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A DREAM WITHIN A DREAM

Take this kiss upon the brow!
And, in parting from you now,
Thus much let me avow-
You are not wrong, who deem
That my days have been a dream;
Yet if hope has flown away

In anight, or in a day,

In avision, or in none,

Is it therefore the less gone?
All that we see or seem

Is but a dream within a dream.

I stand amid the roar

Of a surf-tormented shore,
And I hold within my hand
Grains of the golden sand—
How few! yet how they creep
Through my fingers to the deep,
While T weep—while T weep!
O God! can I not grasp

Them with a tighter clasp?

O God! can I not save

One from the pitiless wave?

Is all that we see or seem

But a dream within a dream?

EDGAR ALLAN POE
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THE ALMOST-FULL OCTOBER MOON cast silver streaks
across le Canal du Midi. To the east and west, bustling
shops and hotels brightened the French cities of Sete and
Toulouse even at this late hour, but here the water flowed,
watched only by the hunter’s moon above and the huntress
below.

Shevaun walked silently along the canal, her bare feet
immune to damp and chill. Her posture and expression
were nonchalant, but she was aware of everything around
her, most specifically the five men stalking her.

She had noticed one of the hunters following her back
in Sete, but he had been wise enough not to accost her in
front of other people. As soon as she had left the crowds,
she had become aware of two more hunters, stinking of
adrenaline and the oil they used to clean their blades.

Two more hunters were waiting by one of the canal’s



bridges, just a hundred yards or so farther on. That was
surely where they intended to ambush her.

One, dressed in the gaudy clothes of a tourist, a bottle
of wine and a camera near at hand, lay on the bank just
before the bridge.

Shevaun sniffed with disdain. She had lived through the
fall of the Byzantine Empire. Now, five hundred years
later, they expected to trap her like this?

Shevaun ignored the bait and went straight for the
hook: the hunter concealed beneath the bridge. He let out
a yelp as she wrapped her pale fingers around his throat,
baring her fangs as she wrenched a knife from his hand.
The “bait” sprang to his feet with a cry and darted to his
companion’s aid; the three hunters who had been follow-
ing her gave up their stealth and raced toward the fight.

At last. Shevaun had been waiting days for this group to
stop hiding and make its move. Five against one was, at

least, a fight worth having.



Cﬁajpfer [

IT WASN'T SUPPOSED TO BE physically possible for Erin to
be awake at one in the morning. The medication she had
taken after dinner—a handful of pills in a multitude of
shapes and colors—should have put her to sleep a long
time ago. Normally they did.

But tonight she was still wide awake.

She crossed to the window and looked out at the
October sky. A few wispy clouds failed to hide the stars
and a brilliant moon a few days from full. Erin pushed
open the window and breathed in the chilly air.

She could do that. It was her window. It wasn’t locked.
It wasn’t shatter-proof. She was grateful. Grateful, damn it.

Erin sat on the floor beneath the window, tears
suddenly in her eyes. This was stupid. Why wasn’t she
asleep?

Her stomach growled, giving her a good excuse to push



herself to her feet and pad across her carpeted floor to her
bedroom door. She crept downstairs and snagged an apple
from the fridge, but she felt queasy after two bites.

Go o bed, Erin, she told herself. You have to be up for school in
a couple of hours.

She didn’t know why she felt so restless, but the anxiety
was like a constant itch. None of the dozens of relaxation
and focusing exercises she had been taught by perhaps a
hundred doctors during her sixteen years of life seemed
able to calm it.

Halfway back up the stairs, she heard her father’s voice.
“Erin? Is that you?”

“It’s me,” she called back.

“Something wrong?”

“Just went to get a snack. I'm going back to bed.”

He gave her a worried look as she passed him in the
hallway. After all, it was one in the morning, and she was
swaying as she walked, bumping into things and appar-
ently making enough of a ruckus to wake him and make
him fear that his worst nightmares could be coming true.
The window was hers to open . . . as was the front door. If
she had been quieter—and in a different mind-set—she
could have walked out, and it would have been hours be-
fore her father even noticed.

She crossed her arms on her chest and shivered. If she
had walked out, it could have been hours before even she
noticed.

“Sleep well,” her father said, unaware of her thoughts.

“Remember you have to be up at six.”
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“Ugh. Don’t remind me.”

There was a photo album on the bookshelf in her room,
and Erin picked it up on her way to bed. The cover was
fabric, embroidered with the image of a phoenix aflame.
The pages inside were laminated.

She didn’t look through the pictures right then, just lay
down, wrapped her arms around the album, and tugged

the blankets over herself.

Too soon, it was morning and she was sitting in her
English class, stifling a yawn and doodling. The fact of the
matter was, Juliet was an idiot and Romeo was even
dumber. Erin didn’t care if it was a tragedy or a comedy;
she didn’t care what great scholars thought about the play.
Frankly, the “greatest” love story ever written didn’t ap-
peal to her a whole lot. Who killed herself over someone
she had just met four days earlier?

Even Erin wasn’t that crazy.

Oh, wait, not “crazy.” That word wasn’t politically cor-
rect, according to the school counselor Erin had been
forced to speak to before she was allowed to attend after-
noon classes at their shiny public institution. Erin saw
some of the best psychologists and psychiatrists in the na-
tion on a daily basis. Even the woman droning on about
the lewd humor in Romeo and Juliet was a nurse and a li-
censed clinical psychologist in addition to being an English
teacher qualified to instruct students with moderate to se-

vere psychiatric disabilities.



They all knew that her using the blanket term “crazy”
wasn't the heart of her problems.

“Erin?” Her teacher prompted her.

“Huh?” she said with a guilty start, instinctively slap-
ping a hand down over her drawing. “I'm sorry,” she added.
“I didn’t sleep well. T spaced.”

Unfortunately, pretending she had been listening wasn’t
really an option in a class with only two other students, es-
pecially given the fairly detailed sketch of—

Aww, crap.

Her teacher glanced at the drawing before Erin could
subtly turn to a fresh page. The sketch had been done
swiftly, but Erin’s drawing skills had betrayed her, making
its contents very clear: it was the sword fight in which
Romeo killed Tybalt—specifically, the exact moment when
he stabbed him.

“I-—no,” Erin protested before her teacher could say a
single word. “It’s nothing. A girl in my afternoon classes is
trying to convince me to join the fencing team, so I was
thinking about . . .” Stabbing people? “It’s a scene from the
play, anyway, not . .. It’s just a doodle!” Erin sighed. She had
lost the argument without her instructor-psychologist
needing to say a word. Erin put down her pen, defeated.
“Can I just go see Tina now? If I wait until after class, I'll
miss the midterm review for AP Chemistry.”

Her teacher nodded, and Erin left the classroom and
crossed to Dr. Tina Vaughan’s office. She and Tina had
worked together for two years, since Erin had left full-time



hospitals and started taking classes at this outpatient pri-
vate school. Erin mostly trusted her not to overreact.

She knocked and then stepped into Tina’s office. She
handed over the drawing with a frustrated “hmph” as she
sank into a quite familiar overstuffed armchair.

“Are these your English notes?” Tina asked, her voice
neutral.

Erin shrugged. It was stupid, but she hadn’t been pay-
ing attention to what she was drawing on the page. She
rarely did; if she had a pen or a pencil in her hand, she was
always drawing. Well, except that one time she had
stabbed a nurse in the hand, but that had been a long
time ago.

Three years ago, at least.

