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            Chapter 1

          

          
            It’s A Sham

          

          CLARITY

        

      

    

    
      “Clarity?” Baron calls cautiously, his voice echoing through the empty corridor.

      He’s alone as he steps out of Celeste’s chambers and into a quiet, arched limestone hallway. Celeste, the vampiress who made bold advances toward him the last time we were here—deep in the core of Mount Olympus—is nowhere to be seen. Nor are any of the other inhabitants of this hidden world.

      I swallow the lump of cold, stale air in my throat. “I’m here,” I manage to croak, rushing to his side.

      By habit, Baron reaches for my hand but glances at me when he comes up empty. I’m not fully present. He can see me, but I can’t see myself in this vast, hidden world. Part of me—my quarter-human side—remains in my room in Vermont, at the House of Benel, the estate my father Felix built for his seven daughters. My Encaser power allows me to exist in multiple places at once. As we agreed, after the ten-minute wait, I focused on every line and curve of Baron’s remarkable face, using that connection to guide the supernatural part of me here.

      During our mission to deliver the leaf from the Tree of Life to Jari, the ash-covered ground had split open and swallowed Baron and Vayle. Whatever they experienced beneath the surface terrified Vayle, and even shook Baron to a certain extent. He had seen vampires he’d once been close to—Garrett, Celeste, and the mysterious Gia. Gia had been reported dead by the other vampires on our first trip to the Mount Olympus coven, so when he saw Garrett and Celeste in spirit form alongside her, he feared they had all met the same fate.

      “They’re all gone,” Baron says, his voice strained.

      “Something happened here, and it wasn’t good.” A shiver moves up my divine and Enuian spine. The ghost of sheer violence lingers in this place.

      “I fear you’re right. The guards aren’t posted in the forest, and Virgil didn’t sound the call of entry.”

      I recall that sound—a loud, feral howl, so chilling it could freeze bubbling oil.

      Baron stops to peer over the ledge of a short wall. Beyond it lies a vast opening, bathed in artificial sunlight. The first time I saw how centuries-old vampires could manufacture sunrays in the core of a mountain, I marveled at their brilliance. I feel the same awe this time, but now it’s eerily empty—no sign of life.

      We’re thousands of stories high inside this immense inner mountain construct. Each landing is divided into compartments, with countless neon signs advertising bars. The colors, lights, and shapes of the marquees compete for attention, a chaotic display of vampiric indulgence. Baron once explained that a stiff drink can momentarily ease a vampire’s parched throat. He and an old friend even sang a song about it.

      “If I can’t have blood, give me whiskey instead, then give me the barmaid, and I’ll take her to bed…”

      Suddenly, a thought hits me, and I nearly shout, “Garrett!”

      “Garrett?” Baron asks, confused.

      “I know what he looks like, which means I can go wherever he is.”

      As Baron studies my face, I notice how tightly he holds his shoulders. He’s paler than his usual anemic self, and his brows are so drawn that his entire face looks pinched. I’ve seen him like this before—on that evening he came to me in the woods outside the Tudor-style house Fawn once shared with Lario Exgesis, a vampire transformed into a man, and eventually, into a strange and fearsome species of hyper-vampire.

      I had just rescued Fawn from their basement, where Lario had kept her imprisoned in a cage made of silver. The silver wasn’t meant to keep her in, but to keep other vampires out. They would tear down the Empire State Building if it meant drinking every last drop of her blood. If a Selell—a vampire—drinks me or any of my sisters dry, it would never thirst again. We are creatures who carry “lifeblood,” blood derived from the Tree of Life itself. Lario managed to hold Fawn captive by weakening her with mirk, human blood.

      I had been struggling to carry Fawn to the nearest portal, which led to Enu, when Baron showed up. It had only been a few days since I’d last seen him, but for him, a year had passed. He looked terrible—not just because I’d been gone so long that it broke his heart, but because my absence from this universe had taken a physical toll on him as well.

