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      There it was again, that strange sensation of fingertips brushing against the back of her neck, a feathery touch lasting for only the space of a breath. Allison McNeal instantly jolted out of her troubled thoughts as she sat in the morning traffic with her younger sister waiting for the light to change. She would have absently dismissed it as nothing more than a wayward strand of hair tickling the back of her neck if it had not already happened dozens of times ever since she had woken up that morning.

      Then, as if those ghostly fingers weren’t enough, she was once again overwhelmed with the disconcerting feeling of being stared at intently from seemingly every direction as though she had become the center of attention within a stadium full of hidden eyes. Allison knew, without looking, that none of those eyes belonged to her sister, Katherine, no matter how much the teen had been glaring at her earlier.

      No—she had the distinct feeling that whoever or whatever the presence, it wasn’t just staring out of idle curiosity or even just to get under her skin. It was studying her, weighing her, considering her for—something, almost as if somebody had whispered the knowledge, unbidden, into her mind.

      As had happened the last time she had sensed the staring, the temperature inside her car had dropped noticeably within the last few seconds. Allison could feel the hairs at the nape of her neck start to rise, and she began to shiver from both the unnatural chill and its implications. It took all of her self-control to prevent herself from shouting out to the air to demand to know who was staring at her. Only the fear of worrying her sister kept her lips firmly sealed.

      Instead, Allison gazed around the interior of the car and into the rearview mirror as discreetly as possible, but as she suspected, neither Katherine nor even the cab driver in the lane beside her was even looking in her direction. Kat was staring out her window with a hard expression, presumably still sulking from their earlier argument.

      Allison clenched her hands around the steering wheel and tried to will the feeling away. Yet, no matter how much she wished it, how hard she tried to ignore it, the sensation of being watched persisted. She could almost feel the presence of somebody behind her, almost hear it steadily breathing next to her ear.

      It had to be a ghost, one that had somehow attached itself to her rather than a building or place, because the alternative—that she had finally cracked after everything she had suffered the last few years—was just too scary and depressing to contemplate.

      After enduring the scrutiny through block after block, Allison knew that if it continued any longer, she wouldn’t be able to stay quiet and pretend as though nothing were wrong. Those unseen eyes made her feel as if she were once again under the disapproving, fanatical eyes of her stepfather. She had to make it/them stop looking at her before she really went mad—or worse, had another one of her panic attacks right there in the middle of driving. It had been a year since her last one, a rather embarrassing situation involving several hundred people at her university that she loathed to remember.

      Stop it! Allison mentally shouted to whatever entity was watching her with such sudden fury that she outwardly shook with the effort.

      She was shocked when, in the next breath, her skin no longer crawled with the sensation of eyes scrutinizing her. Even the air around her didn’t feel as cold. Had whatever it was that was spying on her really stopped?

      Allison raised a pale, shaky hand to rub the back of her neck in an attempt to rid herself of the echoes of that horrible feeling. She waited breathlessly for a few minutes, waited for the crawling sensation to return, but it didn’t. She exhaled slowly and gave a mental sigh of relief.

      She glanced over at Katherine and marveled that her little sister hadn’t noticed that anything was amiss at all, not even to complain that it was too cold inside the car. Although it was September, it was still pretty hot, and both girls were dressed in short sleeves and shorts.

      Or she’s too busy sulking and giving me the silent treatment to have noticed.

      So shaken by the experience, when they finally reached James Park, Allison’s knees nearly buckled when she climbed out of the car because her legs were trembling so badly. Luckily, Kat was still moping and not looking at her, so she didn’t witness Allison’s near fall.

      To make matters worse, an unusual amount of people littered the park, a family reunion in all probability from the varying ages all wearing the same bright-orange t-shirts. They looked like a scene from a bad G-rated movie. Loud voices and the wailing and laughter of children reached her ears even from the parking lot.

      Allison sighed. I should have expected this to happen. After everything that’s been happening to me this morning—Kat suddenly showing up at the crack of dawn in tears and phantom eyes staring at me from God-only-knows-where—I shouldn’t be surprised at all. So much for my hopes of a nice, private chat under the shade.

      “It’s usually a lot quieter here,” Allison said apologetically, breaking the tense silence between them. “Why don’t we just take a walk for a while along the jogging trail, instead.”

      The trail was located on the far side of the park, so the long walk over would give them ample time to chat—if her sister ever decided to talk to her again.

      When Kat merely shrugged in indifference, Allison sighed again and began to walk along one of the many paved walkways towards the beginning of the trail as Kat followed silently behind. A light breeze blew over her, bringing with it a faint smell of impending rain. She glanced up at the sky with a frown, but it was almost entirely cloudless.

