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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Homecoming

          

        

      

    

    
      We drive away from the town of Nocona in the dead of night. Still reeling in the aftermath of the angel’s declaration, but knowing now that an evil will emerge somewhere in the deep south, I take long, deep breaths in through my nose and out my mouth, all the while trying to determine what this evil might be.

      Will it seek to ruin the world? I find myself asking. Or will it simply seek to ruin me?

      Having only been witness to relatively minor threats, I find the idea of something that could alter the landscape of the Supernatural world more than alarming. As a result, dread threatens to consume me, and panic aims to overwhelm me. However, as we make our way back to the Dallas/Fort Worth metropolitan, I force myself to think positively about what will undoubtedly be my next greatest test.

      “You can do this, Scarlet,” I tell myself. “You know you can.”

      “Was there something you wanted to talk about?” Shadow asks.

      It’s the first time the Wiper has spoken since we departed. While his voice is calm and even, it is sharpened by a concern I know comes from his ignorance of what truly happened.

      Swallowing, I say, “Uh… yeah. I do.”

      Shadow turns his head to face me.

      “While I was… speaking with the angel,” I say, “he… he told me that there would be a threat that would emerge somewhere in the deep south.”

      “Did he say what this threat would be?”

      “No. He didn’t.”

      “And you’re sure his statement was accurate?”

      “How couldn’t it be?” I ask. “I don’t think he’d have any reason to lie to me.”

      “Maybe not,” Shadow replies, “but there was also no reason for him to be appearing to humans so brazenly, either.”

      “Are you saying that I can’t trust the angel?”

      “I’m saying celestial and demonic beings have their own concepts of what is truthful and what is not.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but find my words faltering, my resolve along with them. As a result, I lower my eyes to the dashboard, and let out a long, drawn-out sigh.

      “Something tells me that this was not all you spoke to the angel about,” Shadow says.

      “No,” I reply. “It wasn’t.”

      “Would you like to share anything with me?”

      Would I? I wonder. Would I really?

      The truth of the matter is that my conversation with the angel felt personal, and private beyond all compare. If I were to just blatantly tell Shadow what had transpired in what I believe was a somewhat metaphorical realm, I feel it would take away the security the angel’s revelations had brought.

      You know he won’t judge, I think, turning my head to face the Wiper, who glances at me out his peripheral. Has he ever before?

      No, I then conclude. Shadow hasn’t judged me. Which is why I feel comfortable telling him what happened.

      Sighing, I turn my gaze up to look at the darkness ahead, and say, “The angel… gave me a gift.”

      “A gift?”

      “An absolute,” I say. “Or, at least, I guess you would call it that.”

      “Which was?”

      “The knowledge that we go on after we die.”

      Shadow pauses. He asks, “Does that bring you comfort?”

      And I reply by saying, “In a way, yes. It does.”

      “But I imagine it also makes you feel angry,” Shadow says.

      “Yes,” I say. “It does.”

      There is no need for me to explain my anger to Shadow. He, more than anyone, would know how cheated I was, how monstrously wronged I believe I still am. To have your mother ripped away on an otherwise normal night, by a monster that shouldn’t have existed, is beyond abominable. It is nightmarish in every sense imaginable.

      In the silence that follows, I reach up to cross my arms over my chest, and shiver as the cool air streaming from the apartment strikes my bare arms. “Shadow,” I say.

      “Yes?” the Wiper asks.

      “What am I supposed to do if I ever come up against a threat that I cannot defeat?”

      “What do you mean?” Shadow says.

      “I just… I mean, I⁠—"

      I think of the images the angel had shown me.

      The lush jungle⁠—

      The towering temple

      The incomprehensible being⁠—

      The violence, the mayhem⁠—

      The skulls cracked, the blood spilled⁠—

      “Scarlet?” Shadow asks.

      “Yes?” I reply, in a small, unsure voice.

      “Did the angel reveal the face of the evil that would rise in the south?”

      “No,” I say. “He didn’t.”

      Shadow doesn’t respond. Instead, he purses his lips, and turns his attention back to the road.

      With nothing left to discuss, the Wiper continues to drive on.
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        * * *

      

      Even though we arrive back at the Agency at a relatively early hour of the morning, I feel tired once we pass into the parking garage, and as we rise up the elevator before entering the heart of the Agency. I part ways with Shadow on the community floor—and as I advance down the hallway, I find my heart beating, fluttering like a hummingbird in distress.

      I think, When will I face this threat?

      Then I think, What will it be?

      The angel offered no explanation, no determined response. All he’d said were those seven words.

      An evil will rise in the south.

      It is these words that haunt me. These words that inspire dread. These words that compel me through the hall and toward my bedroom door.

      I have only just stepped up to the doorway when I see a note pinned to the frame.

      
        
        Scarlet,

        Call me when you get back.

        August

      

      

      “August,” I whisper, and close my eyes.

      I push my keycard into the slot, and steal inside in a matter of seconds.

