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EDEN







  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Eden Harrington tightened her hands around the steering wheel. Her neck and shoulders had gone stiff. Her gaze focused on the small café ahead, with its large picture window and bustling clientele. She swallowed, forcing a lump down her throat.

“Come on,” she muttered. “You’re good at this, right?”

At least, she had been.

She reached up and flipped down the overhead visor, ostensibly to check her appearance but more to procrastinate. The sight made her pause, regardless. Not so much at her eyes, which were brown, as always, but the dark circles that lined them, despite her efforts to cover them up. But no matter what product she tried, they remained. A constant reminder of sleepless nights and the nightmares behind them.

Mal trudged through the shadows, alone. He pitched forward—

Eden snapped the visor shut, shaking her head. That stupid mirror had been designed to show a person in their least flattering light. She grabbed her purse before opening the driver’s side door. The dry, frigid air immediately invaded her space, hitting every exposed patch of skin. She shoved her hands into her pockets, regretting her decision not to bring gloves. If the scent in the air was any indication, it was about to snow.

The bell above the door jingled as she pushed it open, but its noise was mostly lost in the chatter of the lunchtime rush. Around her, almost every table was full, surrounded by people in suits and skirts beneath heavy winter jackets. She recognized some of them, if not by name, then reputation. The folks by the front window worked for the marketing firm down the street. The woman in jeans and a heavy sweater ran a bridal boutique. The two young men in their twenties, the second nearest dispensary.

Everyone’s just minding their business, Eden thought to herself as she made her way to the front counter. It may be loud and crowded, but at least—

“Holy shit! Eden Harrington?”

At the sound of the new voice, Eden’s body went tense. She closed her eyes for a second, then sighed and turned.

She knew this would happen eventually.

The speaker, Bridget Bayer, was a woman with bright red curls and a pale, flawless complexion that spoke of a strict regimen of high-end makeup and neuromodulators. She sat between two other women at a table close to a brick fireplace. This time of year, it was their regular table if they could get it. A fact Eden should have remembered.

“Is my timing bad?” She crossed the space between them.

“Bad?” Bridget asked, jaw agape. “Shit, girl. It’s been, like, nine months.”

“Wooooow,” Jessica Clarkson, a plump woman whose dark hair was cut in a chic bob, added. “I can’t believe it’s been that long.”

“Me either,” Eden said.

A bald-faced lie, of course. There was nothing wrong with Eden’s perception of time. She took a moment to drink in the three women in front of her. Out of everyone at the firm, she had always been the closest to Bridget and Jessica, probably since all three were in their thirties. The third face, Lang, was less familiar to her. In her mid-twenties, the young Vietnamese woman had started at Baker and Braun a few months before…

Before…

Eden shook her head. “I was in town for a doctor’s appointment and figured I’d swing by.” She glanced over the table. “Some things never change, right?”

“Um…sure?” Bridget tucked a lock of her hair behind her ears.

The old nervous tick, as well as the apparent discomfort from the table, gave Eden pause. Eden had always proudly considered herself to be a “people person.” While she appreciated the occasional bout of solitude, unlike her sister or Mal, she had never found a crowded room or group of strangers intimidating. With a solid sense for picking up on subtle social cues and body language, she often joked that she was rarely the smartest person in the room, but she could damn well find them if given enough time.

But while her co-workers’ favorite table hadn’t changed, other things had. Instead of finding comfort in the crowded café, it felt like a little much for Eden, from the churn of customers to the string of shouts from the baristas. Before, those things had comfortably melted into the background. Now, they seemed weirdly magnified.

What do you expect? You’ve barely left the house for the past year.

Another thing that had changed was her friends’ reactions. She was used to them greeting her with smiles and waves (and, if she was fortunate, office gossip). But now…

“How are the kids?” Eden asked.

“Raising hell as normal,” Jessica replied.

“What about you, Bridget?”

“Like…fine, I guess.” The redhead rolled her eyes.

Eden paused. Bridget complaining about her trio of children was a time-honored tradition, with everyone encouraged to pile on. But now, she didn’t exactly look happy.

Maybe I should give them some time to regroup.

“I’m gonna go grab a coffee.” Eden pointed back to the cash. “I know you have to get to work, but do you mind If we catch up for a few?”

“Oh, sure,” Lang said, her ponytail bobbing up and down enthusiastically.

“That’s great! I’ll be back in a minute.”

Well, that was different, Eden thought, making her way back through the maze of customers to the cash register. But it made sense. When she had left Baker and Braun, she hadn’t exactly said much in the way of goodbyes, and her communication with the two women had been spotty at best. It was just with everything going on…

“Next!”

The sharp-voiced barista snapped Eden out of her reverie. She plastered on a smile and stepped forward, parroting off her old order. She moved over to the side to wait, only to find herself jostling elbows with another customer, spilling hot coffee all over the back of his hand.

“Oh god, I’m so sorry!” Eden said. “Let me clean that up.”

She stepped forward to the counter, grabbing a fistful of napkins from a kitschy napkin holder with an angel carved onto its side, its clothing and features worn down by time. She spun back around…

Only to find the spot empty, the victim of her clumsiness already halfway to the door.

She held back a sigh as she watched his retreating back, wondering how she had even missed him in the first place. He wasn’t dressed like anyone else. Instead of bundling up in a ski parka or wool coat, he wore a long duster. The brevity of their encounter made it a little tricky to make him out, but the sight of his silver hair and deep lines around his eyes stuck out to her.

I’ve seen him before, a small voice in her head said. But where?

“Eden!” the barista announced.

“Oh!” She turned back to the counter and accepted her latte. “Thank you.”

At least she had plenty of napkins for the table. Jessica had always been a bit of a klutz.

But by the time she returned to the fireplace, it was completely empty, save for a scattered pile of crumbs. Eden paused, and for a moment, the overall chatter of the café faded away, leaving behind a silent void.

Should she have expected this? After all, Eden had been bad about keeping in contact with people over the last year. And without her taking the initiative, everyone had just drifted away.

Should I stay and drink my coffee? Or would that be worse? Just sitting alone at the table where she had once held conferences with friends on practically a daily basis.

Better to get home before the snow picked up.

As Eden moved toward the exit, the noises of the café came back to her. Snippets of conversations drifted to her ears. People talked about annoying customers, long shifts, and being forced to drive in on bald tires during a storm. Barely more than small talk. So why did it feel almost oppressive, pushing in on all sides?

