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  “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy”.
— William Shakespeare (Hamlet. Act 1, Scene 5) 
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  Preface


This book deals with the emotional trauma and aftermath of a fictionalized school shooting and contains numerous instances of strong language. I will continually strive, as ever, to handle these sensitive subjects with as much care as possible, though I know it may be triggering for some. 








  
  one
She Moves Through Shadows


She didn’t like the room, or the chair she sat on. The carpet beneath her feet was plain, a pale sort of blue designed neither to please nor upset, and yet her eyes were drawn to it. Perhaps it was the clinical gaze fixed on her, the weight of that look forcing her to recall everything that happened the week before. It was all so fresh, so painfully close that it was on her chest like cold hands trying to constrict her breathing. This room, pressing in around her, was almost as bad as the memory. She let her gaze drift over furniture placed with great care, and along walls adorned with framed plaques of academic distinction, and as she did, she felt the weight again. 
“Am I supposed to say something?” Her lips moved, the words drifted beyond them, and yet she could not understand how she managed to find the nerve to speak. 
“If you want.” Although the look in those eyes was clinical and examining, the voice was anything but. The woman seated across from her spoke in a way that elicited calm, reflection, and ease. It allowed the feeling of weight to lift somewhat. “We don’t have to talk about anything in particular. There are no rules, no expectations.” There was a softness to the woman’s voice that worked on her mind, pushing away at least some of the apprehension and, for a moment, distracting her from how much she disliked the room. “May I ask you about your name, Genevieve? Who chose it for you?”
“My mother,” she answered. Just that brought the shade of a smile to her face. “She’s French.” She bit her bottom lip gently, resisting the urge to allow the shade of a smile to become more. She had a lot to thank her mother for, from the beauty of her name to the bouncy waves of auburn hair falling gently on her shoulders. She was pretty, in an unassuming way, a way that could catch the eye of a boy or two, not that she cared if it did. Her skin was fair, with a light dusting of freckles spotting her cheeks and slender arms. 
“Genevieve Reidell.” It was a little odd to hear the woman say her name aloud, to say it in a way that made Genevieve uncomfortably aware of herself. “It’s very nice.”
“How…” She paused, only long enough to steady herself and draw a breath. “How many people have you spoken to?” 
“A few. Why?”
“I don’t know what you’ve been told. There are so many stories…” Her heart hammered a little, palms sweaty as she forced herself to look the woman in the eyes. “Nobody knew what was going on. How could they? Just because you saw blood on someone it… it didn’t mean it was theirs.” 
As she spoke, she was back in the hallway, kneeling beside the trembling girl whose white shirt was soaked with blood. The girl’s face had already been growing pale by the time Genevieve stooped down and cradled her in her arms, each breath shallower, each second closer to her last. 
“Anyway, whatever you’ve heard, it’s just silly.”
“What do you remember about the day it happened?” 
Ah, the dreaded question, the one she knew would be coming.
“I remember… the sounds.” Genevieve shut her eyes tightly.
“You remember the gunshots?” 
“No,” Genevieve said, grimacing. “I remember the screams.” 
“And what can you remember about Tatiana?” 
Genevieve’s eyes flew open. The memory burned so vividly it was as if Tatiana was cradled in her arms again. Genevieve never imagined she might see that look in someone’s eyes. Tatiana grabbed her sleeve, the blood on her fingers staining the fabric dark crimson, but only now could Genevieve recall what had been said. 
“Just… stay with me, okay? It’s going to be okay.” She didn’t want to lie but she didn’t know what else to say. What do you say to someone who is dying? 
“She was… lying on the floor, outside Mr. Parker’s math class.” 
“She was shot?” 
“No,” she said, the word a lie and a very careful one. “Everything was just… chaotic. I told you, nobody knew what was going on. She was covered in blood. A lot of people were. There was blood everywhere.” 
And that was no lie at all; there was blood everywhere she looked. Tatiana had been shot, that much she knew, but the tighter she clung to Tatiana’s broken form and the harder her own tears fell, the more her faint and distant look began to change. 
“What… what’s happening?” Tatiana’s voice was different too. Where at first, Genevieve could barely make out a single thing she was trying to say, she now heard a strength returning, a kind of strength laced with as much confusion as fear. 
“I don’t know.” It was the quickest and truest answer Genevieve could give, although it didn’t quell the notion that something very strange was going on. The color was returning to Tatiana’s face. Her eyes, so distant a second or two before, looked at Genevieve with wonder and confusion. “Just don’t move, okay?” 
“I can feel my legs.” She sounded bewildered. Genevieve could not deny the strangeness of what was happening, or how it felt when her fingers dragged along the front of Tatiana’s blood-soaked shirt and found the bullet hole. “How did…”
The two young girls looked at one another, mouths agape.
“Tatiana was convinced that she had been shot.” The woman’s brow furrowed, her slender fingers tapping out a steady rhythm on the armrest of her chair. “And that, when you held her in your arms—”
“And you believe that?” Genevieve let the question hang in the air before she answered it herself. “I didn’t think so. Like I said, it was chaos. She was probably in a panic. I mean, being covered in someone else’s blood, who wouldn’t be?”
The woman offered her a kind smile. “She was very convinced.” 
“She could be pretty convincing when she wanted to be. Matthew was always fooled by it… She could convince him of just about anything.” Genevieve couldn’t understand why she was compelled to say such things, or why she brought up Matthew like that, but an ache twisted inside her when she did. 
“He was a good friend of yours?” 
The question made her smile and with it came a memory. In truth she couldn’t remember what day it had been, but she could see Matthew in her mind as clearly as if he was standing before her. He was the quiet kind of kid, molded into shyness by a stammer that made it hard for him to find friends. He always felt such fear to try and speak, but whenever he was around Genevieve, the fear, and the impediment that gave birth to it disappeared.  
