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      I have seen the depictions of my kind often enough. These symbolic-ridden images with a sword, scythe, or bow and arrow; sometimes a bony finger is apparently enough. Like I am poison. Such nonsense. If anything I am the consequence of poison. Ridiculous. Foolishness all of it. I don’t need a weapon for my true purpose. That implies there’s a fight. People might resist, but that’s futile. There’s no fight or war with me. I’m simply there. And yet… I did find myself walking through the darkened streets of Ashdale, my adopted home, ready to buy a gun.

      I had a specific purpose of course, and in this form I was, and I was loath to admit it, relegated to the need of such tools. So I had paid attention to my friend Olivia when she talked about her work in the police. Asked innocent questions and stored the tidbits of information in my memory until I learned how to reach out to the arms dealer that could provide me the necessary weapon to see my purpose come to fruition. It was amazing what people would let slip when they thought you took an innocent interest. The Ben Reed who had been born in the body I now steered through the silent streets of Curtain Fields, had been loved by his friends. They missed him and wanted him back, but that soul was gone forever. All they were left with was me, and I had none of his memories. In fact, I was still missing several of my own. In a moment of mortal danger and pure clarity I had merged completely with the human vessel, but it could not contain the vast knowledge I brought with me. That limitation had taken me some time to realize, but my true purpose had not escaped me. I had taken over the body for a reason. To bring an unruly and defying soul to its final transition; to The Last Step. I had not been able to do that in my former existence, limited as I must have been to do anything but what I was designed to do – to sever people’s life connections. But now… now I could act as I wished and see him through to The End. Prevent him from coming back. Then all would be in balance.

      It was late Sunday night and few people about. It was a residential neighborhood, and I suspected people were readying themselves for the workweek. Such a silly thing for me to know or care about. The darkness around me was illuminated by the lights from inside the buildings and the streetlights, but it was dark enough for me. This wasn’t the kind of errand one wanted to draw attention to. Not that I needed to worry too much. There were, thankfully, small residue traces of my true form that had survived my taking over a human body. As I walked in the cool night, I drew a protective shade around myself, making me hard to spot for the naked eye. It had become easy to do now, and I could perform what I saw as a trick with hardly a thought. Of course, that was what was needed as well. Little thought, but a detachedness of strong feelings to appear out of focus.

      And that was how I lost control of the shade as well. A furry, gray dog came running across the street. I lost sight of it between two parked cars before it shot toward me and then veered off like most creatures did when I was obscured like that. But it wasn’t the dog that did it. A sensation came over me and made me stop dead in my tracks. A sense of something familiar. I had a distinct feeling I was in the presence of someone I knew. It was an elated feeling that created a flurry in my stomach. I drew breath and glanced around in anticipation as the protective shade fell from my control. It startled the unsuspecting dog into a loud yelp as it skidded sideways and ran as fast as it could away from me.

      The high-pitched bark startled me in return, making me step back into a low fence and almost toppling into a hedge with stiff and scraping leaves.

      “Damn it!” I stopped moving. The Presence was still there. I wasn’t alone, but I wasn’t being paid any attention either. It’s hard to explain why or how I knew, but I did. I knew I had come across something important that wasn’t about me as such, though I felt a strong connection to it.

      I stepped away from the hedge and brushed leaves off my jacket as I took in the house next to me. Four stories high and white. There were lights on every floor, but not in every room. I walked back to a small gate that was closed, but not hard to get past if one was over five feet tall. A small brass sign hung on the left gate announcing that this was the Golden Embers Nursing Home.

      I glanced up at the building again. I could feel the Presence like I had before. It was this sensation of a pressure that always began at the nape of the neck and then moved up into the head. A tingling pressure. It wasn’t painful. It felt more like when a limb has been deprived of blood a little while and then it rushes back. Only it was more intense and attention-grabbing. I always had the feeling of recognition when it happened. Not déjà vu, although there might have been some of that as well. No, it was like I felt a part of myself that was shut out of this body, and that I longed to be part of again. It was an intense feeling of recognition and longing.

      And when I felt it, a death was always near.

      That was never in doubt.

      And as I stared at the house, I knew what would happen, and I knew someone, or something I belonged to, was in there.

      I didn’t think much more than that. I simply climbed over the gate and went to the front door.

      Which was locked.

      I sighed and realized I could not reach any floors above me. But light shone through a window on the ground floor to my left. I walked off the stone steps and onto grass as I made my way there without a sound.

      I had never been able to pinpoint exactly who would meet their demise when this warning came upon me. All I knew was that it would happen to someone in my immediate vicinity and within a short amount of time. So I was not overly surprised as I reached the window and saw inside a room where a dying old man lay in a bed.

