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1. Half measures
 
    
 
    
 
   I no longer heard the words. No matter how many times I replayed the message it was the girl’s tone I found myself fixated on.
 
   I listened to the message a dozen times in the last hour alone. Not exactly the healthiest activity, but that’s the problem with spending so much time behind the wheel of a parked car—it gave you a lot of time to think. Or overthink, in my case. Going into this line of work one of the first things they drill into you is you need infinite amounts of patience. What they didn’t tell you is that nothing can prepare you for the brutally dull hours spent waiting for your mark to show. Yes, life as a professional investigator had its thrilling moments, but this part was definitely not one of them.
 
   I leaned back into the seat of my dated black Chevy Chevelle and retrieved my phone to play the message again, as if somehow this time it would be different from the last hundred.
 
   Hey dad. Look, I know you’re still trying to find me. Just please stop already, or I won’t leave these messages for you anymore. I’ll come home when I can, if I can. I . . . I have to go okay? I love you.
 
   Fear. It was laced into every rushed word, wrapped around every syllable. I had my share of clients bursting into tears in my office, blankly staring at me as I delivered my evidence, or on occasion even fly into a blind rage. But this was something altogether different—especially given the voice belonged to the woman I was hired to find.
 
   Two weeks ago Arthur White hired me to find his daughter Natalie, a twenty year old student who vanished after drawing a substantial amount of cash from her trust fund. She left a note vaguely explaining her disappearance that her boyfriend Trent found. But, being a legal adult, the police wouldn’t get involved so four days later Arthur called me in. At the time it seemed like an almost effortless job I’d close in two days, three at the most. Well, guess you can’t be right all the time Hadley.
 
   After speaking with some of her close friends I quickly learned each of them heard a different story from her. Between the disinformation, never leaving a paper trail and always moving I had to admit Natalie was a smart young woman. It also told me she probably had a damn good reason to disappear. That thought right there should’ve stopped me dead in my tracks, but it was also the only job on my desk right now, and me being me I just couldn’t let go when I got inquisitive. What could possibly have happened to make Natalie walk away from her home, her family? I had to know.
 
   So I stuck with the case, my heart only half in it as I chased down a few dead ends. Nothing popped. Then one morning her father forwarded me that message, and before it finished playing my resolve to find her was reignited—but not for my client. I liked to joke with my friends that this job was nothing more than being a glorified stalker. Sadly the reality was I potentially had the power to cause a lot of damage. The client wasn’t always the one who truly needed help, and I couldn’t shake the feeling Natalie needed mine.
 
   It took a little coercion on my part to obtain this latest lead from a close cousin of hers, but it looked promising. Okay, promising was a little strong. From what I learned about Natalie, this seedy, bare bones motel on the outskirts of the city seemed too remote, too edgy for someone like her. After playing him the message the cousin readily confessed to dropping off a burner for her here this morning. People I spoke to lied on her behalf before, which made me a little skeptical as to his credibility. Unfortunately, Natalie never stayed in the same place for more than two nights, so if it was true this was my only chance to catch up to her before she moved on again.
 
   A brief dimming of the neon vacancy sign caught my attention, the sign so largely out of proportion it dwarfed the ageing building it pointed to. After more than two hours gazing at the same deserted parking lot, the slightest change seemed monumentally noticeable. I knew if she showed tonight it wouldn’t be long until she arrived. So I kept myself alert, but as the hands of my watch ticked down at a near glacial pace my mind inevitably started to drift—it always did.
 
   Three years ago if someone told me I’d spend my nights watching other people’s lives unfold framed by my car’s windshield I’d have laughed. It seemed so long ago now I was that man. A second generation cop, dead set on working up the ladder and foolish enough to think he could take on the world. Set hours and a solid paycheck seemed almost alien now. Claire, my then girlfriend, had just begun working towards her dream of becoming a nurse. We knew each other since high school, and it seemed almost natural that we became a lasting part of each other’s lives. Sometimes when I close my eyes I can still see the grin on her face when she walked through my door every night, deep brown eyes brimming over with her trademark enthusiasm. I was too much of a realist to say things were perfect, far from it, but life was pretty good. Then it all changed.
 
   Looking back at the choices I made since that life shattering night three years ago I no longer regretted the path I had taken. But at times like these, trapped in my box of glass, polished leather and steel, I still wondered. No, this is not the life I would have chosen as that man, but now even with the waiting ad nauseam that came with the gig I couldn’t imagine myself doing anything but this.
 
   Thankfully I was shaken from the bittersweet memories of Claire tugging at me by a cab pulling off the street, stopping outside the door of number nine just long enough for a woman to step out. She was too quick for me to catch a glimpse of her face through the lens of my camera, but the long blond hair trailing behind her was a dead giveaway. Natalie had arrived.
 
   After securing my camera under my seat I locked the car behind me, pulling my jacket close to fend off the worst of the early autumn chill. There were a lot of cars on the road for this late on a weeknight, mostly heading over the nearby bridge that formed the border into my hometown of Greystone, Massachusetts. Nestled in a natural rocky bay roughly between Boston and Plymouth, the small city’s roots could be traced back as far as the late nineteenth century. As you moved further away from the coast the buildings became more modern, though whole blocks of the original double story houses still stood—their time worn red clay bricks a defining feature of the city.
 
   Funny, I never thought of myself as that guy who lived his whole life without ever straying more than fifty miles from home. After Claire’s death I promised myself every year that one day I would leave this place in my wake, yet somehow every time I found myself seriously contemplating leaving, life found a way to suck me back to Greystone.
 
   Standing under the pale blue veranda looming over Natalie’s room I hesitated to knock. I had no idea how to approach this girl who I knew so much about, yet never actually met. I wanted to help her, but for all I knew she was running from the man who hired me. What reason would she possibly have to trust me? If I were her, would I trust me? Figuring it was best to stick with the truth I took a steadying breath, and knocked twice.
 
   “Who is it?” a timid female voice spoke through the door.
 
   “Good evening Miss White, my name is Benjamin Hadley,” I answered, hoping I sounded somewhat reassuring, “I’m an investigator your father hired to find you.”
 
   Upon learning my identity, her voice took on a hard edge, “I’m sorry, but you have the wrong person. Now go away.”
 
   Well, that went about as well as expected. I ran my tongue along the back of my teeth, a habit I had for years, and after taking a second to assess my position I abandoned all subtlety and skipped straight to a confrontational approach. “The way I see it, right now you only have two options. I could call your father and wait outside here until he shows, or you could let me in and we can talk first. Your choice.”
 
   I paced restlessly past the door, my feet dragging across the uneven concrete every time I swiveled around. Giving her time to think probably wasn’t the best idea, but just as I turned towards the door to knock again I heard a drawn out sigh, followed by the metallic clink of the door chain.
 
   I managed to pull a picture of Natalie from a website a week before she disappeared so I knew what she looked like, but when the door swung open and she peeked her head out I barely recognized her. The woman from the picture was sitting with her friends at a café, smiling and perfectly at ease, kind green eyes and long blond hair framing full, rosy cheeks. This frail, twitchy woman standing in the doorway was a grim shadow of the Natalie in the picture. She looked ten pounds lighter, skin pale and blemished, and from the dark circles set under her eyes it seemed like she hadn’t slept in weeks.
 
   Her eyebrow rose ever so slightly as she did her own assessment, and after checking either side of the doorway she gestured for me to come inside. “Come on then, quickly.”
 
   Natalie stepped aside just long enough for me to enter the small, neat single bed motel room before she hastily shut the door behind her and snapped the chain back in place. Every surface was covered with black and white squares, from the sheets to the oversized shower curtain I could see through the crack in the bathroom door. Less than ten seconds inside and I could feel a headache coming on.
 
   Natalie travelled light. Besides her purse on the nightstand and a small brown leather suit case half tucked under the bed there was nothing else around the room to indicate she was living here—which also meant I was right about tonight being my only chance to find her before she was on the run again.
 
   “Okay I’ll admit—you’re not what I expected,” Natalie said tentatively as I glanced around the room.
 
   “Oh? And what exactly did you expect?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” She shrugged, throwing her hands on her hips. “Someone older I guess. Aren’t PI’s usually sketchy middle aged men?”
 
   “Sure,” I said, breaking into a half smile. I was good with sarcastic, maybe getting her to talk to me wouldn’t be difficult after all. “And they all have gruff names like Steele, struggle with drinking problems and speak like they just walked off the set of a seventies gangster movie.”
 
   “Point taken.” Natalie flopped down onto her bed and slid a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket. “You don’t mind, do you?”
 
   I shrugged. “Your room.”
 
   “Thanks, I only started a few days ago and sometimes I forget to ask. So, what exactly do you want?”
 
   Good question. The second I saw her face I knew this wasn’t some form of rebellious acting out. Lying barely beneath the surface of her wary sarcasm was a frightened girl, just a year younger than Claire was before she was taken from me. It was at that moment it clicked why this job was so personal, and I felt a little selfish wanting to help her when a part of me knew I was only doing this because of old memories and cold promises still haunting me. Still, no matter what my motivations were I liked to think I was someone who cared enough to help. I wracked my brain trying to think of something, anything to get her to trust me. Remembering how much Natalie’s own words impacted me I took my phone out my pocket. Scrolling quickly through my media files I found her message to her father. Natalie stiffened at hearing her own brittle voice echoing through the small room, shutting her eyes tightly as the words faded away.
 
   “What I want,” I said, pausing to lean against the door frame. “Is to help.”
 
   Natalie straightened, crushing her half smoked cigarette into the empty astray on the nightstand as she shook her head in resignation. “You can’t help me.”
 
   “You don’t know that, and even if it’s true I’m pretty sure you could use someone to talk to. Even if I’m a stranger, hell maybe because I’m a stranger.”
 
   I don’t know whether it was my words or something else she saw in me, but Natalie nodded after a moment, more to herself than me. “Why not, can’t really get any lower than this. I’m sure by now you’ve spoken to Trent?”
 
   “Your boyfriend?”
 
   “That psychopath is not my boyfriend,” she hissed. “Not anymore at least. Sure, he seems nice at first, sweet even, but you have no idea just how screwed up he is.”
 
   “Alright, it was an honest mistake.”
 
   “Sorry. You’re right.” She nodded. “Long story short I broke it off with him three months ago, after the second time he cheated on me. Well, Trent didn’t like that one bit. See, after giving him the boot I didn’t hear from him for a few days, so I thought he got the message. Then the phone calls started—sixty or seventy a night, always from payphones and always after midnight. It doesn’t sound bad, I know, but no one has any idea what it’s like to have your phone ring for four hours straight. I ignored them at first, turned off my phone and tried blocking the numbers but that only pissed him off more. So he enrolled to audit my classes. He never spoke to me in public, just watched me from the back of the class and tried calling me later.”
 
   Natalie looked out the window for a moment, taking a shallow breath before she continued. “When that didn’t work it was quiet again for a few days, and I hoped, prayed he had given up. That’s when things started to go missing from my car and apartment. It was little things at first. Books, jewelry—nothing I couldn’t deal with, but then one morning on my way to class I found my car’s tires slashed. He drew broken hearts on the windows with my lipstick. After that . . . well, I kinda snapped.”
 
   “To be fair it sounds like a pretty good reason to. Did you try and talk to the police?”
 
   “I tried. Didn’t do any good.” Natalie looked down at the floor, her jaw setting in a tight line. “They said if I couldn’t prove he did something wrong, then there was nothing they could do until things got worse—as if things weren’t bad enough already. I couldn’t sleep, barely ate, always watching over my shoulder for the creep. Nobody believed me.”
 
   “I believe you, and for what it’s worth I can empathize when it comes to cops and red tape. Trust me.”
 
   “Thanks, it’s kinda nice to hear someone say that.” She smiled weakly. “Even from a stranger.”
 
   I returned her smile, wishing I had more comfort to offer her. “There’s one thing I still don’t understand. I get trying to break away from him, but why keep your father out of the loop?”
 
   Natalie let out a short, bitter laugh. “Are you kidding? My dad loves Trent like the son he never had. I tried talking to him about it, telling him how scared I was and you know what he said to me? ‘Don’t worry about it honey. I’m sure you kids will work this out’.”
 
   “That’s . . . troubling.” And I thought I had family issues.
 
   “I love my dad, but he’s a clueless idiot sometimes,” Natalie shook her head, and there was something fragile about the movement. “So I ran. Probably not the smartest idea in hindsight, but more than anything I just needed to get away. I’m not going to be one of those girls who waits around for her own funeral.”
 
   “No, considering your options it was probably a good idea to take some time away, get some perspective.”
 
   “Yeah, fat lot of good that’s done me. I don’t suppose I could just pay you to beat him to within an inch of his life for me? You look like you could.”
 
   “That’s not going to solve anything. Not with guys like him. Truth is there really isn’t much I can do to help you at this point, but I might know someone who can.” I sighed, smoothing the collar of my jacket before unlocking the door chain. “Give me ten minutes.”
 
   The last thing I wanted to do right now was call the police. I knew better than anyone how easily things got lost in the system, how stuffy all the politics were and how much simpler, and more effective, it would be to remedy the situation with an aluminum baseball bat. Sadly the simple fact was short of me breaking half a dozen laws to get the message through to Trent, the police were the only ones who could help Natalie right now—if they could even help. Okay, that sounded cynical even to me. I still believed in the system, even with all its flaws—I just didn’t want to be a part of it any more.
 
   As I dialed the number I couldn’t help noting the irony in all of this. I left the force because they wouldn’t let me pursue the course I thought was right, keeping me from helping the people I cared about. So I went my own way, and now here I was calling them because at the end of the day I rarely ever got the chance to make a real difference anymore.
 
   “Evening Benjamin, I haven’t heard from you in a while,” Oliver Parker answered after the third ring. I trained with Oliver at the academy, one of the few officers I still knew well enough to call a friend. We didn’t see each other much anymore, but maintaining contacts was the backbone of the industry. He did me favors I couldn’t manage alone, and I helped off the books with anything his hands were tied on. “How’ve you been?”
 
   “Good. Busy, but good. You?”
 
   “Can’t complain really.” He laughed lightly, pausing for a moment. “I take it from the time this isn’t a social call?”
 
   “Sadly no, and to make things worse I need a favor.”
 
  
 
  


 
   2. Idle
 
    
 
    
 
   Four days later I received an early call from Natalie asking if she could meet up with me. After a late breakfast I hopped in my car and took the short drive to the small building in the downtown business district that housed my office. Nothing particularly grand, but it was affordable and out here I had little in the way of competition.
 
   As I unlocked the steel framed door my hands brushed against the thick glass panels that made up the outer walls of all the offices in the building. The words “Benjamin Hadley, Professional Investigator” were neatly emblazoned across the surface. Even after almost three years I couldn’t help chuckling at how ridiculous it sounded in my head—twenty four seemed far too young to have my own title. The room had a stifling, clinical feel to it that always reminded me more of a solitary office cubical—right down to the back wall lined with a row of filing cabinets that seemed so out of place in the twenty first century. Flitting around the room I turned on the black and silver coffee maker next to my peace fern in the far corner, starting a fresh pot of coffee while waiting for the email program to open on my brand new laptop.
 
   Skimming quickly past the junk mail and miscellaneous messages, I just opened my first work related document when a knock at the door caught my attention.
 
   “Miss White, what brings you to my side of town?” I asked as I opened the door for her, hardly believing how much younger she looked without the rings under her eyes.
 
   “Natalie, please. And I just came to personally hand you dad’s check,” she said. “Well, I also wanted to say thank you for your help, that friend of yours really came through for me.”
 
   “So I heard. Oliver mentioned after receiving the restraining order Trent ran into a spot of trouble.” I grinned. A spot of trouble was a very vague way of saying we may have manipulated a few variables to ensure there was a violation.
 
   “Not much trouble admittedly, and I have no idea how you guys did it, but after everything he put me through it still feels like a win. I can’t stay for long. I just wanted you to know what you did for me made me realize I have to take control. I need to make a clean break, so I’m transferring over to Phoenix next week to finish out my semester.”
 
   “Glad we could be of service.” I nodded, following behind her as she walked towards the door. “You take care of yourself now.”
 
   “Will do,” Natalie said, lingering by the doorway. “If you’re ever in Phoenix and need a favor . . . call me up, okay?”
 
   I chuckled. “It’s unlikely, but I’ll definitely remember that.”
 
   Once back at my desk I took a sip of my coffee, internally congratulating myself for actually doing something useful for once. It was far too often I had to give bad news, and the job I was working on right now was a pretty cut and dry suspicious spouse gig, so it would probably be a while before I got a chance to make someone smile again.
 
   I planned to pay a visit to the hotel of said cheating spouse after I closed up the office in a few hours, and with nothing else to do until then I busied myself with paperwork to kill time. I tried to keep my workspace in impeccable order, never knowing when I might need to revisit old cases or when curiosity called. Fully engrossed in the set of photos I was poring over, the loud knock at my door caught me by surprise. For a second I thought it was Natalie again, but setting the file aside I waved a familiar looking man into my office.
 
   "Good afternoon," I greeted him politely, struggling to place where I had seen him before. The man was just shorter than my six foot, early forties and well dressed, short salt and pepper hair and a streak of grey running down the middle of his close-cropped beard.
 
   He shook my hand briefly while his dark brown eyes gave me a cursory glance, and I wasn’t quite sure why but something about this man made me instantly dislike him. "So you’re Hadley."
 
   "That’s me," I said, gesturing for him to take a seat at my desk. "Can I offer you some coffee, Mr.—"
 
   "—Hyde, and no coffee."
 
   "Alright, so what can I do for you?"
 
   "Some time ago you did some work for my wife, Susan." That’s when it hit me. He wasn’t an acquaintance or even a client—a few months ago he was a job, your basic adultery package. This was quickly shaping up to be an interesting day.
 
   "I trust she's well?" I asked, keeping my expression level. Susan Hyde hired me almost five months ago to catch her philandering husband, a job I completed to her satisfaction.
 
   "Quite well, I'm sure. She's filed for divorce." His voice was measured, almost as if he rehearsed the response, but his eyes failed to hide the less than pleased emotions swimming behind them.
 
   "I'm sorry to hear that." In a way, it was partly true. I was sorry a lovely woman like Susan ended up with the likes of him. "So, how can I help?"
 
   "My lawyer tells me you're the one who collected all of Susan's evidence against me. I understand you'll be presenting what you've found in court."
 
   "Correct." I nodded, knowing exactly where this conversation was heading.
 
   "I'm a business man, Mr. Hadley, and I've done quite well for myself. I married Susan long before my various businesses took off, while she stayed home and did the gardening. Now she’s trying to take all my hard work away from me. So I'm sure you can understand I’m a little . . . frustrated." His face remained impassive, slipping only at the mention of his wife. Good liar this one, probably been going behind her back for years.
 
   "Divorce is messy business," I agreed, keeping up my innocent act. The simple truth was I couldn’t care less what his situation was. It’s not like anyone forced him into it.
 
   "So it seems," he said coolly, "but it doesn't always have to be that way. I’ve heard facts can get . . . lost along the way."
 
   Don’t smile. "I don't believe I follow you?"
 
   "Let’s cut the bullshit shall we? How much is it going to cost me to make this go away?"
 
   "Not how we do business here." I finally smiled, no longer able to hide my amusement at his lack of guile. What was he expecting me to do anyway, lie under oath in front of a judge?
 
   Your Honor, I'm terribly sorry but I did not take these photographs. My client is clearly delusional. Yeah, no.
 
   "Everyone has a number son. I'm sure I can make it worth your while."
 
   "I'm not for sale."
 
   Hyde shot up from his chair, his face becoming flustered as his calm façade melted away. "You're making a big mistake here.”
 
   "It wouldn't be the first time," I kept my tone neutral, not moving from my seat, "and it sure as hell won’t be the last. Now, if there isn't anything else you need—get out of my office."
 
   He held my gaze for a long moment, his face flipping through shades of red before he dropped his shoulders. Reaching into his pocket he threw a business card on my desk.
 
   "In case you change your mind," he called over his shoulder as he walked out the door.
 
   I sat dumbfounded for a moment before shaking my head in disbelief. You meet all kinds in this business. Running my tongue slowly across the back of my teeth I turned back to my work. As tempting as the offer may have been, it wasn’t something I would ever consider. I saw too many people go down that road in my time on the force. Okay sure, I did some questionable things since I became an investigator—some of which were not exactly legal. Part of the reason I found myself in this line of work was my discontent with the way things were handled by the book.  So I played by my modified version of the rules, but to me they were ironclad.
 
   After a quick meal at my favorite diner, a great little mom and pop joint on Wilson Street I frequented with my family since I was a kid, I set my sights on the Wicker Hotel. It was still early evening when I pulled up in front of the tall tan and beige building on the corner of Main and Third. If I waited a little longer the odds of my mark being in her room were higher, potentially saving me another trip, so keeping my eye on the clock I passed the time watching the sunset with my sketchpad on my lap.
 
   I never thought of myself as particularly talented, or even an artist at all. Claire had always encouraged me so I pushed myself to keep practicing, though it wasn't until very recently I decided to pick up the hobby again. It felt good to lose myself in something other than work for once. I ran the stubby piece of charcoal delicately back and forth, gradually adding shading to the street that was forming across the page. I left the outlines of the buildings on the horizon hazy and indistinct, creating the illusion of movement as my hand danced around the paper.
 
   When the light became too dim to see the paper clearly I tossed the half-finished drawing on the backseat and left my car, the cold air battering me as I crossed the double lane street. If everything went according to plan all I would need was the right room number and a bit of luck.
 
   I had been in this hotel before, not the biggest in the city but it had a good reputation. The dark wood paneled burgundy walls reminded me of a little hotel I visited on vacation with my father and little sister many years ago. A woman sat behind a large carved wooden desk delicately lined with light marble strips. She nodded politely as I walked past her to the elevators. I rocked back and forth on my heels as I rode the elevator to the second floor, and I was almost halfway down the corridor to my mark’s room when my phone rang. I couldn’t help smiling as I answered.
 
   "Jen, bad timing as always."
 
   "How are you Benjamin?" I knew I was in trouble when she didn't call me Ben. Jennifer was my best friend, and I practically considered her extended family since high school.
 
   "I’m actually a little busy right now," I replied quickly, lowering my voice as an elderly couple walked past me.
 
   "I'll make this quick then. Your presence has been missed, and that’s getting to be very annoying. You can’t keep dodging me forever—I know where you live.”
 
   "I know it’s been a while. Work’s been keeping me really busy these days."
 
   "No excuses," she chided, mustering her best authoritative voice.
 
   "Alright, alright, I’ll make it up to you. Drinks, this Saturday? I’ll invite Eric too."
 
   "Don't be late again."
 
   "Yes ma'am!" Ten minutes late one time, and she never forgets.
 
   Keeping my phone in my hand I walked down the hall to the room my client’s credit card was paying for, and took a deep breath before knocking. Show time. I heard faint footsteps behind the door, followed by the click of a lock as the door swung open. A tall thirty something woman stood beside the doorway, her black pixie cut a stark contrast against her pale skin.
 
   "Can I help you?"
 
   "Good evening. Is Mr. Tanner here yet?" I lied smoothly, feigning mild surprise at her presence. Playing the role of someone else was definitely one of the highlights of the job.
 
   "Tanner?" She frowned. "I think you have the wrong room."
 
   “Who is it?” A man’s voice called from inside a second before he came to stand beside the woman, freshly showered and wearing a bathrobe.
 
   I frowned too, swiveling my head around to look at the door number. "My apologies, it seems I have the wrong room. Please enjoy the rest of your evening."
 
   "No problem." She shrugged, closing the door behind me as I turned to leave.
 
   After all the time spent looking for Natalie this felt almost too easy. Walking down the corridor at a leisurely pace I stepped into the elevator, waiting for the doors to close before checking the photos of the happy couple I stealthily took on my phone.
 
    
 
   I spent most of Saturday finishing up all the paperwork I neglected during the week. My stash of chocolate marshmallows was running dangerously low, a guilty pleasure I picked up from my sister, so on my way home I picked up a few things from the convenience store across from my office. My apartment was on the outskirts of the business district, directly under the shadow of the Brampton tower. The family home was gifted to me by my father after he left my sister and me to make the permanent move to Mexico with his new wife. It was something he longed to do all his life. Other than the holidays we only spoke briefly a few times a year.
 
   To call the home I grew up in small would be grossly overselling the humble two bedroom apartment that despite my best efforts I had come to cherish. It felt like weeks since I left this morning, and the off-white walls I had been meaning to repaint seemed oddly comforting after my long day. The front door opened into a rectangular room, taken up equally by my tiny kitchen and the loose grouping of pale green couches, rickety wooden coffee table and TV I called the lounge. Unframed charcoal drawings I created in high school hung between the eclectic mix of paintings Claire masterminded when she still lived here. My favorite hung next to the door, a small bright acrylic of a young smiling woman streaming ribbons behind her as she danced across a dim subway station.
 
   The rest of my apartment was split between the modest master bedroom, the spare bedroom I converted into a makeshift office and the closet sized bathroom between them. Apart from the thumb sized mouse that took up residence a few years ago I had lived alone for the past three years. After I made the mistake of leaving a cracker out one night he gradually grew tame, and seeing as how he never seemed to make a mess I named him Hansel and considered him a free roaming pet.
 
   My room was in the same disarray I left it in this morning. Clothes were strewn across the floor, mirroring the tangled mass of royal blue sheets on my unmade bed. I dragged my laundry basket into the room and dutifully started my daily hunt for stray clothing. The rest of the room was occupied by the nightstand next to the bed, a modest antique wooden dresser and a wall cupboard with one door that refused to close all the way.
 
   When Claire was taken from me three years ago I moved all the personal effects that her mother left me into two boxes in my office cupboard. Still, there were a few things of hers I kept around the apartment. Like the porcelain reading lamp by my bedside she gave me for my birthday and her grandmother’s pear-inlaid music box that lay silent on the dresser.
 
   Once the room vaguely resembled something livable I pulled a set of weights out the cupboard and cycled through my brisk workout. Part maintenance, part ritual, the sessions were the perfect way to unwind after a long day. I felt the tension roll slowly off my body with every exertion of my muscles, and before long I was covered in a fresh sheen of sweat. Pausing only to peel off my shirt and toss it in along with the rest of the laundry I shuffled off to my tiny bathroom. My shower’s pipes groaned softly as the water coursed through them, taking far too long to warm for my liking.
 
   After brushing my teeth I peered into the mirror above my basin, idly contemplating whether the man in the mirror needed a shave. Short stubble ran across his strong jawline, a shade darker than his dirty-blond hair. Even wet the fringe refused to fall flat, stubbornly holding its naturally disordered peak. Brilliant emerald green eyes stared mischievously back at me, the flecks of gold strewn across them easily visible in the dim light. His sharp nose was just noticeably crooked when I turned my head from side to side—a football injury that never healed correctly. My hand glided roughly across my jaw from ear to ear before I shrugged and closed the door behind me to change. Digging through my cupboard I produced a white T-shirt, comfortable jeans and my favorite pair of black leather shoes, my work persona slipping off effortlessly as I dressed.
 
   Not wanting to prove Jennifer right I left for the bar a few minutes early. Mandy's was a popular spot on this side of town, and my friends and I came here on the weekends since it opened a few years back. The parking lot was just beginning to fill when I arrived, and as I walked through the large wooden double doors on my way to our regular booth I was reminded why I liked Mandy's so much. There seemed to be no consistent theme to the dive, a quality that perfectly reflected its patrons. Any mix of college kids, bikers, middle aged couples, and anyone in between could come inside and feel welcome here.
 
   "Ben!" Jennifer squealed before I could reach the table, grasping me in a bear hug. She was practically bouncing with excitement, her warm caramel hair tied back in a sloppy pony tail that along with her glasses gave her the appearance of a spunky librarian. 
 
   I rolled my eyes, returning her hug warmly. Her bubbling enthusiasm was infectious. "It’s good to see you too, Jen." 
 
   "Hey Eric," I said, shaking his hand when Jennifer finally released me. "How you been?"
 
   "Good, good," he said absently, his hazel eyes glued to the pretty blond that entered the bar behind me. Eric was dark haired, always overdressed and a year older than Jennifer and I, though from his usual behavior sometimes it felt like he was still in high school.
 
   "So what's new?" I asked after ordering a beer.
 
   Jennifer smirked, her distinctly Boston accent coming through in her excitement. "My boss just got canned."
 
   Eric chuckled. "Got one too many harassment complaints?"
 
   "Oh, I have some theories. But who cares really, he’s gone."
 
   "Gunning for the job Jen?" I asked curiously.
 
   "That little tart Paige will get it. I have no doubt about it." She pouted. "What about you Ben?"
 
   "Just work, the usual," I said.
 
   "Anything juicy?" Eric asked, his attention shifting back to me. After the initial shock my friends had when they heard about my career change Jennifer took on the supportive role, while Eric thought it was the coolest thing to ever happen to our group. I think in Eric’s mind a PI was somehow more debonair than pulling the graveyard shift at the precinct. It really wasn’t.
 
   "Nothing scandalous," I remarked, knowing Eric wouldn’t buy it. "It's been a pretty dull month all in all."
 
   "How can you have the most interesting job at the table, and nothing to show for it?" Jennifer quipped.
 
   “Yeah mate, all this work and never any play. When did you become so boring?”
 
   "The most interesting? With all the gossip you always seem to have Jen, I highly doubt that's true,” I countered before turning to Eric, "and not everyone has the luxury of ‘working’ for daddy dearest. The rest of us mere mortals reside within the confines of the real world.”
 
   “He’s got you there.” Jennifer laughed.
 
   Eric shook his head sadly. “You know what your problem is?”
 
   “You need to get laid,” Jennifer and I both said in unison before rolling our eyes. When in doubt, deny everything. Never wake up before ten. Eric’s solution to just about any problem usually came in the form of these five word quips.
 
   “I still say you’re no fun lately. At least I could count on you as a wingman when you were still in uniform,” Eric persisted.
 
   If I didn’t do something to prove him wrong, and quickly, we could be stuck on this topic all night, so I settled for something flashier than usual.
 
   “Okay,” I said, slipping on my best poker face. “See the blond by the bar, the one you were staring at earlier? A hundred says I can get her number without saying one word to her.”
 
   “I wouldn’t make that bet if I were you,” Jennifer warned him.
 
   Eric looked over at her for a moment before turning back to me and smiled. “I’ll pay a hundred just to see him do it. You’re on.”
 
   Winking at Jennifer I got up from the table and walked up to the bar, hanging on the edge of a crowd ordering drinks as I waited for my opening. A few minutes later I got my chance when the blond stood up and headed in the direction of the bathroom. Wasting no time I slipped into the gap beside the friend she arrived with.
 
   “Excuse me, miss?”
 
   “Err, hi,” the tall brunette said warily, no doubt expecting me to start hitting on her.
 
   “I’m really sorry to bother you with this, but I’m trying to prove a point,” I said as politely as I could, turning to face the table where Jennifer and Eric were watching intently. “See, my girlfriend over there doesn’t believe people are friendly anymore. If it’s not too much trouble, could I please borrow your phone for a moment to call her number and prove her wrong?”
 
   I chose my lines carefully, making it difficult for her to deny my request without feeling like she was the bad guy. She bit her lip for a moment before she nodded. “Sure.”
 
   “Thank you so much.” I smiled as she handed me her phone. “By the way, your friend looks very familiar. Any chance she went to UMass?”
 
   “She did,” the brunette replied. “How do you know Amy?”
 
   I didn’t—but I did recognize the emblem on the scarf she was wearing. “We had some classes together.”
 
   “She will be back in a minute or two, I’m sure she would love to catch up.”
 
   While we continued to chat about her friend who I didn’t know I kept my hand under the counter and opened the contacts list on her phone, scrolling down to Amy. When I was sure I had the number memorized I called Jennifer. Afterwards I thanked the girl for letting me use her phone before heading back to the table, just in time to see Amy leaving the bathroom. Ignoring my friends’ skeptical looks I slipped my phone out of my pocket and pointed in Amy’s direction as I dialed the number.
 
   “No bloody way,” Eric groaned as she opened her handbag and answered the phone.
 
   We spent the next two hours eating greasy bar food that I made Eric pay for, chatting non-stop as we caught up on each other’s lives. The music turned up a little later, signaling the opening of the small dance floor in the middle of the room. The tables around us began to empty, and a riot of color flashed around the bar as people began to twirl under the shifting lights. Eric was the first of us to head out for the night, eager to meet up with an old flame that was back in town for the week. He was barely out the door when Jennifer pounced.
 
   "Why do I get the feeling this will be trouble?"
 
   "No doubt, but Eric seems to be enjoying himself. Let him have his fun," I said, waving her off as her glare turned to daggers.
 
   She sighed theatrically. "It's usually you I have to worry about. I'm starting to feel like the parent of the two of you."
 
   "Oh I'm sure you're just buckling under the pressure." I chuckled. "Please Jen, like you’d have it any other way."
 
   "Okay, true," she agreed, beaming for a moment before her expression turned somber. "How's Lisa?"
 
   "She’s about the same really.” I sighed, pushing around my empty plate. Jennifer was the only one besides me who still visited my sister. “I’m heading over there tomorrow.”
 
   "You'll say hi for me?"
 
   "I always do."
 
   "I'm just glad to get you out, whenever I call you’re working." She paused for a moment, her voice dripping with concern. “It’s been a while since I asked, but how are you, really?”
 
   I kept my gaze level with hers, trying my best to convey that I didn't need to be coddled. "I'm good Jen, really."
 
   "Alright. I'll get the next round,” she said hesitantly before stalking off to the bar, knowing me well enough to see I wasn’t in the mood for where the conversation was heading.
 
   The last thing I wanted to do tonight was to think about Claire, but now thanks to Jen she was at the forefront of my mind. I knew it wasn’t really Jennifer’s fault though, like any good friend she was just trying to be there for me. The truth was it was almost three years since Claire died, and I still hadn’t gone a day without thinking about her. It was inevitable, inescapable. Not that I wanted to forget—my obsession with the circumstances of her death bordered on the fanatical, but sometimes I wished after all this time I wouldn’t remember everything so damn vividly. I was eternally grateful for Jennifer and my sister for getting me through the first weeks and months, helping to ease the pain and curbing my anger before I came to a healthier place in my mind. We grew a lot closer as a result of our shared grief, but as time marched on Jennifer became far too protective of me. Though I was glad that never stopped her from chewing me out whenever I needed it.
 
   "I can't believe they call this music," Jen said as she returned a moment later with a drink in each hand, her earlier concern filed away.
 
   I grinned as my glass clinked against hers. "I couldn't agree more."
 
   "You're still coming to Eric’s party next weekend right?" Jennifer asked as I walked her out.
 
   "Wouldn’t dream of missing it," I promised. When we got to her car I handed her one of the sodas I bought for the drive home.
 
   "I take it you won't be bringing a date?"
 
   I laughed dryly. "Not that I'm aware of."
 
   "Not to sound like a hypocrite, but you really should."
 
   "Sure. Anything's possible, though I wouldn't hold my breath."
 
   "I won’t, I know you too well. I'll see you soon, okay?"
 
   "Of course,” I answered, hugging her tightly. “Drive safe."
 
   I waved to Jennifer as she backed out of the lot, smiling at how cautious she was behind the wheel. I fished around my inside pocket for my keys on the way to my car, and when I looked up my entire body stiffened as I realized my mistake.
 
  
 
  


 
   3. Blood
 
    
 
    
 
   The figures slithered from the shadows behind me, their heavy footfalls echoing across the empty parking lot. I slowly turned, cursing under my breath as I assessed the situation. Three men stood in a loose grouping. The closest was stocky and heavily tanned, undoubtedly the one in charge. On the right was a tall and wiry man, younger than the others and sporting an expression of absolute boredom. Larger than the other two, the third man could only be described as a slab of unshaped muscle—and they were all here for me. I had no idea what trouble I just walked myself into, but whatever it was I didn't like the odds.
 
   Somewhere in the back of my mind I wondered why I even bothered getting a permit to carry my .357 when it never left the safe in my bedroom. The threat of a loaded gun would’ve quickly dissolved any ill intentions. They wore open smirks, letting the silence settle in before the stocky man stepped out in front of the others.
 
   "We have a message from Hyde."
 
   Dammit. I should’ve guessed that slimy philanderer wouldn’t take no for an answer. Unfortunately for me, he also seemed to have more money than sense.
 
   "Message received, you can leave now," I said slowly, trying to stall for more time as I rattled my brain for a way out of this mess. There was little chance I could make it into my car, not easily enough, and no way to get around the wall of flesh. Then the thought of running all but evaporated as my hand brushed over the outside of my jacket pocket. They inched closer, trying to corner me between the parked cars. I wasn’t about to give them the opportunity.
 
   I wrenched the unopened soda can free from my pocket and whipped it at the closest man’s head. Not pausing to see if my improvised projectile landed I slipped through the gap their surprise created, lunging at the spindly man on my right. Reacting just in time he threw his hands up defensively and I diverted low, ramming his legs out from under him. I tried to right myself as he fell, but I couldn’t recover quickly enough. A solid blow caught me between my ribs and I cringed in pain, desperately ducking the wild swing that followed it. I kicked down hard at the man on the floor as I backed away, trying to put distance between me and the thickset man beside me.
 
   At the same time he began charging towards me I flung my body to the side, and as he slipped past I added my weight to his momentum and pushed him into the wall. A sharp pain flashed up my leg where the stocky man kicked out, and it buckled. Scrambling as I dropped, my hands latched onto the front of a nearby car to break my fall, and I struggled to right myself in time to face the meaty fist connecting squarely against my jaw.
 
   And then they were on me.
 
   Blows began to rain down over my body wherever they found purchase. I was forced against the hood of a car, keeping my hands up as best I could in an effort to protect my head. My limbs became sluggish and unresponsive as my strength started to wane, and I could taste warm blood sloshing around my mouth. Throughout the punishment an image of my lil’ sis flooded into my mind. The only thing keeping me conscious was my concern for what would happen to her if I was gone. I was about to let the only person in the world who needed me down.
 
   My vision had just begun to blur when an awful tearing sound behind the men caught their attention, loud enough that it all but halted the systematic beating. Uncounted heartbeats passed as the men stood unmoving, and then to my disbelief the stocky man caught the other’s collar and they broke away running.
 
   Unable to keep my eyes open a moment longer I sagged against the car. I wasn’t sure how much time passed as I lay unmoving, listening to the sweet sound of their retreating footsteps. Blood pounded behind my ears as I drew a ragged breath, then my adrenaline level reached new heights as the sound of lighter footsteps floated towards me and I realized I wasn’t alone.
 
   "Are you alright?" a sweet, near-panicked feminine voice asked over me, so wildly out of place that at first I thought I imagined it.
 
   Something brushed over me, and the ache pulsing across my body became a light tickle compared to the new burning stab of torment that lashed out across my right shoulder— by far the most painful thing I endured in living memory. My skull rattled as I bit back a howl. Then a second passed and the agonizing flash dimmed to a throbbing ache as quickly as it appeared. I panted heavily, cringing for a long moment before I managed to ease my eyes open.
 
   "What—" I began, but the woman that filled my field of vision was so stunning the question died in my throat. She stood over me, arms crossed and motionless, her long raven black hair flowing loosely across her shoulders hiding the alabaster skin of her slender neck. The moonlight and my throbbing head worked in tandem to mask her features, though she seemed to be frowning.
 
   "You can relax now," she answered mechanically, her aloof expression not shifting an inch. I slowly pushed myself upright, my body protesting with effort.
 
   "What happened?" I asked, still shaken. Just to be sure we were alone I craned my neck around the parking lot, searching for any sign of my attackers. It seemed all that remained of them was the prone form of the spindly man lying next to my car.
 
   "I saw them run off," she replied stiffly, turning towards the man on the floor. "This one is just injured."
 
   "Thank you," I said. That was all my brain could manage as she turned back to me. Far from imposing, her lovely, lithe frame barely made it to my shoulder, but though I couldn't fathom why, somehow I just knew she had something to do with the men's sudden disappearance.
 
   "There is nothing to thank me for." She scowled, her steely expression marred by the trace of doubt I heard in her voice. Wow, that hit a nerve. Closing her eyes she took a deep, drawn out breath. I watched her shoulders rise and fall, so graceful it left me dazed again.
 
   "Sorry, I thought you . . . never mind,” I mumbled, rising slowly to my feet. As I brushed my hand along the shiny surface of the car I was forced on, I was surprised to see it remained largely unscathed. I only wish that I could say the same about my bloodstained shirt.
 
   Her voice was calmer when she spoke, eyeing me cautiously. "You should get to a hospital."
 
   "I'll live."
 
   Eyes tightening, she nodded distractedly. My fingers cramped awkwardly as I struggled with the zip on my jacket pocket for my phone. Carefully, one tiny motion at a time, I slowly scrolled through my contacts.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “I’m calling the police.”
 
   “Stop, please.”
 
   My head jerked up in confusion at her pleading tone, only then realizing she was standing right beside me. Close enough for the first time to see her eyes clearly, an audible gasp escaped my lips. Her irises were a brilliant midnight black, no distinction between them and her pupils. My body froze reflexively, unable to break my gaze from her unfathomable expression. After a moment I shook my head, unsure if it was a trick of the light or just my imagination.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It is hardly necessary,” she answered coldly, taking a measured step back that finally broke my trance. Strange—why wouldn’t I call them? It’s not like any of this was my fault. Perhaps she knew them? Glancing over my shoulder to the man on the ground that just attacked me I pushed aside all the thoughts bouncing wildly around my head, focusing my priorities.
 
   “I don’t have a choice.” The words tumbled through my gritted teeth, harsher than I intended.
 
   When no reply came I turned back to the woman who no longer occupied the empty space behind me. Panning my head across the parking lot I saw no sign of her. How did she—
 
   “—Police Department.” I almost jumped, the calm voice at the other end of the line reminding me that I already dialed the number.
 
   I slowly let out a breath. “I need to report an assault.”
 
    
 
   The lone police car crept into Mandy’s parking lot ten minutes later, thankfully without sirens on, and a familiar frowning face greeted me as he climbed out of the car. “Hadley.”
 
   “Evening Parker,” I said, nodding casually to the approaching policeman and immediately regretted the movement. The muscles in my neck had begun to tighten up in the cold air. “Keeping tabs on me?”
 
   “Closest unit,” Oliver shrugged, motioning to his partner. “This fresh blood here is Officer Kelly.”
 
   “So what do we have here?” Kelly asked gruffly, shining his torch over the now conscious man firmly pinned under my boot.
 
   I spent the next thirty minutes hammering out the details of the night’s events in as much detail as I could recall, mostly to Parker while his partner secured and Mirandized the spindly man. The only time my version of the events came into question was when I mentioned the other two making a run for it. Parker’s eyebrow rose skeptically after I finished my story.
 
   “You know, if anyone else told me this, I’d probably have them in handcuffs right now.”
 
   “Is that professional courtesy, or trust I hear?”
 
   “Let’s say a little of both. Know why they took off?” he asked, his puzzled expression confirming I wasn’t the only one who found it odd.
 
   “Maybe they knew her,” I offered my earlier thought, the only plausible theory I had come up with so far.
 
   “Maybe,” Parker allowed, nodding absently. “When we get this one talking, we’ll be sure to ask him.”
 
   “What about Hyde? I wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble if he is just going to walk away from this.”
 
   “We’ll talk to him in the morning, assuming your story holds up.”
 
   Good, if nothing else at least I’d make Hyde sweat. “You need anything else from me?”
 
   “You know the drill, can’t tell you anything else until we’ve interviewed him,” he answered, nodding over to the man being loaded into the car before lowering his voice. “Between you and me, it looks like you put up quite a fight.”
 
   I laughed humorlessly. “Feels like I got far more than I gave.”
 
   “True, you’re a mess. I’ll take you home.” The look on Parker’s face brooked no argument, but after the adrenaline wore off and my injuries made themselves known it didn’t sound like a bad idea.
 
   It was only after I was back in my apartment that I realized the flaw in accepting a ride home. With Eric working every Sunday, the only person I could call for a lift back to my car was Jennifer. When she found out about this she would go nuclear. I planned on taking a shower when I got home, but the flights of stairs up to my floor had taxed the last of my strength and I barely made it to the couch before my leg seized up. I took a moment to catch my breath, having to drag the useless limb onto the couch with both hands. My body felt like a churning war zone. Everything around me was murky, like I was peering through dirty water. With some effort I closed my swollen right eye, and the last thing I remembered was trying to concentrate on slowing my breathing to take my mind off the pain.
 
   I woke after eleven, still fully clothed, not having moved an inch from the spot on the couch I fell asleep on. I usually slept restlessly, flinging the sheets around as I tossed and turned. Last night flew by so quickly that I struggled to recall the finer details. Wishing dearly that I didn’t have to leave the couch I got up slowly and hobbled to the bathroom, trying to keep the weight off my throbbing leg. Undressing was a daunting prospect, but hot water would help to soothe my stiff muscles. Dirt and dried blood washed away as I worked a sponge lightly across every inch of my body.
 
   My chest was covered in splotchy bruises in various stages of discoloration. Small scrapes and cuts crisscrossed my arms and knuckles that stung when the soap washed over them. Feeling like a new person after stepping out of the shower I dried myself gently before examining the rest of my injuries in the mirror. A small gash ran along my eyebrow that started to bleed again. The swelling had gone down enough that the scrape no longer interfered with my vision, but it would probably leave a jagged scar. I shook my head sadly—another to add to the collection. At least the majority of damage was superficial, most of the bruising and cuts would heal soon enough.
 
   The only injury I couldn’t wrap my head around was the bizarre mark on my still tender shoulder. Scanning through last night’s events over and over again nothing seemed to explain the patch of ruined, itchy flesh, nor the blinding pain I felt when I received it. It looked almost like a scratch from a large cat, the long lines of irritated red skin thicker than a pencil. The wound had raised edges, but the skin looked unbroken and there was no blood. Almost like a burn.
 
   Closer now to lunch than breakfast I tossed a handful of mini pizzas into the oven. I worked on washing the few dishes that had piled up, cowardly avoiding my call to Jennifer for as long as I could. I retrieved two painkillers from the bag of first aid supplies just as Hansel scurried out from behind the fridge, his beady eyes following me around the room.
 
   “Wish me luck,” I said as I tossed him a crumb, and grimacing internally I called Jen.
 
   When the line disconnected I calculated that I had roughly thirty minutes before the yelling started, and I cherished the short lived silence on the couch while the painkillers kicked in.
 
   “What the hell happened?” Jennifer growled the second I closed the door behind her, and grabbing my face in her hand before I could reply she began a thorough examination. Her horrified expression would have me laughing uncontrollably if I didn’t know it would only make her angrier.
 
   “It’s nice to see you too,” I mumbled, the words sounding baby-like between my squashed lips. Scowling, she released my face so I could speak. “Relax Jen. It looks much worse than it is.”
 
   “What happened,” she repeated, ignoring my attempt to downplay my injuries.
 
   Grinning sheepishly I recounted last night’s events to Jennifer while I made us each a cup of coffee, leaving out as much detail as I could get away with.
 
   “How do you get yourself into these messes?” she complained, her eyes lingering over the cut on my face.
 
   “Hey, it’s not like I planned any of this.”
 
   “I know Ben. I just hate seeing you like this.” She shuddered. I couldn’t blame her for overreacting, it wasn’t the first time she had seen me battered and bruised.
 
   “Sorry for taking up your afternoon, hope I didn’t ruin any of your plans?” I asked as casually as I could, desperately trying to change the subject.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Jennifer said, smiling for the first time since she walked in. “I’ll just add it to the list of favors you owe me.”
“Sounds fair,” I nodded readily, more than glad to have the inquisition over.
 
   “You still plan on visiting Lisa?”
 
   “Honestly, it slipped my mind.” Realizing what I must look like I exhaled sharply, wincing from the sudden movement. “I’m afraid that seeing me like this will give her nightmares.”
 
   “You want me to go with you?” Jennifer asked innocently, though I suspected it had more to do with her thoughts on my ability to drive than as moral support.
 
   Still, I wouldn’t mind the company. “She’d like that.”
 
   “Well then we better get a move on before we miss visiting hours, we’ll have to pick up your car on the way back.” She grabbed her handbag from the kitchen counter and was halfway out the door before I managed to get up.
 
   “Let me just grab my jacket,” I grumbled quietly. Keeping up with her energetic stride was going to be a problem.
 
   The Patrick Fords Psychiatric Institute lay eleven miles outside the city borders, tucked away inside a small valley just off the main road towards Boston. The drive only took about half an hour, but to me even this short a distance away from home felt like another world altogether. Lisa was just seventeen when the first symptoms of her condition started to show. That was almost four years ago now. She would miss weeks of school at a time while my father kept her at home, and eventually as things progressed she was forced to drop out altogether. With my father working during the day and my crappy hours at the precinct we made the decision to move her here to get the best treatment she could.
 
   It was a small facility, housing less than fifty non-violent patients at a time, yet it still left me feeling uneasy every time I looked up at the tiny barred windows of the un-plastered brick building. I visited my sister at least twice a month to make sure she was well treated and comfortable, company was good for her. My father would’ve never been able to afford this place on his retirement fund, but I wasn’t going to let my sister go to a state facility, so a large portion of my income went towards paying her medical bills every month.
 
   Jennifer came to visit with me a few times a year, and she knew the way around the paved walkway to the entrance as well as I did. The old varnished oak doors led into a small waiting room, occupied by a few dark couches and a middle aged nurse behind the smooth counter top who smiled as we approached.
 
   “Afternoon,” she said, looking up curiously at the tape and bruising around my eye. “I’ll have Carl take you through to her.”
 
   Jennifer and I took a seat while we waited for the orderly to arrive. She shuffled her feet around anxiously, never having gotten truly comfortable with coming here. Lisa and Jen were good friends once, and it hurt her to see my sister so . . . changed. I patted her shoulder encouragingly, and her cheeks glowed briefly as she tried putting on a brave expression.
 
   We followed Carl the orderly through a heavy iron gate into the left wing of the building, working our way down a long corridor filled with small rooms on either side. The off-yellow walls were bare down the entire length, broken only by the wooden frames of the numbered doorways. My nostrils always burned from the smell of fresh bleach and ammonia. Carl slowed to a stop near the end of the hallway at number eleven, nodding to us as we reached the door.
 
   “Yell if you need anything,” he said sternly before walking back along the way we came.
 
   The room itself was little more than a cell. Lisa’s padded bed was secured against the wall, covered with a thick gray blanket. A small metal desk with rounded corners sat across from the bed, along with an empty plastic folding chair and a waist high cabinet that housed all her clothing. The room was devoid of all color, like the very paint on the walls were stripped of its joy—its soul. Yet Lisa never once complained. She was the strongest person I had ever known, even after she was doomed to this half-life.
 
   My sister sat curled up in the other plastic chair, looking out of the barred window. Her hair was cut recently to just above her hunched shoulders, a lighter shade of blond than mine. She hummed a slow, lovely tune I didn’t recognize, bobbing her head along to the wordless rhythm.
 
   “Lisa,” I said soothingly, not stepping closer in case I frightened her. The humming stopped when I spoke, but her head continued to sway gently. 
 
   “Rabbit,” my sister replied softly. She started calling me rabbit after I read The Tale of Peter Rabbit by Beatrix Potter to her as a child before bed. I couldn’t remember the last time she called me by any other name.
 
   She always recognized my voice, even on her worst days. I walked around the bed to her side as she uncurled her hands from around her knees and slowly stood, barely an inch shorter than my height. Her baby blue eyes stared at me for a long moment before holding out both her hands, palms up. I took her hands in mine and squeezed gently. She seemed fairly lucid today. Her heart-shaped face was filled with warmth and wonder, sweet and innocent like a child’s, which made her sad smile that much more painful to witness.
 
   “How are you, lil’ sis?” I asked warily.
 
   “Kay.” Tugging on my hands she gestured to my chest. “Missed you.”
 
   “I missed you too kiddo. Look—Jen’s here with me.” I kept my hand in hers as I turned to Jennifer still standing in the doorway.
 
   “Hello Lisa.” Jennifer waved, and I felt Lisa’s hand grip mine tighter as her eyes dropped to the floor. Lisa was easily frightened, never looking into anyone’s eyes but mine, and even that was difficult for her at times.
 
   “Hi,” Lisa squeaked meekly. I shot Jennifer an apologetic shrug, mouthing ‘she’s shy today’ as I led Lisa back to her chair. I took a seat on the bed next to her while Jennifer quietly crept up to the second chair. Lisa was staring out the window again, always watching something I could never seem to see.
 
   Her expression was vacant as she spoke, frowning up at the clouds. “I dreamed you went away, away. I was so scared.” 
 
   “I’ll always be here,” I said reassuringly, “you know that.”
 
   “Rabbit always keeps his promises,” she crooned to herself. It was heartbreaking seeing my beautiful sister reduced to this. Once so kind and full of life, what had she ever done to deserve this? 
 
   “Everyone treating you well?”
 
   “I share my candies with José. They won’t let me visit you.” She scrunched her face, looking like she had just taken a bite out of a lemon.
 
   “We’ve talked about this,” I said, running my tongue against my teeth as I tried to find the right words. “You can’t come and see me yet, that’s why I visit you. Remember?”
 
   “I want to see the planes again,” Lisa said, stamping her foot lightly against the floor.  Her favorite place in the world was an airport. Lisa wanted to become a pilot for as long as I could remember.
 
   “I know you do. I’ll take you as soon as you’re a little better.” My voice cracked on the last word, a necessary little lie I hated telling her. The fact of the matter was she probably wasn’t ever going to get better, but I told her the lie anyway. What kind of man would I be if I didn’t give her hope? Man . . . no, around my sister I still felt like a boy. She was fragile, so for now the brief outings I took her on were almost always confined within the city limits.
 
   “Kay.” She nodded. Her easy acceptance of my half answers always left a vile taste in my mouth. 
 
   An hour crept past as we sat together, not speaking for minutes at a time. I don’t think she truly grasped how long she was in this place for—time seemed to pass differently to her than the rest of us. Despite the heavy regimen of medication she was on, Lisa drifted in and out of reality sporadically, never truly present. When she wasn’t staring out the window her eyes danced about the room, watching the hollow phantoms her mind created.
 
   She turned to me during another round of silence, her face lighting up as her expression became expectant. “Did you bring me splooshes?”
 
   “Have I ever forgotten?” I asked, not the least bit surprised it took her this long to remember.
 
   She seemed lost for a moment, deep in thought as she mulled over my words. Reaching into my pocket before she could reply I produced a folded square of bubble wrap and handed it to her with a grin. She squealed something unintelligible as she stroked the plastic, carefully popping a single bubble. Seeing her joy at something so simple was all the reason I needed to love her, all the reason I needed to protect her. She was my rock when I needed reassurance and I made sure she was never alone, but it still killed me that there was nothing more I could do for her as she wilted away behind these empty walls. 
 
   “It’s getting late,” Jennifer spoke softly.
 
   A quick glance at my watch told me it was far later than I realized. “True. Lisa, I need to go now.”
 
   She looked away from the window with an anxious expression, the bubble wrap clutched tightly between her fingers. “Are you coming back?”
 
   “Of course,” I said, hugging her tenderly. “Don’t you worry, lil’ sis.”
 
   “It was nice to see you Lisa.” Jennifer smiled at her warmly. Lisa responded by looking down at the floor and nodding awkwardly.
 
   “See you soon.” I said before kissing her forehead. My sister’s hands were outstretched, grasping the empty air as I closed the door behind me.
 
   “She looked better today,” Jennifer said encouragingly as we drove down the narrow pathway to the main road.
 
   “Yeah,” I acknowledged, not sharing her enthusiasm. While I should be glad my sister was happy for the moment, I knew the bad days still outnumbered the good.
 
   “At least she didn’t seem to notice how messed up you looked.”
 
   “Small victories.” I nodded. The last thing she needed was to have to worry about me. “Hey, thanks for coming.”
 
   “Anytime,” she said cheerfully.
 
   The edges of the city appeared over the horizon as we rounded a wide corner. “We’ll be home soon, want to stop for a bite? My treat.”
 
   “I could go for some chowder,” Jennifer answered, beaming. 
 
   I chuckled. “Like you’re ever not in the mood for chowder.”
 
  
 
  


 
   4. Odds
 
    
 
    
 
   I frowned when another car horn blared loudly to my left, as if the annoying sound would somehow speed up the near standstill Tuesday morning traffic. What was it about people that the second they got behind the wheel of a car their time automatically became more important than everyone else’s? I yawned lazily, trying to shake off the fog sloshing around the edges of my mind due to last night’s restless sleep. It was far too early for this much noise. Inch by inch the column of wheels crept along the shadow of the towering buildings above. Most of my work happened later in the day, and at times like these I felt almost out of touch with the rest of the world.
 
   Officer Parker called me yesterday asking if I could come into the station, though if I had known I’d get there faster walking I may have reconsidered. Turning up the dial on my radio I relaxed slightly as the impatient sounds outside drowned away. An upbeat nineties pop song rumbled through my car as I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. Not something I enjoyed listening to, but anything was better than the restrained idling of my car. I loved flying down the open road on a calm night, the throaty purr of the engine responding under my guidance. Dragging along like this felt wrong, like I was doing my car a monstrous disservice. 
 
