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Chapter One

The Arrival
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He stepped off his corner of the flat rock and saw the light pouring into the entrance of a cave. The sun was high here and blinding. His eyes closed almost instinctively at the glare. He stepped back into the shadows to allow his eyes to adjust. The dampness from the cave spread over his skin, yet he could also feel the heat from the rays of light that danced across the cave floor inches from where he stood. His senses were alive and responding to each new sensation flowing through his human form. 

Slowly he made his way to the front of the cave and emerged. He placed both of his hands over his brow to shield the sun from his eyes. The warmth of the sun penetrated his light bronze skin. There was a vast forest in front and below him filled with trees that would tower over any man. The sky was a hazy blue with a few scattered clouds that looked more like thin wispy horse tails than the fluffy balls he had imagined. He turned round and round taking it all in: the sky with its bright warmth, the forest with its autumn colored paintings, the shadowy darkness of the valley floor below, and the earth tones of the hill and dirt beneath his feet. Each held a different stunning view. Each had a different feel. 

A blue jay flew overhead, and he was captivated by the blue on blue contrast against the sky. He followed the bird with his eyes, turning his head to keep sight of it until he almost lost his balance. Steadying himself, he took a deep breath letting the clean air fill his newly made lungs. ‘Has air always carried a smell such as this?’ he wondered. It was like inhaling the sycamore trees and fertile soil with each breath. Their aroma was so strong.

He was alone on the side of the hill by this cave at least for now. He needed to remember the location to be able to travel back when the time came. He walked several feet down and turned back to fortify the image in his mind. He trusted that instinct would bring him back even without burning it in his memory, but he wasn’t going to risk the chance. He had no way to know yet that the route home would always find him when the time came no matter how far he may venture.

The forest spread out below him. He was fascinated by the multitude of textures that intertwined. Shades and hues that he had never seen. Not like this. It was beauty in a way that he had never known existed. He never really had an opinion on this expedition and wasn’t at all affected by whether or not the Elements would get this chance, but he was glad now that he was here in the mortal realm. It far exceeded his expectations and in only the first few minutes.

He surveyed the landscape and could pick up on two villages within miles of his cave. The larger village held more promise for learning, but he chose the smaller one because it would lead him through the thick grove of sycamore trees. He found their scent enticing and breathing them in to be almost intoxicating. 

Every experience was exhilarating. Each step found soft warm blades of grass tickling his feet. Bird songs were echoing through the canopy like a symphony in his ears. He made his way down the side of the hill to the valley floor below and placed his palm on the trunk of the closest tree. He could feel the shade from the tree providing immediate relief from the rays of the sun, and he became aware of the tiny droplets of sweat that formed on his forehead and were now dripping down into his eyes. 

Using a piece of cloth that draped over his arm, he wiped his face. With the tree supporting him, he leaned back and looked up the trunk until he could see light peeking through the branches nearer to the top. Every moment was filled with enticing new sensations that lingered around him, and he would have chosen to stay out his year there in the valley if he could. It wasn’t an option. He had to follow orders and find a group to observe to gain knowledge and understanding.

His walk through the valley was steady and deliberate. He spent several hours keen on making it a slow exploration. He was eager to experience everything. How did grass cooled by the shade compare to the feel of bark from a fallen tree? What if he placed a foot on each at the same time? Then which sensation would be the primary? He continued heading east at a leisurely pace until a new sound approached him from the distance.

It was like melodic laughter meandering through the forest. He quickened his pace and the smell of the air became heavier and damp. As he neared the burbling stream, he could already begin to feel its coolness softening the temperature around him. It finally came into view when he stepped over a log and walked between two tall giant oaks to reach the bank. The water flowed past him cutting through the sides of the bed and lapping around rocks. 

Birds were singing to each other and branches snapped from unseen animals that lurked nearby. He scanned the growth along both sides of the stream, but he could only hear movement. Whoever these new creatures were, they were careful to remain out of his view. This water source was a necessary gathering place for all life in the valley, and he must be seen as a threat for them to hasten their retreat. 

He walked down the bank to a shallow point with a bridge of rocks cutting across. Some were fully emerged, jutting out from the water. He eased his foot down onto the stone nearest to him and felt the cold chill of the fresh water cover it. He lifted his foot and watched the water drip down and flow away with the current. A breeze picked up and the air instantly chilled his already wet skin. He silently chuckled over the near tickling sensation it caused as he quickly set his foot back down on the ground.

