hand but she
snapped it back.

“Come on. You’ll freeze.” Maybe I wasn’t
being clear enough. I put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed,
giving it a gentle tug. Her head rocked side to side but she never
looked up.

“Just leave me here.” She sobbed.

“Don’t be stupid.” I brushed the hair from
her face and took her chin in my hand. After a moment of
resistance, she gave in, raising her head and opening her eyes.

I stumbled backward, tripping over the
corner of the rug. Cora’s eyes. Deep blue oceans I could drown in.
Only they weren’t blue anymore. They were green, emerald green,
crackling and alive with flecks of glowing, pulsing silver.



Chapter Two

 


 Cora

 


Nate’s goodbye kiss lingered where his lips
had crashed onto mine. His urgency always left me breathless, but
this morning it felt like he thought I might vanish before his very
eyes. From time to time, he looked at me like I’m not real, some
kind of vision. I’m terrified one of these days he’ll realize I am
in fact human, and it will devastate him.

The half empty bottle of Mother’s favorite
perfume sat on the bathroom countertop, untouched. A gossamer thin
layer of dust had formed on the black lid of expensive designer
perfume. My finger left a clean track in its wake. It had only been
a week. One week. How dare the dirt settle on Mother’s things so
soon. But I knew I had as much chance of stopping dust as I could
stop the sun from setting. I picked up the bottle and swiped it
with my sleeve then removed the cap. I sprayed a fine mist along my
inside wrist. The familiar licorice scent lingered in my mind and
replayed memories of my childhood. I placed the glass bottle back
on the ledge.

Home. Where was that now?

Nate had brought me here a couple of days
ago. Emptiness engulfed each room, leaving the colors faded and
bleak. This place, this house had been my home my entire life.
Annie and Chris meant well and worried about me being here on my
own, but I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. People made me
uncomfortable, and being here brought me closer to Mother
somehow.

There hadn’t been any
more episodes of
late. Maybe whatever illness it was had left for good. I stared at
my reflection in the bathroom mirror, inspecting each freckle,
line, and mark on my face. My breath left a circle of fog on the
glass. I tugged my left eyelid down with my finger and turned my
head to one side, watching my pupils follow. Who did these eyes
belong to? They certainly weren’t mine. My eyes were blue, dark
blue. Not these unfamiliar green discs that watched me
inquisitively.

Tomorrow I’d promise myself that I’d accept
it and move on. But for now, the face in the mirror was not my own.
I finished brushing my hair and, grabbing a band from the drawer,
pulled it into a tight ponytail and headed downstairs.

The living room and kitchen were silent.
Though Mother never liked a lot of noise, her presence always gave
the house a rich warmth. I always made sure her favorite vanilla
and cinnamon rolls were freshly baked and ready whenever she needed
one. Now the oven sat dormant and no sweet spices scented the
kitchen.

I didn’t know if I wanted coffee or tea so I
decided on neither. Mother’s chair by the window sat empty. The
smell of smoky pine wafted over from the combustion stove as it
hissed and crackled. A few rays of sun burst through the window
from behind a cloud. The hair on my arms rose in response. I closed
my eyes and let the delicious heat spread through my body. I never
liked being inside, even more so with Mother gone. I snatched my
cherry-red snow coat from its hook on the door and locked the door
behind me.

I let out a giant breath and the tension I’d
been holding slipped from my shoulders. The gnarled old trees were
my friends and being amongst them gave me strength. The narrow path
to Pike Lake hid beneath two inches of snow, but that didn’t bother
me. I could find my way blindfolded.

Snow crunched beneath the rubber soles of my
boots. I broke through the last line of trees onto the banks of
Pike Lake. The surface hadn’t frozen over but glistening ice
crystals had formed around the edges. It wouldn’t be long before
the surface was transformed into a giant sheet of glass. A fog hung
low like a blanket across the lake. I crouched down and gazed into
the clear pool. Pebbles shimmered and blurred with a wave of my
finger across the top of the water. My reflection rippled in small
circles that grew larger as they moved outward.

