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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Fugue State

          

        

      

    

    
      The concept of life becomes alien to me the further time goes on. Trapped within a pool of memory, in which I can feel nothing but excruciating pain, I force myself to keep my eyes shut as a thousand images and more flash within my brain.

      A baby, seeing light for the first time⁠—

      A child, knowing love in its true state⁠—

      A teenager, experiencing grief as it rages on⁠—

      A Hunter, as she faces the devil in the flesh⁠—

      I see, quite plainly, the monster before me—the callous creature, risen from the dead by long-lost magic. Then, a moment later, I hear it:

      A voice.

      “Scarlet,” it says. “Scarlet. Scarlet. Wake up.”

      But I can’t, I surmise, because I am trapped here, in this space, this place, this fugue state. I am curled into a ball, in a fetal position if ever there was one, and trying to fight back the nightmare that threatens to take hold.

      Please, I tell myself. Let it end.

      But then, a second voice—calmer, more gentle, speaking slowly, so familiar.

      “Ma… Mama?” I ask.

      I feel a light envelop me. A love consume me. I hear a voice say, “It is not your time.”

      Then, slowly, I begin to feel a sensation akin to being pulled from dark water, a revelation made true in the flesh.

      Soon, I am rising⁠—

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            The Second Death

          

        

      

    

    
      —and listening, just faintly, to the sound of something beeping.

      Beep… beep… beep.

      Beep… beep… beep.

      Its monotonous staccato is hellish on my ears. My brain reacts in kind, and as the bodily response is fueled by its temper, I hear the monitor react even further.

      Beep beep…

      Beep beep…

      Beep beep beep…

      Beep beep…

      “Is she awake?” a voice asks somewhere nearby.

      “I don’t know,” another says.

      A hand presses down upon me. Then the voice is asking, “Scarlet. Scarlet. Are you awake?”

      “Ma… Mama?” I ask.

      “No, Scarlet. It’s not your mama. It’s me. Your friend.”

      August, I think.

      Then I see the monster before my eyes, and find my heart quickening all the same.

      “Give her something to calm her down,” a voice beside me says. “It’s too early for her to experience such stress.”

      “Administering… now,” a second voice says.

      I feel my heartbeat quiet. My pulse lessens.

      Then, a moment later, I am slipping into dream once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This time, however, I see a face.

      A man’s face.

      Obscured by rising smoke. His breath stinking of a fresh cigar.

      You’re awake, he says.

      “I… I’m—” I struggle to say.

      Gregory Basteele laughs, and says, Can’t die on us now, can you, Scarlet Jane?

      “Where… where am I?”

      Where else would you be?

      I blink. Allow my vision to widen, its concept along with it. I stand in a field of darkness, within which there are high grasses, rising to my feet. The same familiar wind courses across my skin, inspiring goosebumps, a shiver, my teeth to chatter.

      Basteele’s laugh prompts me to turn my eyes to look at him. “What’s so funny?” I ask. “Why are we laughing?”

      Because, he says. This is numeros dos.

      “What?”

      The second death, he says.

      Then I see it: a pale figure, stalking from the white mist. The Seventh Son stares at me through its lamp-like eyes, while beside it a second silhouette, shrouded in smoke, stares back at me.

      I ask, “What is this?”

      To which Basteele replies by saying, It’s a warning.

      “For what?”

      To let you know that you can cheat death once, maybe twice, but never a third time.

      The Seventh Son laughs. The shadowy figure, whom I can now sense as Callenbrig, remains silent.

      I turn my attention to Basteele as the ghostly wind banishes the presence of my two killers, and say, “So… I died… again.”

      Again, a phantom voice says.

      I reach up to cross my arms. Shiver once more. At my side, Basteele looks on at the shadowed landscape before us, before finally saying, I can’t do it a third time, Scarlet.

      “You mean save me,” I say. “That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it? You can’t save me a third time.”

      Charon only allows for three chances, the dead Hunter says. Once the third time comes around, you’ll have to cross the river.”

      “The river?”

      The Greeks would call it Styx. The final frontier before… well…

      “What?”

      Whatever happens to Hunters who go on.

      I open my mouth to speak, but find that, no matter what I want to say, I find I cannot speak it.

      Take it from me, Basteele then says, when I say that death isn’t too bad. It comes with its perks… and its advantages.

      “But you haven’t crossed over,” I counter. “You haven’t seen what your ending is.”

      Is an ending not just a new beginning?

      I close my eyes. Take a deep breath.

      Basteele takes a long, hard drag off his cigar. He then exhales—and as the smoke parts before his eyes, creating a vision of a past long gone, of a time since expired, he turns his head to face what appears to be a doorway as it is drawn from the air, its outline bleeding pinpricks of light as it is made physical.