“I was thinking about fencing and the scene in the book
and it just came out,” Erin said. “It doesn’t mean anything,
If I were thinking of stabbing someone, why would I have
drawn it>” That line of argument wasn’t going to help. “I'm
sorry. I didn’t sleep well, and I'm all nervous about my
chemistry exam, and I just don’t care about Romeo and Juliet.”
In a forced attempt at humor, she added, “Sometimes a
cigar is just a cigar, right>”

“Sometimes,” Tina said as she passed back the drawing.
“You understand why we have to respond to something
like this, though, right?”

Erin sighed. “Yeah. ‘History of violent behavior.” Bad
mix with drawings of people being stabbed.”

Tina nodded. “Is there anything we need to talk about?”



“It was just a response to the book,” Erin said. “Nothing
more.”

Even so, Erin knew she wasn’t about to get off the hook
quite so easily. She had been symptom-free for eighteen
months, long enough that her therapist trusted her to an
extent, but that didn’t mean there wouldn’t be a little pry-
ing just in case.

“You're still having trouble in your chemistry class?”

“It's AP,” Erin said defensively. “And I'm not used to
such a large class. It’s a different kind of learning.”

Languages had always come easily to her. She was al-
ready fluent in Italian, French, and Latin and spoke some
Greek and a little Spanish. She read and comprehended
literature at the college level when she bothered to pay at-
tention; she had a knack for remembering historical facts
and dates; and she hadn’t had any trouble with biology or
her math courses.

But AP Chemistry, taught in a classroom of thirty-two
people at a neighboring public high school, was the first
subject she had ever studied that was a struggle. She didn’t
like it.

“It’s good you're being challenged,” Tina insisted. “That
was one reason we wanted to transition you into the pub-
lic school this year. You've advanced beyond what we can
offer you here.”

Erin smirked. “And here I thought it was just because
the public school was sick of paying for private education.”

Every child in Massachusetts was legally entitled to a



“free and public education,” and if the public school
couldn’t safely provide that for a student, it had to pay for
the student’s placement in an institution that could. Erin
had been out of the public school system since second
grade. If everything went well that semester at Nefershen
Public High School, she would have a full course schedule
the next year and see her shrink only once a week.

Erin still didn’t think this was a good idea, but that
hadn’t swayed the board of education; or her plethora of
psychologists, psychiatrists, and teachers; or her father.
None of them seemed to remember that she wasn a nor-
mal girl, and if things didnt go well, that meant she might
have . ..

“Regardless, it is good for you to be dealing with some
harder subjects. Are you still helping tutor that girl from
your French class?”

“Yeah,” Erin answered, shifting nervously. “Marissa’s ac-
tually in my chem class, too, so she’s been helping me there.
But I really don’t want to miss the exam review.”

Tina glanced at the clock. “You've got time.”

Erin leaned back again in the chair and added, “Marissa
is the captain of the fencing team. Their season starts
today, and she’s been pushing me to join. It’s hard to tell
her that I can’t.”

“You didn’t mention you were thinking of joining a
sports team,” Tina said, surprised.

“I'm not thinking of it,” Erin responded quickly. “I'm not
even supposed to draw a sword fight. I don’t think you guys



would love the idea of my participating in one. It’s just
that...” She hesitated, trying to be careful with what she
said so that she wouldn’t raise any more red flags that day.
“It’s nice to have a friend at school, and I don’t want to let
her down. And I like the idea of being invited to do things
the other kids do.”

“Are you just worried about what I will say if you join
the team,” Tina asked, “or are you having troubling thoughts
on the matter?”

“I'm not worried I'm going to hurt anyone. Marissa says
they're all really well protected, and the equipment’s blunt.
The way she described it made fencing seem...” She
stopped to search for the right word. “. . . civilized. A lot of
the rules date back to old-fashioned notions of chivalry. It
sounds nice.”

Tina was smiling and nodding. “See? Most sports activ-
ities out of context would be considered abnormal. It isn’t
considered healthy to throw things at people, but baseball
is the national pastime. You're at a point where you can
separate healthy competition from aggression in your
mind, and where you can recognize the difference be-
tween disciplined, rule-based sports and violence. 1 think it
would be good for you to get involved in some kind of
sport. If nothing else, it would be nice for you to get your
exercise in a more social manner than you can in our gym.”

Erin bit her lip. She had thought—hoped, if she was
honest—that Tina would discourage her or even outright

forbid her to participate in such an activity. Now if Erin
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said no, she would have to live with the knowledge that it
was out of cowardice.

“I’'m not sure I'm ready for that kind of social activity,”
she admitted quietly.

Tina squeezed Erin’s hand supportively. “You were ner-
vous about transitioning back to public school, too, but
you seem to be happy with how that’s going. I won’t force
you into any kind of extracurricular activity, but I'm cer-
tainly not going to forbid it, either. It’s up to you.”

Erin cringed. The world was safer when fewer things

were left up to her.

II
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“WOULD YOU FREAK OUT if I tried to join a sports team?”
Erin asked her father as he signed her out of her morning
classes.

“I would be happy to see you doing something you
enjoy,” he answered carefully, “and having fun with kids at
school. I was on the football team when I was your age,
and it was probably the best part of my high school days.”

Erin tried to resist the impulse to frown. Why couldn’t
he have joined the chess team, or even run cross-country?
Something less dangerous than fencing?

“You never mentioned that you were a jock,” she said,
trying to make it a joke since he sounded so serious.

He shrugged. “Never came up.”

She knew that really meant “I didn’t bring it up because
I didn’t know if you would ever be able to do the same.”

Okay, then. She would try.

It couldn’t hurt to try, right?

12



Erin and Marissa were assigned seats on opposite sides of
their French classroom, and Erin was too busy marking up
notes during chemistry even to think about talking to
Marissa. At the end of the school day, Erin walked with
her to their usual spot outside at the edge of the sports
fields, where they sat on a short stone wall with their note-
books balanced on their knees.

Two inches shorter than Erin, Marissa was a petite
Asian girl who always wore jeans and a T-shirt, regardless
of the temperature, and yet she somehow had an undeni-
ably intimidating presence, especially whenever one of
“her” fencers walked by. She tended to address her team-
mates in loud, rapid sentences and then drop abruptly
back into the subdued, embarrassed manner in which she
responded to her French assignments.

“Somehow you have trouble getting people to join the
team, with a pitch like that?” Erin asked after one of these
tirades.

“Eh, Karen will stick around,” Marissa said. “Trust me.
Athletic types feel the need for a firm, controlling hand.”

“Uh-huh,” Erin said, though she had thought the same
thing about herself just a few hours before. “Let’s look at
your essay, shall we?”

Marissa gave her an odd look, and Erin shrugged. “Read-
ing too much Shakespeare,” she said. “Next I'll be using
words like ‘thou’ and ‘wherefore’ casually. Your essay?>”

“I don’t think I really...” Marissa withered beneath

3



Erin’s patiently firm gaze, which she had learned from
many excellent therapists. “I mean, I should ... Oh, here!”

She handed over the paper, and Erin quickly discovered
why she had been hesitant. “Did you use an online trans-
lator to write this?”

Marissa blushed. “I was in a hurry.”

“Well, you're implying you're doing obscene things with
a cow here,” Erin said, circling a passage, “so you might
want to consider editing a little before you turn it in.”

Marissa laughed. “How did you learn all this, anyway?
You said you were homeschooled or something, right>”

Erin hesitated. Early in the semester, she had said some-
thing vague about why she didn’t have morning classes.
Marissa had misinterpreted, and Erin hadn’t bothered to
correct her. Now, though, she felt bad lying to someone
who had become a friend.

“Private schooled,” she said, “for medical reasons. I
don’t really want to talk about it.”

