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​

Writing a book—let alone several—is an arduous task.

It stands to reason, then, that writing an entire saga complete with shifting realities, evolving threats, transient subgenres, and a revolving door of starring characters is a feat that borders on impossible from the outset. 

I guess it wouldn’t hurt to admit that I didn’t set out to do all of that with my early books. The entire Shroud Saga—consisting of the Olivia & Hale series’ four books and its quadrilogical spinoff, The Book of Death—was always written one story at a time. From the subtle magical realism and topical seriousness of Mercy Road’s introduction of Harper Whitaker to the twin conflicts in the fictional town of Haven, Washington beginning to blur the lines between political thriller and full-on fantasy in Founding Fathers and Dead’s Haven, respectively; then plunging six characters from the aforementioned novels into a fantastical odyssey through a purgatorial world in Olivia & Hale’s final volume, there was never a methodical master plan to tie these divergent characters, settings, or stories together until it was already happening. I didn’t foresee any ability in the beginning to actually pull it off.

By the time I came up with the idea of continuing Harper and Tim’s stories in the spinoff, beginning with Leviathan, I would like to think the feeling that their saga was unfinished meant the second series was destined to benefit from better planning. That would be a blatant lie, because I was doing what I had always done in trusting these characters to lead the story where it needed to go. 

Unlike the great and epic stories many of us grew up with, The Shroud Saga didn’t benefit from following one consistent set of characters. Harper is the perfect example of this trend, as she is absent from almost as many books as she is present as the main narrator, only appearing in five of the eight novels. This was a stylistic choice, but also a practical one made to allow other characters to shine and prevent the former from wearing out her welcome over the course of such a long story. That decision did not occur in a total vacuum but wasn’t planned more than one or two books in advance at any given time. 

Undoubtedly, this kind of storytelling goes against every conventional piece of advice I was taught about carrying a story. I’ve had readers express disappointment in the past that a character they became invested in over the course of a single book be discouraged from continuing. Others who continued on to meet new members of the ensemble would message me personally to express glee at reuniting with those characters at different junctions of the saga. One example would be an early reader, expressing a deep bond with Sam Wallace, the suburban ex-housewife turned into a trained killer as she popped in and out of the narrative over her three appearances. Many readers who began with Leviathan back when I was marketing The Book of Death as a separate story and become attached to Tim and Ramona’s quasi-romantic bond, wouldn’t meet Harper at the same point as those who began with her teenage version in Mercy Road, while those who re-encountered her as an immortal possessed greater points of reference into Harper’s overall character.

Ultimately, every book in The Shroud Saga is its own self-contained story while also forming one puzzle piece in an overarching tale about the journey of two mortals burdened with cosmic responsibilities and the legion of fellow humanity, they must leave behind to save it from Creation’s worst machinations. 

I hope that wherever in this universe you begin will compel you to return to it.

***
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The Olivia & Hale series, as the precursor to The Book of Death, introduced the central protagonists and concepts through four loosely interconnected, standalone novels; Mercy Road, Founding Fathers, Dead’s Haven, and Olivia & Hale. During these disparate stories, we met Harper Whitaker and Tim Hawkins, who later become connected through Tim’s sister Grace Hawkins.

​It also introduces the Shroud, a purgatorial realm between life and Death, presided over by a being named Reaper. Out of boredom or for other reasons unknown, Reaper took two souls captive following their worldly deaths. Using a basin-like reincarnation device called the Timestream, he offered Olivia and Hale (surnames unknown) their lives back if they would participate in a game.

This game consisted of twenty-eight incarnations from birth to death, a target only Hale would later reach. Due to Reaper’s manipulations of time and space, he imprisoned Olivia in the past and told Hale she was dead. After completing the twenty-eighth death, Hale was challenged to stab a dormant Reaper, posing on a stone slab adjacent to the Timestream. When he removed the mask following the deed, the corpse was, in fact, Olivia’s.

​With nothing left to lose, Hale challenged Reaper, but ultimately took his place as Death. Drowning a woman named Ariel whose powers facilitated Reaper’s game against her own will, Hale sought to destroy the world out of bitterness, while Ariel respawned in the real world.

​During Olivia’s time-space imprisonment, she was reincarnated as Nancy Whitaker, and had two children, Harper, and Charlie. Following Hale stabbing Olivia, Nancy’s real-world form instinctively killed herself. The novel Mercy Road follows young Harper as she recovers from Nancy’s suicide, unaware of the larger cosmic events at play. It is during this emotional fallout, she and her peers rescue Grace, a sex slave, from her neighbor’s cellar.

​In Olivia & Hale, Harper returns as an adult when she awakens with five others in a purgatorial realm called the Shroud. One of these characters is Tim Hawkins, Grace’s brother. After surviving an outlaw town Hale ultimately destroyed (Dead’s Haven), Tim was forced to enter a portal to the Shroud. As Harper and Tim realize their underlying connection to Grace, the reincarnated Olivia’s final conflict against her old friend manifests, revealing Grace to be Ariel, the woman Hale drowned after becoming Death.

​When the dust settled, Tim Hawkins took Hale’s place, and inheriting the locket that sustained Olivia’s ghost, Harper went home to her love Michaela. But upon returning to the real world, she quickly died of a neurological disease and was claimed by Tim.​   ​

​
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​​In the beginning, there was nothing.

​Other, more bitter, celestial beings might feed you a load of bullshit about God creating the Earth in seven days, or the merits of the Big Bang theory—the event which created our universe. 

​Instead, I only wish to tell you about mistakes, and immortals being no less prone to them than your average human being. All too often, we are presented as gods; untouchable entities doling out commands to humankind below, then forgetting about our charges.

​Misinformation is the price of ignorance, and I would like to set the record straight, because everything that happened—the Breach, the plague, and everything at Atlas thereafter—began with a mistake. 

​There is no sense in telling you how I came to be Death. It is no longer a story worth telling. All that matters is the present, and the job bestowed on me. I was handed the power of space and time, and the charge of claiming souls ready to leave their organic vessels. Obviously, the inner workings of such a process are somewhat confidential—an agreement between me, and the powers that be. You would think Death is all powerful, but everybody has a boss, and mine are the kinds nobody wants. To a point, I performed my duties diligently, reshaping the debris of my realm after the events which led to my hiring. But going back to mistakes, and the reason I am forced to transcribe these events, there can be no repentance without confession. My sins must be immortalized, alongside whatever judgment I deserve, since I am no more flawless than the woman who entrusted this job to me.

​On average, a person dies every 1.2 seconds. The immense amount of time-space travel required to zip from one end of the planet to another would not be achievable without certain powers in my arsenal. I can exist in multiple places at once, taking any form I wish. A series of portals between my realm (often referred to as the Shroud) and disparate locales do wonders for efficiency.