      “This is the last time I’ll see you,” I say, “isn’t it?”

      Maybe, Basteele says, or, maybe not. I guess it all depends on where you choose to go.

      “And you?” I ask. “Where will you choose to go?”

      A place of peace. Where there is a meadow, a stream, a cabin beneath the evergreen. The place where they’re waiting for me.

      “Basteele,” I say.

      Yes? the dead Hunter asks.

      “Thank you. For everything.”

      Someday, you’ll be guiding someone, too, Basteele says. But that day is far off. Just remember what we promised.

      “To protect the innocent,” I whisper. “Forevermore.”

      Basteele reaches for the doorknob that life, or maybe even God, has offered for him. He says, I’ll see you around, Scarlet Jane.

      Then he opens the door⁠—

      —and departs from my life forever.
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        * * *

      

      I awaken to someone patting the tears from my eyes.

      “Hey,” the familiar voice says. “Are you… are you awake?”

      “I’m—” I start to say. “I’m⁠—”

      “Don’t force it,” the voice says. “Just come to me when you’re ready.”

      When I’m ready, I think.

      Slowly, and with hardship I know comes from having survived death not once, but twice, I force myself to open my eyes.

      Only to close them almost instantly.

      “Too bright,” I tell the man who is speaking to me. “Please… the light⁠—”

      I see the world darken beyond my eyelids. Then, slowly, I open my eyes again⁠—

      Just in time to see a pair of gold-rimmed pupils looking back at me.

      “August,” I whisper.

      “Hey,” he says, before reaching down to take hold of my hand. “You’re finally awake.”

      “I… you—you didn’t⁠—”

      “Listen,” he says. “Yeah. I know.”

      A memory assaults me. A pressure envelops me. I instinctively lift my arm and extend my hand⁠—

      Only for August to reach out and take hold of me. “Scarlet,” he says. “Don’t⁠—”

      “What happened?” I ask. “What did you do to me?”

      “He cracked your skull open,” August says as he carefully lowers my hand back to my lap. “I know what would happen if I didn’t intervene. So… I did what I thought was best. I slit my wrist and fed you my blood.”

      “Your blood?”

      The Howler nods.

      “Whu—why?”

      “Howlers heal faster than humans,” he explains, “and even more so than Hunters. The fact that you have Howler DNA in you means that the antigens in my blood were able to attach themselves to your cells, thereby triggering a healing response in your body.”

      “So, you’re saying… because you fed me your blood, it⁠—”

      “Saved your life?” he asks. “Yeah, Scarlet. It did.”

      Thank God, I think.

      But rather than speak, I merely tighten my hold on his hand, and say, “Where am I?”

      “The Agency.”

      “How did I get here?”

      “The sound attracted the local Wipers, who were also on the tail of the Red Devils. Once they showed up, Callenbrig and the remaining Devils scattered. The Wipers couldn’t risk a pursuit, so they called in a life-flight in a fixed-wing plane and had you flown here.

      “Doctor Mitchell and Doctor Darshit worked for hours to reduce the swelling in your brain,” he continues to say. “Mitchell drilled into your skull to alleviate the pressure, while Darshit worked her magic over your body. Belinda, the white witch, helped aid her in the healing process.”

      “Did I die?” I ask.

      “What?” August replies.

      “I said: did I die?”

      “Scarlet—”

      I shake my head. “Don’t bullshit me, August. Just tell me the truth.”

      He lowers his eyes, sighs, and says, “I don’t know. I wasn’t allowed into the OR after you got here. The white witches of Weslaco kept you alive while you were being flown here, and then Mitchell and Darshit rushed you into surgery immediately upon your arrival.”

      “How long… how long have I been unconscious?”

      “A week.”

      “A week?”

      August nods. “They had to ensure that you were ready to come back,” he says. “That your body was ready to heal.”

      “But… Callenbrig—” I say.

      August lifts a hand to stop me. “He’s gone M.I.A,” he says. “There’s no present threat to the Supernatural or even the Mundane world.”

      I exhale, and lean back against the pillow. “Thank God.”

      August leans forward to consider me. To look at me with his dark brown, gold-rimmed eyes, which watch me cautiously. He then says, “You can’t face him alone.”

      “I’m aware of that,” I say.

      “He’ll kill you if he has the chance.”

      “I know,” I repeat. “But, August⁠—”

      “Yeah?”

      “I can’t have you sticking your neck out for me again, either.”

      “I didn’t stick my neck out for you, Scarlet. I saved your life.”

      His hand touches mine—and for a moment, I go back in time.

