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			Chapter One

			Perched on her stool in the chilly lab of the Clinical Center of the National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland, Quinn Lennox studied the lab results on the desk in front of her. Dammit. Just like all the others, this one revealed nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing. She’d run every blood test known to science, and they all claimed that the patient was disgustingly healthy. Utterly normal.

			They lied.

			The patient wasn’t normal and never had been, and she wanted to know why. She wanted to be able to point to some crazy number on one of the myriad blood tests, and say, “There. That’s it. That’s the reason my life is so screwed up.”

			Because those lab tests were hers.

			“Quinn.”

			At the sound of her boss’s voice in the lab doorway, Quinn jumped guiltily. If anyone found out that she’d been using the lab’s equipment to run blood tests on herself, she’d be fired on the spot. She set the lab report on her desk, resisting the urge to turn the paper over or slip it in her desk, and forced herself to meet Jennifer’s gaze with a questioning one of her own.

			“Did you have time to run the McCluny tests?” Jennifer was a round woman, over forty, with a big heart and a driving need to save the world.

			“Of course,” Quinn replied with a smile. “They’re on your desk.” She might be running tests she shouldn’t be, but never, ever at the expense of someone else’s.

			“Excellent.” Jennifer grinned. “I wish I could clone you, Quinn.”

			Quinn stifled a groan at the thought. “One of me is more than enough.” Certainly more than she could handle.

			“Hey, you two.” Clarice, in a T-shirt and shorts, a fleece hoodie tied around her waist, stopped in the doorway beside Jennifer. It was after 6:00 P.M., and most of the techs had already left for the day. Clarice was clearly on her way out since she’d taken off her white lab coat. But she should be, considering she was getting married in two days. A curvy redhead, Clarice had been one of Quinn’s best friends in her first couple of years at the NIH. Before everything had started to go wonky, and Quinn had been forced to retreat from virtually all social events.

			Clarice clapped her hands together, the excitement radiating from her so palpable that Quinn could feel it halfway across the lab. The woman practically had the words bride-to-be dancing in fizzy champagne bubbles over her head. “Are you two going to meet us at my apartment tomorrow night or down in Georgetown? Larry and two of his groomsmen are available to drive anyone who needs a ride home afterward.”

			The bachelorette party. Bar-hopping in Georgetown. Quinn nearly swallowed her tongue, forcing down the quick denial. No, she would not be going. Absolutely not. “It’s easier for me to meet you there,” Quinn replied. No excuse was good enough short of sudden illness. And it was too soon for that.

			“I’ll meet you at your apartment.” Jennifer patted the younger woman on the shoulder. “You look radiant and happy, Clarice. Exactly how a bride-to-be should look. Not a bit the stressed-out crazy person so many brides turn into these days.”

			“Oh, I’m a crazy person, don’t worry. I’m just happy-crazy.”

			“Stay that way. See you ladies tomorrow,” Jennifer said with a wave, and disappeared down the hall.

			Clarice came into the lab, now empty but for Quinn, and perched on the lab stool beside Quinn’s. “I have a million things to do. Two million.”

			Quinn gave her a half-sympathetic, half-disbelieving look. “Then what are you doing here?”

			“Procrastinating. The moment I walk out the door, I’ll be moving a hundred miles an hour until I go to bed. If I ever get there tonight.”

			Quinn grabbed Clarice’s hand. “I’m happy for you.”

			“Thanks.” Clarice squeezed hers back. “I’m so glad you’re going out with us tomorrow night, Quinn.”

			“Me, too,” Quinn replied weakly, hating that she wouldn’t be going. It had been so long since she’d enjoyed a night out, and this one promised to be a lot of fun. And she hated to disappoint Clarice. But she didn’t dare go. Not to Georgetown. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

			Clarice slipped her hand from Quinn’s and hopped off the lab stool. “Enough procrastinating. I’ve got to get going.”

			“Get some sleep tonight.”

			Clarice rolled her eyes. “I’ll sleep on the honeymoon.”

			“Larry might have other ideas.”

			With a laugh, Clarice disappeared around the corner.

			Quinn turned back to her desk, folded the lab report, and stuck it in her purse, then pulled off her lab coat and glanced down at her clothes, her stomach knotting with tension. On the surface, she was dressed normally for the lab—jeans (purple), T-shirt (red), and tennis shoes (bright blue). The problem was, when she’d dressed this morning, the jeans had been blue, the tee yellow, the shoes white. The Shimmer had struck on her way to work this morning, as it did almost every day now. Why? Why did these things keep happening to her and no one else?

			Heading out of the building, she began the long trek across the NIH campus to her car, not looking forward to the long slog through D.C. traffic to get home. Traveling to and from work on the Metro had been so much easier. But public transportation of any kind was out of the question now. What if they passed through a Shimmer? How in the hell would she explain such a color transformation to her fellow passengers?

			By the time she reached her car, a ten-year-old Ford Taurus, she was sweating in the late August heat. Opening the car door, she stared at the pink interior, which was supposed to be slate gray, the knot in her stomach growing. With a resigned huff, she slid into the hot car and headed back into Washington, D.C., and home.

			Her life had always been a little odd. Now it was starting to come unhinged.

