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The love of my life. The creative force behind the majority of these tales. The one who was there, before these characters had names. The one who helped it all come to life.
And To Our Kids
Creative and Caring Characters in their own wonderful ways.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Before there were prayers…
Dahlia Rosenmust hasn't seen her Aunt Erin since she was four years old. No one will tell her what happened. No one wants to even say Erin's name. Then a whisper finds her in a dream:
Find me…
The search leads Dahlia to The Guardians, Eight Immortals who have protected the world since before language existed, and to a truth no one wanted her to know: Erin isn't missing. She's dead. Her soul is trapped in the land of the dead, and something ancient and vengeful is waiting there.
Find me…
Armed with a sword that cannot cut the living and a stubbornness that unnerves even the ancients, Dahlia walks into the afterlife to bring her aunt home. But the land of the dead changes people. So does fifteen years of silence.
Find me…
And some reunions hurt worse than the loss ever did. . In another branch of reality, evolution took a different path. No humans. Instead, animals rose to fill every role we might have occupied. They built cities, wrote laws, waged wars, fell in love. They are not metaphors for us. They are themselves.
 
This is one of their stories.
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Prologue
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Before there were words, there was Time.

Before there were prayers, there were those who would be prayed to.

He had walked this world since the first sunrise. He had watched continents drift and oceans boil and ice sheets crawl across the face of creation. He had been old when the first village was founded, ancient when the first cities began, eternal when the first mind looked up at the stars and wondered.

He was Kastagir. The First Rabbit. The Keeper of Moments. One of the Eight who had guided Earth before it had a name.

And tonight, for the first time in nearly half a billion years of his life, he had done something horrible. And he was afraid.

“My Brothers, My Sisters...” he whispered into the Mindspace, that nowhere-place that existed between thoughts, where the Eight had gathered since before language made gathering possible. His voice carried the weight of grief that could crush mountains. “I need you.”

One by one, they came.

A businesswoman in a glass tower closes her eyes during a board meeting. For her, a heartbeat passes. For him, she has always been there.

A gardener pauses mid-motion, a seedling cradled in hands that had planted the first forests. She feels his pain before he speaks it.

A teacher faces his chalkboard, chalk frozen mid-stroke, listening to a brother’s anguish from thousands of miles away.

A police officer’s attention flickers from a courtroom, her mind touching his for the span of a synapse firing.

A rock star misses a bridge during a concert, letting forty thousand voices fill the gap while he attends to something older than music.

An artist’s hand drifts past a champagne flute, his scarlet eyes going distant as he touches the mind of his oldest friend.

A yoga instructor holds a pose, her students never knowing that for one eternal instant, she stood in the presence of grief that predated sorrow itself.

Seven minds joined his. Eight grand presences older than most species, older than most stone. They had been together since the first days of the world. They would be together until the last night fell.

He showed them everything.

Not in words, words were too young, too small. He showed them in the language they had used before thought shaped sounds existed: pure memory, pure experience, poured from mind to mind like water between vessels.

They saw him walking with her. The mortal woman. The ferret girl with fire in her eyes and no fear of what he was.

They saw the demon.

Not a soldier. Not a grunt. A Prince, a Sate of the mirror world, vast as a dragon, radiating malice older than any earthly hatred. The Princes were nearly Guardian-level themselves; it would take ten of them working in concert to threaten one of the Eight, and there were only Eight because eight was all that was needed. But this one had not come to fight.

It had come with a plan.

They saw the Prince had phased around her, not possessing, not controlling, but enveloping. Pulling Erin inside its own body like a parasite wrapping around a heart. Her chest surrounded by its chest. Her heart cradled against its heart. A living shield made of innocence.

They saw Kastagir draw his blade, the matched weapon to their own that they had forged together at the dawn of time. They saw him channel the Embrace down its length, raw creation-fire pouring through metal, because that was how you killed a Prince. They were resistant to direct Embrace attacks, shrugged off power like water off scales. But a Guardian blade delivered the killing blow through them, bypassing their defenses, striking at the core.

He had done this a thousand times. Ten thousand, ten million times...

But this time...

Erin’s innocence. The Prince’s own twisted magic.

The blade struck true of course. The power reached her before it reached the demon. Her soul, untouched for all her years, reacted like a fuse. Her soul was blown out of her body like a candle in a hurricane, flung free before her flesh knew to flinch.

And the Prince...

The Prince laughed.

It laughed as the Embrace poured through it, laughed as the fire that had burned its kind for eons flooded its form. Then it was gone, dissolved in a burst of power, cackling even as it died.

That was what they told themselves. That was what they had to believe. The Prince had sacrificed itself to make Kastagir kill the woman he loved with his own blade. A psychological wound that would never heal. The laughter was spite, a victory laugh, nothing more. A final twist of the knife before oblivion claimed it. The attack was personal. Make him do it. Make the Guardian of Time kill his own beloved with his own blade.

What else could it have been? No demon had ever survived the Embrace. No demon had ever done anything else. The very idea was impossible.

So they did not consider it.

They had enough grief to carry without imagining new horrors.

They felt him catch her. Heal the wound in an instant, meat and bone knitting at his command, because Embraced this deeply he was Time Itself and flesh was just a pattern that he could rewrite at will.

But she was not there.

The body breathed. The heart beat. The blood flowed. But the spark behind her eyes was gone. She was not there.

His siblings felt what came next. The moment where hundreds of millions of years of holding still almost shattered, where the Keeper of Moments almost stopped every clock on the planet and screamed until the stars went dark.

They saw him seize her body and move. Not the clean, precise fold of space that his siblings knew, that instantaneous step from one place to another that he performed as casually as breathing. This was wrong. The air tore. The ground where he’d stood cracked in a perfect circle, stone splitting outward in fracture lines that would confuse geologists for decades. He dragged reality behind him like a torn sail, pulling it rather than stepping through it.

They arrived at the sanctuary within the mountain above Dendoo’s temple, the oldest sacred ground on the planet, where the stones themselves, moved to this place over the centuries, remembered the first words the Eight had spoken. He materialized six feet above the floor of the inner chamber and dropped, landing hard, cracking the ancient flagstones beneath his knees. Erin’s body cradled against his chest. His ears flat. His teeth bared.

The precision of him, the absolute surgical control that had defined the Guardian of Time since before the continents had names, was gone. In its place was something his siblings had never felt from him. Something that made seven of the most powerful beings in existence flinch in the shared memory.

The memory showed him laying Erin’s body on the altar stone with hands that shook. Kastagir’s hands did not shake. He had defused apocalypses with those hands. He had caught extinction events between his fingers and set them down gently. His hands did not shake.

