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I have no memory of my life beyond waking in a hospital room.

They tell me my name is CJ Ryan, and I have been in a coma for a little over two years. Apparently, it’s a medical miracle that I am even alive, much less awake and coherent. I have no idea what they are running on about. My stutter is hardly articulate, and it makes communicating a real bitch.

But the media loves it. The story of the ‘coma boy wakes!’ I’m thrust into the forefront of the headlines. The push into the spotlight shines a harsh glare on my family and brings with it a plague of horrors that drag me to the edge.

With each supernatural encounter, another power is revealed, and I have no idea what the hell I am, or how to control this raging magic inside me.

I need answers and I turn to my brother, but he isn’t talking. No one is.

Because every time I get close to glimpsing my past, my brain shuts down violently, causing me seizures. Seizures that could kill me.

When an enemy with a psychotic history reenters our lives, it will take more than just my memory to save us. I must harness my memories along with all the powers inside me to survive the upcoming onslaught.
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THE HOT SUMMER SUN beat down on my closed eyelids and the sounds of the ocean lulled me into a state somewhere between the sheets of sleep. Valerie rubbed her foot against mine in the sand and I opened an eye, peeking over at her.

She looked up from her tablet, smiling at me as she swiped to the next page. The August heat had rolled in just about the time her rotation ended, and she was on a two-week break, opting to spend it with me here in York instead of her apartment in Boston.

“Chris?” The questioning lilt pulled my attention from Valerie to the blonde standing a few feet away on the beach. I lifted my glasses, studying her. It wasn’t anyone I recognized, so I glanced at Valerie, raising my eyebrows for a little help.

Valerie rolled into a sitting position, but the look on her face was enough to shoot my gaze back to the stranger.

“I’m s...sor...ry,” I stuttered, aggravated with the lack of control over my speech. It seemed the only time I mastered words was when I sang. “I don’t re...mem...member you.” It was my failsafe quote when I ran into someone who knew me from before the accident.

The blonde’s face fell, and her hazel eyes became sad as they moved from me to Valerie and back, as if she felt out of all the people that could have switched my memory back on, it would have been her.

“Chris was in an accident a few years ago,” Valerie said.

“I know. Steve told me he was in a coma,” she said to Valerie, her eyes narrowing in a way that was a blatant challenge, and then she turned to me. “He wasn’t sure if you would ever wake up,” she said, focusing on me. Her eyes filled with a particular wonder that made me squirm, and I shifted in the seat.

“This is Sandy,” Valerie said after a few beats of silence. “Your ex-girlfriend.”

I stared at Valerie, recognizing the flare of insecurity in the tightness of her features, before moving my gaze back to Sandy.

“Nice to meet you,” I said with a nod, but I didn’t offer my hand. Something told me Valerie would not like me touching this girl in any manner, and I respected her unannounced wishes. “San...dy.”

A profound sadness filled her as I stuttered out her name, and underneath it was a layer of pity that rubbed my skin raw. I may stutter like a fool, but I wasn’t an imbecile.

My gaze hardened, and she caught it, her face flushing with embarrassment at my penetrating stare. “The connection between my brain and my mouth doesn’t always work, but that doesn’t mean I’m simpleminded.” I forced the words out, the stutter making it slow and stilted, but my aggravation was clear.

“I didn’t mean to offend you,” she said. “It’s just...” She looked down at the sand and glanced toward the ocean before swinging her hazel eyes in my direction again. “You still look the same.” Longing filled her eyes, and she shrugged.

“How long were we...?” I asked, and Valerie looked away, her features distant and tense as Sandy sent a soft smile at me.

“Fifteen years,” she said, and the impact of the words hit like a face full of sand.

Questions swarmed my mind, and I glanced in Valerie’s direction. She was still looking out at the ocean, at something far away, with her poker face expression that I knew was hiding a new level of turmoil underneath.

“Fifteen years?” I sent the question back to Sandy, now understanding the level of hurt in her eyes. I guess, being with someone that long, it had to be like a sucker punch that I didn’t have a hint of recollection.

“Yeah, if I hadn’t screwed up, we’d probably be married right now,” she said, and her gaze jumped to Valerie before settling back on me.

“Really,” the word actually came out without a stutter, and this time Valerie met my amused gaze. I couldn’t envision anyone else I wanted to share my life with besides Valerie, so Sandy’s comment struck me as funny, and the girl caught the sarcasm that bled through in my tone.

