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In memory of Michael Wiggins (1965–2016).
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Three more steps for the perfect kill shot. I checked the ammo on the crossbow to be sure I had the right poison applied to the tip. This had to be quick and neat. I was tired of getting clobbered by the city guard.


The chair squeaked as I hunched closer to the computer screen. A muscle cramped in my neck. I ignored it, shifting my wings. Two hours I’d been at this, and I still didn’t have the damned achievement. Fighting the tension in my fingers, I advanced my character by slow inches.


Flawless victory would be worth the pain.


Across from my character’s position, the target paced a restless circuit on a high balcony at the back of his manor house. The corrupt nobleman paused every six seconds to lean on the railing and peer at a hideously ornate fountain that squatted in the middle of his garden. Fat cherubs erupted like boils from the fountain’s central spire, water cascading around their stunted wings. If I angled the shot just right, I’d be able to pass the crossbow bolt through a small space between a curtain of water and one ugly cherub’s head.


That had to be the way to get this achievement—I couldn’t see any other clear shots that allowed my character to remain hidden, and I’d skulked through every corner of this damned map.


I brought up the targeting reticle, holding down the mouse button till the icon went from gray to red. The nobleman took out a snuff box, dosing both nostrils, then rested a hand on the railing, just like he had every other time I’d fucked up this stage of the assignment. I had approximately three seconds before he started moving again. I took a breath, feeling a tremor in my pointer finger.


Someone pounded on the door to my apartment.


My mouse hand jerked. The crossbow bolt smashed into the head of the cherub, alerting the manor guards. Uniformed non-player characters dashed in from every corner, quickly swarming me. My computer screen filled with splashes of vivid red.


“Fuck me running,” I snarled. Cursing the nobleman, the game designers, and whoever thought it was a good idea to come knocking at nearly eleven o’clock at night, I slammed my fist on the desk.


I almost had that shot!


The four terracotta demon jars sitting at the base of the computer tower jumped with the impact. Anakesiel’s jar toppled right over, rolling dangerously close to the edge. The game forgotten, I snatched up the jar before it crashed to the floor. Breaking it shouldn’t release the spirit, but I didn’t want to chance it.


The person at the door knocked again, louder this time. Briefly, I debated relocating to the apartment’s single bedroom, grabbing a paperback, and ignoring them till they got bored and went away. There weren’t a whole lot of people I wanted to see who might come to my door at this hour of night, not even on a Friday.


The few who leapt to mind didn’t actually qualify as people.


Whoever it was, they were stubborn. The knocking settled into a nerve-shattering pattern of dogged persistence.


“Hang on!” I said loudly. My voice came out all gravel and phlegm. The only talking I’d been doing over the past couple of weeks involved swearing at the computer and ringing up restaurants for deliveries.


Closing out of the computer game, I scooped up the rest of the demon jars from where they rested on my notes. Yanking open the bottom drawer of the desk, I stowed the four spirit-prisons inside. I slammed the drawer, feeling the neat regiment of wards lock into place.


My computer desk was hardly the most secure location for the stolen artifacts, but I’d warded it as best I could until I could come up with a more permanent solution. The demon jars—and the spirits trapped inside them—posed an awkward responsibility. I didn’t like the idea of babysitting them indefinitely, but I couldn’t trust them to anyone else.


Setting them free wasn’t really an option, not with what I knew. Despite the names of the vessels, the spirits imprisoned in them weren’t demons, but angels. That didn’t mean they were nice guys though. They were family—and my family was fucking terrifying.


Scowling, I scrubbed at my face like I could wipe away all my concerns with that simple gesture. As if. A week’s worth of stubble rasped beneath my palm. Normally clean-shaven, somewhere between the insomnia and the nightmares that galloped madly along after it, I’d stopped giving a damn. One sick day had turned into seven, and now I was burning vacation days fast.


The apartment looked like hell, too.


My unwanted visitor continued to knock.


“This had better be good,” I grumbled. Murmuring the phrase that obscured all the important items on the desk, I pushed out of the computer chair and headed for the door.


There were wards there, too, and they glimmered faintly in the wan light of the living room lamp. They kept the door from being a point of open access over on the Shadowside. Without them, anything wandering that non-physical echo of the flesh-and-blood world could just saunter into my apartment however it pleased.


I’d used the trick often enough myself.


The floor creaked as I approached the door—at six foot three, I wasn’t exactly light on my feet. The knocking slowed, and I paused with my hand above the doorknob. I had a lot of enemies in the world—certainly more enemies than friends. The door to my apartment had the standard fish-eye peephole, but I’d learned not to trust what could be seen.


So I closed my eyes.


Unclenching the imaginary fist I kept tightly wrapped, I let my psychic senses spill forth. Like a belling hound barely broken to the leash, my awareness surged into the hall, spreading to the apartment across the way, then rushing eagerly down the stairwell to the floor beneath. Dizzying and wild, the perceptions threatened to expand beyond my ability to contain them. I’d lost my finesse, and struggled to rein it all in.


“Focus,” I breathed, and I did.


Disjointed impressions drifted in from beyond the door, most of them the dregs left in the wake of mortal lives—worn scraps of emotions, echoes of intent, the sense of ceaseless motion from one space to the next. The instant I recognized anything from a neighbor, I cast that information aside. What remained was a tenuous perception—nothing so clear as a picture. One person.


Slight in build. Human. Nervous. Rushed.


If not for the door, I could have reached out and touched her.


Female. That was another piece.


Young—not a child, though. A young adult. There was more information fluttering at the edges, and I probably could have picked it out, had I pushed, but I had more than enough.


With an effort that felt like sucking a hurricane into a knapsack, I reined my senses back in, shoving them to their regimented corner of my mind. My eyes snapped open, and my fingers still hovered above the handle to the door. A scant few seconds had ticked away.


Satisfied that my visitor offered no threat, I flipped the deadbolt and pulled open the door. The young woman outside blinked up at me with unusually dark eyes, peering through glasses with hipster-black frames. Her puffy winter coat was snow-bunny pink with faux fur trim that hoped some day to meet a real rabbit. Long, glossy black hair spilled out from under a knitted cap with a little pompom on the top. Despite the heavy coat and ridiculous hat, her arms were wrapped tightly across her midsection, as if she was struggling not to shiver.


When she saw me looming in the door, her cinnamon-colored skin went several shades lighter. The hair and whiskers probably made me look like a crazy man, but I hadn’t expected that kind of reaction.