He knelt down along the edge and held his hand against the flow of the water, watching it separate to both sides to surge around his fingers. Using both hands, he formed a cup to collect enough to drink. He brought his hands to his lips and sipped the crystal clear liquid. He could feel the chill from the water as it moved down his gullet. He sipped from his hands again and collected more water from the stream savoring another new sensation.

A few feet downstream was a large rock that jutted out of the side of the bank. He walked over and sat down allowing his feet to dangle in the water. He continued to rest while taking in all he could of his surroundings. He noted how the trees’ branches would sometimes interlace with each other as they grew. He watched and listened to the forest creatures flittering from one branch to another. He spied through the grass and other foliage of the valley floor hoping to catch a glimpse of one of the animals he’d yet to only be able to hear.

A warning shot through him suddenly as he picked up on another presence nearby. This was definitely a human, and he couldn’t be spotted. He couldn’t see anyone, but his intuition told him they were close. Quickly he scrambled up and back into the cover of trees where he had exited not long ago. He stood in the shadows and waited. Moments passed before he saw a young woman approach on the opposite side of the stream. She carried with her several makeshift wooden buckets. He sat down on the log hidden in the darkness of the shade and peered around the trunk of the larger of the two trees to spy on her undetected.

She emerged from a path through the trees about twenty feet upstream, but she was close enough that he could tell her body was barely covered. She wore a type of animal skin skirt, but that was the only covering on her body besides her feet. Her chest was exposed to all that was around her including him, and he could feel a stirring come from below his waist under his robes. He darted his eyes away ashamed. 

She knelt down to the stream and took a drink in the same way he had just minutes earlier. She continued to kneel by the stream looking down at her hands resting on her knees. He watched her filled with intrigue and wondered what she must be thinking sitting there alone. He could, of course, read her thoughts if he chose, but there was something about the mystery that tantalized him. Slowly, she stood up and removed the small piece of cloth from her waist. He turned his head and wouldn’t allow himself to look back until he heard the small splash as she lowered herself into the stream. 

Her back was to him when he peeked out again. She was bent over rinsing off her arms in the cool, clear water. She stood up and cupped both hands together lifting them to splash a gentle spray over her face. The water didn’t fully come up to her waist, so his eyes followed her long hair down her back to the top of her round and taut bottom. His face flushed, and he carefully moved over and sat on the forest floor. His back to the tree that stood between them. He remained this way for a very long time fearing the thoughts that would entertain him if he dared to take another look. He could hear the splashing of the water as she climbed out. 

Quietly he sat faced away from the stream unable to bring himself to move. There was no sound at all, but he continued to wait. He fought the temptation to see her through his mind’s eye as he was afraid of what she may be doing and what he may accidentally witness. After several long minutes with his heart beating faster and faster, he turned. She was fastening one of her foot coverings, but the rest of her garments were in place. He let out a long exhale, relieved that he would see no more than he already had. 

She finished tying the coverings. Then, one by one, she lowered the buckets until they were filled with the crisp, fresh water. Before he could begin to wonder how she would be able to carry all of these back by herself, she tied the handles to the ends of a vine rope. The other ends of the rope were attached to a long pole. She crouched down and placed the pole across the top of her shoulders at the back of her neck. She wrapped each arm around one end of the pole from the back then slowly stood up. The buckets of water were perfectly balanced on either side of her small frame. 

He was impressed by how simple yet ingenious this device had been. It made light of heavy work allowing anyone to accomplish tasks that their physical prowess may have otherwise limited them from performing. His curiosity had been piqued, and he decided to follow her back to her village to learn more, knowing full well that was not the real reason he chose to follow her. She was the only reason his interest had been stirred.

It was necessary to be cautious. He waited until she slowly disappeared out of sight before departing from his cover in the trees. He walked back to the rock bridge and hesitantly crossed the stream. The rocks were slick under his feet, and he feared falling in would grab her attention enough to investigate the noise which would give his presence away. Once on the other side, he walked quickly until he caught sight of her again then he slowed to match her pace to be able to keep a safe distance. 

He was thankful that she was facing away from him as he was already imagining how the weight of the carrying stick pulling her shoulders back would lift and push out her round breasts. A similar stirring began to grow inside of him under his robes. He closed his eyes and shook his head. It was only day one, and he was already being exposed to temptations that were trying to overpower him. He must learn to control these thoughts, or else he may fail at his task. 