      "Are you parched?" I ask, shocked by Baron’s appearance. He shouldn’t be parched—not with me here in Encaser form, and also on Earth.

      He massages his throat. "Yes, but it’s not my thirst. A vampire is somewhere nearby and alive."

      I gasp. "And you’re experiencing its thirst?"

      He nods briskly. "And I can hear his thoughts."

      I’m taken aback. Is Baron encasing? It seems like it. "Is this the first time you’ve been able to sense others outside of yourself?"

      Baron frowns, concentrating as he tries to recall any instance where he had a similar ability. "Yes, this is the first occurrence."

      The weight of his revelation washes over me, but there’s no time to linger on it. Shaking myself back into focus, I ask, "Do you recognize the voice?"

      He frowns harder. "I can’t say that I do."

      "What is he saying?"

      "He’s afraid that I might kill him. He’s praying that I leave without finding him.”

      Out of frustration, I reach out to touch Baron’s shoulder, but my hand passes right through him. It’s not the only thing going wrong—my arms and legs are turning to jelly, but I don’t think much of it. Not too long ago, we returned from an exhausting journey that involved camping in a frozen frontier, battling shadow phantoms made of ashes, and facing off against monsters patched together from human remains. I chalk my exhaustion up to that—residual fatigue. Despite my failing abilities and diminishing health, I’m not ready to give up.

      “Well, I’ll try Garrett now,” I say, settling on the next logical step.

      Baron gazes out over the vast emptiness. “It’s worth a shot.”

      “Do you think he’s dead?” I ask, sensing the unease in his tone.

      He hesitates. “I can only hope not.”

      Led by Baron’s hope, I picture Garrett standing beside him, singing. His bloodshot eyes, heavy lids, and the purple indentations beneath them paint the picture of someone cursed by being a Selell. His cheeks are hollow, but whenever Baron was near him, there was a spark of life, a brief return of vitality. That’s why I remember Garrett’s face so clearly. He loved who I love—not as much as I do, but close, very close.

      Whether Garrett is dead or alive, I should be able to find him. That’s how my power has always worked. But this time, the more I reach beyond myself, the more a thick, vaporous red force pushes back, bearing down on me.

      I recognize it instantly. “It’s Lario. He’s fighting me,” I wheeze, gasping as I stop struggling against his overwhelming power.

      “Exgesis? How?” Baron growls. Just the mention of Lario’s name has made him more furious than the fact that his friends—and even some of his enemies—are missing, preyed upon by something.

      “I wish I knew,” I admit. “It has to be Tal, the Sham. She’s gotten stronger over the years…”

      We don’t have time to figure out how to neutralize Tal, though I know we’ll need to have that conversation soon. I can feel my strength slipping away with every second.

      “At least we should try to save the last remaining vampire. Can you still hear him, feel his thirst?” I ask, trying to keep us focused.

      “Yes…” Baron’s eyes search every part of my face.

      He’s so worried about me, but I don’t want him to ask me to leave until I know he’s safe. I work hard to steady my breathing, to rely on the last scraps of strength I have left. But I’m fading fast, and the sooner we find this hidden vampire, the sooner I can be sure he’s safe enough to let go of me.

      But instead of focusing on the task at hand, Baron watches me more intensely. “What’s happening to you?” he asks, his voice tight with concern.

      “I’m fine. Just concentrate. Can you feel him? Can you feel his fear?” I fight the urge to gasp for air.

      Baron stares at me, too consumed with worry to focus.

      “Please,” I beg, knowing this isn’t the moment for me to give up and return to my body. He’s still not safe. I lock eyes with him, trying to convey how crucial this is.

      Baron hesitates, then shakes his head slightly, realizing I won’t leave him yet. “All right. How do I find him?” His face is growing paler by the second, the vampire’s thirst gnawing at him, just as my own weakness is taking over.

      “Let his fear and thirst fill you, and then let yourself move toward it,” I whisper, urging him to act before it’s too late.

