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      It started the night my parents were murdered. Before that, everything was normal, and even more than normal, it was good. My mother was the kindest, warmest woman anyone was sure to meet. Unfortunately, she suffered some minor lunacy. Not to say she was completely mad, but she often had completely irrational ideas seeded in her head. Nobody was sure where they came from. For example, she was convinced I was photosensitive, so much so that the sunlight would destroy me, burn me up like a fledging vampire.

      My father, on the other hand, was a businessman—a banker. He was intelligent and hardworking. Even through my mother’s “episodes,” as he called them, he loved her completely. He stood by her through everything. Her ravings sometimes drove him to such annoyance it would border rage, but he never struck her, never shouted at her, never even so much as spoke to her harshly.

      As for me, I often wondered if I was really their son. After all, I clearly didn’t inherit my looks from either my mother or my father nor was I crazy or have any aspirations of being a businessman of any kind. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to be, but I did know it involved something beautiful, something artistic. My father always told me I was too smart for my own good and that business was where I belonged. Perhaps he was right. “Genius” I wouldn’t say was the right word to describe me, but when he used it, it sounded right. For years I dealt with my mother’s beliefs of my photosensitivity and even began to believe her. She never let me outside during the daylight, and when my father argued over it, she simply started sobbing uncontrollably, saying that he was trying to kill her baby. It would usually take him hours to soothe her when she got like that.

      Caring for my mother was my job growing up, as my father worked all the time. Outside of school, it was all I ever did. Of course, I was homeschooled during the day—private tutors so I could stay indoors to appease my mother. I never complained about his work nor did my mother. He made a lot of money to take care of us and provide for us. I guess in a way, I was proud of him. I hoped someday to make him proud of me, no matter what I chose to do or to be.

      His providing for us lasted only so long. His business partner, Matthias Castlebar, turned out to be a crook. He destroyed my father almost effortlessly by simply accusing him of embezzlement. I was young, so at the time, I didn’t understand exactly what was happening, but I did know my father was an honest man and that Castlebar’s accusations were completely false. My father lost everything, and the money would only last us so long. It was then that I took up my father’s place as provider. We needed money, so I went out one evening to find a job. Is it possible that one event can forever change the course of destiny? Or is it all preordained in some elaborate design of the world? Whatever the answer, I would soon find myself at the crossroads of such an event. This one small change in my daily routine would shape everything I was…and everything I was to become.
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      It wasn’t quite dark yet, just dim enough for my mother to let me out. I walked into the café, early for my shift. My manager, Richard, seemed to be in a good mood. He was wiping down the counters and whistling.

      “You’re early,” he said.

      I nodded. “What do you need?”

      “Ah, just refill the coffee. That’s usually all folks come in for during the night.”

      I did as he instructed with my mind set elsewhere—set at home with my crazy, beautiful mother and my now unemployed father. Richard was right; only about three people had come in, and all of them ordered coffee.

      Time passed quickly, and by the time I was finished wiping down the counters again, it was already midnight. There was still a man there, sipping his coffee. He was older, white hair and white stubble of a forming beard. There was something about him that seemed very sad. He was all by himself, staring into his coffee before he’d take another sip. I was about to tell him we were closing, but he beat me to it.

      “I see you’re getting ready to close up,” he said. “I’m sorry to keep you. I needed a place to seclude myself for the night. I’ve found my caffeine limit.” He broke into a dry, sputtered laugh. “Redline,” he continued. “Walter Redline. You are?”

      I didn’t respond. I tried to think of something—anything but my own name. “Clem.”

      “Clem?”

      I nodded.

      “Nice to meet you, Clem.”

      Something about him intrigued me deeply, and for some reason, my curiosity got the better of me. Moments later, I found myself sitting beside him, staring into his eyes as he spoke.

      “I recently lost someone who meant everything to me.”

      I stared at him for a moment. “How?”

      He smiled synthetically. “I’m a researcher. I found something that I feel I need to protect him from. My grandson.”

      “Something…bad?”

      He nodded. “Something dangerous.”