They were shaking now.

He knelt over her. His Embrace flared, and the temple walls groaned. The mountain itself shook, a tremor felt across the continent, registering on instruments thousands of miles away. The air inside the chamber went white with power, so dense that the stone altar began to hum at a frequency that cracked the weaker stones in the walls.

He looked up.

And then the memory skipped.

Not faded. Not blurred. Cut. One instant he was kneeling over Erin’s body, the Embrace pouring off him like a sun going critical, his eyes blazing with something that was no longer grief but something older, something that had no name because nothing had ever survived long enough to name it. The next instant he was in nearly the same position, same posture, same place. But the light was different. The quality of the air had changed. His Embrace had dimmed from that terrible white back to its usual blue, and there was a stillness about him that had not been there a moment before. A spent stillness, like the quiet after a detonation.

His siblings felt the seam. They all did. A gap in the memory where something had been, and was now not. Removed, with the deliberate precision of a surgeon cutting out a tumor, edges cauterized clean.

None of them asked.

They had all lived long enough to know that some things were kept private not out of shame but out of mercy. Whatever had filled that gap, whatever their brother had experienced in the space between one heartbeat and the next, he had decided they did not need to carry it. Kastagir’s mercy and Kastagir’s silence were the same thing.

He had sealed her body in a pure cocoon of frozen time instead, preserved perfectly, eternally. A moment caught in amber. And he had walked away before he did something else that could not be undone. They had all experienced similar grief, similar desire to end the world. They knew how hard that edge burned.

Now he was here. Stating his intent, as if asking their permission. Each of them had stepped away before. That was expected, even necessary, across the long ages. But none of them had ever stepped away broken.

I am going to disappear.

“Ten years,” he said, when the sharing was complete. “Perhaps more. I need to heal. I need to not exist for a while.”

We understand. Go. Seven minds, harmonized. It was all they needed to say.

One by one, they departed, returning to their borrowed mortal lives, the teacher, the rock star, the gardener, the cop, the executive, the instructor.

Only one remained.

Vinci. The Keeper of Entropy. The one who understood dissolution better than any of them.

“Where will you go?” Not the location, that was irrelevant. The where that mattered was deeper.

Kastagir showed him: A small college town. A dormitory. A life so mundane it would bore a mayfly. He had crafted a shell-self, a reduced version of his consciousness that could walk and talk and pass for a confused young man finding his way in the world. The shell would attend classes. Make friends. Live a small, simple life while the true self healed in the depths.

“And you?” Vinci pressed. “Where will you be?”

This was harder to show.

Imagine a room with no walls, no floor, no ceiling, a space carved out of pure nothing, existing only because he willed it to exist. Imagine that room wrapped in chains forged from the memory of every binding that had ever held anything. Imagine those chains wrapped in sigils older than writing, symbols that meant STAY and SEALED and DO NOT DISTURB in words that predated language. Imagine all of that buried in the deepest reaches of his own mind, in a place so far from consciousness that light itself would take years to reach it.

Now imagine the entrance sealed. Not with a lock, but with the absence of a lock, a door that could not be opened because no key could exist for it.

Vinci understood. “You’re not just retreating. You’re burying yourself.”

“Yes.”

“And if we need you?”

“You will not. You have managed without me before.”

“And if the world needs you?”

A pause. Long enough for empires to rise and fall, though in the Mindspace it was only a moment. “The world has seven other Guardians. It will survive.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“I know.” Kastagir began to withdraw, pulling his presence back from the shared space. “Watch for me, brother. If I am needed before I return... look for the shell. It will see you and start to crack. It will lead you to me eventually. But do not come early. I need this.”

Vinci held the connection a moment longer than needed. “Then rest, brother. Grieve. Heal. We will be here.”

And then he was gone, and Kastagir was alone.

The space within his own mind was vast and empty, a cathedral of nothing, a void waiting to be shaped. He had done this before, perhaps a dozen times across the long ages, when the weight of memory threatened to drown out everything else and he needed to set down the weight of being himself for a while.

But never like this.

Never while broken.

He began to build.

First, the walls. Not physical, nothing here was physical, but real in the way that mattered. Walls of crystallized intent, shimmering barriers that said HERE AND NO FURTHER. He raised them high, higher than thought, until they vanished into the darkness above.

Then the chains.

They rose from the floor, from the idea of a floor, links forged from pure stubbornness, from the raw refusal to move or change or yield. They were the chains that had bound titans in the old stories, the chains that held back floods and anchored mountains. They wound around his wrists, his ankles, his throat. They pulled tight.

He did not resist.

Then the sigils.

These were older than writing, older than memory, older than anything that had a name. They were the marks that the Eight had used to shape reality before reality had rules, scratched into the void by fingers that had crafted the first atoms. Each one burned as he inscribed it, etching purpose into the nothing: SEAL. BIND. HOLD. CONTAIN.

The symbols spiraled outward, forming circles within circles, locks within locks.

Finally, the final lock itself.

Not a physical mechanism. A conceptual one. The chains would hold until specific conditions were met, ten years passing, or the world’s need becoming desperate enough to burn through his defenses. The lock would seal when he released the Embrace, when he let go of the power that had sustained him since before the first sunrise.

He reached for that power now, feeling it flow through him one last time. It tasted like liquid imagination slowly roasted golden brown over a summer campfire. It was the fire beneath creation, the song that reality sang to itself, and it was his.

He let it go.

The chains pulled tight. The walls solidified. The sigils flared once, brilliant and blinding, and then went dark.

And in the darkness, in the silence, in the nothing...

Her voice.

He heard her. Just for a moment. A whisper that shouldn’t exist, a ghost in the machine of his own making. Her voice, calling his name, telling him something he couldn’t quite hear...

No.

He forced the thought away. It was a phantom. A hallucination born of grief. She was gone. Her soul was in the Nevertime, beyond his reach, beyond anyone’s reach. Hearing her voice was just his broken mind playing tricks.

He focused on the lock. On completing the final inscription, the last sigil that would seal him away until the appointed time...

The Embrace cut out.

Not gradually. Not gently. Completely, like a candle blown out by a breath. One moment the power was there, sustaining him, keeping him connected to his body, to his shell-self, to the world. The next moment it was gone.

He pulled at the chains. They held. Of course they held.

He reached for the power. Nothing.

He looked at the lock, the lock he had been inscribing, the lock that would allow him to escape when the time was right, and saw that it was unfinished. The final sigils were half-formed, meaningless scratches, a key with half its teeth missing.

A lock without a proper key cannot be opened.