      After a concerned moment of examining my health, Baron closes his eyes.

      I can’t tear my eyes away from Baron’s captivating features, but I still wonder why I can’t detect the other vampire’s energy. Up until now, I’ve only been able to use inductive reasoning to understand the scope of my abilities as an Encaser and how they affect Baron, to whom I’m bonded. Could Baron’s ability to sense the emotions of others, something I’ve always been able to do, be linked to our bond? Or is it something Lario has done to weaken my powers, allowing Baron to grow stronger where I falter? Or perhaps it’s neither. We’ll soon find out.

      “I got him,” Baron says, breaking through my thoughts. “Will you be able to follow me?” His eyes narrow, still filled with worry.

      “I think so,” I say, doing my best to steady my voice.

      “If you can’t keep up, promise me you’ll leave, and get the rest you need.”

      The idea of leaving him doesn’t sit well with me, but I force myself to say, “I promise.”

      He moves swiftly, and thankfully, I can easily match his pace in this form. We zip down hallways and massive staircases that connect the floors. Nothing blurs by. Shattered wine glasses and broken liquor bottles litter the empty tables and floors. The sharp stench of alcohol—the vampires’ spirit-lifting juice—burns my sinuses. Whatever savage act interrupted their drinking, it’s clear this coven put up a fight.

      We pass through the lushest garden I’ve ever seen outside of Enu. Though we move quickly, I can still take in the thick green grass, the overripe pomegranate trees and grapevines, and limestone statues of naked men and women in provocative poses. Above it all is a sky of vaporous clouds and artificial sunlight. Once again, I’m struck by the brilliance of these ancient creatures—so clever, yet so damned.

      We weave in and out of living spaces that lack the light and poshness of the common areas. Most of the cubicles are plain, holding one lone wooden bed not even equal in dimension to a twin-sized bed. Each bed is covered with a dusty white sheet that looks as if it hasn’t been washed in centuries.

      The deeper into the mountain we go, the danker and clammier it becomes. We’ve already traveled far, which tells me that Baron’s senses are quite keen. Every now and then, he glances over and squints at me. I fear my suffering may overcome my will to appear well for him.

      Finally, he stops. We’re in one of those tight rooms and facing the only piece of furniture—a very old, possibly Victorian era, green silk sofa pushed against a smooth black-and-white marble wall.

      “He’s here,” he whispers as he reaches to caress my cheek. Once again, he falls short of touching me. “I don’t like this.” He reluctantly drops his hand to his side.

      “Me either.” I hate not feeling his hand on my face. I’d rather rely on the heat of his touch to keep me warm in the freezing-cold vampire lair, but since my abilities are all out of whack, I’m relying on a faint shield of warmth.

      “You’re shivering.”

      “I know,” I mutter past my quivering lips. “It’s fine.”

      The concern in Baron’s eyes grows deeper, and then the next thing I know, he has his hands on my shoulders. He’s actually touching me!

      “What the hell?” he marvels.

      We stare into each other’s eyes. Despite the circumstances, I feel like this is a small victory, and so does he. Now that he has a hold of me, he pulls me into him. My breasts are pressed tightly against his firm chest. I’m nearly limp, and he’s holding me as if he’ll never let me go.

      “I can’t stay,” I moan. “I can’t hold on. Where is he?”

      He holds me tighter and turns to the left. “There.”

      I follow his eyes to a spot on the floor. It’s to the right of the front of the sofa. Before I get the chance to say that I don’t see anything, a hatch in the ground blows open. I fly out of Baron’s arms, and after a moment, I see that a strong energy force has pinned him to the ceiling. My eyes widen in horror, and then I feel a glint of hope. He’s managed to grasp the blades he keeps attached to his ankles. But even though his arms are outstretched, he can’t move them.

      I fear that this is it. The end of my love, Baron Ze Feldis.

