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Whispers Beneath the Light

MAYBE JOSEPHINE HAD JUST BEEN too young until now to really sense the dread that came with living after death. 

Even as a teenager, complicated thoughts twisted their way into her mind. All those nights, lying in bed, wondering when all of this pain, all of this suffering, would finally prove itself to be worth the wait, worth the effort. 

Those nights when it had just been her and Caden, and the crushing weight of being a burden was second only to that of being disposable. 

It hurt to even think about, and yet...

Lying in bed and wondering was better than what she was witnessing now.

“Caden, please.” She begged. “You’re already injured, I can’t let you go like this.”

“You don’t make the decisions for us around here, Ine.”

Caden was sitting on the floor, lacing up his boots. An act which she knew was hurting him. If she squeezed her eyes shut, she could still see the horrific sight of his bandages seeping with deep red, almost black, blood. 

“It’s only been a week, even the Angels told you to take it easy for the rest of the month. It's way too soon for you to go back out there.”

He said nothing, only wincing slightly as he moved his posture to switch to the other foot. 

She waved around the Mission file, opening it so he could see the details as if he hadn’t already gone over them a hundred times.

“This guy is only a bit older than I am. It’s a hospital kid. We’ve done so many of these, I can do this Mission with my eyes closed.”

Again, he said nothing. 

“Damnit, Caden! Don’t ignore me.” She threw down the file at his feet. “You’ve hardly looked at me since Isaiah’s gone solo, and now you won’t even let me go to Missions. This is the third one in a row you’ve had me sit out.”

“It's too dangerous.”

“It's precisely because it’s dangerous that I need you to take me. Look at you! If I had been there last week, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt.”

“And if you were the one who had gotten hurt instead, how do you expect me to live with myself?”

His tone was harsh, his eyes like flashes of warning fire. Still, she wouldn’t let herself be frightened away. She held her gaze to him obstinately. 

“You never had a problem with me being there when Isaiah was there.” She said sharply. “You trust him, but not me.”

“I don’t want to hear about Isaiah. He made his choice.”

“Then, maybe it would make your life easier if I just went with him—”

Caden snatched her by the wrist and pulled her down to his eye level. The rapid movement made her heart squeeze uncomfortably. 

“Shut up. This isn’t up for debate.” 

He let go of her, ignoring the hot, angry tears which were now falling from her eyes, and instead pressed his hands against the floor to hold his body weight and get himself back up on his feet. Sharp pains undoubtedly stabbed through him as his body twisted uncomfortably against the bandages underneath his shirt, but he bit back a grimace. 

Josephine watched him steady himself before making a Portal, taking a deep breath as he did so.

“Stay here.” He said through gritted teeth. “I mean it, Josephine.”

She looked away from him, wiping her tears with the sleeve of her shirt as she did so. 

Be careful. She wanted to tell him. Come home safe.

But no words escaped her mouth; instead, she felt the light of the Portal slowly die away around her. 

Stay here. His voice echoed in the empty room.

“Yeah, right.” She murmured sarcastically to no one.

She couldn’t stay here, not while he was out there. Out there all by himself. How could she just wait around like a sad dog waiting for someone to come home and play with it? She needed to get out of the house; she needed to get out of her own head. 

Unsurprisingly, she ended up at the one spot that seemed to give her any comfort at all, or at the very least, the one place that would take her mind off of Caden, even if it was only slightly. 

“You know what your problem is?” Ralph said as he placed his knight down, pinning her queen.

Ralph had been one of the Missionaries who took the time to explain chess to her when she was a young teenager. 

“I’m sure you’ll tell me.” She grumbled miserably as she retreated the queen out of harm’s way. 

“You’re too reliant on your queen.” He captured it with his bishop. 

She groaned. She hadn’t seen the bishop there and fell perfectly into his trap. 

“I give up. You win again.”

“The game isn’t over yet.”

She snorted. “Yeah, what am I supposed to do with just my useless king? Just take it already.”

Ralph said nothing for a moment, and Josephine felt some sense of regret, or maybe it was some kind of shame. Ralph didn’t deserve her attitude.

She was about to apologise when he suddenly spoke. 

“The king isn’t useless.” Ralph’s eyes seemed to fixate themselves on the weakest parts of her soul. “It controls everything about the game, how it starts, how it ends. Take your eyes off the king, and you’ll regret it.”