      Shrugging, Allison glanced over at Kat as the younger girl finally quickened her pace to walk beside her. Kat was walking with her head bent low, her hands crammed into the pockets of her shorts. She was the very picture of defeat. Allison suddenly felt ashamed that she had automatically assumed Kat was merely sulking.

      Kat probably thinks I’m really pissed at her about possibly bringing her dad’s wrath down on me if he finds out she’s here with me after sneaking out of her house this morning. She hasn’t spoken a word to me for over twenty minutes, and that’s definitely a record for her!

      A knot suddenly formed in her throat.

      Yeah. Some big sister I’m turning out to be, Allison thought glumly, but how can I make her understand the situation from my point of view? God, why does everything always have to be so complicated?

      As they walked in silence across the grass, Allison abruptly noticed in alarm that it was too quiet in the park. She glanced around and was surprised to see only a handful of people strolling through the park, even less sitting on the benches that had been completely filled only ten minutes earlier, and only a couple of families picnicking under the trees. The reunion group had also conspicuously vanished. It was as though she had only hallucinated the crowded scene earlier.

      Even so, the changed scene wasn’t the thing that had her nervously wondering if they shouldn’t just turn around and head back to the car. Though one of the reasons why she loved this particular park was because of its serenity, never once in the dozens of times she had strolled through it had it been as utterly soundless as it was at the moment.

      No birds sang. No insects buzzed. She couldn’t even pick out a tendril of conversation. The wind had even stopped blowing. The whole park had succumbed to an unnerving, preternatural stillness that suddenly sent an icy chill down Allison’s spine. All of nature seemed to be holding its breath for a reason unknown to only her and Kat.

      What the hell—

      Then before she could even truly begin to freak out about the abrupt silence, everything fell back to normal just as abruptly. A few sparrows began to sing at the same time a cool breeze began to gently whip through her hair. A few sounds of faint conversation even reached her ears from the surrounding park.

      That’s—odd, Allison thought, unnerved. She half-expected to feel those invisible eyes focused on her again; they certainly fit in with the strangeness she had just witnessed, but she didn’t feel them at all.

      A few seconds later, she laughed aloud, to her sister’s bewilderment.

      I’m just being silly. This issue with Kat is really doing a number on my wild imagination. I’m starting to see shadows where there aren’t any. Just because the birds stopped singing for a moment doesn’t mean something strange has happened.

      “Allie, what’s wrong?” Kat suddenly asked anxiously, her voice jarring Allison from her thoughts. “Why’d you laugh? You look like someone just told you the world’s ending, but instead of crying, you’re laughing!”

      “Nothing,” Allison assured her, perhaps a little too quickly. “Nothing at all. I just suddenly had a funny, random thought—but enough about that.” She regarded her sister’s alarmed expression and smiled apologetically at her. “I was also trying to decide how I’m ever going to manage to make you understand why you can’t live here with me just yet. That probably explains my doomsday expression.”

      Might as well jump back into the argument so we can figure this whole mess out. After all, she mused, Kat can only risk staying here with me for a day or so, and lord knows when I’ll get to see her again. I don’t want to waste this rare time together!

      “And here I was hoping you might’ve changed your mind,” Kat said a bit bitterly. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

      “You’ve only just turned seventeen,” Allison explained gently, the bitterness in her sister’s voice making her heart clench painfully, “still a minor, and he has sole custody. Your dad could easily accuse me of taking a minor across state lines without his permission and have me arrested for kidnapping or something. You know the old bastard would do it, too. After all, we’re blasphemers, unbelievers. He’s been dying for the excuse to make Mom and me suffer some more for trying to take you away from him and all his craziness the first time.”

      Kat opened her mouth to speak, a mulish look on her face, but Allison cut her off.

      “I know…that emancipation thing you started to tell me about earlier before my roommate wandered in.”

      “It could work,” Kat insisted. “I’ve only got eleven more months until I’m eighteen, anyway.”

      Allison looked at her sadly. “You don’t think I hadn't considered it before, that it was the first thing I looked into once you turned sixteen and had a better shot of finding a job?”

      Kat stopped in her tracks. “You have?” she exclaimed incredulously.

      Allison stopped and turned to face her. “Of course I did. Don’t you think I would have done everything I could to find a loophole around the custody problem that didn’t involve actual kidnapping or for us to have a million dollars to spend on legal fees?”

      “Then why didn’t you ever tell me about it?” she asked perplexedly.

      “Because—while in theory, it sounds like the answer to all our problems, becoming an emancipated minor isn’t likely to happen. For that to be granted, you need to be able to prove to the court that you have the ability to support yourself, and that doesn’t mean living jobless at your sister’s tiny apartment with two other starving college students who can barely make the rent. You would have to do everything back in Cedar Ridge, anyway. Plus, you’ll still have to go to school and follow the child labor laws. That alone should be reason enough for you, but from the look on your face, I see that you still aren’t convinced.”