      “Stop,” I shout as loud as exhaustion will allow me.

      Then I see a vampire spring out of the dark hole. My vision is becoming increasingly blurry, and I’m shivering from the cold because my shield of warmth has evaporated. I see that he’s shooting the force that has Baron restrained out of one of his palms. He’s just as tall and fair-haired as Baron. Although my sight and health are further betraying me, I can see that they look so much alike they could be brothers.

      “Ze Feldis?” the strange vampire calls as he stops the force of energy.

      Baron drops to the floor but lands on his feet. “Ben Artiste?”
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            A Feeding Frenzy
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      That’s the last thing I see and hear before snapping back into my body, sitting on the edge of the bed in my room. I leap to my feet and rush to the toilet, falling to my knees as I regurgitate Goshem tea and berries.

      The ache in my limbs, the nausea, and the overwhelming fatigue combine into the worst sensation imaginable. The weight of Baron being thousands of miles away presses on me like a two-ton boulder.

      Fawn is suddenly there, lifting my hair away from my face. Slowly, my stomach begins to settle. The chills fade, and the shivers subside as she helps me to my feet.

      “Clarity, what’s happening to you?” she asks, worry etched in her voice.

      "Lario," I hiss through gritted teeth.

      Her eyes widen, rattled just by the mention of his name.

      I drag myself to the sink and rinse my mouth with warm water. “I don’t know how he weakened me, but I imagine Tal the Sham witch has something to do with it.”

      Frustration bubbles up inside me. Nothing is going as planned. Baron and I are supposed to be together, finding answers—not me, stuck here, sick to my stomach and fighting weakness.

      “How is he—Lario?” Fawn whispers, her expression conflicted.

      I can hardly believe her concern. After everything, she’s still either unwilling or unable to admit what Lario really is.

      "Fawn, he’s a conniving, vindictive monster," I snap, my anger barely contained.

      Fawn stays silent as I cup my hands under the faucet, letting the cool water pool before I scoop it into my mouth and splash it across my face. I glance at her, hearing her thoughts as clearly as if she’d spoken them. She’s riddled with guilt, wondering if she’s to blame for unleashing Lario on the world. When Lario had been her lover, she fed him the leaf from the Tree of Life, turning him human again—only for him to transform into an even more treacherous vampire the second time around. I’ve always found her strangely passive about her role in all of this.

      I turn off the faucet, wiping the last remnants of water from my face.

      Fawn gently curves an arm around my lower back. “Come on, let’s get you back to bed,” she says, breaking the long silence.

      A few thoughts jostle in my mind. The first is Baron. I can relax slightly, knowing the Artiste vampire won’t harm him—he was actually relieved to see Baron. But the second thought, more troubling, circles back to Lario and his relentless quest to transform from vampire to human, only to become something far worse.

      “Fawn,” I say as we settle into bed, “do you remember how Lario used to complain about being human? As if being merely flesh and blood was beneath him, a hindrance?”

      She shakes her head as she sits at the foot of the bed. “No, I never noticed.”

      Her eyebrows knit together as she strains to recall any moment that might validate what I’m saying. But it’s no surprise—during all the years she spent with him, Lario was a master at manipulating her memory.

      For instance, she can’t remember how they first met, and for the longest time, she believed Lario had killed Titus Rona, her guardian. But Titus showed up to join us on that harrowing journey through Nowhere and Jari, very much alive. Now that I think about it, I doubt Lario could have killed such a powerful creature—at least, not without serious help. From what I’ve glimpsed of Lario’s life, it’s always Tal who does the heavy lifting, while Lario simply gives the orders.

      “Well, I’m pretty sure Lario never went searching for the leaf because he wanted to be human again,” I say.

      Fawn’s confusion deepens.

      “I think he orchestrated the meeting between me and Baron, and then between you and me. And if that’s the case…” I trail off, pondering the most frightening part of it all.

      “If that’s the case?” Fawn presses, despite her slight agitation. She’s eager to hear where my thoughts are leading.