I must have looked worse than I felt.


“You’re Professor Zachary Westland?” she asked. She didn’t sound too sure about it. Leaning a shoulder against the doorframe, I slouched a little in the hope of putting her at ease. I was nearly a foot taller than her, and that height bothered some people.


An anxious little voice in the back of my head whispered that she’d noticed something else about me—my hidden nature. I told the little voice to shut the hell up.


“Just Zack,” I answered. “I haven’t taught at Case for nearly two years.”


She chewed her lower lip and fussed with her car keys. She couldn’t have been much more than twenty. Not old enough to be one of my graduate students, not young enough to be selling Girl Scout cookies—which was a shame. Some thin mints would have seriously improved my mood.


“What can I do for you?” I asked to break the silence. My voice still carried a jagged edge. I cleared my throat, trying to remember how to talk like a normal person. My words could channel a lot of power—literal magic—and this girl didn’t deserve to get hammered just because I’d been cooped up too long.


“Father Frank sent me,” she replied, flashing a nervous smile.


She said it like I should know the name. I didn’t. Then again, it might have been one of the things that had been taken from me. I didn’t want to explain my mutilated memory, and I really didn’t want to hear any well-intentioned platitudes from a complete stranger. Those would just drive me to slam the door in her face. So I played it off.


“What did Father Frank want, exactly?” I asked.


She brightened a little, saying, “He needs your help with a case. He told me to tell you that he understands you don’t want to be bothered right now, but it’s really important. And she lives close—I can take you there tonight.” She held up the car keys like they were some kind of talisman.


I wracked my broken brain for any recollection about Father Frank, and whatever sort of “case” he typically managed—particularly at eleven o’clock on a Friday night. The best I dredged up was a brief flash of an older man, nearly as tall as me, and built like a welterweight boxer. It might have been a memory—or I might have pulled it out of the girl’s head. That usually took physical contact, but catching a stray thought or two wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility.


Then a larger concern began to gnaw at me. It was probably just residual paranoia from the nightmares, but it couldn’t be ignored.


“If it’s that important,” I asked suspiciously, “why didn’t he come here to speak with me himself?”


Something in my look made her back up a step. Anxiety that verged upon fear wafted from her like a sour perfume. I was pretty sure she was responding to my physical appearance—lazy bachelor with a side of Unabomber—but out of reflex I pulled my wings tight against my back. She probably couldn’t see them.


My wings weren’t part of the physical world, and mortals gifted with enough sight to peer through to the Shadowside were few and far between. Nevertheless, I felt oddly naked in front of her, despite my jeans and rumpled T-shirt. Belatedly, I tried focusing on a cowl to tuck my inhuman nature more or less out of sight. I was terrible at the things, though, and half the time I forgot to keep one up.


No wonder so many of my nightmares revolved around having my nature exposed in front of a mob of angry mortals. It was my personal version of naked-in-front-of-the-class.


So I pictured the veil of energy settling over me, wings and all, and tried to radiate just a normal guy. It didn’t seem to help, though, and my late-night visitor still couldn’t meet my eyes.


“When you wouldn’t respond to his texts or his calls, he was going to head up here,” she mumbled in a subdued voice. “But then Halley started seizing again. So he sent me.”


That broke my concentration, and the cowl shivered to pieces. Pompom Hat Girl didn’t seem to notice. Whatever she might be, she wasn’t psychic.


“Hold on,” I said. “Seizing? What kind of case are we talking about?”


A look of confusion flickered across her dark features.


“An exorcism, of course.”


I stammered as thoughts whirled too fast for my mouth to keep up. A priest wanted my help with an exorcism. Seriously? That was a smothering level of irony, considering my many winged relations. Was this a regular thing or was the universe having extra fun with me?


How much did my inhuman nature tie into the request? He couldn’t possibly know about me—could he?


I mentally tallied half a dozen scenarios, few of which I found desirable. Eventually, I managed to reply.


“Why don’t you come inside and tell me the whole story?” I offered, hoping it didn’t make me look like a creeper. “And start from the beginning.”


“No.” She shook her head, and the little pompom at the top of her hat bobbled. “I’m supposed to take you directly to the Davis house, or just head back there myself.”


I started to object. She squared her stance and dragged her eyes to meet mine with a hard-won look of defiance. Her anxiety still quavered beneath the surface—something about me had really rattled her—but she held it back with a steely sense of purpose. Her throat hitched with a convulsive swallow, but when she spoke again, a little of that steel could be heard in her voice.


“I don’t really know you,” she said. “I just know that Father Frank trusts you. He needs your help.” At those last four words, I felt an all-too-familiar compulsion tug in my chest.


Fuck.


Had I taken some vow in the distant past, to just drop everything when someone asked for help? If so, I’d forgotten about it—along with nearly everything else—but clearly, forgetting didn’t let me wiggle around the consequences.


I sighed. “Let me grab my leather.”
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I snagged my biker jacket from where it had fallen behind the couch, then went in search of my cellphone. I’d thrown that somewhere and had done my best to forget about it. Funny thing, me and memory. There was so much I fought to remember, and just as much I struggled to forget.


While I dug around for the phone, the girl lingered awkwardly in the doorway. She hugged herself in her puffy pink coat, though I couldn’t imagine how she was still cold. The super kept the apartment building somewhere next to boiling in the winter—most of the residents were retirees, except for me.


Her obsidian-chip eyes flickered behind her glasses, taking in the whole of my apartment—the packed bookshelves that lined the living room, the framed pages of illuminated manuscripts hung on the walls, the milk-carton-sized TARDIS perched next to the computer tower not far from an old-school Han Solo posed with his blaster.


Han always shoots first.


The books and art and toys were lovingly maintained, everything orderly and in its place—but then there were the stacks of empty take-out cartons scattered across the coffee table. A pile of dirty laundry had made it as far as the easy chair and had sprawled, forgotten, ever since. Half-empty coffee mugs stood like stranded soldiers atop the counters, the side tables, and the mantle over the gas fireplace.


“I know it’s a mess,” I muttered.


“I didn’t say that,” she responded guiltily, looking away from the sink full of dirty dishes.


“Word of advice?” I offered as I finally spied the smartphone half under a pile of notes on the Book of Enoch. I checked the charge—it was in the red—and pocketed it anyway. Striding over to my visitor, I said, “Don’t play poker.”