“It's dumb, I can only move it one square.”

This all-important king could move in any which direction, but by just one square, and if he dies, the game ends. Everyone else can be wiped clean, and the game goes on, but until this lazy, ungrateful king dies, she has to continue playing. She had always found it terribly unjust. 

She crossed her arms, almost in protest. Tucking her hands underneath to signal that she wouldn’t be touching the pieces.

“Have you ever heard of the Deathgiver?”

In a single moment, Josephine could swear the air around them dropped ten degrees. A chill crept its way down her spine.

The Deathgiver. Sure, she had heard about it. It was hard not to in the Parallel. It was a sort of whispered secret at the edges of social hubs, especially when particularly vicious Grims attacked. No one could seem to agree on what it looks like or even what it looks like.

But she regained herself quickly.

“It’s just a dumb fairytale. Just something to scare kids.”

She wasn’t young enough to believe in ghost stories. At sixteen, she had already seen her fair share of life and death. Grims, Angels, fine. Those existed; she’s seen them with her own eyes. 

Yet something in Ralph’s eyes made her feel like she must keep going. She picked up her king piece and moved it forward one space.

“They just make up stories. To scare us away from Dark territories. Everyone knows that.”

Ralph picked up that same bishop that had just killed her queen and moved it to check her king. It wasn’t a problem yet; the wide-open board meant she had a lot of places to hide. She moved it up another square.

“The king isn’t useless.” He repeated. She watched him slide his king towards her, locking them in a stalemate. “Don’t take your eyes off of him.” 

She sighed deeply. This was the third time he had done that today, and the effects of chess were starting to wear off. It wasn’t distracting her from Caden anymore. All she could think about was how his Mission was going, if he was being safe, if his injury was bothering him, or if the soul was dangerous. 

Her eyes wandered over the empty park as her hands mechanically reset the playing field. In the distance, her eyes, sharpened on a pale figure who seemed to be advancing slowly to them, only when she looked right at them, they would stop. Yet each time she looked away, Josephine could swear they advanced, little by little. 

“Who is that?”

Ralph took notice of her gaze and turned to look over his shoulder at the figure in question before suddenly slamming his fist against the table. Josephine jumped at his sudden outburst.

“Go home.”

“What?”

“Now, Josephine. Go home now.” 

His eyes wouldn’t leave the stranger now, and she watched him materialize his broadsword. 

“What’s going on?”

“Run, quickly.” Beads of sweat were forming on his forehead. 

She took off. As fast as her legs would carry her, which was admittedly fast. She felt the steady rhythm of her feet hitting first the grass of the park and then the hard cement of the sidewalk, until an all too familiar dilapidated staircase came into view. She nearly skipped up the stairs, two by two, until she felt the wind of the door slamming behind her. 

Only then did she allow herself to slide down the door, panting, completely out of breath. 

What the hell was that? Why did Ralph suddenly cast her off? Who was that person in the clearing? 

But she knew better than to argue with Ralph. 

An uncomfortable feeling settled into her stomach. Caden was in danger. Something deep within the pits of her soul told her that. 

I’m meant to be there with him. She thought to herself as she slowly picked herself up off the floor. He needs me. 

Almost mechanically, her hands hovered in the air for a moment before she slid her fingers underneath the fabric of space, making a clean cut across dimensions. The Portal opening up beneath them like an obedient servant. 

The scene before her wavered as it always did. A hospital room with black miasma swirling thick in the air. 

Chaos.

In an instant, she jumped in, her feet landing solidly on the ground. Her scythe materialized, sending forth violet flames as she swung in a warning semi-circle.

“Caden—!”

There was blood and black feathers all around him, dripping onto the floor like some kind of morbid abstract art. He was nearly doubled over in pain, kneeling with one knee. Anger flared through her veins as she turned to the monster in front of him, its long grappling claws snapping at him. 

“Don’t!” Caden shouted, grappling with the monstrous form of what was undoubtably their charge. “He’s still in there!”

His words reverberated in her head, but she couldn’t stop. The thing before her was no man, no human and yet there was that urgency in Caden’s eyes. Her focus narrowed to the eyes of the winged monster in front of her. Eyes red with burst blood vessels. 

Stop. Stop it. 

