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      Sarah’s headache started at the airport in New York and kept her company, throbbing painfully behind her eyes, all the way across the country. She thought back to the phone call she got just after winding through security that set it off.

      “Sarah, what are you doing?” Elaine’s voice was calm, almost coaxing, but Sarah heard the command in it as clearly as she heard the words. Her mother mastered that trick years ago. “I just got your email, since you have the day off already, come here and I’ll make some calls and get you sorted out. There is no reason for you to take any sort of vacation time to deal with this. Have the lawyer handle the details.”

      “Mom, I’m at the gate already. My flight will start boarding soon. I have to do this.” Sarah squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for the rest of the conversation. She already knew what her mother would say, how she would say it, and the disapproval that would lace every word.

      “I don’t see why you have to do it in person, in California.” Sarah’s mother somehow managed to make the state’s name sound like a deep, unexplored jungle in a pulp fiction novel. Someplace wild, dangerous, and terrifyingly uncivilized. 

      “I have to go there in person because she was my grandmother, and if you had told me she died in the first place I could have been there for the funeral.”

      And that was the point that had finally driven her to buy the plane ticket at all. Gran died and her mom had known within an hour. Sarah hadn’t found out for three weeks. It was unusual for them to go that long without talking. She kept leaving messages on Gran’s old-fashioned answering machine to no avail, and Sarah had been starting to worry. Finally, Gran’s lawyer called with a question about the estate, at the same time accidentally delivering the sad news.

      “She deserves to have family there to deal with her estate in person. She left it to me, and I’m going to do right by her. And she deserves to have someone from her family visit her grave at the very least. I wish I could have gone to the funeral.”

      Sarah left out the fact that she hadn’t used her vacation time for this trip. She’d quit the job entirely— which had been far easier to do than she’d thought. Nor did she mention that she had sublet her apartment to an old college friend for the next few months while she herself figured out her next step or two because she had no desire to return to New York anytime soon. Some fights were best left as long as possible. It hadn’t much worked, really, her evasiveness didn’t prevent an argument, just took the argument they did have down a different path.

       “Just tell the lawyer to hire someone to clean out the house and sell it. Or keep it as a rental property, if you really feel that sentimental about it, not that I see a reason to feel any attachment to the place. There’s certainly no reason at all for you to actually go there. There was no need to take time off work. Your life is here and you shouldn’t just put it on hold for no purpose.”

      That’s when the headache started in earnest. It had already taken all of her courage to make the decision to go to California in the first place, and she had really wanted to avoid the conversation with her mother until she was already there, well out of reach. Her life wasn’t in New York, and Elaine Richards would never allow that. Sarah didn’t know where she did belong, but she knew that much.
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      Sarah breathed out some of her stress as she drove off the car rental parking lot. The swirl of airport traffic reminded her enough of the familiar rush hour traffic back home that she felt the tension ease back slightly. The thought crossed her mind that she should call her mother, tell her the plane had touched down in San Francisco and she was on the road. Instead, she sighed.

      Sarah had lost track of the number of times she’d sighed since locking her apartment door that morning. It was starting to feel like normal breathing. She’d deal with Mom later. Elaine Richards was an intimidating, weighty presence that she simply didn’t have the strength to withstand right now.

      Sarah maneuvered the car off the wide curving ramp and slid into the flow of traffic. The lawyer, Ms. Anderson, had suggested that she take 280 south to drive away from San Francisco. She had assured Sarah it was a more pleasant drive and the route would bring her out closer to the house she had inherited from her grandmother.

      God, Sarah missed her grandmother. It had been years since they’d been in the same place, but they had talked on the phone at least once a week, usually much more often. Gran had been her best friend, always there to listen to Sarah’s complaints about work or her mother, or to lend a long-distance shoulder to cry on after a breakup or some other of life’s little tragedies.

      Sarah sighed again, this time in frustration.

      She’d noticed the strain in her grandmother’s voice over the past few months and had wondered if perhaps age was finally taking its toll on the older woman but whenever she brought it up Gran assured her that it was nothing to worry about. Sarah hadn’t even considered that Gran was sick. Isn’t cancer the sort of thing you tell people about? The traffic around her swam slightly as she was forced to blink tears away. Why Gran suffered all alone out here like that Sarah would never understand.

      The rolling green hills flew by as she read the exit sign. Not too much farther, she thought. Ms. Anderson had given her clear directions, which was good since the last time Sarah had been here she’d been in middle school. She was also glad that Ms. Anderson offered to meet her at Gran’s house. The numbness and adrenaline were wearing off and she was both heartbroken and terrified. Being surrounded by Gran’s things would maybe help her keep it together.

      “Stop that,” she muttered to herself. “Just meet the lawyer, get inside the house, and figure out dinner. In that order. Anything else can wait until morning.” Just as long as the churning in her stomach didn’t get any worse.

      After about an hour of driving, she finally turned onto the street where she intended to live for at least a few months and felt self-conscious as she pulled into the driveway, still not able to believe that she owned it now. The street was full of well-kept houses all about the same size, all probably built for quiet 1950’s families and recently adapted to being a Silicon Valley suburb. The freeway noise drifted over her where she stood, but it wasn’t overwhelmingly loud, and the breeze carried the smell of water from somewhere nearby.

      The house felt low-slung and cozy, only one story and a few rooms, though Sarah knew that it would sell for a completely insane amount of money in the current market, thanks to her mother’s very pointed hints. She could hear her mother’s voice whispering the potential listing. Two bed, one and a half bath. Fourteen hundred square feet on a lot big enough for landscaping as desired. Two million dollar listing price. Actually, list it at two and a quarter, and let them talk you down a small bit.

      Landscaping. Gran didn’t have ‘landscaping.’ She had a garden. One for the front and one in back of her little, one-story house. Sarah noted the big ceramic pot, glazed a flamboyant peacock blue, with some sort of flowers spilling over the rim in a welcoming riot of colors. The garden was not too badly overgrown and the wooden fence had been recently painted. Someone had been weeding recently, too, and there were new flowers planted along the walk from the driveway to the door to welcome her with their cheerful faces. An image of Gran— kneeling in the garden bed, a pink scarf tied around her hair, waving a trowel around like a conductor’s baton as she chatted— sprang so clearly into Sarah’s mind that she almost answered the memory out loud.