   I was unapologetically on edge this morning, and a lack of sleep wasn’t the only reason why. Unwelcome thoughts always crept into my head after I visited my sister. Usually I had no problem shaking the grievances and doubts from my mind, but my body was still on the mend which meant my go-to stress relief method was out the window. Watching Lisa slip away over the years had become a large influence in my life. I liked to think caring for her made me a better person, but I had no doubt the experience also hardened me in ways I did not always like. When I was with Claire it was definitely easier to handle. She was my crutch.
 
   The one thing I never told Claire was how truly terrified I was sometimes. When my sister began to show symptoms my father told me my mother had some psychological issues of her own. The money my father sent was barely a supplement, and Lisa needed human contact. If Lisa inherited her condition from our mother, what would happen to her if I became sick too? Who would look after my sister if I no longer could? I spoke to her doctor about it once and he told me the odds were slim. Then again, when had the odds ever been in my favor? The way Jennifer and the officers at the scene reacted to my story of the vanishing woman made me seriously question myself this morning.
 
   The whole episode was over so quickly, but dazed and adrenaline filled as I was she seemed real enough to me. It was a good thing I never told them about her eyes. Doubt weighed heavy on my mind as I weaved through the traffic—one of Lisa’s first symptoms was seeing things that weren’t real.
 
   I rubbed my temples in slow circles, trying to calm my weary nerves. You’re just being paranoid Hadley. After a few minutes the outline of the police station came into view and I sighed in relief, reminding myself that I’d feel a lot better when all this was over.
 
   The station was one of the oldest buildings in the city. Despite many renovations over the years it still maintained some of its best features like the rich sandstone color of its outer walls, and the sleek stone columns looming over the entranceway. My boots seemed to glide over the polished stone steps that led into the giant, sparsely decorated main hall I used to work in. Men and woman in uniform bustled in and out of the door in constant motion, somehow making the large space feel cramped. Rows of desks stacked with different colored files ran down the length of the room right up to the steps of the second floor. I clumsily slipped through the stream of moving bodies and stopped at a long counter where a balding man sat behind an ancient looking computer, too engrossed in whatever he was doing to notice my approach.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Good morning.”
 
   “One moment. Can I help you?”
 
   “I’m here to see Parker.”
 
   He gestured to a row of benches along the opposite wall without looking up. “I’ll let him know you’re here. Please take a seat.” 
 
   I sat down on an unoccupied double bench, shifting my weight back and forth as I watched the varied assortment of people walking by. It was one of my favorite ways to pass time. As each person brushed by I tried to pick out something unique or unusual about each of them. It was a simple exercise I learned years ago training for the job. The tall officer pacing back and forth near the closest desk had a tiny ink stain on his shirt. An old man entering through the door had a raising block under his right shoe. The pretty redhead’s makeup was smeared, most likely from crying.
 
   A few minutes later Oliver Parker came jogging down the stairs. “Good morning Mr. Hadley, thanks for coming in.”
 
   “Officer Parker,” I replied formally. All the information we shared in the past was off the books, and this close to prying eyes it would be beneficial to keep that to ourselves. Contacts were hard to come by on both sides, and it was worth keeping up simple charades to keep them.
 
   “Follow me,” He said, moving towards the stairs that led to the second floor.
 
   I was surprised by how well I remembered my way around. It seemed like a lifetime ago I wore the badge. As we walked in silence I remembered the argument I had with my father about leaving the force—not a particularly fun night. As soon as we were up the stairs Parker relaxed, slowing his pace to a lazy walk.
 
   “You look better,” he noted as we passed through a swivel door.
 
   I chuckled. “I’ll get there. So, what’s this about?”
 
   “Managed to bring in the other two who assaulted you on Saturday. We have enough to charge them, but if you pick them out of a line up it will make things a lot smoother.”
 
   “Have they spilled anything about Hyde yet?” I asked. Those men were just the hired muscle—he was the one I wanted decked out in orange.
 
   “Not yet. Which reminds me, you have any idea if they were intoxicated that night?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”
 
   “We kept them in separate rooms while we questioned them and, well you know all the tricks and protocol, but both of them were muttering on about seeing something.” He paused, scratching his chin. “So I figure either they were on something, or it’s a very desperate prefabricated story to shift the blame.”
 
   “What did they claim to see?” I asked curiously. I was too focused on keeping myself in one piece to see anything out of the ordinary, but I distinctly remembered hearing something . . . odd.
 
   “Just some nonsense about living shadows. Not much imagination if you ask me. I didn’t call you down here to waste your time with some half-baked children’s story. If you can identify them it may give us leverage to persuade them to take a deal against Hyde.”
 
   He sounded confident at least, so I left it at that. Parker stopped near a group of people loosely clustered around the door to interrogations. I recognized Officer Kelly, but the three other faces in suits were strangers—the lawyers then. After a brief introduction we all stepped into a tiny room that felt crowded shared between the six of us. It was badly lit and stuffy, the unpainted grey walls bare save for the large one-way mirror we were all facing. Looking into the mirror I could make out five figures, their features obscured in the darkness.
 
   “Ready?” Officer Kelly asked.
 
   I nodded stiffly. The lights flickered for a moment, illuminating the five faces that looked similar, but not alike. I looked at each of the faces for a few seconds as the memories of Saturday night jumped back into focus. It wasn’t hard to spot the familiar shape of the large man, his face still bruised from the soda can I threw at him.
 
   “The second one,” I said flatly.
 
   “Number two, please step forward.”  Parker leaned onto the intercom as he spoke. The large man stepped forward, keeping his expression blank.
 
   “That’s one of them, no doubt.” I nodded. There was a murmur among the two men and one woman in suits huddled together in the corner.
 
   “Number two, please step back,” Parker spoke again, then let go of the button and pulled out a small portable radio from his jacket. “Mike, bring in the next lot.”
 
   The lights were switched off and the men were escorted out. I repeated the process with the next lot, and then spent the next forty five minutes at Parker’s desk going over my statement. It felt good to get something right after all the hiccups of the weekend. After a few appearances in court official documents were nothing new to me, it seemed almost funny now that back in the academy they seemed so intimidating.
 
   “Looks like everything’s here.” Parked nodded, breezing over the document. “I’d say it played out pretty well.”
 
   “I’ll agree with you when you’ve got Hyde in handcuffs.”
 
   “It’s just a matter of time. It was a really stupid move for this guy to come after you.”
 
   “I don’t think he was planning on his henchmen running.”
 
   “Quite the stroke of luck then.”
 
   “Quite,” I agreed, though somehow I doubted luck had much to do with it.
 
   “I don’t think these three were paid enough to keep quiet. They’ll be flipping on him in no time.”
 
   “I look forward to seeing how that works into his divorce plans.” I grinned darkly. It’s nothing more than he deserves. How did such a sweet woman like Susan end up with the likes of him anyway?
 
   “I’ll keep you informed,” Parker said as he stood.
 
   “Thanks. I owe you one Oliver.” I couldn’t help smiling. It seemed like I owed quite a few favors lately.
 
   I barely managed to get back to the office when a new client came waltzing through the door. A well-dressed woman in her early fifties was about to invest a large sum of money into her son’s new business, and she wanted me to make sure her son’s other business partners were on the level. Whenever big money was involved it really did pay off to see who you were getting into bed with. It seemed like it was going to be a dull job, but honestly after everything that’s happened lately I needed the distraction.
 
    
 
   The rest of the week flew by as I threw myself into work. I spent hours doing background checks on the business partners, along with anybody I could find that they had worked with in the past. This type of work was painfully slow and tedious, and before long my desk was covered in stacks of papers.
 
   Digging into someone’s life used to be a form of art, now with the digital age it’d become little more than a research project. It’s truly amazing how much of our lives became so easily accessible. Being a licensed investigator gave me access to databases for criminal records, credit checks, and a host of other official information. Between various articles and social media sites I could find information on people’s jobs, their personal lives, and track other persons of interest they knew. Some sites even allowed you to keep track of people’s movements through their phones as they updated their locations. Before setting foot out of my office to shadow someone or conduct any surveillance I had already gone through every aspect of their lives I could find, making sure I ran into no surprises out in the open. I think that’s what bugged me most about getting jumped on Saturday night. I wasn’t as prepared as I usually was.
 
   I woke on Friday morning feeling like a new man. Discolored but healing skin was all that remained of the bruises that covered my body a week ago. The cut on my eye had scabbed over, already beginning to shrink. The only injury that seemed to linger was the still unexplained scar on my shoulder. The constant throbbing pain was gone, but the unsightly scratch’s appearance remained unchanged. The odd mark felt like an ethereal itch nothing seemed to soothe, and when the night air grew colder it began to ache terribly. All things considered I was happy with my recovery, and for the first time since the week before I felt well enough to work out. Careful not to overdo it I cycled through a shortened workout routine, though I couldn’t resist dragging out the punching bag.
 
   With the bulk of my research for my client done I decided to work from home. All I needed to do was sort all information I collected into a presentable form. I set my laptop on the counter and selected a mellow playlist of Delta Blues, Smooth Jazz and light Alternative Rock I liked to listen to while I worked, and began methodically sorting the loose sheets of paper into piles for each of the five people I looked into. When that was done I split each of those into smaller headings for easy reference, and before long I was surrounded by neat stacks of paper.
 
   It was after one thirty when I had organized everything into five ordered piles. Only thing left to do now was remove the superfluous pages and replace the lengthy ones with the notes I made earlier in the week. Satisfied with my progress I decided to call it a day. I still had some time left to run a few errands, time I sorely needed as I would be too busy tomorrow between meeting with the client and Eric’s party later in the evening.
 
   The first stop on my list was the electronics store to replenish my dwindling stock of batteries for my various pieces of equipment. I browsed through the camera display cabinet for anything new, always keeping an eye out for an affordable model to replace my old one I bought second hand. All the fancy equipment that came with the job had its uses, but I would trade it all for a good camera. Next on the list was a short drive past the public park near Jennifer’s home to a tiny hobby store on Bay Street to pick up Eric’s birthday gift. The young store clerk disappeared into the back room for a moment before he returned with an intricately detailed model of the Golden Gate Bridge. Following in the footsteps of his father Eric had become an architect, and he always loved to say his dream was to design bridges. Turning the model over in my hands I marveled at the complexity of the piece. He was definitely going to love this. 
 
   My only errand left was to wash the two bags of laundry in my trunk. My building didn’t have its own machines, so I took all of my washing to an all-night DIY laundromat down the street. Most of the stores on the block were still open, and I could smell Chinese food from a packed building nearby whose windows were covered by green and yellow paper lanterns. 
 
   The bright neon sign hanging over the laundromat dimmed as I walked through the door. The long room was filled with two lines of washers and dryers against the walls. Backless chairs were grouped loosely in the corner around a table with a change dispenser, cheap coffee machine and a small green potted plant.
 
   I paid little attention to the half-dozen or so people spread about the room as I emptied the contents of my bags into two empty washers, toying with the dials on the machines for a while before they added their low chugging and thrumming to the chorus of spinning clothing around them. Three machines over an old couple were sorting batches of thick wool clothing into neat piles. The looks they gave each other were so endearing I couldn’t help smiling.
 
   My hand was reaching for my phone when a figure across the room caught my attention. The woman looked away the second she saw me notice her, trying to hide her face but for as long as I lived I would never forget those eyes. I began walking forward, pulled in her direction before my mind realized what my limbs were doing. She sat with her legs crossed on top of one of the washers, far lovelier than my memory in the dark remembered. Her kind face was hidden behind the straight, shiny dark hair flowing onto her shoulders, a thin woven braid tied by a piece of leather swaying loosely on the right side. She wore a white short-sleeve top, just lighter than her unblemished skin, and a pair of faded skinny jeans. A large, uncut green gem was set in a pendant around her neck hanging from a plain silver chain, but without a doubt her most noticeable feature was her liquid obsidian eyes that despite their flat color still managed to catch the light.
 
   “Hey there,” I said awkwardly, realizing I was staring rudely.
 
   “We meet again.” Her head cocked an inch to the side as she spoke, her dark eyes never fully meeting my gaze.
 
   “What are the odds, I wonder,” I remarked casually, trying my best to conceal how uncharacteristically nervous I felt. The last thing I expected when I woke up this morning was to be here, striking up a conversation with this beautiful woman that until now I wasn’t completely sure existed.
 
   “Unlikely.”
 
   “At least this time it’s under better circumstances.” I was about to extend my hand to her in greeting, but something made me pull back at the last second. My head felt heavy, a crushing pressure building up around my temples. I had to close my eyes and blink before I could speak again. “I’m Benjamin.”
 
   “Call me Dawn,” she said after a moment, noticing the hesitation in my awkward hand movement.
 
   “Can I get you something to drink?” The washing machine next to the one she sat on was halfway through a load of washing, so there was little risk of her disappearing on me again.
 
   She seemed wound with tension, as if at this moment she’d rather be anywhere else in the world. “No, thank you.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Am I bothering you?” I asked as I lifted a paper cup from the dispenser.
 
   “Not exactly.” Her expression was level, giving less away than her cryptic comment. “You seem to have recovered.”
 
   “Not much to recover from.” I shrugged, slowly getting the feeling she was trying to shift the focus off her.
 
   “Then you and I have very different opinions of the shape you were in.”
 
    “I’ve had worse.” I said dismissively.
 
   “Why were you accosted?” she asked, looking up at me for the first time. Her eyes were mesmerizing. All I could do was stare blankly for a long moment before I remembered she expected an answer.
 
   “They were paid to do it.” Part of me questioned why I was telling this to the woman that for all I knew was working with the men, but any resistance I mustered melted under her gaze. “The husband of a client didn’t want me working for her anymore.”
 
   “Client? What do you do?”
 
   “Professional investigation.” I pulled up a seat across from Dawn, taking full advantage of my chance to find out more about her. “Did you come from the bar?”
 
   “No. I was walking nearby when I saw two men running away from you,” Dawn said curtly, her curiosity disappearing as quickly as it came on.
 
   If she wasn’t going to the bar, then what was she doing in the parking lot? She was definitely editing. Still, I couldn’t shake the gut feeling she helped me. “Thank you.”
 
   “And again, there is nothing to thank me for,” she said firmly.
 
   “So you didn’t chase them off?” I asked, determined to get a straight answer.
 
   “I have no idea what you are talking about,” she replied icily, and a thin trace of an accent crept into her voice. At first I thought it was an old Southie accent, but listening now it sounded closer to real Irish.
 
   “If you say so.” I wasn’t going to find what she was trying to hide this way, so I decided to steer the conversation to a lighter path. “So what do you do?”
 
   “Did you go to the hospital?” Dawn asked, flat out ignoring my question. The funny thing was, under her guarded expression she seemed to be just as hungry for information as I was. Worked for me—if I kept her talking I may just get some insight into her.
 
   “No, I didn’t. After I spoke with the police they drove me home.”
 
   “What happened to the man on the ground?”
 
   A question I was wary of answering. Was she simply curious, or concerned for the man’s welfare?
 
   “Right now he’s probably in a holding cell, along with his two buddies,” I answered honestly, carefully gauging her response. She closed her eyes for a moment, exhaling a deep breath before she opened them again, but said nothing. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “You may,” she answered warily, tilting her head to the side as she waited.
 
   “Why did you disappear when I said I was calling the police?”
 
   “I had somewhere else to be,” Dawn said innocently. Great, another half-answer that didn’t explain why she left, or how she did it so quickly without making as much as a sound. The washing machine next to her had stopped spinning, but Dawn didn’t seem to notice.
 
   “So you were in the parking lot, but not as a patron. You happened to be there just in time to miss the men running away, but didn’t see anything before. And you disappeared like a ghost at the mention of the police. Did I miss anything?” My voice came out harsher than I intended, my patience relentlessly quashed by my burning curiosity.
 
   “You would not . . .” she began, but looked away. “Talking to you was a mistake.”
 
   Hopping off the machine in a swift motion so that her back was turned to me, Dawn slipped a delicate hand into the washer and started stuffing wet clothes into a black refuse bag she was sitting on. I stood up slowly as she filled the bag, and concerned I offended her I readied myself to apologize. Her expression was calmer when she turned to face me again, though her jaw was still set in a hard line.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” I tried my best to sound sincere, non-threatening. Barely as tall as my shoulder she looked so fragile with her sleek, dainty frame. 
 
   “You did not upset me.” She sighed, her shoulders slumping as she spoke. If I didn’t upset her, why did she look so upset? “I need to go.”
 
   “It was nice to see you again.” My words were stiff and resigned as I made room for her to pass me. Her expression seemed to soften at my words.
 
   “Likewise.” Dawn looked up at me, her midnight eyes meeting mine for a short moment before she weaved past me. 
 
   My eyes followed her as she walked out the door. What the hell just happened? I stood unmoving for a long time as I tried to sort through the conversation in my head. Between her cryptic answers, and what I could only describe as peculiar behavior, I had to admit the woman was puzzling. Remembering I left my cup of coffee next to the machine I turned to the table to retrieve it, no doubt already cold by now. The plant on the table drew my attention away from my beverage, and looking at it I thought back to a few minutes ago. The long, thin leaves of the plant I had no name for were green and healthy when I entered —I was sure. So when I ran my fingers gently along the brittle, withered leaves an unsettling ripple trickled across my skin.
 
  
 
  


 
   5. Pins and needles
 
    
 
    
 
   I spent the last hour going through every detail of the work I had done for Mrs. Anderson, the woman who hired me to check into her son’s business partners. Aside from one or two bad investments the men checked out—something I was sure she was hoping wasn’t the case. I got the distinct impression she was rather hoping to collapse the deal before it got off the ground. When our business was concluded I walked her to her car, and as I watched her drive off I let out a relieved sigh. If nothing else, this week was off to a good start financially. I expected our meeting to happen much later in the day, so now I had a lot more time than I planned for until Eric’s party. The closer the time came the more I was dreading it. Claire always enjoyed the lavish, frankly over the top parties Eric’s family loved to throw, but it definitely wasn’t my scene. I’d take an evening out with my friends over it any day.
 
    With nothing else to do at the office on a Saturday I locked up behind me while I contemplated how best to kill a few hours. Craving something sweet and sticky I set my sights on the diner. My mind drifted as I cruised between the weekend traffic, and it wasn’t long before Dawn was on my mind again. The admittedly beautiful, black eyed woman hadn’t been far from my thoughts since yesterday evening. It was mostly my unquenchable curiosity, but something about her I couldn’t quite explain kept me returning to examine every word of the two brief times I saw her.
 
   The diner was almost empty when I arrived. Halfway between the breakfast and lunch crowds the waitresses on duty today were lounging against the counter, taking a break before things got too hectic again. I took my usual seat in the back next to the window looking out onto Main Street so I could watch the people strolling by, and I managed to get myself settled before a welcome face appeared with a pot of coffee and a menu.
 
   “Morning Megan.”
 
   “Good morning Benjamin.” She smiled widely, always friendly no matter how her day was going. “Coffee?”
 
   “Yes please, and a slice of apple pie when you get a chance.”
 
   “Coming right up.” She nodded, filling a fresh cup for me before disappearing behind the counter.
 
   Megan was working here for close to a year now. She always seemed happy to see me, which led me to suspect she had a little bit of a crush on me. Luckily I was the only one who noticed it—my friends loved to take every opportunity to persuade me back into the dating pool.
 
   It’s not that the idea didn’t appeal to me. I had even been on two dates this year, though they never really amounted to anything. The fault was firmly on my shoulders. I liked to think I was ready to move on with my life, but I had a mental brick wall to get around. I just couldn’t get myself to believe I had another chance after Claire. Sometimes I felt cursed, like life took some sick pleasure in letting me glimpse something worth wanting, only to snatch it away before I could grab on. And just like that Claire was at the forefront of my mind again. Even after almost three years the memories of that night were still fresh in my mind.
 
   I had just come home from work on a cool summer evening laden with bags of Thai food, eager to watch the game I was looking forward to all week. Too hungry to wait for her, I slumped onto the couch and lost myself in the game. It wasn’t unusual for her to arrive a little late, but by the end of the second quarter I was on edge, so when her phone went to voicemail I left her a message asking her to call me. Minutes ticked by as I waited, the blur of motion on the screen no longer fully holding my attention. Pacing restlessly long before the game was over I began eyeing the door expectantly every time I turned around. When the phone finally rang I nearly tackled the coffee table in my haste to answer it.
 
   The man on the other end of the phone said he was a doctor. He said a lot of things I didn’t hear that night, because only one thought occupied my mind. Claire was never coming home. I stood unmoving for a long time after the call, the air in my lungs slowly freezing solid. I don’t remember breathing as I tried to piece together what the man said. Claire was walking to the bus stop, the same way she did every night. Except on this particular night she wasn’t alone.
 
   Her attacker fled the scene without taking anything of value, but not before the coward put two nine millimeter rounds into her chest.
 
   She’d never hear the message I left her. I’d never hear her voice again. Never get to be there for her after a crappy day, watch her face light up when she painted, or tell her how much I loved her. I think the part that still haunts me the most is Claire hadn’t gone quickly. The coroner said she was there for at least seven agonizing minutes while she bled to death on the cold, empty sidewalk. And she was there alone. It’s difficult not to blame yourself after something so senseless, and like a lot of people I couldn’t help it. I was inconsolable. I hated myself for not being there, for letting her slip away from me right when she needed me the most.
 
   I made a promise that night, to both her and myself. I wouldn’t give up until the man who did this to her answered for it.
 
   In a way it was almost strange. Claire was the one who passed away, yet I had to keep coming up with new, varying definitions just so I could convince myself I was still here, still alive. Her death shook me to my very core, tearing me to pieces, and like a grieving fool instead of dealing with her death in a sensible, healthy way, when they told me I couldn’t investigate her death I gave my notice at work and signed up as a professional investigator. In hindsight I realized it wasn’t a particularly intelligent move on my part, but grief makes people do drastic things.
 
   I wasn’t looking back now. No, I always found my own way and this wouldn’t be any different. I just wished I had something more to show for it, some small headway towards making good on that promise instead of just waiting for some new development.
 
   Over the years my hunt for Claire’s killer had unapologetically become my obsession. She was someone you just had to love, and I knew I wasn’t the only one who missed her dearly. There was very little our little group didn’t know about each other’s lives, hell sometimes I wondered if Jennifer knew more about my relationship with Claire than I did. But no one, not even Claire knew about the diamond engagement ring I now wore as a reminder on a thin silver chain on my neck.
 
   Just then Megan’s voice knocked me out of daydreaming and back into the diner. “Can I get you anything else?”
 
   “No, that’s all thanks.” I smiled sheepishly, hoping she wasn’t standing there long.
 
   “Sure, enjoy.” She returned the smile as she carried a plate of bacon and eggs to another table.
 
   If I really did phase out for long she gave no indication that she minded, and trying not to dwell on it I tucked into my slice of pie. After savoring every last bite I gulped down my coffee before heading back to my apartment, generously over tipping Megan in the hope she’d forgive my daydreaming.
 
   I spent the rest of the afternoon on the couch between watching TV and reading through today’s emails. Not exactly interesting, but it wasn’t often I had the chance to really relax, and I was determined to do as little as possible until I absolutely had to. When trying to get excited about the evening failed I abandoned the couch with a groan and took a shower. The black on black suit on my bed was neatly laid out next to a fresh stack of business cards I printed during the week. I promised to give Jennifer a ride tonight, returning the favor of her driving me around last Sunday, so I slipped into my eveningwear before tucking the cards in my pocket. Pausing only to leave a cracker out for Hansel I called Jennifer to let her know I was on my way.
 
   Jen lived fifteen minutes from me in a small flat she shared with her roommate across from the city park, and she must’ve seen me through the window because she was out the door before I killed the engine. She wore a stunning, deep burgundy dress and matching high heels, putting her almost to my height, her hair finely worked into an intricate bun that undoubtedly took her hours to accomplish. She stumbled lightly while adjusting her glasses—my money was on a new pair of shoes.
 
   “You look great.”
 
   “Thanks.” She hugged me gently, careful not to wrinkle our clothes. “It’s not too much is it?”
 
   I smiled. She must be nervous if she was asking my opinion. “Not at all.”
 
   “Good.” She relaxed a bit, eyeing me warily up and down. “You don’t look too bad yourself—nice to see you healed up quickly.”
 
   “Why does everyone keep bringing that up?” I muttered, absentmindedly scratching the ragged mark on my shoulder. “Let’s get moving, unless you’re planning on making an entrance?”
 
   The drive took longer than I expected. We passed the time by teasing each other in good humor as I wound my way down unfamiliar streets, almost succeeding at taking my mind off the last few days. Unfortunately, Jennifer had an uncanny knack for noticing when I wasn’t fully engrossed in the conversation.
 
   “What’s on your mind?” she asked when we were about halfway there.
 
   “You know me—dreading the party as always.” The lie came easily to my lips, my expression giving nothing away. While it’s true I didn’t really want to be there tonight, the last thing I needed was for her to be worried about me. I did enough of that myself.
 
   “You make it sound like torture.”
 
   “If Eric’s dad tells another story about his boat, it could be.” The mock-horror on my face made her laugh again, the tense moment all but forgotten. The most I would get out of tonight was a few hours with my friends, or if I was lucky a potential client, and that was good enough for me.
 
   Eventually we reached the suburb of Fairview, a beautiful neighborhood on the very outskirts of the city I only ever got to visit while on business. The rows of brightly colored two story houses and elegant gardens were a far cry from the chaos, bright lights and noise of the inner city. Following the directions from my GPS, who I called Daphne due to the horrendous monotone that reminded me of my ninth grade science teacher, the homes gave way to flat, open terrain that blended into the darkness as we neared our destination.
 
   Passing through the gates of the Fairview Marina we drove up a narrow paved road lined on both sides with tall candles, their yellow flames flickering ever so slightly in the breeze. The main building was on a gentle slope overlooking the ocean, a brilliant white oval glowing dimly in the moonlight. A sharply dressed valet appeared at my door, greeting me politely as I handed him my keys. The sight of my old Chevy between all the exotic cars left me cringing internally. Shaking off the comparisons in my head I walked around the car to open Jennifer’s door and her eyes lit up as she took in the building’s entrance.
 
   “I can’t wait to see inside,” she practically purred.
 
   I nodded, forcing myself to smile as we followed the white velvet ropes to the entrance. “Best not keep everyone waiting then.”
 
   Jennifer wasn’t disappointed—once again Eric’s mother had simply outdone herself. The entranceway opened up to a grand room, filled with tables neatly laid out in a perfect semicircle surrounding a spacious dance floor. The tables were covered with bouquets of white roses in crystal vases that matched the overhanging chandeliers. A stage was set in the back of the room where a band played, filling the room with a slow, sultry jazz number. I let Jennifer take the lead, first finding our assigned seats and then making our way to the bar where we would no doubt find Eric. I grabbed two glasses of champagne from a young server and handed one to Jennifer. It had a light, crisp floral aroma. Halfway through the glass I spotted Eric talking to his father, so I neatly stacked our presents with the others on a large table against the wall before catching up with Jennifer.
 
   “You made it!” Eric smiled widely, breaking away from the group to greet us.
 
   “I promised I would, didn’t I? You two act like I never show up.”
 
   “True, you usually do.” Jennifer smiled ruefully. “Quite a party you’ve got here.”
 
   Despite my earlier objections I had to agree with her. “Indeed.”
 
   “I know right?” Eric gestured over his shoulder. “Of course you know my father.”
 
   “Good evening Mr. Hall.” I shook hands with Eric’s father, boring stories aside we got along pretty well.
 
   “Benjamin, a pleasure as always.” Like Eric he wore a pristine black suit and tie, the cufflinks alone probably costing more than everything I was wearing.
 
   “You don’t look too bashed up.” Eric noted between ordering a set of drinks from the bar. I begrudgingly filled in the details of my assault to him during the week. “Been too long since I hit someone myself.”
 
   Ah Eric, always the troublemaker. “I wouldn’t have minded the backup. You’d have loved it.” I was also sure I received help in the form of a petite enigma with an annoying habit of disappearing, but I kept the thought to myself.
 
   “You’re both children.” Jennifer shook her head in exasperation.
 
   “It’s a male thing.” Eric laughed, punching me on the shoulder. “Seriously though, I’m glad you’re okay.”
 
   “You and me both.” I grinned. Despite my usual response to dive into any situation I think staying in one piece rather suited me. “Where’s Stacy tonight?”
 
   “She’s running late, knowing her it’s hardly surprising.” He chuckled. What was more surprising is that I remembered her name. The rate Eric burned through female company was baffling. I could only recall this latest conquest’s name because Jennifer despised her so thoroughly.
 
   Eric grilled me for more information about last weekend for a few minutes before he was unceremoniously dragged away by his mother to spend time with the rest of his relatives, mouthing something that looked like “help me” before disappearing into the crowd. I was glad to spot Eric’s younger brother Tom sitting on his own and quickly roped him into the mix. He looked almost exactly like Eric, save for a lighter shade of hair and a wider face. Tom shared my interest in photography, and before long I coaxed him into telling me about his recent trip to Spain.
 
   I sorely wished I could travel myself, but between work and looking after my sister I had long given up ever seeing the world. Though one day I really would like to get as far as New Orleans, a place I always dreamed of going with Claire. Sometimes I wondered if I always wanted to travel, or if I wanted to travel because I knew I couldn’t. The last real trip I took was with my father and Lisa to Niagara Falls for a week. Lisa was so happy touring through the countryside, making us stop every few miles to see something that caught her interest. It was almost crippling to see her now, locked away behind the iron doors of Patrick Fords. Did she even remember the feel of the wind from the open car window gently brushing against her face?
 
   Just then three heavy taps followed by the deep voice of Eric’s father on the microphone caught everyone’s attention. “Good evening, ladies and gentleman. If you will please find your seats—dinner will be served shortly.”
 
   Tom followed Jennifer and me to our table. Judging by how animated Eric had become two tables over I guessed he was already well lubricated, and as entertaining as it would be I hoped he wasn’t making any speeches. Before I let my mind drift to him rambling on stage a small legion of men and women in matching uniforms appeared carrying trays of food with uncanny precision. A starter course of creamy vegetable soup with bread so fresh it was still warm in the middle was served, followed by an entrée of perfectly roasted pepper-crusted lamb shank that fell off the bone. Jennifer, being a vegetarian, ate a healthy portion of vegetable lasagna that even I had to admit looked pretty damn good. A berry tart and Crème Brule for dessert followed by an assortment of warm beverages, from Turkish style coffee to chai tea.
 
   “Glad you came now, huh?” Jennifer nudged me.
 
   “Absolutely.” After a meal like that the rest of the night could be a disaster and I’d still have come.
 
   As soon as the dishes were cleared the lights dimmed, and once again Eric’s father took the stage and said a few words of adoration for his son, who for the moment seemed to be enjoying the attention. Eric couldn’t have possibly made his father more proud when he decided to follow in his footsteps as an architect, though it did nothing to curb his carefree lifestyle. Not that I was in any position to judge my friend on his life choices, even if it meant bailing him out of jail at two in the morning because after a few drinks attempting to sneak into the local amusement park seemed like a good idea. Now that was an interesting night. When Eric’s father left the stage the band took up their positions and the music resumed. The rest of the people in the room slowly began to peel away to join other tables, or order drinks from the bar.
 
   “Where are you off to?” Jennifer asked when I stood up from the table.
 
   I patted my jacket pocket lightly, flashing a sly smile. “Work.”
 
   She nodded seriously. No one else at the table would have understood what I meant, but she knew all too well. Like it or not a social engagement this grand was an opportunity, one I couldn’t afford to miss. I took a deep breath to relax myself before I made my way to Eric’s table, ready to play out my little act.
 
   Eric pulled out an empty chair for me and I joined the conversation, Stacy arriving just in time to keep Eric well occupied for me. Taking my time I moved my focus from Eric to his father as the rest of the family went off on their own. Friends of his father would come and go, and naturally he’d introduce me to all of them. People were always quick to ask what other people did with their lives, and mine was particularly interesting. I memorized everyone’s name and face that I spoke to so I could seek them out later to discretely hand them one of my cards. Being a PI was a lot like being a divorce attorney—you didn’t want anyone to know you hired one until you had everything you needed from them.
 
   “You should’ve been a salesman.” Eric laughed as we walked back to the table where Jennifer was chatting to Tom and another girl I recognized from somewhere but couldn’t place. “You’re almost as smooth as I am.”
 
   “Be careful then, it may just cost you a lovely lady.” I winked, causing Stacy to burst out giggling. The look on Eric’s face was priceless.
 
   After refreshing our drinks we all followed Eric outside, walking along the building to a small wooden balcony. From the hilltop you could just make out the city in the distance, its sparkling towers lighting up the horizon like a cluster of tiny diamonds. The autumn air was cool and dry, refreshing after being packed so close to all those people. We leaned against the railings, laughing together like we did when we were kids, long before we got older and respectable. Okay, Eric just got older. Tom produced a small digital camera from his inside pocket and shuffled us all close together with the city behind us, and after a few snapshots I traded places with him so I could get him in the frame. The only pictures I had of my friends together were taken years ago, with Claire, and it would be nice to have an updated version that I could look at without feeling hollow. When Eric’s drink ran dry we made our way back to the party.
 
   I watched Eric’s parents float across the room, twirling effortlessly together like they were a singular person. There was something comforting about watching them together—the poster children for a happy marriage. Not wanting to miss out on any of the fun, Stacy practically tore off Eric’s arm as she marched through the tables.
 
   I chuckled lightly before offering Jennifer my hand. “Shall we?”
 
   She smiled widely, taking my hand as we set out to the floor. Jennifer and I always landed up dancing together. I always tried to save a song for her, even when I was with Claire. We had none of the flair or the elegant footwork of Eric’s parents, but we did have just as much fun.
 
   A few songs later the band packed up to make way for a DJ and the smooth, sophisticated rhythm was replaced by more upbeat, modern dance music. After a while the room began to feel blistering under the lights and all my layers, and I removed my jacket and tie, hanging them over the chair where Jennifer kept her purse.
 
   I walked back to her, barely catching her attention over the music. “I’m getting something to cool me down, you want anything?”
 
   “Please.” She nodded gratefully.
 
   By now it was almost midnight, and a fair amount of the guests had already left for the evening. I made my way through the loose knots of dancers as I headed towards the bathrooms, shaking my shirt vigorously to cool myself off. No longer sure if I was walking in the right direction I turned into a long, narrow white passage with a large wooden cabinet filled with brass trophies. Away from the roar of the music and the bustle of people I felt an odd sensation skirt across the back of my mind, a faint pressure like thousands of mental pins and needles. Being the designated driver I only had two drinks tonight—so I knew it wasn’t the alcohol.  Thinking nothing of it I headed back to the bar, ordered Jennifer a cocktail and myself a soda, but even back inside the strange sensation stayed with me. It seemed to grow more pronounced with every step. I was halfway to the table where my friends were taking a breather when I stopped dead in my tracks, almost dropping the drinks in my hand.
 
   I felt this same sensation before. Yesterday—the last time I saw Dawn.
 
   The realization crept up on me like a kick to the back of the head, and tiny pieces of information I had brushed off as my overactive imagination began flittering to the surface. I whipped my head around the dimly lit room, panic rising under my skin as if I half expected to see her standing next to me. It was only when I was sure she wasn’t anywhere in sight that I noticed I was holding my breath. My mind seemed to race away from me at a hundred miles an hour as it ran through everything I noticed in the last week, along with a few things I didn’t.
 
   Think Hadley. You get jumped outside the bar by three guys, but instead of getting beaten to a mushy pulp they duck away just as she happened to appear. She has impossibly black eyes, and disappears into thin air before the cops show up. You just happen to meet her again a few days later, where she once again acts strangely before racing off. As crazy as you feel, you’re not imagining the strange sensation bouncing around your skull—it’s exactly the same. Then there was my attackers’ stories the cops dismissed—and don’t forget the not so healthy looking plant in the laundromat.
 
   It didn’t seem like much to go on, but every fiber of my being screamed this was something I should look into, something I needed to know. A puzzle. Almost on queue it cut through my thoughts—a familiar itch that gave me the perfect place to start.
 
   After what felt like hours I rejoined my friends, patiently waiting for Jennifer to finish her drink before asking if she minded leaving. I bid my friends goodnight before I took Jennifer home, barely able to keep to the speed limit. Luckily she was happy to carry the conversation, and I was glad that for once Jen didn’t pick up on how tightly wound I was.
 
   I took the stairs to my apartment three at a time, in such a rush I didn’t even close my front door on my way to the bathroom. The light flickered to life as I shrugged out of my suit, my hands shaking as I fumbled with the buttons of my shirt.
 
   The angry scar across my shoulder looked exactly the same as it did a week ago, but for the first time I felt like I was really seeing it. My fingers lightly traced the raised edges where the itch prickled my skin before resting them on the lines of ruined flesh.
 
   It was a handprint.
 
  
 
  


 
   6. Paper walls
 
    
 
    
 
   I had never given a second’s thought to suffering from claustrophobia, until this windy Tuesday morning. The biting chill seeped through my layers of clothing, sinking its teeth into the marrow of my bones, though that only added to the atmosphere of despair this complex of steel and concrete seemed to ooze. I had never been this close to a prison before, but one look at the long line of barbed wire curled around the twelve foot fencing was more than enough for a few lifetimes. I almost gave in to the nagging voice in the back of my mind, telling me to abandon this fit of madness. Almost. My unhealthy curiosity brought me this far, and I’d be damned if I didn’t see this through.
 
   My hesitant footsteps echoed down the eerily silent corridor leading from the prison’s entrance to the visitor’s area. The utilitarian grey walls were utterly lifeless, and between all the rusted metal and the smell of sickness and stagnation it felt more like a tomb. It took a lot of jumping through hoops and a favor or two to set up this little excursion, and what did I really expect to get out of this anyway? It was crazy chasing phantoms and conspiracy theories when I had Lisa to look after.
 
   The two hour drive from my home to what can only be described as the dead center of nowhere ensured I’d get very little else done today. Not that I had any real work at the moment, but the ease at which I left the office, and the time I already devoted to learning more about Dawn, definitely bothered me. If I was my employee I’d have fired my ass already.
 
   Two armed guards with blank expressions stood at the end of the hallway. I stopped just outside the door, glancing anxiously at my watch in a bid to buy time as I steeled myself. I had to fake more confidence than I felt if this was going to work. I grimaced internally as I pushed open the heavy wooden double doors. No backing out now.
 
   The rectangular room was far larger than I expected, cut down the middle by a long glass wall split into eight numbered booths by polished wooden dividers. Each booth had an uncomfortable looking steel chair bolted to the floor on each side, and a large blocky phone that looked like it belonged back in the middle ages. Three other people were on my side of the room, talking in hushed tones as I took my seat at number four. The air was tainted with the cheap, sickly sweet perfume of the woman in the booth to my right. I drummed my fingers against my phone in my pocket, concentrating on making out the words whispered by the woman as I waited.
 
   A door on the other side of the glass opened, and the familiar face of one of my attackers stepped into the room wearing a bright orange jumpsuit, followed closely by a disgruntled looking guard. I learned earlier his name was Phillip. The thirty something alpha male of the three men had shaved his head, making his gruff, weathered features more pronounced. He shambled over to the seat across from me, his expression shifting between annoyance and mild curiosity. We stared at each other for a long moment, neither making a move to pick up the phone. Phillip had to agree to see me for this meeting to happen, but although obviously curious to find out why I was here he seemed set on trying to establish control. I fought the urge to roll my eyes as I picked up the phone—I didn’t have time for him to sit there like a sulking child.
 
   His expression stayed level as he reached for his own. “What do you want?”
 
   “What, no small talk? Here I was hoping to hear the latest gossip. That color suits you.” I said casually, kicking my feet up and resting them on the counter.
 
   “Very funny,” he sneered. “Don’t tell me you came all this way to gloat.”
 
   “Hardly. I’m here to offer you a deal.”
 
   There was a long pause. “What kind of deal?”
 
   “Simple. I want some information. And no, I’m not asking you to snitch. If I believe what you tell me, I’ll do what I can to get you and your friends off on probation.” I chose my words carefully—overselling this would raise alarms. I had to play this just right.
 
   “And how would you pull that off?” he asked skeptically. Okay, he wasn’t stupid.
 
   “I used to be a cop, and I still know one or two who owes me a favor.” I shrugged.
 
   “It sounds a little too good. I wonder, what would you want to know so badly?”
 
   “Why you left.”
 
   Phillips eyes widened in surprise—definitely wasn’t expecting that question. “You wouldn’t believe me, no one else did.”
 
   But it wasn’t strictly a no. “So you don’t want to deal then?”
 
   “I never said that,” he snapped, lowering his voice. “Okay, fine. We had you pinned down against the car, and I wasn’t paying attention to anything else. Then we heard something behind us. I turned around and saw something . . . something that couldn’t be real.”
Without realizing it I was leaning closer to the glass. Phillip’s tanned skin seemed a shade paler as he spoke quietly, and I realized he was afraid. My heartbeat quickened, thudding dully against my chest. Up until now I argued back and forth as to whether this was all in my head—the look in his eyes just dispelled any illusions I harbored.
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “I don’t know how to describe it. It was like a shadow. Solid but not solid, changed shapes so quickly it looked like it would never stop moving. And it had a face.  Nothing will ever make me forget the face. Even in the dark I could see it, moving towards us, getting closer every second. I don’t care what anyone says—I know what I saw.”
 
    
 
   I walked back to my car in a daze. Phillip’s word was hardly the most reliable source, but something in his eyes told me his fear was real. How did any of that have anything to do with Dawn? I didn’t stay with Phillip long—there was nothing else for him to tell me. Unfortunately for him, every word of my deal to him was a lie, fabricated purely to get him to tell me what he saw. I’ll admit I felt a little pity for him after hearing his story, but not nearly enough to do anything about it. It’s not that I held a grudge after what they did. They only attacked me because Hyde paid them too, but I wasn’t about to inflict those idiots on anyone else.
 
   The problem was the information I drove all this way to get only raised more questions. Questions I couldn’t even begin to answer.
 
   It was mid-afternoon when I finally made it back into the city. I long since abandoned the idea of going back to the office, and my phone was quiet since this morning so I figured I hadn’t missed out on anything really important anyway. Besides, I had other plans. But skipping breakfast was an unwise decision, so first on the agenda was finding something to eat.
 
   A few minutes later I walked through the door of my home office, balancing a stack of grilled cheese sandwiches in one hand and my briefcase in the other. Clearing the desk of the clutter that always managed to build up I found an empty brown file between bites. That same file sat untouched on the desk for what seemed like an eternity as I wondered how to begin. With a resigned sigh I scribbled “Dawn” onto the tab, and drew up a list of everything I could think of, from the small details of her physical description down to the peculiar way she acted. The paragraphs spread across the page began to split into little diagrams as I attempted to link the information together. An hour later, and coming up with roughly jack shit, I decided to read through the notes again, wondering the whole time if anyone reading this would think I was as insane as I felt.
 
   Where’s your head at Hadley? Normal people go to work on Tuesdays—and here you are, trying to come up with some crazy theory about a woman you know nothing about. What are you trying to prove anyway? Okay, when you put everything together it looks a little suspect, no doubt, but most of this is guesswork. You don’t know for sure she was following you. You can’t even be sure about what it was you felt at the party. And don’t forget about the fact that whatever she may or may not be—she probably also saved your life the other day.
 
   Thinking back to the times I saw her one thing stuck out in my mind. Both times I tried to thank her she seemed to get upset with me—both times flat out denying she helped me at all. The timing that night was also too perfect, it would be too much of a coincidence otherwise. Then there was the fact that Dawn’s small size and delicate features gave her a fragile appearance—hardly someone who could scare two grown men away so easily. As strange as it may have been, Phillip definitely believed in what he saw that night, and I was starting to believe it too. Black eyes and shadows, there had to be a connection there. Recalling her impossibly dark and unnatural eyes I shuddered involuntarily. Yet unnerving as they were, I couldn’t deny they were also oddly . . . appealing.
 
   A glance at my watch let me know it was already well into the evening—getting nowhere sure seemed to make the hours disappear. I rubbed my throbbing temples in small circles as I stepped into the kitchen, and in no mood to cook I decided on a bowl of cereal and the last plump apple in the back of the fridge. Taking my shoes off I got comfortable on the couch and flicked through the channels for something to watch. After a while it became little more than background noise, so I headed to my bedroom. Jennifer and Eric were good friends, but I couldn’t see myself confiding in them about the wild thoughts running through my head right now. Eric couldn’t really take anything seriously, and Jennifer would only worry about where my head was.
 
   That’s what I missed most about Claire. We shared everything with each other, even before we became a couple. I could picture exactly how she would respond to my theories, right down to the tiny details of her expression. As I closed my eyes my thoughts became progressively muddier, dragging across each other until they made absolutely no sense, and that was saying something.
 
   I could barely make out the faint sound as it carried across the empty grey hallway I found myself in. Writhing shadows danced across the dirty walls, like marionettes blowing in the wind, yet there was no light in sight to cast them. My steps made no sound against the mismatched tiles as I walked down the hall seemingly without end. Looking back the way I came I saw the dark shapes skittering along the walls had disappeared, and for some reason this annoyed me. I turned around, wanting to find the bizarre, shifting shapes when the sound found me again, gently tugging at me as it spoke my name. Welcome warmth welled up inside of me as the voice grew louder, desperately trying to make its presence known. I hear you! I called down the hallway, not sure what exactly I was replying to. The warmth around me was steadily rising. I ignored it, too intent on finding the voice that was steadily being drowned out by a new sound—a sinister sound, like the howling wind brushing over nails scraping against metal. Something was wrong. I no longer heard the voice. The room was becoming uncomfortably hot as the screeching grew louder, and louder. I clamped my hands over my ears as I frantically turned to the side of the hall the noise was coming from. The end of the hallway was rapidly changing as something I couldn’t see clearly slid across the surface of the walls and the floor. I dropped my hands, mesmerized by the tiny brown sparks that ran along every surface, like a pulsing wave. The voice cut through the awful noise like a whip. Run! It screamed, and I obeyed without question, panic rising inside me as I sprinted along the hallway, feeling the sweltering heat rising with every step. Risking a quick glance behind me my fear intensified as I saw the hallway dissolving behind me. It was rusting away at an impossible pace—an unstoppable tide I couldn’t hope to outrun. Rust sparks licked at my heels, corroding away the soles of my shoes as it inched closer to its goal.
 
   I woke clawing at the covers coiled tightly around my upper body just before the nightmare reached its inevitable conclusion. Drenched in sweat from head to toe, and panting heavily, I managed to toss the bedding aside and stagger into the bathroom. Well I’m awake now I thought bitterly, leaning my head against the cool, hard surface of the mirror.
 
   Nightmares like this plagued me these last few years, though this was the first one I had in nearly a month. The blood pounding in my ears lessened as I ran the ice cold water over my head, my entire body still tense and shaking from my sudden awakening. At least my demons had the decency not to haunt me in my waking hours—my lil’ sis didn’t have that luxury. It felt selfish comparing myself to her in any way, but it was another dark reminder that there were far worse things to live with.
 
   The alarm clock on my bedside table told me it was just before five, which I guess was something to be grateful for—there was no way I would be able to drift back to sleep now. It was still dark outside, the steam rising from the kettle condensing on contact with the cool window. The few trees left in the city had already turned from a deep, lively green to the rich yellows and earthy browns of late Autumn. Winter would be coming soon, and with it the thick, dreamy grey fog that ran for miles down the rocky coast, clinging around the edges of the city and hiding all but the tallest buildings. Stifling a yawn I took a seat at the kitchen counter and flipped through channels to find the news—nothing worth watching would be on at this unreasonable hour.
 
   I made it into the office just before nine, more than happy to be under a roof on this dreary morning. A patch of wispy clouds seemed to follow me from the apartment, not dark enough for any real chance of rain, but I took it as a bad omen. The week old newspaper on my desk reminded me I needed to renew my advertising in the next two days or I’d lose my spot, so after checking my mail I called the paper’s head office to make the arrangements. It was nothing special, a small square black and white advert with my details and business address I ran in the two local papers. I was off the phone for less than two minutes before it began to ring impatiently.
 
   “Morning Hadley,” Jim Stevens said in his usual clipped tone when I picked up the phone. Jim was a lawyer I worked with for almost two years now. Rarely interesting as far as jobs went, but he gave me a steady flow of odd jobs. “I was hoping to catch you at the office. I have a job for you.”
 
   “I’m listening?” At this point I’d probably take anything vaguely resembling work to keep myself occupied, but he didn’t need to know that. Always seem busier than you really are.
 
   “Long story short, my client, a Mr. Porter, is filing for divorce. He also plans to take full custody of his daughter. It’s not often fathers are able to get custody, but he’s genuinely concerned for the welfare of his child.”
 
   “He thinks she’s an unfit mother?” I asked skeptically, knowing all too well people getting divorced made a lot of dangerous claims about their spouses.
 
   “Definitely. He suspects she is promiscuous, so if you can get any evidence of that it may help with shaking up her credibility, but it’s secondary here. What I need from you is solid proof of her narcotics use.”
 
   “I’ll do it.” It was that simple. There was no question I’d take this job—no child should ever have to live with that. I may not get up every morning and keep the streets safe like the police, like I used to, hell sometimes it felt like all I did was everyone else’s dirty work, but this mattered.
 
   I met Jim at his office a little later in the day. We went through the details over a cup of coffee before he ran off to make it in time for his next appointment. I grabbed a burger and fries for lunch before making my way back to the office, itching to get stuck into something I could actually make progress on. I climbed the stairs to the second floor, mulling over the best way to start my task as I unlocked the glass double doors. The laptop on my desk thrummed to life as my hands flew over the keys. Eager to delve into the life of Mrs. Porter I reached for a pen on my desk, my gaze drifting across the room to the potted plant next to the filing cabinet.
 
   The leaves were noticeably drooping, and the color seemed a little off from when I watered the plant this morning.
 
   I shot up from my desk, knocking over my pen holder as I searched around the room. Nothing looked out of place, so after flipping through the drawers of my desk I systematically went through my filing in alphabetical order. I didn’t have to go far.
 
   The notes in the file I started on Dawn were missing—replaced by a single white page folded neatly down the middle, with four words written in a small, perfect cursive hand that made my handwriting look like a drunk doctor’s by comparison.
 
   Do not pursue this
 
   A woman’s writing, no doubt. She broke into my office. It had to be her. But how? Both the door and the filing cabinet were still locked when I arrived. How did she even know about the file, or where I worked? And I was gone for less than ninety minutes. She had to have known exactly when I left, and slipped in and out incredibly quickly. And how did she manage to get in without being noticed? Wait, that’s it. 
 
   She was noticed, she had to be. I strapped my laptop onto my back and grabbed a few essentials before rushing out of the office, part of me wondering why I even bothered to lock the door.
 
    
 
   Getting copies of the building’s security tapes was unbelievably easy. It took me less time to convince the building manager to hand them over than I spent on the drive home. Setting up my laptop on the kitchen counter I popped the CD into the drive, quickly sorting through the files. There was a camera positioned over the stairs going up to the second floor, the only way into or out of my office, and I watched myself leave the building just before one this afternoon, then sped through the footage until my return. Only four people used the stairs during my absence—three men, and one woman.
 
   The woman wasn’t Dawn.
 
    I replayed the footage of the woman a second time. She was a tall, middle aged blond that strode confidently off to the left of the stairs. Speeding up the tape again until I arrived just over fifty-five minutes later she still hadn’t come back down yet. My office was the only business in that direction—surely if she was there to see me she would’ve come back down soon after? Something was off here.
 
   I watched the same footage of her walking past the camera over and over again, desperately trying to make sense of what I was gazing at. Then later I fast forwarded to see if she left at any point. I had almost given up when something caught my eye, and backing up the footage again I watched her movements, frame by frame, stopping the tape as she reached the top of the stairs and almost looked straight into the camera. There was no way to be certain, even with all the tweaks I made to the image by zooming in and enhancing the frame, but looking at those eyes I just knew.
 
   Black eyes—just like Dawn’s.
 
   The smart move here would be to take the advice of the four words left for me in that file. It would be the easiest thing in the world to forget about all of this—you obviously have no idea what you’re getting yourself into. Maybe that’s exactly why you can’t let this go. Maybe you’re really just not very smart after all.
 
  
 
  


 
   7. Push
 
    
 
    
 
   I just stepped out of the shower when I heard the knock at the door.
 
   “Be there in a minute!” I called over my shoulder as I hurriedly toweled myself. Slipping on a pair of sweats and the first T-shirt I could find I jogged to the door, almost skidding into the kitchen counter on my slippery feet.
 
   Officer Parker stood in the doorway, looking years younger in his streets. “Morning Benjamin, I’m sorry to stop by so early.”
 
   “No worries Oliver, come on in. Coffee?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “So, what brings you over to this side of the world?” I asked, taking a seat opposite him at my kitchen counter.
 
   “You’re not going to like this. Got a call last night from a buddy down at the station—the charges against Hyde were dropped.”
 
   “How, what happened?”
 
   “All three of your pals have recanted their statements that he hired them. Probably got paid off, or maybe he got them decent lawyers. Who knows? Either way without their statements, we have nothing.”
 
   Sneaky little bugger, I’ll give him that. I might have even made this happen when I went over to the prison. “Guess I should’ve seen this coming.”
 
   “You don’t seem very upset about it.”
 
   “No point really.” I shrugged. “We both know how . . . malleable justice can be, and it’s not all a loss after all—I’m still getting a front row seat to watch his wife take him for just over ten million.”
 
   Oliver whistled loudly. “Explains why he went through all the trouble.”
 
   “Yeah, and he’s not the type to take no for an answer.”
 
   “You’re a better man than me,” Oliver said, chuckling. “I’d have taken the money.”
 
   “No, you wouldn’t have.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right. You think he’ll try anything else?”
 
   “Who knows, but it didn’t work out so well the last time, did it?”
 
   “True. Anyway I better get home and fix the kitchen cupboard before my wife gets home, or I’ll be the one in real trouble.”
 
   “Let me know if you need backup, officer.” I grinned. “Thanks for letting me know.”
 
   Oliver was right about one thing though—I really wasn’t as upset as I should’ve been. Not only were the bruises across my body barely healed, but Hyde wasn’t sweating. He was a colossal ass anyway you looked at it, but honestly I had other things to worry about, and if I didn’t hurry up I’d miss the chance to see my sister today.
 
    
 
   As we walked down the narrow corridor to Lisa’s room the orderly warned me she was having a bad day. There was no reply when I rapped my knuckles twice on the door. Taking a deep breath I cracked the door open a few inches, careful not to startle her as I poked my head through the gap.
 
   “It’s me Lisa,” I said softly. The room was quiet, except for the faint sounds of my sister’s sobs. She was tightly curled into a ball on the bed, her head hidden under the pillow. It was something she often did when she was frightened. I moved slowly, and Lisa made no move or protest as I took a seat at the foot of the bed. “I’m here lil’ sis.”
 
   The silence seemed to stretch on forever as I watched her shallow breathing. I knew better than to try and coax her out though. She would come when she was good and ready. The crying faded slowly into a whimper, and before long she wiggled her hand out from under her chest and stretched it tentatively towards me. Taking her hand gently in both of mine I gave it a little squeeze. Her head slid out from under the pillow ever so slowly, like a child shying away from impending punishment.
 
   I couldn’t help smiling as she pulled herself up. “There she is.”
 
   Lisa’s eyes were bloodshot from crying, the traces of moisture still clinging to her cheeks, and her hair was tangled and wild. Her gaze darted around the small room, frantically searching for the phantoms only she could see. Thanks to medication she usually knew they were only illusions, but on days like this she had trouble separating them from reality.
 
   “My head hurts,” she finally said, her voice raw and strained.
 
   “You want the doctor to give you something for it?”
 
   “Don’t let anyone else in,” she pleaded, eyes darting to the door before burying her face in my shoulder. “Liars, all of them. They want me to blow out the candles, but I won’t do it. I won’t!”
 
   “It’s alright Lisa, I’m here. Everything is going to be okay.” I rocked her gently back and forth, trying my best to soothe her fears. The truth was I just couldn’t think of anything else to say. On days like this I felt pretty useless, and with no real way to relate to her condition the only thing I could offer was my weak reassurances.
 
   “Do you remember when we went camping together as kids with dad on the Appalachian Trail? We stayed in this little spot in the middle of nowhere, and it rained buckets for almost three days. I think you just started high school. Yes, I can still remember you arguing with dad about letting you wear make up on the drive over.”
 
   She peeked out from my shoulder, staring at me wordlessly as she waited for me to continue.
 
   “When it finally stopped raining you were so fed up with the whole trip you stormed off into the woods, dragging me along with you halfway down the mountain so you could get a signal for your phone. We hiked until we were miles away from the camp, stopping every hundred yards to “rest” while you hopped around on one foot for a signal. The ground was still wet from the rain, and we were barely on our way back when you tripped over a big branch covered in moss and sprained your ankle. It was the first time I ever heard little Lisa curse.” I grinned. Hearing the string of oaths tumble out of my sister’s mouth that day was one of the funniest things I’ve ever heard.
 