      Where I am lying on the ground⁠—

      Where I am bleeding from a split skull⁠—

      Where I am desperately gasping for breath as the Howler presses his bleeding wrist to my lips⁠—

      I drank, incessant, with want I could not describe, like some sick, lowly vampire in the afternoon light.

      For a moment, I swear I can taste his blood in my mouth.

      Then, just like that, the image fades, and August tightens his hand around mine.

      “You should rest,” he says, in a calm, yet gentle voice. “I don’t want to upset you any more.”

      “You’re not upsetting me,” I say. “I’m just…”

      “What?”

      “Thinking. About what’s going to happen during round two.”

      August’s sigh immediately sets my nerves ablaze.

      “What?” I ask. “What’s wrong? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “There might not be a round two, Scarlet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            The Elevation of Hurt

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you’re taking me off the hunt,” I say when she enters the room.

      “Well hello to you, too, Scarlet,” Amelia Vanderoof says, straightening her posture just slightly as she enters the room. “I’m glad to see you’re back to your usual self.”

      I tighten my jaw to keep from grinding my teeth together, but find that even that action sends pinpricks of pain throughout my skull. “You—can’t,” I say, struggling to fight back a wave of pain. “I have to be the one to do it.”

      “What makes you believe that?”

      “The angel said I would be the one to kill Callenbrig.”

      “In your current state?” Amelia then asks. “Highly unlikely.” She turns her head to regard the monitors at my side, then returns her gaze to me and says, “You suffered a blow that rendered you incapable of action. Had it not been for Mister Redthorn’s quick response, you would likely be dead by now.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I say.

      Amelia flicks her gaze to where August sits in the chair beside my bed. She considers him for a few short moments before she sighs and says, “As of now, however, we do not have any leads on Callenbrig. This is both concerning and, shall I say, somewhat of a relief.”

      “Who are you putting on the case?” I ask.

      “Pardon?” Amelia replies.

      “I said: who are you putting on the case?”

      “Given that you are incapable of serving in your role as a Hunter, we have appointed Hunter Jared Kilgore to act in your stead. He will be responsible for any marks that occur in your jurisdictions.”

      “I can do this,” I tell her. “I know I can. Just… give me time and I’ll⁠—”

      “What? Destroy Callenbrig yourself?” Amelia shakes her head. “Even if we could afford to wait for you to heal, you would then have to be cleared by a medical professional to return to the field, and even then, that will require weeks, maybe even months of rehabilitation. That isn’t to mention any occupational therapy you may require as a result of your injuries.”

      “Amelia—” I start to say. “Please, let me⁠—”

      “Let me be perfectly clear,” Amelia then says, before stepping forward and lowering herself to my level. “You were wounded in the field. You nearly died on the plane here. You underwent lifesaving surgery that took multiple medical professionals hours to perform, and you are in a position where you will have to take weeks, if not months or maybe even years, to recover. Scarlet,” the archivist then says, in a voice that is gentler than usual. “These type of injuries don’t just heal on their own. If, after you have made your recovery, the Guild finds you are incapable of fulfilling your role⁠—”

      “Tell me,” I say through gritted teeth. “Just spit it out.”

      “—the Agency may declare you a disabled asset, and release you from your role as a Hunter.”

      I close my eyes. Try my hardest to fight back tears. Find that they come anyway, and ball my hands into fists to keep myself calm.

      I think of Mama, dead in our front room.

      I think of the college students, bodies mutilated beyond compare.

      I think of Trinity and her brother, savaged by Doctor Mayfair’s cruel hands.

      Then, I think of the girl whom I couldn’t save—the girl whose blood, and possibly even spirit, was sacrificed to continue Callenbrig’s cold and callous life.

      I try my hardest not to sob—to be as strong as I possibly can—but find that, no matter what I do, I cannot restrain the cry that follows.

      “You can’t,” I sob. “You wouldn’t.”

      “It would not be my decision to make,” Amelia Vanderoof then says. “I came here to warn you now, so you would not be surprised down the line.”

      “This is what I’m supposed to do!” I cry. “This is my life! My purpose! My reason for living!”

      “Sometimes, our purposes change,” Amelia then says. “Just remember what you’ve done, Scarlet. The world is safer now that you’ve served as a Hunter.”

      “Amelia—” I start to say.

      But the woman stands, then turns toward the exit, her blonde hair shifting about her shoulders as she leaves the room.

      I can only lie here, in this hospital bed, dumbstruck by what I have just heard.

      “August,” I say, in a voice that borders on breaking. “What will I do if I can’t serve?”

      “You’ll do what you’re supposed to,” August then says. “You’ll live.”

      Live.

      I close my eyes. Lean back against my pillow.

      Then, not long after, I sob.
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        * * *

      

      The idea that I will never be able to help another person leaves me terrified. Breathless. Completely and utterly out of my mind. It is almost beyond my ability to fathom.