Matthew had been in her room a handful of times and though he was a boy, her parents didn’t mind. Once her father objected to the idea, when she and Matthew first met years before, but Genevieve had to remind him in a gentle way—“Dad, I’m not even into boys, remember?”—which brought a sheepish smile to his face. She felt a certain pride about her room. It wasn’t anything like Tatiana’s, which bloomed over the years into a shrine to every band she ever loved. Where her dearest friend looked to music, she had a passion for art. On one wall was a reproduction of the Primavera, capturing the sublime beauty of Mercury, Venus, and the Three Graces, and above her bed hung a print of the Mona Lisa, always reminding Genevieve of her first trip to France many years before.
“How long have you been working on this painting anyway?” 
“A few months.” Beside the beautiful arched window overlooking her front yard was an easel and a canvas, on which was painted a solitary figure of a slender woman with flowing locks of raven hair. “It’s just taking me a while to… figure her out.”
“She doesn’t have a face.” 
“I can’t see it yet.” Genevieve moved her eyes across the canvas, her head tilted. “She’s quite... elusive.”
“And you are quite weird.” Matthew gave her a boyish grin that always made her laugh, even when she didn’t feel like it. “But I mean that in the nicest way.” 
“I know you probably think it’s silly, but… sometimes I feel like she’s real.” She brushed her fingers along the canvas, tracing the outline of the white gown she took such care to paint on the lithe figure. “It’s like… if I close my eyes I can see her, and when I do, I see this broken thing of such beauty and… and sadness.”
“But never her face?” 
“Not yet.” 
“You could always give her hazel eyes, like yours. Hazel eyes are always nice.” 
Genevieve smiled at him. He always did enjoy offering compliments. “Do you ever wonder why you…why you never have trouble speaking to me?”
He shrugged. “Sometimes, to be honest, I just kinda go with it. Why question a good thing, right?”
“Yeah.” A crooked smile tugged on the corners of her mouth. “Why question a good thing.”
“I do have a question for you, though.” 
She turned her gaze toward the window, displeased at the conspiratorial tone in his voice. 
“Yeah, that’s right,” he added. “You owe me a story. I asked you once about the strangest thing that ever happened to you, and you were about to start telling me something that happened when you were like ten years old or something. But then you stopped.” He dropped to the edge of her bed, the springs creaking, and crossed his arms. 
She resisted looking at him, unwilling to see the stubborn expression on his face. “I stopped because I knew you wouldn’t believe me.” 
“I know you, Genny. I know you wouldn’t lie. You might be a little weird when it comes to this mystery girl with the cute body and no face”—he was gesturing at the painting, she knew he was, even though she didn’t look back at him—“but I know you wouldn’t tell me a story that wasn’t true. So… out with it.”
“Fine,” she said, her tone suggesting defeat. She turned; her eyes lowered as she paused for a few seconds. She could tell him the story, but she had no way to know what he might think. “Have you ever woken up in the middle of the night with the feeling that someone else was in the room with you?” 
“Yeah, I’m sure I’ve had that feeling once or twice.” 
She lifted her eyes and met his with a gaze brimming with sincerity. “Well, that actually happened to me.” 
“You woke up with that feeling? Come on, Genny, that’s not exactly earth shattering.” 
“No, I mean I woke up one night and there actually was someone in my room. He was just sitting there on the edge of my bed, looking at me. I was ten years old and so scared. I could have screamed, I could have screamed and screamed until my dad came. But I didn’t.” 
“What did you do?” 
She trembled at the quaver in his voice. 
“I just looked at him. I sat up and I looked into his eyes.” She remembered how it felt to have that stranger staring at her so intently. She never experienced hate before, or ever knew what anger looked like in the eyes of another soul, not until that night. But it was there, the cruel embers of it smoldering in eyes staring at her with something that felt like fear and tasted like death. “I’ll never forget what he said. He sounded almost amused.” 
“What did he say?” Matthew’s voice was hollow and the color in his face nearly gone.
“‘Why aren’t you afraid? A child should be afraid when the devil comes knocking.’ But I wasn’t afraid. I don’t know why I wasn’t but… I didn’t even answer him. I just put my hand on his face.” 
“You did what?!”
“I’ve struggled to understand what I felt when I did that. I can’t even explain why I felt the need to do it, either.” It almost made her blush to see how concerned Matthew was for her. “But as I touched his face, I could feel everything that he felt and then, slowly, I saw it dissolve in his eyes… all the anger, all the hate. It was like it melted away and I knew that I’d be okay. I knew that he would be okay.” In her mind she saw him again, how his lips shuddered and how the tears fell. 
“What… what happened to him?” 
“He crawled back out my window.” she sighed. “And I never saw him again.”
“And you never told your parents?” 
“Would they have believed me?” 
The therapist’s voice pulled Genevieve from the depths of her memory. “Was Matthew in school that day?” 
Genevieve looked away. She wasn’t ready to speak about him again, at least not yet. “There were a lot of people there,” she answered simply, looking anywhere but her piercing look. Her gaze dropped to the bland carpet. She didn’t like being here, but her mother insisted, and she had learned long ago not to question her mother whenever she had the compulsion to insist. 
“Alright…” The therapist folded her hands in her lap, her eyes narrowing as she studied Genevieve’s expression. “Let’s talk about the shooter then. Could you tell me what happened?”
Genevieve’s answer was quick, almost angry. “I don’t know why he did it. I didn’t even know him.”
“I’m not asking why you think he did what he did,” the therapist replied with an understanding in her voice that brought Genevieve a hint of shame for her reaction. “I was going to ask why you confronted him. After everything that had already happened. After all the violence, how did you find the courage to stand up to him?”
“I knew I had to.” 
“How?”
“I don’t know.” Her answer was honest, but like everything about that day, she wasn’t ready to face it all just yet. “I just did.” 
She didn’t want to remember any of it, but she couldn’t stop the memories. The boy looked so empty when she walked toward him, her own body shaking, every rational thought screaming at her to turn and run. But running was not what she did, and though he already hurt or killed so many, he hesitated when she approached, and the hand that held the gun trembled in response.