She continued to walk along the worn path about a hundred yards before she turned to exit the tree cover. He was keenly aware of the village that wasn’t much farther off. He hung back knowing he could find it on his own, and he wanted to give her time to disappear amongst the huts before he approached. His aim was to observe these societies functioning as a whole, not to devote his attention to any one person. There would be no harm in learning about the daily life of these people by concentrating on one he thought. He was already trying to reason with himself why it would be acceptable for him to devote all of his time to her.

Trying once more to push thoughts of this beautiful woman from his mind, he slowly made his way back into the forest marveling again in the feel of the cool grass under his feet. He leisurely circled the village at a distance that kept everything out of his sight, but nonetheless an occasional sound or excited yell from a child would reach his ears. He didn’t have to be within view to be able to see them. His gift was sight.

He could see the mud huts that housed each family. The village was larger than he originally expected it to be. Some of the children were playing, but the older ones were helping with the work. He could see the women cooking and sewing. Only a few men were in the village, and they were resting and talking. He knew the rest of the men were hunting. They wouldn’t return for hours, and when they did, he would be safe on the southern edge for the hunt was to the north. All of this he could see before he walked close enough to bring the village within view.

Circling the village a second time, he noted how the children wore no clothes at all. The men wore loin cloths, but the women wore a type of skirt fashioned around the waist that was short enough to reveal everything as they moved. He found the girl from the stream. She was helping her mother prepare a midday meal. He found himself relieved that she was not married even though he knew he shouldn’t care. 

He continued around until he was back on the southern edge. He understood he would need to find a place close to the village to use for cover from anyone who wandered near him. The cave would be too far of a trek to make daily. He searched through the woods until he found a massive tree with a hollow trunk that was wide enough he wouldn’t be able to wrap his outstretched arms halfway around. There was a very large opening in the base of the trunk allowing him to hunch over and enter. Once inside, he could stand up with ease. There was enough floor room that he could sleep comfortably and be protected from any weather.

The tree would not be considered safe, but he knew it would be several years before it toppled even with the added stress of him using it as a home for a year. “A year?” he asked himself out loud. “Is it wise to spend the entire year with only one village?”

He knew it was because of her that he would even consider it, and he knew it was because of her that it was exactly what he would do. He would rationalize the logic behind this thinking later. He would convince himself that it would be better to study the same group then multiple ones, as it would allow more understanding than the small fragments of insight acquired off of several groups would provide. This would be the internal conversation that would keep him awake many nights over the next year, but not today. For now, the top priority would be making this space livable.

Leaves from the forest floor would have to make do for a bed. The robes he wore would work both as a pillow and a blanket while he slept until he could make new ones. The rumbling in his abdomen told him he needed to find food fast. He stepped out of his new home and focused on the village. No one would be entering the woods again tonight. He could forage without care.

The valley was filled with nuts, berries and other fruit. He held each one in his hand to feel whether it was safe to eat. There was an occasional corn stalk or other plant growing wild. Seeds must have been scattered from the nearby village either on the wind or through animals. These plants were safe for him to pick from because their bounty wouldn’t be missed by anyone. It didn’t take long before his robe was gathered to use as a pouch and had been filled. He ate as he searched to cure the hunger pains attacking him. On his way back to the tree, he grabbed a few large sticks to begin making tools for hunting. The weather would turn cold soon, and the foliage would stop producing. He needed to be prepared.

Once he had safely stored his findings in the trunk on a flat piece of wood from a nearby broken log, he set his mind on water. He would need a way to store it. He saw in his mind that if he went back to the stream further down than where he had started, he would find what he needed. He set off immediately because the day was growing old, and it would be dark soon. He made his way back to the rock bridge he had crossed merely a couple hours ago and kept going. It only took a few more minutes until he saw it. A wooden bucket was bouncing on the surface caught between two large rocks.

When he picked it up, he could see the bucket’s previous owner. She had tripped many miles upstream, and the bucket went tumbling from her hands. She tried to find it, but gave up thinking it had washed too far down. She was much older than the woman he had followed earlier, and it would have been too far for her to explore safely. He gathered water in the bucket and held it up checking it for leaks. It appeared to be in good condition, so he headed back to his tree as shadows began creeping in everywhere.

It was dark before he returned, but he could sense every rock and protruding root around him to avoid tripping. He made his way into his tree and sat down. He looked around at the bed he had made, his bucket of water. and the food he had collected. He beamed proudly at the great progress he had achieved on his first day, and he hoped the others had been successful in their attempts as well. 