“Sure,” Marissa agreed reluctantly, obviously still curi-
ous. “Look, this essay is crap not even worth your time.
Let’s go over electron configurations again before we have
to go to practice.”

“Before you have to go to practice,” Erin corrected her
absently.

“I asked the coach,” Marissa said. “She says that you
have a right to be on the team as long as you're attending
classes here, no matter what the rest of your situation is.”

“Maybe I'll .. .” Erin bit her lip as she saw Marissa’s face

14



light up. “Can I just watch practice, for a day? To get a sense
of what it’s like?”

Marissa deflated just a little but seemed to accept that
this was as close to an agreement as she was going to
get for the moment. “Sure. I'll tell the coach not to ha-

rass you.”

I should be studying, Erin thought as she followed Marissa to
the gym. That would have been a perfectly reasonable ex-
cuse for getting out of joining the team.

It was too late, though. Marissa was introducing Erin to
the team’s coach and explaining that Erin would be watch-
ing practice. Coach McCallan gave her a stern look and
said that though she was welcome to watch, under no cir-
cumstances was she to go anywhere near anyone with a
weapon unless she was properly attired.

Marissa spent the first few minutes of practice ex-
changing hugs with returning teammates, then helped new
arrivals find equipment before she checked in with Erin,
who was sitting by the sideline.

“Why don’t we at least get you suited up, so you'll be all
set if you decide you want to join tomorrow?”

Erin agreed, and by the time she had been fitted with
all the necessary protective gear and had chosen one of the
blunted weapons from the equipment closet, she had also
agreed to change into her gym clothes and join them for

warm-ups.
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Much to Erin’s relief, a good chunk of practice was
devoted to safety rules, such as never fencing without
a mask—"“because your eye will explode on impact,” ac-
cording to Marissa—and then to proper posture and
footwork.

“No matter how fast you are with your hands and your
eyes, if you can’t move your feet, you're a stationary target
and you're going to get hit,” Marissa said, taking over as
team captain under the coach’s stern gaze. “Also, if you
don’t watch your en garde posture, you'll not only be slow,
but you can do serious damage to your knees, so do not
complain when I make you do it over and over until every-
one gets it right.”

Such intense focus on the basics was kind of boring, but
Tina had been right—Erin did enjoy the workout and the
company of her teammates. Her teammates. By the end of
practice, Erin had spoken to and learned the names of a
dozen girls, who also knew her name and talked to her like
a regular person.

At four o’clock, after they had all retreated from the
center of the gym and stretched out what Erin knew were
going to be intensely sore muscles, Marissa and another
senior demonstrated what a real fencing bout could look
like.

“Dana’s mother is an Olympic fencer,” one of the other
girls told Erin. The older girl hadn’t made any effort to
speak to the newcomers on the team, spending any social

moments chatting with girls she already knew.
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Dana was good, but it was soon obvious that Marissa
was holding back.

You don’t know anything about this sport, Erin reminded her-
self. How can you tell shes holding back? You're just biased because
Marissa’s your friend.

Regardless, both fencers seemed excellent. Each move-
ment was so tightly controlled and elegant the bout was
beautiful to watch. The coach quickly got on Erin’s nerves
as she kept interrupting Marissa and Dana to ask them to
repeat a certain move while she explained what it was use-
ful for.

Near the end, Marissa seemed to uncoil. Suddenly, her
movements were like silk, almost too fluid for Erin’s gaze
to follow, and Dana was on the defensive. Erin grinned,
no longer caring how she had known that Marissa wasn’t
putting her all into the bout, but satisfied to see her im-
pression confirmed.

That is someone who should be taken very seriously, Erin found
herself thinking. She could be dangerous.

She started at the intrusive thought. Marissa, danger-
ous? Maybe as an opponent in a fencing match, but not in
real life.

Erin’s joy at watching the match was suddenly dimin-
ished, replaced by the same low level of anxiety that had
kept her up the night before and the sleepiness that exer-
cise and concentration had chased away for hours. Marissa
and Dana were still wrapped up in their bout, but the

coach had given everyone else permission to leave, and
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some of the other girls had already wandered off to
change.

Erin approached the coach and, with a hand that trem-
bled only a little, added her name and phone number to
the team list. With the last of her energy and bravery gone,

she hurried home.
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WHITE PILL, BLUE PILL, yellow pill, purple pill; it was like
swallowing a rainbow every bedtime. Erin downed the
evening’s medication with a sports drink the neon orange
of sweet-and-sour chicken glaze. Her homework was al-
ready done; she had checked her e-mail—all spam—and
she had picked out her clothes for the next morning. That
was for the best, since with any luck, her pretty colored
pills would put her to sleep quickly that night.

She tried not to think about the facts that at least one of
her medications was addictive and that taking such high
levels of antipsychotic and antianxiety medication for so
long could result in heart or liver failure.

She could ignore all that, because of that afternoon.

Despite how nervous she had been, she was glad that
neither her therapist nor her father had discouraged her
from accepting Marissa’s invitation. She didn’t think she

had ever had a day go so well.
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She crawled into bed, thinking about fencing, and
chemistry, and Romeo and Juliet, and the nearly full moon
that was pouring light across her floor.

Sleep came quickly, and later came dreams. . ..

... and waking in a strange place. Erin knew she wasn’t
home, because it was too dark to see anything, and her
room at home had sheer curtains that let in enough light
from outside that she could always see. More disconcert-
ing was the fact that her head was tucked down against
someone else’s chest so she could feel him breathe and
hear his steady, even heartbeat. One of his arms was
around her waist, and the other was under her head.

“You awake?” he asked when she started to pull away
from him.

Of course. She wasn’t awake; that would explain it.

“I don’t think so,” she replied.

“Then go back to sleep,” he suggested. “You were badly
hurt. You need your rest.”

She nodded, put her head back down, and went back to

sleep. . ..

... and woke again, this time in the right place, to her
alarm clock’s wailing. She flailed at it, then stood and
stumbled into the shower, lifting her face to the hot water
to try to wake up completely.

Weird dreams the night before. One of them had

20



involved aliens and soy milk. The last one had been the
most vivid. She had almost expected to wake up with
someone holding her.

She had another rainbow of pills for breakfast, with a
glass of water and a plate of scrambled eggs and toast with
blackberry jelly.

She wondered what Marissa would think if she knew
exactly who she had invited onto her team. This was not
the first time the thought had crossed her mind, but it usu-
ally made her feel guilty. Today she found herself think-
ing that Marissa might be okay with it after all.

It was hard to imagine being completely accepted,
though. Sometimes Erin wasn’t even sure she knew who
she was, though she knew a little too well who she could be
without the medication and frequent therapy sessions.

Her mood continued to lift throughout the morning,
She gave a triumphant report of her first day on a team to
Tina and was thrilled to hear in English class that they
were almost done with Romeo and Juliet. Her French teacher
handed back their last essay, and Erin was even more ex-
cited about Marissa’s A than her own. Erin didn’t think
she did quite as well on the chemistry exam that followed,
but she didn’t feel too bad about how it went, either.

Fencing warm-ups and stretches after school con-
tributed to her sense of contentment, as did the friendly
chatter among her teammates.

Then Marissa handed her a weapon.

“Erin, you're a natural!” Marissa praised her as they
started going over not just footwork, but blade work.
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Despite how tired her legs and weapon arm felt, the par-
ries and lunges did seem to come naturally to her, as if
she were remembering them, not learning them for the
first time.