      “I hope you haven’t been waiting long?” A voice startled her out of her trance and she turned to see a woman hurrying up the road. She wore fashionable dark jeans and sneakers under a silk blouse and tailored suit jacket, and Sarah blinked as the woman reached out a hand.

      “Jennifer Anderson. You must be Sarah Richards?” The hand that took hers was warm and friendly, but Sarah had the distinct feeling that there was a great deal of physical strength in this woman, though she looked like any fit middle-aged businesswoman having a casual meeting. Sarah just nodded; the anxiety that had been building all day started to take hold again and she had to work to keep herself from fleeing back to the airport.

      “You must be worn out. Cross-country flights can be such a pain. Let’s get you settled in. And please, call me Jennifer. Your grandmother was a good friend. She told me so much about you that I feel like we’ve known each other for years already.” Jennifer smiled, but Sarah saw the grief in her eyes and suddenly the other woman wasn’t such a stranger anymore. They had both loved Gran.

      “Oh? I’m sorry, she never talked much about her life when we chatted. Nothing specific anyway, unless it was about her garden. I didn’t even know she was sick until Mom got the call about…” The tears came swimming back again and she didn’t have the chance to blink them away before she was wrapped in Jennifer’s arms.

      “Oh honey,” she murmured. “Oh, I miss her so much too.”

      They stood there sniffling for a few minutes before Jennifer let go, holding on to Sarah’s shoulders and looking at her with all the maternal concern and care that had been missing from her own mother’s eyes when she had learned of Gran’s death.

      “Listen. I was your grandmother’s lawyer, but I was also her friend, and if you need anything at all you just call me. Day or night. I live in the apartment complex just a few blocks away, and I can be here anytime you need me, okay? And I’ve got two strapping young sons who can do your heavy lifting if you need it. They’ll only grumble the whole time about being volunteered, I promise.” She grinned, the tears wobbling in her own eyes. Sarah just nodded, afraid she’d break down if she tried to speak. Jennifer seemed to understand and bustled her into the house, and into her new life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Night was not soft here, Sarah thought. Not like she had expected anyway. She knew that there were what felt like millions of miles of relatively wild parkland very nearby, and she remembered spending all the time in Gran’s garden which was surrounded by tall hedges. Her memories of the house were all of lush plantings and playing in the dirt— one year they visited and found chickens in a coop in one corner of the garden— and Elaine had always been deeply averse to being casually social when they visited, so Sarah had never spent time in the front yard where the nearby houses were obvious.

      As a result, she’d always felt that Gran lived out in a grand farmhouse and had for some reason thought that meant she would feel isolated and far from civilization, but she could hear the freeway noise as a soothing rumble and her neighbors were yards, not miles away. Definitely within screaming distance, she assured herself, then laughed at her entirely city-girl train of thought. She’d never been here at night, though. When she boarded the plane that morning, she’d expected to be nervous, the whispering nighttime sounds of wildlife being the only thing that kept her company while she watched the Milky Way spread overhead. No such luck, Los Gatos was firmly suburban and far too close to San Jose to see that many stars. It was not soft, but it was comfortably familiar.

      She had very few memories of visiting after dark. She rarely saw Gran after dinner— usually at a restaurant somewhere, but sometimes at home when Gran could talk her daughter-in-law into a home-cooked meal— and she had then returned to the hotel they invariably stayed at. It made sense, Sarah supposed, since there was only one bedroom in the house. Gran had turned the second bedroom into an office and crafting area, though she swore that she would make up a bed in there for them to share. Sarah’s mother was far too dignified to sleep on any sort of temporary bed, and that had been that.

      Besides, the house had been— and still was— far too geared towards comfort for Elaine’s taste. Gran favored plump, colorful cushions and overstuffed easy chairs that made Sarah feel like she was lounging in a hug. The kitchen was made to work in while chatting with people setting the antique farm table that could seat a dozen people comfortably. It wasn’t the same sofa that Sarah remembered from her childhood, or if it was it had been reupholstered with a soft tan-and-cream striped fabric. Red and orange and blue throw pillows were tossed on all the living room furniture, and a shaggy coffee brown rug lay a safe distance from the fireplace. No, it would have deeply offended Elaine’s sensibilities, Sarah saw now. From the well-used hall tree by the front door to the row of hooks and the tray for gardening shoes by the back door, her mother would have felt like she was slumming the whole time she was here.

      She grimaced at herself and sipped her tea. There was a lot of tea in the kitchen to keep her leftover Chinese takeout company, all sorts of different kinds, mostly with handwritten labels that said things like ‘for sleep, if you like old gym socks’ and ‘have some tea and calm down.’ The labels made her grin as she heard her grandmother’s voice reading them in her mind’s ear, and selected a jar that said ‘take this tea with a hot bath and maybe some scotch’ and smelled like blackberries and something she could only describe as green. Sara dutifully poured in a small dribble of the scotch she found in the next cupboard over but she’d taken a quick shower while her tea steeped instead of the recommended bath, and now sipped her tea while gazing out into the backyard as dusk started giving way to true night.

      Gran’s garden was lovely still, even in the January cold. The recent rain had been just enough to green things up, though to her east coast mind all the weather here was inside out and bizarre. Still, now she had a few small fruit trees and a kitchen garden full of things she couldn’t identify, and she was determined to make Gran proud.

      Earlier, before she left, Jennifer said that she knew someone who could help Sarah identify everything in the back garden, and when Sarah was feeling up to company they’d come to see her.

      “Rosie had a real gift,” Jennifer had said as she smiled. “Truly a green thumb. I could manage to kill a plastic plant, but your grandmother could work her magic and make it bloom.” Sarah had grinned to hear the woman talk about her Gran, and Jennifer felt much more like a friend than a lawyer. But now it was her own garden, and she needed to find out if she had any garden magic of her own.

      The bush in the back waved wildly and as Sarah’s eyes widened, a fox darted out into the center of the yard. She’d always imagined foxes to be small, cute animals, but this one seemed huge; its head would easily come up to her knee at least. It stopped in front of the window she stood at and she swore that it stared right at her with a look of concern, it’s night-black ears swiveling to catch some elusive noise. It darted a look over its shoulder, back the way it had come, then bolted out past the house into the front yard.

