A tiny bell rings as I walk through the door, alerting the workers to my presence.

“Sign your name, have a seat, and some one’ll be right with you.”  Says a cheery voice in front of me.

Ignoring the man, I take a few steps into the tiny shop.  The place is cleaner than most.  The tile floor is swept, and generally free of hair, except around the two chairs in front of mirrors.  Each chair is occupied, and another person waits, slowly reading a magazine.  The unrelenting buzz of the electric clippers dominates the room, interrupted only by the sound of an occasional page flipping.

“Anyone here able to help me out?”  I demand, looking past the man at the door.

“If you would just sign your name-”

“You really think I’m here for a haircut, bub?  You’re new here aren’t you?  Let me give you some advice, if you want to last long in this place, remember faces and keep your mouth shut.”

Turning away from him, I realize I came off harsh, but I truly hope he heeds my advice.  Barbershops are high on the list of places to get information on people.  One thing that holds true to nearly everyone is that when you wanna change identities, you’ve gotta change appearances.  The quickest and cheapest way to do so is as simple as getting a haircut.  This is my fourth shop of the week.

People have to be careful, though.  One never knows who his barber is, as people rarely return to the same barbershop after changing identities.  Also it’s impossible to tell if a barber is who he says he is.  He could easily have been a chef, a thief, or an auto mechanic the week before.  Thus is the way of alias’, a change in identity usually also means a change in location, family, and occupation.  Credentials are easily forged, when the ones who could have verified it are now gone, themselves driven to a new identity.

“I’m finished with this guy,” the far barber says, indicating the man who he had just brushed off.  “What kinda help do you need?”

“I’m looking for someone who might have come through here.”  He knows what I want, but wants me to come right out and say it.

“Had a lot of people come through here…” he trails off.

Watching me in the mirror as he washes his hands, he weighs me, attempting to discover my motives with merely a glance.

All the barbers are the same.  This one’s short, balding, and slightly overweight.  The last one was a tall female, with flowing black hair.  The one before her, a tiny mouse of a man.  Yet each is the same.  Each goes through the same motions, weighing and judging.  Barbers are one of the few professions left with a set of standards.

They weigh you against their clients.  They assess what little they know of you, against what little they know of them and see who comes out on top.  I usually have the advantage, because barbers can see that I’m at least making an effort.

“If I happen to see ‘em again, who should I say is looking?”

“Samual.  Samual Chwit.”  Seeing I’m the victor in his internal struggle, I decide to move ahead quickly, before he can dig any deeper.  “I’m looking for an athletic white woman in her early to mid twenties.  Dark blonde hair, blue eyes, about five five, hundred’n thirty.  You think you’ve got an idea of who I mean?”

“Maybe… You got a name?”

“Anne Caitlyn.”

“Know of several who fit your description that have passed through in last two weeks.  How far back should I think?”

“Two weeks ought to be plenty.”

He scans down the list of names that the doorman had attempted to get me to sign.

“Hmmm…  Nope.  Just like I thought.  No Anne’s.  Got a Caitlyn, though.  Went by Cat?”

“Could be.  Any chance I could get those records from you?”  As I ask, I pull out several twenties and set them down on the short counter that separates us.

“How, bout a little more?  You know, for my efforts.”

I hand him another twenty and grab the records, turning to walk out.

“Hey!  Why do you need to find her anyway?”

“I’m her brother… our father has cancer… need one last visit.  Something like that.”

I step out into the street, crowded immediately by people.  Nameless, faceless people.  Any of which could be my target.

~

“You’re here because we’ve been told you’ll understand our situation. You’ve played along nicely until now, so it was thought that you could be trusted.  Please don’t prove us wrong.”  His condescending tone matches his appearance only too well.  Dressed in a dark suit, and wearing his sunglasses inside, he could be anybody.  I hate people like him.  “Now have a seat.”

Still not sure about the summons I’ve received from Justin, I comply.  Moments later Justin walks in, followed shortly by a broad man with two guards flanking him.  I begin to stand but am stopped by the suit with the sunglasses.

“I’m having this recorded, so please, no names.  I’m sure you’ve got a few questions,” begins the man behind Justin, as he sits in a chair opposite me.  “You see; your organization is the product of our experiment.  That’s why you’re here, but more on that in a moment.  Are you aware of who I am?”

The note I received only informed me that he was someone close to the Whitehouse.  Shaking my head, I motion for him to continue.

“Good.  Then we can begin.  Your superior,” he indicates Justin “has informed me of what you do.  I must say, I’m quite impressed.  Your ability to hunt down those who don’t want to be found surpasses even our own abilities.  You realize, of coarse, that their disappearances don’t go unnoticed.”

“But…” I glance at Justin, whose face is impassive.  Damn!  What has he told them?  “How can that be?  People disappear all the time on their own.  How is it different when we… make them disappear?”

“Ah, and that is where I come in.  The world isn’t really in as great of a confusion as this city believes.  In fact, this city is only on of 15 different cities in this condition.  We’re, by far, in the most advanced stages of confusion, but that only works to our advantage.”

“It’s been on the news… in the papers.  The whole world is in this condition.  Nothing is permanent.  How can that possibly be to your advantage?”  What’s going on here?  Why didn’t Justin give me more information before having me here?

“True enough, it is in the media.  But surely you know the concept of media.  It is reliable only so far as the person who controls it is reliable.  I give Channel 6 a story to run, and they run it.  The News is nothing more than a carefully crafted Backdrop; it creates the stage that you and your fellow inhabitants act upon.  As to how this can be to our advantage, well that’s simple enough.  When people think that disappearances are a daily occurrence around the world, they become careless.  I mean, really, who’s going to notice that little Bob Lampe, 43 year old accountant, suddenly disappears?”

“But to what purpose?  Why allow this to go on?”  My mind is reeling, and I need time to think this over.

“One benefit is that your organization has sprung up.  You search people out and make them disappear… for good.  Nobody says anything about it, but they notice.”

“So this is all just an-“

“Elaborate Witch Hunt?” he cuts me off.  Only instinct keeps my face from falling.  A quick glance at Justin shows him avoiding me, at all cost.  “It would appear that way to anyone who decided to look into matters.  They would dig until they came to that conclusion.  People don’t like it when their government goes on a Witch Hunt, in much the same way that they don’t like paying taxes.  Though many disagree with the idea, most can see where hunting down those who oppose our way of life would be helpful.”

“What aren’t you telling me?  How does… how does my company fit into this?  Surely you wouldn’t have brought me here simply to commend us on hunting down… those subversive to the state.”

The man hesitates for the first time, running his hand over his face.  He tries to look through me before turning to Justin.  “We’re sure about this?”

Again without looking at me, Justin nods.

“He has a lot of faith in you,” the man turns back to me “and that’s rare in this city.  As I said, it would appear to anyone who looked into matters that all of this is just a Witch Hunt.  People may frown at Witch Hunts, but they don’t take action over them.  If someone were to keep digging they would find that this is about so much more than that.  The people need someone to protect them from themselves.  We’re stepping in to do just that.  Your company is already skilled in that, so we’re employing you to take control of a larger area.  Your organization will begin to monitor the entire nation.”

This time I cannot help but react.  My head snaps toward Justin who again avoids my eyes.

“You want us to span the nation and hunt down…” I cannot bring myself to finish.

“Just those who hinder our way of life.”

“I can’t fathom the cost.”  I need some time to think.

“Your superior has nearly unlimited resources, through us.”

“But the People…”

“Who are the People?  In fact, who are you?”

The people notice the disappearances.  They would begin to wonder why, to question.  By the time they figure it out…

“I can see that you begin to understand.  By the time they notice, those who would not act in the best interest of the State would already have been removed.  I trust you’ll keep this between us.”  He commands before standing.  “I’m afraid we’ll have to end this little meeting of ours.  Do take car.”

The suit behind me indicates that I have been dismissed.  My mind still reeling, I walk out the door.

~

Who are you?

This used to be a question I would hear several times throughout any given day.  Perhaps not in those exact words, or even words similar, but it is always what people wanted to know.  Not now, though.  The best I can hope for is someone to ask “Name?” with no true concern for the answer.  The ones who truly care about the answer are the ones to watch out for.

At one point it was also an easy question to answer.  Or at least a question that I could answer without wondering about all possible repercussions.  Now even the simple request for a name is dangerous ground.  One that can’t be taken lightly.  And it is a request that almost always goes unhonored.