      When I turn to press the door firmly shut behind me, I imagine it is not just the uncertain future I am afraid of, but the monster that may come with it.

      I turn my head to look at the clock on the microwave. Find that it is no later than 10:30. It is here that I sigh, and here that I contemplate whether to call August now, or wait until the morning.

      The feeling of dread that comes over me answers that question.

      Within moments, I am stepping toward the bedside phone, and dialing the number to August’s room.

      “Hello?” August answers through what sounds like a yawn. “Do you know what time it is?”

      “August,” I say. “It’s me.”

      “Scarlet?”

      “Can you come up to my room?”

      “Give me five minutes,” August says.

      He hangs up before I can respond.
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        * * *

      

      He wears a pair of gray lounge shorts and a tanktop, and his hair is poking out in all directions, but he is still here.

      August.

      The one person I know can help ease my burdened soul.

      “I wasn’t sure when you would be back,” the young man says as I step aside to allow him into the room. “I thought you’d be up north longer.”

      “So did I,” I say.

      He turns to face me as I secure the door behind me. Frowns as he takes in my features. He says, “What’s wrong?”

      “Is it really that’s obvious?” I reply.

      “Yes,” he says. “It is.”

      I sigh. Brush past him. Settle down atop the bed. When he comes to seat himself beside me, he reaches out to take hold of my hand, and traces my fingers with his thumb. “Tell me what’s going on, Scarlet.”

      “I… I found the angel,” I say, “and… I convinced him to stop revealing himself to humans. Or, at least, I think I did.”

      “Good job,” August says. “Problem solved.”

      “Not… exactly, August.”

      The young Howler frowns as my gaze falls to the floor. “Something tells me this is more complicated than you’re letting on.”

      “He said that an evil would rise in the south,” I say, “and, well…”

      “What?”

      “I’m fairly certain that what I saw was a vision of what’s to come.”

      “A vision?” he asks. “Of what?”

      “Men and women, in a lush jungle, before what looked like a towering pyramid. They… were broken, August. Their skulls were cracked, and there was blood everywhere. But you know what the worst part of all of it was?”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t even see the face of the thing that killed them.”

      “So… you think that whatever killed them⁠—"

      “Is the monster I’m meant to face,” I say. “Yes, August. I do.”

      August doesn’t reply.

      “I figured you wouldn’t have anything to say,” I offer, and relinquish my hold on his hand as I push myself to my feet. “I honestly don’t know what to think, either.”

      “Are you afraid you might not be able to stand up to this thing?” August asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “I am.”

      Once more: August doesn’t reply. His sigh is indicative of his confusion, of the doubt he most likely feels. His silence is also louder than it should be.

      What made you think he would be able to help you? a part of me asks. Whatever convinced you that he would have answers?

      I’m not sure. I figured that, maybe, just maybe, August would be able to offer me some kind of peace, some resemblance of comfort.

      But he can’t, I think, because he doesn’t have the answers for you, because he is just as blind as you are.

      “I’m sorry I can’t offer you any advice,” August says. “I wish I could.”

      “It’s… it’s okay,” I reply. “It’s not your fault that we don’t know what I’m up against.”

      “Is there anything I can do for you? Anything that might help you?”

      “Stay here?” I ask. “With me?”

      He blinks. “Are you sure?”

      “I… I don’t want to be alone, August. Not after everything that’s happened tonight.”

      “Okay. I’ll stay.”

      “Just… give me a moment to get ready for bed.”

      “Okay.”

      I slip into the bathroom without looking back—and as I shut the door behind me, and turn to face the mirror, I swear I see something looking back at me.

      I swear I see the face of the monstrous being.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Reporting In

          

        

      

    

    
      I have never been good at public speaking. This knowledge, and the reality that came with it, has been imprinted on me since childhood—when, in the third grade, I had been asked to give a book report on a biography written about Harriet Tubman. I had prepared meticulously for this report for days, during which time my mother, between shifts at the hospital, would help me arrange pictures and facts on a piece of poster paper, while my grandmother, seated in her rocking chair, would listen to me speak so valiantly about one of history’s bravest women. I had been so confident to give the report that day that I’d literally jumped out of the car, dragging the poster paper along with me as if it were the last thing on earth. I’d entered the classroom with my head high, my eyes bright with joy.

      Then Missus Thompson had called my name, and my joy had soured instantly.

      Even now, as I rise up the elevator to the Operating Room, I can recall the way my palms felt sweaty, the way my guts had twisted. I’d stalked forward with my head down and a bend to my spine—and when I’d lifted my eyes to look at my classmates, I’d almost broken down.

      You can do this, Scarlet, I’d told myself. Mom and Grandma believe in you.

      Of course, another person’s belief doesn’t mean that you will believe in yourself, and as a result, I’d barely managed to get through the report without stumbling over my words.

      That had been nearly ten years ago—and though I have since grown into a young woman of seventeen, almost eighteen years, I still feel that child inside me threatening to break down over what is meant to come next.