Sandy sucked her bottom lip and shook her head slowly. “Still wielding sarcasm like a weapon.” She cocked an eyebrow, and I shrugged. “Some things will never change,” she said, and her gaze traveled over my exposed flesh like a loving caress before she turned and trudged off into the distance.

“That was interesting,” I muttered and glanced at Valerie. She was still staring after Sandy with worry lines creasing her forehead. I reached out and turned her face toward me. “I’m yours.” This time the words were clear, powered with all the conviction I felt in my heart.
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“I WANT TO REMEMBER my life.” I stood looking out over the ocean in our backyard with a beer in my hand. I figured after two months, I should remember something, but it was all still a blank slate. Steve and Jennifer taught me the letters of the alphabet, and now I was working on recognizing strings of simple words. It was more than frustrating because my brain worked, my thoughts produced words without question, but the minute I saw a string of letters, I blanked.

“Give it time.” Raven’s Irish lilt pulled my attention away from the ocean vista. The rest of the family was on the patio, where Steve was grilling steaks for dinner. But she had approached me, leaving her daughter in Tom’s capable hands. My sister-in-law was a pistol, and I knew she had ulterior motives for cornering me.

“Valerie’s a little unhinged, isn’t she?” I asked, and Raven nodded.

“She’s scared.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“Because history is history.” Raven shrugged. “I told her there was nothing to worry about. Even if you regain your memory, it wouldn’t matter, because she’s the one. She was before the accident and has been since you woke up, but that doesn’t seem to make her feel any better.”

“What happened to me, Raven?” I asked, meeting her stare.

“Only Damian knows the details,” she said, and I glanced over my shoulder. Damian and his wife Naomi sat at the mini picnic table monitoring their kids, who were madly scribbling in coloring books. As always, whenever I looked in their direction, Damian’s gaze was drawn to mine.

I moved my attention back to Raven, still not fully comprehending the connections of all the people here. I knew Tom was blood. He was my brother, and while I couldn’t remember anything else, the kinship with him was stronger than with anyone else.

I had grown a healthy respect for Steve in the short time I had been back. His knowledge and patience reminded me of a caring father, and I wondered if my real father had been as genuine. Jennifer was sweet and had the biggest heart in the world. I knew her concern stemmed from love and it didn’t just encompass me, its umbrella included everyone in the yard, from Steve to Tom’s little girl, Hannah. Jennifer was the mamma bear of this family and God help anyone who took a stand against us. I think she would tear their head off with her bare hands.

The relationship with Damian was one I wasn’t sure about. He, Naomi, and Valerie were related in some fashion, but even that was sketchy, and Damian and I had some weird psychic connection, like he was an extension of me. With Valerie, our connection was natural and right, as if we were compatible pieces of a puzzle meant to fit together, but with Damian, it was just unsettling.

Raven was easy. She was family by marriage and she and Valerie were the closest of friends. The way she looked at Tom made me smile; it was like a light shined brighter in her eyes at the sight of him. I took a minute to study her pretty profile before the wind swirled her auburn hair over it. There were times her gaze wandered far away, and her smile faltered, but then she’d shake her head and the darkness disappeared.

There were secrets in this family. Secrets beyond just my abilities. Secrets so dark that they all masked their thoughts whenever I was in the vicinity. I glanced towards the beach, realizing Sandy had done the same thing today, like a protective reflex.

“Did you know her?”

“Sandy?”

I nodded.

“Not that well. I only met her a couple of times,” she said and shrugged. “She was sweet, but it just never seemed like the right fit for you.”

“She said I was with her for fifteen years,” I said, not understanding how I could have such a long-standing relationship without Raven really knowing the girl.

“Aye,” she said. “But Sandy lives in Connecticut, so most of the time you saw each other, it was on the computer screen.”

Raven stood and turned, looking out at the water before glancing at the family. “We’re all damaged in one way or another. That’s why we work so well together. And I think it’s why we’ll gladly stick our necks out for each other,” she said, and then her gaze traveled to mine. “That’s really all you need to know.”

“Damaged?” Of course, the word didn’t come out nearly as smoothly as in my head.

She stared at the family. “Yes. Myself included, but being a part of this family has healed the wounds more so that anything Valerie’s healing power could ever do. It’s a kinship that goes deeper than blood. You may not remember it, but you do feel it.”