He took off his robe and bunched part of it to place under his head. He then draped himself with the rest. When he closed his eyes, his thoughts ventured back to the village and the woman he couldn’t forget. He could see her in her hut laying down with a blanket of woven vines over her. Even with the blanket and the darkness that encompassed her, he could see she was completely naked underneath. Every curve of her body was visible to him, and he took it all in from her head to her feet. Her bronze skin was smooth and soft, and her hair draped over her shoulders barely covering her bosom.

His eyes shot open, and he blinked several times as though the images were imprinted on the backs of his eyelids, not his mind, and blinking would rid himself of them somehow. He could not understand his fascination with this woman. He had seen nudity all the time from the spiritual realm, and he had never been affected by it. In fact, he had oft wondered why people bothered covering their body for any reason except to protect themselves from harsh weather conditions. It had always seemed like a large waste of time and resources to bother with clothing. Yet he had been here less than a day, and it consumed his mind. He was making progress on his quest. He was beginning to learn and understand at least where the need for garments was concerned.

Perhaps the naked form would be something he could adjust to seeing regularly as the members of the village were not at all preoccupied by the nudity around them. This was quite truly his first time seeing nudity in the flesh, and he hoped it was the reasoning behind how it distracted him. In time, it should be no different than admiring the beauty of the trees.

Thinking about the days to come and all he would need to do to prepare helped get his mind off of her. Tools needed to be made to allow him to hunt and trap. He would have to devise a way to gain meat for survival. He invaded the thoughts of the hunters who had come back, spying on their weapons and the means they used to secure food. He searched their memories of the hunt for a quick tutorial on how to accomplish their feats. He would need to work fast to gather enough stores for the approaching winter. 

No matter what he tried, his thoughts always found their way back to her, and he would do his best to stay focused. It was growing more difficult, and he hoped that as time passed, his fascination with her would become stale. As he tried to clear his mind of thoughts of the woman from the village, he heard a deep voice whisper only one word to him inside his head, ‘Marcus.’ 

Marcus wondered why a name had been given to him at all since his orders were to only observe. He would never need to use it. No one on this plane of existence would ever know who he was or why he was here. The decision was not his to make, and he knew he should not question it. He was Marcus, Air Element, sent by the Divine Spirit to study one of the newest species evolution had created. 
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Chapter Two

The Others
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Lilah looked out the passenger window of her mother’s car like she had been doing for countless miles through the Midwest backroads. She longed for something to change. Anything that would break up the monotonous fields she’d been staring at for hours.

“We’ve switched from wheat to corn, Lilah,” her mom teased, reading her mind.

“I hate when you do that,” Lilah glared at her mom.

“I hate when you give me the silent treatment, but yet here we are. Stuck in a car together with hundreds of miles left to go.”

Lilah turned back to the scenery passing by. “It’s not silent treatment,” she thought. “I have nothing to talk about.”

Her mother sighed and switched through radio stations until she found one that was playing a new pop hit. She even turned the volume up.

Lilah felt a twinge of guilt. She knew her mom was trying. She had to be to put on a station that was playing music she hated. Lilah turned her head and looked out the windshield for a moment before closing her eyes. She repeated the mantra to herself she had been saying since they left Florida two days earlier. ‘This is bigger than me. The family needs us. It is only temporary.’

Her mom looked at her. “You can talk to me, you know. Just because I can know your thoughts doesn’t mean you can’t voice them yourself.”

Lilah kept her eyes closed and tried to keep her mind empty. It was a blessing and a curse. Being able to communicate with each other without speaking was great most of the time. Lilah could tell her mom anything she wanted no matter who was around, and no one else would be able to hear. Other times, like this, when she just wanted to be left alone to mope, it enraged her that she hadn’t learned how to shut her mom out yet.

Someday soon her powers would heighten. She would be able to read anyone’s mind not just her own family when they allowed her to, and her ability to see the future would strengthen. That would always be limited however. Whenever someone tried to foresee anything, they couldn’t delve too far. The possible outcomes were almost limitless when you factor in the freewill that every person is afforded. Their visions would branch off, and if they tried to see too far, it could result in unconsciousness and convulsions at best. Her family had learned centuries ago to practice extreme caution when traveling inward through their mind’s eye. 

