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1: Worse 


(Echo)


 


 


When Agent Morton
told me he’d pulled some strings and gotten me into college at Georgia State,
I’d wanted to kiss him. Now, I’m leaning more toward punching him in the face.
I blink to clear my vision so I can see the pages of my textbook. I had seven
to eight classes a day in high school. Four college classes hadn’t seemed like
too much of stretch. Morton’s advice that I only take two classes, start out
part-time, had earned him a scowl. I’m sure the words “I told you so,” are on
his lips every time he sees me hunched over textbooks scribbling out notes and
highlighting until nearly the entire page glows fluorescent yellow. 


Pulling my feet up
to a crisscross style, I drag my French book off the desk and settle it in my
lap. I sigh, wishing that if I’m going to kill myself for this degree I could
at least skip all the boring stuff and just study chemistry. Why do I need a
foreign language? Or interpersonal communications—which I have to take next
semester? Paranormal communications, now that I could master in about a
day. How come that can’t be a class? 


My phone, still
sitting on the desk, buzzes. I ignore it. I know we’re recording a new show
tonight. I don’t need text reminders every ten minutes. I’ll be there. Zara
knows that. As busy as school and an internship/consulting job with the FBI has
made my life, I can’t miss a show. The Ghost Host episodes keep me sane. After
what happened with Archer…. I shiver thinking about the last time I saw him.
The last time I would ever see him…and the oily black monsters who
nearly killed me in their attempt to destroy what was left of Archer’s soul. 


“What are you
doing here?” Morton asks, his voice startling me so badly my book bounces from
my lap when I jump. 


I reach for it, a
less than pleasant response on my lips, but another hand darts in and picks it
up. The smooth skin of the hand says it’s not Morton. Pulling back more quickly
than a normal person would, I hesitate half a second before looking up. A
young, suit-clad guy looks down at me. His patient, understanding expression
creeps me out a little. There’s something about him that looks familiar, but I
can’t figure out what. 


“Echo,” Morton
says with a hint of amusement in his voice, “meet Griffin.” When he sees me
hesitate, he shakes his head. “He’s not here to study you. I didn’t even know
you were here. Don’t you have a show tonight?” 


“Yes,” I snap. The
sharp look I get from him reins in my irritation. “Sorry, Zara’s been hounding
me all day and I have a ton of homework. I came here to get away from her so I
could study in peace.” 


Morton cocks one
eyebrow, but doesn’t say anything in the face of my scowl. 


“What’s your major?”
Griffin asks. 


His question
reminds me I never acknowledged his presence, which makes me sigh. Good first
impressions aren’t really a strong point of mine. “Sorry,” I say as I extend my
hand. He takes it, unfazed by my rudeness. “Thanks for picking up my book.” 


He shrugs and
hands it over. “Sorry for scaring you.” 


“You didn’t,” I
say. “It’s just…well, never mind.” No need to go into my high level of
weirdness attracting entirely too many people who want to see what I can do.
Morton keeps them at a minimum, but a few have slipped by when he’s not around
and the results haven’t been great. 


Seeking a
distraction, I say, “My major is chemistry, but I have to do all these
ridiculous classes along with it.” 


“French is a
little ridiculous,” Griffin says seriously. “They don’t pronounce half the
letters in their words.” 


He keeps such a
straight face, I can’t immediately tell whether or not he’s joking. Not until
the corner of his mouth twitches do I finally laugh. Griffin relaxes a little,
though I hadn’t noticed until then how tense he was. He gestures at the book in
my lap. “If you need help, let me know.” 


I scoff. “I’m sure
you have better things to do than help me with my vocabulary.” 


“Actually,” he
says, “I’m on vacation for the next few weeks.” 


Glancing at the
suit he’s wearing, I can’t help the skepticism which takes up residence on my
face. “Must be some boring vacation if you’re going to spend it in a suit
hanging out at an FBI field office.” 


Griffin laughs. “I
had to run into work this morning and didn’t have time to change before I
caught my flight, and if I want to see my dad for more than a few minutes,
looks like I’ll be spending vacation hanging around here.” 


“Dad…?” At first,
I’m confused, then I realize what he means and look over at Morton in surprise.



“Oh,” he says,
enjoying this, “did I not introduce him properly? Echo, meet Special Agent
Griffin Morton. My son.” 


I stare at him for
a few seconds before saying, “I thought you only had daughters.” 


Griffin’s
expression morphs into one of mock offense. “You’ve been working with her for
almost four months and you’ve never mentioned me once? Why do Cas and Brit get
all the attention?” 


“You’ve never come
up,” he says drily. 


There seems to be
some kind of shared joke between them, one they don’t let me in on. Whatever. 


Another buzz
sounds, but it’s not my phone this time. Morton glances down at his
phone, then takes his keys from his pocket and tosses them to Griffin. “This
meeting shouldn’t last more than an hour, but if you’d rather head out, I’ll
catch a ride with Agent Gill.” His gaze drops to me. He frowns. When he speaks,
it’s not to me, but to his son. “Ask her if she doesn’t mind. I’ll text you
when I’m heading home and we can grab dinner.” 


Griffin pockets
the keys and nods. A second later, Morton is out the door and on his way to
some meeting I’m happy not to be involved in. It’s an odd exchange, but for one
reason more than any other. “Ask me what?” Narrowing my eyes, I stare at
Griffin. Morton said he wasn’t here to study me. 


For the first time
since walking into the office, Griffin loses his easy confidence and stuffs his
hands in his pockets. “If I can…watch the show.” He shrugs apologetically,
almost as though he’s embarrassed. 


“The…show? The
Ghost Host show? You know about that?” I ask, though I’m not sure why I’m
surprised. Morton is his dad. It’s not like us working together is a secret or
anything…except from my parents. 


Griffin grins.
“Being interested in the strange and unusual is kind of a family hobby.” 


That’s…odd.
“Uh,” I say slowly. 


“If you’re not
comfortable having an outsider there, I get it,” Griffin says. “Just thought
I’d take a chance. I’ve been curious since my dad told me about you.” 


Frowning, I’m not
sure what to say, so I ask another question. “Does he do that a lot? Talk about
me, I mean.” 


For a moment,
Griffin hesitates. His gaze focuses on me a little more intently before
relaxing. “My sisters were upset when Dad announced he was leaving California so
abruptly and wanted to know why. He gave them the basics, which they
understood, and still ask about you when they talk to him. He’s not betraying
any confidences, but my sisters are beginning to think of you as part of the
family.” 


“And…you?” I ask
slowly. 


He laughs. “I
don’t get to talk to my dad as often as they do because I’m out on assignment a
lot, but yeah, you could say that. Sorry if that’s weird.” 


I open my mouth to
say it is most definitely weird, but then I say something else entirely. “As
far as family goes, I’ll take what I can get.” 


If he thinks it’s
a strange thing to say, I can’t tell. Actually, he looks as though he
understands, which I don’t really get but won’t complain about. Things with my
parents have been tense. They brought my younger twin sisters out to see me
once over the summer, and I swear my dad was almost disappointed to realize I’m
doing okay. Not great or anything, but all right enough that I’m not running
home with my tail between my legs like he expected. 


The entire four
days they were here, he asked question after question, demanding to know how
I’d gotten into college, how I’m supporting myself with Zara not working and me
supposedly working part-time as a data entry clerk for the FBI field office. I
know he thinks Morton got me the job out of pity, because there’s no way he
actually believes in my ability to see ghosts or communicate with them. He was
on edge the whole visit, waiting for my life to implode. To say it was
disheartening would be putting it mildly. 


My mom was a
little better, and the twins had a blast touring the city and causing trouble.
The twins believe me. They know I’m not lying, and have a pretty good idea
about what I can do without ever having seen the bad side of my gift firsthand.
My mom is being cautiously optimistic. It’s not the same as believing me or
supporting my choice to move out here, but it’s better than being forced to
attend therapy sessions and take medications I don’t need. She’s ready to swoop
in and haul me off to a psychiatric facility at the drop of a hat, though. I
have no doubt of that. 


“Hey,” Griffin
says as his hand slips onto my shoulder and squeezes. “It’s all right.” He
doesn’t elaborate, and for some reason that makes me feel better. 


“If you really
want to come,” I say without looking at him quite yet, “it’s fine with me.” I
keep to myself that Holden will most likely not be fine with it, and
Malachi and Kyran will almost definitely be either pissed or jealous or
whatever, but I don’t really care. Homework is only part of why I’ve been less
than eager about showing up to shoot the shows since…well, since I screwed
everything up. 


Big surprise,
right? 


I sigh and start
shoving all my homework paraphernalia back into my bag. Griffin moves to help
me, wordlessly lending aid. We work together in the minute or two it takes to
pack up my scattered belongings, with a strangely familiar synchronicity. He
looked familiar when he first walked in. I realize now that was due to having
his dad’s eyes and jawline. This is different, more elemental. We don’t
get in each other’s way or grab for things at the same time. His nearness is
comforting. 


There’s zero sexual
attraction between us. It seems weird that I feel one hundred percent accurate
saying that about him as well as myself, but I do. He was teasing, kind of,
when he said he and his siblings are beginning to think of me as family. That’s
exactly what he feels like, though, an older brother I know will have my back. 


I’m used to weird,
but this is freaking me out a little. Maybe a lot. 


Normally, I keep
these kinds of odd thoughts to myself. Morton insists I share every stupid
little thing with him that has to do with my paranormal talents. Some of the
everyday stuff too, unfortunately. Maybe it’s just habit, but I don’t keep my
thoughts to myself for once. 


“I’m not the only
one feeling this, right?” 


He doesn’t ask me
what I’m talking about or shy away. Instead, he smiles and hands me my
backpack. “No, you’re not.” 


“Care to explain
what it is?” I ask with a slight edge to my voice. 


“I’m not like
Malachi, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 


Honest relief
sweeps through me, because…I really don’t need that kind of complication right
now. Malachi is bound to me, my compliment in all things freaky and bizarre,
required to protect me from all the dark and scary beasties trying to suck away
my soul and destroy the world. He’s also in, well, not love with me, but
heavy like, I guess. Or he was. I don’t even know anymore. Maybe he
still would be if I hadn’t accidentally used some unknown power to command him
to have sex with me after nearly dying and completely freaking out when I woke
up. Oh yeah, then I ran off like a lunatic and inadvertently made all my
friends blame him for taking my virginity when I was at my weakest. Even though
I’ve tried to explain to him and everyone else what really happened—or at least
my best guess—yeah, things are still a mess. 


Before I realize
he’s moved, Griffin pulls me in for a hug and my head falls against his chest.
“It’s not as bad as you think,” he says quietly. 


I laugh, but it’s
not a happy sound. “No,” I say, “it’s usually worse than I think.” 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


2: Instincts


(Griffin)


 


 


I pull into the
apartment complex parking lot, two spaces down from Echo, and debate the wisdom
of crashing her show. It’s true Dad talks about Echo a lot. Hard to avoid when
he picked up and left California so abruptly. My sisters know about the ghosts,
and while Dad doesn’t give them detailed reports about his work with Echo, they
understand her importance to him and have grown to care about her wellbeing. 


With me, it’s a
little different. My security clearance is higher than my sisters’, for one. I
tend to float around the country, consulting on cases when needed, rather than
being stationed at a particular office like Dad. My job makes it reasonable for
him to ask for my input on cases now and again, which he did with Echo. I’m
well aware of the case-related aspects of her life and problems thanks to
acting as a consultant. The files Dad sent to me this time, which I skimmed on
the flight to Georgia, were more centered on the people in Echo’s life than her
role at the FBI. I don’t know every detail of her personal life, yet, but I
know enough to guess at my reception among her friends. 


Stepping out of
her car, Echo glances over at me and gestures for me to hurry up. It’s too late
to back out now. Resigning myself to the shit storm I’m about to walk into, I
step out of the car and start toward her. Echo waits on the sidewalk. She looks
about as eager as I feel to face her friends. I don’t really need to see her
expression to know that, though. My fingers twitch, wanting to reach out to
calm her, but I’m worried Malachi or Kyran might be able to see her from a window
and keep my hands to myself. Her anxiety is putting me on edge every second we
stand here. 


“Ready?” I ask,
needing to gain a little separation. 


Echo exhales, then
nods. She’s quiet as we walk up to her apartment. After trying the door and
finding it locked, she pulls out her keys and lets us both in. I freeze amid
the flurry of activity. The living room is way too small to have this much
equipment and people in it. Shoved into the corner is a small desk and
chalkboard surrounded by a circle of salt, with cameras placed at various
angles between other pieces of furniture. None of the five people milling
around the little apartment has even noticed us yet. 


“Kind of snug,” I
say. 


Nodding, Echo
says, “Yeah, Holden’s looking for somewhere more permanent and roomy, but he
hasn’t found anything yet. He’s only been back a few weeks, though.” 


I start to say
something else, but Zara finally notices us standing by the door and abruptly
changes direction. “Where have you been? I’ve been texting you for the last two
hours!” 


“I know,” Echo
says plaintively. “I was doing homework.” 


Zara scowls,
though I’m not sure if it’s at the excuse or the mention of homework. It
disappears a second later when she notices me. “Who’s this?” 


As though her
acknowledgment of me lights a beacon above my head, suddenly everyone is staring
at me. Kyran frowns, deeply, while Holden raises an eyebrow and glances at
Echo. Malachi’s fists clench and he doesn’t waste any time coming over to
investigate. 


“Since when have
you allowed spectators?” he asks, the frustration and fear in his voice lighter
than his true emotions. 


Echo stops herself
from flinching away from his irritation. “Since someone asked to watch.” 


Malachi doesn’t
respond right away, and his pause gives Zara the opportunity to step back in.
Literally and verbally. She’s barely a foot away, grinning at me when she asks,
“Gonna introduce our spectator, or make us all guess?” 


A pretty blonde I
think must be Cerise steps up next to Holden. They share a worried glance
before turning back to Echo. Their friend seems uncomfortable in the spotlight,
despite being a YouTube sensation and watched by millions every week. Echo
squirms before gesturing at me. “Everyone, this is Griffin. Agent Morton’s son.
He’s also an agent and knows…pretty much everything, I’m guessing. He asked to
watch us film the show, and I said yes.” 


The final word
lays down the law with its force and tone, for everyone but Malachi. “He knows
everything? Why? What right does Agent Morton have to be telling people about
you?” 


Echo gestures at
the cramped set. “It’s not like I’m a secret, Malachi. He told his family about
me because he up and left them all with barely a few weeks’ notice, because I
asked him to, because I took him away from them. They wanted to know why he
left, so he told them.” 


“Why he left,
sure, but not everything else,” Malachi argues. “It’s too dangerous. If people
realized everything you can do…” 


“I trust Morton,”
Echo interrupts. “He trusts Griffin. That’s good enough for me.” 


Malachi shakes his
head, and several others in the room seem skeptical as well. “Not good enough.
Not for me.” 


“This isn’t up to
you,” Echo snaps. “Agent Morton has done more than enough to earn my trust.
Even if Griffin weren’t an FBI agent, too, I’d still trust his decision
to let him in on all of this. I trust him.” 


“You don’t even
know this guy.” Malachi’s voice is dripping with frustration, but it’s the fear
and jealousy competing with each other that draws my attention most. 


I don’t know if
Echo notices either one, but something has her straightening her back and
glaring at him. “I’m a pretty good judge of character when it comes to trust,
or I wouldn’t be here right now.” 


The message and
emotion behind it are confusing. She’s clearly pissed at him for doubting her,
but responds by attacking Malachi with a reminder that she trusts him
implicitly. I suspect there are many aspects of their current relationship that
don’t make sense, to them or anyone else. While Malachi tries to sort out her
response, Zara holds up her phone and waves it in front of her arguing friends’
faces. 


“Five minutes
until we go live. Can we shelve this for later and get Echo into position?
Please?” The way she says please suggests it isn’t the first time she’s
requested they stop arguing. I can’t imagine why. Dad was right. Echo’s life is
a powder keg just waiting for the match that will set everything off. 


Malachi keeps up
his hostile stance, but Echo breaks their standoff and turns away from him.
Toward me. Her hand flicks toward me, freezes, then drops back to her side. I
understand why, and wouldn’t think anything of it except for the fact that
Malachi tenses and redoubles his glare, this time in my direction. I hold back
a groan, realizing this is going to be about ten times more difficult than I
first anticipated. Thanks, Dad. 


“Echo, is the
guest here?” Holden asks. 


Echo nods without
checking the room. She steps away from me, then stops. Her head only turns
toward me enough that she can see me from the corner of her eye. “I was right,
wasn’t I? That you know pretty much everything your dad does?” 


“Yes,” I say, not
worried she’ll be upset by the admission. 


Her shoulders drop
in relief. “Then can you…just, uh, stay close? While we film, I mean. Just in
case?” 


A slight tremor in
her voice catches my attention and I step closer, not caring what Malachi might
infer in that moment. “Are you anticipating some kind of disturbance?” 


“Not based off
anything I can pinpoint,” Echo says quietly. “Just a weird feeling I’ve had the
last few days.” 


“Of course.” She’s
clearly relieved by my answer, though I’m not sure why. She sensed the same
kinship I did back in Dad’s office, but that has nothing to do with any ability
she might think I have to protect her. It’s curious. Zara is gesturing for Echo
to hurry up, so I bookmark the question for later. It’s one of many. 


Malachi isn’t the
only one who’s bothered when I walk over to Zara and ask where I can stand that
will keep me near Echo but out of the camera shot. She, at least, seems pleased
I’ll be nearby, and directs me to stand to the left of her camera, just outside
the double salt circle. Holden is manning the other camera, and is watching me while
positioning the tripod. I ignore Malachi’s buzzing hostility and only glance at
Kyran as he leans against a nearby wall with his arms crossed and his gaze
focused. Only Cerise is unbothered by my presence. 


When Zara signals
that they’re live, Echo smiles for the first time since I met her and launches
the show. “Welcome back to The Ghost Host. I’m Echo Simmons and we’ve got an
exciting show lined up for you tonight. We’re staying local and learning a
little about the history of the state I now call home. 


“As always,
everything you see tonight is real. We use old school chalk and blackboards so
you know we’re not interfering digitally, and we stream live so there’s no time
for special effects. The responses you see will be straight from our guest,
communicated through me by automatic writing. You’re welcome to believe me or
not. It’s up to you.”


I’ve watched
enough episodes of her show to have her opening lines memorized. She says
almost the exact same thing every time, only varying in the description of that
night’s show. I watch as Echo nods for Kyran to open the salt circle. Only once
it’s closed again does she step away from her desk—which is surrounded by its
own salt circle—and takes the few steps necessary to reach the chalkboard. My
attention wavers as she writes the rules the visiting ghost is required to
obey, and I try to identify where the ghost might be. By the time I refocus,
Echo has all three rules written out. 


“Rule one. You are
not allowed to physically interact with any of the crew, me included. Rule two.
You must answer three of my questions before being able to deliver your message.
Rule three. Your message may be of a personal nature, but I won’t put up with
any hateful or disparaging comments you can’t prove.” 


Her eyes lose
focus and her hand rises to the chalkboard again, no longer under her control.
The ghost finally identifies herself and agrees to the rules. 


Phibe Clark. 


When Echo has
control again, her gaze darts toward me, no doubt checking my reaction, trying
to determine my level of skepticism. I flash her a smile and she looks away.
Believing Echo is an easy thing. Not just because of Dad’s experiences with
her, but because I learned early on how to evaluate the legitimacy of claimed
paranormal powers. A hazard of growing up in my home. Not one I regret, though.
Echo is sensitive to a great many things, though she seems unaware of that. 


“Thank you,
Phibe,” Echo says. “Now that we’ve gotten through all the red tape, on to the
questions.” 


Echo turns back to
the board and writes her first question. 


“What was your
fondest childhood dream growing up?” 


I watch the
process of Phibe taking control of Echo’s faculties, unsettled by how easy it
seems. I know it’s an illusion, because Echo is allowing it to be easy
for her guest, but it still threatens to send a shiver down my spine. 


Traveling to the
planation where I was born, where my parents stayed after I was sold at age
four, but I never saw them again. 


That one answer
does a great deal to give me a clearer picture of who Echo is speaking with.
Everyone in the room—and likely everyone watching—starts paying better attention.
Echo promised a history lesson at the beginning. History from the point of view
of a planation slave is bound to be interesting. 


Empathy fills Echo’s
expression as she reads the answer. Her fingers hesitate before writing out the
next question. “What were your duties on the planation?” 


Because I was so
small and sickly, I helped the nanny care for the Master’s babies until the
Master’s wife saw me show the young ones a jubilee dance and she had me whipped
and sent to help with the laundry. The hot water burned and the baskets were so
heavy to carry, I got in trouble pretty regular for not doing my fair share. I
was twelve when the Mistress beat me so bad I woke up outside my body like
this, wandering, searching for the way back to the Creator. 


Her answer took up
the majority of the chalkboard, and it takes Echo several minutes to read it. I’m
shocked to realize the ghost is a child, but Echo seems to react more to how
the girl died. It takes me a few seconds to remember Echo can see her guest.
She already knew the girl’s age, but not how she died. 


Echo lifts the
chalk to write again, but hesitates. Her lips press together in thought, then
she shakes her head and writes. “Were their good parts about living on the
plantation?” 


I learned to read
and write,
Phibe writes. When the children were taught by their tutor, I stayed with
them, in case they needed anything, but it allowed me to learn the letters and
words. They didn’t think I was smart enough to learn, so I kept it hidden and
snuck books from the Master’s library when I could. I loved to read. 


Her eyes scanning
the answer, Echo smiles sadly in a direction I assume must be toward Phibe.
“I’m glad you had some small pleasures during your life. Thank you for sharing
your experience.” Echo inhales deeply after erasing the board, anxiety mounting
as she toys with the chalk in her hand. It isn’t only because of her bad
feeling about the show. I’ve noticed the last few months of shows, she has
taken to hesitating before releasing her control to the guest for their message.
It’s hard to blame her, after Malachi’s grandmother’s message brought the FBI
to her door. 


Echo seems to
decide Phibe holds little risk and nods to her. “You played by all the rules,
so now you get to share your message. The board is all yours, Phibe.” 


There’s a moment
where nothing appears to happen, then Echo’s hand moves quickly back to the
board, words scrawling out hastily, almost too sloppy to read. Halfway through
her message, I feel ice creep up my spine. It takes the others a few mores
seconds before mouths drop open and eyes open wide in shock. 


The past is
vengeful. Life demands balance. Death even more so. What you took must be
repaid. The debt collector is coming. 


The chalk falls
from Echo’s hand and she spins around in disbelief. “Where did she go?” Echo
demands, oblivious to the message still. “Where did she go? How’d she get out
of the circle?” Panic spins Echo toward Kyran, her gaze dropping to the broken
line of salt. She points at him, angry he broke the circle without her explicit
instruction, but Kyran points at the chalkboard wordlessly. 


Echo whips around,
still angry, but it falls away as soon as her eyes see the message left for her
and not some relative of Phibe’s. I barely have a second to react when her eyes
roll back. There are heavy steps to my right, voices calling out, but I’m the
closest and get my hand under her neck half an inch from her head smacking into
the floor. Dad said Echo’s instincts were good, but he didn’t say they bordered
on prescient. There’s no way two weeks is going to be enough time. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


3: The Upper Hand


(Echo)


 


 


“You don’t have to
stay,” I say. “Go have dinner with your dad.” 


“He’s still in his
meeting.” Griffin slouches down in the hard plastic chair that barely fits on
our tiny deck. Resting his head against the wall behind him and closing his
eyes, he provides me an opportunity to study him. 


His dad’s hair is
a salt and pepper mix now, but I can guess it was once the same dark brown
Griffin’s is. They also share the same grey-blue irises, solid jawline, and
comfortable way of moving. Maybe that last one has more to do with being agents
than it does with genetics, but it doesn’t really matter. There are differences
between them, though, their personalities first and foremost. Morton smiles
infrequently, but it seems an easy fallback for Griffin. While his dad’s
presence commands attention, his son is at home, blending in to any situation. 


“Why did you
change the type of questions you ask?” Griffin asks without opening his eyes.
“They used to be random, more surprising. Now, they’re pointed.” 


I’m not surprised
he noticed the change. Comments left on the show’s YouTube page and website
have asked the same question. Holden told them the questions vary with my
interests. That’s not the answer I give Griffin. “Less risky that way. I can
anticipate the answers better. One government agency watching my every move is
plenty.” 


“Dad’s not that
bad,” Griffin teases. 


I huff, though
there’s not much force behind it. His dad does get on my nerves plenty, but
he’s more of a comfort than anything else. My own dad keeps his distance. He
hated the idea of me moving out here, and only threats from my mother and a
pointed conversation with Malachi got him to back off enough that we could say
goodbye to each other without a fight. It didn’t last long. 


Leaving so
abruptly made things difficult for them. I knew it would, but I left anyway.
The twins are eight years old, and despite what my parents believe to be my
mental and emotional problems, I’ve spent much of their lives looking after
them. Keeping a regular babysitter was tough, thanks to my outbursts and
frequent injuries while trying to escape ghosts who wanted to use me, and the
twins’ knack for causing chaos. The job fell to me much earlier than it should
have. After I left, my parents had to scramble to find someone else to watch
them after school, take them to soccer, and do all the other things I had been
handling for them. 


Logically, I know
it isn’t fair of them to blame me. I feel guilty anyway. The twins don’t hold
it against me, and only complain that they missed me when we Skype each other.
I can’t escape the truth that I chose to protect myself over staying with them.
Maybe they can forgive me for that, but I’m still working on it. 


“What were you
going to ask Phibe before you changed your mind?” Griffin asks, startling me
out of my thoughts. 


“What?” 


Griffin opens one
eye to locate me, then closes it again. “The third question. You were going to
ask her something else. You changed your mind.” 


Surprised he
noticed, I feel it only fair I answer him. “Who owned her, what family killed a
twelve-year-old girl because she couldn’t carry a full basket of laundry with
her skinny little arms.” 


My jaw grinds
together as I picture Phibe again. Her size led me to notice her in the first
place. Hovering at the back of a crowd of ghosts all wanting on the show, she’d
almost been completely hidden from view. Something about her expression,
glimpsed only briefly when the other ghosts shifted out of the way, begged me
to connect with her. 


Her skin and bones
stature broke my heart before I knew anything about her. Her clothing clued me
in quickly that she’d lived more than a century ago, which hinted at her life
experiences. Ghosts that old rarely have messages that would mean anything
today, so I almost ignored my interest and passed her over. Something kept
pulling me back to her. An insistence in her eyes. 


“Why didn’t you
ask her?” Griffin asks. 


I look away,
shamed by my response. “What if there are still members of that family out
there? I don’t need to be sued for libel right now.” 


“Technically, I
think that would be slander, not libel. And only if it were untrue.” 


Rolling my eyes, I
say, “Shut up. That’s not the point.” The point is, I’m a coward. Sinking down
into my chair a little farther, I wrap my arms around my middle and stare out
into the night. 


“You have to
protect yourself,” Griffin says. “I get that.” 


His compassion
makes me angry. “That’s all I do anymore. Protect myself. At other people’s
expense.” 


“Sure,” he says,
“because saving Archer was all about you, and not sleeping with Malachi again
is only about sparing yourself guilt for taking away his freewill, and the show
has nothing to do with helping spirits find closure. The level of your
selfishness amazes me.” 


Scowling at him, I
turn away. “You know what I mean.” 


Griffin reaches
over and nudges me. “I know that you have both power and responsibility, and
that dangerous beings want you dead. I also know that you’re an eighteen-year-old
girl struggling to deal with all of that, and that sometimes protecting
yourself is the only option you have if you want to stay sane.” 


Again, I know he’s
right in a logical sense, but that doesn’t exactly take away the guilt piling onto
my shoulders. 


“I can’t believe
your dad told you about me sleeping with Malachi. Is nothing sacred?” 


Griffin chuckles.
“He wasn’t gossiping. He was trying to keep himself from strangling Malachi and
needed someone to talk him down. It’s been a while since he’s been that age.
He’s been firmly in dad territory, particularly when it comes to young
women, for a good three decades now.” 


“But I told
him it was my fault,” I argue. “I’m still not sure how I did it, but I’m
certain I did. He tried to stop and I wouldn’t let him.” 


He doesn’t argue
with me about it like everyone else has. His quiet acceptance of my claim is
strangely comforting. I not only get the impression that he believes me, but
that he trusts I’ll figure out how to control it. I’m struck again by how this
entire conversation should be incredibly awkward, but isn’t. Given that we’ve
only known each other a few hours, sex shouldn’t be a topic of
conversation at all. Yet, I have no problem talking about it with him.
Apparently, neither does he. 


“What is Malachi
more upset about, that you’ve put your relationship with him on hold, or that
the others still judge him for what happened?” 


I frown. “You
don’t think he’s just pissed at me for doing what I did?” 


Griffin snorts.
“No, I don’t.” 


“Why not?” 


“He wouldn’t be so
eager to jump to your defense if he was that angry with you. Maybe it scared
him, but he’s not going to let that alone stop him from winning you back,” he
says. “That leaves two options.” 


I can already tell
Griffin’s knack for being right all the time is going to get on my nerves. “The
first one.” 


“Putting the
relationship on hold? You sound pretty sure.” 


“He already blames
himself, so he thinks he deserves everyone else’s blame, too. I don’t think he
trusts the reasons I gave for why I broke things off…or pressed the pause
button on us or whatever.” 


Finally, Griffin
sits up and turns to face me. “And what reasons were those?” 


“The whole
commanding thing,” I say with a wave of my arm, “along with being completely
overwhelmed trying to handle a relationship in the middle of everything else.” 


Griffin considers
my answer for a few seconds before saying, “Both perfectly valid reasons.” 


“Exactly,” I say
firmly.                                    


“So, I’m guessing
Malachi thinks at least part of it has to do with Kyran, right?” 


I whip my head
around to stare at him with an open mouth. “What?” 


Griffin gives me a
look that reminds me way too much of his dad. “You’re not going to deny it, are
you?” 


“I, no, I mean,
how…” 


“How did I guess
Kyran’s got a thing for you and you’re confused by what you feel for him?”
Griffin gives me a look that says my question is insulting. “There’s
practically a flashing neon sign above Kyran’s head. His gaze follows you from
the moment you enter the room, but he’s equally aware of Malachi—both as competition
and because he doesn’t want to hurt his friend. He doesn’t know what to do any
more than you or Malachi do.” 


“I didn’t break up
with Malachi because of Kyran,” I snap. 


Griffin watches
me, holding my gaze unrelentingly. “Did you actually break up with Malachi, or
just put things on hold? That’s the second time you’ve said that.” 


Sinking into my
chair, I press my hands to my face. “I don’t know,” I groan. “I can’t date him
if his feelings are based on our bond, or if I’m capable of making him do things
against his will…or if I have feelings for his best friend.” My voice breaks on
the last few words, because that seems like the worst betrayal of all of them.
“I don’t want to hurt Malachi, but I don’t know how to avoid that anymore.” 


There’s no judgment
in Griffin’s expression as he regards me. “It’s tough,” he agrees. “Even if you
definitely end a romantic relationship with Malachi, moving on to his best
friend will still feel like a knife in the back.” 


“I’m not even
saying that’s what I’d want,” I argue. “I just don’t think it’s right to be
with someone when you aren’t sure of your feelings.” 


“Which is a fair
argument.” 


“But it doesn’t
make it any better,” I say with a sigh. Griffin shakes his head, acknowledging
my miserable situation, and we fall into silence. 


The silence lasts
long enough for thoughts of why I’m out on the deck with Griffin to shove their
way back in. When I fainted, I came back out of it within seconds. Everyone was
crowded around me, and no one appreciated Griffin keeping them all back.
Malachi was furious—which has been his go-to response lately any time anyone
else tries to step in as my protector. Kyran was only slightly less pissed off.
As usual, Holden was the most rational, rolling his eyes at his cousin flipping
out. He almost had to drag Zara away from me to make sure I was all right. 


Cerise took charge
of calming everyone down while Griffin stood and carried me toward the deck to
get some fresh air. That’s where we left them and I dread leaving my chair. I
know I can’t hide out here forever. Griffin’s presence has made the already
thick tension between my friends even worse, but I have no intention of asking
him to disappear. 


“You know who
Phibe’s message was talking about, don’t you?” Griffin asks. 


I close my eyes and
dig deep for the strength to answer him. “Do you know who Martin Coulter is?” 


Griffin nods.
“He’s the ghost who terrified you into delivering a message to his wife, who
then murdered the man she believed was responsible for her husband’s death.” 


“Except he wasn’t
responsible,” I whisper. 


Griffin nods
again. “Coulter’s death was an accident, car wreck caused by bad weather.” He
frowns, considering the situation. “You said Coulter disappeared after you sent
the message to his wife.” 


“He did.” I
swallow hard, my throat closing up and trapping the words behind a wall of
fear. 


“If it’s not
Coulter threatening you, then who…” 


I’ve always feared
that terrible moment of weakness would come back to haunt me. I let the
nightmares, the pain, the utter chaos of my life at that time, pressure me into
giving in to Martin Coulter, even though I knew I shouldn’t believe him. I
protected myself at the cost of another man’s life. 


Griffin realizes
the truth and falls back against his chair. “Kurt Francis, the man Coulter’s
wife killed.” 


“If any spirit has
a reason to remain, restless and searching for vengeance…it’s him.” 


I stare out at the
courtyard between the apartment buildings, at a handful of kids playing in the
pool and two elderly women walking their dogs. They’re unaware of the dangers
around them, of the wandering ghosts who regularly patrol this complex, or
whose fault it is they congregate here. None of them know I hold the fate of
the supernatural world, and their lives, in my hands. Only Griffin and I know
that the mistake of a ten-year-old, terrified girl might tip the balance and
give Death the upper hand. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


4: Old Wounds


(Echo)


 


 


I try to ignore
the sound of the door opening. I have three questions left on the quiz and I’m
pretty sure I’ve missed at least half of the ones I’ve already answered. The
conjugations I attempted to memorize simply aren’t coming to me, and a familiar
voice doesn’t improve my chances of passing this quiz at all. My head pops up
and I stare at Griffin in surprise. 


“Pardonnez moi,”
he says. He keeps saying more stuff, but that’s all I catch, and I’m only
moderately sure I know what that one means. 


My French
professor, who usually looks like she’s dreaming of being in France
rather than teaching about it in the university’s language lab, is suddenly
wide awake and babbling back to Griffin too quickly for me have even a prayer
of translating. Her middle-aged, slightly wrinkly cheeks flush pink at whatever
he says back to her, and she babbles again. 


I’m dying to know
what Griffin is doing here, but the time limit on my quiz is running out. I
glance back down, click on my best guess, and cruise through the last few
questions pretty much the same way. I’m closing down the program and quickly
gathering my things when Ms. Carpenter finally switches back to English. 


“Where did you
learn to speak so well?” she gushes. “You barely have any accent at all.” 


Griffin’s brow
inches up by a tiny degree, as though offended she suggested he has any
accent at all. “Quantico.” 


Ms. Carpenter blinks
and she seems unsure of whether or not she heard him right. Griffin helps her
out, gentleman that he is, and hands her his FBI badge—which, I’ll admit, is
probably a bit of a surprise given that Griffin walked in here in jeans and a
faded softball jersey. 


Most of the class
is still focused on their quizzes. The few who aren’t are now staring at my
friend, then at me when I stand and nearly knock my chair over when I try to
shoulder my bag. We still have half an hour of class, so they seem to realize the
underdressed FBI agent at the front of the lab is here for me. I can only
imagine the reasons they’re considering for why that might be. 


“I do apologize
for interrupting class to steal Echo, but we’ve both been called in for a case
and it can’t wait,” Griffin says with practiced regret. 


Ms. Carpenter’s
eyes widen. “Echo? Good Lord, she’s not training to be a linguist too, is she?”



Griffin bites back
a smile and doesn’t look at me as I come around the last row of desks. “Uh,
no,” he reassures my professor, “but she is needed and I’m afraid I have to
take her with me.” 


“Will you please
help her with her pronunciation and conjugations?” she begs. 


I sigh and try not
to be too offended. It’s a fair question. Now that I know he actually speaks
French and his offer to help wasn’t empty, I want an answer too. 


Griffin smiles and
I can tell he’s trying not to laugh. “Absolutely.” 


“Thank goodness. I
really hate failing people.” 


Clearing his
throat to avoid laughing, again, Griffin says goodbye in French and tows me out
into the hall. As soon as we’re clear of the lab, I say, “What case? And you
really are going to help me with my French, right?” 


“You know as much
about the case as I do at this point,” he says. “I got a text from Dad saying I
needed to pick you up and that my vacation is postponed while I’m on loan to
him for this case.” 


“On loan? For how
long?” 


Griffin shrugs.
“Guess we’ll both see.” 


We’re both quiet
as we exit the building and head for the parking lot. A case? I’ve never been
involved in a case before. I didn’t think I would be any time in the near
future. I only recently got my consultant credentials—something I was sure
Morton had had to pull a lot of strings to secure. The plan was supposed
to be me reviewing cases, wandering around a few locations related to unsolved
cases, keep an eye out for ghosts…easy stuff. Stuff that keeps my parents from
finding out what my real job is. I guess I won’t have to deal with the
fallout from them realizing I kind of joined the FBI to hunt ghosts and demons
and whatever else is out there…and that I got killed on a case, but still. What
happened to easing me into this whole FBI thing? 


“This is why his
meeting took so long last night,” I say as we reach the car. 


Griffin hesitates.
“That’s my guess.” 


He doesn’t know
anything more, so I keep my questions to myself and get into the car. Griffin
sits down a few seconds later, then glances over at me. “Is your car here?” 


I shake my head.
“I usually ride the train since I can never find parking anyway.” 


Griffin nods and
we’re off. The drive to the office is quiet. I can tell Griffin is anxious
about us both being pulled into this case. So am I, but even more I can’t help
wondering if Morton’s meeting went so long last night because he was arguing to
keep me off the case or on it. He understands me better than
anyone, even my friends. I still don’t know what special skills led to him
being recruited to the paranormal investigations division of the FBI, but he
gets my limits in a way no one else does. Will this push me past them? 


I have no clue,
and all I can do is trust my mentor as Griffin pulls into the garage and parks
the car. He gets out first, and is waiting for me by the time I make myself get
out. As soon as I reach him. He slings an arm over my shoulder and gives me a
gentle squeeze. “He wouldn’t have agreed to this if he didn’t think you were
capable.” 


Glancing up at
him, I study his expression from my lower vantage point. He’s four or five
inches taller than me, just enough to make his presence incredibly reassuring.
His dad has the same annoying habit of answering questions I didn’t actually
ask. My eyes narrow as I wonder why Griffin was pulled in as well. 


We only get as far
as the lobby before we almost run into Morton. “It’s about time,” he grumbles. 


“Campus parking…”
Griffin shrugs. 


Shaking his head,
Morton directs us back toward the entrance to the garage. Confused, Griffin has
to grab my arm and give me a good yank before I start moving. It’s barely
anything, but I notice Morton glance back at his son with a dark expression.
Not sure what that’s about, I cross my arms and keep my distance from both of
them until we reach the car. Neither man offers to open my door, but that’s
nothing new. Morton treats me like he would any other agent. I’m no princess,
so I can get my own damn door. Apparently Griffin has a similar attitude. I
smile, appreciating that they don’t treat me like a kid or an invalid. 


Morton is already
backing out of the space before I can get my seatbelt buckled. As soon as he has
the car in drive, he’s talking. “Six-year-old boy was pulled from his
biological mother after accusations of abuse. She claimed the injuries were
self-inflicted or accidental, that the boy had nightmares and would get up in
the middle of the night to either run through the house screaming or would be
found having some kind of fit in his room. After the boy was removed, things
got better and the abuse allegations were looking more and more justified.” 


“But…” I ask. 


“They’ve started
again. Foster mom says she found him in his bed thrashing around and screaming,
and realized after she finally got him calmed down that his arms and legs were
covered in bruises.” 


“You don’t believe
her,” Griffin says, not a question but a statement. 


Morton glances
back at his son, then shakes his head. “I don’t think she hurt the boy, but
she’s not telling the truth about what happened.” Griffin nods slowly,
processing his answer. While he considers the situation, Morton turns his
attention to me. “First impressions?” 


“Well,” I say,
“given that this case was turned over to you…I’m guessing no one can explain
what’s happening to this boy, and abuse is an easy answer for kids dealing with
dangerous supernatural talents or beings.” 


The corner of
Morton’s mouth turns up, a hint of pride in his expression. “The boy may have
legitimate psychological issues causing him to self-harm.” 


“But he deserves
the chance for someone to believe him that it might be something else.” 


Morton nods, his
jaw tightening. 


One day, I’m going
to figure out what my boss can do, and why he once said his psych file was
worse than mine. Not today, though. 


“What’s his name?”
I ask. 


“Timothy.” 


“What do you want
me to do?” 


Morton glances
over at me, then back to the road. “See if anyone else is hanging around and
just talk to him. You’ll be able to tell better than anyone whether or not he’s
lying.” 


I frown. “What’s
he saying is happening to him?” 


“He says his
dreams are attacking him at night.” 


My muscles tense
and my breaths seem harder to catch. 


“Echo?” Griffin
asks calmly. 


“I’m fine,” I
whisper. 


Recognition hovers
at the edges of my thoughts. If I talk about it, I’ll have to think about it.
Think about Martin Coulter, what he terrified me into doing, what that decision
may end up costing me. I hate those memories, not only because of Kurt
Francis’s death, but because of what trying to resist Coulter did to my life.
Thinking about how my parents turned against me rips apart old wounds that
never truly healed. I barely survived that period of my life with my sanity
intact. Can I do it again? 


I have to. If I
want to help this boy, what other choice do I have? 


Reaching back, I
find Griffin’s hand taking mine without ever having to ask. Morton grunts his
displeasure at the contact, but I don’t care. Whatever he’s thinking is most
likely wrong. I’ll deal with his overprotectiveness later. Right now, I have to
survive my worst childhood memories if I have any chance of saving this little
boy. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


5: Blind 


(Griffin)


 


 


As soon as we step
out of the car—putting Dad and I next to each other with Echo on the other
side—he glares at me. He doesn’t appreciate it when I ignore him and walk away.
He asked for my help. Now he wants to judge me on how I give it?
Normally, he and I get along very well, just not when he tries to tell me how
to do my job. Not that Echo is a job. She’s…in trouble. Just like the
kid she’s about to try to save. 


“I don’t know if I
can do this,” Echo whispers when I come up next to her. 


“Stay focused on
the boy.” 


Echo nods and
keeps her eyes focused directly ahead of her. 


I can only imagine
what memories this might be bringing up for her. Dad gave me a rundown of all
the people in her life, what led to her being in Georgia, and why things are so
precarious right now, but he didn’t exactly roll out the documentary of her
early life beyond the incident with Martin Coulter putting Echo on his radar. 


The doors of the
hospital slide open as we approach. Echo flinches, and at first I think she was
startled by the doors. Then her panic fills the space around us. I see her eyes
darting around manically and realize it’s the hospital making her panic. No
doubt she doesn’t have a lot of positive feelings toward doctors or medical
facilities. Dad still doesn’t like them either. I wrap an arm around her
shoulders, daring Dad to say something. He merely grunts and walks past us,
taking the lead. 


No one says a word
as we ride the elevator up to the pediatric floor. Echo is trembling by the
time we reach the room. I’m taken a little off guard by the police presence
hovering near the closed door. When I glance at Dad, his eyes narrow. “I’m not
the only one who thinks the foster mom isn’t being completely honest.” He
flashes his badge at the officer and continues without being questioned. 


“Timothy is here
by himself?” Echo asks. “He’ll be alone all night?” 


“His caseworker is
here. She’ll stay with him tonight,” Dad says. 


Echo isn’t
reassured. She’s scared, worried about what might happen to the boy tonight,
and whoever is with him. Her concern has an odd effect, steeling her against
her fears. Her trembling quiets to a slight shiver and she nods to indicate
she’s ready. Dad sees it and grips the door handle. That’s as far as he gets
before pausing. 


“It’s cold.” 


“How cold?” Echo
asks. 


“Unusually,” Dad
says in a flat voice. 


A real shiver runs
through Echo’s body, unrelated to the temperature. “Okay.” She nods. “I’ll keep
it simple and make a fist if the room is empty of anyone who shouldn’t be
there, and if not—indicate how many are there with the corresponding number of
fingers.” She glances between us. “Will that work?” 


Dad nods and opens
the door. 


I don’t like the
idea of letting go of Echo, but she knows it’s time to put on her game face and
pretend at being strong even if she feels anything but. I’m impressed by how
well she switches off her fear. I’m sure Dad’s been teaching her, but spending
a lifetime hiding from others does wonders for developing masks. Echo’s
expression is appropriately gentle as she looks at Timothy and gives him a
small smile. I pay attention to his answering smile secondary to watching her
hand close into a fist. Dad is surprised. I’m right there with him. We’re
alone, but I can tell something still isn’t right. Echo stays on edge, her
posture screaming wariness, as she approaches the boy’s bed. 


“Hi, Timothy,”
Echo says. She glances over at a woman in the corner who I assume to be the
boy’s caseworker. Dad’s already moving in her direction, so I stay focused on
Echo. 


Timothy doesn’t
answer. His gaze locks onto Echo, shifting slightly with every step she takes.
He’s not immediately frightened of her, which is odd. Instead of shrinking away
as many abused children would, he stays very still and assesses her from behind
eyes too old for his ruddy cheeks, which are still plump with baby fat. 


“My name’s Echo. I
came to talk to you about the monsters in your dreams.” 


His expression
narrows. No one else has trusted him. Why would Echo? The mistrust swirling
around inside him makes his little fingers twist into the sheets of his hospital
bed. The motion draws both mine and Echo’s attention to his arms. I barely
manage to hold back a gasp. Echo freezes, a small chocking sound escaping her
lips. Timothy sticks his arms beneath the blanket, hiding the purple-red finger
marks covering nearly every inch of skin. 


I didn’t get a particularly
good look at the marks before he shoved them under the blanket, but Echo
apparently did. “Their fingers are too long to escape, right? Even when you try
to hide. They seem to stretch after you no matter how far you go. And when they
catch you, it’s impossible to escape.” 


Timothy’s eyes
widen. Frantically, his head bobs. The case worker in the corner begins to
object, but a whispered word from Dad cuts her off. Timothy pays her no
attention. Everything he has is one hundred percent focused on Echo. “I can
feel them.” A shiver convulses his body. 


“Can you see
them?” Echo asks. 


His eyes widen,
but he shakes his head. “Not when I’m awake.” 


“But you can see
them in your dreams?” 


Timothy nods, his
eyes darting around the room as if merely talking about his supernatural
abusers will call them. Echo moves closer and sits on the very edge of his bed.
She forces her posture to appear relaxed, but the muscles in her neck are
straining with the effort and her breathing is slow and measured. “Do you know
what the monsters want?” 


Cowering against
his pillow, Timothy shakes his head furiously. He’s too overcome by terror to
notice Echo moving closer. She’s within arm’s reach before he realizes, but
even when he does he has no route of escape and stays huddled against the
pillow. Echo reaches out and offers him her hand. It takes several long seconds
before he risks placing his hand in hers. As soon as her fingers close around
his, he relaxes. Echo tenses at something she senses, something she doesn’t
understand, but she doesn’t comment on it. 


“You feel like
them,” Timothy whispers, “but different. Nice instead of scary.” 


Echo’s brows
raise, but she doesn’t respond directly. The boy doesn’t notice how much his
comment has unsettled her. He’s too fixated on the feeling on safety he’s
absorbing from her. Echo uses his distraction to her advantage and returns to
her original question. “Timothy, I can’t help you unless you tell me the truth
about what the monsters want from you.” 


He freezes, but then
his fingers curl around Echo’s instead of pulling away. Fear rolls off his
little body, growing to such proportions he can’t contain it and begins
shivering. “It’s not me,” he whimpers. 


“What’s not you?”
Echo’s voice remains calm, but her façade is cracking more visibly now, her
chest pulling noticeably with each labored breath. 


“Not me they want
something from.” Tears form in his eyes, brimming so high I’m not sure how they
haven’t fallen yet. 


“Who do
they want something from?” Echo frowns, her jaw setting as she considers her
next words. “Your mother?” Anger boils under her skin that the boy’s mother
might be responsible for his torment, even if not directly. 


Timothy shakes his
head, frantic and terrified. His lips press so tightly together, they blanch. 


“I need to know,
Timothy,” Echo pleads. 


Finally, his tears
win the battle and spill down his cheeks in a torrent. “My dad,” he cries.
“They want something from my dad, and I think they’ll hurt me again if he
doesn’t give it to them.” He collapses, sobbing, into Echo’s arms and she holds
him with the practiced patience of a big sister. 


“What do the
monsters want from your dad?” she asks quietly as she strokes his messy brown
hair to hide the shaking in her hands. 


Timothy sobs even
harder. “I don’t know,” he wails. “My dad is in heaven.” 


His tears leave
streaks down the front of Echo’s shirt, despite his efforts to wipe them away.
She continues to hold him until he calms enough that she’s sure he won’t
collapse again. Slowly, he pushes back from her and drags his hands down his
wet face to clear the last of his tears. Red-eyed, his expression is pleading
when he looks up at Echo. “How can my dad give the monsters anything from
heaven?” 


Echo hesitates.
“I’m not sure, but I’m going to find out, okay?” 


“Will that make
the monsters go away?” Hope fills his eyes, but only halfway. His fear is too
strong to really believe. 


“If we can find
out what they want and give it to them, I think it will,” Echo says. “For now,
how about we at least try to keep the monsters from getting into your dreams?” 


“Can you do that?”
he whispers in amazement. 


Echo sets her
shoulders, temporarily holding off the barrage of fear and confusion swarming
around her. “Yes.” 


Determination
burns through her as she turns to face me. “I left my backpack in the car. Would
you mind getting it for me?” Her expression falters for a split second.
“Quickly?” 


I nod despite my
confusion at the request for the bag. The need for me to hurry I understand
fully. She turns her attention back to Timothy and I glance over at Dad for
permission to leave. I may not appreciate his interference with Echo on a
personal level, but I’m under his command when it comes to this case. His quick
nod and the handing over of his keys releases me to do as Echo requested, and I
don’t waste any time. I can’t imagine verb conjugations being much help in this
situation, especially since half of them are probably wrong in Echo’s case, but
I rush through the hospital and out to the car. 


I try to tug the
backpack out from where it fell and wedged itself beneath front passenger seat,
but it’s stuck. I wonder what the hell she has in it. Even if she had all four
of her classes on one day and took her textbook to each class, it wouldn’t
account for the weight. She’s going to end up with some major back problems if
she carries this thing around for four years. Agents are expected to travel
light. Maybe I’ll have to give her a lesson in that along with proper
pronunciation of French verbs. 


Unzipping the main
pocket quickly, I haul out a several textbooks and drop them to the seat. I
move to yank the bag out from under the seat, but stop when I see what’s making
it so damn heavy. Two full canisters of salt sit at the bottom of the bag,
surrounded by jars of herbs, various religious icons and symbols, a box of iron
nails, and a host of other random objects I can’t immediately identify a
purpose for. Half this stuff will probably constitute weapons if she were ever
caught with them on campus. Even if they aren’t, security will demand an
explanation for sure. Dad’s letting her walk around with all of this? 


I zip the backpack
up and toss it over my shoulder. After locking the car, I head for Timothy’s
room again. I understand now why Echo wants the bag, but does she really expect
the caseworker and hospital staff to let her spread salt all over the room?
What good will a salt circle do if the nurses are stepping all over it throughout
the night? Echo has more experience with this brand of paranormal than I do,
though, so I decide to reserve judgment and trust her. 


The officer
outside Timothy’s room moves to intercept me when he sees me jogging down the
hall toward him. I slow and tug the hem of my shirt up so he can see my badge.
He seems surprised I have one too, but I get that a lot. Having a dad who’s an
agent helped me find paths to gain the necessary work experience while in
college that I needed to join the Bureau a year after graduation. It put me
three years ahead of everyone else applying that year. Dad’s record and the
recommendations of several high level agents I’d been able to work with,
combined with my own skills, put me straight through to Quantico as soon as I
met the minimum age requirement of twenty-three. Of course, being a special
agent at twenty-six and being sent in on difficult cases is the least of what
earns me stares and whispers among other agents 


Letting myself
back into the hospital room, I slow my pace as I cross the threshold so as not
to startle Timothy. I realize I needn’t have worried. Sitting in Echo’s lap, he
listens attentively as she reads him a book about a slow puppy named Pokey. His
arms are out from beneath the blanket and my gut twists at the sight of the
sleeve of bruises on each arm. He must be in terrible pain, but is comfortable
in Echo’s arms. 


Echo sees me from
the corner of her eye and a look of relief flashes in her eyes, but she continues
reading to the last page. Timothy’s disappointment that the book has ended is
apparent in his drooping shoulders. Echo offers a smile and asks, “How are you
at craft projects?” 


Timothy shrugs.
“I’m not so good at gluing things, but I’m good at cutting with scissors.” 


“Perfect.” Echo
gently but eagerly lifts him from her lap, moving slower when he winces. When
he’s settled, she gestures for me to bring her the bag. I didn’t seen any craft
supplies in there, but I hand it over assuming she has some kind of plan. One
that hopefully won’t take too long. Her fingers are shaking so much it takes
her several tries to get the zipper open. 


I’m surprised when
she pulls out what looks to be a thin plastic straw, salt, some sort of plier,
scissors, and leather ribbon. The caseworker moves as though she intends to get
up, but Dad makes it clear she should stay seated without being too brusque. A
quiet clipped conversation springs up between them, but I turn my attention
back to Echo and Timothy. 


“Now, I was
planning to make myself a spare, but I think you need it more than me.” 


Timothy is
confused by the supplies, but eager to help. He picks up the scissors and hold
them at the ready. I’m confused as well, until Echo brushes back her long red
hair and I notice the leather cord holding her hair back. It doesn’t explain
everything. Walking over to the bed, I stop about a foot short and smile at
Timothy as I gently rest my hand on Echo’s knee to calm her. “Mind if I watch
you two work?” 


Timothy glances up
at Echo, who answers his silent request with a question. “Is it okay if Griffin
helps us?” 


He considers the
request, sneaking a look at me before turning back to Echo and nodding. He
scoots over to make room for me and says, “I read a book about a griffin once.”



“Oh yeah?” 


Timothy nods. “But
it was a girl griffin, and she was magic.” 


“Magic, huh?” 


“Yeah.” His gaze
darts between Echo and me. “Are you guys magic? Is that how you’re going to
make the monsters go away?” 


Behind Echo, I can
hear the caseworker huff in exasperation. Her accompanying grumble is loud
enough to be audible, but Echo carefully pours salt into the straw that’s now
crimped on one side. Handling her defensive supplies is keeping her calmer,
allowing her to focus on Timothy better. “Things like your monsters don’t make
sense to people who can’t see or feel them, but that doesn’t mean they’re not
real. It just means you know about a different part of the world that’s hidden
to other people, and that can be really scary, especially if people don’t
believe you. The trick to dealing with things like monsters is that you have to
know how to fight them.” 


“But I can’t see them
when I’m awake,” Timothy says worriedly. “How can I fight them if I can’t see
them?” 


Crimping the other
end of the now-filled straw with her weird pliers, Echo tests to make sure it
won’t leak before handing it to Timothy to cut off the excess and reaching for
the flat leather cord. She takes the straw back and begins winding the cord
around it. “Fighting monsters is tricky,” she tells him. “Most of the time,
it’s not about being able to hit them with a sword or magic spell. Monsters are
strong, so to win against them, you have to know their weakness. You have to be
smart and brave to beat them.” Looking up, she meets Timothy’s gaze. “Are you
smart and brave?” 


He frowns as he
considers her question. “I guess so.” 


“You guess so?”
Echo asks as she ties off the leather cord. She eyes him thoughtfully. “If
you’re not sure, it’s nice to have a little help to be brave, right?” 


Pointing at the
headband, he is clearly skeptical. “That? It’s just salt in a straw. How can
that stop the monsters?” 


Echo leans in
close and whispers, “It’s magic salt.” 


His eyes widen.
Dropping his gaze from her, he stares at the headband. When Echo gestures to
know whether she can put it on him, his head bobs so hard his teeth clack
together. Suppressing a smile, and his wiggling, she manages to tie it around
his head. His little fingers are reverent as he touches it. 


“Keep that on when
you go to sleep, okay?” 


“I’ll never take
it off ever,” he promises. 


Behind Echo, Dad
motions that it’s time for us to leave. I tip my head in his direction and Echo
looks back, nodding in relief when she gets his message. “Timothy, we have to
go now, but we’ll be back to check on you, okay?” 


“When?” he
demands, suddenly clawing at Echo’s hands to keep her from leaving him. 


Echo struggles to
answer him, as well as to hide her mounting exhaustion and fear.  “Soon,” she
manages. 


Her kind nature
and intimate knowledge of what it feels like to be in his situation allows her
to hold back just enough of the emotional trauma knocking at her psychological
door to let her function. The barricade she’s been throwing all her strength
behind is on the verge of shattering. I need to get her out of here before it
happens and Timothy sees the cracks in her reassurances. If he doubts her and
takes off the headband, he’ll be hurt again. 


Timothy clings to
her when I take her hand and try to help her from the high bed. Tears are in
his eyes. He wants to beg her to stay. He can’t feel her trembling beneath his
own fearful shaking, but I know she’s almost at her breaking point. She knows
it too, but I’m not sure she can refuse him if he asks. There’s no way she can
last the night if she gives in, so before he can make his plea I sweep him into
my arms and give him a fierce hug. “I know it’s hard to be brave when it comes
to monsters, but you are so strong. You’ve won against them so far, and you
didn’t even have the magic salt before. Just think of how strong you’ll be
against them now.” 


“But,” he sobs,
“I’ll be even stronger with Echo.” 


Cradling him
against my chest, I hold him and wish he could have her, have every weapon in
the supernatural arsenal there is. “Echo has her own monsters to fight, but
you’ll be safe tonight, okay?” 


“Promise?” 


I dart a glance
over at a teary Echo, begging for confirmation. When she nods, the reassurance flows
out of me in a rush. “Promise.” 


Finally, Timothy
allows me to set him back on the bed. Echo tucks him in and the caseworker
pulls her chair closer to the little boy’s bed, though the glare she has pinned
on Echo makes it more than clear she doesn’t appreciate her feeding what she
sees as Timothy’s fantasies. 


Despite Echo’s
weariness, her eyes are fiery as she leans down next to the woman. “If you take
that away from him or tell him it’s not magic, you’ll be the one the
monsters visit next.” Echo spins away before seeing the woman’s shocked
expression. I smirk and follow Echo out the door, leaving Dad to deal with the
caseworker. I’m barely a few seconds behind Echo, but when I step into the
hall, she’s already doubled over, breathing hard and holding up a hand to keep
the officer away from her. 


“Breathe, Echo,” I
say as I gently lay my hand on her back in an effort to lend her my strength. 


She heaves in
another breath, trying and failing to gain control of her breathing. “This is…wrong,”
she gasps. “Wrong...something, it’s…I’m not sure…what.” 


“Does she need a
doctor?” the officer asks. 


I warn him off,
but speak to Echo. “Something with Timothy isn’t right. Something you felt.”
She nods, and sucks in a slower breath. “The cold, even though we were alone.
Where was the cold coming from?” Echo’s shoulders bob helplessly. Her breathing
is still erratic, but beginning to calm. 


Dad steps out of
the room looking pensive, his eyes already searching for Echo, which kind of
pisses me off that he would doubt my ability to protect her. “How is she?” he
asks. 


I don’t answer him
because he already knows. He watches my hand rub gently up and down the length
of her back and I dare him to say something. After a few seconds, he backs off
and decides to be patient. It takes several more minutes before Echo is calm
enough to straighten and face us. When she does, her already pale skin is
colorless and she looks ready to drop. 


Leaning against me
heavily, she gestures at her backpack in my dad’s hand. “Thanks for grabbing
that. I can take it now.” 


Dad scoffs.
“You’ll tip over. That took a lot out of you. Time to rest.” 


“But, I’m supposed
to go watch Malachi later tonight. He’s playing piano for a jazz band at a club
near campus. Everyone’s going,” she whines. The yawn she follows that up with
steals what the whine in her voice didn’t. 


“You’re not,” Dad
barks. “I’m taking you home.” 


The pout she
attempts is lackluster, her will to argue fading fast, though I know she hasn’t
actually given up. Her relationship with Malachi is too tenuous to bail without
a fight, but the emotional stress of her encounter with Timothy was enough to
sap her strength. There’s something else, though, something I don’t understand.
She needs time to process it before she’ll be ready to talk. I can give her
that time. 


“How about we
crash on your couch and watch a movie instead? See how you’re feeling in a few
hours,” I ask. The look Dad gives me is the same one that once threatened a
grounding. I respect the hell out of my dad, but I’m not budging on this. He
realizes that and spins around with a frustrated grunt. I take Echo under my
arm and all but carry her along after him. 


She’s practically
asleep on her feet by the time the elevator makes it to the ground floor. For
once, Dad doesn’t give me a nonverbal lecture when I sweep her into my arms. She’s
out completely a few seconds later. Concern outweighs everything else. “I know
that was hard on her, especially after the threat from Kurt Francis,” he says,
“but her reaction isn’t right. Something’s wrong.” 


“That’s pretty
much what she said about Timothy, too.” 


Scrubbing his free
hand through is hair, Dad is forced to relent. “Keep an eye on her, but so help
me God, if you end up in bed with her I will get you reassigned to desk duty
for the next six months.” 


“A little
overdramatic, don’t you think?” I ask as I push past him. “You’re the one who
called me, remember? You asked for my help with her. Have a little faith.”
Dad’s eyes darken, and I flinch, regretting my word choice. Rephrasing, I say,
“Trust me, Dad. I’ll watch over her. I promise.” 


He sighs and rests
a hand on my shoulder. “Faith is blind, but trust I can do. You’ve earned it
many times over. Forgive me for snapping at you.” Burying his emotions as best
he can, he moves ahead of me, knowing I’ll follow. 


Faith is blind. I didn’t mean to
dig up past hurts, but my thoughtless words got to him. This case has him on
edge, and not just because of how meeting Timothy affected Echo. It promises to
dredge back to the surface memories no one wants to face. Even for him, whose
worst years are nearly forty years behind him, some reminders make them feel as
fresh as the day they were gouged into his psyche. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


6: Patient


(Griffin)


 


 


Echo lasts twenty
minutes into the movie before passing out. I let her sleep, her head in my lap
as she snores softly. I chuckle at her and think of how pissed one of my
sisters would be if they saw me laughing at her. Our stint in Georgia the first
time Dad was assigned here only lasted a few years, but Cas and Brit latched
onto the ideal of what a lady was, and how one should be treated, like piranhas
to a scrap of fish. I was punched more than once for insulting their decorum.
Echo doesn’t seem like she cares all that much, but it’s a risk I don’t plan on
taking. 


The movie is
actually pretty funny, but Echo sleeps through me laughing. She also sleeps
through a key being shoved into the lock of her front door and the knob
twisting. I reach for the holstered gun hidden under the pillow behind my back,
though I doubt it’s any real threat. The door swings open and Kyran freezes at
the sight of Echo and I on the couch. 


I expect anger,
jealousy, a demand for answers as to what I’m doing here, but he surprises me.
“What’d she go up against today? That Francis prick again?” 


“No,” I say
slowly, “a case.” 


Kyran’s brows
raise. “Like, an actual case?” 


I nod. 


He tosses his keys
on the end table and flops onto a loveseat wedged into the small living room to
the left of the TV. “Didn’t expect Morton to put her on an actual case yet.
What was it?” he asks. “Not the details. Guessing you can’t tell me that kind
of stuff, but what type of being was it?” 


His interest is
equal parts curiosity and concern for his friend. From what Dad told me, Kyran
is smart, knowledgeable about the supernatural, and dedicated to protecting
Echo despite not being her designated protector, her Keeper. I decide giving
him a few details can only help us. 


“Ghosts, most
likely, but that’s the easy part,” I say. Kyran leans forward, interested, but
wanting more. “Something else we can’t identify yet. Cold with no ghosts
present, and there seems to be something about this boy that’s not right, but
nothing he’s doing or causing.” 


Kyran frowns.
“That’s not a lot to go off.” 


I shrug, debating
whether to ask Dad for permission to share more with Kyran. 


“So this kid sees
ghosts, but—” 


I shake my head,
interrupting him. “He doesn’t see them, not outside his dreams, anyway.” It’s
probably more than I should say right now, but I think Kyran is an asset I’d be
an idiot not to use. Of all the background info I got on Echo’s friends, his
was the most interesting. I skimmed the others. Not his. 


“Could he be a
shadow traveler?” Kyran asks. 


