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        Book 1: The Spiral Series

      

      

      Step into the dark and haunting world of the Between, where Heather Billot is plunged into a shadowy realm of darkness and despair after committing suicide. In this bleak landscape, soulstalkers roam the skies and Death herself hunts down those who have escaped her grasp. Trapped and alone, Heather must find the strength to navigate this dangerous place and forge a path between life and death.

      But when she meets the enigmatic Ross Shepherd, a spark ignites between them and they embark on a journey to escape this forgotten world together. Faced with unimaginable challenges and haunted by their pasts, Heather and Ross must confront their fears and fight to overcome the shadows that threaten to consume them. A gripping tale of love and resilience in the face of overwhelming darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        SUICIDE IS PERMANENT

      

      

      
        
        Trigger Warning: This work of fiction is about suicide and its aftermath. Suicide isn’t a solution. It won’t fix anything.

      

        

      
        Suicide is permanent. It isn’t romantic. It can’t be undone. It doesn’t resolve your pain. Every person that jumped off the Golden Gate bridge and lived said that they regretted their decision the moment they stepped off the bridge. But it was too late.

      

      

      
        	
TEXT or CALL 988 for help

        	
TELL someone

        	
ASK for help

        	
REACH OUT no matter how much it hurts

      

      
        
        There are ways to fix what seems unfixable. You are worth fighting for no matter how much it hurts or how much you think you don’t matter. You DO matter. Your light is unique. Without it, the world’s entire spectrum darkens.

      

      

      
        
        If you feel suicidal: Text or Call 988

        Because You Matter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Novels by Lisa Silverthorne

      

        

      
        Standalones:

        ISABEL’S TEARS

        LANDFALL

        PACIFIC BLUE TATTOO

        BEAUTY: CAPTURED AND FRAMED

      

        

      
        A Game of Lost Souls series:

        THE CINDERELLA HOUR

        THE PRINCE CHARMING HOUR

        THE EVER AFTER HOUR

        THE FALLEN HEARTS SEASON

        THE RISING SPIRITS SEASON

        THE ETERNAL SOULS SEASON

        THE ROYAL WEDDING HOUR

        THE HEAVENLY HONEYMOON HOUR

        THE DIVINE NEWLYWEDS SHOW

        THE CELESTIAL COUPLES SHOW

      

        

      
        The Spiral series:

        BETWEEN

        REPRISE

        (releases 7/30/23)

      

        

      
        Short Story Collections

        THE SOUND OF ANGELS

        THE MAGIC OF ORDINARY THINGS

      

      

      

      
        
        Science Fiction Writing as L.S. Silverthorne

        Standalones:

        REDISCOVERY

      

        

      
        Experiencing True Purple series:

        RECOMBINANT, Book 1

        HELIX, Book 2

      

      

      

      
        
        COMING SOON!

      

        

      
        A Game of Lost Souls series:

        The Enochian Apocalypse Show, Book Eleven

        The Angelic Anniversary Hour, Book Twelve

      

        

      
        The Spiral series:

        Avenge, Book 3

        Ruin, Book 4

        Descent, Book 5

      

        

      
        The Resurrectionist Papers:

        A romantic fantasy mystery series

        Grave Reckoning, Book 1

        Corpses Delicti, Book 2

        Stiffed Again, Book 3

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Science Fiction Writing as L.S. Silverthorne

        Experiencing True Purple series:

        Splice, Book 3 (coming in 2023!)

        Cipher, Book 4

        Renascence, Book 5

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            one

          

        

        
          
            [image: Heart in Pain]
          

        

      

    

    
      Heather Billot hunched over her phone, thumbs flying across the screen, saying goodbye to her life.

      
        
        Instagram–September 8, 2022

        

        “Two years is enough time to get over anything. Any longer and you’re an attention whore.”

        Great quote, Carly! Can’t say it to my face, but you have no problem saying it in a sketchy TikTok video for everyone else to see.

        

        Along with these other great Snaps:

        “She’s too self-absorbed.”

        “She just brings everyone down.”

        “I won’t hang out with her if she’s gonna be all sad and cringe all the time.”

        “Coz they make pills for that.”

        We’ve been friends since second grade. Too bad your maturity level never reached third grade.

        Depression is a dirty little secret most of us have to hide. None of my friends want to hear it, but this is my page and my rules. My friend Marta says it makes her uncomfortable. She says I should be stronger. I should stop thinking about it all the time. Think good thoughts. Smile more.

        Wow, why didn’t I think of that, Marta? Because if I really wanted to, I could just snap out of it. I could just choose not to feel depressed. Like it’s a choice I make every morning. Should I wear the red hoodie or my depression today? I’ll put on the depression. It looks so much better with my jeans.

        Ash and Molly are the last ones listening.

        Carly stopped listening a long time ago. She’d rather post rants about me on TikTok from her Stanford dorm than talk to me like the friends we used to be. Or tell me how I’m not the only person who’s lost someone close. How she’s had a lot of loss in her life, too, so I should think about someone else for a change.

        You’re right, Carly. Who can forget the agony you suffered when Eric said no to prom—because you asked him the day before. You summoned amazing courage Xanax to go with Devon instead. And the horror of that last-minute dress search! It just had to match Devon’s tux. So much pain and loss! You gave up…your…(bites lip) Dream Dress™. But your strength Valium got you through that horrible, horrible ordeal and made you an expert on loss and grieving.

        I just hope that you have better friends around you when you lose a parent. Or the last person in your life that gave a damn about you. So, you never understand what it feels like to be completely alone.

        The meds just numbed my brain until I wasn’t me anymore.

        Senior year was supposed to be the best year of my life. But I spent it watching my mom, my best friend in the world, shrivel up and blow away from breast cancer.

        Prom night? I spent it—and nine hours—in ICU saying goodbye to her. She’s been gone two years now and I still feel lost and angry, Carly. So, I stopped taking the meds. There I go being selfish again. But enough about me.

        Ash, I’ve always looked up to you. You always encouraged me and always listened. You stood up for me senior year when those girls shoved me into my locker every afternoon and posted the videos on TikTok. Thanks for seeing the best in me, Ash, especially when I couldn’t. I’ll miss you most.

        The pain has seeped into every corner and crevice until it’s smothered the best parts of me. I’m tired of making everyone feel uncomfortable, tired of being dragged for something I can’t control. Tired of being alone.