It was probably still years away before she could even attempt to see more than simply what an evening had in store for her. She could only communicate telepathically with her closest family still, and she couldn’t read their minds unless they were intentionally sending messages to her. It frustrated her not because she couldn’t read their minds, but because she couldn’t stop them from reading hers. 

“I understand that we have to move. I know we can’t stay in the same place more than a few years because people will become suspicious of us. I understand that we have to move to the middle of nowhere because of something going on with the family. I don’t understand exactly what it is that is going on because you won’t tell me. I get it, mom. I do. But I’m allowed to be unhappy and miserable about it.” Lilah’s voice grew steadily louder and more pointed as she spoke.

Her mother drew a heavy breath. “It’s not that I won’t tell you, Lilah. I can’t tell you what I don’t know myself.”

“Then why are we going? Why can’t we move to New York or California instead? Anywhere other than this.” Lilah’s voice filled with disgust, and she motioned to the fields out the window. “Why come here when you don’t even know why?”

Her mom sighed. “We have to come here because Marcus summoned everyone. I don’t know why he wants us all together, but Marcus–“

“Marcus is God,” Lilah rolled her eyes cutting her mom off in the middle of her sentence.

“No. Marcus is not God,” her mom’s voice was stern. “He’s the eldest of us. You know that. That’s why he’s the one who created our code to keep us safe.”

“He’s met God.”

“So to speak,” her mom corrected. 

“And we have to drop everything to come running the moment he snaps his fingers,” Lilah didn’t try to hide her irritation.

“You do realize this isn’t something that’s limited to us, don’t you?”

“What do you mean?” Lilah turned to face her mom for a moment, holding the belief that more than just their family would be involved.

“I mean people do this all the time for their own families.”

Lilah let out a long exhale and sunk back in her seat. This wasn’t what she thought her mom had meant. 

“When someone’s elderly family member is ill or needs help, they come to their aide. It doesn’t have to be someone older either. It could be anyone in need.”

“Yeah,” Lilah nodded, looking out the windshield. “And do they sell all of their belongings and move halfway across the country too?” Her disdain dripped from her mouth.

“Sometimes!” her mom practically yelled then calmed herself down. “Sometimes they do, Lilah. Marcus rarely calls us all together. This is the third instance in my lifetime that it’s happened. It’s only if there is something that concerns all of us, or that could have a devastating effect on one or more of us.”

Without moving her eyes away from the white line running down the side of the two lane highway where she was focusing all of her anger, Lilah’s attitude was in full force, “Maybe he should get with the times. He could just as easily send a group message.”

Her mom gasped and gripped the steering wheel tighter until her knuckles turned white. “We were due to move soon anyway. You know that. This is just a detour on our way to a new location. Why are you acting like this?” her mom hissed.

Lilah didn’t respond. There were a million reasons why she was against this move, any move, but none of them mattered. Moving in general had grown old long ago. It made it impossible to form friendships when you know you’re going to have to leave in a few years without a word. You can’t tell anyone anything that is honest about yourself. Every little detail is a cover story. 

“Do you want to stop for the night or push through until we get there?” her mom asked with a sigh, not wanting to continue the argument.

“Neither,” Lilah thought. 

Her mom gave her a pleading look. 

Lilah rubbed her temples with her fingers before answering. “How about we stop to eat then get back on the road till this trip is over? I’d rather see what I’m being moody about instead of only imagining how bad it will be.”

Her mom laughed softly. “Okay. We can do that.”

Almost two hours later, they pulled out of the small café’s parking lot. The large sign on the side of the highway read Fairview - 184 miles. It seemed like every state had a Fairview, but Lilah knew this wasn’t entirely true. Her mom played with the radio until she managed to find yet another talk station. Lilah lay her head against the seat’s head rest and closed her eyes. If she fell asleep now, she could skip some of the dread she’d been feeling for the entirety of the trip. 
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LILAH’S EYES SHOT OPEN from a sound sleep, and she leaned forward in her seat.

“You felt it too?” her mom asked with apprehension in her voice.

“What was it?”

“An energy surge near as I can tell. As soon as we came over that ridge back there, it hit.”

“What caused it?” Lilah asked, looking around trying to see if she could tell where they were.

“We’re about ten miles out,” her mother read her mind again. “And I don’t know what caused it.”