      “I think he wants all the sisters to be found. But I believe his plan went off track when I returned the scroll to Felix. He didn’t expect that.”

      Fawn’s eyes fill with unshed tears as she watches me. I reach out to sense how she’s feeling, and the wave of emotion I get back makes my heart ache, a deep, tangible pain.

      "Surely that monster didn’t break your heart?" I blurt, surprising even myself. I’ve never felt this from her before—why now?

      Fawn shrugs, then gently closes off her emotions, barring me from sensing more. She takes my hand. “It’s not important. You’re looking better, though. What did Lario do to you?”

      It is important, though. Her love for that creature is a weakness, and I so desperately want to convince her to change her heart about him. But if it were easy to stop loving an abuser, so many people would have already done it. I know it will take time for her feelings to shift, and I’ll be here for my sister as she moves from loving him to indifference.

      With a sigh, I turn my focus back to Baron. “Okay, remember I told you about the vampire coven in Mount Olympus?”

      “Yes,” she says with a gentle nod.

      I begin explaining about the souls in the darkness, deep beneath Jari’s surface—the ones Baron saw—and how the empty coven confirmed their deaths. "The longer I stayed in that place, the sicker I felt.”

      Fawn rubs my thigh, offering comfort in her nurturing way. No wonder Lario picked her to manipulate. Out of all the sisters I’ve met, she’s the one who would have the most mercy on him.

      “I’m so sorry, Cl’auta,” she whispers, looking away.

      “About what? You didn’t make me sick.”

      “I know, but…”

      I place my hand over hers. “Don’t beat yourself up about Lario, Falu. He took advantage of you.” I stop myself from expressing the full extent of my hatred for him. Every time I think about how he exploited her kind soul, I become his self-appointed judge and executioner.

      “Thank you, Cl’auta, but… I’m weak,” she says, her voice soft and full of doubt.

      “No way!” I nearly shout. “You are not weak.”

      Fawn opens her mouth to respond but hesitates, as if she wants to say something but can’t find the words. I’m on the verge of encouraging her to speak when Zill suddenly shouts both our names in our heads.
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      Fawn and I sprint down the corridors, and I momentarily forget how worried I am about Baron. I’m still hoping he doesn’t have to use those blades he loves wielding.

      When we reach the bottom of the steps leading to the foyer, Zill and Derek are standing in front of the main door. I can feel the cold day beyond the border of our estate coming off their skin. While Zill looks flustered, Derek is cool and calm, as Weks generally are.

      “The town is gone,” Zill says, her voice thick with grief.

      I catch a glimpse of the town she’s talking about in her thoughts. “Moonridge?”

      She nods frantically. “Yeah, there’s no one there. It’s completely empty, and the fog was rolling in…”

      Zillael’s memory conjures up several faces. She’s remembering an older gentleman in a blue button-down shirt and a red bow tie. He’s handing her a candy apple. His lips are stretched into the friendliest smile as he winks at her. His name is Jake, the proprietor of the candy shop, and she’s very worried about him.

      Then I see a quite pretty high-school–aged girl with golden hair. She’s seated behind Zill in a standard American classroom. The girl kicks the back of Zill’s desk chair. What’s surprising to Zill is that she’s worried about this particular classmate, along with a boy who eagerly shoots his arm in the air. Although he’s not saying it out loud, Zill knows that his inner dialogue is, “Me, me, me!” She calls him Lintner, and this image of him reminds her that four years have passed. She hopes he blew that town years ago, is still alive, and that wherever he is now, he’s no longer a “suck-up.” What a strange thought.

      “Were you caught in the fog?” Fawn asks.

      I blink myself out of Zillael’s head and back into the moment.

      “No.” Zill sighs in relief. “We left in a nick of time, knock on wood.”

      “But you said it’s empty?” I ask.

      “Wiped out.”

      “No, it’s not,” Derek chimes in. He sounds sure of this.