   “You carried me all the way up, up the mountain on your back.”
 
   I nodded eagerly, glad to see she still remembered. “And do you remember what I told you, when you were so worried we wouldn’t make it back before dark?”
 
   “‘Don’t worry lil’ sis—won’t let anything happen to you’.” She smiled weakly, her imitation of me at seventeen spot on.
 
   “That’s one thing that will never change.”
 
   “I’m always so afraid, so afraid. It felt so real this time. I couldn’t get it out of my head. Why won’t they leave me alone, Rabbit?”
 
   “What did you see that got you so riled up, hmm?”
 
   “You were gone,” she murmured, her words choppy between her sobbing against my sleeve. “I don’t know what happened to you, and no one would tell me. I was all alone.”
 
   “You don’t have to be scared anymore. I’m here now, so it couldn’t have been real. Right?”
 
   She nodded, seemingly believing me for the moment. “Kay.”
 
   We spent the next two hours talking in hushed tones on her bed. Whenever I tried to move away to grab a chair or get her some water she would start hyperventilating, almost like she was having a panic attack. When she had episodes like this she would barely eat, so I tried everything I could to persuade her into getting something substantial into her system. Seeing Lisa like this was incredibly taxing, and it was disheartening that even after all these years I still felt woefully unqualified to take care of my own sister. Her moods were difficult to gauge, swapping back and forth between the world in her mind and the room we were in at break neck pace. If she got any worse tonight they would most likely resort to sedating her.
 
   Lisa was just so trusting, so full of life even in her condition, that it damn near killed me to let her down, and it was even worse when I was forced to lie to her.
 
   I brushed my hand across her face, slipping a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I need to leave soon. Visiting hours ended twenty minutes ago.”
 
   She looked up from the plastic tumbler in her hands, a weary expression stretched across her pretty face. I hoped they would come with her medication soon. Anything to help her relax would be a blessing, but more than that, I think she needed to get some sleep.
 
   As I reached out for my jacket hanging over the chair she spoke, her voice filled with childlike concern. “Be careful.”
 
   “Why would I need to be careful?”
 
   “I’m not sure, I just know. Listen to me.” 
 
   The look she gave me said there was no point in arguing, a hint of the family stubbornness showing through. I sighed. As if she didn’t have enough on her plate, now she was filled with misplaced concern about me too?
 
   I put my arms around her, holding her tightly for a long moment before I slipped a square of bubble wrap into her hands. “I will.”
 
   Lisa was quiet as I closed the door behind me, staring out the window like she always did when there was something on her mind. I think the idea that there was a world outside this building comforted her in some way—a reminder of better days. This disease took everything from her, and what little hope remained for my sister had slowly leaked away over the long years into these uncaring walls.
 
   I planned to follow Mrs. Porter later tonight when she got off work, just in case she wasn’t headed straight home, but that was still a while from now. As I drove into the city I toyed with the idea of heading over to Eric’s place, and unsurprisingly his phone was off. Why did he even bother getting one in the first place? It was just after two when I arrived back at my apartment. There was little to do in the way of work, and with my investigation into Dawn hitting a dead end I was feeling pretty glum.
 
   After a quick snack I walked aimlessly around the apartment until I dug out an old sketch pad from one of the unsightly piles in the office. Taking a seat at my desk I flipped through the pages of sprawling landscapes and unfinished portraits. It felt like inspiration was hard to come by lately. At least, that’s how I rationalized my aversion to picking up a pencil. I could still remember the day I met Claire in an art class, her second day at our high school. Her parents just moved from a small town in Kansas, and she was having a tough time adjusting. Of course it didn’t stop her from critiquing the project I was working on before she even knew my name. I couldn’t help but smile fondly at the memory, watching her work with a brush in her hand was something I would never forget.
 
   The afternoon whittled away pleasantly while I lost myself in a world of black and white. I even managed to produce a half decent rendition of the disaster zone that was my desk. Jim called earlier asking me to send him an update of anything I was able to dig up on Mrs. Porter, and even though it wasn’t much after putting down my sketchpad I dutifully retrieved my laptop and pulled up the files. While I waited to see if Jim needed anything else from me I browsed through my inbox for anything interesting, and an email sent a few hours ago caught my attention. The message was blank, save for a single unnamed attachment. I briefly considered ignoring it before I opened the file, finding a time stamped picture taken this morning. 
 
   It was a picture of me, entering the Patrick Fords Psychiatric Institute.
 
   I stared at the picture for a long moment, desperately wishing for another explanation than the only one I could come up with, the only one that made sense. Hyde. He must’ve had me followed. Parker and I were both wrong—this wasn’t even close to being over. 
 
   Unbridled anger threatened to wash over me, surging just under the surface of my skin like a swarm of hornets. How could I have been so naïve to think someone like him would stop coming after me? With his track record, I should’ve known better. I could barely think through the rage clouding my mind as I numbly paced the living room.
 
   Hyde set this up perfectly. Even if I could convince Oliver he sent the photo I knew I wouldn’t be able to prove it. Anyone with a rudimentary understanding of computers could have walked into an internet café, set up an email address and sent the photo. The thought that first Dawn, and now another one of Hyde’s hired men, so easily tailed me had me sick to my stomach. Was I losing my touch?
 
   Oliver would still want me to call him. Maybe he could add some insight or point out something I wasn’t noticing in my anger. I pulled my cell out of my pocket and began punching in his number when another idea presented itself, one that in any other situation would’ve had warning bells chiming loudly in my head.
 
   The phone lay silent in my hand as I considered my new option, and it took me less than a minute to decide I wouldn’t be calling Officer Parker after all. Hyde hadn’t been dissuaded by his near brush with the law. So if that didn’t scare him, I’d just have to handle this with a more . . . personal touch.
 
    
 
   The last light in any window on the quiet street my car was parked on went out just after one. A quick glance at the clock on my dashboard let me know that was more than an hour ago. Even under my jacket with the windows rolled up I was bitterly cold, but I had gone the last few hours without turning the heater on. A few more minutes wouldn’t kill me.
 
   Hyde’s house was just up the street. I had already driven around the block twice, thirty minutes apart, to make sure he was asleep before I settled in my spot around the corner. His wife Susan was a chatty woman, and it only took me a few minutes on the phone with her to learn since she filed for divorce he was staying alone. With a little luck I might just pull this off without any complications. This was a bad idea. I knew it, but that didn’t stop me. I rubbed my gloved hands together to flood some life into them before checking my pockets for the hundredth time, then with one last look at myself in the mirror I closed the door behind me and slipped into the empty street.
 
   There were no shadows between the street lights to hide my approach as I walked briskly down the sidewalk. If any dog on the street noticed me now, the whole neighborhood would know I was here before long. For once being a private investigator was a point in my favor. If something went wrong and somebody noticed me skulking about, it would at least provide me with a reasonable explanation. Experience also taught me to dress casually when I was on a job. Running around dressed in black or wearing a trench coat might work in the movies, but in real life it only drew attention to you. My pace slowed as I neared Hyde’s house, and I risked a quick glance around me to check for anyone watching before I took a short run-up and hopped over the picket fence.
 
   The house was fairly modern, a red brick two story monolith that dwarfed every other house on the street. A perfectly straight gravel path ran up to the front door but I kept on the trimmed grass at the edge of the building, passing the double door garage to my left on my way to the back of the property. A door leading inside the house was just around the corner next to a small window, but even in the light of the three quarter moon I couldn’t make out what room I was looking into. I reached into my pocket for the small flashlight I usually kept on my car keys, and as I ran the beam of light between the edge of the wood and the doorframe to my surprise I found the mechanism was unlocked. I was ready to use the set of lock picks and torsion bar hidden inside my jacket, and for once it looked like my luck was beginning to turn.
 
   After slipping inside I leaned against the door as my eyes adjusted to the darkness, the faintly glowing neon green timer on the microwave giving off the only light in the room. Using a flashlight from here on out would’ve only caused problems, easy navigation wasn’t worth the police showing up, so with my hands stretched out in front of me I began to explore at an excruciatingly slow pace. A sliver of light from a nearby street lamp crept through a window, guiding me through the next room that ended in a stairway to the second floor. Keeping my weight on the balls of my feet I began to climb, each footfall on the wooden steps sounding like a roaring thud in the silence.
 
   My heart was racing by the time I reached the top step, and for almost five minutes I stood dead still while I listened for any hint of the house’s occupant. Looking around me I could make out two closed doors to my left, and a passageway that led straight ahead, just past a pair of black leather couches. Taking extra care to watch my footing I ignored the doors and headed to the end of the room. I felt a thick carpet under my shoes as I walked into the passageway, only to find myself faced with another three options. After shuffling towards a set of large wooden double doors I stopped for a moment to listen before trying the handle. Locked. Cursing under my breath I turned around and tried the door across from me.
 
   The first thing I noticed as I stepped into the room was the posters covering every inch of the walls. I couldn’t make out the individual pictures, but it wasn’t difficult to tell this was the wrong one. I left the door of what could only be a teenager’s room open and continued down the passageway. I was beginning to feel uneasy as I approached the third door. This house was as big as a hotel. I had already been here longer than I planned, and every minute spent skulking only added to the risk.
 
   Even in the near total darkness I was fairly certain the stately bedroom I walked into was almost as large as my comparatively crummy apartment. The edges of the elaborately shaped bedposts at the end of the room curled up to the ceiling like serpentine vines, protecting the unmoving shape in the middle of the bed. My shallow breathing quickened as I crossed the distance, so wrapped up in my singular need to confront Hyde that when I flipped the switch on the beside lamp the shock was powerful enough to lock my body into place.
 
    Hyde wasn’t alone tonight.
 
    Time slowed to a crawl as I stood gaping unintelligibly at the intertwined bodies draped over each other. I took an involuntary step back as Hyde shifted his head away from the light, the toe of my shoe catching the edge of the nightstand, knocking something off the table. A second passed before the sound of glass shattering echoed through the room, reverberating down the length of my body as I watched Hyde and the woman at his side shoot upright. His wide eyed gaze fell on me, and for a moment there was utter silence as we stared at each other. Then the woman let out a shriek, and all hell broke loose.
 
   The horrified sound coming from the woman died as Hyde shoved her roughly away and scrambled for the nightstand. Lunging at him without hesitation I caught his wrist and threw my weight onto his chest, pinning him against the headboard long enough for me to reach into my jacket pocket and draw out a sleek, single edged blade. Hyde struggled against my grip, flailing wildly with his free arm, but at the touch of steel under his throat his struggling ceased.
 
   “How dare you!” His voice was tinged with surprise and outrage.
 
   The woman beside him had her back to the far bedpost, her pupils fully dilated in fear. How had it come to this, that I was the one to be afraid of when she was in bed with this bastard?
 
   “Listen to me carefully,” I said slowly, emphasizing each syllable as I struggled to control my voice. “You are still alive because I’m a better man than you. But if you ever threaten anyone I know, anyone I ever so much as look at again, the next visit I make here will end very differently. No cops, walls or fancy lawyers are going to save you. Do you understand me?”
 
   He nodded hastily.
 
   “You sure? Because I don’t like repeating myself.”
 
   “Y-yes.”
 
   “What’s going on?” The woman pleaded.
 
   “Be quiet,” Hyde sneered, shooting her a look dripping with malice.
 
   Keeping the edge of the blade against his throat, I tucked his arm under my knee and reached into the half opened drawer where my fingers brushed over the cold steel barrel of a revolver. Slipping the knife back into my pocket I looked back at Hyde.
 
   My voice was surprisingly calm when I spoke again. “The only time I ever want to see you again is in court, with your ex-wife sitting across from you.”
 
   Taking the weapon in both hands I released the drum and dropped the rounds on the floor before tossing the gun onto the bed. I turned around to leave. Almost halfway across the room I heard the rustle of movement behind me, and I pivoted just in time to see Hyde sweep up the gun from the bed and throw himself onto the floor.
 
   Dashing across the room I collided with him as he slipped a round into the weapon, and we both went down against the side of the bed. Grasping the arm that held the gun with both hands I fought against him for control of the revolver, and there was a click as Hyde pulled the trigger and the hammer struck thin air, missing the only round in the drum. The woman shrieked as the barrel began edging towards her, a split second before the bedroom door burst open.
 
   “Stop!” A female voice cut across the room. 
 
   Hyde was taken off guard by the sudden commotion, splitting his attention long enough for me to get out of my awkward position and overpower him. Realizing his mistake he redoubled his efforts, throwing a desperate swipe that should’ve caught me squarely in the jaw. But before it landed, I was torn away from him with enough force that I was thrown into the nightstand.
 
   The impact sent the lamp sailing over the edge, and with a sharp crack the room sunk into darkness. My eyes struggled to keep open, fighting against the blinding pain erupting from the back of my head. The woman on the bed resumed her screaming. A figure crouched beside me, panic flaring up in me for a moment before I realized it was too small to be Hyde.
 
   “You need to leave.” I could barely hear the words over Hyde’s hysterical woman, and without warning the figure gripped the back of my jacket with one hand and yanked me to my feet in a smooth motion. “Right now.”
 
   There was no time to second guess the woman that sounded so familiar.
 
   Stepping over the prone form of Hyde sprawled across the floor I made a break for the open door, the fear of running into something solid teetering constantly at the edges of my mind. My footsteps slapped loudly against the wooden floor as I guided myself down the stairs, knowing full well that the mystery woman was just behind me. When I felt the lawn under my boots I slowed my pace, coming to a stop at the bushes I entered through earlier. If by some miracle the whole neighborhood wasn’t already in the street, it wouldn’t help the situation running out like a madman towards my car. When I was fairly certain there weren’t any sirens blaring I allowed myself a backward glance, and for the first time I saw the woman’s face clearly in the hazy moonlight.
 
   Dawn stood right beside me with her eyes closed, a strained expression plastered on her face.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I sputtered.
 
   She held up her hand to silence me, remaining still for a long moment before her eyes fluttered open. “No one is watching the street, but it will not stay that way for long. Head straight for your car and go, do not circle around the block.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” I repeated. “Why should I trust anything you say?”
 
   “Whether or not you should trust me is irrelevant,” she whispered, her voice taking on a desperate tone.  “And either way we do not have time to stand around and argue about it. You need to get away from here. Please.”
 
   Every ounce of sense I possessed was screaming at me not to listen, pleading with me to grab the woman by her shoulders and shake her until I got answers to the questions burning inside of me since the night we met. Call it instinct, or maybe it was just bad decision making on a night that had plenty of mistakes to measure up against, but I didn’t hesitate.
 
   I ran.
 
  
 
  


 
   8. Choices
 
    
 
    
 
   Should’ve stayed in bed this morning.
 
   That was the overriding mood of my day so far. At least that’s what it was when I wasn’t trying to convince myself last night was nothing more than a dream. Going to the office after I crawled out of bed around midday seemed pointless, but more than anything I needed to get back to something resembling normal. Just thinking about how reckless I had really been left a bitter taste in my mouth.  If I thought things through, like I usually did, then maybe last night would’ve turned out very differently. Hindsight’s a bitch that way.
 
   Scarier still, Dawn was right after all. Somehow I managed to get away last night without any trouble, opening up yet another line of questioning for me to dwell on, but for now that was firmly at the back of my mind. Betting on Hyde not running to the police was risky, but when they hadn’t shown up at my door with handcuffs this morning I figured I was in the clear.
 
   Not that they would have an easy time proving anything anyway—my alibi was pretty convincing. Some money well spent ensured Travis, a contact of mine with some impressive tech skills and deeply rooted issues with authority, would swear up and down I was with him all of last night. There was even a credit card trail I had him leave me at exactly the right time to back him up.
 
   The sun just began to dip into the horizon when I decided to head home. For the fourth time this month my assigned parking space was taken, so I slipped into a vacant visitor’s spot across from the stairwell, waving to Mrs. Duvall as she drove off with her husband before heading up to my floor. As I turned the corner I stopped in my tracks. 
 
   Dawn leaned casually against my door, her head tilted towards me, spilling her dark hair across her shoulder. Mental pins and needles prickled the inside of my skull with more intensity than I remembered them having before. An uncomfortable sensation, but it did confirm two things.
 
   Firstly, I wasn’t going crazy—at least, not yet. The second had me immediately on my guard, because it was tangible proof Dawn was there the night of Eric’s party. I was sure of it.
 
   Finally recovering, I broke our eye contact as I looked down to sift through my keys. She detached herself from the wall as I took a step forward, and without a word I unlocked my door and stepped inside. Her footsteps followed behind me. I could feel her gaze on my back as I dropped my bag on the floor, opened the cupboard above the microwave and turned back to her with a tumbler in my hand, a bottle of unopened Kentucky bourbon Eric gave me last Christmas in the other. She stood next to the fridge across from me, her carefully composed expression slipping as she raised her eyebrow.
 
   It would have been funny, if the room wasn’t so steeped in tension. “I’m pretty sure whatever reason you’re here for is going to warrant me needing a drink.”
 
   She shrugged, looking away towards the door. “You would not be wrong.”
 
   Her answer brought me up short. As irritating as her appearing out of nowhere and disappearing just as quickly was, I also knew last night marked the second time she pulled me out of a sticky situation. The question on my mind was, why? Perhaps more importantly, why deny she helped me the first time?
 
   I drank in her appearance as I poured two fingers of the dark amber liquid into the glass. The short sleeve powder blue blouse she wore over faded blue jeans was a stark contrast against her glossy black hair, and I couldn’t bring myself to believe the delicate figure in front of me, that I had no less than sixty pounds on, tore me off Hyde like it was nothing. It shouldn’t surprise me though—I suspected for some time now there was more to her than an oddly helpful stalker. Perhaps she wasn’t quite as frail as she looked. Did my suspicions have any truth to them? Proof was a mercurial concept—it depended too much on the individual for validation. I had never have called myself superstitious until the night I met Dawn, but after everything that happened in the past few weeks I was fairly sure I was standing across the room from someone that wasn’t anything like me.
 
   “Why are you here?” I asked pointedly.
 
   She kept her eyes fixed on the floor, never looking up as she spoke.  “I am still deciding that myself.”
 
   “Well while you figure it out, I’d like some answers. I think you owe me a few.”
 
   “Aye, I do.” She sighed wearily. “I am just not sure exactly what to tell you. Things should never have been allowed to get this . . . out of control.”
 
   “Sure, that’s not cryptic at all,” I muttered to myself. I knew I should be treading lightly, after all I had no idea what her intentions were, but she was the one who came to me. She must want to tell me something. “What things, exactly?”
 
   “Would it be too cliché if I said it is complicated?”
 
   “I can keep up.” I took a seat at the counter, slowly sipping my drink in an attempt to hide my growing frustration at her answers that gave nothing away.
 
   “Fine. If I asked you to stay away from Hyde, and anyone that has anything to do with him—no questions asked. You would not do it, would you? Even if I told you it was for your own good?” The dejected look on her face told me she knew my answer before it crossed my lips.
 
   No. At least, not until I was sure he wouldn’t be a problem anymore. 
 
   So this was connected to Hyde after all. Was she working for him? Seemed unlikely. It felt like she was looking out for me more than anything else. If that was true then why was she, and why wouldn’t she just tell me what she wanted from me? Everything felt upside down. Usually I was the one with all the information, but when it came to Dawn I wasn’t even sure what cards I was playing with. “What’s this got to do with you anyway?”
 
   For a moment she seemed unwilling to answer. I counted seventeen breaths before she looked up at me. “This has everything to do with me.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” I admitted.
 
   “You do not need to understand. Not yet.”
 
   “Would it kill you to give me a straight answer?” I snapped. “Why bother showing up here at all if you’re not even going to tell me why you’re here to begin with?”
 
   “I am trying to decide whether or not I should trust you.” Dawn’s gaze danced around the room as she spoke, her eyes never quite meeting mine. “Unfortunately, you have not left me with many options.”
 
   “Trust me?” I scoffed. “Last time I checked, you’re the one following me around. You’re the one who broke into my office and took my property.”
 
   I picked my words well—a fractional stiffening of her shoulders was all the proof I needed. She was involved. Dawn was hiding something, and she knew I was piecing it together. Knowing that, a trickle of fear I didn’t fully understand ran down my spine. Nothing about her seemed threatening, yet every inch of me knew I should be threatened.
 
   “An intriguing read,” she said lightly, turning to face me as she toyed idly with the braid in her hair. “I will admit I have made my share of mistakes around you. Still, you are rather perceptive for a . . .” Her words trailed off, leaving me wondering what she meant to say. 
 
   “Did I at least get anything right?”
 
   “One or two,” Dawn admitted after a moment.
 
   I took a deep breath, knowing my next question might be pushing her too far, but as usual I just couldn’t help myself. “What are you?”
 
   “What, no guesses?” She smiled ruefully. It wasn’t much, but it was the first smile I had seen so far. It suited her far more than her usual guarded expression.
 
   “I’d never get it right.” I shrugged. After hours of research I came to that conclusion already. Even with all the puzzle pieces I had, I wasn’t even close to figuring that one out. Then again, it was ludicrously naïve to think I’d find the answer lying around in a book, or hidden in the dark corners of the internet. “But you already knew that.”
 
   “True, but it would still be interesting to hear what you came up with.”
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you. So are we playing twenty questions all night, or am I getting some answers?”
 
   “Answer one of mine first.”
 
   Interesting. I could live with that, the direction of her question may just give me some insight into her. “Alright. I’ll play along, for now.”
 
   “Why did you break into Hyde’s house last night?”
 
   It wasn’t a question I was expecting, but seeing no reason not to tell her I gave her the clipped version. “Hyde threatened my sister. He thought he was untouchable, that I would cower in the corner and do whatever he asked. I wanted to show him he was wrong. Well, that was the plan anyway.”
 
   She regarded me curiously, her piercing black eyes boring through mine. It left me feeling oddly exposed, like somehow she was staring right through me.
 
   “You were right,” she said, resignation clear in her voice, “you do deserve answers. It may have already reached the point where it is better you know. But you may not want the truth. So here is my deal. I cannot promise I will tell you everything, but I am giving you the choice to find out. If, that is what you really want. Just please think about it first. I am more dangerous than you realize, even if I am trying to help you. No, especially then. Either way I am going to keep watching from a distance until I am satisfied things have calmed down. I am sorry, but I cannot tell you more until you decide whether or not you really want to know.”
 
   It wasn’t until she finished that I realized how tight my grip was on the glass in my hand. When I tried to reply to her chilling words she held up her hand to silence me. “Just think about what I said,” she repeated as she walked to the door, stopping for a moment to place something at the end of the counter. “There is a storm about to break over the city, so I need to leave now. If you decide you want to know, hang this on the outside of your window and I will come to you. If you decide not to, then you will not see me again unless it becomes absolutely necessary.”
 
   She slipped into the hallway without another word, and the trickling pressure at the back of my mind I had almost forgotten about began to fade away as soon as Dawn gently closed the door behind her.
 
   I stared at the door for a long time, my thoughts lingering on her parting words and the thinly veiled warning they contained. Finally snapping out of my trance I reached across the table and picked up the object she left for me. It was a small, unadorned tan pouch woven from a coarse thread, drawstrings frayed and worn on both ends. The pouch itself was empty and looked to be very old, quite possibly an antique, but strangest of all was how cold it felt in my hand when I first touched it. As the minutes dragged on my thoughts began to run together—clearly the lack of sleep last night was catching up with me. Reasoning that I’d have better insight in the morning I got up with some effort, pausing only to kick off my shoes before I collapsed into my bed. Somewhere between my slow drift into unconsciousness I could just make out the distinct sound of a thunderstorm building steadily in the distance.
 
    
 
   Muted grey morning light was just beginning to peek through my window when I woke, and as if on cue my thoughts inescapably rushed back to last night. I found myself reluctant to leave the confines of my bed, like every second I delayed putting my feet on the floor would be a second I could just pretend. I had always prided myself on being able to approach a situation rationally, take a step back and look at the problem with a level head. Yes, sometimes my stubbornness and quick temper got the better of me, but not knowing what to think was something I wasn’t comfortable admitting to myself.
 
   As the day progressed I felt like I was on autopilot, just going through the motions until work was out of the way and I had some time to think. Of course it would be today everyone wanted something from me. I tried not to think about Dawn’s proposal as I dashed around town, focusing inordinate amounts of energy into the simplest of tasks. Perhaps I should be thankful I had so many to attend too.
 
   Jim called early in the morning with news that Mrs. Porter was going to be out of the country for the next two months, and I should come by and pick up my payment for the work I completed so far.
 
   It was beginning to feel like the day would never end when I finally managed to leave the office. With no strong desire to return to my apartment I continued down Main Street, floating along until I passed the warehouse district, and as I wound down the road that followed the coastline it wasn’t long until the looming buildings began to disappear behind me. I turned off after the first highway marker just outside the city and onto a worn dirt track that led to a hidden viewing point the locals called “the end-of-the-line”.
 
   As old as the city itself, the secluded spot was little more than two weathered stone benches on the tip of jagged cliffs overlooking the ocean. As teenagers my friends and I would sneak out in the middle of the night to come down here to get away from it all, and this place held a lot of memories for me. Ignoring the benches I followed the path along the wooden railing, squeezing through a broken section that hadn’t been repaired since I was seven years old. I took a seat on the lip of the cliffs, staring down at the thirty foot drop into the murky blue waters of the Atlantic. Waves broke against the rocks beneath my feet, sending gentle sprays of mist into the air. The clean, inviting smell of the salt always helped me focus when I needed to think.
 
   Dawn’s pouch in my pocket felt like an ember, a scorching reminder of the question looming over my head. I’m giving you the choice. I was trying to figure out Dawn for weeks, yet being given the choice to get answers was a lot more nerve wracking than I ever guessed. I kept trying to tell myself it was the warning she gave me, but really there was something about her that was truly . . . unnerving. It certainly wasn’t her appearance, those unnatural eyes, or even the chilling thought that she could be watching me right now. I knew I should be more bothered about her openly admitting to following me too, but following people for a living had dulled my reaction to being watched somewhat.
 
   The problem was that the cruelest thing anyone could ever do to me was lay a puzzle like this at my feet. I was far too curious for my own good, a trait often landing me in trouble as an officer. As I watched the waves break I went through everything I pieced together about her, and although it was probably pretty important I didn’t let it factor into my decision. Dawn wasn’t ordinary, hell she barely seemed human.
 
   Not knowing what she might be was daunting, but I was far more interested in her motives. Why would she find herself involved in this mess with Hyde, if this was even about him to begin with? She made it pretty clear she was dangerous, and I believed her. But it was frustrating trying to believe that when she genuinely seemed like she wanted to help. Then there was the way she looked at me with those unusual eyes, like somehow she was working on a puzzle of her own.
 
   Wasn’t there enough crap in my world to deal with, without adding this new brand of crazy? I wanted to play the responsibility card, to tell myself no good can come from knowing, and I should just carry on with my life. Turns out it wasn’t enough. No argument I could muster would be reason enough for me to walk away now.
 
    
 
   From the moment I walked into the apartment my eyes were fixed on the kitchen window, as if at any moment it would burst into flames. I was filled with nervous energy as I cracked the latch, welcoming the cool breeze against my skin. Turning the pouch over in the palm of my hand I hesitated, a glimmer of doubt clouding my thoughts for a brief moment before I took a deep breath and fastened the drawstrings to the frame. The simple act felt monumental. How she would know the tiny object would be there five stories above ground was a mystery in itself, but I didn’t dwell on it. One way or another I just knew she’d surprise me. All that was left now was to wait.
 
   Realizing I hadn’t eaten since this morning, something I was doing far too often lately, I tossed a juicy rump steak onto the grill and took a seat on the couch, going through emails between bites. The client I met today hired me to tail his wife on the weekend while he was away, convinced she was having an affair with her boss. Jacob seemed like a decent guy, and I sincerely hoped I’d be wasting my time. The worst part of this line of work was being the one to break the news to clients. Not quite as bad as a doctor’s job, but it still sucked. It was an awkward situation to be in—me, a virtual stranger, telling someone their partner for so many years was unfaithful. It was far more uncomfortable than actually capturing the act on film.
 
   “I just knew you would be too stubborn to let this go.” The voice was so unexpected I almost dropped my laptop. It hung between three fingers as my head jerked around the room to find Dawn sitting on my windowsill, her head propped up against the frame quite comfortably, like she was waiting there for a while. Her expression became apologetic. “Sorry, I did not mean to startle you.”
 
   A nice sentiment, but I was far more interested in how she managed to get up there in the first place, not to mention the fact that she didn’t made a sound doing it. “I’ll live.”
 
   “Aye, you will,” she agreed, a strange expression crossing her features. “May I come in?”
 
   “Sure,” I managed to say, taken aback by how her polite tone seemed so at odds with her half hanging out my window. She hopped to the ground, landing lightly on the balls of her feet with not so much as a bead of perspiration, or a hair out of place to show she just scaled the building.
 
   “You really should lock your windows,” she said casually as she glided around the room, taking a seat on the couch across from me.
 
   “Locks didn’t seem to stop you the first time.” Now that the initial shock of her entrance began to wear off I could feel the pins and needles clearly pressing against my head.
 
   “Another point to add to keeping your distance from me—yet here we are. You are quite hard headed when it comes to your own safety.” She sighed then, her expression becoming weary. “Are you sure this is what you want?”
 
   I resisted the impulse to answer immediately. Her words were meant to frighten, to dissuade me from wanting to know more. I could tell she definitely thought her warning was valid, and a small part of me yearned to heed her words. I probably should, I definitely should. “Yes.”
 
   Dawn sighed again. She seemed just as conflicted as I felt, maybe even more so, but I already made my decision. Minutes seemed to tick by as I waited, and it seemed like they had turned to hours before she spoke again, clearly uncomfortable. “I am deceptive by my very nature. I have been that way for a long, long time. Telling you the truth is not exactly easy for me.”
 
   My heart rate quickened, readying itself for whatever came next. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   I looked into her eyes, and despite my earlier bravado my nerves were alight with fear and anticipation. I tried my best not to let it show.
 
   “Try to remain calm, alright?” she asked gravely, a pleading look etched across her face. It took me four beats before I could nod.
 
   “I am Death.”
 
  
 
  


 
   9. Unforeseen
 
    
 
    
 
   When I hung the little pouch outside my window I assumed I’d be ready for anything Dawn told me. I was so caught up in the why’s that I just took the fact she was something . . . else, entirely for granted. Vampire, robot, Frankenstein’s sister. I could’ve handled all of it—hell I would’ve nodded politely if she claimed to be the Head of State.
 
   All tact, all higher functioning drained from my system as I stared at her, waiting for her to laugh at my vacant expression. She just stared back at me with her head tilted to the side, holding her breath like she was waiting for me to pop. A bubble of hysteria formed in my brain, threatening to spill over, but through a combination of sheer willpower and unashamedly tangible shock I quashed it somehow. Remembering her warning not to freak out I took a deep breath as I stood, trying to calm myself while my mind ran through a list of rational responses to use.
 
   Instead, I laughed.
 
   “You’re telling me that . . . you’re what, The Grim Reaper? As in—you and taxes?” My voice was disjointed, equal parts of disbelief and sarcasm. Too late I wished I could take back the words, but in truth I wasn’t even sure there was a rational response to her admission.
 
   “I am not the Grim Reaper.” Dawn snorted delicately. “Just one of them, though I do not particularly like being referred to as ‘grim’.”
 
   The way she said the words would’ve been humorous, if the words were just about anything else. I felt like I was waiting for a punch line to a joke that was never coming.  “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
 
   “What would I gain by lying to you?” she asked calmly, her eyes still watching me intently. “Not what you were expecting?”
 
   “Understatement.”
 
   “If it is any consolation, you are handling it pretty well, I think.”
 
   That was one theory—I was just surprised I could form multi-syllable words. My legs felt unsteady under my weight, and tightly gripping the edge of the couch I slowly sat back down.
 
   Death, the great equalizer, was calmly having a conversation with me in my living room. If I hadn’t already gone crazy, I sure felt that way right about now. No, it couldn’t be true . . . could it? A hundred questions babbled through my head at incomprehensible speeds, further adding to my jumbled mental state. 
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” I stated honestly, feeling rather insignificant.
 
   She almost smiled, trying her best to seem nonthreatening. “That makes two of us.”
 
   I had never given any real thought to it, but I guess I always pictured death as something like a skeleton in a black robe with a scythe. Not an undeniably beautiful, petite woman wearing a striped lavender blouse. I had to admit if she was the last thing I ever saw before I died, then maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Okay, I was definitely going into shock.
 
    “Let’s say for the moment I believe you, and that’s a big if. You really kill people?” There was no gentler way I could think of to phrase the question.
 
   I could hear her earlier resignation creeping back into her voice as she answered. “Technically—no. Everyone dies. It is simply my job to make sure it happens when, and where, it is meant to. Nothing before, nothing after.”
 
   “How could you possibly know when it’s someone’s time?”
 
   “To make sense of the answer, you first need to understand Death and Fate are two separate, yet inextricably interwoven principles. I am an aspect of Death given physical form, not Death itself—just one part of the whole process, a cog in the greater scheme. Your fate is your own, I cannot see it any more than you could, but there are forces at play in this world who can. When it is someone’s time, I am told. That is the simplest way I can explain it. I see it happen, an echo of things to come. It is a deep calling, a siren song only I can hear, pulling me towards that person like a blazing light burning on a moonless night.”
 
   I tried wrapping my head around her words as she spoke, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit I wasn’t getting very far. If any of this was true then it was way above my pay grade. However, somewhere between the panicked thoughts racing through my mind something she said did register, and considering the implications of the thought left a feeling like a fistful of ash was forced down my throat. “Is that why you’re here? Was . . . was I supposed to die, in the parking lot?”
 
   “No. You can trust me on that, I would have known if you were,” she said hurriedly, “I am sorry, I guess I should have known you would think along a similar line.”
 
   “Then why are you here, telling me all this?” I asked in relief. For a moment there I thought my number was up.
 
   “I am trying to clean up my mess.” The guilty look that crossed her face was heartbreaking, and as absurd as it sounded I felt the irrational need to comfort the woman claiming to be Death.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Okay, how to explain. Human beings are all tied to Fate—”
 
   “—Wait, hold up,” I interrupted, far too wired to realize just how much my shock and curiosity were overpowering my rational mind that was telling me to back away slowly. “You’re telling me not just my death, but everything I’ve ever done, has been preordained somehow?”
 
   “No, not everything,” Dawn answered calmly.
 
   She didn’t seem to mind answering my questions, so I kept pushing. “So then, what does ‘Fate’ control?”
 
   “I know it is . . . difficult to believe, but Fate, just like Death, does exist. Try not to think of it as a path, rather a guiding hand that allows certain things to happen—certain, not all. You can try to influence events, change the odds if you will, but it would be foolish at best to argue the odds do not matter, or do not exist.  And to be honest I do not know how it works exactly. It is hardly my specialty,” she said, pointing to herself. “Death, not Fate.”
 
   I would understand if she didn’t want to answer my questions, but I never would’ve guessed she didn’t have the answers. I took another deep breath, trying to stabilize the wild emotional wheel I was caught on. “Alright, I’m listening.”
 
   “Like I said before—your future is your own, your own personal fate. By interacting with people around you, their fates and yours blend together. It is the way it should be, because all the shifting is part of the system. But I am not part of that system, Fate has no hold over me the way it does for you.” I was so engrossed by the way her voice wrapped around the words that at first I didn’t realize Dawn moved from the couch. She was looking out of the open window, her face hidden from me as she continued. “My kind does not usually spend much time close to humans. I need to be very careful interacting with them because I am not part of that system, and anything I do can have far reaching consequences.”
 
   “So you’re saying meeting you could somehow affect my fate?”
 
   “Do you not see?” Dawn turned towards me, no longer hiding the misery shadowing her features. “I already have. When I helped you that night—it changed everything.”
 
   “Okay. What changed, exactly?”
 
   “Think about it. If I was not there to intervene, then those men would have left you there, beaten and broken, and they would have dragged their friend away. Whatever happened then would have happened, because it was meant to. When I helped you they ran off, leaving someone behind and that affected the outcome. Because of one act, a trickle turned into a flood. The fate of you, those men, Hyde, the police, and everyone around them changed. Every action you have taken since then may not have happened if I had not intervened.”
 
   Thinking about it that way I could understand what Dawn meant. I wasn’t ready to believe things happened because some unseen force willed it to be that way—I don’t think I ever could, but if she was right the logic was pretty sound. If she hadn’t been there that night I probably would’ve been rushed to the hospital. I wouldn’t have given into Hyde’s wishes even if it did kill me, but maybe things wouldn’t have escalated the way they did, because I would’ve been more cautious, and he might not have felt the need to threaten my sister.
 
   “Are you okay?” Dawn asked, sounding almost anxious when I didn’t reply.
 
   “Yeah. I’m just trying to wrap my head around all this.”
 
   She nodded, once again taking a seat across from me. “I understand you have doubts. It is a lot to take in.”
 
   “One thing I’m not sure of is if you really did cause this, then why are you here now, telling me about it?” I wasn’t naïve enough to say I understood or even believed everything she said, but if she was right then wasn’t this meeting a problem?
 
   “Two reasons. When you began to call the police I disappeared, hoping it was an inconsequential mistake on my part, and it would work itself out. Minor flaws usually correct themselves, and at the time I did not think much of it. When I ran into you the second time, completely accidentally by the way, I saw some warning signs that were troubling. Just to be sure I kept tabs on your situation, and to my dismay I watched everything begin to spin out of control. I tried to minimize the damage as best I could without becoming more involved, but of course you just had to notice things you should not have.” She smiled at me then, completely breaking my concentration. “I very rarely make mistakes. You know, you are the first human to ever even come close to guessing I was different?”
 
   Even with the fear still running through me I couldn’t help but smile back at her. “I’ll definitely use that one in my advertising.”
 
   “I thought I may have dissuaded you from looking further, but then you broke into Hyde’s home and I was forced to intervene again.”
 
   “Why?” I asked abruptly. “Don’t tell me someone else was supposed to die.”
 
   Dawn shook her head. “If it was someone’s time I would not stop it for any reason. There are no exceptions. It would go against everything I am—but the woman was pregnant. I am not even sure if she knew herself, but I was not willing to take a chance and let the child be injured. You were not even supposed to be there, and if something went wrong . . . I could not let that happen.”
 
   It felt like a bucket of ice was thrown over my head. Looking back at the memory from just two nights ago my mind refused to comprehend what Dawn was saying. The idea that a child could’ve been hurt because of me was almost too painful to contemplate. “Then I’m glad you were there.”
 
   An emotion I didn’t quite catch flickered across her face. “But it caused more problems than it solved. I spent the night trying to figure out how I could possibly undo the damage I caused. I did not like the idea, but I thought maybe if you understood what was going on then you would stay away from Hyde, break the connection before something worse happened.”
 
   “Makes sense.” It felt good to finally know how all of this fit together—even if it was absolutely insane. There was a plot after all, but at least it didn’t involve Hyde, not really anyway. The idea that she was working for him was possibly more disturbing than her being what she claimed. “Wait, you said there were two reasons?”
 
   “Aye, I did. Fate does not just throw something solid and unavoidable at you. There are literally countless roads any decision you make can lead, each having countless outcomes leading to new choices. Fate has a way of correcting itself when minor lapses occur by shifting the paths along the chain, but when something begins to spin out of control it requires a more hands on approach. Just as I am an aspect of Death, there are also aspects of Fate. If I did not correct this problem myself, then they may have found it prudent to fix the lapse. Trust me when I say that is something you never want to happen. It rarely ends well for the people involved.”
 
   I felt somewhat disconnected from reality as I absorbed her words. Somehow I went from being completely oblivious to the inner workings of life and death, to probably knowing more about it than anyone ever should in the space of an hour. Still, it couldn’t distract me from the fact that I was sitting across from something I didn’t yet understand. A perfectly unique, tailor made puzzle. I looked over at Dawn with newfound eyes, like I was only seeing pieces of her for the first time. She seemed utterly normal. Nothing aside from those atypical eyes would give any indication she was anything other than human. Dawn spun the braid in her hair between her fingers, patiently waiting for me to say something.
 
   “You know, even if it didn’t work out so well, I’m still grateful you helped me.” I said quietly, the words coming out stiffer than I would have liked.
 
   “I know you are. But it is still my fault. I am so sorry I got you mixed up in all this.”
 
   She seemed genuinely upset with herself. As I tried to think of what I could say I wondered idly if anyone ever had death apologizing to them before.
 
   “You had good intentions.” I said diplomatically, still not quite sure why I was trying to soothe her guilt. “Everyone’s still in one piece.”
 
   “You are far kinder to me than I deserve. This should not be a burden you have to carry.”
 
   “So what happens now?” I asked, curious to know where this left me.
 
   “As long as I can keep you and Hyde out of the same room, I am hoping everything will blow over without further incident.”
 
   Hyde. I had barely given my little B&E much thought since Dawn’s unexpected visit last night. “I’m still a little surprised he hasn’t made a move yet. And I don’t think you being there went unnoticed.”
 
   “I would not worry too much about that. I took precautions to keep you two apart. Also, I made sure there was nothing to prove you were there,” she said, sounding very confident. I could only imagine what she came up with. “Which reminds me—what did you do with the weapon?”
 
   “I’ve got it tucked away nice and safe. Why?”
 
   “I do not like loose ends. Bring it to me.”
 
   I nodded automatically, my curiosity pushing me to see what she planned to do with it. I’d be glad to be rid of the gun anyway, and something told me she was more capable of making it disappear than I was. Since Claire’s death I never wanted to handle a firearm again. Just touching the damn thing left a bad taste in my mouth. It took less than a minute to retrieve the unloaded gun from the safe in my room, but I was still a little surprised to see Dawn sitting where I left her. She did have a habit of disappearing after all.
 
   When I handed her the gun she flinched away violently. Not knowing what I did wrong I set it down on the coffee table before slowly stepping away from her. Wasn’t I the one supposed to be jumpy here? Dawn gave me an apologetic look before picking the gun up, careful not to point it in my direction, and closed her hands around the weapon. There was an awful screech as the solid metal in her hands buckled, folding in on itself seemingly with almost zero effort on her part. After a moment she released her grip, examining the misshapen lump in her hand for a moment before she slid it into her pocket. 
 
   “How did you . . .” I stared unashamedly open-mouthed at Dawn as she dusted her hands off, trying desperately to rationalize what I just saw. If I had any doubts about what she was before, I think I lost them right there.
 
   She smiled bleakly. “Perks of the job.”
 
   “You weren’t kidding when you said you were dangerous,” I said, surprised by how easily the words came to me. Perhaps I was still in shock.
 
   “Which does not seem to bother you,” she mused. “Quite perplexing.”
 
   She wasn’t wrong. At this point any sane person would’ve probably made for the door. Claire used to love saying I always landed in trouble because I was so eager to go looking for it.
 
   My unhealthy curiosity was definitely a factor here. I was smart enough to realize I definitely shouldn’t know the things she was telling me, but who could blame me for wanting to know more? I wanted to find out as much as I could. Some people spent their entire lives searching for the bizarre and unexplainable, and against all odds it just landed in my lap. But more than anything else I felt like Dawn trusted me enough to tell me what she was, and for some truly insane reason I didn’t want to disappoint her.
 
   “So how does it work?” I asked tentatively. “You said you know when it’s someone’s time, what happens then?”
 
   “One of us has to be there when it happens. In the most basic terms, we untie the bonds that hold a person to this world so they can pass on—a clean break. In a way it is almost a mercy—no one has ever truly died alone.”
 
   My mind drifted to Claire as Dawn spoke. I never truly forgave myself for not being there in her final moments, always thinking she died alone in the cold. It was somewhat comforting to know there was someone there when I wasn’t, even if it was a stranger. Then an uncontrolled wave of anger rose in my chest, directed at the faceless presence that took her from her family, away from me. How could anyone, anything, do that?
 
   “Mercy? How can you call it mercy to take good people with their whole lives ahead of them?”
 
   “It is not my choice,” she said calmly, though there was a defensive tone just behind her measured words, “nor was it my choice to be what I am, and it is not my place to question the way things happen any more than it is yours. None of us get to decide. I am not the judge, or the jury. Just the executioner.”
 
   The sadness in her voice diffused my petty anger, making me realize how futile my outburst was. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself enough to remain civil. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You do not have to be sorry. This strange world we find ourselves in is not fair—I would never argue with that. I wish I could tell you why these things happen the way they do, but I have no better explanation than you might.”
 
   It was hard to doubt the sincerity of her words, and before long I buried my anger, knowing it wouldn’t do me any good. Claire was gone, nothing could change that. “How is it people don’t know you exist? Surely someone would notice you weren’t supposed to be there when someone dies?”
 
   Dawn shook her head, her expression almost amused. “I thought you already figured that detail out.”
 
   The next second she was gone, and I barely had time to process the fact that the couch she was sitting on was suddenly vacant when she phased back into existence, in the same spot she vanished from a second before.
 
   “That explains a lot.” I blurted out as a new wave of fear tore through me. The list of bizarre things she could do was growing by the minute.
 
   “A simple illusion—but a necessary one. The abilities I have all serve some function in helping me perform my duty.”
 
   “This is too weird.” I felt like at any moment my brain was going to overload with the impossible, just one drop more and I’d shut down. The idea that things like her were walking around, without us ever knowing, would definitely take some getting used to. How many times had I walked past a stranger that may have not been human?
 
   “Think about it this way—whatever made you also made me. So does it really make a difference knowing? Nothing has changed. We were here before you took your first breath and you never gave it a second thought. I am as much a part of the natural order as you are,” she spoke quietly, noting my obvious apprehension. When she put it like that it didn’t seem so overwhelming, but things would never be the same for me. Not after this.
 
   “I guess you’re right,” I hedged. “Are there a lot of you, Reapers I mean? Wait, should I call you a Reaper?”
 
   “There are many names for my kind, reaper works as well as anything.” She shrugged. “Most of us around here call ourselves seraphim.”
 
   “Doesn’t that mean angel, or something?”
 
   “A common misconception. Like so much written history the word’s true meaning was lost over the years. Literally, it means ‘winged one’.”
 
   “You can fly too?”
 
   “No, I cannot fly,” she said, the corners of her lips fighting a smile, “It is just a name. And yes, there are quite a few of us. It is a big world after all. I can hardly be expected to be everywhere at once.”
 
   “Are the others like you?” I asked hesitantly. “The way you look?”
 
   “If by that you mean we look more or less human, then yes.” 
 
   “But not the eyes,” I guessed, remembering the blond woman from the security tapes.
 
   “The mark of the seraph.” She nodded, looking almost impressed. “We all have it, a deterrent meant to single us out from humans so you keep your distance from us. Just like the strange sensation you feel when you are near me.”
 
   I wouldn’t call her eyes terrifying, but they were pretty effective. Anyone who found themselves looking into them would be on their guard. Thinking about it now, I was surprised I didn’t shove her away the first time I saw them staring back at me. “If you knew what could happen when you helped me that night, then why did you take the risk at all?”
 
   “I think I have said enough for one night.” She stood then, taking a hesitant step towards the door. I couldn’t tell if she really thought that was true, or if she was avoiding the question. “You have a lot to think about. I trust you will keep this information to yourself?”
 
   “Of course,” I answered automatically. Even if for some reason I would want to share, anyone I told would be hastily booking me a room across from my sister’s. “Are you . . . will I see you again?”
 
   “I will be keeping an eye on you until I can be sure my mistake is rectified.” She lingered at the door, her expression hidden behind her hair. “I am not sure it is wise, but I will see you again, if that is what you decide you want.”
 
   Dawn was gone before I could reply, vanishing into thin air as the door swung closed behind her.
 
   I felt the wall of stinging fog around my mind that she claimed was caused by her presence fade away as I stared out the window, grateful to be rid of the sensation. The second I was sure I was alone what little control I managed to maintain began to slip as I felt the full weight of what I learned hit home. How I had managed to keep it up for so long was beyond me. I could feel my mind trying to escape into the babbling hysteria and disbelief lying just beneath the surface. It would be so much easier than to face this new reality—the one where Death and Fate walked among the living. Sitting on the cliff I convinced myself I was strong enough to handle whatever truth came my way. I was beyond doubtful now.
 
   Slouching onto the arm of the couch I let myself go, drifting into the swelling terrors my mind was conjuring in the wake of Dawn’s revelations. Fear was healthy, a natural response to dealing with things you couldn’t control, not that I ever really felt in control. I wasn’t enthused by the idea of an omnipresent Fate governing my life to any degree whatsoever, but I couldn’t help wondering if some events in my life could’ve been preordained. It would explain a lot. Dawn was right about one thing though—it didn’t really matter whether or not I knew. I always believed in chance in some form—this wasn’t really much different when you thought about it. Life happened one way or another.
 
   It presented quite a conundrum though. If I didn’t believe I had a destiny or some general plan for my life, I couldn’t exactly be upset about not being able to change it. You couldn’t have one without the other.
 
   Tonight definitely gave me more questions than answers. Was I willing to believe what I was told? I desperately wanted not to, but on some level I knew it was true. One glimpse into the depths of her eyes was all the confirmation I needed. Not that it made knowing any easier to accept. How many lives had Dawn snuffed out? She said herself she was deceptive, how could I trust anything she said?
 
   So much uncertainty, yet one thing was absolutely certain—there would be no rest for me tonight.
 
  
 
  


 
   10. Tightrope
 
    
 
    
 
   I had a sneaking suspicion that fate, if in fact it did exist, was determined to make these last few days as uneventful as possible. After everything Dawn told me I really had to stop using the word so loosely, but right now it seemed appropriate.
 
   At first I was looking forward to being on this job, something to remind me there was still some normal left floating around the world. Now I was resolved that if Jacob’s wife Molly didn’t start doing something illicit or scandalous very soon, I’d have to slash her tires just to break the monotony. Last night Molly spent the entire night at home watching quite possibly the most pointless reality show ever invented—and that was saying something. Today I had already endured four straight hours of clothes shopping. That was before lunch. I was starting to think my client was a lot more paranoid than I initially gave him credit for. While suppressing another bored sigh I bitterly wished she would step on the gas and get home so I could call it a day. There were only so many photographs of her doing anything but acting suspiciously I could take before I threw myself out my moving car.
 
   Maybe this situation with Dawn was starting to get to me—I couldn’t remember ever being so agitated on a job before. I knew it was selfish. I was being paid to be here, but having all this time alone with nothing to do except think was beginning to take its toll on my already bruised psyche. With my mind so far away I probably shouldn’t even be on this case, being so focused on Dawn could let little details slip through the cracks. Okay, on this particular case, maybe that was a stretch.
 
   Dawn hadn’t made another appearance since the night she told me what she was. I still couldn’t bring myself to say the word out loud. There were so many questions that kept surfacing, gnawing away at me without rest or pity. Answers that maybe I shouldn’t know, or didn’t want to know. There were probably more reasons than I could count why I was better off staying away from Dawn, a few of which she gave me herself. So then why did it feel like there was no other option than to go looking for them, as long as she was willing to let me?
 
   Maybe I really was broken. I argued with myself back and forth for hours at a time. It always ended the same. I couldn’t explain my new hunger for more knowledge of the secret world that up until a few days ago I didn’t even know existed. But in the end it wasn’t my curiosity, it wasn’t that I was searching for answers to questions I often asked, the distinctly unique element of danger or even to understand the inner workings of things we could only ever guess at.
 
   It was Dawn.
 
   I knew I should have a healthy fear of her, if she even was a she. Everything about her could be a lie, for all I knew she was watching me right now just as I was watching Molly. She could be in the seat next to me and I wouldn’t have a clue. But something about her was just so human. Mixed in with the secrets and deception there was also sincerity, and doubt. I had seen the face of Death, and though I had no idea what lurked behind those midnight eyes, I saw no cruelty or malice in them. What struck me the most was even after seeing what she was capable of, knowing she could crush me without batting an eyelash, she still seemed unbelievably delicate.
 
   Of course it also helped that since meeting her my days had become a lot more interesting. My job was definitely exciting in its own way, but surveillance and cheating spouses paled in comparison.
 
   I ran my tongue along the back of my teeth while I watched the lights turn on and off through the house behind Molly, about to setup up my audio surveillance equipment when a car drove up the street and into her driveway. Anticipation began to build in my chest, and for a moment I thought the waiting was over. A second later my hopes were shattered when a teenager carrying a pizza bag got out of the driver’s seat and headed towards her door.
 
   I muttered unintelligibly under my breath as I began packing my equipment away. Wasted enough time waiting for something that clearly wasn’t going to happen this weekend, may as well get something to eat myself. I knew Eric would be busy, so I dialed Jennifer’s number.
 
    “Sorry Ben, I’ve got plans tonight,” Jennifer said morosely. “My mom’s in town with her new husband. I really wish you called me earlier. Anything would be better than this torture.”
 
    “It was kind of a last minute thing, and I thought I’d be working anyway. Want me to rescue you?”
 
   “Not even you could pull off that miracle right now.”
 
   I chuckled. “At least I tried. Well, good luck.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll need it.”
 
   After taking one last look at Jacob’s home I turned down the street, wondering how long it would take Jen to cave and hide out at my place while she complained about every detail of their stay. Since the wedding day it practically became a tradition for her whenever her mother was in town. As I wound my way through the light evening traffic I recalled how she begged me to go with her. I could still remember the look of disgust on her face as her mother said the words “I do”—that alone was worth the trip.
 
   It was just after seven thirty when I arrived at the diner. Not wanting to leave my equipment on the back seat I stepped out of the car, carefully balancing four unequally sized bags on top of each other. The now familiar sensation of pins and needles crept into my mind just as I fit the last bag in the trunk. I froze for a half second, my body betraying my fear before I could quash it. Closing the trunk I saw her walking slowly up the sidewalk towards me, her pale skin accentuated in the moonlight.
 
   I took a deep breath. “Evening, Dawn.” 
 
   “Hi.” Her casual greeting caught me off guard. Dawn was usually so formal, tightly wound as if every action was carefully measured. I could tell it took a lot for her to admit her secrets to me, which raised the question—why would she make another appearance?
 
   “How did you know I wanted to see you again?”
 
   “Starting the interrogation already?” It was difficult to tell by her expression, but she sounded almost amused. “I was given to understand that people usually start with small talk.”
 
   “There’s nothing usual about any of this.”
 
   “True.” She nodded, neatly evading the question. Was it because she was unwilling to answer, or she thought I was better off not knowing? I didn’t mind either way, it was enough that I had another chance to see her again, assuming my curiosity could win out over my crippling anxiety. It was amazing to me just how calm I sounded right now when my insides felt like ground meat.
 
    “I was just about to get dinner. Would you like to join me?” And stick around, I amended in my head. An almost subconscious part of my mind, more instinct than an actual voice, was telling me to run. Run far away and never look back. I found it was surprisingly easy to ignore.
 
   She deliberated for a moment, her one arm crossed behind her back holding her elbow while she rocked back and forth on her heels. “If you wish.”
 
   We walked up to the diner in silence, Dawn falling into step just behind me. The diner was a lot busier than I expected, so instead of my usual spot at the window I opted for an empty booth around the counter. As we took our seats across from each other Dawn seemed to grow noticeably anxious. She tucked herself into the corner of the seat, leaning against the wall as far from me as she could. Being in such close proximity sent the mental haze that accompanied her into a concentrated overdrive, the pinpricks flaming against my skull. Not debilitating, but it was annoyingly distracting.
 
   Looking at her posture it occurred to me then that perhaps on some level Dawn was just as uncomfortable being near me as I was with her. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “No,” she answered hesitantly. “This is just more . . . public than I am used to. Not exactly responsible behavior on my part.”
 
   I took a quick look around the room. No one seemed to be paying us any notice. “Then why risk it?”
 
   “I have been watching you from a distance for quite some time now. You could say it has piqued my interest.”
 
   So I wasn’t the only one who was looking beyond our shared problem of making the situation with Hyde disappear. What about my life could be so interesting to something like her? I was about to ask her why she was being so honest with me, when she turned away and snatched a menu off the table like a cobra strike.
 
   Megan came around the corner a second later. “Hey Benjamin, haven’t seen you in a while.”
 
   “It’s been a crazy week.” I laughed dryly, my nerves making it difficult to keep a straight face.
 
   Megan smiled as she retrieved a stubby pencil from behind her ear. “Know the feeling, so what can I get you?”
 
   “Nothing for me, thank you.” Dawn said as Megan looked in her direction, her face buried behind the menu she appeared to be reading intently.
 
   “I’ll just take a burger.”
 
   Megan nodded, skipping away after a second look at Dawn. As soon as Megan was out of sight Dawn closed the menu and slid it back into place. Dawn was hiding her eyes from Megan. I cleared my throat. “Not hungry?”
 
   Dawn shifted uneasily, her face becoming impassive as she answered. “I do not eat.”
 
   “Never?” I asked, unable to hide my shocked expression.
 
   “It is not necessary for me,” she said quietly. “Neither is water, breathing, or sleeping.”
 