I turned and let my gaze travel over each member before settling back on Raven. “Yes. I feel it,” I said, succumbing to her wisdom.

“Well, there you go.” She clicked the neck of her beer against mine and I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Why do we all wear these?” I said, tracing the black and red stone that lay on my chest. Even Sandy had one, and I met Raven’s gaze.

Her smile disappeared, and she sighed. “It protects us,” she said and walked away before I could pry more information out of her.

Protection.

Damaged.

Secrets.

And a few of us had the power of the gods.
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I STARED AT THE ceiling, twirling a piece of Valerie’s hair around my finger. Her breath rose and fell in the cadence of sleep, but I couldn’t stop the litany of questions today dredged up. Sleep wasn’t in the cards for me, so I slid out of bed and put on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt.

With a pair of flip-flops on my feet, I snuck out of the house, easily finding my way to Long Sands Beach. The full moon tempered the darkness, and I climbed down the stairs to the sand and started walking the beach.

I strolled, not worrying about the time or the tide; it was low, so the expanse of beach was at its widest and the water was seasonably warm. I followed the sand from one end of the beach to the other and turned back. Damian stood ten feet away with his arms crossed.

“You scared the hell out of Valerie,” he said, his voice carrying on the night air and his expression one of stern unhappiness.

I stopped and turned toward the water.

“What happened?” I asked and turned my hard stare in his direction.

Damian let out a laugh and stepped into place next to me. “You aren’t ready for it, kid.”

“I’m only a couple of years younger than you. Why are you always so fucking condescending, like I’m a child and you’re some ancient old man?”

Damian crossed his arms and stared out at the water for a few minutes. Just when I thought he would not dignify my outburst with an answer, he slid his gaze to me. “That’s because I am.”

“You are what?”

“I’m old. Older than you can fathom.” He looked back toward the house. “You’re only operating on hours, days, and years right now.”

“You’re twenty-seven, right?” I asked. That’s what it said on his driver’s license; he turned back toward me, shaking his head. “So, what, you’re like, thirty?” I guessed.

He laughed and started toward our homes. Naomi and Damian lived next door to us in an equally secluded fortress. I caught up with him.

“Do you know what your brother and I do?” he asked.

I shook my head. They were in and out, but I never thought to ask what they did. I knew what I did lately. I spent my days relearning the English language and the basics of self-defense.

“We own a private detective agency that specializes in paranormal activity,” he said without breaking stride. He slowed after a few paces. “Do you understand what that is?”

I stared at the sand, trying to decipher the word, and I looked up at him. “You research things... like me,” I said.

“No. You are psychic. That’s different from the things we look into.”

“Oh,” I said and stopped. “What does this have to do with your age?”

Damian stopped as well. “Everything,” he said. “As far as my age is concerned, think beyond your limited understanding of time. Think decades and centuries.”

I narrowed my gaze and clenched my teeth. “I don’t appreciate you messing with me.” I stalked off.

“Monsters are real,” he said, and I stopped, spinning around and staring him down. “Monsters, ghosts... other things,” he added.

My hand went to the pendant under my shirt, and my conversation with Raven crossed my mind. Damian’s gaze dropped to it.

“Raven’s hex pendants do protect us.”

“I’ll ask one more time. What the fuck happened to me?” The anger inside was building and my body started shaking with the ballooning power.

Damian stared me down. “You took on Lucifer yourself.”

My brain stalled and pain bit through my skin, dropping me to my knees and crushing the air from my chest. My hands clamped the sides of my head, trying to stop the freight train bearing down on my mind, and I had the sensation of being lifted into the air just before everything went black.
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MY EYES OPENED TO the star-speckled sky, and an argument brewing just outside my range of vision. It took me a few moments to recognize the setting. I was in my backyard lying on one of the lounge chairs.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Valerie’s voice carried across the yard.

“He asked, so I figured...”

“I told you what would happen. Any time a memory so much as flickers to the surface, he has a seizure. But no, you figured you knew better,” Valerie snapped, her tone laced with enough venom to turn my head in her direction, just in time to see her swat Damian’s chest. “You are an asshole,” she added.

“I didn’t think...” Damian started, flustered by her fury.

“That’s right, you didn’t think,” Valerie cut him off.