      The window had been left ajar, a mere gap really, with a security lock on it, but it was enough for me to hear the slow and ragged breathing coming from the man. He lay on his back, arms at his side as if someone had placed him like that, not because it was comfortable. The room around him gave off a warm and soothing feeling with light yellow walls, paintings of the ocean, and soft chairs for visitors. There were vases with flowers on the table and knickknacks as well. Either he had family to care for him, or the staff had put them there for comfort.

      But it mattered little now as the man saw nothing of it. His lips moved a bit like he was trying to say something but I doubted he was conscious. His breathing was slow, but audible, though there were several seconds between each breath.

      It was late in the evening, and if he had anyone, they must have gone home for the night. But he wasn’t alone. Not truly.

      I could feel someone else there. The Presence. I knew it. It was someone I couldn’t reach. But I wanted to so much. It felt like this was my chance, but try as I might, I saw no one, heard nothing. Nothing except the old man.

      “Martha.”

      The name wheezed past his lips, barely audible. If a car had passed by, I wouldn’t have heard it.

      “Where are you?” I whispered as I gripped the windowsill, peering inside as if I could see any trace of the Presence. Perhaps it could cloak itself like me? Of course it could. That was why I could, wasn’t it? We had been the same once. But I wasn’t invisible. I was here. I was a physical being now. I closed my eyes and pressed my lips together a moment. I had made a choice. I’d become human for a reason. I needed to see it through.

      That didn’t erase the longing in me though. Or the doubt.

      “So… cold…”

      I opened my eyes again. The man had spoken, but there was no movement. His eyes were shut. Cold? Yes. The words stirred a weak memory in me. That would happen to the dying. When the end came in a slow manner like this, cold could spread through a body, starting with the feet and moving up.

      I couldn’t remember why though. Was it a fight? Or was it merely a resigned reaction from the body itself? I certainly didn’t think it was the former.

      A last exhale of air with a creaking noise left the man. The sensation in my head escaped me. He was gone. And so was the entity. It left me with a sadness I didn’t expect. It was like I had reached out a hand to someone I missed dearly and couldn’t reach before they were gone. I so longed for the days before I remembered anything. When it all had confused me more than anything. At least I hadn’t understood there was something to long for then.

      But I also knew this was my own doing. I had done this to myself and I had done it for a reason. That reason drew me back to reality. I needed to leave before a nurse came in to check on the old man. This wasn’t a place meant for companionship in the final step. It was withdrawn and secretive, and the man had, in a sense, died alone.

      I jumped the gate again and continued on toward my goal. A narrow street, hidden among the various residential streets of Curtain Fields. It was a nice and friendly place where no one suspected anything untoward happening. No, it seemed the big things happened behind closed doors here. I walked with renewed purpose. The sooner I could finish my task, the sooner I could leave. Truth be told, I still wasn’t sure I could. Even after I had merged with the body knowingly. The first time, when Old Ben had jumped from Central Bridge, it had, as far as I could remember, all happened so fast. A month ago, when Alex and his companions had tried to kill Peter and kidnap me, the decision to stay in the body had been more thought through. But I hadn’t attempted leaving it after that. Not when I now knew my purpose. Which meant that I had no idea if I could or if I was still trapped. Until Ward Winter did what he was supposed to, there was no point in me finding out. Unfortunately, Winter had given no indication he’d do the right thing. He was still breathing after all. No wonder I had seen Old Ben as a chance to do something.

      A cold wind hit me as I walked into the alleyway we had agreed upon. I saw a car in the darkness further ahead. As I came close enough to see that there was only one person there, waiting for me, I let the shade fade. It startled the man known as Barefoot John, but at least he didn’t scare easily. I didn’t particularly want to get shot. As I approached him, eager to get the deal done, he simply said: “You’re late.” It wasn’t like the old man back in the nursing home could have been rushed, but I guess people would hurry even death to save time and make money.
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      Night shifts were not something Rose reveled in, and she dreaded the next two to come. Staying up at night and sleeping in the day always left her with a distorted feeling afterward. It was like she couldn’t shake the drowsiness and confusion of her tired mind. Still, it had to be done. She took the stairs leading up to Ben’s apartment in easy strides, two steps at a time. Any physical activity before walking around on the hard linoleum-covered concrete floors while she began freezing in the wee hours, would do her good.

      It was late, but she’d left home early to stop by, and she’d seen from the street that there were lights on in his apartment. That was something that had changed after the accident. Ben had usually gone to bed early unless something special was happening. From what Rose had gathered, he didn’t follow any kind of pattern anymore. Not that that was the biggest change of course. If only.

      She stopped at the door, hand already in her jacket pocket, reaching for the key. They all had one. They’d made sure to have them made after Ben’s accident, to be able to be there to help. It was more polite to knock though when he was home, so she let the key be and did that.

