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      We leave the Ashville Cemetery behind with one intention only: to dispose of the body of the vampire I have just killed. Warm, on this May summer night, and still reeling from the aftermath of the Sanguine’s brutal assault, I watch my Supernaturally-enhanced body heal itself before my eyes, all with one thought in my mind:

      I cannot believe what happened.

      I flex my fingers. Watch the wounds as they scab, the flesh as it weaves together. What would normally take days, or maybe even weeks, to heal on its own is happening in minutes, all before my very eyes.

      The only reason I lift my head is because Shadow has begun to accelerate the vehicle.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as I watch the Wiper take the on-ramp to I-49 south.

      “To the Sabine National Forest,” Shadow then says, “to dispose of the body.”

      “We can’t just do it in the woods outside of town?”

      “We don’t want it to be discovered by the local authorities. Can you imagine the nightmare that would cause the Agency?”

      I couldn’t; but as I begin to think on it, slowly but surely allowing my adrenaline-starved mind to piece together the pieces of the overall puzzle, I realize that it would be incredibly difficult to remove every trace of the creature just by leaving it in the woods. The parasite is gone—dead after kissing a bullet—and though Shadow had gone to great lengths to chop the body into pieces, it wouldn’t be hard for a passing hiker to stumble across it, or somebody’s dog to carry a limb in its mouth.

      “You plan to feed it to the alligators,” I say after several moments of consideration, “don’t you?”

      “It’ll be easier for nature’s predators to take care of the vampire than to transport the body to the Agency for disposal there,” Shadow replies, and nods as he turns his head to face me. “Besides,” he then adds, “I would rather the corpse not rot in my car, or for the authorities to pull us over and then have to bother with that inconvenience.”

      “I understand,” I say, and turn my eyes to look out at the darkness.

      Though I long for Shadow to say something further, or to offer words of wisdom that will carry my heart and mind and soul through the next tumultuous moments, I find that the silence that follows forces me to address the elephant in the room that only I alone can face.

      I am forced to address what might happen next.

      You know what’s going to come next, I tell myself. You’re going to go back to the Agency, report what you’ve done, and carry on with your life. There’s nothing more to it.

      But of course, that isn’t entirely true. Even with a new assignment, and even with a new person, or  people, to protect, there still lies the issue of my own recovery, my own path to salvation. A part of me questions if I will even allow myself to mourn—to grieve for a mother who was taken from the world far too soon—or if I will just wall my emotions off and continue onward.

      But is it really right, I ask myself, to move forward without reflecting on what has happened?

      The truth of the matter is that I do not, and possibly cannot, know. As a result, I close my eyes, take a deep breath, then exhale a moment later.

      I am not surprised when tears begin to run down my face.

      “Are you all right?” Shadow asks.

      “It’s just—I think it’s all just starting to settle in,” I reply, trying my hardest not to sniffle in spite of the emotions coursing through me. “I think… I think I’m just now realizing that everything I’ve worked toward has paid off in the end.”

      “How does that make you feel?”

      “Lost,” I say. “Angry. Afraid.”

      “What are you afraid of, Scarlet?”

      “I’m afraid of failing,” I admit. “That I’ll do something wrong. That someone else will die under my watch.”

      “We cannot save everyone in the world,” Shadow says.

      But that’s the thing: I do not want to believe that. I cannot believe that. Because if I believe that, I will feel as if I’ve failed; and if I’ve failed, then it will just begin the whole cycle of grief all over again.

      I cannot afford for my emotions to control me.

      So, in the aftermath of what has undoubtedly been my greatest battle, and my most harrowing test of endurance, I reach back, draw the blanket that rests in the backseat into the front, then cover myself up with it and say, “I’m going to try and sleep.”

      “Rest well,” Shadow says.

      I close my eyes, expecting to meet resistance.

      Fortunately, sleep takes me instantly.
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        * * *

      

      “Scarlet,” Shadow says near my ear. “Wake up.”