She pouted, then used her middle finger to shove her glasses up her thin, straight nose. On anyone else, it would have been a none-too-veiled response to my smartass comment. With her, it seemed both habitual and oblivious.


While she hovered at the threshold, I buckled the biker jacket like I was girding for war. A vintage piece from the post-punk ’80s, it had been through a lot with me, especially one cold November night on the dark waters of Lake Erie.


My friend Lil paid a professional leather cleaner a small fortune to restore it—a “kindness” she gleefully dangled over my head whenever she could. I’d had my own guy go over it back in January to make a few strategic changes, including a whole new lining with a custom inner holster for my new favorite gun. The thick, black leather with its many zippers and buckles settled across my shoulders with a reassuring weight. I felt comfortable in the hardy second skin. The subtle lines of the SIG against my ribs certainly didn’t hurt.


“All right,” I intoned. “Take me to your leader.”


She stared blankly at me. I was kind of used to that. One thing I’d retained was a near-encyclopedic knowledge of pop culture. I found the references amusing, but had long ago stopped expecting anyone else to follow along.


“Never mind,” I said. “Let’s go.”


Nodding, the girl turned and headed down the stairs. Pushing through the vestibule door, she fought with the outer one, straining against the wind. It was practically like an airlock, and an icy blast from off the lake swept into the glassed-in space. March had come in like a lion, and was still mauling the city with chilly tooth and claw.


Once outside, she winced as the relentless fingers of the wind plucked at the edges of her coat. Quickly, she zipped it all the way to the top before tugging her hat down to cover her ears.


My body registered the temperature in a distant manner. She stared for a moment, then led me to her car—an anonymous white compact. I climbed in and ended up sitting with my knees up my nose. As she put the keys in the ignition, she stole a sidelong glance in my direction. She pursed her lips, but didn’t say anything.


A colorful, laminated rectangle dangled from her rearview mirror, decorated with a little brown tassel. I sent it spinning as I struggled to adjust the seat. Then I caught it between my first two fingers, stilling its wild orbit and muttering an apology.


Looking closer, I expected to see a picture of Saint Christopher. Instead, the image of a woman in a headscarf gleamed in bright, almost cartoon-like colors. She rode a white horse through what looked like a Mughal horde, casually lopping off an opponent’s head with her gleaming scimitar.


“That’s Mai Bhag Kaur,” Pompom Hat Girl explained. “She’s a warrior-saint.”


“I’ve heard of her,” I replied. “She’s Sikh, right?”


My reluctant chauffeur gave me another sideways stare.


“Yes. Not many people know that.”


I snorted. “Don’t let the leather jacket fool you. I’m not some knuckle-dragger. I taught at Case, remember?”


She did that nervous thing with her glasses, then turned her full attention to her crowded ring of keys. Singling one out, she inserted it into the ignition. I tapped the icon of Mai Bhag Kaur, sending it spinning again.


“I didn’t think Sikhs believed in anything like Christian possession,” I said casually. “How’d you end up doing exorcisms with Father Frank?”


“I don’t do exorcisms,” she said curtly. “He teaches me judo and mixed martial arts. In exchange, I give him some of my time. Tonight, that involves driving.”


It was my turn to stare. “Trying to live up to your warrior-saint?” I asked.


She grabbed the icon, stilling it. Her throat worked as she swallowed.


“I don’t like being afraid.”


So I shut the hell up. She put the car in gear and headed toward Mayfield Road. Instead of making small talk, I scoured my cellphone for any calls or texts I might have missed, especially from this mysterious Father Frank who taught judo to Sikh girls and did exorcisms on weekends.


My sibling Remy had sent about a dozen texts over the past two weeks, all of which I’d chosen to ignore. Most of them only said, “Call me,” anyway. There were a couple of calls from work—likewise ignored.


Nothing about an exorcism.


“When did you say this guy was calling me?” I asked. If I hadn’t gotten such a wholly guileless vibe from her, I would have been plotting ways to get out of the vehicle—there were a lot of reasons to doubt her story. Given the life I led, it was a good policy to assume everyone was out to get me. Most of the time, they were.


“Last night. Most of today,” she answered. “Maybe fifteen minutes before I showed up. It kept going straight to voicemail, but he said sometimes, you get real busy and turn it off.”


I powered down the smartphone then brought everything online again—which was about the extent of my knowledge of how to screw with the thing. Give me a search engine and I could perform miracles—hand me the hardware that ran the search engine, and I felt like a Neanderthal working a Wii.


The screen reloaded at what felt like a geologic pace. I checked for texts again.


“Nope,” I said. “Nothing.”


As I put the phone away, the scar on that hand gave a twinge. I massaged it automatically. It had been giving me trouble for a couple of months now, always itchy on the wrong side of my skin.


“I made the last three calls myself,” the girl said. “I heard your voice on the message. You have a very distinctive voice.”


“I don’t know what you’re calling, but it can’t be my cellphone.”


“It’s your voice,” she insisted, pulling up to a light.


“I’m telling you, I’ve had this phone since November, and nothing about exorcisms has come through—”


I cut myself off, twitching with the force of revelation. Pompom Hat Girl caught the motion from the corner of her eye, turning her attention from the road long enough to spear me with a quizzical glance. Churning anxiety spiked through my gut, and I didn’t know how much of it made it to my face.


Someone behind us honked as she idled too long, and the car rabbited forward as she gave it too much gas. I barely noticed—my thoughts spun back to a night of pitiless skies, cold, seething waters, and the nightmare shrill of cacodaimons rising from Erie’s muddy depths.


I’d lost so much on that lake.


“Do you have a work phone?” she asked tentatively. I made a monosyllabic sound that wasn’t really a response. Our little compact glided past the high stone wall of Lake View Cemetery, and I found myself drowning in memories.


I’d had a cellphone before that awful night—used it to call the apartment with panicked messages for Lailah. Beautiful Lailah. Dead even in my dreams.


I shoved the thoughts away before they could gut me. I’d spent weeks now fighting not to think of her, video games filling the hole where my memories should be, because whiskey didn’t do shit.


The phone was probably somewhere at the bottom of Lake Erie, buried in the silt and the dark along with the Eye of Nefer-Ka. All I had left of that horror was my Swiss-cheese brain and the scar on my hand.


Sensitive on some level to what I was feeling, my driver sat rigidly behind her steering wheel, eyes resolutely fixed on the road. It made me wonder if some of my emotions were spilling out. The laminated image of her warrior-saint rocked lazily with the motion of the tiny car as we descended into Little Italy.