			Strange things had happened as far back as she could remember, though rarely. Only twice had they been scary-strange rather than silly-strange, like the color changes. And nothing had happened at all after that second bad incident, in high school. Not until a couple of years ago, when the Shimmers had begun playing with her.

			A couple of weeks ago, the visions started.

			Yes, her life was becoming seriously unhinged.

			As she neared the Naval Observatory on Massachusetts Ave., she saw one of the Shimmers up ahead, like a faint sheen in the sunlight, almost like the rainbow that sometimes appeared in water mist. They were always in the same spots, never moving, never wavering—nearly invisible walls in various parts of D.C. that she’d always been able to see, always been able to drive or walk through without incident. Until recently. Now she avoided them like the plague, when she could. But there wasn’t a single route to work that didn’t pass through one.

			Unfortunately, one cut right through the heart of Georgetown, which was why she couldn’t possibly meet Clarice, Jennifer, and the others tomorrow. How drunk would they have to be to not notice her clothes changing color right before their eyes? Too drunk. It was far too great a risk.

			As she drove through the Shimmer, the hair rose on her arms, as it always did, her car interior returning to gray, and her clothes and shoes returning to normal.

			In some ways, she’d gotten used to the strangeness, but in a bigger way, she was scared. Because the changes were escalating in frequency, and she had a bad feeling that it was just the beginning.

			She couldn’t help but wonder...

			What comes next?

			Quinn unlocked the door of her apartment on the edge of the George Washington University campus and pushed it open. The warm smell of pepperoni pizza and the comforting sound of a computer gun battle greeted her.

			“Oh, nice kill.” Zack’s voice carried from the living room, low and even. When had his voice gotten so deep? He was only twenty-two, for heaven’s sake. A man, now. A computer geek who’d long ago found his passion in game design and, more than likely, the love of his life in his best friend, if he ever woke up to the fact that he and Lily were meant to be more than programmer buddies.

			Quinn locked the front door behind her, set her purse and keys on the hall table, then strode into the living room, a room she’d furnished slowly and carefully, choosing just the right shades of tans and moss greens and splashes of eggplant to please her senses. But it was the room’s occupants who pleased her far more. Zack and Lily sat side by side at the long table against the far wall, each in front of a computer. Behind them, the television news flashed on the flatscreen, the volume a low hum in the room. But neither of the kids paid the television any attention. Each fiendishly tapped away at a computer mouse, staring fixedly at his monitor. Beside Lily sat a plate with a single thick slice of greasy pizza. Beside Zack, two large pizza boxes. The kid never quit eating.

			Lily glanced over her shoulder. “Hi, Quinn.” A sweet smile lit pretty features framed by long, sleek, black hair.

			“Hi, Lily.”

			Without glancing away from the computer screen, Zack grabbed a slice of pizza out of the top box. Overlong curly red hair framed an engaging face as he wolfed down half of it in one bite and appeared to swallow it just as quickly.

			“Hey, sis,” he greeted absently. Though only half siblings, they resembled one another rather markedly, except for the hair. They’d both inherited their dad’s lanky height, green eyes, wide mouth, and straight nose. But while Zack had that mass of curly red hair, her own was as blond and straight as her late mother’s. Their personalities, too, were nothing alike, which was probably why they got along so well. Zack personified laid-back serenity, while Quinn couldn’t stay still to save her life. Something had to be in motion—her mind, her body—preferably, both.

			Only two things truly mattered to her. Zack and her work. In that order. She liked her job, and she was damned good at it. But if Zack gave her the slightest hint that he’d like her to follow him to California after he graduated, she’d move. Just like that.

			But he wouldn’t. Zack had Lily, now, if he didn’t blow it with her. He didn’t need his sister. He’d never really needed her. Not the way she needed him.

			“Whoa!” he exclaimed around a bite of pizza as some kind of bomb went off in the middle of the game. “Did you see that, Lily? Awesome.”

			Quinn grabbed a slice of pizza, then turned up the volume on the television and switched the channel to the local news.

			“Another person has been reported missing in downtown D.C. in a string of disappearances that has police baffled. This brings the total number reported missing in the past six weeks to twelve. This last incident is believed to have occurred near George Washington University.”

			“G.W.?” Lily asked.

			But when Quinn glanced at her, the girl had already returned to her game, her lack of concern mired in the youthful belief that bad things only ever happen to other people. A view Quinn had never shared. Unlike most young adults, she’d never believed her world to be a safe, secure place. Never.

			Quinn finished her pizza, then carried her laptop back to her bedroom and got online. Sometime later, she heard the front door close and glanced at the time. She’d been on the computer nearly two hours. Was Zack going out or coming back? Closing her laptop, she went to find out.

			She found her brother in the kitchen, his head in the fridge.

			“Did you walk Lily home, Zack?”

			“Uhm-hm.”

			She grabbed a glass and filled it with water from the sink. “Want me to fix you something?”

			“No, thanks.”

			Zack and Lily, both computer science majors at George Washington, had met their freshman year and become instant friends. They’d interned together this summer at a small Silicon Valley gaming company—a company who’d offered them both jobs upon graduation. Zack had mentioned that they might be doing some testing for the company over the school year.