As Marissa and the coach demonstrated the eight fenc-
ing parries they would all eventually learn, not only did
Erin know how to do them, but more unnerving, she knew
what their uses would be if the team lived in a time and
place where people fought serious battles with a blade.
Granted, she could attribute her knowledge to her previ-
ous biology classes, but that didn’t explain why she felt the
need to mentally note which parry protected the heart, the
throat, the liver, or—

Stop it! She chastised herself. Fencing has practical roots, but it’s
Just a sport now. A game.

She was grateful when Marissa’s attention was drawn
away by a visitor. The coach frowned as Marissa apolo-
gized, removed her mask, and jogged across the gym to
greet a middle-aged man Erin didn’t know.

“Pair up, girls,” the coach commanded. “I want you to
take turns with a simple extension and parry four. If you're
new to the team, try to work with one of the older girls.”

Erin was paired with the senior she had watched Marissa
spar with the day before. Dana approached the exercise
with boredom and was obviously annoyed enough by it
to put Erin on guard—especially after the coach came by,
complimented Erin, and chastised her star fencer for

lazy posture.
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“You've got this,” Dana announced abruptly. “Want to
try something harder?”

“Aren’t we supposed to—"

“This is a waste of time,” Dana said. “The coach won’t
mind if we move on.”

Erin had some doubts about that but shrugged anyway.
“Okay,” she said. “I don’t—"

Without any more warning, Dana saluted her. Erin
found herself parrying an attack before she had a chance to
think about it. Her heart jumped into her throat, but she
responded, mostly by instinct. Dana apparently took that
as a cue to continue with a full-scale bout, setting Erin on
the defensive . . . a position she didn’t like at all.

For a few seconds, Erin struggled to watch what Dana
was doing; Erin sloppily blocked attacks, barely avoiding a
touch. Then she stopped thinking; she slipped into the
white noise mind-set she often experienced when she was
sleepy and drawing. Her body took over, remembering
moves she couldn’t possibly have seen, much less ever
performed.

She could feel her muscles protesting, warning her that
she was doing damage to herself, as the bout continued. She
wasn’t used to this kind of exertion. Deeper inside her,
though, there was a voice saying, Defend yourself- Attack. Win.
Survive first, and you can lick your wounds later.

Distantly, someone was shouting, but the world had
narrowed to encompass only her and her opponent.

The spell was broken when someone threw something
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between them—a wrestling mat, she realized as she
jumped out of the way. Why ... ?

She looked up and discovered that most of the team
were watching them, including the coach, who looked im-
pressed but less than pleased.

Erin had been oblivious to her physical state, focused
only on her and her partner’s weapons, but now she no-
ticed that she was sweating and breathing heavily enough
that she had to take a break or she would pass out or throw
up or both. Some of the medication she was on was de-
signed to prevent panic attacks by keeping her heart rate
normal, which meant that her body went through more
stress when she exercised than a normal person’s would.
Her doctors had taught her how to be careful and pace
herself, but for however long the bout had gone on, she
had been thinking of anything but caution.

Dana had lowered her weapon and turned to talk to the
coach. Erin took a few steps back, pulled off her mask, and
mumbled, “Drink,” as she pushed past her teammates.

She leaned against the vending machine and fed it quar-
ters while her thoughts from the match began to catch up
with her. Thoughts containing words like ‘danger’ and ‘de-
fend yourself” and ‘kill”

She gagged and stumbled out the door. Fresh air would
be good.

Marissa was standing near the parking lot, still talking
to the man who had come to the gym. Now, however, she
was as pale as a ghost. She asked a question, too quietly for

Erin to hear, and the man nodded.
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In response, Marissa let out a ragged scream. The man
tried to put a hand on her arm, no doubt intending to be
comforting, but Marissa pulled back, turned, and ran
toward the path through the woods that the team had run
for warm-ups.

Someone should go after her, Erin thought. Cursing, she
dropped her water bottle and followed Marissa. She was
supposed to be resting, but she had seen the expression on
Marissa’s face and feared what Marissa might do to herself
if left alone.

Marissa outdistanced Erin almost immediately, and as
soon as she was out of sight, Erin stumbled and collapsed,
coughing and gagging. But when she heard Marissa let out
a cry of anger and pain, she forced herself to her feet and
continued, slowly, toward the sound.

Through the trees, she finally glimpsed Marissa. The
petite girl was leaning forward against a large oak, her arms
wrapped around its trunk. She seemed to be crying.

“Marissa?” Erin said softly.

Marissa looked up, and the despair on her face changed
to fury. “I—" She broke off. “You . .. go away!”

“Marissa, please talk to me,” Erin said. “I—"

Marissa snarled. “Erin, you've been a good friend, but
right now I really need you to leave me alone.”

Erin flinched but stood her ground. Maybe she was suf-
fering from an excess of therapy, but she didn’t intend
to leave a friend alone in this kind of distress. She had
seen too many people hospitalized as a result of their

own actions.
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“I think maybe you shouldn’t be alone right now,”
she said.

Marissa didn’t respond—not with words, at least.

Erin’s vision wavered, and Marissa’s body seemed to
contort. Her skin rippled, gold and black bands crossing it,
and her small, slender form seemed to fill out, expanding.
Her black hair spread, becoming stripes. The hands that
rested against the tree trunk thickened, becoming furred.

All this happened within seconds as Erin watched,
choking for breath.

The tigress looked at Erin with a steady gaze just long
enough for her to take a large step backward, and then
with an animal scream it turned away. “Marissa” dragged
her claws down the tree trunk, ripping through the bark
and into the live wood beneath.

Erin continued to move away, not from the tiger, but
from the spot where she knew a tiger could not be. It was all
in her mind. In that moment, a rainbow of medication fi-
nally lost its battle against outright panic. Her heart rate
jumped and she started to tremble, and finally, as she
turned and fled, her body agreed with her. Run/ Flee!
Get away!

But how could you run from your own mind?

How could you run from being crazy?

At first she was running blind. She didn’t want to re-
turn to the gym and face her own disturbing, violent
thoughts. She certainly didn’t want to face Marissa. She
didn’t know what she might do.
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Finally, Erin curled up in a secluded spot at the edge of
school. She swallowed one of the pills she kept on hand
for panic attacks, then put her head down, called her fa-
ther’s cell phone, and told him to pick her up right away.
He confirmed twice that she was okay, and asked if he
needed to call 911, while in the background she could hear
him grab his keys and start the car. She assured him that
she would be fine . . . as long as he got there soon.

While she waited, she tried to think about nothing. She
drew deep breaths, as she had been taught, counting the
length of each exhalation to keep them slow and even. She
had to stay calm. That was the only way to keep the mon-
ster at bay.
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C/mjaﬁér I

ERIN WOKE ONCE AGAIN in a dark room, but this time it
didn’t feel like a dream. She thought she had fallen asleep
in her father’s car, which was unusual. The only times she
remembered blacking out like that. ..

Where was she?

What had she done?

She pushed herself up and then gasped. Her body
ached. She shoved her hair out of her face and groped
blindly for the edge of the bed and, from there, for a lamp.
She needed light. She needed—

Don’t freak out again, Erin. Deep breaths. She consciously
controlled her breathing as she located a bedside
table.

Instead of finding a lamp, she touched a small box,
maybe for jewelry. A ... pair of handcuffs> A little less care-
fully and a little more frantically, she searched further, and
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then bit back a scream as she grabbed something sharp,
cutting her hand.

She recoiled, hugging her injured hand to her chest, and
ended up in the middle of the dark room. She shuffled for-
ward, her uninjured hand in front of her face, until she
found the wall and breathed a sigh of relief.

The relief was short-lived. In that moment, a door be-
hind her opened, letting in a stream of muted but appre-
ciated light and a man she had never seen before.

