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Dedication





To my three beautiful girls, Kadence, Chloe, and Ashlyn

The three of you are my sunlight when clouds start to hover. My unwavering strength when weakness tries to overtake. The healing I need when I feel I am close to breaking.

You are the gravity that keeps me grounded. My beacon to follow when I am lost.

Because of the three of you, my life has purpose. You are my everything, my world, and I love you with all my being. This book is for you.
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A Girl, Interrupted







T

he rain let up slightly as we stood on the porch in silence. Our discomfort was discernible. Well, at least, mine was. I took a few deep breaths to compose myself, ready to focus on him once my eyes were cleared of the tears. Despite the million questions pounding in my head, I couldn't speak.

“Uh...so,” Jaxon murmured. “I'd say that went....pretty well.
”

I sighed and just shook my head in shame. My previous behavior was deplorable...and it was also my twin brother's first impression of me. “I'm so sorry,” was all I could muster, hardly audibly.

“No worries,” he half-smiled innocently and shrugged. “I'm the one who should be sorry. I tend to have bad timing....with everything
.” He looked at me apologetically.

I studied his deep brown eyes and the sincerity they held. “Jaxon, I mean it. I am really sorry,” I apologized again. I wished I could have effaced that previous scene from Jaxon's memory, but it was out of my control. He'd have this indelible, first memory of his twin sister and there was nothing I could do to change my first reaction when I opened that door to find him on the other side. I'd thrown a tantrum of rain over the front porch, kicked my Guardian/now-fading-angel-fiancé out of the house, and yelled at my dog. I was on a roll. I searched Jaxon's patient eyes as they stared back at mine kindly
.

“Hey,” he put his hands up, “like I said, I'm famous for bad timing.” He laughed lightly. “So, let's try this again. Shall we?” He extended his right hand to me. “Hi, I'm Jaxon. I'm the dumbass who knocked on your door and ruined your morning.”

I felt a smile grow on my face as I caught at his contagious grin and started laughing along with him. I reached for his hand. “Nice to meet you, Jaxon. I'm Evika.”

“Good,” he gave a single nod, his shaggy brown hair tossing with the movement. “Now see? I don't know about you, but I feel a whole lot better now.”

“Yeah, me too.” I giggled at his witty attempt to lifting my mood. It had obviously worked. I studied him for a moment as I tried to pick out one of those questions pinging around in my head. “So, how much do you really know?”

“Well,” his brow rose as he shoved his hands in his hoodie pockets and rocked back on his heels, “probably more than I should, which was enough for me to think I was crazy for believing it.” He paused to take in my expression; one of concern. “But, I believed it enough to come and find you.”

His answer was somewhat vague, yet it made perfect sense to me. It was the simplicity of his explanation that intrigued me the most. I was lost in thought as I stared back at him.

“So, you really wanna go out right now, huh?” he asked.

I nodded, feeling a bit more uplifted after his changing the subject. “I certainly don't want to stay here right now. Do you mind? I mean, I know you just got here.” I slipped into my jacket and boots, then quickly checked the jacket pocket to be sure I had my I.D. and bank card on me. Relief set in when I felt their presence at my fingertips. My phone was upstairs in the bedroom, but I couldn't think of any good reason to go back and fetch it. Not now.

“Not at all,” he shrugged and smiled. “Which pony should we take?”

“Huh?” I looked at him, then focused my eyes behind him. Parked in my yard was a candy-apple red Mustang sitting right behind Aurora. It was a vintage – polished and flawless. “Holy shiz-on-a-stick. Is that a '67?

”

“Sure is.” I heard him chuckle at my awestruck face.

“Un-freakin-believable
!” I said as I eyed out his ride.

He laughed, throwing his head back. “Yeah, I thought that about yours
 when I pulled in.”

“Let's take yours?” I asked, hopeful.

“Sure,” he grabbed my hand and placed his keys in my palm. “But you're driving. I don't have a clue where I'm going and would rather enjoy the scenery anyway.”

I looked down at the keys, then back to his eyes, inquisitively. “Are you always this trusting?”

He smirked as he made his way down the porch steps. “I'd have to say it's one of my weaknesses.”

I breathed a nervous laugh before opening the car door and sitting into the black leather thrown. I turned the engine, feeling the rumble on my feet and under my seat. You'd think I would have gotten over the thrill of that part since I had my own pony, but there was something different about the classics. I listened to the engine hum and grabbed the wheel, winding my fingers around it to feel the laced leather. “Wow, you've got some great taste.”

“Likewise,” he nodded at my Mustang parked in front of us.

“So how long have you had it?” I brushed my hand across the seat bottom along my leg. “It sounds perfect and the interior is flawless!”

“I've had this thing for about four years or so. My - our
 grandfather gave it to me for my eighteenth and I kinda had to refurbish it a bit. Re-painted, reupholstered, new engine parts....” he paused for a moment, scanning the interior with his eyes. “Okay, so I had to refurbish it a lot
,” he chuckled. “I just got this interior put in. Normally I'm a slob, but I do keep my cars clean,” he admitted.

“Hmm, slobbery,” I said. “Something we have in common.” I looked up at my house's bay window as I snapped the seatbelt in place and saw Beau propped up with his paws against the glass, barking consistently. My heart ached. Hayden was nowhere in sight. I wiped what was left of the tears with my jacket sleeve and revved the engine a bit before putting the 'Stang into gear. “How does a thirty-minute drive to a pancake place sound?
”

“Totally up for it. Drive on,” Jaxon replied as he buckled his seatbelt.

I drove slowly. Jaxon and I were talking all the way there, mostly about our Mustangs, and I'd nearly forgotten all about the situation at the house. Maybe we both just thought that acting as if nothing was really surreal would make it seem normal. Aside from feeling thrilled that it was so easy to talk to Jaxon, I still felt an underlying emotion of amazement; it was as if I'd known him all my life. We had so much to catch up on and understand about each other’s lives, yet we were blowing the subject off just to have a conversation about our cars, music we liked, and how hungry we were for pancakes. It was refreshing and, despite the fact that we both knew we had a much deeper topic ahead of us to discuss, it was as if we had an unspoken promise not to bring up the seriousness until we could sit face-to-face at the restaurant table.

We finally reached the Pancake House and I asked to be seated in the corner booth. My reasoning? Although I'd expressed to Hayden that he better not send Luka after me, I had a gut feeling that there would be other Guardians among us. I wanted not only to be able to have a full view of the restaurant's entrance to keep an eye on new “customers” about whom I may have suspicions, but also to be out of earshot of anyone who may overhear our conversation.

After placing our orders of coffee and buttermilk pancakes, a sober feeling hit the air. I took a deep breath and looked up at Jaxon. “So, are you like...me?” I was unsatisfied with that approach and decided to rephrase my question. “I mean, have you -”

“Crossed?” he finished for me, shaking his head. “No. I'm nothing special like you. Just an ordinary person.”


An ordinary person.
 He said it as if he were disappointed. “So, a Half-life?”

“Guess so.”

I took in this information and dug deep into my memories; the conversations with Hayden that resonated in my mind. Half-lives are humans that are a product of a Crossed human and completely Faded angel. If a Half-life is not saved prior to their death, Alysto, Keeper of the Wicked, could easily manipulate and turn them into what he wants 
if they are not strong enough to turn against him. His power is strong enough to lure the soul into his realm - the Dark Realm – where they could be trapped indefinitely. The worry in me started stirring, but I didn't want to alarm Jaxon – even if he already knew what it meant.

“Half-life isn't so ordinary,” I assured him. “Still a product of a Romeo and Juliet situation, you know?”

“Yeah, but nothing cool like you, though,” he answered with admiration.

I looked at him with concern. “Trust me, what I am isn't cool at all. If anything, it's a burden.”

“I'm sorry,” his eyes studied mine. “I didn't mean it as if I think things are easy for you. I just mean, out of every person on this earth, you
 were chosen. That's got to strike you as...” he paused and, as if it were impossible for him to keep things too serious for long, he let that cute smirk show up, “feeling kind of awesome. Like a super hero....?” His phrase ended almost as a question, then his worried eyes immediately searched mine for, I'm assuming, any hint that he'd offended me. But surprisingly, he hadn't. It only made me admire him for his perspective and his ability to, well, somehow say things like that and not piss me off.

“Glass-half-full kind of guy, aren't you?” I razzed him.

“Always,” he agreed. “This world would stop turning without people who can see things that way, you know?” He laughed.

“This is true,” I answered him, assuredly.

The waitress paid us a visit to refill our coffee. Realizing I had been neglecting the very reason I'd asked for the corner booth in the first place, I scanned the restaurant for any suspicious individuals. I knew if anyone were sent to keep an eye on us, it would be a Guardian I'd never met so it would make it much more difficult for me to spot him or her. I decided to commit the crowd to memory, but only the obvious candidates – like the young and handsome or the young and beautiful. Those were the features I'd noticed were most common among every, single Guardian I'd met up to this point.

There were a select few I'd honed in on as I tried not to be too obvious; a young couple sitting about three tables away. Both blond, flawless skin and dressed in spandex and running shoes. He, sifting through 
some real estate ads while she penned through what looked like a checklist as she either nodded or shook her head at his comments over the homes.

The table behind them - the booth in the corner opposite ours - sat a beautiful brunette in a white blouse and beige, mid-length skirt. She was rapidly texting on her cell phone while giggling and, it seemed to me, was too absorbed in whatever text conversation she was immersed to care about whatever was going on around her.

Then my eyes moved to the next candidate. About two booths from the happy texter was a young, dark-skinned gentleman with long, black dreads that hung past his shoulders. He sported a clean, white, v-neck t-shirt – a size almost too small for his muscular frame – and green camouflaged cargo shorts. He was reading the Pancake House menu when he suddenly looked over at me with dark, almost black, eyes. Maybe he noticed my stare. (So much for being discreet.) He then looked down at the table where he'd laid his cell phone, put the menu down and lifted his phone to his ear, paying me no attention once he seemed to be in a conversation.

It could have been any one of them, really. Any one of them could have been the strange Guardian sent out to watch over Jaxon and myself. Or maybe all
 of them were. I really wasn't sure how Hayden, Luka, or the Council had perceived this new curve ball thrown at all of us; Jaxon appearing out of the blue. So, the extremes they would take to be sure nothing else got out of hand was entirely a mystery to me. And, quite honestly, it was rather unnerving.

“I'm seriously starving,” Jaxon broke my trance. “You okay?”

“I'm great,” I answered a little too quickly. “Just trying to let this all sink in, you know?”

He offered me a solemn smile. “I know what you mean.”

A brief silence hit the air around our table, quiet enough to allow the protests of our hungry stomachs become audible. Just in time, our pancake breakfasts were laid out under our noses and we dug in before our waitress could even turn to walk away.

“So, you mentioned our grandfather. Is that who raised you? And does he know about me?”

Jaxon's face grew a bit more serious. “He is the reason I know 
about you, Evika.” The corners of his mouth pulled down. “But, Pop - our dad's dad, James - recently passed away from cancer just a few months ago.”

“Oh.” I sucked air, not expecting to hear this detail. “I'm so sorry.”

Jaxon stared down at his napkin in thought for a moment before looking at me once again. “And yes, to answer your question, that is who raised me. Just as you were raised by our Aunt Nora.” He froze immediately, an expression that showed he'd feared he may have said too much, too soon. “Uh, you did know about Nora not being our...real...?”

“Yes,” I declared quickly so he wouldn't have to finish. “Hayden told me the day I found out what I was,” I said as I recalled that first night I met the angel. My head went down as I thought of the events that led me here; all the years that had passed while I was left in the dark in regard to the destiny that awaited me...and left in the dark about family I never knew I had. This just flared my anger toward Hayden even more and part of me battled over whether or not I was still angry with my mother as well. Maybe she had just been waiting to tell me these things and never got around to it before she was killed. Maybe it bothered her to keep the secret; whatever arrangement was made and reasons for it, I'm sure she disagreed. I gave her the benefit of the doubt, but it still hurt that all of these things were kept from me all this time. Nonetheless, Hayden was my focal point when I felt the betrayal. Maybe it was just because it was so easy for me to take it out on him. He may have had his reasons, but right now, logically, I realized I wouldn't have known about my twin until Jaxon decided to come find me and knock on my door. When the hell was Hayden ever going to spill that
 secret? What was the master plan? How long did he expect this entire fairy tale to last until something screwed it up?

“I can see that you're still angry with him,” Jaxon said to me, genuine concern in his eyes.

I was awed by his intuitiveness and looked at him apologetically. “Yeah. Angry about a lot of things, actually.”

“I'm sure he was waiting for the right moment, just like he said. I probably just blew that for everyone. And that is the part that wasn't explained to me; why it was such a huge secret.” Jaxon paused for a 
moment, reflecting before continuing. “Sounds like it was to keep us both safe. Simple as that.”

I sighed with a nod. “I'm sure you're right. But it still hurts, no matter what the reason. There had to have been a way around this.”

He mimicked my nod and looked at me thoughtfully. “So, this is one of the oddest things Pop told me, and I don't mean to pry but.....did your angel Fade? Like our mother did?”

“Yeah,” I bobbed my head, “he started – less than two days ago.”

He glanced at my left hand sporting the ring and looked at me intensely. “I'm sure that makes things a little more confusing for you too, huh?”

“You can't imagine what it's like going all this time thinking your life is something totally different from what you've known.” A quick flash of a memory showed me my mother's face, a serious expression. I felt my heart drop; almost with a feeling of guilt. “It's painful. Especially when someone you love and trust has kept it from you this whole time.”

“Actually,” he started, “I know exactly
 how that feels.” I looked at him curiously. “You think I've known about all this junk and just now
 came to find you?”

I gave him a questioning look. That's exactly what I thought.

He shook his head. “The only reason I'm here right now is because of a slip-up. I just found out barely two months ago. Pop had been in the hospital getting treatments and once they told him he had no chance anymore in kicking the cancer, his outlook on life, and death
, changed quite a bit. He started spilling his guts to me and told me about a letter he'd written to me that he'd hidden with his Last Will. He told me that he needed me to know everything
 that he knew, down to the last secret, or he'd never forgive himself for dying before he could tell me.” He sighed, putting his head down for a moment before continuing. “He didn't last very long once he took a turn for the worst, but he let me know where I'd find the will and the letter. After he passed, it took me a couple of weeks to muster up the balls to open that envelope with the letter inside.” He shook his head. “I put it on the kitchen counter and stared at it every morning before I left for work. 'Jaxon'
 was all I read as I passed it in the 
morning. And 'Jaxon'
 was what I'd pass when I came home. It made me sick, thinking about having to be alone, without family, and having to read this note from the guy who raised me all my life spilling his guts onto paper out of shear guilt.” He looked up into my eyes, which were, yet again filled with tears. “But then I finally opened that damned envelope and read that letter one night. It was a bad day at work...on a Friday. It told me about you, what you are, what our father was. About how he had to die to save you because he knew what you would become someday. It explained the legend of Soldiers of Light, about Alysto and the Guardians and how angels can Fade for humans....about our mother, Lavinia – followed with a bunch of other details and a really long apology.” He sighed, leaning his back against the plush booth. “And then I reached the end of that letter,” he said softly, “telling me to destroy it after I finished reading.” He shrugged. “So I did...after I read it again about twenty more times.”

I sat in silence, staring at my twin, searching his eyes and finding nothing but honesty, truth and innocence. I envisioned him sitting alone, opening an envelope containing a letter he was so afraid to read; no friends or family left who knew the secrets he so desperately needed to talk about. He was alone. At least I had Hayden when this whole new drama in my life started.

“Omigod, Jaxon. I'm so sorry for all of this. I'm so sorry you had to do it alone.” My heart ached for him. “I just wish we knew why we were kept apart.”

“He didn't give me the reason. I just remember him telling me he didn't care any more about breaking the secret he swore to keep. It was one of the last things he told me before I started really losing him.” His eyes narrowed before he continued, as if suppressing a negative emotion. “And yes, I could have been angry about it, but I'm just not the type of person to hold onto things like that. Once he told me about you in that letter, all I could do was hold onto that. So, I set out to find you. I packed up a few things, quit my job, gassed up the car and here I am.”

I just stared at him in amazement. Pure amazement. “So, you were just as clueless as I was about this less than two months ago and it 
doesn't even make you angry...or infuriated that you didn't know about your own twin?”

He swallowed a few gulps of his coffee, then looked at me solemnly. “Why waste the energy being pissed about it, Evika? I put my energy into finding you instead. I figured that was a better way to go. I found you, didn't I?” He said it with such confidence and looked at me expectantly, as if I was supposed to see it that way as well.

I'd envied him, my brother. My resentment and his acceptance over our late knowledge of each other were indicative of a severe difference between the two of us. My energy and emotions were immediately geared toward the anger I had for one of the persons responsible for my ill-knowledge of Jaxon. I couldn't help myself. But here was my twin brother, shrugging it off and forgiving those who kept him in the dark for over twenty years.

My eyes welted up with tears, or maybe they were still the ones that had already been there. Jaxon immediately leaned over the table, raised his thumb to my cheeks and gently wiped them away. I just stared in awe. He gave me the sweetest smile, yet again, and I gave one back.

“Hayden does that for me, too.” I said, quietly. I felt a quick hint of queasiness in my stomach as I thought of how I'd left Hayden at the house. Guilt started to seep in.

“What, wipe away your tears? Eh, don't let that fool you, Ev,” he laughed. “I'm no angel.”

“Maybe not, but you're close.” I assured him. I honestly felt that way about him. Jaxon had this quality in him that was so pure, so innocent.

“Hardly,” he chuckled, handing me a clean napkin from the table. “I just don't think salty coffee tastes so great. Figured I'd spare you.”

I took the napkin and looked down, laughing as I glimpsed at the mug of caffeine under my nose.

Our pancake breakfast turned into a drawn out brunch by the time we left Pancake House. It was as if Jaxon and I couldn't find a stopping point in the conversation. There was so much to know about each other; so much to catch up on. It amazed me how comfortable I was 
with him; how calm I'd become by this unexpected familiarity I felt around him.

“So, who was born first? Do you know?” I asked him.

“You know, I'm not sure.” He tilted his coffee mug toward himself to take a peek inside. Concluding it was empty, he placed it upside-down onto his empty plate. “But I can be the little brother if you want,” he smirked. “I'll only grant you the older sibling card by a few minutes, though. I don't want you getting a big head about it, just in case I really was
 the first born.”

I laughed. “That's very generous of you.”

“What can I say? Pop always said I was a giver.”

I couldn't help but grin at him. I'd realized I'd been smiling so much that my face actually hurt.

His eyes lightened when he laughed. There was this aura about him that was so positive and good. Down-to-earth. Innocent.

I took a look around the restaurant. Most of the patrons I'd noticed earlier had already gone. I knew Jaxon and I had so much more to learn about each other, but sitting in that booth for the rest of the day was not something I wanted to do and I was quite sure he didn't either. I checked the time on the wall clock above the register. 11 A.M. On the dot.

“You into mini golf, batting cages and arcades?” I asked eagerly.

“I'd be lyin' if I said 'no',” he grinned. “You got a place in mind?”

“Sure do.” I grabbed the check and nodded my head to the cashier stand as I slid out of the booth. “A place called Island. Eighteen holes on a seriously complicated course of fun. Can't go wrong with that, right?”

Jaxon threw his head back and let out a giddy laugh. “I'm in.” He looked down at my hand holding the slip of paper. “I can get that, you know.” His hand reached out, expectantly.

I looked up at him, wondering if the subject of an account full of millions of dollars was appropriate; my account. I decided against it. We still had a lot to learn about each other before delving into that route. I just smiled at him assuredly. “I got it this time, little brother.” I winked at him.

He looked at me, thinking hard for a moment as if he were 
searching for an answer in my eyes. “I should have known you had one too.”

“Had what?”

“Our father's assurance of financial comfort,” he answered with a smirk.

I studied him briefly. It was as if I was in a state of awe. The “money subject floodgate” was opened between us by none other than the stranger I'd known only for a few hours as my very own twin brother. It felt as though any boundary I assumed we shouldn't cross was bravely led for travel by Jaxon. No secrets. No hiding. Just truth, and truth only. A spillage of guts. Is that what it was supposed to be like between people like us? Is that what it was like to have a brother? A twin?

He chuckled lightly at my expense. “You still here? I'm ready to game.” He grabbed the slip from my hand. “You can cover the arcade if it makes you feel better,” he nudged me and walked up to the register after dropping a ten dollar bill on the table as tip. Wow.

On our short drive to Island, I drove without speaking. I wasn't quite sure what my struggle was. Maybe I was still just processing. It was odd to me that there hadn't been any moment yet that made me uncomfortable with Jaxon. Don't get me wrong - I didn't want one. But I expected it, and even braced myself for it.

“You don't seem as talkative now. You okay?” he asked with concern in his tone. “I didn't offend you before, did I?”

I blinked hard. “Oh, no. Of course not.” I focused my eyes on the motorcycle up ahead; conveniently a Harley on which its driver sported a black leather jacket. Graffiti in red and orange flame-like letters read: “Fate is twisted,....so twist it back
” across the back, along the shoulders. “I'm sorry, it's just.....” I tried searching for the right words while I pulled into the parking lot of the venue of our afternoon entertainment. I parked further away from the rest of the cars, as if an attempt to separate us from the regular world around us. I turned off the engine and took a deep breath, finally determining what I really wanted to say. “Jaxon, why is this so easy with you? Like I already know you? Like we've never missed a beat? As if.....as if we've always 
had this between us all along?” The truthful words spilled from my lips. “And why am I not really afraid of that feeling?”

His solemn eyes studied mine. “You have that feeling, too, huh?”

“Since the minute I opened that door this morning and saw you standing there. Is it a twin thing? Is that normal?”

“Not sure.” He shrugged. “I guess it could be.” He paused and smiled. “Not so bad though. Feels like a missing piece isn't missing anymore, you know?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “It's comforting, nonetheless.” Like the feeling I had back on the porch when I saw the mark on Jaxon's wrist, I felt like part of me came back. A part of me that was missing for so long just dropped himself on my doorstep and I didn't want to let him go. Ever.

“Well, eighteen holes sounds like a good place to start if we still have talking to do,” Jaxon suggested with a laugh.

I matched his enthusiasm and got out of the Mustang. “It's a start.”

We headed into the building and through the arcade, walking past some of my favorite games. One of which was Zombie Mayhem. I practically salivated and saw Jaxon looking over at me as we made our way to the counter to get our putters.

“That's my favorite, too.”

“You're kidding,” I chuckled.

“Total sucker for killing zombies,” he admitted. “The game's got wicked effects, too.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I'd say that's our immediate destination after the course. Deal?”

“Undoubtedly,” I agreed.

The eighteen holes went quickly, but by the time we were done, Jaxon and I had discovered even more similarities between us. For instance, we favored approaching everything as a lefty, but could just as easily switch and swing as comfortably as a right-hander. We both bit our bottom lips when we concentrated on the target and, like all visually-stimulated people are, we completely lost track of the score and paid more attention to the pretty colors and surroundings; bridges, waterfalls, dinosaurs, butterflies, huge ceramic plants and rainbows and a massive pirate ship threatening to sink your golf ball into the deep, 
blue sea. That, along with the fact that we didn't shut up long enough to take more than a breath, may have been part of that distraction as well.

After hole eighteen, we sat and relaxed on the bench at the end of the course before turning in our putters and watched a few of the kids in the batting cages. I noticed Jaxon and I both focused on a man with his two children. A little boy and girl, neither older than about seven or eight. He took the boy in the cage first, offering tips before the machine started firing rapidly. The boy swung and struck out, the dad seemed to speak something encouraging to him, the sister clapping and jumping up yelling, “C'mon, Sam! You can do it!” The boy swung a few more misses and then finally hit one so hard, the entire facility struck with vibration of its impact crack against the bat – or maybe it was just me.

“Do you remember him?” I heard Jaxon ask in a sullen tone.

I looked over at him to find a serious look on his face. I knew who he meant. “No,” I shook my head as I thought of my father. “Not really. Just sort of an image I think I remember before he died. But it fades and I lose more detail each time. You?”

He kept his eyes on the batting cages and shook his head. “Sometimes I think I do, like, I see this image in my head of what I think he looked like or even the sound of his voice...but then I realize those were just from old dreams I had. Or even daydreams where I tried to imagine him.” He paused. “But to answer you truthfully, no. Not one memory.” After a longer pause, he huffed a laugh. “It wasn't so bad since I had Pop, but even when I was really young I knew he wasn't my dad
. Other kids knew it too. I used to tell everyone my real dad was in the military doing special ops; crap like that, you know?” He chuckled lightly.

I gave him a reassuring smile. “Very creative.”

He shrugged. “More fun than just saying he was dead, I guess.”

“And much less depressing, by far,” I agreed. “Although, sometimes that can bring out the creative side as well.”

“What, death?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I mean, like, emotion you never knew was there. A depth within you that you never traveled before that forces you to 
dig so deep it just becomes easy to bring it out through some sort of outlet. Like writing songs, poetry, lyrics.”

Jaxon's familiar grin returned before he spoke. “Don't tell me you write songs, too.”

I matched his grin. “Yeah, why? Do you play?”

“Call me Cobain. Got my Fender Strat in the trunk.”

I laughed. “No shit?”

“I shit you not, sister. What's your gig?”

“Piano. Well, not for a while now, really. Wow, we are like one person. This is insane!”

“What's next? Are we going to compare bad habits? Because I have a plethora of those.” He let out a huge, infectious belly-laugh that I would have loved to bottle up and keep forever, all to myself. His eyes lightened, but still showed their chocolate brown color. I watched him for a moment, wondering if that was how I looked when I laughed. I hadn't felt that giddy in a long time, (with the exception of my engagement with my angel that very morning.)

Jaxon brought something out of me. Hayden could always stop me from my fits, calm me down and take pain away when it was too overwhelming, but there was something in Jaxon that was so naturally magical...so pure and so good and instantly non-threatening. He didn't even have to try.

“You up for some zombies now?” I finally asked.

“Born ready.”

We walked into the building, returned our putters and proceeded to Zombie Mayhem; the holy grail of arcade games. (In my opinion, anyway.)We must have spent nearly two hours battling the zombies in the apocalyptic world once known as peaceful Earth to earlier inhabitants. A terrible plague struck the world, turning all humans it infected into ravenous, flesh-eating zombies. You know, the typical “dead walk the Earth” stuff.

After finally tiring of zombies, blood, and guts, we explored the back of the arcade which brought us to the pool tables. I looked at Jaxon and raised an eyebrow. It was all I needed to do to ask if he was interested
.

“Oh, it's so
 on. You and me. I'll rack, you break?” He said, unhitching two pool sticks from the stand and handing me one.

“Hm,” I said. “You sure you want me
 to break?”

He bulked for a second. “That either means you're really good or really bad,” he declared.

I shrugged. “Guess we'll find out, won't we?” I smirked at him confidently as I chalked up the end of my pool stick.

Jaxon raised his brow. “Oh, now this
 should be entertaining.”

I set the Q-ball at the second mark a little to the right to get a good angle and put all my force into knocking it into the other billiards. I'd managed to break them up perfectly, sinking in two solids and leaving a good set-up for my next shot.

“Well,” he scratched his head, “apparently, you're really good
,” he chuckled.

I smiled. “It's only one of my favorite hobbies, little brother.” I patted him on the shoulder.

“Wow,” he said looking at the table with a fake, worried look. “I wasn't sure at first, but after seeing that little move of yours I'll just have to try to step it up a notch... if I can,” he said, condescendingly.

I had a feeling I knew what that meant as I watched him lean into the table calculating his move. He took his shot and sank a striped in the corner pocket and looked at me, confused. “Eh, guess I got lucky that time,” he shrugged.

I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Sure ya did.”

He took another shot and sank another two striped, one in each of the side pockets. “Oh, now that
 was luck, I swear.”

“You are so full of it.” I laughed.

He missed his next shot by a hair and it was my turn again. I sank three more solids until missing a shot. We'd given up playing normal billiards since it was so predictable between the two of us, so we created new rules and new stakes. We'd gotten extremely creative after about three more games. Our bets escalated from whoever would pay for the two rounds of loaded nachos to who would detail the other's Mustang. But eventually, we ended in a truce in which we'd agreed to get piercings. We agreed on a size sixteen gage in the center cartilage 
of our right ear. I'd always wanted one there anyway and I convinced Jaxon that girls would definitely dig it on him.

It started getting darker outside before I even realized it. I couldn't believe the day had flown by as fast as it had. I looked at Jaxon and wondered if he knew I could see them
 at night. I wondered if he even knew they came out in the dark. The Seekers would be waiting for me – something that was normal. My life. I wondered, now that Jaxon was around, what things may change or become more dangerous. Hayden's voice echoed in my head, telling me we were kept apart for a reason and it was too dangerous for us to be together. As much as I really didn't want to head back to that house, it was the only safe place I knew we should be.

“Jaxon, we kinda gotta go home now.” I said, biting my bottom lip.

“Really?” He crammed the last of his nachos into his mouth. “Okay, I think we had enough anyway. Don't you think?” He raised his fingers to show me the evidence; blue chalk all over his fingertips along with splatters of nacho cheese on a few of his nails.

“Ew,” I laughed. “You're cut off.” I razzed him and doused his shaggy hair with my fingers. I grabbed my jacket and pulled out the car keys.

“I agree,” he snorted a laugh. “Here, I'll get us home. I remember the way,” he said while holding out his hand to take his keys. I handed them over.

“Jaxon,” I put my arm around him as we walked out. “No matter what we find out later – the dangerous stuff and all - I'm truly happy that you showed up in my life.” I said it, meaning to give it a slightly silly tone, but it came out much more serious.

He smirked at me, devilishly, then spun me around by my arm, squatted in front of me and scooped me up onto his back as he stood. I yelped and clutched to his neck as I was lifted off of the ground.

“I guess I'll just have to make up for all the time I've missed out on being your brother, huh?” He said with this sideways, cheesy grin.

I laughed. “Jax, you read my mind.” I laid my head against his messy hair as he walked us out to the parking lot, loving this new person in my life. A piece returned to me. I'd known him for only a few hours and he'd 
already won me over. I would have done anything for him. His innocence, positivity and ability to forgive so easily made him so pure in my eyes. I was starting to think that our lives were set up all wrong. Jaxon seemed like the one who could handle the role of a Soldier of Light way better than I ever could. I may have been able to see the good in people, but Jaxon was completely free of any kind of darkness; free of the darkness I knew still brewed within me. A darkness for which Alysto found a particular lust; and a darkness that was so hard to prove to anyone who seemed blind to it.

I didn't understand why it was me, instead of my twin, who was chosen for this life. However, despite my contesting our roles and questioning the reasons, I knew from that moment on that I would do everything in my power to keep Jaxon away from the imminent dangers that lied ahead. No matter what the cost.






2





House of Echoes







A

s soon as we shut our doors, Jaxon started the engine and hesitated for a moment, his hand hovering over the gearshift. He turned to me, his face holding a pending question. “Can I ask you something? About the whole...soul-saving thing, I mean?”

I looked over, but didn't answer right away. I took a moment to gage the seriousness in the way he asked the question. “Sure,” I finally said with a slight shrug.

He breathed a few breaths. “Do you see them all the time? The dead?”

I shook my head. “No, not all of the time. Mostly at night. That's when they come out.”

Jaxon's face contorted with aversion. “Really?

I half-laughed. “I know. Pretty cliché, huh?”

“Kind of,” he agreed.

“It doesn't bother me so much anymore, really,” I assured him.

A concerned expression covered his face. “They don't look anything like the zombie game, do they?”

I smiled and giggled at his innocent inquiry. “No, none that I've seen yet. I'd need therapy if that were the case.”

“No kidding.
”

I looked out the window as Jaxon led the Mustang into the main street. My eyes scoped the parking lot area as we passed people walking to their vehicles. “They just look like regular people, really.”

“So, how do you tell the difference?”

I smiled at his continuation of questions. I thought back on the first day that Hayden had taken me to my apartment rooftop, beckoning me to look down at the crowd of souls that spread across the parking lot pavement, all looking up at me in silence. “They make it obvious with their quiet lingering. It makes them look pretty desperate.”

“Creepy.” Jaxon shook his head and shoulders to show a chill.

“Depending on my mood, it's more of an annoyance, really,” I tried lightening the subject a bit. Although I was comfortable with Jaxon, the details of my calling in life wasn't exactly something I wanted to describe at the time being. I felt it would be too thick of a subject to bring up Drones and Watchers and what they were capable of. And the subject of Alysto, well, that was territory that I'd planned on keeping under the rug for a while until I could come to terms with my first encounter and the meaning behind Alysto's agenda. It was the sorest of my subjects yet, really: Not to mention, one of the newest internal conflicts I'd battled to confess to Hayden. After the full day of coping with the fact Hayden kept my twin brother a secret from me until the unexpected knock on the door that morning, it seemed to level the playing field a bit when it came to secret-holding. Although, this was not something that was enough to mask the guilt that consumed me; no matter how badly I wanted it to.

“Okay, I know you have some music in here, buddy. Let’s put something on.” True, not my most subtle transitions from one subject to another, but I heard him laughing. I assumed he caught on.

“Yes, goober. I have music,” he answered in amusement. “You won't be able to miss it back there.” He thumbed to the backseat.

I whipped my body over the middle of the console as we came to a turn and my butt slammed into Jaxon's shoulder while I half-landed in the backseat looking around. I found a huge, gray CD case that must have held over two hundred disks. I squealed in delight and brought it up to the front seat with me. “Wow! Got a thing for music?” I smiled
.

“Oh, that's not even a quarter of it. The rest is in the trunk.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder.

“You do know they have newer technology now so you don’t have to go toting around with all this stuff, right?” I laughed.

Jaxon shrugged. “Can’t get myself to rid of all of it. Our grandfather bought me most of these when I was a kid. Sort of sentimental to me.”

I admired his respect for the memory. “I totally get it.” I sifted thru the case. “Holy crudpuppies! You're as bad as me!” I laughed. I started looking through the music and found a lot of the same stuff I had. I sifted through a bit further and found a favorite. God, I just wanted to hug him and never let him go. “So, Jax. What are you in the mood for on our ride home? Puddle of Mudd or.....Puddle of Mudd?”

He laughed, shaking his head as he put the pony into another gear. “I think I'm up for POM as long as you put in 'Life on Display.' Haven't heard that one in a while.”

“Excellent!” I bounced in my seat. “Track 4 is Change My Mind. Great one to blast, and my favorite is Spin You Around – it's the track after that.”

“Sounds like you know your songs.” Jaxon smiled at me as I put in the CD.

“Music is the soundtrack of our lives.” I sighed. “You're like a journey through the world, going the wrong direction,”
 I quoted the band as I skipped to the track. “That's classic lyric right there.”

Jaxon bobbed his head. “It is.”

We sang along with the song, hitting every note and every word. We made a great pair of vocalists.

It was different riding as a passenger in Jaxon's Mustang. He drove so carefully, making sure to slow down and stop at the yellow lights instead of gunning through them. I guess that was more my style. He was very gentle with the gas and the break, something I could have learned to do. I made a mental note to try it out later.

“So, about this music – the CDs, I mean…” Jaxon began.

“Yeah?”

“I know I don’t really want to go lugging these hundreds of discs 
around for the rest of my life to find a song I want to hear. I get that it’s sort of archaic. So, maybe you’d like to help with a project or something? We could make all of these,” he gestured to the case and toward the trunk behind us, “into some sort of piece of art together.”

I beamed at my brother. “I’d love that Jaxon. That would be amazing.”

Jaxon bobbed his head with a grin. “Awesome.”

By the time we got back to the house, it was minutes to dark. When we pulled into the driveway, I started to immediately feel the anger fill me again, but that hidden guilt within started to resurface and I knew I was doomed. I wondered if Hayden left the house like I'd demanded. It slightly hurt to think about that, but I just overtook that feeling with my anger again then started to question my meaning behind that request for him to leave. What did I really want? Just for him to be out of my face for a few hours? Days? God! He didn't deserve my sympathy this soon. Not for keeping me away from my brother. There were so many lies. So many secrets. This new life sucked for me, but I did manage to factor in Jaxon as my silver lining. Okay, okay. Hayden was a silver lining too, but I wasn't about to admit that at the moment. He was more of a dark gray lining that didn't shimmer at all right then. That's how I felt.

It started drizzling again right when Jaxon parked his pony and cut the engine. I stretched my neck to look a little closer into the house. There were lights on – prepared for my return - but I'd assumed it was Hayden's last attempt to be nice and win some points from me before he left.

“Jeez. What's with the rain today? Isn't this the off-season for this around here?” Jaxon commented.

“Yeah,” I looked at him sheepishly. I hadn't realized it was actually my fault. “About that...um, I'll have to fill you in on that a little later on.”

“Hm.” He looked at me curiously, but the sudden downpour distracted him, and even myself. “Well, we better get inside,” Jaxon said.

I was still looking for Hayden, so I guess the rain was indicative of my current emotion
.

“Hey, Evika?” Jaxon hesitated, still staring straight through the windshield and at the house.

“Yeah?”

He looked down, then over to me with solemn eyes. “I know this is really none of my damned business when it comes to how you handle things and how you feel about all of this....but, it's not really his fault, you know. He was given orders for a reason. And probably for a good one – one that we don't have a clue about yet until that truth is spilled.” He paused, the rain pellets hitting the windshield filling the void of brief silence. “If I were in his shoes right now, I'd be torn over right and wrong...and over whatever was best for you. But, despite the fact you technically just kicked me out, I'd never leave. No matter how mad you were.”

I looked over at him, taking in his words and knowing he was right. I granted him a half-smile. “Wish you would have shown up a year ago with words of wisdom like that. In the beginning of all of this, I wasn't very acceptant of change and gave Hayden quite a few challenges.” I looked out the window and at the house once again. The darkness of the night had finally fallen upon us. “Obviously, I still do. Always been something I've had to continuously work on.” I forced a slight laugh.

“New hurdles. New reactions. Seems like there will always be those things in this new life to challenge you.” He smiled brightly. “My trick is keeping an open mind about everything. A different perspective. Find that bright side. Makes it a hell of a lot easier to deal.”

I grinned at my twin brother. It was as if Luka's voice was coming through. “You sound a lot like someone I know.”

He chuckled at me. “Based on that expression, I'm guessing that's okay?”

“Yeah, it's okay.” I nodded to the house. “Let's get inside. Do you have bags with you or anything?”

Jaxon laughed in slight embarrassment. “Kind of.”

I strained for a slight moment to calm down the rain, which only took me a few seconds of concentration. We jumped out of the car, Jaxon grabbed his two duffel bags from the trunk, and we made it to the porch. I fumbled for my keys, placed them into the doorknob and hesitated for a second to prepare myself for whatever may be on the 
other side of that door. I really didn't know what to expect....and I was deathly afraid of some of the outcomes reeling through my mind.

I turned the knob and opened the door reluctantly at first, then gave it a forceful kick to open at the last second to push through the fear. The heavy hickory door banged against the wall right at the moment I had my first glance into my home. The foyer floor was covered in broken glass and the smell of the warm champagne. The floor glistened with the shards of shattered champagne glasses, and liquids of alcohol and orange juice – the items that were to be used for our celebration of our engagement – were spilled and laying stagnant in the grooves of the tiles.

The basket of clean laundry I'd had sitting on the step before leaving the house that morning was tossed over, its contents disheveled throughout the room and down the hall. My stomach dropped at these first sights. It was not a scene for which I'd prepared myself and I had no idea what the next images would be.

“Oh my God,” I gasped as I lunged across the threshold, my eyes darting every direction to take in the damage. Nothing but silence. No TV. No music. It was a house of echoes. On the left, the living room furniture was moved around, tables turned over, broken lamps, throw pillows scattered out of place from cushions to floor throughout the living space. More panic hit as I felt the crunching of the glass under my feet, yelling for him.

“Hayden!
” I was drawn to looking upstairs first. Shoving the messy piles of clothes out of my way for a clear first step, I led myself to the top floor. I heard Jaxon’s steps hit the broken glass and turned. “Jaxon, check downstairs and in the kitchen!!”

I heard him run down the hall with urgency as I darted to my destination. I entered my bedroom, finding nothing really unchanged from way we’d left it that morning – the bed, unmade. But it wasn’t my room that I’d really needed to find what I was looking for; Hayden’s room was where I would find my answers.

I entered Hayden’s bedroom and found the bed stripped of its pillows, sheets and comforter. The items were scattered all over the floor. My eyes were drawn to the closet. The door was already open, and I immediately noticed empty spaces. Patches of the closet wall 
were visible, which indicated where Hayden's clothes had once hung. Empty top shelves where the suitcases once were. I fell to my knees as realization hit me. Mouth agape. I took the room in slowly, wondering if there were any more items missing, but the tears in my eyes deterred them from spotting any more clues. I didn't need them. Hayden was gone. He'd taken what he needed and left the house – just as I'd requested. Just as I’d demanded. And who was I kidding? This was never what I wanted after all.

I doubled over in pain clenching my stomach with both arms and squeezing, pressing my palms to my eyes to shut them off.

“This can't be it. This can't be what happens,” I whimpered into the floor. “He can't be gone!” Hyperventilation started as I began to think about this change. Was it for good? Was it just his temporary reaction, the high emotions from Fading? His new human emotions taking over and making his actions like this? This wasn't him. This was me
! This was my type of reaction. Normally, Hayden would have given me my space, but would have been right at that front door attacking me to settle our quarrel as soon as I came home. Ready or not, that's how it always went. The guilt was relentless, and I was officially convinced; this was all my fault.

Pain. Shooting pain through my chest and throughout my entire being hit me like a strike of lightning from every joint, bone and nerve. It was excruciating, especially in my heart – affliction I hadn't felt in a very long time, coming back to haunt. I raised myself to my knees again and lifted my head to face the ceiling above, my blurry eyes straining to focus.

“You can't do this to me now,” I whispered. “You just can't. Not after all this time. This can't be it. I'm -” I paused to choke at the new tinge of pain that hit once again. “I'm s-s-sorry.” I didn't know what else to say. I had no proper prayers. I could never even properly apologize for anything my entire life. I never did. I lifted my body to the bed and rolled over to Hayden's side. I clung to his pillow and pressed my face into it, inhaling his scent. The aroma of rain, killing me inside.

My quiet whimpering was brought to a halt when I heard Jaxon's voice from downstairs
.

“Hey, Evika!” his voice boomed. “Evika! I think you need to get down here and see this!”

My eyes flipped open widely, my breath hitching. Fear struck at his words, and my mind was overrun with nothing but the worst imaginable thoughts.
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No Surrender







I

forced my paralyzed body out of the bed and ran downstairs to the origin of Jaxon's voice.

“Jaxon?”

“In here,” his reply came from the back of the house. I turned the corner from around the kitchen and saw him standing by the patio doors. Afraid to move any further until I knew, the questions beckoned to be asked as I stared at his blank face. “What did you see?”

A slight relief set in when I saw Jaxon grant me a small smile. “It doesn't look like you have to worry about your angel going that far,” he nodded outside to the backyard.