Hesitating as I
scan my paranormal knowledge for some recollection of the term, I’m forced to
shrug in ignorance. “You’re going to have to explain what that is before I can
make a guess.” 


Instead of
gloating, Kyran gets serious. “Various cultures believe in some sort of shadow
world. They believe people can cross out of reality and into the shadow
world—basically a parallel reality where beliefs and memories still exist.
Sometimes it’s called a ghost or spirit world, and it’s generally entered
through your dreams.” 


“Beliefs and
memories,” I muse. “So, ghosts would be part of that?” 


“Ghosts, sure, but
the possibilities are limitless,” Kyran says. “Myths, magic, nightmares, if
someone believed in it enough, it could technically exist in a shadow world.” 


I frown as I
consider what he’s saying. “Is the shadow world actually a parallel reality, or
something created by the individual shadow traveler? Is it his beliefs, or
everyone’s beliefs?” If we were talking about all of humanity’s mythos
accumulated over the millennia, all the dead still remembered, I couldn’t even
begin to comprehend what Echo might be up against. 


Kyran shook his
head. “I don’t know, man. There’s not a ton of literature on the topic, and a
lot of the stories conflict with each other.” 


We fall back into
silence, the movie playing in the background. Kyran’s gaze is directed toward
the screen, but his concern for Echo has him too busy thinking to really pay
attention. He’s different than I expected, purely based on the background
information I read through on the flight here. Malachi I understood. He cares
about Echo deeply, and not just because he’s her Keeper. Part of him is angry
with her, though, for a variety of reasons, mostly all of them justified. 


What seems to be
keeping his temper on high alert lately is her refusal to deal with what happened
between them. I understand that on a general level, and now that I’ve gotten to
know her better, I recognize that’s a pattern for her. She can’t avoid the
topic forever. Even though she knows that, she’s holding out as long as she can
out of fear. She wonders if Malachi only likes her because of their bond, and
if they can survive a relationship where she might have the ultimate control
over him. And, of course, she’s got a thing for Kyran. 


“How’d you know?”
I ask him, gesturing at Echo lying in my lap. His lack of reaction still has me
curious. 


He doesn’t need
any further explanation. Gesturing at Echo’s position, he says, “Been in that
exact same spot before. After she found out about Archer.” 


“Ah.” That
explains quite a bit. 


“Didn’t go over well
with Malachi, but…” He shrugs. 


I understand that,
too. 


“So,” Kyran says,
“you into her or what?” 


I laugh,
appreciating his directness. “No. I’m not competition to you. She reminds me
too much of my sisters for that. I’m just here to help her.” I freeze, worried
I’ve said too much. Kyran considers my words, but doesn’t level any
accusations. 


“I’m not that
obvious, am I?” Kyran asks. 


For a moment, I’m
not sure what he’s talking about. Then I realize my slip. I said I wasn’t
competition to him, not Malachi. Picking my words is tough. I don’t want
to say anything I shouldn’t. Not yet. Settling for something close to the
truth, I say, “No, you aren’t. I’m just really good at reading people.” 


Kyran scoffs.
“Yeah, I guess you’d have to be, right? Sorry, I just…” 


“Hey, I get it,” I
say. 


Relaxing back into
the couch, he sighs. “I just came by to see if she needed a ride to the club
tonight, not to grill you. Guess she’s probably not going to be up for that.”
He glances over at her, disappointed. 


Malachi’s set is
still an hour away, so I’m not counting her out just yet. Actually, I think it
might be good for her. Get out. Relax. Forget about all the things stressing
her out right now. That’s what I should tell Kyran, but instead I say, “She
knows. You know that, right?” 


Kyran’s brows pull
together. “What?” 


“Echo knows you’re
into her.” 


Scowling, he sinks
farther into the couch. “So?” 


“So…be patient.” 


He glances over at
me, not facing me directly, but enough so that I can see the wary hope in his
eyes. “Patient?” 


I nod. He nods. We
go back to watching the movie. 


I know I shouldn’t
get involved but, damn, I like this kid. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


7: Commanded


(Echo)


 


 


I still can’t
believe Griffin agreed to this, but I’m not about to complain. Not that Griffin
is in charge of me, or anything, but he is bigger than me and physically
capable of keeping me from leaving my apartment if he really wanted to. That
isn’t really his style, though. He keeps his arm around my shoulders as we
approach the club. It’s more restaurant than serious club, so I don’t need the
fake ID Kyran somehow got for me, which is kind of a relief. He swears it will
pass the test, but I’m too scared of getting caught to try. 


“Anywhere
particular we’re supposed to sit?” Griffin asks. 


Kyran shrugs. “Zara
and the others are here somewhere. They should have a table.” They scan the
crowd, but don’t seem to catch sight of Malachi on stage. I start to wave, but
the look on his face says he’s not super happy to see me. Not walking in with
Kyran and Griffin, anyway. Unsure of what to do, I stare at him like a moron. 


“You’re going to
have to come to a decision and actually talk to him about it at some point,”
Griffin says. 


The closeness of his
face to my face right now is definitely not helping improve
Malachi’s mood. “I know,” I hiss. 


Griffin shrugs,
then says something to Kyran. I freeze when Griffin grabs my hand, but it’s not
sexual, just him trying to wake me up and get me to move. Red flushes through
my body as Malachi glowers. He has it all wrong, but…. Suddenly, I can’t help
wonder if Griffin is doing this on purpose, to piss Malachi off and force me
into a confrontation. I smack into the back of him when he stops, but still
level an accusing finger at him when he turns to face me. 


Before I can
manage a single word, he says, “You have limits, Echo. You’re close enough to
reaching them without a damn love triangle to screw with your head.” 


He is doing
it on purpose! “You have no right…” 


“I’ll kiss you
right now if you don’t promise to talk to him. Tonight.” 


I screw up my face
in equals parts disgust and anger. “What?” 


“Listen,” he says,
“you’re not my type, but I’ll kiss you, right here, in front of Malachi, unless
you promise you’re going to handle things with him. It’s too big of a
distraction.” 


I want to argue
that he doesn’t know me, that he has no clue how far I can be pushed before
I’ll break, that I can handle everything being throw at me right now,
but…somehow, I think he does know. Better than I do maybe. “Fine,” I
snap.  


Storming away from
him like I’m one of my little sisters, I yank a chair away from the table and
sit between Kyran and Zara. Then, I stick my tongue out at him. Griffin laughs.



“What was that
about?” Kyran asks. 


I turn my glare on
him. “Did you put him up to that?” 


“Up to what?” 


“Forcing me to
talk to Malachi after the show?” 


“What? No. Why
would I? He told me to be…” Kyran looks away. 


“Be what?” I
demand. When he doesn’t answer me, I dig my elbow into his ribs. “Be what?” 


Kyran sighs and sinks
down in his chair. “Patient,” he mumbles under his breath. 


My eyes widen,
then snap over to Griffin. He’s grinning when I jab a finger in his direction.
“You and I, we are not friends anymore. Got it?” 


He laughs and says
something to Cerise beside him. Jerk. Jerk who’s my ride home. Gritting my
teeth, I sink down in my chair and regret the decision to leave my comfy couch.
Zara will give me a ride home. I almost ask her, then remember she has plans after
the show to meet the guy from our apartment complex that she’s been flirting
with for months. Maybe Kyran…which will only piss Malachi off more. Or Malachi,
except asking either of them might seem like a choice of some kind, which it
wouldn’t be. I don’t want either of them. Not now. Not when the ghost of a
murdered man and an entire shadow world are conspiring against me. I was not
thrilled to learn about that theory after waking up and having Kyran fill me in
on his ideas. 


All my friends are
chatting and enjoying themselves while I sit here stewing, but I can’t help it.
Why does everyone and everything have to gang up on me like this? The only
person who seems moderately happy about all this, I notice as I glance at the
stage, is Malachi. Because he saw me get angry at Griffin and am now ignoring
Kyran? I don’t even know what to think about that. 


The set starts,
but I struggle to pay attention to the music. The night we fought the Devourers
and saved Archer’s soul, Malachi and I talked. Well, I broke down and started
apologizing for every part of my psychotic life that had spilled over into his
and irreparably screwed things up. He tried to tell me it was okay, that he
chose to get involved, that he didn’t regret helping me. He made me feel like,
for once in my life, I wasn’t the biggest problem in someone else’s life. He
told me how sorry he was about Archer, for me losing him the first time and
again that night. When I told him I wanted to tell him about the memories of
Archer I’d recovered during hypnosis, he’d been willing to listen. 


That’s when things
got complicated. 


He saw the same
parallels I had, the way Archer had been instantly drawn to me, fallen for me,
been ready to give up everything for me. All based off nothing more than a
connection neither one of us understood. No, it wasn’t just some connection. It
was a compulsion, silent and subtle, but there all the same. Neither one of us knew
whether we could trust our feelings anymore. 


I care about
Malachi, so much it hurts thinking about how strained things are between us. I
don’t think of him as just my protector. He’s my friend, a friend I was willing
to move across the country for…or was that the compulsion, too? I don’t know
anymore, and it kills me to think I might being lying to him about the depth of
my feelings. 


Malachi feels the
same things, has the same concerns, but I’m almost positive he also thinks that
on some level it doesn’t matter. If we’re meant to be together in a supernatural
battle, why not be together as lovers too? It makes sense, right? We can be
happy together. I know we can. Maybe. At least until…until I’m forced to
command him again, and not by accident. I’ve been curious, so curious, about
what happened between us, but I can’t ask him to let me try it again. That has
been the biggest barrier between us the last few months. 


If I’m right, he could
lose his freewill. As laidback as Malachi is about most normal things,
the idea of having to obey my commands in a war that might kill me infuriates
him. He is well aware of my willingness to sacrifice myself to avoid hurting
more people than I already have. It doesn’t matter how many times people tell
me it isn’t my fault, or my abilities are too important to risk. I won’t be the
reason people die or lose their souls or sink into incorporeal insanity. Like
Archer did. 


Malachi took the
talisman his grandmother left him. He accepted the charge to protect me. I have
no doubt he’ll live up to the promises he made. He has no doubt I’ll do
the same for him or any of my friends. I can make him break his
promises. At least, I think I can. I will, too, if I have to in order to spare
their lives. That lack of control is making him crazy, even without knowing for
sure what it might entail. 


Letting him love
me, loving him in return…how could I do that to him? 


Especially if I
can’t even figure out what I feel for him after learning everything I have. 


Kyran shifts
behind me, reaching for a drink someone must have brought to the table while I
wasn’t paying attention. He hands me a glass of water, though everyone else’s
drinks look to be more of the alcoholic variety, and his fingers linger next to
mine for half a second before pulling away casually. My heart falls, straight
down to my sandals. I’m doing it to Kyran, too. No matter what I do or how hard
I try to keep the crazy inside my personal bubble, I can’t stop hurting people.



Griffin is right
that it’s not about choosing between Malachi and Kyran. If anything is to
happen with Kyran, it won’t be any time soon. Malachi means too much to me to
do that to him. Even if that’s based more on his being my Keeper and our friendship
than anything romantic, I will do everything I can to limit the pain I cause
him. 


What makes it all
so much suckier than it needs to be is that I know Kyran’s feelings are
genuine. The letter from Malachi’s grandmother said Kyran was part of this mess
and he should help Malachi protect me, but there’s no link with him, no force,
no reason for him to have contacted Holden more than a year ago to learn about
the show and the weird things we encounter. He has a healthy respect and fear
toward what most people pass off as superstition, and has no problem believing
in what I can do. He accepts it all, with barely more than a shrug. That is a
very rare thing indeed. 


The set ends,
faster than should be possible. All my friends are clapping. I join in on only
the assumption that Malachi did awesome. He always does. Hopefully he doesn’t
ask me to name a specific song they played. Griffin gives me a pointed look as
the applause die down. He mouths, I’ll wait for you, from across the
table. A clear signal to get up off the chair and go talk to Malachi. There’s
no doubt in my mind he’ll do a convincing act of seducing me in front of
Malachi if I don’t get off my ass right now. That is both gross and maddening
at the same time, but what choice do I have? 


Zero. 


He’s going to pay
for this later. 


Shoving my chair
back, I glare at him as I stand. Kyran backs out of my way without a word. It
isn’t enough that I had to face off with whatever weird thing is hiding inside
Timothy today? I have to lay my heart on the tracks to Malachi as well? How
much emotional abuse does Griffin expect me to survive in one day? Whatever. I
push my way through the tables toward a door that looks like it might lead to
the stage area. 


Malachi appears
without warning. He seems to know I didn’t come to congratulate him on the set.
“Can we talk?” I ask. 


He nods and
gestures toward the back of the club. I feel his hand brush against my lower
back, but it’s a hesitant touch and he quickly moves in front of me. My stomach
tightens. I’ve been avoiding this conversation until I can figure out what to
say. I still haven’t, but I’m out of time. 


Following him
unquestioningly, I’m only slightly surprised when we step out into an alley
behind the club. The warm, sticky air clings to me as soon as it slithers over
my skin. There are times when the humidity is comforting. There are times it
isn’t. I try to block out the creepy sensation. Malachi turning to face me
helps. His words do even more. 


“Why did you bring
him?” 


I flinch at his
tone. “He wouldn’t let me come without him, for one. Two, he’s a friend.” 


“He’s a stranger,”
Malachi argues. 


As hard as it is
not to roll my eyes, I don’t want to fight with him about this. I understand
his jealousy. I do. “Do you remember what happened after Morton told me about
Archer?” 


Unsure about my
abrupt change in topic, Malachi doesn’t answer right away. He frowns,
considering what my question might mean. “Yes,” he finally says. 


“Morton pulled
Griffin and I in on a case this afternoon. What I had to face…” 


The burning
frustration in his eyes mellows, not completely disappearing but overtaken by
worry. “What happened?” 


“I’m not sure
yet.” Even with what Kyran was able to supply, I have no clue what it was I
felt inside Timothy. “It was bad, though, for several reasons. Something that
doesn’t belong here. Afterward, Griffin watched over me.” 


Malachi’s
expression shifts between regret for not being the one to keep me safe and
irritation that Griffin was there instead. “That doesn’t mean he had to come
here tonight. I wanted you here, not him.” 


“Malachi,” I say,
“it’s not like that with Griffin. He’s just a friend. I—” 


“Just a friend,”
he says, “like Kyran?” 


I hate seeing this
side of him, and it takes everything I have not to snap at him, but I get it.
“No,” I say slowly. “Griffin is…there’s something…he’s like Holden. There’s
nothing romantic there, at all. He treats me like one of his sisters.” 


Malachi’s
expression twists angrily. “I’ve seen guys do that before. It’s not real, Echo.
You’re—” 


“It is real,” I
argue, my voice rising in pitch as my frustration begins to slip through my
control. “There’s a feeling, something…I can’t explain it yet, but I felt it
the second we met. He’s not interested in me romantically. I’m not interested
in him. He needs to be here, though, for…maybe for this case…maybe to keep me
from exploding. I don’t know. I need him here, though. I’m sorry, but—” 


“How many more
people are you going to add to your collection?” he snaps, throwing his hands
up. 


I stutter over a
response. “My…my collection? Is that…what you think?” 


Malachi sighs,
though the breath is forceful, rushed. “No, I mean, I don’t know. That’s what
it seems like sometimes.” He shakes his head, his long, sun-bleached hair
falling across his forehead. “You seem to have a knack for finding people you
need, keeping them close, then…” 


“Then what?” I
demand. 


“Then…” He trails
off, and I think he’s not going to finish. Then his shoulders tense and he
doesn’t hold back. “Then you move on to the next person.” 


I stare at him,
too shocked to immediately respond. “Is…that what you think this is about? I
don’t need you…want you anymore?” 


“Do you?” he
demands angrily. 


“It’s not that
simple!” I shout. 


“It is, Echo. Do
you love me, or not?” 


I choke on my
response. “Love?” I gasp. I shake myself, trying to unscramble the mess of
thoughts and emotions twisted up inside me. “Do you? Do you love me,
Malachi? Can you really say that, even with the Keeper thing and what I can do
to you?” 


His jaw clenches.
“You don’t even know if you really can command me.” 


“What about being
my Keeper? I told you how Archer reacted the same way you did, how he fell for
me. Can you really say with absolute certainty that isn’t what happened between
us?” 


“No!” he exploded,
“but I don’t know if this is about that or Kyran, or now…” He waves his hand
back toward the club. “…or Griffin, or something else entirely! I don’t know
what’s going on inside your head, Echo! You won’t talk to me anymore!” 


“You won’t talk to
me, either!” I shout. “After telling you about how I met Archer, you closed
off. You got angry. The few times I tried to talk to you after that, you just
threw Kyran in my face! He has nothing to do with this!” 


Malachi points a
finger at me, pulling back then stabbing it forward more fervently. “Don’t say
he has nothing to do with it. Don’t lie, Echo. Don’t do that to me.” 


“I’m not lying!” I
say. When Malachi’s fingers pull into fists, I tamp down my anger and say,
“Yes, I have feelings for him, ones that are confusing as hell. Is that what
you want to hear? Are you expecting me to confess some undying love? I won’t,
because that’s not how it is. I feel something, I barely even know what. There
are too many other things vying for my attention and life and soul right now to
worry about it! Regardless of that, Kyran has nothing to do with
the reason we’re fighting with each other in an alley!” 


“Then what does it
have to do with?” he yells. 


“It has to do with
being scared, okay?” I throw my hands up. “I’m terrified. Of everything! Of
hurting you. Of turning you into some kind of slave. Of breaking your heart! Of
breaking mine. Of screwing up every relationship I have and all the progress
I’ve made. Of losing control. Of getting my friends killed! Of failing and
destroying everything.” Tears pool in my eyes and I fight to keep them
from falling. “I refuse to take anything else from you, Malachi. I’ve already
stolen so much.” 


He loses it.
Completely. “You haven’t taken anything!” Spinning away from me, he takes a few
hard-hitting steps toward the street, away from the black mass of twitching
darkness slithering along the walls. “I gave it! I offered myself. I made the
choice to protect you! Don’t play martyr and blame me if you’re too scared…”  


“Malachi!” I
whisper, though it’s more of a frantic rasp than anything else. 


“…to face the
possibility of things not working out between us! They’re all just excuses,
damn it!” 


“Malachi!” I beg
as I back away from the coalescing horror. 


Panic hits me as I
realize I left my purse inside. It’s not as well equipped as my backpack, but
it has the basics, the essentials. I have nothing without it. Malachi
says something else, his voice loud, but dull in the face of the hollowed out,
tortured soul forcing its way into the mortal plane. He should be feeling it, a
warning of some kind. He’s too amped up, too focused on fighting with me to
realize there’s a bigger enemy. One congealing and expanding at the same time
to hover over me. 


It’s not a
Devourer. I know that, but that doesn’t mean I know what it is. I glance
back and realize Malachi has moved much faster than me. He’s almost to the
street. As soon as he’s out of sight, I know the creature will attack.
Terror at the thought tears the words from my mouth without thought. 


“Malachi, stop!” 


I see him freeze
from the corner of my eye, as I try to keep the monster in sight, but it’s not
a natural movement. Instead of being startled into halting, he’s frozen in
place, mid stride, like an abandoned marionette. Realization dawns after a
precious second of confusion and I scream again, desperate to correct my
mistake. 


“Malachi, help
me!” 


He’s by my side in
an instant, his Keeper mark blazing a brilliant red where the talisman burned
itself into his flesh. That alone is enough. The creature’s indistinct mouth
slits open in soundless fury a split second before it simply bursts apart and
is gone. Malachi’s chest is heaving, his hand slow to drop and his eyes
scouring the alley for a second attack. 


“It’s gone,” I
gasp, stumbling over to the wall for support. Ignoring the grime I’m sure is
there, I lean my head back and take in a shaky breath. “I’m so stupid.” Closing
my eyes, I berate myself for not paying attention to the weird feeling I had
when we first came out. It was a warning. 


“I didn’t even
feel it,” Malachi says. “I’m sorry, I should have…” 


I shake my head to
cut him off. “It’s my fault. The alley, it felt weird when we walked out, but I
ignored it.” 


Malachi runs a
hand through his hair. Frustration bunches his shoulders, tightens his muscles.
The lingering adrenaline might be solely responsible for the slight quiver in
his fingers, but the terror of what might have happened likely has something to
do with it, too. I expect him to argue with me again, try to take the blame. He
doesn’t. 


“You did it
again,” he says. The flat, dull tone of his voice stills me, wary of what he’ll
say next. “You were right. You did it. You commanded me, and I…obeyed. I
didn’t even have a choice.” 


“I’m sorry,” I say
quickly. “I didn’t know what else to do. You were leaving and it was coming at
me, and I left my…” 


Malachi’s gaze
snaps up to me. “You did it on purpose? Consciously?” 


“I had to,” I
plead. 


That seems to
startle him. He steps back. His brows bunch in confusion. “Can you do that with
anyone?” Another step back. 


My head drops. I
can’t look at him any longer. “I don’t know,” I whisper. 


I hear the shuffle
of Malachi’s feet as he moves away from me. “I need to…this…” 


“It’s okay,” I say
as tears fill my eyes. “Griffin will drive me home.” 


He flinches,
though whether from mentioning Griffin or from me knowing that he doesn’t want
to be near me right now, I don’t know. He’s already backing away, but he asks,
“You’re sure it’s gone?” 


The air is cooler
now, the humidity a gentle caress rather than a stifling mask. Even with as freaked
out as I am right now, the alley is peaceful in its own way. Malachi scared the
creature away well enough that it won’t be coming back for a while. “I’m sure,”
I say without meeting his gaze. 


“Go inside,”
Malachi orders. “I’ll…call, come by…tomorrow. That thing, it looked like
Archer, but…not.” 


I nod, not
trusting my voice to come out as anything but a squeak. Before he can say
anything else, I yank the door open and slip inside, back to the cloying heat
of too many bodies and not enough answers. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


8: Turning Off


(Griffin)


 


 


The look on her
face says something is wrong. Something more than breaking both hers and Malachi’s
hearts. I shove my chair back and move toward her. Holden and Cerise are too
busy making out to notice, but Kyran stands barely a moment after I do. He
trails me as I make my way to Echo. Her arms were cinched around her slender
body from the moment she came into view, but I don’t see how much she’s shaking
until I’m within ten feet of her. I pick up my pace. 


“What happened?” I
ask. 


“It, uh, didn’t go
well,” she says, avoiding a real answer. 


“No shit,” I say,
“but why?” 


Hope struggles
with concern and Kyran steps closer. “Did you and Malachi break up?” 


Echo looks away.
“I don’t know. Probably. It’s…”                                                                     


“What else
happened?” I give Kyran a suffering look and his gaze drops. 


Sighing, Echo
steps closer to me, though I don’t know if she even realizes she does it.
Searching for security, I give it to her. Her trembling quiets as my arm falls
around her shoulders. “We were attacked.” 


“By who?” Kyran
demands. “Or…what?” 


Echo shakes her
head. “I’m not sure. A tortured soul, I think, but it looked different than
Archer, more wild, less contained.” 


“Francis?” I ask. 


Worry flits
through Echo, followed closely by shame and guilt. “I’m not sure. Maybe. I
don’t know what his spirit feels like. Something about it, though…” 


Kyran and I wait
for her to continue, but she only shrugs. 


“Can you take me
home?” Echo asks, her gaze turned up to meet mine. 


“I can take you,”
Kyran offers. 


I don’t think Echo
means to flinch, or for Kyran to see it, but neither one is avoided. “I’m
sorry, Kyran,” she whispers, “I just…” 


Reaching out, I
set my hand on his shoulder. He relaxes and I don’t have to repeat my advice to
be patient. Nodding, Kyran steps back. “If you need anything…” 


Echo darts away
from me and throws her arms around him. “It’s not you,” she says. “It’s been
too long of a day. I’m fried. I can’t handle anything else tonight, okay?” 


Kyran’s stiff
posture softens and Echo doesn’t see the way his fingers curl into a fist to
keep from running down the length of her back in comfort. “I get that,” he
says. “Get some rest.” His gaze rises to meet mine, and a silent request that I
protect her gets an equally quiet promise. He releases Echo and she curls back
under my arm, leaning on me more heavily than before. With a nod to Kyran, I
guide her out of the club and back to her car, glad I insisted we drive
separate from Kyran. 


After helping her
into the passenger seat, I take up position in the driver’s seat. I’m barely
seated before she says, “No matter how hard I try, I can’t stop screwing things
up.” 


“You’re not
screwing anything up,” I say. She’s quiet for a few minutes as I back out of
the space and pull onto the street. 


“I did it again.” 


“Did what?” 


“Commanded
Malachi.” She turns to look out the window. “It freaked him out. That’s why he
left.” 


I figured as much.
It does nothing to improve my opinion of Malachi that he walked away after the
two of them being attacked. Dad can’t stand him, and I’m trying not to let that
color my view of him, but it’s not easy. I understand why the guy’s upset. Echo
stirs nothing even close to romantic feelings in me, but I can sympathize with
him falling for her and then having that ripped away in such a confusing,
bizarre way. I try to remind myself of that now, and what he’s given up in
order to be her Keeper. 


“He’ll get over
it,” I tell her. 


She shrugs. “We
didn’t actually get to breaking up,” Echo says, “but I’m almost positive we’re
over now.” 


A strange dullness
surrounds her. I knew her emotional state was tenuous from her file, but her
habit of shutting down is beginning to concern me. Dad explained the reasons
behind her refusal to take advantage of the psychiatrist available to FBI
employees. While I understand her resistance, she can’t keep going like this.
She has to talk, whether she wants to or not. 


“Is that what you
want?” I ask. “Do you want things to be over with Malachi?” 


Resting her head
against the window, she stares at the buildings we pass. “It’s probably for the
best.” 


“That’s not what I
asked.” When Echo doesn’t answer or look at me, I push a little harder. “Do you
want to be with Malachi?” 


“I don’t trust
myself to be with him like that. He doesn’t trust me either.” I think that’s
all she’s going to say, another not quite real answer. She surprises me by
continuing. “I started to doubt after what happened with, uh, the sex thing.
Not just about whether it was good for us to be together, but what had brought
us together. I don’t think it was love or whatever, not really. I think we can
be friends, but not…more. It won’t end well. He’ll hate me.” 


Her honesty gives
me pause. My official title with the FBI is a linguist. That’s a small part of
my day to day job, at least in the normal sense. The types of cases I’m usually
assigned to have required I learn a fairly substantial amount of psychology as
well. It’s helped me many times, but I know Echo’s feelings on the subject and
try to avoid sounding like a shrink when I phrase my next question. 


“For the best
doesn’t mean you can’t be upset about losing him as more than your Keeper. Are
you upset?” 


Echo frowns.
Confusion bunches her features. “I think I should be but…maybe I was prepared
for it to happen or…there’s something wrong with me. My emotions haven’t been
right lately.” She sighs. “Nothing has been right.” 


Her assessment is
accurate, on both counts. I decide to back off on making her talk about it. I
decide not to take her home as well. She doesn’t notice until we’re parked at a
trailhead I        haven’t seen in years. It feels good to be back. 


“Where are we?”
Echo asks. Her eyes scan the tall poplar trees and heavy undergrowth of ferns
visible in the car’s headlights. Curious more than fearful, her hand waits near
the seatbelt buckle. 


“Bear Creek
Trail.” 


“It’s ten at
night,” Echo says skeptically. 


“Afraid of the
dark?” I ask with a wink. 


Echo huffs. “Of
what’s in the dark maybe.” 


Reaching below the
seat, I pull out the locked case containing Dad’s spare handgun. Even with my
credentials, I had to leave my service weapon at home. I’m supposed to be on
vacation, though that hadn’t exactly worked out. Echo pulls back when she sees me
withdraw the SIG Sauer. Glocks are the standard, but Dad has always preferred
the SIG, and knows I borrowed his for tonight—though he’d been plenty irritated
I allowed Echo to leave her apartment in the first place. 


“Why do you need
that?” Echo asks. 


“Just a
precaution,” I say. “Do you keep a flashlight in your car?” 


She reaches for
the glove box. “Your dad insists.” She extracts the heavy duty, long handled
flashlight and hands it to me, but I wave her off. 


“You carry it so I
can keep my hands free.” 


Freezing for half
a second, she puts her worry aside in favor of practicality. “Okay, I’m not
much good against anything living anyway.” 


At first I think
she’s just devaluing herself, but then I realize she means it. “Dad hasn’t
started training you in hand-to-hand combat or weapons?” 


Echo rolls her
eyes. “When would he do that? During the mountains of free time we both have?” 


I shake my head.
“That’s going to change, for several reasons.” 


I don’t expound
before stepping out of the car. Echo follows, moving quickly around the car to
stand near me. “Why are we out here?” she asks. 


“You’ll see.” 


Echo wastes no
time switching on the flashlight when I lock the car and the lights wink out.
She turns it toward the trail, holding it with two hands, as though it were a
sword and her only defense against the darkness. Making it obvious to her, I
tuck the SIG Sauer into the waistband of my jeans and gesture for her to follow
me onto the trail. She hesitates for a moment before quickstepping up next to me.



“How did you know
about this place?” she asks. 


“Dad used to take
us biking here on weekends when we lived here. Brit complained incessantly
about having to be outdoors in the sticky heat, but Cas and I loved it. Dad
worked a lot, but the weekends he was home were devoted to us.” 


That seems to
satisfy Echo, but only on the surface. “Can I ask you about…your mom?” Her gaze
darts up to mine, checking my reaction, then drops to the swath of light
showing us the way. “If it’s too personal, I understand. Your dad never talks
about her.” 


“He doesn’t like
to talk about her. Too many painful memories.” 


“Oh,” Echo says
quietly. “Did she die?” 


Part of me wants
to let her think that, take the easy way out of this conversation. Echo
deserves better. “No, she left us.” 


Echo flinches in
surprise. “I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I didn’t mean to pry.” 


“It’s okay. It’s
not as hard for me to talk about as it is for Dad. I was young. I don’t
remember her very well.” Sometimes I wonder if that’s a good thing or a bad
thing. I have less emotional scars, but I have only a handful of memories of my
mother. Good ones. Memories that are sometimes hard to reconcile with the
truth. 


“Why…did she
leave?” 


Even knowing the
question is coming, the words stick in my throat. It takes a moment before I
can respond. “She knew what my dad did. She didn’t believe in any of it, but
she understood the basics about the area he specialized in. To her, it was a
dead-end job, and she pushed him to get out of it, move up. When he refused,
Cas and Brit remember them fighting a lot—when Dad was home anyway. She
demanded he either quit or transfer, but he refused and tried to prove what he
was doing was important. It didn’t go over very well.” 


“How did he…?”
Echo trails off. “You’re not gonna tell me that, are you?” 


I shake my head.
“Dad’s secrets are his own. I’m sorry but—” 


Echo waves me off.
“It’s okay. I understand.” There’s no bitterness. Few people truly can
understand, but she does. “What happened after he tried to prove the paranormal
stuff was real?” 


I remember
wondering why she’d put a suitcase in the car that morning. The thought only
lasted a moment before being distracted by something else. There are times I
still blame myself for not understanding, not trying to do anything to stop
her. It’s idiotic. I know that. Most of the time that helps. 


“Dad went to work
the next day after sleeping in the den. Mom put my sisters on the school bus,
dropped me off at preschool…” I shrug. “That was the last time any of us saw
her. They had to call my dad to have him come pick me up when my mom never
showed. From then on, it was just the four of us.” 


Echo’s eyes are
wide and bright, reflecting moonlight and flashlight. “Preschool? She abandoned
you at preschool?” 


I nod and we both
fall quiet. My attention is still half on the environment, but the rest is
split between shoving away memories of standing with my teacher in the pick-up
line for a mother who would never come, and watching Echo’s reactions. Her
anger isn’t unsurprising. Neither is the sadness that follows, but I realize I’m
mistaken about the source when she speaks. 


“My dad almost
left once.” She glances into the trees, the darkness hovering there just
outside the beam of the flashlight. “I’ve never told anyone, and my parents
have no idea I know.” 


Strangely, her
confession doesn’t surprise me. Even though Echo and her mother have been at
odds most of her life, she’s tried to help Echo. The help she forced on her
hurt more than it helped, but that hadn’t been her intention. From what Dad had
told me, it was Mrs. Simmons who always backed off when the risk of losing Echo
grew too great. Her father seemed less forgiving. 


“When was that?” I
ask. 


“I was nine.
Things were really bad then. I was scaring them. I was scaring myself. The
ghosts were terrorizing me and I had no way to stop it. Mom tried therapy,
medication, meditation, herbal remedies, spiritual cleansings, anything she
could think of to fix me. All of us were at our limits for different
reasons, and he was the first one to snap.” 


Abuse accusations
had cropped up against Echo’s parents several times during her childhood. It
wasn’t surprising. The Simmons managed to convince doctors and social workers
that the bruises, cuts, and broken bones were self-inflicted. Given her
psychiatric history, they bought it. As far as I knew, no domestic abuse
allegations had ever been made, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t happened. 


“By snapped, you
mean…” 


“Nothing violent,”
she says, then frowns. “Not…I mean, he pushed her away from the door when she
tried to stop him from leaving their bedroom with his suitcase. It didn’t hurt
her. Mom was hysterical, Dad was angry and blamed her for all the trouble I was
causing. Neither of them saw me standing in the doorway of the bathroom with a
bloody towel pressed to my head.” 


“What…?” I start
to ask but she shakes her head, dismissive of the question. 


“Just another
ghost trying to get into my mind. Fell off the bed. Cut my head.” Her free hand
scratches at a spot on her scalp and I wonder how many scars her red hair hides.
“Anyway,” she continues, “he got past her and started walking out, but he
stopped when she told him she was pregnant and slid down the door to the
floor.” 


She tries not to
let the admission reveal how much this memory devastated her, but she can’t
hide it from me. Not only had her father being ready to leave her, in the end,
she hadn’t been enough to convince him to stay. I could imagine her wondering
every day of her life what would have happened if her mother hadn’t announced
the impending arrival of her twin little sisters that night. I could imagine
the anxiety she must have lived with, never feeling certain her father wouldn’t
still leave when things got bad again. 


“I love my
sisters,” Echo says, “but until they were born, I kind of hated them, but felt
like I owed them at the same time. When they came home, the hate went away,
even though they were a double boatload of trouble. Some days, I still held it
against them, but other days I was grateful they took the focus off me. Mable
and Azalea never begrudged me anything—aside from making them clean up after
themselves. They’re better than me.” 


I scoff and put my
arm back around her shoulders. “Nobody could ever fault you for struggling to
forgive the people who’ve hurt you, even as inadvertent and your sisters’ injury
might have been. Give yourself a break.” 


We walk the rest
of the trail in silence until we reach the reason I chose to bring her out
here. Surrounding us on both sides of the trail are slender tree trunks pushing
upward from the forest floor. In the middle of everything is one massive tree
whose trunk is wide enough for three or four people to stand in front of at the
same time. 


Echo tilts the
flashlight upward, scanning the length of the towering giant. “Wow,” she says.
“It’s beautiful.” 


“The Gennet Poplar
is one of the few that survived massive logging ventures in this area during
the last century.” 


“It’s neat.
Reminds me of visiting the Redwoods.” She frowns, though. “I’m not sure why you
brought me out here.” 


“When was the last
time you were alone to think?” 


Echo shrugs. “I’m
alone all the time. Zara’s always off doing stuff, and I spend a lot of time in
my room or your dad’s office to do homework. I—” 


I cut her off with
the shake of my head. “I asked when you were last alone to think, to take some
time for yourself.” 


For a moment, she
doesn’t understand the question, or at least why I’m asking it. “It’s too
dangerous. Malachi would flip if I came out here alone. Your dad has to be able
to reach me at all times.” 


Excuses like that
won’t fly with me. “You can’t survive like that. Look at what it’s doing to
you.” 


“I’m fine,” she
argues. 


“You’re not
fine.” 


“I’ll be
fine.” 


I shake my head.
“When? After you take care of Francis, or the boy, or the next ghost who shows
up wanting something? How many cases and hauntings can you hold up against
before you lose control?” 


“Walking through
trees is going to help?” she snaps. “Really?” 


“Stepping away
from it all is.” She opens her mouth to argue, but I won’t let her.
“Don’t tell me you don’t have time. You have to make time or you’re
going to spiral out of control. Then how are you going to fight the Devourers
or save souls?” 


Echo fumes,
fingers clenching around the flashlight. “I can’t stop! I can’t waste time,
Griffin!” 


“You’re not
wasting time. You making sure you’re ready and able to fight when one finds
you.” 


“I…” Her argument
dies away and something regretful passes through her mind. It’s not hard to
figure out what. 


“When the tortured
soul attacked, you panicked, right? Malachi sent it away?” 


Scowling, she
makes it clear she doesn’t appreciate me being right. “I didn’t have anything
with me to fight it.” 


“Weapons aren’t
any good when you freeze up, or when you missed the signs of an attack in the
first place because you’re too busy fighting with your ex-boyfriend over
something you decided months ago.” 


The shock that
floods her confirms I was right about being distracted, but her shock extends
to my harsh critique, and makes me flinch. It wasn’t nice, but we both know
it’s true. All of it, her decision about Malachi included. 


“I don’t know how
to do what you’re asking of me,” she says quietly after several long, silent
minutes. 


“What do you
mean?” 


She gestures at
the forest. “Coming out here is great and all, but turning off everything else is
impossible. I carry it with me, everywhere. I can’t escape it. It invades my
dreams, my thoughts, everything. I can barely sleep most nights, and focusing
on school is harder than it’s ever been. How do I switch all that off?” 


When I reach for
her hand, she doesn’t pull back. I clasp my fingers around hers and tug her
over to the base of the huge tree. She’s annoyed when I motion for her to sit,
but she does as ordered. I sit next to her and settle in. 


“Now what?” she
demands. “Structured breathing? Yoga? Meditation? Trust me, I’ve tried all of
those with almost no success.” 


“Be quiet.” The
commanding tone of my voice makes her crinkle her nose in annoyance, but she
closes her mouth and keeps it that way. Gently, I urge her to lean back against
the tree and get into a comfortable position. I don’t speak until I feel her
body begin to relax. “What did your mom used to do to put you to sleep at
night?” 


Not expecting the
question, coming up with an answer takes Echo longer than usual. “She used to
run her fingers through my hair.” 


It isn’t what I’m
expecting, but I can work with that. Tugging on her arm, I motion for her to
move so she’s sitting in my lap. After rolling her eyes at me, she complies.
She makes it perfectly clear she thinks this is stupid. I don’t care what she
thinks at this point. Even in a calmer state than she was when she walked back
into the club, the storm of emotions raging inside her are going to burst
through her control if she doesn’t learn to temper them. 


“I once met a very
strange medium,” I tell Echo. 


“Aren’t they all
strange?” she grumbles, probably rolling her eyes again. 


“Some mediums are
perfectly normal, actually.” I gather her hair so it falls down her back in
lose waves. “This one, however, didn’t just communicate with the ghosts
of people. She could sense plants as well.” 


Echo glances at me
over her shoulder, incredulous. “Plants?” When I nod, she scowls. “Plants don’t
have souls.” 


I stare at her,
one eyebrow cocked. “You’re one to say something isn’t possible.” 


She turns back
around and folds her arms. “Plants with souls sounds ridiculous.” 


I don’t tell her I
agree, because she’s being a brat. I do say, “I never said she claimed plants
had souls. She could sense their life force. Before you ask, no they didn’t try
to communicate, but she could feel their presence. Tests verified her
abilities.” 


“That seems like a
very pointless ability. You can see plants. Why would you need to sense
them?” 


Shrugging, I admit
there doesn’t seem to be a good reason for anyone having that ability in a
practical sense. Perhaps it was just a side effect of her more prominent
talent. I have no idea. That isn’t why I brought it up. “I want you to try it.”



“What? Why?” 


“If you’re having
trouble clearing your mind on your own, focus it on something unrelated to your
problems.” 


“This is stupid.” 


I yank her hair
enough that she loses her balance and falls into me. “Do it anyway.” 


Huffing, she
pushes herself back up and goes silent. I hide a smile and begin running my fingers
through her hair. Echo immediately begins to relax against me. Brit hates
people touching her hair once she has it done, but Cas is like Echo. She loves
the sensation, often making me brush her hair or run my fingers through it for
hours on end while we watched cartoons. It’s been a long time since I’ve done
that, but it’s an easy enough skill to pick back up. 


Echo gives no
indication of whether or not her search for plant souls is working. I don’t
expect it to. I do expect her to exhaust her mind to the point of not being
able to think at all. It won’t be quick, though, so I settle against the tree
more comfortably and wait. Every minute that passes, every stroke of my fingers
through her hair, her body relaxes and her wild emotions are forced back into
containment. Hours pass, and I feel her body settle against my chest a moment
before my eyes close. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


9: A Risk


(Echo)


 


 


I don’t know why
I’m in a forest, or why it looks so weird. Instead of green leaves or ferns,
everything around me is varying shades of grey. That’s not the only difference.
The fallen leaves beneath my feet don’t crunch when I walk on them. They look
brittle, but they’re unchanged when I lift my foot after each step. Nothing
changes in this weird place. No breeze stirs the plant life, no noises disturb
the silence, and no source of light casts shadows. There is light, just not a single
source. The sky peeking through the branches is dark, yet I can see fine. It
makes no sense, like everything else here. 


Wherever here
is. 


I’m used to
nightmares. I’m used to ghosts invading my dreams and trying to screw with my
mind. This is different and I have no explanation for it. Honestly, I’m not
even sure if I’m awake or asleep. Maybe Griffin was right and my head exploded,
and now I’m in some kind of monochromatic purgatory. This could get boring real
fast. 


Echo… 


Or not. 


I exhale slowly
and begin to turn in the direction of the sound. Suddenly, I hope Griffin is
serious about having me learn to fight and shoot a gun. Most likely that won’t
help in this creepy place, but who knows. Ghost rules never make a ton of
sense. I’m three quarters of the way through my slow turn when an icy chill
runs down my spine and I freeze. 


Echo. 


This can’t be
good. It knows my name. How does it know my name? 


The icy feelings
gets worse, the length of my back going numb. I don’t want to turn around, and
close my eyes. I don’t want to see what’s probably about to kill me. I figure
I’ve faced enough scary things in my life to have earned the chance to take the
coward’s way out and not stare my own death in the face this time. 


Echo, it’s me. 


Me? That doesn’t
sound threatening, but I’ve been tricked before. I sigh, irritated I’m going to
have to look. Peeling one eye open, I force my stiffened muscles to turn my
head just far enough to peek over my shoulder. 


“Timothy?” I ask,
spinning around the rest of the way. “What are you doing here? Where is here?”



The corner of his
mouth tugs up. He only looks a little scared, which is oddly reassuring. Kind
of. Cold is emanating from his body and he is noticeably unsettled. “It’s the
Dreamside, where I go when I sleep.” 


“Dreamside?” I ask
slowly. 


Timothy nods.
“Yeah. That’s what I call it. Like inside, outside, Dreamside.” 


This sure doesn’t
look like a kid’s dreams, but okay. “Is it always so…” 


“Colorless?”
Timothy sighs. “No. It used to be real pretty. Sometimes I can still make
colors appear, but not lately. I can’t waste energy on that.” 


“Why not?” I ask.
I have a million other questions I want answers to, but this one seems most important.
I’m not entirely sure why, though. 


Timothy frowns.
“It’s hard to change things here. Even harder since things started turning
grey. It took me a super long time to even be able to change the clothes I wear
so I’m not always in pajamas. Hiding something is really, really hard. It takes
all my dream energy.” 


Dream energy? I’m beginning to
realize the poor kid has been on his own, no guidance, just figuring things out
in this bizarre world on his own. I know how scary and dangerous that can be.
It will have to wait for another time, though. “What do you have to hide?” I
ask. 


Scooting closer to
me, Timothy motions for me to lean down. “That’s why I brought you here. I
wasn’t sure I could, but when I woke up here I felt something different. It
felt like you, so I followed it and…” He shrugs. “I was scared and wanted you
to come here…and you did.” I ponder that for a moment, but he’s already moving
on to something else. “Your headband is keeping the monsters away better than
anything I can do on my own, but I still don’t want to stay very long.” 


He reaches down to
the buttons of his thick wool coat. When not next to Timothy, the temperature
is strangely perfect. Before I can ask anything else, Timothy unbuttons the top
button of his coat and a searing beam of light shoots out of it. It disappears
a second later as my little friend pushes the fabric back against his chest and
struggles with the big buttons. Quickly, I push his hands aside and close up
the coat for him. 


“What was that?” I
whisper, now kneeling at his side and scanning the surrounding forest for
anything that might have seen the light. 


“I don’t know,”
Timothy says in a quavering voice. “My dad gave it to me, after he died. It’s
why I’m so cold all the time.” 


“How did he give
it to you?” 


Timothy shakes his
head. “I’ve never seen anyone here before except the souls that live here, but
there was my dad, after he died. He said he loved me, then gave me a hug and
said he was sorry he couldn’t stay. He said I had to keep it safe. I didn’t know
what he meant. When he pulled away, the light was there, but small. It keeps
getting bigger when the nice souls find me and make the light brighter. The
monsters find me more easily the bigger the light gets. Making this coat is
hard. I can’t keep it very long, and I can’t stop myself from coming here in my
dreams yet.” He hesitates, then says, “Part of the souls stay in me, even when
I leave here…I think. I’m cold when I wake up. All day. I get colder the more
souls I hold.”


There’s so much of
that I don’t understand at all, so I focus on the one thing I think I can get
an answer to. “What will happen if they get the light…the souls…from you?” I
ask. A sound to my right makes me yank Timothy up against my chest. Our
breathing picks up. 


Timothy is trembling,
but he still manages to answer me. “I think it will kill me if the monsters
take it.” 


Anger and
frustration blossom in my chest. I want to be angry with his dad for putting
him in this position, but I doubt he had any other choice. It’s clear to me that
Timothy’s dad shared the same gift, dream traveling or soul collecting or whatever
it is, and that his death didn’t absolved him of his responsibilities. He
passed something on to his son, something important. Something that is going to
get the little guy killed. 


“It’s hard to
remember things when I wake up. That’s why I couldn’t tell you more at the
hospital,” Timothy says. “You’ll help me, right? You’ll save me?” 


I don’t know if I
can. I have no clue what’s going on with this boy and his dad. Making a promise
like that is cruel when I’m not sure I can back it up. I don’t want to lie, but
as he grips my hand as bravely as he can in the face of another noise, a closer
one, I can’t abandon him. 


“Yes,” I whisper.
“I’ll find a way. I promise.” 


Timothy squeezes
my hand once more. “Thank you.” His eyes close against the approaching sounds, but
before it reaches us…everything disappears. 


 


***


 


I jolt awake,
instantly confused and completely freaked out. Hands grab at me and I lash out.
A split second later, I’m pinned to the forest floor with Griffin on top of me.
Concern rather than anger fills his expression. A pink-tinged sky is partially
hid by the branches and leaves above us. 


“What just
happened?” Griffin asks. 


Blinking in the
hazy dawn light, my thoughts feel unusually scrambled. “Did we fall asleep out
here?” 


“Yes,” Griffin
says, exasperated. “What happened?” 


He spent all night
out here with me? That seems rather unsafe, but at the same time…I actually
feel rested. Most mornings I wake up feeling worse off than when I went to bed.
Granted, I’m a little stiff from sleeping in Griffin’s lap all night… 


“Echo,” he snaps,
“what the hell is going on?” 


Frowning, I have
to focus, very hard, to get my mind back in order. The grey image of the forest
swims in my thoughts, illusive, and I have to fight to make it solidify, to
drag the memories back before they can slip away. “Timothy, he was there.” 


“There?” 


“In the…Dreamside.”



Griffin eases his
grip on me, but doesn’t let me up quite yet. “Dreamside? That’s where the
monsters attack him? Did the headband work?” 


“Can you get off
me?” I ask when taking a deep breath to clear my head a little more proves
difficult. 


Looking back down
at me, Griffin gives me an apologetic look. “Sorry.” He falls back to sitting
and offers his hand to help me up. 


Leaves and sticks
are tangled in my hair, but that’s a problem for later. “It was a replica of this
forest, but all grey with this weird light everywhere. The monsters were there,
but they stayed away for now. They’re trying to get this bizarre light in Timothy’s
chest that his dad gave him after he died. It keeps getting bigger and harder
to hide, which has something to do with the souls he says hang out in the
forest, and Timothy’s convinced he’ll die if they get it from him. His dad was
a dream traveler or whatever too, I’m pretty sure, but doesn’t seem to have
taught Timothy anything.” 


“Maybe he didn’t
know the boy also had his gift, or had activated it yet. Timothy probably
thought they were just dreams and never mentioned them. The monsters didn’t
show up until after his dad died,” Griffin reminds me. 


Agreeing that he’s
probably right takes away some of the frustration I had leveled at the boy’s
father while in the Dreamside world. Morton hadn’t been familiar with the
concept when Griffin mentioned the shadow world theory to him, but maybe he can
find someone capable of training Timothy so the poor kid doesn’t end up going
crazy or getting killed in his weird world. 


“Why didn’t
Timothy tell you about the light at the hospital?” 


“When you wake up,
things that happened there start slipping away,” I say. “Talking about it helps
keep the memories.” I frown, considering that. “Maybe I should have Timothy
start keeping a journal.” 


Pushing myself up
from the ground, I gesture for Griffin to hurry up and follow me. My first
class isn’t until ten. Plenty of time to talk to Timothy and get cleaned up. I
notice Griffin isn’t following me and turn back to tell him to hurry it up only
to find him staring at his phone with a longsuffering look. 


“What now?” I
demand. “I need to talk to Timothy before class.” 


Griffin tosses me
his phone, and stalks past me with a command to call his dad. Confused, I
glance down at the screen and skim the handful of texts from my mentor. I start
laughing about halfway through, which earns me a glare from Griffin. I might
have teased him about it if not for the fact that he allowed me to get some
real sleep last night for the first time in months. I call his dad instead. 


“Griffin!” Morton
blusters the second the call is picked up. “I was not joking when I—” 


“Calm down,” I say
in a bored tone. “We didn’t have sex, and never will. For crying out loud,
Morton, give me a little credit. You have better things to worry about, like
why Timothy is wandering around a parallel world with a ball of light in his
chest.” 


Silence. I let it
continue as I hustle to catch up to Griffin. After what seems like forever,
Morton finally asks, “What?” 


“What to which
part?” I drawl. “Do you really need me to spell out the fact that Griffin’s not
trying to seduce me and I’m not interested in your son like that, at all, and no
we didn’t have sex or anything even remotely close to that?” I try not to laugh
at the uncomfortable choking sound he makes after that. “Or, would you like to
hear more about the creepy world Timothy spends his nighttime hours in?” 


Morton clears his
throat. “The, uh, second one. Timothy’s dream world. How do you know anything
about that?” 


“Because I went
there.” 


“How?” 


Griffin unlocks
the car doors and we climb in and take our seats. 


“How is a
good question. Timothy said he brought me there, but couldn’t fully explain. I
don’t know if he would have been able to pull me in if I hadn’t been with
Griffin.” 


And the hostility
returns. “What is that supposed to mean?” he growls. 


Huffing, I stare
at Griffin and point at the phone, annoyed at his dad. Griffin shakes his head
and backs out of the parking space. 


“It means,”
I say, “that your son is very good at calming me down. He helped me clear my
head enough that I could sleep peacefully, for once.” 


“No nightmares?”
Morton asks. 


“Aside from my
little trip to the Dreamside, no.” 


Morton is quiet
for a moment. “You two were together all night? Where?” 


For once, his
question isn’t accusatory. Mostly. “We went for a walk to some giant poplar
tree, did some…meditation of sorts, and I fell asleep. I guess we both did.” 


“He took you to
the Gennet Poplar?” 


I honestly can’t
remember the name of the tree, but I’m assuming that’s the right one. How many
big, special trees can there be around here. The name isn’t important, however.
The tone of Morton’s voice is. “Why does it matter?” I ask. 


Morton hesitates.
“It doesn’t, I guess.” Again, his tone makes me think that’s not entirely
truthful. “I need you to come into the office before class.” 


“Can it be after?
I need to talk to Timothy first.” 


“I’ll go,” he
says, in boss mode now. “I need you and Griffin here to speak to the foster
mother.” 


My first instinct
is to argue, to check on Timothy and see what other information I can get from
him. The guard on Timothy’s room, Morton’s muttered comment that no one
believed the foster mother’s account of what happened, prod me to do as he asks.



“Tell Timothy he
needs to write down everything he can remember after he wakes up from the
Dreamside. It helps the memories not slip away so fast. Ask him if he remembers
seeing me last night, okay?” 


“I will,” he
confirms. “I’ll be back at the office as soon as I can. Griffin will be there
to help you. Let him lead the questioning. You do what you do best, figure out
what’s not quite right about her.” 


Not really sure
what he’s expecting from me, I hesitate responding too confidently. “Uh, I’ll
do my best.” 


He must think that
will be good enough, because he ends the call. I let the phone drop to my lap
with a sigh. This case is getting weirder by the second. 


“Where are we
headed?” Griffin asks. 


“Home, then to the
office. I need to get the leaves out of my hair if I’m going to help you
question the foster mom.” 


Griffin, surprisingly,
doesn’t bat an eye at that. At least one of us thinks this is a good idea. 


 


***


 


De-leafed, I stay
close to Griffin as we approach the interview room. “You’ve done this before,
right?” I ask. Nervous energy makes me twitchy. I adjust my security badge for
the millionth time, convinced not even its presence will make this lady believe
I’m supposed to be here. 


“Many times,”
Griffin says calmly. 


“I have no idea
what to do in there.” 


A quick look of
annoyance flashes across his features. “What has Dad been teaching you this
whole time?” He shakes his head. “When we go in, just pretend you’ve done this
a thousand times with living people, rather than ghosts, and let me take the
lead. If you have a question for her, ask it. If something feels off, follow
the trail. You have good instincts, Echo. Trust them.” 


As pep talks go, I
think that one is pretty good. I still want to throw up, but I feel slightly
less incompetent. When Griffin looks over at me to see if I’m ready, I nod.
Here we go. 


The woman is
younger than I expected. Mid-thirties, she sits up in her chair as soon as the
door begins to open. Her gaze goes to Griffin first, then to me, surprise
registering in her expression as well. Her fingers twist together as she shifts
in her seat. She watches us intently as we approach the table. 


“Mrs. Wilkins, I’m
Special Agent Griffin Morton, and this is Echo Simmons, a consultant working
with us on this case.” 


“Consultant?” Mrs.
Wilkins asks. “What kind of consultant?” She eyes me more shrewdly now, as if
I’m somehow more dangerous to her as a third party than as an agent. That’s
when I know my suspicions were correct. 


Stepping forward,
I say, “The kind of consultant who understands you saw something you don’t know
how to explain and aren’t even sure you believe was real.” 


She freezes, her
breathing rate spiking. “Things were happening to him before he ever came to my
home.” 


“I know that.” 


“They told me he
had some emotional problems,” she says. “I can deal with that. I know how to
work with troubled kids, but…that’s not…he…” 


I nod, feeling bad
she had all of this dumped on her without a clue. “This isn’t an issue of
self-harm, right?” 


Her eyes widen and
she shakes her head quickly. “There’s something wrong with him.” She says it
almost as a whisper, as though afraid of someone overhearing her. 


Deciding me
standing over her probably isn’t helping. I pull back one of the chairs across
the table from her and sit down. Griffin does the same. I realize then that I
kind of stepped all over him taking the lead, but when I glance over at him he
gestures for me to continue. Swallowing my self-doubt, I focus on Mrs. Wilkins
again. 


“There’s something
happening to Timothy,” I say, “not something wrong with him.” 


She shakes her
head. “You didn’t see…” 


“What did you
see?” I ask. 


Her lips press
together, blanching under the pressure. “They’ll think I’m crazy,” she says.
“They’ll take my other kids away from me.” 


“The case is in
our hands now,” Griffin says. 


Clearly, she
doesn’t believe him, or doesn’t believe it will matter. Timothy being sent away
to another foster home will make it much harder for me to figure out what’s
going on with him. I don’t know much about this woman, but even though she’s
scared there’s still care in her eyes. What she saw terrified her, but she
still called the police and social worker to make sure Timothy got help for his
injuries. She had to know the implications of that, the accusations that were
likely to come against her. She called anyway. It was a big risk for her. I
decide to take a risk myself. 


When I left
California, I owned one pair of slacks and only a handful of tops that could be
considered dressy. Morton insisted I upgrade my wardrobe for exactly this
reason. I chose a nice pair of grey slacks and light blue blouse for the
interview today. Thankfully, I realize the blouse was partially see-through before
leaving the apartment and added a white camisole beneath it. Now the camisole is
going to come in handy for another reason entirely. 


Griffin glances
over at me when I begin unbuttoning my blouse, but doesn’t move to stop me.
Mrs. Wilkins’ mouth opens then snaps shut. I’m sure this is not at all a
standard procedure during an interview, but I need this woman to trust me. I
need her to know I’ll believe whatever she tells me. 


As I work on the
buttons, I say, “I know a lot of people will hear what you have to say and
think you’ve lost it. I’m not asking you to tell everyone. Just me. Someone who
knows what it means to have things happening to you that you can’t explain.” 


I slip the blouse
down over my shoulders and stand. Mrs. Wilkins’ eyes go wide at the array of
scars marring my skin. I see Griffin flinch when I reach for the hem of my
camisole but, again, he doesn’t stop me. I turn away from them both and lift
the hem just far enough that one of my worst scars is revealed. Various smaller
ones dot the skin around the puckered four-inch scar, and I hear more than one
sharp inhalation. 


Not rushing, I
lower my shirt and reach for my blouse. I’m doing up the last of the buttons
when I sit back in my chair. Griffin’s hand squeezes my knee briefly. The touch
calms me, and I realize how much his reaction worried me. He’ll have questions
later, but for now it’s Mrs. Wilkins who needs to provide answers. 


Meeting her gaze,
I say, “You can imagine how many times my parents were accused of abuse. It
wasn’t true. No one believed what I tried to tell them. They told me I was
delusional, crazy, that I needed to be medicated.” Her eyes are still wide with
shock, but she is listening now. 


“I can almost
guarantee the majority of people in this world won’t believe what you
saw, but I will. Griffin will. We’ll listen, and do what we can to make sure
that if you’re telling the truth, the other children in your care won’t be
taken away. You put yourself at risk to help Timothy. I know how hard that is.
I want to help you both, but I need you to tell me the truth.” 


Mrs. Wilkins
swallows hard. Her fingers twist together in a white-knuckled grip. She’s
terrified, but I can tell she’s also dying to finally tell someone what she
saw. It’s eating away at her, making her question her own sanity. She looks
down at her hands then back up at me. “I heard him screaming. Given what they’d
told me about Timothy, I put him in his own room so the other kids wouldn’t be
scared by his…they called them night terrors.” 


She pauses for a
moment to take a breath and collect herself. “When I ran into the room, I
didn’t know what was happening. He was on the floor, thrashing around, putting
his arms in front of his face like he was trying to protect himself from being
hit. I thought it was a night terror, like they said, that he really had been
abused by his mother and he was having a nightmare about it. I rushed over to
him, but then I saw the bruises. They were forming, right in front of my
eyes. Like something invisible was pummeling him right there. I had no idea
what was happening, and then…” 


Releasing her grip
on her hands, she wraps her arms around her body and shudders. “Something grabbed
him. From under the bed. I swear I saw…fingers, weird black fingers, just for a
second, then Timothy was yanked under the bed. I didn’t know what to do. I was
too shocked to think. Then, before I could react, this bizarre light exploded
from under the bed and Timothy stopped screaming. When I finally got him out
from under the bed, he was unconscious.” 


Leaning back
against her chair, Mrs. Wilkins slumps against it. She shakes her head. Fear
still holds her taut, both from what she saw and the uncertainty of being
believed. I glance over at Griffin and a moment of silent communication passes
between us. We both recognize the similar elements from what we already know
and what I saw in Timothy’s Dreamside. This woman isn’t making up her story.
Who would make up something like that? To be perfectly honest, most people
aren’t that creative. 


“Mrs. Wilkins,” I
say, “I’m sorry you got caught up in all of this.” 


Griffin leans
forward and says, “We’ll clear things up with Timothy’s social worker.” 


She sits up, panic
in her eyes. “You’re not going to tell her all that, are you?” 


Smiling in a way
that’s very calming, Griffin shakes his head. “Don’t worry. We’re used to
dealing with this sort of thing.” 


The poor woman
shakes her head in disbelief. No doubt she can’t imagine anyone willingly
getting involved in this kind of crazy. She seems to believe us, though, and
her shoulders relax. Griffin pushes his chair back and I follow. I’m about to
stand when Mrs. Wilkins asks, “Is Timothy going to be all right? Are those
things going to come after him again?” 


I wish I had a
better answer for her, but all I can say is, “We’re doing everything we can to
protect him.” 


Griffin leads me
out of the room after that and it takes everything I have not to collapse as
soon as we get to the hall. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


10: The Light


(Griffin)


 


 


It’s different,
knowing something about a person and seeing the truth first hand. I knew about
the abuse allegations, and both her parents’ explanation and the real
explanation. Actually seeing the scars covering Echo’s body was a shock. That’s
only a portion of them, I’m sure. Imagining a child growing up in an
environment where she constantly felt she was in danger makes me realize how
resilient Echo has had to be. No wonder her go-to method for dealing with
stress is to shut down. Granted, it’s not a healthy way to deal with things,
but it is understandable. 


“I so want
to skip classes today,” Echo grumbles beside me. 


“I’ll pick you up
when you’re done.” 


She sighs and
stares out the window. “Isn’t going to talk to Timothy’s mom more important?” 


Despite how well
she handled talking to the foster mother, she’s nowhere near ready to lead
regular interviews. “I’ll handle the mom. You go to class, take your mind off
the case for a few hours, then we’ll meet up and discuss. Okay?” 


Slumping into her
seat as we pull up to the building where her calculus class is held, Echo
reluctantly reaches for her backpack. “Fine, if I have to.” 


“You have to,” I
say, “or you won’t ever become an agent. The degree is a must.” 


Echo scowls at me.
“Why can’t I just be a consultant forever? A degree seems like way too much
work right now. I can barely focus on homework with everything else going on.” 


“Consulting is a
lot harder when you don’t have someone like my dad in your corner, and eventually
he’s going to retire. Become an agent and you don’t have to convince every lead
agent on a case that you’re legit and can help.” 


She pushes her
door open with a grunt. “Fine, fine, I’ll go.” She’s less than thrilled about it,
but I’m not giving in. There’s only so much a person can handle in forty-eight
hours and Echo is close to maxing out. 


Another car pulls
up behind me and I drive away before Echo makes it to the double doors of the
building. She’s too worn out to try anything stupid anyway. Driving away from
the school and back toward the field office, I put aside my concern for Echo
and focus on our discussion of Timothy’s mother. Echo actually brought up
really good questions that need to be asked. Her intuitiveness almost made me
reconsider bringing her along. Dad would have fought me on it. I think he
recognizes this case is hitting a little too close to home for her. 


I park and head
into the building. Dad is waiting for me in the lobby. As soon as he sees me,
he gestures for me to follow. Neither of us says anything until we’re standing
outside another interview room and away from any curious ears. 


“Here’s the full
case file,” he says as he hands over a manila folder thicker than I was
expecting. I nod as I take it and feel the weight of it. My suspicion that more
is going on with this family than Echo and I were previously told are beginning
to feel justified. Dad gestures at the file and says, “Take a moment to look
through it before we go in.” 


Doing as he asked,
I scan the contents of the folder. The first half isn’t about Timothy, but his
father’s death. I soak up the details and add to my list of questions. “Why
didn’t you give me this last night?” 


“Because I knew
you’d give it to Echo.” 


“I still will,” I
say. 


“Yeah, I know.”
He’s not happy about that, but he knows it’s the right thing to do. “I just
wanted you to get a better sense of her emotional and mental state before
dropping all of this on her. It’s not the ideal first case for her, but she’s
the best chance of figuring this out.” 


Not ideal. An
understatement if there ever was one. “Did Timothy remember anything about last
night?” I ask. 


Dad nods. “He
remembers seeing Echo there, but was fuzzy on what they talked about. After discussing
it for a while, he did remember that he was the one to bring Echo into
the Dreamside, though he wasn’t sure how he did it.” 


I nod and think.
“Does he know about all of this?” I ask, holding up the file. 


After exhaling a
deep sigh, Dad shrugs. “Some, I think, but he wouldn’t really talk about his
dad. Echo might be able to get more out of him. I think I scare him.” 


Snorting, I shake
my head. I can’t imagine why.  Dad is a kind and compassionate father, but his work
demeanor is serious, always looking for what others can’t see. Add in the fact
that he’s taller than average, in his early sixties, and fairly well-built and
fit for his age, little kids aren’t going to warm up to him without prodding.
Adults, however, are typically more afraid of not telling him things than
holding out. Not that they really have a choice sometimes. 


