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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Pain Beyond Measure

          

        

      

    

    
      “I know it hurts, Scarlet,” Doctor Mitchell says, “but you need stay calm.”

      I know I should be. Every rational part of me believes that. But between the pain ravaging my body, and the nightmares ensnaring my mind, I can’t help but whimper. Cry. At some points, scream.

      I can see little more than Doctor Mitchell’s bloodied hands as he rounds the counter, his gore-covered palms as he lifts another round of surgical stitching from the table.

      I think, Why aren’t I healing?

      And I think, Why is this taking so long?

      A series of images bombard my mind.

      The woods⁠—

      The witches⁠—

      The magic as it was flung⁠—

      The Seventh Son as he sprung⁠—

      I can still feel the way his claws had struck me, the way his nails has ripped me, just like they had when we were in Louisiana; and though I try to remain calm as possible, I can do little more than scream.

      “Why wasn’t she transferred to a medical facility?” Doctor Mitchell asks. “Why was she brought all the way back to Dallas?”

      “Miss Bane thought her injuries would draw too much attention,” I hear Shadow say. “She feared police intervention, medical question. I tried my best to keep her in and out of consciousness, but there was only so much I could⁠—“

      “Dammit, Shadow! She’s bleeding out! Call for Doctor Darshit. I can’t do this on my own.”

      I feel a needle as it enters my flesh—scream as the medication within attempts to calm my raging nerves, only to spur them on in the process.

      “Stay with me, Scarlet,” Doctor Mitchell says. “You’re going to be all right.”

      “I—“ I try to say. “I’m⁠—“

      But before I can, I’m slipping into darkness⁠—
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        * * *

      

      —only to emerge in the shadowy world once more.

      I blink, stunned from the sensation of hope, of a body no longer searing with pain, and ask, “Where am I?”

      Isn’t it obvious? a voice asks.

      A whisper of light illuminates the space. Then I am seeing Gregory Basteele seated in an ornate leather chair, a cigar dangling from his lips.

      I say, “Basteele.”

      He replies, Hello, Scarlet.

      “Why… why are you⁠—“

      I am shielding you from the worst of it, my predecessor says. Be thankful that I am still tethered to this world.

      “But… you should have crossed over. You should be⁠—“

      What? In Heaven? He laughs and takes a draw off the massive cigar in his mouth. You’re lucky I’m not. Otherwise, you’d be there, too.

      There, I think, a frown tugging at my lips, a thought rushing through my mind.

      I think of my encounter with the monstrosity in the woods, of my experience which should have been fatal. Then I think of my mother, and how close I could have come to being reunited with her.

      I say, “Why didn’t you let me die?”

      You want the honest answer? the Hunter asks.

      “No, asshole. I want you to lie to me.”

      Basteele laughs. Then: It was simply not your time. You have too much work to do.

      “But I could’ve been⁠—“

      With your mother. I know. He blows a mouth full of smoke from his lungs. I have it on good authority that she doesn’t want you up there with her and your father.

      “But I… I don’t⁠—“

      Basteele stares.

      I blink, stunned into submission.

      Then, I begin to cry.

      Basteele says nothing as in the middle of the shadowy world he sits in his chair, smoking his cigar as if we are just ordinary people, doing ordinary things. My heart is hammering, my mind is a wreck. Worst yet: I feel tendrils of apprehension coursing through me, and fear that I may yet return to the living world—a world of doubt. Of danger.

      Of pain.

      I tremble, in this place, familiar and unfamiliar as it happens to be. Then I’m saying, “I guess I should thank you.”

      Thank me later, Basteele says, when you’re not lying on an operating table fighting for your life.

      “Greg—“ I say.

      But then I feel the real world pulling at me—see a light attempting to break through a jagged crack in the unnatural sky.

      I say, “Please. Don’t let me go back. Let me stay here. Just a little longer.”

      Sorry, kid. No can do.

      One moment, I am standing in the shadowy world⁠—
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        * * *

      

      —and the next, I am coming to awareness in a warm bed, upon soft linens.

      A voice says, “Scarlet.”

      I reply, “What?”

      The voice says, “Are you all right?”

      I open my eyes, and immediately close them when the blinding light of the real world shoots into my retinas.

      “Take your time,” the kind woman’s voice says. “I’ll dim the lights.”

      I crack my eyes open to mere slits as I watch the feminine figure cross the room, as she reaches out to touch a panel on the wall.

      Within moments, the lights are dimming, the world darkening.

      When I am finally able to lay my eyes upon the woman, I can see that she is in a clean white doctor’s coat.