​I will admit, after the first decade as Death—traveling to every corner of the Earth on a dime to touch a poor soul who fell into a quarry, was blown up in a minefield, or was dying of old age—I grew desensitized to it; accustomed to the idea of being alone forever, without a companion to make the nights less lonely, or moral whitewashing less inevitable. I accepted it, and thrived.

​But little by little, the mind wanders back to the past every so often. Given eternity to build and multiply, like the explosion which created the universe, eventually something had to form of it. From the relative safety of certain devices in the Shroud, I began looking back into the past which led to this; becoming Death, the destroyer of worlds.

​That is where mistakes begin—sitting outside a hospice room, in a city you’ve never visited, on a continent you were not brave enough to explore as a mortal. The sight of a white man in a suit in Northeastern Beijing would normally turn heads in all likelihood, if those he passed could summon the sixth sense to perceive him. The indistinct chatter of nurses and doctors in a foreign language leaves him resigned to any attempt at deciphering the soundtrack, with no way to tell how they would react to his sudden manifestation.

​When the time was right, I would be able to converse with my charge, and we would fully understand each other. Like emptiness, death is universal, and both were in Lin Mao’s eyes that night.

​She was almost ready.

​Waiting for the daughter of a Chinese dignitary to die—brain cancer came for her at a young age—I made the first mistake of wondering about what could have been, if I wasn’t Death, traveling the world on my private jet of portals; how one minor detail in the precarious balance of my mortal life could have spared me this. The doctors yelled at each other as Lin flatlined, but the sound at that point was just another note in the symposium of wailing heart monitors, dead babies, and gunshot victims.

​The work is never done. 

​In hindsight, I will never recall how I had so much time to err so greatly. Rather than being attentive to Lin being washed out on the waves of dying perception, I was preoccupied by a chain of events which no longer mattered.

​​
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​​

​Back in my realm’s safety, where the Shroud’s most powerful devices were long stored before their destruction, I was greeted by barely more than an empty vessel of its previous mockery of a desolate New York City.

​At one point, there was a basin whose occupants would be reincarnated as newborns in the real world, only waking as their true selves once that incarnation died. I only used it once, and would have no desire to attempt it again. From the eons-old Timestream’s wrecked infrastructure where I became Death, something new had to be created. The way things always were simply no longer worked, and the new entryway is much more comforting to dearly departed souls who enter into the afterlife.

​No person should be given so much power. Grant it to the meekest, most powerless person on Earth, and that fair and diligent soul will eventually make a mistake.

​When Lin arrived in the Arcway, I had already assumed my position. Spellbound as all the others by the overhead arrangement of darkness, her brown eyes were full of life, unlike in the hospice. Hair that had been completely shaved or fallen out on her deathbed was fully restored in a healthy ponytail. After a moment to admire her regenerated form, Lin noticed me smiling at her. The words slipped out of her mouth in Mandarin, but reached my ears in English, and vice versa for her.

​“Welcome to the Arcway,” I told her. “My name is Tim.”

​My real name is no longer relevant, and matters to few, but is certainly more assuring than telling them I am Death, the destroyer of worlds.

​Am I dead? Lin asked in her mother tongue.

​“Unfortunately, you succumbed to your illness, Lin. You have come to a place where you will await your salvation, or damnation, when the Atlas decides it.”

​What does that mean? Panic in her voice was like that of many others; my only purpose to assuage it.

​“In times past, the damnation part was scarier. I will not tell you what happened to the unfortunate ones back then. Now, it simply means you remain here in the Shroud, free to build your own life.” I winced. “Makes the ‘damnation’ thing sound a lot scarier than it is.”

​And salvation?

​My mouth returned to a slight smile.

​“Would mean you go to Atlas, where you live out your days in a city above the clouds. So really, it’s one shade of sky or another.”

​Lin relaxed at this explanation, as so many do. Some people continue to fret over the fact they are dead, but most accept it—proving death is harder for those left behind.

​Will I see my family again? 

​“As long as they live, Lin, no. But once they have left the living plane, they can join you, so long as Atlas leaves you in the same place—which they usually try to do a better job of nowadays.”

​And there you have it. Unlike many tumultuous periods before it, dying had almost reached a point of fairness; an acceptable plateau, as to what follows the white light. 

​I suppose it makes the overall mistake worse. 

​As Lin exited the Arcway—taking in the abandoned Manhattan vista for the first time—my mind wandered to the past, and a mirror which would show it to me. Snapping my fingers, the dark backdrop faded to a different sort of scenery. To my right, a liquid basin was overlooked by a blazing swirl in the sky, masquerading as a sun. On the left, a giant forest which was once home to numerous mammals and birds led down to the sand strip. I don’t look upon my replica of the destroyed Timestream site often. Why I sought to preserve it in the first place is simply a matter of impulse.

​The mirror itself, found in my exploration of the Shroud and brought to the Arcway, was the seed of a mistake I would allow to bloom into the potential destruction of my world. Had I known what I do now, the magic object would remain at the Los Angeles ruin where I found it. I would have never become entranced by its dark powers, or used it to explore the possibilities of my past.

​This is the story of that mistake, and all the terrible things that came from it. The only thing I will say in my defense—and the defense of all those who aided me in trying to fix it—is that I fell in love; something I never thought would be possible again.

​The path into darkness is lined with a thousand blinding lights.

​​

​
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​Chapter One

​​The door to John Hazel’s office stares back at me. It is glass, with a rounded bar for a handle and no lock. Through a transparent plate of corresponding windows, sounds are muffled to the FBI Director, nose pointed down at the desk, ears perked for any louder sounds out of the ordinary. His pen furiously scribbles on the paper. A blocky computer monitor impedes the small mountain of signatures required of his position. Its mouse sits on a nylon pad in front of him, rarely touched.

I don’t blame him. Technology eludes me as well.

​The man himself is taller than me—a rare occurrence, considering I tower over most of them. I can just imagine he wears leg braces beneath his slacks. A medical alert bracelet adorns his wrist, but I cannot make out its engraved warnings on its silver plate.

​I knock on the glass. Hazel’s head looks up at the barrier, seeing me—Ramona Knox, who has no business being an agent but became one anyway. The eyes meeting mine are blue, unlike his namesake giving me a better look at the man who could make or break my shiny new career inside a second. As he waves me through the door, the goatee enshrouding his lips is weighed down by stress in every crevice of his jawline and forehead.

​John Hazel might be twice my age, but I can relate all too well.

​“Director Hazel?” I close the thick glass door behind me and approach his desk, hands clasped behind my back. The pantsuit around my own legs has no braces beneath the material, but we must have something in common. “Ramona Knox, reporting.”

​“Agent,” he replies, gesturing to the chair on my side of his desk. Apparently, promotions don’t mean much of an upgrade in digs. “Thank you for coming so quickly. Please, have a seat.”

“I’d prefer to stand, sir. Thank you.”

Hazel nods, neither dignifying nor disparaging my choice. Dropping his pen on the desk, it rolls a few inches along the paper stack’s surface. The Director leans back in the chair with a grunt.