      It didn’t take long before Ben appeared at the door. He looked healthier now than he had done for weeks after waking up in the hospital. For a while, he either hadn’t cared or wanted to take care of himself. And then there was the memory loss. It had struck her as both a safety measure against himself as well as a block in his mind. Ben hadn’t only not been himself, he didn’t remember much. Only small glimpses here and there. But after the attempted robbery in the apartment a month ago, something had clearly changed. As he opened the door for her, she saw that the shirt and jeans were not crinkly, that he had shaved and his blond hair had even been cut, though it was still a little less tight cropped than it used to be. His face was more vibrant as well, a little more expression in the blue eyes, and even some humor in his occasional smiles. It was like he was coming to from a deep sleep.

      If only that awakening could bring his memories back.

      Rose went inside as he opened the door for her, inviting her in with an air of hospitality she had missed those first days after the accident. He’d seemed to mind them all a little then, like he wanted to be alone. That hadn’t been possible of course. He’d been discharged from the hospital more because of his amnesia than anything else, but Rose hadn’t really trusted that he was no threat to himself. There had been a change there as well, much quicker than his general health. She now felt welcome around him; as did Walter and Peter. Maybe it had been the initial estrangement due to the amnesia. She wasn’t sure, but she was glad he’d come around. He might not remember their childhood, but Rose did. That was not something to discard despite hard times.

      “Coffee?” Ben asked with a look on his face that suggested he really wanted the excuse. Rose was about to decline as she glanced at her wristwatch, but then thought better of it. She didn’t want to mother him, they were the same age, and she also wanted the caffeine before her long night.

      “Sure. But I can’t stay long.” She was about to continue talking, but he went into the kitchen so fast she was left conversing with air. “Okay then,” she mumbled and followed him.

      “I actually came to ask you about Friday.” She stopped in the door-less kitchen entrance. Ben was at work with the coffee maker, the only electronic equipment he could master better than anyone. It was a puzzling memory loss that left someone without their memories and identity as well as with a lack of certain skills; in Ben’s case leaving him challenged in the technological department and with no clue regarding nutrition.

      “What about Friday?”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.” Another loss was his old punctuality. Now he got distracted and forgot appointments left and right.

      “What?” He halfway turned, finger ready to push the button. “Oh, the party.”

      “Yes, the party. You forgot.”

      “No, I didn’t,” he said and immediately contradicted himself as his cheeks flushed a little while he rubbed his neck. Then he touched his left cheek with a puzzled look like he couldn’t understand why they were warm.

      “Friday at eight. We want you there.”

      “I didn’t forget.”

      “You’re sticking with that, huh?”

      “Absolutely.” He pressed the button on the coffee maker and looked like a man who’d managed the feat of climbing Mount Everest without extra oxygen.

      He’d always been addicted to caffeine, but after the accident, it was like he’d been reset to zero with no inkling of how to deal with it. And of course, he’d overdone it. It could have been worse though, Rose mused as she waited for the coffee.

      “Is your mom coming?” he asked. Apparently, he’d picked up on that being a question over the last few weeks, but not the actual outcome.

      “No. She’s flying from Seoul for the wedding, and she stated that would have to be enough.”

      “I thought the engagement party would be a big thing?”

      Rose suppressed a laugh. She loved her mother, but she could be old-fashioned at times. “She said we’d been living in sin for so long now that it would be redundant.”

      Ben blinked. “Isn’t she divorced?”

      “Bingo! And that’s the real issue. She loves Walter, and she doesn’t want to see Dad.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “And then there’s some indignation because he lives over in Charlotte Bay and can see us more often than her. But she’s the one who decided to move back to Seoul, so she has little to argue with.”

      “Oh… I’m sorry?”

      Rose smiled and sighed at the same time at his confusion. He knew all this. Had lived it with them. He knew there was no bad blood between Rose and her mom, that things had actually been better after her parents didn’t live in close proximity to each other. That Peter’s mom Barbara had been a good addition to the family. How crushed they had all been when she died. He knew all this. He had known…

      “Where does Peter fit into all of this?”

      “Peter’s a good boy,” Rose said in her best impression of her mom. “Because as siblings we’re bound through life, and frankly speaking, it isn’t Peter’s fault who his father is… because then it would be mine as well. And even worse… her judgment would have been poor at one point.”

      Ben opened his mouth and then closed it, before finally speaking. “Can’t wait to meet her.”

      That made Rose laugh outright. “Don’t worry, Dad’s the only thorn in her side.”

      At that point, the whirring of the coffee maker became loud enough for Rose to retreat back into the living room. She checked her watch again, but she had a few minutes for a fresh cup of coffee. At least it was Sunday. Not so many drunk people in the ER then. Of course, there would be a few traffic accidents in the morning. There always were on Mondays.

      She was about to sit down in a soft chair when she noticed Ben’s dark blue jacket flung over the armrest. She stared for a moment. Surely she had to be wrong. But no, there, sticking out of one of the pockets… a handle. The handle of a gun. From what little she could see, and what little she knew of them, it was a revolver. A square protrusion could be seen in the pocket as well. A box of bullets?

