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            Last Will and Testament

          

        

      

    

    
      It was dark, and the moon was full. Georgia bugs chirped in the humid air. A breeze rattled the leaves of fat Southern oaks. At the end of the brick road, ominously named The Path, stood the momentous Antebellum relic. Seventeen rooms, 2.5 stories high, and a survivor from a bygone era, the Quenby House was rich with history and had a set of colonnades on both the first and second floor. Spotted with little white flowers, vines and ivy climbed the mansion’s chipped white paint and around the tall glass windows. More roses and thorns bloomed around its base.

      In the night, silhouettes of neglected cabins and a struggling cotton field were visible beyond the massive building.

      A dim glow leaked from one of the mansion’s upper windows.

      Apart from the flame dancing on a candlewick, the study was dark with tall bookshelves, chairs with cracked leather cushions, and a number of wilted flowers that decorated the windowsills and tabletops. There were other antiquities too, but none were a concern to Maxwell Quenby.

      Hunched over his great grandfather’s desk, Maxwell, a forty-eight-year-old man with sunken cheeks, a patchy beard, and red-rimmed eyes, heard movement in the long halls of his Antebellum-era home. In the candlelight, sweat glistened on his creased forehead and greasy black/gray hair. He hadn’t bathed in days, and though the study was spacious, his natural odor seemed to hang in a cloud over his head. His calloused hand scribbled feverishly on the page before him.

      It was the most important note of his life.

      The first and last thing he’d say to the daughter he never knew.

      Since the widow Cecilia and her lover Abel Quenby I completed the plantation decades prior to the civil war, every important document was signed on this heavy wooden desk. From the purchase of the first slave in July of 1843 to the final cotton sale in March of 1875, the deep scratches and ink stains on the desk’s wooden surface ran as deep as the family’s blood.   

      Muffled voices leaked through the walls.

      Maxwell twisted back at the sound. They found a way into the corridor. His nearly black, beady eyes returned to the page. His vision blurred from his lack of sleep. A bead of sweat raced down his nose. Moving his lips, Maxwell read his draft. It was garbage. He balled up the page and tossed it back to the mountain of crumpled paper.

      He pulled another sheet of paper from the pile and let his pen go to work. His hair tumbled down over his tired eyes. He should’ve cut it ages ago, but time escaped him. Time always seemed to escape him.

      The doorknob to his study jiggled violently.

      Maxwell’s heart throbbed in his chest. His breath quickened.

      The next draft of the letter dragged. He crumpled it up and threw it with the rest.

      Light seeped through the bottom of the door.

      More indistinguishable voices. They got closer.

      Last time, Maxwell promised himself and made the note brief. It wasn’t loving. It wasn’t rude. It wasn’t perfect, but it was what it needed to be. Maxwell forwent that perfectionist’s voice and folded the letter with his trembling hands.

      The door rattled on it hinges. The lock wouldn't hold much longer.

      Maxwell slid the letter into a red envelope. His tongue traced the envelope’s lip, and he sealed it tight.

      Wood cracked behind him as something heavy slammed into the door.

      Maxwell scribbled the day and time he wished the letter to be opened. If all else failed, the delivery must be precise.

      Crack!

      He set the letter aside and pulled open his drawer. His trembling hand withdrew a dusty snub nose revolver. Candlelight bounced over the tight frame. He checked the cylinder. Six rounds. He prayed to God it would be enough.

      With a crash, the door swung open.

      In the threshold, the figures looked like shadows, but Maxwell knew they were so much more. His finger squeezed the trigger desperately. The gun misfired. Maxwell leapt from his chair, knocking it over. The figures charged him. Their hands grabbed at him and tore the weapon from his grasp. He reached desperately for something to grab onto, but his efforts failed him. He was yanked from the study, screaming the only name that came to mind: his daughter’s.
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      Detroit had its own pulse and noise. Sirens, shouting, and the bays of unseen dogs were the natural sounds of the manmade habitat. Iron clouds blanketed the stars, though even on a clear night, the city’s glow would hide them.

      With shifty eyes, Evelyn Carr watched the multi-story tenement from the opposite sidewalk. Her hair was blonde and her body slender. The pockets of her belted, black, double-breasted raincoat warmed her hands. Through the coat's lining, she felt the extendable baton concealed under the jacket.

      An ambulance screamed down the damp road, splashing water on the curbside and on the toes of Evelyn’s black heelless ankle boots.

      Standing between the glow of two hooked streetlights, Evelyn withdrew the picture of the girl a final time. Twenty-two years old, raven black hair, and floral tattoos up her arms, upper chest, and neck, Molly was a college dropout, a societal failure, and another shadow in a city of faces. No one cared that she had been missing for seventy-two hours except her high school friend Alice, a good Christian girl, and the burnt-out thirty-three-year-old private investigator Evelyn Carr.

      Evelyn refolded the picture and tucked it away. Looking both ways, she crossed the street. A granite-faced man smoking a cigarette on the tenement steps glared at her as a wisp of smoke seeped from his busted lip. His hard look was one Evelyn was used to. Just like most places, she wasn’t welcome here.

      Evelyn pushed through the double doors. The sound reverberated through the entrance hall followed by her boots clacking on the scuffed tile floor. She reached the elevator without passing another soul. It hummed and rumbled as it climbed the building, finally spitting Evelyn out on the seventh floor. The ceiling light flickered in the hallway that ended at room 712. Muffled heavy metal music thumbed through the closed door. Evelyn hammered her fist on its face and took a step back. Harsh bass and wicked guitar riffs replied.

      She knocked again, much harder this time.

      The doorknob jiggled, and a moment later, Evelyn faced a skinny man wearing only tight jeans unbuttoned above the zipper. Though not muscular, the pasty-skinned twenty-something year old had a toned body painted with skulls, naked ladies, and other decadent tattoos. A happy trail climbed from his beltline and to his innie belly button. His jet-black hair was combed to the side of his roguish face. Casually, he rested his forearm in the frame of the door. His dark eyes licked Evelyn from head to toe. The foggy haze lingering in the dimly-lit apartment behind him drifted over her.

      “I’m here for Molly,” Evelyn stated.

      The shirtless punk smirked. “You her mom or something?”

      Evelyn ignored the comment. “Tell her to come out here.”

      “She fine where she is.”

      Evelyn shook her head slightly. “No.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Evelyn pushed past him. Their shoulders knocked together, and the unsuspecting boy stumbled back.

      “Hey!” the punk shouted.

      Evelyn stepped into the apartment den reeking with the stench of all sorts of herbal substances. Poster of various metal bands and scantily clad woman were tacked to the wall. Old food and used heroin needles sat on the glass coffee table in plain view.

      The punk yelled at her again. Evelyn guessed he was commanding her to leave, but the overwhelming music drowned out his words. There were empty beer bottles in the kitchen sink and pizza on the stove, but no sign of Molly. Wasting little time, Evelyn bustled down the hall that became further mystified by thick smoke. From behind, a hand grabbed Evelyn’s forearm. She turned back to the punk. He screamed over the speakers. “I will call the police!”

      Evelyn stared at him with a cold face. “Really?” she asked sarcastically, bouncing her eyes to the drugs before yanking herself from his grasp. The punk stood dumbfounded as Evelyn reached the bedroom door and shoved it open.

      The room was painted crimson like blood, with cheap red candles glowing on the dresser. It was like a scene out of some low-budget vampire movie. At the edge of the bed, Molly rested her head on the shoulder of another shirtless punk. She held a burnt spoon in one hand and a lighter in the other. Both of the twenty-something year olds sat up in alarm at Evelyn’s approach.

      The punk behind Evelyn spoke up, “She just walked in, man. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Molly,” Evelyn said, revealing her P.I. license. “You’re coming with me.” She grabbed the girl’s wrist.

      “Ow!” the girl shouted as she was pulled from the bed. “What are you doing?” she said with angst.

      The punk on the bed rose to his feet in defiance. “Hey, let her go!”

      Evelyn gave him a look that caused him to sit back down. He mumbled a few unpleasant words. Molly’s wrist in hand, Evelyn twisted back to the shirtless punk who greeted her at the door. With her free hand, she withdrew the baton from under her coat and extended it with the flick of a wrist.

      The punk’s eyes widened.

      “Excuse me,” Evelyn said, feeling his tension. The ball of the baton pushed up the man’s chin. He raised both hands and stepped aside.

      “Jared?” Molly called as she was led out of the room, expecting the punk to do something.

      The punk didn’t move.

      Taking Molly with her, Evelyn hustled out of the apartment and back to the elevator. When the door closed and the rumbly descent began, Molly wrenched free of Evelyn’s grip. The goth girl rubbed her sore wrist. “You a cop or something?”

      Molly’s lack of resistance spoke volumes. There was hope that she’d be saved after all.

      “Alice sent me to find you.” Evelyn watched the digital floor numbers tick down. “She was worried that you relapsed.”

      “Alice?” Molly scoffed, but then averted her gaze.

      Evelyn put away her baton. “When this door opens, I’m going to my office to meet with your friend. You can come with me or stay in the elevator.”

      “You didn’t give me much of a choice back at the apartment,” the girl mumbled.

      “I thought you could use some persuasion, but I can’t hold your wrist forever.”

      The elevator dinged. Evelyn stepped out without looking back. The girl’s fate was her own. The elevator door closed. Quiet footsteps followed behind Evelyn. In silence, the two women walked the sidewalk together.

      Black hair tossed by the wind, Molly crossed her arms over her chest. Goose bumps speckled her pale skin. “What are you? A private investigator?”

      Evelyn stepped in a puddle. “Something like that.”

      “Are you allowed to be dragging people around?”

      Evelyn didn’t reply.

      Two blocks down, they reached the parking meter and dingy minivan. Corrosive spots and peeled paint revealed the metal of the hood.

      “You’re taking me in that?” Molly complained. “Will it even run?”

      “I didn’t take you as a woman of class,” Evelyn climbed into the driver seat, not waiting to see the girl’s reaction. Reluctant, Molly took shotgun. They drove on damp streets and by skyscrapers spotted with glowing windows. The Tuesday night crowd gathered in long lines outside of nightclubs. Hobos and other street crawlers huddled under awnings that still dripped from the evening rain forty-five minutes ago. Cop cars zipped by, rushing to the scene of a crime.

      Evelyn turned the car through an alleyway beside a cheap buffet restaurant. A gruff chef with an apron stained with greasy fingerprints tossed a bag of trash into the growing mound outside his back door. A skeletal cat ran out from behind it.

      Evelyn parked her van in the small lot behind the adjacent office building: an old brick structure that had been standing for nearly a century.

      “Do my parents know that I was...” Molly’s voice trailed.

      Evelyn turned the key in the ignition. The car sputtered off. “It was Alice that reached out to me. I’ve heard nothing from your parents.”

      “Figures,” Molly replied. She covered her eyes with her palms. “Ugh. I’m so high right now.”

      The comment didn’t surprise Evelyn. She turned to the girl. “Ready to go up there?”

      “No,” Molly replied. “I mean, I don’t know. All my stuff is still at the guys’ apartment.”

      “I’ll pick it up in the morning,” Evelyn replied.

      Molly met eyes with her. “Why?”

      Evelyn didn’t have an answer. After locking the car, they hiked up the metal stairs at the back of the brick building. Evelyn sifted through her key fob and tried the lock. She had to jiggle it a few times before it opened. The room was little more than a metal desk and few chairs. Rusty street light oozed through the window blinds faded from exposure to the elements. Cinnamon caches placed through the room gave it a lively smell.

      Dressed in a floral-patterned blouse, nice jeans, and spotless white tennis shoes, Alice stood by the desk and chewed her nail. She was a cute girl with a bob cut and an air of naiveté.  

      “Molly!” She squealed and hugged her tattooed friend. Molly didn’t reciprocate the warm embrace.

      “How did you know where I was?” Molly asked.

      “I didn’t,” Alice replied. “She found you.”

      They both turned to Evelyn silhouetted in the doorway. Evelyn could’ve explained how she used the location finder from Molly’s social media pictures to lead her to the various nightclubs, bribed the bouncers, reached out to club regulars, jotted down descriptions of the men, found one of their angry exes, got the punk’s address, and waited until they had settled in their flat before making her move. Instead of saying all that, Evelyn smiled with pursed lips.

      “Stay with me tonight,” Alice said, taking Molly’s hands in her own. “We’ll take you back to rehab tomorrow.”

      “I got out last week,” Molly replied. “I can’t go back like this.”

      “This is the best time to go back,” Alice replied. “Before you backslide any worse.”

      Molly grunted. “I’m not backsliding. I was only having fun.”

      “That fun almost killed you last time, and if not for Mrs. Carr, it may have killed you this time,” Alice said. “Did you even know those guy’s names?”

      Molly didn’t reply.

      “Oh,” Alice perked up. She pulled a white bank envelope from her back pocket and handed it to Evelyn. “I almost forgot this.”

      Evelyn took it and opened the tab. She counted a few fifty dollars bills inside. “That’s very generous of you.” Evelyn reexamined the money. I really need to raise my fee.

      The two girls said their goodbyes and exited. Evelyn closed and locked the door behind them. She removed a cash box from her desk and studied the contents within. It was never a good month when she could see the bottom of the box. The last few months were bad. It wasn’t a matter of how hard she worked or how good she was. Her livelihood depended on the client and how much they were willing to pay for her services. It sucked, but that was the reality of her business. Evelyn finished locking up the office and headed upstairs to her rented apartment.

      The familiar sour stench of wood polish splashed Evelyn as she entered. After all these years, it was a surprise the chemical hadn’t killed her sense of smell. Her husband Terrence stood amidst curled wood shavings littering the floor beneath the kitchen table. His large hand brushed a stained rag across the body of a freshly carved violin. A half-dozen violas and fiddles dangled from a taut metal wire connected to two walls. A wide wooden tool rack was nailed to the adjacent wall. It held chisels, clamps, wire cutters, strings, and other luthier tools.

      “Hey,” Terrence said without looking back.

      “Hey,” Evelyn replied and pressed her body against his back. She wrapped her arms around his chest, snuggling herself ever closer to the love of her life. “Hungry?”

      “I have rice on the stove and the crock pot going.” Terrence put down the rag. He turned to Evelyn, keeping his stained palms on the table’s rim. Terrence stood over six feet. He had dark skin and a little chin beard he took pride in. As a blues and country lover, his shirt always had some sort of instrument pattern decorating them. Tonight, it was little guitars--the first instrument he learned to build--that were the size of polka dots. “How was it today?”

      “Long,” Evelyn replied. “You?”

      “Made a sale,” Terrence said with a smile.

      Evelyn didn’t want to remind him that bills come early tomorrow morning.

      They enjoyed their meal in relative quiet. Conversation hadn’t been either one of their strong suits. Both of them worked odd hours, and even though they thought about having a child, the timing and cost never seemed right. After they finished clearing their plates, they took a shower together. Water cascaded down the deep grooves on Evelyn’s back. The scars reminded her of the “accident” all those years ago. She thought the crash would be the end. Instead, she met Terrence. The man who had saved her life. They were very different people. Evelyn bent the rules. Terrence was by the books. Evelyn folded to the back of most crowds. Terrence liked to be front and center. Pessimist: Evelyn. Optimist: Terrence. Evelyn could go on and on with their differences, but it was their commitment and love that kept them strong.

      The sun came up too early. Evelyn untangled herself from her strong husband. She flipped on the kitchen lights and made an omelet filled with red peppers, diced ham, and shredded cheese. She glanced at the cluttered dining room table that had slowly become Terrence’s workshop over the last few years.

      Evelyn slouched on the couch and put her plate on a cheap collapsible table. She sifted through the bills and rubbed her brow. It would be another close month. How many more of those would she have left before the close calls caught up with her? As she sealed away paid bills, she found a letter addressed to her by an attorney named Duncan Peters. Evelyn stared at it for a moment. The name didn’t ring any bells. She opened it and pulled out the document.

      The letter began, “I write to you in regard to your father’s estate...” Evelyn paused. Rays of the morning sun climbed across the carpet floor and her pale cheek. She re-read the sentence and stopped at the word “father.”

      She had no memories of the man, or her mother. Evelyn was an ugly baby. A little pink screamer no one wanted. Her youth was a blur of orphanages, where she was too “unruly” to get adopted. At eighteen and with no parents, she was on her own.

      Until she met Terrence.   

      Evelyn continued reading the letter. Its contents were vague about the inheritance and who her father was. It seemed more like an invitation than a legal document. Evelyn gave the lawyer a call.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m under specific obligation not to discuss the contents of the will over the phone,” Duncan Peters said.

      “You expect me to drive two hours with no information about my father or his will?”

      “If you wish to collect your inheritance, you will need to arrive in person. That was the deceased's final wish. I must adhere to it.”

      After the call ended, Evelyn let the couch swallow her up.

      “What was that about?” Terrence said, standing in the hallway in his boxer briefs, toothbrush in his mouth.

      “My father,” Evelyn said, almost disbelieving.

      Terrence stopped mid-brush. He stepped back to the bathroom, took out his toothbrush from his mouth, and spat in the sink. “Babe, that’s great.”

      “I suppose,” Evelyn put the letter aside. “It seems fitting that the only contact I’ll have with the man is reading his will.”

      Terrence folded onto the couch next to her. “I’m sorry, but hey, maybe you’ll finally get a chance to find out who he is.”

      Evelyn rested her head on his shoulder. A stir of emotions swirled inside. She didn’t know if she should weep or rejoice. Why leave her the inheritance when he never once reached out to her? Was the letter a mistake?

      Evelyn made a trip to the punks’ house to clear her head. They opened the door slightly. “You know why I’m here,” Evelyn said.

      The punk slammed the door in her face. Evelyn kept her hands in her coat pockets until the door reopened and the bundle of Molly’s clothes was thrown haphazardly into the apartment’s hallway. Evelyn made the trip to the rehab center and dropped off Molly’s stuff. The girl said some kind words and ended with the conversation by saying “I hate this city.”

      Of that, Evelyn agreed.

      Terrence and Evelyn made the trek to the lawyer’s office. The room had been painted a drab gray and displayed several paintings of large ships and beautiful mountain vistas. Duncan Peters was a heavy-set man with a droopy face, graying brown hair, and rimless glasses. He sat with fingers locked on the table. Terrence and Evelyn sat opposite of him in cushioned chairs designed to make the process easier. Evelyn found them uncomfortably soft.

      Peters gave them both a pitying smile. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Carr.”

      “I didn’t know him, but thank you,” Evelyn replied.

      “Let’s begin,” Peters lifted the weathered red letter from the top of his desk and cleared his throat. He read the handwritten print on its front. “To Notary Duncan Peters. Whether or not my body is found, deliver this letter to daughter Evelyn ten years after I’m presumed dead. Only on the tenth of March.”

      Evelyn leaned forward. March 10th was the day I was put up for adoption. “Ten years?”

      “Yes,” Peters said stoically. “I’ve had this letter in my possession since that time.”

      “Shouldn’t you have told me about this?” Evelyn asked.

      “I was left clear instructions not to,” Peters replied. “Shall I proceed?”

      Under the table, Terrence squeezed Evelyn’s hand. Evelyn nodded.

      Peters ran the sword-shaped letter opener across the envelope. He removed a single sheet of paper from within. “To Evelyn, my daughter. My heir. I failed you in life. I will not make excuses or justify my actions. That time is dead and gone. I will leave you with the only thing I have to give: my estate. Enclosed within this note is the key to our family home. May it give you more peace than it did me. Your father, Max.”

      Silence hung in the room for a moment.

      “Is that all?” Evelyn asked.

      Peters nodded and handed her the old gray key. “The address as well. 1 Quenby Avenue, Adders, Georgia.”

      “Adders? Never heard of it,” Terrence said.

      “Most people haven’t,” Peters said. “It’s hardly a blip on the map.”

      “You lived there?” Terrence asked.

      “I got out as soon as I could,” Peters said, leaving no room for further questioning.

      Evelyn took the key. It was heavy and spotted with rust. She locked eyes with Peters. “In his will, he said that if he is presumed dead. What does that mean?”

      “Maxwell vanished from his home ten years ago. All of his possessions were accounted for. However, the body was never recovered.”

      “What happened to him?” Terrence asked.

      Peters shrugged. “The police have been asking that question for many years.”  

      On the drive back, Evelyn pinched the key between her finger and thumb and spun it slowly before her eyes.

      “I didn’t expect that. I wonder what happened to your father?” Terrence kept his eye on the road as he turned right.

      Evelyn had about as many answers as Terrence. None. “If he was alive, someone would’ve known. But it’s been ten years… and he wrote a will.”

      They drove farther up the road. Terrence smiled. “I wonder how big the estate is?”

      Evelyn tucked away the key. “I don’t know. Either way, we can try to flip it.”

      “It’s your family home,” Terrence said, as if Evelyn didn’t know.

      “It’s in Georgia. What are we going to do with a house in Georgia?” Evelyn asked rhetorically. “I’ve never been south of Tennessee.”

      “I say we check it out,” Terrence said, smiling. “It could be an adventure.”

      “Who’s paying for it?” Evelyn replied, harsher than she had anticipated. Maybe the ordeal was doing a number on her after all.   

      “We have a little in savings,” Terrence replied. “I thought you’d want to know more about your heritage?”

      “I do, but… the timing’s wrong,” Evelyn replied. She studied the key again. The timing’s always wrong. Her investigative instinct pulled at her like an itch she couldn’t scratch. She knew practically nothing about her father and even less about her mother. “Ah, hell, let’s do it. I could use a vacation.”

      “Now you’re talking,” Terrence said with childish glee.

      They took a stack of money from the lock box and packed up the minivan with a month’s worth of supplies and Terrence’s luthier tools. If they were traveling that far down, they needed to clean the place and get it ready to put back on the market. Evelyn didn’t know if she’d make it back down to Georgia again.

      It was a long drive down south. Evelyn and Terrence spent most of it on highways that descended into woodland areas. Terrence woke her up when they passed the state sign. Welcome to Georgia: the state of adventure.

      Following the GPS, they reached Adders without a hitch. Established in 1837. Estimated population: seven thousand. Once they got to town, Evelyn had to rely on a map to find Quenby Avenue. They drove through the small downtown area made up of farmer’s markets, old brick and wood buildings, and rubbernecking locals. Beyond the town were sprawling cow pastures and horse farms.

      The rusty minivan turned into a street flanked by pastures outlined by wooden fences similar to what one would see surrounding a civil war reenactment sight. Clusters of sprawling old trees spotted the outcropping. Evelyn lowered the window and allowed herself to take in the breeze. Unlike the city, the air was fresh, cool, and seemed to revitalize the soul.

      Evelyn watched black and white spotted cows blur by. Her mind wondered as it did when she was a child. Were her parents rich or poor, happy or sad, nice or cruel? She stopped asking questions in her teens when she realize no one would adopt her. Back then, she was the ugly kid with long limbs, pepperoni face, and a bad attitude. The last part was an act. Evelyn didn’t want to be adopted. She wanted to wait for her real father to return. After high school, Evelyn got a woman’s body and well-structured, beautiful, but intimidating face. It didn’t make her very approachable, and the reality set in that she’d be alone. Focus on the house, Evelyn reminded herself. If it was worth something, it could be the big break she needed to start her family.

      They continued down a single lane road. Terrence pulled to the side of the street, allowing a big truck with a dead buck tacked down in the bed to pass by. The tobacco-chewing locals gave them curt nods and kept on.

      “We aren’t in Detroit anymore,” Terrence said.

      “What gave it away?” Evelyn said with a small smile.

      Terrence playfully squeezed her knee. “There’s that smile I’ve been missing.”

      “Keep your eyes on the road, buster,” Evelyn said.

      They drove by an old, two-story farm house. “You sure we’re going the right way?”

      Evelyn studied the map. “This is Quenby. It should only be a matter of finding the address.”

      A small road came into view. A white wooden sign was staked in the ground beside it. “The Path,” the engraved blue text read. Below was the number 1. Terrence turned in, driving between rows of ancient, mossy-covered oaks that curled over the road.

      “Look at this place,” Terrence said with wonder.

      Evelyn straightened her posture, awed by the beauty that she almost didn’t notice the massive three-story plantation house at the road’s end. Green vines with little white flowers climbed its walls and colonnades. Untamed bushes and weeds sprouted from its base. It looked like it came right out of Gone with the Wind.

      “This can’t be it,” Evelyn said. The white paint was chipped but well-kept. The windows were dusty but intact. Acres of farmland sprawled out behind it along with a half-dozen wooden cabins and a vast cotton field.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Terrence asked as he parked.

      “It looks like it. Come on,” Evelyn climbed out of the van. The spring Georgia air was soothing. Plump white clouds surfed across the indigo sky. Weeds grew between the cracks of the red brick road. The large shadow of the house cast over them as they approached. The set of colonnades on the first and second floor gave the building a look of unparalleled grandeur that captured the Georgian ideals of symmetry and order. Evelyn and Terrence stopped before the massive house.

      “There’s no way,” Terrence said and chuckled. “There’s no freaking way!”

      Evelyn smiled at him. “Race you to the door.”

      They bolted between the pillars, laughing until they stopped at the door. Evelyn fished out the key. Taking a deep breath, Evelyn slid the key into the lock and twisted.

      Click.

      The door opened with a rickety groan. The mansion smelled of dust and old books.

      “This is your father’s house?” Terrence asked and rubbed both hands up his shaved head. “Holy crap.”

      They stepped into the large foyer big enough to host forty people. Clouds and angels were painted on a vast mural on the domed ceiling. Two sets of symmetrical stairs bowed up to a balcony with a hand-carved railing. Paintings in gold leaf frames decorated the walls boasting images of the mansion, the pastures, and the cotton fields in their prime. The floor had a thin red carpet over hardwood. It was dirty and dusty, but nothing important had been damaged.

      “I’ll get this out in the open,” Evelyn said. “If we learn that my parents were a bunch of slave-owning bigots, you can’t divorce me.”

      “Deal.” Terrence craned his head back to one of the paintings on the wall. “I’m no art dealer, but that--if it’s original--is worth at least four grand.”

      Evelyn wasn’t the crying type, but today seemed the exception. “Terrence...” She wrapped her arms around her husband and turned her gaze to the painted angels on the ceiling. They had sly smiles, rosy cheeks, and long golden trumpets. Their soft eyes seemed to follow Evelyn as she moved. Age gave the mural the texture of cracked dirt.

      Terrence finished speaking for Evelyn. “We’re standing in a gold mine.”

      There were flame-shaped bulbs on the massive, multi-tier silver chandeliers overhead. Evelyn flipped the light switch. No luck. That wasn’t unsurprising since the last resident hadn’t paid the bills in a decade. Evelyn would be relying on fans and open windows to cool her. Even if she did have access to air conditioning, cooling this house for a day would cost more than her monthly rent.

      Terrence and Evelyn grabbed some flashlights from the car and explored the halls. They were decorated with portraits of various men through the last two centuries. Their faces were stern and handsome with similar noses and jawlines, though some were inclined to plumpness and their eye colors were all a little different. Evelyn shined the light over each face, looking for a similarity between her and the men she assumed were her ancestors. The last portrait was from the 1930s, but the years descended down the hall ending at the oldest painting. It was a woman with long, braided blonde hair, alluring blue eyes, and small nose. Terrence looked at her and then Evelyn. “Yep. There’s the one.”

      They continued the tour through the house, finding rooms where modern life clashed with the Antebellum era. They found stock investment books from the nineties, modern lamps, and updated plumbing in a few bathrooms. By the time they finished the tour, hours had passed. The house had seventeen rooms. These included three bathrooms. One needed new floors. Another appeared to be never used and had leaves filling the tub from an open window. The final bathroom was usable, but they’d need to get the water running before risking it. There were five bedrooms that were in various states of disrepair. All had different sized beds, wallpaper, and furnishings. Her father must’ve lived out the master bedroom because that was well-kept with a king-sized bed covered with an awning, a massive wardrobe, coat closet, two seater table, and more. The rest of the rooms included a study, billiard room, a bedroom containing objects like arcade machines and pool tables, two living rooms, a lounge, an art room, kitchen, and walk-in pantry. Finally, there was the basement that was a maze of clutter. There was an area in the center of the dark, sprawling, and dusty basement that had a couch, a TV, and two shotguns sitting upright on the cushion. There were a few boxes of shotgun shells that wore a coat of dust and were sealed.

      “Oh,” Terrence said and picked one up. He examined it. “It’s loaded.”

      “Try not to blow a hole in the wall,” Evelyn said, half-joking.

      Terrence flipped on the safety and handed it to Evelyn. She was surprised by the weight and readjusted her posture to get a better grip on it. Terrence retrieved the other gun. “Let’s see if these work.”

      “I don’t know if we should be messing with them,” Evelyn said.

      “Everything here is yours, Evelyn,” Terrence reminded her. “We can do whatever we want.”

      Evelyn rolled the gun in her palms. She smiled at her husband. “See if we can find some old cans.”

      “Now we’re talking,” Terrence replied and rushed up the stairs. Gun in hand, Evelyn followed soon after. This house has got everyone acting spontaneous.

      They headed out the back and walked through the garden. It was lively, with all sorts of roses and other colorful flowers. There were a number of stone statues set up across the other grown brick path. Terrence would mimic their poses to get Evelyn to laugh. It worked. It was a good day to be alive.

      They saw the cotton field to their left and the cabins nearby. There was also a stone building with a cotton gin and extra storage. Terrence found a nice spot on the rolling green plain spotted with oaks older than the plantation and roots so firm that they’d never be removed. Terrence set up a stand from scrap wood in one cabin and lined a few cans on top of it. He was a good shot. Evelyn was better. They were a little nervous someone would call the cops, but this wasn’t a big city. Shooting a gun in the backyard was a rite of passage.

      By the time they finished, it was sundown. Evelyn put the guns back downstairs and noticed a black spot on the ceiling. Terrence and Evelyn went upstairs and tried to find the room that had a leak. It seemed like it was beyond the hallway with the paintings, but there was no room behind that wall.

      Terrence’s stomach growled. They decided to head out.

      On their way to dinner, Evelyn reached out to the local power company. The worker was a kind man with a Southern twang.

      “Please, call me Jimmy.”

      It was dark when they rolled into town. “My husband and I recently moved into the plantation on Quenby.”

      “Maxwell’s place. I know it.”

      “You knew my father?”

      “I sure did. My family knew most of the Quenbys. They always paid for electricity years in advance. It ain’t the smartest business decision in my opinion, but it kept us loyal to them.”

      “What can you tell me about Maxwell?”

      “He was a reclusive man. Kind, though. Sad he went out the way he did.”

      They pulled into a mom-and-pop restaurant parking lot. “What do you mean?”

      “Folks say he had enough. Went out to the woods one day and killed himself. No evidence of that, but it makes the most sense. I wish I knew more.”

      “Well, Jimmy, I’m his daughter. You think you can spot me a month's worth of power, just until my husband and I decide what to do with the house?”

      “Daughter? I thought… never mind. I’ll take care of you. Tonight hopefully. For Maxwell’s sake.”

      “Thank you, Jimmy. You’re really going above and beyond.”

      “I wouldn’t treat a Quenby any other way.”

      Evelyn said her goodbyes and hung up, noticing that Terrence was staring at her with his handsome dark eyes.

      “You get a lot done when you’re nice.” Terrence smiled.

      “There’s a time for war and a time for peace,” Evelyn replied.

      That night, they enjoyed some Southern deep-fried food, mashed potatoes, and green beans. Terrence nodded along with a Southern blues band playing in the corner and joked about buying a cowboy hat. After they finished eating, he purchased a seventy-dollar white cowboy hat from the shop next door.

      “Howdy, partner,” he said when they climbed into the van.

      “I don’t mean to ruin your hootenanny, but shouldn’t we be saving our money?” Evelyn said as they drove to the plantation for their first night.

      “Eve, baby, it’s all good. We own a mansion. We should live like it.”

      “That’s what I call flawed logic,” Evelyn replied.

      “Come on now, girl,” Terrence said in his best redneck accent. It was comically bad.

      Evelyn laughed. “Fine. You can keep the hat. Only because it makes you look like a sexy cowboy.”

      “They call me the Black Stallion.”

      Evelyn couldn’t remember the last time she laughed so hard. Terrence chuckled too, but it was clear he thought the name was much cooler than it was.

      As the car rumbled down the red brick road flanked by symmetrical trees, light streamed from the mansion’s upstairs windows.

      “That was quick,” Evelyn said, eyeing the house cautiously.

      “I thought things moved as slow as molasses in the south,” Terrence said and parked the car. “I guess they must’ve really liked your father.”

      “I guess.” They stepped out on the circular brick driveway next to a stable house fit for a carriage and an accompanying hitching post. The grass around the brick was unruly and sprinkled with wild flowers just like the vines that climbed the dirty white walls. They pushed through the groaning double doors and flipped the switch. After flickering once or twice, the chandelier and various stained-glass covered lamps glowed with light and gave the house an elegant glow. By the dimmed shading, the chandelier’s creator was going after the illusion of natural candlelight.

      Evelyn tried out the sink. Water gushed from the faucet. It was dirty and brown for a few seconds and then became clear like crystal.

      “This Jimmy guy, he’s something else,” Terrence said.

      “I’m going to call him. Make sure he knows how grateful we are.”

      Evelyn left a voicemail and traveled upstairs to where the light streamed through the window. She couldn’t find its source. Odd.

      It was way past dark and Evelyn was tired. She climbed into the bathtub and washed her scarred body. The water was hot and steamy, filling the room in fog. How many elegant ladies had bathed in this tub? Evelyn felt giddy to think herself as one of them.

      Suddenly, the faucet stopped and the power cut out. Evelyn soaked in hot water, with the room completely shrouded in darkness.

      “Terrence?” Evelyn called out, letting water slosh out the side of the tub. She stood and felt her way to a towel. Wrapping it around herself, she tiptoed into the hall, careful not to slip.

      “Terrence? Are you there?”

      The hall light switch didn’t work, either. The house was a black void. Evelyn felt her way to an oil lamp stand she’d seen earlier in the day, shook it to see if it still had oil, and then lit it up with the match set next to it. Being able to see about six feet in front of her, she navigated to the bedroom and pushed open the door. Terrence wasn’t there.

      “Terrence?” Her call echoed through the house.

      “Down here!”

      “Where are you!” Evelyn shouted back, heart pounding.

      Using the lamplight, she carefully trekked through the creaking halls, by the odd vases and sculptures, and down to the foyer. She looked around, spotting the open basement door.

      “Baby? Are you down there?” Evelyn said into the abyss before her.

      No reply.

      Carefully, she inched downstairs. Her light shined over the shotguns on the bed. She heard something through the adjacent red brick wall. It was a faint scratching noise.

      Evelyn put her ear against the cold brick.

      Scratch.

      Scratch.

      Scratch.

      There was something behind the wall much bigger than a rat.
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      It sounded like someone was clawing on the other side of the wall. Evelyn couldn’t bring herself to stop listening. The clawing was mesmerizing. Calming. Evelyn felt the scratching getting closer, like it was burrowing through the wall and toward her.

      “Evelyn!” Terrence yelled from upstairs.

      The lights flickered back on. The power returned to the house.

      The scratching noise silenced. Evelyn pulled away from the brick wall. Her head was throbbing. She took inventory of herself. She still held the lamp. She was still wet from her bath. Hurrying upstairs and away from the long shadows of the basement clutter, Evelyn blew out the lamp and rested it on a nearby vase stand.

      Terrence, dressed in his briefs and white t-shirt, looked back and forth through the hall until he spotted Evelyn.

      “What were you doing down there?” Terrence asked

      “Looking for you,” Evelyn replied, holding her towel in place with her free hand.

      “I went searching for the breaker box,” Terrence admitted.

      “I guess you found it,” Evelyn replied, glancing at the lightbulbs illuminating the hall and foyer beyond.

      “Yeah,” Terrence replied “Still, we should get an inspector in here tomorrow. I don’t want to be living in a house with faulty electricity. Even for a month.”

      “I heard something down on the other side of the basement,” Evelyn confessed.

      “What was it?”

      “I don’t know it. An animal maybe. It’s hard to describe.”

      Evelyn led Terrence back down to the wall in the basement where she heard the noise. “Here?”

      With pursed lips, Evelyn nodded.

      Terrence knocked on the brick. “It feels solid.” He put his ear against it. “Weird. I don’t hear anything.”

      Always a little superstitious, Evelyn decided to give the basement a wide berth for the remainder of her visit. She reminded herself that she was an adult and should not be scared of such things. Nonetheless, she jogged up the stairs upon leaving the basement. She got dressed into her fitted but comfortable pajamas. As she put on her top, she studied her scars in the bedroom mirror. The deep etchings curved around her ribs just beneath her breast. She could shut her eyes and see the hazy fog lights of the semi-truck blasting toward her. The truck’s horn blared like death’s toll.

      “You shouldn’t be alive,” the EMT said when they pulled her from the car that was crushed like a soda can. Terrence, a handsome stranger who stumbled upon the wreckage and called the ambulance, smiled genuinely at Evelyn as the EMTs took her away.

      Evelyn curled in next to Terrence on the massive king-sized bed. She didn’t know how old it was, but the mattress was more comfortable than anything she’d ever slept on. Terrence’s snores slowly filled the silent house. Wind rattled the windows. Every time she closed her eyes, she could hear the soft scratching in her ear canal. Before Evelyn knew it, morning birds sang outside the window.

      She twisted out of bed and opened the blinds to the acres of rolling land. It was all hers now. From a dingy P.I. office to living like Vivien Leigh, Evelyn could barely make sense of it all. With a house this big, it made Evelyn wonder why her father put her up for adoption. Surely he could’ve hired a nanny.

      She took a morning run down the red brick road. The air here was clean and crisp, something that was foreign to Evelyn in the big city. If not for the years of wear and tear, the house would’ve been perfect.

      Evelyn jogged under the shadows of the large oaks that ran parallel to the private road. She could imagine planters nurturing small seeds in the surrounding ground nearly two centuries ago. Now, the trees were mammoths. Evelyn reached Quenby Avenue and took a breather. A street named after my ancestors, now that’s a story to tell, Evelyn thought with a smile. She didn’t realize how badly she needed a vacation until now. No more cases. No more stresses. Only a big private house, at the end of a private street, where she was completely free.

      On her way back, Evelyn thought about Terrence and how he might be feeling. With the cabins and cotton field in the back, Evelyn wondered if that made him uneasy. Terrence was of African-American descent but from the north. Most of his family were musicians, entertainers, and later factory workers. Like Evelyn, Terrence never had much money growing up. That was probably why both of them didn’t fret scraping by every now and then. As Evelyn jogged back to the monumental three-story house, she wondered if she’d be spoiled by the extra space. At the moment, she was still inclined to sell the mansion for boocoo bucks and get a nice house in Birmington, outside of Detroit.

      At Terrence’s behest, the inspector made the drive over. He was a Georgia boy through and through with meaty muscles, scraggly beard, and a bent bill ball cap. Evelyn and Terrence traded looks, trying not to judge a book by its cover but hoping for a studious-looking person to inspect their electricity.   

      Stepping out of his white van, Inspector Hanson made a whistling noise at the sight of the mansion. “This is what we call a Twinkie.”

      “A what?” Evelyn asked, unsure if she heard him correctly.

      “Like the treat,” Hanson replied. “Clean on the outside. Messy on the outside. See, houses like this were never built for the twentieth century or any century beyond their own.”

      “Well, you could at least see the place before making an accusation,” Evelyn replied. To rewire the house would be very costly.

      They walked under the massive colonnades and into the foyer. Hands in his pockets, Hanson stared up at the mural. “Tell me what your issue is.”

      “Last night the power went out,” Terrence explained. “I was able to restart the breaker, but we want to make sure the electricity is sound before we run into any more issues. Evelyn can state that I’m much better with instruments than electric stuff.”

      Hanson cracked an unassuming smile. They hiked down to the basement. Hanson flashed his small flashlight over the wiring on the ceiling. He mumbled a little bit and continued touring through the house until he found an outlet.

      “Let’s see,” he said, and unscrewed the outlet casing. Crouching low, he flashed his light through into the hole in the wall. He did this at a few more locations before finally turning back to Terrence and Evelyn.

      “Y’all got quite the house. The electric setup here. It’s not just functional, it’s neat. That’s a rare thing for many houses,” Hanson said.

      “Can you tell us when it was last upgraded?”

      Hanson thought for a moment. “Just looking by the wiring and set-up technique, possibly in the last twenty or twenty-five years.”

      Terrence wrapped his arm around Evelyn, pulling her closer to his side. “Maybe your father redid it.”

      “Seems logical,” Evelyn said.

      The inspector stayed for a few more hours, checking out the foundation, plumbing, and the rest of the house’s essentials.  “It’s old, but as solid as any house. I’ll say this, y’all found yourself a treasure. Touch up the paint, replace a few tiles, and clean up the clutter and this house could be ready to be put on the market.”

      Terrence paid him in cash, and they waved goodbye from the exterior second-floor balcony. They pulled up old metal chairs and scooted in front of the railing. They could see the tall oaks and red brick road that branched into Quenby Avenue. At one point, horses and carriages walked this path. Some were guests to parties, others transported servants. Evelyn found it cool to think about.

      “It seems like a dream, don’t it?” Terrence leaned back and rested his feet on the railing. “I mean this place, it’s gorgeous.”

      “Once we get it cleaned up, we can start looking for a realtor,” Evelyn said.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I thought it’s what we both wanted.”

      “Sure, but when are we ever going to live in a place like this?” Terrence asked. “I mean how many of these houses are still around and habitable? I could clear out the shed and set up my workshop. Blue grass is a big deal here. I’m sure it won’t take long to get established. You can get an office in town, that way work and home don’t get mixed together.”

      Evelyn sighed. “It is dreamy, I’ll give you that, but… I don’t know. How are the two of us going to take care of a place this big? If we sell, we can get a nice cozy home that’s roomy but not overbearing. Do we really need a mansion to be happy?”

      Terrence squeezed her hand. “As long as I’m with you, I’ll be happy. But to live in a mansion--isn’t that what people work hard for? One just fell in our laps. I can see it now, little Terrence and little Evelyn running through the front yard. Our own private chef in the kitchen. Cold beers under the starry night. Shotgun shooting. Horseback riding. County fried steak.”

      Evelyn smiled at her husband’s positivity. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. My father didn’t leave us any money. He only left us the property. We’re still dirt poor.”

      “I prefer the term financially challenged. We sell half the stuff in that basement, and that will change. ‘Sides, aren’t you interested in learning more about your father?”

      Evelyn felt that. “He’s dead, Terrence. I track living people.” She got up. “We can make a decision after we clean the place up.”  

      Evelyn put on some old stained clothes and got to work. She grabbed her dust mop, broom, and box of trash bags and started in the bathrooms, knowing they would be the worst. Getting the leaves out of the bathtub, scrubbing away the mold with a sponge, and running the water until all of the dark gunk was out of the faucet, she realized that the cleaning would take much longer than she thought. She grabbed her tablet from the master bedroom and took pictures of the rooms. Using a picture-taking app to draw colorful circles of various damages of the room, she was able to take inventory of every nook that needed cleaning and tile that needed to be replaced.

      Terrence headed outside to see what needed to be rebuilt or repainted. It didn’t look like all of the paint was original, so another few touch-ups shouldn’t hurt the resale value.

      As Evelyn traveled between two upstairs rooms, she got a sudden chill. Her skin crawled like she was blanketed with baby spiders. Slowly, carefully, she followed the cold breeze to a closed door down the hall. It was a room she’d yet to explore. She gave the knob a twist. It didn’t budge. She felt the breeze escaping through the cracks, pushing her away.

      Evelyn put her shoulder into the door. It slung open into… a nursery. It wasn’t what Evelyn expected to find. The wall paint was pink and chipped. The bed was tiny and broken in on itself. The mattress had no blanket and was stained. Toys and dolls from a bygone era littered the floor. They were posed in odd ways. A doll faced the corner of the room. Another had both of its arms folded behind its back. Set off to the table was a massive dollhouse, reminiscent of the plantation where Evelyn stood. There were a number of hand-sewn dolls positioned through the miniature replica. However, the tiny replica of the nursery appeared to empty.

      Evelyn approached the open window at the end of the room. Did Terrence open it, had it been open since they moved in? Using the tips of her fingers, Evelyn dropped the window like a guillotine. She stared at the cotton field beyond. It was acres of weeds and cotton plants that tangled into one another like a rat’s nest. In the center of the field was a massive scorch mark.

      Evelyn set aside her cleaning supplies and headed outside. A number of blackbirds cawed at Evelyn from the tops of cabins. Terrence smiled at her from atop his ladder as he sprayed down a hornet’s nest.

      The cotton field was just far away from the house that it made it an unpleasant journey. Evelyn stepped through the tangle of weeds and thorns, catching a few in her elbow. Why was there a scorch mark? No one had any reason to start a fire here. The question buzzed inside of Evelyn’s head as she pulled a thorn from her arm. A teardrop of blood trickled down her forearm as she stepped onto the burnt earth. Lying in the center of blackened dirt and weeds was a doll of a little girl. It had no legs and was made of fabric. The eyes had been carved out, leaving beneath plooms of dirty cotton on the sockets. Its dress was white and red plaid, reminiscent of the Antebellum era.

      Suddenly, the world tilted. Evelyn became lightheaded. Something about the doll was familiar. It was like the key to an old memory that Evelyn couldn’t quite recall. She scooped it up and returned to the nursery. The black birds watched her with cocked heads. Doll in hand, Evelyn approached the dollhouse. It fit into the nursery, completing the set. Evelyn took a step back. She couldn’t shake the feeling of familiarity.

      Evelyn and Terrence reconvened and made a trip to the grocery store. They stocked up for the month, knowing that the house required more than just a basic cleaning. Walls needed painting, faucets needed to be replaced, and a number of rat infestations were found throughout the basement and first floor. Evelyn and Terrence made a plan to take it a day at a time. “To mitigate stress,” Terrence explained. They weren’t in a rush, but if Evelyn knew anything about time, it’s that it caught up to you when you least expected it.

      That night, they cuddled under the covers and sighed simultaneously.

      “I took care of most of the wasps,” Terrence said.

      “Good,” Evelyn replied. “I can’t stand it when you get stung.”

      “Hey, I only cried for a few hours last time,” Terrence joked.

      They chuckled and lay back.

      “There’s something about this place, Terrence,” Evelyn said, her hands behind her head as she lay flat on the bed.

      “Yeah, I feel it too,” Terrence replied. “It’s too good to be true. Heh, if my pops could see me now, lying in a plantation master’s bed with his sultry daughter--”

      “Sultry?” Evelyn interrupted with a cocked brow.

      “Hey, let me finish. My pops would be proud of me for sticking it to the man. He was all about that, working in a union factory and all.”

      “And you?” Evelyn snuggled up next to her husband.

      “I’m just looking for a good time.” Terrence kissed Evelyn on the forehead. “Come on. Let’s get some rest. Big day tomorrow.”

      Evelyn closed her eyes. She dreamed of the scorch mark in the cotton field, of smoke in her lungs, of fire licking her skin. She felt herself sweat. First normally and then blood. The crimson droplets snaked down her burning, thorn-pierced skin. Just out of view, shadowy figures watched her.

      “Evelyn,” one said, his voice deep and almost demonic.

      Evelyn’s body was scalding hot now. She needed to cool off. The flames rose. The pain started to become real and the smoke palpable.

      “Evelyn!”

      She thrashed against her will. Her dream was incomplete. She didn’t know if she was on a stake or on the ground. All she knew was fire and the silhouettes watching her from beyond the waving flames.

      “Wake up!” The demonic voice became Terrence’s.

      Suddenly, there was no more fire. She stood in blackness. Freezing-cold blackness. Her body kept swaying back and forth. Her eyes shot open.

      Evelyn stared at white shelves. It took her a second to realize she was looking inside the open refrigerator. The contents were thawing around her bare feet. The liquids were swirling between her toes in a concoction of milk, orange juice, and beer. It stank. Her body was goose-skinned. With wide eyes, Terrence stood behind her. His hand was on her shoulder, shaking her awake. “Are you okay?”

      Evelyn stepped away from the fridge and nearly collapsed. Terrence caught her. Evelyn’s legs felt like jelly.

      Terrence steadied her and shut the refrigerator door. “What were you doing out here?”
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      “I don’t know,” Evelyn replied. Her head throbbed and her body trembled. She didn’t realize it until now, but she was naked.

      Throughout the multi-colored puddle, Evelyn felt various cool liquids swim between her toes and plop on the floor like a leaky faucet. Fog had tumbled from the open refrigerator and rolled across the wood floor. An eerie light shined over her snow-white skin, as if the large appliance was a portal to some otherworldly plane.

      Terrence helped Evelyn steady herself. She could sense his fear and confusion. The feeling hitchhiked onto Evelyn. She clung to him, her fingers clenching the loose fabric of his shirt. He rubbed his hand down the scars of her back. “Were you sleepwalking?”

      “I never sleepwalk.”

      “Not even as a kid?”

      “Terrence,” Evelyn looked him in the eye. “I’m telling the truth.”

      They had been a couple for three years and married for two. Terrence should know better than anyone. Surrendering his shirt to Evelyn, Terrence led his wife back to the bathroom to take a shower in the bathtub. She washed away the gunk from yesterday's groceries and strung her fingers through the blonde hair on her scalp. She sniffled and sneezed so hard that it hurt her chest. How long had she been standing out there to catch a cold, she wondered as she watched the water spiral down the drain between her feet. After she got dressed, Evelyn joined Terrence back in the kitchen. Groggy and mumbling to himself, he soaked up the liquid concoction with a hand towel. Evelyn squatted next to him, picking up lunchmeats and empty beer bottles.

      “You get some sleep,” Terrence said. “Please.”

      “I’m sorry-- I don’t know what came over me.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Terrence said, but his tired inflection said otherwise. “Go on, I’ll clean this up.”