      I pulled my eyebrows together.

      “Oh, don’t be worried,” he sputtered in laughter again. “It’s nothing you need to worry about.”

      We talked about a number of different subjects and somehow came to the topic of literature; he seemed to absolutely love it.

      “Frankenstein,” he said. “One of my favorites. Inspired me, you know.”

      “Inspired you how?” I asked.

      “Well…I’m a scientist, a professor.”

      “Professor.”

      “Yes. There is something about that book that brought me to believe in the miracle that was Victor Frankenstein’s discoveries.”

      “What you’re saying is that you believe in creating a monster from lifeless matter?”

      He chuckled huskily. “Ever read the book, Clem?”

      I shook my head. “Can’t say that I have.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “I know the story.”

      “Yes, but the creation you speak of was very different than what modern culture assumes.”

      “Is it?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Victor was simply a genius. A genius who unlocked the secrets of nature and set into motion a long and tragic chain of events that show that maybe he was the true villain.”

      I was instantly mesmerized by Mr. Redline’s passion. “So, he wasn’t mad?”

      “Oh no!” he answered. “He was simply brilliant.”

      “Mr. Redline—”

      “Walter. Please…Walter.”

      “Walter. Are you teaching any classes at this time?”

      He shook his head. “I am not. I’m retired, but I would never turn down a young person willing to learn.”

      We talked for hours, and Walter seemed completely interested in everything I had to say. He listened to me the way I dreamed of being listened to. He understood how I wanted to do amazing things in life and how I wanted to be someone who could change the world.

      “If you wouldn’t mind,” he started, “I would love nothing more than a young man with your mind to help me with my research.”

      “My…mind?”

      He smiled. “Someone as brilliant as you are, Clem. If anyone can solve this mystery, it is you.”

      “What…mystery, Mr.—Walter?”

      “The mystery of immortality. If we can somehow discover how life becomes death, we can discover how to stop it…can’t we?”

      Not knowing what to say, I stayed silent. I was so fascinated and engrossed I couldn’t turn away. Immortality! Incredible.

      “Perhaps we could cure my mother,” I said.

      “If we can, I would trust no one more than you.”

      “So you will teach me?”

      He shook my hand. “I would love to.”
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      Walter met me at the café the next night, and we talked. We discussed what he would teach me and how. He handed me a book.

      “Read this,” he said.

      I looked at the cover and almost laughed. “Are you…serious?”

      “Of course I’m serious. Just trust me, and read the book, please.”

      I looked at him strangely and glanced at the book—Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.

      “It’s a story, Walter.”

      He laughed. “So is your life. So read the book so you someday can have a story that people want to read about.”

      I laughed and nodded. “Okay. I understand.”
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      I studied for months with Walter. I studied forensics and anatomy. I studied every subject about the human body, about sickness and death. I could feel something in my blood and my bones, telling me I was close, that something miraculous was approaching, just about to kindle that light in my brain. Obsession set in, making it nearly impossible to sleep or eat. At work, I was like a zombie, only waiting to meet Walter again.

      “You’re gifted,” he had told me.

      An incredible friendship had developed between Walter and me. He believed in me and supported me more than anyone in my life ever had before. I knew he would believe me about that approaching discovery just around the corner. I had all of my notes jotted down in a small red notebook—every thought, every feeling, and every insignificant idea that made a significant difference in the direction my studies were leading me. I was so close. Nobel Prize was on the tip of my tongue.
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      The sobs of my mother wouldn’t stop. For hours, my father tried asking her what was wrong, but all she did was hide her face and continue to ignore him.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Why are you crying?”

      She stood up from the chair and pulled me into an uncomfortably tight hug, weeping in my ear. “I love you, Clem.”

      “All right, all right. I love you too, so why are you crying?”

      “Because you’re going to leave me!” she yelled. “Because you aren’t a baby anymore.”

      I smiled. “I’m not leaving you, Mom. I’m going to stay here for as long as you need me.”

      “I need you forever.”

      “Then I will stay here forever. Okay?”