“Ready?” Dad asks.
I nod and he opens the door. His stride is confident as he walks in and I match
him. His firm gaze isn’t purposely intimidating, but the way it scours the
woman at the table makes her eyes widen. “Mrs. Bridger,” he says, his voice
making her flinch, “I’m Special Agent Arthur Morton, and this is Special Agent
Griffin Morton.” 


She hesitates
before asking. “Related?” 


“He’s my son,” Dad
says. “Investigating cases like this is something of a family interest.” 


“Cases like what?”
she asks, her innocent tone fooling neither of us. 


Dad takes a seat
and I pull out the chair next to him. Before sitting, I notice Mrs. Bridger
watching me and catch her eye. The contact startles her, but she doesn’t
immediately look away. Wary fear surrounds her, confusion as well. It lasts all
of a second or two, but long enough for me to realize she’s not going to have
all the answers we want. 


“Is Timothy all
right?” she asks when she looks away. “They won’t let me see him. All I know is
that he’s in the hospital again. I told them taking him away from me wasn’t
going to stop what’s happening.” 


Her concern is
honest, which is a relief. 


“Timothy is being
cared for,” Dad says. “His injuries were fairly minor and should heal
completely. Your son isn’t the reason we asked you to come in, however.” 


She’s surprised by
this, and confused. “Then why am I here?” 


“I offer my
condolences in regards to your husband’s death, but I’m going to have to ask
you a few questions about what happened to him,” Dad says, eliciting an
immediate response from her. 


Hands that were
resting on the table a moment ago are now pressed flat against the cool metal.
Her breathing has picked up and her fear is growing. “What does that have to do
with anything?” she whispers. 


“That’s what we’d
like to know,” I say. 


Her head twitches,
a subconscious refusal before she realizes she made the movement and freezes.
“Timothy just has…problems. It’s nothing to do with his father. Robert, he
just, he got mixed up in something…dangerous.” 


“Dangerous how?”
Dad asks. 


She shakes her
head. “I don’t know. He never talked to me about that kind of stuff. The
closest I ever got to an explanation was that it had to do with his family.” 


“What family?” I
ask. The file mentioned specifically that Robert Bridger had no living
relatives. 


“Not family, like
people he had to go help move furniture or anything,” she says, frustrated by
her inability to explain and distance her son from her husband’s activities.
“Something he was responsible for when his dad died. I tried to get him to tell
me about it plenty of times, but he said it was private, secret or something.
He’d take off every once in a while, a few hours usually, and come home when he
was done. No big deal, like going to the gym or something.” 


Or something was the more
likely explanation. I understand people being afraid to find out the truth.
It’s something I face in the cases I work fairly often. Truth frightens people,
especially those already in crisis for one reason or another. 


“Were there ever
any questions of infidelity?” Dad asks. 


Mrs. Bridger
scoffs. “Of course there were. I followed him a few times, had a PI follow him
once.” 


“And?” I ask. 


She shrugs. “And
nothing.” Leaning back against the chair, her posture relaxes, but she’s still
taut with anxiety. “He’d drive out to some random spot around town, read a book
for a while, then drive out to somewhere quiet and empty and…” Her gaze darts
between Dad and I, her lips pressing tightly closed as she does. 


“And what?” I ask,
knowing Dad is too busy focusing on her to keep up the conversation. He watches
her relentlessly. It makes her squirm, so she turns to face me. 


“It doesn’t make
any sense.” 


“These things
often don’t.” 


Unsure of what I
mean by that, she hesitates. “He’d go out to these empty places and…pray, I
think. I don’t know, actually. Robert wasn’t religious. Never set foot in a
church the ten years we were married. But that’s what it looked like. The
light…” 


I sit forward in
interest and she flinches. “The light?” 


“I…can’t explain
it,” she says, her shoulder dropping. “It would just…appear. In his hands. He’d
hold his hands in front of his chest like he was praying, then there was this
weird light. He’d hold it for a minute, then poof, it was gone.” 


“What happened after
that?” I ask. 


Mrs. Bridger
throws up her hands. “Then he’d go home like nothing happened. Maybe it didn’t.
I have no idea.” 


“When did things
start to change?” Dad asks. 


His abrupt words
startle her and she has to grab the table to steady herself. Still leery of
looking him in the eye, she keeps her gaze focused on her hands. “About a month
before he died. He’d be more anxious before leaving the house, like he was
scared, but he’d pretend everything was fine. None of it made sense and I was
afraid to ask him what was going on. I should have. Maybe if I had…” Tears well
in her eyes and she presses her hands to her face. 


“It wouldn’t have
helped,” I tell her. 


“How can you know
that?” she asks from behind her hands. 


“Because we deal
with these kinds of things all the time. If those involved can’t protect
themselves, no one can. Knowledge makes you a target in this world.” 


Allowing her hands
to drop, she stares at me. “What world? What was Robert mixed up in?” 


“We’re not sure
yet,” Dad says, “but whatever responsibility he was carrying out because of his
birthright, he passed it on to Timothy.” 


Her face falls.
She already suspected that’s what was happening, but having it confirmed breaks
her. “No, no, no,” she pleads as she sobs. “Robert, they…he just…” 


Agony rolls off
her, and I offer what comfort I can, but her grief is too great. I glanced over
the photos of his body, briefly. The autopsy report wasn’t much help. Suffice
it to say, his death remains a mystery. I’m not sure Timothy will be so lucky. The
foster mom’s description of the fingers that grabbed Timothy make my stomach
twist. 


“Do you know
anything about Robert’s family that might shed light on their history?” Dad
asks when Mrs. Bridger is able to calm herself back down. “Even if it sounds
strange or bizarre.” 


She shrugs and
wipes her eyes. “I never knew them. His dad died before we met. There’s a box of
family mementos in the basement …” 


“Could we see
that?” Dad asks, the insistence in his voice demanding a positive response. 


“Okay,” she says
slowly. “If you think it might help.” 


“Thank you,” Dad
says and makes a note on a yellow notepad. “Special Agent Morton will pick it
up this afternoon.” 


Not sure what to
make of his interest or rush to get the box, Mrs. Bridger turns back to me. “Can
I see Timothy?” 


Dad’s absorbed in
whatever notes he’s scribbling down and doesn’t seem to hear the question.
“I’ll talk to his social worker and see if she’ll agree to a supervised visit.”



“Thank you,” she
says. Her fingers tremble as she reaches out and squeezes my hand. 


After getting her
address, I walk her out of the room and send her home to find the box of her
late husband’s mementos. Dad is still bent over the file when I return to the
room. The corner of my mouth turns up at the familiar sight. It’s been since
before Quantico that we’ve worked a case together, but some things never
change. I sit back down in the chair and let him finish. 


“What else did you
get?” I ask when he finally closes the file. 


“She downplayed
the strain Robert’s activities had on their marriage, but she didn’t lie about
anything. She’s in the dark, unfortunately.” He leans back against his chair
and pinches the bridge of his nose. “What about you?” 


“Not much,” I
admit. “She’s genuinely terrified for her son.” 


“Is she going to
be willing to help him through this when they release him back to her?” 


I frown. “You
think they’ll give him back?” 


“She’s not abusing
him. If she’s willing to get him the help and training he needs, they should be
together. I’ll make it happen.” He glances over at me, hesitating. “Unless you
think she’s also terrified of him. Then…we’ll figure something else
out.” 


Considering his
question, I take my time and he doesn’t rush me. “I think she’s more scared of
losing him than of what he might be capable of. If Robert had been honest with
her, I think she would have handled things differently.” 


Dad nods, and I
have to admit it feels good to know he doesn’t question me. “Well,” he says,
“let’s figure out what the hell is going on with this kid so we can reunite
them.” 


Not that we have a
plan to do that, but I nod anyway. Maybe this box of Robert’s will prove more
useful than asking questions no one seems to have an answer to. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


11: Safe. Alive.
Strong.


(Griffin)


 


 


I know I’m in for
a fight as soon as I pull up to the pick-up area in front of the chemistry
building. Malachi’s presence alone would have ensured an argument. Kyran and
Malachi, plus Echo waving her arms around at the both of them makes me groan.
They’re not that much younger than me, and I’m not claiming to be uber-mature,
but suddenly the three of them feel very young. Well, two of them at
least. I’m not sure how Dad puts up with this kind of thing every day. 


Pulling up to the
curb, I make sure I’m far enough over that cars can get past me even while
parked, and step out of the car. “What’s going on?” I ask, even though I’d bet
anything I already know. 


Echo spins toward
me and sighs in relief. “Tell them they can’t come, please?” 


What a surprise.
Meeting each of their gazes, I say, “Not a chance, boys. Official business.
Neither of you have clearance to be involved.” 


“How am I supposed
to protect her if you’re always dragging her off places without me?” Malachi growls.



I want very badly
to remind him that he is the one who left her in the alley last
night. Instead, I say, “She’ll be fine. I have a little experience with this
sort of thing.” 


Malachi’s jaw
grinds. There’s more he wants to say, a lot more, most of which has nothing to
do with my refusal to let him tag along. He keeps his misplaced jealousy and
frustration bottled up for once and folds his arms across his chest. I turn to
Kyran and pin him with an expectant look. 


Sighing, he rolls
his eyes. “Fine, but can I at least offer an opinion on what the light has to
do with all of this?” 


I glance over at
Echo and she cringes. “Sorry, I know I’m not supposed to tell him stuff, but I
thought he might know about the light. That’s all I told him, though.” 


She says that last
part a little too forcefully, drawing not only my attention but everyone
else’s. I decide to add subtly to the list of things Dad needs to teach her. I
don’t need her hint to know neither Kyran nor Malachi will appreciate
knowing we spent the night together, even with as platonic as it was. Where and
how her trip to Timothy’s Dreamside happened aren’t something either guy needs the
details of right now. 


Turning away from
Echo, I look at Kyran. “What is it?”


“He’s storing or
collecting souls.” 


I’m not completely
surprised by his response. It had been my guess as well, though not based on
anything concrete. Kyran has a knack for finding the right info, so I ask,
“What makes you think that?” 


“Realizing I was
wrong about what Timothy is.” 


We’re supposed to
meet Mrs. Bridger in half an hour, and she lives twenty minutes from campus.
“You’ve got five minutes to explain,” I say. 


“He’s not a dream
traveler, because he’s not in a dream world. He’s in the Field of Reeds.” 


“The what?”
Malachi asks, his face screwed up in confusion. 


“I had the wrong
mythos before. I needed to go to Egyptian lore to figure out what this kid is
doing,” Kyran says quickly. “The Field of Reeds is the Egyptian Afterlife, a
mirror image of your life on Earth. People go to the Field of Reeds after being
judged in the Hall of Truth by Osiris and the Forty-Two Judges, by having their
heart weighed against a feather on one of those balance scale things. The
better you lived your life the lighter you heart is, and the worse you lived
the heavier it is. Light hearts are saved and the souls are sent on to the
Field of Reeds while heavy hearts are thrown to the floor where it’s eaten by a
monster and the soul ceases to exist. Sound familiar?” 


Echo’s eyebrows
are so high they’re hidden beneath her long bangs. Fear holds her body tight,
no doubt thinking of the sounds she heard with Timothy last night. She stays
frozen like that for a moment before her expression clouds in confusion. “But,
if the souls only go to the Field of Reeds after being judged, why would
Timothy have to keep it hidden, and why are there monsters there? Shouldn’t
they stay in the Hall of Truth? And what does that make Timothy if he’s not a
dream traveler?” 


Kyran hesitates. “I’m
not sure. Maybe one of the judges—a replacement for his father? There are a few
different gods involved in this judgment process, but I didn’t have time to get
all the details yet. Regardless, I think there’s something seriously messed up
with the Hall of Truth right now if their monsters are loose and eating souls
in the Field of Reeds.” 


As used to strange
and bizarre as I am, this is a little out there even for me. Rolling with
whatever weird is thrown my way is what’s made me so good at my job, though.
Pointing at Kyran, I say, “Keep researching, see if there’s any explanation for
the monsters getting loose, and report back tonight.” 


Echo looks at me
expectantly when I turn to her. I motion for her to get in the car and turn to focus
on Malachi. What I want to say is rather different than what I actually say.
“Keeper or not, you’re not allowed to be involved in this, or pressure Echo to
tell you anything she shouldn’t. Do you understand me?” 


His eyes narrow,
but he nods. 


That’s about all
the patience I have for him at the moment. Turning away, I stalk toward the car
and climb in. Echo is quiet, glancing at me as though she expects to get in
trouble. “Relax,” I say as I pull away from the curb. “You do need to be
careful about sharing case information, but asking for information from an
expert, of sorts, is part of the job. I’ll talk to Dad about Kyran as a source
of information. He already trusts him, so I don’t think it’ll be hard to
convince him you need to be able to discuss things with him.” 


“Oh,” Echo says,
“thanks.” She’s quiet until we’re a few miles away from campus. “What about
Malachi?” 


“What about him?” 


Echo shrugs. “You
don’t want me asking him for help?” 


It takes me a few
seconds to formulate my answer. “It’s not about what I want. He’s simply not an
asset when it comes to this case, not based on his knowledge of the
supernatural. Kyran is.” She nods, but gnaws on the corner of her lip. I can
guess what she wants to ask and decide to answer without her having to voice
the question. “No, I don’t like Malachi much, on a personal level. I’m sure
it’s not completely fair to judge him on his actions the last few days when a
lot has brought him to this point, but it is what it is. My personal feelings
have nothing to do with not considering him an asset, though. He honestly
doesn’t have the expertise to justify it on an informational level, and he doesn’t
have the discipline to keep his personal feelings under wraps when the job
demands it. Again, I understand why, but that doesn’t change the fact that I
don’t think he’s reliable enough to risk his involvement right now.” 


She hesitates for
a moment before saying, “He did save me last night.” 


“After you alerted
him to the danger and commanded him to,” I argue. “If he’d been in control of
himself, he would have dealt with the threat before it even became one.” 


“We were both
upset. That’s not really fair…” 


“I know,” I tell
her. “He’s a twenty-year-old kid dealing with things he didn’t think were even real
a few months ago, and suddenly has a heap of responsibility he didn’t ask for,
all on top of an emotional crisis he’s probably not mature enough to deal with
yet. I get it. It’s not fair. It’s reality, though. He’s got to figure
his shit out if he plans to be of any real use, and I’m sure he will at some
point. Once he gets over his jealousy and frustration and whatever else he’s
got going on. Hopefully it will be soon enough to keep you alive.” 


Frowning, Echo
hunkers down in her seat. She’s not mad, more frustrated and worried than
anything else. She knows I’m right about him. Hearing me criticize him makes
her want to defend him but, she can’t, and that puts her in a conflict
she can’t muddle through quite yet. 


“Were you able to
find out more about how Timothy’s dad died?” Echo asks after a while. We’re
only a few miles from Mrs. Bridger’s house so I give her the short version. Not
that there’s much of a long version to start with. 


“Found deceased in
his car in the parking lot of a grocery store in Decatur North, no injuries and
no explainable cause of death in the ME’s report.” 


Echo sighs. “After
what Kyran said, that’s about what I was expecting.” 


Her response
catches me off guard. “Really? Why? Timothy has had bruises and broken bones
since the monsters started going after him.” 


“Because he tried
to get away from him,” she says. 


Confused, I ask,
“His dad didn’t?” 


“He didn’t even
see them coming. Why would he? If he was delivering a soul to the Field of
Reeds after having been judged, why would he expect any kind of danger?” she
asks. “I bet they blindsided him.” 


What she’s saying
makes sense, but there’s a problem with her logic. “What about the soul he gave
to Timothy? If they attacked him and ate his soul…” 


Echo shakes her
head. “They didn’t eat his soul. They didn’t kill him.” 


“They didn’t?” 


“No,” she says.
“He killed himself.” 


“I’m not sure I
follow,” I admit. 


That doesn’t
surprise her. Her gaze goes to the little house when I pull to the curb in
front of the address Mrs. Bridger gave me. “Let’s get the box,” she says. “I
think it’ll make more sense afterward.” 


She gets out of
the car and leaves me to follow. On one level, it’s amusing that Dad keeps
sending me out on assignments with the instruction to take care of Echo and
guide her through whatever this is, yet she’s the one who keeps taking the
lead. It’s slightly irritating, as well, but I’m too curious about her and what
she’s already figured out that it doesn’t stick. 


Getting out of the
car, I follow her up to the house and almost smirk when she gestures me forward
to knock. Mrs. Bridger answers the door quickly and asks us to come in.
Fidgeting, she points toward the box. Her nerves are on edge, more so than I
can immediately explain. If Echo notices, she doesn’t comment and goes straight
to the box. She slows, almost coming to a complete halt, before reaching it.
One hand reaches out as if trying to feel something. 


From next to me,
Mrs. Bridger sighs in relief. “You feel it too? I wasn’t imagining it?” 


More curious than
ever, I glance at Mrs. Bridger to make sure she’s all right, then move forward
to stand next to Echo. What I feel is…unexplainable. It’s clearly not affecting
me to the level it is Echo, but an unsettling sense of immediacy and danger
hovers around the box. It’s so heavy, I have the urge to wave my hand around it
in hopes of feeling something physical. 


“Is it safe?” I
ask Echo. 


She nods, but
doesn’t move to touch anything. “I think you’re going to have to open it.” She
pulls her trembling fingers back. “It’s too close to the Devourers. I can’t…” 


“I’ve got it,” I
say calmly. 


Based purely on
facts, it’s difficult to say for sure if the monsters from Timothy’s dreams
are the same beings she encountered in Malachi’s grandmother’s house. I’ll
trust Echo’s gut intuition over facts any day. Reaching forward is more
difficult than I expect. Something is resisting me, forcing my hand back, but I
can’t stop. We need to understand what’s going on with Timothy if we have any
chance of helping him. Fortifying myself, I thrust my hand forward and grip the
lid of the box. 


It feels as if it
weighs a thousand pounds, but I eventually pry the lid off. Lying atop a
handful of pictures, military medals, and newspaper clippings is a small,
leather-bound book with a hieroglyph imprinted on the front. The strange ferry
boat doesn’t mean much to me. Echo seems confused as well, but gestures for me
to pick it up. 


That is easier
said than done. I reach in for it, but I can’t get more than a few inches away
from it before something stops my progression. After putting every ounce of
strength I have into it, I’m eventually forced to pull back. “You try,” I say. 


Echo’s complexion
pales by a small degree, but she nods. It takes her a few seconds to work up
the courage to extend her hand. I’m not sure what her fear is grounded in, only
that it’s alive and well. I watch as her hands slowly descend, past the point
mine could, and she touches the cover of the book. The moment her finger
brushes against the leather, it flies open. 


What happens after
that, I have no idea. 


She’s screaming
before the cover fully opens. Pages flip open at a faster rate than anyone
could possibly read, yet Echo’s eyes are locked on the book, her eyes wide, her
mind shut off from everything but whatever the hell is happening between her
and the book. I blink, and suddenly her hands are on her head, pressing as
though the pressure might hold off, or hold in, the effects of touching
the book. Her screams intensify and my body reacts before I can get my thoughts
in order. 


I dive for her…and
slam into a wall of…ice. I can’t see anything. Feeling, though…it’s as if I
were in the Arctic with nothing more than board shorts and a tank top. Numbness
spreads from my fingers and I attempt to reach through the frozen whatever.
Frost forms on my skin, which—I’ll admit—really kind of freaks me out, but I
keep pushing and pushing until my fingertip barely brushes against her skin. 


Then everything really
goes to Hell. 


Images, words I
don’t understand, voices, flashes of lives long since winked out, they all
assault me like physical blows. Agony shreds my senses and I’m instantly
useless. My hand is on Echo’s shoulder. She doesn’t feel me. I don’t feel her,
either. My mind threatens to burst apart, and suddenly I’m screaming. Then as
fast as it started, it’s over. The abrupt exit of the psychic attack takes my
strength with it and my knees buckle. I’m not real thrilled that Echo is the
one who ends up beneath me, keeping me from cracking my head open on the tile. 


Her body is
heaving with each breath, trembling beneath me, and cold as a North Dakota
winter wind. “What…the hell…just…happened?” I managed to demand between gasping
breaths. 


Echo offers up a
weak, shaky laugh. “Me and dead things…” She shrugs, though it’s more of a
twitch than anything. “Can’t help talking to me, I guess.” 


That makes zero
sense. Probably shouldn’t surprise me, but it does piss me off. Forcing
strength back into my limbs, I push myself up off Echo and lean against the
coffee table. “How can a book…be dead?” 


Leaning her head
against the couch behind her, she closes her eyes and breathes for a few
seconds before making an attempt at answering me. “Not the book, exactly. What
it contains. Or…is linked to?” She shakes her head. “I’m not totally sure. I
need a few minutes to process everything it just shoved inside my head.” 


I’m usually
quicker than this. Whatever just happened has left me a little fried. “What?” 


“It’s real, it’s
real, it’s all real,” Mrs. Bridger whispers. I hear a sound and drag my gaze
over to her in time to watch her slide down the wall, white-faced and
terrified. That’s a pretty normal reaction to this kind of realization, though,
so I’m not too worried. 


Glancing back at
Echo, I say, “Explain.” 


Dragging in a deep
breath, she holds it for a three-count before exhaling. “The book
it’s…linked…to the dead. To their souls. The Field of Reeds, I think. The
second I touched it, it just started dumping info into my head like Archer used
to do. It’s not sentient, though. Just a…thumb drive, I suppose.” 


“Ancient Egyptian
thumb drive.” I shrug. Why not? Definitely isn’t the craziest thing I’ve ever
heard on a case. “What exactly did it say?” 


Echo frowns. Her
hands press to her temples and pain shoots through her body. This hiss that
slips past her lips worries me, but I let her continue. It seems to be a
struggle, but eventually the words come. “Kyran was wrong…partly,” she says
slowly, “not a judge. He’s a ferryman of some kind. He does transport souls to
the Field of Reeds, though. The monsters, they’re loose. The judges have lost
control. It’s war between them. Souls are disappearing all over the Field of
Reeds and they can’t stop it because they can’t leave the Hall of Truth.
Robert, he was the only one who could enter the field, but…he’s gone, and
Timothy isn’t ready.” 


It’s pretty much
everything I didn’t want to hear. “How do we get him ready?” 


“No!” Mrs. Bridger
yells, panic pouring off her in waves. “No, please! Don’t get him any more
involved. Don’t make him do this! They’ll kill him too. Please, please.”
Dissolving into sobs, she buries her face in her hands. 


I feel callous
doing it, but I turn away from her and back to Echo. “Can we pull him away from
this?” 


Sadly, she shakes
her head. “He’s the only one who can save the souls.” Tears well in her eyes,
but she’s unrelenting. If anyone understands the impossibility of escaping your
fate and destined purpose, it’s her. 


“Did the book give
you any ideas on how to help Timothy?” 


Echo’s features
compress in pain. “I…I don’t…know.” Her hands press against her head again, and
the increase in pain isn’t due to the pressure. “Most of what it tried to show
me was in hieroglyphs I couldn’t understand. It was meaningless.” 


Her fingers were
shaking before she ever touched the box. They shivers have traveled up the
length of her arms now. Pain creeps over her, and I know she’s on the verge of
shutting down again. I’m on my feet a second later, hauling her up from the
ground and flipping the lid back onto the box and sticking it under my arm.
Mrs. Bridger is still huddled against the wall but I walk past her on the way
to the front door. 


“Where are you
going?” she pleads. 


“We’ll figure this
out,” I tell her, my tone less than comforting. 


“But…what’s going
to happen to Timothy?” 


I glance back at
her, wishing I had a real answer. Echo slumps against me, stealing my focus
momentarily. After making sure I’m not going to have to carry her, I turn back
to Mrs. Bridger. “I don’t know,” I admit, “but we’ll do everything we can to
save him. I promise.” 


It isn’t enough.
She breaks down into tears, and I can’t blame her. I also can’t stand around
comforting her, either. Echo needs help. She needs to not shut down. Blocking
out what just happened in order to shield her mind will mean losing the
knowledge. A repeat interaction with the book would be a really bad idea. So I
yank the door shut behind me and drag Echo back to the car, all but shoving her
into the passenger seat. 


“Where’re we
going?” she mumbles. 


“Work’s not over
yet, Echo. Stay awake. Focus.” 


She turns away
from me and whimpers, hands coming back up to her head. I hate doing it, but I
grab her chin and jerk her across the center console to face me. Eyes as wide
as they can go when she’s barely hanging on to consciousness, she stares at me
in surprise and maybe a little fear. I regret that last one, but I can’t baby
her. “Stay strong and stay awake. Giving up when things get hard means Timothy
dies. Got it?” 


My harsh tone
freezes her in my grip. Her eyes flutter and I think she’s going to pass out,
but her body tenses and she forces her eyes open. “It hurts,” she whimpers. “So
much.” 


“I know, but you
can do this. Morton’s don’t give up, ever, and you said you’d take what family
you could get, right? That makes you one of us. An honorary sister. I’m tough
on them, for good reason. To keep them safe and alive. Same goes for you,
right? Safe. Alive. Strong.” 


Shock slows her
reaction more than the assault already has. Slowly, she nods. Will alone will
only go so far, though, so I step on the gas and race back toward the field
office, toward the only method that will keep her from checking out and jeopardizing
our chances of saving Timothy’s life. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


12: Coward


(Echo)


 


 


I am so
tired. And sore. And grouchy. And on the verge of being really pissed off at
Griffin. 


“Can we please
stop?” I whine half a second before his fist comes flying at my face. 


I duck, barely
fast enough to avoid getting knocked out. Then I trip and land on my backside,
which leads to him clobbering me. He has an arm around my neck, a leg pinning
my hips against his, and his other hand squeezing my wrist until I yelp in
pain. 


“Ow, ow, ow!” I
shriek. 


“Ow?” he laughs.
“Ow? Bad guys and ghosts are going to be scared off by ow?” He tightens
his grip on pretty much everything and I grit my teeth to keep from squealing
again. 


“Ghosts aren’t
scared off by anything,” I growl, “and I don’t get in fights with bad guys!” 


Griffin pulls my
hand even further behind my back. Pain zips up my forearm and I bite the inside
of my cheek. Of course, when he also tightens his grip on my neck, that does a
pretty good job of holding back my pathetic cries of pain as well. 


“You know how to
get out of this,” Griffin hisses in my ear. “Think. Focus. Act under pressure.”



“Maybe one of
these holds,” I complain, “but not all of them at once!” 


“Well, then you
shouldn’t have let me get all three holds on you at once.” His laugh irritates
me instantly. 


There’s no way I
can get my hand out from behind my back without dislocating something, and I
definitely don’t have the leverage to get free of his leg. The half Nelson he
has me in is two seconds away from making black spots appear in front of my
eyes. That pretty much leaves me with only one option. I bite down on Griffin’s
hand and—yeah—I feel some satisfaction when he yanks his hand away from my
mouth with a grunt of pain. I scramble free of his grip and don’t stop moving
until I’m out of reach. 


To my surprise, Griffin
laughs when he looks over at me. “See, told you there was a way out.” 


I roll my eyes.
“Yeah, I doubt that was what you meant.” I freeze when he moves toward me, but
he waves off my concern and I let him settle against me on the mat. 


“You do what you
have to in order to survive,” Griffin says. Then he shakes his head. “No,
surviving is what you’ve been doing. Shutting down, closing off. It’s not
enough, Echo. You need to do more than survive. You need to conquer.” 


A sharp, bitter
laugh slips past my lips. “It’s taken me eighteen years just to figure out how
to survive. Conquer? I think you’re setting your expectations for me a little
too high.” 


“I think you’re
setting them too low.” 


My earlier anger
returns, doubled. “You don’t know me, Griffin,” I snap. “You’ve been in my life
a few days and you think you know what I need? Screw you! My expectations are
exactly what they should be, because I’m the one who has lived through
attack after attack, endless months of nightmares, crippling guilt, vicious
name calling and torment from everyone I knew—including my own family, and
never knowing for sure if I was insane!” 


Shoving up from
the mat, I level a finger at him, not caring in the least that everyone in the
gym is staring at me. “You have no right to tell me what I should or
shouldn’t be doing to keep myself from falling apart.” 


Griffin stands
slowly. His gaze stays locked with mine as he moves. “I do have the right,” he
says. “No, I haven’t lived your life, but I know you’re about ten seconds away from
shattering, that getting involved with Timothy has forced you to face your own
childhood fears and memories—few of which are good or happy. Losing Archer
almost broke you. Malachi was your life raft, but now you’re losing him too,
and feel too guilty about your feelings for Kyran to turn to him for comfort. 


“Zara is enjoying
being young and single, something you can’t even begin to contemplate, and
you’re terrified it will take her away from you. Holden’s already on the verge,
right? You like Cerise, but part of you despises her, just a little bit, for
pulling him further from you. Your parents are distant, your sisters too far
away to be the shield they once were. Add in school, working here, the threat
of Kurt Francis coming back for vengeance…it’s a miracle you haven’t already
lost it.” 


Griffin takes a
step closer. “Except it isn’t a miracle, because I also know how strong you
are, Echo, how determined to fight you are. The last thing you want is to let
those bastard Devourers win, but you don’t have the tools to fight them.
Not yet. Not without my help.” 


I’m shaking,
trembling so hard my muscles feel like jelly. It’s scary how right he is. I
don’t understand how he knows all of that, how he’s seen so much just in a few
days. I’m terrified he knows even more. Spinning away from him, I bolt from the
gym, running past the confused agents staring after me, and through the double
doors, but I don’t stop. 


I’m not even sure
where I’m going. All I care about is getting away from Griffin before he strips
me completely bare. He’ll see me, then, for real. He’ll see past what he thinks
is strength to realize I’m a scared little girl with no hope of doing any of
the things I’m supposed to do. He’ll see me for the fraud I am and walk away in
disgust. I get as far as the elevator bank before my head starts throbbing and
I stumble. 


My knees hit the
tile hard, but I barely feel it. I don’t understand. Panic wells and I want to
keep running but my legs aren’t working right. Or, my head. I don’t know
anymore. Pain spreads from my head to my shoulders, arms, chest, knees,
toes…everywhere it can possibly go. Voices whisper, harsh and insistent,
begging me to recognize, to help, to fix something I don’t even understand. 


The book. The
souls it’s touched. It was only a second, but I still feel them and that
terrifies me so badly the only response I can manage is to curl into a ball and
sob. 


 


***


 


I wake up in my
own bed feeling groggy and weird and…heavy. The feeling is suffocating and I
try to get up, shove the blankets off, something, but a grunt from behind me
makes me go still in an instant. Peeling open only one eyelid, I stare at my
shoulder, first, and almost cry in relief at the sight of t-shirt fabric
covering it. Feeling brave, I let my gaze drift lower to the weight pinning me
to the mattress, and my breath catches. 


An arm. It’s an
arm. Please, please, please… 


It takes every bit
of self-control I have to force my head into a rotation that will bring me into
view of the owner of said arm. My one open eye threatens to flutter closed
before I get there, but I have to know. Inch by inch, I force myself to face…whatever
landed me in this situation. Just a little further… 


“Griffin?” I yelp,
though I’m not sure if it’s in shock or relief. 


He pulls back as
though a snake bit him and is reaching for a gun sitting on the nightstand
before his eyes are even open. Panicked that he’ll accidentally shoot me or
something, I dive on his arm and end up laid out across his chest. That’s when
he decides to open his eyes, you know, when my butt is right in front of his
face. 


“Uh…” 


“Don’t shoot me,”
I say, breathless from embarrassment and the quick movement. 


Griffin lays back
against the pillow. “I’m not going to shoot you. Now get off me.” 


I don’t have to be
asked twice. Scrambling off him, I pull myself up against the headboard and
cinch my knees to my chest. I can’t help staring at him. The confusion on my
face must be blatant, because he answers the questions running through my head
without me having to ask. 


“No,” he says, “we
didn’t have sex.” He crinkles his nose at the idea, and I might have been
offended if I didn’t have pretty much the same reaction. Griffin is a hottie,
but…gross. 


“On a less
disturbing note,” he continues, “no you can’t command me like Malachi, and none
of your friends know what happened, though pretty much everyone saw me carry
you in here unconscious and certain people aren’t overly thrilled with that.
Especially since I wasn’t about to leave you in order to explain anything. Oh
yeah, and you talk in your sleep. Did you know that?” 


Dropping my head
into my hands, the relief at knowing I didn’t do something horrible or
incredibly stupid is quickly outweighed by everything else. “Are they still out
there?” 


Griffin snorts.
“Do you really have to ask?” 


I drop back on the
pillows and contemplate putting one over my face so I can scream. Griffin is
still lying beside me, unbothered by sharing a bed. I don’t understand our
relationship even a little. Expecting Malachi or Kyran to get it is asking way
too much. Kyran’s dealing with it better than Malachi, but I suppose he’s kind
of used to it. Very little makes sense lately, but there are a few things I
know for certain. Griffin’s loyalty is one of them. 


He doesn’t pull
away when I curl up against his side. Instead of thinking I’m a weirdo or
trying to start something, he drops his arm over my shoulder and relaxes.
“Scared me pretty good last night.” 


“Sorry. I tend to
do that to people on occasion.” 


He huffs. “Look,
I’m sorry if I pushed you too much yesterday, but…” 


“No,” I say,
interrupting him. “You were right to do it. After touching Robert’s book…” I
shiver at the memory of it, and of the sensation I felt after running from the
gym. “I would have shut down without you pushing me, and I don’t think I would
have come back from that easily. Even with the sparring, the second I was alone
again it all just came rushing back and I…that feeling…” 


Griffin tucks me
under his arm more tightly. “Have you been able to understand any more of their
messages? I don’t think they’ll calm down until you do.” 


Frowning, I
consider his question. My dreams are fuzzy memories. That’s a little surprising
given that my nightmares are always vivid, but the voices aren’t the same
thing. Sifting through my lingering thoughts, a few connections seem to fit
themselves together. 


“The light…it’s
growing brighter because…” The connections muddle and I have a difficult time
holding onto them. Images flit through my mind and I grasp at them for clarity
and meaning. “A beacon. For souls. All of them. Whatever Robert gave Timothy,
it’s meant to protect them.” 


Propping myself up
on my elbow, I stare at Griffin in shock. “The first soul Robert gave Timothy,
it was…attached to something, something physical. Only the ferryman can hold it…I
think. It’s pulling all the souls the Devourers haven’t yet eaten to Timothy.
The more he collects, the more he saves but…” 


“The easier it is
for the Devourers to find him.” 


I sink back down
to the bed. “They’ll get all the souls. They’ll get Timothy if someone’s not
there to help him.” Panic blossoms in my chest. Timothy has no heir. He’s just
a kid. What will happen if there’s no ferryman to keep the souls safe? How long
will it take the Devourers to consume enough souls to become unstoppable? 


“Echo, breathe,”
Griffin whispers. 


It’s only then I
realize I’m plastered against his side, sucking in short breaths that are bound
to make me lose consciousness again. Griffin rubs my back patiently, urging me
to breathe. It takes longer than it should to get myself under control. Griffin
doesn’t say a word until I’m breathing normally and my head isn’t fuzzy
anymore. 


“It’s an actual
token, something physical? Or something you’d only be able to the see if
Timothy pulls you back into the Dreamside?” 


I try as hard as I
can to find another understandable image or message inside my head, but nothing
comes to me. “We need to go talk to him.” I pull away and am jumping out of bed
a second later. “Hurry up, we need to see him now. He has to take me back to
the Dreamside with him. Maybe all the stuff in my head will make more sense
there.” 


“Slow down,”
Griffin says calmly. “Timothy’s not going anywhere, and you need a shower. So
do I, actually, but feel free to go first. You stink.” 


I throw him a
scowl before turning away to gather clothes. He smells, too. So there. Jerk.
Why Malachi or Kyran think there’s anything sexual between Griffin and I is
beyond me. Of course, they never see any of this stuff, so yeah, I guess their
frustration is understandable. Regardless, it’s not something I have time to
deal with, so as soon as I open my bedroom door I sprint to the bathroom,
Griffin laughing at me from my room. 


Gripping the
doorknob, I’m not prepared for it to open unexpectedly and get yanked forward
to knock my forehead on someone’s chin. An arm circles around my waist at the
same time Kyran says, “Ow, dammit. What the hell?” 


“Sorry,” I mumble
as I try to pull back. His grip tightens reflexively and red spreads through my
cheeks. 


“Echo?” he brushes
my hair back, probably more to get it out of his mouth than anything even
remotely suggestive. He seems to really see me then and his eyes widen. “Are
you okay? What happened yesterday?” 


“I’m fine.” I try
wiggling out of his hold again, but he’s not interested in letting me go. 


“What happened?”
he repeats. 


I shrug, really
wanting to get away from him right now. “Touched a book I shouldn’t have. The
usual.” 


Kyran’s brows pull
together. “What book?” 


“The ferryman’s
book of souls?” Honestly I have no clue what the book might be called, or its
actual purpose. Right now it’s just a bunch of screamy souls invading my head
and driving me bonkers, literally. 


“Ferryman,” Kyran
muses. Distracted, I don’t think he means for his hand to slip a little
below my waist, but I go still with panic anyway. It’s enough to catch his
attention. Worry flashes across his face, then uncertainty. He seems to realize
our close, intimate, position a moment later. Instead of pulling back,
the corner of his mouth tugs up. 


“I need to
shower,” I blurt out. Smooth. Real smooth, Echo. 


If Kyran was
amused before, now he’s clearly enjoying himself. “Really?” Thoughts are going
through his head. Thoughts I don’t want to consider. 


“Yes,” I say,
pressing a hand against his chest to shove him back, or me away. Whatever
works. I slip when he cinches me in a little tighter and end up with my hand on
his shoulder and the full length of my body pressed up against his. His smile
widens and I say the first stupid thing that comes into my head. “Griffin is in
my bedroom.” I even point, like he doesn’t know where my bedroom is. I’m such
an idiot. 


Kyran chuckles.
“Yeah, I know. So?” 


“So…” I’m not
really sure how to follow that up. 


“He watched over
you. That’s it. Am I supposed to be upset by that?” Kyran asks. 


I stutter through
something not even remotely intelligent. “I, well, um…no, I mean, aren’t…you…it
doesn’t…” 


“Make me jealous?”
Kyran asks, full-on grinning now. “Were you trying to make me jealous?” 


“What? No! Of
course not. Why would I do that?” I should just stick with that denial, but I
just keep talking. “It doesn’t, though? I mean, really?” 


He shrugs. “Why
would it? Griffin’s not into you. You’re not into him. He kept you safe and
sane last night. He was what you needed. I mean, sure,” he says, “if you’d have
let me be the one to stay with you, I would have been more than happy.” 


Am I still
suffering effects from yesterday? Kyran has never been this honest
before. Except once, I guess. I don’t know what to think of this, so I don’t. I
take the chicken way out and change the subject. Kind of. “Let you? I was out
of it. I doubt I had much say in anything.” 


Kyran’s grin
falters. “You were out of it, but when Malachi tried to take over you started
crying and clung to Griffin. Pissed Malachi off, but it scared him more than
anything and he backed off. I…don’t understand it, but I get that there’s
something about Griffin you need right now.” 


“Is Malachi still here?”
I whisper, my gaze drifting toward the living room. 


“Yes,”
Kyran mock-whispers back. “Dead asleep, so don’t flip out.” 


“About what?” I
ask. 


His palm flattens
against my back, gently sliding upward. “About being this close to me.” The
pressure of his hand pulls me closer as his free hand slides back into my hair.
My breathing stalls. Brushing his thumb back and forth across my salt headband,
he frowns. “Is it not working?” 


“It’s…yeah,
it…works.” 


He stops touching
the headband and his fingers slide farther back into my hair in a gentle
caress. “How did they get into your dreams then?” 


“The book, it…” Movement
of his fingers through my hair distracts me for a second. I stiffen at the
realization and try to finish my thought. “Touching it gave them access. My
fault.” 


Kyran frowns.
“Maybe there’s something else I can find that will help.” 


Yeah, that sounds
like a fabulous plan. Now. Right now, he should go research that. Please? But
he doesn’t. He starts rubbing my back absently and I jerk back in surprise.
Kyran startles, unsure for a moment before his smile begins to slip back into
place. 


“Don’t,” I beg. My
racing heart and lingering hand on his chest says otherwise. Getting them to
agree with logic isn’t easy. His lips part, just barely, and I can’t not
look at them. A selfish, terrible part of me wonders what they would feel like
on my skin. 


As if the thought
slaps him in the face, Kyran’s hands pull back and he’s a mile away from me.
Well, really a few inches because the door jamb is behind him, but it feels
much farther for being so abrupt. Confusion lasts only a second before I feel
body heat close in behind me. I don’t know what just happened with Kyran, but I
know what it looks like. 


Malachi deserves
an explanation. I should take the blame and do what little I can to not come
between their friendship. I dart past Kyran and into the bathroom instead,
hating myself for being such a coward. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


13: A Feather


(Echo)


 


 


Griffin pulls into
a space at the hospital and turns off the car. I reach for the door, but his
question stops me. “Do you normally talk in your sleep? You didn’t seem
surprised when I mentioned it.” 


“Yep, to ghosts,”
I say and climb out of the car. 


Griffin is next to
me a few seconds later. “I’m guessing, like Timothy, you don’t remember the
conversations when you wake up, right?” 


I shake my head,
only mildly curious about what I might have said. “Learn anything interesting?”
He doesn’t answer, and I turn to look at him. His pensive expression slows my
steps. “Griffin, what?” 


He hesitates a
moment longer before saying, “You said the name Francis.” 


My sneakers squeak
against the tile, thanks to my sudden stop. “Francis, as in the vengeful ghost
trying to kill me, Francis?” 


“I…don’t know. You
were mumbling. I couldn’t tell if it was someone else warning you, or Francis
trying to get inside your head.” 


Great. Just great.
The salt headband Kyran’s aunt made me has been awesome, especially when paired
with the necklace and bracelets she gave me. My sleep is still filled with
strange dreams and nightmares, but no ghosties trying to scramble my brains.
How long before Francis finds a way around the protection of the salt? It isn’t
foolproof. Nothing is. 


I think about that
night in the hotel, on the way to Georgia, when the guys stayed awake to record
what I said to the ghosts. My little sisters had just clued me in that I talked
to ghost during the night right before I moved out. I’d had no clue before
that. Since then, I haven’t worried about the talking too much. I know I need
to use it as a tool to discover more about Francis, but that means asking for
help. 


“Uh, this is going
to sound weird, probably,” I begin, “but could you, um, stay over
again…tonight? To listen to what I say? I’d ask…” My words fade out because I’m
pretty sure I really don’t need to explain. 


Griffin scoffs.
“Yeah, asking either one of them will end up in a massive fight.” He shakes his
head. “I told Kyran to be patient,” he mutters. 


My stomach twists.
“You saw that this morning?” 


“Door was still
half open,” he says. Sighing, he runs a hand through his hair. “Which will
cause less trouble? Me staying with you, or you staying with me?” 


“I…I don’t know.”
Both are likely to go badly. “My place, maybe?” That seems less devious or
whatever, right? It’s stupid, because Malachi is one hundred percent wrong
about Griffin, but that doesn’t mean I want to intentionally piss him off. 


Griffin gestures
for me to start walking again and I follow his lead. We’re waiting for an
elevator when he says, “You still need to settle things with him.” 


Scowling, I don’t
respond. I am perfectly aware of the gigantic mess I’ve made of my relationship
with Malachi. Reminders are not appreciated. I’ll fix it, or whatever the next
best thing is, once Francis and Timothy are dealt with. Griffin can keep his
mouth shut about it until then. 


Thankfully, he
does. For now, anyway. 


The guard outside
Timothy’s room greets us with a nod. He doesn’t ask for IDs this time, and goes
back to watching the hall once Griffin opens the door. As soon as it opens,
Timothy’s head pops up and a smile spreads across his mouth. He’s alone in the
room but doesn’t seem scared, thankfully. He’s too focused on me to worry about
anything else. 


“Echo!” he says.
“You’re back!” 


“Of course. Sorry
I didn’t make it by yesterday.” 


“That’s okay. It
gave me more time to work on my homework for you.” He shoves a spiral notebook
in my direction. 


There’s a long,
dark pencil mark across the page, trailing from the last word. We must have
startled him coming in. He broke off mid-sentence, but the big clumsy letters
cover almost the whole page. “Great job, Timothy. I’ll read everything you’ve
written in a minute, but can I ask you a few questions first?” 


“Okay,” he says.
There’s a hint of wariness in his voice, but he moves over so I can sit on the
bed with him. 


I take my place next
to him and pull his little body into my lap. “Do you remember when your dad
gave you the light?” 


Timothy nods
slowly. “Kinda. It’s hard to remember.” 


“I know it’s
tough, but try really hard, okay?” I wait for Timothy to nod then ask my first
question. “When he gave you the light, how did he do it?” Timothy’s face
scrunches in confusion and I try to clarify. “Was the light just light,
or was it attached to something, like something you could see or touch?”



He’s silent for
several seconds, squinting his eyes as though trying to see something hazy. I hold
my breath, pleading for something, some clue that will point us in the right
direction. “He had it in his hands. Something that glowed,” he says. 


“Could you see
what it was?” 


Timothy shakes his
head. “The light was too bright to see very good.” His expression is
apologetic, but then brightens. His fingers are still stiff from the attack,
and make it difficult for him to grab the neck of his hospital gown. Eventually
he hooks a finger and tugs at the front. Unfortunately, the ties on the back
keep it from moving very far. Not sure what he’s after, but curious, I untie
the back of the gown for him. He yanks it down immediately and points to his
sternum. 


I have to stifle a
gasp at the sight of his entire chest covered with partially healed bruises.
How the Devourers escaped the Hall of Judgement, or even how they were kept
there in the first place, is still a mystery to me. Their capability of
inflicting real damage on living beings is no question. I’m too distracted by
Timothy’s injuries to realize he’s trying to show me something until he grabs
my arm. 


“He pressed it
right here,” he says insistently. 


Seeing his finger
pressed against his sternum, my first thought is to stop him from hurting
himself. All I see are bruises. 


“Right here,” he
says, tracing his finger in a wobbly circle at the center of his sternum. 


I still don’t see
it, but Griffin moves closer. Gently, he pushes Timothy’s hand away and studies
the area he indicated. All I can do is watch him. Then, slowly, he lifts his
finger and traces a faint shape, barely visible beneath the bruises, across the
little guy’s chest. That’s when I finally see it. 


“A feather,” I
whisper. 


Griffin shakes his
head. “The Feather.” He sits back and stares at the boy. “The Feather of
Truth. His father gave him the Feather of Truth. It’s trying to gather up all
the worthy souls.” 


Timothy is staring
at his chest, turning his head back and forth to try to see the faint imprint.
Even without the bruises, it would still be difficult to see. “A feather? You
think so?” he asks. “Where’d you think it went when he stuck it on my chest and
it disappeared?” 


He glances back
down and is quickly occupied with trying to see its exact edges while Griffin
and I stare at each other. Neither of us has an answer to his question. Not
really. My best guess is that the feather didn’t disappear. It’s still
there, in or on his body. How? I haven’t got the foggiest. How does he get it
off, out, whatever? I’m not sure, but I don’t think he can use the feather
while it’s still on or inside him. How does he remedy that? No clue. I also don’t
know what it means that the newest, least experienced member of Osiris’s court
is in possession of the Feather of Truth. 


What is happening
to souls awaiting judgment? Is a never ending line forming outside the Hall of
Truth? Is there some other way to judge souls? If there is an alternative way,
what good does that do when worthy souls are only being released to their
eternal deaths? There seems to be no way to get in contact with the other
judges, from what Kyran explained to us before we left this morning. So in
order to fill in our knowledge gaps, we have to train Timothy, save the souls, and
fix things. 


“What does this
mean?” I ask. 


Griffin shrugs.
“My Egyptian beliefs knowledge is a little rusty. I studied some ancient
languages and cultures in college, but it’s been a while. What I do remember
isn’t jiving with what’s happening. None of this is making sense.” 


I’ve learned never
to count anything out as far as what might or might not be real. Even so, it’s
mindboggling to hear Griffin talk about all of this as though it’s real, and in
a way that makes it clear he isn’t surprised by that revelation. The best
response I have for him isn’t much. “Legends and myths rarely have the whole
truth or get things perfectly accurate. Ghost lore is way off base on most
things.” 


Conceding with a
nod, Griffin focuses his attention back on Timothy. “Did your dad ever show you
a book, an old one, with a picture of an old fashioned boat in the front?” 


Timothy’s eyes
light up. “The Book of Souls? From his special family box in the basement?” 


Griffin nods
calmly. “Yes. Do you know how to read it?” 


I think we both
hold our breath. Morton is trying to track down someone within the FBI who can
translate the book. It’s not a high priority field of study in the Bureau. The
possibility that it might take too long, that help might not arrive before the
Devourers win this battle, is so real I feel it breathing down my neck. 


“No,” Timothy says
slowly, “but Dad told me stories from the book.” 


“What kind of
stories?” I ask. 


He shrugs and
fidgets with the blanket. “My friends at school made fun of me when I told them
my dad knew Osiris. Dalen said that was stupid, because Egypt wasn’t real, just
like stuff in movies like Thor isn’t real. My dad said it was true, though, and
I believed him…but all my friends said I was lying and made fun of me, so I
asked my mom and she said they were just bedtime stories and I shouldn’t tell
people about them.” 


Still unable to
look at us, he picks at the thin woven blanket beneath us. Sympathy makes me
hug him a little tighter. “Well, next time you see Dalen you can tell him he’s
absolutely wrong about Egypt. It is a real place, unlike Asgard. At
least, I’m pretty sure Asgard isn’t real.” I shake my head, not exactly against
the idea of Thor suddenly showing up in my life, but that’s hardly here nor
there. 


“The stories,
though, those are harder to explain to people. When I told people I could see
ghosts, everyone thought I was insane. Even my mom and dad. They still do
sometimes. There’s a lot that exists in this world that most people can’t see,
so they call it a story and pass it off as pretend. Only certain special people
get to see the secret parts of the world. People like you and me.” 


Timothy stares up
at me in surprise. “You can see ghosts? Are they scary?” 


“Sometimes,” I
admit. “Mostly they’re nice and just want to ask for my help.” 


“What kind of
help?” 


“Passing on
messages to their families, saying sorry, things like that.” 


He ponders that
for a few minutes. I’m not sure what he thinks of my secret. I have one more
for him that I’m sure will provoke a clear reaction. 


“I can also see
your monsters,” I tell him quietly. 


His head snaps up,
eyes wide with a mixture of fear and amazement. “You can? You really see them?
You know they’re real? Can you fight them? Do you know how to make them leave
me alone?” 


One of his
questions demands an answer more than the others. I hesitate giving it when my
conversation with Griffin yesterday slips back into my mind. He argued that
Malachi has no value as an asset to the FBI in relation to this case. I should
have realized he was wrong after Kyran hinted that Timothy’s monsters might be
the same as the Devourers, but I had a lot of other things on my mind at the
moment and ever since. 


Glancing over at
Griffin, he meets my gaze and I know he’s realized the same thing and isn’t
very happy about it. Even so, he nods after a moment. Turning back to Timothy,
I offer a small smile. “I really can see them, so I do know they’re real, and
yes…I know how to fight them.” 


“How?” he demands.
“Can you teach me? They’re getting closer and closer every night. They’ll find
me soon. They’ll take the light and kill me!” 


“It’s not
something you or I can do, but my friend Malachi can fight them. He’ll help me
protect you.” 


Timothy frowns.
“Really? Why would he want to protect me?” 


“Malachi can see
the monsters too,” I tell him. What I don’t say is that even if Malachi refuses—which
I’m pretty sure he won’t—in the end, he won’t have a choice. 


I hate the idea of
commanding Malachi. Even though I know his purpose in life is to defend people
like me from the Devourers, it still feels wrong to force him to take that kind
of risk. He hates it, the feel or loss of control, or both. I don’t think it
will come to that this time, even though Timothy isn’t his responsibility, but
I know there will be a time when it will. I wish I could promise him I’ll never
use my power over him, that protecting me or someone else will always be his
choice, but I know it would be a lie. 


“Echo,” Timothy
says quietly, “my dad’s stories are real, aren’t they? It’s not the Dreamside I
go to at night. It’s the place my dad told me about, where all the good people
go after Osiris and the others judge them, right? And the monsters, they will
kill me if they catch me and take the light—the souls—away. All the stories are
true, even the scary parts.” 


Unfortunately, the
scary parts are usually the ones most likely to be true. I don’t tell him that,
though. Instead, I say, “Yeah, I think so, some of them anyway. We just don’t
know which parts of each story is true yet.” 


Timothy frowns.
“Should I write down the stories too?” 


“As much as you
can remember,” I say, giving him a gentle hug. “We’ll be doing homework, too.
Next time I come to visit we’ll compare, okay?” 


He nods and sinks
against me in search of comfort. I know the feeling of having the rug pulled
out from under your feet all too well. The day I realized my friends
weren’t just imaginary and posed a serious threat, it left me more unsettled
than simply needing a hug. I would love nothing more than to sit with this
little guy for the afternoon, take his mind off the frightening realizations
he’s facing, but I can’t. Time is too short and we both have tasks that are
integral to keeping him alive. Such is the life of an anomaly. 


“Timothy, can you
take me to the Dreamside again?” 


He glances up at
me then drops his gaze quickly. “I was going to ask you if I could bring you in
tonight. I’m scared to go there by myself anymore.” 


Another part of
his experience I understand all too well. Maybe the situation is different, but
the reasons are the same. Even with my salt headband, I fear falling asleep
pretty much every night. “You can pull me into the Dreamside whenever you need
me, okay?” 


Timothy throws his
arms around my waist. “Thank you!” He squeezes so tight he actually surprises
me with his strength. Suddenly, he lets go and looks up at me. “Can Malachi
come too?” he asks, desperation and hope making his voice higher than usual. 


Frowning, I’m not
sure what to say. “Can you do that?” 


The question gives
Timothy a moment’s pause. “I’m not sure. Maybe if he’s with you. Holding your
hand, maybe? I haven’t met him. Finding you and pulling you in was hard. I
don’t think I can find him unless he’s with you real close. Is that okay? Can
you try that?” 


Glancing over at
Griffin for help, I’m not terribly encouraged by his weary expression. This is
not going to go well. The innocent request has disaster written all over it,
but my mess of a personal life can’t be a barrier to protecting this little
boy. “Sure,” I say with a sigh. “I’ll try.” 


Griffin scrubs a
hand over his face. I want to bury mine in a pillow. My attempt at smoothing
things over with Malachi made everything ten times worse. I can only imagine
what kind of trouble asking for his help to travel into another realm in order
to protect a stranger will cause. Epic comes to mind. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


14: Bound


(Echo)


 


 


“Well, this went
to hell faster than I was expecting,” Morton says with a shake of his head
after we tell him our plan. He tosses Timothy’s “homework” onto his kitchen
table and exhales slowly. 


“I don’t think
it’s all that bad,” I mumble. 


His eyes narrow
and focus squarely on me. “It’s a powder keg.” 


I want to tell him
he’s being dramatic, but I keep my lips sealed. He can’t stop Timothy from
pulling me into the Dreamside, but he can stop Malachi from being present. This
is official, a work matter. He gets the final word and there’s not much I can
do about that except plead my case. Or, Malachi’s. 


“You can trust
him. You don’t have to like him, but you can’t argue that he’ll do whatever it
takes to protect me and Timothy while we’re there.” 


“You, sure,”
Morton grumbles, “but you’re not my main priority right now. Timothy is.
There’s no guarantee he’ll protect him if he has the option to bail and save
you instead.” 


Tensing at the
attack on my friend, I glare at my boss. “Malachi wouldn’t do that. You know
damn good and well that he and I having sex wasn’t his fault. You can’t hold
that against him forever.” 


“It’s not just
that,” he snaps. “It’s his behavior the last few months. He doesn’t know how to
compartmentalize his emotions in order to get the job done. I can’t count on
him to follow protocol, and that makes him a liability. Francis would have
gotten to you in that alley if you hadn’t command Malachi again. Mistakes like
that cost lives. Do you really want me to put Timothy’s life in Malachi’s hands
when you know he’ll choose you over that boy? It’s not even a choice! He
literally has to protect you first. Which means I can’t trust him.”



His words hit me
harder than I expect. It’s not that I’m not fully aware of Malachi’s forced
dedication to me. I guess I just never looked at it from Morton’s perspective.
He’s right, in the most basic sense of things. No matter what’s screwed up
between us on a personal level, Malachi’s loyalties lie with me. Not the FBI.
Not Timothy. Not anything or anyone else. It’s kind of a shock, and leaves me
with only one possible response. 


“But do you trust
me?” 


Morton’s brows
pull together. “Yes. You know that.” 


I meet his gaze,
though I hate what I’m about to say. “Then trust me to make sure Malachi
follows protocol.” 


His brows go from
pinched to rising closer to his hairline. “You’re willing to do that?
Commanding him in the alley was different. You were protecting yourself. This
is different. He won’t like it.” 


No he won’t. In
fact, I’m almost positive commanding Malachi to protect Timothy instead of me
will destroy any chance of reconciliation between us. I know my role, the
importance of what I’m supposed to do. Timothy’s destiny is no less integral to
keeping the physical and spiritual realms from imploding. 


“Yes,” I say with
more conviction than I thought I’d be able to muster. 


Morton thinks for
several long moments. Griffin remains silent, as he has been for this entire
conversation. Super helpful, but whatever. Nothing he offered up was going to
be in support of Malachi anyway. Like father like son, I guess. 


“Fine,” he finally
says. “Set it up. I have a few things I need to take care of before then.” He
stands, then points at the torn notebook paper on the table. “I want a full
analysis on this before we attempt jumping realities.” 


“Yes, sir,”
Griffin says. He watches his dad shrug back into his suit coat. “Any luck
finding an Egyptologist who can help with the book?” 


Morton suddenly
looks tired. Seeing it dumps a bucket of guilt on me. “Yeah,” he says. “Yancy
tracked someone down. Should be here tomorrow.” He grips Griffin’s shoulder.
“Keep an eye on her until I get back.” 


“I’m not a puppy,”
I argue before Griffin can respond. 


Turning a derisive
look on me, Morton says. “Have you ever had a puppy?” When I shake my head, he
snorts. “You should get one, then try to argue with me.” 


I scowl at him
once his back is turned. Griffin chuckles. Him I ignore. 


Morton is gone a
moment later, off to do who knows what. Stuff well beyond my security clearance
and pay grade. I don’t particularly like being handed off to Griffin
like a three-year-old, but we do have work to do. Moving closer to Griffin, I
settle in to study Timothy’s notes. So does my babysitter. 


After two hours,
my fingers are stiff from writing and Griffin’s rubbing his eyes from staring
at the computer screen for too long. Deciphering the handwriting of a first
grader is tedious. His incomplete thoughts and wandering commentary on anything
and everything he could think of make things a bit of a challenge as well. At
least there isn’t any French to conjugate. 


Griffin pushes the
laptop away and leans back in his chair. “Okay, read me back the key points.
I’ve lost track of half of what we learned.” 


“The monsters
didn’t appear until after his dad died, and have been wandering the Field of
Reeds since then. 


“The dull grey of
this place is new. It used to look exactly like reality. The longer the
monsters are there, the darker it gets.


“The pull of the
Feather seems to lead Timothy toward souls, which takes him closer to the
monsters…which is how he got attacked. 


“The more souls he
gets, the easier it is for the monsters to track him. It’s not just the light,
though. Something else is attracting them. 


“Timothy can’t
sense the monsters, only hear and see them once they’re close. He can’t talk to
them, and has no way of fighting them. Whatever the light was that his foster
mom saw, I’m almost positive it was the souls reacting and not him. Who knows
if they’ll be able to do it again? The salt headband seems to be doing
something to hide him, but not enough.” 


Groaning as he
stretches, Griffin settles back into his chair before speaking. “I was hoping
I’d just forgotten any other really useful bits of info.” 


“No such luck.” I
sigh and toss the notebook aside. “Maybe the stories will be more helpful.” 


Skepticism lines
Griffin’s features. It’s hard not to feel the same. 


For a while,
neither of us says anything. Griffin’s eyes are half closed before I speak
again. “Did you know about this stuff?” 


He forces one eye
back open. “What stuff?” 


“The Egyptian
stuff. That it’s real?” 


Griffin shrugs.
“Not the Egyptian myths, particularly, but I’ve run into enough things I
thought were fantasy to redefine the word for me.” 


“Like what?” I
ask. “Fairies, elves, Santa Claus? You’ve gotta tell me if Santa Claus is real,
because if he is, I have a bone to pick with him.” 


Chuckling, he
doesn’t bother to open his eyes. “I’ve yet to run into Jolly Old Saint Nick,
but I don’t count anything out anymore.” That seems to be all he’s interested
in saying on the matter, but then one eye opens. “What’s your problem with
Santa?” 


“I asked for an
infrared camera when I was eight and I got a lousy kiddie camera instead.” 


“What did you want
an infrared camera for?” Griffin asks. 


I stared at him,
incredulous I have to explain. “To take pictures of the ghosts and prove to my
parents that I wasn’t nuts, of course.” 


His brows pull up
and he nods. “Right. Of course.” 


Given our
introduction and Griffin’s prior knowledge of the ghosts, I assumed he knew as
much about them as his dad. Not knowing the ghost-oriented purpose of an
infrared camera gives me pause. He said weird stuff was a family interest, but
that doesn’t necessarily mean ghosts. There’s plenty of bizarre stuff out there
to keep a person busy without ever running into ghosts. 


“What kind of
cases do you usually work?” I ask. “Not hauntings or soul-deaths, I’m
guessing.” 


Griffin shrugs.
“I’m not completely inexperienced with ghosts but, no, it’s not my usual crowd.
I deal with the living for the most part, regular crimes with few obvious
leads. Unexplainable cases as well, but not as often.” 


“What kind of
unexplainable cases?” 


He hesitates, and
I wonder for a moment if my minimal security clearance is going to make him
clam up. The corner of his mouth twitches. “Revealing frauds who are causing
real harm, recruiting those that aren’t and have real talent. Debunking claims
of supernatural influence on occasion. When the claim isn’t fake, I find the
right people to deal with it and help where I can.” 


“Sounds kind of
vague,” I say, knowing he’s holding back but not pressuring him to tell me
anything he shouldn’t. 


Griffin frowns.
“At some point, I’ll tell you more. Right now, just know I have no doubts about
your abilities.” 


I’d laugh at him
if he did, after what he’s seen just on this one case. Then again, Malachi saw
plenty before finally giving in, if he really ever did. Part of me still thinks
he’s waiting for someone to jump out of a closet with a camera in hand and tell
him it’s all a big joke. “Do you think Malachi will ever really
believe?” I ask without thinking. 


If Griffin’s
surprised by my question, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he considers his answer.
“I don’t think Malachi’s problem is believing. He’s seen more than
enough to believe the supernatural world exists. What he can’t bring himself to
do is accept that truth. He can’t refute what’s happened, but he can keep
thinking there’s a rational explanation for all of it.” 


“Echo Simmons and
rational aren’t very well acquainted,” I grumble. 


Griffin chuckles.
“Maybe Malachi can introduce you some time, because they seem pretty tight.” 


I laugh, but it’s
wry and a little sad. Not because Malachi doesn’t want to see what’s right in
front of him. I get that. Paranormal crazy is scary. It’s life-threatening at
times. It makes me sad because it answers the question I’ve been trying to put
off answering for months. Malachi and I aren’t doomed just because I’ve screwed
things up. We’re never going to work out because I don’t think he’ll ever
completely accept me for me. How can he if he’s unwilling to embrace the
part of me forever bound to the ghosts? 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


15: Few and Far


(Echo)


 


 


It only takes
until everyone shows up for this plan to turn into an epic battle of wills. 


I stand in the
center of a circle of salt as I listen to Holden and Kyran argue over which
symbols should line the circle, to Griffin try to give Malachi instructions on
how to protect me only to have Malachi argue with his techniques, to Zara and
Cerise fighting Morton when he tells them they can’t stay because this is
official business, and to whatever else might be going on out of earshot. Let’s
not forget the swarm of ghosts lining the circle, which of course only I
can see and be utterly weirded out by. 


Ghosts tend to be
loners unless something big is going down. Usually something that involves
death. They’re a morbid group, but I supposed you can’t really blame them. I’m
really hoping to not die on this little trip, so watching my friends
move in and out of nearly two dozen staring ghosts without realizing they’re
there is beyond freaky. What am I getting myself into? It’s a bad idea to ask,
but I can’t resist. 


Glancing at a
ghost I’ve known since I was a baby, I ask, “Liza, why are there so many ghosts
here?” 


Her expression is
a mask of pity. 


“Do you know where
I’m going tonight?” 


She hesitates,
then nods uncertainly. 


“You know there
are Devourers there, right?” 