“I got a big problem, Knox. I have twelve open missing person cases in this city the municipal cops can’t do anything about. All children, linked to Jordan West.”

“Sir?”

Hazel chuckles. 

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to give you a pop quiz. You’ve only been here a month. I would not expect you to know all the ins and outs of this case.” Each shift in his leg muscles and lower back reflect in the corner of his mouth as he walks around the desk, settling against its precipice with crossed arms.

“You’re a recent addition to the Bureau. Top of your class at Quantico. Parents murdered when you were two years old. I read the reports. They found your mother and father’s body at the bottom of a quarry. That right?”

“Actually, it was a gravel pit, sir. Common mistake.”

Hazel frowns, but does not respond to the correction.

“I’ve already lost two of my best agents to this individual, Knox. I have a city in panic over whether kids will come home after school. They disappear from parks, grocery stores, museums. All it takes is their parents’ heads turning, they’re gone. These people pop out of the ground like worms, steal our fucking sunlight, and tunnel back down below.”

“How many kids have been lost, sir?”

​“Upwards of ten, and that’s just D.C. I got reports as far away as Los Angeles, all using the same modus operandi,” the Director replies, returning to his chair. The wood creaks as he lowers himself back into it. “All the children are between seven and twelve, taken and never seen again.”

“If I can just ask, sir?”

“Go on.”

“Why me?”

Hazel sighs.

“I won’t lie, Agent. I’m already under a lot of pressure on this. I've got media, parents, politicians, school boards and every other child welfare-related entity up my ass. And I’m a father too, so I can only imagine their loss.

“Record says you’re never married. No kids or family to speak of. Raised by distant relatives. Overachiever. There are more commendations in your file than there is personal information, Ramona, so I really don’t know anything about you, understand?”

​Hazel takes answer in my unmoving lips, chuckling at the hardwood floor. The rest of the office is barren, save the bookshelf bearing his framed credentials and a family photo on the desk. I am still unsure what to display on mine, if the FBI thinks to give me any kind of personal space. There has been little mention of it yet.

​“I need a fresh set of eyes here, Agent. Your instructors at Quantico had nothing but the highest praise for your ability and intellect. Ian Armstrong, in particular.”

​The thought of my frazzled teacher at the FBI training facility brings the first hint of a smile to my resting expression since I walked in here.

​“Yes sir,” I nod. “Likewise, I have nothing but the utmost respect for that man.”

​“That's good, because it was Ian who convinced me to put you on this.”

​“He did?” I ask.

​Hazel nods.

​“Ian and I have been friends for thirty years. This case has already shaken families across the country. I have sat with these people—tried to comfort them with promises we will bring their children home, or find the people responsible. You need to believe me when I tell you, Ramona; I am a desperate man.

​“So I called him. Ian, who I’ve known since our days in the reserve. And I asked him, what should I do? And he said, Ramona fucking Knox. Bring her in.”

​Ian always did have a mouth on him.

​“So,” Hazel continues, “while I know I may reap holy Hell from above for placing a rookie—and a woman, at that—on this case, I’m going to go with my friend’s advice on this one. You go after Jordan West, and you bring his depraved ring of human traffickers down. Don’t make me have to explain another child’s loss, Agent Knox.”

​“Yes, sir.”

​“I cannot deal with any more grieving parents, understand?”

​“Yes, sir.” Ever expressionless, I try not to let my eyes blink more than normal, or show panic in rising in my chest.

​“You’ll be paired up with Stephen Hardwick. No doubt, another person I’ll have to justify your assignment to. He can be...difficult.”

​“Sir?”

​Hazel taps his fingers on the desk. “Hardwick is one of our most experienced agents. That said, this case has shaken him. Loss of his last two partners. There’s some personal messes in there, too.”

​“So treat his suspicion with understanding. Got it.”

​“This is no time for sarcasm, Agent.”​

​“I did not intend any, Director Hazel,” I reply, privately irked I cannot be taken without it. “Suffice to say, I have been underestimated all my life. I’m not about to let one cynical FBI agent start weighing me down.”

Hazel squints at my audacity.

I gloss over it.

“Was there anything else sir, or should I find Agent Hardwick and get to work?”

​The squint lapses into a relieved smile.

​“That will be all, Knox. You might find Hardwick at his desk. Just a word of advice. Ease into it.”

​“Thank you, Director.”

​Dismissed, I take my leave, clearing the glass box with its white blinds pulled up. A long hallway, full of other blinded, windowless rooms greets me. I hang right at a fork, guided by more offices all the way down. Where narrow corridors become a bullpen of cubicles, overworked analysts answer phones, staring at black screens with green typesetting illegible from my current angle.

​Offices on the outer walls become conference and server rooms, long rows of desks with state-of-the-art technology on their surfaces. The man Director Hazel assigned as my partner is on the phone in one of the smaller conference rooms. 

​Stephen Hardwick could only be described the way Hazel framed him; he drips bitterness, from the scowl under his beard to dead eyes above it. Haggard and hair wild, a crew neck shirt sags under black suspenders at the two days since he probably stopped home to change. A single holster hangs from the left strap arcing up and down the other side of his shoulder.

​Unlike Hazel, the lead agent pursuing Jordan West is shorter than me, especially given the heels I picked out today—another stupid decision I made this morning.

Also unlike the Director, there is no tolerance for rookies anywhere on this man’s face.

​“The hell, Hazel?” Hardwick roars into the phone. “What is a newbie going to do for this?...No, I’m not fucking arguing with you, John. If Lance and Jim couldn’t take this on, no rookie is gonna be an improvement......I don’t care if she has commendations coming out of her ass!”

The agent falls silent as garbled sounds on the other end grow louder. At the Director’s harsh response, Hardwick relents.

“Yes, sir,” he says. “Thank you, sir.”

Replacing the handset in its cradle, Hardwick massages the bridge of his nose with his finger and thumb, grumbling at the carpeted floor.

“Agent Hardwick?”

He doesn’t turn his body; only his neck as far is required. Sunken eyes drift from my feet to the top of my head.

Unlike the many sets of male curiosity which followed me here, this man has no interest in physical characteristics. He is too weathered by his own disgust for the world, and I am a fly on the wall of his pet peeves.

“My name is Ramona Knox.”

“Right,” the agent sighs, “and I’m the Easter Bunny.”

“Director Hazel said we would be working together on this case. Maybe you could share some of what you know. Just so I’m not operating in the dark here.”

On the other side of the conference table, Hardwick scoffs.

​“What is it with you rookies? Come in, all full of carte blanche idealism, thinking you’re going to make any kind of difference here?” His hands find thin hips; only the suspenders hold up his pants as he paces. “Do you know anything about this case, or did Director Hazel send you in diapers?”

Steer into the skid.

“Diapers, sir. Full of shit, too. Not so much as a dossier or name. Luckily, I already know a few things about Jordan West’s operation.”

