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    Author’s Note 
 
    Thank you for getting a copy of Night Latch, an urban fantasy story I’ve been wanting to share with the world for some time. A note on the format of this novel: Originally, I’d thought to publish this as a novella serial, but Sam’s adventures kept getting longer and the farther in I got, the more I realized he was headed towards something specific. So, I decided to skip the serialization and combine them into a novel. The story is told in three parts: Each section tells a complete tale, much like a TV episode, but with an overarching storyline running through it. It’s a style I’ve used before and loved, and I’ve had so much fun returning to it here. 
 
      
 
    The stories in order: 
 
    Deadbolt 
 
    Night Latch 
 
    Skeleton Key 
 
    And the bonus story: Reaping Christmas
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    Chapter 1 
 
    IT WOULD happen any minute now. 
 
    The clock on my phone wouldn’t rewind or fast forward no matter how much I stared at it. I would just have to endure what came next. 
 
    The walls of Clover Mall echoed with its standard orchestra of early evening shoppers and the intermittent screech of hungry toddler. Almost five-o’clock on a Friday afternoon and time, once again, to steel myself for the inevitable encounter. There was always a chance I’d get lucky this go around. Maybe a massive sink hole would suddenly swallow the town of Bellemer, Iowa and spare me from this weekly ritual. Was it selfish to wish myself and 2,500 innocent bystanders out of existence to avoid an awkward situation? 
 
    I shook my head at myself, slouching a bit on the stool propping me up behind the counters of the kiosk. My contract with Clover Mall stipulated someone had to man the center lane space I rented for at least ten hours during the business week. A chronic procrastinator, I wound up doing all of them on the last possible day. Which Mr. Upland knew. Ah, the land mines of owning a small business no one tells you about. 
 
    And there he was now. Right on schedule and headed this way. The man had punctuality even German transit operators would admire. He waved cheerfully to shoppers and store owners, exchanging pleasantries with a few. A man in his late-fifties, he became the town celebrity when he won the national lottery jackpot five years ago. Two hundred million. He spent some time in New York but came back home and poured money into Bellemer’s failing economy. He fixed up the schools, the roads, built a museum, a new movie theater with awesome stadium seating, and yes, constructed this fabulous strip mall just off the main highway. He was a great guy. We all loved him. 
 
    And he wanted me to date his daughter. 
 
    I slouched a bit more and tried to appear engrossed in the ninety-nine-cent comic book I’d rummaged out of the bins at the dollar store. There was no escaping this though. 
 
    “Sam, my boy!” Mr. Upland boomed as he leaned his forearms against the counter and gave me an earnest smile. “Big plans for the weekend?” 
 
    I lowered the comic and smiled back. “Not really. Work, the usual. What about you?” 
 
    Mr. Upland shook his head in exasperation. “You work too much, kid. Business going okay? I could make some inquiries for you with a few companies.” 
 
    With a town our size, hardly anyone locked their doors even at night, but there were only three certified locksmiths in operation within thirty miles. Supply and demand, baby. Sam Alvarez, Locksmith Co., LLC was doing fine. Or fine enough for my ambitions. 
 
    Better to not say that out loud. He’d only insist on helping me then—which was kind, but wrong knowing the motivation. Not to mention, I didn’t like drawing too much attention to myself. Most locksmiths needed their tools to open locks. Unlike me. 
 
    “I appreciate that, sir, but I prefer to make my own way.” 
 
    “You’re a stand-up guy, Sam. Hard worker.” His gaze took on a proud twinkle and I tried to avoid direct eye contact. Here it came. “Why don’t you come have dinner with Anna and me at the house tomorrow night? Heidi’s home from college.” 
 
    Heidi was a great girl. We went to high school together. She was fun, kind, and had a pair of brown eyes that warmed your soul like hot cocoa in December. She was also a lot smarter than me and her vision for the future after Cornell University didn’t include living out her life in Bellemer, no matter how many improvements her dad made to it. I had no plans to go anywhere. Mr. Upland’s strategy to dangle me as a love interest who’d convince her to move back home for good—probably within a few miles of her parents—wasn’t going to work out. 
 
    But she was their only daughter and try as I might each week, I just couldn’t bring myself to fully crush the man’s dream. 
 
    “Maybe next week, Mr. Upland. I’m pretty busy this weekend.” 
 
    Disappointment dimmed the smile in his eyes. He tapped the counter top and shrugged good naturedly. “All right then. Have a good weekend, Sam. Don’t overwork yourself, hear?” 
 
    “You too, sir.” 
 
    He turned away, which would’ve been a great moment to shove my face back into the comic book and keep my mouth shut. He moved off, a slight slump to his shoulders. 
 
    And it got to me. 
 
    “Tell Heidi I said hello, will you?” 
 
    He looked back, the twinkle returning. “Absolutely, Sam. Hey, you know she has the Skype on her laptop. Maybe you two could catch up on there.” 
 
    “Uh, definitely. Next time I’m online, I’ll send her a message.” 
 
    “Good man.” He shot a pair of finger-pistols at me and sauntered off with a lighter step. 
 
    I was almost never online. Heidi knew that and would get the message. Besides, from what I’d heard, she was dating a guy on the university football team, a Rhodes scholar and a native New Yorker. 
 
    Me? Well, I was hardly the stuff of romance novels. Thanks to my free weights and my evening runs I hadn’t gone into complete Cheeto decline in the three years since graduation. The combined heritage of my parents had given me the height of a Scandinavian with the dark hair and burnished skin of a Colombian mestizo. But girls were looking for someone with ambition, someone who wanted to get out of this town and make something of themselves. One look and it was obvious that wasn’t me. 
 
    I lacked inspiration and they all knew it. 
 
    Staring blankly at my comic book and mulling over this cheerful thought, I nearly jumped out of my skin when I glanced up to find a young woman standing at the counter. Watching me. 
 
    I didn’t hear or see her walk up. She’d simply materialized. 
 
    “Sorry, I hadn’t, uh—” I bent down to pick up my fallen book and convince my fists to unclench. Jeez, it was just a customer. Pull it together. I stood and made another try for professionalism. “How can I…?” 
 
    Of course, professionalism became more difficult when I focused enough to look at her. Long hair fell in a sheet of black silk down her shoulders with eyes like blue ice set into pale gold skin. She was not from Bellemer. I’d have remembered her. She was beautiful and unsettling at the same time, like watching the skies go dark as a storm rolled in from the east. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “You open doors.” 
 
    As was my custom around stunning women, my fumbled response was peppered with undeserving bravado. 
 
    “Mm-hmm, that’s me. Sam the door opening man.” Dear God, no wonder I hadn’t been on a date in months. 
 
    She did not react with the typical pity laugh to which I’d grown unwillingly accustomed. In fact, she didn’t react at all. She did not blink, lean, tap, or shuffle her feet. She didn’t even lay her hands on the counter the way everyone did. 
 
    She was just…still. 
 
    “I need you to open a door,” she said finally. 
 
    “Definitely. Sure. I can do that. I’m available.” Ugh, no. Somebody hit me. 
 
    “Not now. Tonight.” 
 
    “Okay.” No, it wasn’t. I didn’t do calls at night. “What time?” 
 
    “When the moon is high.” 
 
    “So, what is that, like, eight o’clock?” 
 
    She gave a nod. “That is acceptable. You will find me again at Sunny Oak Hills.” 
 
    I turned to my pad and pencil at the register behind me to jot down the information. 
 
    “Sunny Oak. That sounds familiar but I don’t think I know it. I’ll need your name and the address.” 
 
    But when I turned back, she was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Dusk came on the sky like an old bruise as I turned my weathered Ford truck into the driveway of my mother’s house on Delanor Avenue. 
 
    It was a pretty two-level red brick home with a horseshoe driveway and a front garden full of vibrant flowers. I lived in the detached garage set beside the back patio. My mother had furnished the patio better than the stuff in my apartment. Not that she was the type of person to lounge outside but that area was visible from the curb, and thus, outfitted to impress. 
 
    Built before the neighborhood became an affluent zip code, it was a modest, but attractive, old house, surrounded by newer, colossus-sized homes. Over time, my mom’s inferiority complex had grown to exponential proportions. 
 
    My mind was on the leftover moo goo gai pan in the fridge, so it took me a moment to notice the kitchen light was on in my apartment over the garage. With a sigh I turned off the engine. It was as if the woman could sense my imminent return, like a trained beagle. Only less loyal. A cautionary tale, really. Never a good idea to have the role of mother and landlord occupied by the same person. 
 
    The door stood open as I hopped up the steps to the side entrance. Thankfully, it was mid-September, otherwise I’d have been spending the night swatting mosquitos. I made a mental note to install a screen door over the weekend and stepped inside. 
 
    Despite these frequent invasions, I loved this place. Laid out like a studio apartment, the floor plan was completely open. The irony of a locksmith living in a home with almost no doors always brought a smirk to my face. A small kitchen nook and breakfast counter stood to one side. Living room to the other and my bedroom to the back elevated by a single step. I kept meaning to do something about the bare, white walls but I didn’t know what, so it stayed the same. The unpainted canvas. Metaphor of my life somewhere in there. 
 
    My mom stood beside by the breakfast bar, her polished nails picking through a handful of envelopes with a look of faint disapproval. 
 
    “Should I bother asking if that’s my mail?” I said, dropping my duffle bag by the door as I moved past her to the fridge. 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. 
 
    Never a good sign. 
 
    She wore one of her better suits, a pale blue number with a white blouse underneath. Her hair and makeup were salon perfect. Her jewels sparkled even under the yellow light of my kitchen lamp and I caught a delicate whiff of her fine perfume. 
 
    “You look nice,” I said. 
 
    “Mm,” she mumbled. 
 
    I calculated the date in my head and realized she’d been to the monthly neighborhood women’s supper, better known as the span of hours in which they compared the successes of their children for bragging rights. 
 
    Just super. 
 
    When I opened the fridge, I was not greeted by the sight of my take-out box. I had only a carton of milk, OJ, and a jar of pickles I didn’t remember buying on the shelf. I searched behind them anyway, like the guy who checked under his mattress when he couldn’t find his keys anywhere. 
 
    “If you’re looking for that carton of bile, you can find it in the trash.” 
 
    I gaped at her. “You threw away my dinner?” 
 
    “It smelled like used oil.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to smell that way, mom. That’s why it tastes good.” 
 
    I pulled out the trash from under the sink and gazed forlornly into the unsalvageable remains. She’d even made sure to upend the contents into the discarded coffee grounds before tossing the box on top. 
 
    I shoved the trash can back under the sink and closed the cabinet with a bang. 
 
    “Mother, what did I tell you about coming into my apartment, you know, ever?” 
 
    She held an envelope up to the light. “Are you getting a subscription to something? I don’t want your comic books delivered to my address.” 
 
    “That’s an advertisement,” I said and plucked it and the rest of my mail out of her hands. 
 
    It was all junk mail but it was my junk mail. And hey, I might use that Applebee’s coupon. 
 
    As I sifted through the bunch, I found one with her name printed in the address window. 
 
    June Michaels. 
 
    I handed it to her. “This is yours.” 
 
    She took it, casting me one of her evaluative glances. As usual, I didn’t pass. 
 
    “Danette Olby’s eldest son just passed the bar at Carlson Law School.” Her tone implied she expected an answer. 
 
    Was I supposed to rend my clothing in shame? 
 
    In all honesty, I didn’t give her much to brag about to the other neighborhood hens at their get-togethers, a fact she perpetually held against me. I think she would have been satisfied if I was a starving artist. Maybe a painter or a musician. Even if it wasn’t well paid, at least there was an existential flair to it. 
 
    Instead, all she got was me. A locksmith wasn’t something to really brag about. Neither was a college drop-out in his early twenties. Too young yet for a family. Too old to be living over his mother’s garage. 
 
    “Good for him,” I said brightly and attempted to shuffle her towards the door. 
 
    That worked about as well as it would on a cat. I tried the direct approach. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to find something to eat and visit Nana before I have to leave for work again.” 
 
    “Work?” she repeated dubiously. “At night? Where are you really going?” 
 
    “I moonlight as a male stripper.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re so funny. Well, you’re not going anywhere until you get that old woman to take her pills.” 
 
    I stopped. “You mean she hasn’t had her pills yet?” 
 
    She fluffed her fair hair on one side. “I tried this morning, but you know how she is. Anyway, I don’t know them like you do and I was busy before meeting the girls.” 
 
    “It’s heart medication, Mother,” I said, rushing out the door. “You think her heart can wait on a pedicure?” 
 
    “I told you she should be in assisted living,” she called after me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I found Nana in the kitchen pulling a tray of baked empanadas out of the oven. The state of the place slapped me like a two-timed ex-girlfriend. 
 
    Swaths of flour, egg shells, used cutting boards and a variety of other dirty utensils covered every inch of the grey marble countertops. Greasy fingerprints stained several of the white cabinet doors. My mother must have gone straight to my apartment from the mailbox or I would’ve heard the shrieking from the street. 
 
    I knew my Nana. I’d seen every inch of her impeccably clean, impossibly organized room. The chaos had intentional written all over it. 
 
    Nana noticed me in the doorway and flashed me one of her smiles like a slice of sunshine. 
 
    “Hello, mi amor. Sit. You must be hungry.” She swished the aroma from the tray enticingly with a curl of her hand and inhaled. “Deliciosas.” 
 
    Of course, they were delicious. She’d been making them since she was old enough to roll dough. If it weren’t for the pangs of anxiety over the disarray, I’d dive right in but I didn’t have time to referee another bilingual screaming match. 
 
    “Nana, the mess,” I groaned. “Mom’s going to have kittens when she sees this.” 
 
    “Esa bruja,” she grumbled. “Let her complain. She was in my room again, moving things around. Come, eat while they fresh.” 
 
    Nana had one of those rich voices that called to mind a wood fire and baked bread, her accent laden with the inflection of her Colombian homeland, yet clear enough for even the most linguistically challenged Anglophones. 
 
    She set the tray on the oven top and wiped her hands on the embroidered apron about her waist. I swiped her heart medication from the table as I sat down and looked inside the bottle. 
 
    “There are still six pills in here from this morning, Nana. Don’t make me slip it into your coffee.” 
 
    Her gray-black braid swung like a pendulum as she tsk-tsked me. She transferred the pastries onto a plate. 
 
    “You eat and I have pills, okay?” 
 
    I might have insisted she take them first but then she set the plate in front of me. The next thing I knew I had a mouthful of their crumbly, beef-filled goodness. I’d need the word ‘delicious’ in a few more languages to adequately describe these things. 
 
    She sat down in the chair next to me and watched me eat with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “Your business going good?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said through stuffed cheeks. “I have a call tonight too.” 
 
    Nana was the anti-thesis to my mother. The woman threw a parade every time I sneezed. Not that I objected to it, you know, since it made her happy. She was also the only other person who knew about my odd…talent. She’d seen me do it once as a kid, pulling open a padlock on a bike rack as easily as a snap button. She’d wept and said I was touched by Jesus. I made sure never to be so careless again. 
 
    “You’re such a hard worker, m’hijo,” she said and brushed at the dark hair over my brow. “Where is this job you go to?” 
 
    The plate empty, I took it to the sink and fished out two glasses from one of the open cupboards. 
 
    “Not sure really,” I said as I filled them with water from the tap. “I have to look it up. Someplace called Sunny Oak Hills.” 
 
    “The old cemetery?” 
 
    I returned to my seat with a frown. “Nah, it must be a different one.” 
 
    “That the only Sunny Oak Hills I know.” Her forehead crinkled with worry. “You are sure this safe?” 
 
    “Of course, Nana. If it’s a cemetery then there must be some gate that’s acting up. Anyway, most people there are dead so what’s the danger?” 
 
    Her face took on one of those nervous looks Catholics get when someone walks over a grave or says they don’t believe in the devil. 
 
    “You must be careful, mi amor. You are special,” she said and crossed herself as if to convey added protection. “You remember tu padre.” 
 
    I sighed. “Dad died in a car accident, Nana.” 
 
    She gave my cheek a sharp pinch. “Carajo. That is how he die, not why.” 
 
    There was no point arguing it with her. She had long ago decided that something more otherworldly occurred to deprive her of her only son than a pick-up truck blowing a red light at an intersection. But that was the way it went in life. That was why I’d grown up without a father. No God. No mystical Plan for us all. Just vehicular negligence and common-as-dirt tragedy. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I promised and nudged the bottle of medication toward her. “Come on, Nana. For me?” 
 
    She gave me another of her smiles and tapped out a pill. 
 
    “Okay m’hijo. For you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Sunny Oak Hills didn’t look like a cemetery. 
 
    Cemeteries have trimmed lawns and paved driveways and resin-based plot markers with tin bud vases at one corner. 
 
    This place looked more like a graveyard. 
 
    Located outside of the city limits, the parking was more of a tumble weed and dirt situation than an actual lot. I pulled in front of the entrance and stared at it through the windshield of my truck. Bordered by a wall of stonework that had seen better days, a pair of frail gates stood at the entrance, their intricate metal scrollwork covered in dead vines and rust. One side hung off its hinge. It creaked and banged against its bearings with each puff of wind. 
 
    Beneath a halo of moonlight, darkness lingered in pockets around crumbling gravestones and tombs. Even the shadows had shadows. Sunny Oak Hills, huh? A blind man must’ve named this place. All it lacked was some rolling mist and a few teenagers with a faulty flashlight climbing the wall on a dare. 
 
    I still had my hand on the key in the ignition, debating whether I should leave. Not because I believed in ghosts or nonsense about lingering spirits. I wasn’t afraid of spooky locales. After all, I’d been forced to dig through my mother’s underwear drawer to retrieve her hidden stash of mad money during one of her epic card games with the neighborhood ladies. I was no stranger to horrifying places. I just wasn’t in the mood to be the butt-end of a prank. Clearly there was nothing here that needed to be unlocked. Two minutes in the presence of a captivating woman and here I sat by myself on a Friday night in the middle of nowhere. Time to reevaluate your life, Sam. 
 
    I glanced about once more. 
 
    No one. 
 
    I started to turn the key. The dashboard lit up. 
 
    Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned. 
 
    A face stared back at me through the driver’s side window. 
 
    I jolted in my seat with a yelp and banged my head on the roof. It was the girl from the mall. Her face registered no reaction to my startled acrobatics. How did I miss her standing there? 
 
    Heart thudding, I rolled down my window. “I thought you’d stood me up.” 
 
    And cue the date innuendos. Great. 
 
    Her eyes flicked up to the sky and back, unblinking. 
 
    “You’re early,” she said. “I could not arrive sooner. I had another appointment before this one.” 
 
    She stepped back from the door expectantly. 
 
    “Listen,” I said. “I don’t think there’s anything in there that needs a locksmith. If it’s the gate, I’m sure a good push is all it needs.” 
 
    “It’s not the gate.” 
 
    As if that were explanation enough, she turned and started toward the entrance. She crossed into the beams of my headlights. 
 
    Her long, dark hair swished over the back of a black raincoat cinched about her trim waist. It hung down to her knees. No hint of fabric peeked beneath its hem. I briefly imagined her naked under there like a pathetic towney. 
 
    Then I noticed her bare feet. That took care of the happy thoughts. 
 
    She looked young, but not young enough to be a runaway and too clean to be homeless. That left me with door number three: a mentally unsound girl leading me into an old graveyard at night. 
 
    Time to hit the road. 
 
    My hand went back to the key in the ignition. And let go again. 
 
    If she really was disabled, I couldn’t just leave her on her own at night. There were no other cars, which meant she walked here. We were outside of town. Who could say where she’d wander if I left? She might run into the wrong kind of person and then…Well, I wouldn’t want to live with that over my head forever. 
 
    I got out of the truck and jogged after her. She reached the gates before I caught up. As she stepped in front of them, they swung open, smoothly and silently, as if they recognized her and welcomed her in. My stride stuttered to a halt. Then I mentally called myself an idiot. Gates didn’t move of their own will. It must’ve been a well-timed gust of wind that did it. I had to stop listening to the ghost stories Nana brought home from church. Obviously, they were messing with my head.  
 
    The girl paused at the threshold and turned her winter-blue stare on me. “Come,” she said. “It’s this way.” 
 
    I looked beyond her to the quiet that lay amid the tall grasses and grave markers. 
 
    She noticed my hesitation. “You have no need to fear. The dead that rest here have no one who remembers them anymore.” 
 
    Was that supposed to make this less creepy? She didn’t give me a chance to object and headed in without backward glance. I swallowed hard and followed. 
 
    The farther in we went, the more I noticed the way she walked with the directional certainty of someone strolling across their own yard. Exactly how often did she come here? More curiously, while I bumbled through thickets of knee-high weeds and uneven stones, her steps remained fluid, as if the terrain itself bent out of her way. 
 
    I tried to remember the lefts and rights as we took them, but quickly lost track. Thanks very much for the brain atrophy, GPS. 
 
    Several sticker patches later, she stopped in front of a stone mausoleum. Its entrance was marked by an archway. Time and weather had buffed away the name that was once carved into the high part of the curve. Three steps led up to a sealed wall. Illegible graffiti had been scribbled across it in bright yellow and green spray paint. 
 
    Kids these days. There were no swears or unevenly drawn boobs, but still. 
 
    She pointed at the wall. “Here.” 
 
    I stared at it. Then at her. “There’s nothing to open here. It’s sealed up.” 
 
    Impatience drifted into her cool gaze. “This is the door.” 
 
    I looked at the wall again. Maybe if I humored her, I could convince her to come with me. St. Joseph’s still had a shelter, last I knew. I’d swing by a drive-through to get her a meal and then see if the shelter had an open bed, at least until I figured out where she came from. 
 
    I hopped up the few steps and examined the wall. It was made of cement. Odd. 
 
    I poked my head around the side of the structure. In stark contrast, the white cement wall pressed up against the dark, aged stonework that comprised the main building. This had been added recently. 
 
    Still no door though. No hint of a knob or bore hole marred its scratchy surface. 
 
    I turned back. “There isn’t a lock here to open. I’m sorry, I don’t see what I can do.” 
 
    “Put your hand on the wall,” she said, “as you can do with any door, and use your will to open it.” 
 
    A cold trickle went down my spine. Impossible. She couldn’t know. I made sure no one ever saw that all I needed to disengage a lock was a wish and the touch of my hand. 
 
    I tried at a confused smile. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You open doors. You always have.” 
 
    “With my tools, sure. Not my will.” 
 
    Her pale eyes met mine with lethal warning. “Do not lie to me. I know who you are, Samuel Ruiz Alvarez de Molina, and what you are. Now,” she nodded at the mausoleum. “Open the door.” 
 
    “How do you know my full name?” I whispered. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Who am I?” The question seemed to amuse her. “I thought by now you would’ve guessed. Not one of His brighter works, but if I must spell it out…” 
 
    Almost imperceptibly, her face changed, an invisible mask slipping down. I glimpsed something else looking out at me from behind the eyes of the girl, something dark and deep and ageless before the chasm of time. 
 
    Then, just as suddenly, it was gone. 
 
    As were Nana’s empanadas. 
 
    I managed to get down the steps before I hurled the contents of my stomach into the weeds. 
 
    Me and dinner just weren’t meant to be today. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    She gave a distasteful sigh. “A tender belly as well. I simply don’t have time for this.” 
 
    I wiped at my mouth and took several shaky steps away from her. Now that I knew what she was, I wondered how I didn’t see it before. 
 
    The bloodless skin. The spectral blue eyes. The unnatural stillness. 
 
    “Am I going to die?” I rasped. 
 
    She eyed my terrified expression with a smirk. “If I had come for you, do you think I would’ve brought you here to do it?” 
 
    “How should I know how it works?” 
 
    “A graveyard? A bit predictable, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Do you worry about those kinds of things?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I abhor cliché. Be at ease, Sam. It’s not your time. When it is, I will take you where you are. Awake or asleep. Clothed or naked as the day you were born. In sin or in absolution. When I come for you, you will not wonder if you’re the reason I’m there. One moment you’ll see me. The next you’ll draw your last breath.” 
 
    It was just as well I’d already emptied my stomach. The world wobbled. I leaned over, grabbed my knees and took several deep breaths. 
 
    “Are you quite through? I’m on a schedule and I need that door opened.” 
 
    She sounded just enough like my mother to enable me to stave off the dizziness. 
 
    “Well, I beg your pardon, but it’s not every day that a mere mortal encounters…well, you know.” I gestured to fill in the gap. I couldn’t bring myself to actually say it. 
 
    “What?” she said with a gleam in her eye. “Death? The Grim Reaper? I haven’t gone by the old titles for a long time. I chose a name a while back.” 
 
    “A name.” 
 
    “Yes, these days most of your kind calls me Alice.” 
 
    “Alice.” 
 
    She arched a brow at me. “Enjoy repeating things, do you? Yes. Alice. When I took it originally it was Adalhaidis but I allow the use of the modern version.” 
 
    I looked at her like a bent twig. “I’m pretty sure humanity never calls you by Alice.” 
 
    “Humanity?” She grunted. “Oh, that’s right. You don’t know anything yet. I’m amazed they haven’t sent a mentor to reign you in considering how you toss the miracles about like flea-market fish. How do you think I found you so easily? You shine like a beacon in the night.” 
 
    It was as if she spoke a language I didn’t understand. 
 
    “What miracles? I just open doors.” 
 
    She huffed in exasperation. “Fine. It’s not my problem. Let them deal with you as they wish.” She pointed at the wall. “Open it, if you please. I’m falling behind.” 
 
    I looked at her askance. “What’s in there?” 
 
    “A dead man.” 
 
    “Well, I figured that much, but aren’t you a little late considering the age of the place?” 
 
    She threw me a sardonic glance. “A recently dead man.” 
 
    It came together for me then. The old graveyard that no one visits. The new cement wall over an old mausoleum. 
 
    “Are you saying there’s a murdered guy in there?” I glanced about nervously which was idiotic. The murderer had to have been long gone by now. Still, I couldn’t help but stare at the surrounding shadows, as if to find a silhouette lurking nearby with a bloodied knife clutched in a gloved hand. “Should we call the police or something?” 
 
    “You can if you wish. I’m not here for the body.” 
 
    “A cement wall is enough to block Death, huh?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. He was gutted and then sealed behind those incantations before he died. That’s what is blocking me.” 
 
    “Incantations? You mean the graffiti?” 
 
    Again, the condescending smirk. “Right, the graffiti. So, if you wouldn’t mind doing what you do so I can collect the soul and continue with my roster, I’d be most appreciative.” 
 
    It sounded straight forward enough, at least, as straightforward as this night had gone so far. And if there really was a soul trapped in there… 
 
    I went up the steps and faced the wall again. Lifted my hand. I looked back at her. She stood with absolute stillness, staring like an oil painting with eyes that tracked my every move. 
 
    “How do I know I can believe you? This isn’t going to open a hell mouth or something, is it?” 
 
    “Damnation is not in my purview. Only death.” 
 
    Eerie, and yet I sensed it was the truth in the same way I could sense the sunlight just before dawn, or the sadness of others, like raindrops on my face. 
 
    I just knew. 
 
    I pressed my hand to the wall. There isn’t any special song or dance to my skill, but there is a feeling I summon to it. Not like an order or a power that I issue from my mind—just the opposite in fact. There is no force behind it at all. When I want a door to open, I touch it, and I ask of it to open. My heart fills with a humility drawn from someplace deep down. 
 
    Then the words come. Soft, like a prayer. 
 
    I said them now. 
 
    “Please. Open.” 
 
    Usually what followed was a release, like the turn of a key in a lock. 
 
    That didn’t happen this time. 
 
    Instead a raucous vibration responded to my request, like the twang of a guitar chord through an amplifier turned up to the max. It sent my words echoing throughout an endless expanse so vast my mind could not comprehend the scope of it. All at once, I felt every door in the universe swing open. 
 
    A shockwave pulsed down my fingertips and up my arm. It repelled me away from the wall like a round house kick to the chest. I flew backward, feet sailing over the steps, and landed in a heap on the hard ground. 
 
    Groggily, I opened my eyes to find Alice standing over me. 
 
    “Excellent work,” she sneered down at me like I’d served her cold soup. “Can’t you conduct a simple miracle without allowing it to reverberate throughout eternity?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    I sat up and rubbed the back of my throbbing head. “That—that’s never happened before.” 
 
    “Have you any idea of the mess you just made?” She scowled at the wall. “And you didn’t even manage to open the door I wanted.” 
 
    My legs felt like they had the consistency of one of Nana’s gelatin salads. I tried to stand but flopped back down with a thud. 
 
    Alice paid no attention to me. Her eyes scanned the empty skies as she mumbled to herself, “Maybe there’s still some time before anything notices what happened.” 
 
    That sounded ominous, but at the moment other problems held my attention. I socked my legs a couple of times with a fist. The feeling registered only distantly. 
 
    Fantastic. 
 
    “Hey, is this going to be permanent?” 
 
    She barely looked at me. “There are greater concerns at the moment.” 
 
    I held up my hands. “Oh hey, pardon me for bothering with trifles like non-functioning limbs.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and it occurred to me that I might not want to be as cavalier with the sarcasm when addressing Death. 
 
    I moderated my tone. “Listen, whatever just happened, it wasn’t me. It was like something reflected my request outward.” 
 
    Recognition registered on her face, followed by wrath. “There’s only one person powerful enough to counteract an appeal from your kind. I warned that old conjurer not to interfere in my domain.” She turned around. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Go? Go where?” 
 
    “We must pay him a visit.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The witch doctor responsible for those incantations and this entire calamity.” 
 
    I waited for her to say the rest of the joke. 
 
    Nope, she was serious. 
 
    “Right, that sounds like a hoot and all, but,” I thwacked my thigh. “I can’t move my legs, remember?” 
 
    “That’s just as well. I don’t have time for your mortal method of travel.” 
 
    I didn’t have the chance to recoil before she reached down and grasped my arm. Her touch was like being impaled by an icicle. 
 
    One moment I sat in the brown grass… 
 
    …the next I was in the city standing on the sidewalk. 
 
    Dizziness and nausea closed over me like a rockslide. I tumbled backward into a glass wall and sank to the ground. My lungs were a pin cushion filled with icy needles. I couldn’t breathe. My whole body hurt. 
 
    Alice sighed. “Pull yourself together. I’ve counteracted the side-effect immobilizing your legs. You can walk again.” 
 
    Oh goody. Now my lungs were broken. 
 
    She seemed to notice. “Oh, that’s right. This happens sometimes when I touch the living.” She crouched next to me. “You’ll need to calm down. Try not to force the air in so much as push the cold out.” 
 
    The idea was counterintuitive, but it’s funny how suffocating will make you open to suggestions. I switched from a pull to a push and expelled a white cloud of frosty breath into the autumn night. Then I gasped, the sound raw and rasping. 
 
    Glorious relief. 
 
    Alice nodded. “There, feel better? Let’s go.” 
 
    I suppose it was a lot to expect Death to demonstrate much sympathy. To buy myself a few more seconds’ recovery, I examined our surroundings. A candy-striped awning stretched above us. I shifted with a frown to look through the front window behind me. Inside I spotted a shiny metal counter top lined with stools over a tiled floor patterned in black and white checkerboard. Faux leather booths with coin activated jukeboxes on the tables lined one wall. The whole pace was decked out in a 1950’s motif replete with old photographs on the walls of dead Hollywood stars like Robert Mitchum and Jane Greer. 
 
    I managed to get to my feet, glimpsing the sign post hanging off the side of the building. 
 
    Tommy’s Malt Shoppe 
 
    We were at the edge of the shopping district, just off Main Street. I knew this place, though I’d never gone inside before. Lactose allergy and all that. 
 
    “The malt shoppe.” I looked at Alice. “You brought us to a malt shoppe?” 
 
    “Come.” She passed through the glass windows as though they were made of air. 
 
    My body shuddered at the freaky sight. What next? She’d get off an elevator full of blood and comment on what a nice evening it was? 
 
    I went in through the door. 
 
    Inside the place was empty and the air was as cool as the ice cream housed under glass beside the steel counter top. The delicate scent of milk and sweeteners tantalized. Absolutely nothing looked out of the ordinary.  
 
    “Unless you’re in the mood for a strawberry shake, I don’t know what we’re doing here. There’s no witch doctor running the place. It’s been around for years.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “He is here.” 
 
    As if on cue, someone came in through a side door behind the counter. He was young, clean shaven, with blue eyes and blond hair moussed back in a sharp crew cut. He whistled a jaunty tune, tossing a rag from one hand to the other, and wore a white apron over a long-sleeved shirt rolled up to his elbows. When he noticed us, he stopped short. 
 
    “Hey there,” he gave a friendly wave. “I’m awfully sorry, but we closed up at eight o’clock.” 
 
    I fumbled for words and took a step toward the exit. “Oh, okay. Sorry.”  
 
    Alice didn’t follow. She eyed the guy behind the counter with disdain. “The lie cannot blind they who see only truth.” 
 
    Her words came like an order.  
 
    The lights dimmed. The music groaned to a halt like a stereo with failing batteries. The room about us shifted, the 1950s décor fading away as though it had never been. Dark paneled walls took their place, lined with shelves. The musty jumble of wooden masks, sealed clay jars, and little bags of snake scales crowded their surfaces. A sharp, insistent smell of burning herbs reached my nose. 
 
    The metal counter top had gone as well, replaced by a long table of grey stone. A hodgepodge of items cluttered its expanse: horse jaw rattles, strings of garlic, alligator heads, dried chicken feet and blank-faced dolls made of moss. Weaving between all of it, softly hissing, was an albino python. Judging by the size of it, the thing could swallow a man whole. A hand reached over and gently caressed its smooth scales. 
 
    The young, blue-eyed guy had vanished. Behind the counter stood a tall, long-limbed old man with umber skin and a scowl sour enough to turn wine into vinegar. 
 
    With the flick of his wrist the blinds at the front windows dropped with a bang. 
 
    “Alice,” he said softly. “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    “You know very well what I’m doing here,” Alice spat. 
 
    A smug looked breezed across his face. “Ah oui, I thought I felt a tinkering with one of my works.” 
 
    His inflection was French-African, though he said each word with precision, like biting into a crisp apple. 
 
    “I’ve told you not to interfere with my business, Moreau,” Alice said, staring daggers.  
 
    “The family appealed to my sense of justice.”  
 
    “You and your charity cases.” She shook her head. “This one had a contract tied to him. If I don’t send him where he belongs, they’ll come to reap him and you know that’ll make a mess.” 
 
    Moreau unfurled the fingers of one hand like a blooming flower. “Et alors? How was I supposed to know he had a contract?”  
 
    “By leaving it alone or checking in with me first.” 
 
    “I told the family they had no reason to worry, regardless of if their priest gave the wretch absolution for what he’d done, but you know Catholics. They didn’t want to risk it.” He raised his shoulders an inch. “De toute façon, how much harm could it have done?”  
 
    Alice’s gaze shifted in my direction. 
 
    Moreau’s dark eyes examined me with a focus that burned as hot as lit coal. “Unless you did something foolish, like try to open it without me.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    “I sealed it to all but the hand of Dieu.”  
 
    “The hand of God was unavailable. This was the best I could do on short notice.”  
 
    “But he is too new. He has not even heard the call yet.”  
 
    “Obviously,” she scoffed. “He blew open every gate in the attempt. Everything but your door, that is.” 
 
    Moreau pointed one long, thin finger at Alice. “Ce n’est pas ma faute. I won’t be blamed for this, Alice. You leave my name out of it.”  
 
    “Like you left mine out?”  
 
    “Bah! Those were different circumstances.” 
 
    As oddly interesting as this spat was, light flickering through the slats in the blinds caught my attention. Neither of them noticed when I edged toward the window and peeked outside. The wind had risen and the skies overhead danced with lightning. I counted between each flash but no thunder followed, distant or otherwise.  
 
    There was something unnatural about it. At each eruption of white light, the jagged streaks scattered outward from different focal points, like cracked glass. They grew more frequent and intense as I watched. That couldn’t be good. 
 
    I looked back at the odd couple. They were still going at it. I caught the tail end of what was said, something about the Bubonic Plague and a misdirected hex, but I decided it was better not to know more. 
 
    “Hey,” I called to them. “Sorry to interrupt, but it looks like the sky is falling out there.” 
 
    Without a word, Moreau turned behind him and shuffled through a mess of objects, before hastening around the table. A large, amber amulet about his neck swung left to right over his maroon robes. In one sinewy hand he grasped a walking stick taller than he was. The thing looked like a tortured limb. In his other hand, oddly, he had a bunch of cinnamon sticks bound together by a loop of twine. I caught a whiff of their warm aroma as he scuttled past. 
 
    Alice gave a derisive grunt. “A lot that will do for you if those things push through.” 
 
    “One more protection hurts nothing,” he answered and used his stick to catch the loop on the head of a nail over the door. 
 
    “It would be more productive to simply come with me and remove the incantation that caused all this trouble.” 
 
    “I’m afraid,” he said, turning back. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    Alice became very still. “Why?” 
 
    “You have your rules, and I have mine, chère Morte,” he said. “I cannot break the agreement I made with the family. It was sealed with blood.” 
 
    A dark shadow grew about her as her fury rose. “I don’t care if you made a pulp of your own bones for the paper it was signed on. Have you any idea of the consequences if the doors are left open?” 
 
    “All too well.” 
 
    A dangerous smile spread across her mouth. “Have it your way. You have angered many spirits in your time. It will be so satisfying to finally claim you when they finished you off.” 
 
    He met her gaze head on. “Je suis sûr.” 
 
    Well, this was going gangbusters. Clearly these two had a colorful history that was interfering with the problem at hand. Not that I had a full grasp of it, but I had the gist. 
 
    Bad things about to happen. 
 
    Not much time to fix it. 
 
    Partially my fault. 
 
    Two raging entities blaming each other.  
 
    No resolution in sight. 
 
    Actually, it was a lot like an argument between my mother and Nana. It even had two languages…and a few extras. 
 
    “Isn’t there a loophole?” I asked. 
 
    My voice broke the impasse and Moreau blinked. 
 
    “A loophole?” He repeated the word as if it left a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
    “Right, every agreement has some fine print,” I said. “Your part of the deal was to deadbolt the guy’s soul in a stone box forever. Sure. What was the payment?” 
 
    “A favor.” 
 
    “He trades in them,” Alice muttered with contempt. 
 
    “So, they haven’t done the favor yet?” I asked. 
 
    “Pas encore. Not yet. It is to be collected at a later date.” 
 
    “Then they haven’t paid yet,” I said, holding my hands up like two goal posts. “That makes you free to, say, override the deal with them in place of another offer.” 
 
    He rubbed his chin. “Technically, yes, that’s possible.” 
 
    “Sam,” Alice hissed. “I am not permitted to offer favors to someone like him.” 
 
    “But…aren’t witch doctor’s more like healers? Like shamans?” 
 
    She snorted. “He’s dabbled in so much bad medicine, he’s more like the dark spirits witch doctors ward against.” 
 
    Moreau glared at her, gimlet-eyed. 
 
    I scratched my head. “If you can’t do it, what about me?” 
 
    Moreau’s eyebrows rose with such interest I became uneasy. “A favor from one of your kind? Oui, that would be more valuable.” 
 
    “No,” Alice’s voice was sharp. 
 
    He gestured in my direction like a caterer offering a plate of hors d’oeuvres. “He is young, but he is of consenting age. And it would solve our little problem.” 
 
    “Moreau, he doesn’t know what he’s offering. He doesn’t know what he is.” 
 
    “Why does everyone keep referring to me like I’m an alien?” 
 
    “Be silent, Sam.” 
 
    The ground beneath us uttered a deep rumble and shook with a violence so sudden I lost my feet. Alice and Moreau were unmoved but looked about with growing concern. I crawled across the shaking ground and peered outside again. 
 
    A layer of ethereal green hovered just beneath the black of the night sky. It writhed and twisted like a floating serpent, growing steadily wider. The quaking gradually subsided, leaving car alarms blaring in the street while neighborhood dogs bayed. Several groups of people that had come out on the street huddled close to each other and pointed at the sky. 
 
    Why was it when something abnormal was happening people clustered nearby it like ants under a magnifying glass? The sight of them clinched my decision. 
 
    I picked myself off the floor. “The ectoplasm is about to hit the fan out there. You say terrible things are on their way. If a favor will save innocent people from getting hurt, then I’m putting one on the table.”  
 
    “Very good,” Moreau said with a deliberate nod. “Very noble.” 
 
    “You mean very predictable.” Alice shot him an icy look.  
 
    “What do I need to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Since we are short on time, a handshake will suffice.” Moreau extended an open palm toward me. 
 
    I stared at it, heart pounding. 
 
    “Okay. One favor.” I hesitated. “Nothing that will hurt others though.” 
 
    “But of course.” There was a glint in his eye I didn’t like. 
 
    “Sam,” Alice warned. “You don’t want to owe someone like him.” 
 
    A tremor ran beneath our feet and faded off. 
 
    “I don’t see much of a choice.” 
 
    I strode forward and took his hand. A shock, like a static discharge, zapped me on contact. 
 
    “Fool,” Alice mumbled behind me. 
 
    Moreau released my hand and clapped his together. “Now that this is settled, I will see to my end of the bargain.” 
 
    He started back behind the table. 
 
    “Hang on a minute,” I said. “Your end of the bargain is at Sunny Oak Hills.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” he said, looking through a pair of cabinets. “You will need to…how shall I say it? Use your gift?...to close the gateways. Once I dispose of the incantation it is at your leisure to remove the soul within.”  
 
    He pulled out a vial of indigo liquid with what appeared to be a wriggling worm inside it. “Et voilà,” he crooned. “Please, go on ahead. I will arrive momentarily.” 
 
    “The thing is I left my truck back there and—” Alice appeared at my side. I cringed back. “No, no, no!” 
 
    It hurt worse the second time, like freezer burn on the inside of every vein. At least I knew what to do this round and didn’t have the added bonus of asphyxiation. 
 
    “For the love of hot dogs with cheese,” I gasped, rubbing the frost off my skin. “Boundaries, Alice. You’ve got to ask permission before doing that to a guy.” 
 
    In the hush of the graveyard, her silence was thunderous. I looked up to find her staring intently ahead, a deer caught in headlights. I followed her gaze to the mausoleum where a man leaned against the cement wall, casual, as if he waited at a bus stop. He wore jeans and a black leather coat with long, flaming red hair tied neatly behind his head. 
 
    He sent a side-long glance our direction and winked. “Hello Alice. Been a long time.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Sebastian.” She whispered the name as she might a curse. “You can’t have been given permission to come for the soul yet.” 
 
    “Not yet, but your little misstep gave me a free pass.” 
 
    “That will be rectified soon enough. Go back now before your presence is known.” 
 
    “And cut our reunion short?” he grinned. “But we have so much catching up to do.” 
 
    “No. We don’t.” 
 
    Who was this bozo? The guy had all the appeal of a stalker. He seemed human, but the eyes were wrong. They didn’t look. They slid, and when they did, the color changed. Deep red when he watched Alice, venomous green as they touched on me. 
 
    “It’s not like you to use one of His favorites for your work,” he said as if he found the sight of me repugnant. “I thought you avoided them, given your history.”  
 
     “I do. This was a special case.”  
 
    “Right,” he said and thumbed at the graffiti behind him. “Because of the interference.” 
 
    He came away from the wall and moved down the steps. He took them languidly, one at a time, staring at Alice like a roast beef dinner after a long afternoon. 
 
    “You look different. Pale. I liked how you looked before. When you spent your time with me.” 
 
    Alice didn’t blink but I could sense something from her, like an exposed nerve. I don’t know why it bothered me. Being Death implied she was already dead, right? So, this guy couldn’t really harm her. 
 
    The thing was, I felt absolutely sure he could. 
 
    “That was a long time ago,” she said. 
 
    He circled her, slowly. “And how goes your redemption?” He sniffed the air about her. “Cold. Numb to taste and smell. Denied breath and blood. My, how they love to make humility hurt, am I right?” 
 
    “I’m not going back, Sebastian.” 
 
    An ugly, sinister expression flashed across his face before the good-humored look returned. 
 
    “Why not? It wouldn’t be like before,” he said. “You have a lot of experience above ground now. He’d make you a lieutenant at the least. No one would get to taste you anymore.” 
 
    Okay, I’d heard enough. 
 
    I stood up. “Listen, guy, we’ve got business here. It’s about time you buzzed off.” 
 
    “Sam, be still,” Alice ordered. Her gaze never moved from Sebastian. 
 
    His head sunk low as he examined me, a crocodile eyeing a fawn who sipped at the water’s edge. 
 
    A sneer turned on his lips. “This one doesn’t know what he is yet, does he?” 
 
    This again. Wonderful. 
 
    “Leave it be, Sebastian.” 
 
    He took a step closer. “How delightful. I’ve never met one before the call. I can see why you chose him. I mean, no questions asked, right? Not like the ones who know enough to doubt you.”  
 
    He cocked his head to one side and spoke to me as he might an ignorant child. “Don’t you know who that is, little one?” he said with a nod towards Alice. “The last time she was close to one of your kind, his head ended up on a platter at her daddy’s birthday party. She used to be quite a dancer.” 
 
    Anger was an uncommon sensation for me. Annoyance, yes, all the time, but rarely anger. This guy got me there faster than an inflammatory news cast. 
 
    My hands balled into fists. “I think you should get out of here while you still can.” 
 
    Who knew where all this bluster came from? I was never a fighter but this was a bully. Plain and simple. He enjoyed pain. 
 
    He chuckled at my threat. “Please. You’re not even venerated yet.” 
 
    “I don’t need to be, uh—” What word had he used? “—vaccinated. Anyone can see how weak you are.” 
 
    This was the part where the bully was supposed to take a swing at me, miss, and wind up with his face in the mud before weaseling away with vague threats of retribution. 
 
    Sebastian’s lips peeled away from his teeth in a silent snarl and I realized with cold certainty that it wasn’t about to go down that way. I ought to run, but I didn’t. Once in a while there came a fight you shouldn’t duck. This was one of them.  
 
    I stood my ground. 
 
    He came at me, faster than I could blink. I expected a blow to the guts or temple. What happened was much worse. 
 
    His hand plunged through clothes, flesh, and bone into my chest. Scorching fingers wrapped around my heart, closing it in a fist made of fire from the deepest pit. I gasped in agony. 
 
    Sebastian brought his face close to mine. His eyes had turned to pools of black ink. 
 
    “Weak?” He stretched the word in a high, menacing voice. “I will fill you with molten flame until your organs run like jelly and your bones turn to ash.” 
 
    “Sebastian, stop!” Alice shouted. 
 
    Without a look, he shot a hand out her direction. Her form wafted backward like a sheet pulled from a clothesline by a gust of wind. 
 
    “How I detest your kind,” he growled. “Meddler. Intercessor. Your benevolence will come to the aid of none.” 
 
    He squeezed and a rattle issued up from my throat. Darkness seeped across my vision. 
 
    Unholy delight filled his face. “No one will ever know you existed, little saint. Your time has ended before it even began.” 
 
    “As has yours, demon.” 
 
    He whirled around with a hiss. 
 
    At the top of the steps stood Moreau. The marks on the wall behind him were gone. 
 
    His eyes met mine. “Allez, Sam. Now.” 
 
    I had never used my ability to close a door before, let alone all of them at once. I opened them. That was all I could do. Mine was a life without a compass. Directionless and uninspired. 
 
    And yet…that wasn’t true.  
 
    Deep down, I had always sensed there might be more. Something indefinable, like a thought just beyond my mind’s grasp. I understood now, suddenly and with the clarity of clear waters. I had a destiny. I’d just been waiting. Waiting to be woken. 
 
    To be called. 
 
    Then I heard it, high and pure. Voiceless notes of music touched my skin and filled my soul. Invisible, intangible, yet as real as the earth beneath my feet. The song beckoned. Entreated. It called me forward, and I replied with all that I was and could ever be: 
 
    Yes. 
 
    And my strength returned. 
 
    I clasped the hand lodged in my chest. Sebastian’s eyes narrowed. His mouth opened and the acrid stench of flame and sulfur poured out. He pressed into me, but his might could not overcome mine. Not anymore. 
 
    I forced his hand from my body. Light filled me, surrounded me, cool and cleansing as rainfall from the sky. He howled as it touched him. 
 
    “Go back. This place is closed to you,” I ground through my teeth. “Go back.” 
 
    Like someone kicked his legs out from under him, he dropped to the ground and was pulled downward. Black tentacled roots snaked up from the soil. They coiled around his waist and neck, dragging him under the earth feet first. 
 
    With a roar of torment and frustration, his arms grasped and clawed at the dead grasses. Dirt filled his mouth, his kaleidoscope eyes bulging with rage. The ground closed over his head and swallowed him whole, leaving only a fading echo of his fury on the night air.  
 
    With his departure, I felt every doorway that had opened slam shut. The pale green striations in the sky evaporated into black and the stars returned. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    I sank to my knees and clutched my chest. Sebastian had gone, but the pain lingered. My skin and clothes were whole, yet it felt like there was an open wound over my heart. 
 
    “It will pass,” Alice said. I was surprised to find her kneeling beside me. 
 
    “Oh sure,” I said between breaths. “Nothing a little vitamin water and some antacids won’t clear up.” 
 
    She regarded me appreciatively. “You were braver than I expected.” 
 
    I wheezed out a laugh. “You had the bar pretty low, I think.” 
 
    Moreau came down the steps. “Very well done, chèr Sam. That one will not soon forget you.” 
 
    Lovely, a demon grudge. Was it Christmas already? 
 
    “That thing, whatever he was,” I said, not wanting to speak his name. “He said something. He called me a…” 
 
    “A saint?” Moreau finished for me.  
 
    “He wasn’t meant to tell you, Sam,” Alice said. “You’re not meant to be told until you are needed.” 
 
    “Needed for what?” 
 
    “For the good you are meant to bring. For the evil you are meant to fight. A saint’s purpose isn’t always immediately evident.” 
 
    I gawked at them. “So, it’s true? With halos and blessings and the favor of the—the Big Guy?” 
 
    “Don’t be so tiresome,” Alice said. “You’re mixing fact with nonsense.” 
 
    As if there was some way to tell the difference in this situation. Here I stood in the company of Death and a witch doctor, yet I couldn’t wrap my mind around what they were saying. 
 
    “It’s not possible,” I exclaimed. “I can’t be saint. I don’t even believe in God, for crying out loud! That’s got to be a requirement, right? And if I did believe, I’d be demanding explanations, not singing his praises.” 
 
    Alice and Moreau shared a look I couldn’t decipher. 
 
    “Try not to decide all your truths in a single night,” Alice offered. “There is more to come. You will have plenty of time to decide which of your beliefs to hold.” 
 
    I rubbed a hand over my face, too exhausted to think of any reply. 
 
    Moreau gave an embellished bow. “Farewell for now. I will take my leave of you both.” 
 
    “Hey, how did you get here so fast?” I asked. “I assume you can’t teleport like this poltergeist here.” 
 
    “Mais non.” His eyes sparkled with amusement. “I was never here at all, but I’ll be seeing you soon to claim the debt.” 
 
    With that his image dispersed like water down a drain. 
 
    “What the—How did he—“ 
 
    “He can astral project,” Alice answered my sputtering questions. “One of the reasons he is still alive I think.” 
 
    A witch doctor who can astral project, and I owed him a favor. 
 
    Outstanding. 
 
    Alice stood. “Can you get up? Or do you need a hand?” 
 
    “No, no,” I hastily assured her. “I can manage.” 
 
    There was only a slight spinning sensation as I got to my feet. Not bad considering a guy was squeezing my heart five minutes ago. 
 
    “I suppose you’re looking for your payment then,” Alice said. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Well, I did contract you to open a door. Technically you fulfilled that task.” She paused. “And I do feel owing to you.” 
 
    I shrugged helplessly. “Ah…I accept all major credit cards.” 
 
    She laughed, a bright sound that sent a thrill up my spine.  
 
    “Very well, a credit then. How is it called these days? A free pass? A do-over?” 
 
    “A do-over?” 
 
    “I have seen your death, as I see them all. Yours is a shame. As payment for your services I will grant you a reprieve.”  
 
    “You can do that?” 
 
    “Not usually, but this time it is permissible.” 
 
    “Wait, you’ve seen my death. What happens?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why but the idea made me feel like she’d caught me coming out of the shower.  
 
    “I can’t tell you that, of course,” she answered coolly. “When it comes, I’ll ensure it misses you. After all, there will be another in time. Hopefully it will be more interesting than the first.” She dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “You may go home. I must still collect the soul and you’re not meant to see this part.” 
 