   “Wow,” I mouthed, trying to rearrange my expression so that I wasn’t gaping like an idiot. Dawn’s eyes never left my face, gauging my reaction like it was the most fascinating thing she ever saw. Her marked departure from the weary, never-breathe-a-word Dawn I knew made me wonder if she was purposefully trying to shock me after I so casually ignored her warnings. Not able to form words just yet I just stared back, noticing the depth of those liquid obsidian eyes for the first time. They weren’t completely black like I first thought—her irises were a fraction of a shade lighter than her pupils. They were truly mesmerizing, how had I gone this long believing them to be cold?
 
   “Still with me?” she asked, breaking me out of my trance. Damn, how long had it been since I said anything?
 
   Dawn was being more honest with me than I expected, the least I could do was return the favor. “Sorry, I was just thinking that you’re a lot less terrifying than you think you are.”
 
   “That is not true.” she said, her expression hardening. “You do not know everything.”
 
   I kept my eyes level with hers, willing myself not to flinch at her sudden mood swing. It was mostly an act. Every second I was here a part of me was desperately trying to tell me to listen to her. But she wasn’t angry, not really. She was afraid of being around me. I was playing a dangerous game, using pieces on the board I didn’t understand. I was willing to risk it though, because I wanted to know more about her.  A calculated gamble, but one I was hoping would work. “I may not know everything, but I do know you’re cautious. I believe you don’t want to harm me. You wouldn’t do anything you didn’t think either of us could handle. I can’t explain why, but I just know. So I’m not too worried.”
 
   “I am aware of that.” Dawn sighed heavily, the earlier irritation draining out of her as quickly as it flared up. “Still, I had to try.”
 
    “You really don’t need to sleep?” I asked casually, hoping to diffuse the tension.
 
   She looked like she wasn’t going to answer, and I had just begun to think I pushed my luck too far when she muttered something in a guttural, flowing language I didn’t recognize. Dawn cocked her head to the side, the way she often did when she looked at me, and sighed. “Cannot sleep would be more accurate, but no, I do not need too.”
 
   “How’s that possible?” I asked.
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to believe she could possibly survive without sleep, without sustenance. Even desert plants needed water. But Dawn looked so vital.
 
   “You see me the way you see yourself, as flesh and muscle and bone,” Dawn explained. “In some ways we are the same, but my body does not function the same way yours does.”
 
   “It must be nice though,” I mused, thinking of all the hours I spent asleep, and what I could’ve done with all the extra time on my hands. Not being handicapped by all the mundane human roadblocks that were essential to life sounded useful. I don’t think I’d be willing to give up food though.
 
   “You would think so. Imagine walking past a bakery, the smell of bread fresh out of the oven filling your senses, and knowing you will never be able to taste it. Imagine never resting again, your whole existence being one long night that never ends. Never waking to a new sunrise as it stretched across the horizon, or being forced to watch the rest of the world sleep away their troubles and doubts while you are left wide awake. Never being able to dream.”
 
   I couldn’t help staring at the astonishing creature sitting across from me. Sadness echoed in her voice, a deep longing for something she could never have. It almost sounded like she envied the rest of us. It was difficult trying to picture her as something as primal as Death after that. Everything about her had me confused. My head couldn’t possibly be in a healthy place if I wanted to sympathize with Death, could it?
 
   “It’s difficult to picture,” I admitted.
 
   Dawn closed her eyes, rubbing her temples in gentle circles the same way I did. “I cannot seem to put a finger on you.”
 
   “You’re going to have to elaborate on that one.” I laughed. She just admitted she didn’t need oxygen, but I was the one that needed figuring out? 
 
   “You are far too calm,” she said, sounding slightly frustrated.
 
   “What were you expecting?”
 
   “I am not entirely sure, revulsion maybe?” 
 
   I wracked my brain, trying to find the best way to explain myself. “I guess I’m trying to be open minded. I won’t apologize for who I am, and neither should you. We are what we are.”
 
   “That is far more accepting than I deserve after everything I have done,” Dawn said, looking out the window, “but it does not change the fact that I am still the most dangerous thing you have ever met, and it is my fault you are in this mess to begin with.”
 
   “You keep saying that, but I’m not so sure I understand.” I was hoping to avoid bringing up anything to do with what she actually does—her job, as she called it, for as long as I could. Now I was curious, and any insight into her was one worth exploring. “If you can’t . . . kill me until it’s my time, then why all the warnings?”
 
   “You really have to ask that question?” she stammered, looking as close to shocked as I ever saw her.
 
   Yes, Dawn was definitely uncomfortable around me, but how was I supposed to know if I was doing something wrong? I took a guess that my best tactic was for her to think I was really concerned—she seemed to be pretty serious about my wellbeing.
 
   “I don’t know everything,” I quoted her. “If I knew exactly what you meant, maybe it would be safer for me.”
 
   Dawn’s eyes narrowed, her expression shifting from bewilderment to suspicion in an instant. Somehow she knew it wasn’t exactly why I wanted to know. No one had ever been able to call my bluff so easily before. She turned her gaze to the people around us, purposefully pausing over each one before turning back to me. “Not here.”
 
   “You will tell me though?” I asked, wondering why this particular topic compared to all the rest wasn’t fit for the diner.
 
   She sighed heavily. “Aye, I will. It is difficult to say no to you when you are this persistent.”
 
   “It’s one of my best qualities.” I said, grinning openly.
 
   She was about to say something else when her whole body tensed, snapping her head towards the window just as Megan appeared behind her with a tray in each hand. How does Dawn keep doing that? I hadn’t even seen Megan coming, and I was the one looking in her direction.
 
   Luckily Megan seemed to be preoccupied with something and didn’t linger more than necessary. As soon as she was out of earshot Dawn visibly relaxed, her amused expression returning as she watched Megan walk away. Dawn kept to herself while I ate, tearing small scraps off of an empty sugar packet. Still, from time to time I caught her stealing glances at me when I was trying to sneak one in myself. I was never self-conscious about eating in front of someone before. Of course I would be with her.
 
   The silver links from the same pendant I saw on her before were visible around her neckline, but the artfully woven braid she always had in her hair was on the opposite side today. Her choice of clothing was odd too—this was hardly suitable weather for the thin cotton top she wore. How had these seraphim walked among us for so long without any of us noticing something was off, which got me thinking that maybe they hadn’t.
 
   “I have a question,” I began tentatively as I slid my empty plate away.
 
   “You always seem to.”
 
   “I’m not the only one who knows about your kind, am I?”
 
   “No, there are a few humans that know,” Dawn said, looking almost relieved. I couldn’t help but wonder what questions she was hoping to avoid. “Mistakes happen from time to time. Not everyone follows the rules as strictly as they should.”
 
   “There are rules?”
 
   “Of course. If there were no laws to follow then what would stop me from doing whatever I wanted, or not doing what I was supposed to?”
 
   I shuddered at the thought of the havoc something like her could cause. “Did you break one of your kind’s laws by telling me your secret?”
 
   “Technically.”
 
    “You don’t seem too concerned, won’t you get punished?”
 
   “Probably, if anyone found out,” she said, shrugging. “I have rarely caused trouble before, so I doubt it will be too serious.”
 
   “Good,” I said honestly, the last thing I would want was someone suffering for the decisions I made, even if she thought she was the cause. I also got the impression Dawn was one that took these rules pretty seriously. Now that I had eaten there was no reason to stay at the diner, but I wasn’t ready to let Dawn slip away from me just yet. I only had about a million questions left to ask, so I decided to give a change of venue a shot. “It’s still early. Did you have any other plans tonight?”
 
   “What exactly did you have in mind?”
 
   “Something less public,” I offered, hinting that I wanted an answer to the question she avoided earlier.  Either way I was careful to leave the decision up to her.
 
   She sighed wearily. “Your home then?”
 
   “Sure.” I nodded, though I would’ve agreed to pretty much anything as long as I still got to keep her talking.
 
   Dawn stood up at the same time as me, waiting for me to step out first so she could once again follow behind me. We were almost at my car when I noticed her footsteps cut off, and I turned to find Dawn standing motionless in the middle of the sidewalk, her hand clutching the egg sized gem around her neck. Her eyes were unfocussed, staring out into the empty street behind me for several long seconds before she snapped out of her trance.
 
   “There is . . . something I have to attend to first,” she said abruptly, her voice trailing off. There was a long pause before she spoke again. “I will not be long.”
 
   The wheels in my head clicked together, and for a moment all I could do was stare blankly at her while I processed what she was about to do. Dawn was waiting for me to respond, giving me the opportunity to change my mind now that I figured it out. This was it then. A true test of how far I was willing to go, what I was willing to accept. I exhaled slowly. “Meet me when you’re done?”
 
   “I will.” Dawn nodded once, looking as torn as I felt. She turned around, glancing over her shoulder at me before she disappeared into the night.
 
   My fingers were numb around the steering wheel as I turned onto Main Street. Too late I realized I was compartmentalizing the two Dawns’ in my head, separating what I saw with my own eyes from what she really was. A defense mechanism my mind created that I wasn’t even aware of until now. I was sure I could handle the truth, but actually knowing what was happening right now left a hollow burning sensation in my chest. Calm down Hadley, people die—it’s a fact of life. I could rationalize there was a walking, talking Grim Reaper, but looking into those eyes after this could be too much for me to handle. The road flashed before me as I wrestled with my thoughts, and it felt hours passed when I finally killed the engine.
 
   I wanted to be sure I could live with this path I was on. Whatever happened to the person Dawn was meant to erase tonight was out of my hands, one way or another I had to accept that. All I could do was hope they had a full life and no regrets, though I couldn’t stop myself from picturing the worst. I wanted to hate Dawn, to be afraid of her. I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs until I forgot the last month of my life forever.
 
   But I couldn’t. It felt wrong to admit, hell it felt downright monstrous, but in my heart I knew I couldn’t damn her. If life was natural then so was death, it was meant to happen whether we as human beings were ready for it or not. If I read the news tomorrow and there was an obituary for someone I never met would it have bothered me as much? I’d do what almost anyone else would do. I’d think it was sad for a moment, maybe wonder who they were, then move on with my life. She wasn’t a murderer, and I couldn’t let the fact that I knew she was the one holding the scythe scare me off now. I came too far to turn back. I made the decision to find out more about the world I lived in, so I couldn’t blame anyone but myself if I didn’t like the answers I found.
 
   I sat in my car for another ten minutes as I waited for my panic to slowly subside. My breathing began to even out as I unlocked my front door, glad to see Dawn wasn’t waiting for me. I breezed through the apartment, tidying up everything I could get my hands on—busy work always helped me focus. I was straightening the couch so that it squarely faced the TV when I felt Dawn’s presence brush against the back of my mind, and a full twenty seconds passed before I heard her timid knock on my front door. Dawn had hesitated. Taking a deep breath I unlocked the latch, slipped on a brave face, and swung the door open to let her in.
 
   For someone who didn’t need to sleep Dawn looked very tired, but other than that she looked exactly the same as she did an hour ago. Of course she does Hadley. What were you expecting, for her to walk in with blood on her hands?
 
   “Come in,” I said, again surprised by my calm. As Dawn looked up at me a jumble of emotions crossed her face, faster than I could hope to keep up with. Keeping her distance from me she stepped inside, taking a seat in the same spot she had a few nights ago. I felt her eyes on my back as I walked to the kitchen, and remembering my manners I stopped halfway and turned to her. “Can I get you anything?”
 
   “I am fine, thank you,” she said softly, watching my every movement. I grabbed a soda from the fridge and took a seat across from her, turning the cool can in my hands as I thought of something to say. She beat me to it. “You are still quite calm.”
 
   “It surprised me too.”
 
   “If you do not mind me asking, why is that?”
 
   “You know more about this than I ever will,” I said, trying to find the best way to explain my logic. “You also told me it’s not your place to judge. If you don’t even decide, then what right do I have to judge you for what you do?”
 
   “Perhaps you are more equipped to deal with this than I thought.”
 
   “So does that mean you will show me what you meant about you being dangerous?” I asked hopefully. Now that I was committed to knowing everything, it seemed like something I should probably know—just in case we were going to be spending more time with together in the future. It never hurt to be prepared.
 
   “People’s fates dictate when they die. That is how I know when to take them, down to the second.” Dawn’s voice was pained as she spoke, and I guessed she definitely didn’t want to be telling me this.  “I am not tied to fate like you are, so by definition anything I do around you was not supposed to happen. I would never want to hurt you, but I still could by accident. I could even kill you if I am not careful.”
 
    “How would it happen though? It’s not as if you’re going three rounds with me.” 
 
   She didn’t answer—at least, not in any way I was expecting.
 
   Two things happened at once. Dawn became a blur for about a second before her outline settled back into place, and the can I was holding was no longer in my hand—it was in Dawn’s.
 
   I bit back a curse. Nothing natural should be able to move so quickly. For a moment I thought she was going to crush the can as a reminder of her physical strength. Instead she held it for a moment, then opened the can and turned it upside down. Nothing happened. With slow, exaggerated movements she put the can down on the coffee table, gesturing for me to pick it up. I blinked twice before remembering how to control my body. I reached down, and as my fingers brushed the edges of the metal I recoiled, knocking the can on its side. The liquid inside was frozen solid.
 
   “That’s not right.” I wasn’t sure why I mumbled that. I wasn’t even sure it was me who said the words.
 
   “My body leeches the heat from everything around me. If I am not in near perfect control of myself every second I am around you, just my touch could kill you,” she spoke calmly, her sweet voice making the words sound that much more menacing. I swallowed involuntarily as I remembered her flinching away from me. Now I knew why. I also felt how cold my apartment suddenly was. With the adrenaline constantly in my system when I was around Dawn, I hadn’t noticed it before. It was always cold around her, unnaturally cold. Dawn’s gaze drifted to my fingers absently scratching the phantom itch on my shoulder that never seemed to leave me. “That was my fault too.”
 
   “I’ve been wondering how I got this,” I said when I was sure the words wouldn’t come out as gibberish. I couldn’t remember much of what happened when the blows started coming, but I would never forget the scorching pain burning across my skin.
 
   “It should never have happened. I should have been in control of my emotions. Now you will have that scar for the rest of your life.” She sounded wretched—nothing I could say right now would make her feel worse than she was making herself. “Let me see how much damage I did.” Dawn stood slowly, taking a measured step towards me while I rolled up my sleeve. As the edges of the ruined flesh became visible a gasp escaped her lips. “I am so sorry.”
 
   I shrugged indifferently. It wasn’t my first scar, and knowing my luck it wouldn’t be the last. “It would’ve been a lot worse if it wasn’t for you.”
 
   “Please stop trying to make me feel better.”
 
   “It’s the truth, whether you like it or not. If you really feel bad about it tell your friend to buy me a new plant. I really liked that one.” I even managed a small chuckle. She had to believe I meant it if I could make a joke out of her injuring me.
 
   “My friend?” she asked, her expression becoming puzzled.
 
   “The one who broke into my office for you. The blond.”
 
   “I forgot about that.” Dawn sighed, looking guilty as sin. “It was me.”
 
   Now it was my turn to look puzzled. That couldn’t have been Dawn. I turned her words over in my head twice before I admitted defeat. “I don’t understand.”
 
   Dawn fidgeted nervously with her braid before looking at me, the same expression she wore when she asked me not to freak out. She closed her eyes, and her whole body began to vibrate.
 
   My jaw dropped as I watched Dawn grow taller, her shoulders and hips broaden, and her chest flesh out right before my eyes. Her skin glowed faintly before taking on a darker shade, at the same time as her hair began to lighten from root to tip. The skin on her face slackened around the bones, and as it tightened up again it held a new shape that wasn’t her face anymore. It took less than ten seconds, but when her body finally stopped moving she was no longer Dawn—she was the blond from the security tapes. The only thing that hadn’t changed on the stranger now standing in my living room were her eyes, they still looked exactly like Dawn’s.
 
   For a moment it was so quiet I could hear my own heartbeat. Then blond stranger smiled at me before she began to vibrate, and a few seconds later Dawn was herself again.
 
   I don’t remember sitting back on the couch, but I was grateful that it was so close—I don’t think my legs could support my weight right now. Dawn slowly took a seat, not saying a word while she politely waited for me to recover.
 
   “You’re a shapeshifter too?” I asked, my voice wavering. There was no other way of putting it. She nodded, her eyes alight with humor. Now that she wasn’t as worried about me running and screaming, I think the real Dawn was beginning to surface—apparently along with a whole bunch of other people too. “You can be anyone you want?”
 
   “I do not actually become the person, just look and sound exactly like them. And not anyone. Only women, and only the ones I have . . . taken.”
 
   “Why only women?” I asked curiously, not wanting to think about the fact that she could pose as the dead.
 
   “Because I am female,” she said simply, like it was an adequate explanation.
 
   Dawn wasn’t kidding when she said she was deceptive by nature, as if the ability to disappear wasn’t enough. A stray thought crossed my mind then, and without thinking it slipped off my tongue.
 
   “That isn’t what you really look like, is it.”  It wasn’t a question—I already knew the answer. I couldn’t explain how I knew, but I was absolutely sure.
 
   “No. And while we are being honest my name is not Dawn either.” To her credit Dawn didn’t even flinch, she just smiled. “In my defense, I never said it was my name, I said it is what you should call me.”
 
   “Why?” The first time I saw her that’s what she looked like, so she stuck with it. I could understand that logic. But she told me to call her Dawn before I knew what she was, why not tell me her real name? It wasn’t exactly truthful, but as far as I could tell she never lied to me about anything else.
 
   “There is a very good reason for that particular deception, and I will tell you about it sometime, but not tonight. Right now I am a little concerned any more revelations might just give you a heart attack.”
 
  
 
  


 
   11. Glass confessions
 
    
 
    
 
   “You wouldn’t,” I begged, “please, have mercy.”
 
   She frowned at the pleading look on my face as she traced her bottom lip with her finger, the way she always did when she was thinking. Her other hand hovered over the table, taunting me as her fingers drew nearer to the object that would inevitably destroy me. I knew all hope was gone when she smiled.
 
   Lisa stuck out her tongue as she took my last three checkers on the board. “Hop. Hop. Hop.”
 
   I shook my head in disbelief. “Six times in a row.”
 
   She giggled excitedly, and once again began stacking the pieces on top of each other. Lisa’s time inside these walls changed her in many ways, but when it came to board games she still crushed me like clockwork. On lucid days like these, when I got the chance to see her smile, I was more than happy to let her.
 
   “Again?” she asked, her gentle eyes looking up at me hopefully. Geez sis, wasn’t I thoroughly beaten already? I needed to get a new game, one I actually had a chance of winning.
 
   “One more.” I smiled warmly. It was impossible to say no to her.
 
   I really missed Lisa these past few days. With all the madness that came with Dawn, I needed this—a return to the madness I was used to, the madness I knew more or less how to deal with. Noting how much my lil’ sis rubbed off on me over the years I laughed quietly to myself. There was something about Lisa’s childlike view of the world that helped me put things into perspective.
 
   I felt a little useless lately, and spending any amount of time with Death had a way of making everything else feel less . . . consequential. It was a few days since I saw Dawn, but I began to notice an anxious edge to my thoughts. Was she avoiding me? Part of me worried that my near obsessive interest in her was anything but healthy, and it was difficult to disagree with. I wasn’t even sure why I found everything about her so captivating, even the darker side of what she did, although it did make me cringe from time to time. She even took a starring role in a few of my nightmares, somewhere I was willing to bet money Dawn thought she belonged, but they were more on the trippy and confusing edge than truly frightening.
 
   I wasn’t very busy these days, but it annoyed me a little that she got to dictate the terms of when and where we met. I was hoping we were now on more amicable terms, that maybe we could even be friends, after a fashion. All this time left to myself wasn’t helping the situation either, it only left me with more unanswered questions. Dawn seemed to be of two minds. One was the guarded, analytically cold Dawn trying to keep to the shadows. The other was the one that smiled, the one who showed a broader range of emotional responses. It would be interesting to meet another seraph and compare the differences. Did all of them act exactly like her, or was what I saw just part of who she was?
 
   When it became clear I would lose for a seventh time I threw my hands up in defeat. “I’m going to have to start cheating.”
 
   It was just after two when I said goodbye to my sister, though she was so engrossed in her new square of bubble wrap I wasn’t sure she was fully aware I was leaving. If only it was always this easy. I was in a pretty good mood as I wandered through the aging building, so much so I didn’t even mind the biting smell of ammonia that usually gave me a massive headache. The sun was beginning to break through the wispy clouds that refused to let up—some warmth would be a nice change from the dreary weather we were having lately. It had rained on and off for three days now, making the already crisp autumn winds feel like walking into an industrial freezer. Dawn would probably feel right at home. As I walked briskly to the car I rubbed my hands together to fight off the chill, only looking up when I was right next to the door. Almost as if just thinking her name summoned her, Dawn sat with her legs crossed on the hood of my car, watching me intently.
 
   “Benjamin.” She smiled, sliding to her feet gracefully. That was the first time she ever used my name. Something about the simple gesture made me feel a little more at ease.
 
   “Afternoon,” I half mumbled, momentarily thrown off by her greeting. “How did you know where to find me?”
 
   Dawn only smiled wider. “I have my methods.”
 
   Sure, that wasn’t creepy at all. “Been wondering when I’d see you again.”
 
   “I should not even be spending time with you to begin with,” she said absently, her gaze towards the clouds.
 
   “And why not?”
 
   “You mean, besides the fact that I could kill you?” Dawn raised her eyebrow, the sarcasm sounding off in her lovely voice. “Or that every second I am around could irreparably alter your future? Oh, no reason at all.”
 
   “You worry too much.” I shrugged, knowing she wouldn’t like it. “I can take care of myself.”
 
   She frowned. “That, is doubtful.”
 
   If she was so concerned, then why did she keep showing up? It was a question I’d really love an answer to, though it seemed like one of the topics she desperately wanted to avoid. This back and forth with her was draining.
 
   I didn’t see any other cars in the lot—come to think of it, she never seemed to have any form of transportation. Had she really travelled all these miles on foot? Knowing how fast Dawn could move I didn’t doubt it, but she hardly looked like she just ran a marathon. I shrugged off the train of thought, and sensing victory I decided to steer the conversation in a different direction.
 
   “I was just about to head back into the city. Got a few errands I have to run along the way, but I’d like it if you joined me.” The idea of having her in the car with me seemed like a good plan. It would be difficult for her to disappear while we were driving.
 
   “Sure.” She sighed softly, not bothering to ask where we were going, or how long it would take. Why couldn’t she always be this agreeable? Dawn walked around to the passenger side, muttering under her breath in what sounded like Latin. Her irritated expression reminded me of a feral kitten. 
 
   She closed the door behind her, but instead of sitting normally she pressed her back against the door, pulling her feet up to her knees so she was facing me. Odd, but it was far from the strangest thing I saw her do. As we pulled onto the road I kept peeking to see if she was still upset with me, but to my surprise she was once again smiling. “Something funny?”
 
   “You willingly invite me into your car, knowing full well I am quite possibly the most dangerous thing in a hundred mile radius, and that does not make you hesitate for one second. Yet you feel the need to wear a seat belt.” The musical laughter that followed was another first.
 
   I was so stunned to find she actually possessed a sense of humor that it took me far longer than it should’ve to respond. “I guess you would know whether or not I’d need it before I did.”
 
   “True,” she said, still smiling. Almost two miles disappeared under the tires in a surprisingly comfortable silence before she spoke again. “Who were you visiting in there?”
 
   “Not much of a stalker, are you?” I teased. “My younger sister, Lisa.”
 
   “And you two are close?”
 
   “Very, I try to see her whenever I can. We practically raised each other.” I smiled, remembering the Thursday afternoon I taught Lisa to throw a punch, her limitless patience with me when I kept messing up the laundry. Many bleached shirts were sacrificed before I got that one down.
 
   Dawn nodded thoughtfully, like she received the answer she was expecting. “Did you grow up here?”
 
   “I’ve always lived in the city. What’s with the twenty questions?”
 
   Confusion crossed her features. “You ask me questions all the time, am I not allowed the same courtesy?”
 
   “I don’t mind,” I said quickly. “I just don’t see why something like that would be interesting to you.”
 
   “I am around humans all day, but it has been a long time since I paid this much attention to a specific one. You are not the only one who gets curious,” she said quietly, looking a little embarrassed.
 
   I smiled. “Then ask away.”
 
   Dawn kept up a steady stream of questioning as I drove lazily back to the city, in no rush to be anywhere but where I was now. When I wasn’t constantly bringing it up it was almost easy to forget that she was so far removed from anything I ever knew. If it wasn’t for her reaction to our close proximity I could almost pretend she was normal. She tried to be subtle about it, but it was impossible to miss the fact that every time I leaned towards her on a turn, or my hand moved to change gears her whole body became rigid. The first time she actually recoiled.
 
   Dawn seemed to be working off a list in her head, often turning the questions into guesses. Nothing Dawn asked was something I wouldn’t tell any other acquaintance, but for the life of me I couldn’t understand what was so interesting about the little details of my daily life. I was happy to answer though, as strange as it was to admit I really did enjoy her company.
 
   Some questions were simple enough—like had I always lived in the apartment, what my parents were like, how much I travelled. Dawn was genuinely surprised to learn that the furthest I had ever been from home was Ohio. Others were a little more personal. As we rounded the corner to my office things got awkward for a while when she asked why I lived alone. Gritting my teeth I told her Claire passed away, leaving out as much detail as I possibly could. It was difficult enough dealing with what she was, the last thing I needed was to be reminded someone like her took Claire away from me.
 
   “You have my sympathies,” Dawn said quietly. “Would you like to tell me about her?”
 
    I smiled as we pulled up to my office, fondly remembering the lively girl whose carefree laugh was painted across my memories. “The sweetest, kindest, most unflinching pedantic you could ever meet. Free spirited, and maddeningly neurotic. She always knew exactly what to say. Claire was something else.” 
 
   The strange thing was I really didn’t mind talking about it. It was almost as if Dawn, being something I always assumed was a myth, somehow made it easier for me to open up. Like the confessions weren’t absolutely real.
 
   Back in the car a few minutes later she picked up right where she left off, and after a while her questions became more unusual. When she asked me if cinnamon rolls tasted as good as they smelled I kept a straight face for less than a second before I burst into uncontrolled laughter. The afternoon had given way to evening by the time I had everything I needed from the grocery store, Dawn staying hidden from sight for the entire duration, and I didn’t want to head back to the apartment just yet. There was no telling how long it would be until she disappeared again, and I wanted to use the time as best I could.
 
   “Where are we going?” Dawn asked when she realized I wasn’t headed toward home.
 
   “I thought we’d try something different,” I said casually, trying not to give anything away. From the corner of my vision I could see Dawn looking at me with playful suspicion in her eyes.
 
   The sun was just beginning to set when we arrived at the end-of-the-line, the brilliant orange and crimson sunset making the edges of the dark ocean seem like they were on fire where they touched the horizon. Dawn lingered by the car, gazing off into the distance for a long moment before following me down to the fence. As we searched for a ledge wide enough for both of us to sit on I noticed she had little difficulty navigating the ledge, her sure footing making me look slow and clumsy by comparison.
 
   “Dawn?” I asked tentatively as the light over the viewing point turned on behind us. The day had gone by so quickly between all her questions that I never got the chance to ask any of my own.
 
   “Yes?” she answered, still watching the waves gently buffeting against the rocks below us. What I would give to know what she was thinking right now.
 
   The last thing I wanted to do was ruin the pleasant day we were having by asking her something I knew she didn’t want to talk about, but me being me I just couldn’t help myself.
 
    “The last time you were with me, you said you would tell me about your name sometime. I was just wondering if it was sometime yet.”
 
   She closed her eyes, taking an unnecessary breath before she finally looked at me. “Why do you always have to ask the questions I do not want you to know the answers to?”
 
   “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” I said quietly. In a way it was funny, normally secrets would drive me crazy, but when it came to her I could live with not knowing a few.
 
   “It is not that I do not want to. I know it may sound strange, but I like the idea of you knowing what I am. It is almost . . . freeing in a way. Of course it never should have happened, but it is far too late now. I keep thinking one day you are going to find out something about me you cannot deal with. You are far more interesting than you realize, and I am just not ready to give that up yet.”
 
   It was a relief to finally know why she didn’t want to tell me, but her answer wasn’t what I was expecting at all. This whole time I was thinking she was worried, that this was all for my safety, or she thought I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “After everything I’ve seen, I don’t think there’s anything left that could scare me off.”
 
   Dawn cocked her head to the side, staring at me with an incredulous expression. Almost a minute passed before she sighed. “Dawn is the name I chose for myself when I became a seraph.”
 
   “You weren’t always a reaper?”
 
   She shook her head. “My kind is not born seraphim, we are created. I was human once.”
 
   I stared blankly at Dawn, utterly unable to speak as I processed her words. Looking at her, it wasn’t hard to believe she was once just like me. Even with all her strange quirks there was always something distinctly . . . human about her—it wasn’t part of the deception. It didn’t take long for the shock to wear off, and my curiosity to begin running wild. Still, forming a coherent sentence took some effort. “How did you become a seraph?”
 
   “I was chosen,” she said, her dark eyes watching me intently. “We do not really know who will be picked to serve, or even why those of us were chosen. It just happens.”
 
   There were so many questions screaming at me at that moment, but none louder than the one which slipped from my lips. “Could it happen to me?”
 
   “It would be very, very unlikely. But yes, I suppose in theory it is possible. I would not worry about it though, the odds are astronomical.”
 
   I slowly exhaled the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Not that I knew very much about her kind, but the idea that I could become something not human was a pretty terrifying one. “So you just woke up one day and became what you are now?”
 
   “Not exactly. Remember I told you I am not tied to Fate like you are? Did you ever wonder why that was?”
 
   “Not really.” Somewhere between finding out what she was and trying to figure the whole Fate thing out it must’ve slipped my mind.
 
   “Fate has no hold over me, because I am no longer among the living.”
 
   There was no way I could hide my shock this time. I barely controlled my body long enough to choke the words out. “You died?”
 
   “Aye,” she said simply—like it was just another one of her quirks. Dawn died. I was talking to a dead person. It may not have been the most difficult thing about her to deal with, but it sure as hell was the creepiest. My vocabulary didn’t seem to have the words my mind was looking for.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said after a long moment, mostly because I had no idea what else I could say. Was there really an appropriate response to that?
 
   “There is nothing to be sorry for.” She smiled ruefully. “It was my time.”
 
   My mind was still reeling from her revelation, but against all odds I could feel myself beginning to accept the truth. I couldn’t help wondering if I would be so calm when my time came. I guess being what she was gave her a unique perspective on death, one I could never hope to understand. We sat in silence while I pieced together my fragmented thoughts. Dawn hadn’t chosen what she was any more than I had, and I decided it didn’t matter to me what she was, only who she was. Somewhere in my jumbled mind a thought popped up that I couldn’t wrap my head around. 
 
   “Death is dead? How does that make sense?” I mumbled the words under my breath, trying to puzzle them out.
 
   Despite the tense atmosphere Dawn laughed. “Your guess is as good as mine.”
 
   “There seems to be a lot of things you don’t know about all this,” I observed.
 
   “I never said I had all the answers. I think it is supposed to be that way though.” She smiled then, and I found myself unable to argue with her on that one—life was difficult enough without having to worry about death. No wonder her kind was so secretive.
 
   “What happened then? After you . . . died.” I cringed, struggling to say the word out loud.
 
   “I do not remember much of the actual apotheosis, but on some level I was aware of what was happening.” Dawn paused for a moment, and I realized she was editing, skipping over the parts she didn’t want me to hear. “When I could finally open my eyes the seraph that took me calmed me down and explained what had happened to me.”
 
   I tried to picture it, to imagine myself in her place, waking from the dead next to a stranger that knew more about what was happening to me than I did. “It must’ve been quite a shock.”
 
   “It was . . . overwhelming,” she admitted. “Nothing I ever knew could have prepared me for this new life. Not just physically either. After a while I started to notice changes in myself, my personality. There was so much to learn, so much I was not willing to accept. It was a long time until I fully understood my purpose in this world.”
 
   Dawn always struck me as a force of nature. If nothing else, she seemed so sure of her role. I always knew she possessed emotions just like me, I even suspected they had something to do with why we met, but I spent so much time focusing on her more alien traits that I never made the connection. She was once a child, a living human girl with hopes, desires—a family. How could anyone be expected to do what she does when she was once one of us? Of course she would doubt. I knew I would. It sounded like a very sick joke to me.
 
   “Tell me if this is too personal,” I began, “but why do you do what you do? I know you said that there are rules, but why follow them?”
 
   “I suppose I could refuse, if I wanted to,” she answered, apparently not offended by my question. “It is not an easy path to travel, and following it carries a high price. I have seen more of death and despair than anyone should ever have to witness. You could not begin to grasp how much of a toll it takes on you. There has been so many times where I would have given anything not to have to take someone. Deaths so senseless that even after all these years they still haunt me, make me question everything I believe. I have been forced to watch good people suffer needlessly while I stood paralyzed, unable to ease an ounce of their pain until it was their time, or let killers walk free because I could not intervene. Someone has to do it though. If I turn my back on my nature another would have to take my place, and I would never allow that. It is my duty, my burden. And it is not always pretty, but I have come to terms with what I am. It is not the only thing that defines me.”
 
   I listened to her pained words with rapt attention, unable to look away from the weary, tired lines that had formed across her face. In that moment Dawn looked decades older, more human than I ever imagined possible. I didn’t want to think about how much she must’ve seen in her existence, but somehow she still managed to do what she did. It was bitterly ironic to me that the seraphim weren’t attached to Fate like I was, yet they seemed to have even less freedom. The pins and needles prickling against my skull were a constant reminder that I should fear her, hate her even. What little sense of self-preservation I held on to when it came to her still fought against me to run, screaming that she was nothing more than a cold, lifeless abomination. None of those things mattered to me, because I could never look at Dawn the same way again. In a way I pitied her, no one should have to do the task she was given. The strength it must’ve taken was beyond me.
 
   “How are you doing with all this?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. I looked up from the smooth stones in my hand I was absently tossing into the waves. Once again she was worried about me, of all things. It was a fair question though, how did I feel? It was comforting to know that despite what she believed, there wasn’t a correct response to the question.  
 
   “I’m fine,” I said calmly, and I meant it. She nodded, for once not arguing with me. I lazily flicked another stone, my gaze following its arc until it slipped away into the darkness. My watch caught my eye as I pulled back my arm. “Is that the time already?” 
 
   I was on my feet before I finished the sentence. Where had the time gone? It seemed like only minutes ago when the sun went down. 
 
   “You are leaving?” The tone in her voice cut through my sudden panic, immediately shifting my focus to her. She looked despondent, like someone just kicked her in the chest. For the first time since I found out about what she was, Dawn looked as vulnerable as her lithe frame suggested.
 
   “Hey, I’m not going anywhere,” I said quickly, not wanting her to think I finally cracked. The words flowed out of me too quickly for me to edit them. “I told you before—I don’t scare that easily. Even if you weren’t just about the most fascinating thing on the planet, I’d still want to know you as a person. I just really need to get some sleep if I’m going to be able to function tomorrow. Humans do that from time to time.”
 
   Dawn’s eyes traced my smiling face, always searching for something, though I never knew exactly what.  I breathed a sigh of relief when she managed a smile. “Okay.”
 
   “You need a ride anywhere?” I asked as she sprang up fluidly.
 
   I knew then why Dawn always left me to decide how much I wanted to know. She didn’t have the luxury of choice with so many things, and she wanted to make sure I did. As long as I wanted her around she would probably be there, even if she thought it wasn’t wise, because in the end it was my choice to make. My wish was finally granted it seemed—I was going to be seeing a lot more of her.
 
   “Not necessary. But thank you for the offer.”
 
   She walked with me to the car, as always a few steps behind me, like there was an invisible wall she couldn’t cross between us. I thought she was overdoing it, but if it kept her from worrying then I didn’t mind. “When will I see you again?”
 
   “Soon enough.” Dawn sounded almost eager, though I knew she was still trying to limit my exposure to her. Then again she also had a job to do, and death didn’t exactly keep a schedule. The motor came to life as the key turned, purring in anticipation while I rolled down the window. 
 
   “Night, Dawn.” Not that she would be doing any sleeping, but it was the thought that counted, right?
 
   She smiled. “Goodnight, Benjamin.”
 
   Dawn stepped away as I turned the car around, her midnight eyes glinting brightly in the headlights and I watched her grow smaller in the rear view mirror for a few seconds before she vanished just before the bend. I chuckled quietly to myself as I followed the winding path, wondering where she was heading.
 
  
 
  


 
   12. Windows
 
    
 
    
 
   It felt like years ago since the last time I was able to sleep.
 
   Frankly, after the mound of paperwork I sifted through last night—sleep was long overdue. I swear people waited around until a Friday afternoon before deciding to hire me, just so they could ruin what little days off I had. Of course it didn’t help that my alarm was broken. When it began ringing at six thirty this Saturday morning the infernal device was dangerously close to flying out the window.
 
   Finally deciding eight was my limit I dragged myself out of bed. The thick rain clouds looming over the coastline had only darkened since yesterday, draping the city in shadow so that I had to turn the lights on in the living room just to find the remote for the TV. As I tucked into my breakfast the nervous looking man that did the local weather only confirmed my growing fears—I’d be staying indoors for most of the weekend.
 
   I flipped through every channel three times before abandoning the couch and began pacing restlessly around the apartment, less than pleased I stayed up half the night working only to have nothing to do on this miserable morning. Even Hansel seemed restless. I could hear him hastily scurrying about in my office from across the room. Where was Dawn when you needed her? It was less than forty eight hours ago I learned the tiny seraph was in fact once a human girl. Not nearly enough time for me to appreciate just what that meant for me, but I was already itching to see her again. Would I ever not want to see her? There were so many questions I wanted to ask, so many things I wanted to know. Looking out the window I wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like stepping into her shoes. Inspiration struck me then, and I smiled. Maybe there was a way to get her attention after all. Two minutes later I was back in the kitchen, thinking I finally lost my mind as I hastily scribbled onto a flattened milk carton in big letters with a permanent marker.
 
   I’m bored. Where are you?
 
   The rain pelted against me, soaking my shirt and the floor as I struggled to hang the message outside of the window. I had no idea why I thought this would work, for all I knew Dawn wasn’t even in the city, but given my options it was worth a shot. Satisfied that I did all I could short of driving around looking for her I settled into a chair at the kitchen counter with my sketch pad, continuing on a piece I started a week ago. At first I hadn’t intended to draw Dawn. It started off as a view of the city framed by my window, but as the lines started to take shape on the page I realized I was working off a memory. After that it seemed only natural to include her sitting on the windowsill, holding the same lazy pose as the night that she told me what she was.
 
   A full hour passed while I worked on shading in the background, closing my eyes every now and then to better remember the setting. No one would ever dare call me a talented artist, but as the picture gradually came together I was surprised by how well I captured her resigned expression, the way her hair gently spilled across her shoulders. It made me wonder what she really looked like, one of the many things I had yet to learn. Still, it was definitely one of my better works. I was adding the finishing touches on the drawing when I heard a dull snap against glass, the muted sound barely audible over the driving rain. Pushing the sketchpad aside I walked to the window. The milk carton was turned around to face inward, and under my sloppy handwriting there was a short message in blue ink.
 
   Not yet.
 
   I frowned. Not that I would ever measure her actions against other people, but it seemed like pretty strange behavior—even for her. She obviously wasn’t busy if she saw the message, with everyone safely inside today she was probably as free as I was. The only explanation I could come up with was there was a reason behind her making me wait, more than likely one that was supposed to be for my benefit. Why would she go through the effort of climbing halfway up the building and not just pop in and say why? Surely it would’ve taken less effort than writing a message back to me five stories up, in the middle of this storm.
 
   Driven by another memory, I snapped my fingers together. By now the wind shifted direction, so I didn’t get completely drenched as I retrieved the carton. The marker slid haphazardly across the wet surface, making my handwriting even scruffier. I had to go over the letters twice before they were legible.
 
   Is it the weather?
 
   I shut the window carefully, confident that I guessed right. The first time Dawn was in my apartment she left just before a similar storm came in. It had to be the reason. I sat in the seat nearest to the window with my sketchpad on my lap, looking up every two minutes in anticipation to see what happened next. It seemed a little childish to be sending messages back and forth, but I was having fun with it—there was never a dull moment with Dawn.
 
   The first few times I looked up nothing had changed, but when I stood up to get a glass of water something about the rain didn’t look right. I was halfway towards the window when I realized the heavy drops were splashing in mid-air, as if they were colliding with an invisible barrier. It took me a second to figure out it was Dawn, but as I reached for the latch the droplets began to fall normally again.
 
   “Dawn?” I whispered, feeling pretty foolish talking to myself.
 
   There was nothing but the soft sounds of the wind and the rain for a long moment before she replied. “Benjamin.”
 
   It sounded like she was above me. “Why are you hiding?”
 
   “I do not want you to see me like this,” Dawn replied meekly. Yeah, whatever she didn’t want me to see was definitely in her category of things I should be afraid of.
 
   “Stop sitting in the rain and get inside before I come out to get you,” I said, not doubting for a moment she knew I meant it. After another long moment I heard her defeated sigh.
 
   “Cover every single window in the house,” she warned sternly. “I will be there in a minute.”
 
   It was an unusual request but I obeyed her without question, gently closing the window before shutting the curtains in the kitchen and my bedroom. There was just enough time to stash my sketchpad away from those midnight eyes that always seemed to notice everything when I heard her light knock at the door.
 
   “You are impossible,” Dawn stated irritably as I opened the door, but her expression was pensive. Though she was out in the pouring rain only a few minutes ago the shirt she wore was pristine. Only her hair was still wet—she must’ve changed.
 
   “It’s nice to see you too.” I chuckled. Her eyes darted to the window as she walked inside, making sure I did as she asked before relaxing her shoulders. “You want to tell me why we’re meeting in the dark?”
 
   “Not really,” she called over her shoulder.
 
   And here I thought Dawn was over trying to scare me, she didn’t even seem to hold back with her abilities around me anymore. This must be good. Then again, there’s still a lot I don’t know, a lot I may not want to know. That’s always a possibility with her. “Would you at least tell me why though?”
 
   Her eyes purposefully avoided my gaze. “I have already told you more than I should have. I do not mind personally, but there are just some things about me I would like to withhold for as long as I can. Can you understand that?”
 
   I think I did. Though I couldn’t explain why, and I’m sure I never would, for some unfathomable reason the beautiful, mysteriously powerful seraph standing in my living room cared what I thought about her. “I can.”
 
   “Thank you. You know, you are quite—” Her words cut off a split second before there was a knock at my door. Dawn straightened, smiling apologetically at me before vanishing into thin air.
 
   I rolled my eyes as I trudged to the door. Keeping a low profile was one thing, but was it really necessary to disappear like that? Sometimes she really did take things overboard. When the door opened Jennifer was standing in the hallway, easily twice as annoyed as Dawn was only a minute ago.
 
   “Hey stranger,” I said, unable to hide the surprise in my tone. On any other day I would have been more than happy to see Jen, especially when we hadn’t spent much time together recently. The problem was that the pins and needles I felt when Dawn was close hadn’t disappeared along with her—she was still very much in the apartment.
 
   “Thank goodness you’re home.” Jennifer sighed happily as she let herself in. Right, I almost forgot her mother was still staying with her. No wonder she looked so prickly.
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” I smiled, trying not to think about the fact that Dawn was listening to every word of the conversation.
 
   “That’s. Not. Funny,” Jennifer said darkly. “If I have to hear one more word about coming to visit them in Boston, I’m going to go postal.”
 
   “To be honest, I’m surprised you lasted this long.”
 
   She smiled conspiratorially. “I’ve been hiding at work.”
 
   “Must’ve been pretty bad for you to choose to work,” I teased, handing her a cup of coffee.
 
   We settled around the kitchen counter, and for the next half hour Jennifer went off on one of her trademark rants. It was easier than I would’ve thought to pay adequate attention to her with Dawn here. Then again, Jennifer was pretty difficult to ignore. More than anything she just needed someone to complain to, and I was more than happy to help.
 
   “So what have you been up to?” Jennifer asked when she finally ran out of steam.
 
   “Not much.” I shrugged, struggling to keep my expression neutral. If only she knew. I didn’t like lying to Jennifer, even if it was for her own good. Not that I would ever betray Dawn’s secret, but it would be nice to be able to tell my best friend, even if only to get another living person’s perspective. Both Dawn and I were in very unusual positions, half the time she seemed just as unsure about all this as I was.
 
   “I could do with some down time right about now.” She frowned, the movement making her glasses tilt.
 
   “You have my sympathies.” After hearing all the stories I had to agree with her, poor girl. As she adjusted her glasses her phone rang.
 
   “Oh for the love of—” she groaned, flipping the phone open. I looked away, trying not to laugh as Jennifer attempted to convince her mother, in a joyless monotone, that she was stuck in traffic. When she finally snapped the phone shut Jennifer violently tossed it into her bag, as if at any moment it would turn into a large snake. “That woman will be the death of me.”
 
   My eyes widened as the sip of coffee I just took caught in my throat, and I tried to cover my slip with a cough. Of all the things to startle me, that was the one my mind chose to act on? Dawn probably enjoyed the reaction immensely.
 
   Jennifer’s shoulders slumped as we walked into the outside hallway. “Well, it was fun while it lasted.”
 
   “Just think happy thoughts,” I said encouragingly. “It will all be over soon.”
 
   “If only. We really should make plans sometime.”
 
   “Definitely, I’ll call Eric and see when he’s free.”
 
   “Okay.” Jennifer nodded enthusiastically. “See you soon.”
 
   “Drive safe.” I waved as she turned the corner, hoping she’d make it home okay in this dreary weather.
 
   As I closed the door I was all too aware Dawn was still in the apartment. At least Jennifer managed to go her brief visit without bringing up something I didn’t want Dawn to hear. She wasn’t the only one that cared how they were perceived, and after the whole Hyde situation I wasn’t off to a good start.
 
   “You can come out now,” I called out.
 
   “In here.”
 
   As I walked through the living room I felt a little self-conscious about the state of my apartment. Not that it was in bad shape, but I would’ve done more if I knew I would be expecting company. I realized it was silly for me to worry about something as trivial as my personal effects scattered about the apartment, considering how much I learnt about her already. Even though I’ve only known Dawn a short while, it felt like she already knew me too well.
 
   A pang of unease ran through me as I entered my bedroom, it would be just my luck if she found my sketchpad, or worse. To my surprise Dawn sat on the edge of my bed with her legs crossed, head buried in one of my books from the shelf next to the nightstand. I couldn’t help marveling at her beauty as she looked up, a flawless grace in her stillness that words couldn’t quite describe.
 
   “Hi,” she said as she tilted her head to the side, smiling in puzzlement at my blank expression.
 
   “Sorry about that,” I recovered, returning her smile.
 
   “Not to worry.” She shrugged innocently. “It was . . . enlightening.”
 
   “I get the feeling you’re not going to explain that one either,” I said as I leaned against the doorframe, keeping a healthy distance from her, the way she usually did.
 
   She shook her head playfully, closing the book before putting it down next to her. It was my well-worn copy of For Whom the Bell Tolls. “I would not have pegged you for a Hemmingway fan.”
 
   “It was a gift,” I said absently. One of Claire’s favorites, she gave it to me the first Christmas we spent together. When I looked up I saw Dawn popping something into her mouth from her pocket. “I thought you didn’t eat?”
 
   “I gain no sustenance from food, so I would not call it eating. But I do indulge from time to time.”
 
   “What is it?” I asked curiously.
 
   She smiled sheepishly. “Belladonna leaves.”
 
   “But they’re poisonous.”
 
    “Only to you.”
 
   “Okay, and the store was out of hard candies?”
 
   “Things taste differently to me. My senses are far more developed than yours. Usually it is a good thing, but most foods end up tasting like their base components. The toxic compounds inside these leaves that are so deadly to you are appealing to me because of their strength.” It was strange, the way she explained it made it sound so reasonable. I could only shrug. Pregnant women had the strangest cravings too, why not seraphim?
 
   “What food do you miss the most?”
 
   Dawn sighed wistfully. “Hazelnuts.”
 
   When I thought about it, all of her abilities definitely had their uses—this one was strange though. I didn’t see much use for altered taste buds. “How much keener are your senses, exactly?”
 
   Dawn closed her eyes, her brow furrowing in concentration. “Your neighbor three stories down is ironing his clothes. The cover of that book on the shelf is not actually purple, but rather thousands of tiny red and blue dots next to each other. Oh, and I would not drink the milk in the fridge. It is about to go bad.”
 
   “One day you have to tell me how you do that.” I laughed nervously, feeling my earlier self-consciousness rearing. What else did she know that she wasn’t telling me?
 
   “Trust me when I say it would be a lot better if I could turn it off. It can become very distracting, especially in the cities. Every now and then it gets to be too much and I have to take a break, disappear somewhere quiet.” Dawn smiled, slowly opening her eyes. “While we are on the subject, there is probably something else I should mention if I am going to spending more time around you. It is not just that my senses are better than yours—I also have one you do not possess.”
 
   “I’m listening,” I said when she peeked through her hair. It was amazing how quickly I became desensitized to how different she was—the more I found out, the more I wanted to know.
 
   “I can feel your emotions,” Dawn spoke softly, her face giving nothing away.
 
   That, I was not expecting. I managed to keep my expression level as I turned her new admission over in my head. That’s how she always seemed to know so much about me. There was so much of myself I kept under lock and key, hidden from the world so they wouldn’t see the flaws in my armor. It wasn’t the most shocking revelation yet, and I was prepared for worse, but it did leave me feeling slightly vulnerable. Exposed. It could be worse though, at least my thoughts were still my own . . . I hoped. 
 
   “An interesting talent,” I said carefully, wanting to find out exactly how potent this gift was without asking her outright. “How does it work?”
 
   “I see the world differently than you do. Just like my sense of taste distills things down to their bare building blocks, so does my other senses. Without even looking at you I know you are there—your steady breathing, the change in taste of the air around me, the thudding of your heart. The life running through your veins paints a detailed picture. To me, the simple biological actions humans would never notice are a shimmering billboard of shifting emotions at play.” She shifted uncomfortably. “It is impossible for me not to notice, though it does take years to learn to separate the various emotions. I can only see what you are feeling as it happens, not the reasons behind the emotions, but I do see everything.”
 
   She looked up at me then, her head cocking to the side as her eyes found mine. I realized then why Dawn was always looking at me, watching my every reaction like it was the most engrossing film. To her it probably was. Issues with personal privacy aside that talent could definitely come in handy from time to time, especially in my line of work. I wondered why she chose to share this with me, knowing it would probably make me uncomfortable around her. It suited my summation of her character perfectly though—she would want me to know so she didn’t find out things about me I didn’t want her to know. Level the playing field between us. Dawn was honest and respectful. It was also why she didn’t mind all my questions. Without me even realizing it she gained just as much information in return.
 
   “Thank you for telling me.”
 
   Still, things were going to be a lot more awkward from now on. I didn’t particularly like the idea of having so much of myself revealed so easily, but it was still worth having her around. She seemed to be the exception to everything.
 
   “Why are you never put off by me?” she asked warily. “Every time I tell you something new I think this new information will make you find me abhorrent, but you never do.”
 
   “Is that what you want?”
 
   “I am just trying to understand you.”
 
   “I’ve been trying to understand myself for years. So good luck with that, sincerely.” I smiled, relaxing the stiff stance I adopted when I walked in the room. She laughed then, a carefree laugh so perfect it had me chiming in. It was difficult to be anything other than completely enthralled by her when she was like this. There was a moment of comfortable silence after that, free of tension and expectations, where she was just Dawn and I was myself.
 
   Then her expression became solemn. “That is why I intervened the night we met. I was just sitting on the rooftop, watching the world pass by without a second thought, when you walked out of the tavern. At first I did not pay any particular attention to you. You were just another human, living your life no different from any other. I heard enough of your attackers’ conversation to know what would happen, and although it sickened me, all I could do was let it unfold. So many emotions ebbed and flowed through you as I watched you face them, a scene I witnessed many times before. Then I felt the fear in your heart, not unexpected given the circumstances, but against all odds it was not fear for yourself—it was for another. Even now I am not sure if it was a conscience choice I made to get off the rooftop. I just knew I could not stand by and watch a good person, whose thoughts were so selfless, go through that alone. Not when I could do something to help.”
 
   Her voice was raw as the words rushed out, unbidden and unedited as if they were weighing on her heavily, waiting to spill over. I was the reason she intervened? That couldn’t be right. Dawn breaking her kind’s laws for someone she didn’t know, someone as ordinary as me? I was at a loss for words. The way she was portraying me was far too grand, almost unbelievable. 
 
   “I think you’ve got me confused with a better man,” I said doubtfully. Hadn’t my subsequent actions shown as much? I broke into a man’s house and threatened him at knifepoint.
 
   “I know who you are Benjamin Hadley,” Dawn said slowly, emphasizing each word. “People never give themselves enough credit. There is a strength about you that is hard to define. I have seen the pain you carry in your heart, the longing and the fear. Yet you still have hope. It is a rare quality.”
 
   As I listened to her championing me I found myself surprised by the weight of her conviction. I don’t think I ever saw myself the way she was describing, I was just someone trying to do the best I could with what I had. Wouldn’t anyone? Still, even if I didn’t believe it I liked that she did. “I guess we’re going to have to agree to disagree on that one.”
 
   “As you wish,” Dawn said, unconcerned, “but I am still right.”
 
    “You know, you never finished explaining something the other night,” I pointed out, trying to change the topic before I became more uncomfortable. There was no point trying to argue with her.
 
   “And what was that?” she asked innocently.
 
   “You told me you chose your name, but not why I don’t know the real one.”
 
   “Indeed.” She nodded thoughtfully. “When I died and became what I am, I left my human life behind me. That is why we do not go walking around looking like ourselves—the dead walking amongst the living tends to attract notice. It becomes unnecessary after everyone you knew has passed on, but even then you have to change your appearance from time to time, or people may start to notice things. Like the fact that you never age. We—”
 
   “—you don’t age?” I interjected, my eyes widening.
 
   “Is it really that surprising? I am already dead after all.”
 
   It took a moment for me to get the words out. “So you’re immortal?”
 
   “I suppose I am, more or less. If you can look past immortal implying eternal life and then apply it to those no longer living,” she said casually, brushing it off like it was an irrelevant detail. “Now are you going to keep interrupting me, or can I finish my story that you asked me to tell?”
 
   I nodded, not trusting myself enough not say something stupid.
 
   “As I was saying, we leave everything behind. There really are no other options, but there was something I could not let go of because it was given to me. My name, the last unbreakable link to my past—my humanity. There are few things on this earth that could cause me harm, or even give me pause. My name is one of them. If anybody, seraphim or human, knew my real name they would have power over me. It is our most closely guarded secret.”
 
   “Why Dawn though?” I asked, wondering what I would change my name to.
 
   “I was just beginning my new life, for lack of a better term. Somehow it seemed appropriate.”
 
   “Would it be impolite to ask how old you are?” Seraphim or not, she was still a woman.
 
   “No, it would not,” she replied, toying with her braid nervously. “I do not think you will like the answer though.”
 
   I smiled reassuringly. “I won’t mind.”
 
   Dawn looked into my eyes, biting her lip in deliberation. It really didn’t matter to me, though it was very enlightening. Somehow despite all her talents, immortality, and the stunning form she wore, Dawn was still unbelievably shy. She truly was a unique creature.
 
   “I am three hundred and eleven years old,” Dawn said in a small voice, barely a whisper over the rain.
 
   Three hundred. I did the math in my head—Dawn was twelve times my age, yet she didn’t look a day older than I was. “You don’t sound that old, the way you speak I mean.”
 
   She cocked her head to the side, her eyebrow rising ever so slightly. “What exactly did you expect? I would use archaic language, unnecessarily vibrant adjectives and speak in iambic pentameter like some Shakespearean actor?”
 
   “Uh . . . a little.” I shrugged helplessly.
 
   “You speak differently than ten years ago, do you not?” Dawn asked. “We adapt—same as you. Besides, only the wealthy and very well educated spoke that way, and to be honest it was absolutely exhausting.”
 
   “Fair enough.” I nodded. “Is that . . . old for your kind?”
 
   “Aye, by today’s standards.”
 
   “Today’s standards?”
 
   “We do not know why we are chosen,” she answered, seeming relieved I took the news so well, “but there is a pattern. There are a few of us who have always been here, since the very beginning, and as the world grew out of its infancy and the human population began to grow, so did ours. Until only a century or two ago there was not all that many of us, but the exponential boom of the planet’s inhabitants gave rise to a swelling of new seraphim. It has been a very difficult time in our history, having so many young ones on our hands.”
 
   I sort of lost focus towards the end, my mind still stuck on seraphim that were as ancient as humanity itself. How could I even begin to fathom that amount of time? To have watched the human race develop from before they had fire, the immeasurable wisdom they must possess was beyond me. Compared to them, my life was nothing more than a miniscule spec on the endless passage of time. Dawn quietly watched as the internal struggle to grasp this newfound information raged inside me, never once growing bored or impatient.
 
   In a bid to take my mind off just how insignificant I felt right now I tried turning the conversation back to her. “Where were you from, originally?”
 
   “I was born in a small farming village in Ireland,” she replied as her gaze grew distant, almost as if she was a thousand miles away. “It was all I ever knew really. There are more people on this block than I ever met while alive.”
 