      She frowned. “Don’t you have to leave tonight?”

      “Yes,” I said. “To go to work, Mom, but I’ll be back, okay?”

      My father sat beside her and continued to soothe her while I left for work. Dealing with my mother’s episode had made me late again. I decided I should cut through the alleyway, save me about ten minutes. On my way, I was aware of every movement in the darkness of the alley. It was strange that I felt nervous. I knew something wasn’t right. I had never been afraid of the dark. I grew up in the dark, lived in the nighttime, but this time…something was not in order; something was misplaced. I could feel so much more since my studies with Walter. I had become in tune with everything around me. Unlocking the secrets of nature had put something in my mind that was able to tell me when danger was near. I was frightened. For the first time in my life, I was truly frightened. That’s when I saw him—a man about six feet tall with an unkempt, shaggy beard, his hair messy and tousled. The dark stranger stared at me solidly, unmoving. His face was rock hard, and he walked toward me, staring at me. My instincts told me to run, to take off in the other direction, but my legs wouldn’t move. My mind was screaming at me to unhinge my limbs and get away, but I still stayed completely still—paralyzed. I tried continuously to unfreeze until I was able to take a few steps back, but at that point, the stranger was already only inches from my face. He shoved me against the wall and held a knife to my throat. My teeth were chattering, and the sweat broke out in beads down my face. I offered him anything I could think of.

      “Take my wallet,” I said. “I don’t have much money, but I swear that’s all I have.”

      He didn’t answer; in fact, he only pressed the blade harder against my skin and smiled at me. He turned me over harshly, and the last thing I saw was a brick wall against my face.

      When I awoke, I felt this sense of heat. It was like nothing I had ever felt before. It was as if the sun had engulfed the Earth and I was being suffocated by it. It was so intense that it was painful. I couldn’t open my eyes; it was like they were glued shut. I kept trying for minutes at a time with no luck. Sweat dripped down my face. That’s when I felt that I wasn’t alone. I could feel the presence of another. I tried to open my eyes again but still couldn’t.

      “Are you all right?” I heard. It was the voice of a woman.

      Finally, my eyes opened, and I was instantly horror stricken by the sight—of the sun. I covered my head with my arms and started screaming, “The sun! Good Lord, get me out of the sun!” I continued to cry out and wail “the sun, the sun” over and over again.

      “My God,” I heard the voice say. “You’re ill.”

      I began sobbing into my hands, and again, I lost consciousness.

      When I came to, the first thing my eyes met was a beautiful face, the face of a woman. She had very small features and clear, fair skin. Her eyes were large and round and shone amber in the light. Her hair was dark and rested in waves past her shoulders. She was stunning.

      “Where am I?” I asked. “And why am I here?”

      “You were screaming,” she said. “You were screaming at me to get you out of the sun.”

      I was terrified then of how I must look. I knew from what my mother had told me that my skin was black and shriveled, and I must have been covered in blisters. Why, then, didn’t I feel pain?

      “My God,” she said. “What happened to you?”

      She would surely turn away in fear, now wouldn’t she? She would run from me in disgust. She touched my neck, and I felt a sting in my skin.

      “What?”

      “You’re cut. You’re cut badly. What happened?”

      I looked down at my hands and body, realizing I wasn’t burned at all. What luck.

      “I…don’t know what happened,” I said. “I was mugged last night. I don’t even remember how I got away.”

      “I’m surprised you’re alive. You’re lucky your throat isn’t slit.”

      I felt the cut where the mugger’s knife had begun to rush through me before I lost consciousness. That’s when I remembered Professor Redline and how I had to get home to him. My discovery was mere months away, and I had to get home to finish working.

      “I have to go!” I yelled out.

      “You’re sick,” she said.

      “No,” I tried to shout. My voice was throttled. “You don’t understand. That doesn’t matter. Sickness will mean nothing. That is why I have to get home.”

      “Listen to me, please,” she pleaded. “You have a fever, an intense fever. You need to get to a doctor.”

      “No!” I insisted. “I have to get to Professor Redline. I have to discover it!”

