
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Falling Dusk

 


Lost Guardians #1

 


Jennifer R. Povey

 


Smashwords Edition

 


Copyright 2016 Jennifer R. Povey

 



Table of Contents

Chapter One

Author's Note

Acknowledgements

About The Author


Chapter 1




"Stephen, that's a fashion failure," Anna
commented as her dweeb of a brother approached.

He shrugged. "It stands out, doesn't it? Can
you really say it's not sexy?"

She made an exaggerated eww face, "I'm your
sister!"

He laughed. "Yeah, and also the best judge of
fashion I know."

"Then you should listen when I tell you it's
a fiasco. Blondes with our coloring shouldn't wear pink.” She was
laughing, though. "You wore that deliberately, didn't you?"

"Who? Me?"

Anna punched his shoulder lightly. "I've
missed you. And I just had the perfect idea of where to eat. Just
don't go to Dupont in that shirt."

Stephen laughed again, following her across
the street. Dinner and a movie. No clubbing. Having just turned 21,
Anna was above all ages clubs, and she doubted Stephen, being
Stephen, had a fake ID.

The restaurant was comfort food and burgers,
an upscale diner with a roof garden. For once, they could even sit
outside, although the sky threatened rain. It was not too hot or
too cold. "It's so nice for once. Summer gets impossible."

"How do you handle this place?" Stephen
asked.

"I just do. Actually, I like it here.” She
smiled. "Sure, the climate sucks, but the culture makes up for it.
And besides, there's a lot of jobs here for marketing majors. All
of those lobbyists and PR people."

She was babbling.

Stephen made a face. "I've never understood
the marketing thing."

"That's because you don't read," she teased
back. "You play video games."

It was amazing how quickly they fell back
into old patterns, familiarity flowing between the two. She missed
him, she loved him, and she showed it by giving him a hard time.
She knew that, and she could no more change it than she could grow
wings and fly. That was what family was and what it meant.

She could have ordered for him, as usual. He
got a mushroom cheeseburger. He always did, whenever they were
available.

"So, anything interesting happening?"

Anna frowned. "Only the serial killer."

"Serial killer!" Stephen's voice rose in a
falsetto shriek.

"Don't worry, you're safe. Whoever it is is
only going after women and only..." Anna tailed off. "I don't think
we're in danger." Only on the solstices and equinoxes. It was fall
equinox... No. Things like that always happened to other
people.

"Let's go take in a movie," she said as they
finally finished eating.

The movie theater was down by the canal,
oddly tucked away. Had she not known where it was, it would be hard
to find. That didn't stop the theater being full of people who
laughed at all the right moments, the comforting familiarity of
people doing the expected. That was what romantic comedies were
good for. That sense of everything being well. If anyone cried, she
didn't notice.

It was dark when they came out, and cool, the
air carrying the crispness of fall. They walked along the canal.
She knew that was not smart, but she was drunk on the movie and
good food and her kid brother's presence.

Not surprising, then, that she failed to
realize they were being followed.

It started to rain as the two walked along
the towpath, not hard, but an unpleasant fine rain that went
straight through her clothes. Other than that, it was a peaceful,
pleasant night. The lamps that lit the path reflected in the slowly
flowing water. Graffiti on the wall that marked the far side was
barely visible, angles and patterns rather than words.

"We should go back to my place," Anna told
Stephen.

Stephen nodded. "Yeah. Let's get somewhere
dry."

That was when the man came down one of the
side streets. He stepped out in front of them. Anna moved to the
side, but he moved in the same direction. Something about it was
purposeful.

Oh heck, Anna thought. A mugger bold enough
to take on both of them? Or he could be perfectly innocent.

For a moment, it was a frozen tableau. Fear
grew within her. She tried to tell herself she was being paranoid,
that he was innocent, that... Then the fear took over, a deep
phobia with no reason for it. She turned to run.

And slammed into the ground. The weight on
her knocked all of the stuffing out of her, the air rushing from
her lungs. She tried to scramble to one side, but she couldn't
shift that weight. As if she was a rag doll, she was turned over,
and came face to face with something that was no longer a man.

If it ever had been. She screamed, unable to
hold it back, as she faced the visage of fangs and horns and ears
that spoke to her deep primordial self with one word. Demon.

Stephen yelled in rage, she recognized his
voice, but she couldn't breathe. Then he surged in, knocking her
assailant away, to one side, giving her that moment to scramble to
her feet. Her hands went to her midsection, seeking injury, fingers
running through the rags that had been her clothes.

Stephen shoved the thing aside, and now it
rounded on him. It snarled words in some language she did not know.
Then the claws slashed into Stephen's form, gutting him as neatly
as a butcher preparing a calf.