    Home. 
 
    Nana’s smiles. 
 
    My mother’s perfume. 
 
    My Die Hard collection. 
 
    The normality of those things felt strange suddenly. 
 
    “So, that’s it?” I asked. 
 
    Alice was halfway up the steps. She turned back. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, what, I’m a saint now?” 
 
    She cast me a sardonic look. “You always were, Sam.” 
 
    “What does that make me, exactly? The patron saint of latch key kids? What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    “You will learn in time.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “They’ll send you a mentor soon enough.”  
 
    Nice and vague. Her answers were like getting eggs instead of the pancakes I ordered. 
 
    “Okay, but tell me one last thing.” 
 
    She sighed, patience evaporating from her pale eyes. “Yes?” 
 
    “Will I ever see you again?” 
 
    She smirked. “Most assuredly.” 
 
    “Before I’m dead?” 
 
    The smile faded. “Sebastian wasn’t lying when he said it did not end well for the last saint I was near.” 
 
    “You were human once?” 
 
    Her gaze stared into memory. “A long time ago.” 
 
    “So, this being Death, it’s a penance?” 
 
    “A chance at forgiveness,” she corrected me. “One solitary sin stands between me and damnation. Sebastian tempts me with power. I fear I may one day accept it, to the ruin of my soul.” 
 
    “You won’t.” The words left me almost of their own volition. 
 
    She eyed me skeptically. “How can you know that if I do not?” 
 
    “I just…feel it.”  
 
    The smirk returned to her mouth. “So certain you are not a saint, yet you sound like one already.” 
 
    “And here I thought there was a trick to it.” 
 
    I caught the barest hint of a smile as she turned away again. “Goodnight, Locksmith,” she said and disappeared through the wall of the mausoleum. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My thoughts were a laundry basket full of mis-matched socks as I made my way back to my truck. I still wasn’t sure what any of it meant. For good or ill, my life would not be what it had been. Something had awoken inside of me. But sainthood? No, I couldn’t call it that. I was too imperfect to be what Nana prayed to, what she thought of as divinity on Earth. 
 
    I thought of Alice’s words. 
 
    The good you are meant to bring. The evil you are meant to fight. 
 
    A purpose, then. A direction I could aim my future toward. 
 
    The thought made me smile. Yes, I could live with that. For the first time, I felt closer to what I was supposed to be doing with my life. 
 
    When I reached my truck, I pulled on the driver’s side door. It was locked. With a sigh, I felt my pockets, front and back.  
 
    No keys.  
 
    Then I spotted them through the window laying on the seat. I grinned. 
 
    Good thing I could open doors. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    PART TWO 
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    WEDGED into the claustrophobic hall behind Spicy Tiger Café’s service counter, I sweltered in the volcanic heat pouring out of the tiny kitchen at my back and decided food court restauranteurs were criminally underpaid. How did they work entire shifts in this temperature, day after day? Fifteen minutes back here and I was ready to unzip my skin. 
 
    “Is it broken?” Mrs. Shu hovered close enough her bright yellow sneakers were practically under my nose where I crouched beside her jammed inventory door. 
 
    “I’ve almost got it.” The knob and spindle already removed, I inserted my flathead screwdriver into the gap in the locking mechanism and twisted. The latch retracted and released the bolt. “There we go.” 
 
    I pushed the door open to reveal shelves lined with produce bins, vacuum-packed meat, and Szechuan sauce tubs. Chilly refrigerated air ghosted over my cheeks. I had to stop myself from crawling in there and hugging the frozen shrimp. 
 
    Mrs. Shu’s anxious expression shifted into stark relief. “Just in time to finish prep for the lunch rush. Sam, you’re a miracle worker.” 
 
    “All in a day’s work,” I said, but my stomach took a small dip at the reminder that if I’d wanted, this job could’ve been done a lot faster. It didn’t seem right to use my ability for such little things anymore though. In fact, I hadn’t used it a single time in the two weeks since I learned the truth about myself. 
 
    “Thank you for coming right away,” Mrs. Shu said. 
 
    “It’s no trouble. My kiosk is just off the food court. We’re practically neighbors.” 
 
    Speaking of kiosks, it was Thursday morning and I hadn’t put in any hours there this week. I might as well split the contract-required time between now and tomorrow since I was already here.  
 
    “I still appreciate it,” she said. “How much do we owe you?” 
 
    I hesitated, buying time as I gathered up the parts I’d removed from the door before standing. In this teeny space I towered over Mrs. Shu. Usually I didn’t notice this, such was the force of her personality, but today she seemed smaller, her eyes tired, her mouth thin. I’d heard it in her voice when I answered her call earlier, the sense of someone weighted down by circumstances beyond their control, strength growing brittle with strain. I’d rearranged my schedule to rush right over. 
 
    “No fee,” I told her. “You give me discounts all the time with lunch.” 
 
    Her eyes sharpened at this. “We give discounts to all mall employees. We can pay, Sam. No charity, ah?” 
 
    Most people had heard the Shu family’s story, and if not, they were new to the mall and hadn’t met Mel, the property manager. The guy was well-informed on everyone in the complex and never met a tragedy he didn’t like to share when he did his rounds. It’s how I knew that when Clover Mall opened, the Shu family expanded their business beyond their single restaurant in town to include a food court counter here. Then they found cancer in Mr. Shu’s lungs. Now they struggled to break even while paying for his chemo. 
 
    I turned back to the bore hole in the door and examined the lock so she wouldn’t mistake my silence for pity. A service call like this wouldn’t cost much but I didn’t want to add to their burden. It wasn’t pity driving my reluctance. There was nothing wrong with trying to lighten another’s load. Nana told me once how she and my mom had struggled before my father’s life insurance finally paid out: the exorbitant fees tacked on when bills went late; the way the funeral home wouldn’t bury my dad until they had their money. So often people saw kindness as a soft-hearted bailout for personal responsibility. As if life didn’t deliver trouble all on its own.  
 
    “You know, it doesn’t look like the parts are worn out,” I said, turning over the door handle and the spindle in my hands. “They were just misaligned. That’s what caused the handle to turn without opening the door. Won’t take five minutes to fix.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “But your time, I will pay you for it.” 
 
    “For an easy job like this?” I waved off the idea as ludicrous. “I wouldn’t know how to break down my hourly rate. Why don’t you spot me a couple of eggrolls and we’ll call it even.” 
 
    She met my gaze squarely, examining my eyes for that pity she feared was there. When she didn’t find it, her chin trembled and I had to look away before I said something that would definitely sound pitying. Platitudes didn’t come out any other way. A moment later, she inclined her head with a stiff exhale.  
 
    “Two eggrolls and a full lunch special,” she told me firmly. “With a drink.” 
 
    I smiled. “Sounds amazing. I’ll take—” 
 
    “Moo goo gai pan, kung pao beef, and rice noodle,” she said, already striding out of the hall. “You always order the same thing.” 
 
    “Because it’s the best,” I called after her. 
 
    She flapped a hand at me, standing taller than she had been, and hollering in Mandarin at an idle pair in the kitchen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Around hour three of sitting in my kiosk enclosure, I regretted having rescheduled all of today’s other appointments. Being stuck in one spot didn’t help me avoid thinking about everything, and the crossword puzzle I tried to concentrate on failed to keep my mind from drifting. My brain kept spitting out the same word over and over. 
 
    Saint. 
 
    A ridiculous label since I definitely couldn’t be classified one of the faithful, even if it was getting harder to stick to my disbelief after all that happened. Nothing like a little run in with Death, a witch doctor, and a murderous demon named Sebastian to kick up some dust on the ole conception of self. 
 
    At first, I’d been ecstatic to finally have an explanation, but doubt found me afterward. If there was a god, why would he pick a non-believer to be his special case down here? Servants of the Lord, they called the saints. The title had my mouth twisting with resentment. I was nobody’s servant, and the idea that cloud-squatting Powers-That-Be gave me my special skill in exchange for something I’d be required to do down the road didn’t sit quietly in my mind. What would they want? Why had they chosen me to do it? I didn’t know and that was the problem. 
 
    For about the twentieth time, I glanced up to see if someone stood at the counter. Finding no one, my eyes retreated to my crossword puzzle with a stab of disappointment. 
 
    “They’ll be sending you a mentor soon enough,” Alice had said. 
 
    I supposed “soon enough” was relative in celestial terms. Still, I felt like that guy after a job interview who stared at the phone, hoping and dreading it would ring with a job offer he needed but didn’t really want. Two weeks, though. The waiting was starting to get to me. 
 
    Like this crossword puzzle. Three hours and I’d managed to only fill in a couple of answers, one of which had a box I’d shaded in to make it fit. Why did I bother anyway? I was terrible at these. Then again, who wasn’t? An eight-letter word for Smack, as a baseball? How about, Smack, as in the sound it makes going into the trash. 
 
    It made a satisfying thud in the garbage at the same moment my phone rang. I made a silent plea that it was a service call so I could escape the kiosk and my own thoughts. 
 
    “Sam Alvarez, how can I help?” 
 
    “Sam, sweetie, hello!” 
 
    My mother. 
 
    …My mother? 
 
    My phone was one of those ancient flip-phones that didn’t have a text function and couldn’t access the internet—anything more sophisticated and people took it as an invitation to bug you all day long. It did have caller ID though, confirming this was my mom on the other end. Or one of the body-snatchers impersonating her. 
 
    “Uh, hi mom. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Of course, everything’s okay,” she laughed. “One of your friends stopped by to say hello. Silly boy left his charger at home and asked if I could give you a ring for him.” 
 
    One of my friends. 
 
    I hadn’t succeeded at maintaining many of those since graduation. Most of them were either in college or married with kids on the horizon anyway. Neither category had spare time for an unattached college drop-out they knew in high school. I used to have a beer with Nick a few times a month, but he was on active duty overseas until Christmas. 
 
    “What friend?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, Tommy of course,” she chuckled. 
 
    Tommy. I didn’t know a Tommy. I also didn’t know who I was talking to. My mother hoarded her cheerful tones more than Scrooge did his gold. 
 
    “Mom, I don’t know any Tommy.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re such a kidder,” she chided. “He said he left something with you last time you were out and wondered if you couldn’t pop over so he can get it back.” 
 
    “Mom, I really have no idea—“ 
 
    “I assured him you weren’t too busy to swing by home,” she said and I detected a pointed edge beneath her dulcet words. “Not to worry, I’ll keep him company while he waits.” 
 
    “Well, the thing is, I’m at work and—“ 
 
    “Wonderful, we’ll see you in a few. Bye-bye.” 
 
    She hung up. 
 
    I guess technically my plea was answered. I’d be getting out of here, though not the way I’d hoped. When the Gods wished to punish you…Maybe it was better to not finish that particular saying. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The radio buzzed monotonously with news and weather as I turned into the winding streets of my mother’s neighborhood. Talk radio. The answer to a drive’s entertainment when one’s truck predated anything fancier than a cassette deck. The sound of their blather dug on my nerves but I left it on. The chatter of my own thoughts annoyed me more. 
 
    I caught the tail end of something they said. 
 
    “…the cause of the spectral colors in the night sky two weeks ago.” 
 
    My heart jumped and I turned up the volume. 
 
    “Scientists have determined that solar flares were responsible for the green striations, as well as the changes in tectonic pressure that resulted in tremors felt worldwide.” 
 
    “Yeah, and every UFO sighting is a weather balloon,” I grumbled. 
 
    “And as a reminder folks, the exhibit Soldiers of Heaven is still on display at the Institute of Art till the end of the week.” 
 
    “That’s right Alex, and it includes a special gallery dedicated to Saint Joan of Arc, the teenage martyr who led the French army to victory over the British during the Hundred Years’ War.” 
 
    “Now there’s a teenager with ambition. Something this generation could use a little more of, wouldn’t you say Amy?” 
 
    “Well, the church did technically burn her at the stake, remember?” 
 
    “And who hasn’t wanted to do that to those teenage drivers on the roads these days. Am I right, people?” 
 
    Cue the banter prompted laughter. Was that required training at radio school? 
 
    “Be sure to get a look at what’s on display while it’s here, including transcripts of her trial, paintings by renowned artists, and the recently discovered shards of her sword, the sword of Saint Catherine de Fierbois. Long believed lost, it was found last year amid the possessions of the Duke of Alençon. Am I saying that right? My high school French is rusty.” 
 
    More inane chuckling.  
 
    “His descendants graciously donated the remains of the sword to the Musée d’Orsey. Our own Frank Upland managed to arrange a stop in Bellemer on their worldwide tour. They’re here on loan from France for just a few more days. Oo-La-La!” 
 
    Ugh, these people must be impossible to live with. I switched off the radio as I turned into Delanor Avenue, a winding street of high-end realty interrupted by a quaint but attractive old house that belonged to my mother. 
 
    It was a nice place, with a decent apartment over the garage that I called home. To my mother’s eyes it stood out like a thumb print in the mashed potatoes at a fine restaurant. This made the old Ford truck I drove look like a dead fly on the plate to her. I was required to cover it up when I parked in the driveway, lest anyone mistake us for middle-class. Thus, it came as a shock to see her waving enthusiastically at me as I neared the house. 
 
    In our driveway I spotted a shiny, red BMW with the top down. No wonder she insisted I come home. By the look of it, the car was easily worth double what I made in a year. She’d want that baby on display for the neighbors as long as possible. 
 
    My mother’s face was alight with interest while she chatted with who I assumed was its owner leaning casually against it. As I approached the drive, he stood and turned my direction, revealing a young, good-looking, blond guy with a clean-shaven face and a sharp crew cut. He wore a blue sweater vest over a white-collar shirt and dress pants. 
 
    Who was that? Jeans and flannel were more my uniform. Mr. Business-Casual over there wouldn’t rub shoulders with me. He did look oddly familiar though. 
 
    What name did my mother call him? Tommy? 
 
    The pin dropped. I nearly rammed into the mail box. 
 
    Tommy from Tommy’s Malt Shop, aka: Moreau, the witchdoctor from his little shop of horrors. My heart thudded as I parked and scrambled out of the truck. How did he find where I lived? 
 
    “Here he is,” my mother chimed.  
 
    I approached with the caution of nearing a rattlesnake. The blue eyes of Moreau’s avatar met mine and I could see the old witchdoctor staring back at me from behind them, cool and calculating. 
 
    Oblivious, my mother stepped lightly to my side and planted a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “I had no idea you were friends with a doctor, dear,” she said and wiped at my cheek with her thumb. 
 
    A doctor. Wasn’t he just clever with words? 
 
    “Right,” I said, maneuvering myself between them. “We met not too long ago.” 
 
    Tommy flashed a smile full of perfect, white teeth. 
 
    “Hey there, Sam old pal. I’ve been having a great chat with your sister here—I’m sorry, you said you were his mother.” He gave his brow a light slap. “I keep forgetting.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose at him, while my mother trilled with laughter, her eyes surreptitiously scanning the windows of the surrounding houses. 
 
    “You are such a card, Tommy,” she said and gave his cheek a pinch. “I’ll leave you boys to it. Hope to see you again soon.” 
 
    “You got it, June,” he winked. “And hey, thanks for the tip on a good decorator for my office downtown.” 
 
    Jeez, the guy oozed with enough charisma to sauce a beef wellington. I watched my mom retreat toward the house until I was sure she was out of earshot. Then I rounded on him. 
 
    “What kind of black magic did you use to find where I live?”  
 
    The all-American voice vanished, replaced with Moreau’s French-African lilt. “Your address is in the online directories, mon petit.”  
 
    Online directories. Talk about incentive to be unlisted. 
 
    “I didn’t recognize you at first,” I said. “I hadn’t realized you could wander around in this costume of yours outside of your shop. What did Alice say to reveal your true form? The lie cannot blind—“ 
 
    “Please,” Moreau interrupted. “I don’t think you want my true form revealed before your mother, yes?” 
 
    I glanced over at her where she fussed with several potted plants at the entryway, glancing our direction in a poorly contrived attempt at disinterest. 
 
    Right, not a good idea. 
 
    “I assume you’re here about the favor I owe you and not my mother’s charm.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he nodded. “I thought you should know the debt has been paid.” 
 
    That sounded too good to be true, which meant it was probably worse. 
 
    “Paid,” I repeated. “You’re letting me off the hook?” 
 
    He gave his head a thoughtful tilt. “Not exactly. I traded the favor to someone else.” 
 
    Yep, it was worse. 
 
    “Traded?” I said. “What do you mean you traded it? That wasn’t part of the deal.” 
 
    He held up one interceding finger. “Ah, but you did not stipulate against it in the contract we made, thus it was not prohibited.” 
 
    “Well, no, I didn’t expressly say you couldn’t. The sky was falling at the time. I figured it was just understood.” 
 
    He lifted his palms with regret. “I’m afraid that is not the way of things.” 
 
    When was it ever?  
 
    “Who exactly did you trade it to?” 
 
    “Mors Janua Vitae.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Death is the gate of life eternal.” 
 
    I stared at him. “Is this a riddle?” 
 
    “It is Latin,” Moreau said. “And the name of the coven to whom I traded your favor.” 
 
    “A coven. You mean witches?” I gave him a sidelong grin. “You’re pulling my leg, right?”  
 
    “Long have they refused to trade with me. At last I had something to bargain with that interested them.” 
 
    Oh good, he was serious. A spiral from bad to desperate. 
 
    “What could witches possibly want from me?” 
 
    “The same as any in need of your services, I presume. They want you to open a door. Ne t’inquiète pas. Not to worry, I endeavored to specify the exact terms of our agreement in the transaction.”  
 
    “The terms?”  
 
    “Mais oui, Sam. You indicated a preference against violence. I made sure to pass this along.”  
 
    What a guy. 
 
    “They ask that you be available this evening in the city at Fourth and Main,” he went on. “They will pick you up there.” 
 
    “What, tonight?” 
 
    “Yes, Sam. Tonight.” 
 
    At least it wasn’t going to be hanging over my head for long. I still felt conned. 
 
    “Fine. What time?”  
 
    “Trois uur. Three a.m.”  
 
    “Three a.m! Are you sure these are witches and not vampires—No, don’t answer that,” I added hastily when he drew breath to reply. “I’d rather not know. I still like to sleep at night.”  
 
    “As you say. If I may offer a word of caution?” 
 
    I threw up my hands. “Why not.” 
 
    “The men of your faith have not treated their kind well throughout history. Aller doucement. Tread gently with them, Sam.” 
 
    Oh, right. The trials. The burnings. The condemnation. The excommunication. They might still be miffed about all that? 
 
    Moreau gave a short bow. “As this concludes our current dealings, I bid you farewell. Do look in on your grand-mère. I’m afraid I gave her a fright with my arrival.” 
 
    “Nana?” I glanced at the house. “She can see through your disguise?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but it doesn’t work well with those who, shall we say, are unwilling to be deceived.” 
 
    As Moreau’s false form moved smoothly around the hood of the car to the driver’s side, I saw what he meant. There were imperfections, a shimmer in the outline of his body, a blip when he turned his head too quickly. 
 
    “What is with this get-up you use?” I asked. 
 
    “Get-up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I gestured at him. “You know, the young, blond guy routine. What gives?”  
 
    He slid into the driver’s seat. “You have your ways of opening doors, and I have mine, n’est-ce pas?”  
 
    He started the car and revved the engine, the sound like the deep purr of big cats.  
 
    “Nice ride. I suppose this is really a chariot of snakes or something.”  
 
    He arched a brow and looked at me like I was an idiot. “It’s a BMW.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    My mother materialized at my side as Moreau pulled out of the driveway. 
 
    “How did you meet someone like him?” she asked, waving. 
 
    “Uh, you know, through a mutual acquaintance.” 
 
    “Well it’s good to see you including a better caliber of person in your life.” The cheerful smile never wavered on her face as she said this. She was talented that way. 
 
    His car turned at the corner and disappeared from sight.  
 
    “Jenny Doroughty drove by twice while he was here,” she said gleefully. “She thought I didn’t notice, but I did. I can’t wait to see her face when I bring it up at next week’s ladies’ supper.” 
 
    I sighed. “Mom, if you feel like you always have to prove yourself to these women, why do you bother hanging out with them?” 
 
    She cast me a look that said I was infinitely obtuse. “Because they’re my friends, of course.” 
 
    She checked the watch-bracelet around her wrist. With a jump she hurried up the driveway like someone had flipped a switch at her back. I followed.  
 
    “I’ve got to get going,” she said. “I promised Mr. Lindonbury I’d be just an hour over lunch to check on your Nana. It’s already fifteen minutes past.” 
 
    Mr. Lindonbury was a partner at a big advertising firm where she worked as an executive assistant. The guy’s name always made me think of Scandinavian fruit. 
 
    I frowned. “Why did you need to come home during the day to check on her?” 
 
    She paused beside her car to dig through her purse for the keys, pressing items into my hands like she’d undertaken some kind of excavation. 
 
    “She asked me to pick up a prescription she’d forgotten to fill.” 
 
    “Is she okay? I could’ve gotten it for her. Why didn’t she call me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The woman worries about any trifle with you. She worries about you worrying, for heaven’s sake.” 
 
    “Did you get it for her?” 
 
    “Of course, I did,” she said and shot me an annoyed look. “And of course, she’s fine. I found her weeding the garden in the front here.” She gave a disgruntled shake of her head. “I do think she’s starting to get odd. You should’ve seen her reaction when Tommy pulled into the driveway.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, she went berserk and started screaming God knows what in Spanish, running into the house like she was on fire. Here they are!” She triumphantly dangled her keys in front of my face like an unearthed diamond. Scooping her things out of my hands and back into her purse, she tossed a kiss in my general direction. 
 
    “I’ll be working late.” She got into her car. “Be a dear and see to the old woman’s dinner. I don’t want her tearing apart my kitchen again.” 
 
    As it happened, I did find Nana in the kitchen. Only, she wasn’t cooking. She sat at the table, her hands folded in her lap, still wearing her garden gloves. She stared straight ahead at nothing. It was unusual to see her so still. Nana was always busy with something. I used to think she never slept. 
 
    “Nana?” I put a tentative hand on her shoulder.  
 
    She stirred and clasped it in her own. The fear in her eyes surprised me. “M’hijo, there’s a strange man here.”  
 
    I squatted down beside her. “Everything’s okay Nana, don’t worry.”  
 
    “Es un demonio.”  
 
    “He’s not a demon. He’s just a very…strange, like you said.”  
 
    Then again, what did I know? I mean, he did just trade my favor to strangers like a charm bracelet at a swap meet. But I was pretty sure he wasn’t a demon now that I’d met one before.  
 
    She shook her head slowly. “I don’t like him.”  
 
    “He’s gone. He won’t bother you; I promise.”  
 
    “Maybe they come for you now, my Sam. Like your papá.” She looked at me and touched my cheek. “I’ve tried to protect you.” 
 
    Something was definitely wrong here. She was so pale. 
 
    “Are you feeling all right?”  
 
    “Yes, I’m fine, I’m fine,” she said and rubbed at her chest.  
 
    I pressed a hand against her brow. Cold, clammy skin. 
 
    Keeping my expression neutral and my voice calm, I stood and offered her my arm. “Come on, Nana. We’re going to take a little trip to the hospital.”  
 
    “I don’t need a doctor. Is just a little pain.”  
 
    “Then it won’t take us long and we can have lunch together afterward.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chest pain will get you out of an emergency room waiting area quick enough. Then the real waiting begins.  
 
    Tests.  
 
    Followed by more tests.  
 
    Followed by waiting for the results. 
 
    Followed by waiting for the doctor to actually explain the results.  
 
    Not to worry, they throw in the stark walls and bright lights to make everyone feel at home.  
 
    The diagnosis relieved and terrified me simultaneously: dehydration and mild angina brought on by a sudden fright. Due to her apparent disorientation, her age, and her heart condition they decided to admit her overnight for observation. 
 
    She was oddly quiet through the whole thing and I often caught her staring at me. They checked her into her room in time for dinner service which offered the standard food groups of hospital fare: Produce from a can, bread from frozen dough, and over-boiled meat doused with gravy from a packet. It didn’t pique her interest. Shocker.  
 
    Still, it was better than nothing and she hadn’t eaten since early afternoon. I managed to coax down a few bites of peaches in syrup, and a roll. Afterward she dozed to the murmur of the TV set tacked into the corner on the ceiling. A nurse popped her head in a while later to let me know visiting hours had ended.  
 
    “I’ll come back to see you in the morning,” I said, standing.   
 
    Nana’s eyes were closed and her breath came slow and rhythmic. “Okay, Mateo,” she murmured in Spanish. “Be careful.” 
 
    My breath seized and it took me a moment to steady myself before I kissed her forehead and padded quietly out the door. Mateo. My father’s name. I hardly ever heard it spoken aloud. Funny how the sound of a name can ricochet through your insides like shrapnel. 
 
    When I got in my truck, I sat there gripping the steering wheel. My eyes were hot, my chest tight with the angry sadness from my childhood, longing for the father I’d never met. My mom was eight months pregnant when he was killed in that accident. They say a person can’t miss something they’ve never had—a claim likely made by someone who had everything because it was a crock of cosmic proportions. I’d seen pictures of him, imagined the kind of guy he’d been. Would he have loved the son he hadn’t gotten the chance to hold? 
 
    These days, I saw him in my reflection. The same smirk, the same eyes, only a lighter brown. Absence was a tricky thing. My dad’s life ended before mine began, but I carried his death with me every day. 
 
    On my way home, I called my mom to let her know what happened with Nana. Her fury that I hadn’t called her sooner took me by surprise. 
 
    “You told me you’d be working late,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Unless there’s an emergency, obviously. If I’d known, I wouldn’t still be at the office now.” 
 
    Exhausted, my nerves frayed from the day, I spoke without thinking. “I really didn’t think you’d care that much.” 
 
    The silence that followed had the weight of ten elephants. 
 
    “Your nana and I have a complicated relationship, but when something’s going on, we show up for each other,” she informed me in that whip sharp mom-tone I’d only heard once or twice in my life. 
 
    “I guess I didn’t think you two liked one another.” 
 
    “Our dynamic is none of your business. If there’s an emergency, you are to call immediately, do you understand?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, you’re right,” I said, feeling like a profound heel. “I did give the hospital your number in case they call during the night. Visiting hours start at eight tomorrow.” 
 
    “Do you want to drive together?” 
 
    I hesitated. I couldn’t really tell her that I’d be out repaying a favor to a witchdoctor who sold my debt to a coven, and I wasn’t sure I’d be back in time to carpool. 
 
    “I have a job early tomorrow morning.” Not a lie. Three a.m. counted as tomorrow morning. “I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Fine.” She paused, her voice deeply unhappy as she said, “Don’t do this again, Sam.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    When I pulled into the driveway at home, my stomach growled loudly. I hadn’t thought about food with all that happened, and my last meal had been Mrs. Shu’s lunch special. All I had in my cupboard was cornflakes but I was too tired to leave again. Hopefully, it was the dinner of champions as well. 
 
    As I plodded up the steps at the side of the garage to my apartment, I spotted my mother’s picnic cooler on the doormat. With a frown I flipped open the lid and dug through a layer of half-melted ice. Wrapped in cellophane, baked chicken asado shared a plate with a hearty portion of rice and beans, slices of avocado, and lime wedges. 
 
    This was no cooler. It was a treasure chest. A moist note lay on top. I picked it up. 
 
    For Sam. Te quiero mucho. Nana 
 
    I thought of her alone in her hospital bed and closed my eyes, crushing the note against my chest. 
 
    At some point I was going to get to the last layer of this rotten onion of a day, right? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    With a three-a.m. appointment I thought it best to turn in early. Being a night owl and one of those people who had trouble shutting off their mind at night, that strategy failed epically. Around ten o’clock I gave up, got out of bed and flopped on my threadbare couch. At least here I had the company of TV. 
 
    I laid back and let it level out my brainwaves, coasting gratefully toward that cozy nothing. There was still time to sneak in a couple hours of sleep and I had the alarm on. 
 
    My eyes drifted closed. 
 
    “Hello, Sam.” 
 
    I nearly hit the ceiling.  
 
    Limbs flailing, I lunged for the side table lamp. My arm threw over my water glass. It shattered against the wood paneled floor. I switched on the light.  
 
    Alice stood there looking bemused. 
 
    I glared at her slack-jawed and clutching my chest. “Trying to drum up business?” 
 
    She smirked. “You seem a bit tense.” 
 
    “To Death appearing in my apartment in the middle of the night? You could say that.” I sat up, trying to catch my breath. Then I froze. “Wait, you’re not here to collect me, are you?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    I exhaled in relief. “Well, knock it off or I’m getting a bell for you.” 
 
    She laughed, the sound of her mirth both dreadful and delightful, like an ice-cream headache. 
 
    I realized her presence provided a rare opportunity and the question nearly burst from my mouth. 
 
    “My nana isn’t on your list, is she?”  
 
    “The names of all are on my list.”  
 
    “Right, but she’s not an upcoming request?”  
 
    Her gaze turned inward, tracked left to right, and then refocused. “She’s not on my immediate roster.” 
 
    The tension pinned between my shoulders eased a little. Finally, some good news. I hopped over the back of the couch to avoid the shards of glass.  
 
    “Is this just a social call then? Most people use the front door for those.” 
 
    I grabbed the broom by said door and flicked on the light switches. The overhead lamps lit my apartment dimly. Energy saver bulbs. They needed a good warm up before they got bright enough which made them almost useful.  
 
    Alice stood beneath their glow in her tightly cinched black raincoat and bare feet. Her eyes were a pair of opalescent blue beads surrounded by pale gold skin and long, dark hair. Despite my annoyance, I found myself glad to see her. 
 
    Glad to see Death. I had issues. 
 
    “I don’t make social calls, Sam.”  
 
    I went back around the couch to sweep up the glass, the shards tinkling as my broom collected them.  
 
    “So, it was just for the cheap thrill of seeing me jump out of my skin?”  
 
    “Don’t be so tiresome. I was sent to deliver a message.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “A mentor has been chosen for your case.”  
 
    I stopped. Adrenaline charged across my chest. “When did this happen?”  
 
    “Time is relative outside of this world. I could tell you the decision was made now and a thousand years from now. Both would be true.” 
 
    When she didn’t say more, my patience waned. “Is this mentor going to pop out of a cake or something? Who is it?”  
 
    Her expression soured. “Me.”   
 
    I let that sink in for a moment, the same way I tested a gulp of expired milk to see if the carton really ought to go.  
 
    “You.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “My mentor is Death.”  
 
    Her eyes flashed. “You doubt my competence?”  
 
    “No, no,” I said hastily. “It’s just, I was expecting someone…alive?”  
 
    The anger retreated. “I too was surprised. An unfamiliar sensation. I don’t think I care for it.”  
 
    “Have you been a mentor before?” 
 
    “No. When I asked him why, he replied only, ‘It will be good for you’.” She said the words like they made no sense. “As if I weren’t busy enough.” 
 
    “When you say he, you mean…”  
 
    “Michael.” 
 
    “Michael. As in the archangel?”  
 
    “Of course, Sam. Who else would I mean?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “His was the first and last favor I ever accepted. Every time he wants something, he mentions it. Your first lesson, Locksmith. Never give or accept favors. Even when they’re repaid, they’re not repaid.” 
 
    “This might be a good time to mention that Moreau came by about the one I owe him.” 
 
    A scowl turned her lip. “What did that creature require for the ill-conceived agreement you brokered?” 
 
    Sure, I’d love some salt in the wound, thank you. 
 
    “Nothing from him, as it turns out. He sold it in exchange for something else.” 
 
    “Which you didn’t stipulate against at the time. He always was a snake. Who did he sell it to?” 
 
    I poked at the glass with my broom. “A coven. Mors-something.” 
 
    I felt like a crazy person just saying it out loud.  
 
    “Mors Janua Vitae.” Alice said the name readily and without surprise. “They must be here for the sword.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “They’ve been searching a long time for it. As it is with most things, greed is behind its return. I remember Duke Alençon.” She gave a laugh. “He seemed baffled when I came for him, as if his wealth held power beyond the Earth.” 
 
    Duke Alençon. Where had I heard that name? 
 
    The talk radio show. 
 
    “Wait, do you mean the sword of Joan of Arc? The one at the museum?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to help a coven steal this thing from the museum?” I shook my head. “No way. I’m not going to steal some priceless piece of history for a bunch of broom-riding lunatics, favor or no favor. Besides, the thing must be under all kinds of security.” 
 
    Alice grunted. “More than just ordinary security or they wouldn’t need your help to take it. A powerful spell was cast upon it by one of their enemies. That must be the lock they wish you to open.” 
 
    “What do they need me for then? Aren’t spells part of witch repertoire?” 
 
    “As I recall, if any of her coven should attempt to reclaim the sword, it would kill them.” 
 
    Something about the way she put that stood out to me. 
 
    “Her coven? Whose?” 
 
    “That of Joan of Arc.” 
 
    “You don’t mean—“ 
 
    “Yes, she was a witch.” 
 
    I sat down on the couch again. “She really was a witch? But the church canonized her.” 
 
    “And rightfully so. She was a saint as well.” 
 
    This was like being back in Calculus. I understood the words, just not what they meant together. 
 
    “How can she be both? I mean, witches don’t believe in God.” 
 
    Alice looked at me with restrained annoyance, the way she might a puppy chewing on shoes. 
 
    “I think Michael hopes I will learn patience as your mentor.” 
 
    Nice, a little condescension to help pass the night. 
 
    “Wasn’t she just a young girl when she died?” I asked. “How could she have founded a coven?” 
 
    “You think of time and accomplishment in far too linear terms.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning longevity and legacy are not as interconnected as you suppose.” 
 
    And here I thought just making it to the twilight years with all my teeth was something to shoot for. 
 
    “Well, I’m no thief. Moreau can sell my favor but I’m not going to steal for anyone.” 
 
    Alice regarded me thoughtfully. “Your refusal would negate any agreement Moreau made with this coven. He would not take that kindly, I promise you.” 
 
    “I won’t steal,” I said flatly. “I may not understand the reason I was given this ability, but I’m sure it wasn’t for felony larceny.” 
 
    “Things are not always what they seem, Locksmith. You will find that is the case often enough.” She drifted over to my bookshelf against the wall and inspected the embarrassingly sparse collection. “It is good that you have been contemplating your purpose.” 
 
    I snorted, heading toward the kitchen with a dustpan full of the broken glass. “Kind of hard not to given how we met.” 
 
    “What is the direction of your thoughts on the matter?” She leaned closer to one of the books, scrunching her nose. “Is this a romance novel?” 
 
    I almost missed the trashcan. “Probably a thriller or something.” 
 
    “The Duke’s Delight?” 
 
    “Uh, well—” 
 
    “You have the sequel too.” She cocked a brow at me. “The Duchess’s Dilemma.” 
 
    “I like the happy endings, okay?” I shoved the broom back in its corner, my face hot. “It’s not as if there are many of them in real life, especially for saints.” 
 
    She turned away from the books, considering me. “Is this why you have been reluctant to use your gift?” 
 
    That brought me up short. “Have you been watching me?” 
 
    “I was informed by others.” 
 
    I waited for her to elaborate, but of course she didn’t. 
 
    “The reason I haven’t used my gift is because I haven’t agreed to be whatever they’ll expect from me,” I said when it became clear she wouldn’t say more. “Any chance you know the details on this all-important purpose I’m destined to serve? If I’m supposed to smite the darkness, I should probably invest in something more than a lock picking set.” 
 
    Her stare hardened. “Do you ask in earnest? I haven’t an interest in indulging your mockery.” 
 
    I was being rude. Alice didn’t deserve my frustrated snark. “It’s just a lot to take in and more than a little crazy. Saints are supposed to be devout. Do you have any idea when I last went to church? It wasn’t last Sunday.” I leaned against the wall. “If this is for real, I need to know what I’m signing up for. That’s why I’ve been using my tools instead of my ability. Tools are angst-free.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “You believe a mistake has been made.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That you have been given something meant for someone else.” 
 
    “That seems more likely than me being chosen to spread good or fight evil.” 
 
    “Because of your lost faith?” 
 
    “To say lost assumes I had any to begin with," I said ruefully. “Answer me this; what kind of god requires that we worship him in order to be saved? I mean, that’s some high-level megalomania right there.” 
 
    “Is this what worries you? That being a servant of God is the same as subjugation?” 
 
    “When the alternative is hellfire? If the shoe fits, Alice.” 
 
    Her quiet laugh was wry. “An interesting analysis. Have you not noticed that mankind unquestioningly worships many things that do, in fact, subjugate them, and with no promise of salvation behind it?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue, but realized she was right. Money, power, possession, the list of transitory things to which people dedicated themselves was endless. 
 
    “It still shouldn’t be a pre-requisite for heaven,” I argued. “We’re all doubt and imperfection down here. God should know that since he created this dumpster fire.” 
 
    To my surprise, her eyes brightened with amusement. “Yours is an intriguing dissent, Sam. I think I will be quite entertained.” Her expression grew more serious. “In answer to your original question, no, I do not know what task you are meant to fulfill, nor when that time may come. A mentor’s duty is to counsel and advise, not direct.” 
 
    Something told me even if she did know, she probably couldn’t reveal it anyway. “I understand.” 
 
    “There is, however, something I can tell you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Her gaze captured mine. “There’s been no mistake. You, as you are, were given this gift. You know this too, though you strain to ignore it. If you had not answered the call, I wouldn’t be here now.” 
 
    Remembering made my palms sweaty. She was right. I would never forget the light that filled me as I stood in that graveyard, nor the golden voices that spoke my name and called me forth. I remembered my answer, my soul crying out in jubilee. It had all seemed so clear at that instant. Strange how daily life muddied the waters until nothing felt clear anymore. 
 
    “Right.” I straightened, wiping my hands on my jeans. “Then I guess we’ll have to figure this out as we go.” 
 
    A smile skirted her lips. “Indeed so.” Her gaze jerked to one side, as if she heard a bell tolling in the distance. She stiffened. “I am called elsewhere.”  
 
    I lifted a hand. “Wait, what about the coven? Any suggestions for what to do?” 
 
    “Not really,” she said, turning away. 
 
    My jaw went a little slack. “You’re just going to leave me twisting like this?” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on your progress.” 
 
    “But—Shouldn’t you give me some of that counsel and advice you advertised?” 
 
    She paused and glanced back. “Try not to annoy them with your usual wit. It’ll do more harm than good.” With that, she vanished.  
 
    I glared at the spot where she’d stood. “Helpful.”  
 
    The movie on the TV blinked off, replaced with the red banner of a special report. A news helicopter broadcast the highway scene of a massive pile up along Highway 69 outside of Des Moines. Mangled cars and the flashing lights of emergency responder vehicles filled the screen. 
 
    Some would call that a bad omen. 
 
    Good thing I didn’t believe in those either. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    The funny thing about three a.m. was that it looked a lot like any other time of night, except you’re annoyed to still be awake. 
 
    Fourth and Main was only a few blocks from downtown at the edge of the residential area before the streets turned to shops. Now that I knew the museum was the destination, the meet spot made more sense, though I still didn’t know what I was going to do. Alice hinted at there being more to this than just petty theft, without actually telling me what. Maybe that was in the mentor manual: Make vague reference to a deeper meaning but keep it ambiguous enough to allow the mentee to knock his head into walls. 
 
    It needed editing. 
 
    I rubbed at my arms for warmth, regretting the decision to leave my jacket at home. I had on long sleeves but the early October evening had a bite to it. 
 
    Not even a breath of air stirred the tops of the trees along the boulevard, as if the wind itself still slept. The occasional distant bark from an outdoor dog menaced the silence. Houses stood shrouded by darkness; the shades drawn over front windows like closed eyes while street lamps cast sallow circles of light onto the blacktop. I stood under one of them, waiting and wishing I was anywhere else. I checked my watch. As the minute hand clicked over to three a.m. exactly, there came the thrum of an approaching vehicle. 
 
    I stared the direction it came from, but saw nothing. The whir of the engine grew louder. Tires thumped as they rode over bumps in the pavement. Something was definitely there. Something I couldn’t see. 
 
    I moved hastily back from the curb as brakes squeaked to a halt in front of me. The clunk of a handle and a door slid open in mid-air, like someone removed a piece of the world. 
 
    “You’re the saint?” 
 
    A woman’s voice. Not antagonizing but not friendly either. Only darkness lay within the section of empty space. 
 
    I swallowed. “I guess that’s me.” 
 
    “Get in.” 
 
    I didn’t move. “I know what you want, and I know Moreau promised you this favor, but I won’t help you steal anything. It’ll cause me trouble but…there it is. I won’t be a thief.” 
 
    A lengthy silence followed in which sweat gathered at my temples. 
 
    “Get in.” 
 
    I’d expected some cursing, maybe even a hex that turned my future children into frogs, but not a bland response. That left me with pretty limited options. I took a deep breath and got in. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of several hooded figures huddled closely together in the back of a van without seats. Then the door closed behind me. Like a switch, the room flooded with blinding light. With a less than manly shout of surprise, I wrapped an arm across my eyes to block out the glare. It did little good. It was like I’d crawled inside a light bulb—And not the energy saver kind. The van didn’t seem to be moving. Were we still parked at the curb? At least they weren’t kidnapping me. 
 
    “Is there a specific reason you’re scorching my retinas?” I growled.  
 
    Several voices replied, but not in answer to me. 
 
    “He seems affected. Moreau couldn’t fake discomfort like this.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “If it were him, the light would reveal his disguise.” 
 
    “Unless he has grown more powerful.” 
 
    “It must be a disguise. No saint would trade favors with him.” 
 
    It gave my skin a crawling sensation to be blinded while watched, spoken of but not spoken to. 
 
    “I’m not some trick of Moreau. My name is Sam.” 
 
    “We have to be sure,” one said, the same voice that told me to get in. “He’s lied to us before.” 
 
    “You want proof? Fine.” 
 
    I reached behind me and felt the cold metal of the door. I slid my hand along it and found the handle. As expected, it was locked. There were several gasps as I threw the door open. Someone shut it again just as quickly.  
 
    “Satisfied?” I said. “Now, dim the lights.” 
 
    The snap of fingers and the night returned. Shadow never felt so good. I blinked rapidly, blinded in the sudden darkness. 
 
    “I’ve never seen our protection spell severed so easily,” the same voice spoke and I noted a defensive edge. “You must really be the one Moreau promised us, though I find it difficult to believe a saint would offer him a favor.” 
 
    “It’s a long, annoying story.” 
 
    Shapes started to emerge in the black. I counted six figures clustered in a half moon about me. 
 
    “When it comes to Moreau, they always are,” she answered wryly. 
 
    I tried a tentative smile. “So, I’m learning.” 
 
    Dressed all in black, masked from their heads down, only their eyes were visible. Not a pointy hat in sight. Kind of disappointing. I met each of their gazes in turn, finding suspicion mixed with anxiety. No surprise there considering what I represented to them. When I reached the one farthest right, I nearly shifted backward, startled by the venomous wrath she leveled at me. It wasn’t the I-don’t-like-you expression. It was more I-want-to-rip-your-throat-out. 
 
    The smartest thing to do would be to drop my gaze and pretend I didn’t notice. Who could say why she glared at me like that? A personal issue maybe. 
 
    But I couldn’t. The obvious hatred in those hazel eyes might’ve concealed what lay beneath to another person, but not me. All I could see was profound sorrow. I stared too long. The daggers she glared at me turned razor sharp. 
 
    “You said you know what it is we want.” The same voice as before broke the impasse. 
 
    “Are you the one in charge?” I asked, shifting my gaze to the dark-brown eyes of the woman closest to me. 
 
    “I am. What do you know of our mission?” 
 
    “You’re after the shards of Joan of Arc’s sword, right?” 
 
    A loaded silence. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    “Who told you this?” the angry hazel eyes demanded. 
 
    “My…mentor,” I said, hoping that didn’t ask more. Nothing complicated a conversation faster than name-dropping Death. Thankfully, the answer seemed to appease, as if they’d already known saints had mentors. Did everybody understand how this worked better than me? 
 
    “Your mentor is correct,” the leader said. “It is the sword we want.” 
 
    “I meant what I said,” I told her. “I won’t steal.” 
 
    Indignation flashed in every gaze. Their replies struck like lightning in a storm. 
 
    “Steal? We are not the thieves.” 
 
    “It was your church who stole it from us.” 
 
    “And it was your church that defiled her and murdered her.” 
 
    “Then had the audacity to claim her as their own martyr.” 
 
    Their leader silenced them with a raised hand. 
 
    “Joan of Arc was more than the mother of our coven,” she said. “She was the savior and protector of countless girls in the war. She gave them strength and purpose. She is our heritage. The sword belongs to us.” 
 
    It was a good argument, the kind that could almost make one forget this was a literal heist. And she failed to mention that Joan of Arc was a saint as well, which bothered me for some reason. 
 
    “It’s been a while since my last World History class,” I said. “But she gave strength and purpose to a lot of people. Why is the sword more yours than theirs?” 
 
    They didn’t like that. Maybe I should’ve been more circumspect about it, but dancing around what I meant was never my strong suit. 
 
    Their leader started to reply, but the one of the wrathful eyes—Hazel, I decided to call her in my head—interrupted her in a blistering tone. 
 
    “He doesn’t care about what they stole from us or how they murdered us. His sort never does. Just tell him the real reason we need it.” 
 
    Real reason? That caught me by surprise. The others too, apparently, for they stared at her.  
 
    “What does she mean?” I prompted. 
 
    Again, their leader tried to speak, but Hazel beat her to it. 
 
    “One of our sisters is dying from the hex of an enemy coven,” she bit out. “We need to reforge the Mother’s sword to save her.” 
 
    Enemy coven. Who knew covens had beefs between each other? For that matter, who knew there were other covens?  
 
    “Aren’t swords more for killing than healing?” I asked. 
 
    Their leader managed to get a word in finally. “Certainly, the swords of men are,” she said. “The Mother’s sword is an extension of her purity. When it was given to her by the Christian God, she endowed it with her own benevolent power to ensure it would never spill blood. It is this power that will save our sister. This is our true motivation, Sam. Will you help us?” 
 
    I ran a hand over my face. This was like something out of a fairy tale and way beyond anything one small-town Iowa boy could sort through. Leaving aside all the history, I considered what they were asking. They could be lying about the sister. They could be lying about all of it. 
 
    Somehow, with the same inexplicable certainty that possessed me when I opened a door, I knew they weren’t. It still felt like theft, no matter the reasons or how it was packaged, but I they did have a genuine claim to it, and if it was to save a life… 
 
    When I didn’t reply right away, Hazel’s patience with me, if she’d had any, came to an end. 
 
    “He’s not going to help us.” Her voice dripped with derision. “A dead witch is just another dead heretic in his eyes. We should go back to the warlock.” 
 
    Their leader shook her head. “What he asks in return betrays our oath.” 
 
    “Will that comfort you when our sister dies? When her soul is bottled with the others on their shelves?” 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Why couldn’t side conversations with these paranormal entities ever be about the weather? 
 
    “I heard it’s going to rain tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’ll be sunny in the afternoon.” 
 
    Was that too much to ask? 
 
    “Just hold your broomsticks, everyone,” I cut in. “My daily routine doesn’t usually involve cauldrons, and boils, and goblins, so excuse me if I need a second to think this over.” 
 
    Their eyes turned back to me, hostile and on edge. Alice’s warning to put a lid on the witty retorts felt infinitely wise all of the sudden. 
 
    “What is your choice then?” their leader asked. 
 
    “My choice,” I said with a sigh, “is to help you. For your sister’s sake.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    One should never try to predict where the day will lead. When I got up this morning, I definitely didn’t think I’d be walking through walls. 
 
    We’d gathered to the side of the museum facing away from the parking lot and its lights. One by one the other five witches murmured words in a language I’d never heard, then stepped through the wall as easily as going through a doorway.  
 
    I suppressed a shudder. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Not magic, if that’s the stereotype you’re reaching for,” Hazel said, shoveling scorn at me. “Our way is elemental. Energy given and energy returned. We pass between the stone in the wall, not through it.” 
 
    I nodded as if I’d understood any of that. 
 
    “We’ll mist the security cameras,” their leader said before following the others. “I’ll come back for you when it’s clear to enter.” 
 
    That left me standing alone with Hazel. Interesting how even after watching a feat that made my scalp crawl, I still had room to feel awkward. I almost did strike up that conversation about weather. Nothing comforted someone from the Midwest more than discussing the forecast. 
 
    And nothing discomfited them more than staring. Hazel stood a pace apart from me, doing exactly that. 
 
    For a little while I pretended not to notice. Was she doing that energy thing with my skull? I could swear I felt the beams of her glare boring a hole in my temple. 
 
    I glanced at her sidelong. Yep, still staring. This was worse than a bus stop bench after the bars closed. 
 
    “Is there something on my face?” I finally asked. 
 
    “It’s ironic, that’s all.” 
 
    There’s an odd way to start a conversation. 
 
    “Okay. What is?” 
 
    “That it’s your kind the world reveres while mine is reviled.” 
 
    “Is this your normal method of chitchat? I have no idea what you’re talking about. Until tonight, I had no idea your kind even existed.” 
 
    She scoffed. “That’s your answer.” 
 
    “Did I miss the question?” 
 
    “There are dark happenings in this world, the kind my coven and others like it constantly battle, yet you people sit passively on the sidelines. God’s will, you tell the masses all the while the world tramples on them, as if prayer alone can save them.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to make of that, but I gathered she’d just clumped me in with the Catholic Church and all its failings. Baiting the hook? Likely, but after the conversation I’d had with Alice, I couldn’t resist. 
 
    I faced her fully. “Listen, I’ll take the blame for my mistakes, but only mine. I’ve never done anything to you, your coven, or the trampled masses.” 
 
    “You’re a cog in a mechanism of impossible rules and cruel judgement.” 
 
    “I’m a locksmith, okay? This extra quirk is nothing I asked for.”  
 
    “Poor little altar boy.” She sneered at me. “Do you practice that look of earnest sincerity in the mirror?” 
 
    “Oh, sure. An hour every day before breakfast.” 
 
    She made a disgusted sound and turned her head the other direction. “You saints. For all your supposed divinity, you’re a useless group—and dangerous too. Your existence is a false hope. You never show up for the ones who really need your intervention. For the ones standing on the edge.” 
 
    Her voice thinned toward the end. I felt it from her again, that terrible gut-twisting grief. My irritation disappeared. I’d been taking her sharp words personally when this obviously wasn’t about me at all. 
 
    And yet, it applied perfectly to me, didn’t it? A quirk, I’d called my ability. A strange talent. An oddity. Had I actually used it to help people? I thought of Mrs. Shu and her struggling family. Did I really think unjamming her inventory door and not charging her was the best I could do? I’d been so busy resenting the idea of heavenly expectation, I hadn’t thought of the people I could have been helping, and wasn’t. 
 
    “The ones standing on the edge,” I repeated quietly to myself, but Hazel’s gaze returned to me. “You’re right.” 
 
    She went still. “What?” 
 
    “They tell me I’m supposed to complete a task at some point. Maybe I have my reasons for being resistant, but,” I drew in a breath and let it go, “that doesn’t mean I should do nothing.” 
 
    She didn’t speak, watching me as though trying to parse out a trick. Maybe I wasn’t clear. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say,” I told her, “is when we’re done here, I want to know more about those dark happenings you mentioned. I want to help.” 
 
    The shock in Hazel’s stare filled the space between us. She drew an uncertain breath as if to reply but their leader returned at that moment to beckon us in. 
 
    “The cameras are blind now,” she said. “This will bring the guards but we’ll subdue them.” 
 
    “Subdue?” I said sharply. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Only that we will make them sleep,” their leader assured, ushering us toward the wall. “Our power weakens toward dawn, however. You will need to unlock the sword before then or we’ll be discovered.” 
 
    They came to either side of me and each took hold of an arm. 
 
    “Hold your breath,” Hazel said, and pulled me forward into solid stone. 
 
    The sensation of passing through brick was a good metaphor for dating. I didn’t know what I was doing, it was painful, and I felt nauseous afterward. 
 
    When we arrived on the other side, I bent at the waist, trying to find my equilibrium again. 
 
    Hazel eyed me quizzically. “Don’t throw up.” 
 
    I pinched my lips together and nodded. Better not to open my mouth to speak until I could be sure nothing else would follow. Straightening slowly, I glanced about. Darkness pooled like fog across the room but for the up-lighting beneath the paintings and the glow within a pair of showcases. The other witches weren’t here. 
 