			“Were you guys playing or testing tonight?”

			“Both.”

			Zack wasn’t the world’s greatest conversationalist. Nine times out of ten, she had trouble getting more than one or two words out of him, though every now and then she asked the right question, usually about gaming, and he talked her ear off.

			He straightened, holding a small bottle of Gatorade. “Want one?” Her brother’s eyes crinkled at the corners, the unspoken love they felt for one another sparkling in his eyes.

			She smiled. “No thanks.”

			With that, he left the kitchen, his mind wholly engaged by whatever thoughts forever zinged around his head. He’d always been that way, seemingly unaware of anything around him. And yet he’d always been there for her. Always. Zack’s love was the one constant, the one absolute, in her life. And always had been.

			Quinn downed her water, then poured herself a glass of wine and followed him into the living room, curling up on the sofa, utterly content to listen to Zack’s tapping at the computer keyboard as she read. She tried to give Zack some privacy when Lily was here, though she was pretty sure he’d never taken advantage of it in any way. As far as she could tell, Zack considered Lily a friend and nothing more. One of these days, he was going to wake up to the fact that his best friend was a beautiful young woman who happened to be in love with him. And when that day...

			Quinn froze as a familiar chill skated over her skin. Her breath caught, the hair lifting on her arms. Oh, hell. She’d felt this same chill more than half a dozen times over the past few weeks. Only recently had she connected it to the visions.

			She set her wineglass down so fast, it splashed onto the lamp table, then she lunged off the chair and crossed to the window with long, quick strides. But as she approached, she slowed, hesitating, her pulse kicking hard and fast. She knew what she should see, looking out the window—the dorms across the street, two dozen windows glowing with light and life, cars lining the street below. Her heart thrummed with anticipation and dread at what she would see instead.

			Dammit, why does this stuff always have to happen to me?

			With a quick breath, she stepped forward and lifted shaking hands to the windowpane, curving her hands around her eyes to close out the light from the room. And, just as she’d feared, she stared at an impossible sight. A line of two-story row houses, decrepit and crumbling, lit only by the moonlight falling from above, stood where the dorms should be. This street, unlike the real one, was unlit, unpaved. Uninhabited?

			Three other times over the past weeks, after she’d felt that odd chill, she’d looked out the window to find this exact same scene. Why? If it weren’t for all the other strangeness in her life, she might think she was hallucinating. Or going insane.

			Maybe I am.

			The sound of a horse’s whinny carried over the sound of the real traffic, for the normal sounds had never died away despite the change in scenery. Her eyes widened. Maybe her imaginary street wasn’t quite so uninhabited after all. She pushed up the window and leaned forward, as close to the screen as she could get without actually pressing her nose against it.

			“Zack, turn off the light and come here.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wanted to pull them back. She’d spoken without thinking. Then again, if he saw it, too...

			Zack never did anything quickly, but the tone of her voice must have gotten through to him because he doused the light, except for one computer monitor, and joined her a handful of seconds later.

			“What?” He folded his long length and peered through the screen beside her.

			Quinn swallowed. “I thought I heard a horse. Do you see one?”

			His shoulder brushed hers as he turned and looked in one direction, then the other. “Nope. Probably just one of the mounted cops.” He straightened and returned to his computer.

			Quinn pressed a fist against her chest and her racing heart. Just once, she’d like not to be the only freak on the planet.

			The distinctive sound of a horse’s clip-clop grew louder, overlaying the true traffic sounds. And then she saw it, pulling a buggy down that empty dirt street, a dark-cloaked figure holding the reins. A moment later, incongruously, a yellow Jeep Wrangler burst onto the scene, swerving around the carriage, causing the horse to sidestep with agitation. The buggy driver shouted with anger. And then the strange sounds and sights were gone, and Quinn once more stared at the dorms and cars that were really there.

			“Lily’s missing.”

			At the sound of Zack’s frantic voice through the cell phone the next morning, Quinn leaped from her lab bench, her free hand pressing against her head. “Are you sure?” God. The disappearances!

			“We were going to meet out front and walk to class together like we always do. But she never showed up. And I can’t find her.”

			“She’s not picking up her phone?”

			“No. She texted me to say she’d be here in five minutes, but that was fifteen minutes ago, and she’s not here. She’s not anywhere, Quinn. I’ve been walking around looking for her.”

			“Zack.” She’d never heard him sound so frantic—she’d never heard him sound frantic at all. She scrambled to think of a logical, safe explanation for Lily’s disappearance and couldn’t come up with a single one that fit Lily’s serious, responsible nature. “Have you called her mom?” Lily lived with her parents about six blocks away.

			“I don’t know her mom’s number.”

			Crap. “Do you know either of her parents’ names?”

			“Mr. and Mrs. Wang.”

			“Zack. There have to be hundreds of Wangs in D.C.”

			“I know.”

			“Where are you?”

			“Starbucks on Penn.”

			A couple of blocks from their apartment. “Stay there. Inside. I’m on my way.”