“Do you now?” Condescension accompanying his retort is corrosive; it drips down my steel exterior and tempts my tongue in ways which will not pay off. “Please, enlighten me.”

Here goes.

“Former MBA. Shot to stardom on Wall Street. Got some hefty titles along the way. Amassed a small fortune, then disappeared overnight. Next thing we knew, he was at the head of a child trafficking ring. He has people working for him, and no one has a remote lead on motive. All that’s known is he’s sick, twisted and - excuse my language, sir—fucking dangerous.”

“Impressive, Agent,” Hardwick says. “Got anything else up your sleeve?”

Maybe I can win him over.

“Maybe,” I say, walking to a massive cork board setup on wheels. Maps, newspaper clippings, crime scene photographs tacked onto its expanse connect the dots with several feet of yellow yarn. Its mosaic paints an ugly picture—of families torn apart, futures forever altered. It is the challenge in front of us, and seems an overwhelming task.

“Well? Don’t keep me in suspense, rookie,” Hardwick says over my shoulder. I don’t dignify his snark, because all that matters to me is drawn on this canvas.

A question.

“The abductions started in L.A., right? That’s the working theory? At first, it was always the same. Grocery stores. Large department stores. But then, the suspects started getting too jittery. If they wanted to be professionals, variety was key. Obviously, we haven’t found much in the way of dead kids, so something else is happening. They’re being sold.”

“What’s your point, Knox?” Hardwick asks, crossing his arms. “This had better be good.”

“So by now, if we’re going according to the theory I last heard, West has people in his employ, which is why we never see him. Even if we could catch one of them, none have talked so far.”

“They’re all willing to go away for him,” Hardwick agrees. “Okay, so you’re not completely in the dark. No thanks to Hazel, that is.”

“Look here,” I say, pointing back to the map. Suddenly, my choice of dress feels less of a concern. “They’ve been working their way north for years. Sixteen in L.A.. One in Sacramento. Three in Portland. The list goes on. Just so happens they haven’t moved from the Capitol in a while.”

“Any theory as to why?”

I shrug, stepping back from the board. “Could be the wide array of lawmakers and dignitaries in this city. Could be a personal attachment to D.C. Either way, whatever West is doing here, he doesn’t plan on leaving anytime soon.”

“Hmm,” Hardwick muses.

I chuckle. “You almost sound impressed.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. You got chops, kid. But the agents we lost had them too, and many more years behind them. Soon as you underestimate Jordan West, he wins.”

“Blofeld and Partridge, right?”

“You’ve done your homework, rookie.”

“Always do.”

Hardwick sighs, joining me at the board. His fingers point between locations across the United States. There are no suspect photos, only sketches, because none have ever been in our custody long enough to take one.

“Lance Blofeld was killed pursuing one of West’s associates. Cornered the man on a rooftop, but it was ours who ended up splattered on the street below.”

“And Partridge?”

Another sigh, followed by an expression which warrants nothing less than empathy; a trait I do not readily possess.

“Jim was my partner for nine years. It was he and I who started working this case when West came to the Capitol.”

“What happened to him?” I ask.

Change in the agent’s customary bitterness is immediately evident. A thousand things haunt Stephen Hardwick, but few so much as this one.

“Jim was always level. I was the hothead. But one day, he started acting erratic. Going outside the protocol, taking risks he shouldn’t have. We found his body washed up on the shores of the Potomac two weeks ago.

“I won’t lie, kid. I think the Spider had something over Partridge, and goaded him into some sort of sick game. And he paid for it in fucking spades.”

On the board in front of me, something connects all these suspects. I read their names, scrawled on strips of torn paper below artists’ renderings from the mouth of witnesses, reported sightings and the barest scraps of solace. I look at their faces; none are described as older than mid-twenties, early thirties.

All men, willing to follow the Spider. He connects them, but the why is what eludes.

“These boys are giving up a lot for West,” I remark. “If they’re caught, they’ll never walk. It’s not a risk to take lightly for anyone.”

“What are you saying, Knox?”

“Something connects these men to Jordan West. You don’t go to work for a child abductor for the 401K, right?

“No,” I say, “this is a cult, Stephen. They look to West for something, and obviously get it from him. Otherwise, what’s the damn point?”

Hardwick has no response.

Neither do I. Standing in front of this twisted vision with my new, disgruntled partner, it is all I can do not to wonder if either of us will walk away. If what Hardwick says is true, and Jim Partridge was manipulated to his death before surfacing in the Potomac River, I will have to keep my guard up; or risking falling victim to the same pattern.

​​

Chapter Two

​​Ever since I was a little girl, a strange man has appeared to me. His shoes are the finest leather, and he never seems to age. The suit he wears is always the same; a white shirt with black blazer, and a matching silk vest between them. His beard is always perfectly trimmed, and his eyes never lose sight of empathy.

​The first time he appeared to me, I was five years old. After my parents were found dead in a gravel pit, I went to live with my Aunt Maya—my mother’s sister. According to stories she told me, Tiffany Stewart was always a screw short of stable, and the men she loved had even fewer in their drawer.

​The working theory, at least to the police, was Daniel Knox turning the gun on his twenty year old wife, then himself. The drugs in his system—a cocktail of heroin, crack cocaine and alcohol levels which would have killed most men his weight—explained most of it.

​Maya Stewart, my only living relative, has not aged well. She lives in an armchair, hooked up to oxygen tanks chastising all the years she spent with a cigarette to her lips. She looks nothing like the woman who single-handedly raised a twenty-eight year old rookie FBI agent. Rather, Maya wheezes against the chair bearing her permanent outline as I close the door behind me in our Stanton Park apartment. My aunt hears the intrusion, but cannot speak until I have appeared at the living room’s precipice.

The gray machine to the chair’s immediate left filters air into her compromised body. It is enormous; the tube reaching from its chambers is thin as she is, ending beneath her nostrils. 

“Ro.” 

Rocking back and forth in the decrepit chair, words from her lips are swept over sandpaper on the way out. In sharp contrast to the gentle smile, she sounds like a monster.

“How are you feeling?” I ask, lingering at the threshold. The sight of her hurts my heart.

“Oh, you know,” she replies, eyes drooping with swaying shoulders. “There are good days, and bad ones, love.”

I kick off the heels, which I should have never worn today. I should have never framed my bangs in such a stupid manner. Thinking about it now, I might have gotten away with the shoes if I wore a skirt. Instead, my commanding agent and partner think I’m a cold hearted bitch with half a brain.

Not far from the truth, but perception is everything.

“And which is today?”

I take a seat on the adjacent couch in front of the block television. Wheel of Fortune plays—her favorite. We have not been fortunate enough to upgrade the ten-year-old furniture weight only Maya uses for entertainment. Curly gray hair and sunken features, she is helpless to do anything other than watch a daytime score of game shows and soap operas.

She chuckles at great cost, and it ends on a wince.

“If you don’t know the difference by now, Ro, I ain’t gonna tell you.”