      Our eyes shift to him, expecting an explanation.

      “Humans are still there, but they’re in distress,” he confirms.

      “Then we have to find them,” Zill says with such fervor that she even surprises herself.

      Something is definitely different about her. I narrow my eyes to study her. Before our journey to Jari, she incessantly pined for Derek. Deeper within herself, she grieved the loss of the guardian she knew as Deanna, her mother. Now, neither of those sentiments seems to affect her. In the short time we’ve been standing here, she hasn’t felt the loss of Derek’s affection or Deanna’s presence. She’s absorbed by what she can do to help the people of Moonridge.

      “Clarity, what about you?” Fawn says in a calmer tone. “Are you able to get a look around Moonridge?”

      I recall what just happened at the Mount Olympus coven: the weakness, the sickness. I don’t ever want to feel like that again.

      “Cl’auta?” Fawn says to regain my attention.

      “I believe so.” I take a moment to assess my health. Zero nausea. No headache. Strength regained. Head steadied. I’m as good as new. “No, I know I’m fully recovered.”

      “Good,” Fawn says as Zill asks, “You were sick?”

      “I was, but now I’m not.” I flash Zill a smile to put her at ease. “So let’s get on with the show.”
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      We all move to our favorite patio that adjoins the first-floor dining room. I give in to the urge to contact Baron. He’s no longer in the mountain coven, nor is he alone. He and Artiste are moving fast down a damp, barely lit tunnel. I make myself visible to him. Upon seeing me, his eyes caress my face. I love when he looks at me like that.

      He smirks. “You’re better.”

      “I am.” I smile back at him.

      “Meet us at Chester’s in Montauk at seven.”

      We squeeze hands, and I return to myself as the vampire walking beside him asks, “Who are you talking to?”

      Montauk at seven. Got it.

      We all sit on the black wrought-iron patio chairs placed around the wrought-iron table. The sun is directly above our heads. The sky is blue. Birds squawk and whistle from tree branches in the forests surrounding the estate. It’s a perfect day, deep in summer here. Beyond the borders of the protection over the House of Benel, a bitter winter is whipping the land, especially the East Coast.

      Fawn, Zill, and Derek watch me with expectant eyes. I let out a long, cleansing breath, but it doesn’t empty all the anxiety I feel. Baron’s words, Montauk at seven, play in a loop in my mind. Instead of concentrating on the small town and the faces that I saw in Zill’s memory, all I see is the image of Baron traveling with a strange vampire with whom he shares an uncanny likeness.

      “Clarity, are you there yet?” Fawn asks.

      I look at her. She knows I’m distracted.

      “Not yet,” I confess and close my eyes.

      I don’t have to shut my eyes to go the small town. My father, Felix, advised me to never close them while using my Encaser power. I’m sure he wants me to be able to see what’s around my physical body while being outside of myself. Despite that, closing my eyes helps me take my mind off Baron and work to remember the small town of Moonridge and the guy in the blue shirt who’d handed Zill the candy apple. Jake, that’s what she called him.

      I’m stopped by a cloudy red energy shield. As I feared, all of the symptoms that ailed me earlier return. I feel as if a vice is squeezing my head at the temples. As I fight on and enter the red vapors that are trying to shove me out, my stomach turns queasy. I don’t stop until the weight of something heavy knocks me out of my seat. Both the chair and I hit the ceramic floor.

      Derek is the first to reach me. “You’re being stopped again?” He helps me to my feet.

      I nod stiffly as I struggle to regain my balance and my breath. My muscles feel as though they’ve been through ten rounds in a boxing ring with a heavyweight champion.

      “I don’t think I’ll be able to fight through it without Baron,” I say strenuously. “We need the full light.”

      “Where is he?” Zill stretches her neck to look around for him. She’s thinking that he’s usually not far from where I am.

      “He’s gone,” I say.

      I sound so sad that her face drops as she asks, “You mean gone, gone?”