			Thirty minutes later, after handing off her work to a fellow technician, racing to her car, and flying through more nearly red lights than she cared to admit, she found Zack right where he’d said he’d be, his body rigid with tension as he paced. He looked up and saw her, the devastation in his expression lifting with relief. As if she could fix it. Oh, Zack. His T-shirt was plastered to his body, his face flushed and soaked with sweat. He loved that girl, she could see it in his eyes, even if he didn’t know it, yet. If Lily was really gone, her loss was going to slay him.

			And his grief was going to slay Quinn.

			She took his hand, squeezing his damp fist. “Where have you looked?”

			“Around.” His eyes misted, his mouth tightening painfully. “She’s not here, Quinn.”

			“We’ll find her.”

			But he wasn’t buying her optimism any more than she was. The cops hadn’t found a single one of the missing people, yet. Not one.

			“Do you know where she was when you last heard from her?”

			“She was close. Within a block or two of our apartment.”

			Quinn cocked her head at him. “Doesn’t she usually buy coffee on her way to class?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Where?”

			He blinked. “Here.”

			“Have you asked if they saw her?”

			His face scrunched in embarrassment. “No.” He pulled out his cell phone as he walked up to the counter, stepping in front of the line and holding out his phone and, she assumed, Lily’s picture, to the barista. “I’m looking for my friend. Did she get coffee here a little while ago?”

			The man peered at the picture. “Yeah. Lily, right? She ordered her usual mocha latte no-whip.”

			Zack turned away, and Quinn fell into step beside him as they pushed through the morning-coffee crowd and left the shop. She squinted against the glare of the summer sun. “She went missing between here and the street in front of our apartment. It’s just two blocks, Zack.” And the chances they’d find her, after Zack had already looked, were slim to none.

			Together, they walked down the busy sidewalk, dodging college kids, locals, and tourists as they searched for any sign of Lily or what might have happened to her. Quinn’s chest ached, as much for Lily as it did for Zack. His anguish, thick and palpable, hung in the steamy air.

			When that familiar chill rippled over her skin, it startled her. Oh, hell. Not here. Not now.

			They were nearly to the block their apartment sat on, the street where, just last night, she’d seen an old-fashioned horse and buggy. In the dark. Surely she wouldn’t see it in bright daylight. 

			Her pulse began to race in both anticipation and dread. What if she saw that strange scene again? What if, as always happened when she peered out the window, she suddenly couldn’t see the real world? Would she start running into people? Maybe walk in front of a car?

			She grabbed Zack, curling her fingers around his upper arm.

			His gaze swung to her, hope wreathing his face. “Do you see her?”

			“No. I just ... I don’t feel well.”

			His brows drew down, and he pulled her hand off his arm and engulfed it in his larger one, closing his fingers tightly around hers.

			Hand in hand, they crossed the street, pushing through a throng of backpacked college kids, and walked around the construction barricade that was blocking her view of her building. As they cleared the barricade, Quinn swallowed a gasp at the sight that met her gaze. Superimposed upon a small section of her apartment building, to the left of the entrance, was what appeared to be a house of some sort. Or row house. It was set back and partially illuminated as if by a spotlight, surrounded by shadows. A crumbling, haunted-looking house that wasn’t really there.

			Holy shit. She pulled up short.

			“You see something.”

			Zack’s words barely registered, and she answered without thinking. “Yes.”

			“What?”

			His excitement penetrated her focus. “I’m not sure.” But she started forward, her gaze remaining glued on that impossible sight. The shadows fully blocked the sidewalk, extending almost to the street, as if the vision were three-dimensional, as if a slice had been cut from another world, a square column, and dropped into the middle of hers. But the house didn’t appear to actually stand within that column. In fact, the column didn’t appear to quite reach the front of her apartment building at all. It was as if the shadows acted as a window into the world where the house sat, alone and abandoned.

			She frowned, trying to make sense of it. Why, when the scene appeared at night, was she able to see what appeared to be the entire landscape of ... what? Was it another world? Another time? No, it couldn’t be another time. Not with a Jeep Wrangler racing across the landscape.

			Why could she see it when no one else could? And, clearly, no one else could. People were walking right through those shadows as if they weren’t there.

			She had no intention of doing the same. With her luck, her face and hair would turn purple.

			Zack squeezed her hand. “What do you see, Quinn? Something to do with Lily?”

			“I’m not sure. Probably not,” she replied out of habit, not about to admit to her weirdness. If Zack knew about it, he’d never said a word. And if he didn’t, if he’d remained happily clueless all these years, well, there was no need for him to find out now. “Just give me a moment, Zack.” She let go of his hand. “Wait here.”

			Quinn eased forward, dodging a couple of college kids as she neared that strange column of spotlight and shadows. It wasn’t a spotlight, she realized, but sunlight illuminating the front stoop of a house that stood only about twelve feet away. Mold and mud splattered the ancient brick; glass, long since broken, left gaping holes for windows; and the front door hung askew, dangling on one hinge. On that door, a tarnished lion’s-head doorknocker sat cockeyed and snarling at unwary visitors. Visitors long gone.

			It looked so real.

			The column itself was only about six feet wide, yet the house sat farther back than those six feet. To either side of the spotlighted front stoop, shadows and darkness lingered, like a nightscape cut by a beacon of sunlight. Yet people continued to flow through that shadowy column, oblivious. Unaffected.

			“Lily’s pen.”