Shivering, the
lines of her spiritual body blur for a moment and I fear she’s going to run
off. I try not to ask any of the ghosts for anything. They always want
something in return and will turn to violent means to get it if they have to.
Liza is different. I still don’t like putting myself in debt with any ghost,
but she has nothing she wants from me. Her family died out ages ago, moving on
as they should have, leaving her here. As far as I can tell, nothing is holding
her back but her own fear. I think staying here as a bound spirit is preferable
to meeting up with her past, but I have no idea why. 


Slowly, Liza lifts
her incorporeal chin to meet my gaze. She nods, acknowledging my question about
the Devourers, but then turns her head from left to right very deliberately. 


“I shouldn’t go?” 


Her head shakes
faster. 


“I should go?” 


She nods. 


Okay…. Not me
then. The Devourers? I think for a moment before I realize what she’s trying to
say. “The Devourers are in the Field of Reeds, the Dreamside, whatever you call
it, but they shouldn’t be, right? It’s not good that they’re there.” 


She nods
frantically and puts her fists up in front of her chest as though she were
about to box someone. 


“I should fight
them?” I ask, a knot forming in the pit of my stomach. Malachi coming is a
matter of protection. That last thing I want to do is launch an all-out war on
the Devourers. We’re nowhere near prepared for that. 


Liza nods again,
pointing to the other ghosts around the circle. 


I’m tempted to
step out of the circle and let her pass her message through me, but we’re short
on time and coming in and out of a ghost’s control can be tortuously slow when
you’re in a hurry. I tighten my thinking cap a bit and puzzle out her charades.
“I need to fight them in order to protect the ghosts still on Earth?” 


Her bobbing says I
hit the mark. She gestures toward my head very specifically, before pulling her
hands apart and slashing at the other ghosts. It’s not hard for me to figure
that one out. I’d already suspected as much. 


“If I don’t stop
the Devourers from escaping, they’ll come here and eat all your souls.” That’s
what Devourers do, after all. I’m still fuzzy on one thing, though. “How will
they escape?” 


Liza mimes eating,
then places her hands on—and a little bit through—the shoulders of the ghost
next to her. And I suddenly feel like I’m going to throw up. The more souls
they eat, the more powerful Devourers get. That’s not news. The fact that their
growing power is their ticket out of the Field of Reeds and into the living
world is, is a really, really troubling one, because they already attempted to
escape once. Timothy paid the price for that failed attempt. I doubt it will
take many more souls before they can hitch a ride at the end Timothy’s nightly
visit, kill him on their way out, and go merrily on their homicidal way. 


It’s a testament
to the fact that I’ve been hanging around Griffin too much lately that the
first words that come to mind in response to that realization are pretty much
all four letters. One in particular. 


I turn to tell the
rest of the crew to stop their stupid bickering and pay attention, but when I
look away from Liza I realize they’re all staring at me. Freezing under their
gazes, I say, “Uh, so I guess you guys heard all that?” 


“All except the
last part,” Morton says in a tone that clearly indicates I should promptly fill
him in. 


That’s pretty much
what I thought. “Well,” I begin, “if we don’t figure out how to lock the
Devourers back up in the Hall of Truth, they’re going to keep eating souls and
grow powerful enough to escape to our world by tagging along with me or Timothy
when we try to escape. Soon. That will clearly be a really bad thing, so how
about we stop debating things that don’t matter and get this show on the road?”



Everyone stares at
me. 


No one moves like
I asked them to. 


“Now,” I say more
firmly. “Malachi, get over here or I’m going without you.” 


He blinks, looks
to Griffin for some reason, then steps into the circle. “This is a really bad
idea,” he mumbles. 


“No kidding,” I
hiss, “but it has to be done and we’re the only ones who can do it.” 


“Why you? Why not
just take me in there with him? There’s no reason for you to put yourself at
risk for some kid you barely even know.” 


I know where he’s
coming from, but his words hit a button that sparks a deeply buried rage. My
jaw is clenched as I say, “Do you want to know how many times I was some kid
and nobody ever bothered to help me?” 


Malachi is clearly
startled by the venom in my voice, but he doesn’t get a chance to respond. 


“Here,” Kyran says
as he steps up next to me. “Drink this.” 


He presses a mug
into my hands, his fingers lingering on mine, though this time out of fear
rather than seduction. I lift the mug to my nose and sniff. Not gagging is a
challenge. “What is this? Is smells horrible.” 


“Something to make
you fall asleep quickly,” he says. “Thought you might need it with this crowd
staring at you the whole time.” 


Glancing around, I
realize he’s right. More right than he even knows. All my living friends are
positioned around the circle, not-so-alive guests filling in the gaps between
them. “Thanks,” I say appreciatively. “I hadn’t considered that.” 


The corner of his
mouth tips up a little. “Whatever you need.” 


He steps away
then, and I almost ask him if he has something for Malachi, but a gulping sound
draws my attention. Malachi pulls a mug from his lips, scowling either because
of the taste, or because of Kyran. Probably Kyran. He hands the mug off to Zara
and gestures for me to hurry up. Closing my eyes, though I know it won’t help,
I chug the nasty tea and hand my mug off to whoever will get it away from me. 


A few seconds
later, Malachi and I are sitting in the circle, cross-legged with our knees
touching. I doubt that small amount of contact will be enough, however, so I
extend my hands to him and take a deep breath. Thankfully, Malachi takes them
without pause and squeezes. We don’t say anything. My eyes droop and my
thoughts go fuzzy much faster than I was expecting. My last fleeting thought is
to wonder why on earth we didn’t start this already lying down. 


 


***


 


I’m jerked
sideways unexpectedly. I start to cry out, but a hand clamps over my mouth. That
doesn’t really help me not panic. Malachi’s voice does. 


“Shh,” he
whispers. 


His body is tense,
something I’m well aware of given that mine is cinched up against his.
Distracted for a second or two by that sensation, I’m slow to realize what
spooked Malachi. I glance around us in shock. The dull grey light I remember
from two nights ago has deepened to long shadows and hazy darkness. Visibility
can’t be more than fifty feet. If the light that usually brightens this place
up really is souls, this can’t be a good sign at all. 


Twigs snap behind
us and Malachi whips me around before I can even process the sound. Red pulses
around the imprint of the talisman on his forearm. The fiery light bathes a
terrified Timothy in the alarming color. “Turn that off,” I hiss as I pull out
of his arms and rush to Timothy. 


“Sorry,” he
whispers, “it was harder to find you this time, and I couldn’t link to Malachi
at first.” He huddles against me, his whole body trembling and freezing cold as
I hold him. 


“How long have you
been here?” I ask. 


He shrugs before
burying himself deeper into my embrace. “It’s hard to tell, but it’s scary here
and it felt like a super long time.” Tears splash on my collarbone and I cradle
him against me even tighter. 


“It’s okay. We’re
here now. We’ll protect you from the monsters, okay?” 


More tears slide
down his cheeks and onto my skin. “For how long?” 


I glance up at
Malachi, who’s splitting his attention between the sobbing Timothy and the
creepy forest around us. He doesn’t like being here any more than I do, but he
lays a protective hand on Timothy’s shoulder. “As long as it takes,” he says
quietly but resolutely. 


Slipping my hand
from Timothy’s back, I rest it on Malachi’s and squeeze. A sad smile flashes
across his mouth before his attention is stolen by another snapping branch.
“Should we move?” I whisper. 


Timothy tugs on my
jacket—a piece of clothing I don’t realize I’m wearing until now. It’s only now
I feel how much colder it is than before. Putting aside fashion and weather, I
look down at Timothy. His bright eyes are full of fear, but steeled with
determination. “I can show you my hiding place. They don’t know where it is
yet.” 


Malachi hears what
he says, and I don’t think either of us are keen on letting a six-year-old take
charge of such a dangerous situation. Of the three of us, Timothy is the only
one who knows anything about this area. Malachi shrugs, though he’s chagrined
to do so. We don’t have a lot of other options. 


Slowly, I stand
and go from hugging Timothy to holding his hand very tightly. Malachi gestures
for Timothy to lead the way. He motions for me to keep an eye out for trouble ahead
while he takes up the rear to watch our retreat. It’s difficult to tell how far
we walk. All the trees look the same, especially in the darkness, and I’m
convinced we’re going in circles until Timothy drags against my hand and points
to an even darker area on the left. 


“It’s a cave,” he
whispers. “My dad used to take me to it in the real world. We can hide in
there.” 


I hadn’t thought
much about the whole ‘Field of Reeds being a perfected replica of the dead
person’s life’ thing. The Dreamside simply looked like a forest the
first time around and I guessed the alternate reality for the dead myth was
simply that. Now I realize this really is the Dreamside, Timothy’s
version of a perfected world, a place where he spent time with his dad before
he died. I have to wonder, then, if the Devourers are roaming around just
Timothy’s version, or the whole plane of existence. Does it matter? Not if the
Devourers are eating up souls regardless. 


Following Timothy
inside the cave, I don’t stop until we’re out of view. Malachi takes up
position at the front, but he doesn’t look happy about the situation. “There’s
no way out. We’ll be trapped if they find us.” 


Timothy pulls in a
little closer. “I didn’t think about that.” His voice is small, quiet, so
frightened he can barely form the words properly. 


Looking over at
the boy, Malachi smiles. “That’s why I’m here, right? You don’t have to think
of everything.” He extends his hand. “I’m Malachi.” 


Hesitantly,
Timothy takes his hand. “I’m Timothy.” 


“Nice to meet you.
You’re pretty brave being here on your own like this for so long.” 


“It used to be
nicer,” Timothy says. “It used to be the best place. Now it’s just…scary.” 


I’m not sure how
much Griffin told Malachi before we left. Morton gave permission to give him
whatever he deemed was absolutely essential to the mission, and nothing more. I
can’t be that cautious. “Timothy, in your notes, you said the feather mark your
dad gave you shows you where souls are. Do we need to go out looking for
souls?” 


He freezes, terror
in his eyes at the prospect of leaving the cave. “It’s too scary,” he whimpers.



“I know, buddy,
but if we don’t get the souls, the monsters will, and then they’ll try to
escape again and hurt you.” I know it’s a lot to ask of a little kid, way too
much pressure and responsibility to dump on him. I have no other choice,
though. “Malachi will be with us. He’ll keep us safe, remember?” 


Timothy glances
over at Malachi, clearly not convinced. “How?” 


I’ve only ever
seen Malachi use his Keeper sigil while protecting me. That hasn’t given me a
ton of opportunity to inspect it. I’m as shocked as Timothy when Malachi turns
his arm over—baring the imprinted mark of the Keeper—and consciously activates
it. The red glow seems dull and strange in this place, but the power emanating
from it is undeniable. Timothy reaches forward, tracing his fingers over the
scarred flesh in fascination. 


“I didn’t know you
could do that,” I say quietly. 


Malachi shrugs.
“I’ve been practicing. Never know when I’m going to need to save your life.
Might as well be prepared, right?” 


I nod, not sure
how else to respond to that. His tone is confusing, not accusatory but not that
of a devotee, either. 


“If we were around
each other more,” he begins, hesitating when my gaze snaps up to his. “It would
be, you know, just easier…to protect you.” 


But harder in many
other ways. 


This isn’t the
time or place for this discussion, though, and not just because I want to avoid
having it a little longer. Gesturing at the entrance to the cave, I say, “We
need to help him gather more souls. Everything else will have to wait.” 


Malachi’s emotions
shutter, and I feel guilty for sidestepping him, but he shakes it off a moment
later. “You’re right,” he says. “Wait for my signal, then follow me out.” 


I watch his
measured steps as he approaches the entrance. Fear crawls up into my throat,
making it hard to breathe, but he’s gesturing for us to follow before I can
really freak out and I carefully lead Timothy back out into the open. Malachi
waits, watching the forest, his shirt sleeve rolled up so his sigil is fully
exposed. Once he’s sure we’re not in any imminent danger, he looks to Timothy. 


“Where to, little
man?” 


Timothy smiles,
just a little, at the nickname, then hesitantly points ahead and to the right.
Malachi nods and we start walking. All three of us are staring into the trees
for any sign of an approaching Devourer. I spare just enough focus to say to
Malachi, “Morton is wrong about you.” 


“Senior or
Junior,” he grumbles, the least polite tone reserved for Griffin. 


“Senior,” I say. 


“Yeah? In what
way?” Malachi’s gaze shifts to the left, eyes narrowing for half a second
before relaxing. 


“He thinks you’re
a liability because you’re bound to protect me over anyone else.” 


Malachi scoffs. “I
am.” When I glance over at him for a quick second before returning my gaze to
the trees, he clarifies. “Bound to protect you over everyone else.” 


“That doesn’t mean
you won’t find a way to protect Timothy too,” I say. “He’s wrong that you can’t
do your job while emotionally involved, too.” 


For several
seconds, Malachi doesn’t respond. We’ve cleared the heavier forest to an area
with younger, thinner trees that are easier to see around. “Did you tell him
that?” he asks. 


“Of course,” I
say. “I know we’re kind of messed up right now, but I have faith in you,
Malachi. I know we’re supposed to be together, at least in that sense. The
rest…” 


I trail off,
worrying I’ve offended him or opened the door to a fight again. All Malachi
says is, “We’ll figure it out.” 


Breathing a sigh
of relief, we fall back into silence for a while. It’s eerily quiet, no sounds
beneath our feet as we walk through fallen leaves or the usual hum of wind or
animal movement. The absolute silence wears on me the longer we walk. 


“It’s over there,”
Timothy whispers. His timid finger lifts and points at a copse of
matchstick-thin trees twenty feet from where we’re standing. 


I don’t see anything
shiny or bright. Timothy keeps pointing, adamant that the soul we’ve been
tracking is somewhere amid the trees. I’m almost sure he’s mistaken until a
shadow at the base of the tree shifts. No…the shadow doesn’t shift. The light
does. I start forward on impulse, but Malachi’s hand clamps down on my
shoulder. 


“Wait,” he hisses.
“Something’s not…” 


Motion explodes
out of the nearest patch of deep shadows. A piercing scream breaks the stifling
silence, shocking Timothy and I into immobility. The miniscule bit of light I
mistook for a break in the shadows flares to life. I don’t know what happens
first. Suddenly, everyone is in motion, including the Devourer. 


Timothy is no
longer afraid. Instinct or purpose or something deeper than fear seems to take
over and he’s hurtling toward the beleaguered soul. Malachi is already glowing
a furious red, his glare sighted on the Devourer reeling the soul toward him. I…I
don’t really know what I’m going to do, but I’m at least running toward the
chaos. Seeing and communicating with ghosts, being a spiritual energy magnet,
has in no way contributed to me being useful in a fight. At all. 


I slide to the
ground next to where Timothy is clawing at the soul. The poor thing is
stretching or unwinding, one end in the Devourer’s hands and the other reaching
toward Timothy as he tries to get the Feather activated. I’m not really sure
how he’s supposed to do that. The rules of this place are a mystery to me, but
I don’t hesitate to take a chance and dive in to lend my aid. 


A low keening
sound fills the forest the second I touch the soul. I pull back, afraid I’m
hurting it, but Timothy yells for me to hold on. So I do. Cold sinks into my
hands, straight through to my bones. It’s disconcerting, but I refuse to let
go. Only when Malachi crashes into me from the back does my grip falter. Red
light flares around us, painting the soul in a disturbing blood-colored mask. 


Malachi is up and
swinging half a second later, but the disruption lost us ground. Desperation
twists Timothy’s face. I see him pull his legs up under him and I know he’s
going to make a mad leap onto the soul at any second. I panic, knowing it will
put him too close to the Devourer, so I act without thinking. Malachi shouts
for me to stop, but it’s already too late. 


 Pain sears
through me from my…hair? I bite back a scream and curl my body around the soul
and focus everything I have on protecting it. Someone else screams, and I’m
almost positive it isn’t me. The agony is crippling. The screaming continues,
making every pulse of pain feel even worse. It’s all I can do to hold onto the
soul and keep the Devourer from ripping it out of my hands. Even when something
starts grabbing at me, I fight off the pain and hold on even more tightly. I
just have to hold on a little longer. It almost seems enough until the soul
suddenly starts dissolving. Right there in my hands. 


“Echo,” a small
voice whispers, “it’s okay. You can let go now.” 


I’m not sure how
long it takes me to realize it’s Timothy’s voice, or that the screaming has
stopped. My fingers are stiff as I attempted to unclench them, and I wince in
pain at the slightest movement of my head. Something wet and cold slithers down
the back of my scalp and I try not to think about what it might be. I’m not
sure what just happened, but I do manage to open my eyes enough to see only a
thin tendril of the soul still clutched in my hands. 


Startled by how
little of it is left, I reflexively open my fingers. It slips free and floats
into Timothy’s hands. Malachi and I watch as he breathes in as deeply as he
can. The soul simply melts into him. Even through his shirt and
partially open jacket, the outline of the feather flares a brilliant white.
Timothy pulls his jacket closed as quickly as he can, then begins trembling
uncontrollably. 


I have him in my
arms a second later, holding him until his body calms. “Thanks,” he whispers.
“I hate that part.” 


“Why did it make
you shake like that?” Malachi asks, still standing and now watching our
surroundings even more carefully. 


“I have too many,”
Timothy says. “I feel like I need to let them go, but I can’t. The monsters
will get them if I do.” 


Malachi frowns and
doesn’t say anything. Neither do I. There’s nothing we can offer at this point.
Solutions and answers are few and far between. 


“We need to find
your dad,” Malachi says to Timothy. 


Timothy shakes his
head as tears fill his eyes. “I’ve tried. He’s not here. He disappeared after
he gave me the feather. I think the monsters got his soul.” 


Anger flashes in
Malachi’s eyes. “No they didn’t, but we need to find him before they do.” 


Clearly startled
by this news, Timothy is hesitant to believe it. Though he seems unwilling to
contradict Malachi openly. Hope and fear make him cling to me. “Is it really
true?” he whispers. 


“Yes,” I say, not
a hint of doubt in my mind. What does fill my mind is curiosity, fear, and
dread of what terrors we’re going to have to face to get to him. 


“But how can he
know that?” he asks, even quieter than before. 


“Because,” I tell
him, “Malachi can’t just see the monsters. He can talk to them, too.” 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


16: Relentless


(Griffin)


 


 


I can admit that
Dad’s dislike of Malachi influenced my opinion of the guy, though I feel
justified in maintaining my belief that he’s a little immature. Who isn’t at twenty,
though? Regardless, as I listen to both Echo and Malachi detail their visit to
Timothy’s Dreamside I have to say Dad was wrong about his reliability and
conviction. My qualms about him being involved in this case have been forced
aside by practicality. Dad knows that as well, but isn’t loving the realization
at all. 


“You still haven’t
found your grandmother’s journal?” Dad demands, catching everyone off guard by
the seemingly random question. 


Uncertain of the
reason behind his asking, Malachi still offers up an answer. “The house is
almost completely cleared out and still no sign of it. Once the people Daddy
hired are done emptying it, I’m going to have to sneak back in myself and look
for any hidey holes or secret spots. I can’t get in there until they’re done,
though.” 


“When will they be
finished?” 


Malachi shrugs.
“Week and a half, two weeks. Why? What’s the journal got to do with Timothy?” 


I think I know,
and the guess is confirmed when Dad glances over at me sharply with a look that
says I better keep my thoughts to myself. Sighing, I figure that’s probably a
good idea. If Malachi realizes Dad still doesn’t trust him, it’s going to turn
into a fight. Knowing he is actively searching for what Kyran’s connection to
Echo is, which Madeline alluded to in her letter to Malachi, so he can possibly
send Kyran in there with them, it’s not going to go over well. 


“You never know
what help it might contain,” Dad says dismissively. Neither Echo nor Malachi
buy that, but they don’t have a chance to respond before Dad continues. “So
Robert’s soul is still alive, or present in some way?” 


Malachi nods.
“Based on what the Devourers were saying, I think so.” 


“Word for word,”
Dad orders, “repeat what they said to you.” 


Malachi’s jaw
tightens, irritated by the request since he’s already repeated himself twice.
“It said ‘The heir doesn’t have the key. Without the key, the vessel cannot
restore the souls or enslave us again.’ Then it screamed threats at me for
a while that aren’t particularly useful. Before I killed it, it threatened, ‘The
Field is dying and the Ferryman can’t hide forever. We’ll find the key first
and be free to join the Masters once again.’ Given that Timothy was right
there with us and not hiding, and that it called him the heir earlier, the
Ferryman has to be someone else. Robert Bridger. He’s alive-ish and he
has something we need, though the Devourer wasn’t helpful enough to tell me
what this key is that can release the souls and trap those monsters back
in the Hall.” 


His assessment is
logical and seems to be on track. Dad takes his time considering everything
before reluctantly nodding. “It does make sense that he would split up the
tools needed to enslave or free the Devourers.” He frowns, eyes narrowing.
“What I don’t understand is why he gave the feather to Timothy. It’s clearly
the more dangerous and likely to get the kid killed.” 


“Maybe not,” Echo
says. “We don’t know what the key is. What if Robert is being hunted even more
fiercely? They want to kill Timothy because he’s taking the souls they feed on
and is part of the equation that can lock them back up again, but he doesn’t
seem to be capable of doing anything to them with just the feather. Robert
having the key makes him the bigger threat. Timothy may have survived this long
because most of the Devourers are out searching for Robert.” 


Turning to look at
Kyran—the only other person allowed to participate in this discussion—I ask,
“Any ideas about the key?” 


He shakes his
head. “Hasn’t come up in anything I’ve read so far. It could be a physical
object like the feather, or power Robert holds in relation to his position and
duties. I’ll dig around a little more and see what I can find.” He hesitates
for a moment before asking, “Is it okay if I ask Holden for help?” 


Holden was not at
all happy about being excluded from this meeting. There was some jealousy over
him being supplanted by Kyran as the information guy, but we’ve already brought
too many people in on this as it is. 


“Only so long as
you don’t divulge any of the case details. Research is fine, but nothing more,”
Dad says. 


Kyran nods, relieved
to have a little help. “Any chance I can look at Robert’s book?” 


Dad and I both
glance at Kyran, curious why he would ask for the book. “You have some hidden
talent we don’t know about?” 


Kyran rolls his
eyes. “I know how to read Egyptian about as much as Malachi knows how to cook.”
That earns him a scowl from his friend, but he ignores it. “The images, though,
they might be clues that can point me in the right direction, especially with
what I have of Timothy’s stories. I’ve been studying a lot of symbology lately
and maybe I’ll be able to make some connections between his stories, what
Griffin has been able to explain, and what I see in the book. I know it’s a
long shot, but why not?” 


After a moment of
consideration, Dad nods. “I’ll get you photocopies. Touching the book is too
risky. Anything significant from Timothy’s stories yet?” 


Kyran shrugs.
“Some of them are familiar, but a lot doesn’t make sense. Part of that might be
them coming from a six-year-old. Some of it’s just not part of any written
mythology I’ve found so far. I’ll keep digging, though.” 


Turning to face
both Echo and Malachi after nodding to Kyran, he says, “You’re both going to
need to go back in as soon as Timothy is ready.” 


Echo squirms, uncomfortable
with the idea that she’ll have to repeat hanging out in a salt circle with
Malachi for half the night. Malachi’s reaction is pretty much the opposite.
Echo is my concern, so I say, “Now that Timothy is acquainted with Malachi’s
spiritual profile, he’ll most likely be able to find him on his own from now
on.” 


I get pretty much
the reactions I’m expecting from both of them. 


“Is there anything
else?” Malachi asks tersely. “Or can I get some sleep? I have class in the
morning.” 


Dad says he can go
and Malachi stalks out of the kitchen. Kyran sighs and stands to follow him.
“Guess I’ll be going too since he’s my ride. We’ll check in tomorrow.” 


Echo says a quick
goodbye, her eyes following him until he’s out of earshot. Once he’s far enough
away, she looks to me and asks, “Are you going, too?” 


“Do you want me
to?” 


Her gaze darts
over to Dad, who’s too absorbed in his notes to notice, then turns back to me
and shakes her head. “I know it’s already late, but if I start talking to
someone again tonight…” 


Dad’s head pops
up. His gaze is laser-pointed at Echo. “You’re talking to ghosts in your sleep
again?” His gaze snaps over to me, annoyed he didn’t already know this. 


“A detail that got
lost in the shuffle of Timothy’s case,” I say. “I’ll handle it.” 


He doesn’t let it
go so easily. “What was she saying?” 


Echo silently
wills me to shut up, but there’s really no point. Dad’s already figured it out,
for the most part. “The name Francis came up. That’s it.” 


“I want a full
report in the morning,” he orders before pushing away from the table and
standing. He holds back on commenting on what we should or shouldn’t be doing
together, for once, and says his goodbyes before taking off to get some sleep.
Being that it’s two in the morning, I wouldn’t mind doing the same, but it will
have to wait. 


“Why don’t you get
ready for bed?” I say to Echo. “I’ll meet you in your room in a minute.” 


She nods and
stands a moment later. “Thanks, Griffin.” Her smile is tired and worried as she
turns away. 


Trying not to think
of the reasons behind that, I get up from the table as well and head for the
little deck. I pull on the sliding door that is partially open and am surprised
to find Zara sitting in one of the deck chairs. We were worried about Holden
trying to eavesdrop on the meeting. No one thought to see where Zara was, but
there’s no doubt she heard every word. Giving her a wry look, I take the chair
next to her. 


“It’s your own
fault for underestimating me,” she says, unrepentant. 


She’s right, so I
don’t argue. I am curious, though. “Why the interest? Research,
investigating…not really your thing, right?” 


“No,” she says
with a snort, “but watching out for my friend is.” 


I consider her
answer for a moment. She’s being honest, but I don’t completely understand her motivation.
“Aside from the obvious, why are you worried about Echo?” 


“She’s never had a
great foundation, what with her family being such a pain in the ass about
everything, but coming out here really threw her for a loop. The mess with
Malachi, even more so. Now this case and Kyran being so damned obvious about
liking her and causing more problems with Malachi, and the fact that she
has zero confidence in herself has her as wobbly as a baby deer. Holden’s too
busy with Cerise to be the rock he once was for her and your dad’s just not
that warm and fuzzy.” 


“What about you?”
I ask. 


Zara shrugs. “Echo
and I are as close as sisters, but we just don’t work like that. Despite what
Holden says about my reliability, Echo knows I’ll always be there for her when she
needs me. I’m just not a cry on my shoulder kind of person and Echo hates
relying on other people for stuff like that. She thinks it makes her weaker,
less sane or whatever. She’s always trying to prove to other people that’s she
okay and can handle things on her own. I don’t think she really gets that even
normal, boring people have to rely on others to get through hard stuff. Her
problems go way beyond the usual, so it’s understandable that she needs even
more help, but she doesn’t see it that way.” 


She shrugs again
and goes back to staring out at the courtyard. Holden really doesn’t give her
enough credit. Her laidback lifestyle isn’t laziness, it’s survival. Between
Holden’s tyrannical approach to planning for the future and Echo’s utterly
chaotic life, she has to be the one who balances them out. To understand
her friend so well, she can’t possibly be the self-absorbed, irresponsible girl
her cousin paints her as. Even so, I’m not sure I understand this conversation.



“I appreciate you
giving me insight into Echo, but why tell me all of that?” I ask. 


Glancing over at
me briefly, she’s staring into the night again before she answers. “Because
she’s been better since you appeared and she needs you. So, don’t screw it up.”



A little startled
by her frankness, it takes me a second or two to respond. “Echo and I are just
friends.” 


She laughs. “Yeah,
I know, Captain Obvious. She treats you like she does Holden, and after what
happened with Malachi, I don’t think Echo’s going to be hopping into bed with
anyone else any time soon. Talk about emotional scars.” She shakes her head,
sympathetic toward her friend. 


“I’ll take care of
her,” I promise after a long moment of silence. 


“Good,” she says.
“She’s probably done getting ready by now. You might want to head in.” 


Supposing she
knows her friend’s habits well enough to estimate, I tell her goodnight and
head for Echo’s room. She’s sitting on top of her blankets, eyes closed,
breathing steadily when I get to her door. Not wanting to disturb her makes me
step lightly. I make it around to the other side of the bed before she notices
me. 


“Thanks again for
staying,” she says as she opens her eyes. 


“No problem.” I
sit down on the bed next to her. “How do you want to do this?” 


She shrugs. “I’m
so exhausted I doubt I’ll have a hard time falling asleep.” Uncertain, she
doesn’t make a move to change positions. 


I doubt I’ll last
too long tonight, so in favor of not wasting time, I reach out for her. She
hesitates for just a second, then curls up against me. “Close your eyes,” I
say. “You’ll be safe. I promise.”


Breathing out
slowly, her body sinks against mine and her eyes slide closed. “There’s salt in
the nightstand drawer,” she says. Less than five minutes later, she’s out.
Keeping myself awake much longer than that is a chore. Burning curiosity is the
only thing that keeps me from nodding off. 


The majority of
the cases I get called in on are regular criminal cases, ones with limited
evidence that need a more creative approach. Next most common is acting as a
liaison between agents and people with supernatural gifts. Sometimes they’re
frauds and I have no qualms about exposing them. More than people might think
are actually talented in one way or another. Only once before meeting Echo have
I worked a cases that dealt with ghosts, but it wasn’t anything like this. 


Last night when
she started mumbling in her sleep, I was only half awake. I don’t know if
something precipitated the communication. I didn’t really notice the
temperature at the time, and I have no idea what to expect tonight. All I
experienced before was her mumbling with a few clearly spoken words while I tried
to wake myself up. By the time I was fully lucid, she was resting calmly again.
It was just that brief few seconds where I heard Francis’s name toward the end.
Maybe it was nothing more than a bad dream, but if it isn’t we could be missing
something important. 


I don’t notice the
temperature has changed until Echo shivers. Before coming to Georgia, I’d been
in Minnesota for three months. Even in the summer it was fairly cool, so I feel
good while Echo curls closer to me. Goose bumps pop up over her exposed upper
arm. I’m no longer tired as I scan the room for any sign of disturbance.
Nothing changes, not even a rustle of the blanket I pulled over Echo earlier.
The room is completely still except for the small movements of my hand to bring
up a voice recorder on my phone. 


“I know…” Echo
whispers. Her voice trails off into incoherent mumbling for several seconds before
becoming understandable again. “…dangerous… I can’t…deserve…” She flinches, and
I go back on high alert, but she doesn’t wake. Instead, her arm across my
middle tightens around me and her brows pull together in confusion. “…my
fault…can’t run…coward…don’t understand…no…wrong…Francis is…not gone…can’t
be…wrong…who?” 


Echo ducks into my
embrace further, a whimpering noise cutting off any conversation. The
temperature drops several degrees and I drag Echo into my lap on instinct. The
salt is in my hand a second later and I hold it up in front of us. My breath
mists when I exhale next and I feel my heart thudding hard against my ribcage.
It takes a lot to rattle me, but the flicker of…I don’t even know what it is,
but the air seems to shimmer or warp or…something, and I realize all I have to
defend Echo with is a cardboard canister of salt that still has the little
metal spout pressed closed. 


When the weird
shimmer flies at us, I barely keep myself from panicking and rip the spout open
in time to send an arc of salt flying across the room. An instant later, the
room is too warm and slightly humid. Echo relaxes against me, oblivious to what
just happened. Part of me wants to shake her awake and ask her what the hell
just tried to attack her. Glancing down at her, the peaceful expression on her
face stops me. I don’t imagine people see that on her very often. 


Sighing, I fall
back against the headboard and remind myself to breathe. Does this happen every
night? Are the headband and bracelets capable of holding off relentless attacks
like that? I can’t imagine they are, and that makes me wonder what Echo will
do, or what will happen to her when they finally fail. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


17: Famous Last
Words


(Echo)


 


 


Sitting through my
Freshman Comp class is painful. Staying awake is a challenge. Focusing on the
lecture is a struggle. Caring is practically beyond me. Only knowing that
getting a degree is an absolute must to become a real agent forces me to
attempt paying attention to the discussion of Why the Caged Bird Sings,
which I have yet to finish reading. 


What I really want
to think about is waking up to find salt sprayed all over my room—a telling
sign of what the night held—and Griffin passed out next to me with his arm
cinched protectively around my waist. He was still out cold when I left for my
early class, so I don’t know exactly what he heard or witnessed last night. Not
knowing is making my focus wander as much as a three-year-old with a sugar
high. 


When I first
started the tests with Dr. Rosemond and Morton to determine my sanity and
sensitivity to the spiritual world, I didn’t know if I wanted to be involved
with the FBI. After meeting Timothy and understanding the potential help I
might be able to provide for people being attacked by otherworldly psychos, I know
without a doubt that this is the path I need to take. I’ve spent the majority
of my life hiding and trying to escape my abilities. Morton has shown me the
good I can do and, even though it scares the living daylights out of me, I need
to do something good with my abilities. If I don’t, it will tear me apart. 


Eventually, class
ends, but I have one more to go. Trudging into my calculus class, I tell myself
I can last another fifty minutes. I start nodding off fifteen minutes through
the lecture. I don’t remember even a second of what happened last night. My
body does. I’m exhausted, weary down to my bones. Only a text from Griffin
wakes me up halfway through class. 


Sorry I missed you
leaving this morning. Call when you get out of class and I’ll meet you for
lunch to talk. 


If anyone read
that without knowing either of us, it would sound like a sweet text between
lovers. I scoff at the idea. What happened last night? 


Griffin doesn’t
take the bait. Pay attention in class. Talk later. You need this to become
my partner. 


I almost drop my
phone when I read his text. Partner? Is he screwing with me? He’s only here for
two weeks. It was supposed to be a vacation. Getting pulled into this case was
coincidence. I supposed he’ll stick around until we figure out what’s going on
with Timothy but, after that, he’ll be gone. It’s not cool to tease me about
something like that. Super really not cool at all. 


Don’t talk about
partners when you’re taking off after this case. 


My professor has gone
through at least two problems before Griffin replies. When he does, I lose
track of the lecture entirely. 


What would you say
to me transferring down here? 


My reply is
immediate. OMG are you serious? 


I’d still travel a
lot, but this would be my home base. 


I would love that! I send back. 


He doesn’t reply
until class is over. Even then, all he says is when and where to meet him. I
bolt from class and race to the train stop, a million things to discuss with
him. It’s a small miracle I make it to the little deli near campus without
getting lost. I’m positive I look like a deranged lunatic rushing into the
little restaurant as I do, but who cares at this point. Griffin just shakes his
head at me when I slide into the booth across from him. 


“Are you really
thinking about transferring to Georgia?” I demand. 


He chuckles and hands
me a menu. “I don’t really have any good reason to stay in New York. Moving
here would let me see Dad more and keep tabs on you, so why not?” 


“Which one is more
of a pull?” I ask, honestly curious and not sure what I’m expecting the answer
to be. 


“Honestly,” he
says, “it’s pretty equal. I’ve missed my dad a lot the last few years and you…I
think I need to be here.” 


It’s so hard not
to burst into either tears or hysterical giggles at that. “Is it completely
lame of me to say I need you here?” 


The corner of
Griffin’s mouth quirks up. “It’s a little lame.” 


I swat at his arm,
even though I know he doesn’t mean it. “Would you really want to be partnered
up with me if I make it through college and all the training and stuff? I know
your dad thinks I’m this big asset, but I feel pretty useless most of the
time.” 


“You’re almost
nineteen,” Griffin says, “so you’ve got four years to figure things out and
prove to yourself you can do this. I can wait that long.” 


“Prove it to
myself?” I say with a snort. “I’m the least of my critics.” 


Griffin shakes his
head. “No, you’re the worst. I already know you can survive all the shit being
thrown at you right now. Dad does. Kyran does. Even Malachi does. I doubt a
single one of your friends thinks you incapable of turning the nightmares
you’ve lived through into something amazing. You’re the one who’s shortchanging
you.” 


I shrink in the
face of his praise. I know he’s not just offering up platitudes, but I can’t
help thinking all those people who think I’m going to bust out as the savior of
the spiritual world are borderline delusional. Rather than argue with him, I
change the subject. 


“What happened
last night?” 


A waitress arrives
and interrupts our conversation to take our orders. Once she heads back toward
the kitchen, I stare at Griffin expectantly. He doesn’t disappoint. Sliding his
phone toward me with a pair of attached earbuds, he lets me hear it for myself.
I listen to every fragmented word, but am more confused than ever. 


“Am I wrong, or
was it the person talking to me who was wrong? And what did I mean by ‘not
gone’? Francis is definitely gone. Dead. Unless I meant he’s not gone from
hounding me, which I already know so why mention it?” My head drops into my
hands. “Am I a coward for not facing him? It is my fault he’s dead.” 


“No it’s not,”
Griffin argues. “Martin Coulter used a scared little girl to exact vengeance on
someone who didn’t deserve it. That is not your fault.” 


“But I gave in,” I
argue. 


“Stop,” he snaps.
“It was not your fault and that’s the end of the discussion.” 


I sigh, knowing he
will never understand the full measure of guilt I feel for what happened to
Kurt Francis. “The headbands aren’t working as well as I thought they were.” 


Griffin frowns.
“I’ll put in for a transfer tomorrow, but it takes a while. Even with Dad
recommending the move, I may be gone for a while after we wrap up Timothy’s
case.” 


Unsure of whether
he’s trying to change the subject or if his comment bears some relation to the
ghosts invading my sleeping mind, it takes me a few seconds to come up with an
answer. “And that has something to do with the headbands because…” 


“Because you need
someone with you at night when I leave.” 


My stomach drops
out and cold settles in the newly made pit in my stomach. “I can’t,” I whisper.
Memories of those few frantic moments with Malachi assault me. I shrink in on
myself in shame. “I just can’t. Please…” 


Griffin reaches
across the table and grips my hand. “It doesn’t have to be one of the guys. Ask
Zara. Cerise, maybe. Holden if you need to. Kyran…” 


“No,” I say
quickly. “Not Kyran. I can’t, Griffin.” Tears well in my eyes and fight with
everything I have to keep them from falling. “I can’t screw up twice. I just
can’t. I can’t.” Gasping in a breath, I squeeze the life out of Griffin’s hand
as I stave off the panic threatening to engulf me. 


A second later,
he’s sitting next to me, arm around my shoulder, whispering to me to inhale and
exhale. An inexplicable calm settles over me as he continues to coach me back
toward normalcy. Embarrassment takes care of the rest when the waitress
approaches with our food and I berated myself into sobering up. She gives us
this knowing smile—which is totally off base— as she sets down our sandwiches, but
Griffin is too focused on me to notice. 


He pushes my plate
toward me when he’s sure I’m not going to lose it and waits until I’ve shoved a
few fries in my mouth to say anything in response to my freak out. “So I take
it Kyran’s interest in you isn’t one sided?” 


I choke on my
fries, just a little. “What?” I croak. 


“Well, I can’t
imagine you’d be that panicked about being in a bed with him if you weren’t.”
He shrugs, as though it doesn’t matter all that much, but I know better. 


“I’m scared of
being in that position with anyone,” I snap. 


“Not me,” he argues,



“You’re
different.” 


“Why?” 


“Because I don’t
like you like that!” Exasperation is thick in my voice, but I realize my
mistake a second too late. Griffin piques an eyebrow at me. I answer him with a
glare. “Shut up.” 


Instead of
hounding me, Griffin digs into his sandwich. I’m too flustered to follow suit
for several minutes. Finally, I calm myself enough to take a few bites and
cross my finger he won’t bring this up again. Yeah, I’m not that lucky. 


“Your feelings for
Malachi, were they influenced by the bond?” 


Sighing, I
hesitate before answering his question. “Maybe. Probably. Yes?” Shaking my
head, I make an attempt at sounding less like an idiot. “If I had met Malachi
and he wasn’t a Keeper, there’s a good chance we would have hit it off and started
dating. He’s a great guy, and we get along and have fun together.” 


“But?” Griffin
asks. 


I put my sandwich
back down and stare at it. “But I wouldn’t have moved out here after a few
weeks after having only met him once. There was definitely an other
factor that pushed us together so quickly. Same as with Archer. Does that make
it wrong? I don’t know. Could we still make it work? Possibly, but at what
cost? What felt so right in the beginning now makes my skin crawl. The bond is
coercive enough. The bond and a romantic relationship? That just feels wrong
now.” 


I know I’ve said a
lot, but the time it takes Griffin to respond surprises me. I’ve almost started
to worry I upset him before he finally speaks. 


“How much of that wrongness
is influenced by the fact that you’re falling for Kyran?” 


I was about to
take a drink of my water, but I wisely put it down. Falling? Who says I’m
falling for anyone? Do I like Kyran? Sure. More than just a friend? It’s hard
to admit, but yes. Is that the only reason I think being with Malachi
romantically is a bad idea? That doesn’t even scratch the surface. 


“It’s as much
about Archer as it is Kyran,” I say quietly. 


“How so?” Griffin
asks. 


Looking over at
him, I try to corral my thoughts into some sense of coherence. “Archer fell in
love with me. Stayed with me for over five years while he was slowly driven mad
because he loved me. He was murdered and nearly obliterated into nothingness because
he loved me.” I shake my head in disbelief. “All after a week. One week. Can you
imagine what will happen to Malachi after years of being with me?” I shiver, so
disturbed by the thought I can’t stop it from manifesting physically. 


Griffin’s next
questions surprises me. “Kyran’s not a Keeper, so is it loyalty to Malachi that
keeps you from entertaining the idea of being with him or fear that he’ll be
destroyed because of his involvement with you, too?” 


I fall back
against the booth and toss my hands up weakly. “Both?” I say, more question than
answer. 


Nodding slowly,
Griffin falls back into silence. He goes back to work devouring his sandwich,
and after a few minutes of watching him, so do I. I get the distinct impression
all the questions he asked were for my benefit and not his. He always seems to
know the answers to those types of questions before I do. If only he were as
talented when it came to Timothy…or Francis. 


“Will you stay
with me at night until you leave?” I ask quietly. 


Griffin nudges me
with his elbow. “Do you really have to ask?” He pops a few more fries in his
mouth and smiles. “I’ve got your back, sis.” 


The nickname makes
me laugh just a little. What am I going to do without him when he leaves? 


“Could you look
into Francis? See if there’s anything weird about…anything?” 


“Sure,” he says.
“Not sure what I’ll be able to find that might explain him going after you, but
I’ll check.” 


“I know why he’d
go after me,” I say. “That’s not hard to figure out. It’s that conversation I
had last night. Something isn’t right.” 


Griffin nods in
agreement. I can’t imagine what he’ll be able to find that might explain some
of the things I said last night, but it can’t hurt to try digging into things.
Which are probably famous last words, but whatever. I’ve already got a ghostly
death squad on my tail. Which reminds me… 


“Would you mind
taking me to the training gym again?” I ask. 


Without batting an
eye or asking why, Griffin nods. “I’m happy to work with you, but you know you
can go in there any time you want, right? You don’t need a babysitter.” 


Actually, I didn’t
know that. I nod like I totally did, though, to which Griffin only smirks. 


Taking another
bite of my sandwich, I push away thoughts of Griffin leaving eventually. I
can’t handle considering how much I’ll miss him in the midst of everything
else. Besides, it will only be temporary anyway. I have no doubt his dad will
find a way to get him transferred back here. For my benefit and his. 


Buzzing from my
phone draws my attention, and I admit I flinch a little when I see Kyran’s name
filling my screen. I shoved a lot of the blame of my newfound fear of
obliterating relationships off on Archer, but Kyran is just as big of a player.
Even so, I slide my phone closer and bring up his text. 


Any chance I can
see Robert Bridger’s body? 


Unsure of how to
respond to that, I slide the phone over to Griffin. He doesn’t hesitate to grab
it and tap out a reply. I don’t see what he says until he sets the phone back
down on the table. 


Will an autopsy
report do? If so, I can have it in hand this afternoon. ~ Griffin 


That comes with
pics right?
Kyran asks. Then he follows that up immediately with, Where’s Echo?
Everything okay? 


Echo’s fine, he replies. Eating.
Yes to the pics. We’ll drop them by your place around 3. Taking her to train
first. 


Good. See you then. 


Griffin pushes the
phone back toward me and slurps the last of his Coke from his cup. 


“Why do you think
he wants to see Bridger’s body?” I ask. 


Griffin shrugs.
“Hopefully because he found something about the key and wants to see if he’s
right.” He wipes his hands off and pushes his plate away. “You almost done? I
want to work on takedowns before we meet Kyran.” 


Between the
nervous energy sparking in my stomach over going back to the FBI gym and
anxiety over what Kyran might have found, I’ve lost my appetite. I shove the
plate away and dig some cash out of my purse. Even though Griffin invited me to
lunch, I appreciate that he doesn’t balk at letting me pay outside a raised
eyebrow. If he has a problem with it, he can always help me with my French
homework later. Isn’t that what friends are for? Teaching you to take down
assailants and conjugate verbs. What more can I ask? 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


18: Well Past


(Echo)


 


 


Thick file folder
in hand, I gingerly get out of my car and curse Griffin for pushing me so hard
and then abandoning me to face Kyran—and possibly Malachi—on my own. Did his
dad really need him to track down some information? Seems doubtful. Did he
really need to put me through that intense of a training session at the gym?
Almost definitely not. I’m going to be in so much pain tomorrow. My muscles are
already stiffening up as I hobble up the stairs toward the guys’ second floor
apartment. 


When I finally
make it and knock, Kyran’s shout to come in isn’t surprising. I’ve only been to
their apartment a couple of times, for what are probably obvious reasons, but
let’s just leave it at way too much awkwardness. The few times I have visited,
though, Kyran yelling through the door because he’s playing a game and can’t
get up has happened more than once. So I let myself in and look to the TV. Surprised
to find it off and the couch empty, I pause. 


“Over here,” Kyran
says from the corner of the room where a little table sits. He’s scribbling
notes and doesn’t stop to look up at me. 


After closing the
door behind me, I pick my way toward him. Dodging the basket of laundry and
shoes scattered around the room makes my tired muscles whine at me. “You guys
really need to clean up a bit.” 


Kyran snorts and
continues to write. “Got more important things to do.” 


“Homework?” 


He shakes his
head. “Research.” He pauses, then, and looks up at me. “Did you bring the
copies of the book and autopsy report?” 


I hold up the file
and say, “Yeah, but there aren’t any marks on Robert’s body like Timothy’s
Feather.” I toss the file down on the counter. “Nice to see you too, by the
way. What happened to all that Southern charm you’re supposed to have around
here?” 


I’m clearly just
teasing, but Kyran tosses down his pencil and stands as a slow smile settles on
his lips. “Southern charm, huh? That’s what you were expecting?” His smile
widens and I begin to think I should have just kept my mouth shut as my pulse
rate jumps. “What exactly would this Southern charm entail?” 


Not moving an
inch, I do my best to pretend at indifference as he saunters toward me. “Well,
answering the door for one. Saying hello. Asking me if I need a drink of water
after Griffin nearly worked me to death. That’s not asking too much, is it?” 


Kyran settles
against the bar dividing the kitchen from the living room, elbows on the surface
casually. “Not at all.” He takes in my appearance, which makes me squirm
despite my best efforts. I’m sweaty and gross and trying to keep my weight on
one foot because my knee hurts from landing on it during one of Griffin’s many
takedowns. Judging by the expression Kyran is wearing, he doesn’t seem to mind
my lackluster presentation. He meets my gaze and asks, “Would you like some
water?” 


“Do you have a
Coke?” 


Chuckling, Kyran
pushes away from the bar. “Sure. What kind?” 


“What kind?” I
ask. How many varieties of Coke do they keep on hand? 


“What kind of Coke
do you want? Coke, Sprite, Dr. Pepper? We might have an orange soda of some
kind.” 


“Sprite and Dr.
Pepper are not Coke.” 


Kyran gives me a
funny look. “So you want Coke?” 


“Isn’t that what I
said?” 


“You said you
wanted a Coke. That could be any soda.” 


Too tired to argue
with him about that, I give up for the time being. Georgians are weird at
times. What else can you say? “Yes, I’d love an actual Coke.” 


Kyran shakes his
head at me, but heads for the kitchen to fulfill my request. He’s back a
moment later with a large glass filled three-quarters full with Coke and ice.
“You could have just given me the can,” I tell him as I trade him the file for
the glass. 


“I didn’t want to
be accused of being a poor host again,” he says with a laugh. He gestures
toward the table. “Wanna sit? You look beat.” 


I nod and start
toward the table. I only get two steps in that direction when something weird
happens. My hands go numb and feel sort of floaty. The glass slips from
my fingers, and I think I hear it shatter, but it’s hard to tell in the middle
of losing consciousness. Everything disappears in an instant. 


A second later, it
reappears. Except, it doesn’t. Kyran’s apartment is gone. Bleak, fog-encased
trees surround me. For a terrifying two seconds, I can’t seem to move or
breathe. Then something grabs my hand and I scream. 


“Shh!” Timothy
begs as he yanks on my arm. 


My scream cuts off
and I gasp in a frightened breath. Understanding is slow, my thoughts scrambled
after being yanked out of consciousness and slammed into another realm. He
keeps tugging on my arm, trying to get me to follow him, but my knees buckle
and I sink to the ground. 


“We can’t stay,
Echo,” Timothy pleads. “Please, we have to run. They’re too close. They’re
going to find me again. I tried to get Malachi, but—” 


That snaps me out
of my fog. “No!” I whisper-shout. “Don’t, Timothy. You can’t!” 


“But, we need
him.” Tears cascade down his face, no longer able to contain his terror. 


“It’s too
dangerous,” I tell him. “Malachi might be driving. You can’t just pull people
here without warning.” 


He’s already so
scared, but his eyes widen even more. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I was just so
scared. One of the monsters almost got me.” His body quivers, then breaks down
in full-body sobbing. 


“Shh, shh, it’s
okay,” I tell him, even though I know it’s anything but. “I’m here, okay?” I
can’t imagine that’s much comfort since I can’t really do anything. He’s not
alone, at least. 


Timothy pulls back
and sniffs several times. “I tried to stay awake, but I got so tired.” 


“I know, sweetie.
It’s okay.” Slowly, I push myself back up to standing. Something still doesn’t
feel right. Probably just being forced here straight from full consciousness. I
have to shake my head to clear it, and it only partially works. It’ll have to
be good enough. “We need to hide somewhere.” 


Timothy nods and
squeezes my hand. “I think I know somewhere good, but it’s scary to get there.
We have to be fast. The monsters aren’t very far away.” 


Great. I take a
step forward and stumble a little. Timothy glances over at me, but I smile and
urge him onward. I know he’s freaked out, but he can’t do this again. I’m not
even any help to him like this. The weakness I feel is disturbing and, I
realize after a minute or two, getting worse. “How far away is this hiding
spot?” 


Timothy’s face
scrunches. “Um, I don’t know. Time’s weird here. Not too far, I think.” 


I want to push him
to go faster, but I can barely keep up as it is. Anxiety and paranoia makes the
hairs on my arms stand up. The forest is silent, even our footsteps, but I
swear I can hear something else, a weird thudding that’s somehow dull and
annoyingly sharp at the same time. “What’s that sound?” I ask Timothy. 


“What sound?” he
asks. He looks back at me and his eyes go wide, two bright orbs of fear in the
creepy dark of the forest. 


Sure something
gruesome has snuck up behind us, I attempt to spin around, but lose my balance
and fall before I get a quarter of the way through the motion. The thudding is
getting louder. Timothy practically jumps on top of me, his little hands
grabbing my face. 


“What’s
happening?” he pleads. His face is going paler by the second. 


“I…don’t…know.” My
words are slurred, slow, hard to form. 


“Don’t leave me
here,” Timothy begs. “Take me back with you. Go back, Echo. Go back, right
now!” 


It’s not just my
fuzzy thoughts that make me confused. He’s the one who brings me here
and we both go back when we wake up. I try to ask him what he means, but the
words won’t come out right. 


“You can’t die
here!” Timothy shrieks. “Go back, Echo! Go Back! Take me with you. I’ll tell
someone you’re hurt, I promise! Go back, now!” 


Go back? 


I don’t
understand. 


Timothy is scared,
though. 


Why does he think
I might die here? 


Go back? 


He’s so scared.


I reach out and
pull him to my chest. 


I’m so tired. 


Go back. 


Hurt? 


Kyran would know. 


Maybe. 


Kyran. 


Go back where?


Home?


Kyran. 


 


***


 


Something is
beeping. It won’t stop. I want to throw something at whatever is making that
obnoxious noise, but it’s too hard to make myself wake up all the way. My eyes
feel glued shut and my body is heavy. I just want the beeping to stop. 


My thoughts swim.
There’s a vague sense in the back of my mind that I need to remember something.
Something important. I’m not sure what. I don’t remember going to bed, either.
What happened last night? The last thing I remember was going over to
Kyran’s…no, I think I went to see Timothy maybe. That doesn’t seem right, but I
remember him being there. He was scared. He wanted me to take him with me.
Where? 


Back. 


Go back. 


My eyes snap open
and I gasp as memory’s come flooding back. 


“Echo!” someone
shouts. Then hands grab my face and a split second later someone is kissing me.
It takes me a moment to realize it’s Kyran, which only serves to freak me out
even more. 


“Enough,” a familiar
gruff voice barks. 


Kyran breaks off
the kiss and I stare up at him in shock. Why is he in my bedroom? Why is Morton
is my room? 


“You’re awake,”
Kyran breathes. “You’re okay. You’re okay.” He seems to deflate then, and I
realize his hands are shaking. All of him is shaking. 


“What…happened?” I
try to ask. It comes out scratchy and ragged sounding, but mostly
understandable. 


Morton steps
closer. “What do you remember?” 


When I try to
swallow so I can wet my dry throat, Kyran pushes a big plastic cup with a straw
into my hands and motions for me to take a drink. When I do, my throat feels a
million times better. I try again to speak, and still sound scratchy, but am
able to form my words more clearly. “Going to Kyran’s, having some sort of
weird out of body thing happen, then appearing in the Field of Reeds with
Timothy. Pulled me in without me being asleep. I felt weird, though, collapsed.
Timothy kept telling me to go back, but…” I shrug when I run out of
explanation. Fear sets in a second later as my own words hit me. “Is he okay?
Did he get out?” 


Morton reaches
forward and settles a strong hand on my shoulder. “Timothy is fine. You brought
him back.” 


I shake my head.
“I…passed out again, or something. It wasn’t me.” 


Morton shrugs.
“From what Timothy said, you pulled both him and yourself out of the Field of
Reeds and back to the waking world. Almost too late, though.” 


“Too late for
what? You said he was fine!” 


Kyran and Morton
exchange a look, one which makes me eye them both warily. It’s Morton who
answers my question. “Almost too late for you, Echo, not Timothy.” He
makes a wide gesture, taking in the whole room. The room I don’t realize until
that second isn’t my bedroom. 


Sinking back against
my pillow, I scowl at the monitors and stupid curtain thing that never really
gives you any privacy. “Dammit,” I snap, “how’d I end up in a hospital?” 


Morton glances
over at Kyran, who suddenly looks sick for some reason. Morton reaches up and
grips his shoulder tightly. “I’ll give you two a few minutes while I go get her
parents.” 


“You called my
parents?” I shriek. “Why would you call them? They’ll try to make me go home!” 


Morton ignores me
and disappears out the door. Kyran, approaches my hospital bed hesitantly.
Almost guiltily. 


My eyes narrow and
fix on him. “Did you call my parents?” 


He shakes his
head. “I was too freaked out to call anyone but 911.” 


“911?” I ask. 


Pointing at my
arm, he keeps pointing until I stop glaring at him and turn to look at my
biceps. I’m startled to see it heavily bandaged. I try moving it and
immediately wince in pain. 


“Before you
fainted,” Kyran begins in a shaky voice, “you dropped the glass. It shattered.
Then you collapsed and…there was a big piece of glass, curved upward from the
way it was laying, and when you fell…” He chokes up and brushes at his eyes.
“There was so much blood, Echo. I panicked. I should have called that very
second but, all the blood, it was so much and it was just pouring out of your
arm. It was just a few seconds before I snapped out of it and called, but…” 


I stare at him in
shock. It’s the first time I really look at him since waking. Puffy, red-rimmed
eyes, bags under his eyes, exhaustion pouring off him, unearned guilt tearing
him apart. Numb with realization, I reach out with my uninjured arm and he
rushes into my embrace. The jostling of my left arm kills, but I bite the
inside of my cheek and hug him for all I’m worth. 


“You saved my
life,” I whisper against his neck—where my face is currently smashed up against
him. I’ve had plenty of close calls in the past, but this one sends a shock
clean through me. I almost died, and Kyran had to watch it happen. 


His body convulses
once as he fights to hold back a sob. “I was almost too late, Echo. I should
have—” 


“You did
everything you could.” I can barely get the words out past the fear and guilt
tightening my throat. Tears fill my eyes, and I don’t bother trying to hold
them back. “You saved me. You saved my life. I’m so sorry you had to do that.”
I try to squeeze him tighter, pull him closer, but I’m pinned awkwardly against
the bed and my one arm is far from full strength. 


Kyran makes up the
difference and cradles me like I’m a second skin. “I was so scared you wouldn’t
wake up. They said you lost a lot of blood, too much.” 


A shiver runs
through me at the thought of what I put him through. It makes Kyran press a
kiss to my forehead and hold me even tighter. “I’m okay,” I whisper to the both
of us. “I’m okay. We’re both okay…because you were there.” 


“I’m terrified of not
being there,” he whispers. 


I can’t catch my
breath suddenly. The implied fact that there will be a next time isn’t
what has stolen away my ability to breathe. It’s that I’m afraid of the same
thing. I’m about to tell him that when the door to my room bursts open and my
parents comes barreling in. A nurse chases after them. 


“Only two people,
please!” she exclaims. “One of you needs to wait until Kyran leaves!” 


“We’re her
parents!” my dad bellows. The anger in his voice startles me, but not enough so
that I don’t grab at Kyran’s hand when he pulls back. 


“I’ll step out,”
he says quietly. 


“No,” I plead. I
don’t want to have to face both my parents at once. I need a buffer, a shield. 


Kyran squeezes my
hand and whispers, “I’ll be right outside,” before pulling his hand from mine.
He nods to my dad on his way out and I’m shocked at the glare he receives in
return. Kyran saved my life and my dad is acting as though he hates his guts! 


As soon as the
door closes on Kyran, my dad rounds on the nurse. “There, are you happy now?
There are only two of us. Can we speak with our daughter in private, finally?” 


The poor woman is
clearly insulted, but it’s almost definitely not the first time she’s had to
deal with antagonistic family members. “You have thirty minutes,” she snaps. 


“Kyran and Special
Agent Morton have been in here with her almost constantly for two days!” my mom
says in exasperation. 


Two days? I’m
shocked to realize I was out that long and suddenly miss having Kyran’s arms
around me, as well as Morton’s stalwart, calm presence. 


The nurse pins my
mother with a glare that says she’s done taking their shit from here on out. “I
do not tell the FBI what they can and cannot do, ma’am. And as the young man
saved your daughter’s life, you might be a bit more grateful to him and stop
complaining about the amount of time he spends watchin’ over her.” 


She spins away
from them and stomps over to me. With terse, yet gentle movements she settles
my blankets around me and points to a red button on the rail. “If you need any
assistance or no longer care to have visitors, push this button and I’ll be
right back in.” She waits for me to nod in acknowledgment before stepping back.
Before she turns, I hear her mutter under her breath, “No wonder you moved
clear across the country from them.” 


The room is dead
silent until the nurse makes it through the door and it swishes closed behind
her. Then both my parents explode with a million questions. 


“What the hell
happened?” 


“Why is that agent
here telling us what to do?” 


“How did this even
happen?” 


“Why on earth
wouldn’t you let them tell us anything?” 


“We’re your
parents!” 


“What form did you
sign?”


“When did you sign
it?” 


“What else has
happened that we don’t know about?” 


And on and on and
on. 


I wait until they
wear themselves out. Shaky after losing so much blood and likely receiving a
few transfusions, being yelled at certainly isn’t helping. I guess I’m glad
they came out here when they found out I’d been hurt. It’s more than they did
when Malachi told them I was remembering what happened to Archer, despite
knowing it would likely cause some kind of mental or emotional collapse. Part
of me wonders, though, if the main reason they came was to do damage control.
That’s probably not fair, because my parents do love me. They don’t believe me,
though, or trust me. They think moving out here was a mistake, despite the fact
that I’ve been doing better here than I ever did at home. Minus almost being
accidentally killed by a terrified six-year-old in need of help. 


When they finally
run out of steam and realize I can’t even attempt to answer a single question
while they’re hurling twelve more at me, I start talking. “First of all, I’m
eighteen. My medical records are my own. I don’t need or want your
interference.” 


“You almost died!”
my dad shouts. “This is different! They said there was a form you signed
forbidding them to tell us anything.” 


While I certainly
hadn’t anticipated that coming into play in a near-death situation, I take
accountability for my choice. “I signed several forms when I got hired to work
at Agent Morton’s office that determined who had responsibility for making
decisions for me in case of an emergency. I didn’t intend for it to keep you
from knowing anything about what happened in this instance, but since I wasn’t
really available to ask in the moment, they followed my wishes.” 


“But why?” my mom
asks. “Why would you want to block us from knowing what’s happening in an
emergency? You named Morton as your power of attorney instead of us? How could
you do that?” 


Anger burns under
the surface and I can’t hold it back. “Why would I not want you and Dad making
decisions for me when it comes to my health?” A sharp, harsh laugh bursts out
of me. “Aside from the fact that he’s here and you’re not, I don’t trust you to
make decisions for me. I let you guys make the call and I’m afraid I’ll wake up
in a psych ward!” 


“That’s not fair,”
my mom says with watery eyes. “We’ve always tried to help you, Echo!” 


“Subdue me,” I
correct. “Helping me would have required listening to me. You don’t. He does.” 


My dad steps
forward, having reached his limit apparently. “Enough,” he snaps. “This little
experiment is over! As soon as they release you, you are coming home. I’ll not
have you dying out here because you’re too stubborn to admit you need our
help!” 


“For God’s sake,
Dad! I fainted and cut my arm on the glass I dropped! That could have happened
just as easily in California,” I snap. “Unless your plan is to lock me in a
bubble for the rest of my life, good luck keeping me from ever having an
accident again!” 


It’s not the full
truth, and my dad looks as though he suspects exactly that as he stalks right
up to the bed and glares down at me. Before he gets a chance to ask anything,
the door swings back open and the nurse is leveling an accusing finger at him. 


“I specifically
said that you were not to upset her! She has been through enough without having
people scream at her. You need to leave before I call security!” 


My mom’s eyes
widen in fear, but my dad’s narrow in fury. 


As much as I want
her to throw them out right now, I look at my dad and say, “Ask.” He wants a
fight, he can have one. I’m done playing their games. I have my own to play
right now. 


“Why did you
faint?” he demands. 


The one thing I
guess I do owe my parents’ never believing me for is that it taught me how to
lie really well. “I got dehydrated at the gym.” 


“What gym?” 


I want to roll my
eyes but hold back, barely. “The FBI gym.” 


“What were you
doing there?” 


Instead of telling
him I was learning the skills I’ll need to someday get through training at
Quantico, I say, “Women’s self-defense class. They like even their lowliest,
hired-out-of-pity employees to be able to protect themselves.” 


The standoff holds
for almost a full minute before my dad’s shoulders sort of relax. What else can
he really say? It’s not like he can complain about me trying to protect myself,
although I’m sure if he tries hard enough he’ll come up with something. He’s
still wound as tight as an eight-day clock—a phrase I learned from Malachi and
which I’m sure he’d be proud to hear I managed to use appropriately—but he
doesn’t seem to have any more attacks for the time being. This fight is far
from over. I’ll take a temporary hold if I can get it, though. 


“Did you bring the
twins?” I ask my mom. 


She nods, glances
over at the still-angry nurse, then timidly steps closer to me. She stays there
until I reach my hand toward her and she launches herself at me. “I’m so glad
you’re okay,” she sobs. “We were so scared not knowing what was happening!” 


Sighing, I fight
back frustration and allow myself to hug her back. Tears burn even behind my
closed eyes. “I’m sorry I scared you guys. I really am, but I’m okay.” She sobs
even harder and I find myself softening to her fears and pain. 


When she finally
pulls back, she wipes her eyes and says, “The twins are dying to see you. Is it
okay if I bring them in?” She glances over at my dad, and he doesn’t look
pleased when he realizes that means he’ll have to leave the room, but he
doesn’t argue with her. The look on his face says maybe he has a few more
fights to start out in the halls anyway. 


“Yeah,” I tell
her, “I want to see them.” 


They both leave
the room and I fall back against the bed completely exhausted. My dad slips
from my mind as Timothy comes back to the forefront. I still have no idea what
happened in there with him. If I’ve been unconscious for two days, what did he
face last night? Was Malachi with him? Did he find a way to stay awake or out
of the Field of Reeds? Those questions mix with ones about how we got out, who
did it, and what that means. 