        Tired.

        Coz I can’t just snap out of it or choose to feel better.

        I can’t just think good thoughts and have it all go away. So, Molly and I are rolling off somewhere new. Going on holiday. And this is the last time you’ll hear me. Use the word, depression.

      

      

      The Seattle waterfront café was quiet except for the whoosh of steamed milk roiling from the nearby espresso machine and soft mumbled conversations filling the small, bright yellow space overlooking Elliott Bay. Warm scent of fresh-brewed coffee mixed with the remnant smell of chocolate from her empty large mocha, whip cream crusting the paper cup’s lip. The Orca Café overlooked the steely bay in all its autumn greyness, sunlight absent as she posted her final entry on Instagram.

      Her friends and frenemies would find it whenever. Even if they read it now, it wouldn’t change anything.

      A strange peace fell over her as she stood up, adjusting her white hoodie and olive cargo pants, and dropped her phone into one of the numerous gaping cargo pockets. She picked up her sunset orange backpack, filled with textbooks she no longer needed, and plodded toward the counter.

      One last thing to do.

      “Hey, Heather,” said Jimmy Girard, the tall, lanky café owner who looked tired and stressed in his wrinkled blue jean shirt and faded grey t-shirt that with Orca Café in distressed, blocky white script. “How’re classes?”

      “Fine, Jimmy,” she replied, pulling a worn, black wallet out of her back pocket.

      Her silicone pink breast cancer bracelet caught on her hoodie sleeve as she slid out a twenty. It was all she had left after quitting her job at Safeway this morning. She dropped it in the charity box raising money for a no-kill shelter. She didn’t need money anymore.

      “No blueberry muffin for the road?” he asked.

      No, just one good-bye post. She shook her head. “Maybe tomorrow.”

      There weren’t any tomorrows left, but Jimmy didn’t know that yet.

      At the café, there wasn’t anyone—besides Jimmy—that might see her post and try to change her mind.

      Or tell her to just smile more and think happy thoughts.

      Jimmy squinted at her as she slid her wallet back into her back pocket. His short, brown hair, sprinkled grey at the temples, looked stiff and spiky with gel, lines etched a little deeper in his face today. Like a shadowed charcoal drawing.

      “You okay?” he asked, eyebrows pressed into hard lines over his dark blue eyes, offering her a strained smile. “You look kind of down.”

      Heather shrugged. “I’m good, Jimmy.”

      She reached into her backpack and slid out a small, white stuffed bear with sparkly fur, a frayed red ribbon around his neck, and black eyes that stared straight ahead. A small, stuffed, red velvet heart dangled from the ribbon. Mom had given her Charles on Valentine’s Day the year before she got sick. The year before everything went to hell.

      Heather had been fourteen, ready to take on the world. Until her mom’s battle with breast cancer began. For six years, her mom fought it with everything she had, enduring endless rounds of chemo and radiation and surgeries. Heather fought alongside her, crying with her when her hair fell out in clumps, shaving off her own hair to match, and buying wild, brightly colored scarves to cover her mom’s balding head.

      Celebrating remissions with strawberry banana smoothies, silly music, and get-togethers with Mom’s best friends. Lying beside her in the hospice bed, holding her as her last gasping breaths faded into silence.

      At twenty, Heather felt shattered. Haunted by the moment when life had left her mom’s warm hazel eyes. All that strength and light and love just gone in an instant. Like a switch being thrown. Even now, it was all she saw when she closed her eyes.

      Heather’s relationship with her dad was little more than a card at Christmas, a card for her birthday, and the occasional phone call. When he was in the mood to talk—a rare event. She hadn’t seen him since the funeral. He was too busy with his four-year-old twins and second wife in Boston. She barely remembered him being part of the family. It had been only her and her mom since Heather was six and dad left.

      “Jimmy, I need to find a good home for Charles here,” she said and set the white bear on the counter beside wrapped slices of hazelnut biscotti, bars of lavender Dagoba chocolate, and half a dozen purple travel mugs with Orca Café printed on them. “I’d like your daughter, Emily to have him.”

      Jimmy frowned, squinting at her with sudden concern as he picked up the small, white bear. “You sure, Heather? He looks kind of special.”

      Heather nodded. He’d meant the world to her once, but she couldn’t look at him now.

      As long as her mother was beating the cancer, he’d had meaning, but now that she was gone, he was just an empty-eyed knickknack that brought back the painful memory of her empty eyes and that horrible hospice bed. Smell of sweat and urine and bleach that she couldn’t completely erase.

      Charles couldn’t bring her back again.

      Besides, she was leaving, too. And she couldn’t take him with her this time.

      “I’m sure,” she said, offering Jimmy her best it’s cool smile.

      “Emily will love him, Heather, thanks,” said Jimmy, his dark blue eyes studying her a moment or two, like he was trying to see under her thick fall of warm brown hair that covered one eye.

      “Thanks,” she said and forced a smile, her voice catching in her throat as she stared at the little bear a moment.

      Her eyes stung as Charles stared vacantly past her. Like she’d already left. Like she wasn’t even there. Like Marta and Carly. Sometimes Ashley.

      Goodbye, little guy. Take care of yourself.

      “Seeya around, Jimmy.”

      With a wave, she turned away from Charles and Jimmy. Out into the cool air and sharp wind.

      She hefted the worn orange backpack higher onto her shoulder and trudged through the afternoon greyness along Alaskan Way, the air smelling crisp and salty. With shoulders hunched and her gaze on her feet, she plodded onto Colman Dock and into the ferry terminal burgeoning with people and noise and routine.

      After buying a walk-on, she waited until the Bainbridge Island ferry began boarding, the Wenatchee white and pristine against the steely Puget Sound waters, and drifted into the line of passengers shuffling aboard.

      She stood outside, body stiff against the winds buffeting the bow of the ferry as she remembered the island across the bay where she and her mom used to live. Where she’d made the daily crossing over to Seattle to catch the bus up to North Seattle Community College.

      When things felt normal. When remission felt possible. When some shred of hope remained like the last thin, warm rays of summer.

      She’d wanted to be an EMT once. Maybe a doctor? Until she buried her mother. Nothing seemed important after that. Worth doing.

