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  Chapter 1
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She was dead. 
August James stood in the middle of Rose Hill Cemetery, under the sprawling branches of an old willow tree, numb from his lips to his toes. Twenty-seven years of walking the earth, the good she had done, the impact she’d made in her field, the lives she had touched… his life particularly, only now he would have to go on without her. Alone, until he too was laid in the ground beside her.
Cold morning sunshine splashed across his black suit-clad shoulders refusing to warm him as damn near a hundred people, maybe more, filed into the seating area beneath the giant willow that shaded them. It was amazing how many people had come to see her laid to rest, especially since this cemetery was located a good hour outside of Oklahoma City, where they’d both lived and worked. But this tiny cemetery on the outskirts of the equally tiny town of Andersons Clay was where his parents were buried, their joined gravestone standing right next to where his wife’s soon would be, and where, eventually, he too would be laid when his time came. Still, it surprised him how many people–all neighbors, co-workers, students from Oklahoma U where he taught linguistics and Guinevere taught… had taught American myth and folklore–would drive so far out of the big city to attend the funeral, especially considering the scandal. Some looked at him sympathetically, most wouldn’t even make eye contact. None of them were his friends, not anymore. Only those few he assumed hadn’t yet heard he was a suspect in his wife’s death dared come up to him long enough to murmur condolences in hushed and hollow words.
We'll miss her. August liked that one. It almost made him cry when they said it.
God has a plan. That annoyed the hell out of him. As if God existed. As if He, supposedly a loving father to all His children, would deliberately murder the best of them over some obscure plan that literally no one could fathom or explain. There was no God, no plan, and no Guinevere, not anymore.
And the most useless platitude of all: I'm sorry for your loss. Yeah, he was sorry too. For all the good that did.
The sun at his back, August gazed up through the leafy willow branches at the cloudless sky. He swallowed hard. He wanted to cry. To drop to his knees, bawl and beat at the ground with both fists. Give all these people the show they’d so obviously come to her funeral to see. But he just couldn’t.
He struggled to breathe through the stinging of his nose, willing the oppressive grief back down inside him, but his chest only tightened, squeezing back his breaths and his depressed and suppressed emotions. He hadn't been right since he'd woke that morning three weeks ago to find Guinevere dead in her office chair, her pale blue eyes open and staring, her mouth grotesquely distended as if she'd died screaming.
God, if that image couldn't make him cry then nothing would. And yet, the brilliance of his pain was already dulling, leaving him numb once more. So he stood there, staring out across a sea of solemn, suspicious faces, aimlessly picking out those he’d once called friends.
There was Bill Anderson, Sr., whose son now owned the farmland surrounding the house August had grown up in, sitting in the front row, doggedly determined not to meet August’s gaze. His own Aunt Mary barely left her apartment except when it came to funerals. She was sitting in the front row too, and so far, she hadn’t come up to him. David Decker from the university library and Gerty Deleon from janitorial services were sitting side by side, having carpooled together all the way down from Oklahoma City. They were at least looking at him. Gerty even seemed sympathetic, but they hadn’t come up to him either. Maybe once the service was over they would, but he doubted it.
Nearly every one of the sixty seats the cemetery had provided was taken up by teachers or students, and authors whose work had overlapped his wife’s. Just about every one of their neighbors from Heritage Heights, the Oklahoma City apartment complex where he and Guinevere… where he now lived alone, were here in force because, of course they were. As Detective Lawrence had said just loud enough for August to overhear on the morning it had happened, “The husband is always guilty,” and God knows, everyone loved a good scandal.
“Good morning,” the elderly priest, a man who looked more homeless than godly, standing on the other side of Guinevere's flower-draped headstone began. “Today, we gather to celebrate a life well-lived and gone too soon…”
Don't look, August ordered himself, but already his gaze was drifting left. Not to the priest, but to her closed casket, waiting beside the hole that would soon house her. There were so many flowers, the mahogany coffin wood could barely be seen. Hydrangeas, roses and lilies, baby's breath–all the heartfelt sympathy flora were represented, none of which were Guinevere's favorite. The assortment of cute hedgehog stuffed animals were, however, and whoever had placed that personalized “Best Professor Ever” aeropress coffeemaker in the middle of it all had really known her well.