My blurry thoughts
scatter when the twins run in and clobber me. They begin a steady procession of
visitors, though the nurse, Emma, gives none of them more than ten minutes.
Malachi reassures me that Timothy pulled him into the Field of Reeds with him
while I was out. Griffin feels awful for not having gone with me to Kyran’s.
Zara cracks jokes, though I can see through her bravado enough to know I scared
her pretty good. Holden and Cerise come in together and Holden is beside
himself as he does his best to confirm the doctors haven’t missed something and
I won’t keel over dead the second he leaves the room. My parents don’t make a
reappearance, but when Morton returns he lets me know they plan to stay a few
days and are at a nearby hotel. 


I have mixed
feelings about that. 


“Did Kyran go
home?” I ask before he can quiz me about the fight I had with my parents. No
doubt he heard every word from the hall. 


“I tried to make
him,” Morton says, “but he’s still in the hall.” 


“Why didn’t he
come in?” I ask. 


Morton hesitates.
“There’s one other person who wants to see you.” 


I can’t think of
who, so I keep quiet when he returns to the door and opens it. A blur of screen
printed pajamas bolts into the room and Morton barely catches up with it before
Timothy smacks into the bed. Tears are already pouring down the little guy’s
face. When Morton lifts him up to the bed, he throws himself on top of me,
though Morton keeps him from landing on my arm. 


“I’m…so…sorry!”
Timothy wails. He’s inconsolable and the front of my gown is soaked with tears
and snot in about ten seconds flat. Some of those tears might have been mine. 


“Shh, shh,” I
whisper. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. It was just an accident.” 


He continues to
sob for a good ten minutes, apologizing over and over again any time he can
catch his breath enough to form words. When he finally calms enough to drag
himself up to sitting, his face is bright red and he’s seconds away from
bursting into tears again. 


“When I was a few
years younger than you,” I tell him, “I didn’t really understand yet that my
ghost friends were very different from me. I thought it was a neat trick that
they could stand in the road and the cars would just drive through them. So, I
snuck out the front door one day when my mom left the screen door unlocked so
she could bring in groceries from the car, and tried to play the ghosts’ game.”



Timothy scrubs at
his puffy eyes, wide despite being swollen. “What happened?” 


“My mom heard the
screen door close and ran out after me. Grabbed me right before I stepped off
the sidewalk and in front of a car.” 


Guilt flashes
through me. It’s a familiar feeling, one I’ve experienced dozens—if not
hundreds—of times since. After hugging me so hard I couldn’t breathe, my mom
yelled at me as she dragged me back into the house. Another often repeated
scene. I’ve carried all those moments with me for nearly nineteen years.
They’ve eaten away at me and produced so much self-doubt and self-loathing,
there are days I can think of little else. 


Timothy deserves
better. 


“When you’re
learning something new, all by yourself,” I tell him, “you make a lot of
mistakes. Little ones like telling the kids at school about Osiris. Big ones
like stepping out in front of a car. Big or little, it’s not your fault.” 


“But,” Timothy
pleads, “I almost killed you!” 


“No you didn’t,” I
say sternly. “I told you that you could pull me in whenever you needed to. I
didn’t consider that you might fall asleep in the middle of the day and
something like that could happen. Now we know. We learn from our mistakes, then
let them go, and move on.” 


“But…” 


Shaking my head, I
say, “No buts. It’s over and done with. I don’t want to hear even one more
apology, okay? We just need to come up with a good plan to keep both of us
safe. Can you help me with that?” 


Timothy still
seems unsure, but nods slowly. 


We spend only ten
minutes discussing how Timothy will be leaving the hospital in the morning to
go back home with his mom and that she will text Morton, Malachi, and I every
time Timothy begins to fall asleep in order to warn us. There’s more to talk
about, lots more, but he’s yawning by that point and I figure whatever he might
actually be able to explain about how we got out of the Field of Reeds last
time can wait until morning. 


When Morton steps
out to take Timothy back up to his room, I’m not surprised when Griffin and
Kyran slip back into my room and settle in on either side of my bed. Neither
one says much, but I feel the pain, stress, and anger of the last hour slowly
melt away as Kyran squeezes my hand and Griffin ruffles my hair with a smirk. 


“Did Holden give
you any crap about having to cancel the Ghost Host show?” he asks. 


I laugh dryly.
“No, but Zara did. First time we’ve ever cancelled due to illness.” 


Kyran shivers, but
takes my hand and leans back in his chair. He’s out cold a few minutes later, before
Griffin says, “Whatever you told Timothy, same’s true for you, got it?” He
closes his eyes and gets comfortable in his chair, shutting down any argument I
might try to make. He doesn’t realize arguing would be pointless. Timothy is
young enough that he can overcome a single accident like this. I’m well past
that point. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


19: Powerless


(Griffin)


 


 


Timothy is doing
amazingly well, considering everything he’s been through. Being back home with
his mother has helped. Echo spending time with him even more so. Understanding
is a luxury to people outside the accepted norm. Having it heals many wounds. Despite
being inconsolable during the two days Echo was recovering, he now babbles
happily from the chair next to her as he explains the stories his father told
him. Kyran’s analysis of the boy’s stories stopped cold when Echo was injured.
No one, not even Malachi, complained when he hovered over Echo after her
release from the hospital instead of jumping back on research. 


Even though
everyone in Echo’s small group has been well aware of Kyran’s crush on Echo for
a while, I don’t think many of her friends understood the depth of his feelings
for her until watching him come so close to losing her. I can’t say I was
particularly shocked. Surprisingly enough, neither was Malachi, and he never
once tried to interfere or complain about him watching over her. 


The only aspect of
Kyran’s behavior that has surprised me in the last few days is that he allowed
Echo to convince him not to call in sick and work his scheduled days. I wonder
if he’s regretting that as much as she is. 


Outwardly, Echo
appears worn out, but even tempered. She listens to Timothy’s explanations,
takes notes, and watches her little friend draw pictures—crude versions of
hieroglyphs and Egyptian gods. Echo is good at pretending to be fine. It’s
enough to trick Timothy. He’s the only one. Mrs. Bridger glances worriedly at
Echo every time she passes through the room. She sees how much the injury and
dealing with her parents—who left this morning under protest and threats to
return and take her home at the next sign of trouble—has depleted her strength.
I’m trying to be patient, but her hidden fears and mounting sense of impending
failure are making it difficult not to question her, and nearly impossible to
focus on my own work. 


Echo is
technically classified as a medium, a person capable of communicating
with ghosts in one form or another. Some mediums have dreams, others see mental
images in themselves or others, some feel or hear messages, and a smaller
percentage write or draw messages. In many ways, Echo fits multiple
categories—which is odd in itself—but in other ways she doesn’t quite fit any
of them. 


Insistent that
he’s right, Timothy refuses to consider that he might have been the one to
bring himself and Echo out of the Field of Reeds. He can’t explain how she did
it, only that she did. Rather than feeling any sort of relief at the
idea of being able to control their departure from the devolving realm, it’s
made her withdraw from the topic. At first I didn’t understand why. Now, as I
consider her uniqueness even among the unique, it’s one more sign to her that
she isn’t what she should be. 


Mrs. Bridger
startles me from my thoughts when she sets down several glasses of water. “Do
you need anything else?” she asks me. 


Echo and her son
are actively discussing his drawing of the Ka, the Egyptian view of the life
force and spiritual essence received at birth. His drawing looks more like two
wobbly saguaro cacti than the usual two upraised arms, but he explains it as
the breath of life as well as its difference from the Ba—the immortal
soul judged in the Hall of Truth—accurately enough. 


“No,” I tell Mrs.
Bridger, “I think we’re all fine.” 


She hesitates a
moment before tipping her head toward Echo. “Is she all right?” 


“She will be,” I
say, though I don’t know how long it will take for that to be true. 


I suspect Echo doesn’t
either, but Mrs. Bridger doesn’t press me on the subject and moves away to
continue folding laundry. 


“Wait, so what
happens to the Ka after a person dies? It just ceases to exist?” Echo asks
Timothy. 


The little boy
frowns. “The Ka is the spirit, so it goes wherever spirits go, I guess. Mom
says they go to heaven. Dad said they wander around because they still need
food and stuff.” He turns to study Echo seriously. “Do they? Have you ever seen
a ghost eat food?” 


Echo shakes her
head slowly. “No, but I guess I didn’t really understand the difference between
spirits and souls before now. I’m not sure which ones I can see.” 


When Timothy only
shrugs, Echo sinks down in her chair. I set aside my laptop where I’ve been
attempting to research Kurt Francis and how we can get rid of him before he
exacts vengeance on Echo. Her question might be asking a bit much of a
six-year-old. I’m far from an expert on ghosts and Egyptian mythology, but this
is a universal question. Being involved in a wide variety of religious,
paranormal, and supernatural phenomenon over the years has given me a few
insights. 


“No one knows for
sure, of course,” I say, “but my best understanding of the difference between
soul and spirit has to do with life and death. The spirit is part of the soul,
but experiences life more actively than the soul. The soul is immortal, but
becomes suppressed in a way while the body is alive. Some people relate them to
the conscious and subconscious. When a person dies, the spirit is reunited with
the soul and they become one again.” 


Scrubbing a hand
across her forehead, Echo doesn’t argue my explanation but is still confused
and frustrated. “But, I’ve been to the Field of Reeds. Doesn’t that mean the
Egyptians were right? Are there different afterlives for different people
depending on your religion or geographic location or culture? How can that
possibly be?” 


“It’s more likely
that they are all simply interpretations of the same reality.” When Echo stares
at me, uncomprehending, I try to explain a little better. “Scientists debate
the nature of reality, our perception of and influence on it. In a spiritual
plane, reality is likely fluid, experienced based on the participant’s
expectations and beliefs.” 


Now Timothy is
confused as well. “But, my dad said he saw Osiris. He didn’t just
imagine him.” Offended at the idea that I might be calling his father a liar,
he stares at me uncertainly. 


“I’m sure he
didn’t make it up,” I reassure him. “I only mean that depending on who you are,
you’ll experience life after death differently. For your father it was the Hall
of Truth and Field of Reeds. For a Christian is might be judgment from Saint
Peter. For Hindus, judgment comes in the form of rebirth, so they may
experience something completely different. There is a never-ending variety of
beliefs that may all be true in some way.” 


Timothy snorts.
“Well, that’s dumb. There can’t be reincarnation and heaven and
the Field of Reeds. Somebody has to be right.” He pauses. “Right?” He glances
over at Echo but she shrugs and rubs her temples. 


“How about we
table that discussion and try to figure out how I took us out of the Field of
Reeds, or whatever the hell it is.” She grumbles that last part under her
breath, causing Timothy’s eyes to widen at the sound of her uttering a bad
word. She doesn’t notice and I suppress a chuckle. 


“And why Timothy
was so worried about you dying there,” I add. 


Timothy pipes in
with, “And how come you can touch the ghosts, souls, whatever they are.” 


Both Echo and I turn
to stare at him. “What?” we ask nearly at the same time. 


Cocking his head
to one side, Timothy is surprised by our question. “Yeah, remember?” he says to
Echo. “You did it the time you and Malachi came to the Dreamside together. You
held onto the soul so the monster couldn’t eat it. I can’t do that. The monster
would have eaten it up if you hadn’t held onto it for so long.” 


Thrown by that
announcement, Echo sinks back against her chair. “Hmm,” she muses. “I didn’t
realize I did anything unusual.” She turns to look at me and asks, “What does
that mean?” 


I wish I knew. For
the time being, it’s simply one more thing to add to Echo’s list of unique
qualities that make her so difficult to classify. “Let’s focus on why Echo can’t
die in the Field of Reeds, and wait on the rest.” It’s the most pressing
question, and will determine whether or not Echo will go back. 


“That’s not just
Echo,” Timothy says in a manner which says we should already know that well
enough. “It’s bad for anybody who dies in the Field of Reeds. Your soul is only
supposed to go there after you’ve been judged. If you die there when you’re
visiting, it’s kinda like cheating and Osiris gets mad. You don’t get to go to
the Hall of Truth. The monsters get to eat your soul without you being judged…because
you broke the rules.” 


Tears shine in the
little boy’s eyes and Echo pulls him in with her good arm for a hug. “How do
you know that?” she asks softly. 


“It’s one of the
stories.” He wipes away a tear that falls and stares at the table. “The last
one. If the ferryman finds a soul that cheated, he’s supposed to take them to
Osiris so the monsters can eat it.” 


Then, without
warning, Timothy dissolves into tears. Echo grimaces when his head flops
against her chest and he throws his arms around her, hitting her injured arm.
The pain and surprise doesn’t stop her from hugging him fiercely. We meet
gazes, but neither of us has any idea of what has caused this breakdown. My
only insight is a tremendous amount of guilt weighing him down. 


“Timothy, what’s
wrong?” Echo asks softly. 


He continues to
sob for several more seconds. When he does manage to speak, his voice is
muffled and shaky. “Malachi said…we have to…to find…my dad!” He sobs even
harder, bringing his mother to stand behind him, unsure of whether she should
step in to comfort him or leave him in Echo’s arms. 


“Why is that
making you so upset?” Echo asks. “He’ll be able to help us, won’t he?” 


Timothy’s head
drops to her lap and he sobs even harder. “He…died…there.” 


Echo frowns, but
I’m beginning to understand. To Echo, I say, “He thinks he’ll have to turn his
dad’s soul over to the monsters if you find him.” 


Slumping in her
chair, Echo rubs Timothy’s back in comfort while keeping her gaze on me. “Is it
true? If The Field of Reeds is just some kind of individual experience…what are
the real rules?” 


I want to have a
better answer for her. “Individual representation or not,” I say quietly, “most
myths are based on some bit of reality.” 


“But, he was
supposed to be there. It was his job,” Echo argues. “Surely that must mean
something. He was killed, or…” She glances over at Mrs. Bridger and doesn’t
finish her original thought. “He died to protect the souls. How could they turn
him over to the Devourers after that? It’s not fair.” 


Despite agreeing with
her, fair rarely factors into the paranormal. “Maybe it will be different for
him.” It’s the best I can offer either one of them as far as reassurance goes. 


Silence reigns for
several long moments. Mrs. Bridger has taken a seat at the table next to Timothy’s
prone form, but keeps her thoughts private. Echo redirected before mentioning
that her husband essentially took his own life to prevent the Devourers from
consuming his soul, and to escape with the Key and Feather. He revealed himself
in order to give Timothy the Feather, but still has the Key with him, hidden
somewhere even the Devourers haven’t been able to find. Not yet, anyway. 


“We still have to
find him,” I say. We have to find him before the Devourers or they’ll use the Key
to free themselves into the living world before we can lock them back up in the
Hall of Truth. 


Slowly, Timothy
sits up and faces me. “I know.” His little voice trembles despite his firm
words. “It’s just not fair.” 


“I know, buddy,”
Echo says as she hugs him. “Well do whatever we can to help him, but we can’t
let the monsters escape. They’re getting too strong already. That one tried to
follow you back to the living world when it attacked you at the foster home.
They’re almost powerful enough to use the Key.”  


“I know,” he says
again. 


Watching him turn
into Echo’s embrace would break even the sternest of hearts. He’s six years
old, yet he knows there’s no way to save his father’s soul, and that he will
likely be the one to cast him into oblivion. He knows all of that, yet he also
knows it’s the way things have to be. Losing your father once should be enough.
Asking a child to go through that a second time, to witness it and possibly
even facilitate it…there’s no other word for that than cruel. 


We’re powerless to
do anything but stand back and watch. 
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“How much worse
can this case get?” Echo asks in a strained voice as soon as I sit down in the
car next to her. She looks over at me, tears pooling in her eyes. “How do you
do this day in and day out? How do you tell kids they’re going to have to watch
their dad die? Again.” 


Putting the car
into drive, I pull out onto the empty street before reaching over and squeezing
her hand. “Most cases aren’t this hard. Most are pretty boring, actually.” 


Echo sinks down
and leans her head against my shoulder. She doesn’t say anything for a long
time, not until I’m pulling into the apartment complex parking lot. “Will you
help me with my French homework?” Her gaze drops to her hands. “I know we have
more work to do on the case, but I need an hour of normal.” 


She needs a nap. I
know telling her that will only annoy her, so I don’t. She’ll be asleep five
minutes into her homework anyway. “Sure. What’s the homework?” 


“Ordering food and
drinks.” 


I laugh. “Perfect.
We’ll practice while I make us a late lunch.” 


Parking near her
building, I get out of the car and wait for her to extricate herself more
slowly. Exhaustion and injury are taking their toll. Not just physically.
Despair is constantly hovering around her now. There’s only so much I can do to
help her, but when she approaches I wrap an arm around her shoulder and focus
on positivity. Her relieved sigh is encouraging, but too frail to count as a
real victory. 


As we walk up the
stairs I quiz her on vocabulary, half of which she gets wrong. Her lack of
language skills ends up amusing more than depressing her, however, and she takes
my teasing through lunch with a smile. The worksheet she’s supposed to fill out
with her responses to each question ends up abandoned despite a caffeine
infusion in the form of some pretty strong coffee. I don’t feel bad about
finishing it for her after I put her to bad. 


I debate taking my
laptop into her room to keep an eye on her, but she’s sleeping peacefully and I
don’t want my typing to wake her. Setting up at her kitchen table, I begin
pouring over the Kurt Francis file with a more focused mind. It hadn’t been
included in the original packet of information Dad sent me before coming out
here. I knew the basics from previous conversations, but this contains every
scrap of evidence from Francis’s car hydroplaning and slamming through the
guardrail to Coulter’s wife confessing to murdering her husband’s best friend
on the say so of her dead husband. 


It wasn’t
difficult to mount a defense of mental instability. There’s a note about her
being remanded to a psychiatric facility, but little else. Most of the file
focuses on the investigation of the original crash and on Echo’s letter. The
crash itself was proven to be simply an accident. Bad weather, slick roads, a
blind curve. Francis survived, but severely injured his leg and walked with a
limp afterward. Mrs. Coulter never fully recovered from her husband’s death,
making her a prime target for his manipulation. 


Reading her
statements after the murder of Francis makes me wonder if she might have taken
the same action eventually regardless of Echo’s letter. Her hatred and
bitterness were there long before her bastard husband tortured a child into
doing his vengeful bidding. Perhaps their similar personalities was what drew
them together. Francis, on the other hand, was well loved by family and
friends, touted as a gentle, kind man. 


I shake my head as
I contemplate what being trapped in the living world does to a soul. Archer
loved Echo, yet his torment pushed him to attack and hurt her when the pain
became too great and he resorted to begging for release. Souls aren’t meant to
be caged any more than the living are. 


Two hours later,
when I hear Echo stirring in her room, I’ve scoured every document in the case
file, but I haven’t come up with anything useful. Francis’s parents had already
passed and he was an only child. His body was even cremated. I’ve never had the
need to test the theory that burning the physical remains of a ghost actually does
anything to remedy a haunting, but I’d have been willing to try. Aside from his
murder, nothing else stands out as a reason he would be trapped here. Even that
seems odd to me, given what his friends said about him. My hope that something
besides Echo is keeping him from moving on, something we could fix or deal
with, are looking pretty slim. 


“Hey,” Echo says
as she rubs her eyes, “find anything useful on Francis?” 


I shake my head
and slump in the chair. “Guy seemed like a genuinely nice person. Took his
neighbor’s trash cans out to the curb when they forgot. Never held a grudge.
Always pitched in when people needed help. Just about the least likely person I
can think of who would want to hang around tormenting someone after death.
Short of asking him ourselves, I don’t have any answers.” 


Echo slides into
the chair across from me and wraps her arms around her body. It’s not cold, but
the fear suddenly welling in her causes her to pull in on herself. I’m not sure
why until she speaks. “What if we tried? To speak to him, I mean? Safely.” 


I hesitate before
answering. “Is safely really an option? Talking to Archer when he was
calm still almost killed you.” 


“No,” she says,
shivering at the memory. “Not like that. Like…” Her gaze drops to her crossed
arms, embarrassment bringing color to her cheeks. “Something more controlled,
like a…séance.” She drops her head back against the chair. “I know that must
sound stupid, given what I can do, but…” 


“No,” I say
slowly, “it sounds…safer. In theory, anyway.” 


“I’ve been
researching it.” The confession calms some of her embarrassment and she meets
my gaze hesitantly. “There are things you can do to call a spirit, rules they
have to follow once called. I wrote it all down.” She strips her arm from where
it’s still locked around her middle and drops a crumbled, folded paper on the
table. “Honestly, I don’t know how much of this stuff is real. Séances have
always seemed on the same level as Ouija boards, but who knows anymore, right?
If it can get us some answers without getting me killed, it’s worth trying,
isn’t it?” 


I don’t answer
right away because, honestly, I don’t know. I scan her list and wonder if it
will be enough. 


 


Choose a peaceful,
inviting location


Form a circle with
the participants


Invoke protection:
circle of salt, prayer/religious icon, request for protection, smudge area with
sage to cleanse/lavender incense


Have a physical
link to the spirit: picture? 


Be respectful


Thank the spirit
for coming before closing, request protection again


 


“If we summon him
with a salt circle, he shouldn’t be able to get out to interact or hurt me.
Maybe he’ll communicate like that. If not, I’ll release him and come up with
plan B.” Echo shrugs. “I don’t know what else to do.” 


My nod is slow and
reluctant, but I’m forced to agree. Our options are slim. This still seems
dangerous, but not knowing and letting him pop up without warning again isn’t
any less of a threat. “When do you want to try?” I ask. 


“Not until Kyran
gets back.” She tightens her arms around her middle again. “He knows the most
about this sort of thing.” 


That is certainly
true. We haven’t had a lot of time to talk about his background in the
paranormal arts, but the topic of séances has come up and I know he’s been a
part of them more than once. “Who else do you want there?” 


“You and Malachi.
Your dad to keep an eye on things, but not in the circle. Zara and Holden will
be interested, but I think we should keep it as simple as possible.” 


I agree. The fewer
distractions or chances for interruptions the better. “I’ll get the supplies we
need. Kyran will be back late tomorrow night, right?” 


Echo shakes her
head, clearly hoping the time passes quickly. “Early the next morning. He’ll be
tired, but I think we should still try it that night if he can sleep earlier in
the day. Until then, we’ll have to focus on finding Timothy’s dad and making
some progress on that front. With any luck, we’ll get him squared away before
we attempt this. Less distractions.” 


It’s hopeful, but
I doubt it. Echo does too. 


“Are you up for
helping Timothy tonight?” I ask. She’s not even close to being fully recovered,
and she’s worn down from everything else as well. Malachi handled things well
enough on his own while she was out. He can do it again tonight. 


Echo’s thoughts
seem to be similar, but after a while she shakes her head. “I need to figure
out how I took us back last time, in case we need it. I can’t let the Devourers
get anymore souls, either. They’re already too powerful, too close to being
able to escape.” 


“If going only
wears you out even more…” 


“Not going might
be much worse,” she counters. “Saving the Field of Reeds, or whatever it really
is, is way more important than me.” 


Frowning, I
consider that statement and can’t bring myself to agree. Yes, getting the Key
from Timothy’s father is important. There’s something about Echo, though. Her
full role in this…there’s more to it than we can see right now. 


“Don’t leave
Malachi’s side,” I tell her. She nods, relieved I’m not going to try to stop
her. “At any hint of danger, leave.” 


She wants to
agree, but all she says is, “If I can figure out how.” 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


21: Together


(Echo) 


 


 


I wake to a
headache pulsing behind my eyes and a text from Malachi saying he picked up Kyran
from the airport an hour ago. While I want to head for their apartment right
away, headache or not, I have eight and nine o’clock classes this morning I
can’t afford to miss. My hospital stay put me even further behind than I already
was, and I’m not about to let Morton get me any extensions on homework. I’m an
adult and can handle it on my own. Plus, I’m still a little mad at him for
calling my parents. 


Dragging myself
out of bed, I shoot Malachi a text telling him I’ll be by after my classes and
head for the shower. Covering up the bandages on my arm is incredibly
obnoxious. I get it done, though, and put minimal effort into getting ready. My
grumpiness worsens when I realize I’ve missed the train and will have to drive.
I try to back out of my parking space and find my arm is at less than full
strength. Morton and Griffin are both busy, so I grit my teeth and cross my
fingers I don’t hit anything on my way to campus. 


That’s about the
only thing that goes my way. 


I avoid any
collisions on the drive, but try as I might I can’t stay awake during my Freshman
Comp class. I don’t even realize I’ve dozed off until the guy behind me whacks
me with his backpack on his way out of class. After scowling at him, I face
forward to collect my unopened notebook and realize my professor, Mr. Kegan, is
standing in front of my desk. He looks even less happy than I feel. 


“There is a
participation component to your grade.” His tone makes the ghost behind him
glare at the back of his head. 


Normally my
ghostly friends seem to be as bored by this class as I am and find more
interesting places to skulk around. I’m not sure why Noel stuck around today,
but his normally gloomy presence isn’t helping. I pointedly ignore him and make
an attempt at looking repentant. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I
promise I’ll be more awake next class.” 


His scowl deepens.
“Partying all weekend is no excuse for sleeping through my class.” 


I figure it won’t
do any good to argue, but I do it anyway. “That’s not why. I—” 


He glares before I
can finish, and I accidentally let my unzipped hoodie slide from my
shoulder. The white bandage wrapped around my biceps is hard to miss, even
against my pale skin. “I should be back up to full strength by next week. Sorry
for disrupting class.” 


Reaching down, I
haul my backpack up from the floor. Mr. Kegan reaches forward to help me. Noel
reaches for him. Luckily, Noel’s hands pass right through my professor’s neck.
Unaware a ghost just tried to strangle him, Mr. Kegan says, “What happened?” 


The last thing I
want to do is get into everything that led up to my arm impersonating a mummy.
So I lie, just a little. “Low blood sugar. I fainted when I was holding a
glass. Dropped the glass, it shattered, I fell on it and bled all over my
friend’s carpet.” I shove my notebook into my backpack. “I spent the weekend in
the hospital getting stitches and a blood transfusion, not partying.” 


“I’m…sorry,” he
says. 


Really wanting to
leave, I shrug. “It’s okay. I get it.” 


“If you need more
time on your essay…” 


“No,” I tell him.
“I’ll have it ready on Wednesday, but thanks.” 


He nods and steps
back when I shoulder my backpack. I make my escape after that and hurry to my
next class. I almost stay awake all the way through that one. Of all my
classes, calculus is the only one I’m caught up on and not in danger of bombing.
When it ends, I’m heading for my car as fast as my sorry strength will allow. 


Ten minutes later
I’m pulling into the guest parking at the guys’ apartment. I debate texting one
of them to come down and carry my backpack for me, but I figure they would probably
do it and decide not to be a baby. As I trudge up the stairs, I’m grateful
they’re on the second floor and not the fourth. Despite the fact that I’ve only
been to their apartment a few times, and that by no means says I’m comfortable here,
especially after bleeding all over their floor, I knock halfheartedly and push
my way in without waiting for Malachi to answer. 


He glances up and
nods without complaint about my rudeness. “Hey, how’re you feeling?” 


My posture
probably says enough on its own, but I add a, “Meh,” just for good measure. 


Malachi gets up
and takes my backpack from my hand. He gestures toward the table where he has
his own homework spread out, and I am more than happy to comply. “Why do I feel
so much worse than yesterday?” I ask as I drop into the chair. 


“Aside from being
up all night with Timothy, did you take any pain meds this morning?” 


I shake my head.
“I’m not supposed to drive if I take them, and I missed the train and Griffin’s
busy.” 


“What about Zara?”



“Couldn’t wake her
up.” 


Malachi shakes his
head. “You could have called. I would have driven you.” 


“You got even less
sleep than I did.” I didn’t question him earlier when he said he had to pick
Kyran up from the airport. Now, I wonder. “Does Kyran not drive?” 


Chuckling a little,
Malachi gives me a wry look. “You just now noticed I’m always hauling his ass
around town?” 


Shrugging, I say,
“You guys are usually together.” I think back and realize there have been a few
times Kyran has come over on his own, but I never paid much attention to how he
got there. 


“Kyran has a
license,” Malachi says, “but no car.” 


“Why not?” 


Malachi cocks his
head to one side and I think I must have asked a really stupid question. 


“He can’t afford
one,” he says, trying not to confirm my fear too obviously. “Even though we
grew up on the same street, we don’t exactly come from the same socioeconomic
group. Not after his mom died, anyway. What Kyran makes working as a flight
attendant goes toward paying for classes, and sometimes he cuts it pretty close.
Won’t let my parents help him, though. He’s feels bad enough that he doesn’t
have to pay rent. My scholarship covers living expenses, but I know it still
bothers him, so don’t bring it up, okay?” 


“Of course not,” I
say quickly. I feel like a big enough idiot for asking Malachi after four
months. I swallow any other questions, no matter how curious I am about Kyran’s
mom and family situation, and change subjects to keep from embarrassing myself
or anyone else. “I know you have your own homework, but would you mind reading
over the first draft of my essay? You read Why the Caged Bird Sings in
your English class last year, right?” 


Malachi nods.
“Yeah, I think I remember it pretty well. What do you need help with?” 


I want to say everything,
but I settle for, “Does it makes sense? I had to compare two chapters with
similar themes and I don’t know if I sound stupid or not. Writing has never
been a strength of mine.” 


“Maybe you should
have one of the ghosts help you out,” he jokes. “Any writers or English teachers
following you around lately?” 


Despite being a
little surprised by the joke coming from him, I find myself smiling. “Wouldn’t
that be nice? I’m not that lucky.” I dig my laptop out of my bag and pull up my
essay before pushing it across the table for him. Before he can start reading,
though, I remember Noel’s weird reaction to my professor. “I think the ghosts
are nervous, looking for threats in weird places.” 


Malachi glances up
from his textbook. “What do you mean?” I explain what happened after class and
he leans back in his chair to consider it. “How long have you know this Noel
guy?” 


I can’t remember
an exact date, but I say, “He’s been hanging around for about a month. Never
caused any trouble before. Never even tried to talk to me. I have no idea why
he’d go after Mr. Kegan like that.” 


Malachi’s
expression twists. “Would he be safe enough to try to talk to?” 


Unsure, I can only
shrug. 


“How do you know
his name?” Malachi asks. 


I should get an
award for being oblivious to so many things. Confusion screws my face up as I
realize I have no idea. Malachi does not look happy when he guesses my answer.
He runs a hand through his hair as he exhales. “Any chance he’s the guy talking
to you in your sleep?” 


Wishing I had a
better answer, I hold my hands up. “You’d have to ask Griffin.” 


Malachi has been
much less antagonistic since I got out of the hospital, about both Kyran and
Griffin, but my answer sets his jaw. “Does he spend the night with you every
night?” 


“Pretty much,” I
say, already weary of this topic, “but you know it’s nothing more than him
watching over me.” 


“Do I know that?”
he asks tersely. 


“Yeah, you do.”
When he scowls at me, I ignore the little voice telling me to leave it alone.
“Even if you haven’t gotten to know Griffin very well yet, you know me. You
know how hard it’s been for me to forgive myself for using you like I did. You know
I wouldn’t do that to anyone else, even if you don’t believe I’m not attracted
to him in the least.” 


Malachi mulls over
his response, jaw still tight. “I do know you, but I don’t know everything
you’re capable of when it comes to protecting yourself.” 


That hurts. A lot.
Glancing down at my hands, I try to find some sort of response. There’s no
defense I can offer him for my actions that day. I acted without thinking,
without considering the harm I was causing. I wasn’t in the right frame of mind
to consciously make the right choice, but afterward…I ran away and made
everything worse. I want to tell him nothing like that will ever happen again.
It would probably be a lie, so I don’t. 


“Echo, I…” 


“Thank you,” I say
quickly in an effort to change the subject, “for dealing with my dad at the
hospital. Griffin said you talked him down when he was ready to drag me out of
the bed and back to California.” 


For a long moment,
Malachi doesn’t respond. I hold my breath until he finally speaks. “It was
nothing,” he says. 


It definitely
wasn’t nothing. Talking my dad down is no small thing. Not even my mom can do
that usually. “What did you say to him?” 


“Pretty much the
same thing I said to him back in California.” 


I push aside my
shame in favor of curiosity. That conversation has long been of interest to me.
I try not to be too obvious about it. “What was that exactly?” I dare glancing
up at Malachi to gauge his reaction. He’s watching me, a pensive expression on
his face. 


“He tried to tell
me I didn’t understand what it meant to protect you, and that I’d regret
getting involved.” Malachi looks away, and for a second I think he’s decided my
dad was right. Dropping my gaze and pulling back, I don’t see Malachi’s hand
until it covers mine. “He was right that I didn’t understand everything, but I
was right when I told him you were worth the risk. That night, I told him
suffocating you would make him lose you. At the hospital I just added that you
needed to figure things out for yourself before you’d be able to forgive them
and move forward.” 


I stare at him
uncertainly. “That worked?” 


Averting his gaze,
it doesn’t stop me from seeing the red flushing his tanned skin. “I might have
said a few other things, and not in a tone my mother would have approved of…but
it did the trick.” 


A little in awe
that he’d get in a fight with my dad on my behalf even when things aren’t
exactly great between us, I struggle to come up with an appropriate response.
“Thanks.” 


Malachi laughs.
“You’re welcome. Just don’t ask me to do it again any time soon, okay? I can’t
handle another near-death experience like that and having to fight with
your dad.” His grip tightens on my hand, pulling my gaze to meet his. The pain
held there steals my ability to breathe for half a second. 


“I’m so sorry for
putting everyone through that,” I whisper, holding back the tears pooling in my
eyes. 


“You don’t have to
apologize,” he says. “It’s just…I care about you, regardless of anything else
that happens between us. You’re as much a part of me as Kyran is. I don’t want
to lose you.” He swallows hard, struggling to keep his gaze steady. “I don’t
want to lose either of you, okay?” 


For a moment, I
don’t know what he means. Then I do and my heart breaks. “You won’t,” I promise
as a traitor tear escapes my control. “You and Kyran…you’re brothers, family in
every way but blood. I’m just…” I can’t think of the right word, the
insignificance of my presence in their lives when it comes to choosing between
family and some crazy girl who disrupts everything. 


“You’re not just
anything,” Malachi says softly. “We both understand how important you
are, in our lives and to the ghosts, but I need both of you in my life. Maybe
that’s unrealistic. I don’t know. I just need to try. I need you to try, if
that makes sense.” 


After months of
distance and fighting, I’m too shocked by his vulnerable confession to
immediately respond. Part of me wants to say I would never come between him and
Kyran, because I hate the idea of being the kind of person who ruins
relationships just to get what they want. I don’t even know what I want, not
really. I do know that I feel something for Kyran, though, and that what
Malachi and I once had is all but gone. I also know how Kyran feels, at least
in part, and I don’t know if it would be possible to ignore or crush that just
to prevent hurting Malachi when we aren’t even together anymore. If, in fact,
we aren’t. That’s when I understand the full meaning of what he’s saying. 


“We’re breaking
up.” The words come out as a whisper, despite having known we were on the verge
of making it official since that day. 


Malachi’s hand
tightens on mine. “We’re admitting that we broke up months ago.” 


The sadness behind
his words tears at me. I force myself to confront this and not hide, be brave
for once. His eyes are red-rimmed, but he has better control than I do and
holds back while tears are sliding down my cheeks. “I’m so sorry for everything
I’ve put you through,” I say as I wipe at my face. 


“This feels like
shit,” Malachi says, “but I meant what I said to your dad. I don’t regret
anything when it comes to you. I wanted to be the person who could protect you
and love you, and I will always love you as a friend, but I think this is
right. Someone else will…” He chokes up and his gaze strays to Kyran’s door. “We’ll
figure this out.” 


Reaching across
the little table, I hesitate for half a second—wondering if he’d rather I just
stay away for a while—but he closes the distance and wraps me in his arms.
Neither of us says anything after that. The need to apologize will follow me
for the rest of my life as surely as the ghosts will, but I know he’s right.
Somehow, we’ll find a way to be everything we need to be to each other without
destroying the rest of our relationships. Something other than love-at-first-phone
call pulled us together, but together is where we’ll stay, even if not in the
way we expected. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


22: A Little Hint


(Echo)


 


 


Malachi is tapping
away on my laptop, making me extremely nervous about looking at his edits on my
essay. I try not to think about it as I wrap up the lab report due in chemistry
tomorrow. I love chemistry, but the reports are a lot more time consuming than
what I used to have to do in high school. Part of me feels guilty working on
homework at all when I have so many other things I should be thinking about.
Morton and Griffin are on fact finding missions today and insisted I stay home
to catch up on schoolwork. Kyran did a lot of digging into Timothy’s stories
and notes, as well, and if he ever wakes up…told Malachi he’d go over
everything he’s discovered. I still feel as though I should be doing something
more. 


“Dude,” Malachi
says, “we have company.” 


I look up and my
eyes widen at the sight of Kyran in the doorway of his bedroom in nothing but a
pair of athletic shorts. Even if I’m uncertain about what kind of relationship
I can handle with him, there is no doubt that he’s an attractive man. His dark
skin is such a contrast to mine. So is the definition in his muscles. I should
really work out. It takes me a shamefully long time to actually lift my gaze
enough to meet his. As soon as I realize he’s staring at me staring at him, I
yank my gaze away and focus back on my lab report. 


“I’ll…be right
back,” Kyran says, his voice fading halfway through as I assume he turned back
toward his room. 


Malachi grunts
something unintelligible and resettles himself in his chair—which makes me feel
like just about the worst ex-girlfriend ever. This is so not going to be
easy. Neither of us says a word as we wait for Kyran to reappear, hopefully
fully clothed. 


I jump when the
chair next to me is dragged back from the table. I’m slightly more in control
of myself when Kyran drops a couple of notebooks on the table and
unceremoniously plops into the chair. “So, I didn’t get a whole lot done, but I
did make some progress on the Ferryman book.” 


Malachi looks up,
seeming somewhat surprised by that revelation. So am I. Morton is meeting with
the Egyptologist today, trying to prod her along in her translation. So
far she hasn’t been a lot of help. According to her, many of the hieroglyphs
are too ancient to be certain about, and the pieces she has been able to
decipher don’t always line up with what she knows about Egyptian mythology…or
whatever we’re calling it now. Semi-truth? Relative truth? Experience based
reality? 


I shake off
headache-inducing thoughts like that and turn my attention to Kyran. He’s
opened a spiral notebook and spread its pages between Malachi and me. The
arrangement of hieroglyphs looks like some kind of organization flow chart, but
of what I’m not sure. Hopefully he does. 


“This is my map of
players, the people that match Timothy’s bedtime stories and what I can figure
out from his dad’s book.” He points to the top of the chart, to a grouping of
three symbols: an eye, some kind of stair looking thing, and a seated pharaoh.
“This, of course, is Osiris. All I had to do was Google that one to figure it
out. He’s god of the afterlife, commonly, but also the god of transition,
resurrection, and regeneration—which sounds a lot less threatening.”


Kyran moves to the
next grouping, a series of scales, and explains they’re the forty-two judges
who sit in the Hall of Judgment. Next he points to two sets of groupings side
by side. One is a guy standing in a flat boat, which looks just like the boat
from the cover of Mr. Bridger’s book. The second set is more complex. The
images look like a crude feather, a circle on a flat base, a foot floating over
water, and another seated pharaoh. 


“I’m still a
little confused about these two,” Kyran admits. “Both are mentioned in the
book, the ferryman, Aken, and Mahaf, the guy who wakes the ferryman, but only
Aken is in Timothy’s stories. That makes me think Aken is Timothy’s dad—or now
I guess he’s Timothy. Mahaf…I’m not sure.” 


I’m not sure
either. “We can ask Timothy later. What are the rest of the hieroglyphs?” I
point to the next one in line specifically, an amalgamation of weird animals. 


Kyran shakes his
head. “This, I’m really hoping is related to Griffin’s fluid reality idea,
because these things look more funny than scary.” 


“What is it
supposed to be?” Malachi asks. 


“Devourers,” Kyran
explains. He looks up at me, then Malachi. “Please tell me that’s not what they
really look like.” 


I stare at the
creature with its crocodile face, leopard front and rhino…or maybe a hippo…back
end, and shake my head. “I wish they did. I wouldn’t be so terrified of facing
one of them if they looked like a kid’s show reject. The Egyptians were scared
of that thing?” 


Kyran shrugs.
“It’s made up of the predators they feared most, but it was the idea of ceasing
to exist that really terrified them. What the monster looks like isn’t
nearly as important as the idea.” 


He seems glad,
though, that the Devourers don’t look like the hieroglyph. If he could actually
see them, he wouldn’t feel so relieved. 


“What’s kind of
weird, though,” Kyran says, “is that some of the stories said there was only
one Devourer, called Ammut or some other variation, and she was a woman. Is
there like a head Devourer?” He glances over at me, expecting an
explanation. 


I shrug. “I can’t
tell what sex they are, but the Devourer who killed Archer said something about
having masters. Malachi can hear them, though, so maybe he knows more.” 


Malachi shrugs as
well. “They just sound like raspy, sick devils who want to kill me. No clue if
they’re male or female, and no one else has mentioned the masters” 


Disappointed by
our lack of helpfulness, he puts the question aside for now. “Anyway, these two
are the Ba and Ka, which Timothy already explained as the spirit and soul. I’ll
come back to those in a minute,” he says. Then he moves his finger down to the last
group of hieroglyphs on the chart, which is situated directly below the Ka rather
than between both of them. “This one, I don’t have a name for…but I think I
know what it means, partially.” 


“And what do you
think it means?” I ask. I know I sound a little testy, but I am really
tired and still need to take a nap before we attempt the séance tonight. 


Tapping his finger
against the hieroglyph group, it shifts my gaze from him to the image. I don’t
know what to make of it. It’s a grouping of five symbols in a straight line. Kyran
is pointing at only two, which I’m guessing means the other three he still has
no clue about. One of the two he’s focusing on looks like strands of rope
pulled together in an upside down teardrop shape. The strands are bound at the
top and on either side, then bound together at the bottom with short, loose tails.
Next to it are two bent arms pointing upward. That part, at least, seems
familiar, though it takes me a minute to remember why. 


“Aren’t those the
arms from the Ka hieroglyph?” When Kyran nods, I ask, “What’s the loop thing
with it?” 


Kyran’s brows pull
together, but not in uncertainty. I can’t imagine how he’s figured out half of
this stuff. He has, though. I’m certain of it and so is he. The remnant of spiritual
energy left behind after touching the Robert’s book seems to confirm it. “That
symbol, the Sa, on its own is one of protection. One of the oldest—so old its
origins aren’t really known for sure. The other three in the line, I’ve got
nothing for yet.” He pauses for a moment. “Put together, I think they all represent
the last person involved in this afterlife business. I think this whole hieroglyph
group stands for the person meant to protect the Ka before it joins the Ba and
goes to face judgment.” 


“Which means…”
Malachi begins but doesn’t continue. 


Leveling his gaze
at me, Kyran says, “Which means it’s you, Echo.” 


“What?” I demand.
“No way. That’s crazy. One person to keep an eye on a whole world of ghosts?
For a limited number of years? Next thing you’re going to tell me is I’m
immortal.” 


Kyran laughs. “I
doubt that. Probably more like how it works with Timothy and his dad, but not
inherited.” 


“Echo is
different, though,” Malachi argues. “Even if there have been and will be other
Ka protectors or whatever, there’s something about her that’s attracting the
attention of all the Devourers, and something she, specifically, is supposed to
do to stop them. How does that work?” 


Holding up his
hands, Kyran leans back in his chair. “I don’t know. Maybe the book will
explain things, but that symbol only comes up in the part of the book that
describes the process of getting to the Field of Reeds.” 


Of course the book
won’t explain things. Just like everything else, it only teases. Here’s a
little hint about something super important you’re supposed to do or learn, but
you have to figure the rest out on your own because the universe hates you and
needs a good laugh watching you blunder around. 


“There hasn’t been
any mention of the Devourers ever escaping the Hall of Judgment so far,” Kyran says,
“but when the book was describing the final death of the soul, it
mentioned that Ammut was sometimes fooled by spells from the Book of the
Dead. Similarly, there are names and spells that will help you get through
the gates that lead to the Field of Reeds.” 


Malachi frowns.
“How does that help us? When we get pulled in by Timothy, we’re already in the
Field of Reeds.” 


Excitement creeps
into Kyran’s expression. “Yeah, but what if there are also spells to open the
doors from the other side, to shove those soul-eating bastards back into the Hall
and seal them in there again?” He taps the folder full of the printed pages of
Timothy’s book. “If I can just figure out how to read the rest of it, I think
it will tell us how to trap them back in there.” 


“But we still need
the Key,” I say in disappointment. “We still need to find Timothy’s dad and
risk his soul. There’s no way around that, is there?” 


Kyran’s optimism
falters. “Not that I’ve found yet.” 


For several long
minutes, all three of us sit in silence. I can’t stand the thought of Timothy
having to go through losing his dad a second time. He’ll never have him back in
the living world, but visiting his soul at night is better than nothing. He’s
just a little boy. He needs that. 


“Did the book say
anything else about that Ka protector spirit? Anything I might be able to use?”
I’m not sure at all that I believe his theory of the hieroglyph having anything
to do with me, but I won’t dismiss it out of hand. 


Shuffling through
his folder, Kyran tugs out a single sheet of paper. It’s completely unreadable
to me. I do manage to pick out the symbols from his chart, but nothing else
around it. “What does it say?” I ask. 


Pointing to
several distinct symbols, Kyran says, “I haven’t figured them all out yet, but
I recognize a few of these. Control, ruler, seeing, one that’s kind of like
hearing but different than usual, traveler, speaker, possessor of magic…” 


“Magic?” I ask
derisively. “Seriously?” 


Kyran eyes me.
“Magic means a great many things, none of which you should discount.” 


“I’m not,” I
argue. I wear his aunt’s salt headband and bracelets religiously and have a box
of candles, herbs, and incense sitting in my bedroom. “What I’m scoffing at is
the idea that I have any special powers like that.” 


“You can see
ghosts,” Kyran argues. 


“And touch them in
the Field of Reeds,” Malachi adds. 


I huff in
irritation. “Yeah, but those are different.” 


“How?” Kyran’s
expression is challenging. He points at the copies of Timothy’s book.
“Everything in this thing is talking about the spiritual plane and the people
who run it. To them it was magic. What it really is, I have no idea. What I do
know is that you’re part of it.” 


Well…how can I
argue with that? 


Malachi leans back
in his chair and spears his hands through his hair, yawning a moment later.
“Anything else?” he asks a few seconds later. Kyran shakes his head. Pushing
back from the table, Malachi stands. “I’m taking a nap then. Gonna be another
long night, even if everything goes the way it should. Wake me up when you guys
are ready to head to Echo’s.” 


He doesn’t wait
for a reply, and disappears into his bedroom less than a minute later. Kyran
and I are left at the table, a silence settling over us that is on the verge of
being awkward. The pressure to say something builds until I hear myself say,
“Malachi broke up with me.” 


“Yeah,” he says,
“he told me.” 


“When?” I ask. 


“After he picked
me up from the airport.” Kyran glances up at me. Maybe it should surprise me to
see the sadness in his eyes, but it doesn’t. Despite what he might want, he
shares his best friend’s pain. “I really am sorry,” he says. 


Tears well but I
blink them away quickly. “I know. Thanks.” 


His fingers
twitch, hesitating before reaching across the table and squeezing my hand.
Instead of the teasing, flirting touches from earlier, this is pure comfort
from someone caught between compassion, desire, and guilt. I don’t know how to
react to all of that at once. My own guilt and shame, not to mention desire,
only confuse everything even more. The best I can do is silently squeeze his
hand back and decide being an adult kind of sucks. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


23: Forced


(Griffin)


 


 


Working with Echo
has challenged me in many ways. Participating in a séance doesn’t happen to be
one of them. On more than one occasion I’ve been sent to investigate fraudulent
practices of self-proclaimed mediums bilking clients out of enough money to
attract federal attention. Even with those experiences, as I watch Kyran
correct small errors and add to what Echo had planned, I realize I’ve never
been a part of a real séance. 


In addition to two
salt circles to protect against ghosts entering the séance and to hold the one
actually called, Kyran is drawing an intricate circle of protection on the
floor. I’m so absorbed in watching him, I don’t realize Dad has arrived until
he claps me on the shoulder. 


“Find anything on
Francis?” he asks. 


I spent the day
interviewing his friends, hospital staff who had cared for him after the
accident, a psychologist he’d seen for a short time, the pastor of his church,
anyone I could think of who might be able to explain his threats against Echo.
“Not a damn thing,” I admit. “You make any progress with the Egyptologist?” 


Dad’s expression
darkens. “She’s gotten a fair amount of straight translation done, but all she
wants to do as far as analysis is tell me what’s wrong with the information it
contains. She’s spent her life studying this stuff, but she doesn’t actually
believe a word of it. She thinks she’s being asked to authenticate the text,
since I can’t exactly tell her the truth, and she’s convinced it’s a hoax.” 


“Is there anyone
else?” 


“Not on short
notice,” he says. 


I shake my head.
Honestly, I understand regular people’s unwillingness to accept fantasy as
fact, but keeping an open mind certainly wouldn’t kill anyone. Probably. “Well,
it sounds like you might have better luck going to Kyran for analysis. If you
can get him her translations it would help speed him along, but he’s making a
lot of progress on his own.” 


Dad frowns.
“Madeline’s letter…could this be what she was referring to? There’s no
reasonable explanation for half of what that kid has figured out.” 


“You think he
might be an interpreter?” I ask. 


Shrugging, he
says, “He’s something. I’m just not sure what yet.” 


Neither am I. 


Dad gestures
toward where Echo and Kyran are setting up. “Where’s Malachi?” 


“Disabling the
smoke detectors.” When he gives me a questioning look, I say, “Echo’s planning
to burn sage and lavender to cleanse the area.” 


Sighing, he shakes
his head and walks past me to take a seat on a chair pulled out of the kitchen
for him. Zara wanders in from her room a few minutes later and sits on the
floor well away from the circles. Holden joins her a moment later, worried
about how this will go. So is Malachi, but it’s not the only thing he’s feeling
when he comes back in and dumps a handful of 9-volt batteries on the coffee
table. His gaze darts between the others in the room and where Echo and Kyran
are working. Guilt and regret twist his features. There’s an air of finality
surrounding him, and I realize why he offered to take care of the smoke detectors
rather than stay close to Echo. 


It’s a good thing
that they’ve finally settled things between them, but I wish they had waited
until tomorrow. Echo doesn’t need any other distractions tonight. I glance
toward the circles and study her. Her fidgeting makes her nerves clear, but
beneath that there is a sense of deep focus. Perhaps Malachi’s timing was a
blessing after all. 


“Okay,” Echo says,
“I think we’re ready to get started.” 


Dad sits up in his
chair to pay attention, as do Zara and Holden. If either of them are put out by
not being in the circle, they’re hiding it pretty well. Both are more anxious
than offended. Everyone is. Walking toward Echo, I’m careful to step over the
first circle of salt and take my place next to her on the floor between the two
circles. Kyran is already seated on her other side, and Malachi joins us after
lighting the sage and lavender. Once we’re all settled, Zara silently walks the
perimeter of the circle to check the salt lines and light a candle at each of
the four cardinal directions. Echo wasn’t sure which, if any, of the
precautions people recommended would work, so she incorporated as many as she
could just to be careful. She had almost balked at the Ouija board sitting in
the center of the inner circle along with Francis’s photo, but no one wanted to
risk her directly interacting with a malevolent spirit through her usual means
of automatic writing. She isn’t the only one concerned about protection. 


Inhaling slowly,
Echo centers her thoughts. Everyone else in the circle follows her lead,
including Malachi. She opens her eyes, but hesitates a moment before speaking.
“I…ask…for protection,” Echo begins haltingly, “for myself and those in the
circle with me.” She glances over at Kyran for approval, waiting for his nod
before continuing. “We seek to contact the spirit of Kurt Francis.” 


Given Echo’s
connection with the spirit world, I don’t think I’m the only one who expected
an immediate response. Kyran’s brows rise in surprise as the silence, both
physical and spiritual, continues to dominate the space. Echo repeats her plea
after several minutes, adding that she only wants to understand and help
Francis. We wait several more minutes. 


Nothing. 


Confusion and fear
cause Echo to pull in on herself. She looks over at Kyran in search of help.
“Am I doing something wrong?” 


Slowly, Kyran
shakes his head. “No. Everything is how it should be. You should have gotten a
response if…” 


“If what?” Echo
asks, fearing the answer will blame her in some way. 


“If…his spirit is
still…here,” Kyran says, punctuating his last word by holding both hands above
the floor to indicate the physical world. 


Malachi is
immediately confused. “Of course his spirit is still here. Who else would be
harassing Echo and trying to kill her?” 


Frowning, Kyran
doesn’t have an answer, but he’s certain about Francis…almost certain. Even
with as much as Kyran knows about the occult, I hesitate taking him at his
word. It’s not his logic I doubt. Like Malachi, I can’t come up with any other
possible perpetrators for the attacks. I’m only half-listening to the
discussion around me, focused on my own thoughts, when a strange sensation
assaults me. 


Immediacy,
urgency, desperation all crowd into my thoughts. I don’t recognize the source.
Everyone in the room is familiar to me. This is foreign, troubling but
insistent. No one else seems to be experiencing anything out of the ordinary.
Ordinary for me and for the rest of them is relative, but this is not something
I’m used to facing, particularly when I glance around the room and see only
people who should be here. 


“What’s going on?”
Dad asks. 


It takes me a
moment to focus on an answer. He’s confused, which means he’s not experiencing
anything unusual. That says something, but I’m not sure what. “I think…there’s
someone else here.” I’m not sure if that’s right, but my words catch everyone’s
attention. All eyes are suddenly on me. “Echo,” I ask, facing her, “who else is
here?” 


She shrugs.
“Nobody.” Her gaze travels over her friends’ faces in confusion. 


I process that as
I try to understand the emotions pushing at me. “Not living,” I say as
something clicks in my mind. “Who else is here?” 


Echo’s brows pull
together in confusion, her gaze scouring me as she attempts to understand.
“Ghosts? There’s a bunch. Standing room only. They’re probably all hoping I’ll
call them into the circle. Why?” 


“Is there one near
me? One that stands out? Touching me, maybe?” 


Suddenly, her eyes
widen. Her gaze snaps over to Malachi, though he doesn’t know why. Echo turns
back to me. “Noel. He’s right behind you and has his hand on your shoulder.” 


Now, Malachi sees
the significance, though I’m still in the dark. One thing I have figured out,
though, is that Noel came here tonight for a reason. “Call him into the
circle,” I demand. The pressure of his desperation is beginning to crush me.
It’s heavy, forceful, unrelenting. “Now.” 


Echo nods and
hurriedly says, “We wish to communicate with Noel…Noel Glasscoe.” She seems
startled by knowing his full name, but there’s no time to dwell on that right
now. Her call brings immediate relief to me and a startling shift in the items at
the center circle. Everyone jumps, Malachi more severely than anyone else,
though Zara’s not far behind him. 


“Noel,” Echo says,
“why are you here?” 


This time everyone
is more prepared for some sign that the ghost is trapped in the circle. Zara
still utters a few curses behind me as the planchette begins moving across the
Ouija board. Echo doesn’t reach for the pen and notepad beside her, so I
quickly grab it and begin jotting down each letter. At first, none of it makes
sense. It’s a jumble, a string of letters with no meaning. 


Beside me, Echo
groans. “Please tell me that’s not French or something.” 


I was so focused
on getting the letters written down, it’s not until she complains that I look
at the string more carefully and realize she’s almost right. “Portuguese,” I
say before focusing on breaking up the letters into words and translating them.
“I am here to warn you. That’s what he said,” I tell the group. 


“Warn me about
what?” Echo asks the ghost. 


The planchette
begins moving again and I scribble down his response. “There is no man,
Francis. You are wasting time. She is cunning and will kill you if you do not
stop her.” 


“She?” several
people ask at once. 


Everyone turns to
Echo, but she shrugs in response to the obvious question. “Who is she?”
she demands of Noel. 


Before he can
answer, Echo bolts up from her spot on the floor and spins around with wide
eyes. “They’re all gone,” she whispers. “They’re all gone. Where did they go?
Where did they all go?” 


“Who’s gone?”
Malachi asks. 


She spins around
again, fear saturating her from head to foot. “The ghosts, they all just
vanished.” 


Confused, I don’t
hear the scratching of the planchette until it’s banged against the board
several times. As soon as he has my attention, Noel frantically scrapes out his
message. “Release me!” 


I reach for the
salt circle, intent on breaking it, but Malachi yanks me back. I try to shove
him off, but the fiery red blazing from his bare forearm holds me back. That’s
why the ghosts split. Something is coming. For them, or for Echo? I haven’t
even begun to puzzle it out when I realize I’m wrong on both counts. Echo
scream pulls everyone’s attention to her, but a second scream stuns the room into
inaction. 


I can’t see
anything, but the emotional carnage spilling out of the center circle buckles
my knee. Agony, horror, desperation, terror all slam into me as the Ouija board
bashes against the invisible barrier of the salt circle over and over again. I
have no idea what’s going on, but I can’t bear up under the strain and collapse
to the floor. 


Echo falls a
moment later, sobbing, arms and hands covering her face as she curls into a
protective ball that will never be enough to save her from what she was just
forced to witness. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


24: A Dream


(Echo) 


 


 


I’m determined not
to shut down, not to be a coward. The images of Noel being ripped apart by the
vengeful ghost, who somehow got into the circle uninvited, are on endless
repeat in my mind and I can’t stop crying no matter how much I want to prove I
am stronger than what I’m up against. There was no blood. He was a ghost.
Somehow, watching his soul be torn apart without the gore was even worse.
Instead of flesh being ripped apart, it was his memories, his identity, his
essence being destroyed. 


I don’t understand
it. How? How did it…she…do that? How did she eviscerate a soul so completely
without being a Devourer? 


Someone touches my
face, I flinch away from the warmth, more tears pouring down my face. 


“Hey, hey, it’s
okay. You’re safe,” Kyran whispers. 


I cry even harder.
Noel isn’t safe. He’s gone. Forever. Because of me. Because he tried to help
me. Just like Archer. Losing my battle to be strong utterly, I don’t resist
when Kyran pulls me into his lap and wraps his arms around me. No matter what
he says, the shame and revulsion cling to me. The guilt coats me like a second
skin, sinking in more deeply every time the images of his second death flash
through my mind until they are forever a part of me. 


“I didn’t see
anything, like in the alley,” Malachi says. The confusion in his voice barely
pierces my fractured mind. 


“Not a Devourer
then?” Morton asks. 


If Malachi
responds, it’s silent. 


Every speck of my
conscious mind wants to keep hiding, not participate, not admit fault or
discuss how I failed Noel. I want to use Kyran as a shield, protect myself from
any more blame or pain or reality. Only the flickering desire to keep this from
happening again demands I listen to them. 


“I felt my mark flare,
but got nothing from inside the salt circle,” Malachi says. “Is that normal?” 


Morton grunts
noncommittally. 


Kyran says, “The
circle of protection and salt circle are meant to keep the spirit from being
able to exert any influence on the participants. You shouldn’t have felt
anything.” 


“But Griffin did.
How…?” Malachi’s voice trails off. 


Mention of Griffin
pierces the fog of my own pain when I remember his, remember seeing him
collapse half a second before I did. Suddenly noticing his lack of participation
in the conversation, I try to push myself up quickly. Sluggish, at best, my
movements do little and Kyran is forced to help me sit up. He tries to say
something, but I turn away, searching for Griffin. I find him sitting up—in
better condition than me—but slumped forward with his hands holding his head
against his bent knees. 


Seeing him like
that returns enough of my energy that I crawl out of Kyran’s lap and reach for
Griffin. His head stays down, but he extends a hand to me and says, “I’m okay.”



Taking his hand, I
use his grip as leverage to pull myself closer to him. When I reach him. I
collapse gracelessly next to him on the floor. “What happened?” 


“I’m not exactly
sure,” he says, wincing in pain and rubbing at his temple. “I’ll be fine, though.”



“You don’t look
fine.” 


“Better than you,”
he says, one corner of his mouth turning up. He grimaces when he moves, but
slips his arm around my shoulder and pulls me closer. “Don’t think I’ll be much
help watching over you tonight.” 


That makes me panic
more than I want to admit, but I force myself not to let it show. “I’ll be
fine,” I say automatically. 


Griffin sighs, and
I hate myself for being so weak. “No you won’t,” he says quietly, “but I can’t
do anything to protect you like this.” 


“I’ll stay,” Kyran
says. “Me and Malachi.” 


I feel Griffin
nod, the movement of his head shifting his body slightly. Fear adds to my panic
and I can feel it quickly turning to hysteria as I consider having them both
here overnight. Griffin’s arm tightens around me, but he doesn’t say anything
even though I know he can feel me trembling. 


“I don’t know what
I can really do,” Kyran admits, “but Malachi can at least use the mark if he
needs to.” 


“You can keep her
from falling apart,” Griffin says quietly. 


My trembling gets
worse at his words. Terrible fear wraps its suffocating arms around me and my
breathing rate jumps. All the ways this can go wrong begin piling into my mind,
filling me with an unlimited list of scenarios. Mixed with the still present
memories of Noel’s brutal end, I feel my fingers begin to go numb. 


Moving quickly,
Griffin suddenly has my face in his hands. He locks gazes with me, but says
nothing. Steady, firm, focused. I feel my emotions scale back, but not enough.
Dark spots flash in front of my vision as I continue to hyperventilate.
Griffin’s grip tightens. 


“You won’t do it
again,” he says. His voice is hard yet compassionate. How he knows what I’m
thinking, I have no idea. His words startle me enough that I gasp in a lungful
of air and hold it. The cessation lasts barely more than a second, but long
enough to let the message sink in. 


It’s only then
that I feel his hands shaking against my face. Whatever Noel did to him, it
wasn’t pleasant. The impact affected him more than he’s letting on and my weakness
is draining him even further. Focusing everything I have on slowing my
breathing and calming my very real fears, I force myself to nod. It’s not that
I believe him. He knows that. I trust him. I trust that he understands me
better than I understand myself half the time. I trust that he believes in me
even when I don’t. 


Griffin pulls me
into an embrace and holds me for a few seconds before practically falling away
in weariness. His dad is behind him a moment later, helping him to standing. I
stumble up to my feet, fighting back panic with every movement, and resist the
urge to cling to him when I’m finally upright. Kyran’s arm slips around my
waist, stabilizing me. Morton is doing the same for Griffin, but looks pained
at the idea of leaving. 


Glancing at
Malachi and Kyran, then Holden and Zara, he sighs. “Call if you need anything.
We’ll figure this all out tomorrow.” The promise feels empty, hopeless. He
shifts Griffin so his arm is around his shoulder. “Everyone stay safe,” Morton
barks before turning toward the door. Zara hurries forward to open it for them.



“Come on,” Kyran
says once Zara closes and locks the door behind Morton and Griffin. I can’t
help feeling abandoned when they disappear from view. The feel of Kyran’s arm
around me tempers the sting, but I still freeze at the idea of moving from this
spot. Not understanding my hesitance, Kyran asks, “Are you up to walking to
your room?” 


Physically, I’m
recovered enough to get myself to my room. My emotional strength is another
thing altogether. Griffin said it would be okay. Is he right? “I don’t know,
I…” My thoughts jumble as I try to explain myself. 


Kyran
misinterprets my words as an answer to his question and doesn’t hesitate to
sweep me into his arms. I panic instantly, wanting to be put down, and he
freezes. “No, no,” I beg, “I can’t…you have to…” 


I don’t notice his
approach, but Malachi’s hand catches mine as I try to shove away from Kyran.
There is so much pain in his expression, but he says, “Let him stay with you.
I’ll be on the couch. I’ll come if you need me.” 


His offer tears at
me, and I know he doesn’t have the same faith in me that Griffin does. He
shares my fears, is afraid I’ll try to fix my own pain by using Kyran. It’s
killing him to imagine the possibility, but he doesn’t take back his words. The
realization stabs into me and, for a split second, I’m angry he thinks I would
do that, but am infinitely grateful at the same time that he is willing to take
on that pain in order to keep me from breaking. 


Despair that I am
a horrible person, undeserving of the friends I have, spears straight through
me. I don’t know what to say. When Malachi’s hand slips from mine and Kyran
turns away from him, all I can do is hang limply in his arms. I don’t say a
word as Kyran lays me on my bed and turns away to close the door. When he comes
back, he shoves his hands in his pockets and looks at his shoes. 


“I can sleep on
the floor.” 


I don’t say
anything. Guilt for wanting him next to me and fear of hurting Malachi even
more than I already have suck the feeling from my body. 


“That’s what
Griffin and Malachi were talking about, right?” he asks quietly. “Griffin said
you wouldn’t use me like you think you did Malachi, and Malachi was telling you
it’s okay.” 


Tears pour down my
face and fall soundless to the pillow beneath my head. 