      Rose stared in stunned silence. Heard Ben walk into the living room behind her. Smelled the deep scent of the coffee and couldn’t care less.

      “What’s this?” she demanded, knowing full well the answer to that question. That wasn’t what she was really asking.

      “What?” he said, mouth full of coffee as he’d stopped mid-walk to drink from one of the cups.

      “What’s this, Ben?” Rose pointed to the gun. As he noticed what she meant his whole demeanor changed. The friendly face reverted into the blank mask he’d worn after his accident; void of any interest in anything around him, except for a determination he did not share with anyone and confusion when he didn’t understand something. Now there was only the determination. She saw the marked structure of his face enhanced as the muscles in his jaw set. He glanced around and then put the coffee cups on the floor as she stood between him and the nearest table.

      “It’s a gun and nothing.” He walked closer.

      “Nothing?”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Rose was at a loss for words as she opened her mouth to speak and nothing came out. She lifted her hands to cover her mouth in her desperate shock.

      “Rose?” he said, voice tentative as he eyed her and positioned himself between her and the gun. She stepped back.

      “I thought you were doing better,” she managed at last.

      “What?”

      “I did. I really did. After the accident… Oh my God. Why are we even calling it that? It wasn’t an accident. They discharged you because you weren’t a danger to yourself. The amnesia, it made you forget.”

      “Rose, please calm down. It’s nothing.”

      “It isn't nothing!” she shouted, a well of hidden anger and fear bursting out of her. A cross between a screech and a meow sounded through the living room as the tabby cat, Mishka, sprang from the couch and raced into the kitchen. Rose hadn’t even noticed the striped little thing. A moment of guilt from scaring it surged through her, but a look at the annoyingly confused face in front of her buried it.

      “For crying out loud, Ben. You didn’t fall from that bridge. We’ve all been pretending everything’s fine. That everything’s going to be fine. It’s not, is it?”

      “Rose…”

      “You jumped!”

      “Listen—”

      “God damn it, Ben, you jumped.”

      “Um…”

      “We’ve been fooling ourselves this whole time. I can’t believe I was this stupid.” Rose ran her fingers through her short bob and felt tears threatening behind her eyes. “I thought your memory loss was the lesser of two evils. Turns out I was wrong. Seems forgetting doesn’t kill the compulsion.”

      “What?” Ben uttered for the umpteenth time. Then he glanced down at the gun and realization seemed to hit. “No. You’ve got this all wrong.”

      “Have I?”

      “Yes. Well, not the jumping part, I’ve pieced that together as well.” He actually gave a small wave with a hand as if discarding that monumental piece of information like it was nothing. Rose had to press her lips together so as not to explode in his face. “The gun’s not for that,” he added.

      “What’s it for then?”

      Ben frowned. “Um…”

      “Okay.” Rose fished her cell out of her jacket pocket. “I’m calling work and telling them I won’t be in. Then we’re gonna figure this⁠—”

      “No. Stop this.”

      Rose glanced up at his decisive tone.

      “Just stop it, Rose. Please. I know you mean well, but you’ve got it all wrong. The gun’s for…” She saw him glance around the apartment before his eyes rested on the two discarded coffee cups on the floor. “I guess I feel safer with it.”

      It took a moment for Rose to catch on, then she took in the same part of the floor as well. She’d heard about the break-in of course; some from Ben, but mostly from Peter. A man had been shot and killed. A woman had been hurt and a third man had escaped the police. She had listened to that harrowing tale and been so thankful Peter and Ben hadn’t been hurt. At least not physically.

      “That’s why you have it?” she asked after a moment of silence where he had watched her, waiting for her reaction.

      “Sure.”

      Rose didn’t like that choice of word. It was a little too pleasing. “If you don’t feel safe here, then you should move.”

      “No.” He gave her a look of puzzlement like it was a riddle to him that she could suggest such a thing.

      “Seriously, Ben. This isn’t like you. We can help you find a new⁠—”

      “I think you know that most things aren’t like me any longer. Don’t worry about it. I’m fine. I promise I’ll be at the party on Friday.”

      “But—”

      “I won’t forget.” He crossed his arms over his chest, as clear an indication as anything that he was done arguing. “Besides, aren’t you late for work?”

      Rose checked the time on her phone and exited the call log at the same time. She was late now, but not overly so. Her eyes searched toward the gun again. She wanted to take it with her, just to be safe. Which was exactly why Ben had placed himself between it and her. She couldn’t try to take it without him stopping her. Then again, she could take it, and if he was lying, which she wasn’t sure of, then he’d… she shook her head.

      “Do you promise?” Her voice came out a little hoarse. She wasn’t used to shouting.

      “Easily.”