I half stood but stopped as something about
my mirror image drew my attention. The face looked like mine. I
looked closer. Definitely me. I threw a cursory glance over my
shoulder to be sure that I was very much alone. When I turned back
to look at the water, I observed the face staring back at me. Red
wavy hair hung neat and loose around the image’s face. My fingers
instinctively went to the back of my head. The band at the nape of
my neck held my hair back tight. I scooped up the thick bunch of
hair and let it run through my fingers and fall back across my
shoulder.

The answer lies within your blood.

I spun around. The voice had come from
behind me. Or in front of me? I couldn’t tell. I should head home.
I’d been out here too long. The hushed whisperings of winter could
fool the hardiest souls. A chilling gust whistled through the trees
and clouds shadowed the ground and darkened the sky. I shivered and
pulled my hood up, bringing it tight around my face and under my
chin.

When I looked back in the water at the
lake’s edge, the face was again mine. I thought the hallucinations
had gone away at last. It would seem that they had started
again.

It could have been midnight, for all the
light getting through the forest tree’s thick canopy. A sense of
foreboding lurked in the air. I rubbed my neck and massaged the
ache in my shoulders. It wasn’t the cold that bothered me. I
enjoyed the solitude of winter. The sense of having no purpose
haunted me more than strange voices.

What did I do now? My sole purpose since I
was twelve years old had been taking care of Mother. I can’t
remember a time when she didn’t need me. My steps were unsteady as
I turned away from the lake’s edge and back toward the forest. I
should be getting home but my legs and feet stopped carrying me
forward.

Why? Why did I need to go home? Other than
for shelter, no one needed me there. Nate was all I had left. He
was my reason for breathing and now the sole reason I got up every
morning. The thought of harm coming to Nate made my heart hammer in
my chest even harder. I jammed my hands deep into my coat pockets
and focused on letting oxygen flow into my lungs.

In a single moment of clarity, I knew. I
mean, I knew I loved Nate; that was without question. But if I
didn’t have him in my life, it would be nothing but vacuous
space.

I brushed snow off the fallen tree trunk and
sat down. My thinking tree. Nate and I came here often to sit and
talk, read, or watch the day simply pass us by. I piled up handful
after handful of snow, heaping them on top of each other until a
small avalanche rolled off the log and into a heap on the
ground.

You are the key.

I leapt off the log landing two feet
together, crushing the peak of snow beneath my shoes.

“Who’s there?” I shoved my fists into my
hips and squared my shoulders. If there was someone there, they
didn’t know who they were messing with.

The rustling of leaves came from above and a
sprinkling of disturbed snow flittered down in front of my face.
The flapping of beating wings and the call of a solitary bird
echoed overhead. I caught sight of white feathers tipped with black
before they disappeared above the trees and out of sight.

“Is anyone there?” I called out again, but I
had a feeling I wouldn’t get a response.

 The softness of the voice
rolled around my head as I lingered amongst the tall trees on my
way back home.

I am the key. The answer
is within my blood. What did that
mean?

I knew better than anyone not to ignore
signs and portents. While my mother had been blind, she could sense
things. Not in that she could predict the future, but she had a way
of knowing a person’s path. Mother had first told me of the family
curse when Dad died. I don’t know how many times I sat huddled in
my room in tears, desperate to have a normal family.

Mother did everything she could to soften
the impact this would have on my life and I wanted for nothing. For
the most part, I coped well with the thought I’d always be on my
own. It helped me build inner strength. But as I grew older, some
nights when the snow piled up to the windows and cold permeated
every inch of the house, I longed to find a friend to share my
secrets with.

I loved Nate and he had survived, hadn’t he?
We destroyed the curse. It held no sway over me anymore. Had it
been worth it? Nate was alive, yes but I often found him staring
off into the distance, a vacant look on his face like he was
somewhere else entirely. Josh hadn’t fared so well. A sudden shot
of pain in my gut doubled me over like I’d been hit square in the
stomach. Guilt dragged my shoulders down. My own selfish fear of
losing Nate had cost Josh his life.

Thoughts of dark magic, curses, and
whispered messages in the forest consumed me as I broke through the
last line of forest trees before reaching the house. I needed
answers, and apparently, they were in my blood. I prayed I didn’t
have to bleed to find them.