“When you get a chance, I need that number,” I said.


Maybe there were more voicemails. Maybe one of them was Lailah, and I could finally hear her voice again outside of nightmares. But if my old cellphone lay at the bottom of the lake, how was it even taking calls? It shouldn’t even be in service—I hadn’t paid any bills on it since November.


It made no sense.


“You want the number to your own cellphone?”


“Humor me.”


She frowned, and again, I caught the sour whiff of anxiety, verging upon fear.


“Is my head on backwards or something?” I asked, damping down irritation. “You keep staring at me like I belong in a sideshow. I know I haven’t cut my hair or shaved in a while, but seriously—I can’t look that bad.”


Pompom Hat Girl hunched her shoulders and focused on the road. There wasn’t much cause for that level of concentration—traffic was light, and it was too cold out for snow. Old drifts piled up against the sides of the cars parked along the curb, but the street itself was clear.


“You look like someone I met a long time ago.”


“Pretty sure I’ve never seen you before,” I responded.


She stopped at a crosswalk to let a trio of tattered pedestrians pass. Their clothes were insufficient for the weather, and they hunched miserably against the wind.


“If you were him, I would never have let you into my car,” she said. Some of the night’s chill had crept into her voice. The stumbling group of homeless finished their slow procession across the road, and she nearly spun the wheels when she accelerated.


Curiosity welled up in me—and I did my best to beat it to death with a mental stick. If I focused too hard on her while she was immersed in those emotions, there was a decent chance I’d pick up on some of what she was feeling. It didn’t take a psychic to guess it involved some kind of trauma.


I had enough of my own shit to deal with.


Clenching the imaginary fist in my mind while the nails of my left hand bit into my tingling scar, I got so focused on shielding myself from the echoes of her trauma that I failed to notice when she stopped the car in front of a row of houses along East 124th.


“Someone took my parking spot,” she said, and she pouted.


Her annoyance broke the cycle. I relaxed my hold on the shields a bit. Closing my mind off like that might keep me sane, but it also made me feel claustrophobic and—if I was being honest—a little scatterbrained. I hadn’t worked out a good middle ground.


“It’s that house,” she said, pointing to an old Craftsman painted a fading shade of slate. “You get out. I’ll go park.”


“It’s late, and it’s dark,” I observed. “Sure you don’t want me to walk you back from wherever you end up parking this thing?”


“I can take care of myself.”


The whetted edge to her words reminded me momentarily of Lil, my dead girlfriend’s gray-eyed sister. She regarded me with Lil’s same intractable glare, so I shut my mouth and got out of the car. She started pulling away as soon as I closed the door—another echo of Lil.


At least she wasn’t as terrifying a driver.


I stood for a moment on the icy stretch of street in front of the tired-looking house. A very practical—and legitimately suspicious—portion of my brain kept warning me that this could be a trap, but that little voice was sounding increasingly irrational. I didn’t think the girl could lie convincingly if she wanted to, and the house she indicated seemed excruciatingly normal.


An electric-blue tricycle with shiny Mylar ribbons on the handlebars sat half-buried in a drift of snow near the front steps. Lights in pastel Easter colors were strung across the porch while the front door sported a wreath of colorful straw and plastic eggs. Little clings of rabbits, eggs, and crosses were visible in the windows stretching all the way along the porch. Even the welcome mat had a seasonal theme—though if the weather kept up, Peter Cottontail was going to freeze his ass off when he came to deliver his chocolate eggs.


“Yep,” I told myself, just before pressing the doorbell. “Only thing you have to worry about here is being kitsched to death.”
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The doorbell didn’t seem to work, so I tried knocking. Immediately, I heard footsteps from the other side of the door, then a woman’s voice, muffled.


“Sanjeet—I told you,” she called cheerfully. “You don’t have to knock any more.” The door swung open, as she continued, “You’ve been over enough you can just walk—”


The woman stopped short once she caught sight of me. Her mouth remained slightly agape. Comfortably curvy, she looked to be on the near side of forty. Her dark-blonde hair had even darker roots, and her hazel eyes were shadowed by bruised circles of fatigue.


“You’re not Sanjeet,” she said.


“Nope,” I responded.


“Well, it’s late and we don’t want any.” She started closing the door in my face.


“Late? You people sent for me,” I responded. “I’m here to see Father Frank.”


She caught the door at the last instant, keeping it open a crack, peering through the narrow slice of space.


“Where’s Sanjeet?” she asked.


I hooked a thumb in the direction of the street. “Pompom Hat Girl is out parking her car.” Yep. I said that with my out-loud voice. Hermit life didn’t help much with my social filters.


The woman silently mouthed the nickname, brows creasing in a frown. She was saved from offering comment when a strident boy’s falsetto erupted from deep within the home.


“Mooooom!”


The sound Dopplered as the child pelted from one unseen point to the next. I could just make out the rapid slap of tiny bare feet across what sounded like hardwood floors. The mother turned to respond, still keeping her body wedged against the opening of the door.


Snow crunched on the steps behind me and Pompom Hat Girl—Sanjeet—bounced onto the porch.


“Hi, Mrs. Davis,” she chirped. “This is the guy.”


Mrs. Davis didn’t budge from the nearly closed door. She didn’t outright say that she thought I was a crazed serial killer, but her look was eloquent enough. I rubbed my scruffy chin, not quite apologetic.


“I wasn’t exactly expecting company,” I said.


From her wintry expression, it was a good thing I didn’t mind the chill. Eyes on Sanjeet, Mrs. Davis stepped away from the door, pulling it open as she went.


A skinny little boy with a mocha complexion and brown eyes full of mischief rushed up behind her. He body-slammed her leg, throwing his arms around her thigh in something close to a flying tackle. She rocked with the impact like a ship weathering a storm.


“Tyson!” she cried, reaching down to tousle his hair. “One of these days you’re going to knock me right over. Didn’t I tell you to get ready for bed?”


“I’ll take him, Mrs. Davis,” Sanjeet said, skirting past me and into the house. She grabbed for the little boy but he clung like a burr, his huge brown eyes fixed upon me. I stared back, wiggling my fingers in what I hoped was a non-threatening gesture. Tyson buried his face in his mother’s thigh, giggling.


At least the kid liked me.