    We stood in one of the main showrooms. I hadn’t been able to sleep after Alice’s departure, so I’d taken the time to look over the museum layout online. The special exhibitions room should be a few rooms to the right. 
 
    Hazel tapped me on the shoulder. “This way,” she whispered and I followed her and their leader as they headed toward the open doorway to the right. 
 
    Stalking around a closed museum at night had a potent thrill. It was nice to see the place without throngs of tours flooding the area with paint-by-numbers art critics and malfunctioning deodorant, but it also made my skin tighten with anxiety. Give me mundane exhilaration any day, like ordering a medium fry and getting a large by mistake, or when the neighbor’s lawn service mixed up the addresses and did ours instead. The little perks that life threw my way were excitement enough. 
 
    This museum touted a few masterpieces from the 17th century—huge portraits of the aristocracy from the times. By day, they were impressive. At night like this, they were downright spooky. In the dim lighting and the surrounding shadows, the eyes came alive. Their stares followed me like unmoving specters as I crossed from room to room. Distracted by one with hollow cheeks and parted lips, my foot caught on something that lay across one of the open doorways. It sent me sprawling. 
 
    I got up in a hurry and looked back to see what I’d tripped over. 
 
    It was a body. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    He was a guard, judging by the uniform. I scrambled over to where he lay facedown and checked his pulse. A steady beat rose under my fingers. Only sleeping. I sat back with a relieved sigh. 
 
    Hazel appeared beside me, her posture one of clear impatience. 
 
    “Just making sure he’s all right,” I said, rising. 
 
    “He’ll be awake soon enough,” their leader said, approaching from within the room we’d entered. “We keep our word, Sam. Will you keep yours?” 
 
    We stood just inside the special exhibition gallery, I realized. Oil paintings of Joan of Arc hung around the room. In most, she appeared as an adolescent child in armor. In others she was a young woman, sometimes in the dress of a commoner. Whether they depicted her at prayer or on the battlefield, in all of them she held the sword. 
 
    It was actually a pretty amazing display. I contemplated coming back during the day to look at it all. If I avoided a perp walk in handcuffs by the end of the night. 
 
    The other witches had gathered around a glass casement at the far end of the room. Banners stamped with fleur-de-lis, a portrait of Catherine de Fierbois, and an enormous French flag served as a mural of fanfare on the wall behind it. 
 
    They spoke in reverent whispers, fingertips brushing over the edge of the glass as gingerly as they might the flame of a candle. They parted as I neared the display. 
 
    Beneath the encasement, the hilt and shards of the sword rested on a bed of blue velvet. The pieces of the blade had been arranged to fit together like fragments of a puzzle. Five crosses marched down its dark metal. 
 
    It was beautiful. 
 
    And something more. Even under glass, its power was palpable. Not in a way that threatened, but more how the sun feels when it breaks through grey clouds on a cool day.  
 
    Bright and warm. Blessed. 
 
    The word perched itself in my thoughts, making me frown. I reached a hand toward the glass. Their leader intercepted it. 
 
    “Don’t touch it unless you’re ready,” she warned. 
 
    I withdrew my hand. “Right. You mentioned there’s some kind of night latch on this thing?” 
 
    “A powerful binding spell,” she said. “Made from the blood of one of our order, the feathers of our patron beast, and forged with waters of the Seine where the Mother’s ashes were thrown after she was burned.” 
 
    What, no eye of newt? 
 
    “It will try to repel you,” she added. “There may be some discomfort.” 
 
    “Its power is weakest just before dawn,” another said. “But ours is too.” 
 
    “The cloaking spell that hides us from the security cameras and the spell that keeps the guards asleep will wear off as dawn approaches,” their leader said. “You’ll need to work as quickly as you can.” 
 
    Nothing like the overhanging threat of incarceration, or worse, if I failed. No pressure. 
 
    Steeling myself, I lifted both palms and let them hover an inch above the glass. A light, static charge stung my fingertips, making my heart rate jump. I sensed everyone watching, the weight of their anticipatory stares sucking the oxygen out of the air. 
 
    I lowered my hands and rubbed the unnerving tingle away on my jeans. “If it’s not a bother, could you all give me some room and maybe look another direction?” 
 
    “Of course.” Their leader said motioned to the others, though Hazel moved to my side. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” she asked, her tone thankfully one of neutral inquiry. 
 
    “No problem. I’m mapping things out, that’s all.” 
 
    She paused. Surprise filled her gaze. “You’re nervous.” 
 
    “Am not.” 
 
    The mask hid her face, but a glint of wry humor touched her eyes. “Are too.” 
 
    “I’m strategizing. Stoically.” 
 
    “Does stoicism typically look this sweaty?” 
 
    “That’s not sweat. It’s determination.” 
 
    “The virile kind, no doubt.” There was no mistaking the amused note in her voice. 
 
    I pressed a knuckle against the smile tugging at my mouth. Here I was, bantering with a witch while breaking into a museum to steal the sword of a dead saint. Quite the work week I was having. 
 
    “Do you need anything from us to do…what you do?” Hazel asked. “For our people, abilities are often stronger when we work collectively.” 
 
    The offer of solidarity calmed me a bit. “What I do is a solo thing, but I’ve never applied it this way before.” I exhaled a breath. “Give me as much time as you can.” 
 
    “We will,” she nodded, turning to step back. After a beat of hesitation, she added over her shoulder a quiet, “Good luck.” 
 
    “I’ll need plenty of that, too,” I muttered. 
 
    Closing my eyes briefly, I cleared my head of doubt. There was a life at stake and I had a job to do. 
 
    I concentrated my thoughts on the shards of the sword, on narrowing my focus to pulling away the jagged energy encasing the display, the same as I would a locked door I wished to pull open. 
 
    Slowly, I pressed my hands to the glass… 
 
    The current seized my arms and held me immobile while a thousand white-hot needles raged across my body. My back arched with a snap; the breath ripped from my lungs. I couldn’t pull away. I couldn’t move. 
 
    Images pushed behind my eyes. Nightmares and pain; A woman crying, pleading. Hands positioned her head over a bowl. A knife slipped across her throat. Blood followed it, a dark stream as it spilled into the vessel. 
 
    There appeared a hawk, caged. A loop went around its neck. It went taut as a garrote, lifting the creature up. Rough fingers gripped the wings. Fragile bones snapped; sleek feathers torn away. The swipe of an axe. 
 
    There came a young girl next, dressed in white, bound to a stake surrounded by oil-drenched wood. Prayers fell from her lips while crowds hurled filthy insults. A cheer went up with the flames. Smoke and screams consumed her. 
 
    My staggering mind recognized the sights and sounds as a hallucination, but it was real too. I felt it. This suffering had happened. The images repeated on an endless loop until I thought I might collapse beneath them. 
 
    Despair, they murmured into my thoughts. Surrender and be released. 
 
    Realization pierced through my horror. This was the binding spell, the power that locked the sword in its vault. The pictures continued to rush behind my eyes in a red cascade. Blood. Torture. Flame. Over and over again. It was meant to fill me with hopelessness. To make me give in. 
 
    A rush of unmitigated anger filled me instead. I stopped trying to pull away, and surged my will toward it. 
 
    The challenge leapt from my mouth, my voice a command. “These innocents are gone. Their hurt is over. And you, you who did this, I won’t let you use their pain for your power anymore.” 
 
    I shoved past the shield of terror and anguish, and there it was.  
 
    The spell. The lock. 
 
    “Open to me,” I whispered to it. “Please. Open.” 
 
    It bowed to my request and released with a flash of light. The spell drifted apart, disbursed like dandelion fluff caught in an updraft. I watched it go, staying close to ensure nothing remained. A moment before it fully dissipated, the weight of another presence shadowed my thoughts and something peered back through the haze. A face. Eyes. A mouth. The details were too fogged to get a true glimpse, but I felt its terrible gaze looking. 
 
    Looking at me. 
 
    Then it vanished. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    It took a second to understand that the twinkling lights above me were not stars, but the museum’s dimmed recess lighting. I was on the ground. 
 
    Had I fallen down? I didn’t remember that. 
 
    “You did it. You broke the spell.” 
 
    I glanced over to find Hazel crouched beside me.  
 
    “That was more than a little discomfort,” I said groggily, sitting up. 
 
    The others were gathered around the display case. The glass covering had been put to one side while they carefully set the fragments of the sword into a black case. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Hazel asked. “Can you stand?” 
 
    Did I detect a note of concern? Maybe I’d hit my head. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, getting slowly to my feet. “See, I told you I wasn’t nervous. I got it done in record time—if there’s a record for this kind of thing.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything. Then, “Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    “I think so. Why?” 
 
    “You seem to be under the impression no time has passed. It’s been two hours since you began.” 
 
    “Two hours?” My mouth dropped a few inches. “It felt like only minutes.” 
 
    Their leader approached with an urgency to her step. “We have to go,” she said, and something about the way she glanced about made worry rise up in my stomach. “Dawn is approaching, and with it, the end of our spells.” 
 
    A groan came from the doorway where they’d left the unconscious guard. 
 
    “Do you have the sword?” Hazel asked. 
 
    She lifted the black case in one hand. “Yes, we have it.” 
 
    “You should go,” Hazel told her and nodded my direction. “We’ll distract the guards so you can escape.” 
 
    Wait, who did she mean by we? 
 
    “Then we’ll meet you on the other side of the gardens behind the museum,” their leader said. “Twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Yes,” Hazel answered. “Hurry, while you can still pass through the outer wall.” 
 
    The other nodded before turning her eyes to me. She touched my shoulder lightly. “Thank you.” 
 
    Seconds later, she and the others fled from the room. 
 
    The guard made more sound, starting to sit up. Hazel pulled me up and into the concealing shadows beside the doorway to the next gallery. 
 
    “I don’t remember volunteering to stay behind,” I whispered. 
 
    “They need time to get away or it’ll be for nothing,” she whispered back. “And I can’t open doors after dawn. You can.” 
 
    There was logic to that. As usual, not in my favor. 
 
    The guard was on his feet now, rubbing at his eyes. The radio at his collar buzzed with reports from other guards. 
 
    He pressed the radio with one hand and leaned into it. “This is Davis, Ten-Five to main security,” he said, his voice foggy. “Something knocked me out. I—I don’t know what. Over.” 
 
    From our distance, the response was an unintelligible drone. Still facing the other way, he hadn’t seen the glass casing still on the floor next to the empty display. 
 
    He took a step toward the outer gallery, looking left and right. “All clear in the Damascus room.” 
 
    “Get ready to run,” Hazel breathed. 
 
    Exactly how should I get ready for that? Was there time for leg stretches? 
 
    The guard turned around. He stared blearily for a moment and then jumped like he’d been stung. 
 
    “Ten-Ninety-two! Ten-Ninety-two in special exhibitions,” he cried, rushing to the empty display. He pulled his gun from his holster. “The sword is gone.” 
 
    The radio exploded in a flurry of sound. More guards were on their way. Maybe now would be a good time to run. 
 
    I turned to tell Hazel as much when she leapt out of the shadows and rushed the guard. The guy barely had time to shout before she delivered a brutal side-kick to his chest. 
 
    My eyes bulged. What was I dealing with here, a witch-ninja? 
 
    The guard fell backward with a wheeze and flopped there breathless. She leaned down and pulled the gun from his hand. Tucking it into the waistline of her pants, she hustled back to me where I stared open-mouthed. 
 
    “What do you need spells for if you can do that?” I sputtered. 
 
    Alarms blared and the lights came on in full. 
 
    “Time to go,” she said, turning me about and shoving me through the doorway. “Follow me.” 
 
    While I’d done a quick once-over of the museum’s layout in the hours before we’d arrived, it became obvious Hazel had committed it to memory. In and out of galleries we wove until I was completely turned around. Flashes of paintings caught my eye as we ran past them. Landscapes. Bowls of fruit. Holy renderings. 
 
    The raised voices of guards called to each other as they pursued us. 
 
    “Lock down the exits!” 
 
    “Police are on their way!” 
 
    Somehow, she kept us a step ahead of them, and for any who go too close, well, at least she didn’t break any bones. 
 
    Finally, I spotted the red exit signs. We turned down a long, narrow hall lined with sketches to the left and a bank of windows to the right. The museum’s Japanese Gardens were just outside, the access door at the far end. We were almost there. 
 
    Footsteps pounded down the hall adjacent to the door. Hazel cursed under her breath and skidded to a stop. She glanced about and then grabbed me by the arm. 
 
    “This way,” she hissed and pulled me back a handful of steps to a door facing the windows. 
 
    Utility Closet, the sign read. 
 
    She tried the knob. Locked. Her gaze went to me, eyebrows raised. 
 
    Right. That’s my cue. 
 
    The door clicked shut behind us just as the guards’ entered the hall. A pair of anxious moments passed as they approached but they hurried right by the door without pause. I slowly released the breath I’d been holding. 
 
    Their voices faded away but we remained hidden in case others followed. It didn’t take long for me to realize how small the utility closet actually was. We stood almost on top of each other. I tried to shift back but my shoulder blades were already pressed against the side wall. 
 
    “Stop wriggling,” she murmured at me. 
 
    “I’ll stop if you will.” 
 
    “I’m not doing anything. You’re the one with an elbow jammed into my ribs.” 
 
    “And if you move your knee one more inch, I’ll be limping out of here.” 
 
    There came a pause before the absurdity of the moment made both of us choke back a laugh. 
 
    Carefully, she eased her leg away from me and the danger zone. “Sounds like they’re gone. Let’s get out of here,” she said, half a smile still in her voice as we fled into the gardens. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    The grey sky hinted at dawn. Hazel and I kept to the shadows that remained as we made our way past tea houses and sculpted hedges. When we were only another minute or two from the back fence, Hazel motioned me toward a waterfall enclosure surrounded by trees. I frowned at her but followed. She’d gotten us this far. Maybe there was a security system up ahead she knew about. 
 
    From a high ridge of arranged rocks, water cascaded into a pond full of koi and lily pads. Pale mosaic tile arched around the curve of the pool with a pair of benches set on top. Juniper and reddish ferns grew around the stones. 
 
    Even in fear for my freedom, I still appreciated the beauty of the place. My mind wandered to Nana. She would love a place like this to read in and garden. Calm would be good for her heart. Maybe I could convince my mother to build it into the back yard. Other neighbors had Japanese gardens, but none that included a waterfall. A good selling point. 
 
    Hazel strayed beside the pool, her back to me. “The sound of the waterfall will cover our voices. I wanted to tell you, before anything, I’m grateful for what you did.” 
 
    Praise always made me uncomfortable. I rubbed my hands together, unsure where to look. “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    “We felt the effects of the binding spell,” she went on. “We heard what you said as you fought against it. I was wrong about you.” Her hand went to the waistline of her pants. “I’m sorry it has to be this way.” 
 
    “Like I said, it was nothing. Hey, I think our ride should be there by now—“ 
 
    I broke off as she turned around. My eyes went to the gun she held. The gun pointing at me. 
 
    A cold knot twisted in my stomach and my hands went up. “If this is about gas money, I’m happy to chip in.” 
 
    Without a word she removed the mask. Curly, auburn-brown hair tumbled around a slender face. Those hazel eyes had gone remorseful in a way that made me sweat. 
 
    “What’d you do that for?” I asked. 
 
    “You have the right to see the face of your killer.” 
 
    My what? 
 
    “Wait a minute, you’re going to kill me?” I said incredulously. “After what I did to save your sister?” 
 
    Hey, I was all about humility unless ditching it meant saving my own life. 
 
    Shame touched her face, but clearly not enough to change her mind. The gun remained fixed on me. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with that. It’s a personal matter.” 
 
    “A personal matter,” I repeated. “So, your sisters, they don’t know about this?” 
 
    She gave a slight shake of her head. “We don’t participate in violence unless it’s taken up against us, but I don’t have a choice. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She cocked the pistol, aiming for my chest. 
 
    “Hang on, don’t I get to know why at least?” The words came out breathless. “I mean, you said it was personal.” 
 
    “I have no choice.” Regret twisted her mouth. “Why couldn’t you have been what I expected? Hating you would’ve made this easier, but after the things you said and what I saw…I can’t even have that.”  
 
    She didn’t hate me. Maybe there was some wiggle room. Keep her talking. Talking kept the blood in my body. 
 
    “You say you don’t have a choice. Is someone making you do this?” 
 
     “It’s for my brother.” Her hand trembled on the gun. She steadied it with the other. “I wasn’t raised in the coven, you know. My childhood revolved around the Catholic church. My father was a deacon. He read as a lector every Sunday.” 
 
    There was a bitterness to the way she spoke of him. 
 
    “But that’s not the man he really was?” 
 
    Her expression hardened. “Everyone thought he was so pious, all along beating and starving his children. My brother and I lived in fear.” Her gaze wandered in memory and then refocused. “My sisters found me at the bottom. They saved me from my own darkness.” 
 
    “What happened to your brother?” 
 
    “He remained with the church,” she said. “Even after the many times he nearly drank himself to death, he said God would save him.” Her eyes shone with gathered tears. “After all his devotion, they wouldn’t even bury him beside our mother. They told me a suicide has no place amid the lambs of God.” 
 
    I hadn’t attended mass since Nana pushed me through confirmation classes, but I remembered my lessons. A line from the Catechism surfaced in my thoughts  
 
    It is God who remains the sovereign Master of life. 
 
    Suicide was a mortal sin, one the church said consigned the soul to hell. That had always rubbed me the wrong way. If salvation wasn’t a rubberstamp next to a check-marked list of actions, neither was condemnation. Nana always went on about the mercy and forgiveness of God. Even if there was no great plan, there had to be some truth to that at least. 
 
    Hazel swiped at the moisture in her eyes. “I couldn’t save him in life, but I’ve been given the chance to save him in death.” 
 
    “You think killing me releases him from hell?” 
 
    “Your life in exchange for his soul, that was the bargain.” 
 
    This was starting to sound like a business transaction. 
 
    “What bargain? With who?” The answer hit me the second before she said it. 
 
    “He called himself Sebastian,” she said. “I knew right away he was from the darkness, but how could I refuse?” 
 
    My arms lowered to my sides. “Sebastian.” I spat the name. 
 
    She seemed surprised. “You know him?” 
 
    “We had a run-in not too long ago. You can’t believe anything he says.” 
 
    “I—I signed a contract.” Her voice quivered just slightly at the admission. “If I do this, my brother goes free.” 
 
    Despite the anger, her sacrifice moved me. “But what about your soul?”  
 
    “I won’t fail my brother again.” 
 
    There was no changing her mind, that much was obvious. Then again, maybe I didn’t have to. 
 
    “Tell me your name,” I said gently. 
 
    She blinked. “What?” 
 
    “If I’m to die, I’d rather not be with a stranger.” 
 
    “My name’s Jo. Joelle Spain.” 
 
    It fit her. I liked it immediately. 
 
    “Would you consider another option before you do this? Give me the chance to help you.” 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously. “Help me how?” 
 
    “Intercession. You know, a saint’s main gig.” Said with confidence, it almost sounded like I knew what I was talking about. 
 
    She set her jaw. “Why would God help him now? My brother thought God would save him, that He would take his suffering away and put him on a better path. But He didn’t. He abandoned him.” 
 
    Her anger was like a twin to my own. I knew what she was thinking; if God loved us so much, why didn’t he protect us better? But anger wouldn’t help either of us now. Maybe it never had. 
 
    “Despair’s a slippery thing,” I said quietly. “It can make you forget hope. It can make you forget you’re loved by anyone, even your sister.” 
 
    Her resolve wavered. 
 
    “Look, if it doesn’t work, you can follow through with the contract.” 
 
    “You—you would do that? For my brother?” She stared at me in disbelief. “Why?” 
 
    “Because, in a sense we’re all lost lambs. At one point or another we all need someone to carry us home on their shoulders.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    To be fair, I really had no idea what I was doing. I understood very well this could still end up with me shot dead next to a koi pond. Alice didn’t exactly provide an orientation packet on this type of thing. Sainted intercession was something I knew from Nana, who prayed to them daily. Whatever conversation took place between them and the Big Guy was a mystery, but I had to try. There were two souls at stake here, along with the added bonus of sticking it to Sebastian. 
 
    Plus, I wouldn’t mind saving my own hide in the process. 
 
    Jo sat on one of the benches, the gun resting on her lap. “How does this work?” 
 
    I kneeled in front of her. She stiffened and put a protective hand on the gun, but she needn’t have bothered. There was only one way out of this for all of us and it wasn’t the gun. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m new to this sainthood thing,” I said. “Maybe just ask me for help. You know, the way you’d ask a friend.” 
 
    She hesitated and then laid her hands on my shoulders. Instinctively, I closed my eyes. Her voice drifted over me, tangible as a cool mist against my skin. 
 
    “Please, help my brother Nathaniel.” Her voice pinched over his name. “Please, send him to be with our mother. Let him be at peace.” 
 
    I repeated her request. Poured myself into the words. Words that lived on the air and in the flesh. A supplication. 
 
    The answer came immediately, their voices an echo through the branches of trees, soft as the brush of feathers. Messengers. 
 
    “He is in a prison.” My eyes remained closed. “One he can’t leave.” 
 
    Jo’s hands shook. “So, he is being punished. Why can’t he be forgiven?” 
 
    “That’s not it.” I tilted my head, listening. “Sebastian lied to you. Your brother can free himself. He just won’t.” 
 
    “Why?” Her voice rose in anguish. “Can you talk to him? Can you tell him to go home?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    I reached for him. I cast my thoughts toward his name. 
 
    Down. 
 
    Down. 
 
    Deep into the gloom. Screams touched my senses. A pit of reaching, thrashing arms. The smell of flame and ash. Fear, deep and gripping, crushed my insides and I reached up to take Jo’s hands. She held them tight, even as we both trembled. 
 
    There, amid the bowels of suffering, I found him. In a cage of invisible bars. 
 
    I called out to him. “You don’t belong here.” 
 
    But he could not or would not hear me. Despair wrapped around him like a tourniquet. He didn’t know me. He didn’t believe me. 
 
    If he only knew what his sister was willing to sacrifice for him… 
 
    I cupped a hand over Jo’s mouth and recalled her words. I didn’t know if this was possible—I was running mostly on instinct here—but I channeled what she’d told me into the darkness that surrounded him. 
 
    “I couldn’t save him in life…” 
 
    There, he recognized her at least. 
 
    “I can’t fail my brother again…” An image of the gun pointed at me. “I signed a contract.” 
 
    That caught his attention. 
 
    “Jo?” 
 
    She gasped. “I can hear him.” 
 
    “Tell him,” I said. “Tell him everything.” 
 
    Her breath fluttered against my palm. “Can you hear me, Nate?” 
 
    “Yes.” The jubilation of his spirit washed through me and vanished into fear. “What contract? What have you done?” 
 
    “It’s my fault you’re there. I should’ve been with you. I should’ve helped you.” 
 
    “No, not your fault, sis. It never was.” 
 
    “But I can free you. I can take your place.” 
 
    “No! Joey, this is no place for you.” 
 
    “Or for you. You can leave it.” 
 
    “I’m condemned.” 
 
    “You’re not. You just have to go home.”  
 
    “I’m not wanted there.” 
 
    It was another hand that sent the light through me then, bright as crystal held up to the sun. The darkness scattered and through that opening, Nate was beckoned. Open arms welcomed him. Voices, hale and true, called his name. 
 
    Joy rushed through his spirit. I felt it, like a wave cresting over me. 
 
    “Home,” he whispered. “Yes.” 
 
    Despair gave way to elation and the cage that held him crumbled to dust. He rose up. Torment and death scratched at his feet, reaching to pull him back. The light hurled them back like shadows beneath the rising dawn, and he was lifted beyond their grasp. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Standing next to my truck again, I watched their van disappear down the street. My feet seemed planted to the ground, the sound of Jo’s thanks ringing in my ears. 
 
    “We’ll be in town for a while,” she’d told me. “Until our sister is well enough for the trip home.” 
 
    She’d glanced back at the others waiting in the van, her mask back in place. Neither of us had said anything about what happened when we met up with our ride. There were no more words needed on the matter, not after what we’d shared. 
 
    But as she’d climbed into the van, a sudden worry that Sebastian might try to trick her into a contract again claimed me. I’d hurriedly fished a dogeared business card out of my wallet and handed it to her. She’d accepted it with a smile and a question in her hazel eyes. 
 
    “If you need other locks opened,” I’d said, then added more quietly, “Or if you need a friend in town.” 
 
    “In that case, maybe,” she glanced behind her again, “maybe we’ll be seeing you again. Sam.” 
 
    I still wasn’t sold on the idea that we were all following a celestially determined thread, but there, in that moment, I wondered if our meeting was more than just a coincidence. I could no longer pretend my ability meant nothing—or that doing nothing with it was an acceptable choice. If this was what I was supposed to do, then I intended to embrace it. Not that I could ever fathom calling myself his servant, but for the people who needed me, for the ones standing on the edge, them I would gladly serve. 
 
    The rising sun had turned the horizon a bright tangerine. It was almost six o’clock in the morning when I checked my watch. Visiting hours at the hospital started in two hours. That left enough time to get some breakfast at the 24-hour restaurant in town. 
 
    A short stack with bacon, hash browns, and fried eggs. The perfect thing to round off a well-executed caper. 
 
    Keys in one hand, I climbed into my truck. Up until then I hadn’t realized how tired I was. Now the mountain fell on my head.  I set the keys in the ignition and grabbed my travel mug from the door, giving it a shake. A small slosh answered. One more swallow. Probably ice cold and disgusting, but coffee was coffee. 
 
    I upended it into my mouth like a shot of whiskey. 
 
    “Busy night?” 
 
    Coffee dregs shot through my nose as I gagged, turning to find Alice in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Come on, I’m a man without sleep,” I said, still half-choking. “Where’s your sense of mercy?”  
 
    “Not my forte, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I’m getting that bell for you,” I glowered. “I’m having it engraved.” 
 
    Mild amusement wandered over her impassive face. 
 
    “Thanks for all your help, by the way,” I said. “I could’ve used some of that mentorship tonight, you know.” 
 
    “You seemed to be doing fine.” 
 
    “Wait, you were watching?” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    “So, when the gun came out, at exactly what point were you going to step in?” 
 
    “I was curious what you would do. Besides, some of your lessons will have to be—how do they call it?—sink or swim?” 
 
    Uh-huh. Was there a mentor version of Protective Services? 
 
    “Besides,” she added, “a death like that would have martyred you. As I said before, that is not how you will die, at least not the first time. Or did you forget the free pass I granted you after your assistance to me?” 
 
    Oh right, my empty death. It was good to have things to look forward to. 
 
    “At any rate,” she said, looking out the windshield. “You did very well. A successful intercession and you made Sebastian look bad.” 
 
    There was no mistaking the smug delight that gave her. 
 
    “He tried to set me up,” I said. “Apparently he’s the grudge type. Should I be worried?”  
 
    “He’ll be too busy explaining himself to bother you for a while.”  
 
    She seemed overly nonchalant about it. I remembered too well the fear in her eyes when she saw him last time to believe it. 
 
    “Well, I think I deserve something to eat.” I started the engine. The old Ford rattled and rumbled comfortingly. 
 
    “I will leave you to your meal.” 
 
    “Unless you want to join me?” 
 
    Her eyes met mine, a blue wall that couldn’t quite hide her astonishment. “I don’t eat, Sam.” 
 
    “Good, because I’ve only got ten bucks in my pocket.” 
 
    She gave me a sour look that said she didn’t see the humor in that. 
 
    I tossed an exaggerated grin her way. “Kidding?” 
 
    “I’m amazed you survived the night.” Her expression turned sly. “By the way, Locksmith, you might be interested to know there exists a third book in your romance novel series.” 
 
    “Why would that interest me? I was just joking before. Those books are really my mom’s.” Which was true. No need to mention that I’d voluntarily borrowed and then never returned them. 
 
    From the knowing look Alice gave me, my poker face needed work. 
 
    “Does this mean you don’t wish to know where the last print version of The Dauphin’s Desire is located in your town?” 
 
    “Alice,” I groaned. “Isn’t there some way we can just pretend it’s for my mom?” 
 
    Her mouth curved in a devilish smile. “None at all.” 
 
    “Food first,” I sighed. “Then books. That is, if you’ll share a booth with me?” 
 
    Her careful expression became indecipherable. “You want my company.” 
 
    I did, despite her teasing. Or maybe because of it. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t?” 
 
    “There are some who would say so.” She leaned back against the passenger seat. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt to explain a few things to you.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. Breakfast for two.” I shifted the truck into gear, deciding not to examine the glad feeling having her with me a bit longer brought. I had a few things to go over with her too, in particular the strange presence I’d felt looking back when I broke the binding spell, though I had trouble hanging on to the details of it, as if the memory was fading. 
 
     “Seat belt, Sam,” Alice reprimanded. “I’ve seen the consequences of enough road side collisions for one evening.” 
 
    Right, wouldn’t want to get myself into any trouble. At least not until after my eggs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    PART THREE 
 
      
 
    [image: VTC Goblin Hand Regular]


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HUDDLED in my truck parked at the top of Bellemer’s look-out hill, I stared resentfully down at the city buildings below steeped in the early grey of dawn. Hardly a car on the road. Just the butcher, the baker…and one groggy locksmith.  
 
    With a sigh, I fixed my sights on the horizon again. Waiting. I’d seen every dawn and dusk for almost four weeks. When she’d assigned it, Alice had described the activity only as a required task. Being Death, she wasn’t one for lengthy explanations. She’d officially ruined this particular marvel for me. The rising and declining light of the sun filled me with annoyance instead of wonder these days. Sure, it was pretty, but so was sleep. I missed my bed and its cozy flannel sheets. 
 
    With my elbow propped on the driver’s side door, face half-mashed into my palm, my eyes drifted closed as the first rays of scarlet and amber peaked over the horizon.  
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    “Blarg!” I bolted upright, smashing my knee into the steering wheel. 
 
    Alice had appeared in the passenger seat. She gazed out at the sunrise through my speckled windshield.  
 
    I glared at her and rubbed my leg. “Have I mentioned the poltergeist routine is getting really old?” 
 
    She turned an expectant stare toward me, eyes like blue ice against a pale-gold complexion. “What do you see?”  
 
    In the past weeks she’d shown up many times to ask me this question. Invariably, my answer failed to impress. 
 
    “I see a yellow gas giant coming into view after the Earth completes one rotation on its axis.” That came out a bit smug. I’d looked it up the online yesterday so I’d at least have something more than my usual shrug and grunt. 
 
    The glimmer of anticipation vanished from her face. “You aren’t taking this seriously.” 
 
    Watching the sun go up and down? No kidding. 
 
    “It might be easier if you told me what I’m looking for.”  
 
    “Then you would see what I told you to see. That would defeat the purpose of this exercise.” 
 
    “How abstract of you. If the purpose was to drive me into sleep-deprived mania, mission accomplished.” I rubbed at one temple. “In what way does this help me figure out the task I’m supposedly destined to complete?” 
 
    “Supposedly? Do you doubt it still?” 
 
    I didn’t. As the days slipped past, a growing sense of unease wormed through my thoughts, as if a date on the calendar had been circled, only I couldn’t page ahead to see it. Living without knowing the shape and scale of what I might be called to do troubled what little sleep I got, and the long stretches of solitude watching daylight rise and fall didn’t help matters. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I told her. “But I’m not getting anything out of coming here every day to do this.” 
 
    “Truly, given how you’ve applied yourself to the assignment, I am astounded.” 
 
    Did Death just crack wise with me? 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “All I’ve learned is that this twice daily appointment makes it difficult to make any plans or, you know, have a life.” 
 
    That sounded whiney. Alice’s expression concurred. 
 
    “Try to think beyond your finite existence into something nobler than…your morning donut.” She eyed with distaste the empty pastry papers and disposable coffee cups strewn on the floor by her bare feet.  
 
    “Not all of us can be of the non-corporeal variety. I still have to eat. And sleep, even if those things don’t matter for you.” 
 
    “They matter to me in as much as they don’t interfere with your progress. Your social needs matter to me not at all.” 
 
    Ever blunt, that was Alice. 
 
    “What do you know about social needs anyway?” I grumbled mulishly. 
 
    “More than I would like. You are hardly circumspect about yours.” 
 
    I uncrossed my arms with a narrowed gaze. “Spying on me, Alice?” 
 
    “The threads of all human life are in my keeping. It costs me little to know where you are and with whom.” 
 
    I shifted in my seat. “Yeah, well, I’d appreciate you switching it off when I’m on a…” 
 
    A what? An outing? A social engagement? A person-accompanying-another-person-casually? I wasn’t exactly sure what to call my new friendship with Jo. They weren’t dates, that much I knew. They were fun. Comfortable. A relationship without the pressure of becoming something. There was a word for it but it escaped me. Exhaustion was helpful that way.  
 
    I realized I’d never finished my sentence and filled in the blank with a smooth, “You know what I mean.” 
 
    A hint of amusement tugged at one corner of Alice’s mouth. As usual, she found my discomfort hilarious. 
 
    “I will do my best to look elsewhere at those times.” 
 
    I gave a slight hunch of my shoulders and turned my eyes toward the dashboard. “I guess it doesn’t really matter. She’ll be going home soon.” 
 
    All way over on the west coast. Washington State. I supposed there was always social media to stay in touch. Of course, I sucked at that. My adorable snark just didn’t translate well into written text. 
 
    Alice’s tone was surprisingly conciliatory. “Perhaps that is best. Involvement with a witch is hardly prudent.” 
 
    I gave a laugh. “Considering the company I’ve been keeping lately, I’d say it is.” Uh-oh. That sounded a lot like I didn’t appreciate Alice’s company. “Not that I mind of course. I like when you’re around—I mean, well you know, it’s just…at least Joelle’s human.” 
 
    I should just stop talking. 
 
    She didn’t give any sign of offense, though the glance she flicked my way was cool. “If you require this social life, perhaps it would be wiser to choose someone more mundane for your biological needs.” 
 
    “My biologi—We’re just friends. Platonic!” I crowed the word as it finally came to me. “That’s what we are. And I’ll have you know I’m a gentleman, Alice, but thanks for the baboon comparison.” 
 
    “I intended no insult,” she said mildly. “A gentleman, you say?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “I’m curious, what is your modern take on this archaic custom?” 
 
    “My modern take?” I sensed an impending trap here. 
 
    “At its height, a gentleman’s behavior had very specific rules. I take this to mean yours does not.” 
 
    “Oh, it definitely has rules.” 
 
    “Do elaborate. I’m so rarely entertained.” 
 
    “You want specifics? All right then.” I drummed my fingers on the wheel to gather my thoughts. “Okay. For example, if it were you, I’d ask you out on a date and then pick you up from your house.” 
 
    “Honk the horn a few times from the driveway, would you?” 
 
    “Do you want to hear this or not?” 
 
    Her eyes glinted. “Apologies. Continue.” 
 
    “So, I’d come to your door to pick you up. I’d bring flowers—not roses because that’s weird. Maybe a mix of some kind. And I’d say something nice.” 
 
    She wrinkled her brow. “Nice?” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe you’d have your dark hair up and I’d say it was pretty. Then I’d take you to dinner—a fancy place. With a tablecloth.” I leaned my head back against the seat, feeling wistful for reasons I couldn’t explain. “If the weather was good, I’d buy us an ice-cream and we’d go for a walk by Glade Park where they keep the twinkle lights up year-round.” 
 
    “After which you’d introduce the idea of biological activities?” she mused. 
 
    “On a first date? What do you take me for, Alice?” 
 
    “Ah. The second then?” 
 
    “No.” I hesitated. “But, if it was going well, I might…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I realized suddenly what I was about to say and how I’d framed this whole hypothetical with her as my date, imagining it like a movie reel in my head. Alice in a tank-top and jeans, nibbling at the edges of her ice cream cone, smiling. 
 
    Seriously, what was wrong with me? 
 
    Alice watched me with that impassive, yet expectant gaze of hers. It was easy to forget sometimes that although she looked like a girl in her early-twenties, she was older than I could fathom and served a purpose beyond my comprehension. She was humoring me with this conversation so I’d stay engaged with the horizon-watching exercise I couldn’t figure out. 
 
    And there was me, blathering on about twinkle lights and ice-cream like she actually cared about mortal customs. It was really a stroke of good luck that although she could watch me without my knowing it, she couldn’t actually hear my pathetic thoughts. 
 
    “What would you have done, Sam, if things were going well on this second date?” She raised her brows at me, prompting. 
 
    I sat straighter and offered a shrug. “It’s been so long since my last date, I probably have it all wrong.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    She seemed, for a second, disappointed with that answer. Great, now the hypothetical was polluting my view of reality. 
 
    Time to change the subject. 
 
    “I have a surprise for you.” 
 
    Her face immediately clouded with dismay. “A surprise.” 
 
    “In there,” I said with a nod to the glove compartment in front of her. “Go ahead.” 
 
    She made no move to open it. “I don’t like surprises.” 
 
    I sighed and leaned across to pop the compartment open. The small, cardboard box sat surrounded by crushed receipts and an engine manual whose pages had never seen the light of day. I retrieved the box and set it between us. 
 
    Alice stared at it like a bug. “What is it?” 
 
    “A gift.” 
 
    Her gaze flew to mine. “Why?” 
 
    I did my best not to roll my eyes and untucked the fold-in top. “Will you come on? Look inside already.” I paused. “You can pick things up, right?” 
 
    She reached in and with one finger extracted the thumb-sized, silver object by the ribbon looped at its top. It shone in the rising light and chimed delicately. 
 
    “It’s a bell,” I said, as if that weren’t obvious. “I promised I’d get you one, remember?” 
 
    “That was in jest. For always startling you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “This is decorative.” 
 
    “It made me think of you.” I ran a hand through my messy hair, fumbling for the words. “Look, I realize I’m not an easy case to deal with. I wanted you to know I appreciate all you’re doing for me.” 
 
    She stared at me in silence. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I had it engraved too.” 
 
    She held it an inch closer for examination. Her lips formed the word she read there without voice. 
 
    Alice. 
 
    The expression on her face lasted the briefest of moments, like a flash of sunlight in the November sky.  
 
    Warmth. 
 
    Then it was gone. 
 
    She held it out to me. “I have no need of gifts.” 
 
    That socked me right in the guts. “Need isn’t the point. I’d…like you to have it. A gentleman’s allowed to honor his mentor, isn’t he?” 
 
    She looked at it another moment, her face unreadable. Then her fingers curled it tightly into her palm. 
 
    “Thank you, Sam.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    The world was still inked in the pastels of early dawn as I drove home. At least all this sitting around with the sky’s waxing and waning light forced me to really think about how I could apply my abilities in ways that would help people. It also staved off the worst of my anxieties for the unknown lurking in my future 
 
    In the past month, I’d called in every favor I had and worked with the county office to get St. Joseph’s shelter a new roof. They’d had to stop taking people in because of mold forming on the ceilings, but then ran afoul of property insurance loopholes when the company refused to pay for a new one. By mid-November, our local Jimmy-Max Hardware store would donate the materials and the county would foot the bill for the construction. St. Joseph’s shelter would open its doors again in time for Thanksgiving. 
 
    An accomplishment there, but this was something that anyone could do if they put their mind to it. An Earthly task, for lack of a better explanation. I didn’t know how to be a saint. I mean, were saints allowed to love horror movies? A good beer? Do other saints use the sniff test in the morning after skipping laundry day? I could do more, I knew I could, but I didn’t know what form it should take. 
 
    And Alice had me watching the day start and end. When I’d told her a month ago that I was ready for this, that I wouldn’t pretend not to be what I so plainly was, the gleam of admiration in her gaze had struck the air from my lungs. Sadly, I hadn’t seen it since. Probably because she had it right and I wasn’t taking the very first task she set me seriously. I rubbed a hand over my face as I pulled into the driveway. Starting tonight, I would really dedicate myself to it. Maybe I could look up the symbolism of sunrises and give her a more thoughtful answer. At least I had the day to come up with something. 
 
    Sleep would help. A few hours and I might possibly get my jellied brain to start firing again. With that in mind, I dismounted from my truck, groaning like a bear lumbering towards hibernation. A jogging neighbor called out hello as she came past the house. I waved back. The smile I tugged across my face came out a tad weird. She gave me the once-over like she thought I was high and trotted onward. 
 
    Was it too much to ask that I crawl into my sanctuary without being seen? Who got up at this hour voluntarily with the intention of wrapping themselves in spandex to run in a circuit that landed them back where they’d begun? Masochists. 
 
    With one foot on the steps that led to my apartment above my mother’s garage, I paused when a sound caught my ear. 
 
    Was that…?  
 
    Yep, that was Nana’s humming from the back of the house. I swerved away from the stairs and headed that way. After my adventure in the Japanese gardens of the museum, I’d managed to convince my mother to landscape a section of our own little plot behind the house in the same style. The weather was turning cooler with mid-November, but Nana still needed a calm space to putter around in. Anything to keep that heart condition in check.  
 
    What I hadn’t counted on was Nana coming out here at the crack of dawn to putz with flowers instead of resting. There she stood wrapped in a coat, still wearing her fuzzy slippers. With one hand she tended to a small potted bonsai while she sipped at her mug of coffee. 
 
    “Why are you up so early?” I called as I went to her. “The doctor said you’re supposed to take it easy after that episode a few weeks ago.” 
 
    She flapped a hand at me. “Doctores.” 
 
    Ah, flippancy. That pretty much encapsulated Nana’s receptiveness to medical advice. 
 
    I rubbed my face again. “Nana—“ 
 
    “You look tired, m’hijo. You always up early and out past dark.” She put it like stating a fact but stared at me like it was a question. 
 
    “Just finishing assignments.” 
 
    Her eyes took on that flat look that said she knew better. “Your father tell me same excuses when he first in love with your mamá.” 
 
    “I’m not in love, Nana.” 
 
    She eyed me quizzically. 
 
    “I’m not, I swear.” 
 
    She inspected my face and shook her head, tsking. “You don’t have to tell me, but if this one is important, I expect to meet her soon, yes?” 
 
    Someone get me out of this day. 
 
    “Fine, yes. I will.” 
 
    “Good boy. Did you eat breakfast yet, mi amor?”  
 
    “I had some coffee and a donut.” 
 
    “That is not breakfast.” She took my arm like she meant to lean on it but tugged me toward the kitchen door. “Come, I make you something.” 
 
    Food sounded good. Bed sounded better. “I’m not really hungry—” 
 
    She gave my ribs a pinch. “You too skinny. Just like your papá. Flaco.” 
 
    “You’d say that if I had two chins and love handles, Nana.” 
 
    “You’ll eat breakfast,” she commanded, effectively ending the discussion. 
 
    An hour later, I waddled away from the house like an overstuffed penguin looking for a place to die. Climbing the stairs to my apartment over the garage felt more like taking on Everest. Grunting on each step, I managed to clamber my way to the top. When I reached the landing, my hand paused mid-way to the knob. The door stood slightly ajar. 
 
    I glanced at my watch. 7:40am. It couldn’t be one of my mother’s intrusions. The woman needed two alarm clocks to force her out of bed in the morning. I leaned back slightly for a view of the driveway. Empty. 
 
    If this was a break-in, the joke was on them. There was absolutely nothing of value in my place, not even a few decent snacks in the cupboard. 
 
    And unless Nana’s cooking was making me hallucinate, I could swear the TV was on. 
 
    Quietly, I pushed the door open and peered inside. “Hello?” 
 
    “Morning Sam.” Joelle lay reclined on my threadbare couch, her sneakered feet crossed at the ankles, sipping at a glass of orange juice. One of my action DVDs played on the TV. 
 
    I stepped inside. “Uh, good morning?” 
 
    She’d never come to my apartment before. We usually met in town. Somehow, she made that old couch look more comfortable than I’d ever known it to be. She had a talent for that, fitting into new places like a missing puzzle piece, as if every space she entered welcomed her there. It was a detail I’d learned about her over the past few weeks.  
 
    “Didn’t your mother tell you it’s not nice to stare?” she asked lightly when I continued to stand there. Her hazel eyes never moved from the TV. 
 
    “My mother has more of a strict ‘no hugs’ policy.” 
 
    “I see.” A smile played at her lips and she glanced my way. “You’re up early. Matins, was it?” 
 
    “Ha ha.” I shut the door behind me, eyeing her sneakers. “You’re not one of those crazy joggers, are you?” 
 
    “Is there something wrong with jogging?” 
 
    “At dawn? Because sweating out on the streets before the birds are even awake is a sane activity?” 
 
    “As opposed to working up a sweat in other ways?” 
 
    Well, she won that round. There didn’t exist a safe comeback. 
 
    “So, what kind of spell did you use to get in here?” I asked. 
 
    “You left your door unlocked. Strange practice for a locksmith.” 
 
    “Most people here do. We’re a small town.” 
 
    “Oh you trusting folk of the country. If not for you and your corn fields, the world’s available horror movies would be paltry indeed.” 
 
    “Yes, we bumpkins try to do our part for the world stage,” I answered dryly, surveying the landscape of the studio apartment with a sudden pang of anxiety. 
 
    Dirty dishes in the sink. A pile of unfolded laundry on my unmade bed. A pile of dirty laundry on the floor next to it. 
 
    Good God, had she used the bathroom? 
 
    Did I remember to flush this morning? 
 
    A low-grade panic nettled my chest. As if sensing my unease, Jo sat up and turned off the TV. “Sorry I dropped in on you like this. I was in the mood for a long run and decided to see if you’d like to have breakfast together.” 
 
    There was a tightness to her eyes. She thought I didn’t like her spontaneous visit. Nice, not only was I coming off as a slob but also a territorial moron. 
 
    “Breakfast sounds great,” I told her enthusiastically, ignoring the cramp in my stomach. 
 
    Her posture relaxed a degree. “When you weren’t home my plan was to make something, but that didn’t work out.” She sent a significant look in the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    Oh right. No food in there. 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to get to the store lately. Appointments.” 
 
    I set my keys on the counter and sat beside her on the couch. Usually I’d kick my shoes off first but a sudden doubt as to which pile of clothes I’d dug the socks out of this morning changed my mind. Jo wore a mish-mash of loose, comfortable cotton in subdued grey and black, her curly ponytail red like the dawn I’d seen this morning. 
 
    She quirked an eyebrow at me. “I had no idea that a locksmith’s schedule was so demanding.” 
 
    “Mentor stuff,” I said with a hunch of my shoulders. “No biggie, just trying to find my place on the celestial sphere.” 
 
    “Still working on that?” 
 
    “It involves horizons. Very complex. Don’t make me get into the gory details.” 
 
    “Can’t figure it out, huh? Maybe you’re suffering latent anxiety from failing out of college.” 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t fail. I dropped out to become a young entrepreneur.” 
 
    “Who is now living over his mother’s garage.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’re not impressed with my manly bachelor pad?” 
 
    “Your bare walls and three pieces of furniture did set my girlish heart aflutter,” she grinned, fanning herself. “Especially your literary choices.” 
 
    “What—You told me my romance novels were endearing,” I said, getting up to take a protective stance in front of my poor maligned bookcase. 
 
    Her smile grew fond. “So, I did, though I felt the need to add to your selection. A little non-fiction.” 
 
    “Really?” I turned around to find three new volumes on a shelf. I took one out and frowned at what looked suspiciously like a textbook. “Is this by one of those dead French philosophers you’ve mentioned?” 
 
    “You remember that title?” 
 
    “No, I just can’t say the author’s name.” I sat next to her again. 
 
    “Michel Trouillot,” she said with careful pronunciation. 
 
    “Mister Trout, got it.” 
 
    She smacked my arm. “This is an important book, Sam. Silencing the Past is about history. It’s about the social production of narratives that create one history while suppressing another.” 
 
    I traced the letters of the title. “Jo, I think you’re crediting me with more academic ability than I have.” 
 
    “Don’t try to sell me on the aw-shucks simple-farm-boy-from-Iowa nonsense. You’ve already told me you’ve been studying the lives of past saints and I’ve seen what you can do. These theories will help you.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Well, who we are as a people and as individuals is made up of our conception of where we come from. Our history, Sam. So, when you’re reading about saints, consider whose lens you’re looking through while you’re learning. It could lead you down paths you haven’t explored, and maybe toward what you’re meant to do. The truth of the past is rarely the one that comes from the dominant viewpoint.” 
 
    Like Joan of Arc who was a saint but also, as I recently found out, a witch and the founder of Jo’s coven. Something the known history books had never mentioned. 
 
    I took in the book with more interest, moved by her support. My thoughts returned to Alice’s insinuation of more between Jo and I than friendship. In other circumstances, there might have been, and not just because of the epic dry spell of my dating life. Jo had an impressive academic mind and a loyal heart, not to mention shiny copper hair a guy could imagine winding his fingers into, but after the role I’d played in helping to free her brother, it seemed wrong to pursue the idea. I’d seen her at her most vulnerable not because of any trust between us, but because of circumstances. Besides, now that we did trust each other, I sensed we both enjoyed this unexpected friendship, a closeness that could simply be without either side trying to bend it into something else. 
 
    “I know you have a mentor,” Jo said, noting how I’d fallen quiet. “I don’t mean any disrespect to him or her—” 
 
    “I know. Thank you, really. This means a lot,” I said, meeting her gaze, and because I couldn’t help myself, I drew back in dawning horror, adding, “Wait, you’re not going to test me on it later, right?” 
 
    Her eyes took on a wicked gleam. “I was thinking more of a daily pop quiz.” 
 
    I grabbed the cushion next to me and swung it at her like a cudgel. “You’ll have to catch me first!” 
 
    With a laugh, she deflected it. Faster than I could blink, she gripped my wrist, rotated my arm up and behind my back, and used her shoulder to lever me to the floor. Face down, I found myself staring at the fuzzballs under my couch. 
 
    Oh right. Witch-ninja. 
 
    “Erm, uncle?” 
 
    “What was that about catching you?” 
 
    “I give, I give. You are the superior being in both brains and crazy combat moves. I will dedicate myself to the wisdoms you have gifted me. Okay?” 
 
    “Good.” She released my wrist with a chuckle and shifted back to the couch. “It’s too bad you weren’t home sooner to grab that breakfast. I have to leave in a minute.” 
 
    “What if I offered to make it up to you tomorrow morning instead?” I pulled myself to my knees, then paused at her somber expression. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The thing is, we’ve finished all our business here. We’re leaving town today.” 
 
    “I thought you were staying till Sunday.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s just—well,” she gave a slight laugh. “This will sound strange to you, but there’s an astrological phenomenon that has a special significance to my coven and it’s more visible on the west coast. It won’t happen again for another hundred years.” 
 
    Sure, it hadn’t come around for a hundred years but it had to pick her last weekend in town to show up. I had all the luck. 
 
    “Should I be imagining a lot of pointy hats and moon howling?” 
 
    She socked me in the arm with a sheepish grin. “It’s a comet, you intolerant altar boy. They’ve been talking about it on the news for the past few weeks. Where have you been?” 
 
    At look-out point, staring at colors in the sky. 
 
    “What time do you leave today? Maybe we can still get some lunch…” The look on her face answered me. “You’re leaving now?” 
 
    “My flight takes off in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Why don’t you let me give you a ride to the airport? I can’t vouch for my truck’s radio but the seats are comfy.” 
 
    Her phone buzzed on the coffee table next to us. She picked it up and glanced at the text. 
 
    “My ride is already here.” 
 
    I struggled to keep the disappointment from my voice. “No worries. I heard it’s going to be a clear day, so at least you’ll have decent travel conditions.” 
 
    Weather commentary. My happy place. 
 
    She produced a business card from her pocket and handed it to me. 
 
      
 
    Joelle Spain, Pilot 
 
    Expanse Charter Plane Services 
 
    Seattle, WA 
 
      
 
    “You’re a pilot?” She’d never mentioned that before. 
 
    “Now you see why they can’t leave without me.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck. “I just—You’re a pilot?” 
 
    “Sam, if you say that with any more disbelief, I’ll have to put you back on the floor.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I assured her. “I guess I hadn’t realized you had another job.” 
 
    “What, you thought I could buy groceries and pay rent with spells and pentagrams?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    She tapped a finger over the contact information. “That’s why I’m giving you the card. I know you said you’re not online much but I’m obligating you to come to this century, Sam, and email me now and then.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised and meant it. 
 
    She eyed me dubiously, her gaze lighting on the card and falling away. 
 
    “Don’t believe me?” 
 
    “I do, but I also know life gets in the way.” 
 
    “Have some faith in me,” I teased. “I’m a saint after all.” 
 