“Val?” I said, interrupting the escalating fight. She spun in my direction and nearly sprinted the distance, dropping to her knees next to me. She ran her hand over my forehead and into my hair before leaning in for a gentle kiss. I stared at her stormy eyes when she pulled away.

“Hey,” she smiled, running her thumb over my forehead in a gentle caress.

“Seizure?” I asked.

She dropped her gaze to the ground before sighing. “Yes,” she said with a nod, bringing her beautiful eyes back to mine. “Which is the reason no one has talked to you about what happened.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means your brain is overloading and shutting off whenever something triggers a memory.”

My mouth dropped open as what she said sank in. “Fuck,” I muttered and closed my eyes. What the hell kind of memories did I have that caused my mind to shut down?

“It was traumatic, babe. There’s no rhyme or reason to how the mind reacts to trauma. You just have to wait until you’re ready to handle the information.”

“And what if it never gets better?” I searched her eyes, praying whatever lay beyond my reach wouldn’t tear down what I had built with her. Her eyes softened, and she leaned in for another kiss. This one was as gentle as her thumb stroking my forehead.

“Chris, you’re still you, even without the memories or the flawless speech pattern.” She cupped my cheek. “You have not changed.”

I had nothing to compare it to, and my gaze moved to Damian. The conversation on the beach was fuzzy and my brow scrunched. “Weren’t we on the beach?”

“You collapsed, and I brought you back here,” he said and covered a yawn. “I need to get back home before Naomi sends out a rescue party.”

Valerie gave him a nod, and he slipped into the house. Something didn’t sit right with me, and I stared after him before turning my gaze to Valerie. If he brought me home, why wasn’t I inside?

“The kids kept asking when you were going to come back and sing for them,” she said, changing the subject. “You made a hell of an impression.”

“I only know one song,” I said. I had no clue how I knew the notes to play on the piano, or the words to the song for that matter, but I had sung ‘Hallelujah’ without a flaw right after I came out of the coma, and the performance delighted a group of young cancer patients at Dana Farber.

“We can always test out my theory,” she said. “I played quite a few songs over the two years you were out.”

Ah. Her theory. She thought my comatose mind absorbed the music. Neither Steve nor Tom had ever seen me play the piano before, so her theory seemed like the most logical answer, considering the absence of any prior musical training. Personally, I think she just wanted to see me do it again.

I slowly pushed myself up, despite the head-heavy sensation. The movement left me disoriented to the point I had to grip the edge of the chair. “Is there anything you can do to stop the seizures?” I asked, returning to the original subject.

“No, not to my knowledge. At least, nothing that doesn’t risk permanent brain damage.” She took a seat next to me and slid her hand into mine.

I stared out over the water, at the moonlight dancing on the waves.

“Damian said monsters are real.” I slid my gaze from the ocean to her and she huffed a laugh, her gaze dropping away from mine. I inhaled at her little tell and glanced back at the ocean.

A flash of annoyance heated my skin, and I stood, choosing to head inside instead of continuing the conversation. I slowed as I passed the bar, turning back and reaching in, pulling the bottle of vodka out.

“You probably shouldn’t drink right now.”

I sent a glare in her direction and poured a glass, filling it to the top and chugging it down despite the burn. I pressed my teeth together and shuddered as the liquid hit my stomach and a slow fire spread from my center to my fingertips.

“You just lied to me,” I said, squaring off.

“Chris,” she started, and I turned away, ignoring her, and poured another drink. She tried to intercept the glass, and I pulled it out of her reach.

“What the fuck was Damian talking about?”

She huffed in exasperation. “Chris,” she started in that calm manner that drove me crazy; and for the first time since I woke, I felt the bite of anger.

“Don’t coddle me.” I stepped back, putting distance between us. “I’m not a fucking child,” I growled out, getting more pissed by the second at my irritating stutter. I downed the second glass before she could grab it out of my hand.

She stopped, pressing her lips together. “So help me,” she started, and I narrowed my eyes, slamming both the cup and the bottle on the counter.

I stepped closer, glaring down into her equally furious face. “I get that you’re trying to protect me, but goddamn it, don’t treat me like an idiot.”

The fire in her eyes fanned the coal the alcohol set alight, and I didn’t know whether to shake her or kiss her.

“What was Damian talking about?” I asked through clenched teeth.

She stared at me, the muscles in her jaw tightening. “Inhuman killers,” she said in a way that chilled my anger; and I cocked my head, waiting for more explanation. She didn’t disappoint. “The kind nightmares are made of.”