      Not in the mood to argue and feeling a wave of fatigue, Evelyn returned to the bedroom and covered herself. Outside, the moonlight bled through the windows, gales howled in the night, and owls screeched. It’s stress. It must be stress. Evelyn tried to make sense of the situation as she stared at the droopy canopy over the bed. Still, stress was part and parcel in her everyday life. This vacation was probably the best thing that had happened to her in years.

      Evelyn didn’t sleep that night. Maybe it was fear she’d sleepwalk again. Maybe it was the scratching sound that dug deep into her ear canal.   

      The sky turned from indigo to crimson to gold and then to blue. Evelyn forced herself out of bed. Shuffling could be heard in some nearby room. Terrence cleaning, most likely. After all, Evelyn saw him get up before sunrise. Feeling his gaze on her, Evelyn had closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep. She knew it was childish, but she couldn't escape the shame from last night.

      She felt her stomach rumble and realized that there was, unsurprisingly, nothing in the refrigerator.

      Evelyn walked outside to the balcony to clear her head. Green meadows, tall oaks, and red brick road. Birds fluttered on the blue cloudless sky. She closed her eyes and let the morning wash over her. Evelyn took a deep breath and exhaled all her worries. It didn’t work. She decided to take a walk.

      The backyard was breathtaking. Dozens of flowers of different shapes and colors tumbled out of raised garden beds and sprawled across the ankle-high grass. Fat-bodied bees sucked on nectar while beetles chewed the lush green leaves. Leafy vines climbed the back wall of the mansion, masking most of the chipped white paint. Evelyn stepped out into the back lawn. She could see the rows of cabins, six in all, three on one side and three on the other. A skinny dirt path snaked in between them and to the cotton field and cotton press that was a wall-less wooden structure with a pyramid roof and a massive wooden screw that ran into a box where the cotton was fed. The arms jutting out from the side of the structure were designed to hitch donkeys.

      Evelyn walked the dirt trail, wondering what sort of people her ancestors were. They had slaves certainly, not more than ten by the looks of it, but were the masters cruel or just? Did they free the slaves after the civil war or lie to keep them like some plantation owners did? Adders was closer to Augusta in the center part of the state. If Evelyn remembered correctly from her college history classes, Major General William T. Sherman swept down to Atlanta and set the city ablaze along with many other plantations and cities. That was a hundred and forty-five miles west of here. Quenby seemed to have avoided the fires. Still, what did her family do after they lost? Were they broken like much of the Confederacy or stronger than before? Evelyn had no answers.

      She found latches outside of the cabin doors, to lock the slaves in at night, Evelyn assumed. The wood door pulled out toward Evelyn but got stuck halfway on the dirt path.  Evelyn sucked in her belly and slid through the crack. The cabin had a floor of packed dirt and featherbed mattress that was disintegrating. Fleas and other winged bugs crawled across the natty covers and feathers. They buzzed away at Evelyn’s approach. There was a small wooden chest tucked against one wall, a wooden chamber pot on the other, and a small barred window too small for a child to fit through. Evelyn closed her eyes, seeing a family of three curled up in the sorry excuse of the bed. A mother and father huddling with their child in the middle of a cold night. They were covered in fleas and coughing.

      Was this my origin? Evelyn shivered at the thought.

      Slam!

      A strong breeze slammed the door shut, causing Evelyn to jump. She walked over to the entrance and tried pushing the door open. It didn’t budge. The latch had closed her in.

      “Terrence!” Evelyn shouted and put her weight into the door. “Terrence, can you hear me?”

      No reply.

      “Perfect,” Evelyn mumbled with an angry scowl.

      She pulled out her cell phone. One bar of service. Of course. She dialed him and listened to the ringing until the call dropped.

      “Just wonderful. Absolutely wonderful,” Evelyn paced and slammed her shoulder into the door. It rattled the latch, but it didn’t open. A shadow moved by the window. Evelyn twisted back to see… no one.

      “Terrence. Is that you?” Evelyn asked, feeling for her extendable baton but realizing that she left it in the bedside drawer. “Can you hear me? Hello?”

      Evelyn tried the door again. Her efforts were futile. Not the type to wait around, she slammed her shoulder into the door again and again and again, building frustration and anger with every painful hit. Finally, the nail in the latch wiggled loose and Evelyn got the door open a foot. Taking a breath, she squeezed through the gap and back outside. Her shoulder pulsed in pain. A few loose bangs tumbled on her face. She brushed the strands away and massaged her bruised arm.

      She saw a large diesel truck rumbling down the red brick path and pulling up to the front of the mansion. A man and woman got out and stood outside the front door. Evelyn looked around for Terrence. He wasn’t outside. Evelyn walked around the side of the house and greeted the strangers. Middle-aged and graying, the man was tall and lengthy with a hooked nose and boil-ridden face. The woman was a similar build with a similar nose. They were twins, but the woman had a lazy eye.

      “Can I help you?” Evelyn asked as she approached.

      “You live here?” the man asked, taking off his cap and holding it against his belly. He wore a polo and slacks. The woman had a jean skirt and button-up shirt. His legs and arms looked like twigs jutting from the clothing.

      “Yeah, this is my place now,” Evelyn replied. “It was my father’s house. Did you know him? Maxwell Quenby.”

      The twin exchanged looks.

      “No,” they said simultaneously.

      Awkwardness hovered for a moment.

      “Say,” the man started. “You got any water?”

      “I’m sure we do,” Evelyn said. “Tap water, if that’s alright.”

      “That’ll do,” the woman replied.

      Evelyn entered and closed the door behind her. She rubbed her throbbing shoulder. What do these people want? She trekked through the large foyer, through the hall of portraits, and into the massive kitchen once tended to by a handful of servants. She turned the faucet knobs added in the late fifties. Evelyn knew this because of the research she’d been conducting since she moved in. She grabbed two dusty glasses from the cupboard and washed them out before filling them with water.

      She heard a door open in the foyer.

      “Hey, Terrence, we have guests at the front door. I think they’re neighbors or something!” Evelyn yelled through the house.

      Glasses in hand, Evelyn returned to the foyer to see the two siblings inside. The man was halfway up one of the two curved staircases while the woman snapped photos of the various paintings with a small camera.

      “Uh, what are you doing in here?” Evelyn asked, feeling the hairs on her neck rise.

      The twins turned to her at the same time.

      “Taking pictures,” the woman replied.

      “I can see that. Why?” Evelyn said.

      The woman shrugged off the question.

      “Don’t go harassing my sister,” the man said.

      “No one’s harassing anyone,” Evelyn said as calmly as she could. “But, I never invited you inside.”

      The twins traded a look like Evelyn was crazy. They went back to doing what they were doing, whatever that was.

      “Excuse me,” Evelyn set the glasses aside. “I want you to tell me why you think it’s okay to come into my house without my permission.”

      “It’s not your house,” the man said casually as he continued walking up the red-carpeted stairs.

      Evelyn felt her blood pressure rise in a mix of fear and frustration. Before Evelyn could reply, the woman snapped a picture of her face. The strobe blinded Evelyn for a moment, prompting her to blink away the flash.

      “No more pictures,” Evelyn commanded.

      The woman took one of her twin hiking up the second-story inner balcony.

      “Hey, stop that,” Evelyn ordered.

      More photos.

      Walking speedily, Evelyn grabbed the camera by the lens and ripped it from the woman’s hands. The woman staggered back, horrified and with teary eyes. From the railing, her twin glared at Evelyn with hawk-like eyes.

      “Get out of my house,” Evelyn said, unsure what to do with the camera now that she had it.

      In a feat of rage, the male twin stomped down the stairs. Evelyn took a step back while the twins joined each other in front of Evelyn. With nearly identical eyes, they glared at Evelyn.

      “Leave,” Evelyn commanded.

      “Not till we get the camera back,” the male said.

      Evelyn smiled angrily. She opened the camera settings and clicked FORMAT. All the pictures were erased in an instant. “All yours,” she replied.

      The woman’s face went red as cherry. “Do you have any idea what was on that?”

      “I don’t care,” Evelyn replied. “Out.”

      The back door opened. Footsteps traveled through the downstairs hall. The double doors between the double curved staircase opened and Terrence entered the room, sweaty and sticky from yard work.

      Neither the twins nor Evelyn turned to him.

      “What’s up?” he asked the crowd.

      “Is this your wife?” the male asked him.

      Terrence nodded slowly, still trying to comprehend what was happening.

      “She deleted my sister’s photos. We demand compensation.”

      Evelyn boiled and turned to Terrence. “They were taking pictures of our house, Terrence. I never invited them inside.”

      Terrence stepped closer, palms out in a nonthreatening manner. “Everyone needs to calm down.”

      “No one’s doing anything until we are compensated for our damages,” the male said.

      “You’re not getting anything,” Evelyn replied.

      “Clearly there was a misunderstanding,” Terrence said and fished out his wallet. “Will a twenty make you feel better?”

      The twins scoffed.

      Evelyn turned to her husband. She wanted to scream, What are you thinking?

      Terrence picked up the hint quickly. He pulled out the twenty and handed it to the woman. “Twenty is all you’re getting. Now please excuse yourself from our property or we’ll call the police.”

      The woman quickly pocketed the money.

      The man studied Evelyn for a moment and then Terrence, as if committing their faces to memory. He grabbed his sister by the arm and hurried out the front door. Terrence quickly locked the door. Evelyn pushed aside the curtains and looked out the window. She watched the pickup grumble to life and screech down the brick path, leaving behind two nasty black tire marks on the red brick.

      Wide-eyed, Terrence shook his head. “Weird people.”

      Without a word and with gnashed teeth, Evelyn started toward the bedroom.  

      “Where are you going?” Terrence asked with genuine concern.

      Evelyn turned back to him. “Why did you give them money? You know they're going to come back, right? That’s the type of people they are. The more we give them, the harder they’re going to press.”

      “Hey, I’m not the bad guy here,” Terrence said.

      “Save it,” Evelyn replied and hiked upstairs.

      “Evelyn, I’m sorry!” Terrence shouted as she got farther up the stairs.

      Evelyn headed into the bathroom and washed off her face. Purple circles curved under her blue eyes. She was feeling her two nights without sleep. If she could only get rid of that scratching noise in her head. After taking a moment to collect herself, Evelyn walked back to the balcony railing. Terrence was no longer in the foyer. He must’ve gone outside to keep on working.  

      Evelyn checked out of the window to make sure the truck hadn’t returned and then started down on the right-side hall that didn’t have portraits like the hallway adjacent. Frankly, the hall was quite drab with peeled paint and a rickety floor. It was like Maxwell never walked this way to this side of the house. Now that she thought it about, Evelyn could piece together her father’s daily path by which rooms were up-to-date and which had fallen into disrepair. The kitchen, portrait hall, foyer, master bedroom, and master bathroom seemed to be the most well-maintained. The study followed, and then the bedroom full of arcade machines, trinkets, and other hoarded items.

      Still feeling her heart racing, Evelyn sniffled. She used her phone to snap pictures of the hall’s wall. Grabbing the van’s keys from the countertop, she drove into town. She arrived at the paint shop and picked up proper supplies and a few cans of different shades of paint. She needed them for other rooms and decided to kill three birds with one stone. She arrived back at the mansion to see Terrence out beside the house and trimming weeds. He smiled sadly at her as the van rolled to a stop. When he saw the paint cans, roller, and brushes, he threw aside the hedge trimmers and rushed to Evelyn’s aid.

      “Thanks,” Evelyn said, and handed him a paint can.

      “Of course.” Terrence followed her to the dingy hallway. “Have you decided what shade you're going to paint it?” he asked, obviously trying to put the fight behind them.

      Evelyn admired his effort even if she couldn’t let go of her irritation. “I guess I’ll match the original.” She stared at the off-white shading. Other rooms had a baby blue or light khaki tint. That or patterned wallpaper.

      “Can I lend you a hand?” Terrence asked.

      “I got it,” Evelyn replied. “Keep it up with the back yard. You’re doing a good job.”

      Terrence nodded to himself and slipped away from the hall, cracking the door to the foyer behind him.

      Evelyn set out the plastic sheeting on the hardwood floor and popped the top of the paint can. She pulled out her stepladder, got the roller lathered up, and got started on the fresh coat. Somewhere deep in the basement, she heard a faint scratching. She forced herself to ignore it and kept on painting. It grew louder, like fingernails picking at her brain.

      She closed her eyes, trying to ignore it. You’re just tired. You’re only stressed. The scratching grew louder. Evelyn clenched her eyes tighter. The noise subsided. She reopened her eyes and stumbled back, falling from the stepping stool and landing on her bottom on the hardwood floor.

      Painted over the old drab coat of paint was a mural the length of the wall, displaying the cotton field, the black scorch mark at its center, a man with a featureless white mask, and a little girl standing amidst the thorny crops. The details were immaculate. Two black smudges like black holes were the eyes on the man’s featureless white mask. The little girl had a yellow dress with a belt around her petite waist. Her hair was sandy blonde like Evelyn’s. Her expression was neutral.

      Slowly, Evelyn examined her own palms. They were crusty and dry with different shades of paint. She cursed under her breath and noticed the diminished paint cans nearby. One of them was tipped over and running white away across the plastic sheeting and into the gaps between the floorboards.

      Evelyn got to her feet, keeping her wrists curled and her hands from smearing paint on anything. She rushed to the kitchen and washed away the paint. Dry chips clung to the bottom of the sink. She looked out the window, noticing it was nearly sunset. Her heart raced, and she realized that her fear kept her blinking and her mouth dry. She trembled lightly and, without drying off her hands, she walked out the front door.

      Dirty and sweaty, Terrence was making quick work of the tall weeds and bushes around the front of the mansion. Wiping his brow, he squinted at Evelyn standing on the covered porch. After a second, he noticed her ghostly expression and rushed up the stairs.

      “What happened?”

      Evelyn parted her lips, but no words came out. She led them through the foyer and into the freshly painted wall. Terrence’s eyes bounced from the spilled paint to the mural dripping down the wall.

      He turned to his wife before going back to the impressive piece of art. “You painted that?”

      “I… I don’t know,” Evelyn whispered. “I don’t remember.”

      Terrence rubbed his hand up his bald head and studied the mural that leaked on the plastic sheeting. The little girl and masked man were turning into runny blobs of color before their eyes.

      “Do you want to go to the hospital?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn thought about it for a moment. “Yeah. Yes.” She nodded.

      “Let me get changed,” Terrence said and kissed her on the forehead.

      Evelyn stared at the cotton field, the little girl, and the masked figure that made her skin crawl.

      Terrence returned downstairs wearing a shirt covered with miniscule violins. He brought Evelyn a nice shirt. She changed out of her paint-stained garb, and they climbed into the van.

      She looked out the Georgia meadows and flatlands, chewing her fingernail. The ride was silent. Terrence fidgeting proved that he had questions, but he didn’t voice them. Good, as Evelyn had no answers. An hour later, and they arrived at the hospital one town over. Adders didn’t have one of their own. The doctor took the last-minute call and allowed them both to enter. He was a tall man with hollow cheeks, blue eyes so light they were almost silver, and thin white hair. His smile was small, secretive in a way, and his glasses were circular with a gold rim.

      He shined a small light over Evelyn’s pupils. “Have you ever experienced blackouts before?”

      “No,” Evelyn said, staying as brave as she could. “I’ve never painted anything in my life either.”

      “Has your diet or sleep schedule changed in the last few weeks?”

      “Neither have been particularly ideal for the last few years. Worse lately, though. No sleep the last two nights,” Evelyn admitted.

      The skeletal doctor nodded to himself. “Does your family have a history of blackouts?”

      “I don’t know,” Evelyn said. “I’m an orphan. My father passed away recently. I don’t know anything about my mother.”

      “I’m going to prescribe you some medication,” the doctor said after a moment of studying her. “It’s still undergoing tests, but I believe it will nip the problem in the bud.”

      Terrence squeezed Evelyn’s hand.

      “Okay. I’ll take it,” Evelyn replied.

      “Get lots of rest too,” the doctor warned. “Blackouts are sometimes caused by sleep deprivation. Painting while in such a state is highly uncommon, however.”

      Evelyn took the signed prescription paper for a medication with a name she could hardly pronounce. As she stood, the doctor cleared his throat. “Oh, one last question.”

      Evelyn lowered herself back on the bed. Terrence awaited the doctor’s words.

      Tube ceiling lights reflecting in his glasses, the doctor’s silver eyes met Evelyn’s. “You’re Quenby’s girl, right?”

      Evelyn nodded. “You knew my father?”

      “In passing,” the doctor said. “He stuck to himself. Many people stayed away from him.”

      “Why?” Evelyn asked, her interested piqued.

      “He’s a Quenby. None of your family has been liked in a very long time. Now, go home and rest,” the doctor said, leaving no room for further questions.

      Evelyn persisted anyway. “You’ve got to give me more than that.”

      “I’m not an Adders local. There’s not much I can say.” Off Evelyn’s look, the man said, “Maxwell visited me a few times. Mostly for antidepressants. If there was ever a closed book, it was him.”

      Unable to get any more information out of him, Terrence and Evelyn went to the pharmacy and then headed back to the mansion. It was dark then and Evelyn felt wired. Terrence offered to clean up the paint and plastic sheeting.

      “What about the mural?” Evelyn asked.

      “I don’t see why we should get rid of it at the moment,” Terrence replied. “Paint’s expensive, you know.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Keep it,” Evelyn said, feeling uneasy even thinking about what she drew. After showering and putting on her nightclothes, she got a glass of water and drank one of the huge sleeping pills. She climbed into the bed and drifted quickly to sleep.

      She didn’t hear any scratching that night and could scarcely dream. All would’ve been well that evening if she didn’t wake up in a cow pasture fifteen miles from her home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            Raw

          

        

      

    

    
      The first emotion Evelyn felt when she awoke was fear. Quickly, she pushed her palms against the cold, hard earth and rose from the tall grass. In the night, the cattle pasture seemed like an endless sea of dark green waves. The grass on top of them bent their will to the wind. The icy gales caressed Evelyn’s skin like death’s cold touch. Evelyn twisted about where she stood, trying to make sense of where she was and how she got here. She had a million questions and no answers.

      Sleeping cows spotted the field. In the far distance, the silhouettes of fence posts could be seen jutting from the earth. Evelyn looked at her dirty and wrinkled pajamas. Dirt caked in her blonde hair and under her fingernails. She felt her pockets. No cell phone. No wallet. No car keys. Did I walk here? Evelyn wondered. By the soreness of her calves, thighs, and bare feet, it felt like she had run a marathon.

      Evelyn overcame the initial shock of the situation the only way she knew how: not thinking about it and focusing on what was in front of her.

      “Get home, I just have to find my way home,” she mumbled to herself. Her small voice seemed like the only noise in this dark night. Under the blanket of stars, Evelyn hiked to the fence. Dirt and rocks bit into the bottom of her heels throughout her trek. She reached the metal mesh of the fence and forced herself over. Hugging herself, she kept forward in search of a road. Her teeth chattered. The stress made her heart hurt.

      It took a while to find the street. It was a single-line asphalt road stretching forever between the Georgia fields. There were no road lights or telephone booths. Evelyn craned her head to the stars, trying to make sense of what direction she was going. Astronomy wasn’t her strong suit. She picked a direction at random and started walking.

      The farther Evelyn traveled, the colder the night seemed. Insects chirped out of sight. Something scurried in a nearby bush. Evelyn kept shifting her eyes. Georgia and the south in general was still a foreign place to her. She didn’t know what dangers or what beasts lurked in the darkness. Part of her was glad she didn’t know, for sometimes the truth was scarier than fiction.

      As much as Evelyn tried to keep a clear mind, fears and anxieties poisoned her thoughts. The mural, the blackouts, and the scratching in the basement made her chest tighten. Was she stressed out, or was she losing her mind? Was this hereditary? Did mental illness course through the veins of her father or mother? How would she ever know? Maybe it was a stress thing. Was she too young to have a mid-life crisis at the age of thirty-three? Evelyn had no qualms admitting that she wasn’t the most stable person, but she’d never experienced anything quite like this before, and that terrified her. For the first time since she arrived Georgia, she missed her apartment and dingy office in Detroit.

      Lights showed in the distance. Evelyn held her dirty hand in front of her eyes to keep from being blinded as the vehicle hastily approached. She waved her other hand. The truck rumbled to a stop beside her.

      “Looks like you could use a ride,” the hook-nosed man from the driver seat said. Evelyn felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise, realizing that he was one of the twins that came to her house the day before.

      “Don’t you look at me like that,” the man hissed. “You should be happy I even pulled over.”

      Evelyn turned back to the road. She still didn’t know if she was even walking the right way.

      “What are you doing out this late?” Evelyn asked.

      The man looked her up and down. “I could ask you the same thing. Does anyone know you’re out here?”

      His question made Evelyn squirm. “My husband,” she lied.

      The man smirked. “I’m sure he does. Well? Are you coming along or are you walking?”

      “Will you take me back home?” Evelyn asked.

      The man looked at her with a neutral face. “No. I’m going to blow your brains out across my dashboard.”

      Evelyn’s eyes went wide.

      “That was a joke,” the man clarified and looked at the road. “Last call. You in or out?”

      Biting her lip nervously, Evelyn walked around the back of the truck and hopped into the passenger side. She had no means of defending herself. Her hair rose when she looked at the man in profile. His eyes were buggy, his jaw was sharp, and his hair was clearly cut and silky smooth. He wore a blue and white two-tone polo, khakis, and slip-on shoes. Apart from his twangy accent, the man didn’t fit the Southern look. Still, he sped down the roads like someone familiar with the land.

      “I don’t forgive you for deleting my sister’s photos,” the man said.

      “What did you think would happen?” Evelyn retorted.

      The man’s face became stern. “Remember who’s driving this truck.”

      “Why did you come to my house anyway?” Evelyn asked.

      “Something there belongs to me,” The man said.

      “What?”

      The man didn’t reply.

      “Whatever it was, you had ten years to get it back,” Evelyn replied.

      “You think I was going to break in?” the man said, taking offense. “I’m not some two-bit criminal.”

      Evelyn stopped herself from reminding him there was little difference between breaking in when no one was home and walking inside her house uninvited.

      They drove a little farther. In the dark, Evelyn couldn’t tell if the roads were familiar or not. She looked at the glowing digital clock on the dashboard. 4:05 a.m. She cringed, thinking about how much sleep she was losing. Even worse, on where she had spent the last six hours if she’d been sleepwalking.

      “I never got your name,” Evelyn broke the silence.  

      “I’m not going to fall for that,” the man said.

      He turned onto Quenby Avenue and rolled to a stop at the beginning of the red brick path to Evelyn’s mansion. “Is this far enough or are you going to call the cops?” the man asked sarcastically.

      Evelyn ignored the snide comment. “Thanks for the ride,” she said and opened up the door.

      “I suggest you be careful out here this late at night,” the man said. “Not everyone’s nice to strangers intruding on their pastures.”

      Evelyn twisted back to him. “Those were your cattle fields?”

      “Who did you think owned them?” the man asked rhetorically. “Now, get out of my truck. I don’t want to see you nosing around my property again.”

      Evelyn hopped out and slammed the door behind her. Burning rubber, the truck roared down the street, hitting sixty miles per hour in a thirty-five.

      With sore feet, Evelyn limped down the cool brick path to the plantation house. No light shone from it. The sprawling branches that flanked either side of the road and made a canopy overhead waved at her. Evelyn passed under the white colonnades and tried the front door. It was unlocked. That made her feel uneasy. Like all noise in a quiet house, even opening the door felt extremely loud. No lights were on. It didn’t look like Terrence was awake. Good. She climbed into the shower and put on a fresh change of clothes before climbing into bed with her snoring husband. It felt good to rest her legs, but she couldn’t keep her eyes closed.

      The sun came up much faster than she would’ve liked. Sleepily, Terrence rolled over to face her and scratched his cheek. Keeping his eyes closed, he whispered, “Sleep well?”

      “Yeah,” Evelyn lied, not wanting to tell him that the medication failed and that she took a ride with their creepy neighbor.

      “Good,” Terrence said with a small smile.

      “I was thinking that we can hire some locals to clean this place while we go back home,” Evelyn said.

      Terrence opened his eyes. “Why would we do that?”

      Because this place terrifies me. “It feels like the right time.”

      Elbow planted firmly on his pillow, Terrence rested his head on his knuckles. “Baby, we still got mountains of work to do here before we’re ready to sell. If we do sell. The view, the space, the idea of my own private workshop… this place is growing on me, Eve.”

      “I’d rather just have the money,” Evelyn admitted.

      Terrence gawked at her a moment. “It’s… look, let’s agree not to make a decision until we get the place cleaned completely up. If you’re still not comfortable, then we’ll sell. Deal?”

      Evelyn was too tired to argue. “Sure. Deal.”

      Terrence kissed her on the forehead. “Thanks. I’ll make you some breakfast.”

      Evelyn watched him leave the room and then fell feebly back to her pillow. She stared at the bed canopy and sighed. When Evelyn finally forced herself up, she ate her breakfast quickly and, with a half can of paint, returned to the hall with the mural. She looked at the faces of the little girl and masked man that leaked down the wall in multicolored tears for a final time and used the paint-dipped roller to create a white stripe down their vestiges. A half an hour later, and it was like Evelyn had never painted the mural.

      Picking up her painting supplies, she went to the next room and got started. After she finished touching up the downstairs rooms, she started taking inventory of the furniture. She snapped photos of every room before she got started, thinking it would be a neat selling point to see the before and after of the house. Outside the window, Terrence kept on with the yard work. He piled bushels of weeds and trimmed branches in a few tall stacks next to where he pruned bushes and flowers.

      Evelyn stepped into the lounge. It was a wide room with velvet red furnishings, a large bookshelf, carpeted floors, fluffy curtains, and a fireplace with hand-carved wooden finishes. A four by four foot painting of the house hung above the desk. It displayed a horse and buggy parked out on the brick path with a number of well-dressed patrons waving from the second-story balcony while others were in mid-strut to the front door with their lady in hand. There was a sense of family and community. Evelyn looked at the painting with longing and then estimated its worth.

      She started by adjusting the chairs and candlesticks into their proper locations. As she dusted, her mind went back to the cattle field and what would prompt her to go to such a place. Evelyn vacuumed the floor and fluffed the pillows. She checked the wallpaper, finding small tears on its surface but nothing that would diminish its value. Evelyn shut the door behind her, not planning on returning until the first open house. She tackled the cleaning process like her private investigative work: systematic and with the least amount of backtracking as possible.

      The guest bedroom marked Evelyn’s next stop. It was equipped and ready to settle in, dust notwithstanding. Evelyn approached the dresser’s drawers that had been left open for who knew how many years. She studied the old clothes within. The shirts and pants were reminiscent of the seventies. They appeared to be owned by a female. Were these my mother’s or my aunt’s? Evelyn sifted through them in search of some clue to the owner’s identity. Nothing. She made a pile on the bed and a mental note to wash them later. When the room was cleaned, she headed out into the laundry room in search of a hamper.

      When she returned to the bedroom, all of the dresser’s drawers were open again.

      Evelyn eyed the room cautiously before stepping inside. She slowly pushed the drawers back into the dresser, watching the wheel track within to see if it was slipping. It was not. In actuality, the drawers would stick inside the dresser. She reminded herself that she needed sleep and tossed the pile of laundry into the washer. As the machine rumbled, Evelyn turned about the large basement. Her eyes went to the wall where she heard the scratching noise on their first night in Adders. The more she looked at it, the more claustrophobic the basement felt.

      She headed outside for the first time since she got out of bed. The breeze was nice and the sky was blue. Terrence listened to blues playing from an old music player. The sound was slightly muddled but the soul was still there.

      “Like my new toy?” he asked as he yanked a deep root from the ground.

      Evelyn looked at the old music player. “Where did you find it?”

      “In one of the storerooms. I found a record player as well. One of the good ones.” Terrence said with a wide grin.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” Evelyn said, squinting next to him.

      Terrence yanked up another weed. A clump of dirt hung on the dangling root. “I don’t want you getting any blisters.”

      “Oh please,” Evelyn chuckled.

      Smiling, Terrence gave her a hand spade.

      They started on the brick road, stopping for a moment to study the skid marks left by the twins a day prior.

      Getting down on their hands and knees, they began pulling patches of grass growing between the cracked bricks. “I was thinking that we should see the town some night. I hear they have great live music.”

      “That’ll be fun,” Evelyn said with a little less enthusiasm than she had hoped. Terrence noticed.

      “Can I bribe you with a deep-fried country-style funnel cake?”

      “Do you want to give me a heart attack?” Evelyn jokingly replied.

      Terrence leaned in close. “I want to go on a date with you, that’s what I want.”

      Evelyn scooted away. “I’d rather focus on the house right now. We can go out after we’re all done.”

      “That’s probably the smart way of doing it,” Terrence said, trying not to sound disappointed.

       His phone rang. Trying not to get the phone dirty, Terrence held the device gingerly and answered. “Terrence Carr speaking… Leo, how’s it hanging?... Oh yeah, I know that feeling,” Terrence chuckled and got up.

      He muted the phone against his shoulder and whispered to Evelyn. “It’s the blues musician from the restaurant we went to the other night.”

      Evelyn gestured for him to take his call. Terrence put the phone back up to his ear and returned inside.

      Alone, Evelyn kept on working. The afternoon sun baked down on her. The air became humid and buggy as the day went on.

      Dressed in a nice blue button up and slacks, Terrence hustled out the front door. Still on the ground, Evelyn brushed a strand of hair away from her eye and gave him her attention.

      “We must’ve made an impression. The guy wants me to make him a guitar. I’m going to head over to his place and hash out the details,” Terrence said. “It will only take a few hours.”

      “You don’t need my permission,” Evelyn replied.

      “Thanks, baby,” Terrence replied with a smile. “I would kiss you, but you’re all dirty and sweaty.”

      “Oh, you’re such a romantic,” Evelyn teased.

      Terrence rushed over to her and planted a wet one on Evelyn’s lips. “There,” he said in accomplishment and unlocked the rusty bucket minivan. “Relax for the rest of the day. I can’t have my beautiful wife working in this heat.”

      “Enjoy yourself,” Evelyn said and rose from the brick pathway. From inside the minivan, Terrence waved her goodbye and putted down the road. When he was gone, Evelyn returned to de-weeding the bricks. She was able to knock it out much quicker than she thought she would. After filling up a glass of water in the sink, Evelyn thought about the next project that would get her mind off her abnormal sleeping habits.

      Not wanting to do work inside the house, Evelyn headed to the toolshed. The door was loose on its hinges, and Evelyn thought it would be a good time to learn some new skills. Finding a few old nails and a hammer within the shed, Evelyn got to hammering the door properly on its hinges. It didn’t take too long before she stubbed her thumb. It swelled and throbbed, and her fingernail turned black. Walking off the pain and regretting that she didn’t listen to Terrence’s words, Evelyn caught a glimpse of someone standing out in the cotton field.

      She pulled her thumb out of her mouth and called out, “Hey!”

      The figure took off into a sprint in the opposite direction. Keeping the hammer with her, Evelyn took off after them. She brushed against the untamed cotton crops as she gained on the stranger. The person moved too quick for Evelyn to catch a good look. What are you doing? Evelyn asked herself as she ran. Call the cops. Yet, her P.I. instincts kept her tailing after the stranger.

      She slowed to a stop on the black scorch mark dead center of the field. Her pulse quickened and her breathing staggered.

      Standing amidst the cotton plants was a blonde little girl and a tall man in black wearing a white mask with button-size slits cut over the eyes. The world spun under Evelyn’s feet. She tried to steady herself but could find nothing nearby to prevent her from falling. So, she fell.

      By the time her bottom hit the packed dirt, the figures vanished, and a wave of tiredness hit Evelyn suddenly. Her head cramped. I need sleep, she told herself. Abandoning the work on the shed, Evelyn returned inside via the back door. She noticed something was amiss when she entered the foyer. All of the priceless paintings were scattered across the carpeted floor, the chairs and sideboards were turned on their heads, and flower vases were in shattered heaps.

      Evelyn froze, wondering if whoever did this was still in her house.

      She dialed Terrence.

      “Pick up. Pick up,” Evelyn muttered, afraid to go any farther into the house.

      “Hey--”

      “Terrence, listen.”

      “-- You’ve reached the voicemail of…”

      Evelyn hung up and tried again.

      Voicemail.

      The floor above her creaked. Someone was walking around up there.

      In her line of work, Evelyn had been to some shady places and encountered an assortment of suspicious individuals, but none had ever been in her home before. The threat felt real, tangible, something that she wasn’t used to.  

      Something smashed upstairs.

      The smart thing would’ve been to get out of house, but the knife in the kitchen called Evelyn’s name. No part of her wanted to go up the curved foyer stairs, but letting someone destroy her father’s things wasn’t something Evelyn was going to allow. With the knife’s cold hilt in hand, she conquered the first step.

      SMASH! Something else broke.

      Evelyn conquered the next step. She kept her fear hidden behind her stone-like expression. The steps groaned under her shoes. Her clothes stuck to her from the cold sweat dosing her body.

      More movement. It was something big.

      Evelyn had the element of surprise on her side.

      Then, her phone rang. The noise echoed through the house.

      The movement upstairs instantly ceased.

      Stopping halfway up the stairs, Evelyn pulled out her screaming phone and answered, keeping her eyes on the balcony above her.

      “Hey, it’s me,” Terrence said. Laughter sounded on his end of the line.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn whispered, “There’s someone in our house.”

      There was a pause on Terrence’s end.

      “Call the cops. I’m on my way home now. Wait outside.”

      “Okay. Okay. Hurry,” Evelyn stepped down from the steps and fled out the front door.

      Keeping the knife with her, she faced the plantation. Her eyes bounced between the upstairs windows in search of moment. None. Her phone must’ve scared the intruder. She dialed 911.

      In six minutes, a squad car came screaming down the road. A burly officer with short gelled gray hair stepped out. His face was square and flat with two different colored eyes: one green and one brown.

      “Michaels,” he introduced himself and stared up the house with a small confident smile on his hard face. “I’m here to help you. What can you tell me?”

      “I last heard them upstairs,” Evelyn explained. “I didn’t see them. I believe there’s only one, but there could be more.”  

      Officer Michaels nodded to himself. “Wait here.”

      Before Evelyn could reply, the officer was pushing through the front door.

      Evelyn awaited his return. She sucked on her swollen and bruised thumb. Minutes went on like hours. Michaels was nowhere to be seen.

      Five minutes passed.

      Ten minutes.

      Fifteen minutes.

      Evelyn heard the radio crackle inside the police cruiser. “Michaels. This is Dispatch. Over.”

      Evelyn stared at the vehicle. Its blue and red lights reflected in her blue eyes.

      “Report in, Michaels. Over.”

      The front door of the mansion opened. Officer Michaels stepped out. His face was neutral and unreadable.

      Evelyn awaited his response. “Well?”

      The officer snapped out of his daze. “It’s clear. There’s no one there.”

      “You’re sure?” Evelyn asked.

      “See for yourself.”

      Evelyn walked into the house and down the hall.

      “Anything missing?” Michaels asked.

      Evelyn looked over the clutter. It made it hard for her to take inventory over everything. “It doesn’t look like it.”

      She searched upstairs. Chairs were tipped on their sides, windows were open, and bedsheets were pulled from their mattresses. The vandalism seemed random and reckless. Evelyn walked through the master bedroom and bathrooms. “It looks like all of it is here,” Evelyn told the officer as they marched down the stairs. She picked up a painting and hung it back on the wall. Thankfully, it was not damaged.

      They headed into the basement. It was the only part of the house untouched by the rampage. That’s what Evelyn thought at first until she noticed that both shotguns and all the shells were missing.

      “Whoever was here stole our weapons,” Evelyn told Michaels.

      “Is there anyone you’d suspect?” the officer asked her.

      “I’ve not communicated with too many people since I got here. The only ones that come to mind are these twins in their thirties. I never got their names. They stopped by yesterday. I never got their names.”

      Michaels jotted down a few notes as they returned to the foyer. “I’ll see if I can’t find them. Call if there’s any more issues. Even if something feels wrong. We’ll be here as fast as we can.”

      “Thank you.” They returned outside as Terrence arrived.

      He hustled out of the minivan and gave Evelyn a hug. “I got here as fast as I could. Tell me what happened.”

      “Someone broke in,” Evelyn explained. “They took our guns and trashed the place.”

      “Are we safe, Officer?” Terrence asked.

      “We’ll be ready to answer your call at a moment’s notice,” Michaels promised. “I’ll look into those twins and see if I can’t find anything.”

      Holding hands, Evelyn and Terrence watched the police cruiser drive away.

      “I can’t believe this happened,” Terrence said. “I’m sorry for leaving you here alone.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Evelyn replied. “Let’s get this cleaned up. I want to make sure nothing’s damaged.”

      The vandalism was not as costly as they thought. Most objects were just tossed across the room, not stomped or smashed. A few vases were shattered, but nothing irreplaceable suffered heavy damage. Evelyn tried looking at that as a positive, but it was still hard to get over the initial shock that someone broke into her home.   

      “You think we should get a hotel?” Evelyn asked as they put drawers back into a dresser.

      “Leave all our stuff here? No way.” Terrence replied.

      “They have weapons, Terrence.”

      “I’m not going to let them do any more harm.” Terrence said sternly. “This house is our only chance to live big in this world. I’m not leaving.”

      Evelyn gawked at him for a moment. He kept on working, but his motions were jerky and motivated by anger.

      That night, they double-checked all the locks and kept a baseball bat under the bed. Neither one of them spoke or slept for a long while.

      Evelyn’s sleep deprivation finally caught up to her well past 1 a.m. She closed her eyes for what seemed like an instant and then woke up three hours later. Terrence wasn’t beside her.

      Groggy, she sat up and called her husband’s name. She tried the light switch. It flickered, but the lights didn’t turn on. Grabbing the oil lamp and matches, she walked out of the room. “Terrence. Answer me.”

      No reply.

      Evelyn heard a scratching noise seeping out of the basement.

      Her heart raced. The hairs on her neck stood. She turned the glass knob. The basement door creaked open. She took it one step at a time. “Terrence?”

      She held the lamp high, illuminating the vast basement and blanket-covered objects within. The scratching noise got louder. Was she dreaming? She pinched herself. This was real. She saw someone standing by the far brick wall. Evelyn stopped. The person’s back was turned to her. Their fingers scratched the coarse brick. The skin on the fingertips was raw and bloody.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn said quietly. She stepped closer.  “What are you doing?”

      Something inside told her to run away.

      She put her hand on her husband. He didn’t react to her touch, just kept on clawing until tears of blood snaked down the wall’s coarse surface.
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      Terrence’s eyes were shut. Drool trickled down his lip. His fingers kept raking across the wall. Scratch. Scratch. Scratch. Evelyn shook him. He didn’t stop clawing.

      “Terrence. Terrence. Wake up.” After a moment of hesitation, she slapped her husband across the face with as much strength as she could muster.

      Terrence didn’t react. A red handprint formed on his cheek.

      Evelyn felt the world spin. She grabbed her husband and pulled him away from the wall. Terrence’s arms desperately reached out to keep on clawing, but the moment they were a few feet away, both his arms fell limply to his sides. Evelyn stared at him. She put her hands on his cheeks and turned his face to her own. He was still asleep.

      Evelyn looked around the basement for something to stop his peeled fingertips from bleeding. She pulled a white sheet from atop a pagoda lampshade, shook out a cloud of dust, and swaddled Terrence’s fingers with the cloth. She tied both of his hands together, unsure if her pacifist husband would turn violent. Grabbing his wrists, she led him up the rickety stairs. He shambled behind her. Using the oil candle to navigate the massive mansion, Evelyn guided Terrence through the large foyer and up the curving staircase.

      Evelyn narrowly missed a shard of glass she failed to clean after the break-in. Every few steps, Evelyn forced herself to look at her sleeping husband. The wrappings around his fingertips were staining maroon. Breathing heavily, Evelyn reached the interior balcony: a place where the Quenby greats would watch over dozens of patrons attending an evening dance. She walked through the long hallway, flanked on both sides by closed doors, and then into the master bedroom.

      Terrence tore his wrist from Evelyn’s grasp and toppled face first on the king-sized bed. Evelyn stared at him with bloodshot eyes. He began snoring. Tense, Evelyn sat in a nearby chair and watched her husband sleep until the oil lamp flickered out.

      Terrence called her name.

      Evelyn jolted awake. The oil lamp fell at her feet and spilled across the hardwood. Feeling the sun beating down on her back, Evelyn got to her feet and wiped her drooling mouth with the top of her hand.

      Terrence sat at the edge of the bed. With a horrified expression, he bounced his gaze between her and the maroon-stained rags on his fingers. “What happened?” he said with a hoarse voice.

      “You were sleepwalking,” Evelyn told him, joining him by the bed.

      He raised up his rag-bound hands. “How…”

      “You hurt yourself,” Evelyn said, unable to bring herself to tell him about the specific cause of his injuries.

      “And my face?” he asked, grimacing.

      Evelyn smiled tiredly. “I slapped you.”

      Terrence looked at her, dumbfounded.

      “Come on, let me get those bindings off of you,” Evelyn said and untied the knot. Terrence winced when his hands were free. He went into the bathroom and washed his fingers in the sink, sucking air as the water touched his tender and broken skin.

      Hands dripping, he returned to the bedroom. “Do we have any Band-Aids?”

      “There might be some in the minivan. Inside the first-aid kit.”

      Terrence groaned and headed for the door. “This doesn’t make sense. I’ve never had a blackout in my life.” He cursed under his breath and left Evelyn’s sight. Her beaten-down reflection looked back at her in the makeup table’s mirror.

      She went outside. Her husband’s body was halfway out of the van. He grumbled to himself as he sifted through the contents under the seats. Defeated, he pulled himself from the vehicle and faced Evelyn. “I can’t find it. I’m going to make a store run.”

      “Do you want me to drive?” Evelyn asked.

      Terrence shook his head. “No. Get some sleep. I need to clear my head anyway.”

      He walked around the front of the vehicle and climbed inside. The minivan sputtered to life and disappeared down the road. Once Evelyn knew it was gone, she hunched over and felt her chest tighten. She controlled her breathing. In and out. In and out. It seemed to help the panic and confusion that was flooding over her.  Was there something in the water? Are we both sick? Evelyn straightened her posture and inhaled as deeply as she could. Part of her knew that wasn’t the answer. There was something wrong with this house. She needed to find out what.

      The power had returned at some point during the night. It reset all the clocks, causing them to flicker at 12:00. Evelyn pushed open the basement door and gazed into the abyss below. She flipped the light switch, watching the large room flood with light. Slowly, carefully, she descended a single step at a time. It seemed much smaller in the daytime, and the shadows didn’t stretch as far. Most of the articles within were odds and ends pieces of furniture stored for a later day. The couches were moth-eaten and the leather chair cushions were cracked. The small lounging area where Evelyn discovered the shotguns seemed to be the only place that had been used in the last decade. The couch there was stained. A box TV sat on its stand. A sheet of dust clouded its black glass face. Evelyn approached the brick wall. The few droplets of her husband’s blood hardened on the ridged surface.

      Why here? Why this place? she wondered. She traced her finger across the surface. There was nothing intricate about the brick. Nothing unique. Was there something behind it? Evelyn pressed her ear against the wall and listened. No sound. It was rock solid. Still pushed against the wall, she knocked on different points of the brick. No sound. No hollowness. Was the clawing random? Maybe, but this was the same place Evelyn had first heard the scratching sound that seemed to cling to her psyche like a parasite. As she turned back to the basement, she caught a glimpse of the black spot on the ceiling. It was a stain of sorts, possibly from an old leaking pipe.

      She headed upstairs and into the portrait hall. She glanced up at the nameless man immortalized by paint. Many of them had stern faces and intense eyes, much like Evelyn, though none were blonde except the intriguing and beautiful woman that began the Quenby line. Terrence and her had been through this hall before, looking into the origins of the black stain but finding nothing. The wall behind the paintings had a hollow quality. There was something back there, but Evelyn had no idea how to access it without taking a sledgehammer to the wall. Something told her that wouldn’t help the resale value.

      She slid up the corner of one of the paintings in search of a breach in the wood that she could glance through. A few paintings later and without results, Evelyn stopped before the portrait of a chunky man dressed in a caramel-colored tailored suit standing next a cotton gin. She checked behind it and found something she never expected: a keyhole.

      Evelyn peered through it but could only see blackness. She pulled herself away. What did this have to do with the blackouts, the scratching, the scorched cotton fields, the masked man and the little girl in the mural, and her father’s demise? Evelyn didn’t know. This could mean nothing, but she wouldn’t know until she found the key unless… she rushed back to the master bedroom and tore apart her travel bag. She grabbed her lock-picking tool that she used in her P.I. business and the key her father left her.

      She tried the key first. No luck. It wouldn’t even fit into the tiny hole. She fished out the lock-picking tools and gave them a try. They met resistance partway through. Something was stuck in the keyhole. Evelyn shined a flashlight within, making out what seemed like part of a key that had snapped off. She searched her husband’s tools, finding some glue. She slathered it on the back of her lock-picking tool and jammed it inside the keyhole. After a minute, she jiggled the lock pick out. The tip of the key that was once lodged there was now glued to the lock-picking tool’s end. Evelyn peered through the keyhole. There was a room back there, but it was too dark to make out details. She tried unlocking it with her lock-picking tools again. However, the intricacy of the lock made it impossible. What was he trying to hide back here? Evelyn wondered.

      She searched the floor of the hallway, the ring posts in the kitchen, the drawers in the master bedroom, and the desk in the study before returning to the portrait empty-handed. She stroked her chin. Searching every nook and cranny of the house would take weeks. She thought back to her private investigative work. Every missing person leaves a trail intentionally or unintentionally. It was inevitable. Secret keys were a different matter entirely. The owner would intentionally leave a trail, but one only he could follow. Evelyn knew nothing about her father, so digging into his past would not help her here. She had to rely on her own experiences and ask herself the fundamental question that began with “If I were trying to BLANK, how would I do it?”

      Evelyn started with the obvious: leave a subtle reminder in the surroundings. The door was hidden behind family portraits, did that matter? Evelyn didn’t know their names or their gravestones, so seeking the dead wasn’t practical, plus that would be too obvious. Evelyn would want to hide the answer in plain sight, but not so plain that one searching would guess at first. Evelyn looked for subtle clues. She gazed at the portrait with the rotund man and the cotton gin behind him. It must’ve been painted when the cotton gin was still new. Evelyn studied the other portraits. None of them had buildings in their background, so why would this man choose to put one in his portrait’s background? Evelyn snapped a picture of it with her phone and went outside. She walked through the tall grass and toward the cotton gin house. It was a wooden two-story structure by the cotton press. Its wood was dark, nearly black and gray. The first floor looked like a car garage with multiple ports where workers would pile cotton. Evelyn hiked to an outdoor ramp that connected the ground to the second-story door. She pushed open the old wooden door and stepped inside the building. Dust, hay, and a sparse amount of cotton littered the groaning floor planks. Some were broken and others were thin and weak. At its center was a crude cotton gin. The device was made entirely of metal, with an opening on top to feed the cotton and an area in the back to receive it once it had been funneled through. Evelyn withdrew her phone and studied the picture. At the time the portrait was drawn, the cotton gin was outside. She approached the metal tool and spotted something within its metal teeth. Nearby, stuck in the metal, was a key that had been lodged inside.

      Evelyn saw that the tip of it had been broken off. This is the one.

      She reached her hand inside and pinched the key with her fingers. She felt a sharp tug, and suddenly her arm was being pulled into the gin. Before she could realize what was happening, the metal teeth within were flaying her hand and wrist, sucking her deeper into the machine. Evelyn gasped, unable to scream from shock, and attempted to tug her hand free. It only went deeper. With her free hand, she grabbed her captured wrist and pulled with all her might. The metal teeth bent for a moment and then snapped as her hand was yanked out. Evelyn fell on her bottom and gawked at her hand, expecting to see tattered flesh and bone. Her hand was perfectly fine and held the broken key.

      Evelyn closed her eyes. I’m losing my mind.

      Key in hand, she returned inside, washed her face, and returned to the portrait hall. She took the piece of key glued to the lock-picking tool and glued it to the rest of the key. After it set, she gave the keyhole a try. A tall and skinny three-feet wide portion of the wall opened. Evelyn stepped back and peered into a tight corridor. Dust flakes danced. The walls and floor were unpainted wood. I guess my father had secrets. She stepped inside and walked through the hall that ended at a door. The door wasn’t fully closed. The hinges were warped. The wood around the doorknob was splintered. The lock was broken.

      Like every door in the old mansion, it groaned as Evelyn pushed it open. Inside was an office about a quarter of the size of the other office, but dense with objects. There were piles of old books spilling out of a dusty bookcase, a desk covered with documents, an old globe, a rusty bed frame and lived-in mattress, and dirty plates, cups, and silverware. There was a scattered pile of balled paper that rested on the floor. It looked like rats took a bite out of it.

      Evelyn knelt down and picked up one of the balled pieces of paper.

      It read, “To my beloved, in a less cruel world, we could’ve been together. It was never my desire to send you away, but sometimes sacrifices must be made for your safety and for mine. I write to you with my final breath. Come home. Take what is yours and do with it as you please. You are free of the burden of this town and family. Enjoy it, Evelyn, and know that I will always love you. Sincerely, Maxwell, your father. P.S. by the time you read this, I’ll be ten years gone. I know you do not understand nor will you, but know this is better for us all. Wounds will be healed. Life will be stable.”

      Evelyn read the note again before swiftly unballing another paper wad. “I am in great danger, which is why this must be brief. I surrender my estate and everything I own to Evelyn Quenby, my daughter. Burn this house or sell it. Nothing good will come from this place. -- Maxwell.”