I headed up the porch steps and reached for
the front door. A curious bristling spread across my skin and up my
neck in warning. I was sure I’d shut and locked the door before I
left. We didn’t get visitors out here.

“Hello?” I called out before lightly pushing
the door with my hand. It swung open, leaving me standing in the
darkened doorway. The antique clock chimed two in the afternoon. I
picked up the fire iron that leaned against the wall before taking
a cautious step inside. I scanned the room, nothing seemed out of
place, no furniture was disturbed or valuables missing that I could
see.

The warm glow of light trickled down from
the top of the stairs. I replayed my memory for some recollection
of leaving the light on. No, I flicked it on and off three times. I
sounded each flick of the switch in my head. One… Two… Three… My
blood flow pulsed loud in my ears. Every hair on my body stuck out
like prickles on a cactus. I swallowed hard. Step by step, I edged
toward the staircase.

The middle step creaked under my weight. I
froze and listened for any signs of movement. The house remained
silent. After another breath, I tiptoed up the remaining steps to
the top of the landing. My room at the end of the hallway was
shrouded in darkness with the door ajar, as I’d left it. Nothing
seemed out of order in the bathroom either. I turned toward
Mother’s room.

I hadn’t been in that room, at all. The
gentle, warm glow of the bedside lamp flowed from underneath the
closed door. I didn’t dare breathe. Paper rustled and shoes
scuffled back and forth across the wooden floorboards. My toe
clipped the runner causing me to hit the wall with my shoulder,
hard. Pain washed over me and I bit down on my lip drawing blood to
stop myself from screaming out.

The sounds from the other side of the door
ceased. I swallowed the lump in my throat. I had two options. The
first, I could back away and run or I could face whoever had broken
into my home and had the nerve to ransack my mother’s bedroom.

The day I run away from fear is the day hell
freezes over. I raised the fire iron up like a sword and reached
out for the door handle.

The door swung open faster than I’d expected
and I stumbled forward, landing heavily on one knee. I ignored the
pain and shot back up to my feet and jabbed the iron blindly in
front of me.

“Please, put that away.” The smooth, deep
voice caught me off guard. I looked up.

The young man standing in front of me
couldn’t have been older than I. His dark chocolate eyes narrowed
and the corners of his mouth slid upward showing perfect, white
teeth.

He stepped toward me but I stabbed out, the
fire iron heavy in my hand.

“Cora. Stop.” He grabbed my wrist. I
flinched at the alarming warmth and softness of his touch. He took
the fire iron from my grip and placed it down on the bed without
unlocking his gaze from mine.

“Who are you?” My voice cracked.

“That’s not important, not yet, anyway.” The
words dripped from his lips like melted butter.

“Who … I mean … uh, what were you doing?”
His deep blue shirt hugged broad, square shoulders. Well defined
muscles threatened to burst out of the expensive looking fabric. I
swallowed. What on earth was I thinking? This crazy man has broken
into my home, who knows what for. He could be about to kill me and
I’m admiring his muscle definition? I really was going crazy. Get
your shit together, Cora.

If he was after valuables, he wouldn’t find
much in here. All the expensive stuff was very well hidden.

“There’s nothing here.” I widened my stance
and pushed my shoulders out. A feeble attempt at showing strength
and a presence I certainly didn’t feel.

“Do you know who you are, Cora?”

He knew my name. How did he know my name? I
took a step back but my heel caught on the edge of the floor rug.
My body hovered in the air for a split second before I tumbled to
the ground, landing with an ungraceful thud on the floor.

“Jesus!” I grabbed at my ankle, rubbing the
area that now was alive with pain.

“Not quite.” His laugh was low, hypnotic. He
flashed a grin and held out his hand. I assumed he wanted to help
me from the floor. I ignored the offer of assistance and pushed
myself upright, trying not to wince as I put weight down on my
ankle. My gaze locked on to the flooring exposed by the pushed up
rug. There was a small, rectangle hole in the floor where a board
should have been. When I looked up, the intruder held something in
his hand. It looked like old paper of some kind.

He took a step, closing the gap between us
and invading my personal space. I edged backward until I was
pressed up against the wall. He extended his long arm over my
shoulder and leaned over me, blocking my way out. I could see right
into his eyes and his breath smelled of freshly brewed coffee.