“Do you think-?” Lilah saw her mom’s head shake slightly. It was a little cue telling her that her mom was trying to focus. Lilah waited. It would be no use to try to concentrate on the source herself because her powers weren’t matured enough. She was only twenty-one years old in both appearance and years. Her mom easily passed for Lilah’s slightly older sister even though she had lived for almost three centuries before Lilah was born.

Finally her mom relaxed to some extent. “I wasn’t sure at first, but now it would appear we’re not the only ones gathering here.”

“You mean we’re not the first to arrive?”

Her mom shook her head. “No, we’re the first of our kind. Your father and a few others went to help some of the family because we could leave more easily than the rest were able to. They will come later.”

“Then what do you mean?”

Lilah thought her mom wasn’t going to answer her, but finally, as the car’s speed slowed at the entrance of the town, her mom replied, “I mean there are others here as well.”

“What others?” Lilah asked silently, remembering their earlier conversation when she thought this is what her mom had been trying to tell her. There were other Elementals involved.

“Try to feel them.”

“You know I can’t!” Lilah was irritated over how limited she still was in her capabilities.

“You might not be able to pick up everything yet, but you should be able to tell who they are.”

Lilah rolled her shoulders and arched her neck back and forth as though psychic thought required stretching. She closed her eyes and tried her best to focus on any energy she could pick up as they drove down the quiet, empty street. She could see one large two story house ahead vibrating with bright light. It was off the main road about a block, but the top eaves peaked over the nearby houses and could be seen through the tree tops. Her eyes flew open.

“Witches?” Lilah whipped her head to the side and faced her mom.

“Yes. Lots of them. There are many in that house alone.”

“Is it a coven gathering?” It would make sense with Halloween approaching. She didn’t know all the ins and outs of Earth, but she did know Halloween was the equivalent of their New Year which meant traditions and celebrating.

“No. They’re familial.”

Lilah was puzzled. She could sense these witches were young. The oldest was in her early twenties. No, there could possibly be an older one, but it was hard for her to tell. How could there be so many from the same family in one house? Unless they were using aging spells. Or it could be possible their grandmother had a lot of children. That would explain it. Witches skip a generation, and only one is given the calling in each family.

“In times of trouble, more witches will be spawned,” her mom explained. “Something big is coming for there to be five so young in that home. It’s no wonder Marcus summoned us.” 

Lilah thought she could hear just a faint tremble of fear in her mom’s voice. “Unless none of them are siblings,” Lilah pointed out.

Her mom continued to watch the road with a distant look in her eye. “If I’ve learned one thing in all my years, it’s that coincidences are rarely ever just that.”

They made the rest of the drive in silence into the country just on the other side of town. The inconvenience over moving to the middle of nowhere that Lilah had been feeling gave way to anxiety and alarm. She had thought this only affected her people. She thought it only affected Air. Her mom was right. The large amount of new witches in the same area her family had been summoned to couldn’t be a coincidence. She realized whatever was happening must affect all the Elementals. This was a lot bigger than she had anticipated.

Her mom turned down a long gravel road a few miles west of Fairview that went uphill to a very large old farmhouse. “It belongs to an uncle,” Lilah could hear her mom answer before she could ask.

They pulled up and sat still in the car a moment before either one of them attempted to get out. Lilah stared at the house through the windshield for several minutes thinking about how isolated she would be here. It was a far cry from the bright and loud cities where she was used to living. Safety in numbers. A large population meant they could go unnoticed easier and longer.

A small smile broke on Lilah’s face, and she squealed, “It’s my turn to pick!”

Lilah closed her eyes, concentrating on her image. Her blonde locks slowly changed to black. Her deep Florida tan lightened to a much paler tone, and when she opened her eyes, they were emerald green instead of hazel. 

Her mom laughed. “Snow White? Is that the look you’re going for? I believe her eyes were blue.”

Lilah looked in the mirror on the visor. “I love it! Mock all you want. We’re sisters,” she emphasized. “You have to match me close enough to at least look like we’re related.”

“Or...I could claim I found you lost and alone. Maybe I’ll just tell everyone I took you in out of pity.”

Lilah scowled. Their agreement had always been they would rotate who got to choose their new appearance until she was on her own. It was bad enough that day wouldn’t be until after she learned to control all of the capabilities that she didn’t even have yet, but now her mom was fighting her on this look when it was up to her to decide.

“Change back,” her mom ordered. “We already have our new identification,” she said, patting her purse which contained a large manila envelope sticking out that held everything they would need to start over including new names.

“But it’s my turn!” Lilah pouted.