      Evelyn picked up another. “Evelyn, there’s so much I wish I could’ve told you. There’s so many things I wish I could’ve seen. From your first step, to prom night, to your wedding, I would’ve loved to be there for all of it. I imagine you grew up to be beautiful and smart, like your mother. Though I’m ashamed that I never got to see you personally. Enclosed in this letter is my will…”

      Eyes watering, Evelyn read another and another and another, learning about her father’s love for her, his guilt, and this ominous danger that prevented him from telling her more. Evelyn felt her heart twist and a conflicting stir of emotions tear at her insides. If Maxwell loved her so much, why surrender her to the foster system? Why not reach out? Evelyn’s frustration grew the more she read. Every draft of his letters was vague and filled with regret. She flattened them out on the old mahogany desk. Part of her wanted to burn them. The other part of her wanted to hug them close to her chest and cry.

      Sniffling, she thought back to the danger Maxwell mentioned. It sounds like he was murdered. Evelyn shivered at the thought. If so, no one knew. A body was never found. By the smashed door into this private study, it may well have happened where Evelyn stood. An overwhelming sense of dread filled her. She wanted to run as far as she could from the room. Suddenly, she noticed something nailed on the desk panel. Cautiously, she approached. Her mouth dried. She turned the photograph towards her. It was sepia tone and showed a little girl, between seven and ten years old, with sandy blonde hair, freckles, and a wide smile. Evelyn recognized her from the cotton field and from the mural she drew.

      Evelyn took a step back and covered her mouth. She looked around the dusty room cluttered with clothes, odd philosophical books, and a number of rolled papers. The walls seemed to close in on her. The old, rusty bed made her mind go to dark places. She thought about the scorch marks in the cotton field. The child’s toy she’d found. What was the connection?

      Evelyn felt like she was going to faint. She bolted out of the room and back into the hall of portraits. The front door opened.

      “I’m home,” Terrence shouted.

      Evelyn shut the secret door panel behind her and put the painting back in place. She pocketed the key, composed herself, and walked out into the foyer to meet him. She knew her face was still stark white, but she did well to hide it. None of this made sense, and bringing Terrence into the fold would be a distraction she couldn’t afford. Like in Detroit, Evelyn would work her cases alone unless she needed help.

      Terrence had Band-Aids around each of his fingers. He held a large camera bag in his hand.

      “You were gone for a long time,” Evelyn said, followed by asking, “What’s that?”

      Terrence unzipped the bag and pulled out the massive video camera. “I rented this for a few days to monitor our sleeping habits. I hope that’s not an issue.”

      “No,” Evelyn said. “I think it’s smart.”

      Terrence smiled at her. “Good. I’ll set it up.” He bounced up the steps.

      Evelyn looked outside the window. The sun was falling. Her mind went in circles, thinking about the blonde girl. Today was full enough already. She’d look first thing in the morning when she was better rested.

      Terrence and Evelyn heated up some soup and ate in the vast dining room fit for twenty patrons. They didn’t say much. Both were lost in thought. Between the break-in and blackouts, Evelyn could see the toll on Terrence's face. There was a tension in the air, fearful of what the night would bring.

      After dinner, they went to bed. Evelyn felt odd having the dark camera lens watching her as they slept. Both of them doubled down on the doctor’s recommended medication and drifted to sleep.

      Evelyn dreamed of fire licking her skin.

      She awoke before the sun came up and took a shower. When she got out, Terrence was awake. He had the video camera on his lap and was reviewing the footage on the small screen. Evelyn scooted in close to him. Terrence’s Band-Aid-wrapped finger pressed the play button. They fast-forwarded through the first hour of tossing and turning, and then they both got out of bed with closed eyes. They walked out of the room.

      Evelyn and Terrence traded worried looks.

      They continued to fast-forward the footage until they watched themselves return to the frame an hour ago. Sleepwalking, both Evelyn and Terrence carried the missing shotguns. They stowed the weapons under the bed and returned to their sleeping positions. Terrence pressed pause. Evelyn stood up from the edge of the bed and peered under. A moment later, she returned with two shotguns.

      “What did we do last night?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn knew she wasn’t going to like the answer.
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      Evelyn checked the cartridge of the shotgun. One shot had been fired. The second gun told the same story.

      Evelyn and Terrence sat in quiet for a moment, overwhelmed by the mansion’s silence. Outside, trees swayed calmly in the wind. The unmowed grass spotted with dandelions, weeds, and other wildflowers bent as if bowing to the high sun.

      Without a word, Terrence grabbed one of the guns and unloaded the shells within. By the time he finished, ammo was spilling from his palm onto the painted white floor. He trembled slightly and started on the next gun, getting frustrated when one of the bullets jammed in the chamber. Evelyn put her hand on his thigh to calm him. Terrence tensed up.

      “I don’t know what the hell we did last night,” Terrence said with a trembling voice. “But I’m not going to take any chances.”  

      “We need to stay levelheaded,” Evelyn said.

      Terrence shook his head, ignoring her words. “I’m getting rid of these guns.”

      Before Evelyn could say a word, her husband was choking a shotgun in each hand and his pajama pockets were packed with ammo. Evelyn followed his march out the door. They walked out into the expansive backyard and far beyond the cotton field. Morning dew wetted their feet in their open toe slippers. Evelyn chewed her nails as she walked. Her other hand clenched a shovel. Terrence never asked her to pick it up, but Evelyn took the initiative. Sleepwalking with a high-powered weapon was not something she’d ever want to do again. Terrence dug a shallow hole, wrapped the weapons, and tossed them in. While Evelyn kicked the dirt over the shotguns, Terrence buried the ammo half an acre away, swaddling them in a towel before placing them in the hole.

      After throwing their dirty clothes into the wash and showering, they put on their day clothes, sat on the walnut-colored sofa with green and gold floral upholstery in the living room, booted up their portable Wi-Fi hotspot, and opened their laptops. For a good hour, they browsed the local news in search of murders or gun crimes committed the night before. She found articles regarding an upcoming farmers market special and other small local events. There was nothing about murder or shots heard in the night.  Evelyn didn’t count her blessings. The day was still young.

      “Maybe we’ll never know what happened,” Terrence said, his dark eyes glued on the computer screen. “Maybe it’s for the better.”

      Evelyn nodded. In most cases, she’d want to know all the gritty details, but something about what happened last night made her stomach churn. She was hoping she’d have some recollection, but that hadn’t happened for the other blackouts, and she knew that it wouldn’t happen for this one.

      “Life goes on,” Terrence said, talking to himself more than Evelyn. “We move on. No need to talk about it. We’ll get some medication, clean the house, and hit the road back to Detroit. Simple.”

      “We can’t go back,” Evelyn said, watching the news anchor with unblinking eyes.

      Terrence turned to her with his lips slightly parted.

      “If we committed a crime, and I pray to God we didn’t, fleeing is the last thing we want to do.”

      “Just yesterday, you were the one who wanted to leave.” Terrence turned her words against her.

      “That was before the shotguns. Now let’s delete the footage from last night and finish our month here, and then we get the hell out of this house and don’t look back.” Evelyn thought that her words were a little extreme, but ninety-five percent of the time, someone got arrested for a crime because they acted hastily. Whether they did anything nefarious last night or not, she needed to play it safe. Only for a few more weeks.

      Hair pulled back into a ponytail and wearing a white zipped-up track jacket, Evelyn went on a morning run through the property. With blackouts, the break-in, the revelation that her father may have been murdered, Evelyn needed something constant in her life right now. The pain shooting up her calves with every swift step and the sweat on her brow were her salvation at the moment. Acres away, Evelyn could still see the monumental Quenby House. Its tall white walls, Greek-style pillars, and blanket of flower-spattered vines nearly stole her breath every time she took a second to look at the artifact. A blessing and curse, that house. A heart-stopping beauty built on the back of slaves.

      Drenched, Evelyn began her journey back. She hadn’t traveled far in terms of the scale of the property. She guessed they had between 20 and 25 acres total. A large portion of that was the cotton field, and another portion was for hay and livestock, of which there was none.

      She returned inside and used a cloth in the large kitchen to dry her face. Resting her bottom against the countertop, she looked at the wooden kitchen island, the pantry the size of a small bedroom, and a small door leading to the meat freezer. Like the basement, the walk-in icebox was an extension added a century after the mansion’s inception. Overall, the kitchen looked like it could fit five chefs and servers.

      Following the sound of tools scraping wood, Evelyn stepped into the one of the empty spare bedrooms Terrence had converted into his office. Thought usually slow and precise, Terrence worked furiously on the guitar frame with the wood shaver. Dripping with perspiration, he turned his gaze up to Evelyn. His shirt with different instruments was unbuttoned partly down the chest, and the sleeves had been rolled up past his elbows. The laptop was open nearby, still displaying generic news articles.

      “Whenever you’re ready, let’s visit Dr. Waxen,” Evelyn said and walked away.

      Terrence refreshed the browser page and went back to working on his newest guitar.

      An hour and forty-five minutes later, and they were back at the hospital. Skeletal and silver-eyed, Dr. Waxen welcomed them into his office. He sat behind his imposing desk. On the wall, diplomas and certificates hung over his gray head. Skinny fingers locked on the desk’s top, he bounced his drooping but lively eyes between them.

      Evelyn slid the pill bottle across the desk. “It didn’t work.”

      “You’re still experiencing blackouts?” Dr. Waxen asked with his soft voice.

      “We’re still sleepwalking,” Terrence injected and presented his Band-Aid-wrapped fingertips. “And we’re hurting ourselves while we do it.”

      “Huh,” Waxen said with acute fascination. “How about you, Mrs. Carr? Any unexplained phenomena?”

      Too many to count. “I believe I’m hallucinating. I find things I thought I moved back in their original location. I’ll see things I know aren't real. I’m not crazy,” Evelyn thought she should clarify. “I think there’s something in the water or maybe a gas leak in the house.”

      Terrence shifted in his chair. “The home inspector would’ve told us that, and when were you planning on telling me about all that stuff?”

      “I thought it was sleep deprivation,” Evelyn replied. “I didn’t want to worry you with it.”

      “Well, I’m worried now,” Terrence huffed.

      Doctor Waxen cleared his throat. “The medication I prescribed you is the strongest I have. I can up the dosage and see if that helps, but I must say that the side effects are less than favorable.”

      “What are we talking about?” Evelyn asked.

      “Nausea, headaches, cramps, drowsiness. Some find themselves steering the toilet seat every now and then. In summation, it’s not a fun time, but you’ll sleep like babies.”

      “Screaming and crying at 3 a.m.?” Terrence said to lighten the mood.

      Waxen stared at him with hollow eyes. “Soundly.”

      Evelyn traded looks with Terrence. “We’ll take it.”  

      “I would suggest you stay somewhere other than your home for the next few days. Stress plays a large role in these types of situations,” Dr. Waxen said as he wrote them another prescription and had a coughing fit. Evelyn and Terrence traded looks.

      With most of their clothes still packed in their suitcases, Evelyn and Terrence found the Sunnyside Motel on the outskirts of town. It was a cute place, single story, and owned by a nice elderly couple with friendly smiles. At 44 dollars a night, the price couldn’t be beat. The room was as “quaint” as the owners described, with a queen-sized bed, 20-inch TV, outdated microwave, and mini fridge. Evelyn knew she wasn’t going to be storing much food in there. It appeared she’d be enjoying the continental breakfast for the next few days. Though neither one of them said it, their massive room in the Quenby House was miles better. Evelyn didn’t like that revelation, knowing that adapting back to her low-income Detroit lifestyle would not be easy.

      Sitting at one of two chairs on the circular table, Terrence checked his wad of cash and rubbed his creased brow. “We need to start selling stuff.”

      “I agree,” Evelyn said, plopping down at the corner of the bed. “The break-in did a number on us. The paintings survived, thankfully, but a lot of the vases broke and the furniture that got pushed over is chipped.”

      “It’s a good thing we’re getting a few days away from the house. It keeps us humble.”

      “Half glass full?” Evelyn smiled tiredly.

      Terrence returned the grin. “Always.”

      The light-heartedness helped push the horror of last night from Evelyn’s mind, but only for the moment. The stress returned. She opened the small spiral-bound notebook she kept in the inner pocket of her black double-breasted raincoat. Chewing on the end of the eraserless pencil, she thought of the best way to clean up the plantation. They needed landscapers and to research what was actually worth money. After all that was finished, they’d need someone trustworthy to put an estimate on the house and property. It would be smart to search Maxwell’s desk for any documents regarding the house’s history. Evelyn guessed that would be a big selling point if the person could look past the ideas of slavery. Terrence seemed to be doing a good job of it, or at least a good job at not expressing his concerns to Evelyn. They never took the time to broach the topic seriously, and Evelyn was happy for that.

      They spent the next three days at the Quenby House, cleaning, organizing, and getting the landscapers to start on the yard surrounding the house. Wearing green polos and driving a green van, they hustled out and worked swiftly at mowing and pruning the bushes. When the leader approached Evelyn in regards to the vines growing on the mansion, she replied. “Leave them. I think they’re pretty.” The workers were quick but not cheap. Thankfully, Terrence lucked out with the tractor owner. It was a friend of the musician from the bar, and he offered to cut the hay for free as long as he could keep the bales. Wearing his white cowboy hat, Terrence signed off on that and subtly directed the man to avoid part of the patch of grass behind the cotton field. Terrence didn’t need to explain the reasoning to Evelyn. No one needed to know about the guns they buried.

      During the evenings, Evelyn and Terrence set up the video camera and took the medication. When they woke up, they felt like they were experiencing the worst hangover ever. The dimmest light blinded them, their limbs felt weak, and their heads throbbed. As Dr. Waxen had promised, there were no blackouts and no sleepwalking. They checked the news. Still no word on any sort of gun crime committed. Terrence thought they might dodge a bullet. Evelyn was still holding her breath.

      With all the activity, the Quenby House lost its signature silence. The tractor hummed in the distance, lawn mowers rumbled, and yard workers shouted instructions to one another. Evelyn snapped pictures of every antique she could find and felt convicted when she compared them to similar items on the Internet. Though she didn’t know her father or her family, it felt like she was guilty of some sin by selling the family relics.

      When no one was watching, Evelyn slipped into the portrait hall, turned the key, and snuck into her father’s secret study. She clenched the little circular knobs on the desk drawer and pulled it out. Sharp ink pens and unorganized old documents lay within. Evelyn removed a black and white photo of a family of three standing out in front of the mansion and a 1960s Duesenberg car. There was a massive crease down the middle of the picture where someone had folded it many times. It showed a nicely dressed middle-aged couple with black hair and dark circles under their eyes standing behind a boy of seven wearing a sweater vest and slacks. Like his parents, his hair was dark, his eyes were underlined with black, and he didn’t smile.

      Evelyn turned over the photo. In cursive, a message said, “The Quenbys. John, Alice, and little Maxwell. Spring 1966.” Though they were her grandparents, all Evelyn could think was that this was a big house for a small amount of people. She rested it on the stack of unfinished wills and removed the other documents. There were sales records for cotton and livestock, plummeting in price and quantity since the end of the civil war. By the looks of it, the Quenbys couldn’t maintain the place after slavery was abolished. Their final cotton sale was in 1875. The closer she got to the bottom of the stack of documents, the more brittle and stained the pages became. Evelyn was surprised that the paper had survived as long as it did. With a gentle touch, she removed the original land deed dating back to July of 1824. The mansion was completed in 1832 and the first slave was purchased in 1843. When Evelyn searched the town of Adders on her phone, she realized that the Quenby property was older than the town itself.

      With surviving receipts from every cotton auction, it was a wonder how this place hadn’t been converted into a historical landmark. That’s why Maxwell must’ve wanted to keep this gem hidden. Evelyn assumed. The locals say he kept to himself. Continuing her procrastination streak instead of cleaning, she shifted through the other documents. Money was funding the plantation from some unknown source. Evelyn wondered what it could be without the sales of cotton to support them.  

      As she sifted through legal and sales papers dating back one hundred and fifty years, Evelyn caught glimpses of the picture of the little blonde girl nailed onto the desk’s backboard. She felt dread crushing her and pulled the photo from the nail. She looked into the little girl’s eyes. For a moment, it was like the little girl was looking back. Evelyn shuddered and put the photograph face down. Focus on the sale, Evelyn reminded herself, yet like an itch she couldn’t scratch, her mind went back to the girl.

      The fourth night at the Sunnyside, Evelyn and Terrence scooted close together on the bed, with only illumination from the TV to light the small room. It felt like their Detroit home. The medication began to kick in, and Terrence rushed out of bed and into the bathroom. He dry-heaved for a little bit before returning to bed. Neither one of them had vomited as Dr. Waxen had said, but they’d gotten close.

      They fell asleep a little bit before ten o’clock. Evelyn dreamed of Quenby House backed by the hot sun. One moment, she was standing before the massive house and next she was running from it. Suddenly, someone or something grabbed her by the neck of her shirt and dragged her down the hall. She realized that she wasn’t her adult-self but a child. Her small hands reached desperately for something to grab onto while she was being taken, but there was no hope. She was dragged across the yard. Her screams were muted by a dry rag. Her legs and arms thrashed as she was pulled through the tall grass and into the cotton field. She was picked up and thrown down. Her little body thumped on the hard earth and the wind left her lungs. She smelled lighter fluid and gasoline, heard laughter, and was doused with liquid. It dripped through her blonde locks.

      Evelyn thought she’d wake up from the nightmare when she saw the match produce a flame. A shadowy figure flicked at her and flames burst across her body. She screamed as loud as she could but out here, no one could hear her. Her flesh melted and her little heart raced. She thought she’d be dead by now, but the flames only grew hotter until all she knew was fire and agony.

      Evelyn jolted awake, drenched in a cold sweat. Her heart sank when she looked at the cow pasture around her. Millions of stars speckled the sky. Cold air cut right through her pajamas.

      Terrence sat cross-legged behind her. His eyes were closed and he was rocking back and forth, mumbling to himself. Evelyn pushed on his shoulder. “Terrence. Get up. Terrence.”

      Her husband’s eyes shot open. He stared at Evelyn with a horrified expression, and then twisted around to study the field of rolling grass behind them.

      “What--where?” Terrence tried to stand, but his knees buckled and he fell down to his shins.

      Evelyn put her hands on his cheeks and turned his scrunched-up handsome face to her. “Shh. I know where we are.”

      “Wha… how?” Terrence said.

      “Trust me,” Evelyn replied. “Come on. We need to move.”

      Evelyn helped Terrence up. Her leg wobbled beneath her. A throbbing headache rattled her brain and she started seeing double. The drug hadn’t worn off yet and the side effects hit her like a train.

      “For all his diplomas, Dr. Waxen doesn’t seem to know what the hell he’s talking about,” Terrence said through chattering teeth. He was only wearing a wrinkled white t-shirt and boxers. The only warmth they found was from each other’s hand.

      They raced across the cattle field, avoiding cow patties like landmines, until they reached the road. Evelyn recalled the path that the twin had drove down and started that way. They grimaced as they stepped on the rough road with their dirty bare feet.

      “Where are we going?” Terrence asked, struggling to keep up with Evelyn’s speed walk.

      “Home,” she replied. “It’s a few miles down this way.”

      Terrence cursed. “It makes no sense that we walked that far without waking up.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Terrence. You know as much as me.”

      “Whatever we have, it’s not a normal medical condition.”

      “Really?” Evelyn said sarcastically.

      “This is way past screwed up,” Terrence mumbled.

      “Hey, at least we don’t have guns this time,” Evelyn said to make up for her husband’s lack of optimism.

      “We might have. Who knows anymore? I sure don’t.” Terrence grumbled. “Hell, it might be good to have weapons in the middle of nowhere.”

      “You’re acting uncharacteristically grumpy,” Evelyn pointed out.

      “I feel grumpy,” Terrence retorted angrily.

      Evelyn kept her mouth shut. About a half mile into their journey, their jog died into a painful walk. No cars drove by. No lights illuminated the street. They navigated inky blackness, feeling their hairs stand whenever they heard a critter or movement just out of sight. An hour passed, or at least what felt like an hour, it could’ve been more, before they reached Quenby Avenue. With lazy footsteps, they stayed on course until they reached the red brick path. Evelyn sneezed and Terrence coughed. Despite the walk, the cold never seemed to leave their bodies.

      Through the long columns of trees, the mansion slowly revealed its tall, white colonnades. Panting, Evelyn and Terrence shambled towards the house. A crescent moon hung above it. There was a light on the second-story window. Evelyn and Terrence turned to one another.

      “Did you turn that on today?” Terrence asked.

      Mouth still dry from the long walk, Evelyn said, “No.”

      Cautiously, they pushed open the unlocked front door and stepped into the dark foyer. She marched to the kitchen and armed herself and Terrence with knives before proceeding up one of the curved stairways. Evelyn walked on the sides of her feet or heels due to the tenderness of her soles. They reached the second floor and silently walked through the long hall. The floor groaned and creaked, causing them to pause and trade looks with one another. Evelyn wished she had the shotgun as she approached the closed door with light streaming out from its seams.  

      Getting on either side of the door, Terrence turned the knob slowly and opened it into the nursery. The light was on. The toys were in the same place Evelyn saw when she last visited the room. Not seeing anyone inside, Terrence entered. Evelyn followed. The ceiling fan whirled above their heads.

      “There’s no one here,” Terrence said with relief.

      They turned back to the door, only to see the little blonde girl and the tall man in a white mask staring at them from the doorway.

      Evelyn opened her mouth to scream. The light suddenly cut out.

      With a gasp, Evelyn shot out of bed in her Sunnyside Motel room. She looked at Terrence, who was sleeping soundly beside her. She took inventory of herself. It was a dream, she said, feeling her heart pounding.

      Drenched in sweat, she swiveled her legs over the edge of the bed. Her tender feet touched the cheap-carpeted floor. Evelyn didn’t like that feeling. She lifted one foot and studied the bottom of it. It was bruised, raw, and dirty. Panicking, she pulled the covers off of Terrence. His feet were dirty too.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn rolled her husband over. His body was limp. His head was covered by a featureless white mask.
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      The tight cotton mask encased Terrence’s face, almost as if sucking at his skin. The point of a crude knife had cut out the two crude eye holes the size of buttons, and the two ear holes the size of peas. A burnt musk lingered on the mask. Terrence’s stomach rose and fell with every breath. Band-Aids decorated his fingertips. Evelyn looked at her husband with fear and uncertainty. Her muscles were tense and her breathing ragged. She brushed her fingers across the smooth cotton texture before clenching the mask in her hand and tearing it off her husband’s face. Still sleeping, Terrence’s head rolled limply.

      Evelyn faced the mask as if it were a decapitated head. When she looked into the dark eye holes, the crackling of fire and the screams of a little girl filled her ears. Without hesitation, Evelyn threw the mask at the wall. It hit with a soft pat and plopped to the ground, wrinkled like a tissue. She turned back to Terrence.

      Like worms, red veins reached to brown irises as Terrence stared at her with wide eyes.

      Evelyn scooted away from him as a horrifying thought snaked into her mind. Whoever she was looking at wasn’t really her husband. He may look like him, he may smell like him, but he wasn’t her Terrence.

      “What happened?” Terrence asked. “Baby, you look worried.”

      Evelyn didn’t speak. She stared at him, ready to bolt out of the room in an instant.

      Sensing Evelyn’s worry, Terrence sat up.

      Evelyn got out of bed.

      “Babe--”

      Evelyn interrupted him. “What happened in the child’s playroom last night?”

      Terrence cocked his head in confusion. “Playroom?”

      “Don’t play coy. The nursery.”

      “I don’t--” Terrence swiveled his feet out of bed.

      “Stay there!” Evelyn shouted.

      Terrence put his hand up in a non-threatening manner and stayed in the bed. “Okay, okay, I’m not going anywhere. Evelyn, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Were you thinking about hurting me?” Evelyn asked with frustrated suspicion.

      “What? No, Eve, of course not. I’d never.” Terrence replied. “Why would I?”

      Evelyn didn’t have a solid answer. “Something happened last night when we were at Quenby House. Whatever it was caused you to wake up with that on your face.” She pointed to the white mask scrunched up on the floor.

      Terrence gulped when he looked at it. “I was wearing that?”

      Chewing her thumbnail, Evelyn nodded.

      Terrence’s eyes turned to glass. “The last thing I remember is taking the medication and going to bed with you.”

      Evelyn felt the breath leave her for a moment. “The pasture, our walk, the little girl and masked man, you don’t remember any of that?”

      “I’m telling you the truth. I can’t remember anything. You gotta believe me, babe.” He looked at his dirty and raw feet with horror.

      Evelyn paced, trying to get control of her frustration and fear. It only made it worse. Usually, she was good at hiding her emotions. Not now. She swept away a tear before it could fall.

      “I’m scared,” Terrence wiped his eyes. Where those real tears or was it an act? Evelyn wondered. She couldn’t shake the pit in her gut that said this was not her husband.

      “What the hell is happening to us?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn hated the words she spoke, but she could find only one explanation. “It’s that house.”

      Terrence turned to Evelyn, giving her his undivided attention.

      “Before we arrived, we lived normal, crappy lives, but not a single thing has made sense since we walked through that mansion's front door.” Evelyn forced herself to be honest. “I don’t know if demons, or karma, or spirits, or any of that unexplainable hocus pocus is real, but there is something going on here that defies explanation.”

      “Evelyn, maybe we’re just sick,” Terrence said softly. “Or the side effects of the medication--”

      “Let’s be honest with ourselves, Terrence. This happened way before we met the creepy doctor. Sick people don’t paint the Sistine Chapel on their hallway when they can hardly doodle. They don’t claw on the basement wall without reason.”

      Terrence stretched out his bandaged fingers. “That’s what I was doing?”

      Evelyn glared at him.

      Terrence pursed his lips and averted his eyes.

      Evelyn continued, “This all ties back to the girl, the mask, and somehow my father.”

      “Girl? Mask? I don’t understand,” Terrence said honestly.

      Evelyn felt herself squirm. “Just trust me, all right?”

      “I do,” Terrence said feebly. “But… what should we do? Run? Burn the house down? Call an exorcist? How does any of this information help us if we don’t have a solution?”

      Evelyn ran her hand through her disheveled blonde hair and up her scalp. “We’ve been out of the house for a few days. Waking up with that mask proves that there is still a connection to the mansion even when we’re away.” Evelyn didn’t know if her words were phony or gospel, but it sounded right and made a miniscule amount of sense in some weird way.

      Startlingly quick, Terrence got out of bed and bee lined for the deflated-looking suitcase on the ground.

      Evelyn took a step back, hitting her spine against the wall behind her. “What are you going?”

      “Getting the hell out of here,” Terrence said with vigor as he jammed dirty clothes into the suitcase.

      “I just told you it won’t make a difference,” Evelyn argued.

      “I get you want answers,” Terrence said as he began putting on new clothes. “You’re an investigator, I don’t fault you for that, but, at the moment, I don’t care about truth or the explanation. I care about my safety,” Wearing his shirt on backwards, he shoved the wrinkled pajamas into the suitcase. “And I care about yours. To hell with the rest. Get packed. We’re leaving.”

      Not since Terrence pulled Evelyn’s broken body from the crashed car all those years ago had he ever been so demanding. Not wasting time to take a shower, Evelyn threw off her pajamas and put on jeans and an orange and black striped long-sleeved shirt. Holding a bobby pin between her teeth, she put her hair into a loose bun. Terrence zipped up the bag and reached for the wad of cash next to the Gideon bible. Evelyn grabbed the money before Terrence could touch it. Off his confused look, Evelyn replied. “I’ll hold on to it. You get the suitcases.”

      Not wanting to argue, Terrence heaved up both suitcases. The cords of muscles in his arms went taut as he hustled out the door. Evelyn slung on her double-breasted raincoat and shoved the money in the inner pocket. If there was something wrong with Terrence, she needed to make sure she was prepared to survive on her own.

      The grass was still dewy and the sun was low and golden. In the nearly desolate parking lot, Terrence shoved the suitcases in the back cargo hold of the minivan. He slammed the truck so hard that the van’s windows rattled, and he clambered into the front seat. Evelyn took shotgun with hesitation, hoping that her suspicions of her husband were wrong as he turned the key in the ignition.

      The minivan puttered to life and reversed so fast that the tires screamed and another hubcap fell off. Terrence put the vehicle into Drive and raced down the road flanked by pastures and a few pine oaks. The car wasn’t a speed demon, but that didn’t stop Terrence from stomping the gas. They had left so quick that Evelyn forgot to return the room key… and pay the landscapers. Running away from it all felt weak and impulsive, but her life was on the line. Evelyn rested her head against the window and watched spotted cows and red tractors reaping hay blur by. Less than an hour later, the green sign for Adders, Georgia was in their wake.

      They drove in silence and slowed to the speed limit. In a few hours, they would be out of the state. Many hours after that, they’d be home. Evelyn wondered what she’d tell her kids, if she could ever have children, when they asked about their grandfather. She thought she’d lie to them, tell them she knew nothing about the mysterious Maxwell or where he lived. All of what happened in Adders would be mere memory. One locked away till the end of her days.

      Evelyn watched the road and felt a wave of tiredness flood over her. Must stay awake. Must keep an eye on Terrence. She tried to blink the sleep away. It didn’t help. The rumble of the road calmed her much more than the mansion’s bed ever had. She wanted to shut her eyes.

      Only for a second.

      She awoke to the smell of gasoline and fumes. Another nightmare. Her neck cried out in pain. Her nose throbbed. She opened her eyes to the cracked windshield and the tree beyond it. It was dark outside. A gasp of pain escaped her lips as Evelyn sat up and rubbed her neck. She tasted blood on her lips and noticed a crimson smudge on the dashboard in the shape of her nose. A million questions raced through her mind. She twisted to Terrence before answering them. Her husband’s face was buried in the deflated airbag. His arms were limp by his side.

      “Terrence.” Evelyn’s voice cracked. “Wake up.”

      She shook his shoulder, causing his whole body to rock. He didn’t react. Dread fell over Evelyn. She pushed her fingers on his neck. Nothing.

      “Oh God,” Evelyn whimpered and readjusted her fingers.

      Nothing.

      “Oh God,” Evelyn felt herself cry as she readjusted her fingers again.

      The faintest pulse thumped against her fingertips. Evelyn inhaled deeply. Adrenaline coursed through her veins. She unbuckled her seatbelt and fished her hand into her pocket. The simple action caused pain to shoot through her body. Dialing 911, Evelyn staggered out of the car, leaving her unconscious husband to rest.

      “State your emergency,” said the mechanical-sounding dispatch lady.

      “Car crash. My husband and I.” Evelyn felt the ground move as she put her feet down. The world tilted. She blinked a few times, finding her balance.

      “What is your current location?”

      Evelyn waddled around the side panel of the vehicle. Over the white fumes wafting out the crumpled and corroded hood stood the mighty Quenby House backed by a pregnant moon and thin, drifting clouds.

      “My house,” she said with defeat before she gave the dispatch lady the address and let the phone fall from her hand with a clack on the red brick road.

      Fate stabbed her with a knife and twisted the blade in her chest. Her car, her only means of escape, was jammed into an oak tree running alongside the path to the house. Her husband was unresponsive and possibly a replacement of his true self, and the theory about her connection to this place was unfortunately true.

      She sank to her knees.

      “What do you want from me?” she mumbled to whatever force was toying with her.

      The midnight wind shrieked in reply.

      

      In a fury of flashing lights and screaming sirens, the ambulance and police cruiser arrived. The young and strong EMTs that looked like poster boys for 1950s America dragged Terrence from the car and loaded him onto the gurney. Grabbing either side of the stretcher, they carried Terrence into the back of the ambulance.

      “Have you ever been in a car accident before?” The brown-eyed and brawny EMT standing by her asked.

      “Once. Years ago,” Evelyn said, her eyes a thousand yards away and looking at the house. “When I tried to kill myself. Terrence saved me.”

      She had no clue why she told the boy her darkest secret. Not even Terrence knew the cause of the accident.

      “Well,” the EMT said, unsure how to reply. “Your neck appears to be okay. It’s just a minor sprain. Likewise with your nose. All things considered, you’re very lucky. We’ll take you to the hospital while a tow truck takes care of your vehicle.”

      “And Terrence?” Evelyn asked.

      The EMT gave her a pitying smile. “He’s alive, but we can’t say much else right now.”

      A police officer approached Evelyn after the EMT left, asking how much she had to drink that night.

      “My husband and I are sober, Officer,” Evelyn replied with a little more attitude than she intended. “We got distracted on the way home and he hit the tree. I think it must’ve been deer.” Evelyn lied with a straight face.

      The officer eyed her for a moment and then jotted down the answer.  

      In the sterile-smelling white walls of the hospital waiting room, the nurses gave Evelyn aspirin and a small neutral-colored cup of water. She quickly downed the items and slouched back in the uncomfortable but cushioned chair. With every heartbeat, her nose throbbed. Did Terrence black out or did he mean to drive us home? Both answers scared her.

      “Mrs. Carr?”

      Evelyn didn’t hear the man approach. The handsome doctor had a square jaw and big eyes with streaks of natural silver in his dark hair. Putting her palms on the arm rests, Evelyn tried to stand, but he said otherwise. “You need your energy.”

      “Dr. Gregory,” Evelyn read his nametag. “Any word on Terrence?”

      “He’s still unconscious. The airbag cushioned most of the impact. We believe the force of the accident rattled his brain, but honestly, we don’t have a definitive answer. His vitals are fine. There’s no reason why he shouldn’t be waking up.”

      Evelyn had nothing to say. If Terrence were here, he’d make a positive quip. “Hey, at least I’m alive.” But Evelyn didn’t have much optimism before, and there was even less now. Maybe it was good he wasn’t waking up. Evelyn shunned that thought the moment it passed through her mind. After spending five years with the man, she couldn’t imagine a world without her good-natured husband.

      “I noticed that your health insurance is out-of-date,” the good doctor said. “Would you like to discuss payment plans now or tomorrow?”

      Evelyn almost laughed at the amount of crap being dumped on her.

      “Now,” she replied, and felt the wad of cash in pocket that would be much smaller come this time tomorrow.

      “You may stay here for the night if you wish. We have a few extra rooms,” Dr. Gregory said as he handed her the proper paperwork. Evelyn glanced about the empty waiting room.

      “Is it free?” Evelyn asked cynically.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      Evelyn nodded to herself, paid her dues, and vanished out the hospital’s double doors.

      She saw a nurse approach Dr. Gregory before the machine doors shut.  With the breeze brushing her hair against her cheek and lip, Evelyn pulled out the picture of the little blonde girl, torn at the top where the nail had been planted.

      The doctor raced out of the door. “Mrs. Carr!”

      Under the streetlight and with apathetic eyes, Evelyn turned back to the winded doctor.

      “I’ve decided to cover your expenses.” Dr. Gregory handed the money back to her.

      “Why?” Evelyn asked skeptically.

      Gregory stared at her. “I didn’t realize that you’re a Quenby. Come back inside. I’ll get you something to eat.”

      Her cramping stomach replied for her. Gregory opened up the cafeteria door and flipped on the lights.

      “No one's supposed to be in here this late,” Gregory said as he slipped behind the counter and into the kitchen. “That never stops the nurses though.”

      Evelyn stood in the large room with rows of tables. “I didn’t realize my family name carried so much clout,” Evelyn yelled to Gregory.

      Gregory returned with a few yogurts, apples, and juice cartons. “For many years, the Quenbys donated to this hospital. We’re indebted to you.”

      Evelyn was taken back by that, wondering how much sway her family had over this town. “Do you know about Maxwell’s disappearance?” Evelyn said while she accepted the food.  

      Dr. Gregory paused at the question. “My guess is that he ran away. He probably went stir-crazy in that mansion and wanted to say goodbye to it all. See, Maxwell wasn’t the most well-liked of the Quenbys. When he vanished, things were... better.”

      “Tell me about him,” Evelyn insisted.

      “Prideful,” Dr. Gregory said with venom. “He thought he was untouchable in his big house. Never worked, took whatever he liked and, unlike his father, he was stingy with his money. That’s normally not an issue, but the Quenbys had a reputation for generosity, and many facilities relied on their annual donations. When Maxwell decided to withhold his support, he lost a lot of friends.”

      “You don’t seem to like the man very much,” Evelyn said.

      Dr. Gregory’s smile betrayed him. “I did, actually. At one time.” His fingers drummed on his juice carton before he gulped it down. “It’s nearly 11. I must get going, Evelyn. Do you mind if I call you that?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Evelyn replied.

      The handsome doctor smiled in a way that would melt many girl’s hearts. “Enjoy your meal, Evelyn. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Taking her food with her, Evelyn ventured down the hall into the room the nurses had prepped for her. She requested that the nurse lock the hospital door while she slept. Suspicious, the woman granted the request.

      In the clean and crisp hospital room, Evelyn flopped onto the stiff mattress. She couldn’t sleep even if she wanted to, which she didn’t. She locked her fingers together on her slender stomach and thought how best to find the blonde girl or her body.

      Sunlight crawled over the carpeted floor, up the bed, and across Evelyn’s determined face. The nurse unlocked the door and entered with a metal tray. An orange juice carton and eggs rested on the tray top. Evelyn ate quickly, for energy over taste. “Tell Dr. Gregory I said thanks,” Evelyn said mid-bite.

      “You sure you don’t want to tell him yourself?” the nurse replied.

      “No time,” Evelyn said and slung on her jacket. “Call me if Terrence wakes up.”

      She took a cab back to Quenby House. The landscapers were working feverishly as always. The tractor rumbled in the hay fields. Everything seemed… normal. Evelyn glanced at the plastic bumper left behind at the base of an ancient oak and went inside of the mansion. She marched to the foyer and through the hall of portraits. Moving aside the corner of one painting and turning the key, she slipped into her father’s private study. She scoured every inch of it, finding a wide-brim fedora from the 1940s, stacks of old National Geographic, and various religious texts and textbook examinations of the supernatural. Was Father looking for answers too? Evelyn pulled open the drawers of the desk, put aside the documents, and opened various travel brochures. One was from Hawaii, and the original stamped plane tickets were tucked away inside.

      Evelyn kept sifting through old knick-knacks and Antebellum-era artifacts stored away for safekeeping. She found two ruby earrings covered in a sheen of dust and an empty ring box. Evelyn wondered if they were owned by her mother. She discovered a large stash of crosses hidden under the bed and a slit in the mattress used to store small objects. Evelyn reached her hand inside, feeling feathers and cotton but not finding anything. As she walked around the room, Evelyn felt a loose floorboard under her foot. Stopping, she looked at the wooden plank before putting her fingertips underneath and pulling it up. Inside was a green hair ribbon and a lock box. Evelyn removed both objects and blew on them. The dust rolled off like a miniature sandstorm. She clenched the hair ribbon and re-examined the photo of the little girl. Atop the girl’s sunny hair was the vibrant green ribbon tied into a bow. Evelyn used her lock-picking tools to open the box and found a stack of children’s drawings. It showed a tall man and a blonde girl standing out of a crude rendition of the Quenby House, another with them in the cotton field and in a series of other locations. The hairs of Evelyn’s neck stood when she realized they shared the same orientation as the blonde girl and masked man in the mural Evelyn had painted.

      Evelyn flipped the drawings to their back. Written in crayon, the text read, “Max and me.”

      Evelyn lowered the children’s drawings.

      “What did my father do to you?” Evelyn asked aloud.

      The house was silent. She needed more evidence. She needed to know this girl’s name. She researched “Adders, Georgia murder” on her phone. There was a story about a husband who shot his cheating wife in 90s, but that had nothing to do with a little girl or Maxwell. She tried more in-depth searches but found nothing under murder. She leaned back in the leather desk chair and scratched her swollen nose. She winced at the action and searched, “Adders, Georgia kidnapping.”

      No results.

      “Adders, Georgia missing girl.”

      A hit. Actually, multiple hits. But one with a familiar face stood out. Evelyn clicked on it.

      Evelyn opened the photocopied version of a news article on her small phone screen. June 29, 2003 was the date on the news article, over a decade ago. It displayed a picture of a cute blonde girl with big blue eyes, a wide carefree smile, and faint freckles on the bridge of her nose and under her eyes. Mary Sullivan, seven years old, left in the morning to visit friends, the report said, before vanishing. She was known to bike everywhere and frequently left the house. Her guardians didn’t report her absence until 8:42 pm that night. No trace of her was ever found.

      Evelyn glanced through the rest of the web pages. There were reports of other girls missing over the last three decades, but nothing more on Mary.

      Using a photocopied version of the Mary’s missing person poster, Evelyn found the names and contact information of Jack and Angie Sullivan, her aunt and uncle/legal guardians.

      Evelyn dialed the number.

      After a few rings, she heard a “Hello?” It was a male’s voice, gruff and brutish like a frontiersman.

      “Mr. Sullivan?” Evelyn’s voice echoed slightly in the hidden study.

      “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying.”

      “It’s about Mary.”

      She could practically hear the air leaving Jack’s room. “What about her?”

      “I want to help you find her. My name is Evelyn Carr. I’m a private investigator.”

      “Mary’s long gone. Don’t waste your time.”

      “All I need is a few moments with you. It won’t cost you anything, I swear.”

      “It will cost me, Investigator Carr. Only I’ll be paying with my peace, not my wallet.”

      “Can we meet this afternoon?” Evelyn asked, not willing to take no for an answer.

      Sealing up the secret study, Evelyn headed to the Sullivan residence. It was a single-story house with drab paint and junk-littered front yard. Multiple big dogs barked at Evelyn from a wide, fenced-in pen beside the house. Jack opened the screen door upon Evelyn’s approach. He was a tall man with a keg-like torso, more muscle than fat, and a bushy, soot-colored beard that covered half of his face and fell a few inches past the V-neck of his white t-shirt. Deep lines were etched around his unreadable blue eyes, and wrinkles snaked over his untamed brows and across his forehead. His breath smelled like PBR and, from what little Evelyn could see beneath the mustache that ran over his upper lip, his teeth were slightly crooked and yellow.   

      “What happened to your nose?” Jack asked.

      “My husband’s a bad driver,” Evelyn replied, stepping past him and into the dirty home.

      “I’ve heard that one before,” Jack said behind her.

      Dog fur and dirt gathered in the corners of the house, a handful of dirty dishes jutted from the sink, and a black splinter crack disrupted the image on the large living room TV screen. The home’s sour scent combatted the cheap air fresheners plugged into nearly every outlet. Evelyn noticed there were no pictures of Mary on the walls or anywhere for that matter. When asked about it, Jack replied, “You wouldn’t want to be reminded of your failure all day, either.”

      Evelyn took a seat on the couch with cat claw marks on the lower portion of the armrest. In between the cushions, she could see powdery Doritos fragments and loose change. Was the messiness a reality of Mary’s childhood, or a result of her vanishing? Evelyn wondered.

      A willowy woman stepped out of the bathroom and seemingly floated to the nearby recliner. Angie’s arms and leg looked like sticks of skin and bone jutting out of her yellow floral dress and sandals. Her upper ribs pressed hard against her pale skin and could be seen at her neckline. Sunken and touched by age, her green eyes spoke of sorrow. Her hair was cut evenly just below her jawline and was splashed with the color of wet ash.

      The Sullivans waited for Evelyn to say the first words. “I want to know about Mary’s disappearance.”

      “You aren’t local, and never has an outsider cared what’s happened in Adders. Why does my niece concern you?” Jack lingered nearby with his arms crossed over his broad chest.

      “I make my living looking for the forgotten,” Evelyn said.

      “You said this was free,” Jack reminded her.

      “It is,” Evelyn retorted. “Mary has some significance in my life, let’s just leave it at that. Now are we going to talk or waste even more time?”

      Jack and Angie traded looks and then gestured for Evelyn to proceed.

      “Tell me about Mary. What was she like?”

      A tiny, sad smile formed on Angie’s hollow face. “Mary loved to play. She loved the outdoors. Every summer day, she’d ride that bike of hers. Up and down. Up and down. It had little tassels on the handlebars. Do you remember the tassels, dear? The little ones on the handlebars?”

      Jack stared at her a moment. “Yeah,” but the word sounded more like a grunt than anything.

      “Did she act any different leading up to and on the day she vanished?” Evelyn inquired.

      “No,” Angie replied, her reminiscing smile fleeting. “The only change is that she never came home for supper.”

      “Describe her home life,” Evelyn asked.

      Angie gave Jack a sharp look. “Peaceful. Happy. Normal.” Something about her tone suggested a more sinister reality.

      “Discipline and order, that’s what keeps a house in line,” Jack said with gruff resolve.  

      Evelyn began to realize why Mary was away so often. “Was there anyone who wanted to hurt Mary?”

      “Apparently someone did,” Jack said.

      “Did she have any stalkers or people you suspected after she vanished?”

      “There was one,” Angie said, looking Evelyn in the soul with her jaded eyes. “Maxwell Quenby.”
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      Jack boiled at the mention of Maxwell’s name. He grumbled what seemed like the foulest assortment of curse words he could muster.

      Evelyn ignored him and spoke to Angie. “Tell me about Maxwell.”

      “He lived in that old plantation house outside of time,” Angie said. “Some days, Mary would bike down his street. Maxwell would give her candy and other gifts. We thought he was harmless, truly, but then Mary vanished.”

      “That police, incompetent as they are, wouldn’t arrest Maxwell,” Jack said. “Not enough conclusive evidence, they said. To hell with them. Everyone knows that the Quenbys donate to the department every year.”

      Evelyn jotted down the information, realizing that her family had their hand in a lot of honeypots. “Did Mary visit Maxwell often?”

      Angie and Jack traded looks.

      “I don’t know,” Jack admitted. “Mary would bike all over the place. God knows the people she met during her travels.”

      Evelyn tried pressing them for information regarding Mary’s other friends and the times she’d stay out late. Jack and Angie answered the best they could, but time had clearly muddled their memories. None of the information was useful. Before she left, Evelyn asked a final question. “What happened to Mary’s parents?”

      “One’s in jail, and the other is dead.” Jack glared at Evelyn. “Don’t have an affair.”

      He let Evelyn piece the rest of the story together. After the meeting, Evelyn called a cab and thought of her next move. Her mind drifted back to her father, a man she’d never seen, and his odd reputation. She wondered what it must be like to live under a parent's shadow and to shoulder that burden alone. Maybe he did run away? Or did he become the man in the white mask and Mary was his victim? If that was true, what did that mean for Evelyn? Would the revelation be enough to end her and Terrence’s plight?

      She returned to Quenby House. The white flowers on its vines shimmied in the breeze. Such a beautiful place for such evil. Evelyn entered the house. The afternoon sun vanished as she shut the door behind her. She rested her back against it and took a deep breath. Her busted nose throbbed and had her head pounding. If my father is a monster, what am I? Evelyn struck down the thought. She’d never defined herself by her parents or lack thereof. Why start now?

      She glanced up at the mural of trumpeting angels painted across the domed ceiling.

      “Help me,” Evelyn mumbled to the cracked mural of heaven. She noticed something shift on the ceiling, almost as if the paint was moving. Suddenly, the baby-faced angels began to swirl around the inside of the dome. Their little mouths opened to scream, but no sound escaped. Within seconds, their snowy skin blackened as if they were being grilled. The paint blue sky turned black. The puffy white clouds turned blood red. All the angels screamed and burned, yet no sound escaped their lips.

      Evelyn clenched her eyes shut. The air inside the house became thick. Stop. Please stop.

      After counting to ten, Evelyn reopened her eyes. The ceiling painting had returned to normal. The atmosphere was normal. Evelyn hunched over, feeling like she’d vomit. She was uncertain if this was a vision or a hallucination.

      She noticed that the foyer had grown dark around her. It was 1 p.m. when Evelyn arrived. She twisted back to the door and windows, seeing the sunset. No way. She looked at herself. Specks of dried paint were splattered on her fingers and shirt. She noticed the door to the hall was open. She stared at it cautiously. Half of her wanted to see what lay within; the other half wanted her to run like hell. Remembering that the car would put her back in the house no matter what, she carefully approached the door. Heart racing with fear and anticipation, she peeked her head into the pitch-black hall.

      Evelyn found herself holding her breath as she flipped the light switch. The bulbs flickered in ceiling-mounted glass cases. Across the very same wall where she had painted the last mural, there was another, fresher painting that was triple the size and stretched over the entire wall, door to door. Ceiling to floor.

      With the ceiling lights still flickering, Evelyn stepped into the hall. With each flash, a portion of the mural revealed itself. The nearest showed a road that looked a lot like Quenby Avenue. A blonde girl on her pink bicycle was in the process of stopping in front of three people wearing white masks. Black splotches had been used for their eye holes. From them, inky tears dripped down the wall and unto the hall’s floor.

      Another light flicker later, and Evelyn saw the next part of the mural. The girl was riding her bike into the woods as three masked figures chased after her.

      The light kept strobing.

      The third part of the mural showed the masked figures carrying away the blonde girl while her bike was abandoned by a fat tree with an owl hole.

      Evelyn walked through the hall that seemed to blink out of this existence every other second.

      The fourth showed three figures dragging the girl by the plantation house and towards a cotton field.

      The fifth and final aspect of the mural displayed an orange, yellow, and red fire blazing up from the center of the cotton field. The masked figures stood around it. Two looked into the flame. One looked directly at Evelyn.

      Evelyn covered her mouth, involuntarily tasting the paint on her palm. She felt herself shake. Her steel resolve shattered. The lights suddenly stopped flickering and returned to normal. The wet mural began melting away the images.

      “What do you want me to do?” Evelyn asked the house, which felt like the most insane and most sane things she’d done since she first heard that scratching sound in the basement. A cold breeze drifted through the house. She felt her chest tighten as she looked at the painted fireball dripping away.

      Evelyn exited the house and allowed the clean Georgia air to circulate through her. “If I find those men, will you set me free?”

      Silence. Like always.

      Evelyn tucked her blonde hair behind her ears. She knew she was on her own.