“You can’t stop this.”

I ducked to escape underneath his arms, but
he was faster than I ever thought possible. I don’t think I even
saw him move. His fingers curled around my arm in a vice-like grip.
I tried in desperation to wriggle free but his hold only tightened.
A burning sensation seared up my arm as he pressed deeper into my
flesh.

“Let. Me. Go!” I shook my arm and kicked out
with my foot. I connected with something, but if it hurt him, he
didn’t give any sign. The greedy smirk never left his face and his
eyes sizzled with gold streaks. I couldn’t breathe. I had seen eyes
like his before.

I opened my mouth to speak, but words
wouldn’t come. Heat flared in my neck and my blood was on fire. I
caught a glimpse of my reflection in the dresser mirror. The man in
the blue shirt had his face pressed up against my shoulder with my
coat and shirt pushed back. A thick trail of oozing, rich red blood
ran from bite marks on my bare skin.

“What’s happening?” My vision blurred but I
forced my eyes open in an attempt to maintain consciousness. But it
was a losing battle. “I’m dying.” The words sounded hollow and
rattled around my head.

“No.” His whispers caressed my ear. “You
have so much power. I need you, Cora. And you need me. You just
don’t know it yet.”

In one last ditch effort, I stretched up,
scraping my nails across the flushed pink flesh of his cheek. He
sucked in a quick breath, releasing me.

I didn’t know which way was up, down, left
or right. The fog in my brain wouldn’t clear and left me scrabbling
for the door.

“Shh, Cora, don’t fight it.” He curled his
fingers around my wrist.

If this is how I would die, then so be it. I
could be free of being weighed down by guilt. Guilt over Josh,
Nate, my mother. Black spots and blood red swirls danced before my
eyes before I blacked out.

****

I swatted at the ceaseless buzzing in my
ears but only managed to hit myself in the head. The sudden impact
jolted me back into consciousness. The chair I’d been sitting on
flew out from underneath me and crashed against the wall.

I managed to stay on my feet, but barely.
How did I get here? Then the memory hit me with the force of a
speeding train. My hand clapped on to my shoulder, but where I
expected to find sticky hot blood, there was no trace of
injury.

My thoughts were jumbled, flitting around my
head like a thousand fireflies. I caught sight of my coat and
gloves hanging on the back of the front door. Had I put them there
when I came in? I didn’t remember taking them off. I came straight
in and went upstairs after seeing the front door open. It didn’t
add up.

I crept up the stairs toward Mother’s
bedroom. The door was wide open, but there was no other sign of
anyone having been here. Unless the stranger had hidden in the
closet, the room was empty. My gut relaxed and nothing appeared out
of the ordinary. I took a step inside.

My gaze dropped to the floor where the white
latched rug lay flat and undisturbed. I bent down and flipped the
rug in half.

Finding nothing, I threw it back into place.
The room sat untouched with not a single sign that anything had
happened. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe I was going insane.



Chapter Three

 


 Nate

 


I steered the Jeep past half a dozen Mazdas,
RAV4s, and Hondas. One solitary car park remained at the end of the
school parking lot. The Jeep shuddered as the snow tires I’d put on
only recently gripped the road before the car came to a halt. I
opened the door and got out, snow crunching under my feet. Cold
splashed up my jeans, soaking through to my skin. I regretted not
wearing my waterproofs today. Now I’d end up cold all the way
through, all damn day.

The grounds were bleached in white and
varying shades of gray. A blanket of depression thrown over the
world and taking color with it. Groups of students scuttled from
their cars in twos and threes toward the relative safety and warmth
of the school buildings. No one hung out in the car park, a common
before-school custom. For once I was glad.

I hooked my backpack over my arm then shut
the door. I sucked in a deep breath and hugged my arms around
myself. Winters in Atlanta were cold, but this took freezing to a
whole new level. A few kids noticed me as I crossed the parking
lot, but pulled their hoods up and headed in the other
direction.

Since Josh’s death, other students didn’t
know what to do or say to me. At first they were full of apologies
and condolences, but now I may as well have been infected with
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