She didn’t even mind the bite of the cold when she stepped outside. By comparison, it was preferable. She glanced down the street and paused when she saw three retreating backs: Bridget, Jessica, and Lang, heading down the path that Eden had traversed several times per week during her five-year tenure at Baker and Braun. But now, following them felt impossible.

You’re good at this, right? Her words came back to her. But before, things had been different. She knew it wouldn’t be long before the conversation turned to her lengthy absence. And Mal.

So instead of following them, she headed back to her SUV and shut the door behind her, cutting off the outside world. She leaned forward, resting her forehead against the smooth leather steering wheel cover. Feeling her pulse begin to race, she took in one giant breath, then two, three…

After the fourth, she returned to an upright position and turned on the car. She grabbed a sip of her latte as she checked her mirrors. She blinked at the familiar face, then turned around quickly, causing the hot drink to slosh over her hand.

“Shit!” Lowering her drink to the cupholder, she reached for that collection of napkins. After cleaning the mess, she turned to the back of her vehicle only to find nothing but a passing car.

If it had been the older man in the duster again, she supposed the spill would have been karma.

But as Eden backed up, she found her memory drifting back to his face and the feeling that she knew him somehow.

Snowflakes began to gather on her windshield as she pulled out into traffic.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The rumble of the garage door closing filled the air. Eden glanced up at the sky, almost at full dark. The light on the detached garage illuminated thick chunks of snow as they fell around her, landing on her brown curls and light skin. She let out a long sigh, and her breath froze before her like her own personal cloud. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply, appreciating the silence of her lakeside home, so far away from the hustle and bustle of her old life.

A life you used to love, a small voice said.

She headed inside, the wooden wraparound deck creaking beneath her feet as she made her way to the sliding door. A couple of inches of snow had already gathered, with plenty more on the way. It wouldn’t be safe to drive tonight.

Not that she wanted to. She flicked on the lights, illuminating a large kitchen complete with a top-of-the-line gas stove, a massive island overhung with copper pots, and a large stainless-steel fridge begging to be filled with delicious ingredients. It had been a joke for years, she and Mal owning such a showroom-level kitchen while the two had the cooking skills of college students.

Wincing at the memory, Eden removed her winter clothes. She hung them up in a nearby closet rather than in a heap of fabric on the floor. This time. She pulled her phone out of her pocket to discover a call had come through on her long, snowy commute.

She froze when she realized who it was from.

Pulling up the voicemail function, she pressed the phone against her ears to hear a familiar, masculine voice speaking in gentle tones.

“Miss Harrington. This is Detective Boucher returning your call. I appreciate the new information you were able to remember about your husband’s disappearance, and wanted to let you know that I will be looking into it. It may take a little while before I can get back to you.”

Eden nodded as if he were standing across the kitchen island from her, as he had a year before.

“At the same time,” he said after a pause. “It is important that I don’t give you false hope. While it’s good to know that your husband connected with this old friend of his, this…Kieran Myers, before his death, the truth is that Mal has been missing for a year. You need to open yourself to the possibility that he is—”

Eden held her breath.

“Gone,” he finished, voice gentle yet firm. “Now, this is an understandably difficult concept, but I also don’t want to fill you with false hope. Please call me if there is anything else you’d like to discuss. Thank you.”

With that, the voicemail ended. For a moment, Eden stood there, phone pressed against her cheek.

When her husband had first gone missing, Eden’s initial response had been alarm. They lived close to hundreds of acres of untouched wilderness, wilderness that Mal had loved exploring on long, solo walks. What if he had fallen and hurt himself? What if a hunter had mistaken him for an animal and accidentally shot him?

It had been enough to spark a massive manhunt. With a positive reputation for his paintings and philanthropy, Malcolm Harrington was the tiny town of Winterfield’s most well-known citizen. But when their search came up empty-handed, other avenues of investigation were opened. Had Eden noticed anything off about her husband in the time leading up to his disappearance? Had the two of them been fighting? Had there been any strange shifts in his mood?

Those answers had been difficult for Eden. Yes, they had been fighting, and yes, there had been a shift in his mood. The usually calm and open Mal had grown distant, disappearing for hours or even days without any real explanation. And then there was this other woman, this Christine.

Eden crossed her kitchen, fingers drifting over the glass door of the liquor cabinet before drawing back. No, now wasn’t the time to numb things. Thanks to the encounter with her former coworkers and the phone call from Detective Boucher, the wound was open. And she, against all logic, was going to pick at it again.

Her feet led her up the stairs of the lakeside cabin she and Mal had shared for seven years of marriage and most of their ten-year relationship. She headed to the only closed door on the second level.

She had prepared excuses ages ago. The room, with its massive windows overlooking the lake, was drafty. Didn’t it make sense to close it off? But the truth was apparent to anyone who knew what lay beyond.

It was the only place left where Mal’s paintings were stored. Some hung on the walls, but others were stacked in a corner, separated by sheets of cardboard. Eden suspected it was not the safest way to protect Mal’s life’s work. But the sight of his paintings hanging around the house merely stood as a silent reminder of his absence. As she entered the studio, she glanced over one and almost immediately turned away.

It was, like most of Mal’s art, a nature scene. The painting mainly focused on birches reaching to the sun, but there was a way that the light played across them that made them seem unnerving, almost alien. Eden had met Mal during an art show where he had shown off several paintings with the same beautiful yet unsettling air. The people around had said it was clearly about climate change and deforestation.

At the time, she had been the only one more drawn to the artist than the art.

Crossing the room, she headed to a corner where several bags lay. She pushed aside a couple of suitcases and a backpack, only to pause when she realized the latter had left grit behind on the palm of her hand. Eden frowned at this. She and the police had poked through Mal’s things plenty of times, but she couldn’t remember looking inside this bag.

The first thing she found was a water bottle, liquid sloshing inside. And beneath that, a camera. Eden looked at it and swallowed.

They had gone on their last hiking trip months before Malcolm had gone missing, but she could still picture the photos she had taken. Shots of rock formations, trees, and Mal standing near the edge of a cliff, his rail-thin form standing out in a dark silhouette against the bright blue sky. A smile played out on his face.

It had been one of their last happy memories together before Mal had begun to change. She doubted there was anything here that could be of help. But on the off chance that this could be considered evidence…

She paused to glance over the water bottle once more. She didn’t recognize it, which was odd. It was made of silver metal, with bright yellow markings arranged in a row down the side. Perhaps a brand name? The typeface did remind her of Thai. With a shrug, she reached into her pocket and took a picture of it with her phone. She could always send a photograph of it alongside the images from the camera.