He looked a little older than Erin—maybe a college
student—though he had a quality about him that made
Erin think he was older than that. His skin was caramel-
bronze, and his short, tousled hair was the color of good
coffee beans. What didn’t match were his silver-and-blue
eyes, which reminded her of a blue jay dipped in mercury.
He didn’t look like anyone she remembered ever know-
ing, but at the same time he seemed familiar. Those eyes,
currently focused on her with what appeared to be con-
cern, seemed like eyes she must have stared into for hours,
once upon a time in another life.

Maybe she had.

This thought made Erin’s skin crawl.

“Where am I?” she asked in a voice so muted she barely
recognized it as her own.

“In your room, in your Sete home.” He looked worried
now. “Do you remember how you got here?”

Sete? She had never heard of it.

“What state?”
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Now he looked confused. “Shevaun, why don’t you
sit down? You were badly hurt. This is the first time
you've been conscious in days, and I think you’re still
disoriented.”

“What did you call me?” But Erin already knew. She
knew because she had heard the name before. It was writ-
ten in all her records.

“Shevaun, sit down—"

He moved to touch her arm and she jerked back.

“I've got to go. I have to leave, now.”

“Shevaun—"

“Don't call me that!”

As she remembered what he had said, she demanded,
“Hurt—how? How was I hurt> What did I do?”

Erin didn’t want to go back to the ward, to lockdowns
and body searches and waking up in restraints, but wasn’t
this worse? At least when she woke up in isolation, she
knew where she was and who she was with. Who was this man
and what had she done?

“Calm down,” he was saying, but she couldn’t. She knew
what “Shevaun” was capable of; any friend of that woman’s
was no friend of hers. Erin needed only to glance at the
bedside table—and the handcuffs, the knife, and the bot-
tle of wine there—to know that.

The man reached for her again. This time she shoved
him, discovering in her panic a strength she hadn’t known
she possessed, until suddenly the stranger was sprawled

full-length on the ground. Seizing her advantage, she
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dashed past him, only to slam into a tall, slender girl with
unruly blond hair. The girl stumbled a bit but managed to
keep her footing and grab Erin’s arm.

“Shevaun, you're awake!”

The girl’s glowing happiness was quickly replaced by
confusion as the man Erin had run from said, “Brittany,
don’t let her past you. Something’s wrong.”

“Something is wrong,” Erin said swiftly as the man
moved up behind her and grasped one of her wrists in each
hand. “I don’t know what I've told you, but I'm not who
you think I am. And I need to get home, right away.”

“You are home,” Brittany said.

“No, I'm not—"

“Brittany, why don’t you give us some privacy?” the man
asked.

Brittany nodded. “I’ll wait in the parlor, in case you
need me.”

Parlor? Who has a parlor in this day and age?

Apparently, Shevaun did, along with this old-money
Victorian-style bedroom, with a four-poster bed, an
Oriental carpet, and honest-to-god oil paintings on the
walls.

Not to mention handcuffs and a knife, and a man Erin
had never met.

“Please,” she whispered, “let me call my father. He'll
explain.”

The man holding her didn’t reply. Instead, he pulled
them both down onto the bed, where he spooned against
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her back, pinning one of her arms underneath her
and keeping her other wrist in his hand, against her shoul-
der. He was gentle, but Erin knew that he was perfectly
ready to roll forward and pin her more thoroughly if she
struggled.

“Let’s start over,” he said, in a tone that was oh-so-
careful. “My name is Adjila. I am in love with Shevaun, so
you can be assured that I won’t hurt you, that I have a
vested interest in figuring out what is going on, and that I
am not going to let you out of this house until I am con-
fident you are safe. Even if you were making sense to me,
I would attempt to discourage you from leaving, due to
your current physical condition, which you would notice, if
you would calm down enough to recognize that you are
still injured.”

Aware that she wouldn’t be able to get up until he
let her, Erin forced herself to relax. As she did so, she
confirmed what he had said: her whole body hurt.
The pain seemed most focused in her gut and her ribs,
but everything ached, as if she had either had a serious
flu or taken an equally serious beating. She was sure
she had pulled a lot of muscles fencing and then chas-
ing after Marissa, but this was a different kind of pain.
Deeper.

“Okay, I've calmed down,” she said. “Would you let go
of me now?”

“So you can run off?” Adjila guessed, correctly. “No.”

“Actually, because it creeps me out to have a guy I don’t
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know snuggling with me,” she snapped. It was her sec-
ondary reason, but that didn’t make it less true.

She felt him flinch, and an unexpected wave of pity
washed over her. He had claimed to love Shevaun. She was
about to tell him that Shevaun didn’t exist.

“If it would make you less uneasy,” he said, “I can tie you
down instead.”

She drew a deep breath. “I don’t want to be tied up.”

“I didn’t think so. Now, if you aren’t Shevaun, why don’t
you let me know who you are?”

“I've been trying to—"

“So do it,” he snapped. Then it was his turn to take one
of those deep, calming breathes before he asked, “What's
your name?”

She gave him that and more. “Erin Misrahe. I live in
Massachusetts. I'm sixteen.” She hoped that that might
make him back off a little, since he was obviously older and
they apparently had some kind of serious relationship.

“Do you often wander around in other people’s brains . . .
Erin?” he asked, hesitating only a little on the name.

It was a weird way to put it, but she knew what he
meant, and tried to answer honestly with words she never
expected to say to a complete stranger—one who wasn’t
some kind of health care professional, anyway.

“I'm schizophrenic,” she admitted softly as she tried to
remember Tina’s words on the subject. It5 a disease, Erin; it
not who you are. It’s not your fault. It’s not something you chose, or some-

thing you should blame yourself for, or feel ashamed of. All you can
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choose is to keep fighting it. “I was diagnosed when I was a little
kid. Add to that a dissociative identity disorder, and you
get however I met you and got here. I've been symptom-
free for almost two years . . . until now.”

Until now. For the first time in her life, things had been
going well and she had begun to feel hope. She had a life,
finally—or she had, until she'd woken up that day with a
stranger who knew her by another name.

“Are we . ..” She fought back unwanted tears. Why did
this have to happen, now of all times? “Have we—1 mean,
dowe...”

She trailed off, and without releasing her wrist, he
squeezed her with the arm draped over her waist.

“We've been together for . .. a while.”

“We met before this?”

He hesitated, apparently evaluating her question before
he answered, “We met years ago.”

Years?

When?

She had run away often in the past, while her other per-
sona was in charge. When it had happened, Erin had
woken up hours or days later, often restrained, with noth-
ing but a black block in her memory to explain the lost
time. She had rarely managed to get away and still be free
when she came to her senses, but it had happened.

Erin had not known that she had ever gotten wherever
Shevaun had intended, but apparently she had. She had

somehow formed a whole other life. How worried had
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these people been during the past two years, while Erin
was symptom-free, if Shevaun was as real to them as Erin
was to her father and the ward?

“I'm sorry,” she whispered without meaning to. Sorry
for the pain she must have put these strangers through—
and sorry that she would do whatever it took to kill
“Shevaun” for good. She felt some pity for this man, but
she didn’t love him. She didn’t know or care about the girl
he had called Brittany. She would hurt them if she had to,
if it got her life back.

Adjila seemed to make a decision. He said, “Erin, I'm
going to walk with you to the bathroom. You are going to
look in the mirror and tell me whether the face you see
there is the one you are used to seeing. If the answer is yes,
we will go get the phone, and I will let you call . . . your fa-
ther, you said?”

“Yeah.”