His scream was the worst sound she ever
heard, and then he fell backwards into the waters of the canal,
landing with a splash that almost made her scream again, a crimson
tide rising where he had fallen.

The monster turned back to her. "No," she
whispered, knowing what it was about to do. "You didn't have to
kill him."

He gave his life for her, and she didn't even
have the strength, the energy, to flee. To make his sacrifice
anything but meaningless blood and pain. She could not even find it
within her to try jumping into the canal.

Her own words and thoughts echoed. You didn't
have to...have to... Her mind was frozen; her body was not
answering her commands. That dreadful fear washed over her again,
mingled with very real horror. Bile rose in her mouth.

She was going to die some kind of unpleasant,
agonizing death, and her feet would not run, would not carry her
away.

Phut. Phut.

Two odd sounds, alien. The creature suddenly
turned, startled, and then it too started to fall into the
canal.

Before it hit the water, though, it
dissipated into dust and darkness.

She gasped. "What?"

"Enchanted bullets," came an incredibly calm,
male voice.

Slowly, she turned. The gunman seemed to be
maybe thirty. He was a slender, delicate man, light skin
contrasting with dark hair. Every detail stood out, time slowed.
The gun vanished into his heavy coat as he regarded her.

"Who are you? And where were you five minutes
ago?” He was a target for her anger, for a moment. Then everything
hit her and she collapsed, shaking, to the ground.

Looking up, she saw the stranger dive into
the canal, and blurred moments later, re-emerge, towing what was
left of her brother with him. He set him down on the towpath. "Too
late, curses."

She could not even move. Then she lost
consciousness, drifting away into something that was not quite
sleep.




Chapter 2

 


When Anna finally came round, she did not
know where she was. She saw only a blur, but every time she
blinked, it became clearer, resolving into a hospital treatment
room. She didn't feel as if she was injured, but her mind seemed to
drift before settling. Something bad happened, but she couldn't
remember it.

She tapped on a call button by her bed. A
middle aged, plump, black nurse who looked more like the cook at a
greasy spoon came through the curtains. "How are you feeling?"

"Strange," Anna admitted. "How did I get
here?"

"Not sure...apparently, some guy dropped you
off in the ER and then split."

"Stephen?" she asked automatically. Then the
nightmare vision of her brother torn apart and bleeding flowed into
her mind. Gods. Stephen...

"He didn't give a name. He didn't say what
happened, so we've been waiting for you to wake up."

Her head, she realized, was throbbing, it
started slowly and built up speed and intensity. "I...somebody
attacked me and my brother. I think I fainted."

The nurse glanced at her chart. "Slight
bruises, elevated blood alcohol level, but not enough to make you
drunk."

She remembered Stephen falling into the
canal. Remembered the creepy stranger pulling him out. "Did...did
anyone bring in a body last night?"

"A body?" The nurse furrowed her brow, then
shook her head. "No, dear."

A doctor came in a few moments later.
"There's nothing wrong with you other than a few bruises, but you
didn't get them in a fall."

Anna didn't have the presence of mind to lie.
"I was...we were..."

"It's okay. We suspected that. The police are
here. Will you?"

Talk to them, he meant. The image of the
monster drifted into her head. If she told them about that, the
nice men with the white coats would come for her for sure. With
this headache, though... "Can I have an aspirin first?"

He disappeared, came back with a pill and a
glass of water. "Tylenol do?"

She gulped it down, but it took a while for
the headache to fade.

The detective who came in did not look like
one. Too slender. She didn't look like she could take down thugs.
She also seemed to be relaxed, but professional.

"So, what happened?"

She couldn't talk about the monster. But the
tylenol was clearing her head and she had her story together, such
as it was. "We were walking back to the Metro from the movie
theatre in Georgetown, along the towpath.”

"We?" the cop prompted.

"Me and Stephen. My brother. He
was...visiting from home. She paused. "Guy jumped me, or tried to.
Stephen pulled him off and he stabbed him...I mean, the mugger
stabbed Stephen. Sort of."

"You don't sort of stab somebody..."

"He had those claw blade things. Like that
comic book character." She couldn't remember his name.

The cop frowned, her face forming creases
around her eyes and across her forehead. "What happened then?"

"I don't really remember. I remember a splash
and then...gunshots. I'm guessing somebody shot at the attacker,
but then I passed out." The edited truth, to have them at least
think her sane. Maybe she should have lied, not mentioned the
attack at all, but the doctor had known. From the pattern of her
bruises.

"Where's your brother now?"