      “Discover what?”

      “The secret to immortality. I’m so close.”

      I tried again to lift myself but kept falling back down. That light I was waiting for was finally kindled, and now along with that light were other lights—other remarkable thoughts and ideas I was finally understanding. I was sick, and the things I was saying must have sounded like the ravings of a madman.

      “Please stay here,” she begged. “If you won’t let me take you to a doctor, at least let me take care of you.”

      I couldn’t answer her.

      “My name is Vivian Black.”

      “Clement Thortan.” My voice was faint, and I wasn’t interested in saying anything.

      She took me to her home and laid me gently on a bed with a wrought iron frame. I couldn’t leave even though I urgently needed to. I was too sick and weak. Vivian was kind; she patched the wound on my neck and insisted on caring for me. It rained that night, and I took pleasure in the feeling of the fire she had lit in the hearth across from the bed. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the tiny red notebook I had used to write down my notes. All of the recordings in the months I had studied with Walter were written down in perfect clarity. I thought I was wrong in my beliefs, that something in the patterns I was finding had been miscalculated. None of my notes made any sense. None of the recordings or sketches meant anything to me. I read through them over and over until I began to feel so enraged that I squeezed the notepad in the palm of my hand until it started to hurt. I cried out in rage and threw the notebook into the fire. I started crying uncontrollably into my hands. Vivian came in shortly after.

      “Why are you crying?’”

      I tried to say a million things. “The notes,” I started, “they… I…”

      She only stared at me with a puzzled look on her face. I sighed and hid my face in my hands. “You wouldn’t believe me.” I looked up into her eyes. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “You’re still sick,” she said softly. “Just rest.”

      “I need to get home. I need to tell Walter of my discovery. If I don’t, I am going to die.”

      “Who is this Walter you rave about? You call his name in your sleep, and you talk about…well…about death.”

      “You wouldn’t believe me,” I said. “I wish I could explain everything to you. I do.”

      “Just rest.”

      “I’m not crazy. Really I am not.”

      “Oh, Clem, I do not think you’re crazy.”

      “You do. You do think I’m insane.”

      She smiled. “I don’t think that. But you are sick, and the things you are thinking, I believe are because of that.”

      “These things I have been saying about scientific discovery and the things I had said about reversing the curse of mortality, I know it all must sound like meaningless raving, but it is all quite true.”

      She smiled and left the room.

      “I’m not crazy!” I screamed.

      Before I slept that night, Vivian prepared a bath for me. She helped me out of bed and almost carried me to the bathroom. She shut the door but insisted on staying close by in case I needed something. It made me uncomfortable that I was so helpless. I must have looked so pathetic to her. It took me a long time to realize why it even mattered to me. Why did I care so much that I wasn’t charming and strong to her? I had never felt anything for a woman before, but with her, it was different. There was something about her that aroused a strange curiosity in me. Something made me feel a strong, maddening desire for her. I wanted her more than I had ever wanted anything before. I knew it couldn’t happen that way even though I wanted it to desperately.

      This woman was as kindhearted as she was beautiful. She was warm and tender, taking care of me almost like a lover. She washed my clothes for me and set some different clothes outside the door. She mentioned that her brother was close to my size.

      “He left a few things here last time he came to visit. You could probably fit comfortably.”

      I smiled, but there was only one thing I was able to say. “You don’t need to do this.”

      “I know.”

      The next morning, it was the sun that awoke me. The curtains were open, and sun was shining into the room. With a groan and all the strength I could muster, I rolled myself out of the bed. Hitting the floor with a thud, I groaned again and crawled toward the window to open it. I felt no pain. There was no burning, no blistering flesh. What Redline had said about my mother being ‘just a crazy old woman’ replayed in my head. The professor was right; she was just a crazy old woman after all.

      The sun was beautiful. It was as if the Earth was engulfed in a ball of radiant light and warmth, like the universe was wrapped in this beauty that had never been known before now. I was overwhelmed with joy. All my life, I had been deprived of something so simple yet so amazing as the ordinary, everyday light of the sun. It must have been a miracle!