“If I let you up, are you going to attack me again?”

She shook her head. He was going to let her call her fa-
ther. That was all she needed to confirm her identity and
find a way home.

They stood up. Adjila let her walk on her own, but he
never put more than a single small step between them.
They passed through another door from the bedroom,
into an enormous bathroom.

The large Jacuzzi-style tub was black marble, and the
shelves on each side held cranberry-scented candles and

an assortment of soaps and other necessities. The floor
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was creamy white tile, and the counter was more black
marble, covered with a scattering of objects that ranged
from a mahogany-handled hairbrush and a tube of lipstick
to an antique-looking but obviously razor-sharp dagger.

Finally, Erin lifted her gaze to the mirror. Where she
expected to find short brown hair and hazel eyes, she in-
stead saw tousled auburn hair and eyes as dark as jet, so
pure the pupils could not be differentiated from the iris.

“That’s not me,” she gasped. She ran into Adjila as she
tried to step backward.

“I didn’t think it would be,” he replied as he wrapped
his arms around her waist, pinning hers at her side. Still
speaking slowly and quietly; as if to tame some wild animal,
he said, “Shevaun...” He had gone back to using that
name. God! How she hated that name! “I have known
you, continuously, for a great many years. We have been
together”—he held her more tightly when she started to
struggle—“for almost as long.”

“No,” she whimpered, and then repeated more strongly,
“No,” before finally shouting it. “No! No! You bastard!” She
kicked at his shins, fought and shouted and squirmed and
cursed. “You're messing with me. You're—you’re—" But
there was that face in the mirror, with those black eyes,
which stared back at her, wide and frightened.

“Shevaun, calm down!”

“Don’t call me that, you sick, twisted, son of a—"

He spun her around and roughly pinned her against
the wall.
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“Erin,” he said, in a tone that was no longer gentle, “calm
down, or I will knock you out and simply pray that the
next time you open your eyes, the right person looks out
of them.”

“Get your hands off me!”

This time he lifted her and half carried, half dragged
her, still struggling, back toward the bed. “You're going to
hurt yourself,” he warned. She landed a lucky elbow in his
rib cage and he gasped, dropping her. She landed hard on
her hip. “Or you're going to hurt me,” he coughed. “You
don’t know your own strength.”

“Good,” she spat, scuttling back and jumping to her feet
again. “Come and get it.”

He did, too quickly for her to follow. Without quite
knowing how he'd managed it, she found herself pinned
on her stomach on the bed, with one of her arms twisted
painfully up behind her back to hold her in place.

“Stop this!” he ordered.

“Not. Freaking. Likely.”

She recalled the handcuffs only when he shifted his
weight to grab them. She tried to throw him off, but Adjila
was quick and he knew what he was doing—which shouldn’t
have surprised her, given what she had seen so far in these
rooms.

Erin did the only thing she could think of as this
stranger cuffed her wrists behind her back: she screamed
bloody murder.

Adjila thumped her against the bed, knocking the wind
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out of her, at the same time that the door opened and an-
other girl Erin didn’t know—a brunette, this time—poked
her head in.

“Everything okay in here?” the new girl asked.

“Nothing is okay in here,” Erin shouted as soon as she
managed to take another breath. “Call the police! I've
been—"

Adjila shifted his weight just enough to push her breath
out again and quiet her as he said, gritting his teeth, “We're
fine.”

“Okay.” The girl stepped back and closed the door with-
out another word.

“Erin,” Adjila ordered, his tone now vicious, “shut up.
No one can hear you except Brittany, Iana, and me,
and they’re going to listen to me until you start acting
more like you. Now, I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if
I have to . .. especially if you manage to break another one
of my ribs.”

“Youd hurt your precious Shevaun?” Erin said, chal-
lenging him.

“I know how much your body can heal from, and she
knows how much damage it can inflict,” he snarled. “She’ll
forgive me for defending myself as soon as she ... gets
back. And you had better hope that she is back by the
next time those pretty black eyes open, because other-
wise, I am going to have to get creative, and you probably
aren’t going to enjoy that. So shut your mouth, shut

your eyes, and go to sleep, or I swear to Heaven, Hell, and
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all the worlds between, I will give you good reason to
scream.”

Erin wasn’t crazy enough to challenge this man who
kept weapons and handcuffs so close at hand. She shut her
eyes and her mouth and silently prayed she would wake
up in the hospital.
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@ajalfer 5

“PLEASE, MR. MISRAHE, it’s incredibly important. Erin
saw something, and I need to explain it.”

Thank you, god, Erin thought as she woke to the sound of
Marissa’s anxious voice outside her bedroom. She felt a
little hungover from the antianxiety meds, but she wasn’t
bruised, cuffed, or anywhere she wasn’t supposed to be,
and a quick examination revealed that her hair was still
short and dark brown.

Could it really have been nothing more than a fear-
induced nightmare? She had been so scared waiting for
her father to arrive that it was very possible her brain had
given that chronic terror a form.

One little hallucination didn’t mean a serious relapse.
During the past two years, she had occasionally seen auras
or had outright auditory or visual hallucinations, but they

went away eventually. She had probably brought this one
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on by pushing herself too hard at practice and then chas-
ing after Marissa.

There was actually a spring in her step—albeit a slightly
groggy one—as she left her bedroom and walked into the
hallway, where her father was standing with Marissa.

“Erin, do you feel up to having a visitor?” her father
asked, the worry in his eyes mostly hidden in his voice.

She smiled and hugged him, both because she wanted to
and because it would confirm to him who she was. The
identity confusion from her nightmare, unfortunately, had
come from real life. “I'm okay, Dad.”

He let out a relieved breath.

Erin wondered if the terror and anxiety she felt during
her nightmare were what “Shevaun” felt whenever she
woke up in Erin’s life. No wonder Shevaun had always
been violent. Erin wondered if the dream had been
inspired by the actual created memories of her alter.
Shevaun had a life and a history that, though entirely the
product of Erin’s schizophrenic imagination, was as real
to Shevaun as Erin’s own past was to Erin. Erin had never
been able to remember that other life, and Shevaun had
rarely been cooperative in discussing it. Now Erin made a
mental note to ask her father and Tina if they had ever
heard her mention Adjila, Brittany, or . .. Laura, Lana? She
couldn’t remember the last name he had said.

She hadn’t exactly been paying attention at the time,
and now she wished she had been. She wished she could

have gone with the dream instead of panicking, so that
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she'd know more, but even the limited amount she re-
membered had to be some kind of breakthrough. Tina had
often implied that if they knew more about Erin’s alter,
they might be able to learn something about why she'd
been created. Severe dissociation was usually the result of
some kind of horrendous childhood trauma or long-term
abuse, neither of which Erin had suffered, which was why
Shevaun had always been such a mystery. One therapist
had tried to pin it on misplaced guilt for her mother’s
death in childbirth, but though Erin was sad not to have
known her mother, her father had always made sure she
knew it wasn’t her fault.

“Erin?” Marissa asked, snapping Erin free of her racing
thoughts.

“Sorry,” Erin said. “Spaced for a second. What time is it>”

“Quarter past seven at night,” her father replied. “You
slept a few hours.”

She wasn’t normally scheduled to see Tina on Wednes-
days, but Erin knew that her primary therapist would want
to hear about this. “Dad, could you call Tina for me?” she
asked, keeping the request vague so that she could explain
to Marissa in her own way. “Tell her I think it’s good news,
but I'd really like to see her as soon as possible.”

“Sure. I told her I would call when you woke up, anyway:.
Will you two be okay if I leave you alone?>”

“We're good.” Erin was so relieved not to be in restraints
that she felt like she could handle anything. “Thanks, Dad.”

