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      It was an offer Emmie couldn’t refuse. An invitation to spend her spring break vacation at her friend Angela’s house near Cypress Harbor in Northern California. She had seen the pictures. The house was set high on a cliff surrounded by forest and fields overlooking the ocean, far from the heavy traffic and incessant noise of Los Angeles. It might be her best chance to find some solitude away from her past—away from all the death.

      But now, as her friend drove them to her home, Emmie had that familiar sinking feeling in her chest. The sensation that something awful had happened just ahead. It gnawed at her stomach, and only a few minutes later, the traffic slowed to a crawl.

      A frenzy of blue, white, and red lights flashed over the cars in front of them. Several police cars had blocked off both lanes, diverting the traffic to the shoulder on the far right. A firetruck, a rescue unit, and some ambulances blocked the view as they approached.

      Emmie’s heart beat a little faster while she clenched her hands into fists, although her growing anxiety was a far cry from the panic attacks she’d endured as a child. She’d come a long way since then, now able to control her “gift” with the help of techniques she’d practiced almost daily. But the presence of death was impossible to ignore.

      Despite her chill, she straightened in her seat. She wasn’t afraid. Not anymore. And Angela couldn’t know anything about Emmie’s past. It was better that way.

      “Oh, I hope they’re all right,” Angela said as they approached the scene.

      Emmie kept her eyes forward but picked out the details from the edge of her peripheral vision. No sense in looking at it directly. “I’m sure they are.”

      Angela craned her neck as they passed the wreckage a moment later. “Oh, no…” she said sadly. “A family.”

      Emmie swallowed hard. Of course, her “sight” had once again proven true, and she already knew the outcome. But she resolutely fixed her gaze on the police officers as they directed the traffic away from the mangled cars. It was better to focus on the living at moments like those. Less of a chance she’d see one of them. And she hadn’t seen one of them for months now.

      Knock on wood.

      She had trained herself to tune them out, and had become quite good at it, unless… unless they caught her off guard. And sometimes they did, slipping through and approaching her when she least expected it.

      She shivered.

      Angela glanced over. “Cold?” She reached for the AC and turned it down a bit.

      Emmie shrugged it off and forced a smile. “Not at all.”

      The last thing Emmie wanted was for Angela to think there was something odd about her. Angela’s friendship had come at a time when Emmie wondered if anyone would ever get close to her again. This was a chance to finally start over and connect with a reality she had never known—to have a real life.

      “You will,” Angela said. “It gets chilly near the ocean, but it won’t matter after you see the view.”

      Something over Angela’s shoulder caught Emmie’s eye, and she instinctively stared at it. A pink backpack lying on the side of the road. A child’s backpack.

      Emmie looked away sharply. Focusing for too long on it would attract their attention. She closed her eyes for a moment, pushing her eyelids together as if to erase all that she’d seen, then opened them again. She had gotten good at tuning them out.

      Her friend clutched the steering wheel tighter, while straining higher again in her seat to get a better view. “Four ambulances. That can’t be good.”

      Allowing herself to look again, Emmie focused on one car with its top crushed as it lay on its side. Judging from the twisted wreckage, it was unlikely that anyone inside had survived.

      The two other vehicles were even worse, nearly torn in half, with broken glass and blood splattered in every direction. A white van and an SUV. The van had pushed in the front end of the SUV so far that the front bumper sat where the driver’s gas pedal would have been. There were papers and a torn shirt on the ground beside one window, and the smell of gasoline filled the air. A glint of light reflected off a shiny surface: a cellphone lying in the grass.

      Through the open and shattered window of the van, Emmie spotted a woman lying motionless in the wreckage, her body draped over one of the rear seats. Three firefighters were attempting to pry the van’s door open from the other side while more EMTs shuttled a small body covered with a white sheet on a gurney to a waiting ambulance.

      The heartbreaking scene took Emmie’s breath away, and she returned her focus to the cars in line ahead of them. At least, she hadn’t seen any spirits, but she wouldn’t see the adults anyway—she could only see the spirits of children. A torturous “gift” she had worked so hard to crush in recent years, though moments such as this certainly tested her confidence.