“What did you say to him?” 
“I asked him why.” 
Like the night with the stranger in her room, Genevieve could feel this young man’s anger wanting to lash out at her, his craving to punish someone else, to send another body crashing to the floor. But despite all the rage she tasted, the violent fury churning in his eyes, he didn’t pull the trigger. Not again. Not now. 
“I asked him why,” Genevieve said again, wracked with a sudden urge to cry, “and he told me that he didn’t know.” And with that, a tear fell down her cheek.
“That was very brave of you.” 
“Or very foolish.” Genevieve didn’t think of herself as brave. It took an effort to keep another tear from falling, her own fingers trembling as she reached up to quickly flick it off her cheek. Bravery was for other people, for grand stories, not for a girl like her. She had been as scared as anyone, and no fancy words could change that. “Anyway, what difference did it make? The damage was already done…” 
“How many more might he have hurt if you hadn’t talked to him?” 
“It doesn’t bring them back, though, does it?” Genevieve’s voice was laced with fury then, coloring her words and making her chest ache with the terrible effort of holding the grief and the truth at bay. 
“What happened to Matthew?” 
Please, she thought, the ache burning hotter still, I can’t do this. 
The question was a wound in Genevieve’s heart, cold steel piercing flesh. She didn’t want to face it… but the memory came anyway. 
“He was in the library,” she began, but then the sobs she’d been fighting to control broke through the dam. Her heart shattered when she saw him lying in a pool of dark blood. She was shaking when she lifted and held him to her chest, trembling and broken when she closed her eyes and cried harder than she ever cried before. 
She saved Tatiana. Yet, no such thing had happened with Matthew, no matter how desperately she tried to bend her will to it. Matthew’s eyes would not stir, and his wounds would not close. There was a charge in the air around her, dancing across her skin. The lights in the room dimmed and the delicate hairs on the back of her neck stood up. “I-I c-couldn’t save him.” The sobs wracked her body, tears splashing over trembling lips. Broken as she was with grief and guilt, she startled at the touch of a hand on her shoulder. 
The woman’s voice was kind, gentle. “You did so much,” she said.

      [image: ]Those words stayed with her long after she returned home. It was impossible to look at the unfinished portrait of the dark-haired woman without thinking of Matthew, one of the closest friends she ever had. If she could save Tatiana’s life, why not his? The question would not let her go, no matter how desperately she tried. It took a minute before she even heard the knock on her bedroom door or acknowledged that her mother had opened it when she failed to answer. 
“Honey.” Her mother always spoke so gently to her now. “There’s someone here to see you.” 
Even that was barely enough to break Genevieve from her daze, the walk downstairs hardly noticeable until she stepped onto the front porch and looked at the man who came to see her. He looked kind, with curious brown eyes and a thick mop of dark hair streaked with grey. Her mother stood behind her, watching, and Genevieve picked up her discomfort about this stranger.
“Mom, it’ll be okay,” Genevieve said, glancing over her shoulder. “It’ll just be a moment, I promise.” For a second their eyes met, then her mother gave a small nod and moved away. Even though Genevieve pulled the door shut behind her, she knew her mother would be by the window, peering out to keep watch. Protective, as always. 
 “I heard about what happened at the school,” the man began, as if starting a speech he had practiced many times. “And I was hoping we could talk.”
“Who are you?” She studied him, noting his dark blue jacket, scuffed along the sleeves, appeared to have seen many long days already. 
“A friend.” He offered her a small book bound in a worn leather cover. The book itself looked old and quite thick, filled with many well-thumbed pages. “At least I hope to be.” 
“Is this a joke?” Genevieve asked, carefully flipping through the pages. The writing reminded her of illustrations she had seen in history books, of Sumerian writing or something equally as ancient. If this was some attempt at humor or just a kook seeking attention, she was not at all amused. With a grimace, she turned away, back into the house. She thought she might slam the door in his face for good measure.
“Why aren’t you afraid?” he asked, his voice trembling slightly. “A child should be afraid when the devil comes knocking.” 
Genevieve froze. “How—” She slowly turned, looking at him this time, those almond-color eyes. “It can’t be,” she heard herself say. 
“I know what you did in school, Genevieve,” he said quickly. “I know what you did for that girl, and I know what happened when you stood in front of the young man who shot her. You saved her, and you saved him.” He took a slow step toward her. “Just like you saved me.” He reached out, tentatively, and let his fingers slip gently across hers. Her hand jerked back from simple instinct, even though some part of her knew he meant no harm. Not this time. 
“I didn’t.” 
He smiled at her. “You did.” 
“What is this?” she asked, holding up the small book.
“Answers. At least I hope they are.” He withdrew his hand. “I’ll admit that I can’t read it, but I’m sure that in time you’ll be able to.”
“Answers? Answers to what?”
“To who you are.” He glanced over his shoulder. “To why you can do the things you can. I don’t really know for sure, but I do know this.” He glanced behind him again, then started backing away slowly. “There’s a darkness on the horizon. You might not see it yet but it’s there, and it’s coming. Call it a storm if you like, but it’s real, and even though I can’t say when it will hit, it will… and you need to be ready.” 
“A storm?” 
“I’ll explain as much as I can, but not here. Not today.” He turned toward a car parked across the street but called back over his shoulder. “Stay safe, do you hear me? And keep that book close.” He hastened to his car, the engine roared to life, and he was gone. 
Utterly bemused, Genevieve walked back inside, clutching the book tightly. She was vaguely aware of her mother asking her what the strange man wanted, but there was no answer she could offer. 