“Huh?” I walked into the room and found looked out of the rear window. There in the middle of the yard by the massive oak tree, about twenty yards from the house, was a small tent pitched on the ground. The opening to the tent was deliberately facing the house and tied back so that the whole inside of the tent was exposed to our view. Hayden was lying down on his back, his neck propped up by layers of pillows. He was leisurely reading a book. A small fire blazed within a controlled pit just outside of the tent. I stood in a stupor. Was he serious? I tell him to leave and he goes and sets up a campsite in the back yard?


“I can't believe him!” I threw my hands in the air
.

Jaxon chuckled. “Well, you did
 say you wanted him out of the house. Technically, he's not in
 the house anymore, right?”

I looked at Jaxon, realizing he was right and also noting that I was somewhat relieved. I guess it would take much more than this to put a wedge between me and Hayden, much more for him to up and leave. I'm not sure what I would have done if he’d left me. I would have had to face the fact that he was really gone for good. But now that I knew he was there and safe, I wanted him to know just how mad I still was. Something told me it was safe to freely express that emotion.

I whipped open the sliding door and stomped out onto the patio. “What the hell are you doing, Hayden?!”

Hayden's head finally lifted in response. “Got out of the house. Just like you wanted.” He spat his answer. “You're welcome.” He bowed his head slightly at me, as if to mock me.

This attitude was new for him, and I didn't like it one bit. He displayed a cockiness far worse than I'd ever imagined him capable of, just in those few remarks, gestures. I’d been warned by Luka of the high emotions that would reveal themselves during the transition period of a Fading angel, and I wondered if this was what that meant; Hayden displaying a nasty side of himself, an angry side over which he had less control. Just. Like. Me.

“I'm guessing the disheveled house is due to your magic touch?” I tested.

“Guilty as charged,” he said with spite.

It was as if he'd gotten bold in a period of a few hours, premeditating just how he would handle my inevitable return to home that evening. It was almost as if he'd given up on his previously proven ways to handle our messes – ones that always worked. I admit, this may have been the biggest dispute of them all, the biggest secret as far as I knew, but for him to act this way was absolutely perplexing and unnerving.

“That's all you have to say to this?” I yelled in frustration. “Really?”

He lifted his hands and cocked his head. “What can I say? You wanted me out before you got back. I'm out. If you wish to grant me 
temporary entry, I'll clean up the entire house tonight. Good as new.” His eyes narrowed. “As if it never happened.”

I stared at him, mouth opened in awe.

Beau came into view inside the tent. He stood on all fours, still as a statue, peering out at me. I wondered what my dog's thoughts were. I wondered if he even had any at all relating to the matter at hand. I shook the thought quickly; he was a dog.

“Come on, Beau. Come inside.” I waved my hand to the door. His head slowly lowered, but he made no other movement. “Beau, come on, buddy.”

I couldn’t believe my eyes when he started barking back at me. Not his playful bark; it was his angry bark, the I’m-protecting-someone bark. Then he just stared at me for a brief moment and lay down, placing his head in Hayden’s lap.

I sucked air. “Traitor!” I yelled at my dog.

Hayden glanced down at Beau, then looked back at me once again. “Well, it’s certainly obvious whose side he’s on, isn’t it?”

If the angel hadn’t revved me up before, that was the comment that did it.

“You know what, Hayden? The asshole you're becoming is not
 something I anticipated. I suggest you get your damn wings back. Pronto!” I then yanked the sliding glass door closed with so much force it shook the room.

I could hear a muffled response from the angel that sounded something like “Non-refundable!” I crossed my arms and stood at the glass door, glaring at him.

“So, what was it you had to tell me?” Jaxon broke the silence.

“Huh?”

“You know, back at the car before we came in, about the rain around here. You said you'd have to explain that to me later.”

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah, there's kind of something that I can do since I've Crossed,” I said modestly. Jaxon raised his brow line expectantly. “The rain, I can control it when I want to.”

His eyes widened with excitement. “Seriously?”

I nodded. “I’ll show you.” I raised my hands, directing my energy above Hayden’s tent
.

I let the rain start to fall, picking up speed as it hit the vinyl. I wished so hard that I could control the wind too, but this would just have to do.

Jaxon stared out at the yard. “This is amazing,” he said quietly.

I cranked up the rainfall and could hear the obnoxiously loud pattering on the tent. Hayden never looked up. He just kept on reading, and it infuriated me.

“Relentless! He is just relentless!” I yelled.

Jaxon belted out with laughter, holding his stomach and doubling over.

I shook my head, but couldn't keep a straight face. “I'm so glad you can find humor in this, Jaxon.”

Still hunched over, he raised his hand to me, breathing deeply and trying to sustain some sort of level of composure. “I'm sorry, Evika. This is just…sort of hilarious.”

I sighed and smirked at him. “Go figure. You find my anger hilarious just like the rest of the world.” I headed to the kitchen to decompress.

Jaxon called after me. “Remind me to never make you angry!”

“Duly noted!” I yelled back. “Hey, do you want anything to drink?”

“Sure, I’ll just take some water. And…” he paused for a few seconds. “Maybe some popcorn to watch the rest of the night play out.” He laughed.

“You’re really funny, little brother.” I couldn’t hold back my smile.

I'd gotten the guest room ready for Jaxon and showed him to his own bathroom so he could settle in. While he was showering, I'd dug up some of my old journals and placed them on his bed, as promised. It felt good to let him see a peace of me that I didn't have to hide. Although, he seemed to know everything about what he shouldn't have known about my life anyway, so I guess it wasn't much of a stretch. But the fact that he wanted to know something about me
, that was what made me jovial.

I heard my phone ping on the night stand. I grunted as I saw it was a text from Hayden.I hit “open” to see a picture of a view from inside the tent, showing the rain falling outside the opening.

So, are you still mad at me
?

I’d forgotten I hadn’t stopped the rain. I went to the window and waved my hand, putting the downpour to a halt.

Another text came through. Evika...I was torn b/w what I'm SUPPOSED to do and what I WANTED to do.


I rolled my eyes. I texted back. Oh boo hoo, the insufferable life of a G.A.


It was quiet for a while after that. I lay on the bed, restless. I understood this was more than just Hayden. This was the Council as well, my mother, my father, everyone. I tried to understand, and really hoped, that there was a good reason for keeping some of my past as a secret, but I couldn't think of anything that would take precedence over knowing my family. Keeping my twin brother away from me? It should have been deemed a crime as far as the Council was concerned. I mean, weren't they holy and good?
 What a crock. All of it was. My phone pinged again.


And I’m truly sorry. Can we just talk?
 I read the text over and over. I wanted to tell Hayden I loved him. I wanted to accept his apology. And yes, I wanted to talk and I wanted to know all of the things that he said he would finally tell me and Jaxon now that he had to. But I wasn’t over being angry yet. I needed more time to be furious with him.

I almost didn’t understand love. How can you be so insanely pissed off and hateful toward the one you love, yet feel so incredibly guilty for feeling that way? Like it’s wrong to have any other feeling than just love for them.

I pondered on the witty things I could text back to him. I honestly just wanted to make a voice recording of my screaming for a good thirty seconds, but of course that would be deemed the most immature way to handle the situation, and probably more childish than what I'd already done with the rain. I turned off the lamp and got comfortable under the covers. I hoped that would give Hayden his answer.

I shut my eyes and tried clearing my head so I could just go to sleep. My body curled up on my side of the bed until I realized I had the entire mattress to myself. I let out a devilish laugh and sprawled myself over the middle of the mattress. As much as it felt good to stretch and feel the entire bed without restriction, it somewhat felt 
wrong to me, that empty space. Then, there was another ping from my phone once again.


Sweet dreams, Pony-girl,
 it said. I narrowed my eyes, thinking about Hayden out in that tent, wanting to straighten this out with me so badly. Then it hit me; he was going to get into my dreams.

I texted back to him. Don't even think about it, Hayden.


What are you talking about?

I know what you’re scheming. Forget it.

I'm not scheming. I am just wishing you sweet dreams.

I rolled my eyes. He was trying to play 'the innocent.' Whatever. I flicked my eyes to the window and turned on the rain again in the back yard.

Okay. I was being so mean, but this really was the only way for me to get out the frustration. He deserved it. I closed my eyes and let the sounds of the rain calm me. It would stop once I fell asleep anyway.

The phone pinged again. I was honestly tired of these games, even though I was letting them continue, but I couldn't help myself. I grabbed the phone off of the nightstand and read the text from Hayden.

Although...I can’t make any promises if you won’t let me back in tonight.

“Okay, that is it!
” I yelled. God, he infuriated me. My blood pressure raised to a point where I was too hot to even try to sleep anymore. I was going to have to pull an all-nighter to keep him out of my head. I wasn't about to give him the satisfaction of cornering me in my dreams and trying to work things out between us. I needed more time. He should have known that. His persistence was driving me nuts. All evening out with Jaxon and I was still an angerball.

I hastily threw the covers off of myself and hopped out of bed and down the hall to the guest room. The door was shut, but I saw the light of the lamp shining under the crack of the door. Jaxon was still up. I knocked lightly.

“Yeah?” I heard his muffled voice and opened the door, peeking my head through to see him sitting up in the bed with one of my journals.

“Hey, Jax,” I smiled, “I can’t sleep, so I was gonna stay up for a 
while and maybe watch a movie. You want to hang out with me downstairs? I'll make that popcorn.”

His smile was so radiant. He was so adorable. “Sure!” he said enthusiastically. Hadn't this boy gotten enough of me? I took in his attire and smiled. He was wearing a plain, white t-shirt and navy blue, flannel pants with little, yellow ducks all over them.

“What?” he asked as he hopped off the bed.

“Nothin',” I said, “You’re just adorable.” Wow, that came out like water, but Jaxon was a person I didn't feel like I had to filter anything with. I felt like I just knew him already.

He gave me a smug expression as he walked out of the room. “I guess I am pretty cute, huh?”

I laughed. “No doubt.”

We headed down the stairs to the kitchen and I automatically started grabbing the pan and the butter to melt for the popcorn.

“Oh, I should ask first. Do you like extra butter? I melt some and pour it on top. It's just like at the theater!”

He smirked. “I can’t say no to that.”

I laughed. “You're right. Hey, go ahead and pick a movie on Netflix or one of the other apps.”

“Will do. Comedy?”

“Definitely,” I agreed.

We watched Role Models. Jaxon had never seen it and it was refreshing to watch him see it for the first time. His laugh echoed throughout the room. I was almost enjoying watching my brother more than the movie. The sound of his laughter made me smile. He’d take a handful of popcorn to the face and have to let his belly laugh come to a stop before he could eat again. It was as if the house was now blessed with a new innocence.

After the movie ended, we talked about some of our favorite movies and television shows. We both discovered that Finding Nemo had been our favorite animated film of all time.

Although I was nearing the end of my alertness and felt my eyes getting heavy, I was determined to stay up as long as I could. I wanted to be sure Hayden had no chance of visiting me. I turned to Jaxon and 
saw him yawn as I turned and started flipping through television channels to see what was on at 2 a.m.

I put on the Food Network and we watched reruns of “Diners, Drive-ins and Dives.” We talked about how great “smell-a-vision” and “taste-a-vision” would be to mankind and all of the great places to which we'd been to eat. I told him about some of the great places in Cleveland and surrounding cities that I really missed, like Swensons, Melt, and some others I rattled off.

“Omigosh, Jax. Swensons is the best burger you will ever taste in your life. Hands down, the Galley Boy is the best burger in America.”

“Never been, and need to go. We should take a trip up there some time.”

I smiled. “We should. I can drag you to one of my favorite places for mussels.”

“Really? You like mussels?”

“Don't you?” I asked him, shocked. I guess, even as twins, we couldn't be completely
 identical.

He wrinkled his nose. “Seafood. Shellfish. Not my thing.”

“Well, on second thought, you didn't have Joel as a roommate. He'd make me try everything under the sun and I eventually started to like weird stuff. I was like his little guinea pig.” I laughed and I sighed, thinking about how normal my life was months ago, thinking about how much I had to tell him…and couldn’t
 tell him.

Jaxon looked at me inquisitively, as if assessing something. “Is that who you lived with before all of this started?”

I gave him a weak smile. He asked me the question as if he could sense I was longing for something. I guess I wasn’t very good at hiding how I felt. “Yup. My best friend. But, he’s in Paris now.”

He looked at me curiously. “So, why are you really up?”

I looked at him seriously. “I need him
 to leave me alone,” I nodded to the window, then I realized I would have to explain. “He can sort of get into my dreams if he wants to. So I am being my stubborn self as long as I can.”

“He can do that, visit your dreams?” Jaxon asked, surprised.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “But we made an agreement a while back that he 
wasn't allowed to do it anymore because it was the only time I had to myself.”

A grin started forming on my brother’s face. “So this is the typical relationship between a girl and her Guardian, huh?”

I couldn't contain my smile. It did seem rather ridiculous how childish it was. “I don't think using my and Hayden’s relationship as an example is a very good idea.” I laughed.

“Well, you love him. So you’ll have to forgive him and let him back in some time, you know,” he said.

“I know.” I sighed and looked out the window. “But I still need time to process all of this.”

“Well, I'm digging the couch right now and I don't mind staying up for a while longer with you if you want the company.” Jaxon raised his eyebrows.

“I'd love your company, Jax.”

We were quiet for a while as we watched an old episode of “Unwrapped.” Mark Summers took us to the factory where they made Snickers bars. I looked over at Jaxon and saw his head drooped to his shoulder, eyes closed, mouth open, breathing deeply, and I smiled at the sight. My instinct was to “tuck him in,” so I pulled the throw from the other couch and covered him up. His bare feet went uncovered, but it sufficed. I wanted to take pictures of him sleeping like that, my twin brother. But I figured I'd have plenty more time to make memories like these from now on, so I'd skip being so invasive for now.

I relaxed again on the other couch and tried my hardest to stay awake, flipping through the channels trying to find something to hold my interest, but I soon found that my eyes were struggling to stay open. I knew I'd have to give in and figured Hayden would have given up by now anyway. It was almost four in the morning. I let my eyes shut and laid my head on a pillow. I could see the television's change in brightness through my eyelids until I was sound asleep.

I found myself standing on black asphalt, surrounded by various flickering lights, carnival music, and moving rides. I was somewhere I only vaguely remembered as a child, but couldn’t quite place the name. The fair was void of any visitors and made for an eerie place to be at 
nighttime. In this dream of my memory, I was utterly alone. . .or so I thought.

“Evika,” a distant voice from behind me made me freeze in place. I turned around slowly and focused. I saw him standing there in a maroon Cleveland Cavaliers jacket. He held a cigarette in his right hand and brought it to his mouth, puffing briefly. I observed his shaved head and the rugged look of his five o'clock shadow which made his oval-shaped face seem longer. He blew out the smoke he'd inhaled and smiled widely, walking toward me.

It was my father.

And I was speechless.
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ou're not going to say 'hi' to your dad?” he asked as he flicked the rest of his cigarette onto the ground.

“I-I'm sorry,” I could barely speak. “You’re just the last person I’d expected to be in my dreams.”

He sighed and gave a slight shrug. “I asked for a favor – just this once – to see you.”

I narrowed my eyes, incredulous, and curious as to who it was who’d helped my father.

He read my expression for a moment. “Costello gave Hayden permission to grant me…access
.” And there it was.

I narrowed my eyes again and didn't say anything.

He ignored my expression. “Do you remember this place?” He asked as he looked around.

“Sort of.” I shrugged. “But not much.” I tried to sound disinterested.

“It was where I took you a few days before my Final Death.” As if that wasn’t a morbid statement, he just smiled and focused his eyes on something behind and above me. “It was your first time on the Ferris wheel.”

I didn’t turn to look at the ride.

He observed me once again. “You're upset with me,” he concluded
.

I shifted my weight. “Well, it's just that my twin
 showed up on my doorstep today. I have a lot to take in right now, along with seeing my father for the first time since I was, what, four?”

He nodded slowly. “I see.” He took a few steps away and toward the unmoving merry-go-round. “Evika, that's exactly why I came to see you.”

I shot him a look. “Why? To apologize? I guess we’ll be here for a while.” I said sharply.

“See?” He smirked at me. “You are
 upset with me. And yes, I am sorry for having to keep you two apart from each other, but it was the only way to keep the both of you safe.”

“Safe from what
, Jack? Pain is going to come any way it can with this life. It’s unavoidable, and, of all people, you would know that. You, Hayden, the Council, even my mother, you all robbed me and Jaxon of twenty-one years of knowing each other, growing up and being brother and sister. What good reason did you have for doing that?”

I spoke to him with an anger that I didn't know embraced me within this dream. I looked away from him, consumed then by a pain within my heart, and concerned that I was so angry with my father. I should have been happy to see him, to meet him again. I didn't want to hide my feelings, though. I let my tears fall and looked up at him, waiting for answers.

He looked at me in amazement. “You are just like your dad, aren’t you? Temper and all.”

I backed away from him, pursing my lips, almost offended that that
 was the first thing he’d had to say to me.

“Evika, I am so sorry that it had to be this way. The damage was already done, and the phantom was released. It was going to hunt you and your brother down.”

The phantom, from what I’d remembered, was the result of a Watcher taking its Seeker back with it into the dark realm after my father didn’t save the Seeker’s soul. Hayden had to tell me this when I refused to save one of my own Seekers before, my very first one. He told me that the phantom created by my father was on a hunt for me, he and the Guardian Council were doing 
everything they could to keep me safe. I looked at my father blankly.

“That doesn’t help me understand why you split us up, Jack,” I said pointedly.

“With the two of you together, it was too dangerous.” His head lowered as he paused. “I had already created that monster, and it was going to come after you. I already knew you were a Half-life. You both were. I saw this before you were even born.” He looked me in the eyes again. “Evika, the phantom had already used Jaxon to come after you once before. I couldn’t let it happen again.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

“Ev, I came here to warn you. You and Jaxon cannot be together like this, not until the phantom is destroyed.”

“The hell we can’t!” I shouted at him. “You can’t rob us again. You can’t! Not this time, Jack.”

“Evika! Jaxon tried to kill you!”

I froze. “What? What are you talking about?”

“The phantom has abilities like that of a dybbuk. It is a dislocated soul that can possess humans.”

“Possession,” I repeated.

My father nodded. “This phantom has the abilities to possess a human form. It can become stronger as time goes on.” He sighed, then continued. “When you two were only about six years old, your brother came after you in the middle of the night. He tried to kill you.”

I sucked air, and my heart started racing. “Jaxon was possessed?”

Jack nodded. “You’d woken up and screamed, but your mother and I would have gotten there too late. It was Hayden who had been able to stop him. That’s when we knew we had to separate the two of you. This creature would be relentless until the both you of were dead. The Council was committed to protecting Jaxon, and of course, protecting you from this…thing.
 Jaxon was exorcised, and the phantom ran off. It leaps into bodies whenever and whenever it can in order to survive.” He sighed and thought for a moment. I saw it in his eyes, a perpetual guilt. “It’s all my fault. I’d created it.”

“Why don’t I remember any of this?” I was curious. “Why don’t I remember Jaxon when we were kids?” Surely, if my brother and I were 
as old as we were, we’d have memories of each other. We were six. When Hayden told me the story of my father and his Final Death so he could give me his spirit, he’d said I was only four. It didn’t match up. “I would have remembered this, all of this.”

I could see the pain behind his eyes as he looked into mine. “The head angel of the Council, Costello, is a memory harmon. He is the only of his kind. Any memory you have of Jaxon, or memory Jaxon has of you, was taken from the both of you. These memories are safe with the Memory Keeper at the House of Council.”

I guffawed. Your memories were stolen from you
 is what I’d heard. Yes, maybe it was to protect us, but surely, wiping out any memory we had of each other was unnecessary and completely cruel.

“So, our memories were stolen and we were left in the dark, possibly never knowing about each other our entire lives,” I said quietly. “There had to be another way.”

“I promise you, Evika, there wasn’t. How could we protect you and your brother with your knowing about each other or being together? Until we figured out how to stop this phantom, the Council would have had to worry about each of you trying to find each other. It was the only way.”

“Well, that
 way is over, Jack,” I said sharply. “Jaxon found me, and I’m not letting any of you split us up again.”

He shook his head. “It’s not safe for you.”

“This entire life
 isn’t safe, Jack. I practically got decapitated by a Drone the very first day in this damned Soldier of Light role.” I spoke with conviction. “Enough has been taken from me in this life. I’m not about to lose my brother now that I have him back.”

My father blew out a long breath and looked up toward the night sky. His jaw tensed for a moment, then relaxed as he looked me in the eyes again, half-smiling. “I should have known that talking you into anything else would be futile. You’re just as stubborn as me.” He walked closer to me and nodded his head toward the exit sign. “Let’s walk.”

As we walked past the merry-go-round and the tilt-a-whirl, we came to a path that led alongside the bumper cars and onto a larger walkway heading away from the rides. Soon, the sound of the empty, 
moving rides and carnival music was behind us, and we came to a long and empty boardwalk. Just past the last building on our right was open to a beach alongside the walkway. To our left, the boardwalk was full of lifeless shops and restaurants - completely lit, as if expecting us - and continued as far as the eye could see. And to our right, parallel to the boardwalk, was a few hundred yards of sand that kissed the ocean water.

It was sunset. There were a few sail boats out on the horizon, their black silhouettes contrasted against the beautiful oranges and yellows of the sky. It had reminded me of the same beauty I saw of Lake Erie when Hayden took me up onto the clouds for the first time.

“Does any of this ring a bell for you yet?” my father asked.

I didn’t answer right away. I only looked farther down the boardwalk, then turned to glance at the lights of the park with rides behind us. “Should it? Or is this a memory that was stolen from me, too?”

But I did remember. I remembered the clanking metal of the rides, the smell of the salty ocean water in the air, the local radio station blaring over the speakers. It was all familiar to me, but I didn’t want to give him that satisfaction of knowing that I could recall any of it.

“Ocean City.” He chuckled and shook his head, ignoring my snide remark. “Like I said, this is where we spent our last few days together.”

I didn’t speak. I really didn’t know what he wanted me to say. The only things that would have come out of my mouth were sardonic remarks at every, little thing he said. I was still angry with him, with everyone.

“I’d originally come here to warn you, Evika, and to talk you out of letting Jaxon remain in your life until we solve the issue with the phantom. But I see that you’re not going to listen to me, and probably won’t listen to anyone else either.”

“You’re right, Jack,” I said assuredly. “I’m not going to listen to any of you, no matter what you tell me. Whatever the Council has in place to keep us safe, they’ll have to try harder now because I’m not letting him go.”

He looked out at the shore, stepped off of the boardwalk, and 
started walking very slowly in the sand toward the water. I followed, unsure what he’d been thinking.

The sand was cool on my feet; it was then that I’d noticed I wasn’t wearing any shoes. I looked down and saw a half-built sandcastle, its other half a heap of fallen sand with only the peaks still intact. I saw two buckets, one red, and one yellow, with blue shovels lying next to them.

Just then, my father dropped to his knees, hunching over and grabbing his head. He groaned in pain, breathing heavily and leaning forward, almost touching his head to the sand.

I knelt next to him. “Jack, what’s wrong?”

He pulled his hands from his head, leaving slight imprints of his fingernails in his bald scalp. He finally looked at me, holding an expression of dread and disorientation.

“What is it?” I worried.

“I don’t have my gift anymore, Evika,” he finally spoke. “It was lost when I died,” he said. “But I was just given a short vision of what is to come.” He paused and looked around aimlessly before finally looking at me. “You will need to be the one to save him.”

“Save who?”

His sad eyes told me the answer before he even spoke. “Your brother.” He turned his head and stared out at the water. He still seemed as if his mind were still adrift, as if just waking up from a deep sleep. “You are the only one who can save him,” he said quietly.

My stomach dropped and the sick feeling I was used to washed through me. “You mean save him like I would save a Seeker?” I clarified, dread on my face. “Is Jaxon going to die?” I choked on the words as more tears filled my eyes.

He looked at me with his now cheerless eyes. I finally noticed their color in the setting sun, blue, like mine. “Evika, I mean you need to save him from possession.”

My stomach sank. “What?” I asked in a whisper.

“I'm so sorry. I don’t see things like I used to now that I’m gone. The vision wasn’t clear for me like they used to be. I just see that you are the only one who can save him now. That is all
 I see.”

I looked around frantically, searching for answers, as if I would 
find them in the sand underneath my feet or out in the endless ocean before us. I had so many questions to ask.

I relented to the absence of breath as the hyperventilation took me over. I fell to my knees and sunk into the sand at my father's feet. I felt defeated and weak. Small and useless. Was this ever going to end? Why did everyone and everything I love have to be taken away from me or destroyed? Why did I have to clean up everyone else's messes and hold so much upon my own shoulders? Why me?

“Jack, what am I supposed to do?” I cried.

He stayed on his knees and moved in front of me, brushing his fingers across my face and clearing the hair from my eyes. His voice was softer this time when he spoke.

“My Evika,” he shook his head and smiled solemnly at me, “I am probably the one person in this world who knows exactly how you feel right now and I am truly sorry that this burdened life belongs to you.” His thumbs cleared the tears from my cheeks and I looked at him curiously. What was the connection with me to every man in my life wiping the tears from my face?

“Do you want to know the reason we chose your name?” he asked me.

Curious, I nodded.

“The very meaning of your name, Evika, is life. And life
 is what you gave me. It's what you gave to Lavinia and also what you gave to who you know as your mother. I'd never seen Nora so happy until you came along. Your spirit was and is livelier than any other the world has ever known. There is this fire in you, a passion that no one else possesses. No one can ever take it from you because you are
 life to those around you. You are that spirit that we all seek. You see past the darkness of others and you can find that bit of light in those who have lost it, bringing them back
 to life. Your meaning to this world and the realms within this world survive because of you.”

I shook my head and looked at my father solemnly. “I'm not any of that. Not at all. It's just a name.”

He looked at me questioningly. “Is it?”

I searched his eyes deeper. He truly believed what he was saying to me. My father honestly had this faith that I was more than just a girl 
with a bad temper and good judge of character. Like I was some legend. For some reason, I wanted to shatter that image from his mind.

“I wasn’t the right choice, you know. Out of the two of us, Jaxon is the better person. There isn’t an ounce of hate in his body, unlike mine.”

He chuckled. “You may think this, Evika, but you are the stronger one. If I had to do it a thousand times over, it would be you every time,” he assured me. “And, everyone is capable of hate, given they are placed in the right circumstances to push them to feel that way. You are a good person, kiddo. No matter what you think.”

I thought about how my father, Joel, Luka, and Hayden all shared the same opinion about me; that I was a “good person.” No matter how much I tried to explain to them that I had a darkness inside, a perpetual distaste for the souls I had to save, no one except the devil would believe me. Alysto, the devil himself, could see that darkness within me the first time we’d met.

I recalled the Phantom’s existence and wondered if the devil knew how much darkness it possessed. And then I thought about when Hayden told me that my father died before ever telling anyone the reason he never saved the Seeker which it had been prior to becoming what it was now. Would Jack tell me if I asked him? I needed to know if he could see what it had done, the sins it had committed prior to trapping itself in the dark realm.

I looked at Jack inquisitively. “I need to ask you something about the Phantom.”

He blinked and then stared at me square in the eyes, unwaveringly. “Okay.”

I anticipated that he’d have been way more reluctant to offer any information on the subject of the Phantom. I was taken aback for a moment before I asked.

“Who was it, and why didn’t you save that Seeker?”

He sighed. Not one of those I’m-going-to-stall sighs. It was more of one of those You’re-going-to-be-disappointed sighs. “I don’t remember anymore.”

My nose wrinkled. “What? What do you mean you don’t remember anymore?
”

“Costello,” he started, “I had him remove the memories before I died. I didn’t want to take it with me.”

“You’re kidding me.” I was immediately crestfallen by his answer. There would be no preparation for me going in to know what this creature had done in its past life as a human. Not only would I not have information from my father on what to expect, I also didn’t know how I was to save my brother from it. I would have to save Jaxon from an entity which was the only one of its kind. Great.

I looked at him intently. “How does this end for me?”

My father kept a poker face as he stared into my eyes. “Evika,” he held my shoulders firmly, “sometimes it is a burden to know what is to come because you either let the fear of it take you over and destroy the happiness you have, or you let it consume you and you try to change the inevitable. I wish I could tell you what is to come, but to be honest, I’m glad I don’t know.”

“But---” I contested.

“Just know this,” he interrupted me, taking my hands in his. “No matter how long your life is here on this earth, when the time comes for your life here to end and for your new life in the next world to begin, you will be ready and you will be at peace with what has come and what will become. You will do great things. That
, I do know. I promise you this.” He squeezed my hands and leaned into me, kissing my forehead. The scent of Old Spice was powerful as I inhaled him. I hadn’t noticed it before. And then, I felt his strong arms wrap around my back and hold me close and tight. I felt the embrace of the father I'd barely remembered. I wasn’t sure how I felt, or really if I wanted to let myself feel anything. But before I knew it, tears welled up in my eyes, and I was hugging him back just as tightly.

“Dad?” I cried to him.

I heard him breathe in deep, as if in relief. “Yes?” he answered, still holding me.

“Is it better where you are? Is all of this worth it, in the end?” I longed to know that the afterlife that was to be our final destination was truly the bliss that we all deserved – the World of Light, as they called it. Most of all, I missed my mother and I wanted so badly to be able to know, after seeing her suffer, that the next world made up for it
.

My father looked into my eyes once again, holding my hands. The still sunset's light made his crystal blue eyes shimmer. “Evika, anything and everything that has ever made you smile in this life will be in the World of Light waiting to make you smile again. That is a certainty.” He pulled me to my feet as he stood.

I nodded, committing my father's face to memory along with his voice and his scent, and even the way it felt when he embraced me in his arms. It made me miss her, my mother. “Can you please tell her I love her and that I miss her?” I bit my lip to hold the next round of tears.

He grinned at me. “I will tell her,” he said as he kissed my hair. “I have to go. Please remember what I've told you, Evika.”

“I will,” I promised.

My father studied me with admiration as if he were committing this moment to memory, then proceeded to walk away and along the edge of the water. His hand reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a cigarette and lighter. Suddenly, I saw him turn to me again.

“Oh, and Evika, one more thing.” He lit the cigarette and took a quick drag, blowing out the smoke before continuing to speak. “Please remember that your angel was only protecting you and abiding by the rules that were set for him. If you want to be angry with anyone about Jaxon, be angry with me.” He gave me a stern expression.

I studied him before answering, wondering if Hayden had somehow asked my father to throw in a good word for him. But, either way, I knew I'd have to forgive him at some point.

“I'll think about it,” I said.

He winked at me and continued walking again. I stared after him. He would turn his head with each puff of his cigarette, watching the sunset as he continued walking. I laughed inside. I wondered if that horrible habit was one that made him happy and if he got to take it with him when he returned to the World of Light. It made me think about my bad habits and if they actually made me happy. I couldn't think of one that did, not the bad ones anyway.

I sat in the wet sand and let the warm water glide up to my feet. It felt almost magical, sitting there by the ocean, like I could throw all of my troubles into it and they’d just vanish. As if I could submerse 
myself into that water, and any pain I'd been feeling would just disappear forever.

Yes. This was truly a dream.

My father became a tiny spec along the endless shore by the time I looked at him again. I heard the crashing of the waves against the rocks in the near distance and the foam that bubbled up on the sand around me. I closed my eyes and inhaled the smell of the sea water, admitting to myself that I'd found some peace in this dream.

I opened my eyes to the bright sun shining in the window and listened to the laughter of Spongebob Squarepants on Nickelodeon. I focused, realizing I was still on the couch. Jaxon!
 I thought. I looked to my right to see him still sleeping soundly. I checked the time. It was nine forty-seven. As usual, I was impatient. A thought ran through my mind and I wanted to know if I could resolve some of this right away. I leaned into Jaxon.

“Jax,” I whispered.

He moaned and moved his head slightly.

“Jax, I know you wanna sleep and you can go back to sleep, but I had a thought and wanted to tell you right now.”

A small slit appeared between his eyelids. He winced with a soft “ugh” at the sunlight and turned his head away from the light into the pillow, raising his arm over his face. “Okay, I'm listening,” he said groggily.

“Are you sure?”

“I'm blind now, but yes, my ears are working,” he gave me a smirk, his arm still over his eyes.

“Okay. Well, I want you to move in,” I said quickly.

He lifted his arm and popped one eye open to look at me. He just stared with his one eye. “Um, you mean to live here?”

I rolled my eyes and laughed at him. “No Jaxon, to be my pool boy. Yes!
 To live here.”

He looked at me incredulously with his one eye. “Evika, you don't even have a pool.
”

I laughed at his comment and shook my head. “This must be sleepy Jaxon, huh?”

He laughed lightly. “Yeah, this is called needs-to-go-back-to-sleep Jaxon, but it's okay. I can manage this conversation.” He rubbed both of his eyes, then held a pillow to the side of his face to block the light. He gave me a cheesy smile.

“So?” I was impatient.

“Well, I told you I was already planning on moving down here after my lease was up, but I didn't mean I was moving in.
 I was just going to find an apartment or something around here to be close to you.”

“I know, but I want you living in this house. And I don't want to wait for your lease to be up.”

“Ev, my lease isn't up for another four months. I'd have to plan---”

“I'll pay it off. No big deal. I'll set up the movers, the truck, all f it. We’ll start today. I'll even take you shopping and we can design your room however you want it.”

“Evika, the house is big and all, but I really don't want to impose. I don’t want to piss your Guardian off here. There is no reason---”

“Jaxon, I need
 you to move in,” I said sternly.

He looked at me curiously. “What's with the urgency all of a sudden? Are you always like this when you get an idea?”

I sighed and forced a smile at him. “I just want us to catch up on all the time we've missed, and in order to do that I think you should be here with me.” It was true, but it wasn't the whole truth. I couldn't let him know what I knew, at least, not everything. Not yet. I watched him intently, waiting for his answer.

He smirked at me. “Do you always get what you want?”

“More often than not, yes,” I bobbed my head. “Don’t ruin my streak. So, is that a yes?”

“I have a feeling it's in my best interest to say 'yes,' considering that I don't want to end up like your soaked angel out there,” he joked, nodding his head toward the back door.

“Glad we're in agreement. You can go back to sleep now.” I threw the blanket over his head and laughed as I headed to the kitchen to make breakfast
.

I heard him yawn and then speak through the blanket. “Hey wait, what about....guests
?”

I turned to look at the bump under the blanket that was my brother. “Guests?” I asked him.

“Uh....ya know....girls?
” he said quietly.

“Oh, right.” I realized what he meant. I thought for a moment and smirked, remembering the witty phrase of my best friend. “Just don't bring home any ho-bags.”

His laughter filled the living room before shouting out, “Duly noted!”

I smiled with relief as I pulled out the waffles from the freezer. I popped a few in the toaster and looked out the back window to find Hayden laying in the hammock next to the tent, reading the same book from the night before, from what I could tell.

I let out a nervous sigh, realizing that it was going to be a long and trying day.
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Cornered







I

took a long and deep, controlled breath as I walked out of the house toward Hayden's “camp site.” He was still laying in the hammock, but with the book lying face down over his chest. I read the title as I got closer: The Quantity Theory of Insanity.
 I always did love that book. I wondered what the quantity of my
 sanity was that very moment.

I sauntered up to him and folded my arms. I watched him lock his fingers and place them behind his head. “You came out sooner than I thought you would,” he antagonized.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Don't get excited, Hayden. I'm still pissed off,” I spat back.

“Clearly,” he said as he sat up and relaxed his tight expression with a sigh of, what seemed like, defeat. “And you have every right to be, Evika. But know this, Jaxon was not my secret to tell you yet.”

“Oh, no?” I asked. “When might have the truth come out then, Hayden? Huh? Didn't knowing about my twin brother and not having told me yet ever eat away at you in the slightest way? At all?” I sort of gulped after having said that to him as I thought of the secrets I had of my own. “Seems like you were doing just fine living in this little fairy tale until Jaxon showed up.” God! I felt like such an ass.

Hayden's brow furrowed as he slid out of the hammock and walked 
toward me, stopping when our faces were only inches apart. He looked me dead in the eyes. “It. Killed. Me.” He said each word with such intensity. “Every minute of every day, Evika. It killed
 me.” His nostrils flared. “You have no idea.”

I looked away and pursed my lips, mostly to help not to fall into the pattern of crying again. I wondered what it was that killed me
 more; Hayden's brutal honesty of how he really felt or my own guilt eating away at me on the inside. I had to find a way to bury it now.

I met his eyes again. “Jaxon's moving in,” I said bluntly.

“He's what?
” Hayden's eyes widened.

“It's what I want, Hayden. He's moving in. I call the shots on things from now on and I say that rules are going to change around here. And it starts now.”

“Evika, no way. It's too dangerous to---”

“I have to protect him!” I cut him off.

He looked at me sternly. “It's not your job, Evika. You have no control over this.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I don’t?’

In a haste, I swung the duffel bag I’d had hanging behind my back over to my hip. I dropped the heavy bag of castors onto the grass at my feet. They made a deep clanking noise as they landed since I’d taken them out of their protective casings that Elliott had made for them.

Hayden looked at me inquisitively. “What’s this?”

I then pulled the box of matches out from my front hoodie pocket. I was tired of not having control. Tired of my fate being decided for me, and tired of all of the lies, the secrets of my past being hidden from me while I waited for all of them to be unraveled, little by little. I was beyond frustrated now, and way past my boiling point.

I held the box of matches out and pulled out a green-tipped match, staring at the bag. I knew burning them would do me no good; Elliott could duplicate them all over again, as many times as the Council asked him to. It wouldn't matter how many I destroyed. But I didn't care. For the time being, this would make me feel better. It was symbolic.

Just when I held the match to the box getting ready to strike it, the flash of a black object whipped past my eyes, and the box flew along 
with it from my hands in one blink. The sound of a rip to my left beckoned my head to turn to find the box of matches pinned to the huge oak's trunk not four feet away from me. The box was held there by a large, black throwing knife embedded into the bark. The box was pinned long-ways, and some of the matches spilled to the ground, rolling out of the opening at the end.

I immediately turned to my right to see an angry looking, unkempt man in a dirty, white t-shirt, tattered jeans, and black, mid-length trench. His greasy brown hair draped over a black, worn out bandana tied around his head. He was very still, and his deep brown - almost black - eyes bore into mine as if he were trying to cast an evil spell.

Despite my shock and fear, my anger hadn't dissipated, and my mouth blurted, “Who the hell are you
?”

His stiffened body loosened from his stance and walked toward me slowly, then past me and over to the oak, not taking his eyes off of me once. They kept the same penetrating stare.

His calloused hand rose to the thrown knife, and he removed it effortlessly from the bark, letting the box of matches fall to the ground and splatter its contents all over the grass.

“Someone whose temper is far worse than your own,” he answered in a soft, husky tone. His Southern dialect did not go unnoticed by me. “So I suggest you tread lightly.”

You've got to be kidding me.

Although his presence was abrupt and slightly threatening, I somehow felt safe, considering Hayden hadn’t jumped to my rescue. This new person must have been someone he’d trusted.

I watched the stranger and Hayden nod to each other in that how-ya-doin’ gesture, as if they’d both been expecting to see each other again. Then he slipped the knife back into one of the inside pockets of his jacket and walked past me again, purposely brushing my shoulder, invading my personal space. The only word I could find to describe this man, other than rugged, dirty, and rude, was “asshole.”

I looked over at Hayden again, my eyebrows raised. “Care to explain what this is?”

“Name’s Blane,” the asshole answered. “At your service, princess

.” He did an overly-exaggerated bow and waving hand motion in my direction, holding a crooked smile.

“Evika,” Hayden started “this is Trevor Blane. He’s the Phantom Hunter.”

I guffawed. “He’s the what
?”

“Hunter of that piece-of-shit thing that’s after you and your brother, if you need clarification,” Blane spat.

“Perfect,” was all I could muster. It all made sense. Something like “precautions or rules set in place” is what I’d remembered Hayden and Luka saying to me a month ago when they barely told me anything about the “big secret” I wasn’t supposed to know about; the Phantom. I knew then that there was so much more that I would need answers to. Everything. I wanted to know every last detail I could know about, well, everything.

Hayden explained that once the Phantom had been created, and once the Council discovered how powerful the beast could be, Blane was summoned to be the first ever Phantom Hunter. He was to track its every move and destroy it before it could ever get to Jaxon or me. It was agreed to by all that Jaxon and I would be split up until the Hunter had executed his assignment. He had been hunting Jaxon’s and my entire lives to no prevail; the Phantom has the ability to cross between our world and its own in the dark realm. It jumps from body to body in order to suck the life out of its victims. The more lives it takes, the stronger it becomes, just like Alysto.

I shook my head, almost in disbelief that there was even more to add to this chaotic life I regretted to call my own.

“Where the hell is it now?” I asked with a bite.

Before Hayden could continue to answer me, Blane interjected.

“I lost it, okay?” he said angrily, still throwing his knives at the tree. I looked over at the Phantom Hunter, wondering if he’d elaborate. He didn’t disappoint. He paused his throwing and turned to us.

“It was close, hanging onto some girl only a few miles away from your brother, but then the damned kid changes his course on us to come find you and brought us all down here with him. It followed him about halfway down here,” he explained, grabbing a few of his knives 
from the bark, “and then the body it took was found dead I some hotel near Williamsburg. That’s where I lost it.”

“You lost it,” I confirmed.

“Did I stutter?” he said defensively. “Yes, princess, I lost the damn thing. So, sue me.” He went back to throwing his knives much more violently now.

I felt Hayden’s eyes on me as I was sizing up this new acquaintance of mine. I turned to meet his stare in silence, thinking about whether or not I should say what I was thinking. It seemed as though “plans” put in place to keep everyone safe were unraveling. This could go one of two ways, as I saw it; either the Council would tighten their reins and come up with a new plan of action immediately, or they would be so baffled as to how to move on from the enigma which would give me time to make my own plans. I was hoping for the latter, because I was going to be sure that I got everything I wanted from then on. Whether or not I had support from the Council, I was going to get my way. I finally decided to let my words for Hayden leave my tongue.

“You owe me so much for this,” I finally said to him. And I couldn’t take it back after the words left my tongue.

It was then that my heart hurt. It ached when I saw Hayden retreat from arguing with me and give me such a shocked expression. He only stood there. I could see in his emerald eyes that he felt I was right, but it only amplified the guilt I’d felt. I knew he knew what I was thinking. Any request I had from then on would be something that Hayden would have to find a way to grant me. Any call I made, I would not relent to any of the rules. He knew this about me. And I knew I was being unfair.

I could feel the wind change behind me, and saw the tall cast of a shadow that appeared on the ground next to me. I knew fully well who had just graced us with his presence. I turned to see Luka’s apologetic gaze, and felt even more pain in my heart. There I was, standing angrily with two of the most important people in my life. I was the hypocrite. The wrong-doer. The jerk. The asshole. And I totally knew it.

I sighed, frustrated with myself and just wishing I could have changed things. Rewind the clock. Start over. I walked over to the 
nearest tree and leaned my back against it, the angels both standing in front of me. I looked at them and could see that all they wanted was forgiveness from me.