Mrs. Davis helped pluck his fingers from her slacks, muttering gratefully. Once they’d pried him loose, Sanjeet scooped the boy up, holding him in the air and rubbing her nose in his belly till he squealed with delight. He had her hat off in an instant, and streamers of her long black hair floated after it like she was attached to a Van de Graaff generator. He peered over her shoulder at me, then shoved the hat against his mouth, stifling his grin.


Mrs. Davis watched the boy, a weary smile tugging at her lips. Then she turned back to me.


“Father Frank is in the room with Halley,” she said, stepping further into the living room. “He hasn’t left her side since her last… episode.” Her voice hitched on the final word.


“OK,” I said, still having no idea what to expect. “Which way?”


She pointed to a hallway leading away from the main room, then hovered near the couch, her eyes still wary. I closed the door behind me, tapping snow from my boots onto the mat.


The sound echoed through the quiet home. Moving past the entryway, I navigated around a spill of toys almost certainly left behind by little Tyson. Framed inspirational sayings decorated the living room walls, along with one tongue-in-cheek prayer that stated, “Bless this mess.” Despite the humorous plaque, the place was tidy enough, with simple furnishings that looked well-used but hardly shabby.


“I’m Tammy, by the way,” Mrs. Davis blurted suddenly, extending a hand.


I shoved both of mine immediately into my pockets. I’d forgotten to grab my gloves, and skin-to-skin contact often made it impossible to block out emotional impressions. Once in a while, that was useful, but mostly it was a pain in the ass.


I nodded a brusque greeting. “Call me Zack.”


Her hand lingered in the air between us for a few moments, her expression flickering through uncertainty, disapproval, and finally, resignation. With a little sigh, she dropped it back to her side.


“Father Frank says you work at Case Western?” she ventured.


“Used to,” I replied. “On sabbatical.” A family photo angled on the mantel above the fireplace. A balding man with deeply hued skin and piercing eyes sat beside a glowing Tammy, who dandled an infant Tyson on her lap. A thin girl with a tangle of dark hair slouched beside them, maybe twelve or thirteen. The girl’s face was almost impossible to see. Shoulders hunched, she hung her head, looking away from the camera. Everyone else—Tyson included—wore happy family grins.


“Is that Holly?” I asked.


“Halley,” the mother corrected. “Like the comet, not the actress. My husband works for NASA. He likes astronomy names.”


“He around?”


She shook her head. “His father died a few weeks ago. There’s a bunch of property on the East Coast. He’s handling that while I watch the kids.” She reached for my sleeve. “You can help her, right?”


I shrugged off her clinging touch.


“I’ll go talk with the padre and see what’s up. No guarantees. I’ve got no idea what I’m dealing with.”


“Of course,” Tammy stammered. Tyson’s tintinnabulating laughter echoed suddenly from upstairs, followed by an answering giggle from Sanjeet. Mrs. Davis turned in the direction of the sound.


I seized the opening to make my escape down the hallway. Soft light spilled from a partly open door at the end. The air got heavier the closer I got to that door. Not oppressive, exactly. Just… thick. Curiosity got the better of me, and I relaxed my shields a little, peering across to the Shadowside. A filmy echo of the home shimmered there, agitated by pulses of power that moved like ripples along the surface of a lake. I wasn’t certain what to make of the disturbance, but it was clear the epicenter lay beyond that doorway.


I nudged it open with my elbow. A single lamp burned in the room beyond, the glow of its bulb soft and muted. The lamp—Tinker Bell green with glittery plastic fairies dangling from its shade—rested on a nightstand amid a small regiment of prescription bottles. Nearby, a frail girl lay on a steel-framed hospital bed that looked three sizes too big for her. Dark hair spilled over her pillows, framing a narrow oval of a face. Her thick lashes fluttered restlessly against waxen cheeks, and her hands plucked at the edges of her blanket, one of them clutching the pink and green beads of a garishly colored rosary.


The bed angled toward a big picture window, curtained now to keep out the late winter chill. Beside the window sat an old wooden rocker. Perched on this was a solid man wearing the black clothes and white collar of a Catholic priest. He had proud, patrician features surmounted by a shock of gunmetal gray hair. His precise age was uncertain—he could have been anywhere between fifty-five and seventy. Although his skin was lined and weathered, his eyes remained bright and startlingly intense.


I recognized him immediately from the flash I’d had earlier—though he’d been a bit younger in the image in my head. The instant he saw me, he stood with a smooth grace that reminded me more of a panther than a priest. He seemed to know at least some of my quirks, because he didn’t bother extending his hand in greeting. Instead, he cracked a smile that chased decades from his features.


“Zachary,” he said. He had a big voice, but he did his best to soften it, out of deference to the slumbering girl.


I nodded. “Father Frank.”


His poker face was better than Sanjeet’s, but I still caught uncertainty flickering around the edges.


“It’s been a while,” he said carefully.


Nodding again, I tried to work out how to respond. It would have helped if I’d had some idea how I knew him—and how well he knew me. There were lots of things I preferred not to share about my life, if I didn’t have to. All of it, really.


I teased my sight open a little more, trying to get a solid sense of the man. To all appearances, he was mortal. Theoretically, he could have been hiding himself behind his own variation of a cowl, but usually there were tip-offs for that. Cowled like that, a person came across as too normal, or gave off no impressions whatsoever. I felt a strong compulsion to like him, but figured that had more to do with his easy charisma. The man practically radiated affable competence.


“Thanks for coming out on short notice, Zack,” he said, breaking the awkward silence. “The way you were ignoring my calls, I figured you had to be in the middle of something. I know the demands on your time.”


I shrugged. The subtle pressure in the room teased my neck hairs to attention. Glancing in Halley’s direction, I tried to tell if the agitation was coming from her, or if it belonged to something that was attracted to her. The presence was vague enough that it could have been either.


The girl stirred, as if sensing my attention, muttering fitfully in her sleep.


“Exorcism, hunh?” I ventured, still not certain how much credence to put into that, despite the Roman collar.


For a long moment, Father Frank searched my face. I could feel the weight of his scrutiny as surely as I felt the odd pressure bearing down upon the room. His eyes were the color of old copper pennies—a brown so burnished and rich it lost you in its depths. I met his gaze without blinking. He parted his thin slash of a mouth to say something, but then seemed to change his mind. He shook his head once—a swift twitch of his narrow jaw—and gave a pensive noise.


“I’ll give you the high points,” he said.


I nodded.


He looked as if he expected me to say more. When I didn’t, he continued with the terse, efficient tone of a soldier reporting to a commanding officer.