Anna saw Stephen fall into the canal again,
remembered that terrible scream. She managed to shake her head, but
that was all, her voice stolen by the memory.

"We'll find him," the cop said, gently.

"I think he's dead."

"Well, we'll check the morgue. But don't give
up hope."

They released her a couple of hours later,
promising to call if Stephen showed up.

She stepped out into bright daylight that
seemed to almost burn her eyes. Blinking against it, she pulled
more of her thoughts together.

Who was the guy? Why had he not turned
Stephen over to the hospital as well? She could remember his face
with surprising clarity.

Angular, almost feminine, clean shaven. Dark
hair, almost black, pale skin, brown eyes. Gothic. His eyes,
though...

Anna did not have the training to identify
eyes that had seen too much, but the emotional reaction was there.
She never wanted to see those eyes again. She also wanted to look
into them forever.

Savior syndrome, she told herself. He was
attractive because he had saved her life, no other reason.

The police did not call that day. Or the
next.

By the third day, Anna took initiative. She
called every hospital in the city herself, and half of the ones out
in the suburbs to boot.

None of them had Stephen. She skipped class.
She avoided explaining the situation to anyone. But he was nowhere
to be found. She called his cell, too, wondering if she
hallucinated the entire thing.

Voice mail.

She called the hotel he had been staying at.
Asked if he had come back. They wouldn't tell her, so she went over
there, hoping she could convince them in the flesh.

An hour later she was standing in the lobby.
She had her driver's license, she had the same last name, she had
the sob story ready. It wasn't even false. She was on the verge of
tears, fought them back. Kept them down. It was one of those
inexpensive hotels that sort of fell between decent and crummy.
Given how broke Stephen was, it approached the latter.

The room he had been staying in was small.
They did not leave her alone in it. They trusted her only so
far.

It was pathologically neat. He had not even
unpacked. Had he vanished voluntarily, too, he would not have left
the things he left. Including his diary.

She smuggled that out past them easily
enough.

She took it home, perhaps the one thing she
would have of him. The last thing of his. It was beginning to feel
unreal. She was beginning to feel as if she was insane.

She was hoping she was insane. Back in her
small apartment, not that much larger than the hotel room, she
opened it.

The last thing of Stephen she had, and she
had to turn her head, not wanting to mar it with her tears. She
loved him. She would always love him, but he was gone. She would
never order dinner for him again.

Never tease him about his fashion sense or
his troubles with girls. Never...

He'd written in it two days before his death,
written about the trip. About how much he wanted to see her again,
about how she was an adult now, his big sister. She turned her head
again, the tears claiming her. Nothing sinister there, no clues,
but how could there be? She turned back towards it.

A memory surfaced with the suddenness of a
shark and bit her.



 



Chapter 3

 


It had been her 21st birthday. Just 21, ready
to start drinking. Ready to be an adult. It, therefore, made
perfect sense that she would be rather smug as she walked into the
Starlight Club on M Street.

Being able to drink legally was a milestone,
after all. It made her feel as if she was finally grown up. Those
older would have disagreed, but that was the focus of her thoughts
as she walked to the bar and ordered a lager. Mixed drinks were
insanely expensive, far beyond a college student's budget. Beer,
she could afford.

She leaned against the bar, surveying the
crowd, her light, sandy hair flowing over her shoulders. To start
with, nobody paid her a second glance. Not there, not in a room
full of fit young men and beautiful women.

That did not, however, last long. The man who
came up to her had not been drinking beer. His breath smelled of
something stronger. "Hey, girl," he said, sounding not at all like
the song.

"Hey," she said warily, assessing him. No,
she did not want to be picked up by that guy. Or any guy, really.
After college would be time enough. Time enough to date and mate
and have babies. Right now, she just wanted the music and the
dancing.

"Want to dance?" he asked.

She might have said yes, but as he spoke, his
hand drifted onto her thigh. Gently, but firmly, she removed it.
"Not right now."

"Oh, come on, what else are you here
for?"

He tried to grab her hand, she pulled away.
The beat of the music was a counter-rhythm to a dance she was
definitely not in the mood for. She was glad she was sober.

Instead of leaving her alone, though, he
stepped closer and attempted to plant an alcoholic kiss on her
lips.

She did the first thing that came into her
head. She spilled her beer on him. He yelped and backed off as it
landed mostly on the sensitive parts of his anatomy, soaking his
trousers. After a moment, he fled to the men's room.

Without a word, the barkeep handed her
another beer. He did not expect payment. Her mood, though, was
soured. She finished it and then stepped out into the night. Did
she find another club?