      I jerk awake impulsively, and nearly smack my head against the window in the process.

      It’s just Shadow, I tell myself as I blink upon opening my eyes. You’re all right. You’re safe.

      Judging by the way I feel, it seems like some time has passed; and with it, the geography has changed. No longer are we traveling along a lonely interstate road, whereupon we are flanked by green grass and trees on either side. Instead, Shadow has pulled off the interstate and has allowed the car to idle beside the river.

      “Are we… here?” I ask.

      “We are here,” Shadow says, before turning his head to look out the driver’s-side window.

      “What are we supposed to⁠—”

      “I’ll keep watch,” the Wiper says, “while you dispose of the body.”

      “What do I…”

      “Do?” Shadow waits for me to nod before speaking again. “You simply need to dump it along the shoreline. The alligators and other predators will take care of the rest.”

      “Other predators?” I ask.

      Shadow shakes his head and pops the driver’s-side door open. “Come on,” he says. “Let’s get this over with.”

      I exit the vehicle only to be greeted by the sound of waterbirds calling, frogs chirping, and bugs droning along the riverside. As my feet touch down on the wet grass, I find my gaze instinctively trailing toward the river.

      “Are you all right?” Shadow asks, shifting his gaze from me, to the road, then back to me again.

      “Can I confess something?” I reply. “I’m scared of alligators.”

      “They’re not going to bother you so long as you don’t take your time.”

      “I guess that’s my hint to get this over with,” I say.

      Shadow doesn’t reply. Rather, he turns his head back to the road, and watches the nearby off-ramp with a cool, neutral expression.

      With a nod, I round the vehicle, careful not to gaze too intently at my surroundings, and pop the trunk. The plastic tub that lies within undoubtedly holds the bodybag.

      I have just reached in, and have angled the tub alongside the river, when the lid pops off⁠—

      And the smell of death rolls out.

      I recoil. Gag. Dry-heave as the urge to vomit strikes me.

      “Are you all right?” Shadow then asks.

      “I’m fine,” I reply, turning my head to spit. “Don’t worry about me.”

      I reach up to pinch my nose and carefully maneuver the tub toward the water’s edge with my foot.

      Don’t look in the water, I tell myself. Don’t look in the water. Don’t look in the water. Don’t look in the⁠—

      Water, I almost finish.

      But a splash of movement causes me to lift my head in panic.

      A massive figure—which I can only hope is a curious alligator and nothing else—looks back at me from the darkness.

      With speed I could’ve never thought possible, I kick the tub into the river, and watch as the bodybag drifts out into the center of the stream.

      The massive figure lunges. Takes hold of the bodybag within its mouth.

      Then, a moment later, the water goes still.

      “Should we wait?” I ask, trembling, now more than ever, over the fact that such a monstrous thing had come so close to me.

      “There’s no need,” Shadow says. “We can leave, if you’re ready.”

      “The alligators can suck it,” I reply.

      “That wasn’t an alligator,” Shadow offers.

      “I don’t want to know.”

      I turn away and stalk toward the car in silence.

      It is only when we’ve crawled inside the vehicle, buckled into our seats, and begun to drive away that I dare to look down at my arms.

      I am not surprised to see that my wounds have already healed.

      Only scars will remain now.
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        * * *

      

      We arrive back at the hotel in Shreveport in the early hours of the morning. Exhausted, and wanting nothing more than to sleep, I stumble into the bathroom, take note of my state of dress, and immediately disrobe and step into the shower.

      The moment the water turns warm is the moment I realize I am beginning to collapse both physically and emotionally.

      My body is sore. My arms still ache. My heart throbs, and my mind races as I considers everything that has transpired tonight.

      But it’s over, I tell myself. You’re here. Safe.

      But for how long?

      As callous as the thought happens to be, I try not to let it bother me, and instead go to work lathering my skin with soap, my hair with shampoo.