“Her grandfather, Joe Davis, passed a few weeks ago. After the funeral, she started talking about this voice. Tammy thought it might be Joe reaching out to Halley from beyond the grave. The girl had been his favorite of the grandchildren.”


I glanced to the pill bottles clustered on the nightstand, trying to read the labels.


“Halley hear voices a lot?”


“With her talents? Yes,” Father Frank responded. He held his shoulders a little stiffly. “She has a lot of problems, Zack—severe autism, seizure disorders—but I know legitimate abilities when I see them. I’ve been around you long enough.”


My eyes snapped to his.


“Yeah?” I asked.


His brow knitted and I got the feeling he was trying to read me right back. Again, the weight of his attention plucked at me.


“You all right, Zack?”


“Tell me about the girl,” I responded. “She heard this voice. Mom thought it was the grandfather. What made you think it wasn’t?”


While I spoke, I paced the length of room on the near side of the bed, skimming the contents of the bookshelves. They were packed—every full-color Disney book imaginable, but also Narnia, Potter, Tolkien. Shakespeare on the shelf below that, along with Octavia Butler, George MacDonald, and a full run of Andrew Lang’s fairy books. Whatever else she was, the kid was a reader, and a precocious one.


“She got progressively more agitated,” the old priest replied. “Started calling it Whisper Man. Said it was asking her to do things, though she wouldn’t explain what. She’s not always good at communicating.”


I nodded, picking up a Tupperware container full of beads from the nightstand. There were similar containers stacked all over the shelves, each meticulously sorted by shape, color, and size. A quart-sized freezer bag stuffed with plastic crosses and coils of waxed cord lay on a desk on the other side of the bed.


“She makes rosaries for the parish,” Father Frank explained, gesturing to the little tub of beads in my hand. A weary smile tugged at one half of his mouth. “She obsesses on making things or taking them apart—common for kids like her who fall on the spectrum. The rosaries help give that a direction. She’s very proud of them.”


I nodded, returning the plastic container to its carefully allotted space. The girl murmured in her sleep, her fingers worrying the beads twined round her hand. That rippling tension contracted again within the air. I still couldn’t tell what was causing it—there weren’t any obvious spirits or other entities lingering on the Shadowside.


Father Frank watched me intently.


“What was it asking her to do?”


He sighed. “It might be easier to show you.” He crossed the room in a few quick steps, withdrawing a stack of papers from a shelf of the nightstand. They were covered in symbols. “The first time, she wrote all over the walls before anyone knew what was happening. Like with the rosaries, we helped her steer it toward something less destructive.”


He shuffled through the papers, holding them out so I could see. Some were scribbled in magic marker, a few in crayon, others in what appeared to be finger paint.


“Can you read them?” he asked.


I took the papers, sorting slowly through the stack. The symbols crowding each page looked like a legitimate language—but it was gibberish to me.


“No,” I said, a little shocked by the admission. I had a knack for languages, kind of a superpower, really.


“No?” he responded, and his eyes widened. “But Zack, you read practically everything.”


I studied him over the papers. “Is that why I’m here? Because I taught ancient languages at Case?”


“Taught them?” Father Frank scoffed. “You learned Sumerian first-hand. I thought if anyone could make sense of these symbols, it would be you. Are you telling me they’re nonsense?”


I stared at him, too gobsmacked to respond. He misinterpreted my shock for a look of alarm.


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


“How do you know that about me?” Fear stropped a wicked edge on my voice. This was the nightmare that plagued me every time I dropped into sleep—exposure, then judgment. My nature revealed for everyone to see.


Father Frank shushed me, then grabbed my arm with a familiarity more shocking than his statement about Sumer. Hand firm on my elbow, he steered me to the farthest corner of the room, well away from the sleeping Halley. Fear glinted in the burnished depths of his eyes. Not fear of me—


Fear for me.


“Zaquiel, what’s the matter with you?” He kept his voice low, but quiet as he was, those first three syllables resounded to my core. This man knew my name. My True Name—a name older than the body I wore around me, older than the priest who uttered it, older even than the city in which we both stood.


He knew me.


Questions jostled through my thoughts—too many to frame coherently. How long had he known me? When had I revealed myself to him? Did this man know anything about the events leading up to my attack on the lake?


I didn’t get a chance to ask any of them.


Behind us, Halley jolted upright in bed. She scrambled backward in a panic, kicking furiously at her blankets. Little mewling sounds erupted from her throat.


“Shit,” the priest cursed.


He reached to calm her. She clawed wildly at him.


“Is this a seizure?” I asked, moving to assist.


The air in the little room grew thick enough to choke on, and the pall of strange power roiled around the girl like a sentient cloud. Frail as she was, desperation rendered her incredibly strong. She shook off both of us, drawing her knees up and trying to press herself into the tiniest space possible. Her thin shoulders smacked against the wall and still she pushed backward, digging her heels into the mattress. All her hair fell across her features like a dark, tangled veil. She crushed her palms against her ears, whipping her head back and forth while crying out.


“Nononononononono!”


“Halley,” the padre said. He tried for her hands again, but she twisted away, nimble as a cat. She shook her head so violently, she was in danger of hurting herself. “Halley, please—” he begged.


She muttered with the singsong rhythm of a nursery rhyme, repeating the same pattern of words breathlessly over and over. From the way she clutched the rosary, I thought it was a prayer.


Then I caught the words.


“Hands to take and eyes to see. A mouth to speak.”


She said it again, rocking in time till the whole bed shook beneath her.


“What the hell is that?” I breathed. The girl kept rocking, growing louder with each repetition.


“Hands to take and eyes to see. A mouth to speak.”


“It’s trying for her again,” Father Frank whispered, as if stating it any louder would invite it to become more real. Halley clutched her rosary to her lips, murmuring in a rush against the beads.


“Hands to take and eyes to see. A mouth to speak—he comes for me. He comes for me!”


“Oh, that’s not creepy,” I breathed.


With each cycle of her words, the presence—whatever it was—bore down harder upon the space. The pressure made my ears ring.


“Can you see it?” Father Frank asked as he wrestled with her. “Tell me you see something so we know what to fight.”


I let my sight spill wide till the Shadowside aspect of the room hung thicker in my vision than any of its physical objects. Father Frank and the girl grayed out in the wake of the suffocating power.


“I can feel what it’s doing, but I can’t see anything behind it,” I said. “Just power. Ripples of power.”