Camera in one hand, water bottle in the other, she headed down to the kitchen and her drawer full of chargers. Once the camera was charging, she turned to the sink and twisted the cap off the water bottle.

Or, at least, she tried.

Frowning, Eden rolled up her sweater sleeves and attempted again, only to come up with the same outcome. With a grunt of frustration, she turned on the hot water and ran it over the seal. It had been untouched for so long. Had the metal become warped?

Eden tried to open it again, only to fail once more. She sighed and reached into a nearby cabinet, picking out a rubber jar opener, and it failed again. Letting out a grunt of frustration, she put all her strength in it, gritting her teeth. A flash of something—a reflection of light perhaps—could be seen on the bare skin of her arms. But before she could think about that, the bottle let out a squeak. She blinked. Had she managed to open it a little? She tried once more—

A massive flash filled the room, knocking her back and into the island. Eden let out a small cry as she fell to the floor. She looked up to the sink, then choked back a gasp.

There was no getting around it. Hovering above her granite countertops was what she could only describe as a fistful of lightning crackling in the air with sudden and dangerous energy.

And then, it rushed for her.

Muscle memory from half a lifetime ago kicked in, allowing her to dart out of the way and onto the floor. She heard a giant crash as the strange thing slammed into the side of the island. And then, silence. Eden took a step toward the island’s far side then moved to stand, peering up and over to get a better look. 

The first thing that emerged was a hand.

Its fingers, white as the snow, were long and jagged, ending in sharp claws. The creature flexed, and those claws dug into the granite, sending cracks across the countertop. It began to rise, exposing the attached arm, long and hairless. It pushed the creature up to stand, allowing Eden her first look at the body attached to it.

It had to be seven and a half feet tall, although some of that height could have been an illusion created by its impossibly broad shoulders, with a torso that quickly narrowed down in an exaggerated V. This same V-shape was echoed in an oddly flat, inhuman face, its smooth surface broken by three orifices: two slits for eyes, as solid and black as night, and a mouth, no less terrifying for all its narrow shape.

Not with those needle-like teeth shoved inside of it.

Eden was, by nature, a curious person. She had always been filled with the urge to understand things, from the most mundane to life’s biggest questions. And under different circumstances, the appearance of a strange, alien-like creature in her kitchen would be enough to send a flood of questions running through her mind.

But for now, all those were drowned out by one single, all-consuming command.

Run.

With a panicked yelp, Eden spun away from the creature and began bolting toward the sliding door. Behind her, she heard the crashing of pots. She turned to see that it had leaped across the island, landing on the refrigerator and digging in its claws.

Claws that had been aimed at her.

Eden yanked open the back door and fell forward onto her hands and knees. The cold hit her like a slap, bare hands buried deep into the freshly fallen snow. She heard what sounded like the cry of a bird of prey, the noise resounding across her kitchen. She spun around just in time to see that the creature had landed on the floor again, its midnight gaze staring into her own eyes. It poised itself to jump. Eden scrambled backward.

And then, it was there, too fast for her eyes to follow its movements. The creature landed on top of her, pinning her to the ground with a single hand, its spindly fingers long enough to span the entirety of her chest. It opened its mouth and let out another one of those strange howls, those dozens of needle-like teeth descending toward Eden’s terrified face. Instinctually she raised her hand to shield herself. In return, the creature dug its fangs into the flesh of her arm.

Only…no? There was no pain. She blinked to see her arms suddenly covered in a strange, almost liquid-like metal, its reflective surface displaying her own horrified expression.

The creature let out a third cry, tightening its grip around her before throwing her aside if she weighed only a fraction of her one hundred and fifty pounds. She shot through the air, crashing onto the ground in a heap of limbs. Eden blinked, taking a moment to gather where she had landed. No longer on the deck but in the driveway, mere feet away from a set of legs wearing a pair of hiking boots.

“Mal?” she whispered.

But no. A closer look revealed that the figure above her bore little resemblance to her husband, with his narrow frame and comforting head full of dark curls. This man was older and with a sturdier build.

It was the man from the café.

The question she had wanted to ask before sputtered to her lips. “Who are—”

She froze when he reached behind his back and pulled out a sword.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




The man stepped forward, the tip of his massive sword pointed toward the ground. Before Eden could react, the creature charged, and the man responded by swiping his blade in an upward arc. The creature let out a piercing scream that made Eden’s skin crawl. Black blood spilled over the freshly fallen snow.

The older man jerked his head in Eden’s direction, his voice like a growl. “Go!”

She didn’t need to be told twice. Pressing her bare hands against the frozen earth, Eden moved to her feet, her eyes glued to the glow of the open kitchen door. If she could just get inside, she could call for help and…

She was halfway toward the entrance when she felt a hand latch onto her shoulder and yank her back. She looked up to see the triangular head of the creature, the porch light reflecting off every one of its sharp teeth. Letting out a shuddering half-scream, Eden pulled away, but the monster refused to let go, digging in its claws.

But just like before, mirror-like metal reformed around her shoulder. So, while she felt pressure, there was no pain. She was still whole.

Then the massive sword jutted up and through the creature’s chest, narrowly missing the side of Eden’s face. 

The creature sagged, loosening its grip, and Eden sprung free, bolting back toward the open door. She reached it seconds later and spun around to shut it. But before she could, her eyes landed on the monster as it wrenched the sword from its chest, scattering its own blood in a wide arc. With a growl, it tossed the weapon to the side, then turned back to the older man, now unarmed.

And Eden realized who this man actually was.

Instead of sliding the door shut, she ran back into her kitchen, grabbing two of those ridiculously expensive and underused pots. By the time she made it back to the doorway, she heard a cry, but not from the creature who had, in the seconds that it had taken her to retrieve the pots, tackled her rescuer to the ground. The man kicked and struggled, but all efforts were futile, pinned as he was beneath the monster’s giant hands. It flexed its claws, and, for just a second, Eden could have sworn the man wasn’t wearing a long coat but what looked like armor out of some historical reenactment. 

Clutching her hand around a handle, Eden drew on former softball days and hurtled one of the expensive pots towards the creature. It hit it square in the head. It turned to her, lips curled into a snarl. Eden threw the second pot. The projectile crashed into the direct center of its face.

The creature bolted toward Eden so fast that she barely had enough time to close the sliding door. The monster slammed into the tempered glass, which cracked into a wide, web-like pattern. It curled one of its hands into a fist and pounded against the door. The sound of shattering glass filled the air as the door was completely destroyed.