      Within minutes, I am stepping out of the shower, pulling clothes onto my body, and slipping out of the bathroom barefoot.

      Shadow—who sits in the armchair staring into space—turns his head to regard me as I approach the bed. “How do you feel?” he asks.

      “Better,” I say, “now that I’ve showered.”

      “I imagine you must feel some relief, now that this is over, that your mark has been silenced.”

      “I—” I start, then pause for a moment before adding, “I guess.”

      Shadow doesn’t respond. He merely shifts his gaze back to the far wall.

      I pull the comforter back. Slide under the sheets. Sigh as the weight of the world and everything in it settles upon my shoulders.

      “Shadow,” I finally say, after what feels like an eternity of silence.

      “Yes?” the Wiper asks.

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For everything you’ve done. I… don’t think what I’d’ve done if it weren’t for you.”

      “You’d have likely been wiped and be living an entirely different life,” the Wiper offers, “but I’m glad it was me who was dispatched to you and not someone else. You’ve proven yourself to be a strong and capable warrior, Scarlet. You should be proud of the things you’ve accomplished tonight.”

      I was, in a way; but in another, I felt guilty.

      Guilty.

      For not being able to do more for my mother. For not being the perfect daughter. For all the times I’d talked back, or argued. Most importantly: I feel guilty for never having the chance to say goodbye.

      I love you, Mama, I think, then close my eyes to hide the tears behind my lids.

      A disturbance in the room triggers my senses. However, knowing it to be only Shadow, I don’t open my eyes, and instead roll over so he can’t see my face, or how the night’s events have taken a toll on me.

      A weight settles onto the bed. A hand presses down upon my shoulder.

      I open my eyes, only to find that a mirror opposite the bed allows me to see Shadow, and he me.

      “Scarlet,” he says. “I’m sorry more couldn’t have been done for your mother.”

      “Do you think she knew?” I ask.

      “Knew what?” Shadow replies.

      “That I loved her. Before she died, I mean.”

      “I think your mother knew that you loved her more than anything else in the world,” Shadow says. “Fear not, Scarlet, for love is the most powerful emotion in the world besides hate. You should know, for you’ve experienced both.”

      I tuck my hands under the blankets, draw them up under my chin, and say, “I think I’m going to try and sleep now.”

      “I will watch over you,” Shadow says, “and do my best to help you combat any nightmares you may encounter.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      I close my eyes—and though I am lost in grief, and feeling as if I am adrift in an ocean of suffering, I feel a salvation I could have never thought possible.

      With tonight’s victory, my mother’s spirit can finally rest in peace.
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      I do not dream on this tumultuous night, nor do I face nightmares of any sort. Rather, I sleep contentedly throughout the early hours of the morning, and awaken to the sound of birdsong once the sun begins to rise.

      Aching, physically, but more at peace than I have been in weeks, I stare at the ceiling and try to determine whether or not now would be a good time to wake up.

      You can’t just lay here forever, I tell myself. It’s time to get up and face the day.

      With a sigh, I roll onto my side, and am just about to throw my legs over the side of the bed, when my eyes fall on my unmoving companion.

      “Shadow?” I ask. “Are you okay?”

      As if stirred to life, the Wiper opens his eyes, and blinks as he considers me. “I apologize,” he says. “I was simply waiting for the alarm to go off.”

      “Were you just… sitting there? Like that? The whole night?”

      “I was,” he replies.

      “You weren’t moving.”

      “I should have noted that Wipers can enter torpor states when it is required.”

      “Torpor?”

      He nods. “Yes. Torpor. It essentially means we can turn off most of our senses. This allows us to focus our energies on our surroundings, without reacting physically.”

      “I see,” I say, pressing my hands to the mattress and grimacing as I pull myself to my feet. “Ow. That hurt.”

      “You’re going to be sore,” he says.

      “I figured as much.” I turn to the backpack that holds my spare clothes and begin to sort through them. “I’ll be ready in a few minutes. Just let me shower real quick.”