			Quinn hadn’t even realized Zack had followed her until she saw him reach for the bright green ballpoint pen lying on the sidewalk just inside the shadows.

			“Zack, no.”

			Instinctively, she grabbed his bare forearm just as his arm ... and her clutching hand ... dipped into the shadows. Energy leaped at her through the hand that held him, attacking her with an electrical shock that raced over her body like crawling ants, shooting every hair on her arms and head straight up.

			Her breath caught, her eyes widened. Her brain screamed, Let go of him! But her fingers couldn’t react in time, and, suddenly, they were both flying forward.

			Into nothingness.

		

	


		
			
				Chapter
						Two

				Quinn
					landed on her hands and knees, scraping her hands on ... on
					... The pavers beneath her hands were not the
						sidewalk in front of her apartment. Looking up, the blood rushed from
					her face.

				“Quinn?” The note of fear and confusion that rang
					in Zack’s voice clanged in her head.

				She didn’t answer him. Couldn’t answer him through her heart pounding in her throat. She
					was on her hands and knees beneath a wide, bright spotlight. And all around that
					single shaft was darkness.

				Just like the
					column.

				Head thudding, she pushed to her feet to find Zack
					standing close by, his stunned expression mirroring her own.

				“What the fuck, Quinn?”

				“I don’t know.”

				The darkness swallowed everything outside the
					spotlight, but she sensed that far more was there. Turning, her jaw dropped as
					she stared at the door she’d seen through the shadows. As before, it hung from
					one hinge, its lion’s-head doorknocker hanging cockeyed and abandoned. Stepping
					forward, she climbed the two brick steps and lifted her hand to touch the cool,
					pitted metal.

				Real.

				How in the hell did
					this happen?

				She turned, her gaze fighting to spear the darkness
					that surrounded them on every other side. Looking up, she squinted into the sun.
					Okay, not a spotlight. Sunlight. But how ...
						? The sun shone in this spot—and nowhere else.

				Thoughts and questions collided against one another
					in her head, crashing and tangling as she met Zack’s wide-eyed gaze.

				“Where’d everyone go?” he asked.

				“I don’t know.” The people, the traffic. Her
					apartment building. All gone. She was starting to shake. Weird stuff was a
					normal part of her life, but nothing ever like this.
					God, had she done this? Had she somehow brought them
					here ... wherever here was?

				Did I make
					the whole of Washington, D.C.
					disappear?
					Or is
					it Zack and I
					who disappeared?
					Just like the others.

				Just like Lily.

				Without warning, the spotlight ...
					sunlight ... went out as if an angel had turned off the sun with a
					flick of a switch, throwing them into darkness.

				The bottom of Quinn’s stomach fell out. She reached
					for Zack as he reached for her, their arms colliding, their hands finding and
					gripping one another’s.

				“I don’t think we’re in D.C. anymore,” Zack
					whispered, as if the darkness were a living thing around them.

				“Then where are we?” The air swirled strangely,
					with currents both sun-heated and moist-cool, and smelled of mildew and mold and
					something more pleasant—an exotic spiciness she couldn’t place.

				“I don’t know. How can the sun just be gone like
					that?”

				“How could it just shine in one spot?” she
					countered.

				“We must be inside something with a roof. They must
					have closed the roof.” His words sounded logical, but his voice was beginning to
					quaver. “Do you think this is where Lily went?”

				“Maybe.” She’d dropped her pen in this exact spot.
					At least, the exact spot where they’d been standing in front of Quinn’s
					apartment. “But where are we?”

				Slowly, her eyes began to adjust to the darkness. A
					darkness that wasn’t quite complete, she realized with bone-melting relief. It
					was only dusk at the moment, not yet full night. But as her vision cleared, and
					she could see beyond, she felt no relief. All sign of the world they’d left
					behind was gone—the people, the cars, the city noises. The only thing familiar
					was the layout of the streets, the way they intersected, their width. But these
					roads were dirt, not paved. Buildings lined the roads, though nothing like the
					modern apartment and office buildings of her own neighborhood. These buildings
					were old-fashioned-looking and crumbling, as if they hadn’t been occupied in
					decades.

				Across the street ... what the hell? Her brows drew down as she stared at
					the same strip of abandoned row houses she’d seen over and over again from her
					living-room window. So this was it. This was the
					place she’d been seeing.

				Somehow, they’d walked right into that world. Which
					meant there were people here. Horses, buggies, yellow Jeep Wranglers. A frisson
					of excitement leaped within her, warring with a bone-deep need to escape. She’d
					love to explore this place, to find out what it was. Where
					it was. But her need to keep her brother out of danger overrode her
					natural curiosity. And her instincts told her there was danger here.

				“We’ve got to get out of here.” The question was,
					how? But she thought she knew. The column had pulled them in. If it
					reappeared—in the form of light, apparently—why couldn’t they escape the same
					way?

				“We can’t leave without Lily.” Zack’s hand spasmed
					around hers, then let go. “Lily!” His voice echoed over the ruined
					landscape.

				“Zack, shh! There are people here.”

				He gazed around with quick, jerky movements.
					“Where?”

				“I don’t see them, yet. I just ... I
					think they’re here.”