And then, just like before, a sword tip plunged through the creature’s chest. It let out a howl, its face creasing in clear and obvious pain. It fell through the door frame, revealing the man standing behind it.

“Jasper, I—” Eden began.

“Stay back,” he ordered.

The man reached forward and pulled out the sword. Then, gripping both hands, he jerked the point downward, stabbing the creature in the back. It let out another cry of pain.

And then he did it again, and again, and again until the creature’s cries turned to gasps, then died out completely.

And then he did it again.

“I think it’s dead,” Eden said.

“Wait.” The man raised a single finger, eyes glued on the bloody body in front of him.

“But…it’s not breathing?”

“They don’t breath.”

The creature sprang to life and hurtled toward Eden. She fell backward, slamming her head against the edge of her countertop.

She saw stars, then darkness.




Eden opened her eyes to find herself underwater, warping her vision. Automatically, she tried to jerk to the surface, only to find that her entire body was locked in place. She pressed her lips together.

Don’t breathe. You’ll drown. You’ll….

She caught sight of a face, warped by the water’s movement, but something about the shape sent a jolt of panic coursing through her.

And then, she was awake. She let out a gasp, and air rushed into her lungs. Her hands, no longer frozen in place, shoved off the heavy quilt that had been pulled up to her neck.

For a second, all she could do was lay there and listen to the thundering of her own heartbeat. This was often the case after one of her nightmares. And this one was far from new, a regular occurrence since Mal’s disappearance. In her most manic, sleep-deprived moments, she had wondered if it was a sign that he had drowned in the lake. 

But those horrors felt mundane after the events of the previous night.

It came rushing back to her. The lightning turned into a monster. The sight of black blood spilling across the freshly fallen snow. Of Jasper Harrington, standing in her kitchen, sword gripped in both hands.

She blinked. That had to have been a dream too. But when had she fallen asleep? She was still dressed in the leggings and sweater she had worn to her doctor’s appointment, not the flannel pajamas she usually wore in the winter.

Adrenaline jolted through her. She tore from her bedroom and headed down the stairs. She remembered the sight of the broken glass door, the scattered pots, the claw marks in her countertops…

Instead, she was met with nothing but a spotless kitchen. The pots hung from the ceiling all neat and in a row, the island beneath it free from claw marks, and the sliding glass door untouched. Eden dug her hands into her dark curls, overwhelmed. Of course, it would make sense that it was all a dream. Monsters made out of lightning? Knights in armor and swords? It was utterly ridiculous!

Including the sight of Mal’s estranged father standing in her kitchen. 

Jasper Harrington had been a person of interest early on in Detective Boucher’s investigation, not due to any recent connection but based on how strained their relationship had been. In the decade that Eden had known Mal, she had encountered his father twice, both meetings uncomfortable and short. When she questioned Mal about it, the conflict sounded like something out of a movie.

It was no secret that Mal was rich, and very little of that came from his art. That had come from his father’s business ventures. But Mal, the stereotypical young artist, had no interest in following in his footsteps, which had strained his relationship with Jasper since childhood. In college, his parents had divorced, putting an end to any regular interaction between the two.

It was the man in the duster, Eden thought, examining her perfect kitchen. He looked like Jasper Harrington. That’s what put the idea in her head.

Then she heard a scraping noise from outside. 

She headed straight to the door, half expecting to find Mal’s father standing out there, sword in hand, surrounded by the black blood-stained snow.

But of course, it was just her elderly neighbor shoveling off her deck.

“Anthony,” she said, sliding open the door with a whirl. “You…you don’t have to do that, you know!”

The gray-haired man turned to her, the wrinkles around his eyes forming into deeper caverns as he smiled. “Oh, you know, I was just getting you started.”

Eden shook her head. It was a familiar argument between the two of them. Anthony argued he had done the same for Mrs. Hutchins down the street ages ago when her daughter and caretaker had died. Eden ducked inside and pulled on her jacket and boots, reflecting how, at the time, Mrs. Hutchins had been 82 years old, an age that Anthony wasn’t far from himself.

If this old man slips while trying to clear my steps, I will never forgive myself.

It took a little prodding to get him to give up the shovel. The steps were finished, and her deck more than halfway complete. This allowed the old man to take a seat on the built-in bench that lined Eden’s deck, watching as she cleared off the last of the eight inches of snow that had blanketed the Earth overnight, leaving no evidence of the fight.

Not that there would be, a small voice in her mind said. The plow she hired on in the winter months had swung by early enough, pushing the snow up her long, wide driveway to various spots on her lawn, completely covering up any signs of a struggle.

But all that blood…

“Hope your visitor was able to get out yesterday,” Anthony said.

“What?”

He nodded to the road. “The Ford. Saw it pass by my place. Not many people are willing to come down this road in the winter.”

Eden blinked. They lived on a long, dirt road that encircled the lake. Houses were few and far between, and Eden and Anthony were currently the only two that occupied their properties year-round. There were times in the winter when travel was difficult. It was why Eden had traded in her sedan for an SUV soon after she moved in.

That Ford. Could it have been Jasper Harrington’s?

“Yeah,” she said. “We didn’t…bother you, did we? Think things may have gotten a little loud.”

“Nah,” Anthony said. “Didn’t hear a thing.”

Which, given that his hearing wasn’t at all impacted by age, said a lot. She remembered the sound of the monster’s screams and how those cries had echoed around the lake.

So, what did it say that her neighbor had seen a vehicle but hadn’t heard the fight? Perhaps the truck hadn’t been Jasper’s after all. Maybe it was just some poor soul who had wandered out to the middle of nowhere and found themselves lost.

After all, the alternative was impossible.
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The steps cleared, Eden bid her neighbor goodbye and stepped inside, only to have her cell phone vibrate on the nearby counter. She checked the name on the screen before answering it.

“Hey Jenny,” she said.

“Am I late?”

Eden paused, which only appeared to increase her sister’s anxiety.

“Shit, did I get the wrong day?” she asked.

“No. Just…my mind’s still on shoveling, I guess. But I remember. We were supposed to figure out Mom’s birthday, right?”

“Yeah.” The relief in Jenny’s voice was palpable. “I hope to keep things simple this year with…you know.”

Eden nodded. Her sister had recently given birth to her first child, a daughter named April. As Eden noticed was often the case with any first-time parent, Jenny found the experience overwhelming. The fact that she was doing so much alone made it even more challenging. Her wife, a police officer, had taken on more hours to help care for baby-related expenses. Eden had swung by before, but the winter weather complicated the almost two-hour trip.