      Sarah frowned, suddenly uncomfortable and peered into the gloom to see what— if anything— had spooked the creature and saw nothing. She tried to laugh at herself, but couldn’t quite make the sound convincing, and pulled the curtains firmly closed against the darkness outside. She went around and locked all the doors. She looked out the front window into the street, in case the fox was still there, but there was only a man walking quickly down the street towards the corner. She shivered, unable to say why she felt so uneasy or why she was oddly concerned about the stranger’s safety walking alone through the night. Shaking her head as if to clear the thoughts from her mind, she closed the curtains tightly and turned to get ready for bed.
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      Sarah bustled around her kitchen, humming to herself. It was early, well before dawn here thanks to her body not understanding the concept of ‘time zones.’ In New York, it was already nearly seven am, and sleep had abandoned her entirely to allow her to get a shower before work. She had no job to get to now, however, so instead of rushing through coffee-shower-makeup-coffee to look like a pretty office drone like she was used to, she was gathering things into her grandmother’s backpack and putting on layers like she’d heard was the best idea, not that she thought she would shed any.

      The cold here had surprised her a bit at first, especially after dark. She had been expecting San Diego weather through the whole state, she supposed. The San Francisco Bay area did not have balmy beach-weather in January, and she was glad of Gran’s sweaters at night. They were cozy and made her feel like Gran was there with her somehow, encouraging and supporting her with whatever she decided to do. Warm for her body and her heart.

      The past couple of days had been about getting settled in. All the practical daily-life stuff that is so necessary: changing her address at the post office, calling Gran’s creditors and getting everything changed over into her name, listening to several of her mother’s rants over the phone. (No, she wasn’t sure when she’d be coming home. Yes, she knew that it would be difficult to explain to her employer— Sarah still hadn’t found the courage to tell Elaine about quitting. No, the house wasn’t falling down around her ears, it was in perfectly good shape. Yes, she was aware that would make a difference in a listing price.) 

      Honestly, if her mother would just get past the fact that Sarah wasn’t bending to her every whim anymore, she’d probably be proud! Sarah did need to find a job sooner or later— probably sooner, even though she didn’t need to pay rent anymore— but otherwise she was being very practical and responsible about everything from the bills to the laundry.

      Sarah spent her time during the day looking for the grocery store, the best place for coffee, and the best pizza place— not much luck there, since Californians had no idea what real pizza was, it seemed. She also invited Jennifer to bring her gardening friend over for coffee or tea or beer over the weekend. The idea of making friends that her mother would not even know about, let alone pre-screen made her feel practically drunk with rebellion, even though she was long past the usual age for such feelings.

      When her eyes popped open in the dark this morning, however, she had a sense that she needed to get up, get out of the house, and do it as soon as possible. She’d always resisted these odd, out-of-nowhere urges when they came to her. Anytime she mentioned them growing up, her mother would purse her lips and a line would appear between her carefully groomed brows.

      “You are far too mature to allow some nebulous foolishness to direct your actions, Sarah,” she would inevitably say. “Think with your mind, since that is what it is for.”

      Gran, however, had simply chuckled once and said that Sarah had good instincts, and she should listen to them. So this morning she got up and got moving. Hiking— well, going for a walk that wasn’t determined by the road layout— felt like something she needed to do. She’d seen the fox again, too, slinking down the middle of the street like it had no concern whatsoever for the humans in the houses. It had to have a den nearby to be so comfortable.

      She didn’t think she felt quite brave enough for a real hike in the real wilderness, although there were plenty of trails nearby, winding up into the mountains and apparently over them to the Pacific Ocean. She had always thought it sounded like fun to just go out into the woods and enjoy nature, but she shivered, remembering her mother’s many rants about how dangerous the outdoors was and how undignified camping was and so on and on endlessly it seemed. Sarah’s mother didn’t even much care for garden parties in carefully manicured spaces within the city, but at least those were catered and had valet parking.

      Sarah reached for her water bottle and tried to calm herself. She was not her mother, wasn’t that part of the point? It was her life, and she didn’t want her mother to run it for her any longer. She was in her mid-twenties for pity’s sake, it was time to act like an adult and make her own choices. So… Sarah would explore. There was a trail just behind her property— she could see it through some trees just past her back fence— that looked like more of a runner’s path than a hiking trail, even if it was wooded on one side. She would go there for her first ever hike. Walk. Whatever. A path behind a bunch of houses would be safe enough for a first outing, even in the dark.

      She locked the door behind her and pulled her coat tighter to wrap across her chest. A few stars glittered in the cloudless sky, the moon having set long since. The night was now dark and kept its chilly grip on the world, and her breath puffed faintly in the streetlight. The air was quiet, waiting for the day to start in earnest, only a few folks getting an early start south to the beach or north into Silicon Valley were out on the freeway making faint noises. Something about the atmosphere felt still, as if the world was waiting.

      A shiver ran down her spine but there was no reason for it that she could tell. Just city-girl nerves running rampant on her first morning out in the dark of wilderness-adjacent suburbia. It wasn’t too much before the pre-work runners would start coming out, so she wasn’t too scared of muggers. Mostly. Honestly, what was she afraid of out here? The Big Bad Wolf, for crying out loud? She shut off her mother’s running commentary about how awful the little backwater area Gran lived in was, and stepped down the street.

      There was a little access path at the corner where the street swooped away from both the highway and the creek that separated the residential area from the traffic, and that’s where Sarah turned in. She hesitated slightly under the first twisty tree branches that hung over the narrow path. The sense of something being wrong hit her, strong enough to make her gasp and stand there, uncertain. She peered down the path to where the trail showed through, flattened and graveled and easy for joggers and strollers and those entirely unused to tramping through the forest.

      There is nothing at all to be afraid of. It’s just a little neighborhood park. She pulled her shoulders back, continuing her mental pep talk, and walked down the path with more assurance than she really felt. Besides, the same odd feeling in her chest that had woken her with the need to go for the walk in the first place was still there, unsatisfied with simply being outside the house in the dark morning.

