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      A terror approached.

      I cast my eyes down, fixing my gaze on the worn institutional tile beneath my feet, counting my heartbeats until it would be safe to look up again. The count was ingrained. A long practiced skill that no longer required my attention. Instead, my mind wandered, wondering what it would be like to unknow these denizens of the unseen world? To be a normal teen, with normal perceptions; a girl who walked this earth with no realization of what stalked her every step?

      Unfortunately, that was not my life.

      The count ended. I raised my eyes and glanced around quickly to reorient myself. High-ceilinged hallway, walls lined with lockers and classroom doors. Students milled around, chatted with friends, complained about their schedules. Everyone studiously avoided noticing me.

      Yep. Same old invisible girl. The building might have changed, but the experience remained the same. I stepped away from the wall, pushed into the throng, and made my way to class without making eye contact with any of my peers.

      I’d hoped high school would be different from middle school, that somehow, miraculously, the halls of McKinley High would be full of kids anxious to be my friends, and gloriously free of the beings that haunted my waking nightmares.

      I’d been stupid of course. No such place existed.

      Every single person I’d ever met considered me a freak. If truth be told, that even included my parents. And the others? The terrors? They ruled our world from the shadows, influencing our thoughts with whispered commands that were no more noticeable than the sigh of mosquito wings. Veiled suggestions of disease and despair, murmurs of treachery and disloyalty. Human souls rotted at the whim of foul creatures who fed from our life-force and lapped up our baser emotions like ice cream. No one knew of their existence, so no one guarded against their intrusions.

      No one but me — and I’d learned early to hide my knowledge.

      Mom and Dad had worried when my imaginary friends terrified me instead of entertaining. Other kids feared the boogieman in the closet or the monster under the bed, but were easily appeased by a nightlight or an extra bedtime story. Not me. Never me. I knew my monsters personally, recognized their reality with a sharp twist of terror in my gut.

      Other kids embraced pacification, accepted that the monsters they perceived lived only in their imaginations. Not me. I learned to close my eyes, duck my head, and count the beats of my heart until the unholy creatures tired of watching me and moved on.

      My parents noted my odd moments of seeming paralysis and sought psychological counseling. I developed yet another necessary life skill: I learned to lie. The doctor couldn’t explain away my certain knowledge of monsters, but I could explain away my parents’ concerns. Eventually, the adults in my life were appeased and I continued my uneasy existence, camouflaging myself from both my parents’ concern and the notice of the creatures that stalk humanity.

      I wished I understood why I could see my terrors and others couldn’t. Why was I singled out to endure this curse? More than anything, I longed for a companion in this surreal world, someone to share my fears and woes … but then, would I truly wish this ungodly knowledge on another human being? Especially a person I might learn to consider a friend? I don’t know. Misery — at least mine, really would love some company.

      And so I embarked on my first day of high school. Doomed to another four years of harassment at the hands of classmates who had no clue about the creatures that stalked them. Four more years of jokes about space cadets, morons, and total dweeb losers from kids who might have been my friends if only … if only I could unknow the unseen, or my peers could have their blind eyes opened. Neither of which was going to happen.

      I rolled my sturdy red and black backpack off my shoulders, claimed a seat at the back of my first class, and tried not to focus on the creature hovering just behind the teacher’s left shoulder. Not an easy task; to give my attention to the solid little woman in her gray tweed skirt, pristine white blouse, and charcoal-gray cardigan, while pretending not to see the elongated, ethereal creature shrouded in a cloak that might have been made of wisps of fog. The real-as-the-desk-under-my-fingers entity with blue-tinged skin and flat black eyes who stood right behind the oblivious woman.

      The noxious, evil creature that breathed terror into every day of my life bent nearly double to whisper instructions in my teacher’s perfectly mundane ear. The contrast between the bright, cheerful red pepper earrings dangling from her earlobe and the scabrous three-fingered hand stroking her neck made me want to puke.

      I shook my head, sucked in a deep breath, and reminded myself that giving them mind-space wasn’t wise. The secret to anonymity was to control my reactions, to give no sign that I noticed when the creature moved or spoke. I’d become adept through years of practice, but only when I remained calm and uninvolved.

      Controlling a shudder, I tightened my focus on my teacher as she read our morning’s schedule. I couldn’t afford to think about the slimy feel of their fingers as they stroked my cheek, or remember the horrible sibilant hiss of their voices as they whispered ‘suggestions’ in my ear. Giving brain-space to such thoughts made it so much harder to pretend they weren’t there, to imagine that this was just another school day and I was just another terror-blind student.

      I closed my eyes for an instant mimicking boredom, but giving myself a moment’s rest from the stress of acting. If they gave out Academy Awards for avoiding terror detection, I’d be a shoo-in.

      That’s when it happened. The atmosphere in the class changed, became charged, and my eyes flew open. I skimmed the room looking for trouble — and found it immediately. A classmate, a boy I’d never seen before, stood paralyzed at the front of the class staring directly into the terror’s dark gaze.