“Let us pray,” the priest guided, and everyone in that sea of staring faces bowed their heads except August. He stood where he was, watching the priest's moving mouth, hearing but unable to comprehend, wondering if Guinevere even knew this man. August didn't and, when first forced to make these arrangements, he'd actually requested the same cleric who had married them for the eulogy. Sadly, the church had sent someone else.
Jesus, why couldn't he focus on the burial? It was passing him by in leaps of missing time; already the prayer was over. A hymn came next–he didn't know it either. He wasn't the church-goer his wife had become these last few years, but then, she'd always had faith–in God, in goodness. In him, something that never failed to amaze him, especially considering they were polar opposites in that regard.
The rough caw of a lone raven in the willow branches high above him cut the sudden quiet of the ceremony, bringing August roughly back to himself. People were moving now, shifting out of the way to allow those assigned to help lower Guinevere's casket into the ground to get to it. A wreath of white lilies went down with her, the rest of the flowers and parting gifts were carefully set aside so handfuls of dirt could be cast in without incident.
And then the last hymn sung and the last prayer prayed, it was over. His stomach knotted. His chest constricted almost to the point that he couldn't seem to breathe as people approached him. Not everyone, not even half of those who'd come today, lined up before him, but he wasn't fooled. Suspicion burned too brightly in too many eyes for him to accept any more condolences. Especially not from people who were only here to say they’d been part of her story, rather than to lend him comfort.
Funny, how firmly ingrained certain social niceties could be. Why else would he still be standing here, staring into their accusatory eyes as they filed past him, those who deigned to say anything at all speaking words that didn’t comfort and which his brain barely understood. He thanked them all wishing he could just go home. But he couldn't, not yet. So there he stood, a well-weathered rock against the ebb and flow of feigned sympathy, and that's when he first saw them.
Rose Hill Cemetery was an odd mixture of old and new headstones, hundred-year-old statuary, and the occasional turn-of-the-century mausoleum. It was out of one of these that they stepped, one at a time like ducks in a row. Black ducks, shrouded from head to toe in concealing cloaks, their hands folded before them like druids of old, heads bowed as if in reverence with their hoods hiding their faces. They were coming right for him.
Watching, August felt… what, annoyed? Almost, but not quite. Intrigued? In some small part of him maybe, but if these were kids from the university drama and acting classes, they showed incredibly poor judgment, turning the tailend of Guinevere’s funeral into… whatever the hell this was.
Mourners were still touching his arm, still trailing past him with words of comfort he barely heard, but his attention remained on the procession of six shrouded figures, now wandering past Guinevere's grave to get in line with the rest, and damn if he could remember anything of the last few minutes. Only them, and though no one else seemed to notice, his gaze was riveted; his attention, hooked. He couldn’t even blink, and from the moment he discovered that, he started trying. But no, there was no breaking out of this strange rigidity, not until the last of Guinevere's friends, students and colleagues had gone and the only ones left in all of the cemetery were the hooded figures, standing now solemnly before him.
Suddenly, August could blink again. He could move too, something he discovered when he almost toppled over sideways. A quick widening of his stance saved him from falling, but not from the unpleasant squickiness when the figure directly in front of him caught his arm. A flood of embarrassment swept him even as he, ever so nonchalantly, extricated his arm from that increasingly uncomfortable grip.
“Th-thank you for coming.” The words blurted out of August as if by rote, startling him because he hadn’t wanted to say that. In fact, he’d fully planned not to say anything to any of these men—women?—whoever they were. Their cloaks were too shrouding to decipher gender and when he peeked under the hem of the cloaks into the alabaster paleness of their faces… well, he still couldn’t tell. Not even when the first, the one who'd grabbed his arm, raised—his?—head and looked directly into August’s eyes.