      I ask, “Who… Who are⁠—“

      “My name is Advika Darshit. I am Doctor Mitchell’s colleague.”

      “You’re… you’re Doctor Darshit. The one he was… was asking Shadow to call for.”

      “Yes,” the Indian woman replies. “I am.”

      I exhale a long, deep breath, and grimace almost immediately thereafter.

      “Take shallower breaths,” the doctor replies. “You’re likely to experience some discomfort otherwise.”

      “Why… why didn’t I⁠—“

      “Heal?” The woman waits for me to nod before speaking again. “Creatures from realms beyond our own are unnatural. As such, a mortal body is not capable of responding in an appropriate matter. It took a mixture of magic and medicine to bring you back from the brink of death.”

      “So… are you saying that I’m⁠—“

      “Not going to heal? No. You will heal, but not easily.” The doctor steps forward and extends her hands over me. I then watch as white light begins to pool from her hands and across my body.

      “You’re a witch,” I manage to say.

      “Blessed by the Goddess Herself,” Doctor Darshit says.

      “Where is Shadow?” I ask. “And where is Emily?”

      “Your friend sustained some minor burns during your encounter with the demonic entity. She has already been treated, however, and is resting in her own room as we speak.”

      “I—“ I start to say. “I don’t⁠—“

      The doctor lowers her hands. The white light fades away in the process.

      “Thank you,” I say, in a small, yet gentle voice. “For everything.”

      “You needn’t thank me, Miss Brown. I’m simply doing my job.”

      “How long am I going to be here?”

      “As long as it takes for your body to heal.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “We’ve yet to determine that.”

      I let loose a long, pained sigh.

      Doctor Darshit turns her head to look out through the reinforced glass window, then says, “I will be in the other room if you need me. Please, just take your time to rest.”

      “Doctor?” I ask.

      The woman turns to face me.

      “I… I wanted to ask you something. Something about… about dying.”

      She blinks as she considers me.

      “Emily said I stopped breathing,” I then say, “and… and Basteele⁠—“

      “Basteele?”

      “—he… he said he was tethering me to the world. Keeping me from crossing over.”

      Doctor Darshit offers a small smile. Then she says, “Ah. I see.”

      “See what?” I then ask.

      “That you have tasted Charon’s Breath.”

      “What?”

      Doctor Darshit steps forward. Then she says, “It’s a saying us witches know more than well, especially those of us who work in the medical field.”

      “What does that mean, though?”

      “It means, Scarlet, that you truly died, but were trapped between the worlds of the living and the dead by a force beyond our own. If what you say is true… and Gregory Basteele really did tether your spirit to the world… then you have tasted Charon’s Breath, and are still with us as a result.”

      “But that doesn’t explain⁠—“

      Doctor Darshit lifts her hand. “Your pulse is going up,” she says. “Please, just rest. I promise more will be explained when you are in a better condition to handle it.”

      “But—“

      The doctor turns and makes her way out the door, thereby preventing me from asking more.

      Sighing, I roll my head to the side, then take a deep breath⁠—

      Only to feel the jagged wounds on my back flaring in response.

      Just stay calm, I tell myself. Slow, shallow breaths.

      “You’re still alive,” I tell myself. “Be thankful.”

      Thankful, I think, for surviving.

      I could’ve easily died today—permanently.

      But would it not have been worth it, if only to see my parents again?

      Without the ability to know, I close my eyes, and try to commit myself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I spend the next several hours going in and out of consciousness. Dreaming of nothing, but fearing I will face nightmares just the same, I try my hardest to remain still, but find that each and every movement causes fire to lace across my back, and pain to shoot through my veins.

      Please, I tell somebody—the pain or myself or otherwise. Let it stop.

      At one point, during a time when I am half-in and out of consciousness, I hear someone come into the room, feel a presence at my side. Then, just like that, they are gone, and I am alone once more.

      I do not know when I finally succumb to sleep. However, come time I feel myself awaken, I find myself warm and in slightly pained, but content.

      Doctor Mitchell is standing at my bedside, adjusting a new IV fluid bad on its hanger, when I open my eyes. He turns his head to look down at me, and asks, “How are you feeling?”

      “I—I don’t know,” I say.

      “Are you in much pain?”

      “Not… not really.”

      “Any discomfort?”

      “Some, yes.”

      “Doctor Darshit and I have been rotating shifts to ensure that you are as comfortable as possible.”

      “Thu… Thank you, Doctor Mitchell.”

      The man nods and takes a step back to view the vitals on the machines at my bedside. “I will admit that you gave us quite a scare there, Scarlet. We weren’t sure how well you would be able to tolerate the pain.”