      She eyed him a moment. He wasn’t the clean-cut man he’d been anymore. He was a bit more frayed around the edges now. He was still handsome, but it was clear he didn’t care one wit about that. Nor did he care about his career, the work that had used to interest him, to drive him. It dawned on Rose that she didn’t really know what he cared about anymore. He had cared about getting his memory back. He’d cared about that to the point of obsession, dragging Peter with him, but even that had faded. Everyone needed something to help them move through life, didn’t they?

      “Don’t you dare lie to me right now.” She realized she was angry at him, but mostly, she was scared.

      “I won’t. I mean, I’m not.”

      Rose narrowed her eyes at him, but she was done arguing too. She couldn’t force him to do anything. Or not do something. This was perfectly clear as he kept himself between her and the gun as she walked to the door, preventing any chance of her taking it from him.
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      Until the night my neighbor Sophie got shot in the head as she entered my apartment at the most unfortunate moment, I had stayed away from the hospital. I had woken up there after falling into the Ashdale River, and yes, I say fall, because it was Old Ben who jumped. After that I had spent some time in the hospital; confused, bruised and weak. I understand now that I had needed to be there when that happened. But being in that building rendered me in a baffled state as I could sense this Presence that I was drawn to. Hospitals are meant to help the living of course, but despite the good intentions and knowledge of those who work there, many endings happen in them as well. At least in this part of the world.

      As I walked the now familiar hallways to Sophie’s room, I felt it even stronger. Not everywhere of course, but I could sense the Presence now and then. I felt the pressuring tingle in my head and had to fight the urge to enter those rooms. I so longed to connect with these Presences. But I did have the wherewithal to walk by, to not be in the way moments later when the staff came running to try and help and stop that which was already decided. If not, I would have been thrown out and banished from the grounds. No, I didn’t want that. I was there for a reason, after all, a most normal reason. To visit a sick friend.

      I wasn’t family, but with the help of Rose and Sophie’s relatives, I had been allowed to visit her. I wasn’t the only one either as many friends of hers came by to see her. It didn’t surprise me. She had struck me as odd in the beginning, especially since I hadn’t been used to human interactions at that point. But Sophie was exuberant; so full of life and kindness. Mixed with her over the top psychic persona, she was hard to dislike. Especially since it turned out there was something to her self-proclaimed gift.

      And she had been gravely injured walking into my apartment. She hadn’t known there was a threat, and neither of us had known she’d come in. There had been chaos while the intruders, Alex and his cohorts, had tried to kill Peter. No, I knew it was an accident, and yet I felt… bad about it. I hadn’t wanted anything awful to happen to her, still didn’t. I felt a tightening in the chest when I thought about it, and when in the hospital it manifested all the way up into my throat. I understood the concept of guilt, but I didn’t like the feel of it.

      I stopped mid-stride and halfway turned back toward the room I had passed moments ago. I could hear the first nurse that had arrived shouting something. Orders was my guess. The sensation in my head subsided like there was nothing worth lingering for. Yes, that was better wasn’t it? No guilt, only detached purpose.

      Moments later, I was let into Sophie’s room, or rather hers and three others. It was surprisingly quiet. Usually, three of the patients had visitors on a regular basis. The only one who didn’t seem to have any was an old woman lying in a bed opposite Sophie. She looked ancient, at least to my human eyes. There were fine, yet deep lines marking soft and thin skin. Her shock-white hair had been braided to lie neatly next to her face; the nurses’ doing obviously. She had nothing more by her bed than a small card, whereas the others had several in addition to little trinkets their loved ones had brought. Flowers were not allowed from what I understood. I wondered what had left the old woman so alone. Had it always been like that? Or had those nearest to her gradually stopped coming when it became clear she wouldn’t wake up?

      I didn’t quite like thinking about that last part as an option for Sophie as I made my way over to her and sat down in one of two chairs by her bedside.

      She didn’t look right in the sterile white and light-gray colors of the sheets and the hospital gown. I noticed someone had put her bright-red lipstick on though, as well as blackened her lashes. She would have liked that I supposed. The quarter-inch length of her hair on the left side of her head would not have pleased her. It hardly covered the thick and dark, red scar a few inches above her ear.

      The bullet had not entered her brain, but it had fractured her skull, pushing fragments of it into the brain. It had also caused a major concussion, which I’d been given to understand, meant that her brain had been knocked against the inside of her skull. There had been swelling as well. All from the impact of a small bullet. She had not come out of the coma yet, and no one knew if she would.

      She seemed strange and out of place where she lay, pale and hooked up to monitors that displayed information that told me nothing.

      It was odd sitting there in the silence. I took my phone out and checked the clock, realizing it was lunchtime. No wonder the emptiness of the room then. It left me unsure of what to do. Despite the words of sympathy from her relatives and friends, empathy due to the break-in that had caused this, I found them oddly comforting when there. They bustled about, talked to Sophie and to each other. As did the visitors to the two other beds. Right now, everyone might as well have shared the same fate as the old woman in the bed behind my back.