That and long car trips didn’t agree with her anymore. Too much time to just sit and think.

“That’s a good call.” Eden pulled off her coat. “The question is, will Mom see things that way?”

“I’m gonna go with a no on that one. The woman’s about to turn sixty. If she was ever going to grow out of needing to be the main character, it would have happened long before now.”

Eden nodded. If there was a word that she would use to describe her mother, Joyce, it was “demanding.” Eden wasn’t a therapist, but she was pretty sure the nervous breakdown her straight-A sister had experienced during her freshman year of college was connected to this.

As Jenny began to ramble about gifts, Eden found her attention drifting off, thinking back to the memory of Mal’s father stabbing a strange creature over and over again right where she stood. Its cries of pain growing fainter…

“Hey…Edie? Eden?”

“Yes! I’m here. Sorry, I just mentally left the room for a second.”

“Is everything okay?” Jenny’s voice softened. “You mentioned that you were contacting the police. Did that go well?”

“Ah. Well…Detective Boucher said he’ll look into it, but…to be honest, it sounded like he was just being nice. I mean, it’s been a year now.”

“Does he seem to think that Mal—”

“Is gone?” Eden interrupted. “Considering that he doesn’t have much faith in tracking him down, then yeah, I think that’s what he’s going for.”

“Geeze, I’m so sorry.”

Eden felt a lump in her throat at the pity in her sister’s voice. She swallowed it away.

“Is there anything I can do?” Jenny asked.

“Oh, you do plenty! I just hate not knowing what happened, not having the answers.”

“But what if those answers aren’t ones you want to hear? Is that any better?”

Eden opened her mouth to reply but was cut off by a baby wailing on the other end of the line. And something about that sudden anguish hit a note in her. She felt tears form in her eyes.

“Shit, sorry,” Jenny said. “Just…give me a second.”

“Now, what did Mom say about swearing in front of the baby?” Eden asked, forcing humor into her voice.

“Given all of the F-bombs she dropped around us as children, she can go fuck herself.”

Eden let out a laugh that sounded hollow to her own ears as the cell phone was filled with gentle cooing noises. As her sister soothed the infant, she looked to her tidy kitchen, free of bloodstains and debris.

She had meant what she said. Not knowing what had happened to Mal wasn’t good for her. Maybe the crazy dream with Jasper was just her subconscious’s way of trying to make sense of it all. 




Eden supposed that one of the good things about not being able to sleep was the lack of nightmares. She rolled over in her bed, gazing out the large window. She hadn’t seen the point of drawing the shades. The sun came up late enough this time of the year, and her road didn’t have any streetlights. The only light sources were the moon and stars hanging in a cloudless sky.

What’s the point of lying here anyway? Eden pulled herself out of bed.

A minute later, she was outside, flicking on the back porch light. She stepped off the deck on the lakeside, the act of pushing through the freshly fallen snow taking more effort than she had expected. Eventually, she felt the wooden dock beneath her feet and her jaw unclench, her shoulders started to relax. She craned back her neck, looking upward.

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?”

Eden blinked and found herself pulled into a memory of a time, almost ten years ago, when she and Mal had stood on this very dock, albeit with a bit less snow.

“What?” Eden had replied. “The fact that you can afford a ridiculously gorgeous lake house at twenty-five when most people I know are struggling to pay both their student loans and slumlords?”

He laughed. “Well, yeah. That’s definitely crazy, but not really what I was thinking about now.”

“What then?”

“The stars,” he nodded. “It’s ridiculous how many of them are out here.”

Eden nodded, unable to deny the truth. “It makes sense. No light pollution and all that. Pity it involves living out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Hey. Civilization is only an hour away.”

“That’s true. And it’s not like you need to worry about a commute, Mr. Artist.” She glanced up. “Do you paint them, then? The stars?”

He shook his head. “Nah. They’re too big. Too much to comprehend at once. I tend to keep my focus on the ground. You can usually figure out the big stuff by studying the little.”

“Eden?”

The voice jerked Eden out of her memory. Her breath leaped to her throat as she spun around to see a darkened figure, silhouetted by the bright lights of her house. She felt her pulse begin to race at the sight of the stranger, then recognized the shape. A leather duster.

“Jasper?” she asked.

He nodded. “Sorry to come by so late, but I had things to take care of elsewhere. Figured you might have questions.”

Questions? They came to her in a sudden rush. The implications of what his standing there truly meant.

“Are you…it wasn’t a dream, then?” she asked,

“No, unfortunately.”

“B-but the house. Everything was fixed, and I thought…”

“Just a bit of luck,” he said with a grunt.

“Well then, I hit my head. Maybe this is some weird coma hallucination.”

“Yeah, we’re not in some soap opera. Don’t put much stock in that one.”

“How is that less believable than what I saw! That some glowing lightning creature with needle teeth jumped out of an old water bottle and tore apart my kitchen!”

“A water bottle?”

“Yeah, it was Mal’s. Probably from our last hiking trip.”

“I see.” He ducked his head down, the shadows preventing Eden from reading his face.

She let out a shiver and pulled her jacket tighter to her.

“Come on,” he said. “You’re cold. Let’s finish this conversation inside.”




“Make yourself at home.”

Eden regretted the words the second they left her mouth. Because this had once been Jasper Harrington’s home or at least one of them. It had been granted to Mal’s mother as part of the divorce, and when she had decided to move closer to her sisters, Mal had been given the house right out of college. She glanced over at Jasper as he stepped inside, wondering how he felt about the changes made to the place. His gaze drifted over a slightly darker square on the wall, indicating a painting had once hung there. His face was unreadable.

“Shall I take your coat?” Eden asked.

The older man grunted in response before running a hand through his thinning silver hair. 

Jasper Harrington was not a young man, although she could not recall ever seeing someone in as good of shape while in their seventies. He had been an older father, his wife giving birth to Mal when Jasper was around forty. A big difference from Eden, whose parents had been in their twenties when both she and Jenny were born.

“I don’t even know where to start,” she said awkwardly. “I mean, what was that? And before, when you mentioned luck—”

“We call them Saints.”

“Saints.” Eden blinked. “I mean…I’m not Catholic, but—”

“No spiritual significance.” Jasper waved off her comment. “At least, not like that. Just another way to say powerful.”

“But how…why? Where are they from?”

“That’s—”

“And what was up with that silver stuff all over my arms last night. And I could have sworn that you were wearing some sort of armor. Only it disappeared. And that sword….”