				As if to prove her point, a shout sounded in the
					distance, a man’s shout. Of warning? Of fear? She shivered. Yeah, definitely
					danger. She needed to get them home. Now. Her stomach was cramping, her chest
					aching because she kept forgetting to breathe.

				The shout died, and no sound followed. No horses,
					no car engines, no voices. Not even a bird. Silence blanketed everything.

				“Come on.” Zack motioned her with his head. “We
					need to find Lily.”

				“We don’t even know if she’s here.”

				“It makes sense, doesn’t it? People keep
					disappearing. Lily disappeared. We’ve disappeared, now, too. And I know that was
					her pen. She stood in that exact spot not thirty minutes before us.”

				Thirty minutes was a long time for the vision to
					linger, in her experience. Though she’d once watched one out her window for
					nearly twenty. And she couldn’t argue with the evidence.

				Quinn swallowed. “We don’t even know where we
					are.”

				“It doesn’t matter. We’ll find Lily, then figure it
					out.”

				She really wanted to argue for staying put until
					the column of light appeared again. But she knew Zack too well. If he thought
					there was a chance of finding Lily, she wasn’t going to keep him here. And,
					honestly, a part of her was dying to explore.

				“All right.”

				Zack started off, his long strides eating up the
					sidewalk as she hurried to keep up with him. “You act like you know where you’re
					going.”

				“I want to walk down Penn.”

				She looked at him askance. “Pennsylvania Avenue?” Penn crossed at an angle just two blocks from
					their apartment. And, yes, it would be in this direction if they were home. But
					... “We’re not in D.C., Zack.”

				“The streets are laid out the same.”

				“This can’t be Washington. It’s ancient.” Her jaw
					dropped. “We did not time-travel.”

				“ ’Course not. Look at this place. It’s a ghost
					town. Even the trees are all dead.”

				He was right. Though only a few trees stood between
					the rows of buildings, they were gray and twisted, with few to no leaves. She
					saw no bushes, no grass. Nothing to alleviate the appearance of a desolate,
					ruined ... lifeless ...
					place. Except for that shout. And the fact that she’d seen a buggy in one
					of her visions. And, incongruously, that Jeep Wrangler. There were definitely
					people here somewhere.

				“There’s an easy way to find out if this is some
					weird version of the city,” Zack said.

				She knew exactly what he had in mind, and they
					might as well find out. They crossed the next two streets, reached the corner of
					Pennsylvania Avenue, and turned onto it without hesitation. She wondered if this
					was a good idea, if the smarter option might be to try to find a place to hide.
					But hide from what? And for how long? If Lily was here, they needed to find her,
					though God only knew how. Sooner or later, they were going to need food. And
					water.

				Side by side, they strode down Pennsylvania Avenue,
					or this empty doppelganger version. Two blocks, three. And then they saw it.

				“Jesus Christ,” Zack murmured beside her.

				Quinn’s jaw dropped as she stared at the White
					House ... or what passed for it in this place. The once-beautiful
					president’s mansion was as ruined as everything else she’d seen so far. The
					once-manicured lawns were nothing but dirt and puddles nearly the size of ponds,
					dead trees sprouting randomly from the swampy ground.

				She frowned as she stared at the building.
					Something was off. It wasn’t as big as the version she knew. “The East and West
					Wings are missing. It doesn’t look like they were ever there.” Even the east
					portico was gone although there appeared to be some kind of decrepit shell of a
					structure where the west portico should have been. The roof had partially
					collapsed on one side, and the white sandstone walls appeared gray in the near
					darkness, as if the sandstone had begun to melt and run.

				Zack’s shoulder brushed hers as they pressed
					together. “That’s what the White House used to look like, back at the time of
					the Civil War. At least it’s what the structure looked like. The East and West
					Wings were added later. My history professor had a print of it hanging on the
					wall.”

				“So we’re in the D.C. of the past? But the past was
					alive, and this place is dead, and appears to have been for a long, long
					time.”

				“Maybe we’re in an alternate universe.”

				“There’s no such thing as an alternate universe.”
					The words came out before she considered their absurdity in light of the current
					situation.

				Zack grunted. “Do you have a better
					explanation?”

				“Not a one.”

				“Lily’s here. I know it. And we’re going to find
					her. Then she and I are going to create the most kick-ass game ever invented
					because it’s going to be based on a place that actually exists.”

				Quinn had to hand it to him. Even in the face of
						insanity, he was keeping his cool.

				“Assuming we can find our way back out of here.”
					What if returning the way they’d come didn’t work? Somehow, she wasn’t holding
					out much hope for clicking her heels, and whispering, “There’s no place like
					home.”

				“We’ll figure that out later.”

				Why worry about level seventeen when you’ve just
					entered the game? Except, this was no game.

				In the distance, another scream slashed the
					unnatural silence, this one female.

				Zack flinched. “Lily.”

				Quinn grabbed his arm. “No. The voice was too
					deep.” But it was clear there were dangers in that place, dangers they didn’t
					want to stumble upon. “I think we’d better find someplace to hide until we
					figure out what’s going on.”

				She glanced at the crumbling White House. Was it
					stable enough to walk into if they dodged the puddles?

				“Do you hear that?” Zack whispered.