      She walked down the red brick road and onto the street. Evelyn tried to imagine herself as Mary. The little girl’s hands on the bicycle handlebars. Her tiny feet churning the pedals. Evelyn turned to her right. The single-lane street ran in a line, well past Quenby House and into a more heavily trafficked street that was too far away to be seen.

      Evelyn kept on, keeping an eye out for any evidence left behind after a near twenty-year murder. The odds were slim, but she had to try. She walked into the trees opposite of her property.

      Twigs cracking beneath her shoes, Evelyn marched deeper into the woods. Soon the road vanished in her wake and only sentry oaks surrounded her. Their points reached to the cloudy heavens. Their shadow cast over Evelyn in oddly-shaped blobs while unseen birds screamed out of sight. Beetle and other ground bugs scurried under felled leaves upon Evelyn’s approach. Evelyn stopped in front of a massive oak with an owl hole. Evelyn twisted about the wooded area. No bike. Figures. With a case this cold, she was grasping at straws. If the killers were smart, they would’ve hidden the evidence.

      That’s when she saw it. The pink plastic casing from a handlebar pressed into the earth by time and nature. Tattered but glittery plastic tassels streamed out of the end of the casing. Just like Angie said.

      Evelyn was alone, yet she felt someone’s eyes on her, seemingly watching her from all directions at once, if that was possible. Evelyn shut her eyes, collecting herself. You’re tired. That’s all, Evelyn lied to herself. Deep down, she felt like a pawn in someone else's game, meddling with forces of which she had no comprehension.   

      Digging her fingernails into the packed dirt, Evelyn removed the handlebar’s plastic casing from the ground. The rest of the bike was nowhere to be found. On her hands and knees, Evelyn crawled and dug around the area, looking for more of Mary’s items.  She saw a corner of a half-inch binder sticking out from the earth. Evelyn pulled at it, removing the white, three-ring binder from the soil. The papers inside were completely washed out and decomposed into small misshapen squares. One laminated page survived, with faded Sharpie writing. “6-29-2003.”

      Evelyn shook off the loose dirt on the drawing and used her hand to get rid of the rest. Created with crayon, it showed a little blonde girl clutching a doll in one hand and using her other hand to hold the hand of a beardless man in front of a huge house with pillars. Maxwell and the Quenby House. Evelyn recognized the doll, too. If she wasn’t mistaken, it was the same one she found in the scorched cotton field. A shiver danced down Evelyn’s spine.

      The picture included three more stick figures in the background. They had frowns and angled brows, watching in the distance. All three looked nearly identical, except one had long brown hair and the other two had short hair.

      Evelyn brushed her thumb across the three jealous stick figures and removed some excess dirt from their faces. Mary knew she was being stalked. Why didn’t she tell her guardians?

      Evelyn studied the back of the drawing. She re-read the Sharpie note. The date stuck out. June 29, 2003. The day Mary vanished. Evelyn removed her phone and reviewed her picture catalogue. She opened the photos she took of her father’s secret study and swiped through the images until she found one of Maxwell’s plane tickets to Hawaii. That was dated 2003. He left June 27th and got back on July 2. Her father couldn’t have taken Mary during that time. Unless, Evelyn thought of another possibility, Maxwell returned home during that vacation time. It was unlikely, but he had a few days to do so. Also, Hawaii seemed like such a random destination.

      Evelyn focused on the three stick figures. These were the people she needed to find.

      Brushing the dirt off herself, Evelyn left the woods and contacted the cab driver.

      “Have you lived in Adders for a while?” Evelyn asked the driver as he rolled to a stop twenty minutes later.

      “My whole life,” the man replied. “This town has a way have sucking people in and keeping them forever.”

      Evelyn tried not to be creeped out by the man’s cryptic answer and asked, “Do you know about the disappearance of Mary Sullivan?”

      The man thought for a moment, pulling at one side of his thick mustache in a provocative manner. “Many believed she was murdered, not kidnapped.”

      “Why say that?”

      “Because Mary wasn’t the only person who vanished. None of the others were ever found either.”

      Evelyn remembered the Missing Persons reports from all those decades ago. “You think the same guy took them all?”

      The cab driver shrugged. “I have no idea. Besides, that’s old news. The little girl was the last one to go.”

      Evelyn processed the information. “Did anything else happen that year?”

      “I don’t think so. If you’re so curious, I can take you to the police station. Sheriff Yates knows more about it than anyone.”

      “Take me to him,” Evelyn commanded.  

      Looking at Evelyn’s paint-stained hands and swollen nose in the rearview mirror, the drive said. “You’re not very normal, you know that?”

      “Good, I’ll fit right in.”

      The driver took Evelyn to the sheriff’s office. The building was rectangular and brick with an American flag post jutting out of the front lawn. Unsure how long the meeting would take, Evelyn told the cab driver to go on.

      Evelyn bounced up the steps and pushed through one of two glass doors with the sheriff department decal on it. She approached the young woman at the receptionist’s desk, who didn’t look a day over twenty-one. She had short blonde hair, a cute, naive face, and a yellow blouse. A deputy wearing a green uniform and black felt hat leaned on the counter with a lusty grin on his face. “Come on, Sunshine. Come out with me tonight. I’ll show you my secret spot.”

      “I’d love to, Deputy, but Avery’s already invited me to go line dancing tonight.”

      The deputy frowned. “Your loss.”

      He straightened his posture and brushed by Evelyn, turning back to check out her bottom before he left.

      Evelyn approached the desk.

      The girl smiled sweetly. “My name’s Claire. My friends call me Sunshine. How may I help you?

      “I’d like to discuss something important with the sheriff. Is he available?”

      “Can I have your name?”

      Evelyn told her and waited by patiently while the receptionist picked up the old cord phone and dialed one. She smiled at Evelyn as she waited. “Yes, Sheriff. It’s Sunshine. There’s a woman here who’d like to discuss something with you. She says she has evidence for a case regarding Mary Sullivan… Uh huh… Thank you… Yes. I’ll get you coffee too… Thank you.” Sunshine hung up. “He’s ready to see you.”  

      Sheriff Garrett Yates opened the door for Evelyn and allowed her passage into his office. Yates had red hair and a red beard touched with gray on its sides and seemingly painted on his face. By the air of maturity about him, Evelyn could tell he was much older than he looked.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked and sat at the rim of his clean desk.

      Evelyn showed him the laminated drawing. “Mary Sullivan drew and had this laminated the day she vanished.”

      Yates grabbed the drawing in both hands and studied it.

      “I believe the three men in the background are responsible for her disappearance,” Evelyn continued.

      Yates set the drawing on his desk. He put his hands in his pocket. “Could be. But this was drawn by a seven-year-old. It’s not exactly foolproof.”

      “I guess you’re not going to reopen the investigation?” Evelyn said.

      “I never closed the investigation,” Yates replied. “But we’ve hit enough road blocks that it’s not a priority at the moment. May I ask why it concerns you?”

      “My father was Maxwell Quenby. He may be responsible.”

      “You are a Quenby, huh?” the sheriff said. “I didn’t know there were any of you left.”

      “Here I am,” Evelyn replied. “Will you help me prove my father’s innocence? My family gave a lot of money to this department over the years. I think it’s time to cash in on the investment.”

      Yates chuckled. “Just like a Quenby. I’ll tell you what: you bring me something solid, I’ll prioritize this case. Deal?”

      Evelyn let out a sigh. “Deal. Can you answer a few questions first?”

      “Sure.”

      “Who were the suspects?” Evelyn asked.

      “Maxwell for one, but the plane tickets proved otherwise.”

      “How about the scorch mark in his cotton field? Was that evidence?”

      “Never noticed it.” Yates replied casually.

      Evelyn nodded, suspicious of the man. “Any other suspects?”

      “Andrew Doyle,” the sheriff replied.

      “Where can I find him?”

      “In the Adders cemetery. Six feet underground,” Yates said, charmed by his own wit.

      Evelyn wasn’t amused. “How did that happen?”

      “That’s another case, Mrs. Carr.”

      “Cut me some slack,” Evelyn pressed. “Why did you suspect him?”

      “Because his body was recovered the morning after Mary vanished with a self-inflicted gunshot wound. There was evidence that he was moved and dumped there,” the sheriff said. “My wife says I’m forgetful, but I never forget a case.”

      “There was no information of the murder online,” Evelyn said.

      Sheriff nodded. “You must be new to Adders. Let me give you a tip. We live in a bubble. It’s a nice bubble, but a fragile one. One poke and POP, the whole town goes poof.”

      Sunshine walked in and gave Yates his coffee. He sniffed the steam in ecstasy. “Look into Doyle or don’t,” the sheriff said. “It’s not going to change the fact that Mary Sullivan is long gone. If you’ll excuse me, Mrs. Carr. I have work to do.”

      Suspicious, Evelyn left the sheriff’s office. She looked up Andrew Doyle on her phone’s Internet web search and, after about twenty minutes, found his obituary. He was thirty-two when he died. Andrew was a stone-faced man with a big nose, soft eyes, and silky hair. Something about him looked familiar. Evelyn noticed the date of his death. June 8, 2003. The day after Mary vanished. At least she knew the sheriff wasn’t lying. No cause of death was listed. The obituary read, “lived on by his brother and sister: Catherine and Stephen Doyle.” Evelyn searched for them as well, finding a picture of Stephen on a farming website. She recognized him as the twin who entered her house uninvited. Evelyn felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck, starting to connect the dots.

      Evelyn couldn’t find Stephen's address. She recalled the place where she woke up in the cow pasture and headed that way in a cab. After driving down a single-lane country road, she spotted an old two-story house tucked away at the end of a long driveway. She had the cab driver pull up to the front, and Evelyn knocked on the door. Hands in her pockets, she waited for someone to answer.

      After a moment, Stephen opened the door. His bug-like eyes scrutinized her. His mouth was tightly closed above his sharp jaw. His short hair was silky smooth and nicely cut. He wore a white polo, khaki shorts, and gray slip-on shoes.

      “Hi Stephen,” Evelyn said.

      “What do you want?” he asked, looking past her and at the cab. “Did you leave something in my pasture when you were sneaking around, or are you here to threaten to call the cops again?”

      “Nothing like that,” Evelyn reassured. “Have you ever heard of Mary Sullivan?”

      “No.”

      “She went missing years ago. Your brother died the day after.”

      Stephen clenched his fist so tightly that the blue veins bulged. “Get off my porch.”

      “Stephen--” Evelyn said.

      The man stepped out of the door frame and glared down at Evelyn. He shoved his finger at her. “Go!”

      “Can’t we--”

      Stephen did not wait for her to finish before he turned back around and slammed the door in Evelyn’s face.

      Evelyn looked like an idiot standing on his front porch. Any other case, she would’ve pressed him for more information, but this was a delicate game. She needed to rethink her strategy.

      Ring!  

      Evelyn’s heart nearly stopped at the sound of her own phone. The light ceased its flicker. Evelyn didn’t recognize the number.

      “Hello?” she answered, unable to take her eyes off the mural.

      “Mrs. Carr, this is Dr. Gregory. I have some good news. Your husband is awake.”

      “Tell him I’m on my way,” Evelyn said and hung up. She gave the Doyle house a final look before rushing to the hospital.

      Terrence rested against the backboard of the hospital bed, dressed in patient’s garb. His dark face seemed gaunter since Evelyn last saw him. A nurse stood by, checking his vitals on the monitor.

      “Could you excuse us?” Evelyn asked when she entered. It came out much ruder than she would’ve liked. Giving Evelyn a disgusted look, the nurse exited, keeping the door open. Evelyn shut it and turned back to her husband.

      “They said I was in a car accident on the way back,” Terrence said, almost disbelieving. “Is your nose hurt because of that?”

      “Yeah, but it doesn’t matter.” Evelyn replied.

      “Of course it matters,” Terrence retorted. “I could’ve killed you. Eve, this is--”

      “Shut up and listen to me, Terrence,” Evelyn said quietly as she moved towards him.

      Terrence opened his mouth to speak but then shut it and reluctantly gave Evelyn his attention.

      Evelyn still felt that heavy, inexplicable feeling inside that she couldn’t trust him. Nonetheless, she needed an ally. She twisted back to the hospital hallway to make sure no one was listening and then turned back to Terrence.

      “I think I understand what’s happening now.”
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      Evelyn paced as she explained the case to Terrence. “Three people killed Mary. Two had short hair. One had long hair. That translates to two guys and one girl. Andrew, Stephen, and Catherine Doyle. When Maxwell was away, they came to his house and committed the murder. Maxwell wasn’t arrested, but his reputation was destroyed. He ran off or maybe killed himself. I don’t know, but I feel this is more about the girl than my father. If we catch these killers, the girl finds peace and all our problems end.”

      “Evelyn,” Terrence said with hesitation. “Should we be getting involved in this?”

      Evelyn glared. “Yes, Terrence. It’s the only way.”

      “But how do we know?” Terrence asked.

      “The murals, as I explained. It’s all linked together. Don’t give me that look. You were the one who drove us home.”

      “You can’t blame me for that. You know I had no control over it,” Terrence argued.

      Or did you? Evelyn wanted to ask but knew it would get her nowhere. For the sake of her sanity, Evelyn needed to trust that the man was her husband.

      Terrence averted his eyes. “I only want us to be safe. Confronting someone who burned a seven-year-old for no reason doesn’t sound very safe.”

      Evelyn approached, got on her knees, and took his hand in her own. She looked into his eyes. “Please, Terrence. I have never begged for anything in my life.”

      Terrence looked at her with empathy. “I’m with you, Evelyn. I’ll always be with you. I only--”

      Evelyn pulled close to him and planted her lips on his. She felt her courage returning. Their kiss ended when the door opened. Dr. Gregory stood in the threshold. “Am I interrupting?”

      “Yes, but we’re finished now,” Evelyn said, turning back to him.

      “I’m going to have to steal your husband away,” Dr. Gregory said.

      Evelyn and Terrence traded concerned looks.

      “Why?” Evelyn asked.

      Dr. Gregory replied, “There are still tests to be done. His condition, it’s an abnormality and must be evaluated before he can leave.”

      “How long will that take?” Terrence asked.

      “Three or four days at the most,” Dr. Gregory said. “It’s for your safety.”

      Terrence leaned into Evelyn and whispered, “Can you wait that long?”

      Evelyn whispered back with fiery determination. “We need to end this, Terrence. Once and for all.”

      For a moment it looked like Terrence was going to protest. Instead, he turned to the doctor. “We’re checking out now.”

      “I would not recommended it,” Dr. Gregory said, friendly but stern. “The hospital has already taken care of the fee. Take advantage of the opportunity.”

      “We appreciate everything, Dr. Gregory, but we have something we must do.” Evelyn rose from the floor.  

      “This is not a jail. I’m not going to lock you up,” Gregory said, trying to keep a lid on his frustration. “But if anything happens, like another car accident perhaps, it’s on your heads.”

      “We understand the risks,” Terrence replied. “Can I get my clothes back?”

      Once Terrence had changed back into his jeans and tan button up shirt with little instruments on it, they exited the hospital.

      “How are you feeling?” Evelyn finally asked as they waited for the cab. Stars speckled the night sky.

      “Could be worse,” Terrence said. “I’m still in one piece. What’s the plan?”

      Evelyn explained it to him.

      

      Even at night, the flat Georgian landscape was alive with green grass and wildflowers outside of the small town. Clusters of ancient trees spotted the fields. The cab driver let them off on the side of the road, flanked by two cattle pastures. Evelyn fished out some cash and thanked the driver for his services. He drove off. Terrence approached the fence. It had wooden pins connected by wire mesh. A number of black and white cows grazed on the tall grass spotted with dung. Terrence turned back to Evelyn. “I should’ve brought my cowboy hat.”

      “Just climb the fence,” Evelyn said, a small smile betraying her seriousness.

      After checking the streets for any oncoming cars, Terrence planted his hands on top of the post, put his feet into the mesh, and heaved himself over. His feet landed on the other side, narrowly missing a cow paddy. Evelyn followed Terrence over. Under the cover of darkness, they scurried across the open pasture. Terrence had suggested they bring a flashlight, but Evelyn knew that would draw unwanted attention.

      They swatted off bugs and steered clear of the livestock. Evelyn wondered if the blackout led her here because the supernatural force knew the Doyles were guilty. It seemed plausible. Were the shotguns for the Doyles too? They said they were looking for something. Evelyn didn’t know. She felt dread sink in, still unsure what Terrence and her shot that night.

      Jogging until their calves were sore and their shoes were stained with dried poo, they noticed the silhouette of a two-story house in the distance. Light streamed from its windows. There was a sedan parked in the driveway. Terrence and Evelyn hunched low to the ground as they neared the property. By the time they reached the fence, they were completely prone and crawling up the itchy grass on their bellies.

      “House or shed?” Evelyn asked herself.

      “This is my first breaking and entering, but I’d say shed. If we find what we need, there’s no reason to go inside,” Terrence whispered, keeping his eye on the house. It was an old building made in the thirties with a covered porch, wooden window shutters, and a symmetrical box design.

      “Stephen’s truck is not here,” Evelyn noticed.

      “Do we come back later?” Terrence asked.

      “No. The night Stephen picked me up out here, he was driving around at 4 a.m.”

      “Doing what?” Terrence asked.

      “I have no clue,” Evelyn replied honestly.

      They waited a half an hour, but it felt much longer than that. Finally, the lights in the house shut off. After a moment, Terrence and Evelyn hurried over the fence. They ran up the driveway and to the shed. It was a rectangular structure made of unpainted wood. There was a window on each side made up of four glass panes. The door had a wooden X on its front and a master lock on its rusty metal latch. Terrence flipped over the surrounding rocks.

      “Looking for a key,” he replied off of Evelyn’s look. The moon reflected on the sweat of his bald head.

      Evelyn checked her pockets and pulled out her lock-picking tool. “Never leave home without it.”

      She fiddled with the lock until it popped. Keeping the open lock on the latch, she opened the shed door. The interior was musty and cramped with tools, lawn mowers, and old car parts.

      “Keep guard,” Evelyn told Terrence.

      He nervously looked around while Evelyn pulled out her smartphone and turned on the flashlight. Every sharp rake or paint can that the light brushed across cast long shadows through the room. Evelyn tiptoed across the dirt floor. She spotted a few gasoline tanks over varying capacities and liquid levels. One of them had rust spots on its tin frame and dated back to 1988. Still, there was no possible way she could link that to Mary’s death. Evelyn headed to the back of the shed. She glanced at the wall of hammers, screwdrivers, and other tools. There was a heavy-duty metal tool trunk beneath it. Evelyn popped the latch and opened it. She removed the tray of tools from inside. Her eyes widened and her heart quickened as she looked down at the white cotton mask lying at the box’s bottom.

      It’s him. Evelyn knew at once.

      “Evelyn!” Terrence called with a loud whisper.

      Evelyn twisted to the door in time to see the large truck pulling into the driveway. Its headlights grew closer by the second. “Close the door!” Evelyn commanded.

      “What?” Terrence replied, panicking.

      “Do it!”

      Reluctantly, Terrence shut Evelyn inside and fiddled with the lock to make it look like it was set. He rushed by the right-side window and vanished behind the shed. Evelyn turned off the light on her phone and ducked down. The truck’s high beams sliced through the slits between the shed’s plank walls and created jail bars over Evelyn’s chest and face. She held her breath as the vehicle shut off.

      The door opened, spilling country music into the night.

      Evelyn stayed still.

      The music died with the headlights.

      The door slammed. Someone yawned.

      Footsteps neared the shed.

      Turn around. Evelyn silently commanded as the figure approached the shed’s door. Why are you coming here?

      A key ring rattled together.

      Evelyn looked for a place to hide. She ducked behind the ride-on lawn mower.

      The figure outside hesitated as he saw the door. He lifted the unlocked lock and pushed open the door. Evelyn hunched low and covered her mouth. The figure was silhouetted in the door frame. He glanced around the room and lifted his t-shirt. A holster with a small pistol was tucked between his belt and pelvis. He withdrew it, clicked off the safety, and took his first step inside.

      Evelyn frantically looked for a weapon as beads of sweat trickled down her brow. Her hands found a hand shovel made for gardening. It had a pointed edge. It would have to work.

      The man took another step inside, fully entering.

      Evelyn could hear his nasal breathing. His hand reached for the beaded string dangling from the ceiling light bulb. His fingers wrapped around it, preparing to tug.

      Evelyn clenched the small spade in her paint-stained fingers, ready to lunge the second the light turned on.

      Crash!

      The man and Evelyn both twisted back.

      The noise sounded behind the shed.

      The man rushed out of the room and ran around back.

      Evelyn leapt to her feet and started running. She slipped on something, nearly smashing her face on the paint cans. She looked at what caused her to stumble.

      It was her minivan’s hubcap.

      Evelyn didn’t investigate further. She ran like hell out of the shed and over the pasture fence. She dropped prone in the tall grass and watched the man walk around the shed in search of the cause of the noise. Evelyn spotted Terrence crouching behind the air-conditioning unit behind the house.

      Gun raised, Stephen approached Terrence’s hiding spot.

      Don’t move, Terrence. Don’t move. Evelyn wished she could yell. She could see Terrence tense up and get looking for a place to run.

      Stephen got closer and closer. Evelyn picked up a rock, ready to throw it at the truck in hopes the car alarm would deter him.

      Stephen stopped about six feet from Terrence, scanned the area, and holstered his gun. He walked back to the shed and entered. The light flicked on and he closed the door. Keeping low, Evelyn moved up parallel to the shed and, at a distance, peered through the window as Stephen lifted the cotton mask and looked it in the eyes. By the time Evelyn pulled her phone from her pocket and got the camera ready, Stephen had put the mask away.

      Terrence clambered over the fence and gestured for Evelyn to run his way. Reluctant, Evelyn followed after him. When the house was just a black blob in the distance, they slowed their sprint and caught their breath.

      “That was too freaking close,” Terrence panted, drenched in sweat.

      Hunched, Evelyn rested her palms on her knees. Perspiration glued her blonde hair to her forehead. “It’s him, Terrence. I saw the mask.”

      “So him and his twin are the other two killers?”

      Evelyn nodded. “That’s my theory. They had our hubcap, too.”

      “What? How?”

      “He followed us to the motel,” Evelyn said, her mouth still dry from the run.

      “But no one knew we were there,” Terrence replied.

      “He did,” Evelyn said. “Let’s get back home before he starts looking for us. Tomorrow, we’ll call the cops, tell them about the hubcap robbery, and get them to search Stephen’s shed. If they find the mask, pray to God they arrest him.”

      The walk was long and sticky. By the time they reached Quenby House, Evelyn’s feet were screaming to get out of her shoes. With slumped shoulders and defeated eyes, the couple shambled toward to the plantation house.

      “I’m not going to be a happy camper if we sleepwalk tonight,” Terrence said as they stumbled through the front door.

      “I don’t know how you can still joke after all this,” Evelyn hiked the foyer stairs, using the railing to heave herself up. They reached the master bathroom and climbed into the tube and turned on the upper shower head, washing away the sweat, dirt, and cattle dung.

      Still wet, Evelyn and Terrence flopped on their bed and stared at the canopy. Evelyn’s heart still pounded, though she couldn’t tell if it was from the excruciating walk or the encounter with Mary’s killer. A small fear pinged in the back of her mind. Stephen saw you. He is coming.

      Under the watchful eye of their Sony video camera, Terrence and Evelyn struggled to keep their eyes shut. Evelyn gripped Terrence’s calloused hands and waited anxiously for dawn to break.

      At 3 a.m., something broke.

      Evelyn and Terrence shot out of bed at the sound of glass shattering.

      They turned to one another, only able to see each other’s silhouette and the whites of their eyes. Evelyn opened the dresser drawer, feeling around for her extendable baton and smartphone. Terrence leaned over the bed. He returned with his fingers coiled around the grip of a wooden slugger.

      “Wait here,” Terrence whispered.

      “No,” Evelyn replied.

      That was the extent of their argument.

      Together, they headed for the door. Terrence flipped the light switch with a Band-Aid-wrapped fingertip. No light came to their aid. Before they left the room, Evelyn headed for the oil lamp. Terrence grabbed her wrists and shook his head. He picked up the camera off of its tripod, fiddled with the buttons, and turned on night vision.

      Pressed shoulder to shoulder, they looked at the monitor of the camera. Its verdant glow illuminated their sharp chins and eyes. On the screen, the room before them was shades of dark green and black, but clearer than that, the abyss in which they currently stood. To ensure they could both see their path, they needed to walk closely together, constantly bouncing their eyes between the monitor and the real world. If Evelyn had it her way, she’d hold the camera and be on the offensive. But in reality, it would be too jarring. Terrence must’ve realized this, as he handed the camera to Evelyn before tightening his grip on the baseball bat.

      One hand on the baton and the other on the camera, Evelyn was ready to see what they’d find. The bedroom door creaked as Terrence pushed it open. They stepped into a hall, hearing the old floorboards groan beneath their weight. Apart from that, the house was as silent as death.

      Side by side, Evelyn and Terrence walked the hall, scanning the walls and doors with the camera’s large black lens. They approached the grandiose inner balcony that overlooked the foyer and stopped at the railing. The window nearest the front door was shattered. The howling wind stirred the large curtains, causing them to flap like crimson capes.

      Before Evelyn could say call the cops, she saw a figure clad in black with a white cotton mask staring at her from the base of the curved foyer stairs. She didn’t see the gun until the muzzle flash flickered, and the gunshot thundered through the house.

      “Run!” Terrence yelled before Evelyn knew what the bullet hit.

      They twisted back around, noticing all the hallway doors were slung wide open. What the-- Evelyn couldn’t finish her thought as she heard footsteps racing up the foyer stairs. Evelyn and Terrence ran past the first door: a bedroom with an old bed frame and 19th century marble-topped dresser, but nothing else. In the monitor screen, Evelyn saw the back of a gorgeous woman, late 30s, in a glossy jade dress that accentuated her hourglass body. The woman peered over her shoulder, looking at Evelyn with sultry green eyes. A rivulet of thick blood seeped from her jade neck ribbon into her bosom.

      Evelyn’s jaw dropped. She wanted to scream, but nothing escaped her lips. Not even the faintest breath. She kept running and glanced in the next room. It was a spare bathroom that once had a tub full of leaves. In the monitor screen, there was a naked fat man with an oblong head, stretch marks, and sagging tits watching Evelyn run by. A long horizontal slash across his meaty belly revealed his innards.

      Evelyn felt her eyes water. Instinctively, she followed Terrence into the third door.

      The nursery.

      As soon as they stepped through the door, it slammed shut, along with every door in the hallway. Terrence cursed. Evelyn shushed him. The blood had left her face and she couldn’t remember the last time she blinked.

      The wall paint was pink and chipped. The bed was tiny and broken in on itself. A massive dollhouse—an exact replica of the plantation--rested on a big table. On the floor, toys and dolls from a bygone era sat in a semi-circle facing Evelyn and Terrence.

      Through the thin walls, they could hear footsteps moving through the hall. A nearby door opened and slammed shut.

      Stepping over the spectating toys, Evelyn rushed to the window. She put down the camera and the baton and tried to slide open the window. Seeing her struggle, Terrence rushed over to assist her. He grimaced as he put his damaged fingertips under the window.

      “It’s jammed,” Terrence barked.

      Evelyn tried to lift it again. Her face turned cherry red. A vein bulged in her neck. The window didn’t budge. Winded, she turned to Terrence. “Hide.”

      Another door opened. It was closer. Much closer.

      Terrence rushed behind the dollhouse and ducked under the table. Grabbing her equipment, Evelyn rolled under the broken bed. Feathers from the split-open mattress brushed across her swollen nose.

      The doorknob jiggled.

      Evelyn laid on her belly. She watched the door swing inward and the masked figure step inside. In the darkness and clad in black, the stranger looked like a floating head. He kept his gun in both hands. He slowly scanned the room, eyeing the corners. His muddy boot stomped a doll. Cocking his head, he studied the odd arrangement of toys. He stepped toward the bed.

      Click.

      Down the hall, the bedroom lamp flickered on and spilled golden light across the hall. The masked figure turned back and walked out of the nursery to investigate.

      Evelyn crawled out from under the bed, and Terrence removed himself from behind the dollhouse. He removed his cell phone and dialed 911. A mechanical high-pitch screech rang into his ear. Terrence quickly pulled it away and looked at the phone that had just spontaneously fried its circuitry. His already horrified expression became ten times worse.

      Grabbing the camera and the baton, Evelyn tiptoed to the doorway and peeked her head out, seeing the lights on in the master bedroom but no sign of the figure. With her baton, Evelyn gestured for Terrence to follow her into the hallway. Sprinting silently, they ran out into the hallway and to the balcony railing.

      Bam! Bam! Bam!

      Bullets zipped past their heads. Staying low and zigzagging, Terrence and Evelyn separated and dashed down the left and right side of the stairs. Evelyn tripped on the third step and watched the world spin as she careened headfirst down to the bottom of the steps. She landed with a thunk! She mouthed a scream and clenched the top of her head. Hundreds of black specks danced in her peripherals. Eyes watering, she looked up from the floor and the muddy boot in front of her.

      Trembling, Evelyn glanced up at the figure with a white mask arcing a woodcutting axe over its head. The glistening edge cut through the air and down on Evelyn’s pretty face. She rolled to the side as the axe head slammed into the wood.

      Still on the ground, Evelyn reached out for her baton that had rolled against the wall.

      The female figure yanked the axe from the floor, leaving behind a two-inch deep notch in the hardwood.  

      Evelyn swatted the baton against the figure’s knee. The stranger grunted as their leg bent inward.

      “Get away from her!” Terrence shouted as he charged the axe woman and swung the bat. The slugger bashed in the figure’s forehead and it staggered back, a crimson rose blooming on the white cotton mask. Terrence brought the bat down on the figure again, knocking the stranger prone.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn screamed.

      Her husband turned back to the inner balcony railing and the mask aiming a gun at him. He opened fire.

      Suddenly, all the lights in the mansion flickered. The jiggles of arcade machines screamed through the house, louder than the gunfire that rained down on Evelyn and Terrence. The front door was too far. They ran for the nearest exit, leaving the cracked video camera at the bottom of the stairs. The masked gun looked around at the chaos, cursed aloud, and then headed for his limp partner’s axe.

      Evelyn and Terrence dashed through the hall of portraits. The lifeless, painted eyes seemed to follow their trek.

      “This way,” Evelyn commanded and stopped before the portrait of her overweight ancestor. She pushed aside the corner, revealing a keyhole. She pulled out her key fob and shoved the proper key within. Terrence guarded her back. The key clicked and a three-foot wide rectangular portion of the wall opened from floor to ceiling, revealing a tight, dusty corridor with walls made of unpainted wooden slats.

      “He’s coming!” Terrence yelled. Evelyn didn’t look back. She pressed onward toward her father’s hidden study. Terrence slammed the secret door behind them and followed.

      THUMP!

      An axe battered the portrait wall.  

      Evelyn and Terrence pushed through the study door that was already battered from an assault a decade ago. The hinges were warped. The wood around the doorknob was splintered. The lock was broken.

      THUMP!

      The flickering light and screaming arcade sounds seeped through the new hole in the wall behind them.

      Evelyn and Terrence slammed the door behind them and shoved a chair under the knob. Terrence rubbed his hand up his bald head. “He’s going to smash through that wall within the next five minutes.”

      Evelyn felt her heart cramp. She put her hands on her father’s desk, shifting her thoughts away from the horrific and the unexplainable to how she would survive.

      “We’re going to need to make a stand,” Evelyn declared.

      Terrence’s jaw tightened. He nodded. “Two of us. One of him.”

      “We get rid of his gun, we win,” Evelyn said, wiping sweat from her brow.

      THUMP!

      She turned back to Terrence. “I’m sorry I brought you down here. We should’ve stayed in Detroit.”

      “Hey,” Terrence brushed aside a hair from Evelyn’s cheek with his bandaged thumb. “No time for regrets. Besides, we’ve faced worse odds.”

      Evelyn cracked a smile. “You only lie that bad when you’re trying to get into my pants.”

      “Can you fault me?”

      Wood cracked and the mumbled curses of the masked figure could be heard through the three-foot wide corridor.  

      Evelyn and Terrence turned to the concealed study door.

      “He’s here,” Evelyn said, their moment ending.

      Boots thumped through the corridor and an axe head slammed into the study door. Evelyn and Terrence stood on either side of the doorway, ready to hit the masked man the moment he breached.

      Evelyn’s skin crawled as the room temperature plummeted twenty degrees. She noticed Terrence’s teeth chattering and felt someone’s eyes on her. Both Terrence and her twisted back to the seven-year-old little blonde girl and the tall, white masked figure standing beside her.

      Both Evelyn and Terrence froze in fear.

      The axe splintered the door’s face inward.

      While looking at Evelyn with emotionless blue eyes, freckle-faced Mary Sullivan raised her right arm and pointed at the mahogany desk.

      Evelyn and Terrence turned to one another. The axe head punched a hole between them. It started to wiggle free.

      Mary kept pointing at the desk.

      The man with the white mask watched Evelyn through the black button-sized eye holes on his tight white cotton mask.

      Evelyn dashed to the desk and looked across the piles of old documents on top. “What is it?” she screamed at Mary.

      The little girl remained emotionless and silent.

      The axe punched another hole into the door, spitting splinters on the floor.

      Terrence readied his bat. He bounced his eyes between the door and his wife.

      Evelyn saw a finger-sized hole on the floorboards beneath the desk cubby. Using her index finger, she opened the trapdoor, revealing a circular pit, tight enough for a person, black as tar and similarly endless. Evelyn gulped and turned back to Terrence.

      The axe smashed through the door. One more hit and the gunman would have enough space to aim his gun.

      Evelyn didn’t wait for that. She nodded at Terrence and slid into the abyss.

      She slid down the slick metal chute, feeling jets of wind against her face. Maybe she was a fool to trust the little girl. Evelyn would know when she hit the bottom. The tunnel twisted and a moment later, she was free falling into a black pit.

      Bottom first, she hit the ground. She gasped in pain as something jabbed into her thigh. Her hands felt something hard, dry, and chalky. Her eyes tried adjusting to the darkness. They didn’t. The world was black and cold. She lifted her thigh and grabbed hold of the curved pointy thing that nearly pierced her flesh. She pulled it free. The wound was tender but didn’t feel deep.

      The ceiling grumbled and spit Terrence out. Evelyn moved to the side to allow him to crash down nearby. He groaned. “The trapdoor shut behind me... Where the hell are we?”

      “I don’t know,” Evelyn whispered. “I can’t see anything.”

      Evelyn felt someone grab her shoulder.

      “It’s me,” Terrence said.

      Evelyn stayed tense.

      Around the room, lantern hinges on pointed metal hooks lit up. Their tiny flames cast an amber glow throughout the massive room, across its brick walls, and down its cratered floor. Evelyn and Terrence sat at the center, bathing in dry bones. Evelyn dropped the curved pointy thing--a human rib--into the rest of the pile of human vertebrae, pelvises, femurs, and skulls.

      Before she could process the horror, footsteps approached from all sides. Evelyn looked up from the pile of bones and saw the emotionless people surrounding her: the sexy slashed-throat woman in a green dress, the naked fat man with a horizontal cut across his torso, a teenage goth girl bleeding from the back of her head, an old man in a sweater vest with blood flowing from his lips, a seventeen-year-old boy in a football jersey missing his right wrist, and sweet Mary Sullivan.

      Terrence pulled close to Evelyn and stuttered. Evelyn held him tightly, feeling his warmth for the last time. Tears streamed down her face. “What do you want from us?” she screamed.

      Mary locked eyes with them. With her small, childish voice, she said, “Help us.”  

      The others echoed her plea. “Help us. Help us. Help us.”

      Their cries grew louder and louder, echoing off the brick walls where Evelyn first heard the sound of scratching.  

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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      Clad in black and pasty-skinned, fifteen-year-old Zoey Pinkerton shielded her eyes from the oncoming high beams. The light bounced with the vehicle as it sped down a cattle pasture-flanked road. Like most nights in Adders, Georgia, the world was an inky black void. Just the way Zoey liked it. Or at least that’s how she branded herself with her use of black eyeliner, black hair dye, and black lipstick. In truth, she loved nature, animals, and art of all varieties. She was even a sucker for those cheesy rom-coms her other girlfriends enjoyed, though she’d never admit it.

      The car slowed to a stop beside her. It was an expensive, fuel-efficient BMW. Zoey crossed her arms over her chest and raised a brow.

      The window rolled down. The black interior of the car shrouded all but the man’s soft hands. Hands that had never worked a day in their life. It was probably another middle-aged creep looking for a cheap thrill with “damaged goods.” Even in a small town like Adders, pigs like this weren’t that rare.

      “I’m not interested in whatever you’re doing,” Zoey said snarkily. As an only child, making her demands known was never difficult.

      Completely silent, the man’s hands tightened and loosened their grip on the steering wheel as if he were using a stress ball. Goose bumps rose on Zoey’s skin. She took a step back from the car and flipped open the phone within her hoodie pocket. She wasn’t going to threaten to call the police. She was going to call them now.

      “I’m sorry,” the man said. His soft but stoic voice lent to a handsome face, though Zoey still could not see it. As she subtly dialed 9 on her number pad, Zoey opened her mouth to ask “why?” but the glint of the abnormally long and skinny barrel shut her up with its quiet pint sound.

      A sharp pinch hit her throat. Her hands touched the long-feathered dart protruding from her flesh.

      The ground came up and punched her jaw.

      Her limbs disobeyed her.

      The world twisted, becoming ever so dark.

      Zoey dreamed of falling into a pit. Her parents were watching her from high above. Their expressions were judgmental and their frowns heavy. Zoey’s tongue was thick in her mouth, preventing her from speaking. She felt weak.

      The teenager awoke in a sprawling hay field with an electric lantern on the ground a few feet away. In the light, black beetles and ants scurried under stomped hay. Zoey pulled her wrists. They were tied to the arms of an old wooden chair whose right front leg was a little shorter than the rest.

      She jerked in her binding and looked out at the endless field. Eyes watering, Zoey screamed. “Somebody! Help me!”

      The night sucked up her cry.

      The wind screamed back.

      Grass crunched behind Zoey.

      Zoey trembled. He’s behind me. Her breathing became disjointed. Her heart pounded.

      “I’ve killed a lot of people,” the man admitted, almost with pity. “Poison. Knives. I haven’t found a method that I like. That’s weird, is it?”

      “Untie me,” Zoey said through her teeth. She had to clench her jaw. It was the only way to keep it from chattering. “Do it.”

      “I can’t, Zoey. God knows I’ve tried for many years.”

      How does he know my name? Zoey felt dizzy. “Who are you?”

      He bent down and whispered his name into her studded ear. Zoey trembled. It didn’t make any sense. Why him? Why was any of this happening? The man grabbed the crown of her head and held it in place. Zoey attempted to shake out of his grip, but he was stronger than he sounded. As she struggled, Zoey noticed a large building in the distance. In her peripherals, she saw the man lift something sharp and pointed.

      “Hold still. You really don’t want me to miss,” he said.

      Zoey clenched her eyes shut, telling herself to wake up from this nightmare, but with each passing moment, fear built and the man lined up the sharpened stake for the kill.
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      In the black of night, rain fell on the quaint town of Adders, Georgia. Homestyle restaurants, Baptist churches, and ancient barns were silhouetted in the inky blackness. Far beyond the rolling pastures and barbed wire fences resided a single-lane red brick road fit for a horse-drawn wagon. Towering, moss-covered oaks flanked its side. Tattered lichen dripped from the trees’ high and sprawling branches that arched over the road and touched each other's skeletal fingers. At the end of the wet brick road stood Quenby House: a symmetrical 19th century masterpiece.

      Bowling green grass blanketed the front yard while large trees bordered the massive seventeen room, three-story estate, emphasizing the home’s importance. From the distance, the mansion was monumental. Up close, it was breathtaking. Drooping white flowers spotted the vines that climbed the mansion’s chipped white walls and its grand colonnades--one set across the house’s face, and a second like it but rising out of the second-story balcony. Above that, arched windows jutted out of the wide truncated roof.

      Muddled noise and flashing lights escaped the mansion’s many windows.

      The window nearest the front door spilled shattered glass across the red carpeted foyer--a massive hall with a parallel curving staircase that ended at the opposite ends of the interior balcony. Bordered by gold leaf frames, authentic early 19th-century oil paintings of the mansion and its surrounding lands decorated the high walls.

      Every light, even those on the massive multiple-tier chandelier, flashed rapidly. Annoying arcade jingles screamed from the billiard room packed with hoarded 1980s gaming paraphernalia. The distorted sound rattled the window and shook the walls, crescendoing louder and louder as the stutter of every light quickened.

      In the cluttered basement, past the mountain of sheet-covered furniture and dust-dressed Antebellum relics stood an unassuming brick wall. Droplets of dried blood crusted in its coarse ridges where fiddle-maker Terrence Carr had mindlessly clawed at it weeks ago.

      If one pressed their ear against the cold brick, they would hear faint scratching on the other side, but not the voices. Those were reserved for someone else.

      

      Wearing cyan boy shirts and a low-cut black t-shirt, thirty-three-year-old blonde and slender Evelyn Carr sat on a bed of bones. Chalky femurs, ribs, and human skulls pooled over her toned legs and dug at her flesh. Just like the tears running down Evelyn’s pale cheeks, beads of wax leaked down lit and dying candlesticks that systematically lined the four doorless and windowless brick walls.

      Evelyn’s only warmth in the frigid room came from her husband’s hand. Lost in fear, Terrence squeezed so tight that pain crippled Evelyn’s palm and fingers. She was too terrified to resist.

      Band-Aids wrapped the tips of Terrence Carr’s fingers. His skin was dark, his head was bald, and his face was well-structured and kind with a little black beard on his chin. He wore pajamas decorated with little string instruments. Foggy breaths escaped his ajar mouth. Like hungry snakes, red veins squiggled toward his dark irises.

      Under the hole of the secret ceiling chute, the married couple sat in the cratered floor where the dry human remains seemingly sucked them in deeper into the nearly two-hundred-year-old plantation house.

      Six individuals stood around them.

      An old man in a sweater vest and white slacks. His thin hair was combed to the side and his eyes were flat black. Thick blood leaked from his lower lip and down his shaven, sagging chin.

      Next to him was a gorgeous woman wearing a glossy jade dress to accentuate her hourglass figure. Like her dress, her eyes were green and sultry. Her hair was thick, luscious and velvet red. Crimson seeped into her full bosom from the slash across her skinny throat.

      Naked and with a horizontal opening across his belly, a fat man with an oblong head stood next to the woman in green. His face was neutral.

      By him and wearing a 90s football jacket, a seventeen-year-old male with devilishly handsome features and dimpled chin seemed in perfect form apart from the wet nub where his throwing hand once resided.

      Then there was the goth girl. Fifteen, raven black eyeliner to match her black hair and black lipstick. There was a hole in the back of her head.

      Lastly, seven-year-old Mary Sullivan with sandy blonde hair and freckles spotted under her blue eyes and across the bridge of her nose. Her killer--a man in a featureless white cotton mask--was upstairs, looking for a chance to put a bullet in Evelyn and Terrence’s skulls.

      In her tiny voice, Mary repeated her plea. “Help us.”

      The other five mimicked her words. “Help us. Help us. Help us.”

      Their cries echoed off the cold walls of the fully enclosed chamber and into Evelyn’s mind, drowning out all sounds and thought, seemingly taking root in her skull.

      Evelyn searched for the right words, but she could barely control her breathing. Her heart pounded until it cramped in her chest. Goose bumps grew across her body. Dust from the ceiling rained down upon Evelyn’s messy golden hair as Mary’s killer stomped around upstairs. The masked man was one step away from finding the trapdoor that ended in this candlelit pit.

      Suddenly, as quick as the mangled strangers had appeared, they vanished. All that remained was their plea resounding off the walls and the corners of the doorless and windowless square room.

      Evelyn and Terrence sat in the cold quiet, lost in the sound of their ragged breaths and racing hearts. The world had returned to normal, but under the surface, Evelyn’s foundation was shattered. The divide between life and death blurred along with reality and fiction. In a stir of confusion and fear, a million questions raced through her mind. No one could answer them.

      Terrence let go of Evelyn’s hand. He stood, taking a moment to steady himself. Pain thumped in Evelyn’s hand, but that seemed to be the least of her problems.

      “Are they…” Terrence’s voice faded.

      “I don’t know,” Evelyn answered his unspoken question. For all she knew, the ghastly strangers were hiding just out of sight. They could return any second and shred Evelyn apart, and she’d have no way of stopping it. As a generally self-sufficient woman, being stripped of control left Evelyn feeling as exposed and naked as the bloody fat man that branded her thoughts.

      Terrence’s body trembled. He craned his head up to the circular holes cut into the ceiling. The chute in the middle led to Maxwell Quenby’s hidden office: the place where he wrote his last will and testament to Evelyn before vanishing a decade ago. Evelyn never knew her father. Their only connection was the key to this accursed estate. She recalled his crinkled note.

      To Evelyn, my daughter. My heir. I failed you in life. I will not make excuses or justify my actions. I will leave you with the only thing I have to give: my estate. Enclosed within this note is the key to our family home. May it give you more peace than it did me. Your father, Max.

      Terrence stretched out his shaking hand to Evelyn. It took her a moment to process before she accepted his gesture and allowed him to pull her to her feet. Evelyn turned back to the bones and saw the world twist. She steadied herself on her husband.

      “We need to get out of here,” Evelyn declared.

      “Funny,” Terrence said weakly. “I was thinking the same exact thing.”
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      Leaning on each other, Terrence and Evelyn shambled out of the bone pit and onto the wood floor. The icy kiss from the dusty surface made their toes curl. Terrence looked at the wax candles in sconces on the wall and shivered. Their spontaneous ignition wasn’t even on the top ten list of abnormal events that transpired tonight or any night in Quenby House.

      They approached the nearest brick wall. Terrence put his ear on the surface and knocked. He tried his knuckles at different locations while Evelyn kept watch. There was a chance that the killer still lurked upstairs. Evelyn clenched the rib bone that had been digging into her thigh. Its point wasn’t sharp but with enough force and jammed in the right place, it could be deadly. Evelyn attempted to forget the fact that it originated from one of the six people that had loomed over her. The rib’s dry texture and odd density did a horrible job of hiding that fact. The idea made Evelyn queasy.

      Terrence pulled away from the wall. “It’s hollow. We just need a way to bust through.”

      They needed a sledgehammer. Evelyn wasn’t crossing her fingers. The room was a pile of bones away from being empty. A morbid thought came to mind as she looked at the bones and the wall, but the skeletal remains were too old and brittle to MacGyver anything.

      Evelyn sniffled. The cold was getting to her. They needed to get out of this room or risk getting sick. Or worse, starve. Terrence traced the walls with his hand. He pressed on random bricks, disappointed by the lack of result. In any other place Evelyn would’ve laughed at him, but her father’s mansion was full of secrets. Like the hidden wall in the hall of ancestral portraits that had been axed apart by the masked killer.

      If there was a way to the ceiling, Evelyn would try it. But even on Terrence’s shoulders, Evelyn feared that she wouldn’t be able to hoist herself into the corpse chute. She wondered if any of the bodies down here were tossed before they died. Alone, cold, bleeding and surrounded by death, it was hard to imagine a worse fate. As a pessimist, Evelyn could probably think of one, but she’d rather not.

      Terrence, an optimist at heart, “pressed” every brick he came across, but to no avail. Evelyn turned her sights on the bones, gulped, and knelt beside them. She brushed aside skulls, vertebrae, and knuckle bones. In the near darkness of the room, it reminded her of a Halloween party game where the participants are blindfolded, feeling different objects and trying to guess their not-so-sinister reality. In this case, the reality was pretty glum. Terrence twisted back to her at one point, opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it. He mumbled something and went back to “pressing” bricks.

      Pushing aside the bones quickly became a frustrating process as they kept falling back on her hands every time. Instead, Evelyn set them aside, unintentionally categorizing the skeletal remains. Skulls in one spot, arms in the other, etc. She blamed it on her methodical investigative skills.

      Soon Evelyn got the pile organized. She looked at the dip. It was nothing but a structural weakness in the hardwood. She plopped to her bottom and hugged her knees close to her chest. She looked up the ceiling chute, feeling the paranoia cripple her. Get your head on straight, she commanded herself. It didn’t work. She watched Terrence press away, seeing his movements becoming rushed and frustrated.

      Taking in the surroundings, Evelyn put her P.I. skills to the test. She found putting herself in the missing person’s shoes helped her retrace their path. In this case, she thought about the killer who designed the place. Firstly, she’d assume that the room was a body dump, not a torture chamber. Still, the killer would want to account for any potential escapees. The victim would be beyond desperate and try every nook and cranny for an escape. Assuming that the candles were not lit, the victim would be fumbling blindly. The smart placement for a switch would be in a high place. Somewhere out of reach but not inconvenient. If the killer was six feet, the switch wouldn’t be higher than eight feet to toggle. Evelyn scanned the room. The candle sconces matched the height. Tell me you’re more creative than that. She got up and started feeling the various candlesticks, wondering if Terrence would make some innuendo-esque comment.

      “You sure this is your first time?” Terrence joked as he felt up the wall.

      “Ha. Ha.” Evelyn replied dryly. Wearing a small smile, she turned back to the task at hand. If they weren’t laughing, they’d be crying.

      After five stiff candlesticks, what little hope Evelyn had fleeted. She pinched the bridge of her slightly swollen nose. It was 3 a.m. when the killer broke into her home. It was probably 4ish now, but after her trek to Stephen Doyle’s house hours before, exhaustion hit Evelyn like a steam train. The only thing keeping her on two feet was the threat against her life.

      Evelyn tried another candlestick, wishing the killer wasn’t that creative. On her way to the candlestick, she noticed a brick jutting a little farther out than the rest on that wall. Holding her breath, she pressed it. Nothing. Irked, Evelyn hammered her fist against it. “Stupid--”

      Cha-Chunk

      Something rattled in the wall. Evelyn stumbled back, bracing herself. No rolling boulders. That was a relief.