Names are dangerous.  A person’s name is all-inclusive.  The name is all that matters.  What you do, where you’ve been, who you’ve met doesn’t mean a thing without a name to identify you.

Names are also a dime a dozen.  I’ve been through three in the last year, and those have lasted longer than most.  Each name holds a new identity.  Each identity is entirely different from the last.  In changing names and identities, I make it nearly impossible for anyone to find me.

Unfortunately, the rest of the world agrees and follows the same theory.  In my line of work, my true line of work, I need to find some people and hide from others.  The people I search for are also hiding, but, then again, who isn’t?

The entire world has adopted and accepted the use of aliases.  The question “Who are you?” no longer means a thing.  Or does it?  Now I’m not so sure.

It matters little, however, until I can find out more.  Right now only she matters.

~

My house reeks of old beer, and cigars.  The overflowing ashtrays are outnumbered only by the coasters that are now stuck to the cheap end tables, and the pile of cans in the corner of the room.  The T.V. is always on, though it rarely gets watched.  Our ceiling fan, while still used, is missing three of its five blades.

Neither me nor my wife bothers to clean up.  The house is merely a matter of convenience, as is our marriage.  The house, located near the slums, serves as an out of the way hiding place, nothing more.  Neither of us really live here, we just come here to sleep.  And though we share a bed, we’ve never slept together.  The previous owners left in the middle of the night, and we both moved in, needing new identities.

Sarah walks up and sits on the small sofa next to me.  Though our relationship is purely convenience, we both lucked out in the fact that we like each other.  For this reason I don’t take her actions as an intrusion, but am glad for the company.

“Do you think you’ll find her?”  She asks me, taking the month old Time magazine from my hands.

“Who?”  I know she’s been observing my true work, though she doesn’t understand the reason or necessity behind it.

“The woman.  Don’t act innocent with me.  To the rest of the world you may be some unemployed plumber, but I know a little better.  So what are you, Sam, some kind of bounty hunter?”  Her tone is of idle indifference, but her eyes betray her true curiosity.

At one point in my life I had no trouble reading people.  They had all still been new to the prospect of alais’.  Now, though, everyone has adapted and grown accustomed to the constant changes required.  Tones and gestures can easily be faked, but I’ve yet to find one who can hide from their eyes their true thoughts.

When I first met Sarah I didn’t think very highly of her.  Upon determining that we were sharing the house as a new couple, she revealed that she had just come from a life of prostitution.  While avoiding the addiction herself, she also was a supplier of street-made crack. My opinion of her has come a long way in the short time we’ve known each other.

“Bounty hunter?  Not quite.  More like a freelance security guard.  You know, I handle crowd control.”  I give her a pained expression, begging her not to press further.

“Do you miss her?”  Sarah asks with a concerned tone, this time genuine.

“Who?  The woman I’m looking for?  What makes you think-”

“No.  Sorry,” she cuts me off,  “I meant your wife.  Your real wife.  Don’t you hate having to be separated for the sake of simplicity?  I mean, who wants to live in a world where whenever faced with a problem, people would rather disappear than face it?”

Glad that she has brought the conversation away from me, I quickly respond, “The government loves it.”

“What?  How could they?  Just think of the problems it causes.  People constantly disappearing, and reappearing as a different person. They can’t possibly assume that the economy will remain stable for long.”

“And why not?” I ask.  “Think about it.  Whenever something begins to go wrong people disappear, leaving everything from their previous name.  This does several things.  It allows new thoughts and ideas to fill the gap created by one who has disappeared.  In doing so, people get to experience many different lifestyles, each of their choosing, which keeps them generally happy and content.  Satisfied people tend to work harder, even if only for a few weeks.

“Again,” I continue, “when people change identities, they leave everything behind.  Everything including, but not limited to, bank accounts, stocks, and wills.  No one is willing to return to collect, for fear of being discovered.  Much better to lose a few thousand dollars than to leave a paper trail.  And since most people jump ship at the first signs of trouble, not too many leave a debt. The banks, backed by the government, send out a monthly statement to see which accounts are active.  Any that are not get emptied to make room for new accounts.  I can only imagine where the money goes.”

“Just a freelance security guard, huh?”  She asks in disbelief.

“In a matter of speaking yes.  And yes I do miss my wife.  I’m attempting to find a way where we can be together again.”  I hate to bring the discussion back to me, but I cannot talk about my work.

“You should both create new identities.” Sarah offers. “Something lasting, where you can both be together.  Find a nice vacant home, and take it over.  It shouldn’t be hard.”  

“You wouldn’t think so, would you?”

~

I lost a day of searching for Anne, or perhaps it’s Caitlyn Truman now.  I knew where I wanted to go next, only problem was that not everyone is so free with information as barbers.  Some need to be pushed a little.  Thus I lost a day searching for the necessary item.

After a day of digging through my old things, I found what I needed.  I hate to keep things around from past identities.  If any of it is discovered it leaves a large paper trail right to me.  I refuse to get rid of all of it, though, it has proven too useful.

Entering the bank, I walk directly to the counter, ignoring the long line of people.  Despite the grumbling and not-quite whispered comments, a teller turns to me.  With his hair gelled forward and pushed up at the front he appears a youth, yet by his demeanor I know he intends to put me in my place.

“Excuse me, sir, but we have certain procedures we like to follow-”

“Is that so?” I cut him off, “Would one of your ‘procedures’ happen to be embezzling?  Or how about the funding of illegal drug operations?”

“Wha…  I don’t…  but…” he stammers, unsure of what to do.

I quickly flash a set of credentials, identifying me as an F.B.I. agent.  Before he has time to truly register anything, I put them away.  I have nothing to go on except a phony Id and this man’s fear, but need his information.

“We’ve had our eye on this bank.  More specifically a few key members of this bank.  We can do this here in front of everybody or you can lead us to someplace more private.”

“I…  I need to get my manager.” Noticing him pale, I realize that I can get what I need from this teller, though I doubt I could if others became involved.  This man is a common citizen, just like anyone else in the city.  His bosses are probably governmental employees and are hardly likely to be intimidated.

“You can’t handle this on your own?  What’s your name?” The last thing he wants is to be looked into.  Compliance is his only safe choice.

“Rob Wall…  I… I can help you.  If you will just follow me.”  He looks up at me, with a look of complete helplessness.  His short stature only makes my height more intimidating.

He puts up a small sign indicating his window is closed, shrugs apologetically to the crowd that has gathered despite the other open lines, and leads me to a small room.

The room, located in the center of the building, is dark and unfurnished.  He turns on a dim light, revealing a lone computer sitting on a small desk, the only items in the room.  While free from dust, it is obvious that the room doesn’t see much use.

“How may I help you, Mister…?” He trails off, just now realizing he never saw my name.

“Agent Malroy.  I need a full printout of six of your members.  We’ve been watching them for a while and believe that with the information you provide, our suspicions will be confirmed.  I’ve got a warrant and a list of names here.”  I hand him two pieces of paper, both of which I typed yesterday at home.  He skims the warrant, decides everything is in order, and then focuses on the list of names.  Only two of the six interest me, but I hate to draw more attention to my target than necessary.

He walks over to the computer, boots it up, and then types in the first name.  The file is pulled up and sends it to a printer, mumbling about having to go pick it up.  He repeats this process with the second name.  He types in the third name and frowns.  I glance at the screen and note a flashing message saying there was no such match.

I motion for him to continue.  The fourth and last names also come up empty.  This doesn’t matter, as the names I need are there.

He leads me back up front.  There, reaching under the counter, he supplies me with the three printed pages I asked for.

“If there is anything else we can help you-”

“You’ve done quite enough…  Rob, wasn’t it?” He pales again at the mention of his name.

I don’t know why I feel the need to send this man off, but know that by midnight he’ll be packing his bags.  I guess I just didn’t like him.

I look down and read the paper printouts.  I shove one in my pocket and toss the second.  Only the third one goes on file.

Caitlyn Truman.

Oakview Drive.

~

“Have a seat, Jos-”

“Sam.  My name is Samual Chwit.” I cut him off as I take the indicated seat.

The large oak desk in front of me dwarfs the man sitting behind it, despite his imposing height.  Cluttered with papers, photos, and folders, the desk serves as the centerpiece in this humble office.

“Fine…  Sam it is.  Where does that come from, anyway?”  He asks.

“Acronym and anagram.  I’m sorry for being curt, but aside from you, almost no one knows my true name.  I prefer to keep it that way.”