      I heard the door open behind me and smiled a weak smile as there would now be someone making some noise in there but turned to find Rose entering. She was dressed in flowery scrubs that contrasted with her black hair. She gave me an uneasy look, pressed her lips together in a thin lopsided grimace, but then came further inside.

      “Hey,” she began, voice hushed out of respect for our comatose audience. “Marcia said you were here when I came back from lunch.”

      “You work here? I thought it was the ER?”

      “Extra shifts now and then. I like it here.”

      I turned my eyes toward the lifeless Sophie and then nodded. It seemed it was a more peaceful atmosphere there.

      “You should talk to her. It's said they can hear it.”

      I shrugged, and again realized how much easier it was with the lively crowd Sophie had gathered around her in life. It left little for me to do but check up on her.

      “Or at least hold her hand so she knows.” Rose sounded a little off and I turned to look at her. She was wringing her hands. Then she cleared her throat.

      “I’m sorry, Ben.”

      “For what?”

      “For yelling at you. I’m so sorry. I was just so afraid for you. I still am.”

      “Oh.” It had been three days since she’d seen the gun and drawn her conclusions. I hadn’t heard from her since then, but I had heard from both Walter and Peter, suspecting they were checking up on me on her behalf. In all honesty, I had never seen her upset like that. Rose was generally calm and collected, a happy but grounded woman. The only time I’d ever seen her display strong emotions was when I woke up in this same hospital after washing up from the river. After Old Ben’s jump from Central Bridge. She’d been crying then though. Not yelling.

      I felt a little bad for lying to her. It wasn’t like I could tell her why I’d acquired a gun, but I hoped my lie had been believable. Didn’t people get weapons to protect themselves when they felt threatened? I wouldn’t know, but it had seemed a better explanation than the truth. I wasn’t afraid Alex would come back to the apartment to try something. It had failed spectacularly the first time, leaving one of his men dead and the woman in prison. What did worry me somewhat, was Rose going to extremes to stop me following in Old Ben’s footsteps. It wasn’t as if I could blame her. She had cause to be worried, but I wasn’t her old friend. Of course, if I told her that, she’d have doctors with a straitjacket coming in here before I could blink.

      I didn’t have time for such things.

      Neither did Rose it turned out, as another nurse opened the door and stuck her head in.

      “Ms. Dunning, Rose.”

      “Oh yeah. I’ll be right there. Ah shoot,” she added as the other nurse disappeared from sight. “I’ve got to go. But remember⁠—”

      “Friday. I haven’t forgotten.”

      “Thanks,” she managed through a sad smile, and then she was out of the room too.

      I sighed. I may have inherited these people from Old Ben, but I had realized early on that I needed these connections to stay grounded myself. I lifted my left hand and stared at it. Long fingers, elegant I supposed, connected to tight tendons and muscles underneath the skin. I could see the blue veins that helped send blood through the system; the crisscrossing pattern of the skin in the palm. This wasn’t enough. I had realized that, thankfully. Flesh and bone were what contained me, but connections were what kept me, what kept people, grounded. It gave a different kind of purpose, didn’t it?

      I sighed again, rolling my eyes this time for good measure and reached out to hold Sophie’s hand. It was the least I could do, Rose was right about that.

      Sophie’s skin was cool to the touch at first, making me wonder how poor her circulation of blood was. Was her heart not pumping it through her body as it should? She had contracted pneumonia a week ago, but the staff said infections were normal in patients like this. That worry left me with speed though, as something on the periphery of my vision tugged at me. I blinked hard but couldn’t see anything. The sensation came again and it reminded me vaguely of something.

      Something I had not been able to control before.

      When the memories in the form of visions had come upon me, it had been an intrusion, something I hadn’t been able to control. But after the attack in my apartment, after I had chosen to stay in this body, that hadn’t happened anymore. Now I felt a mental tug when such a memory came upon me, and I had realized I could choose whether or not to see. There was a drawback to not seeing though. I would dream it anyway. But dreams are distorted things at best, and fragments of things I had once seen were often confusing when not lucid. It was better to go with it and watch it when conscious. I suspected it happened because I couldn’t remember everything I had ever seen in my previous existence. The human brain doesn’t have that capacity. But as with smell triggering a memory, sensory impressions also did it with me. Most often it was a place.

      But this was different.

      This was Sophie.

      And I realized her hand was burning hot in mine.

      I watched her passive face. No movement. Nothing under the eyelids even.

      This had happened before though. Her unusually warm hand as she had connected me with my first memory.

      The mental tug persisted.