But she was already moving. Light burst from her palms. Sharp, blinding, and final. She thrust both hands toward the creature, and the room shook.

“No!” Caden’s cry broke through the chaos. “I said don’t!”

The light struck him full-force. He let out an unearthly scream as he was flung against the far wall. His form twisted midair, half-boy, half-beast; his giant, birdlike wings pulsed once, and then, with a swirl of darkness, he vanished into the ether.

“I sentence you to the Dark.”

There was a cold silence that hung in the air for a moment before the monitor, going flat, alerted a throng of nurses to push through, shoving Caden aside and paying little attention to the mysterious new girl who appeared out of thin air. 

The most painful of all was watching a woman push through the masses to reach the side of the bed. She scooped up the body of the boy in her arms, wailing loudly as nurses fought to restrain her. 

His mother she surely was. They both had the same dark tan skin and green eyes, which seemed to follow her, though they stayed unblinking. She felt a sharp yank on her arm and realised that Caden had made his way over to her side. He tugged at her arm, leading them both away easily with the frantic scene happening on the bed just steps away. 

Josephine herself was like a limp doll. Unable to process the gravity of what had just happened. This made it rather easy for Caden to drag her away.

They ducked into a quiet passage, and Caden grabbed the curtain of an empty examination area, enclosing them away from prying eyes. He was clutching his side, but blood was beginning to trickle out. He began to ransack the cabinets, and after a moment, Josephine snapped into action, grabbing armfuls of bandages, disinfectant, rubber gloves, anything she could tuck into her arms.

Caden opened the Portal, and he needed to give her no instruction; she jumped through, and he slammed it shut behind himself. 

“Oh God, your wounds reopened! We have to call the Angels.”

“Sit down.”

“But—”

The look in his eyes made it clear that he wasn’t looking for an argument. So, she, reluctantly, sat on the smallest edge of their shitty loveseat. Her hands shook in her lap, the mother’s lingering scream echoed in her ears.

“You’re off the Missions.”

“What! That’s not fair! I saved you! If I hadn’t shown up when I did, in your condition, you could have—” she couldn’t bring herself to say the word. “Something terrible could have happened to you.”

“Goddamnit, Josephine.” His voice was so uniquely dark, so inexplicably sharp. “How many times did I say it? I told you to stay here.”

“I was only trying to help you.” Tears were streaming down her face. “I can’t lose you, too. If... If something were to have happened to you, Caden—”

“You took a human life today, Ine. Do you even get that? Do you understand what you just did?”

She couldn’t speak; her throat felt hard and heavy as the tears continued to fall. She tasted her own salty tears at the edges of her lips, and yet Caden’s expression didn’t soften. He continued to glower at her. 

He was angry with her. She had never seen him like that before. Never had his eyes been so devoid of affection for her. She, who had only come to save his life, how could he look at her so... so unkindly? 

“You’re off the Missions.”

Back to being a burden, back to being the deadweight. 

She remembered curling herself up into a tight ball that night and slipping into a dreamless, empty sleep only after crying to herself silently for hours. Her first ever reaping to the Dark. She had seen Caden do it several times, even Isaiah on the occasions he had deemed it necessary. But her? In the nine years she had been in the Parallel up to that point, she had never been the one to do it. 

And yet, her scythe had sliced down so easily. Too easily. 

She had condemned someone to the Dark. She had been the one to do it. 

Moreover, Caden was beyond furious with her, withdrawing himself completely from her.

Every time her voice rang a little too loudly in her dark room, her eyes fell to the door, praying that Caden wouldn’t try to come in and comfort her, while being simultaneously disappointed every time he didn’t.

Had anything really changed after all these years? 

She had reaped countless souls for the Dark now. She could scarcely remember their names and faces as the years blended together. More missions, higher stakes. More souls, more reapings. 

With Caden, without Caden. 

Would it ever get easier? 

“She’s the love of my life.”

Love of your life? Another tear released itself against her will. There were too many questions and no one to ask.

In the darkness of Isaiah’s room, she struggled to keep herself calm. He lay nearly motionless in the bed as she clutched his cold fingers between her own. 

He just had to wake up. He had to. 

Wake up.
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CHAPTER TWO
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In the Wake of Mercy

FIVE DAYS HAD PASSED since that day at the penthouse. The day that changed everything. Isaiah had yet to awaken, and Josephine was a shell of herself. 