      “I can get a job,” she said stubbornly.

      “Enough to pay for your own apartment?” Allison countered. “Living expenses are steep everywhere, not just California. Why do you think I have to live with two other girls just to make ends meet? If I still lived with Mom, even if she weren't so sick and could work, we would’ve still been struggling. The judge will never approve you, even if you were somehow lucky enough to get a different judge other than your dad’s old buddy. Please, please try to hold on for a few more months.”

      Allison winced as she saw her sister’s face crumple after having the last of her hopes extinguished. What have I done?

      Before she could even think of a comforting reply, Allison flinched and actually backed up a step as Kat’s face suddenly transformed from a look of despair to white-hot fury.

      “Don’t you get it!” Kat exclaimed angrily through clenched teeth. “I didn’t risk stealing some of his money and sneaking out in the middle of the night to take a bus halfway across the country because the old bastard’s planning on sending me to just any old stupid missionary camp for the year. It’s like one of those behavioral wilderness programs rich parents are always sending their kids to ‘correct’ their behavior, only it’s a million times worse because it’s run by those cultists!”

      She fisted her hands at her sides, her entire body shaking, she was so angry. “I’ll run away!” she threatened. “If I can’t stay here with you, then I’ll just run away and live on the streets! I’d rather die in the gutter than be forced to go to that Village of the Damned place!”

      “Kat! You can’t—”

      Allison broke off abruptly when her voice sounded way louder than it should have. The sudden silence that had fallen over the park earlier was happening again, even more noticeable now than before because she had been talking this time. It wasn’t just her imagination. Something very strange really was happening. Having that same eerie silence fall over the park within minutes of each occurrence was just too much of a coincidence.

      She turned to a red-faced Kat and whispered, afraid to disturb the unnatural silence, “Kat, do you notice anything strange about the park right now?”

      Looking suspiciously at her, Kat demanded rather loudly, “What the hell are you talking about? And why are you whispering?”

      Allison blinked in surprise at the coldness in her sister’s voice. She opened her mouth to reply but quickly shut it when she saw the icy glare Kat directed at her.

      “You’re just trying to change the subject so you don’t have to deal with what I said, aren’t you?” she accused. “You don’t believe that I would really do—”

      Her voice broke off abruptly, the pissed off look on her face melting into first, confusion, then alarm. A wave of relief washed through Allison at her sister’s reaction. She noticed. If Kat was hearing, or rather not hearing, the same thing, then Allison couldn’t be crazy. What was happening was real and not just in her head.

      For a long moment, Kat stood frozen and listened, seemingly not even daring to breathe as if she, too, was scared to disturb that unnatural silence. Her eyes had slowly widened in what could have been fear or wonder, but the tremble in her voice as she spoke pointed towards the former.

      “The silence,” Kat said nervously, her anger long forgotten. “The silence is what you’re talking about isn’t it? It’s not—right.”

      “Exactly,” Allison confirmed, more to herself than to her sister. “Birds should be singing, people talking and laughing, a breeze blowing, but they all stopped when things got heated between us. That’s why I noticed it. My voice suddenly sounded ten times louder than it should have, even raised in panic. It’s as if nature is expecting something unnatural or catastrophic to happen, like the animals they say sense earthquakes days before they happen. They sudden begin to act strange, and I think we can qualify what’s going on right now as strange.”

      “Are you sure that the reason why the birds stopped singing wasn’t because I was screaming at you?” Kat asked. “That could’ve scared them into silence, couldn’t it?”

      “Maybe so,” Allison answered without conviction, “but the breeze also stopped. Your shouting wouldn’t have affected that. This isn’t the first time this has happened, either. Several minutes ago, I noticed that everything was too quiet, even for this particular park, but I dismissed it as nothing, a coincidence. Now I’m not so sure.”

      Allison paused for a moment, torn between wanting to confide her earlier feelings of being watched with her sister, but then afraid of Kat’s reaction to something that sounded like no more than a case of paranoia. But—I need to know if she felt the staring, too, or if that part really was me making something out of nothing. If she also felt it, then maybe it has something to do with what’s happening now.

      “Kat, I’m going to tell you something that may seem as if I’ve finally gone off the deep end and am drowning alongside your dad, but just hear me out before you laugh in my face.”

      Kat eyed her with something akin to fear, shifting her feet uneasily and glancing over her shoulder once as if expecting an attack before she nodded reluctantly.