      She could hear the faint sound of the freeway starting to gear up for rush hour now and smell the trickle of water from the creek just ahead. It was paved like a drainage ditch instead of being allowed to look like a natural waterway, which was both weird and oddly Californian, and there was another path on the other side. She decided that she was going to have to learn more about how things worked here because she would never have thought to call this a creek, nor consider it picturesque parkland. Well, it was what she had at the moment, and it was a nice enough walk for her first try. And the trees really were quite pretty in a creepy, haunted, Halloween sort of way. Like witch trees, she laughed to herself.

      Gran would have known what they were but wasn’t around to ask, so Sarah would have to go online to find out what the twisting, funny looking trees that lined her street were. There were also several other kinds of trees, huge bushes, and tall grasses rustling softly at the side of the graveled trail as small nighttime critters scurried home to beat the sun. I bet Gran knew what all these plants are. I should have come sooner. I should have visited when she was alive. Sarah sniffled a bit and kept walking. It was strange to be here, knowing that her grandmother had probably walked this path all the time, just to get out of the house. 

      Her train of thought was interrupted by a harsh sound, like an asthmatic dog bark, from near the side of the path. Sarah froze, the nerves she had been fighting off reasserting themselves. She turned towards where the sound had come in the brush near her feet, her eyes wide, and saw the grass wave wildly as a fox limped onto the trail.

      The size of the animal made her blink and she realized it was the same fox she’d seen twice now. It was way bigger than she’d thought foxes grew, and at the moment it was filthy. Its thick fur was full of leaves and brambles and was matted down and smudgy on one leg with something dark and shiny. Somehow Sarah knew that wasn’t mud. She stood, still as a river stone, and watched the animal approach her in the middle of the path to stop, looking up to meet her eyes squarely as if it was a friend extending a terse greeting.

      It flicked an ear and barked again. The wheezy sound grated on her nerves, but she knew that this creature wasn’t what was setting off all the alarms in her mind. In fact, she had the feeling that it was trying to warn her about whatever was causing her fear. Something deep in her brain knew that she and the fox were together against whatever the danger was.

      The air grew sharp with the cold and the fox turned back down the path to growl into the dark. The sky was not quite as inky as it had been, but there was no way the sun could rise fast enough for Sarah, who was shaking wildly now. Her whole body rang with the terror of realizing that whatever caused this soul-deep reaction was just out of sight down the path and was absolutely something she wanted to remain ignorant of. She looked down at the fox, who had moved onto the path in front of her so close his tail draped over her feet and was growling, clearly alert with all its animal instinct and preparing to defend itself. And… her. That thought nudged her to speak.

      “Wait. There’s no way you can fight right now, you’re hurt. You have to run!” she said, some instinct driving her to band together with the fox.

      Her mother’s voice in the back of her mind chastised her for talking to an animal and for letting her imagination run so rampant in the pre-dawn air. There was no such thing as monsters. There was no good reason for her heart to be pounding so wildly she could feel her pulse in her fingertips and her ears. There was a rational explanation for why it was now so cold that the sparkle of frost was starting to form on the leaves to her side.

      There was probably nothing out there more dangerous than another fox fighting for territory. We are human beings, there is no excuse for allowing something so inconsistent as so-called instinct to defeat reason. Elaine had no use whatsoever for ‘gut feelings.’ There was no way a wild animal was trying to protect her, of all the ridiculous ideas, and there was absolutely no possibility that a fox would understand human language.

      The fox turned to look at her over his shoulder and its eyes met hers with complete understanding. It rasped out that odd bark again and crept unsteadily backward to crouch at her feet and again growled into the night.

      Sarah blinked. What the hell? She realized that her breath was now puffing clearly out in front of her like billows from an old-fashioned train. The air around them became blade-sharp with cold that hurt her skin and burned in her lungs. This would be cold even in a place like Alaska, but for Los Gatos it was just wrong. She needed to get somewhere warm and safe, but what about this wild animal that was trying to defend her from… 

      She glanced down the path again and even her mother’s constantly droning voice was silenced inside her head. Her mind stuttered and failed, her body froze, even her breath seemed to stop. There, on the path gliding towards them, was a shadow. That was all Sarah could come up with to describe it. It wasn’t a shadowy figure, it wasn’t a dark form. It was a complete absence of light, like a hole in the fabric of reality that was the size and shape of an enormously tall, misshaped person. It moved with slow jerks like it wasn’t used to having to obey the laws of physics, and each step closer sucked in more warmth, not so much from the air, but from her soul itself.

      The fox in front of her snarled his defiance and limped a step towards the thing, the brush of its tail whispering over her ankle.

      That brief contact broke the hold fear had on her mind.

      “Nuh-uh,” she said and scooped the animal up. It was almost as big as her friend’s dog— a mixed breed mastiff-lab-something mutt of a dog— though the fox was all muscle and much heavier than she’d expected. The only reason she could think that she managed to lift it and spin on her heel the way she did was that the fox was so shocked by her action that it didn’t struggle at all. She sprinted down the path the way she had come, hoping she wouldn’t miss the narrow trail back to the street. All she wanted was to get home, lock the doors, and turn on every light in the house.

      Not that she was sure that would help against a horror movie nightmare. She wasn’t sure anything would.

      She skidded around the gentle curve of the path and stopped dead. There, ahead of her and standing right next to the way out, was another shadow. She backed up a step, but the fox started growling again, poking its head over her shoulder the way they’d come, and she knew they were trapped. There was no place for her to go except across the creek, and she wasn’t sure she could get up the cement slope on the other side. She had no way to fight back, not that she would know how to fight anyway. Besides, she had the feeling that she could have a rocket launcher and it wouldn’t help against those… things. If those were horror movie nightmares, Sarah knew that she was definitely not the plucky heroine that saves the day.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she whispered to the animal as she sank to her knees. She felt the muscle and body heat under the fur as the fox shifted with her movement. The cold had sunk all through her, numbing her fingers and toes, burning her skin everywhere that wasn’t in contact with the animal in her arms. Even that heat was more of a memory of warmth, of light and goodness and optimism that these monsters were steadily driving out of her heart.