“Evigreen,” Luka spoke softly, “we were given specific orders not to say anything until the time was right. I'm so sorry. It wasn’t our secret to tell.”

I looked up at Luka and saw the clearest blue I'd ever seen before in his eyes. Then I looked over at my angel. It appeared that he just had no more words to say to me, but told me everything with those eyes. They were glossed over as if he were about to cry. And that, right there, is what killed me
.


God!
 I felt sick to my stomach for being so furious with them, but I'd felt so betrayed and hurt. I took a deep breath and spoke with more compassion. “Okay, look, I'm sorry. It's not your fault,” I said to them. “I know why Jaxon was kept a secret from me, and why I was kept from him. I understand all of that now because…” I paused, and they both looked at me with curiosity. I sighed. “Jack visited me in a dream last night.”

“Your father,” Hayden declared, not surprised. “I know.”

I nodded. I knew he knew. “He told me why they had to keep Jaxon and me apart.” I looked down at the ground, folded my arms and shook my head. “It's still not right,” I said quietly, my throat close tightly to try and hold off my tears.

“Evika, I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am,” he whispered to me. “None of us wanted you to find out this way.”

I looked up at them again, wondering if they even knew about the vision my father experienced while he visited my dream. “Jack had a vision right in front of me. He said he saw something was going to happen to Jaxon, and that I was the only one who could save him.” I looked at my angel and kept a steady face. “So, you understand that I want him in my life from now on.” I stated my words. It was not a question. I looked over to Luka, who averted his eyes from mine, still looking somewhat ashamed. “I can't let Jaxon out of my sight after this. He’s moving in.”

Hayden ran his hand through his hair, shaking his head. “Evika, I understand that you want him to stay with us, but that can’t happen. It 
is extremely dangerous for you, for him, for all of us. Especially now.”

I glared at him. “So, I'm supposed to lose the only family I have left? He's my twin brother, Hayden!” I spat my words, acid in my voice.

“And he can be the very thing that puts you in danger...or gets you killed
, Evika!” Hayden raised his voice to me without hesitation. “After all that your father must have told you about the dangers of you two being together before Blane hunts down this beast, you want gamble with your life now?”

“Hayden, I don’t even care. We aren’t getting any younger here. And, am I the only who’s noticed?” I gestured over to the stranger grabbing his knives from the tree bark. “The famous Phantom Hunter hasn’t really made much progress after all these years. How long would we even have to wait!” My blood was at max boiling point.

“Hey, fuck you!” Blane retorted angrily, walking over to us again.

I glared at him, then continued speaking to Hayden. “You can't take him away from me, not again. I won't let you.”

“Oh, okay,” Hayden said sardonically. “You
 won't let me.” He shook his head and walked up to me with a scowl that matched my own. “Do you have any idea how hard you would make things for us? For all of these years, I've been guarding your life successfully
, Evika, and I'm not about to let this get screwed up by a mistake we could have avoided.”

“It already is
 screwed up, Hayden!” I screamed at him. “Don't you see that? This fucking life has robbed Jaxon and me of each other! All because of my idiot father!”

“Hey!” Luka's voice interrupted my rant. I looked over at him to see his brow line furrowed as he looked stared back at me. I'd never known Luka to have such an angry face. “That is enough!
” he yelled. “I know you don't want to hear this, Evika, but your father was human. Just like you!” His voice was deep, eyes furrowed. “Now, I know Jack screwed up. We all know that. He
 knows that. But the rules put in place as a result of that mistake were there for a reason...and it was to protect both you and your brother.
”

I gulped, still looking at Luka in surprise. His expression softened as he took a deep breath.

“I know that you feel hurt, deceived, betrayed,” he continued, “I know that. We all do, I swear. But you have to see that there was good reason for all of this. And you cannot hold it against us, Evika. We were given no choice in this matter, no matter how we felt.”

I sighed, relieved that he didn't hold onto that mad expression. “I do know that,” I said quietly. “I do.” I felt the pain in my throat rise, and my eyes started prickling. I folded my arms into my chest and turned away from them slowly. I didn't want them to see me cry anymore. “But you have to see that Jaxon is a huge chunk of my life that has been missing. And I just found this out. If he gets taken away from me again---I---” I paused before continuing so I could take another deep breath. “I can't lose another part of me again. I just can't.”

There was a long moment of silence while the three of them looked at me.

“You know,” Blane interjected. “Maybe she’s right.”

“What?” Hayden and Luka turned to him simultaneously. Even I looked at him in surprise.

“I’m serious,” Blane continued. “I’ve been hunting this thing for years and whenever I get close, it jumps to another body.” Blane took out a few of the knives from inside his jacket and threw them at one of the oaks that held part of the hammock. One after another, they were embedded in the tree’s bark about six inches apart, forming a straight line going down. “We could reel it in by keeping the kid here. Maybe it’s the bait that we need.” He examined the tree for a long moment, aiming his last knife and finally throwing it. It hit the bark in the same spot as the first knife, but was embedded noticeably deeper. “This could all be over if I just had the chance.”

I smirked at Hayden. “Sounds like the knife-throwing asshole has a point.”

“Thank you,” Blane nodded my way, not fazed by my insult. “See? Princess agrees with me.”

Hayden ran his hands through his hair and started pacing. I knew he was feeling outnumbered, and I wanted him to feel that way. I wanted my way. I wanted to make the choices from now on
.

We all watched him deliberate for a few minutes before putting his pacing to a stop and standing in front of me with his arms crossed. His demeanor had now changed. He’d become more confident, and whatever he was about to say would be indicative as to why that was.

“Okay,” he simply said.

“Okay?” I asked, shocked.

“Wait, what?” Luka asked, confused.

“Okay
, Jaxon can move in….on one condition,” he amended.

I was used to Hayden’s love for “conditions,” so I wasn’t surprised by his answer. Maybe it would be that I would have to agree to no drinking at all, or no smoking at all, two things of which would go from “curbing” to “non-existent.” Whatever. I figured I’d be able to handle whatever it was that Hayden had to throw at me, as long as I could have my brother in my life.

“Fine,” I said coldly. “Then what’s your condition?”

Hayden gave looks to Luka and Blane, as if warning them.

“Everyone
 has to move in. Even Jaxon’s Guardian.”

“What?” was the simultaneous response from Luka, Blane, and myself.

“You all heard me,” Hayden said with a shrug, looking each of us in the eyes. “If Evika wants Jaxon to move in and we have to continue to hold up the ideal amount of security set in place by the House of Council, then everyone’s going to have to move in. That’s my condition.”

“No way,” I shook my head.

“You’re out of your goddamned mind!” Blane blurted in disbelief. “Are you serious?”

“No joke, man.”

“It would be like a freaking frat house with everyone living here!” I threw my hands in the air in protest. “You can’t expect this to work out. There has to be another way.”

“There’s plenty of room in that house,” Hayden stated. “If you want Jaxon here, you’ll have to agree to Luka, Blane, and Indigo moving in, too.”

I didn’t mind Luka moving in, so that wasn’t my problem. Blane, and Indigo, who I assumed was the name of my brother’s Guardian, 
was what bothered me the most. Strangers who may have been House of Council picks for their tasks didn’t mean I’d like them and want to live with them.”

“This is such bullshit. You know that, right?” I contested.

Hayden sighed. “So is that a yes
 to my proposal?”

I pursed my lips and narrowed my eyes at him, shaking my head and tightening my fists.

“Fine,” I said through tightly gritted teeth.”

“Great,” he said with a smirk. “Blane, please let Indigo know about the arrangement. Luka and I will cover everything with Costello and let him know.”

Blane shook his head in shock. “You’re seriously making me move in?”

“Yup,” Hayden answered.

Blane looked over at me with a glare. “Unreal,” he said. He then started throwing his knives at a different tree in the yard, more force behind each of his throws this time. “Fucking princess,” I heard him say with a bite under his breath.
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House Guests







I

n a matter of forty-eight hours, the “condition” to which I’d agreed in order to have Jaxon move in was met. Each empty bedroom was filled with a warm body. Even one of the living rooms had become a new place for slumber since I’d only agreed to let Hayden back into the house, and not back into our bedroom. Hayden gave up his own room to Luka, I guess in hopes that he wouldn’t really need it anymore after we made up. I still didn’t relent.

I had Jaxon claim the biggest of the guest rooms. The others – Luka, Blane, and Indigo – took the rooms at the other side of the house. They each had their own unique way of handling the change. Luka was, as always, just go-with-the-flow about the move and was happy to nest in the house as long as he could have Beau in his room for a few nights a week. I had to laugh when he laid out that request because he and my dog had such a close bond anyway due to the fact that Luka was the nature harmon who brought Beau back to my world. I agreed to it immediately.

Blane had a large duffel bag that he’d kept on the floor of his room from day one. He refused to use the dresser or to unpack. He lived out of the bag, and he’d made a point to leave the bag visible to all walking by and down the hall. The impression I received was that he was 
making it clear that he wasn’t staying. He never liked the arrangement in the first place. Neither did I.

Jaxon and I met Indigo that very first evening after the agreement. A very tall, muscular, dark-skinned angel with long dreadlocks knocked at my front door. Next to his feet were two huge, clear containers full of his belongings.

Jaxon spent most of that evening peppering Indigo with all types of questions after finally warming up to him. He’d been a bit intimidated, at first, to even speak to his Guardian. I had to guess it was because the whole thing was a bit surreal, knowing that some being has been “watching” you your entire life. You question things like “How much do they really know about me?” or “Have they really seen everything I’ve ever done?” I didn’t have to imagine that those were Jaxon’s initial thoughts because I had them myself when I’d first met Hayden.

Indigo looked extremely familiar to me. I almost gave up on trying to place his face until it finally struck me; he was at the Pancake House that Jaxon and I went to the first day we’d met. Indigo had been reading a menu and peeking over at us occasionally from his table, then scrambled to pick up his cell phone and have a conversation. I’d known what he was.

I observed his attire, recalling the familiar camouflage cargo shorts. “I remember you,” I told him after he settled into his room that first night.

He chuckled very quietly before turning to look at me. His long dreads were tied back in a low, loose pony tail while a few hung freely on either side of his face, lying well below his broad shoulders. He gave me a smile.

“I can imagine you would remember me,” he said in a smooth, deep tone. “I didn’t make much of an effort to conceal myself from you.”

I looked at him inquisitively.

“I was quite sure you knew what I was. There was no real danger in your knowing, so I didn’t try very hard,” Indigo elaborated.

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah, I had a hunch that there’d be a few of you lurking while Jaxon and I were out all day.”

I turned my attention to the rows of dark purple pillar candles 
covering the floor and the bed, so I walked a bit closer. I saw that each of them was marked with a tiny, silver plaque on which a Roman numeral was engraved. Indigo had them all lined up in order. My eyes followed all the way to the end of the top row on the bed to find the last candle with a plaque showing three capital “Cs,” three “Xs”, and two “Is.” I didn’t know Roman numerals well, but it was clear to me he’d had a few hundred of them in that room.

“They’re the lives I’ve guarded throughout my existence,” his silky voice answered my unspoken question. “Three hundred thirty-two of them. And this,” he reached down and pulled out a black case from one of the bins and opened it up to reveal yet another pillar candle, “is my current life. Number three hundred thirty-three.” He smiled.

He held the candle out to me. It was already lit, as if it had been packaged and transported that way. It, like the others, sported a plaque with Roman numerals; three “Cs,” three “Xs”, and three “Is.”

“My brother’s,” I said.

Indigo nodded. “From the moment they are given life, the flame will light and remain lit until their death. Until that final day, the flame stays bright. These, of course,” he added, “are no ordinary candles. They are specially made at the House.”

I watched him carefully place my brother’s candle on the nightstand by the bed. I then looked around the bedroom at all of the others and wondered where he planned on putting the rest of them. Surely, he wasn’t considering leaving them where they were.

“Um. Did you need some place to put all of these? You could always use the cabinets down in the dining room. It’s not like I need to display those hoity-toity china plates.”

I thought about the chinaware in those cabinets. Hayden had negotiated with the seller to leave it all with the house and we’d include payment in the total price; two china cabinets full of stuff. He’d honestly thought we’d use them someday when Joel came to make us some nice meals. I saw them as things that just took up space. Nice dinnerware was definitely not my style.

Indigo deliberated for a moment, looking around the room at his organized mess, and then back to me. He chuckled. “You know, when I packed all of this up, I’m not so sure I even considered where I’d be 
putting all of these when I got here. I only felt the urge to bring them with me and never gave it another thought.”

I was curious to know what all of the candles meant to Indigo. Although I’d been used to the different Guardian angels possessing their own personalities and quirks, it still intrigued me when I learned of new ones. I’d never gotten past the whole idea that these sentient beings were almost more human than I was.

I waited for Indigo to come up with an answer as he still stood there, bewildered at the sight of his three hundred thirty-three pillar candles all over the room. I couldn’t resist asking an additional question after becoming a bit perplexed, myself.

“Indigo, where do you normally keep all of these, anyway?”

His trance broke at the sound of my voice. “Oh, we have vaults at the House of Council, we angels. Most of us like to keep meaningful items we’ve collected over the years, keepsakes, if you will. The pillars are what I’ve kept for hundreds of years.” He looked over his candles again proudly. “I’ve always collected a candle for each of my lives. I’m the only Guardian who does, that I know of.”

“Why do you keep them?” I asked him.

He looked down at my brother’s candle for a moment. “Well, I guess it started out as just a way for me to keep count. I’d been fascinated since my Creation Day with the many lives some of the other, more seasoned, Guardians had watched over. So, from day one, life one, I kept a burning candle for my current human. But then,” he continued, “I’d realized after around the first thirty lives or so that all of my humans died only from natural causes, or old age. None of them were murdered or were met by their demise with some tragic accident. I found that to be quite peculiar.”

Indigo took the black case in which my brother’s pillar candle had traveled and placed it in the nightstand drawer. “Ever since that realization, I’ve cherished them even more.”

I studied him curiously, fascinated. “You mean to tell me that all three hundred and thirty-two of these lives were never someone who committed suicide, or was in the wrong place at the wrong time?” I winced a little after asking my question. That last scenario had come 
from deep within my subconscious, I knew. I instantly thought of my mother and her own demise.

“None of them,” he declared. He said it as if he, himself, were still in amazement of the fact. “I did have quite a few children - more than I would have liked to see die at such early ages – but none of their deaths were at the hands of someone else…except, of course, the Creator himself.”

Indigo sat down at the edge of the bed in the one, small section left that wasn’t covered with candles.

“The human race, from what I’ve gathered since the beginning of my existence, can be so cruel to its own kind. Even over the long period of time since Guardians have existed, humans and their nature have never changed. There are always the bad seeds that can ruin so many of the lives around them if they choose to, murderers who will take the life of another in the blink of an eye without giving a second thought to their actions.” He gestured with a nod to the candles next to him. “I am still astonished over the fact that none of my humans’ deaths were ever due to the hand of another.”

I thought of how significant it was that Indigo was able to claim this fact, and how sad it was that it was even significant. He was right, humans have always had a nature about them that has never changed. There was always a dark side to human nature.

I looked at Indigo inquisitively as the thought occurred. “Maybe this means you’re good luck. For your humans, I mean,” I said.

Indigo’s eyebrows raised. “Good luck, huh?” He laughed heartily, much deeper and animatedly than he had previously. “Maybe I’m
 just the lucky one,” he mused. He stood and turned to look over his organized mess once again.

“Either way, I’m glad my brother has you,” I assured him.

He beamed, starting to blush. “I’m honored to be his Guardian. And I can assure you, I will do anything and everything in my power to protect him from this new entity.” He raised his palm to me and added, “Angel’s honor.”

I gave him a warm smile, appreciating that he already knew how important Jaxon was to me. Before leaving the room, I took one last glance at the burning candle on the nightstand, the symbol that 
represented my brother’s life, and the life which this new angel had vowed to protect.

“Hey, Evika?” I heard Indigo call after me right before I walked out of the room.

“Yeah?” I looked at the angel as he wrinkled his nose, obviously assessing his belongings and coming to his conclusion.

“Maybe I’ll take you up on those china cabinets.” He finally relented.

I laughed. “They’re all yours, Indigo.”
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Truce







T

ension was still looming, that thick kind of tension in the air that everyone speculates you could cut with a knife. I still never let Hayden back into my room, nor did I make an effort to talk anything out with him. Most mornings, I would awaken and out of habit, stroll to the family room to put on the television. But then, I’d see the fading angel on the couch either still sleeping or eating a bowl of cereal, so I’d just find somewhere else to seek sanctuary.

The house was divided, and no one was on the same schedule, as if anyone sharing the same room together at one time was off limits. It could have been me being overly sensitive, but for as many people we had in that house, it still felt lonely.

It had been a solid week since Jaxon showed up at my door and everyone moved in before I started even thinking about giving Hayden the time of day. I refused to do any saves, and quite honestly, I didn’t have to put up much of a fight. Hayden, nor Luka, confronted me about the issue. I guess they were just giving me my space, time to get over the fact that I had a whole clan of guys just move into my home…and to get used to the fact that I had a twin brother.

Although I was still angry with Hayden, I wanted our issue resolved. It was almost as if Hayden had also become upset with me in 
the process, as I really didn’t see any efforts coming from him either. But then again, he knew me well and was aware that space was usually the best thing to give me at times.

While I wasn’t with Jaxon and learning more about him, I spent the majority of my time in my bedroom creating sketches. Some of the drawings were of the landscape and seascape outside of my window, but a lot of them were my perception of the Guardian stories I’d been told. I drew one rendering of Indigo setting up his three-hundred thirty three candles, only one of which was lit and held in his palms against his chest as he looked down at it. It was a dark sketch, mostly shadow, and I used color pencil only on the flame and the reflection on Indigo’s face.

One of the drawings I spent the most time on was of Hayden; he was not an angel any longer. I showed him sitting in an empty room with a simple, untreated window in the background shining a small beam of light onto the floor in front of him. He was hunched over in a wooden chair, wingless, and sporting fresh wounds on his back where his wings had once been attached. He held his head in his hands, looking down at the objects in front of him where the light from the window was illuminated. His black, torn wings lay lifeless at his feet, reminding him of the magic they once held. I’d wondered if he’d felt any guilt in breaking them for me.

I knew in my heart that I’d have to learn to resolve things with Hayden; it wasn’t right for us to just keep things festering. But no sooner did I finally come to terms with having to be the first to say something than did Hayden tape a note to my bedroom door for me to find before going to bed that night. It was an invitation.

“Meet me downstairs tomorrow morning at 10. Bring swimsuit. Wear sneakers. – Hayden,
” it said.

I wasn’t a fan of being told what to do. Ever. But I decided to play along to see what Hayden had in store. My mind went wild with thoughts as I tried to play out ideas in my head as to what he had planned. I’d tossed and turned for over an hour before finally getting some sleep. Despite the many scenarios playing out in my mind, I knew for certain there was one thing Hayden had on the agenda; he 
wanted resolve. And we probably wouldn’t be home until we hashed everything out.

When I got up the next morning, I did as I was told with as little eye-rolling as I could manage. I still didn’t like the commands. I ended up wearing my polka dot bikini from Elka under a gray tank denim shorts. Lastly, I grabbed my black All-star sneakers to complete the ensemble before heading out of my room.

“Mornin’,” Jaxon’s sleepy voice called behind me.

“Hey, Jax,” I said. I looked him over to find he was in his blue swimming shorts sported with an assorted flamingo pattern. A beach towel hung over his shoulder. “Going somewhere already?”

He shrugged. “Going for a swim off the dock. Looked like a good day for that.” Then he nodded his head down the hall past me. “I think my bodyguard is coming with me.” He laughed. “I can’t get a hundred feet from the door without a tag-along,” he said in amusement. At least he had a sense of humor about it.

“Indigo or Blane?” I asked.

“Indigo,” he said. “Blane’s not really that social. But then again, I haven’t really made much of an effort, either,” he admitted. “What about you? Looks like you’re bouncing off somewhere.”

I held up my invitation for Jaxon to see.

“Ah.” He observed. “Finally going to hash this out, are we?”

“Looks like it,” I said with a sigh.

He smiled. “I’m glad. I don’t know either of you that well yet, but it will be nice not to have to witness the strain anymore around here. Well, that is, if you resolve this today,” he added. “It’s sort of awkward having to watch you guys avoid each other under the same roof.”

I thought about my brother’s statement. It had never occurred to me that Hayden’s and my conflict set the tone for the rest of the house. I figured everyone just went about how they normally would. But then again, what did I know about what “normal” was for the rest of them? Aside from knowing Luka for a short while, I really didn’t know any of the rest of my house guests at all, especially my own twin brother.

“I guess I have to fix this now. Come hell or high water,” I laughed out my answer. There was a shakiness behind my laugh, an indicative 
sign that I was unsure what the rest of the day would bring. I wondered if I even believed that I could completely forgive or forget the very thing about which I was truly angry with Hayden. I knew I would have to try.

“I know you can.” Jaxon beamed at me, and then he gave a little shrug. “You’re the Soldier of Light.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Jax. Have fun swimming.”

I headed downstairs. I wasn’t exactly sure what he even meant by that, “You’re the Soldier of Light.” Did he think that it meant I was great at forgiving? God knows that wasn’t true. If anything, I was still human and famous for holding grudges. My capability of forgiving could not possibly have been what he meant. Then I thought about the other traits I possessed, things my father possessed. There was, of course, our infamous stubbornness which didn’t get us very far. But then there was also our strengths and our gifts and our ability to use those for the good. I guess if you add in that stubbornness, you get a dangerous package; someone who won’t relent to rules, someone who won’t sit back and let things happen. Someone who will change their course if it meant bettering things for others they cared about, and someone who would find it in their heart to forgive, even if they weren’t quite ready to.

I was met by a pair of waiting emerald eyes in the foyer. Hayden stood patiently with my black helmet under his arm, and his lips curled into a small smile.

“You accepted,” he said.

“And I’m on time, too,” I pointed out. “Bet you weren’t expecting that.”

“I only would have started to worry around twenty after ten,” he joked, handing me the helmet.

I rolled my eyes playfully. “Still no faith in me.”

“It’s not about a lack of faith, Evika,” Hayden argued. “I just know you all too well.”

That bit of information never went forgotten by me, that Hayden knew me like the back of his hand. I admit, and I’ve said it before, he knew me better than I knew myself sometimes. This fact had gotten 
easier for me to accept over the time we’d known each other, but it did always thrill me when I could actually do something out of character once in a while just to catch him by surprise. Being on time, for example, is never something I was famous for. This morning proved that I could provide a little bit of my own “out-of-the-blue” once in a while. I hated that everything was always so predictable for him.

I was grateful that Hayden’s choice of travel that morning was the Harley. Although we were finally spending time with each other for the first time since his Fading, our engagement, and my twin brother popping in – all of which happened all in one day a week prior – I had a hunch that riding in the Mustang to wherever Hayden was taking us would have been a silent trip.

I was forced to touch him again for the first time while riding behind him on his motorcycle. I didn’t ask where we were going. I’m not sure I even cared. My arms wrapped around him, and I watched the movement of his muscles as he started up the Harley and tightened his grip on the throttle. I hardly paid attention to the turns we were making down the streets, and observed mostly the passersby, the beach-goers, and some of the shops along the streets setting up for the day. Colorful beach towels, boogie boards, and other ocean gear set up on the rolling racks painted the sidewalks as we headed through the town. Maybe the fact we had to be near each other during that short ride and not have the ability to discuss anything was exactly Hayden’s plan. It just gave me time to observe…and inhale him.

We finally approached an empty gravel parking area after having driven along the main drag by the swampy part of the island outside of town. The lot was hardly big enough for three cars. It was off to the side of a quiet road, bumped up against thick foliage and an unmarked trailhead. Spanish moss draped over the opening like curtains slightly moving to either side as a light breeze blew through it, almost as if inviting us into whatever it was hiding.

“Up for a walk?” Hayden finally said moments after shutting off the engine.

I removed my helmet and handed it to him. “I suppose I have no choice since you’ve dragged me out here,” I said jokingly.

“True,” he agreed
.

Hayden pulled aside one of the Spanish moss curtains to reveal an entire jungle of plants and trees. More moss, oak trees, and palmettos made up the landscape around the trail as far as my eyes let me see. The area was peppered with palm trees that stood a bit shorter than the older oaks. The sounds inside the forest changed the faint ocean waves and wind to light breezes rustling through the soft leaves of every plant, and the numerous types of calls from birds. We were surrounded by a completely different world, enveloped in a blanket of a new nature in which I’d never set foot.

We walked for a few minutes, taking in the beauty which surrounded us, and then Hayden came to a stop and turned to me. He studied me for a moment before speaking, as if deliberating over the perfect thing to say.

“So, you know we have to get everything out in the open now, right?” he started. “It’s why I brought you here.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “I thought everything was already out in the open now. Do you have more to tell me?”

Hayden shook his head. “You know what I mean, Evika. Feelings,” he said. “I know you let things just fester inside until I coax them out of you. Although,” he gave me a small smirk, “you never
 seem to have an issue showing me your anger…”

“Ha. Ha,” I said sardonically. I was sure that I’d given him quite a fill of my rage for that past week.

“I know you have the full story from Jack on why you and Jaxon were separated, and I’ve already had the chance to discuss things with your brother. He seemed to take everything surprisingly well.”

“You told him that he was possessed when we were kids and that he tried to kill me with a knife?” I asked pointedly, doubting that Hayden had given Jaxon every detail I’d been told by my father.

“Without being excessively graphic, yes,” he said assuredly.

I looked at him incredulously. “So, what more is it that I need to know?”

Hayden looked up, a ray of morning sunlight beamed into his eyes as the breeze moved the tops of the trees, clearing the shadows. He squinted, then slowly moved to the fallen, mossy tree trunk that lay along the side of the trail only a few feet away from where we 
stood. He propped his elbows on his knees and looked down just before looking up at me with those now glassy, emerald pools. The look in his eyes was indicative of how heavy things were weighing on him.

“You need to know that, out of any challenges to which I’ve been appointed, that was the worst burden I’d ever had to carry, not being able to tell you about your twin brother.”

I’d immediately felt my heart ache for Hayden. This angel, this man, truly loved me all my life. Centuries, since before I was born, he’d witnessed more than I could ever imagine. I knew only a fraction of those things as I’d learned more about him. I knew the face he’d made when he felt a regret over something he couldn’t change. I knew the hue of his eyes when he felt powerless. I knew the position in which he sat admitted his feeling of guilt and defeat. Those were the things that made me crumble. Those were the very things that I needed to see to make me understand that he was beyond torn about having to hold such a dark secret from me.

Hayden hadn’t always played by the rules with the House of Council, but since his trial right before I was born, he’d never broken one. He was reconditioned, almost “reset” to be the Guardian he was meant to be. In some ways, it was a good thing; he’d protected me from the moment I was born, and had done a fine job at it. Holding secrets to protect me was also part of that job. The Council knew he wouldn’t break rules again after that trial; that much was clear. But they were too stupid to realize the events that would come later; the breach of that secret getting out by none other than a human who’d known all about that secret, one of which he could not carry to his grave - my grandfather.

I walked over to Hayden, who was still staring into my eyes and waiting for absolution from me. I sat down on the trunk next to him and reached for his hand, lacing our fingers together. “Hayden, I understand why you did it,” I assured him. “I didn’t want to believe there were more secrets you were keeping, and having Jaxon just show up at the door like that was the worst way for this to be presented to me. I guess…” I paused briefly, “I guess you were the first person I could attack and be pissed at.
”

Hayden nodded. “So I’m the lucky one to have gotten the role of your punching bag,” he said with a slight laugh.

I grinned at him. “Figuratively.”

He rolled his eyes playfully. “I’m honored.”

“You should be.” I looked down at our linked hands, realizing it was a feeling I’d truly missed. I ached for it, his touch. “We always hurt the ones we love the most.”

I said this, not sure if it was meant more for the fact that Hayden hurt me so much by omitting the truth about my brother, or if it was meant more for me in that I could be such a brutal ass to Hayden sometimes. So far, the last conflict took the cake; I’d kicked him out once Jaxon showed up. Yes, that was a harsh move.

“Evika, I want to make this right,” he said. “I want nothing between us from now on. I’ve got nothing left to keep from you, so if you have any questions about anything, I will answer them truthfully. I promise. No more secrets.” He spoke as if he were almost relieved that he could finally say these words to me for the first time; words that he’d been prohibited to say for so long.

I looked over at the trail on which we hadn’t gotten too far, then turned my gaze to those green eyes I’d always get lost in. I had so many questions, and I trusted that Hayden would answer all of them. I also had a guilt that loomed over me like a dark cloud. A shame with which I walked because I didn’t want to tell him about my encounter with Alysto. Still, I was determined to keep my mouth shut about it, despite the vow Hayden was making to me.

“Let’s walk,” I told him as I stood, tugging his arm with me.

“As you wish.” He relented.

We walked along the hidden trail among the tall trees, not a moment of silence between us as I learned more details about the story my father had told me in my dream. Certain parts of my memories as a child were stripped away by Costello, any part with Jaxon in them, and any memories Jaxon would have of me. It was to be as if we’d never existed. That was the Council’s first line of defense in making sure that we never knew about one another before the Phantom was destroyed.

The next defense was the Phantom Hunter, Trevor Blane. It had never occurred to me that I hadn’t already wondered what category 
Blane fell under; human or angel. He was human, but he was one of the fallen – a human from the Middle realm where the dead are entrapped alone. It was a new realm about which I’d learned was much like the Dark realm, but the soul could remove themselves at any time once they forgave themselves. They had the power to put themselves there and to remove themselves without even knowing they had the power all along to do so. In the Middle realm, they punish themselves.

For the first time in history, the Council pulled a soul from the Middle realm before his self-redemption. Blane had a certain set of skills that they coveted in order to protect me and my brother, experienced at tracking with an uncanny accuracy at knife-throwing. They felt that with his skills, and the fact he’d spent so long already in the Middle realm, they’d offer him the deal; he would hunt down the Phantom and then get his freedom to move onto the World of Light.

The story as to why Blane was in the Middle realm in the first place remained a mystery to Hayden, but the angel said that every man or woman was there due to their self-affliction. Each of them had their own story as to why they put themselves there, put themselves in a dark place in which they felt they deserved to endure. It can take some years, even centuries, to forgive themselves and let themselves move on. Blane was no different.

As we walked, I revisited the idea of my memories being taken from me. Costello was the only angel with that power, my father told me.

“My memories,” I started, “Jack said they were with someone called a. . .” I tried to remember.

“Memory Keeper,” Hayden answered. “Deacon resides at the House of Council.”

I looked up ahead and saw the last of the trail as it had ended not far from the original trailhead by the parking lot. “Am I able to get those back from him?” I asked, hopeful.

“You are.” Hayden slowed his pace. “You both can, you and your brother.” He stopped our walking at the end of the trail and turned to me. “We will have to go and see the Council to request them. You can meet all of them.”

Maybe it was the feeling of guilt that swept through me, but I stood 
on my tip-toes to lightly press my lips to his. Hayden gave a slight jerk with his hands, not expecting my sudden move, then relaxed, relenting to my kiss. I relished in that I could be unpredictable to him twice in one day.

“I’d like that,” I said.

He beamed at me for a moment. “So do I have it then?”

“Have what?” I asked.

He leaned down and pressed his forehead against mine, closing his eyes. “Your forgiveness,” he whispered.

“Without a doubt,” I promised.

It had been already three hours since we’d started our hiking along that trail. We walked back to the Harley and took a ride to our next destination, whatever Hayden had planned. I didn’t ask. Although I was not a fan of surprises, I trusted that I could handle whatever he had in store for us that day.

Hayden pulled down and sandy, gravely road canopied with hanging palms and Spanish moss. We parked in the sandy parking lot of The Crab Shack, a set up old wood shack looking structures. A large, standing alligator statue greeted us at the hostess stand with a sign above it: “Where the elite eat in their bare feet.”

Hayden pulled at my hand to guide me to the front. “You’re trying some of the best local crab today before we do anything else.”

I laughed at him. It seemed as though Hayden had been dying to take me to this place since we’d moved there. The hostess seated us at a table on the outside deck. All of the tables sported a hole in the center for all of the seafood waste, and a smaller second table slightly above it which held a roll of paper towels and all of the condiments needed for the meals. I had a feeling we were going to get messy.

We shared the sampler platter which came with shrimp, crab, mussels, crawfish, corn, and some other assorted sides. I looked over at Hayden just above the mound of food on the platter.

He grinned. “What?”

“You know I don’t even know how to eat some of this stuff,” I admitted, looking at the huge, long crab set perfectly on top of the heap of seafood.”

“That’s another reason I brought you here,” he said with a laugh. “
You’re going to finally learn something from me about food before Joel gets the chance to teach you.”

I thought for a moment. He was right. Crab was probably the one thing I hadn’t eaten with Joel, the almost-master chef. I could tell that Hayden was in his glory as he showed me how to open and eat crab the right way, using the weird utensils they gave to us with the platter. By the time we were done eating every bit of food on that platter, I was an expert at eating all types of seafood. Hayden knew how to do everything.

On our way out with full stomachs, it didn’t feel right to leave without feeding the baby alligators in the lagoon in the front of the shack. We bought a couple bags of the food and fed them with the bamboo fishing poles set up along the walkway around the lagoon. Our laughter heightened as we watched a little boy, about three, tossing his food pieces straight into the water to watch the alligators snatch it up. He’d throw it in and shrilled with excitement when the still water became a whirlpool of hungry beasts as they fought for the floating food.

It was a short ride to what the locals called Dolphin Bay. Hayden parked us right at the kayak rental on the shoreline. I’d been suspicious as to whether or not the activity of dolphins would live up to the name of the area, and I wasn’t disappointed. About ten minutes after we paddled our kayaks from the shore and further out to the main bay, Hayden directed us to a little cove. He held out his hand as if to let me know to stop paddling.

“Right here,” he said. “Just wait.”

I wasn’t sure what it was we were waiting for, but I listened to his instructions. It was less than a minute before we’d spotted movement in the water where Hayden pointed. A pod of dolphins were popping in and out of the water. My mouth went agape. I’d never seen dolphins in real life, let alone been up so close to them.

“Hayden!” I whispered loudly. “Oh, my God. I can’t believe it. We’re so close!”

He gave me that winning five-hundred watt smile. “You want to get closer?
”

I looked at him incredulously. “Won’t they mind?” I nodded to the direction of the dolphins.

“Nah. They’re used to humans.”

I paddled the kayak a bit closer, surprised to find that these dolphins didn’t put more distance between us yet. A little further and I could have almost reached out to touch them. I felt compelled to, but I sat there in awe just enjoying the moment.

“We can get closer, you know.”

I looked over at Hayden and saw him gazing at me. I’d wondered how long he’d been staring at me.

“Can we?”

He nodded with a smile, and we paddled about fifteen feet closer to where we’d seen the dolphins emerge from the water for air. It almost felt as though we’d be right on top of them. It made me nervous.

“Now what?” I asked him.

“You’ll see.” Hayden smirked.

A few moments passed by in which there hadn’t been any activity in the water, as if the dolphins had swum away. But then there was a wet blowing noise just a few feet behind us. I turned just in time to see the grayish blue skin pop out of the water behind my kayak. I turned my body the other way to catch it again and saw more of the same dolphin skin emerge slightly above the surface. There were two, and they were so close. My mouth went agape.

“They’re beautiful,” I told Hayden. “I can’t believe we’re this close.”

“Hold out your hand near the water,” Hayden instructed.

I shook my head. “There’s no way they’ll come that close.”

“Just trust me,” he assured.

He moved his kayak closer to mine, and we both held out our hands, laying them on the water’s surface, waiting. Just then, the two creatures emerged again. Their skin slowly rising out of the water and heading toward us. The reflection of the golden sun on the water below my hand was broken by a bottle-shaped nose meeting my palm. It was smooth and rubbery to the touch. The dolphin then lowered its head and bobbed up its body along my hand. My eyes started to well up with forming tears
.

I saw that my dolphin’s companion had also paid us a visit, and had met Hayden’s palm in the water. After a few more seconds, they both slowly swam away toward the rocks again. I watched in awe.

“Hayden, that was amazing.” I blinked hard to let out the relentless tears from each eye. “Why were they so friendly with us?” I asked him, not really expecting for him to know exactly why.

He shrugged. I sort of had Luka visit the bay this morning to work on a couple of them for us. He calmed them and prepared them for our visit.

I giggled. “Of course,” I said, not surprised there had been a trick up his sleeve. Luka was a nature harmon and could calm even the craziest and most vicious animals into tame, relaxed creatures.

I would have been happy enough with just the kayaking and watching the dolphins by the cove. Nonetheless, I was appreciative that Hayden went to such lengths to give us such a wonderful day, asking his best friend to add his little touch of amazing to it.

I looked over at him, catching him studying me. “What?” I asked, finally realizing I hadn’t relaxed the plastered grin on my face.

“I missed this. Us,” he admitted. “Your smile.”

“Hey! You two!” We looked behind us to see a paddleboard instructor yelling over at us. "Get back into the designated area!”

I looked around and hadn’t realized how far out we’d paddled. It was well past the area we were instructed to stay within.

“Whoops,” Hayden said sardonically. “Better paddle back over.”

I laughed uncontrollably at his tone.

“What’s so funny?” Hayden asked me.

I shook my head at him as we turned our kayaks around to paddle back. “The angel who never breaks rules is being a bad influence on me.”

He smirked. “Who would have thought?”

The ride back home after our day went slowly. I wasn’t sure if it was due to the traffic or just my own imagination, but I was thankful for it. I sat behind Hayden on the Harley, staring at his back wrapped tightly in a steel gray t-shirt. I imagined the fresh scars on his back that were right underneath that clothing, those wounds he willfully inflicted upon himself to become human for me. Although I was honored, I felt 
angry with him for his choice to do it, to become as vulnerable as a human just to be with me. I guess I thought about it a little too much, and I shouldn’t have.

I lay my head against his back, just between the scars. I inhaled his scent of rain, and was elated all over again that he still smelled the same, even after starting to fade. I wondered if that would ever change.

When we arrived home, it was evening, and the house was empty. I looked out back and saw Blane throwing his knives at the thicker trees. Beau was gone and, I assumed, was out with Luka. Jaxon’s Mustang wasn’t in the driveway, and wherever he was, I was sure that Indigo wasn’t far behind.

“Looks like they all bailed on us,” I said with a laugh.

“See?” Hayden started. “It’s not so bad after all, living in a frat house, as you called it.”

“Touché,” I grumbled as I grabbed a bottled water from the fridge. “One’s not much of a talker, anyway,” I gestured to the back window toward where I’d seen the Phantom Hunter.

“Give him time. He hasn’t warmed up to many since I’ve met him,” Hayden said. “Always keeps to himself.”

“I wish I could throw like that,” I admired.

We walked back to the rear of the house again and saw Blane removing three of his knives from the very center of the target he’d painted onto the tree.

“A lot of people do,” Hayden answered.

He stood closely behind me; so close that I knew I could lean into him and he’d catch me. I fell into his chest and, sure enough, he received me without stumbling. His right arm raised up and secured around my chest and shoulders. His cheek pressed against the top of my head. I was complete again. Content, like I’d always remembered.

I couldn’t help but reminisce the times Hayden had taken me to his clouds to talk, where he’d held me so securely in his arms the same way. He’d taken me up there twice, and I’d wished I had the chance to go with him again. I wondered if he also thought the same thing, or if he ever gave it much thought as to how much he would yearn for those peaceful moments after losing his wings.

Hayden lifted my left hand and admired my ring; the ring with 
which he’d asked me to marry him just before we spent our first night together and finally expressed our true feelings for each other.

“I did promise you that we would visit the House of Council in order to commence with the binding ceremony once I’ve completely Faded.” He paused briefly. “That is, if you’ll still have me.”

I’d wondered why he’d even doubted my love for him until I gave a second thought to my harsh words to him one week ago. “The only mistake I ever made was trusting you
,” “Your mission is over. You’re done. I’m done
.” Those were the words that I recalled saying, and I wasn’t proud of them. I knew I’d hurt him, and I’d meant to at the time.

I turned around, still staying close to his body and looking up into those emerald pools. “I’d never change my mind about that, Angel-man. Of course I’ll still marry you.”

He kissed my forehead softly. “What did I ever do to deserve you?”

I ran my hand through his thick, dark hair, staring into those green eyes I’d always loved to get lost in.

“I have asked myself that same question about you since we’ve met,” I answered seriously.

And I was serious. What did
 I do to deserve someone so forgiving and so tolerant of me and my antics? I felt undeserving of a lot of the things, especially Hayden.

He gave me one of his best smiles, and I could have sworn I heard a quiet sigh of relief before he cupped my face in his strong hands and pressed his lips against mine. My fingers slithered up along the back of his neck and into his hair. I freed one hand and laced my fingers with his, relenting to each movement of our lips. I pressed my body against his, almost coaxing him to move to a couch, to the dining room table, anywhere. I didn’t care. I wanted him then and there. And I wanted him all to myself.

Hayden answered my subtle request by lifting me into the air and directing my legs to lock around his body. He briskly walked us around the corner and gracefully up the stairs, leading us to the quiet second floor and into my bedroom, our
 bedroom. He laid me gently onto the unmade bed and placed my head on the pillow before shutting the door, then came back to me within seconds
.

Hayden hovered over me, drinking me in with his beautiful, emerald eyes. I’d waited long enough. I’d missed him, his touch, his scent, everything. I ached for him, and so I yanked on the collar of his t-shirt to pull him toward me. Our lips crashed, and our bodies were almost one. Finally, he was all mine for the rest of that beautiful night.
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Unspoken







I

t was early. The sun had just risen, and I'd been lying in bed for about half an hour listening to the birds chirping outside the bedroom window while watching Hayden sleep. It was funny to be the one watching him sleep this time, as it always used to be him watching over me during my slumber.

While still sleeping, he turned to his side, his bare back facing me. I was instantly reminded of how human he was now, how fragile, how new. It was as if the scars on his back glared at me to be sure I was aware that this man, this angel, had made the most ultimate sacrifice that his kind could ever make: Fading. It was what Guardians did if they wanted to live a human life. Their wings are broken, and the scars on their backs would remain until they’ve completely made the transition from immortal to mortal, angel to human.

I slid my hand over the scars softly, so as not to waken the sleeping angel. The scars were pinkish red in color, and were protruding lines that extended from top to bottom of each should blade. They were firm to the touch, callus-like. I was reminded once again of the guilt I’d tried to keep hidden deep down. I’d trusted that Hayden had nothing left to hide from me, no more secrets stuck behind all of those curtains he’d been forced to keep closed from me. And there I was, next to the angel, the man I loved, holding a secret of my own
.

I’d encountered the devil, Alysto, and he had no doubts that I had a darkness inside of me that matched his own. He tried to convince ne with many valid examples as to why he would think such a thing. He made efforts to compel me to choose his world, the Dark Realm, over my own, and he reminded me of the hate that always brewed within me. But I argued and refused him. I also refused to admit to him that I’d already noticed this darkness that loomed within me. I’d already been afraid of it for quite some time. I’d already feared who I was becoming, even before my First Death. What scared me the most was that no one else but the devil could see it.