				Quinn stilled, stiffening at the sound of a horse
					and carriage. The one she’d seen from her apartment window? Perspiration broke
					out on the back of her neck. Maybe whoever was in that carriage would help them.
					Her gut instinct screamed hide, but the decision was
					taken out of her hands as the carriage drove into sight on the cross street a
					block up, and they were left standing squarely in the open. This conveyance was
					slightly larger than the one she’d seen in her vision, and even in the low
					light, she could tell that the couple driving it were dressed as if they’d
					stepped off the soundstage of Gone With
					the Wind.

				Did this mean they were
					in the past, or some postapocalyptic version of it?

				“Whoa.” The carriage
					pulled up in the middle of the street half a block away.

				“Should we run?” Zack asked.

				“One of them is a woman. Maybe they’ll help us.” As
					Quinn watched, the couple alighted from the carriage with a strange ease, even
					the woman, as if all that voluminous material weighed nothing at all. And then,
					suddenly, they were gone.

				“What the ... ?” Zack exclaimed.

				Quinn’s heart missed a beat, then took off in a
					crazy flight, nearly stopping altogether when, seconds later, the pair
					materialized directly in front of them, not ten feet away. No way in hell had a
					woman in a full Scarlett O’Hara skirt run faster than the eye could follow down
					a dirt road.

				Her head pounded. Her instincts continued to
					scream, Run! even as her logical mind knew there
					would be no outrunning this pair. There would be no escape.

				She faced them squarely, lifting her chin. Both
					were young and attractive, the woman as blond as Quinn herself but far more
					beautiful, her ringlets swept up beneath an elaborate hat, the bodice of her
					fancy dress cut dangerously low. A deep breath, and she’d be showing nipple.

				Her companion was a good fit for her—young and
					handsome and dressed like Abraham Lincoln. But his smile as he stared at them
					was as oily as a mechanic’s rag, setting off all Quinn’s creep alarms. What in
					the hell kind of world was this?

				Zack sucked in a breath. “This isn’t good.”

				“You think?”

				The rev of an engine broke the ominous silence. She
					glanced behind her, praying her own world had decided to make a reappearance,
					but no. Nothing had changed.

				“And where did you come from?” the woman asked, her
					tone more delighted than curious.

				Quinn took a step forward, placing herself between
					them and her brother. Zack’s hands gripped her shoulders from behind as if he
					meant to pull her behind him at the first sign of trouble. As if he was too much
					of a man to let his big sister protect him any longer.

				“What is this place?” she demanded.

				The man’s smile widened. “You don’t know?”

				“They must have entered through the last sunbeam.”
					The woman stepped away from her companion, eyeing Zack hungrily.

				It had been years since Quinn had practiced martial
					arts, but she still remembered a thing or two. Which might be helpful against
					opponents who weren’t so damned fast. “Stay back,”
					Quinn warned, shrugging away Zack’s hands as she went into her fighting stance,
					her right leg back, her hands forming fists in front of her.

				“And why would I step back, sweet one?” The man
					smiled, his incisors looking more like fangs than teeth. “I’ve just found
					dinner.”

				Quinn gaped. Those fangs were
						growing.

				“No fucking way.” Zack’s tone sounded more
					awestruck than horrified. “Vampires.”

				Quinn scowled. “That’s ridiculous.”

				The man chuckled, his eyes changing, the black
					pupils turning a milky, startling white as the fangs lengthened, thickened.
						Sharpened. “Is it?”

				The woman lunged first, though lunged wasn’t the right word. She flew at Zack. By the time Quinn
					could move, the woman had Zack on the sidewalk six feet away, straddling him as
					she struck, burying her own fangs deep into Zack’s neck. She’d kill him!

				Quinn roared. But before she could even take a full
					step toward them, the man was on her, whirling her around as if she weighed
					nothing, slamming her back against him, his arms pinning her to him like bands
					of steel. She fought against his hold, kicking back, slamming her head back, but
					he avoided every blow.

				And, suddenly, she felt the stab in the side of her
					neck. Fangs. Pain. This was not happening! There was
					no such thing as a vampire, no such thing as an alternate universe.

				No.

				Such.

				Thing.

				She tried to fight but couldn’t budge. He was
					drinking from her. Drinking! She could feel the rush of blood through her veins
					and into his mouth, and it felt ... nice. God.
					This is
					all so wrong!

				Movement caught her eye, and she watched as Zack’s
					attacker lifted her head, staring at Zack, then rose gracefully to her feet.

				Zack followed, his eyes unfocused, clearly stunned.
					The kid was in shock.

				“Zack,” she cried out.

				A strange lassitude began to flow through her body,
					leaching the fight out of her. Making her sleepy.

				A car engine penetrated her deepening lethargy, and
					she wondered briefly if the yellow Jeep she’d seen in her vision lived in this
					world, too.

				“Frederick? We need to go.” The woman wiped her
					bloody mouth on a black handkerchief. “You’re going to drain her, sugar.”

				The man only made a sound of enjoyment against
					Quinn’s throat.

				Quinn’s eyes drifted closed.

				“Let her go,” a man’s voice said. Not the oily
					one’s. “You do not wish to kill her.”