      She could tell that the fox wouldn’t just leave her alone to face these horrors, but that choosing to stay was as good as choosing death. She hugged it close to her chest and buried her face in its fur so she wouldn’t have to watch the things get any closer. She started mumbling to herself, words surfacing in her mind from somewhere she wasn’t consciously aware of. They felt like a prayer, so she just let them come, and waited for the end. At least neither of them would die alone.

      The blow never came. In fact, what Sarah felt was a sudden heat fly past her head, but she didn’t spare any thought for the world outside her chanting until she felt the fox wiggle in her grip and stick its wet nose into her ear.

      “Hey. I asked if you’re okay. Hello?” A warm voice was speaking from somewhere in front of her face and she opened her eyes slowly. There was, in fact, a man crouching in front of her in the not-quite dawn darkness. Not a monster, or… or a void in reality that chased people. Not something to be afraid of. A live, flesh and blood, human being.

      His hand hovered in the air near her shoulder as if he wasn’t sure that he should touch her. His dark eyes looked worried, relieved, and more than a little confused, and when her eyes met them finally, he sighed in relief and his hand landed on her shoulder. It was a gentle, cautious touch, but she could feel it through her whole body. It was reassurance and life and safety. And warmth, god it was warm.

      “Thank goodness. Are you hurt? There’s blood on your arm,” he said. Her attention dropped down to the sleeve of her jacket and saw blood was indeed smeared across it.

      “Oh!” she flinched. “Oh, you poor thing, I’m so sorry I wasn’t more careful!” She set the fox down gently, trying to keep her hand off the ragged wound that sliced down its shoulder. She expected it to dash off into the grass, but it just crouched down where it was and put its head down with a sigh that sounded both exhausted and relieved.

      “Man. I bet that hurts like a bitch,” the stranger said to the animal who huffed a breath. Sarah looked at the fox, then at the man and then back down the path, which was looking less and less sinister with each moment. She felt herself wobble, unstable even as she knelt on the ground and was glad when the stranger put his hand out to steady her. Now that it seemed to be all over, she felt giddy and slightly hollow.

      “You may not be hurt, I guess, but you’re not exactly okay either. We should get you someplace warm.” He looked down at the fox. “You too. We’ll get that shoulder dealt with. Can you walk or should I carry you?” The fox looked up at him and Sarah would swear that the animal grinned. Then it turned and nudged her arm.

      “Not a chance. You behave yourself,” the man said, lifting the fox carefully to drape over his shoulders. “My name is Kai, and this idiot is Sebastian. Let me help you up there, you’re white as a sheet. Woah!” 

      The last thing Sarah remembered of her walk that morning was Kai catching her as she slid to the ground.
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      The warm air smelled spicy and pungent and sweet all at the same time, and even with her eyes shut and her mind still swimming Sarah felt sure she was in a safe place. In the mix of scents somewhere was coffee, which perked Sarah up more than anything else. She shifted on the pillows and snuggled for a moment under the blanket that she clutched in her hand before her eyes snapped open. Where on earth was she?

      The walls of the cozy room were painted a spicy pumpkin color and were covered in a mix of paintings and photographs of landscapes. The drama in each image took her breath away, and the overall effect was of being in a room full of windows, each looking out onto a different dramatically beautiful scene from nature. All of the furniture was geared towards cozy comfort from the overstuffed sofa she sat on to the bookshelves lining one wall that were jammed haphazardly with reading material. The place was cluttered and seemed to run towards the messy, but the feeling she got here was welcoming, and though it wasn’t at all tidy and slightly sparse like her Grandmother’s house it had a very similar atmosphere to it.

      “Oh good, you’re awake! I was starting to worry a bit,” a woman bustled into the room and smiled hugely at her. Sarah blinked as a cup of tea was pressed into her hands. “Now you drink that and you’ll feel much better. Then I’ll get you some breakfast. I imagine you’re starving after such an ordeal.” The tea smelled faintly like lemons and the feeling of similarity to Gran’s house washed over her again as the heat from the mug seeped into her fingers. The woman had bustled off and was whisking open the curtains to reveal early morning light.

      “What’s in this tea?” Sarah asked, her nerves at being in a stranger’s house, god only knew where, and being told to drink a strange tea were reasserting themselves. She felt like she could probably trust this woman but two decades of being told not to trust strangers were hard to overcome.

      “Oh nothing much, really. Just some chamomile and lemon balm and nettles. You had quite a scare this morning, and Kai didn’t know who you were, so he brought you here when he brought in Sebastian to get cleaned up,” the woman came back over to sit in the overstuffed armchair nearby. “You look so much like your grandmother I couldn’t believe he didn’t know right away. You can call me Doc. Everyone else does. Even Rosie did.”

      “Oh! You knew my grandmother? Did you make all those teas at Gran’s house?” Sarah’s eyes got wide. “She has so many funny teas at home!” Doc’s eyes lit up.

      “Well, I helped her make some of them, that’s certainly true. I run The Apothecary— that’s the tea shop— so I could get some of the ingredients more easily than she could, but she preferred to grow or gather her own mostly.”

      “Hey, Doc! Sebastian finally dozed off, so… oh! You’re up.”

      The stranger from this morning strode into the room. She got a good look at him now, and he was actually younger than she’d thought on the dark path. He was tall and very solidly built in a male gymnast sort of way. His ink-black hair slid forward over a sharp, well-defined face and the only attention he paid to it was sweeping his fingers back to pull the mess out of his eyes, something he did every few minutes. Sarah felt an urge to get him to a barber and just deal with the problem. There was something about him she couldn’t quite figure out, though.

      “Yes. Um,” Sarah wasn’t sure what to say. Thanks for saving her maybe? But had he saved her? And from what? Fortunately, he solved the problem by speaking himself.

      “I have to thank you. If you hadn’t hauled him off physically, I think Sebastian would have tried to take those things on by himself,” he flopped down in the last of the armchairs and ran his hand through the hair that had slid over his eyes again. “That idiot. I told him not to go out in the first place. What was he thinking? I mean sure, he could probably deal with them on his own if he didn’t let himself get distracted, but I swear to god. He was probably following some damn trail or other and let the thing take him by surprise.” He huffed a breath out and let his head drop back to sprawl almost bonelessly in the deep cushions.