   “How did you land up all the way here?”
 
   “As a general rule we do not linger where we lived, it is not easy being so close to the people we knew. Around that time a lot of European settlers were moving to the new world, and so naturally some of my kind went with them.”
 
   “Do you ever miss it?”
 
   “Yes and no. I do get homesick from time to time. It has been decades since I have been back, but there is nothing left for me there but ancient memories. You must see it sometime though. There is no other place on earth quite like it.”
 
   Dawn stretched against the bed, sliding onto her side so that her head was propped up against her hand. I liked the fact that she was comfortable enough to be herself around me. The earlier tension between us had all but evaporated. “So where is home for you now?”
 
   “I have no home.”
 
   I raised my eyebrow skeptically. “You don’t have a place to live?”
 
   “When you no longer need a place to sleep, keeping a permanent residence loses a lot of its charm. And there is little someone like me needs in the way of personal possessions, so I have no need to keep them anyway. Besides, it is not exactly easy owning property when you are technically dead.” She smiled, enjoying my stunned expression immensely. Did Dawn just make a joke? Why did I never have a camera ready when I needed one?
 
   “You need some things though,” I said, pointing to her clothes. “Where do you get the money from?”
 
   “There are always ways. Mostly we trade amongst each other for the things we need, or make them ourselves when we can. We have the time after all. Some seraphim specialize in dealing with humans who know about us, though it is monitored very carefully. Back in the fifties I used to deliver overnight packages.  And it is detestable . . . but sometimes we take small amounts that would go unnoticed from the deceased.”
 
   Dawn obviously didn’t like the idea of petty theft, even if it was from someone who no longer needed it. That was one of the reasons I didn’t see her as the monster she expected me to. Human laws clearly no longer applied to her, but she still followed them when she could.
 
   “Why only small amounts?” I asked.
 
   “We are not supposed to interact with the human world, remember? If we emptied someone’s wallet the police might think it is a robbery, following the wrong leads.”
 
   “Good point.” They really did have to worry about everything.
 
   The look in her eyes told me that right now we were thinking along the same lines—how would all the time I spent with Dawn affect me? I knew she was concerned, but I didn’t really mind. One way or another she had become a part of my life. My little dark eyed shadow.
 
   As Dawn’s lips parted to speak again her eyes became unfocused, flitting around the room like she was seeing something entirely different from my tiny bedroom. I had seen that look before. A few seconds passed in silence before she blinked, looking up at me with a pained expression.
 
   “I’ll be here,” I said, forcing a weak smile. Dawn nodded tersely, easing herself off my bed in a fluid motion before carefully stepping around me so we wouldn’t touch. She was already in the living room when I called over my shoulder. “Dawn?”
 
   “Yes?” Dawn was beside me before I finished the sentence, looking up at me cautiously.
 
   “Don’t ever sit outside in the rain again,” I said sternly. “You’re welcome here for as long as you want to be.”
 
   She exhaled slowly before giving me a small, graceful curtsey. “You will regret saying that.”
 
   As she sped off her musical laugh trailed behind her, echoing through the room before fading away as my front door snapped shut. I stared, smiling in bewilderment at the empty spot she occupied only a moment ago, fighting the overwhelming urge to roll my eyes.
 
  
 
  


 
   13. Facet
 
    
 
    
 
   The hours passed slowly while I waited for Dawn to return, and I began to wonder at what point my regular life became so inconsequentially dull. Okay, maybe that was overstating things, but I had to admit it was certainly less interesting.
 
   Now that I knew Dawn’s age I couldn’t stop myself from trying to imagine the things she must’ve seen. The living, breathing histories she witnessed. What did someone with so much time on her hands do to keep herself busy when she wasn’t with me? Then I smiled to myself, knowing I’d have the chance to ask her.
 
   After a short workout session I jumped into the shower, taking my time to ease out the knots in my neck from last night’s restless sleep. I was drying myself when I heard my front door open, announcing Dawn’s arrival with a low creak. Rummaging through my cupboard I found a dark shirt and clean jeans and quickly changed, all the while chiding myself for hurrying when she of all people could afford to be patient. I crept to the edge of my room and leaned my head out, trying to catch a glimpse of her before she saw me. Dawn was waiting in the living room, standing perfectly still on the tips of her bare feet as she admired one of Claire’s paintings. It was a somber oil of a little girl tying a pair of powder blue ballet shoes that were constructed of flowing, stitched silk ribbons.
 
   “Sorry I took so long,” Dawn said, pivoting smartly on her toes to face me. Of course she knew I was watching—she always did.
 
   “Don’t sweat it. Did you have any plans tonight?” The weather had cleared up for the moment, and I was planning to take full advantage of the clear skies while I could.
 
   “Whatever you are doing, I guess,” she said. I liked that answer.
 
   “You’ve told me a lot about your world, more than I could’ve hoped for. I thought maybe tonight you’d like to see mine?”
 
   “Okay,” Dawn answered, sounding cautiously eager.
 
   She followed two steps behind me all the way to my car, not once asking where we were heading. I couldn’t decide if she was always this patient, or if she was secretly working on a guess. Her footsteps halted behind me as I passed the driver’s side and opened the car door for her, stepping aside to give her room.
 
   “Thank you,” Dawn mumbled in surprise before climbing in. She clearly hadn’t expected that from me, apparently tonight was my night to catch her off guard. 
 
   We didn’t speak much, both content to let the road carry us to our destination. I didn’t fail to notice the irony either. This all started with her fears of interrupting the course of my fate, something I knew she still blamed herself for. Yet here I was, happily flouting the rules any and every chance I got. I knew I was too far gone to walk away from this. Strange as it seemed, the few short weeks of knowing the no longer living woman next to me was the most alive I felt in a long time. Still, I couldn’t help wondering what changed for her that my wellbeing took second place to her giving in to my every wish.
 
   Dawn’s head swayed gently from side to side, following the rhythm of a nineties alternative rock number playing softly in the background from my trusty cassette player. “I never thought to ask, what music do you like?”
 
   “A little bit of everything I suppose, depending on my mood.” She smiled. “When you have been around long enough to have heard it all, you tend to develop an eclectic taste. Of course things were a lot better for us when music was on vinyl. The digital recordings they use today are useless to us.”
 
   “Why is that?” I asked, slightly puzzled.
 
   “Enhanced senses,” Dawn replied, lightly tapping her temple. “When the sound gets converted electronically the information gets scrambled, and it just does not translate back the same way for us as it does for you. I cannot hear compact disks, watch television or use a cell phone. It is all static, scratchy and distorted beyond recognition. In a way it is sad really. As the world progresses into this new age of technological enlightenment, my kind become increasingly left behind.”
 
   No nineties sitcom reruns, first man on the moon, funny internet clips, The Breakfast Club, or pretty much every pop culture reference ever? No Pac Man? What was the point of living forever if you missed out on all the good stuff?  “No wonder you’re so fascinated with me. You must be bored out of your mind half the time.”
 
   “People got on just fine for thousands of years before electricity,” she retorted.
 
   Just ahead The Red Motel came into view, it’s blinking neon sign easily visible from the side of the street. The seedy spot was just a few miles outside the city, its remote location and cheap rates making it an ideal location for more morally questionable activities.
 
   “What now?” she asked quietly when I made no move to get out.
 
   I smiled, reaching for my duffel bag on the back seat. “Now, we wait.”
 
   We were a few minutes early, and I was in no hurry for my mark to arrive so I took my time setting up my equipment. Dawn swiveled her body around so that she was leaning against the door again, her arms folded around her knees. She was watching me with rapt attention, though I was also sure it was to increase the physical distance between us. I hummed as I worked, failing to imagine how being on a stake out with her would be anything other than an interesting evening.
 
   “If you can’t use a cell phone, how do you keep in contact with other seraphim?” I asked when I was finished.
 
   Dawn reached behind her neck, revealing the pendant on the same thin silver chain she always seemed to be wearing. “Every seraph is given one of these when they accept their roles and take their oaths. Think of it as an amplifier. It has its limitations, even sending the most basic message requires practice and concentration, but they are useful. It also allows me to concentrate enough to find the people I am meant to take. Without it, I would not be able to get the visions, to feel where I am needed.”
 
   Holding the necklace gingerly by the end of the chain she slid it into my open palm. The large, uncut pale green gem gleamed unnaturally under the red glow of the motel’s sign. The light it threw off shifted around ever so slightly, almost as if the stone had a pulse. I turned the gem over, running the tips of my fingers over the rough edges before handing it back to her. “That’s something.”
 
   “It is quite a trinket,” she agreed, and as she worked on refastening the chain around her neck I felt the urge to hold her hair up for her.
 
   My gaze was torn from Dawn to the rear view mirror as a pair of headlights came into view, following the gentle curve of the road. A black SUV rolled into the lot, coming to a stop in the vacant space in front of number eight. The engine was still running as I grabbed the camera, using the zoom to check the license plate. My mark had arrived.
 
   Dawn straightened, peeking vigilantly over the dashboard to see what caught my interest. Almost thirty seconds passed as the car idled before the door of number eight creaked open. I smiled, readying my focus. “Here we go.”
 
   The shutter clicked furiously, painting a frame by frame account as a man in an expensive grey suit stepped out of the car. He cut across the driver’s side, and I sighed under my breath as my mark disappeared. I had a clean shot of the man, but all I captured of the woman in eight was a pair of scarlet fingernails closing the door behind him.
 
   I swapped the camera for my audio booster on the dashboard. The drawn curtains may have blocked my view, but they offered little protection from my other equipment. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Dawn perk her head a fraction to the side. She wouldn’t need an earpiece to catch what was happening behind those doors. For a long moment there was only static as I tweaked the device to get the best positioning.
 
   . . . Yourself comfortable . . .
 
   . . . Glasses are on the . . . she won’t find . . .
 
   I tapped the microphone in my ear in frustration. Trying to get some useable audio wasn’t going to be as easy as I planned. I was hoping this would be a one night gig, in and out with everyone involved none the wiser.
 
   “I could tell you what they are saying,” Dawn offered.
 
   “Thanks, but I need tangible proof of the deed.” 
 
   With no way of getting a lens through those curtains the only options I had was to try and catch a shot of them lingering in the doorway as they left, or coming back another night. The clipped conversation dragged on for almost five minutes as we waited, and just when I was about to give up on the microphone the lights in the room dimmed. Hushed words began to flow into soft moans as the secret lovers found their way to the bed, and before long it was all that could be heard.  I rolled my eyes as I stretched lazily, settling in for what could be a long while.
 
   I did jobs like these a hundred times before, always tedious and rarely surprising. What I hadn’t accounted for was the atmosphere building right here in the car. When I planned this in my head I thought nothing of bringing Dawn along. After all I was a professional, and this was just another night at the office for me. She always acted just strangely enough that I couldn’t easily forget she wasn’t human, even though she once was. There was so much about her still alien to me, a solid line drawn between us that couldn’t be ignored. The dull stab of pressure in my head was ample evidence of that.
 
   Dawn was truly a vision though. As different as she was, everything about her was still distractingly feminine. Looking at her now, the way I did tonight in this confined space, the line I drew in my head began to blur.
 
   It also came as a surprise that my pulse picked up, and I felt noticeably flustered.
 
   The logical part of my brain began rattling off a long warning list specifying just how insane the direction my thoughts were turning. It wanted me to be sickened by the very idea. She isn’t human, she isn’t alive, that isn’t even her you’re looking at you fool. In the back of my mind I also began to fear she was reading my raging emotions like an open book. I could only imagine what she would think of me if that were true, but perhaps the most surprising thing of all was I think I wasn’t the only one feeling uncomfortable right now.
 
   Dawn’s expression was unreadable as she stared out of the window, seemingly lost in her own thoughts. She didn’t look as guarded as she usually was, which could only mean she wasn’t concentrating as much on her proximity to me. Right now I was definitely noticing the proximity. I couldn’t be sure, but her unnecessary breathing looked unusually shallow—something that hadn’t happened seconds after her climbing my building. The car had become noticeably colder, and we both seemed to be trying very hard not to look at each other. That, or . . . or I was just noticing what I wanted to.
 
   I tried to marshal the muddled thoughts running wild through my mind, counting backwards from one hundred in an attempt to focus on the job at hand. When I reached one I cracked open the car door, the tense atmosphere evaporating almost instantaneously.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said quickly, dashing off before she had a chance to reply.
 
   Only when I was securely under the corrugated veranda did I dare check to see if I even brought my camera. Walking up to the window I searched for a useable angle, my quiet steps making it unlikely for anyone to notice my presence when they were so . . . distracted. Luck was not on my side tonight it seemed though—the motel room may as well have been a bunker. There was no way I could get anything useful without physically stepping inside the room. Exhaling slowly I walked back to the car, my feet splashing through the shallow puddles that formed in the dirt.
 
   “That was anti-climactic,” Dawn said as I slipped back into my seat.
 
   I shrugged, hesitant to look at her. “You get used to it.”
 
   She looked out towards the building, her piercing eyes probing the darkness before turning back to me with a calculated expression. “It is going to start raining again soon. We need to expedite this process. Mind if I give it a try?”
 
   Was she serious? I chuckled, handing her the camera by the strap. No harm in it, aside from fate and all that. “Be my guest.”
 
   One moment Dawn was cradling the camera in her arms like a football, and the next she was gone, the passenger door closing gently behind her. My head swung automatically towards number eight, but she wasn’t anywhere in sight. What was she thinking? Even with her ability to go unseen they would still notice the door opening. The minutes passed slowly, and I was focusing so intently on keeping an eye on the front of the building that when the door opened beside me I nearly jumped through the roof.
 
   Dawn was once again sitting beside me, her outstretched hand offering the camera to me. The door to the motel room had not budged an inch. How could she have possibly gotten anything of note? Suspending my skepticism, I took the camera from her and began scrolling through the menus. On the memory card were six photos of the couple, taken from what could only be inside the room, sprawled across the bed in a rather compromising way. One even had a perfectly clear image of the man’s face.
 
   “How did I do, boss?” she asked, looking uncharacteristically pleased with herself. I stared into her eyes, trying to make sense of what she managed to do. I realized it wasn’t the first time Dawn used this trick either—she did the same thing when she broke into my office.
 
   “That was incredible,” I mumbled, unashamed of the awe in my voice. Was there anything she couldn’t do?
 
   She smiled widely. “If I had blood in my veins right now, I would be blushing.”
 
   Despite her strange comment I laughed freely, shaking my head as I put the car into drive.
 
   The trip back to the city felt noticeably shorter, and it seemed like no time at all when the familiar lights of Main Street began to rush past us. Dawn playfully refused to share how she managed to get into the room without opening the door, and I was too pleased with her results to press for details. As we entered the apartment I left her in the lounge for a moment while I safely stored the pictures she took in the office—good as they were, it was going to be highly entertaining when I had to explain how I got my hands on them. When I returned Dawn was lounging on the couch, so perfectly at odds with the tense posture she adopted in the car.
 
   When I saw her relaxed like this I had to remind myself just how dangerous she was. I was getting far too comfortable with her lately. One of these days one of us might just slip up. There were so many things to remember, so many things to be wary of around her. Especially now that I knew she could read my emotions. With how difficult it was to read her sometimes, it would be nice to have the same advantage.
 
   “Can I get you anything? I’m sure I’ve got some bleach lying around here somewhere,” I asked, unable to resist teasing her. Her peculiar sense of taste was definitely one of the more out there quirks.
 
   “I should never have told you that,” she said, pressing her lips tightly together so she wouldn’t smile. “Never in a hundred lifetimes would I have ever thought I would be here—talking so freely about what I am to a human.”
 
   “No kidding,” I agreed as I took a seat across from her. “Looking back, I’d still have made the same choice though.”
 
   “I know,” Dawn said, slowly shaking her head. “Would it sound awful of me if I said I am glad you did?”
 
   “Not at all.” I smiled. She was what she was, and I was glad I knew her. It was that simple.
 
   “It has definitely been an interesting day,” she mused, her eyes following her foot swaying gently over the side of the couch.
 
   “That it has.” I stifled a yawn, and checking my watch I was shocked to see how late it was. Time always seemed to pass so quickly when I was with Dawn.
 
   “You should get some sleep. I am really starting to mess with your schedule.”
 
   “It’s not the worst idea I’ve heard.” I nodded, stretching my stiff muscles. I didn’t want to see her go though. I knew she would be back, but her earlier words about not having a home really bothered me. “What will you be doing for the rest of the night?”
 
   She rose to a sitting position, her eyes drifting to the door. “I kept my plans open tonight, so I will probably just wait until I am needed, and keep an eye on you.”
 
   “Sounds pretty boring.”
 
   “I have the time to spare.” She shrugged. Dawn really took this baby sitting thing seriously, I’m pretty sure after what happened I had seen the last of Hyde.
 
   “You are welcome to stay if you’d like, I’m sure the couch is more comfortable than the rooftop. It’s not much, but it’s got four walls and running water.”
 
   For a moment Dawn seemed at a loss for words, her eyes glimmering gently in the light. “That is . . . very kind of you.”
 
   “Seeing as how you still think you owe me, it’s the least I can do,” I said sincerely. I disliked the idea of her being out there on my account while she could be doing literally anything else.
 
   Not wanting to give her time to think about it I started towards my room, but her voice turned me around as I reached the corner. “You know, I am beginning to grow rather fond of you, human.”
 
   I grinned. “Likewise, tiny Irish.”
 
    
 
   Sunlight stung my eyes as I stirred to my ringing alarm, filling my vision with tiny black spots while I groped around the nightstand. I rubbed my eyes as I climbed out of bed and headed straight for the shower. It was only when the warm water ran down my face that I remembered last night, and my whole body tensed.
 
   Was Dawn still here? I was washed and dried in two minutes flat, wishing dearly that I took clothes with me as I dashed to my room with nothing but a towel. After hastily slipping on a pair of jeans and an old navy long sleeve shirt I crept up to the door.  I realized it was a little weird for me to have extended the invitation, and I didn’t really expect her to still be here. But I still felt a stab of disappointment when I confirmed Dawn wasn’t in the apartment. I liked having her around—there was no shame in admitting that.
 
   With her came excitement and intrigue, a sense of something bigger than myself. And if all else failed—she was entertaining. But it also reminded me that her being out might mean someone’s time was up, and that sharply curbed my selfish thoughts.
 
   Hoping that wasn’t the case I walked over to the couch, about to take a seat when I saw my copy of For Whom the Bell Tolls lying open on the coffee table. Dawn was here after all, for some measure of time at least. Curious to see which page she was reading from when she left I picked up the book, barely getting two lines in when I heard the door slowly creak open.
 
   I couldn’t help smiling as Dawn walked inside, looking as radiant as always. She carried something awkwardly in the tips of her fingers, and as she closed the door behind her I saw it was a cup of coffee.
 
   “Good morning,” she said, putting the steaming cup down on the table before taking her usual seat. She was trying to keep the coffee from her cold touch.
 
   “Morning. And thanks.”
 
   “How did you sleep?” She sounded distracted, never quite looking in my direction.
 
   “Well enough.” I nodded, taking a sip. “Anything interesting happen while I was out?”
 
   Her eyes widened momentarily in response to my question, a dead giveaway something was off. She cleared her throat delicately. “That depends on your definition of interesting.”
 
   I wanted to laugh, but when I saw her face I was glad I didn’t. Dawn’s guilt ridden expression reminded me of a similar one my sixteen year old sister wore when my father once caught her with a boy in the house. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I did something bad.” She dropped her gaze to the floor, her voice becoming strained. “Very bad.”
 
   “You can tell me, I won’t be upset,” I urged, not wanting to see the pained look marring her face a moment longer.
 
   “I swear I did not mean for it to happen.” She looked up at me, her expression long past pleading. Staring into her eyes for the first time since she walked in, I saw just how uncomfortable she looked. “I was listening to the sound of your breathing, calm, at peace. I have never heard it so even before, and as the time passed I grew curious. I went into your room while you were sleeping and . . . I watched your dreams.”
 
   As the words rang in my head I could feel the surprise and shock running rampant through my system. “You did what?”
 
   “I am so sorry Benjamin,” Dawn said in a small, broken voice, shame and embarrassment crossing her features in equal measure. “It was absolutely inexcusable of me to invade your privacy like that.”
 
   I took a deep breath, closing my eyes as I exhaled slowly, the way she often did. It helped, a little. I very rarely remembered my dreams, unless they were nightmares, but I had to know. “What did you see?”
 
   “Nothing important, I swear! It was discordant and blurry at best. I cannot get a clear picture unless I have physical contact, and I would never do that without you knowing. You were with your friends a lot, sometimes you were working. You were dwelling on something that happened last night, kept coming back to it, I could not see exactly what.”
 
   I relaxed a fraction at her assurances. I knew she wouldn’t lie to me, otherwise she would never have told me about this in the first place. So was I really upset, or just caught off guard? Okay, I was a little annoyed she did it. Feeling my emotions was one thing, but I had no control over my dreams. Unfortunately, without even realizing it she was using the best defense she could against me. I had always been a sucker for a woman in distress. Between those beautiful, pained black eyes, and her genuinely repentant expression I knew I wouldn’t last long. It was almost sweet, in a way, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t milk it.
 
   “How?” I asked, working to keep up my distressed look. It was a little cruel, and Dawn would probably see through it, but it was still worth a try. A little guilt trip never hurt anybody.
 
   “When I communicate with other seraphim its not precisely thoughts we use. We have a way of sharing memories, any past event we can recall. It takes physical contact to get anything solid, but because of the pendants we can send fragments through, just enough to show a flash of an image, or a short sentence to get a point across. I cannot force it—there needs to be mutual consent because it works both ways. Dreams are not that far from pieced together memories, or near enough that it does not matter. When you are asleep you do not have the natural defenses a conscience mind has, so I could see without your permission.” 
 
   She was so caught up in her confession that she answered without hesitation. Dawn would tell me just about anything right now, and my apprehension began to turn into intrigue as she spoke. That was the problem with Dawn—she was too damn fascinating to ever stay mad at. Besides, I could see why she would do it. If I hadn’t dreamed in nearly three hundred years I probably wouldn’t have been able to resist either.
 
   “How upset are you?” she asked quietly.
 
   “Very.” Unable to keep up my disconcerted expression any longer I started to smile. “I’ll get over it though.”
 
   Dawn sighed heavily, the relief flooding through her almost palpable. “I am so sorry.”
 
   “We all make mistakes,” I said, taking a sip of coffee to hide my growing smile.
 
   “Stop doing that, you are far too forgiving with me.”
 
   I didn’t think so. I was so guarded these past few years, carrying the irrational fear that anything I invested myself in would just cause me pain. Dawn woke something inside of me—a hunger for all the things I was missing. If being vulnerable was what it took to have her around, then it was worth it. Besides, I was practically burning with curiosity. “Could it work with me? Sharing memories, I mean.”
 
   “It should, in theory,” she said, her expression giving nothing away. “Is it something you would want to try?”
 
   “I’m open to the idea.”
 
   “As crazy as it sounds, I think I would be too,” she said nervously. “I should warn you that the connection is difficult to maintain, even for seraphim. It would take a lot of concentration and practice from both of us to get it right. You have to clear your mind, and perfectly control your thoughts if you want the right memory to come through. There is a good chance you may see something you were not supposed to, or share something you did not want shared. Not to mention the fact that we would need to have physical contact, which is extremely dangerous for you.”
 
   I rolled the idea round in my head, thinking of all the possibilities. Dawn’s warning was not to be taken lightly. I wasn’t really worried about anything I accidentally saw, but was I willing to risk my more private moments breaking through? It wasn’t just my secrets I was protecting after all. I knew she would never betray my confidence, but it was a daunting prospect.
 
   And then there was the possibility Dawn could accidentally injure me, or worse. She was risking far more memory wise than I was though, after all she had three hundred years of history to share. I also couldn’t ignore the intimacy that the situation would present, not just the deep insights we would be sharing, but the physical touch too. Thinking about touching her should make my skin crawl, but I also very much wanted to know what it would be like. I knew what my answer would be though, I always knew.
 
   “I understand the risks,” I said soberly.
 
   “I am not sure it is a good idea,” she said seriously, cautious as ever. “Your judgment when it comes to me and your safety is not exactly sound. You do realize I would literally be holding your life in my hands?”
 
   “I trust you.” It was nothing but the truth.
 
   “Why does that not surprise me?” Sighing heavily she stood and walked to the couch with exaggerated steps, crossing her legs before she faced me. “We should start slowly to make sure I can handle this. Please put your hand out, palm up, and do not make any sudden movements.”
 
   I did as she instructed, never taking my eyes off of hers as I prepared myself. She looked just as nervous as I felt when she reached out with her right hand and gently placed her slender fingers in mine. Dawn’s touch was unnaturally cool against my exposed skin—easily twenty degrees lower than my body temperature. I found that it wasn’t repellent, or even unpleasant. Her hand felt impossibly soft in mine. It was unbelievable something so delicate could crush metal like cardboard. As the seconds passed Dawn’s eyes fluttered closed and her breathing cut off completely.
 
   “Are you alright?” I whispered, afraid to startle her.
 
   “I am fine,” she said just as softly, opening her eyes after a long moment. “I can do this. I know it will be difficult, but try and clear you mind. If at any point you want to break the connection just open your eyes, it will make more sense to you when it happens.”
 
   I couldn’t stop looking at her, mesmerized by the way she stared back at me. Something was tugging at the edges of my mind, a cold touch tapping against my skull. It felt hazy and undefined, like I had yet to understand its shape or purpose, but slowly, reluctantly, I let it in.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   I felt it pull against me again, but as the mental frost tried to sink its claws into me I felt it gradually slipping away until it disappeared entirely.
 
   “Sorry.” Dawn said apologetically. “It is difficult to grab a hold onto the connection and keep myself in check at the same time. This may take a while.”
 
   I nodded without opening my eyes, doing my best to keep focused on Dawn’s hand. It wasn’t easy, and time and time again something would go wrong, making the hum inside my mind collapse. It must’ve been fifteen times that we tried in the space of a few minutes, and just when I was starting to think it wouldn’t happen I felt a subtle change in the pricks of the pins and needles inside my skull.
 
   As I drew my next breath my vision became unfocused, swelling and darkening as if a wave of anesthetic was coursing just behind my eyes. The room began to fade away, plunging me into nothingness, and for a fleeting second my mind started to crumble around me.
 
   Then I gasped in wonder.
 
  
 
  


 
   14. Dreams
 
    
 
    
 
   As the memory took shape around me colors began to swirl and intermingle, like wide, angry strokes of a paintbrush dancing across a giant canvas. The scene in my apartment bled away, replaced by a verdant sea of wild grass as far as I could see, broken only by a low valley in the distance, and sparse lines of trees dotting the landscape. The light above me was in constant flux, from the healthy glow of the midday sun to whole sections of space growing shady and indistinct, some disappearing entirely for brief moments before resurfacing. I wouldn’t have called it surreal, more like I was seeing through a dirty, spinning glass. Just behind me I could hear running water, but as I tried turning to survey my surroundings I found I couldn’t move.
 
   My gaze was firmly fixed in place. Just as I was about to panic my field of vision panned across the valley without warning, falling on the grass swaying gently with the wind. I realized then it wasn’t my nose I was staring down, but another’s. I wasn’t some bystander viewing the scene from afar—I was seeing directly through Dawn’s eyes.
 
   My thoughts were still my own, they still sounded exactly like me, but I was her. Before I had time to puzzle it out anything further I, she, turned at the sound of someone’s voice. Dawn was standing on the high bank of a small, clear stream. Up ahead there was a bridge, built from a variety of multi colored stones that together created circular patterns around the arches of the middle pillar that disappeared into the flowing water. A young woman, no older than fifteen by my reckoning, came bounding across the bridge, her fiery hair swaying gently in the wind. Her clothing was unlike anything I ever saw before—the rough, drab fabric it consisted of looking like it belonged in a renaissance fair.
 
   As she approached I noticed her face was undefined, as if it were a moving picture taken too quickly. The girl skidded to a stop a foot from Dawn, saying something in the same guttural language I heard Dawn use in the diner.  Dawn’s reply flowed from the lips that weren’t mine in the same tongue, and the girl smiled. They both exchanged incomprehensible words back and forth as they walked down the steep bank, taking a seat right on the water’s edge. The girl’s features remained a mystery while they happily conversed, smiling and laughing often as they dipped their bare toes in the water. Due to the language barrier it took me a while to realize Dawn’s voice was off, wrong somehow, like it wasn’t truly hers. 
 
   My temples began to throb, and the world started shaking. As I felt my grip on the memory slipping Dawn leaned over, peering into the crystal clear waters. My vision began to darken, shrinking at the edges as the scene tore itself into ribbons of lively colors. I just managed to catch the tiniest glimpse of Dawn’s hazy reflection in the water, a woman whose features I didn’t recognize, as the world once again faded into darkness.
 
   A solid wave of vertigo hit as the walls of my apartment blurred into focus. I blinked rapidly, shaking off the last vestiges of the vivid waking dream that lingered just behind my eyelids, like an indented imprint. As our eyes met I was keenly aware of the fact that Dawn’s hand was still in mine, her deadly touch soft as silk against my skin. Either she had grown warmer, or I was acclimatizing to the temperature difference. Perhaps she had more control than she gave herself credit for. The thought was sobering, and at the same time equally inviting.
 
   Dawn smiled in relief. “Welcome back.”
 
   “How long was I there?” I asked shakily.
 
   “Not long. Time works differently in the mind.” She looked thoughtful as she pulled her hand away from mine, bringing it to rest against her knee. Funny, it seemed like at least a few minutes to me, if not more.
 
   “That was . . .” I paused, my mind struggling to find the right word. I was definitely still feeling some after effects of the shared memory. “Intense.”
 
   “It takes some getting used to.” She nodded. It was a rather large understatement.
 
   “Why was the memory so full of holes?” I asked, not able to find a better explanation for the constantly changing landscape.
 
   “Flaws in the link. That connection to the other person and focusing on the memory requires a lot of concentration to maintain, even between seraphim. The gaps start to get smaller and eventually disappear with practice. But, because you are human it would be more pronounced for you. I am actually surprised at how well we did, all things considered.” She certainly sounded impressed. Up until then I didn’t even realize I had any control over what she was showing me.
 
   “Is it always so unclear? I couldn’t see very much detail.”
 
   “No, that was my fault.” She smiled shyly. “My human memories have faded somewhat, it is difficult to remember the finer details after a few hundred years.”
 
   A human memory. My brain began slowly fitting the pieces together. The voice I heard, the reflection on the water. That was Dawn, the real Dawn. I wanted to kick myself for letting the connection break before I could make out any of her features. “Why did you choose that particular memory?”
 
   “I was hoping because you are human it would have a better chance of working. Also, I figured there was less chance of seeing something else if I showed you a memory before I died. For some reason it is one of the few human memories I can still recall with any clarity.”
 
   Not that I understood a lick of how any of this worked, but her logic had some sense to it. At least, I think it did. Still, even though I didn’t understand a single word spoken it felt somehow more personal knowing she chose to reveal something from her past among the living. That was her friend she was with. Unfamiliar surroundings to me, but to her it used to be home. It reminded me just how little I really knew about her. Was I being naïve to trust her so implicitly with my life? No, somehow I knew my faith in her was well placed.
 
   “It was a nice memory,” I said, remembering the smiling face of the girl with the curly hair. “What language was that?”
 
   “Old Gaelic. Sorry, I forgot you would not be able to understand. It was a few decades before English became widely used where I lived,” Dawn said as she toyed idly with her braid. “Back then only the wealthiest could afford schooling. I only learnt to read and write after I died.”
 
   We really were from two different worlds, even before she became something else. How much had she left behind? “I’d like to hear more about that life, if it’s alright with you?”
 
   Dawn simply smiled. “I was the youngest of four siblings. I cannot remember their faces, but I do recall my three brothers always used to tease me about my small size. My family never had much in the way of money, a long line of farmers going back for generations. Like most girls I helped my mother around the house, cooking and cleaning while my brothers worked the fields. It was a simple life, but a loving one. We never really possessed any concept of just how big the outside world was, so I was more than content to follow my parent’s wishes and marry a good man who would take care of me, living out my days in the same village I was born in.”
 
   “Did you ever have children?” I asked, trying to picture what it must’ve been like.
 
   “Sadly no, I never did get married either. When I came of age I knew the man I wanted to marry—a young, handsome stoneworker’s apprentice from a nearby village. He travelled south one winter to look for work, promising me when he returned he would ask my father for my hand. It was not meant to be though. While he was away I became ill, stricken with what I now know was consumption. Needless to say I passed away soon after. A few years later he married my best friend, the girl from the memory. They were very happy together. Had three healthy little girls with red hair and rosy cheeks just like her.”
 
   Dawn remained perfectly calm as she spoke. I still couldn’t believe how rationally she could talk about her death, smiling fondly as she recalled everything she never had the opportunity to experience. No one should have to suffer all that loss, only to have to come back and watch the aftermath.
 
   “How can you not be upset about it?” I asked, my voice raising an octave. “To be taken so young, before ever living your dreams or travelling the world. You never got to have your happy ending. I’m not even sure you were past the beginning.”
 
   I felt embarrassed by my outburst, but Dawn just sat there, waiting patiently for me to get it out of my system. I wasn’t so sure I deserved it. “I have had a long time to make peace with it. Besides, it would not really be fair of me to complain. I have this existence now.”
 
   “I hope someday I can agree with that,” I said, bowing to her wisdom. Accepting things I couldn’t change was never my strong suit. When something pushed, I pushed back.
 
   She nodded. “I hope you do too. Now, shall we move on to a less morbid topic?”
 
   “Sure,” I said, grateful for her suggestion. “How about we try again?”
 
   “What would you like to see?” Dawn asked, offering me her hand without hesitation. Her skin was cooler than earlier, though I wasn’t sure if it was due to her control or lack of contact with my own.
 
   I smiled. “Whatever you want to show me.”
 
   “Alright.” She returned my smile, closing her eyes as she took a deep breath. “Perhaps something a little livelier then.”
 
   I was better prepared this time as the midmorning scene in front of me evaporated into a cloudless night sky. This memory was sharper than the last, more defined, though the holes plaguing my vision were still very much present.
 
   Dawn was sitting on the edge of a high rooftop, overlooking bustling streets and city lights.  I could hear her calm, metered breathing over the sounds of tiny cars rushing past, at least thirty stories down. Judging from the car models I could tell this memory couldn’t be more than a few years old. The city was unfamiliar to me though, it’s towering metal and glass structures far too immense to be Greystone. Her gaze was focused on the sidewalk below, following something I couldn’t make out from this height—her superior senses didn’t seem to translate into her memories quite as well. I saw the legs of her jeans, and the pair of worn black ballet flats she was wearing as she stared out over the breathtaking view of the sprawling city arrayed for miles in front of her. Then she leaned forward, her whole perspective shifting vertically as she began her free fall towards the solid concrete below.
 
   As Dawn plummeted in slow motion I could almost feel the rush of wind whipping past her face. Undiluted terror and excitement ran through my mind in equal measure as the ground below grew closer, so strong that I had to fight to resist the urge to open my eyes and end the memory. Then the world spun around me in a violent riot of smeared colors as Dawn somersaulted through the air. I held a mental breath as the sidewalk, chock full of people, came back into view just a split second away.
 
   Dawn was in perfect control, absorbing the momentum of the impact on the balls of her feet as she rolled forward into a crouch. There was a thunderous crack as she hit the ground and some of the people around her looked up in surprise, but their gazes went right through her as if she wasn’t there. She slowly straightened from her crouch, casually brushing the dust off her knees, like she just took a light tumble instead of jumping off a building that would’ve smashed every bone in my body.
 
   Then the memory seemed to skip forward, picking up again to her speeding off, flitting through the crowded sidewalk at a breakneck pace that left my mind reeling. Not once did she even come close to colliding with anything. Dawn simply breezed through the traffic, dancing in and out of the smallest of gaps with ease. Soon she reached an intersection, but instead of slowing even a fraction she vaulted over the four lane street, arcing through the air above the cars below her. The second her feet touched the ground she was off again.
 
   The fluid movements seemed so effortless, her breathing remaining steady despite the strength flowing through her agile limbs. Something caught her attention and she broke off the sidewalk, slipping into a dimly lit alleyway before skidding to a stop. The memory skipped forward again to her standing at the end of the dirty alley, her head craning towards the top of the high wall she was staring at.  Then Dawn ran her hands along the wall, bringing her face to within an inch of the bricks before she slowly inhaled through her nose. Her hands contracted, slender fingers finding purchase between the small spaces in between the bricks and she began scaling up the wall, quicker than I would’ve thought possible. Pausing halfway she stopped to inhale again, and just as she reached the top I began to feel myself pulling away from Dawn’s body. The memory collapsed into itself, relentlessly dragging me with it as my view spun apart like a revolving kaleidoscope.
 
   My shallow breathing only quickened as I once again felt the soft couch under me. Even though I never truly left, being yanked back into reality was jarring. Dawn’s head was cocked to the side, watching me with what I could only describe as an incredulous expression. I concentrated on the rise and fall of her tiny shoulders, the smooth, constant motion helping me to regain my sense of balance.
 
   I shook my head in exasperation as I stared back at the tiny seraph in veneration. How could someone with her delicate frame have such raw power hiding just below the surface? Looking at her now, I was utterly convinced she was the most dangerous, perfectly deceptive creature I ever met—by a very large margin. Yet there she sat, a foot apart from me in all her splendor, her hand still resting lightly in mine. Fate had a very strange sense of humor.
 
   “Finally, I was beginning to think you had no sense at all.” Her tone wasn’t mocking, rather she sounded almost relieved.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You were afraid of me, just for a fleeting second, but it was there,” Dawn said, her warm smile softening her expression.
 
   “I thought you didn’t want me to be afraid of you?”
 
   “I do not want you to be afraid of me, Benjamin,” she said quickly, breaking our contact as she stood up, “but it is good to know you can be. Sometimes I worry you do not see clearly when it comes to me.”
 
   I was all too aware of what she was—that was exactly the problem. The world she brought with her was terrifying, but it was also exhilarating, a potent combination that would always leave me wanting to know more. “You say it like I should be worried.”
 
   “I am Death,” Dawn said wearily. “By definition, the very opposite of what makes you human. You are risking your life every time I walk through your door, and I want to be sure you understand the consequences.”
 
   What I would give right now to be able to see what brought this on. What did I miss? I ran through today’s events, trying to pinpoint the root of her sudden concerns. It struck me then that if she had picked up on my fear of her, then she also would have noticed the awe in my thoughts. Dawn didn’t like that I viewed her that way any more than I felt when she told me why we met. As much as she liked the idea of us spending time together, it also scared her. None of this was planned, but things were the way they were—be it by random chance, or fate’s design. As long as it was my choice to have her around I would want her here, and for some reason I was still working on, she wanted to be here too. So why bother fighting it?
 
   “It doesn’t matter to me what you are, only who you are,” I said stubbornly, the words flowing through me of their own accord. “I trust your judgment. Could you do the same for me?”
 
   “You are right.” Dawn sighed heavily, slumping back into the seat beside me. She kept her eyes fixed on the wall, her brooding expression giving her the appearance of someone arguing with themself.
 
   “That was an interesting memory,” I said, keeping my tone light in the hope she was too distracted to notice I was trying to change the subject. “What were you doing exactly?”
 
   The look on her face told me she wasn’t buying it, so I smiled innocently, willing myself not to break under her piercing gaze. An agonizingly long moment passed before she groaned.
 
   “You really are impossible, you know that?” Dawn shook her head in exasperation, but I could see she was thawing. She really was terrible at denying me anything. I had to admit, aside from the fact that I couldn’t stay away from her, there probably wasn’t a request I wouldn’t grant her either.
 
   “You always knew that.” I shrugged, trying my best to suppress my growing smile. “Are you trying to avoid the question?”
 
   “Treasure hunt,” she said straight faced, and only when she saw my skeptical look did she elaborate. “You were wondering yesterday how I kept myself busy, so I thought I would show you.”
 
   I raised my eyebrow. “A . . . treasure hunt?”
 
   “It is a good way for us to kill time.”
 
   I couldn’t keep from smiling then, it sounded so ridiculous. “An interesting choice of game.”
 
   “We play by slightly different rules,” Dawn said, a sly expression crossing her delicate features. “Most of my kind like to make wagers, I think the fact that they are not tied to fate makes them think they can beat the odds somehow. I am sure by now you have realized we need something a little more challenging to keep our interest. Usually one of us who is not betting on the game picks a state and hides something in it, and the first one to find it wins. Sometimes we purposefully leave false trails and clues behind that may or may not help, just to mix things up. Last I heard there was still a game going on in Argentina that began in the early seventies.”
 
   Okay, that definitely sounded interesting. Thinking back to the memory I witnessed, something else stuck out. “Why did you stop at the wall?”
 
   “I was following a trail,” she said casually, smiling at my startled expression. She had been testing the air around her.
 
   I wasn’t really surprised, knowing the strength of her senses it should’ve occurred to me sooner. “That’s how you always know where to find me.”
 
   She nodded. “Every human and seraph has a unique scent. Hardly fool proof, but it does make it easier to find people, or in this case where they have been.”
 
   “Could come in handy.” I nodded. It was difficult to believe they needed to find any entertainment with all the things they could do. Remembering she had little use for money, I was curious to find the answer to my next question. “What do you bet with?”
 
   Dawn’s jaw tightened, instantly reverting back to the tense expression she wore earlier. It was exactly the wrong thing to ask. I realized then her earlier apprehension was a result of her expecting to have to answer this question.
 
   “I was hoping this would be one of the things I held onto,” she said in a resigned tone. “But . . . perhaps it is time you knew.”
 
   Dawn reached into her left pocket and removed something before holding out her fist, the indecision still lingering in her features as she opened her palm. In her hand was a small, clear vial, three inches long and no thicker than a pencil. A faint bluish-white light pulsed from within—swirling in suspension like the light was in weightless, liquid form. Moving carefully I reached out and picked up the vial, turning it over in my fingers as I studied the eerily beautiful substance.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, not able to tear my eyes from the way the bright sheen reflected off my skin.
 
   “Lucem Vitae,” Dawn whispered. “Or life, if you prefer. The very same that runs undiluted through your veins.”
 
   I stared at her, unable to hide my shocked expression. “I have this inside me?”
 
   “Every human does, up until the moment they die. That little bit of magic to make everything possible.”
 
   “That’s difficult to believe,” I said honestly, looking down at the tiny glowing vial in my hands. “What do you do with it?”
 
   “I do not require food or rest to function, but there is something I need to sustain me.” Dawn closed her eyes, disgust marring her lovely voice as she spoke the words through her teeth. “When we get the call to lay someone to rest, a contract of sorts is formed. I promise to do my duty, and the human in question must also hold up their end of the bargain. You are holding the payment in your hand.”
 
   My stomach clenched as a cold chill ran through me. I didn’t need her to explain further, the answer was right before my eyes. My voice was flat, emotionless. “You feed off the dead.”
 
   “Siphon the dead would be more accurate, but yes. I told you we paid a high price for what we are.” She wasn’t defending herself, merely stating the fact. “Without it I would not be able to control myself, or use the gifts I have. It would not kill me if I refused—at one time or another we have all tried to. The pain it causes is beyond compare. Imagine having every inch of your skin flayed off and salted, the marrow of your bones boiled inside you as your head tries to cleave itself into pieces.” Dawn sighed, rubbing her temples. “Could there be a better mechanism for nature to force us into doing what we were meant to?”
 
   My mind very much wanted to feel the disgust her face mirrored, but that was exactly why I didn’t. Looking at it her it was clear she hated this part of herself. Of course she didn’t have a choice, it seemed like she never did. Dawn wouldn’t wish what she was upon anyone. It’s not like she killed people to survive after all, she was just receiving payment for doing her duty—the reapers toll. As I collected my thoughts I wondered idly if that was where the phrase came from.
 
   Dawn still looked very uncomfortable, and I didn’t blame her. As difficult as it was for me to stomach her latest revelation, it must’ve been so much worse for her to admit it to me. Trust didn’t come easy to either of us—me because of my past, her by her very nature. Yet somehow we managed. Compared to her I was barely an infant, and I never claimed to understand the mysteries of life and death. One thing I learned with what little time I spent on this earth was that this world had its monsters, and Dawn wasn’t one of them. I knew she was being unnecessarily harsh on herself, and it didn’t seem right to let her wallow in something she couldn’t control.
 
   “How about we try another?” I asked when I couldn’t bear the mounting tension. One way or another, we needed to move past this. “You could look into one of mine if you’d like.”
 
   “I would, but unfortunately I have another commitment today. Rain check?” she asked, managing a weak smile with some effort as she stood.
 
   “Sure.” I nodded. “Got some work I’ve been neglecting that I should probably catch up on anyway.”
 
   Dawn walked slowly to the door, cracking it open before she turned her head.
 
   “I’ll be back soon.” she said hesitantly. It sounded almost like a question.
 
   “I’ll be waiting.”
 
  
 
  


 
   15. Sleepwalker
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next week Dawn’s visits to my apartment became a nightly event. Each evening I would arrive after work to find her waiting for me on the couch, curled up against the pillows with her eyes closed, almost as if she were sleeping.
 
   It seemed odd to me that she wouldn’t be doing something while she waited. When I asked her about it, she explained that although seraphim couldn’t sleep, they could slow their bodily functions to a crawl, almost like an off switch. They were still quite aware of their surroundings while in this state, but it was less draining, a simple way to tune out the rest of the sensory bombardment around them for a while. Some seraphim even chose to remain in this state whenever they weren’t needed, preferring the solitude to the outside world. Personally, I thought it was a rather indolent way to spend eternity.
 
   The night’s activities always followed a similar pattern, and I welcomed the unexpected change to my routine. She’d ask me about my day as I made dinner, browsing through the local paper while I ate. Then we spent the rest of the evening trading memories back and forth until I couldn’t keep my eyes open a minute longer.
 
   Dawn’s recall was crystal clear, and just barely scratching the surface of what she saw in her long existence was staggering. Through her eyes I witnessed a world long forgotten. Everything from the bustling street corners of Chicago in the fifties, to the undisturbed, velvety waters of the Everglades in the winter time. In particular I enjoyed her time spent on the islands of the Caribbean. I loved watching her face light up as she delved into the intricacies of various cultures she experienced.
 
   Allowing her to see my own memories was more of a challenge than I anticipated, especially after she made it seem so effortless. Once Dawn managed to secure a connection between us, it took immense concentration on my part to learn how to access the memories for her to view. More often than not they were nothing more than garbled fragments, or a different scene altogether. I quickly learned that even the slightest loss of focus on my part affected what we were both viewing, often with embarrassing consequences.
 
   I mostly showed her memories of myself growing up with my sister in the city, from family vacations to playing scrabble by candlelight. She always seemed so interested in the little details of my everyday life, eager to see whatever I showed her, never asking for any particular moments in time. I think she liked the idea of spending time with me in the everyday world, experiencing things the way the rest of us did. I also quickly noticed her fascination with my work, and curious to figure out why, I happily let her view what I could remember from my more interesting cases.
 
   Friday disappeared before my eyes at a frightening pace. It felt like only a few hours ago that I left for work when I was on my way back home again in the late afternoon. Dawn was waiting for me on the couch like always, her eyes snapping open as I closed the door behind me. I couldn’t help smiling.
 
   “Sorry I’m late, I lost track of the time.”
 
   “I know the feeling.” Dawn nodded. Why was she always smiling when she saw me? I wish she wouldn’t, that smile made me feel things I really shouldn’t be feeling. “Anything interesting happen at work?”
 
   If only. “Nothing worth remembering. So what are we viewing tonight? It was my turn if I remember correctly.”
 
   “Indeed it was,” she said, shifting over to make room for me.
 
   As I took her hand I ran through all the things I had shown her before, deciding it was time for something different. It occurred to me that while they were completely engrossing, these memories provided the perfect distraction from my usually relentless questioning. Maybe it was just my imagination, but after the morning I learned about Dawn’s nutritional needs, for lack of a better term, she was very careful to avoid any memories relating to the seraphim. When I was ready I nodded, and as I closed my eyes I felt the connection take hold. I bent my mind towards the memory, forcing together the jumble of fragments into something coherent.
 
   The next moment I was back in my high school cafeteria, sitting across from a younger Jennifer who had just begun ranting about some assignment for Biology. This wasn’t even remotely the memory I intended to show her. The edges of my vision were pushing against my mind, threatening to slip and I had to struggle to hold the memory together as pieces of it I didn’t know I remembered came flooding through. Some of what I was seeing came back to me, and I decided to let the memory play out.
 
   Just a little longer, any moment now and Eric would fall asleep, hitting his head on the table so hard that he knocked himself out for almost two minutes. The Benjamin from the memory looked away from Jennifer, turning to face a smiling Claire who just sat down next to me. I was surprised by how well I recalled her appearance, down to her exact haircut and the red top she wore. As I leaned forward to kiss her searing pain spread through my arm, and the memory collapsed at a disturbingly quick pace.
 
   I blinked, momentarily disorientated from being ripped out of my own head so suddenly. My hand was aching, stiff and covered with splotchy red marks. Dawn was still sitting beside me on the couch, her expression frozen in shock and her entire body rigid. Her hand balled into a fist, holding tightly onto something that wasn’t there.
 
   “What happened?” I asked as I stood up, my eyes searching the room for some unseen threat. “Are you alright?”
 
   If she heard me she made no move to respond, her empty stare remaining glued to a spot just behind my head. I brushed my fingers over hers, afraid to startle her in her near catatonic state. She was so cold that I pulled back my hand. ”Dawn?”
 
    “I took her.” Dawn’s voice was a hollow whisper, utterly lifeless. Yet those three little words echoed through the silence like a wrecking ball.
 
   I felt the wall my mind created to desperately try and protect me from the truth teetering, about to collapse. My blood ran cold as icy barbs of anguish lashed across my chest, cutting the ties to my will, along with my breath. I sank to my knees, numb to the dull pain of the impact. There was no strength left in me to lift my head, to look at her.
 
   “I had no idea.” Her pained words sounded distant, barely audible over the tumult raging through my head. “I am so deeply sorr—”
 
   “—Get out.”
 
   “Benjamin, I—”
 
   “—Get out!” I growled through clenched teeth as I stared up at her. Dawn’s face was so wracked with pain that I managed to regain a glimmer of composure before I spoke again. “Please, just leave. I need you to leave.”
 
   Dawn stood beside me in an instant, her hand reaching out towards me, ancient sorrow etched across her angelic features. Even through blurry eyes it was clear she wanted nothing more than to console me in any way she could. For a moment I thought she would try, but with one last pained look she bowed her head, a column of empty air rushing past me as she breezed out the door.
 
   I sat unmoving, paralyzed and powerless against the cold floor. Memories better left buried came unbidden into my mind, remorselessly biting and clawing at the old scars left after Claire’s death. I had days where something would trigger and turn the trickle into a flood, but nothing quite like this.
 
   It felt like I was reliving it all over again, the anger and the grief—the guilt. My chest ached with phantom pain, so exquisitely agonizing its grip pierced my every thought, crippling my senses. There was nothing I wouldn’t give to feel anything other than this, but I wouldn’t let myself get away that easily. I brought this upon myself.
 
   Three years I spent keeping the promise I made at Claire’s grave, and what did I have to show for it? Nothing. No, not nothing. Be it by the winds of chance or some cruel twist of fate—somehow I found the being who truly took her. How had I gone this long knowing what Dawn was without trying to find answers to Claire’s death? Was it because I always assumed it was another seraph, or was I just too damn afraid to know the answer? Between the relentless, crushing images rushing through my head, too quickly to keep track of, my mind fixated on one image of Dawn, sitting comfortably on my bed. Her midnight eyes looking up at me, so kind and full of concern—the same eyes that saw Claire draw her last ragged breath, perhaps even siphoned off her.
 
   The next moment I was running across the apartment floor on unsteady feet, making it to the bathroom just in time before the bile rose up in my throat and I threw up.
 
   The room spun around me as I gripped tightly to the basin, forcing down handfuls of water. The bitter taste left in my mouth wouldn’t relent. I knew there was a seraph there with Claire in the end, but why of all the seraphim did it have to be her? Venomous thoughts danced around my mind, but I knew this wasn’t her fault. I dearly wished I could blame someone, anyone for what happened to Claire, but Dawn was just doing her duty. Even as I told her to leave I knew I couldn’t blame her for anything, as easy as it would’ve been.
 
   She was no doubt thinking I was disgusted, the very thing she always feared. She probably even blamed herself. The truth was I just didn’t have the strength to look into those eyes, not tonight. I would make sure she understood that I didn’t resent her, because there was nothing to forgive. But tonight I was inconsolable, a pitiful sight even to myself, and I didn’t want anyone to see me like this. There would be no running away from this. I wanted, needed, to feel everything.
 
   What little control over my thoughts I was able to marshal was straining against my disgust, not aimed at Dawn, but myself. As I leaned against the wall, trying to pull myself from this wretched state I began to see things I missed before with newfound clarity. There was more to my morbid fascination with Dawn than I realized—a truth my mind had suppressed. I had grown attached to her, nothing solid, but there was something there I couldn’t deny. The living-dead girl who took my Claire. How far could I have fallen that I developed feelings for her? What the hell was I supposed to make of that, and why did my idiot head wait till now to figure this out? I was far too scrambled to be thinking about any of this now.
 
   As the long minutes passed the chill from the tiles beneath me seeped into my bones, and too exhausted to keep awake any longer I began to drift, fervently hoping for a momentary reprieve. Then the nightmares began.
 
   I woke sometime later, still lying on the floor with my head propped up awkwardly against the wall. I had no idea how long I slept, but from the soft light streaming in from the hallway I figured it must’ve been morning. I felt utterly depleted. The splitting headache threatening to bash my head to pieces coupled with the bitter taste in my mouth, and the lingering nausea, felt not unlike a hangover. My muscles ached from the cold makeshift bed, straining against me as I pulled myself off the floor. The haggard face complete with bloodshot eyes that greeted me in the mirror was a stranger. It looked like I aged ten years overnight. The echoes of last night’s shattering revelations were still with me, but I was through the worst and still standing. Now all that was left was to figure out what came next.
 
   The dense cloud of fog permeating my mind began to dissipate as the warm water from the shower ran over me, momentarily quieting my inner tumult. Last night showed me my old scars weren’t as shallow as I previously thought, and I wasn’t ready to revisit them just yet. There were so many conflicting emotions running through my mind that I wasn’t sure where to begin. Questions I never wanted the answers to came to the surface, ones I know I’d have to face sooner than I liked.
 
   I was being pulled in opposite directions. Half of me wanting to keep my promises, never resting until I was sure I did everything I could. The other half told me to burn all the evidence of these painful memories, forget and move on before the past buried me.
 
   Then there was the situation I found myself in with Dawn, a situation I had even less idea how to handle. What she was had been a lot easier to deal with before it became so personal. Somehow now it felt much more real. Would I be able to carry on my friendship with her now that I knew about Claire? Did I still want to? I think I did, despite what happened I still felt she was the same person, and that was someone worth knowing. In a lot of ways she was probably a better person than I was.
 
   It took me more than an hour before I was able to walk into my home office, my legs heavy as I passed through the doorway. Inside one of my drawers was a picture of Claire and me. Her smiling face peered back at me, immortally frozen on a red picnic blanket with autumn leaves falling around her. I found little comfort in that carefree smile, those deep brown eyes succeeding only in sending another stab of loss through my heart. As my fingers traced the white edges of the photo I found that in my state I hadn’t truly considered what all of this meant.
 
   I had another question to ask, the only question that really mattered. One only Dawn could answer.
 
   As the tumblers in my mind clicked into place I started to see the potential of my new plan. A glimmer of hope shone dimly through all the turmoil I felt, a chance to make good on a promise long overdue. It wasn’t something I wanted to do. No, I was very much dreading my new course, but I knew I had to follow through with it.
 
   The hollow ache in my chest hadn’t abated, though I found some solace in my new resolve. Things between me and Dawn would no doubt be strained to the limit, and as sure as I was of my newfound task I wasn’t quite ready to see her yet. The quiet minutes alone turned into hours as I sorted through my emotions. I wanted to be sure I was ready for whatever was to come.
 
   The sun just sank behind the Brampton tower when I stepped through the kitchen and walked to the windowsill. In the corner was Dawn’s pouch, the same one she gave to me on the night she first waited outside my apartment. It felt like it weighed a hundred pounds as I closed my fingers around it, gently tugging at the frayed drawstrings in trepidation. I wasn’t ready for this, I don’t think I ever would be, but knowing there was no reason to delay any longer I slipped the piece of paper with my message inside and hung it outside the window. Taking a step back I spared one last look at the pouch gently swaying in the wind before I grabbed my keys and walked out the front door.
 
   The city lights blurred together in long streaks as I raced past them, still too caught up in my own thoughts to notice the dazzling display of colors. It seemed like no time at all when I pulled onto the dirt road that led to my second home. I found my footing easily in the dark, after years of coming to the end-of-the-line navigating the wet rocks was almost second nature. As I waited I found myself peering into the dark waters, their usually violent crashes against the rocks little more than a soft gurgle. Closing my eyes I focused only on listening to that constant sound, freeing myself from my mounting doubts, if only for a moment.
 