      “Sir,” I say, in as strong and as firm a voice as possible. “Will you be honest with me?”

      “About what, Scarlet?”

      “Did I really die? On the way back, I mean.”

      “It’s hard to say,” Doctor Mitchell replies. “Emily Bane claimed you stopped breathing, but just because you stopped breathing momentarily does not mean that you actually, physically died.”

      “Did she do CPR?” I ask.

      “She claimed she did,” the doctor says.

      “And… did I… well… come back?”

      “According to her, yes.”

      “So… I did die.”

      “I am not as convinced,” the man says, but frowns as I sigh. “Doctor Darshit did mention something I found quite interesting, however.”

      “Did she?”

      “She said that you claimed Gregory Basteele visited you while you were unconscious—and that he, quote, ‘kept you from crossing over.’”

      “That’s what he did,” I reply, then cough and add, “Or at least, that’s what he claimed he did.”

      “Given that you were not in a medical facility when this occurred, it’s hard to say what happened for certain. However, based on your testimony, and the fact that you were visited by what was essentially a psychopomp⁠—“

      “A psycho what?”

      “A psychopomp,” Doctor Mitchell replied, then continues his previous sentence by saying, “I have to wager that what happened is far beyond what we may be able to medically understand.”

      “What is a psychopomp, Doctor Mitchell?”

      “Technically speaking: a psychopomp is a being, or entity, that helps guide a spirit when they are crossing over from one realm to another. Think the Egyptian Anubis, the Norse Valkyries, the Greek Charon.”

      “Charon’s Kiss,” I whisper.

      “I see she mentioned that,” Doctor Mitchell says, then nods and crosses his arms over his chest. “While aspects of the Goddess are not uncommon when it comes to magic, what I do find interesting is that she used this phrase when referring to what happened to you. As I said: we cannot confirm that you died.”

      “But—Gregory Basteele⁠—“

      “Could have been an amalgamation of brain processes caused by natural reactions to pain and shock, as well as exposure to a demonic entity’s flesh.”

      “You’re saying it’s harder to believe I died and came back than to understand that I was attacked by a demon?”

      “We can see the types of demons that are brought over by dark magic, Miss Brown. Death… as familiar as it may seem… is still very much a mystery to us, as are the people that exist in realms beyond our own.”

      “You’re starting to sound like Shadow,” I reply, “when he told me not to tell the Board that I saw my mother’s ghost.”

      “Your testimony will undoubtedly be scrutinized when you present your case to the Directors,” Doctor Mitchell says. “However… you needn’t worry about that at present. I’ve instructed Miss Vanderoof that you are to remain under medical observation for the foreseeable future. You won’t have to worry about speaking with her until you are medically cleared.”

      “Won’t she want my recent testimony?”

      “You are under the influence of painkillers, Scarlet. Even if she did want to speak with you, your testimony would likely not be seen as accurate. Besides—“ Doctor Mitchell turns his head to look out the double-sided glass. “You weren’t the only Hunter present at the scene. Miss Bane’s report should be adequate on its own.”

      I can’t help but sigh.

      “Please rest, Scarlet, and don’t fret about what has happened.”

      “I’m trying not to,” I say.

      But as Doctor Mitchell walks toward, then exits the room, I can’t help but feel as though I have just walked even deeper into unfamiliar territory.

      Dying, I think, then coming back to life?

      As much as I want things to make sense, I feel, at present, that they won’t.

      With that in mind, I close my eyes, adjust my head against the pillow, and try my hardest to rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Recovering

          

        

      

    

    
      Recovering, I am then told, is not going to be an easy process.

      “Your body cannot heal on its own,” Doctor Mitchell reiterates as he steps in to change my dressing later in the afternoon. “The shock caused by demonic influence to the physical form is beyond what most bodies can handle. It may take days, or even weeks, for you to heal from this attack.”

      “Great,” I say. “Just what I needed.”

      Doctor Darshit exchanges glances with Doctor Mitchell as she steps forward to take hold of my hands. “Concentrate on the magic,” she says, “and the way it makes you feel.”

      Doctor Darshit’s magic flows over me like cool water. Doctor Mitchell’s removal of my bandaging, however, is like a blazing fire, surging with every tug that comes as a result. Grimacing from the pain, but trying to hold it together, I take slow, gentle breaths in through my nose and out my mouth, just like I used to during basketball games to keep my breathing even.

      In, then out, I tell myself. In, then out.