      So, for the next hour, I lie here, in this hospital bed, listening to the sound of my heartbeat monitor beeping, experiencing the rush of morphine as it rushes cold in my veins. August has since excused himself to fetch us something to eat, leaving me to my thoughts and the feelings that come along with them.

      How? I question. How will I live if I am unable to hunt?

      The idea leaves me with an ever-sinking feeling in my gut—a sensation akin to both dread and terror at the same time—causing me not only to shiver from cold, but tremble from emotion all the same.

      My tears have since run dry. I do not think I could cry even if I wanted to.

      However, when a figure appears at the window, and they knock at the doorway, I am somehow able to lift my head and say, “Come in.”

      A tall figure steps in. A whisper of movement follows. A voice asks, “How are you feeling?”

      And I say, “Shadow.”

      “I’m here, Scarlet.”

      “I… I don’t⁠—”

      But I am unable to give voice to my thoughts.

      “Please,” the Wiper says as my heartbeat monitor spikes in tune with my rising anxiety, “do not upset yourself.”

      “I just… I don’t… can’t⁠—”

      Believe it, I want to say.

      But even then, I cannot say that, either.

      So, with an ever-tremendous sigh, I lift my eyes to face his darkened form, and say, “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “You’re going to rest, for one,” Shadow says. “You need to allow your body to heal.”

      “But—Callenbrig⁠—”

      “Will be dealt with when he reappears, Scarlet.” Shadow steps further into the room. “Please, do not burden yourself with the idea of what may or may not happen. There are more than enough Wipers who are capable of dealing with the threat at hand.”

      “But—do they know?”

      “Know what?”

      “His weakness?”

      Shadow pauses. Says, “Scarlet⁠—”

      “I saw something on the back of his neck,” I say, “when I circled him to try and avoid his attack. It was… a gem of some kind, and it looked like it was… glowing."

      “Glowing?” Shadow asks.

      “Yes. Glowing.”

      “Have you told anyone else about this? August? Amelia? Doctor Mitchell or Darshit?”

      “No, Shadow. I—I haven’t told anyone.”

      “Do you want me to call Amelia down here so you can⁠—”

      ”No!” I cry, in a voice that is almost piercingly loud to my poor, burdened ears.

      The Wiper remains silent.

      I, meanwhile, clear my throat and say, “I’m sorry. I just… I can’t deal with her. Not now. Not after what she told me.”

      “I was made aware of the circumstances,” Shadow says, “though to be honest, what I heard was not surprising.”

      “Are you saying—” I start.

      But Shadow interrupts me by raising a hand. “I am not saying anything, Scarlet. I am just stating that I understand that your circumstances aren’t ideal. That is all.”

      “I… I don’t⁠—”

      But, again, I am lost for words. So, for that reason, I do the only thing I can:

      I remain silent.

      Sighing, Shadow steps further into the room, until he is revealed in the light of the monitors all around me. It is then that he says, “This is perhaps not proper decorum⁠—”

      “Decorum?” I ask.

      “—but I wanted you to be aware of my feelings on the matter.”

      “Your… feelings?”

      Shadow nods. “Yes, Scarlet. I didn’t just come down here to remind you of what Amelia said.”

      “Then why are you⁠—”

      “Do you remember the promise I made you? The one I made after I found you in the hospital in Shreveport?”

      “I… I don’t,” I say.

      “You asked if I would promise to help you face the hardships after you found your mother dead,” he says, in a voice that is calm, in a tone that is gentle. “At the time, I agreed to that promise, in part because you were fragile, because you were human. Over time, though… I’ve come to realize something.”

      I lift my eyes to face him.

      “I’ve come to realize that you are more than just a Hunter that I’ve been partnered with, more than just a person I am meant to work beside. I’ve come to realize that I would do almost anything for you, Scarlet.”

      “Anything?” I ask.

      “Yes, Scarlet. Anything. Even…” He pauses. “Even break decorum with the Agency.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask. “Shadow… are you saying⁠—”

      “That I’d break ties with them to help you, no matter where you go, no matter what you did?” Shadow asks. “Yes, Scarlet. That is exactly what I mean.”

      “Shadow—” I say.

      But the Wiper shakes his head, and says, “Please, do not trouble yourself over what I have said. It is my decision to make.”

      Shadow reaches down and squeezes my wrist.

      “I would follow you where light does not shine,” he then says, “and through all the dark places that follow.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      He squeezes my wrist one last time before saying, “Please, rest—and above all: do not speak of this to anyone.”

      “I won’t,” I say.

      Shadow turns and leaves the room.

      In his absence, I feel but one emotion.

      Elation.
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