Back in her room, she glanced at the unfinished canvas and her hand flew to her mouth, stifling the gasp. There, on the blank patch of canvas where the mysterious woman’s face should be, a single tear fell, dripping from an eye that was not there. Genevieve pressed her finger to it, felt the cool moisture against her skin. She held the book with a grip so tight her fingers turned white. Nothing made any sense, and nothing in the past week remained to give her anything but tormented guilt and unbridled grief. But something else took hold. It was a desire to understand the warning the man left her with, and to discover the secret locked within the pages of this cracked and dusty book.
 “A darkness on the horizon.” Genevieve repeated the words grimly. She already weathered one storm, a storm that took so many young lives, and whatever this storm was, whatever darkness it would bring… she was going to be ready for it. Even though she couldn’t begin to imagine a way forward, a thought drifted through her mind like swirling mists of shadows creeping along a darkened street. She thought of Tatiana, lying in her arms. 
She could still smell the blood. And taste the iron on her lips, a bitter sensation as vivid as the memory. She saw Tatiana’s eyes again, sea blue, growing ever more distant. She was gone, or very nearly so… and then she wasn’t. Against everything Genevieve understood, the death slithering through her pale form was ripped away before its grim work was done. There was something there, something that would provide the answer. 
There were shadows there, too, shadows that waited. 






  
  two
Of Angels Bright and Demons Dark


“How would I even begin?” 
The question hung in the air, carrying with it the weight of expectation that an answer would be given, an answer capable of bringing light where only shadows could be found. Nathaniel’s gaze followed the floor of burnished stone toward the altar several rows ahead. The long, sturdy pews were carved from oak, and not a cushion was to be found along the finely polished surfaces, offering not even that small comfort for those who faced a lengthy Sunday morning. Along the towering walls of rough stone stood windows tall, narrow, and vibrant with painted saints and martyrs whose names Nathaniel could not guess, their pale hands folded, and opal eyes turned up in fervent prayer. He regarded them, those mournful faces eternally pleading for intercession. 
“By keeping an eye on her.” The voice was calm and careful, as if every word were selected with the utmost care. The man watched Nathaniel cautiously, noted how his gaze fixed on the towering cross behind the altar and the long shadow it cast. “Need I remind you what’s at stake?” 
“You’re very wise,” Nathaniel said, not sure if he believed the sentiment completely. “Yet you speak in half measures, vague allusions to danger lurking beyond some horizon that I can’t see.” He wasn’t sure who he hated more, those twisted Angelic souls who corrupted him in his broken youth, or the well-intentioned ones who sought to bring him to the light. There was cruelty in both, he reasoned, cloaked in whispering shadows, or adorned in the benevolent intentions of the righteous. The ends of their myriad schemes were closely held, and each side had a reason they clung to, an excuse they believed was justification for all they wrought. This man, Gabriel, he called himself, was a determined sort and not easily swayed by appeals for understanding or concern. “You tell me she’s important, but not why or how I could possibly keep her safe.” 
Gabriel smiled. “You gave her the book, as I asked. Perhaps a time will come when she will not need your help, or mine. Until then, she will need a watchful pair of eyes and someone capable of understanding the consequences of what could happen if our plan goes ill.” 
“Our plan?” The very thought was bile on the tongue. Nathaniel turned in the pew and met the crisp blue eyes, a twinge of disgust knotting his stomach at how casual Gabriel was. To see him leaning back in the pew with an easy smile, those bright eyes beneath a shock of blond hair that curled in a messy sort of way, was enough to remind him just how distasteful this truly was. He might deny it, and his denials might be true in some sense, but Nathaniel knew that Gabriel was perhaps more like his fallen brothers than he would wish to admit. They were cut from the same cloth, Nathaniel reasoned, detached from the world they wandered in and never quite understanding those who were lesser. With the crisp white shirt and dark jacket, one might think Gabriel a priest, but there was nothing in the man that reminded Nathaniel of God… despite the truth he knew. 
“Let’s not mistake any of this for mine,” Nathaniel continued. “Do you think I wanted to be a part of it? Of any of it? All I wanted was to be left alone.” A mass of regret swelled like a stone in his stomach, the sorrow at a life broken in more ways than he dared to count. He turned away from Gabriel, too angry and too bitter to hold his careless gaze a second longer. “But your friends, they saw to that, didn’t they?” 
“As lost and twisted as my brothers have become, and I do not doubt how far they have fallen, you should not pretend that what they did to you was their blame alone. For all their machinations, for all their cunning and hate, they do not coerce, and they do not bring forth darkness where it does not already live.” 
Gabriel spoke with both pride and sadness for those fallen brothers of his who carried an understanding of the darkness in the world. Grand, he called them once, grand, and spiteful, a perfect combination of the best and worst aspects of God’s creation and all the sin that followed in its wake. “They saw your pain, the pain you’ve carried since your father first laid a hand on your mother, the pain you could name but never face. And all the ugliness in your life was born from that, and they could smell that too. In the end, all they did was whisper in your ear.” 
His words washed up memories Nathaniel would just as soon forget. He fought them, wrestled them back, for he knew his thoughts were not his alone, not with him so near. 
Nathaniel knew that Gabriel understood the truth. Gabriel saw what his fallen brothers recognized. Nathaniel’s deeply troubled past made him easy prey, and when he stumbled onto the path of those like Gabriel, his life would never be the same. Whatever power those fiends possessed; Gabriel possessed it too. 
“I wonder sometimes how different you truly are from them. They could see inside me as you do, see past who I thought I was and who I dreamed to be. They could see enough to know there was something they could twist to their own ends… but what ends do you have in store for me? I wonder sometimes.” 
“My dear Nathaniel, do not confuse me with those who fell. You do not need to see every end or comprehend the intricacies of our design to know that it is righteous.” Gabriel leaned forward, his voice slipping to a half whisper. “We are doing God’s work, surely you must see that now.” 
“What does God need with the girl?” 
“What indeed.” The voice that answered, cold and clear, came from some distance behind them. 