      “Sophie?” I asked. I then closed my eyes a moment. When I opened them again, I saw something different than Sophie in her hospital bed. And yet I saw that too. I knew, without seeing, that my eyes had gone white. It was an encompassing veil of white I had never seen myself, but that I could feel. It made me feel like my true self.

      “Ben.” Sophie’s voice came from nearby. I focused on it and the bed vanished from my sight. “Finally, someone heard me. I’ve been shouting for ages.”

      I looked up to find myself standing in a field of golden barley. Bright sunshine enhanced the plants’ color and a weak wind soared through it, making it dance lazily around us. It was an oddly comforting sight.

      “Where?” I managed as I looked around. With one exception, there was nothing but barley for miles.

      “I don’t know,” Sophie said with no apparent worry. “In between something?”

      Her fake, but familiar Russian accent was gone. It seemed she had little use for it wherever this was. There were no customers who wanted their fortunes read there. She was wearing her red loose-fitted garments and the wind did them justice as they flowed around her.

      “Yes,” she said as she saw me take notice. “I can appear the way I want here.” She changed then. Her hair grew a little longer, her face lost its lines as it became a little narrower. Her body grew a little taller and retained a plump and curvy shape. She looked more than twenty years younger. “See?” she added and arched an eyebrow as a confident smile escaped her as well.

      “What’s going on, Sophie?”

      “Hmm…” she glanced down at our still clasped left hands. I couldn’t feel much now. It dawned on me that I couldn’t smell anything either. “This isn’t good.” She put her free hand over our joined ones, and the scene shifted around us. You’d think I would have been used to that by this point with my own visions pulling that trick on me all the time, but no. Everything blurred around us, making me momentarily nauseous, but the biting cold of winter slapped that right out of me.

      “Oh,” Sophie uttered as we found ourselves in a snow-covered forest in the dead of night. If it hadn’t been winter, we would likely not have seen anything. We were surrounded by large, thick pines, and the snow lay heavy on the branches above us. I could feel the cold seeping through my shoes and snow falling into them as they didn’t cover my ankles.

      “This is bad, Ben.”

      “No kidding. Is this me or you?”

      “Me, I think.”

      “Oh… good.”

      We were still standing face to face, left hands clasped together in a reversed handshake. Neither of us let go as we looked around. But there was nothing significant to see. Nothing to hear either.

      Then Sophie closed her eyes and opened them in a slow motion. The sight of her eyes covered in white startled me. I jerked back, but she held on to my hand with an iron grip.

      “You are on the wrong path, Ben.” Her voice was still that of the young woman she appeared as. “Very wrong.” She swayed a little and then indicated something to her right with her head. I obligingly looked. A path through the snow. It led straight from us and across the tiny clearing we stood by, into the darkness between the trees. “You need to walk the other path or it will end badly.” She gave a backward nod at that and I leaned sideways to see past her. Another path. This one didn’t cross the clearing, but went around it, between the trees.

      “Bad for who?” I asked and saw her white eyes again. I was beginning to see why Peter found them so disturbing. It was like there was nothing and at the same time something horrifying there.

      Sophie blinked, and her warm, human eyes returned to normal. “Not for you. But it will be because of you.”

      “Well, that sounds positively uplif⁠—”

      The dark forest swirled around us, and I drew a sigh of relief as we once again found ourselves in the warm barley field.

      Sophie had returned to her familiar self, her mortal age.

      “Pay attention, Ben,” she warned, though she appeared as confused as I felt. She didn’t understand it, but she knew it was important.

      “I will,” I said, more to comfort her than anything. “Are you coming back?” I added.

      Sophie smiled a weak, but warm smile. “I want to.” She turned toward the one other nature formation we could see. A forest. It stretched for miles. Unlike the fertile field we stood in, there seemed to be no foliage there. There was a long distance between us and it, but I thought it looked like a forest in the late stages of autumn. Gray, barren and cold. I realized I could hear something other than the wind rustling the barley as well. A stronger sound, the sough of moving water, I thought.

      Sophie saw where I was looking and half turned. “I feel drawn there. Do you as well?”

      I swallowed hard and focused on her again. “No. I don’t think so. And so I don’t think you should go there either.”

      “I grow wearisome staying here.” She glanced down a moment. “Is my family all right?”

      I nodded and told her they were there for her.

      “And Mishka?”

      “He’s with me for now.”

      She nodded. “Good. My cousin Magda will take him,” she declared and gave me hope, which she then immediately crushed, “but don’t give him to her! She means well, but she forgets pets. Besides, she claims to be a true Russian and says that I’m not.” The indignant grimace she made had me suppress a smile.

      “Um… are you Russian?”

      Sophie smiled and patted my cheek. When she spoke, her accent was back again: “It’s about what’s in your heart, Ben. You are so young yet… in a way at least. You will see.”