He sighed in frustration, bringing a hand to his head. “Slow down. One question—”

“Does this have something to do with Mal’s disappearance?”

At that, he paused. “I do not know.”

“What does that mean? Was that thing responsible for Mal being…” She swallowed. “Gone? And you mentioned Saints, plural. What did Mal—”

“Jesus,” Jasper ran a hand down his face.

“Is this something you’ve known about all along? Why didn’t you come and talk to me sooner? The police—”

“Does this look like something we can discuss with the police?”

“Well, how would I know. I’m not exactly up on hell-demons 101!”

“Christ. Easier to show you, I guess.”

With that, he latched onto Eden’s right wrist. She blinked as he jerked her forward toward the sliding glass door.

“Wait,” she said. “What are you doing?”

Part of her must have known what was coming. That by opening that door, everything would change. She attempted to tug away, dimly aware that there was no way she could prepare herself for what lay on the other side.

Jasper yanked the door open, revealing the darkened night sky, and shoved her through. There was a shift in the air, then Eden fell, not on snow, but on cracked, red earth.
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There was a slight chill to the air, but nothing like the bitter cold of a winter’s night. In fact, the second she noticed the discomfort, it receded. Even more dramatic than the temperature change was the shift in light. It wasn’t like daylight, but as Eden looked up, she could see what looked like a spark of sunlight peeking over the horizon.

What she saw above that, made her freeze.

The clouds that lined the sky were awash in color. Bright oranges, pinks, and purples in a wider variety of shades than she ever had proper names for. In her and Mal’s travels, they had seen their fair share of beautiful sunsets and sunrises, but right now, she couldn’t recall a single one. This outshined them all.

It felt obscene. 

“It’s the miasma.”

At the sound of Jasper’s voice, she turned around and stifled a gasp. 

She supposed that the most logical way to describe what she had just seen was Jasper Harrington walking through a mirror. Its metallic surface rippled as he passed. She was sure she had just done the same, albeit somewhat less gracefully, after being shoved out her kitchen door.

But calling what lay in front of her a mirror seemed woefully insufficient. Mirrors are what hung over vanities and were built into closet doors. Neat, contained units meant for checking on one’s appearance. But even though her own shocked appearance was perfectly reflected, it was the last thing she could focus on.

Eden’s gaze went up, the height of the towering structure forcing her to take a step or two back. It was taller than her two-story house and almost three times as wide. It was irregularly shaped and unburdened by a frame. Instead, the edges were jagged as if she were staring up at a giant piece of shattered glass that someone had taken and stabbed deep into the surface of the earth.

Only this clearly wasn’t Earth.

Jasper let out a sigh, drawing back her attention. She watched as his spine straightened and shoulders squared, giving him the bearings of a much younger man, even if it had no impact on the silver in his hair or his lined, weathered face.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Look around.”

And she did. They stood on the side of some sort of mountain, but one utterly unlike the peaks near her home. Those mountains usually started off covered in trees, the taller ones transitioning to sheer, lifeless rock face at high altitudes. This mountain was made up of different types of rocks and cracked reddish-brown earth. Looking down the side, she saw that it never transformed into any kind of vegetation. Beyond that lay an equally desolate plane, occasionally interrupted by the natural slope of the land and formations of rocks. She couldn’t see a single scrap of green.

Eden turned to Jasper, who stood examining her, his face unreadable.

She swallowed. “Everything. I need to know everything.”

He began to speak. “When I was a young man, I experienced something like you just did. I thought I was stepping out into the woods and ended up here. Straight into hell.”

Eden’s eyes widened. “You’re not talking literally, are you?”

“No, although that didn’t change the fact that it wasn’t long before I ran into…powerful beings.”

“Like the creature that trashed my house.”

He nodded. “Fortunately, not that feral. Some of the Saints can communicate just fine. The one I met explained that I had landed not in hell but another universe entirely.”

“So, like Narnia. Only dead.”

“Dead is a good way to put it. This world—Saren, they call it—was once a living place. And then the miasma arrived.”

Eden followed the direction of his gaze upward to the clouds that lined the sky.

“It is not quite this distracting outside of sunrise and sunset, but it’s always there. A thousand years ago, it was let loose, and any living thing it touched died. Over time, it killed off everything, leaving behind the creatures the humans once worshiped as gods.”

“The Saints.” She blinked. “But how?”

“It doesn’t touch them.”

“But what about food? If everything else is dead—”

“They don’t need food, or water, or even to sleep or breathe. Not like us.”

“But that’s impossible! Everything needs to breathe.”

“You’re standing on the surface of an alien planet and are using words like impossible?”

“But how do they survive?”

“Worship.” Jasper shrugged. “I told you they were once considered gods. Unfortunately, a thousand years without a single prayer has had some…adverse reactions. As you witnessed yesterday.”

Eden shook her head. “This…this is a lot, Jasper. I have a million questions, and I promise not to ask them all at once!” she added, seeing his look. “But let’s start with the most important one. What does this have to do with Mal?

His face went still for a long while. Just when Eden was starting to lose patience, he spoke again. “This place, Saren, it may look like a lifeless rock. Hell, in most ways, it is. But the people who once lived here left behind objects. Precious objects.”

“Precious how?”

“We think it may have been some sort of an energy source? The Saints call them ryara. And while we can’t exactly hook our houses up to one, that doesn’t mean we don’t see any benefits.” He met Eden’s gaze. “It makes us incredibly lucky. And, by extension, rich.”

The family fortune, Eden realized.

“I had nothing before I stepped foot onto Saren. No money, no home, no…” He shook his head, voice trailing off. “But after I returned with a ryara, everything seemed to go my way. Every business venture flourished. Every investment paid off. Allowing me to more than provide for my wife and future son.”

Eden felt her mouth go dry. “Did Mal know about this?”

Jasper nodded. “Since childhood.”

But he never told me…

“Christ,” she blurted out. “This is insane. A gateway to toxic Narnia in my house? I mean…if the miasma is really that deadly, how are we even standing right now? Has it begun to clear up over the years?”

“If anything, it’s gotten worse. If an unprotected individual were to step foot in this place, they would begin to feel its effects immediately and not survive for much longer than that.”

“Then what makes us so spec—”

Eden caught sight of it just in time. The sword, which she hadn’t thought about since stepping on Saren, just appeared in Jasper’s hands. He swung it toward her in a swift and sudden arc.

Letting out a yelp of surprise, Eden raised both of her arms to protect her face. A second later, she heard a loud clang.