My memory didn’t allow for any explanation, and I shrugged. “What is out there?” I waved toward the window.

“Vampires, demons, hybrid killers.”

I blinked and took a small step backwards as my brain slowly combed over the conversation I had with him on the beach. At least, the little I could recall, and I crossed my arms. “Is Damian... human?”

She smiled and kept eye contact this time. “Yes.”

I sensed more was coming, but she just kept her mouth and her mind closed.

“But?” I asked when she didn’t continue.

“He wasn’t for a very long time.”

The second alcohol bomb hit my stomach, and I reached for the counter to steady myself. I wasn’t sure I heard her right. “What?”

“Damian was born five hundred years before Christ.”

If anything should short circuit my brain, that fact should have, but I just stared at Valerie, trying to break down the timeframes. When I couldn’t, I asked the obvious question. “How?”

She chuckled. “Damian was a vampire until two and a half years ago. I’ve known him since I was born, and he hasn’t changed at all. He hasn’t aged a day.”

I crossed to the table and sat down, trying to find the meaning of vampire among the cobwebs in my head. She might as well have told me he had been a rock since the dawn of time, and I glanced up at her. “What exactly is a vampire?”

“He existed on blood, but he differed from the rest of the lot. He didn’t become a mindless killing machine.”

“Why not?”

“That’s a long story. One I really don’t want to get into at three in the morning.” She covered a yawn. “Can we go back to bed now?”

“Does Naomi know?”

“Oh yeah,” Valerie said and took my hand, pulling me to my feet. “Bed, now.”

“I have more questions,” I said as she navigated me through the family room, turning off the lights as we went.

“You will have to wait until I get some sleep.”

We climbed the stairs, and I excused myself, stepping into the bathroom to do my business and brush away the bitter taste in my mouth. I raised my gaze to my reflection and my expression soured. “Fucking memory,” I muttered and sent a glare at the image before retiring to the bedroom.

Valerie was already curled up on her side and I slid under the covers, spooning her, and letting the alcohol numb my senses to sleep.
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THE HOUSE WAS QUIET, and I rolled, glancing at the clock. I let out a laugh at the blinking time. We had slept half the day away. Usually, Steve hauled my ass out of bed to start our studies, but he and Jennifer had taken a ride to their lake house for a much needed weekend alone.

I slid my arm from underneath Valerie and climbed out of bed. My head hurt and I didn’t know if it was from the alcohol binge or the seizure. Either way, it was miserable, and I ducked into a hot shower, hoping the steam would ease some of the pounding.

Unfortunately, it did nothing to dull the pain, and I wandered downstairs, pilfering the cabinets for medicinal relief. Frustration clawed at my skin as I looked at the foreign words on each bottle. I still couldn’t decipher the different medicines and I slammed the cabinet closed. My mood soured to match my stomach, and I took a seat on the couch, picking up the tablet and pulling up the latest list of words Steve had gone over with me earlier in the week. 

What I really wanted was to do some research on what a vampire was, but even if I could figure out how to spell the damn word, any search engine result would be just as much of a mystery to me as the medicine bottles. I tossed the tablet on the table and growled my discontent.

My gaze landed on the phone and the list of names and numbers next to it. I bit my lip in contemplation, wondering just how much my brother would know about these things.

“What the hell,” I whispered. If he and Damian were in business together, I guess he would know a thing or two. I crossed to the phone and moved my finger down the list, looking for my brother’s name. It took me two passes to recognize the T, and I picked up the phone, pressing the numbers listed next to his name.

“Hello?” an electronic voice answered.

“Tom?”

“Yes. Is everything all right?”

“Yes. I just had some questions about...” I paused and sighed. “About vampires.”

Silence filtered over the line. “Give me a half hour and I’ll be down,” he said.

“Okay.” I hung up the phone and settled onto the couch with the television clicker in hand, waiting for Tom to arrive or Valerie to come down.

Nothing interested me on television, so I clicked it off and stood, crossing to the bookcase where photo albums lined the shelf. I pulled one of the earlier ones down and took a seat. The photos were of the man and the woman Steve said were my parents; I realized I had a unique key to my life lining the shelves.

In this album, my mother’s belly protruded in the distinct form of pregnancy; and the way my father beamed at her told me enough about how
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