“I know it is, and you can choose when we move on from here. We left in such a hurry that I just told your Uncle Todd to surprise me.”

“Well,” Lilah said defiantly, “just call him up and have him redo everything.”

“Lilah! He has to create new identities for the whole family.”

Lilah wasn’t moved by that statement. It wasn’t her fault she wasn’t consulted in this, and she should have been if it’s the image she is expected to portray as her own.

“Plus he has his own affairs to get in order before he can join us,” her mom added. “You get to keep the name though.”

“I do?”

“Yeah, it simplified things. Our first names didn’t change.”

It wasn’t much of a consolation prize. “There will come a day, mom.”

“When what? You won’t have to listen to me anymore? I’m well aware. You remind me of it almost constantly.”

“No, I was going to say when I will be able to turn into a bird and poop on your head.” Lilah smarted off the first thing that popped into her head.

To Lilah’s surprise, her mom broke out into a large grin and began laughing. She joined her. It would be comical, and now that she had the thought, she wondered if it was a threat she could ever be able to carry through.

“It’s not,” Abby said, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “I believe I had the exact thought about my mom once myself, but once I had the ability to do it, I no longer wanted to.”

Lilah sighed. She took a deep breath and allowed her skin tone to change back to the deep Florida tan she had sported the last few years. 

“Your hair too,” her mom sounded annoyed.

“We can always say I dyed it, mom.” 

Her mom sighed in defeat. “It’s late. Let’s unload the car and go to bed. We can grab breakfast in the morning on the way to the store.”

They had packed light. Moving was nothing new to them. This was Lilah’s ninth move although she barely remembered half of them. Lilah carried the boxes to the porch while her mom grabbed their suitcases. That was it. Their whole lives were tucked away in two boxes and three suitcases. Halfway up the steps, Lilah froze. 

Her mom bumped into her back. “What-?” she started to ask.

“Shh. Look.”

She followed Lilah’s gaze to a squirrel that was on the rail on the side of the porch. It appeared to be watching them unafraid.

“It’s a squirrel.”

Lilah shot her mom a glance. “I know it’s a squirrel,” she said quietly, but the irritation in her voice came through loud and clear.

“So why are you so fascinated by it?” her mother whispered.

“It’s white.”

“Yeah?” Her mom walked past Lilah up the rest of the steps to make her way to the door.

“I’ve never seen a white squirrel before, and it doesn’t seem frightened by us.”

“It’s a squirrel,” her mom said, motioning for her to keep moving.

Lilah walked up beside her mom. She balanced the boxes on top of each other, and she used the front of the house to support them while her mom unlocked the door. Her mom held the door wide for Lilah to walk inside. Lilah walked through the front room a few feet down the hall then turned to set the boxes on the dining room table. She looked around the room and then across the hall into the kitchen. It was nothing like she expected. 

“I know. It’s old.” 

Her mom’s voice made Lilah jump. 

“Why couldn’t we move somewhere more modern?” her mom whined, mocking her.

“It’s not that.”

“Then what’s wrong?” her mom asked.

“It’s clean.”

Her mom stared at her blankly before erupting in laughter. “And that’s a problem?”

Lilah shook her head and smiled. “No, but I thought we had to prepare. I thought we were the cleaning crew that had to get the musty dank old house back in livable order.”

“Marcus and Leena had been here for close to two months before he had other matters to tend to, and they left. They took care of all that.”

“Then what sort of preparations are we supposed to be making?” Lilah asked out loud more to herself than to her mom.

“I’m tired. Let’s rest and discuss it more in the morning.”

Lilah sighed. She knew better than to pester her mom with any more questions right now. It would do no good anyway. She had been asking questions since the news of their move was announced, but there were never any direct answers. Lilah understood how people her age felt. Treated like a child even though you are an adult except in Lilah’s family, she was still very much a child. She was the youngest by hundreds of years. That wouldn’t change until long after one of her cousins had a child to take Lilah’s spot as the baby.

They headed up the split level stairs that turned back at the landing, bringing them to the rooms at the front of the house when they got to the top. They looked down the hall at the number of bedrooms. There were five in this large house plus room in the attic. “You can pick any one you want for now, but as more of the family arrive, we’re all going to have to share rooms,” her mom informed her, walking into the first room at the top of the stairs. 