      I was on my knees now, yelling and screaming. “Oh!” I cried out. “Oh, it’s a miracle! Miracle!”

      Vivian came in as I expected.

      “Clem?”

      “Look!” I screamed. “Vivian, look. It’s the sun, the sun, my darling!”

      “Clement, you’re sick. Go back to bed.”

      “No, look!” I began clapping my hands and screaming nonsensical things to her. I was yelling out things like that I was a genius and had created a miracle. I was laughing uncontrollably, which could have easily led to a perfect fit of hysteria. I was mad with joy but, undeniably, I was mad.

      I yelled for Walter, telling him that I had discovered the secret. I believed I had discovered everything. The genius of Victor’s was now mine as well. I didn’t understand then how delirious I was. I didn’t realize that these secrets consisted of intricate patterns, and all of my months of studying and all of my recordings were ashes in Vivian’s fireplace. How could I have been such a fool?

      I felt ridiculous around her, trying to tell her things, and all she said was, “Rest, Clem.”

      She cared for me still, even when my raving would wake her in the middle of the night. I remember wanting to get home. Some nights, I would even awake screaming, begging her to tell me who she was and why she had kidnapped me. It would take her hours to control my weeping and silence me back to sleep. She never raised her voice at me, but sometimes, she would cry. I never knew why she cried.

      It was early morning one day when she came in to bring me breakfast.

      “I need to get home,” I told her. “I need to get to Walter.”

      “Clem, I am fond of you. I promise you that. But you need to stay here if only for a while longer.”

      “No,” I argued. “If I do not get home, I am going to die.”

      Vivian’s cheeks flushed as slow, silent tears rolled down to her chin. She turned away, trying to hide it from me. She looked beautiful even when she was sad. My caretaker had her brown hair piled upon her head, and her long legs were hidden beneath a black nightgown, which I despised with every fiber of my being. I loathed that horrific fabric covering her beauty. She sat beside me on the bed.

      “Why do you cry?” I asked her. “You cry often even when I can see it.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice cracking with each word.

      “No.” I touched her face and gave her a puzzled look. “No…I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”

      She put her hand over mine still touching her cheek and stroked my fingers.

      “It’s not that I’m sad,” she said. “I am only scared for you.”

      I removed my hand from her soft skin and leaned back on my pillow. I sighed heavily and covered my face with my hands.

      “Please don’t be angry with me,” she retorted. “Please. It isn’t that I don’t believe you. I have told you this before.”

      “You believe I am crazy.”

      “I believe you are sick.”

      “Vivian…” It was the first time I had said her name. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say as those familiar thoughts came again. “Vivian, I love you.” The words were soft and meaningful.

      She smiled at me and almost laughed. “I love you as well, Clem.”

      “No, I mean it. I mean…I really… I want you…for myself.” I couldn’t describe my desire, the longing I felt, which I sometimes believed was trying to consume me, to swallow me alive.

      “Clem, can you do one thing for me?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Tell me that again. I mean, when you are well.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Just do that for me. Please.”

      She didn’t believe me. I was resistant but nodded. She brought me breakfast in silence, and after that, I slept most of the day. It must have been a relief for her. She sometimes even slept on the floor beside me in case I awoke screaming. She had such an amazing heart.

      I was sick for days, and still, Vivian never yelled at me. By the time I was finally well again, I knew I owed her my life.

      “There was something I was supposed to say to you,” I told her one afternoon. “When I was well. To prove to you I meant it.”

      “Do you still?”

      “I do,” I answered softly.

      She sat beside me on the bed, and I touched her cheek. “I want you for myself,” I whispered.

      She leaned toward me, and when our lips met, it was like nothing I had felt before. It was like the world spun, and for that moment she was with me, everything was right in the world; everything was in order. I didn’t care about getting home to Walter. I knew then that I was in love. She hardly knew me, and yet she was still tender toward me. She moved closer, deepening the kiss. The passion raged inside me, but she pulled away from me before I had time to wrap my arms around her.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. My heart plunged into my stomach.