No, she decided, she went home. Home was
safe, home was secure. Home held no crazy drunks who probably had
AIDS or herpes or something.

As she walked towards the Metro station, she
thought she heard a scream behind her. She stopped, turned. She
could walk along on the other side. She should. But something
prevented her from doing so.

Slowly, she returned, to see a group of
people in an alleyway behind the club. A woman lay in a pool of her
own blood, blonde hair spread around her head.

All Anna could think was it could have been
her. She threw up in the alleyway and then fled.

Only now did she recall that it had been the
spring equinox. And this? This had been the fall equinox.



 



Chapter 4

 


Tanya Lark. Tanya warned her. An interesting
person, Tanya, with an interest in old gods and old ideas. And new
ones. But she was a good friend, even if she was a little
strange.

She remembered the warning clearly. After the
summer equinox.

After the second of the brutal killings, the
second time somebody had been torn apart. At least this time she
had been nowhere near. But Tanya Lark. Tanya was a witch. Their
conversation came clear into her mind.

"He seems to have a thing for solstices and
equinoxes. At least this time I was nowhere near."

Had she been that close again, she might have
fled town screaming. It might even have been the best thing to do.
"Stay in on the fall equinox," Tanya suggested.

"He's not...I mean...wiccans don't do
stuff...."

"It's not part of our religion, but I can't
say he isn't wiccan. Bad apples show up everywhere."

She was so manifestly right Anna just sighed
and slumped onto her futon. "I'll stay in."

"Promise?"

Anna paused. "I'd rather not actually
promise. They might catch him between now and then.
Or...something." She did not like making promises. It often seemed
to result in something happening to ensure she could not keep
them.

"I'd be more comfortable if you did." Tanya
worried her lower lip.

"Lightning, same place?" Anna suspected
Tanya's worry came as much from the fact that the other woman was
more than a little in love with her as from anything rational.

"It does happen, Anna. Will you at least
promise you won't go off with any strange men?"

"I don't do that. Did I tell you about the
guy..." She changed the subject, a vain and desperate attempt to
reassure Tanya. She was still not quite sure why she did not
promise. If she had, if she promised and kept it, Stephen would be
alive.

She steeled herself, and dialed Tanya's cell.
It was turned off, so she tried her apartment.

Tanya's roommate, Robyn, was the only one
there. Tanya had gone to some joint out in Arlington. The roommate
was able to give her the address.

Anna made herself presentable and then took
the metro south to Crystal City. The joint was one of those vague
American attempts at a pub which, an English exchange student had
once told her, never really worked.

She slipped inside and winced at the sound
from the televisions. Some kind of game. She paid it as little
attention as she could.

She was developing an odd reluctance to talk
about this on the phone.

There she was. The short, brunette woman was
sitting at a corner table on her own. Anna wandered over.

"Anna, I didn't..." Then Tanya seemed to
catch her mood. Her bright greeting sobered and she pushed out the
chair with a foot. "Are you alright?"

"I should have listened to you," Anna said
softly, "It was a monster, and it killed Stephen, and somebody
stole his body, and...” And she broke down, right there in public.
Three days of shell shattered in an instant and she wept.

Tanya slid her seat around the table and held
her, letting her rest her head on her shoulder. "The police?"

"They won't find the killer. He's dead," Anna
managed, a whisper. "The other guy killed him."

"And took Stephen's body?"

"Dumped me in the Georgetown ER and vanished.
I can't find Stephen, neither can the cops, but this guy pulled him
out of the canal."

"Why would he do that? Take the body, that
is."

Anna opened her mouth to explain the killer
was not human, then closed it again. She could not expect even
Tanya to believe her. "I need to find this guy."

Tanya mused, "Could try a private
investigator. 'Course, finding a guy on your memory and a hospital
receptionist's without even a name..."

"Pretty much impossible. I'd know him
anywhere, though.” She tailed off. An idea had come to her, but it
was one that came out of a cheap thriller. It too, she did not
voice to Tanya.

"We'll find Stephen," Tanya promised.

She shook her head. "No, I will. All I need
is to know why you warned me."

"I hate to say it, but it was nothing more
than a hunch."

That did not help. The drink Tanya pushed
towards her, however, did.




Chapter 5

 


Anna was an idiot. At least, that was what
she had become convinced of. On the other hand?

For a long time, Stephen had been all she had
had, since their parents died. She missed him since she had gone to
one college and then he, two years later, to another. He lived with
a friend in the interim.

She could not bear to think of him being
mistreated, somehow, even if he was dead. Could not face the
prospect of somebody mutilating his body, or cremating him without
some kind of rites.

Sure, nobody could hurt him more. But they
could sure as heck hurt her.