      An officer ahead with a stern face shouted and made wide gestures at the side of the highway, urging each car to hurry along without gawking. He singled out Angela, his face growing red as he shouted more loudly, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      She was still staring at the carnage. “Looks like the van must have crossed over the center median and flipped over.”

      After they’d passed the accident, Angela glanced over with a reassuring smile and touched Emmie’s hand. “I guess tragedies remind us of how fragile life is.”

      Her friend was only trying to comfort her, but the awareness of death still lingered long after they’d passed. Emmie nodded while trying to put on a brave face. “I could use a few less reminders.”
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      “We’re almost there.” Angela sped faster down a two-lane road with only the occasional home flashing past the windows.

      The clean, salty smell of the ocean hung in the air. Emmie couldn’t see the ocean yet, although she peered as far as she could through the trees. The hills rose and fell as they approached their destination, like a gentle roller coaster sending the same sort of butterflies through her stomach.

      Would it really be as wonderful as Angela had described? Her friend had certainly hyped up the experience as if Emmie might turn down the opportunity. No way. No chance of that. But Emmie tempered her expectations. Despite the isolation, it was foolish to think she could ever get away from all of them.

      The ocean wasn’t the draw—she could do that anytime simply by driving an hour from her dorm room at Catalina Crest College over to Redondo Beach or any of the other sprawling beaches on the Los Angeles coastline. She could see it any time, but this was somehow different. It was her chance to truly enjoy it without the tourists or crowds or… the victims.

      Her heart was beating faster again. The anxiety threatened to derail the joy, so she took a deep breath and pushed the thought away.

      Clear your mind, Em. You’re on vacation. Remember?

      She shook her head almost imperceptibly and meditated for a few seconds. The chatter in her head melted away and her breathing slowed to a deep and steady rhythm.

      Angela suddenly pointed ahead. “There it is!” A red, white and blue painted mailbox rose above a patch of flowers at the corner of a narrow driveway, although trees obscured any view of the property.

      A thin, silvery mist permeated the air. It filled the ditches beside the road and stretched across the floor of the forest around them. The sunlight almost seemed to sparkle within the cottony air, giving the impression that they were driving among the clouds.

      “Can’t help the fog,” Angela said as she turned into the driveway. “It’s like that most of the time up here.”

      “It’s heavenly,” Emmie said.

      Angela laughed. “You’d change your mind if you lived here. Half the time you can’t see the road. Accidents all the time.”

      Turning into the driveway a moment later, the white, two-story house came into view. It was off to the left with a view of the ocean straight ahead. The light fog hung over the water too, although it only added to the breathtaking view. The cloudless blue sky mirrored the water’s surface, and except for some ships and smaller sailboats in the distance, the scenic tranquility was invigorating. Perfect, so far.

      Angela came to a stop behind three other cars parked beside the house and threw her driver’s door open as soon as she turned off the engine. “Finally.”

      Emmie did the same, climbing out and standing with her friend in front of the car for a moment as the smell of pine trees, ocean, and clean air filled her lungs. It was a stark contrast to the prevalent smog of Los Angeles. Angela had hyped up the location as an oasis by the sea.

      A perfect description for this slice of paradise. Even better than she could have imagined.

      Moments later, a tall burly man stepped toward them from around the house wearing a red flannel shirt with his sleeves rolled up. Adjusting his baseball cap embroidered with a black, white and blue US flag across the front, he scratched along the edge of his light brown crew cut hair and grinned at Angela as she charged toward him.

      “Papa!” Angela said to him.

      The man’s expression brightened as Angela hugged and kissed him, towing him toward Emmie while keeping her arm around him as if to prevent him from running away. Angela pushed her dad to an uncomfortably close distance in front of Emmie. “Dad, this is Emmie.”

      The burly man stepped forward and wiped his hand on his pants before holding it out. “Marty.”

      They shook hands, and his grip startled her—it was a little too firm. But Angela had said her dad was a former cop, so he was probably used to displaying firmness in his encounters. She let go and nursed her aching hand silently.

      “If you need anything…” Marty continued.

      Emmie rubbed the muscles between her fingers but smiled. The pain wouldn’t
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