    She laughed. “You know, this town of yours isn’t so bad, even if it is the size of a postage stamp. Maybe I’ll come back to visit sometime.” 
 
    “We do have a pretty sweet windmill down by the river.” 
 
    “True,” she smiled. “I’m really going to miss it.” 
 
    Her phone vibrated again and her smile faded. 
 
    She stood. “I have to go.” 
 
    “Right,” I nodded, getting up even as my insides sank. I forced a crooked grin onto my face. “Any chance for a hug, or will I end up in a headlock?” 
 
    “I thought hugs were against your upbringing.” 
 
    “More like proof mother doesn’t always know best.” I lifted a brow. “Well?” 
 
    She swiped an auburn curl out of her eyes and smirked. “Nothing risked, nothing gained, Sam.” 
 
    I went for the hug. When her arms looped around me, I held her tight, wishing this didn’t hurt and grateful that it did all at once. Friendship was a gift and I didn’t have many of them. 
 
    When she left, I almost wished she would’ve planted my face to the floorboards instead. It bruised just as much to watch her go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Sunshine gushed through my skylight when I woke up later that day. Bleary and disoriented, I frowned at it. What time was it? Why hadn’t my alarm clock woken me? I peered at it on the bedside table. It stared back, dark. 
 
    Swell, a random power outage. Shouldn’t that require a storm or something? 
 
    I dragged myself out of bed and stumbled about in search of my phone. A dull ache pulsed behind my eyes. Oh yeah, I’d overslept for sure. I located my phone on the kitchen counter and turned it on. 
 
    12:37pm 
 
    Wonderful. That left me a handful of hours before I could go stare at the horizon. Again. At least I wouldn’t be late to the pair of jobs I had scheduled this afternoon. 
 
    A voicemail from mid-morning winked on the display. My hand tightened on the phone as I tapped to listen. If I’d missed a last call from Jo because of a power outage… 
 
    “Hey Sam, its Nick.” 
 
    Nick? That woke me up. Nick and I had known each other since freshman year in high school. He was the only friend I’d kept consistent contact with since graduation, even after he’d joined the army. He wasn’t supposed to be back from deployment until Christmas. 
 
    “You’re probably surprised to hear from me. I’m only in town for a week. My…uh…my big brother died.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. 
 
    There was a pause before he went on. “The funeral was yesterday. Don’t worry about missing it. We haven’t really told anyone what happened and my folks, they…wanted a small service. I—if you’re free—it’d be great to meet up tonight. Maybe grab a beer? If you can’t make it, that’s cool, but otherwise, I’ll be at the Hideaway Pub in Ames around eight o’clock. I won’t be able to pick up my phone most of the day, so just leave me a message when you get the chance. All right, buddy. Later.” 
 
    Briefly I wondered why he was going to a bar over an hour away instead of one in town. Then I shoved the thought aside and left a message to say I’d be there. The timing might be a bit tight with sunset around 6:45pm, but I’d make it work. Alice preferred I did my assignment from look-out hill where the view was better, but if I couldn’t get there, I’d just have to contemplate the heavens through my rearview mirror. 
 
    As I ambled down to the fuse box in the garage, I worried for my old friend, wishing I’d been awake when he’d called. Nicolaus Anastas. Tall, with a quarterback’s waist and a linebacker’s shoulders, he’d been vastly more popular than me in high school. Sure, it might’ve been his Greek carved-from-the-angels good looks, but once one got past that, it was the humility he carried about him that most noticed. The easy smile and the friendly, unassuming disposition. The fact that he wasn’t interested in girls made him the perfect wing man. 
 
    I’d only met his brother Paul a couple of times. He’d been ten years old when Nick was born so most of our teenage years, he’d been in grad school, pursuing a doctorate in archaeology at NYU. I knew they’d been close though. What happened to him? 
 
    Sadness for my friend’s loss prodded me as I stared at the open fuse box. I looked through the glass top and spotted the broken metal line on one of the fuses. The box of spares sat on the shelf next to me. As I reached to unscrew the broken fuse, two things happened: I heard the gentle chime of Alice’s bell, and I remembered, too late, that I hadn’t turned off the main breaker. 
 
    The instant I touched it, lightning lanced through every vein in my body and white fire scorched a savage path across my nerve endings. My vision went black. When it returned, I blinked up at the unfinished rafters of the garage, my chest heaving. 
 
    Alice’s face swam into focus where she crouched over me. “Don’t look so surprised. I told you your death would be a shame.” 
 
    Was I dead? Because it hurt like being alive. The muscles in my body felt like they’d been pan fried in hot oil. I squinted at her in confusion. 
 
    “Your credit, remember?” She stood. “It is now spent.” 
 
    It came back to me. The graveyard. The mausoleum with Moreau’s spectral lock on it. The “do-over” Death had agreed to give me. 
 
    When had my life become so strange? 
 
    Alice stared down at me. “Are you going to get up?” 
 
    I considered it…Nope. 
 
    “Floor’s good,” I whispered. “I didn’t think it would hurt that much.” 
 
    “You electrocuted yourself through distraction and sheer stupidity, Sam. You were expecting another result?” 
 
    “I guess not.” I propped myself up on my elbows with a grimace. Recollection drifted across my mind and, despite having literally killed myself, a smile hooked my lip. “Hey, was that your bell I heard?” 
 
    “If you hear my arrival you’ll startle less, complain less, and thus waste less time.” 
 
    A predictable answer but I was getting better at reading her stony expressions. 
 
    I grinned. “You do like it.” 
 
    “It’s practical object that I…appreciate.” She turned to leave. 
 
    “Hang on. Does this mean my next and final death will be better than this one?” 
 
    She sent me an admonishing look. “You must know I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Not even a hint?” 
 
    “Sam—” She paused. Her eyes moved left to right as though reading pages of text. “Odd. I can’t see it.” 
 
    “What, my death?” 
 
    Her expression grew troubled. “It is hidden from me.” 
 
    “And that’s…bad?” 
 
    “It is unprecedented.” 
 
    “Maybe it means I’m going to live a long and healthy life,” I offered, sitting up. 
 
    “I don’t know but I intend to find out.” She glanced over her shoulder at me. “Meanwhile, pay more attention to what you’re doing, Locksmith. Pain is temporary. Death is eternal.” 
 
    With that delightful thought, she was gone. Eager to get out of there, I finished up quickly in the garage, but took the time to carefully tape a note to my future self on the fuse box: 
 
    Breaker! Breaker! 
 
    I chuckled. Then stopped. 
 
    Great. I was laughing at my own jokes now. 
 
    As I exited the garage the glare from the overhead sun blinded me from seeing the silver BMW in the driveway at first. I froze, hand squeezing the doorknob in a death grip. Mr. Lindonbury’s car. My mom mentioned yesterday that he’d be coming by after they had lunch together. I’d completely forgotten. 
 
    My eyes swept across the driveway. No one. Maybe I hadn’t been noticed. I started to edge back inside. 
 
    “Sam!” 
 
    Son of a burrito. 
 
    Mr. Lindonbury waved as he stepped out of the kitchen door on the side of the house. Turning back, I hastily rearranged the grimace on my face to something closer to pleased. It didn’t feel authentic. I probably looked constipated. 
 
    “Hi, Mr. Lindonbury.” 
 
    “Call me Matt,” he said, striding toward me in his tan suit and black shoes. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    My mother followed behind him, touching up her lipstick while holding a compact in her hand. Lord, did she have to leave me wondering what had prompted the need to fix her makeup? I still hadn’t gotten over pulling into the driveway the other night to find them necking in the car. They’d only been dating a couple of weeks and it showed. Mr. Lindonbury was a partner at the advertising firm where my mom worked as an executive assistant. Not his assistant, thankfully, as I didn’t need that situation haunting my brain. 
 
    He was a nice guy, as far as I could tell, close to fifty with all his hair and teeth. He kept trying to win me over though, like it was a required part of dating my mother. As if my opinion would ever sway her on the matter. I’m not sure why he kept at it so doggedly. I’d been nothing but friendly. 
 
    Still, my mom had been happier since they’d been seeing each other, which worked fine for me. I only found her snooping around my apartment some of the time, instead of all of the time. 
 
    “Are you coming or going?” he asked, extending a hand as he neared.  
 
    “A little of both,” I murmured, my guts squelching in on themselves. There it came, the reason I avoided the guy. Our handshakes always landed wrong. Always. And there was no way out of it. The laws of men dictated I could not leave a dude hanging. 
 
    I put out my hand, wondering idly if it would be less uncomfortable to grab another live fuse. 
 
    It went just as expected. He came in too fast, palm skidding off my fingers to land at my wrist, then retreating to my hand, missing the target again, and clasping my thumb. 
 
    Shudder. 
 
    “Good to see you,” he smiled, oblivious, then clapped me on the shoulder. Well, he tried to anyway. It wound up too close to my neck. “How you been, Sam?” 
 
    “Doing great, Mr. Lindonbury.” 
 
    “Matt.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What are you doing out here in a t-shirt?” my mother said reprovingly as she reached us. “It’s barely forty degrees.” 
 
    “It’s good for young men to tolerate a little cold, right Sam? Keeps them fit.” 
 
    I smiled. “Exactly.” 
 
    My mother sent a softer look of reproach his way. “You only say that because you don’t like bundling up either, even though you should.” 
 
    “Winter coats don’t give me enough room to maneuver.” He put an arm around her waist and tugged her against his side with a wink. 
 
    “Well,” my mother actually blushed. “You both have no sense.” 
 
    Awful handshakes aside, the man didn’t need to win me over. My mom and I had our issues, but anyone who could prompt such a happy flustered look from her face already had me in their corner. In the back of my mind, the fatherless boy in me felt a twinge of betrayal for my dad. Just a distant whisper, murmuring the ache of loss that would never go away. 
 
    Or maybe it was the smack on the back of head Nana gave me when I’d made a grossed-out face after overhearing a smoochy goodbye between them. Nana’s stern, “Mind your business” surprised me given the animosity typical of her relationship with my mom. I’d given up trying to figure out their rules of engagement a while ago. 
 
    It was probably this distracting thought that tripped up my duck-and-cover strategy when Mr. Lindonbury asked, “How’s your love life, Sam? Seeing anyone special?” 
 
    “Me? No, I mean—No.” 
 
    “Your Nana seems to think you are,” my mom said. Sure, on this point their lines of communication functioned perfectly. 
 
    Mr. Lindonbury’s face lit up. “Hey, maybe you could bring her to dinner at my house sometime. A sort of double date.” 
 
    Oh God. “That’s nice of you, but there’s really no one.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, Sam. I can tell there’s someone on your mind.” 
 
    “Seriously, there isn’t—” 
 
    “What color eyes she have?” 
 
    “Blue.” What?! “That is, no color. No color because no eyes. Not that she has no eyes, but—Because there’s no girl. No girl, no eyes.” 
 
    In practically an all-out retreat, I started backing up the stairs leading to my apartment. Whether it was this or the epic word volcano, they watched me go with matching expressions of bewilderment. 
 
    “Well, got a few jobs this afternoon, so, uh,” I reached behind me for the knob, bashed my elbow on the doorframe, tripped on the rug, and nearly fell on my rear when the door swung open. I caught myself, barely. “Uh, great seeing you Mr. Lindonbury. Bye mom.” 
 
    My mom gave me a look like she thought I’d dented my head. “Wear your coat next time,” she called up in a tone that was more “Quit being so weird” than motherly concern. 
 
    I gave a stiff wave in reply, shut the door, and leaned back against it. 
 
    “Blue eyes,” I muttered. 
 
    First the hypothetical-not-hypothetical date and now this. Better not examine that too closely. I’d already electrocuted myself once today. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    The city of Ames, Iowa wouldn’t seem like a sprawling metropolis to most people, but coming from my little town, it felt enormous. Driving in big towns tended to stress me out. Bellemer’s roads were two lanes across at the most. This four-lane highway deal full of traffic and multi-directional stoplights made my palms sweat, especially after travelling an hour on empty country roads to get here. 
 
    I arrived at the Hideaway Pub a few minutes after eight. The place was aptly named. A squat, brick building on a street corner nestled among residential backstreets, it was definitely off the city’s main drag. It had that worn hole-in-the-wall neighborhood bar look to it, replete with sizeable potholes in a parking lot only a quarter full. Still early on a Friday night. Probably only the regulars hanging out. 
 
    Striding past a pair of smokers stinking up the entryway, I went in. The interior had a rectangular layout with the bar taking up one side, the wall behind it lined with bottles and a chalkboard touting drink specials and food. Two-top seating edged the opposite walls, along with a few booths, and a couple of free-standing tables. A handful of rather substantial guys were parked on the stools at the bar in front of the modest-sized flat screen, nursing drinks and watching a muted football game. Country music twanged from the surround sound. 
 
    With its wood paneled walls, half lighting, and surprisingly delicious smells coming from the kitchen pass, it was a welcoming enough place, but not so different from our usual haunt. Why had Nick wanted to meet all the way out here? 
 
    “What can I get you?” the bartender called out. He was a big guy, wide across the chest and gut, but more in the dense muscle way than the mashed potato variety. He probably didn’t like me standing idle in the entry. 
 
    “A beer, thanks,” I sidled up to the bar, scanning the seating. No Nick. “Whatever’s on tap.” 
 
    “We got a house brew if you want to try it. A stout.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    The regulars gave me the side eye for a moment, then returned their attention to the game. 
 
    “Out-of-towner?” The bartender slid me a glass mug of dark beer with barely a speck of foam at the top. I instantly liked him. 
 
    “I’m coming from Bellemer.” 
 
    He gave an approving grunt. “Good town, Bellemer. That fella who won the lotto a few years ago is from there, right?” 
 
    “Sure is. Mr. Upland.” I took a healthy swig of seriously good beer. “Wow. This is a house brew?” 
 
    Hard features brightened. “Yep.” 
 
    “I think you mean ‘unbelievable brew’. Is the food here as good as this?” 
 
    “We got a burger that’ll knock you out. Homemade fries too.” 
 
    “Sold.” 
 
    We exchanged a few more pleasantries as he put the order in. I checked my watch and glanced at the door. Nick was half an hour late, which was unlike him. 
 
    “Waiting on someone?” the bartender asked. 
 
    “I’m meeting a friend of mine here.” 
 
    “There was another out-of-towner came in about an hour ago. Took his beer to the far booth.” 
 
    “He did?” I leaned back for a better look. There was a booth all the way in the back corner but if someone was there, they’d taken the inside seat not visible from here. “Tall, dark blond?” 
 
    “Suppose so. Hard to tell with a buzz cut. Military fatigues and young like you. He looked a little off but he’s kept to himself over there.” 
 
    I slid off the stool with a tingle of worry. “That’s him. Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll bring your food that way if you don’t come back.” 
 
    When I got to the booth, I stopped short. Nick was asleep, his arms wrapped around a rucksack he used for a pillow on the table. A half-full mug of beer stood next to him. Ever since he joined the military after graduation, I had to do a double take when I saw him. His old wardrobe had consisted of jeans and band t-shirts during our entire high school career, along with his signature long, dark-gold hair. Thor-God-of-Thunder length hair. Sporting fatigues and a buzz cut, he almost looked like a different person. 
 
    I set my mug down. Trying not to startle him, I tapped a knuckle against the tabletop. “Nick?” 
 
    He exploded into motion, jamming his hand into the rucksack and turning his body as if to leap from the seat. Hard brown eyes met mine. 
 
    I already had my hands up, palms out. “It’s just me.” 
 
    He blinked, recognition seeping into his gaze, and the look of relief that washed over his face made me wonder if he’d expected someone else. He extracted his hand from the rucksack and set it aside. Then in a flash he was up and out of the booth, crushing me in a hug. 
 
    “Sam,” he said. “It’s really good to see you.” 
 
    “You too, buddy.” I gave him a squeeze and clapped him on the shoulder. I studied his face when I pulled back. He looked rough, his face pale, deep shadows under eyes dimmed by sorrow. “How’re you holding up?” 
 
    “All right, I guess,” he sat again, as if the sudden burst of physical activity had drained what reserves he had. “Thanks for coming out here. I know it’s a drive.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I sat on the bench opposite him. “I’m so sorry about Paul. I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    He stared into his beer. “Me neither.” 
 
    I wanted to ask what happened. The question was on the tip of my tongue before I reeled it back in favor of a more important one. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Maybe later.” He took a long guzzle from his mug. “I’d rather talk about what’s new with you. I’m pretty tired of hearing about my own mess.” 
 
    It was hard not to ask what he meant by that. A death in the family was devastating, but not typically referred to as a mess. A mess meant trouble, not grief. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t going to hound the guy about semantics and an itchy feeling between my shoulders. His brother was gone. If it were me, I’d appreciate a distraction from my sadness. I tried to think of something that would take his mind off what happened. 
 
    “My mom’s dating.” 
 
    He snorted a laugh. “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “If only. He’s a decent guy at least.” 
 
    “You’re still living over her garage?” 
 
    “Do I rent an apartment that happens to be built over her garage? Why yes, yes I do.” 
 
    “I thought you said you have your own business.” 
 
    “Right,” I tipped my chin up proudly. “President and CEO of Sam Alvarez Locksmith Company.” 
 
    “Creative, that name,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Accurate though.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it earn enough to find someplace else? Someplace bigger, maybe outside of that speck of a town?” 
 
    “It earns enough to keep me comfortable. I’m not really looking to move. My Nana is there and…Bellemer’s my home.” 
 
    “Ah Samwise,” he shook his head at me, a smile in his brown eyes. “That place doesn’t deserve someone as good as you.” 
 
    I didn’t know why he thought that so I shrugged. “Well, all my stuff is there and packing sucks. Tell me about Japan. What’s it like being stationed overseas?” 
 
    “Base patrol is pretty boring but Okinawa is awesome.” 
 
    “Even for a guy who’s six-foot-three with your shoulders?” 
 
    “Okay, I am like a giant over there, and I can’t tell you how many of their rice paper screen doors I’ve accidentally put a foot through, but the food,” he leaned back with a sigh. “I thought I loved seafood before but over there it’s on a whole different level. There’s nothing like it anywhere in the world.” 
 
    The bartender appeared at that moment with my glorious burger dripping with melted cheddar cheese, topped with bacon, tomato and lettuce next to a mountain of still sizzling steak fries. 
 
    “Wow,” was all I could manage. 
 
    The man nodded approvingly as he set it in front of me. “Tastes even better.” 
 
    Nick stared at my burger. “I’m going to need one of those.” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to ask about their seafood?” I needled. 
 
    “I haven’t seen a burger like this in almost a year. Actually,” he looked up at the bartender, “I’m going to need two.” 
 
    “You got it, son.” 
 
    When he left, I noted the ravenous gaze Nick settled back on my plate and took pity on him. “Go on,” I pushed the plate in front of him. “I’ll grab one of yours when it comes out.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” he argued weakly, his hands already inching toward it. I wondered if it might have been a while since he last ate—or wanted to eat, given everything he’d been through. 
 
    “You first. That’s an order lieutenant.” 
 
    He gave me a sharp salute before digging in. While he devoured, we exchanged stories of the last few months, details that took too long to explain via email. He told me more about Japan and I was relieved to see his enthusiasm for the country, even if he couldn’t tell me much about his duties. I supposed that made us even since I couldn’t tell him anything of my sainthood development. Instead, I relayed news of the town and Mr. Upland’s continued attempts to pair up me and his daughter Heidi. 
 
    “Didn’t you two see each other for a while?” he asked around a mouthful of fries. 
 
    “It was maybe two dates sophomore year.” 
 
    “I seem to remember you making out with her at Jake Anderson’s party—the one where his parents were out of town and someone put a patio chair through their bay window. That was junior year.” 
 
    Heat crawled over the curve of my ears as I remembered. “Yeah, that happened.” 
 
    “So?” Nick prodded. 
 
    “So, nothing. Didn’t work out.” 
 
    He stared at me a moment. Then a smile curled one side of his mouth and he sat back. “There’s someone else.” 
 
    “Why is everyone obsessed with my dating life today?” 
 
    “And you’re secretive about it. Serious then?” 
 
    “That’s it,” I drained the last of my beer and set the mug down decisively. “I’m going to the can and when I get back, we’re changing the subject.” 
 
    “You haven’t won her over, I take it. Don’t worry Samwise, I’m here to help.” 
 
    I shook my head at him, grumbling as I headed for the bathroom down the hall behind the booth. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    When I emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later, I almost crashed into someone standing outside the door. Only my decent flexes saved me. An apology was forming on my lips until I got a look at him. He was huge, built like a brick, and scowling. He stood centered in the middle of the narrow hall, arms crossed like a human barricade. 
 
    I edged back a step, alarm bells going off. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “From you?” He gave me a calculating look. “I doubt it.” 
 
    Was that a dig at my gym routine? “I’m going back to my table now. How’s about letting me pass?” 
 
    He continued to stand there with his scowl and his tree-trunk arms interlinked. One bicep had a tattoo of a snake weaving out of the empty eye socket of a skull. Pretty. 
 
    I braced my feet apart and straightened to get the most I could out of the six-foot height I’d inherited. Just because I wasn’t actually a fighter didn’t mean I should look as though I’d go out like a bad sneeze. 
 
    “Come on, the night’s early,” I coaxed, even as I held his gaze unwavering. “Why don’t we go back to our beers? Or at least get out of this hallway. The guy who used the toilet before me clearly has bowel issues and some ugly fumes are leaking through the door.” 
 
    Not a laugh, snort, or hint of a smile came from him. I thought he didn’t intend to move, but after another moment, he shifted to one side. Hallelujah. I had to put my back to the wall to slide past—his way of showing that I was the submissive dog, probably—but whatever. The hallway didn’t have another door aside from the ladies’ room. Not an ideal place to get penned in. 
 
    When I rounded the corner, I stopped short. Three men sat in our booth. One had taken the outside seat next to Nick, another had pulled up a chair at the table end, and the third sat across from him on the opposite bench. That one was talking to Nick. He had brown hair, pale skin, and a face that didn’t call attention to him in any way. Average-looking in a way that seemed intentional. He wore an amiable expression, but all the color had leached out of my friend’s face, his eyes brimming with a mix of fear and hate. 
 
    “Keep going.” A meaty hand thumped me between the shoulder blades. I glanced back to find my hall companion had followed me. What was going on here? 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Nick growled. He half rose from his seat but the guy next to him pressed him back down, jabbing something into his side that I couldn’t see. Nick glanced down at whatever it was, jaw tightening. He sat again, turning a furious gaze on the guy who’d been talking to him. “He has nothing to do with this, Foster.” 
 
    The man smiled, a slight tilt to his lips that made him look less friendly. “Is that why you called him all the way out of his little town to meet you here?” 
 
    Nick swallowed. “How can you know that?” 
 
    “Our client is well-funded and quite motivated.” 
 
    “I told you I don’t have it.” 
 
    Foster turned his attention to me. And smiled. “Come join us, won’t you?” 
 
    A shove from behind directed me toward Foster’s side of the table. 
 
    “He doesn’t know anything. Just let him go.” Nick tried to rise again and the guy beside him poked him in the ribs hard enough to make him grunt. I caught the glint of metal in his hand and my heart stumbled over itself. A gun. 
 
    Tattoo guy pushed me into the seat next to Foster and stood there, blocking me in. I glanced around the table, at the desperate apology on Nick’s face and the men surrounding us. It wasn’t their hard faces that turned my stomach to knots, but the deadness in their eyes—the kind of look only people familiar with terrible and casual violence possessed. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Just middlemen, really,” Foster said, clearly in charge of this merry band. “Nick has something that doesn’t belong to him and our client sent us to retrieve it.” 
 
    “It’s not here,” Nick said. “I never entered the country with it.” 
 
    “Your brother sent it to you. Did you misplace it in Japan?” 
 
    “My brother told me to lose it and I did.” 
 
    Foster didn’t like that answer. His smile stilled on his face, an ugliness seeping in like an oil spill. He turned to me with his perilous brown eyes. 
 
    “We didn’t introduce ourselves, did we? You’ve heard my name.” He tapped his chest. “Foster. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Don,” I replied easily. 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Don Quixote.” 
 
    He chuckled in the same way he smiled. “I’ve read that one. You come in riding a donkey?” 
 
    “With my lance and my sword.” 
 
    “Really? I thought it was that old truck out in the parking lot.” He leaned an elbow against the table, regarding me like a thing he debated throwing away. “Maybe I should run those plates. Pay a visit to your house. We could talk more about your adventures, Don. Would you like that?” 
 
    The guy holding the gun on Nick shifted, his arm under the table pointing unmistakably toward me now. My skin went tight. Sweat trickled down the back of my shirt. 
 
    “The key is gone,” Nick insisted, panic edging his voice as he stared between me and the gun. “The box can’t be opened anymore. From what Paul said, it should never be opened, with or without the key.” 
 
    “What our client decides to do with it is his business. If that key is truly gone, then it’s up to you to find another.” His expression darkened, twisting his features into one made of threat and pain and inhumanity that chilled me to the bone. “Or do you think what happened to your brother can’t happen to others?” 
 
    Nick’s throat bobbed. “Don’t hurt my family,” he whispered. 
 
    “That’s up to you.”  
 
    Nick’s gaze lowered to the table, his expression bleaker than death. 
 
    Foster’s features switched back to friendly in an eye-blink and he took a swig from a bottle I hadn’t noticed on the table next to him. “Give us what we want and we’ll never bother you again.” 
 
    My thoughts tumbled over the strangeness of this conversation. A box? A key? What was this all about? 
 
    My glance landed on the bottle as Foster set it down again. I read the label, and blinked. He was drinking light beer. I had nothing against the stuff or the people who drank it—other than the fact that it tasted like feet and, dear God, why would anyone drink that?—but my fear of him couldn’t help but go down a few pegs knowing he worried about his caloric intake. Naturally, this led me to saying something stupid. 
 
    “I can open it.” 
 
    Every pair of eyes swiveled to me. Foster pinned me with his stare. “Has Nick here been less than truthful about what you know?” 
 
    “He hasn’t mentioned any of this, but I’m a locksmith. Whatever it is, I can open it.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Nick told me sharply. “You don’t know these people.” 
 
    I ignored him. “You mentioned a box?” 
 
    “I did, though it’s not an ordinary box. This one is special.” Foster took a folded-up piece of paper from his breast pocket and held it out. When I reached for it, his fingers twitched it away from my grasp. “If you look at this, Don, you’re involved. Understand?” 
 
    I glanced at Nick who shook his head at me with eyes as round as coins. Doubt clawed at my insides. To get involved would put Nana and my mom at risk. What if I couldn’t open this box? Or shouldn’t, as Nick said. Getting in the crosshairs of something I didn’t understand wasn’t smart. 
 
    Yet, it didn’t feel like a choice at this point, not after Foster’s casual mention of my truck. Not if he had the means to run my plates and find my address anyway. If I didn’t become a player in this, I’d become a pawn, more leverage to use against Nick. And Nick had already lost so much. I refused to let him be alone in this. 
 
    I plucked the paper out of Foster’s hand. “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    “So, do you want to call the police, or should I?” 
 
    Foster and his men had gone. We had two days to find this key he demanded. Or else. No need to fill in the blank there. 
 
    “Sam,” Nick gripped his head between his hands and groaned. “What have you done?” 
 
    “You’d rather I call? No problem.” I tugged my phone out of my pocket. Nick swiped it from my hand before I could dial. 
 
    “Listen,” he paused, glanced at the device, and stared. “You have a flip phone?” 
 
    “What, it works.” 
 
    “Do you send messages by carrier pigeon too?” 
 
    “Can we get back to the calling the police part of this conversation?” 
 
    “We can’t call the police.” 
 
    “Sure, we can. 9-1-1. Easy.” 
 
    “Sam, don’t you think I would’ve done that by now if I could? Even before I knew about all this, there were people following me in Japan. On base.” He raked a hand through his hair. “I’d thought it was just extra eyes because of this one homophobic commander, but…If they can find a way onto an international military installation, they can get ahold of me—my family—without any trouble from the police. And now yours too.” He groaned again, his chin dipping toward his chest. “I didn’t want to get you wrapped up in this. I just wanted to see a friend. Have a second to feel normal.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Nick.” 
 
    “It definitely is. I shouldn’t have risked meeting with you, even if I hadn’t known how closely they were watching me. It’s like I’m in a Bond movie, only there’s no Bond to get me out of trouble.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve got me. I’m no super spy with fancy gadgets, but I’m on your side.” 
 
    “No offense, but what can the two of us do against them? We’re just a pair of small towners from Iowa.” 
 
    Good point, not that I’d say so aloud. “Why don’t you start by telling who these guys are?” I unfolded the paper Foster had given me. “And what this thing is? Did your brother explain it at all?” 
 
    A color copy of a photograph, the box had a flat-topped lid and appeared to be made of polished, aquamarine stone. Silver inlaid letters scrawled along the front like a trail of melted gunmetal. The etchings disappeared around the side, not that I could’ve deciphered what they meant even if I could see the rest of them. It looked like a relic, something a whip-toting adventurer would dig out of booby-trapped caves in far-off lands. Nothing of note had been photographed in the background. 
 
    Nick passed a hand over his face. “Paul said it shouldn’t exist.” 
 
    “Clearly it does.” I leaned closer, smoothing the creases. “I don’t see any place for a key.” 
 
    “What he sent me wasn’t like a typical key. It was the size of quarter, but shiny and light-blue, like a gemstone. It took a while before I realized it was magnetic too. I think it attaches to the top in order to lift off the lid.” 
 
    “Why do they—or their client—want it so badly? Sure, the box is probably some priceless artifact from yore, but this seems like a lot of hassle to complete a piece for someone’s collection.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than that.” Nick sat back and pursed his lips. “What do you know about Genghis Khan?” 
 
    Interesting segue. “Uh, that he conquered a bunch of stuff?” 
 
    “Most of Eurasia, yeah. When he died, it was said they buried him in an unmarked grave somewhere in Mongolia.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, about a year ago, local farmers by the Onon River came across bones after a heavy rain had crumbled part of the shoreline. The archeology community hustled over and found telltale artifacts and a few other identifying things that led them to believe it was the grave of Genghis Khan. Paul went on and on about the discovery at the time.” 
 
    “No one knew where he was buried before?” 
 
    “When he died, he instructed his followers to bury him in a grave without markers. It’s claimed the funeral escort killed anyone who crossed their path to make sure no one knew where he ended up.” 
 
    “Jeez. Harsh.” 
 
    “A lot of people believe it was because they’d buried him with treasure.” 
 
    “And did they?” 
 
    “There were a few identifying items among the bones, and this box. Paul had friends who’d been part of the expedition. At first it looked like nothing until they studied it a bit more.” 
 
    “Paul wasn’t there?” 
 
    “He’d come down with chicken pox and had to stay home. You should’ve heard him scolding my mom for not vaccinating him as a kid. Statistics and everything. He was such a nerd.” A small, sad smile turned at his lip, quickly gone. “Anyway, his colleagues Skype’d with him during the trip. This box had everyone in an uproar.” He tapped the paper in front of me. “The language inscribed here is an archaic form of Mongolian that’s almost extinct. Nikudari. There are only about three hundred speakers left and they all live on the outskirts of Herat, Afghanistan.” 
 
    “I assume they got the translation.” 
 
    “They did. That’s the spooky part.” 
 
    “Because a mysterious object in an ancient conqueror’s burial site is so every day.” 
 
    Nick’s expression remained deadly serious. “It says, Voice that cannot be unheard. Speech that cannot go unheeded. Power supreme. Cost sublime.” 
 
    Goosebumps rose on my arms. “Okay. That is spooky.” 
 
    “Paul called this thing a myth wrapped in a horror story. The material it’s made out of isn’t even from the region. This is a rare blue stone called Larimar which is found only in the Dominican Republic. There’s no way Genghis Khan was anywhere near there. X-rays can’t get a clear picture of what’s inside, like it’s deflecting them, and no one can get it open, not by hand or by machine. That’s the insane mystery of it.” 
 
    “But there’s a key.” 
 
    He nodded. “Paul’s doctorate specialized in Eurasia and this time period specifically. He had a theory about the key but wouldn’t share it with anyone. Next thing we knew, he flew out to the Smithsonian in D.C. I was in Japan by this time. About a month later I got a package from him with the stone. He said the box had been stolen, that it was dangerous and no one should ever get their hands on the key. He told me to find a place where it’d never be found. A week later he was…” Nick bowed his head. 
 
    “Did you really get rid of it?” 
 
    “I skipped it off the tallest waterfall in Japan.” 
 
    “So, when you said Paul told you to lose it—” 
 
    “That’s what I did.” He gripped my arm. “I know you’re a locksmith, but if it could be opened by typical means, they wouldn’t be doing any of this.” 
 
    “I’m not a typical locksmith.” I clasped his arm in return. “There are things I can’t tell you, but I promise, I can open this box.” 
 
    He held my gaze, his brow creasing, but he didn’t voice the questions I saw forming in his eyes. Instead, he said, “Even if you can, I don’t know that you should. Paul gave his life to keep it locked.” 
 
    That was true, and we had no guarantee they’d leave us alone even if we did what they wanted. We needed a better plan and more information. In particular, it would be nice to know what that fancy riddle engraved on it meant. Why were there always mysterious insinuations with these things? Was there a rule somewhere that said you couldn’t be plainspoken when crafting creepy objects of legend? 
 
    The thought snapped forward a memory of the graveyard and Moreau’s incantations written across the stone. I chewed the inside of my cheek, considering. Crafted words held power, I’d seen that firsthand. Maybe the engravings on the box did something similar. 
 
    I folded up the paper and stuck it in my pocket. “I think I know someone who might be able to explain what this box does.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot.” Though the guy never did anything for free. Who could say what he’d want in exchange this time? 
 
    Nick seemed to read my reluctance. “What kind of someone is this? Not a friend, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “Not really, but if anyone knows, it’s him. I’ll ask him tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “No,” I said sharply. There was no way I’d have Nick owe him too, and that wily witchdoctor could barter a person out of their socks before they knew what’d happened. 
 
    “You’re not going alone.” 
 
    “He won’t show himself with a stranger around,” I told him, thinking fast. “Don’t worry, I’ve dealt with him before and he’s not a Foster-type.” I hoped. I didn’t know him all that well but he seemed too practical for wanton violence. Nothing to gain in that. 
 
    Nick’s jaw tightened. “I don’t like this. You’re my oldest friend. If something happened to you because I dragged you into this, I wouldn’t—I don’t know how I’d—” His voice cracked. I leaned across the table to clasp his shoulder. 
 
    “Trust me, okay? There is a solution to this and we’re going to find it.” 
 
    “Sam…” 
 
    “Hey, remember senior year when you snuck into school at night on prank week, took the molding off the entrance to the teacher’s lounge, and then dry walled over the actual door?” 
 
    He gave a wan smile. “The teachers kept pacing along the wall the next day looking for the door. I hear the freshmen still talk about that prank.” 
 
    “They do, but none of them know that while drywalling you stood inside the room like a dummy and accidentally sealed yourself in. Who got you out of that jam?” 
 
    “You did. But Sam, these people, they won’t just give us detention if we screw with them.” 
 
    “This trouble is just another sealed up room, my friend, and I’m going to break you out of it.” 
 
    Somehow. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    The weather turned to absolute misery on the drive back. It might’ve been a welcome distraction from overthinking the predicament I found myself in but the drive became a white-knuckled experience. Halfway home, mid-November provided a zesty freezing rain for tonight’s special. Sticky slush built up along the edges of the windshield no matter how hard I ran the defrost. 
 
    The two-way stretch between Bellemer and Ames lacked streetlights and didn’t hold much by way of civilization. Just farmland and forest, and I’d crossed into the latter. I wasn’t sure if the absence of anyone else on the road was a good thing or not. On the one hand, there was less chance of crashing into someone. On the other, there wouldn’t be anyone to help if I spun out and collided with the towering trees I drove past. Although, crawling along at barely thirty miles per hour, it wouldn’t be much of a crash.  
 
    At least Nick didn’t have to brave this. He and his parents were staying in Ames so he could be close to Camp Dodge where he had to check in with his commanders in the morning. I estimated I’d make it home at about the same time if I had to drive the whole way at this crawling pace. No sleep again. 
 
    “Not like I need to be sharp for tomorrow or anything,” I grumbled. Maybe I should check if the supermarket sold an intravenous coffee next to the filters. 
 
    A few minutes later, the freezing rain turned to sleet and the wind picked up. Tiny frozen pellets clattered against my truck, evading my wipers frantically thunking left to right. The road beyond my headlights glistened, a shining stretch of icy wet. Concern poked at me. I debated pulling over to wait out the worst of this but there was no shoulder. With the weather and the inky dark of this country highway, to stop would be more dangerous than to keep going. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    Intermittent bursts of light from ahead caught my eye as I rounded a curve in the road. I had only a second to wonder at it before a car careened around the bend, caught in a violent spin. High beams flashed with each rotation. It skidded into my lane, lined up for a direct hit. My body went cold. My lungs froze in my chest. Only long experience driving winter streets kept me from slamming on my breaks or wrenching the wheel. Instinct took over. I let go of the gas and nudged the steering to the right. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as the car whipped toward me. The glare of lights. The shine of its bumper. The glitter of sleet filling the vanishing space between us. 
 
    At the last moment, it lurched hard to the left, missing me by a hairsbreadth, and veered over the side of the road. Still coasting forward, I stared in dumbfounded shock at the place it’d been. Metal crunched behind me, snapping me out of my daze. The implication slammed home. No shoulder along here. No ditch. Only the unforgiving trees awaited. 
 
    I eased to a stop and pulled over to the side as much as possible. Grabbing my emergency flashlight from under the seat, I scrambled out of the truck. Cold, wind-driven sleet pelted me in the face as I rushed back down the road. Visibility was so bad I would’ve missed where the other car had gone off the highway if not for the torn-up earth alongside the asphalt. 
 
    Wet dirt gave beneath my boots as I half-slid down the steep incline, the slender beam of my flashlight bouncing ahead of me. I nearly lost my footing in my rush. I raced along a trail of ravaged underbrush and spotted the other car. It had missed the initial row of trees, pitched down the slope, and wrapped its front end around an enormous evergreen. It was a small sedan, all four doors still closed. Nothing moved but for the curl of smoke rising from the crushed engine. A sinking feeling entered my stomach. 
 
    “Is anyone hurt?” I shouted as I came up behind it, stepping over fallen branches and a quilt of pine needles. No one answered. 
 
    I moved around to the left side, flashing the light into an empty back seat before going to the driver’s side window. Someone sat hunched forward, unmoving, head turned away where the air bag pillowed it. The door resisted when I pulled on it, warped metal groaning as I got it open. 
 
    “Can you hear me? Are you all right?” I touched the driver’s shoulder—a woman’s shoulder. She wore a short-sleeve blouse of all things in this weather, in white or maybe cream, with cut-off jeans. It wasn’t something I’d usually notice but every detail seemed to brand itself into my awareness. She made a sound. A small moan but didn’t move. 
 
    “My name is Sam,” I told her, setting the flashlight at my feet. “You’ve been in an accident.”  
 
    The first thing to do was get her out of the car. The smoke that had been drifting up from the engine had thickened, a stench of hot metal and singed evergreen. I wasn’t too worried about an explosion—that only happened in the movies, really—but fire posed a definite risk. The rectangular airbag seemed to have her wedged in there good. 
 
    I grabbed my pocket knife. “I’m going to help you out of the car, okay?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. The canopy of branches over us trapped the smoke pouring from the engine around the car. No time. I put a bracing hand over her collarbone, and sliced a hole in the air bag. It deflated in a whoosh of dust and stale air. I mashed it down and eased her back so her head tipped against the head rest. Then I went to unbuckle her seatbelt—and froze in horror. 
 
    With the airbag gone, I had a clear view of her seat. When the front end had crumpled against the tree trunk, the collision thrust her seat forward. The steering wheel had rammed into her middle, pinning her to the seat and mangling her ribcage as badly as the front bumper. Bones had shattered inward, shredding her. A pool of blood filled her lap. I looked away; the sight too ghastly to take in without going lightheaded. 
 
    Her head shifted towards me and I grimaced. She looked really young. Sixteen? Seventeen? Barely old enough to drive. She had pale, blond hair cut short and streaked with pink. Her eyes opened, glassy brown, full of pain and fear as they met mine. 
 
    She tried to say something. Blood dribbled from the side of her mouth. 
 
    I swallowed hard, trying to erase the stricken expression I felt on my face as I dug out my phone. An ambulance could help her but we were in the middle of nowhere during an ice storm and the engine had the look of an impending bonfire. 
 
    No. No panic allowed. Dial 9-1-1 and then find something to douse the engine. 
 
    She made another inarticulate whimper. Tears filmed her eyes. I took her hand where it hung limply at her side. “Hold on. Help is coming.” 
 
    I flipped open my phone. 
 
    “Sam.” 
 
    I looked up in surprise. Alice stood beside me. Untouched by the wind and sleet, the smoke swirled around her while she gazed at me with eyes like a pair of blue stars. She looked more like an ethereal spirit than the person I knew. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I said. 
 
    “Go back to the road. To your truck.” 
 
    “No, there’s been an accident. This girl needs my help.” 
 
    “She doesn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, she does, she—” I turned back to find the light in her brown eyes faltering, the hand in mine going slack. I took in the solemn distance in Alice’s expression. “You’re here for her, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Return to your truck and call your emergency number.” 
 
    “Is there a chance they can save her?” 
 
    She didn’t reply, the answer obvious. 
 
    Stubborn refusal surged through me. “I can’t just leave her. Couldn’t you hold off a little while—” 
 
    “Sam,” Alice made a reprimand of my name. “She is on my docket. Her life ends here.” 
 
    The desire to argue didn’t leave me, though I knew I’d be wasting my breath. Even if I could get the girl out of the car, I had no way to save her from her terrible injuries. It seemed unlikely the EMTs could’ve done anything either. Alice—Death—had come for her. I couldn’t stop this girl from dying any more than I could change the weather that had caused the accident. It gutted me, the knowing I could do nothing more than hold her hand while her life faded away beside an empty highway. 
 
    A thought nudged its way to the front of my mind. Maybe there was one thing I could do, but the idea struck me as so outrageous I felt like an imposter even considering it. Only a priest or a bishop could deliver last rites. There did, however, exist a loophole in which a lay person could perform them. As a kid I’d seen my Nana do it for a friend when Father Chuck was out of town and Deacon Schmidt wouldn’t make it in time. 
 
    Still, I hesitated. She might not even be Catholic or believe in God at all. And this went against my instincts too. I didn’t subscribe to the idea that someone had to towel off your earthly sins before death or you’d be condemned to purgatory. It was another one of those staggeringly hypocritical, box-checking rituals. Yet…maybe I could do this my own way. Maybe the words could be a simple wish for peace. Judgement-free. That was the essence of prayer, wasn’t it? Asking something greater than ourselves to lend respite to our mortal suffering? I could offer her that. 
 
    I held her hand with both of mine, wishing I knew her name. Her eyes looked into mine blankly, as if she didn’t truly see me anymore. 
 
    I stumbled a bit through the words. O Fount of Life. O Blood and Water. It had been a while since I learned the sacraments during confirmation classes, and to be frank, I never did completely memorize the Chaplet of Divine Mercy. I also didn’t have any Eucharist on me or oil to anoint her, but I spoke with a sincere heart, and with true sorrow to witness a young life end so abruptly. With my thumb, I traced the cross on her brow, her lips, and over her heart. Her gaze stared back at me, empty. 
 
    “Be at peace,” I whispered, wishing I could’ve done more. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I had to step away from the car then, the smoke so heavy my eyes watered and my chest seized with cough. From a safe distance, I watched while flames licked out from the mangled hood. 
 
    “You should not have done that.” Alice stood beside me again. 
 
    I swiped the moisture out of my eyes, annoyed. “Cultivate a little sympathy for us mortals, will you? This is a tragedy.” 
 
    “You behave recklessly, ignorant of the impact of your own actions.” 
 
    “And why, oh great mentor who never explains anything, is what I did wrong? Why is it wrong to hold someone’s hand so they don’t have to die alone on the side of the road?” My voice turned raw. Too close. All of this was too close to my own sad history. 
 
    I felt Alice’s gaze on me though I didn’t meet it. She gave a resigned sigh. “I’d hoped to spare you. But now, being what you are, having done what you did, I cannot shield you from it.” She lifted a hand. “Now you will see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Someone stepped out of the cloud of smog surrounding the car. The girl, I realized with a start, and for an idiotic moment, I thought I must’ve had it wrong, that I’d mistaken her injuries. Then my slow brain caught up and noticed there was no blood on her clothes and the wind didn’t ruffle her short hair.  
 
    “That…Is that her…?” My voice gave out on a breath. 
 
    “Her soul,” Alice confirmed. “Yes.” 
 
    I took an involuntary step back, the hairs along my arms rising. A ghost. I’d seen way too many horror movies for my nerves to handle this well. 
 
    The girl moved uncertainly away from the car. She didn’t look incorporeal or ghoulish. If not for the silence of her steps, I might have mistaken her for the living. Even the look of confusion remained utterly human. Her gaze found us and relief swept over her features. 
 
    “Can you help me?” she said, hastening our way. “That’s my car and I—I don’t know if I’m okay. I feel strange.” 
 
    Alice spoke, but her voice changed. It echoed in an overlapping cascade, a terrible chorus of shadow and devastating command. 
 
    “Margaret Ophelia Simon.” 
 
    The girl gasped. She crashed to her knees as if someone had pulled her legs out from under her.  
 
    Alice strode forward to loom over her like an implacable monolith. “The thread that held you to the living world has been severed. Your life has ended.” 
 
    Alice’s tone held an odd monotone, as if these were lines from a script she’d repeated so many times they ceased to have any meaning for her. Despite my rapt astonishment at this whole thing, that struck me as rather insensitive, like a doctor blithely rattling off a terminal diagnosis with no thought to the patient’s reaction. 
 
    “I’m dead?” The girl—Margaret—glanced down at herself. She held up her palms and stared at them as if they had better answers. “I was driving. The road was icy and then…” She glanced around with pained confusion. Who’d have thought death would be disorienting for those going through it? 
 
    I moved closer, trying to find something comforting to say until Alice lifted her hand again, and in the same bland tone, said, “You are passed into judgement and have been condemned. I deliver you unto darkness and in darkness shall you reside.” 
 
    The ground changed beneath Margaret, blackening, softening into a mire of dark ooze. Tentacled fingers slipped over her legs, winding around her waist. She screamed, terror and pain. 
 
    “Help me!”  
 
    I rushed forward, then wheeled backward just in time to avoid the arm Alice shot out to block me.  
 
    “You can’t interfere,” she bristled. 
 
    “What is this? What’s going on?” 
 
    “She is condemned to dwell amongst the flames.” 
 
    “But—She’s just a kid. What could she have possibly done?” 
 
    “More than I’m at liberty to tell you and this is not your concern.” 
 
    The shadowed ooze crawled over Margaret’s arms, lashing them to her sides. Her skin sizzled beneath their dark touch. She shrieked and struggled to tear free. Her feet disappeared in the opaque puddle, her cries rising to a high-pitched sound of agonized terror. I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    I dodged past Alice, ignoring her shout. She might think this wasn’t my concern, but standing by while someone suffered was the same as being complicit in their suffering. Very much my concern, in other words. 
 
    The dark gunk had swallowed Margaret up to her waist. Careful to keep my boots from touching it, I leaned over and wrapped an arm across her ribs. The solid feel of her surprised me. For a ghost, she felt unsettlingly alive. The stench of sulfur and burning pitch punched me in the face. I turned my head aside with a hoarse cough, braced my feet, and pulled. A few black tendrils snapped off, enough for Margaret to free her arms and grab hold of me. The ooze lost its grip on her waist but held firm to her legs. 
 
    “Don’t let go,” she pleaded, fingers digging into my shoulders.  “Please, don’t let me go.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised, my heart thundering. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, Alice approached. “What do you hope accomplish here, Locksmith? You can’t save her from this. It is an end of her own making.” 
 
    “But I gave her last rites. Doesn’t that mean anything?” 
 
    “Last rites, like confession, only have meaning when there is repentance.” Alice gestured toward Margaret. “She is not at all sorry for what she did.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she cried, clutching at me. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to do it.” 
 
    Alice leveled a cold glare on her. “Even now you lie? Do you think you can hide from what you’ve done? Your soul has been stripped bare, branded with the evil you have lived.” 
 
    Margaret shrank back against my chest. “They hurt me. I was only trying to protect myself.” 
 
    “And all the others? They did nothing to you.” 
 
    “They would have. I could see it in them.” 
 
    “The children too?” She said nothing and Alice shook her head, turning her gaze to me. “Release her to her fate. It is no less than she deserves.” 
 
    Maybe she did deserve it. Children? The horrors lurking behind this story sent a shiver down my spine. Yet, I couldn’t bring myself to stand by as the darkness ate her up. There had to be a better way. Consequences, I understood, but punishment such as this felt more like vengeance. The turns of life didn’t always lead us toward our best selves. Sometimes the world made bad choices seem like the only ones available. 
 
    “What about redemption?” I asked Alice. “Can’t you give her that option?” 
 
    “A wasted effort.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I was there when she committed her sins. Their suffering meant nothing to her. It means nothing to her now.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Margaret whispered to me. “I want to be better. I don’t want to be what I was.” 
 
    Her brown eyes pleaded with me. 
 
    “Everyone deserves a second chance,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Sam, you speak in ignorance and my patience is at an end. Release her and step away.” 
 
    “So that’s it then?” I blurted in outrage. “You think you deserve the chance to redeem yourself, but not someone else? What makes you a better candidate than her?” 
 
    Something flickered behind Alice’s blue eyes and she leaned back slightly. I’d cut her with that remark. Instant regret crashed over me. I hadn’t meant to imply she didn’t deserve it, or worse, that it was a wasted effort in her case too. 
 
    “Alice,” I tried again. “I only meant—” 
 
    She cut me off with a hard gesture, tilting her head up as if to listen to some distant voice. When she returned her attention to me her eyes were glacial. 
 
    “Your request has been heard and granted,” she said. “You are given two days.” 
 
    “To do what?” I asked. 
 
    “To guide her toward redeeming herself. Her second chance.” 
 
    “In two days?” I sputtered. “That’s all? What am I, a celestial drive-through window?” 
 
    “Full redemption is not expected, obviously. A single moment of grace. That is all she must show to stay her damnation.” 
 
    “Am I supposed to know what that looks like?” 
 
    “This was your idea,” Alice snapped. “What it looks like is for you to determine. I cannot instruct you in this.” 
 
    She waved a hand and the slithering fingers grasping at the girl melted back into the ground with a defeated moan. The dark puddle vanished, replaced by the forest floor. 
 
    “Thank you, Sam,” Margaret breathed, a trembly smile rising to her lips. “You won’t regret it. You’ll see.” 
 
    Anger simmered in Alice’s eyes as she looked on her. “You will squander his mercy, but the lesson will perhaps be beneficial for him.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” the other shot back, perhaps feeling more confident now that the darkness pulling at her had gone. “I’m not what you think. I can be better.” 
 
    Alice shook her head slowly. “You lie to yourself as sweetly as you did those you harmed. You think it easy to wipe away the past? Atonement is a constant struggle even with a remorseful heart, an oasis forever on the horizon.” 
 
    Her voice held a bitter ache. I didn’t think it possible to regret more my thoughtless words from earlier, but I did. She’d never spoken to me of who she’d been in life, or what had brought her to serve in this role. Only once had I glimpsed what she endured, but it was enough to have known better than to be glib about her redemption. I stood, extending a hand toward her. 
 
    “Alice, I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean to say—” 
 
    “Her soul will exist between worlds,” she interrupted. “For these two days, she will be tied to you. She will go where you go, and though no one can see her, she can still interact on the physical plane. Be wary, Sam. Any harm she commits will be on your head.” 
 
    I drew and released a breath, nerves twisting my stomach. “I understand.” 
 
    “No,” she said, “you don’t. But then, you rarely do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Two hours later, when the weather eased off somewhat, the emergency responders finally arrived. I’d still been close enough to Ames that Story County police showed up to the scene of the crash, rather than Bellemer’s. A small reprieve, given everything. The last thing I needed was Nana and my mother finding out about my near miss on the road. 
 