It was a man, definitely. One possessed with some of the brightest blue eyes August had ever seen. God, Guinevere's eyes had been that same brilliant shade, but he didn't for a second think there was any family resemblance in the man who confronted him now.
He was tall–all of them were–taller than August at six-foot-even, and still the stranger looked down on him from an elevation of at least six or seven inches more. His chin and cheekbones jutted gauntly, stretching his skin over the skull of a face so narrow as to be almost abnormal and gaunt. But even as August thought that, he couldn’t quite put a finger on exactly what that abnormality might be.
The stranger seemed ageless, youthful in the smooth unlined features of what parts of his face August could easily see, but so somber and still. Timeless. Jaundiced, he suddenly realized. His very skin seemed an almost sickly shade of yellow.
“Thank you for coming,” August repeated, since the stranger hadn’t responded the first time and he had no idea what else to say.
Inclining his head in the slightest of nods, the stranger replied, his voice oozing in what almost sounded like mockery, “My sorrow for your loss.”
Turning, the jaundiced man walked away, leaving the next shrouded figure behind him to step up and repeat the process.
“My sorrow for your loss,” that one said as well, his voice too high to be a man’s and yet it didn’t sound naturally feminine either. The cloak made it impossible to tell if female breasts might lie beneath all the layers of his/her clothing.
A man, August tried to convince himself, but he felt wrong.
“I don’t think I know you,” August started to say, but this stranger also walked away.
Was it a trick of the numbness? Was he really seeing these people pass before him, murmuring grieving sentiments so similar to what he’d been hearing all morning and yet… medieval? My sorrow for your loss? Who the hell spoke like that?
The fifth figure in line was every bit as androgynous as those who'd already walked away. The lilt of his/her voice carried the echo of a distant accent, but he’d be damned if he could decipher the geographic origin. A professor of literature with a minor in linguistics, August spoke eleven languages himself, including Latin and ancient Egyptian, both dead languages. It bothered him that he couldn’t seem to pin down what part of the world that accent came from.
And now there was only one person left, one more shrouding cloak casting long shadows over them both. August shivered, despite the warmth of the weather.
“My sorrow, dear boy, for the loss of your heart,” he said, and for the first time since he’d spotted these people, August drew a breath of relief. At last, normalcy.
This one was definitely a man and every bit as jaundiced as the rest of his group. His voice was deeper than the others and somehow more oily; his features and shoulders broader and slightly less androgynous on his reed-thin frame. And how ridiculous was it that he should feel this much relief over something as trivial as being able to detect another’s gender? What did that even matter? Who cared if the person standing before him was male, female or an avocado? And yet his relief was palpable.
Because of the numbness, August decided, his heart rate slowing, the tension slipping from his back and shoulders. It was the numbness temporarily distorting his reality, making it hard for him to think much less feel. Making it hard for him to react fast enough before the other man walked away like all the rest, leaving August standing frozen where he was, a chilly pull in his chest inducing him to follow although his legs refused to move. The more distance that cloaked procession put between them as they crossed the cemetery grounds, the more forceful that urge to follow became.
They returned to the same mausoleum from which they'd emerged, and one by one slipped back into it. The last man paused at the entryway, staring back at August. Seconds bled into minutes before he too sauntered through the mausoleum door and disappeared from sight.
That weird pull on his uncooperative body vanished and August, head still tipped as if his ear were straining to hear that strange figure's next soft-spoken words, suddenly found he could move again. One moment his shoes held him rooted to the grass, and in the next, it was as if he just… took a breath. And damn near fell over flat on his face. The priest caught his arm, helping August regain his balance on what were now shaky legs.
“Are you all right?” the priest asked, glancing after the cloaked procession.
Rattled as he was, August almost wrenched his arm away, but he caught himself. “I’m sorry. I—”
“No,” the priest gently assured. “No need to be sorry. You’re just tired. Grief does that, especially considering the trauma you’ve been through. I know it doesn’t feel this way now, but with time this will get easier.”
The kindly priest put his hand on August's shoulder. It felt much, much heavier than August thought it should. When August didn't move or speak, the priest smiled and walked away too.