Lilah checked out the rest of the rooms. She chose the one at the far end of the hall near the back stairs. It was the smallest one which meant fewer people to crowd her. The bed was a double with a small nightstand beside it. A door in the corner opened to the tiniest closet she had ever seen. 

She set her suitcase on the bed and picked up a pillow. She held the pillow to her face and breathed in the scent of lavender. Marcus and Leena really had readied everything. Lilah opened her suitcase and hung the few items of clothing she owned in the low ceilinged closet. There was no dresser, so she left what couldn’t be hung up in the suitcase on the closet floor. Besides, now there really wasn’t any room to share the tiny space with anyone else. Her one little suitcase and its belongings was enough to fill it completely.

The last couple of moves Lilah had stopped unpacking and decorating. It seemed pointless to make a room her own when she was only going to have to leave everything behind almost as soon as she finished. She would live out of a laundry basket instead. It infuriated her parents, especially her mom, but it was her way of communicating how much she hated not having a steady home and consistency. 

This move was different. Even if no one ever clued her in as to what was going on, she knew something big was happening in the family. Family came first at all costs. Their code that had been set by Marcus for everyone to follow made it clear that everything they did had to be what was best for the protection of all. This was why they moved regularly. This was why she had to always be aware of what she said or did to not draw questions or raise suspicion from others. This was why she was not allowed social media accounts and had to try to avoid being the subject in anyone’s pictures at all costs. This was why her life was miserable.

Being social and being young go together like air and breathing. Her heritage was extraordinarily rare and different from any of the people she had been around in her life, but some of the aspects of other cultures were the same no matter where they lived. Teenagers and young adults want to be a part of things. She wanted to be a part of things too, but that could never be.

Lilah looked around the bedroom again. There was one tiny window, and she struggled to open it. Once she got it unstuck, she opened it halfway. The window stayed open on its own, and she hoped she would be able to get it to close. It was rather chilly out, but she wanted some fresh air. Her parents had mostly kept to the warmer climates, so a crisp Midwest autumn evening was a new experience. This was about the coldest it got in the dead of winter where they used to live. She tried to shimmy the window shut again before it cooled her room off too much. It stuck at first then came down with a loud bang. She waited to see if her mom was coming to investigate, but she didn’t. 

‘She’s probably reading my thoughts again and knows I’m in my room safe without having to check,’ Lilah thought while rolling her eyes. Her parents had preached to her since the day she learned about who she was that having abilities doesn’t mean you have to use them. They constantly reminded her that private thoughts are meant to be private. Granted, it was usually when she asked one of them to tell her what someone was thinking or if a boy liked her or not. Still it seemed their whole view of private thoughts went out the window when it came to their own daughter. They never stayed out of her head.

There was a heavy presence in the bedroom. Lilah knew it had once been a room meant to house servants, and the energy of the spirits from days past still lingered in the tiny space. Most of their souls had long since moved on, but their imprint remained. If her powers had already blossomed, she would be able to see them as clearly as when they had lived if she chose. 

Her powers. The notion distracted her again. She wished she could turn them on by merely willing it to happen, but that’s not how it worked. They would slowly increase over a long span of time. Each gift would develop in its own time and take years to reach full potential. If she could just go ahead and begin the process, it would be enough to satisfy her for now.
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Chapter Three

Preparing


[image: ]


“Why can’t we just hit a drive thru?” Lilah pleaded.

“That garbage? It’ll clog your arteries.”

“Really, mom? Really?” Lilah was irritated. The one perk she enjoyed the most after learning of her own immortality was not having to worry about living healthy. Her body would heal itself. It would cleanse itself. It would rejuvenate all damaged cells. To Lilah, this meant she could live off of chocolate shakes and french fries alone if she chose.

Her mom pulled in to a parking space of the small town family restaurant off the highway a few miles from the farmhouse. “Get us a table. I’m going to try your dad,” she instructed Lilah.

“Sure thing, Abby,” Lilah said with a smirk. There could be no mentioning of the word mom while they were in public together. They could almost pass as twins.

Lilah entered the restaurant and saw the ‘Please Seat Yourself’ sign. She scanned the room and found a private booth near a television mounted on the wall. She sat down, and the waitress approached the table right away and handed her a menu.

“Anyone joining you?” the waitress asked.

“My sister is still outside.”

The waitress plopped another menu across the table and laid out two rolls of silverware that had been tucked in her apron. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“My sister will want a glass of ice water and coffee,” Lilah scanned the restaurant. It didn’t look too busy. “Would it
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