“Sorry. I should know better than to ask.” My stupid haircut falls down my neck, and I push the strands behind my ear. “Just wanted to make you smile.”

“You’re sweet,” Maya replies, placing a shriveled hand over my own. “I pray you never feel anything like this—" I have to wait until the subsequent retching subsides, before instructing her to take it easy.

“Please rest, Maya. Would you like a blanket?”

The woman aged a thousand years smiles and says that would be wonderful. I vacate my seat, walking to the hallway linen closet. Its white wood blinds stare back as I reach for the handle. A tall mirror is hung to the wall beside it. I haven’t been able to properly look at myself since I was a child, but resting a hand on the closet door, I look up to it. A familiar face stares back at me, but were I to turn around, the presence would not manifest until it were most opportune to him.

At my smirk, he knows I can’t talk openly. I retrieve the blanket from a column of darkness. Pulling it from deep shelves, I close the door and return to Maya. She wheezes at the quilt being drawn across her concave lap, and when she is comfortable, I retreat to the kitchen—a room my aunt rarely intrudes on.

Rather than a kitchen table, there is only a workspace. It foregoes napkin holders and any sense of camaraderie in favor of my new task of saving children from the Devil. Where Maya and I used to sit and talk about our day has become a symbol of obsession. Mountains of documents, files and photos mar counter tops and miscellaneous surfaces. There are no dirty dishes in the sink. All the clean ones haven’t been touched in months.

Since Maya got sick, I’ve lived on takeout or near starvation.

There is no comfort in the blizzard of intel I’ve amassed since Ian Armstrong called me three days ago, said John Hazel was assigning me to the most volatile case in Washington. My show for Hardwick was the result of scrambling to inform myself, rather than the diligence and personal interest I showed him.

And in the chair I should be sitting, sorting through my clusterfuck of emotions over abducted kids and my aunt’s general health, my old friend sits, looking out at the evidence.

“You’re in my spot,” I tell him, closing the swinging door behind me. He doesn’t respond, hovering over missing persons reports, crime scene photographs and folders full of forensics results. Walking towards him, I place my holstered gun and badge down on the table’s end. “Personal interest?”

“You could say that,” my friend says. “Anyone who ends up dead is my business, after all.”

“Well, when we find a single body, I’ll be sure to let you know so you can claim it.”

“It’s not like that.”

I scoff. “You know, I’m still never sure why you insist on following me around when there are a couple billion people closer to death than I am.”

My friend smiles, but it is tempered. Disingenuous.

“I go where I’m needed, Ramona.”

“What, not enough decrepit women to usher into the afterlife? Kinda in my prime here. Wait,” I say, unsure whether I’m joking. “Is this Spider guy going to take me out? Is that why you’re here?”

Returning to the mounting evidence in front of him, the feigned smile drops off my friend’s lips. Suddenly, I am not so sure I want to hear the answer.

​“I wasn’t always...this,” he says. “To be honest, it’s a bit ludicrous how I came into it. But the spot needed to be filled, and I was a better choice than some who came before me.”

“What do you mean, ‘before you’?”

He chuckles. “You would not believe a word of it. Point is, eternity is a long time to do a job of this nature. You have to...find things to care about, or be driven to madness.

“Do I know the outcome of your being assigned to Jordan West?” He shakes his head. “It is not an answer I have been brave enough to go looking for. Surely, it will be hard enough to watch play out.”

“What, can’t offer me protection?” I ask, leaning my shoulder against the refrigerator. Inside, I know it’s empty, just like me. “Or, kill West for me?”

Soon as the words have left my lips, I know the joke is a bad one.

“It doesn’t work that way,” says the man who calls himself Death. “My job is to drive souls toward my realm, and power it while maintaining a balance between those arriving and leaving.”

“Huh,” I remark. “Leaving for where?”

“Their eternal state, of course. Salvation. Damnation. I don’t know what either really entails. I’m just the middleman, locked out of both. Some call me a guardian, others a necessary evil. I can’t pay opinions mind, Ro.”

“And mine?”

“Excuse me?”

​“Does my opinion of you matter?”

The glare he casts is cold as the aluminum door against my bare arm. It leaves little white hairs of my neck on end and breaks my heart, all at the same time.

“If you had seen the things I have, you wouldn’t even be asking.” My friend finally stands, walking closer. I have grown so much in the years we have kept each other company, and he has never changed. The suit is always the same. A pocket watch chain hangs between vest and blazer. In the silence between us, its ticking fills the gaps.

Moving away from the refrigerator, I take the spot he previously occupied. There is work to be done, and I don’t have time for Tim’s riddles. Pushing myself in, I am left to pour over a gruesome promise to save these kids, broken in a thousand pieces across my old kitchen table.

“Trying to figure out where this thing begins,” I say. “Twenty-three kids between 1989 and 1994. Twelve in the Capitol. Most came from good homes, loving families. Whole communities are shattered by their disappearances. And now, the politicians are getting involved, as D.C. flies into a panic about our most treasured resource.”

“A behemoth task, to be sure,” Tim replies.

On some level, he is reason. He may be a hallucination, or some symptom of my absolute lack of love life, but he speaks the words I need to hear.

“Why did they pick me, Tim?”

The man who calls himself Death smirks.

“I think,” he says, “in times of very few options, we look to the best and the brightest of us to lead the way, but rarely consider the burden placed upon those few.”

“Referring to yourself?”

Tim sighs.

“The woman who gave me this job talked about fairness. She knew everything about being treated unfairly, so her word was worth its salt. She told me... fairness is a utopian ideal. It rests upon a balance that does not exist. For something to be truly balanced, something else must be skewed. For every hard-won justice, there is an atrocity waiting to take its place. Which means, in short, balance itself rests on unfairness.”

“Huh,” I say. “Well, none of that helps me at all.”

Before Tim can respond, the antiquated phone on my kitchen counter begins to ring. It used to be white, but time and cigarette smoke have rendered it hues of beige and orange. I pick up on the second ring, letting the curled telephone wire extend until almost straight.

“Knox,” I say, settling back into my chair on the kitchen’s opposite wall.

“It’s Hardwick. We got another kid.”

“What?”

“Ashton Heights. Name is Emily Rickard. Same M.O.—grocery store. Talking with the parents now, but the mother is in bloody hysterics. Her only child, too.”

My eyes shoot to Tim. The chaos of random intelligence on the kitchen table Maya used to serve me chicken noodle soup and help solve math problems is forgotten. All I can think of is the first time we spoke, under a table in this very house. I was scared, and he offered to show me darkness was no different from light—just a little harder to love.

I wonder if Emily Rickard has someone to tell her such a thing. Tim has nothing comforting to offer, in any event.

He is Death, and won’t have to live with any of it.

“I’ll be right there,” I tell Hardwick. “Don’t let the mother leave until I get there.”

None of that matters, because she is gone, and Director Hazel mandated me to bring her home.

I wonder if every little girl has a guardian angel.