      Feeling somewhat foolish, Allison began, “All morning, ever since your pounding woke me up, I’ve been feeling as if someone was watching me. I ignored it at first, thinking it was just my imagination, then it kept happening over and over until I could actually feel something like fingertips brushing against the back of my neck. It made me feel like I was under your dad’s scrutiny all those times when he was deciding if I should be punished or not—you know, small and helpless. The last time was in the car. That’s why I was so quiet. I’m sorry if it seemed like I was totally ignoring you just to spite you, but I was just trying to figure out what was happening to me. What I want to know is if you’ve been experiencing something similar to that?”

      Kat didn’t answer her right away. Her expression was thoughtful, and Allison wasn’t sure if it wouldn’t have been better if Kat had laughed in her face. Did she remember something? Allison shifted her weight from foot to foot nervously in the suffocating silence, waiting for her sister to speak with the air of a defendant waiting for a jury’s verdict.

      “Well, I haven’t felt like anyone was watching me,” Kat finally replied quietly, “but now that you mention the ride over here, I did notice that it got cold all of a sudden. In fact, I was just about to ask if your air-conditioner was being wonky, but the cold just suddenly went away.”

      “I noticed that, too,” Allison whispered.

      “This is getting really creepy, Allie,” Kat said uneasily, her eyes flitting around the park. “Let’s get out of here. I don’t care where we go, as long as it’s far away from here!”

      “I agree.”

      Allison turned around and began retracing her steps across the park, Kat walking so close that their hips occasionally brushed. However, she only managed to walk a few feet, when without warning, a brilliant light as potent as looking directly into the sun flashed a couple of steps in front of them.

      Kat was instantly struck mid-scream with a force so great that it caused her to fly back about twenty feet, landing in a crumpled heap at the foot of a tree. At the same time, Allison was brutally knocked to her knees as that same force hit her legs, crying out as pain reverberated up her legs from landing hard on both kneecaps. She was momentarily blinded by the searing light that had seemed to materialize out of thin air.

      What the hell…? Allison’s mind echoed those words a split-second before she felt a violent tug on her body that jerked her towards the source of that brilliant flash, and half-blinded, she frantically dug her fingers into the moist ground and hung on for dear life.
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      Kat cried out in shock as an unexpected flash of light blinded her, and a tremendous force, like the fist of God, crashed into her body, flinging her back through the air. She squeezed burning, tear-filled eyes shut a split-second before she felt the bone-crushing impact of her body slamming unmercifully to the ground. A blinding pain shot up the length of her arm from her forearm, feeling as though it had been bent in half. She choked on her scream, her mind instantly filling with a blackness that promised a painless oblivion.

      No! Gritting her teeth, Kat fought off the welcoming darkness and the bile rising in her throat. Had a bomb just gone off? Allie—where was Allie? She opened her eyes wide and blinked them rapidly to try to clear the colorful lights of blue, red, green, and yellow that clouded her vision.

      Once she had focused her blurry vision enough to see the scene before her, she gasped in horror when she finally spotted her sister. Where the flash of light first appeared now stood a luminous, circular light, undulating like small waves across a lake and reflecting every color of the spectrum that was visible to the human eye and even some that Kat’s mind couldn’t make sense of, that made her head hurt. The darkness already threatening her with oblivion expanded when she tried to focus on them. The mind-bending phenomenon appeared as though someone or something had torn a hole in the very fabric of the world, allowing the illumination of another world to shine through.

      However, the light was not what horrified Kat. What really turned her blood cold was the sight of Allison and the fact that half of her body had already disappeared into that rippling brilliance. She had dug her fingers into the grass and earth in front of her and was clinging with all her might, sobbing in terror, and desperately calling out Kat’s name.

      “Allie! No!” Kat heard herself scream as if she were listening to someone else.

      As Allison’s body abruptly lurched back, her sister frantically clawed at the grass, at the earth, anything to prevent herself from being sucked into that rip of light. Kat struggled to sit up, trying to unsuccessfully ignore the bleached-white bone that had splintered out through the skin of her arm and now lay exposed amongst a mixture of gushing blood and torn muscle.

      “Katherine! For God’s sake, help me!” Allison screamed hysterically as she slipped farther back into the rip, clawing desperately for anything to prevent the light from swallowing more of her body than it had already claimed.

      Trying to ignore the pain that seemed to grow more unbearable by the second, Kat staggered to her feet and nearly collapsed, weakened from both shock and the alarming amount of blood flowing from her compound-fractured arm. She swayed dizzily for a second or two before she regained enough of her balance to keep her feet.

      Cradling her mangled arm with the other, Kat stumbled as quickly to the aid of her sister as the threatening blackness and weakness allowed. Time drastically slowed until Kat felt as though she were stumbling against the high-powered current of a rain-swollen river. Allison seemed to be miles away. The world had become as surreal as a dream.