Which was why she was desperately trying to
find Creepy Guy. And she did not want to solicit the help of the
police.

He saved her life, but he had done it with a
gun. Guns were illegal in the District, they'd have to arrest him
if they found him.

That also limited her options. She was afraid
to hire a private investigator, and had no clue, in any case, how
one went about such. Outside of movies, and those always seemed to
start with the client walking into the detective's office.

Nobody ever explained how you found one in
the first place. She even resorted to putting a classified ad in
the paper, one designed to try and get Creepy's attention.

God. If she at least had a first name, it
would be easy. As it was, she resorted to a veiled description of
the incident.

That was her first mistake.

Her second mistake was, of course, to go out
after dark alone.

See, when one tries to get attention in
strange ways, sometimes one gets the wrong kind of attention.

She had gone to a free concert on the Mall.
Home was close enough she decided to walk.

She should have taken a cab. The block was
all but empty when somebody tapped her on the shoulder.

She turned to face the most beautiful woman
she'd ever seen in her life. Cliché, yes, but it fit. In fact, as
straight as she was, she wasn't sure she wouldn't go lesbian for
the being that faced her.

"Anna Mackenzie. Go home."

For some reason, she didn't question why the
woman knew her name. "Why?"

"Because you're meddling with things you
don't understand, and once you cross the line, you'll never go
back. There's no escape from our world.” The voice was a contrast
to the appearance. It was harsh and rough, as if to ensure there
was some imperfection. As if to keep her from being a Barbie
Doll.

"I'm not giving up until I find him."

The woman laughed. "You're a foolish child,
Anna."

Anna disagreed. "I'm a grown woman.” She
began to feel anger rising within her.

The woman sought her eyes. When they met, she
found herself unable to move, her irritation fading away. She was
paralyzed and deep within her, she felt the stirrings of primordial
terror.

The gaze was broken. "A demonstration, Anna.
Go home, now. Don't seek him out. Don't put out any more stupid
ads. Forget any of this ever happened."

"I won't forget my brother.” She was
terrified, but defiant. Or maybe just plain stupid. Or maybe she
had a strength she didn't know. A combination of factors, most
likely.

"Then you will die."

She broke and ran, her feet pounding along
the street. Suddenly, the woman was ahead of her.

Anna had never been a religious person. She
hated church, she believed in no god. She prayed then, though. It
did not work, perhaps because there was no faith to strengthen it.
So, instead, she lifted her hand to slap the perfect face.

The woman stepped back, avoiding the blow
with contemptuous ease. "You really think you can harm me, Anna
Mackenzie?"

She was going to die for real this time.
Then, perhaps, her prayers were answered.

Two Hispanic gangsters on motorcycles turned
onto the block. The woman seemed to fade into the shadows. "Soon,"
she promised Anna, and then...vanished.

At least, Anna could not see her any more.
She fled, not even slowing down until she was in her studio and the
door locked, deadlocked and a chair pushed up against the inside of
it.

Maybe she should get out of town.

No sooner had she got the door secured than
her phone rang. Not her cell. Her landline, which she almost never
used and was not even sure she had given to anyone lately. Except
him. Except for making it easy for him to find it. Or, from what
she'd seen, anyone else with half a brain. She was an idiot.

She stared at it for three entire rings. She
was convinced when she picked it up, she would hear that rasping
voice. Finally she did. "Anna.” She didn't identify herself
further.

"Get out of town.” It wasn't the rasping
voice. It took her a moment to place it, a moment that took her
back to the night and the canal and the blood. Creepy Guy.

"I'm not going anywhere without an
explanation."

"Then for the sake of whatever deity you
happen to believe in, stay put.” He hung up.

She had no intention of going anywhere. She
was breathing hard.

Such a fool. That bitch would never have
found her if she hadn't put that ad in the paper, hadn't made it
easy for friend and enemy alike. And whatever was going on? Only
she knew it. She and creepy guy. Was she losing her mind? But no,
that woman had found her and she had been real, real not a
hallucination. Even in her ridiculous perfection, her
sensuality...but then, wouldn't a hallucination be sexy? Wouldn't
she hallucinate something like that rather than, say, a dumpy woman
with a shopping bag on one shoulder. And even if it was real, that
didn't mean she wasn't going crazy. She had every right to be a
little bit crazy right now, every right to hallucinate, and perhaps
she really had seen a man with claw hands or clawed knuckle
busters.

Perhaps she had gone crazy that night and
everything since was behind that veil of unreality.

Her head pounded, a headache both physical
and mental. She was alive, and at some levels that was all that
mattered. At others...