Jacko and Hound bartered away most of their Missions in the meantime. She had filled them in, the most truthful she had ever been, and they sat and listened to her for what seemed like forever. She told them everything that she had been keeping inside of herself, about Sirius, about the night at the casino, and about Caden, what he had said, what he had done. 

They had heard nothing from Caden nor Lyle; they had both vanished that day. Josephine had no idea what happened to Caden after they fell through the portal. Whether or not he had escaped, or if he even survived, was uncertain.

She spent many nights wringing her hands, wondering what had happened and where it had all gone wrong. 

Most of all, she thought about what Isaiah had said. 

“Yes, Josephine. We condemned you to the Service.”

Why had Caden decided to make her a Missionary? What possible reason would he want the additional burden of a seven-year-old child who could do nothing for herself, let alone the team? Why would he forsake her afterlife in such a way? 

And then, what about what he had said? He had called her the ‘love of his life,’ so where was he?

Each time she thought about it, her head hurt. She had cried so many times the first few nights that she couldn’t physically cry anymore. Her eyes and throat just burned where the tears were supposed to be.

“You have to eat something, Ine.” Jacko pressed. 

She couldn’t. Everything that she put into her mouth tasted like sawdust, but she lifted the spoon forcibly and pushed it into her mouth. It may have been soup, or maybe it was porridge. 

She tasted nothing. 

Taking care of Isaiah’s vegetating body was the only thing that brought her any kind of comfort. 

After dinner, she would go into Isaiah’s room with warm towels and wipe his body. Jacko did the more personal matters. 

“He still has pride as a man, Ine, let me do the sensitive stuff.”

So, she would do the rest of the body. They had an IV set up on his bed, along with liquid food and water to hydrate and feed him. She slept every night as the foot of his bed, careful not to toss and turn lest she disturb his healing process. 

Sometimes when his breathing fell a little too quietly, she would press her ear against his chest just to feel the soft beating of his heart.

Finally, on the sixth morning after he had been shot, she woke up to his hand on her head. 

“Ine.” He croaked out.

“Isaiah!” She exclaimed, rising right away, and pressed his weak hand to her face. 

“I’m so fucking thirsty.” He grumbled.

Laughter bubbled out of her mouth, and for the first time in several days, tears flowed out of her eyes, tears of relief.

“You’re alive.”

“Doesn’t feel like it.”

“Isaiah.” She giggled, it was half delirious. “I knew it. I knew you could do it.”

“Can you help me sit up?”

She obliged him. With a bit of difficulty, she had him upright against a wall of pillows on his bed frame.

“I have to call Hound and Jacko. They will be so relieved to see you.”

“Hold on.” He croaked, his hand reached out towards her, and rested on her cheek. 

She accepted it happily, taking solace in the fact that it was warm. 

“You were here every night?” He asked it as if it were a question, but he already knew the answer. 

She nodded anyway.

“Thank you.”

She let his hand slide back down to the bed, waiting for the inevitable question.

“Josephine, that light... What was that?”

She shook her head at him. “I don’t know, it just started happening, and I knew that... I could just feel that it was going to save you. Everyone’s been asking me about it. The Angels came by the next day to grill me, but I just... I just don’t know.”

“I saw everything.” He whispered. “The moment that light touched me, I saw my whole life with you from when we met until now, just everything.”

He winced and held his side.

“I should call the Angels!” 

He took hold of her hand to stop her.

“No, no, I’m alright.” 

She stayed quiet as he regained himself. Finally, his breathing steadied, and he let go of his side.

“I saw our whole life, but then I saw more. I saw my life from before. Bits and pieces, but more than I’ve ever seen.”

It was a little-known secret that, among them all, Isaiah remembered the least about his life before. He had never dreamed, never seen flashes or even whispered memories. He was constantly irritable at everything as a result, and they had to tiptoe around the subject.

“It was amazing. You were amazing.” He took in a deep breath. “You saved my life.”

“Stop,” she said, shifting uncomfortably. “I’m the reason you got hurt in the first place.”

He laughed, then immediately regretted it, clutching his side again. She hurried closer to fuss, but he simply held his hand up to stop her.

“Sorry.” He laughed much more softly. “I was just thinking that we’ve had this conversation before.”