No.

He reached outward, desperate now, touching the mind of his shell-self, and found nothing. Darkness. Not death, just... absence. The shell was still there, still breathing, still existing, but it was blind. Something had cut the connection. He was trapped, half-sealed, in a prison of his own making with no way out.

Panic. For the first time in centuries, panic.

He threw himself against the chains. They held. He screamed into the void. Nothing answered. He reached for his siblings, for the Mindspace, for any connection to the outside world...

Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

The walls he had built so carefully loomed around him. The chains he had forged so precisely held him fast. The sigils he had inscribed so painstakingly sealed him in. Every safety measure, every precaution, every layer of protection he had wrapped around himself, they had all become his cage.

He was buried. Buried in himself. Buried so deep that light would take years to reach him.

And no one was coming. Not for years at least.

Time passed.

In the darkness, with nothing but his own thoughts for company, Kastagir did the only thing he could do.

He waited.

One heartbeat. One year. One decade. One century. In here, it was all the same. In here, there was nothing but the waiting.

Eventually, his siblings would notice. Eventually, they would come looking. Eventually, they would find the shell-self wandering the world with no memory of what it truly was, and they would understand, and they would send enough power to finish the lock, and he would be free...

But that was years away. Decades, maybe. Perhaps longer.

He settled into the chains. Let them hold him. Let the darkness wrap around him like a shroud.

“This,” he said to no one, “is a whole new level of bad.”

Somewhere far above, or far below, or infinitely distant in a direction that had no name, the sun rose on a world that had just lost one of its oldest protectors.

The world did not notice.

The world never did.
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The mountain was hers.

Dahlia carved down the slope, weight shifting from edge to edge, the board responding to each thought before she finished thinking it. Cold air burned in her lungs. Snow sprayed in arcs behind her, catching moonlight, scattering it like thrown glitter. She couldn’t remember the lift ride up, couldn’t remember strapping in, but that didn’t matter. She was here now, and the run was flowing perfect.

The moon hung low and full, close enough to touch, casting the whole mountainside in blue-white silver. Fresh powder covered everything. Untouched. The kind of snow that only exists in commercials, she thought briefly, and then didn’t think about that any harder.

She hit a natural jump and went airborne for two heartbeats, three, the world dropping away beneath her. For that instant she was weightless, suspended between earth and sky, and something in her chest opened up. Joy, pure and simple, the kind she hadn’t felt in months. Maybe years.

She landed clean, knees absorbing the impact, and whooped into the empty air. Her voice echoed off the trees and came back to her changed, stretched thin.

The slope leveled briefly and she slowed, breathing hard, grinning. Above her, the ski lift chairs hung motionless against the stars. The lodge lights were dark. She was alone on the mountain, and that was fine. That was better than fine. No lines, no crowds, no one telling her to be careful.

She adjusted her goggles and started toward the next descent. The snow crunched under her board, a sound like biting into cold celery. Ahead, the trees thickened into shadow.

Something nudged the back of her head.

She spun, heart jumping. Nothing. The slope lay empty behind her, her tracks cutting clean lines through the powder. Wind stirred the branches. Dahlia let out a breath. Easy to imagine things out here. The mountain was vast, the silence deep. The kind of silence that had weight to it. The kind that felt like it was listening back, anticipating secrets.

She shook it off, faced forward, and pushed toward the tree line.

“Dahlia...”

The whisper came from everywhere and nowhere. Clear enough to catch. Light enough to doubt. She stopped, scanning the shadows between the pines. Moon-cast darkness pooled beneath them, impenetrable.

“Hello?” Her voice came out smaller than she wanted.

The wind answered. Nothing else.

Another nudge, firmer this time. Not imagination. Something pressing against the back of her skull, insistent, like a finger tapping for attention. She whirled, fists raised, and found only empty air and frost and the long trail of her own passage.

“Go away,” she muttered. “Whatever you are.”

The mountain didn’t answer. But the silence changed. Grew thicker. Expectant.

She faced forward and pushed off hard, wanting speed, wanting distance. The board slid into motion, awkward for the first few seconds, then finding its rhythm. Trees blurred past. Cold wind roared in her ears, drowning out everything else. She laughed, the sound startling her, a release of tension she hadn’t known she was holding.

Gravity took her. She carved through a gap in the pines, ducked a low branch, found open slope again and let it pull her faster. She was nothing but motion, part of the mountain, part of the night.

The whisper cut through the wind, closer now, intimate, like lips against her ear:

“Dahlia... find me...”

She twisted mid-turn, searching for the voice, for the speaker, for anything.

At the edge of the trees, just for an instant, she saw a shape. A figure. Feminine, slender, arm raised as if reaching for her.

Then her edge caught wrong, and the mountain flipped, and she was tumbling through powder and darkness and...

Sunlight hit her eyelids like a slap.

Dahlia gasped and opened her eyes. She was in her bedroom, tangled in sheets that wrapped around her legs like ropes, heart pounding against her ribs. Her tail had puffed to twice its size, bristling against the comforter.

Her room. Band posters on the walls, laundry basket overflowing in the corner, textbooks stacked on the desk she kept meaning to organize. Morning light slanted through the blinds, striping everything in gold. It all looked slightly wrong, the way familiar things do when you’ve just been somewhere realer.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. Then again. She ignored it, pressing her whiskers flat against her cheeks with both palms.

Her mother stood in the doorway holding a steaming mug, wearing an expression of knowing amusement. “Dreaming again?”

“Something like that.” Dahlia sat up, kicked free of the sheets, and accepted the mug. Hot chocolate. The smell pulled her the rest of the way into waking, though the chill from the dream lingered in her bones.

Find me.

“You were talking in your sleep,” her mother said, moving through the room, picking up a stray sock, straightening a pillow. “Couldn’t make out the words.”

“I was snowboarding.” Dahlia wrapped her hands around the warm mug. “It felt real. Like I was actually there.”

“But you’ve never snowboarded, love.”

“I know. That’s what made it weird.” She sipped, thinking about the figure at the tree line. The raised arm. “There was someone there. At the end. Calling my name.”

Her mother sat on the edge of the bed, brushing hair from Dahlia’s forehead with gentle fingers. “Dreams are strange that way. They mix things up, make connections that don’t make sense in daylight.” She smiled. “Your father once dreamed he was a sandwich. He was very upset about it.”

Dahlia snorted. “Was he at least a good sandwich?”

“Reuben, apparently. He kept complaining about the sauerkraut.”

Her phone buzzed again. And again. Dahlia sighed and grabbed it.