“I know I treated
Malachi worse than anyone after you two slept together, but I understand what
happened that day, and why it happened.” Kyran lifts his head and lets his gaze
settle on me. I look away, embarrassed I’m crying again and too ashamed by
everything else to face him. He sits on the edge of the bed, and when I try to
roll away from him he stops me with a hand on my shoulder. He doesn’t pull me
back to face him and I refuse to do it voluntarily. 


“You can’t command
me,” he says. “Anything that happens between us will be because we both want
it. It won’t be tonight, though, regardless. You won’t let that happen and
neither will I. I’m willing to give you whatever you need, whatever you want,
but we both know sex doesn’t fall into either category right now. I trust you
enough to hold you all night, if that’s what you want. If you don’t trust
yourself, or me, I understand that and I’ll sleep on the floor. You don’t have
to prove anything to me, Echo.” 


Still unable to
face him, I stare at the darkened corner of my room. “I have to prove it to
myself.” 


His hand runs
gently down my arm. “I know.” His fingers leaves my arm and brush tears from my
cheek. “I’ll get a pillow and blanket from Zara and be right back, okay?” 


I nod and close my
eyes against seeing him walk away. The second his fingers leave my skin, cold
loneliness sweeps over me. I want Griffin back. I want him to shield me from
myself and my fears and the nightmares I know are awaiting me. I want the
safety of being with him. I want to rely on him and be weak for tonight. I
don’t want to have to survive without him. I’m not sure I can. I’m so tired of
trying to hold myself together. Maybe falling apart would be better. Easier.
Less terrifying. 


The squeak of my
bedroom door says Kyran is back, but I can’t look at him. Even with the lights
off, I’m sure he’ll see through me in one glance. He and Griffin think I’m
strong, but maybe Malachi is right.  Maybe I’m only capable of surviving by
leeching strength from the people around me. 


Kyran pulls a
blanket up around my shoulders and I press my face into the pillow. I’m being
childish, maybe, but he pulls back once I’m covered and settles himself on the
floor without comment. Silence reigns heavy in the room. It’s stifling. I
glance around the dark room seeking distraction, but the ghosts are still gone.
Not a single one wants to be near me after what happened to Noel. As many times
as I’ve wished they would all go away and leave me alone, their absence is terrifying.
I pull the blankets up around me and squeeze my eyes shut against the
possibility that they might not come back. 


Slowly, a fitful
sleep claims me. I know I’m asleep, a clear indicator that it won’t be restful
or pleasant, but I’m helpless to change anything. Thoughts and images flit
around the edges of my subconscious, waiting for me to turn my back so they can
assault me. I run from the nightmares I know are coming. Frantically, I push my
thoughts in any direction that will take me away from Noel or Kyran or Malachi.
I think of the twins’ tears when they had to leave after I got out of the
hospital, of how tightly my mom hugged me, even of my dad’s lingering anger
that Malachi had bullied him into leaving me alone. I throw everything I have
at the nightmares to slow them up, but I don’t have nearly enough in my arsenal
to escape their relentless march. When they finally catch up to me, the terror
of watching Noel’s destruction envelopes me in a wave of well-deserved blame,
and I break under its onslaught. 


“Shh, shh, it’s
okay,” Kyran whispers as his arms slide around me and attempt to calm my
thrashing. “It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m right here. It’s just a dream.” 


But it isn’t just
a dream, I think, as I sob in his arms. None of it is a dream. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


25: Darkening


(Echo)


 


 


The nightmares don’t
return. Even asleep, I can feel Kyran’s arms around me. I hate nights like this
where I linger in this sleep-but-not-sleep haziness. They’re usually the worst
nights, never-ending and continuously torturous. For whatever reason, Kyran
makes a difference. It isn’t anything supernatural. He isn’t like Malachi, or
even like Griffin—though I still haven’t figured out what Griffin is, exactly.
Kyran is simply comfort, safety, acceptance…home. 


I breathe in, both
physically and spiritually, wishing this strange respite could last, wishing it
were a physical place I could visit when I need refuge from reality. Then I
exhale…and everything changes. I stumble back, confused by what I’m seeing and
completely lost as to how this has happened. I know it’s not another dream on
instinct. It feels different, somehow familiar. 


Slowly, I turn and
survey my surroundings. The strange flat landscape holds nothing at all. It’s
not…anything. I look above me and find the same thing. Flat, grey emptiness.
It’s frightening to be surrounded by so much nothingness, but it’s also
strangely comforting. There isn’t anything here that can hurt me. There’s
nothing that can’t hurt me, either, which is a strange thought. 


“Echo?” a small,
familiar voice asks. 


I spin around,
startled by the sudden sound. I’m even more startled when I find myself staring
at Timothy. 


“What are you
doing here?” he asks. “Agent Morton called my mom and told her I shouldn’t
bring you or Malachi here tonight unless it was a super bad emergency.” 


“Here?” 


“Yeah. The Field
of Reeds.” He frowns. “How’d you get here by yourself? I didn’t bring you, I
promise. I’ve just been hiding, not even trying to find a soul to save ’cause
it’s not safe without you and Malachi.” 


Turning in a
circle, I stare at the emptiness in confusion. “Why does it look like this?” 


“Like what?” he
asks. “Looks the same as last night.” 


“Where did all the
trees go? The dirt and grass?” Sure, the Field of Reeds has been changing,
dissolving as the Devourers consume the souls that give this place life, but it
still looked like a forest the last time Timothy brought me here. 


Timothy stares at
me. “What do you mean? They’re all around us.” 


I almost argue
with him, because they aren’t all around us, but then I remember what
Griffin said about the spiritual realm being relative to your expectations. I
came here without meaning to, with no expectations. My focus was to
exist in a space of nothingness for a little while before having to face
reality again. “This is so weird.” 


“You can’t see the
forest?” 


“I can’t see
anything. It’s completely blank…empty.” 


Slowly, Timothy’s
head shakes back and forth. “It’s not empty, Echo. The monsters came by here
just a few minutes before you showed up. Maybe you can’t see them, but…” He
glances around, worried now that I can’t protect him if I can’t see the
Devourers. “Should I bring Malachi?” 


Unsure of what to
tell him, I look around the emptiness again, no longer comforted by the blank
expanses. “Maybe—” I stop talking when a strange swishing sound disturbs the
silence. I spin to the right and Timothy is suddenly clinging to my leg. 


“Can you see it?
You can see it, right?” he pleads. 


I can’t even begin
to explain what I see. It doesn’t look like a Devourer, but somehow I know
that’s what it is. Instead of the oily blackness that assaulted us at
Madeline’s house, it is simply a void. It stalks forward, unrelentingly
vicious, confident it has us trapped. I am completely petrified by its utter
absence of life. 


“Take us home.
Take us home,” Timothy begs. 


“I…I don’t know
how.” 


“Take us home,
please!” His fingernails bite into my skin as his terror consumes him. 


I’m the only one here.
The only one who can save him. I have no idea how, but I have to. I can’t let
him die here in this place where the Devourers will destroy his soul. I don’t
know how to do what he’s asking. I was dying when I pulled us out of here last
time. What happened in those few seconds is a complete mystery to me. 


“Do what you did
last time!” Timothy pleads. 


I start to say
that I don’t know what that was! Then I feel pressure around my middle. There’s
nothing there. Not here. Not in this place. Back home, though…. I remember the
feel of Kyran’s arm around my waist, the protective hold he kept on me even as
we slept that reassured me I wouldn’t dissolve into my fears and shame. 


The Devourer
stalks closer, but as it reaches toward us…I remember more clearly those final
seconds as my life nearly ended. Just like the memories of Noel’s death replay
with perfect recall, the memory of that experience flashes through my mind with
impeccable detail. The Devourer seems to slow as I relive the moment of Timothy
making the same plea, for me to save us, and thinking of Kyran…of home. Its finger-like
tendrils are bare inches from my face when I close my eyes and picture myself
lying on my bed in Kyran’s arms. 


 


***


 


My eyes flutter
open to darkness. It’s still night, likely the middle of the night. Meetings
with Timothy usually take hours in the world of the living. Why this encounter
was so short is confusing, but this whole experience is nothing short of
bizarre. I can’t even begin to process what just happened. 


“Where were you
just now?” Kyran asks quietly. 


For some reason,
I’m not surprised he’s awake, or that he sensed something unusual just
happened. Everything that led to my nightmares, and Kyran being in bed with me,
hovers at the edges of my consciousness. I have just enough control to keep
them at bay for a few moments. “The Field of Reeds,” I say, “but Timothy didn’t
pull me in this time. I went in my own and it was different, grey and blank,
and I figured out how to get us out of there.” 


“Really?” Kyran
asks. “How’d you do it?” 


“I just thought
of…” My voice trails off and I’m suddenly glad it’s dark and he can’t see the
red flushing my skin. 


“Of what?” His
voice is anxious, worried over what my answer will be. 


I don’t want to
answer, but my lips parts and the two words I fear speaking escape without my
permission. “Of you.” 


For a very, very
long time, Kyran doesn’t say a word. Finally, he says, “I don’t understand.” 


I can’t pretend I
get it any more than he does. I can only explain what I felt. “A Devourer came
after us tonight, and Timothy kept saying to do what I did last time. The
Devourer was about to reach us and it was like seeing Noel die in my nightmares.
The moment replayed in my mind and I remembered thinking of you before I woke
up last time, that you would know what was happening, of how tired I was and
how much I wanted to go home, back to you. I can’t really explain it, but…the
nightmares didn’t come back tonight, either.” 


Again, silence…for
a long time. “What does that mean?” 


“I don’t know,” I
admit. “I don’t know what any of this means anymore. Nothing makes sense.
Everything I thought I knew has been torn apart.” A frightened sob breaks up my
words but I force myself to continue. “I don’t know what’s true anymore, what’s
logical or right or…real.” 


I feel as if the
world is about to splinter apart, but Kyran’s grip tightens around my middle
and he pulls me more snugly against his body. “My mom died when I was four,” he
says quietly. “She had picked me up from daycare and was in the kitchen
starting dinner. I asked her if I could play at Malachi’s until it was ready.
She turned around, smiled at me, then she started falling. I thought it was a
game at first—she liked silly games—but she wouldn’t wake up. I got scared
after a while, but I didn’t want to leave her by herself. So, I sat on the
floor next to her, held her hand, and told her my favorite story until my dad
got home and found us.” 


I don’t understand
why he’s telling me this story, but the shock of it pushes everything else
away. Shock stills me as I lay with him. A million questions race through my
mind. I understand how painful this must be to speak about. I don’t ask why or
how or what. None of those answers will change the level of pain this memory
must cause him. None of those answers are why he’s baring this most private,
sacred part of himself to me right now. 


“What story…did
you tell her?” My voice quavers through the question, broken up by sniffling as
I make a lousy attempt at hiding my emotional response. 


His chest
convulses against my back. I feel his muscles tighten as he tries to rein in
his own emotions enough to speak. “It wasn’t really a story so much as I
recited Goodnight Moon to her, word for word. It was the book she read
to me every night without fail. It was my favorite time of the day. I didn’t
understand what had happened to her, but somehow I knew it would be our last
moment together and that she would never read to me again, never again help me
say goodnight to the socks and the great green room and all the noises. I had
to say goodnight…goodbye…to her, and that was the best way I knew how.” 


He can feel a tear
slip free of my control, now, and reaches up to brush it away. “I know things
don’t make sense right now,” he whispers against my cheek, “but this is real.”
His fingers run gently down my arm. “All the bad in the world doesn’t take away
from the good. Not unless you let it.” 


I shake my head,
unable to argue with him, but so buried beneath the bad that I can hardly see
the good anymore. 


“When my mom died,
my dad fell apart,” he says. “Didn’t care that the autopsy said it was an
undiagnosed weakness in a heart valve that burst without warning. To him it was
evil, something someone had done to her, something he had to protect me from,
something to be fixed or cured by spells or rituals or whatever else he could
think of.” 


Kyran’s
familiarity with such a wide range of the occult finally makes sense. Realizing
that frightens me, not for myself but for him. I can’t imagine everything he
must have sat through or been subjected to as his father tried to halt evil or
banish curses or…sit in on séances meant to contact his dead mother. Guilt for
asking him to be a part of something like that again adds to the weight already
threatening to crush me. 


“He lost his job,”
Kyran continues. “Almost lost the house, too. Until my aunt came to live with
us and basically took over, I’d been terrified I’d have to move and never seen
Malachi again. I’m pretty sure I only survived those first six months because I
just about lived at Malachi’s. Half the time my dad didn’t notice when I’d
sleep over there. Mrs. Fields took me in, fed me, made me feel like a person
instead of something connected to my mother’s death. She likes everyone to call
her Mama, but that’s why I do.” 


I want to hug
Malachi’s mother for being such a saint, but I am equally awed by Kyran. My
childhood sucked. Without having already known he’d lost his mother, and now
hearing how it happened, I never would have guessed Kyran had experienced
something so heartrending. The point of his story is clear now. Anyone who
meets me knows within five minutes that I’m seriously screwed up. My childhood
and abilities define me in many ways. I let them. I hide behind them. I use
them as a mask. 


“I’m not as strong
as you are,” I say as tears attempt to betray me. 


Kyran shushes me
gently. “I wasn’t strong on my own.” He strokes my cheek, clearing away tears.
“I had Malachi, his mom, all his sisters, his dad, Aunt Aurelia…they
helped me hold onto the good and not let the bad consume me like it did my dad.
You have that, too, Echo. You have help. You have your friends and Morton. You
have me.” 


“It’s too late,” I
tell him. I try to pull away. But he won’t let me go. “I’ve taken in too much
of the bad…caused too much of it.” 


Kyran’s lips press
lightly against the corner of my jaw. “It’s never too late. Even if you can’t
see the good anymore, I can. In you, and in what you’re doing. I’ll help you
see it, too, if you’ll let me.” 


I want to believe
his theory. I so desperately want to believe any person can survive facing
death and savagery and evil and choose to hold onto the good over
everything slowly disassembling their soul. It’s a beautiful thought. The
truth, I’m afraid might really be true, is that Kyran is simply a much better,
stronger good person than I am, and that no amount of searching for the
light in my quickly darkening world will save me from what I know is coming. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


26: Consequences


(Griffin) 


 


 


My alarm wakes me,
and for half a second I’m annoyed that I have to get up for work when I have a
migraine. Then I remember where I am, why my head hurts so damn much, and that
I didn’t set an alarm before passing out last night. That means it’s a phone
call. Detangling myself from the blanket Dad must have thrown over me, I slap
at the nightstand until I find my phone then drag it to my ear. “Agent Morton,”
I mumble. 


“Uh…hi, yes, is
this Special Agent Griffin Morton?” 


Pushing up in bed,
I blink away the sleep and pain and try to sound like I didn’t just wake up.
“Yes, it is. How can I help you?” 


“Oh, well, it’s
really more about me helping you.” She pauses. I’m not conscious enough to form
a response, and she carries on in the silence. “This is Carmen Johnson with
Monte Grove Hospital. You called with a request to speak with one of our
patients yesterday. Lucy Coulter.” 


Now I’m awake.
“Yes, I did. Thank you for getting back to me so quickly.” 


Carmen clears her
throat, anxiety bleeding through the line. “I’m afraid timing doesn’t matter
much. The answer is the same regardless.” 


“If I need a
judge’s signature…” I begin. 


Carmen cuts me
off. “It has nothing to do with court orders, Agent Morton. I assure you.” 


“Then why?” I
demand. “What reason does the director have for rejecting my request?” 


There is a half
second of silence before she says, “The reason of Lucy Coulter being dead.”



I’m confused.
“What do you mean dead? She’s a thirty-six year old women. The last report I
read said she was in perfect health.” 


“Physically,
maybe,” Carmen says without bothering to cover up her own irritation. “She
wouldn’t have been in this hospital without psychiatric issues but, even so, no
one had any indications she was contemplating suicide. The violent tendencies,
yes, we knew about those. Not that it helped.” She sighs. “This is more
complicated than what I can simply explain over the phone.” 


I hesitate at
saying I can come to the hospital, two states away. Normally, I’d go wherever
the case took me. Echo changes things. I can’t leave her when she’s so fragile.
Abandoning her last night was risky enough. “What do you need?” I ask. 


“Are you, by
chance, related to Special Agent Arthur Morton?” 


Confused as to why
she would ask, I answer anyway. “Yes. He’s my father.” 


Carmen sighs in
relief. “That’s what the director thought. Given your father’s connection with
the case and his previous relationship with the director from the first time
Mrs. Coulter was investigated, he’s given me permission to send you the files
of both patients.” 


Pain is throbbing
behind my eyes and at the base of my skull, muddling my ability to concentrate.
I’m sure I just misheard something. “Both patients?” I only asked about Lucy. 


“Yes,” she says,
“Mrs. Coulter’s and Mr. Noel Glasscoe’s…the man she murdered before
taking her own life.” 


I recognize the
name immediately, but it does nothing to explain what the hell is going on.
Echo and Malachi seemed to know something more about the ghost they called into
the circle last night after his attack on me. I was locked up in Dad’s office
all day yesterday tracking down and speaking to everyone and anyone associated
with the Coulter-Francis case. Whatever they know about this guy, they hadn’t
had a chance to share it with anyone else. 


“Can you email the
files to me?” I ask, trying to keep the desperation out of my voice. 


“Of course. All
our records are digital. I just need to know where to send them.” 


I give her my
email address and end the call shortly after. My head screams at me when I
stumble out of bed and toward the shower. There’s no time for pain. Dad stands
from where he’s sitting at the kitchen table, nearly spilling his coffee. 


“Griffin?” he asks
worriedly. “Are you all right?” 


“They’re sending
files.” A spike of pain slices through my brain and I have to press my hand
against the wall to steady myself. Dad is next to me then, helping me,
reminding me of those painful days back when I was eight and the migraines were
a regular thing I couldn’t yet explain. 


“Who’s sending
files? On what?” he asks. “I’ll handle it. You need to go back to bed.” 


I start to shake
my head, then freeze as the pain worsens. “No. Echo…it’s Coulter, not Francis.
I have to talk to her.” 


“You put in the
request to interview Lucy Coulter. I’ll call again, push them to—” 


“No,” I bark,
frustrated I can’t focus my thoughts through the pain enough to make him
understand. “Lucy’s dead. She’s the one trying to kill Echo.” 


Dad is silent, and
takes a different approach to figuring this out. I should have done the same
from the beginning with the way my head is fighting me right now. After a few
moments, Dad’s expression calms as understanding sets in. “Go, shower, I’ll
deal with the files. Is there anything I can do for the pain?” 


He already knows
the answer to that, but I appreciate him asking all the same. Nothing has ever
been capable of reducing this kind of pain. “I’ll be fine.” 


Dad knows that for
the lie it is, but can’t do anything about it. He nods and helps me down the
hall to the guest bathroom. I don’t worry about him needing the password to my
government email and leave getting the files to him. I’ve missed working with
him over the last few years. Echo is a big enough reason for me to transfer
down here, but being closer to Dad certainly doesn’t dissuade me. It’s been
difficult not having his usual compassionate an unfaltering love in my life
regularly. Sure, this case hasn’t been a prime example of what he’s normally like,
but I know better than anyone that working with Echo is anything but the usual.



Ten minutes later,
I drag myself into the kitchen and fall into the chair across from him. The
shower did nothing for the pain, but I’m at least fully awake now. “Have you
had a chance to read through any of it?” 


Dad shakes his
head. “Everything’s printed so we can go over it with Echo. This Noel guy, you
know anything about him?” 


I shake my head. “I
think Echo and Malachi do, but…” 


Frowning, Dad’s
frustration spikes. “She knows better than to keep something from me.” 


“I don’t think she
did it on purpose. She and Malachi seemed surprised Noel had anything to do
with this last night.” 


Dad closes his
laptop and stacks everything he’s printed on top of it. “Let’s go find out. We
need to wrap all of this up. She can’t take much more.” 


“No,” I say, “she
can’t.” 


I almost didn’t
leave her last night, despite knowing I would have been completely useless to
her. She was terrified, so guilt-ridden she could barely hold herself up under
the weight of it, brimming with despair to the point I worried about her mental
stability. I trusted Kyran to keep her afloat last night. She’s on the brink,
though, and I’m not sure I can keep her from falling if she’s forced to face
anything more. 


It’s early when we
knock on Echo’s door, but Zara opens it immediately. “She’s still asleep.
Should I wake her?” 


I shake my head
and tell her I’ll do it. She nods and closes the door behind us. Holden is
already up, Malachi too, the both of them pouring over something on the coffee
table. No Kyran. That means he’s still with her. I hesitate when I reach her
bedroom door. Last night I told her she was strong enough not to give in to any
desire to hide from her fears by using someone else. I know she is strong, but
I haven’t managed to convince her of that quite yet. 


Bracing myself for
whatever I might find, I twist the handle and push the door open quietly.
Tucked against Kyran’s chest, spoon style, is a sleeping Echo. Fully clothed. I
sigh in relief. 


Walking around to
her side, I sit on the edge and press my hand to her cheek. “Echo,” I whisper,
“time to wake up. We need to talk.” 


Her face scrunches
and she pulls away from me. Her movement wakes Kyran, though, and he yawns
before focusing on me. “Hey, man. What’s up?” 


“More questions
and a hell of a lot more confusion.” 


Kyran snorts. “So,
nothing new, I guess.” 


I scoff. Pretty
much. 


Kyran isn’t
particularly thrilled about having to get out of bed, but he understands this
can’t wait. Brushing Echo’s hair back from her face, he leans so his lips are
just above Echo’s ear and says, “Time to wake up, Echo. We have work to do.” 


She groans and
turns into the pillow. “No…homework,” she mumbles. 


Kyran chuckles.
“Ghost work, not homework.” 


Echo bolts upright,
clipping Kyran’s chin with her head on the way. She gasps and turns to him,
pressing a hand to where she hit him. “Sorry. You okay?” 


He smiles. “I’m
fine.” I’m almost positive he’s forgotten I’m here. Then he sighs and tilts his
head toward me. “Griffin’s found something new.” 


Turning, Echo’s
cheeks flush in embarrassment. “Hey, Griffin. How are you feeling?” 


“Like shit,” I
say, “but we need to talk. Everyone’s in the living room. Come join us when
you’re ready.” 


I stand and walk
to the door. I almost leave but think better of it and gesture for Kyran to
join me. Echo is still a broken mess and she’s walking a fine line between
wanting Kyran and needing him. Kyran seems to know that, but still is put out
by having to drag himself from the bed and leave her behind. When I close the
door to her bedroom he scowls at me. 


“You suck.” 


“Yeah,” I say.
“Deal with it.” 


Kyran snorts, but
smiles for a moment before it falters. “She’s not doing very well. Last
night…she thinks it’s too late for her to escape all the bad things she’s seen
and done.” 


“She hasn’t done
anything worthy of her guilt.” 


“I know, but you
can’t convince her of that.” 


“I can’t,” I say,
“but you can. You have to, okay?” 


He sighs and
shoves his hands in his jeans pockets. “I’m trying, but…” 


“Just keep
trying.” I squeeze his shoulder, then start back toward the living room. 


Dad is already
laying out what the hospital sent over. The rest of the group is all hovering
around him. So much for not including more people than is absolutely necessary.
Or maybe we’ve just reached the point where everyone is absolutely
necessary. I flop down next to Zara in the only empty space on the couch and
close my eyes. Dad won’t start until Echo’s out here. I press my fingertips to
my temples and rub slow circles. It doesn’t really help, but it’s a small
distraction. 


“Here,” Kyran
says, tapping my left hand with something hard. 


I force my eyes
open and look at the mug. I’m not really a coffee person, but I take it from
his hand. The second I get it near my face, I realize it’s definitely not
coffee. It smells horrible. I take a swig anyway. It tastes almost as bad as it
smells, and it feels weird as it settles in my stomach. I take another drink,
and another. I’m halfway through the weird liquid when I realize the pain is
slowly ebbing away. 


Glancing up at
Kyran, I hold the mug up and demand, “What was in this?” 


He smirks. “Kava
kava and sage mostly. Works on neuropathic pain and cleanses spiritual energy.”



Dad’s gaze moves
between Kyran and me. His eyes narrow, then widen in surprise. He looks over at
Kyran again, considering him. I’m too amazed by my lack of pain to think of
anything else. 


“Can you get me
more of this?” I ask. 


“Sure, man. I’ve
got more back at our apartment.” 


Kyran definitely
has some skill with interpreting, but that can’t be his only gift. Maybe once
Echo is stabilized, I’ll be able to figure him out. For now…Echo approaches the
group and sits down next to Dad. 


“What’s going on?”



“Kyran was right
that Francis’s spirit has moved on. He’s not the one trying to kill you. Lucy
Coulter is. She already killed Noel Glasscoe, though no one seems to know why,
then killed herself immediately after—rather unexpectedly about a month ago.
When Noel tried to warn you about her, she killed him a second time. How, I
have no idea. We’ll figure that out later. For now,” Dad says, “I want to know
everything you know about Noel Glasscoe.” 


Echo glances over
at Malachi, then back to Dad. “It’s not much. He showed up about a month ago
and just hung around.” She twists her sweater between her fingers. “Yesterday,
he tried to strangle one of my teachers and I think…he might have been the one
who’s been talking to me in my sleep.”  


Dad stares at her.
Her explanation is lacking, but he decides against pushing her. “The hospital
can’t explain why Coulter killed Noel. They didn’t know each other, but before
she attacked him she shouted that he had no right to spy on her and that he
couldn’t stop her. In her room they found incomprehensible writings and sketches
of symbols they can’t identify.” 


“Can I see those?”
Kyran asks. 


Pushing a stack of
papers toward him, Dad continues. “The only straightforward, useful information
in the file was that Lucy Coulter hated Echo and blamed her for being locked
up. She frequently mentioned trying to kill her in sessions with her doctors
and therapists, but since she was locked up…then dead…no one at the hospital
thought the threats would come to anything. They still don’t, for obvious
reasons, but they’re clearly wrong.” 


“But,” Echo asks,
“what does Noel have to do with any of this?” 


Dad hesitates. It
very well could be that Noel was simply the mistaken focus of a delusional and
homicidal women. I have a hard time buying that, for some reason. His interest
in Echo was too purposeful. I’m not adept enough at recognizing specific
spiritual energies to say his attack from last night felt like any of the times
I’ve witnessed Echo being visited by a ghost at night, but instinct tells me
Echo and Malachi are right about them being one in the same. 


Maybe speaking to
Echo in her sleep is nothing new. Archer was able to do it—though he wasn’t
exactly an ordinary ghost. Even so, what’s even more troubling is that Noel was
able to influence me as he did. Even from within the circle the link remained
active. That certainly suggests there was something unique about him. 


“Why was Noel
committed?” 


Pushing the laptop
toward me, Dad says, “I’d like your opinion on that.” 


I suspect, just
from that, that Noel shouldn’t have been where he was. Few things get under
Dad’s skin to the point he would doubt his own objectivity. Mistreatment of
those who are most misunderstood is one of them. I scan through the commitment
papers and treatment notes. Noel was picked up for vagrancy, then sent for psychiatric
observation when he kept causing disturbances in the tank, calling out who was
lying, who was guilty of what they’d been arrested for and who wasn’t. He even
unveiled information about cops who came by to quiet things down, including
that one officer was sleeping with his partner’s wife. 


He spoke in
whatever language the person he was speaking about understood, which either
meant he was multilingual or his abilities were incredibly powerful. That doesn’t
totally explain why he communicated during the séance using Portuguese
unless…it was the first foreign language I learned, my favorite to speak in and
one I occasionally find myself thinking in when I want to express complex ideas
English doesn’t have the right words for. My thoughts lately have certainly
drifted into different languages fairly often since arriving in Georgia. It’s
an interesting bit of information, but I refocus on Noel and the report in
search of answers. 


The man’s strange behavior
continued during his psych hold and they eventually committed him when he was
unable to explain himself. That leaves the impression that this man was very
powerful, but never learned how to properly control what he could do. After being
committed, medications seemed to help his control and focus. His outbursts were
curbed, but the flow of information continued. He simply appeared to have
better awareness of what he said while medicated. Staff were wary of him. They
kept him secluded from the other patients most of the time—which was why Lucy’s
attack surprised them so much. They had never even met before. 


After the
murder-suicide, one orderly commented that he heard Noel tell Lucy that the
black beasts were lying to her and she would never have her revenge on Echo.
The comment hadn’t made any sense to the orderly. Lucy launching herself at
Noel and crushing his windpipe with her bare hands made even less sense. The
orderly was trying to get her off Noel when she got a pen from his shirt pocket
and stabbed it into her own neck. 


I shake off the
bloody image and push the laptop away. “He was a claircognizant.” 


Dad sighs and nods
in agreement, but Malachi is confused. “A what?” 


“Someone who knows
things, usually truth from lies, or secrets, without any logical or rational
reason for knowing,” I explain. 


“So he knew what
Mrs. Coulter was planning just from being near her?” Echo asks. 


I nod, but
something else is poking at the edge of my thoughts. “That doesn’t explain his
interaction with me.” 


Kyran frowns. He
glances over at me, considering his words before speaking. “Death changes a lot
of things, especially for people with spiritual gifts. They intensify, for one,
because you don’t have a body holding you back, and they can more easily create
connections with the living who also have spiritual gifts.” He holds my gaze,
waiting to see what my response will be. 


Pretending not to
notice the others all looking at me as well, I simply say, “That’s
interesting.” 


Dad redirects the
conversation by saying, “The more important questions are how Coulter was able
to get into the circle to destroy Noel, and what connection she has with the
devourers.” 


“And how she made
that connection,” I add. 


“They’re
recruiting,” Kyran says. “Noel isn’t the only one more capable of reaching out
to others like him. So are they. I know that’s not all of it, but it’s more
likely than Lucy Coulter knowing about them and how to reach out. Everything
with Timothy proves something much bigger is going on with the Devourers over
all. I’ve haven’t got the faintest idea about what that might be, though.” He
glances down at the writings from Lucy Coulter and frowns. “Maybe this stuff
will provide some answers but…I’ll look at it after classes today.” 


Echo groans. “What
time is it? I’ve got classes today too.” 


“You’ve still got
an hour before you need to get ready,” I tell her. Turning my attention to Dad,
I ask, “Any chance we can put out some kind of alert to psychiatric
facilities?” 


“About what?
Patients acting unusual? We’d get either get thousands of reports a day, or
zero, because they’ll ignore it as ridiculous.” He shakes his head. “I agree
they’ll go after the institutionalized first, but it’s just too big of a pool
to track.” 


He’s right, but we
have to try something. “What about attempted or actual murders, at least? Maybe
we can at least start to establish a pattern of who they’re going after.” 


Dad considers that
for a moment then nods. “It’s a start.” 


His gaze sweeps
around the group. When he first told me about Echo and attempting to work with
her and work around her group of friends, there was never an absence of
weariness in his voice. They grated on his patience, at times, and there were
moments he felt frustrated at having to work with a bunch of teenagers.
Technically Malachi and Kyran aren’t teenagers anymore, but when I first
arrived and had to put up with their petty arguments and jealousies, I could
definitely sympathize. 


This case has
impacted everyone involved. It’s not surprising to see him look over the group
with a burgeoning respect rather than forced patience. “Why was Coulter able to
disrupt the séance? I’ve never seen that before.” 


No one answers
immediately. Surprisingly, Malachi is the first to offer an experience. “He
never spoke her name. He did mention her, though. He was talking about her.
Maybe that was enough to give her access.” 


“Or it could be
because she killed him,” Zara says. “The Devourer who killed Archer had that
weird tether to him right? Maybe she had some sort of link.” 


Holden seems
surprised by his cousin’s suggestion—or the completeness of it anyway. Either
way, he has his own. “It’s also possible that power from the Devourers simply
makes it possible for her to bypass the protections we used.” 


Interrupting with
a grunt that expresses his disagreement, Kyran keeps his gaze on the pages he’s
studying as he speaks. “It’s probably not the last one. No offense, Holden. If
Devourers had an innate ability to hijack séances, they’d do it all the time.
Holding a spirit in a circle would be like putting them on a platter. Devourers
would never pass that up. I think it’s either the link or Noel mentioning her.”



“How do you know
Devourers don’t hijack séances?” Zara asks, intrigued. 


Kyran snorts.
“Trust me, I know.” He doesn’t elaborate, but Echo and Malachi both understand
the meaning behind his words. I can guess at what he means, but I’m interested
in knowing more. Later. 


“Holden, can you
take the lead on researching that?” I ask. I don’t want Kyran distracted from
Lucy’s writings or the ferryman’s book. Holden nods, and Zara surprises him by
offering to help. 


“Whoa,” Kyran says
suddenly. 


When he doesn’t
elaborate, Dad barks a sharp, “What?” 


Startled by his
voice, Kyran looks up. “Huh?” 


“What did you just
find?” Dad asks. He spent most of the night making sure I was all right and
didn’t get much sleep, so his patience is at a minimum. 


“Oh. It’s just
that this is the same group of symbols from the book. Just this one section.”
He whips the paper off the stack and slaps it down on the coffee table to point
at a grouping that is clearly Egyptian. 


It’s a jumble of poorly
drawn symbols, each one different. Studying language necessitated at least a
basic familiarity with early forms of language. I’m not nearly as knowledgeable
as someone who made that their specialty, or even as Kyran with his apparent
interpreting ability. I know enough to pick out the origins of at least half
the symbols even though I have no idea what they mean. 


“I don’t know what
any of the groupings mean, not for sure, but I’m pretty sure they all mean the
same thing,” Kyran says. 


Echo leans closer.
“Aren’t those the ones from your chart?” She glances at Malachi before turning
back to Kyran. “The one you said you thought was supposed to be me?” 


“Yeah,” Kyran
says. “What that means, I have no clue, but if I can figure out what even one
of these symbols means…it’ll be like a Rosetta stone. Maybe. I’ll know what
this one means in the ferryman’s book and some of the individual parts might
help me decode more of the book.” 


Pinching the
bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, Dad reaches for patience.
“What chart?” 


“I have it in my
backpack. I just didn’t really get a chance to show you what I’ve figured out
from the book last night.” 


Dad sighs. “Before
you leave for class, I want copies. Add this to what you’re studying as well.
We need progress on this as fast as possible.” He tosses a manila folder onto
his lap. 


Opening the folder
immediately, Kyran’s eyes widen to scan the newest translations from the FBI
Egyptologist. He checks out of the conversation and is quickly flipping through
her work. Hopefully it will help. We desperately need it. 


“If there’s
nothing else,” Echo says as she stands, “I’m going to go take a shower.” 


That’s the signal
for everyone to disperse. Malachi has to drag Kyran out of the apartment, his
fingers still flipping through the pages of Lucy’s notes and the translations
as they walk out. Dad and I are suddenly the only ones left in the room. He
looks like he’s asleep, but I know better. 


“She’s going to
figure it out,” he says without opening his eyes. 


“After what Kyran
said…yeah.” 


“You might as well
just tell her yourself. Maybe she’ll be less upset.” 


My jaw clenches,
and I know it doesn’t need to be said, but I say it anyway. “You’re the one who
told me to keep it to myself.” 


“Yeah, I know.” 


He offers no
apologies or excuses. I get it, I do. He made the choice based on the
circumstances at the time. It was a tossup and could have gone either way. I’m
the only who’ll take the brunt of the consequences, though. Pushing up from the
couch, I say, “I’ll talk to her tonight,” and walk out. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


27: Between


(Echo)


 


 


We have got to
deal with Lucy Coulter and the Field of Reeds issue soon or I’m not going to
survive this semester. I sigh as I shove my books back into my bag. I know
there are way more important reasons than that to lock up the Devourers and put
down a vengeful ghost. Right now, with another lab report to write up and no
time or mental energy available to actually do it, it sure feels like the most
pressing reason. 


Chemistry is my
favorite class this semester, but I struggled to concentrate all morning and
nearly ruined the experiment for the whole group when I left the solution over
the heat too long. How can I stay focused when I’m scared of Lucy attacking me
at any moment, or a Devourer bursting out of the spiritual plane and consuming
me? And what the hell is going on with Griffin? 


He was gone when I
got out of the shower this morning. I got text midway through my first class saying
he had a few things to run down and would meet me at my place after lunch. That
sounds fishy, but whatever. I need to help Kyran go through everything Morton
dumped on him this morning anyway. How he has time to work, do homework,
research stuff for the case, and play videos games, I have no idea. 


I’m the last to
make it back to the apartment. Everyone is there amid various piles of papers,
books, and lunch paraphernalia. Cerise looks like she’s building a fort on the
coffee table with all the books stacked there. Someone must have cleaned out
the library of anything even remotely related to symbols and hieroglyphs. At
the rate Zara is highlighting lines from Morton’s printouts, we’re going to need
to invest in Sharpie. 


“There’s pizza in
the kitchen,” Zara says without looking up. “The boys are in there too. Kyran’s
been waiting to show you some stuff.” 


“Thanks.” I drop
my bag by the door, careful not to move my still tender arm, and head for the
kitchen. The lab report can wait. 


The three guys are
all discussing something when I walk in and don’t notice me, so I grab a few
slices of pizza before making my way over to them. “Find anything useful yet?” 


Kyran looks up and
grins. “Come here. We’re close to figuring out what you are.” 


“What I
am,” I grumble. “That makes me sound like an alien or something.” Ghost girl I
can handle. Alien? I draw the line at being referred to as a what. 


Tugging me closer,
Kyran says, “You know what I mean. Get over here.” 


Malachi has a pen
poised over one of Lucy’s mishmash of symbols. The drawings are all hasty and
lacking any artistic talent, but several of them have labels now…or comments
anyway. 


“We started with
the Egyptian symbols first, since that’s what I’ve been studying most. The FBI
translator’s notes helped quite a bit…kinda. Anyway,” he says, pointing to a
symbol from his chart that is also on Lucy’s drawing. “There are a few
different components to this hieroglyph. They don’t seem to have been put
together like this anywhere else. Just the ferryman’s book. The notes, though,
helped me figure out some of the parts.” 


Kyran pushes the
paper aside, for some reason, and searches for another paper. Once he finds it,
he slaps it down on top of the mess. I’m not sure what to make of it at first.
The leopard print the hieroglyph woman is wearing isn’t really my style, but
it’s her headdress that’s most unusual. “Is that a marijuana leaf on her head?”



Chuckling, Malachi
says, “That’s what I thought it was, too.” 


Holden rolls his
eyes. “It’s the top of a papyrus plant. You know, the stuff they made paper out
of?” 


If that’s supposed
to explain anything…it doesn’t. Kyran must realize that. “This is Seshat, the
goddess of wisdom, knowledge, and writing. That’s where the paper comes into
play. She’s also a funerary goddess who keeps the memories of the dead alive.” 


Now that is
interesting. I pull out the chair next to Kyran and sit down. I pull the sheet
of Lucy’s symbols toward me. In the hieroglyph group Kyran thinks refers to me,
it doesn’t show the whole image of Seshat, but the headdress is there—though it
looks more like a Christmas star under a dome than a pot leaf in the simplified
drawing. The papyrus frond is only part of the whole hieroglyph, though. 


“So what about the
rest of these. The Ankh I recognize, but I don’t know what it has to do with
Seshat.” 


Holden leans
forward. “The Ankh means life, as you know, so we think the combination of
Seshat and the Ankh has something to do with bridging the gap between life and
death and might possibly have something to do with preserving knowledge
during that transition.” 


“Like I’m
supposed to be preserving their knowledge?” I ask. “That doesn’t seem to be
something I can do. I’m sure I’d have a way easier time getting through my
classes if I were absorbing ghosts’ knowledge.” I really wish that was the case
right about now. 


“There’s got to be
more to it,” Kyran says, “but we’re still working on it. There’s one more
symbol in the hieroglyph we haven’t quite figured out yet. Maybe it’ll make
things a little clearer.” 


We can only hope. 


“What about these
other drawings she did?” 


Malachi sighs.
“These are the Reiki symbols for true memory, power and protection, and energy
clearing, all clumped together, but what they all mean together? Who knows?” 


“Same with the
Celtic symbols. We’ve got the Awen for balance and divine illumination, the
Tree of Life, and the Triskele for unity between mental, physical, and
spiritual,” Holden says. “It’s the same with most of these, symbols from all
over the world, linked in ways they aren’t usually, and all pointed toward
similar but not the same ideas.” 


I munch on my
pizza as I think about that. Life, spirit, knowledge, balance, protection…did
they all boil down to a single concept—a single purpose—or are they just a list
of all the impossible things I’m supposed to be capable of doing. If
they’re even referring to me in the first place. Kyran could totally be wrong
about that. He probably isn’t…unfortunately. 


“Well, I guess we
better get back to it,” I say. 


So we do. 


Three hours later,
Griffin joins the party. He gets the stink eye from me before settling in to
help with the research. We’ll talk later—which I think he knows. I’m
contemplating taking a break to get started on my lab report when my phone rings.
It takes a few seconds to find where it’s been buried beneath random papers and
books, but when I see Mrs. Bridger’s number pop up on the screen I answer the
call quickly. 


“Is everything
okay?” I ask before she can say anything. 


“Yes, it’s fine,”
she replies. “Agent Morton just told me to let you know any time Timothy falls
asleep. His stomach was hurting, so I kept him home from school, and he just
dozed off while watching cartoons. It doesn’t mean he’ll go into the Field of
Reeds, but I wanted to let you know…just in case. We’d both feel horrible if
you were hurt again.” 


“Thanks, Mrs.
Bridger. I’m home doing research, so I should be fine even if he pulls me in.” 


“And Malachi?” 


“He’s here too.” 


She sighs in
relief. “Oh good. After what happened, I’m terrified he’s going to pull one of
you in while you’re driving and cause a head on collision or something.” She exhales
slowly, her breath quivering as she does. “He said you were able to come and go
on your own last time. Can you teach him? I’m afraid it will take him too long
to learn to control this and he or someone else will get hurt.” 


“I can try,”
I say uncertainly. I barely know what I’m doing when I leave, and I’m still not
totally sure how I got there in the first place. That was pure accident. I
don’t tell her that, though. She’s already stressed out enough as it is.
“Morton said he’s trying to locate someone who can teach him, too. He knows a
lot of intuitives and people with weird abilities. We’ll do everything we can
to help him, I promise.” 


She sounds like
she’s trying not to cry when she speaks. “Thank you, Echo.” 


I don’t really
feel worthy of her gratitude, so I just say, “We’ll figure this out.” 


I end the call
soon after and toss the phone back down. Suddenly, I want to take a nap too.
Then I think…maybe I should. This isn’t a normal time for Timothy to be in the
Field of Reeds. He tends to end up there any time he falls asleep, so there’s a
good chance he will, but if there isn’t any danger he might not call me in. If
this is an unusual time for him to be in there, maybe the Devourers won’t be
expecting him. We might get a little more accomplished if we’re not dodging
those creeps every five minutes. 


When I look up,
Griffin is watching me. “You’re going in?” 


He phrases it as a
question, but I have a feeling he knows he’s right. Yeah, we are definitely
having a nice long conversation after this. “Yeah, if I can. I figure the
Devourers might leave us alone for a while if they aren’t expecting us.” 


Malachi stands.
“Can you take me in, too?” 


“I don’t know. I’m
not even sure I can get myself back in. If I do get to the Field of Reeds and I
can’t take you, I’ll have Timothy pull you in.” 


He nods, but
doesn’t sit back down. I don’t particularly want to have to lay in bed with
Malachi on the off chance I’ll be able to bring him into the Field of Reeds
with me. I’m not sure there’s any room on the couch, though. Cerise and Zara
had it covered when I was in there earlier. Great. 


“Well, let’s go
then.” One of these days my life is going to be less weird. 


They all stand,
even though I was really only talking to Malachi. “Guys, I’m never going to be
able to fall asleep with an audience like this.” 


“I don’t think you
need to fall asleep,” Kyran says. “You just have to meditate. You weren’t
asleep last night when you went there.” 


“I wasn’t? How
could you tell?” 


He shrugs. “You
were breathing normally, then boom, fell right into a meditative pattern and
your entire body relaxed.” 


“Oh, well, okay.”
I frown, as I consider what he said more thoroughly. Plenty of therapists and
psychiatrists over the years tried to get me to meditate the ghosts away.
Clearly that didn’t work, but despite all the forced practice, I’ve never been very
good at meditating on my own. Clearing my mind has never been easy. I doubt
I’ll be any better at it now. 


“Want me to guide
you through it?” Kyran asks. When I look over at him, surprised even though I
know I shouldn’t be, he offers me a lopsided smile. “Aunt Aurelia taught me, my
dad too. Made us do it together every night after she moved in hoping it would
keep my dad in line.” 


“Did it?” I ask. 


He shrugs. “Kinda,
in some ways. In others, not so much.” 


Malachi seems
surprised by his friend speaking openly about his family. Kyran rarely even mentions
them, let alone gives up private details. Thankfully, he seems glad for the
change rather than upset. 


“Sure, if you
don’t mind,” I tell Kyran. The chances that I’ll either fall asleep or meditate
my way in on my own are pretty slim. 


“Holler if you
need anything,” Griffin says before sitting back down. Malachi and Holden
follow his lead, though more slowly. 


I jump in surprise
when Kyran takes my hand, but he’s towing me toward my room before I can say
anything about it. “Bed or floor?” he asks when we reach my room. 


Hesitation makes
me slow to answer. Being on my bed again with Kyran is dangerous. Falling into
a trance and whacking my head on the floor sounds unappealing as well. I’ve had
more than enough injuries for the present. Sighing, I say, “The bed, I guess.” 


Kyran snorts.
“Don’t sound so excited.” 


I ignore him and
sit on the bed with my legs crossed. He joins me, sitting so he’s looking
directly at me, and holds his hands out for mine. I doubt hand holding is
strictly necessary, but I could use a reassuring touch right now. I take his
hands and exhale. My eyes close a moment later and I try to remember what
various shrinks taught me about meditation. It’s been a while since I’ve made
the attempt. 


“What breathing
pattern do you prefer?” 


“Um, I don’t know.
I usually just count, but it doesn’t seem to work very well.” 


“Okay, let’s try
abdominal breathing then. It’s more active and forces you to focus a little
more.” He withdraws his hands from mine, then says, “Lie down. It’ll be easier
that way.” 


So he says. I keep
my grumbling to myself and lay back. Lying down next to him is not going to
help my concentration. At all. 


Maybe he’s reading
my mind, because instead of lying down with me, he stays sitting but scoots in
next to me. I think this is probably better, safer, until he presses his hands
to my rib cage. I freeze, not sure what he’s doing but liking the feel of his
hands on me way too much. 


“Now, you want
your middle fingertips together, just barely touching, right below your
sternum,” Kyran instructs. “When you take a deep breath in, expand your abdomen
as you breathe…” He waits for me to do it, then continues. “Feel how your rib
cage opens and the tips of my fingers separate?” 


I nod, wondering
if he’ll let me try it again before he pulls away. I wasn’t terribly worried
about my appearance this morning and only threw on a sports bra under my
t-shirt. I don’t think he realizes how his thumbs are brushing against me, but
I’m having a really hard time not thinking about it right now. 


“Echo, did you
hear what I just said?” Kyran asks. 


My eyes flutter
open and I stare at him blankly. Clearly that’s answer enough. 


“Should we try a
different pattern?” he asks. 


“This one’s fine,”
I say, swallowing my embarrassment. “It just might work better if you’re not
touching me like this.” 


Kyran’s lips part,
then press closed again. “Yeah,” he says, “you’re probably right.” The corner
of his mouth turns up, but he purposely looks away. “Sorry.” 


“Don’t be.” I
wasn’t exactly complaining. 


Kyran chuckles
nervously and scoots back from me so we’re no longer touching. “Try again?” 


I nod and take a
deep breath. Once my hands are in position, I focus solely on what my breath is
doing and whether or not my fingertips are separating. Stray thoughts try to
creep in, but I force myself to focus harder—to not think about Timothy yet, or
Lucy, or how Kyran is still within reach. I’m sure I’ve been lying here at
least an hour before that strange, peaceful feeling settles in. It’s such a
rare thing for me, it feels weird, almost creepy. The emptiness of thought is
disorienting. I’ve got to be one of the only people in the world whose skin
crawls at the feeling of clam. Such is my life. 


Once I settle into
the feeling enough that it no longer feels as though someone were watching me,
I think back to last night when I accidentally took myself into the Field of
Reeds. As soon as the thought forms, so does the memory. It’s super weird and
nearly makes me lose my focus. I hold on, barely, and let the memory replay in
my mind. Getting home required thinking of Kyran and the peace being with him
inspires. Leaving the living world requires the need for refuge, for what the
Field used to be before the Devourers began destroying it. 


I let my thoughts
center, not on the forest I’m used to seeing when Timothy pulls me in, but on
the blank greyness of the world I visited last night. Seeing Timothy’s version
was helpful in understanding the lore we were dealing with. Seeing no version
at all leaves the spiritual plane bare of hiding places and bare of masks.
Those are the expectations I form in my mind as I imagine myself moving between
realms of existence. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


28: All That’s
Left


(Echo)


 


 


It worked. It
actually worked! 


I glance around in
surprise. The grey nothingness is a comfort this time. There are no trees or
hills or caves to obscure the approach of a Devourer. It won’t help Timothy see
them, but I’ll be able to give us some warning, at least. Considering the
Devourers, I immediately wish Malachi were here, which reminds me I’m supposed
to try to pull him in. Not exactly sure where to start with that, I simply
focus on him like I did in trying to get here. 


I get nothing. 


Well, not nothing.
I do feel something, some presence, but it’s here in this plane. They’re
here in this plane. There’s more than one, I realize. Panic begins to creep
into my mind, but I do my best to hold it off for just a little while. The
spots of life I feel aren’t dangerous. At least, they don’t feel dangerous. I
can’t really explain that. It is what it is, though, and I decide to trust it. 


Forgetting trying
to reach Malachi for the time being, I turn toward the nearest pinpoint of life
and walk in that direction. The sensation grows slightly stronger the closer I
get. It’s vague no matter what, but there is enough of a change that I can tell
I’m heading in the right direction. My sense of time is as nonexistent as the
scenery in this place, so I have no idea how long I walk before I see
something. A lump. A little dark bump in the otherwise drab expanse. I can’t
quite tell what it is, but I move a little faster. When I get close enough to
tell it’s a little rear end sticking up from a balled up little boy, I run. 


“Timothy,” I call
out as I near him. “Timothy, it’s Echo.” 


He lifts his head
from where he had it hidden in his arms and stares at me. “You did it again.” 


“I did,” I say
proudly. “Your mom said you fell asleep so I came in to make sure you were
okay.” 


Sighing in relief
despite not seeing any signs of Devourers nearby, he scrambles forward
awkwardly and climbs to his feet. Half a second later he throws his arms around
me. “I hate being here alone. It used to be really nice, but now…” 


I know he must see
the dying, black trees and the frightening darkness that were once a beautiful
forest. Hugging him close, I say, “I bet it’ll go back to being like that once
we get rid of the monsters.” 


He sighs. “I hope
so.” 


“Speaking of monsters,
have you seen any since arriving?” 


Timothy shakes his
head. “No, I just found that tree to hide under and stayed there.” He frowns
and looks up at me. “How’d you find me? The branches went all the way to the
ground and I didn’t think anyone would see me there.” 


“I can’t see the
trees,” I tell him. “It’s all empty and grey. I can only see you right now.
Nothing else.” 


“How’d you come in
so close to me? I can’t control where I arrive. Can you?” 


Honestly, I have
no idea, since everything looks the same. I have what’s probably a more useful
answer, anyway. “I could feel where you were.” 


He considers this
for a moment. “That’s super weird. I can’t feel you. I thought I was the only
one who could feel stuff like that. Can you feel the souls? Can you help me
find them?” 


I have to think
about that for a moment. I did feel multiple spots of life when I first
arrived, but now I realize it’s not a bunch of other blips on my spiritual
radar. It’s one. “There’s one other person or soul or whatever that I can feel,
but that’s it.” 


Worry crowds in as
I wonder if we’re too late. Is there only one soul left in this entire place?
That can’t be, right? The Devourers have eaten a lot of souls, but surely not
that many. 


“There’s more
souls than just one,” Timothy says. That’s a huge relief, but also confusing.
He seems to think so as well. “If I’m feeling lots of souls really far away,
but you can only feel one…are the others just too far away for you to feel or
is it…” His voice trails off as his thoughts pull together. Suddenly, his eyes
widen. “What if it’s my dad, Echo? He’s not like the other souls. He’s
different!” 


Immediately, I
hope he’s right, but I hesitate jumping to that conclusion too quickly.
“Maybe,” I admit, “but let’s not rush off too quickly. It might not be him.” 


Timothy nods in
agreement, then grabs my hand, ready to go. 


“Maybe you should
bring Malachi in. I tried, but I couldn’t find him.” 


Nodding again, he
wastes no time. A few seconds later, a new spot of life pops up in my
awareness. I turn to the left and am still startled to see Malachi standing
there trying to get his balance. 


“Man, I don’t
think I’ll ever get used to that.” He shakes his head and stalks over to us. He
looks at me first. “Did you do that?” 


Shaking my head, I
shrug. “Guess I can only move myself between worlds.” 


“Come on, come
on,” Timothy pleads as he tugs on my arm. “Let’s go find my dad!” 


Malachi’s
attention piques. “You know where he is?” 


Timothy nods
vigorously, but I say, “Maybe.” Malachi’s express begs for a little more. “I
can feel some sort of presence. Not souls, apparently, but whatever we are
while we’re here. There’s someone else in here with us.” 


Frowning, Malachi
looks down at our little companion thoughtfully. “There may be others like him
or you.” 


I nod, knowing
full well this might not lead to Mr. Bridger, and will quite likely put us all
in danger. “We have to check,” I say. 


Malachi isn’t
thrilled about it, but he nods. “Everything still empty and grey for you?” he
asks me. When I nod, he seems pleased. “Play lookout then. You’ve got the best
view right now.” 


I do as he says,
glad I don’t have to be the defender. Despite what Timothy said about me being
able to interact with the souls, I’m still pretty useless as a weapon. 


After pointing our
little group in the right direction, I sweep my gaze back and forth, forward
and behind, every few seconds. I see nothing, but it’s difficult to gauge how
far I’m seeing. This place is too weird to trust completely. Aside from
correcting our course every so often, I watch for Devourers and ignore the
little pulse of life. 


“I remembered
another story,” Timothy says quietly, “one from the end of the book.” 


“What story?” I
ask. 


“You know how when
a person dies, the Ka can stay behind for a while before it goes to join the
Ba?” 


Malachi and I both
nod. 


“Well,” Timothy
continues, “in the story, the Ka of a priest got lost in the mortal world. He
couldn’t find his body, because someone moved it or something. I don’t
remember. Anyway, he got lost and couldn’t find his food and water and all his
other stuff he was buried with. If the Ka stays with the living too long
without that stuff, it turns bad.” 


“Why does it turn
bad?” I ask. I know why in real life…or whatever. Distinguishing real from not
real is getting harder by the minute. In my experience, ghosts go bad
when they have unresolved issue that remain unresolved even after death and
they’re trapped in the world of the living instead of crossing over…coming
here, I guess. I’m curious why the Egyptians believed that, though. 


Timothy thinks for
a moment, then says, “It’s something called the Journey of the Sun. They
thought the sun went to the underworld every night, then bumped into Osiris’s
mummy, I guess, and it gave them both new energy. Bas do the same thing. They come
back to the bodies at night and it made them good again, which I guess kept the
Kas from being bad. It’s kinda of confusing.” 


“No kidding,”
Malachi says. 


“Anyway, the story
said the priest’s Ka got upset because it couldn’t find its body and it started
going bad. If the Ka goes bad, all his memories get lost, and priests knew a
lot of stuff back then, more than regular people, so he was pretty worried. He
had to go find this special person who could help him.” 


He pauses for a
moment and I quickly ask a question before he can continue. “What do you mean
his memories would be lost?” 


Timothy looks up
at me, surprised I don’t already know the answer. “When spirits go really bad,
they change into something else. They don’t remember who they used to be and all
their memory’s go away.” 


“Oh.” That doesn’t
mesh exactly with what I’ve seen, but vengeful ghosts certainly do seem
to forget everything but the one thing they’re pissed off about.
Certainly they forget the rest of their humanity. 


“Who is this
special person?” Malachi asks. “Does she, or he, have a name?” 


Considering the
question, Timothy eventually shakes his head. “Not like regular gods. In the
story she’s just called the Caretaker. I can’t really read her full name. It
was a lot of different hieroglyphs, like five of them, and my dad only taught
me a little bit before he died.” 


Malachi and I look
at each other. There are five hieroglyphs, one yet to be identified, in the
string of hieroglyphs he’s convinced is referring to me. The connection to the
Ka and memory is something to note, even if Timothy can’t translate the name. 


“Will you tell
Kyran about the story?” Timothy asks. 


“Of course,” I
tell him. “Thanks for telling it to us.” 


Timothy smiles,
then yawns. “Are we getting close? I don’t know how much longer I’ll stay
asleep.” 


Reaching out to
sense the little blob of life in the distance, I try to pinpoint a distance. It
definitely feels closer, but how close? It’s hard to tell. “I think we’re
almost there,” I tell him anyway. 


However long
later, we still aren’t there, but something catches my eye off to the left and
I turn to look at it. I blink, thinking maybe my eyes are just sick of looking
at nothing. When I open them again, the hazy line of shadow is still there. I
stop and stare at it. It’s almost like a horizon line, but of darkness rather
than light. I can’t figure out what it might be until I see Malachi look down
at his arm. He doesn’t seem to be in pain, but he pushes back his sleeve as
though he can feel something on his arm. 


Instead of the
bright red flare of light I’ve seen come from his mark in the past, this time
there is only a faint red glow around the edges of the circle. He seems
confused, but I suddenly understand what the dark horizon line is. 


“Run!” I shriek. 


Malachi doesn’t
question me. He slings Timothy into his arms and we sprint forward. Neither of
us know where we’re going, and I’m half tempted to just take us all out of
here, but the breadth of the dark line says it isn’t just a few Devourers
coming for us this time. It’s all of them. If they’re coming in force like
this, it’s not to pick off a few stragglers. They’re coming for war. Whether
against us or Timothy’s dad and the souls he’s most likely protecting, I have
no idea. It doesn’t matter now. We’ll all be killed and the Devourers will
escape if we don’t reach Mr. Bridger first and get the Key. 


“Echo!” Malachi
shouts. “Run faster!” 


I quit looking at
the line of Devourers behind me and face forward. Malachi and Timothy are
twenty feet ahead of me, and I can tell from the look on Malachi’s face that he
doesn’t want to break any promises tonight, to me or Morton. He can only keep us
both safe if I speed the hell up and don’t force him to choose between me and
Timothy. I am not a runner. My chest already feels as if it’s about to explode,
but I force myself to put everything I have into catching up. 


As soon as I’m
within reach, Malachi grabs my arm and picks up speed. I can barely keep my
feet under me with as fast as he’s running, but somehow I manage it. Or he
does. When Malachi’s mark is active, I can’t really explain what happens to
him. There’s precious little I can explain, about much of anything. 


“Daddy!” Timothy
screams. I stumble trying to look up at him, then to where he’s pointing.
Malachi yanks me back to my feet and practically throws me forward. A second
later, he’s tossing Timothy into my arms and spinning around to face the army
of Devourers pressing down on us. I forget about Mr. Bridger the second I see
them all. 


They aren’t
orderly. There are no rows of soldiers, no observable order to their attack.
Hordes of them simply barrel forward, crawling over the top of one another to
be the first to reach us, to feast on the souls who earned paradise but are
about to lose it. 


Timothy nearly
falls over my shoulder with all his scrambling. He screams for his father
again, reminding me of our purpose here. Spinning, I have to stifle a scream
when I find myself face to face with a man trying to take Timothy from me. I
pull back on instinct, but Timothy pushes away from me and into his father’s
arms. Mr. Bridger hugs him to his chest tightly, but reluctantly tears his gaze
from his son to level at me. 


“Take this,” he
orders and he shoves something into my hand. “The ritual will take both of you.
Timothy here. You in the living world. Meet him back here once you’re ready.”
His gaze drops to his son and phantom tears well in his eyes. “I know what
Malachi is to you, but please,” he begs, “please send him with Timothy when the
time comes. He can’t protect himself. Not with as powerful as the Devourers are
now. Please.” 


His request
terrifies me beyond what I can express. Emotion closes my throat and makes my
eyes swim with tears. I nod, regardless, because what else can I do? 


“Thank you,” he
croaks. Then he’s shoving Timothy back into my arms despite the boy’s pleas to
stay with him. 


“Wait! Wait!” I
scream as I grab him. “The ritual, how? I don’t know what to do!” 


He tears out of my
grip. “It’s in the book.” Mr. Bridger steps out of my reach. His gaze shifts,
staring directly behind us. It’s a fraction of a second, then his gaze is back
on me. “Save as many as you can.” 


“We’ll save you,
Daddy!” Timothy screams. “We’ll save you! Stay here with us. Stay here!” 


Tears slip down
Mr. Bridger’s cheeks. “You can save them, sweet boy, but not me. I already made
my choice. I love you, but I have to say goodbye now.” 


He turns away and
Timothy does everything he can to follow him. I can barely hold onto his little
flailing body. I can’t see anything because I’m crying as much as he is. “Save
him, Echo,” he pleads. “Save him! Don’t let him go! You can stop him! You can
hold onto him and make him stay! Please!” 


Maybe I could stop
him, hold him like I held onto the soul the Devourer tried to eat. But it
wouldn’t save him. It would kill us all. I can’t and don’t tell Timothy any of
that. I hold him more tightly against my body and step back, back toward the
souls his father begged us to save. I say nothing when Timothy screams at me to
stop, to save his dad. I take another step even though he tells me he’ll hate
me forever if I don’t save his dad. Even when he screams that he doesn’t care
about the souls, I take another step. Into the mass of souls huddling terrified
like a herd of helpless sheep. 


They souls crowd
in around me, but I can’t do anything but watch Mr. Bridger step up even with
Malachi. I almost fall to my knees at the sight of them ready to face down the
Devourers. Then, I feel like the world’s worst person when I see Mr. Bridger
continue forward, past Malachi, and relief rolls over me that I won’t have to
watch both of them die. Timothy screams even louder, cries even harder, hates
me even more. He throws himself against my chest and sobs uncontrollably. 


The only thing I
can do is hold him and rub his back and promise I won’t leave him. I don’t know
if that last part helps because I’m positive he despises me right now, but I
repeat myself over and over again. Mr. Bridger has almost reached the Devourers
when I realize I’m not the only one comforting Timothy. Dozens of hands are
touching him, insubstantial white blurs all trying to reassure him. The souls
of the worthy are facing their final death, yet they’re trying to soothe a
terrified young boy. I don’t have to doubt their admittance to this place was
deserved. 


“You won’t win
this fight,” Mr. Bridger’s voice booms through the space. “Turn away. Go back
to where you belong. You have no right to be here!” 


A horrible,
ear-splitting wail erupts from the mass of Devourers. Timothy covers his ears
and the souls shrink back. Malachi’s mark flares, painting the grey surface
he’s standing on a bloody red. Mr. Bridger lights up a brilliant white. Even
though his head is turned away from his father, something alerts him and
Timothy whips around to stare at the light. 


“No, Daddy,” he
whispers. 


“What is he
doing?” I ask. The souls press in closer to us, clearly terrified by what
they’re witnessing. 


“What he did last
time, but forever.” His body begins shaking as his tears renew. 


I don’t know what
he means. Mr. Bridger tore his soul from his body to stay here and keep the
Devourers from getting both the Feather and the Key from him. He killed himself
to protect this place and all the souls contained here. How can he possibly do
it…again? My shoulders slump. Then I panic. 


“Malachi!” 


He turns, sees the
expression on my face and abandons his position. As he runs for us, I put
Timothy on the ground and press his face between my hands. “This is not going
to be good. We have to save as many souls as we can. Gather them all in.
However you can, pull them in close so Malachi can protect us.” 


There is no
arguing this time. Timothy slaps his hand to his chest and brings the feather
to life. The souls suck in around us. They either answer the call immediately
or have no choice in coming. It doesn’t matter. I have no idea what Malachi
might be able to do with his mark. It’s meant only to protect me, I think, but
there must be something. Anything to protect us from both the Devourers and the
aftermath of what Mr. Bridger is about to do. 


I reach down to
pull Timothy in closer, and gasp. Grabbing his arm, I shake him to get his
attention. His gaze focuses, though he seems confused. “Stop pulling them in,”
I beg. “Don’t absorb anymore souls. We have to come back one more time. You’re
already too easy for them to find! Any more and you’ll be like a beacon to
them.” 


He stares at me,
uncertain and scared. “I don’t know how else to save them.” 


Neither do I. 