      “There is this frightening admiration I feel for you, Clem, that I don’t understand.”

      I didn’t understand it either, but I didn’t care.

      “Do you need to understand it?” I asked. “Does it matter?”

      “I know nothing about you. I just…I want you to be safe, and I want you to be well. But that’s all I can give you.”

      My body began to shake, and my insides felt like they were being torn from my body.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered.

      “Why?”

      “I’m clearly an idiot.”

      She chuckled. “Why would you say that?” She pulled her hair over one shoulder, and I couldn’t look at her. She was too irresistible.

      “I’m a kid,” I whispered.

      She exhaled. “I know.”

      “You do?”

      “Of course. You never had to tell me your name. Your wallet had always been in the pocket of your jeans.”

      “Oh,” I mumbled. “Right. Obviously.”

      I thought the mugger had taken it.

      She smiled. “I’m sorry then. I shouldn’t have encouraged it.”

      “I’m glad that you did.”

      She just bowed her head.

      “I mean it.” I laughed. “Rightly or wrongly, it was something I will never forget. Please don’t feel bad over it.”

      “I could never. I barely know you, and yet…I find that I feel close to you somehow.”

      “I know I owe you something. If you will let me tell you my story, I can be sure it will be a payment you will never forget.”

      “You should never feel as though you owe me anything, Clem, but if you want to tell me what happened to you to cause your brain fever, I am more than willing to listen.”

      I told her everything, starting with Walter Redline and his teachings. I tried to explain to her that I had unlocked the secrets of nature and discovered things I was never intended to and then destroyed those discoveries in her fireplace. Everything I had worked toward was now ashes. I would have to start from the beginning again. My love was silent the entire time I spoke; she never took her eyes off me. She listened to me the way people dream of being listened to. But the look in her eyes told me what she was thinking.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?”

      “Of course I do,” she answered, sounding surprised. “Of course I believe you, but I also believe that your illness is what causes you to believe it.”

      I huffed. “You don’t understand. I tried to tell you before I had gone mad. I tried to tell you that I don’t have to be this way.”

      “Clem—”

      “You don’t need to say anything. I am sorry for taking up your time. I am truly grateful for what you have given me, and one of these days, I swear I will find a way to repay you.”

      “Please don’t leave.”

      “It’s a dream, Vivian. I cannot stay.”

      She nodded and smiled, but I could still see that she was holding back tears. I kissed her softly on her forehead.

      “I’ll see you again. I have to get home to Walter and my father and mother. I’m leaving now. Thank you again.”

      “Don’t you need me to take you home?”

      “Don’t be silly,” I said, laughing. “I know my way around. I’ll walk. It’ll be good for me to build my strength back up.”

      She didn’t argue, but I could tell it hurt her feelings. I left it at that. I’d make it up to her someday.

      It was still sunny out, and it was miraculous. It seemed to flood over the world like a massive tsunami—an unstoppable tidal wave. I watched the people as I walked, watched them crowding the streets and supermarkets, watched as they entered restaurants. I was intrigued by it. It was new to me. But I hated those people, those insects who had taken for granted what I had lived so long without. They didn’t know what they had, did they? I hated them for other reasons too—hated them because they showed me what I was. I wasn’t anything special, was I? I was one of them now; I was weak—and mortal. I would never discover Frankenstein’s secret. My dream was dead.

      I spent the entire walk contemplating how I would tell this to Walter and how I would explain to my parents where I had been. I promised my mother I would be back, didn’t I? I had also missed countless days of work. I really didn’t know how long I had been sick. I was afraid to know. It had to have been a long time. Hadn’t my father called the police? He probably thought I ran away. In which case, he would have let me go. Maybe that’s why nobody came looking for me.

      I got home close to evening and took a deep breath before unlocking the door. The house was dark and silent. Nobody came rushing to the door to rejoice my return. I couldn’t hear my mother’s meaningless rambling or my father coaxing her. My mother didn’t race to the door and pull me into a gut-wrenching hug, and my father didn’t come running to yell at me for not coming home and leaving him alone with my mother. Something wasn’t right.