    It was another hour before they cleared me to leave the scene, and that only after they took pictures of my truck from every angle, gave me a breathalyzer, and demanded ten ways to get ahold of me later if needed. I didn’t take it personally. A life had ended here. The least I could do was not make things difficult for those tasked with putting order to chaos—at least in the living world. I’d bungled things colossally with Alice, but I was too exhausted to dwell on it as I drove home, especially with worry for Nick weighing heavily, and this new responsibility sitting next to me in the passenger’s seat. 
 
    “They couldn’t see me,” Margaret said softly, the first words she’d uttered since Alice had left us. “The police and the firefighters, they looked right through me. I’m really dead.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said for lack of anything better. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I was driving too fast. I knew it was going to storm but things had gone rotten with this friend I’d been staying with. I didn’t want to wait.” She sighed. “Why didn’t I just wait?” 
 
    That had to be why she only wore a t-shirt and cutoffs in the middle of November. “Where were you heading?” 
 
    “I know a couple people in South Dakota. I was coming up from Texas and got a little turned around on the highways.” She glanced at herself with a slight, rueful smile. “I meant to stop and pick up something warmer. I hate extra delays on long car trips though.” 
 
    How many cross-country drives had she done in her life? 
 
    “You’re more of ‘second star to the right and straight on till morning’ kind of gal?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Margaret, do you mind if I ask how old you are?” 
 
    “Seventeen last month, and call me Maggie.” She looked at me a long moment. “Not that I don’t appreciate it, but what made you stand up for me back there?” 
 
    “Do I need a reason?” 
 
    “Most people do.” 
 
    “You said you didn’t want to be what you were. I believed you.” 
 
    “Why?” she pressed. “You don’t know me.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can explain it,” I told her honestly. “Only that you asked for a chance to be better and I think it’s wrong not to give you one.” 
 
    She considered that. “Will you get in trouble for this? She seemed really mad at you.” 
 
    Oh, she was. 
 
    “Let me worry about that. Either way, it’s worth it to help you.” 
 
    She gave a small, surprised laugh that didn’t quite hide a touch of mockery. “I’ve never met anyone who thinks like this. Are you an angel?" 
 
    “Ah, no. My socks stink as much as the next guy.” 
 
    “But you can see me—and they put you in charge of my second chance.” 
 
    “That’s because, well…” Should it be this mortifying to say aloud? “I’ve been told I’m a saint. 
 
    “A saint?” 
 
    “In-training. I asked for a button but the bosses are stingy.” 
 
    Maggie nodded slightly, as if what I claimed to be was normal. “That explains all the light around you.” 
 
    “What light?” 
 
    “You kind of glow.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Seriously, you do.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably. “Like I’m radioactive?” 
 
    “More of a nightlight. A bright spot in the dark.” 
 
    “That’s just the dashboard lights.” It unnerved me to think I was marked in some way, whether or not I was aware of it. “Let’s talk about you. If we’re going to figure out this ‘moment of grace’ business, I should know more about your life.” 
 
    Now Maggie shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I totaled my car today—or yesterday,” she amended, gesturing to the time on the truck’s digital clock. Five-thirty in the morning, though the clouds kept the morning packed in shadows as thick as midnight. “I’m seventeen. Recently deceased, and I enjoy country music and trail hiking. Guilty pleasures are reality TV shows and blue-raspberry icees.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said when Maggie fell quiet. “While interesting, these aren’t really the details that’ll help us with our goal.” 
 
    "You aren’t going to like the other details." 
 
    "Probably not, but I’ll need to know them. There’s no point in keeping secrets anymore."  
 
    She didn’t reply. 
 
    "Maggie,” I said, “I'll still help you." 
 
    A long pause followed. In a slow, deliberate voice, she said, "Nine people. Five adults, four kids. Some I killed directly, others I set up to die.” 
 
    In books, the hero could always hide his revulsion behind a manly façade of stoicism. Not so easy in real life, though if a person could hear that and not be shaken to their core, they had problems they should be worried about. I felt my mouth twisting in horror, my eyes squinting as I imagined these victims, alive one moment, gone the next. Maggie watched me. I concentrated on the road, on keeping my breath even, gripping the wheel tight enough that my fingers went stiff.  
 
    I’d promised to help her. This was her second chance, and maybe the only one she’d be given. I’d known whatever her crime had been, it would be horrendous. No one was sent to hell for flipping the bird or parking in a handicap spot, after all, but the undertaking suddenly became a lot steeper than I’d anticipated. 
 
    “Sam, you haven’t said anything.” 
 
    We passed the sign welcoming us to Bellemer, my headlights illuminating the cheerful lettering edged in colorful blossoms, the words untouched by the November gloom lurking in the skies. I was tired. Too tired, but I didn’t want to go home and tramp this terrible night in behind me. I turned off the main road, taking us toward the river. 
 
    “Let’s go to the farmer’s market,” I said. “It opens in a few minutes.” 
 
    “They aren’t closed for the season?” 
 
    “Not till Thanksgiving. They’ve still got root vegetables out and jams from the summer.” I cleared my throat, coming to a decision. “And while I’m picking out zucchini and winter squash, you’ll tell me the rest of your story. All of it. Start from the beginning and leave nothing out.” 
 
    In an uncertain voice, she asked, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “It’s the only way, Maggie. Everything out in the open.” 
 
    She drew her knees to her chest. “But what if you…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What if I tell you everything and you give up on me?” 
 
    I took a deep, fortifying breath and hardened my resolve. I knew this wouldn’t be easy, but I might’ve been hoping the right thing wouldn’t be this hard. Next time, perhaps. 
 
    “Let’s make a pact then. No matter what, we will never hold the truth against each other. Agreed?” I extended a hand her direction. 
 
    “The truth,” she said ponderingly, and took my hand. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While I wandered past vegetable stalls and morning stretched across the sky like spilled bleach, Maggie told me her awful story. Abandoned at a bus stop at seven years old. Taken into a foster home a few months later. Abused until she was nine. After that, she bounced around different group homes for five years. Then a new foster family. 
 
    “They were good to me,” she admitted as I bought a big bag full of onions, carrots, and potatoes just to have something solid to hold. “They had two boys, eight and ten. The mom made an awesome apple cider in the fall.” She fell quiet a moment, shrugged. “I knew it wouldn’t last though, so I enjoyed it for about a year.” 
 
    I squeezed the bag against me as I turned away from the stall. “Then what?” 
 
    “You know what happened then.” 
 
    “You have to say it out loud.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Call it my sixth sense. I’m guessing you’ve never done it before.” 
 
    She made an annoyed sound. “What, like a confession or something? I’m not Catholic you know.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter. It’s important.” 
 
    She paced along beside me as I headed toward my truck. I could almost hear the wheels turning in her head. 
 
    “This is a trick,” she said. “You’re trying to get rid of me. I’ll tell you and you’ll call me evil and dump me.” 
 
    “We made a pact, remember?” 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    “Take a risk, Maggie. It’s obvious you don’t trust easily but we can’t do this without trust.” 
 
    “Trust is a myth. People only help each other when they’re getting something out of it.” 
 
    “That could be true,” I said neutrally. Arguing with a viewpoint like that was useless. “You’ve got to take the leap anyway.” 
 
    When I got in my truck, she was already in the passenger seat, eyeing me askance as I settled the bag on the center seat. I decided to find her reluctance encouraging. She might harbor shame for what she’d done without even knowing it. 
 
    She surprised me by asking, “What’s your reward in all this?” 
 
    “There’s a reward?” 
 
    “There’s always a pay-off, a carrot at the end of the stick.” 
 
    “Ah, the infamous carrot.” So much for her reluctance being motivated by shame. I started the engine and pulled out of the lot. 
 
    “Well?” she prompted. “What do you get?” 
 
    “Three wishes from a magical cave troll.”  
 
    She glared. “I’m serious. I need to know.” 
 
    “What if I said I get nothing?” 
 
    “I’d call you a liar, even though I can’t see how helping me benefits you.” She bounced a fist against her thigh. “That’s the problem with trust. If you can’t see the price, you don’t know what it’s going to cost you. It was the same with the Martins, the second family who took me in. They bought me nice clothes, cooked for me, did my laundry. They even gave me an allowance. Why? I couldn’t figure it out. Sure, they got a stipend from the state, but they earned enough money on their own. They didn’t need it like that first family I was stuck with. It didn’t make sense. I was getting too comfortable. A couple times I fell asleep without locking my bedroom door. That’s why I had to do it.” 
 
    Then at last, she said it, “I killed them.” 
 
    The words spilled out of her, unshaded by empathy or remorse. A necessary act. Heaped beneath the chilly surface I sensed her resentment for their kindness, her glee to have taken from them the life they’d built. It pleased her to know they were dead. The others too. A volunteer at a homeless shelter after she ran away. A trucker who gave her a ride across country, his cab full of family pictures and cards. Numbness settled over my chest as she listed the rest in graphic detail, the pattern obvious. Anyone who showed her kindness without a clear ulterior motive deserved her violence and her hate.  
 
    When she finished, I drove the rest of the way home in stunned silence. She didn’t speak again until we’d entered my apartment. 
 
    “You think I deserve the fires now, don’t you?” 
 
    The defeat in her voice reached through the daze I’d fallen into. I set the bag on the counter and went to my couch, sinking slowly into it like my bones were a thousand years old. Honestly, the world was a safer place without her in it. As for fires, well, I was no divine judge. I hated what she’d done, that cruelty had made a stone of her heart, and she’d spent her short time on earth laying waste to the lives of others. Was it evil or just self-destruction? 
 
    “I shouldn’t have told you,” she said, still by the entryway. “There’s nothing in this for you but hassle. Dead people don’t have much to barter with. I get it.” 
 
    “Please, stop talking.” It was hard to think straight at this level of fatigue with her bleak view of humanity fogging the air. 
 
    I rubbed the heels of my hands into my eyes. I still wanted to help her, undeserved or not. She was a lost soul, but how could I get her to trust me if she didn’t believe kindness existed without self-interest? How to explain the concept of empathy, that sharing in the misery of another person was virtue, that shouldering their pain ennobled the soul even when it made you feel rotten? How could I get her to see that it was this lack which brought her to this point? 
 
    I shifted to lay back on the couch, realizing I hadn’t taken off my muddy shoes. I was too tired to care. 
 
    “I’m going to sleep for a while,” I announced, my eyes shutting almost before I spoke. “When I wake up, I’ll have an idea.” 
 
    That seemed optimistic. Hopefully, my subconscious was listening. 
 
    “Sam,” she said, a hint of desperation in her voice. “Please tell me why you’re doing this?” 
 
    “Because,” I slurred, sleep pulling me down hard as I struggled to give her something she’d believe. “Because this is as much a test for me as it is for you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    I awoke to a throbbing headache, the smell of soup, and an idea. I sat up, rubbing the back of my aching skull. At some point I’d learn not to fall asleep on this spine torqueing sofa. I squinted at the clock on my phone. Two in the afternoon. No wonder I felt like a train hit me. 
 
    The quiet clatter of someone moving about my kitchen drifted over to me. 
 
    “Maggie?” I sat up. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yeah. I got bored so I’m making stew.” 
 
    “You’re cooking?” Surely, I’d heard that wrong. I stood slowly, my thoughts sticky with the dregs of sleep.  
 
    Maggie stirred a simmering pot on my stovetop, salt shaker in one hand. “Might as well. You bought all this stuff at the market and vegetable stew is something I know how to make.” 
 
    A ghost was making stew in my kitchen. My life had reached a new level of weird. 
 
    “It smells great.” 
 
    I’d been dreaming one of those strange, vivid dreams born from sleeping at odd hours, the kind that evaporate upon waking. A heavy feeling of dread remained. Just leftover fatigue, I told myself, and headed into the bathroom in search of an aspirin. 
 
    “Where’d you learn to cook?” I asked. After a cursory glance at my bedraggled reflection, I popped open the mirror to rummage through the medicine cabinet behind it. An expired bottle offered up its last two tablets. I held them in my hand, debating. 
 
    Eh, I’d chance it. 
 
    “There was an older girl at one of the group homes,” Maggie answered from the other room as I palmed water from the bathroom sink to swallow down the pills. “She used to teach the rest of us how to make a few things.” 
 
    “That was good of her.” 
 
    “Not really. She always stole our stuff and took most of whatever she cooked.” There was a shrug in her voice rather than anger. Nothing personal to her mind, it seemed. Dog eat dog, after all. 
 
    “Well, it was good of you to make it for me.” I went into the kitchen. 
 
    “You looked like crap earlier. I figure my chances of escaping the eternal fires are better if you’re fed.” 
 
    Empathy. We’d have to work on the empathy column. That was the answer to everything here and pretty much the entire foundation of the idea I’d awoken to. 
 
    “About that,” I said. “I think I know what we need to do.” 
 
    Wary hope brightened her face. “Really?” 
 
    “We’re going to show them—er, the powers-that-be—that you are capable of helping others when there’s nothing in it for you.” 
 
    She frowned. “We are?” 
 
    “Yes. A friend of mine is in trouble.” Briefly, I explained the situation with Nick, the artifact, and Foster’s threats. “The way I see it, I could use another pair of eyes on this, someone no one else can see—no pun intended.” 
 
    Only a guess, but the timing of everything seemed too coincidental to be an accident: Two days to extricate Nick from danger. Two days to redeem Maggie. An almost cosmic aligning there, as if they were meant to solve each other. 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “How does helping your friend help me?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. This would take some convincing. “It doesn’t. That’s the point, Maggie. It’s choosing to help someone else with the little time you have. Just because.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Because I’m asking you to. Because it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    “That’s it? You sound like a forty-year-old school counselor.” 
 
    I was going to need more aspirin. 
 
    “This isn’t about risk and gain. Your whole life, that’s how you did things. Where did it get you? Take a chance on another way. Choose the different path. How will we make the argument that you deserve a second chance if you change nothing?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, brows drawn down in concentration. “So, I do this unselfish thing and in exchange they’ll spare me? It’ll be enough?” 
 
    I had to be honest. “It might be. It might not. This is not a carrot and stick situation.” 
 
    She remained silent at that, stirring the simmering pot of stew. The fear in her eyes pulled at me. I didn’t want her to be afraid but maybe that would help. Fear as a motivator never worked long-term, but it might nudge her in this unfamiliar direction. I had no idea how to do this otherwise. I’d pondered taking her by Father Chuck’s church. The House of God, right? Without a repentant heart, though, it was just a building. Just walls and a roof. Anyway, there were plenty of unapologetic sinners that attended mass every week. 
 
    All that aside, the House of God couldn’t explain the way it felt to come to another’s aid when they needed it, to know that your being there made the difference between sorrow and relief. What Maggie needed was a scenario that gave her the chance to choose good. I could only aim her toward that path. The rest would be up to her. 
 
    “What if it doesn’t work?” she said finally. “I only have these two days. What if you’re wrong?” 
 
    “Then I’ll speak up for you,” I told her firmly. “Over and over until they listen. But Maggie, the outcome of this depends a lot on how you go into it. Think of what you’re doing more as a chance to change than a way to get out of trouble.” 
 
    After another moment, she nodded. “I’ll give a try, I guess. What choice do I have, right?” 
 
    Not exactly overwhelming enthusiasm. I couldn’t blame her there. This required a lot of trust on her part for someone she met yesterday and with everything hanging in the balance. The dread from my forgotten dreams tugged at my skin like the hint of an encroaching undertow. Yesterday, the weekend agenda had been totally clear. Now, I had to save a lost soul from damnation, puzzle out a mysterious and possibly dangerous ancient artifact, and rescue my friend and his family, not to mention myself, from a bunch of murderous contractors. 
 
    Piece of cake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    “Sam, did you swallow a tape worm or something? How can you still be hungry after three bowls of stew?” Maggie glanced first at the sign for Tommy’s Malt Shoppe, then at me like she thought I was an insane person. 
 
    “First of all, your stew was amazing. Second, we’re not here for the ice-cream.” 
 
    Though with the closed sign on the door, we might not be here for anything at all. The blinds on the windows were drawn, the door locked. My ingenious plan didn’t consider the possibility that Moreau wouldn’t be around. Where else could I find him than through his little dummy corporation? I doubted he had an online profile touting multiple convenient locations. 
 
    “Guess no one’s here,” Maggie said. “What do we do now?” 
 
    I considered. The print out Foster had given me on the box crinkled in my jacket pocket. I refused to accept we’d hit a dead-end right at the beginning. 
 
    “Why don’t we go in and see if he’s just…doing paperwork or something?” 
 
    “You have a key?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I said, placing my hand on the doorknob. With a whispered request, the lock slid back, and I pushed the door open. 
 
    The first time I’d been here the place had looked exactly like what one would expect from a malt shoppe. Booths, old time music playing, posters and friendly art on the walls. It had even smelled like ice-cream. It was only after Alice had muttered a few words that the façade had shifted to reveal the shelves lined with sealed clay jars, alligator heads, and other inventory I made sure not to inspect too closely. 
 
    I fully expected to walk into that malt shoppe illusion despite the closed sign on the door. It seemed a logical precaution. We didn’t have much crime but every town had a crop of idiots who might decide they wanted an ice-cream treat whether the place was open or not. 
 
    It came as a shock when I stepped right into the witchdoctor’s stall. I halted abruptly. Dark paneled walls surrounded beneath dim overhead lights, and the heavy scent of moss, wet earth, incense. 
 
    “Handy trick with the door,” Maggie said, slipping in behind me before it swung shut. “I didn’t know saints had superpow—woah.” She blinked at the décor. “What kind of ice-cream place is this?” 
 
    Movement by the long, scarred wooden counter to my left caught my attention before I could answer. Then the air locked up in my chest. An enormous albino python with a head the size of a Doberman descended in a languid slide and pooled on the floor. Its black eyes regarded me from atop coils as wide as my thigh. I knew as much about pythons as any other Midwesterner—pretty much nothing—but it watched me with unnerving intelligence. Was this the witchdoctor’s version of a guard dog? 
 
    “I’m here to see Moreau,” I told it. “Is he…around?” 
 
    It hissed, a long, grainy sound like sand pouring into a glass jar. 
 
    I held up my hands. “I know the shop is closed, but I really need to talk to him.” 
 
    It stared in reply. 
 
    “If he’s not here, is there some other way I can find him?” 
 
    Another hiss. 
 
    “It’s important.” I’d been reduced to conversing with a snake. Yup, this week was going super well. 
 
    “That thing is awesome,” Maggie said beside me in marveling tones. “Look at those shiny scales. It’s so pretty.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, beautifully constricting.” 
 
    She shot me a mocking glance. “You’re not afraid of it, are you? People have them as pets, you know.” 
 
    “Sure, it’s a real lap animal. Stay here, okay? I’m going to have a look in back.” Moreau had to have some way of calling him when he wasn’t here. 
 
    I took one step toward the table. The python struck. One second it lay in its glob of coils, the next it streaked at me like a cracked whip, fangs-first, mouth impossibly wide. I leapt back with a squawk. It stopped inches shy of my leg and hissed some more. A warning, clear as crystal. No translation needed. 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll stay here by the door,” I breathed as the snake’s body oozed back into a rounded bunch. 
 
    Maggie doubled over laughing. “Wow, can you squeal! I haven’t made a sound like that since I was thirteen.” 
 
    I managed to glower at her while moving another step toward the door. Away from the python. “That was a startled shout, thank you, not a squeal.” 
 
    “You practically shattered the windows.” 
 
    “Is there a proper sound to make when a heap of snake is flying at you?” 
 
    Another voice answered. “Perhaps you should simply not annoy her.” 
 
    There, beside the counter I’d intended to snoop behind, stood Moreau. It came as a surprise to see him out of his blond-haired and blue-eyed avatar. Dressed in the maroon robes he’d worn when I’d first met him, he wore a strangely intense expression on his lined face, his dark eyes focused on Maggie. 
 
    “Bonjour, Sam,” he said without looking at me. “What trouble do you bring to my shop?” 
 
    “No trouble,” I assured him. “Sorry for pushing my way in like this, but it’s urgent.” 
 
    “Is this urgent matter related to the shadow following you?” 
 
    “Shadow?” I glanced between them. “You can see Maggie?” 
 
    “Naturally.” 
 
    Somehow, I wasn’t surprised. The girl in question had left my side to crouch next to the python. She cooed at it, running her fingers over its smooth scales. Its tongue flicked the air. It tipped its head beneath her hand like a cat stroked along its whiskers. No hissing. That was reserved for me, apparently. 
 
    “She’s not why I’m here,” I said, unsure of how to explain her presence, or if I even had to. 
 
    “I have not seen one who stands in-between for some time.” Moreau’s penetrating gaze turned to me. “Why are you linked to a dark spirit, Sam?” 
 
    Maggie scowled at that. “Who’s he calling a dark spirit? 
 
    “She’s someone I’m helping.” 
 
    “Are you indeed?” he said, looking faintly amused. “But one fact does not negate the other. I have some experience with dark spirits, as you might imagine. I presume you’re trying to save her from her gown of flames?” 
 
    The imagery on this guy. “It’s none of your business, Moreau.” 
 
    “Alice is aware of the foolishness you’ve undertaken?” When I didn’t answer he clucked his tongue reprovingly as if I had. “Surprising. Most mentors are not so indulgent of their charges.” 
 
    “How do you know she’s my mentor?” 
 
    “Precious little escapes my notice.” He gestured at Maggie. “Be cautious with this one, mon petit. It is noble what you attempt, though doubtful much will come of your effort.” 
 
    “Like Sam said, it’s none of your business, you old weirdo,” Maggie sniped. “He’s showing me how to be better. How to earn my second chance.” 
 
    “Oui, those are his intentions. What, I wonder, are yours?” 
 
    “Enough already.” I cut the air with my hand, wondering how I always wound up refereeing arguments in his shop. “I’m here because I need a—a favor.” 
 
    Moreau’s attention snapped to me. “A favor.” Mercurial interest filled his eyes. “What is the nature of it?” 
 
    “Information. I need to know more about this object.” I handed him the print out, summarizing briefly Nick’s explanation of its origins and the mystery behind it. 
 
    Moreau touched the image of the box almost fondly. “You surprise me. I thought this item lost to the ages, like so many things.” 
 
    “You know what it’s used for?” 
 
    “Certainly. I made it.” 
 
    “You made it?” 
 
    “It was commissioned. When I met the one your history remembers as Genghis Khan, he was just a Mongolian warrior with dreams of avenging his assassinated father. If I had known he would build the caliber of empire he did, I would have asked a higher payment for my services. Alas, for hindsight.” 
 
    “And the writing?” I tapped the scrawl of silver along the side on the photograph. “My friend told me the translation. Voice that cannot be unheard—” 
 
    “Speech that cannot go unheeded, yes, I was feeling rather melodramatic at the time,” Moreau said, giving a flourish with his long fingers. “The moment seemed to call for it.” 
 
    Save us from witchdoctors with creative flair. “What does this thing actually do?” 
 
    “The inscription means that the bearer of this box holds the power to sway the minds of men. Whatsoever is commanded and decreed by the one whom possesses it cannot be denied.” 
 
    “Are you telling me,” I pressed my palms to the back of my neck, lightheaded with the notion, “Are you telling me this is some kind of magical object that compels obedience?” 
 
    “That is what I told him.” Moreau held my gaze steadily while my mouth dropped open. Then he threw his head back and laughed. More of a cackle really, as rough as the scrape of gravel and very much directed at me. “Ah, cher enfant, the expression on your face. I’m afraid I could not resist.” 
 
    “That was a joke?” 
 
    “But of course.” 
 
    I exhaled noisily and spread my arms. “The favor is for information and I’m pressed for time, Moreau. Can you spare me the comedy routine?” 
 
    “Calme-toi,” he patted the air soothingly, half a smirk still on his face. “While it is true that I led Khan to believe the object held the ability to coerce others, it does not.” 
 
    “What does it do then? What’s in it?” 
 
    He handed the paper back to me. “It does nothing. It’s empty.” 
 
    I stared. “What do you mean, it’s empty? If it’s empty then why can’t anyone open it without that special stone?” 
 
    “I could hardly convince Khan that it is a powerful object if anyone could open it at whim. Within the words inscribed along the exterior I placed a locking incantation.” Moreau shook his head. “The young man born as Temujin had the innate traits that would make him a tremendous leader of people, but early traumas troubled his confidence. This removed it.” 
 
    “A placebo box?” I blurted. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Do you think I would hand anyone that kind of power? Regardless, there exists in this world no power that can co-opt the free will of a soul. I needed the favor however so I, shall we say, embellished the truth.” 
 
    “You lied.” 
 
    “He requested that I remove his doubts.” He extended a hand toward the box as if this were evidence of his good faith. 
 
    “Quite the contortionist with the facts, aren’t you?” 
 
    He turned his hands palm up. “Et alors, we must exploit those talents of which we were bestowed. If your intention was to open the box, the incantation should give you no trouble.” 
 
    “Nothing like what happened that last time?” I asked warily, thinking of the mausoleum incantations I’d tangled with the night I’d met the witchdoctor. 
 
    “Not at all, not for someone like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m a real skeleton key.” I tucked the paper back in my pocket, pausing as a thought came to mind. “Hang on, you met Genghis Khan before he was Genghis Khan?” 
 
    “Oui.” 
 
    “Hundreds of years ago.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Moreau,” I said, “exactly how old are you?” 
 
    He tilted his head in a way that said I should know better than to ask. “Let us discuss instead the favor you owe me. I believe I shall redeem it now.” 
 
    “Er, we haven’t agreed on what I’m willing to do yet.” 
 
    “You allowed me to complete the favor of information without any stipulation for what you would do in return. Therefore, there are no stipulations, mon petit.” He smiled. “In future, you must be more careful, yes?” 
 
    Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 
 
    “Yes,” I swallowed. “Can this wait for another time? I’m kind of in the middle of something.” 
 
    “It will take only a moment. Do not look so worried. It is nothing that will cause harm to others.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, worrying anyway. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Due to some disagreement with a former client, I am unable to alter the appearance of myself and my shop.” He gestured around us. That explained the closed sign and the guard-snake. “This has caused me some inconvenience thus your visit is well timed. A binding spell is much like a lock.” 
 
    “What was the disagreement?” I asked. 
 
    “Merely a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Well, that’s vague. How do I know you didn’t deserve it?” 
 
    “You don’t, but that is the exchange. An extravagantly fair price, in my opinion.” A warning glittered in his dark eyes. “Unless you’d prefer I arrange another task to have you complete for me?” 
 
    “No, no, this is fine.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    He extended a hand toward me as if he held the lock in his palm. I supposed that was the best way to access it. When I clasped his hand, he glanced at Maggie where she still fussed over the python. Then he jerked me toward him. Startled, I tried to pull back but he gripped my shoulder with his other hand and leaned close enough to speak into my ear. 
 
    “I give you this parcel of advice for free, young saint,” he whispered. “Be wary of the shadow you champion. Sympathy misplaced can lead to ruination just as surely as its lack.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    The day had begun to wane as we left Moreau’s shop. I checked my phone. Four o’clock. Later than I’d hoped, but our information gathering mission was a success. Now we knew opening the box wouldn’t cause some global catastrophe, though I wasn’t sure how to tell Nick that his brother had died protecting a placebo box created for a conqueror who’d suffered from a confidence issue. How little we knew of the great lives that came before us. A handful of facts with the gaps filled in with fabrication. It made me think of Jo’s book about history and the twists and turns it made of the truth. 
 
    “Too bad that box doesn’t do what you thought,” Maggie commented as we headed to my truck parked around the corner. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “If it could really make people do what you say, and you’re the only one who can open it, you could’ve gotten rid of the guys bothering your friend by telling them to jump off a tall bridge or something.” 
 
    “Inciting a mass suicide isn’t what I’d call a solution, but I see what you’re saying.” Better the legend of this thing was only that. People manipulated each other enough through non-magical means. Imagine the temptation of having every word obeyed. 
 
    “So, where to now?” Maggie asked. 
 
    I paused at the driver’s side door and pulled out my phone. “Now we call Nick and tell him what we found out.” But as I scrolled to Nick’s number, his name showed as having called while I’d had it on silent. I tapped to call him back. It barely rang once before someone picked up. Not Nick. 
 
    “Hello Don,” Foster’s casual voice answered. “Or should I say, Sam? Sam Alvarez, right?” 
 
    It took a moment before I could unlock my jaw enough to reply. “Where’s Nick?” 
 
    “He’s right here. Hey Nick,” he called, voice slightly displaced as if he’d turned the phone aside, “Tell Sam you’re with us.” 
 
    A scream followed, the voice twisted with agony, but I recognized it as Nick’s. Horrified nausea crawled up my throat. 
 
    “You misbehaved, didn’t you, Sam,” Foster returned fully to the phone. “We told you not to call the police, but you did anyway. The same night as our conversation. Rather galling, actually.” 
 
    “Sam, you’re white as a sheet. Who is that?” Maggie stepped closer when I didn’t answer and leaned her ear toward the phone. “Is it them?” 
 
    “I didn’t call the police,” I told Foster. 
 
    “Now, now. I find lying more irritating than ignoring my instructions.” 
 
    Another scream. 
 
    “Stop!” My hands were shaking, my fingers numb. “I didn’t call—” 
 
    Maggie nudged me in the ribs with a significant look. Oh no. 
 
    “There was an accident on the road,” I said. “A car accident. Someone was hurt. I called for an ambulance and the police came with them. That’s all it was. They don’t know anything.” 
 
    “That’s bad luck,” Foster said good-naturedly while Nick’s cries became a hoarse refrain in the background, “especially since it doesn’t matter to me why you called. Only that you did. Poor Nick has suffered quite a bit because of your carelessness.” 
 
    Had they taken him right after the accident? Had they been hurting him all night? Stomach acid burned the back of my mouth. My thoughts scattered. 
 
    “Tell them you have what they want,” Maggie said, and jabbed me again with her elbow when I stared dumbly. “Pull it together and tell them you have the key.” 
 
    “I—I have the key.” 
 
    “What was that?” Foster’s tone sharpened. 
 
    “I said I have the key.” 
 
    Maggie made a keep-going gesture with her hand. “Now tell them to stop beating on Nick or they’ll never get it.” 
 
    I muted the phone. “They’ll hurt him worse if I threaten them.” 
 
    “Don’t you know how to bluff?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    She made an annoyed sound. “Just repeat what I tell you, starting with threatening to lose the key.” 
 
    I unmuted the phone and did as she said. 
 
    “There’s only one key, Sam,” Foster said, voice low and dangerous, but Nick’s pained cries ceased immediately. “It’s an ancient relic. Are you trying to tell me there’s a copy in your little Iowa town?” 
 
    “I’m telling you I have a way to open the box,” I said, parroting Maggie’s words verbatim. “What do you care how I found it or where?” 
 
    “A valid point. Let’s arrange a drop-off spot where you can leave it.” 
 
    “This is an exchange, Foster, not a donation. The key for Nick.” 
 
    “You’ll drop off the key where I tell you and in exchange, I won’t take your family on the drive Nick’s about to go on.” 
 
    “Unless I see my friend in person and alive, you’ll never get that box open.” Maggie’s tone softened then, and I copied the hint of fear and uncertainty she put into it. The girl definitely knew what she was doing. “I’ll meet wherever you want. Just please, stop hurting him.” 
 
    A lengthy pause followed during which I forgot to breathe. Maggie gave me a confident nod. 
 
    “There’s a vacant factory about half an hour outside of Bellemer,” Foster said. “You know it?” 
 
    “The old paper mill.” 
 
    “Get yourself here in thirty minutes, alone and unarmed. If your key checks out, we’ll leave you and Nick to your small town lives.” 
 
    “That’s all we want.” 
 
    “Better get on the road then,” Foster said. “And Sam, don’t make any phone calls this time. Nick won’t survive another misunderstanding.” 
 
    “No calls,” I promised, but he’d already hung up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    “Awesome job,” Maggie said, stepping back. “Now you can send the police out there to pick them up.” 
 
    “By the time I explain all this to the cops, Nick’s thirty minutes will be up,” I told her, hopping into my truck. After a couple of illegal maneuvers on a one-way street, I was speeding down the road out of town. 
 
    “The point of arranging a meet with them was so you could report where they’d be,” Maggie said from the passenger seat. “If you go walking in there, they’ll kill you, especially since you don’t have any key to give them.” 
 
    “The box is a fake. It doesn’t matter if they have the key. Once I open it for them, they’ll see that.” 
 
    Maggie ran a hand through the pink highlights of her hair. “You don’t really think they’re going to let you live, do you? They probably killed your friend after you hung up.” 
 
    I almost swerved off the road. No. No, they wouldn’t do that. They wanted the key and they had to know I wouldn’t give them anything before I saw Nick alive. 
 
    I glanced at Maggie, an idea forming. “Do you think…Could you scout ahead for me?” 
 
    She squinted uncertainly. “How?” 
 
    “The same way you show up in the truck without opening the door? The place is called Hudson’s Paper, an old mill that closed down about ten years ago. It’s the only building in that area.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, closed her eyes. 
 
    And disappeared. 
 
    A blank canvas of farmland stretched out on either side of the road. Doubt took Maggie’s place beside me. She wasn’t wrong. I had to have a better plan than walking into what was surely a trap. Foster didn’t exactly give off a keeps-his-word kind of vibe. I needed a scheme that would get us both out of this alive. 
 
    By the time Maggie reappeared a few minutes later, I knew what to do. 
 
    “There’re four of them,” she said. “Two are watching the road. They all have guns.” 
 
    “And Nick? Did you see him?” 
 
    She paused with a speculative look. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "He was tied to a chair, but...I'm sorry, Sam. They killed him." 
 
    I jerked like I’d been cuffed in the head and my foot slipped off the accelerator. " I don't understand. Why would they—Why…" 
 
    I didn’t know what made me look at Maggie, or what made me question the stillness of her expression, but with sudden clarity I realized what was going on. 
 
    “Maggie,” I said, sharp, “why are you lying to me?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “Let’s not do this game, okay? Nick’s alive, isn’t he?” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and flopped back against the seat. “Fine. Yes, I saw him. He looks pretty beat up but alive. I was only,” she punched the dashboard. “Going there is a stupid idea. How can you not see that?” 
 
    “You think I should just leave him to die?” 
 
    “Yes! Your friend got himself in this mess and dragged you with him. You don’t owe him anything.” 
 
    “Friendship isn’t a spreadsheet of debts and repayments, Maggie. This is what I’ve been trying to tell you. People are not commodities to use toward your own gain. That way of thinking is why you’re in danger of losing your soul.” 
 
    “People only do good when they’re forced into it. When they have no choice.” 
 
    “That’s not true, though, is it,” I shot back. “The ones you hurt, they helped you for no other reason than because you needed it.” 
 
    “Pity, you mean. They did it to feel better about themselves.” 
 
    “Wrong. It was kindness, Maggie. One of the rare things in this world that uplifts us in both the giving and receiving.” 
 
    “Sam,” she shook her head. “How can you believe such fairytales?” 
 
    “Do you think I’m headed to negotiate with a pack of murderers because it makes me feel good about myself? Do you honestly think I crossed a line with my mentor, someone I care about, to help you because of pity?” 
 
    “No, but,” she looked at me, “you’re different.” 
 
    I had to laugh at that. “Am I? All your life, you told yourself a dark story about the world. Then you made yourself part of it. Stop believing the lie. It’s the only way to save yourself.” 
 
    She fell quiet a moment, tilted her head back with a huff. “Going there alone and unarmed is still crazy. You won’t find any of this enlightened thinking with those goons.” 
 
    “I realize that,” I said dryly. “So, here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    The last light of the day bled from the horizon as I pulled into the cracked cement drive of the old paper mill. Hudson Paper had gone out of business ten years before when the river had been diverted by a dam up state. In high school, some of us used to throw rocks at the grimy windows or scout around inside at night for the scare factor. 
 
    No one loitered here anymore, not since the place was condemned after a tornado clipped the building five years ago. The front portion looked like it had been stepped on by a careless giant, the roof caved inward, the brick walls half crumbled. Chunks of machinery were strewn about like shrapnel. Toward the back, on the half that still stood, a trio of smokestacks pointed from the roof of the complex like the prongs of a rusted fork. Two non-descript black sedans sat parked beside that area and light glowed through the shattered windows. 
 
    “A good wind could knock this place down,” Maggie commented as I pulled in a good distance back from the sedans. “This is not a smart idea.” 
 
    It definitely looked like a body-dumping locale. 
 
    “They didn’t give us a choice of venue.” With sweat-damp hands I put my truck into park, eyeing a shadow that stepped outside. “We’re clear on the plan?” 
 
    “If you want to call it that, sure,” she said and vanished from the seat. 
 
    The big guy who’d cornered me at the bar moved up to my side and opened the door. 
 
    “Out,” he growled. 
 
    I obeyed, noticing again the skull tattoo on his burly arm as he patted me down. I really hoped it was just a random design and not some symbol for his talent at making people dead. 
 
    A brisk November breeze blasted across the empty lot. 
 
    “Doesn’t Foster let you guys wear coats? Or do muscles keep themselves warm at a certain girth?” 
 
    He pushed me against the side of my truck. “Where’s your phone?” 
 
    “Left it behind. They don’t deliver pizza this far out of town.” 
 
    He clamped a meaty hand over my throat. “Your smart mouth annoys me.” 
 
    “I hear that a lot,” I wheezed. 
 
    The outline of another person appeared in the doorway, the light behind blinding me to their identity.  
 
    “Just check his truck for anything and get in here,” Foster’s voice called. 
 
    Tattoo-Guy gave me an impressive glare, then shoved me toward the entrance. Another man in black boots loomed beside it. 
 
    “Thank you for being on time,” Foster said. He swept a hand across the threshold as if inviting me into his office instead of an abandoned building where he likely planned to kill me. Several LED camping lanterns lit the space with chilly white light. 
 
    “Well, you know what they say about country roads,” I muttered, moving swiftly past him. “Speed limits are more of a suggestion than…” 
 
    I caught sight of Nick and my words dropped away. They’d bound him with bungee cords to a rusted metal chair. He sat slumped, his head tipped to one side and his face so swollen he barely looked like himself. Distantly, I noticed the third of Foster’s gang lurking nearby. No one stopped me as I rushed to Nick’s side. 
 
    “Nick,” I breathed. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Sam.” He whispered my name between cracked lips. He couldn’t seem to lift his head. 
 
    “Just hang on, buddy. We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    “There are a few things to work out before that, Sam,” Foster said. 
 
    “You didn’t need to do this. Look at him, he needs a hospital.” 
 
    “Probably.” He shrugged with phony regret. 
 
    Clenching my jaw, I untied the restraints that cinched Nick to the chair. Foster’s goon, a guy with red hair, took a step toward me but his boss twitched a hand and he fell back. I guess they weren’t too concerned we’d make a run for it since Nick couldn’t even stand up. 
 
    Gently, I guided Nick to a prone position on the cold floor. He groaned, one scraped up hand shielding his side. A spectrum of purples stained his abdomen where his shirt rode up. I almost feared touching him for worry that I’d press on a broken bone. Without a doubt, he had some. 
 
    “All comfy? Let’s get to business then.” Foster extended an open palm. “I want the key.” 
 
    The expression on my face grew hard. How much trouble would I be in if I took a swing at the guy? 
 
    Nick shivered against the ground. I shrugged out of my jacket and tucked it around him. 
 
    “S-Sam,” he stuttered, peering out at me from swollen eyes. “You have to r-run. Go.” 
 
    “Not without you.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be here,” his voice was nearly inaudible. “I’m sorry. Tell my parents…I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I made you a promise. We’re getting out of here together.” 
 
    His eyes fell shut. 
 
    “I don’t enjoy repeating myself,” Foster said sharply. “The key. Now.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have a plan,” I told Nick quietly, unsure if he heard me. He seemed to have passed out. I squeezed his shoulder and then stood to face Foster. 
 
    “If you want the key,” I said, “you’ll need to show me the box.” 
 
    “You’ve seen it already.” 
 
    “Not a picture. The actual thing.” 
 
    “What makes you think it’s here?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t go back to your client without making sure it works first. I know I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Clever that way, are you? 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    Foster tilted his head slightly, his mouth quirked in false amusement. “Let’s say it is here. How does that change anything?” 
 
    “Because if it’s here, I’ll open it.” 
 
    “With the key.” 
 
    “Yes, so to speak.” 
 
    “So to speak,” he repeated softly. “I’ll put this plainly since you appear to enjoy talking in circles. Give me the key or my guys will put three bullets into your friend.” 
 
    “It’s me,” I answered immediately. “I’m the key.” 
 
    Foster regarded me in silence, eyes shining with intentions I couldn’t read. Silence was bad. I didn’t need any guesses to know that for a certainty. I hurried to fill the quiet with more explanation. 
 
    “The stone Nick’s brother sent him is long gone, you know that. I’m betting the only reason you let me walk in here alive is not because you think I have another magical rock, but because you’re desperate for a solution.” He kept looking at me, gaze steady, expression unchanged. “And you’re curious.” 
 
    “I think,” he said, “you should be glad you can’t hear my thoughts right now.” 
 
    There’s a comment to turn my blood to ice. I shoved my hands into my pockets to hide their shaking. Time to fake some confidence. 
 
    “You asked me to put it plain, so here it is: Show me the box and I’ll open it for you.” 
 
    “Because you’re a locksmith?” 
 
    “Because I’m the key.” 
 
    “What an odd thing to say.” Then he smirked, eyes flicking to one of his men standing nearby. Tattoo-Guy. “What do you suppose? Is he full of it?” 
 
    “He’s full of a smart mouth,” the other man rumbled. “I’d enjoy breaking it.” 
 
    “You typically do,” Foster replied easily. “All right then, we’ll agree that I’m curious.” 
 
    He motioned to the redhead who came forward with a non-descript, black briefcase. The latches clacked loudly in the hollow shell of the paper mill as he opened it and beckoned me forward. I glanced down at Nick, reluctant to step away from his side. He didn’t move or speak, his eyes still closed. 
 
    Steeling myself, I crossed the three strides that separated me from Foster. His brute pivoted the open briefcase so it faced me. 
 
    “Now then,” Foster said, a feral shimmer in his brown eyes. “Show me the impossible and open it. If you can.” 
 
    Nestled in a square cut-out of black foam, sat the box. In person, the pale blue Larimar stone glittered in the white light of the camping lanterns, beautiful as a clear sky in spring. The etchings scratched into each side had the look of an oil stain in contrast, a spilled pollutant the color of mercury. Now that I knew who’d made them, they reminded me of the scrawled spray painted on the mausoleum wall the night I’d met Moreau. However ancient he was, he’d clearly never acquired decent handwriting skills. 
 
    “Well, Sam?” Foster prompted. “Will you give it a try or are you ready to give up this bluff you concocted?” 
 
    His voice held enough derision that it felt immensely satisfying to reach in and watch the stupefied expression wash over his face as I flipped open the lid. 
 
    His lips moved, his voice a mere breath. “Impossible.” 
 
    “Not when you’re the key.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed a millimeter. He glanced between me and the box. “This is a trick.” 
 
    “Did that look like sleight of hand to you?” 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    “You watched me do it.” 
 
    “I have watched many attempts to open this box, both human and machine. Only the key can open it.” 
 
    “Not every key looks the same,” I said, and just as easily, tapped the lid closed again. 
 
    Faster than I could dodge, Foster planted a hand on my chest and bulldozed me backward. I stumbled, tried to catch myself, and landed hard on my tailbone. Gun in hand, he loomed over me, the calm menace in his eyes somehow more terrifying than if he stood there raging. 
 
    “It’s a mistake to trifle with me, Sam,” he said with unnerving gentleness. “Tell me what you really did.” 
 
    Did I dare tell him the truth? He looked seconds away from killing me. Something told me he wasn’t accustomed to things going against his expectations. 
 
    “I can open anything,” I said. “Any lock, including the kind bound up with incantations.” 
 
    He said nothing for a moment, then turned back to the briefcase and tried to lift the lid himself. It didn’t budge. A muscle twitched in his jaw. 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    “You want me to open it again?” 
 
    He answered with a warning look. 
 
    “I can do that,” I said. “But I should tell you, before you take it back to your client, that it doesn’t work.” 
 
    Threat replaced the warning behind his expression. “What doesn’t work, Sam?” 
 
    “It can’t force anyone to obey the commands of the person holding it. It doesn’t have the power to compel people.” I slowly got to my feet. “The box is a hoax.” 
 
    Foster smiled a second before he grasped me by the collar and reeled me in close. I tried to push away but he held me with brute strength I would not have expected from such a narrow-shouldered guy. 
 
    “That is not a lie you want me to believe, Sam.” He put his face close to mine. “I tend to visit my disappointment on others, and if what you say is true, I’d be very disappointed.” 
 
    “They say therapy can help with that sort of thing.” The muzzle of his gun jabbed me painfully in the ribs. “I can’t make it do the things claimed about it. The power to control minds doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Foster absorbed that. “But the power to control locks does. A power you possess.” 
 
    Danger there. “You should worry less about that and more about getting out of town before the police get here.” 
 
    His brows lowered an inch and he glanced at his henchmen somewhere out of my line of sight. 
 
    “He didn’t have a phone on him or in his truck, boss. I made sure.” 
 
    “That’s because someone else has it,” I said. “She called the police as soon as I arrived.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” Maggie appeared beside me. “I’ve been trying but I can’t get a signal.” 
 
    “There’s no one with you,” Tattoo-Guy, sneered while my pulse did cartwheels. “We were watching the road. You drove alone and arrived alone.” 
 
    “All without my phone,” I pointed out, though my voice didn’t sound quite right anymore. “I left it with a friend. She made the call for me.” 
 
    Except she didn’t. It didn’t make sense. No one else could hear Maggie, but all she needed to do was keep the line open for them to trace. Foster had called me from here so he obviously hadn’t run into signal issues. Granted, access could be spotty in this area, working one minute and then failing the next. Seemed like the kind of rotten luck I’d run into considering the past couple of days. 
 
    “Even if what you say is true” Foster said, “and the authorities are on their way, I wonder why you’re telling me. It would take very little time to end your lives.” 
 
    “Rural Iowa isn’t a landscape known for easy places to hide,” I said, trying to think past the fear stitching up my sides. “If the police arrive and find bodies, they’ll start searching right away. They’ll find you. If we’re alive, they’ll take us to the hospital, ask us questions. They’ll be delayed.” 
 
    Silence again while Foster held my gaze. The smirk that followed wasn’t promising. 
 
    “He’s not buying it. You suck at lying.” Maggie glanced around at the men. “We need to move to Plan B.” 
 
    I groaned inwardly. I hadn’t wanted it to come down Plan B. For one thing, Maggie seemed far too eager for it, and for another, it had the potential to go disastrously wrong. Threatening them with the police was one thing. Who could say how they’d react to this other scheme? I’d only agreed to Maggie’s backup strategy as a concession. Okay, it might have also been the number of times she’d called my idea stupid. 
 
    “No one called the police.” Foster released his grip on my shirt though the gun remained pressed to my side. The chair they’d bound Nick to scraped loudly on the cracked cement floor as one of his guys dragged it behind me. It hit the back of my legs hard enough to topple me into it. “We have all the time in the world to get answers out of you.” 
 
    Maggie crouched next to me. “Don’t be so basic. It’s the only option left.” 
 
    “You’ll take things too far.” 
 
    “I won’t. I promise.” 
 
    “We’ll take things as far they need to go,” Foster said, waving off his man who was about to tie me up. “First, let’s discuss this lock opening ability you have.” 
 
    Backed into a corner. She was right. We didn’t have other options. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “Let’s do it.” And pray I wouldn’t regret this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    Maggie grinned and rubbed her hands together. A moment later she disappeared. 
 
    I took a deep breath and plunged into plan B. “What we need to discuss is the danger you’re all in.” 
 
    Foster wagged an admonishing finger at me. “We both know there’s no cavalry coming. Frankly, it’s irritating to see you hold on to such an obvious lie.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about the police. There are worse consequences than arrest for what you’re doing and have done. For you and your client.” 
 
    “My client,” he chuckled. “There is no client, Sam. That is, there’s no client anymore.” 
 
    Tattoo-Guy and the redhead chuckled with him. 
 
    “Is there an inside joke I’m missing?” 
 
    “The man who hired us was one of the archeologists who’d been working with your friend’s brother. That’s who had stolen the box. It’s also how we knew where the key had been sent. It didn’t take long to realize the item he wanted was far more valuable than any fee that idiot could possibly offer. He had no crew, no protection, and he vastly overestimated his own intelligence.” He snorted. “If anyone’s noticed he’s gone missing, we haven’t heard of it.” 
 
    How many lives had this thing cost, all for an ancient scam? The lie had left a tremendous wake behind it. 
 
    “All this risk you’ve taken has been for nothing,” I said. “Don’t you see that? Stop this before it’s too late for you too.” 
 
    “Hey!” The redhead jumped to the side and glared at Tattoo-Guy. “Did you—Did you just pinch me?” He rubbed his backside. 
 
    Tattoo-Guy stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “What?” 
 
    Foster ignored them both. “You’re suggesting I let you go and leave empty-handed?” 
 
    “You’ll leave empty-handed no matter what, but if you spare Nick and I, you might save yourself from judgement.” 
 
    “Do you think a man like me is afraid of prison?” 
 
    I summoned my soberest ghost story expression. “I’m not talking about being locked in a building with fences and bars and yard time. That’s not the prison you need to worry about. I’m talking about a place without windows or doors. An eternity without sky.” 
 
    He gazed back at me. His eyes widened as he caught my meaning. 
 
    “Are you warning me about damnation?” He gave a bark of laughter. “You do surprise me, I’ll give you that. I hadn’t pegged you for the proselytizing type.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to convert you. I’m trying to warn you.” 
 
    He chortled, the sound all insult. “Fellas, I think Sam here is worried for our immortal souls—” 
 
    “Boss, you hear that?” Tattoo-Guy said. 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    A weighted silence followed. A car engine revved outside. 
 
    Foster looked toward the door with a frown. “That sounds like one of ours.” He motioned to the redhead. “Go see what our lookout is up to.” 
 
    The man in black boots I’d seen earlier rushed inside before anyone moved, his face sickly pale in the light of the lanterns. 
 
    “Something’s out there,” he said breathlessly, scurrying behind the rest of us to the far wall. He shook all over, chafing his arms. He never took his eyes from the door. 
 
    Tattoo-Guy swore at him. “If something’s out there, what are you doing in here?” 
 
    “It was in my pocket,” his voice trembled. “I felt it. It took the keys. Grabbed my throat.” 
 
    “What did?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    Outside, the engine revved again. The lookout clapped his hands over his ears and huddled against the wall. I’d never seen someone frightened enough to wet themselves, but he seemed pretty close. Maggie’s plan to spook them appeared to be working. 
 
    Foster eyed his man, then turned to the redhead. “Go check it out.” 
 
    “You’re dabbling in things you don’t understand,” I told them, hoping to take advantage of their unease. “Leave before it’s too late.” 
 
    Foster’s lip curled. “A few tricks aren’t going to—" 
 
    “Boss,” the redhead stood very still in the doorway, gazing out. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Someone’s started one of the cars. The lights keep blinking on and off, but there’s…there’s no one in it.” 
 
    A hint of nervous doubt touched Foster’s gaze. At last. Maybe this would be over soon. 
 
    Behind us, the lookout screeched. “Something touched me!” He skittered away from the wall. 
 
    “That box is cursed,” I told Foster ominously. “It should never have been taken from its tomb.” 
 
    Maggie reappeared. She danced around the lookout, poking at his sides as he frantically whipped around in a circle. 
 
    “It’s in here! It’s in here!” he cried. Then he pulled out a gun tucked in his waistband. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    Foster yanked us into a crouch immediately. 
 
    “Dustin,” he ordered. “Put that away. Now.” 
 
    His tone brooked no argument but Dustin appeared to be out of his head, carelessly sweeping the aim of his gun from one point to the next. The other two guys approached him with caution, hands held out reassuringly as they tried to talk him down. 
 
    “Just give me the gun,” Tattoo-Guy said, the closet of the pair. “Nothing’s going to hurt you, okay? We’re all here with you.” 
 
    Maggie giggled from behind the terrified man. “Look at his face. I bet I could make him shoot himself in the foot.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I said firmly, feeling Foster’s gaze turn to me. “This isn’t what we talked about.” 
 
    “Yeah it is,” she gestured to Dustin. “We said we’d scare them into leaving and that’s what I’m doing.” 
 
    “You have to stop. It’s going too far.” 
 
    She propped a hand on her hip. “Do you see them leaving? Because I don’t. We’re not done yet.” 
 
    “No more, Maggie.” 
 