“Get down!”
Malachi barks. He lifts his arm, the red light flaring out around us. I don’t
know what he’s doing when he reaches his free hand up to cover the mark. I
almost shout at him to stop, because that seems like a really bad idea, but he
clamps his hand down over the mark and suddenly the light changes. It
solidifies into a…shield. 


The souls need no
prodding now, they cram in under the half dome, knowing they won’t survive
otherwise. They’re too insubstantial to actually crowd us. The feel of their
energy swarming all over us is enough to make me feel as though I’m
suffocating. I shove the panic that inspires down as deep as I can and fix my
gaze on Mr. Bridger. He’s a single man—the fractured soul of a dead
man—standing against an army of murderers. Malachi looks back at me, a hopeless
expression on his face that says he doesn’t believe Mr. Bridger can possibly do
anything to stop them. I almost wish I was as hopeless. The truth is even
worse. 


The light hovering
around Mr. Bridger grows brighter as the Devourers suddenly launch their
attack. They bury him in an instant and Timothy cries out. If only his final
death could be so swift. I close my eyes against what’s about to happen and
force Timothy’s face into my chest so he can’t see either. He fights me, but I whisper,
“Don’t watch, don’t watch,” over and over again. 


Despite my own
advice, my eyes open. Timothy’s plea that I save his father loops through my
mind. I think maybe I should have been able to, if I knew more, if I had
trained longer—not spent so much time hiding from myself and my abilities. I
can touch souls in this place. Doesn’t that mean something? Shouldn’t I have
been able to do something more useful than hide behind Malachi’s shield? 


The white light
flares as Mr. Bridger screams in utter, incomprehensible agony. All the souls
he absorbed and attempted to save scream with him. It’s their energy that gives
him power, more power than what destroying his own unique soul is capable of
producing. I know without questioning that they gave themselves as willing as
he is. That means something, but it doesn’t stop their screams from piercing
straight through to my own soul as their goodness in life is turned into devastation.



Light meets
darkness as the unleashed power flashes through the realm in the form of a frigid,
icy wave of pure destruction. The screaming stops, but the silence is almost
worse. I force myself to watch every second as Devourers are disintegrated,
though only the ones in the first few ranks. I’m not even sure if they’ve been
permanently destroyed, or just dismantled. Those further back are only thrown
back—far into the distance…and not unharmed. The rest scatter back to the edges
of sight, back to the dark corners they’ve created with their depravity. 


In the center of
it all, the mindlessly grey space has been forever changed. All that’s left of
Robert Bridger is a white scorch mark, edged by the blackness he attempted to
destroy. The last shred of whatever is it that’s been holding me together
breaks. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


29: Follow


(Echo)


 


 


As soon as we’re back, I hear an explosion
of motion from the kitchen. Malachi. His voice carries through the little
apartment as he demands someone check on Timothy, call his mom, hurry up! Then
he’s barreling toward my room where I lay staring up at the ceiling. Kyran is
talking to me. I don’t respond. I can’t. It will all come spilling out if I
open my mouth. All the darkness, all the black shame, all the guilt for not
being able to protect Timothy from witnessing something so horrible. 


Malachi yanks me out of Kyran’s grip, then
shakes me when I don’t answer his questions about whether or not I’m all right.
He shouts for Griffin, but he’s already there, hovering, equally worried.
Everyone is there. All staring at me. All waiting for me to say something. All
waiting to see if I’ll implode or break or run screaming from the apartment. 


“I’m fine,” I finally manage to say. 


No one believes me. 


“I just…can I have a few minutes alone?” 


No one moves. 


“Please?” I beg. 


Finally, Griffin puts his hand on
Malachi’s shoulder. Malachi pulls away. “I’m not leaving! Not after what she
just went through. She is not okay.” 


“I know that,” Griffin says patiently,
“but shaking her and yelling at her isn’t helping.” 


Malachi scowls at him, and looks ready to
throw a punch. 


“Go call Timothy,” Griffin says. “Make
sure he’s okay. That will help Echo more right now.” 


I do want to know Timothy is safe and
sane, somewhere deep down I want that. Too far away to really concentrate on at
the moment. Thinking about Timothy too hard will make me think about everything
else I’m carefully keeping behind the floodgates at the moment. All it will
take is just one little crack. 


Griffin gives Malachi a less than gentle
shove, but it gets him moving. He only has to look at his dad before Morton
steps out. Zara and Holden hesitate, but neither one seems willing to go up
against Griffin when he motions for them to step out as well. His easy
dominance over them all hints at something I was supposed to ask about,
question Griffin. It’s back there with everything else, all the stuff that
can’t be felt right now. That I won’t feel right now. 


When Griffin turns back to Kyran, I feel a
light pressure form around my waist. Looking down, I’m surprised to see Kyran’s
arm cinched around me. His grip is tight, but I barely feel it. I barely feel
anything. Good. I don’t want to feel anything. It’s a relief. Finally a break
from all this madness. I think maybe I’ll stay like this for a while. For as
long as I can. Numb is better than facing reality. 


“I need you to trust me, Kyran.” 


“Trust you to what?” he demands. “What can
you do that I can’t?” 


I’m not sure why, but I think Kyran is
wrong about that. What am I supposed to ask Griffin? It’s important, I think,
but I can’t reach those memories. Not without going through Timothy and his
father and…I shake those thoughts away. Griffin can wait. 


“Kyran, please. She just needs some time
alone to process everything. Go check on Malachi. He’s not okay either. He’s
the one you can help right now.” 


Malachi? I wonder what Griffin means by
that. Concern attempts to bubble up for my friend, for my protector, for the
only other person in this apartment who understands what just happened. Cracks
form in the wall keeping everything back and I shut down my concern for
Malachi. He’s stronger than me. He’ll be fine. Kyran will help him. He can’t
help me. 


There’s more talking, but I tune it out.
Suddenly, Kyran gets up. The second he’s not touching me anymore, my body goes
cold. I panic. Griffin was wrong. He was wrong. My breathing escalates and
memories of the icy blast try to force their way in. Before I can completely
melt down, Griffin takes his place. His arms wrap around my trembling body and
he pulls me into his lap. The cold retreats. The numbness doesn't. 


He doesn’t make me talk. He doesn’t ask a
single question. Instead, he strokes my hair in silence and holds me until I
stop shaking. Only then do I notice how dark it is. I went to meet Timothy in
the middle of the afternoon. The lamp on my nightstand illuminates the room,
but outside the window is pitch black. That is both confusing and comforting. I
remember walking forever, then I squash that memory before I can think about
where we walked to. 


“What time is it?” I ask. 


Griffin glances down at me, his expression
calm but still worried. “Just after eleven. You guys were gone for quite a
while.” 


I nod and lay my head against his chest
again. 


“Do you want to talk about it?” 


I start shaking again and squeeze my eyes
shut. He doesn’t ask again, but he reaches for the lamp and I grab his arm. He
looks down at me, confused. “I don’t want you to stay.” 


“Echo…” 


“Please,” I beg. 


“You shouldn’t be left alone right now.” 


“I want to be alone. I deserve
to be alone.” 


“Why?” 


I turn away from him and refuse to answer.
Flashes of Timothy sucking up souls, Malachi’s shield, Mr. Bridger walking away
from us, all threaten to claw their way to the surface. Griffin is dulling the
pain. I don’t want the memories, but I need to feel the pain. It’s cowardly of
me to hide from it. Everyone else did something in there. Everyone but me. I
stood there. Didn’t stop Mr. Bridger. Didn’t help Malachi. Didn’t save a single
soul. I was useless. I stood by and watched him die. 


Pulling out of Griffin’s embrace, I wrap
my arms around my body and tuck my knees up to my stomach. “Please, leave me
alone.” He shakes his head and I get angry. “Go away, Griffin! You’re making it
worse, don’t you get that?” 


“How am I making it worse?” he demands. 


I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense. But
he is. He is. “Don’t make me feel better,” I snap. “Don’t make me feel less.
That’s not fair!” 


“Not fair?” He stares at me in confusion.
“I’m trying to help you.” 


“Well, stop it! I don’t want your help,
okay? I don’t want anyone’s help. I want to face this…by…myself. All of it.
Feel all the responsibility and shame and guilt. Without you. Without anyone
else.” 


“You don’t have to,” he argues. 


I point a shaking finger at him, furious
now, not caring that I’m being irrational. “You told me I had to! You said I
have to be strong. Quit shutting down. Quit relying on other people. You said
that! So go away and let me. Quit babysitting me. You’re not my brother,
Griffin. You’re not responsible for me. Go! Away!” 


Slowly, Griffin stands. He gaze is steady
on me. I know he thinks I’m being ridiculous, but I don’t give a damn. I just
want him gone. Whatever the hell he’s doing to me, I want it to stop. He can’t
stop me from facing the fact that I am completely and utterly useless in this
war against the Devourers. I couldn’t even save one man when I had the chance.
I let a little boy watch his father die because I couldn’t do a damn thing to
help him. 


“All right,” Griffin says. “I’ll go.” 


He watches me the whole way to the bedroom
door. I want to throw something at him. I’m so sick of him treating me like a
baby. I scowl at him, hating the concern in his eyes. It can’t be real. No one
who truly understands me and the things I’ve done would feel that way. He shuts
the door behind him and I’m finally alone. 


Suddenly, I feel like I’m suffocating.
Everything crushes in on me, emotions I can’t deal with, memories that are
screaming to be released, fear of having to go back to that place, panic that
everyone will know I’m not what they think I am. It all threatens to boil over
and I realize I was wrong. There are voices outside my door. Griffin’s.
Morton’s. Talking about me, I’m sure. Debating my sanity, probably. 


I need Griffin back. Desperately. I refuse
to call for him. So I listen as I fight for control of my breathing and
shaking. His words are a jumbled mess. What they’re saying is lost. I can only
listen for their voices, hear them quiet then vanish all together as they walk
away. Pain blossoms in the center of my chest. I don’t know where it’s coming
from. My fingers are numb and my lips feel weird. Panic assaults me as I
picture them all standing in the hall, whispering, wondering, blaming. Malachi
has surely told them all by now what happened, how I did nothing and let Mr.
Bridger die. 


I have to get out of here. 


Fumbling with my trembling, clenched
fingers, I scoop my keys into my numb hands. Getting off the bed is harder than
usual. My body isn’t working properly. I know I’m having a panic attack in some
corner of my mind, but it’s not as important as escaping. Gripping the
doorknob, I pause. They’ll try to stop me. I don’t know how I’ll get past them.
I have to get away, though. I have to. 


Carefully pulling the door open, I peek
out in the hall. Empty. I step through. Check the living room. Empty. Voices
reach me from the kitchen. Maybe if they’re all talking, I can just slip out.
It sounds ridiculous, even to my scrambled mind, but I start moving before the
thought finishes. Within seconds I’m at the front door. Turn the handle.
Quietly. Slip through. Gently pull it closed. Down the stairs. Where is my car?
I can’t remember. 


Any kind of memory is dangerous right now.
I can’t think about coming home from class or where I parked, so I shuffle down
the aisle in search of it. Each step heightens my fears that someone will come
after me, stop me. I move faster, panic setting in as I begin to wonder if it’s
disappeared. It has to be here. It has to be here. 


The sound of a shoe moving against the
asphalt sends me spinning, gasping as a dark figure stares at me as it leans
against a car. My car. My arms fall to my side. I can feel myself shutting
down, giving in. There’s nothing I can do anyway. Nothing I should do, really.
I deserve this. 


“Where are you going?” 


Griffin’s voice sends a shot of life
through me. Anger follows closely as I realize he’s trying to interfere and
stop me again. Then confusion. How did he know? How did he get down here so
fast? “I don’t know,” I hear myself say. My brain is still trying to process
half a dozen panic-fueled questions, but more words tumble out of my mouth.
“Away from here. From all of it.” 


“There’s nowhere you can go to escape it,”
Griffin says. 


Anger overpowers everything else. “You
think I don’t know that?” I scream at him. 


“I know you know that. So why are you
running?” 


“Because I don’t know what else to do,” I
sob. Tears streak down my face, the first sign of emotion aside from my
yelling. “I just want it to all be over.” 


Griffin reaches out a hand. “Come with
me.” 


I slap it away. “Leave me alone.” 


“I won’t. I can’t.” 


“Why not?” 


“Because I care too much about you to let
you self-destruct.” 


Glaring at him, I say, “You mean you care
too much about the fate of the world, right? Well, guess what? I can’t do it.
Whatever it is I’m supposed to do, I can’t do it. I can’t do anything!” 


“I don’t care,” Griffin says. “About any
of it.” I roll my eyes and try to turn away, but he grabs my arm and hauls me
back. “I don’t. I don’t give a rat’s ass about the souls or the Devourers or
what will happen if they get loose. The dead and the living have worked things
out for millennia without you. They’ll keep doing it, one way or another. You,
though, you I care about. You don’t deserve all the shit you’ve been put
through. You don’t deserve to feel like this, to feel like nobody in this world
cares about you…just you. No ulterior motives. 


“Everyone has always wanted something from
you from day one, right?” he asks. “The ghosts. Your parents. Your friends.
Your followers online. My dad. Madeline. Timothy. Everyone. Who has ever come
into your life and not expected or wanted something from you? And then when you
disappoint them, they blame you. So you absorb the shame and guilt, hate
yourself for being weak and not being everything to everybody. You do it until
you’re filled to the brim and can’t possibly accept one more speck without
imploding, right?” 


I stare at him, stunned. I don’t know if
he’s actually expecting an answer, I need to give him one. An honest
one. “Yes.” I start crying in earnest then, and suddenly I’m in Griffin’s arms
again. 


“There is nothing in this world, or any
other, that I want from you, Echo. Do you believe that?” he asks as he brushes
my soggy hair back from my face. 


I nod, realizing I really do believe him. 


“Good,” he says, “now come with me. I have
an idea.” The way he says idea sounds like it’s one he’s going to get in
trouble for, but I will follow him into just about anything right now. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


30: The Point


(Griffin)


 


 


Dad is going to murder me for this, but
the gym is closed, it’s too late to go to the tree, and we’re way past the
point of meditation or a tub of ice cream. I’ll deal with the consequences
after I make sure Echo doesn’t run her car into a tree or something equally
stupid and dangerous. I keep a steely grip on her hand as I tug my keys from my
jeans pocket and unlock the door to my temporary home. 


Echo doesn’t say anything as I push her
inside. Dad should be on his way to check on Timothy right now. Hopefully it
will take a while and he won’t be home any time soon. Echo doesn’t fight me
when I tell her to sit on the couch. She curls in on herself the second I let
go of her hand. Her eyes widen at the loss of contact and she begins rocking
back and forth. Giving in to my offer of help by no means fixed anything inside
her. 


Hurrying into the kitchen, I grab several
bottles from the fridge and don’t waste any time getting back to her. She
stares at me in confusion when I twist the top off one and hold it out to her.
“You want me to drink that?” 


“Have you ever had a beer before?” I’ve
seen her fake I.D., but have no idea whether or not she’s ever used it. When
she shakes her head back and forth, I’m not surprised. I doubt her parents kept
alcohol in the house given what they believed to be her psychiatric issues and
need for attention. Combine that with their iron-fisted control over her life,
and I bet she never snuck out to a party to try it either. 


I place the beer bottle in her hand and
say, “Drink it.” 


“Why?” 


Sighing, I sit down next to her and twist
the top of my beer. “This is hardly the best way to manage what you’re going
through, but we don’t have a lot of options at midnight on a Tuesday. It will
help enough to get you through tonight. Tomorrow we’ll try something else.” 


She’s skeptical, but trusts me enough to
lift the bottle to her lips with the still-trembling hands. Or she’s desperate
enough. It’s hard to tell with everything swimming around inside her right now.
Dad is so going to kill me for this. Tentative, yet begging for any kind of
relief, Echo tips the liquid into her mouth. She splutters the second she
tastes it and screws up her face in disgust. 


“Gross! Is it supposed to taste like
that?” 


I can’t help laughing and take a small
swig of mine. “Yes. It grows on you after a while.” 


She shakes her head. “No it won’t. That’s
disgusting.” But she takes another drink. Then another. 


I’m tempted to tell her to slow down, because
I know she hasn’t eaten anything since lunch. The beer isn’t that strong,
though, and she needs to dull the memories and pain quickly before they break
through the emotional barrier she’s barely holding in place. I want it to come
down, but not yet. Not before she can process at least some of what she faced
tonight without breaking under the weight of it. 


“How long does it take for this stuff
to…work?” Echo asks. She’s clutching the bottle with both hands and they’re
still shaking. 


“Not long considering you’ve got an empty
stomach. Sit tight while I get you some water.” 


“Water?” 


“Alcohol dehydrates you, which gives you a
nasty hangover. You have to drink water along with alcohol to keep that from
happening.” 


I get up and head for the kitchen. I’m already
going to be in enough trouble for this as it is without leaving Echo completely
incapacitated tomorrow morning. I grab several water bottles from the fridge
and spot a few other, possibly more palatable options for Echo. Personally, I
can’t stand sugary mixed drinks, but this might prove a more effective plan if
she doesn’t vomit up her drinks before they do any good. 


As I grab the bottle of pre-mixed
margarita from the door, I decide to try the Bloody Mary mix as well. Mixing
alcohols is a sure way to make her sick, but just a taste of each until I find
one she can stand should be fine. On the top shelf is a half empty bottle of
Bailey’s, but I pass on that and go for the bottle of Vodka I have no doubt
will be in the freezer. I pull it out from between several frozen meals and
sigh. Dad doesn’t usually keep this much alcohol in the house. Echo isn’t the
only one struggling to get through this case. Deciding to deal with that later,
I carry everything back to the living room. 


“I don’t know if I can drink any more of
this,” Echo says. She’s still clutching the half-empty bottle, but looks like
she’s going to hurl if I tell her to keep going. 


I take the bottle from her and set it on
the coffee table. “Try this,” I say, pouring the Bloody Mary mix into a glass
for her. It’s less bitter than the beer, so hopefully she can stomach it. If I
had been planning ahead, I would have gotten something light for her rather
than the dark beers Dad and I prefer, but this wasn’t exactly what I thought
I’d be doing tonight. 


Handing the glass over, I watch as Echo
studies it. “What is it?” 


“Basically spiked V8. Try it. It shouldn’t
upset your stomach as much.” 


She grimaces, but lifts the glass and
takes a drink. She pushes the glass back at me right away. “Sick, it’s like
drinking spicy salsa! Why would you give that to me? Does any alcohol taste
good?” 


“Not at first,” I say, chuckling at her
reaction, “except maybe those girly cocktails that are more sugar than alcohol,
but all that sugar can also leave you with a nasty hangover—which I’m trying to
avoid. You get used to the taste after a while.” She grimaces, not believing me
at all. I’m batting zero so far, but I pour some of the margarita into a clean
cup and set it on the table in front of her. “Drink some water first.” 


More than happy to drink that, she guzzles
half the bottle. She’s likely already a little dehydrated after being out for
half the day and then crying half her bodyweight away. Not that I blame her for
the crying. After what Malachi told us, frankly, I’m surprised she’s doing as
well as she is. She was walking a tightrope of control before watching Robert
Bridger sacrifice himself. It would have been bad enough to witness without
Timothy there. With him, I know how hard his begging and telling Echo he hated
her must have hurt. 


Wary of trying anything else, Echo stares
at the yellow liquid. “Isn’t this supposed to be in a different type of glass?”



“You’re concerned about my choice in
stemware right now?” I scoff. “How do you now, anyway?” 


“Zara ordered a margarita that night at
the club Malachi played at.” 


“This is the best I could do on short
notice. Drink it.” 


She grimaces, but picks the glass up off
the table. Her first sip is tiny. Surprise lights her features and she takes a
bigger sip. “This isn’t that bad.” Her nose crinkles a moment later. “Weird
aftertaste, though.” 


“Drink it,” I say again. Her knee won’t
stop bouncing and she’s still holding the glass in a death grip. Tasting the
drinks is distracting her enough to keep control, but her emotional strength is
fading fast. She doesn’t weigh much and hasn’t had any food to balance out the
alcohol. I’ll make her eat in a little while, but not until she starts to calm
down. I don’t know if I can fix the kind of break that’s threatening her right
now. So I have to stop it from happening. 


Echo sets the glass back down, empty, and
hugs her arms around her body. “Do I have to try something else, or can I just
have more of that?” 


The vodka sitting on the table is a last
resort. Even the good stuff is hard to stomach for me, and this is not the good
stuff. Mixing with something would be better, but I didn’t see any juice in the
fridge. I reach for the margarita and pour her another half-full glass. She
reaches for it as soon as I pull the bottle back and reach for the lid, but
stops halfway there to stare at her fingers. Confusion and a little bit of
panic creep to her mind, and I feel myself relax. 


“My fingers feel tingly and my head feels
weird. Is that okay?” 


“It’s fine,” I tell her. 


She’s unsure of whether she thinks
it’s fine, but the glass is back in her hands a moment later and she takes
another drink. I pay careful attention to her with each drink she takes. The
dullness spreads, but so does her panic. Expecting this reaction, I wait for
her to confront it. 


“I don’t think I like this,” she says as
she sets the glass back on the coffee table and glances around her warily. “It
feels strange. It feels…” 


“Like you’re losing control?” 


She nods, her panic growing. 


“You are,” I tell her, “but that’s okay.” 


“No, no it’s not. I can’t lose control. It
will all…I can’t lose control, Griffin.” Her voice rises in pitch, high and
frightened at the end. 


“You can lose control, Echo. You
can let your barriers down. I’ll teach you other ways to handle the shame and
guilt later, but right now you need to give up control. I’ll help you, okay?
The alcohol helps too, dulls everything so you can handle it more easily.” I
hate saying that to her, because the last thing I want to do is turn her into
an alcoholic, but the level of emotional abuse she’s heaping on herself right
now…she can’t face it at full strength. 


“I can’t, not yet,” she pleads. 


I nod, knowing the effects of the alcohol
haven’t fully hit her yet. I push the bottle of water back into her hands and
make her drink the rest of it before giving into her request for another
margarita. I only fill it a third of the way and tell her to sip it while I
make her a sandwich. Even as I walk away, I keep monitoring her. I want her to
talk before she inevitably ends up falling asleep, but with this being her
first time drinking, I may have a pretty short window. 


I’m dragging ham and condiments out of the
fridge when something changes with Echo. “Shit!” I shove it all back onto a
shelf and sprint back to the living room. Echo has the abandoned Bloody Mary in
her hands, gulping it down despite her revulsion. I grab it out of her hand and
demand, “What are you doing? You’re going to make yourself sick!” 


“You told me to drink it,” she says with a
frown. 


Her eyes flutter and she shakes her head.
The movement unbalances her and she tries to steady herself with a hand on the
armrest, but she misses and her hand slides off. She lurches sideways and I
have to grab her to keep her from hurting herself. Setting the drink down, I step
over the coffee table and sit on the couch next to her. She pushes me away and
scowls. 


“This was a trick,” she says slowly. 


“A trick?” 


“This,” she says, waving at the various
drinks, “doesn’t make it better. It’s worse.” Her face crumples as she’s consumed
by sadness. “It’s worse, Griffin, it’s worse.” 


I reach out to her, but she slaps my hand
away. “I know it feels that way, but you can’t hide from what happened
tonight.” 


“Yes I can!” She tries to get the Bloody
Mary again, but I grab her wrist. “Stop it! I want to make it go away again. If
I drink enough…maybe…then I’ll just forget. Like my dad.” 


Confused, I ask, “What do you mean, like
your dad?” 


“After Archer,” she says, her eyes closing
and her head shaking against the memory. It’s too close to the surface already
and she can’t stop it from tumbling out. “Even before I remembered Archer, I
remembered getting home. I just couldn’t remember from where. That night. He
and Mom got in a bad fight. I knew it was my fault, but not why. She yelled and
screamed at him. He yelled too. Then he left. I didn’t know if he would come
back.” Echo breaks down sobbing and doesn’t stop me from putting my arm around
her shoulders this time. 


“I stayed up, hiding in the living room.
Mom slammed her bedroom door after he left and didn’t come out. The twins were
already in bed. I had to know, though.” She turns her tear-streaked face up to
look at me. “I had to know if he was coming back, so I hid in the corner by the
TV stand and waited. When he came back. I knew he was drunk, even though I’d
never seen him like that before. He went into the kitchen and got a glass,
drank whatever it was he’d brought home with him, and passed out. I went to
bed, because I was scared of him waking up and finding me there. The next morning,
he acted like everything was fine, like he forgot. I want to forget, Griffin. I
want to forget all of it.” 


She starts sobbing again and I pull her
closer. “It doesn’t work like that, Echo. Sure, you can forget for a little
while, but it always comes back, then you feel guilty for trying to forget, so
you try to forget again, but it still doesn’t work and then you have more guilt
and nothing ever gets fixed.” 


“How do you know?” she demands. “Maybe it
will work. Maybe I can forget everything bad.” 


“I know because I’ve tried, Echo. My dad
tried, for too long, when he was younger, before he married my mom. People try
every day and it doesn’t work.” 


She pushes away from me, anger pouring off
her. “Then why did you make me drink this stuff? Why make me think it might
work and then take it away and tell me no?” 


“Because I’m not trying to make you
forget, Echo. I’m trying to make you remember.” 


“I don’t want to remember!” 


“I know you don’t, but you have to.” 


“Why?” 


“Because you won’t survive otherwise.” 


Her shoulders drop and she falls apart.
“What if I don’t want to survive?” 


She’s limp as I drag her back into my lap
and hold her. “I can’t make you want to survive, Echo. I can only tell you that
it’s possible and that you don’t have to do it alone.” 


“But you don’t understand,” she sobs,
“nobody can understand. Nobody else has sat back and let people die, forced a
little boy to watch his father die, hurt their friends and caused their deaths,
caused the deaths of innocent people and driven other people mad until they
hurt people, too! Everything I do ends up hurting people. Even if I wanted to
survive all of this, why would anyone else? Why would someone want my life to
continue when all I do is cause death and destruction everywhere I go? Why,
Griffin? Why?” 


“Because that’s not all you do,” I tell
her softly. “You save more than you hurt, and those you hurt are never
intentional. I know that doesn’t wipe out the guilt, but it can help you see
things more clearly. You’re still beating yourself up over having sex with
Malachi, but he’s forgiven you. He still loves you. Maybe your relationship is
different now, but it’s more honest. Timothy will forgive you, too.” 


“No he won’t,” Echo wails as she buries
her head against my chest. “He’ll never forgive me. He hates me. I let his dad
die. I made him be there.” 


I run my hand gently down her hair. “You
didn’t make anyone do anything. Robert Bridger intended to meet his final death
in that way the moment he chose to end his physical life in order to protect
the world he cared for and the souls who live there. You couldn't have stopped
him. There was no alternative and stopping him would have caused even more
deaths. Possibly Timothy’s and Malachi’s. Robert Bridger sacrificed his life
for the souls, and for his son’s. Don’t take that away from him by blaming
yourself for not doing something to stop him.” 


“But I couldn’t stop him. I can’t do
anything,” Echo argues tearfully. “I couldn’t help Malachi. I couldn’t protect
the souls. I couldn’t spare Timothy from having to suck up all the souls.
They’ll see him as soon as he steps back into that world. Maybe if I could have
taken some of the souls too, or helped Malachi protect them, but I can’t do anything.
Just like when Archer died and when we fought the Devourers. How am I supposed
to save all the souls from the Devourers when I’m useless and just ruin
everything?” 


I don’t answer her right away. The storm
of her emotions is still attacking her relentlessly. The alcohol is confusing
everything, but it’s keeping her from putting walls back up as well. I wait
until they are in ruins and she’s beyond being able to reconstruct them before
speaking. Even then, I choose my words very carefully. 


“Did you know you could physically
interact with spirits before you saved that one in the Field of Reeds?” 


“No,” she snaps, the sting muffled by her
face squashed against my chest. 


“Did you know you could command Malachi
before you did it?” 


She shrinks in on herself and her answer
is more of a whimper than words. “No.” 


“Did you know you could travel to and from
the spiritual realm before you did it?” 


“No,” Echo says slowly, trying to figure
out why I’m asking her these questions but too foggy to actually understand. 


“Did you know that you could talk to
ghosts in your sleep before you started having conversations with them?” 


Echo rolls her tear-filled eyes, kind of.
“You know I didn’t.” She tries to push away from me, but has neither the
strength for it nor the accuracy to get her hand on my chest in a spot that
doesn’t keep slipping off the second she applies pressure. She gives up,
annoyed, and slumps against my chest again. “Is there…a point?” 


“The point is, you have no idea what you
can or can’t do. Nobody does. You’re coming into this blind. Yes, that means
you’ll screw things up occasionally. It also means you shouldn’t doubt
yourself, because I have the feeling that whatever skills or abilities you need
to be whatever you are…you’ll figure them out eventually.” 


“In time to do any good?” she pleads. 


“Yes,” I say firmly. 


She shakes her head. “You don’t know
that.” 


“But I believe it,” I say, “and this kind
of business, belief has power.” 


“I don’t believe it,” she says,
anger making her words clipped. 


I shrug. “That’s okay. I’ll believe enough
for both of us. And so will Malachi and Kyran and Holden and Zara and my Dad
and Cerise, and whoever else is smart enough to see your potential.” 


For a long moment, Echo doesn’t say
anything. I’d think she’s fallen asleep if I didn’t know better. But I do, so I
wait for her tears to slowly dry and her sluggish mind to piece together a
response. 


“Do you really think Timothy will forgive
me?” she finally asks. 


I press my lips together to keep them from
trembling. She doesn’t see herself clearly. Her past mistakes keep whispering
that she’s a bad person, a mistake. She doesn’t see that when her biggest
concern after facing what she did tonight is the forgiveness of a little boy,
she can’t possibly be the horrible person she thinks she is. “Of course he
will, Echo,” I tell her before kissing her forehead. 


She reminds me so much of my sisters. I
could never stand by when they were sad or hurt, and I’m even less capable of
abandoning Echo. Dad only asked me to come here for two weeks to get her back
on track, but I knew from that first day that I wouldn’t be able to walk away
easily. She needs me, yes, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to explain to
her why I need her as well. 


“Am I going to forget all of this in the
morning?” Echo asks, halfway to sleep already. 


I snort. “No. You really didn’t drink that
much. You’re just a lightweight.” 


She grumbles something incomprehensible
and snuggles against me more tightly. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


31: An Invitation


(Echo)


 


 


“What the hell is wrong with you?” someone
demands. The voice is whispering, but not quietly enough to not disturb my
alcohol induced sleep. Who is being so loud? I’m too exhausted to lift my head
and see, or open my eyes even. 


“Dad…” 


Ah, it must be Morton. 


“You said you were going to handle this!” 


“I did!” 


“By getting her drunk? Are you kidding me?
How is turning her into an alcoholic going to solve anything? She’s underage,
for god’s sake!” Morton whisper-shouts. 


I can hear the exasperation in Griffin’s
voice when he answers. “She’s not going to become an alcoholic because I let
her drink once to get through a potentially devastating confrontation with her darkest
demons. You’re being overdramatic.” 


“What right do you have to tell me I’m
being overdramatic?” Morton hisses. 


Griffin scoffs. “Have you forgotten who
you’re talking to?” 


What on earth does that mean? 


“I am responsible for her,” Morton growls.



Sighing, Griffin says, “Yeah, well so am
I. You made me responsible for her, remember? You’re the one who asked
me to come here, to keep her from falling apart. You’re the one who said you’d
give me free rein to do whatever it took to keep her from either going insane
or jumping off a building. Remember that? Remember why you asked me to
come here?” 


What the hell? I know I’m half asleep and
partially hungover—maybe, I’m not sure what that feels like, exactly—but I
can’t figure out what they’re talking about. Why would Morton make Griffin come
here to keep me in line? Why would Griffin be able to do that more than anyone
else? I mean, sure, we bonded immediately, in a way I didn’t question because I
desperately needed him, but how could Morton have known that was going to
happen? 


“I asked you to come here to help her!”
Morton says. 


“I am helping her, Dad. If you’d
just listen for five seconds,” he says, frustration bleeding into his voice. 


“Listen to what?” Morton snarls. “You gave
her all of this? Are you insane?” 


Griffin sighs, again. “She barely tasted
most of these. I was trying to find something she could stomach, being that it
was her first time drinking.” 


“One more reason you shouldn’t have done
this!” 


There is a long moment of silence, and I
worry they’ll figure out I’m awake. I stay as still as possible. Whatever
they’re arguing about, I want to figure it out. I am sick to death of being the
last person to know things, especially things about me. 


“Dad,” Griffin says patiently, “you don’t
need me to tell you how close she was to breaking last night.” 


Why not? Damn it, what is Morton’s
ability? 


“You know she needed something to dull
everything she was feeling. What you don’t know is where she was going when she
left her apartment last night. I don’t think she even realizes what she was
planning, but there’s a good chance she would have carried through on her
subconscious desires the moment she figured out what they were.” 


More silence. Morton scoffs, but it’s
weak. “No. She wasn’t…” 


“Wasn’t going to plough her car into a
tree?” Griffin challenges. 


Cold blossoms in the pit of my stomach. 


“You have no idea how far down her guilt
and shame and self-hatred are buried, Dad. I do. I can feel it every second I’m
near her. I can feel it poisoning her, telling her she’s not good enough, not
strong enough, not brave enough, not God damn enough period! You dragged
me down here to do a job, and I’m trying to do it, damn it!” Griffin growls in
frustration. 


That cold pit in my stomach spreads. Dragged
down here? A job? Was that what he really thought? What does he mean he can
feel all that stuff when he’s around me? 


As if in answer to my questions, Griffin
starts talking again. “It was a job when you called me. I knew of Echo from our
conversations, but I didn’t know her. I thought it would be like what I’ve done
a thousand times before. Calm the emotional storm, even things out, get her
back on the level ground. Two weeks. Go back to my normal cases. Move on to the
next problem.” 


“You never would have done something like
this if she were just another job.” 


“I know!” Griffin hisses. “That’s what I’m
trying to tell you, Dad. She’s not like anyone else. She’s special.” 


“You think I don’t know that?” Morton
barks. 


“Special to me, Dad. Not to your cases.
Not to whatever the hell is going on with these ghosts and Devourers. To me.
She is too important to me, too connected, for me to have done anything but
what I absolutely had to do to keep her from hurting herself last night. Was
getting her drunk ideal?” Griffin snaps. “Hell no. Was it the best I could come
up with at the moment? Yes. So I did it. I got a teenage girl drunk and talked
her through the hurricane of emotions ripping her apart last night. I did
everything I could to convince her none of this is her damn fault and no matter
what mistakes she’s made or will make, none of them are too big to come back
from or be forgiven for.” 


“Couldn’t you have just…?” 


“Calmed her?” Griffin demands. “Is that
what you were going to ask me? Couldn’t I have just calmed her? I can only
manipulate emotions so much, Dad. You damn well know that part of my gift has
limits. She was beyond calming way before I ever got her. The best I
could do was take the edge off. So I had to go to Plan B, tapping into her
emotions more deeply than I ever had before and attempting to understand her,
to really figure out what the hell she needs to survive this. Not what
anyone else needs from her! Do you get that? Do you have any idea what she has
been dealing with?” 


Morton doesn’t respond for a very long
time. I’ve never heard Griffin yell. I’ve never heard or seen him get upset. He
and his dad are so close, I never would have imagined him shouting and swearing
at his father like this. That, on it’s own, is startling enough that it takes
me a minute to even attempt processing the rest of what he just said. 


Manipulating emotions? Calming? Tapping
into emotions? 


That’s why Noel affected him so badly. 


That’s why I always felt better around
him. 


That’s what has been poking at the edges
of my thoughts and I’ve been ignoring in favor of more important things. 


“What do you mean she’s special to you?”
Morton asks, his voice calm for the first time. 


Griffin seems to have been expecting
another argument and struggles to respond. “I…she…being near her…I don’t know
how, but she…quiets things.” 


“As in…” 


There’s a moment of hesitation before
Griffin answers. “I can’t feel anyone else’s emotions when I’m with her, unless
I reach out to someone on purpose. Otherwise, all I feel is her. She shuts
everyone else out, and even though her emotions alone are a maelstrom…everyone
else is quiet.” The relief in his voice has a strange effect on me. Any anger I
had at him for keeping from me his talent and true reason for being here
dissolves at the peace beneath his words. 


“So,” Morton says slowly, “you were
serious when you asked if I could get you transferred down here?” 


Griffin doesn’t answer right away. “Can
you?” There is a hint of pleading in his voice and it breaks down the last of
my frustration and confusion. 


“It’ll take me some time,” Morton says,
“but I can do it.” 


Griffin’s relief is audible. 


The argument about me and the wisdom of
getting me drunk seems to be over. I’m not totally sure why, but it is. 


“Can you stay with her?” Griffin asks. “I
just…need to get some air for a while.” 


“Go. She’ll be fine.” 


Griffin doesn’t waste any time. I hear the
front door open and close a few seconds later. 


Unsure of what to do now, I just lay there
without moving, hoping Morton will go away so I can pretend to wake up and
escape back to my own apartment. That plans lasts all of ten seconds. 


“Move over,” Morton grumbles. “I know
you’re awake.” 


Covering up the flush running up my neck
with a blanket Griffin must have laid over me at some point, I say, “Well who
could sleep with all your yelling?” 


He shoves me up to sitting and collapses
on the couch next to me. The dim hazy light filtering through the closed blinds
says it can’t be more than a few minutes past sunrise. He looks exhausted,
especially when he leans his head back against the couch and closes his eyes.
“Timothy is upset, but all right,” he says. “He asked me to tell you he’s sorry
for saying he hated you. He knows it was his dad’s choice to sacrifice himself.
He wants to see you when you’re up to it.” 


I’m so sick of crying, but I can’t help
myself. Griffin was right. Morton feels my shoulders shaking against his and
puts his arms around me. He doesn’t say anything else. Neither do I. 


“How did you know I was awake?” I ask when
my relief that Timothy doesn’t hate me finally overpowers my tears. 


Morton sighs. “You’re a very loud
thinker.” 


“What?” 


He scoffs. “I’m surprised you haven’t
figured it out yet.” 


I pull back and stare at him. “You can
hear my thoughts?” My eyes widen as I remember how many times I’ve complained
about him or wished I could punch him in the nose. 


Morton starts laughing, hard. I can’t
remember if I’ve ever heard him laugh at all, but I’m positive I’ve never heard
him really laugh, like belly laugh. I find myself smiling when I realize he
sounds like Griffin. I’m still embarrassed, and kind of pissed, but can’t think
of anything else to say. 


“I can control it,” he says. “Now, anyway.
I don’t listen to people’s thoughts unless I absolutely need to. Your
complaints about me are safe…most of the time.” 


“That is so not fair.” 


Morton shrugs. “To either of us…but you
know how these things go.” 


Yeah, I do. None of this is fair. The
universe, or whatever, gives you this so-called gift, then it proceeds to ruin
your life and most likely the lives of everyone you know. From things Morton
has said, his childhood was way worse than mine, and it sounds like it didn’t
get better very fast. I can imagine, unfortunately, what the people in his life
must have thought about him when he’d inadvertently use his ability. He wasn’t
joking when he said his psychiatric file is more of a mess than mine. 


“So you’re a telepath and Griffin is an
empath.” 


Sighing, Morton leans his head back
against the couch. “Don’t be too mad at him, okay? I asked him not to tell
you.” 


“I’m not mad, but why not?” 


“Because you wouldn’t have let him help
you,” he says drily. 


I start to argue, but shut my mouth
immediately. If I had known why I felt the connection to Griffin that first day
in Morton’s office—and that Morton had asked him to come here specifically to
help me not fall apart—I would have been pissed. I would have seen it as him
thinking I was weak or incapable. How many times had I refused to call Morton
when I needed help, or even let him get me excused from classes after I got out
of the hospital? 


When he realizes I’m not going to fight
him on that, he asks, “What did Griffin say that finally broke through to you?
You’re still not great, but you’re not about to split open.” 


“He told me…it’s okay to screw up.” 


“I’ve told you that a million times,” he
grumbles. 


I smile and relax into the couch. “Yeah,
but he said it better.” 


Morton scoffs. “You are like one of my
daughter’s. Always taking sides against me and causing an unending fit of
trouble.” 


I doubt anyone but Griffin will ever
understand our relationship, but I couldn’t care less. 


“Why not Griffin?” he asks. 


Confused, I glance up at him and am not
sure what to make of his pensive expression. “Why not Griffin what?” 


“Why don’t you…like him?” 


“Aren’t you the one who was threatening to
skin him alive if he ended up in bed with me?” I ask with a laugh. Which, I
suppose he has done, several times, even if not in a sexual way. Even that
Morton had been against at first. 


“I know,” he admits with a shake of his
head, “but why not?” 


I shrug. “I don’t know. We’re just not
interested in each other. Why do you care, anyway?” 


He closes his eyes and pulls me back under
his arm. “I guess I…wouldn’t mind so much if you really did become part of the
family. You’re a good kid, and Griffin’s happier around you.” 


Hearing that almost makes me wish I were
attracted to Griffin. Warmth spreads through my chest and I lean against him a
little more. It’s not often that I’m wanted like that. My throat constricts as
his words really sink in. Morton doesn’t give a lot of details about his
family, mainly because he’s protective of them. He loves them with the ferocity
of a person who knows what it feels like to be abandoned. That’s a privileged
group to belong to, and he just extended an invitation. 


“Trust me,” I say over the lump in my
throat, “if anything ever changes between Griffin and me…you’ll be the last to
know.” 


Chuckling, he squeezes me almost painfully
before relaxing and letting me rest my head against his shoulder again.
Whatever is coming for me next, I don’t have to face it alone. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


32: The Key


(Griffin)


 


 


I can’t stifle my anxiety as I reach for
the doorknob. Manipulate other people’s emotions, sure. Keep control of my own?
That’s always been a little more difficult. I have to face her, though. We have
too much to still do for me act like a pansy and hide from Echo. Pushing the
door open, I immediately reach for my ability and test the emotional
temperature of the room. 


A muted pocket of worry—Dad, asleep on the
couch. 


Next to him…amusement? Echo stares up at
me from where she’s scrunched against Dad, half asleep but fully aware of my
presence. “Your dad snores,” she says quietly. 


“Yeah, I know.” I step fully into the
apartment and close the door behind me. My confusion is probably plain on my
face. Echo seems amused by that as well. 


“Did you also know your dad was secretly
hoping we’d get together? I have his approval to join the family, should you
ever be interested in proposing,” Echo says and she carefully extricates
herself from beneath Dad’s arm. 


I stare at her dumbfounded. “What?” 


She chuckles. I’m completely at a loss
when she stands and approaches me. Finally, a hint of nerves flutters through
her, but it’s smaller than it should be, and the absence of the anger or
betrayal I was expecting is confusing me. I don’t even know how to react when
she throws her arms around me. Auto-pilot kicks in and I return her hug, but
I’m completely bewildered. 


“I’m not mad,” she says. 


I was pretty sure she woke up during my
argument with Dad, but I was so focused on following his emotions and trying to
control my own that I wasn’t sure when she woke up or how much she heard. So,
I’m not sure what she’s referring to right now. “You’re not mad about what?” 


She sighs. “About any of it. I was at
first, but…I get it. Besides, you’re special to me too, and I’m not going to
throw that away just because you listened to your dad about hiding your ability
and used it to keep me from losing my mind. I’m not really an ends justify
the means kind of person, usually. This deserves an exception.” 


I know I should back off, not invade her
emotions if I don’t need to but, damn it, I can’t help it. She shivers when I
let my power flash through her. I expect to find some deceit, some hidden
emotions. I don’t. She’s still miles from a clean bill of psychological health,
but the destructive emotions that were controlling her last night are at a more
manageable level and she’s relatively at peace in this moment. 


“How did I not notice you doing that
before?” she asks when I pull my power back. 


“Because I’m normally much more subtle about
it,” I tell her. I shake my head, still unable to understand why she isn’t
furious with me. 


She shivers again. “How do I make other
people’s emotions go away for you?” 


I shake my head. “I have no idea. It’s
never happened before. Maybe it’s some sort of compatibility between our
gifts.” It’s something I want to explore, but really don’t have any clue where
to start. The idea of compatibility sticks in my mind and what Echo said
earlier comes back to the front of my thoughts. “Did he really say that about
us getting married? Why would he think that?” 


Echo laughs. “I tried to tell him it
wasn’t going to happen, but I think he’s still holding out hope.” 


“You’re too young for me, even if I were
attracted to you.” 


Snorting at me, Echo shoves me away and
steps back. Her arms circle around her body on instinct, protective as uncertainty
wells in her. I panic, thinking it’s all finally hit her and she’s going to
hate me. 


“Does Malachi still hate me? He says…I
just worry he’s lying and he still hates me.” Her chin drops and she is
suddenly consumed with guilt, sadness, and fear. 


I wouldn’t normally betray someone’s
emotions to another person, but Echo has been torturing herself over what
happened with Malachi and she needs an answer to this just as much as she did
about Timothy and everything else she’s been blaming herself for. Pulling her
back into a hug, I say, “No he doesn’t hate you. He’s sad to have lost you as
more than a friend, and it hurts him to see Kyran with you, but he’s forgiven
you and forgiven himself. Please let go of that guilt so you can both move
forward.” 


Her body sinks against mine. A moment
later her arms tighten around me and I know she’s trying to hide her tears from
me. “Thank you,” she whispers. 


I hold her for several more minutes until
she’s ready to move forward. When she pulls back, her eyes are a little red,
but she squares her shoulders. “Well, should we get back to work? We’ve still
got a bunch of Devourers to lock up and…” Echo gasps, her eyes flying wide.
“The Key! Where did it go? He gave it to me last night. No, no, no. What
happened to it? I lost it!” 


She starts patting herself down, as if it
might still be on her person somewhere. When she spins around to find what
isn’t here, I grab her shoulders. “Echo, Kyran has it. Calm down.” 


“What?” 


“Kyran has it,” I repeat. “You had it in
your hand when you came back last night. You dropped it on the bed when you
woke up and Kyran picked it up. He has it. It’s not lost.” 


Exhaling in relief, Echo presses a hand to
her forehead. “I almost gave myself a heart attack. Thank goodness for Kyran.” 


For more reasons than just one when it
comes to Echo. I shake my head. Not that I would have had anything against
dating Echo if a spark had been there, but she needs Kyran in her life. I
haven’t pinpointed exactly why just yet. It’s more than his complete acceptance
of her and no fear for what she can do. There’s something even more basic than
that. I’m not one who believes in love at first sight, or even young love.
Almost unfailingly, young love is nothing more than a heavy dose of lust. Love
doesn’t happen overnight, regardless of what books or TV try to tell you.
Kyran…I don’t know. 


Pushing away thoughts like that, I
refocus. “I’m sure the others are already up trying to figure out what you
brought back. Ready?” 


Echo points at Dad’s sleeping form. “What
about him?” 


“Leave him,” I say. “He was at the
Bridger’s most of the night calming Timothy and his mom down. He freaked her
out pretty good last night.” 


“I bet,” Echo says with a sad shake of her
head. 


We leave Dad comatose on the couch and
head back to Echo’s apartment. I really would have liked to get a shower before
getting back to work, but I’m not quite ready to leave Echo alone just yet. Dad
passed out on the couch doesn’t count as supervision. I’ve learned to trust my
ability to sense and read emotions. I can feel that she’s stabilized, for the
most part, but I’m still hesitant to leave her alone for too long. I feel even
more justified in that when we reach the door and she moves closer to me.
Anxiety over facing her friends flashes through her. Embarrassment as well,
though her sneaking out last night was a far cry from bolting from the
apartment in a mad rush as she did after sleeping with Malachi. 


“They all understand,” I tell her. 


She nods, but waits for me to open the
door. 


The moment the door swings open, heads pop
up like baby birds in need of food. They’re spread all over the living room
amid stacks of paper and books. For several seconds they all just stare, some
worried, some relieved, some uncertain. Kyran is the first to extract himself
from his research and step over a pile of books to get to her. As soon as he
reaches out, she folds into his embrace and the entire room seems to take a
breath. Malachi looks away from them, but is more relieved than hurt by their
affection. 


Echo pulls back after a moment and asks,
“You have the Key, right?” 


Nodding, Kyran reaches over Malachi and
grabs something from off the table. I didn’t get a very good look at the token
last night. I was too focused on monitoring Echo’s emotions and making sure she
didn’t do something she’d regret. When Kyran holds it out to Echo, I study it
as closely as she does. The stone Ankh fits in the palm of her hand. It seems
too small to be so important. The token isn’t elaborate, merely a dark stone
carved in the simple shape of an Ankh. The surface has been roughened by time,
and I can’t help wondering just how old it is. 


“How did you bring it back?” Kyran asks. 


Echo shakes her head. “No clue.” 


“Did he do something, or did you?” 


Shrugging, Echo answers without taking her
eyes of the key. “I forgot I even had it. I was too busy trying to keep Timothy
and me from being obliterated to do anything.” 


Kyran doesn’t buy that. “You do stuff
without meaning to all the time.” 


Not really having a reason for that, Echo
moves on. “What on earth are we supposed to do with this?” Echo asks. 


Kyran sighs. “We know it’s in the book
from what Timothy said, somewhere, but we haven’t found it yet.” 


“We have to,” Echo says. “Before tonight.”



Everyone is suddenly on edge. 


“Why by tonight?” Kyran asks. Malachi and
Echo share a look, already knowing the answer. 


“Because if we don’t,” Echo says, “Timothy
is going to die.” 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


33: Just the Messenger


(Echo)


 


 


I’ve never seen Zara this focused on
something academic. To her, this is probably in no way related to the homework
she despised. I didn’t even know she knew how to make a spreadsheet, but she’s
got names of symbols, their meanings, stories associated with each, and
anything else she can think of all put into cells, converted to charts and
graphs to better compare what they all have in common. The themes are clear. 


Life, spirit, knowledge, balance,
protection, memory. 


What they all have to do with each other,
way fuzzier. 


My eyes blur as I scan endless pages of
notes and printouts, searching for a single image. It’s the last symbol in the
Caretaker’s name, or description. Whatever it is. I’m confused why this one
character in the book doesn’t have a proper name. Osiris gets his own symbol.
Why can’t I? Or whoever this string of symbols is referring to. I’m beginning
to think more and more that this isn’t talking about a specific person, but a
role. 


I’m totally lost on whether there is
actually a real Osiris and Seshat and Anubis. That doesn’t make sense, but what
do I know? It seems more likely that they’re like Timothy, and it’s an endless
string of people associated with the spirit realm. But if I’m part of
that—Egyptian lore aside—why doesn’t this figure have a real name? That thought
takes me back to wondering if it isn’t a name at all, but a role, a description
of what this person is supposed to be doing. 


In Lucy Coulter’s scribbling, the symbols
are in a big clump, haphazardly drawn in one corner of the lined notebook
paper. In Kyran’s list, they’re in a nice straight line. I search through the
stacks around me in search of the photocopies of the ferryman’s book. Kyran
highlighted all the instances of this particular string of symbols, and I
realize they’re always in the same order. After having spent half the morning
reading translations from the ferryman’s book and from the translations of the Book
of the Dead posted online, my theory that this isn’t a name seems even more
likely. What is it trying to say, though? 


Sa…Ka…Seshat…Ankh…star in a circle thing. 


Which reads as:
protection…spirit…memory/knowledge…life…not sure about the last one. 


It sounds like a bunch of random words,
not a title or instructions. 


Sighing, I figure I won’t make much
progress until I figure out what the last symbol means. It’s reminiscent of a
pentagram, but if this is a sentence rather than a name, I doubt it means
protection as well. That idea is already covered with Sa. I go back to my
computer and click on another link talking about Sir Alan Gardiner, who
apparently was one of the first to group hieroglyphs into similar meanings. I
skim through the explanation of the section about sky, earth, and water.
Scrolling down, my focus blurs as I skip from image to image. Halfway down, a
little group of starfish looking symbols catch my eye and I wake up. 


Month…nope. 


Feast of the half-moon…not a full circle. 


Star/constellation…not sure what that
would have to do with anything, and the circle is missing. 


N15 Log; afterworld…that’s it! 


“Kyran!” I say excitedly. “I found it. I
found the last one! Look at this. What does N15 Log mean?” 


He abandons whatever he was looking at and
turns my computer to face him. His eyes widen as he sees the symbol we’ve been
searching for. “N15, that’s just the Gardiner group system reference. Log is
short for logogram. It means it’s a single symbol that stands for a whole
concept or idea.” He squints at the computer. “Afterworld, huh?” He shrugs.
“That certainly seems relevant.” 


“Right?” I scribble the meaning down next
to the hieroglyph and consider all the meanings again. 


Protection…spirit…memory/knowledge…life…afterworld.



It still seems like a random list of
words, but I remember how the online translations from the Book of the Dead
often left out articles and pronouns. Suddenly, it feels like one of those
comprehension games where the words are all backwards or random letters have
been switched out, but you can still read the message. If this is a title, I
can’t think of anything that really makes sense. If…if it’s instructions…. 


“We need to fill in the gaps,” I say. 


“What?” 


“The missing words.” I shove a printout of
a translation at him and vaguely gesture at the incomplete sentences written
out under the symbols. 


“Oh, yeah.” He frowns. “I’ve just gotten
used to them not being there and just fill in the gaps automatically.” 


I shake my head at him. He talks like he’s
been doing this for years and it’s all become second nature. Days, not even two
weeks yet, that’s how long he’s been attempting to interpret Egyptian. I’m not
going to knock it, though. Weird gifts are nothing to ignore. 


“So, what does this say?” I ask. “Think of
it as instructions rather than a name.” 


Frowning, Kyran studies the string of
hieroglyphs. “Protection of…the spirit’s memory—or knowledge…could be
either—during…no between…life and…the afterworld.” He shrugs. “I’m really just
guessing on most of this.” 


I doubt very much that he’s just guessing.
Maybe he doesn’t understand what he’s doing, but it’s more than that. I run his
words back through my mind and consider what it means. “The Sa hieroglyph,” I
ask, “could it just be protect rather than protection? Like a command?” 


Kyran considers my question, first with
uncertainty and then more resolutely. “Yeah, I think so.” 


“So that would make it…protect the
spirit’s memories between life and the afterworld. Right?” 


Nodding slowly, Kyran says, “Yeah. That
seems right. It’s a purpose, not a name.” 


“Have you found Timothy’s story about the
Caretaker yet?” 


Holden, who’s clearly been listening in
this whole time, scoots his chair closer and flips a stack of paper from in
front of him to land on top of my notes. A blue sticky note, written in too
feminine of a style to belong to any of the guys, says, “Not worth translating.
Completely fake.” Fake is underlined twice. Great. Whoever this lady is who
thinks she knows everything about hieroglyphs and Egyptian mythology needs to come
hang out with Timothy for a few days. Thanks for the help. 


“Great, so we’re stuck?” 


Waving off my disappointment, Kyran says,
“Never mind that. It was basically the same as what Timothy told you. Malachi,
where’s…” 


Malachi, not looking up from his own
laptop, shoves something else toward me. 


“Thanks, man.” He turns to me. “This is
way more helpful.” 


Shaking off amazement of Kyran and his
rapidly developing abilities, I tell myself to focus and look at what Malachi
just handed me. It’s an almost full page image. It looks like something I
remember seeing in pictures of huge murals on Egyptian temples with smaller
sections of hieroglyphs worked in around the larger images. The biggest figure,
a woman seems to be standing on or near a river. She’s not wearing the leopard
print dress, but the five hieroglyphs I’ve been studying all afternoon are arranged
near her head. 


Those hieroglyphs are worked in multiple
times in other areas, as well. The more carefully I note their presence, the
more of a pattern I see. On one side of the large woman are scenes from
everyday Egyptian life, farming, working weaving, etc. I don’t know what all
the hieroglyphs say, but Seshat, Ka, and the Ankh are mixed in frequently. On
the other side of the woman are the same images, but mirrored. So, the
afterlife. The Afterworld is mentioned frequently. The Sa, the protection
symbol, stays centered with the woman. There are several other hieroglyphs in
the boxes of text near the woman, but I don’t know what they mean. 


Touching different areas of text near the
woman, Kyran says, “This is talking about the journey between life and the
afterlife that the Ka has to make. This here, is how dangerous the journey can
be, the risk of the Amenti devouring them before they can reach the Hall of
Truth.” He points to one other section of text. This is the only section near
the woman that includes the Ankh. “This is what we need to learn more about. It
says something along the lines of the Caretaker needing to use the Key—which
the Ankh is also referred to as the Key of Life—if the Amenti ever
escape the Hall of Truth and try to join the free creatures.” 


“How?” I demand. “How do I use it?” 


All three guys look at me, wishing they
had an answer. “We haven’t figured that out yet, but it’s pointing us in the
right direction. We’re skimming the end of the book for any mention of the Key
and the Amenti together.” 


I shove my own research aside. “I’m done
with my part. I’ll help you guys skim.” 


Holden shrugs and tosses me half his stack.
“Dig in.” 


How Kyran understands any of this is a
mystery to me. The hieroglyphs mean almost nothing as I skim along the lines.
All I can do is look for a few key hieroglyphs, highlight them, then pass the
page on to Kyran. It’s extremely slow progress. My thoughts begin to wander
after ten or fifteen pages and wonder if Griffin has learned anything else
about how Lucy jumped into the circle during the séance. Normally that would be
more Kyran’s alley, but we can’t spare him. So, Griffin is contacting mediums
he’s worked with, or ones his dad has worked with, and getting their opinions.
I have half a mind to go see what he’s up to, but I suppose he’ll come find me
when he has something useful. 


I hand Kyran another sheet of paper, but
he pushes it away. “Hold on,” he says. 


Curious, I look over at what he’s
reviewing. It’s a strange thing to watch him work. There’s no good explanation
for what I witness. He drags his pen along under each line of hieroglyphs,
pausing to make notes or scratch out a hasty meaning. Notes get scribbled in
the margins without him having to consult a chart or diagram. Suddenly, his
hand darts over to another paper, his notes, and sketches out some completely
new diagram. It’s bizarre and fascinating. 


I’m not prepared for him to rip the paper
out of my hand and continue right where he left off on the previous page. He
doesn’t stop until he gets three quarters of the way through that page, then
drops back into his chair. “This is not going to be easy,” he says to no one in
particular. 


“Of course it’s not,” Malachi grumbles,
“but what are you talking about this time?” 


Kyran looks up, seeming surprised he’d
spoken aloud to begin with. “The ritual. Locking the Devourers back up.” 


“You found it?” I demand. 


Shaking his head, Kyran isn’t answering a
question. He’s clearing his mind. “Sorry, takes me a minute to get out of that
headspace.” He breathes out long and slow. “It’s sandwiched in this story about
how the Devourers used to run all over the earth—” 


“Used to?” Malachi says. He shakes his
head. 


“It’s weird,” Kyran continues. “It sounds
like they used to just be free roaming, but in much smaller numbers. Even then
they were a problem. Eventually they got so bad, Osiris had most of them—as
many as they could track down—stuffed into this cage in the Hall of Truth to
serve as Amenti. It kept them fed, kept them from killing innocent people, and
gave a lot of Egyptians reason to fear living a bad life. The story tells how
they locked them all up.” 


I sag in relief. “How? What do I have to
do?” 


“You’re not going to like it.” 


Why does that not surprise me? I’ve yet to
like a single part of all this. Bracing myself for the worst, I say, “Doesn’t
matter. Tell me.” 


Kyran hesitates a moment, but has no other
recourse but to tell me. “Mr. Bridger was right. Timothy has to be in the
spirit realm with the Feather of Truth and you need to be here with the Key of
Life. That’s the easy part.” 


“What exactly do we do with the Feather
and Key?” I ask. 


Leaning against the chair back, Kyran
seems to mentally prepare himself for his explanation. That can’t be a good
sign. “For Timothy, he has to be at the gate to the Field of Reeds, where the
spirits cross though to get on the ferry, and he has to use the feather to
write the forty-two negative confessions on the gate door.” 


“The forty-two what?” Malachi asks. 


“Negative confessions,” I tell him. I
remember them being discussed early on, but hadn’t paid a whole lot of
attention to them. I knew the basic idea, though. “Instead of saying you were a
great person, you have to make these statements that say you didn’t do
certain bad things, like you haven’t stolen things or killed people or slept
with your neighbor’s wife or whatever.” I turn back to Kyran, curious. “What do
those have to do with anything?” 


His brow wrinkles in thought. “The best I
can figure is that it somehow purifies the Hall of Truth and allows the judges
to take back power from the Amenti, or Devourers.” 


“How did they lose power to them in the
first place?” 


Kyran’s head falls back against the chair.
“The closest thing to an explanation for that is this vague mention of needing
to keep the balance of good and evil in the Hall of Truth. I’m guessing that
means, you feed the evil beasts in the basement too much and they eventually get
more powerful than you can handle.” 


“So the world really is getting more
evil?” Holden says, then rolls his eyes. “Come on, society as a whole is much
more civilized than even just a hundred years ago. Yes, there are a few
outliers like Hitler or Mussolini, but as a whole we’re moving toward equality
and fairness and better awareness and concern about social and environmental
issues. I just don’t buy that the world is going to Hell in a handbasket.” 


Who knew Holden is such an optimist? 


Running his hand through his hair, Kyran
closes his eyes. “I agree, but over time the Devourers were eventually going to
gain enough power to break free even just from consuming the random evil soul
here and there. How long have they been locked up? Centuries? Millennia? I
don’t know. Long enough to break out, I guess.” 


“So we’re going to have to do this again?”
I whine. If they break lose again, I hope it’s long after I’m gone and the next
ghost girl-Caretaker-medium-whatever gets saddled with rounding them back up. 


Malachi makes a “hmm” sound, drawing
everyone’s attention. “I think there’s more to it than that. I think Lucy
Coulter is connected to all of this. The odds of both these insane problems coming
at us at the same time…no, there’s a connection.” 


“Like what?” Holden asks, clearly
intrigued. 


Frowns deepen on all the guy’s faces.
Malachi is the first to speak. “We’re pretty sure the Devourers are recruiting,
right?” Everyone nods. “What if they’re not just recruiting new members? What
if they’re also recruiting dinner for their buddies locked up in the spirit
realm?” 


For along moment, no one says anything. 


“That makes sense,” I say. “Maybe over
time power gained from consumed souls fades in the Devourers, but give them a
whole bunch all at once and suddenly you’ve got super beasts on your hands and
you can’t stop them from busting out.” 


Everyone seems to agree it follows logic,
but we’ve still got plenty of other problems to consider. Malachi brings up the
next most pressing. “After Timothy purifies the Hall of Truth, how do we get
the Devourers to go back in there?” 


Kyran’s expression hardens. “With bait.” 


“Not Timothy!” I say. They’ll have to find
someone else to fix their mess—whoever the hell they are, anyway.
They’re crazy if they think we’re sending a six-year-old boy up against a horde
of soul-eating monsters. 


“Not Timothy,” Kyran reassures, “but one
of the souls who’s already been judged. He’ll have to release one of them and
use it as bait.” 


I shake my head. “They’ll kill it. You
know they will.” 


He nods. “I don’t think there’s any other
way.” 


Logic says he’s right. To be perfectly
honest, I’m not sure one soul will even be enough. The Devourers are hell bent
on getting back to the living world. My stomach turns as I consider how many
souls it will take to draw them back into their prison. Malachi will likely
have to help, if there’s anything he can even do. I have no clue how he created
the shield that protected us from the power of Mr. Bridger’s soul bomb.
Hopefully he’s got a few other tricks up his sleeve. 


“What’s my part?” I ask, already dreading
the answer. 


Kyran looks as though he is too. “The Key
works as a container. You have to put memories into it, while here in
the living world, then carry those memories into the afterworld and use the Key
to lock the gate once the Devourers are inside the Hall of Truth.” 


Well, that doesn’t sound so bad. That makes
my eyes narrow. There’s something Kyran’s not telling me. I takes me a moment
to guess at what that might be. “Whose memories?” I demand. 


If it were just my own memories, or
memories from my friends, that would be simple. Maybe. I’m not exactly sure how
I’m supposed to put memories into a stone Ankh, but that’s not the
biggest problem right now. The answer to my question is, and Kyran doesn’t look
as though he wants to give it up. 


What choice does he have, though? His
shoulders drop. “Memories from spirits, the ones who can’t face judgment yet.” 


“The ghosts?” I shriek. “I have to get the
memories from ghosts? After what just happened with Noel and Lucy Coulter, I’m
supposed to attempt talking to ghosts again? They’re just as likely to kill me
as help me at this point. They’ve all been avoiding me like a spiritual plague
since Noel was destroyed. I can’t talk to the ghosts!” 


My panic and yelling draws Zara and
Griffin from the living room. Both seem to have heard enough not to ask what’s
going on. “What kind of memories?” Zara asks. 


“Good memories, ones that would make a
person worthy of going into the Field of Reeds.” 