She laughed too, remembering the night she had been hit by the car. The roles had been reversed then, and she now understood the guilt he must have felt at the time. Feeling like the whole injury was your fault, but on the other hand, she also understood better than anyone the gratitude that he was experiencing now. 

He had saved her life that night. She had saved his.

They had saved each other countless times over.

There was another moment of silence; this time, there was a sort of heat buzzing in the air. Anticipated words seemed to be just at the edge of Isaiah’s lips. There was more he wanted to say, there was more she wanted to hear, but the words didn’t quite make it out. 

“So,” he finally chanced. “Are we only ever going to kiss when one of us is in mortal peril?” 

Her face flushed pink, and she quickly slipped out of his grasp.  

“Let me go get the others.” She stammered out and quickly escaped from him.

She lingered behind his door, her hand still placed on his doorknob. Leaning forward for a moment, her forehead placed against the wood, she waiting for her heart to calm down.

For the entirety of the past week, he had been at death’s doorstep. She never imagined beyond him waking up. Now, confusing feelings swirled in the inside of her chest. 

She and Isaiah... 

She ran down the stairs, pushing the thought from her mind. 

“He’s awake.” She called out to Hound and Jacko.

[image: Chess pieces outline]

“Well, I’m not exactly doing cartwheels, but I’m alive,” Isaiah said. 

They had all gathered in Isaiah’s room now, making the tidy room feel suddenly cramped. Each of them peering over Isaiah, still sitting up in his bed.

“Isaiah, buddy.” Jacko was beginning to tear up, but he stifled it with a cough. “Even though you’re normally a pain in my ass, man, am I happy to see you alive.”

“Uh...thanks.”

“We pushed back most of the Missions, clear for the next three weeks. We have one in two days and another later in the week, but we should be able to handle it ourselves.” Hound informed. “You should get plenty of rest.”

Isaiah’s jaw clenched. 

“We don’t have the time to be doing that.” 

“You must rest.”

“Caden, that bastard, he could be anywhere now.”

Hound stepped forward. “From what we have heard, we are not certain that he is a bastard.”

“What?” His voice was dark as he turned his  piercing gaze onto Josephine. “What did you tell them? You were right there, you saw what happened.”

“But Isaiah.” Josephine pleaded. “He seemed like he was trying to save me from Sirius.”

“Are you kidding me? After everything we saw, you still want to be on his side?” He glowered at her. “Don’t you see? How did he even know you were going to be there? What about what we saw in his apartment—”

“I need to hear it from him!”

“What about Lyle then? We got the confession right out of him!”

“But he said there was a reason!”

“The reason is he’s weak,” Isaiah yelled. “Weak bast—” 

He groaned, clutching his side. She flew down to comfort him, but he shrugged her off, reaching past her for the glass of water. She recoiled instantly from his rejection.

“Unbelievable. You still want him to be one of the good guys.” He muttered. “You all do.”

He directed himself at Josephine. “Especially you.” 

“Hey now.” Jacko cut him off sharply. “Show some respect. This woman nursed you day and night. She hardly ate or slept, worrying about your prickly ass.” 

Isaiah’s mouth formed a hard line, and he dropped his gaze.

“It’s alright, Jacko.” She sighed. “He’s right, I do want it, but even I can’t deny that there’s something going on. I just feel that I owe it to him after all these years to wait for an explanation.”

“Something is happening. The Light and the Dark are beginning to collide.” Hound’s voice was low; he spoke each word slowly. “It is time for me to confess something about myself and my time in the Dark. I have once told you, Josephine, that I did something, and my wife and pups were killed as a result of that. It was done because of Sirius.”

They waited in anticipation. 

“I sponsored Sirius. He was originally a Missionary, a human, exactly as you all are.” Hound’s massive eyes blinked slowly, allowing them to process before proceeding. “At the time, his name was indeed Micah, though I had long forgotten such human details. When I found him, he was angry, he was scared, and he was newly defected. I knew it wouldn’t be long before he attracted the attention of Grims and was devoured himself, so I hid him. The Chaos in him was strong; he soon gained abilities known to the demons of the Dark. He was a man singularly obsessed with the Dark Arts. I, as one such being of the Dark, didn’t understand this obsession. I was simply happy to have found such an incredible source of Chaos. With his Chaos fuelling our family, we became unstoppable.”