      “Oh, Ben’s here with her. How nice,” a loud voice with the same accent boomed as I was brutally pulled back into myself. I jerked up in the chair and turned to see three older women with each their to-go cups. A mixed smell of herbs permeated the air in the room revealing they were drinking tea. Two of them, Anna and Veronica were smiling and chatting, but Magda seemed somewhat startled. She had seen my eyes. I was sure of it. Her subconscious knew it, her conscious self was arguing against it.

      “She wants me to keep the cat,” I said, hardly believing I was doing so. I didn’t want it. It caused me no trouble, but I didn’t see the point.

      Magda glanced over at her comatose cousin and then back at me, nodding with that startled look on her face. She didn’t really want it either, but who was she to argue with the mystical powers, whether potent or not, of her cousin Sophie? One always indulged those in mortal danger, no?
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      The music was blaring downstairs, but it was just possible to talk upstairs without shouting oneself hoarse. Rose was having fun for the first time that week. She and Walter had decided on a joint bachelor party since they had too many common friends, and it had turned out to be a blast. They’d rented the upstairs floor of Harris Greene and brought a decent amount of booze up there. In addition, they also used the downstairs floor for dancing, and everyone bought drinks at the bar. No matter which way you put it, the owner of Harris Greene was making a nice buck on them all night. Rose was warm and could feel that her cheeks were flushed from an evening of dancing and partying with her friends. She was sure the wedding would mean more, but this was downright fun.

      “Well I mean, it’s hard to pick one time,” Elsbeth was saying to Moira’s question about weird things at work. Moira, a friend of Rose for years, worked in one of the Riverside hotels, the Winter Sun Hotel. Even though she had her own horror stories, she was always curious about the hospital. It had always made Rose wonder why she didn’t go into nursing herself.

      “Today, for an example, an old lady spat at me.”

      “No!”

      “Yep. Right in the face. Always nice when you’re going out after work.” Judging by Elsbeth's perfect makeup, Rose assumed she’d had a moment between her shift and coming here to fix the problem. It was still gross though, but Rose was hoping for a job opening in the ICU. Not like there wasn’t gross stuff in the ER either, so she’d gotten her certificates, and she took extra shifts while she waited for an opportunity.

      “Was that the twenty-five monther?” Rose asked. She couldn’t say the patient’s name in front of Moira.

      “Yeah. She get you too?”

      “No. But she sent a nice glob of saliva right past my head once.”

      “Ew.” Moira took a healthy swig of her wine. “Why do you let her?”

      “She’s in a coma,” Elsbeth said. “It’s reflex.”

      “Ooh, is that possible?”

      Rose lost track of their words as she saw Walter appear at the top of the stairs. She hadn’t seen too much of him since the beginning of the night, and she couldn’t help but smile as he noticed her and came over. He was handsome, Walter, with his dark hair and dark eyes. His face, so familiar to her now. She could retrace the lines of his jaw and cheekbones with her eyes closed. He was the most levelheaded and sensible of the two of them, but it was a trait she recognized in herself and therefore appreciated in him as well. They’d been together a few years after a long time of being friends before that, and he still made her smile when he walked into a room. God, she hoped that would always be the case.

      “Aaw” she heard Moira and Elsbeth utter as Walter kissed her. He tasted of beer and something stronger.

      “Oh, I’m gonna give you something to ‘aaw’ about.” Walter glanced at them. “Rose,” he added and put his arms around her. He tipped her over for a deep kiss that actually made her foot lift from the floor like an old-timey lady to keep her balance. Moira and Elsbeth burst out laughing.

      “Hmm.” Walter eased them up again. “Didn’t work.”

      “Aaw,” Rose said, fanning herself with her hand, before she couldn’t hold it in and started laughing as well.

      “This must be the future Mrs. Bennett,” an unfamiliar voice broke in. Rose had to step to the side to see a man about ten years older than herself. He was at least nearing forty, a little shorter than Walter, though with dark hair and bright blue eyes hiding behind glasses that framed his handsome face nicely.

      “Yes,” Walter said. “Rose, this is Joel Hughes. He’s an equity partner at Hudson and Smith. I got an offer today.”

      Rose felt her stomach fluttering. Walter had been in contact with them a while and he’d been in for an official interview earlier that week.

      “You did?” she managed with more calm than she would have thought. She couldn’t help smiling though, but that wasn’t the same as screaming and jumping for joy in front of

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/northern-quill-press-logo-black.jpg
&
\V/

Northern
Quill Press





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Free book
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Author’s note
      


      		
        Enjoyed the book?
      


      		
        Before you close the book …
      


      		
        Also by G.K. Lund
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by G.K. Lund


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/image-3-dance-of-death-cover.jpg
G. K LUND

‘\'l
A

= 5. 28
THE ASHDALEZREAPER SERIES | BOO'](‘3





OEBPS/images/origins.jpg
«
»

HIVIA Ad dHHONOL