A single tear escaped my eye and trickled down my cheek to the corner of my mouth. I didn’t wipe it away as I focused on those scars again. I wanted to look away from them, but I couldn’t. Hayden was indefinitely vulnerable now as a human, and even more so during his transition before his scars completely healed and faded away. Only then would he be entirely human. Human, and no longer the angel that he once was. The strong and invincible being who’d swept me off of my feet, literally, the first day we’d met in order to save me from a Drone, one of Alysto’s terrible beasts he’d had the habit of unleashing on all Soldiers of Light.

However, now that the devil had realized our alleged connection to darkness, he’d relieved me of the dangers of his monsters as a way of showing me he had the power to do so. It was as though he felt he could still convince me to choose the darkness even after I wouldn’t relent to him that one night we met. I had a bad feeling that the devil would persist as long as he could.

Hayden and I would be safe from the Drones until Alysto changed his mind about changing mine, but Hayden had no knowledge of this at all. He’d mentioned to Luka when we first moved to Georgia that things had been quiet. I’d wondered if that was the catalyst to his decision to become human, his thinking that we were safe from the devil’s minions.

After staring at those blaring scars for way too long that morning, all I could think about was how my angel was no longer invincible from those dangers that I knew still lurked. I was afraid for so many reasons that he’d made a very poorly-calculated decision, a rash one 
that he never should have made. Even still, I couldn’t tell him about Alysto, and I couldn’t tell him that when I met the devil, he not only saw the same darkness within me that I often felt, but that I marked the devil’s skin over his heart with my negative zero. My wrist pressed against Alysto’s chest to push him away after he’d whispered into my ear for the final time, and I’d branded him with my own mark. It seared us both, leaving my mark a bit darker and leaving a mirror image, a backwards image of the negative zero on the devil.

Hayden often noticed every little detail about me; my tone of voice depending on my mood, my facial expressions, the ticks I had, the die-hard habits. . .but he never once noticed the birthmark on my wrist becoming a shade darker after that night I met the devil. Sure, I’d covered it up off and on with black ponytail holders for my hair, which soon became a fixture to my wrist after a while once I’d played them off as if I liked those better than actual bracelets. But the fact that Hayden hadn’t noticed yet gave me even more reason to hide that secret even deeper. There was no reason to bring it up. My mark wasn’t questioned, therefore the subject of the encounter with Alysto would remain buried.

I gave Hayden a soft kiss on his cheek and was careful not to wake him as I rolled out of the bed. I immediately felt the morning chill of the ocean air hit my skin and slid into my dragon hoodie I'd left hanging over the chair by the door as I tiptoed out of the room.

The house was quiet, a nice and peaceful quiet – not one of those eerie types that keeps you on edge. Just peace. I loved that feeling. I went straight to the kitchen and saw that there was already a fresh pot of brewed coffee. Almost a full pot. Despite my curiosity to know who'd been up before me, I still filled a mug for myself. The contents I poured looked as thick as tar. Once I’d inhaled the steam rising from the mug like a potion, my eyes widened immediately. The scent was so strong, I'd guessed there had to have been at least four times the amount of ground beans used for that one pot. Unsure I'd even care for it, I took a small sip and swallowed with surprise. I actually liked it.

Once I added a tad of sugar and cream, I started to roam the house to find the early bird. I made my way to the front bay window and, sure enough, found my answer as I stared at the figure sitting on the porch 
step. He was still and quiet, staring out at the sky, almost as if he were admiring the same peace I'd felt that morning. I watched him blow a thick cloud of smoke from his mouth and raise his hand up to his lips for another drag of his cigarette.

“You know,” I said as I sauntered out of the screen door quietly, “those things'll kill you.”

Without completely turning to me, but allowing a small shift in the corner of his mouth that looked like an attempt at a grin, Blane answered nonchalantly. “You don't say?”

I rolled my eyes. “Not that it matters to you or anything. I know.” I plopped down next to him on the wooden step, careful not to knock his mug of coffee.

“Nothin' I haven't heard before,” he clarified as he held out the pack of cigarettes out to me.

I looked down. He finally turned to face me. He must have sensed that I was going to hesitate. But it wasn't hesitation, I actually wanted one. I even craved it. I was just slightly surprised at the type of cigarettes he was smoking as I reflected on the lovely habit I'd kicked not too long ago; it was the same brand.

“Marlboro Lights, eh?”

“Yeah, so?” he snapped at me.

I pursed my lips. He could be so damn defensive. It was sort of annoying. “Just took you more for a heavier brand kind-of-guy, I guess.”

“You want one or not?” He shook the box in my face, irritated.

“Jeez, okay.” I pulled a Light from the half-empty box. He chuckled darkly and lit me a match. I was secretly pleased as I leaned in to inhale the flame into the end of the cigarette. After the first hit, my head started buzzing. “Thanks,” I muttered.

He licked his thumb and middle finger, then quickly put out the flame on the match. “You think you have me all figured out, don't you?” His tone sounded of disgust.

“What?”

He looked out to the direction of the street and shook his head. “Come on. You had me pinned the minute you heard my hillbilly-ass accent.
”

I gave him a brief appalled stare before speaking. “You have a serious complex.”

“About knowing when I'm being judged?” he spat.

“No,” I leaned forward to get a better look at his expression; one of blank stare into the horizon again. “About thinking
 you are being judged.”

“Everyone’s eyes say it loud and clear. It's always been like that for me.”

I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “Then I was right. You do have a complex. A serious complex involving reverse judgmentalism.”

“That's not even a thing.”

“There’s a word for it. Just can’t think of it.” I retorted.

He shook his head. “Jesus,” he huffed under his breath.

“We can just call it insecurity, then,” I corrected.

He took a huge gulp of his coffee and a drag of the cigarette, then stood and walked out into the yard. He drew out three of his throwing knives from the inside of his coat and started throwing them toward a target propped up against the closest tree. I hadn’t noticed it there before. It was a square piece of plywood with a red skull painted on it. Blane threw each knife with such speed and uncanny accuracy, hitting each of the hollow sections of the eyes in the skull while the third hit perfectly in the middle between the top and bottom rows of teeth.

“That’s amazing,” I said in awe.

I envied his talent. I watched him repeat his routine of throwing and retrieving, throwing and retrieving. He ignored me, and it wasn’t surprising. Maybe I’d encroached on his space according to his perception, because he had been outside before me on that quiet morning. I wasn’t invited. But I stood amazed, unable to retreat back to the house before I asked my question.

“Think you could teach me?” I asked.

“What, this shit?” he pointed to the tree with embedded knives, and I nodded. “No way.” He walked to the tree to retrieve his weapons.

My eyes narrowed. “Why the hell not?”

He guffawed. “Because you’d just be a pain in my ass.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.” I turned and made my way back to the porch. I’d tried to be nice to Blane. I tried to chisel away at that 
stony attitude he’d given us since the day he showed up, and to no avail. But of course, since it wasn’t going as planned, my stupid mouth had to get the last word.

“What’s so special about you anyway?” I muttered loud enough for him to hear.

I walked up the porch steps toward the left side in order to avoid Blane’s mug and immediately came to an abrupt halt when a dark object flew only inches from my face into the beam to my left. Coffee splashed onto my hand, but my eyes were locked on the long, black blade that stopped me in my tracks.

“I never miss my target,” Blane articulated his words with conviction. “Does that answer your question?”

I wondered if I’d offended him beyond repair. I only partly cared, but I learned extremely quickly that Blane was the type of person with very few words and did not like to communicate much at all. I decided I’d just leave him alone and let him do his job, the job he was meant for. I ducked my head and walked to the door.

“I have my reasons for being who I am,” he said pointedly between each throw of his knives. I turned to him, thinking I’d finally get a small piece of his story. “But I don’t owe anybody an explanation, and I sure as shit don’t owe you
 anything.” He walked to the target at the tree, yanked the last knife from the plywood and turned to me, giving me a steady glare.

I shook my head in disappointment. “I never said you did, Blane.” I put the cigarette out into what was left of my spilled coffee. “And, for the record, you’re the one who showed up on day one with the attitude of an asshole. Why would I care to know you at all, anyway?”

I was almost back up to the door to go back inside when the great Trevor Blane spoke again.

“You know, before you go, I was wondering. . .” he paused. “Where do you keep them?”

I only half turned, not giving him my full respect or attention. “Keep what?” I answered unenthusiastically.

“Hayden’s balls.”

My slightly heated blood reached boiling point in an instant. “Fuck you, Blane!
”

I didn’t turn to see his reaction, I just walked into the house listening to the repeating sound of knives hitting that target at the tree until I slammed the door shut. I thought about creating a personal storm cloud just for the Phantom Hunter, but what good would it do? Thicken the wedge between us even more? I didn’t know how to get through to that one, and frankly, I didn’t really want to try anymore after that day.

I threw the mug into the sink and went back upstairs to find Hayden awake and sitting at the edge of the bed. He was hunched over, looking down at something.

“Good morning, Angel-man,” I said, sliding onto the bed and hugging him from behind.

I looked over his shoulder and saw that he was holding the sketchbook of my most recent drawings, and that top page was the sketch of him in the chair, wingless. He must have found it peeking from under the bed since I was always sloppy about putting things back where they’d belonged. I moved next to him. His silence and expression were enigmatic for what seemed like forever until he finally spoke.

“This is me,” he said quietly, disappointment in his tone.

I didn’t answer. I just sat there next to him like an idiot, dumbfounded and unable to dissect his thoughts, much less my own. I was confused as to why I’d felt like I’d done something so wrong, yet I knew exactly what the drawing meant on that paper.

“Yes,” I finally answered.

The silence between us was deafening. I ached for more of his words, and for him to give me a clue as to what he was thinking. He just studied the sketch of himself. The drawing of a man leaning over his broken wings on the floor, holding his head and wearing the freshly bleeding scars on his back after those black feathers had been ripped from his body.

“I seem regretful of something. Is that what this means?” he asked pointedly.

I was silent. I was mute. I was blindsided. I knew then that he knew; my sketch of his guilt of Fading for me, guilt of breaking his wings to become human. I’d never considered that anyone could just find my sketchbook and read into them enough to be upset with me. 
They were just drawings. But Hayden knew me; I didn’t just draw things without purpose. The same went for writing and playing music. Everything was with a purpose for me.

I’d considered all of those things as I sat there saying not a word. Not a goddamn word.

Hayden nodded slowly. “That’s what I thought.” He closed the sketchbook, and slid it back under the bed.

Was he going to ask me any more questions about it? Would I have the answers? I sat frozen as I watched him stand, put on some shorts and his dark t-shirt, and then leave the room without looking at me even once.

My stomach twisted, giving me an instant sick feeling. I noticed my mouth had been agape, ready to explain myself. No words would come out to save me at that moment. No words came to my rescue. Nothing. There was probably a million things I could have said to him before he walked away and out of that room. Good or bad. Anything. But I said nothing. And that will probably go down in history as one of my own
 deepest regrets, because the worst kind of haunting is committed by words left unsaid.
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Routine: Save, Sleep, Repeat







F

or the next week or so, life in that house continued like a well-oiled machine. Wake up, eat breakfast, save the dead, socialize with everyone in the house except Hayden and Blane, maybe eat dinner, maybe take a walk, then go to bed and get hardly any sleep. It was all structure and routine with hardly any words spoken unless coming from Jaxon or Luka. They talked the most, but even then, it wasn’t much. Maybe they could sense the tension and just wanted to say as few words as possible in order to keep from getting in the middle of anything.

Hayden and I picked up where we left off with the “saving,” but it wasn’t the same - for obvious reasons. He was distant, almost cold to me. And sometimes, he’d act as if there was something he wanted to say to me or ask me, but after deliberating for a while, he’d only muster up a few words that had nothing to do with our relationship at all. It was usually about when dinner was ready, or something about the grocery list, or mention of the next time on our itinerary we’d have to throw the castors out to invite the dead. It was all routine.

Nighttime and going to bed was never at the same time for us anymore. I’d often feel my eyes fall heavy, so I’d head to our bedroom. But Hayden would be elsewhere, most of the time outside in the dark, wandering the yard or out onto the dock or hogging the television in 
the living room. I would sometimes watch him from the window, keeping myself hidden in the darkness. Most of the time, I’d see him staring up at the sky, the clouds, the stars, and sometimes out into the distant horizon over the ocean. The majority of passersby most likely perceived that he was at peace and very much content. I perceived differently.

Although I wouldn’t have dared to ask him what he was thinking, I’d wondered if my sketch of the angel wasn’t too far off course. Had he been regretting his decision? When he went on those little walks by himself and stared up at the clouds, could he honestly say that he didn’t miss the hundreds of years he’d perched on them to look upon the world below? Didn’t miss the magical abilities with which he was granted as a Guardian Angel? Could he truthfully state that he no longer yearned to have those dark, majestic wings upon his back again so he would be able to take flight into the sunset one more time? And, if asked, would he actually be able to declare with complete candor, that I was worth his losing all of those things? I certainly didn’t feel worth it.

I would dart to the bed as soon as I saw him heading back to the house. Pretending to be asleep when he came into the room just felt like another terrible secret I was holding from him. It ate at me, this tiny white lie of faking sleep. But I waited and waited and waited for days for him to give me some sort of sign that he’d forgiven me. A sign that gave me a clue that I’d be able to talk freely with him about our relationship. Some sort of sign that we’d be back to normal again.

It wasn’t like him to let things fester and hold his thoughts in. And his not showing any sort of sign that he would be willing to discuss the matter led me to believe something even worse was brewing on the inside. I was afraid to strike that chord. I was afraid to know. There was a feeling I had inside that things between he and I would never be the same, that our love could never be mended. I actually contemplated about how strong our love for each other was; how could our bond be broken over some dumb drawing? How could something so strong be destroyed so quickly? Not being able to determine his thoughts was driving me insane. And my being so afraid to talk to him about it was killing me. I hated myself
.

Day after day, night after night, our separate schedules left us only with time to stick to the routine of our daily “saving of the souls.” It was becoming maddening.

Due to Hayden’s and my only communicating on a “professional” basis, I had plenty of time to go and talk to Luka. He was always the one I could count on to give me the truth, and he knew Hayden the best out of anyone I’d met so far. They were best friends since the beginning of their existence.

I peeked around the corner and into Luka’s room one night after dinner. I saw him propped up on his bed reading a book, my dog lying lazily on his lap like melted Jell-O.

“What’s up, Evigreen?” Luka asked before I even thought he could see me.

I plopped down on his bed next to Beau. “High levels of misery,” I mumbled as I planted my face into a pillow.

“That bad, huh?”

I turned my head to face him and saw him put his book down on the nightstand. “You can’t possibly not be aware of what’s going on here.”

Luka chuckled. “Oh, I’m aware,” he assured me. “Probably more so than I should be.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Has Hayden talked to you about it?”

He shook his head. “Nope. But he doesn’t have to.” I looked at him, confused. Then he continued. “I’m sort of the temporary Guardian here until he’s set up with someone official once he’s fully human. So, I kind of eavesdrop a little more than I’d like to have to.”

My eyes bugged out. “Oh, my gosh, Luka! I completely forgot that Hayden gets appointed a Guardian after Fading.” I shook my head, disappointed that I’d forgotten one of the most important things about when an angel turns human – they need protection themselves – immediately.

Luka shrugged. “I guess it just never crossed your mind since you’ve been so used to him protecting you all this time.”

I sat up against the headboard, next to Luka, and brought the pillow 
to my chest, hugging it near. “Guess so.” I narrowed my eyes, deep in thought. “So, you’re temporary.”

“I was the quickest one available since I was already with you guys anyway.”

“Makes sense,” I said, thinking about Luka’s trial. He’d taken a year off from “Guardian Angel” status to live a mock human life. Angels could put in for a trial, and once approved they were relieved of their Guardian duties and able to live freely for a while. Angels had free will just like humans. Although the Creator made them, Angels were permitted to become human if they so desired; a “trial” allowed them to experience life as such. It was, for lack of a better word, a vacation.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly.

Luka cocked his head. “Sorry for what?”

“Your trial has been all jacked up since I came around.”

He laughed heartily. “Are you kidding me? Hayden’s my best friend. And it’s been one of my best trials yet.”

“Your best yet? You’ve taken trials before this one?”

“I’ve taken two. The last one was about a century ago.”

I smiled at him and nodded. “Well, I’m glad you came back.”

“Yeah.” He grinned. “Me too.”

We were quiet for a few seconds before Luka looked over at me inquisitively.

“Hey,” he started. “You mind if I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“That sketch you made of Hayden, is that how you feel or is it what you think he
 feels?”

I hadn’t expected that question. And I wasn’t ready for that type of question. My lips parted as I tried to answer, but I couldn’t find the words to explain myself. Luka was always so intuitive of my feelings, especially towards Hayden.

“I mean,” Luka broke the silence, “I get it if you feel a certain way and just don’t want to talk about it.”

I sighed. “It’s complicated,” I finally said.

Luka nodded. “Yeah.” He smirked. “You’re telling me.
”

“It’s not that I don’t want to talk about it, it’s that I’m not really sure how to even explain it. . .because I don’t even think I know.”

Luka nodded again and just kept silent, scratching Beau’s belly.

I sighed again and leaned my head back to look up at the ceiling. I tried searching for an answer, not really for Luka, but for myself. I knew Luka wouldn’t push the issue any further; he never did. But then, I heard my mind asking this question loud and clear, forcing itself to leave my lips before I could stop it.

“Do you think Hayden broke his wings for me way too soon?”

He looked over at me, expression unchanged. I wondered why my question didn’t faze him. “It doesn’t matter what I think. What matters is what he
 thinks – what he
 feels. It’s what he wanted.”

“It doesn’t matter?” I shook my head. “You’re his best friend.”

“And you’re the love of his existence, Evika.”

“That doesn’t mean it was the right choice. He could still love me as the angel he was. He didn’t need to Fade this soon.”

“He wanted to.”

“Did he?” I challenged.

It frustrated me that Luka wasn’t realizing the issue I was raising, that he was sort of evading the actual point I was trying to make. Why didn’t he see the flaw in Hayden’s decision? I finally started to realize the core of my worry.

“But it doesn’t make sense to me. Hayden has always been about protecting me from the moment we met, following all of the rules to a T after his trial. He’s been protecting me since the day I was born.” I paused for a moment, realizing I wanted to get to the point. “I mean, he has put himself at risk now. Don’t you see that? His choosing to Fade and experience this transition through which he is more vulnerable now than ever is completely out of character for him.”

“If that’s what you think, then you don’t know him as well as you think you do,” Luka said.

I shook my head. “That’s just it.” I looked over at the angel. “Maybe I don’t.”

I deflated as I said those words aloud. Hearing myself admit that I, essentially, had so much more to learn about who Hayden really was felt disconcerting. He walked into my life with such purpose, 
conviction, grace, and most of all, strength. And he was so great at it – great at his Guardian Angel duties, mission, and his calculated decisions to keep me safe from this new life and world that had become my existence. He was perfect at giving me the balance that was so much needed. It was hard to believe that he’d make such a rash decision, to break his wings and become a mortal like me just to prove his love or honor. A regular human who’d really have no strength or power at all to fight the dark entities that surrounded us for the rest of our lives. I felt regret in my next thought; his choice was almost a selfish move.

Luka let his head fall back a bit to look up at the ceiling. He smiled solemnly, as if he were acknowledging a scene in his mind’s eye. “You know, Evigreen, sometimes our hearts and our minds don’t speak the same language all of the time. Even though the heart often makes the best choice for us - only if we let it - the brain likes to sabotage things and go with the safer route. But that doesn’t always mean that safer
 is the right choice. So, sometimes we have to give our hearts a chance to be right.”

I looked at those crystal blue ponds of Luka’s. I’d noted just how much I appreciated this angel in my life. He was like a brother to me, and a moral compass. He gave me direction when I needed it. Always. I was going to leave it at that. His vague responses to me were indicative that Luka was not going to provide his actual opinion. He was giving me “safe” answers.

I didn’t want to search myself anymore, trying to figure out why I drew that sketch of Hayden. I almost didn’t want to know the real reason behind it. There was no “pin in it” this time; I’d just have to let it go and trust that these angels surrounding me were making the best choices, even if I disagreed with them. And Hayden and I would have to hash things out sooner or later.

Beau stood on all fours, shaking the bed violently with his sudden movements as he came up to lick Luka in the face, then sprawl across both of our laps. I got his tail end. Luka and I both laughed.

“My dog sure does love you, you know,” I reminded Luka.

“Who doesn’t?” He winked.

We sat for a few minutes, scratching Beau’s belly and playing with 
his fur. It was enough time for me to drill into some more questions that were brewing.

“Luka, who will Hayden’s permanent Guardian be?”

“Good question.” He thought for a moment. “I’m actually out of the loop on that right now. I don’t think we’ll know until they appoint one. Maybe at the Binding ceremony.”

“The Binding – once he’s completely human.”

Luka bobbed his head. “Yep.” He looked down at my left hand. “That ring was the first step. Marriage isn’t enough for us Guardians-gone-human. We like to take it a step further.” He laughed.

“And from what I understand, there is no “death do us part” since the Binding keeps the couple together, even after death.” I thought about the first time Hayden told me about this type of ceremony done at the House of Council. “It was the one thing that my father wanted with Lavinia before she died.”

Luka’s expression grew solemn. “And not having that coveted bond with her broke him. He was never the same, living as a mortal without her.”

My biological mother, Lavinia, had been my father’s Guardian. Hayden told me the story of her death and how she became completely vulnerable to sickness as a human after she’d Faded for my father. She died shortly after I was born, and my father was devastated. He put me in the hands of his twin sister, Nora, who I’ve always known as my mother.

Memories of my mother’s death swept my mind, and I was reminded of how awful that feeling of loss really is. I was in a very dark place after watching her die, and being faced with the fact that I’d never get my revenge on her killer since he’d hanged himself shortly after his imprisonment.

Hayden was the one who’d saved me from my path of self-destruction, giving me a purpose. As much as I’d never truly agreed with that “purpose” most of the time, he was always the one who’d brought me back to my center. Losing him would be the end for me. Losing another person I loved would take me back to those darker depths within me from which I’m not sure I’d ever be able to escape again.

It was more than slightly concerning that Hayden was in the middle 
of his Fade, his most vulnerable of times as a transitioning angel-to-human, and there had been no game plan on his safety. At least, none that we were made aware of. I was disappointed in the lack of immediate action taken on the matter. And more disappointed that Luka, at the very least, had not been made aware of the next steps in Hayden’s Fade. It felt as though, maybe, the Guardian Council had a few curtains of their own, ones that even shut their own kind out.

“I know he wants to make everything official as soon as he’s completed his Fade. . . as long as you agree to it,” Luka said. “And as for his appointed Guardian, whoever it is, it will be a good match for Hayden. They always make sure of that.” He bent down and squeezed Beau’s fluffy face, touching their noses together, speaking in a goofy, cartoonish voice. “Until then, we’ve got him. Don’t we, Beau?”

Beau gave a short bark in response, wagging his tail rapidly and panting heavily.

I laughed at them. I thought about Luka’s statement, pretty sure he was right. They paired me up with Hayden, and I swear there wasn’t anyone more perfect for me. Although, I’d wondered if that still rang true after he’d made the Fade. As soon as he started the transition, everything was becoming a mess.

“Thanks, Luka.” I kissed Luka on the cheek. “I’ll let you get back to Sedaris.” I nodded to his book on the nightstand.

Luka chuckled. “The guy’s hilarious.”

I roamed around the house before bed to get a location on everyone. It was no surprise that Hayden was on the dock, of which I’m sure Luka was aware.

Blane was out back tearing down old targets and putting up new ones, this time of full human torso and heads. The porch light only shone enough luminance for me to make out that the “bullseye” sections of each target were a bit bigger and marked with an X at certain points around the heart, stomach, neck, and eyes.

Blane stopped in the center of the light as he walked toward the porch and looked up at me. I narrowed my eyes at him, unsure if he could see that far. He half smirked at me, almost condescendingly, taking a long drag of his cigarette. I rolled my eyes at him. Then he headed back up to the porch
.

My body shook with a startle at the sudden loud laughter coming from the foyer. It was Jaxon and Indigo walking through the front door.

“I’m tellin’ you, Jax, you’ve got some skills getting a girl’s number like that after spilling a slushy all over her shoes.” Indigo chuckled.

“Dude, most embarrassing moment of my life, next to ripping one in the fifth grade musical that one year.”

They both snort-laughed, then quieted down after realizing their loud volume.

“Where in the world have you guys been?” I asked.

Two sets of surprised eyes looked up at me as I descended the stairs.

“Oops. Sorry, Ev,” Jaxon said. “We didn’t wake you, did we?”

“Of course not. You know I’m a night owl.”

Relief crossed Indigo’s face as he smiled. “We went for a ride into Savannah and hit up one of those trolley rides about the history of town. Jaxon met a girl.”

“Oh?”

“Well,” Jaxon added, “I didn’t officially meet her until the gas station for that slushy. Hence, how I got her number.”

They both laughed together again, sharing the humor in their little inside joke.

I giggled and shook my head. “Please tell me it wasn’t a red slushy on white shoes.”

“Nah,” Jaxon said. “Blue - on these really cute, beige strappy thingies. Thank God it missed her pink sundress though.”

My heart melted. My brother actually took notice to this girl’s whole outfit. I couldn’t contain my wide smile, then looked over at Indigo grinning at me.

“He likes this one,” I told Indigo.

“Oh, there’s no doubt about that. What’s her name?”

“Rose. And get this! I told her I’d need her number so I could take her out to get her a second pair of shoes in case I ever drop another drink on her feet.”

“And that worked?” I laughed.

“Of course it did. That was slick.” Jaxon popped his imaginary collar and slicked his hair back dramatically
.

We all laughed.

“Nice, Jax. Just don’t do that stupid three-day rule thing and keep her waiting. You should call her tomorrow.”

“Plan to,” Jaxon said behind him as he climbed the stairs. “G’night, guys.”

“Night,” Indigo and I said in unison.

I turned to my brother’s G.A. “Looks like you guys had a good time today, Indigo. I’m glad you’re getting to know each other better now.”

Indigo smiled. “Your brother is more than just an assignment to me anymore, Evika. He’s becoming a close friend for whom I’d do anything – even if that means grabbing slushies at a corner gas station at midnight.” He laughed, squeezed my shoulder, and ascended the stairs. “See you tomorrow.”

“G’ night.”

I wasn’t tired yet, so I plopped myself on the couch and watched TV. Nothing in particular, just something to give me some background noise. I’d wondered when Hayden would show up. I knew that if Luka was home, Hayden was close – probably on the dock. I felt that maybe I’d been taking up his spot being on the couch where’d he been spending most of his nights lately after finding that sketch, but I couldn’t bring myself to move. He’d just have to deal with it. Maybe he’d be forced to wake me up so we could talk. Maybe he’d see me and think it was my way of trying to hash things out. I didn’t know.

I’d nodded off to some show on the Food Network and woke up when I heard the back door open, someone’s footsteps in the back of the room behind me halted, then redirected through the hall and foyer and to the stairs. I turned to get a peek. I saw Hayden making his way up the stairs, jacket slung over his shoulder. I almost thought about asking him to stay downstairs with me so we could talk, but then I realized, he’d already considered against it after seeing me sitting there. That just made me angry.

He made no efforts to talk about the problem. None at all. He had become worse than me - silent treatment and being ticked off for way too long about something, not talking things out. When he’d crashed into my life a short while ago, he’d forced me to deal with shit head on 
and always talk things out after being upset about something. He was usually the reason I was angry, of course. This time the tables were turned. And for some reason, this simple sketch he’d found of himself made him more perturbed with me than anything else I’d ever done. It just didn’t seem right.

I never went up to my bedroom that night. I drifted back to sleep again, listening to Guy Fieri’s voice talking about all of the great food places he’d visited. But right before falling entirely asleep, I began to wonder, overanalyzing the facts. And then I concluded; maybe I wasn’t wrong. Maybe Hayden really did
 regret Fading for me.
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The Phantom Hunter







B

efore I even opened my eyes, I was awakened by the pungent scent of strong coffee. I imagined as if the aroma floating through the room had a physical form, its tentacles were hooking me by the nostrils and lifting my ass from the couch cushion. It would drag me to its nesting ground, and I’d find myself entrapped as a prisoner in a pool of black tar. I knew this scent.

My eyelids parted to the bright sunlight beaming through the sliding back door. It was almost blinding. I assessed the extreme quiet in the house. No one was up yet, as far as I could tell.

I slowly sat upright and moved my arms to stretch when my hand hit something on the couch cushion next to me. It was rolled up black fabric, heavy when I lifted it. There was a note that lay on the top, written on a crumpled up piece of paper. “Get coffee. Back porch. Bring these.”

I narrowed my eyes. I hated demands. I also hated mystery. But it didn’t take me long to figure out who wrote that note, especially after smelling that strong coffee. I unwrapped the items in the black cloth and found six heavy, throwing blades.

“Trevor Blane,” I whispered to myself. “What are you up to?”

I checked the time on the wall clock. It was almost 7A.M. I swear, this guy never slept. I don’t think I’d ever seen him actually in the act 
of going to bed or waking up. Throwing those knives of his was basically the only thing he did. Always alone. Never socialized, and never bothered to, really. He took the cake on introvert that was for sure.

I wondered what possibly could have changed his mind about my request to teach me how to throw. I imagined that maybe Luka or Indigo could have planted the seed to get him to finally talk to me again. Or maybe it was Hayden. As much as my angel wasn’t really giving me the time of day outside of work hours, he could still be trying, in some way, to communicate. But why through Blane? As far as I could tell, Blane hated me and hated that he was even living there in that house with me. He’d made that clear from day one, quite blatantly.

In order not stir up unnecessary conflict, I did as I was told. I poured some hot coffee up to the brim of my favorite mug and headed to the back porch with the knives.

Blane was sitting on the step, deeply inhaling a drag of his Marlboro. He turned with a side-eye at the sound of the creaking door, then blew out the smoke, looking back out to the trees once again. He said nothing.

My shoulders dropped. I’m not sure why I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to be the first to say something out loud. I guess it’s because I was hoping I’d get an explanation from him, instead of having to pick at his padlocked interior. It seemed as though his demeanor would never change.

“So, who put you up to this?” I shut the door quietly behind me, still aware of the sleeping house.

Blane cocked his head. “Why the hell would I listen to someone else?” He took a huge gulp of his black coffee.

I shrugged and sipped from my mug. “So, why am I out here then?”

He turned and looked at me in disgust, as if I had some gross shit dripping from my nose or something.

“You got my goddamn note, didn’t you?”

I sighed. And that was that. Clearly, I wasn’t going to get anywhere with this guy. His nonverbal cues and actual words made my head spin. He’d invited me out with a set of his throwing knives, yet treated me 
like I was some chore he had to deal with. He made no sense. And even though I always tried hard to dissect people, I was going to have to learn to stop wasting my time with Blane. Running in circles wasn’t getting me anywhere.

He put out his cigarette in the ashtray and stood. I walked over to the ledge closer to him, assessing his attire. Same dirty, white t-shirt and that same black trench. I’d never noticed till then that he was never without that trench coat. He’d never removed it before, no matter how hot it was. It was much like Hayden and his love for his precious leather, but at least he’d take it off in the brutal heat. Yes, I’d already noted Blane kept his knives inside it, close to his person at all times. Maybe that was it; he always had to be ready. I don’t know.

“Let’s see you throw,” he said.

I looked down at my rolled up package of knives. “What, these?”

“Jesus. You’re sharp as shit, Sherlock.”

I glowered at him. “Just thought I’d get instruction first, before I go throwing your precious knives, dickhead.”

“The ones on
 me are the precious ones, princess. I’d never give you my good ones.” He scoffed.

I rolled my eyes. “Fine.”

“Throw at one of those.” Blane pointed out to the trees.

I walked down the steps to the grass by Blane and took notice of the new targets he’d made. They were the same ones I’d seen him putting up the night before. Torsos with all of the various bullseyes. I knelt down and laid out the six knives, taking one in each hand.

“Start at ten feet away, and just throw,” he said.

I sighed. I really was disappointed that that
 was all the instruction he was going to give me. Throwing a knife at a target was as foreign to me as knitting a sweater. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. And I didn’t know how he’d concluded that my impromptu throwing was going to help him teach me. . .if that’s even what he was doing – teaching me.

I picked the tree in the middle and got into what I thought would be the proper stance, my right foot out, and weight balanced. I gripped the knife around the ridged handle and cranked my right arm back past my head. I took note of the weight of the knife. It was solid and weighed 
down enough to bend my wrist if I didn’t keep my muscles rigid. I twisted my body to get ready for my first throw, then slung my arm forward with all the power I had, releasing the knife to what I’d hope was the target at the tree. It made a bunch of wild rotations, whipping past the tree, not even grazing it, then landed crookedly in the grass about twenty-five feet out.

I was afraid to look at Blane, but could see from the corner of my eye that he stood still, expression unchanged.

“Keep throwing?” I asked.

“All six.”

I took a deep breath and put the other knife into my right hand. This time, I made changes to my grip. It wasn’t as tight. I pointed my left finger at the target and launched the knife. With this throw, it was a bit closer to the tree, landing at the side of the trunk into a protruding root.

With the next one I threw, I kept the previous changes, but didn’t twist my body as much. I tried shifting my weight from center to the right leg as I threw. This time, the knife hit the tree and stuck, the handle facing downward.

The next few throws never made it to the bullseye, mainly just hitting the white parts of the target. But with each throw, I adjusted something and made improvement. I looked over at Blane for reassurance and some sort of direction.

“Well, I can tell you’ve been watching me, at least.” He pulled out some of the knives from the inside of his jacket and threw one at each of the targets, hitting each of their centers. It was something that I knew I’d probably never attain, that level of expertise.

“Go grab yours so you can throw again.”

He walked part of the way with me to the trees to get his own knives, but never bothered to help me grab mine. I gathered them all up again and stood where I’d stood before, knives at my feet. I held my tongue. I felt that if I scared him off, I’d never learn how to throw. And I’m not sure why that bothered me.

A thought occurred to me; Blane called me out that day on his own to teach. It was clearly his idea to do so. Maybe I’d planted the seed by asking him, but it was of his own will to take it further
.

I bent down to grab one of the knives and looked over at him.

“Why am I really out here, Blane?”

He studied me. His dark, almost black, eyes bore into mine. “Isn’t it obvious to you yet?” he scoffed, lighting up another Marlboro. “You’re practically a sitting duck now.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?”

He shook his head. “Ain’t it funny how roles change?” he said sardonically.

I pursed my lips, angry that he’d been just a cryptic as every other entity I’d met since my role as Soldier of Light. Nothing was ever black or white. Nothing was ever easy to communicate. And nothing was ever as it seems.

Blane held the cigarette in the side of his mouth and threw all of his knives, hitting each of the targets in the torsos and eyes. Dead on. And then he said it. “Looks like I’m the only one who doesn’t have his goddamn head up his ass around here – I know about the deep shit you’re in. Your angel picked a real shitty time to break his wings, don’t you think?”

Immediately, I was seething. I looked up, dark clouds quietly creeping over to cover the sky and block the sun. I realized the weather was starting to match my mood, and I had to control it. I closed my eyes and took deep breaths until I felt the sun beating on my face again.

Blane narrowed his eyes at me. “So you really can control it, the rain.”

I didn’t answer him. I don’t know why I spoke fewer words around Blane.

“For the record,” he gestured to the sky with one of his knives, “I don’t think I’m really the one you’re mad at.”

“I’m not mad,” I said, loosening my tense muscles. Who was I kidding?

“Not a good liar, neither,” his southern accent spat back. He looked down at my hand. “Check your grip.”

I felt a tinge of pain in my right hand in which I held the knife, and looked to find a deep indent of the handle’s design imprinted in my palm. I sighed
.

Why was I so see-through? Why was I even out there? What did it mean?

Blane took a few deep puffs of his cigarette, looking me over again. It wasn’t one of those creepy guy look-overs, it was one of calculation. He was studying me.

“Make you a deal,” he started. He walked over to retrieve his knives in the targets. “I’ll try to stop being such an asshole as long as you just learn to throw.”

I looked at him inquisitively. Now it started to sound as if he needed
 me to learn to throw. I was immediately confused by this new turn in direction. I was beginning to learn that maybe I wasn’t out there just because I’d requested his teachings.

“Why do you need me to learn so badly?”

Blane took one last, long drag on his Marlboro, walked it over to the ashtray and put it out. He sighed and shook his head as he walked back over to our standing points.

“Let me rephrase this. I’ll try to stop being an asshole as long as you just learn to throw…and stop asking questions.”

He gave me an intense stare, and our eyes stayed locked for what seemed like way too long. I wanted to negotiate. It didn’t seem fair that I couldn’t ask questions, especially if those questions pertained to knowledge I needed about throwing. Or maybe I could have questions about him that would tell me more about what he was or why he was chosen as the great “Phantom Hunter.”

“Three questions a day. And you have to answer them,” I demanded. “And then we have a deal.”

Blane chuckled darkly. “Nope.”

“Two then,” I said. “And you have to be honest.”

He cocked his head. “One.” Then he leaned in closer, almost towering over me, and said spitefully into my ear, “and, for the record, I’m always
 honest.”

I felt small for just a few seconds, standing so close to him. I could smell the old cigarette smoke that emanated from his clothing. And I could also detect there were much deeper things than just his smoking habit that he’d probably never want to reveal to me. There were secrets he was hiding behind that wall of his. I wasn’t quite sure if I’d 
offended him by asking too much, or ticked him off by assuming he may not be entirely truthful with me when I wanted an answer. I figured I’d let him win the negotiation.

“Deal.” I was hardly audible.

Then the throwing continued.
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A Question a Day







T

he crack of dawn was his favorite time of day to teach me. I learned, from Blane, about the “hammer grip,” and to “stand ten feet from the target,” or “shift my weight forward,” or “release here, not here,” as Blane would try to explain at which point I was to release the knife. He tried extremely hard not to touch me, and I believe it was rather hard for him to explain what he meant without just taking my actual arm and moving it the way he wanted. He’d stand there and demonstrate, hoping I’d grasp the idea by seeing his stances and direction, but it was an obvious challenge for him to slow down as much as he had in order to help me to understand.

Blane would often smoke more while teaching me. One day he went through a whole two packs of cigarettes on his own, no help from me. I’d bought my own pack of Ultra Lights just so I didn’t have to mooch off of him. I think that made him respect me just a little bit more. Barely.

He kept his promise and answered one question a day. I eased into the complicated ones as I didn’t want to scare him off and never get to master my knife-throwing skills.

Day one: His favorite food? “Smoked spare ribs.”

Day two: Age? “Mid-forties.” I suspected, anyway.

Day three: Dogs or cats? “Dogs. No contest.
”

Day four: Ever married? “Nope.”

Day five: How long has he thrown knives? “Every day for seven years.”

Day six: Where’s he from? “Beattyville, Kentucky.”

Day seven: Job? “Truck driver until the accident.”

Day eight: Next job? “Part time in stock room at Dollar General.”

It took until the ninth day for me to start digging into things I really wanted to know. He was from the Middle Realm. I wanted to know how he’d gotten there in the first place. This one-question-a-day thing was killing me.

Day nine: How did he die? Blane bulked at the question, but answered. “Overdose.” That’s when stuff started to turn heavy. I’d hated that I couldn’t ask more than one question in a day. So I came up with a plan on day ten.

Day ten: Favorite beer or adult beverage? “Corona in summer. Sam Adams in winter.”

The next morning, I prepared our breakfast. We were getting into the so-called “winter” months, but I grabbed Coronas and lime anyways. I dragged out a whole cooler filled with them.

Blane eyeballed my cooler as I parked it close to the edge of the step. “You’re shittin’ me, right?”

“What do you mean? People drink mimosas. Why can’t we have some beer?”

He shrugged and delved right into his first bottle, not bothering to use one of my pre-cut limes.

I grabbed a bottle for myself and gave it a nice chug before warming up to my first round of throwing for the day. The sun had just come up enough to light everything with a soft glow. I threw a round of my six knives at the same targets Blane and I had been using.

“Stop flicking your wrist,” he said as he pinched the bridge of his nose.

I narrowed my eyes. “What are you talking about? I didn’t that time!”

“You did. Need a playback?” Blane walked over to the camcorder he’d set up on a tripod for each of our practices. It became annoying. 
Each time he’d tell me I’d done something wrong, he’d make me watch the playback to show me what it looked like.

“Waste of time to look at that. I’ll just throw again.”

He shrugged and took a big chug of his beer. “You’ll never learn.”

“I can’t learn anything if we stop to watch each round. At this rate, I’ll only get through like three rounds of throwing a day and then I’ll have to quit.” My arms were flailing. “I have to go and save the dead for the rest of the day. Remember?”

Blane scoffed. “Better off working on this shit first. The dead can wait.”

“Ha!” I guffawed and handed him another cold one. “Try telling Hayden that. Then maybe you can go and convince the Council.”

He shook his head, almost flinching at my suggestion. “I ain’t fuckin’ with the Council.”

I studied him before getting into position to throw. He was still getting the recording ready for playback.

“Why is everyone afraid of breaking their rules? They’re angels, not the mafia.”

Blane narrowed his eyes, taking a swig of the bottle. “You don’t know much,” he said, hitting buttons on the camcorder. “Here,” he walked it over to me. “You flicked your wrist on that last one. Take a look.”

I grunted loudly. “Avoiding my question?”

Blane’s brow furrowed as he looked up at me. I could see his jaw tighten.

“Is that your official question of the day? After that, you don’t get any more.”

I rolled my eyes and took a big chug of my beer, then threw my three knives, all without wrist-flicking, all landing somewhere on the targets.

“No,” I finally answered. I didn’t really want that particular question about the Guardian Council to be my one question for the day. I was just biding time until I got Blane loosened up with that beer.

“Don’t drop your right shoulder forward. You’re starting to throw like it’s a goddamn baseball.
”

I sighed heavily, biting my tongue. I’d already lost concentration, and I knew I was starting to get sloppy. Once I paid more attention, I was able to correct myself. I focused on my stance, straightened my shoulders and minded my throw. After about ten more throws, I released at the perfect moment, the knife sliding out of my grip at the exact moment it needed to be released to reach where I was aiming. The center of that target was pierced directly in the middle with my knife.

“Ha!” I exclaimed. “Holy shit! Did you see that?”

Blane polished off his bottle, tilting his neck back to get every, last drop. By that time, it had to have been his third or fourth. He wasn’t fazed by my accomplishment. It sort of irked me.

“Aren’t you going to congratulate me?”

He guffawed. “Congratulate you? Could you do that for seven years straight, every single day?”

I felt my face contort. I wasn’t sure the direction he was going with that question. What was supposed to be the right answer? I wondered why he’d mentioned seven years. Surely, someone with his skill had practiced longer than seven years to attain that flawless throw. Seven years referred to something else, a different timeline.

I watched him pace, finally stopping for a second to pull out a cigarette and light it. Then I watched him do something I never thought I’d see him do; he took off his trench and threw it over the porch railing haphazardly. The removal of his coat revealed a dirty, white, long-sleeved t-shirt. It was the same style he’d worn since the day he showed up.