Eden blinked and looked up to see her face reflected in the armor that encircled her arms. She stepped back, forgetting for a second that Jasper had just attacked her with a sword. She watched as the metal spread across her clothing, running down her form like water until it covered every exposed inch.

A suit of armor, she realized. Albeit one that fit her more like a second skin.

“Where did this come from?” she asked.

“Technically, you’ve been wearing it the entire time. It’s protected you from the effects of the miasma. Just like mine has done for me.”

Eden looked up and saw something about Jasper…shift. The coat vanished, replaced by something out of the Middle Ages, a series of plate armor, including a helm that left his eyes exposed. Suddenly the sword in his hands didn’t look so out of place.

“If you know what to look for, you can see it,” he said. “The armor doesn’t make us untouchable, but it does protect us against the miasma and the Saints. Even shields us from things like hot and cold.” He looked down at his own hands wrapped around the sword. “Plus the discomforts of age.”

He sheathed the sword. Eden felt her vision shift. Both sets of armor disappeared, replaced by clothing that looked distractingly mundane against the vibrant backdrop of the miasma.

“It shouldn’t be visible on Earth unless you come across another traveler,” Jasper said. “Which is why I followed you into that café.”

“So that was you!”

“I needed to be sure. After Malcolm disappeared, I checked in with cousins, only to come up with nothing. I even began wondering about the possibility of illegitimate children from his college days. And then, I thought about you.”

“Me?” Eden blinked. “Why?”

Jasper turned from her. From the east, a breeze began to drift through, causing his duster to rustle.

“Armor,” he replied, “can’t be given away, only inherited. Seeing you wearing it, I have to accept the truth. My son is dead. And I believe he died here.”
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Dead. The word hit Eden like a physical blow. And, given her encounter with the Saint, she had experienced that quite recently. But the aftereffects of the words were even more painful. The idea that Mal was not missing—not “gone”—but dead.

She shook her head, focusing on the part that was, bizarrely enough, easier to swallow.        

“Here,” she said. “Why here?”

“It’s the last place he was seen,” Jasper replied. “Saren is dangerous, even with the armor. It’s why we all agreed decades ago to never cross over alone. But that doesn’t mean I necessarily trust the men who are supposed to guard our backs.”

“Wait.” Eden raised a hand. “What do you mean by ‘we all’ and ‘men.’ It was more than you and Mal?”

“It’s safer that way, to not go alone. There are others with armor: an old friend and his son, another friend’s son, and now, a mercenary.”

“A mercenary.”

“Not everyone has the spine to do it themselves.”

“But you said that some of these people are friends or at least connected to your friends. And yet, you think…” She took in a deep breath. “You think that Mal may have been…attacked by one of them?”

Jasper straightened up. “There’s no proof of that, and it is just as likely that a Saint took him out, but…”

He paused, gazing out over the horizon again. An action he seemed to do whenever he was feeling uncomfortable.

“I’m supposed to come back here in a couple of days. Help that old friend I mentioned hunt for a ryara.  Some of those people traveled with Mal and me a year ago. One of those people might have killed my son.”

Would they kill you too? For all Jasper knew, he was about to travel with a killer. His son’s killer.

But that wasn’t the only implication.

She felt her spine straighten and stepped forward, stopping next to Jasper, looking out and over the horizon herself.

“Then that means that you have an opportunity to find answers. If these people may have…been around Mal when he disappeared, they could help us in ways that the police have failed. If Mal went missing on this strange world…”

She turned to Jasper until she met his gaze square on. “This past year has been hell for me. I need to know what happened. We need to figure it out.”

“We?” he asked, eyebrows raised.

“We,” Eden said. “The next time you step onto Saren, I will be joining you.”




I must be insane.

Eden pulled open the shades in Mal’s studio, letting in the gentle midday sun, half hidden behind a haze of clouds. She paused to gaze out over her surroundings. The trees were still caked with snow from the storm, and the lake’s surface was as solid as the ground surrounding it.

Silent, cold, lifeless. These were words that she would have usually used to describe her home in late January. But after the dry, dead surface of Saren, she could see the life in it, sleeping beneath layers of ice and snow.

Waiting for its moment. 

A parallel universe consisting of a dead planet. A quest to find ancient artifacts that provided its wielder with impossible luck. A race of gods turned mad by the destruction of their worshipers. It was like something out of the video games Jenny played. On the surface of Saren, Eden had been wholly convinced. But surrounded by the comforts of home…

That soap opera coma theory was starting to look more and more likely by the hour.

Turning around, she walked back to Mal’s desk. It was surprisingly tidy. While his housekeeping tendencies had been somewhat lacking, she had always been shocked by the pristine condition of his workspace. From his neatly organized paints to the unbroken line of journals at the back of his desk. 

Early in their relationship, Mal confessed that he had been a deeply emotional child, and the world, with all its extremes, left him feeling paralyzed and overwhelmed. His mother had responded by pressing a notebook into his hands, encouraging him to use it to organize his thoughts. It was a habit he had continued to lean on since then. 

Eden randomly selected one of the journals, opening it to an entry from three years ago about a clash between Mal and a friend who owned an art gallery in Portland. She flipped through again to find a series of sketches. One of a chickadee attached to their bird feeder, and another of Eden, looking back over her shoulder, her face spread into a dazzling smile. Eden couldn’t help but linger at the care put into every line and curve. A sketch like that, handpicked from Mal’s memories, indicated a kind of love, didn’t it?

For much of its ten years, their relationship had been nothing but joy. An enviable marriage filled with trips around the world, long lazy Sunday brunches, and quiet moments together in their beautiful home. It had even been a source of tension between her and Bridget, with her emotionally closed-off husband, or Jenny, with her crippling student loan debt.

And all that time, he had been lying to her about the money that had made their beautiful marriage possible.

How am I supposed to feel about that?

Eden snapped the sketchbook shut, making sure it was placed back in order. She reached the end and pulled out one she had known would be blank, despite being identical to the others on the outside. It was a lined notebook Mal had bought by mistake, which wouldn’t allow him enough freedom for sketching.

Eden cracked it open and began writing down everything that Jasper had told her about Saren.

Roughly a half hour later, she leaned back in Mal’s chair with a frown. With everything laid out so carefully, she could start to see the holes. Turning to a new piece of paper, she leaned down and began a list.

Where did the miasma come from? 

Where did the armors come from?

What does this have to do with the Christine Mal texted?

Were Mal and Jasper actually estranged?