      That light could suck me in too! her mind screamed frantically at her, but she ignored it. Her entire being was focused on reaching Allison before that light swallowed her whole.

      Then Allison suddenly lost her grip on the too-moist earth and was drawn, screaming, back into the light and the unknown. In a last frantic attempt to save her sister, Kat dove forward, ignoring her injured limb totally, and reached out her good arm to snatch at Allison’s frantically scrabbling fingers.

      When Kat hit the ground, a wave of unbearable pain flashed up her arm and through her body simultaneously with the realization that her fingertips had maddeningly only brushed the tips of her doomed sister’s. This time, she went willingly into the black oblivion that awaited her, taking with her the terrible image of her sister’s face twisted with terror as she disappeared into the mysterious rip of light and the distant sound of footsteps pounding towards her.

      A last, fleeting thought comforted her as Kat lost consciousness, assuring her that all she had just witnessed had to have been a nightmare and not reality.
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      Disorientation greeted Allison the moment the blinding light had completely pulled her body into its shimmering chaos by an unexplainable force that had seemed to grab at her body almost hungrily with its greedy, invisible hands. She immediately felt the light, itself, as a presence, a living entity. It surrounded her, penetrated her entire body with a heat that was almost unbearable, a fiery ocean ready to drown her, to devour her. The essence of the light completely saturated her very atoms, forcing them to pull away from each other until she no longer had a physical body and only the separated particles remained.

      Although she was merely a seemingly infinite amount of detached atoms, she still felt an essence of herself—her thoughts and emotions—still aware and attached to every one of those microscopic units that had once been her body. It was as if her atoms were the grains of sand that made up the beach and the light, the incoming tide that saturated it.

      Terrified, Allison tried to scream, but in her present state, it was impossible. Nor could she hear anything while inside that world of white-hot light she “saw” only through her mind’s eye. She could only feel the single emotion of fear radiating throughout her entire being.

      I’m dead, she thought frantically, grasping at anything that sounded even remotely rational to her frightened mind that helped to explain what was happening to her. Death seemed the only logical explanation, though her mind instantly railed at the thought of having her life so abruptly and inexplicably snuffed out.

      Then terror became madness.

      Without warning, her newly separated atoms rushed forward within that strange realm of light at an impossible speed, weaving in and out of perceived bright showers and pulsing swirls of light that were filled with every color of the spectrum and even a few that weren’t ordinarily visible to human eyes.

      Reason completely left Allison at that point of her preternatural journey, along with her conscious awareness of everything that she was experiencing. It was as if she had lost her abilities to think, feel, to function at all, while she was in her current state of being. All she had were momentary images of her surroundings and places she had never seen flashing rapidly in her mind like the incoherent dream images of a fevered mind.

      Then phantom voices broke the silence. They seemed to surround her, to penetrate her, feeding information into her being so rapidly that she could not grasp any of it. She was no longer Allison, but only a cluster of cognate particles pulsing with their own radiant life.

      Mercifully, the trek ended almost as quickly as it had begun. Her separated atoms violently combined once again in a whirl of glistening chaos to reform her physical body. A blinding, white light illuminated her entire world, and Allison soon found herself once again alert and gasping desperately for breath as if she had abruptly been revived after drowning.

      Dizzy and lightheaded, Allison realized with a start that she was standing on firm ground, and her knees were beginning to buckle. With a cry of dismay, she crumpled to the ground.

      Lying sprawled out on her stomach in what felt and smelled like grass, her face pressed uncomfortably into the thick growth, Allison finally noticed that a vast darkness embraced her instead of the brilliant light of that strange realm.

      Dear God, I’m blind!

      Panic threatened to wash over her for a minute or two before she noticed that she had yet to even open her eyes. If circumstances had not been what they were, she would have burst out laughing at her absentmindedness, but she only sighed inwardly with extreme relief that the experience had not blinded her.

      Allison cautiously lifted her head that felt as if it weighed a thousand pounds and gingerly opened her eyes.

      Immediately, she wished that she had just kept them shut. The world spun aimlessly before her in an array of greens, blues, and flashing yellows, causing an insistent pounding to begin in her temples and her stomach to lurch. Allison moaned miserably and squeezed her eyes tightly shut until the drums in her head ceased to beat so strongly.

      God, what happened? Did I just experience death? No—that can’t be right. I’m still breathing, and my body hurts too damned much for me to be dead. Maybe it was a near-death experience—

      Her thoughts froze as the sound of whispering abruptly reached her ears as if a couple dozen people had suddenly surrounded her. Her eyes flew open again at the sound, and she hastily rose. This time the pounding in her head did not resume, and though she still felt a bit dizzy and woozy, the world was no longer spinning in circles before her as though she were riding an out-of-control merry-go-round.