Blane hiked up each of his sleeves, revealing the skin of each of his forearms. He dunked a hand into the cooler for another bottle, and it was then that I saw the tracks along his veins. It wasn’t like they were old scars or faded markings that exhibited an old habit, these were dark pink, raised lines all the way up both of his arms, extremely exaggerated, like tattoos meant to stay forever.

He pounded that last beer and dropped it onto the grass at his feet. “On with it,” he said quietly. “What’s your question today?”

I knew I only had one shot that day to ask my one question and I didn’t want to waste it on something I’d already figured out. Surely, it 
had to be deeper than just a drug problem that ended his life. There was something more to his story.

I knew we had an agreement that I could ask one question per day and that he was to answer me honestly, but I couldn’t help but feel like I’d overstepped by bringing out those beers for the day. I knew nothing about Blane, but it was wrong of me not to just have some patience with him. I walked over to the cooler, shut it tight, and scooted it over the far side of the porch away from him.

He threw his last three knives, hitting the center of each target, staring out at the tree line. It was as if he were waiting for me to ask this one question for a long time. He stood there patiently, not even moving to retrieve his knives yet. He just took long drags from his cigarette until it went out.

I gulped, but I formulated the words and let them spill from my lips. “Why have you been in the Middle Realm for seven years, Blane?”

When he looked straight at me, I was frozen at the sight of his eyes. It was the first time I’d ever seen a real sadness in them. A sadness that was so deep and dark that it swallowed me up and let me drown in it with him. A sadness that told a story. I prepared myself for what I would hear next.

He took a long breath before speaking. “I killed my son.”
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Every Rose Has a Thorn







“
T

here’s just no way,” I said to Jaxon. “Clearly, it has to be a metaphor or something.”

I was still in shock about the whole “I killed my son” thing with Blane the day before. I wasn’t sure Blane was expecting me to react to his candor the way I had. I mean, I was grateful he was truthful, but his answer wasn’t anything near what I’d expected.

I can’t remember much about the rest of that day, only that I had a million questions bouncing around in my head and couldn’t pick one of them to ask. What would it have mattered anyway? I was only allowed one question per day.

I’d skipped throwing with Blane the next morning so I could clear my head and chew on what I’d just learned about him. I was sure he wasn’t a bad guy. I was sure that he would have been placed in the dark realm with Alysto if what he told me was true. There was way more to his story, and having only one question per day wasn’t going to cut it for me anymore. Maybe it wasn’t any of my business, I get that, but Blane was almost like a project for me those past few weeks. In a way, we both did each other favors by being who we were. He offered me a bit more protection by teaching me how to protect myself. And I guess I offered him some sort of outlet, human interaction. I’m not sure I’d 
call it friendship; it wasn’t that deep between us. Whatever the relationship was becoming, we both got something out of it.

It was after noon when Jaxon offered to take the pony for a wash and to fill the gas tank for me. He said it was his way of thanking me for letting him move in, (even though it was more of a command.) We decided it would be a good time to catch up on things after having been so busy for a few days, so I tagged along and put off “saving” with Hayden. (I was really just afraid to let anyone drive Aurora without my supervising.)

“It could be a metaphor…a sick one, but meaningful,” Jaxon offered. “Or maybe his son was sick, and he feels guilty about not being able to help him.”

Jaxon offered a great point there. Middle realm was where people went to condemn themselves. They were never put there by force. There’s no way it was murder.

“He’s a good guy,” I said. “I know that much. I mean, he can be a super dick most of the time, but his intentions seem right, you know?”

I didn’t want to tell Jaxon about the tracks in Blane’s arms. It was obvious what those were from, but I didn’t even know if that had any relation to why he had been in the Middle realm to begin with, so I never brought it up.

“Yeah, he seems okay.” He nodded. “I don’t know. Just ask him tomorrow. Maybe he’ll spill the story about the whole thing.”

I scoffed. “Like he’ll spill them after the one question I get to ask for the whole day?” I sighed, then slouched in my seat. “Fat chance.”

Jaxon shrugged. “Just figure out the very one question you need to ask him to get the most info about it.”

He was right. I’d have to ask Blane one particular question that would give me the straight answer I needed about what he meant about his son.

“So how is it? The knife throwing?” Jaxon had excitement in his voice.

I bobbed my head. “I love it. I feel like I have so much control when power when I hit a target.”

“You’re already hitting targets? Wow. I checked out the window the first few days and you were all over the yard.” We both laughed
.

I gave him a smug look. “I’m getting way better. Blane is less annoyed, at least.”

Jaxon smile and nodded. “Looks like fun. I should try it with you.”

I thought about the first few days I tried throwing and how sore my body was. I’d practiced for hours at a time, putting so much energy and force into each throw. I’d really been taking it seriously. I truly loved my new hobby. And according to Blane, I was doing myself a favor.

“It’s so exhausting to think about. Are we almost there?”

“Yeah, the carwash is only up about a mile. And don’t worry. It’s one of those laser ones, so we don’t have to worry about damage to the car.”

I looked over at my brother and admired how careful he was being with my car. He was adorable. “What's with the blissful look, lil' brother?”

Jaxon’s smile widened into a cheesy grin. He shrugged. “Life’s good, sis. I have new family now, of which consists of an awesome twin who loves the same types of cars as I do. I’m moved into a great new place, sharing it with new friends. Good people.” He paused for a few seconds as he pulled into the lot of the carwash. “And I met –“

“A girl,” I finished for him. “Yeah, you’ve got that look on your face.” I laughed.

He chuckled and parked us at the end of the line. “How’d you know I was going to mention Rose?”

I studied the look in his eyes. “You just have that expression. It reminds me of Joel after he had his first date with Evan.” I laughed at the thought. “I just knew he was stuck on him after I saw that look.” I shook my head and giggled. “Blind date for those two.”

He grinned. “Ev, she’s awesome. I mean, we’ve only met up a couple of times, but we’ve been talking a lot. She works at a little bistro downtown, but writes song lyrics as a side gig.” He chuckled and went deeper into his dreamy-eyed expression. “I’ve heard her sing. She is amazing.”

“Really? I’m happy for you, Jax. Hopefully I get to meet her soon.”

We moved up in line. We were next. Jaxon plugged in the type of wash we were getting – “The Works” – and we watched the gate close down behind the car in front of us going through the wash
.

“Maybe one time this week you could take a night off from soul-saving and we could do a double date or something?” Jaxon asked.

I started chewing on my bottom lip, thinking about a date night. Thinking about how I still hadn’t made things right with Hayden yet. The tension between the two of us had been a perpetuating issue. It was almost a game to see who would speak first about it. Sure, we were cordial with each other for the schedule of the soul-saving, but this had truly been getting ridiculous.

But what do you say to someone who just found a drawing of themselves that shows your apparent negative perception of them in regard to decision they’ve made? What do you say to someone who may be regretting that very decision and is just afraid to tell you? Yet another elephant in the room that sat and took up space, getting fatter by the day. It had to be addressed at some point…because it was suffocating.

We were next, so pulled up through the wash after the garage door opened. There was a big board with lights set up vertically on the driver’s side. The top light stayed read until shifting to green, letting the driver know to move forward. Finally, we moved through to the middle of the wash, and the door shut behind us. Water sprayed all over the Mustang with the laser wash arms. Whatever daylight was able to shine into the garage was dismissed by the blanket of soap covering the windows.

“I’ll have to ask him,” I finally said.

Jaxon chuckled and looked over at me. “You mean you have to actually talk to him.”

“We do talk.”

“Not lately.”

“He’s still upset with me.”

Jaxon sighed as he obeyed the green light and moved slightly forward. “It can’t be healthy, the way things are going between the two of you.”

I looked at my brother. I felt guilty for making everyone in the house sit in the tension that I’d created. Well, Hayden helped, but still. I had the power to end it.

“I know I have to fix it,” I admitted. “I will tonight…maybe.
”

“You’ll feel better.” He smiled. “Hey, by the way. I was wondering. About these saves you do with Hayden. I’d like to understand it more, what you do and all.”

My eyes widened. “You want to watch me do a save?”

We moved forward while the water started to clear off the last round of soap.

“Yeah,” Jaxon answered shyly. “I mean, if it’s ok. Is
 it okay?”

I thought for a moment. I’d never had anyone watch me before, except when Luka came the morning of the first save I’d ever done. It was a woman who’d killed her two children and then herself. It was an awful turning point for me. A point during which I realized my life would never be the same. A point during which I knew that I would probably suffer through a lot more thereafter. And I was right. But Jaxon wanted to be a part of this new life with me. He already was.

“Of course you can,” I said. “How about tomorrow?”

“Yeah! That would be---“

The mustang suddenly jolted forward. The impact came from behind.

“What the hell?!,” I yelled.

The sprinklers turned off and the machine spraying the water slowed to a stop.

“You okay?” my brother asked.

“That all depends.”

Jaxon and I got out to head back to the vehicle that hit us. The first thing I saw was a silver Tahoe, a big enough beast to ruin my Aurora. I looked down to see the smashed back end of my ‘stang. My heart sank while my blood pressure rose. And speaking of “rose”…

“Rose?!
” Jaxon said, looking up at the driver.

Oh. Dear, Rose. What have you done?
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Stop and Kill the Roses







I

wanted to kill her. She may have been sweet, blond, and all innocent-looking, but she hit my car!


“Oh. My. God! I am so very sorry. Jaxon, I’m so sorry!” She was frantic. “The garage door opened and the lights were green. I couldn’t see past the water spraying behind your car!”

“My
 car,” I corrected. “It’s my
 car.”

“Evika,” Jaxon let out a broken up sigh, “meet Rose. Rose, this is my sister, Evika.”

I was silent. My fists tightened as I just stared at the back end of Aurora.

“Shit. Evika, I’m so sorry. I really am.” Rose said.

“Well, at least we weren’t on a highway,” Jaxon said. “And the damage isn’t that bad, as long as we stay in the dark like this.” He laughed nervously.


Not that bad?
 My tail lights were a glass mosaic on the wet floor of that car wash.

Although Jaxon tried to lighten the mood and distract me from the fact that his new girlfriend just mangled my beautiful mustang – I have to give him credit for trying – I was having a hard time thinking I could ever like this new girl.

Rose looked over at me on the brink of tears. “I-I-I’m so sorry.” 
She was tearing up. “I can’t believe I did this. The door to the entrance went up and the light was green.”

I was still silent.

“Rose, it’s okay. It’s just a fender bender. No one got hurt. There must be a malfunction with the operations.” My brother stood there trying to comfort his new girlfriend while I assessed the damage a bit further.

I couldn’t get the best look at it in the dim lighting, so I wanted to get the hell out of the carwash and stop holding up the line.

The damage to my car wasn’t something that couldn’t be fixed, but the damage Rose caused with her first impression was definitely indelible. How in the world can someone bounce back from that? After reporting the accident and exchanging insurance crap, I honestly wasn’t in much of a mood to start over with first impressions.
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The damage “…was an honest mistake, Ev,” Jaxon said. I made him sit in the passenger side on the way home so I could drive and get my mind off things.

“I’m really sorry,” he continued.

My brother insisted on coming home with me after comforting Rose before she went on her way. I let them have a few minutes to speak while I waited in my car after we reported everything and traded insurance info. I’m not sure his coming with me instead of her was the wisest decision.

“Jaxon, I know she didn’t hit me on purpose, but seriously, what kind of person moves straight into another car at the car wash?” I thought about what I was asking, and then held up my hand. “Nevermind. Don’t answer that.” A bad driver.
 That was my answer.

“This doesn’t kill our chances for a double date now, does it?”

I sighed, gripping the wheel, envisioning Rose’s petite throat locked between my hands instead. Okay. So I was being a bit ridiculous.

“Of course not,” I assured him
.

Jaxon’s phone blew up all the way home; texts from Rose. I think he knew better not to read them aloud.

“Good,” he said. “Because she wants to make it up to you tomorrow night by bringing over some homemade apple pie.”

I gave him an incredulous look.

“What?” he chuckled. “I guess that’s her way of saying ‘I’m sorry’ – breaking pie with some new people.”

“Ohhh. You mean after breaking their cars first?” I scoffed.

“Okay,” Jaxon put his hands up. “I get it. You already hate her.”

I knew I’d already gone a little too far with my joke. “No, Jax.” I sighed. “Of course I don’t hate her. I’m sorry. I just…” I paused for a second, “We just need to start over. I’m sure she is really sweet.” Just a bad driver.


The fact that my brother was getting hurt that I didn’t seem to like his new girlfriend was sort of stinging me a little. I felt like a total ass, and maybe I was being an ass. If she was already that important to him, then I’d have to make room for her, too. At least, I’d have to try. I also couldn’t help wondering if there were other things bothering me, additional stresses that were weighing on me. And I knew there were.

That cute face of Jaxon’s went from perturbed to holding a small grin. I’d never seen Jaxon angry before, and maybe that wasn’t him being angry – just standing up to me a little, fighting for what he thought was right. But I felt immediate relief once he offered me that forgiving smile.

“So, tomorrow then?”

“Sure,” I said. “After the rounds of soul saving for the day. Have her come by with some pie.”

“Awesome.” He bobbed his head. “I’ll let her know. She’ll feel relieved.”
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The yard was empty and the knife targets were clean, so I had some time to myself.

Throwing those knives proved to be a great way to blow off steam. Harnessing my mean energy and focusing it on one, little target 
required a lot of concentration. (Rose’s innocent face may have been in the back of my mind.) It was exactly what I’d needed, throwing. And after about thirty minutes alone, I felt like I could possibly deal with the “Rose visit” the next day.

It was just about dusk when I heard the porch screen door creak behind me. I threw the last knife in my hand and hit the target straight in the heart. I had a feeling I knew who was coming out to see me.

“Beginners aren’t supposed to throw shit when they’re angry. It messes up their skills.” Blane stopped at the bottom step. I heard him sit, then rustle for the pack of smokes in his jacket pocket.

I went to fetch my knives before replying. “Apparently, I’m a different breed then.” I gestured to the tree. “I just hit that target.”

Blane scoffed. “Then you must be getting better at controlling your little tantrums.”

I felt my face redden and my muscles quiver. “Why do you try to make me feel so inferior all the time?”

“My nature.” He shrugged and lit the end of his cigarette, then held out his pack and offered me a nod. Our language, I guess. “Heard your car got fucked up today.”

I glared at him.

“Hey,” his hand went up in weak surrender. “I’d be out here throwing too, if it was me.”

I relaxed. His way of saying he was mildly sorry, I guessed.

“Want one or not?” He shook the box of Marlboros. I relented and walked over to grab the smoke which, to my surprise, was already sticking about halfway out, ready for me to take.

I sat next to him on the step and grabbed the matchbox. I lit a match and watched it burn for a few seconds before using it. The match lit and burst immediately into a bright flare of light, then calmed into a tiny, controllable flame until I let it start burning down the wood of the match. The flame burned down toward my fingers at such a fast pace, shriveling the matchstick into a black coiled skeleton of itself until I blew it out, a small cloudy stream of smoke rising in the air as evidence there’d once been bright flame that started it all.

I stared at the blackened matchstick. Much like my anger, the flame went into an uncontrolled burst and ate everything in its path all 
the way down until I blew it out. It made me think of Hayden’s ability to calm me. Sometimes, I admit, I could let my anger take things too far.

“You haven’t used your question today.”

Blane broke my trance with the match. I tossed it into the ashtray and looked at him. He took a drag of his smoke and scratched his greasy head of hair.

“What I’d like to know would require well more than just one question, Blane.” I could hear the defeat in my voice. I wanted to know his deal, but I didn’t even know where to start. “’I killed my son’ is quite a heavy thing to say to someone and then just let them ask one damn question per day without offering more insight.”

He got up, sucked in deeply on his smoke, making his cigarette disappear down to the butt in just a few seconds, then tossed it into the ashtray. He pulled out his throwing knives from inside the jacket before shrugging out of it, and exposed the grimy, white shirt he’d always wear. He then hiked up each of those sleeves, showing off his tattooed arm tracks, almost as if taunting me to ask him for more of his story.

I rolled my eyes.

“If you think I’m some sort of monster, then maybe you’re right.” He pulled in, slowly releasing a deep breath. Then he threw his first knife and hit the target square in the eye.

I sighed. I threw my first blade, aiming for the center of the skull. I pegged it on the mouth of the target. I imagined some teeth falling out.

“What do you want me to say, Blane? Do you want me to ask why you killed your kid? How
 you killed your kid? Ask why the hell you’re not stuck in the dark realm with Alysto? Why you’re here instead?” I belted out every question with more aggression than the previous. “And am I supposed to ask why the hell you have tracks on your arms? I know what those are. I’m not an idiot.”

The sun was nearly set, leaving us in the quiet twilight of the evening. The trees became silhouettes of themselves against what was left of the sun’s light. It was as if the sun moved faster just to leave us to the darkness. There was barely enough light to see the light targets and ourselves
.

Blane threw his next blade, this time hitting the chest of the target in the center tree.

He was silent, throwing the rest of his blades into each designated target. I waited for him to offer me some sort of sign that he told me he’d answer at least one of those inquiries I’d belted out, but it seemed I’d only shut him up.

I packed up my knives and sat down on the porch step, watching him peg each target over and over exactly where he’d aimed. I contemplated leaving him alone, but I felt compelled to make sure he knew exactly what I was feeling.

“I’ve seen enough memories and sins from these dead people the last few months that nothing fazes me anymore, Blane. And I have no doubt that whatever you did never deserved your soul going to Alysto’s hands; it’s why you were in the middle realm. That’s enough information for me to know that you’re not a monster.”

I didn’t want to bother asking him the question of the day. There really wasn’t a point. This conversation between the two of us would end up forcing more than one question to blossom, and if he wanted to stick with the rules, I wasn’t in any mood that evening to get into arguments.

I sighed and picked up my case of blades, ready to leave the Phantom Hunter alone. But I paused before leaving. I wanted him to know something.

“Nothing phases me anymore, Blane. The other day, I had to save a woman who lured a pregnant nineteen-year old girl to her home.”

I paused and looked down at my knives, wanting to throw them all over again. So I did – straight at those bullseyes.

“She killed her and cut the full-term baby out of her. Literally cut
 that baby right out of this girl's fucking belly after strangling her to death.”

I threw harder and harder, feeling as if the muscle in my arm would tear apart completely. I reimagined the murderous woman's face again and hit the target perfectly in the center, just like the shiv that her cell mate used to kill her with. I guess Rose wasn't the one I was focusing on anymore. Maybe I was never really mad at her.

"Look, Blane, I have no doubt that you’re a good person. And I 
have no doubt that you didn’t mean to hurt your son. The Seekers I save all had cruel intentions, putting them in the realm they are in. Making a mistake doesn’t make you a monster like the rest of them.”

I waited a moment to gauge his reaction, but never looked directly at him. Finally, I retrieved my knives from the target and headed to the porch door.

“They told me if I hunted this thing down, then they’d let me go.”

“Huh?” His words came out of left field. I expected he would have led right into some story about his kid or about how I was wrong.

“I’ve been stuck in that place for over seven years after I killed myself,” he said hardly audibly. He was referring to the Middle Realm, the purgatory for souls who belong somewhere else, but have become “stuck.”

He was still staring down. “Do you know what the official sound of madness is?”

There was an eerie silence between us that lay heavy, him waiting for my answer and me having no idea where he was taking the conversation.

“Wouldn’t it be different for everyone?” I finally said.

He threw two of his knives, one in each eye of the middle tree.

“You could be right.” He shrugged before walking to claim his blades. They seemed to be more difficult to pull from the bark than usual. “I have a theory that the sound of true madness is the complete and utter silence that is so fucking deafening it drives you insane – because it leaves you with nothing to do but dissect everything that you are.” His voiced rose a bit. “And if you already dislike who you are to begin with, well. . .God help you.”

I looked closer at Blane’s arms as he walked back from the trees after retrieving his knives. The marks all the way up both arms were almost overly-exaggerated markings, as if someone had drawn them on him in permanent ink. I could only imagine the stories behind those tracks of his. And the one thing I knew for sure – they had to do with the story he would soon tell me.

I set my knives down on the railing and took a seat on the steps again.

I was cautious in the delivery of my question, moving slowly as if 
I’d scare a skittish cat. “Is that how death was for you, when you first died? Your own theory of madness”

His jaw clenched, and he looked at me intently. “It never stopped.”

I had a feeling that this would finally be the moment I heard his story. I didn’t want to make him feel awkward by just sitting on the porch and listening, so I unpacked my knives once again and stood to start throwing with him.

It was around his tenth throw when he finally spoke again.

“I needed a fix one night.” He shook his head, as if remembering his stupidity. “It was the fourth of July. We could see the city’s fireworks from the front yard. Me and the ex got into a big fight when I wanted to leave for a bit to go meet my guy at the usual spot.” He sighed and swallowed hard. “I couldn’t even wait until after the fucking finale to go for that fix.”

We each threw a few blades at our respective trees. I listened intently.

“I was furious with Rachael because she wouldn’t shut up about the house payment and no food, and all this other shit like utilities getting shut off.” He scoffed. There was a long pause as he looked out blankly to the targets. “My son was at the end of the driveway when I backed out into the street.”

I stopped in mid-throw. I watched Blane for a moment. He looked down at the pile of knives in his palm. He took one and threw it at the target, then angrily threw each knife at the bullseye in rapid succession. The last blade went straight to the center, knocking several of the others out of the same spot.

I only imagined the outcome of his backing out of the driveway. I didn’t need the details, and I didn’t think Blane wanted to share those with me either.

“The last time I used was the day of his funeral. I went home and fixed my own batch the final time I shot up…mixed with fentanyl. A quantity I knew would kill me.”

He pointed to his right arm with one of the blades. “I suppose they always want me to remember the mess I made with these fucking tracks in my arms.”

It was my chance to look a little closer this time, his arms. Literal 
tracks in both of them, like stains from a bad memory. Ink that would never disappear or fade, just like his guilt.

He stared out to the trees for a moment. “You ever seen how fucking small a four year-old’s casket is?” His head lowered, and he spun one of his knives around in his hand very slowly, catching glints of what was left of the dusk sunlight. “The Middle Realm is your own personal hell – probably worse than the Dark Realm, if you need a comparison.” Blane went to fetch our knives and handed mine to me.

I kept silent, taking the blades.

We began throwing again for what seemed like a solid ten minutes. I could be wrong. Oddly enough, it wasn’t uncomfortable, because even though I hadn’t known Blane that well or for that long, I just knew he wasn’t one of those types of people who expected sympathy. He didn’t even expect a solution or a reaction. He just simply wanted me to know.

Nonetheless, I had to say something. I knew what it was like to lose someone you loved with all your being. I may not have known how it felt to carry the guilt the way he was, but I knew the pain and how it never went away. Ever.

“I’m sorry about your son, Blane.”

He shrugged, finally looking me in the eyes for the first time that evening, just briefly. His shrug indicated his reaction to my empathy, not in a way that was meaningless to him, but that he knew that I knew how brutal witnessing death was.

We continued to throw our blades.

“I guess you could say I bought myself a one-way ticket to the Middle Realm before I even died that day.” He laughed darkly. “I’d been stuck in a darker world than I was before, but this time a complete eternity of it.” He shrugged. “Or so I thought.”

I waited for his last throw, then walked to the trees to fetch all of the knives for us.

“There was no color. Nothing but gray stone walls surrounding me, with a small window ten feet above my head, just big enough to let some sort of light in…from outside, maybe. I don’t even know what the fuck was outside of those walls. I just knew I was inside them, and that I was dead.
”

He grabbed his knives and threw a few.

“So, after spending probably about a week wallowing in my own guilt and shame, I became angry. I was pissed at myself that I’d literally set my own sentence in death – I’d never get to see my son again.” He paused. “I started punching, hitting, kicking, and screaming inside those stone walls. I got violent enough one day and ended up chipping some of the stone pieces. Big chunks fell all over the place. It was like the walls were breakable all along, but only in pieces. So I started making tools out of the broken pieces. I sharpened them and would grind them against the bigger stones that jetted out to get them to perfect points.”

Blane held up one of his knives to me. “I got them really fucking sharp. I don’t even know why I was doing it. Maybe I was thinking about cutting myself up to stop the pain…but what good would that do? I was already dead.” He pursed his lips, throwing the knife from his hand. “But not one day, not one hour would go by without the thought of what I did to my son.”

“One day, I just start throwing the pieces of stone.” He stood completely still, staring out at the trees and targets. “I just kept throwing, and throwing, and throwing. I blinked one day, and this big circle of thick green moss as big as my head started growing on the middle of the stone wall in front of me. It was like the cell was changing.”

Blane threw the last of his knives and pointed. “So I threw all of my handmade knives at it…and they stuck.” He went to fetch the knives and threw them all down onto his coat, lying in the grass. “Over time, new moss patches would appear on different walls. That was all I did for all those years. I broke and chiseled those stone walls a little bit at a time, made more blades, and threw them at the moss targets.”

We walked together over to the porch step. Blane lit another cigarette and offered me the same. He even lit another match for me.

“After some time went by, I woke up one day and found real blades lying along the stone floor. Six of them. The moss targets were gone. They changed into real wooden targets with red bullseyes. All around me.” His hand gestured to the trees. “More time passed and all I did was throw. It was as if I couldn’t live without throwing. It was my air, my way to keep living in death. The targets became worn in all the 
spots that counted the most. I’d thrown so many times that the red paint was no longer there.”

I flicked the ash from the end of my cigarette. “So, that’s why the Guardian Council wanted you. It’s all you did, and they knew you’d never miss.”

“They groomed me for what they wanted, then bribed me with my son. Said I had to hunt this Phantom fucker down, then I’d get to go where I’m supposed to go.” He shrugged. “World of Light, whatever they call it. That’s supposedly the deal.”

I looked at him incredulously. “You were already breaking those walls. It was your own hell. Isn’t that what the Middle Realm is? You put yourself there. You could have gotten yourself out of there any time.”

He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I would have kept myself there forever. They came by with an offer I couldn’t refuse…which hopefully isn’t bullshit.”

I thought about that comment. Blane’s guilt never would have let himself out of those stone walls. Ever. Much like I never wanted to forgive my mother’s murderer, Anton Carter, for taking her from me; Trevor Blane refused to ever forgive himself for the death of his own son. So the Council gave him a way out. A way to hopefully help to forgive himself in the process.

“You sound like you don’t believe that this deal with the Council is legit,” I said. “It’s like you don’t believe they’ll keep their word.”

Blane looked down and pulled another smoke out of the pack, rolling it between his thumb and finger. “I don’t trust easily.”

“Hmm.” I put my smoke out into the ash tray. I ground it into the raised center of the glass until the cotton butt of the cigarette puffed out. “I guess I can relate.”

I stood up and grabbed my knives, making my way to the door. “Hey, Blane?”

He lit a match and inhaled deeply to light the smoke in his mouth, finally turning to look at me.

“Thanks for talking today. You didn’t have to.”

He took a long drag on that cigarette. Longer than his usual. Then 
he leaned his head back, blowing out the smoke and clouding up the clear night air above him.

“Don’t expect it to happen again,” he said.

I smirked as I headed inside.

After the day I’d had, I was ready for bed. I promised Jaxon he could watch a save tomorrow before Rose’s visit with her “I’m-sorry-apple-pie,” so I’d need to save my energy for that next encounter anyway.

I’d already mangled her face enough on those targets. I laughed at myself darkly while I headed up the steps. Poor Rose.
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An Unexpected Hurdle







I

’d had a good night’s sleep after my long evening of knife-throwing with Blane. I’d gotten up and started the day with a bowl of cereal, tossing out just one new castor to “fetch” a new soul. I’d made a promise to Jaxon, and I wanted to be sure we did the save early enough before Rose stopped by with her pie later on that day.

It was still quiet in the house by the time the castor was back. The red one was sitting on the window sill by the time I’d returned to my room. I examined the object closely as soon as I noticed a dent in the perfect sphere. It was strange to see, as I’d never seen so much as a scratch on the new castors Elliott had made for me. I laid it down on the nightstand and went to get Jaxon and Hayden.

Hayden passed me in the hall as I walked to my brother’s room.

“You already have returns today?” he asked. It was clear he already knew I was up and avoided me in the kitchen earlier.

“Yeah,” I said. “Looks like a rough trip back for this new one.” I held up the red castor. “I haven't opened it yet though. I was waiting for you.”

“As you should,” he said, heading to my room.

I rolled my eyes after I turned down the hall.

"Jaxon," I peeked into my brother's room. "It's time.
"

His head popped up from a small sketchbook. “Sweet!”

He followed me to my bedroom where Hayden waited patiently in the chair by the window. He looked up as we both walked in.

"What's this?" Hayden gave me a disapproving look, gesturing to Jaxon.

"I promised Jaxon I would let him watch a save."

Hayden, who for days was acting like nothing more than a distant work associate, looked at me incredulously.

"Are you sure?" He said it almost as if a warning.

I raised an eyebrow and nodded, pointing to my brother. "He’s curious." And then I almost added something like “I don’t want any secrets in this house anymore,
” but I caught myself immediately. Guilt had already consumed me whenever I started to think about Alysto’s visiting me in my dream not long ago. I still hadn’t figured out how to I’d approach Hayden about it, and now that we were still in our little tiff, it was the last thing I wanted to add to the drama. It was bad enough that I didn’t really know how to resolve the issue he had with my sketch of him and his broken wings.

As for handling the audience of one, aka my brother, I felt like I'd done saves a thousand times. I’d lost count, but I'd seen shit over and over again. Bad shit. And even though every trip into the darkness was different, I still managed to come out as me again. At least I’d thought so: Plain ol' me.

I thought about the story I'd told Blane earlier, about the woman who'd cut out a baby from a nineteen year-old girl. I wondered how I'd become so desensitized, so callous to the world I was thrust into, this new job. A Soldier of Light is what I was to be, but it felt nothing like light; so far from it.

Hayden snapped out of his current stare down at me and smiled at Jaxon.

"Come on in, Jaxon. We just had some returns from this morning." Hayden pulled out the castors from the bag on the floor, then slid the rest of them to the side with his foot. He held out the red castor up to examine it, turning on the bedside lamp.

"You’re right. Looks like this one had a rough return," he said, 
looking up at me. He pointed to the multiple dents around the sphere. One dent was pretty deep, and very close to the parts where our hands met to open it.

I cautiously took it from Hayden's hands. "This has never happened before. What does this mean?"

I stared down at the castor full of dents and was immediately reminded of the dents in my Mustang’s bumper. God! Why?


"Maybe we should send out a new one and just have Elliott check that one out later," Hayden said, reaching out for the red castor.

"No." I pulled it closer. "I'd rather know what's in here now. Maybe the Drones were playing baseball with it or something." I practically snorted at my own joke, nudging Jaxon, who suddenly froze at the thought.

I laughed again. "Kidding, little brother. Those things haven't been around for months."

Jaxon forced a smile, glancing at my neck. "As cool as it looks, I don't really think I want one of those." He pointed to the scar by my collarbone, which was indicative of my very first encounter with one of Alysto's demonic creatures, a Drone.

I turned back to Hayden. "Ready?"

He gave me an unenthusiastic gesture with his hand, beckoning me to sit on the bed with him.

I opened the castor and inhaled the contents. I leaned into Hayden's chest as my senses took over and it went dark. I first recognized a cologne. It was the most familiar of all colognes to me; Old Spice. It was obviously a male. He'd only been dead for about 3 months or so, so it felt new to him. He was still frantic, scared, much more so than the others. It struck me as odd that he hadn't been a Seeker for long at all, especially after feeling the severity of the guilt he had within him. It was a heavy weight that I could feel already, even before his image appeared.

Then, the image came to me as if I were looking into a mirror. I saw him standing there looking directly at me. He had a medium build and looked to be in his late thirties; his short hair was brown and thinning, with a round face sporting a five o'clock shadow and a small 
goatee above his broad chin. His sunken-in eyes looked desperate and fearful. Pity had almost swept through me until I inhaled just once more. Old Spice and cigarettes this time. It was then that it hit me. I knew this man. I loathed this man. I panicked as my heartbeat sped and I lost my concentration. I needed out of this state of mind, back to my world. I clutched to Hayden's arm and gasped, unable to control the chaos that had begun in my body and inside my mind.

Everything started to spin as I hyperventilated. “No,” I was frantic. “No, no, no, no, no, no!”

“Evika! What is it?” I heard Hayden call to me. “Come out of this, now!” His arms enveloped me tightly at that moment and I felt the calm he sent through me. One, last deep breath and my eyes opened to the blinding sun from the window in the room. Hayden scooted me into his lap and rocked me, stroking my cheek with his thumb. I hadn't noticed, until I tasted the salt, that I'd been crying.

“Evika, what did you see?” I heard the worry in his voice.

“This is wrong,” was all I could say.

“Evika, please talk to me. What's wrong? What did you see?”

“Hayden, I can't do this one. Let me go.” I felt my normalcy restore and the wrath had begun. I shoved him away hoping he'd comply, and he did. I needed air. I needed to clear my nose, my eyes. My head. The image. My mind.

I rushed past my brother mumbling something like “I’m sorry, Jax” and walked outside to the front porch step to hang my head between my legs as I sat down. This was no longer easy. This was becoming too much. I was angry at everything. Angry that I'd seen him. Angry that I'd reacted and pushed Hayden away. As if I hadn’t done enough of that already! I was angry that I'd become this catalyst between the dead and their damned destination; my destiny of saving these dead beings that had done so much wrong in their lives that they'd become prisoners in the undead world. I started envying Alysto and his position in this whole game. How easy it was to be the bad guy.

I should have known before opening that castor that something was wrong. The severe dents in it should have warned me enough not to open it. How could I have been so stupid? Why didn’t I just shut up 
and listen to Hayden? God, and my poor brother, standing there back in the room wondering what the hell went wrong.

I heard light footsteps behind me as they stepped out onto the wood boards.

“You were only in for less than a minute; not enough time to have seen the sins yet.” My angel’s soft voice calmed my breathing instantly. “You know this one, don't you?” he concluded.

He knew me too well. I sighed and just closed my eyes, squeezing out the tears I realized only then were there. I buried my face in my hands, cheeks hot, full of tears and sweat.

“It's him, Hayden.” I tightened my fists near my temples and felt my nails digging into my palms. The pain made me clench my teeth. “Anton Carter. He....he killed my mother.”

Silence filled that room. It was a blanket of quiet so tense that it was smothering.

So many things ran through my mind once I realized I had just seen Anton Carter. First and foremost, whatever hell he was suffering - he deserved every bit of it, and more. I wanted so badly to keep him away from any kind of good that could fall upon him. He took away the best part of my life. My mother was an angel; my human mother, I mean. She was as close to perfection a human could ever be, and he stole her from this world, from me. Anton Carter deserved his death, and he also deserved an eternity of pain – not the measly few months he’d been dead. That was bullshit.

Once again, since I started this new role, I could relate to Alysto and his ability to become so callus to these Seekers. They were at his mercy until someone like me would save them. I understood. I’d tried to bury those feelings of hate a long time ago, the abhorrence I felt toward all of the Seekers I was forced to save. Why? Because I was supposed to. I had to. But this time, it was personal. And that changed everything.
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Despite the morning’s events, I didn’t want to cancel on our visitor. I 
didn’t want to disappoint my brother at all. And I felt that maybe having the distraction, having the ability to make someone else happy, would help me bide myself some time in order to clear my head a bit.

Rose was a sweet girl. Every bit as sweet as my brother had said she was. She’d come to the door with each hand carrying a homemade pie. Apple, as promised, and blueberry. I was inclined to try both since I’d been a sucker for pies to begin with.

It wasn’t hard to get over the whole car wash incident after meeting her properly. Maybe it was easier to forgive her since I’d had something new to occupy my mind. Or maybe I’d finally been learning not to sweat the small stuff. It was a car. The taillight was getting fixed, and Luka was bringing it back that night. I’d actually let him have those keys for the first time and he’d been on cloud nine because of it. I was learning to let go a little on who I let drive the damn thing anymore.

We’d all gathered in the kitchen, the five of us – Hayden, Rose, Jaxon, Indigo, and myself. We’d seated ourselves among the breakfast table and the barstools at the kitchen island.

“Evika, your home is beautiful.” Rose was genuine. “And you all live here?”

I looked at my brother and smiled. “One big, happy family, we are,” I answered.

Jaxon shoved an oversized piece of blueberry pie in his mouth before it could fall from his fork. His cheeks puffed out as he smiled and gave a thumbs-up. He finally swallowed and said, “I’m especially happy after these wicked-good pies.”

Rose giggled and poked Jaxon in the shoulder. “Glad you like them. I hit the store right after I..”, she paused, “well…right after I hit your car yesterday,” we all laughed in unison, “and I wanted to get started on them right away after Jaxon said it was cool to meet up today.” She smiled bashfully.

“I’m glad you did, Rose. This is a much better introduction,” I said, offering her a smile. “Your pies are killer.”

“From what I heard about your initial meet cute with Jaxon,” Hayden started, “I’d say you two were meant to find each other.
”

Rose, Jaxon and Indigo all three looked at each other and belted out laughing.

Rose caught her breath and tied her hair back into a high pony-tail. “Do you know I still can’t get that damn slushy red out of that material?” She giggled again. “Not that I really care. Good memories should never be washed away. We need to keep reminders for ourselves once in a while.”

I looked over at Rose inquisitively, trying to catch if she’d been looking directly at me when she said those specific words, as if they were meant for me. But she’d been staring coyly at my brother, raising her hand to lightly pinch his cheek. But who was I kidding? She didn’t even know me.

“I’m a sucker for memorabilia,” she said.

“You sound like me,” Indigo said as he walked his plate to the sink and started washing it. “I like keeping reminders myself as well.” He looked over at me and winked. I grinned at him.

We’d hung out in the kitchen around those pies for quite a while, talking about favorite places to eat, favorite movies, favorite music, best concerts we’d been to. We’d gone around the room so each of us could speak. Like a game. I was truly happy that my brother invited Rose over so we could start off on a better foot than the first time.

“You know,” Jaxon started, “you and Evika have something in common.”

“Do we?” Rose raised a brow and smiled, looking over at me. I was pretty sure I knew what my brother was referring to.

Jaxon bobbed his head. “Song lyrics.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Jax told me you write lyrics as a side gig?”

Rose’s face blushed to match the color of red on her sweater. “It’s just for my cousin.” She made a shewing wave with her hand. “No big deal, really. He is creating his own self-published album. Paying me a little for the words. He writes the music for them, though.”

“That’s pretty cool,” I said. “My lyrics just stay in a journal. At least you’re doing something with them.”

Rose’s cheeks flushed before picking up the last piece of her apple pie with her fork. “That’s where most of mine stayed before Ryan 
asked me to help out. Otherwise, mine would stay in books too, you know?”

I thought about some of the lyrics I’d written. Most, if not all, were songs I’d written for my mother or about her. The one I’d actually put into a song with the piano – one that was created after my mother was killed and intended for her funeral – was a song I’d never played for anyone. I never ended up playing it the day of her burial. But Hayden knew all about it. He’d been there.

“I’ll get all these, guys,” Hayden said. “You all head to the other room and hang out.”

I looked over at Hayden while he started gathering our dishes to take to the sink. Jaxon and Rose thanked him and went into the living room.

I recalled the day I found out he’d known about it, that song I’d written. It was the first day we’d met outside of a dream. Hayden was ticking off things on his fingers to show proof that he was, in fact, my Guardian, and he’d known everything about me. Everything.
 It was his admission to knowing about that song to my mother that gave me the proof. He’d been there with me my whole life. Through the good, the bad, and the ugly. And there was a lot of ugly.

“Hey, Ev?” Jaxon popped his head around the corner. I turned. “Rose and I were thinking of catching a movie tonight. Would you guys like to come?”

I smiled at my brother. “Thanks, Jax. But I think I’m gonna stay in tonight after the crazy afternoon. I’m a little exhausted.” I knew he’d known what I meant.

“Yeah,” his shoulders dropped. “I get that. That’s why I thought it would be good for you to get out for a bit. If you change your mind, just let me before we leave.”

“Thanks, brother.”

“Oh,” he added, “and we might head into one of those shops to pick out some paint for my room, too! Needs a little color in there. A type of green, maybe?” He winked at me, making me laugh.

“How about you, Hayden? Wanna catch a flick?”

Hayden turned around from the sink and smiled at Jaxon, then gave a quick glance over at me before answering. I was hoping he’d say 
he’d go. It would be the perfect opportunity for me to execute the plans I’d already made for my night.

“Thanks, Jaxon, but I’ll stay home tonight. You should use the opportunity to have some alone time with Rose.” He nudged him.

My brother blushed. “’Kay. Well, same thing goes for you, too. If you change your mind, let me know before we leave.” And then he left the room.

Hayden and I were alone in the kitchen, not saying a word. I felt his eyes on me while I cleaned up the counter. Once we’d cleaned everything up, he gently grabbed for my hand to lead me outside to the back porch. I, of course, followed, grateful that he’d shoved all indifferences aside to sit with me on the porch that night. We just sat, and he held me like he’d meant it – for the first time in weeks.

With his ability to calm me, I was able to think more clearly in order to conjure up the precision of every move I would need to make in order to carry out my plan later that night. I knew there was something horrid taking over me because I would have normally felt guilty right off the bat in regards to my defiance against Hayden. But my hatred and anger had gotten the best of me. Who could blame me? The end justified the means - that’s how I saw it - and I didn't care what it took to get what I wanted. I had pulled off the best acting job of my life just to show Hayden I was okay.

He'd decided we’d call Elliott first thing in the morning to examine the castor, and that we'd also take a break for a few days from saving. I didn't need anything muddying up my mind anyway. Clearly, I lacked any type of compassion for anyone after seeing Anton.

“Are you sure you are okay?” Hayden asked me solemnly, tucking me into bed as if I were a child again. His nurturing side had returned, and I was grateful.

“I'm fine,” I faked a smile. “I just need to breathe and think about this for a while.”

“Evika.” He sighed and looked into my eyes, studying me for a moment. “I know there is still something wrong and you're doing a terrible job not letting it on. There will be a solution to this. I promise you. Just give me time to figure this out.” He kissed my forehead and fluffed the pillow on the bed, gesturing me to lie down. 
He sat next to me on the edge of the bed. In hindsight, I should have taken that opportunity to mend things between us. Maybe hash things out.

“I feel like there is something wrong about this, too,” he admitted. “That castor was not in good condition, and I am going to find out why it became that way. Something obviously isn't right.”

I rolled to my side, away from him. “I'll find out,” I said blithely.

Hayden shot me a look. I could feel it without even seeing him. “We
 will find out. This is not something you would do alone, Evika. Tandem, remember? You will not be taking on some mystery like Nancy Drew, especially after this
 guy.” He rose from the bed and walked over to the other side of the mattress to look straight into my eyes. “Promise me.”

“Promise what?” I asked in monotone.

His eyes narrowed and bore into mine. “You know exactly what I mean, Evika. Don't play dumb.”