“Hound, what do you mean by fuelling? Is Chaos some sort of power source for the Dark?” Isaiah asked.

Hound nodded. “If souls are the meal, then Chaos is the scent. It is intoxicating, energizing. Humans are complex creatures with wildly varying emotions. Such is the reason that the Chaos of humans is particularly invigorating.”

Her mind was reeling from all the information coming to light. The room spun underneath her feet and she had to grip the edge of Isaiah’s nightstand.

“It was in the Dark that he perfected such powerful feats of transformation. Here, the being known as ‘Sirius’ emerged from Micah.”

“You speak of Sirius and Micah as if they’re two separate beings,” Josephine said.

“Indeed, they very much are, but intertwined like the roots of a tree.” 

“But Hound, you met Micah at the hospital.”

Hound shook his head. “I, too, had my memories sealed by the Angels when I took the Oath to become an agent of the Light. The difference between you and me is that I was born to the Dark several of your ancestors ago. Human lives are so short and fragile in comparison. They could not possibly mask every detail. Only important names and faces had been erased.”

“And so, Micah...and Sirius.” Josephine rationalized. “They are one of those sealed memories.” 

“Yes, child, only after I heard what had happened was I able to unlock such an important realisation. If only I had come to it earlier...”

“Please, Sirius would have found a way around it.” She shuddered. “He is hellbent on me. I don’t know why, I tried to ask him before he—” she stopped, dropping her hands in embarrassment. “I have to admit that I was going to do it. He sent me a letter saying that Micah was his hostage, that I needed to decide whether or not to give him my virginity. I- I was going to do it, find out about my mother, then I was planning to kill him.”

“Hence why you took the gun.” Isaiah groaned. “And ran from Lyle and I.”

“I just didn’t want more people to get hurt because of me, because I want to find my mother.”

“Lyle told me, he told me that he might know where you had gone and that we needed to get there quickly or else you might fall into Sirius’s hands,” Isaiah said. “I didn’t process it at the time. I didn’t care how he knew; I just wanted to get to where you were, but after Caden and Sirius disappeared, then it just clicked in my head. The reason that the Grims always seemed to know where we are, and how he kept messing up the Missions again and again, how Sirius found us at the museum.”

“He seemed really scared,” Josephine said quietly. “I think there’s something bigger at play here.”

“Okay, I have something to come clean about as well.” Isaiah’s voice was quiet. “When I was solo, I saw Isabella on a few occasions. A little more at the beginning, then not at all, and then just once more, right before re-joining the guild.”

Josephine could feel his gaze on her, searching for her eyes, but she didn’t look at him. She was afraid of how she might feel if she did.

He sighed and continued. “Well, this one night, she came to me in some kind of crazy frenzy. I hadn’t seen her in years, since the night that Josephine was hit by that car, but there she was. She told me that she couldn’t tell me how or why she knew, but that I needed to trust her and do as she says or else my life could be in danger.”

Her ears still lingered on the name ‘Isabella’ but she tried to focus.

“Of course, at the time I thought she’d gone crazy or something, but she told me that... that something big was happening in the Dark, that they were planning for some kind of big reveal, something that would change the Service forever. Just days after that, Caden approached me about re-joining the guild, and he was saying the same thing: that something was going to happen, and he wouldn’t be around anymore.”

Josephine finally met his eyes now. They held that same intensity that she had always seen in him.

“He said I needed to be here. Here for you, Josephine. In case something were to happen to him and he couldn’t be around for you. Jesus, he was so calm yet so turbulent at the same time, like something had really shaken him to the core.  After I saw how he and Isabella were acting, I got worried that there really was something brewing, and I came back.” 

There was a moment of silence. So much information was coming to light all at once. One by one, secrets tumbled out.

“Well, as long as we’re admitting to things, I have something I want to get off my chest as well,” Jacko said, and they turned to look at him expectantly.

“I know where Caden is.”

“What!” They all yelled in unison.

“Or rather, where he will be, in three months—”

“The Summer Solstice,” Josephine whispered. “When the Grims are at their weakest.”

“Bingo.”

“Well?” Isaiah huffed. “Where? How?”