      It can’t be—

      There was no circle of curious onlookers surrounding her, nor was anyone in sight, but that wasn’t what had Allison staring dumbly with rapidly widening eyes at the scene before her. She knew within a heartbeat that she was no longer in the park, or for that matter, in California. What she saw before her—her mind stubbornly refused to believe.

      A vast, highly intimidating forest with a species of trees that she had never seen replaced the cypress and pines that had dotted the landscape before that oval light had appeared out of nowhere to claim her.

      These trees were enormous—larger even than the familiar redwood trees of California, but their size was not the main characteristic of them that had caught her eye. It was the appearance of the peculiar structure of the limbs and the strangeness of the leaves they sported. Bent at unnatural angles in every possible direction imaginable, the trunk and branches of these trees reminded her immensely of the Okinawan bonsai tree one of her roommates kept in their living room.

      “It’s almost as if someone multiplied the size of that little tree by a hundred,” Allison muttered wondrously under her breath.

      That’s where the resemblance to the bonsai tree ended and the unfamiliarity began. The leaves—if they were in fact leaves—were a shade of green so deep that they were almost black. From where she sat, the leaves appeared to be like the blossoms of a monstrous rose that had mutated to be ten times its normal size. Hundreds of these rose-like leaves littered the many twisted branches of the trees.

      On their own accord, her eyes darted from the trees to the ground. She gasped in surprise. What she had believed was grass when she had felt it earlier, was in a sense, not grass as she knew. It had three times the width of ordinary crabgrass and was a pale green in comparison to the green-black of the leaves above.

      It was then that Allison noticed that something in the air was—wrong. It smelled heavily of nature, a scent unfamiliar to her city-bred nose, but that was not the reason for her sense of wrongness. Some essential element was missing, something she could not quite grasp completely. It even tasted different.

      This can’t be happening! Where in God’s name am I?

      As Allison glanced wildly around in the vicinity of where she sat, she noticed that she seemed to be in a small clearing within the forest that was no more than fifty yards wide. No visible paths were emerging from the trees that suggested that anyone had ever visited this particular clearing, and she didn’t know whether to feel relieved or distressed.

      She squinted up into the sky and instantly cried out in shock at what she saw. Not one, but two suns radiated down upon her. One was high in the sky, about twice as small as Earth’s sun, but just as blinding. The other was barely rising over what little of the horizon she could see through the gaps in the trees. She noisily released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding and put her hands over her eyes to childishly block out the scene that was right out of a sci-fi movie.

      I didn’t see that—dear God, I couldn’t have seen that—

      While she had been observing the alienness of her new surroundings, Allison had completely forgotten about the faint whispers that initially had caused her to open her eyes and sit up in alarm. They now returned to her, a little more audible than before, and also, a little more insistent for her attention.

      Allison immediately dropped her hands from her eyes and scrambled to her feet, whirling around from left to right still a bit unsteadily to try to locate their source but spotting no one once again. There was only the forest in every direction as far as the eye could see. The whispers seemed to be coming from the air directly around her.

      —or the inside of my head—

      She shuddered uneasily and tried to banish that last, unnerving thought, but it persisted no matter how hard she tried to shake it. It was then, as her mind was frantically trying to find another line of thinking that she remembered Katherine. Had she been sucked into the light as well? Allison was a bit alarmed that she couldn’t remember anything between the time she had first seen Kat running towards her and right after she had been pulled completely into the light.

      “Kat!” she shouted urgently. Her voice sounded small and weak against the magnitude of the trees that loomed all around her.

      Only the whispers filled her ears.

      “Kat! Are you here? Please answer me!” she shouted again through a half-choked sob.

      Still nothing.

      Realizing that she was alone, a blow that was as effective as a brutal kick to her stomach, Allison began to cry earnestly in fear and despair. She didn’t know where she was or understand how being sucked into a light had brought her here. All she knew was that this strange forest she now stood sobbing in was completely foreign to her, and the whispering she heard was growing frighteningly louder with every breath she took.

      She sucked in several slow, deep breaths in an effort to stop the tears as she stared out into the forest, convinced that the voices she heard originated somewhere far back within the thicket. One minute, two, then she abruptly felt something inside her head shatter as if it were a mirror shattering into a thousand slivers of glass after striking the ground. There was no pain.

      Before she could contemplate what the odd sensation could have been, the incoherent babbling of a million voices suddenly swelled up in her mind, filling it with a shrillness and volume that was impossible to bear. It was as though she were wearing headphones and someone had abruptly turned up the volume to an unholy maximum.

      Allison screamed in sudden agony and fell to her knees, instinctively throwing her hands over her ears in a vain attempt to silence the infinite amount of voices that seemed to be booming all around her. A warm stickiness began to run through her fingers. Still, the voices came, swelling in volume and frequency with every passing second.