I looked at him, wondering if I could do it...if I could promise him aloud, blatantly lying to him, my love, my angel. I realized, with my current mood, it was a lot easier than I thought it could ever be.

“I promise,” I lied. I guess it was easier for me to lie because it would be too dangerous not to. Who knows what Hayden would do; call in a squad of other guardians to stand at every door like sentries? Not let me leave the premises?

He looked at me incredulously, then decided it was enough for him to leave me to rest. His cell chimed, and he looked down.

“Luka came back with your car.” He gestured to his phone. “All fixed now.” He shoved his hands in his front pockets, still studying me. I hadn’t said anything else. “I'll be down the hall. I'll need to speak with Luka to see if any of the other Guardians have an idea about the castor being mangled. You stay put and get some sleep. We’ll figure this out.” He grazed my arm softly with his fingers as I stared blankly out the window. Sure, I'd stay put....for now.

Oh, the power I felt in that moment, it was intoxicating and I didn't mind letting it take me over. I felt the darkness inside me, the hatred I had buried for so long just beneath the surface. It had always been there. I had no sympathy for this heartless piece of shit, and I was sure 
to find a way, even if it ruined me, to make him pay for the horrible things he'd done. He’d killed my mother.

I was a landmine of feelings filled with pockets of rage. And there was nowhere safe left to tread. A plan was brewing in my head - how to capture him, how to get past Hayden with the window of time I would allot myself before he found out. No matter what, I would avenge my mother.
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The Great Fray







I

t was dark by the time I woke up. I knew my body well enough that I would wake up after a few hours. It was about a quarter till midnight. I felt Hayden's arm rested around my waist and it almost made me want to stay in bed for just a little longer. But only 'almost.' It was the first time he’d stayed in the bed with me since our fight. Part of me wondered why it was so easy for him to do so – lie there without having resolved the issue between us yet. But it was easy to figure that out – he didn’t trust me to be alone. He didn’t trust anything I’d said to him a few hours ago, and I didn’t blame him.

Once I'd recapped my thoughts, I was ready to begin carrying out my plan. I quietly slid out of Hayden's hold, hoping to God that he hadn't made Luka stay awake somewhere in the house for extra protection. I crept to the floor to look under the bed for the duffel bag in which Hayden kept all of the castors. And to my surprise, it was hiding under the bed on the opposite side, guarded by none other than my dog, Beau.

Beau was usually in Luka’s room most nights. That was a given. But it was clear that this was a set up for tonight. My dog was lying with one eye open to protect that bag of castors. I crouched down next to him, and his head popped up in alertness
.

“Hey, Beau-Beau,” I whispered. “You gonna let me grab that bag?”

A low growl came from his throat, and my brow furrowed at him.

I raised my hand to his face to gently scratch his mane, but his head twitched to the side and away from me as he growled a little louder this time. My warning.

I shushed him to quiet him down. “You’ve got to be kidding me right now.”

I was at the mercy of my own back-from-the-dead dog. The one thing keeping me from the bag under that bed that held the contents of a murderous soul I wanted to get my hands on.

I tried reaching around him very slowly, but he hoisted his front end up straight and lowered his head, his eyes looking straight into mine. That low growl warned me again.

“Goddammit,” I said almost inaudibly. “I know they put you up to this, Beau.”

I slouched, realizing my dog wasn’t going to budge, then sat cross-legged on the floor in front of him. “You have no idea why you’re even guarding it, but if you did, I bet you’d change your mind.”

I considered waiting him out. I even considered trying to trick him, but he was too smart for that. Yes, smart. He was
 smarter. It seemed as though Beau had acquired more understanding in communication with humans since he’d been brought back to life. He even seemed more ept in human emotions. And that was exactly what I was banking on when I’d stood to go creep down the hall to the closet to get my old book bag. I’d already cleaned it out to hold the tools I’d needed for that night. All except for one thing; a picture of my mother.

I walked back into the bedroom to find my dog still sitting majestically next to that bed, rear end and tail touching the duffel bag on which I needed to get my hands.

I held out the photo of my mother, making sure it caught the beam of moonlight from the window. “You remember her, boy?” I whispered.

A faint whine escaped his throat as he cocked his head and recognized her face. In that instant, watching my dog’s recognition of her, I felt the tears well up faster than I could react to get them to stop
.

I slowly crouched down next to my dog, still holding up the photo. “Th--There is a bad guy in that bag, Beau,” I choked out quietly. “The bad guy that took her from us.” My eyes stung. “He killed her.” I raised my hand to cover my mouth in fear of becoming too loud once I started sobbing.

Beau’s eyes softened, and his head cocked again. He then stood on all fours, approaching me with his wet tongue to clear the tears from my face. I’m not sure why I’d even expected him to understand what I told him about the contents of the bag, but I know for a fact he understood when I was sad. And hurting.

I tousled the hair on my dog’s head and sighed in frustration, yet still grateful for his being so loyal to Hayden and Luka, assuming they’d both put him up as the guard of the castor bag under the bed. It was the perfect security, really. Nonetheless, it was still frustrating.

I couldn’t sleep anymore, and I needed time to think of a new plan to get my hands on that banged up castor before morning. Before Elliott showed up to take it and fix it - whatever he was going to do with it – I would need to execute my plan.

Obviously, I needed to clear my head, step away while I was still lucky enough not to have awakened Hayden after all of the communication I’d done with my dog. Hmm. Communication with the dog; it all seemed futile. Pointless. I stood and made my way to the hallway, giving Beau one more glance before leaving, but not before leaving that photo of my mother on the floor in front of him. He sat rigid on those hind legs, looking down at the picture, then back at me, still blocking my view of the part of the bag that snuck out from under the bed.

I shook my head at him. Traitor
, I thought. I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud, despite having used that term on him before. Not because I feared being too loud and waking up Hayden. It was because, deep down, I knew my dog would understand what I meant by that word, and the thought of offending him with that blow didn’t seem right. I knew he understood more than he should as a dog.

I made my way to the living room and exasperatedly threw my body on to the couch, my legs hanging over the armrest. I felt the 
remote jabbing me in the lower back and moved it, placing it on the floor. I didn’t even want to bother putting the television on, not even for background noise.

The house was so quiet, a peaceful quiet. The only sound I heard came from the open windows from the back of the house, the light breeze that blew through the trees in time with each of my controlled breaths. It was calming.

I closed my eyes, racking my brain for a way to execute my plan, to get my hands on that castor. I’d imagined how much simpler it would have been for me, had the dog not been there. But then I was flooded with guilt for even thinking that way. How could I? I loved my dog. I would just have to work around this hurdle somehow.

“Think, Evika,” I whispered to myself, pinching the bridge of my nose, eyes still shut tightly. I only had a few hours to devise a plan with actionable steps that would allow me to get my hands on that castor in which a murderer inhabited. A murderer who had no clue what was about to happen to him. A human being who met his demise way too soon due to his own hand.

I felt cheated out of things when I found out Anton had killed himself. That bastard hanged himself in his prison cell after getting caught trying to cross the border. His many murders and crimes had caught up with him. I wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted to do after learning that information. It was Elka who’d brought me the article from the paper, being the first to advise me of the suicide of my mother’s murderer. Knowing of his history of murders, I knew I’d never get the chance to avenge my mother in any way, because he’d be in the Dark Realm for a very long time. Much longer than my lifetime as a Soldier of Light. But irony was upon us, with a swift little game.

I’d heard a light thud on the floor a few feet from my head, and immediately widened my eyes to see Beau hovering over the duffel bag he’d been guarding. The strap was still hanging from his neck as he looked me square in the eyes.

I sat up. “What’s this?”

My dog maneuvered out of the strap and let it drop to the floor. Then he took hold of it with his teeth, dragging it just a few feet until the tip of his nose touched my knee
.

I smiled at him and scratched the top of his head as I leaned over to check the contents of the bag. All four castors, including the banged up red one that held the object of my hatred, sat safely inside. I looked a little closer and, to my surprise, among those items in that bag was the picture of my mother I’d laid on the floor for Beau.

I immediately locked eyes with my dog again, this time holding the gaze, reveling in wonder. Relishing that he’d understood. Proud he was mine.

And then, the first tear escaped, slowly trickling down my cheek. Before it could drop to my lap, I’d already knelt on the floor and nuzzled my face into my dog’s fur, squeezing his thick neck.

“Thank you, boy,” I cried quietly. “Thank you so much.”

He wriggled free to move and lick my face again. He wasn’t a traitor after all. He just needed time to make the decision on his own.

Luckily, after making my way down the hall, I was alone after dropping Beau back off in the bedroom with Hayden again. Thankfully, Hayden hadn’t stirred much at all. He’d been in the same position since I’d left the room almost an hour ago. He would know for sure that I'd broken my promise, but as long as he was asleep, I would have time to get Anton Carter right where I wanted him. And even after having had the time to think about the possible consequences, those still didn’t matter to me.

I could already taste it. Taste the fear in him when I called him and he realized it was me. How ironic. Me, the one who had the most wrath for him, was the only one who could save him from this terrible, eternal fate that awaited him. I thirsted for this power I had over him and once he realized I was the only one to grant him any mercy and would never give it to him, he would crumble. I was counting on it.

I grabbed my canvas bag to hold the workshop light, nylon rope I’d found in the shed out back, a flashlight, the castor, and of course, my knives. I collected my thoughts, remained calm as to not wake anyone in the house, and made my way to the garage to my Mustang. I tossed in my bag and put the pony in neutral. I was thankful that the driveway was at a slight incline toward the house so I was able to back out of the without turning on the engine. I made it to the street, flicked on my lights, turned the key and let the engine idle as I took my last deep 
breath before heading to the abandoned warehouse on Sinister Avenue. It would be the perfect venue. Abandoned. Dilapidated. Cold and dark. It was as if I were making my own horror film with a twist. I, the human
, would haunt the ghost.

After making it to the warehouse, I found the garage and pried open the metal sliding door. I checked above my head with the flashlight and saw that I could block the track after shutting it down again. It would have to be done. I knew my window of time was small. Anything to give me more time to keep Hayden out was crucial. He was bound to wake soon, feeling that I was gone.

I found one of the metal shop chairs and placed it in the middle of the room. I'd been hoping for something to work with, and it was exactly what I needed. I then set up the shop lamp from my bag and let it hang from one of the pipes, dangling above the chair.

Lastly, but definitely not least, I pulled out the dented castor. I examined it for a few moments, taking in the last moments I had alone in the quiet warehouse. I wondered how easily it would open without Hayden’s presence. I found that it worked the same way for me.

I held my thumb print to the reader for it to scan, and then blew into the hole. My actions in doing so demanded Anton's presence. The mist slowly started to appear. There was no turning back.

“Form,” I said. Anton’s body started to take shape after the vapor from the castor had exited. He took his form slowly, and I was finally able to read an expression on his face. His eyes shifted wildly around the room, and he looked confused, almost reluctant to complete his form.

I held my anger back so he would trust that it was safe
. He looked around the room once more, this time turning his head in all directions, then finally met my eyes and taking his true shape.

It was at that moment that I wanted to puke my guts out. Not because he was dead. Not because he was a ghost. Not because he looked disgusting. Seeing him before me made me sick because it brought back every memory I’d had from that one, terrible day. The most horrid day of my life; the day I’d watched my mother die – and it was because he had killed her. I hadn't expected that reaction out of my body, the nausea. Nonetheless, I kept my composure
.

I stepped around him, keeping my gaze on his face, looking into his confused eyes. “You're probably wondering why you're here, aren’t you?” I asked with acid in my tone.

He said nothing. He just blinked. I heard no thoughts yet.

“Well, frankly, I have not a clue what is going on up there in that mind of yours, but I can tell you that you probably won't be too happy that you're here when you find out why.”


Wh-where am I? They told me that I would be saved.
 His voice was deep and rugged, but so small in my mind, as he spoke in such fear.

I just shook my head. “Of course, that is what normally happens, but you're special, Carter. It's a whole different ball game for you when it comes to my
 mercy.”

He looked around frantically. We then both heard a loud banging on the metal door. I knew it wasn't Hayden. Not yet anyway. So it could have only been one thing.


What is that?!
 His eyes widened.

“Hm. Sounds like your Watcher is somewhat pissed, huh? It's probably been trying to catch up with you for quite some time now, hasn’t it?” I circled around him with my pacing as he stood in place. A snarling came from outside followed by more banging. I enjoyed the audience.

I couldn't stand it. I had to get the show on the road. I lost my temper all in that moment and shoved my knee in his gut. He hunched over breathing heavily with a groan. God, it felt so great. He took the opportunity to sit in the chair I'd provided, hanging his head between his legs and coughing heavily. I was glad that I didn't have to force him to get him where I wanted him. I stood over him, awaiting the moment my sympathy may arise, but it just didn't. And I wasn't surprised.

I grabbed the pile of nylon rope from the floor and started binding him to the chair. I worked quickly, whipping his arms behind him and tying his wrists together tightly, burning his skin with the rope. Then I bound each of his ankles to a metal leg on each side. He was one with the chair.


Wh-what are you doing?
 He thrashed violently, and I was surprised at my own strength to keep him at bay. I knew anger would give me 
more power, more strength, but he was much larger than me. It felt so incredible to have such power over the man I hated so much.

“Stop moving!” I heard myself blurt with contempt.

Anton Carter was shaking uncontrollably, breathing erratically. His chest movements were dramatic, and I relished watching it happen. I relished that I’d been the one to scare him shitless.

He was finally secure, tightly tied down with nowhere to go. Grabbing one of his ears and pulling, I leaned into him. “Do you even know who I am, Carter?”

He shook his head rapidly, almost going into convulsions, sweat beading at his forehead now.

“Aside from being your worst nightmare, I'm also the daughter of the woman you used as target practice about four years ago.” I whipped a picture of my mother and me in front of his face. “Do you remember her, you piece of shit?!” My hand raised without warning, forming a fist, then threw its punch right into his face. My right hook sent Anton’s face to the left directly after my knuckles connected with his lower jaw.

As I hit him, I could feel a sting zap its way to my elbow, then my shoulder. I’m sure it was pain, had I been able to feel it right then. All I felt was satisfaction once I sensed the shift in his bones under the force of my hand. I was breaking him, and it was so easy.

He hunched over and spit toward the dusty floor, saliva mixing with dirt and broken concrete. I believe I saw a bit of red in his spit, too. I’d imagined punching someone in the face would bring pain to my hand, but I felt none. I’d also imagined my hitting someone in their jaw wouldn’t really cause much damage. But I guess I’d underestimated myself prior to that day. I’d underestimated how strong I really was, and how invincible I was now that I’d Crossed.

I looked down at my knuckles, seeing broken skin and blood starting to rise to the surface of where they’d scraped across his cheek, perhaps his teeth. I’d wondered where the feeling of pain was. I wondered if I’d get to see blood come from Anton’s skin. I hadn’t thought about their physiology, these Seekers. I hadn’t thought about how real they were in my world after forming themselves.

I stared in a dazed as the blood spilled over the broken skin of my 
knuckle, then wiped it on my thigh along my pants. Still, no pain. Why was there no pain?

Anton coughed again, shaking me out of my trance. I'm so sorry! I would take it all back!
 I could hear him screaming inside my head.

“Sorry?” I scathed. “You think sorry
 is going to bring her back to me now, you fucking asshole!?” I yelled my words at him, then cracked his jaw as I pummeled my elbow into his face, coming in sideways from the opposite side I’d hit with my fist. The strength I had within me was untamed.

This tie, he spat up the smallest amount of blood. I narrowed my eyes at him, thinking. Blood? He was bleeding. This Seeker could
 bleed! My mind ran wildly, reveling that I’d cause this. Because I had the most amazing plan.

I'd never felt so powerful in my entire life. Anton Carter whaled out another yell, almost matching the pitch of the Watcher that still waited impatiently outside of the door. He slumped over again, spitting more into a new puddle at his feet.

“You know, Carter, that's the thing about you bad seeds. You want to take it all back once you find out the kind of fate you're in for. What a shame that you can't figure that out before you're dead!”

I then sauntered over to my duffel bag, searching through it without looking down so I could keep my eyes on Anton. I pulled out one of my throwing knives, and started wiping it along the cloth of my jacket. I stood in front of him holding the knife up in front of his face in admiration. My weapon was shiny, sharp, and ready to be thrown into a target.

“Then again,” I continued, “I get the best part of you, don’t I? I get you after you've suffered in this hell for a while, until you've somehow
 come to this realization that you lived your life so wrongly and you want the evil to stop chasing you
.” I breathed a sardonic laugh. “How ironic though, Carter, that I'm
 your salvation. I'm your only ticket into getting out of this hell of yours.”

The metal doors were now becoming dented on the inside from the enraged Watcher. It thought I was saving Anton and was trying to stop me, to take him back. I knew it couldn't do a damned thing to me though. It really wanted Anton...to recapture his soul since I'd 
taken him to the wrong place of death. The creature felt death near again.


Please! I beg you. Set me free. Please just set me free. I'm not even worth it!
 His thoughts had shocked me for a moment.

I breathed a laugh. “You're not worth it? Honestly Anton, you are so worth it for me. My list of things I'd give up would go on and on just to see you die a thousand deaths over and over again. You took away the best part of me!” I yelled.

Tears welled up in this man’s eyes now. I stopped short before moving near him again with the knife and tried hard to let myself feel something other than hatred. It was disconcerting that I couldn’t find mercy. I couldn’t find sympathy. I couldn’t find pity. I wasn’t myself anymore. Full of abhorrence, I’d transformed. I was nothing but brewing chaos trapped in skin.

What was I becoming in this world? What was to become of the people I loved, the people I knew in any way at all? What was to become of the rest of my own life while my own self seemed to be losing its way? Would this revenge make things better for me? If I sought out this Seeker, as I had, and then tormented him the way I saw fit, would I feel better about my mother’s death?

I knew the answer to that last one. I’d never
 feel better about it. The truth was, I knew I’d never get over her death because I never understood it to begin with. She never deserved death, not that early, and not that way. And she was all I had. Anton Carter took her away from me, and he was going to suffer for it. Even if I had no idea of what the outcome would be. I didn’t care about rules, I just cared about avenging my mother.

Please forgive me! I’m sorry. I never knew!

His voice infuriated me. I felt an urge to kick his face and imprinted the sole of my combat boot into his cheek. I'd drawn blood and felt proud.

He spit blood to the ground before speaking to me again. They made me do it! They made me!!!


“What the hell are you talking about, Carter!?” I whaled at him in disgust.

His voice came out cracked in fragmented words. That woman. 
Your mother…. They sought me out and made me kill her.
 He was sobbing, almost to a point at which I thought I heard him wrong. But I knew I hadn’t.

“What?!” My heart sped. My mind raced. My mother’s death was set up? “What the fuck do you mean, Carter?” I asked through gritted teeth, tightening my jaw and trying to make the tears relent.


They…..He…He promised it would be my last…and that I’d be protected. But…I never saw him again. And then he returned one night. In my cell, after I was captured. He gave me a way out…the night I took my life. Said after I died I’d be set free. I-I-I would get to move on.
 He threw his head back and cried up to the ceiling.

My head was spinning with this overload of information. My vision became blurry, but my anger didn’t recede. “For God’s sake, Carter!” Who!?
”

His eyes met mine. They were full of fear. The tall, dark-winged man.


“What?” I snapped. It could have been anyone, angel or dark creature.


With-with long hair. Long, dark hair.
 Carter offered this extra bit of information.

I narrowed my eyes. That one detail he gave to me was all I needed to know without even having to question more to find out who it was… because it didn’t matter. I knew it was Jericho. And the reason Alysto knew he could get to me this way was because of that rogue angel. They were both beings that wronged me, wronged the Council.

I hated the man who sat before me. I hated every part of him. After he’d killed my mother, I’d never wanted anything more in my life than to seek him out and make him suffer for what he’d done.


Please.
 His voice begged me.

I was still staring at my mother’s murderer as I attempted once more to search for any mercy within myself. It just wasn’t there. I felt joy in watching him cry, watching him spit up blood. The blood I’d beckoned out of him with my own two hands. I looked down at my knife once again, as if it were the last time I’d ever see it so clean.

I knelt down to meet his eyes, holding my instrument between us 
and taunting him. “How ironic, Seeker, that I am your only hope, your one-way ticket to getting out of this dark world you’re in.”

I shook my head at him and leaned in to whisper into his ear. “I’ll let you in on a little secret, Carter.” I could hear his breath hitch and his body freeze. “There is no way in hell
 that I'm saving you.”

He let out a frantic scream and shook violently in the chair, trying to break free from the ropes.

I took the blade and pressed it hard into the skin by his temple, dragging it down the side of his cheek to his jawline. It was difficult to pierce the skin at first, and the cut wasn’t easy to make. The knife was for throwing, after all.

The noises in that garage revved up the Watcher's shrieking outside. It banged furiously against the metal doors, setting me off and pushing me over the edge. I no longer heard Anton's thoughts of his pleas to me.

I stood tall, towering over him and raising the blade with both of my hands above my head. He looked up pleadingly, knowing exactly what was in store. Imminent pain. Imminent torture.

I plunged the knife down with all my strength straight into his left thigh, and that was when everything turned quiet. A peaceful, soundless room in which my vision was the only working sense I had. Blood immediately pooled up to the surface through his pants and around the knife. I watched his eyes bug out as he looked down at the horror, his face turning ashen, mouth agape and wide enough to swallow a whole fist.

I repeated the same action with another blade to his other leg. It seemed easier the second time for me. For Anton, not so much. After what I assumed was more screaming, his head went back as if he’d partially fainted. I’d wondered if he’d tried saying anything to me again, because I still couldn’t hear anything. None of his thoughts. None of the sounds around me.

I sliced his shirt open with my next knife. While grabbing another knife from the bag, I held the other up to his throat.

“You make one wrong move, and I’ll glide this thing right into your neck, Carter.
”

His response was the quick rise and fall movement of his chest as he panted, staring wide-eyed at my face.

I took a look at his bare chest and, as if it called to me, my idle hand raised the blade to his bare skin, carving in my birthmark symbol. I dug deep, feeling intrigued by the blood that dripped from his chest with every bit of pressure I inflicted into his body. It was slightly difficult when he made his shallow breaths, writhing in what I assumed was intolerable pain. He then took the deep ones in, letting them out as if he were trying to scream. I was grateful that I didn't even hear it. I was too far gone by then, it wouldn't have mattered how loud he tried to speak to me, scream at me.

Once my negative zero
 was completed, I admired my work as he dripped all over the cement floor.

I heard myself laugh as I saw the tears in his eyes. I knew those had been real, and I was glad that I'd caused them. It was what I wanted, to literally see the pain in him come out before me.

And then, without even thinking first, a guttural scream came from my throat as I stabbed him once in the stomach, holding the knife there and pressing it further and further into his gut. Before I realized it, I’d repeated that movement into his stomach multiple times, not keeping count of each new wound I’d inflicted. I only saw the gashes and the blood with each new puncture, and his limp body slipping further and further away as the seconds went by.

His body a limp doll in the chair, barely breathing anymore. I’d wondered if I’d actually killed him. But how do you kill what’s already dead? You don’t. You can only shake up whatever fragments he has left, existing in the dark world he came from, and inflict a pain you’d always wanted to inflict upon him.

I stood tall, towering over my mother’s murderer sitting in that chair and I watched him bleed out, almost ruining the perfect symbol I’d cut into his chest. I stared for a long time. For how long, I do not know.

I then heard a new banging from the other metal door, and it brought me back to my senses. I focused my thoughts to listen. It wasn’t the Watcher I was hearing.

“Evika, stop! Stop right now
!” Hayden’s yells boomed and echoed 
through the warehouse. I shut my eyes tightly, realizing that my breathing had been extremely heavy. Hayden ran to my side, but I didn't remove my gaze from the limp, bleeding Anton.

I was angry that he’d found me so soon, but completely satisfied that he’d been too late anyway. He’d missed the show. I’d done what I needed to do. My breathing evened out, and I felt a wave of calm flow through my body.

“Don't. Touch. Me.” I annunciated my words to him, realizing his hand had been raised in midair, not yet touching me. I knew what he was going to try to do, and it infuriated me. I made a disgusted look at my mother's killer. “You’re too late. I'm done here anyway.” I said impassively.

“What have you done?” I felt Hayden looking at me and didn't even care if I had disgusted him, lost him, scared him. I knew I'd care later, but I'd gotten my fix and that was all that mattered to me right then.

Instead of putting up a fight, I did the only thing I could think of. I retrieved the three knives from Anton’s body and dropped them, dripping and all, at Hayden's feet. They clunked against the cement floor and made an echo throughout the room. The weapons of horror.

“I'm done here,” I said apathetically. “He looks dead now anyway.”

I then walked to the furthest door, opposite from the side on which the Watcher still howled, and crawled through whatever make-shift hole Hayden had made to get in. The cool, night air hit my face and I breathed it in. The clean, fresh air. It was all I needed to bring me back. The impact of all that I'd just done enveloped my mind and I started to run down the gravel path along the building. Shortly after I'd started running, I heard him behind me.

“Stop!” he yelled to me.

I kept running, tears pouring from my eyes and raindrops piercing my face.

“Evika, stop running!” he yelled as he got closer behind me. I felt him on my heels now and had almost forgotten why I'd even started to go anywhere. I slowed down a bit only because I could feel my legs wanting to give out on me.

“Stop. Dammit!” He was close and grabbed my hoodie, yanking it 
back, then tackled me to the ground. We'd rolled together into the grass clearing a few feet from the gravel path. We eventually stopped rolling and landed with Hayden straddling over me.

“Get off me!” I cried, pushing at his chest as I tried to roll away.

He made it a point to grab my wrists and pin my arms down next to my head. I huffed as I knew what would be coming. I awaited the calm I'd be feeling any moment, but it never came.

“What the hell were you thinking back there, huh!?
 Did you think I wouldn't find out? Do you even know what you could have done?” He yelled with such fury.

“I don't care, Hayden!” I screamed at him, attempting to lift my head from the ground. It ached to even try. As I screamed at him, a new seal of tears was broken and I let them fall freely from my eyes. “Get! Off! Me! You should have seen this coming!”

He squeezed my wrists in anger and pressed them with more force into the grass. “I almost lost you
 today, Evika! Do you even know the damage that this could have caused? I have every right to be furious with you. You promised me you wouldn't open that damn castor and you did it anyway! What would have happened had I not gotten there at that moment? Were you going to cut him again? Christ! And I told you that we would figure this out together, and you defy me anyway?”

I knew this moment would come, and it finally did. I felt the guilt of what I'd done. I'd felt the pain I'd caused Hayden. I'd broken his trust and he was furious with me. My wrists were hurting under his grip, but I was afraid to say anything. Every part of me hurt, but my heart hurt the worst.

“I'm sorry!” I yelled through my tears. “I'm sorry! He took her from me, Hayden! I'll never get her back! He deserved everything I did to him and I hope the Watcher took him back because I'll never save him! Ever!
 If I created another Phantom, I don’t care!” The desperation in my voice was apparent. “I won’t save him, no matter what the Council says.” My yells dimmed to a whimper.

I'd never seen Hayden breathe so heavily before and it was then that I knew, I hadn't felt his calming effects because he was enraged himself. I had caused him to get so angry that he couldn't even control my anger, let alone his own. He released my wrists while glaring at me, 
then knelt down on one knee, resting his elbow on the other knee and holding his hand to his face.

This instilled fear in me. I'd never seen him so upset and out of control and he'd never hurt me before. I feared that I'd done something worse than I'd even imagined before planning my little scheme. What had
 I done? Was this the end for me? Would my gift be ripped away from me? Would Hayden be taken from me as my Guardian or would he choose to give up on me and leave? I'd become so fragile in that moment and I felt it. I knew I'd changed somehow. I wasn't myself and I had no idea if I was ever coming back. I'd lost myself in this darkness that enveloped me and persuaded my mind to do the worst things possible. The thoughts I would have never carried out into actions were somehow coaxed into a reality. I'd become a darkness to this world. I looked to the sky and let all the pain claim me as the rain fell hard on my skin. I felt the hurt, inside and out.

There was very little light, but the moon lit the night sky so brightly that night, enough that I could see my now-free hands. They were red and sticky, bathed in the blood of my mother’s murderer. And in real life, I’d become the same; a murderer, a monster…just like the man I hated.

“Oh, God.” I was frantic. And I felt sick. I whirled my body around to hunch over my knees as I felt my insides rise up and spew all over the grass. There was no fair warning.

I heard a faint “shit” from behind me and felt my hair being pulled back and away from the line of fire. I coughed up whatever contents were left from my stomach, hating that every feeling I had was a different layer of disgust with myself. I sat back onto the grass, feeling dizzy, but still in a panic.

“Hayden!” I cried. “Please talk to me. I'm scared of what's happening to me.” My vision blurred as my eyes filled with tears again. “Please, just say something,” I pleaded.

I waited a few moments, unsure of what his next move would be. I was afraid to glance in his direction. Afraid to even move or speak anymore. And then he finally spoke.

“It's over, Evika.” His words pierced through me deeper than my 
blade had cut through Anton's skin. It was gut-wrenching to hear those words. My spine straightened.

“What do you mean it's over?” I panicked. “You're leaving me now?” I rose to my knees and knelt next to him. “Hayden, please. I don't know who I am without you. You can't leave me like this.” I grasped onto the first thing I could and got the leather collar of his jacket. His head whirled around to face me and his expression was that of confusion. He studied my face.

“What? Evika, I may be angry with you, but I'm not leaving you. How could you think such a thing?” He looked me over once again. The anger in his face and his voice was subsiding, which relieved me. I could breathe again.

“I'm referring to Anton,” he said. “This is all over. You don't have to save him. He's to go back to his imprisonment with Alysto.” He shook his head at the thought of what he said next. “Somehow, he stole that castor from the next Seeker in line. It wasn't even his turn to come to you. There was a quarrel over that castor and that is why it was in such bad condition. There must have been some sort of fight over it. Luka and I investigated while you were sleeping. It was a flaw. We think that Alysto sent one of his Drones to coax Anton Carter into doing it, but we're not entirely sure.”

My head sank. I would have to tell him. He would have to know the truth. The Council was not completely made up of perfect angels at all, and he needed to know that there was more than just one enemy among us.

I looked over at him, tears spilling when I remembered what Anton told me. “My mother’s death was a set-up, Hayden.”

He froze. “A set-up? How do you know this?” I looked at him, and I could see the dread wash over him, his shoulders lowering. “Carter told you.”

I nodded slowly. “It was arranged.” I blinked hard. “There was an agreement, a bribe, to…to k-kill my mom, Hayden.” I squeezed my eyes shut for a second before I told him the rest. “And then Anton was promised salvation after death.”

It hurt to say it. That stabbing feeling in my chest, although a common feeling I’d had ever since she’d been murdered, always felt 
worse than the last. A new wound strategically sliced open to reveal a brand new part of me that hadn’t quite been maimed by the pain and sadness. All over again. My tears spilled over and my vision was compromised.

“Oh God, Evika.” Hayden reached for me, pulling me to him. “I’m so sorry.” My face mashed into the soft cotton of the t-shirt he wore under that leather. I could feel the tears drip and get absorbed by the material, my eyes staying shut. I could hear the sound of the raindrops pelting against his jacket. A heavy rainfall I knew I’d caused, but didn’t care.

“Idle hands are the devil’s tools,” Hayden mumbled, narrowing his eyes, his lips taught. “Alysto will pay for this. I promise you.”

I deflated. He immediately pinned it on the most obvious of culprits. But he was so wrong. So very wrong. My heart ached as I felt him tighten his embrace of me like a vice. Knowing I’d have to confess to Hayden that I knew much more than I’d just revealed and how I believed Anton so easily in the first place tore at me like a machete.

“Hayden,” I whimpered hardly audibly, as if I was hoping he’d not hear me. “I have to tell you something.” He stared at me expectantly.

“It wasn’t Alysto, or a Drone. It was Jericho.”

Hayden raised an eyebrow. “What?” He didn’t want to believe me. “How do you know this?”

“Carter admitted it to me. He said it was Jericho.”

He held a blank stare. “How can that be?”

“I told you there was something wrong with that one. He’s not like the rest of you.”

Hayden shook his head. “But I don’t understand. Why would he do such a thing?”

It was the perfect opportunity to tell him I knew much more than what Anton Carter had told me. I knew Jericho’s relationships ran deeper than just his angel kind. The rogue in him had befriended the devil, and then the devil met me. I knew there was a much bigger picture I could have painted for Hayden just then, but the words were never spilled as long as my fear was there to stop them. Hayden was too fragile now to know more truth – to know the devil was trying to claim me into the darkness with him
.

And with the looming threat from Alysto, promising he could end Hayden so quickly – just the mere thought of losing my angel over unnecessary matters gave me a new sickness to my stomach all over again. I looked at Hayden, sitting there still bewildered by the tragic truth. Why did he choose to be fragile? Why did he choose to become what Jericho said he’d never become? Why was human his choice?

“Why did you do it?” I blurted, almost shocking myself, avoiding further confessions of my own. “Why did you Fade for me so soon?” I’d said it aloud, having only thought of it that very instant. I didn’t mean to throw the words at him quite like I did, or to interrupt his monologue. But then I realized what truly upset me about his Fading had to be said. “Why would you give up immortality so quickly when there is so much danger in your doing it?”

He sighed, taking a step closer. His voice wasn’t as sharp anymore when he spoke. “Other than my very reasons I just told you, there was more danger in my not
 Fading for you.”

I looked at him incredulously, wiping my eyes clean with my sleeves. “What do you mean?”

“I know it may seem like I couldn’t have picked a worse time to Fade. But I assure you, there’s good reason.” He sighed, pausing to look me square in the eyes. He was searching them. Whatever it was he was looking for didn’t seem hard to find, and he didn’t hold back on his honesty. “You do these things, Evika – you completely defy all
 boundaries, all
 rules set in place to keep you safe. It literally forces all of us to change our plans.”

I pursed my lips, not sure I could believe what he was confessing. And it stung. “So, you mean because of who I am, you’re forced to technically make a choice against your will?” I threw my hands in the air. “That’s what every girl wants to hear.”

“No. It’s not like that at all.” Hayden reached for my hand, gently turning it palm side down to look at the ring. “I’ve always known I was going to Fade for you, Evika. I promise you - that’s a given.” He shrugged. “I just never thought it would be this soon.”

I looked at him inquisitively, waiting for him to elaborate. Hayden looked at me, a half-smile forming on his lips.

“It’s nearly impossible to protect you as easily as the others were 
protected.” He laughed lightly. “You’re a magnet for occasional disaster and, while I’m aware there may be advantages to having wings and being immortal, being bound to you in human form seemed like the better of the two choices in the long run.” His face went grim as he looked back at the abandoned warehouse, then up above us to the dark, ominous clouds.

I narrowed my eyes in thought. “I don’t understand.” I finally looked at him again. “Why would our binding be safer than your staying my Guardian? Staying invincible?”

He sighed and waited a long moment before answering. “Because I fear that one of these days, you’re going to take it a step too far. And if I lose you in any way that hinders me from being able to be with you. . . I’d never forgive myself.”

I finally understood. This was about the binding. The binding of a Faded angel and a human in love. It was the one thing my father regretted never having done with my biological mother, Lavinia. She was his Guardian, and a human sickness took her life during her transition – the most critical time for a Fading angel.

“Just like my father never forgave himself.”

Hayden nodded slowly. “I saw what your father went through. I vowed I’d always protect you forever, Evika. But, believe it or not, being a Guardian has its limits. As soon as we are bound, we’d never lose each other, no matter what.”

He ran his hand through his hair, pausing for a moment. “What becomes of you if you put yourself in so much danger that it takes you completely from this world? Completely away from me? Binding is the only way I can guarantee your safety, no matter where you are, no matter what realm you are in.” He sighed, a nervous laugh escaped his throat. “Especially when you go off and do this
 kind of shit.”

I folded my arms and shook my head. “Or maybe turning human is just a faster way to get yourself killed, Hayden. Then you’d
 be gone forever. Did you ever think about asking me first?” I said.

“Oh, like you asked me before stealing Anton’s castor, driving all the way out here, and going bat-shit crazy on him to get a little revenge? Completely knowing that you could be creating a whole new Phantom with that Watcher on your tail the whole night?
”

I huffed and dropped my arms to my sides. He was right. God. He was totally right.

Hayden looked at me with pursed lips, studying me in that moonlight and shaking his head. “You have no boundaries at all, do you?” It was a rhetorical question. We both knew the answer to that one.

He brushed most of my tears away with his thumbs, the way he always did. It made me cry more to know that he still accepted me and that he still cared for me even after what I could have done. I was such a mess at this point. Everything seemed so surreal and all I wanted was for him to scoop me up with the effortlessness of his strength to take me home. All I wanted was home. Hayden was my home. He then opened his arms waiting for me to crawl into his lap. I could have died at that moment and been happy. His arms wrapped around me, then my arms around his. I inhaled the leather of his jacket and it calmed me instantly, but I still clutched tighter to his arms.

“You make it nearly impossible for me to follow the rules anymore, Evika,” he said. “It’s as if I almost have to break them all myself in order to keep up with you. One day, I’m going to wake up and find you’ve run off again, just like tonight, and unless we are bound, I won’t be able to bring you back.”

There it was. The cold, hard truth smacking me mercilessly in the face with all its might. Hayden broke his wings for more than just wanting to become human and live a life with me, he’d intended on staying my protector should we ever get separated by the worst possible scenario – death. And prior to the decision to do so, I’d already set up the fate of his decision to Fade without even knowing I had done so. In the end, whatever happened, it would be my fault. I had to protect him now. And in doing so, I’d be protecting Jaxon as well. Decisions couldn’t be made so hastily anymore.

“Don't get any ideas, Evika.” His voice shook me from my trance. “I'm still angry with you.” I looked up at him with a slight smirk, hoping to find the same expression on his face. To my relief, he looked down at me giving me a look of reassurance. It was all I needed for my contentment. The darkness within me had lifted completely and I felt somewhat myself again, but my head and body ached as if it had just 
gotten off of a bad ride. Especially my wrists. I wasn't about to ask for any favors from him, though.

“Hayden, I'm so sorry,” I whispered to his arm. I felt his embrace grow slightly tighter to show that he heard me. We stared down the gravel road, watching the moonlit warehouse. Nothing but silence.

“It's not entirely your fault, you know,” he said in a small voice as he laid his cheek against my hair. “Something in you was out of control, and I'm guessing a huge part of that was out of passion. I know that you loved her so much, your mother, but it's not up to you to decide the fate of others. You must remember this, Evika, or your
 fate will become unpleasant. This time, we were lucky.”

I squeezed his arms tightly and winced as pain shot through my wrists. “I understand.”

Hayden must have felt my grimace and scooted me away from his lap to kneel in front of me. He took my hands into his and examined the bruises he'd made and gasped as if someone had punched him in his gut. “Oh Evika, I'm so sorry!” He rubbed them lightly with his finger tips and hung his head low, shaking it from side to side. “How am I ever to be forgiven now that I've done this to you?”

I pressed one hand against his cheek and lifted his chin with the other. “Completely forgivable, Angel-man. Who knows how far I would have run?” I let out a forced giggle. “You had to tackle me.”

Hayden showed me a reluctant smile and took my hands. “You are so much bigger than life that I sometimes forget how delicate you really are.”

“Bigger than life.” I snorted. “I don't even have a life. I'm just some girl who was thrown into this mess and somehow managed to have you in the process.” I thought about what I said and wanted to say something more. “You're the only reason I live at all anymore.”

He sighed. “You've always had a problem relenting to my compliments about you, but there is one fact that you can never argue,” he said as he pulled the hair away from my eyes.

I felt my playfulness coming back to me and threw my arms around his neck as I leaped back into his lap. “And what fact would this be?” I said as I dangled my neck back to look straight into his eyes
.

His expression was solemn, but his tone was joyful when he told me. “The meaning of your name, Evika. It means life.
”

I was being reminded again, the very thing my father told me in my dream. Life
, I thought. There was a sick and twisted, yet beautiful irony to that. Nonetheless, I was alive, and thankful I’d been spared yet again during my weakest of moments.
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If You Give a Dog a Cookie







W

e walked back down to the warehouse to check on Carter’s body and retrieve my stuff. We didn’t walk in a hurry. I actually wasn’t looking forward to seeing the mess I’d made, the mangled body, the anger with which I maimed that terrible man.

“Do you think it’s still there?” I asked. “The body, I mean.”

Hayden thought for a moment. “I actually don’t know. This has never happened before.”

“You mean no Soldier of Light has ever gone ape-shit on a Seeker before? The history of this legend has been boring until I came around,” I joked.

Hayden rolled his eyes at me lovingly. “Well, we know you couldn’t have made him any more dead than he already was.”

I nodded.

“The looming question is what will the Watcher do, or has already done.” Hayden sighed. “I’m pretty confident with my speculation, but we can only guess….because in theory, if the Seeker wasn’t meant to move on yet, that Watcher won’t be able to take the soul back for itself,” Hayden explained. “Thus, no Phantom.”

“More like, no second
 Phantom. We still have the first one to deal with.” I exhaled nervously. “I hope your theory is correct.”

We walked a little further, only a couple hundred yards away from 
the building. I must have appeared nervous, because Hayden put his arm up gently to mine and slowed our walking to a halt.

“You don’t have to go inside,” Hayden said as we got closer to the makeshift entrance.

I pulled at my jacket, overlapping the front a bit after feeling the slightest bit of a chill.

“I’m ok. It’s my own mess.”

He shook his head. “True. It is your mess.” He nudged me in the shoulder. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to make you go clean it up. It’s not like it’s a pile of dirty dishes.”

I looked at him quizzically. “That’s exactly what you should
 do, Hayden. My mess. My problem.”

He smiled solemnly, and raised his hand to put a stray hair behind my ear. But when he looked past me toward the building, his smile faded. “No,” he shook his head. “It’s Jericho’s problem. And it won’t go unpunished. The Council will see to that. I
 will see to that.” He spoke with such conviction, I had no choice but to believe him.

“What will they do to him?”

“My guess?” He thought for moment. “Because they always have to be fair, there will be a trial.”

“A trial?” I wrinkled my nose at the idea. “Why would they give Jericho a vacation to hang with humans?”

Hayden’s head shook as he kept his eyes on the building. “Not that kind of trial. A real one.”

“Oh,” I said softly. “Well, I hope the punishment is forcing exile on him.”

Hayden gave me a quick glance. “That may only be part of it. The charge will most likely be great enough that they’ll also break him.”

I stopped short for just a second as we walked, almost tripping. “You mean, break his wings?”

“Of course.” Hayden shrugged. “He’s a traitor.”

I should have known it was that simple: Defy the Council, get punished. I relished at the thought of Jericho getting what was coming to him, but was almost afraid my face would show how much I’d been happy with the idea that the giant angel on the Guardian Council who made it no secret he’d never become human by choice, could possibly 
have those dark wings ripped clean from his back. It satisfied me to know that, even though I’d wandered off causing such chaos for my Guardians, I’d set free a secret that asshole thought he got away with. Justice would be served.

Hayden and I made it to the beat up door, the one the Watcher had been banging on to get to the Seeker. My stomach immediately dropped. We saw the dangling metal of where the hinges once were, the door laying against the frame haphazardly. The Watcher had finally broken through to get inside.