      I saw a shadow in the dark, a figure. I instantly flipped the light switch, begging for it to be my mother having another crazy episode—but she had never been silent before, not even in her sleep.

      I realized when the light illuminated the face that I didn’t know her. It was a woman I had never seen before. She stared at me, looking as frightened and confused as I was. I found myself pressed against the wall, feeling a strange energy radiating from the woman. She continued to walk toward me, and I pressed my back harder against the wall, unaware of what I was frightened of. She certainly didn’t look threatening; her beauty was mesmerizing. Her hips moved gracefully like an angel. Her white silken gown slid across her hands at her sides. I could almost imagine flowers woven intricately through the lengths of her blood-red locks. She reached out a delicate poreless hand. I shut my eyes, prepared for pain, but I felt a gentle coolness on my cheek. I opened my eyes, and the angel was staring at me, smiling.

      “Ah,” she whispered, her voice unnaturally soft and sweet, “an intruder. How lucky that he must be so beautiful.”

      I tried to speak, but it came out in a pleading whisper. “This is my house.”

      She froze for a moment. “You’re Clement?” It didn’t sound like a question.

      I nodded.

      “William Thortan is your father?”

      I nodded again.

      “Are you familiar with the name Matthias Castlebar?”

      I couldn’t respond at first. I was instantly infuriated simply by the sound of his name. I wanted to hit her, to beat her senseless. I tore her hand away from my face. “Thief,” I growled. “He destroyed my father.”

      “Yes,” she said, but she was calm, composed.

      My voice was still venomous. “What’s going on?”

      “I found him here,” she said, ignoring my question. “Your father and your sick mother were here by themselves, and Castlebar was here as well. I followed him.”

      I stared, still shaking.

      She paused only briefly then continued. “I tried to stop him—to kill him.” Her voice dropped.

      Oh, dear God. What’s happened?

      “I approached him,” she continued, “and…well, I did kill him. But I was too late.”

      “What do you mean ‘too late?’” I spat. “What do you mean ‘too late!’” I was yelling now and realized I was inches away from her, pointing an angry finger toward her face. My voice became choked, and I growled between clenched teeth, “Who the hell are you?”

      “I killed him,” she said. “I promise you I killed him, but I was too late.”

      I shoved past her and walked quickly to the living room.

      “CLEM!” she screamed. I could hear her racing after me. She grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled me back until I fell.

      “Don’t!” she pleaded. “You don’t need to see that, Clem.”

      Oh God! I started screaming, struggling from her, trying to get to my parents, trying to see what she didn’t want me to see. I felt like I was making sense, but I knew I wasn’t saying any words out loud. I was only crying, and the tears saturated my face. I was numb with grief. I knew it then. I didn’t need to see it for it to be confirmed. They were dead, and it was my fault.

      Oh God. If only I would have gotten here sooner. If only I had given Walter my recordings, I could have saved them, given them immortality, possibly even cured my mother. It was my fault now, my fault that they were dead.

      “My fault.”

      “No,” the woman whispered. I hadn’t realized she heard me. “It is the fault of nobody but Castlebar.”

      They were all I had, the only things in life I had truly loved. I was alone now—alone and even more lost. I came back from the thoughts of pain and back to the thoughts of the beautiful woman in my house. How could I be so sure she was telling the truth? How could I be sure she wasn’t the one who had murdered my family? After all—she was in my house and knew my name.

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      “Please,” she started. “I followed Castlebar here. I came here for him. He killed my father as well. I am no murderer, Clem.”

      “How can I know that?”

      “I guess you can’t,” she answered, almost with a smile in her voice. “You can either trust me or not, but either way, you cannot kill me, and if you decide it, I may have a way to help you escape your pain.”

      I was confused for a moment, processing everything she had said. “Take away my pain?”

      She nodded.

      “How?”

      She put her hand up. “I can’t explain now. I will tell you all you need to know in time.”

      “Will you?”

      “Come with me. We can do no more here. Everything will be sorted out. You are up for inheritance, Clem.”