“Leave me alone!” Halley wailed, then started up with the rhyme again. With hooked fingers, she tore at her ears, yanking away long drifts of hair in the process. I moved to grab one wrist while the padre struggled with the other. The instant I made skin-to-skin contact, Halley’s head whipped around. Her eyes pinholed till there was hardly any pupil left.


She darted at me, saying in a rush, “He can see you. He can see you, even without his eye!”


I staggered back, the scar on my palm blazing. The Eye of Nefer-Ka? She couldn’t mean that. How could she even know about that?


The padre dragged her away from me, raising his voice to a stentorian bellow.


“Halley. Listen to me. Make the wall in your head. You’re a strong girl. Make the wall and drive him out!”


Halley flailed in the old priest’s grip, then suddenly calmed.


“Brick by brick by brick by brick,” she breathed in a rapid patter. She nodded her head in time with each word, but without the frenzied rhythm that had driven the creeptastic rhyme before. The overbearing sense of pressure dwindled by stages in the room.


From elsewhere in the house came a thunderous crash—followed swiftly by the piercing wail of a terrified little boy.


“Fuck me running,” I swore. “You stay with her. I’ll check on Tyson and the rest.”
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Tingling power rushed to my fingers as I charged down the hall and into the living room. I held it back—no sense in starting the fireworks till I knew what I was up against. Still, my hands itched with the memory of twin blades forged of pure light, and the power was there, if I wanted it.


The front door stood wide open, a cold wind blowing in from outside. I felt a pang of guilt—I didn’t remember locking it behind me, and as far as I knew, I’d been the last person inside. Snowy footprints—already melting—were visible across the hardwood. They moved past the fireplace, toward the kitchen, then backtracked to the staircase.


There was another crash, and something heavy struck the floor above me with enough force to rattle the pictures on the walls. I ran up the steep flight of stairs, taking them two—and sometimes three—at a time. I hesitated a moment at the top, not sure which room was which, but I didn’t have to wait long.


The door at the end burst open and a grizzled man in greasy sweatpants came stumbling backward into the hall. Sanjeet stood backlit in the doorway, her stance wide and her hair flying. Her glasses were askew and she had a purpling bruise on her jaw, but she had clearly landed more blows than she had taken.


The intruder recovered from her kick and tried grappling her. She broke the hold with the ease of someone trained to do it, then dropped and twisted to slam him bodily into the wall. Little bits of plaster cascaded from a hole left behind by his elbow.


“Don’t you touch that little boy!” she cried fiercely, all her timidity forgotten in the heat of the conflict.


Tyson wailed in the background and I could hear Tammy speaking rapidly in an effort to soothe him. The old guy—he looked like a vagrant who had wandered in from the street—groaned, but shook it off.


“Hands to take,” he babbled. “Eyes to see!”


Nope, not a random home invasion.


The guy made another grab for Sanjeet, and without hesitation, she kicked him solidly in the nuts. When that blow doubled him over, she brought both fists down on the back of his neck. He dropped to all fours, wheezing. That should have knocked the fight right out of him, but instantly he scrambled to pick himself back up.


“Who the fuck is this guy?” I demanded.


“Look out!” Sanjeet shouted. Her eyes flicked to something just behind me.


Power danced across my hands and the world around me slowed. Dimly, I was aware that I was the one moving fast—faster than I should have in front of Sanjeet and the others—but that inhuman speed allowed me to dodge the rusty tire iron that came whistling toward my head. I turned to face a shabbily dressed woman with picking scars all over her face. Her pupils were blown and I wasn’t sure she had enough brains left to be aware of what she was doing.


Instinctively, I peered through the Shadowside to see what was pulling her strings. I expected to confront the leering grin of a cacodaimon—they liked to ride addicts and the brain-fucked—but there was nothing around her except that weird pressure distorting the air. I still couldn’t see what was making it.


“Won’t—stop!” she shrieked, and she took another swing.


The woman held the tire iron like it was a baseball bat, bringing it in a wide arc from just over her shoulder. I was already half in a crouch from ducking the first attempt, so I simply dropped lower and let her swing over me, moving too fast for the scar-faced woman to compensate. As her arms crossed her body, I thrust hard with the base of my palm, connecting above her elbow. The joint popped. She kept her grip on the tire iron—barely—and the combined momentum of blow and swing sent her spinning.


Lady Scarface stood only a couple of feet from the top of the stairs, so I did the most logical thing in the moment—kicked hard at the central mass of her body. She flew backwards with a startled yelp, uselessly cartwheeling her arms. The tire iron clattered down the stairs alongside her. With a miserable groan, she struck bottom, splayed like a heap of dirty rags.


One down.


The old guy, who was still babbling about hands and eyes and other wild things, twisted away from Sanjeet and crashed into me. He twined his arms around my midsection, clinging with a strength I hardly expected. With his filthy sneakers scrabbling for purchase on the runner of hallway carpet, he started driving me back in the direction I’d sent the lady.


Sanjeet rushed forward and tried to drag him off of me. Trained as she was, she lacked the bodyweight to effectively wrestle from that position.


Running on adrenaline and instinct, I didn’t really think about how I responded. I shouted my power and wrapped my fingers round the guy’s head. Blue-white fire that only I could see blazed from my hands, leaping from me to the deranged hobo.


He jerked like I’d hit him with a Taser. I pried his face backward with my thumbs planted at the outside corners of his eyes. I was just about to blind him and snap his neck when a tiny voice of reason shrilled in my mind.


Sanjeet was watching.


Tammy was somewhere close by. So was little Tyson.


Killing the guy with my bare hands in front of so many witnesses—


That would be bad.


I wasn’t exceptionally concerned about committing murder—just the part about getting caught. That snapped me out of the battle lust, leaving a sick feeling to slither in my gut. I flexed with the gathered power, sending concussions of it into his head. I didn’t consciously understand the technique, just knew in the moment that it would fuck him up, but not in any way that would be fatal.


The frenzied man’s eyes rolled wildly and he dropped to the floor like a sack of filthy laundry.


Breathless, Sanjeet leaned on the wall beside me.


“What kind of hold was that?” she asked.


I didn’t answer. In the final moment of contact, I’d felt something, and now I stared at the intruder’s prone form, my eyes focused on the space beyond his body. I caught sight of it again—a little tendril, smoke-like, questing around his head. It was the most I’d seen of whatever plagued the people in this house. The wispy tendril stretched like a tether in the space behind him, but I still couldn’t make out what it was attached to.