She sat on the futon, shaking, trying to get
her breathing and heartbeat back to normal. No, she was not leaving
without information. Ideally, she was not leaving without Stephen's
body.

The guy wouldn't have pulled him out of the
canal just to dump him into the Potomac, surely. She entertained
the crazy fantasy that he was, or knew, some kind of spiritual
healer. That Stephen was alive, recovering in some hidden safe
house. It felt entirely untrue, but she could not chase away the
bizarre sense of hope.

She did the best she could, however. Hope was
far too cruel a thing to cherish and honor. Stephen was dead. Then
there was a bang at her door.

She peeked through the peephole. After this,
she was going to get her number unlisted. Just in case anyone else
involved had seen that ad.

It was him. The delicate features, the
near-black hair, the eyes she could not quite meet. She opened the
door, but slowly. "I shouldn't let you in here."

"I won't kill, maim, or rape you.” His eyes
lingered on her. "'Course, if you want..."

She'd never been propositioned quite so
bluntly. It made her respond at a similar level, a tingling in her
groin in response to his words and appearance. She could not help
but have her own eyes linger, but her words were brusque. "I don't
sleep with guys I've only just met."

"Sensible," he said, coming in the rest of
the way, taking in the room. "I get that you want an explanation,
but you're really better off walking away. Leave town, keep your
head down for a bit."

"Where's Stephen?" she snapped at him. She
was glad he was here, because she wanted answers. She resented him.
She should hate him. She couldn't, she couldn't look away. How
could she be thinking about him in this way, right now? Was it true
what they said about savior syndrome? Or was it just that physical
danger and physical stress really did make people horny?

He looked, for a moment, as if he actually
felt a twinge of guilt. "I can't let the police get their hands on
him."

"I told them it was some guy with hand
claws."

There was a long pause. "You lied to the
police. Why?"

"I doubt they'd have believed there was a
demon in Georgetown."

"It wasn't a demon."

"Whatever," she said, finally turning to
fully face him. Her anger was rising, but it mingled with something
else, something that kept her from hitting him, kept her from
really wanting to hurt him. She wasn't sure what it was.
Attraction? Maybe, but not quite like any she'd felt before. "It
wasn't human."

"And you remember it.” He didn't sound
surprised, upset, or angry. Just faintly thoughtful.

"Why wouldn't I?"

"'Cause most people rationalize this kind of
shit away.” He stepped over to her window. "Most people would have
decided it was a guy wearing hand claws."

Anna frowned. "Okay, so I'm not most people.
I still want my brother's body. I have a fucking right to it."
She'd considered that it really was a guy wearing hand claws. Faced
with him again, though, it felt too real, all of it. Solid.

He didn't even flinch at her language.
Instead, he studied her. "If I give it to you, will you get out of
town."

There was a long moment of hesitation, and
then she nodded. "Alright. I still want to know what that thing
was."

"That thing? It was a gargoyle."

"Oh."

"They're a kind of fae, work as minions and
lackeys for more powerful..."

She cut him off with a lifted hand. "I don't
want to know. I really don't. I don't want anything more to do with
any of this. I just want my brother's body and then I'll take it
and go."

"The cops won't let you have it back for a
long time."

"Fine. At least then I'd know where it was,
we'd know, we'd fucking know for sure he was dead."

He closed his eyes for a moment, then turned
away. "Your funeral."

"No. His."




Chapter 6

 


A day later, Stephen's body showed up. It was
even more badly mauled. The bastard had done something to disguise
the claw marks.

Gargoyles were statues, and that guy was a
nutjob. The more she thought about it, the more it seemed that none
of it was real. None of it happened. She knew Stephen would want to
be buried back in Illinois. But the police would not let her take
the body. Not until the investigation was over. However long that
would be. It could be months. He could be in the freezer for...but
at least she knew now. At least she'd seen and she could let go of
foolish hopes. And go home. Going home, even if she couldn't take
anything but her words and a picture with her to her family, would
help. It would let everyone have a chance to grieve, to mourn
together, to start to move on. Not enough closure, but some. A
little. The police hadn't wanted her to go. Not to start with.
Perhaps they had read how upset she was. Perhaps they simply
couldn't come up with a motive, had pushed her down on the list
because why, why, why would she do such a thing? They told her she
could go, but they wanted to know where, to know contact
information. To know who she was staying with. To know how to find
her if they had more questions.

It would also get her out of town for a few
days. Would that be enough to let this blow over?

She sat in the plane as it rumbled towards
the takeoff. The passenger next to her had already had to be told
several times by the air hostess to close and stow his laptop.