      The official report.

      I swallow the lump that has developed in my throat, and lift my eyes to view the elevator’s console just in time for the doors to open.

      “Guess it’s now or never,” I mumble, before stepping out of the elevator.

      Inside the opulence of the Operating Room, I pause to allow myself a moment of contemplation—to piece together what it is I will exactly say—then round the corner and start toward the office’s stone doors, which are already open, revealing the person I will soon address.

      Amelia.

      I steal a breath before I enter. Offer the woman a brief nod as I look upon her. Wait until she nods in response before drawing the chair back and seating myself upon it.

      When she says, “Hello, Scarlet.”

      And I say, “Hello” back.

      She looks me straight in the eyes, and asks, “I take it you have good news?”

      “The angel isn’t going to be a problem anymore,” I tell her.

      “Tell me what happened,” the archivist says.

      The whole story doesn’t take long to tell. In compressing it, I feel as though key details become unnecessary, such as my initial encounter with the junior pastor, then the suggestion from the gas station attendant to have lunch at the diner. When I finally come to the part where Shadow helped compel the women to speak to me, I swallow a lump in my throat, and relay this information cautiously.

      “You seem concerned that your fellow agent used compulsion to obtain information,” Amelia says.

      “I… I am,” I reply.

      “Why?”

      “It just feels… well… wrong, I guess you could say.”

      “Would you have preferred to stay in Nocona indefinitely while searching for information the traditional way?”

      “I—well, no, but⁠—"

      Amelia smiles. “This is why Hunters are paired with Wipers,” the archivist explains. “To ensure that anything that occurs in the field remains anonymous.”

      “I understand,” I say.

      “So, you uncovered who the angel spoke to. I imagine you were able to meet this person, this Melinda Bates?”

      “I was.”

      “What reason did the angel have to speak to her?”

      “He wanted to bring comfort to her during her sister’s final days,” I reply. “When I spoke to her, she said that he offered no promises or guarantees, just caution.”

      “What happened next, Scarlet?”

      “I went to the hospice center, met with Melinda Bates’ sister, Cassie, who was dying from something, maybe cancer. He must’ve appeared to her then, too—because she talked about going into the light.”

      “As many do when they meet the end of their life,” Amelia says.

      “I knew then and there that the angel would come to me if I went back to the cemetery, so I did what I thought was right, and went back there that night.”

      “And? Did he appear to you?”

      “He did.”

      Amelia lifts her eyes to consider me. “What happened?”

      “He… drew me into… well… somewhere else,” I say. “I guess it was an alternate reality, or maybe another dimension. There were flowers all round, and he descended from a bright blue sky, and told me that he had come only to offer comfort to a dying woman.”

      “But he had an ulterior motive,” Amelia says, “didn’t he?”

      “Yes, ma’am. He did.” I lean back in my seat and take a long, deep breath, before exhaling it and saying, “He… he gave me a vision—of several people, lying dead in a jungle, below some kind of pyramid. Their heads were cracked open, and there was blood everywhere. Then I heard something scream in the sky, before the angel pulled me from the vision.”

      “What did he tell you then?”

      “That a great evil would rise in the deep south, and that I would be the one to stop it.”

      Amelia’s neutral expression instantly darkens.

      “What?” I ask as her lips purse, and her gaze flicks from me, to the space behind me, then back to me again. “What’s wrong?”

      “There is nothing wrong, Scarlet,” Amelia then says. “This is merely… troubling, in more senses than one.”

      “Why?”

      “While I am normally not one to divulge information about other Hunters’ cases… especially with information that appears to be unrelated… what you’re telling me is somewhat… unsettling to say the least.”

      “Can you tell me more?”

      “I can only say that several Hunters were dispatched into the jungles of Mexico to investigate civilian reports on something that had been spotted near an Aztec temple.”

      “Do you think they may be in danger?” I ask.

      “That is hard to determine. Cellular communication isn’t as prevalent in certain parts of Mexico, especially in the jungles. We will have to try and reach that team via the satellite telephones we sent with them.”

      “If I may—” I start.

      Amelia nods.

      “Why did you send Hunters to do this? Why not just one?”

      “Because the threat was deemed too hazardous for simply one person to handle.”

      I draw in a deep breath.

      “Thank you for giving your testimony regarding what you just experienced,” Amelia says. “You are free to go now, Scarlet.”

      “That’s it?” I ask. “You’re just letting me go after I just told you⁠—"

      “What you claimed to see could have been paramount to a vision,” the archivist interjects. “While we do not normally rely on psychic senses or intuitions, this imagery was imparted to you by something that exists beyond our realm of understanding. It is imperative that we reach out to the team heading into the jungles of the Yucatan Peninsula as soon as possible. So, please, if you’ll excuse me...”

      Amelia stands. I stand alongside her.

      “Thank you for your time, Scarlet. You are dismissed.”
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