   I didn’t have to wait very long. Before two hundred waves passed I felt Dawn slowly creeping up on me. She must’ve been close to have found me so quickly, knowing her she was probably there all night, staying just out of my sight. No, I wasn’t ready for this.
 
   Taking a deep breath I slowly opened my eyes, and turned to face her. Dawn was sitting thirty feet away on a sharp rock outcrop, staring out into the vast body of water just as I was a moment ago. I closed the distance between us, each step taking more effort than the last. As I stopped beside her I wondered just what my emotional state would seem like to her right now—I hadn’t the faintest clue myself.
 
   “I did not think you would want to see me again.” Her voice was off, a mixture of regret and relief discordantly mingled. Even with how awful I knew she felt, the idea of parting ways seemed to be just as unwanted for her as it was for me. I highly doubted it was for the same reasons, but it wasn’t important now. I had higher priorities than figuring out my tangled, misplaced feelings.
 
   “I just needed some time.” I was surprised by how well I managed to keep my voice level. She looked at me then, and as her dark eyes met mine they reignited the embers of last night’s crippling pain like flicking a switch.
 
   “I have no words to describe just how sorry I am that all this happened. If I knew I took her, I would—”
 
   I held up my hand to silence her. “It’s not your fault. You were just doing what you were meant to do.”
 
   “No. I have caused nothing but trouble from the moment I met you. This is my fault. You should never have had to find any of this out to begin with,” Dawn said bitterly.
 
    “I made the choice,” I said calmly. This was going to be difficult enough without her trying to blame herself. “And I don’t ever want to hear you say otherwise. We all have our burdens to carry, and this one’s mine.”
 
   “How can you not think all of this was a mistake, that you would have been better off not knowing any of this?”
 
   “I think if I could go back, I would’ve made exactly the same decisions. You can’t hide from something just because you don’t like where it’s heading.” It was who I was. One way or another I would’ve landed at the same conclusion eventually.
 
   Dawn sighed. In a way it was almost comforting—as guilty as she felt, I think she desperately wanted to believe me. It would be a long while until we returned to the way things were before, but it would happen with time—I was confident of that.
 
   “You have questions,” she said after a long moment.
 
   Of course I had questions. There were so many I wanted to ask, all of them gnawing at me all through the night until I couldn’t bear to hear them rattling in my head. I promised myself one day I would ask those questions when I felt I was ready to know the answers, but before that day came I had another promise to make good on first.
 
   “Just one,” I said, my voice low as I mentally braced myself for whatever came next. “I want to know who killed her.”
 
  
 
  


 
   16. Cadre
 
    
 
    
 
   “That was not the question I was expecting.” The resigned look on Dawn’s face remained unchanged as she dropped from her perch. Perhaps she hadn’t expected it, but she didn’t seem all that surprised by it either. Dawn was quiet for a long moment as her eyes brushed over the endless horizon. “Do you have any idea what you are asking of me? After everything I have done, all the damage I wrought, you want me to willingly change the course of your fate?”
 
   “It’s my life Dawn.”
 
   “It is not just you we are talking about here. If I give you what you are asking for, then his life will also be affected in ways even I could not begin to predict, along with anyone else that comes between you.”
 
   “I don’t care what damage it causes to him, not after what he did!” I growled, barely keeping the anger rising up in me under control. I reined myself in with some effort, taking a deep breath before I spoke again. “All I’m asking for is to have a chance to right the wrongs, to have some measure of justice for Claire.”
 
   “That is not your choice to make,” she said calmly. “I understand you have the right to feel the way you do. I would not have reacted any differently if I was in your position. You know I want to help you, but I have to look at this objectively. It goes against everything I stand for Benjamin, not to mention all the rules I would be breaking if I chose to help you. The consequences could be devastating.”
 
   The truth of her words cut through my anger as easily as any knife. Perhaps I was too close to see this objectively. It wasn’t fair of me to ask this favor, because no one else had the same opportunity. After all, none of this was supposed to be known to begin with. But I did know, and I absolutely refused to believe what happened to Claire was fair either. I don’t care what Fate thought, she didn’t deserve to have her life so abruptly cut short. If it was wrong of me to think that, then I didn’t want to be right. I wasn’t going to stop searching until I did everything in my power to find the man who killed her. Claire deserved that much. Still, I could see the indecision in Dawn’s eyes, her genuinely wanting to help me warring with the duty she had to uphold. 
 
   Something else occurred to me at the same moment. As opposed to the idea as she was, Dawn hadn’t expressly refused either. “So then tell me no.”
 
   Her obsidian eyes lingered on my face, piercing through me the way they did when I thought she was searching through my emotions.
 
   “It is not that simple anymore.” She sighed heavily. “Which would be my fault, again.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I have placed both of us in quite a predicament by spending so much time around you. Fate does not create new pathways to follow when it is interrupted. They were always there to begin with. When I interfere in your life the routes that could have been taken are cut off, narrowing the branches of possibilities, or making them disappear entirely. This path you are so determined to follow only exists because of my interference. I also know how resolved you are, I can feel it in your heart. If I do not give you the answer you want you will keep searching for another way. However, if I did tell you what you wanted to know it would only ensure you follow the same path without deviation. Either way my choice will affect your future.”
 
   The bitter tone in Dawn’s voice was to be expected, she always feared something like this would happen right from the start. I didn’t blame her for it though, it was my choice to have her around. Maybe I couldn’t see the whole picture, but it sounded like good news to me. I was so much closer to getting the answer I searched for. So what if she interfered a little—changed something here and there? It wasn’t like an invisible hand was guiding me or anything. My choices were still my own, and nothing could take that away from me. I had to believe that. As for the mystery man’s choices, well . . . If I had my way, the only choices he’d have was to plead innocent or guilty.
 
   “I see the problem,” I said neutrally. She already read my emotions like a sign, no point in sounding cautiously optimistic too.
 
   “Things have gotten so far out of my control that I do not honestly know what the right decision is anymore,” Dawn said glumly, her shoulders slumping as she leaned against the rocks. “I would say I was sorry all of this happened, but I know you would try to argue with me.”
 
   “Sorry I’m such a pain in the ass.” I smiled grimly. The atmosphere had become far too dreary. We both needed to take a step back for a moment.
 
   Dawn managed a smile as she shook her head in exasperation. I took a seat beside her, using the silence to clear my head before she spoke again. “You are not going to budge on this, are you?”
 
   “Not an inch. And as much as you want to help me, you don’t believe telling me is in my best interests. Not to mention everyone else that would be affected. Correct?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “So we’re at a bit of an impasse?”
 
   “No. It is not just you. We are both too close to this.” She sighed, her head dipping slightly where it rested on her hands. “I was really hoping to avoid this, but I think it may be time we got an unbiased opinion.”
 
   “From who?” I asked tentatively.
 
   “The other seraphim of my cadre,” Dawn answered reluctantly.
 
   She very rarely mentioned the others of her kind, and now she wanted their advice? This must be more serious than I thought. “I thought they didn’t know about me. Wouldn’t that be tantamount to turning yourself in?”
 
   “I should have done it a long time ago. Look at everything that has happened because I decided not to.”
 
   “I don’t want you to be punished because of me.”
 
   She laughed weakly. “You have no problem tearing apart the fabric of your own future, but you are concerned about the person who is to blame for it getting into a little trouble?”
 
   “Yes,” I said stubbornly, folding my arms across my chest. “No matter what has happened, I still don’t regret any of this.”
 
   I saw Dawn’s expression soften as she looked away, hiding something I saw glimmer in her eyes so quickly I thought I imagined it. Something she didn’t want me to see. “You have enough trouble looking after yourself as it is, and you have on more than one occasion told me I worry about you too much. So let me worry about me, okay?”
 
   “Sounds fair.” I nodded stiffly, impressed by her quick recovery. “So you’re going to see the other seraphim?”
 
   “Aye,” she replied thoughtfully, peeking at me through her hair. “I know it is a lot to ask of you after everything, but do you still trust me?”
 
   “Surprisingly, I do.”
 
   “Then you should probably come with me, if you want to. What they see might affect their decision, and we may as well get it over with on my terms before one of them comes looking for you out of sheer curiosity later on.”
 
   I never thought I‘d get to meet another like her. The thought was both exciting, and a little terrifying. I knew Dawn would never let anything happen to me, but she seemed apprehensive. Was she afraid of what they would do once they found out?  Then again I knew Dawn would follow whatever decision they made, and I wanted to be there to watch it unfold. Seeing those black eyes on another was quite a draw, almost intriguing enough to distract me from why I would be going in the first place.
 
   “I’ll go.”
 
   “I knew you would,” she said, lifting herself onto her feet with one hand. “Does tonight work for you?”
 
   “I think we passed the point of me bothering to keep a schedule the day you climbed through my window.”
 
   “Then we should be moving on. We have a long way to travel.”
 
   We headed straight out of the city, Dawn’s directions taking us on the road towards Plymouth. As soon as we were clear of the tightly packed buildings and distractions she had her pendant in her hands and asked me to refrain from interrupting her. When I asked what she was doing all she said, rather ominously, was she was “calling the others”. Dawn didn’t breathe for almost an hour as we drove, and for a while the only sound for miles around was the swish of the odd passing car. I didn’t mind the silence. After everything that happened tonight, I needed some time to reflect. All this talk of fate had me seriously contemplating how much my life changed since meeting Dawn.
 
   I had never seen someone sit so utterly still before. Her lips moved now and then, too quiet for me to make out if she was saying anything, but it didn’t look like words to me. I kept my eyes on the road, content for the moment that we were making progress. My chest still lit up with tiny puncture wounds every time I pictured her with Claire, but I also drew some measure of comfort from the thought. There was vibrant warmth to Dawn that I came to respect. If someone had to have taken Claire, then I think I would’ve wanted it to be Dawn.
 
   “They are on their way to meet us,” Dawn said suddenly. Her eyes were finally open, staring out of the window so I couldn’t see her expression.
 
   “You don’t sound very thrilled about it. This was your idea after all.”
 
   “I am just a little anxious. I have no idea how well this is going to go,” she said quietly.
 
   From what I was able to glean from my time with Dawn I knew what was about to happen was an incredibly rare occurrence. She also said before they weren’t all like her. Perhaps she was worried about their reaction? Or yours, a small voice in my head chimed in.
 
   “Dawn, what’s a cadre?” I asked. While she was talking I better get whatever information I could.
 
   “My cadre is the ‘family’ of seraphim I belong to. We always work closely together in groups of five to cover a specific territory. The actual area is unimportant—what matters is the amount of people inside it, so we cover everywhere equally. Some massive cities like New York would have many seraphim watching over it, because there are so many people living in close proximity. While somewhere rural we would be far more spread out.” She turned to me then, a weary look in her eyes. “That is why it was me who took her, and not another. Greystone is under my section of charges. No matter where I was in the world, if someone in my territory was about to pass on, I would get the vision.”
 
   I was struggling to find the words to ask Dawn why it was her that took Claire. I wasn’t sure how I felt about her answer. After all this talk of fate, it seemed odd to have such a simple explanation.
 
   She continued after a moment. “This seems a little late, but if it is any consolation to you she was not alone at the end. There was no one else around, so I kept her company, until . . . it was fairly peaceful.” Dawn paused, looking like she wanted to say more but thought better of it.
 
   I nodded stiffly, not wanting to dwell on the topic of Claire’s death any more than I had to, and I certainly wasn’t going to ask about it. This was difficult enough just sitting here in the car with Dawn. I still needed time to process everything before I was ready to talk about Claire.
 
   The seraphim were far more organized than I ever realized. It seemed like a very constricting system to me, but then again they had been doing it since before recorded history. What did I know? I was curious to find out more about their government, for lack of a better term, though it would probably be best for tonight to ask as few questions about them as possible. Stick to the basics, and learn from what I saw.
 
   “We are not far now,” Dawn said after another ten minutes passed.
 
   I peered through the darkness around me, and there wasn’t a light visible for miles around. I wasn’t exactly sure where we were, somewhere near the Connecticut border if I had to guess, but this was as close to the middle of nowhere as you were likely to get without crossing State lines. A mile or so later Dawn directed me to slow down as the road began to dip into a small valley. An old wooden fence ran along the edge of the road, broken and rotted away by time. Nestled at the bottom was a hidden dirt trail that led off into a thick copse of tall oak trees. I pulled the car over just out of sight of the road and killed the lights.
 
   From the driver’s seat I could barely see past the end of the car. Following her lead I unbuckled my seatbelt and climbed outside, taking a moment to stretch my stiff legs. Dawn was crouching over an assortment of broken twigs stacked in a line, far too neat to be there naturally. She leaned over, sniffing the air around the pile before picking up a nearby twig, running it along her forearm and placing it beside the others.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked curiously as I watched her bizarre display take place.
 
   Dawn stood, motioning for me to follow her as she walked to a nearby tree. Her fingers brushed over the gnarled bark, revealing a strange, elaborate marking that looked like intertwined vines carved deeply into the wood. The mark wasn’t there before.
 
   “We have symbols like this everywhere for traveling seraphim, just out of sight of human eyes. This one is for a place of meeting.” When she ran her hand over it again the symbol disappeared. “The twigs on the floor each carry one of my cadre’s scents. Traditionally, it is a sign of trust, to let me know who is here before I arrive, or to warn me of unannounced visitors. We are very wary when it comes to encroaching on others territory.”
 
   I touched the spot where her hand brushed over. The bark where the symbol was carved felt good as new. Creepy, but definitely a useful skill. I just shook my head. “Lead on.”
 
   “In a minute, there are some things we need to go over first. While I am not expecting any problems with your safety, you should still be cautious. I am hoping my cadre will be on their best behavior, but you need to understand they are not all like me.”
 
   I wasn’t naïve enough to not be on my guard. Dawn’s constant warnings since we met hadn’t gone unnoticed. “I get it. You’re not the most dangerous thing around tonight.”
 
   “You will be safe,” Dawn vowed.
 
   “I don’t doubt it for a second.” 
 
   “Just be respectful and you will be fine. I know you are not bound by the decisions that will be made here tonight, but it would be wise of you to look like you accept them, even if you do not agree. Also, I may be punished for my involvement in this, and I need you to promise me you will not interfere. Can you do that for me?”
 
   It was something I wasn’t sure I could promise. I didn’t think she deserved to carry any of the blame for this. Still, I wanted to respect her wishes, so I nodded tensely.
 
   “One last thing,” Dawn said seriously. “Under no circumstances are you to mention anything true about yourself. Tonight your last name, where you live, what you do or anything that could be used to find you does not exist. You are just Benjamin. It is just a precaution, but I want them to know as little about you as possible. Some of my family members can be . . . persistent.”
 
   There seemed to be a hidden meaning in her words, something she was dreading. I guess I was about to find out. “I can do that.”
 
   We cut through the dense thicket towards the top of the valley, the climb in pitch black darkness steadily growing steeper, and before long the trail quickly disappeared amongst the undergrowth. If I hadn’t been following in Dawn’s footsteps I would’ve gotten myself lost twenty feet in. After a while the trees began to thin around us, gradually opening up into a natural glade where the moonlight shone through, and it became a little easier to see the tranquil scene in front of me. Growing up in the city I wasn’t used to wide open spaces. The crisp air and unbroken silence was daunting, yet also calming.
 
   Before long I began to see a large mass in the distance, the shifting light of a small fire making the outline indistinct. As we got closer to the light, the solid shadow melted away to reveal a manmade structure that looked to be a farmhouse. Well, it used to be anyway. What little was left of the high stone walls and bricked pathway was crumbling away, lost long ago to the ravages of time. Thick vines sprouted through the crevices wherever they found purchase. The roof was non-existent, only a decaying wooden crossbeam that hung loosely over the entrance remained. Whispers echoed from within, the broken building warping the words as they travelled towards us.
 
   I felt my nerves spike to new heights as we neared the gathering. Realizing I was about to be on display to four strangers with unfettered access to my emotions made those same emotions almost impossible to control. The faint chattering I heard died away as we stepped onto the disheveled paving stones, so the only sound that could be heard was our footsteps and the soft crackling of flames. Dawn stopped just behind a fairly undamaged section of the wall, glancing up at me encouragingly with what looked like a very forced smile. I didn’t have to see into her eyes to know she was just as tense as I was. I returned her smile, gesturing for her to start the proceedings. Dawn nodded tensely, squaring her shoulders before disappearing around the corner, and taking an unsteady breath, I followed.
 
   A cursory glance revealed the interior of the ruined building was in no better condition. The whole structure was slowly succumbing to the process of nature reclaiming it—stone by stone. Flickering light from the small fire in the middle of the room cast long, broken shadows on the two walls that remained standing. The walls seemed to be leaning precariously, threatening to collapse at any moment. Long jagged cracks ran along the dirty, tightly packed earth floor that was covered in a thick layer of debris and old scorch marks. A round wooden table and five matching chairs looking far too modern to belong in the decaying surrounds sat in the corner, beside a pile of rubble that used to be a section of the wall. Everything about the strange scene before me warranted further inspection, however my attention was solely focused on the four silhouettes spread around the ruins.
 
   Their faces were cloaked from the firelight, but I could feel their dark eyes were on me—studying my every movement, discerning every churning emotion. My gaze darted anxiously between the fire and Dawn standing beside me. The blood pounding against my temples felt like it was going to reach boiling point, but the heady, earthy scent of sage and a sweet wood I couldn’t identify rose from the wispy tendrils of smoke that helped to ease my nerves. For what seemed like an eternity the six of us stood in silence, the only visible movement coming from the dancing flames.
 
   “Welcome, sister,” A deep, rich voice finally said. “You’ve been rather . . . absent of late. It’s good to see you. Would that it was under different circumstances.”
 
   The figure who stepped into the light looked to be in his late thirties, a tall man with dark hair and a close cropped beard. His eyes were the exact shade of Dawn’s, though slightly less pronounced due to his tanned complexion. Dawn walked forward to meet him next to the fire, her tense shoulders relaxing slightly as they greeted each other. It was a very formal gesture. They each clasped the others inner forearm with their right hand like a fireman’s grip, and rested their left just above the opposite elbow.
 
   “It is good to see you too, brother,” Dawn said as they separated, turning to me. “Benjamin, I would like you to meet Logan, this cadre’s Speaker.”
 
   “Ah yes, of course.  Welcome Benjamin. I can’t remember the last time I’ve had the honor of a human guest,” Logan said graciously.
 
   I bowed my head respectfully, not exactly sure how to proceed. From the way Logan kept his distance I assumed a handshake was out of the question. “Thank you.”
 
   He gestured dismissively. “Let’s do away with these formalities. We’re all among friends here.”
 
   At his words two more figures stepped out of the shadows, flanking Logan on either side while the last remained seated high up on the back wall. To my left was a young man whose face looked like it was permanently set in an amused expression. He had rounded features and an unruly mop of black hair streaked with bright orange, the fringe curling just above his almond shaped eyes. On Logan’s right was a little girl, innocently staring up at me from half my height. She wore a baby blue dress with a frilly trim, her bouncy platinum blond curls decorated with a matching silk ribbon. She was devastatingly adorable, and even with those big black eyes she could have passed for a tiny Cherub.
 
   “This is Sebastian, the youngest member of our cadre,” Dawn said, and the smiling seraph nodded his head.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Sebastian said cheerfully.
 
   Dawn then turned towards the little girl, her expression shifting to annoyance in an instant. “And this, is Ivy.”
 
   The way Dawn’s lips wrapped around the girl’s name made it sound like the dirtiest of expletives. While the rest kept their distance the little girl smiled as she skipped around the fire, stopping less than a foot from me. Were it any of the other seraphim I would’ve immediately taken a step back, but nothing about her seemed even remotely threatening.
 
   “My. My. Isn’t he a handsome plaything,” Ivy said, her thick accent indicative of an old world southern belle. There was silence for a long moment before a hearty laugh erupted from Sebastian, presumably due to my slack jawed expression. I looked down at the little girl, desperately trying to remember how to close my mouth. She leaned in closer, closing her eyes as she inhaled my scent.
 
   “Back off,” Dawn warned venomously.
 
   “Oh lighten up Dawn,” Ivy replied without turning to face her. “You can have him back . . . eventually.”
 
   Dawn took a step towards Ivy, the slender muscles in her upper body coiling tightly. Her eyes were empty, expression calculated, and for the first time since I met Dawn she looked truly terrifying.
 
   “Enough,” Logan said calmly.
 
   Ivy lingered for a moment longer before twirling on her heels and skipping off to join Sebastian sitting at the table, both smiling widely at each other. Dawn straightened slowly, her shallow breathing making it look like the simple movement was highly taxing. Realizing the little girl’s act had likely been orchestrated for the express purpose of making me uncomfortable I allowed myself to breathe again. It worked too, but what I couldn’t quite figure out was Dawn’s strong reaction.
 
   “Now then, why have you called us here?” Logan said when the excitement was over.
 
   I felt my knuckles tighten as Dawn kneeled. “I am here to formally admit my guilt. My irresponsible actions have led to breaches of my oath.”
 
   “Indeed they have,” Logan said reproachfully, casting a glance at me. “I must admit I never would’ve thought that out of all of us, you would lead a human to the truth.”
 
   “It was a moment of weakness, and I fully submit to any punishment you deem fit,” Dawn said calmly. My heart was pounding in my chest as I watched helplessly, very much wanting to come to her defense in any way I could.
 
   “Come now Dawn, you have a cleaner record than Logan does.” Sebastian chuckled. “And Ivy’s gotten close to breaking that law so many times it’s got to count as at least once by now. Surely you don’t intend to punish her for a small lapse in judgment?”
 
   Ivy stuck her tongue out at Sebastian. “He’s got a point though, brother.”
 
   “This is not some small lapse,” Dawn said seriously, holding her hand out in the same way she did with me when we shared our memories. “I ask that you see for yourself the damage I have caused.”
 
   Logan nodded, crossing the distance between them and took Dawn’s hand in his. I found myself unable to move while I watched the silent exchange take place. I hadn’t completely relaxed for one moment since we arrived, and that only intensified with the knowledge Logan was watching my life being laid bare tonight. Dawn would be completely thorough because she took her duty seriously. Though I definitely didn’t want a stranger looking into my past, if it was the only way I could get the information I needed then it had to be done.
 
   It felt like ten solid minutes went by before the Speaker finally dropped his hand, his eyes tightening. “It is good you have come, we have much to discuss.”
 
   “What is it?” Ivy asked curiously from her seat in the corner, her head barely visible over the table.
 
   “Something I don’t think any of us would’ve anticipated,” Logan said gravely. He began to pace back and forth, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “It seems young Benjamin’s future has become fractured. I believe Dawn has set him on a crossroads, either choice having the potential to drastically change the course of fate. One path for him, one for another.”
 
   That seemed to catch everyone’s attention. Even Sebastian, who had settled in comfortably with his feet resting on the table, broke his relaxed stance. Once again five pairs of midnight eyes were all looking directly at me. The only eyes I searched out were Dawn’s, who just rose to her feet. She was at my side in an instant, her expression filled with concern. We sat together in the corner as the other seraphim huddled around the fire, talking amongst themselves in Latin, too quickly for me to decipher anything with my rudimentary knowledge of the language. Even the figure high up on the wall who had yet to reveal his name, or speak a word, moved close enough for me to see him clearly. He was a tall, lean man, with long brown hair tied back in a ponytail. He was the only one who wore black, and his gaunt features and crooked nose gave him an almost sinister look.
 
   “I know it is a lot to take in, but how are you doing with all this?” Dawn whispered, though I was sure we could still easily be overheard.
 
   “Better than I expected. It’s nice to have a comparison, to see where the seraphim in you ends and Dawn begins.” Every now and then I would catch one of the seraphim staring at me, their looks difficult to decipher. “Although I’m starting to feel like I’m the one on trial here.”
 
   “They are just curious,” she said uneasily, following my gaze to the four seraphim just a few feet away. “Even after hundreds of years, we do not often get the chance to meet humans who can see us for who we really are. That is why they are all so reluctant to have Logan dole out any punishment. Even though I broke the law, it is something new and exciting for them.”
 
   Great, I was tonight’s entertainment.
 
   I found myself watching Logan, clearly the leader of the group. All the other seraphim chose to show themselves as quite young. It must’ve been a calculated move on his part to appear older when he could look like whoever he wanted. Dawn seemed to trust him though, and that was good enough for me.
 
   “How did Logan become the Speaker? Is he the oldest?” I asked, half out of interest and half to kill time.
 
   “No, I am the oldest. We—”
 
   She was about to continue when movement at the fire caught her attention, and following her gaze I saw the group had broken apart and were all watching us talk. Dawn and I got to our feet and walked forward to where Logan was waiting for us.
 
   “These developments are troubling indeed,” he said after a long moment. “I see no reason to involve anyone outside this cadre, but this needs to be resolved soon, preferably before things get any worse. To that end, I would like to hear all your thoughts before I make my decision.”
 
   So this was it then. My fate may be my own, but this decision was out of my hands. My breathing quickened as I gazed at each seraph, wondering what their take on this would be. Though honestly I wasn’t really concerned about the outcome other than what might happen to Dawn. I was more concerned that there would be no way to change her mind if this didn’t go my way. That wouldn’t stop me from trying to keep my promise to Claire though, and I wouldn’t hold it against Dawn. After all, she did all this for me.
 
   Dawn stepped forward first, giving me a pained glance before she spoke. “I believe my involvement has caused enough harm. The law is simple—we are not to willingly interfere with the fate of mortals. As willing as Benjamin may be, continuing to do so is not in anyone’s best interests.”
 
   Logan nodded as she once again took place beside me, a pleading expression on her face as her lips mouthed “I’m sorry”. I wanted to put my arm on her shoulder and tell her I understood, but knowing that was a bad idea all I could do was smile weakly.
 
   It was Ivy who spoke next. “Dawn’s right, it’s not our place to interfere. But she already has. He has the opportunity to change his fate, why not use it to do some good where we can’t?”
 
   “Thank you Ivy,” Logan said. His expression was still unreadable, but I took it as a good sign that he didn’t look upset. “Sebastian?”
 
   “I think I’m still far too new to this, so I don’t think I can give a fair opinion, but Dawn is the closest to this. As fun as the other option might be, if she thinks it’s best to stay out of this then I think I have to agree with her.”
 
   “Alex?” Logan asked, looking to the seraph that had yet to speak.
 
   “His life, his choice,” Alex said in a grave voice, his narrow eyes betraying no emotion.
 
   To be honest I hadn’t expected anyone to be on my side, not that I knew any of them but it was surprising to see how differently they saw things. It must be such a strange dynamic having five people, with all that power and differing personalities, working together for so long. No wonder they needed laws to keep everything running.
 
   “Is there anything you would like to add Benjamin?”
 
   I was so caught up in my own thoughts that at first I hadn’t realized Logan spoke. The sprawling night sky felt as if it was growing smaller by the second, tightening around my vocal chords. They wanted me to speak? What could I possibly say? I didn’t know the intricacies of this fate business. Alex had the right of it though—it was my life after all. My will wavered as I struggled to find my nerve, wracking my brain to determine how I truly felt.
 
   Taking a step forward I cleared my throat, trying not to be intimidated by the five pairs of black eyes fixed on me. “I understand this is a difficult situation, and you all have a duty to perform. I came here tonight because I have a duty too, the last one I can ever do for someone I cared about. It may not be as sacred, or even make sense, but one way or another I will find a way to carry it out. Let me.”
 
   I took my place next to Dawn, who was smiling at me. Despite our differing opinions she seemed almost impressed. Then again, maybe that was just my ego running rampant. Sebastian chuckled. “The kid’s got stones, you have to give him that much.”
 
   Logan remained impassive as he resumed his pacing, frequently looking towards Dawn and me. Though this was clearly not a democracy he listened to everyone’s opinion with equal import, weighing all the options from every angle.
 
   For a brief moment I felt a little envious of the seraphim. As much as the idea of having your choices taken away from you sounded awful to me, it must’ve been a little comforting knowing you had a purpose, that there was a right decision—even if you didn’t agree with it. I’m also sure they would all disagree with that thought, but for one second it sounded appealing. It gave me an ounce of perspective—it would be foolish of me to challenge the outcome of this meeting. Pity I was too stubborn to accept no for an answer.
 
   The hushed conversations died around us as Logan spoke in a tone that rang with authority. “I have made my decision. Dawn’s actions were reckless and ill advised—even she does not dispute it. However, I cannot ignore the will of the mortal whose fate hangs in the balance. It was Benjamin’s choice to walk among our world, and that makes the damage caused his doing as much as hers. It is only fair he be given the chance to walk whichever path he chooses, if he is willing to accept the consequences.”
 
   Logan’s gaze bore into me, his eyes filled with an unspoken question. He was giving me the option to choose, just as Dawn always did. Though I couldn’t see where this decision would lead me, it would be my doing. I was given my chance, and that was all that mattered. I would accept whatever came later with a smile.  After releasing the breath caught in my lungs, I spoke calmly. “I’m willing.”
 
   From the corner of my eye I saw Dawn close her eyes tightly, her shoulders sinking at my decision. This was not the outcome she was hoping for. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, but now wasn’t the time to question.
 
   “Very well,” Logan said seriously, turning his head to Dawn. “Dawn’s reasons for her crime may have been selfish, but they were not malicious or for her own gain. And I don’t believe the circumstances will arise where she would ever make this mistake again. I must warn you though sister—this path is his alone. You know better than I that if you directly interfere, in any way, I cannot be lenient again.”
 
   Dawn’s eyes flickered to me before she bowed her head, the resigned look on her face making me feel like I made the wrong decision. “Yes, Speaker.”
 
   Even though I received the answer I was looking for, I couldn’t help but feel I disappointed her. All I could hope for was after all this was over we could salvage something of what we once had.
 
   “Glad we got all that sorted,” Sebastian broke the silence, flashing a winning smile. “Can we have some fun now?”
 
  
 
  


 
   17. Wild eyes
 
    
 
    
 
   As I watched the blurred forms of Ivy and Sebastian bounding across the ruins it quickly became apparent the two seraphs concept of fun was just a touch too dangerous for me to participate in. From my seat next to Dawn and Logan beside the fire I could barely keep track of the whirl of movement around us, set into motion by Sebastian plucking a ribbon out of Ivy’s hair and taunting her by dangling it between his teeth. Logan shook his head as he rubbed his hands together over the warmth of the fire, his expression reminding me of a look I had often seen on parents, who’s children’s antics both amused and annoyed them.
 
   “She isn’t really that young, is she?” I asked as another of Ivy’s very girlish giggles erupted from somewhere across the glade.
 
   “No, she just does that from time to time,” Dawn answered. “I think Ivy misses the innocence of childhood sometimes. You should be grateful though, she is far more of a pain in any other form. Trust me.”
 
   “I heard that,” Ivy’s high voice tinkled in the distance—just audible over the somber, moody melody filling the ruins from the high wall above us. Alex, who hadn’t uttered anything other than his one clipped sentence, was skillfully playing on an old blues harp.
 
   I expected Dawn to be a little upset after Logan’s verdict, but she was putting on a brave face. The rigid atmosphere that colored the evening so far had all but dissipated in the wake of Sebastian’s indomitable enthusiasm, and honestly I thought Dawn and I both sorely needed a moment to relax, something to take our minds off of the last twenty four hours. Giving up on keeping track of Ivy and Sebastian I turned my attention to what was left of the fireplace in the corner, trying to imagine how this hidden place must’ve looked like when it was built.
 
    “I understand the need for secrecy, but why come all the way out here? It seems like quite a detour,” I asked.
 
   “Oh, it’s no trouble for us to get here,” Logan said, exchanging a meaningful glance with Dawn. It seemed Dawn was keeping something else from me. “And places like this allow us some measure of freedom to be who we are.”
 
   Freedom, yes, between keeping all of their gifts in check and their unending duty I could see the need for that. Without warning Sebastian and Ivy appeared twenty feet behind Logan, Ivy’s tiny body mirroring Sebastian’s every move like a hungry predator circling her prey. He held his hands up defensively, still grinning and without any hint of fatigue. “Time out for a second, I just had an idea.”
 
   Ivy sighed, her shoulders sagging as she straightened out of her half crouch. Still smiling, Sebastian turned towards Logan, dropping his guard just long enough for Ivy to pounce.
 
   There was a dull crack as their bodies collided straight through the stone wall behind Sebastian, sending an explosive shower of dust and broken stone tumbling in all directions as the wall collapsed. The violent outburst happened so shockingly quickly I thought I imagined it. A heartbeat later Alex resumed playing, picking up where he left off like nothing of interest just happened. The dust still hung thickly in the air as Ivy came skipping through the rubble, the ribbon once again securely in her hair. She threw a sly wink my way as she plopped onto the floor next to Logan.
 
   “That was a cheap shot,” Sebastian said as he stepped back into what was left of the building, his clothing dirty and disheveled, but otherwise there was no evidence to suggesting he was just forcibly thrown through a solid wall. Still grinning, he pulled up a chair next to Ivy and mussed her hair. “Vengeful little monster.”
 
   “The original,” Ivy beamed.
 
   Still half in shock I turned to Dawn who was watching me the whole time, silently gauging my reaction to her cadre’s antics. She smiled weakly, as if she was apologizing for their behavior, her wary look dissolving as I returned her smile. It took me a moment to realize the music stopped, and when I looked up to where Alex had was sitting I realized he was no longer there. 
 
   “Don’t mind Alex,” Logan said dismissively. “He’s—”
 
   “—A grumpy bastard?” Sebastian offered.
 
   “Yes, well, I suppose that’s as good a way as any to put it.” Logan shrugged.
 
   When I saw none of the seraphim were bothered by Alex’s absence I figured he must’ve gone to perform some duty. Even in the dead of night the seraphim could be called. Not that I could really tell, but even he seemed to be enjoying himself. Being able to get away from the difficult path they all walked for just a few hours must be a welcome reprieve, although I imagined this wasn’t how all their meetings went. Even though I believed they were more or less themselves, which I liked, every now and then I would catch something that seemed out of place. Like the look Dawn and Logan shared earlier. I was starting to wonder just how much Dawn told them before we arrived, how much she wanted to keep hidden. None of the others seemed as inclined as her to hide what they were now that I knew about them. Why was she still trying?
 
   “So like I was saying before I was rudely interrupted,” Sebastian began, eyeing Ivy with an amused expression. “Ivy was foolish enough to doubt I could ride a unicycle along the fence of that big dairy farm out in Pennsylvania with the twenty foot tall cow statue. You two want to tag along and win an easy bet?”
 
   Dawn’s eyes darted towards me briefly, her expression unreadable. “It has been a long night, perhaps next time.”
 
   Sebastian shook his head sadly. “You’re depriving poor Benjamin of a once in a lifetime opportunity here.”
 
   Dawn shrugged casually, moving her body closer to me than usual, and whispered, “We should be heading back soon.”
 
   Pulling back my jacket sleeve I glanced at my watch. Though I was only a little tired I had no idea so much time passed, so I nodded.
 
   “Leaving already?” Sebastian asked lazily as Dawn and I got to our feet. “I was just about to come up with a way to make things interesting.”
 
   “That is exactly what I am afraid of,” Dawn said, shivering in mock horror.
 
   “It was good to see you sister. You don’t have to be such a stranger now that we all know each other,” Logan said, the authoritative tone returning in his voice. “Just remember—do not interfere.”
 
   Dawn nodded seriously. “Understood, Logan.”
 
   “And bring Benjamin with you next time.” Sebastian grinned at me. “I think things are going to be a lot more entertaining with you around.”
 
   The walk back to the car felt longer than I remembered, though maybe it was just fatigue catching up with me. Dawn walked ahead in silence, maintaining an easy pace for me to follow. When we stopped so she could remove her broken twig from the neat line I noticed there was only four. Alex must’ve picked his up along the way.
 
   “It’s a long drive home,” I said as we pulled onto the road. “I saw a motel just a few miles back, I think I should do the rest of the trip in the morning.”
 
   “Sure,” Dawn said distractedly as she gazed out the window. There was definitely something weighing on her mind, and although I had a pretty good idea what it was I knew better than to ask. She would tell me in her own time, if I let her.
 
   We arrived at the near vacant Old Inn twenty minutes later, neither of us having said a word since. It was a small motel, six square rooms in a row next to an office on the corner with an ice machine out front. Dawn waited in the car while I spoke to a sleepy eyed clerk, who seemed rather annoyed I interrupted the soap she was watching. After paying a reasonable amount she handed me a key with a plastic number three carved into it, warning me that I needed to jimmy the door before turning back to her show.
 
   As I flipped on the light switch of my room for the night I heard Dawn fall into step behind me. The tiny room was painted in dull beige, the sunflower yellow wallpaper matching the sheets on the two single beds that filled most of the room. The glow from the neon vacancy sign shone through the half drawn curtains, bathing every surface in a soft bluish hue. Hardly a palace, but it was clean and comfortable. After a shower I found Dawn sitting with her legs drawn up on the bed closest to the window, her delicate shoulders rising gently with every breath.
 
   “Are you sure this is what you really want?” she asked quietly as her eyes found mine.
 
   So this is what’s been bothering her this whole time. As much as I appreciated the sentiment, I wasn’t a lost puppy. I could take care of myself. “No, it’s not what I want. It’s what I have to do.”
 
   “That is hardly true, you know. It is not too late to change your mind, there is always a choice.”
 
   “I’ve made my choice,” I said sternly, taking a seat on the free bed.
 
   “Stubborn. As always.” She sighed. “Normally I would say it suits you, but I think this time you are making a mistake. Whether you want to admit it or not, I got you into this mess. I just want to make sure you are making this decision for the right reasons. The consequences Logan spoke of are very real. I have been around a long time Benjamin, regret is something that will stay with you until the end of your days.”
 
   I hadn’t given much thought to the consequences—it wasn’t something that factored into my decision. They just didn’t seem like much of a deterrent. What could honestly change so drastically that would make me change my decision? I didn’t know, and if there really was something, then I didn’t want to know about it.
 
   There was nothing but concern in Dawn’s eyes, which made it that much more difficult to argue with her. “I know you have my best interests at heart Dawn, but I made a promise to Claire and I’m going to keep it. Surely you can understand that?”
 
   “More than you realize.”
 
   I briefly considered asking her to elaborate on her cryptic comment, but I wanted to move away from the topic before she could throw any more platitudes my way. “Then let’s leave it at that.”
 
   She was clearly not happy with her failed attempt to reason with me, but it looked like she would let it go—at least for now. The last thing I wanted was for her to become withdrawn again. It felt like a long time since we had a moment just to ourselves, and I didn’t want to waste that. Even after everything I still craved our shared companionship, and I thought she did to.
 
   “What was the question you were expecting earlier, when I asked you to help me?”
 
   “I . . .” Dawn paused, shifting her eyes to the window. “I thought you wanted to see her again.”
 
   She thought I wanted her to become Claire? My stomach lurched, twisting into a tight, multi-corded knot. To see Claire standing before me again, a perfect replica that was, but wasn’t, her? Wasn’t it bad enough I was already developing untoward feelings for the seraph who took her? No, no matter how much I may have missed Claire the very idea made my skin crawl. Seeing her again would damn near kill me. The worst part was I knew Dawn would make the change if I asked her to. I had to swallow twice before I could speak again.
 
   “I would never ask for that,” I said in a brittle voice, not sure whether I was assuring her or myself. “She’s gone. Anything else would be nothing more than empty artifice.”
 
   Dawn nodded solemnly, turning her gaze to the neon sign.
 
   Unfortunately my thoughts were now focused solely on Claire, and there was a question I just couldn’t get out of my mind since I learnt Dawn took her. Swallowing with some difficulty I turned to her. “What . . . What happens when we die?”
 
   “I was wondering when you would ask,” she answered after a moment. “I am sorry to tell you, but I have no brilliant deduction or insight for you. It is a part of the process we are not privy too, and what little I do know for sure I cannot tell you.”
 
   “One of your laws?” I asked.
 
   “A . . . slight step further I am afraid. When I took my oaths, part of the process was binding certain knowledge to me. Because of that, I am physically incapable of saying the words to you, or any human, even if I wanted to.”
 
   “Seems a little harsh.”
 
   “Perhaps, but it is necessary sometimes.”
 
   “Fair enough. I thought it was worth the try.” It was an eventful night, and we were already delving into difficult subjects, so what better time than now to ask something that was itching at me for weeks. “Could I ask you something personal?”
 
   “You may.”
 
   I ran my tongue along my teeth, deciding how best to ask the question. “I was wondering about the form you’re in now. Why do you choose to look like her, specifically?”
 
   “Mostly for convenience, we usually aim for someone close to our own figures. It feels unnatural otherwise, and the less I have to change myself physically, the less taxing it is. Her name was Genevieve. She was someone I greatly admired, a woman who fought for women’s rights in the late nineteen century. I could not exactly change it while you did not know what I was, and when you finally found out, I thought you liked this form—so I kept it,” Dawn said, sounding a little embarrassed and she quickly added, “I could change it to someone else, if you would prefer.”
 
   My tired mind was far from its sharpest after the day I had, so when the words spilt from her it took me longer than I was proud of to put it all together.
 
   Her fascination with the little details of my life, the way she always seemed to give me what I wanted. All the nights I wondered why Dawn couldn’t seem to stay away from me, even though it went against her nature. All the things she said, the little slip ups—like this latest one.
 
   I was an idiot.
 
   How else could I have gone this long without realizing what was right in front of me?  Her behavior stood out clearly now, because I was acting in a similar way. Could it be she had some glimmer of affection for me too?
 
   I didn’t even know if she was built that way—we certainly never spoke about it before. This whole time I had convinced myself my feelings were misplaced, that my tangled mind was looking at something out of reach, simply because I couldn’t have it. Perhaps I shouldn’t have been so quick to assume. I think after everything I witnessed since I met Dawn I could safely say stranger things had indeed happened. What I did know was even if that was an option, now was not the time to explore it. Not even close. I wasn’t in a healthy place right now. Still, in my current state of mind, I couldn’t really blame myself for a moment of selfish weakness, could I?
 
   “It doesn’t matter to me one bit what form you take,” My words sounded very mushy to me, but I didn’t care. Dawn probably knew it was the truth from reading my emotions, no point in trying to hide anything from her. “If it’s alright though, I would like to see what you looked like when you were alive.”
 
   Though she nodded, Dawn seemed hesitant. Was she concerned I wouldn’t like what I saw, that all this time only served to build expectations? Perhaps it was a more personal request than I realized. She was deceptive by nature after all. Or maybe I misread everything, and she was just humoring me. She was so maddeningly complex, I found myself once again wishing I could see what she was feeling right now, the way she could with me. When her gaze met mine I smiled encouragingly, my anticipation forcing my grin wider as her body began to gently vibrate.
 
   Minutes passed as we both lay on our separate beds, our fixed gazes on each other giving the illusion that there was no space between us. Dawn’s knees were drawn up into a tight ball, her right hand propping her head up in a way that made her hair spill across the pillow. It was longer than before, a dark, deep auburn that ran halfway down her back. Her slight build and skin tone were more or less the same, her delicate fame just as fragile. It probably made clothing options less of a hassle too.
 
   By comparison, Dawn had a plainer face, a natural beauty that was subtly sophisticated where Genevieve’s was closer to the flawless face you expect to see on a billboard. Though to call the real Dawn anything other than absolutely gorgeous would be a terrible crime, there was no doubt in my mind she would’ve had a long line of suitors while she was alive. Tiny, almost imperceptible copper-gold freckles ran down from the bridge of her slender nose, spreading halfway across her wide cheekbones. Her small, thin pink lips were slightly uneven, the perfect curve of the top making the rounded bottom less pronounced. She was also a lot younger than I expected. Where the guise of Genevieve looked to be my age, Dawn was only nineteen when she became a seraph.
 
   Though what I couldn’t stop staring at was her impossibly large eyes, that were, as ever, black as coal. They had just a hint of a wild look to them, their depths giving her youthful face an air of insight well beyond its years. Maybe it was the knowledge that it was the real Dawn, but somehow I think the way she looked suited the person I came to know.
 
   While so many things about her changed it was still comforting to see the little bits of her I liked were still there, the things that made her Dawn. Like how her shoulders rose delicately when she breathed, the way that somehow her facial expressions looked exactly the same—down to the way her long, thin eyebrows arched when she was watching me.
 
   “I can’t believe you made me wait this long. It was worth it.” I thought of so many different ways I could explain that without sounding like an adoring fool, but none seemed to sum it up as adequately. Even though she knew how I was feeling, her answering smile lit up her face, a heady mixture of relief and embarrassment.
 
   “Thank you,” she said in her exquisite voice, a high tenor laced with almost delicate sweetness. Though I should’ve known her voice wouldn’t be the same, it was still quite a shock to hear the difference. My husky voice was sandpaper rough against her angelic timber.
 
   She was such a unique paradox—impossible power flowing through such a vulnerable frame, centuries of experience hiding behind the face of a nineteen year old girl. Everything about Dawn should turn me off the thought of wanting to run my fingers through her hair—from the fact that she was Death, to the thrumming pressure still very much present in my mind. Even the icy skin I wanted to touch was a danger to me, but looking at her the way I did now, with her smiling contentedly at me from her bed, I think I could look past it all. Maybe I had finally cracked. No, I definitely had. I found it difficult to force my mind back down to reality.
 
   “So what happens now?”
 
   “Now, you will need to be patient,” Dawn answered. “Believe it or not, I am far from omnipotent. There is no magic wand I can wave for the answers. I only have my memories to work from, and it will take some time to turn that into something tangible.”
 
   “I can help,” I said, though in truth I wasn’t sure how I could. No matter how dedicated I was to finding Claire’s killer, there was no way I could allow myself to watch the memory of her life end through Dawn’s eyes. My nightmares were vivid enough. Until Dawn had a name for me there was nothing to work with, but I wanted to do something, anything to feel like I was making progress.
 
   She shook her head firmly. “Not this time. I will keep my word, even if I have to scour the entire country face by face until I do. For now you need to get some rest, and I have some work to do.”
 
    
 
   Dawn was gone when I woke the next morning, my head dully throbbing from the lack of sleep. After a cold shower I made the long drive back to the city, using the time to sort through the memories of last night that were still fresh in my mind. Five seraphim, with five very different opinions on the course of my fate—if they didn’t have a definitive answer, then how was I supposed to know if I was making the right decision. I had always done what felt right to me, but this time I couldn’t begin to predict the consequences. Dawn’s concerns, more than the others, were starting to make me question my motives. Was I doing this for Claire, or for myself?
 
   Everything felt stirred together in my head, making it difficult to separate my emotions from each other enough to decide why I was feeling the way I was anymore. I was beginning to think that maybe there was more to this supposed duality to my path than I wanted to admit. I didn’t want to believe any of it, because if I did then I also had to admit it was Claire’s time, and I was wrong to pursue this any further. I couldn’t just write off everything that happened since the night I met Dawn as one hell of a coincidence either.
 
   That was, in essence, the problem with the fate argument. If I didn’t believe in fate, then whether or not it existed made no difference to me. I would be oblivious. If I did choose to believe in fate, how would I know what events were being nudged in a particular direction, or just random chance on a day like any other? Still, Logan decided I could follow this path. Fate may have given me a choice, but what I did next wasn’t up to Fate. It was up to me.
 
   When I arrived home from work two days later there was a torn piece of paper from one of my yellow legal pads waiting for me on the kitchen counter. With trembling fingers I unfolded the note, and a thin smile spread to my lips as I read the name.
 
   Now, it was my turn to become the shadow.
 
  
 
  


 
   18. Truths
 
    
 
    
 
   I spent the last eleven days of my life looking into the man whose name was on the scrap of paper.
 
   Two hundred and sixty four hours wasted was probably more accurate, considering just how little I managed to accomplish. It wasn’t that I hadn’t found anything—by now I could practically recite everything about him from memory. Reese James Paulson, thirty one, unmarried mechanic born in St. Johns hospital, Maryland. When I closed my eyes I could perfectly recall his face, even though I never met him before. He stood at five foot nine, medium build, short black hair with a widow’s peak and flat blue eyes. I had his private life nailed down, from his work schedule to his social security number. When he was younger he did a two year bit for battery and narcotics possession. Reese’s parents were estranged, his friend Diego was a small time bookie, the old lady living next door to him liked to bake.
 
   I knew everything about the man who killed Claire, and none of it made any difference whatsoever. As much as I learned about Reese, nothing I found could even remotely link him to her death.
 
    I slammed my fist down, sending my pen holder flying from my desk and a stab of pain down my wrist. How naïve I was to think knowing who Reese was would bring me any closer to him getting what he deserved. Dawn, who was quietly sitting on the chair in the corner of my office, looked up from her book with a concerned expression.
 
   My frustration with the hamstringed situation I placed myself in was growing by the hour. I knew from Dawn’s memory he was guilty without question, and that was exactly the problem. The only place there could possibly be any evidence within reach was in his home—a stray possession of Claire’s he kept, or possibly the gun he used. Even with my sway down at the station, for the police to find evidence they needed a warrant, and for that they needed grounds—which I couldn’t provide, because technically my witness didn’t exist. How bitterly ironic it was that despite the fact Dawn was right in front of me, the old adage that the dead couldn’t testify still held true.
 
   “You have not put the file down all morning. I think it is time you took a break,” Dawn suggested wearily.
 
   What little time we spent together was strained these past few days. Normally I would’ve been glad to have Dawn around, and I knew she was only trying to help, but as the days went by I hadn’t failed to notice my obsession affected her too. Reminding myself Dawn wasn’t the one I was angry with, I managed to push back the sarcastic comment that came to mind.
 
   “What would you have me do, Dawn? I can’t just sit around and wait another three years for the next development. I chose to do this, and it’s my responsibility to see it through.”
 
   “That does not mean you cannot take a moment for yourself. You have not had a decent night’s sleep since I gave you the note.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   Dawn shook her head, looking down at her hands. “You are not. This is frustrating for me too you know—watching you beat yourself up, while I sit here with my hands tied.”
 
   It wasn’t Dawn’s intention, but I immediately felt guilty. Even though she still thought she was responsible for bringing me into this, and thinking my decision was a mistake, she gave me exactly what I asked for. The way I was pushing myself now only served to make her feel worse, not to mention her having to feel everything I did. I took a deep breath. “You’re right, I’m sorry. My head’s a mess right now.”
 
   “No apologies necessary,” she said, the tension in her voice ruining her attempt to sound dismissive. Her face became thoughtful then. “This is definitely a bad idea, but I think I have a way to get your mind off this, for a while. The kind of idea I think you would approve of.”
 
   I highly doubted anything could quell the frustration I felt right now, but the way she phrased her words had me curious enough to find out. Ah, how well she knew me. “I’m listening.”
 
   “I think it would be easier if I just showed you.” Dawn walked over to me and held out her hand, pulling me to my feet so we were inches apart. “Still trust me?”
 
   She sounded anxious, like she wasn’t quite sure of herself, but then she looked up to me with those big eyes and I was sold. I nodded automatically, eager to see what would happen next. A nervous smile broke across her lips as she reached out and rested her tiny hands just below my shoulders. Even through my leather jacket the cool sting of her touch felt like it was fluctuating up and down in tens of degrees against my skin. She was careful, but still nervous, fighting for control of herself.
 
   Dawn closed her eyes, her eyebrows furrowing in concentration. “In a moment you are going to feel a nasty pinch run through your entire body, and a strong sensation to pull away from me. No matter what happens, I need you to stay absolutely still.”
 
   After almost half a minute passed Dawn’s temperature seemed to stabilize, and a low thrumming ran across my skin, spreading from where her hands touched my shoulders. I began to feel as if my body was swelling with fluid, pushing out icy tendrils from the center of my bones, like I was drowning from the inside out. The room started to spin with the force of a whirlwind, and my mind was overcome with a powerful urge to throw Dawn’s hands off me. With supreme effort I resisted the urge, and as the sensation intensified I felt oddly weightless, like gravity no longer had a hold of me. Just when I thought I couldn’t hold on any longer everything around me suddenly stopped dead, the blurred scene around me frozen for the briefest moment before it was obliterated.
 
   The next moment I hit the ground, the force of the impact knocking the wind out of my lungs. Half gasping I rolled myself over onto my back, inhaling a ragged breath. I felt Dawn’s cool hand grasp mine, the gentle touch stirring my eyes open.
 
   “Are you alright?” she asked anxiously, a half terrified expression on her face, but I stared straight past it—to the glaring, bright midday sun overhead.
 
   I bolted upright, the sudden movement making my head spin and Dawn jump back almost three feet. Where less than a minute ago we were standing together in my office, I now sat on the shore of a beach, stretching across a small, untouched natural bay, the pale blue waters flanked on either side by jagged rocky outcrops. Gentle waves lapped against the coarse, tawny sand near my feet, leaving behind a dirty film of tiny bubbles where the water receded. The beautifully rugged spot was one I had seen once before—through Dawn’s eyes, in one of the first memories she showed me. I dragged my fingers gingerly through the warm sand.
 
   “What just happened?” I asked, in what was meant to be a level voice. Even in my state of disorientation I knew this was no memory.
 
   “I leaped us here,” she replied as she kneeled beside me. “That is how we move around so easily when we need to. As long as I have been there before, I can displace myself to almost anywhere I want. Sorry about the rough landing, I have never been very good at it.”
 
   I stared blankly at Dawn as I tried to swallow the latest little talent she conveniently failed to mention before. Seeing Dawn perform the incredible feats that looked so natural to her was one thing, but I was having a little trouble with the fact that we just, hell I don’t know, popped through a wormhole? Even saying the words in my head had me thinking I was nuts. If it wasn’t for the breeze blowing beach sand into my shoes I wouldn’t have believed it. Scarier still is how easily I was willing to accept it. She was unfathomably remarkable, and no matter how overwhelming things got I was truly glad I met her. I grinned, mentally answering a question I often wondered about—no, Dawn would never stop surprising me. “You’re telling me you can be anywhere in the world right now, and yet you decide to spend all your time with me?”
 
   Her lips formed into a familiar smile, the one that looked almost like she was blushing. “I like spending time with you.”
 
   “Even when I’m being unreasonably stubborn?”
 
   “Even then.” She laughed. It was the first time I ever heard the real Dawn laugh, and it was the most delicious sound I ever heard.
 
   “Why did we drive all the way to meet your cadre when we could’ve been there at the snap of your fingers?”
 
   “Because, I knew the moment I told you about this you would want to try it.” Dawn smiled knowingly. “It takes decades of practice to be able to leap precisely where you want to go. At one time or another, most seraphim have made a careless mistake and gotten stuck in a solid object.” She winced, no doubt remembering a particular mistake. “Arriving where I planned to be still wearing my clothing is difficult enough, but taking a passenger that is not nearly as durable as I am, is insanely dangerous.”
 
   Dawn was right of course, if she trusted herself to take me I would’ve wanted to leap with her in a heartbeat.  I chuckled darkly. Her immortality may come at a high price, but it definitely had its selling points. Pushing myself off the soft sand I managed to get to my feet with some effort, still feeling the after effects of my abrupt arrival. As Dawn rose I couldn’t help noticing how her movements were accentuated by her lithe frame.
 
   “Where exactly are we?” I asked as we slowly walked down the beach with no particular destination in mind, Dawn’s bare feet leaving perfectly uniform indentations in the wet sand.
 
   “Just north of Salem. I spent my first night in the New World on this beach.” Smiling wistfully, she turned to the rolling waters and closed her eyes, pausing to listen to the sound of the waves. “I remember feeling so lost—fresh to this new existence, in a strange land with nothing to hold onto. I was not sure I wanted any of it. For almost a hundred years I floated through the Americas, from Washington all the way down to Chile. I even returned to Europe for a time, but somehow I always found myself drawn back here, to this spot. No matter how bleak my outlook was, this place always seemed to bring me peace.”
 
   Dawn sighed contentedly as she opened her eyes, looking more alive than she had in days. Standing side by side we stared out into the seemingly endless ocean, neither of us feeling the need to speak. These comfortable silences we shared were one of the things I liked most about Dawn.
 
   Though we weren’t all that far from home, this isolated haven of Dawn’s seemed to strip away everything that wasn’t her or me, and for a moment my concerns were a world away. But only just for a moment. The agitation from this morning was still simmering just under the surface, like a fever I just couldn’t sweat out. It felt like every part of my life was somehow reshaped by Claire’s death. So how was it possible I could be so committed to seeing this through, yet still doubt?
 
   “Why do you think I’m making the wrong choice?”
 
    “Because I have seen what happens when people walk this path, and nothing good ever comes of it. It is a dark road to walk, Benjamin. I see the fire inside of you, that burning desire to set things right—even if you have to burn everything to the ground to do it. I know that man is not you. Your feelings are getting in the way of your judgment.  Let’s say in the end everything works out the way you want it to. You will be sated for a time, maybe even satisfied, but ending this will not bring you closure.”
 
   Even if she was right, hell, I wanted her to be right, I couldn’t let go that easily. Not when I was so close. Right or wrong, Reese was still a murderer. “So you’re saying I should give this all up, let go and just forget the promise I made?”
 