      Fortunately, the combination of breathing, and of being healed by Doctor Darshit’s magic, helps speed along the painful and laborious process. I feel Doctor Mitchell’s careful hands as they remove my bandaging, sense his head shift as he first examines, cleans, then applies something cool to the wounds.

      “Our treatments are triggering your body’s natural healing response,” Doctor Mitchell says.

      “I thought you said I couldn’t heal from demonic wounds?” I then ask.

      “Your body cannot heal from them on your own, no. But with Doctor Darshit’s healing magic, and a little modern medicine on top of that…” I sense Doctor Mitchell stand up straight. “I know you have a great chance at recovering.”

      “Do you know how long I’m going to be here?”

      “There is no reason to discharge you at present,” Doctor Darshit says as she channels another round of magic into my body. “You are in a clean, sterile, isolated medical facility, where both antiseptics and magic can ensure your wounds do not become infected. You are better off remaining here.”

      “But—my job—“ I say.

      Doctor Mitchell laughs. He then says, “You are in no position to leave this facility, Miss Brown. Please, just relax, and let us take care of you.”

      A sigh escapes me as Doctor Mitchell begins to bandage my wounds once more.

      “Every day will get easier,” Doctor Darshit reassures me. “I promise you that.”

      As much as I want to believe both of them, the fact of the matter is: I could be doing so much more out there, in the field.

      But how would you do it, a part of me then says, in your current state?

      The truth is that I could do nothing—not here, in Texas, and especially not elsewhere. My wounds are too grave, my trauma too fresh. Risking my safety, and that of the people around me, would do no one any good.

      In the moments of silence that follow, Doctor Mitchell finishes bandaging my wounds, Doctor Darshit dispels the magic, and the pair help me back into my bed.

      The moment my back touches the mattress is the moment I realize that I am in no position to do anything.

      Let them take care of you, that same part of me says.

      It is for that reason, and the knowledge that I am almost helpless in my current state, that I allow Doctor Darshit to draw the blanket over me, for Doctor Mitchell to adjust a needle at the IV port.

      “This’ll make you cold at first,” he says, “but it will help with your pain.”

      I shiver as the medicine is laced into my system, as it is distributed through my veins.

      Then, just like that, the pain is mostly gone.

      Gone, I think. Just like that college girl. Just like my mother.

      Just like I almost was.

      “Let us know if you need anything,” Doctor Darshit says, careful to nod as she acknowledges the flicker of emotion that I know crosses my face.

      When the two of them exit the room, and the sliding door closes behind them, I realize that I do need something. Unfortunately, it isn’t something they can provide.

      What I need, in the end, is peace.
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        * * *

      

      I fall asleep not long after the doctors leave the room; and though a part of me wants to do nothing more than dwell in existential darkness, my mind has other plans for me.

      In this dream that is not a dream, but which I know is a memory of a time in recent past, I am standing in the Angelina National Forest, and looking on at a being that I could not have ever possibly imagined. Terrified, now more than ever, and knowing that any false move could spell my end, I hold my gun steadily in one hand, my magicked blade in the other.

      The Seventh Son—who was once pulled from a world unlike our own, and from a place in which only monsters dwell—bears its gaze upon me, and asks, “Would you like to see your mother?”

      The dream shifts, then, to reveal a beautiful valley, a stunning array of flowers, which rise in all shapes and sizes and hues and colors. I see children running, flocking around a single person, a single figure.

      Then, I see her for what she really is.

      My mother.

      Dressed in a fine red robe, her long hair done up in intricate braids. She lifts her eyes to look into the distance, as if sensing that there is another present—and when her gaze finally settles upon mine, she smiles, and says, “Scarlet.”

      “Mama,” I say.

      Then she opens her mouth and laughs, and a horrible, monstrous sound comes out.

      The children turn. Reveal their red eyes. Their vampiric teeth.

      Then, I scream⁠—

      So abruptly that I am immediately thrown out of dream, and back into the present once more.

      “Scarlet!” a voice calls. “Scarlet! Look at me!”

      “She was there!” I cry. “In that place! In my dream! But so was… so was…” I sob. “It.”

      A hand graces mine.

      I lift my eyes. Stare into the gentle eyes of someone I know and care for.

      “August,” I whisper.

      The young Howler offers a short nod as he centers his gaze upon me. “It’s okay, Scarlet,” he says. “It was just a bad dream.”

      “But I—it⁠—“

      I feel a cool rush of medication enter my system.

      Then, a moment later, I am slipping back into dream.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I awaken, it is to the slow drum of a heartbeat monitoring my vitals in real time. Breathless, now more than ever, I open my eyes to find the lights above me are dim, and those outside the recovery room are bright as ever.