      “He was thinking that we have a problem, Kai, and you know how he is when he wants to figure things out. You’ve always been the more cautious one,” Doc frowned. “But we do need to figure out where those things are coming from. It’s the middle of winter. With all those after school things they do, a lot of our kids don’t even get home before dark, and it looks like those things are more of a menace to the neighborhood than we’d thought.”

      Kai rubbed his hand over his eyes. “I know, I know,” he mumbled.

      Sarah frowned and looked from Doc’s worried but patient eyes to Kai’s hand still scrubbing over his face in frustration. 

      “Um, what—“ she swallowed the lump in her throat. “What’s going on? What were those things, anyway? I didn’t just imagine them, right? And what happened to that fox, is it ok? And where are we, where did you bring me?”

      Sarah snapped her jaw shut on the increasingly hysterical questions that were pouring out of her mouth. Two pairs of eyes landed on her at once and she shrank into the sofa cushions. Sarah thought she could feel their regard like a physical touch.

      “No, you didn’t imagine them,” Kai said. He sighed and frowned again. “They were wights. From where we have no idea, but they first appeared last week and they seem to have it out for us here, which is unusual behavior for those things to say the least. Seb and I have been trying to figure out how to deal with them. We have families living here. Kids, elderly folks, people who just want to live a nice, quiet life without being plagued by this shit. And now he’s gone and managed to stir them up, got himself wounded, and dragged you into this mess. I’m sorry about that.”

      “Sebastian is fine, don’t worry. Just needed a couple of stitches to close up the wound. When he wakes up we’ll go hustle him out into the sunshine and after that, a bit of rest and a little medicine and he’ll be right as rain,” Doc added.

      “I—” Sara started.

      “I told him it was too dangerous to go out by himself! Dammit, this is exactly what I was afraid of.” Kai launched himself out of the chair and started pacing. “And if you hadn’t…” he stabbed a finger in Sarah’s direction, then stopped mid-step and frowned. Sarah flinched back again, away from his gaze and the almost savage energy radiating from him. He noticed her reaction and made a visible effort to calm down.

      “I’m sorry. It’s been a little stressful lately with all this going on and then Sebastian went and got himself injured and you were both attacked and I’m just a bit tense right now. What’s your name, anyway? I’m Kai Russell, and Seb probably owes you his life. Even if he is an impulsive idiot. Especially because he’s an impulsive idiot.” Kai held his hand out and his hair flopped back into his eyes. Sarah stared for a moment before slowly reaching her own hand out. Kai’s palm was warm and slightly callused, and his fingers were firm but careful when they wrapped around her hand to shake it.

      “Er,” Sarah blinked. “My name is Sarah Richards. And I’m glad he’s okay.”

      “Thanks entirely to you,” Kai retrieved his hand to shove the hair out of his face again. “You hauled his hairy hide away from a fight, then shielded the both of you long enough for me to get there. That was some quick thinking, and I’m honestly grateful. I’m in your debt for that,” Kai flashed her a brief smile that completely changed his face before flopping back down into the chair.

      “Well, Rosie suspected her granddaughter had talent. She always regretted that she couldn’t spend more time with you, Sarah,” Doc reached over and patted Sarah’s knee, her face sad.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, either of you.” The pair was beginning to sound like lunatics, frankly. Kai was talking about a wild fox as if they were actual relatives, and somehow Doc didn’t sound like she meant Sarah’s piano lessons. She heard her mother’s voice warning her about talking to strangers she met in the street. Formal introductions through people she knew and trusted was definitely a safer way to meet people though there wasn’t much she could do about fainting in public, she admitted. Still, now that she was awake, she should probably leave. “Look, I really appreciate you not leaving me on the path out there, but I should probably be going home.” She stood up, carefully laying the blanket over the arm of the sofa, and looked around for her things.

      “Oh, I washed your jacket. Sebastian made a real mess, poor boy, but it all came out fine. The dryer should be done fairly soon if you’ll just wait a bit. I’ll go check.” Doc stood and bustled out of the room.

      Sarah watched her go, wondering how someone who seemed so practical could also sound so crazy. Now that she was standing she felt the cool floor under her feet and looked down to realize that her shoes were missing as well. All of her courage left her in a rush and she dropped back to the sofa, deflating.

      Kai was watching her, and she tried not to squirm under his gaze. It was bizarre. His eyes were a dark brown, almost black, but as he stared at her she thought she caught flickers of amber and gold in them. She blinked and he was scrubbing his hand over his face again and sighing.

      “Are you okay?” Sarah couldn’t stop herself from asking. He just looked so tense and worried.

      “I’ll manage. It’s been a really long night, that’s all,” he said, then he straightened in the chair and leaned forward. “Listen. If you’re living in Miss Rosie’s house we’re really close by, and we owe you for this morning so if you need anything just call. Besides, Miss Rosie was practically family, which means you are too.” He scribbled down some phone numbers on a notepad he pulled from his back pocket.

      “Here. This is my cell phone, this is Sebastian’s, and if you can’t get either of us, these are Doc’s phone numbers— cell and at The Apothecary. I know Miss Rosie had all these, but I don’t know if she just had them memorized or in a phone book or what.” He handed her the paper.

      “Here it is! Fresh and warm from the dryer!” Doc came back in with a bundle in her arms. She quickly unfurled Sarah’s fleece and flung it around her shoulders, letting the snuggly dryer heat do its work. “It was just shutting off when I got in there. Come on, I’ll walk you home to make sure you’re not still wobbly.”

      Sarah allowed herself to be bustled out the door— her shoes had been placed beside the mat and were also cleaner than they’d been this morning— and wondered what the heck she’d gotten herself involved with.
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      Doc led the way around the outside of a comfortably mid-scale and there were potted plants and patio furniture on most of the balconies. Sarah looked around the courtyard they’d stepped into and realized that the complex was made up of at least five buildings in a sprawl that surprised her. People walking past smiled and greeted them cheerfully. Sarah had to laugh at a little girl on a swath of grass near another building trying to pet a cat who was clearly teasing the toddler into taking a few more steps for her furry goal.

      The sunshine and the perfectly normal, everyday bustle combined to chase away the last remains of the strangeness from this morning. And the odd way Kai had been talking about that fox… how would an animal have a cell phone, anyway? Most of it must have been a stress hallucination.