“Fancy seeing you here, brother.” Gabriel turned in the pew, his bright blue eyes on the tall figure standing just inside the doors of the church. The man’s white hair was slicked back and stood in stark contrast to the darkness in his eyes. His face was thin and vaguely handsome, with a jagged scar from chin to temple. His thin lips creased into a peculiar smile which disarmed and unsettled all at once. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Amon? Or am I not allowed to use your right name?” He smiled when Amon merely sneered.
“Curiosity.” Amon replied, his tone almost whimsical. “You keep strange company these days. Is this your lapdog? I remember him groveling at my feet once.” Nathaniel winced at the harsh gaze, which burned like something ragged cutting at his skin, opening old wounds and digging fresh, angry ones into his flesh. “I should have put him down when I had the chance... a pity.” Amon walked in long, graceful strides and as he stopped, he let his cold eyes turn to his brother. 
Gabriel’s smile faded, along with the calm expression on his face. “He sent you here with a message, so let’s have it.” 
He hates him. And Amon knows it. 
Unease churned in Nathaniel’s stomach yet again, swiftly followed by a twisting spark of static that flitted across his skin. There was power there, he reasoned, concealed behind the veil of Gabriel’s human form, but when driven to anger the power would not remain hidden for long. Gabriel rose from his seat and stepped into the aisle between the long rows of carved oak, and the two brothers stood face to face, their eyes locked. 
“Straight to the point.” Amon’s smile was charming yet full of venom. “You never change, do you? I wonder what Moloch would say to this.”—That venomous smirk curled in a loathsome way and Gabriel seethed—“You would rather that I get to the matter at hand, so I will.” His hands slipped behind his back and his cold grey eyes narrowed. “You cannot conceal the girl forever. Give her to us now and we can avoid this entire… messy ordeal. We can have the peace we should have had, after all this time. Perhaps even you and your dear Moloch can finally…” 
“Breathe his name again and I will ruin you.”
Amon simpered, delight and hunger brimming in his cold eyes. “Passionate to the end.”
Gabriel remained still, but tension rippled in the air, crackling like fire on the skin. “Of all the Angels in Heaven and Earth, I always hated you the most.”
But all Amon offered was a casual shrug, so blithely unconcerned. “I’m merely here to offer another way forward.”
His words are poison, Nathaniel thought. Though they taste like honey, they are deadly. It took a deal of effort to keep that thought at the forefront of his mind, as if the sweetened words had stirred a dark, fevered memory. The bitter knot twisted in his gut grew rigid and coiled ever tighter. He kept his breath in a quiet, measured beat as he struggled to master himself, lest he slip back into one of the darker recollections he would just as soon forget. 
“That is why he sent you here?” Gabriel laughed. “To trade for the girl? He must be livid, then, to have failed so miserably for so long. He couldn’t kill her when he had the chance, even when he found someone weak, someone he could twist and break, someone to seek her out when she was only a child.” His gaze turned to Nathaniel, who looked away in bitter shame. “And now he sends you… to bargain.”
 As Nathaniel watched from his uncomfortable seat, he realized how simple it could be to mistake these two for men. They might carry themselves in the guise of men, but they were nothing of the sort. He had no way to divine just how long they had walked among his kind, but they were not of this world, and in an instant, it was there… like a current of electricity making the hair along his arms stand on end, as a shocking chill shivered down his spine, prickling goosebumps across his skin. He did not have the eyes to see such things, but he once heard a story from someone close, that their true form burned like the light of a roiling star. He wondered if it might be true. 
“He expected your insolent reply, as did I.” A dark smile played on Amon’s lips. “What harm was there in trying? In truth, he merely wanted me to extend the offer to you, an olive branch, if you will. Believe it or not, he would like his conscience clear before he tears you all apart. Yes, I know you must have an impossible time believing it, but he was hoping to avoid the sticky mess that is to come.” He shrugged, then turned his attention to Nathaniel, a hunger burning in those cruel eyes. “We’ll meet again, worm, before this is over, and when we do, I will feast on you slowly.”
You’re a fool for staying in this, Nathaniel told himself, icy fear gripping his heart, but the girl was there, her image forming in his mind. He could see her face as clearly as he had the night when he came to take her from this world, and in those lovely eyes was the same kindness. The same forgiveness. He focused every ounce of his attention on those merciful eyes and the grace within them, and as he did the chilling darkness of his fear recoiled and warmth and strength returned. He rose defiantly and stood unmoving, anger burning white hot inside him, glaring at the fiend. 
“Return to your fool of a master and tell him that he cannot lay a hand on her, not as long as I still breathe.” 
Even Gabriel smiled. “You’ll find it won’t be as easy as you think, dear Amon.” 
Amon sneered. “You can’t hide her from us forever. We’ll find her and all the Angels you can muster will not be enough to keep her from him. When that day comes, and it will come, all of Hell will follow with us.” 
Nathaniel blinked and turned away. A wave of nausea passed through him, almost too much to bear. When he finally mastered it, Amon was gone, leaving a trace of sadness and death in his wake along with the receding echo of footfalls. Perhaps the fiend was right, he worried. 
“I need to know…” he began, though the effort to speak was too great at first. 
“You need to know why the girl is so important.” Slowly Gabriel turned to face him, and for a moment there was only silence. “She has a… gift, that much you’ve seen already. A gift that in the hands of Amon and my fallen kin would be too terrible to imagine. I am aware of what you would ask of me, but you only need to know what I have already told you. She is special and that means she is in danger. You’ve seen that too.”
“You know, when Amon found me, all those years ago, he was like you.” Nathaniel stood upright, his limbs shaking lightly. He allowed himself to draw on the memory of her again. “He told me very little of why she was such a threat. Back then they weren’t all that keen on using her, not like they are now. They simply wanted her to disappear. I asked the same question, and the answers I received were as vague as the ones you’ve given me. I know there was something dark inside me, that was how they reached me, how they twisted me into some… broken, hateful thing… a thing that could dare to think of harming a child. But I saw something else when she saved me that night, and standing here right now, I don’t think you’ve seen it yourself.” He looked at Gabriel for a time, the silence stretching out between them. 