“It’s just you and me here… Sam.  Besides, you know I hate aliases.”

“They’re really quite useful, Justin.  You might find you can accomplish a lot more if you would use a name other than your own.”

He looks me over and seems to debate whether or not to continue.

“They might have some uses, but look where they’ve gotten you.  Your wife has left-”

“How much do they know?” I interrupt.

“Mr. Whitmoore?  Only enough that we support him,.  The government doesn’t know about our motives or about our marks.  Nor do they care.  They feel that they are using us to accomplish their goals, and have no idea that it is rather the other way around.  They see me as a blind patriot, willing to whatever is good for my country.  What they fail to see is that my aims are much more pure than that.  I care nothing for one nation or another, but rather I am interested only in the bettering of mankind.  You were good before, but now that Jill has left you can be even-”

“I’ve got a lead on my target.”  I again cut him off.

Despite our friendship, there is still a professional air that surrounds us.  Justin Jules is both my boss and some time confident.  We both know where the line is drawn, and are careful not to tread too near, but he was about to cross it.

I pull out a small folder and hand it to him.  He leafs through the papers quickly.  They’re only a formality, as they hold nothing conclusive.  Should they happen to fall into another’s hands it would be no loss.  Only the Hunter knows all of the true evidence.

“This is her?  Caitlyn Truman…” A small frown crosses his face as he reads the name.  “This is your… target?”

“Yeah.  Who else would it be?”

“Are you sure you’re up to this one?  I could assign another to this…”

“Have I ever failed to bring in my target?  Sometimes it takes months, but I always get them.  You know I refuse to give up on one.  This time will be no different.  Hell, the name could just be a coincidence.”

“You don’t believe in coincidences, never have.  I want you off this one.  Take a break, relax.  Go home.”

“Go home to what?” I jump out of my chair, “A wreck of a house that isn’t mine?  To a woman I barely know?  Hunting is what I do; it’s who I am.  It’s… all I have left.”

The words hurt coming out.  I haven’t spoken aloud about how much it hurt when Jill left a short while ago.  In this world of aliases finding and keeping love is a truly rare thing.  With a true spouse, one can be completely honest.  My wife was the one person in the world who knew me.

Justin knew what her leaving had done to me.  He had been there when we met, through our marriage, and when she left.  He knew I would do anything to have her back.  He had tried to tell me I shouldn’t be back at work so soon, that I’d be unstable.  Merely the thought of Jill brings back a flood of memories.

“You’re a lucky man, Joshua.  Any man able to find someone to truly love is lucky enough, but with the way things are going in the world, love is a true rarity.  It started out as mere fun, adopting the way of spies, but if this craze doesn’t slow down Jill’s name change wouldn’t have to be legal.  I bet she’d still marry you, though, even if she didn’t have to in order to share your name.”  Justin laughs.

“Who would have thought it could happen?” I ask. “In a few short days I’ll be married to Jill.  We grew up together, but never considered being together.  Now that we are, I can’t imagine being apart.”

“I don’t want to bother you now, but you’re going to need a job.  After you return, come talk to me and I’ll see what I can arrange.  For now, though, think only of Jill.”

“I don’t want you working for a while.” Justin breaks into my thoughts. “You’re still to hurt.  I can’t have a Hunter who isn’t focused.  I’ve been watching you.  You’re not looking for Caitlyn Truman; you’re searching for your wife.  I’m sorry, but I can’t have that.  You’ve got to realize that they’re not the same person before you can come back.  I’m not sure why she left, but you can’t be distracted from your real target with thoughts of Jill running through your head.  

“If we fought an organized group, you’d be out by now.  Consider yourself lucky that marks are individuals, and not a structured organization, as they could easily become.

“Go home, Sam.  That’s an order.”

“Good bye, then.  Mr. Jules.” I snap.

Justin has never before given me a direct order.  There hasn’t been any need.  I’m not sure I like the changes we’re making, now that we’re growing.  To emphasize this to him, before walking out the door I address him by his formal name, a thing I have never before done.

~

“Hey!  Watch it, bub!”

“Excuse me.”

As the man who ran into me backs away, I quickly check my pockets, finding everything in tact.  Oddly enough I also find I have a black matchbook in my pocket.  The golden embossed logo reads “The Coven.”  Opening the book I find nothing except two matches.

I recognize the name.  The Coven is a nightclub a few blocks away.  Not being a big fan of witches, I’ve never been there.  The lack of a real message on the matchbook bothers me.  I realize what is meant, but how could anyone expect an unemployed plumber to figure out a code?  Even one as simple as this.

If Mr. Whitmoore and the government are behind this, I need to be careful.  Perhaps Justin has already reported my lack of discipline.  Even so, I’ve got to follow up on this, so I’ll be at the Coven at two o’clock.

Glancing at my watch, I debate what to do for three hours.  My first, and most dominant thought is pool.  AMF Blue Ridge Lanes are open until one every night, which would kill almost enough time.

I’ve always enjoyed playing pool, but have never been very good at it.  I find that I frequent bowling alleys quite often, as they can be great sources of information.  It doesn’t matter who you are, or what you do, everyone is your friend when you bowl.  I doubt, however, that anyone here knows anything about Caitlyn Truman.

I find my way over to an inviting table and pick up a cue stick.  I end up playing with a couple that, despite their insistence of a long relationship, knows nothing abut each other.  When the call comes over the speaker that the lanes are closing, I thank the couple and pay them for the use of their table before heading to the Coven.  

Justin may want me off the case, but apparently someone else is still interested in my progress.  I only wish I had noticed who.

~

The line outside The Coven stretches back to the end of the block.  Composed mainly of younger women, I don’t get a whole lot of complaints as I slip into the line near the entrance.

Even though I’m only in line a matter of minutes, the wait kills me.  Not so much the wait to get in, but rather the wait to find out who knows about me.

Perhaps Justin was right.  Normally had someone ran into me, I would have memorized their face and even possibly taken their wallet.  But, as Justin had predicted, my mind had been wandering to thoughts of Jill.  It’s hard for me to think of anything else, even this case.

Stepping past a bouncer who doesn’t bother to ask me for Id, I enter the club.  I doubt if anyone would mistake me as being too young to enter a place like this.  My commanding height and burly appearance give me an aged look that belies my age.

Not knowing who to look for, or what to expect, I step up to the bar.  A young man approaches to take my drink order, but is waved off by an older man who appears to be in charge, at least behind the bar.

“How is everything this evening, John Allen?”  He asks me with a gleam in his eye.

A sudden sense of panic hits me.  I haven’t used the name John Allen in over a year.  When I did use it, I was halfway around the world.

“I believe you have the wrong guy, my name’s Sam.  Could I get a Jack Daniels, please?”

“I’m pretty sure I’ve got the right guy.  Here’s your drink, but don’t get too comfortable.  You’re wanted out back.”  He laughs as he walks away, motioning for me to follow.

For a brief moment I consider fleeing.  These people apparently know too much about me for me to continue safely.  In this world of aliases, admitting you know someone’s former name is as much as declaring your intent to blackmail them.  The reason people change names is often because all actions are associated with an identity.  Thus in abandoning the identity, all past actions are also abandoned.

A rule of Hunting is that if I’m discovered I need to drop all aspects of the case.  I refuse to lose this woman and thanks to Justin, I’m not on the case.  If I’m not officially on the case, then the rules no longer apply.

I leave the bottle on the counter and follow the old man to a back room.

“You got information for me, pops?”  I demand, leaning against a cold stonewall.

“Information?  Nope.  All I’ve got are instructions, and vague ones at that.  In about three minutes you go outside.  This door here leads to the alley, go through it.  Oh… and no recorders of any type.  Simple enough, eh?” He grins at me.

“Why three minutes?”  I inquire, still feeling uneasy about this.

“Check your watch.  You showed up early.”  With that he turns and leaves.

Without waiting, I open the door and step into a dimly lit alley.  The large trash bin has been moved into the center of the alley, blocking my view of the street.

“Someone doesn’t like to follow orders…”

I turn around just in time to see the fist that knocks me to the ground.

“You ought to listen a little better when people give you instructions, John.” This is emphasized by a kick to my ribs.

“Or is it Ronald?  Perhaps it’s Tyler, or Jacob.  Each name is followed by another blow.  I make the mistake of trying to cover my sides and receive a kick in my face instead.