​​

Chapter Three

​​The first time I met the man who calls himself Death, I was five years old.

A year out of the foster care system, I don’t remember many of the events leading up to that day. Like most of the two-year period after Daniel shot Tiffany at the bottom of a gravel pit, my young life is a blur. I don’t know if something happened within that period to draw Tim’s attention to me. All I remember is Maya dating a less than stellar individual named Jeremy, pushing a bookshelf up against the apartment door, telling me to hide under the table. The man was possessive, abusive and—to a five-year-old—terrifying.

Under the long kitchen table we had back in the early seventies; whose tablecloth was yellow with little white diamonds dotted across them, I closed my eyes and prayed Jeremy wouldn’t hurt us.

Ro, you have to hide!

Trembling in the dark, I listened to the sounds of reckoning, bearing down in the form of pounding and shouting at the door. At the moment I was most afraid for my life, the man now sitting in my SUV’s passenger seat appeared to me. Looking just as he does two decades and some later, he told me not to be afraid.

​Who are you? I asked then.

I did not see where he came from, but here we were, sitting cross-legged across from each other. I hugged my teddy, a ratty bear named Rufus. He was beaten and tattered from being dragged everywhere behind me.

​My name is Death, he said, but my friends call me Tim. Would you like to be friends, Ro? 

​Next to imminent doom as Maya screamed at Jeremy to stop yelling and leave, it didn’t seem like the worst option in the world.

​Is that your friend? he asked, pointing at the bear. I nodded, and the man who called himself Death asked his name.

​Rufus, I replied in my most helpless voice. Please, don’t kill my teddy.

​Tim smiled at the panic wrapping itself around runaway anxiety as I saw only Maya’s feet return to the kitchen. The rest of her obscured by the tablecloth, I listened as she dialed the police.

​Why, I would never, Tim promised in a hushed tone. You don’t need to be afraid, Ramona.

I hope that advice will serve me well now because I am fucking terrified. I wish Maya’s ex-boyfriend was the lowest I could say I’ve met, but it is apparent there are worse monsters in wait.

​“You’re sweating,” Tim says, never looking away from the window.

​“Yeah, because this is not exactly what I had in mind when I joined the FBI.”

​“And what did you expect?”

​The world to my left passes in a blur. Houses and parks and schools are carbon copies of each other, stationed only blocks apart. We pass Arlington Cemetery; the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier looms over the landscape, casting further pall on an overcast September day.

​“I don’t know,” I reply, trying to focus on the road, rather than Emily Rickard. “Being relegated to a bomb squad perimeter somewhere. Doing coffee runs.”

​“Give yourself some credit, Ro.”

​I scoff. “Credit would be getting to watch the bomb squad.”

​“What are you saying?” Tim asks, finally turning his head to look at me. His eyes are too empathetic for someone who claims to be the destroyer of worlds.

​“There are better people than me?”

​We split away from the busy boulevard for a quieter avenue. Tim is quiet. Four lanes are spirited down to two, making drivers more apt to cut each other off. A Chevy behind me honks when I don’t move according to his satisfaction, unaware I’m too busy talking to the empty space next to me.

​“I had a wife once,” he says after a while. “She was the love of my life. She used to tell me the universe is built on unfairness. In fact, they were her last words on this Earth.”​

​“There you go, talking about fairness again.” Rethinking the spite of my tone, I ask what happened to her.

​“She died. Childbirth. It’s a long story. My point is, I used to think I was nothing without her. And when she died, existence became a whole lot messier. But eventually, there came a day when I was forced to be everything without her. I had to become something new.”

​“I don’t know where you’re going with this.”

​Tim smiles. “You are more capable than you will ever be aware of. Nothing has stopped Ramona Knox yet, has it?”

​It hasn’t, but I don’t want him to feel he’s outsmarted me. I want to live in my bottomless pit of self-doubt and second-guessed decisions. It is where I feel safest; a bat in my cavernous cocoon.

​The grocery store lot has been evacuated. Save the fire engines, lone ambulance, and multiple degrees of law enforcement patrolling in and around the store, there is no one parked between the yellow lines. A uniformed officer stops me at the turn-in. I flash my badge. He nods and waves me through, oblivious to Tim’s presence.

Nobody can see him but me.

We pull off to the side, and Hardwick immediately spots us. My new partner stops conversing with the DCPD detective, approaching my oversized vehicle.

​“Got here as fast as I could,” I say as Tim joins my side. “What do we got?”

​Hardwick sighs, tired of this as the rest of the city is. In no way, shape or form does he mask mild resignation to these crimes.

“West’s golden standard. Stake out a grocery market, wait until the parent isn’t paying attention. Gone.”

​“Is that the mother there?” I ask. In the near distance, a frantic woman paces back and forth by a set of cruisers. Their lights still flash, but the sirens are silenced. It is enough to deter a group of spectators gathered at the sidewalk from advancing.

The woman is uncooperative with her minders. Two DCPD officers look like they would rather be where the action is, only making a minimal effort to babysit the despondent mother. She is short and heavy, with a bob cut I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing.

​“Joan Rickard. We haven’t been able to get a coherent statement out of her,” he says. “Knox, there’s something else.

​“Kid’s dad is in high places. Not Secret Service worthy, but no doubt they’ll get involved.”

​“They’re going after politicians’ families now?”

​“Not yet,” Hardwick replies, “but inching up the ladder. They knew exactly whose kid this was, whose wife that is, and where they would be on a Sunday morning—”

​Hardwick is interrupted by a gentleman in plainclothes joining us—the detective he was speaking with before we turned into the crime scene. He is no older than I am, with styled hair and blue eyes. There is no emotion in them.

​“Agent Knox,” Hardwick says. “This is Detective Ryan Royce with the D.C. Police Department.”

​“Homicide division,” the detective clarifies.

​“Does your department always send Homicide after child abductors, Detective?” I ask.

​“Cutbacks,” Royce says. “Plus, these are looking more and more like murders, Agent. Thirteen kids gone, never to be seen again. That does sound like a job for my division, wouldn’t you say?”

​“Okay,” I reply, unwilling to argue any further. “We’re going to need to check the security cameras to try and get a face attached to the suspect. I’ll talk to the mother. Stephen, you get the video evidence.” I turn to Royce. “And Royce; just...go collect some samples or something.”

​The detective and Hardwick snicker amongst themselves.

​“What?” I ask. “Is that a bad plan?”​

​Neither answer my question. Instead, Hardwick walks past, bumping my shoulder on the way to the store entrance. Its manager stands there with crossed arms and a balding head, counting every lost dollar for the time he’s forced to close.

“A ‘good luck’ would have been nice,” I mutter, watching Royce and Hardwick disappear inside the store. My morbid guardian angel does not take complaints, and looks to the mother I must now console. “You’re sure you can’t just tell me where West is?”

​“I could,” he says, “but I’m not supposed to interfere.”

​Unbelievable.