The last one gave her pause. Because there was no denying the apparent shift in her husband’s mood whenever his father had been brought up in conversation. It hadn’t made him cagey, exactly. He had answered her questions quickly enough. His father had participated in several different business ventures over the years, most recently mutual funds. And yes, that was the source of his and his mother’s money. Both felt complicated about that, given that neither wanted much to do with him. According to Mal, Jasper was a cold man, and if he ever felt any real affection toward his family, he never showed it.

Only they clearly had been talking, a year before, when they had traveled to Saren. She supposed that could be a lie on Jasper’s part, but what would the point of that be? And why travel back to Saren again after all these years? Especially if it was so dangerous. They were clearly lucky enough. Unless…

According to Jasper, he had first discovered the ryara fifty years ago. More than a lifetime ago for someone like Eden. How long did unnatural luck even last? Was it possible that Mal was worried about his family’s luck running out?

Only, would that be so terrible? They had a house and enough money that neither needed to work another day in their life unless they wanted to. And while she was sure it would be a powerful blow to Mal’s ego to sell fewer paintings…

She shook her head. This was all pure conjecture on her part. She knew precious little about Saren and the ryara. Any theories she formed would be so full of holes that they wouldn’t provide her with satisfying answers. She leaned forward, adding what felt like the most important question to her list.

Who are the men who may have killed Mal?




It felt strange to prepare to leave the house at almost midnight. Of course, the fact that Eden was leaving the house to travel to another world was the strangest part.

She pulled her leather jacket over a black sweater and jeans. Of course, given that the armor protected her from extreme temperatures, she could just show up in her pajamas again, but that didn’t feel right. After all, she was going to meet people who might know something or had even been involved in Mal’s disappearance. She wasn’t exactly sure how one dressed for that situation but was pretty sure it didn’t involve sleepwear.

Turning back to her closet, she reached for a pair of boots, remembering the trek down the mountainside, and a black backpack. Recalling her hiking days, she tossed in a water bottle, a pair of extra socks. and some beef jerky, although she didn’t know if eating or drinking was a good call with the miasma. She reached for a small first aid kit and then shook her head. She highly doubted a basic band-aid could take care of an injury that the armor wasn’t enough to tackle. Instead, she turned to her unmade bed and the notebook she had filled with even more questions. She added the book to the bag and zipped it up tight.

With a deep breath, she turned back to the mirror, Jasper’s final words running through her mind.

Any door can serve as a portal. Even things like bridges or the arc of a branch are close enough. Mal always had better luck with mirrors. And while you can technically cross over whenever, we try to align things with Saren’s dawn, so we have the most daylight. The miasma makes it difficult to see at night.

Which is what led Eden to standing in the middle of her bedroom, getting ready to leave her house at a time when she should have been fast asleep. She supposed it was good that her first trip to Saren had destroyed her sleep patterns. She had returned home wired and had been unable to sleep until the early hours of the morning.

For a moment, Eden just looked at her own reflection. Her dark curly hair in need of a cut. The ten extra pounds that hung around her hips. The dark circles that were now a permanent fixture under her eyes and the lines she knew hadn’t been there before Mal had gone missing.

Shaking her head, she raised her hand toward her reflection, remembering Jasper’s words.

The tricky thing about crossing over is forgetting what you’re doing. It’s about denying what’s in front of you. A doorway doesn’t need to lead to the next room. A mirror doesn’t need to show you a reflection.

Instead, think of Saren.

Eden closed her eyes, remembering the cracked earth beneath her feet. The dry yet heavy air. The sky lit up with the colors of the miasma. She opened them and touched the mirror’s surface.

Only to have it give way beneath her fingers as if it were made of water, slick and cool. She could see the armor emerge on her arms and legs, encasing her in a form as bright and reflective as the mirror in front of her.

And then, the mirror exploded, erupting into hundreds of tiny pieces of glass, both seeming to rush toward her yet move achingly slow at the same time. She looked to her side, to the flying fragments of glass, and saw pieces of Saren reflected at her. The brownish-red surface. The multicolored sky. The spark of dawn.

And then she turned back to the mirror to find it no longer reflected her bedroom but the surface of an alien world.

“Hold tight, Mal,” she muttered. “I’m coming for you.”

Eden stepped forward and onto the surface of Saren.
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“You’re on time.”

Jasper stood on the other side of the portal, dressed in the same coat as the day before. At that moment, Eden could not help but be struck by how little he looked like her husband. Mal was on the shorter side, and he had a natural slimness to his build that was enhanced by the fact that it could be hard to get her distractible husband to eat. With his height and broad shoulders, Jasper had a more solid appearance, suggesting strength.

It made it easy to forget his age.

“You sound surprised,” Eden said, gathering herself.

“Guess I expected you to be more like Malcolm.”

“Expected me to be caught up in a project, did you?”

He shrugged. “Mal mentioned that you were a photographer.”

That made her blink. “He talked about me?”

“We didn’t talk much at all, but yes. You did come up.”

“Well, I do take pictures and edit them, but it’s less about the art for me than it is about memories. Capturing things I never want to lose.”

He let out a grunt before beginning to walk down the mountainside. “That’s impossible here.”

“Oh?”

“You can take pictures, but the only things that show up will be stuff from our world. Like the clothing you’re wearing.”

“That’s…fascinating!” Eden’s hand itched to jot that down in her notebook. “Is that just digital? What about film?”

“Any form of recording. Technology from our world doesn’t work all that well here. Probably just the miasma, but Mal believed it was bigger than that. He saw it as Saren rejecting things from our world.”

Believed, Eden couldn’t help but think. Saw. Jasper already spoke about his son in the past tense. She wondered if it made it easier. To see this as a chance to chase down his son’s killer rather than embrace the potentially false hope of a rescue mission.

At the same time, she couldn’t help but be made aware of her own physical reaction, or lack thereof. Usually, when Mal’s name came up in conversation, it brought a lump to her throat, or a feeling of dread in her stomach, the memories of the nightmares creeping in. Was this due to her new sense of purpose or the hope of seeing Mal again?

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“A temple just south of here.”

“A temple? Is that smart? The Saints…well, they’re dangerous, right?”

“They are, and I’m glad you remembered that. But it’s convenient. The temples are the only places still standing really. The miasma doesn’t just destroy living things. It eats through timber and stone. This one’s less than a couple hour’s walk from the portal.”

“A couple of hours.” Eden looked down at her hiking boots. “Now is probably not the best time to mention that I’m not in as good of shape as I used
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