      “How do you know that?”

      She tapped her finger against her temple. “I know how to make things happen.”

      I shook my head slightly. This was too strange and all happening so fast. I didn’t know what to make of it.

      “My name is Luna,” she said.

      “Last name?”

      “Is not important,” she answered. “I am Luna. That’s all you need to know. Come with me.”

      “Where?”

      “To my home.”

      “What about my home?”

      “It will be yours once the law has taken care of it.”

      I pressed my fingers to my temples, trying to get my head to stop throbbing from the grief that was quickly turning into anger.

      She led me outside to a silver Honda parked crooked at the bottom of the long, curvy driveway.

      “Nice parking job,” I muttered.

      “I was in a rush.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Just get in.”

      The drive was silent. It wasn’t a very long drive but long enough to make me irritable and uncomfortable. She drove to a house that almost looked like it was in the middle of the forest. She opened the door, and the house was beautiful. The front room was spacious with old-fashioned, upholstered furniture—a couch, loveseat, and chair—which all appeared to be from the mid-1800s, with redwood and floral patterns. The light was dim, casting soft shadows on the walls. There was a china cabinet to the left of the redwood door, filled with elegant artwork. I would love to be a painter, I thought. The carpet was beige and completely spotless.

      “It’s—”

      “I know.” She laughed. “A nice home is an important thing to have.”

      A smile forced its way across my face when I looked at her. “Beautiful.”

      She laughed. “Are you all right?”

      I pulled my eyebrows together.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Of course you’re not. I’ll make us some tea. It will make you feel better. I promise.”

      “I doubt tea is going to do much,” I said, sitting on the redwood-framed couch.

      “Sure it will.” She disappeared into the other room.

      I sighed and looked around again. There was a coffee table in front of the couch, packed with books. There was no television on the desk against the wall. Not that I minded that; I had grown up without it. I was lost in my thoughts and had almost forgotten where I was until Luna came into the front room with two steaming mugs.

      “It’s a special herbal tea,” she said. “It will make you feel calm and may help you sleep.”

      I took a sip. “It’s sweet.”

      “Rosemary and lavender. I picked up the recipe recently from a friend of mine, a witch down in Coos Bay.”

      “Interesting.”

      “It has a bit of spice in it too,” she continued. “Small sips.”

      It did help me to feel calm, perhaps mind over matter, but the numbness I was feeling had become comfortable. My grief had exhausted me, and the tea had relaxed me.

      “You need rest,” she told me. “You’ve been through quite a lot.”

      “You have no idea,” I mumbled under my breath.

      She led me into the bedroom down the hall. It wasn’t big, but it was spacious. It had a queen-sized bed with a floral mattress and a wrought iron frame. The walls were a sky blue color that matched the blue in the bedspread. There was a vanity in front of the bed, against the wall with a large, round mirror. Perfume bottles and pictures were crowded together, yet it still looked elegant.

      “I will make sure to retrieve your things from your home. Leave that to me,” she said.

      I was too tired to argue over her being in my room around my treasures. For some reason, I trusted her. It was like she was all I had now. I fell asleep within minutes, still in my clothes.

      Luna woke me late in the morning the next day. I gasped, sitting up instantly, my hands up defensively.

      “It’s okay,” she soothed. “Just me. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I sighed. “Sorry.”

      “I got some of your things for you, clothes, mostly, and this.”

      She handed me a brown teddy bear with a red ribbon around its neck. It took everything in me not to cry. My mother had given me that for my birthday one year, before she had gone too insane to drive. It meant a lot to me. I snatched it from her hands. I didn’t want her touching it.

      She smiled. “So…I did okay?”

      “I’m sorry, Luna. Thank you.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’ll make you some breakfast. I put your clothes in the dresser. The bathroom is just down the hall. I think you can take it from there.”

      “You don’t need to take care of me.”

      “Well, right now, Clem—somebody does.” I heard her quietly laugh as she left the room.

      She was probably right; I needed somebody if only for a while. Luna was sweet
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