      “It’s a nice place to live. Kai and Sebastian have made some really nice improvements,” Doc grinned. She waved to the child’s mother. Sarah had been looking curiously at the buildings that made up the complex.

      She realized that they all looked fairly normal from this side, but the courtyard they had left felt rather more like a town square, with tables scattered around and kids playing on the lawn, and all the ground floor apartments had huge windows with people bustling around. She wondered if there was a coffee bar or something in the leasing office that would explain the number of people with paper cups at those tables. It felt more like a community than she could remember feeling anywhere else— more like a small town somewhere than an apartment complex so close to San Jose.

      “What do you mean they made improvements?” Sarah looked at the older woman. Doc was maybe in her sixties, but she was letting her chestnut brown hair go grey as it pleased. She was comfortably pear-shaped and the cheerful energy she exuded with every movement was infectious. If you discounted the way she had talked about the fox this morning, Doc seemed like a really grounded, reliable sort of woman and Sarah could easily see her as Gran’s friend.

      “Well they actually started the remodeling before Keiko died, but she encouraged it, and everyone agreed that the buildings could use some work, so those boys just sat down one day and plowed through the details of what needed to get done. They started talking to architects and contractors maybe two weeks later,” Doc said, strolling down to the sidewalk and turning into the neighborhood. “They’re a good team, and we all feel pretty lucky that they came back to take over.”

      Sarah took a breath. Doc was a friend of Gran’s and she trusted Gran’s judgment, but there were a few things that had to be straightened out. And frankly, walking in the cheerful, bright sunshine of broad daylight the whole nightmare adventure felt like just that. A nightmare. She’d probably fallen and hit her head or something and hallucinated the whole thing. That was the only sensible explanation, so she would ask sensible questions.

      “So, Kai and Sebastian run this apartment?” she asked. That would explain why Kai looked so stressed out. Sarah figured that apartment management wasn’t an easy job, after all.

      “Well, of course. They own it,” Doc laughed. “Their grandparents bought a lot of the land around here, and built a small community on it. Over the years they attracted more tenants and ended up building the apartments. When Keiko finally died last year, she left it to her daughter, but she isn’t likely to come back to live here, and Kai honestly isn’t likely to live anywhere else if I know him at all, so the whole thing was signed over to Kai and Sebastian which has suited everyone very nicely. We’re all pretty pleased to have Keiko’s grandsons in charge.”

      “Wow. That’s amazing.” Sarah looked back over her shoulder towards the buildings that were already obscured by trees. “That’s a lot of responsibility.”

      “It is, and they take it seriously. They’re good boys. We’re all pretty proud of them.” Doc smiled and lifted her face to the sun, soaking in the warmth and Sarah decided not to push it. After all, some people treat their dogs like children, why not their foxes?

      “Wow. And I thought it was a bit overwhelming to inherit Gran’s house,” Sarah sighed. “I wonder why she left it to me and not Mom or my uncle. Or my cousins. I bet they’re pretty angry about it.” Doc shook her head and looked at Sarah.

      “The house and everything in it were always for you,” Doc said. “I’m sure that your cousins got something. Rosie was far too proud of all of you to not have made provisions for them, but the house and the gardens especially. They were for you because you are the only female descendant.”

      “What?” Sarah stopped and stared at Doc. The other woman stopped too and turned back to look at her sadly.

      “I don’t know how much you know about your family’s history. I’m sure you know that your mother quarreled with Rosie and kept you away from her, and that broke her heart,” Doc said. Sarah nodded.

      “I know. I remember it. We were actually out here for a visit. I think I was in middle school at the time, but I could hear them shouting through the kitchen door. I was out in the garden reading and Mom came storming out and yanked me to the car and that was that. We never came back again.” She shuddered at the memory. Her mother’s face had been twisted into an expression that Sarah had never been able to understand. Fury was in there and stubbornness, but something else she didn’t recognize, and that frightened her more than anything else. Doc was nodding.

      “Middle school sounds about right. You would have been hitting the right age to start learning more about what Rosie did, and your mother didn’t want that. Refused to allow Rosie to teach you about, well, about a part of your heritage that your mother didn’t approve of, I suppose is the best way to put it,” Doc turned and started walking again. Sarah realized that they were only about a block from her grandmother’s house. No, it’s my house now.

      “You mean like telling me about a shady ancestor or something? Like some of the family used to be criminals? And what do you mean what Gran did?”

      The feeling that they were taking a turn for the bizarre again washed over Sarah. She wasn’t sure she wanted to continue this conversation, but that same feeling of needing to escape from a cage that had driven her out of New York was growing again, this time she felt like she needed to escape her own ignorance. The sense of unreality was seeping back into her bones, and she wanted to go back to last night when everything was definitely normal: no crazy people claiming wild animals as relatives, or otherwise sane seeming ladies hinting at dark family secrets.

      “I said to Kai that Rosie believed you had talent and she did. She told me that she was sure you had enormous potential, and she wanted to teach you to use that talent the way she did her own. The traditions and skills that your mother refused for you and rejected,” Doc fell silent and frowned, searching for the right words. Sarah walked along beside her, turning the corner and feeling her heart lift at the sight of the familiar fence posts. She needed to paint the house, she thought, distracted by the view in front of her. Doc finally sighed deeply and shook her head. Sarah looked back at her and the woman had tears in her eyes and a worried expression.

      “Sarah. I don’t think it’s my place to discuss your family. Not like this anyway. Rosie must have left you something that would explain everything. She loved you so much and was so proud of you,” Doc stopped at the corner of the driveway and laid her hand on Sarah’s arm. “She was always telling us about what you were up to and how you were doing. I know that she worried about you being unhappy and lonely all the way out on the East Coast. She wouldn’t just leave you all this and not leave any sort of explanation of what she meant with it all. If Jennifer didn’t have a letter to give you then there must be something here, in the house. If you don’t find anything, I’ll do my best to answer any questions you have.”

      “I don’t understand,” Sarah finally said after several minutes. She could see the reluctance on Doc’s face, and the concern, but it made no sense.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I just… I feel like I’m stomping on sacred ground here,” she said. “I’m sure that Rosie left you a letter of some sort, somewhere. Have you looked?”