At least it wasn't a screaming kid. Or
somebody who would insist on making conversation when it was the
last thing she wanted.

Somehow, she felt even less safe once the
plane was in the air. A certain paranoia had taken over. Her fellow
passengers all seemed to be normal enough. No weird eyes, no claws,
no exceptional beauties.

It was all a bad dream, she told herself. Her
mind inventing some kind of fantasy to deflect the reality that
Stephen had been murdered in front of her.

She'd brought a novel with her to read. She
opened it once they were airborne, ignoring Laptop Guy as if he was
not there.

It was a romance. She knew and trusted the
author. Safe escapism. The images of the story to replace those she
saw when she closed her eyes.

She needed a shrink. Hell, maybe she needed
pills. Maybe she really did need to go away quietly with the nice
men in the white coats.

Maybe she had PTSD. Did that cause
hallucinations and paranoia? She wasn't sure. Then she turned a
page and the author introduced a character called Stephen.

It was too much. She cried the rest of the
way to Chicago. Laptop guy offered her a handkerchief. A wordless
understanding between strangers; it surprised her. He had not
seemed the type.

She was safe. She knew that as soon as the
tires touched down at O'Hare.

She carried a bubble of safety with her off
the plane, down the jetway. There was no other family to help.

There was only Uncle Larry. He was not her
uncle at all but, perhaps, might as well have been, the help he had
given over the years.

He took in her tear-streaked face
immediately, and hustled her out of the terminal. Embarrassment
mingled with grief and fear, to be seen in public in such a
state.

"What happened?" he asked once he had her to
the car. "When is he coming home?"

"A crazed serial killer slashed him to pieces
in front of me," she said, flatly. Delivering, for the moment, only
the facts, or she would have broken down again and been unable to
speak.

"God, Anna. These things happen to other
people." Larry was too shocked, now, to be any comfort.

He was a good man, a small town man. He had
been into Chicago only a few times, and then almost always only to
the airport.

She knew he had never faced evil, that he was
one of the lucky ones. She had lost all of her remaining
innocence.

A gargoyle. The creepy guy's tone and voice,
him in her apartment. Her knowing he had an illegal gun.

Knowing he could have chosen to use it on
her, but he hadn't. He just warned her to get out of town.

Were him and the weird woman working
together? Why had he not even given her a name?

She hoped she would never find out. She never
wanted to go back to Washington.

She just wanted to go home.

* * * *

Home had changed and not changed. The town
was smaller, people drained out of it to the jobs and the cities.
The store on the corner that had the spectacular tin roof was being
restored.

They were apparently talking about turning it
into an art gallery. Farmers mingled with retired people from
Chicago. People who did not want to go to Florida or Arizona, yet
needed to escape the city.

It was Saturday and a three stall excuse for
a farmer's market lined the square next to the war memorial. Anna
stopped and bought chocolate chip oatmeal cookies. They tasted like
the ones her grandmother had made.

Maybe the same recipe, traded over coffee
after church many years before. Anna could not remember the last
time she stepped inside a church.

'Enchanted bullets'. The creepy guy's voice.
She shook her head. Stephen was enough of a ghost to haunt her. She
did not need to be pursued by the living. She certainly didn't need
to fall for the guy. If that was what was happening. Except she
also wanted him to find her, wanted him and his illegal gun to keep
her safe. Something about him felt like an anchor point, or like he
held the keystone to all of it. She knew she would be better off
going to Tanya, the witch. She believed in that power now.

She was not sure the attraction she felt was
sexual, per se. It was almost more a connection, a similarity.

It was because he saved her life. And because
she could never forgive him for not getting there in time to save
Stephen's. Somehow, she knew he would not have hesitated, that he
had simply been...too late.

She saw a figure standing under the trees by
the memorial. For a moment, she was convinced it was him, knowing
it could not be. He was in Washington. He was hundreds of miles
away.

He was not There. Part of her was not even
sure he was real, let alone present.

Part of her felt trapped in a nightmare from
which she could not wake up, like some hideous false awakening. She
would wake up, and call Stephen, and hear his voice and his
laugh.

The cookies became dry ashes in her mouth.
The sun ducked behind a cloud, casting the entire square into
shadow.

Suddenly, everything seemed drab and small
and tawdry. Her memories of it grew large in comparison. The ice
cream parlor. The drive-in outside of town.

Her steps, almost unwilling, took her to
where the parlor had been. It was a Subway now, and precisely one
customer waited for a sandwich. He must have been seventy.

She remembered laughter, and her first kiss
on the green. It seemed unreal now, as if it never happened.
Stephen teasing her about her abysmal luck with boys and then her
turning the tables as they aged.