He should thank the man, August belatedly thought, but he just couldn't stop staring at the mausoleum.
How long he stood there lost in time and his own numb thoughts, he didn't know–if he'd even been thinking, and he wasn't so sure of that. Coming back to himself felt like waking up after a deep, hard sleep. Apparently, he'd stood here long enough to be the very last soul in the cemetery.
Or not.
A flash of dark movement caught the corner of his eye. From out of the shadows of another mausoleum, here they came again, that same procession of six tall figures, cloaked in black and making their gradual way right back to him.
How in the hell…? He'd been watching this entire time. How could they have vanished into one crypt only to emerge out of another without him seeing them moving back and forth?
Here they came again, single file just like before, through the rows of gravestones and trees. Except, no, not to him. They went straight to Guinevere's headstone, resting near the grave but not yet set in place.
Where the others had continued the few steps past August to his wife, the last in line stopped before him. He lifted his bowed head, and August felt a shock of cold when he couldn't recognize the face. This wasn't the same procession that had come before. It was a completely different group of people.
His face was young, just as youthful as the others with that timeless agedness that could have placed him anywhere between his twenties and fifties. His hand as he lifted it to rest on August's shoulder, was withered, lined and wrinkled, crooked and broken at every swollen, arthritic knuckle. His fingertips jutted this way and that with not a single one resting straight as the figure’s palm slid its way from August’s shoulder to his chest.
Jesus Christ, did his pinkie just… slither?
Funny how the brain could take something the eyes couldn’t read quite right and then conspire to make it abnormal. That was all this was, and August knew it. God knows his brain and eyes had been misreading a lot of things since he woke up to find his darling wife dead in her office chair. But, slithering pinky fingers?
August stared at the other’s hand, willing the bent digit to move again. “I—I’m sorry?”
Struggling as he was to meet the man's gaze, his eyes remained glued on the figure’s broken hands. He couldn’t tear his attention off them, and he was trying. He was also leaning, August suddenly realized, his shoulders tipping him forward, as if he were bending his ear–just like before–to hear this one’s soft speech.
“Do not fear,” the figure rasped, his harsh voice belying the comforting words. “Look at me, mortal.”
“Jesus Christ,” August whispered, right before his throat squeezed shut, refusing to allow another breath to pass. With all his frozen might, he fought to speak, pull back, move—do something, anything, but stand here as the figure leaned in. August felt the stagnant caress of the other's breath against his cheek.
“In time, the road forward will become clearer and you shall know what to do.”
August shivered, his skin crawling, but the figure removed his hand from August’s chest and did not touch him again.
Leaning back, the man’s weirdly tentacle-like fingers curled in on themselves as he lowered his arm and the sleeve of his cloak swallowed his hand from sight.
Turning, the figure walked away, followed by the single-file line of his cloaked companions. They left him once more with feet rooted and legs beginning to tremble and shake. Like the group that had come before them, they too disappeared back into the mausoleum from which they'd emerged.
This time, there was no pull to follow and yet, when his feet suddenly unfroze, toppling him to hands and knees beneath the sprawling branches of the old willow tree, August scrambled back up.
On shaking legs, he jogged after them, breaking into a run at the end. He was out of breath by the time he reached the mausoleum. Bare hand slapping the polished stone as he grabbed the frame of the door, he swung himself into the crypt and froze all over again. Apart from the single casket buried in its aboveground, carved-stone vault, it was empty.
Six had gone in, no one was here now, and he'd never seen them exit.
This was impossible.
And yet, it had happened.
Hadn't it?






  
  Chapter 2
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Slipping the key into the lock, August opened the front door to the apartment he shared–had shared–with his wife, hoping without hope that he would come out of this waking nightmare and find Guinevere standing just inside, smiling as she greeted him, one arm outstretched to wrap around his neck and pull him in close. But the apartment remained as it was when he'd left it, as silent and empty as the tomb he’d stepped in earlier. 