Four texts from Mira: movie tonight?? that new horror thing. jess is in. bring snacks??

One from her manager at the coffee shop: can you cover thursday someone called out

Normal stuff. Normal Saturday. She typed back quick replies: maybe to Mira, Sure to her manager. Her thumbs moved automatically while her mind stayed on the mountain.

Find me.

“Earth to Dahlia.” Her mother waved a hand. “Breakfast in ten. Your father’s making pancakes.”

“Dad’s cooking?” That got her attention. Her father’s culinary skills were legendary, and not in a good way. “Should I call the fire department preemptively, or...”

“He’s been practicing. Only set off the smoke alarm twice this month.” Her mother patted her leg and stood. “Get dressed. And maybe text your friends back properly instead of whatever monosyllabic grunt you just sent.”

Fifteen minutes later, Dahlia shuffled into the kitchen in sweatpants and an oversized t-shirt, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. The smell of pancakes filled the room, along with the sizzle of butter and her father’s off-key humming.

“There she is!” He turned from the stove, spatula raised in greeting. He was wearing the apron she’d gotten him for Father’s Day three years ago, the one that said “Kiss the Cook (At Your Own Risk).” Flour dusted his whiskers. “I made the good ones. Blueberry.”

“Your definition of ‘good’ is charitable.” But she smiled and slid into her usual chair at the kitchen table. The window behind her looked out on the backyard, where the oak tree she’d climbed as a kid spread its branches over patchy grass. Normal. All of it normal. A normal house in a normal neighborhood on a normal Saturday morning.

So why did everything feel slightly off? Like a picture hung crooked.

Her mother poured coffee, orange juice, set out butter and syrup. The rhythms of a thousand weekend mornings. Dahlia watched her parents move around each other in the small kitchen, the unconscious choreography of long marriage. Her father reaching over her mother’s head for a plate. Her mother ducking under his arm without looking. Small touches, familiar movements.

“You look like you’re solving a puzzle,” her mother said, catching her stare.

“Just thinking.”

“Dangerous habit on a Saturday.” Her father slid a stack of pancakes onto her plate. They were slightly lopsided, golden-brown, studded with berries. “Eat first. Think later. Doctor’s orders.”

“You’re not a doctor.”

“I played one in a school play once. Close enough.”

“You were Doctor Who,” her mother retorted.

Dahlia cut into the pancakes. They were actually good, which she would never admit out loud. Her phone buzzed on the table. Mira again: pleeeease movie will be so much better with you. jess is bringing that guy she likes and i dont want to third wheel

ill let you know after lunch, Dahlia sent back.

“Popular this morning,” her father observed.

“Mira wants to go to a movie. Some horror thing.”

“Is that the one with the haunted house? Your mother was reading about it.”

“I was reading the reviews.” Her mother sat down with her own plate. “Apparently it’s derivative but has good jump scares.”

“Derivative,” her father said, in a voice that suggested he didn’t exactly know what the word meant but wasn’t about to admit it.

Normal. All of this was normal. Dahlia ate another bite of pancake and tried to shake the feeling that she was waiting for something. That the morning was a held breath. Her nose twitched at the plate, pulling in the warm maple scent before she’d consciously decided to take another bite. Ferrets ate nose-first. Always had.

“I had the other dream,” she said.

The kitchen went quiet. Not silent. The fridge hummed. A car passed on the street outside. But the easy rhythm of conversation just stopped.

“The other dream,” her mother repeated carefully. “Which one was that, Dal?”

“About Aunt Erin.”

Her father set down his fork. Her mother’s hand tightened slightly around her coffee mug. The same reaction, every time Erin’s name came up. The temperature in the room dropped two degrees.

“The one where someone’s calling my name,” Dahlia continued. “Asking me to find them. And at the end, there’s a figure in the shadows, reaching for me. I can never see her face, but I know it’s Erin. I just... know.” She trailed off. “It felt important.”

Her mother exchanged a look with her father. That look. The one they thought she couldn’t read.

“Sweetheart.” Her mother reached across the table. “It’s been fifteen years.”

“I know how long it’s been.”

“Erin was... complicated. She had her own demons, her own restlessness. She was always chasing something nobody else could see.” Her mother’s voice was gentle, but there was pain underneath. “Maybe she found it. Maybe she’s happy somewhere, living a life we can’t imagine. Or maybe...” She didn’t finish.

“Maybe she’s dead,” Dahlia said flatly. “That’s what you think.”

“I don’t know what I think.” Her mother pulled her hand back. “I’ve spent fifteen years not knowing. At some point, you have to make peace with that.”

“I can’t.”

“Dahlia...”

“She was your sister. Don’t you want to know what happened to her?”

The question hung in the air like a thrown brick. Her father vigorously stared at his plate. Her mother looked out the window at the oak tree, at the normal backyard, at the normal morning that wasn’t normal at all anymore.

“I used to,” her mother said finally. “I used to stay up every night, imagining possibilities. She’d run off with someone. She’d joined a cult. She’d been kidnapped, murdered, was lying in a ditch somewhere waiting to be found.” Her voice stayed steady, but barely. “I drove myself half-crazy with it. And then one day I realized I had a choice. I could keep chasing ghosts, or I could be present for the family I still had. For you. For your father.”

“So you gave up.”

“I chose to live.” Her mother met her eyes. “There’s a difference.”

Dahlia didn’t have an answer for that. She pushed a blueberry around her plate with one claw, watching it leave a bleeding purple trail through the syrup. “She used to take me to the park,” Dahlia said quietly. “At least, that’s what everyone tells me. I was four. I don’t remember the park, not really. But I remember the feeling of her. The sound her leg made on the sidewalk. Being up high on the swings.” She looked up. “And I know she told me stories, because I remember believing them. Wild ones. I just can’t remember what they were about anymore.”

“You used to call her your Robot Aunt,” her mother said softly. “Because of her leg.”

“See, I don’t remember that at all. But it sounds like me.” Dahlia smiled, and it faded quickly. “I remember one thing clearly. The way she talked to me like I was a real person. Not a kid. Not something to be managed. She’d look right at me and say things like they mattered, even if I was too young to understand them.”

“Erin always meant something by everything. Half the time nobody knew what.”

“She wasn’t crazy.”

“I never said she was.”

“But people thought it. I know they did. The neighbors, her friends, even you sometimes.” Dahlia pushed her plate away. “I was four, and even I could feel it. The way the room changed when someone brought her up. What if she wasn’t crazy? What if she was right about something, and that’s why she’s gone?”