   “I am not saying you should go back on your promise. You know better than that,” she replied calmly. “Just remember why you made the promise—not the feelings it brings to the surface. I did not know your Claire so I will not speak for her, but I do not believe she would want you to miss out on the rest of life while you let this chase consume you.”
 
   Again, Dawn was right. Since I found out who Reese was, catching him became my every waking thought. As painful as it was to admit, nothing I could do would change Claire being gone. I’d be damned before I let him take me along with her. “You’re right.”
 
   “We all need to be reminded we are only human now and then, even those of us who no longer are,” she mused.
 
   “You’re far more human than you give yourself credit for.”
 
   Dawn smiled sweetly. “You bring it out in me.”
 
   She stood still for a moment, a sorrowful expression on her face, and then her outline began to blur. It happened so quickly that it was difficult to describe exactly what happened next.
 
   For the briefest second she became nothing more than an apparition, a faceless shadow given solid form. Black as her midnight eyes, the spectral shape seemed to writhe inside itself before she vanished, leaving behind a wispy trail of glossy vapors that quickly dissipated. Before I could process what happened I felt two light, cold taps on my shoulder, and I whirled around to find a very corporeal Dawn standing two feet away.
 
   Slowly, she looked up at me, her kind features twisted into a grimace. “But never forget—I am not human.”
 
   I stared back at her, taking a series of deep breaths until I was sure I could speak articulately. “You seem to be full of tricks today. And here I thought my seraph friend gave up trying to scare me.”
 
   “We have an unlikely bond, you and I, but there are more than enough obstacles we are juggling between us right now. Like it or not I have seen your demons, so it is only fair you see mine. So from now on I am going to try and be more honest with you.”
 
   That was true—between our connection to Claire, my fate, and wherever Dawn and I stood right now, keeping things from each other wasn’t helping anyone. We also trusted each other enough to know what we were hiding wouldn’t widen the spaces that had formed between us.
 
   I knew I hadn’t exactly been forthcoming about my feelings for Dawn, but I was starting to think it wasn’t much of a secret anyway. By now she must’ve known—I couldn’t exactly hide anything from her, and I was wondering about her feelings towards me. It wasn’t that I was afraid to know if what I felt could lead to anything, but with everything else still unresolved it seemed selfish to find out. So I put other priorities first, and I think she did the same. Then again, maybe she just didn’t want to shatter my illusions. We both seemed more or less content with the way things were for now, and I had to admit I liked the tension—that charged, nervous energy of potential I hadn’t really felt in years.
 
   “You never needed to hide anything to begin with,” I said quietly. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   She smiled then, a transfixing smile that could make me forget my name. “And neither am I.”
 
   “Good. So are you going to tell me what I just saw, or will I have to search online?” I chuckled. Sadly, “secret seraphim tricks” was possibly the one thing the internet didn’t have the answer to.
 
   By way of answering Dawn closed her fist, turning it palm up. When she unclenched her fingers individual trails of the black substance joined together to form a small sphere slowly spinning in her hand. The shimmering smoke moved unnaturally, its state shifting constantly between the thick, glassy vapors, and a viscous liquid not unlike molten glass. As if some long dormant instinct had woken, the pins and needles in my head, that lately I managed to largely ignore, became distinctly noticeable.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, a mixture of fear and curiosity leaking into my voice.
 
   “If you have life flowing through your veins because you are alive, what do you think runs through mine?” My entire body fought against my mind to shy away, but I was immobile, my gaze fixed on the oddly mesmerizing shadow that shared the color of Dawn’s eyes. Death. The sphere stopped spinning, almost solidifying for a moment before it collapsed, shrinking into itself as she closed her fist. “This is what happens just before I leap. You saw a glimmer of my makeup, the real me. I am a child of Death—a shadow, the shadow, all shadows.”
 
   I looked into her eyes, those wild eyes that were always so filled with concern for me, and I smiled. One look into those eyes was all I needed to see the life in her, and I could look past the rest. Throwing caution to the proverbial wind I closed the gap, breaking through the imaginary bubble that usually separated us so we were only inches apart. Dawn went rigid as iron, the muscles in her shoulders locking into place as I tenderly turned her tiny hand over, running my fingers over the smooth skin of her cold palm where the sphere had formed.
 
   She closed her eyes, managing to somehow smile through her tense expression. “How can you be so willing to touch me after that?”
 
   “You don’t scare me, tiny Irish.”
 
   Dawn smiled. “That, is a good thing.”
 
   “We still have a few hours before I have to be back in the city. Did you have another destination planned on this trip?” I asked as I let go of her hand, the warm air tingling where her skin had touched mine.
 
   “I was just trying to get you out of the office.” Her expression remained level, but I knew she was a little smug. “You have something in mind?”
 
   Though I was more than happy to spend this lazy afternoon on the beach with my friend, if I was going to take the rest of the day off there was someone else I needed to see. “How would you like to meet my sister?”
 
    
 
   Although she seemed less anxious on the return trip, it hadn’t gone any smoother.
 
   Instead of arriving in the middle of my rooftop with plenty of space, we swan dived into the solid surface. This time I managed to break my fall before I hit the ground, escaping with only a few scrapes on my palms, but it was only because Dawn took the full force of the impact, using her body to shield me. The thin cerulean sweater she wore was torn down the back from where she bounced across the roof, leaving small divots in the concrete where her shoulders bit into the surface.
 
   I also noticed that Dawn looked noticeably tired. It seemed her little trick was more draining than she let on. But she was fine, of course. After how hard Ivy hit Sebastian, I believed Dawn when she said she was durable. Practically indestructible was more like it, but I couldn’t say the same for her clothing. It was a pity really—I definitely liked that color on her. I just wish she hadn’t felt the need to apologize about the landing for half the drive.
 
   I felt oddly at ease as we headed down the narrow, bleak corridors to my sister’s room. Just a few short weeks ago the idea of Death meeting Lisa in any form would’ve been the most terrifying experience imaginable. My views on little things like life and death had definitely been shaken since meeting Dawn.
 
   Lisa was sitting at the window, quietly humming to herself as she stared out into the parking lot below. I knew my sister well enough that I didn’t have to investigate any further. The tone of her slow, steady tune meant only one thing—she was restless.
 
   I stepped inside, stopping halfway across from where she sat. “Lisa?”
 
   She sighed happily, spinning around in her seat and clumsily throwing herself into my arms. “Rabbit. Where you been?”
 
   “Sorry I kept you waiting lil’ sis.” I smiled, shaking my head at her childlike impatience. For someone who had less concept of time than Dawn, she always seemed to know exactly when I was due. “Easy, easy. If you keep that up you’re going to squish me.”
 
   My words only served to tighten her grip as she looked up at me, her baby blue eyes bloodshot and her body quivering. I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t been sleeping lately. “It’s so cold at night,” Lisa squeaked. “The sun goes down, and I can’t sleep. Will you stay with me? They won’t let me outside to see you, and I can’t sleep.”
 
   “Shh. It’s okay,” I said in my best soothing voice, stroking her hair gently. “Everything’s okay now.”
 
   We stood there for a long moment, waiting for the panic bleed out of her as I murmured a few gentle words into her ear. Eventually Lisa calmed somewhat. She released me then, putting her hands on my shoulders. “Missed you.”
 
   “I’ve missed you too. You look burnt out, lil’ sis. Do you maybe want to sit down for a little bit?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “I’m okay. You know how I am.”
 
   “That I do. But, if you’re feeling up to it, there is someone I’d like you to meet.” I chuckled, taking a step back to reveal Dawn, who was standing silently in the doorway. “Lisa, this is Dawn. She’s a friend of mine.”
 
   Dawn, looking unusually tame, waved her tiny hand to Lisa and smiled. “It is nice to meet you.”
 
   Lisa looked past me to Dawn, staring at her uncomprehendingly for two breaths before the color drained from her face. Almost instinctively she took a step back, her grip on my arm tightening as she rolled her body around mine to hide behind me. I looked in puzzlement back and forth between the two women. My sister had always been jumpy around new people, but this was an overreaction even for her. Then I remembered how shocking Dawn’s eyes must’ve been to Lisa. I was so used to her unusual irises that I completely forgot the effect they had.
 
   I was in the process of finding a way to explain the strange phenomenon when to my surprise Dawn took a step forward, her hands held up, looking directly at my sister. “Do not be afraid, little one. I am just passing through.”
 
   Whether it was Dawn’s soothing voice or the words she used it seemed to calm Lisa, and after a long moment she cautiously peeked over my shoulder. Lisa’s voice trembled slightly as she spoke. “Promise?”
 
   “I do,” Dawn replied solemnly.
 
   My sister stepped out from behind me to look at Dawn, more wary than fearful, almost like she was confirming Dawn’s sincerity. Dawn just stood there with her hands up, smiling reassuringly at my sister as if she knew exactly what was required to win Lisa’s trust. As I watched the bizarre exchange unfold I couldn’t help thinking I was missing something. Lisa abruptly turned to me, and pouted.
 
   “She’s prettier than I am,” Lisa whispered in an irritated tone. “I don’t like it.”
 
   The tension of the situation all but evaporated with her declaration.
 
   Lisa pulled me to the window by the cuff of my jacket and rifled through her little drawer for her favorite polka dot hairbrush, holding it in front of her expectantly, and we sat on the windowsill while I worked the knots out of her hair. There was something about the rhythmic repetition that always calmed her.  As Lisa delved into a play by play of everything I missed since last seeing her I noticed her eyes never left Dawn, who watched us quietly from the corner of the room, smiling whenever I looked over. I played my sister’s reaction over in my head, trying to figure out what exactly it was about their brief conversation that threw me. There seemed to be a strange familiarity between them, like on some level they connected with each other.
 
   My hand stopped brushing mid-stroke as it hit me. I sat motionless, blankly staring out the barred window. It was only when my sister began to tug at my arm that I realized she had stopped talking, and was looking at me like I was the one who should be on medication.
 
   “You weren’t listening.”
 
   “Sorry Lisa. I spaced out for a second,” I said shakily. Without waiting for her to reply I reached into my jacket pocket and handed her a square of bubble wrap. “Forgive me?”
 
   “Splooshes.” Her euphoric smile as she snatched the bubble wrap from my hand and eagerly began popping was all the distraction I needed.
 
   Ignoring Dawn’s quizzical stare I walked up to her, turning her by the elbow to face the corner, the unexpected contact with her skin making us both pull away. We were so close I could feel her cool breath on my face, but I wasn’t about to lose focus so easily this time.
 
   “She knows what you are,” I whispered, nearly frantic.
 
   “She has an idea,” Dawn corrected calmly. Too calmly, like she knew all along.
 
   “And you didn’t think to mention that? How?”
 
   “Her mind does not work the same way as your does, not anymore at least. You could say she is more attuned to the little things, the falsehoods your eyes cannot see clearly, because she does not look at them the same way. The mind does not just degrade, it changes, adapts in ways science will never fully understand.”
 
   As I listened to Dawn’s explanation I looked over to Lisa—still too engaged in her bubble wrap to notice anything amiss. She looked so carefree while she popped her bubbles, sweet and innocent, the way I remembered her when we were kids. I guess it shouldn’t surprise me. Even when she was younger Lisa always seemed to see through something down to the brass tacks. Had she always been scarred by her affliction? I shuddered, shaking off the thought.
 
   “Why isn’t she afraid of you then?”
 
   “She has probably seen my kind before. We spend a lot of time in hospitals and clinics, and it is only natural we are noticed from time to time. It may sound strange, but some seraphim even enjoy visiting places like this. When we become what we are everything is so confusing, there is so much of ourselves we lose in the process. We see the world much differently than you do, and so does she. In some small way we understand each other.”
 
   With all the time I spent marveling at Dawn’s unique traits, I hadn’t realized just how alien she must feel by comparison. Perhaps that’s why we so easily spent time together—we brought out the better parts of ourselves, balancing each other out.
 
   Something occurred to me then, a question I had never been sure I could have answered, but desperately needed to. “Is she happy?”
 
   “Of course she is.” Dawn smiled as she put her hand lightly on my shoulder. “She feels loved, and that is more than anyone could ever ask for.”
 
  
 
  


 
   19. Pursuit
 
    
 
    
 
   My watch felt like it was burning through my wrist—a constant, nagging itch that was becoming more difficult to ignore by the minute. Dawn had been away for almost an hour now, off on some errand I’d rather not know the details of, and I was sorely missing her company. Tonight felt like my first night off in weeks, and the last thing I wanted to do was spend it here, in what was quite possibly the dreariest spot in the city, without her beside me to pass the time.
 
   This place was a very old part of town, once the crowning jewel of the city, affluent and steeped in generations of history. It was almost unrecognizable now. Bad economic times, changing industry and years of neglect slowly transformed the proud neighborhood into nothing more than rundown apartments and small businesses who couldn’t afford the rent anywhere else.
 
   Seeing my sister was exactly what I needed to reset my focus and take back control. I even took Dawn’s advice, managing to find some semblance of balance between my obsession with tracking Claire’s killer, and not forgetting to live my life in the process. I hadn’t given up. No, I would never give up, but with so little to go on all I could do was watch Reese whenever I could. Wait for him to make a mistake and lead me to something I could use. Until then things were more or less getting back to normal. Well, normal for me at least.
 
   With most of the streetlights out, the only light on the dirty, aging corner leaked out over the worn pavement from the front window of the little auto repair I was parked across from. Looking through the lens of my camera I could make out the cluttered front desk, a small section of wall covered with posters of car specs and the half opened heavy wooden door that led to the workshop. There was nothing special about this shop in particular, other than the fact that it was where Reese was working the late shift tonight. I was keeping tabs on him wherever he went—learning his habits, following his schedule, periodically calling into his workplace so I could learn when he worked late. I even briefly considered actually going into the store so I could look into the eyes of the man who took Claire from me. It was a tempting idea, but I just knew that could only end in me losing it, and doing something I’d regret.
 
   I was trying my best to be objective, to separate myself from the equation so my feelings wouldn’t get in the way of my judgment. It was proving to be difficult. It was physically painful to be less than one hundred yards away from him, walking around as a free man and not being able to do a damn thing about it. The part that killed me wasn’t even that he was free, but on the surface it really looked like he was just another person, like anyone else on this street tonight, and I was the only one who could see the truth. It was maddening.
 
   Not that it was remotely comparable to the raw deal Dawn received, but I was beginning to understand just how powerless she must feel sometimes, being Death and having no control over it. I think it hurt her more than she let on being forced to watch from the sidelines, feeling everything I did.
 
   My car door opened then, and I snapped my head up in time to see Dawn slide into the passenger seat. “You really shouldn’t sneak up on me like that.”
 
   “Sorry.” She smiled shyly, shifting the neatly plaited braid of hair out of her eyes. “Would you have preferred if I knocked first?”
 
   “I’m just glad you’re back. He’ll be leaving in a few minutes, and I didn’t want to leave without you.”
 
   “I would find you in a heartbeat,” she declared, ever confident of her ability to track me down.
 
   “Sure, that doesn’t sound stalker-like at all.” I teased, plying on the sarcasm a little too thickly.
 
   “Would you have me any other way?” 
 
   I knew Dawn was trying to distract me from my brooding, and I was grateful for it. If I spent too much time inside my own head these days, I needed to be pulled out. “Nope. How did your, um . . . errand go?”
 
   Even after all this time I had to come to terms with her being what she was, it still felt a little grim to bring it up. She always seemed so interested in what I was doing though, and if we were going to stay friends I couldn’t afford to be squeamish. 
 
   “Nothing out of the ordinary.” Dawn chose her words carefully, still clearly uncomfortable with sharing certain parts of her life.
 
   I knew it couldn’t be easy for her, but since her promise to try not to keep anything from me Dawn really was trying. She wasn’t the only one either, I made a conscious effort to curb my curiosity when I could, shying away from the touchier topics like the inner workings of her job, and her . . . diet. Considering I didn’t even know how it worked, I really didn’t know what else to call it. In time I think we would be comfortable enough to talk openly, but now that I knew I would eventually find out I wasn’t in any rush. Baby steps.
 
   “That’s—” The dim light from the auto repair went out and we both fell silent, focusing our attention across the empty street. I looked down at my watch and briefly nodded to myself, if nothing else Reese was always punctual.
 
   “What if you never find anything?” Dawn asked quietly as we waited for him to lock up the building. “Not that I have been close enough to be sure, and I am not trying to defend him, but have you ever considered that he could have changed?”
 
   I guess I hadn’t considered it. I never really put much thought into his motives. Even before I knew who he was I always viewed the man as a cold blooded killer. It was just easier to believe there wasn’t any humanity in him to so callously harm a young, practically defenseless girl. Maybe he hadn’t meant to kill Claire. In a high stress situation accidents did happen, but either way he was a murderer. I believed in second chances and I made mistakes in my own life, bent the rules so many times that I had to believe people could change, but it didn’t excuse us from the consequences of our actions.
 
   “If he really has changed, and I couldn’t do anything about the past, I think I could live with myself. At least that way I tried. I’d always keep an eye on him though, just in case.” It was surprising how easily the words came to me. I was so caught up in my own personal vendetta that the admission hadn’t seemed possible before. How strange—somehow a seraph, the aspect of Death itself, had become such a good influence on me.
 
   Dawn nodded thoughtfully, her liquid onyx eyes still focused across the street. I was about to say something else, but she held her hand up before I could fully draw my breath. “Here he comes.”
 
   Not two seconds later a figure immerged from the gap next to the rollup garage door. I had to look through my camera lens to make out Reese’s profile in the near pitch black night, though it was just to satisfy myself. Dawn didn’t make mistakes like that, and with her senses being superior to mine in almost every way I quickly learned to trust her instincts. After locking up behind him Reese pulled close the thick jacket he was wearing, swiftly crossing the street, and for an agonizingly long moment he was almost right up against my car, so close I could see the frosty trail left by his breath.
 
   “Finally,” I muttered, slipping the keys into the ignition just as he reached the corner. The impatient engine slowly rumbling to life sounded far too loud, but if Reese heard anything he didn’t look back.
 
   Following someone on foot from a car wasn’t easy—you had to maintain a long following distance, keeping the headlights off to have any real chance of success. The problem was the further you were from your target, the easier it was to lose track of them. That was especially problematic in the dark, and having your lights off had the drawback of pulling attention from anyone else who happened to pass by, not to mention it was dangerous. Thankfully the latter problem was somewhat mitigated by having Dawn with me—her razor sharp senses would have her react long before I ever could.
 
   When I finally turned the corner Reese was closer than I expected, seemingly unhurried to make his way home to his small apartment three blocks down. In the distance I could see a car heading towards us and I pulled over, not wanting to risk being spotted and at the same time allowing him to build some lead on us.
 
   The next few minutes were slow going, like a high stakes game of musical chairs. Dawn never once grew impatient. Night after night she would join me whenever she wasn’t called to work.  I couldn’t help feeling that more than anything she was keeping an eye on me, still following those strange protective instincts she seemed to have where I was concerned.
 
   It was worth it though. Every time I thought I figured something out about her she would do something to shake the foundations of my view on her, learning one thing only for two new mysteries to take its place. I couldn’t imagine a better person to have with me on these long, wickedly tedious nights. Risking a glance over at the beautiful creature beside me I allowed myself to be distracted for a moment, letting the world fall away so I could drink in her exquisite features.
 
   The soft skin of her neck was difficult to ignore tonight. It had an almost silvery, luminescent quality to it, subtly highlighted under the weak moonlight, and before I finished the thought I was chastising myself. That’s not very friend-like behavior Hadley. It wasn’t easy advice to follow though. It was probably just in my head, but every time I caught her stare she would divert her gaze, almost as if embarrassed, and the air in the car seemed to grow a fraction colder.
 
   Remembering why I was here I looked over just in time to see Reese under the streetlight closest to his building, and I sighed contentedly. At least we would be heading home soon.
 
   A moment later Reese reached the concrete steps, but instead of turning to the door like I expected, he walked right on by without so much as slowing down. I froze, my thoughts immediately running over the possibility of Reese noticing us following him. No, it didn’t seem likely. Perhaps he was so wrapped up in his own thoughts, as I was a moment ago, that he hadn’t noticed passing his own home. I looked over at Dawn to see if she saw something I didn’t, but she just shrugged, looking as interested in the change of pattern as I was.
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked under my breath as I turned back onto the street, eager to see what would lead him past his home after so many nights of the same routine. His paced slowed as he reached the next corner, and he took his time to look around before he turned into an alley that led to the lower end of Main Street. Not wanting to risk losing track of Reese while I went round the block I pulled the car over, ripping the keys out of the ignition and left the car unlocked behind me in my haste to catch up. The hiss of cars passing echoed around me as I hugged close to the walls and worked my way up the alley, keeping in the shadows in case he stopped, or worse, turned around. Crouching low next to an overflowing recycling bin I stuck my head out. After a panicked moment I located Reese who was still crossing the street, and as he walked into a convenience store I allowed myself to breathe again.
 
   The street was surprisingly busy for this time of night. I had to duck down for a moment as a group of middle aged men came walking past, their loud, jovial voices making me think they were on their way home from a nearby bar. Dawn’s light footsteps behind me made me straighten, taking a moment to assess the situation while I had time. “Maybe he’s just stopping for some groceries?”
 
   “Unlikely. There is a store open all night just behind his building.”
 
   Dawn’s concerned voice came from just ahead of me, and it took a moment to realize she was hidden from my sight. Her slim, lonely shadow was the only indication her voice wasn’t just my imagination. What I would do to have that particular ability right about now. Reese walked out of the store a few minutes later, stopping to lean casually against a nearby mailbox while he lit a cigarette. He continued down the street, heading further and further away from home, his head turning every now and then to watch someone pass by. I kept to the opposite side of the street, allowing myself to walk almost parallel to him without being noticed.
 
   The longer I followed the more uneasy I became, there was something about his behavior that struck me as peculiar. The way he roamed through the streets, seemingly with no destination in mind, gave me the impression he wasn’t looking for something, but someone. If Dawn had similar concerns she did not voice them, for the moment preferring to remove herself from the situation altogether so she wouldn’t interfere, and in the process becoming nothing more than the silent shadow beside me. I was just beginning to become impatient when Reese stopped under a broken streetlight near a bus stop that hadn’t worked for years, looking around for a moment before receding out of sight from the sidewalk.
 
   Concealing myself in a gap between an accountant’s office and a high wall I turned my gaze back to the street. When I was fairly certain no one was approaching from either side I located Reese lurking near the fence behind the bus stop, his profile difficult to identify in the low light. The way he positioned himself left little doubt in my mind he was intentionally concealing himself as much as I was. My heart began to race as I reached for the camera strap around my neck, knowing there could be no good reason for him to be where he was at this hour. Was I finally going to have all my effort following him around pay off? Yes, I think I was, and all that was left now was the cold, steady ticking of anticipation while I waited.
 
   As the minutes passed I ran through all the possibilities of this late night excursion. A few came to mind, but if I was a betting man I’d put my money on an impending drug deal. Looking through my camera lens I could see he was anxious, the nervous, jerky movements of his body as he looked back and forth a dead tell he was on edge. He seemed to be turning an object over in his hand. It looked metallic, but I couldn’t be sure from this distance.
 
   Just then Reese’s head jerked to the right, his gaze drifting behind him to where I couldn’t follow from this angle. Taking a deep, steady breath I rested my index finger on the button as I readied myself to capture every second of the person he was about to meet. Instead, Reese only pulled further into his cover.
 
   The only warning I got was Dawn’s ragged gasp a moment before a second figure came into view, walking briskly towards the place Reese was hidden. From what little I could see the woman looked to be in her early thirties, moderately dressed and clutching her handbag close to her chest. For a moment I watched her pass by Reese without noticing him, trying to understand what led to Dawn’s alarm, when Reese detached himself from the fence and began to stalk behind her.
 
   As the cogs in my head crashed into place I barely noticed the camera slip through my fingers, or the tug of the strap as it stopped the camera’s fall. There was no meeting about to take place, no other explanation to his otherwise seemingly reformed behavior. Reese was simply biding his time until the mood struck him to find a target, possibly another victim. In that moment I couldn’t move an inch of my body, couldn’t think past the painful memories from the night of Claire’s death forcing their way into every corner of my mind.
 
   History was about to repeat itself. 
 
   “Son of a bitch.” What little self-restraint I possessed melted away as something buried deep snapped inside of me, replacing the rational part of my mind with a singular drive that overrode every other conscious thought. This couldn’t happen again. I wouldn’t let this woman share the same fate as Claire.
 
   As my vision narrowed on the object of my rage my limbs felt oddly detached from my body, dragging me forward on their own volition, as if unable to hold off their need to connect with something vital and solid. Every inch of my flesh tingled as the adrenaline worked its way into my system, the rushing blood pounding behind my temples singing to me as I closed on the pair. The world could have caught fire, burning away everything to smoldering embers and bitter white ashes around me, and I wouldn’t have so much as blinked.
 
   A noise registered in the back of my head, just audible over the churning chaos that was my mind. It was a voice, desperate and pleading, though the words were lost on me. I took another step forward, but my foot never made it to the ground, my body colliding squarely with a solid object. Regaining my balance after a moment I looked up to see Dawn materialize in front of me, her icy hand firmly pressed against my chest.
 
   “Benjamin, stop! Please!” She was begging me, her expression clearly terrified.
 
   Twisting around her hand I pushed past Dawn’s shoulder, escaping her grip long enough to see Reese and the woman turning towards the sound of Dawn’s voice before she had her hands on my shoulders. They both looked equally stunned, but noticing the metallic sheen thrown off by the drawn knife in Reese’s hand the woman bolted without a second thought. Reese’s gaze swished between me and the fleeing woman, pausing for a moment to throw me a baleful look before he took off in the opposite direction. Planting my feet firmly on the sidewalk I tried to pry myself from Dawn, throwing my full weight forward with all my strength.
 
   I didn’t move an inch.
 
   “Let go of me!” I snarled, violently shaking my shoulders to pull away from her, but Dawn’s iron grip around my jacket was absolute.
 
   She began to forcibly pull me back from the street, and even as I watched Reese slip out of sight I struggled, clawing and thrashing against her to break free. Without any real effort on her part Dawn half dragged, half carried me into a nearby alley and held me up against the wall, somehow still able to largely avoid directly touching my skin as I flailed. Realizing that by now Reese would be long gone, and my efforts were largely in vain, the last of the fight bled out of me and I sagged against the wall, my heavy breathing ragged. Releasing her hold on my jacket Dawn took a step back from me, her wild eyes in constant motion. My hands had balled so tightly in my anger that they were still locked in place. With enormous effort I slowly unclenched each individual finger, a stabbing pain trickling into them as the blood flow returned to my hands.
 
   “Did I injure you?” Dawn asked stiffly while I rubbed my hands together to coax a spark of life back into them.
 
   Not trusting myself to speak, I looked up at Dawn’s face and saw that her soft features were twisted by panic and concern. I looked away, not ready to let go of the anger still bubbling inside of me, and with careful movements I slowly shook my head. Dawn began pacing restlessly back and forth, her heels biting into the ground as she turned. I was so close, just a few more steps and I would’ve caught him in the act, with a witness no less. What the hell was Dawn thinking?
 
   Feeling a surge of energy I pushed myself off from the ground, kicking an empty glass bottle lying next to me with enough force that it sailed into the wall, shattering into hundreds of pieces.
 
   “Why did you stop me?” I demanded, not caring who heard me, “this could’ve all been over tonight!”
 
   Dawn turned to face me, her expression anguished.
 
   “I did what I had to.” She took a measured step forward, slipped her delicate hands under the collar of my jacket, and tugging gently Dawn pulled me down to her height. We stood perfectly still for a long moment, her black eyes level with mine as I felt her sweet breath on my cheek. Then, reaching up on the tips of her toes, Dawn wove her fingers around my neck, and I closed my eyes as her cool, silky lips brushed over my forehead. “And I hope one day you will understand that.”
 
   My skin tingled lightly where her lips touched, a pleasant, burning sensation of frost and fire lingering. Then, feeling the touch of her slender fingers leave my neck, I opened my eyes to an empty alleyway.
 
  
 
  


 
   20. Consequences
 
    
 
    
 
   I made the turn onto the narrow road that led to Memorial Hospital as the sun was setting, the vivid shades of red just peeking out between the solid, dark clouds looming on the horizon. After finding a spot in the visitors parking I left the engine idling as I collected my thoughts, going over everything in my head for the thousandth time.
 
   Four days passed since the last time I saw Dawn, and to say I was a little anxious would be a gross understatement. The night she disappeared was unclear in my memory, tainted by the blinding anger I felt towards Reese, yet somehow I just knew she was saying goodbye. She broke the rules and directly interfered in my fate, I knew that, but what I wasn’t sure of, was why. Whatever her reasons were I would forgive her, I could even understand her needing to leave so suddenly—her control couldn’t have been at its best, and she may have needed to restrain me before I did something even more reckless.
 
   That was four days ago though, so why hadn’t she come to see me? Was she ordered not to contact me again? Moved to another post far away, or worse, had Dawn finally decided she caused enough damage, removing herself from my life entirely?
 
   Since that night Reese redoubled his efforts to stick to his routine, not stepping one toe out of line. It was as if he knew I was watching. He didn’t of course, I was far too careful to tip him off to my now near-constant surveillance, but it was frustrating to see him so controlled. I realized now he most likely only meant to rob his victim. The fact that she was a woman was due only to her seeming like a softer target, and something must’ve gone horribly wrong with Claire. It made sense. If I just reined in my temper, then perhaps things would’ve turned out differently. Or maybe I was wrong, and it could’ve been a lot worse. It was impossible to tell. Who knew what Fate had in store for us all that night?
 
   Either way with Reese still freely walking the streets, and Dawn missing I felt like I hadn’t accomplished anything. More like somehow my selfish choices just created more havoc in their wake.
 
   One thing I was sure of is I wanted answers. I wanted to know where she was. So after giving up on Dawn responding to the messages I left in her pouch hanging from my window, I decided to get creative. As I walked through the parking lot towards the hospital’s entrance I knew full well this was a terrible plan, a plan that would most likely succeed only in making me look foolish. But I had to try something. My logic seemed sound enough though, and I was betting on a stroke of luck.
 
   People died in hospitals. Not a pleasant thought, but wishing otherwise didn’t make it any less true. If not Dawn, then some other seraph would have to show up eventually—all I had to do was get their attention. That part seemed easy enough. The real trick would be getting them to reveal themselves to me once I did.
 
   Stopping in front of the glass doors of the main entrance, I took a moment to watch them shuffle open as the sensor above picked up my movement.  I tried to convince myself I was deciding how best to proceed, but the truth was I detested hospitals. Everything about them, from the bright artificial lights down to the impeccably clean rooms made my skin crawl, and this hospital in particular drudged up painful memories better left buried. Between my general recklessness, my sister’s condition and Claire’s clumsiness I spent more time in this hospital’s waiting room than anyone should ever have to.
 
   Having stalled long enough I stepped inside, running my tongue along my teeth as I navigated my way through the familiar labyrinth of interconnecting corridors. As I followed the color coded arrows past radiology I decided whoever thought the pale, sickly green paint on the walls was in any way calming had made a grave error. At least the floors didn’t give off the harsh, burning smell of industrial strength soap with every footfall, like the institute Lisa was confined to.
 
    I found a quiet bench across from the E.R. and took a seat, barely noticing the trickle of people passing through the double doors beside me as I settled in for what might be a very long night. With no real way of knowing exactly when one of Dawn’s kind would pass through, now was as good a time as any to start. Taking a quiet moment to thank the stranger I would never meet, who’s passing I was about to use for my own selfish ends, I began to recite the chosen words under my breath.
 
   “Seraph. I know what you are, and I need to speak with you. Please, show yourself.”
 
   I repeated the words again and again, until the lines began to run together like a monotonous mantra. I had no idea whether my simple message would be convincing enough to entice a response, or if anyone was even around to hear it, but I didn’t have any alternative. I needed to make sure Dawn was okay, that she wasn’t suffering because of my personal vendetta. Even if it had been her choice to intervene, I put her in the position.
 
   “Come on already,” I groaned, loudly enough for a middle aged doctor with a bushy grey beard and spectacles to look up at me from his clipboard as he walked past. Tossing him an apologetic shrug I waited for him to pass before I stood to stretch my legs.
 
   Having no luck so far I decided to walk around the hospital, hoping to catch the sensation of warm pins and needles that signaled a seraph’s presence. I stopped often, whispering my message to the empty corners every chance I got, and before long I found my footsteps neatly mimicking the agitated pacing Dawn seemed to fall into when she was deliberating something. Every now and then I would catch someone staring at my peculiar behavior. I didn’t let it bother me. Seeming a little foolish now would be worth it if I could just get a response.
 
   I reached the free clinic entrance a few minutes later, about to take the long way round back to the E.R. when I felt it—the familiar prickle against my skull. I stopped dead in my tracks, and turning slowly to face the entrance, I whispered my message again.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   I repeated the words again, pausing for a moment before adding. “I know you’re there, reaper. You might have all night to play games, but I don’t.”
 
   There was no doubt in my mind the seraph heard me, not when they were close enough for me to feel them. I glanced down the corridor as I waited, checking to make sure the few people still around at this hour hadn’t noticed me speaking to myself. The last thing I needed right now was for someone to think I was non compos mentis.
 
   I briefly considered threatening to reveal their existence in the hopes of luring them out. Knowing my emotions would betray me though I tossed the idea, readying myself to call out again when I felt something cold brush lightly against my jacket, lingering for a split second before the pins and needles left me. I swiveled on my heels, looking all around for what touched me, but the closest person was at least forty feet away. I stood there for a moment, trying to work out why the seraph came so close only to disappear, when the answer came to me. Reaching into my outside jacket pocket I found a scrap of paper, neatly torn from what looked to be a patient’s chart. The ink was still wet on the paper.
 
   Fountain, City Park. 02:00.
 
   My hope sank as I slowly read the single line and didn’t recognize the writing. For a fleeting moment I hoped it would be Dawn, that she was watching over me this whole time like always and things could get back to our version of normal again. Still, it was something, and though I had no idea who this seraph was, or why they chose that spot to meet, I would be there to find out.
 
    
 
   The few lights that illuminated the winding pathway were immensely helpful in navigating my way to the center of the park where the meeting was to take place. It was a small area, roughly a block or two in size, but between the tall oak trees and thick bushes one could easily find themselves lost at night. The old grey stone fountain was switched off every night, though the family of ducks that slept under a nearby tree didn’t seem to mind. They huddled close together, warily watching my approach as I walked along the dark, murky waters of their quiet pond.
 
   I was a few minutes early, and not sure which direction my mystery contact would come from I decided to wait by the center of the rounded clearing, near a large rock at the edge of the water. A small copper plaque was laid into its polished surface, too worn from age and the salty air to read in the poor light. I was definitely on edge, and the deserted location only added to my already frayed nerves. Dawn was very wary of introducing me to her cadre—I could only imagine how she would have cringed at this.
 
   “Looking for me, handsome?” A sultry voice called from behind me as a wave of pins and needles worked their way into my skull. Taking a deep breath I turned around slowly, pouring all my focus into not showing any fear. 
 
   The seraph was tall, her curves accentuated by the tight fitting red top and matching skirt she wore, leaving little to the imagination. As she stepped out of the shadows I saw her full lips were pulled into an inviting smile, and though she wore no lipstick, their dark shade was almost unnaturally crimson. Something about her struck me as familiar though, and the platinum blond curls along with her unmistakably Southern accent gave me a pretty good idea who. “Ivy.”
 
   “Very good.” Ivy clapped slowly as she stepped towards me. Looking closer now, I could see the little girl I met before hidden in her features, almost as if she was the same person—with her age accelerated by twenty odd years. “Dawn said you would try something like this. You’re nothing if not persistent.” Seeing my confusion her smile grew a fraction wider. “Come now, don’t look so surprised. You should know better than to think she wouldn’t find a way to keep an eye on you.”
 
   “I didn’t expect it to be you,” I admitted. Last time we met, Dawn seemed pretty adamant on keeping me away from Ivy.
 
    “It made sense. As much as my sister disliked the idea, she knows I’m the most . . . controlled. Don’t worry though handsome—I was given very strict orders,” Ivy said, sighing melodramatically. “Pity, I was really rather hoping to abuse my position of power.”
 
   “And you agreed to help her?” I asked skeptically, ignoring her sly expression.
 
   “Oh, I was well compensated for my time.” She grinned, offering no further explanation—though I was pretty sure I didn’t want one. Something at my feet caught my attention, and when I dropped my gaze to the ground I saw the ducks from the pond silently waddling towards her.
 
   “My little darlings,” Ivy cooed as she took a step forward. Dropping to her haunches the largest of the ducks moved in close, allowing Ivy to stroke his neck as he ate from her hand. Odd, apparently animals didn’t seem to share the same aversion to seraphim as humans did.
 
   The ducks began to quack in unison as an indistinct shape came into view behind Ivy, running amok in all directions as the hazy, glossy liquid shadow rapidly solidified ten feet above a nearby tree. A moment later a figure appeared from the writhing mass and dropped to the ground, hitting the trunk at least twice before landing with a loud thump, followed swiftly by a string of expletives. Sebastian rose, covered in dirt and dripping wet from what was left of the tree, not wearing shoes or a shirt. His hair was shorter, the color perfectly matching his neon green board shorts.
 
   “This better be good Ivy. I was in the middle of a monster swell.”
 
   “I’m sure it will be,” she said, motioning her head towards me.
 
   “Ah, my new favorite human. I thought I’d be seeing you before long,” Sebastian said, smiling cheerfully before turning to Ivy. “We shouldn’t be here. Dawn won’t like this one bit.”
 
   Ivy laughed. “Since when are you afraid to raise a little hell?”
 
   “I’m not, just thought someone should point it out.” He shrugged indifferently. “She’ll blame you anyway. So, what can we do for you Benjamin?”
 
   “Where is she?” I asked point blank.
 
   The two seraphim shared a long, tense look before Ivy spoke. “After her little stunt, Dawn turned herself in. She’s being held until Logan decides what to do with her. Dawn’s duties have been assigned to me, for the time being.”
 
   A swirl of emotions ran through me as the momentary relief of finally knowing was swiftly replaced by pressing anxiety. Dammit. I should’ve known she would. “What’s going to happen to her?”
 
   “We’re not sure,” Sebastian said as he took a seat on the large rock beside Ivy, his usual easy going attitude slipping away. “It’s a serious offence, and Logan is pretty pissed off with her.”
 
   “So she changed my fate, a little, why is it so bad? I’m not exactly complaining.”
 
   Sebastian shifted uncomfortably. “Why am I not surprised? I figured you wouldn’t know the whole story.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   It was Ivy who answered. “Nothing about this is simple handsome. You two have been playing fast and loose with your fate for so long now, that your paths have begun to blur together. When you chose to willingly force Fate’s course, you made it difficult for us to see anything involving you clearly anymore. Dawn felt the call that night. Faint, but unmistakable. Too early for anything to be set in stone, but before she interfered the glimmer Dawn witnessed had a distinct possibility of occurring.”
 
   “You’re saying there was a chance I was meant to die that night?” It wasn’t the first time since meeting Dawn I contemplated the thought, but being able to calmly say the words out loud took more effort than I expected.
 
   “No,” Sebastian said quietly. “She saw you walk away.”
 
   For a moment I was too stunned to speak. Dawn saw me killing Reese? Before I could regain a grip on my thoughts I was pulled back onto the street with him and the woman, the same way I had so many times before. This time was different though. Instead of reliving the same sequence over and over, my mind imagined a different scenario. I reached the two of them just in time to stop him—catching Reese by surprise as he lunged for her, wrestling the knife from his hand before he could react. Then being forced to use the weapon to defend myself when he wouldn’t stop coming at me. Dropping the wet, red stained blade to the ground as I realized what I had done.
 
   If Dawn hadn’t been there to stop me, it could easily have turned out that way. Or a hundred different ways having the same ending.
 
   My temper reared in me then, the words flowing from me hot and unbidden. “Then why the hell did she stop me? I could have ended it all—right there and then! It could easily have been self-defense. If she just stepped aside that animal would have gotten what he deserved, and she wouldn’t be in this mess.”
 
   I was seething, my breathing labored and very audible thanks to the sudden flash of anger still white hot in my chest. Dawn was right. Even when he was miles away, my poor self-control allowed Reese to so easily affect my life. She knew me so well, and that was all the more reason why I wished she was here with me.
 
   Ivy looked directly at me, taking a measured breath before she spoke. “Given your emotional state, I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say something so completely moronic. You have no idea what it means to take a life, how irrevocably it changes every part of you. Dawn intervened that night to stop you from acting out of anger, becoming the very thing you so eagerly wish to destroy. She did it, for you, knowing full well what it would mean for her. So you wouldn’t ever have to know what it’s like to carry such a burden.”
 
   Ivy’s words cut deep, spoken so calmly I couldn’t bear to hold onto my rage a second longer. I didn’t need any convincing to know she spoke the truth, and it made me feel foolish. It would be just like Dawn to martyr herself for me. She knew what she believed in, and she would follow it no matter the cost. I just wished she didn’t have so much faith in me, or that I hadn’t let her down so spectacularly.
 
   Time after time she came through for me. Showing me things I was too stubborn to see, tempering my actions when I couldn’t be dissuaded, to downright pulling my ass out of trouble when I was in over my head. I owed my shadowy friend far more than I ever realized.
 
   Dead or not—that girl was far too good for me.
 
   “This is all my fault.” I groaned, my voice sounding hollow and very small. “I allowed this to happen. All because of my petty vendetta, and now she’s paying the price for it.”
 
   Sebastian coughed, getting my attention as he cleared his throat. “That’s not true and you know it. Dawn’s a big girl, she made her own decisions—same as you did.”
 
   Yes, she did. But where did it leave me? Every time I thought I was one step ahead I somehow managed to stumble backwards, distancing myself further from anything I held dear as I watched what I thought was the right decisions turn to bitter ashes in my mouth.
 
   I needed to do something, anything to make things right. Claire was gone. Reese was as near enough to untouchable. I couldn’t handle losing Dawn too. “Tell me how I can fix this.”
 
   “There isn’t anything to fix,” Ivy said. “You were the one who decided to change your fate—you made the decisions that led to this outcome.”
 
   This was all so wrong. I screwed up, and I accepted it. The consequences were squarely on my shoulders. So why did Dawn have to suffer for my mistakes? Then, an idea sparked through me.
 
   “Correct me if I’m wrong here, but the problem isn’t that Dawn intervened when she was expressly told not to, so much as she changed the outcome of my fate?” I asked, the desperate plan forming in my head materializing as I spoke.
 
   “It’s not the only problem, but it is the biggest one,” Ivy said, raising her eyebrow skeptically. “What’s your point?”
 
   “My point,” I began, taking a moment to think on what I was about to suggest. “My point is if my decisions led to being there that night, then even if Dawn interfered in my fate I can still change it back.”
 
   For a long moment the seraphim didn’t respond, their expressions revealing nothing. Then Ivy spoke. “Let me get this straight. Your brilliant plan, is to kill him? Do the very thing Dawn tried to stop you from doing in the first place?”
 
   “I don’t have many other options,” I countered. “I know exactly what he is, and I can’t stop him any other way until he makes a mistake I can use against him. Until then every person he hurts while I do nothing makes me just as guilty as he is. There’s blood on my hands either way. You can’t honestly tell me he doesn’t deserve it, and if I can save Dawn in the process, then isn’t it worth the price?”
 
   “I’m not disagreeing with you handsome.” Ivy sighed, slumping next to Sebastian. “Speaking as a woman killed at the hands of a man—if I was still human, I’d gladly hold him down for you.”
 
   “I think what my tactless sister is trying to say, is we don’t think Dawn will see it that way,” Sebastian offered neutrally.
 
   “You have a valid point,” Ivy continued. “But think long and hard before you decide what to do. It may help her case, but you must understand what Dawn saw is no longer valid. If you meet him again, Fate may decide on a different course. You might not be the one to walk away this time. As to the question of the price, well, that’s something you will have to decide for yourself.”
 
    
 
   Dawn’s words to me on the beach echoed in my head as I headed back to my car, the walk feeling miles longer, as if the pathway was stretched and my feet strapped with lead. I was contemplating a dark road, and I was only now beginning to realize just how far I was willing to follow it. How had it come to this? Choosing between letting my promise to Claire go unfulfilled, leaving someone I cared about to suffer for my mistakes, or kill a man in cold blood.
 
   I was under no illusions. No matter how I justified my actions it would never be a just thing to do. This wouldn’t be self-defense, response to a threat, or even in the heat of the moment. If I did this it would be cold—planned and methodical. What scared me most wasn’t I could just as easily die myself, or that I could be caught, but I knew just how willing I was to do it. No, I wouldn’t have any trouble ending his life.
 
   Reese was a murderer—unashamed and unrepentant. It wasn’t just what happened with Claire or Dawn that drove me. How many others suffered under his hands? How many more would? Was what I was contemplating so monstrous when the alternative was to condemn someone else to Claire’s fate? I didn’t think it was. So why did I feel so sick to my stomach just thinking about it?
 
   For the first time I truly understood why the seraphim were given no choice in what they did—no one should ever have to make a decision like this. It was easy to question the way things happened, until you were the one who had to make that choice yourself.
 
   How was I supposed to know what the right decision was? You don’t wake up one day having all the answers in your pocket. Was there even a right answer?
 
   The sun began to rise over the city, the yellow horizon broken by the dark clouds looming over the coastline. I slipped the keys into the ignition and just drove—my thoughts somewhere far away as I weaved through the quiet streets. After circling the park so many times I lost count I found myself parked in Jennifer’s driveway, never having remembered consciously making the decision to be here. Looking up I saw her bedroom light was on, and after a second’s deliberation I grabbed my phone from my inside pocket and sent her a text saying that I was here. My fingers tapped restlessly against the steering wheel as I waited for her reply, back and forth, back and forth, a pattern as disorganized as my thoughts.
 
   The door creaked open and Jennifer, still dressed in her fluffy orange bathrobe and holding a steaming cup of coffee in her hands, let me inside. She took one look at me over her glasses and scowled. “You look terrible.”
 
   I just smiled and hugged her. “You have no idea how good it is to see you.”
 
   “I’m glad to see you too,” she said, her face becoming instantly suspicious. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Can’t I just drop by to see my best friend unannounced?” I asked as she led the way to her tiny kitchen table. “You do it all the time.”
 
   “Benjamin Hadley, I have known you for more than a decade, and you have never just dropped by. Now tell me what’s on your mind before I beat it out of you.” She smiled innocently, a sure sign she wasn’t joking. It was never a good idea to provoke Jen before she had her morning coffee.
 
   I looked down at the table, following the pattern in the grain of the dark wood as I tried to figure out exactly why I was here. I so badly wanted to confide in her. Besides Claire, Jennifer knew me better than anyone. She would know exactly what I should do. Of course, I couldn’t tell her anything, but it was comforting to see her after the night I had.
 
   “Do you believe in fate?” I asked quietly. Having not found a better way to avoid any unnecessary details, I figured that was a relatively safe question.
 
    “Of course I do. How else would you explain my luck with men?” Jennifer took a sip of her coffee, somehow managing to keep a straight face. “Why do you ask?”
 
   I laughed humorlessly. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
 
   “You’re starting to scare me,” Jennifer said seriously as she took a seat beside me.
 
   I can’t say I blamed her—I must’ve sounded pretty out of it. What could I say to make her understand? Were there even words I could use to ask what I wanted to, without really asking? What I would give to just talk to her and pretend everything was going to be okay, even just for a little bit. “I think I have to do something unforgivable.”
 
   Jennifer’s expression became thoughtful, and a long moment passed in silence before she responded. “Okay, I don’t know what’s happening, and I know better than to try dragging it out of you. But whatever’s going on, I know you have your reasons. You will make the right decision, in the end.” She looked into my eyes, placing her hand on my shoulder without a trace of doubt. “You always do.”
 
   “Thanks Jen.” I smiled weakly, gently squeezing her hand. “I really hope you’re right.”
 
  
 
  


 
   21. Shadows
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite not having seen a pillow in nearly thirty hours, when I finally crawled into my bed I found sleep was the last thing on my mind. In one corner stood everything I held dear, and in the other my conscience—my mind the chosen warzone between the two.
 
   Hours passed, and when sleep finally took me I found little comfort in my dreams. My dark thoughts turned to nightmares of an endless, slowly spinning room, filled with maddening whispers pressing in from all sides, dragging me under only to pull me up for more. When I turned toward where the voices came from I found nothing but bare walls and broken windows. I approached them, and the glass crumbled to dust around the frame, only to appear whole again on the other side of the room. I would catch brief glimpses of a female figure slip between the untouchable panes, taunting me for a brief moment before her form dissolved into the shadows. Sometimes I saw Claire, other times it was Dawn or my sister, but their faces were all equally filled with contempt, eyes accusing and lifeless.
 
   I woke eleven hours later feeling like I barely slept, my body covered in sweat and half dangling from the edge of the bed. What little I could remember of my vivid dreams lingered with me, vying for my focus with the crowd of thoughts already scattered in my head. I could still hear the whispers calling out to me, gaining volume every time I closed my eyes.
 
   “Get out of there,” I moaned as I pushed my hands roughly against my searing temples, squeezing until the pressure was the only thing I felt. With immense effort I pulled myself out of bed, my bare feet dragging against the floor as I walked to the kitchen in search of large doses of caffeine and aspirin.
 
   Right now the thought of food made me nauseous, so I skipped breakfast and channeled my mounting doubts in the healthiest way I knew how—repeatedly beating my punching bag until I was too exhausted to think. It was amazing how therapeutic hitting something could be. Each time my fist connected I could feel a portion of my frustration go with it, and before long nature’s greatest invention spread its way through my body, numbing the pain as it bent my focus to the simple task. Oh, how I loved adrenaline.
 
   The night Claire died I felt so weak, so powerless, and as I watched Reese slip through my fingers a second time it felt like I was losing her all over again. It scared me that a small part of me wanted to do this. It was the real reason I was so unsure of my course. I allowed myself to let him turn me into this person, a hollow man eager for his taste of vengeance.  How was I supposed to know the right thing to do, when I couldn’t trust my own judgment? As I struck out against the bag again and again, my thoughts inevitably drifted to my baby sister. I thought back to the night Hyde threatened her, a night that seemed so long ago now, and I remembered how easily I chose my path then.
 
   So powerful was the realization that hit me, that my hand stopped mid punch.
 
   There wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do when it came to protecting the ones I cared about. Claire’s parents thought of me as family. Lisa loved Claire like a sister, and so did Jennifer. Each and every one of Reese’s victims, those past and the ones that may yet come, had people who cared about them, grieved for them. They all deserved some measure of justice.
 
   I would trade places with Claire in an instant, or anyone I cared for if I had to make the choice. So why shouldn’t I be willing to do whatever it took to keep it from happening to anyone else’s Claire, if I could? Once I came to that conclusion, the rest seemed simple.
 
   It was almost effortless to make peace with my decision, because I was making it on my terms, for the right reasons. Not Reese’s, not Fate’s, or anyone else’s. Mine. The mounting fear and anger, whose grip around my chest was so unshakable only a moment ago, fell away like nothing, slowly replaced by a newfound clarity of purpose. I still had doubts, but in my mind it was a good thing. It meant I thought this through, that I understood the risks I was taking.
 
   I unstrapped my gloves, taking a moment to savor the burning sensation coursing through my muscles. After so many hours of frustration the exertion made me feel warm, alive. I walked to my bedroom cupboard, wiping the sweat off my hands before I carefully retrieved my gun from the safe. As my fingers brushed over the handle I gritted my teeth. In the twenty two years my father was a cop, he only used his weapon in the line of duty once. He never talked about it with me or my sister, but we both saw how much that night changed him, inside and out. Me? I only ever removed it from its holster four times while on the job, never firing a shot.
 
   I stood there for a long time, staring at the weapon I was about to use to so coldly take another man’s life, and I couldn’t help thinking I had changed. As I returned the gun to the safe I noticed it felt heavier than I remembered.
 
   I let the shower run cold, the shock of the icy water against my skin washing away the tension in my body, waking my senses. As I dried myself I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror. The man staring back at me looked the same, a little worse for wear but I recognized him easily enough. Why did I feel so different? I walked into my room, feeling far more human than this morning. I was about to reach into my dresser for a change of clothes when I felt a familiar prickle against my scalp.
 
   “Last time I checked, it was still considered polite to knock,” I said as I gripped the towel tighter around my waist and turned towards the doorway.
 
   Ivy grinned, motioning her head towards the dresser. “Please, don’t stop on my account.”
 
   “I think I’m beginning to see why Dawn finds you so annoying.”
 
   “You’ll warm up to me eventually, everybody does,” Ivy said as she turned away, slyly peeking over her shoulder at what I hoped was my necklace, before shutting the door behind her.
 
   While I changed I wondered how the little vixen managed to figure out where I lived. Something told me this would be the first of many unexpected visits. When I stepped out of my bedroom I found Ivy sitting at the kitchen counter, spinning an apple on her finger like a basketball. She looked over at me, her dark eyes lingering in mine for just a moment.
 
   “What made you decide to do it?” she asked casually, no doubt in her voice that I already made my decision.
 
   “I had an epiphany.” I shrugged, trying not to think about it more than necessary. “How did you know?”
 
   In response Ivy raised her eyebrow, her sarcastic expression making me feel like the answer should be very obvious. “You mean aside from the fresh smell of lead and the oil on your hands? The way your emotions are screaming at me, it’s not easy to miss.”
 
   “Of course,” I muttered as I took a seat across from Ivy. She didn’t shy away from me the same way as Dawn always seemed to.
 
   “Have you decided when?”
 
   I had. Once I made up my mind I figured it was best to get this over quickly. Whatever the outcome, I didn’t want this looming over my head, and on the small chance Reese was suspicious I didn’t want to give him the chance to see me coming. “I’m going tonight.”
 
   She nodded seriously. “If it’s any consolation, you won’t be alone. Whatever happens I’ll be there in the end.”
 
   I was thinking a lot lately about having someone else there to witness my darkest moment, or possibly my last one. The odds seemed stacked pretty high in my favor, but there was always the chance I wasn’t going to walk away from this. Although a part of me wished it could be Dawn with me in the end, I was also equally glad she wouldn’t be. Still, knowing I wouldn’t be alone was oddly comforting, which reminded me there was one thing I still needed to take care of.
 
   “Can I ask a favor?” It didn’t seem like the type of thing to ask someone I hardly knew, but Dawn trusted Ivy, and honestly, I didn’t have many other options.
 
   “You can ask,” Ivy said cautiously, laying the apple down on the table.
 
   “There’s an envelope in the top drawer of the desk in my office. Inside it is my will and a letter to my sister. If I don’t come home tonight, I need you to make sure they get to my friend Jennifer. Dawn will be able to tell you where she lives.”
 
   I had my affairs set in order the day my sister was institutionalized, making sure that if something ever happened to me she would be taken care of. Except for Claire’s possessions that would be returned to her parents, and my CD collection earmarked for Jennifer, everything went to Lisa. I wanted so badly to see her one last time, to tell her how much I loved her, but I knew if I did, I might not be able to go through with my plans. Lisa was stronger than anyone I knew, and all I could hope for was if something did go wrong, she would be okay without me.
 
   “Oh, and one more thing,” I said after a moment of consideration. “Tell . . . tell Dawn thank you, for the time we shared.”
 
   “I will,” Ivy promised.
 
   “Thank you.” I smiled, relieved to know my messages would be delivered.
 
   Now that everything was settled I felt a little better. One way or another, this would all be over soon. Come what may.
 
   “Anytime,” Ivy replied, though her eyes were unfocused, staring a thousand yards past the wall behind me. After a moment she stood, blinking twice before she sighed heavily. “Duty calls.”
 
   I nodded, wondering how long it would be until she had to answer my call. “I better not keep you then.”
 
   “Good luck,” Ivy said over her shoulder, stopping halfway through the window frame to turn towards me. “Oh, and handsome—do try to not get yourself killed. Dawn will never let me hear the end of it, and I haven’t even started playing with you yet.”
 
   I laughed dryly. Ivy may be wildly inappropriate, but like Sebastian there was something to be said for her ability to lighten the mood, especially given the circumstances. “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   She winked slyly and released her grip, spreading her arms wide as she tumbled backwards out the window. For the longest time I stared at the open window, watching it rock back and forth in the wind against the backdrop of the looming storm building in the distance. I wondered if I would ever get to see Dawn sitting on the ledge again, another chance to feel those haunting midnight eyes staring back at me. For the first time since I met her, I was glad those eyes wouldn’t be watching over me tonight.
 
    
 
   Dark clouds blew over from the ocean an hour before the sun set, the small amount of light that found its way through the ominous black horizon casting everything it touched in a pale, sickly shade of grey. After locking the apartment behind me I left the key above the door frame, predicting the rather likely scenario where Jennifer misplaced the spare I gave her. I made my way down the short flight of stairs to the parking lot, hyper aware of the miniscule shifts each step I took forward made to the loaded firearm concealed inside my jacket. My nerves were strained, like a steel cable holding up a van—ready to snap at a moment’s notice. Just carrying the damn thing on my person was making me feel uneasy. Every shadowy corner seemed to hold some dark secret. Every person I passed eyed me for a second too long.
 