“Shit,” Hayden muttered. Then he stepped over the lowest part of the broken door to walk inside. “Come on,” he said to me quietly.

Before I followed, I closed my eyes and took a long, deep breath. I hoped his theory about the Watcher was correct. I hoped so hard, even though the loud pounding in my ears, the sound of my racing heartbeat. It became even louder as we entered. But it was the only sound I heard, because it was dead silent in that building.

We went directly to the area of the horror scene, careful that our footsteps weren’t too loud as we entered. I was expecting to see a slumped over, lifeless Anton still dripping of blood onto the cold, gray, concrete floor. But he was gone. There was no Anton. There was no Watcher. There was no evidence of there ever being a scene with the empty chair that sat there. The blood had disappeared.

“How can this be?” I stepped over to the chair, moving it around, craning my neck to look under the seat I knew for sure in which Anton had been sitting. The tangled rope fell to the floor, slipping from the chair. It was as if he’d never been there. As if I’d
 never been there. Except, of course, one thing that gave it away – my knives; they were lied out on the cold floor like forgotten items someone had hastily left behind in a hurry. Aside from the items I’d brought with me to my horror show being left around haphazardly, the place was clean of any crime scene. If you’d even want to call it that.

I looked over at Hayden. He ran his hands through his hair. “Well…this is new.” He looked around to observe the rest of the area. It surprised me that he wasn’t showing more concern for the matter. His head jerked. “Hey. Look.” He pointed to the corner of the room and went to grab whatever it was he saw
.

My eyes followed to the object he’d scene. It was none other than the beaten up, red castor, tucked away in the corner of the room as if it were afraid to be found, but still made sure it was. Hayden picked it up and examined it. His lips pursed as he looked at the one thing that would give away the answer as to what we’d wondered. Then he turned the castor to show me the part with the sensor.

I narrowed my eyes. The castor’s sensor was lit up, meaning that something was trapped inside again. All. Over. Again.

I shook my head, the pit of my stomach churning with all sorts of emotions that made me nothing but sick. “I can’t.” My head shook more violently as I backed away from him and the object.

Hayden dropped the castor lower and to his side. “And you won’t, Evika. You don’t have to.”

“Yeah, but how do we fix this? That asshole is back in that damn thing now.” I had a sudden compulsion to flee, disgusted with idea. “I mean, what the hell? He still wants saved?”

Hayden looked down at the castor again, narrowing his eyes. “He wants to stay hidden.”

I let out a nervous sigh. “How do you figure?” I wiped away a stray tear I hadn’t realized trickled down my cheek, then bent down to grab all of my knives from the ground.

“It was probably the only place left to hide before that Watcher got through that door.” He gestured to the broken metal sitting in the door frame behind me. Then he looked down at the metal orb again, tossing it up in the air and catching it, as if it were not anything but a play thing now. “We’ll throw it back.”

I was in the middle of stuffing everything back in the duffel bag – the clean rope and the clean knives - while I crouched on the bloodless cement floor, showing no evidence that I’d just killed (or rekilled) a murderer.

“If we throw it back, what happens to him?”

“Not sure.”

“You’re not sure of much of any of this, are you?”

His brow raised. “This has never happened before, remember?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m just nervous about all of this. I feel terrible about, well, this whole night.
”

Hayden nodded solemnly. “Yeah, I know you do.” He let out a long breath while he studied me for a minute. “But you’d do it all over again anyway, wouldn’t you?”

I wasn’t sure if he wanted me to answer that question or not. In all honesty, we both knew the answer. I didn’t have to say it aloud. Thankfully, it wasn’t silent much longer for me to wonder any further.

“Come on.” Hayden tossed the mangled castor into the duffel bag and zipped it up, slinging it over his shoulder. “We’ll figure it out. I promise. For now, let’s just go home.”
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We headed back home, Hayden on his Harley, and me in Aurora. The drive back felt unsettling, and I couldn’t really put my finger on the reason for it. It very well could have been the nausea haunting me again. Once I’d pictured the images in my mind of the damage I’d done to Anton with my knives, I cringed. My strength exceeded beyond whatever I thought I had in me, handling this man and maiming him to avenge my mother. There’d been so much darkness in me. So much hate and disgust.

I shook my head to rid of the images in my mind as a set of bright headlights on the highway passing in the opposite direction brought me back to the present. I looked straight ahead to focus on Hayden riding in front of me. I thought about all of the things that I’d done, all of the rules I’d already broken. I thought about my temper, and my strong will that sometimes overshadowed my good decisions. Well, let’s be honest, my anger and my headstrong self always
 seemed to take over.

But there we were, driving back home, moving on to the next steps to clearing up whatever mess I’d made that night. And there I
 was…forgiven all over again by Hayden. Countless times since we’d met, I’d challenged rules, bent them, broken them…ignored them. But this angel-gone-human would forgive me every time. As always, I questioned as to whether or not I even deserved his forgiveness…or deserved him in my life at all.

We pulled onto our street, and flashing red lights immediately drew my attention. I was struck with panic when I saw these lights were 
from an ambulance parked in my driveway. I hastily pulled next to the curb in front of the house behind Hayden, and rushed out of the car. My mind raced with scenarios of who might be in danger. I couldn’t move fast enough, whipping past Hayden to get around the emergency vehicle.

“What’s going on?!” I yelled as I ran, then was given a brief moment of relief when I saw Jaxon standing on the porch. He was holding two cell phones. One of the screens was so bright, it lit up his entire face. His eyes had a distant and empty stare as he looked up, finally noticing me.

“Jaxon.” I went to him, getting a closer look at him. He had a slack expression as he slowly bent down to sit on the porch step.

“She’s –” His chin was trembling. “She’s gone.” I could hardly hear him.

“Who’s gone, Jax?” Hayden was at my side then.

My brother clutched the phone with a flowered case and the brightest screen, looking down, squeezing his eyes shut. “Rose,” he muttered through a strained voice.

“Omigod, what?” was all that came from my lips. “What do you mean Rose is gone?”

His bottom lip quivered. “Gone,” he said distantly. “They are taking her to the hospital. Nothing is confirmed, but I know what I saw.” He squeezed his eyes shut tightly for a moment, then opened them to look at us directly. “I know what I saw.” Conviction in his voice.

Hayden crouched lower to level his eyes with Jaxon’s. “What did you see, Jaxon?”

Jaxon narrowed his eyes and zeroed in on Hayden’s. “Darkness.”

A feeling of dread immediately washed over me as soon as I heard the word from my brother’s mouth. I met Hayden’s glance once I realized he’d shifted his eyes to look at me.

“Did she say anything to you before this happened?” Hayden asked, but we all whipped our heads around to the front door as the gurney was being wheeled out with Rose’s body laying upon it. The metal wheels clanked against the threshold, and the rhythm of their 
uneven rolling on the wooden deck slabs echoed underneath the porch roof.

Jaxon quickly stood, sliding each of the cell phones in different back pockets. “I have to follow them to the hospital. I need to get a hold of her parents.”

Indigo was the last to follow the paramedics out of the front door. Hayden immediately stood to go and speak with him, so I walked up to Jaxon and embraced him, not knowing what else to do. He welcomed my gesture, and returned it with the same force. He held so tight, as if afraid of slipping away.

“Jaxon, I’m so sorry. I don’t understand why this would happen.” And I didn’t. I was afraid to ask him what he meant by “darkness,” but I knew it was important. No healthy, bubbly, twenty-year-old girl just drops dead for no good reason.

“I gotta go,” Jaxon said as he wriggled from my arms that held him around his back.

I looked up at Hayden who gave me a look of concern as he walked away from Indigo. My hand reached up to my brother’s arm. “Wait, Jax.” I had to know. We couldn’t wait until he was back from the hospital to know what he’d seen. “What do you mean by ‘darkness?’”

My brother turned to me. The moonlight shone on a tiny tear trickling down his cheek. He sighed. “She was fine. We’d just gotten back from the movie and she was going to spend the night. We were in my room, hanging out on the bed and talking. She said she was really thirsty, so I grabbed her a bottled water from the fridge downstairs. She guzzled half of it down and seemed fine. Then we ---” he paused for a few seconds, pursing his lips before continuing, “---we started kissing and she just collapsed on the bed.” His eyes narrowed. “It was like all the life had been sucked out of her in that one second – in that last kiss I had with her.”

I waited patiently for him to finish a quiet moment again before he could continue. I braced myself for the rest of his story.

“Her eyes went black…for just a split second. I saw it, right before they closed. And then…” he paused for a moment, seeming to have trouble recalling the next set of words. “And then I felt it.
”

“Felt what?” The words slipped from my tongue before I could even think.

“The darkness.” He looked me square in the eyes, expectantly, as if I were supposed to be familiar with the experience. “It consumed me.” He brought his hands to his face to wipe the stray tears, and I could see his hands slightly trembling. “It was like I could see the life just leave her body, whatever took her from me, and then it poured into me like it was some sort of emotional weight. This dark, dark weight.” He looked up at me, desperation in his eyes. “I’m crazy, aren’t I? I mean, the paramedics are saying it could be something like a heart attack, but how does that even happen?”

I grabbed my brother’s hands, feeling them tremble even more as I held them. “Jax, you’re not crazy. I promise.”

He took in a deep breath and blew air out very steadily, as if trying to calm himself down from breaking into a meltdown.

“Trust me. I’ve seen, heard, and experienced things that made me think I was crazy, too. But I know I’m not. Reality is truly scary and plain fucked up.” I looked down at our hands and felt his shaking finally calm down a little. Then I looked up into his sad eyes. “Maybe you’re an empath. Or maybe you have some sort of gift, too.” I truly believed that my brother could have possessed a gift, something just as my father and I did.

Jaxon shook his head and slid his hands from mine. “I don’t want it.” He pulled away. “I just want Rose back. I gotta go.” Then he walked away.

“But – ” I was cut short by Indigo, relieving me when he said he would go with Jaxon to the hospital and make the calls that had to be made. After seeing Jaxon trembling the way he had, I didn’t want him driving.

“It’s okay, Evika. You need to stay here with Hayden and work out the issue with the castor. I’ll take care of your brother.” He lowered his voice then, laying his hand gently on my shoulder. “It’s my job, anyway. I’ll take care of him, I promise.”

I knew Indigo had my brother’s best interest in mind, no matter what. He wasn’t just a Guardian enslaved to caring for a human, he’d also become one of Jaxon’s best friends. I knew I could trust him
.

I nodded at the angel. “Thanks, Indigo.” He waved as he broke into a jog to catch up to my brother, whose car was parked out on the street. I watched the angel gesture for my brother to take the passenger side, and made him hand over the keys. I sighed in relief, and then ambulance pulled out of the driveway, lights and sounds filling the night air.

It was then I noticed some houses in the distance, much further down the road, turning their lights on, as if being awakened by the noise as the ambulance passed. The show is over
, I thought. Go back to bed
. I shook my head.

I started up to the house to meet Hayden who had moved his Harley back into the driveway, then he walked back to the curb for Aurora. My foot hit the first step up to the porch when I heard a voice from the side of the house.

“What the hell did I just miss?” Blane came around the corner with my dog close to his side. His trench was dangling, his hands in the pockets. I assumed he’d just come from the back yard, doing some throwing. I wasn’t sure how he could have missed any of what had just happened.

“Rose might be dead,” I said coldly, hoping he’d catch the chill in my voice. I wanted him to feel that chill. It was as if he’d waited for the right moment to just pop out from the back, never even offering to help.

“What the fuck do you mean, dead
?”

“What else would dead
 mean, Blane?”

“What the hell is up your
 ass?” He spat.

“Where have you been?”

Blane threw his hands in the air. “I’m sorry. Do I need your permission before I come and go now?” He sauntered right up to my face, only inches from it. “I just got back from tracking that piece-of-shit Phantom that’s been hunting down your princess ass. Does that give me an alibi? Or do you want some other fucking answer?”

I immediately cowered. I felt like a dolt for assuming he’d been there the whole time. “No,” I said quietly. “I’m…I’m sorry. It’s been a really shitty night.” I shook my head. “I shouldn’t have attacked you.
”

“Damn right,” he backed away, still staring at me scathingly. “So, like I said…what did I miss?”

Hayden shut the car door and hit the lock button on the key, jolting my nerves when the alarm let out the quick sound to indicate it was armed. The duffel bag was slung over his shoulder.

“The paramedics took Rose to the ER. They’re trying to resuscitate, but things didn’t look good.” His expression was sullen. “Jaxon and Indigo followed the ambulance to the hospital,” Hayden told Blane. “They’re making calls to her family tonight. They’ll be back in a few hours.”

“They think it could have been a heart attack,” I added.

Blane was confused. “She’s just a kid.”

We stood in silence for a moment, not really knowing what else to say about the situation. I looked down at my dog and remember he’d been walking with Blane from the back yard. He’d been perched on his hind legs, staring up at Blane with his furry snout. I smiled.

“I see he’s warmed up to you now, huh?” I gestured to Beau.

Blane shrugged. “He only likes me now because I gave him food.” Then he pulled out two cookies from his right pocket, handing them one by one to Beau. I focused on the cookie and saw there were darker ingredients within the dough.

“Wait, are those chocolate chips?” I inched closer and almost whacked them out of the Phantom Hunter’s hand. “You can’t give a dog chocolate!”

He pulled his hand away from me, defending the cookie. “Relax, princess spaz. Your dog is dead anyway. Ain’t like it’s gonna kill him.” He handed Beau the last cookie, and the dog tore right into it.

I stopped, freezing in mid-action, realizing he was right. I breathed a laugh. There was nothing to worry about. My dog had already died years ago, and was brought back to the living realm – still dead - as the most wonderful house-warming gift by one of my best friends and protectors, Luka. Speaking of…

“Hey, where’s Luka been?” I asked Hayden. “Isn’t he supposed to be hovering over you like a hawk during your transition?” I said it as if it wasn’t that big of a deal, but it truly was. Hayden was at his most critical time during the transition of angel to human
.

“I sent him off to the House of Council after I put you to bed to get some info about the dented castor. He was going to see Elliott.”

“And he just took your order and left, no argument?” I was shocked.

“Well,” Hayden started, “neither of us thought I’d have to go running around after you in the middle of the night, trying to stop you from whatever the hell you were trying to do.”

Again, I cowered, blood rushing to my face. I looked over at Blane, who’d been listening to every word.

“Hm,” was all he said before waltzing onto the porch and into the house. He just shook his head, opening the door and letting Beau in before he walked inside. My dog seemed to be distracted by those damn cookies Blane kept feeding him. I remembered, when Beau was a living dog, he’d always wanted me to give him food he wasn’t allowed to have. Typical dog. Now, of course, he had the ability to eat whatever he wanted because he was stronger and undead. See that cookie. Eat that cookie. Nothing would get in his way now that he knew
 he could have them.

At that moment, every muscle in my body tensed up. I watched Blane step inside the house, Beau on all fours, wagging his tail and waiting for that next cookie from that trench coat pocket. I forced myself to breathe and darted to the door, somehow grabbing Hayden by the arm along the way.

“Blane!” I yelled as I watched him hand my dog the last cookie.

He looked up in disagreement. “Jesus, princess. The dog can eat cookies now, for God’s s—”

“It’s not about the dog!” I looked behind me to be sure Hayden was inside.

“What’s going on?” Hayden’s eyes darted around the room, as if looking for danger.

I turned back to Blane. “Did you get anywhere near it this time?” I inquired. “The Phantom.”

Blane squared his shoulders and stood taller. “Never been closer before. Tracked the damn thing all the way into downtown, ‘bout half hour from here. I followed some guy around there.” He sighed. “Then lost him.
”

“Is it the same body you’ve been tracking for a while?” Hayden asked.

“Nah. New body this time. This fucker has been jumping more and more since…” Blane looked at me, “since these two found each other.”

I looked up at the Phantom Hunter more intensely. I knew “these two” referred to me and Jaxon. I was touched with a tinge of guilt when he admitted it, but I still knew in my heart that I was right to keep Jaxon around, close to me. I had to prove that somehow. “By any chance, were you near the movie theater?”

Hayden quickly threw a glance my way. He nodded, as if confirming I’d asked the right question.

Blane met my eyes with a dazed look. “That’s exactly where I lost it.”

I could feel my face turn ashen and my hands clammy. It was then I knew what had happened to Rose. I knew Hayden could read it all over my face, as he was holding my gaze as soon as I looked over at him. Jaxon was the Phantom’s next cookie.

“Call Indigo,” I said to my angel. “Tell him to get Jaxon out of that hospital and to bring him home.”

After Hayden called Indigo, I’d paced the floor in the foyer about a hundred times before Indigo and Jaxon were home. I was relieved once the front door swung open, seeing Jaxon was okay. It was clear the fate of Rose was what we’d expected. She was truly gone.

Jaxon said he was too tired to talk and just wanted to go to bed. I let him go. Indigo assured Hayden and me that nothing unusual happened at the hospital after we told him our theories. And I was confident that Indigo had been vigilant the whole time he’d been protecting Jaxon.

I watched my brother head up the steps, taking each step slowly, as if he had to force himself to move. It pained me to see Jaxon so upset, and, after seeing him that way, I realized how affected I was over Rose’s death. She was just an innocent girl going to college and dating my brother. She’d been roped into a messy family legend without even asking for it. And it cost her life.

“I want eyes on Jaxon at all times,” Hayden told Indigo as soon as 
Jaxon was out of earshot. “Blane’s upstairs. Let him know he needs to pull an all-nighter outside Jaxon’s door.”

Indigo nodded and went upstairs to break the news to the Phantom Hunter. I was relieved that everyone was taking this whole thing as seriously as I did.

I turned to Hayden. I couldn’t get my mind off of how terrible I felt about Rose, her family, everything. “I want to send money to Rose’s family. An anonymous donor.”

“Okay. I can get all the info about her family in the morning. How much?”

I looked him straight in the eyes and spoke without a beat. “A million.”

To my surprise, Hayden didn’t balk. He just nodded. “Done.”

I felt the relentless tear spill from my eyes, then closed the distance between the two of us, running into my angel’s arms to feel his embrace. We stood there for a long time, saying nothing, until the tears dried up.
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Monster, Uninvited







B

efore bed that night, Hayden and I threw back the mangled castor in which Anton Carter had hidden himself again. It was our hope that if we threw it back to the Dark Realm, he’d have to stay there for a while, trapped. According to the information Luka had reported later, Anton had to fight to cut another Seeker in line – that was the assumption, anyway. The dents in that red castor were indicative of some sort of struggle. That was for sure.

It had been almost four in the morning by the time we went to bed. I didn’t sleep well, if at all. I hadn’t even dreamed. It was close to 7A.M. once I decided to give up on sleep, so I rolled out of bed. I must have sat up too quickly, because I got that nauseous feeling again. I sat on the edge of the bed, quiet so I didn’t wake up Hayden, and laid my head in my hands to wait for the feeling to pass. I thought maybe I needed something to eat, but the thought of food made me feel even worse.

Once I exited our room, I looked down the hall to see Blane sitting against the wall opposite my brother’s closed door. He’d done what was asked of him; he was just as determined to end all of this as I was. I threw him a nod, and he gave one back.

I headed downstairs to the kitchen to make some tea, since that was 
really the only thing I’d figured I could stomach. Tea was never really my thing unless I wasn’t feeling up to par.

As I passed the kitchen window, I could see Luka and Indigo walking with Beau a little further than halfway down the wooden walkway to the beach. Luka’s head would dip down every few moments, as if he were talking to my dog. Beau’s head would look up, as if carrying on a conversation. I smiled at the sight.

I rummaged around in the drawer and found a box of peach flavored tea bags. Surprisingly, it sounded good to me. I grabbed a mug from the cupboard. It was an old one my mother gave to me for Christmas one year. It was a white mug with black lettering – “Don’t grow up. It’s a trap!” I giggled a little, thinking about the first time I saw it. My mom was so proud she’d found something so witty. I filled it with water and slid the tea bag inside, placing it in the microwave for two minutes. I’d only used it a few times, that mug, and mostly kept it around for decoration and, of course, as a remembrance of her.

I felt my hand raise to my chest, rubbing over my heart as I stared blankly into the microwave, watching the mug spin. I missed her so much, my mother. Standing there in that quiet kitchen, listening to the hum of the microwave, it was the first time I’d wondered what she thought of my behavior the night before. I couldn’t imagine that she’d been proud of what she’d seen, if
 she even saw anything. I’d been a reckless terror. A dark emotion had taken the best of me, and I’d let it happen.

My daydreaming was interrupted as I heard the heavy dragging of feet saunter into the kitchen. I turned to see my brother sit down at the breakfast table, drooping shoulders and bowed spine.

I walked over and set my tea on the table. “Couldn’t sleep?”

He lifted his sad eyes to meet with mine, making my heart ache. They were puffy and red. “Not sure I ever will again.” The corners of his mouth lowered, and the peak between his eyebrows wrinkled. “I can’t believe Rose is gone.”

I walked up behind him and wrapped my arms around him, squeezing him tightly. He showed no reaction. “Jax, I’m so sorry.”

He was still and just lowered his head. Instantly I was angry, thinking about how torn up my brother was and what had caused it. I 
wanted to tell him I knew what had happened after talking with Blane the night before, but I didn’t know how to bring it up to him. However, he needed to know, no matter how badly it hurt him.

I released my bear hug. “Here,” I slid my mug over to him. “Take my tea. I just made it.”

“Thank you.” Jaxon spoke hardly audibly, taking the mug, wrapping his hands around it.

I grabbed the plastic container of honey from the edge of the counter and placed it on the table for him. “Jaxon, I need to talk to you about last night.” I sat down across from him.

My brother pinched the bridge of his nose, then raised both hands to cover his face. I felt so small, and I didn’t even want to go on with what I was going to tell him. But he had to know the dangers among us.

“Trevor said he’d been following the Phantom downtown.” I paused for a moment to take note of his reaction. There was none. “He lost it at the theater you and Rose went to last night.” He picked up the mug sluggishly and took a small sip of tea, wrinkling his nose at the taste. I looked down at the honey and realized I’d forgotten a spoon, so I got up to grab him one.

“Sorry about that. There’s clean spoons in the dishwasher.” I sifted through the silverware in the tray and realized they were all dirty, so I picked a spoon and ran it over to the sink to wash it.

“You weak, pathetic girl,” I heard a strange voice from behind me.

I slowly turned to face the origin of the voice, seeing it was from my twin. “Excuse me?” I thought I'd heard him wrong, despite his words being recited clear as a bell. He was still sitting at the table, but was now holding himself in a confident manner, almost cocky, staring at me with eyes so much darker than the ones I knew. “Jax, are you.....okay
?” I asked him.

He raised an eyebrow and kept his eyes glued to mine, slowly standing and walking over to me. He didn't stop until we were almost toe-to-toe. My stomach dropped as I could see deeper into his eyes. A panic surged through me as I saw the eyes of something else; it wasn't my brother. These eyes were cold and dark, black as night, hollow and unfeeling
.

“You have no idea how long I've waited for this moment, Warrior.” Jaxon's voice sounded strange now; not his own. It was a mix between a deeper voice and one that was higher pitched. He made an advance toward me, slowly raising his arms and cocking his head.

“Jaxon!” I yelled at him as I swatted at his immovable arms. “What the hell is wrong with you?!” I could hear the panic in my voice as I quickly backed into the wall at the edge of the counter. I felt around myself to grip something, anything. From the corner of my eye, I saw a pan on the top tray of the dishwasher and reached for it. I kept my eyes on Jaxon’s.

His head went back and a deep, eerie laugh came bellowing from his throat. “A spitfire....just like your father was.” His hands wrapped around my throat and squeezed, cutting off the scream that escaped my lungs.

My arms and legs flailed as he lifted me into the air. I dropped the pan to the floor, making a loud clang that rang echoes all over the room. My head felt like it would pop as the circulation of blood started coming to a halt. I kept my eyes to his, in a state of shock, fog surrounding the outline of his face. Was my twin trying to kill me? No. This was not my brother. He was something else! Something was inside of him.

“Now....you will invite me in, Warrior, or you will be terribly sorry,” the unfamiliar voice threatened. I watched a devious grin form on my brother's face, flashing his teeth at me. “You will relent to me, girl, if you don't want to be the reason for your twin's death.”

I wanted my Jaxon back, but I couldn't speak. I needed to do something before I would pass out. I heard sounds around me lower to an echo in my head and my vision started to fade to spotty shadows. I had to think fast. I focused all of the energy I had left in me and forced it down to my right leg, kicking him in his groin. His grip around my neck loosened, and his eyes widened, showing the true color I knew; the deep, caring eyes of my brother.

“Ev-i-ka,” Jaxon said pitifully.

He finally released me to grab himself, hunching over in pain. As I fell, the back of my head slammed against the edge of the counter and the instant sensation of pain drove through my head as my body hit the 
tile floor. An urgent sickness crept from my stomach to my throat and I held my hand to my mouth to make it go away, choking and gasping for the air I was aching for.

The rest of my body lay limp on the floor as I saw the shadow of my angel running into the kitchen. “Evika!” He knelt down by my side and blocked the vision of my brother, who was staring down at his palms.

I couldn't speak to warn him of what happened. I couldn't scream. I couldn't cry. I couldn't move. I could hardly breathe. Only my eyes widened and rolled as he lifted my head. I tried to focus on my love's face and was finally able to mutter something audible to him; “J-Jaxon,” I choked out.

Just then I saw Jaxon's arms wrap around Hayden's neck, lifting him to his feet and arching his back, but he was no match for my angel. Hayden pumped his elbow twice into Jaxon's chest and stomach, making his grip loosen. Hayden turned and right-hooked Jaxon in the jaw, then grabbed the mug from the table and shattered it on top of his head, forcing him to fall back onto the floor against the wall. I could hear them both heaving for air, along with the sounds of pieces of glass clanking onto the tiles.

I could see all of these things clearly now, and my eyes could finally focus on Jaxon's expression again. It was worn and pitiful, but his eyes were closed. I couldn't see who he was at that moment. He was slumped over and coughing while Hayden advanced toward him. Fear struck me again.

“Stop!” I found my voice. “Don't hurt him!” I cried out to Hayden.

Hayden didn't stop, as if ignoring me. I watched him kneel down next to my brother and lift one of his eyelids carefully. I caught a glimpse of the deep, brown eyes of the Jaxon I knew.

“He's been possessed,” Hayden said, still panting. He said it as if he'd expected it and didn't even need to see my brother's eyes. I should have known he knew exactly what we were up against since he’d already seen this before. He’d already had to protect me from my own brother many years ago. And those were memories I no longer had. They were only stories
.

“Blane! Indigo!” Hayden called frantically as he rummaged through the coat closet for something. “Where the hell are they?”

I realized the only one who’d be able to hear Hayden would be Blane, since Indigo and Luka were nowhere near the house. I couldn't keep my eyes off of my brother's as I waited for his to open again, on their own. I sat up carefully and grunted at the pain in my head and back. I felt faint for a moment. Hayden rushed over to me and I felt him lift me to a sitting position. He must have gotten into the freezer without my realizing because I winced when he held an icepack to the back of my head. But still, my eyes didn't leave my brother.

Finally, there was movement, and I saw Jaxon lean over, groaning and opening his eyes. They were still his; the eyes I knew. He looked directly at me and winced, an apologetic look upon his face. “What have I done?” he whimpered. “What's wrong with me?” His eyes filled with tears.

Hayden rushed over to the bottom of the steps this time and yelled for Blane again, shaking his head, aggravated.

I forgot about my pain and started to crawl over to my brother cautiously, as tears ran down my face. I was so afraid for him and I wanted to save him, no matter what I had to do.

“Evika, no!” Hayden yelled at me, leaning over and grabbing my shoulders.

I tried shrugging him off, but his grip was too strong. “Let me go!” I yelled. I focused on my brother again and watched him sit up stiffly.

“I......I...can't keep it away, Evika. I'm...so..sorry. I can't....hold it off.” Jaxon squinted for a moment, jerking from something that seemed to hurt him. “Something's inside of me,” he looked at me desperately. “And...it wants...you.”

“The Phantom,” Hayden said declaratively. “It’s been hiding in Jaxon since it left Rose’s body. I should have seen this coming from a mile away,” he said angrily. I turned to him and saw his face, looking at me with a face a guilt. “Evika, it's not safe for you two to be together right now.”

I heard his words and they pierced me hard. “No!” I shouted at him. “Don't say that! We can fix this!” I cried.

Instantly, I was struck with the guilt of everything that had 
happened. If it wasn't for me demanding so many things and changing the rules, my brother would have been safe. I looked back at Jaxon. He weakly rose to his feet as Hayden lifted me to mine.

“He's...right, Evika. I can't -” he winced, “be around you. This isn't....safe.” He choked out his words.

“Hayden, do something!
” I cried to him. I’m not sure what I wanted my angel to do. I just knew I wanted him to have all of the answers for me.

Jaxon started trembling as he tried to stand. “It's not safe. I...I can feel it.” Jaxon battled with himself for the first few steps he'd meant to take toward the foyer.

“No! Jaxon! No!
” My vision was blurry as I reached out for him, stumbling on my feet as I was held back by Hayden's strength.

“No!” I screamed as I shoved him away.

“It’s not safe, Ev. I ha-I have to leave,” he said quietly, but sternly. “I can't let it....get to you. I won't let that happen. Not. Again.”

Jaxon swung open the front door, and just then, his back arched and he screamed in agony. I tried to focus my eyes to look closer and saw something fly through the air, hitting him in his back, this time forcing his arms to swing up after his releasing another bloodcurdling scream.

Knives. Blane’s knives were being thrown directly into Jaxon’s body. Two in his back, then one in each of the back of his thighs, meaning to stop him from taking that last step across the threshold.

I watched him stumble, trying to walk through the door, fighting the urge inside of him; the thing that wanted me. It was slow motion, what I saw next. Jaxon turned, part of his face glistening with his own tears, those innocent eyes staring into mine one last time before the light in them went out. I instantly squeezed my eyes shut as I saw his body teeter, ready for sound his body would make once it hit the floor. But I heard no such sound.

I opened my eyes to see Indigo over the threshold of the doorway, crouched down and holding the weight of my brother’s lifeless body. He slowly brought Jaxon to the floor, still keeping his arm nooked under his neck.

“Jaxon! NO!” It was a guttural sound – words shooting from my throat as I watched his glassy eyes spill the last of his tears across his 
cheek. Then they closed, and I went blind from the wave of despair and panic, dropping back down to the floor again as my knees gave out.

Pain. An instant pain in my heart; worse than I'd ever felt before in my entire life. Except this pain felt familiar, as if I’d already known this type before. Well, because I did.

An incomprehensible sound full of anguish escaped my throat, realizing my brother was truly gone. I felt like I'd died all over again. Jaxon. Was. Gone. Just as quickly as he'd entered my life – he was ripped away once more.

“We’ve got to get him to the Council before these wear off,” I heard Blane panting as he jumped off the stair railing into the foyer next to my brother. He knelt down and lifted one of Jaxon’s eyelids. “Only have so much time before I have to sedate him again.”

“Yes. We must get him there safely,” I heard Indigo say.

A moment of hope fell upon me right then. My brother wasn’t
 dead after all. Hayden moved next to me and wrapped his arms around my shoulders, guiding me to sit up. I had a sudden burst of energy and brought myself to my hands and knees, crawling over to my brother in a panic. I stroked his hair gently, almost afraid to break him.

“What did you do to him?” I whimpered to Blane.

“That thing is trapped inside for now.” The Phantom Hunter removed a knife from Jaxon’s back. He then slid up the t-shirt to check the mark. There really was no mark, except for a small rip in the clothing. No blood or wound.

It was exactly as Blane had told me – the knives only hurt the malevolence inside the human, not the human. He pulled out a small tin from his back pocket, taking out a tiny, black bandage just big enough to cover where the knife had entered the body. He did this for all four of the marks. “Can’t get out until we let it. These start to fade in color when the sedation starts wearing off.”

My brother wasn’t dead. He was being protected – protected by the man who’d been brought to this realm to do his job. He hunted and captured the Phantom.

“And then?” I didn’t even know Hayden had been behind me. I hadn’t even noticed his hand on the small of my back as I’d watched Blane take care of my brother
.

“And then we’ll have to sedate him again. But we need to get him to the Council. He’ll be safer there until we figure out what to do with this piece-of-shit demon inside of him.”

My body stiffened, and my eyes jerked to look at Blane.

“Demon,” I breathed the word out hardly audibly.

Blane was never a man I’d ever expect to speak tenderly – not without some sort of jab or smartass comment that always reminded you he had that chip on his shoulder – but his expression softened as he met my stare.

“Your brother is strong enough. He’ll survive this again.” And then he gave my arm a light squeeze, removing his hand just as quickly as he’d offered it, as if afraid someone had seen him show tenderness.

“But the Phantom is stronger now,” I argued.

Indigo took his free arm and placed his hand on mine. “So is your brother.”

I heard Hayden kneel behind me, setting the ice pack against my head once again. “And so are you,” he said.

I wanted to believe them. All three of them. I wanted to trust that whatever hope they had, it was enough to help us get through this mess. Enough to get my brother back, and to keep him safe.

Indigo slowly slid out from under my brother’s weight and had Blane toss him a pillow from the couch to put under his head.

“I’m going to go get Luka and let him know the news.” Indigo’s voice sounded so much smaller than usual. It was as if he’d been ashamed that any of this had happened at all. Or afraid that this was somehow his fault. I watched him walk out the door with his head hanging.

I studied Blane’s hands as he put the lid back on the tin and back into his pocket. They were covered in blood, and I knew it couldn’t have been Jaxon’s.

“What happened to your hands?” I reached for them, feeling the dry rugged skin of his palms.

He balked at my touch, then pulled them away. “It’s not from my hands.” He nodded down at Jaxon. “Your brother waltzed out of the room this morning and bashed me in the head with a fucking paint can. Knocked me out pretty good.
”

“Jeez, man.” Hayden stood over Blane to take a look at the wound. “I’ll get you a rag and some ice.” He went into the kitchen, and the Phantom Hunter followed.

I heard them talk briefly about the next steps, how we’d get permission to transport Jaxon with Indigo back to the House of Council as a “faster” means of getting him there quicker, and in order to avoid human eyes.

I stayed on the floor by my brother, moving his right leg out of the way to close the front door. I slid up against it after it shut, tucking in my legs and wrapping my arms around them. That was when the light rain started. I hadn’t noticed when Hayden was at my side again. I only felt my chest tighten and my head throbbing as I leaned into Hayden’s arms, lying in them limply.

“We'll fix this,” he assured me with a whisper as he knelt next to me. “This isn't his fate. I'm sure of it.”

I heard him, but I had nothing to say as I kept my eyes on the still body of my possessed brother. I knew Hayden was right. It wasn’t my brother’s fate to die this way…. Because it was mine.
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Another Dance with the Devil







I

t was like a freshly sealed wound getting ripped open again, the pain of knowing my brother had been taken over by a Phantom; a dybbuk of the dark world, something over which even Alysto had no control, or so we thought. My heart was ripped out of me, yet again. I knew Jaxon wasn't dead, but he was being suppressed by the darkness of the Phantom and his life would not continue until he was saved. But how was I supposed to save him? How were we
 supposed to save him?

One fact we knew for sure, the Phantom was the one inadvertently created by my own father; the evil that was lurking for many years just waiting for us to screw up so it could bait us and reel us in. My father had warned me about this creature and keeping Jaxon safe meant also keeping him near me which, in turn, was blinding me from the dangers I should have seen coming. It had searched the earth for so long trying to get to me, to rid of me, and now it was time. It finally found me and used Jaxon against me, just like my father had predicted.

All of these lies, these secrets, were all in place to keep this moment from occurring and now, it was happening. My life was unraveling just as fast as it was threaded together in the year that had passed. All the pieces I'd finally acquired to understand my puzzled life were getting ripped away from me again. All I could do was grasp onto 
whatever I had left and to hold onto the little hope that hadn't faded away before it was all gone forever.

I looked over at the kitchen chair and saw something draped over the seat. It was Jaxon's favorite gray hoodie. I walked over to it and yanked it out of the bag, pulling it over me. The sleeves were so much longer than my arms. I let the excess material drape over my hands and fold over, pulling them up to my face and inhaling the scent left on the sweatshirt. It still smelled like his cologne. I felt the tears coming as my back slid against the wall and I sank to the floor. I held my knees into me as I let the shock wear off and the tears come.

Guilt seeped in again. For so many reasons. I could see things so clearly then; this was all my fault. I’d run for the bait - my mother’s murderer – while it got everyone to split up, distracted from the true event that had been planned: The possession of my brother.

“We have to call to Alysto,” I said to Hayden.

“What?” He was cleaning up the pieces of the shattered mug on the floor. “And why the hell would we do something like that, Evika? He's the enemy.”

I didn't want any involvement with Alysto after that one encounter. It was bad enough that it had taken me so long to rid of the darker parts the lingered in me. I became frantic, but I tried keeping my composure in order to debate.

“Because, if this thing has the ability to get to a live, innocent human, and now kill them after possessing them, then there is no telling how powerful it can become. Alysto wouldn’t want that. Maybe he knows a way,” I said, wiping the tears away.

“That’s a crazy idea and you know it.” Hayden shook his head. “He won't help us.”

“Why do you think he won’t?”

“How do you even think he would
?”

My head lowered, and I pulled Jaxon’s hoodie closer to my face to inhale it again.

I looked down at my wrist and slid down the ponytail holders I wore on my wrist to cover up my birthmark. I thumbed circles over the skin, noticing a burning sensation within the mark, much like it felt when I’d pushed the devil away to end the dream, which I later 
realized wasn’t a dream at all. He’d been very much real, standing in the yard behind my home. I wondered if I could bring him to my world again.

Hayden stopped sweeping up the glass fragments and looked over at me with suspicion in his eyes. Then he laid the dust pan and broom on the floor and walked over to the chair closest to where I’d been sitting.

“I feel like there’s more you haven’t told me,” he said.

And there it was; the moment of truth right before me that would reveal itself between us. The moment that may break everything between us. The moment that I never wanted to arise. I swallowed hard. He was right. I hadn’t told him about the conversation between Alysto and myself the night he’d entered my dream; the night he claimed I’d called to him. I’d destroyed the dreamcatcher, but that didn’t matter. There was part of me that, no matter how much Luka kept trying to convince me didn’t exist, was actually a darker fragment to which Alysto called. It was a part of myself that I’d feared for so long, and I’d even let it consume me so deeply I’d done unimaginable things to my mother’s murderer. But they were true feelings. They were human feelings. Dark or evil, they were real. Just like any average human. But for some reason, the Keeper of the Wicked saw something different about me. Something that fascinated him. I wanted to use that to my advantage.


Oh God. Oh God.
 My stomach contorted into knots as I tried to find the right way to tell him. “Do you remember a few months back when I came to your room that night, and you’d asked me if the dreams were back?”

There was a short silence between us before he responded.

“Yes. I remember.” He kept his eyes on mine and reached out for one of my hands. “It was the night you stood in the doorway. You seemed scared of something.”

I took a long deep breath, then blew the air out of my lungs entirely before speaking again. I was stalling.

“That was the night that I was visited by Alysto.”

Hayden’s brow furrowed. His hands started to pull away. “What exactly do you mean by that?
”

I shuddered. “I mean Alysto was able to contact me inside a dream. But...then it wasn’t a dream after all. I saw what he is, but also what he used to be.” I searched Hayden’s blank expression, unable to determine if my words were making any sense to him. “He said he had the help of a rogue angel.”

Hayden’s lips pursed as he backed away. “That dreamcatcher.” He said it with conviction.

I felt my body stiffen as I watched and prepared myself for his reaction. Finally, I was able to move, so I nodded slowly.

“Okay.” Hayden’s eyes narrowed as he stood. “Let me get this straight.” He then started to pace. “You mean to tell me that you’ve kept that quiet all this time? Since before
 I Faded?”

It stung to hear him say those words – the fact that I’d kept something from him, but also that he’d mentioned the timing of it being before his Fading for me.

He continued. “You mean to tell me that the devil made contact with you and you completely ignored the fact that you promised you’d never push me away again? That you’d not keep shit to yourself anymore?”

My eyes welled up with tears. There was hurt all over again. Another round. “It was only once. I was sleepwalking and came right inside, right to you. I thought it was a dream.”

“But then it wasn’t!
 Goddammit, Evika! Do things like trust and promises mean absolutely nothing to you?” He flailed his arms in the air. “He could have hurt you!”

“But he didn’t!” My throat burned after the words came out. “He didn’t hurt me.”

I slowly came to a stance in front of him, but couldn’t look him in the eye. I wasn’t quite sure how to answer him. I really wasn’t sure if I should. I didn’t have a right, at all, to demand trust or promises from anyone, especially from Hayden. I waited for him to continue, because I was sure he had more to say to me.

He stopped pacing, and ran his fingers through his hair, letting out a long and heavy sigh. “He may not have hurt you, but he got something from you, didn’t he?” He met my gaze, staring straight into my soul as if he could see all of my truth
.

“Alysto sees a darkness in me,” I admitted. “He thinks I’m different from the other Soldiers of Light. I tried to reason with him, and ask him to let the Seekers move on as they are meant to. But I realize, that was never the right request.”

Hayden let out a sardonic laugh. “So, you had a full blown conversation with the devil? A long enough conversation in which you guys could shoot the shit and get to know each other?” He seemed agitated. It wasn’t like him to anger so easily.

I felt a sickness in the pit of my stomach and I looked at him with disappointment. My mouth opened, but then I quickly closed it again, not knowing what to say. I looked away before he could get an answer from my eyes, but I felt his stare.

He quickly jerked his head to look at me more closely and was silent for a moment, trying to find the right way to say what he wanted to say. He had a concerned expression. I guess there was no good way to relay his thoughts.

“What is the point of my existence, Evika? Can you tell me this?
 Because you sure as hell seem to have a handle on this new life all on your own.” He threw his words at me in his most sardonic tone and it hurt me badly.

I swallowed hard and slowly rose my eyes to meet his. The sickness in me turned to a pain. I finally spoke. “Hayden, I-”

“No!
” He cut me off, pointing his finger at me. “You have the audacity
 to corner me and make me spill my guts to you and to promise you that I won't hold anymore secrets from you on your life, and you
 keep this
 from me
?” his voice boomed.

“He threatened to end
 you, Hayden!” I cried.

He grunted angrily, shoving the coffee table across the wooden floor, breaking the glass candle holders that set upon it. The loud crash of the shattering glass made me jump as the table hit the wall.

He started pacing again as he narrowed his eyes for a moment and flared his nostrils while lowering the corners of his mouth as he glanced my way. He sucked in air and held his breath, as if to calm himself. I looked up slightly and locked eyes with his. His fiery eyes were a fierce green, burning a hole through mine. But then, as if he’d seen a reflection of himself of which he was afraid, he immediately 
softened his gaze and unclenched his fists. He sighed, bringing his hands up to his face and hanging his head. He turned away from me.

The silence was penetrating, but I had to confess.