Erin and Marissa retreated to her room, where Marissa
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sat in the desk chair and Erin perched on the edge of her
quilted comforter.

While Marissa looked around the room, Erin felt a re-
newed sense of appreciation for the sparse but precious
possessions that marked this space as her own.

There were four posters taped to the wall, mostly of
surrealist art, which Erin had been introduced to by a
roommate in her last hospital. On her desk was a wax re-
production of Orpheus and Eurydice by Auguste Rodin. And
in the daytime, sunlight streamed through a circle of stained
glass that was meant to mimic a rose window, casting
streaks of color across her thick white carpet.

Her walls were a bold shade of pine green, and none of
the furniture in her room was bolted down.

The little things in life were what Erin appreciated.

Marissa’s silence was not one of those little things. Erin
decided that one of them had to start, and it might as well
be her.

“I'm sorry I flipped out,” she said, “especially when you
were obviously upset. The last thing you needed to worry
about was me.”

Marissa shook her head. “Don’t apologize. You had
every right to freak, after what you saw.”

That wasn’t quite the reaction Erin had expected. Now
she wanted to know what really had happened that after-
noon for Marissa to feel that Erin’s reaction was justified.
Several horrific possibilities instantly sprang to mind.

“What do you mean? Is everything all right?” Erin
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would never forgive herself for running away instead of
helping if Marissa had been hurt.

Marissa’s gaze dropped, and she bit her lip.

“I...got some bad news. But I should never have ...
She trailed off. “Erin, I don’t even know where to start.”

“Do you want to talk about the ... news?” Erin was far
more concerned about Marissa’s well-being than her
own Now.

Marissa started to shake her head, then stopped. Tears
filled her eyes, but she blinked them away rapidly. Erin
reached out, and Marissa grasped her hand tightly.

“It’s not your fault,” Marissa said. “I believe that, really
I do. It’s not your fault.”

“Um, okay,” Erin said slowly. Oh, god, what had she done>
Had she dissociated after all, before her father arrived?
Had she hurt someone? Had she hurt Marissa> Had she—

“My brother is dead,” Marissa blurted out. “That’s what
the man who came to see me had to say. My brother, and
one of my cousins.”

“Oh, god,” Erin whispered. Horribly, the first emotion
to hit her was relief; she hadn’t done it. Guilt quickly fol-
lowed; how could she possibly be grateful about anything
when Marissa had just lost two members of her family?
“I'm so, so sorry,” she said. “And thank you, for coming to
see if I'm okay, but really, you shouldn’t have to—"

Marissa shook her head. “Never mind me for a minute,”
she said. “T should never have responded the way I did in

front of you. I was just so angry, and I took it out on you.”

44



Erin remembered Marissa yelling at her to leave, but
nothing worth this level of concern. “It’s okay. I ran off
mostly because of my own issues, not because of anything
you said.”

“Still, I should—~

“Marissa, there’s something I have to tell you,” Erin in-
terrupted. “You have to understand that I don’t even know
what I saw, because I...” She didn’t want to make the
conversation all about her when Marissa obviously needed
comfort more, but Marissa needed to know the truth so
she would stop blaming herself for Erin’s behavior. Erin
stared at the colored lights cast on the floor by the rose
window as she explained. “I see things sometimes, things
that aren’t there. It hasn’t happened in a while, but some-
times anxiety or fatigue will bring on an episode.”

Marissa blinked, but that was her only reaction, as if she
were too emotionally drained even to feel surprise. “ You're
prone to hallucinations?”

Forcing the words out, Erin said bluntly, “I’'m prone to
outright psychosis. I spent most of my childhood institu-
tionalized, and then spent the last two years with nearly
constant supervision so my doctors could make sure 1
didn’t relapse. I've finally stabilized enough—or, to tell
the whole truth, they've finally stabilized my medication
enough—that I've been almost completely symptom-free
for the last eighteen months, which is why I'm enrolled
in your school. This is the first time I've been in public

school since first grade.”
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She lifted her gaze, then looked away again when she
saw exactly what she had feared: horror and pity.

Marissa struggled to rally. “Things have been normal for
almost two years?”

Erin nodded miserably. “Like I said, sometimes when I
get too tired or I'm under a lot of stress, things get funky,
but I haven’t had a major episode since March twelfth, last
year.” She was half begging, and she knew it. Please, she
wanted to say, trust me. I'm okay now. Believe me. “So, you see, it
wasn’t your fault. Whatever you said or did, I know it
wasn’t personal, and my reaction wasn’t anything you
could have predicted. You were upset, and—"

“You remember the exact date?” Without waiting for a
response, Marissa sighed. “It must have been really tough
to pull yourself up from that. I'm sure it took a lot of
courage.”

Erin looked up again with a self-deprecating smile. “You
don’t have to humor me.”

“I'm not. I'm just imagining how hard . . . It does sound
like I'm patronizing you, doesn’t it>” Marissa said. “I don’t
mean to. I'm impressed.”

“Impressed that I'm crazy?”

“Impressed that you've kept fighting.” Marissa instantly
corrected her. The horror and pity were gone, replaced by
determination. “Change has to be hard when you've spent
so much time struggling to know what's real.”

Erin wasn’t sure if it was healthy for Marissa to avoid
the subject of her own loss, but Erin was no therapist. She

was just grateful Marissa was being so understanding. “It
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was scary for a while, wondering if T would wake up one
day and realize that I only dreamed I was going to a real
school. That must sound so weird to someone who has al-
ways been in school. I never thought I'd be able to. It was
hard to accept that—well, like you said, that things could
change so drastically.”

Erin’s father ducked his head in just then. “Erin, Tina
says she can see you tomorrow morning, but her only free
hour is during your English class.”

“That’s fine.” She could afford to miss that one. “Thanks,
Dad.” After he left, she added, “Tina’s my therapist.”

Marissa nodded. “All that doubting...it sounds
terrifying.”

Erin shrugged, acknowledging the truth, but not want-
ing to dwell on it further.

Marissa moved to sit next to Erin and put an arm over
her shoulders. “I'm sorry I treated you badly yesterday
when you came after me,” she said, once more.

“You do not need to apologize for that,” Erin insisted.

“I'm still sorry” Marissa said. “And I promise not to do
it again. You tried to comfort me, even at risk to yourself.
In my book that makes you a friend, and I don’t give up my
friends. For anyone. Will you be back in school tomorrow,
after your appointment?”

Relieved, Erin nodded. “I should be. Are you going to
be okay?”

Marissa nodded sharply. “If you're up to fencing prac-
tice, I hear you're a hell of a fencer,” she said. “If you're not,

I'll stop pressuring you. Whatever you need.”
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“Thanks. Marissa, if there’s anything I can do—"

“No,” Marissa snapped, then bit her lip. “Really. I'll be
fine. I have a kind of support group I go to. They took me
in when—never mind. Someday maybe I'll introduce you
to them, but you've got enough on your plate right now.”
She seemed to realize she was rambling, and she stopped
to compose herself. “Thanks for telling me about your
past, Erin, for trusting me.”

Unable to understand, much less reply to, some of
Marissa’s disjointed words, Erin instead forced a light
tone. “The other option was a really good lie, but ‘com-

pulsive liar’ was full the day I registered for crazy school.”
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Cﬁajplfer b

SHEVAUN WOKE UP with her wrists cuffed, her ankles tied
together, and a solid ache throughout her body that
seemed to originate at her stomach and chest. To top it
off, her bedroom door was open, though she always slept
with it closed for privacy.