Her father cleared his throat. “Dahlia. Sweetheart.” He spoke slowly, choosing words. “Your aunt was closer to me than anyone but your mom. I loved her. She was brilliant and strange and she lit up every room she walked into. But she also had problems. Real ones. The kind that don’t get fixed by believing hard enough. She’d disappear and we’d get a postcard from places we’d need to look at a globe to even find.”

“I’m not a kid anymore, Dad. You don’t have to protect me from the truth.”

“The truth is we don’t know what happened. You know that.” He spread his hands. “We filed reports. We hired investigators. We put up flyers and followed leads and none of it went anywhere. She vanished. People do, sometimes. It’s horrible and it’s unfair and it doesn’t make sense, but it happens.”

“So that’s it? We just accept it?” Her whiskers trembled, part agitation, part desire.

“What else can we do?”

Dahlia stood up. Her chair scraped against the floor, loud in the quiet kitchen. “I can look for her.”

Neither of her parents spoke.

“I’m nineteen. I have money saved. I have time before fall semester.” The words came out fast, a plan she hadn’t known she was making until she said it. “I can go to the places she went. Talk to the people she knew. Follow whatever trail is left.”

“Dahlia.” Her mother stood too. “There is no trail. We looked. For years, we looked.”

“Then I’ll look again. Maybe I’ll find something you missed.”

“Or maybe you’ll spend months chasing nothing and end up exactly where we are now. Savings spent, exhausted and no closer to answers.”

“Maybe.” Dahlia met her mother’s eyes. “But at least I’ll know I tried. At least I won’t spend the rest of my life wondering ‘what if.’”

The silence stretched. Outside, a bird sang. A neighbor’s lawn mower started up down the street. Normal Saturday sounds. The world going on without them while the kitchen held its breath.

Her father stood and walked around the table. He put his hands on Dahlia’s shoulders, looked at her steadily. She saw worry in his eyes. Fear.

“If your heart says you have to do this,” he said quietly, “then follow it. But be careful. Be smart. And if you aren’t home by dinner, call us. Every day.”

“I will.”

“I mean it. Every day.”

“I promise.”

Her mother hadn’t moved in minutes. She stood by the window, arms crossed, staring at nothing. When she finally spoke, her voice was thick.

“She was my little sister. You knew that, right? Everyone always assumed I was the young one because Erin was so... so alive. But I had six years on her. I was supposed to protect her.” She turned, and her eyes were wet. “I couldn’t. And now you want to go walking into whatever took her. How am I supposed to feel about that?”

Dahlia crossed the kitchen and hugged her mother. Held on tight. “I’ll come back,” she said. “I promise. I’ll find out what happened to her, and I’ll come back.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“I can. I am.”

Her mother held her for a long time. When she finally let go, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and managed a shaky smile. “You’re as stubborn as she was. You know that?”

“I’ve been told.”

Later, standing alone in the living room, Dahlia touched the framed photo on the mantel. Erin looked back at her from fifteen years ago, caught mid-laugh at some family gathering. A barbecue, maybe. Her fur was windblown, her eyes bright with mischief, one arm slung around a younger Dahlia’s shoulders. She was standing casually, weight shifted to her good leg the way she always did, her prosthetic half-hidden in the grass. They’d been mugging for the camera, making faces. Dahlia remembered the moment but not the context. Just Erin’s warmth beside her.

“I don’t know what happened to you,” Dahlia said quietly. “I don’t know if you’re alive or dead or somewhere in between. But I’m going to find out. Whatever it takes. Wherever it leads.”

She touched the glass over Erin’s face. Cool and smooth under her fingertips. Erin would have been a little older when it was taken than Dahlia is right now.

“I will find you.”

Her phone buzzed. Mira again: soooo is that a yes or no on the movie? Dahlia looked at the message. The normal pull of a normal life, safe and familiar.

She typed back: rain check. something came up. Then she went to her room to plan.
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Chapter 2
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The courthouse smelled like old paper and floor wax. Every courthouse smelled like old paper and floor wax. Grimm had walked through hundreds of them across the centuries, in every country that kept records, and the smell was always the same. It was the smell of civilization trying to hold itself together with ink and filing cabinets.

The building was old, built in an era when courthouses were meant to intimidate. Marble floors worn smooth by a constant tide of foot traffic. Brass fixtures gone green at the edges. High ceilings that caught sound and threw it back, so that every footstep and murmured conversation arrived at his ears with a slight echo, as if the building were speaking to itself in its sleep. A portrait of a judge he’d outlived by a hundred and fifty years hung crooked on the landing, and Grimm straightened it without breaking stride. The judge had been a good man. Grimm remembered the funeral like it was yesterday.

He took the stairs two at a time. People cleared a path without seeming to notice they were doing it. A clerk carrying a stack of folders pressed against the wall as he passed, then blinked, confused by her own deference. A security guard straightened and looked away. It was always like this. Something in the hind brain, something older than language, sensed and recognized what he was, moving aside the way prey moved aside for a predator it could not quite see.

He found the directory, climbed another flight, and pushed through a door marked RECORDS. His tail swayed once behind him, a slow pendulum of controlled patience. The hinges squeaked in protest, a sound that had probably greeted every visitor for the last forty years. The office beyond was exactly what he expected: rows of filing cabinets lining the walls like soldiers at attention, a water-stained ceiling tile in the corner, the hum of a computer that was probably older than the secretary using it. A clock on the wall ticked with the authority of something that believed its job mattered. The whole room smelled like coffee that had been warming too long and manila folders that had been handled by too many hands.

“Can I help you?” said the secretary behind the desk. Young. Badger, probably fresh out of school, with the particular expression of someone who had already decided their afternoon was going to be uneventful.

“Irving Zane,” he said. “I need to see him.”

“Mr. Zane is busy at the mome...” she began to say.

“Tell ‘Mr. Zane’ he has a very venerable old world visitor. If he still thinks he’s busy, tell him his visitor came clear from England, and wishes to know if his rhubarbs are growing red this year.”

“I don’t get it.” She gave him the look she probably gave everyone who wasn’t her lunch break.

Grimm removed his trench coat and fedora. He withdrew from the jacket pocket a worn manila envelope, then placed both hat and coat on the rack by the door. The envelope felt heavier than paper and photographs should. Everything about this errand felt heavy. “You don’t have to ‘get it’. Pass the message on.”

The girl stomped off in a huff, disappearing with little more than a perplexed look.

While she was gone, Grimm stood still in the quiet office. Perfectly still. He could hear the building around him: the ventilation laboring through old ducts, footsteps two floors down, a telephone ringing in a room no one was in. He could hear the heartbeat of every person on this floor, forty-three of them, each one a small, temporary thing. He could hear the secretary’s heartbeat quicken as she delivered his message, could hear Irving’s spike in recognition, could hear the old fox push back from his desk and rise.