      He looked so normal. White tee-shirt covered with an untucked blue plaid shirt; acid-washed jeans, the knees going white and nearly threadbare; scuffed black sneakers. His hair was dark and shaggy, with ragged bangs half-concealing his eyes. But those eyes weren’t focused on the normal world. He was definitely studying the terror poised behind our teacher.

      He inhaled deeply, pointed a trembling finger at the creature, licked his lips, and said in a shaky, yet fierce voice, “Begone, demon! I command you in the name of Michael the Hunter; leave this place and never return.”

      I sucked in a breath and barely kept myself from screaming a warning. Did he know what he risked? Calling its attention to his awareness? I bit my lip until I tasted blood, held my breath, and waited for his doom.

      The rest of the class, teacher included, stared at him, mouths agape, and then titters of nervous giggles flared, but he took no notice. He stood his ground as the terror rushed him, stumbling back a step as the monster flowed through him and into oblivion.

      The class erupted in hoots and catcalls while the teacher banged on her desk for order.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as my heart rate regulated.

      And then it happened.

      The boy turned, pale as ice, and caught my gaze. Me. The only other person in the room who wasn’t laughing, who probably looked even more drained and terrified than he did. He shrugged, nodded in acknowledgement, and turned to face his sentence: a trip to the principal’s office for daring to come to school under the influence.
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      I didn’t see the guy again until lunch. I’d managed to keep my head down through my morning classes and had navigated the cafeteria crowd out into the late fall sunshine of the enclosed terrace. Other kids, popular kids, even not-so-popular-but-we-have-friends kids, sat around picnic tables in chattering clusters. I knew better than to join any of them. If I did, all talk would cease and an uneasy silence would descend until one-by-one the others drifted away to more congenial tables.

      At least no one threw food at me anymore.

      I shambled across the terrace, avoiding everyone, human and terror alike, until I came to a low retaining wall separating the flagstone patio from the landscaping. Huddled beneath a stunted aspen tree, I perched on the wall, unwrapped my sandwich and took a bite. The bread was a little soggy, but a burst of tart mustard shocked my taste buds and woke my appetite. I’d just stuffed the last bit of crust into my mouth and was reaching for my water bottle when a shadow fell across my space and two sneaker-clad feet entered my field of vision.

      Glancing up, I shaded my eyes and found the new guy standing in front of me, tray in hand.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      I shrugged and swallowed, my throat suddenly tight. “Sure. Why not?”

      “I saw you in first block,” he said, settling beside me and dropping his tray on the grass beside a few scraggly primroses.

      “Yeah. Well, I couldn’t help but notice you.” My gaze slid to his face, but skittered away before he could make eye contact. “First day at McKinley High?”

      His turn to shrug. He tilted his head back and took a long swig of water. I watched the play of muscles in his neck as he swallowed, fascinated by the way his Adam’s apple bobbed.

      “My family just moved here. Hadn’t planned on making an entrance, but, well, you know, shit happens.”

      I lowered my eyes again before he could catch me looking, and nodded. “Yeah. I know.”

      “You saw what happened, didn’t you?”

      Surprise knocked me into his trap. My eyes widened and I found myself staring right into his gray-eyed gaze. My pulse raced and heat suffused my face. “Well, sure. Everyone did.”

      He shook his head without releasing my gaze. “No they didn’t, but you did. You saw it all. You saw the creature I banished.”

      Sweat beaded my upper lip and froze there. I didn’t talk about the terrors. Not to anyone. My heart thudded harder than a bass drum and then slowed to a minimal blip. Darkness edged my vision as blood retreated to my core, leaving me dizzy and a little slow.

      This wouldn’t do! I needed my wits about me, clear and sharp. This guy was speaking openly about the creatures I’d been hiding from my entire life. Every cell in my being screamed, “Danger!”

      I gulped a huge breath, grabbed my half empty water bottle and squeezed it like my life depended on holding tight. I don’t know. Maybe it did. I wrenched my gaze from his steady gray eyes and leaned forward so that my long dark hair screened my face.

      Fear screamed at me to jump and run. I should. I knew I should. He’d seen through my defenses, and my survival depended on staying invisible. I needed to get as far away from him as I could…

      …but I didn’t. I just sat there squeezing my water bottle and breathing like I’d run a marathon.

      He sighed. Sadness embodied. Disappointment made audible.

      I peeked past my hair. He stared across the terrace; an expression of melancholy loneliness etched his face. I knew that look. I wore it often myself.

      Twisting off the cap of my poor, battered water bottle, I took a sip and whispered, “What’s your name?”

      He cocked his head and caught my gaze, a sparkle of hope lighting his eyes. “Jed Kendrick. What’s yours?”

      “Artie Woodward.”

      A slow smile curled the edges of his lips. “Nice to meet you, Artie Woodward. I’ve only known one other seer. What about you?”

      He’d known someone else like us? Questions crowded my brain, but I just shook my head. I wanted to trust him, but it was too soon for confidences.

      “Don’t talk much, do you.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement
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