      “No,” I assure her. “He returned to Greece. I’ll tell you about it later. I’m supposed to meet with him at seven tonight Earth time.”

      “We don’t have that much time,” she cries.

      I sigh with despair. “I know.” I completely understand her frustration.

      We stand in a circle, and our eyes jump from face to face. What’s clear is that each of them considers me the ship’s captain—even Derek, the Wek.

      “Give me a second,” I whisper while staring at the tiny crystals embedded in the ceramic floor. The way the noon sun makes the tiny shards sparkle gives me an idea. “I should try it from the diamond case.” I dart off, knowing that they’ll follow me.

      Once I’m inside the diamond-walled chamber, I glance at Zill, Derek, and Fawn, who stand outside it and watch me. Without closing my eyes, I recall Jake’s face and go where the memory takes me.

      From here, I can reach Moonridge without any pushback. The town is the way I remember it. The snow is at least knee high, and ice coats the leaves of the orchards, the woods, and the trees planted along the streets. I’m being pulled toward the image in my head. The closer I get to it, the stranger the energy feels. I sense that this life force isn’t human, and I wonder if Jake has been turned into a Selell. He appeared to be such a happy guy; I can’t imagine he agreed to become a vampire.

      I’m moving across the landscape at a remarkable speed. There’s life here, lots of it, but it’s not human. The image of the man named Jake takes me toward a neighborhood. Quaint New England cottage homes, with their big windows and steeple-topped roofs, are separated by fields of trees and huge, unfenced yards. I stand in someone’s backyard, along with a red doghouse, a fishing boat, and a large aluminum shed. I can hear the dog barking inside the house.

      I head inside. The atmosphere is still here, and the stench of old trash and animal waste blows me away. The television on the short wooden stand is still on in the living room, but it’s only airing loud static. The earsplitting sound forces me to rush over and, even in my state, try to turn it off.

      It works!

      Now that it’s quiet, I notice how unnaturally dark the room is. The curtains are drawn, but where they don’t meet, I see green wallpaper with a green velvet flower pattern attached to the window glass. Not a stitch of light from the late afternoon sun can trickle into the room. My observations reasonably lead me to conclude that Jake is definitely a vampire.

      I hear a noise and turn to see an orange and white collie walking out of one of the rooms down the hallway. Its head is lowered as it slowly moves toward me, whimpering. The dog stops at my feet, still making that sound as it sniffs around my legs. It knows I’m here. I’ve never been this close to an animal, but I know it needs me to kneel and give it a hug. The poor thing is in emotional distress.

      “Everything’s going to be fine,” I promise, hoping that it’s not an empty one. I see that he’s wearing a collar with a tag. His name is Jerry. “Jerry, how is Jake?” I run my fingers through his coat.

      The collie barks once and, understanding me perfectly, sprints toward the room he just dragged himself out of. I follow. When I enter the bedroom, I see the same wallpaper that’s pasted on the windows in the living room covering the windows here.

      But the sight that commands my full attention is an older couple, man and woman, lying on their backs under a thick layer of patchwork quilts. Their thin skins are as white as eggshells. Their cheeks are sunken, and the hair on top of their heads is as white as their skin. I’ve seen corpses before, and that’s exactly what they look like, but they’re not dead. I can feel their heartbeats and hear the slow movement of air pumping through their lungs.

      Jerry, the dog, barks again, as if he’s trying to answer the questions my expression is asking. Then it dawns on me that Jerry has memories. If I can see what a human or a vampire is thinking, then why not an animal?

      “Can I touch your head?” I ask him before doing so.  He understands me perfectly, especially when he sits on his hind legs and looks directly into my eyes, granting me permission.

      I take one more glance at the couple on the bed before I kneel. In truth, this is insane! At least, that’s what it feels like. I’m hoping a dog’s memory will give me the answers I’m seeking? I pat the top of his head. Jerry and I look into each other’s eyes. His mouth is open, and he’s panting a little when all of a sudden, I absorb his memories.