In between blows, I glance up just long enough to make out three men, each larger than me.  Being unarmed I have little choice but to wait this out.  Pride, however, prevents this.

Anticipating the kick, I grab the large man’s foot and roll towards him, knocking him down.  I jump to my feet, stumble from the pain, and am thrown to the side of the building by the two remaining strong-arms.  A blow to the stomach drops me, causing a fit of bloody coughing.

“Real impressive…” The first man laughs, “If I thought I could get away with it, I’d kill you.  As it is, however, someone cares enough about you that you get to live.  I’m not sure if that’s better or worse.”  He backhands me to illustrate his point.

Gasping for breath, and suppressing the urge to give in to pain, I manage to mumble a few incoherent words.

“I think he wants to know why we’re here.  Why are we here fellas?” Another kick in the head, “I guess you could say that we’re self-proclaimed messengers.  No one asked us to do this, but we saw the necessity and took action into our own hands.”  Backhand.

“So, what’s the message?” He grabs my hair and forces me to look him in the eye, “Stay away from Caitlyn Truman.”

With that he slams my head into the ground, and I hear a loud crack as the world fades.

~

“Vital signs dropping… and we’re good.  Looks like he’ll make it.  Thank you doctor.”

Trying to open my eyes, I find I cannot.  I reach up and feel some sort of cloth wrapped tightly over my eyes.  Pulling it off causes the world to jump into view.

The whitewash walls and bright lights contrast with the darkness that so recently enveloped me, enough to cause an involuntary moan.

“Oh… you’re up.”  Says a blurry woman, turning around, “You’ve given me quite a scare, Mister… Hmmm… what should I call you?”

“What?  Was my wallet stolen?” I manage to croak, as she comes into focus.

She quickly gets me a drink of water, which she has to help me with, before answering.

“No, but that doesn’t help any.  We checked for Id, and… well, here.  Look for yourself.”  She grabs my wallet from a tray across the small room, and hands it to me.

Opening it up, I again groan.  Inside my wallet are five different Ids, each one of my former identities.  An absolute sense of terror washes over me, causing my entire body to quiver.  I fall backwards onto my pillow, burying my face in my hands.

A string of curses flow from me just before I lunge out of bed and grab the nurse.  The pain in my side forces me to release her as I fall back on the bed.

“Calm down, hon.  I was just having a bit of fun with you.  Probably be the only time I get to encounter one of your kind and walk away.  No one knows about you but me.  Really did give me a scare, though.” She notices my confused stare and continues.

“I was the nurse assigned to you and when I saw your wallet I knew directly what I was up against.  Everything was going fine, until some doctor came nosing around.  He grabbed your wallet and all I could think to do was unplug you.” She smiles, obviously pleased with herself.

“Un…plug me?”

“Oh, you know… from the heart monitor.  I pull one tiny wire, and the whole floor goes nuts.  I’ve got doctors and nurses running this way and that-”

“Thanks, I get it.” Standing up, I cut her off, “What exactly did you mean by ‘my kind’?”

“There’s no need to hide.  I know you, and from that you can assume you know me.  Or at least what I am.”

“Tell you what.  I’m gunna walk outta here.  Tomorrow, I’ll come back to settle the bill.  If I were you, after what you just told me, I’d be halfway around the world.  Goodbye…” I read her nametag and cannot help but laugh, “Goodbye, Glenda.”  I turn and walk out.

“We’re not all bad, remember that.  Oh, and whoever you’re looking for has got a good three days on you.”  She yells after me.

I suppress a wince at both the loss of time, and the pain pounding in my sides and face.  The last thing I need now is a handicap.

~

“You look awful.”

“It’s nice to see you, too.”  I smirk, sending pain lancing through my cheek.

“No, really.  Are you okay?”  Sarah ask.

I’m surprised by our growing relationship.  Not long ago, I had thought true friendships couldn’t work in this world, unless they were already established when the use of aliases came into play.  I’ve seen couples that appear to be close, until they’re no longer in public, when their true feelings come out.  I’ve never understood this, as true relationships are so hard to come by.  Yet Sarah and I truly get along.  I don’t trust her as I did Jill, but I doubt if anyone can live up to her.

“I’ve got three cracked ribs, a broken nose, a hairline fracture in both my cheekbone and my forehead, and several internal bruises.  And to top it all off, I don’t think whoever did this was just teasing.” Shoving a newspaper off the seat, I fall into my chair, a sharp intake of breath punctuating my sudden burst of pain.

“Humph.  You had me worried, you know?  I thought you had followed my advice and relocated.  I was afraid you’d left without saying goodbye.”  She says as she walks into the kitchen.

“Don’t worry, I have no intentions of leaving.  I’ve still got work to do.  Oh, thank you.”  I say as she walks back in with a piece of pie.

“You’re going to keep… looking for this woman?” Her surprise shows clearly by her tone, waiting for my reply before handing me the large slice of apple pie.

“Yeah.  Besides, I think I know where to find her.  I’m going to follow the lead I got at the bank, but just to check my own theory.”

“Why are you chasing her?  Did she do something wrong?” Sitting across from me, she watches as I painfully shift positions.  

I quickly take a bite of pie to stall for a bit of time.  Sarah waits patiently, knowing I must answer eventually.  I can’t decide how much to tell her.  The only person who truly knows what I do, aside from Justin Jules, is my wife.  When Jill found out, she disappeared.  I have few enough friends, and don’t wish to lose another.  Contemplating my decision, the pain begins anew.

Though disappointed that I had kept a secret from her for several years, Jill seemed to take everything in stride.  No outstanding reactions when she learned what Justin and I do for a living.  Despite our life friendship, she never ceases to amaze me.  I had thought she would have hounded me with questions, but she merely seemed to ponder what I told her last night, truly at ease.

Yet as I stand before the door to our small house I am filled with an overwhelming panic.  My keys jingle in my shaking hand.  My legs threaten to give out and I have to lean against the house for support.  Unsure of my intuitive certainty, I force myself to open the door.

Without stepping inside I fall to my knees, a loud cry of anguish bursting from me.

Pain.  Blinding pain to block the empty house.  Fire sears my every fiber.  My insides pour out onto the ground.  A raging torrent of frothing waters pulls me under, taking my breath.  Thunder explodes in my ears.

“Joshua?!?  What’s wrong? Oh no…” Justin kneels beside me.

Eventually the tears run dry.  The pain, however, burrows deep into my soul.

My motives are not purely selfish, either.  The knowledge of who I am, and what I do is unnerving.  Should Sarah not dismiss it outright as a lie, it’s very likely she would be in a position of danger.

“She’s my wife.”  I state, choosing the safer path, taking another bite.  I can’t decide if it’s exceptionally good or if it seems that way because I’ve been force-fed for the past three days.

“No.  I meant the woman you’re chasing.  You know, while being a ‘freelance security guard’.”

“Ah… So did I.  I think Jill and Caitlyn are one and the same.  I can’t be completely sure until I’ve checked her house, but I know my wife, and-”  I’m cut off by a knock at the door.

“I invited Justin over, I hope you don’t mind.”  She sidesteps several piles of crushed cans to open the door.

“Hello.  How is he?”  I hear Justin’s voice from outside.

“Not as well as we had hoped.  Come in and see.”

I rise to greet him, despite the pain in my side.  The world takes a nasty twist and I fall to my knees, dropping the plate.  Darkness closes in as Justin steps inside.

“You gave him the pie?  Damn it!”

I barely notice as my shoulder hits the table, just before the darkness consumes me.

~

“You’re extremely stubborn, Joshua.  Actually,” Justin pauses, as he pulls the gag from my mouth, “I think you finally found an alias I like, Sam.”

“You’ve been given plenty of warnings, even direct orders, regarding this case.  Why’d you bring it to this?” Sarah pleads from across the small table.

“It was personal.”  I slur, struggling against the rope that hold my hands to the back of the chair.

I have a hard time focusing as whatever was used to drug me still runs through my brain.  I’ve got to give Sarah credit; in the few weeks she has known me she learned a lot.  Jill had used to bake me pies whenever I came home hurt.  I should have paid more attention.  Sarah had the pie, but didn’t give it to me until after I told of my plans to continue.

“So you seem to think, but we’re not so sure.  The name of Caitlyn Truman bothered me, and you obviously caught it as well.” Justin pauses to offer Sarah a brief explanation.  “Jill’s sister had been Caitlyn, and had died early in Jill’s life.  Jill, Joshua, and I had originally come from the state of Missouri, the birth place of Harry Truman.”