      A moment later, the memory of what happened earlier hits me.

      The woods⁠—

      The monster⁠—

      The Seventh Son, taking the shape of my mother⁠—

      I blink, stunned, as the betrayal comes back, as the feelings return.

      Someone asks, “Are you all right?”

      I turn my head to find August Redthorn seated in a chair at my side—a paperback in his hand, but his eyes set upon me.

      “I’m… fine,” I say, and take in a long, deep breath. “I just… I just had a bad dream.”

      “It sounded more like a bad dream,” the young man says.

      “But—how⁠—“

      He blinks his gold-rimmed eyes at me, then leans forward and says, “They were talking.”

      “Who were?”

      “The doctors—specifically: the Indian woman.”

      “Doctor Darshit,” I say.

      August nods. Leans forward to consider me. Says, “They… were concerned.”

      “About what?”

      “About you being unduly influenced by demonic contact.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      August draws back as the sliding door opens to reveal Doctor Mitchell—who, with a tray in his hand, considers me with kind, careful eyes. “I figured you might be hungry,” he says.

      “What happened to me?” I ask.

      “Earlier, you mean?” Doctor Mitchell draws a table across the bed, and sets the tray down atop it. “You were having a post-traumatic episode, Scarlet.”

      “But… it took her shape… spoke in her voice. It⁠—“

      Doctor Mitchell’s sigh cuts me off before I can finish.

      “What?” I ask. “What is it? Tell me what’s wrong?”

      “There is… a school of theory,” the man then says, “that those who are exposed to demonic flesh may be affected by it in ways that are more than just physical.”

      “What’re you—“ I start to say.

      Then I see it: the beautiful valley, the stunning flowers, the children crowded around my mother.

      I blink, stunned. Then I ask, “What’s happening to me?”

      “It’s something the Agency has been fit to describe as daemonium influentia—otherwise known as⁠—“

      “Demonic influence,” August says.

      Doctor Mitchell blinks. “You know your Latin,” he says.

      “Some,” August says, then adds, “But how does being influenced by a demon cause psychosis?”

      “That we aren’t sure of. Our working theory is that, like the body’s inability to heal, the mind cannot typically withstand seeing, let alone coming into contact with, something beyond our world.”

      “So you’re saying I’m going crazy,” I say. “All because I saw a demon.”

      “No,” Doctor Mitchell says. “I’m not.”

      August frowns.

      Doctor Mitchell sighs. Says, “What’s happening to you is the result of being exposed to demonic flesh. It does go away, eventually⁠—“

      “Eventually?” I ask.

      “—but in the interim, you will likely continue to experience dreams that you cannot control. We can treat this with a combination of medication and therapy, but if I’m being honest⁠—“

      “Be honest with me,” I say.

      “You are likely to be unduly influenced by your contact with this creature for the foreseeable future.”

      I open my mouth to speak. Find that I cannot.

      It is only when August’s hand falls upon my own that I break down in tears.

      “It’s going to be okay, Scarlet,” Doctor Mitchell then says. “The demon can’t hurt you any further.”

      “Maybe not physically,” I say. “But emotionally?”

      Doctor Mitchell doesn’t reply. He simply blinks, and says, “I should leave you to rest. But please: eat. Your body will tolerate the treatments better with food inside your system.”

      Doctor Mitchell nods, then slips out of the recovery room.

      Leaving me and August to sit in silence.

      “He’s right,” the Howler then says. “You need to eat.”

      “I don’t feel like I could stomach it,” I reply. “Especially not after… not after hearing… that.”

      “I understand. But you have to eat, Scarlet. You don’t want to face this at your weakest.”

      “I suppose not,” I say, and reach out to take hold of the sandwich wrapped in cellophane. I take a moment to free a section of the food before placing it to my mouth and chewing. “Why are you here, anyway?” I ask.

      “Can’t a guy come see a girl in the hospital?” August asks.

      I narrow my eyes at him.

      August’s easygoing smile shifts into a frown a moment later. “I was concerned,” he says, “when I heard the screams.”

      “The screams?”

      “Your screams. When you came in.”

      “But weren’t you⁠—“

      “Several floors up? Yes. I was. But, Scarlet.” August lets out a rough laugh. “Those of us with enhanced hearing could hear it throughout the whole facility. We thought you were being murdered.”

      “It felt like I was,” I say.

      “Which is why I came down as soon as I could. I tried to enter the clinic when you were in surgery, but Shadow barred my entry, told me Everything was under control. He wouldn’t tell me what happened, only that you’d been hurt in the field. I had to talk to Emily to get any semblance of a story.”
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