Gods. Stephen.

She stood staring at the places where she had
been, and was reminded keenly of how she could not go back to
childhood.

A crow called, and she jumped, and everything
was just as it was. A faded town, a dying Main Street. The debris
of small town America. Her reflection in the window, her face so
pale and wan her grandmother would have reached and pinched it.
"Your cheeks need color."

What she needed was a drink. The town was all
but dry, though, but she had to wonder if Uncle Larry had any
moonshine.

He always had. He'd let her try a sip when
she was too young. She'd seen double for days.

The place was a maze, a labyrinth of
memories, but as she walked back to the square she could have sworn
she saw the man again.

Watching her.

* * * *

They could not have a funeral, not yet.
Instead, they stood in the cemetery on the hill, by the family
plot. Where he would lie once they got him back. Where she would,
one day, or her ashes. He had said not to burn him. She thought
cremation better. Cleaner. But not this, this memorial with no
body, no Stephen. The knowledge they would have to do this all
again, but the need to do it now. This should not have happened for
years, for decades, forever.

Anna stood there in the black dress she
bought a year ago and hoped never to need. The wind whipped the
unfamiliar skirt around her legs. She found she had no more
tears.

She turned and walked away almost before it
was finished, stepping across the field.

The blasted crow was back, or a different
one, perched on a tree not far away. "You can't have him either.
They can't keep him. You can't have him," she told the bird.

Caw, caw, caw, it said in return, then spread
midnight wings and lifted off into the graying skies. Her eyes
followed it, even as the rain started, fat drops that had not quite
graduated into hail.

She had to get indoors before the storm hit.
She ran for Larry's car, then tripped and fell flat on her face on
the grass. Cursing her shoes, she stood.

The storm was in the west, approaching. It
sent forks of lighting down towards the ground. Too late in the
year for twisters, she thought, hoped. Maybe Mother Nature was
grieving with her.

Either way, the practical concern of getting
out of the rain before she turned into a drowned rat took over. She
made it to the car, climbed in, dripping on floor and upholstery.
"Gah."

"I think that one decided to chase us," Larry
said ruefully from the driver's seat.

"At least it didn't join the party," she
said, and then fell back into the seat. "I think I'm going
insane."

"Oh?"

A pause, "I keep thinking this nut job I met
in Washington is around. Keep seeing him. Probably a ringer."

"Or somebody your mind is shifting to look
like him when they don't, really, that much."

She was grateful for the rational
explanation. That had to be it. Yet, as Larry started to drive off
from the rain, she thought she saw the man again.

She hoped it was a ringer. If she was
hallucinating that badly, any doctor worth his salt would bring her
in for observation. The thought terrified her. Madness, she had
always feared.

So, she would not tell a doctor. Not unless
it persisted. But what if she needed to?

Larry put the brakes on. The car skidded
sideways.

There was a little girl standing in the road.
She ran off, and Anna's eyes followed her, looking for the mother.
She saw no one, and frowned. Paranoid.

Except the little girl, oddly, reminded her
of the woman she had seen, even though they looked nothing alike.
She knew she was transferring. She should tell the police about the
threats.

Would, as soon as she got back. She had not
promised the creepy guy she would stay out of town. She did
not want to go back. She knew she would never have closure if she
did.

Except, she was not sure whether she was safe
back there. Or was she safe anywhere?




Chapter Seven

 


The next day she stood on the hill
overlooking the tree where the eagles had nested for years. There
was no sign, currently, of the great birds. Now, at least, she was
not hallucinating, not uncertain, not feeling as if she was losing
her mind.

Just cold and lonely and miserable. Those
were feelings she could deal with. That was how she was supposed to
feel. She was supposed to think of things and want to tell Stephen
and then remember like a jolt.

All straight from the psychology textbooks.
Comforting, to know grief followed a pattern the same as so many
other things. Grief and love were normal, even murder was.

Seeing demonic things when she closed her
eyes, that was not. She was still afraid to tell a doctor about it,
though.

She would forget any of it had ever happened,
honor Stephen's memory and sacrifice, and move on with her life.
She was on the edge of turning that into a vow when she heard
footsteps.

"Hey, Larry," she said without turning
around. Who else could it be, here? Well, one of the neighbors,
maybe.

Silence.

Okay, so it wasn't one of the neighbors. She
turned. It was the little girl.

"You're lost," Anna said, softly.

"Not really," the girl commented. "You're
lost."

She couldn't help but laugh. "So, you're not
here to tell me to get out of town?"

"Just a reminder. Move on. Forget it," the
child said. She looked ten, she sounded
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