      Screaming terribly at the top of her lungs, Allison’s mind mercifully shut down a few moments later, no longer capable of bearing the trauma and pain those voices caused. She fell over on her face for the second time that day, consumed into the darkness of an unfeeling unconsciousness that still harbored the endless amount of voices that continued to swell in her mind.
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      Whistling the tune of an old ballad he loved, Aidric gazed lazily up at the sky through the tree branches high above. Not a single cloud loomed in sight, which meant that this time there wasn’t even a remote chance that he would be caught in an unexpected downpour and drenched as he had been the previous quarter-moon.

      He still seethed with the indignation of it. He had been propped up against a tree in his favorite spot along the Lake of Tears, reading a newly discovered spellbook that King Diryan had given him and much like today, greatly enjoying what little free time he had been given away from his ever-demanding duties.

      Not even a flash of lightning or a crack of thunder had sought fit to warn him of the incoming storm before the Thrones above decided to let loose a rather nasty downpour that had his robes drenched within beats. He still had not lived down all the jokes that had resulted from his arriving at the palace resembling a drowned snowbird.

      If only I were a weather-mage, then I wouldn’t have to worry about something as trivial as a little rain, Aidric thought ruefully, urging Shadow, his midnight-black steed, to slacken his pace as he trotted along the well-worn path that snaked its way through the thick trees to the banks of the lake.

      It was a beautiful day, perfect for relaxing under his tree with the warm, morning suns soothing his tired limbs. All around him, nature also seemed to notice the beauty of the day. The air resonated with the sweet, harmonious voices of the birds, singing their endless melodies until all of them interwove into an enchanting chorus that radiated the happiness of the world. Even the trees seemed to wave their limbs in a cheerful dance in the cool breeze.

      Aidius, what I would give to have a maiden accompanying me to my spot right now, he thought wistfully. The Thrones know that I have been without a lover for far too long.

      Aidric sighed irritably at that lonely thought, wondering, as always, why he insisted on torturing himself with that particular thought over and over again, especially on a day so beautiful that it demanded only cheerful thoughts. He seldom had time for a personal life after his mage duties to Lamia, his beloved kingdom. The irregular sand-marks he kept and all his abrupt departures during emergencies often turned people away from him in frustration.

      When Aidric first announced to the kingdom that he had achieved the title of a mage after years of study under Othos, then the Mage-general of Lamia and also King Diryan’s personal court mage, women by the dozens flocked around him, competing amongst themselves for his favor. He had enjoyed their attention immensely.

      The mystic of his mage powers made him incredibly fascinating to them, and he had them immediately enthralled when he began to perform little feats for them with his magic. The fact that he had a handsome face didn’t hurt either. He’d had no trouble finding a lover during those first few moons as the new mage at court. His popularity also raised several notches when it became known publicly a few moons later that he was King Diryan’s choice to succeed Mage-general Othos upon his death.

      Nevertheless, Aidric could never keep a lover longer than a few moons. The ladies he courted would realize how much of his time his duties to the kingdom required. Some even went several moons between the times they would see him. It seemed as if he was always being summoned off in the middle of the night to the aid of a neighboring kingdom that was under attack, and the battles sometimes continued on for several moons.

      Frustrated and unhappy, they always eventually gave up on him and moved on to other lovers, leaving him alone with his guilt over the fact that his duties would always have to come first over his own life and the life of those he cared about.

      Then there had been Alina, a maiden as charming as she was beautiful. She had never minded his long tours of duty, making sure that they made the most of the time they did have together. She had seemed a gift sent straight from Seni during those difficult times. Aidric had never been as happy as he was during the time Alina and he had shared. Then the world had come crashing down on him. But no—he would not think of those times, would not torment himself. He refused to think of them.

      As if brooding ever helped anyone, he thought wryly. Selwyn would hang me from my toenails if he knew I was chasing my own tail again after that magnificent lecture he gave me over how I’ll find the right maiden someday. Right maiden, indeed. What utter nonsense! Look what my last “right maiden” did to me! Sel already has Raya, so what does he know of loneliness?

      Aidric instantly felt guilty. He gave himself a mental kick in the backside for that last whine as he continued down the grassy path with only the trees and his horse as his companions.

      “I should be relaxing after all,” he announced to the trees as if he expected them to reply. Shadow whickered as if in agreement.

      However, fate had other plans for him. Almost in the same instant, his mage senses awoke screaming. His mind instinctually began to probe the area before he could even gasp in surprise. What it encountered—Aidius—it was power that hit his mind-probe with all the subtlety of a landslide!