“The night we went to the Glass Palace, just before I left. Caden approached me and asked me for a small favour, to switch his and Lyle’s masks before I left. He told me that Isaiah was driving him up the wall about sticking to the Missions and all. He said he wanted to have fun at the casino, and he didn’t want to be tailed all night by you.”

“So, he had noticed then. That I was suspicious of him.”

Jacko nodded. “At the time, I thought he just needed some time to let off some steam. Have some fun, kiss some broads, ya know? So, I agreed happily to do it.” 

“You were the only one who knew that the masks would be switched.” Josephine’s eyes went wide. “Isaiah tailed the wrong guy just like he wanted.” 

“Yup, I saw him at a few games at the beginning, and I thought it was going exactly as planned, but then at one point in the night, he disappeared. Now, I’m not one to be nosy, but I felt like something was wrong. Just somethin’ in my gut. And I decided to make sure he was doing all right, that he wasn’t blacked out somewhere unsavoury or nothin’. So, I peeped around for him and found him with a couple of guys. They were talking about some kind of preparation to be done, saying that it was something only he could do ‘cause he isn’t ‘a Grim like us’. I knew instantly something was wrong if he was tolerating some Grims, but then this girl in a creepy black mask came. I didn’t see her face, but she took it off to talk to them, saying that there were direct orders from above, they needed to all be there at the docks on the Solstice.” 

“The docks?”

“Oh my god.” Josephine gasped. “I know where that is.”  

The docks. Their first failed attempt at killing Sirius was made. It had been his portal point, heavily fortified and nearly impossible to break into, much less actually kill him. In the end, they had to pull back.

“That place is stacked. There’s a reason we never attempted it again. Sirius had the whole thing covered.”

“Yeah, but he won’t, that’s the thing. They’re preparing for something. Some kind of big reveal. I think it will be minimally guarded. We’ll need to get in there.”

“Do you honestly believe that we can get in just the three of us?”

“Four.” Isaiah corrected.

“Come on, Isaiah, you’ll be in no position to come along.”

“I’ll do what I damn well please. Anyways, I could heal before then.”

“Please, I already thought I was going to lose you once.” Josephine grasped his hand. “I can’t see you like that again.” 

His eyes softened on her but not his defiance.

“Me too, Ine. I saw your body crumpled on my couch. I saw life draining from your eyes, and I let you walk away from me. I’m not going to let it happen again.”

“Well, Hound, I think it’s safe to say that we clearly missed something that happened between the two of them.” 

Josephine fled away from Isaiah, her face flushed pink. 

“No, it’s not...” She tried to deny weakly.

Jacko gave a sort of half-hearted chuckle. “I’m only messing about. And as for our numbers, including Isaiah, we’ve got six.”

“Pray tell me, who are these other two?” Isaiah sounded frustrated.

“Very concerned parents called two days ago to ask if Isabella was staying here with us. Seems that she’s run off, no contact since last week.”

“Oh, Alan and Helga.” 

“Oh my gosh!” Josephine gasped. “The Moretta!”

They shot her a confused look.

“At the casino night, I ran into a woman with a black mask. Lyle was wearing Caden’s mask and dancing with this woman, but it was Isabella! Isaiah, remember how we saw them together at the Squeaky Duck?”

“Yes, and how we found their list at Caden’s apartment, I bet Isabella is the rat on their guild. Now, she’s disappeared at the same time as Lyle? If Lyle’s been defective since the beginning, is there a chance they had already met before that day?” 

“Bingo! If we tell Alan and Helga that their precious Isabella will maybe be there... they might be so inclined to join us.” 

“We have to make the call!”
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Weight of Silence

JOSEPHINE SAT WITH JACKO on the couch, sipping some hot beverage that Helga had prepared. They were sitting, one next to the other, on the opposite couch. Hound was sitting on a recliner seat, doing his best to look particularly human around the skittish Helga, while Jacko had positioned himself next to her. Isaiah had to be left at home for obvious reasons, but this was the first time that there was no one in the house with him.

Despite his insistence that he would be fine, Josephine was uneasy. She kept reminding herself not to tap her fingers irritably against the side of her ceramic mug.

“So, what you’re trying to say is that our Isabella is a traitor?” Alan’s tone was quiet but sharp, refusing to break eye contact. 

“We don’t know exactly what’s happening either; we’re just piecing together what we’ve gathered.” Josephine prayed that she didn’t sound too hopeful, after all, the pieces they had gathered didn’t put Isabella in a positive light.