      The Wenatchee droned away from the dock, Elliott Bay’s deep teal waters churning a frothy glass-green and white as the chilly wind rose sharp around her. She wrapped her arms around her middle, the air growing cold as she thought about Charles, about the Molly in her bag, the Instagram post she’d just made.

      Tourists with fanny packs and white sneakers huddled like pigeons outside along the railing, windbreakers fluttering, cameras strung around their necks like scarves as they filmed the Space Needle, the skyline, and each other laughing and posing. Living. Loving. The air smelled almost sweet, tinged with salt.

      She remembered happier times on the ferry with Marta and Ash, giggling and goofing off along the decks. Mom, frail and silent, in a booth against the picture windows, tie-dyed scarf around her head, and a forced smile on her face as she tried to hide the chemotherapy’s exhaustion. And damage. It went deep, destroying slowly, killing the good along with the bad. More damage than that tie-dyed scarf could ever hide.

      In forty-seven minutes, Heather was across the bay and striding through the Bainbridge Island ferry terminal, hurrying around people toward the waterfront. Already, her phone was blowing up in her pocket, vibrating non-stop.

      She slid out the phone.

      Someone kept calling. Dozens of texts from Ash rolled across the screen.

      She dropped the phone back in her pocket. She wouldn’t answer or read any of the texts. Not now. Everything had been said already. Nothing in those texts or calls would change anything.

      She glanced up at the overcast sky. It would get dark early. Just as well.

      Crunching through sea grass and sand, Heather hiked along the shore, gazing at the houses that edged the water. Looking for her old house.

      A deep blue craftsman-style house that had been painted a deep somber grey. Like it had been mourning its old family and the life that had lit up its walls with warm gold light. Dark now. Curtains drawn.

      She stopped on a little tidal flat near the house and hunched down on the rocky beach below it. When the tide came in, most of this tidal flat would be submerged again.

      She checked her digital watch, phone still pulsating—almost like a heartbeat.

      Six seventeen. In two hours, it would be dark.

      Heather slid onto the pebbled beach and leaned against the rock, phone vibrating desperately as she returned it to her pocket. She hugged her backpack and stared at her black Converse high-tops, waiting for darkness. Waiting for the phone to stop shuddering in her pocket.

      Waiting for high tide.

      At eight nineteen P.M., the night getting colder, Heather unzipped her backpack and swallowed a big rainbow handful of Molly, washing down the pills with a frosty raspberry wine cooler that she’d saved from a party.

      She stretched out in the reedy sea grass surrounding the pebbled beach, whisper of the Puget Sound calling her name. Closing her eyes, she pretended it was Mom’s voice in the wind, on the waves.

      Waiting for her.

      The steady rhythm of the Puget Sound’s currents lapped at the shore, intensifying the ecstasy high. It rolled hard through her body now, splinters of joy piercing the consuming darkness, the majestic silence that drew her down toward the earth. She laid her head on her backpack, looking up at the clouds (was that the face of God?) and finished the wine cooler.

      Waiting for the end.

      Time trickled away, her breath ragged against the waves of momentary joy that masked her pain in little icy gasps until finally, the world soon tipped over and set everything off balance.

      As the night darkened, she lost consciousness, heart rushing, temperature soaring.

      With the continuous flutter and rush of cold sea water comforting her, like the lost sound of her mom’s voice, Heather left this world.
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      Heather opened her eyes. In another place.

      A strange ashen haze hung over stormy skies. The Puget Sound was gone. She jolted up from tall, billowy grey grasses as a sharp breeze fanned over the ground. Wind whispered across her body as she stared at a forbidding forest of massive, dark, twisted trees all around her. Except for the sea of tall grasses fanning across a windswept prairie behind her.

      The cool air smelled like dirty rain in dusk’s dull light, fog collecting on the forest floor, hanging like specters. No lights shone in the fading daylight. No sounds of planes overhead or cars rumbling along the interstates. No mournful blast of the ferry’s horn. Only the hiss of wind whispered above the rapid hush of her own breath.

      Where was this dark place? Was it hell? A crazy Molly-infused hallucination?

      Or something much darker?

      She’d never been religious and didn’t believe in eternal damnation, especially for people in more pain than they could bear. But this place bore little resemblance to the mystical Washington State forests or bay shores that she knew. Or anything else from the world she’d left behind.

      The colors were…wrong. Washed out. Shadowy. Unnatural.

      For so many months, her world had squeezed her into ever tighter spaces, growing darker and colder until she couldn’t take the strain, couldn’t blunt the raw-edged pain any longer. Even now, it gouged her heart, a constant ache that death hadn’t soothed.

      Right or wrong made no difference now.

      She was—here…wherever here was. She wasn’t sure and it didn’t look like anything she’d imagined.

      She huddled in the cold grass, shivering as tears threaded down her face. She felt so far away now, more lost than she’d ever felt before. Without even Charles, her little white bear, to comfort her.

      And this was so much worse than anything she’d imagined.

      Hadn’t she just died? Left behind all the bad stuff? Wasn’t that what happened when you killed yourself? Wasn’t all the bad stuff supposed to stop?

      Her head was spinning now. This wasn’t what was supposed to happen! Now, she was lost in some surreal landscape, still stuck inside her own head with all the pain and memories she’d tried so hard to escape. Only worse.

      How did killing herself make everything worse?

      A dark shadow fell across her as some huge, dark creature took flight in the indigo sky, beat of huge feathery black wings like great drums. Its tortured shriek tore across the sky.

      Heather rose on her knees and crouched in the grass, cold fear pounding through her body.

      What was that thing? What was it looking for?

      To her right, tiny amber lights cascaded through massive, towering trees—like redwoods—flickering like fireflies against the grassy grey plains.

      Moving toward her, she realized.

      Across the swaying, charcoal grey grasses fanning around her, a haunting voice whispered her name and she froze. She didn’t recognize the voice. It didn’t even sound human.

      “Hea–ther,” the voice hissed in a taunting, drawn out singsong as the amber lights collected at the forest’s edge, the threatening chorus fluttering across the grass. Leering. Mocking.

      She started to stand, but froze when the great winged thing beat the air over her head and soared across the sky in a wide arc. The dark thing passed overhead again and her breath caught in her throat.

      It had huge, ashen black wings, hawkish yellow eyes, and sharp features like a bird of prey, but it had a vague human form. Two arms and two legs. Like some sort of dark angel.