​“Thanks for your help, then. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a grieving mother to question.”

​Turning my back on him, I wonder if there is any reason he talked to me under that table at five years old, as Maya’s estranged boyfriend threatened to beat down the door. I wonder if this is all a game to him.

Maybe he just wants to see what I’ll do.

​Emily Rickard’s life hangs in the balance. Questioning why the nuisance at my side refuses to help will not stop her captors from selling her off—worse, killing her.

​Joan Rickard is the version of a parent none ever want to be. Conservatively applied mascara is smudged around her eyes, haircut paid for by a man she probably never sees. Her blouse is pink and a size smaller than her actual bust, with khaki capris and low-cut heels.

“Mrs. Rickard?” I say. I flash my newly-minted badge at the two uniformed blues keeping her under guard. “Ramona Knox, Bureau. Could I have a moment of your time?”

Emily’s mother wipes an eye with her finger and nods. The droplets pulled away with it are black from her makeup and soulless as I am.

“Of course, Miss Knox.”

“A minute, gentlemen?” I ask the officers. They oblige, eyeballing me as they walk away from their car. One tells me to signal if I need anything, but I’m no damsel. Left with Mrs. Rickard, struggling to maintain her composure, I have to be the monster who questions her.

​“We are going to get her back, Joan,” I tell her. “I am going to get her back.”

She withholds a gasp.

“I don’t know what happened. One second she was with me. I turned around, and then, Emily was gone.”

“Has Emily been talking to any strangers, lately?”

“Of course not,” Mrs. Rickard says, “Why?”

“The FBI is trying to piece together a pattern, so we can trail the suspects—”

Mrs. Rickard holds up a palm, cutting me off.

“So you don’t even have a clue what you’re doing, do you?”

“Ma’am, it’s okay. Just calm down.”

“Calm down? Calm down? My daughter is missing, lady! How the fuck am I supposed to calm down?”

“Joan, I didn’t mean any offense—”

“Oh, you didn’t mean any offense!” she exclaims, signaling the officers watching our interaction with suspicion from afar. “That’s great! Tell me, Agent Knox—are you a mother?”

I chuckle.

“No, ma’am.”

​“Well then, I would not expect you to ever understand the level of pain and suffering raging through every fiber of my being right now. I would not expect your reckless treatment of my daughter’s disappearance to matter at all to you, or-or,” she stammers, losing ability to string words together through her sobs. “I’m never going to see my baby again, am I?”

Emily’s mother loses full control, almost collapsing as the two DCPD officers reach us. I catch her, feeling every shudder through the larger woman’s arms as I hold her inside my own. I pat her back, struggling to breathe in her grip.

The woman is not wrong.

I have no idea what this feels like, and never want to.

​
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“So we have nothing.”

Behind the desk, Director Hazel’s disappointment is deafening. I would let myself be panicked by it, but now have Joan Rickard’s public meltdown on my mind to contend with. Stephen Hardwick stands at ease beside me, looking more tired than ever. Tim sits on a brown leather couch I didn’t notice last time I was in this office.

“Right now,” Hardwick explains, “there’s a fresh lead. We were able to pull up video surveillance footage of the suspect, but the image isn’t clear enough to confirm an identity.”

“The lab is analyzing the footage now, sir,” I interject, earning a glare from my partner. “If they find anything, we should hear back within a day.”

Hazel looks between us, lingering longer on me.

​“This is bad, folks. West is going after important people now. Their families. Louis Rickard is an advisor to the Secretary of Defense. Next thing we know, it will be the Joint Chiefs’ kids. Thank God Chelsea Clinton is a young adult, is all I’ll say.”

“It won’t come to that, sir,” I promise.

“What makes you so sure, Agent? Your window on Emily Rickard is closing fast, and you’re standing here, trying to convince me otherwise!”

​Because I won’t let it, I want to say. My mouth has a habit of getting me into trouble. Words must be tempered, gracefully laid down—

“Director Hazel, I would like to question the partners at Jordan West’s old firm,” I say.

​Or not. 

“What?”

All three of them say it—Tim, Hazel, and Hardwick. All give me the same look; the one which questions whether a woman is too emotional to handle such an assignment.

There is no more time for doubt.

“I think there are still things we can learn from them. We go in under the presumption that no one is in trouble. We’re just making a second pass for any information on the Spider.”

Hardwick speaks.

“Why would they co-operate without a warrant?”

“He’s right, you know,” Tim says from the corner, leaning deeper into the sofa. Cushions crinkle against his supposed weight. I’m not sure if anyone else observes the disturbance.

​“Because,” I reply, “they don’t want to be implicated in a child’s disappearance. Especially the daughter of an advisor to a high-ranking official.”

“Or,” Hardwick argues, “the media gets a bigger whiff than they already have, and then we have bigger problems than one missing child, Knox.”

My glare returns to the Director.

“You assigned me to this—you and Ian. Obviously, sir, one of you thinks I stand a chance in Hell of pulling this off. To be honest, still kind of trying to figure out why. 

​“But of anyone, I want to see these kids brought home. I never want them to feel a fraction of the things I’ve felt. These kids actually belong somewhere, with people who love them.

​“I would have killed for that, once upon a time,” I continue. “But there’s no chance of that for me. So, if you will let me do my job, sir, I will kill for them instead. Or, if you want to hamper and string me up with red tape, I’ll turn in my gun and badge right now, and Stephen here can keep bashing his head against a very tired wall.”

Looking to Hardwick, my partner’s jaw hangs open, brow raised. As for Hazel, I can’t tell if he returns awe or disgust. He makes good on neither.

“Fine,” he concedes. “Get in contact with DCPD, bring Ryan Royce with you. The perception of all branches working together, extending a hand to Harry Quinn, will play out much better.”

“As opposed to bearing down on him,” Hardwick agrees. “I’ll get Royce to meet us there.”

When my weathered partner has disappeared, and I am alone with Hazel, the silence is heavy. Even my guardian angel radiates discomfort in the moments before my boss opens his mouth and speaks.

“Ian said you were fierce,” he chuckles—not at all the reaction I expected for insubordination.

“Sir?”

Hazel clears his throat before continuing. “Used to have an agent under my command. Most loyal, self-righteous, smug son of a bitch there ever was. Man wasn’t by-the-book in any regard, but he generally followed the rules—made his case when rules needed to be bent. For the greater good, he said. Didn’t happen often but...once in a while.”

“Seems Hazel knows the rules aren’t going to help anyone here,” Tim remarks from the couch.

​Thank you, obvious narrator of my life.

“That agent was James Partridge,” Hazel continues. He sits forward against the discomfort of long days and stressful decisions, elbows running the desk to where his fingers interlock. “I will never be able to explain the sudden change all of us saw in Jim during his last days alive. He was short-tempered, and prone to unnecessary risks.”

“What do you think happened, sir?” I ask, trying to connect all these disparate pieces in my brain. Maybe I can paint a picture before Hazel does it for me.