    Tattoo-Guy had almost reached Dustin. “Hand me the gun. There’s nothing in here.” 
 
    “There is.” Dustin hadn’t lowered the weapon, his eyes pleading. “I know there is.” 
 
    “Everything’s all right, man. Give it over now.” 
 
    Tattoo-Guy leaned in slowly, put a hand on Dustin’s gun. A moment passed between them. They nodded to each other. Maggie put her hand on top of Dustin’s. 
 
    I shouted, “No!” but it was too late. At her touch, Dustin jumped. The gun went off and Tattoo guy staggered back. He clutched his chest and went down. Another shot erupted from doorway. Dustin’s head snapped back. He crumpled without a sound. 
 
    The redhead dropped his gun like it was on fire. “That wasn’t me,” he gaped at it like it might move on its own. “I swear, it wasn’t me. It just went off.” 
 
    My eyes moved over the bodies in horror. “What have you done?” I whispered, but Maggie had vanished. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” Foster said. The gun left my side and he pulled us up. His legs seemed sturdier than mine, though I could see the whites of his eyes. “Here,” he shoved the box into my hands. “We’ll leave town. Just call this off.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I could, but I wasn’t about to waste this chance. “Then go. Before it’s too late, go.” 
 
    Outside, an engine roared. Tires screeched. The redhead peered through the doorway. He bellowed a warning, rushing away as a flash of headlights filled the room. Foster and I scrambled back. The front bumper of an SUV smashed through the side of the building, taking out the doorway and part of the wall. The redhead disappeared beneath its wheels, his scream cut short. 
 
    Wedged halfway through the hole it had made, the car jarred to a halt, rubble tumbling around it while the engine idled unsteadily. The driver’s seat was empty. 
 
    Foster’s weapon pointed my way again. His breath was ragged. “Make this stop.” 
 
    Numb shock held me in place. I could only shake my head. The building groaned. A sheet of dust fluttered down from the rafters. I glanced around at the already dilapidated structure, at the car, at the load bearing wall it had just destroyed. Terrible realization broke over me. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said, but the only entrance was blocked by a homicidal SUV. 
 
    “There’s another door.” Foster turned to jog toward the far end of the building. “This way.” 
 
    “Hang on.” I hurried to Nick’s side. “Time to go, buddy. Come on, wake up.” I shook as hard as I dared but he didn’t stir. His pulse fluttered under my fingers when I pressed them to his neck, his breathing strained. I looked toward Foster. “Help me carry him out.” 
 
    A thunderous crack echoed overhead and a huge chunk of debris crashed to the ground. Foster, who’d paused at my call, turned and sprinted away. 
 
    “Wait,” I hollered after him. He didn’t. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    As loud as gun shots, a cascade of snaps filled the shadowed space above. Rusted beams clanged against the cement alongside hunks of plaster and wood, large enough to split a skull on impact. I straddled Nick’s prone form, took hold of his arms and heaved him to a loose sitting position. Panic jetted under my skin. I wasn’t out of shape but I’d never be quick enough to make it all the way to the door on the far side of the building before the place collapsed or something clubbed us from above. I pondered yelling for Foster again, futile as that would prove, but I’d lost sight of him in the gloom. 
 
    “Sam.” Maggie’s sudden appearance at my side made me jump. “What’re you doing? You can’t hang around in here.” 
 
    I bit back the furious tirade that leapt to my mouth as the refrain of creaks and groans grew louder. My gaze turned to the SUV and the slim possibility of escaping. 
 
    “Make sure that passenger door is open,” I told her, kneeling in front of Nick. “Get ready to throw the car in reverse.” 
 
    She frowned at me. “There’s no time for that. If you run now, you’ll make it.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving Nick.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. It’s either you or him.” 
 
    “Then it’s him.” I heaved Nick’s slack and substantially larger form to a standing position, dipped down and slung him across my shoulders in a fireman’s carry. Maggie stood there, gawking at me like I’d completely lost my mind. “Do as I said,” I growled. She made a face at me and disappeared. The passenger door popped open. 
 
    Okay, I could do this. A couple dozen paces and we’d be home free. Hopefully. 
 
    I lumbered forward while more debris pelted the ground, flinching at each collision. My back protested fiercely under Nick’s weight. 
 
    “If we survive this,” I gritted at my unconscious friend, “we’re having a talk about how many of these muscles you really need.” 
 
    A falling beam narrowly missed my head. It ricocheted off the ground behind me and rammed the back of my knee. We almost went down. Pain shot through my leg from ankle to hip. I forced myself on, staggering over crumbled bricks and twisted metal, deafened by the cacophony of a falling sky. I glimpsed Maggie in the driver’s seat, frantically gesturing me forward with both hands. Did she think I was taking a stroll out here? 
 
    Sweat poured down my temples. I reached the passenger side, grateful beyond measure to find the seat had been adjusted all the way back. Arms soured and shaking, I set Nick across the roomy floor, shoved his legs in, and dragged myself into the seat. Too breathless to speak as I slammed the door, I shot an urgent look at Maggie. She’d already thrown the vehicle in reverse. 
 
    “Hang on,” she twisted around to look behind her, “We’re almost there. We…Uh-oh.” 
 
    I followed her gaze through the back window. The remains of the wall the SUV had crashed through began to collapse as we moved under it. I threw myself on top of Nick, sheltering his head. The windshield exploded. Metal crunched as stone crushed the roof of the cab. Shards of glass rained down. It felt as if every seam holding it together bent and strained. 
 
    A second later, it quieted to the wheeze of a struggling engine and the jostle of tires speeding over the ground. Brakes squealed and we came to a hard stop. 
 
    Careful of the shedding glass in my hair, I inclined my head. Maggie was hunched down in the driver’s seat, one hand on the steering wheel, one foot jammed against the brake. The roof of the car hammocked inches over her head. 
 
    “The gear stick is jammed,” she said, tugging on it to no avail. “I can’t put it in park. Can you get out on your side?” 
 
    I reached for the handle, using the leg that wasn’t throbbing like a fever to push against the warped frame. It creaked halfway open. Good enough. I managed to pull us out of the car, hauling Nick several paces from what was now a barely recognizable SUV. Maggie vanished from the driver’s side. Free from the brake, the car continued to roll backward over the sloped drive. I didn’t watch where it went, my eyes caught where its high beams pointed. It was just as well I was already sitting by Nick because the sight of the paper mill would’ve taken my legs out from under me. 
 
    What had been a condemned building was now a ruin. The roof had completely caved in, taking most of the walls with it, leaving behind a few skeletal protrusions. Like the bones of the men buried beneath them. The SUV rolled to a stop a short distance back, its lights illuminating the weed-fissured parking lot. It was empty save for us. 
 
    “Where’s Foster?” I murmured. 
 
    “He tripped while trying to get out,” Maggie said. She stood beside me, a triumphant tilt to her lips. “Don’t think he made to the door.” 
 
    “You think he didn’t, or you know it?” 
 
    “I might’ve helped him on the way down. Here’s your phone by the way.” 
 
    Appalled fury twisted up my tongue. Standing, I snatched the phone from her hand, not trusting myself to reply to her casual indifference. Nick needed an ambulance. Maggie had moved my truck back before ramming Foster’s SUV into the building, but there was no chance I could carry him over there, not with my knee swelling up like a balloon. I made the call. The operator answered promptly and I found myself at a loss for how to explain what happened. I settled on labeling it an attack, which was true enough, describing Nick’s injuries in detail, and the status of our attackers in…less detail. It seemed simpler to say the bad guys were no longer a threat. The dispatcher told me to stay on the line but I hung up before she asked more questions I didn’t know how to answer. 
 
    I had to deal with Maggie before others arrived. I turned to her, started to speak, and stopped. An awful suspicion made its way to the front of my mind. I glanced down at the phone in my hand, at the five bars on the display. Realization hit me hard. 
 
    “You never tried to call the police,” I said. “Did you.” 
 
    “Of course, I did.” 
 
    The words matched her slightly annoyed, slightly earnest expression. So believable. So smooth. 
 
    So false. 
 
    Inexplicably, the lie deflated all my anger. It hollowed me out. 
 
    “Did you ever mean to try for your second chance, Maggie?” I asked softly. “Or was this just a game? A last prank to play out before they take you?” 
 
    The alarm on her face seemed genuine. “What are you talking about? I have been trying. I came here to help your friend and I did. See? Yeah, he’s banged up, but he’s alive.” 
 
    “What about the lives of those men?” 
 
    “Do they matter? They were going to kill both of you.” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure.” 
 
    “Look, Sam, you’re a saint so I understand this is a tough concept, but sometimes people kill other people because they just don’t care.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to tell you—to show you—that it doesn’t have to be like that.” 
 
    “So, I was supposed to, what, hang out while you asked them nicely to let you go?” 
 
    “You were supposed to follow my plan and call the police when we arrived, but you didn’t—and don’t you dare lie about it again. There’s plenty of reception out here. You never even dialed the number.” I shoved the recent calls display in front of her face. She looked at it, unashamed. I flung a hand toward the mill. “There was no need for them to die like that.” 
 
    Her mouth went taut. “They’d have shot you at the first siren they heard.” 
 
    “What about Plan B? It was working. They were going to let us go and leave town.” 
 
    “They would’ve come back for you later.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I know it absolutely!” She stamped her foot. “Call it whatever you like—wrong, immoral—but you can’t claim I don’t know what these types of people would do. I am one of them.” 
 
    “This was your chance to be more, Maggie,” I was shouting now, my frustration boiling over. “You are who you decide to be. That’s the only choice we’re given in this world.” 
 
    “This world is a joke, Sam. Most of the time, people hurt each other for the fun of it. Why do I have to be any better than the rest of them? Why shouldn’t I be worse?” 
 
    “Because it’s your life, not theirs. Your soul. And being worse, did that ever make you happy?” 
 
    “Happy,” she laughed. “Happy? There’s no such thing and anyone who says so is just pretending.” 
 
    “I think you’re the one pretending. I think you wanted happiness so badly, you hurt others to steal it from them.” 
 
    “That wasn’t it.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “Because if I have to suffer, then so should everyone else!” 
 
    I staggered back a step. I had no breath. I had no words. 
 
    “What you call happiness, I call control,” grief slashed her voice. “Temporary power. That’s as close to happiness as any of us get. It’s only fair that I should have some too.” 
 
    Her logic was so tragically flawed, it was painful to hear. Yet, that was the world she’d known. I wondered how much anguish could have been prevented if life had treated her differently. If we simply took better care of each other. 
 
    She came a step closer and now shame did touch her face. “I am trying. I want to understand how you look at it. I just…Whatever makes you sad to see men like this dead, it doesn’t make sense to me.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, half unsure of what I would say. Someone else spoke first. 
 
    “Who would’ve guessed you’d be hilariously bad at this redemption thing?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    The voice sent a shock of recognition through me. I whirled around to find Sebastian standing a few paces behind us. He didn’t look as put together as the last time I’d seen him. He still wore the jeans, the leather jacket, but there was a rumpled quality to him, his once neatly tied hair now a wild red mass. It framed his smirking face and kaleidoscope eyes. 
 
    I pushed words through a mouth gone dry. “More trespassing, Sebastian? Don’t tell me I have to send you back again.” 
 
    “This time I’m authorized. Business, you know.” He smiled, his gaze sparkling with interest as it turned to Maggie. 
 
    I stepped in front of her. “She’s with me.” 
 
    “You got her a deferment, sure. Unfortunately, that’s over.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been two days yet. You’re early.” 
 
    “Oh right. They gave you two days to encourage a glimmer of remorse or empathy from that wretch. Instead, you allowed her to murder four more people. The deferment’s been revoked.” His smile widened. “You failed.” 
 
    “Sam?” Maggie’s voice quaked. 
 
    “Stay behind me.” 
 
    “You can’t stop this. After that,” Sebastian waved a hand at the crumpled mill, “her fate was sealed.” 
 
    I shook my head. “She was trying to save my life.” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” he snorted. “Don’t be a sucker. She saved you because you’re her thread to this world. She saved you because she feared if you died, she’d lose her chance to escape what was coming for her. Honestly, it was cruel to lead her to believe that was possible.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Maggie insisted. She took my hand. “I wanted to help Sam and his friend.” 
 
    Sebastian tilted his head in amused reproach. “Darling, you may have gotten this dimwit to believe your lies, but don’t think you can ever deceive me. You’ll learn that soon enough, once we’ve spent some time together.” 
 
    Maggie’s hand tightened in mine and I sensed the terror rolling off her. My heart thudded in dread even though I knew Sebastian had pegged it exactly right. I’d known she had pulled me out of the building and left the rest to die because their lives meant nothing to her. But fear made animals out of all of us. How could I blame her for her desperation, for her callousness after a childhood lost to cruelty and sympathy worn away by an indifferent world. Hardship did not make murderers out of all of us, but some souls were more fragile than others. No matter what Sebastian claimed, I’d seen her try to understand, try to hear what I was saying even though she didn’t comprehend it. She wanted to. Didn’t that count for something? Didn’t that count for everything? 
 
    “I need more time,” I said and glanced upward. “Please, I just need more time.” 
 
    “She’ll have plenty of time, but not with you. She’s going to learn her lessons another way.” 
 
    “You’re not taking her.” 
 
    “Am I not?” Sebastian’s eyes glittered gold with black. 
 
    Casually, he extended a palm as if inviting her to dance. Maggie gasped and I lost hold of her hand. Cold pricked over my skin as she passed spectral-like through my body and emerged on the other side. An unseen force pulled her toward Sebastian. She cried out, wheeling transparent arms to keep away from him. Her efforts did nothing to halt her progress. 
 
    I leapt forward, trying to grab her hand. Her fingers passed through mine even as she reached for me. 
 
    “Sam,” she wept. “Help me. Please, help me.” 
 
    “He can’t help you, honey,” Sebastian told her gently, hunger in his eyes. “He never could, though it’s delicious to hear you beg.” 
 
    “Stop,” I shouted, still trying to get ahold of her. I wouldn’t give up. “She doesn’t deserve this.” 
 
    “She does.” 
 
    “No, this is wrong.” 
 
    He laughed. “I like wrong.” 
 
    “What’ll it take?” I growled. “What’ll it take to give her more time? To spare her from you?” 
 
    Her body became solid and I almost crashed into her, jarring my injured knee. She grasped at me, shivering, and I held her close, looking up in confusion. Sebastian’s gaze held a calculating edge when I met it. 
 
    His voice turned velvet soft. “Are you willing to bargain with me, little saint?” 
 
    The only answer to any question from the likes of him was no. I knew that, but Maggie’s quiet sobs of terror against my chest drowned out these warnings. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “You.” His eyes turned the color of fresh blood. “Take her place and I will release her.” 
 
    Of course. What else did I have to offer? I should’ve seen this coming, though somehow it came as a shock. Or maybe that was my own fear spearing my guts. 
 
    Take her place. In everlasting torment. There’s a heavy price, yet, didn’t I owe it in a way? I was supposed to have shown her the path to redemption. If I hadn’t been so inept, so distracted, if I’d been able to concentrate on her instead of everything else, regardless of how important it was, maybe I wouldn’t have completely screwed this up. 
 
    Maggie still trembled but she’d gone quiet, and I knew she waited, hoped, to hear me say yes. I knew she thought little of the suffering I would face down there. Some would say she wasn’t worthy of the sacrifice, but worth was a slippery concept. If others had thought her worthy of their love and protection when she was an innocent child, none of us would be here now. I couldn’t abandon her. I refused to do as others had done. 
 
    “Sam?” she whispered. 
 
    I closed my eyes. “It’s going to be okay.” I took a deep, shaky breath. “Sebastian, I—” 
 
    “Stop.” A hand gripped my shoulder. Cold as ice, the touch struck the air from my lungs. My legs dropped from under me. I braced my palms against the cold pavement, struggling for breath. The hand left my shoulder as quickly as it came, but it took several long moments to blink the spots out of my vision and realize the clamoring in my head was actually raised voices. 
 
    “You were not invited here,” Sebastian snarled. 
 
    “He is under my supervision. My responsibility.” 
 
    Alice? I lifted my head to find her standing in front of me, her body a wall that blocked Sebastian from my sight. With one hand she held a thrashing spectral Maggie by the back of her shirt. Still catching my breath, I managed to shift to one side enough to see Sebastian. Tension rippled along his body, his eyes twin pools of shadow. 
 
    “That has to be a joke. You are his mentor? You?” 
 
    “Me. You’ll not play your tricks here, snake.” 
 
    “He wants to make a trade. Interfering with a bargain is against the rules.” 
 
    “There is no bargain.” 
 
    “But for another moment, there would have been,” Sebastian’s gaze found me and widened. “Perhaps there could be still.” 
 
    “You’ll take what you came for and go.” She thrust Maggie forward. 
 
    “No, please,” Maggie cried, clawing to hold onto Alice’s arm, but it was as though she’d become an object without substance. Her struggles tore at me. 
 
    “Alice,” I rasped. “Don’t—” 
 
    “You will be silent.” Her tone whipped out and she glanced over her shoulder at me with a look of such burning wrath, my voice vanished from my throat. 
 
    “Seems to me he doesn’t agree,” Sebastian coaxed. “You can’t save the boy from a bargain he would make of his own free will.” 
 
    “Sam knows your offer is false,” she told him, holding me in her fierce gaze. “He knows if she allows him to bargain his soul away for her undeserved freedom, she’d be condemned all over again. Giving himself in exchange would be pointless. You know all of that, don’t you Sam. You never intended to accept any bargain.” 
 
    I could only stare, my limbs gone colder than when Alice had touched my shoulder. Sebastian had dangled the chance to save Maggie and like an idiot I’d leapt at the bait. There’d never been any chance. A trick. That’s all it was. If Alice hadn’t come when she did… 
 
    Sebastian gave an annoyed huff. “You are such a bore these days, do you know that?” 
 
    Alice turned back. “This soul is relinquished to your domain.” She flipped her wrist the way she might toss a baton, and sent Maggie reeling toward Sebastian. “We’re done here.” 
 
    Sebastian caught Maggie about the waist with one arm, curling his lip when she shrieked in terror. 
 
    “You won’t always be there to shield your little protégé from me,” he spat. “You’ll make a mistake, something trivial and self-serving, and I’ll be there to gobble him up.” 
 
    If his words bothered her, Alice gave no sign of it. “Your authorization in this world is at its end.” 
 
    Tension clotted the air between them until Sebastian’s gaze darted upward as if he’d heard something. Then he rolled his shoulders and gave a mocking bow. “Until next time then.” 
 
    He turned his attention to Maggie quivering in his grip, examining her with a sigh. “Hardly anything left to corrupt in this one.” He cupped her cheek and his mouth split into a ghastly smile. “Let’s see what we can scrape out, hm?” 
 
    A bulb of fire surrounded them. Maggie screamed, harsh wrenching cries echoing through the flames. 
 
    “Alice,” I choked. “There must be some way—We can’t let him…” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do for her, Sam. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Maggie keened my name over and over until I thought my chest would crack open and spill my heart onto the blacktop. I gripped my head between my hands, watching helplessly as the sphere of flame sank into the ground and disappeared. Her voice became a distant wail of despair while sirens rose in the distance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Emergency responders and police cars arrived to the mill, heralded by a cascade of flashing red and blue. The empty parking lot became suddenly very noisy and very full. Within minutes, they packed Nick onto a gurney and rushed him off to the hospital. They didn’t let me ride with him. 
 
    “Someone needs to call his parents,” I said this aloud to no one in particular. I didn’t feel right. My ears were ringing and I had trouble comprehending the questions the police asked me. I seemed to forget what was said as soon as someone said it. It wasn’t until a blanket was draped over my shoulders and I was led into the back of a warm ambulance that I realized I was shaking. 
 
    “Shock,” one of the paramedics murmured to a cop I hadn’t noticed standing nearby. Had he been talking to me? They instructed me to lay down on the already loaded stretcher. Then there were more blankets, an IV stuck into my hand, and my throbbing knee packed in ice. Throughout all of it, Alice remained by my side, a constant, reassuring presence. Everything began to slowly spin. The pain in my leg receded, but every few minutes, I felt a tug in my chest and my heart gave a bruised thump. 
 
    “Something hurts,” I told Alice, rubbing at the spot.  
 
    “He’s complaining of chest pain,” someone said. “What’s his EKG?” 
 
    Alice kneeled at my side. “It will fade.” 
 
    I was still shaking. My breathing wouldn’t settle down. “I should’ve done better. I made everything worse.” 
 
    “Who’s he talking to?” 
 
    “EKG checks out but his blood pressure readings are coming in high. Let’s give him a light sedative.” 
 
    One of the paramedics bent over the hand with the IV. Almost immediately, I had trouble keeping my eyes open. I fought the warm pull of sleep. The miserable certainty that Alice would be gone when I woke lodged itself under my collarbone. I didn’t want her to leave even if she was mad at me for the mess I’d made. I didn’t want to be alone. 
 
    “Will you stay?” I whispered. “Stay with me.” 
 
    Her sharp blue gaze gentled. She nodded. 
 
    When I opened my eyes next, I lay in a quiet room. A hospital room, I realized, noting the white walls and the bedside monitors. It was dark but for the shredded glow of streetlights coming through the blinds. 
 
    “Your family was here.” Alice stood in a nest of shadows beside the window, visible only by the slight gloss of her dark hair. “You were admitted after visiting hours and still sedated. They left you a note to say they’ll be back as soon as they’re allowed. They brought the clothes you’re wearing.” 
 
    I found that I wore one of my plain white t-shirts and my favorite pair of grey fleece sweatpants. A jagged feeling surged up inside me. The wrongness of this. Of sitting here, comfortable and cared for and safe when… 
 
    “Is it still night?” I sat up on the half-inclined bed. The IV in my arm was gone. A blood pressure cuff circled my bicep and my knee had been heavily wrapped in bandages that kept my leg stiff. 
 
    “Almost five in the morning. You slept on after the sedative left your system.” 
 
    I gazed at her. “And you stayed.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you able to—Do you have to go? Your schedule and all?” 
 
    “My tasks are well in hand. I can remain a while longer.” 
 
    I wanted to hug her. The sight of her kept the shattered parts of me from crumbling away. Maybe she’d only stayed because of how pitiful I must’ve looked, but I didn’t care. I had dreamt of fire, of pleas and screams that held the sound of my name. But Alice had stayed as she’d promised. She filled the dark room in a way that pushed the nightmares back. 
 
    “Did you see Nick?” I asked. 
 
    “He will live. Your doctors monitor him on another floor but his injuries will leave him in time.” 
 
    I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It was not his time,” she shrugged. “He awoke before you and spoke with your law enforcement. All has been explained, or at least what little he witnessed after you arrived to the mill. I recommend you create a believable story for how the rest came to pass. Perhaps something along the lines of…they turned on each other?” 
 
    I’d have to lie. Of course. The perfect cherry to top this manure sundae. Not that there existed another option. Telling the truth would only land me in a different sort of hospital. 
 
    “They also found you with the box that started all this trouble,” she added. “It does not appear anyone suspects you of being part of the plot, however—” 
 
    “I’ll come up with some explanation.” 
 
    The feverish desire to get out of this room tightened suddenly around my chest. I stripped off the blood pressure cuff and swung my legs over the side of the bed. Every muscle in my back and shoulders barked in response. 
 
    Alice moved closer. “Your vehicle is not here if you’re thinking of leaving.” 
 
    “I just,” the neck of my t-shirt felt like a tourniquet, “I need some air.” 
 
    Alice watched me a moment. She pointed to a wall closet. “Dress. Your boots and coat are here.”  
 
    I hobbled over to them without argument. When I’d pulled them on, she said softly, “Follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    Trailing behind her reminded me a lot of the day we’d met when she’d led me through a graveyard. She seemed to know exactly where to go and how to avoid being seen by the staff going about their rounds. We entered a stairwell. Up and up we went until we reached the top floor. Sweat coated my skin, my injured knee hot with pain. 
 
    Alice passed through the heavy door on the final landing without looking back. It creaked open with a metallic screech when I gave it a push. Blustery November air greeted me, bitter edged and damp. It felt good against my face and the steel cord cinching around my lungs loosened. 
 
    Dimly lit with safety lights interspersed along the waist-high steel fencing, the roof was a long, rectangular space. At the far end, a large burgundy cross had been painted into the khaki stone with an “H” at its center. To one side of where I stood, a rock garden occupied the area with a short trail leading to a wrought iron bench angled toward a view of the city. Alice stood beside it, facing away. If there existed a posture that said “We need to talk” she was owning it at the moment. 
 
    I made my way to her along the curving trail. “How’d you know the layout of this place so well?” 
 
    “All hospitals are familiar ground for me.” 
 
    “Right.” At some point I would stop asking her dumb questions. 
 
    We stood silently together when I reached her, watching the dark skyline and the twinkle of city lights below. 
 
    She tipped her chin at the view. “What do you see?” 
 
    I gave a weary laugh. “The horizon exercise. Still?” 
 
    “You haven’t completed the task.” 
 
    “It’s not dawn or dusk right now.” 
 
    “That was an unimportant element. I selected those times because the living seem to derive inspiration from the time of day and the array of colors.” She glanced at me wryly. “Aesthetics do not appear to have a similar effect on you.” 
 
    “We can’t all be poets.” 
 
    “Then tell me simply. What do you see?” 
 
    I sighed tiredly. “I don’t know, Alice. Is there really an answer to this?” 
 
    “There is your answer, Sam. That is all I seek.” 
 
    I stared at the darkness, at the deep shades of night, and the blind trust breathing within the walls of all those houses. Their certainty that tomorrow would come. Their hope of what it would bring, and their fear. For a moment, the shadows became both the ending and the beginning. An eternal cusp. 
 
    I shut my eyes to it. “I see accomplishment and defeat, all mixed together. I see promise. Impossibility. I see…I feel...” 
 
    “What do you feel?” 
 
    The sore tug returned to my chest, a loose thread pulling taut. I pressed a hand to it. 
 
    “You know, I read about a Russian saint from 800 or 900 AD. Saint Olga of Kiev. She was the regent of Kievan Rus’. After Drevlians killed her husband, their Prince Mal sent twenty of his best men to convince her to marry him so he could rule over her territory. She had them buried alive.” I felt Alice’s regard rest on me. “The kicker is that she sent word accepting his proposal, inviting him to a feast.” 
 
    “Sam.” 
 
    “When he came with the rest of the Drevlians, she got them drunk, locked them inside the hall, and set the place on fire.” I laughed, though it came out as a shuddering wheeze. “The church venerated her for her work to spread Christianity, but I’ll bet her mentor was more than a little peeved with that behavior.” 
 
    “Sam, I am not angry with you.” 
 
    All my laughter evaporated. “You’re not?” 
 
    “No. I am disappointed.” 
 
    Solid punch to the chest. “You warned me and I didn’t listen. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She seemed to read the impact of her words. Her eyes grew kind. “Not you, Sam. I am disappointed that events unfolded the way they did. I am disappointed in the girl and how she failed herself. And you.” 
 
    Another direct hit, even if she hadn’t intended it that way. A failure. Yes, that description was apt for what happened. 
 
    “Do you ever wonder,” I asked, “whether evil could be wiped out if we treasured each other the way we should?” 
 
    “Could love end suffering?” Alice considered. “There are many parts to that question. You are perhaps better suited to answer it than I.” 
 
    “Maggie did terrible things, but…” My hands clenched into fists. “It shouldn’t have ended that way for her.” 
 
    “You are not at fault. She was given her chance.” 
 
    “Was she? After the world had let her down so many times, were her actions really her own?” 
 
    “Yes.” She answered with such conviction, she surprised me into silence. “You forget, I was once in her place.” Alice had rebuffed me every time I’d asked about her mortal life. I waited with suspended breath while her gaze stared into memory. “So long ago, yet I see the moment I lost my soul as clearly as ever. I was just a girl when my mother instructed me to ask my father for the head of John the Baptist. I thought it was a game. I thought all of life was a game then.” 
 
    I listed forward as if she’d truly hit me this time. John the Baptist. That explained Sebastian’s remark about her history with saints. The name of this biblical woman bobbed to the surface of my mind. 
 
    Salome. 
 
    I recalled a particularly grisly oil painting depicted of a beautiful girl, dressed in decadence, holding the saint’s decapitated head on a silver plate. Her mouth suggested a smile but she allowed only a sidelong look at her prize and her eyes seemed distant and alone. 
 
    Alice turned fully toward me. “Understand, Sam, I lived a long life on Earth. I had privilege and power and I used both without regret. Maggie, too, made choices to harm others, knowingly and intentionally.” She exhaled, almost a sigh. “As you said, we are who we decide to be.” 
 
    “That was—I was angry when I said that. Life is way more complex than a bumper sticker phrase. Someone who’s done the things she did, they aren’t in their right mind. Other circumstances, another life, and she’d have been a completely different person with a whole other fate.” 
 
    “Sam—” 
 
    “How can she be condemned for the lot she was dealt, the one he gave her?” I punched a fist at the sky. “It’s not right! Where’s this fabled mercy I keep hearing about, huh? What about his part of the blame for the life that twisted her into a killer?” 
 
    “You speak of the illnesses of the mind and body.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “The soul does not suffer from them.” 
 
    I blinked, equally confused by the calm of her voice as I was by what she said. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The life that twisted her, the one that led to her brutality—these are elements of the living mind, of the imbalances that pain and trauma weave into the flesh. The soul does not carry these into the afterlife. It is not affected by them in that way.” 
 
    She held my gaze, waiting, it seemed, for me to grasp the concept. I tried to gather my shaken thoughts enough to hear what she was saying. 
 
    “You mean the soul isn’t affected by the life it just lived? That can’t be true.” 
 
    “It is not so clear-cut, no. She would have mourned the pain she went through, still loved those she had loved, but the instability that brought her to murder, that is shed in death.” 
 
    It hit me then. “She never felt remorse for the people she’d hurt.” 
 
    Alice nodded. “She reveled in it still. Her darkness came from within. That is what truly condemned her.” 
 
    “But there’s good in her too. I saw it. She didn’t have to help me. She could’ve said no.” 
 
    “It wasn’t enough to save her.” 
 
    “She was counting on me, Alice.” My voice broke. “It’s my fault. I failed her.” 
 
    “No, Sam.” 
 
    The tug at my chest came again, a dull thud that wouldn’t go away. I grasped a fistful of my shirt, pressing my knuckles into my breastbone hard enough to bruise. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” Alice said. “Your body is whole. What you feel is something else.” 
 
    The knowledge rained down on me like broken glass. “It’s Maggie, isn’t it?” 
 
    “She’s praying to you. That is why you feel it.” 
 
    I sank onto the bench. “Please no.” 
 
    “Eventually, she will stop.” 
 
    “When she gives up.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I was drowning. I couldn’t see the surface. My throat ached, my lungs on fire. I bowed my head, fighting back the sobs rising in my chest. Tears spilled onto my cheeks anyway. A sickening flash of the men as they died in the paper mill pierced my thoughts. Maggie had done that. She’d done it while I’d pleaded with her to stop. Alice was right. We could only control our own actions, no one else’s. I’d done all I could. 
 
    It still hurt. 
 
    “Alice,” I choked. “I don’t know what I’m doing. How am I supposed to figure out what my purpose is, let alone succeed in it, if I can’t even do this right?” 
 
    “You are learning. Give yourself time.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t shown up, I would’ve traded my soul to Sebastian and—” 
 
    “You will never do that again.” Alice’s voice sliced through my words. She sat beside me. “Swear it to me, Samuel Ruiz Alvarez de Molina. Swear you will never again consider bargaining with the Enemy for your immortal soul.” 
 
    Her eyes blazed like blue fire, as they had when she’d silenced me at the paper mill, but this time I saw the fear hidden behind the rage. Fear for me and for what she saw as her own failure to protect me. 
 
    “I won’t do it again. I swear.” 
 
    She gave me a hard look that said she didn’t believe it. “I would gladly send to the flames a thousand souls with a glimmer of goodness if it meant you would not be lost to them. Do you understand me?” 
 
    I didn’t, but said yes all the same. 
 
    “You cannot save those who would do nothing to save themselves, those who would feed you poison and call it friendship. What happened was not your fault.” 
 
    “Alice…” I tried to avoid her gaze. She didn’t let me. 
 
    “They will pull at you, those in agony and despair. You must not let them pull you into the darkness with them.” 
 
    “But I’m the one they’ll look to. I’m supposed to know how to help them.” 
 
    “And you will, but not if you hand victory to evil,” she said, and searched my eyes. “Promise me again.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    She seemed satisfied with my oath this time, though a haunted emotion still touched her face. 
 
    “I made mistakes too,” she said. “It was wrong to have discouraged you. Regardless of the outcome, you were right to try. It is your calling to help others. I only…” 
 
    “Only what?” 
 
    “I did not wish to see you hurt. As your mentor, I know it will be part of your path, but…I find it difficult to watch. Your sadness becomes mine.” 
 
    It opened something in me to hear her say that, to see the raw honesty in her eyes and to realize she felt my misery as strongly as she would her own. The hard ball of anguish lodged at the base of my throat eased. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “I’m not sure I deserve how nice you’re being, especially after the stupid things I said about your redemption. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.” 
 
    “I know.” Her expression softened. “You deserve many things, Sam, none of them sorrow.” 
 
    She lifted a hand, uncertain fingers drifting close to my cheek. I didn’t pull away. I understood suddenly what her words had opened in me, the understanding like the hammer strike that reveals a vein of gold running through ordinary ground. Precious and unexpected. 
 
    Alice cared. 
 
    Her touch neared my skin, close enough to feel her chill. Suave idiot that I was, I shivered. She blinked, noted how close her hand had come to my skin, and jerked it away. In an instant, she vanished and reappeared several paces away. 
 
    “You are well enough now. I must return to my duties.” She clasped her hands tightly together, looking down at them as if they’d betrayed her. 
 
    I stood. “Alice, wait.” 
 
    “There’s no need to view the sunrise or sunset any longer. The task is complete.” 
 
    That surprised me. “I passed?” 
 
    “It was not a test, but rather something that required your true consideration. Knowing this answer will help you as you move forward.” 
 
    She wouldn’t look at me. I wanted to tell her it was okay, that I wouldn’t have minded her chilly touch, even if it pulled the air from my lungs. She often did that to me without ever coming near. The truth, in this case, was not my friend. Telling her would only make things worse. As the silence lengthened, I groped for a way to move us away from this painful awkwardness. 
 
    “So, you’re saying I could’ve saved myself weeks of hassle if I would’ve just waxed philosophical from the start?” 
 
    She smirked at that and glanced my way. Sarcasm to the rescue. 
 
    “Take some rest, Locksmith, and try not to travel in blizzard conditions anymore.” She paused, and added, “At least, not until I have solved the puzzle of your absence from my docket.” 
 
    The door to the roof squeaked open. “This area’s restricted at this hour.” A security guard stood in the entry. “Are you a patient?” 
 
    “Yes, I was just getting some air.” 
 
    “You’ll have to come inside now. This door should’ve been locked.” 
 
    “I’m coming.” I turned back to give Alice a last wave. 
 
    She was already gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    After I worked through the stack of discharge papers at the hospital, I took a cab home. My truck had been towed as part of the investigation—and won’t that be a treat to get out of impound later? It was just as well since I didn’t think driving was in my immediate future. I could barely put any weight on my injured leg. Walking all those stairs to the roof had turned my knee into an angry supernova. I’d barely managed to check in on Nick before leaving the hospital. He’d been asleep, his neck in a brace, bruises all over his face, but the swelling had gone way down. The nurse attending him said he was stable and scheduled to be transferred out of the ICU around midday. 
 
    I planned to go back to see him—after a long visit with my bed. The hospital had given some painkillers along with my baggie of belongings. As I stepped into my apartment, the empty silence met me at the door. It seeped into my skin and turned solid. A strange feeling, wanting to be alone and lonely because I was. How was it possible to be heartsore and numb simultaneously? 
 
    I decided to shower later. Setting my things on the kitchen counter, I dug out my phone to send my mom a text that I was home and asleep. One thing about my mom, she might be intrusive, but she never burst in if she knew I was sleeping—a mainstay compassion of hers. The woman valued sleep. 
 
    My phone had been turned off. As the screen came up, I twitched in surprise. Twenty-one missed calls, twelve messages? I swiped through to find they were all from Jo. Had something happened to her? As my thumb went to the call icon, my phone buzzed. Jo again. 
 
    I answered it. “Hey, everything okay?” 
 
    “Sam, where are you? Are you safe?” 
 
    “Safe?” She couldn’t possibly know I’d been in the hospital. News didn’t travel that fast. “Yeah, I’m safe. And home.” 
 
    She sighed in relief, a gusty exhale as if she were out of breath. “I need you to get a mixing bowl from your kitchen. Right now.” 
 
    “What’s going on? You sound like you’re running.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain. I need you to trust me and do exactly as I say. Do you have the mixing bowl?” 
 
    “I have a cereal bowl,” I said, limping to the sink to grab one from the drying rack. 
 
    “Nothing bigger?” 
 
    “I don’t do a lot of baking around here.” 
 
    “Fine. It doesn’t matter. Put the following things in it, exactly in the order I tell you. Flour—” 
 
    “I don’t have any flour.” 
 
    “Cornstarch will work too or tapioca or potato flakes.” 
 
    “Negative on all that.” 
 
    “Find something!” The panic in her voice put me on full alert. “Something made from the earth and ground into a powder.” 
 
    “Jo, tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    “You’re in danger. I don’t know from who or when it’ll reach you, and I’m too far away to find out so we have to assemble the spell over the phone.” 
 
    Spell? 
 
    “Jo, listen, I was in danger last night, but everything’s okay now.” 
 
    “That’s not it, whatever it was. This is different. Now, please, find something made from the earth.” 
 
    I rummaged around my almost barren cupboards, tossing aside the microwave mac n’ cheese. The contents in there couldn’t have originated anywhere other than a lab. 
 
    “What about sugar?” Several restaurant packets lurked toward the back. 
 
    “That’ll work. Add in water, pepper, a few strands of your hair, thread from the shirt you’re wearing, and the dirt from the bottom of one shoe you had on tonight.” 
 
    “Just one, huh?” 
 
    “Hurry, Sam.” 
 
    Her urgency worried me, but the days had been too long, tacked on to countless others. I did not have the energy to argue or demand answers. Jo said to trust her and I did. 
 
    “Do I stir it together?” I asked once I’d added everything to the bowl. What an appetizing sight. 
 
    “Not yet. The last thing is a raw egg. Please tell me you have eggs in your wasteland of a kitchen.” 
 
    “I have a couple.” Exactly two, but no need to tell her she was almost right. 
 
    “Okay, put me on speaker and hold the egg over the bowl between your hands. Gently.” 
 
    I followed her instructions, cupping the egg against my palms. Jo spoke. I didn’t understand the words but I felt them. They tingled over my skin. The egg grew warm, then hot. Uncomfortably so. 
 
    “Uh, Jo?” 
 
    “Now crush it and let the remains fall naturally into the bowl.” 
 
    “Shells too?” 
 
    “Yes. Do not rinse your hands.” 
 
    It cracked under the slightest pressure, like a brittle bone. Egg white slimed its way between my palms, an oozing waterfall flowing with little curved shards. Gross. 
 
    “Is witchcraft normally this messy or—That’s weird.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s no yolk. It’s all enzyme.” A heavy silence emanated from the phone. “Is that bad?” 
 
    “What date were you born?” 
 
    Ugh, I hated this question. 
 
    “Christmas Day, and please don’t tell me how charming that is because it sucked growing up.” 
 
    Not for any mercenary reason that entailed adults combining the gifts. People always looked at Christmas kids like they were extra shiny, like they were more blessed because of some accident of the calendar when in truth they dealt with the same struggles as everyone else. People lost track of this fact amid the candy canes and Santa beards. 
 
    Jo made no comment on it. “How many shell pieces do you see?” 
 
    I counted them up and gave her the number. 
 
    “Start stirring,” she said. 
 
    I grabbed a spoon with one gooey hand and started in. “As fun as this craft project is, I’d appreciate some details.” 
 
    “In a minute. Is anything happening?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend this for muffin batter, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    “This is serious, Sam. I need you to describe it.” She swore. “Why don’t you have a normal phone with Skype?” 
 
    “Calm down, it just looks like street slop stirred together.” 
 
    “Stir harder.” 
 
    I did. Shook my head. “Still the same.” Scarlet bloomed from the bottom of the bowl. “Wait, it’s turning red.” 
 
    Jo sucked in a breath. “Light or dark?” 
 
    “Dark.” It bled across the other ingredients like an open vein. “Very dark. And…It’s getting thicker.” I struggled to pass the spoon through it. Plumes of heat wafted up, barbed with the tang of copper and salt. I jerked my head back. “It—It’s starting to boil. What is this?” 
 
    “Dump it into your garbage disposal! Right now!” 
 
    I rushed the bowl into the sink to the sound of Jo chanting indecipherable words. I turned on the water and flipped the disposal switch as I poured the contents into the open mouth of the drain. A skin crawling screech went up. Something crunched and cracked between the blades, far bigger than anything I’d mixed together. I was out of breath by the time I’d thoroughly rinsed out the bowl, cold sweat at my temples. For good measure, I dumped my cereal bowl in the trash and set the can outside my door. I wouldn’t be eating out of that dish ever again. 
 
    “Is it gone?” Jo prompted. “All of it?” 
 
    “Yeah. Explanations, please.” 
 
    “You remember I’d left early because of a comet passing by that’s important to my coven?” 
 
    I remembered. It came only once in a hundred years. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “It has, in layman’s terms, prophetic properties for us. We channel these properties for glimpses of what’s to come, typically in terms of our coven.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “It’s not something we normally do for outsiders, but I looked for you. You saved my brother. You saved me and helped my sisters, so I looked ahead for you.” 
 
    My gaze rested on the sink. “I take it I’m not winning the lottery.” 
 
    “These things aren’t always exact. There are interpretations. Sometimes things are symbolic, but after what I saw, I had to be sure.” 
 
    “And are you?” 
 
    “The missing yolk, the number of shells, the color and heat…” She hesitated. “Sam, when you freed the sword from the museum, did anything strange happen afterward? Did you see anything?” 
 
    The tickle of a memory teased the fringe of my mind but evaded my grasp. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “I’m not sure. I remember it and don’t. Like a dream I’m not sure happened.” 
 
    “A forgetting curse,” Jo said softly. “Oh no. You must’ve caught their attention when you helped us. This is our fault. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Whose attention?” 
 
    “There are two distinct denominations of witches. My coven and the majority of others adhere to elemental power, the path of Gaia and the natural world.” She swallowed audibly and lowered her voice. “The other is of the Arcane. Dark powers. Destructive and corrosive. These are the witches of your worst fairy tales, the kind who lure children to their ovens, the kind who blind lovers, and bottle souls, and trick you into giving your voice away. My people have been in conflict with them for centuries.” 
 
    I found myself edging closer to the knife block on the counter. “What do they want from me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s unusual for them to go after someone outside our circle, especially someone like you. I’m on my way to the head of my coven for help. What you saw in the bowl, these aren’t just signs. They’re confirmations, strong enough they started to take form during the spell.” 
 
    “Confirmations of what?” 
 
    “You’ll see your next birthday, but by the count you gave me, the threat will find you the day before the new year. When it does…” Her voice snagged and my heart thrummed a wild beat beneath my skin. 
 
    “Tell me. I need to know what the comet showed you.” 
 
    “I saw myself,” she whispered. “Screaming. You were in my arms, cut down by someone else. Your blood was…everywhere. Death came for you and I couldn’t stop it.” 
 
    Death came for me. The one Alice couldn’t see. 
 
    “The important thing is we know who’s after you now,” Jo said. “They’ll send one of their assassins—what’s called a Hunter. There are ways to track them.” 
 
    My head was brimming. I pressed my shaking hands flat on the countertop. The cool surface pressed back, solid and steady. 
 
    “Sam, are you still there?” 
 
    “Still here.” 
 
    “These signs, they aren’t good, but they’re not unstoppable. You’re not alone in this. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Though I felt alone. I’d lost a soul to evil, and nearly my own, gotten four men murdered, and my friend nearly died. Now, I was being hunted by dark witches, and a prophetic comet foretold my gory end before the ball dropped on New Year’s Eve. Quite a weekend this turned out to be. 
 
    I’d never complain about Mondays again. 
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    When a Christmas wish drops Alice into an unexpectedly mortal situation, 
 
    she knows just who to blame.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS going to kill Sam. No doubts. No hesitation. I wouldn’t even let him explain himself. Naturally, he wouldn’t be able to since I’d have my hands wrapped around his neck. That locksmith was going to pay for this. Dearly. 
 
    As soon as I figured out which house he lived in. 
 
    Iowa in late December—midnight on Christmas Day to be exact. I’d seen winter a thousand times. More than a thousand. Snow fell. Ice encrusted the roads and the houses, and sometimes the people if they weren’t careful, but I had never known the truth of it until this moment. Deprived of my spectral immunity, the blistering cold gripped my human body in an icy clasp. I wore only a raincoat—a compromise I’d given into because it discomfited the newly dead to be received by Death unclad—but nothing else, not even shoes. Sam teased me constantly about that. Yet one more reason to kill him, if only so he wouldn’t get that vindicated smirk on his face. 
 
    My toes were numb, my feet in agony. The snowy ground felt like a carpet of splintered glass. It seemed an absurd joke. For millennia I had longed to feel the air against my skin once more. Ten minutes outside in an Iowa winter had me vowing never to complain again, silently begging to be released from this frozen hell. 
 
    Where in God’s name was that house? 
 
    After another interminable few minutes shambling along the dark street full of dark houses, I was delivered. The smaller structure next to the house at the end of the block belonged to Sam. What had he called it? A garage? A sanctuary? I couldn’t recall just then, my thoughts addled by my frozen skin and violent shivering. It didn’t matter anyway. It would be warm in there and once I thawed out, I could get to the business of killing Sam. 
 
    When I reached the bottom of the stairs that led to his home, I almost gave up. They seemed endless to my shaking legs. As soon as I had the thought, I grit my teeth, grabbed the wooden railing, and forced my body to move. I was Death. I would not be defeated by a common set of stairs. I would not fold up under a pile of whiney, physical complaints. 
 
    My lungs, however, didn’t comply as well as my limbs to this order. Frosty air crackled in my chest, choking, constricting. My head was spinning by the time I reached the door. I tried to see inside but only caught a dim reflection of my own face, pinched with wrath and cold. I lifted a hand and pounded three times on the window with a numb fist. 
 
    No one answered. No light turned on within. 
 
    Curse that locksmith! When I got my hands on him, I would drag him out of his cozy bed and hurl him into a snowbank. 
 
    I braced my shoulder against the doorframe and tried again, though my arm didn’t have as much force behind it this time. If he hadn’t heard the first knock, he definitely wouldn’t wake up that time. 
 
    To my surprise, a light switched on illuminating the small kitchen just inside. A lumbering shadow moved across one wall accompanied by drowsy steps before the door opened. The light inside blinded me at first and I squinted, eyes watering. I had to tilt my head back to fully see Sam where he filled the doorway. Had he always been this tall? He wore a white t-shirt, boxers, and socks. Slouching slightly from the chill, he gave me a sleepy, disgruntled look I wanted to punch off his face. 
 
    “Using the door, Alice? Are you being ironic or just trying out the novelty?” 
 
    “Y-You…” Blistering rage filled me though it did nothing to warm my body. I couldn’t get anything more through my chattering teeth. 
 
    He stood straighter, frowning. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you shivering?” 
 
    “It’s c-c-cold y-you—” Idiot. That’s what I would’ve said but I shook so hard I almost bit my tongue in the attempt. Instead of trying to explain, I lurched toward him, intent on pushing past him and his befuddled expression. 
 
    Or I would have if my legs hadn’t failed me after the first step. I crashed against Sam who staggered back with a startled ooph. He tripped on the entry rug and we tumbled together to the floor. Moving wasn’t an option for me then, even with the indignity of being sprawled on the tile. The warmth of his living quarters enveloped my skin. Blessed relief! 
 
    “Wait, are you…” Sam sat up so fast I practically bounced off him. He turned me over as he might a frozen fish and stared wide-eyed, face slack with shock. “Is this real? Are you really here?” 
 
    After the bitter cold outside, his hands on my shoulders were like bands of fire and I groaned. He let me go, hopped to his feet and disappeared. I stared up at the light dangling over his kitchen counter, shuddering without any ability to stop. The door slammed shut and Sam’s face, notably paler, appeared over mine a second later. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on but your lips are blue. Explanations can wait until after you’re warm.” 
 
    I would have been happy to explain how this was all his fault but his arms slid under mine, hauling me up, and I lost the thought. After a very awkward, very laborious stumble together to his bed on the far side of the room, he arranged me with my back to the headboard and covered my legs in the comforter. The mattress and blankets were still marvelously warm from when he’d lain in them minutes ago. 
 
    “You’ll need dry clothes too. Can you…” he gestured to the raincoat I wore. “Do you need help to, uh…I mean, are you wearing anything under…” 
 
    I glared back at him, diminished though it was in my current state. I could barely curl my fingers let alone untie the belt cinched at my waist. Why did he look so terrorized? 
 
    He caught my glare and shook his head at himself. “Right. Right. Dumb of me to ask. I’ll help you.” 
 
    It was ridiculous and somehow endearing the way he kept his gaze riveted on the wall behind me while gently removing the coat. He had to lean me forward against him to unthread my arms from it. All the while a flush pooled across his cheeks, crawled up his neck and reddened the tips of his ears. A laugh huffed out of me. Ah, so that was it. I’d forgotten the physiological crisis of these situations. It had been so long since I’d been the cause, it had fallen below my notice for centuries. And really, the living had no concept of what it meant to be exposed until they stood before me, shed of their mortal flesh, covered in naught but the truth of a finished life. 
 
    “There, all cozy.” Sam had helped me to don a dark blue sweatshirt he’d retrieved from the dresser against the sidewall. He pulled the blankets over my shoulders, still not meeting my eyes. Was he perspiring? “Don’t sleep yet. I’m going to get something warm for you to drink.” 
 
    He dashed off before I could say a word, but he needn’t have worried. I was already feeling much improved in the warm bed and dry clothes. Cozy indeed. My toes ached but responded when I wiggled them under the covers. 
 
    While Sam clattered around in his kitchen, my gaze drifted over the room. Everything looked so different with living eyes. As Death, I saw the world in monochrome. Lights and darks. Shades of gray. I had forgotten colors. Even bathed in nightly shadow, there was astonishing subtlety: The gentle wood tones of the paneled floor. The cream-white of the walls. Even the couch I’d often found Sam reclined on was a story of detail I’d been blind to, patterned in threads of yellow and blue, one arm more worn where he liked to rest his head. The sight struck me hard. I had always known redemption required effort, that I would be denied the things I’d never appreciated in life, but I had never realized, never understood, the full measure of what I’d lost—what I’d forsaken with murder and indifference—until this moment of its return. 
 
    Sam returned to the bedside holding a steaming mug with a dancing snowman on the side. “Here, drink this down.” 
 
    I gave it a dubious look, glad to focus on something other than the bitter sorrow swarming my thoughts. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s tea, Alice,” he said. “Stop looking at it like hemlock juice and drink it. You’re still shaking.” 
 
    As it turned out, my hands trembled too much to take the mug without spilling it everywhere. Sam moved closer to help me. He’d donned a soft-looking pair of pants at some point. I sniffed at the liquid within. It smelled of flowers warmed beneath sunlight, of green fields breathing in the bright skies. My eyes fell closed at the first sip. It went down my throat and through my chest in a warm glide, sweetened by something I had not tasted in the long winter since my death. 
 
    “Honey,” I whispered. 
 
    “Is that all right? I added some thinking you might not like it too strong.” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” 
 
    Sam’s wide smile was a boyish thing, all pleased to have pleased me. My lips wanted to answer in kind but I forced it away. He still had much to answer for. After my honeyed tea. Halfway through the mug, my hands steadied enough to take it from him. 
 
    Sam watched me, still looking rather dazed. “I think I must be asleep.” 
 
    “This does have the feel of a nightmare, I agree, however it’s quite real.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    I summoned the dregs of my energy into the glower I leveled at him and said through my teeth, “It was your Christmas wish.” 
 
    He blinked. “My what?” 
 
    “Don’t bother denying it.” 
 
    “Deny what, Alice? I don’t make Christmas wishes.” 
 
    I glanced down meaningfully at myself, at my presence here. “Oh really?” 
 