				But the vampire continued to drink.

				“You wish to let her go,” the man said, his voice
					calm, almost hypnotic.

				And, suddenly, she was free, sinking to the ground,
					crumpling onto the hard sidewalk.

				“She’s mine!” said the oily one. “I found her.”

				She heard the sound of a scuffle, a shout of pain,
					then the clink of horse tackle and the fast clip-clop of a retreating
					carriage.

				Then silence.

				Arms scooped her up, lifting her as if she weighed
					nothing. Her mind screamed fight, but her body
					refused to answer. With effort, she forced her eyelids open and stared up at the
					man who held her. Not the one who’d attacked her. A little older, maybe. Not
					oily. A nice face.

				“Zack?” The name barely formed on her lips.

				“Your companion is gone.”

				“Dead?” She stopped
					breathing, her vision narrowing dangerously.

				“Taken.”

				A flash of yellow caught in her peripheral vision,
					then she felt herself dropped bonelessly into the front passenger seat of a
					vehicle. The Jeep. She struggled without success to sit up. She couldn’t even
					find the energy to reach for the door latch. “Have ... to find him.
					Have to ... escape.”

				“There’s no escaping V.C., cara.”

				She tried to look at him but couldn’t manage to
					turn her head. “V ... C.?”

				“Washington, V.C.,” he replied. “Vamp City. Your
					new home.”

			

		

	
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Quinn walked down the busy, sunny sidewalk, her arms swinging, low heels clicking on the pavement as she hurried to get ... where? She slowed, disoriented. Where was it she needed to go? Stopping in the middle of the sidewalk, she looked around, suddenly confused. Nothing looked familiar.

			Someone bumped into her, making her stumble. “Move!” he shouted.

			A woman strode directly toward her as if she didn’t see her, as if she’d walk right through her.

			Quinn lifted her hands to keep the woman from running into her, but the woman flew backward, arms and legs trailing her body as she zoomed out of sight.

			Around her, everything went still. Every person turned to stare at her, terror on their faces.

			“Devil’s spawn!” they hissed, making the sign of the cross, backing away.

			And that was when she saw Zack, sitting on the sidewalk, his back against the brick wall of a nearby building, his head down as he played his GameBoy. He was younger than she remembered. Twelve, maybe thirteen.

			“Don’t look up,” she whispered to him. “Don’t look up.”

			Slowly, the others turned and fled, the sidewalk and the streets emptying and turning ominously silent. The only sound remaining was the cheery, tinny music of the GameBoy.

			“It’s time to go home, Zack.”

			Her brother nodded, rose to his feet, and fell into step beside her, without once looking up.

			Quinn tried to roll over and failed, startling awake. Sleepily, she fought to close her legs, spread awkwardly apart, and failed that, too, feeling the same tug on her ankles she had on her wrist.

			The last vestiges of sleep fled in a stark wave of fear.

			Ropes. She’d been tied.

			Her eyes shot open, and she blinked at the floral canopy overhead, framed by plain maple bedposts. Her heart pounded in her chest, her mind darting through memories as she tried to remember what happened.

			Where am I?

			Shifting slightly on the far-too-soft mattress, she felt the press of clothes against her skin. At least she was still dressed.

			How did I get here?

			The place smelled unfamiliar—musty, like an old house. The chime of a grandfather clock echoed somewhere below, cut by the laugh track of an old television show. Rolling her head to her left, she spied an old-fashioned washstand complete with porcelain water pitcher. In the small mirror above it ... the reflection of a man.

			She jerked her head the other way ... and froze. He stood in the doorway, dressed all in black, one broad shoulder propped against the frame. He was tall and lean, well built, his skin possessing a hint of the Mediterranean, his hair a dark brown cut short, framing an arresting, strong-boned face. His cheekbones were high and pronounced, his jaw well-defined, his nose long and straight. His mouth, intriguingly sculpted, was tipped up at one corner, a match for the devilish gleam in his dark eyes.

			He looked familiar. He was the one who’d picked her up and deposited her in the front seat of his Jeep. After the...

			Memory returned with a frontal assault. The Gone With the Wind couple’s attacking them, biting them. Vampires. She turned rigid with shock. No. It hadn’t happened. It couldn’t have happened.

			“Zack.” Her voice cracked with disuse as she stared at the man. “Where is he?”

			He pushed away from the doorframe and started toward her, his eyes turning flat. Cold. “I suggest, cara, you worry about yourself.”

			“We were attacked.” Was that part right? Or had it all been a hallucination? Well, it couldn’t have all been a hallucination, or she wouldn’t be tied to the bed of one of the players. Unless she was still hallucinating. “I need to know where he is. Did they kill him?”

			“You worry about another when you’re tied to my bed?” He smiled, revealing sharp, twin incisors. “At my mercy.”

			Oh God, this is not happening. He is not a vampire. But whatever ... whoever ... he was, she was in deep trouble. Her heart thudded like it meant to fight its way out of her chest. “What do you want?” Don’t say blood, don’t say blood. Vampires don’t exist. They don’t exist!

			“You know what I want.” He closed his eyes, tilting his head back as if he were in the throes of great pleasure.

			Oh, Zack. What have I done? I never
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