      As he hastily wrenched his mind away, Shadow reared violently, causing Aidric’s teeth to clamp together painfully. He wrestled with the steed for a few endless moments before he was finally able to settle Shadow down enough to take action.

      He banished the spellbook he had been leafing through into his magical storage plane for safekeeping and quickly strengthened the magical defensive shields about his body before turning cautiously towards the south where the origin of the power source was like a beacon of raging fire to his mage senses.

      Aidric could neither see anyone, nor sense anything else hidden amongst the trees that the power could have originated from, yet, he knew something was out there. He could even feel a faint glimmer of human emotion, but it was too distant, too vague to decipher. Praise Seni that it was not a Summoning at least! The magical energies were not quite right.

      Though a great deal of unease began to wash through him, Aidric also felt a familiar rush of excitement at the thought of investigating the alien power source. What manner of creature contained such power as to have the ability to both cross the Lamian border and to also have successfully kept those powers hidden from the suspicious eyes and senses of the mages assigned to the border station?

      Cursing as he realized the implications, Aidric dismounted and hurriedly tethered Shadow to the nearest tree. Then with his heart pounding, he carefully directed another Probe of Inquiry from his mind into the forest to see if he could touch the mind of whoever or whatever was recklessly sending out such radiant vibes of power for any soul with mage powers to perceive.

      Several hundred handspans into the forest, his mind-probe suddenly touched the mind of his target, the raw power slamming into his mental shields. He instantly drew his mind back as if burned, but that brief touch had been enough for him to sample the “flavor” of the mind, that the one he sought was a woman.

      There had been no sense of startlement, no indication at all that she had even sensed that her mind had just been touched. That was a good sign. If she wasn’t blocking her thoughts from intrusion, then Aidric would be able to easily steal the thoughts directly from her mind with her being none the wiser.

      I wonder if she even realizes how stupid it is to leave her mind so completely unguarded. Or— His thoughts darkened. Could this mindlessness be a trap?

      Aidric cautiously touched her mind again, this time bracing for the onslaught of power, and slowly searched for anomalies along the surface as her power raged against his mental shields. Then without warning, something clicked in her head, a light thump against his mental “hand,” and a blast of power in the form of a piercing scream crashed into his mind shields, instantly shattering not only them but his bodily shields as well.

      The sheer blast of her power knocked Aidric flat, his back hitting the ground so violently that it drove the air from his lungs. As he lay stunned and gasping, her screams began to fill his head at an intolerable volume.

      Aidric half-choked, half-cried out himself, reflexively throwing his hands over his ears in a foolish attempt to block out the sound of her terrible screams that dripped with fear and agony. He knew that the screams were purely mental. He only had to reset the shields to his mind to silence them.

      But he couldn’t. The concentration he needed to rebuild the shields was utterly impossible as her shrill screams ripped excruciatingly through his mind. Aidric writhed on the ground and moaned, feeling as if his head was going to explode any moment. Then between one beat to the next, the screams within his head swelled to a new, impossible height, and his screams were now a match for the ones in his head.

      Panic threatened to overwhelm him. His mind was being ripped to shreds!

      Then, just as suddenly as the screams began, they cut off as if someone had abruptly encased his mind within a spell of silence. The silence was as profound and as unnerving as an unexpected clap of thunder on a cloudless day.

      Aidric slowly brought his hands away from his ears, his heart pounding to the point of pain and gasping for air. He had completely expected them to be sticky with blood, but they were clean. For a moment, he could only lie where he had fallen in stunned silence. What in Seni’s name had happened?

      Only after sensing that the immediate danger had passed did he slowly climb to his feet and begin to brush off the soil and dead leaves that clung to his robes. The mundane exercise helped to calm his nerves a bit and to slow his racing heart back to an almost normal pace.

      He then immediately rebuilt his mind and bodily shields, still visibly shaken on how the unknown woman’s single blast of power had instantly shattered his strongest shields on contact.

      No one had ever done that.

      By Aidius, what in the six hells was that all about? Aidric thought wildly, his eyes still widened with shock. That power…

      His head whirled towards the direction he had sensed her. He had to find her. If she proved to be an ally, a mage such as she would be an enormous asset to King Diryan’s magical defense. It might even be the very thing they needed to tip the scales enough to end their current silent war with Mihr.

      Unless that whole episode was actually a deliberate attack, a test of her abilities, and she has already transported herself out of Lamia—

      That disturbing thought sent Aidric crashing through the forest like a deer with the hunt at its heels, weaving skillfully between the trees whose lower limbs maddeningly seemed to grab at his clothes with their prickly branches in an attempt to prevent him from going any farther.

      A few beats later, he skidded to a halt as he entered a small clearing of thick grass about the diameter of ten strides that he had never seen before. It
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