A photograph on the wall caught his eye. The staff of the Records department, posed on the courthouse steps, dated eleven years ago. Irving stood in the back row, younger, thinner, the same reading glasses already perched on his forehead. Grimm had attended his father’s retirement party. Had sent flowers when his grandmother died. The photograph was the only personal touch in an otherwise institutional room, and it told him everything he needed to know about Irving Zane: a man who belonged to this building and was proud of it.

He had been avoiding this step. For weeks he had pursued other avenues, the Guardians’ own network of watchers and contacts, digital traces, whispers in the Mindspace. But Kastagir had gone deeper than any of them expected, and Vinci’s search had turned up nothing but dead ends and cold trails. Which left the mortal channels. The patient, slow, paper-and-ink channels that had served Grimm since before electricity.

The portly fox quickly appeared from behind a stack of bookshelves, still holding a folder he’d been indexing, a pencil tucked behind one ear. Irving Zane looked like thirty years of the same building had soaked into him: ink-stained fingers, reading glasses that lived on his forehead, the careful movements of a man who knew where every file in the room slept. He had his father’s build, his grandfather’s eyes, and his great-grandmother’s habit of touching his chin when he was thinking. His family had served Grimm for four generations, an heirloom too strange to explain and too important to abandon. Each Zane had learned the truth from the one before, sworn to secrecy, and carried the knowledge like a second heartbeat. Irving was the best of them, which was saying something.

“I’m so very sorry, sir,” he said, stepping around the counter. “You must forgive her; she’s new here.”

“I could tell,” said Grimm. He noted the way Irving’s hands were already moving, already clearing space on his desk, already reaching for a notepad. Grimm had watched the same transition in Irving’s father, in his grandfather before that. It was always the same: a straightening of the spine, a sharpening of the eyes, and then quiet readiness.

“I need you to do an important task for me.”

“Of course, my...” The fox dropped his voice to barely audible. “Yes, my lord... Anything.”

Grimm handed over the manila envelope. Fifteen years of silence in his hands, of a brother gone dark, of the Mindspace carrying a wound where Kastagir’s voice used to be. “Track down for me all you can find of any women matching these criteria.” He opened the envelope and fanned out some photographs and papers. “Ferret, female, born between thirty and forty years ago. Within approximately a hundred miles, first name of Erin. And also, anything about what family there might be around now, siblings, parents, children... Whatever you can get me.”

Irving set down his folder and took the photographs with both hands. He handled them carefully, the way he handled all documents, with the reverence of a man who understood that paper carried weight beyond its fiber content. He tilted one toward the window light, studying the face, the way his father would have, the way his grandfather would have before that, squinting slightly, one ear rotating toward the door out of habit. He set it down and picked up the next, his brow furrowing deeper with each one. “Wow,” he said. “Not a lot to go on.”

“It is quite a lot more than nothing. It’s also all I have for now.” Grimm shrugged. “I realize this is not a trivial task; however, I have faith you will do your best. Find me everything you can for everyone who matches.”

“Of course, m’lord.” The fox returned the documents to the envelope. “May I ask why?”

“You may always ask,” he said, without volunteering more. Irving held the pause the way his grandfather used to, with his hands folded and his head slightly tilted, waiting without expectation.

“It... might be helpful to know?”

Grimm paused. He looked at the photographs one more time before Irving slid them away. One of them showed Erin laughing, caught mid-gesture, her eyes bright with mischief. He had never met the woman. He knew her only through his brother’s grief, through the memory Kastagir had poured into the Mindspace on the worst night of his long existence. The photograph had been taken in summer; you could see the sunlight on her fur, the wind in her hair. She looked like someone who laughed easily and meant it.

“She is an Important Person. That is all you need to know for now. If I could give you more to start with about her, I would give it to you.”

“And I take it you’ve exhausted other methods?”

“Who’s to say I’m not checking them all at the same time?” He stood up and grabbed his coat. “Should you need funding or other items, contact the usual people.”

Irving bowed his head in a small nod. “I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Perhaps a few days. I will see what I can turn up. But it shouldn’t be too impossible. Species, name, approximate date and area? I’ll get you all I can.”

“Time is of the essence, you see,” Grimm said, donning his hat and coat. “Haste in action will certainly be rewarded.”

“When is it never a hurry with you?” said the fox, but the black panther was already gone from his doorway, moving as if the building had been built around him.

Outside, the afternoon light hit Grimm like an accusation. He paused on the courthouse steps, feeling the stone under his feet, the old reliable weight of a building that had stood for a century and would stand for another if the citizenry didn’t knock it down first. The air smelled like motor exhaust and freshly cut grass and something sweet from the bakery across the street, warm yeast and cinnamon drifting on the breeze. He stood there for a moment, letting the world wash over him, watching traffic crawl past, watching the small currents of mortal life eddy around him. A mother adjusting her daughter’s scarf, tucking it twice, the way mothers always tucked things twice. An old man on a bench feeding pigeons from a paper bag, unhurried, as if this were the most important thing he would do today. Perhaps it was.

Grimm checked off another route in his mind. Three searches running now. Irving for the mortal records. Prissy listening for any ripple in the Mindspace, her mind open like a radio dish pointed at the silence where their brother used to be. And Richard, who had dropped everything, abandoned a gallery opening in Florence without a word of explanation, to chase whispers of rumored records and movement patterns across two continents. Richard, who painted to keep from screaming and searched for his brother the way he painted: obsessively, meticulously, refusing to stop until the picture resolved.

First Kastagir goes walkabout. Then, just when Grimm thinks they might have a trail, Richard vanishes into the hunt and stops checking in. Two brothers, both out of reach in their own way. He would have sincere words with Richard when this was over.

He was tired of waiting. Kastagir could outwait mountains, let centuries pass like afternoon rain. That had always been the difference between them. Kastagir bent time around his patience; Grimm bent the world around his will. And right now his will said: enough. Enough of this silence. Enough of this absence. Enough of this hollow place in the Mindspace where his brother’s voice should have been. Fifteen years was nothing to a being who had watched continents drift, but it was everything to the people Kastagir had left behind.

He glanced over his shoulder. No one in sight. He let the Embrace flow through him, and was simply gone. Only the faint echo of wings remained, fading into silence.
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Chapter 3
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Three days into the search, and Dahlia had learned exactly one thing: the internet was useless.

It had started at dinner. Or rather, dinner had been where it finally spilled over.