Marshaling my focus, I softly murmured the syllables of my name. The thing jerked away suddenly, like a cuttlefish startled beneath a rock. Before it slipped away completely, a rapid series of impressions flashed behind my eyes.


Not the main force. These were a distraction.


I bellowed for Father Frank, practically leaping down the stairs. Sanjeet stared after me in shock.


“It’s fine. I can handle this,” she called down the stairs. She almost sounded like she believed it.


When I hit the bottom, Lady Scarface was waiting. She’d dragged herself to her hands and knees. She snatched at me, fingers hooking into the leg of my jeans. I kicked her in the jaw. I didn’t do it full-force—given my steel-toe size thirteens, that probably would have killed her. She collapsed again anyway.


Fine by me.


I sprinted toward Halley’s room, my engineer boots thundering against the hardwood. I nearly wiped out on a little plastic lawn mower left in the middle of the floor, but caught myself, splaying my hand against one wall for balance. My wings spread wide reflexively—not that they could exactly help with my balance on this side of reality, but my brain seemed wired to expect that they would.


Still teetering a little, I pelted down the hallway and crashed headlong into the door. When I tried the knob, it was locked. That wasn’t a good sign. I yelled for Father Frank, smacking my hand against the door.


No answer.


The Davis house was old, and this seemed like one of the original doors. The thing was solid. I kicked at it, aiming for the region around the knob. My bloodsucking sibling Remy could probably have yanked the door off its hinges with a single, elegant flourish, but things didn’t work that way for me. I was a lot stronger than your average mortal, but I was no Superman.


I had to bash the heavy rubber heel of my boot against the door three times before the thing finally splintered. I still strained as I shouldered it open—Halley’s hospital bed had been shoved against the other side. The thing weighed a ton.


“Mazetti! Report!” I barked. The words leapt from my mouth before I could question them. For a minute, I felt like I’d been possessed by the ghost of a former self. Memories surged at the edge of consciousness—a jungle. Wet. Stiflingly hot. An urgent sense of purpose jangling like the clarion of an alarm.


The old priest groaned a semi-coherent response from somewhere on the floor. In an instant, the memories scattered. I was myself again—and a little empty for it.


Father Frank levered himself up.


“Where’s Halley?” he muttered. He spat blood. His lower lip was split and a deeper cut purpled above one eye. The room lay in shambles, shattered glass from the big front window crackling underfoot. The rocking chair was in pieces, and it looked like the old priest had been using part of it as a makeshift club. There was blood and some stray bits of hair matted on one splintered edge. A little splash of crimson painted the nearest curtain.


I didn’t think it was Father Frank’s.


Creakily, he pulled himself to his feet, one hand going to his side. Wincing, he sucked a shallow breath. There was a pipe on the floor behind him, and I really hoped he hadn’t been hit in the ribs with that. Old bones were fragile, and they didn’t mend easily. I bent to help him, but he waved me away.


“Don’t worry about me. Where’s the girl?”


Pillows and covers had been torn from the bed, creating deceptively person-shaped lumps on the floor. One of those lumps twitched when I neared it. It moaned with a phlegmy male voice—definitely not Halley. Mismatched Army boots poked out from beneath the blanket. I toed the crumpled form, worried he was playing possum, but the guy just cringed beneath the blanket and groaned again. Down for the count.


I continued searching.


A soft mewling came from a brightly painted toy cabinet on the other side of the room. Covered in flowers and dancing, winged ladies, it matched the fairy theme of the night lamp. It was a little bigger than an old steamer trunk, and its slanted lid lifted half an inch as I approached. I could just make out a single dark eye peering through the crack.


“Halley?” I asked, ducking down so I was closer to her level.


She whimpered in response. The lid snapped shut.


“The kid’s safe?” Father Frank slurred. He pressed the back of his hand against his swollen lip and scowled when it came away bloody. “There were three of them—strong. Two… went out that way,” he added, nodding toward the broken window. “They must have scattered.”


I crouched down in front of the toy chest and very carefully started lifting the lid. The girl inside scuttled backward, pressing herself against one corner with such force, the whole thing jumped. She yanked back on the lid—it must have had some kind of handhold on the inside.


“Come on, Halley,” I said soothingly, intoning each word with as much gentle sincerity as I could muster. “You’re safe now. You can come out.”


I pulled on the lid a little more insistently. She tugged it back down in response. After the third time, she giggled. It turned into a game, like peek-a-boo and tug-of-war combined. Each time I took a turn, she let me lift the lid a little higher. Eventually, I had the toy chest all the way open. Halley lay half on her side, knees tucked up to her chin with her Disney Princess nightshirt pulled down around them. For a girl of her age, she was so tiny. She held herself more like a toddler than a teen.


As she looked up at me, her lips parted in wonder. One word escaped them.


“Wings.”
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I had no idea how to respond. I wanted to play it off, but there was no mistaking what held her attention. Forcing an uneasy smile, I reached out to comfort her with a pat on the head. Halley ducked her chin, neatly avoiding the contact. She peered sideways through her lashes, a thick veil of hair draping one eye.


“Pretty,” she murmured, reaching a hand toward my shoulder.


Instinctively, I jerked my wing away. Bad enough she could see them. I didn’t want to find out if she could touch them, too. That went against all the rules as I understood them. I flexed, so both wings stretched well beyond her reach.


Halley’s eyes tracked the movement.


An inhuman voice deep in my psyche screamed for me to kill the girl—kill her now. She was a danger. She could expose me.


I silenced it the most effective way I knew—humor.


“You start thinking I’m a fairy, kid,” I said wryly, “and we’re going to have issues.”


Her gaze flicked forward and, briefly, she met my eyes. She held contact for less time than it took for all the air to rush out of my lungs, yet in that short span, dozens of impressions spilled into my mind—images of everyday objects, flashes of carefully formed letters, snippets of songs. All of it was a jumble, as if she’d dumped out the contents of a drawer, only that drawer happened to be her head. One thought resonated with pristine, near-paralyzing lucidity.


Angel. I would never tell on you.


I blinked dumbly, trying to find my voice. Halley tore her eyes away, then abruptly clambered out of the toy chest. She straightened up less than a foot from me, tugging down her nightshirt. Fragments of her mental chaos still whirled in my mind, everything scattering like smoke when I sought to make sense of it. Only the clarity of her promise remained, echoing like a vast bell struck once, then fading into silence.
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