Zara seems hopeful at that. “Maybe if the
ghosts know what it’s for and that it won’t hurt them, they’ll be willing to
help.” 


I see Kyran flinch from the corner of my
eye and my faint hopes sink. “What happens to the memories I take?” 


“They won’t get them back,” he says with a
sigh. 


That is fantastic. “So you want me to
enlist the help of troubled ghosts, who can’t move on because of some guilt or
shame or unresolved business, and take away their few good memories…so they’re
most likely even more stuck here and a few steps closer to becoming vengeful
spirits?” I throw up my hands. Risking my own safety and sanity isn’t enough. I
also have to ruin the afterlives of the ghosts around me. 


Kyran shrugs, defeated. I know none of
this is his fault. He’s just the messenger in this. Not lashing out at him
isn’t easy. I’m furious with whoever’s stupid idea this is, furious at the
Devourers for pushing things to this point, furious at the Key for requiring
such an awful sacrifice, and furious at myself for the pain I know I’m going to
be forced to cause. 


If I want to save the spirit realm, I have
to put the living world at risk. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


34: In His Care


(Echo)


 


 


I can’t keep him awake much longer. 


I stare at the text, terrified, wanting
more time but knowing we don’t have any. Griffin reads the text over my
shoulder and exhales. He does what I don’t want to do, and updates everyone
else. “Time’s up. Timothy is too exhausted to stay awake much longer.” 


Kyran looks up from where he’s redoing the
circle of protection on the living room floor and locks gazes with me. Despite
his confidence in my abilities, he’s scared. Everyone is scared. Malachi stalks
up to me, anxiously balling his hands into fists. “I don’t like not knowing
what’s going on here with you. I know Timothy needs protection but it feels
wrong to leave you for him.” 


“I’ll be fine,” I lie. 


No one has brought up the fact that me
talking to ghosts invites all kinds of problems, least of which is being
bombarded by everyone who has a message to pass on…most of which is Lucy
Coulter showing up to help her new buddies destroy the world. They all know the
risks. We’ve all just made a silent agreement to pretend they don’t exist for
the sake of our collective sanity. 


“Besides,” I tell Malachi, “I’ll be in
there with you guys as soon as Timothy has the gate cleansed and I have the
ghosts’ memories.” 


Malachi’s jaw tightens. “That’s not making
me feel any better.” 


Nothing will make any of us feel better at
this point. Hugging Malachi, I say, “Just keep him safe and I’ll be there as
soon as I can, okay?” 


He merely grunts in reply and squeezes me
even tighter before stepping away. I watch him sit on the couch to wait. Mrs.
Bridger promised to keep Timothy awake as long as possible, but kids tend to
drop off with little notice. Timothy knows to pull Malachi in as soon as he
gets to the Field of Reeds, though. All we can do is wait now. 


Wait and finish preparing. 


I leave Malachi and walk back toward
Kyran. He’s dusting chalk off his hands, staring at the circle of protection he
just finished. Holden is studying it intently as Zara steps up behind me and
starts fiddling with my hair. “What are you doing?” I ask. 


“Braiding it,” she replies. She yanks my
head this way and that a few times. “Kyran doesn’t want any part of you getting
outside the center of the circle. Hair included.” 


That takes my fear up a notch, but I only
nod. 


When Zara finishes, Kyran approaches. His
jaw is set, and he has chalk smudges across his forehead. My fingers are
quivering when I reach up to brush it away. Kyran barely seems to notice my
touch. Worry creases his forehead as his gaze travels up to the headband his
aunt made me. I try to quell the spike of fear thinking about it brings, but I
can’t. 


Forcing myself to stay calm, I inhale
slowly as Kyran reaches behind my head to where the headband ties at the back
of my neck. I’ve only taken it off a few times since he first put it on.
Nothing good comes of taking it off, but I can’t let the ghosts share their
memories with it there blocking them. 


“You’ll put it back on as soon as I’m
done, right?” 


Kyran slips the salt-containing headband
from my hair and sets it aside. “The second the Key is full.” 


I nod, thankful, but still scared. He
recognizes that and pulls me into his chest. “You can do this. You both can.
You’ll lock them back up, everything will be fine, and that will be the end of
it.” 


I scoff. “It will be far from the end of
it.” 


“It will be the end of this part.” 


How many more parts are there? I wish I
knew. 


Pulling against Kyran more tightly, I try
to soak up some of his optimism before pulling back so I can get to work. He
lets me go reluctantly. Griffin is there to take his place almost immediately. 


“Stay focused. Stay calm. I’ll do what I
can to help with the calm part. The rest is up to you.” 


Isn’t it always? I put my pity party on
hold and focus. It took me most of the evening to find Liza—a longstanding
ghostly companion—and get her to put the word out that I need help. That alone
probably wouldn’t have inspired much of a response. After all, I spent the
majority of my life purposely ignoring them. So, I sent Liza out not simply as
a messenger, but to broker deals. 


Give up a memory, receive an I.O.U.
message delivery once this thing is over. 


I have no idea what this will end up
costing me later, but I have to do whatever it takes right now. Hopefully the
Key will fill up before I end up in debt to too many needy ghosts. When have I
ever been that lucky? Let me see…oh, wait, that’s right…never. Sighing, I step
carefully over Kyran’s chalk-drawn circle of protection and sit in the empty
center. After making sure every part of me is within the line, I look back at
Malachi. 


All I can see is the top of his head, but
I can tell he’s still awake. No Timothy yet. Hopefully that means his mom found
something to keep him awake and not that the Devourers got him the second he
arrived. Morton will be monitoring Malachi the whole time, even though Malachi
doesn’t know by what method. Knowing both Griffin’s and Morton’s abilities is
agony to keep secret, but it’s not my place to tell. They’re probably better
off not knowing. Who wants to spend every second in their presence worrying
about what they’re thinking or feeling? Besides, both promised they usually
keep their abilities to themselves, for the most part. 


When Kyran sits down across from me on the
outside of the circle, I stuff all non-Key-related thoughts away. Clearing my
mind isn’t easy. Kyran helps by walking me through another breathing exercise.
When I open my eyes several minutes later, he’s not alone. Liza sits next to
him, just barely outside the circle. 


“Malachi just got pulled in,” Kyran tells
me. “Ready to get started?” 


I nod. “Liza’s already here.” 


Undisturbed by that announcement, Kyran
settles in to monitor whatever is about to happen. 


Liza stares at me, nervous but anxious. I
explained earlier why I needed their help, and she seemed to understand. Even
knowing the costs, she’s the first to step up to help. She leans forward when I
open my hand to reveal the Key of Life. Honestly, it doesn’t look like much.
Just a trinket you might find in one of the thrift shops Malachi’s mom
introduced me too. Liza seems to recognize the importance of it and regards it
reverently. 


Normally, I do not let ghosts touch me.
I’m less than thrilled about making an exception now, but it’s the best way to
get this done quickly. So, I reach my hand out toward Liza and try not to
cringe when she does the same. Cold settles into the bones of my hand as her
hand goes partially through mine. I have barely a second to notice the
sensation before a memory pours into my mind. Pain follows with it, but not
like it was with Archer. 


Half free soul, half Devourer, Archer’s
ability to connect with me was compromised well before he attempted to show me
why he was stuck with me. Enough of his humanity had been corrupted that he
couldn’t interact the right way. Even the smallest transfer of memory or
knowledge was pure agony. Even though Liza has been hanging around me my entire
life, she’s managed to retain much of her former self and she causes only
minimal damage as a memory of her daughter plays out in my mind. 


As soon as I can focus enough to process
the memory, I realize why she likes hanging around with me so much. The pain
grows to a dull throbbing as a little strawberry blonde girl chases a butterfly
across a patch of grass. Her bare feet are clumsy as she toddles across the
grass. She trips more than once, but keeps laughing as chubby hands clap at the
butterfly and miss every time. Hands, seen as though they’re mine, open to
reveal a second butterfly. It takes flight and flutters by the girl. She laughs
and begs, “More, Mama, more!” 


It’s a precious memory, a happy memory. As
it begins to fade and I feel Liza pull back, something else flares. Heat in the
palm of my hand. It draws my attention, but my eyes remain closed. The cold of
Liza’s retreating touch is a strange contrast, her shared memory warm between
the two extremes. The heat grows worse the longer I hesitate. It’s beginning to
burn my hand, but I’m not sure what to do. 


Instinct takes over when the heat becomes
so bad I can barely hold the damn thing anymore. One of the meditation
exercises my therapist tried to teach me was the focused relaxation of specific
parts of my body. It seemed completely ridiculous at the time, but being forced
to focus my thoughts like that makes thinking of the memory as a physical thing
much easier. Instead of relaxing the memory, I push it, out of my head and down
my arm. I barely get it halfway down my forearm when it is suddenly sucked up
by the Key and the heat dulls to a more manageable level. 


My eyes flutter open and I stare at the
Key to realize it looks exactly the same. 


“It kinda brightened, for a second,” Kyran
says. 


Great. This is going to take forever.
Looking back to where Liza was sitting, I’m surprised to see another ghost in
her place. George. Another of my longtime, silent entourage. Like Liza, George
has never once approached me with a request for help. Were they just biding
their time for a deal like this? I have no idea, and no time to ponder the
answer. Extending my hand, I still flinch when he takes it and the cold hits
me. 


Bright orange leaves surround them. The
girl can’t be more than ten or eleven. Her cheeks are red from the chilled air
as she leans toward George with her hand cupped to the side of her mouth. He
tilts his head so she can get close enough to whisper her secret. Fear and
excitement make his body rigid. He can barely breathe as the girl’s hand rests
against his cheek and her breath washes over his skin. 


“I’ll love you forever, George. Forever
and ever.” 


She turns just slightly, and presses a
kiss to his cheek. 


I expect the memory to end there, but it
doesn’t. Or, it does, but a second memory follows quickly behind. Years later.
Decades later. I recognize the woman’s eyes, now surrounded by deep wrinkles
that tell not only of age but of pain and sadness. She can barely hold them
open as she sits beside George and takes his hand, but they glass over with
tears when George is too weak to return the touch.


She again cups her hand and whispers in
his ear. “I’ll love you forever, George. Forever and ever...even past the end
of this life.” 


That end comes quickly. The memory fades
alongside George’s mortal life. 


The Key grows hot once again, but I take
half a second to hold onto the experience of a lifetime of love and devotion,
to memorize what that feels like. It’s not something everyone experiences. I
highly doubt I’ll be one of those lucky few, so I put off moving the memory,
ignoring the pain searing into my hand until I can’t stand it a second longer.
Then, quickly, I shove the memory into the Key and open my eyes. 


Ghost after ghost, memory after memory, I
relive sacred moments with them…then tear them away. Guilt fills me when I take
those bits of themselves they’ve been holding onto for years, but the beauty of
each moment fills me with hope as well. Kyran’s words slip in between the
memories, his comment about needing to balance good and evil in the Hall of
Truth. It isn’t just there that needs balance. I realize, as I take memory
after memory, that I need it too. 


Exhausted, hand aching, drained in every
possible way, I open my eyes and let my gaze fall to the Key. It’s glowing now,
but I can feel the empty space still remaining. I need more, but worry over
Malachi and Timothy steals my attention for a moment. I focus on Kyran and ask,
“Anything from Malachi yet?” 


He shrugs. “Morton says they’re nearing
the gate.” He’s confused by how he could possibly know that, but I can’t stop to
explain. “Are you close?” he asks me. 


“A few more. Maybe two or…” 


Kyran and I both stare at my suddenly
foggy breath and my stomach drops. No. I’m not ready yet. I need more memories!
The half-second of panic that froze us both ends with Kyran lunging for a
canister of salt. “No!” I shout, even though I know it’s the only way to keep
her out. “The memories! It’s not full!” 


He hears me, hesitates for a split second,
then flips open the top of the salt. Knowing this won’t work without the Key
being completely full, I glance around, panic making me clumsy so I scuff the
chalk drawing, and search the room for a ghost I can pull into the circle with
me before Kyran can finish the salt circle. My breath catches painfully in my
chest when I realize they’re all gone. Scattered. Terrified of what I can feel
coalescing behind me. 


I see Kyran complete the salt circle from
the corner of my eye as I turn to face her. Her dark form congeals with every
rapid breath I suck in. The power pouring off her isn’t normal. Neither is the
rate of her descent into madness. Both factors combined makes me fear the salt
circle won’t be enough. I squeeze the Key in my fist, pulling it to my chest
with a chalk-covered hand. Cowering there, I scavenge through every bit of
information I’ve collected over the past few weeks, desperate for an answer. 


I just need a few more memories, or one
powerful one. The Key has to be full or it won’t close the gate. I appreciate
that the ghosts who came to help shared one memory at a time rather than
attacking me with all of them at once like Archer did, but…. I gasp as an idea
occurs to me. Unsure of whether or not it will work, I hurriedly settle myself
back inside what’s left of the protection circle. Kyran watches me uncertainly
as he draws a hasty circle of salt around himself, but he doesn’t say anything
or try to intervene. 


He can’t see Lucy preparing to attack me
only a few feet away, so closing my eyes freaks me out more than a little. I
don’t think I can do this without shutting out the possibility of my impending
death. It’s easier than it should be to push that aside. Locked within the
pretend safety of my own mind, I allow myself to think of Archer, something I
haven’t done willingly since telling Malachi about the memories he’d given me
and having him react by pulling away. 


When Archer tried blasting me with his
memories, very little stuck. After being hypnotized in order to uncover what
had happened to Archer, he was there waiting when I came back to reality. He
tried to tell me not to blame myself for what had happened to him. He told me
he loved me, and proved it by not only kissing me but sharing five years’ worth
of memories, five years of him staying by my side, comforting me when I didn’t
even know he was there, keeping me from breaking when I was at my lowest and
most scared. 


Of all the memories Archer gave me in that
moment, those are the ones I am most loathe to lose…the ones I have to send
into the Key if I want all of this to end. 


It feels like tearing away part of my
heart to grasp onto one particular memory of him lying in bed next to me,
stroking my hair as I cried until my entire body ached. It was the night my dad
came home drunk and I knew he hated me in that moment for all the problems I
had caused. I’d snuck back into my bedroom after he got home, convinced he
would be gone in the morning and that it would be my fault. I had no clue
Archer had been there, or that his presence had been what kept me from running
or giving up, but I loved him long before he gave me the memory. 


Hatred builds in me, for Lucy and the
Devourers, for making me give this up, but as I push the memory toward the Key
something odd happens. It’s almost as though I can feel Archer’s hand running
over my hair as it did in the memory. The awfulness of that moment for me dulls
in the face of his compassion. Pain and love balance out, neither one stronger
than the other. As it sinks in that I cherish this particular memory so much
not because of how painful it was for me, but because of the depth of Archer’s
compassion, I don’t have to fight to get the memory into the Key. It pulls away
from me and sinks into it, cooling the last of the heat and making it flare a
brilliant white. 


A soundless scream of rage blasts out of
Lucy’s shifting black form. She flies at the salt circle, and is thrown back,
but refuses to give up. “Kyran,” I beg, “get in here. Now!” 


Startled, he hesitates for half a second,
then jumps out of his circle and into mine. “What are you planning?” he asks.
He hauls me into his lap and tucks us both inside the messed up protection
circle and salt circle both. He has chalk in his hand, fixing what I smudged
with his free hand while the other one is clamped around my waist. 


“I have to go now,” I tell him. “Don’t let
her get me, okay?” 


He nods, then presses a hard kiss against
my mouth. “Come back safe. There’s a concert I want to take you to next month.
I already bought the tickets and don’t want them to go to waste.” 


I almost laugh at his request, because we
have so many more important things to worry about than concert tickets…but then
I realize that’s kind of the point of all of this. What are we protecting the
world for if not so people can create memories like the ones the ghosts just
gave me? 


“I will,” I tell him before closing my
eyes and leaving my body in his care, three feet from a vengeful ghost who’s
determined to kill me. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


35: One To Go


(Echo) 


 


 


I arrive smack dab in the middle of utter
chaos. Timothy is scribbling furiously on the gate, using the Feather of
Truth—which I have no idea how he got off his chest where it was
embedded—working as fast as his little fingers can manage to write out the
forty-two negative confessions. Malachi is trying to hold up a shield while
flinging blasts of…energy?...out around the edges of the shield at the Devourers
who slip past. I have no idea why he keeps touching his wrist before he does
stuff, but I don’t have time to ask. 


“I’m going as fast as I can,” Timothy says
between panicked breaths. 


The second he writes something with the
Feather, its pure gold trail of hieroglyphs fades to nothing. How he’s keeping
track of what he’s written and where, I have no clue. I’m useless to help him. 


“Is the Key ready?” he asks, still
writing. 


“Yes.” 


He scratches out one more set of
hieroglyphs and breathes a sigh of relief. “Good.” He points at the center of
the gate he just finished writing all over. “When they’re all inside, use it to
lock them in. The judges will have to take care of locking them in the cage.” 


Someone else has some responsibility in
this? Excellent. It’s about damn time. 


Timothy motions for me to grab one of the
big, brass door pulls. I do, and his little hands wrap around the opposing one.
“Malachi,” he shouts, “on three! One, two, three!” 


We all react in perfect synchronicity.
Malachi drops his shield as Timothy and I yank the doors open. Then I watch as
Timothy tosses the feather through the open doors, to where—is that
Osiris?—waits to catch it. The second his fist closes around it, souls pour out
of the feather. I can’t even count how many, but the massive influx of power
sends the Devourers into a frenzy. Stripped of their humanity, the vicious
creatures react on instinct to the pure power the souls represent. 


Malachi yanks me out of the doorway barely
a half second before the Devourers sprint through. Timothy was smart enough to
get out of the way on his own. I stumble back, tripping over my own feet and
falling into Malachi. He spins me, squashing me with his body as several
Devourers who are less mesmerized by the souls decide to take a detour for our
souls. Something rakes down my leg before Malachi manages to get his shield
back up to cover us. 


“Timothy!” I plead, begging Malachi to find
and protect him. 


“I can’t,” he growls, “not over you.” 


I want to argue, but the crimson light flaring
from his mark says it’s not even a choice for him anymore. Praying that Timothy
is out of harm’s way, I throw my arms over my head and wait for the rush of
Devourers to fall into the trap. The more that pass by, the more crushing
Malachi’s presence feels as my fear for Timothy ratchets up. I can barely
breathe and am on the verge of panicking when the air feels as if it’s been
sucked from the space. 


“Now, Echo!” Timothy screams. 


Malachi is up off me in a second and all
but flings me back to my feet. I’m trying to stop my head from spinning as he
and Timothy shove the doors closed. They slam against the frame, shaking me
clear down to my bones, and I fumble trying to get the Key from my pocket. I
have no idea how a stone is supposed to lock a door with no lock, but I yank it
out of my jeans and slam it against the door. 


Light fans out from the Key, seeping into the
grain and spreading over the entire surface. As it does, the memories flash
through my mind again. I grasp at the memory of Archer, but it slips through my
fingertips and I feel my knees buckle. Malachi catches me before I fall
completely, a second before Timothy slams into me from the side. I start to ask
him if he’s okay, but he claps a hand over my mouth and stares past me at the
gate. 


I don’t know what he’s listening for until
a gut-churning howl of fury splits the air and forces all of our hands to our
ears. It’s so loud, it hurts. I fear my eardrums are going to burst before it
cuts off with a final scream of defiance. Then, I’m falling backward when the
gate opens behind me without warning. White lights flood past me. I have no
idea what is going on and pull Timothy beneath me on instinct. He squirms out
right away and laughs. 


“We did it, Echo! Look!” 


When taking myself into the spirit realm
this time, I purposely set my expectations to reflect the Field of Reeds. How
else was I going to find the gate? The greyish, bleak landscape I encountered
on my first visit is gone. In its place is a lush forest of tall trees and
heavy undergrowth. It only strikes me then that Timothy’s version of the
spiritual realm looks nothing like what you might find in Egypt. In fact, it
looks an awful lot like the trail to the Gennet Poplar Griffin took me to. 


With the exception of the spirits flying
around us. 


As they settle in after being held by
Timothy and then used as bait to lure the Devourers into the hall, I breathe a
sigh of relief and decide I should get up out of the dirt. A hand extends to
me, and it isn’t Malachi’s. I look up without taking the offered hand and stare
at the Egyptian god. All I can do is gape at his beauty in awe. He must figure
I’m in shock or something, because he reaches down with both hands and lifts me
easily to my feet. 


Stupidly, I ask, “Are you Osiris?” 


“That is one of the many names I have been
called.” 


You’d think that with my close association
with ghosts, I might have seriously contemplated before now whether or not I
actually believed in any sort of god, Egyptian or otherwise. Now, as I consider
his answer…one of many names…I’m suddenly very concerned with who he
actually is. “Are you…God?” 


Osiris, or whoever he is, chuckles. “I
rule over the spirit realm, but I am not God in the sense you mean. I am simply
a caretaker, as you are.” 


There are vast, vast differences
between him and me, but I don’t feel the need to point them out. I have more
important things to discuss. “What is this place really? Griffin said it
matches each person’s expectations, so Timothy sees you as Osiris and this as
the Field of Reeds, but what is it? Heaven? Elysium? The Otherworld?” 


Osiris considers my question. “In some
ways, it is all of those places, but in others it is not.” When my mouth pulls
down in a frown, he holds up a hand to fend off my irritated response. “I do
not put off your questions lightly, but it is difficult to explain the reality
of this place—if that can even be done—and you do not have enough time for such
a discussion.” 


“What do you mean?” Malachi asks as he
walks up dusting dirt and debris from his clothes. “Is this thing done?
Devourers locked up? No more being chased around by them in here?” 


Nodding, Osiris looks away when Timothy
steps out from behind Malachi and smiles at him shyly. He kneels and gestures
for my little friend to approach. “Thank you for your bravery,” he tells
Timothy. “It is not usual for one so young to be charged with such great
responsibilities.” 


“Is my dad okay?” Timothy asks. 


Compassion spreads through Osiris’s
expression. “I do not know what happens beyond this place, or to souls who meet
an end as he did. Regardless, I believe wherever or whatever that may be, his
sacrifice will not be forgotten. I know you will miss him, young Ferryman, but
honor your memories of him and keep him alive in your heart.” 


Tearfully, Timothy nods. He doesn’t resist
when Osiris pulls him into a gentle embrace. Without turning away from Timothy,
Osiris meets Malachi’s gaze. “In answer to your second question, yes, the
Devourers are once again contained. We will do everything we can to keep this
from happening again.” 


Looking back down at Timothy, he holds him
at arm’s length as says, “We wouldn’t have been able to contain them without
the Feather. Thank you for releasing it back to me.” 


Timothy nods and seems relieved to be done
with it. Expecting I will be next, I extend my hand and unfurl my fingers to
offer up the Key. Osiris surprises me by shaking his head. 


“Please keep the Key, Echo. You will
likely need it again before your talents as a protector of memory fully
develop.” He holds up a hand again to forestall the mass of questions about to
spill out of my mouth. “This realm is not your main sphere of responsibility,
but you are welcome here. I can answer some of your questions, but you
must return now, before it is too late. The tainted soul of Lucy Coulter risks
much more than she understands if the Devourers get their way in this. Your
friends can only protect you for so long. Go now, Echo. We will meet again.” 


Holding the Feather carefully, he nods and
steps back through the doors. They close behind him automatically and for a
second or two, we all just stare at them. Malachi is the first to snap out of
it. “What the hell is he talking about?” 


Ignoring him for just a moment, I squat
down next to Timothy. “I’m going to send you home, okay? I know you want to
talk, but I can’t stay here right now. I’ll come visit you later.” 


“But…” 


Before he can ask his question, I think of
his mother and his home and send him to safety. Malachi is not happy when I
stand and face him, but I speak before he can. “How did you make that shield
and those bolts of energy?” 


“Mr. Bridger said the symbols on my mark
aren’t just for show and clued me in on how to use them,” he says impatiently.
“Is that really the most important thing right now?” 


“It is if you want to protect me against
Lucy Coulter,” I say as I take his hand and prepare to send us back to the
world of the living. “She’s trying to kill me right now, and Kyran can only hold
her off for so long.” 


Malachi drags a hand down his face and
groans, but he knows as well as I do there’s nothing either of us can do to
change things. “Take us home,” he growls. 


One battle down, one to go. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


36: Soundless Screams


(Echo)


 


 


The apartment is weirdly still and quiet
when I open my eyes in the living world. I expected chaos. I didn’t expect
darkness. Confusion is thick in my mind as I try to figure out what’s going on.
Kyran’s body is wrapped around mine. I can barely see anything the way he’s
trying to shield me. What I can see is a whirling mass of dark spiritual
energy. It takes me a second to realize that it’s still outside the salt
circle, but that won’t last long. 


Angry spirits can interact with physical
objects. Lucy Coulter certainly qualifies, even without whatever added power
the Devourers gave her. I watch her spin around the outside of the circle, the
speed and fury backing the movement creating a force that is slowly blowing the
salt away. More than one section of the circle is so thin I know she’ll be able
to break through in a matter of seconds. 


That’s when the panic finally hits me. 


“Malachi? Where’s Malachi?” I demand. 


I try to pull away from Kyran, but he
yanks me back, hooking my leg to keep it inside the chalk circle of protection.
“No idea,” he grunts. “Can’t see anything outside this wall.” 


“She’s going to get in,” I squeak. 


“Any ideas on not dying?” 


I don’t get a chance to answer before the
salt circle breaks and everything goes to hell. Kyran flattens me beneath him
as Lucy’s energy blasts over the top of us. The chalk protection circle is
doing something to keep her from reaching us, but I know it won’t last long. Her
frantic energy is quickly scouring the chalk from the floor. Each pass she
makes gets closer, raking us with her cold hatred. 


Pressed against the floor, I’m the first
to see the outer edge of the chalk line break. I know what will come next, and
who will take the brunt of it. Kyran is bigger than me, stronger, but he isn’t
expecting me to suddenly push up from the floor. Caught off guard, I’m able to
shove him off me, to the side, away from where Lucy is diving at me. Focused
fury makes her form more stable, and for the first time I meet her hate-filled
gaze. 


I have no defense against her. Wherever
Malachi is, he won’t get here soon enough. I act on the first thought that
snaps into my mind and shield myself with my arms. I don’t even remember I have
the Key of Life in my hand until it roars to life and starts searing my hand.
The pain, as much as my terror, rip the scream from my lips as blackness
envelopes me. 


Bracing myself against the pain, I don’t
immediately understand why I don’t feel anything. The thought crosses my mind
that I’m already dead and simply can’t feel it, but my hand still feels as if
it’s on fire. Daring to open one eye, I snap it closed immediately as the
disgusting, oily dark form presses in around me. 


As terrified as I am, sounds of movement
from outside this death cocoon scares me even more. Kyran can’t fight her. He
can’t save me. Refusing to let him be injured or killed for my sake, I force my
eyes open and realize that even though it feels as if she’s suffocating me, she
still isn’t touching me. Barely more than a hair’s breadth of distance is
between us. Her hands claw uselessly, unable to reach me past…past the white
hot Key in my hand. 


I’m trying to grasp the significance of
that when she’s suddenly blasted away from me. She goes flying through the bar
that separates the living room from the kitchen, thankfully not causing any
sound or damage, but as soon as she gets control she’s barreling back toward us
again. “Stand back,” Malachi growls. 


It makes sense to do what he says. I can
feel something happening with his mark, and I assume he’s going to throw up a
shield at any second. It will only delay the inevitable, though. Lucy isn’t a
Devourer. Not yet. Malachi can push her back, but I know without asking that he
won’t be able to destroy her as he did the Devourer who murdered Archer. Lucy
is my problem, my responsibility. I have to be the one to end this. Right
before Malachi’s shield springs to life…I step outside of its protection. 


I don’t know why the Key wants her
memories. I don’t know if it will stop her from killing me. Terrified, I still
hold up the Key in front of my chest and let her slam into me. This time she
doesn’t stop. Her black soul swarms around and through me. Holding the key
seems to act as a catalyst. Her memories come at me in a barrage. Unlike when
Archer purposely tried to do that same thing and nearly killed me, these
memories hit me under the protection of the Key. The only pain I feel is from
this woman’s hatred. 


Memory after memory blasts through my
mind, of her losing Martin, of her anger at the injustice of his death, fury at
being left alone, jealousy over his friendship with Kurt Francis when he was
alive, her mounting despise for her husband’s friend when he tried to comfort
her and then even more so when he gave up and left her alone, of her receiving
the letter and feeling vindicated in all her poisonous feelings and desire for
revenge. 


I sink to my knees under the sheer force
of the destructive emotions the memories cause. Everything she felt tears at
me, not because I see her as evil, but because I have known too many of those
emotions and desires as well. Memories flash through me of friends and family
begging her to move on, to let it go, let him go, keep living and stop blaming
everyone else for what happened. Her blame and anger was focused outward
instead of the inward track mine took, but I understand how hard those feelings
are to ignore, how easy it is to let them consume you. 


Everything I felt just days earlier all
rushes in to mingle with her memories, to work at convincing me she’s right.
She should have her revenge. I should stop fighting her. Give up. Let the pain
and anger and fury win. Let the darkness consume us both. It would be so easy.
Let the Key fall. Give in to the pain that haunts me every second. It would be
an end. An end to so much of the pain and guilt I carry with me everywhere I
go. 


The key flares white hot, and if I had
been capable of commanding my body in that moment, I would have dropped it.
Instinct makes me grip it tighter and my own memories are drawn out, fighting
against Lucy’s. Not a flood this time. Just one. The only one I need. 


I focus on the memory of Kyran brushing
away my tears. His voice whispers through the darkness I was consumed with in
that moment and in the darkness I am more physically fighting in this moment. All
the bad in the world doesn’t take away from the good. Not unless you let it.
I didn’t believe him then. The darkness tightening around my body and soul
doesn’t believe it either. It doesn’t feel like a choice when you’re being
crushed by those feelings. It doesn’t feel as though there is any escape. 


Locked inside your own pain, shame, guilt,
and self-hatred, the good of the world…the light…is nowhere to be found. It’s
gone. Forever. Hopeless. You’re blind to the beauty you once had and that still
remains. It feels as if it’s too late to find it again, that you’re too damaged
and broken to recognize goodness and love. 


It’s never too late,
Kyran’s voice whispers from the memory. 


Lucy’s fury rebels against that claim. Her
fingers close around my throat, her grip substantial enough that I know she’ll
be able to do real damage. Breaths come in gasps, but I can’t give up. Kyran’s
words become my own as I shove the memory deeper into her mind. 


Even if you can’t see the good anymore, I
can. In you, and in what you’re doing. I’ll help you see it, too, if you’ll let
me.


Pain sears through my mind as she slams
memory after memory into me. Pain, loneliness, anger, doubt, hatred,
vengeance…they all wash over me in a debilitating haze. It’s a struggle to hold
onto Kyran’s words, onto the fact that I no longer doubt him. Shoving away her
vicious memories, I throw them away rather than push them into the Key as I did
with the other ghosts. 


Life is pain, in many ways. There is no
escaping it. Life is also love and friendship and goodness. One is meaningless
without the other, yet the bleak and hurtful memories we give so much more
power to, power to control and crush. When the darkness closes in, the light is
difficult to find. It’s still there, though. You just have to be willing to
search for it. Maybe Lucy isn’t willing, or capable, but I am. 


Clutching the Key with both hands, I push
it farther into her inky soul, to the heart of what is left of her humanity.
Evil winds through her soul like a sickness. Whatever the Devourers did to her
or offered to her, is working at a rapid pace to strip her of everything she
once loved or cared about, but it hasn’t won yet. Deep in the center of all her
hatred is a bundle of guarded memories. The sharing isn’t voluntary this time. 


I rip the memories from their cage. I try
to push them into her mind, force her to remember, to admit this isn’t the
person she should be. I want so desperately for her to listen to me and make
the right choice. She rages against me and tries to lock the memories back up.
They fuel her, twisted as they are into a rationale for her murder of Kurt, Noel,
and if she gets her way…me. I push and push and beg her to listen to me until I
am forced to see the truth…that she has already made her choice. 


That realization opens my mind to the only
course of action left. I hate it and want so badly for there to be an
alternative, but there is nothing left. Tears form in my eyes as I begin
dragging the memories back toward the Key. Lucy fights like a crazed animal,
clawing at them in desperation, but the more she fights, the faster the
memories are drawn in. I relive dozens of moments between Lucy and Martin
Coulter, days where they were happy together, in love, excited about the
future. These memories are the reason she was so easily changed after her
husband’s death, but they could have been the reason she opened her heart to
seek and give comfort to Kurt Francis rather than killing a good man. 


It feels cruel to strip the memories away
from her, to take the last few shreds of humanity left of her soul, but there
is no other way. The Devourers have tainted her too deeply for words to ever
work. Reason means nothing in the face of a lawless need for revenge and death.
So I tear them from her grasp and push them into the Key. The moment they are
torn away, her raging turns to confusion and the viscous cold of death roiling
around me falls back to a wary stance. 


“Malachi,” I say quietly, “there’s nothing
else I can do for her.” 


Without her love for Martin, she can’t
seem to understand why she’s here trying to kill me. Without any stitch of good
left in her soul, she’s now what she sought to become. A true Devourer. The
power she craved is welling within her, but so is Malachi’s. Before he could
only defend against her. Now…my heart hurts to admit what I’ve done, but
now…now she falls under Malachi’s realm of control. 


He doesn’t hesitate. Her confusion is too
great to fend him off, and his hand is sinking into her chest before she
realizes what is happening. Instead of the oozing mess of filth that erupted
from the last Devourer Malachi was forced to kill in the living world, Lucy’s
face contorts in horror as her form solidifies and cracks. Her soundless
screams feel loud in my head as I force myself to not look away. I know I am
not solely to blame for this woman’s fate, but that doesn’t stop me from
feeling responsible for this end, at least in part. 


I can’t look away, and make myself watch
as the Devourer virus wound through her entire being flares a sickly red as it
struggles to keep her wrecked soul alive. It isn’t strong enough. Lucy’s soul
fractures and dissolves into ash, the Devourer sickness the last to flicker out
and vanish. Malachi’s shoulders drop, and his hand follows more slowly. I hate
that he had to do that, to scar himself by having to end existence like that.
Necessary or not, it leaves a wound all the same. For that I am partially
responsible as well, but as Malachi turns and faces me, there is no blame in
his expression and I feel a held breath slip from my body. 


My knees buckle a moment later, out of
pure exhaustion on every level, but Kyran is there to catch me. 


 


 
















 


 


 


 


37: No Way of Knowing


(Griffin)


 


 


“Dad thinks it will take about a month to
get me transferred down here officially,” I say. “He may be overestimating the
amount of favors people owe him, though. If I miss your birthday next month,
blame him.” 


Echo scoffs and leans her head against my
shoulder. “I’ll badger him until he gets it done. I like having you around.” 


“You’re just using me for my amazing
abilities.” I elbow her in the side, nearly knocking her off the uncomfortable
airport chair when she jumps away from me. I catch her before she falls off
completely and she wrinkles her nose at me. 


“You’re using me, too, so shut up.” She
straightens herself in the chair, pretending to be aloof, but it falters
quickly. “You know that’s not why, though, right? It’s not just that you keep
me sane. I want you around for other reasons too.” 


I can’t help teasing her a little more.
“Other reasons? What might those be? You haven’t been talking to my dad too
much have you? Because no offense, Echo, but I’m just not that into you.” 


She rolls her eyes and leans her head
against my shoulder again. I need to get going if I’m going to make it to my
gate in time, but leaving is as hard for me as it is for her. Echo sighs and I
feel her sorrow deepen. “You understand me. You know what to say when I’m on
the verge of crumbling. It’s not just the emotional connection. You don’t judge
me, despite everything. You truly know me. I’ve never had that before,
Griffin, and I’m scared of giving that up, even if just for a little while.” 


She curls into me and I wrap my arm around
her shoulders without hesitation. “I’m the only one you’ve let know you
that deeply,” I tell her. “You didn’t completely have a say in that with me,
but you know I’m not the only one willing to make the effort.” 


“But what if they don’t react like you?
What if they finally get to know me as truly as you do and…they walk away?” she
asks. 


“I know rejection terrifies you, but you
have this false view of the people in your life.” 


She shakes her head. “It’s not a delusion
that so many people have called me names and tortured me and hated me and
called me a freak.” Her chest convulses as the pain of those memories wells
inside her. 


“I know all of that is real. The hurt it
caused is real,” I say, “but those people never even attempted to see you for
who you are. They are as superficial as their disdain for you.” Hugging her
against me a little tighter, I say, “Think about the real people in your
life. How many of them have left? Think about your dad, even though he thought
about leaving—maybe more than once—did he? No, he doesn’t understand or believe
you, but there’s something that keeps him from walking away. Despite
everything, he loves you, Echo. Same goes for Malachi. He’s willing to stay despite
being scared and having to tear down everything he thought he knew and believed
in.” 


She exhales slowly as she allows my words
to sink in. 


“I can’t promise you that no one will ever
walk away. You’d need a seer for that, and I max out at empath.” I smile when
she looks up at me with a smirk. “What I can promise is that I’ll be around
whenever you need someone to set you straight, though I think Kyran’s trying to
one-up me on that.” 


Echo chuckles. I’m still somewhat stunned
by how everything played out. How the Devourers basically gave Lucy Coulter a
virus is still a mystery. How Echo was able to take her memories and complete
the process of turning her into a Devourer so Malachi could destroy her is less
of a conundrum—as best as I could understand her explanation—but how Echo was
able to win against a mindless soul hell-bent on killing her isn’t difficult to
understand at all. Not after she shared with me the memory she used against
Lucy. 


“What are you going to do about Kyran?” I
ask. 


Echo sits back up and doesn’t look at me.
“You make it sound like he’s gum on the bottom of my shoe or something.” 


“You know what I mean.” I elbow her again.
“Did you talk?” 


Nodding slowly, Echo inhales and exhales
slowly. “Neither of us want to hurt Malachi, and I definitely don’t want to
rush into anything again and risk screwing it up.” 


“But?” 


She bumps against my shoulder, the hint of
a smile teasing the corner of her mouth. “But…I’m willing to risk rejection for
him.” 


“Well, it’s only fair, I guess, after he
put up with you dating his best friend while he was in love with you and waited
kind of patiently for his chance to win you over,” I tease. 


Echo snaps her hand against my leg. “You
are so dramatic. In love? Stop being such a…” Her words trail off and she
whirls around to stare at me. “You’re just…teasing…right?” 


I should feel bad about that little slip,
but I’m having a hard time dredging up any guilt over it. Tucking her back
under my arm so she can’t see me trying not to grin, I say, “Let’s just say, I
don’t think you’re taking much of a risk.” 


Her body goes slack against mine. Shock
and relief play on the edges of her thoughts, but I’m surprised to realize they
aren’t dominating her mind at the moment. Something else is…something that
scares her. “Echo what’s wrong?” 


“Nothing,” she mumbles, “it’s just that
when you said risk…there was something Osiris said, about how Lucy was
risking more than she realized if the Devourers got their way.” 


“Yeah,” I say, “I imagine she had no real
idea of who you are or your role in keeping the balance of spiritual power
between the realms. Why does that have you so worried right now?” 


Echo frowns. “Lucy, she was definitely
trying to kill me, but…I think the Devourers knew she wouldn’t be strong
enough. Not with Malachi around. They’ve already seen what he can do. I think
they infected her for another reason, a worse one.” 


Cold fear spreads through me, matching
hers. 


“That virus, or whatever is was, I think,”
she says, “I think they wanted her to infect me with it.” 


That is troubling enough. Her next words
chill me to my core. 


“I have no way of knowing whether or not
it worked.” 


I think back on what Echo told me about
her battle with Lucy Coulter, of how intimately they were entwined during their
memory war. As desperately as I want to banish her fears and say it isn’t
possible, I have no idea. We don’t even know what the Devourers did to Lucy, if
it can be spread from spirit to living, and what effect that might have. How
would any of us know? 


“The ghosts,” I say as soon as the idea
forms. “They’ll be able to tell, won’t they? Maybe that’s why they scattered when
Lucy showed up. Maybe they saw or felt or somehow recognized she was infected
with whatever this thing is. They’ll be able to tell, right?” 


Echo’s head drops into her hands. “Maybe,
but that means talking to them again, getting even more into debt with them.
I’m already going to pay for what I’ve already taken. In more ways than one,
I’m sure.” She sighs and shakes her head back and forth in her hands. Dread
fills her. “There’s no way I’m going to make it through next week’s episode of
The Ghost Host without it turning into a nightmare.” 


“It’ll be one to remember, I’m sure,” I
say. 


And not in a good way. Not even close. 
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Life & Being


 


 


Chapter 1


Reeling


 


 


I watched her as she approached Dominic
Vancaster and made one of those barely noticeable exchanges you only see in spy
movies. Her hand slipped into her pocket with whatever he gave her, head down
as she walked across the courtyard in my direction. As far as I knew, Dahlia
Carter wasn’t a student at Southern New Mexico University. I hadn’t seen her
since graduating high school together a little over two years earlier, though,
so who knew. 


Barely a hair taller than five foot, and
as big around as a pixie stick, it always surprised me how nothing intimidated
her back then. Nothing seemed to have changed since. Dominic Vancaster was
six-foot-four, three hundred pounds, covered in tattoos, and had a temper that
was great on the football field but scary as hell off it. Yet she was calmly
doing some kind of deal with him in broad daylight on a college campus. 


That thought gave me pause as she
stepped onto the sidewalk nearest me and continued in my direction. I was
supposed to be waiting for my roommate, but a conversation at my parents’ house
last weekend crept back to the front of my mind. My oldest brother had just
been assigned to the narcotics unit with the local police force. He probably
shouldn’t have said anything about the unit’s upcoming push to curb drugs on
campus. He did, though, and for some reason I found myself considering warning
Dahlia. 


I couldn’t exactly pinpoint why. Back in
high school, we hadn’t been friends. Dahlia didn’t do friends. I didn’t owe her
anything. If she wanted to deal drugs on campus, that was her problem. Right?
It wasn’t the first handoff I’d seen her involved in, though the last time was
back in high school. If she wanted to screw up her life, it wasn’t my job to
stop her. Except, I also remembered all those times when she’d shown up to
school with her homemade lunches filled with whatever odds and ends she had
found in the kitchen while he dad was away on business. 


What exactly her dad did was a mystery,
one nobody particularly wanted to solve, thanks to the fact that he scared the
hell out of pretty much every kid in school. He’d be gone for weeks at a time,
even during middle school. Anyone who took the time to notice Dahlia recognized
she was practically an orphan. Not many people noticed. At least, no one tried
to do anything about it. Myself included. 


Even though Dahlia and I rarely spoke
back then, I did notice her at times. Like when she walked by some kid who
didn’t have money for lunch and dropped half a sandwich on the table in front
of him before walking away without a word. There were other times, too. For a
girl everyone skirted around in the hallway because they didn’t want to be seen
with her, there was something about Dahlia that demanded something akin to…respect.



Whatever crazy shit she was messed up
in, I was pretty sure her sketchy father had put her up to it. Maybe I didn’t
owe Dahlia Carter anything, but I thought maybe a few other people did—ones who
would never pay up out of fear or embarrassment. Something pushed at me to not
let her walk away and get in trouble for something she had most likely been
forced into. Without totally understanding why, I stepped up and fell in beside
her as she walked by. “Hey, Dahlia. Been a while.” 


“Sanford.” She nodded but didn’t look at
me. 


“Everyone calls me Sammy these days.” 


That got her to lift her gaze from the
concrete. “Why?” 


Shrugging, I said, “Sanny sounds stupid
and nobody seems to appreciate Sanford as a name. I don’t know. Just kinda got
stuck with it freshman year.” 


Dahlia wrinkled her nose. “I hate
nicknames. I’ll call you Sanford, supposing we actually run into each other
again.” 


“So you’re not taking classes here?” 


She snorted. “Uh, no.” 


“What…are you doing here then?” I held
my hands up in defense when her head whipped over to glare at me. “I’m only
asking because my brother’s a cop and he was over at my parents for dinner last
weekend and mentioned they’re looking to crack down on drugs on campus.” Her
glare upgraded to a laser meant to disintegrate me. “Look, I saw you with
Dominic and I…you know, just wanted to warn you.” 


Stopping so fast I kept going a couple
more steps before I could react and had to backtrack, she was positively livid
when I looked at her. Fists clenched, she had to look up at me to meet my gaze.
“You think I’m dealing drugs?” 


“I have no clue what you’re doing.” I
shrugged and held up a hand to fend off a punch or something. “I mean, I know
you’ve been doing these secretive handoffs since high school, but I don’t have
a clue what they’re about. I just don’t want you to get into trouble, okay?” 


My answer didn’t do much to abate her
anger. She span away from me, her jet black hair snapping around her shoulders.
Her fists were clenched again, fingers holding onto the long sleeved t-shirt
she was wearing. It was September and still close to ninety degrees, thanks to
an unseasonably warm fall, but Dahlia never wore anything but long sleeves and
pants. By the time I came out of my thoughts, she was a good five feet away
from me, her short legs powering on to get away from me. 


I almost went after her, though I wasn’t
sure why, but Harvey was suddenly beside me. “Was that Dahlia Carter?” 


“Yeah.” 


“What’s she doing on campus?” 


Shaking my head, I gave up the idea of
running after her to apologize…or something. “Hell if I know.” 


Forgetting the entire exchange, Harvey
moved on. “So Griz asked about the party again.” 


“What party? 


Harvey rolled his eyes. “The one he
mentioned Tuesday night at the fight, right after he asked if you were ever
going to show up at the gym for a workout again.” 


“I don’t have time for that anymore.” 


“He’s not asking you to fight, just help
train.” Harvey sighed when I shrugged off the comment. “Anyway,” he said,
“about the party. We going, or what?” 


“It doesn’t have to be we,
Harvey. I already told you, go if you want. We’re not a packaged deal.” 


Harvey rolled his eyes. “Well you act
like a girl every time the subject of a party comes up. You might as well be my
girlfriend.” He jabbed me in the shoulder, harder than necessary. “Come on. It
won’t be that bad. I mean, Dominic and his crew will probably show up and push
everyone around, but Lils and Cori are going. They’re always fun to hang with.”


Honestly, that wasn’t much for
encouragement. Cori was great. We were good friends and we did usually have fun
together. Attached to her hip was always Lillian Devry, and Lillian was not
fun. Not unless constant pawing and flirting from a girl you’d already told a
dozen times you weren’t interested in constituted as fun. It probably did for
some guys, but Lils drove me insane. She was pretty and all, but there was just
something about her that rubbed me the wrong way. 


The only part of Harvey’s spiel that
actually made me reconsider going was Dominic being there. Normally, I didn’t
have much interaction with the guy. He tended to be loud and always had a crowd
around him. Both were pretty big deterrents for me. Not to mention his temper.
He wasn’t a psycho or anything, but he didn’t like to be crossed, and the guy
just had one of those personalities where everything had to be big and in your
face. 


I was curious about his rendezvous with
Dahlia, though. I wondered if he’d tell me anything. Dahlia certainly wasn’t
going to. It was none of my business and I suspected it could cause me trouble
to get involved. Dahlia and I weren’t friends. Not then, and certainly not now.
She was generally solo in pretty much any situation. She’d had a tough
childhood, though, and I didn’t like the idea of turning a blind eye again as I
had all through school—as everyone had. 


I knew very little about Dahlia on a
personal level, except for the fact that her dad was off his rails, and as far
as I knew she hadn’t had a mom in the picture for a long time. Other than that,
she was quiet, kept to herself, and flew under all the adults’ radar during
school. That skill was still being put to use—for reasons I worried weren’t
legal, despite her adamant denial she wasn’t dealing drugs—but I still didn’t
feel right about her getting tagged in some kind of campus raid. Maybe it
wasn’t drugs, but anything she had to have secret exchanges about probably
wasn’t above board. “Fine,” I said suddenly, “let’s go.” 


Harvey’s eyebrows perked up.
“Seriously?” 


“I’m sick of listening to you cry about
me ruining your college experience.” 


Grinning, Harvey smacked me on the
shoulder again. “It’s about time, you pansy.” 


I rolled my eyes and got into the car.
We both had homework to do before the party tonight, but still ended up
stopping off at Giorgio’s for pizza on the way home. It was as good as it
always was, but I kept thinking about Dahlia and what she was doing taking
anything from Dominic. He could literally break her in half if he wanted to.
The thought crossed my mind that maybe they were sleeping together and wanted
to keep it quiet, but that didn’t really fit for some reason. Tossing a
half-eaten breadstick back onto my plate, I sat back and failed to come up with
a better explanation. 


 


***


 


I pulled up to the house and cringed. It
was like an explosion. People spilled out of every opening, crowding around on
the lawn, walking past windows inside, and trailing into the backyard. It made
my skin crawl. Harvey, however, was nearly bouncing out of his seat. “Is this a
frat house?” I asked. Anything else and the police would no doubt be showing up
soon. 


“Yeah. Can’t remember which one, though.
Cori would know.” Harvey pointed at two girls walking up the street. “Hey,
there they are now.” 


Hitting the gas pedal, I quickly drove
past the house in search of a parking space. We were four blocks away before I
found one. Harvey whined, but I needed the time to psych myself up. Not to
mention think of a few excuses to keep from having to dance with Lillian. The
four block walk wasn’t nearly enough. I didn’t know if they saw us driving by
earlier, or Lillian had graduated to full-on stalker, but they were both
waiting for us when we strolled up. 


“Hey, boys,” Cori said. She gave each of
us a one-armed hug. 


Lillian burst forward as soon as Cori
stepped back and wrapped both arms around my middle. She didn’t seem to notice
my sigh. “Hey, Lils.” 


“I’m so glad you guys came!” Lillian
said. She did back off from her hug, but then proceeded to link her arm with
mine as if she belonged there. 


I glanced over at Cori and Harvey for
help. Both only shrugged. Harvey was going to pay for this. Lillian pulled me
toward the frat house, and even though I dragged against her, she just kept at
it. Cori and Harvey were talking about something behind us, ignoring Lillian
altogether. My only remaining hope was that the crowd and noise would either
pull her away from me, or at least drown her out. I hadn’t come to be dominated
by Lillian. Dahlia was still lingering in my mind and I hoped I could track
down Dominic before he got too sauced. He had a game tomorrow, so he should be
taking it easy. 


The hot, stagnant air in the house felt
like something I needed to brush off my skin. My general dislike of crowds made
me feel claustrophobic, and Lillian hanging on me only made it worse. “I’m
going to get something to drink?” I said. 


When she turned toward me to say
something, but I extracted myself from her grip and slipped away before she
could speak. I had no idea where the drinks were and didn’t really care.
Lillian could get her own damn drink if she wanted one. I wasn’t her date.
Maybe she’d figure that out at some point. Instead of looking for the source of
the usual red plastic cups scattered around the property, I searched the crowd
for Dominic Vancaster’s massive frame. He wasn’t hard to spot once I ended up
in the same room as him. Lounging against a wall in the den with a girl draped
along his side, he was retelling some play or something from the previous
weekend’s game. 


We had a class together this semester
and ran into each other now and again, but we weren’t exactly buddy-buddy.
Interrupting to ask him about Dahlia would be awkward. Content to wait for an
opening so long as Lillian wasn’t trying to make out with me, I walked up to
another classmate of mine and struck up a conversation while I waited for a
chance to catch Dominic. 


Imagine my surprise when Dahlia suddenly
appeared beside him and tipped her head to the side. That was all. She was
sucked back into the crowd then—which wasn’t very hard given her size. Dominic
continued to talk for a few more minutes before shrugging off the woman and
downing the rest of his beer. The girl I was talking to from my environmental
economics class was in the middle of a story so I couldn’t exactly just run off
after Dominic like some lunatic, but it was killing me not to bolt and find out
what was going on between them. 


Three painful minutes later, Riley
wrapped up her story and I pretended to see Harvey waving me over, then bolted.
All I had to go off of was that they’d both disappeared out of the door to my
right, so I followed and was immediately swallowed up by what felt like a
hundred bodies all grinding against each other—only some of them in time to the
music blaring through the room. 


A quick look around the room showed only
two possible exits. Stairs led up to what I could only assume were bedrooms,
and a much shorter flight of steps led down from an open door to what looked
like a basement. Not too keen on catching co-eds in the middle of a drunken one
night stand, I opted for the basement first. A quick jog down the stairs put me
in the middle of several white plastic card tables set up with some pretty
serious poker games going on. 


It didn’t seem like Dahlia’s or
Dominic’s scene, and a quick look around the dead end proved I’d chosen the wrong
path. “Hey, Sammy, come to try your luck?” Oliver, a friend from my dorm
building, asked. 


“Nah, just looking for someone.” 


“Oh yeah? Who?” 


I shook my head. “Just someone I went to
high school with.” His interest piqued, but I wasn’t about to elaborate.
“Anyway, guess she’s not here.” 


I turned to go, but Oliver grabbed my
arm. “Sure you don’t want to play? Got a couple spots opening up the next
hand.” 


“No thanks. I don’t even know how.” It
was a lie, but it got him to let me go and return his attention to the games. I
darted back up the stairs and into the dance room-slash-make out station. I had
to practically rub up against at least three couples parked on the stairs to
make it to the landing. 


For a moment I stopped and considered
what I was doing. Harvey was probably looking for me. Lillian definitely would
be. I hated coming to these things and it wasn’t like me at all to just
disappear on them. What was I going to say when they found me? Actually, I’d
like to see the look on Lils’ face when I told her I was trying to track down
another woman. With Harvey, though, it would only inspire a bunch of questions
I didn’t want to answer. Mainly because I had no answers. 


Might as well just find Dahlia, ask her
what’s going on and possibly apologize for earlier, and then show back up at
Harvey’s side with a plausible excuse. Taking a quick survey of the visible
parts of the upstairs, I noticed two hallways going in separate directions. One
had all the doors closed and several couples pressed up against walls looking
like they were close to forgoing the bed altogether. The other hallway….


I had no idea what to think when I
spotted two huge guys standing guard in front of a bedroom door at the end of
the hallway. Clearly, no one was getting through them, but I couldn’t imagine
what they were trying to protect. Nobody’s reputation was that big of a deal
here. Certainly not Dominic’s, if that’s where he’d disappeared to. The guy was
with a different girl every few weeks. Who cared who he slept with? 


Not really able to explain why, I
suspected both Dahlia and Dominic were on the other side of that door. I also
couldn’t give a good reason for why I turned down that hall instead of back
down the stairs, but I did. Both men squared up as I approached. One, the bigger
one—well bigger by maybe half an inch—eyed me with a look that said I was
clearly in the wrong place. I don’t know why. I mean, I was pushing six foot,
played lacrosse, and could hold my own in a fight. Not against those two, but
you know, against a normal sized human being I would come out on top. 


“You got an appointment?” the other guy
asked. 


“Appointment?” Man, what was Dahlia
getting involved with? “No, I just wanted to talk to Dahlia. She’s an old
friend.” 


The slightly shorter guy glared at me. “That’s
what they all say.” 


They? Who were they and why
would guys be trying to get in to see her all secretive? At least he confirmed
my hunch was right about Dahlia being locked behind the closed door. “We went
to high school together.” 


The two boulders blocking the door
looked at each other. Big turned back to me with a dead expression. “She’s with
someone. Wait if you want, but you aren’t getting in this room without an
appointment.” 


What were they doing in there? Maybe I
didn’t want to know. Dominic and Dahlia were two consenting adults and if they
wanted to have some kind of weird, secretive fling…none of my business at all.
I couldn’t really pinpoint why that thought grossed me out. Maybe it was
because Dominic could literally squash her during sex, but something about the
two of them together like that turned my stomach. 


That didn’t mean I’d given up.
Shrugging, I leaned against the wall. “Sure, I’ll wait.” 


It kept me away from Lillian, either
way. 


I started to nod off after a while.
Whatever was going on behind those doors certainly wasn’t quick. The start of a
new semester always sapped my energy, so I was dragging. I couldn’t remember
what time I’d come up here, but I was pretty sure it had been at least an hour.
Longer since I lost sight of Dominic in the first place. Try as I might, I
couldn’t figure out what, other than sex, they might be doing behind a locked
door at a frat house party. By that point, I’d put too much time into finding
out to walk away empty-handed. 


Not particularly talented at sleeping
while standing up, I gave in and parked myself on the floor, leaning my head
back against the wall. The thought crossed my mind that the carpet of a frat
house was probably a really disgusting place to sit, but once I was down there
I didn’t care enough to get up. Another half hour passed before I was pretty
sure I fell asleep. The pop of a door opening snapped me back awake and I found
myself blinking to clear my vision. 


“Thanks, baby,” Dominic said as he
adjusted his shirt. 


Dahlia’s expression didn’t change from
its disinterested blandness. “Just keep it covered this time, all right? No
taking it off early.” 


“I’ll do my best,” he said with one of
those grins that usually made girls’ panties spontaneously disappear. Dahlia
rolled her eyes. 


The two guys were standing to the side
of the door now, opening a space for Dominic to leave. He wasn’t quite ready to
drop back into the party. Dahlia didn’t react in the least when he grabbed her
chin and yanked her mouth to his. It was actually quite the feat to manage so
quickly because of their height difference. Her posture communicated nothing
but impatience. Not a single ounce of interest or lust—which only made me more
interested than ever to talk to her. 


When Dominic finally pulled back looking
rather pleased with himself, Dahlia sighed. “You pull something like that again
and it’ll be the last time you see me.” 


Mocking her, Dominic brushed a hand down
the curve from her waist to her hip. “Ah, come on, baby. You can’t resist me
forever.” 


Dahlia’s hand closed over his. It didn’t
look to be backed by aggression, but Dominic winced as her fingers closed
around his wrist. Every muscle in her arm was taut as she removed his hand from
her body. “This is your last warning, Vancaster.” She shoved his arm away from
her and spots of blood from her fingernails welled on his wrist. 


“Damn, baby. You don’t have to mark me
to lay a claim.” His words were cocky, but he took a step back all the
same.  He nodded his head to the bouncers on either side of him and walked
down the hall without even glancing at me. I wasn’t quite as invisible to the
rest of the people standing in the hall. 


Both Big and Less Big were looking at me
with stern expressions while Dahlia seemed more confused than anything else.
“Sanford? What are you doing here?” She looked at the bodyguards, who were
apparently with her and not Dominic as I had initially thought. “Dominic
was my last appointment.” 


They nodded and I took that moment to
stand and try not to think about what grime I’d picked up on the back of my
jeans. “I just wanted to talk.” 


Dahlia’s posture morphed from wary to
hipshot, her expression dry. “We already talked. It didn’t go well.” 


“Look, I’m sorry, I just…” 


Shaking her head in a way that cut me
off, she turned to Big. “I need to clean up. Watch him.” 


With that, she disappeared back into the
room, the lock snicking closed behind her. I wasn’t totally sure whether she
expected me to wait or just go away, but I hadn’t sat in the hall for two hours
just to be told off. She didn’t want people to think she was into drugs, maybe
she shouldn’t walk around campus acting like a dealer. 


Whatever Dahlia needed to clean up sure
took a hell of a long time. It was also likely she was just trying to make me
wait as long as possible. I wouldn’t put it past her by that point. Eventually
the door popped back from its frame and Dahlia stood there looking like a pack
mule. Honestly, she looked a little ridiculous with the two black boxes—which
looked like oversized cloth-covered tackle boxes—draped in a crisscross style
across her slender body. I wasn’t even sure how she was managing them because
they looked like they weighed more than she did. 


“You want any help loading up?” Less Big
asked her. 


Dahlia eyed me, then shook her head.
“I’m good. You guys can head out. Thanks for the help tonight.” 


They both nodded and left. Dahlia stood
there staring at me for a few seconds before walking over to where I was still
leaning against the wall. “So, what’s your deal, Sanford? You stalking me or
something?” 


“Stalking you?” I snorted. “Hardly.” 


She tipped her head to the side to
indicate I should follow and started down the hall. “Then what?” She nudged a
couple of people aside at the top of the stairs so we could get through. “I run
into you on campus and then you show up here, waiting outside the door like a
lost puppy.” 


Not appreciating the comparison, my
curiosity was temporarily replaced by irritation. “Look, I’m sorry I jumped to
the assumption that you were dealing. What with all the handoffs and secrecy, I
can’t imagine why I might have thought that.” Insert eye roll. “I was serious
about the police planning to watch the campus more closely. Whatever the hell
it is you’re into, I don’t want to see you get tagged, all right? That’s it.
Take it for what you will.” 


We were thick in the middle of the
dancing bodies by then, and Dahlia was having a hard time making it through the
crowd with her ridiculous baggage. Knowing she’d probably slap me for offering
to help, I reached forward and snatched one of the straps from around her neck
before she could react and slung it over my shoulder. When she looked back to
glare at me, I gestured for her to get moving. Her answering scowl got the same
in return. As if I were really going to open up her secret box in the middle of
a hormone riddled crowd of coeds. I didn’t want to be seen with whatever she
was toting around in these things. 


It wasn’t until we were almost to the
front door and I spotted Lillian chatting animatedly with some girl I thought I
recognized from one of my classes, that I remembered I was trying to avoid her.
Her gaze started to shift, like she could sense me coming. Reacting on impulse,
I grabbed Dahlia’s arm and shoved her outside before Lils could see me. A
startled, “Hey!” trailed out the door as we escaped. 


The door wouldn’t stay closed for long
so I continued to push Dahlia down the steps until we were hidden by enough
bodies that I thought I was safe. As soon as my grip relaxed, Dahlia ripped her
arm away from me and shoved me back. “What the hell, Sanford?” 


“Sorry, I just didn’t want Lils to see
me, and unless you wanted to be separated from your James Bond luggage strapped
around my neck, you needed to come with me.” She could be pissed if she wanted.
I was kind of over the whole curiosity thing. If I just left, I was sure Harvey
would be able to find a ride home. 


Dahlia’s outrage morphed into disgust.
“Please don’t tell me you’re dating Lillian Devry. I thought you had better
taste than that.” 


“First of all, no, I am not dating
Lillian. If she weren’t friends with Cori, I’d never see her at all. Girl can’t
take a hint, let alone me telling her to her face that I’m not interested over
and over again.” Why wouldn’t she just back off? “Secondly, you don’t know me
at all. Definitely not well enough to think you can judge my taste in women.” 


Looking slightly offended, Dahlia
stopped in front of a car—which I assumed to be hers when she leaned against
it—and gave me the kind of look that said I was an idiot. She dropped her bag
on the curb and motioned for me to do the same. Which I did. Then she turned
her attention back to me. “We went to school together for what, like seven
years? I think I know a little something about you, Sanford.” 


“Oh yeah? What do you know about me?” I
challenged. 


She looked as though she was about to
respond, but her mouth snapped closed again just as a syrupy voice called,
“Sammy! There you are, sweetie.” 


I cringed and wondered how on earth she
had seen me. I was about to turn and tell her to leave me the hell alone, but I
never got the chance. The next thing I knew, Dahlia’s hands were wrapped around
my neck and my mouth was on hers. Not once in my plan to find out what she was
up to did I ever consider kissing her. I figured she’d sooner punch me.


My hands were on Dahlia’s waist a split
second later. She went all in, pressing against me and running a hand up into
my hair as she continued to work her mouth against mine. My brain completely
shut down at that point. I’d kissed my share of women, but this was in a whole
other realm. Heat ripped through my body and I was panting for breaths between
each kiss, my tongue dancing against hers as thought abandoned me. 


I felt detached from my body as my hands
squeezed Dahlia’s waist and lifted her to sit on the trunk of her car. It gave
her enough height that I didn’t have to lean down as much to reach her, but it
put us chest to chest as well. I knew she could feel every inch of me pressed
against her torso and didn’t care in the least that it was plenty obvious how
much she was affecting me. It seemed to egg her on, deepening her next kiss as
she pulled against me. Part of me thought I must be imagining the whole
encounter, but Dahlia wasn’t backing off. 


In the distance I heard a huff followed
by angry stomping, but the sounds I was focused on were Dahlia’s breathing and
the soft scratching of her fingers running through my hair. I was seconds away
from dragging Dahlia into the backseat of her car when she abruptly shoved me
away. 


“She’s gone,” Dahlia announced as everything
I was sure she’d been feeling shut off like a switch had been flipped. She
wriggled out from between me and the car and hopped to the asphalt. I was still
reeling as she popped the trunk and started loading the first bag. She couldn’t
have looked less affected by what just happened than if we’d spent the last few
minutes watching a documentary on the migratory patterns buffalo, but seconds
earlier she had been just as consumed as I had been. No way she was faking all
of that, right? 


Trying more than just a little to shake
off my stupor, I reached down to grab the bag at my feet and stepped off the
curb to put it in the trunk. Dahlia grabbed it out of my hand halfway there and
shoved it in after the other bag. She looked back up at me, her lips still
swollen, but only to say, “You’re welcome.” 


Then she was around the car, in her
seat, and speeding away before I even had a chance to process what had just
happened. 
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