      “No,” Sarah shook her head. “I guess I thought that if there was anything like a letter or something, Jennifer would have given it to me.”

      “She would if she had anything to give you. She’s a stickler for things like that,” Doc looked past Sarah to the house and tears started to sparkle in her eyes. “Rosie wouldn’t leave you unprotected and ignorant. She wouldn’t.”

      “I…” Sarah shivered, nerves making her cold. “I guess I’ll go look.”

      “You do that,” Doc gave her a quick, fierce hug. “You look and if you don’t find anything, you come find me and I’ll tell you everything I know. It’s not much, about your family specifically, but I know about Rosie’s work. She’s the one who taught me, after all.”

      Sarah nodded and turned away. As she walked across the small square of grass that passed for the lawn, she could feel Doc watching until the front door closed behind her, shielding her from the unnerving conversation and the strangeness of the morning.

      She leaned back on the reassuringly boring wooden panels of Gran’s front door and swept her gaze around the small living room. Sofa, TV, bookshelves, armchair, fireplace— all perfectly normal. There was a desk in her workroom office, but that was pretty average as well, nothing that even hinted at a world that contained animals that could understand English and were acknowledged as family members that owned property, or tall, person-shaped holes in the fabric of reality that brought cold with them like a tsunami to sweep away all traces of warmth and hope. She thought back to all those secret phone calls to Gran through high school and college, then the longer ones through her adult life. They’d all been so cheerful and, well, normal.

      But then Gran really didn’t talk much about herself or her life outside the garden, Sarah remembered. And that fight with her mother… Sarah realized that there was a great deal about her family that she didn’t know, and that had been deliberately kept from her by her mother. No wonder Mom didn’t want me to come out here in person. Well to hell with that. Come on, Gran, what didn’t you want to tell me on the phone?
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      The phone was ringing when Sarah stepped out of the shower. She felt much better now that she was clean— less confused by the weird events of that morning, and on much surer footing, emotionally. She had decided, as she washed her hair, that Doc was right about at least one thing. Gran would most likely have left her some sort of letter or note. Gran always said that there was so much she wanted to pass along to Sarah, but she’d need weeks to say it all, then laugh when Sarah huffed about getting time off to visit. Someday, she’d always said. Soon, Gran, I promise.

      Well, that hadn’t happened, Sarah sniffled again, feeling the guilt well up and knowing that she deserved it. She heard the answering machine pick up and only paid a sliver of attention since it was unlikely to be a call for her anyway. No need to rush out of the bathroom dripping wet and make a mess just to tell someone that ‘sorry, she passed away.’ She smiled sadly as her grandmother’s voice told the caller that she couldn’t get to the phone, then shrugged when there was a pause of dead air after the beep.

      “Sarah Elizabeth Richards. Answer the phone. It’s your mother.” 

      Sarah tensed and she debated whether she should answer the summons or not. She wasn’t sure she had the emotional energy for a fight about whatever her mother wanted to argue about today. Then, with a deep, steadying breath, she wrapped her robe tightly around herself like armor and picked up the phone just before her mother hung up.

      “Mom, sorry. I was in the shower,” she said, cheerfully. “I went for a walk this morning on the path by the creek here, and wanted to clean up a bit.” 

      “If you want to keep fit you could simply hire a personal trainer who has the qualifications and experience to know what you need to do and work out in a nice, safe, clean gym with security cameras. There is absolutely no reason to get filthy wandering around by that drainage ditch and put yourself in harm’s way like that. God only knows what could happen to you, you could get mugged! There could be rabid wild animals that attack you! You don’t know what you might run into out there.” 

      Sarah squeezed her eyes shut then just as quickly opened them again when images from her walk flashed behind her eyelids. She shied away from the memories she’d just managed to pack away and tried to focus on her mother’s words. It was an old argument.

      “I don’t know where the nearest gym is yet, and the path is right here, and I got home just fine. In fact, I met some neighbors and one of Gran’s old friends. We had a nice chat about tea. Did you know that Gran made her own herbal teas? There are a few kinds in the cupboard, and they’re pretty tasty.” She hoped changing the subject would help, but instead, she was surprised by a sudden silence from the other end.

      “Mom, are you okay?” Sarah asked into the uncharacteristic quiet. She heard her mother take a deep breath.

      “That is one of the reasons I called. Your grandmother knew some unsavory people, and she seemed to be collecting more as she got older. That is just one of the reasons I didn’t want you around her anymore. It was easier to provide a buffer for you when your father was still alive,” Elaine’s voice wobbled, but she caught herself after the smallest of pauses. Even grief counted as an unpleasant emotion in public. “He knew his mother better than I did, and could help me keep you safe from the less respectable aspects of his mother’s life.” 

      Sarah frowned. Unsavory people? Less respectable aspects?

      “I haven’t met anyone unsavory. Just some business owners and Jennifer Anderson, the lawyer, who was also a friend of hers, and she seemed really nice, to say nothing of doing a great job with the estate. She went out of her way to let me in the house and helped me to settle in. And Doc was sweet. A bit odd, but nice to me. I certainly wouldn’t call them unsavory,” Sarah felt compelled to defend the few people she’d met. “And I met the owner of a local apartment complex. He seemed more tired and distracted than unsavory, but I guess he’s been renovating the place. And he was perfectly nice, too.”

      “What is this person a doctor of, did they tell you or just try to scam you with a fancy title?” her mother said. Sarah could hear an edge to her voice. “And you know to stay away from strange men. Those California people, especially, are barely civilized.” The familiar headache was starting to form. Maybe Gran had a tea for that, too? Worth a look.

      “Doc is more of a nickname because of where she works, Mom. It’s a tea shop somewhere nearby, in some historic building. The locals call it the Apothecary, so the woman who runs it is called Doc. At least that’s what I gathered, and she didn’t try to scam me at all. She’s not a real doctor and didn’t imply she is We mostly just talked about Gran. You didn’t call just to cast aspersions on people you’ve never met, have you?” Sarah realized that one of the great advantages to being across the country from her mother was that she could just hang up the phone after this conversation and not worry that the woman would show up in person 20 minutes later to keep harping at her. She wondered if she was brave enough to just hang up? She sighed. Not today, anyway. 

      “You have been
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