“You’re still looking for Erin.” Her mom hadn’t asked. She’d seen the open laptop, the old letters spread across the kitchen table, and her face had gone tight the way it always did when Erin’s name came up. “Dahlia, she’s been gone fifteen years.”

“I know how long she’s been gone, Mom.”

“Then why now?” Daisy set the casserole dish down harder than necessary. “Why drag all of this back up?”

Dahlia didn’t have an answer for that. Not one that made sense. Because I dream about her. Because something is pulling at me and I can’t explain it. She couldn’t say that to her mother, who had spent fifteen years learning not to talk about her sister.

“Someone has to look,” Dahlia said instead.

“Someone did look. Everyone looked. The police looked. Your father and I looked. And then we had to stop looking, because that’s what you do when there’s nothing left to find.” Daisy’s voice cracked on the last word, just barely, and she turned back to the stove. “Eat your dinner.”

Dahlia ate her dinner. She didn’t bring it up again that night. But she didn’t close the laptop, either.

She sat cross-legged on her bed, laptop balanced on a pillow-desk. Half-empty water bottles on the nightstand. A basket of clean laundry she kept meaning to fold. Her longboard propped in the corner, one wheel still broken. She’d nested into the center of the bed the way she always did, pillows pulled close on three sides, the blanket tucked under her in a tight ring. A perfect ferret burrow with Wi-Fi. The wall above her desk was papered in photos and concert tickets, a museum of the normal life she was supposed to be living right now.

Her phone buzzed. Mira again.

you alive? havent seen you in days

She responded. alive. researching family stuff

boring. come get coffee

Typical Mira, she considered it and texted her maybe later

She set the phone face-down and returned to the laptop. The search results mocked her. “Erin Windburrow” turned up nothing. “Erin Windburrow missing” turned up nothing. “Erin Windburrow ferret” turned up a decade-old social media profile with three posts and no activity since.

She’d tried the obvious stuff first. Facebook, Instagram, the people-finder sites that wanted thirty dollars to tell you someone’s address. She’d even dug up Erin’s old email address from a birthday card her mom had saved and sent a message into the void. No bounce-back, which meant the account still existed. No reply either. She’d also tried “Erin Rosenmust,” instead of their mother’s maiden name, in case Erin had used that instead for whatever reason. Nothing there either.

Her stomach growled. She glanced at the clock. Two in the afternoon. She’d skipped lunch again.

“This is stupid,” she muttered, and got up to raid the kitchen.

Her dad was at work. Her mom was doing something in the garden, visible through the kitchen window, kneeling in the dirt with her sun hat on. Dahlia made a sandwich, ate it standing at the counter, and grabbed a bag of chips for later.

Back in her room, she tried a different approach. Missing persons databases. Cold case websites. Forums where amateur sleuths traded theories about unsolved disappearances. She found three “Erins” who might have been the right age, but one was a squirrel, one was from Oregon, and one had been found two years later living in Canada with a new husband.

She leaned back against her headboard, folding nearly in half to stretch the stiffness from her spine, and stared at the ceiling.

The dreams had been getting worse. Not the snowboarding one, though that still came sometimes. The other one. Erin being pulled into darkness, reaching out, trying to say something Dahlia could never quite hear. She’d wake up with her heart pounding and the absolute certainty that her aunt was alive somewhere, waiting.

It sounded crazy when she tried to explain it. She’d stopped trying.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was Tyler: you coming to the lake tomorrow or what

yeah probably

bring those chips you had last time

which ones

the good ones

She smiled despite herself. Tyler’s definition of “good chips” was “chips that exist.”

Back to the laptop. She tried newspaper archives next, searching for any mention of Erin around the time she disappeared. Nothing local. She expanded the search radius. Still nothing.

Then she found the census records.

It wasn’t much. Just a database that let you search public records, verify that someone existed at a certain address at a certain time. She typed in Erin’s name, her old address, the approximate year.

One result.

Dahlia leaned forward. The record confirmed what she already knew: Erin had existed. Had lived at the family home until fifteen years ago. Had been listed as a dependent, then as an adult, then... nothing. No forwarding address. No death certificate on file. Just a person who stopped appearing in records, like a sentence that ended mid-

She bookmarked the page and kept searching. The census site had links to other databases, other archives. She followed them down rabbit holes, losing track of time. The afternoon light shifted across her floor. Her mom came inside, started making dinner noises in the kitchen. Dahlia barely noticed. Her nose was inches from the screen, body locked forward, claws resting motionless on the keys. The research trance. Once she locked onto something, the rest of the world simply stopped existing.

At some point she’d pulled out a notebook and started writing things down. Dates. Places Erin had mentioned in old letters. The name of the college she’d attended. A boyfriend her mom had mentioned once, years ago, some guy Erin had been “serious about” before she vanished.

It wasn’t much. But it was more than she’d had this morning.

Her phone buzzed. Mira: last chance for coffee. jess is buying

Dahlia looked at her notes, at the laptop, at the fading daylight through her window. Her eyes ached. Her back was stiff from hunching over the screen, her tail kinked from being sat on wrong.

on my way, she typed back.

She could pick this up tomorrow. The search wasn’t going anywhere.

But “tomorrow” turned into four more days of the same.

She exhausted every database she could find. Ancestry sites, alumni directories, voter registration records. She called the non-emergency number for the police department and asked about cold missing persons cases. The officer who answered was polite, bored, and entirely unhelpful. “Ma’am, if a case has been closed for fifteen years, you’d need to file a formal records request. Processing takes six to eight weeks.”

She wasn’t waiting six to eight weeks.

On the fifth day, she went analog.

“Mom.” She stood in the doorway of her parents’ bedroom. Daisy was reading, propped against a mountain of pillows. “Do we have any of Aunt Erin’s old stuff? Letters, photos, anything she left behind?”

Something crossed her mother’s face. A flinch, quickly managed. “There might be a box in the hall closet. Top shelf. Your father put it up there years ago.”

“Thanks.”

“Dahlia.” Her mother’s voice caught her at the door. “Some of those letters are personal.”

“I know.”

“I mean personal. Things she wrote to me as her sister, not to the world. Things I kept because I couldn’t bring myself to throw them away.” A pause. “Be careful with them.”

“I will.”

The box was buried behind a stack of board games and a sleeping bag that smelled like 2009. Dahlia hauled it down and carried it to her room, setting it on the bed with both hands. She leaned in and breathed the box before opening it. Dust, old cardboard, the ghost of Erin’s perfume or maybe just wishful thinking.