“What did she show you?” 
Is that wonder in his eyes? Surely he, the grand Archangel that he is, knows more than I.
“All you need to understand is this.” Nathaniel smiled, and though he knew Gabriel was not amused, he did not care. “I will do everything in my power to keep Genevieve safe and hidden, but be very clear, I am not going to save her for you or the rest of your kind. Everything I do, so long as I live, is for her.” 
He didn’t wait for Gabriel to answer, to press or hold him back; he just looked at him one last time and walked away. He did not doubt he would see Gabriel again, perhaps sooner than he would like, but he was confident in the direction laid out before him. Genevieve needed to be protected, not because she was valuable to Heaven or Hell but because she was innocent… something none of her protectors could ever claim to be. 
Her innocence was the only thing that mattered.






  
  three
Fever Dreams


Genevieve stood solemnly in her room, unwilling to face the prospect of returning to school the next morning. The bed was to her left, offering only a vague promise of restful sleep, but she ignored it. Instead, she stood before the painting. The figure of the woman stared at her with eyes that were not there, and all Genevieve knew was the tightness in her chest, coiling around her like a snake. Her eyes shut tight, an involuntary reaction to the sting of tears. Through each careful breath she fought her way past the wave of grief. 
The canvas drew her into its depths, where she could imagine strange sights lurking behind shadows. The ground rose in hills and collapsed into deep valleys, the earth black and dry and the trees that dotted the landscape dead and twisted. They reached up with pale, barren branches, gnarled fingers groping into a sickly sky. But those images were in her mind, and all that was on the canvas was the lithe figure of the woman gleaming in the dark. Her skin was pale, and her hair black, but still Genevieve could not see her face, only her anguish and a resolve which burned in defiance of all that was bleak and broken around her.
 “Who are you?” The words left Genevieve’s lips involuntarily, and she stirred as if waking from a dream, yet this was no dream. She was awake, staring at the painting that tormented her whether she was sleeping or not. Here in her room, detached from those fevered dreams, she was safe from it… for a time. It wasn’t cold outside, nor was it cold in her room, yet a chill danced across her skin and left goosebumps. The figure on the canvas drew her in, as it often did, though it came with a strong pull to turn her gaze away. She closed her eyes and sighed, and as she did, an ache settled in her limbs along with the first pang of exhaustion that always followed. 
There was sadness in the very idea of that mysterious young woman. The images were strongest when Genevieve was alone in her room, especially after the very first dream over a week before. Tonight, however, it was as if that dream was born at a time even more distant. And with each day that followed her first dream, the woman was there, lodged in Genevieve’s mind like a thorn. Painting had been the only way to pull the visions from her mind, to give the woman shape in some other form, lest she consume Genevieve’s thoughts completely. And even then, there was the dark place.
A week before, when a young man took a gun to school and shattered all the peace Genevieve had known, another frightful dream took her to the dark place, and the experience was more real than anything she touched in the realm of sleep. She was standing on a bald hill rising into the gloom of sky utterly dark save for a sickly grey moon. All about her was a strange land of twisted paths and gently rising slopes. No plant grew, nothing beyond the knotted trunks and twisted branches of lifeless trees. Her breath quickened, and for a second, there was an uncomfortable twist in her stomach. She questioned whether it was a dream at all. “Where am I?” she wondered aloud, her shaking voice fading into the shadow that swallowed every sound. 
“Where you are is not the question you should ask, child.” The voice came from nowhere and everywhere. It was high and cold and yet unthreatening. There was no malice there, yet no kindness either. The tone was one of curiosity and amusement. “How is more pertinent. How did you come to be here, that is what I wonder.”
“A dream,” she answered, though it tasted absurd the instant the thought transformed to sound. A chill teased along her slender, freckled arms, and slowly she rubbed her fingers along them both. “I was in my bed, drifting off to sleep and… this has to be a dream.” It was the only answer she could find, for no place so cold and broken could ever exist in the world she knew. But still, there was the rapid beating of her heart.
“A dream, you say?” The thing that spoke to her laughed, and the laughter was as cold as its voice, and the twisted sound of it slithered into the back of her mind and settled. “Why would a child dream of such a place, hmm?”
“Oh, I’m wondering the same thing,” Genevieve said, too unsettled to laugh, though the barest hint of a chuckle did manage to slip past her lips. There was something about this place that was hostile to the very idea of an innocent laugh, as if innocence itself was an offense. Innocence didn’t belong here, she reasoned, and neither do I. What she wanted was to leave, and her body tensed hard as the thought formed, bringing with it a slight tremble. She was acutely aware of her heart pounding harder, each pulse growing faster with every second spent in the gloom. 
“You don’t belong.” The voice held a twinge of cold anger. “A glimmer in the dark, forsaken and unsought. And yet… familiar.” 
Though there was nothing tangible to see, she knew there were dark fingers reaching for her. The fear rose in waves. As her breath caught, she stumbled back, the need to escape surging through her veins while her heart thundered in her chest. 
“Has the Bright One come again?” The voice sneered, rising higher, towering like a storm cloud. “Long have we feared. But come, sweet child, let us see your truth.”
Something pulled her back, perhaps the fear or perhaps the blaring of her nightstand clock, but regardless of its nature, she was startled from her sleep and sat up gasping. Gone were the shadows and the frightening voice. As her eyes searched frantically around, she recognized the familiar trappings of her room. Little by little the tightness in her chest relaxed, and through the bluish glow of the clock, she saw the beloved Mona Lisa hanging above her bed and the gorgeous Primavera to her left. She focused on them, willing such simple sights to calm her. But the images of the dark place were burned into her memory and would stay in her thoughts for days, until yet another dream brought the faceless young woman out of the darkness. 
That night had come two days before death stalked the halls of her school. 
“Who are you?” she had asked the shadowed woman. 