“You’re reaching an awful lot on that.  You can’t possibly be basing your suspicions on that reasoning.  There’s more, isn’t there?” She asks, almost frantically.

“Just what Sam has found.  When my strong-arms delivered the message, they found a computer printout of a bank account under the name of Jill Paul.  Funds missing from it matched exactly what appeared in Anne Caitlyn’s account, followed shortly by Caitlyn Truman.”

“Bastard…” I manage to spit out, as things gradually come into focus.

“They practically told you that I had sent them, Sam.  Commenting on your inability to follow orders, using names none knew, save me, and planting copies of your old Ids on you.  You know we keep those on file.  Who else would have had them?”

“I… thought that Jill…” I stammer, suddenly ashamed.

“So quick to doubt your would-be wife.  Understandable, however, if she is who you think she is.” He turns on heel, as a thought hits him, “Why did you join this organization?  What caused you to want to hunt witches?”

Sarah’s eyes widen and I realize she must not know as much as I had thought.  I feel a pang of pity for her.  Now that she knows what I do, I have little doubt that she will be disposed of as just another casualty of war.  I shake my head at her, warning her to be silent.

“You approached me, remember?”

“Yes, but only because I was sure you would aid my cause.  I just… felt it.  But you avoid my question, so I’ll ask again.  Why is it that you hunt down witches?”

“Witches are a threat.  They hold powers no person should be allowed to control.”

“Yet they live in such fear, they would never dare to use it in public.  Their entire lives are spent hiding that power from people like you.  You make each case so personal; refusing to let any go.  Why?”

“I knew one, once.  I was eight or nine and my family had just moved into a quiet neighborhood.  My neighbor, Mrs. Cornelius, was the sweetest woman I had ever known, always smiling, and inviting all the kids over for homemade pie.  She always told us she was a witch, but none of us believed, least of all me.  How could someone so kind be something always thought of as evil?”  I’m aware that my mouth continues to comply, but my mind wanders back to that time.

“Your parents couldn’t get off of work, so I’ll take you to the airport.  Your cousin’s are on the same plane as my hus… Mr. Cornelius, so we shouldn’t have to wait very long.”

I’ve never heard her refer to her husband so formally before.  Mom had told me that he wanted to get a divorce, and they were making it final this weekend.  I hate him.  How could he hurt someone so nice?  I smile at Mrs. Cornelius, and squeeze her outstretched hand.  Though I can tell it is forced, she smiles back.

At the airport we find a nice big window.  I’ve never seen a real plane land before, so I press my face to the glass to get as close as possible.  Mrs. Cornelius stands behind me.  I try to point out some of the airplanes to her, but she has a distant look on her face and I quickly give up, returning my gaze to the window.  I wish she wouldn’t talk so quietly, I can’t hear what she says, but she continues on ceaselessly.

After watching two planes land, and one takes off, she grabs my hand and pulls me from the window.  

“We need to go.  I’m so sorry.  You’re cousin’s can’t make it this weekend.”  The tears running down her face are enough to silence my questions.

They do not stop me from thinking them, however.  All day long I wonder how she knew, and why they couldn’t come.  When my parents come home I ask, despite their tear-filled eyes.  After several hugs, they finally tell me, between choked sobs, that my cousin’s plane had crashed on the runway. 

All of Mrs. Cornelius’ joking insistences that she was a witch flood back into my head.  Her mumblings from earlier ring in my ears.  My sadness disappears in flash of anger.  My anger is washed away by helplessness.  What can I do?  She’ll get away with this, and anything else she wants.  My tears come freely, but only partly for my loss.

“Hmm… Nothing exceptionally.  I’ve heard the like before.  Almost a waste to have used a drug to get that out of you.” Justin mutters, bringing me back to reality.

I squirm, and the ropes dig into my wrist.  

“Drug?  I thought the pie was merely to put him under.”  Sarah says concern showing in her voice.

“You’ve lived with him a few weeks, since directly after Jill left him, right?  You should have noticed he’s not the most open person.  Do you think he would have given any of this of his own free will?

“I was hoping for a bit more.  I’m at a loss for what to do.” Justin pauses, turning to face me so that his back is to Sarah, and smiles.  He quickly jabs a needle into my thigh.

“Well, I suppose there is one loose end I can tie up.  Sarah, if you’ll follow me…” He turns and walks toward the door, already a blur.

Sarah gives me one last pained look and turns to follow.

I try to warn her, but only manage a small gurgle.

~

Darkness threatens to consume me yet again, as the world fades.  My eyelids droop, and I remember the blissful peace that accompanies the dark.

It would be so easy to just relax.  I close my eyes and try to forget about everything.

Sarah.

Jill.

My mind jumps back into consciousness and wills me to move.  I groggily shake my head and try to force the room to quit spinning.

I test my limbs and find that my feet aren’t tied, though my hands are firmly tied to the chair.  Inspired by this, I attempt to stand, and succeed in ending up on the floor with the chair on top of me.

I lay there for a moment, and darkness closes in.

Using the small table, I manage to stand.

The door, only a few short steps away, takes an eternity to reach.

I lean against the wall and pause to catch my breath and balance.  The world begins to fade.

Fortunately the door isn’t latched, as I don’t think I could open it in the best of circumstances, being bound as I am.

I push it open with my shoulder.

Sarah steps back, startled.  Apparently she had been about to walk back in.

Over her shoulder, I see Justin, gun drawn and pointed at Sarah.

The darkness finally catches me, and I collapse, my head inches from Sarah’s feet.

~

“I wasn’t aware she meant that much to you.  Had I been, we might have reached this point earlier.” Justin glances over to Sarah, bound and gagged in the center of the room.

“We have a deal then?”

“Right.  You bring in Caitlyn Truman, whether or not she turns out to be Jill, and Sarah walks away.  You know me, Sam.  I’m only doing what needs to be done.  This is a righteous war, and every war has casualties.  I don’t want to see either of you become a victim of this.”

“When I’ve got Caitlyn I’ll contact you.  We’ll meet, just the four of us; you, Sarah, Caitlyn, and I.  I know how to reach you.”

“Good.  Go on and do your job.  Don’t worry about Sarah.  As soon as you’re out of the building she’ll be released and taken to one of our apartments.”

Were this anyone other than Justin, I would demand some assurance, but Justin wouldn’t lie to me.  Right now he doesn’t need to as he has all the control.  He is often perceived, even by the few who know him well, as being contemptible.  In his eyes, however, he is acting on the only possible choice to achieve his greater good.  I think it is for this very reason that he and Mr. Whitmoore get along.

Standing, I walk to the door, pausing only long enough to reassure Sarah that I will return.  She nods slightly, in understanding, and I walk out.

“Joshua, remember:  the sooner you find Caitlyn, the sooner you and Sarah shall be rejoined.” He calls from behind me, echoing my own thoughts.

Turning down familiar hallways, I quickly run over my options.  If Caitlyn does turn out to be Jill, I’ll never catch her until she wants me to.  Jill is the one person who could always see straight through me, despite her objections otherwise, while she remains a complete mystery in my eyes.

If she does allow me to find her, what then?  

I would rather trade places and take the full punishment for her, than to see her harmed.  

Could she truly be a witch?  The only person I love is the one thing I hate?

And then there’s Sarah.  I cannot leave her here in captivity.

The more I think about my current situation, the less likely it appears for me to walk away.  If I turn my wife in, I wouldn’t allow myself to live.  If I don’t, neither will Justin.

Stepping into the brightness of day, I realize there’s only one option.

I can only imagine how pitiful I look, as I head towards Oakview Drive.

~

Oakview Drive.  A quiet street tucked out of the mainstream.  The short, tree-lined street is just as good of a hiding place as my house, though for entirely different reasons.  My house is located in a place where anyone with a shred of sanity would avoid.  The neighborhood is known to be a dumping ground for those who disappear against their will.

This street, and the surrounding area, is calm, peaceful, and inviting.  It deters people with its serene feeling.  No one would believe that this street would harbor someone who doesn’t want to be found.  This place radiates a welcomeness, and the last thing a person in hiding wants is visitors.

Checking the address, I walk up to a white house that sits at an angel from the street.  Without hesitating I kick the door, directly to the left of the handle.  A loud thud, followed by a sharp crack, tells me I can now enter.

The inside is sparse, but well kept.  The only slip being yesterday’s newspaper lying on the floor of what must be the living room.