      But the term angel didn’t fit. At all. It wasn’t protective.

      It hunted.

      The winged creature ascended into the sky, turning like a vulture in another wide circle above the treetops. Floating on the rush of wind.

      A chill brushed her spine. Searching? No, stalking, she realized. Her?

      She kept still as it banked over the distant, misty woods and turned back toward the tall smoky grasses.

      What was this place between the world she’d left and the silence she craved?

      She scanned the horizon and what lay beyond the swaying grey grass. She winced. A darker storm grey sky. More willowy grass billowed against the cool breeze that swept across the hilly landscape. In the distance, large black shapes loomed tall above the grasslands, obscured by a thick leaden haze that clung to the towering things. They looked like some sort of massive plant, tall with long, spindly soot-grey stalks and huge elongated and burgeoning blossoms that were bigger than basketballs. Like massive, unopened frosty grey tulips swaying in the wind. They lined the horizon like clusters of distant smoke stacks, billowing pollen in dusty clouds of smoke.

      Was there a city in this place? Gathering places for people like her? What were those menacing plants? Guardians protecting a city or a gathering place?

      The sight of the massive plants chilled her blood.

      Heather glanced back at the gigantic ancient trees and surrounding forest as tiny amber lights trickled toward her, flowing in a river of light over the churning sea of grass.

      Moving toward her.

      Fireflies? Embers?

      She watched the glow move in a definite path toward her.

      Should she trust the lights? She didn’t trust the winged creatures or those distant, terrifying plants? Her gut told her not to trust anything in this place.

      She held her position as the amber lights danced through the reedy, whip-like grass blades. Some of the lights floated aloft, bobbing in the gritty dusk air and others sparkled along the ashen soil.

      There were too many of them. Moving too fast!

      Heather scrambled away from the haunting glimmers that pulsed steadily toward her, but her feet tangled in the grass and she fell.

      As she rose on her elbows, a ghostly figure hovered above her. A woman. Translucent. Like smoke. With bone-white skin, wide-set pale lavender eyes, and a deadly smile. She was as cold as ice. Like a wraith.

      “Who are you?” Heather demanded, skittering backward. “What is this place?”

      “This isn’t a place,” the spirit woman said with a hiss, lights flickering closer. “This is the Between. Where light and dark collide, becoming shadow.”

      Above them, one of those dark, winged creatures turned another graceful circle as a mournful cry—human—echoed across the plains, sounding far away.

      The dark thing shuddered then swerved toward the sound. It hovered above the sea of grass, waiting, listening for the sound again.

      Its wings beat the air in a steady staccato rhythm until the cry, sounding weaker, more desperate, pierced the thick silence that hung over the rain-soaked grass. The heavy haze swallowed the sound as the dark winged thing spun in a tight circle and darted toward the noise.

      “It’s too late for that one,” said the spirit woman. “We can’t get there in time.”

      Heather cringed at the awful swooping sound, like a falcon diving for a mouse. In a moment, a shriek of agony like a dying rabbit echoed, and she recoiled, pressing her hands to her ears.

      Finally, the dark thing rose into the storm-grey sky, wings beating frantically, heavily, the human silhouette unmistakable in its arms. She couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman.

      The human cried out again, a desperate, ragged cry that pierced the silence and trailed off into the distance.

      “What does that even mean?” Heather demanded.

      The spirit woman smiled with a nonchalant shrug at some poor soul just carried off by that monstrous winged thing. Her reaction was more like someone had taken the last bagel from the breakfast buffet than a human life being at stake.

      Heather raged. That could have been her.

      She scrambled backward from the spirit woman and struggled to her feet. Black Converses finally gained traction and she lurched forward, everything inside her screaming run!

      Hide! Run from these winged monsters! Into the trees!

      “No, wait!” the spirit woman shouted, her voice a harsh whisper as she turned to mist, tangling around Heather in smoky trails. “Soulstalkers hunt here. New arrivals aren’t safe.”

      Tears stung Heather’s eyes. She froze, staring out at the endless sea of chalky grass framed by dark woods and those hideous smoke stack-like giant plants. Stench of moldy, dead leaves clung to the cold, gritty wind as her gaze followed the curve of grasslands, trying to see where they stopped. But they went on forever, rolling over hills and valleys, unbroken as they disappeared into the distant haze. Only the dark woods behind her broke up the sea of grass.

      If she ran across the unprotected grasslands, she’d be an easy target.

      She shuddered. Those winged things would easily snatch her up and carry her off.

      To where—to do what exactly? What was this place? Was she prey now?

      The life she’d left behind had been so dark and empty, but right now, it was like living in a beachfront Caribbean condo compared to this place of fog and gloam and deadly winged shadows.

      But it was too late.

      She couldn’t take any of it back. She didn’t know the way back to her old life. She sighed. There was only this place now. And those awful dark winged creatures hunting people—like her.

      Was this–this Between a place of retribution?

      Had suicide been a mortal sin after all? The punishment of a vengeful god? Everything she’d ever believed screamed against that possibility.

      Religion was only bits and pieces of ancient knowledge broken up and passed across thousands of years, through countless human hands, infinite translations, and endless interpretations. So much of it was cherry-picked to support someone else’s current agenda.

      But religion or spiritual, nothing she’d ever read or heard described this place.

      All she knew for certain was her own heart and the constant need for leaps of faith. Trust. Which she’d done once, long ago. But when Mom died, she gave up on everything, including herself.

      She hurt.

      Deep, unhealed wounds and despite her efforts to go on alone, those injuries had festered, never fully healing. All the unanswered questions remained while the contradictions and the silence grew. The whys and what ifs just got too heavy to carry around one more day.

      So, she stopped running. Stopped fighting. And gave in.

      She gazed up at the sky, not caring if those dark things took her now. She was tired of hurting, tired of feeling, tired of being alone. And not even death had silenced it. She just wanted to sleep. Forever.

      The amber lights flowed into a ring in the field of steely grey grass, surrounding her as the spirit woman entwined her smoky form around Heather’s body, tendrils of smoke encircling her arms and shoulders.

      “We’ve got to hurry,” said the spirit woman above the whisper of wind across the grass. “Before they return to hunt. There are others out here that need to be guided into the woods.”