“She’s been with us since she was fourteen, surely she wouldn’t...” Helga pressed her own steaming cup to her lips to save herself from finishing the sentence. “I know she can be a bit abrasive at times, but in our hearts, we know that she’s a good girl.”

“We’ve been nothing but good to her. What reason would she have?”

“Can I ask you two something?” Jacko set down his cup now and shifted to rest his face in his hands pensively. “Can you two honestly say that there was nothin’ suspicious about her behaviour? That she’s never given you any reason to doubt her loyalty, to test your trust?”

“What are you implying?” Alan narrowed his eyes at him.

“What I’m implying is that your little ‘daughter’ had been missing for at least four days when you finally phoned us up to see if she’d been around. That tells me two things. One, that she’s disappeared before, maybe even frequently, for a night or two? Am I right? So, you decided to wait, to see if it was just one of those times, and that she would be back in a couple of days, and when she stayed out longer than normal, now that’s made you worried.”

They were silent.

“The other thing it tells me is that you don’t know what she gets up to when she disappears, and even the two of you are worried what it might be. If you were perfectly convinced of her innocence, I’m sure you would have turned us out right away, but here we are.”

Again, nothing but their silence was confirmation enough. 

“Please.” Josephine implored. “We are also missing important people. I just want to know that they’re safe.”

Alan sighed deeply and shot a look over to Helga. After a small nod from her, he started.

“The first time she took off was maybe five or six years ago. Of course, we were worried, but... She was all dressed up, like she was going to a party or like—"

“—like she was seeing someone.” Josephine couldn’t hide a touch of bitterness as she spoke.

After all, it was obvious who she had been going to see those nights. Isaiah himself had even admitted that they saw each other several times at the beginning of his solo career. The times matched up perfectly.

“One day she came home, in nothing but this flimsy little thing, crying and swearing. After that, she didn’t go out for a while. Things were good for us.” Helga continued.

Josephine could piece together that night, too, the night she got hit by the car. She squeezed her eyes shut as the memory of that night came flying back to her.

“Isaiah, stop! If you kick me out of here like this, you’ll never—"

At the time, she was so delirious from the injury that she hardly had the chance to react to Isabella in Isaiah’s cabin.

“Then one night a couple of months ago, when we were all out together with some other Missionaries, Caden came around, and he was absolutely drunk. Out of his mind. We thought maybe he had slipped into some trouble like he had before...” Helga’s sentence trailed off. 

“Anyways, we got him to our house, to the guest room. We wanted to make sure that he was alright, but when we woke up the next morning, both he and Isabella were gone.”

She hesitated here, waiting for Josephine’s reaction but her features were frozen.

“We went to his apartment and demanded to know if she was there with him, but no one answered. We had a Mission the next day, and Isabella didn’t show up, but we had to leave without her. That night she came back, soaking wet, talking about how we were all in trouble. She had a crazy fever, so I just put her to bed. But after that night, her disappearances became very frequent.”

And she looked to Josephine which prompted her to give a weak nod.

“Isaiah told us he hadn’t seen her in a couple of years, and then she showed up at his house, saying that he was going to be in danger. About a week before, Caden approached him about re-joining the guild. Do you think it was around the same time?”

Helga nodded tentatively before launching into a sob. “She’s never been gone for longer than a night or two!”

“We think we saw her once at the Glass Palace, for the event they held on the Spring Equinox.”

“You guys went to that barbaric casino?” Alan raised an eyebrow. “Isabella wasn’t there; I had forbidden it.”

Helga went very still for a moment, her body tense. Alan picked up on it immediately.

“Oh no, please don’t tell me...”

“I helped her get there that night,” Helga admitted shamefully.

“Woman! Can you deny her nothing!” He roared. “How could you!”

Helga’s expression was one of tearful sorrow. “She just looked so excited to go. I hadn’t seen her like that in a long time.” 

Josephine remembered the way that Lyle twirled her around on the dance floor. Even without seeing her face, she glowed.

“I really think that they’re together.”

“Her and Caden?” Alan asked, his voice drained of emotion.

“No. Her and Lyle.” 

“Lyle? The younger one?”

“He also disappeared around the same time,” she said quietly. “I saw them together only twice, but there was something...there.”
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