Ignoring the kitchen in front of me, I turn down the hall to my left.  I pause only a moment, wondering if I have forgotten something, before smiling.  I take a step backward, pause, and move forward.  Again a sense of unease washes over me, as I think that I must have forgotten something and should turn around and go get it.

Despite this strong urging, I know that should I go and look for my missing object, I would succeed only in forgetting why I was searching.  Such a simple enchantment can have a maddening effect, should someone be persistent.

Witches often prefer to use slight, simple spells to accomplish their goals.  This forgetful enchantment is only slightly less used than a forbidding sense of danger.  Either is equally effective in keeping those unaware of witches from stumbling upon that which would reveal the presence of things unnatural.

Taking another step I see a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye.  Resisting the urge to go and investigate this nearly unseen presence, I continue, only to suddenly remember I left my car lights on.

Reaching the end of the hall, I glance into the mirror I just noticed in front of me.  The hairs on the back of my neck rise and a chill runs down my spine as I momentarily feel that I’m being watched.  I grin at the mirror, but cannot shake the feeling of an invisible set of eyes on me.

Unable to decide if this is merely my imagination, or yet another warding enchantment, I silently give Caitlyn credit.  Regardless of which it may be, I’ve rarely been this unnerved by such simple magic.

In the mirror I notice that I’ve already passed three doors along the hallway.  They’re of no concern to me, however, as the enchantments continued after each door, and are probably cast upon each of the doors. 

What I’m looking for must be behind one of the two doors to either side of me.

Both doors being identical, I don’t know why but feel I should enter the left door.  The only problem is that I’m in a witch’s house, and I’ve just passed through all of her warding spells.  My actions from this point on can be taken as nothing but ill intentions.  No one would have made it this far unless they were determined, and unwilling to let a little magic stand in the way.  Unfortunately, most witches merely take that as a challenge to use greater magic.  My instincts cannot be trusted, and only cold reason can guide me.

If only those eyes would leave me alone, I could think more clearly.

Acting on gut instinct, and a desire to get away from my unseen watcher, I dive left knocking the door open and stumbling in.  With a quick, furtive glance around the small bedroom I determine I’m alone, and a sense of comfort fills me. 

Chiding myself for my childish behavior and rash action I look around.  I hate being around witches, as it is impossible to tell if your feelings and emotions are your own.  My comfort only causes more unease.

Much like the rest of the house, the room is generally clean, with but a few out of place objects.  The small mattress is made, though its presence surprises me.  The majority of homes no longer have the luxury of a real bed, but I had expected one here.  Instead, two mattresses are stacked on top of each other.  On the bed is a pair of blue flannel pants and a large shirt.

The door to the nightstand is slightly ajar, revealing several papers.  On the nightstand are a calendar and a small frame containing a poem about change, with butterflies on it.

I bend down to inspect the papers.  As I reach in to grab them, I suddenly flinch to avoid the small flash that destroys the papers.

A  gasp startles me and causes me to freeze for a moment.  Regaining my senses, I whirl around and rise to me feet, seeing a pair of eyes peer out at me from behind a set of dresses in the closet.  A flash of blue hair disappears deeper in the closet, feet hidden among a pile of shoes.

Checking my options, I realize the only means of escape is through the window, which is across the bed on the wall to my right.  To my left and in front of me are large dressers I could duck behind, should I need cover.  The closet door is directly next to the door I entered.  Somehow, though, I don’t think I’m going to need to escape.

“I’ve seen you.  Come on out.” I say through clenched teeth.  My whole body is tense, expecting the worse.

A young woman, head and shoulders shorter than me steps out.  Her short dyed blue hair makes me wonder how I missed her.  My anger flares, mostly at myself for not being more observant.

“How’d you make that flash of fire?”  She asks in awe, avoiding the useless question of my name.

“Flash powder.” I lie. “What are you doing here?  How did you get in here?”  I don’t expect a truthful answer, but she got past the wards and my interest is piqued. 

“I just met Caitlyn a short while ago, and this morning she let me move in to take care of the place while she’s gone.  I’m out of work and she’s extremely generous.  I… I wasn’t aware of you.”

I realize that she must know I’m intruding.  She wouldn’t have been hiding otherwise.  I’m invading the quiet, serene feeling this place radiates, making me all the more intimidating.  I know I should tell her that she’s safe, but I cannot truthfully say that.  More than anything, I can tell she merely wishes to know who I am.

“Caitlyn’s not here, then?” I ask, ignoring her unasked question.

“No.  She packed a few things and left.  Told me to take care of the place.  She’ll be back in a few days.”  She quivers.

Seeing her shake calms my anger.  I hate intimidating people, but find it often happens.  A final display of my anger escapes my lips before I force myself to calm down.

“If you see her, tell her that her husband is looking for her.  Oh, and give her this.”  I hand her a thin-chained necklace with a cross on it. “It’s her favorite, and I know she’ll want it.  She left it at our old house.  You take good care of this place.” I order as I turn to leave.

~

A knock on the door wakes me from a light sleep.

Curiosity alone makes me rise from my chair.  It’s no longer uncommon for people to show up at all hours of the night, but few people know I’m here.

Without removing the chain, I open the door to a head of blue hair.

“You?  What do you want?” I can only assume she followed me.

“He… Hello.  My name is Lerey,” she pauses expectantly.  Not getting what she wants, she continues, “May I come in?  I was sent by Caitlyn.”

“I figured that.  You didn’t answer me, however.  What do you want?” I wouldn’t normally be so gruff to a woman, especially one who appears barely out of her teen years, but the last few days have caused me to be more cautious.  

“I suppose if you don’t feel hospitable, I can come back later.”  Her sudden sense of authority surprises me.

“Come on in.”  I slide the chain from the door and she steps through.

I sit and indicate the chair opposite of mine.  I watch as she glances over my house with disgust.  Her gaze finally lands on the chair and she grimaces at the burned and stained seat.

“How can you live here?” she ask in wonder.

“I make do.”

“I’m so sorry.  I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.” Her face flushes red as she quickly sits opposite of me.

Her reluctance to begin annoys me.  Obviously she’s somehow avoided the fate that the rest of the population faces.  Most people merely accept the filth as commonplace.  No one wants to take the time to clean a place they may not be in for long.  A feeling of apathy has grasped the masses.  Lerey seems to stand apart from this, much as Jill had.

She brushes her short blue hair from her face and regains her composure.  The act reminds me of Jill and my mind wanders.

“I know what you are.  You can’t have her.  I’m turning myself in so that I can’t cause her harm.” She sighs in resignation, casting her eyes to the floor.

“What?” I ask, not sure I got it, as my mind jumps back to the present.

“Caitlyn was teaching me.  She taught me about those like you.  You made it past my wards, and even hers, so I knew you must be a Hunter.  I wont let you have her, though.”

“She was teaching you?” Witches are generally solitary in regards to their power, rarely coming into contact with other witches.  The fact that they aren’t organized is all that allows me to be successful in Hunting them.  I’m not sure what Caitlin has in mind, but I doubt it can come to any good.

“I thought, at first, that you had come for me.  You broke through each of my spells without any trouble.  Only Caitlyn’s made you hesitate, causing you to act rashly.  She has more to contribute than me, that’s why you’ll have to settle with taking me.” The determination is back in her voice, and she gives me a defiant look that dares me to disagree.

“What’s to stop me from taking you and then going and collecting Caitlyn as well?”  I doubt that she would believe me if I told her I wasn’t interested in her offer.

“But… I’m turning myself over to your mercy.  You can’t take her.” A flash of anger shows on her face, but her eyes betray her doubts.

“Your sacrifice is wasted.  If I intended to take you, I would do so.  Now, why don’t you do as I asked and deliver my message?”

“Why the necklace?  I thought you had enchanted it, but I checked.  There’s not a trace of magic on it.”

She seems surprised by my laughter.  She shows me how little she knows.  There are no male witches.  We don’t know why, but only women are born with the ability.

“I’ve already told you about the necklace.  As for enchanting it… No, the only magic in it is the promise it represents.”

“Would you come with me?” she asks after a moment.

“Now?  Why?”  Caught completely off guard, I’m unsure what to do.

“Well… Caitlyn said if that was your response, I’m supposed to bring you with me.  I’m walking out right now.  Follow if you wish.”  She says as she walks to the door.

Slightly puzzled, I hesitate only until she is out of my sight before rising and following.

~

A tiny bell rings as we walk through the door.