      “What are those things?” Heather asked, stepping out of the wispy smoke trails. She gestured at the spirit woman. “And what are you? Why should I care if they take me? Or you?”

      “They’re soulstalkers!” An angry edge sharpened the spirit woman’s voice and angular features. “Controlled by Death, they hunt the lost and despairing in her name. The ones I shelter. These creatures aren’t like the pale angels that sometimes fly across the skies, scouting for souls to save. Mostly, it’s the soulstalkers.”

      “What happens to the ones they carry away?” Heather asked, watching the shadows recede on the horizon. “By these—soulstalkers or whatever you call them. Soul stalkers? Seriously?”

      She wasn’t sure she wanted to know any of this, but she needed to know the score and the sides. Before she was forced to choose one.

      “Souls are carried away to the poppy fields,” said the spirit woman. “To the final sleep. Forever. While the soulstalkers consume their soul essence to feed Death’s power. And feed themselves. They’re Death’s scouts and hunters.”

      Heather recoiled. They ate human souls? “Scouts and hunters? Feasting on human souls? Wow…that’s–that’s monstrous.”

      A frown creased the spirit woman’s smoky brow. “Their silhouettes look the same as the pale angels that sometimes travel these dusky skies and flit along the forest paths, so be careful. Being wrong can cost you eternity.”

      Heather sighed, pressing her hand to her forehead. Back on Bainbridge Island, she’d wanted a forever sleep. Here, if she’d stood up sooner from these shadowy grey grasslands, she might have already been there instead of ending up in this painful between world.

      “A forever sleep doesn’t sound so bad,” said Heather, her voice sounding small and weary.

      Ghostly hands curved around Heather’s arms and she felt a strange pressure against her skin. The spirit woman shook her head emphatically.

      “To forever dream of what you can never have?” she asked. “To reach out in shadow and touch what might have been or what could be…and have it pass through your fingers? Forever? That sounds horrible to me.”

      Kind of like right now, Heather thought, wincing. That had been her life before she’d taken that ferry to Bainbridge Island one last time.

      Mom’s life had slipped through her fingers along with a place to live and any sense of security. Without her mom, she was completely alone and after two years of isolation and grief, she only wanted to leave, too. She saw no difference between what she faced now and the solitude of this final sleep.

      Maybe these soulstalkers weren’t monsters after all? Maybe they were her rescuers?

      “Don’t you understand?” the spirit woman demanded, her alabaster brow furrowing as a spark gleamed in her dusty blue eyes. “It doesn’t have to be like that?”

      “Doesn’t it?” Heather snapped. “It’s exactly what I left behind in Washington State.”

      “In the Now—perhaps,” said the spirit woman with a nod.

      Heather frowned. The now?

      “I’ll explain more later,” the spirit woman continued. “In the meantime, understand that you’re between, not dead. There’s still a chance for you. But if you lie down in the fields of grey poppies, all of that hope is lost.”

      The word hope pierced Heather’s chest in a raw, burning ache. She’d known as she’d rolled on too much Molly that everything was lost. She couldn’t go back and change her mind. She’d accepted it, counted on it, washing down that last bitter pill with the tart taste of raspberries, knowing she couldn’t stop it.

      Was there a glimmer of hope left in this dark place? Was there a higher power out there? One that had created a place between life and death for the lost like her? Instead of damning them? Giving them—her—a chance to reclaim something, a chance to heal?

      “A chance for me?” Heather whispered, her bottom lip quivering as she stared at the spirit woman.

      The spirit woman nodded, almost a smile on her powdery lips. “There’s always a chance in the Between. It’s the battleground between life and death, where night and day become shadow, each one bleeding through the other. While the Human Spiral still spins, there is hope.” The spirit woman reached out a feathery hand, smoky fingers like the kiss of wind against Heather’s brow. “There’s a chance to heal. To go on. But not if you give up…and there are a million ways to do that here. Be warned.”

      At last, the amber flickers crept out of the trees and into the fluttering grass toward her. Heather smiled. They were lanterns! Carried by people like her—that looked human.

      Dressed in dark, billowy clothes, the air smelling like charcoal, the others stepped out of the forest to stand around Heather, glass lanterns held high. They had form and substance like her. She wanted to cry with relief.

      Tiny, misty creatures like the spirit woman buzzed and darted around her head, carrying tiny yellow flames in their cupped hands. Almost like fairy lights.

      “A new one from the void?” asked a lithe, willowy woman that paced around Heather, her lantern held high.

      Her oblong face was sharp, angular, her nose and chin pointed, small brown eyes dull and narrow. She studied Heather. She looked maybe forty, tired face creased. Her long, brown hair was tied at her nape and she wore loose-fitting tan trousers and shadowy, draped fabrics that might have been a blouse.

      A young guy moved beside her, dressed in the same shadowy clothes as the woman stepped forward. He didn’t look much older than Heather with his ash blond hair, kind oval face, and strong jawline that tapered into the soft curve of his chin. His was tall and lean like a runner. His eyes were a bright hazel-gold despite the dusk, outer corners tilted slightly downward, giving him a sad, vulnerable look. The color almost matched the glow of the winking amber lights in the fields.

      She felt her breath catch. He was like a warm summer night, all cicadas, starshine, and heat lightning. Especially when a smile lit his face, eyes turning firefly-bright as he met her curious stare. He nodded, jawline sharpening, laugh lines curving from his eyes and framing his cheeks. In his lingering glance, pain faded those lines. But as he held her gaze, empathy—and something else—smoldered there. Attraction? Connection?

      “Lamarr, help me and Barb get her out of this…”

      His voice trailed off as he stepped closer, staring into Heather’s eyes, at her face. The corners of his mouth lifted into a smile and there was such wonder and mystery in the depth of those hazel-gold eyes.

      In that moment, he was the first warmth she’d felt here. He was wool socks against cold tile. A crackling hearth on a cold winter night. Hot chocolate after a snowball fight. He was something she hadn’t felt in a long time. If ever.

      Was he like her, she wondered, here by his own hands? By suicide? Were the others?

      He didn’t look away from her as he motioned toward the dark-haired black man beside him. His voice was clear and velvety, like melted butter. It had a soothing resonance. Comforting not commanding.

      “Right behind you, Ross,” said the man called Lamarr, his voice deep and soothing.

      “On it, Ross,” Barb replied.

      Heather smiled. His name was Ross.