“I couldn't tell you! And then you went and…” I paused, “you Faded out of nowhere, with no warning and no reason. You just became….” I struggled to find the right word.

“Breakable,” he said. I looked at his fists, slowly loosening at his sides. “You know, I’ve wracked my brain for weeks now about that sketch of yours,” he said quietly. “I’ve wondered which one of us whose regret you are trying to portray in that picture. I sure as hell can attest that it shouldn’t be mine. And you should know that, despite how much you think
 I regret the decision,” he continued, “I don’t. And I never will.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing the tears to spill over and drip down my cheeks. Hayden turned toward me again, but he still kept distance between us.

“Evika, I love you and I want a life with you. I want to marry you, and I want children with you. I want to raise a family, and grow old with you. I want to make this life as normal as possible for you.” He sighed. “But trust is really something we need to work on.”

He sat back down in the chair next to me. I looked away again, but I could feel his eyes still upon me expectantly.

Then he spoke the words to me, so calmly. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with your birthmark getting darker, would it?”

A force within me kept me from speaking. I didn't know what to say. I only let the tears fall. I was almost trembling, realizing he’d been aware all along that something had changed. I should have known I couldn’t keep something like that from him. He knew me not only inside and out, but also every inch of my body, every inch of skin, muscle, hair, freckle, blemish…and birthmark. My head sank.

“I pushed him away when he got too close. And I….I marked him, his skin. Over his heart.” I trembled on the floor as I held my knees. I was afraid to look at him. Afraid of Hayden’s stare that would see right through me, but I lifted my head and met his eyes. “It...Burned him, and left a mark. My negative zero got darker.”

His face reddened, and his eyes protruded. “Well, this certainly 
explains a lot now, doesn't
 it?” he said. “Drones have been gone for months, and it was right after you ran off and tried speaking with that Watcher in the alley.” I looked at him, eyes widened. “Yeah,” he said, “I’m well aware you tried to talk to that thing.” He sighed. “Alysto knows much more about you now, probably more than we think. Why would you even hide something like that from me?”

I slowly stood, frozen in a new layer of discomfort. I was afraid to answer because I didn't know what to say and I feared if I didn't say something that it would make it worse. My throat closed and I threw my head back, relenting to the tears that took me over once again. I wanted to die.

“When are you going to fully trust me, Evika?”

I looked over at him, catching a hint of desperation behind those eyes. He actually felt I didn’t trust him, but it was me I wasn’t sure about anymore. I wanted to believe my intentions were always good, but sometimes they didn’t seem to be.

“And actually, Evika, when are you going to trust in the legend that you are? Trust that the Council has faith in you as the Soldier of Light. Trust that Luka, Indigo, Elka all have faith in you, that I
 have faith in you?” He sighed, lowering his head. “I know you’re scared, and you’ve been scared since the minute I showed up out of nowhere and told you of your new role a year ago.” He paused briefly, kneeling down in front of me. “But you have to stop being afraid of what you really are.”

I looked up at him quizzically. “And what am I?”

I waited for him to enlighten me. I searched those green pools of his, wondering what words of wisdom he could give me that would officially give me the answers to my enigmatic self.

“You’re human. And you have a darker side that runs pretty deep. I know you struggle with it. Especially since you lost your mother.” He took my hands in his. “But you’re gonna be okay. I know you’re afraid of it, too, this darkness. But you don’t need to be, because I’ll always be here to bring you back to the light again. No matter how far you stray.”

Right around the part when he said “you’re gonna be okay” is 
when I relented to the tears I’d been trying to stop ever since I’d wiped my face a few minutes prior with my brother’s hoodie.

“Not everything that’s dark is evil, Pony-girl. It’s okay to have some dark parts.” He pushed a piece of hair out of my face. “But there’s light in you too. Always will be, because you’re one of the strongest beings I know.”

It was right then that I could see it all so clearly; Hayden, my Guardian angel, saw me, loved me and accepted me for who I was. He’d always known about the darker side, and it was moronic of me to think anything otherwise. He was never blind to what I am. It was me who was blind.

He sighed. “I trust you.”

I looked at him questioningly. “Trust me with what?”

“To make the decision. If you feel that talking to Alysto is the next best move, then I want to support you. I certainly don’t like it, but I’m going to trust you.”

I studied my angel for a minute, searching his eyes for any hint that may show he was just joking. But I knew him better than that. This was not some joke. He was truly putting his trust in me.

“I…I don’t really know why, but I feel like Alysto may have the answer I need. A way to save Jaxon.”

He looked at me, wiping my last tear away with his thumb. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll have Luka arrange our travel plans to L.A. tonight while I get us packed. Then, let’s see if you can get your answer.”

I took a long, deep breath. A much needed breath. I felt a blanket of relief fall over me, knowing that Hayden now knew everything I’d ever kept from him. It felt truly liberating. A sudden urge overtook me and I found myself standing up and wrapping my arms around him, embracing him so tightly. He returned the hug with the same pressure of squeeze. We stood there together for a length of time that may have been too long, considering the circumstances of urgency. But it was a simple excuse – we both needed that hug.




[image: ]








Logically, the only way to conjure up the devil again was to invite him 
into my dream like the first time. Even though Jericho’s dreamcatcher had been the way in for Alysto the one time, I knew in my heart of hearts that it wasn’t something I needed to use again. I had the power to call to him whenever I wanted and let him in. I believed it, and I wasn’t afraid of it anymore.

It was dark. We lay on the bed together, Hayden and I, facing each other. My hands were in his.

“I know you still have your little dream ability, despite the Fading thing going on.” I nudged him

He smiled. “Why, yes. I certainly do. Is that an invite?”

I shook my head. “Definitely not.”

Hayden’s brow furrowed. “How am I supposed to protect you?”

“Hayden, how am I supposed to protect you
?”

His hands slipped away from mine, but he still lay there with disappointment in his eyes.

“Ouch!” My right wrist throbbed for a split second, but enough for me to notice that it was very similar to the pain I’d felt earlier in the day. And then it hit me.

“Omigod,” I said hardly audibly, looking down at my birthmark.

“What happened?” Hayden looked down at my hands.

I would have to say it aloud, something I didn’t want to admit. But I knew it was true. “The devil is calling to me.” I looked up at Hayden, unable to explain my realization any further until I’d remembered what Alysto had said to me that one night we met. “It is not the devil that marks the astray child, but the astray child that marks the devil.” I said the words aloud, not even meaning to.

“What?” Hayden’s hands were back, holding mine again.

“This is how I call to him. This is how I can bring him to me.” I sat up in the bed, directing Hayden to sit up with me. “I don’t need to sleep. I can bring him here.”

Hayden held a blank stare. “How do you know this?”

I looked down, shaking my head. “I don’t know how I know. I just know.”

“He can’t be in this realm. That’s impossible.”

I nodded. “It is
 possible. Because he was here before. It was apparently my invite.
”

“But you can’t bring him into this realm again, Evika. You can’t let him out of his own realm.”

A chilling thought trickled down my spine: I already have.
 But then, a sense of calm blanketed over me, as if Hayden had used his sedation trick. I looked down. He was hardly touching me anymore. This wasn’t the same feeling I had when he calmed me. This was my own intuition. My own awareness. My own power – my ability to believe in myself, just like Hayden wanted me to.

When I thought about the dangers in reaching out to Alysto, I’d wondered if this was more of a risk than I’d realized. Could he access this living realm without my assistance? Prior to that moment, the only time he’d been able to, was with my inadvertent invite. The devil could only be let in this realm if I let him. I could see the truth. This time would be controlled, on purpose.

“Trust me,” I whispered to my angel.

He looked pleadingly into my eyes, but then I saw them change as he looked at me with admiration. I knew his answer then. I knew he was putting his trust into my plan.

“Ok,” he said. I sighed in relief. “But I go,” he added.

“What? No!”

“Yes. I’m bringing the hydro-gun, and I’ll stay back unless I’m needed.”

I shook my head. “Hayden, you don’t understand. He threatened your life.”

“I don’t care. You’re not doing this alone.” He paused. “Tandem, remember?”

It would never matter what I said to him, Hayden would never budge on this. And I should have known this is the way it would always be; his thinking he was still invincible to anything and everything. Maybe I was getting a taste of my own medicine.

“Then we’re bringing Luka to watch over you,” I told him. He deflated. It was as if he felt emasculated. “You know you can’t do something this dangerous without a Guardian, Hayden. Why would you even consider it?”

He met my eyes and shrugged. “I guess I feel just as invincible as you do when you make the same choices.
”

His comment felt like an unnecessary jab. “That’s not fair. You’re much more vulnerable right now than I’ve ever been.”

He sighed and moved a piece of hair behind my ear. “You’re right. And I’m still trying to get used to it.”

“I can’t lose you.”

“You won’t.”

“You can’t promise things like that; especially when you don’t heed my warning…the devil’s
 warning.”

“We’ll bring Luka. And I’ll stay out of the way.”

I sighed in relief, only partially pacified with his words. I knew I should have trusted him, but it was Alysto and his unpredictability I couldn’t trust. I was going to be calling to the devil with an agenda once again, and the devil, of course, had warned me of the havoc that could ensue if I crossed him.

We decided to wait until after midnight. I walked out onto the beach behind the house as far as possible, away from any audience. I’d hoped I could get Alysto to join me on the sand in his humanlike form, and not the beast I’d seen. I remembered his mocha skin in the sunset, so different from the dark scales that grew on him when he’d changed in my previous encounter.

Luka convinced Hayden stay back inside the house. He was far away enough that he’d be safe, but close enough to watch the encounter and to feel as though he had the ability to intervene, if necessary. But Luka and I didn’t even have to have the conversation to know this was already so dangerous.

I found dry driftwood and lit a small fire in the sand. It lit enough light on myself and some distance around me so that Hayden and Luka could see me. I stared down at my wrist and then the fire, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do to call to him. I kept having strange feelings as if I knew how to, as if it were natural. But when I tried to force it, I went blank and had no clue what I was going to do. No clue what I’d say. No clue if it was even safe anymore.

The one thing I could count on was Alysto still wanting me to join him. He still saw a darkness in me that felt so real. But I wanted to believe that he would help me get Jaxon back.

I looked up to the sky, fluffy clouds framing the full moon, from 
which soft light kissed the small waves of that beautiful ocean. There was peace here, and I felt it. I had peace, knowing I’d confessed everything to Hayden, and he was still right there, forever with me. I could do this.

“Alysto, Keeper of the Wicked,” I whispered. My wrist ached for a moment, and wind blew at me with a force to gently move my hair, but not put out the fire in the sand.

I sat down then, by that little fire. I looked down at my wrist and held it with my other hand. The birthmark burned then with the same cold and hot feeling I’d felt the first time I dance with the devil, touching his skin. Cold as ice, hot as sunbathed asphalt. I remembered the touch. But it did not hurt.

“Fortis,” I heard his liquid voice next to me and jerked my head to the right. “We meet again.”

He’d been sitting on the sand only a few feet away from me. His human-like form. The same black shirt, half unbuttoned, and light-colored slacks. He was barefoot, digging his feet into the sand. Comfortable. Waiting.

“H-h-hello, Alysto,” I stuttered. I slid a few inches further away from him along the sand.

His forehead furrowed into an agonized frown. “Why do you move away from me?” He put his hands up, palms facing me. “I come in my ancient form for you, the one that most suits me so that you fear me less.”

“I don’t completely trust you, Alysto. It wouldn’t matter what form in which you present yourself.”

“I guess that is fair. I am the devil, after all.” He put his arms down, resting them on his legs. His grin grew from ear to ear. “To what do I owe this pleasure, Brave One? Have you given more thought to my invite to join me?”

It was odd that he’d even ask me such a thing, knowing very well that I wouldn’t even consider his offer. He was much smarter than that. He knew I’d called him for something else this time. I didn’t want to waste any of the precious minutes I had while my brother suffered.

“The Phantom possessed my brother. And it’s strong enough to kill people now. Innocent people,” I said
.

He nodded, flashing a sly grin my way. “So, you’ve finally met your twin.”

My brow furrowed. “That’s not why I called to you. We need to talk about the Phantom.”

“Enlighten me, Fortis.” He spun on his bottom in the sand, crossing his legs and resting his arms in his lap. The light of the fire danced on the mocha skin of his face. “How did the encounter with your Guardian go once you found out about this other half of yours?”

My face felt hot red. I could feel my body heat rise. “That’s none of your business.”

“Oh, it’s very much my business if you think about it. Was this invite of yours luring me from the Dark Realm not
 to ask something of me?” He was looking me right in the eyes. His stare was relentless, as if cutting through my skin and bones, probing through every crevice to find what I was holding secret.

“I was angry, yes. But I forgave. We’ve moved on.”

He picked a small stick from the fire, poking at the burning logs. “Forgiveness.” He nodded. “I see. Well, it would seem that you may, surprisingly, have a little more of that in you than some.” He continued to poke at the fire. “But you don’t appear to have enough forgiveness for your mother’s murderer. And I don’t blame you. I would have tortured him in the same way. Most likely, worse.”

My breath hitched. This conversation wasn’t going where I needed it to go. He was taunting me. He knew things, way too much. Things he should not have known. He and Jericho were no longer associating from what I’d gathered of Alysto’s and my last conversation. I wondered how he’d known anything about me anymore.

“Tell me, Fortis. Did you feel empowered? In that moment of darkness, and with that surge of hate that drove you into maiming that man, did it satisfy you?” He reached for my hand, and just like last time, it voluntarily met his. We slowly stood as he raised me up with him to stand. I was mesmerized by his eyes, those guilty gray pools that held my gaze. “His suffering pleased you.”

I almost stopped breathing. “How do you---?” I struggled with my words. I struggled with whether or not I even wanted to know the answer I’d be given
.

“How do I know these things, you wonder?” His grin widened and his shoulders went back. He slid over the material of his already-unbuttoned dress shirt, exposing the side of his chest. There, over his heart, was my negative zero imprinted backwards on his skin, right where I’d left the mark.

“I can feel it, Fortis. I can feel all of your hatred, all of your anger. There is so much more I’ve learned about you that has fascinated me since you’ve marked me.”

I started to tremble. “No,” I shook my head. “This is impossible.”

He shrugged with mockery. “Believe what you want. But I must point out something to you that you may also find impossible.” He pressed his hand over the scar on his skin, admiring it for a short moment before pulling his shirt closed. Then he looked straight into my eyes again. “I have never lied to you. Can you say the same for the company you keep?”

My limbs tingled and my chest tightened. I started to feel dizzy, stomach churning. I backed away from him and bent over, holding my stomach, taking short breaths to calm down.

He rushed to my side in such a haste that the sand he’d kicked along the way had put out most of the fire, leaving us under only the light of the full moon.

Alysto guided me to sit back down onto the sand. His touch was human-like, nothing of which I had to be afraid. He was warm, not the icy-hot feeling like the first time. His touches on my back and arm were gentle, just as any caring human would possess. Why was he expressing such care for me? How could he even possess any compassion at all? He was the devil.

I leaned up against the small rock wall that aligned the sand. Right when I sat down again, I’d realized I was then out of view from Hayden and Luka, which would be a problem. Especially since the fire was almost out. I tried to stand back up to be sure I was still in their view, but felt the dizziness again as my weight fell forward. My teetering came to a halt as I landed mid-fall over Alysto’s forearm, his strength unwavering under my stomach. I looked up into his eyes, the second time I’d been so close to him since the first time we’d met. It felt as though we were frozen in time, neither of us moving a muscle. 
Blood rushing all over, stalled breaths, I was captivated by his presence. And puzzled all the same.

“Evika!” I heard a faint yell coming from the boardwalk. The pounding of racing footsteps sprinting toward us, getting louder and louder.

“Evika!” It was clearer now. It was Hayden’s voice. And my stomach dropped, just as the devil removed his arm to gently let me go before he backed away and changed his form into the beast he truly was. His body formed into the dark, gargoyle-like creature, his height rose twice as tall, towering over me and leaving me in his shadow. And finally, his dark wings unfurled, closing off the moonlight that shone onto the sand below us. I was a small and breakable thing under the beast he’d become.

“No,” I whispered. I turned behind me to see Hayden duck out of the way of Luka’s dive from the air to try to stop him. Luka’s reach missed him by only a few inches, so he flew closer to the end of the boardwalk and spread his wings to stop Hayden from going any further.

I watched Hayden run straight into Luka, driving his shoulder right into his chest. Luka was knocked off balance only slightly and recovered quickly, still standing rigidly with his arms up to block Hayden from getting past him. And then I saw something I never imagined I’d witness; Hayden buried a punch into Luka’s jaw. No hesitation. Luka’s head was forced sideways, his hands raised to his face, leaving an opportunity for Hayden to move past him.

It wasn’t enough assurance for Hayden though, Luka’s momentary stun. I could finally see he was carrying the hydro-gun. But before he took any further steps, he socked Luka right on the skull with the gun before running toward us. Luka’s body fell, landing on his left wing. My body trembled, consumed by the overwhelming sense of doom. I didn’t know how to stop Hayden.

I was horrified watching him behave this way; so aggressive, so impulsive. He was insane. I heard him call Alysto's name, waving the hydro-gun around in the air and threatening the Keeper of the Wicked as he ran closer.

Alysto’s magnificent, black wings spread further, and he took swift 
steps along the sand to get around me and closer to Hayden at the sand just past the boardwalk.

“Hayden! No!” I screamed as I ran to him. I couldn't get to him fast enough. The sand slowed me down, but did not burden the devil.

Hayden turned to me with an awry expression. It was as if he was already too far gone. I saw someone that I didn't know anymore. He turned to face the beast and aimed the gun.

“Hayden
! Stop this!” I screamed at him again, still pulling my heavy steps toward him. Tears fell from my eyes. “You're going to get yourself killed!”

The wind started picking up. The dark, massive figure started walking closer and closer to my angel, disregarding the weapon in his hands, as if he didn’t care. He knew Hayden was angry, and he was going to use it against us. I felt it.

“Ah, the Guardian that Fades.” Alysto smirked.

“No games, Keeper!” Hayden yelled, still aiming the gun with a threatening shake. The weapon and the devil’s lowered neck were only inches apart now. “You stay away from her! Do you hear me?”

Alysto cocked his head and his brow. “Such anger, Guardian. Or should I say….Faded angel?”

I was close enough now to make my presence known. “Hayden, stop this!” I demanded. I was finally near them, standing between them.

Hayden bore his eyes into Alysto's, ignoring me. Alysto lowered his head and turned in my direction.

“Fortis? Is there any reason I am to humor your Guardian? I was unaware he’d be joining us,” he said in a patronizing tone.

I opened my mouth, then quickly shut it again. I could feel the tension from Hayden and just wanted to bolt somewhere underground. I looked over at him and saw him staring into me with the same emotions I already knew he had. It immediately brought back the fresh memories of when I'd captured Anton Carter in the warehouse. The disappointment in his eyes. It killed me. Absolutely killed me. This very behavior is what I’d put Hayden through.

“Alysto,” I raised my hands in surrender to him. “Please. I was 
trying to keep him away. It was only supposed to be me out herewith you.”

It was quiet between the three of us. Hayden was heaving breaths, still holding the gun straight out to point at Alysto. The devil gave no care to the weapon, which was even more disconcerting. I’d wondered if a few HWBs would even hurt him, should they be shot at him point blank.

“Hayden, put the gun down,” I said quietly with a shaky voice, still watching Alysto.

His eyes narrowed, staring only at the devil. “No.”

“Please,” I begged.

Hayden didn’t budge.

Along with brutal fear that twisted my insides, I hung on to the last thread of hope that I had. If it was at all possible that Alysto would be able to advise us of anything about the Phantom that possessed Jaxon, then I would make a deal with him. I was ready to do it for my brother. I would sacrifice myself if I had to save him. He was never meant to be taken, and it was my fault that I'd let things get this far. Due to my selfishness, my stubbornness and my want for a normal life, my brother was captive of a new type of being; a new evil that was lurking in our world. I was ready for whatever I had to do to get Jaxon back.

“Alysto, I’m sorry. I didn’t plan this,” I gestured to Hayden. “But we need your help,” I said. “I need your help in regard to the Phantom that possessed my brother.”

Alysto slowly turned his head, narrowing his at me. “That being is far out of my control now, Brave One,” he huffed.

“You lie
!” Hayden snapped.

Alysto's brows furrowed, but did not leave mine while he growled at Hayden's remark.

I stared into his eyes incredulously. “I feel that you know something. I sense it. Something can be done about this.” I paused, thinking of what I was about to say. I looked over at Hayden, then back to Alysto as I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. “I’ll make a deal with you.”

“Evika! Are you crazy?” Hayden yelled at me.

I hadn’t even given details as to what I would agree to, and already 
Hayden was panicking over my words. I looked over at him and mouthed the words ‘trust me.’ His response was unchanged, but at least he didn’t make things worse by drawing more attention again.

Alysto’s brow raised, and his head cocked. “A deal with the devil, you are suggesting?”

“I need to know the Phantom’s weakness.”

“And what, pray tell, makes you think I would know that answer, Fortis?”

I searched his dark eyes. They were deep and dark, just like the Watcher’s eyes I’d come inches from only a year ago. The one that saw right through me. The one that reported the darkness it saw inside of me back to Alysto. And because of that, Alysto had been fascinated with me since then. It made even more sense to me now, what I could use as leverage.

“Your Watcher makes up half of that entity, trapping the Seeker into what it is now. There has to be a weakness of which you know about.”

He huffed a laugh. But I could tell it was forced.

I walked up closer, slowly raising my arm and placing it on top of the hydro-gun. I pushed down, making Hayden lower it. “If I destroy the Phantom, I destroy both the Seeker and your Watcher. That’s why you won’t tell me. You’d lose them both.”

Alysto raised his clawed hands, clapping slowly, dramatically…mockingly. “Smart girl.”

The beast squatted on his hind legs, straightening his back. His expression remained the same as my words resonated. “I’ve given you the gift of safety from my Drones. I’ve confirmed I’ve never lied,” he nodded to Hayden, “unlike your companions.” Hayden’s face tightened and his fists tightened even more around the hydro-gun. “Why must I humor any requests that would help you but not myself? I don’t see what benefit I receive in the matter.”

I narrowed my eyes, searching his. He claims to have never lied to me, but he was clearly doing so right then. “You haven’t been honest with me, despite what you say.” The devil’s head lifted and his shoulders straightened. I felt confident with my next words to him. “You need me. You need me because you can’t rid of this thing on your 
own.”

He gave me an incredulous stare. “And why would I care whether or not this Phantom existed? Be it in your realm or mine?”

It was a simple answer. “Because it’s becoming more powerful than you. And you know I have the potential to make more of these. You’d lose your entire army of Watchers. And the only thing left in the Dark Realm would be you, alone.” I came closer to him, closing the distance between our faces.

I calculated if moving closer to the devil was a smart move. I was still aware of Hayden’s unpredictability with the gun. I’d wished Luka would become conscious to handle him, because I wasn’t sure how long I could hold him off.

“I know that you want to rid of it just as much as I do,” I continued. “But you won’t want to lose your Watcher, your power. I’ll spare your Watcher, but you have to tell me how I can save my brother.”

The devil’s deep laugh vibrated through his gargoyle-like body. “Isn’t the answer obvious yet, Brave One?”

I looked at him, incredulous. “What do you mean?”

He leaned forward, dropping his face to my level, searching my eyes. I could hear Hayden cock the gun and put it right back up where he’d had it before. Alysto growled at Hayden’s actions, and I gulped. I really wished Luka would have come to right then.

“You’d have to do what you do best, you see?”

“What would that be?” I asked.

“Simply invite it in, and finish what your father never could.”

I thought about this further. The Phantom was a hybrid, the result of a Watcher that captured the Seeker’s soul to become one being. They would need separated again. Pulled from each other so that the Phantom could no longer exist. It made the most sense to have a plan in place to make that happen, but it was only a theory.

“You’re saying, I have to let it possess me?” I asked. “Is that the truth?”

Alysto’s brow raised. “It seems we both speculate the same, Fortis.”

“Bullshit!” Hayden howled, cocking the gun and stepping closer to Alysto
.

The air among us was so brittle it could snap at any moment. And if that didn’t, Hayden would. None of us said more.

Alysto cocked his head, ignoring my angel, and lost himself as he looked me over. Starting at my toes, scaling all the way up to my eyes again. I felt naked and vulnerable under his long gaze.

“Such a team we could make, Fortis.” The pointy tip of his claw raised to caress my cheek. I shuddered at his touch.

Just then, Hayden belted three bullets into Alysto's head. The beast flinched, bellowing a loud growl, covering the wound with one claw and whipped his other massive claw around to grab Hayden by his neck, slamming him against the boulder just a few feet from me. He held him there. The hydro-gun flung through the air and landed in the sand at my feet. My heart sped and I breathed hard, looking between my love and my enemy.

“Alysto, let him go! Please!” I panicked. “This isn't Hayden's fight with you. It's mine!”

Alysto bellowed a laugh that carried throughout the air. “Such valiance I see in you this time, Brave One!” he said patronizingly. He pressed Hayden harder against the rock, choking him and laughing again. “So ironic, Fortis, that you
 become the protector of this Fading angel.”

“Evika......g-go,” Hayden choked out. “Run!”

I saw Hayden struggling against Alysto's immovable hand. “Alysto! Please let him go. He's angry and he was only trying to protect me. Don't fault him for that,” I cried. “Let him go.”

“I told you to heed my advice regarding your Guardian's involvement, Brave One.” Alysto seethed at me. Then he hissed into the air as Hayden kicked him in his gut, which only made his grip tighter around Hayden's neck. I saw my angel look at me pleadingly with his sad eyes. His apology to me lied within those green emeralds of his. He knew he’d made things worse. I saw the despair in them; the same hopelessness that consumed me.

Suddenly, there was a silence that filled the air around me as I froze. I could only hear myself breathing. My eyes blinked each time I took a breath. I grit my teeth and clenched my fists, hoping that 
something would happen, that someone or something would just give me a sign that I had the power in me to save him, my love.

Hayden's eyes rolled slightly upward and he was losing the fight in him.

My eyes started to water as the strength within me grew a thousand times more, but I didn't let the tears spill. I harnessed that strength in me and I felt invincible. I felt indestructible and powerful. My anger flared and I was done being nice. I was done negotiating. I was done watching the people I loved being hurt or taken from me. Alysto once said he saw a dark side in me; I now felt it come to me again, but I would turn it against him.

In one quick movement, I grabbed the hydro-gun laying at my feet and stood to grab the scaly skin of the devil’s neck, forcing his eyes to meet with mine. I jammed the gun against the side of his throat, making him give me a low growl.

“Now you listen to me, asshole. Because I'm only going to say it once more. Let. Him. Go
.”

The beast laughed. I could feel the vibrations in his throat as I held him in place. “Ah yes, the side I love to see in you, Brave One.” I squeezed the skin of his neck and made him flinch. He growled lower this time. “Quite a bold move for a little human to take on such a horrific beast, don't you think, Fortis?” I could hear the anger in his voice. His brow furrowed as he lowered his head and searched my eyes. Then, in a low voice, he said, “I could end you in one move, Warrior. End you.
”

He said it as if he were calculating a next move which would
 prove his words. He could
 end me. He could end Hayden. I didn't let the fear envelope me like it should have. I let my anger drive me to see this through.

I could see movement in my peripheral; it was Luka, cautiously making his way closer. I was so relieved he’d awakened just in time. I wanted him to keep Hayden safe just in case I couldn’t anymore.

Adrenalin pumping through my veins, preparing to fight him however I could in order to save my angel. And then I realized – Alysto spoke threats, but his eyes showed me something different. I felt my expression soften. That hint of light that I tried to find in him 
before, might still have been there, and I felt it in my heart that he would never have the guts to hurt me the way he threatened.

“You could
 end me. But you won't, will you?” I asked him with confidence, already knowing the true answer within me. “Because you care, Alysto.” His face tightened at my words. “You care about me. Because I’m the only one who’s ever seen the light in you.”

Unexpected tears started to fill my eyes. I hadn’t even realized it before blurting those words out. “There’s light in you, and you’ve forgotten you always had it. It was lost. And you don’t want to admit there’s any good left in you.” My heart was pounding. I could hear it over the crashing waves behind us. “But it’s there. I see it. And if you have any mercy in you, even just for me, you will let my angel go.”

Alysto held a pensive expression. I felt a newer confidence grow within me now. I loosened my grip on the creature's skin, my hand still on the trigger. “Please. Let him go.”

Alysto glared at me, then started smirking.

“No ideas, Alysto. Gently
!”
 I commanded.

Alysto loosened his grip around Hayden's neck, dropping him. Hayden rolled onto the sand, coughing and catching his breath. I finally remembered to breathe once I saw he would be safe. Luka darted over to him and carried my limp angel to a clean area in the sand, away from the enemy.

Alysto's expression hardened when I glared in his eyes. I released my grip on his throat and pulled the gun from his head, throwing it to the side. I didn't need it anymore. I didn't even want it anymore. I still felt he could be a reasonable being if he just found it within him. Why I kept giving him these chances was beyond everyone. Even me.

“Thank you,” I said to him.

Alysto narrowed his eyes at me.

“You are foolish to think you see any light in me,” he huffed as he composed his position in the sand. “You are quite unaware of what will become of your fate…and of others.”

“What are you talking about?” I was frustrated.

He threw his head back, animatedly, as he bellowed a laugh even louder once again. I knew then that his cooperation would be an impossibility. His laughing only gave me more frustration, and then he 
slowly lowered his mouth to my ear, just as he'd done the first time I'd ever spoken with him. I trembled as I felt the cold diffuse from his skin.

Alysto sighed. “Tenebrae,” he whispered. “It will always be there.”

I narrowed my eyes, trying to keep them on horizon in front of me as he kept his face so close to mine. “Why do you constantly have to talk to me in riddles?” I asked quietly into his ear. “Why can't you just answer
 me? It's all I ask of you,” I pleaded with him.

He studied me for what seemed like forever. “Once you let the Phantom in, you’ll have to save the Seeker from within yourself…without the guidance of your Guardian.”

He laughed deeply again, moving his gaze from my eyes to my shoulders, then to my stomach. He held it there for a long moment, then said his last words to me before withdrawing his close. “Fortuna protegens gravida, Fortis,” he whispered.

He then danced his way to the shore and into the shallow water. He turned and kept his eyes on Hayden, who was now sitting up in the sand, and winked at him with a smug expression.

I stared after him, befuddled as he'd always seem to leave me. I watched him slowly submerse into the dark ocean waters and felt the presence of peace fall upon me. I turned to find Luka standing directly behind me, almost slamming into him when I turned.

I hadn't realized I was panting so hard. I hardly had any breath in me. I glanced behind him to see Hayden lying on the sand, now unconscious.

“Oh, no! No!” I darted over to him, falling into the sand next to him.

“Evika,” Luka’s hand laid on my shoulder. “He will be fine. He’s just knocked out. He’ll be okay. I promise.”

I felt panic leave my body, which surprised me. But something about the way Luka assured me just made me sure.

“Luka, are you okay? Hayden attacked you out of nowhere.”

The angel waved his hand. “Not the first time I’ve been socked in the face. First time I was ever knocked out cold though, but I’ll be fine.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “I swear.”

Relief set in, but at the same time, I felt despondent. “Luka,” I 
whispered, still in shock, “Alysto could have killed me…could have killed Hayden. What the hell is wrong with him?” I gestured to my injured angel.

“Hayden is learning to be human, Evigreen. His strength isn't what it used to be while he is still Fading. It will take time for his emotions to even out.” Then he chuckled. “A little roughing up did him some good, I think.” Luka smiled at me. “Although, he seems to be developing a temper.”

I moved a piece of hair from Hayden’s forehead, smiling at the irony. “I guess we deserve each other.”

Luka winked at me, then gave me a solemn look, swallowing hard. “Evigreen, there’s something Alysto said to you. I heard it since I was near you right before he vanished.”

He sighed. “You’ve made a bond with him somehow, one that gives him a lot of insight about you.”

He looked down at my wrist, directly at my birthmark. “I believe he feels he already has a part of you, and you of him. He doesn’t need force with you to know things.”

Deep concern flooded through me, but it wasn't just regarding my fate. “Are you referring to the darkness he always mentions? That’s always been a thing.”

Luka shook his head. “No. There’s something else he knows. And I don’t think you’re aware of it yet.”

“What is it?”

“Fortuna protegens gravida,” he repeated Alysto’s phrase, to which I gave no regard earlier. Always riddles.

Luka scratched the back of his neck, pausing, as if what he had to say next was uncomfortable. It made me uneasy.

“You can tell me, Luka. What is it?”

He was very still for just a moment, as if realizing it was the very last moment he’d have a little secret of his own that wasn’t his anymore. “Could you be pregnant?”

My stomach dropped. The very stomach that had been feeling nauseous and disruptive for many days. I thought about the time that had passed. Time to which I paid no attention to consider the length of the days that had gone by while I was saving souls, living in a house 
full of mythical beings, making up lost time with my twin brother. It was clear. Time: weeks that had gone by without my realizing I’d missed a certain time of the month nearly a month ago. My back straightened as I sat in the sand next to a recuperating Hayden lying next to me.

“Oh, my God,” I whispered. I met Luka’s eyes again. “I can’t believe it.”

He laughed. “Well, I mean…Hayden is
 almost completely human now. These things can happen.” I could tell he was feeling giddy.

I placed my hands over my stomach and looked down. Smiling. Filled with an overwhelming sense of joy.

“I have to go make a call to be sure the crew got to the House of Council with your brother. And I’ll check the flight plans for you guys. We can grab a test for you before we get to the airport, just to be sure.”

A joyful tear escaped my eye as I looked up. “Okay.” And then Luka walked to the side to make his call.

I looked over at Hayden, finally sitting up in the sand and rubbing the front of his neck and coughing. All I wanted to do was leap into Hayden's arms and hold him as he held me, but after knowing he was going to be alright, it was hard to suppress the true feeling coming forward.

I was angry with him. Angry that he'd almost broken his promise to me. He put himself so close to danger and I'd almost lost him tonight. My emotions started running high once again as I thought about the losses that could have been.

“Hayden
!” I ran over to him, panting. I lunged at him, pushing him down into the sand on his back, but he was too quick. He looked at me, knowing fully well that I was infuriated with him. In one quick movement, he grabbed my swinging arms, spun me around, pulled me down and locked them against my body as he held me against him.

“Evika, no!” he squeezed me harder. “Please don't do this!”

I struggled, yelling at him. “You promised me, Hayden! You promised you would never let anything happen to yourself before it was my
 time to go! You promised!” I started crying. Mad that I was letting the tears fall, I thrashed my legs, kicking his as we were on the ground, rolling in the sand. I hated that he was restricting my arms. I 
hated that I'd even let things get this far. I was so angry with him, but I knew I was to blame for all of it.

“Evika, stop!
” he yelled at me. And just as he'd done once before, he managed to pin me on my back down to the ground, straddling me and holding my arms next to my head. They sank into the sand, but his grip didn't hurt me this time. “I'm sorry,” he said, exasperatedly. I cried harder, and his grip loosened as the fight in me started to die out. “Please, don't make me do it,” he said, panting. “I'm so tired right now.....please.
”

I saw the fatigue in his face and his tired eyes. I relented to his request and I lay in the sand, motionless. I didn't want any of his antidotes. I didn't want him expending his energy on me when he needed more of it for himself. I huffed a loud breath and he rolled off, sitting next to me, exhausted. He looked down the shoreline. He turned to me and I saw his face. The moment happened so fast, yet played in a slow motion. Tears had filled his eyes-his deep, emerald eyes. The hurt poured from my heart and pumped throughout my entire body after seeing this and my mouth went agape. I was paralyzed.

“Evika?” Hayden's voice sounded so small as his head sank. He tugged at my arm to pull me over to him and held me close as I crawled into his lap.

I squeezed more tears from my eyes, shocked that I even had any left in me. “Hayden,” I choked out. “I...”

“I'm so sorry about tonight,” he said, lifting my chin.

“The crap you pulled tonight was borderline demented.”

He nodded. “You're right and I'm sorry.” He sighed, staring into me. His expression loosened and he gave me a look of concern now. “Evika-” he broke himself off as if he wasn't ready. I could tell he was trying to censor his wording. I just knew it. I could see him struggling not only with what to say, but to hold back the tears I'd caused him before all of this started. He breathed deeply once again and started over, calming his voice. “We’ll find another way. You can’t go through with saving Jaxon the way he told you.”

“Hayden, all of this is my fault. There is no other way.”

His head lowered as he spoke to me. “He knows you all too well now. He knows how he can get to you.” His face tightened. “It's like 
you are....connected. You've made a bond with him now. He knows more than he should after you called to him,” he said, his jaw flexing at the thought.

I lowered my head and cried once again, but this time it was because I was proud to say the words. “Hayden, I have to tell you something.”

My hands slowly made their way into his. I laced our fingers together and looked up into those emerald pools. “I’m not totally sure yet, but I think you’re gonna be a dad.”

Hayden gasped, bottom jaw dropping. His eyes widened. “Y-you’re pregnant?” He asked in a quiet, yet hopeful voice. His face was beaming.

I sighed in relief that he felt the same joy I had. “We’ll need to get a definite answer, but…all signs point to ‘yes.’”

Hayden smirked as he laid his forehead against mine and spoke softly. “You remember tandem, don't you? You jump, I jump?”

I nodded.

He looked into my eyes solemnly. I could see him again as I stared back, my angel. The angry man was leaving him. “Evika, I vow to protect you. And I vow to keep you and our future family safe for the rest of our lives.”

I sighed. “I know you will, Angel-man.”

He grabbed my hand and placed it on his chest, holding it there. I felt the rapid beats of his heart and gave him a smile. “You are my heart, Evika Jade Stormer....and I cannot live in this world or any other without my heart.” He gave a deep, solemn stare into my eyes. “You are going to be my wife,” he whispered. “Don't you ever
 jump without me.”

My hand went to his cheek. “Tandem. I promise.”

Although we were both elated with the possible good news, we still had a looming matter ahead of us. One that was deemed more complicated now because of it.

“Hayden, we have to get Jaxon back...no matter what.” I said.

“And we will.” Hayden gave me his determined look, the one I always knew. “I promise. We'll get Jaxon back. This isn't his fate. We'll make sure of that.
”

I looked out into the waves and watched what was left of the sun set into its final moment of rest before the brightness faded just a little more by the minute.

“You’re right,” I told him. “It’s not Jaxon’s fate. Because it’s mine.”

“No, Evika. There are other ways.” The conviction in his voice was prominent.

I turned to him to meet his eyes. “My father warned me about this. I’m the only one who can save my brother. And now I get why.”

“No,” he shook his head. “It’s way too dangerous now. Especially now that you’re…” He paused, looking down at our hands. “We’ll find another way. You’re not putting yourself in danger.”

I breathed a laugh. “That’s all my life is anymore, Hayden. Every chapter is just a new danger. And I’ve even managed to rope new people into it.”

Maybe he knew in his heart I was right. Or maybe he was just tired of arguing with me. He knew that I’d somehow finagle a way to do what I had to do in order to execute what I thought was right, whether he agreed with it or not. He just brought his hands to his face, grunted in frustration, then sighed in exasperation.

“It will never matter what I say, will it?”

Before I could answer and burst his bubble even more, Luka cleared his throat next to us. I'd been completely oblivious to his return. “I suppose you would like to know that your brother and Indigo made it to the House of Council safely. Trevor had to sedate him once more, but they have him held safely at the House under around-the-clock guard.” He forced a smile at Hayden. “Oh, and your flight to Los Angeles has been booked. First Class. You’re welcome.” He winked. “You'll need to be at the airport in one hour to get through all the security and lines in a timely manner.”

“I appreciate it, Luka. Thank you,” Hayden said, finally standing up. He offered his hand. “I’m really sorry, man. I really hope that you can forgive me.”

Luka stood still, letting the anticipation fester. Finally, he offered Hayden a warm smile. “It’s all good, Darkwing.” He shook Hayden’s hand and shrugged. “Already healed up anyway.
”

Hayden yanked Luka into him. The two shared a tight hug.

As I watched the two best friends set themselves free of any wedge that may come between them, I thought about what would become from that moment on.

I searched within myself to find any feeling of doubt. But I found none.

I searched for fear that should paralyze me, given that we may be parents soon. But I found none.

I thought about how happy my mother would be to hear the news. And I had no doubt that she was smiling down on me, wherever she was.

What I did feel was a peace, and a bliss, and a hopefulness that I'd been longing for. I was getting my signs tonight. My mother, always in my thoughts, gave me strength. My dark knight, my angel, my love.... gave me life. And this new life within me....gave me hope.

I looked up at Hayden to see him smiling at our hands together; a happiness in his expression that was new to me. My heart swelled at this sight, but then, I narrowed my eyes thinking about what Alysto said. I felt more determined than ever before. I wanted to believe that I had the upper hand; the control to fix this situation and make everything right again.

I looked down at our hands. “We have more to protect now.”

Hayden grinned. “Evika, I love you more than words could ever describe. You are the spirit that completes me and always will be.” His smile widened as he thought for a moment. “We are going to be a family, and I will protect us from anything and everything that is wrong or harmful.”

He embraced my face with his warm, soft hands and pressed his lips against mine with such urgency. He threw in all of his passion in that kiss, and I felt the electricity buzzing inside me as it always did when he touched me. I laced my fingers through his hair. I loved running my hand through it when he kissed me and I'd always lose myself in the moment, but there was another thought that came to the forefront as our lips touched. My happiness would have to be put on hold until I brought Jaxon back. I wanted my brother safe again.

Hayden took my hands and we stood together. “I promise you, we 
will get through this, Evika. Come what may.” He kissed my forehead. I wanted to search for the faith within me that would let me believe him and I didn't have to search long. It was there. I trusted that, whatever may come our way, Hayden's and my love for each other could conquer anything.

I held his face between my hands and looked up at him. “Hayden, I love you, no matter what.”

He smiled my favorite smile. “Let's get home to pack a few things.”

“You know, man, you're not completely Faded yet,” the forgotten audience behind us said.

I looked over to Luka who was staring at us with one of those I-know-something-you-don’t-know looks. “You do know what this means, don't you?”

My stomach dropped again. “Wait. What do mean? What's wrong if he isn’t completely Faded yet?”

Both angels smiled, almost deviously. Oddly putting me at ease again.

Luka sauntered over to me. “Oh, it just means that your little cherub is going to have a gift is all.”

I felt a smile grow on my face as I thought about it. “A quirk,” I said proudly.

“Something to look forward to.” Luka winked.

Hayden leaned down to kiss my hair once again, lacing his fingers in mine to lift me from the sand. “Are you ready, Pony-girl?”


Ready.
 Was I ready? It was a pivotal moment as I thought about everything for which I would need to brace myself; everything for which I would
 need to be ready. I wasn't sure if I was, but I did know that everything up to this point had a reason, and I was determined to believe that. I felt it in my heart. My life was going to change all over again. Scared and elated, I embraced it. I would be ready.

I took a deep breath and narrowed my eyes as I stared into the darkness of the road that was ahead of us, knowing there was light ahead.

I smiled. “I’m ready.”




The Adventure Continues…
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