    He nodded very seriously. “Really. My dad was killed this time of year. Christmas isn’t—it’s not a time of joy for me. I don’t make Christmas wishes.” 
 
    I didn’t like the somber cast to his eyes. Brown eyes, I realized. Not black as I’d always seen them. Warm brown eyes shaded with sadness. 
 
    “But you were born on Christmas Day, Sam,” I observed quietly. 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t make birthday wishes either.” 
 
    “Well, obviously you made one this time. Michael wouldn’t have come up with it himself.” Though he had seemed to leap on the idea with uncharacteristic zeal. Was it possible for an archangel to play a prank? An odd one, given that he had assumed my duties during my absence. 
 
    “Can you not name drop angels like that? It freaks me out. And I didn’t make any wishes, I…Wait.” Memory drifted onto his face. He blanched. 
 
    I glowered at him some more. “Coming back to you, is it?” 
 
    “I only—I mean, it was after our chat about the,” he reddened some more, “the hypothetical date, and I remember thinking that I—” 
 
    “Wished you could show me what it was like to be alive?” I filled in the rest. “No, I’m not paraphrasing. That was your precise thought. I know because it’s what I was told before I found myself standing out in the snow wearing a raincoat.” 
 
    “Seriously?” He pressed a palm to his forehead, mouth falling open. “But it was just an idle thought, not a wish.” 
 
    “An idle thought? Really, I despair of you sometimes. You said it aloud. Did you think no one was listening? Now I’m stuck here until midnight.” 
 
    His gaze returned to me. “You’ll be here for the whole day and night?” 
 
    “Yes, and don’t think ignorance will grant you my forgiveness for this.” 
 
    He only stared at me. Whatever thoughts went through that head of his brightened his eyes and sent a grin slowly spreading across his face. 
 
    “This,” he said, “is awesome.” 
 
    “It is decidedly not awesome, Sam.” 
 
    “Yes, it is!” He took the empty mug from my hands and clasped my shoulders. “There’s so much I want to show you. We’ll go sledding, watch movies. The Christmas parade is tomorrow night! Nana makes her famous cookies, and—oh! Bacon, Alice. You’ve never had it before, have you?” 
 
    Unsure what to do in the face of his outrageous enthusiasm, I shook my head. 
 
    His grin widened. “You’re going to love being alive.” 
 
    “Sam,” I started to admonish but then he pulled me into a tight embrace, shocking me into silence. Strands of his tousled dark hair tickled my cheek, the hard ridge of his shoulder under my chin. 
 
    I had not been held in so long the tangible contact of another person pressed against me lifted a panic in my chest. Memories I’d thought long forgotten flooded my mind. The use I’d made of my body and the ways others had used it. 
 
    But this was Sam. Sam who would sooner put his life in jeopardy than use someone. Sam who had given me a gift, a bell with my name engraved upon it. Sam who had covered his face so I would not see him weep for the soul he’d been unable to save, who I’d watched struggle with the grief of what he called his failure. There was a desperate relief in the sturdy clasp of his arms around me, as if he had carried an unbearable weight that my physical presence somehow eased from his shoulders. 
 
    My arms, heavy with fatigue, came around him to return his embrace. “I suppose since there’s no way out of it, I might as well see what there is to appreciate about the living world.” 
 
    “Leave everything to me.” He pulled back and flashed me a crooked smile, at once innocent and devious. “We are going to have so much fun.” 
 
    With a groan, I sank into the covers. I should’ve stuck to the original plan and just strangled him. 
 
      
 
    *            *            * 
 
      
 
    Sam was right about one thing. Bacon was a divine experience. The chocolate chip pancakes, scrambled eggs, buttered toast, granola with yogurt, and fresh strawberries he delivered to my bedside on a tray this morning were quite satisfying, but bacon was clearly the superior food. It surprised me to see his normally empty larder this well stocked, but then that was the case in most houses at this time of year. 
 
    I handed him the empty plate and requested more of everything, especially the bacon. 
 
    “Alice,” he laughed. “You’ve eaten almost half a pound of it already.” 
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    “Let it descend a little before cramming more in. You haven’t eaten in, what, a thousand years? Give your belly a chance to catch up.” 
 
    I relented with a sigh. “I suppose it’s unwise to sicken myself.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He took the tray of empty dishes from my lap, calling over his shoulder as he headed for the kitchen. “Plus, it would ruin all my plans.” 
 
    “Plans?” I asked warily. 
 
    “Oh yeah. Since we only have until midnight, we’re going to have a busy day.” 
 
    “Starting now? It’s only nine-thirty in the morning.” 
 
    “That means we have less than twenty-four hours to do it all.” His words accelerated as he went on. “Don’t worry about clothes. I already left a message for a friend who’s in town and she’ll be by in about an hour with something you can borrow. I told her your luggage didn’t arrive with you in case she wonders why I have a girl in my apartment with nothing to wear. You should be about the same size—Uh, not that I was memorizing anything I accidentally saw or—or that I saw anything at all, but…What’s with the weird look?” 
 
    He’d returned with the snowman mug filled with tea, and another cup—his fourth so far—of coffee he guzzled from. 
 
    “You are speaking very fast, Sam.” 
 
    He sat next to me on the bed with a sheepish grin. “Sorry. I’m just excited.” 
 
    There were shadows under his eyes and he looked a bit pale despite the eagerness in his gait. “Did you sleep at all last night?” I asked. 
 
    I remembered little after reclining, exhausted, into the pillows except for Sam’s quiet murmur and blankets tucked around me. Then sleep. That, too, I had forgotten; the tender silence of thought. The gentle oblivion. Yet one more thing the living took for granted. 
 
    “I slept some,” Sam said. 
 
    “And by some, you mean…?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t count the minutes, Alice.” 
 
    “Because there weren’t enough of them.” 
 
    “Maybe.” His grin became self-deprecating. “I’m just a little wound up. I never sleep great this time of year anyway.” 
 
    He hadn’t slept well since November, in point of fact. After Maggie, I’d assumed his conscience made him restless. As time went on, it became obvious something else troubled him, yet when I asked him about it his replies were cagey as ever. 
 
    “Does this have something to do with why you’re frequently in communication with your witch friend?” 
 
    “Her name is Jo,” he said, which he always did when I referred to her thus. As if I didn’t know the girl’s name. An edged concern touched his eyes. “You haven’t been eavesdropping on my conversations with her, have you?” 
 
    “I promised I would not when it comes to her,” I said stiffly. “I have kept my word, your doubt notwithstanding.” 
 
    The edge softened. “I don’t doubt you.” 
 
    “But you are hiding something from me.” 
 
    His gaze skittered away. “It’s not really a secret.” 
 
    “Then tell me.” 
 
    “I will. As soon as I know more.” 
 
    “Sam,” I warned, a shard of some uncertain emotion dragging through my stomach. “Tell me.” 
 
    He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Tomorrow, okay? I promise. You’re only here for one day. This is the first time I’ve actually looked forward to Christmas. I don’t want to spoil it.” 
 
    I leaned back, startled for two reasons. First, that whatever he hadn’t told me was as dire as I feared, and second, that because of me he looked forward to Christmas. I couldn’t fathom what I’d said or done to merit such esteem. As his mentor, I had done my best to counsel him. It was a responsibility I’d railed against, questioning my methods at every turn, but it was one I had come to accept. And perhaps enjoy. It was impossible to spend time with Sam and not be drawn to his bright heart. Still, I possessed mostly cynicism rather than a collaborative spirit, and was frequently impatient with him. Why had he wished for my company during the time of year he found most difficult? 
 
    I opened my mouth to ask him just that, but a knock came at the front door and a voice called in. 
 
    “Sam? Feliz Navidad, m’hijito! Time to wake up.” 
 
    Sam went rigid. “It’s my nana.” His gaze whipped toward the door, then back to me in his bed as horror spilled over his face. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said dryly. “You want me to hide.” 
 
    He winced. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “I suppose not.” I pulled back the blankets and stepped out of the bed. 
 
    “Alice,” Sam choked and clapped a hand over his eyes. 
 
    “What?” I glanced down at myself to find the sweatshirt had ridden up. “Oh, pull yourself together, will you? It’s just a body.” 
 
    “Your body, Alice.” 
 
    “Don’t be so puritanical.” I smoothed the garment down so it fell again to mid-thigh and glared at him when he still didn’t move his hand. “Is there a reason this situation makes you look like you want to gouge out your own eyes?” 
 
    “Listen, you have a very,” he swallowed hard, “human shape right now. And you’re wearing my shirt which is affecting some lizard part of my brain I didn’t even know I had. I’m trying not to embarrass myself and—” 
 
    The knocking grew more insistent. “M’hijo, answer the door, cariño. They’re waiting to take me to church.” 
 
    Sam dropped his hand and took a deep breath. “Okay. Okay, that helped.” 
 
    “Where do you suggest I hide?” I surveyed the open landscape of his apartment. 
 
    He grabbed a pair of jeans off his dresser. “The bathroom. It won’t take long. Her friends are waiting to take her to Christmas mass. If she sees you here, I’ll have to explain and she has this way of knowing when I lie.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re terrible at it,” I said, heading for the door he indicated just beyond the bed. 
 
    “Hey, we can’t excel at everything, right?” 
 
    I stepped into the bathroom, half-closing the door to conceal myself. A moment later, Sam let his grandmother inside to the sound of crinkling plastic bags and her joyous exclamations. 
 
    “Feliz cumpleaños, mi amor! I make you buñuelos for breakfast, your favorite.” 
 
    “Ah, Nana, you’re the best.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t come with me to church? You don’t have to wear a tie, just one of your nice sweaters.” 
 
    “Nana…” Sam sighed. 
 
    “Fine, fine. I not pressure you, okay? I’m only asking. I tell Father Chuck hello for you—What is happening to your kitchen, Samito? You are cooking this morning?” 
 
    “Yeah, uh, I woke up hungry.” 
 
    “Very hungry. Two mugs and two plates?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t all fit on one.” The hasty clatter of dishes going into the sink followed the remark and I shook my head. Not just a bad liar. An abysmal one. 
 
    “Let me see your face.” 
 
    “Nana, come on—” 
 
    “Let me.” A lengthy pause ensued. “You look like you not sleep last night.” 
 
    “I had things on my mind. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Whose jacket is this?” 
 
    I palmed my face. He hadn’t thought to hide the one article of clothing that belonged to me? 
 
    “Uh, that’s mine.” 
 
    “Not that one. This black one. Is too small for you.” 
 
    “That’s um…” 
 
    “You no lie to your Nana on Christmas,” her tone turned waspish and I imagined the pendulum of a reproachful finger. “Vamos, tell the truth.” 
 
    “The truth? The truth. Right. Well, the truth is…” 
 
    Enough. I pushed open the door and strode out. 
 
    “The truth is, I was stranded outside and Sam let me stay the night. Now he’s worried you might jump to conclusions if you found a girl wearing his sweatshirt in his apartment, though obviously he’d never take advantage of anyone in need of his help.” It wasn’t until I reached them and noticed their shocked faces that I realized I’d said all this in Spanish. I hadn’t intended to but it came out automatically. No matter. Extending a hand to Sam’s grandmother, I added, “Good morning and Merry Christmas, Doña Alvarez. I’m pleased to meet you.” 
 
    She blinked wide brown eyes at me and then shook herself enough to take my hand. “Un gusto.” She frowned a bit. “You are Sam’s friend?” 
 
    She probably wondered why Sam had never mentioned me before now. 
 
    “Alice,” I clarified, following her switch to English. “Forgive me for my current dress. My luggage did not arrive with me and my…conveyance left me out in the street last night by myself.” 
 
    She pursed her lips in sympathy. “Pobrecita. It is hard to travel during holidays.” 
 
    “It is. As I have no living family, Sam invited me to see Bellemer’s Christmas parade with him.” 
 
    Her eyes softened. Still holding my hand, she patted it. “Of course, he did. He’s a good boy,” she reached over to pinch his cheek hard enough to make him grimace, “when he’s not assuming the worst of his nana. Carajo, mi amor, why you don’t just tell me the truth?” 
 
    Sam rubbed the back of his neck. “I didn’t want you to think, er…” 
 
    “What? That you have strange girls you just meet in your apartment?” She tsked at him. “You have always treated las chicas well. If I find a girl here is because she’s important to you. The rest is no my business.” 
 
    Sam hung his head, penitent. “I’m sorry, Nana.” 
 
    She clucked her tongue with immediate forgiveness. “No matter. Does your mother know you have a friend here this year? I don’t think she’s expecting anyone but you for brunch at Señor Lindonbury’s house.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “Brunch?” 
 
    “Ay, no. You don’t remember? They expecting you at eleven, m’hijo. The señior’s son and daughter are in town visiting and they want you all to meet.” 
 
    Sam groaned and raked a hand through his hair. “I completely forgot.” 
 
    She sent me a conspiratorial look of exasperation that made me smile. A polite honk from the driveway had her rushing to rebutton her coat. 
 
    “I have to go, but don’t be late and wear your tie.” She pulled a beautifully wrapped box from a plastic bag at her feet, curled ribbons of red, green, and silver spilling over the sides, and thrust into Sam’s hands. “This is for you, mi amor.” 
 
    “Nana, we go through this every year. You know I don’t do Christmas gifts.” 
 
    “I am your abuelita. You can’t stop me. Or do you think I really believe Santa Claus left me a pair of gold earrings on my bathroom counter, hm?” She cupped the bottom of one ear where a small, gold hoop dangled. 
 
    Sam smiled. “I’m glad you like them.” 
 
    “Me encantan. You sure they not cost too much money?” 
 
    “You can’t take it with you, right?” He shrugged, which struck me as a particularly odd thing to say. Was he going somewhere? 
 
    “Well, if you think I won’t get my only grandbaby a Christmas gift, estás loco. Besides, I made this one so you can’t complain.” A car horn honked a bit more forcefully outside. “Vamos, I’ll see you at the parade tonight.” She clasped Sam by the cheeks and tugged him down to kiss each one. When she turned to me, I extended a hand, and was startled when she did the same to me too. She pulled back and held me a moment longer, dark gaze studying me with all the sober intent of a tribunal. 
 
    “She has good eyes, Samito,” she announced. “I like her.” 
 
    With that astonishing assessment, she sailed out the door, calling her goodbyes behind her. I stared after her, dumbfounded. 
 
    Sam set his gift on the kitchen counter and began to unwrap it. “My nana’s a force of nature,” he commented wryly. 
 
    “And a poor judge of character, apparently.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I toil in purgatory. Such implies I am not likeable.” 
 
    His hands stilled. He looked at me. “It does not.” 
 
    “My purpose is to end life,” I answered simply. “To deliver grief.” 
 
    “That’s your job, not your purpose. And even when you are working as Death, that doesn’t make you some kind of walking cancer diagnosis.” 
 
    I cocked my head at him, surprised by the censure in his voice. “What else would I be, Sam?” 
 
    “Yourself,” he said firmly. “A soul striving for redemption. That takes strength, Alice. It takes courage to recognize mistakes. That’s what Nana saw and that’s what I see. I won’t hear otherwise, not even from you.” 
 
    It was as much anger as I’d ever seen from him. I tried to brush off his words as charity but couldn’t. Sam might possess boundless, and often inadvisable, kindness, but never pity. He meant it, and I found myself without reply. 
 
    “Besides,” he added, with a gentle tilt to his mouth. “She’s right on both counts. You do have good eyes. They look different here, you know.” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    “In your other form they’re more intense, like sapphires under the light. Pretty in an otherworldly way, and here they’re…” 
 
    I frowned when he trailed off. “They’re what?” 
 
    He averted his gaze. “They’re softer. Like that blue-grey just after dusk.”  
 
    Had he just given me a compliment? I was not so out of touch that I didn’t know the implication when someone noticed the exact shade of blue in another’s eyes. But it couldn’t mean that coming from Sam. 
 
    A distant part of me whispered that it could, the part I’d thought long deceased, the remnant that belonged to a spoiled woman who’d desired adoration and had condemned her soul when she didn’t get it. I pushed her back, stamped out the merry spark Sam’s words incited. He wanted me to feel comfortable in my skin. More of his kindness. 
 
    Sam finished unwrapping his gift, pushing aside the tissue paper to extract a chunky knit hat and scarf set in dark blue. He smiled slightly. Without any hesitation, he turned and tugged the hat over my head. 
 
    “Thought so,” he laughed. “Nana always makes these too small. She still thinks I’m the same size as when I was twelve.” 
 
    I shot him a dark look. “I am not the same size as your adolescent self.” 
 
    He pinched my chin. “You’re right. I think I was taller.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something—anything—when another knock came at the door. 
 
    “That’ll be Heidi with some clothes you can wear,” Sam said, going to answer it. “You don’t have to hide this time,” he called after me when I made for the bathroom again. 
 
    “I intend to bathe,” I answered without turning back, suddenly desperate for a moment alone. Which was ironic given the isolation of my existence. Solitude, it seemed, was something appreciated only in its absence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I shifted in the passenger's seat of Sam's truck, annoyed with his friend's bulky coat—white, of all colors, with sparkly gold flecks—and did my best to refrain from ripping out the seat belt that dug into my neck. It didn't help that the thick black tights and velvet, burgundy dress I wore beneath my cheerful winter gear made my skin itch and sweat. Or maybe that was because Sam had the heat turned up to maximum. 
 
    He'd been oddly pensive since we left his home and spoke little. When I emerged from his bathroom in a cloud of steam—hot showers were definitely one of mankind's better accomplishments—Sam had left the duffel bag of loaned clothing by the bed with a note that said he waited outside and to take my time. Odd, given how cold out there it was.  
 
    Later, I’d found him in the snow-filled back garden, standing over a dark smudge beside an empty fountain, taking a picture of it with his phone. 
 
    "What are you doing?" I'd asked, prompting him to whirl around with a flinch. 
 
    "Nothing," was all he said, which meant it was something indeed, especially when his foot swiped backward to cover the dark spot with snow. 
 
    Presumably, this had more to do with whatever he didn’t wish to tell me. I’d asked nothing more, trusting in his promise to explain tomorrow, but the infuriating thing about trust was that it required patience. I possessed little of it as Death. Here in the living world, sitting in a hot truck and irritating clothing, the thump of my pulse growing louder with the beat of dread, I had none at all. When Sam checked his phone—which had neither buzzed nor rang—for the dozenth time, I gave up the pretense. 
 
    Reaching over and wrenching the heater dial all the way back to cold, I snapped out, “Is there a reason we must emulate the fires of hell within this vehicle, or do you simply enjoy sweating?” 
 
    Sam blinked at me owlishly for a moment before returning his eyes to the road. “Sorry, I meant to turn it down again once it warmed up in here.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you did not examine your device every thirty seconds, your mind would be better focused.” 
 
    He slipped the phone into his pocket with a grimace. “Probably, yes.” 
 
    “We have spoken before of your distractibility.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And your need to use greater caution.” 
 
    “I’m not going to die in a car accident, Alice, trust me.” 
 
    It was the certainty behind the words that silenced my reply. I examined his profile, finding his gaze already growing distant again, his usually expressive face guarded. Disconcerting, that I could not guess at his thoughts, though I tried anyway. 
 
    “Is it Maggie? Do you feel her still?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t felt her for a couple of weeks now,” he said, his hand rubbing at his chest in a way that made me wonder if he wished he had. 
 
    It was aggravating, this worry he elicited. Granted, he typically aggravated me, but never like this. 
 
    I shifted to look out the front window again, dug the seatbelt once more out of my neck, and changed the subject. 
 
    “What is a brunch?” I asked. 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, it’s a meal timed before lunch but after breakfast.” 
 
    “From what you’ve heard? You’ve never been to one?” 
 
    He snorted. “It’s not really my thing. I’m more of a standard mealtime kind of guy than a mini-sandwich and mimosa sort. My mom loves it though.” 
 
    “This one is meant to be celebratory, correct? For the holiday.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, and I guess to mark the occasion of meeting Mr. Lindonbury’s adult kids. I normally opt out of family meals on Christmas, but things between him and my mom look like they’re serious. I didn’t want to disappoint her. She actually said please when she asked.” 
 
    “And does she know I accompany you?” 
 
    “I sent a message.” 
 
    “You didn’t speak with her?” 
 
    “She didn’t pick up when I called. I think they’re having catering delivered, so she’s probably busy.” 
 
    Sam seemed untroubled by this, but I had the sudden impression that my appearance at this function would be not just unwelcome, but highly intrusive. An uncomfortable feeling. Etiquette wasn’t something I’d had to contend with in a long while. The world and the time I’d lived in was as dead as I was, but certain social graces were universal, and party-crashing, as it was called these days, required some finesse. 
 
    I tapped a finger on the curve of my knee as I considered, watching as the wintery landscape passed in a horizon of snow, shrubs, and evergreen. A bright spot of color caught my eye and sparked an idea. 
 
    “Pull over,” I said, perhaps a bit sharply because Sam complied immediately. 
 
    “Are you feeling sick?” he asked worriedly. 
 
    “Don’t be absurd. I assume you have your tools in the back of your truck?” 
 
    “Sure, this is my work truck. Well, my only truck, really.” 
 
    “Do you have wire and string?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And a saw?” 
 
    That made him look more worried. “Why do we need a saw?” 
 
    “I have a task for you.” 
 
    He glanced out my window at the tree line. “Is it about choosing the saddest looking Christmas tree to remind me of the spirit of the holiday? Because I’ve already seen that movie.” The scowl I sent his way had him lifting his hands in surrender. “I’m going, I’m going.” 
 
    When I descended the truck into a snowbank as tall as my shins, I was grateful I’d opted for the knee-high black boots. The wintery breeze nipped at my cheeks and I rewrapped his nana’s scarf around my neck and face. Infernal season. Why couldn’t Sam have made this wish during pleasant weather? 
 
    The approaching whine of a motorcycle engine caught my ear as I came around the end the truck. Sam already had the back end of the covered trailer open, grumbling to himself as he rummaged around inside. 
 
    “Any particular kind of string you need for this mysterious venture?” he asked. 
 
    “Whatever you have available will do.” 
 
    I picked out a lone figure riding the motorcycle, black clad. He had the broad shape of a man, his face hidden behind the reflective visor of his helmet. It was peculiar enough to see a motorcyclist this time of year, but something about him tugged on an instinct of concern. He slipped one hand from the handlebar, reaching for his waist. I stepped closer to the road, squinting against the glare of sunlight on snow. 
 
    As he drew near, he slowed down, and I had the odd impression that he was looking directly at me. His free hand paused. He seemed to gaze on me with…surprise? Whatever he saw, he returned his grip to the handlebar, tucked himself down and accelerated past with a roar of his engine. 
 
    Sam jumped down from the truck holding a box with the items I’d requested. He held it out for inspection. 
 
    “Good enough?” 
 
    Frowning, I stared down the road after the motorcyclist. He hadn’t looked back. 
 
    “Is that anyone you know?” I asked. 
 
    Sam glanced that way and shook his head. “No one I know would ride that thing around here in December. Probably just someone passing through on their way to Des Moines.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said. It seemed plausible, but the concern I’d felt lingered nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    *        *        * 
 
      
 
    By the time Sam pulled into the driveway of our destination, I tied off the final string on my little project and examined my work with a critical eye. 
 
    “It needs something,” I muttered. 
 
    “Alice,” Sam said quietly. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    It was, I had to admit. The wire and string had worked well to bind twigs of juniper, pine, and cedar into a winter bouquet. Sprigs of holly stood out like scarlet pearls alongside a trio of pinecones nestled between the needles. But it still needed something. 
 
    “I have it,” I announced, and passed the bouquet to Sam to extract my hair tucked into my coat. I’d braided the sliver curling ribbon Sam’s grandmother had used on his gift into my dark locks in an attempt at looking festive. I hadn’t known what else to do with my waist-length hair. Servants had styled it all the days I’d lived and I’d never had to learn more than the most rudimentary skills. 
 
    “Hold it still,” I instructed, winding the ribbon around the base of the stems, knotting as I went to create a pattern. 
 
    “I had no idea you were a craft person,” Sam said, a smile in his voice. 
 
    “In my living days, I loved flowers,” I told him. “Northern Galilee was known for its vast fields of vibrant wildflowers.” 
 
    “Is that where you lived?” 
 
    “For some years. I always had a garden.” It gave me a twinge of longing to think of my hands among their petals, watching something beautiful grown from my efforts. Those small joys. 
 
    Strange to recall these memories so vividly after so long. How far away they seemed, and yet not at all. 
 
    “There. All done.” I tied off the final knot and tucked in the ends of the string. Sam didn’t reply and I glanced up at his face to find him watching me, a fond look in his eyes. “What?” 
 
    “I like hearing about your life. You don’t often talk about it.” 
 
    “There’s a reason for that. This,” I gestured to the bouquet, “is the most inconsequential detail of what I was.” 
 
    He frowned. “You wouldn’t be this good at it if it was inconsequential.” 
 
    “Dabbling with flowers says nothing of who I was.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s true.” 
 
    “Because you’re foolish.” Very foolish, always seeing the light and never the shadow. I reached over to turn off the truck and extract the key. I held it up to him. “Shall we go?” 
 
    He didn’t move to take it, the frown still in place. “You do this a lot, you know, dismissing the good parts of yourself.” 
 
    “Don’t see more than there is.” 
 
    “Yes, exactly like that. Every time I say something positive, you’re quick to blow it off.” He seemed deeply troubled by this. I wished he would let it go. Perhaps if I addressed it, he would do so. 
 
    “You must understand; there are crimes so heinous, they become our definition. I committed one such as this.” 
 
    Sam considered that a moment, his eyes never leaving mine. “Would you make the same choice, if you could do it again?” 
 
    The question slammed into me with as much force as a fist. It was a struggle not to let him see it. “I can’t answer that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I know the consequences of my actions. Saying I wouldn’t repeat the mistake means nothing if I know the punishment.” 
 
    “All right. How about, do you regret it?” 
 
    I got out of the truck. 
 
    What I wouldn’t give to vanish from his sight and his infernal questions right now. All I had was this physical form struggling not to slip on the icy drive. Hardly dignified, and ill-befitting the incandescent rage pulsing through me. 
 
    “Alice,” Sam called behind me, rushing to catch up. “Wait.” 
 
    I spun to face him, my voice low and hard. “No more questions.” 
 
    “Alice, I only meant—” 
 
    “Be silent,” I commanded. “You would do better to remember which of us is the mentor and which is the child blathering from his juvenile understanding of this world and the next.” 
 
    His gaze fell from mine. The lash had struck home. I refused to be sorry for it. 
 
    “You’re right,” he addressed the ground between us. “I didn’t mean to—I shouldn’t have pried.” 
 
    “See that you don’t repeat the offense,” I said, words sharp as knives, and then drew back in alarm. For the first time I noted the tone of my voice. It was identical to the one I once used to decree cruelties as queen of Chalcis. 
 
    No. No, Salome had died and burned for her trespasses. I had changed my name along with my purpose when I accepted the mantle of Death. Could the petty, brutal person I was still reside within me after all this time? After everything I’d suffered? To think I could fall into that pattern so easily and so quickly when I felt cornered, it was terrifying. I did not want to be her again, angry and bitter, empty despite all the riches and power. 
 
    “Hey,” Sam’s voice reached through the cold horror of my thoughts. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He extended a hand as if to clasp my arm, but hesitated. I closed that distance to grip his gloved hand, grateful for the return squeeze he gave my fingers. Regret squeezed me just as hard. 
 
    “I spoke too harshly,” I managed, my throat tight. “You intended no insult. It was wrong of me.” 
 
    Sam gave a half-smile, easy forgiveness filling his brown eyes. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “It truly isn’t.” 
 
    “I say it is,” he answered lightly, keeping hold of my hand as we walked toward the house, the bouquet I’d assembled nestled in his other arm. “If I don’t want my chestnuts roasted, then I shouldn’t go poking at painful memories, right?” 
 
    “You speak as though you deserved it. You did not.” 
 
    “I was clumsy. It’s true, I don’t know who you were,” he allowed. “I only know you as you are now, and who you are is someone I trust and admire. I just wish you could see that too. Definitions can change, can’t they?” 
 
    “Sam,” I shook my head, unable to make sense of my own thoughts. 
 
    “Come on,” he bumped my shoulder with his. “Let’s get this brunch over with so we can do the other fun stuff on the itinerary. Oh, and word to the wise, if my mom offers you a hot toddy, proceed with caution. It’s a weekend bender in a mug, believe me.” 
 
    A slight smile found its way to my lips, though I could not so easily shake off the meanness of my replies. Sam had spoken from concern, his heart motivated by friendship and compassion. It came so readily for him, an innate willingness to forbear my fury because he wished for me to think better of myself. Heaven chose well with him. As it had with where it placed me. Clearly, I still had no comprehension of empathy and self-sacrifice. It was a divide that stood between us, no matter how much Sam refused to see it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When his mother met us at the door, I began to understand Sam’s reluctance to attend the ritual of holiday get-togethers. Wearing a flowing white dress with a red, silk scarf coiled around her neck, she gave him a look as blustery as the winter day when he introduced me. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to bring,” her cool gaze evaluated me from top to bottom, and seemed uninspired by what she saw, “a date.” 
 
    “She’s a friend, mom,” Sam said for the third time, clearly summoning patience. He’d already given the stranded-while-travelling excuse, which she did not accept as easily as his grandmother had. It did lack a few believable details. 
 
    “A friend.” Her eyes wandered down to our clasped hands and narrowed. 
 
    To his credit, he didn’t immediately shuck my hand away as though caught in a lie. Perhaps he should have. I wasn’t sure why I still gripped him so tightly. On the pretense of taking the bouquet from Sam, I released him. 
 
    “I apologize for intruding on your Christmas gathering,” I said as I held it out to her. “Please accept this small token in honor of your family and the season of mercy.” 
 
    Sam covered his snort with a cough and I nearly elbowed him in the gut. She obviously required a certain level of formality and esteem to smooth the way. Honestly, sons could be such oafs when it came to this. 
 
    Her eyes remained guarded, but the hard set to her mouth softened slightly as she took in my words and offering. She accepted the bouquet, careful not to bend the stems or fronds, fingers brushing over the holly and pinecones with appreciation. 
 
    Inclining her chin and tucking a strand of fair hair behind her ear, she said, “I suppose if you’ve nowhere else to go, we can add another place setting to the table.” 
 
    Not welcoming words, but not unkindly spoken. I could live with that.  
 
    Sam apparently missed that detail, sighing again. “Magnanimous of you, mom. Can we come in out of the cold now, or do we need to show ID?” 
 
    This time I did elbow him in the gut. That earned me a slight smirk from his mother.  
 
    When the door closed behind us, she extended her hand to me. “I’m June.” 
 
    “Alice,” I answered, matching the slight pressure of her handshake. “Fine to meet you.” 
 
    She turned to examine Sam, mouth quirking downward. “You’re wearing denim to a Christmas brunch? I guess I should be glad these aren’t the pair with patched holes.” 
 
    “I threw out the other ones. These are new,” Sam told her with a smart grin. “See, when you tell my pants have crossed the line from hobo chic to just hobo, I do listen.” 
 
    She made an exasperated sound. “Just behave yourself, that’s all I ask.” 
 
    It was a beautiful home, I noted as we left the foyer. A renovated farmhouse, given the location just outside of Bellemer and the polished oak walls. It had been remastered into something much more upscale. The generously-sized living room and dining room were side-by-side, brightened by the floor to ceiling windows along the far outer wall and the impressive chandelier that hung from the ceiling. Accent rugs dressed the dark stone floors in islands of warm, russet tones beneath cream-colored sofas and chairs. A long breakfast bar separated the marble-topped kitchen from the rest of the open space. Comfortable and elegant. To one side of a crackling fireplace, the Christmas tree twinkled in red and green. 
 
    Introductions continued there. The older gentleman, of an age with June I’d guess, seemed oddly excited to meet me. He wasn’t handsome, though his earnest manner leant an appealing quality. 
 
    He shook my hand vigorously. “I’m Matt. It’s great to have you join us,” he said, surprising me with a completely opposite reaction to Sam’s mother. Indeed, June shot him a strange look before he leaned to her ear and whispered, “Blue eyes.” This inspired a new and speculative look on her face when she looked my way again. 
 
    Curious. Sam hadn’t have spoken of me to anyone, had he? I couldn’t imagine how he’d explain who I was and my role in his life. They obviously didn’t know the specifics or a frosty greeting at the doorway was tame indeed. 
 
    I didn’t get a chance to do more than send a pointed frown Sam’s direction before Matt moved to clap a hand on the shoulders of a young man and woman standing nearby. 
 
    “Sam, I want you to meet my kids. My son, Kenneth, is a consultant at an investment firm in New York, and Mallory here is finishing her internship over at Iowa Methodist in Des Moines. Getting ready to specialize now, aren’t you Mal?” 
 
    “In internal medicine, yes,” she said, adjusting the wire-rimmed glasses on her face before shaking Sam’s hand. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Sam said, amiable as ever, though his smile seemed a bit tight when he glanced at his mother. “You must be proud, Mr. Lindonbury.” 
 
    The other chuckled. “Son, how many times have I told you to call me Matt?” 
 
    “More than once I think.” 
 
    “Well, then, don’t you think you should?” 
 
    “Absolutely, sir.” 
 
    “What is it you do?” Kenneth asked. 
 
    “I own a locksmith business here in Bellemer.” 
 
    “You’re a locksmith?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How big is your outfit?” 
 
    “It’s a solo operation.” 
 
    He squinted. “Just you? So, it’s a start-up.” 
 
    “Nope,” Sam said. “I’ve had it a couple of years.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re planning to expand down the road.” 
 
    The even expression on Sam’s face began to look strained. “Not really.” 
 
    Kenneth paused, as if uncertain how to proceed. “Well, it is a small town. I suppose there’s nowhere to expand to anyway.” He gave a sympathetic smile, apparently unaware of how condescending that remark sounded. 
 
    “Ken, don’t be such a snob,” his sister admonished. “I’m sure he’s just waiting to finish his degree before making bigger plans.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m not—” 
 
    “Sam,” his mother interrupted brightly. “The two of you are still in your coats. Why don’t you hang them up in the entry closet for me?” 
 
    “Sure, mom,” he said easily enough, but his shoulders had a slumped quality that fanned my ire. The glare I leveled toward Kenneth formed on my face of its own volition, though he appeared blissfully ignorant that anything was wrong. 
 
    “So, Alice,” Matt said, looking pained and pleading as he addressed me with a change of subject. “I understand you’re from out of town?” 
 
    “Correct,” I said, unbuttoning my coat. 
 
    “East coast?” Mallory hazarded. “I couldn’t help but notice your amazing boots are from an outfitter in New York.” 
 
    “The boots are borrowed. I am from a place between coasts.” I slipped out of my coat and handed it to Sam. “Though, I was born in a land now known as Palestine.” 
 
    “Palestine?” Kenneth’s gaze gave me a thorough look. He smiled in a way that made a dimple form on his cheek. “That’s really interesting. What line of work are you in?” 
 
    I answered with the crisp finality of a guillotine. “Tax audits. Specifically, an enforcement subdivision of the IRS that investigates unpaid debts.” 
 
    He went slightly pale at that. “Really. That must be intriguing work.” 
 
    “Truly. There is nothing quite so satisfying as delivering the consequences of unethical behavior to those who deserve it.” 
 
    Stunned silence followed. A log on the fire shifted, erupting in sparks. 
 
    “Brava, Alice. You do the country a service,” Mallory said then, smirking at her brother. “Imagine how much better off our economy would be without that kind of shenanigans going on, eh Kenny?” 
 
    “Right,” he said, perhaps a bit hoarsely, tugging his shirt cuff over an expensive watch on his wrist. “Couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    I turned to Sam who lingered by my shoulder. His jaw had started to dangle. “Shall we hang up the coats?” 
 
    “I think we’d better.” 
 
    When we stood alone beside the vestibule’s open closet, Sam gave me a long look. 
 
    “Something to say?” I queried. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I will not have that gnat of a man make you feel shame for who you are.” 
 
    “I’m not ashamed. Really,” he insisted at the doubting tilt of my head. “I love my town and I love my job. It’s just…” He looked at his mother who sipped wine beside Matt while Mallory splashed what looked like scotch into a glass Kenneth held out. Then his eyes moved to the floor. “It’s just hard to come off as anything but lazy when all you want is a quiet life, not an extraordinary one.” 
 
    “You are not lazy.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’m hardly impressive. I guess I always thought I’d have time to make my family proud of me.” 
 
    “You are very young. You have much time.” 
 
    “Right,” he turned away to hang the coats. “Course I do.” 
 
    There was that sadness again. That strange melancholy that seemed to forecast things I could not see. Did he worry he would fail at the task he would be called upon to fulfill one day? Because his mother wished loftier things for him that he didn’t wish for himself? I could not let this stand, these thoughts that distressed him so and cast a pall on his opinion of himself. When he closed the closet door, I shifted to keep him from walking back. 
 
    “She is already proud of you, Sam.” 
 
    He winced as though he found my words excruciating. “Please, don’t.” 
 
    “I say this not from pity, but from experience. In my living days, I was a mother too. A distant one and never pleased with them, but I had thought them my greatest legacy. Would that I had told the same to them.” Which I never did, and as they grew, their faces ceased to light up when they saw me. Such regret I nursed through my shadowed afterlife. 
 
    “It is often we do not realize the things we should have said until the moment to say them is gone,” I told him quietly. “A hard-learned lesson. One I don’t care to repeat, thus I implore you to listen.” 
 
    His expression softened. He nodded. 
 
    “In all the time I’ve observed this world, the most extraordinary thing I’ve seen is kindness, not ambition. You care for others in a way I can only aspire to. You may seek a simple life, but you are extraordinary.” I pressed my palm to his chest. “Your heart is extraordinary.” 
 
    Sam closed his eyes. His chin dipped and his hand reached up to cover mine. 
 
    “Thank you, Alice,” he whispered. When he opened his eyes, the smile he gave me brightened some part of my soul I thought long devoured by my sins. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until after the meal that I noticed the footprints outside. Matt had drawn Sam into his office to admire his collection of beer steins—and no amount of pleading looks from Sam would persuade me to follow—while June and Mallory sought a post-brunch wine in the cellar. As Kenneth paced in the kitchen, speaking in a low voice to someone on his phone, I lingered beside one of the floor-to-ceiling windows beside the fireplace. The bright afternoon sun glanced off the winter grounds behind the house, turning the snow-filled lawn into a crystalline expanse. 
 
    Then I saw the footprints. Just beneath the window they trampled the snow, as though someone had walked right up to the house and stared inside. My seat at the table had been facing this direction. I would have seen if a person stood here. Boot treads gouged the powdery frost, the shape and size alike to a man’s. Could they have been made the night before by Matt? But it had been snowing yesterday and these appeared fresh. They led around the house. I followed along beside the windows until a wall blocked my view. 
 
    I went to the front door immediately, and stepped out of the house. Footsteps were there too, on the steps leading to the threshold. An unshaped anxiety rose in my thoughts as I hastened beside their trail, pace quickening when I realized to where they were leading. Sam’s truck. 
 
    Boot treads clustered at the driver and passenger’s side door. Trying both handles to confirm they were still locked, I went behind the trailer. 
 
    There the footprints stopped. I spotted the path they’d made coming up the driveway, but not one that returned or branched away. My eyes narrowed on a pair of boot impressions standing opposite me at the other end of the trailer. They were separate from the rest. 
 
    As though someone was standing right there. Right now. 
 
    My gaze drifted slowly up. 
 
    A man stepped around the corner, and I lunged, grabbing him by the collar and pushing him against the truck. 
 
    “Woah, easy, Alice. What’s the matter?” Sam looked down at me startled, his hands lifted. One held my coat. 
 
    I adjusted my stance to fling a protective arm out in front of him. Though no sound had been made, new footprints had materialized, ones that weren’t there a moment ago. They possessed a rushed quality where they led away from the truck. 
 
    “Stay here,” I ordered Sam and sprinted after them. 
 
    Before I reached the end of the driveway, the start-up growl of a motorcycle erupted from behind a trio of evergreens. The same one as before? By the time I arrived, I was too late. Only the grooves of tire tracks and kicked up snow marked the area. The vehicle should’ve been visible on the road, but I couldn’t see it, the shrill curl of its engine speeding into the distance the only evidence it was there. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sam, predictably not adhering to my command, jogged to my side. He looked toward the road, brown eyes scanning for what could not be seen. 
 
    I turned, my apprehension solidifying into anger. “Indeed, what is going on?” 
 
    But he didn’t answer, instead pulling his phone from the inside pocket of his coat. His mouth tightened and he tucked it away again. “When is she going to call me back?” he murmured to himself. 
 
    “Who?” I demanded. 
 
    “Jo. She was,” he paused, “checking on something for me.” 
 
    “On what? Something related to this?” I indicated the footsteps and the tire tracks. 
 
    He nudged at the snow with one foot and fell quiet again. 
 
    “You are being followed,” I said, sharp enough to catch his attention. “Tracked by something that can hide itself from living eyes. You know the reason behind this.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He grimaced. “I don’t suppose you’ve found a way to see what my death looks like, have you?” 
 
    “What does that have to do with this?” With exquisite suddenness, the formless anxiety I’d felt when I came outside shaped itself into thorny fear. “What is your witch meant to call you back about?”  
 
    “She saw something in my future,” he said, though the regret on his face served to make my worry all the more acute. “It’s not supposed to happen yet though.” 
 
    I gripped his arm. “You will tell me everything. Not tomorrow. Now.” 
 
    This declaration lost some of its potency when a shiver wracked me. I’d been outside a while now wearing only the dress. The cold made itself known, biting at me through the thin fabric.  
 
    “Let’s talk inside,” Sam offered. “It’s below zero out here. As thrilling as it was to have you collapse on top of me last night, I’d rather not risk hypothermia.” 
 
    Sam held open my coat and I fed my arms into the sleeves. “Thrilling. If not for your entry rug, you’d have cracked your head on the floor.” 
 
    “What can I tell you? My dating life has been on the sparse side. I’ll take thrilling in any form it arrives.” He chafed my arms when I turned to face him, though I felt much warmer already. “Besides, it’s not like I hadn’t imagined it once or twice.” 
 
    “Imagined what?” 
 
    “Well, you. Knocking on my door. As a living person.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at him. “And in this fantasy, you’d contemplated my falling atop you as soon as you opened the door?” 
 
    “I, um…” He must have been cold as well. His cheeks had brightened beneath the chill. “Never mind. Misfired metaphor. Feel free to ignore it.” 
 
    He’d stopped rubbing my arms, though his hands remained at my elbows. The heat of his fingers and palms pressed all the way through my garments to my skin. 
 
    I stepped out of his reach and pointed a finger at him. “Stop stalling. You owe me explanations and I demand you give them.” 
 
    He might have obeyed, but the door to the house opened and Matt came out wearing a brightly-colored reflective vest, speaking urgently to someone on the phone. He wore a utility belt around his waist with a flashlight and a two-way radio hanging from it. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Mr. Lindonbury?” Sam asked when the other put the phone in his pocket as he approached. 
 
    “There are two kids missing in town,” he said. “Volunteer SAR has been called in to help find them.” 
 
    “SAR?” I asked. 
 
    “Search-and-Rescue,” Sam said. “I didn’t know you were a volunteer, sir.” 
 
    He pulled on his gloves. “Not for Bellemer, since my house is outside of your county, but with so many folks away for the holiday, they’re calling in anyone nearby.” 
 
    “The kids are from Bellemer,” Sam startled. “Who are they?” 
 
    “A pair of twelve-year-old brothers, Ethan and Noah Sanderson. You know them?” 
 
    “Yes. How long have they been missing?” 
 
    “Since this morning. Their parents thought they’d just gone out to tramp about, but it’s getting colder and they haven’t come back.” 
 
    Worry creased Sam’s brow. “They usually hang around the woods by their house and sometimes wander too far in. Search teams should start there.” 
 
    Matt nodded. “They did, and by the river, though I sure hope they aren’t goofing off by the windmill this time of year.” 
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    Matt smiled as though he hadn’t expected Sam to say anything else, but was still glad to hear him say it. 
 
    “If you know any spots in town they might’ve gone, that would help a lot since most of the volunteers are covering the woods.” 
 
    “Let them know I—” he glanced at me and I nodded, “Let them know we’re on it. I’ll call your phone if we find them.” 
 
    Matt pounded Sam’s shoulder and gave mine a squeeze. “Good luck to all of us, then.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the half an hour it took us to drive to and inspect three local haunts, Sam explained everything to me; from the blood and the screams in Jo’s prophecy, to the spell they’d worked together in his kitchen, the foretelling of his death before the New Year, and the way his dark future tried to gnaw its way out of the bowl. He provided every detail, answered every question. 
 
    Now that he had, I found myself without words. I knew I had to tell him something. I was his mentor, his guide in this part of his life. I should have advice, or at the very least a few platitudes to ease his fears, but I couldn’t think of any. There was a pressure in my throat, squeezing off my voice, a throb at my temples that made me want to shut my eyes. 
 
    “Is—Do you have any more questions?” Sam asked quietly as he drove. “You haven’t said anything.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “There are no more questions.” 
 
    I’d seen foretellings like this before, as potently rendered as a soothsayer warning of the Ides of March. This would happen. The how and the where might fluctuate, but not the inevitability of it. 
 
    And after he was cut down, I would have to preside over his death. 
 
    “Alice,” Sam gently interrupted the silence again. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    A welcome flash of irritation burned off some of the sick feeling in my stomach. “Are you trying to comfort me?” 
 
    “You seem upset.” 
 
    “I am thinking, not fretting.” 
 
    He glanced between me and the road uncertainly. “So, you’re not? Upset, I mean?” 
 
    “Should I be? All life is marked for death.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I think we can agree the idea that I’d lived half my life by age eleven isn’t ideal.” 
 
    I gripped the handle of the door and tried to pull myself together, unreasonably irritated with him. “Whether it occurs in a week’s time or in seventy years, the end is the always same. What’s the difference, really?” 
 
    Sam’s tone hardened. “The difference is those seventy years are supposed to be mine and I’d like to live them. Does this really not bother you at all?” A desperate sort of demand entered his voice. “I know you’re accustomed to people dying and it’s hardly a novelty, but after everything we’ve been through, I thought I was—I thought we were at least—” He cut himself off. His jaw tightened, and though it seemed he would resume, he did not. 
 
    I was relieved. His next words were obvious. Friends, he had intended to say, I thought we were at least friends, but friendship had no use here. Distance befit our respective roles in this matter. He was going to die. I’d known he would one day, as I’d known the responsibility of drawing his soul from his tattered mortal frame would fall on my shoulders, but I had not expected its arrival so soon. 
 
    Better for him to think it meant nothing to me. If he knew, if he had any inkling of the loneliness that gripped me when I imagined watching him pass on while I stayed behind, he might be tempted to linger in between. I might be tempted to let him, and then what would become of my redemption? In truth, he should not wish for my friendship. The practice of my affection had always been a selfish one. 
 
    We drove in silence then until Sam pulled into the small lot alongside a park settled close to the residential streets. Swing sets shared space with an elaborate, primary-colored playset of platforms and slides. There was a picnic pavilion set father back alongside a large sand box with toddler-sized diggers. 
 
    Nothing but the wind moved among any of it, but in hopes of breaking the quiet between us, I asked, “I understood these missing children were twelve, correct?” 
 
    He shifted the truck into park. “Yes.” 
 
    “This does not look like a place that would interest boys of that age.” 
 
    Sam followed my gaze, careful not to meet it, and shook his head. “Not the playground, but maybe the water tower up the hill.” 
 
    I leaned down to bring the sight of its huge, round tank into the view of my window. It sat atop five long, metal stilts, easily several stories tall. Painted white with a blue strip proclaiming “Bellemer”, it did indeed seem to promise a view for miles. A ladder, covered by open bars, reached from the ground to the open deck which surrounded the tank like a metallic belt. 
 
    Squinting, I said, “I don’t see anyone up—” 
 
    Sam descended from the truck without a word and jogged toward it. Annoyed with me, it seemed. He was entitled. I hadn’t handled our conversation particularly well. With a resigned sigh, I got out and followed. 
 
    The snowy hillside proved difficult to slog through, and I did not appreciate the company of the freezing wind scraping my cheeks. When at last I reached the base of the water tower, Sam had circled it twice. 
 
    “Footprints in the snow,” he said, inspecting the ground. “Sneaker treads, too, not boots.” 
 
    I wiped moisture trickling from my breeze-irritated eyes. “Why would they wander out here with insufficient footwear?” 
 
    “They might be wearing their Christmas presents. The Sandersons don’t have a lot of money, and their dad told me they’d been saving up for some big-name sports shoes the twins were begging for.” He walked over to the ladder and toed a sheet of metal lying in the snow. “And someone’s taken off the ladder cover.” 
 
    I craned my neck to look at the deck again. Once more, I saw no one. “You believe they’re still up there? They could’ve come and gone.” 
 
    “Maybe. The cold can make the lock on the entry grate stick, especially with how old it is. The kids might not have been able to get it back open.” 
 
    “How did they open it to begin with?” 
 
    “City maintenance crew has a hiding spot where they leave the key. Practically everyone knows where.” 
 
    “What is the point of a lock if anyone can get ahold of the key?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s a small town.” 
 
    “You say this with troubling frequency.” 
 
    He dug into his jeans and took out his phone, keys, and wallet. “There’s a utility closet they might be hunkered in up there.” He held the items out to me. “I’m going to have a look. Hold these for me so I don’t drop anything on the way up?” 
 
    He kept his face turned toward the ladder as though contemplating the climb, but I knew better. The miserable wind felt all the colder in the absence of his warm regard. Despite my earlier determination to insert distance between us, the reality of it stung unbearably. 
 
    Just as my indifference must have done to him. No wonder he’d tried to evoke an emotion from me. How must it have felt to hear me dismiss what awaited him, as if the thought of someone extinguishing his life meant nothing? Another regret to carry with me? No, I would not allow it. 
 
    I held out my hands for Sam’s things and closed my fingers tightly around his when he moved to deposit them. 
 
    “It’s not true, what I said,” I told him quietly. “I only wanted it to be true.” 
 
    His gaze searched mine. “You wanted me to think you don’t care? Why?” 
 
    Because to care was terrifying. Indifference seemed superior to fearing for him, worrying and hoping for his well-being, for his happiness and his success, when I had no control over any of it. But that would be a lie, and to lie would fracture our partnership. Our…friendship. Any benefit of indifference paled in comparison. 
 
    Perhaps Sam could read all this in my silence, for the distance vanished from his gaze. He gave a melancholy smile. 
 
    “I’m scared too,” he whispered, then stepped close and pulled me into a hug.  
 
    It still took me by surprise, but didn’t startle me this time. Though I had my hands pinned between us, clutching his things, I leaned into him, pressing my temple against the collar of his coat. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, Sam,” I said after a few moments filled only by the quiet winter day. “Death can be a painful horizon to cross, but it will pass.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s any way around it? Just because Jo saw it doesn’t mean it’s unavoidable, right?” 
 
    “There is no certainty where free will is involved.” Not really an answer to his question, but I didn’t have the heart to tell him the truth. 
 
    “Maybe this is about my mission, the thing I’m supposed to do and the reason I have this, er, gift.” 
 
    “It’s possible. I have not seen what’s in store for you. I’m beginning to believe that’s intentional.” 
 
    “If it does happen,” he tucked his chin to my shoulder, hands gripping tight, “will you be there?” 
 
    The words to reply almost didn’t come. “I am always there,” I said, “when life ends.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sam had reached the top of the ladder when his phone rang. Unfamiliar with these devices everyone seemed to own, it took a moment to determine the front from the back before I located the screen proclaiming the identity. 
 
    Jo. 
 
    The call Sam had been waiting for. I glanced up at his distant figure opening the grate—which naturally offered him no resistance regardless of its sticky lock—and made a decision. 
 
    I flipped open the phone and put it to my ear. “Yes, Jo?” 
 
    A gravid pause came from the other end. “Who is this?” 
 
    “I am called Alice.” 
 
    Nothing, then, “That’s not your true name.” 
 
    She surprised me with that. I wondered what her witch-attuned senses told her. 
 
    “It is the name I use.” 
 
    “Where is Sam?” 
 
    “Sam is otherwise occupied at the moment but has been awaiting your call. I will relay your message to him.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you anything. For all I know, you could be an enemy. Sam’s never mentioned anyone named Alice.” 
 
    “But he has spoken of his mentor, correct? I am she.” 
 