      “This place will soon be crawling with soulstalkers,” said Ross, pointing toward the stormy sky. “And worse things.” He fixed her with his intense gaze again. “I’m Ross Shepherd. What’s your name?” His voice was soft and comforting, like a blanket warmed in the dryer.

      “Heather Billot,” she replied, her voice almost a whisper.

      “Pretty name,” he said. “Look, I know you’re scared and confused, but it’s gonna be okay. I promise.”

      His kind reassurance eased some of her explosive anxiety and fear, bringing it a notch or two underneath completely overwhelmed.

      Lamarr was much shorter than Ross, about five foot nine. He was a little older, almost thirty maybe? He had a lean soccer player’s build. His coarse black hair was shorn close to his scalp and he spoke with sort of an English accent. With a graceful sweep of his arm, Lamarr lifted his lantern over Heather’s head, giving her a better look at everyone. His large, mahogany eyes were soft, framed with thick eyelashes. A smile curved across his dark skin, softening the pain that clung to his long, beautiful face.

      He seemed so full of life. A bright light against all the dark and shadows.

      Dozens of people and lanterns fanned out across the grasslands, more and more out in the fields as the greyness darkened.

      “Worse things?” Heather asked Ross, still holding his gaze with her pleading green eyes. “What’s worse than those soul-eating, flying soulstalkers?”

      A deep sadness darkened Ross’ large hazel-gold eyes. His ash blond hair looked washed out against his haunting, vibrant eyes. Like Lamarr, he seemed too full of life to be in this place.

      “Avana’s right,” said Ross, laying his hand against Heather’s arm. The deep heat of his touch startled her, sending warmth into the darkest corners. “This place is a battlefield. From the Heavens to the Nethercore, they fight for souls. Pale angels, soulstalkers. Even Death walks these hills and woods. She commands the soulstalkers.”

      Heather frowned, shaking her head. “Why here and not the physical world?”

      Ross sighed, brushing ash blond bangs out of his eyes. “If you’re here, then you’ve cheated Death. She’s relentless to escaped prey. Sends her soulstalkers after us.” He glanced up at the sky and over his shoulder at the growing crowd of people and lanterns. “If they fail, she joins the hunt.” He pointed at the black-winged things circling above the grasslands. As you can see, there’s lots of prey. We need to get to safety. Now.”

      Avana, the spirit woman, slid between them, her smoky form tracing white, misty rings around Ross as she turned in a pirouette and encircled Lamarr.

      “None of these humans are safe, Ross,” said Avana in a loud voice above the rush of wind and rustle of grass. “Even you.” She cleared her throat and turned to the growing crowd of people. “All of you, back to the woods! To the great tree! Hurry!”

      Ross and Lamarr motioned Heather to follow them, lanterns held high. “You heard Avana,” said Lamarr, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Ross pointed to the path of flattened grass that disappeared into the woods. “This way,” he motioned. “Everyone, stay close until we’ve reached the trees. We’ll be on safer ground there—out of Death’s sight.”

      Heather took a step toward Ross then stopped, frowning. “Please…tell me this place is just a bad dream.” she said, almost pleading. “That I’m imagining all of this.”

      She hoped this was all a terrible dream and that any moment, she’d wake up back in the Orca Café, posting to Instagram on her phone, mocha in hand, Charles with his sparkling white fur beside her.

      “I told you, Heather—it’s the Between.” Avana chanted as she spun into the air, smoke rings floating behind her. She twisted her hazy form around Ross again and then flitted into the air. “They’re so slow at first, not understanding. Tell her again if you have to, but get her into the woods. Now!”

      “You took your own life,” said Ross. “This is where you go after that.” He didn’t look away from her face, his expression changing. Softening. Relaxing, she realized, even though they were in danger. “Wish it was a bad dream and you could just wake up.” His voice was husky, distracted, but he didn’t look away from her. “I’ll—uh, make sure you’re uh, safe though. We…just need to—to hurry.”

      She nodded.

      He gently gripped her sleeve, tugging her toward him. “Heather, right?”

      His kind eyes and warm cinnamon voice comforted her, made her feel safe. The warmth of his hand burned deep across her skin, deep in her chest, jumbling up all the fear and chaos swirling inside her. She felt a bond with him. Trusted him. Like she’d known him through a hundred lifetimes.

      This time, she followed. Lamarr hurried beside her on the left.

      “Another lost one to deal with,” said an older Latino man walking behind them. “There are more arriving every day.”

      “You got here just like I did,” Heather snapped. “Sorry, that was ungrateful. Thank you for helping me.”

      The man nodded. “It’s okay. I felt the same way when I got here. But there are so many now—I fear for all of us.”

      “We’re all lost,” Ross said over his shoulder. He reached out and squeezed Heather’s hand and she wanted to melt into the heat of his fingers. “This way,” he said in a velvety tone, motioning her forward with his lantern.

      Wings beat the air nearby. Swooping low across the meadows.

      Everyone dropped to the ground, arms over their heads, hunkering low in the grass.

      “They can sense our despair, our hopelessness,” Ross said in half-whisper. “They hunt the ones that have given up…but they’ll grab any of us if they can.”

      Wind rolled across the plains. Grasses swished. Distant beat of wings resonated through the darkening sky.

      Heather knelt in the half-light, waiting for the flutter of wings to dissipate.

      Only when silence returned to the sloping meadow did the others rise from the cold, misty grass. Heather followed.

      “More will hunt with the dark,” said Ross, leaning close to her. “We’ve got to hurry before we’re swarmed.”

      Her body went cold and she froze. Swarmed?

      “What about the others?” Heather asked. “Others that just got here like me?”

      Ross sighed. “We’ll pick up the search when it gets lighter. It’s too dangerous until then. It’s all we can do.”

      “There are pockets of forest like this one all through the Between,” said Lamarr, still beside her. “Other groups like ours outside the Red City. They’ll shelter new arrivals.”

      “The Red City?” she replied. There was a city here?

      “The ones that survive the soulstalkers and don’t stay in the woods end up in the Red City.” Barb. From behind her.

      “Why doesn’t everyone live in this city?” she asked, turning to face them.

      Lamarr and Barb laughed in that knowing way that made Heather feel naïve. Dumb. And annoyed.