Inside: a mess of envelopes bound with a rubber band that had gone brittle and snapped when she touched it. Postcards. A few photographs she hadn’t seen before. A spiral notebook with Erin’s handwriting on the cover, slanted and hurried, the handwriting of a woman who thought faster than she could write.

She spent the rest of the afternoon going through everything.

The postcards came from everywhere. San Francisco, New Orleans, a town in Guatemala that Dahlia had to look up on a map. Each one was a few lines of Erin’s breathless prose, nothing planned, just whatever crossed her mind when she grabbed a pen. Daisy, you’d LOVE it here. The food is unreal and I met a man who carves birds out of soap. Sending you one. Love, E.

The letters were longer and harder to read. Not because of the handwriting, though that didn’t help. Because they were the voice of a woman Dahlia barely remembered, a woman alive and sharp and funny, who signed off with little drawings instead of signatures and who underlined things three times when she was excited.

Halfway through the stack, she found it.

A letter postmarked from Virginia. Vixenberry, VA.

Dais,

College is... fine. I know, I know, you’re shocked, little Erin actually going to class. The campus is pretty. One of those old brick places with too many trees and not enough parking. My roommate is a nightmare but the library has a reading nook on the third floor with a window seat and I’ve claimed it as my own.

I met someone. Don’t tell Mom yet. He’s quiet and weird and he reads more than anyone I’ve ever met. He has this way of listening like what I’m saying actually matters, which is either very sweet or very creepy and I haven’t decided which. Rabbit. White fur, if you can believe it. Looks like he fell into a bag of flour.

Anyway I’m staying for the semester at least. Maybe longer. It depends on a few things.

Miss your face.

E.

Dahlia read the letter twice. Then a third time.

Rabbit. White fur.

She dug through the rest of the stack. Three more letters from Vixenberry, each a few months apart. In the second, Erin mentioned him again: Still here. Still with the rabbit. He’s strange, Dais. Smart in ways that make me feel five years old. But gentle. I’ve never been with anyone gentle before. In the third, the tone shifted. Something urgent underneath the casual words that Dahlia couldn’t quite place. Things are happening. Can’t explain in a letter. Just know I’m okay and I’m where I need to be.

The fourth letter was the last. Just three lines:

Don’t worry about me. I know what I’m doing. I’ll explain everything when I see you.

No signature. No drawing. No date.

After that, nothing. No more postcards, no more letters, no more Erin.

Dahlia set the letter down and stared at the wall. The afternoon light had gone gold and long across her floor, and she hadn’t noticed it happen.

Vixenberry, Virginia. A white rabbit. A sudden silence.

She pulled up a map on her laptop. Vixenberry was a suburb of DC, a few hours by car. Vixenberry State College. The campus website showed red brick buildings, too many trees, not enough parking. Erin’s description was still accurate after all these years.

Her mom was in the kitchen starting dinner. Dahlia leaned against the doorframe.

“I found Erin’s letters.”

Daisy’s knife stilled on the cutting board. She didn’t turn around. “And?”

“She was at Vixenberry State. In Virginia. She had a boyfriend. A white rabbit.”

“I know.”

“You knew?”

“Of course I knew. She was my sister.” Daisy resumed chopping, the rhythm too even, too controlled. “She called me when she first met him. She was giddy. Erin was never giddy.”

“Did you ever meet him?”

“No. She kept him to herself. She was protective of that part of her life. Almost secretive.” A long exhale through her nose. “And then she was gone.”

“I want to go there. To Vixenberry. See if anyone remembers her.”

The chopping stopped.

“Dahlia.”

“It’s a few hours’ drive. I’ll be careful. I just want to look around, talk to people, see the campus. A couple of days, tops.”

“It’s been fifteen years. Nobody is going to remember one college student from fifteen years ago.”

“Maybe not. But I have to try. I have a name now, Mom. A place. That’s more than I had a week ago.”

Her mother set the knife down. She turned and looked at Dahlia with an expression that was part exhaustion, part recognition, and part something else entirely.

“You’re going to go whether I say yes or no.”

“I’d rather go with your blessing.”

Daisy wiped her hands on a dish towel. She was quiet for a long time. The fridge hummed. A car passed on the street outside.

“Take your father’s road kit. Check the oil before you leave. And call me every night.” She held up a finger. “Every. Night.”

“I will.”

“I mean it.”

“I promise.”

Her mother turned back to the cutting board. Picked up the knife. Resumed the steady, controlled rhythm.

“She stopped writing to me,” Daisy said quietly. “That last letter. No signature, no little drawing. She always drew something. A flower, a star, a stupid little ferret face.” She chopped an onion in half. “That was how I knew something was wrong. Not because she left. Because she stopped drawing.”

Dahlia didn’t know what to say to that. She crossed the kitchen and hugged her mother from behind. Daisy’s hand came up and squeezed her arm, just once, tight.

“Find something,” her mother said. “Anything. I don’t care what it is. Just find something so I can stop wondering.”

Across the country, a monitor on Irving Zane’s desk lit up with an alert he hadn’t seen in years. He rolled his chair over, read it twice, and felt the blood leave his face. His ears flattened. He fished a dog-eared business card from his wallet, flipped it over to the access code written in a flowing, old-fashioned script, and punched in the long string of digits with fingers that weren’t entirely steady.

The line connected without ringing. There was just silence, and then a presence on the other end, like standing in a dark room and knowing you aren’t alone.

“Sir?” Irving said. “Our system flagged a query on one of the census websites. Someone searching for a woman who matches the profile you gave me.” He paused. “I wanted to confirm you don’t have another contact running that line... No? No, sir. Yes, I’ll trace it.” Irving’s pen stopped moving. “You want me to... yes. Understood. I’ll arrange it. Goodbye.”

He set the phone down carefully, the way you set down something that might bite. Then he turned back to the screen and ran the trace. It took several minutes. He wrote the name and address on a slip of paper in neat, deliberate print.

“Miss Cathaway?” He turned to his secretary. “Send a certified letter overnight to this address.” He handed her the slip of paper. “Something to the effect of ‘We have information pertaining to your inquiry.’ Then include the following instructions exactly as I give them to you.” He read from his notes, the ones he’d scribbled while the line was still open. A parking garage address. A date and time two weeks from today. A floor and location. A signal. “Word for word, Miss Cathaway. And make a note: when the delivery confirmation shows up, I’m to be notified.”

He stepped back toward his office and closed the door behind him.

“I need a new job,” Miss Cathaway muttered, and pulled up a blank letter.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Into the
Nevertime

The Guardians: Book 1:
Dahlia's Quest

Ryan and
Cecil Dewalt






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