In my thoughts, I hear Maya.

Stop jumping to conclusions, love.

“In my heart of hearts, I’ll never know for sure. I think someone was pulling Jim’s strings. He allowed a key suspect to escape the building and shot another agent by mistake.”

“Are we sure it was a mistake?” Tim asks.

I repeat the question so Hazel can hear it.

“I want to give Agent Partridge the benefit of the doubt here. Man served his country, and died for it. His family is shattered. Wife and four kids, left without a father. America is slightly less safe. Long story short—there’s no point in tainting a good agent’s name, right?

“That said, Ramona—I’m between a rock and a hard place here. Harry Quinn is a powerful man in D.C. He will not take this quietly. Regardless of whether we bring him shit dressed in flowers, it’s still shit to Quinn. And he can make a lot of noise at the implications.”

I nod, only vaguely understanding of Hazel’s predicament regarding what is politically acceptable. I can’t entertain politics. I have missing kids to find.

“Of course, sir. I will handle the situation with nothing less than the utmost care and diligence. Is that everything?”

Hazel hesitates.

“There’s a reason I chose you, Knox. I need someone without sentimental attachment to the book. The Spider is not following the rules. How are we supposed to win, bound by them?”

“All due respect, Director, the rules might be all which makes us better than Jordan West. It will take longer to catch him, but we’ll both sleep easier.”

Between Hazel’s defeat and Tim’s eyes burrowing into the back of my head, I ask to be dismissed, and leave the Director staring down the desk—hoping the answer will magically appear, scrawled across it like invisible ink.

I don’t have the luxury of waiting for it to fall into my lap.

Hardwick meets me in the lobby. Royce will rendezvous us at Harry Quinn’s office, which is called Dark Horse Investments.

“Hell of a name,” I remark. The lower floors require less clearance, and for good reason. It is a throughway for police chiefs and paper pushers, drones with swipe badges hanging from breast pockets and the President himself. Today, the ground level is quiet as it ever gets, which still comprises a small herd of faces.

“Yeah, well... they fund a good chunk of private military compounds on the East Coast. Quinn’s company is in the pockets of several members of the House of Representatives, plus some Senators. He makes a stink, we’ll simply be legislated away from his company.”

“Any chance he’s in collusion with West?”

Reaching the car lot, my partner shakes his head.

“Quinn is clean as a whistle. Probably why he takes any questions about his reputation as a personal affront.”

The underground garage is dark as we return to the vehicle Maya helped me finance when I started at Quantico. Rows of vacant full-size vehicles occupy the path toward my own, parked in the garage’s back corner.

“I won’t lie, Knox,” Hardwick says. “I’ve dealt with Dark Horse before—back when we first identified Jordan West as the Spider.”

“What’s your point, Stephen?” I ask, trying not to let him see the panic his words stir up.

“Don’t look forward to meeting the man again. That’s all.”

Affixed over the gigantic vehicle my aunt insisted was all about image—from a wheelchair hugging her travel tank of oxygen, no less—dim lights shining on the hood do nothing to uplift my darkest thoughts. Going after Harry Quinn’s files on West might reap new clues, but carries the risk of career suicide.

I cannot let Stephen Hardwick think I’m weak in the knees. Not only will failure rest on my own reputation, but could forever stain the good name of female law enforcement officers everywhere.

If only for them, I have to succeed.

​​

Chapter Four

​The second time the man who calls himself Death appeared to me, I was six. Back when my soul was still likeable enough to be worthy of friendship, I had a companion named Alison Delahunt. We often ran the fields behind our apartments, playing Hide and Seek or exploring the woods beyond. There, train tracks cut through the trees and our imaginations could run wild.

For someone who I used to be inseparable from, Alison and I drifted apart fairly quickly. It started small—a missed birthday party here, a no-reply there. Eventually, hours we couldn’t go without seeing each other became days and weeks, followed by months and years. 

Pulling open the glass doors of the building Dark Horse Investments is housed in, I don’t know why Alison comes to mind. Other than the morbid figure who follows me everywhere, asking questions I don’t know the answer to, there is no connection between my childhood friend and Jordan West’s old employer.

Royce meets us on the ground floor. In contrast to earlier, his stance is relaxed. He studies me as we join him; ears perked, grinning as he chomps on a stick on mint gum.

“They know we’re coming?” I ask.

“Oh yes,” Royce replies, but says nothing more.

Dark Horse is housed on the third floor of a seven-story building, in a structure only blocks from the Hoover Building. Red cushioned walls between silver plating should form a pleasant color scheme inside the lift, but doesn’t.

Royce hums along with the optimistically unnerving music. Hardwick stares straight ahead. Air passes around the metal box pulled upwards, accompanied by lightness under my feet. It is all I can do, not to think of the day I fell into that ravine.

The fall sent Alison running home to fetch Maya. She was able-bodied back then, able to follow my best friend the short distance to the woods. Alison cried and I begged her to alert my aunt that I was hurt. She would be right back, but for those few terrifying moments, I would be alone.

I am far more fond of solitude now, but at six years old, my brow could still be sunken by the fear of it. The sound of my friend’s footsteps disappeared. I tried not to think about the pain, admiring dirt walls instead. Wood arteries, bones of roots broke out from them, reinserted lower down the mound. I watched insects burrow as the man who calls himself Death appeared, kneeling beside my tiny form.

​It will be alright, he said.

Just as the day Maya obstructed a door to protect us from her unraveling male companion, Tim was a welcome, if not slightly terrifying, presence.

Help will be here soon, Ro.

I can’t look back at him now. It would invite locking eyes with Ryan Royce. I have no intention of giving the detective ideas.

The second time I met the man who calls himself Death, the suit he adorns was impervious to nature’s mess. Dirt would not scuff his shoes, nor would it crease his blazer to kneel down beside me. He could plant his lone knee in the soil and when it lifted, there would be no sign they ever touched.

​Maya says I shouldn’t talk to strangers. 

The elevator doors open on the third floor, pulling me out of reminiscence. Hardwick takes lead down a carpeted hallway with red walls. I follow, Royce taking up the rear.

Dark Horse Investments takes up the entire level, hidden behind a thick wooden door. The receptionist behind the desk is an older, burly woman. She slaves all day for Harry Quinn, only to go home and do the same for her husband and children. Bags run under the rushed mascara job. Her hair is short and frazzled like her.

“Yes?” she asks as Hardwick stops at the desk. My partner grips its far side and leans down, speaking quietly. Unable, or unwilling, to eavesdrop, I study the maze of cubicles and people within; watch drones of elite Washington work their hive on phones and computers.

The receptionist picks up her handset, dialing a three digit extension. I count the button presses and her annoyed breaths for each one. She sees our badges, so she says nothing, but discomfort infects every glance over the desk, particularly toward me.

“Mr. Quinn?” she says. “There are agents here to see you. Oh, you were expecting them. I see. I will tell them. Thank you, sir.”
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