“I don’t know.” Her answer was in a voice both sweet and sad. “Everything is broken. Scattered. Thoughts and memories, all that I was.” 
“What is this place?” As the words left her lips, Genevieve felt the strange chill again, like the feathery touch of ice-cold fingers. There was little she could see, beyond the dark haze hanging heavy in the air and clinging to the dry, black earth. The ground was hard under her feet, rough and broken, and it was like nothing in any dream she knew. 
It felt real. 
“Madness,” the woman said in a quiet, simple way. “This place is madness.” 
“This…. this has to be a dream, and yet…” Genevieve reached out and touched the young woman’s arm, felt the cool touch of her skin. There was life there, or at least some form of it. Her fingers slipped down, easing lower until they gently took hold of the woman’s hand. “…a part of me feels that it isn’t, not really. You’re trapped here, wherever or whatever here is.” Gently Genevieve squeezed her hand and between them an understanding bloomed, a connection formed across the vast gulf of strangeness. “Don’t let this place consume you. Its shadows and lies will reach out to find you, but you can’t let them.” Genevieve couldn’t even begin to say what brought those words to mind or why they had come to her with such certainty. But come they did, as if she knew the truth of them without understanding it completely. “Find yourself… these… broken pieces of who you are or…. who you were. Find them and fit them back together.” Even as she squeezed her hand, the tether slipped away. The darkness stretched between them ever wider, until their hands parted, and sleep hurled her startled and shaking into the waking world again. Wide eyed and panting, she looked about her room, the woman’s enduring sadness heavy on her heart, the image of her so clear that Genevieve could see her whether she was sleeping or awake. But she was safe, lying in her bed, the nightstand clock swathing the walls in a light, iridescent shade of blue. 
“It was just a dream, Genny,” she whispered to herself. “Just a dream.” But she tasted the uncertainty in her own words. 

      [image: ]“The Woman in Darkness.” 
When Matthew asked, she didn’t hesitate; the name had always been with her. She sat on her bed, watching how he leaned slightly toward the painting, fingers cupped beneath his chin. “She’s my muse” she told him. “Or something of the sort.”
“You really do need to give her a face, though. I think she’d thank you for it.” He laughed lightly. He glanced back, their eyes meeting. When her lips curled into a lopsided little grin, he blushed. “So, what do you think, is she on a beach somewhere? Or in the woods, surrounded by… trees? She should be somewhere peaceful, beautiful.” He broke the gaze and turned to the painting yet again, and as she watched him, she wondered what he thought. 
“She should.” But even as Genevieve agreed to that sweet, simple idea, she was reminded that there was no peace or beauty where the strange figure first appeared. She bit her lower lip and regarded her friend with curiosity. Whatever it was he was imagining, surely it must be something pleasant, something far removed from the reality of the terrible dreams she knew. “Do you ever wonder where dreams come from?” She studied his expression, seeing the way his eyes narrowed in thought. 
He shrugged, his eyes floating across the canvas, over the brushstrokes that crafted shape and color out of emptiness. “The subconscious, maybe? I guess I never really gave it much thought. Half the time I don’t remember my dreams, the rest of the time I end up wishing I could forget them.” When he turned his head, he paused. “You okay?” He stepped toward her slowly and reached out; his fingers brushed her skin. He sat down beside her, the bed creaking slightly beneath his weight, and he let his hand remain there, warmly covering hers. 
“Yeah, I just…” It was impossible to put into words what she was feeling. She was tired more often than she used to be, and in the back of her mind Genevieve knew her restless nights and the gall of haunted dreams were the likeliest source of blame. But how could she tell anyone without sounding like a fool? She turned her hand slightly, just enough so she could take hold of his and squeeze it. “I haven’t been sleeping well. Bad dreams, I guess.” 
A coy grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Well, this is strange.” 
“What? That I can’t sleep or that I remember my dreams better than you?” Genevieve allowed herself a laugh, just a little thing that barely escaped her lips. But as they sat beside one another on the edge of her bed, she felt the warmth of his hand in hers and squeezed it one more time. Through his touch, as simple as it was, she was aware that he wanted nothing more than to ease her worry, and it was enough to make her smile, the truly genuine kind so rare for her these days. 
“No,” he said simply. “I mean, usually you’re the one comforting me. I don’t have much practice with this sort of thing.” 
“You’re doing just fine,” she reassured him, finding comfort in his awkwardness. There was a stab of guilt, too, at the idea of sharing the strange and frightening things that visited her when she slept. It was her burden to carry, she reasoned, and to bring him into such strangeness would be a selfish thing to do. When they first met, Matthew was a mess of insecurity, debilitated by a stammer and struggling to find even the simplest form of friendship. Around her he became a different person, as if all the struggles that held him back faded, allowing him to express the truest version of himself. She cared for him. That much was easy enough to face, and if she could spare him from the darker things, she would. “Do you ever wonder what you’ll do after high school?” 
“Whatever I can that will allow me to write. I don’t know really. I thought about film school for about a month. My mom thinks I’m just being silly… I guess she doesn’t see a future in it. Maybe she’s right, but I’d rather try at something big and fail than settle for something conventional.” 
“So, no business degree for you?” She tried hard not to giggle but failed. A laugh was one thing; he always took her good-natured teasing in stride, but whenever she giggled at something he said, he blushed. Her hand slipped away from his as she dragged her fingers up his arm to squeeze his shoulder warmly. 
“I don’t know about that. Can you see me going to work every day in a suit and tie? I sure can’t.” He brushed his hand across the front of his shirt and brought it up toward his collar, as if fastidiously adjusting a necktie that wasn’t there. She giggled again and he blushed, right on cue. 
“Well… maybe. You never know, you might look handsome.” 
While he smiled and fumbled over what to say, she rose and walked toward the painting, catching the cover flung behind the easel and pulling it down to hide the poignant, faceless form. For a second, she considered her friendship with the shy boy behind her. There were times when others assumed they were dating, or might desire to one day, but she knew the truth. He meant something else to her. He was, in a way, the brother she never had. 