The barber who had informed me that Anne had changed her name to Caitlyn rises to greet us.  He shoots a brief, questioning glance at Lerey before taking my hand.

“How’s your father?” He asks.

“What?” My mind searches for his meaning.

“He has cancer, remember?  That’s why you’re trying to find Caitlyn.” He grins and then laughs. “Well, come on in and have a seat.  It’s good to know I was right about you.”

“What am I doing here?  Is Caitlyn here?”

“She’s on her way, now have a seat.” Lerey gently shoves me backwards and I fall into a chair that wasn’t there only a moment before.  “Edward, if I could have a word?”

At this they both disappear into the back, leaving me alone.  A dim glow from the moon shines through the large windows, the only light in the room.  The darkness is oppressing and stuffy.  The steady ticking of a clock grows louder with each second.

Continuing the battle against exhaustion, that Lerey had interrupted, I stay awake only moments before drifting off.

The bell snaps me back to reality, my body tense at the unseen presences in the room.

“This is him.  He answered like you said he would, so I brought him here.” Lerey points a finger in my face.

My heart leaps into my throat as I manage to stand and turn around to see a silhouette standing directly behind me in the doorway.

“What do you want from me?” Asks a voice, barely above a whisper.

Unable to determine whether or not I recognize the voice, I quickly reach behind the silhouette and flip the light switch.  She jumps back in surprise, her arms raised to defend herself.  Just as the lights come on a searing pain lashes through my head, sending me tumbling into darkness.  

No darkness could ever be darker; as just before I lost my sight, I saw a woman I’ve never seen before.

~

“He’s awake.” Lerey states blandly.

Forcing my eyes open, I wish I hadn’t as the light of day invades.  Blanching in pain, I shut them again; content to hear what happens around me.

Merely being awake proves that these people want me for some reason.  I don’t dismiss the danger, however, I decide to wait this out.

“You never answered me.”  Comes a voice I hate more than any I’ve ever hated before for the simple fact that I don’t recognize it.

“What do I want from you?  Not what I had hoped for.” Talking causes needles to stab my temples, but the pain is welcome.  It distracts me from utter depression.  I was so sure that Jill and Caitlyn were one and the same.  Yet in that brief flash I saw…

“Give it back.  It’s not yours.” My sudden statement seems to catch them by surprise, as there is a long pause broken only by the ticking of the clock.

“I’m sorry, I’m not sure-”

“The necklace.  I want it back.  It was never intended for you.” I prevent her from finishing.

“But you gave it to me to give to Caitlyn.”

“She’s not who I thought she was.  She should have been, but isn’t Jill.  Everything I found led to you being Jill.”

“See?  I was right.  I thought it was him.”  The barber exclaims, causing me to sit up and open my eyes.

Caitlyn cast a dark glance in Edward’s direction.  She turns to me before I can question, removing the necklace and putting it in my hand.

“Stay here and keep that for Jill.  Get her over here.  Tell her we’ve got him.”  She orders over my shoulder before they all disappear into the back room.

I notice she places a charm on me to make my curiosity fade away, but it is not needed.  I’ve already forgotten about them, my mind consumed with only one thought.

Jill.

~

I’m suddenly hit with the stupidity of my actions.

My mind screams that this is the only way to find Jill, but reason forces me to set aside those thoughts.

I cannot help but groan at my carelessness.  I’m sitting in a building filled only with those I’ve sworn to eliminate, at the mere mention of a name they may not even know.  Two witches obviously working together are no more than fifteen feet away, a thin wall separating us.  One of them has already acted aggressively toward me and yet I sit and wait for at least one more witch to appear.

My long-ignored instincts force me to my feet.  Working my way toward the door, I listen to see if they’ve noticed my movements.  I pause at the door; glancing around one last time, before throwing it open and stepping out to the sound of a bell.

“That was quick…” Edward exclaims from the back room.

Cursing my carelessness, yet again, I glance over my shoulder just long enough to see Lerey’s face contort in anger as she sees me leaving.  I hesitate at the lack of people outside, rarely are the streets deserted.

I take a step forward and slam into a person I hadn’t seen.

“Watch it!  Watta ya, blind?” He yells.

Mumbling an apology, I step around him and bump into a small child.  She cast me a dark glance and grabs a hand I swore wasn’t there before.  Taking another step down the empty street I trip over a cane.

“What’s wrong with him, mommy?” Comes the child’s fear filled voice.

Focusing hard, I can almost feel the magic tingling at the edges of my consciousness, but not enough.  The streets still appear deserted, yet I know that should I continue I would only hit more people.  I’ve never encountered magic of this sort before.

My hope gone, I feel a hand helping me up.  Slowly I rise and find Lerey standing in front of me.  She turns and apologizes for my behavior before leading me toward the door.

“How did you make them disappear?  I wasn’t aware it was possible.” I ask half-heartedly.

“They’re not gone.  We just made you believe there was no one there.  The illusion was that there was no illusion.  That was Jill’s idea.  She explained that you are always watching for additional things that don’t fit.  She figured that if we removed, rather than add, then it would confuse you.  Now come on in, Jill just got her.”

Her words confirm my fear.  I had explained everything to Jill, including my beliefs on magic.  My words float back to me.

“They focus on the senses, primarily sight.  Suppose there was one hiding in an alley; they could create the image of a building at the opening, thus making it appear as if there were no alley.  A much simpler solution is to create the image of a pile of garbage where they stand.  It amuses me to see them use such a fitting disguise.  We’ve always got to be watching for things out of place, otherwise the filth could slip through our fingers.”

Pain wells up inside of me at my forcing her to hear my opinion of witches.  More so at the fact that much worse was said, with less constraint, the more I talked.  I cannot image how she must think I feel about her.  It doesn’t help to know that I’m about to find out.

~

As I walk through the door, I note the lack of a bell.  

“I hated it, so I took it down, Joshua.” A voice so familiar my heart skips a beat at hearing it again answers my questioning glance.

Every head in the room turns toward Jill, but her eyes are locked on mine.  My breath catches as I gaze into her eyes, and the past few weeks fade away.  For the first time I again feel.  Without noticing I had slipped into an apathetic numbness.  This melts away at the sight of Jill’s blue eyes and an involuntary smile creeps across my face.

Even the memory of my pain disappears as she brushes her hair from her face.

“You’re letting it grow back out?” I ask and immediately wish I hadn’t as she laughs.

“I disappear without a word, and you’re worried about the length of my hair?  You’re a puzzle to me, Joshua.  Could you please leave us?” I fell a stab of pain as her gaze leaves mine, and I suddenly remember there are others here.

She holds up a hand, stifling any arguments.  None of the others look pleased, but they each walk out the door.

“I liked it short…”

“We can discuss it later.  I’m so sorry I left, but I had to.”  She lowers her gaze, and I realize she is placing the blame on herself.

“Don’t be sorry.  I shouldn’t have been so blunt about witches.”

“You’re always blunt.  You’re often vague, but always blunt.”

“If only I hadn’t-”

“-Been so explicit?  It wouldn’t have mattered.  As soon as I knew what you did, I had to leave.  I thought I could keep track of you, but you left the same day I did.”

“I couldn’t even cross the threshold, not while knowing you weren’t there.  Justin got this out for me.  It was all you left.”  I hand her the necklace and watch as she places it around her neck, the cross falling inches below her throat.

“It was merely the first step in helping you find me.  I used the information you had given me to determine where you would go.  Edward and Rob were gracious enough to wait for you.”

I’m often able to finish her sentences for her, as she does for me, but choose not to.  I cannot make myself cut her off.

“You took a chance with the teller.  I could have-”

“-Picked a different one?  Yes, but another teller would have called his manager.  I couldn’t allow that, so I charmed the door.  Anyone who walked in without the intent of using the bank was drawn to Rob.  That’s the way our magic works; it can only affect the mind.”  She states as she idly twist the ring on her right hand.

“But Mrs. Cornelius made a plane crash…” I argue, unsure of what I’m trying to prove.  I just know I want her to continue talking.

Her forehead creases slightly, and a frown crosses her face.  I smile as she loses herself in her thoughts.  Jill nods her head ever so slightly before talking.

“I’ve been thinking about that.  I think she must have enchanted the cockpit.  Anyone who entered it would feel a strong sense of panic.  The pilots must have tried to adjust for conditions that didn’t exist.  This would cause a real panic among the passengers and things spiraled out of control.  She wasn’t, however, one of us.”