      “Take your time, Scarlet. We don’t check out until eight.”

      I briefly consider the clock. Find that it is only a quarter to seven AM. Nod, then steal into the bathroom.

      The shower, though brief, brings a perk to my step. I am able to pad the water from my skin, dress, and blowdry my hair, all in record time.

      By the time I have stepped out of the bathroom, Shadow has already begun to gather our things.

      “Shadow?” I ask.

      “Yes?” the Wiper replies.

      “Can we… can we go back to my house?”

      He lifts his head. “Why?”

      “I… I know I said that I didn’t want anything, but… there’s something I want from my house. I want to see if it’s still there.”

      “That’s fine,” he says. “We can stop by your old home.”

      I blink. “What?” I ask.

      “I said: we can stop by your old home.” The Wiper pauses. “Why? Do you think I would say something different?”

      “Nuh-No,” I manage. “It’s just… I thought you’d have some reservations. About going back a second time, I mean.”

      “You have been under a tremendous amount of stress, Scarlet. I did not fault you for wanting to act hastily upon our arrival, nor do I fault you now that you would like to return.”

      “Thank you,” I say, and turn my head away as he levels his gaze upon me. “It’s just one thing. It’ll only take a minute to get it. I promise.”

      “Then let us not waste time,” the Wiper says.
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        * * *

      

      I never imagined that I would set foot in my family home again. But lifting, then stepping under, the do not cross tape that stretches across the door, leaves me with a feeling of unfathomable uncertainty, of undeniable dread.

      It’s okay, I tell myself. Everything’s fine. You’re safe.

      Physically, at least. Mentally and emotionally, I am exposed—like a girl who’s been left to bleed in the middle of the woods.

      While waiting for the wolves to catch me, I think.

      I try my hardest to keep my composure—try, with little success, to keep from thinking of the past—but find myself doing just that regardless.

      It was in this home, in the beating heart of this neighborhood, in the nexus of my community, that I had become the young woman I was destined to be. From the time we moved out of Grandma Anna Kristina’s home when I was just barely eleven, all the way up until after my seventeenth birthday, I had lived in these halls, had dwelt in this space, had breathed in this place.

      To think that the memories will soon be erased is almost impossible to imagine. It’s unfathomable.

      So while I stand here, in the front hall, looking down to see the kitchen and the living room divided by this central corridor, I think of all the things that had happened, and everything that could have happened.

      I think of the first day we’d moved in—of how nervous I was, of how sad I’d been. I think of the way I’d felt when stepping onto the old wooden floor, and breathing in the musty smell of a home that had been allowed to sit for some time. I think of how I’d wandered, carefully, into the living room, and looked around at the blank space, wondering, How can a place be so bare? How can a home be left alone?

      I think of this now, as I advance up the hallway, turning first to look into the quaint kitchen, then into the fine dining room, within which the furniture still sits, the television still waits. I think of my family as they would come for holidays, my friends as they would arrive for each birthday. I also think of my mother—my pure, honest mother, who in this home had slaved while working dead-end jobs to get her nursing degree.

      Then, I think of that horrible night, and feel all my anxieties come rushing back.

      Go for what you came for, I tell myself. Don’t let the weight of the world affect you.

      But it does bear me down. Gravity, I realize has been amplified, and is attempting to crush me with the reality of my world, my circumstance, my newfound purpose. It takes everything I can muster to make my way up the hall. To pass my mother’s room, which I dare not enter for fear of disturbing an old trust, a quiet memory.

      When I come to stand at my bedroom door, I take a moment to prepare myself, then step forward.

      The light is bright on this side of the house; and even with the curtains drawn, it cuts through the gaps like a blazing sword, illuminating the space within—from the twin bed, to the dresser against the far wall, atop which is a number of lipsticks, nail polishes, awards for playing basketball. But it is not clothes, or lipsticks, or nail polishes I have come for.

      No.

      What I have come for is the doll.