      “The Red City’s controlled mostly by demons,” said Ross. “There are some pale angels there too, but it’s too crowded and dangerous for my taste.”

      Lamarr nodded, leaning closer. “I hear it’s a big, dangerous cesspool. Four quarters and a no man’s land in the center.”

      Barb poked Ross’ back. “Ross has been there. Tell us about the Red City, Ross!”

      Lamarr’s mahogany eyes grew wide. “You’ve been there?”

      Ross nodded. A haunted look touched his eyes as he stared into the growing dark, his face pinched. The memory looked painful. “Once. While looking for Jessie.”

      “What’s it like?” Lamarr demanded, shaking Ross’ shoulder.

      Ross shrugged, staring down at his hands. “Pale Quarter’s small but safe, run by pale angels. Void Quarter is a battlefield. Shadow Quarter’s where Death has reach. Where her highest order soulstalkers gather, not the field feeders like here. Red Quarter’s controlled by demons. And all of them battle for souls. Like they’re poker chips.”

      Heather shook her head, recoiling. Red City sounded terrifying. Like the worst crime-ridden city she could image. Times one hundred. Where souls were constantly hunted. This place in the woods didn’t sound much better though.

      Ross offered her a reassuring smile. “But in the city center, there’s a sizeable circle of no man’s land. Protected. They call it Amity. People like us are in charge. They’re trying to make it into a real haven—as much as any place in the Between can be. Getting there is too dangerous though. Have to cross soulstalker warrens and hunting grounds.” He sucked in a pained breath, sighing. “And the poppy fields.”

      “These pale angels,” said Heather. “Why do they call them that?”

      His smile became a smirk. “Because they don’t have halos like other angels, so they’re literally a pale light against regular angels. Not sure if they lost their halos or just never had them. One of the great unsolved mysteries of our woodland refuge.”

      “Seeing a pale angel is so rare, Ross,” said Barb. “Afraid that mystery will never be solved.”

      “Heaven doesn’t care enough about suicides to send real angels,” Lamarr said in a quiet voice. “Our souls are just shadows compared to everyone else’s souls.”

      Ross tugged on Heather’s sleeve. “Let’s move faster,” he said.

      She lurched forward, hurrying beside him as he led the way into the woods. She watched the sky for those hideous winged things as the haze of amber lights trickled toward the woods ahead.

      Thick, gnarled tree trunks spiraled on the horizon, towering high into the charcoal sky, branches forming canopies in the ashen half-dark. Unlike the soulstalkers that cast only darkness, the branches cast no shadows. There was no sun, just an eerie half-light, almost an afterglow. Like the last thin, gleaming flicker of a burned-out light bulb. The massive trees glowed from within, thick swaths of amber light pouring through the dark forest. As she got closer, she realized that the light came from windows and doors built into the tree trunks. Inside them.

      A refuge to escape from all this darkness.

      The air smelled warmer now, like the scent of a roaring campfire. Almost savory with tomatoes and garlic. Heather almost expected to see a writhing bonfire with burning wood and a sputtering stew pot, but only trees and that strange wash of amber light penetrated the blanket of nightfall. But not its silence. No crickets chirped or cicadas chirred. No bird trills. No sounds of airplanes or cars. Just heavy, uninterrupted silence. And wind hissing through branches.

      Still, this little clearing felt safe. Insulated from the terrors roaming the quiet and the dark. The clearing felt more alive somehow, reedy glow like firefly beacons, guiding the lost back to camp for the night. Away from the soulstalkers. She shuddered.

      And those poppy fields.

      Heather leaned close to Ross. “Don’t the soulstalkers see your lights?” she whispered.

      He shook his head. “They hunt our despair, not our lights. That’s what they feed on. Usually anyway. The lights, our chatter—it means nothing to them. They hunt the ones that have given up. But if they’re hungry enough, they wouldn’t hesitate to pluck people from ours and other groups. Despair’s a beacon, so be careful with your thoughts.”

      Dark and bare, the gnarled tree branches clacked in the breeze, the wind a lament as it swirled past. Avana rushed ahead of them toward another clearing with a ring of massive trees, larger than any trees Heather had ever seen, including redwoods.

      Lights rushed ahead, illuminating tree trunks as the grey skies darkened. Was it nightfall?

      Heather shivered. It was so dark and cold here, so much darker and colder than she’d ever imagined possible. What had she done? How would she get out of here? Was there anything beyond this cold, desolate place? She felt so far away from anything familiar and safe.

      Maybe she should have let those winged things carry her off?

      “Does it ever get light here?” Heather asked.

      The corners of Ross’ mouth lifted, quirking into a brief smile. He nodded. “Morning will come. It’s mostly dusk—and night—in the Between, but there is a morning.” He sighed and stared at the horizon for a moment. “It’s hard to take at first.”

      Barb, the brown-haired woman with angular features moved toward a massive tree that seemed as wide as a city block and several stories tall. Its trunk towered into the darkening sky, black leafy branches splayed in the deepening indigo. No stars sprinkled the sky. No moon lit the way.

      Lights flickered from windows carved into the great trunk as Barb pressed her hand against the bark. A door popped open and she ducked inside, others following behind her. As the little fairy lights fluttered inside, Ross cupped his hand ever so lightly around Heather’s elbow.

      “We’re safe in here,” he said in a reassuring tone. “With the smoke people—that’s what us humans call them. They’re the tiny lights you see—and Avana. They can change their size at will and go from solid to smoke in moments. They live in these forests and from what I can tell, the soulstalkers keep their distance from them. As does Death. Usually. Not sure why.”

      He held open the door in one hand, standing just over six feet tall to Heather’s five feet six frame. She hadn’t realized he was that tall until now. He motioned her inside and she ducked under his arm as Avana swept past her, growing solid as she passed.

      “Lamarr, make sure tonight’s watch is covered,” said Ross.

      “Taken care of,” said Lamarr. “Barb’s up first. Then Javier.”

      Heather took a few steps into the great tree and stopped, staring at dozens of humans dressed like Ross who stood beside her now. He wore folds of feathery fabric draped in muted greys and charcoals over loose dark pants. She glanced at her own clothes. They had changed in the dusk, becoming draped folds of dark grey fabric over loose charcoal pants. But her familiar, black Converse high-tops made her smile. Probably an illusion, but they were a small comfort here.