    Now it seemed I’d surprised her. “If you’re his mentor, he must have told you what I’ve seen?” 
 
    “He has.” 
 
    “Then you’ll understand I need to take precautions before giving this information.” 
 
    I refrained from sighing. “Tell me how to convince you.” 
 
    A faint creak from the ladder well guided my eyes back to Sam. Above, on the deck of the water tower, two new shapes had joined him. I took a handful of steps back for a better view and saw their smaller statures. The children. So, his instincts had proven right. He had a hand on each of their shoulders and appeared to be talking to them. 
 
    “Sam has several thrillers on his bookshelf,” Jo said, drawing my attention back. “Which is his favorite?” 
 
    I snorted. “Please, those are recent decoys he picked up. If he doesn’t have his face in a regency romance, the closest he gets to a thriller are the paranormal cozy mysteries he’s branched into.” 
 
    A return snort came from the other end. “He reads cozies now?” 
 
    “The Happily Forever After series.” 
 
    Jo unsuccessfully tried to hide her laugh. “Him and his happy endings. Okay, I believe you.” Her tone sobered. “When I spoke with Sam last, I told him I would ask my coven elders about the symbol he found charred into the patio of his house. They recognized it as a hex. It matches the kind used by the Hunters and is typical of their first attempt at completing a job.” 
 
    I exhaled slowly. “Then it is as was feared. Those of the Arcane threaten him.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who are these Hunters? Can we not trace our enemy through them?” I’d heard of them, naturally, as I had ushered on the souls of their victims, but I knew little about how they did their work. 
 
    “The Hunters are rogue warlocks expelled from their brotherhoods,” Jo said. “They’re more shadow than flesh by the time they earn a place among the assassin guild. We’ll never find them, but they might move on if a project proves more trouble than it’s worth.” 
 
    “How can we inspire them to do so?” 
 
    “A strong line of defense. I’m sending some help while I work on locating who initiated the contract, but my…friend will need a few days to get there. I’ve told Sam to salt his doorways and windowsills, and any other symbols he finds like the one this morning, but he’ll need more than that. Is there anyone close by who knows wards, or can lend him any protection charms?” 
 
    I almost said there wasn’t. Then I remembered and tipped my head back in utter dismay. Oh, Moreau was going to be insufferably gleeful to see me walking in human form and needing his assistance to boot. Maybe I could just foist that errand off on Sam…No, better not. He had the bartering instinct of a bumblebee. 
 
    “I’ll see that’s it’s done,” I told Jo. “Explain this first attempt. It was not a direct confrontation.” 
 
    “No, Hunters don’t like drawing the attention of mainstream law enforcement with a physical attack. They know covens like mine have contacts within police departments to warn us when there are signs of their presence.” Jo’s tone grew concerned. “But neither is it something to ignore. That symbol is like a curse to those who live upon the stones to which it was branded. It draws catastrophe.” 
 
    “Catastrophe,” I repeated, my gaze darting back to Sam high above. He’d ushered the children to the ladder and they’d already begun their descent. He followed after them. A low groan issued from the well. “Like accidents?” 
 
    “Exactly like accidents, things that others would explain as wrong place, wrong time. A blown tire leading to a deadly crash, or a faulty elevator cord snapping.” 
 
    Or an unlucky fall. 
 
    I started back toward the ladder. “Jo, you are certain of the date of Sam’s death? It will not come sooner, correct?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but I’m hesitant to have him repeat the spell without me there to contain it.” A pause. “Why?” 
 
    A metallic grinding started up, like rusty screws straining in their sockets. The outer shell encasing the rungs shuddered, and one of the children shouted in alarm. They were halfway down. Still too far to survive hitting the ground. 
 
    A motorcycle engine roared and I whipped around to see the bike tear out of the playground parking lot. It was the same one as before. The same dark clad rider, but he was leaving. Why would he do that unless… 
 
    “Is there another way they could attempt this indirect approach?” I asked tightly. “Besides the brand Sam found?” 
 
    “There are a hundred ways, especially if they had access to his personal things.” 
 
    “Such as his truck?” 
 
    “It can’t have been owned by another person, so not that. A hex can’t bind itself to a stolen object either. It would have to be something specifically his, something that is only Sam’s and used often, but discarded. An old hairbrush, a favorite mug that broke—” 
 
    “A pair of worn out jeans he tossed?” 
 
    Startled silence. “Yes. They’d only need a few fibers. If they could plant that on him, he’d carry the hex with him everywhere.” 
 
    “Plant on him where?” 
 
    “His pockets most likely. It would look like nothing. A ball of smelly lint.” Jo’s voice rose. “Alice, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I have to go.” 
 
    “What—” 
 
    I snapped the phone closed. 
 
    They would’ve done it in the driveway where I’d pursued the footsteps. Sam had followed me out there. Could the prints I’d first spotted out the window have been a lure? A way to get Sam outside to plant the hex on him? But if that were so, he’d have found it when he emptied his pockets before climbing the tower. 
 
    His coat pockets. His pants had others. Coats could be removed, but he wore jeans all day long. Anyone who’d observed him would know that in quick order. 
 
    A hard jolt went through the ladder. Metal screeched, then snapped. A length of the outer guard broke off just below the section they climbed. 
 
    “Alice, look out!” Sam shouted. 
 
    I moved aside in time to avoid where it smashed to the ground. I bent down and located one of the screws. The metal was smooth, the grooves stripped clean and red with rust. An accident waiting to happen, that’s what it looked like. Wrong place, wrong time. 
 
    At least forty feet up, the children had halted their descent, hunching their bodies against the rungs as if that would keep them safe on a ladder that was coming apart. 
 
    I hollered up to them, “You must keep moving.” 
 
    The boy higher up listened immediately, but his brother stayed where he was, one arm slung through the rungs, blocking the way. 
 
    “I’m scared,” he wailed. 
 
    “If you remain, you will fall,” I bit out. Not exactly reassuring but far better than the frustrated tirade that sprang to mind. 
 
    Unfortunately, my urgent command had the effect of frightening him further. “My shoes are too slippery from the snow,” he cried, brightly sneakered feet cemented to the rungs. “I can’t.” 
 
    Sam had reached the top most boy and twisted to see the child below. “Everything will be fine, Noah. This thing is just a little old,” he called in a tone that was somehow both gentle and convincing. “Besides, if you fall, my friend Alice will catch you.” 
 
    Catch him? My mouth silently formed the words as I shot an incredulous look up at Sam who returned it pointedly. Ah. Encouragement was our strategy. 
 
    “Yes, I will catch you if you slip,” I confirmed, and placed myself directly below him, adding, “Come now. It’s cold and your parents are surely waiting.” 
 
    “Mom and dad are going to kill us,” the boy—Noah—said, sounding as anxious about that as he had about the descent, but at last he unglued himself from his position. 
 
    The ominous rattling from the ladder grew steadily worse the closer to safety they got. The boys, apparently buoyed by my promise to serve as their net, moved faster than before, scarcely two rungs apart. Sam followed closely behind. Something small but hard bounced off my shoulder. I scooped it up. Another screw. Several others I hadn’t noticed pockmarked the snow. 
 
    It occurred to me suddenly that even if the date of Sam’s demise remained the same, without protections against this hex, his proximity would threaten others. His family and friends. These children. Catastrophes rarely affected only a single person. 
 
    “Sam, stop,” I barked. To my chagrin, all three obeyed. “Stay where you are until the children get down.” 
 
    He frowned. “Why?” 
 
    “We must…spread out the weight. As you said, this ladder is old.” I couldn’t be sure how the hex would react if he tried to rid himself of it. Wiser to separate him from the children first. I motioned to the kids. “Boys. Continue.” 
 
    Thirty feet. 
 
    Twenty. 
 
    I began to hope they would arrive without further incident, my body relaxing a degree. Then a clang sounded far above. Just as Noah’s brother Ethan lifted one foot and one hand to lower himself another rung, the ladder jerked violently, as if someone had reached down and shaken it. The timing seemed precise. The boy slipped with a shout, missing the rung he’d intended to grab. His feet stomped down on Noah’s gloved fingers below him. Noah snatched his hands away on instinct. It threw him off balance. He flailed for purchase. 
 
    And fell. 
 
    I found myself lifting my arms, bracing to catch him instead of stepping out of the way. I didn’t have time to ponder the action. The world pulled the child down with incredible speed. 
 
    He collided against me like a boulder. His upper back impacted my chest. His skull split my lip. I stumbled backward, trying to hang on to his narrow, wriggling frame. The snowpack gave under my heel, folding my ankle the wrong direction. Pain shot up my leg like a lightning bolt and I hollered an ungraceful stream of curses as we toppled over. I managed to cradle the boy’s head against my shoulder before we hit the ground. Surprisingly, the snow that had betrayed my step offered a cushioned landing. Fickle. 
 
    We lay there for a stunned moment, clouds of white vapor sketching our rapid breath. Ethan rushed down the ladder, feet clanking against the rungs. Higher up, Sam stared down at us with startled eyes. 
 
    “Are either of you hurt?” he shouted. 
 
    “Wow, did you hear her swear?” Noah said, a grin in his slightly shaky voice. “I’ve never heard half of those.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” I answered dryly. So much for his earlier terror. 
 
    As Noah shifted off of me and I sat up, my ankle flashed with a shackle of hot pain that had me biting back a groan. Ethan had reached the ground. He offered me a hand which I waved off, and then he helped his brother up. They immediately fell into an argument about whose fault it was, and which one of them was more stupid for either following too close or not moving fast enough. 
 
    “Take these and sit in Sam’s truck,” I interrupted, terse, and held the keys aloft. “Do you know how to turn it on for the heat?” 
 
    “Course,” Ethan said, taking them. 
 
    “Then do so and wait there. I will stay with Sam until he’s down.” 
 
    Noah hesitated. “Are you okay? You’re bleeding kinda.” 
 
    I touched my lip, sore where Noah’s skull had bashed into it. A drop of blood came away on my finger. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” I told them, careful not to put weight on my ankle as I got up. “Go and make yourselves warm.” 
 
    Noah chewed his lip. “Thanks, for what you did. For catching me like you promised.” 
 
    A smile might’ve crossed my mouth if it didn’t hurt. I patted his head, surprised by the softness of my tone as I said, “Repay me with wiser choices in the future.” 
 
    Both nodded and headed off toward the truck. When I was certain they were far enough not to overhear, I turned to Sam and limped closer to the treacherous ladder. 
 
    “Am I allowed get off this thing now?” Sam asked as I neared. “The view up here is kind of spoiled by the absence of structural integrity.” 
 
    “No, you can’t come down yet.” 
 
    He blinked at me. “Why not?” 
 
    “You’re a danger to anyone around you.” 
 
    Quickly, and editing for speed, I explained the information Jo had given regarding the hex. 
 
    “Noah’s fall was my fault?” he said, so quietly I almost didn’t hear it below. 
 
    “Not your fault, Sam. The hex. Search your pockets, quick as you can.” 
 
    He did, starting with the back, turning them inside out. Nothing. He went to the front and did the same with the right side, then went to the left. He paused. 
 
    “Wait, I think I found—Yow!” He yanked his hand back and gaped at the gash on his thumb and forefinger. “It bit me.” 
 
    “Did you expect a hex to be a tame conjuring?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t climb down if it chews off my hand, can I?” 
 
    “Just get rid of it.” 
 
    “I’m all ears if you’ve got problem-solving tips.” 
 
    “Remove your pants.” 
 
    “Say what?” He shot me a panicked look. “You want me to strip right here on the ladder?” 
 
    “Sam,” I growled. “This better not be an issue of modesty.” 
 
    “Fine, but just keep in mind it’s not a flattering light out here.” 
 
    He reached for his buckle. 
 
    The rung under his foot snapped. 
 
    Holding on with only one hand, he was caught by surprise. He plummeted a few rungs, banging his head before catching himself. His body roughly jerked to a halt and my heart beat hard enough I could feel it in my throat. 
 
    He didn’t speak for a moment, his shoulders moving rapidly up and down. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” he chanted, breathless, then wrapped his forearm around the side rail and braced his shoulder against the frame. His other hand, noticeably shaky, reached into his pants. “I’ve got a better idea.” 
 
    I didn’t understand what he was doing, his features twisted with struggle, until I heard the tear of fabric. Sam retracted his hand. He held up the torn-out pocket, smudged red from his blooded fingers. 
 
    “Look out below,” he rasped and released it. 
 
    We tracked its course to the ground, both of us watching as it fluttered downward like an innocuous, white banner. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, I lay reclined on Sam’s well-worn couch, my twisted ankle wrapped in ice packs and elevated by a bed pillow, frowning at the thoroughly baffling movie at play on his television. 
 
    “You’re certain this is a Christmas movie?” I asked for the second time. 
 
    Sitting on the floor, his shoulders pressed against the middle sofa cushion by my hip, he grinned my way without ever taking his eyes from the screen. 
 
    “Absolutely! It’s a classic, holiday film.” 
 
    “But the hero just ran through a hallway full of broken glass with his bare feet and I’ve seen at least a dozen innocent people killed by the bad characters. How can this be a holiday classic?” 
 
    “You have to trust me. The end scene, Alice, wait till you see it.” 
 
    “How many of these films are there?” 
 
    “Technically, there’s six, but everyone pretends that last one never happened. We only have time for the first three, and those are the best anyway.” He reached over to the enormous popcorn-filled bowl on my lap and grabbed a handful. “If I can’t take you to the Christmas parade or sledding anymore, the least I can do is give you the next best thing.” 
 
    “A movie marathon,” I repeated the term he’d enthusiastically supplied when we arrived to his home. 
 
    “With a smorgasbord of goodies,” he added, cramming the popcorn in with one hand while gesturing to his food-crowded coffee table with the other. “This is my usual holiday routine—hole up with a supply of treats and wait for the Christmas mayhem to subside.” He winked my direction, still managing to keep his gaze affixed to the movie. “It’s better with you here though. Less brooding.” 
 
    “Brooding? I think you had one too many of your mother’s hot-toddies,” I said, too amused to hold a dry tone. 
 
    He reached over again, I thought, to get more popcorn, but brushed my arm instead. “Nice try. I can tell you’re having fun.” 
 
    Admittedly, I was, over-the-top movie plots and all. Far preferable to the lights and people-crammed streets we passed on the ride home as the town prepared for the parade. The banquet of food, too, was rather stupendous. In particular, the liberally buttered and salted popcorn appealed to me. 
 
    After we returned the missing boys to their tearful parents, it took some time to notify authorities they’d been found. Early evening had arrived by the time we returned here. Sam, fretful for my ankle, had wanted to take me to the doctor until I pointed out the injury would cease to exist by midnight. 
 
    He’d seemed troubled by this, as if he’d somehow forgotten, until we experienced a parade of another sort from the comfort of his apartment. First, his nana, having heard of our “heroics”, arrived with a handful of church ladies bearing a full-course meal and several tins with an infinite variety of Christmas cookies inside them. Then Sam’s mother and Matt, blessedly without the man’s children, dropped off a thermos of her hot-toddies, a divine loaf of airy bread, and a platter of cheeses. This, along with the provisions Sam had stocked in preparation for his birthday, meant we were well and truly supplied for our movie-marathon. 
 
    “Your friend Nick seems to be doing better,” I said as an elevator exploded in the movie. “Does he intend to remain nearby?” 
 
    Nick and the girl who had loaned me her clothing—Heidi—were the final visitors to stop by, though they departed rather quickly upon seeing me with him. Glad smirks abounded, which irritated me. Even if their assumptions had been correct, what sort of acrobatics did they think we’d attempt with my injured ankle? Ever astounding, the notions the living concocted to entertain themselves. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t regret the visit. Sam had worried greatly for his friend after the ordeal at the paper mill last month. Nick still wore a sling for his broken arm, but had otherwise mended fully. We awaited only one more delivery, and my eyes continually went to the doorway dreading its arrival. 
 
    “Nick’s got a couple of active service years left in his term, but he’s looking into transferring back to the U.S.,” Sam answered. “In the meantime, the army’s giving him furlough through the New Year.” 
 
    “Generous.” 
 
    “More like, owed bereavement and recovery time. It’s the first holiday season without his brother.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Alice, I was wondering.” He glanced back at me, thoughtful. “Do you remember anything about the souls you collect?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” I said carefully, concerned where this was headed. 
 
    He turned back to the movie but didn’t seem to be watching it anymore. 
 
    Softly, he asked, “Do you remember my dad?” 
 
    “Sam,” I said as gently as I could. “You know better than to ask such questions.” 
 
    “You’re not allowed to say?” 
 
    I considered how to explain. “It’s not an established rule, but it doesn’t sit well with me to speak of an experience that isn’t mine to share.” 
 
    “I understand.” He nodded, though I could see the disappointment in his profile.  
 
    He let the subject drop, but I found it difficult to set it aside in my thoughts. Sam deserved a better answer than that. I remembered him well, Mateo Alvarez. Sam was taller than his father, and had the influence of his mother in his features, but they shared the same perpetually tousled dark hair, the same mischief in his smile. 
 
    Let me stay, his father had said to me, staring down at his broken body. Please, let me stay. They need me. 
 
    “He thought of you,” I told Sam quietly. “You and your mother. He loved you.” 
 
    A muscle moved in Sam’s jawline. He lowered his face and rubbed the heels of his palms roughly into his eyes. 
 
    “My mom’s getting remarried,” he blurted. “At least, if she says yes. Matt asked for my permission back at his house.” 
 
    “So, it wasn’t to look at his collection of beer steins?” 
 
    His chuckle had a watery edge. “Oh, the collection was unfortunately real. Ninety-nine of them lined up. On the wall. And I know there were ninety-nine because I was treated to a special rendition of that earworm of a song.” 
 
    I laughed at the exaggerated misery that crossed his face. “What answer did you give?” 
 
    “About the steins?” 
 
    “Very funny. No.” 
 
    He leaned his head back against the cushion and gazed at the ceiling. “I said I appreciated him asking and told him to go for it.” 
 
    I smiled, setting the big popcorn bowl aside so I could see him better. “That was good of you.” 
 
    “Nah. It seems kind of fast, but I guess they’ve been seeing each other longer than they let on. He treats her well and my mom really likes him.” He sighed. “Besides, he’s going to ask her on New Year’s Eve. She’ll need something to look forward to after, well, whatever happens to me.” 
 
    A heavy knock sounded on the front door, making us both jump. We exchanged a look. 
 
    Sam got up. “Hunters wouldn’t knock before doing anything assassin-y, would they?” 
 
    “Doubtful.” 
 
    He headed for the door with a cautious step. “Stay behind me if anything happens.” 
 
    “As opposed to hopping about on one leg?” 
 
    “Shh.” He put a hand on the doorknob. “Who’s there?” 
 
    No one answered. Slowly, he drew the curtain an inch to the side with one finger. Porchlight filled the gap where he peeked through the glass. 
 
    His shoulders relaxed. “It looks like a gift basket.” He tilted his head. “Full of weird stuff.” 
 
    “Weird?” 
 
    “There’s a bundle of cinnamon sticks dangling from the handle.” 
 
    “Moreau’s delivery.” 
 
    “Without Moreau, looks like.” 
 
    I felt my own shoulders relax. “Good.” 
 
    After we’d called Jo back to tell her what’d happened and consult on next steps, I’d spoken to the old witchdoctor over the phone. His extended cackle to hear the tale of my frozen arrival and twisted ankle more than grated on the nerves. My pride was somewhat mollified by the sudden silence on his end when I spoke of the Hunters. Yes, he wouldn't want them lurking nearby. There was a bounty or ten active on him at any given time. Every few years a Hunter would make another attempt at fulfilling that elusive contract. My warning more than paid for the items needed. 
 
    Sam retrieved the parcel from his doorstep, sparing a look down his driveway before closing the door. 
 
    “I guess he didn’t need me to sign for it,” he said, setting it on the coffee table. 
 
    It did indeed look like a gift basket with the gold and green ribbons twining the wicker. The contents were another matter. 
 
    Sam held up a vial of dark red liquid and peered at the label. “Dragonsblood oil? Seriously?” 
 
    “Merely an eccentric title. It’s a resin made from the Draco palm.” 
 
    “‘Anoint the palms each night before bed’?” He read on, eyes bulging. “I have to anoint things now?” 
 
    “Stop being so dramatic.” 
 
    He grumbled as he rummaged through black tourmaline, yarrow sachets, and packs of dried garlic until he reached a cloth pouch. He upended it into his hand. 
 
    His lips flattened. “Oh good, there’s jewelry, too.” 
 
    “It’s a Gaia protection charm,” I informed him, pleased to see Moreau had been able to procure one. I pointed to the individual stones strung upon it. “That’s red fossil, coral, amber, and jet.” 
 
    “Yes, but do they match my eyes, that’s the real question.” 
 
    “Take this seriously. Jo said these stones are associated with protection, for yourself as well as those you’ll be near. You must trust her expertise in this matter.” 
 
    “I am.” He went to his dresser and dug around in the top drawer. 
 
    “Yet, you continue to complain.” 
 
    “I have to rub my palms in red gunk, stuff garlic and salt in my pockets like I’m fending off vampires, and put dried weeds under my pillow. And that’s just before I go to bed.” Sam fished a lanyard out of the drawer and hooked the charm on it. He slipped it over his head and stuck out his arms. “There. I’ll do what I’m told, but I’m entitled to complaints.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said, stifling a laugh at his martyred posture. “Perhaps you are. Shall we resume our movie marathon?” 
 
    He perked up at that, walking back. “An excellent idea. There’s nothing like watching an American hero save a few busloads of people to take the mind off assassins and prophecies.” He paused beside me. “But only if you promise not to point out any more plot holes.” 
 
    “Come now, Sam, be fair,” I said with an extravagant cringe. “Give me at least three.” 
 
    “I’ll give you two if you agree to say the movie’s slogan with them.” 
 
    “The movie’s slogan?” I drew back in shock when he supplied it. “Yippee kai—That’s offensive.” 
 
    “That’s the toll.” 
 
    “What happens if I defy you?” 
 
    He considered. I realized what he intended a moment too late. By then the popcorn bowl was already in his hands and out of my reach. He raised his brows in challenge. 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” I said, aghast. “Not while my ankle is sprained.” 
 
    The smirk he made oozed satisfaction. 
 
    I laughed outright. “How unexpectedly wicked of you.” 
 
    “Tis the season.” He settled back into his spot on the floor by my hip, sending me a look of playful suspicion as he placed the bowl back in my lap. “Don’t think I won’t be keeping tabs on your callouts. I’ve seen these a hundred times. I can now multitask while watching.” 
 
    “Have I mentioned how well that pretty charm matches your eyes?” 
 
    “I’m setting a new standard for rugged manhood,” he snorted, and unpaused the movie. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite Sam’s enthusiasm, the long day caught up to him after his sleepless night. Midway through the second movie, his head tipped back and his eyes drooped closed. 
 
    I watched him. He looked different when he slept. Somehow older and more serious, as if the humor and easy smile he wore during the daylight was a mask, the worries hidden inside only surfacing when he didn’t think the world could see. It reminded me unsettlingly of his expression in the ambulance when he’d asked me not to leave—the lost look of him and the prayer of his request. I wondered, sometimes, if he felt as alone as I often did. 
 
    When the final movie ended, I glanced at the time. Eleven-fifteen. Another forty-five minutes before I returned to my true form. I swallowed hard, gaze returning to Sam. Perhaps I ought to let him sleep and allow myself to slip silently away from the living world. That might have been easier, but it would hurt him. Worse, he would blame himself for sleeping through my departure. 
 
    No, I couldn’t do that. I would wake him in a few minutes, but first, I needed to speak with the presence that thought I didn’t know it was there. 
 
    “Is it true?” I asked, keeping my voice low in the quiet room. 
 
    “There are many truths,” the answer arrived readily, as ever unsurprised. His voice, as beautiful as a blade catching the sunlight, came from by the door. He didn’t show himself fully. Only a faint golden shimmer marked where he stood. “Which truth do you ask me?” 
 
    “Don’t be coy. You know what I’m asking.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    “Michael,” I warned. “Answer me clearly. He’s been told he will die before the new year. Is it true?” 
 
    “The future is determined by choice. His choices and those of others. You know this.” 
 
    “If that’s so, why is his death hidden from me?” 
 
    No reply. The silence was its own answer, and I felt the blow of it in the mortal skin I wore. 
 
    “You think I will interfere,” I accused. “That’s why I’m not allowed to see it.” 
 
    “I think,” he said in as gentle a voice as the warrior-angel ever mustered, “that you care for this child. I think if you could see what awaits him, his blood and his suffering, you might be tempted to break your promises.” 
 
    His blood and his suffering. 
 
    My heart, never my strong point in either life or death, quaked at this. 
 
    “Will he,” I cleared my throat. “Will he at least complete the task he was meant for?” 
 
    “No. It is not a pointless death,” he added, “but it is not what he’d been intended to do.” An almost sigh. “It’s a shame. He has such potential. The Enemy schemes, seeking a way into this world and I have not yet uncovered their secrets. I’d have liked to see how Sam’s light would’ve battled the darkness when it came.” 
 
    “Who will fight in his stead?” I demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know. Perhaps no one. Such is the consequence and the blessing of free will. But know this, my charge,” he said, voice hardening in a way that sent a shiver up my spine. “If you interfere, you will be punished. It is not your place, and no mercy would follow in the wake of such an act.” 
 
    “I know that,” I ground out, seeking refuge in anger from the terror of his words. “Or do you think after all this time I haven’t grasped the cost of forgiveness?” 
 
    “Not cost, but a promise. An oath to be righteous in your deeds and unselfish in your heart. Your path to forgiveness has always been thus.” 
 
    My eyes went to Sam, his face smooth with sleep, as it would be in death. My pathetic heart shuddered again. “Why send me here like this if you wanted to keep me unbiased? Don’t claim it was a simple Christmas wish. Was it a test?” 
 
    It had the feel of one. It was cruel enough. 
 
    “Are you not glad to have known him in this life before he passes from it?” 
 
    I didn’t answer that, my thoughts too mired by fury and confusion. What was the point in caring for someone if it meant I’d have to endure seeing them come to harm? 
 
    “You want me to grieve,” I whispered in terrible understanding. “That’s the reason, isn’t it? You want me to know what it is to watch the death of a saint and be helpless to stop it.” 
 
    There was a poetry to that. The circle closing around me like a crown of briars. 
 
    “You still search for explanation within the realm of vengeance.” I sensed him shaking his head. “You chose a new name and a new purpose for yourself. You have done well by this little one I tasked you to mentor. Retracing an old pattern of thoughts does not serve you.” 
 
    But I could think of no other reason that it must end this way, like the sun setting without any hope for dawn. 
 
    “Your time here soon expires,” Michael said, his voice closer. A warmth spread through the throb of my ankle, ushering away the pain. “Go now and enjoy what remains of it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You should’ve woken me up.” Sam rubbed his face in distress where he walked beside me. “I can’t believe I wasted that much time sleeping.” 
 
    The night was quiet as we strolled through the empty streets of Sam’s neighborhood, windless and shadow-filled but for the lampposts pooling light at each corner. Above us, stars littered the dark sky like distant diamonds, lending a feeling of both intimacy and abandonment to our walk, as though we moved in a world outside the one we knew. 
 
    “You were exhausted,” I replied. “Twenty minutes is still plenty of time to show me the houses with the best Christmas lights.” 
 
    “I wanted to show you so much more. I’m sorry I made a muddle of everything.” 
 
    “You haven’t.” 
 
    “Alice, come on. I dragged you to an awkward brunch where my mother barely welcomed you and Matt’s son gawked at your chest so often, I was ready to punch him.” 
 
    It amused me to imagine it. “That would’ve been interesting.” 
 
    “Then, I haul you on a search for the kids where you end up getting hurt, missed the parade, and finished the night watching me drool passed out next to the couch. Not exactly Currier and Ives.” 
 
    “Rare are the days that follow the map of our expectations.” 
 
    “That’s just a nicer way of saying I messed everything up.” 
 
    “You know me better than to think I would choose the nicer way of stating my opinion.” Feeling chilled, I slipped my arm through his. “I’ve enjoyed my time here. I might even forgive you for making this wish.” 
 
    Sam glanced down at my hand on his arm, and then tucked me closer to his side. “Then it was worth it.”  
 
    We walked on in silence for a bit, exchanging conversation only when Sam pointed out the houses with decorations he liked. It was companionable in a way that made me ache. Gazing at colorful lights, the winter air against my cheeks, the warmth of a friend beside me—I wished it could last a while longer. 
 
    When we’d circled back to the corner at the far end of Sam’s street, we stopped beneath the lamppost. Only a few minutes remained before midnight. 
 
    Sam tipped his eyes skyward. “It’s going to be strange to see you in your raincoat again.” 
 
    “Did you grow so accustomed to the one I’ve been wearing?” I sent a look down at the white and gold-flecked coat. It didn’t seem all that extraordinary of a garment. 
 
    “No, it’s just, now I know the answer to something I always wondered about.” 
 
    “The answer to what?” 
 
    Reluctance seized him and he grew very still. “Never mind. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve given yourself away. Face the consequences and tell me.” 
 
    “You’ll think I’m gross.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly.” 
 
    He shuffled his feet and didn’t meet my eyes. “I’d wondered whether, you know, if under the raincoat you…” 
 
    A sound of disgust scraped up my throat. “Really, Sam.” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s not like it was a voluntary thought.” 
 
    “Your involuntary thoughts require improvement.” 
 
    “Probably. Once I knew you were Death, it sort of curbed my curiosity, you know, mostly. Sometimes, when I see you I still—that is, I don’t mean to—” 
 
    “Sam.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Stop talking before I kill you.” 
 
    His side vibrated with laughter he swallowed down. “Maybe it’s a good thing I’m already supposed to die soon, huh?” 
 
    Annoyance drained away, replaced with sorrowed dread. 
 
    His blood and his suffering. 
 
    Why did he have to bring that up? 
 
    “You’ve gone quiet, Alice. Should I be worried?” 
 
    I pulled my arm from his. “I’d prefer you didn’t jest about the subject.” 
 
    He turned to face me. “If I don’t joke about it, I’ll be too afraid to leave my apartment. If the end is inevitable, I’d rather meet it with a smile than living my last days in terror. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “It does,” I replied softly, struck by his courage. “It is only…I escort the dead into the afterlife. They pass on into bliss or torment, and I never see them again.” 
 
    His smile was both sad and self-deprecating. “Well, at least I won’t be getting in your hair anymore, right? Distracting you from your schedule with my irritating troubles.” 
 
    More of his jokes, but I didn’t laugh even knowing he wished it. Did he truly think I thought so low of him? That he mattered so little to me? 
 
    “I have grown accustomed to you in this world. It’s been so long since I had any real company. That I will never see you again…troubles me.” 
 
    The fear he hid so well behind his eyes gentled at this. “I’ll miss you, too.” 
 
    Headlights from an SUV turning the corner flashed over us. The car slowed as it neared, a window rolling down. I tensed, lifting a hand to pull Sam back, but he must have recognized the vehicle for he waved as an older woman stuck her head out. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Sam,” she called. “Heard what you did for the Sanderson kids.” 
 
    “Just a lucky guess.” 
 
    “Well, good job all the same.” 
 
    A man sitting in the passenger seat leaned over her, grinning broadly. “Hey Sam,” he shouted, slurring the ‘s’ heavily, his voice too loud on the quiet road. He waved a hand that nearly smacked the woman’s nose. “You picked a great place to stop, kid. That’s the best lamppost on the block.” 
 
    “Henry, get yourself back over. You’re squashing me.” The woman sighed heavily out the window. “He had too much of the spiked nog this year.” 
 
    “I have not,” Henry insisted, blinking heavily. “I’m just pointing out the mistletoe I hung there, Deb.” 
 
    In unison, Sam and I looked up to find a length of ribbon-tied plant hanging down from one of the wrought-iron curlicues directly above our heads. 
 
    Deb’s expression brightened like a gleeful tormentor. “Ah ha, you’ve been caught! Give her a good one, Sam, not one of those pecks on the cheek. That’s bad luck.” 
 
    “Yeah, it has be a lip-smacker,” Henry added helpfully. “Like the French. You know about the French, don’t you Sam?” 
 
    Sam closed his eyes. “Any chance those Hunters could show up right now?” he muttered to me. 
 
    “Enjoy yourselves,” Deb said, rolling up her window, but not before Henry sent out a few kissy noises as they drove away. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Sam rubbed the back of his neck. “Just ignore them. Apparently, I have randy neighbors.” 
 
    It was endearing, really, this thoroughly mortified expression he wore. After all that he had seen and endured over the past months, even in the midst a death threat hanging over his head, the idea of a kiss beneath mistletoe flustered him. It was impossible not to smile. And tease. 
 
    “So, you’d rather not then?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I gestured at the cluster of leaves above. “Engage in the tradition, of course.” 
 
    His startled gaze ricocheted between my mouth and my eyes for a moment. “Did you—I mean, I didn’t think that you—that I—that you, uh, wanted to—to do that…Do you?” He winced. 
 
    I gave him an arch look. “Eloquent.” 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed at himself. “Yeah.” 
 
    This was too easy. I almost took mercy on him. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I sniffed, shrugging. “I understand if you suspect it would be disappointing.” 
 
    He dropped his hand. “Disappointing.” 
 
    “Indeed. Perhaps you don’t find me as impressive in this form. Or do you doubt your technique? That could be it.” 
 
    I’d thought to let him toil about defensively and pet my ego at the same time—this might be his Christmas wish, but I deserved some fun too—but he didn’t do either of those things. Perhaps if I’d noticed sooner the intensity that overtook his expression, the way it lit a fire in his eyes and filled them with certainty, I could have anticipated what happened next. 
 
    “I don’t know what I imagined when I made that wish,” he said, “but you’re absolutely not disappointing. You’re—” He paused, a hint of shyness returning. “You’re beautiful. Am I allowed to say that?” 
 
    My cheeks burned. Was it possible I was blushing? That couldn’t be. I hadn’t blushed in millennia. 
 
    “I am not averse to the observation.” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s good, because it’s true. In this form and in the other. I’ve always thought you were beautiful.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that so I said nothing. He didn’t seem to mind my silence, but then, he never did. I always thought our relationship required ample patience on my part, but now I realized the same was true for Sam. In his gentle way, he never judged me for my frequent acerbity and my evasiveness. 
 
    He glanced up at the mistletoe and back down at me. His smile went a little lopsided. “So, do you want to?” 
 
    My pulse sped up. “Do you?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You really want to kiss Death?” 
 
    The smile faded. “No,” he said. “I want to kiss you. If that’s okay.” 
 
    There was nothing shy about the way he took my hand and drew closer. It must have been this that held me in place, the way it recalled my youthful passes at physical expression with boys and men. Always, they had begun with hands tugging me in their direction, drawing me into shadowed corners as though their desire held the gravitas of the sun. 
 
    Not Sam. It was himself he pulled, toward me, as though I were the sun and he a mere supplicant. His fingers against mine was the only point of contact, easily released if I wished it. And I didn’t. One day of life had been granted me, and I would not allow the sorrow of lost moments to follow my return to death. I did not wish my soul to wander in the geography of regret anymore. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It is okay.”                                     
 
    An exhale of relief. The smile flickered back. “Good.” 
 
    He leaned down, his head angling slightly as his mouth neared mine. My heart beat faster, the thrill of something unexpected in my chest. A mixture of his warm skin and the cool winter air teased my nose. My free hand slid up his arm, past his shoulder to rest my palm along the side of his face. With a shiver, he twined our gloved fingers together, connecting us. His lips touched mine, softly, a brush of heat that promised more. 
 
    The bang and clatter of crashing garbage cans erupted down the street. We startled apart as the unholy yowling of several cats followed. Sam turned toward it. 
 
    And in that moment, the world tipped to greys and blacks. The warmth and smell of him—of everything—vanished from my reach. My heart stilled. A devastatingly familiar cold seeped into my limbs as the clothes slipped to my feet, leaving me clad in my black raincoat. 
 
    Midnight had come. 
 
    Still gazing the other direction, Sam shook his head. “They couldn’t wait another ten seconds?” he muttered. 
 
    It was a moment worthy of tears, but I was incapable of them now. Once more, I became the wraith, a shroud moving among the living. Deliverer of grief. I suddenly couldn’t bear for Sam to see me as Death when a moment ago he had seen me as something else. Something more. 
 
    Yet, neither I could I get myself to leave. I stepped back from the clothes and made myself invisible to him instead. When he turned back, he seemed more startled to find me gone than he’d been by the noise down the street. It took only a moment for realization to reach his eyes before they turned somber. He glanced down at the heap of clothing, then at the time on his phone. His shoulders drooped. 
 
    “You didn’t have to disappear,” he said softly, his gaze casting about the empty road. At length, he gathered the fallen garments in his hands, briefly pressing a cheek to the coat. “Merry Christmas, Alice.” 
 
    Then he turned away, his head bent low as he retraced his own footprints. The trail I’d made stretched alongside him, and for a moment, it was as if part of me accompanied him home. 
 
    Part of me did, I realized, more than I dared admit. I understood now why Michael chose to deny me the knowledge of Sam’s death. It wasn’t a test, but a chance to treasure his life without dwelling on its end. All things turned to dust, I knew that well, but the universe was made of endings and beginnings. Light, followed by darkness, followed by light. 
 
    Though I could no longer leave a trace of myself on the path Sam walked, I swore to see him to the end of his journey. Whether he lived or died, I would be there as I’d promised him. Not as Death, but as myself. 
 
    “Merry Christmas, Sam,” I whispered. 
 
    He glanced back, a frown on his face, but if he heard anything, it was only the wind. 
 
      
 
    ~ The End ~ 
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    Read on for an excerpt from Beneath Cruel Fathoms, book one of The Bitter Sea Trilogy 
 
    [image: Image] 
 
      
 
    After a violent storm destroys her ship, Isaura Johansdottir knows better than to hope she’ll be rescued from Eisland’s vast Failock Sea. Adrift and alone, her plans to start over lost, it’s a tragic conclusion after the disastrous end of her marriage—until she’s saved by Leonel, one of the merfolk, a creature long believed extinct. In repayment for her life, Leonel enlists her help to investigate the Failock’s mysterious and deadly plague of squalls. When Isaura discovers Eisland’s ruthless new Lord commands the storms, her life will be in more danger on land than it ever was at sea.

As guardian of the Fathoms, Leonel must find the cause of unnatural storms ravaging the tidal currents and destroying the sea life. There are rumors of dark magic stirring in the Orom Abyss, the resting place of old, vanquished gods who tried to submerge the land millennia ago. Yet without proof, no one in King Ægir’s court will listen to him. And if it’s discovered he broke the Blue Laws to save a shipwrecked landweller, he might not survive the consequences.

As storms spread, Leonel and Isaura uncover secrets as forbidden as the bond that grows between them. Betrayal lurks in the restless sea, and when ancient powers lay siege to Eisland’s coast, the truth may be drowned along with everything else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
    The Failock Sea spoke gently. 
 
    From within her quarters aboard the Visundr, Isaura listened to the steady ritual of nighttime waves brushing against the hull and the relative quiet of the ship. Most of the men would be in their bunks by now, leaving the night crew to man the cargo freighter until dawn. If she wanted to go out there, this was the moment. 
 
    As had been her routine each evening, Isaura cracked open her cabin door to listen. The sea breeze streamed in like a visitor she’d been ignoring, ruffling the strands of blonde hair that had escaped the hood of her cloak. Hearing nothing more than the murmur of sailors and the creak of ropes, Isaura stole out from her cabin for the breath of fresh air she’d been longing for all day. This was the only time she could be sure Captain Wendelsson had retired to his bunk and would be unavailable to herd her back inside like some vulnerable lamb wandering away from the flock. 
 
    When she’d negotiated her passage aboard his ship, she had agreed to obey his rules while on board, she just hadn’t expected one of them to be so outrageous. Her ability to accede to his edict that a single and unchaperoned woman should not traipse about the deck had expired within a day of this two-week journey from Dinark to Eisland. Isaura made other arrangements to secure her freedom of movement—even an unaccompanied woman was entitled to air, wasn’t she?—and sailors taking the night shift were more than happy to exchange their silence for the services of a healer. She had only just finished her apprenticeship, but natural talent and five years learning from renowned healer Hekla Larsdottir inspired their confidence where her twenty-five years might not. 
 
    The wheelman, Gunnar, sighted her as she stepped onto the deck. He shot a quick look toward the entrance to the crew cabins and then beckoned her over with a toothy smile. 
 
    “I’d hoped you might come out. Watch your step now. Kristofer’s been decorating the wood from his watch,” he nodded toward the crow’s nest at the top of the mast he stood beside then gestured at deck boards. Even in the dim light of the lantern secured beside the wheel, Isaura made out the chunky splatters speckling the area. 
 
    She stepped carefully around them, wrinkling her nose. “Is he sick?” 
 
    “Ate something what didn’t agree with him.” 
 
    “Like the cheese I told him he’s allergic to?” 
 
    “Aye,” he chuckled, swiping wisps of his frothy red hair out of his wind-worn face. “Said he couldn’t believe the gods would be cruel enough to cleave him from his favorite food. He sent a few coins over the side in appeal to Ægir and supped on both cheese and faith.” 
 
    And idiocy. Isaura dug into the satchel slung across her shoulder. “What did he think the Lord of the Ocean could do to alleviate a dairy allergy? That’s not exactly His domain.” 
 
    Gunnar shrugged. “A sailor knows better than to pray to other gods whilst crossing the Sea King’s territory, especially with the temper of this year’s storm season.” 
 
    That was true enough. Several ships had gone down in recent months. Even in the midst of sorting through the wreckage of her life, the news of them had reached Isaura’s ears. No survivors, only bits and pieces of debris scattered across the white-capped waves. Not all storms were spun by the gods of Aegirheim, but even the oldest sailors couldn’t recall when the sea had been as treacherous as this. 
 
    Isaura had planned to wait for a calmer season before leaving the greater isle of Dinark for Eisland. After that day at the market though, drowning by sea sounded preferable to drowning by sorrow. Now that she was out here, remembering those accounts turned her gaze skyward with a nervous pang. 
 
    She needn’t have worried. The night sky twinkled quietly above, the breeze a steady puff against the sails, and although she could not see the slide and shift of the waves, they whispered an untroubled hiss from the darkness. All was well. 
 
    A low call came from the crow’s nest. The flicker of the distant torch high above outlined the silhouette of someone leaning over the railing of the basket. 
 
    “Keep your voice down lest you want the captain to come out,” Gunnar called back in the same lowered tone, cupping his hands around his mouth. He turned back to her. “I don’t suppose you have something in your miracle bag to stop that fool boy from painting the ship more than he has? We’ll be up swabbing the deck till midday as it is.” 
 
    Isaura grimaced sympathetically and retrieved the tonic she’d been looking for from her satchel. “Two draughts now and two at sunrise,” she instructed. “That should settle the digestive upset.” 
 
    Gunnar took the clay flask and set it in the canvas sack sitting on a loop of rope at the base of the mast. With a quick whistle, he signaled with his hands—two fingers, then two fingers again—before sending the sack upward on the pulley. When it arrived, the silhouette dipped down to retrieve it, then signaled something back. 
 
    “He sends his thanks,” Gunner told her. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure.” 
 
    “Do you mean to head to your spot, miss, or have you inhaled enough of the perfume Kristofer provided us down here?” 
 
    That had been her intention, but the night was cooler than she’d expected, her fingers already stiff since she’s forgotten to bring her gloves. Still, the quiet of her cabin made her chest feel tight and her thoughts deafening. She usually slept better after she spent time in the night air with the Failock’s song filling her head. 
 
    “I think I’ll take in the view a few minutes before heading in.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, what is it you look at from the prow? Not much to see in the dark.” 
 
    It was hard to explain why the absence of a view comforted her. For some reason, she liked the inability to see ahead. No reason to worry about what might happen if you didn’t know it was there. Then again, being blind to things hadn’t spared her from any heartbreak. 
 
    “It helps me clear my head,” she told Gunnar. 
 
    The wheelman nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “Not too long, if you please. Captain’s been checking in on us at odd times and I’d rather he didn’t decide his night crew needs a flogging for insubordination.” 
 
    She gaped. “Would he really do that?” 
 
    “He’s in a mood this trip.” 
 
    “Because of me,” she sighed in exasperation. “What is Wendelsson’s displeasure with me? I paid him well and haven’t gotten in anyone’s way.” 
 
    “Captain’s not used to passengers, this being a cargo ship. And, well,” Gunnar offered a slight smile that gentled the blunt words that came next, “might be he resents not having a choice in the matter, what with you mentioning your father’s name.” 
 
    “I never gave him my father’s name. Only mine.” 
 
    “Johansdottir, you told him, on your way to Eisland to see your father. There’s but one Johan living there, and no man, even a captain, would refuse to bring home the daughter of a celebrated knight such as he, retired or not. As I’m sure you knew, miss, smart as you are.” 
 
    She didn’t try to argue it. He was right. In a week’s time, a passenger liner could’ve taken her, but she hadn’t wanted to wait. She couldn’t bear another seven days. If she were honest, she had more or less bullied her way aboard, forcing the captain to make adjustments, including, though she’d argued it unnecessary, giving up his cabin to ensure she slept secure and separate from the crew. 
 
    Isaura stared at her boots. “I never meant to be a nuisance.” 
 
    “Not to worry, miss. We’ve had a merry time watching the captain bluster and stomp,” Gunnar replied, all smirk. “Haven’t had a ship’s healer in a few voyages neither, which has been fine indeed.” 
 
    She smiled and patted his shoulder. “You’re a kind man, Gunnar.” 
 
    “Might be that I am. Just don’t mention it to Kristofer. When I tell him I mean to toss him overboard if he so much as looks at cheese again, I want him to believe it.” 
 
    “Your secret’s safe with me,” she laughed as she stepped away. “I won’t stay out here long.” 
 
    The wind had picked up, blustery and damp. Isaura pulled her cloak tighter around herself, grateful she’d remembered to put on that second pair of woolen stockings under her layered skirts. The darkness greeted her as she reached the prow and braced her forearms against the railing. The shredded sigh of waves splitting against the Visundr’s nose echoed from the inky black. 
 
    Isaura stared into the absent horizon. Tonight, it gave no comfort, the initial pleasure of the open air blowing away like the gusts skimming past her cheeks. Six months ago, she would not have believed she’d be traveling home to Eisland, or that she’d even think of the rural isle of her childhood as home again. Dinark, the kingdom’s Great Isle and glittering capital, had become home to her. Love and her studies had made it so, even in five short years. Hekla, her mentor and friend, had filled her days with purpose and learning, while Jan’s loving arms met her in their little home each evening. 
 
    Isaura’s thumb rubbed at the indent on her finger where her wedding band had rested. She wondered if Jan had retrieved the ring from the floorboards after she’d chucked it at him, if he’d dredged up more emotion than that infuriating calm he had used to tell her it was over. 
 
    “Isaura, aren’t you tired of pretending?” 
 
    It didn’t matter, she informed the wounded, bitter pit lodged in her guts. That life was gone. That love, too, was over, no matter how much passion Jan had professed at the beginning. A lesson in managing expectations, really. Why had she thought he would still love her after learning she was broken?  
 
    With difficulty, she pushed the thought of him aside. Better to think ahead to the reunion waiting for her on Eisland, and her father’s enthusiastic letter of reply when she’d written to say she was coming. For a visit. Shame had kept her from telling him of her failed marriage or asking to move back to the family farm as she had no home to return to in Dinark. He would take her in, blessed as she was with the best of fathers, but her need for it, at her age, was humiliating. 
 
    Maybe it was better not to think of this either. 
 
    Instead, her hand went to the silver brooch on the collar of her dress, a farewell gift from Hekla. Isaura had gone slightly faint at the sight of her mentor pinning the Helm of Awe there. The eight spiked tridents tipped with onyx gems radiated out from a central point, a symbol of both protection and strength. 
 
    “But I’ve only just completed my studies,” she’d argued. “I haven’t earned the healer’s sigil yet.” 
 
    Hekla had brushed aside her hands, ivory braids swaying as she shook her head. “Then do so,” she told her and pulled her into a tight embrace. “One day, and not far off, your skill will surpass mine. May it remind you of your worth and that not all love is fickle.” 
 
    Love and friendship. Shame and heartache. Endings and beginnings. Such was the storm of Isaura’s thoughts that she didn’t notice the pungent scent of rain until she turned to go back to her cabin and glanced upward. The stars had disappeared. 
 
    A jagged bolt of lightning ripped across the sky and illuminated a monstrous spiral of clouds. She gasped. The clouds hung so low they almost snagged on the mast. Kristofer’s warning cry went up from the crow’s nest. 
 
    “Typhoon!” 
 
    The word sent a jolt of confounded terror through her. A typhoon? That wasn’t possible. Typhoons occurred in warmer climates, far south of the kingdom’s chilly northern isles. Another crackling blaze of lightning fractured the sky and sent an avalanche of rain plummeting down, soaking her through in an instant. 
 
    The crew swarmed onto the deck, appearing as if out of the rain itself, rushing to take down the sails and secure anything loose. She spotted Captain Wendelsson with them. His bellowed orders threaded the rising wail of the storm, though Isaura couldn’t make them out. Thunder roared. Waves slammed against the hull and she gripped the railing with both hands to keep from being thrown from her feet. She caught a glimpse of three men grappling with the spinning wheel at the helm before someone seized her arm. 
 
    Her startled shout was lost to the wind. Gunnar stood beside her, his red hair gone black where it plastered to his brow. He shouted something she didn’t hear. She followed when he tugged her away from the railing. His sea legs far sturdier than hers on the lurching deck, he guided them between the chaos of men toward the quarterdeck and the ladder that led to the crew cabins. There, he paused.  
 
    “Get below,” he had to shout in her ear for her to catch any of his words. “Lock yourself in quarters and find something to hold on to.” 
 
    She nodded with a glance toward the crew. Her eye landed on Captain Wendelsson. The expression on his face was frighteningly neutral, like a man concealing all emotion lest he give away the truth of his thoughts. She’d seen Hekla wear the same one around dying patients. 
 
    Fear squeezed her heart. She needed to let Gunnar get back to the wheel, but couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Is the ship going to make it?” 
 
    Gunnar was less skilled at hiding his thoughts, his eyes wide with alarm. “Storm feels wrong. Unnatural to come up like this.” He shook his head. “If we have to abandon ship, the life rafts are on the starboard—” 
 
    The hairs on the nape of her neck rose and Gunnar whirled around. A spear of lightning dropped from the swollen sky. It impaled the main mast, a needle of white flame. The wood cracked like a cannon shot, splintering as it snapped in half. The thrashing outline of Kristofer where he tumbled from the crow’s nest followed the sails as they fell into the sea. 
 
    The ship pitched down sharply, hurling Isaura and Gunnar away from the ladder. She lost sight of him. A wall of seawater muscled over the railing. It swept her off her feet, thrusting her up a deck turned vertical. Then the ship righted, the water rushing back and taking her with it. She skidded across the deck, arms flailing for purchase in the utter darkness. Before she could find it, she bashed into something. Hard. The impact jarred her back and almost knocked her senseless. Distantly, she was aware of rolling, of crashing through the railing and falling. 
 
    It felt like forever, a suspended moment without beginning or end—until she plunged into the frigid shock of the sea. Icy cold raked her body and brought her back to herself. Waves swarmed her, shoved her down, sideways, up. Seawater filled her mouth. Panic filled her belly. Her skirts tentacled her legs in heavy fabric while the Failock tossed her around like a toy. She fought with all the desperate fervor of trapped prey, thrashing, gasping for tiny sips of air before the waves pushed her head under. When her arm bumped against an object, one her body recognized as something other than the liquid iron of the sea, she grasped it. Her fingers closed around the slanted rim. A skiff? One of the life rafts? The rescue it offered sent relief and terror and dread through her all at once. It could save her. It could be torn away. 
 
    Isaura didn’t know how she held on to it with her numb fingers. Didn’t know how she managed to clamber into its narrow shell without capsizing it, but she did. She lay on her back, gripping either side while the rain battered her face and the waves punished her injured back. She held on all night. She held on until the scream of the wind quieted, until the shear and crest of the waves gentled, and the sky bled with the colors of dawn. She survived. She wept for it and for the souls who had drowned with the noble Visundr. Gunnar, Kristofer, and all the others. 
 
    It wasn’t until the end of the following day that she realized it would have been better if she’d drowned along with them. 
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