      The leaves of the apple trees that hover over the tiny red doghouse are barely starting to yellow. He’s inside it, stretched across the threshold, bathing in another sundown. He seems to like this time of day. No, he more than likes it. The act of the sun descending beyond the horizon feels like a ritual to him, and the moment it disappears, he’s stung by a sense of horror.

      Jerry gallops from one end of the yard to the other, trampling the fallen twigs and leaves. He barks and whimpers as he senses approaching doom. When he reaches the back door, he scratches at the screen, howling. He wants Jake and Mary to run away with him. If they escape before the fog overtakes them, they can be safe. At least that’s what his instincts tell him.

      Jake pulls the door open. He’s a ruddy-faced man who appears to be in his early seventies. He’s wearing a blue button-down shirt with a red bow tie. “Ey, Jerry, what did I tell ya about scratching the screen?” He pulls the door open wider. “Just come on inside.”

      But Jerry doesn’t want to go inside. He wildly wags his tail as he lets out a series of strenuous barks while pacing in front of the threshold.

      “Hanker down, Jerr,” Jake says.

      The funny thing is Jerry senses that Jake also feels the danger. Jerry doesn’t stop pacing, yelping, and panting. He dashes across the threshold and rubs against his master’s legs when the fog rolls across the yard. Jerry knows it’s too late to run. He wants Jake to slam the door, lock it, and hide. The danger has arrived.

      But Jake does the opposite. He steps outside and walks down the three-tiered cement block steps until he’s standing on the edge of the summer-worn lawn. The stinging cold fog travels across him. Jerry can no longer see Jake, and he barks like crazy. Jerry runs outside to the stoop and then back over the threshold, working overtime to convince Jake to get back inside the house where it’s safer.

      Finally, it sinks in; Jake knows something isn’t right. The icy air makes him cough as he stumbles up the steps to get back into the house. Before he can make it inside, someone—some thing—stands in the doorway, blocking the entrance. He’s a tall, ominous figure.

      Jerry barks and snaps at the backside of the brown-haired, slender man in a pair of dark jeans and a white short-sleeved T-shirt. He is young, and his life force fills the animal. I’m familiar with this harsh, invasive energy. It’s that of a second-generation Selell.

      The Selell turns his head one hundred eighty degrees to glare at Jerry. His eyes are red and angry. His skin is pasty brown, and his lips are so dry they show a thousand cracks. He’s thirsty, and Jake is his cocktail. What I think will save the older man in the short run is that he won’t give the vampire permission to consume him. But what occurs next happens so fast that I can’t believe what I’m seeing.

      The Selell’s teeth are in Jake’s neck. He appears to be drinking Jake’s blood without consent. I can still only see his backside, but when he’s done, he simply vanishes. Jerry is still barking his head off, beckoning Jake to come inside. Then another Selell rushes into the house. The animal is torn. He wants to dart off to the part of the house where Mary, Jake’s wife, resides, but he also wants to ensure that his master hasn’t met his demise.

      Jake remains on his feet; he’s like a beam planted in the ground. Then Jerry stops barking for a moment. I can barely explain the pervasive void engulfing every inch of the space surrounding them.

      Jerry whimpers. The second Selell dashes past him and into the thick vapors. I’m unable to get a look at him or her. Since Jerry can’t see into the backyard, neither can I.

      Jake takes heavy steps into the house and closes the door. Mary walks into the living room, and they stare at each other as if something indescribable just happened to them.

      “Jake… what…” Mary struggles to speak.

      They notice the wounds on each other’s neck. She touches hers. Jake touches his. Jerry walks between them, whimpering and rubbing their legs. Without speaking, they sit on the sofa.

      Jerry shows me how they sat there for a very long time—I think for days—not speaking, eating, or even sleeping. He keeps himself pressed against his master’s leg, and that’s a very
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