      That doll.

      The doll that I’d seen the vampire hold in my vision, in that dream, during which my body was just beginning to become newly born.

      I find her resting on the bed—spread flat, her mass of curly red hair spilled across the pillow like a halo.

      “Margaret,” I whisper. “You’re still here.”

      I step forward, carefully, almost reverently, as if I will disturb the doll’s peaceful slumber, her everlasting rest.   Tears burn at the corners of my eyes as I consider the wear on her plush body, the discoloration of her blue dress. I wonder, How could I have told myself no?

      The inner child within me—one that I know has both been blessed and cursed by existence—wants nothing more than to hold her doll.

      So in the moments of silence that follow, during which I stare at Margaret lying on the bed, I take a moment to consider the world around me, and offer up a silent prayer.

      God, I think. If you’re listening… and I hope you are…

      “Take care of my mother,” I whisper. “Let her know that I will be all right.”

      I reach out and take hold of the doll⁠—

      Only for a flicker of motion to stir at the windows.

      I pause. Tremble. Fight or flight kicking in at the idea, the mere possibility, of there being a foe here, in this place.

      I ask, “Is anyone there?”

      The curtain stirs, as if compelled to move by a presence.

      I ask “Is anyone there?” one again.

      And before my eyes a vision of my mother appears before me.

      “Mama,” I whisper.

      Scarlet, she says. You’ve come home.

      “How—” I start to say. “How can I⁠—”

      See me? she asks, to which she responds by answering, I don’t know, hon. I just don’t know.

      “Are you…” I pause as I try to think of the word. “Tethered here?”

      I am not bound to this place, if that is what you are asking.

      “Then why? Why come to me?”

      Because I wanted to say how proud I am of you.

      This time, I cannot help it. I whimper—a sound that causes my lungs to flare, my chest to ache. A sob rises in my throat, but before I can restrain it, it comes out, bringing fresh tears to my eyes in the process.

      “Scarlet?” I hear Shadow call from the kitchen. “Are you all right?”

      I cannot stay long, the ghost of my mother says, but please, remember: I may be gone in person, but I am still with you in spirit.

      “I love you,” I whisper. “I love you so much, Mama.”

      I love you too, she replies. Fight for what you believe in, Scarlet. Fight for what you feel is right.

      Her apparition fades the moment Shadow steps into the room.

      I collapse, then—all tears and sorrow, cold sweat and regret, the doll in my hands, my heart on my arms.

      Shadow asks, “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

      And I say: “I saw her.”

      “Who?”

      “My mother.”

      And all Shadow can do is remain silent.
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      I stroke the Raggedy Ann doll’s hair as Shadow drives us through the early-morning Shreveport traffic. Still stunned over what I have just witnessed, and reeling from the experience of it all, I find it almost impossible to speak.

      So when Shadow finally says, “Scarlet.”

      And I ask, “What?”

      He says, “Tell me what happened.”

      “What’s there to say?” I ask, and sniffle before reaching up to wipe my upper lip. “I saw my mother.”

      “Your mother.”

      “Yes. My mother. In the corner of the room.”

      “And she just… appeared to you? Like that?”

      “She did,” I say.

      Shadow remains silent. A quick glance to my left shows that his lips are pursed, his brows furrowed.

      I ask, “What? What’s wrong?”

      To which he replies by saying, “Nothing. At least, nothing so far as I am concerned.”

      “As far are you are concerned?”

      Shadow nods.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I say.

      A sigh passes from Shadow’s lips as he merges onto the frontage road to the interstate that will take us to Texas. He then says, in a low and somber tone, “We knew that this was a possibility.”

      “That what was a possibility?”

      “Do you remember when I told you that some Hunters reported developing a sixth sense?”

      “I don’t—” I start, then pause a moment later, when the memory of him relating my powers to me comes back. “Yuh… Yeah. I… I remember.”

      “Some of those Hunters reported developing extrasensory abilities
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