      Ahead, two sets of wooden stairs wound up into the huge tree. The air smelled like fresh-cut wood and sweet grass as she took tentative steps into the structure. Polished dark woods formed banisters and floorboards, a fireplace carved into the far wall, trickling fragrant cedar smoke into the perpetual dusk outside.

      People milled about, looking dazed as they went about day-to-day activities: cooking, sweeping, and other chores. Things they did when they were still alive. Some of them weren’t human. They were the smoke people like Avana, some appearing in ghostly form and others taking on a more solid, almost human-like form. The rest seemed as real and as human as Heather.

      “Why are they pretending to eat and drink? And clean?” Heather asked Ross, shaking her head. “It makes no sense.”

      Ross nodded. “It won’t for some time. We do a lot of things here that have no purpose, just small comforts. Familiar routines. There isn’t any hunger or need for sleep. It’s all kind of frozen here. But some create routines for themselves—to keep from losing their minds.” He sighed. “If I’d known about this place, I’d have kept my hand off that trigger.”

      Heather turned to stare at him. “You killed yourself?”

      She sighed, wanting to kick herself. A stupid question. Of course, he had! Every human in this place killed themselves.

      He nodded. “We all did,” he said. “Like you. That’s what got us here.” His gaze fell to the floor, the hollow glow of the fireplace dancing across the shiny floorboards. “Even now, the pain haunts me,” he said, his voice almost cracking. “But it’s better than the alternative, I guess. A good reminder.”

      “Is it?” Heather asked. “If you’re still in pain, then what’s the point? Eternal torment? Minus the flames?”

      Ross made a sour face. “There’s no such thing as a place of eternal torment that I’ve seen or heard mentioned. Except for right here.” He pressed two fingers against his forehead. “This is your eternal torment. Spending forever inside your own head with no hope of climbing out again.”

      He was right. She’d spent the last years of her life trapped in that dark place and now, the rest would be spent here.

      Just how long was forever anyway?

      Heather motioned toward the door. “Then why not just let those soulstalkers take you?”

      Ross shook his head. “Because of the Spiral,” he said, his voice softer now, warm hazel-gold eyes sparking.

      She felt so drawn to him. If she’d met him in Seattle, on the pier, on a ferry, she would have gone out of her way to meet him. Talk to him. Did he feel the same attraction she felt? It made her chest ache. Maybe if she’d met him before, she wouldn’t be here now? For two years, she’d felt disconnected from everyone and everything. That one, single link might have been the lifeline that saved her.

      “What’s the Spiral?” she asked.

      Avana was beside her now, her smoky form becoming opaque and pale as she studied Heather with unblinking eyes. Diaphanous white fabric draped Avana’s thin body like swaths of silk.

      “Yes, tell her about the Spiral, Ross,” said Avana in an acerbic tone, grinning at him.

      Ross and Barb glared at Avana along with the handful of other lost souls wandering the tree’s main floor.

      “You mock me as usual, Avana,” Ross said, glaring at the spirit woman.

      “What’s the Spiral?” Heather asked again, her gaze flicking from Ross to Avana as they scowled at each other almost in challenge.

      “The Spiral of Life,” said Ross, at last returning his gaze to Heather. “It’s how we move in and out of the human void.” He bowed his head, sighing. “The Spiral touches everything—especially the Between. The transition. We’re between life and death now, fair game for any creatures to claim—even demons. Our only hope is to find the Spiral and return to the cycle.”

      “Dear, dear, Ross,” Avana chided, her tone a mix of mocking and taunting as she turned misty and coiled around him. “Don’t give this young woman false hope when it’s obvious that none of you has any hope.” Avana chuckled. “Or courage either.” She waved her arm toward the humans huddled in small groups throughout the room. “If you did, you’d all leave this safe little tree and go search for the Spiral. None of them have ever bothered to even look.” A cruel grin appeared on her face, mocking Ross. “And don’t pretend to be so gallant, Ross. You’re no different than the rest.”

      Ross’ brow furrowed as he continued to glower at Avana until the spirit woman looked away. Only then did he turn back to Heather.

      “That’s because these—smoke people refuse to help us,” he said, his tone sharper. “They only give us a place to rest our heads because sheltering humans protects their forests. And it keeps the battles off their doorstep. But they don’t actually want us to find the Spiral.”

      “So sad,” said Avana with a cold stare. “Blaming your cowardice on us.”

      “Cowardice?” Ross gritted his teeth, eyes narrowing. “Every day, several of us go out and brave soulstalkers and the dark to help the newly arrived find safety.”

      “Only the ones closest to the great tree, isn’t that right, Ross?” Avana’s tone was caustic.

      Ross turned away from Avana as she dissipated into a cloud of mist.

      “And without those newly lost and despondent souls, the Between would cease to exist,” Ross fired back at her. “And your great tree would be overrun by soulstalkers.”

      “There are hundreds of you arriving here every day,” Avana crowed as trails of smoke wound around Ross’ head. “More than enough to never run out of souls here. Ever!” Avana cackled, smoky trails looping and swirling around Ross. “And the soulstalkers have no use for my people. Only yours.”

      Ross looked fearful and ashamed, but anger darkened his eyes.

      “Every time one of us is taken by the soulstalkers, part of the Between crumbles,” Ross insisted, his eyes wide, his mouth flattening into an angry line. “It gets a little smaller. So, Avana gives us shelter and tries to keep us right here. To save herself. But never kid yourself into believing the smoke people care about your existence, Heather. Because they don’t.”

      Heather recoiled from Avana as the woman slithered around Ross in a half-smoky form, arms crossed, her condescending laugh echoing through the room.

      “Poor, pathetic Ross,” said Avana in a sharp tone. “He desperately wants to be incorporeal like us, so he can stand outside his own human suffering.” She laughed, the sound like the snap of brittle twigs. “In all the time he’s been here, he’s never once tried to find the Spiral. So, he must want to be one of my people. He wants to make the great tree his home.”

      Ross bowed his head, looking embarrassed, pain rising in his warm hazel eyes. Heather winced. No, it was defeat.

      “Alone, I’d never reach the Spiral and you know it, Avana.” His voice was soft. Tired. Lost.

      Avana leaned toward him, chuckling. “They’re only poppies, Ross.”

      Wincing, he turned toward Heather, face flushed. He looked broken. That comment hurt. Cut him deep.
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