      After a moment of stillness, Evelyn outstretched her skinny arm and pushed against the wall. The five-foot section of the wall opened, meeting resistance on the dirt floor. Evelyn pulled a candle off its stand and held it out like a torch. The amber glow lapped against the packed dirt and periodic vertical wooden posts holding up the damp, mine-like tunnel. A tear of hot wax slithered down Evelyn’s fingers as she stared into the abyss. Terrence joined her in her scouting.

      “It was the first brick you pressed, wasn’t it?” Terrence asked.

      With pursed lips, Evelyn nodded.

      Deadpanned, Terrence replied, “Neat.”

      Grabbing a candle of his own, Terrence walked with Evelyn through the corridor. The ground dipped and widened at random intervals, but the path stayed straight. Insects, worms, and other deep-earth creatures wiggled away from the candlelight. By the time Evelyn and Terrence reached the old wooden crop cart and sketchy ladder beyond it, their hands were stiff with hardened wax dripping stalactites from the bottom of their fists.

      At the center of the decrepit crop cart was a faded maroon stain. Body cart. Evelyn wondered if the killer stripped the victims before or after trotting them down here. After all, there were only dry bones in the basement. No articles of clothing.

      Seeing Terrence’s tension, Evelyn allowed him to climb the ladder first. The aged rungs groaned under his weight. He pushed hard against the trapdoor. It didn’t budge. Locked from the other side. Terrence got off the twelve-rung ladder.

      He planted his dirty bare foot on one of the long cart’s handle and pulled the wooden pole to him. Forehead vein bulging, he yanked back as hard as he could. There was a snapping noise underfoot and then the handle broke away. Terrence sucked air, handed the broken handle to Evelyn, and lifted his foot. Grimacing, he extracted a long splinter burrowing into the front layers of his sole. Hopping on one foot, he returned to the ladder and used the rounded tip of the broken handle to ram against the wooden slats of the trapdoor. Setting her dwindled candle aside, Evelyn grabbed ahold of the bottom end handle and helped punch the trapdoor. The rusted hinges loosed. Evelyn and Terrence proceeded to hit it a few more times until the rusty hinges gave way and the trapdoor fell towards them. Evelyn and Terrence ducked out of the way, avoiding an unnecessary headache.

      Taking a breath, Terrence climbed up. After a moment, he gestured for Evelyn to follow. As she climbed, cool wind chilled her skin. She glanced about the shed before fully exiting the portal. Old gardening equipment and rusty tools were scattered about. A scrunched-up rug had been used to cover the trapdoor. Though windows were covered with old towels, small slivers of light escaped through moth holes. Terrence opened the shed door, allowing both of them into the back yard.

      A flock of birds scattered across the dark indigo sky. The sun peeked up the long grassy field. Hay bales spotted acres of field. Cotton plants swayed not far from a cotton gin and six servant cabins. Down a dirt road, the back of the Quenby House faced Evelyn. Unlike the mansion’s front, there were no colonnades, but the upstairs porch was more accessible. There was a number of raised flower gardens and chipped Roman-esque statues in the back lawn.

      Arms around one another’s shoulder, Evelyn and Terrence dragged their bare feet across dewy grass and toward the mansion. Their only key was inside. Evelyn walked around front. No vehicles. Terrence didn’t say anything, but Evelyn knew they had the same question. Are the killers gone? They peered into the shattered front window. A portion of the red carpet floor was soaked with rain water. The masked killer’s partner that Terrence had beat with a bat no longer rested at the foot of the foyer stairs. Alive or dragged away? Evelyn didn’t like either option. A corpse would’ve been concrete evidence that they defended themselves.

      The front door was slightly ajar. Evelyn grabbed the fist-sized metal knob. Before she could twist it, Terrence put his large, calloused hand on her shoulder. He shook his head. Evelyn took a step back as Terrence pull out his cell phone. There was a large black smudge on the back where the circuitry had spontaneously fried last night.

      Evelyn withdrew her own cell phone from the small pockets on her cyan boy shorts. After seeing the results of Terrence’s cell phone use and not having service underground, Evelyn hadn’t tried hers. Arm outstretched and body spinning, a little bar appeared on Evelyn’s screen. Good enough for 911. She dialed, half expecting the mobile device to explode. Maybe the night was finally over. Maybe it was all a bad dream. She peered through the shattered window and at the video camera on the floor. Terrence bought it after they had started sleep-walking. Last night, it was used to see the first guest, the woman in the jade green dress. That would be their proof that they were not crazy.

      

      Squad cars and an ambulance rumbled down the red brick road. Their flashing lights illuminated the moss-covered oaks and then the vine-covered house. A duo of officers--Davis, 30s, a short and stout man with an angry mug, and Bailey, a granite-faced woman with fiery red hair and Georgia twang--pressed through the front door, hands on their holstered pistols. Through the open front door, Evelyn watched the officers sweep through the vast foyer. Davis and Bailey stopped at the bloodstain at the base of the curving stairs. They drew their handguns and vanished into the hall of portraits.

      It seemed like forever before the duo returned. Evelyn attempted to read their expressions, but like Evelyn, they did well at hiding their demeanor. Truly, the only person Evelyn was transparent with was Terrence.

      “It’s secure,” Officer Davis replied. “You said something about bones?”

      Evelyn walked them to the shed, recounting the home invasion. She kept the story simple: invaders broke in at 3 a.m., Evelyn and Terrence knocked one out and ran to the private study. That’s where they found the trapdoor and landed in the bone pit. That was the gist of what happened, anyway. The reality was much more complicated.

      Davis and Bailey traded looks. Terrence gave Evelyn a worried look of his own.

      Evelyn pushed open the shed door. “We’ve only been in town for a few weeks. I inherited this house from my deceased father.”

      They descended down the ladder and into the dirt corridor. The officers moved with caution and kept a close eye on Evelyn. She didn’t blame them. This could almost be construed as a trap. They entered the bone room. The candles had died down, so Officer Davis held his huge flashlight. He illuminated the multiple piles of bones organized into different categories next to the dip in the floor. Evelyn felt her heart spike. She forgot to put them back in the pit after looking for a key.

      “Did you do that?” Davis inquired about the organized bones.

      “Yes,” Evelyn painstakingly admitted. “I was looking for a way out.”

      The officers glanced at one another.

      This is bad.

      “We’ll get Forensics down here,” Davis said. “Y’all wait up top.”

      Officer Davis led them back to the front of the house. He didn’t ask any questions and didn’t take his eyes off Evelyn. In her boy shorts and low-cut t-shirt, the officer was getting an eyeful, but something about his gaze hinted that he was looking for a deeper truth. Evelyn felt the hairs on her neck stand. He doesn’t trust us.

      Terrence leaned in to ask Evelyn a question. She shook her head. “It can wait.” The reply was curt, but the last thing she wanted was to have their words twisted against them.

      Davis’s radio buzzed. He answered.

      “Stephen and Catherine Doyle are not at their home,” said the officer on the other end. “We’re putting out an APB.”

      Over the next two hours, the forensic photographers, analysts, and more people from the state arrived. Only having a population of twenty thousand, Evelyn assumed Adders didn’t have its own forensics unit. Soon, bones were being carried out in bags and tarps. The officers bombarded Evelyn with questions about her father and the house. She had little information to give.

      By the time it was dealt with, it was almost dark. The specialists gave Terrence and Evelyn odd looks. A few chatted quietly about the freshly painted mural across one of the downstairs halls. Days ago, Evelyn had blacked out and painted seven-year-old blonde and freckled Mary Sullivan being stalked by three white masked figures and then being burned alive behind Quenby House. Before the blackouts, she couldn’t draw a stick figure to save her life. The work inside was a disturbing masterpiece. Evelyn found plane tickets that proved her father, Maxwell Quenby, was out of town during the days Mary went missing/was murdered. Nonetheless, she did not know Stephen, Catherine, and Andrew Doyles’ motivation behind the killing or why they chose Maxwell’s property to do it.

      Finding missing people, Evelyn could do. Solving murders was a different ball game.

      “We advise you to stay in a hotel for the coming days,” Officer Bailey said. “We’ll reach out if there’s any developments.”

      “Thank you,” Terrence said with relief.

      “Uh huh,” Bailey replied. “Y’all be safe now.”

      Evelyn and Terrence hunkered down in a cheap hotel for a few days. They religiously watched the news for Stephen and Catherine Doyle. Both had vanished without a trace. The news only reported the discovery of the bone pit. There were five complete skeletons. Mary Sullivan and the decade-dead phantom in the cotton mask--Andrew Doyle--were not among those, but Evelyn knew they both died on the property, and that was enough to lock them in the house for eternity. As for the twins Stephen and Catherine Doyle, they were gone.

      “Do you think they got them?” Terrence sat on the edge of the bed and watched the TV, his shoulders slouched.

      Evelyn stared at the screen intently. They hadn’t talked about the encounter in the pit since they got out. “I don’t know, but we need to go back.”

      “What?” Terrence protested. “I don’t know if I can stomach that, Evelyn. We don’t know if they're a threat, and even if they aren't, I see no reason to go back.”

      “They need our help,” Evelyn said.

      “But... they’re dead.”

      “They may know about my father.”

      “The truth will come out.”

      Evelyn glared at him. “We came down here to sell the mansion, but now it’s so much bigger than that. This is my family home. It’s my responsibility.”

      Terrence looked in shock. “I didn’t know you felt that way.”

      “I didn’t,” Evelyn admitted. “But seeing them… I don’t know, Terrence. I can’t shake the feeling that I have to do something.”

      Terrence took a breath and turned off the TV. He smiled softly at Evelyn. “Whatever you want to do, I’m with you.”

      After picking up their minivan from the mechanic and burning through a layer of their dwindling cash bundle, they parked in front of Quenby House. Its shadow grew like the angel of death. Evelyn and Terrence slammed their doors in unison and hiked toward the front door. The excitement and awe Evelyn had felt when she first found out this property was her inheritance twisted into uncertainty and fear that crawled beneath her skin.

      Terrence and Evelyn took a breath and pushed against the front door covered with zigzagging caution tape. Creaking like a death rattle, the entrance opened into the foyer. Gusts of wind bombarded the plastic sheeting on the nearest window. They stopped at the center of the room. On the painted domed ceiling, trumpeting angels with cracked faces watched Evelyn with lifeless eyes and innocent smiles. For a moment, it almost seemed like they were swirling across with artificial clouds.

      “Mary?” Evelyn called out. Her voice bounced off the hall walls.

      Outside, wind whistled and Evelyn swore she heard whispering.

      “Evelyn,” Terrence said in a shaky voice. His eyes locked onto the interior balcony.

      In a yellow dress with a belt, the little girl sat cross-legged behind the wooden bars, staring at Evelyn with dry, unblinking blue eyes. She murmured an indistinguishable chant.

      Words lodged in Evelyn’s throat. She took a step forward. The massive crystalline multi-tier chandelier flicked briefly as the little girl cocked her head. At the motion, thin blonde hair flooded down the girl’s freckled cheek.

      “What do you want from us?” Evelyn asked, mindful of the chandelier dangling from rust-spotted copper chains above her head.

      Mary stood and slowly walked down the curved steps. Her little hand glided down the smooth railing. Terrence went tense. Evelyn fought to keep her composure. The little girl approached, eyes unblinking, and turned into the hall.

      Seriously questioning their life choices, Evelyn and Terrence followed the ghostly girl. Every ceiling light Mary passed under flickered, casting a glow across the massive mural Evelyn painted from one side of the hall to the other. The paint failed to dry properly. Inky droplets melted away the featureless white masked strangers. There were three in all. Two male and one female, the Doyle family. From their blotchy eye holes, black tears hardened. Terrence shuddered when he looked at the artwork. Evelyn walked closer to him. Their shoulders scraped. They traded glances and looked back at the little girl a few feet ahead.

      As a private investigator, Evelyn could travel to the seediest locations with only her wit and extendable baton to keep her safe. From swapping orphanages for her first eighteen years to couch surfing and hitchhiking across the country, Evelyn had learned to survive. There was no other choice. All that said, it got her nowhere when she got into her car “accident” that etched her body with deep scars. The grooves across her back were reminders of her old life. One of substance abuse, deceit, and more meaningless vices. But the moment Terrence pulled her from the wreckage of her car, everything changed.

      Tall, handsome, an all-around blues lover, Terrence came from a line of lower-class musicians and union workers and took up the luthier trade--someone who makes string instruments. Unlike Evelyn, he was always good for a laugh, drank his glass half full, and liked playing the peacemaker even if it compromised his agendas. Also, his parents were the sweetest couple you’d ever meet. His father, a tall man with white curly hair, laugh lines, and a love of suspenders, was poor, but more generous than anyone Evelyn ever knew. His mother, a short plump woman with a welcoming smile, could cook like Betty Crocker and always knew the right thing to say. However, Terrence was not without faults. It wasn’t until after their wedding that he admitted to having an eleven-year-old daughter somewhere in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Nonetheless, she couldn’t imagine spending her life with anyone else.

      Keeping her eyes ahead, Evelyn interlocked her fingers with Terrence, her last and only anchor in this crazy world.

      Getting progressively colder with every step, they tailed Mary into the lounge. The room was devoid of light and consisted of bookshelves packed with dusty books, an unlit fireplace, and an assortment of lounge furniture. Evelyn passed through the threshold.

      Suddenly, the fireplace burst to life. Its warm glow lapped against the wall. Lamps flickered on. A wisp of smoke climbed from the Sherlock pipe held in the old man’s chapped lips. He wore a neutral-colored sweater vest and intense gaze. His white hair was trimmed and combed to the side. When he pulled the pipe from his mouth, blood leaked from his lower lip like sap from a tree.

      The sexy woman in the glossy jade dress slouched in the loveseat, free of all the cares in the world. Her plump lips curled into a smile on her perfect heart-shaped face. Her lipstick was as red as the blood pumping from her slashed throat.

      Sitting cross-legged on a nearby recliner, the goth girl read an old book with stained yellow pages. She wore black jeans with torn-out knees and a zipped-up hoodie decorated with pins that read “Save the Earth” and “Go Green, Idiot!” She glanced up at Evelyn and Terrence with an apathetic expression. Though Evelyn couldn’t see it at the moment, she knew there was a bloody gash on the back of the girl’s head.

      In the corner, the naked fat man with an oblong head “watered” withered flowers with an empty watering can. Humming to himself, he paid Evelyn and Terrence no mind.

      Lastly, the one-handed jock stood at the center of the room. He wore a varsity jacket with the number thirteen sewn on it. He rubbed his right wrist just below the place where someone cut off his hand. Seeing him, Mary smiled and took off into a sprint. With a dimpled grin, the jock lowered to a knee and allowed the little girl to jump into his arms.

      The goth let her gaze linger on the handsome football player before quickly returning to her book. The jock hoisted Mary up with his good hand and faced Evelyn. The whole cast of bloodied strangers turned to Evelyn and Terrence with expectant looks.

      Terrence mumbled something.

      Trembling, Evelyn bounced her wide eyes between them. With the crackling of fire and wisp of smoke, the room seemed like something out of a lucid dream. How did her life come to this? She traced back the confusion to the moment she had inherited this house.

      Silence filled the lounge.

      The old man cleared his throat.

      Evelyn and Terrence give him their attention.

      “I’m Barker.” the old man declared, using the top of his hand to wipe the blood from his lower lip. He gestured to the naked fat man with an oblong head and who was probably in his early forties but looked much younger. “That’s Winslow. He’s a few cards short of a full deck.”

      Winslow bared his teeth in what could be interpreted as a smile. His underbite was horrendous.

      “That fox is Alannah,” the old man continued.

      “A pleasure,” the woman in glossy green said, her voice silky and smooth. The slash in her neck moved as she spoke. Wearing a devious smile, Alannah studied Terrence. Eyes wide, Terrence slowly turned to Evelyn with a look of pure horror.

      Barker gestured to the goth girl. “And there’s--”

      “I can speak for myself,” the goth replied and, with dismal enthusiasm, said, “My name is Zoey.”

      Barker smiled widely at the comment he was about to make. “All you need to know is that she’s angsty, and she has her eyes on Pe--”

      “Shut it!” Zoey threw her book at him. Barker sidestepped out of the way, careful to keep his pipe from harm.

      “I’m Peter,” the jock introduced himself with a million-dollar grin. “This is Mary, the mastermind of this whole operation.”

      The little girl kept a neutral face when looking at Evelyn. Evelyn wondered why she wasn’t gory like the rest of the specters. She had been burned in the cotton fields behind the house. Surely there must be some residual effect. The answer hit Evelyn as she looked at the pattern. Her heart must’ve given out before the fire got her. Perhaps there were rules to the ghostly dimension: the killed kept the wounds that ended them.

      Standing in the shadow of the farthest corner, the man in the white cotton mask stepped forward. The black eye holes were the size of buttons. The ear holes were the size of peas.

      Terrence cursed and took a step back. Evelyn familiarized herself with the nearby table lamp.

      “That’s Andrew,” Barker declared with disgust. “He keeps to himself.”

      Andrew Doyle, Evelyn knew. His body was discovered the day after Mary vanished. Stephen, Catherine, and Andrew must’ve killed Mary, but did they murder the rest?

      The masked specter stood firm and followed Evelyn’s movements with his head.

      Evelyn struggled with the words. She closed her eyes, trying to think of them as normal people. It didn’t help. “I’m Evelyn,” she finally said. “This is my husband, Terrence.”

      “Hi, Terrence,” Alannah said with seduction in her voice.

      “Uh… hey.”

      Mustering a little courage, Evelyn addressed the room. “You want our help. Tell us what we need to do.”
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      Mary’s eyes were dry, uncanny and deep blue. In her sweet and tiny voice, she said. “You need to stop the boogieman.”

      Evelyn’s spine tingled at the words. Her vision bounced between the massacred victims and their brutal wounds. Bile crawl up the nethers of her throat. She fought it down.

      “We’ve been trapped here for so long,” Mary continued.

      “So, you possess us?” Evelyn retorted. “Make us sleepwalk? Make us claw on the brick walls or wake up in a cow field?”

      “Don’t yell at her,” Barker said. “She’s only a little girl, and she’s much stronger than you think.”

      “I needed to talk to you,” Mary said. “I needed to make you understand.”

      “Understand what?” Terrence asked feebly, finally finding his voice.

      “That we can’t free ourselves,” Mary said seriously. “Only you can. You must stop the boogieman.”

      Zoey combed her black hair with long black fingernails. “And then we can leave this crappy world.”

      Evelyn tried her best to process it all. “How do you know that will work?” she asked daringly.

      Alannah sat up. “Because we feel it, darling.” She got off the loveseat and, hips swaying, walked up to Terrence. He took a step back as she grabbed his hand and put on her bloody chest. “We feel it right here. Don’t you?”

      Completely in shock, Terrence watched blood pool around his fingers. “You’re so warm.”

      Boiling, Evelyn grabbed at Alannah’s wrist, but her hand swiped through the woman’s arm.

      “My apologies,” Alannah said to Evelyn. “Married men are my weakness.”

      She released Terrence, and locking her sultry eyes on him, backed to a comfortable distance. That is, if there ever was a comfortable distance for a woman like that.

      “Keep away from my husband,” Evelyn told her and then glared at Terrence.

      “... Yeah, stay back,” he replied, not as firmly as Evelyn would’ve liked.

      “Who is the boogieman?” Evelyn asked Mary.

      The little girl shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

      Evelyn turned to the crowd. “Do any of you remember?”

      They were silent.

      Barker spoke up. “It’s not easy, you know, recalling one’s death. There are some things better left forgotten.”

      “Yeah, except that doesn’t help us or you,” Evelyn replied. “Did Stephen Doyle do this?”

      “Maybe,” Mary said softly. “I think so.”

      The man in the white mask said nothing.

      “Did Stephen, you know, to all of you?” Evelyn asked.

      Peter shrugged. “We don’t know. That’s why we need your help. The moment you find the killer, we’re out of here. Otherwise, we’re benched in this house.”

      Breathing loudly, Winslow nodded many times in agreement.

      The jock continued. “If we had a better play, we’d tell you. So far Mary’s been the only one able to reach out through Terrence and you.”

      “Did you deal with the gunman from the night of the attack?” Evelyn asked.

      The ghosts traded looks and shook their heads. “We scared him away.”

      “Well then, Stephen is our best bet at a lead,” Evelyn said. And our only lead.

      “So you’ll help us?” Mary asked.

      The ghosts looked at Evelyn, awaiting a response. Evelyn looked to her husband, who looked at his hand that was completely clean of blood. “Your call,” he said quietly.

      Thinking back to why she became a private investigator, to help the downtrodden and neglected, Evelyn replied. “Yeah. We’ll help, but no more blackouts.”

      Mary smiled. “Deal.”

      Barker chuckled to himself and put his pipe back in his mouth. “Boy, am I glad to hear that.”

      Within a blink, the room fireplace snuffed out, the dust on the furniture and books returned, and the specters were gone. Evelyn and Terrence stood in the musty room.

      “Did that just happen?” Terrence said, rubbing the hand that touched Alannah.

      Evelyn studied her quiet surroundings and empty chairs. It felt like the longest dream. When she awoke, she would be back in Detroit, in the small apartment that smelled like wood finish. However, a deeper truth screamed inside. One that said it was all real. “We need to find Stephen Doyle.”

      “He tried to kills us,” Terrence argued. “He killed them.”

      “Terrence, this is probably the most significant moment in our lives.” Evelyn did not want to sound dramatic, but it was true. “And the only thing that makes sense is that those people need rest.”

      “What if they’re wrong and we’re hunting a serial killer for no reason?” Terrence replied.

      Evelyn grabbed his hand, the one that touched the woman, and took it in both of her palms. “If it were me, wouldn’t you do the same?”

      “I’d go to hell and back,” Terrence said with the passion that made Evelyn’s heart skip beats.

      “They’re no different,” Evelyn replied. “We’re all human. We all deserve a chance.”

      Terrence inhaled deeply and then cracked a smile. “I knew there was a reason why I married you.”

      “That’s not the best thing to say after groping another woman,” Evelyn replied with a deadpan expression.

      Terrence fidgeted. “You can’t blame me for that. The woman had me spellbound.”

      “You’re really not making a good case for yourself,” Evelyn said and headed for the door.

      “Babe. Come on,” Terrence pleaded in the way men do.

      “I’m going to the Doyle house,” Evelyn said as she left the room. “You coming with?”

      Terrence looked back to the place where the sexy woman once stood and then followed after his wife.

      They climbed into their minivan. It was a sad vehicle with a chipped hood spotted with brown and burgundy rust. Evelyn tossed Terrence the keys and let him drive. Down Quenby Avenue were pastures of short green grass with clusters of tall trees every now and again. The sun was high and the sky blue. With the windows down, Evelyn let the country breeze soothe her soft skin. Her blonde hair danced in the wind and blew against her cheek. Cows and tractors blurred by. She thought that calling the police would be the best way to find the killer, but Mary’s plea was more personal. “You need to help us.” The words replayed in her mind, getting progressively more direct and personal each time. If she could get the police to help, then great. If not, Evelyn braced herself for the days to come. She was under no illusion that this would not get messy. By the bullet holes in her house and the bones in the basement, it had already gotten messy.

      The old two-story farmhouse came into view beside two cattle pastures picketed with wooden posts and wide metal mesh. The house had a symmetrical design with wooden shutters like washboards and a covered porch that had three stairs leading into the jaws of the house. Evelyn and Terrence checked for cop cars. None. Since days had passed since the Doyles had vanished, the sheriff possibly assumed that they had skipped town. They may have gotten a warrant to search the premises. Evelyn didn’t know. The only thing she was sure of was that answers awaited her inside.

      She stepped out of the minivan. Gravel crunched beneath her heel-less black boots. She wore a long-sleeved violet shirt and form-fitting jeans. Terrence was dressed in a short-sleeved collared button up with a violin patch above the right pec. At Evelyn’s command, they both wore plastic gloves.

      A shed stood beside the house. That was where Evelyn saw Doyle’s white cotton mask. She would’ve taken a picture of it to send the police, but Stephen returned a moment later. Keeping her extendable baton attached to her waist, Evelyn peered into the windows. Curtains kept her from seeing what lay within.

      “What should we be looking for?” Terrence asked while Evelyn lifted the welcoming mat, revealing disturbed pincer bugs and dirt.

      “First the key.” Evelyn stood on her toes and ran her fingers across the top of the door frame. “Then anything that might tie Stephen or his twin sister Catherine to any of the victims.”

      Terrence checked inside a nearby flower pot. No luck.

      “Screw it,” Evelyn said and pulled out her lock-picking tools. It would leave scratches on the lock, and if the police came back to the premises, they’d know someone broke in. But Evelyn was not one to waste time.

      “Aha,” Terrence said, removing the key from under a rock. He hiked up the stairs and twisted the key while Evelyn put her lock-picking tools away. The door opened smoothly into the welcoming residence. Pictures of Stephen and Catherine, both in their 40s with hooked noses and slender frames. Their eyes were buggy. Catherine had a lazy one. More family photos spotted the various stands. A few even showed Andrew Doyle, the other brother who was a few years away from his siblings, who had a similar nose and intense eyes.

      Closing the door behind them, Evelyn and Terrence scouted the house. When they knew they were alone, they started their investigation. There were dishes on both sides of the sink and leftovers in the refrigerator. All the cupboards were closed and there was a rag on the stove.

      “I don’t think they ever came back here,” Terrence said.

      “Or they did, but only grabbed the things they needed.”

      The living room had an outdated box TV and blue sofa. There was a DVD player and a tall stack of country rock CDs. Upstairs, both of the twins’ bedrooms were roughly the same size. They had a bed, dresser, and other furnishings common in most houses. Terrence tried one room and Evelyn tried the other. When they were both done looking, they would trade to make sure neither of them missed anything. Evelyn pulled open the bedside drawer, finding sleeping medication, a box of pistol ammo, and a Cosmopolitan magazine. She didn’t know what to think about that.

      Under the bed were a number of plastic containers filled to the brim with old clothes fit for a Goodwill drop-off. She put them back, finding more women’s fashion magazines. She thought she was in Catherine's room for a moment until she saw the big wooden letters above the inner door that said Stephen. She returned the items and tried the closet. As she walked to it, she heard Terrence rummaging in the other bedroom.

      “Anything?” Evelyn asked.

      “Um, I don’t really know… what we’re looking for,” Terrence replied honestly from the other room.

      Evelyn curbed her frustration, remembering that he’d never done any investigative work. “Journals, photographs, mementos from the victims. Think Barker’s pipe for example. Or Alannah’s brassiere.”

      “It was an accident!” Terrence shouted back.

      Evelyn smiled to herself.

      She opened the closet doors and sifted through a number of all-season jackets and hunter garb within. On top of the horizontal coat rack were a series of shoeboxes. Evelyn took them down, one by one, examined the contents, and put them back where she found them. In the second to last box, Evelyn found a number of keepsake items. Most of them were souvenirs from various national parks along with accompanying brochures. Evelyn sorted through them, taking a trip down Stephen’s memory. He had quite the road trip from Georgia to Yellowstone. Oddly, he was alone for most of it. Before Evelyn put back the box, she noticed a cardboard flap cut to the size of the box and intent on hiding an item below. Evelyn had seen plenty of these in her P.I. work. Most people used them to hide ecstasy tablets or naughty pictures. Things that helped launch Evelyn’s investigation. Sticking her finger in the circular hole of the cardboard, she removed it from the shoebox.

      Her eyes went wide as she looked at the picture of a younger Stephen and Alannah sharing a smoothie with two straws. It was dated 1998.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn called out. “I think I got something.”
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      There was no doubt about it. Stephen Doyle had a connection with Alannah. But, why didn’t the ghost reveal this information, and how did her body end up in the bone pit? Evelyn recalled her first encounter with Stephen. He and his sister showed up at her front door, invited themselves inside, and started taking pictures of the foyer. “It’s not your house,” Stephen replied when Evelyn demanded that he leave. Evelyn hadn’t thought much of the statement, but it seemed to carry weight now. Was it because of the bones that he said such a thing, or was there any other reason Evelyn hadn’t accounted for? Perhaps it was just empty words from a homicidal maniac.

      Evelyn racked her brain, trying to link the investigation back to her estranged father. She had two connections that drew Maxwell Quenby in these murders. Number one and a huge red flag, the bones were hidden in his family estate. Number two: Maxwell’s connection to Mary. By the hair ribbon found in his secret study and the number of Mary’s drawings that showed them together, the two of them shared a bond. Evelyn hoped it was innocent, but her pessimism seemed to get the better of her.

      The rest of the time spent searching the Doyle house turned up fruitless. If anything, Evelyn garnered a new outlook on her sadistic neighbors. Stephen owned a lot of polos, shorts, and slip-on shoes. He ate a lot, a whole lot, of chicken broth, and the most expensive thing in his house was a new washer and dryer. The Doyles lived simple lives: hand-washing dishes, folding clothes, watching old reruns of I Love Lucy on the tube. They had a few stuffed game trophies mounted on the walls, a leaning stack of board games inside the storage closet, and an uncompleted game of Scrabble on the kitchen table. Judging by old pictures of the house and their droopy-faced grandparents, the Doyles were long-time Adders locals. Evelyn made note of that. She needed to suspect that Stephen and Catherine knew the town and its secrets.

      Evelyn and Terrence double-checked the rooms to make sure everything was put back in its proper place and then reconvened in the minivan.

      “Back to the mansion?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn nodded. Soft blues filled their silence.

      They bumped down the red brick road, passing under the sprawling branches that dripped clumps of moss. They hopped out of the car and cautiously returned to the lounge. The room was dark and dusty, just how they left it.

      “Alannah? Mary?” Evelyn called out into the empty room. She felt completely stupid as she waited for a reply.

      “Hello?” Terrence asked the lounge. “We have some questions about your relationship with Stephen.”

      A few moments passed.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Evelyn said.

      “Maybe they didn’t hear us,” Terrence said, trying to cheer her up.

      Evelyn sucked up her pride and asked again to speak with the dead. No reply.

      “If you want our help, show yourselves,” Evelyn demanded.

      As seconds ticked by on the wall clock, seeds of doubt grew in Evelyn’s mind. Was the first encounter a vision? The sights, the smells, and everything else felt so real. By Terrence’s perplexed face, he had similar doubts. That was a good thing. It meant that he definitely saw it, too. Nonetheless, after having blackouts and a number of uncanny visions, reality blurred and Evelyn didn’t trust her mind. Unfortunately for her, the mind was her most reliable tool.

      Tick-tock, the clock kept on. Waiting around wasn’t getting them anywhere. Evelyn felt a crushing weight to solve this mystery and return to her life with some semblance of normalcy. Good luck, a little condescending voice told her.

      “What’s the play?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn glanced about the room. “We proceed without them.”

      Part of her longed to learn more about the other victims, but she needed to prioritize. If she couldn’t find Alannah, she would need to find someone else. Leaving the lounge behind, Evelyn booted up her computer in the upstairs study because the secret study in the downstairs hall of portraits was in need of serious repair. The cotton-masked person, Stephen or his sister, took an axe to the thin wall and inner door. It wouldn’t help the resale value, nor would the discovery of human remains beneath it. Some people were superstitious. They might think the place was haunted.

      Terrence had the video camera set out on the desk. Its tumble down the foyer stairs cracked the lens and distorted the footage. He attempted to replay the footage from the night of the invasion, catching glimpses of Alannah in her jade green dress and naked Winslow. Terrence shuddered. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.”

      “We might not be supposed to,” Evelyn replied, getting quick flashes of leaking wounds in her mind. Her pity for the victim was the only thing keeping her from vomiting.

      Sitting upright in the leather rolling chair, Evelyn researched local missing persons on her laptop. It wasn’t hard to find the news column in such a small town press. The first picture showed Alannah’s perfect face and alluring smile. The second image showed police officers surrounding a red convertible parked off the road.

      “Missing: Alannah Gimmerson, age 38,” Terrence read. “Authorities discovered the local performer/songwriter’s vehicle parked on the side of Meadows Road. The front tire was flat, undamaged but lacking air, and bags of groceries spoiled in the trunk. Authorities are seeking any information regarding Alannah’s whereabouts.”

      Evelyn tapped the screen. “March of 2001. Mary Sullivan vanished in 2003.”

      “And Mary was the last victim, right?” Terrence asked.

      “To our knowledge, yes,” Evelyn replied. “Alannah could’ve been the pre-ultimate one.”

      Terrence pulled at his little chin beard. “Hmm. What if… never mind.”

      “What?” Evelyn asked.

      Terrence continued. “What if the flat tire wasn’t random? If the killer let the air out, knowing that Alannah would pull over. The car looks clean to me and the doors are closed. It doesn’t look like Alannah resisted her attacker.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Evelyn replied. She looked up at Terrence and smiled. “You’re not bad at this.”

      “Maybe I can be the big-time investigator and you can be the humble guitar guy,” Terrence joked.

      “I’d rather not.”

      “You can wear my cowboy hat,” Terrence bargained.

      “Tempting,” Evelyn replied dryly.

      She swiveled back to the laptop. The screen’s glow reflected in her bloodshot blue eyes. She researched further, finding archived newspaper slides. There was a small section from a paper a few years back, inviting anyone to Alannah’s funeral where they buried an empty casket. Alannah’s mother, Ida, organized it. Doing the math, Evelyn figured that Ida was retirement age and sought out retirement homes and local assisted living facilities. She got a bite for an ALF facility a town over and headed that way. Terrence joined her.

      The building was single story, with diamond-shaped tiles across the floor. Brochures seemed to be set out on every surface of the entrance area. The receptionist, a short and kind woman, asked, “What is the nature of your visit?”

      Evelyn flashed her P.I. license. The receptionist used the intercom to contact Ida and then led Evelyn and Terrence to the dining area. The room was largely barren this time of day apart from several round tables in the back where residents mingled. An elderly couple nodded at Evelyn and Terrence as they walked into the social area. The receptionists pointed at an elderly woman dressed lavishly with a fashionable cloth scarf around her neck. Drinking hot tea, she worked on a puzzle that displayed an 18th century ballroom. Pieces were missing from the picture, but Ida was moving along nicely.

      “You have visitors, Mrs. Gimmerson,” the receptionist said before she headed back to her desk.

      Terrence and Evelyn sat down opposite of Ida. Like Alannah, the woman had dazzling blue eyes that seemed untouched by the age of the rest of her body. Her gray hair was cut into an expensive bob. Gemstone rings decorated her fingers and a silver necklace sparkled under the ceiling light. Evelyn introduced herself and Terrence.

      “I don’t get many visitors,” Ida said. “Especially ones as handsome as you.” She winked at Terrence.

      “You’re very polite, ma’am,” Terrence replied.

      “Oh, and you’re a gentleman,” Ida said with a small smile curling up her seventy-seven-year-old but still pretty face. “And please don’t call me ma’am, it makes me feel dreadfully old.”

      “I’m under the impression that women age like fine wine,” Terrence replied.

      Oh, brother.

      “You’re a beautiful liar,” Ida said, chuckling. “I know you didn’t come all this way to woo an old woman.”

      “I’ve taken an interest in your daughter Alannah’s case, Mrs. Gimmerson,” Evelyn stated.

      Ida’s eyes glossed over. She blinked a few times and her normal demeanor returned. “My, it’s been a long time since I heard that name.”

      “I want to bring closure for your daughter and you,” Evelyn said.

      “Dear, I found closure when I put that empty casket in the ground,” Ida replied. “What you bring is a scalpel to my stitches.”

      Evelyn pursed her lips. Guilt plagued her heart. “That’s not my intention.”

      “Intentions are funny things,” Ida said, looking into the mug of tea. “Roads paved on good ones lead to disastrous ends.”

      “Evelyn is the most brilliant investigator you’ll ever meet,” Terrence reassured her. “If anyone can find out the truth about your daughter, it’s her.”

      Evelyn held onto her husband’s compliment.

      Ida sipped her tea, adding another lipstick stain to the mug’s rim. She bounced her piercing eyes between Evelyn and Terrence. “It beats looking at this puzzle for another hour. What do you wish to know?”

      “Let’s start with her disappearance,” Evelyn said. “What do you recall about the days leading up to that?”

      “Alannah took after me. A little too much,” Ida reminisced. “She preferred more challenging men, and that often got her in trouble. For years, she had been living on her own. Writing songs, singings at private galas across the nation, and enjoying the wealth her boyfriends showered her with. She lived like that until the end. I noticed no change in her mood.”

      “Was she seeing anyone during that time?” Evelyn asked, taking out her notepad.

      “Alannah always had a warm bed. Whether or not those were long-term arrangements, I cannot say. I don’t know any names. She abhorred kiss and tell.”

      “Was there anyone that showed up at the funeral that you may have suspected?”

      Ida sighed. “Despite her copious amount of lovers, Alannah’s burial was quite barren. Angry wives don’t allow their husbands to send off their mistresses. Surprising, I know. Still, for such a loving girl to leave this world alone, you would think she’d at least receive some flowers.”

      Evelyn let the words sink in for a moment and then asked about Stephen Doyle.

      Ida smiled to herself. “Oh, Stephen. Such a sweet boy.”

      Evelyn and Terrence traded wide-eyed looks.

      “Sure we’re talking about the same person?” Terrence asked.

      “The twin,” Ida clarified. “He had a heart for Alannah since they were children.”

      “Did they…” Evelyn let Ida fill in the blank.

      “Oh heavens, no. My daughter had her eye on bigger fish, and poor Stephen was like a lost pup. In his schooling days, he’d bike all the way across town to see Alannah with hands full of wildflowers or cheap candy. He even bought the same tabloids as her so they would have something to talk about. As Alannah filled out, so to say, Stephen’s visits became more frequent, though I doubt he got far in his romantic endeavors.”

      “Do you know the state of their relationship during the time of the disappearance?”

      “Unchanged, but at a lesser degree. Alannah’s lovers didn’t like having him around. After my Alannah--” Ida choked on the words. “After it happened, Stephen would visit me daily.”

      “To comfort you?” Evelyn asked.

      Ida looked out the nearest window, blinking away the wetness in her eyes. Failing, she turned back to Evelyn. “That’s how it started, but then he changed.”

      Evelyn lowered her pen, engrossed in the story. “How?”

      “He turned bitter.” Ida’s words were loaded with venom. “He became obsessed with finding her and admitted to driving all hours of the night in search of some clue. Foolish boy, but I respected his efforts. The police had given up at this point. Stephen was all I had. A few months later, he burst through my front door, shouting something about a lead. I found Alannah’s killer. He said it with a crazed fire I’d never seen in anyone since.” Ida locked eyes with Evelyn. “Maxwell Quenby.”

      Evelyn sucked air. She held it in her lungs as fears about her father became realities.

      Ida continued. “He tried to explain how he came to that revelation. It had something to do with Maxwell being seen following my daughter, but he was speaking so fast I couldn’t make sense of it. The next time I saw him, he arrived with his twin sister and quiet brother. The brother, I didn’t mind so much. He was an odd duck but never a threatening person. The sister I knew, however. Back in her schooling days, she became notorious for killing and dissecting squirrels and other small critters. And when she got her camera as a teenager, Alannah told me rumors that Catherine took pictures of roadkill and other dead things. Catherine was the only one who came into this meeting with a smile, I remember, while Stephen was fuming and Andrew was trying terribly to hide his discomfort.”

      Ida peered into the dark liquid in her mug. “He took away what I love. I’ll take away what he loves. Stephen vowed it. I didn’t see him until the funeral four years later, and he left before it was through.”

      “Maxwell went missing during that time gap. Mary Sullivan too,” Evelyn thought aloud, forming the timeline in her mind.

      “I can’t say if Stephen hurt anyone because of my daughter,” said Ida. “I’ve learned in my age that there are things I don’t wish to know about the world and its evils.”

      “Is there anything else you can give me?”

      “Yes. Don’t bother with Alannah,” Ida said and smiled sadly at Terrence. “Enjoy your time with the living.”

      Under the table, Evelyn took Terrence’s hand.

      “Now if you’ll excuse me. This puzzle requires my full attention,” Ida said.

      Unable to get any more information, Evelyn said farewell to Ida Gimmerson. I have a puzzle of my own.

      As they left the assisted living facility, Evelyn said to Terrence, “You were quiet in there.”

      “I’m used to carving wood and tightening guitar strings. This is a different ball game. Don’t get me wrong, solving crimes and stopping bad guys was a childhood fantasy, but I didn’t expect the viscosity of it all. We’ve been seeing visions, learned about murders, broken into someone’s house. It’s an adrenaline rush, but I don’t know how you do this on a daily basis.”

      “It takes some getting used to,” Evelyn admitted. “This case especially. There are reasons why I don’t like to talk about work. I understand if--”

      “I never said I’m backing down,” Terrence interrupted. “I told you that I am with you, and I won’t make myself a liar.”

      They arrived back at Quenby House at sunset. Scarlet rays blasted over the massive white and vine-covered plantation house. Thin clouds stretched across the sky like pulled cotton.

      She yawned, thinking about the bedroom. Sleeping in their massive canopied bed would never be the same, but despite the long and grueling day, Evelyn knew there was still much more work to be done. She resolved to herself that she wouldn’t be getting rest anytime soon.

      They stepped into the large foyer. Terrence shut and locked the door behind them. They hiked up one side of the curved stairway, and at the top of the inner balcony, Evelyn noticed splintered wood on the railing. She crouched down next to it.

      A bullet. From the night of the house invasion, no doubt. “The police missed it,” Evelyn told Terrence.

      He didn’t reply.

      With a crinkled brow, Evelyn turned back to a figure in a featureless white cotton mask. Shoulders broad. Clothes black. Little button-sized eye holes stared into Evelyn’s soul. Speechless, Terrence backed a step away from the figure.

      “Andrew?” Evelyn asked with doubt as she stood.

      The man in the mask didn’t reply.

      “Say something,” Evelyn demanded, able to keep a still face but not a steady heart.

      If this was Stephen or Catherine, Evelyn had nothing to defend herself with. All it would take was one simple bullet or a shove over the balcony and it was lights out. No more P.I. work. No more planning a family with Terrence. Will I come back like one of them? She didn’t know if she wanted that. They were trapped here, forced to “live” with the blow that killed them. Perhaps it was better than the alternative... or miles worse.

      The figure raised its hands and grabbed the sides of the mask. Carefully, it pulled it from his head, revealing a man with a hard mug, soft eyes, and silky hair. There was a hole in the back of his mouth that was a clear shot through the back of his head. It was Andrew Doyle.

      Before Evelyn could speak, Andrew grabbed Evelyn’s shoulders and pushed her against the balcony railing. He locked his silvery blue eyes with her. Her body became like pudding. The walls and floor began to melt into blackness. She saw a glimpse of Terrence grabbing at Andrew, but he fell through the phantom.

      Blackness swarmed in... but only for a moment.

      In brief flashes, only a breath length long, she saw through the small eye hole of a cotton mask. The taste of booze lingered on her tongue. Sweat stuck the fabric to her face. Two more figures in masks dragged the screaming blonde girl into the clearing amidst the cotton field. So young. A thought raced through Evelyn’s mind. It was not her own.

      The breath ended and another began. She was looking at a tower of fire rising up in front of her and into the blue Georgia sky. Her gloved fingers held an empty can of lighter fluid. The two other figures reveled at the flames. One took joy in the vengeance. The other, in sadism. Evelyn felt nothing but dread. You’re here for the family. Doyles stick together.

      A breath.

      One of the figures blasted the little charred bones with a fire extinguisher. The other watched apathetically. We all deserve to die. In her hand, Evelyn felt the cold weight of the pistol.

      A breath.

      Evelyn looked down the weapon’s iron sight. At the other end of the barrel, the masked figures stared at her in confusion. “Andy,” one said condescendingly.

      A breath.

      The mask was pulled up past Evelyn’s nose. She smelled the pillar of black smoke. She tasted the metal barrel in her mouth. The masked figures were moving in, arms out in a non-threatening manner. One said. “Andy, now you wait a--” She squeezed the trigger.

      Suddenly, Evelyn was back at Quenby House and in her own skin. She looked into Andrew’s eyes, tasting gunpowder residue in the back of her throat.

      “Let go of her!” Terrence shouted at the man holding Evelyn by the shoulders. Andrew listened and backed away. Terrence instantly jumped in front of Evelyn.

      “Evelyn, babe, are you okay?”

      “...yeah,” Evelyn replied whimsically.

      Andrew slid on his mask and walked away, vanishing into the darkness of the upstairs hall.

      Terrence twisted back to Evelyn. His eyes were intense and damp with terror. “What did he do?”

      “He showed me how Mary died. How he died.” Evelyn said, still trying to make sense of it all.

      “Okay. We’re leaving this place,” Terrence declared

      “No,” Evelyn said defiantly. “We’re in this, Terrence, like or not.”

      “But--”

      “--If you saw what they did to Mary Sullivan--”

      “--I saw her body,” Terrence cupped his hands on Evelyn’s cheeks and looked her in the eyes. “I feel the responsibility too, but they’re abusing us, Eve. As much as I pity them, they are stripping us of our will.”

      “They’re communicating with us,” Evelyn counter-argued

      Terrence stepped away and paced in frustration. “We know it’s Stephen Doyle. Police are already going after him. Case closed. What can we do?”

      “Stephen and Catherine killed Mary,” Evelyn said. “But they didn’t kill Alannah or the rest. Ida’s testimony, Stephen’s motivation, it all proves that Stephen is not the serial killer.”

      “Then who murdered the other five other people in our basement?” Terrence asked, meaning the question to be rhetorical. Evelyn didn’t take it that way.

      “I intend to find out.”
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      Though their eyes were closed, Evelyn and Terrence lay awake in the king-sized bed. An uncanny silence hung in Quenby House, as it did every night. In any other time or place, the quiet would’ve offered a certain comfort of being alone and private.

      Not here.

      The spirits of the dead could be watching Evelyn at this very moment, but there would be no tell of their presence. Evelyn bundled up under the thick covers and allowed the divine mattress to swallow her up. She listened to her husband’s soft breaths and remembered a time where the biggest stress was paying the bills and getting clientele. It wasn’t as easy then, and that conflict was only put on hiatus, but it seemed so trivial now. There was something about helping the dead that brought a fulfillment Evelyn hadn’t felt in a long time. She wondered if Terrence felt the same way.

      Evelyn got up at the crack of dawn. She took a hot shower while standing in the bathtub and got dressed in her typical dark blue jeans and a white t-shirt. She kept her black, belted, double-breasted raincoat nearby. The forecast predicted another incoming storm. She sipped black coffee from her mug and stood at the threshold of the lounge. Her ringed eyes scanned the places where the victims had stood and sat. Are you watching me? Evelyn wondered.

      Dust danced in the air. There was a slight depression in the loveseat’s second cushion. Evelyn couldn’t recall if it was always there. She took another sip from her mug and returned to the kitchen.

      Terrence was up and about, making scrambled eggs on the kitchen stove. He wore a collared shirt, pants, and two mismatched socks with different sets of instruments on them. “Morning.”

      “Morning,” Evelyn replied.

      Terrence pulled out the block of cheese from the fridge and grabbed Maxwell’s grater from a drawer. “I counted our money.”

      “That good, huh?” Evelyn replied and glanced about the room, wondering if anyone was eavesdropping.

      “It might be a smart choice to start selling some stuff,” Terrence said, grating the cheese over the fluffy scrambled eggs.

      “Will we make it till the end of the month?” Evelyn asked.

      Terrence handed her a plate. With hesitation, he said, “I think so. If we’re not dealing with any more car issues, motel stays, and hospital visits.”

      Evelyn took her plate and ate a bite, staring at nothing in particular.

      “Maybe our roomies will lead us to a hidden stash of money,” Terrence said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Taking her plate, Evelyn headed to the study. Terrence tagged along. They booted up the laptop and started their research. Alannah and Mary were the only two victims that Evelyn knew the last names of. She had a fair understanding of their disappearances and personalities, but the others were still strangers. She jotted down a list of the names. Barker, Winslow, Zoey, and Peter. Today, she’d focus on them and hopefully establish a strong profile for each one. A guarantee that Evelyn gave all her clients was her ability to work quickly.

      Several locals vanished between the 1980s to the early 2000s, but Evelyn’s search in Quenby started in 1998 with Dr. James Barker. In the black and white photo online, he wore his signature sweater vest and slacks with an elegant tobacco pipe in his hand. He vanished at the age of 74. No trace of him was ever discovered.

      In 1999, Winslow Darvey, age 42, vanished from the butchery where he worked. In his picture, his smile was crooked and ruined by his underbite. No trace of him was ever discovered.

      2000, varsity player Peter Calhoon, 17, vanished without a trace. The local news described his loss in great detail and made mention that a recruiter from University of Georgia had visited on multiple occasions though he was only a junior in high school.

      2001, Alannah Gimmerson, 38, vanished.

      2002, Zoey Pinkerton, 15, never returned home. Her missing person picture was blurry and not chosen with much care.

      2003, Mary Sullivan, 7, vanished, though Evelyn believed that her disappearance was connected to Stephen Doyle, not the killer of the other five individuals.

      “There’s a pattern here,” Terrence stated the obvious.

      “A victim a year for five years,” Evelyn said. She studied the missing persons reports, tracing the killer’s descent into evil. He/she started with an old man and ended with a girl. Younger and younger the victims became and then suddenly all the vanishing stopped. That meant one of three things: the killer was over a decade dead, the killer had run away, or the killer was lying dormant.

      As much as Evelyn wanted to focus on the killer, there was not enough information to build a location profile. She needed to look at the victims, starting from the beginning: James Barker. After some digging, Evelyn discovered he worked as a professor in East Georgia State College, which was about a two-hour drive from Adders. He retired at the age of 65.