   It was years since a storm like this hit the city—so violent that as each earth splitting crack hammered down I could feel it reverberate through my bones. Sporadic lightning sprouted over the coastline, their forking trails illuminating the streets better than any man made light ever could. Rain crashed down against my windscreen as I wound my way through the streets, the relentless downpour cutting my visibility to less than a car length in front of me. After somehow managing to find the right street sign, without getting swept away by the rivers that formed on either side of Main Street, I turned onto Elm, chuckling darkly at my luck. Of all the nights—this would be the one I choose.
 
   I pulled the car over around the corner of the auto repair where I knew Reese would be working tonight, letting it idle gently with the wipers sloshing water across the windscreen as I went over the plan for what must’ve been the twentieth time. A simple plan, but like everything else I touched lately, it had the potential of so much going wrong.
 
   As I waited in vain for the storm to let up my mind began to drift, flashing back through all the events that brought me here. Though I liked to think it was my choices that led me to this moment, I couldn’t help wondering how much had truly been in my control. Was I fully to blame, or did Fate nudge me in its chosen direction? I so badly wanted to pretend I wouldn’t be accountable for my actions tonight, or in some way I could know that the part I was about to play was the one I was always meant to. If only things were that simple, that black and white. Sadly nothing ever was—we all lived somewhere between those lines, caught between our chosen shades of grey.
 
   Was I ready to do this, sacrifice whatever was needed of me to see it through? There was no doubt in my mind I could pull the trigger. I had convinced myself it had to be done—there was no other way I could stomach what I was about to do. I knew better than to believe it though. There were no lies as dangerous as the ones we told ourselves. Seeing no end in sight to the storm’s siege over the city I rechecked the magazine before zipping up my jacket, and after a brief moment’s hesitation I flung the door open and dashed through the icy rain.
 
   As I turned the corner I slowed my pace, taking my time to scan the street for anyone in sight. Thankfully the rain made it nearly impossible to see very far. With the cover the storm provided my chances of being spotted dropped dramatically. I ducked under the small roof that hung over the office, taking a moment to wipe the moisture off my hands before peering through the window.
 
   The only visible light in the small, dark room streamed through the half open door leading to the workshop, and after checking behind me I reached into my pocket and located my pick set and torsion bar. My unsteady hands shook from nerves, and my cold, numb fingers fumbled in the poor light as I struggled to open the case. It took twice as long as it should’ve to get through the simple lock, and I grew more anxious with every passing second. When I finally turned the handle and the lock clicked open I hurriedly slipped inside, my shoes sliding on the slick surface, almost making me lose my balance as I closed the heavy door behind me.
 
   I stood absolutely still as I waited in the dark, straining to hear if my intrusion was noticed over the pounding rain. My clothes were soaking wet, the fabric filled with enough water that I felt weighed down. After checking my watch for the third time I allowed myself a second to relax, taking deep, calming breaths as I coaxed the pair of supple leather gloves onto my trembling fingers.
 
   I crept slowly up to the door and cracked it wider, pleased that Reese gave away his position to my left by turning up the radio. Just to be sure, I waited for a minute longer before heading down in the opposite direction, confident my light footsteps would be muffled by the chorus of thunder. This time I wasn’t going to make the same mistake I did with Hyde—I would check the entire building to make sure we were alone before approaching Reese.
 
   My progress through the narrow room was slow going, hampered by my lack of familiarity with the layout and the low light. Just one mistake, one quick movement could knock something over and my advantage would be gone. I wasn’t truly concerned—between the plan that was seared into my head, my gun, and the element of surprise this was far from a fair encounter. Reese never gave Claire a fair chance, but it still bothered me a little that I was holding so many cards. The important thing was that I didn’t want any surprises. I couldn’t live with someone else getting hurt on my conscience.
 
   At the end of a short passage splitting to a locked room and a small bathroom I doubled back, my fingers guiding my way through the maze of empty boxes, spares, and tools stacked high against the walls. As I moved closer to my goal the smell of dirty oil and stale tobacco smoke grew stronger. Passing the door I entered through I followed the harsh yellow light that trickled through the darkness, stopping to crouch low at the entrance of the workshop. Risking a glance I poked my head around the corner, hoping to find Reese before he had a chance to notice me.
 
   The workshop was surprisingly neat. Long rows of tools hung evenly spaced on wooden panels that covered the light grey walls, their outlines drawn around with a permanent marker to show their correct places. Every surface of the dollies and benches around the spacious room were recently wiped down. The concrete floor was splattered with old oil stains—the various shades layered together over the years, gathering together to form unique, intricate patterns. Large rectangular windows barred with painted white frames ran around the room near the ceiling, spread out far enough that during daylight hours no other light source would be necessary.
 
   I found Reese less than thirty feet away in the middle of the workshop, just behind a thick support column. He was facing away from me, hunched over a small workbench, and utterly oblivious to my presence. At this angle I could see the trails of bluish-grey smoke from his lit cigarette swirl around him, gently floating on the light breeze that blew in from the tiny gap under the rollup door. I straightened up, taking a quick step to my right to get an unobstructed view.
 
   This was it. For three years I thought about the moment I would finally confront Claire’s killer, see the look of fear in his eyes as he realized it was all over. I would make this quick, give him a clean death I didn’t think he deserved. It was a mercy he denied my Claire—a woman who abhorred violence so vehemently she wouldn’t have raised a finger to him, even in her own defense.
 
   I was not Claire.
 
   As I drew the gun tucked away in my jacket I was unexpectedly calm, my heartbeat steady. All the guilt, anxiety, and nerve wracking frustration I felt over the past two days vanished, disappearing with the breeze like it never existed. I wasn’t angry, excited, numb, relieved, or even afraid. I just felt cold.
 
   I took a seat on the hood of an old station wagon, the gun resting in my lap as I watched, patiently waiting for Reese to pry himself from his workbench. Only cowards shot men in the back. The seconds ticked by painfully slow, and I didn’t mind. Now that I had arrived at this moment, I felt no rush to act—there would be no turning back once I pulled the trigger. I felt a familiar sensation enter my mind while I waited, the light prickle of pins and needles signaling we were no longer alone just noticeable over the storm thrashing outside. Ivy was here. The wait was nearly over.
 
   A bolt of lightning flashed nearby, the deafening crack accompanying it ringing out like a gunshot. Caught off guard, Reese’s head snapped up to the window. He stared at it for a long moment before shifting his gaze to the cheap plastic clock on the wall, and shrugging his shoulders he turned off the radio and reached for a torn rag on the table next to him as he turned around.
 
   Reese took a few steps forward, still wiping the sweat and grease off his hands when he noticed me just a few feet in front of him. Startled for the second time tonight, Reese stopped in his tracks. I was never close enough to see his face—now I watched his flat blue eyes staring at me uncomprehendingly. Reese’s short hair was as dark as the oil staining his hands. He had a long nose, thin cheekbones and lips that looked too small for his mouth.
 
   And yet, nothing about him seemed remotely sinister. If anything, I’d have said he had an almost honest look to him. Funny how it’s always the ones you never suspect.
 
   “You shouldn’t be in here. We close at six,” Reese said uncertainly, his nervous eyes darting from my face down to my hands folded in my lap. It took him a moment, but when he saw the gun his expression went blank for a heartbeat, the dirty rag dropping from his stiff hands. All it took was for me to casually point the gun in his direction for him to snap out of his trance. “Whoa. Take it easy man,” he cried as he took an involuntary step back, throwing his hands in the air. “The money’s in a safe in the office. Take it!”
 
   How many times had I let myself imagine what I would say to him? I always pictured myself having some clever speech handy, delivered in a cold, calculated voice, like Hollywood so loved to do. Now I wondered if prolonging this moment would be cruel and unnecessary. Why delay the inevitable? But then I thought if the situation was reversed, I would want a moment to ready myself for the end.
 
   “I’m not here for money,” I said in a calm, level voice as I shook my head. “I’m here for you, Reese.”
 
   “What? I . . . who are you?”
 
   “Who I am isn’t important. What matters is I know what you’ve done. You got away with murder, spent the last three years living as you pleased, when you should’ve been locked in a cell until the end of your days. I’m here to make sure you never get the chance to do it again.”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about man. I haven’t done anything wrong! Please don’t do this. I . . . I have a daughter! That’s right, and a wife waiting for me at home,” his shaky voice tripped up his lie before it left his trembling lips.
 
   “It’s a little late for lies now.” I lifted my hand, drawing the gun up so the sight was pinned between his eyes, and pulled back the hammer. “I’m going to give you a minute to make peace with what you’ve done. I’d recommend using the time wisely.”
 
   “No. No. No. Please, you can’t! I’m sorry okay! Take me to the cops. I swear I’ll tell them everything. You don’t have to do this.” Reese began to sputter incoherently after that, his expression growing more panicked by the second as the situation dawned on him.
 
   Tightening my grip on the pistol in my hands, I placed my finger on the trigger. One second, one tiny squeeze of my finger, and this would all be over.
 
   I felt it all then. Every emotion I locked away since I took one step out of my car came crashing down on me like a crowd of a thousand whispers, pulling me in all directions. It was deafening. In all the chaos brimming around the surface of my mind a single image stood out, a memory forgotten for years.
 
   It was a lazy Saturday afternoon, Claire and I were in my apartment watching some show she liked—for the life of me I could never remember the name. She had fallen asleep halfway through the show, leaning into my shoulder with my arm wrapped around her waist. I remembered looking down at her, seeing the peaceful look on her face and wondering to myself how I ever ended up being so lucky to have her all to myself. Why did she chose me?
 
   Why my mind chose to show me that memory was anyone’s guess, but I knew what I was meant to do—just like Jennifer said I would. My vision cleared, bringing me back to the present, where Reese’s face was still set between my sights and I took a deep breath, exhaling slowly as I closed my eyes.
 
   Claire, please forgive me.
 
   With a smooth, steady motion, I put my thumb on the hammer and eased it back into place before sliding my finger from the trigger. Then my hand lashed out, my fist catching Reese squarely in the jaw, and grasping his face he dropped to his knees.
 
   In all my dreams Claire’s murderer was a ruthless, remorselessly cold killer who was defiant until the bitter end. As I watched Reese fall apart at the seams, I knew I couldn’t do it—I wouldn’t end a man who was no threat to me, begging for his life. He was a coward, preying on those who didn’t stand a chance against him, and if I killed him now, then how could I claim to be any different? Dawn would never have wanted this, and, as much as it tore me apart to break my promise and let her death go unpunished, in my heart I knew—Claire wouldn’t either.
 
   They both placed their faith in me unquestioningly, and I wanted to be someone worthy of that trust. Not the vengeful, broken man I would become if I pulled the trigger. I would find another way to help Dawn, one she would approve of.
 
   “Thank you!” Reese bleated, relief washing over his swelling face.
 
   “Don’t thank me,” I said menacingly, my mind drifting to the memory of Claire and me. “If it was up to me, I’d have put a bullet between your eyes before you got a word out. You can thank the innocent girl you ripped from her family, from me. She’s the one who spared your miserable life tonight. Make no mistake though—this isn’t over, not by any measure. I’ll be watching you, waiting in the shadows for when you least expect it, and one day I will find a way to give you what you deserve. It may not be tomorrow, or even a decade from now, but I will prove you’re guilty. You have my word on that.”
 
   He nodded hastily in agreement as I spoke, the jerky, mechanical movements fueled by the shock still running rampant through his system. I knew it meant nothing—Reese would agree to just about anything I said if it kept him alive, but as wasted as my threat was I wanted him to hear the words so he had no excuses, nothing to hide behind when I did come. My memories of Claire may have stayed my hand tonight, but if he so much as looked at someone in a way I didn’t like I would come back and then he wouldn’t be so lucky. I would put him down without a second’s hesitation, an urge I had to fight right now.
 
   He stood slowly and tried to regain some measure of composure, swallowing with some difficulty before he tried to speak. “I, I swear to you, that I—”
 
   Reese’s blue eyes grew impossibly wide, the words forming a wet, strangled gasp as they died in his throat. For a moment he just stood there, locked in a pose of utter shock as his face contorted into a mask of excruciating pain. The next moment he was clawing at his overalls where a bright crimson spot appeared, the hot blood blossoming across the fabric like an opening flower around the neat hole that was punched through his chest. He took an unsteady step forward, reaching out towards me with a wordless plea on his lips. Then I watched in stunned disbelief as he crumpled to the floor, and the figure standing behind him came into view.
 
   The man was as tall and lean as Reese, with broader shoulders. He looked to be in his twenties, short sandy brown hair and deep, rich tanned skin. Sharp, lively midnight eyes marked him as a seraph, but his most striking feature was directly behind him.
 
   A pair of graceful wings sprouted from his back, each as tall and twice as wide as the man they belonged to. Both terrifying and beautiful, the featherless obsidian pinions were sleek and glassy, composed of the same molten shadow Dawn once showed me on the beach. They seemed to be in constant flux, solidifying for a moment, only to reshape as the viscous substance turned to liquid smoke that stirred and flowed within itself, swift as quicksilver.
 
   I stared open mouthed at the man whose face I didn’t recognize, my mind desperately trying to piece together what just happened. Pushing past the near crippling fear that left me immobilized I tore my gaze from the stranger to the floor where Reese had fallen. He lay writhing in pain, curled up in a small ball between me and the seraph. A low whimper escaped his lips, but it sounded dry—there was no air getting to his lungs.
 
   What little sense of self-preservation I had left told me to run. This seraph just dropped Reese without pause, and for all I knew I was next. But I knew better. There was no point in trying to run, hide or fight back. Whatever he was here for, he would get it, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop him. I had no chance whatsoever. Zero.
 
   Knowing this simple truth, I looked back at the man, my eyes defiant. I wouldn’t go down begging.
 
   The man gave me a peculiar look, his dark eyes betraying no emotion as they scanned over me, reading my own mix of emotions. He approached slowly, stepping around Reese as if he wasn’t there, like he was beneath his notice. His liquid wings reacted to his movements, cloaking him in shadow with every step he took forward, only to retract with the next, all the while swirling and reforming.
 
   “You disappoint me, Mr. Hadley.” The seraph shook his head, looking down at Reese for a moment before he continued in a clear, calm voice. “I took you for a man who could get the job done."
 
   Mr. Hadley. He knows who I am, knows me by name. A sickening feeling crept into my chest, threatening to break through my already crumbling defenses. As I felt his dark eyes bore into me I said a silent prayer, asking whoever was listening to take care of my little sister. I swallowed, trying my best not to let any weakness show. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”
 
   A small smile spread across the seraph’s face, his expression amused. Then he closed his eyes and his wings spread open, the long, thin tips almost brushing against the low ceiling. His outline became a blur as he changed, the shadow enveloping his form until he was nothing more than a silhouette, dark and immaterial as the wings sprouting from his back. Before I could blink he vanished, the only trace left of him was the trail of black vapors he left in his wake.
 
   I stood staring at the empty space the unnamed seraph was a moment ago, ready to be cut down at any moment. As the seconds passed the pins and needles faded and I allowed myself to breathe.
 
   The storm was still raging outside, streaks of bright light washing over the workshop as I dropped to my knees. Reese lay at my feet, twitching limply and barely breathing. Warm, sticky blood flowed freely from the neat gash in his chest, pooling under his head and torso, staining his clothes and hair dark maroon.
 
   Gritting my teeth I reached for the knife strapped just above my boot, slid it out of its sheath, and pressed the blade against Reese’s neck.
 
  
 
  


 
   22. Dark light
 
    
 
    
 
   The knife slashed out, parting the fabric of Reese’s shirt down the middle.
 
   Whatever pierced his chest had gone through both sides with little effort, missing his heart by less than an inch. I applied pressure to the wound, desperately trying to stem the blood trickling from him. I knew I was only delaying the inevitable—one look at the ragged ribbons of flesh that used to be his chest told me it was fatal. His lung had likely collapsed, the wound far too wide to be stitched together. Reese had already lost so much blood I was surprised he was still conscious. His lips were ashen, each shallow breath pure agony. He opened his eyes then and tried to speak, the faint words barely a whisper.
 
   “Don’t talk. If you don’t get your heart rate down you’ll only bleed out quicker,” I said as I cut a slip of fabric from his overall, rolled it up tightly, and forced it into the hole in his chest. Ignoring my words, Reese gripped my forearm and with surprising strength he managed to lift his head.
 
   His voice was little more than a gurgle. “I’m s-s-sorry. Please, forgive me.”
 
   I was caught so off guard by his request that my hands froze, still tightly pressing together the gaping wound in his chest. Dammit. Not now, not like this. Seeing anyone suffer was the last thing I ever wanted, but how could I be expected to feel sympathy for the man who took my Claire? How had I landed up trying to save his life, when not ten minutes ago I was ready to kill him myself? And now he wanted my forgiveness?
 
   I officially reached my limit—there was only so much someone was meant to take. Hadn’t the seraph done me a favor by taking care of Reese, so I didn’t have to? No, I didn’t believe that, but even if Reese knew he was dying, surely he couldn’t expect me to forgive him? The outcome I set out to accomplish was within my grasp, and I didn’t want any of it. Not one drop. This was all wrong, twisted so far from what I imagined it was beyond comprehension.
 
   Something in my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I turned my head in time to see Ivy appear next to the doorway. I barely noticed the pair of sleek black wings that arched over her head as she rushed over to me, her expression severe and black eyes narrowed.
 
   “How long ago did he leave?” she hissed. The tension rolling off her was almost palpable, the gleam in her panicked eyes giving her a feral appearance. “What happened?”
 
   There was no room left in me for shock—this night drained me of what little fear I had left. I answered in a steady voice, my losing battle to keep Reese conscious taking up most of my attention. Ivy listened to my clipped sentences without interruption, her eyes constantly scanning the room as I spoke.
 
   “I came as soon as I got the call for him,” Ivy said after a long moment, motioning her head to Reese. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. No other seraph should’ve been here.”
 
   “Who was he?” I asked without looking at her, my attention still focused on the wet compress.
 
   “I have no idea,” Ivy snarled. “I don’t recognize the scent, or have the slightest clue how a renegade slipped into Dawn’s territory without me noticing. I had no idea you were in danger, not like this anyway. This is serious. I need to get you out of here—Logan needs to hear about this, immediately.”
 
   Renegade? I turned to her, the question forming on my lips, but she gave me a sharp look that brooked no argument.
 
   “P-please,” Reese moaned, drawing our attention back to him. He sounded weaker than before, what little strength left to him was fading quickly now.
 
   I looked over at Ivy crouched next to me and she shook her head, her meaning obvious. “It’s time.”
 
   Reese’s request still hung in the air, stinging at me like a hornets nest bouncing around my skull. I could see myself saying the words, giving some measure of comfort, if only for a moment, but I wouldn't lie to a dying man. I let go of the bloody fabric I clutched to his chest, resigned myself to open defeat, and lifted his head.
 
   “One day, I will.”
 
   That was the best I could do. Breathing out slowly I nodded to Ivy, too numb to fight what happened next. Ivy leaned close to Reese, her black wings covering him in a soft shadow. Then she turned to me. “You don’t need to see this.”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   Less than half an hour ago I planned to kill Reese, and no matter what my feelings towards the dying murderer were, it felt wrong not be there in the end.
 
   Ivy nodded in understanding, and turning back to Reese she bent low and whispered something in his ear. With a gentleness I hadn’t seen in her before, Ivy stroked Reese’s cheek before placing two fingers on his forehead. Reese’s low moan became a quiet sigh, his pain stricken expression easing, and with a final twitch he stilled, his chest no longer rising. Ivy ran her fingers slowly down his peaceful face, closing his eyes before she lowered his head onto the concrete floor.
 
   She took his hand, turned it over, and as she ran her finger down Reese’s wrist it began to glow faintly. Wisps of bluish-white light were drawn from his skin, forming three little tendrils that spiraled up Ivy’s finger and into her palm. The glow began to fade and she turned her hand over, revealing a small sphere of liquid light that gently spun in her palm. Then she closed her fingers into a fist, and the Lucem Vitae vanished.
 
   Ivy turned to me, the rims of her obsidian eyes brightly highlighted by a bluish-white tinge. “We need to leave, now.”
 
   I looked down at my hands. The gloves I still wore were covered in Reese’s blood. I didn’t know what to think of that, nor did I have anything left in me to decide how it made me feel. Right now it took all the control I had just to stay on my feet. Still, I wanted answers. Why did this unnamed seraph kill Reese? I didn’t even think that was possible—hadn’t Dawn said it was the worst crime imaginable? How did he know me, why let me live to see what he did?
 
   “What happened here tonight?” I asked in a shaky voice, still half mesmerized by what I just witnessed.
 
   “There will be time for questions later.” Ivy stood, her spectral wings spreading open with the movement, and gripped the gleaming pendant around her neck, brushing her fingers along the uncut green gem. “Right now I need you to do as I say. Sebastian will be waiting for you when you get home. Are you in a fit state to drive?”
 
   I didn’t know if I could do anything right now. I closed my eyes, trying to make sense of the mess in my head, a whirlwind as chaotic as the storm still raging outside. One thought rose above the rest, so blindingly bright all I could do was latch onto it.
 
   Somehow, be it fate or just dumb luck—I was alive.
 
   I’d get to walk away. Get to see the brilliant smile on my sweet sister’s face when I saw her again. It wasn’t anything close to what I had in mind, but fate was set right. Dawn hadn’t changed anything after all. The rest, I could deal with.
 
   Move. I pushed the office door open with my shoulder as I struggled to peel off the bloody gloves, and without pausing to look around me I dashed down the sidewalk. Don’t look back, keep moving. The storm seemed to come down harder than before. I slowed my pace as I pushed through the curtain of water—all the while trying not to think, not to feel.
 
   Just keep moving. I almost ripped the car door off in my haste, so anxious to get inside and away from the building that I tossed the bloody gloves on the passenger seat instead of the plastic bag I brought for them. Move Hadley. My hands shook against the steering wheel as I closed my eyes, silently begging the images seared into my mind to leave me just long enough to get home. Don’t think, don’t look back.
 
   Reese had been a killer. Claire’s killer. I came here tonight with the single purpose to end his life, and somehow I accomplished that without getting my hands dirty. He deserved what he got. So why the hell did I feel so wrong, so . . . guilty? My head was too crowded too think straight. Ivy was right—I needed to get out of here. This wasn’t something I could deal with right now, let alone help with. I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to force away the images, and taking a deep breath that failed to calm my nerves, I slipped the keys into the ignition.
 
    
 
   Sebastian was not waiting for me when I returned home, at least, not in any way I was expecting.
 
   I unlocked the door and walked inside, my hands still shaking as I turned on the lights. I could feel his presence lingering at the back of my mind, but when I called out to him there was no reply. Panic crept into me as I realized it might not be Sebastian that was here, but someone else entirely. I instinctively reached for the gun still tucked in my pocket. My fingers wrapped around the handle, ready to draw the weapon when I remembered it would do little more than make a tidy hole in a seraph’s shirt. I started to pace back and forth across the lounge, annoyed at whoever was hiding. I desperately wanted some answers. I tried thinking of something, anything to take away this numb, sinking feeling rumbling through my chest.
 
   Every time I closed my eyes I saw Reese’s face, the fear in his eyes as he collapsed to the floor. I lived through so much senseless loss in my life, but it was very different watching someone actually pass on. I hated feeling any sympathy for the bastard, but no one should have to linger, and a part of me was glad he hadn’t. A cold shiver ran through my body as I recalled Ivy’s hand tracing Reese’s wrist, watching the last dredges of his life slip away.
 
   I tried to convince myself it was natural, life and death coming together in ways I couldn’t fully understand. It happened every day, whether I liked it or not. I knew it shouldn’t bother me—but it did.
 
   Dawn was right all along. I hadn’t even killed Reese myself, and I was already feeling remorse. Defending yourself was easy. In that moment, when your life was at stake it was the simplest thing in the world to fight back. But what I was about to do to Reese, was something else entirely. Watching Ivy take him made me see just how difficult their jobs really were. Even if they weren’t the ones pulling the trigger, they still had to watch it all, over and over. I would never question their roles again. It got me thinking about the role I played tonight. The seraph knew my name. What if he was there because of me? Had I in some way caused Reese’s death after all?
 
   As I was about to turn and continue towards the lounge I caught a glimpse of something dark flash past my window, something that looked like a pair of wings. I walked to the window, and not wanting to open it with the storm still raging outside, I tapped three times. “Sebastian?”
 
   “I’m here,” Sebastian’s voice called after a moment, barely audible over the storm.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “I’m not sure myself. All I was told was to stay outside, and keep an eye on you.” His voice was filled with tension, clearly upset with his orders. “From the waves rolling off you it’s seems like you’ve had a rough night. Get some sleep—we can sort this all out in the morning.”
 
   “Yeah, like I can sleep now,” I mumbled under my breath as I turned around, realizing too late that he could hear me.
 
   Not only was I not being told a damn thing when I was the only one who was there, but now I needed a baby sitter too? What, was I made of glass? Then again, this was probably far more serious than I realized. You can’t afford to be stubborn now, not tonight.
 
   I sighed heavily as I walked to the bathroom and carefully took out the plastic packet containing my gloves before shrugging off my jacket. I knew there was nothing concrete linking me to Reese’s death and anything I might’ve missed would disappear before anyone found him, but I still had to get rid of the gloves.
 
   I tossed them next to the basin, but as I turned the water on and ran my hands under the tap all I could see was blood. I began scrubbing my hands, obsessively trying to wash off the tainted stains this night left under my skin. I knew it was in my head, but I couldn’t stop myself until my hands felt like they were on fire, bright red from scrubbing. I walked back into the living room and sagged onto the couch, wondering how much coaxing it would take to get Sebastian out of the storm. Slipping off my shoes to check for any bloodstains I felt the last of my adrenaline wearing off and fatigue setting in.
 
   It was a long night, but I found myself fighting against sleep. It seemed so cold to even think about rest when I was concealing evidence of a murder in the next room. Sleep was for saints, and there ain’t no rest for the wicked. I stayed awake for hours, forcing myself to relive every moment, commit every little detail to memory.
 
   Reese couldn’t hurt anyone else again, and my promise to Claire was kept, after a fashion. So was it worth the cost? What was the cost? The thoughts circled around my head until I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and against every instinct, every cell in my body telling me not to, I drifted into an uneasy sleep.
 
    
 
   I woke in the dark to the sound of my front door slowly creaking open and I bolted upright, straining my eyes to check my watch. It was just after four in the morning.
 
   “Sebastian?” I yawned, my voice raw and groggy.
 
   “He’s just left,” Ivy’s voice drifted from the doorway as she flipped the light switch. I groaned, covering my eyes from the harsh light. “Sorry, I didn’t intend to wake you.”
 
   “No, I’m glad you did.” I swung my feet off the couch and stretched my aching limbs, not wanting to waste the opportunity to find some answers.
 
   Ivy sighed as she sat on the far edge of the couch, her lily white dress somehow dry despite the storm still hanging over the city. As I rubbed my eyes I realized she still had wings, though they were definitely fainter, little more than a dim shadow that seemed to flicker in and out of existence. She noticed me staring behind her and smiled, less animatedly than usual. “Dawn never told you about them, did she?”
 
   When she said it like that, Dawn and wings in the same sentence, I recalled the night she told me what she was, and it clicked into place. seraphim—winged ones. “Why can I see them now, and not before?”
 
   “The storm.” Ivy shrugged, and as she stroked the tip of her left wing a tiny crackle of electricity trickled down its length. “We usually keep them out of sight—can’t exactly walk down the street looking like this, you know. But when it rains the charge in the air clings onto them, like a static blanket. Makes it damn near impossible to keep them hidden. Spooky, huh?”
 
   “No kidding,” I whispered. They were a little unnerving, but looking at them now I also thought they were strangely . . . fitting. After what happened last night I was pretty sure I could look past just about anything, though I was a little curious as to why Dawn never told me about her wings. “Now stop trying to distract me, and tell me what the hell happened.”
 
   “Grouchy in the mornings I see. After you left I called Logan and Alex—neither of them recognized your mystery guest’s scent either. He knew one of us would answer the call so he was smart to leap away and avoid us tailing him, but we were able to follow his trail the way he arrived. From what we can tell he’s been following you. The trail’s fresh so it couldn’t have been for very long, probably just after Dawn turned herself in—but it’s been at least a few days. From there we split up. The others left to find out what the nearby cadres knew, and I came here to relieve Sebastian so he could join them.”
 
   “I don’t understand. How could he have killed Reese, isn’t that against your laws?”
 
   “Of course it is.” Ivy nodded, looking away for a moment before she spoke. “The problem with laws is there is always someone that will break them. We’re not all white hats like Dawn. Some have a problem following all the rules, and some turn away from their oaths entirely. The reasons differ, but the result is always the same—they leave their cadre and become renegades, shunned and hunted until they are caught and executed, or worse.”
 
   “Wait, you can die? Aren’t you already dead?” I asked without thinking, my mouth running ahead of my sense.
 
   “Everything ends Benjamin,” Ivy said quietly. “Think about it. You know what we are capable of. If one of us decided to go on a killing spree, or tried to subjugate a nation, do you think you could stop us? Do you really think something so dangerous would care about rules if there wasn’t something to lose? Nature always leaves a loophole.”
 
   I saw what they were capable of. With all that power it was easy to imagine how they could cause untold chaos if they weren’t controlled, but the idea death could die a second time sounded like the opposite of natural. Then again, I was talking to a dead girl. Logic meant very little these days.
 
   “But why me? I don’t even know him. Why was he following me? Why would he kill Reese when I didn’t, and why did he leave me alive?”
 
   “I really don’t know,” Ivy said, “but we will find out, you can be sure of that. Until we do, we’ll be keeping a close eye on you, just in case he decides to come back. Something like him can’t be trusted to see reason, and their unpredictability makes them that much more dangerous.”
 
   “He did what I couldn’t,” I said miserably.
 
   “Yes, but you didn’t do it for the right reasons. Now get some sleep, you look terrible,” Ivy said as she stood up and walked to the door, a small smile spreading across her lips as she turned off the lights. “Night, handsome.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, trying my best to look more sarcastic than tired. “Goodnight, Ivy.”
 
  
 
  


 
   23. Breathe
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke a few hours later to an empty apartment, something I was grateful for after the last few days. The first thing I did after breakfast and a shower was to visit my sister. Lisa was having a bad day, but honestly I didn’t mind. Being able to see her again, to spend a few hours dealing with her troubles instead of my own, and knowing I would have the chance to do it next week, and the week after. That made all the difference in the world. It was amazing how much you could miss someone in a few days if you thought you may not have many left.
 
   Nothing changed, of course. I still had no idea if I made the right choice, why I felt so conflicted, who the seraph that killed Reese was, or why he did it. But looking into my sister’s teary, baby blue eyes made me remember no matter where my path took me or who I became, I still had a part to play. That’s what really mattered in the end—being there for her when she needed me. As long as I was willing and able to do that, I could face myself in the mirror. The rest would come with time.
 
   As I sat with Lisa on her bed, gently stroking her hair and whispering words to calm her something crossed my mind. Just like Dawn, there were two sides to me. The one that let the memory of Claire make me lower my weapon, and the other who had so desperately wanted me to pull the trigger. I don’t think I would ever be sure if I did the right thing last night, but I was sure both sides didn’t regret the choices I made, or the outcome.
 
   I spent the next few days trying to settle back into my routine, trying being a generous description. After everything that happened this past week fetching the mail, shopping for groceries, and paying the bills seemed far less important than it used to. All I wanted to do was see Dawn, but for the moment the other seraphim seemed dead set on keeping their distance. On someone’s orders, no doubt. I knew they were watching me, from time to time I would notice their presence briefly before it disappeared, though none would reveal themselves. I didn’t have much right to complain, not really. I was grateful for their protection. It was still beyond frustrating though—not only did they have to waste their time looking after me when they could be doing something else, but it felt like I couldn’t even repay the favor. I needed to get Dawn released, and quickly. She wouldn’t mind babysitting duty, and I would much rather have her watching over me.
 
   Still, even with my fate was more or less corrected and my promise to Claire fulfilled, I felt a little . . . hollow. I didn’t expect that, but it did give me some insight into the inner workings of my mind. Reese’s death haunted me, yes, but it also gave me the push I needed to see what was in front of me. I didn’t want to live like this anymore—moving through the motions while I hid under the shadow of something awful that happened to someone else, something that was always outside of my control. It took far too much from me, and I didn’t want to waste any more time treading around phantoms. I liked this new inspiration. It was a heady feeling, but before I let myself explore it there was something else I had to do.
 
    
 
   It was just after midday as I drove through the rusted, grey iron gates covered in creeping ivy. I was dreading this trip, so I slowly wound my way down the narrow brick road that led through the city cemetery. I left the car idling on the curb with the door open, closed my eyes, and for a moment I imagined myself somewhere else. How strange it was that not only did I willingly keep company with Death, and I would rush into a situation where my life was at stake without blinking. But after all these years I still had to work up the nerve to set foot in this place. I was ashamed to admit since Claire died I was only here four times—the day I carried her casket, and every year on the anniversary of her birthday.
 
   At first I told myself it was too painful, the wounds too fresh. Then as time passed the excuses began to vary. I thought nothing good could come from my visits. It would only reopen the wounds, that I didn’t deserve to see her while her killer walked free.
 
   The truth was this place didn’t make me feel closer to her—it did exactly the opposite. Seeing her grave beside a long line of remarkably similar headstones made her absence so much more real, almost like every time I came here just made it easier for Claire to take her place among the faceless, buried and forgotten. Just a name carved on a piece of stone.
 
   Come on Hadley, you need to do this. The longer you sit here stalling the more difficult it’s going to be. Nodding briskly I killed the ignition, climbed out of the car and slammed the door with a touch more force than necessary. My feet seemed to drag behind me as I shuffled down the small footpath that ran along the edge of the cemetery, the neatly cut grass flattened and trampled from years of use. When I reached the right aisle I turned and followed the grave markers, counting as I went until I reached the seventeenth from the end.
 
   The headstone I chose for Claire was smaller than most. An uncut chunk of white quartz marked her grave. Only a tiny square surface on the face was worked on, just big enough to have her name and the dates added. A simple, unadorned headstone that between all the polished granite and marble crosses stuck out better than anything else—just the way she would’ve wanted it.
 
   I sank slowly to my knees, ignoring the sensation of wet grass sliding over my jeans, and brushed the tips of my fingers over the rough stone. My chest tightened reflexively as an echo of hollow longing coursed through me, clenching my insides together so tightly I could barely draw a full breath.
 
   My father told me once that for years after my mother died he came to her grave and spoke to her. He told me even if she couldn’t hear him, taking the time out to remember her was what got him through those long years without becoming bitter. Thinking about that conversation made me realize I threw myself into finding out what happened to Claire instead of truly taking the time to mourn her passing like I should’ve. So I sat, my wet knee’s digging into the soft earth as I tried to lift the crushing weight off my chest long enough to try.
 
   “Hon, its Benjamin. I . . .”
 
   My throat tightened. I felt so foolish doing this, like at any moment someone would appear behind me and start laughing. The irony that I was struggling with this, yet I had no trouble speaking to Dawn or Ivy who were, roughly speaking, also dead, wasn’t lost on me. My head bounced back and forth between childish, misplaced anger at her leaving me here alone and desperately wishing I could bring her back. More than that, I think I felt guilty because it took me this long to find the strength to do this. I hung my head in my hands, running my fingers through my hair as I tried to find the words.
 
   “I should’ve been here three years ago. I miss you Claire. I miss you so damn much, and I don’t know how to tell you that. You would’ve known what to say, you were always so much better with words than me.” I exhaled slowly, my thoughts shifting to the last night I saw her. “I think more than anything I want you to know how sorry I am, for everything. For all the nights I was working late, all the times I missed you leaving in the morning. You deserved so much more. For what it’s worth, I kept my promise. I know it was a foolish thing to make in the first place, you wouldn’t have even wanted me to, but I think in a way I had to. I needed something to hold on to. Everything is so different now. I’ve had to do a lot of things I never imagined myself doing just to stay sane. I don’t think I’m the man you knew, not anymore. I lost him somewhere along the way, but I know he’s still there somewhere. So I’ll make you a new promise, a real one this time. I promise you I will try to be that man again.”
 
   I sighed heavily, closing my eyes as I reached around my neck and opened the latch of the chain around my neck. The ring slid off the thin silver rope and landed in my palm. I turned it over in my hand, admiring the way the little diamond sparkled in the sunlight for a long moment before I dropped it into my shirt pocket. Working quickly with the knife I brought I cut a small square out of the grass below her headstone, and set it aside. Then, taking the flat of the blade, I pushed the loose soil up as I dug a small hole. When I was satisfied with the depth I took the ring in my hand, squeezed the gleaming stone tightly and buried the ring before returning the layers in order, smoothing them into place so no one would ever be the wiser.
 
   I got to my feet, brushing my knees off as I turned to leave, and I found myself looking back. “You took a part of me with you when you left, but I still carry you with me every single day. I will never forget you.”
 
   I walked back to the car in a daze, barely noticing the direction my feet were taking me. So it came as quite a shock when I looked up from the winding path to find Sebastian lounging quite comfortably on the hood of my car.
 
   He sat upright as I crossed the road and smoothed his hair—black with shocking blue stripes today. I stared at him for a long moment before I realized I was looking for a pair of wings that wasn’t there.
 
   “Been looking for you all morning, Dawn said I would find you here.”
 
   I couldn’t help cracking a small smile at that. Of course she would guess my whereabouts before anyone else. “You saw her? How . . . Is she okay?”
 
   “Oh she’s fine, all things considered,” Sebastian said, his impish smile hinting at something he found amusing. I crossed my arms, raising my eyebrow as I waited for him to share the joke. He held my gaze for a moment before he chuckled. “You missed an entertaining night. Logan thought it’d be a good idea to tell Dawn what happened to you. Big mistake. She got real quiet, and then she, well, I’ve never seen her so fired up before—reminded me a bit of you, actually. For a while there I thought we would have to stop her from tearing his arms off.”
 
   I cringed at the image, little Dawn throwing herself at Logan who was more than twice her size. Was she really so concerned? Yes, that sounded like her. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who had trouble thinking straight when the other was involved. “Please tell me she didn’t do something to make things worse?”
 
   “Don’t go worrying now.  She does plenty enough of that for the both of you. Which reminds me,” Sebastian paused as he reached into his left pocket. “She asked me to give you this.”
 
   His hand snaked out, sending the object spinning into mine with perfect accuracy. It was a neatly folded piece of heavy white paper, still cool to the touch from Sebastian’s skin. I opened the message and smiled, easily recognizing her elegant handwriting.
 
   You are a stubborn, reckless fool Benjamin Hadley, and I am glad you are safe.
 
   I shook my head as I leaned against the door, how fortunate I was to have someone like her concerned for me. She really was a better friend than I deserved. “You came all the way here to bring this to me?”
 
   “Unfortunately, no. But forget about that little detail for now,” Sebastian said dismissively as he reached down, producing a bottle of scotch along with two Styrofoam cups from behind the car. “You look like you could use a drink.”
 
   He held the bottle in his hand, and as he twirled it between his fingers a thin layer of hoarfrost formed around the glass. Before I could reply he unscrewed the cap, poured a finger into a cup and placed it in front of me, filling his own with a third of the bottle.
 
   “Drinking in a graveyard?” I asked skeptically as I lifted the cup and tentatively sniffed the cool amber liquid. “Isn’t that a little disrespectful?”
 
   “I’m dead, and you don’t see me complaining,” Sebastian said, an unusually serious expression crossing his face. “We all deal with death in different ways kid. None are more valid, correct, or respectful than others. Take me for example—after I died, I attended my own funeral. Not exactly tasteful, I know, but it’s a once in a lifetime opportunity, and I wanted to see how the people I knew really felt about me. I hid in the corner of the church, looking out across the sea of faces and tried, rather poorly, to search through their emotions. I remember looking into my families eyes, and I just couldn’t stand the thought of them being so upset that I was gone. I wanted to see them all smile, and celebrate the good times we had. I realized that day I would much rather have the ones I love set aside their grief and make new, happy memories, than act proper and dwell on the old ones they had with me.”
 
   “She would’ve liked that.” I nodded, holding up my cup in a toast as I pulled Claire’s young, smiling face into my mind. “To Claire.”
 
   “And to me.” Sebastian grinned, draining the full glass in one long sip before smacking his lips. “Mmm. Sawdust.”
 
   We both chuckled, and surprisingly, I had to admit the weight bearing down on my chest lessened a fraction. “Can you even get drunk?”
 
   “Not really.” He shrugged as he refilled his cup, before handing me the bottle. “But no one should ever drink alone.”
 
   We sat in silence for a while, listening to the wind rustle through the trees as we nursed our cups, and I collected my thoughts. It felt good to laugh again, and for the first time since I could remember, thinking about Claire didn’t just hurt—it also gave me a modicum of strength. I had my life back, my sister was cared for and it felt like I could finally breathe again. I wouldn’t say what happened to Reese brought me peace, but I was glad he couldn’t ever hurt anyone again. That was worth whatever price was heading my way.
 
   “So why were you looking for me anyway?” I asked after watching Sebastian emptying his cup for the third time. I wasn’t even sure I could survive the quantity of scotch he consumed.
 
   He put his cup over the top of the bottle and sighed. “Logan has ‘requested’ your presence. You were the only one who saw what happened that night, so it makes you our best lead to find the renegade.”
 
   “I can’t say I feel the need to do him any favors right now.”
 
   “I know how you feel,” Sebastian agreed, his eyes tightening. “But it isn’t his fault—he’s just following orders, same as Dawn was. It might go a long way to helping her out though.”
 
   Helping Dawn. Now there’s something I never would’ve thought happening. Wasn’t she the one who was supposed to bail me out of trouble? It was strange even thinking of Dawn, with all that power locked in her deceptively delicate frame, as someone who could ever require any form of saving. The Styrofoam cup spun in my palm, dancing across my fingers for a moment before I crushed it into a sticky ball. “What’s going to happen to her?”
 
   Sebastian sighed heavily. “I’m not sure. What happened the other night did help to swing things in her favor, but unfortunately because of the renegade’s involvement, Logan had no choice but to bring this up the chain of command. That’s why you haven’t seen us lately. We’ve been ordered to keep a safe distance until it’s decided what the best course of action is. Under the circumstances, no one really wants her to be punished. Dawn’s intentions were to protect you, not for personal gain, and if this renegade has some connection to you then she’s our best bet at keeping you safe. Still, our kind is nothing if not sticklers for tradition. And I used to think human politics were bad. Our laws dictate that Dawn will be put on trial.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “A week from now, last I heard.”
 
   So I still had time. Great, now if only I knew what to do with it.
 
   Without thinking I reached into my pocket and firmly clutched Dawn’s pouch. I wanted so badly to see her again, to feel her hand in mine as we shared the little pieces of ourselves in the private moments I came to cherish. I wanted to hear more about her life and the road that brought her to me. I wanted to know what color her eyes had been.
 
   I felt so out of my depth that I didn’t even know where to start. This was her world, her rules. How was I supposed to help Dawn when I wasn’t even sure what she would want me to do in the first place? Then it came to me. It started as a stray thought, one that quickly gathered steam in my head until it made perfect sense. The one advantage, the greatest strength I had, was right in front of me. It was so obvious I was surprised I missed it for this long.
 
   I was human. I didn’t have to play by their rules—I could play by mine. A thin smile spread slowly across my lips as I began to piece the plan together.
 
   “You’ve got a look in your eye that makes me think you’re about to do something Dawn wouldn’t be happy with.” Sebastian said warily, holding the expression for a moment before he grinned. “I’m in.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d say that.” I grinned back as I slid off the hood. My keys were in my hand before I turned towards the door, and as I hopped into the driver’s seat I noticed Sebastian watching me, his expression doing little to mask his curiosity. “Well, what are you waiting for? Let’s go spring tiny Irish.”
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   “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. You want to hire a professional investigator, to find you . . . a prostitute?” I tried my absolute best to keep my expression level, and promptly failed miserably.
 
   I knew when I welcomed Donald Jackson, a well-respected state attorney, into my office less than five minutes ago something interesting was about to land on my desk. The last thing I expected was for those words to come out of my mouth.
 
   Donald shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Just hear me out. It’s not what you think.” 
 
   “Alright, I’m intrigued. Please continue.”
 
   “I met Aubrey at a bar eight years ago—long before I became a lawyer. I was lonely, a long way from home and, frankly, a little desperate. She was just so beautiful, so self-assured. We spent the night together and even though I paid for her time, after all these years I still can’t get her out my mind. I was more comfortable with her lying next to me than anyone else I’ve ever been with. Maybe it’s crazy, but I just have to know if Aubrey is still in the city, even if it’s just to get a cup of coffee and see how she’s doing.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to respond, too caught up in the potential scandal just waiting to happen. I could see the headline now.
 
   P.I solicits prostitute for State Attorney
 
   Okay, so I was no journalist. Still, I had to admit this definitely classified as one of the most interesting cases I ever heard of. “I sympathize with you Mr. Jackson, I really do, but what you’re asking me to do is like finding a needle in a haystack. Aubrey probably isn’t even her real name.”
 
   “I have a photo.” Donald slipped his phone out and brought up a picture of the girl, a slim twenty something brunette with a button nose and pretty brown eyes. “I don’t care what it takes. I’ll put you on retainer for the rest of the year if I have to.”
 
   I smiled then, impressed by the fervor in the man’s eyes. “I’m sure we can work something out.”
 
    
 
   After Donald left my office I leaned back in my chair, running my tongue along the back of my teeth as I pondered what I just signed myself up for. When I was sure he was outside of the building I voiced my thoughts to the third party in the room Donald hadn’t known was there. “He’s deluding himself, right?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that exactly,” Sebastian answered from the corner of my office, lifting the illusion that rendered him invisible to human eyes. “I think it’s kinda sweet. Love finds company in the strangest of pairings.”
 
   It wasn’t long ago that witnessing someone materialize out of thin air like that would have me wide-eyed and clutching my seat. Amazing what you get used to when you’ve been exposed to it often enough.
 
   Sebastian was a Reaper, an immortal aspect of Death whose job was to untie the bonds of mortals like me to this world when their time was up—though around here they preferred to call themselves seraphim. The seraphim were all human once, pressed into bonds of service after their deaths. It was a calling most of them took very seriously, and the illusion was just one of the many tricks that came with the burden they carried.
 
   They usually stayed clear of humans because they interfered with the ebb and flow of Fate—Death’s inseparable counterpart. But thanks to an unlikely string of events just a few weeks ago a seraph named Dawn made the choice to reveal herself to me. We spent a lot of time together after that, developing an unusual friendship while I delved deeper into her world, and along the way I met Sebastian and the rest of their cadre—the small community of reapers they belonged to.
 
   “Can’t say I ever took you for a romantic.”
 
   “I have my moments.” Sebastian smiled mischievously, his expression made all the more comical thanks to his neon yellow hair. Just when I thought he had run out of ridiculous colors he pulled out that gem. “But don’t tell anybody I said it.”
 
   I only knew Sebastian for a few weeks now, but I was quickly beginning to like the free spirited seraph. From what I learned by observing Dawn and the other seraphim, he seemed to have a much more laid back approach to being dead, and being Death. Sure, he followed the strict rules all seraphim had to observe. Yet somehow he always managed to find all the loopholes too, and potential humor, in any situation.
 
   “I’ll take it to my grave.” I nodded seriously, prompting a wider smile across his face. “It’s about time I clocked out for the day, you feel up to a diner?”
 
   One of the perks of being a seraph was doing away with the pesky human drags like needing to eat or sleep. But Sebastian was still young for a seraph. His kind were naturally extremely cold, constantly working to keep themselves in control, and even the slightest lapse could injure, or even kill, a human who got too close. That control came with practice and age, and Sebastian had neither.
 
   “I think I can handle it.” He shrugged, though I could see doubt creeping into his expression.
 
   I locked up behind us and headed down to the first floor with Sebastian a safe distance behind me, always mindful of our proximity. We were almost at my car when I heard his footsteps cut off, and turning around I saw his gaze locked in the thousand yard stare that could only mean one thing.
 
   The seraphim worked inside specific territories, entrusted to reap any human under their assigned area when it was their time, though I recently learned the preferred term was to “lay someone to rest”. Sebastian was in the process of receiving a vision of one of those people’s lives ending. A “siren song” calling him, as Dawn once described it. Sebastian’s eyes fluttered for a moment before he turned to me, his expression apologetic.
 
   I cut him off just before he started to apologize. “Relax. It’s hardly the first time. Meet you back at my place?”
 
   “Unfortunately, no. I was about to trade off shifts with Ivy.” He sighed, removing the pendant all seraphim carried around their necks from under his shirt. The uncut green gem set in the pendant served as an amplifier, assisting them to communicate with each other and allowed them to receive their visions. “She’ll catch up with you soon enough, so you won’t be on your own for too long.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I muttered dismissively.
 
   Sebastian nodded before stuffing the pendant away. A second later he became little more than a blur as he streaked across the street and out of sight, moving quicker than my human eyes could keep up with. It took me a while to accept the seraphim were a part of the natural order, but knowing all the amazing things they could do it was easy to feel lackluster by comparison.
 
   I was glad to be on my own for a while—this baby sitting was becoming a little intense for my taste. After I found out Dawn was the seraph to lay my ex-girlfriend Claire to rest I managed to convince the cadre to change my fate and let me track Claire’s killer—Reese. When Dawn later interfered in my fate by stopping me from heading down a dark road she willingly went into custody to await trial for her actions, galvanizing me into taking matters in my own hands.
 
   In the end I chose to spare Reese’s life, but a renegade seraph, hellions who refused to follow the strict code of the seraphim, followed me and killed Reese before his time. To the seraphim it was the highest crime imaginable, and though I can’t honestly say I was sad Reese was gone, and I saw no further threat, the rest of the seraphim thought I could still be in danger. For the past two weeks I was shadowed around the clock, and I wasn’t sure how much more of it I could take.
 
   It was a while since I was given a window away from prying eyes and I was planning to take full advantage of it while I could. I struggled to keep under the speed limit as I headed out of my hometown city of Greystone, Massachusetts, knowing once Ivy arrived it wouldn’t take her long to find me. Among their wide array of talents the seraphim’s heightened senses gave them the uncanny ability to track people down.
 
   It hadn’t been long since I visited my sister Lisa but I desperately wanted a break from the supernatural before Dawn’s trial. As the miles stretched on and the city began to grow smaller in my rearview mirror I figured I was in the clear.
 
   That illusion was quickly shattered.
 
   It always started as a hum, a faint prickle across my scalp that gradually built until the pins and needles danced around the edges of my mind. The sensation was a deeply ingrained defense mechanism humans had to warm them of the presence of a seraph. Along with the flat obsidian irises they all shared, the sensation marked them as different, dangerous, and it was also how I figured out Dawn wasn’t human.
 
   I groaned, fighting the urge to floor it as I pulled the car over. I knew better than to think I could escape her—not when she so easily kept up with me while my car was doing sixty miles an hour.
 
   A woman appeared sitting on the hood as I opened the door, the familiar platinum blond curls letting me know it was Ivy. Seraphim had the ability to assume the form of anyone of the same gender they reaped. Though I never saw Ivy in the exact same body twice the women she chose to be were always beautiful, and she always kept her hair exactly the same.
 
   “Running off, handsome?” she asked innocently.
 
   If Sebastian was the mischievous younger brother of the cadre, Ivy would be the painfully unsubtle vixen. I was fond of both of them, but Ivy had a knack for knowing how to make me uncomfortable. It was a skill she thoroughly enjoyed using.
 
   “I’m sure you have better things to do than follow me around for the rest of the evening while I run errands. Why don’t you take the night off?” Ivy’s raised her eyebrow as I spoke, easily catching my lie before it escaped my lips. Of all their abilities, being able to read human emotions was by far the most frustrating to deal with.
 
   “Nice try. Now what could you possibly be hiding from lil’ ol’ me, hmm?” she asked sweetly, thickly laying on her distinctly Southern accent.
 
   “Look, it’s not that I don’t appreciate what you and Sebastian are doing for me, I do, but I just need some time alone. Just give me two hours without having to look over my shoulder.”
 
   “Logan wouldn’t be happy if he found out, and I’m sure I could think of something far more entertaining for us to do than whatever you have planned.” Ivy winked slyly, twirling a strand of her hair around her finger.
 
   A shiver ran down my spine as my mind conjured up frightening images of what she had in mind, and something told me I didn’t want to find out. Realizing she was banking on making me uncomfortable I decided to change tactics.
 
   “Please?” I smiled, hoping whatever charm I possessed hadn’t rusted away years ago. “It will be our little secret.”
 
   “Interesting.” Ivy returned my smile, sliding smoothly off the hood. “Very well handsome, but you owe me. Two hours.”
 
   As quick as she appeared she was gone, her last words barely a whisper in my ear as she brushed past me, closer than any of the other seraphim ever got.
 
   Yeah, that was a mistake.
 
    
 
   My footsteps echoed down the hall as I walked to my sister’s room, sounding far too loud inside the confines of these bare walls. The staff here at Patrick Fords Psychiatric Institute preferred to refer to the building as a clinic, but I could never understand what was wrong with asylum. It sounded soothing to me, safe. I never got that feeling from the word clinic. Although I didn’t believe Ivy or Sebastian posed any harm, Dawn was the only one of the seraphim I trusted to know about my sister. 
 
   Lisa was sitting in a tight ball on her favorite chair, her chin resting on her knees as she stared out the window. Why that chair was different from the identical one I always sat on was a mystery, but she could always tell.
 
   “Hey Lisa,” I said cautiously, always afraid I might startle her.
 
   Lisa stood slowly after a long moment, her fingers lingering on the glass as she turned to me. Her shoulder length blond hair was wild today, baby blue eyes weary, but thankfully there were no shadows under them.
 
   “Rabbit.” Lisa sighed softly, throwing her arms around me and squeezing tightly. There were few things more gratifying than seeing her face light up when she saw me. “You’re back so soon, soon.”
 
   I gently peeled her away, taking her hands in mine. “How are you?”
 
   “Kay.” She sniffed, her eyes tracing the edges of the wall behind me. “They took José away. Gone, poof. His room is empty now. I miss him. Can you make them bring him back?”
 
   “I’m sorry lil’ sis, that’s one of the many things I can’t do. Maybe he got better. Don’t you think he would like to be with his family?”
 
   Lisa pondered that for a moment, squinting as her eyebrows furrowed in concentration. “Do you think they will ever take me away?”
 
   “The only one who is ever going to take you away is me.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “One day.” I hugged Lisa again, stroking her hair so she couldn’t see my face.
 
   I hated having to keep telling her something I wasn’t sure would ever come to pass. When she first developed symptoms the odds were bleak, and five years later little had changed. It was a necessary lie, one she needed to believe. That didn’t make it any less painful to tell.
 
   “Kay,” she said softly, always so trusting.
 
   “I do have some good news though. I have to go away for a little while. Just a few days, but—” Lisa’s eyes widened as I spoke, fear marring her pretty face as she started to hyperventilate. Too late I realized it was exactly what my father said before he left. He didn’t have the heart to tell her the trip would be permanent. “It’s okay Lisa. I’ll be back before you realize I’m gone.”
 
   Taking me by the hand Lisa led me to her favorite chair, and once she was seated she crossed her arms and pouted. “That’s not a good thing. It’s a very, very bad thing. I know the difference. Splooshes—good, you leaving—bad.”
 
   “The good part comes after.” I smiled, kneeling to her height. Reaching into my pocket I brought out three squares of bubble wrap. Lisa took them from me and rolled them up, waiting expectantly for me to finish. It wasn’t like her to be this focused. “When I come back I’m going to take you out for the day. Anywhere you want to go.”
 
   She looked up, her hands still tightly gripping her splooshes. “Can we see the planes?”
 
   I nodded solemnly. “We can see the planes.”
 
   Lisa began clapping excitedly, her bubble wrap momentarily forgotten. It was too long since I took her on a field trip. In hindsight, I shouldn’t have told my Lisa I was going away. The last thing she needed was to worry about me. I just hated keeping secrets from her. I had to lie to my sister enough as it is.
 
   This trip was necessary though. Something I had to do. Dawn thought that revealing the world of the seraphim to me only brought me trouble. I couldn’t disagree more. Her influence in my life was something I wouldn’t trade for the world—theirs or mine. It was so strange to have Death as the voice of reason in my life, though she fit the part perfectly. But no matter what Dawn believed I still blamed myself for her situation, and I was going to do everything I could to make sure she didn’t get punished for my actions. I also knew she wouldn’t approve of the plan I came up with, but Sebastian had my back and I was hoping it was enough.
 
   The rest of the hour with my sister flew, not that we talked much between her popping her bubble wrap. I didn’t mind. I was too wrapped up in what could happen when we broke the news to Ivy that I was going to Dawn’s trial.
 
   “I need to go now, lil’ sis,” I said when our time was up.
 
   “Kay.” She sighed, afraid to look up at me. “Promise you’ll come back?
 
   “Of course. Nothing in this world will ever keep me from looking after you.”
 
   Lisa put down her bubble wrap and hugged me tightly, her voice barely a murmur into my shoulder. “Rabbit always keeps his promises.”
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