“Us?” I ask, knowing that Jill is about to destroy another fundamental truths about witches.

“WWIB.  It’s an organization for witches whose original meaning has been lost.  We assume it must have been an acronym at one time, but it hasn’t been known for several hundred years.  Periodically we allow you to catch a witch, though not one involved with WWIB. It allows us a bit of freedom, but that’s been decreasing lately.  Since Justin has begun hunting us, we’ve lost greater numbers.  He’s organized a group of you effective enough that we can no longer live in the open, even when those in the open are hidden.”

“Is that why you ran?  Were you afraid of me?”  I can’t express how outrageous this sounds to me.  Words aren’t enough to express that I would lay down my life before I allowed harm to come to her.

“For a short time, yes.” She answers after a brief pause. “I was frightened.  How could I not be?  You were what I had been taught to fear.” She cocks her head slightly, causing the light to fall on her hair.  It suddenly changes from a light brown to a shimmering gold.

“And you were what I’ve grown to hate.”

“So you can see where my initial fear came from.” I can’t but don’t wish to argue. “Our problem is that Justin now has you coming after those in charge of WWIB, myself included.  We’re going to disappear, and I wanted you to come along.  Now that you’re here we can leave.”

“Let’s go.” I blurt out.

“Good.  We’ll leave immediately.” She smiles and my whole body tingles.

A tiny thought intrudes, growing until it gnaws at my happiness.

“Sarah!” Suddenly escapes my lips.

“What?  Who’s Sarah?”  She asks wondering at my sudden outburst.

“I’ll explain on the way.  I can’t leave without her, but I can’t get her without turning you over to Justin.  I force my eyes away from hers and sadness flows into me again.

“It seems we have a problem, then.” She says with a grim expression.

~

“What is this, Sam?  You said you had her.  Why are you alone?  Where’s Caitlyn?” Justin asks.  He indicates Sarah, handcuffed behind him, to further indicate his unhappiness. 

“Her name is Jill.  She panicked, but I think she’ll be here.  She… she doesn’t know what’s going to happen.” I force my eyes from the ground momentarily, glancing to see Justin’s reaction.

“Sam, don’t do this.  If Caitlyn is Jill, you should be with her.  Get out of here and find her.” Sarah pleads as I again lower my gaze.

“It really is her?  I’m sorry, Sam.  I really am.  The burden of duty is not an easy one.  This hurts me only slightly less than it does you.  You know how much Jill means to me, as well as to you.” Justin replies in a soft voice.

I laugh harshly, uncontrollably. 

“She wanted me to run away with her.  I agreed.  Then, I remembered Sarah.  I couldn’t leave you Sarah.” My tear-filled eyes find hers, a stunning blue. “She must have done something to me.  I nearly ran off with my idea of the embodiment of evil.

“The only thing that really hurts is that I could never make this choice earlier.  She forced me to chose between love and hate.  I made my choice.

“I told her I couldn’t come with her.  She panicked and began to leave.  As she was going, I told her to meet me here.  I know Jill.  She’ll walk right into our hands.” I fall into a chair and bury my face in my hands.

“Sam… I’m so sorry, my friend.” Justin steps around the only table and kneels next to me, his hand on my shoulder. “You’ve done all you could.  Even if Jill doesn’t show up, Sarah will be free.  I never wanted to hurt you like this.  No matter what happens, you can ask me for anything.”

“We had a deal.  I plan to uphold my end.  Jill will be here I swear it.  If not, I will stand in her place for my failure.” Anger flares in my voice.  I cast a harsh glance at Justin who seems at a loss for words.

“You mean that, don’t you?  What do you guys do to witches you catch?” Sarah quietly asks.

“Interrogation.”

“Torture them.” Justin says at the same time as me.  He glances at me before explaining. “Just because it’s justifiable doesn’t make it any less torture.  When done properly, the victim will stay alive for days.  Basically they are dissected in front of their own eyes.  If you avoid the vital organs, you can nearly reduce them to bone and flesh before they die.”

“And you’re going to do this, Sam?” Horror flashes in her eyes.

“Only if I’m wrong.  Otherwise it should happen to the woman I loved.  It’s necessary, only at the brink of death does one truly reveal their soul.  I only submit myself because I had her in my grasp, and let her walk away.”

A deafening silence fills the room.  I cannot pull my eyes from the floor and assume the others share my gaze.  Justin’s hand is the only comfort allowed me.

I am unsure if it has been mere moments or hours, but a sharp intake of breath breaks the ominous silence.  My head snaps up to see Sarah wide-eyed and staring over my shoulder.  Justin and I both stand and turn around to Jill.

She glances around the small room, taking everything in.  Her gaze pauses at the door behind Sarah, a silent testimony to the fact that she didn’t enter through it.

“She… she just… appeared.” Sarah stammers as she stumbles backwards.

I suppress the smile that always accompanies Jill.

“Hello, Justin.  And you must be Sarah.  Joshua spoke briefly of you.  I can see why he likes you, initially at least.  You’re beautiful.” She turns her calm gaze to me.  “You wanted me to meet you here?”

My face flushes in shame as I lower my gaze.

“How did you get in here?  Witches can’t just appear…” Justin asks in disbelief.

“You’re going to tell me what witches are allowed to do?” A small laugh escapes her beautiful mouth.  “Well, I suppose you might know better than me.  Us witches aren’t known for being too social, are we?”

Her tone can be taken as nothing but playful.  She obviously knows what is going on here, but she displays absolute authority.  I can only imagine Justin calculating what tricks she might be hiding.

“Joshua, you didn’t answer me.  Why did you want to meet me here?”

A look of confusion flashes across Justin’s face.

“I told you before.  I can’t leave Sarah here.  I can’t get Sarah without turning you over to Justin.” My voice is  whisper but in the silence of the room everyone hears it.

“I’m afraid I can’t allow that.” Lerey’s voice says from directly behind me.

“What’s going on here?  You in on this, Sam?” Justin exclaims, a tone of panic in his voice.

“Lerey!  You have no right to be here.  You don’t understand.”

“I can’t let them have you.  We need you-”

“Shut-up, Lerey.  You can’t possibly know what I’m doing.  Get out of here.”  Jill orders, her face not allowing any argument.  Lerey quickly disappears; a look of hopelessness consumes her.

“My God!  You’re not organized are you?” He takes a step back and trips on a chair that had been behind me moments ago.

I lunge to catch Justin, a needle flashing into my hand.  I stop his head inches from the ground, shoving the needle into his shoulder.

“No!  Sam, why?”

“I’m so sorry, my friend.  I had to choose between love and hate.  Your path leads only to hate.  Each action we make causes more hatred.  I can’t do that, not anymore.  I’m sure we’ll see each other again, you wouldn’t have it any other way.”

His neck goes slack in my hands as his eyes slowly close.

“Let’s go.” I say, rising to my feet.

“He’s not…”

“No.  It’s the same drug he had you use on me.” 

As Jill and I head for the door, Sarah hesitates.

“Can’t you just…spirit us out of here?  Like when you came in?”

“No.  I’d been standing there the whole time.  I can’t physically affect anything, only things of the mind.  I made him see what he wanted to see.  Much the same as Joshua made him see what he wanted.  Not a word spoken was untrue, but Justin didn’t hear the truth.  Come on, Lerey is waiting outside.”

“He won’t let us go, you know.  This is hopeless.  What have any of us gained by this, except perhaps time?” Sarah asks frantically.

I glance quickly at Justin and Sarah before locking my gaze on Jill, promising to never again lose her.

“Our troubles go far beyond Justin.” I predict. “We recently gained governmental support, led by a political zealot.  When he wakes, Justin will have the entire organization after us along with whatever government power he can muster.”

“You’re good, Joshua, but you’re not the best.  Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?” Jill asks. “We could have handled it differently.  We should have-”

“No.  This was the only way.  I owed Justin that much.  Sarah’s right.  We’ve gained little but time… and perhaps understanding.” I smile at Jill. “I’ve run on less than that.  The three of us will push on as we’re able.”

“Three of us?” Sarah asks.  “You’re taking me with you?”

“I can’t explain it, but I just wasn’t able to leave you behind.  I’m not going to change now.  I don’t know what will happen between the three of us, but I’ll leave neither of you behind.”

“Come then.” Jill ordered. “We’ll run and hide.  And we’ll live.”

I can’t help but wonder for how long, but I simply smile at the two as we turn to walk out the door.

~