      Evelyn would’ve liked to ask him where he lived but, alas, the phantom did not reveal himself. Are you testing me? Evelyn wondered. Or am I doing something wrong?

      She contacted the number on the Missing Persons page. It was out of commission. She contacted the college.

      “We cannot disclose any of his personal information,” one of Barker’s old colleagues said over the phone.

      “I’m a P.I,” Evelyn explained in what she expected would be the first of many times today. The man gave her the runaround for a bit before Evelyn pressed him. “No one else is looking for your friend. At his age, they probably suspect he is dead. Give me a chance to find out the truth.”

      The colleague grumbled on a bit about college policy, but at the end of it all, he revealed Barker’s retirement address, which was in Adders. Light rain pattered the windows of the mansion and turned the world steel and gray.

      Evelyn pulled her black double-breasted coat on while Terrence grabbed the car keys. A sudden chill gripped them.

      “What? You aren’t going to say goodbye?” A voice said behind them.

      Barker stood at the railing of the inner balcony, looking down on them with a smoking pipe in his hand. He used the top of his other hand to wipe the blood leaking from his tight mouth.

      Terrence and Evelyn exchanged glances and felt the tension in the room.

      “The two of you need to relax,” Barker said with small smile. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Good one,” Terrence said, unsure how to react.

      Evelyn couldn’t get used to this, no matter how many times she’d encountered the supernatural. Taking a step forward, she said, “We’re going to visit your home.”

      “I think you’ll like the place. Sally’s a great interior decorator.” Realizing that Evelyn was unfamiliar with the person he mentioned, Barker clarified. “Sally. My wife. She’s the most beautiful, lively, and intelligent woman you’ll ever meet. A little snarky, I might add.”

      “We could just ask you about your demise,” Evelyn said, crossing her arms.

      “It’s a pathetic story. Old man goes on a walk as per the doctor’s request and then… the rest after that is blurry. Apart from the chlorine.” Barker’s face went bitter. “I can still taste that.”

      He hit his pipe. Smoke and blood fell from his lips.

      “He made you drink…” Terrence said, becoming wheezy.

      “He, she, I don’t know.” Barker admitted, wiping his chin. “Scotch has always been more my poison.”

      “Did you know my father?” Evelyn asked.

      “I knew the name. I mostly called him the guy in the big house.”

      “Do you think he did this to you?”

      Barker looked around the vast foyer. “I’m in his house, aren’t I?”

      Evelyn felt her stomach drop. She couldn’t draw a conclusion. Not yet. But the evidence was building. “Is there anything you want to say to Sally?”

      Barker seemed stunned by the question. He recomposed himself. “Tell her… tell her that she made life a joy and to keep on living until I come home.”

      “We’ll tell her,” Terrence promised.

      Barker stared through them, seemingly unable to hear Terrence’s words. Blood seeped from his lips. This time, he didn’t wipe it away.

      

      Evelyn knocked on the front door of the ranch home. Weak rain pelted its cobblestone exterior while wind swayed the small and pointy evergreen trees sprouted across the house’s face. Terrence held the black umbrella over Evelyn’s head while a little rain pattered the back of his charcoal gray fleece that Evelyn bought him one Christmas. With Evelyn wearing black, too, they must’ve looked like they were returning from a wake.

      A Hispanic woman in blue scrubs answered the door. “Yes?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Does Sally Barker live here?” Evelyn asked.

      The Hispanic woman nodded slowly. “She won’t be taking any visitors.”

      “What happened?” Terrence asked with concern.

      “I’m afraid her health is failing.”

      “We’d like to talk to her about her husband. Could you tell her that?” Evelyn asked.

      The woman eyed her. “Wait here.” She vanished inside without another word. She returned a moment later. “You may enter, but her nap time is nearing, so be quick.”

      Terrence frowned at the woman’s rudeness, but Evelyn kept her expression flat. This was nothing new to her. There were very few lights on in the house, and the walls were shades of blues and grays. Pictures of James and Sally in their 50s and 60s backed by the Louvre, the Leaning Tower of Pisa, the unique colorful buildings of Amsterdam, and more breathtaking European travel destinations. Terrence cracked a smile. He nudged Evelyn. She didn’t share the same enthusiasm. Not because she didn’t long to see the world, but because she knew she’d never have time.

      They entered the bedroom. Whatever bed had been there before was replaced with an adjustable one from the hospital. The woman lying on it had long white hair, paper skin, and a sunken face. An IV needle was trapped into her inner elbow. Her gaze was cast at the rain cascading down the window. Evelyn could feel the dread hovering in the room and knew that time was not on Sally’s side.

      “You can go, Lucile,” Sally said in her froggy voice.

      The Hispanic woman whispered, “Don’t upset her. Her heart can’t take such things.”

      She slipped into the hall, leaving the door open behind her.

      Sally turned to them. “Did you find my husband?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Evelyn replied as she approached the bedside. Terrence followed behind.

      “Did he run away or is he gone?”

      “Gone,” Evelyn replied honestly. She couldn’t lie to a woman nearly a century old.

      Sally shut her eyes for a long while. Her breath was so faint that Evelyn thought that she may have left them. “How?”

      “We’re figuring that out,” Terrence said.

      “Tell us about him?” Evelyn asked.

      “A talker. A doer. More of the former,” Sally said with a slight smile. “He stole my heart when we were fifteen.”

      “Before he disappeared, did you notice a change in his attitude?”

      “James was James. He was never one to stay mad for long, though he did complain a lot. Also, he would always smile before he made a witty remark. I rolled my eyes to show him how impressed I was.”

      Evelyn looked at her blank notepad. “Did he have any enemies or anyone angry with him?”

      “Restaurant waiters,” Sally nodded seriously. “He was a lousy tipper.”

      James chuckled.

      “The last thing James ever said to me was, I’m going on a mundane stroll. I’ll be stinky and sweaty when I get back, so have the bath ready. That was it. Never saw him again. I waited beside the cold bath water for an hour before I went after him. Old Sycamore Trail is the place where he hiked. Five-minute drive from here. Police found nothing.” Sally said and turned to Evelyn. “There are days when I... feel him, but now that I know he’s gone. Really this time. There’s not much left to hold onto.”

      Terrence took the woman’s hand. “He’s not as far away as you think.”

      Sally’s brown eyes widened.

      “We’ve talked to him,” Evelyn said, overcoming her struggle to admit to the ghostly encounter. “A part of him still remains.”

      Terrence nodded in agreement.

      “How--What did he say?” Sally asked with a small voice.

      “He said, you made life a joy.”

      Sally shivered and cried softly.

      “And to keep on living until he comes home.”

      “Oh, James,” Sally said through her tears. She talked to the ceiling. “You promised we would leave this world together. I’ll wait on you for another nineteen years.”

      The nurse lingered in the doorway with her hands on her hips.

      “Get your rest, Sally,” Evelyn said. “We’ll get James home much sooner than that.”

      Evelyn and Terrence left and traveled to Old Sycamore Trail. In the rain and without talking, they walked the smooth path through the woods, but found nothing that hinted at James Barker’s disappearance.

      “You think we should’ve told her?” Terrence asked as they drove back.

      “We gave Barker our word,” Evelyn replied.

      “I know but… what if we fail and he’s stuck in the mansion for good?”

      “Hey, there’s only room for one pessimist in this relationship.”

      “You’re right,” Terrence replied. “I was just hoping we would’ve learned more from her.”

      “We have three victims left,” Evelyn reminded him. “One of them will know something.”

      Following the killer’s chronology, they started with Winslow, the second victim. A little ways outside of town, Evelyn and Terrence arrived at a large, drab, industrial-style building that had multiple semi-trucks shipping grass-fed meats across the state. Tipton’s Slaughterhouse.

      Avery Tipton greeted Evelyn and Terrence at the front door as he said he would over the phone call. He was a man of average build and height, with the beginnings of a second chin and a thin crown of hair around his head. He wore a blue collared shirt and welcomed Evelyn and Terrence aside.

      “I’m glad you’re taking an interest in Winslow. God, I loved that boy. My wife and I helped raise him. Well, ex-wife.” Avery said as he led them to the office. Evelyn noticed his finger swelling around his undersized and weathered wedding ring.

      “Did you adopt him?” Evelyn asked.

      “Not officially,” Avery sat on the edge of his metal desk and moved his hands when he spoke. “The boy’s father was never in the equation, and his mother would beat him and call him names. Nasty stuff. I was locking up the church one afternoon and saw the boy sitting on the steps. The mother left him there and skipped town. For the better I think. I took him in, originally for just a few days, but he had such a gentle heart, my wife and I kept him. We raised him with our other two boys.” Avery fidgeted. “My ex-wife and I.”

      “You gave him a job here?” Evelyn asked.

      “Winslow wasn’t…” Avery searched for the right word, but didn’t find it. “He had strengths and weaknesses like the rest of us. One of the traits was strength. The boy could lift a cow, I kid you not. Eat a whole one too.” Avery sighed. “Yeah, I miss him. He worked a lot harder than the clowns I have now.”

      “He was forty-two years old when he went missing,” Terrence recalled. “How old was he when you adopted him?”

      Avery rubbed the back of his neck. “To be honest, I was never quite sure. Communication wasn’t Winslow's strong suit. I was in my early thirties when I got him. He was probably seventeen or so. Innocent as a child though. I’ll always see him as a boy, despite the age factor. What made you so curious about him anyway? Someone hire you?”

      “It’s a personal project,” Evelyn said. “My father went missing too. I’m seeing if there is any connection. Maxwell Quenby. Heard of him?”

      “Quenby. Yeah. I heard of him.” Avery’s face twisted to disgust. “I never knew he had a daughter.”

      “Yeah, sole inheritor,” Evelyn replied. “What’s your issue with Maxwell?”

      “Nothing personal, but I’m sure you’ve heard of the Sullivan girl.”

      “Mary.”

      “I’d bet my bottom dollar that Maxwell had something to do with her disappearance.”

      “Any reason you think that?” Terrence asked.

      Avery frowned heavily and shook his head. “Just made sense. Maxwell lived in that big house all by himself. He looked down on us normal folk. He had so much money and clout, cops wouldn’t even give him a speeding ticket. If anyone could get away with murder, it was Maxwell Quenby. That’s why I’m glad he’s dead and gone. No offense, but this town has been quieter since no one's been in that house.”

      Evelyn changed the topic. “Tell me what happened to Winslow.”

      Avery stopped leaning on the desk. “Let me show you.”

      They walked into the meat locker.

      Massive slabs hung from hooks across the ceiling. Cold fog thumbed through the icy room.

      “I hope blood doesn’t make you squeamish,” Avery said.

      “Not anymore,” Terrence replied.

      In the far corner of the room, Avery pointed at the gash in the wall and then went back to hugging himself.

      Evelyn approached and brushed her fingers across the groove. “Meat hook?”

      “Yep,” Avery said. “Winslow was manning the graveyard the night he vanished. In the morning, I learned he was missing, the back door was open, and there was this scrape on the wall. The police said that there was a fight. That Winslow used a hook to defend himself. But they found no blood. A few days later, I realized one of my curved butcher knives was gone. If that doesn’t scare you, nothing will.”

      Evelyn recalled the long slash across Winslow’s belly. “Anything happen leading up to the attack?”

      “Something,” Avery said. “Winslow was flipping out. I didn’t understand what he was saying, but I knew he was scared. I told him that it was nothing and to get to work.” Avery shook his head. “Boy, I was wrong.”
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      Peter Calhoon was a poster child for any high school, anywhere. He had a clean-shaven boxed jaw with a dimpled chin and shy smile that kept girls swooning. His blond hair was cut neatly, and his grade card boasted a 4.0 GPA in all advanced placement classes.

      “No one could’ve asked for a better son,” Mrs. Sheerly Calhoon said. She was in her early fifties, with highlighted blonde hair and small rectangular glasses that made her look like a sexy secretary.

      Evelyn placed the school photo back on the fireplace shelf and looked at the picture of Peter. Kneeling in a football field, he wore an indigo football jacket with yellow sleeves and text. He died in that jacket, Evelyn thought.

      “He was varsity captain and named junior prom king,” Mrs. Calhoon explained.

      Mr. Calhoon, a middle-aged version of his son with the same chin, dashing looks, and silky hair, rocked in the fluffy recliner. “Nearly broke the school record with the longest pass. A fifty-seven yard missile right into the end zone.”

      “Your son sounds like he was really something,” Terrence said, admiring the glass trophy case that seemed to fit perfectly in the McMansion. “I played a few years myself.”

      “Yeah?” Mr. Calhoon said. He stopped rocking. “What position?”

      “Wide receiver,” Terrence replied.

      “Really?” Mr. Calhoon exclaimed. “Shotback?”

      “Split-end,” Terrence said proudly. “Only for a few years, though.”

      “Coach moved me between shotback and flanker. It pissed me off when I was young. Everyone wants to be quarterback.”

      “I enjoyed my position. Still, I’m glad your son got to live that fantasy for you.”

      Mr. Calhoon licked his molar and mumbled, “Yeah. He was going to be the next Fred Crawford. I could see Pete throwing an eighty-five yarder to a legend like Eddie Kawal.”

      Mrs. Calhoon used her index finger to rub away a tear welling in her left eye. She blinked a few times.

      Evelyn turned away from the fireplace and looked up the large living room. Though it was a selfish thought, Evelyn found it hard not to compare homes. Quenby was bigger for sure, but the modern classiness of this place seemed much more functional than her pre-civil war relic. Evelyn refocused. “What do you think happened to your son?”

      Mr. and Mrs. Calhoon traded looks. “Murdered.”

      “What makes you think that?” Evelyn asked.

      “He would never run away,” Mrs. Calhoon said. “His future mattered to him too much.”

      “Our son was happy,” Mr. Calhoon added.

      “Is there anyone you suspected of harming him?”

      With red-rimmed eyes, Mrs. Calhoon said, “Everyone.”

      “People were jealous of Peter,” Mr. Calhoon added.

      Mrs. Calhoon looked ill. “Behind their smiles and compliments, they couldn’t stand that my son was better than theirs.”

      “What are your thoughts on Maxwell Quenby or Stephen Doyle?”

      “I don’t know any Doyles,” Mr. Calhoon said. “Maxwell, though. He attended a few school board meeting events. At first I thought it was his chance to chase some tail. He had this mysterious way about him that drew in women. But after my son’s disappearance and women started going missing…” Mr. Calhoon balled up his fist. “I’m glad Max is gone.”

      Evelyn gnashed her teeth. The more people suspected her father, the less she wanted it to be true. Blame it on her rebellious nature or her empathy for the underdog, but if she could prove her father was innocent, it would be a beautiful thing.

      Without getting more help from the Calhoons, Evelyn sought out her final lead: Zoey Pinkerton.

      The house was at the other end of town. It was quiet, quaint places with a few mares grazing in the fenced-in pastures. Wind chimes hung on the porch. Unmowed grass carpeted the earth. Gnats and chiggers leaped between leaf blades and weeds. Evelyn and Terrence exited their crude minivan as the day neared its exodus.

      Zoey was the final victim before Mary. Evelyn reflected on what she’d learned while she waited for the next of kin to answer. Firstly, the killer was testing the waters in the beginning. He killed an old man, then a middle-aged one and followed by a teenage male. Then he switched to an adult female and then teenaged girl. Mary’s killing would’ve been the logical step, but that was the Doyles’ doing. So what stopped the killer, and where did he go?

      As for her father, she knew Maxwell had a friendship with Mary, was disliked by seemingly everyone, and seemed to draw in women. Also, Maxwell knew of the plantation mansion’s secret study. If he was the killer and died, the phantoms would have peace, right? Unless they wanted Evelyn to chase a ghost. A fool’s errand that would be. Either Maxwell lived, which there was no proof of, or the killer was someone else who knew the house’s secrets.

      The door opened. Dressed in a wrinkled shirt and faded Levis, a short man with a shaggy goatee and tired blue eyes stepped out. Evelyn introduced herself. The man inhaled deeply through his nose. “Come in. I’m making tea.”

      The house was minimalist, but not in a stylish way. The kitchen table was devoid of cloth. Sparse paintings decorated the neutral-colored wall. There were a few pictures of Zoey as a kid. She had lush brown hair and a big smile. Between ages 9 and 15, something changed. It could be puberty that led her to her goth persona.

      “Is it just you?”

      “Wife passed a few years ago,” the man said.

      “I’m sorry,” Evelyn replied.

      “She made her choice.”

      Evelyn averted her eyes. She remembered her own “choice” years ago. It ended with Terrence, a complete stranger at the time, pulling Evelyn’s broken and bleeding body out of the ruins of her car. If only everyone had such luck.

      David gave them mugs of hot tea and took a seat at the head of the square dining room. They crowded around three of the four seats. “Did Zoey run away or was she killed?” David asked.

      “Killed,” Evelyn said. “The news will disclose the victim's information soon enough.”

      “My wife was right after all,” the man said.

      “I promise you, Mr. Pinkerton, we are doing everything in our power to make sure your daughter finds peace.”

      “Why?” the man asked.

      “Eve and I believe that we can help the restless find closure,” Terrence said. “In doing so, we hope you’ll find peace.”

      “And you’re doing this for money?”

      “Any other case, yes,” Evelyn admitted. “Not this one.”

      “Then what do you hope to gain?” David Pinkerton eyed her.

      Terrence and Evelyn looked into each other’s eyes. “The truth.” And some overdue peace and quiet.

      Mr. Pinkerton chuckled sadly. “If my wife knew there were people like you when our daughter first vanished, things might have been different.”

      “Tell us about Zoey.”

      “She was a hermit with a brilliant mind,” David said. “She hid behind shades of black, but her heart was good. She was good, even if I didn’t agree with her in most things. I only wished I had told her that instead of doing what was best. She vanished after we had a big fight about her music and attitude. I was a different man back then.”

      “Did she say where she was going?” Terrence asked.

      “She didn’t say, but I knew. It was to her godfather’s house.” Tired lines etched around his eyes. “Maxwell Quenby.”

      Evelyn’s heart skipped a beat. “Godfather?”

      “Yeah, I gave Quenby the honors. I worked his land. Taught him how to ride horses. If there was ever a man who was misunderstood, it was Max.”

      Finally. Someone who doesn’t hate him. “Tell me about him.”

      “I thought you were here for Zoey?”

      “I’m here for both,” Evelyn replied swiftly and with fire.

      David raised his brows. After a moment, he returned to a normal tone. “He didn’t want the family name. The Quenbys were always movers and shakers here in Adders. They liked keeping an eye on the town and its money, and made sure the old blood stayed in power. They had blackmail material on everybody and when they made an investment--cattle for example--they’d cripple the competitors. Some people believe that’s why Adders never grew in size. In a small town like this, most people were okay with that. It was the outsiders who got the shaft.”

      “But Maxwell was different?”

      David nodded. “Night and day compared to his father. Maxwell had no desire to flaunt his wealth or extort anyone. After his father died, Maxwell wanted to live a quiet and peaceful life with a family and kids. The town’s institutions--police, judiciary, big business, small business, you name it--wanted his family’s knowledge and continual donations. They pressed him day in and day out. There was a time where he had different guests every day, some would stay from breakfast to dinner. Maxwell hated it. After a while, he voiced his opinion but no one listened. To open their ears, Maxwell destroyed his family’s blackmail material, stopped all funding, and shut himself in.”

      “Why name him Zoey’s godfather?” Evelyn asked.

      “I swore I’d take that to the grave.”

      Evelyn leaned over the table. “Please.”

      David grumbled. “All I can say is this: he had to give up his own daughter for reasons unknown and the mother was never in the equation. Because I counted him as my closest friend, I let him help raise Zoey. It brought some joy back to his life. Though our parenting styles differed back then. When Zoey was around fourteen, I kept her away from Max. A few years later, he found someone else to fill that emptiness inside. Little Mary Sullivan.”

      Evelyn let the revelations sink in.

      “Evelyn is Maxwell’s daughter,” Terrence told David.

      He studied Evelyn. “You don’t look like him. Why did you come back?”

      “She inherited the plantation,” Terrence explained. “We came down here to sell it, but… our plans changed.”

      “What else can you tell me about my adoption?” Evelyn said, ignoring all that Terrence had said.

      “I’ll tell you when you find my daughter’s killer,” David bargained.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Not at all. You find who killed my daughter and I’ll tell you everything I know.”

      Reluctantly, Evelyn agreed. “Did you ever suspect Maxwell hurt Zoey?”

      David locked eyes with her. “Never. Not in a million life times.”

      “What if I told you her remains were found hidden in his basement?” Evelyn asked.

      The vein in David’s neck bulged. “Then I’d call you a liar.”

      Evelyn decided not to say any more about it. She asked more questions about Zoey’s disappearance. Just like the other victims, not a trace was ever found.

      Five victims in five years, and not a shred of evidence. Whoever Evelyn was up against was good. Very good.

      Terrence and Evelyn ate dinner at a local mom-and-pop restaurant in the heart of town. It couldn’t get more Southern than country fried steak, green beans with bacon bits, and a glass of sweet tea. Unlike the rest of the family patrons enjoying their Thursday evening, Evelyn and Terrence had trouble keeping their eyes open. The emotional roller coaster of the day ended with more questions and heavier stress.

      “I’m going to need a vacation for my vacation,” Terrence said, midway through the meal.

      Evelyn cracked a smile.

      They returned home. Evelyn gazed up the painted angels on the domed ceiling. Terrence took a shower and crashed on the bed. Evelyn wasn’t as fortunate. At about 2 a.m., she was staring at the ceiling growing frustrated, but she couldn’t turn off her mind. She walked downstairs to the hall of portraits. The oil painting of her fat ancestor was cast to the side and the wooden wall with a secret door had a massive gash on it. The broken planks formed crooked teeth around the hole like a circular jaw. Evelyn didn’t bother unlocking it with the old key. She stepped through the portal.

      The hallway to the secret study was three feet wide and seven foot tall. Unpainted wooden planks made up the interior. Dust flowed through the creaks. The floor groaned under Evelyn’s slippers. At the end of the short hallway, the door to the secret study was wide open, with an arm-sized axe hole at its core. During the night of the invasion, Evelyn and Terrence fled here while the masked killer took an axe to the door’s face. Mary pointed Evelyn to safety using the secret trapdoor beneath the ancient mahogany desk. It spit them into the bed of bones.

      Evelyn scanned the decimated room. It looked like the killer knocked over every light, tore every book from the shelf, and turned over the various Antebellum antiquities. Evelyn picked up some of the clutter. Many of the books were classics in their earliest edition. If they were in a little better condition, they could fetch a good price. She approached the desk and swiped her hand across its top. Within lay the original land deed and slave purchase receipt. Evelyn guessed this was where the blackmail material used to be as well. Quenby House was built on blood and deception, and her father wanted to make it right. Evelyn liked that thought. She pulled open the drawers and shuffled through the contents. A small picture of freckle-faced Mary Sullivan was lodged in the back corner. Evelyn stared at the child, wondering what it would’ve been like to be raised by Maxwell. Evelyn had seen Mary’s drawings. They were always pleasant. She put the photo aside, allowing the small thought to warm her in this dark, cruel world.

      Something else caught her eye. A knob the size of tack at the back of the upper drawer. Evelyn pulled it, revealing a small cache. It was made for a notebook that could fit in her palm. Evelyn opened the thin leather bindings. Within were a number of random names. Some were circled while others were crossed out. She didn’t recognize any of the names. A lot of them were terribly misspelled. Drunken text or a code. She turned page after page of misspelled names until she reached the end of the first third of the booklet. There was one blank page, but the page following it had a list of dates and locations. Six in all, and each coinciding with one of the victims found in the basement. Even Mary Sullivan, whose remains were ash somewhere on Quenby land.

      Evelyn stared at it for a long while. Why would you have this?

      Evelyn must’ve fallen asleep because she awoke in the master bedroom and Terrence wasn’t beside her.

      She got up and took a shower. Getting dressed in a blue and black striped long-sleeved shirt and dark capris, she headed downstairs. “Terrence?”

      Voices seeped through the foyer. Cautious, Evelyn followed the noise to the mural hall. She silently pushed into the lounge. Terrence sat in the loveseat with his eyes glued on his laptop.

      “What are you doing in here?” Evelyn asked.

      Terrence looked up from the screen. She realized he was watching the news.

      “I needed to see if they knew anything about this,” Terrence said in a harrowing tone.

      “About what?” Evelyn scooted in next to him.

      He tilted the screen her way.

      The local news anchor spoke objectively. “At eleven o’clock last night, local nine-year-old girl, Bella Day, vanished. Authorities are looking for any information about her current whereabouts.”

      Evelyn felt a chill. She glanced behind her, seeing Barker, Alannah, Zoey, Mary, Winslow, Peter, and Andrew standing sentry.

      Immediately, she knew that the killer’s cycle had just restarted.
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      With rich brunette hair cut at the shoulders and big brown eyes, Bella Day would be a looker when she grew up. If Evelyn could rescue her.

      She twisted back to the phantoms. “Do any of you know about the Day family?”

      Terrence looked them up and down, unable to take his eyes off their fatal wounds.

      “To take a girl that young…” A look of disgust scrunched Peter’s handsome face. He put his one hand on Mary’s shoulder.

      Barker took a puff from his pipe and wiped the blood from his chin. “It stinks of the same bastard who killed us. I can feel it.”

      Evelyn stood to face them better, but also to keep the couch as a barrier between her and the phantoms, not that it would help. “You’ve got to give me something. All our leads are busts. So think. Andrew showed me how he died. Can’t the rest of you do that?”

      The phantoms turned to Andrew. His featureless white mask displayed no hint to his expression. He glared at Evelyn through the black, button-sized eye holes.

      The blood left Terrence’s face. “Evelyn. I don’t think--”

      “That little girl is going to die,” Evelyn barked at her husband. She redirected her attention on the victims. “Please.”

      Zoey, the goth, said, “You’re going to regret this.” It wasn’t a threat. It was a warning.

      “Try me,” Evelyn replied.

      With a sad smile, well-endowed Alannah reached over the back of the loveseat’s backboard and put her hands on Evelyn’s cheek. “I’m sorry, darling.”

      “Hey,” Terrence yelled at the woman in the jade dress. “What do you--”

      Evelyn didn’t hear the rest of it. She was too busying having her throat slashed. Her red fingernails dug into the old wooden chair’s arms. Her long, perfect legs kicked in all directions. Her heels crunched away at the dirt. In the night, tall yellow hay swayed around her as crimson seeped from her opened throat and into her bosom. Her blurry eyes met the glowing lantern set on the stomped grass a few feet in front of her.

      Evelyn returned to the lounge, grasping her neck. She staggered back and sucked in air. The phantoms had formed a circle around her. Alannah stepped back. Peter put his only hand just above Evelyn’s chest.

      Terrence stared in horror.

      Evelyn was back in the field, seated on the wood chair, looking at both her hands bound at the forearms. They were Peter’s hands. She glanced up at the silhouetted figure standing between her and the lantern. He raised the meat cleaver. Moonlight reflected on the polished metal. Then the blade cut the air and dropped on Peter’s right wrist. A quick splash and then cold shiver.

      The vision ended. The shakes didn’t.

      Winslow grabbed Evelyn’s shoulders with his large hand. His meaty nude body and slash across his belly made Evelyn queasy. Winslow mouthed something, but the underbite made it impossible to interpret.

      “Get off her.” Terrence tried to pull at him, but phased through the body.

      Evelyn stood in a meat locker. Something moved in the other side of room, swiftly passing between the slabs of dangling meat. No one was supposed to be here, she knew. Papa won't like that. She grabbed a loose hook from the rack and readied herself. Though the room was freezing, Evelyn--in Winslow’s body--was sweating profusely. She saw something running to her from the corner of her eye and swung the hook at them. It scraped against the wall. She blinked and awoke, suspended with her bound wrists dangling from a hook in some sort of basement that wasn’t Quenby. Winslow closed his eyes--Evelyn couldn’t see either-- as the figure worked the blade across her belly. No one heard the screams.

      Evelyn was back in the lounge. She opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t find words. Her whole body was burning up, but she was shivering.

      Barker stepped up and took her hand in his that was cold and clammy.

      The next kill began in the same basement, seated at a table and drinking a tall glass of chlorine while feeling a gun barrel on the back of her head.

      Evelyn could taste the chemical as she returned. The enfeeblement of every vision clung to her like her only slice of hell. “No…” she mumbled.

      Terrence pulled at her, trying to get her out of the circle, but some unseen force locked her in place.

      With a look of guilt, Zoey stepped up and put her hands behind Evelyn’s head. Tears fell down Evelyn’s red face. They met eyes and Evelyn saw the approaching car on Quenby Avenue, the shadow-shrouded driver, odd tranquilizer gun, and hay field where a sharp metal pole was jammed into the back of a skull.

      Back in the lounge, Evelyn crumbled to the floor. Her body trembled. Her eyes were blinking but lifeless. Her body was an empty shell, imprisoned by the sights and feelings of five deaths.

      Terrence rubbed his hands up his bald head and stared at the phantoms with utter horror. After a moment, he dropped to his knees and held Evelyn’s wrist to stop her from shaking. “Eve, baby. Oh, come, baby, stay with me.”

      Evelyn tasted the chemicals on her tongue. She felt the cold blade across her flesh in every place the victims suffered injury. The fear made her heart beat rapidly and then slowly and then rapidly again. Her chest cramped. Images burned into her mind, horror and nightmares she couldn’t escape.

      Yellow hay sprouted from the floor and swayed in the darkness. The walls of the room fell away and she was back in the chair. She saw a house in the distance. Quenby? She couldn’t tell. She heard a mechanical scream as some unseen power tool turned on right behind her head. A circular saw neared her head. This wasn’t from one of the visions. What the hell was happening?

      Terrence twisted back to the victims, “What the hell did you do?”

      Mary stepped forward. “They showed her.”

      “Whatever you did, reverse it!” Terrence demanded.

      “We can’t, darling,” Alannah replied with pity. “What’s seen can’t be unseen.”

      Terrence turned his shaking hands into fists. “Get out,” he fumed. “Get out of my house!”

      The phantoms stared at him, almost confused or hurt by his words.

      “Go! Go!” He grabbed the lamp off the couch table and slung it through them. It shattered on the wall.

      The phantoms stepped back. In a blink, they were gone and Quenby House was deathly silent.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn said weakly from the floor.

      Terrence turned back to her and brushed her blonde hair away from her cheek. “What did they do to you?”

      Still in the hay field, Evelyn saw her husband’s wide eyes. Suddenly, the world returned to normal and she was back on the floor of the lounge.

      “Don’t blame them,” Evelyn said, cycling through the five deaths in her mind. “They don’t remember. They never saw his face.”

      Terrence helped Evelyn sit up. Evelyn rubbed her hand down her sunken face that seemingly aged twenty years in two minutes. The feelings of the victims’ deaths faded, but didn’t disappear. How long the phantom pains would remain, Evelyn didn’t know. She looked ahead at her next goals. “We need to visit the sheriff. See if he’s learned anything about the bones and Bella Day.”

      “Evelyn, this is insane,” Terrence argued. “I know you want to do the right thing, but they’ve gone too far.”

      Evelyn forced herself to stand. She closed her eyes until the sense of vertigo left her. “I wanted them to show me.”

      “You didn’t know what you were asking.”

      Evelyn pursed her lips. She hated that her husband was right. “If the cycle restarts, more good people are going to die.”

      “And why is that our responsibility?” Terrence retorted. “I make fiddles for a living. You--you find missing people. Living people. For money. I went along with you for so long, Evelyn. First, it was sneaking into Stephen Doyle’s shed. That ended with two gunmen under our roof. Then, I followed you to this lounge where I find myself questioning my sanity with every second that passes, and now we’re going after some little girl we don’t know because there’s a chance a serial killer has her. I could go on about the sleepwalking, death visions, the way you looked at me like I was some monster some days ago, but that was only the start of the fiasco. It’s the finale that worries me. How do you think it’s going to end? Tell me. Because I don’t know.”

      Evelyn soaked in his words, finding logic in them and growing angry because of it. She shut her eyes and attempted to clear her mind. “The evil that happened here has caused a ripple in so many lives. Don’t tell me that doesn’t affect you?”

      Terrence looked like he was chewing gravel. “It does, but we have our own lives to worry about.” Terrence approached her and put his hand on her belly. Evelyn tensed up. Terrence didn’t let go. “And whatever life we bring into this world.”

      Evelyn tried to imagine Terrence and the son and daughter they talked about during those late nights. She could only think of the wounds of phantoms and the broken families they left behind.

      Evelyn put her hands on Terrence’s. Gently, she removed it from her torso. She thought he would be mad and mentally braced herself for resistance.

      Terrence was as silent and hollow as the mansion.

      Evelyn brushed some dust off her pants. “I’m going to visit the sheriff. See if he can’t put me on as a consultant.”

      Terrence averted his eyes.

      Unable to find anything more to say, Evelyn left the lounge and walked down the hall displaying a mural of Mary Sullivan's death. There was another that needed saving now.

      

      In the driver's seat of her rusty minivan, Evelyn pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to kill the headache but failing. She shoved the key into the ignition and twisted it harshly. With a sad sputter, the vehicle awoke.

      She put the car into reverse when the passenger side door opened and Terrence climbed inside.

      “I’m not changing my mind,” Evelyn said.

      “And I’m not letting you go alone.” Terrence slammed the door behind him.

      Is this a mind game? Evelyn looked at him for a moment.

      Terrence stared back at her expectantly. “Well? Are we going?”

      Evelyn held her breath and reversed the car. She didn’t let it go until they were halfway down the red brick path.

      

      The skinny, blonde, peppy receptionist named Sunshine greeted Terrence and Evelyn as they entered the sheriff’s office.

      “Have a seat,” Sunshine said with the friendliest smile. “The sheriff will call you in when he’s ready.”

      If not for the sheriff’s seal on every wall and window, Evelyn would’ve thought she was waiting for a dentist appointment. After a few moments, Terrence grabbed a Forbes magazine off the stack.

      As soon as Terrence opened the front page, Sunshine said. “He’s ready.”

      Perturbed, Terrence slapped it back on the stack and followed Evelyn into the office.

      Sheriff Garrett Yates had red hair and a red beard touched with gray on its sides and cut so short it was seemingly painted on his face. By the air of maturity about him, Evelyn could tell he was much older than he looked. Standing behind his desk, he clenched his tall mug of coffee in both hands and sniffed the divine aroma. With closed eyes, he took a gulp, a small smile curled on his face as he savored the moment.

      Evelyn cleared her throat.

      Yates opened one eye, looked at her while he finished his gulp, and then pulled the coffee from his thin lips. “Mr. and Mrs. Carr, I’ve been meaning to have someone check up on you. How have you been feeling since the, for lack of a better term, home invasion?”

      “We’re surviving,” Evelyn said curtly.

      Yates took another sip of coffee. Another sip of his own personal heaven. “On behalf of the town, I apologize. In Adders, stuff like that just doesn’t happen.”

      Right. Evelyn kept her expression neutral. “I want to consult with you on the Bella Day case.”

      Yates raised his reddish-gray brows. “Wow. You come right out of the gate with it.”

      “I believe the same person who took the girl is linked with the bones found in my basement,” Evelyn said.

      Yates set his coffee on the desk. “That’s quite the accusation.”

      “Nothing like this has happened in over a decade,” Evelyn explained. “And now this whole town is in a fritz.”

      “You know what’s funny?” the sheriff asked rhetorically. “Adders was quiet before you two arrived.”

      Evelyn crossed her arms. Terrence glared at Yates.

      Yates grinned. “That was a joke. Eh, there are a few grains of truth in it. You have been visiting an awful lot of people lately. Disturbing the peace, some might say.”

      “You’ve been following us?” Terrence asked.

      “I’ll tell you what I told your wife on her first visit. Adder’s a bubble. Inside it, everyone knows everybody and everything.”

      Evelyn replied, “Except for the whereabouts of Bella Day, and who killed Zoey Pinkerton, Peter Calhoon, Alannah Gimmerson, Winslow Darvey, and James Barker.”

      The sheriff eyed her for a moment with a small disbelieving smile on his tan face. “You know, those names haven’t been released to the public.”

      Evelyn felt her heart skip a beat. “I researched disappearances online and compared them to the decay on the bone. It made the most logical sense those were the victims.” It was only a partial lie.

      Yates looked at Terrence. “Your wife is a private investigator and forensics analyst? Anything else you want to tell me about her?”

      “She sees dead people,” Terrence replied.

      Yates studied him for a moment. Then, he chuckled. “You two are something else. Tell me what you want to do on the Day case and I’ll see if I can help you out. For your father’s sake. Speaking of which, have you thought about donating? The department could use your support.”

      Evelyn ignored his request. “I want to see the crime scene.”

      “There’s not much of one,” Yates replied. “The parents called it in last night after the girl didn’t return home from their neighbors. The neighbors told us that Bella never came over at all.”

      “I still want to look around.”

      “Be my guest,” He jotted down the address. “Deputy Painter is already over there on his second sweep. Now I have a question for you: why do you think her disappearance is linked to the murders over a decade ago?”

      “Something about the timing feels off. I guess you can call it a gut feeling.” Evelyn replied.

      “Or you’ve been asking too many questions.”

      Evelyn and Terrence exchanged looks.

      “Do I need to fill out any paperwork?” Evelyn asked.

      “For simplicity’s sake, we’ll say you're an--” Yates made hand quotes, “--unofficial consultant. You get something big, we’ll talk about a contract form.”

      Evelyn and Terrence headed to the door.

      “Oh,” the sheriff said, stopping them. “We haven’t forgotten about Stephen and Catherine Doyle. We believe they’ve left the state. I’ll contact you if that changes.”

      “Thanks, Sheriff,” Terrence said.

      Evelyn drove to Berry Street, where little Bella Day went missing. Like most neighborhoods in Adders, the houses were very spread apart. The Day residence and their neighbor’s house were separated by a twisted road flanked by towering trees.

      Evelyn slowly drove down the road. The shadows of tall oaks fell over her vehicle. Terrence sat in relative silence, as he had since they left Quenby House. Up ahead, Evelyn saw Deputy Painter. Mid-thirties, wearing a green uniform and black felt hat, Painter had a steel-colored five o’clock shadow and shark eyes. He leaned against his squad car and took a drag from a dwindled cigarette. Evelyn pulled up behind him and exited the car with Terrence.

      “Yates call you over?” the deputy asked, giving Terrence a nasty look.

      Evelyn nodded. “I’m a P.I. Terrence is my assistant and my husband.”

      “Husband?” Painter asked, his Southern twang showing.

      Terrence smiled awkwardly. “That surprises you?”

      Painter shrugged. “We don’t intermingle as much as you city folk do.”

      “No?” Terrence asked, playing the peacemaker.

      “Hey, I don’t think it’s a bad thing,” Painter flicked his cigarette. The amber bounced on the road, spilling ash on the concrete. “Different, that’s all.”

      “This is where Bella Day went missing, right?” Evelyn asked, feeling it best not to continue this conversation.

      “Uh-huh,” Painter replied.

      Evelyn glanced at the cigarette butt, wondering if she should mention the fact that it was disrupting the crime scene. She had a feeling that the deputy wouldn’t care either way. “Mind if we looked around?”

      “Sure,” Painter replied. “Call me if you find anything. I ain’t had no luck.”

      Evelyn and Terrence split up while Painter stuck his hands in his pockets and craned his head up to the sky. Evelyn couldn’t tell if Sheriff Yates was a bad judge of character or if he put Painter here because of his laziness.

      Evelyn walked by the ditch that rutted beside the asphalt road. She found dirt, rocks, and Styrofoam cups. There were no tire marks, meaning either the abductor slowed to a stop or he was on foot. Evelyn searched on her side of the tree line. A few yards back from the road was a wire fence staked in the ground and linked together by green metal shafts. She found a tuft of brown and white hair tangled around the wire. By its density, it belonged to an animal. Cow, maybe. Not finding anything on the road side of the fence, Evelyn climbed over. The woods quickly turned into a pasture, spotted with crusty cow patties. She walked out into the field until she could see both the Days’ residence and the neighbor's home. The stretch of woods was only a few hundred feet long. Beyond that, someone would’ve seen the little girl getting into a stranger’s car. The abductor must’ve known this. It was why he took her at this location.

      Evelyn returned to the road. The deputy was away from his car. Terrence was waiting for her return. “I found something.”

      Evelyn followed him to the far ditch on the opposite side of the road. Painter was crouched down in the rut, examining a sunflower-shaped earring. It was cleaner than the rest of the ground’s surface, which mean it wasn’t there for long. This was where she was taken.

      “Good job,” Evelyn told her husband.

      Terrence didn’t reply. He was still not happy pursuing this lead.

      Evelyn headed to her next stop. The Days’ residence. The parents were visibly and rightfully distraught. The husband wore horn-rimmed glasses and casual wear, and the woman wore a long-sleeved shirt and a skirt.

      “We’ve answered all the police’s questions already,” Mr. Day said.

      “Has Bella’s attitude changed in the last few weeks?” Evelyn asked.

      Mrs. Day replied this time. She patted her red nose with a tissue. “Apart from her allergies, nothing has changed. She followed her weekly schedule like always.”

      Evelyn glanced at the calendar. Piano practice Monday, doctor’s appointment Tuesday, choir practice Wednesday, babysitting Thursday, second choir practice Friday, clean-up day Saturday, and church Sunday. Most of the steps were repeated weekly.

      Evelyn pressed the Days for more information about their daughter. They said typical parent stuff. “She was an angel.” “Why would someone do this to my baby?” More things that didn’t help the case.

      The Days squeezed each other’s hands. The wife looked into her husband’s tired and downtrodden eyes and said, “We worked so hard to give this child a good life, and now that she’s gone…”

      “Not gone,” Mr. Day said. “Missing. She can still be found.”

      Mrs. Day glanced at Evelyn. “Do you think you can do a better job than the police?”

      “I can offer my services, but nothing more than that.”

      “Why help Bella?” Mr. Day inquired.

      Because there was no disappearance before the bones found in my house were broadcasted on TV. “Because I’d want someone to do the same for my daughter if I had one.” Evelyn gestured to the calendar. “You mind if I take a picture of that list?”

      Mr. Day gave his approval. Evelyn snapped a picture. “I’m going to need her tutor’s contact information too.”

      Once she got it, Evelyn started with the piano instructor.

      With screeching brakes, Evelyn pulled up to the woman’s house and raced out her car. The first forty-eight hours of any missing persons case were crucial. Evelyn had no time to waste.

      The instructor's house had tall glass window frames and, if seen from the sky, was in the shape of a golf club. Approaching the front door, Evelyn could hear the piano playing. It was a familiar tune, but Evelyn couldn’t put her finger on it.

      “Clair De Lune by Claude Debussy,” Terrence said.

      Evelyn punched the doorbell with her finger. Soon after, the music stopped and the door opened. The piano instructor was middle-aged, wearing a long red shirt and black pants. Her hair was gray and tied off in a ponytail. Her face was angular and centered by a sharp nose. She smiled awkwardly at them. Her name was Lola.

      Evelyn made the introductions brief and got straight to business. “We’re looking for Bella Day.”

      Eyes watering, the instructor let them in. “It’s a horrible thing, isn’t it? Such a talent.”

      Terrence and Evelyn walked into the open hall that branched into the living room and dining room. Lola took them to the living room and took a seat on the piano bench. Evelyn and Terrence sat on the couch. Musical decor decorated the walls, whether it was old framed sheets of music, a metal treble clef, or simply artistic black-and-white photos of pianos. Upon the piano bench, dozens of photos of little girls and boys hung.

      “You’re doing quite well for yourself,” Terrence said.

      Lola wiped a tear. “It’s nothing really, I’m just following in my mother’s footsteps. She taught most of the town’s children too. Piano, that is. If not for Bella’s disappearance, I would’ve been meeting her today. Right now.”

      “We’re sorry,” Evelyn said.

      “I’m just glad an outsider is taking such an interest.”

      “I’m not that far of an outsider. I’m Maxwell Quenby’s daughter and sole inheritor,” Evelyn explained.

      Lola’s jaw dropped. Suddenly, her sorrow twisted into disgust. “Oh,” she said.

      Terrence leaned forward in his seat and asked, “Is something the matter?”

      “No… It’s just… I…” Lola searched for the words. She finally spit out, “My head hurts and I’m not feeling well.”

      “Not a fan of Maxwell?” Evelyn asked.

      Lola stood up. “I’d like you to leave now.”

      Evelyn crinkled her brow. “Tell me what the issue is.”

      “Please leave,” Lola said, her face going blood red and her eyes watering. “I will call the cops if you don’t leave.”

      Evelyn fished out her business card from her wallet and put it on the table. “Call me if you’re interested in saving Bella Day.”

      As soon as Terrence and Evelyn were out the door, it slammed and locked behind them.

      “What the hell was that all about?” Terrence asked.

      Lola closed the curtains.

      Evelyn heard the start of her phone call.

      “You would not believe who just showed up at my house… Yes, asking about Bella,” Lola started. Her voice faded as she left the living room.

      “I guess her head didn’t hurt after all,” Evelyn said.

      Evelyn pulled out the address for the choir practice. It was much closer than the doctor’s office.

      The GPS took Evelyn to the Baptist church: a white steeple on a hill with a sign that said “Only Jesus saves.” Nearby, a cross had been set out and painted white, with spray-painted pools of blood where the hands and ankles would be. Evelyn gave the door a knock. An elderly man answered. He was tall with short hair and loose skin. A burgundy birthmark bloomed above his right eye.

      “You Thomas?” Evelyn asked.

      “I am.”

      “I want to talk to you about Bella Day but need your assurance you aren’t going to slam the door in my face.”

      “That would be absurd,” Thomas replied.

      He welcomed them inside. Parents and children alike chattered at the far end of the church, no doubt getting ready for practice. “The children’s choir will practice tonight. We will feel Bella’s loss but are praying for her swift return.”

      He opened the door to a small conference room that consisted of a table, a few chairs, and tapestry that displayed the most renowned bible stories. Thomas poured them all glasses of water from the glass pitcher. Holding three glasses, he gingerly walked to the table and put them on top. “Mary likes music. She likes singing. But I believe her involvement with such activities were more her parents’ executive decision. I know Mary and how much she loves adventure and the outdoors, something that was safe in Adders at a time.”

      “Is there anyone you might suspect that would harm Mary?”

      Thomas shook his head. “No. There are sinners, yes, but none this great in many years.”

      “What happened many years ago?” Evelyn asked, playing ignorant.

      “A series of events that I would not like to see repeated.”

      “Such as…”

      Thomas bounced his eyes between Evelyn and Terrence.

      “We need to know,” Terrence said.

      “Not to breathe life into any rumors, I’ll tell you the facts. A series of individuals went missing. Whether it was coincidence or something else, I don’t know enough to say, but the discovery of bones in the old Quenby House makes me question a darker reality.”

      “I get the feeling people suspected Maxwell Quenby,” Evelyn said.

      “I can’t say. To falsely accuse a man is wrong. However, in light of recent evidence, I think it's fair to say he had some involvement, whether voluntary or involuntary.”

      “Is there a chance Bella could’ve run away?” Evelyn asked.

      “There’s always a chance,” Thomas said. “But that just is not something Bella would do. If anything, home would be the first place she’d run to.”

      Thomas studied Evelyn. “You aren’t from around here, are you?”

      “Would you hate me if I said I’m Maxwell Quenby’s daughter?” Evelyn asked.

      “No, but I know some would.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Those rumors from all those years ago, a lot them were directed at Maxwell. A lot of people hated him.” Thomas replied.

      “How did they know it was him?”

      “How could they know he wasn’t, and now the bones in his basement are confirmation.” Thomas checked his watch. “If you’ll excuse me? Practice starts soon.”

      In the parking lot, Evelyn asked Terrence if he could get in contact with his friends--the band he agreed to build a guitar for during their first week in Adders.

      Terrence shrugged. “They won’t be happy that I never finished their custom guitar.”

      “Tell them that your wife has been driving you crazy,” Evelyn replied.

      Terrence cracked a small smile.

      That’s what I wanted to see.

      Evelyn put her hands in her pockets. “I can drop you off at their place and swing around the hospital to talk to Mary’s doctor.”

      “I don’t have access to a phone,” Terrence replied. “Mine is still fried.”

      Evelyn handed her cell to Terrence. “Use mine to call them, then text with theirs when you’re done.”

      After a moment of thought, Terrence agreed. “Alright. You sure you’re okay being on your own?”

      Evelyn patted her concealed extendable baton. “I think I can manage.”

      Terrence dialed the number. “Hey, it’s me. Sorry I haven’t got back to you… Yeah, my wife has me running around church and piano practice.”

      When the call was finished, Evelyn took him to the small ranch home where the band practiced. The members, wearing skinny jeans, cowboy boots, and cowboy hats were sitting on the porch, drinking cheap beer. Terrence said goodbye and got out of the car, his smile returning. Things would be better this way. Spending some time with the guys would calm Terrence down, and Evelyn wouldn’t feel the guilt of her unrelenting stubbornness.

      She drove to the hospital, missing the noises of Detroit. In the city, no one would care how her father was or wasn’t. She’d be judged by her merits and work ethic as she climbed the ladder. Not that all small towns were bad, but Evelyn’s experience in Adders hadn’t been pleasant. Now, the best of both worlds would be to live off the land with only her and nature for miles. No people. No BS.

      Evelyn walked through the hospital’s mechanical doors and asked to speak briefly with Dr. Waxen. He was in another appointment, so Evelyn took a seat. She waited for a solid hour before Waxen approached her. He was a tall man with hollow cheeks, blue eyes so light they were almost silver, and thin white hair. His smile was small, secretive in a way, and his glasses were circular with a gold rim.

      “Mrs. Carr, I expect the blackouts subsided?”

      “Yeah.” No thanks to your medication. “I never knew you were a children’s doctor.”

      Waxen looked at her. “In Adders, we tend to fill many roles. What’s the nature of your visit?”