She tested the cuffs and the ropes and couldn’t get free
of either, which meant Adjila had probably put them
there; only a Triste witch had the magic necessary to make
bonds a vampire could not break. Adjila had a wicked
sense of humor, but this wasn’t his style of practical joke.
Instead of trying to find her own way out of the unex-
pected restraints, she called, “Someone want to explain
how I ended up the Christmas goose?”

Adjila appeared in the doorway instantly, as she had
known he would. He wouldn’t wander far with her in this

kind of position.
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“Shevaun?” His voice was unusually hesitant, and the
uncertainty in his silver-struck eyes was so uncharacteris-
tic that it made her smile.

“If you're expecting to find someone else tied up on
your bed, we’ve got to have a talk.”

He crossed the room with swift strides and collapsed
next to her on the bed, one hand holding a key to the cuffs
while the other twined in her hair to lift her head so he
could kiss her.

She might have teased him for being so hasty, but she
could taste the lingering fear on his lips and feel his relief
in the press of his body. The moment her hands were free,
she wrapped an arm around his waist to hold him close.
She felt instantly that he was exhausted and burned out,
and she wondered how long he had been babysitting her.
When had he last slept, or fed?

Eventually, he broke away, and she took the opportunity
to say, “The last thing I remember is walking down by the
canal. How did I end up bound in my own bed?”

“Do you remember anything else?” he asked, press-
ing her.

She tried, but her memory skipped from moonlight on
the water to waking up here. “Rien. Nothing.”

“You were attacked,” Adjila said. “There were six hunters.
Between the whole half-dozen, they didn’t have the sense
to fill a brandy snifter, but they got in a lucky shot.”

As he spoke, the memory came to her. “I was walking by
the canal, and I noticed our little friends trying to stalk
me. I circled around to get to the leader, but I only saw
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tive of them.” She tried to remember more, but everything
went dark after she reached the leader. Someone must
have been watching his back.

“The sixth one had a shotgun loaded with buckshot,”
Adjila said.

“He shot me?” That was just tacky. What ever happened
to classy mercenaries? Even assassins could be suave. But
buckshot> Art had gone out the window the day black pow-
der had been invented.

“If it makes you feel any better, he killed his leader in
the process,” Adjila offered.

She grinned. “Idiot, playing with fire. So, I took a chest-
ful of buckshot, which I imagine is what threw me off my
game for a few moments. Then what?”

“Two of the hunters were shapeshifters. Somehow they
got their hands on firestone, but it wasn’t very powerful,
and they had a little trouble locating your heart. Brittany
and Iana did a number on the group while I worked on
healing you. Unfortunately, the poison was already deep
enough in your system that I had to suppress your power
to draw it out. That’s why you slept for so long.”

She snuggled closer to Adjila. Most vampires knew very
little about Triste witches and their abilities, which
Shevaun thought was foolish, since Tristes were among the
few species on Earth intrinsically dangerous to her kind. Of
course, unlike Shevaun, most vampires had not had a
Triste lover even for a night, much less for nearly five cen-
turies. The breeds tended not to get along,

Shevaun’s choice in partner had gravely disappointed
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Theron, the vampire who had given her this life the night
the moon was eclipsed and the great Byzantine Empire
fell. Fortunately, it wasn’t Theron’s style to try to rule her,
so he had chosen to ignore her relationship with Adjila in-
stead of arguing about it.

“Did you save anyone for me?” She pouted. Six hunters,
and she didn’t get to kill one.

“We kept the owner of the shotgun cuffed next to the
bed for a couple of days in case you woke up hungry, but he
got lippy and Brittany ate him.”

“That girl’s feisty.” Shevaun smiled. The members of her
surrogate family were all independent, free-spirited, and
charmingly violent. Brittany was an absolute sweetheart,
the kind of girl who could give Little Orphan Annie some
competition, right up until the moment she bared her
fangs.

Focusing on the present, Shevaun said, “But a little spat
with hunters wouldn’t worry you so much, and it wouldn’t
end with me tied up.”

Adjila looked troubled again as he detailed exactly what
had happened from the moment a stranger had first in-
vaded Shevaun’s mind until she had woken up as herself
again a few hours before dawn that day.

Shevaun did not breathe quickly when enraged, and her
heart did not pound; neither of those things had happened
since the day she'd died, hundreds of years before. She did
not tremble or curse or shout. She simply contemplated,
silently, what they should do.
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“Massachusetts, the girl said?” she asked.

Adjila nodded.

Shevaun stood up, reached down just long enough to
untie her ankles, and then stretched, feeling her spine
lengthen and her body wake from its long rest.

“I suppose that means we're going to America again,”
she announced after she had twisted left and right to
stretch out her back. “It’s just as well; I'm bored of Sete.”

They had spent upwards of two months in France this
time, which was about as long as Shevaun was ever con-
tent to settle anywhere—and about as long as they could
stay before they attracted serious hunters, like the ones
who had attacked her with their nasty firestone.

The bloodred crystal of firestone was saturated with
power from the strongest Triste witches. Only the wealth-
iest hunters could afford firestone of any quality, which
was a good thing, since in its purer form it would have
killed Shevaun long before Adjila arrived. As it was, if
Adjila had not been able to remove the poison from her
blood, it would have lingered in her system for months or
even years, feeding on her power and leaving her weak.

Yes, it was time to leave France anyway. Shevaun had
hoped to spend some time in China next, but she could
stand a detour to the States first. It had been five or six
years since she had spent more than a night on that side of
the ocean.

“I'll make the arrangements,” Adjila replied.

“First, we both need to hunt,” Shevaun said. “Let’s enjoy
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the fine French cuisine one last time before shipping off to
the New World, shall we?”

Adjila’s lingering, slightly wicked smile returned, and he
pulled her close and kissed her. “As my lady wishes, of
course.”

“I’'m sure the girls have been as worried and cooped up
here as you have been,” she said. “Let’s make it a family
dinner.”

Adjila shrugged but didn’t argue as Shevaun groomed
herself, dressed, and then stepped into the parlor, where
she was immediately greeted by “her” gitls.

A tiny blond waif with wide black eyes instantly
launched herself at Shevaun.

In her mortal life, Brittany had been raised in an or-
phanage. She had been changed to a vampire when she was
only fourteen, an age at which many wouldn’t even sur-
vive the process, and then abandoned by her creator
within a week. Whether he had been taken by a hunter’s
blade or simply changed his mind about his new fledgling,
none of them knew. Almost two centuries ago Shevaun
had found Brittany working in a human sweatshop, barely
surviving as a vampire and hardly aware of what she was,
with her skin filthy and her hair shorn to keep it from the
machinery.

These days, Brittany’s long wheat hair hung wild to her
waist, occasionally streaked with blood after one of her
hunts. Despite her radiant, innocent smile, which could
brighten the darkest day, she could be one of the most vi-

cious creatures Shevaun had ever seen.

54



Shevaun caught Brittany, returning her exuberant em-
brace while Tana—Brittany’s “sister”—looked on patiently.
Like Brittany, Iana had been an orphan both in the human
world and in the vampiric one. A slender young woman
of Irish descent, she had been changed in 1612 in London,
where she had lived almost entirely alone for seven
decades, hiding from everything, before Shevaun had
saved her from a hunter’s blade.

“We were worried about you,” Iana said once Shevaun
had put Brittany down again. “What happened?”

“We're still trying to figure that out,” Shevaun answered.
“In the meantime, we’re going back to America tomorrow,
so let’s have some fun tonight.”

She did not need to ask the girls if they minded travel-
ing. Home was wherever they were together. That was
wh