“Sorry,” he said, glancing down at his phone. “Text from my mother. Looks like I need to get my brother from practice.” He didn’t look pleased at having to leave. “I guess I’ll catch you in school tomorrow?” he eventually said and watched her as she smiled. She was standing in the manner she often did, with her arms folded across her chest and her delicate hands stroking along them both. 
“Yeah… I’ll look for you after math.” A part of her wanted to say something else, something that might touch upon the friend they shared. But thinking of Tatiana in that moment made her blush. Her cheeks warming quickly. The chance slipped away, and when the next day came, it came with bullets, a flood of crimson, and a symphony of screams. 

      [image: ]In the nights that followed the murder of her beloved friend, sleep was even more difficult to come by, marred with painful imaginings of blood and tears, and a shocking crimson stain splattered against the dark. He was gone, leaving her with nothing more than the memory of who he was and the deep regret of what was lost. 
In her room this night, she couldn’t bear to look one more second at the painting of that woman. With a heavy breath, she turned to her desk instead and sat at it, with the sublime beauty of the Primavera above. She reached for the book, the mysterious object left in her care by the stranger who, once upon a time, meant her harm. The dam broke within, catching her by surprise as tears fell hot on her face, her pain splashing on the worn leather binding. There had to be an answer, something that would tell her why, if she truly saved a life that day, she could not spare his as well. 
Sitting in her sadness, she imagined that one night she might see Matthew in her dreams instead. She wanted to see his face and hear his voice again. She missed him, deeply, and in the most wrenching agonies of her grief she wished she had been strong enough to bring him back. 
 Perhaps tonight she would dream of something else, perhaps tonight she would dream of him and not the darker things. She knew her dreams would come again, but what exactly those dreams would bring she could not say. So, alone, she sat and cried and held the book, certain only that soon a storm would come… cold, dark, and without mercy. 

      [image: ]In a city far from the quiet and loneliness of Genevieve’s bedroom, two men sat in a roadside diner. The last rays of sun shattered across a sky marred with broken, wispy clouds, awash in a haze of gold and orange. The men had the appearance of normal travelers that might pass through this rough diner, as so many did. One sat with his back to the door, fussing over a plate of half-eaten eggs and overcooked bacon; the other nursed a cup of coffee as he let his gaze drift across the room. It was a shabby sight, with unpleasant beige walls and white floors that might have shone a decade or so ago, before age and wear dulled them to a greasy dinge. All about them was the smell of food, stale and greasy, the kind of aroma that tasted burnt and clung to clothing. 
“Well, Carson, or whatever you’re calling yourself now, this place ain’t much, not much at all,” he mused, looking at an old couple seated a few booths down, lost in idle chatter as a cute little blonde waitress flitted about the room. 
“Could be worse,” Carson replied, glancing distastefully at the forkful of bacon he held. “We could be back there, couldn’t we?” They held each other’s gaze, an understanding shared. That place was different. Something frightful worth forgetting. 
“And what about… him.” Carson heard the disgust, perhaps even a dash of fear in the other man’s voice. “The one with those dead grey eyes and that”—he gestured toward the right side of his face—“fucking ugly scar. Looked like someone took a knife to his face and went to town. Wasn’t he supposed to call?”
“That’s what the boss said.” Carson scowled; his dreams were tormented enough without the added help. The one with the scar was frightening on his own, but to imagine the other one… the one he simply referred to as the boss, that was the thought he couldn’t bear to face. “He promised he’d have a job for us, a special one. Guess we’ll find out soon enough.”
“I suppose I should be grateful. I mean… how many second chances does a man get? Especially like that.” As he spoke, he looked away from Carson, and both men sensed an oppressive gloom settling on them. The memory stirred something inside them both, something that was an awful lot like hate. 
“I’m not so sure I feel gratitude just yet. Everything comes with a cost. You think he’d spring us from a place like that out of the goodness of his heart?” Carson shook his head and chuckled. Then he grimaced and tossed the fork onto the plate and ran a hand through his shock of messy black hair. “Shit ain’t free, you best learn that now.”
“Yeah, well, after where we were, I’ll pay whatever damn price he wants.” 
There was a commotion at the door, a young couple arguing in an animated sort of way as they stumbled into the diner. She was plain but pretty, with brown hair that fell in bouncy curls to her shoulders, and he looked tired. There was a rugged handsomeness to his look, with a bit of light stubble on his face and a few hints of grey in a head of thick, unkempt hair. The man at the table regarded the couple, drawn to the sight of them, especially to him. 
“What are you gawking at?” Carson pushed the plate away and glanced over his shoulder. The young woman was a bit uneasy about something. He sneered. “Young love.” 
“Not much love there, not from him at least.” It was unsettling, but he could feel the tension between the couple, smell it, a peculiar sort of scent snaring his attention. In another life his eyes would have been reserved for her, such a lovely little thing, so timid and shy, the kind of woman who would endure whatever capricious mood a man might suffer. But now, he only had eyes for him. “You can feel it too, can’t ya? The anger. How often do you think he hits her when he’s heard enough of her blather? Oh, I’d say he’s struck her good a few times already, probably left a mark on her face when the mood was right.”
“You got a real knack for this shit.” Carson couldn’t deny it; he felt it too, something dark within the rugged stranger, something he could almost touch. “You think he’s got a gun?” Even as he posed the question, a voice in the back of his mind knew the answer, and the answer made him smile. 
“I wonder.” He stared at the couple, who were arguing in a way that was drawing more attention. The man’s voice rose sharply, and the cute little blonde waitress turned to the young woman with concern glimmering in her eyes. 
“I’ll be fine,” the woman said in a small, quiet voice. And the cute waitress gave a shrug with her small shoulders and backed away.
“Don’t you fucking ignore me!” The man grabbed his wife by the
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