      “You had an appointment with Bella Day a few days ago. Now that she’s missing…”

      “Doctor-patient confidentiality keeps me for disclosing any information about Day.”

      “I know,” Evelyn said, slightly peeved. “I’m concerned with her attitude. Was she scared? Nervous?”

      “All children are,” the skeletal doctor said coldly. Evelyn wasn’t surprised when the doctor looked like death incarnate.

      “More so than usual?” Evelyn clarified.

      Waxen studied her for a moment, his hands folded behind his back. “If anything, Bella was in high spirits.”

      “Why?”

      “Maybe she got a new doll,” Waxen replied.

      Evelyn couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or serious.

      “Anything else you can tell me?”

      Waxen shook his head. “Sorry for wasting your time.”

      Evelyn got up to leave.

      “Wait,” Waxen said. He walked close to her. So close she could smell his breath that reeked of onions. He whispered. “They say bones were found in the basement of Quenby House.”

      “Yeah,” Evelyn replied and glanced over to the desk worker up front. The worker was texting, not remotely aware of what was happening.

      Waxen looked at Evelyn with acute facilitation. “They say when you found the bones, you organized them into categories. Heads in one. Femurs in another. I find that curious.”

      “I wasn’t thinking clearly,” Evelyn tried to take a step back. Waxen subtly blocked her off.

      “Do you know where Bella Day is?” Waxen asked, his intense eyes looking into her with unwanted intimacy. His skinny lips twitched into a grin. “Doctor-patient confidentiality. I won’t tell.”

      Evelyn pushed him away. “Get away from me.” She headed for the door, trying to cause as little a scene as possible.

      She got into the minivan, feeling her racing heart. With lips slightly parted, she turned back to the hospital, waiting to see if Dr. Waxen would follow. He didn’t. Evelyn drove on, trying to make sense of the interaction and feeling a growing pit of dread in her stomach.

      On her way to pick up Terrence, she dialed Bella’s babysitter. “Hi, this is Kimmy.”

      “Hey, Kimmy. This is Investigator Evelyn Carr,” Evelyn said, halting at a stop sign. “I want to talk to you about Bella Day.”

      “Have you learned anything?” the babysitter asked with concern.

      “Not much, frankly. I want to ask you about her. Do you have the time?”

      “Umm. I’m heading over to my dad’s office. We could meet there.”

      “Okay. Where does he work?”

      “Town Hall. He’s the mayor.”

      Terrence and the band strummed guitars on the porch steps and didn’t stop when they saw Evelyn pull into the driveway. With Band-Aid-free fingertips, Terrence played on, nearly losing himself in the twangy blues.

      Evelyn watched him. An unintentional grin curled on her face as he looked her in the eyes and picked away. When the song came to a close, he strummed one final time and then handed it back to one of the band members, a shaggy-haired man with a hide-colored cowboy hat.

      “Ready?” Evelyn asked guiltily.

      “Yeah.”

      Terrence said goodbye to the boys and got into the driver’s seat of the minivan.

      “Did you have fun?” Evelyn asked.

      “I did,” Terrence replied. “It made me realize…”

      “What?”

      “How far we’ve come,” Terrence replied. “I’ve learned some things.”

      “What’s that?”

      Terrence looked at her intensely. “The last time someone pieced together the slew of missing persons, there was a witch hunt. He said that there was vandalism, death threats, and more.”

      “Then we need to find this girl,” Evelyn replied.

      “I don’t think you understand,” Terrence explained. “The boys told me that you need to stay out of it.”

      “Because of my father?”

      Terrence struggled to find the next words. “Because they might suspect you.”

      Evelyn scoffed.

      Terrence put his hand on her thigh. “I’m serious. When the cops get desperate, who are they going to point at? Us. The curious strangers who happened upon five skeletons in their basement, and who’ve taken an acute interest in a missing girl. Heck, more has happened to us in two and a half weeks than they’ve seen in decades.”

      Evelyn played with the possibility. Terrence might be right, but she couldn’t dwell on it now. She needed to meet with Kimmy.

      Evelyn and Terrence headed to the downtown area. It was made of historical brick buildings, mom-and-pop shops, a general store, and more trademarks of a Southern town. The town hall was an old colonial building with a tall flight of stairs, four pillars, and a long rectangular frame. Below its peaked roof, a massive clock ticked away the day. A few pedestrians strolled by. One was walking a dog, another pushing a stroller. They stared at Evelyn and Terrence. Somehow the air became much colder.

      Evelyn hiked up the steps and entered into the foyer. It was clean and simple, like most interiors in Adders. Old 1920s and 1930s photos were in frameless glass on the walls, showing off the town of Adders after electricity was established. A receptionist, a crone with a heavy frown, flashy beetle broach, and a tucked-in neck scarf glared at Evelyn with judgmental eyes.

      “Evelyn?” A voice said behind her.

      Evelyn twisted back to Kimmy Timberland, twenty-four, a tall and slender cutie with a purple headband, a rich chocolate ponytail, and dark mascara. She wore a white blouse and lady’s business skirt. “I look more like a lawyer than a babysitter, I know,” Kimmy said. “Babysitting has been a habit since high school, honestly.”

      “Was Bella a good kid?” Evelyn asked.

      Kimmy smiled shyly. “Yeah. You want to talk in a different room?”

      Evelyn and Terrence traded looks and shrugged. Evelyn surrendered her cell phone and baton. They moved into an empty conference room.

      “I help fill in as my father’s secretary while the others are away.” Kimmy shut the blinds and turned back to Evelyn with worry. “This Bella thing scares the crap out of me.”

      Evelyn went over the basic questions and got the usual results.

      Kimmy thought for a long moment, “Bella is typically untrusting of strangers. I took her to a store once and she wouldn’t even look at the cashier.”

      “So you think someone close took her?” Evelyn asked.

      “You would know better than me,” Kimmy replied. “But if there’s no sign of a struggle, it's the only thing that would make sense. Bella was even untrusting of some of her distant family, too.”

      Evelyn thought back to all the people she had talked to today: piano tutor, choir orchestrator, the sheriff, the deputy, Bella’s parents, her doctor, and Kimmy. All of them had different responses to Bella’s vanishing and to Evelyn's family name. They were all old enough to have partaken of the murders starting a decade and half ago. Evelyn needed evidence.

      “Evelyn Quenby is your real name, right?” Kimmy asked out of the left field.

      “Maiden name, if you can call it that. My father put down a different name on the adoption papers,” Evelyn explained.

      “You know, I met your father,” Kimmy said.

      Evelyn sat up, giving the girl her complete attention.

      “When I was young, he invited my father over to the plantation. What a beautiful house.”

      “Tell me about Maxwell.”

      “He was intelligent, handsome… sad,” Kimmy explained. “He didn’t talk too much. Just listened and sipped his wine. My father and Maxwell were good friends, but I felt the relationship was one-sided. Maxwell… he was a hard man to read, but always good with kids.”

      “Kids and ladies, from what we’ve heard,” Terrence chimed in.

      “Those were the rumors,” Kimmy said. “But Maxwell seemed like a one-woman type of guy, and that is why I think he was so lonely.”

      “How did he die?” Evelyn asked.

      Kimmy opened her mouth to speak when the doorknob jiggled. Kimmy opened it to a man in a business suit. On his rectangular head, his eyes were brown and his mouth was wide with a smile that creased his clear face. “I was looking for you, Kim.”

      When he saw Evelyn, the man’s smile faded.

      “Dad, this is Evelyn Carr and her husband Terrence,” Kimmy gestured to them.

      “Hey,” Terrence replied

      “This is my father, Mayor Joshua Timberland.”

      Timberland bounced his eyes between Evelyn and Terrence. “The two of you should go.”

      “Dad--”

      Evelyn stood. “It’s alright. Come on, Terrence.”

      Reluctant, Terrence stood.

      Timberland stood aside. “I know your game. Stay away from my daughter.”

      “I don’t have a game,” Evelyn replied.

      “Your father said the same thing. Go.”

      Without resistance, Evelyn collected her things and returned to Quenby House. Off Terrence’s pressing look, Evelyn said, “My father had blackmail material, remember? He didn’t make himself many friends.”

      “You’d think he’d try to help us if Maxwell burned the blackmail material against him.”

      “Not if it was ammo against his enemies, too.”

      The giant vine-covered mansion under the moonlight welcomed them. Evelyn and Terrence double-checked the door locks and window bolts,

      “Goodnight,” Evelyn whispered down into the lounge before closing the door.

      In the master bedroom, Evelyn and Terrence lay in bed. Evelyn closed her eyes and could see the hay field. She felt the edge of a knife on her throat.

      CRASH!

      Evelyn and Terrence shot up out of bed.

      Someone else was in the house.

      It wasn’t a phantom.
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      Evelyn and Terrence followed the noise through the creaking hallway. The old house groaned. They tried the light switch. Click. Nothing. They would be walking through the abyss. Evelyn relied on the ancient oil lamp and matches to guide her through the long halls of Quenby House. They whispered the names of the phantoms. No reply.

      Terrence coiled his fingers around a bat. Evelyn kept one hand on her heavy baton and the other hand on an oil lamp. The puny flame cast its orange and yellow glow across the old wallpaper and thin red carpet. A chilling breeze coasted through the house and painted Evelyn with goose bumps. They reached the inner balcony of the foyer. The firelight reflected off the massive multi-tiered chandelier at the center of the domed ceiling.

      Standing beneath it were all seven ghosts: Zoey, Barker, Winslow, Andrew, Alannah, Mary, and Peter. They stared at Evelyn.

      Evelyn loomed above the railing. “What?”

      In unison, the phantoms raised their left hands and pointed to the hall of portraits. Evelyn gulped and hiked down the steps. The phantoms kept pointing. Evelyn pressed her back against the wall by the threshold. She peeked around the corner. At the far end, past the great patriarchs of the Quenby family and one female portrait of the plantation’s founder, the kitchen door was flung open. Evelyn and Terrence walked that way.

      They reached the kitchen. The room could fit multiple cooks and had spacious cabinets and multiple walk-in pantries. A wooden island marked the room’s center, where the servants and slaves would prep meals for dozens of esteemed guests. The metal-faced refrigerator upgraded the old icebox and an electric stove stood in the spot where the old gas stove sat. The mansion’s first brick stove remained. Soot blackened its mouth like a child after having ice cream. Like when Terrence and Evelyn moved in, most of the kitchen remained untouched. They investigated cabinets and pantries but had never used them, which was why the open pantry door terrified them.

      Terrence stepped ahead of Evelyn. He held the bat at the ready and used the side of his foot to scoot the door open the rest of the way. Empty shelves lined three of the four sides. Dust bunnies gathered on the upper one. A squashed cockroach twitched its last remaining leg at the foot of the doorway. Terrence leaned his head inside of the confined space. He tapped the bat on the floor, tilting his head slightly as he listened for hollowness.

      “The wall,” Evelyn pointed at the left wall.

      Terrence tapped his bat on the upper tier shelf, middle tier, and then just below the bottom shelf. The wood sounded different there. In his boxers and white t-shirt, Terrence squatted and brushed a hand over the lower portion of the wall. A small section pushed in. With a click, it pushed back out to Terrence an inch. He glanced up at Evelyn and then pulled it open. Evelyn crouched next to him. She outstretched the flickering oil wick, looking into the dusty crawl space: about three and half square feet. Its walls were wooden planks, the same as the secret passage to the hidden study.

      “This is right about the time we should call the cops,” Terrence whispered.

      Evelyn shook her head. “We can do this.”

      Terrence sighed. “I go first.”

      “You sure? I thought you’d want to look at my butt.” Evelyn said.

      Terrence pondered it. “You had to make this hard, didn’t you?”

      Evelyn shrugged.

      Grumbling, Terrence climbed in first.

      “Your loss.” Evelyn followed behind.

      “Don’t remind me,” Terrence replied.

      They traveled into the corridor, Terrence at the helm. He held the oil lamp and bat. They walked straight to the back of the house, Evelyn believed. It turned right and reached a fork. Straight ahead, up a ladder, roughly where Evelyn thought the backyard was. Sweat drenched them after a few minutes. Their knees were red and raw. Musty dust hung in the air and launched Evelyn into a sneezing fit. Terrence bumped his head on the ceiling at one point, and he groaned as dirt fell on his bald head like snow.

      The idea of turning back tempted Evelyn, but she realized too late that these tunnels weren’t made for turning around. Evelyn wondered why they were created. Her only guess was that they were escape routes in case of a slave revolt. Did my father know about this? Evelyn didn’t know. More time passed and her joints were killing her.

      She wondered where it would spit her out.

      Finally, the claustrophobic corridor came to an end at a seven-rung ladder. “How deep are we?” Terrence asked. He put the lamp aside and climbed. Meeting little resistance, he pushed open the hatch. The black night and stars carpeted the sky above his head. In a moment, he had exited. Evelyn shoved the retracted baton in the left side of her boy shorts, grabbed the oil lamp, and climbed the ladder.

      They stood in a wooded area, far outside the property. In the far distance, Quenby House looked like a little box car.

      They looked around the woods, listening to night creatures, owls, and bugs, knowing that the mansion had a million more secrets.

      

      Back in the bedroom, Terrence sat at the corner of the mattress and clicked open the metal box. He pulled out a small stack of fifties. “We can stay at a motel for a few nights, and then we’re out of our savings.”

      “No,” Evelyn said. “We need that money in case something happens.”

      “Someone knows how to get in and out of the house. I don’t know how I feel staying here.”

      Evelyn pinched the bridge of her nose. She glanced at the clock. It was nearly 4 a.m. “We’ll keep the doors locked and barred and hope that our roommates will warn us of any trouble.”

      “If you think we can trust them.”

      “They need us,” Evelyn replied. “If we fail, they’re stuck here.” Evelyn climbed into bed. “Get some rest. There’s still a lot that needs to get done.”

      He glanced around the room for a moment and then scurried up to his pillow and under the covers. Thanks to her sore palms and knees, Evelyn was so beat from going through the tunnel that sleep came swiftly. So did the morning sun.

      After getting dressed, Evelyn ventured down to the lounge and found the girl she was looking for: Zoey. The goth sat sideways in the recliner with her legs slung over an armrest and an open book on her lap. Evelyn didn’t recognize the title, but she could tell it contained a plethora of dark poems within.

      Evelyn sat down the loveseat nearby. Zoey glanced over to her. Black eyeliner encased her apathetic eyes. She said nothing and went back to reading.

      “I spoke to your father,” Evelyn said.

      Zoey’s flat expression wavered for a moment and then returned to its normal, callous look.

      “He wished that he hadn’t been so overbearing and regrets the way the two of you parted,” Evelyn said.

      Zoey closed the book and turned to Evelyn. “You told him I was… like this?”

      Evelyn shook her head. “I didn’t want to risk sounding insane.”

      “You are a little psychotic,” Zoey said dryly. “Most people would’ve run far away.”

      Evelyn cracked a smile. “We tried that once. Mary drove us back here.”

      They sat in silence for a moment.

      Evelyn spoke up. “You know I help a lot of girls like you. Potential runaways, that is.”

      “Is that how you see me? Some damaged little girl?” Zoey shot back.

      “We’re all damaged,” Evelyn replied. She turned her shoulder to Zoey and pulled down the back of her shirt’s neck. Deep scars engraved her flesh. Once Zoey got a look, Evelyn repositioned herself.

      Zoey averted her eyes, pondering.

      Evelyn scooted to the end of the seat. “Your father told me Maxwell was your godfather. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Zoey shrugged. “Did it matter? I’m dead. Maxwell is dead.”

      “You saw him die?” Evelyn asked.

      “I saw him get taken from this house.”

      “By whom?” Evelyn asked anxiously.

      Zoey shrugged again. “I don’t know. People. It happened pretty fast. The screams were pretty convincing though.”

      “You couldn’t follow him?” Evelyn asked.

      Zoey shook her head. “There’s only two of us that can do that. Andrew and Mary. The rest are bonded to these halls.”

      “What was Maxwell like?” Evelyn asked.

      Taking her legs off the armrest, Zoey sat up normally. “Relaxed, around me at least. I would come over, and he’d give me free rein over the house. Unlike my parents, Maxwell didn’t mind listening to my music at full blast and allowed me to stay out late. He was a great listener, too. Me, being a kid at the time, could talk to him for hours and felt like I wasn’t speaking to a brick wall. Unlike my father and mother. At the end of my venting, he’d share some sage advice about letting go or looking past the drama and at your future. I think that’s how he lived. Thinking about tomorrow, but enjoying the fruits of today.”

      “Sounds like quite the father figure,” Evelyn replied.

      “Yeah, he wasn’t perfect. There were still areas where he’d draw the line. Like how much wine I could have or making sure that I always had money put back into savings. My father didn’t see that. He thought that Max was corrupting me and banned me from coming over here when I was fourteen. Max respected my father’s wishes. He would reach out in other ways though, like buying me a new book or CD on different holidays.” Zoey sighed. “When I saw Max in passing, he looked so lonely. I think he wanted his own family, but despite his fortune, he never found it.”

      Evelyn soaked in the large lounge and antique furniture. “I think sometimes about what my life would’ve been like if I was raised here. I know you didn’t love your parents, Zoey, but be grateful you had them. Everything I have, I’ve had to earn myself. Every skill, I had to teach myself. It wasn’t until I met Terrence that I realized I didn’t need to shoulder the weight alone. But I’m sure he can attest that there are days where I certainly don’t act like that.”

      Zoey pondered that.

      “Let me ask you something,” Evelyn said.

      Zoey gave Evelyn her full attention.

      “Is there a chance my father is still alive?”

      Zoey thought about it for a moment. “I guess.”

      “Is there a chance he’s behind these murders?”

      “Never,” Zoey replied swiftly and with fire. “Not Max.”

      “Then who?” Evelyn asked.

      “Someone who hates him so much they used the basement as a body dump.”

      “Barker!” Evelyn called out.

      “Hmm?” the old man appeared, pipe in mouth, sweater vest on his person. “What is it?”

      “Now you answer my call,” Evelyn said in disbelief.

      “Sometimes we hear you, sometimes we don’t,” Barker said. “We have lives outside of talking to you, you know.”

      Evelyn gave him a look.

      “Okay, maybe you can’t channel us because you’re not open to it. I don’t know. Do I look like a clairvoyant? I taught Humanities, for Pete’s sake.”

      Evelyn crossed her legs. “You’ve been here the longest. Did you see who carried in the bodies?”

      “Good question,” Barker replied. “The answer is no.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’d look blurry. Out of focus.”

      “Was he a phantom?” Evelyn asked with concern.

      “Heavens no! That would be ridiculous. I could see everyone else here fine, but not him. The others have the same issue. My theory is that we can’t see who killed us.”

      “That’s a stupid rule,” Evelyn said.

      The phantoms nodded in agreement.

      “Welcome to the supernatural,” Barker said. “Some things just don’t make sense. When I tried to look at the killer, I found myself spitting blood everywhere. It wasn’t an experience I wanted to repeat.”

      Evelyn stood up. “Was Maxwell home during the times the killer dumped the bodies?”

      The phantoms exchanged glances. “Never on those nights, but the killer always came in through the tunnel in the shed, and when the killer was away, Maxwell was in complete focus.”

      Evelyn throw up her arms. “Why didn’t you tell me this?”

      Barker pulled the pipe from his mouth. “We never expected you’d blame your own father. That’s just sick.”

      Evelyn opened her mouth and then closed it before she said things she would regret.

      “So you're telling me my father might be alive and there’s a good chance he’s not the killer the town thinks he is?”

      Zoey and Barker replied in unison. “Yes.”

      Evelyn cursed. Loudly. “Where did he go?”

      “We have no idea.”

      Evelyn waited around until the other phantoms arrived. They had the same response.

      Alannah said, “I’m sorry, darling. I wish you the best of luck in finding him.”

      Evelyn rushed upstairs. Does my father know who the killer is? Evelyn wondered. She got Terrence out of bed. “There are some people I need to talk to. You tagging along?”

      Terrence bounced his eyes around the master bedroom and its dusty furnishings. “If you think I’m staying in this house alone, you got another thing coming.”

      They drove out of Adders and into the nearest town that was larger and had a proper hospital. Evelyn and Terrence marched through the mechanical doors and requested to speak with Dr. Gregory.

      “I like this guy,” Terrence said as they waited. “He was very nice to pay for my stay.”

      “He seemed to have a friendship with Maxwell at some point, and maybe our best shot at locating him.”

      “What about Bella?” Terrence asked.

      “I’m not giving up on her but until we can get a lead, there’s not much to do. I don’t want to be sitting around either.”

      Wearing a white doctor’s coat, Dr. Gregory, in his fifties, waltzed to them. With every step, his silver-streaked brown hair seemed to bounce. His piercing brown eyes were full of concern. “Evelyn. Mr. Carr. What seems to be the issue? Is it your health?”

      Evelyn looked around the semi-packed waiting room and the strangers staring at them. “Can we talk somewhere private?”

      “Certainly,” Gregory replied. He led them back to a small office with a patient bed, countertop, and stool. He gestured for them to sit. Evelyn claimed the stool. Terrence took the bed.

      With his arms crossed, the handsome doctor waited anxiously for a response.

      “It has to do with Maxwell. I think he may be alive,” Evelyn said.

      Gregory’s eyes widened. “You’ve been keeping your ear to the ground.”

      “You knew?” Terrence exclaimed.

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but a body was never found,” Gregory said.

      Evelyn fumed. “Am I the only one who’s out of the loop?”

      “I’m a man of certainties, Evelyn,” Gregory explained, choosing his words carefully. “I don’t go spouting off gossip, nor do I pay mind to rumors. But, if you come to the conclusion that he may be alive, then I cannot deny it because I am uncertain myself. Forgive me for not being more forthcoming with the two of you.”

      Terrence flashed a smile. “Apology accepted. Tell us what you know about Max, Doc.”

      Gregory glanced back to the door, making sure it was closed. “Those last few months, Max was very nervous, and with good reason. Most of the townspeople blamed him for the disappearances of all those people, especially Mary Sullivan. However, with the police on his side, the people felt betrayed. They threatened Max, vandalized his property, and wouldn’t serve him at any store. One night, he vanished, but all of his belongings remained. Some say he ran away to kill himself, others say he was murdered by a vengeful parent. The theory that has resurfaced of late is that he went into hiding. Until now.”

      Terrence and Evelyn traded worried glances.

      Gregory continued. “The bones found in his basement convinced people that he was the killer. That little girl going missing a day and a half ago confirmed his existence.”

      Evelyn ran her hand through her hair. “Is that why the townspeople won’t talk to me? They think my father is a killer?”

      Gregory took a breath and nodded. “Petty, I know.”

      “How about you?” Terrence asked. “Do think that Max killed those people?”

      “You tell me,” Gregory replied.

      Evelyn studied him for a moment. “You can’t deny the facts.”

      “They are pretty damning,” Gregory said, lost in thought. After a few seconds, he returned his attention to them. “If you need anything, here’s my contact information. I have to return to my patients.”

      “Thanks,” Terrence replied. Evelyn accepted the card with his address and phone number on it.

      With pursed lips, Gregory smiled. “Stay safe. I would rather not see you on my operating table.”

      The doctor hurried out of the room and onward to his next patient.

      “What now?” Terrence asked. “There’s still no proof he took that girl.”

      “I know,” Evelyn replied. “Let’s head back home.”

      As Terrence drove, Evelyn watched the cattle pastures and old farms blur by. The AC jostled her blonde hair. She wanted to ask her father so many things. If you’re alive, why haven’t you reached out? Why leave me the house in your will? Why did you put me up for adoption? Who is my mother? She pulled out the small ledger and looked at the dates that coincided with all the abductions, even Mary Sullivan’s. Why did you have this? Were you chasing the killer or were you working with him? Did you bring me back here to find you or keep far away? Evelyn needed to find him, now more than ever.

      She dialed Sheriff Yates and put it on speaker.

      “This is the Adders sheriff’s department, Sunshine speaking. How might I assist you?” the pretty receptionist replied.

      “It’s Evelyn Carr. I need to talk to Yates.”

      Sunshine patched her in.

      “Hello? Yates speaking,” the sheriff answered.

      “Any update on the Day case?”

      “Nada. We’ve organized a few search parties though. Hopefully that will bring some results,” Yates said. “It’s really starting to smell like a body.”

      “Well, that’s horrible,” Terrence mumbled.

      “Why say that?” Evelyn replied.

      “No ransom. All next of kin have alibis. These are the signs of a tragic ending, or no ending at all, if you catch my drift.”

      “Do you think Maxwell Quenby is behind it?” Evelyn asked.

      Yates spit coffee. “What gave you that idea?”

      “People seem to think he’s back.”

      “Be praying he isn’t.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “The locals know that the Quenby House has all sorts of secrets. If they believe Maxwell has returned, I don’t have the manpower to stop them from searching your land, whether you give them permission or not.”

      “If that happens, Sheriff, I expect I can count on you, whether you’re ready or not,” Evelyn said curtly.

      “Yeah.”

      Their conversation ended soon after.

      Terrence shook his head. “This is unbelievable. What’s the chance that some attack will happen?”

      Evelyn smirked. “We should’ve never buried those shotguns.”

      “We wrapped them up,” Terrence replied. “It’s not too late to get them out.”

      Back at the plantation, they grabbed shovels from the shed and hiked beyond the cotton field and past the hay. They found the rock that they placed over the burial and started digging. Three feet down, they found the two shotguns swaddled in an old rug. Evelyn unwrapped it while Terrence went to dig up the ammo box.

      She felt the weight of the weapon in her palms. The gun was a decade or more old and not the most trustworthy of firearms. It beat having no weapon though. After getting the guns and ammo, they returned inside and opened up gun cleaning tutorials on the Internet. Keeping the news playing, they periodically glanced up to see if there was any more information on Bella Day.

      Nothing.

      They looked up from the dining room table, noticing Mary Sullivan standing in the doorframe.

      “You need to stop them,” Mary said. Her eyes were wide and dry, her voice small and emotionless.

      “The police are looking for Catherine and Stephen Doyle,” Evelyn told the girl.

      “They won’t find them,” Mary replied. “You need to find them.”

      The girl turned around to exit. Evelyn got up and followed. Mary was gone.

      “We have a full plate,” Terrence said.

      “It seems to only get fuller.”

      After they finished cleaning the shotguns, they went outside and fired a few rounds. The weapons worked. For now. They stashed them under the bed, still wondering where the two rounds they fired went after they sleepwalked with the armaments so long ago.

      They spent the rest of the afternoon looking up information on Maxwell and Bella. After recalling the conversation with Bella’s parents and double-checking the abduction site, they realized it was time to rethink their strategy. They returned to the lounge and found Alannah relaxing in the loveseat, Winslow watering his flowers, and Andrew standing off the corner, observing them with black holes in his white cotton mask.

      Alannah smiled wickedly at Terrence’s arrival. “You’re looking handsome.”

      “Uh, thank you,” Terrence replied, trying to take his eyes off the woman’s slashed throat and failing.

      Evelyn approached Andrew. “What can you tell me about your brother and sister?”

      Andrew said nothing.

      Evelyn asked again and got the same reply: an empty glare.

      Terrence asked Alannah if she remembered seeing the killer drop off any bodies or lurking about. Alannah thought on it. “I saw nothing at all. The last time I tried to look, it felt like a cold blade was opening my neck again.”

      The clock ticked on. It was nearing the forty-eight-hour mark since Bella Day vanished. Evelyn double-checked the bone pit beneath the house. Empty. She tried out the servant cabins outside of the house. No Bella. The killer may not have dumped the body on her property, or Bella Day might still be alive.

      That night, they made sure the kitchen pantry was especially sealed off. Putting a chair under the master bedroom doorknob, Evelyn and Terrence were ready to go to sleep.

      That night, they heard another noise in the house.

      “Someone’s here,” Evelyn whispered. Terrence pulled the bedside lamp switch. Mary stood at the foot of the bed. Her head was slightly tilted, her blonde hair flowing down the side of her freckled face and her eyes seemingly lifeless. “Downstairs,” she said.

      Evelyn swiveled out of bed and slid on the jeans that were scrunched on the floor. Terrence put on his shorts and socks while Evelyn grabbed the shotguns. She checked the chamber. Fully loaded. Terrence accepted the weapon with hesitation. As quiet as they could, they removed the chair from under the doorknob and ventured into the hall. Every step they took seemed to groan too loud. Mary watched them leave.

      Evelyn reached the foyer, keeping the gun up but her finger off the trigger. They turned on the light, brightening the massive foyer. Terrence went down one of the curving steps and Evelyn went down the other. They reconvened at the center, watching each other’s backs. They headed down the hall of portraits and unlocked the kitchen. They flipped on the light. All of the doors and cabinets were closed, but lying on the kitchen island was a folded note.

      While Terrence scanned the room, Evelyn picked up the letter in one hand and opened it.

      It read: “I want to meet with you -- M,” and listed a set of coordinates.

      Evelyn re-read the note, and then re-read it a third time. She put it down so Terrence could study it.

      “Could it be…” Terrence’s voice trailed off.

      “Yes,” Evelyn replied, her heart racing. For the first time in her life, her father had reached out to her personally.

      “It doesn’t say when,” Terrence pointed out.

      “Tomorrow, I suspect. I’m not risking it tonight,” Evelyn said.

      “Should we risk it at all?” Terrence asked. “There’s still a chance that your father killed all those people.”

      “When did you become cynical?” Evelyn asked with a raised brow.

      “I’m not, but… we should call the police, nonetheless.” Terrence suggested.

      “So they can arrest my father for murders he didn’t commit?” Evelyn shook her head.

      “Will you bet your life on that?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn glanced at his shotgun and then his eyes. “We won’t need to.”

      Terrence paced. “I don’t know, Evelyn. I don’t know if I can pull the trigger if push comes to shove.”

      “You can,” Evelyn replied, though she doubted herself as well. She put the gun on the island and pressed close to Terrence. “We will if we need to.”

      After propping the gun against the nearest counter, Terrence wrapped his strong arms around Evelyn, pulling her close. Evelyn reciprocated. She rested her cheek on his shoulder.

      “You owe me big time,” Terrence said. “For this and many things.”

      “Keeping tabs?” Evelyn asked.

      “Something like that,” Terence replied.

      Evelyn kissed him and then pulled away. They searched the room for another hidden entrance. It seemed that the note was delivered a different way.

      The rest of the night, Evelyn tossed and turned, barely able to keep her eyes closed. Her heart beat in a combination of fear and anticipation. She didn’t know if she should be weeping for joy or utterly terrified. Looking out the window at the pregnant moon, Evelyn knew she’d find out soon.

      Tomorrow, Evelyn would meet her father.
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      Evelyn studied the glowing computer screen and map it showed. The coordinates listed in the note pointed to a wooded area a few miles outside her property. No roads stretched that far out. She would have to walk.

      At daybreak, Terrence drove to town on a water run. Evelyn stayed in Quenby House, admiring its size and Antebellum-era interior design straight out of a civil war movie. She opened up the master bedroom closet. It smelled of mothballs and had multiple racks of blazers and men’s sports coats dangling on twisted wire hooks. With her palm, she brushed them aside, momentarily distracted by the idea of Terrence dressed in one of these. They might fit him well, however, none boasted the tiny instruments that decorated ninety percent of his shirts and socks. At the bottom of the closet floor, Evelyn found the backpacks. They were nearly twenty years old but sturdy. Evelyn grabbed it by the straps and lifted one up. It had multiple pockets on both the inside and outside, a waterproof exterior, and was surprisingly heavy. By the expert construction and suturing, she knew she wouldn’t find this at Walmart. Father must’ve been a hiker. Being a city girl most of her life, Evelyn would enjoy exploring nature with her family. She struck down the thought, reminding herself that her father was a stranger and possibly a killer.

      By the time Terrence returned, Evelyn had set the dining room table with loaded shotguns and travel packs. She put her blonde hair into a ponytail with a few loose strands tumbling down the side of her face. She wore jeans, a belt with her extendable baton clipped to the right hip, and a short-sleeved olive green V-neck.

      As he walked into the dining room, Terrence paused to stare at her and then bounced his eyes to the weapons. “It’s not our typical breakfast platter.”

      “It is a little abnormal,” Evelyn pointed out.

      “We can still call the police,” Terrence not-so-subtly reminded her of his stance on the issue.

      Evelyn felt resistance in her gut. It was a common side effect of her bull-headedness. She couldn’t fault her husband for thinking rationally. Calling in backup would be safer, and probably smarter, but if her father saw them coming, he might slip into the woods and out of Evelyn’s life again. Whether or not they shared a family bonding moment, Maxwell could be the key to sending home the phantoms and freeing Evelyn from her burden.

      “We do this alone,” Evelyn declared.

      Terrence put the twenty-four-count water pack on the table. “I thought you might say that.”

      Without much else to say, they prepared for their deadly venture. They packed light and put the minivan’s first-aid kit in Terrence’s backpack. Evelyn strapped one of the shotguns on her shoulder and hung it in an upright position, with the barrel pointed to the blue sky. She grimaced under the weapon’s weight. It would be a long walk.

      They started out the back door, not wasting a moment to turn back to the vine-covered mansion. Brushing past the mossy stone furnishings, they followed the dirt path by the six slave cabins. The single-room buildings had wooden walls, dirt floors, and flat roofs. Through the musty windows, decaying and collapsed feather beds could be seen. Soon, the path branched out into the hay and cotton field, the latter being tainted by a black scorch mark at its white and weedy hair. Terrence shuddered when he glanced at it. Hooked-nose Stephen Doyle and his siblings murdered Mary in that very spot, and it seemed the blackened earth would never be the same.

      They ignored the cotton field and went around the cut hay. Yellow bales spotted the smooth terrain. Beyond it, the trail pattered into nothingness and disappeared into the trail line. The instant Evelyn and Terrence stepped into the woods, society, safety, and the clear path vanished, leaving behind the sounds of odd birds and insects in search of something dead to consume. The terrain seemed to roll and dip. Evelyn’s only guidance was the map book with a red line toward the coordinates.

      The land here had no owner. Evelyn and Terrence kept an eye out for anyone or anything. Explaining why she had weapons but no hunting permit was something Evelyn needed to avoid. Every forty-five minutes, they drank water and sat on rocks or felled trees in order to readjust their weapon’s weight and get the kinks out of their shoulders. Terrence would yawn a few times or squeeze a half-drunken bottle of water on his well-structured face, and then they would set out again.

      The woods seemed alive. Ferns and other greenery spotted the dirt while trees of different shapes and leaves bent out in all directions. Every few moments, Evelyn forced herself to looked up from the ground and out at her surroundings. Behind any tree or boulder could be a predator, whether beastly or human.

      Only getting turned around once, Evelyn neared the destination as the afternoon sun breached the canopy. Loose strands of hair were sweat-glued on her pale cheeks. Her clothes were stained, and though she was physically exhausted, her mind stayed alert and her hands prepared to equip the gun at a moment’s notice.

      In the distance and amidst the trees, a rusty tin roof jutted out of tall shrubbery. Tall briars concealed the dark wood walls of the lopsided home. The age of the building and the reason for its strange locale left Evelyn wondering. By its outwardly appearance, the structure had to be someone's home because it was far too big to be a cabin. What few window panes remained suffered elemental damage that left spider web cracks across their faces. Evelyn guessed it contained a bedroom, living room, kitchen, and closet. Restroom facilities were in the nearby outhouse with a moon cut on the door’s face.

      “Do you think Maxwell’s been living here all this time?” Terrence whispered as they huddled behind a tree.

      No light shone from the house. Evelyn would be shocked if the building had access to electricity. “The place looks dead.”

      She unslung her shotgun.

      “Shouldn’t we wait to do that?” Terrence asked. “I don’t want him getting the wrong impression.”

      “And I don’t want to be defenseless if someone starts shooting.”

      After a moment of hesitation, Terrence unslung his shotgun.

      Staying hunched, they moved from tree to tree, getting closer to the house with every movement. Evelyn’s blue eyes scanned the decrepit house’s windows, keeping an eye out for any protruding gun barrels. Though no threat was present, Evelyn’s heart raced. Her sweaty palms clenched the heavy weapon tighter, imprinting her hands with the pattern of the forestock and grip. If push came to shove, Evelyn hoped these weapons would fire. Being at least over a decade old, she couldn’t know their reliability, even after they had test fired the weapons several times.

      With no more cover, Evelyn and Terrence stepped out into the “yard.” Shin-high grass brushed against their pant legs. They reached the front door. Evelyn pressed up beside it and peered in through the cracked window. Dust swirled in the living room. There were a few wooden chairs, but no couch or any sort of entertainment setup. Evelyn leaned back and knocked on the door.

      Nothing. She peered back into the window.

      “Maybe he wants us to wait for him?” Terrence theorized.

      Evelyn chewed her lip nervously. He should be waiting for us. “Try the door.”

      Terrence twisted the knob. He glanced at Evelyn and shook his head.

      A crow cawed at the clear Georgia sky. More unseen crows answered its cry. Leaves rattled and branches swayed in the breeze. Apart from the sounds of nature, the place was unnervingly quiet.

      Evelyn mustered her courage and gave the door another knock. “Max? Maxwell Quenby?”

      It somehow felt wrong to talk in her normal voice, almost like it was too loud for such a harrowing place.

      “I don’t like this,” Terrence said, his eyes widening and his fingers further coiling around the gun.

      “Let’s check around back,” Evelyn suggested.

      Silent, Terrence followed her around the corner of the building. They turned sideways to slide between two far-reaching thorn bushes. Through the window, the basic kitchen could be seen. It had a few cupboards, counters, a water bucket for a sink, and a small table. They made it around back to the kitchen door. In the back yard--which wasn’t so much a yard as it was a sprawl of green weeds and tall grass--a stone well rose out of the earth. It had a wooden A-framed roof and lowered bucket. Evelyn took a detour from the house to check it out. The inside was a circular black abyss. She pulled at the retrieval rope and watched the wooden bucket climb into her sight. A dead and bloated rat bobbed at the surface of the murky black water.

      “No one could survive like this,” Terrence said with a sickened expression.

      Evelyn let the bucket splash back into the deep but nearly diminished well.

      They returned to the building and tried the back door. Locked as well. Evelyn slung her weapon back over her shoulder and pulled out her lock-picking tools.

      “Evelyn, should we--”

      “Yes,” Evelyn replied as she listened for that sweet clicking sound. After a few moments, she heard it and the house was open to her. Re-equipping her gun, Evelyn stepped into the kitchen. The clacking noise from her foot on the wood floor bounced off the wall. Terrence followed her inside.

      “Maxwell?” Evelyn called out to the old house.

      There was no sign of a refrigerator or any sort of cold storage. She briefly opened the cupboards, finding dead insects either on their backs or swaddled in spider webs. The dining area was similar in its emptiness. Evelyn moved into the living room. The three wooden chairs at the center seemed to have been pulled from the dining room table. Two of the chairs sat side by side. The third faced the corner. Evelyn noticed the lack of dust on the two chairs and dirt caked on their legs. Someone brought these outside, and not too long ago from the looks of it.

      There wasn’t a hallway to the bedroom, only a closed door branching off from the living room. Evelyn gestured for Terrence to keep his gun ready while she pushed the door open. A rusted spring bed frame supported a skinned mattress. The stained yellow sheeting that once sutured it was nailed above the window to make some sort of makeshift curtain. Containing a little bit of dirty spring water, crinkled plastic bottles and mason jars rested on the dresser’s top nearby a stack of mystery novels with bent bindings. The ajar top dresser drawer revealed a matchbox, pocket knife, and compass. A portable hot plate with charred meat melted to its surface sat at the base of the dresser.

      “Someone’s been living here,” Evelyn stated.

      They turned to the closet.

      Evelyn kept her gun aimed while Terrence took the initiative. He pulled open the door, revealing the deceptively large windowless room. Two ruffled sleeping bags with the head opening at the opposite ends were laid out on the floor. Next to it was a bloodstained shirt.

      Terrence turned back to Evelyn with a worried expression.

      Evelyn felt her mouth dry out. “We need to leave.”

      Terrence gave her a look full of concern and fear. “What?”

      “Maxwell didn’t write that letter.”

      “Then who did?”

      Evelyn rushed into the living room and grabbed the front door knob when she saw the figure outside the window. The man with a featureless white cotton mask and a raised pistol. She dropped to her belly. Terrence mimicked her. Evelyn’s heart pounded. Did he see me?

      Terrence army-crawled to her. “That’s Stephen Doyle. What is he doing here?”

      Rolling on her back, Evelyn aimed the shotgun at the front door. The weapon trembled in her hands. Her vision bounced between the entrance and the windows. She waited. Come on. Come on. Come on. Her heart twisted. A bead of sweat snaked down the bridge of her nose.

      Terrence tapped her shoulder and pointed to the dining room. He was right. They needed to get out of here. Not taking her eyes off the entrance, Evelyn returned to her hands and knees and scurried as quickly and quietly to the dining room as she could. As she rounded the corner, the front door knob jiggled. By the time they were halfway past the table, the front door opened with a loud creak.

      A boot stepped inside. Terrence and Evelyn pressed themselves up against the nearest wall, trusting their hearing to locate the masked gunman. Slowly, he stepped into the room, leaving the door open behind him. Terrence, being closest to the living room, straightened his back against the wall and positioned the gun to point upward at the door. Perspiration dotted his dark skin and upper lip. His finger slid on the trigger.

      Evelyn slowly began scooting away. Somehow, even that simple movement made some noise. She froze and listened.

      Stephen wasn’t moving.

      Was he listening too?

      Evelyn didn’t want to wait to find out. She turned her head to the open kitchen. The back door wasn’t far. If she ran…

      The gunman’s footsteps neared. Terrence tensed up. In three seconds, Doyle would be around the corner.

      They needed to run.

      Two seconds.

      Dread pitted in Evelyn’s stomach. Two sleeping bags, she remembered. Two enemies.

      One second.

      Evelyn aimed the gun.

      The back door opened.

      Evelyn saw the burgundy-stained white mask. The woman wearing it wielded a woodcutter's axe. With a hollow shriek and her weapon raised, Catherine Doyle charged at Evelyn.

      Evelyn shut her eyes and held her breath.

      The masked woman tore through the kitchen, her little feet pattering on the hardwood, and swung down the glossy edge of her deadly axe.

      Evelyn heard it cut the wind.

      Unable to wait any longer, Evelyn forced herself to squeeze the trigger.

      The gunshot blast rattled the whole house. The weapon’s stock punched Evelyn’s shoulder. The masked woman lurched back, red mist bursting from her flat chest.

      “Nooooo!” Stephen yelled and curved the gun around the doorway. Terrified, Terrence pulled his shotgun’s trigger. Jammed.

      With no time to think about the person she had just doomed, Evelyn grabbed Terrence and they ran as Stephen blindly fired the pistol at them. Bullets zipped by their heads, only inches away from instant death. Evelyn jumped over Catherine’s twitching body. The woman’s mask had fallen off. She had a hooked nose, lazy eye, and a bruised and pus-filled forehead. A massive red soup puddled on her chest. By the time Terrence jumped over, Catherine Doyle was dead.

      Evelyn ran for the woods. Her vision tunneled. Adrenaline screamed through her veins. Thorns raked against her arms. She ducked below skinny branches. Keep running, her instincts told her. Keep running and never stop.

      Evelyn didn’t know how far she went. There were no familiar landmarks or trails. She slowed down amidst trees and bushes. Her stomach cramped and the weight of the weapon had returned. She couldn’t escape the fact that she had killed the woman.

      Guilt-ridden and panting, Evelyn turned back to talk to Terrence. He wasn’t behind her.

      “Terrence,” she called out, her voice hoarse from the sprint. “Baby?”

      Quiet.

      She observed the woods. No sign of him. No sign of any movement.

      Holding the gun in one hand, Evelyn used the neck of her shirt to wipe down her soaked and dirty face. She couldn’t remember when she lost track of him. The events replayed in her mind. She grabbed him by the shoulder, let go to hurdle over the dying woman, and ran. Evelyn’s heart skipped a beat. She tried to recall if Doyle had gotten another shot off after she escaped the house, but her own killing made the rest of the world and its noises a blur. There was a chance Terrence never made it out of the house.

      Evelyn looked to the blue sky and forced herself to think about her next move. She cocked her gun, watched the empty shell shoot into the air, and then turned back the way she came. Moving swiftly but with caution, she realized just how far she’d run. Nothing looking familiar, and the more she traveled, the more fears pinged in her head: you’ve already gone past the house, you're going the wrong way, your husband is dead. The world seemed to tilt. Evelyn rested her hand on the rough bark of the tree. Her husband needed her. She couldn’t let this guilt and physical pain crush her. She pressed on.

      Her throat became parched. She thought about getting water from her backpack but couldn’t bring herself to stop again. The house still hadn’t appeared in her view. Doubt swarmed inside her. She thought she ran in a straight line, but maybe she didn’t. She picked broken leaves from her hair and felt stinging from the thorns in her forearms. Little spiked seeds dangled off her shirt and jeans. Her ankles seemed to swell in her boots. She hated admitting that Terrence was right. They should’ve called the cops. The Doyles had tricked them into coming out here. They’d probably been hiding here since the house invasion and wanted to lure her out. If Terrence died because of her decision, Evelyn didn’t know if she’d be able to live with herself.

      In the distance, she saw the rusted tin roof. Thank God.

      She crouched behind a tree and took aim with her shotgun. She could barely make out the back door where Catherine’s lifeless body seeped crimson. Where are you? Evelyn asked Terrence, though he could not hear her.

      A twig snapped.

      The hairs on the back of Evelyn’s neck stood.

      She twisted back in time to see the axe head swinging to her face and pulled the trigger.

      The tree bark behind him exploded into wooden shrapnel as the masked axe man staggered to the side. He went in for another swing before Evelyn could cock the shotgun. Momentarily shutting her eyes, she blocked the axe head by holding the shotgun horizontally in both hands. The force of the impact sent a shock up both her arms. For the one second they stood like that, Evelyn looked into the button-sized eye holes on the featureless white mask.

      Evelyn put the toe of her boot into the man’s groin. Grunting, he staggered back. As soon as Evelyn cocked the weapon, the axe head hit the side of the barrel, causing the weapon to fly from Evelyn’s grasp.

      She reached for her baton. The masked man grabbed her neck and slammed her back into the tree. Her wind left her. She swung the baton down on the side of the man’s head. With a thump, he staggered back. Evelyn went for the shotgun. Stephen took off his mask, revealing his disheveled gray/black hair, hooked nose, small boils, and crazed eyes.

      He went back for a swing of the axe when he found himself looking into the barrel of Evelyn’s shotgun. Gnashing his teeth, he took a step back but kept hold of the axe.

      “Where’s Terrence?” Evelyn demanded an answer.

      Stephen’s face turned blood red. “You murdered my sister, whore.”

      “Tell me where my husband is!” Evelyn yelled.

      “He’s bleeding out somewhere. From my gunshot,” Stephen bragged.

      Evelyn struggled to hold the gun steady. Her eyes watered.

      “You going to kill me?” Stephen asked. “Get your fill of justice? It’s not as satisfying as you might think. I learned that when I burned Mary Sullivan alive for what your father had done. None of this would’ve happened if he hadn’t killed my Alannah. People thought I was crazy, but I saw Alannah in that house long before you showed up. I tried to tell you it wasn’t your home. It’s a graveyard for your father’s victims. My sister even had proof on her camera before you deleted it.”

      “My father is innocent,” Evelyn said through her teeth. “You killed that little girl for nothing. You lured me out here for nothing.”

      Stephen locked bloodshot eyes with her. “You’re wrong. Maxwell is every bit the monster they say he is.”

      “Alannah told me otherwise,” Evelyn replied.

      The words struck Stephen.

      Evelyn raised the weapon. “I’m not going ask again. Where is Terrence?”

      Stephen frowned heavily, “He’s bleeding out with every second you waste talking to me. So, go ahead, pull the trigger. You’ve already killed once. It’ll be easier now.”

      Evelyn held her finger on the trigger and no matter how hard she wanted to pull it, brokenness in the man’s eyes prevented --

      BOOM!

      In a blink, most of Stephen’s head was no more. His body spiraled in the air and then flopped on the ground.

      Warm tears of blood dripped down Evelyn’s horrified face and into the neck of her shirt. Her trembling hands lowered the shotgun that she hadn’t fired.

      Slowly, she turned her head to the man standing beside her.

      A bushy gray beard fell down past his skinny frame. Long and wavy soot-colored hair flowed down his bony shoulders. What little could be seen of his face was tired and wrinkled. Deep crow’s feet etched out from dark eyes. With tattered gloves, he held Terrence’s shotgun. A wisp of smoke snaked out of the barrel.

      Evelyn opened her mouth to speak, but no words could escape her. The stranger stepped toward her and grabbed her shotgun. Evelyn wanted to resist, but her will was weak. With a weapon in each hand, the old man gave her final, unreadable look and then headed into the woods.

      “Dad?” Evelyn finally got the word out.

      The stranger paused for a moment. Then he continued on, soon vanishing into the thick foliage.
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      On her way to her friend Janet's house, cute nine-year-old Bella Ann May biked down the tree-flanked street, blinked, and awoke, facedown, on the floor of the damp concrete basement.

      Her head throbbed. Her vision blurred. Around her, the compact basement seemed to swirl. She put her palms against the ice-cold floor and pushed herself up. Her elbows wobbled. Nausea flushed over her.

      She managed to plop onto her bottom before forgoing all further movement for now and possibly forever.  She felt a bump on her pink neck. The flesh felt tender and caused her to wince. Did a bee sting her? If she did, she didn’t remember.

      “Mommy?” Bella called into the dimly lit room. “Daddy?”

      Gray walls seemed to absorb her cry. A moth fluttered around the exposed, glowing light bulb screwed into the ceiling.

      With her tiny fingers, she brushed her rich brunette hair away from her pretty hazel eyes. The basement consisted of a dusty metal shelf, a brick-sized air vent high up on the wall, a few plastic buckets containing one oddly shaped sponge used to wash the car, and eight wooden steps leading to an unassuming door.