Robotically, August dropped his keys in the plain wooden tray Guinevere had picked up during their research trip in Africa. That trip ten years ago had also doubled as their honeymoon, and he still remembered the bazaar where she'd bought it. Just a plain wooden plate with hieroglyphic-style writing around the rim and yet, tight budget or not, when she'd looked at him with that infectious smile of hers… well, he never had been able to deny her anything.
Next to his keys, he dropped his wallet and the change from his pants pocket. Picking the mail up off the floor under the slot drop, old habits had him sorting the bills from the crap. He noted a letter from the publishing company he'd sent his latest manuscript into some five months back, before dropping the junk into the trash can under the table. He stood then, staring at himself in the mirror that hung by the door; Guinevere's last checkpoint before she left the house, just in case she forgot to brush her hair or put on the light, fresh-faced makeup that she said made her presentable in public. 
He’d always liked this mirror, with its fancy ornate runes and glyphs engraved in the polished silver frame. Standing in front of it now though, he studied his reflection without expression. How long had it been since he'd shaved or brushed his teeth? When was the last time he’d eaten something, come to think of it? He wasn't taking care of himself and hadn’t in all the weeks since “it” had happened. God, his eyes looked tired, red and raw, with dark bags that spoke of too many nights without a lot of sleep. He looked like he felt–haggard, haunted, and thoroughly crushed by the anvil her death had dropped on him.
Unbidden, his gaze turned to Guinevere's home office, just one more room (apart from their bedroom) that he never wanted to enter again. So why were his feet moving him straight through the arched entryway and why did he stop again, to stand in the middle of a room lit only by what sunlight filtered through drawn blinds? He could have turned on the desk lamp, but there was nothing in here he wanted to see or remember, especially not those moments when he’d found her at her desk. And yet, from the moment he'd crossed the threshold, stepping from hardwood onto plush white carpet, those memories were all he could see.
What had it been now? He didn't need a calendar. Twenty-two days, four hours and roughly thirteen minutes–not that he meant to keep counting–had passed since he’d awakened to find her dead in her chair. And he still had no idea why. Nobody did, and that was probably the worst part of all. But when he'd found her, her eyes wide, her mouth distended in what he could only see as a scream of pure horror–but which the EMTs had kindly told him was nothing more than a slack-jawed response to relaxed muscles and zero brain activity–he'd known better. So had Detective Lawrence, the officer in charge of Guinevere’s case.
And of course, it was perfectly normal for there to be an investigation into the death of a healthy woman not yet thirty, when no sign of violence could be found in their home or on her body. Perfectly normal to investigate deeper when no trace of poison or natural causes could be found. And when nothing that could explain her passing was discovered at the autopsy, the coroner put “undetermined” on her death certificate. That was when the local police became what was starting to feel like a permanent, uncomfortable presence in his life.
He'd undergone three separate interviews with Detective Lawrence. The last had taken eleven hours and had absolutely shattered him. As if grieving wasn't hard enough without being the one and only possible-maybe suspect to her possible-maybe murder. A man could only say he didn't do it so many times before he started to sound guilty, even to himself. August had hit that point ten interrogation hours ago, but then, as the detective had told his men when he thought August couldn't hear him, “Nine times out of ten, it's the husband. Find me proof.”
It was the unusualness of it all that had the news covering her death too. His students had quit coming to his increasingly distracted lectures because of it. The other professors avoided anything but the most polite conversation, made in passing, followed by a quick excuse for why they couldn’t linger. No one asked him how he was doing anymore. If they did, he'd probably tell them, and he didn't think he could handle seeing their expressions change as they decided they really were talking to Guinevere's killer.
Hands trembling, eyes burning, August retreated out of the too-quiet office back into the entryway. This wasn't home anymore. Rather, it was a prison of sadness, and he couldn't bear it. He needed a change, needed to get away; make a fresh start. Anything to distract himself from the constant numbness interspersed with heart-cracking pain. Guinevere used to say he needed to be less obsessive over the bad things in life. As usual, his darling wife was right.
But where did that leave him? Where could he go? The old Anderson farmhouse maybe, but Guinivere had single-handedly redecorated that bachelor pad into a nice vacation home
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