      Bella’s eyes watered. She forced herself to her feet. Her pencil legs felt like jelly. She brushed off her little khaki shorts and midnight blue t-shirt as she stumbled to the door. The steps groaned beneath her. She tried the doorknob.

      Locked. Fidgeting nervously, she gave the scary basement another glance before yelling for her parents.

      No reply.

      She hammered both fists on the door. “Let me out!” She screamed until her voice cracked and her bottoms of her hands were purple. Turning back to the basement, Bella sank down to the top step and pulled her knees close. She wiped tears from her angular face and sniffled. Fear, confusion, and anxiety swirled inside her.

      Where were her parents? Why would they do this? Bella didn’t remember doing anything bad. That wasn’t completely true. She did steal chocolate from her mother's secret stash and faked a bellyache to get out of chores, but was that deserving of such a harsh punishment? Unless it wasn’t her parents… Bella shuddered. It couldn’t be her teachers. School was out for the summer, and her friends would never do something this cruel. Bella’s head hurt thinking about it. Her crying worsened. The worst part about crying was how she looked doing it. Everyone said that she had such a cute face, but when she wept, her nose turned red and her cheeks looked puffy. It only made things worse. Maybe whoever took her made a mistake, and they’ll come back to get her soon.

      Minutes, hours, in the basement, time met nothing.

      Bella had run out of tears ages ago, and she was antsy waiting for help. She screamed until she couldn’t talk. She beat the door until her hands were numb. She asked countless questions but found no answers. One thing was certain. She was alone in this basement, and no one was coming to save her.

      When her body mellowed out, Bella got up and paced about the room. She looked up at the shelf and at the small vent nearby. She knew she couldn’t fit, but had nothing to do but try. She grabbed the shelf and tried to move it below the vent. It didn’t budge. Moping, she started to climb. The metal rattled under her shaking. She got to the top and reached for the ventilation grate. It was too far. She reached farther.

      Snap.

      The top metal shelf broke beneath her weight and her back hit the floor. She gasped and rolled to her side. Whimpering, she curled up into a ball. Even after the pain faded, Bella didn’t move. She watched the tiny cockroach scuttle up a wall. She remembered the sweet song her mom used to sing her but couldn’t remember the words. She hummed it instead, feeling the emptiness of the room bearing down on her.

      She closed her eyes, clenching her rumbling stomach, and dreamed about horses. They were big, beautiful, majestic animals trapped behind a white fence. Bella dreamed she broke them out and was running free with them, through the rolling green pastures and by the red brick school. Above, fat clouds surfed on blue skies. Mommy and Daddy and all her other friends were there, welcoming her and her animal companions with open arms.

      “Hey.” A muffled voice woke Bella from her slumber.

      Bella quickly got up from the concrete floor, feeling a crick in her neck. She brushed her long hair from her face and listened.

      “Are you awake?” the muffled voice asked.

      Bella blinked away the sleep and charged up the stairs. She grabbed hold of the doorknob. It didn’t twist.

      “Help me! I’m trapped!” she said in her tiny voice.

      The man on the other side of the door replied. “I know.”

      “Then get me out!” Bella begged. “Please. I’m sorry I stole Mommy’s chocolate. I’m sorry I pretended to be sick--”

      “Bella,” the muffled voice said calmly.

      Bella sniffled. “I don’t want to die, Mister.”

      “You’re not,” the man said. “Not today at least.”

      “Are you trapped too?” Bella asked innocently.

      The man chuckled kindly. “No, Bella.”

      “Then why can’t you help me?” the little girl asked.

      “Because,” the man said as if that was an explanation.

      “I don’t understand,” Bella moaned.

      The man sighed. “I’ve hurt a lot of people. I don’t rightly know why I do sometimes. I’ve liked it since I was younger than you. Maybe it’s an ego thing, or genetics. I don’t know.”

      “You don’t need to hurt me. I can be your friend,” Bella replied, confident that would work. “Friends make everything better.”

      “I wish that were true,” the man said. “I’m old, Bella, and I have this… emptiness inside of me. If I don’t fill it, then I lose my mind and make stupid decisions.”

      “I can help you,” Bella said.

      “You are,” the man replied sincerely. “See, the thing about this emptiness is that I don’t know the best way to sate it. I’ve opened a beautiful woman’s throat. I made an old man drink poison. I took off a young athlete’s throwing hand. None of that did it.”

      Wide-eyed and heart racing, Bella took a step back from the door.

      “Every great killer has their method.” The man continued. “Some use knives, others guns, some cannibalism. Even after all these years, I haven’t found mine. That’s why I brought you here.”

      The steps creaked beneath Bella’s feet as she distanced herself from the door. The man behind it didn’t seem to care. “I’m going to starve you, Bella. When you’re near death, I’ll come back and look into your gorgeous brown eyes, watch the light flicker out, and see if that does the trick.”

      “Please,” Bella begged. “I don’t want…”

      “I’ll see you soon,” the man said and walked away from the locked door.

      Trembling, nine-year-old Bella Day clenched her cramping stomach and listened to its gargled rumble.
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      48 hours later…

      

      Birds screamed and scattered at the thunderous boom of the twelve-gauge shotgun.

      Their black wings fluttered desperately across the indigo sky.

      Like raindrops, warm blood slithered past wide blue eyes, down pale cheeks, and leaked into the neck of a short-sleeve olive green V-neck. Blood-covered, blonde and slender, Evelyn Carr lowered her shotgun. Her body trembled as she looked down at the nearly headless corpse of Stephen Doyle, the man who had killed a child a decade ago and lured Evelyn into this trap.

      Slowly, Evelyn turned her horrified gaze to the stranger nearby. Pale smoke wisped out of his shotgun’s barrel. Dressed in faded camo, the gaunt man had long ashen hair with a lengthy beard to match. Like the scars on Evelyn’s back, deep wrinkles etched the man’s dirty forehead and around his black eyes. He lowered his shotgun, which was actually Evelyn’s husband’s, and approached. Too shocked to resist, she let the man take her weapon. Silent, he turned back to the woods from whence he came. Twigs crunched beneath his boots. Holding the choke of the twelve gauges in each hand, he stepped over a felled tree dressed in green and white fungi.

      Evelyn opened her mouth, as if trying to speak for the first time.

      “Dad?” she managed to call out

      The stranger paused, his shoulders slumped under the weight of the weapons. After a breathless moment, he walked on, soon vanishing into the Georgia wilds.

      Evelyn’s knees hit packed dirt and dry leaves. Her thoughts transported her back to the lawyer’s office where she received her estranged father’s will. It was a simple letter, rather cold in nature, and heavily wrinkled. “Ten years,” the lawyer explained. “That’s how long the deceased instructed me to wait before delivering it.”

      “In his will, he said that if he was presumed dead. What does that mean?” Evelyn replied.

      The lawyer locked his fingers on the desk and leaned in. “Maxwell vanished from his home. All of his possessions were accounted for. However, a body was never recovered.”

      The tall oaks began to warp into an amalgamation of brown bark and pointed green leaves. Stephen’s blood crusted on Evelyn’s soft skin. She remembered the man’s words, back when he still had a mouth to speak them. “He’s bleeding out somewhere. From my gunshot.”

      Terrence, Evelyn thought. Her husband, her anchor, the man who pulled her from her crunched car years ago, was dying somewhere in these woods.  

      She forced herself to blink and shielded her eyes from the warm cadaver. There was another body back at the cabin. This one was Catherine Doyle, Stephen’s sadistic twin sister that had charged Evelyn with a raised axe and forced Evelyn to squeeze the trigger. Though she was painted with Stephen’s blood, it was Catherine's blood that would forever stain Evelyn’s hands.

      “Evelyn!” A voice in the woods cried out.

      Footsteps neared. “Evelyn! Where are you?”

      The person paused.

      Evelyn glanced up her husband, expecting to see a fatal wound. Terrence’s dark skin was free of any cut or blood. Sweat dotted his bald head and well-structured face. The top four buttons of his beige button-up were undone, revealing the few small hairs on his upper chest. With bloodshot brown eyes, he bounced his vision between his bloodied wife and the limp body ten feet away.

      After his gawking ended, Terrence rushed to Evelyn, dropped to his knees in front of her, and looked her in the eyes. His dark irises seemed to tremble as he studied her. “Oh, God, Evelyn.”

      He pulled a crinkled, half-filled water bottle from the back pocket of his khaki cargo shorts, poured some of the crystalline water into the palm of his hand, and washed away the blood from Evelyn’s cheek. The dried crimson thinned out to light red droplets and snaked down the curvature of Evelyn’s jaw. She had a beautiful but intimidating face that became more broken with sorrow the more it was cleaned.

      “Where’s your gun?” Terrence asked softly.

      “My father took it,” Evelyn mumbled back.

      Terrence stopped brushing his thumb across her cheek. “Maxwell was here?”

      Evelyn nodded slightly. “He took your shotgun too. Used it on…”

      Terrence didn’t need to glance back at the corpse to know it was right behind him. “I tossed my weapon after it jammed, how did he--why did he take it?”

      Evelyn turned her eyes away. “Whoever owns the weapons is guilty of these murders.”

      It took Terrence a second to realize what she was saying, and then he squeezed her. With trembling arms, Evelyn reciprocated and grabbed fistfuls of the back of his shirt. Minutes ago, she thought Terrence was dead. Now, she didn’t want to let go.

      Terrence eased Evelyn off him and helped lift her by the hand. Leaning on one another, they traveled through the woods, leaving the cabin and the bodies of Stephen and Catherine Doyle in their wake.

      The hike back to their plantation home took hours. Once, Evelyn saw a few hunters on ATVs. She and Terrence ducked behind a hedge of dirt. Dirty, worm-like roots jutted from its face. Soon, the camo-wearing hunters were far away. Evelyn wondered if they’d heard the shotgun’s boom. It was too late to go back. If law enforcement found the bodies and pinned it on Evelyn, she wouldn’t resist. She was far too tired for that.

      The falling sun painted the world scarlet. The clouds above were thin and stretched like pulled cotton across the darkening sky. A sliver of the moon appeared in a rare moment where it shared the sky with the sun. Out of the tree line, stubby, cylindrical, yellow bales of hay could be seen spotting acres of trimmed field. In another field nearby, thorny weeds climbed rows of deep-rooted cotton plants with a massive charred smear at the field’s center. The burnt scar reminded the world of seven-year-old Mary Sullivan’s demise at the wrath-filled hands of Stephen, Catherine, and Andrew Doyle. They hated Evelyn’s father Maxwell because they believed he took the life of sultry Alannah Gimmerson, and many more. Whether the accusation was gospel or fiction, it didn’t stop them from taking Mary’s life, the child who Maxwell treated like a daughter.

      Beyond the crops, six decrepit slave cabins--three on either side--flanked a wide dirt road that wound down to the massive seventeen-room, two point five story mansion dressed with green vines and little white flowers. Bordered by trees, exquisite stone statues, and a flower garden decorating the backyard, the Quenby House was the epitome of post-civil war Southern ideas: symmetry, hierarchy, and order. It was a marvelous building built on blackmail, deceit, and bones. Though its exterior showed life and was a mastery of human architecture, the dead walked behind the house’s beautiful jaws. A blessing and a curse, Maxwell had described it in his will. That short, handwritten document was the only communication Evelyn Carr had ever shared with her father. She had nothing from her mother.

      Pain and fatigue jabbed at Evelyn’s heel and calf with each step. Sweaty clothes stuck to her flesh like a second layer of unwanted skin. Terrence, usually one with a good laugh, kept quiet apart from his tired panting.

      Away from the crops and drab cabins, the couple shambled through the bowling green backyard, past raised gardens spilling over with long grass and multicolored flowers, and by old statues with blotches of green moss on their smooth stone skin. Unlike the mansion’s face, the back lacked colonnades and had a second-story porch a third of the size. Evelyn imagined her greatest ancestor, a gorgeous Scandinavian woman with pale white skin, tall blonde hair wrapped in braids, and a stunning heart-shaped face, looking over her lands in the early 1800s.

      Terrence stepped ahead of Evelyn and turned the knob of one of the two double doors. Holding it open with his back, he allowed Evelyn passage into the dark house. It was quiet, apart from their footsteps clacking across the hall’s rickety floor. Past a few sideboard tables decorated with old vases and authentic 19th century oil paintings, they reached another set of double doors that spit them into the massive foyer, stopping just below the two curving stairways that covered the interior balcony above Evelyn’s head. The floor was blanketed with thin red carpet and, beyond the balcony, the foyer opened all the way to the second story. Hanging from the high-domed ceiling was a massive, crystalline multi-tier chandelier that had been updated in the last century to use dimmed, flame-shaped bulbs that gave off the illusion of real fire.

      Beneath the chandelier stood two figures. The first was a short little girl in a belted yellow dress. She had blonde locks that tumbled down her shoulders and adorable freckles across the bridge of her button nose and under her dry and lifeless blue eyes.

      The tall figure next to her wore a black long-sleeved shirt with matching pants and a featureless white mask that hugged his entire head. Button-sized holes were cut out over his unreadable eyes. Holes the size of peas were cut out on his ears.

      They both stared blankly at Evelyn and Terrence.

      Deathly silence hung over the Quenby House.

      “I thought you’d be gone,” Evelyn said to Mary Sullivan. “Catherine and Stephen are.”

      Suddenly, the little girl charged Evelyn. Before she could react, the little girl had her arms wrapped around Evelyn’s torso and the side of her face pressed against Evelyn’s flat stomach. Evelyn held her arms up, unsure how to react. She traded looks with Terrence, whose eyes were wide and his lips parted.

      “Thank you,” the little girl said in her tiny voice, tightening her embrace. Hesitant, Evelyn wrapped her arms around Mary Sullivan, feeling the icy-cold body. But somehow, deep within her, something felt warm. Alive.

      The man in the featureless white mask, Andrew Doyle, who took his life on the day he helped take Mary’s, watched the scene. Was he touched? Jealous? Amused? His emotions were unreadable.

      Mary let go off Evelyn and gave Terrence a hug.

      “Strong girl,” he chuckled.

      When the sweet moment ended, Mary pulled away and headed for the front door. Trading a look, Evelyn and Terrence followed her. They glanced up at the interior balcony behind them, noticing the five spectators: a sweater vest-wearing old man, a sultry woman in a shapely and glossy green dress, a teenage football player with a handsome face and dimpled chin, a girl with straight black hair to match her black eyeliner and lipstick, and a naked fat man with an oblong head and extreme underbite. All of them suffered from the wound that killed them, but at this moment, Evelyn looked past the gore and into their watering eyes.

      Mary pulled open the front door and skipped between the tall colonnades and down the steps before running for the brick road that was flanked by ancient, moss-covered oaks. From the doorframe and with fingers twined together, Evelyn and Terrence watched the girl running to her newfound freedom. She twisted back and smiled widely at the couple before continuing her sprint and eventually dissipating into ash that was taken by the wind long before it hit the ground.

      Feeling a burden lifted from the house, Evelyn and Terrence turned back to Andrew Doyle and allowed him room to exit. He turned his head to Evelyn and then to Terrence. Without a word, he twisted around and headed for the back door and scorched cotton field beyond. Though the door slammed behind him, all knew that he was here to stay… possibly for eternity.

      On top of the interior balcony, the other phantoms departed throughout the house. The last one to go was the sweater vest-wearing Barker, who gave them a nod before turning back into the hallway. If their true killers were the Doyle twins, they would’ve left with Mary. Evelyn felt pressure growing in her heart, knowing she had more work to do.

      But first…

      Hot water from the copper showerhead spilled down Evelyn’s face and bare body, splashing softly to the bottom of the old tub. Pink water swirled down the drain as the final bit of hooked-nosed and creepy Stephen Doyle washed from her pale skin. Other mysteries required her attention: finding her father, finding the killer of her five lingering houseguests, and finding Bella Ann Day. Like a thread tacked to a cork board, all three mysteries were linked together. It was merely a matter of finding the true connection, and as a private investigator by trade, Evelyn was confident the rest would fall into place.

      Evelyn turned the shower dial and stepped out of the tub. She grabbed a towel off the rack and swaddled herself with it. Putting her palms on the icy marble sink counter, she waited for the fog to clear on the chipped, gold-rimmed mirror. Like golden seaweed, wet hair dangled over her face and clung to her high cheekbones. Wrinkles branched out from her blue eyes. A brush of indigo swooped under her tear ducts. Beneath her still gaze, she saw mask-wearing Catherine Doyle charge at her and felt the shotgun’s recoil punch her shoulder. Evelyn’s fingers squeezed the rim of the sink and then she pulled herself away from the mirror. She may be thirty-three years old, but she felt ancient.

      Holding the towel up, she walked out into the bedroom. With the canopied bed, untouched jewelry station, and various antique furnishings, it looked like a screenshot from Gone with the Wind. Still dripping from his bath in a different restroom, Terrence--wearing his boxer briefs--sat at the corner of the tall, king-sized mattress with his face buried in his hands.

      Evelyn stood before him and lifted his chin with her finger. She met his downcast face to her own. He looked tired. Beaten down. Just like Evelyn.

      She kissed him.

      He grabbed her waist.

      Leaving the damp towel on the bedroom floor, they let the night slip away.

      

      Arms under her fluffy pillow, Evelyn opened her eyes to her husband. Resting his spine against the bed’s backboard, Terrence studied the open laptop on his covered lap. Sunlight and the chirp of morning birds spilled into the room.

      “Hey,” Evelyn said quietly.

      “Hey,” Terrence replied in kind. “Sleep well?”

      With pursed lips, Evelyn nodded. She didn’t remember dreaming. She didn’t remember falling asleep. Stretching, she forced herself up and rested her back against the backboard. She glanced over at the computer screen. The local news broadcasted an update on nine-year-old Bella Day. The flashing caption read, “Missing for Seventy-Two Hours.”

      Evelyn felt the day’s weight crush her like a boulder.

      “Remember when our biggest problem was selling violins?” Terrence asked.

      “Barely,” Evelyn replied. She pecked Terrence on the temple and swiveled her legs out of bed. Her toes curled on the cold hardwood floor.

      With raised brows, Terrence followed her trek to the dresser. The scars painting her bare back were reminders of her car “accident.”

      As Evelyn threw on the day’s clothes, Terrence asked, “Where are you going?”

      Evelyn slipped on a long-sleeved black t-shirt. She twisted back to her husband. “To cash in a promise.” She held a bobby pin in her teeth and fixed her hair. “You coming?”

      Terrence closed the laptop and set it aside. Stretching tall and wide, he got ready for the day.

      As they hustled down the curved foyer steps, they heard someone clear their throat. Evelyn and Terrence turned back to the interior balcony. Fifteen-year-old Zoey Pinkerton, the goth girl with black everything but her pasty white face and mortal wound on the back of her head, rested her elbows on the balcony railing. The buttons pinned on her black hoodie boasted mottos from The Green Party.

      “I’m going to see your father,” Evelyn answered the girl’s unspoken question.

      “Why?” the girl asked with snark.

      “He said he’d tell about me about Maxwell when I solved your case,” Evelyn replied.

      “You’re doing a really good job,” Zoey replied sarcastically.

      “Watch the house while we’re gone,” Evelyn commanded, ignoring the comment.  

      Zoey scoffed and turned her chin away from them.

      Terrence smiled at her. “I can’t wait to have teenagers.”

      Zoey turned around glared at him.

      Evelyn and Terrence headed out the front door, locking it behind them.

      Their rusty minivan sputtered down the red brick road to Quenby. Fat, moss-covered oaks flanked both sides. Their long branches reached over the road and touched fingers, turning the path into a tunnel. It ended at a horizontal single-line street: Quenby Avenue. Directly opposite off was a small wooded area, but on the side was rolling farmland with the occasional cluster of trees or cattle-watering pond. Pastures and tractors blurred by as Terrence sped into the town of Adders, Georgia.

      Like most deeply rooted rural towns, the main street was lined with mom-and-pop shops, home-cooked restaurants, and churches. There was a big farmer’s market stocked with plump black berries, freshly harvested vegetables, eggs, and homemade donuts. A barn-shaped building advertised line-dancing twice a week and live music. A luthier by trade, Terrence would know more about that than Evelyn. String instruments were the heart of bluegrass, country blues, and Southern rock.

      Evelyn’s skill set contained tracking, surveillance, and imitation; perks that helped her make a small living as a private investigator in Detroit. Though Adders was quiet and had crisp country air, Evelyn was conflicted on which home she liked better. Detroit was hard living in their small, one-bedroom apartment. Sirens wailed through the night, and the endless climb to earn the month’s rent beat her down like a sledgehammer. Nonetheless, the two and a half weeks Evelyn spent in “quiet” Adders thrust her into more life-threatening situations and exposed her to much more horror than she ever personally saw in the Motor City.

      Main Street vanished, and they were back to farmland. Down a winding road, their rusty minivan crunched gravel and sputtered to a stop at the quaint house’s long driveway. A fenced-in pasture enclosed a large area around the sides and back of the property. Within, a handful of horses grazed and galloped playfully.

      Wind chimes hung on the house’s front porch. Un-mowed grass carpeted the earth. Small green bugs leapt between weeds. Evelyn and Terrence exited their cruddy minivan. They hiked up two steps and knocked on the door. Under the awning’s shade, they waited for David Pinkerton.

      “You’re going to be waiting there for a long time,” a voice with a rich Southern twang yelled out. From the inside of the horse pen, David leaned on the white fence in the same way his daughter had on Quenby House’s interior’s balcony. Standing five-foot-six, David had a shaggy gray goatee, mop of black/gray hair, and drooping blue eyes. Just like their first meeting, he wore a wrinkled shirt, Levis, and mud-caked boots.

      “How you doing, Mr. Pinkerton?” Terrence asked politely.

      “I’ve had better days,” David replied. “Come to follow in Maxwell’s footsteps? I got a new mare that needs breaking in and will be happy to teach y’all. Won’t be free, of course.”

      Evelyn bounced down the steps and approached the fence. The stench of horse dung grew stronger. “I wanted to talk about my father.”

      David swatted away a fly. “Yeah, me too. After you find my daughter’s killer. That was the deal, investigator.”

      “Maxwell is alive, Mr. Pinkerton,” Evelyn said, avoiding the runaround. “I saw him.” In a flash of memory, she heard the deafening shotgun blast and felt the warm blood spatter.

      The old farmer eyed her suspiciously. “He visited you?”

      “In a way,” Evelyn replied. “The point is, I need to find him again. You named him Zoey’s godfather. If anyone knows where he’s been hiding, it’s you.”

      David tugged at his goatee. “You know our relationship went south after he fueled Zoey’s bad habits. I haven’t seen him in fifteen years. Last time you were here, you asked what I would do if I learned Zoey’s remains were found in Max’s basement. What the hell did that mean?”

      “It means I need to find my father to find Zoey’s killer,” Evelyn said sternly.

      David stopped resting his arms on the wooden fence and put his hands in his pockets. Chewing the inside of his cheek, he studied the clouds drifting over the blue sky. Evelyn could tell he was trying to keep a lid on his frustration, but couldn’t stop his reddening cheeks and glossy eyes.

      Terrence spoke up. “We don’t want to believe Maxwell did this to your daughter, but we need to get to the bottom of this situation.”

      “When you first came here,” David said, “you said that you wanted to help the restless find truth. Not for profit, but the closure for those who lost their loved ones. I respect that more than I can express. Hell, I didn’t believe there were people like that anymore. Not since I met Maxwell. A man who took other’s burdens for the simple reason that it was the right thing to do. And now, you say he killed my daughter. Maxwell and I had our differences, but I would never pin something like that on him.”

      “Help us then,” Evelyn pleaded. “We find him, we learn the truth about Zoey, his disappearance, and who killed those people all those years ago.”

      With glassy eyes and a heavy frown, David Pinkerton studied her for a long while. “I don’t know where to find Max, but I know someone who might.”

      Evelyn crinkled her brow, listening intently.

      “Your mother.”
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      “Who is she?” Evelyn asked as she did when she was just some ugly kid in an orphanage. Back then, she only got vague replies and pitying smiles.

      A stirring of emotions twisted inside Evelyn at David’s words. She was overjoyed to hear about the woman who had brought her into this world but enraged that she had been abandoned. Many nights in her youth, Evelyn had wondered about her mother. Her first thought was that the woman was dead. Perhaps via some horrible accident, fatal disease, or some other tragedy that forced her to surrender Evelyn. A more guilty thought followed, suggesting that Evelyn had killed her during childbirth. On the few rare nights when Evelyn was able to get past those scenarios, her mind went to crueler places. Her mother had surrendered Evelyn because she hated her or the responsibilities of an unwanted child. Evelyn held spite in her heart for that one until she was much older and understood the complexities of the world and humanity. Maybe her mother was living it up in Vegas, or taking care of ten more children and couldn’t mentally or physically handle another. Evelyn could go on theorizing forever. She refocused on David Pinkerton.

      “Her maiden name is Lily Copperdoe,” David explained, with grazing horses and blue skies to his back.

      At the age of thirty-three, Evelyn finally learned her mother’s name. She felt her chest tighten. She didn’t expect the revelation to hit this hard. Terrence noticed and put his arm around her shoulder.

      “Very pretty woman,” David reminisced. “Smart but complicated, much like my daughter.”

      “What can you tell me about Lily?” Evelyn asked.

      “Gossip and other things you don’t want to hear,” David replied.

      “Try me,” Evelyn said.

      “She was married when her and Max… you know.”

      An adulteress. Wonderful. “Who was the man?”

      David shook his head. “Nah uh. I promised Max I wouldn’t talk of her or the situation to anyone.”

      “I’m her daughter.” Evelyn wanted to wring the guy’s neck and scream at him.

      “And I’m a man of my word,” David replied.

      “You’re very frustrating,” Evelyn told him. “Can you tell me where she’s at or is that off limits, too?”

      David frowned at her. “I know she’s around. I don’t have an address.”

      “Who can help us?” Terrence asked.

      “Maxwell,” David replied.

      Evelyn shook her head. “How does that work? I need Lily to find Maxwell. Not the other way around.”

      “There’s definitely some flawed logic there,” Terrence interjected.  

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” David replied, feeling Evelyn’s building frustration. “Lily, for lack of a better word, exiled herself after having… you.”

      That was a lovely thought.

      David went on. “Lily’s parents are dead now. She had no siblings. The only person that might be in contact with her is Max. That’s why she’s your best lead.”

      “She’s not if we can’t find her,” Evelyn thought aloud.

      David’s frown sank lower. “If I knew more, I’d tell you.”

      “We appreciate everything,” Terrence said sincerely. “We’re going to head back to the house and see if we can’t make heads or tails of this.”

      “Call me if you learn anything about my daughter or the man who did her in,” David said. “I’ll give you a shout if I think of anything else about Lily or Max.”

      “That’s all we ask,” Terrence said, always the peacemaker.

      Too lost in thought, Evelyn left David to his horses without saying another word.

      The ride back was somber. For everything Evelyn learned, it still felt as if she was stuck in swamp muck. Someone would have to know where Lily went, but Evelyn was drawing blanks as to who. If she knew Lily’s husband, that could help pinpoint Lily’s location, but the man could be any of the twenty thousand locals that lived in Adders.

      Evelyn pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes.  

      She felt Terrence’s big hand squeeze her knee. “We’ll find her.”

      I wish I shared your confidence. Evelyn propped her head against the glass. On top of all this mom stuff, she was still trying to process last night’s shootout, the phantoms lurking in her halls, and countless other issues she’d faced. “I should’ve gone after him.”

      “Your dad?”

      Evelyn nodded. “He was right there. I should’ve stood up and just confronted him.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” Terrence replied.

      Evelyn turned to him.

      Terrence kept his eyes on the road. “A man’s head exploded in front of you. If you were able to play twenty questions with your pops after that, I would be seriously worried about your mental health. Personally, I would’ve been screaming and running the moment I saw Maxwell with my gun.”

      “I’m glad you don’t think I’m crazy all the time,” Evelyn replied. They drove a little farther up the road. “My father was--is--meticulous in his documentation. Remember the plane tickets to Hawaii and the Quenby’s first slave receipt?”

      “What are you getting at?” Terrence asked.

      “Maxwell might’ve saved Lily’s address somewhere.”

      “It’s worth looking into, but it’s a pretty big property for a little piece of paper.”

      The Quenby Plantation consisted of twenty to twenty-five acres with multiple cabins, sheds, cotton storehouses, and other buildings. Obviously, the address would be in the house, but Evelyn didn’t want to box herself in case she didn’t find it in one of the seventeen rooms of the two point five story mansion. Not included among those was the basement and the secret room behind it where Evelyn and Terrence had found the bone pit. For such an uneventful little town, a lot had happened to Evelyn in a few weeks.  

      It was late in the morning when they got home. A line of birds lingered on the mansion’s truncated roof. The most curious aspect of the articular design was that the domed ceiling in the foyer was not visible on the exterior. It must’ve jutted out in the attic, behind a wall somewhere.

      While Terrence flipped grilled cheese on the stovetop, Evelyn drew a rough sketch of the house and labeled the rooms accordingly. Her doodle was painfully amateur, but readable. Somewhat.

      She started in the most obvious place: her father’s secret study. The hall leading outside of the kitchen had windows on one wall and a series of large oil paintings on the other. Apart from the first, which showed the beautiful blonde Scandinavian woman, the other dozen and half portraits displayed the various patriarchs of the Quenby family. There were men with dark hair, dark eyes, some with strong jaws and others with big noses. A few were gaunt and skeletal while others were pudgy and inclined to plumpness.

      One in particular had the cotton gin painted behind the subject's head. It was through that clue that Evelyn found the key to unlock her father’s secret study behind the painting itself a while back.

      Evelyn stopped before the gaping hole in the middle of the wall and cringed at the estimated repair cost. When Stephen Doyle had invaded the house on the night that changed Evelyn’s life, he took an axe to the portrait and wall before charging through the three-foot-wide wooden corridor to do the same to the door beyond whose lock was broken long before Evelyn showed up. To survive, Evelyn followed Mary’s instructions to dive into the trapdoor beneath the desk. That landed Evelyn and Terrence in a hidden bone pit where she met the other five phantoms.

      Evelyn slithered inside of the small, dusty room. There were piles of old books spilling out of a dusty bookcase, a big mahogany desk, an old globe with an orangish tint, a rusty bedframe and lived-in mattress, and dirty plates, cups, and silverware. There were antiques and Antebellum-era toys as well.

      Evelyn had searched inside the desk before where she found documents that had survived since the house’s inception in 1827. That was back when Adders was still a trading post. More significantly, Evelyn had discovered the drafts to Maxwell’s will. She had unballed them and put them in a neat stack inside the upper drawer. The top one started with, “To my beloved, in a less cruel world, we could’ve been together. It was never my desire to send you away, but sometimes sacrifices must be made for your safety and for mine. I write to you with my final breath. Come home...”

      Evelyn held the paper close to her chest. After a moment, she put it back on top of the stack and sifted through the rest of the old documents. No address for Lily. She searched under the bed, in the slit in the mattress, inside the small drawer in the lamp stand, and in every other nook and cranny in the room. Fruitless, she reminded herself of the palm-sized notebook she had discovered in a hidden compartment within the desk drawer. She flipped through pages of misspelled names, unsure if there were some sort of code or Maxwell was drunk when he wrote them. There was one blank page a third of the way through, but the page following it had a list of dates and locations. Six in all, and each coinciding with one of the victims found in the basement. Even Mary Sullivan, whose remains were ash somewhere on Quenby land. Evelyn didn’t know why her father had this. It would’ve been no surprise that he heard of the murders during his time, but to catalogue them was a little suspicious.

      Evelyn ventured upstairs to the main study: a room that was much larger and lined with tall bookshelves, chairs with cracked leather cushions, and a number of wilted flowers that decorated the windowsills and tabletops. She searched that desk too, but found more useless documents. Disappointed in the lack of results, Evelyn returned to the kitchen and ate her grilled cheese, which was cold now. She found Terrence hunched over in the pantry. The wooden slat covering the long crawlspace was open.

      “Hey,” Evelyn said.

      Terrence pulled his head out of the crawlspace and turned back to her.

      “What are you doing?” Evelyn asked.

      “I was thinking of a way to seal it up,” Terrence declared. “If Stephen Doyle could sneak in here, who else can?”

      Terrence had a good point. The serial killer who dumped the bodies in the basement either dropped them through one of the multiple hidden chutes or carried them through the secret dirt tunnel that connected the shed and the basement.

      “Whenever you’re finished, you’re invited to help me look for Lily’s address.”

      Terrence cracked a smile. “That sounds like it’s more than a suggestion.”

      Evelyn shrugged and continued her search in the master bedroom. She opened up every drawer on the jewelry dresser and, at the sight of their emptiness, ran her hand up her hair. It seemed like her father had nothing of Lily’s, and Evelyn wondered if their relationship was as shallow as a one-night stand. Romantic, Evelyn thought sarcastically.

      The grueling search grew tiresome. She followed the upstairs hall to a closed door and opened it. It was a small corridor with a stairway that folded in on itself. The top step entered directly into the attic. As she ascended, the hotter and darker the room became. Grabbing aimlessly, she snatched up the beaded light string and gave it a good tug.

      Flickering two or three times, the dim light illuminated the attic. The ceiling was much lower and crooked nails spiked out of the wood. Cardboard boxes had fallen in on themselves and naked, milk-skinned mannequins were standing around. There were at least seven or eight of them, all female.

      There were two upright posts connected at the top by a horizontal pole. Women’s dresses from different eras hung on the horizontal pole via metal coat hangers. Old rectangular suitcases from a bygone era sat at the base. Evelyn approached them, curious about any shared connection with her mother. The floor creaked beneath her feet. Dusty marbles hugged the wall, hinting at an uneven surface.

      Coat hangers screeched against metal pole as Evelyn slid them over one by one. The dresses they held were marvelously beautiful. From a flowing, golden-yellow empire-waist dress to a tight, dark-violet maxi, each of the twelve dresses boasted a different design and color. A small tag was clipped on the dress’s chest area, labeling each with a different month. September, October, November, etc. Tacked onto the rack itself was a small note that opened like a little folder. In fine cursive, it read “To Lily, a dress for every season.”

      Evelyn cracked a small smile. Perhaps Maxwell was a romantic. Then she remembered Stephen’s death and felt sick to her core. Evelyn glanced about the room and rubbed her damp forehead. The attic grew muggier by the minute. She wondered if all the items inside were gifts to her mother.

      With her fingers, she popped open the latches of an old travel trunk and found it stuffed full of wrinkled women’s shirts and pants from the seventies. Evelyn closed it and took a step back. She examined more suitcases and luggage bags, finding clothing from all different sizes and eras, the oldest being a flapper dress. These must be from all the Quenby ladies. Most of the articles were expensive and a few were custom-fitted. If this were a Goodwill, Evelyn would be having a field day. Then she remembered the estate and all its contents were hers now. Or were they? Now that Maxwell was proven alive, what did that mean for the inheritance?

      Evelyn felt conscientious about disturbing the various items. If Maxwell wanted the estate, why would he leave it to me? Nonetheless, Evelyn put the dresses back and hiked to the back of the attic. The farther she went, the darker and hotter the long room became. The light from the dim bulb struggled to reach this far and caused a long shadow to grow out of Evelyn and the surrounding coat stands.

      Evelyn blinked, feeling salty sweat stinging her eye. To clear up her vision, she wiped her eyes with her moist hands. It barely helped. A nearby hat stand wobbled.

      Evelyn froze. Her pulse quickened.

      “Hello?” she called out.

      No response.

      A shadow grew under her feet and stretched out beside her own.

      Raspy breathing filled her ear. Its rank stench violated Evelyn’s nose.

      Dreadfully, Evelyn clenched her fist and turned back.

      Only dresses, suitcases, and mannequins.

      Beneath the lightbulb, the beaded string swayed.

      Evelyn held her breath and scanned her surroundings.

      No one.

      Cautiously, she turned back around to the far end of the basement.

      With cold dead eyes, a naked fat man stared at her. He had a saggy chest, stretch marks, and what stood out more than his misshapen head and horrible underbite was the massive horizontal slash across his belly. Red organs and other disgusting gore slowly leaked out of the open flesh

      Evelyn took a step back.

      The man breathed heavily. The corner of his upper lip twitched.

      Staring down the fat man, Evelyn collected herself.

      “Winslow?” Evelyn asked.

      The man bared his big teeth into what could barely be considered a smile.

      “What are you doing up here?” Evelyn asked. Out of all the phantoms, Evelyn had communicated with him the least of all, but Evelyn remembered what he showed her when she asked to see how the phantoms had died. Winslow, in his 40s though looking much younger, was strung up by his wrists, stripped, and had his belly opened with a knife used to cut cattle meat. Evelyn felt wheezy thinking about it.

      Winslow turned around and waddled to the back corner of the room. Evelyn stayed where she was, unable to calm her heart. You’re here to help these people. There’s nothing to be scared of. Evelyn put on a hard face but couldn’t shake her uneasiness.

      Winslow returned with a turquoise necklace on a silver chain and presented it in his massive hand.

      “For me?” Evelyn asked.

      The naked man nodded.

      Gingerly, Evelyn accepted the gift.  

      Winslow “smiled” again and waddled to another part of the attic.

      Evelyn studied the necklace and the three little gems dangling from it, unsure what to make of it. She pocketed it and wondered what other hidden treasures lay within. Evelyn traveled deeper into the attic.

      Surrounded by odd and end furnishings, a circular wooden pedestal sat against the far wall. An old leather-bound tome rested at its center. The lamp with a stained-glass shade sat at the pedestal’s base. Cautious, Evelyn approached. With her palm, she brushed away the sheen of dust on the book’s cover. Written in black ink, the title read, “Quenby.”

      Evelyn turned the fat book in her hand. A leather strap with a tiny rusty keyhole sealed the book’s pages. Evelyn gave a good pull. That didn’t get her anywhere. She glanced around the pedestal and surrounding floor for a key. Nothing.

      “Eve,” Terrence called out as he hiked up the stairs. “Sorry it took me so long. You up here?”

      “Yeah,” Evelyn shouted back.

      Terrence got to the top of the stairs.

      “Hey,” Evelyn said, still studying the book.  “Can you get my lock-picking tools and the house key from the bedroom?”

      Terrence opened his mouth to say something. Instead, he slumped his shoulders and obeyed. He returned moments later and gave her the necessary items. Evelyn tried the key. It was just a little too big. She relied her on lock-picking tools instead. After a moment of fiddling with the lock, it gave way. Terrence leaned over Evelyn’s shoulder as she opened the front cover.

      That musty, old book smell wafted from the ancient pages. To Evelyn’s surprise, a yellow Post-It note was stuck to the front page. It began with the word “Evelyn.”

      Terrence and his wife exchanged looks. They started reading again. “I’m sure you’ve realized that there was no key to this book. In all honesty, I purposely hid it from you.”

      “Why would he do that?” Terrence interrupted.

      Evelyn shushed him. “Let’s keep reading.”

      “If you’re like me, a curious sort, you’ve found a way to access these pages anyway. Thusly, you’ve earned your reward. Since Cecilia, our greatest ancestor, arrived on the shores of America…”

      Evelyn turned the sticky note over.

      “She made clear documentation of our family's history. As per tradition, the following heads of Quenby were required to add their account as well. Your origin lies within these pages, Evelyn. Kill your ignorance. Read it and see what it means to be a Quenby. In doing so, you’ll see who I am and learn the truth about your mother.”

      “Whoa,” Terrence said. “Lucky find.”

      Evelyn glanced at the pedestal. “It wasn’t luck. Maxwell wanted me to find this.”

      They moved downstairs to read the book more. The pages had a yellow tint and were thin. Prone to tearing. The first page started with Cecilia Hagan and the murder of her family.

      Born into a wealthy Norwegian manor during the Napoleonic invasion of 1802, Cecilia spent her early years locked away and eating rationed food as the war had brought a great famine to Norway. With a sickly father and mentally unbalanced mother, Cecilia’s one hope was to marry another noble and share the wealth and food stores. At fourteen, after the war had ended but her family still suffered, she married Erik Eriksen, a handsome but abusive man. One night, before a great family feast, Cecilia went on a horse ride through the meadows beside her manor. However, a snake scared her steed and it bucked her off. Cecilia awoke where she fell during a great storm that night. Lost and cold, she staggered back home and found her mother, father, husband, and his relatives dead at the dinner table, their heads in pools of their own blood.

      Poisoned, the investigators believed.

      For two years, she lived alone as a widow and the only survivor of her family in those cursed halls until a stranger came to visit. He was a lowly Englishman from a small house that was destroyed during the war. He claimed that he was passing through the area and needed lodging for the night. Pitying him, Cecilia allowed him to stay. While they were together, Cecilia realized how lonely she had been. She could sense the man’s loneliness, too, and in what could only be described as love at first sight, Cecilia consummated their relationship on the night of their first meeting. The man stayed with her, teaching her English and speaking of prospects overseas. Cecilia, tired of living in halls stained with blood, grabbed her money and lover then headed to America. Under the man’s guidance, they bought a large plot of land away from the rest of the world. The man personally oversaw the building of the plantation. His name was Abel Quenby, and Cecilia never met his family.

      In her writing, Cecilia described Abel as a quiet and patient man who always seemed to show up at just the right moment. Feeling cursed by her family’s demise, Cecilia didn’t allow them to marry until she was gray and full of years, thus the Quenby name lived on and Hagan died away. Cecilia’s final account read as follows. “With his usual kind smile, Abel brought me a gift to celebrate our two year anniversary. A fine Norwegian wine coated in dust. I remembered its vintage as the same one my family drank during their final feast.”

      The next account began with their eldest son Alistair Quenby and his discovery of hidden passages in the walls. “My father built something here,” Alistair described. “Much grander than I could’ve imagined. The purposes of such tunnels, I know not, and when I confronted him about it, he took a switch to me as he did the slaves each morning. I will not confront him again.” Alistair proceeded by listing the locations of such tunnels.

      The pantry, all five bedrooms, two of the three bathrooms, the lounge, the billiard room, the study, dining room, living room, the foyer, the art room, and the nursery. In summary, fifteen out of seventeen rooms. The only ones that didn’t have passages was the downstairs bathroom, second extra living room, and the upstairs hallway.

      Evelyn lowered the old, leather-bound book. “What the hell?”

      “I don’t know if this is the coolest thing we’ve discovered or the most terrifying,” Terrence replied.

       Evelyn glanced around the foyer, and it suddenly seemed much larger and intimidating. On the domed ceiling from which the chandelier hung, painted angels with cracked faces, little smiles, and golden trumpets watched them with lifeless eyes.

      “Does it say how to access them?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn skimmed over the following pages, careful not to tear them. “It does not.” She glanced at the book's three-inch girth. “At least not right here.”

      “I say we explore,” Terrence suggested. “But first…”

      He rushed upstairs and returned a moment later wearing his seventy-dollar white cowboy hat.

      Evelyn raised a brow.

      “Every great detective has their hat. Besides, if we weren’t having little fun, we’d probably be in a mental hospital.”

      Evelyn pondered the statement. He did make a good point.

      They started with the master bedroom. They pulled the paintings off the walls and pushed aside the wardrobe. Terrence searched under the bed. Evelyn searched behind the dresser. They brushed their hands over the wall, feeling for hidden switches. Minutes rolled by. Evelyn’s index finger found a depression behind the wallpaper.

      “Terrence,” she beckoned him over.

      He felt it too. “That could be it.”

      Evelyn pursed her lips, wondering if she wanted to tear open the wallpaper on a guess. Terrence poked it, trying to test if it was a clear hole or just a depression in the wood.

      Pop. His finger punched through it and his body went tense. Slowly, he turned to Evelyn with a guilty expression. “Oops.”

      Evelyn crossed her arms.

      Terrence slowly removed his finger from the wallpaper. Evelyn gestured for him to step aside while she peeked in. She saw blankness and sniffed dust. Terrence grabbed a flashlight and shined it within. There was a two or three-foot gap between it and the other wall. The rusty nails within were bent down to keep whoever traveled within from harm.

      “How do we get in?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn tried to get a better look at the tight corridor but could not.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted and turned back to see the peephole aligned with the canopied bed. Classy, Evelyn thought.

      They moved to the bathroom in search of another breach there. No peephole, which was good news. Upon trying to move the mirror, Terrence discovered it was built into the wall. “You thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Two-way mirror,” Evelyn replied.

      Terrence shuddered. “Why would he build this stuff? To watch his own family?”

      Evelyn perused the old tome as they walked the hall and into the next bedroom. Terrence ran his hand across the wall, feeling for more depressions.

      “Listen to this,” Evelyn said, resting the heavy book in her hand. “When I came of age, my father told me that any man can make money, but information is where true power lies. The realization dawned on me as to why he hosted so many gatherings with local and foreign businessmen. To learn of their secrets and trap them with it. That was written by Harvard Quenby, son of Alistair, in 1867.”

      “So they were using these before the civil war,” Terrence thought aloud. “I bet it kept them afloat after the Confederacy fell.”

      “Precisely.” Evelyn said. “Judging by what is written in the following pages, the Quenbys were advocates of the Southern cause and had ties to many Confederate states.”

      Terrence absorbed the information with a serious face. “How did they treat their… you know?”

      Taking a breath, Evelyn skimmed through the following pages. “Not well.”

      “How bad?”

      Evelyn read the description. “Very. After the war ended, they didn’t want to let them go, but the law prevented the Quenbys from keeping them. It says they grabbed guns and lined them out in the field. Told them that if they wanted freedom, they’d have to run for it.”

      Averting his eyes, Terrence nodded to himself and went back to his search.

      Evelyn closed the book and set it aside before joining her husband in his searching. They found hints of a hollow wall but avoided making another hole in the wallpaper. They tried the guest bathroom. The mirror there was also built into the wall. Despite all those, Evelyn had not discovered a doorway. Perhaps the crawlspace in their kitchen went through the whole house? She made a deal with herself to check out the billiard room before destroying the work Terrence put into securing the crawlspace.

      The billiard room didn’t fit with the rest of the house. It was cramped with old arcade cabinets, pachinko machines, and noisy carnival games with lots of lightbulbs. 1980s electronic devices that had been gutted for their parts sat on top of the pool table. Terrence flipped the light switch. A wave of arcade music, distorted electronic buzzing, and flashing lights screamed to life. Overwhelmed by the noise, Terrence toggled the switch again. The mansion fell silent. Evelyn found the old power brick and unplugged the various machines. She nodded at Terrence. He flipped the switch. This time only the lights came on.

      Terrence wandered through. “This is some pretty cool stuff, though.”

      “I guess,” Evelyn replied.

      Terrence rapped his knuckles on one of the dusty arcade cabinets. “We should take one of these back to Detroit with us.”

      “If it can fit in the van,” Evelyn replied.

      Terrence willfully ignored the comment. “Your dad must either be a collector or had the best childhood any boy could ask for.”

      Evelyn was glad they were back to talking about less serious things. Evelyn’s family weren’t saints. When she was an orphan, that didn’t matter to her. But the more she learned, the more the Quenby history became a part of her. As a woman who paved her own way, Evelyn didn’t know what to think about it. Was it her blood that defined her or her actions? She always thought it was the latter, but, thinking back to her life decisions and morally-flexible early adult years, she wondered how much of her choices were influenced by her ancestors’ genetic breadcrumbs

      “Come over here,” Terrence said.

      Evelyn followed his voice to the back of the room and found him standing before an arcade cabinet. Carved onto its side were the words “to the book reader.”

      “You think Maxwell wrote that for you?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn squatted down and brushed her thumb over the words. He had used a knife to carve it. “Help me push it.”

      Terrence and Evelyn pressed on one side of the cabinet and pushed. Their faces went red and Terrence’s forehead vein bulged. After a moment, they gave up.

      “It must be nailed to the ground or something.” Terrence rubbed his shoulder.

      Evelyn crouched in front of the cabinet and found a small knob on its front. She twisted and pulled it. With a click, it opened to the inside of the arcade machine. Behind the jungle of loose wires was a square hole that led into the wall and the dark corridor beyond. On her hands and knees, Evelyn squeezed inside. She found herself inside of the two-and-a-half-foot wide tunnel that was unpainted and filled with countless bent nails on both sides. Broad shouldered, Terrence could barely fit. With a grimace and a determined spirit, he made it into the walls.

      Dust particles circled and danced through the air. Like thin white hair, stringy cobwebs stirred in the soft breeze. The corridor went both left and right. “Do you want to split up?” Evelyn asked.

      “I don’t think I’m ready to die.”

      Sliding sideways, Evelyn navigated the uncomfortable tunnel using the flashlight. She found a little cubby where she could peek into the guest bathroom. There was a double-sided mirror. They traveled the tunnel and reached another two-way mirror in the master bedroom.

      “I feel creepy,” Terrence said.

      “Me too,” Evelyn admitted.

      They heard scurrying behind them. Terrence and Evelyn turned back in time to see the massive rat zigzagging beneath their legs and vanish in the darkness of the tunnel.

      Terrence cursed and shuddered. “Yeah, I don’t like this place.”

      Like the attic, the hidden corridor seemed to trap heat. As she moved through the upstairs, she felt like she was in a microwave. Terrence wasn’t faring much better. They reached a vertical shaft that descended into the ground floor staircase and climbed to the attic. Evelyn leading, she put her hands on the foot-long rungs and lowered herself into the darkness. She held the flashlight between her teeth. Her shoulders knocked against the shaft’s wall. Halfway down, a rung spun under her foot and she slid to the bottom. The impact sent a burst of pain up her feet and ankles.

      “You good?” Terrence asked with concern.

      “Uh huh.” Evelyn winced and took the flashlight from her mouth. Her teeth hurt from biting down on it.

      Terrence began his careful descent.

      Evelyn stepped away from the shaft and flashed light down the corridor.

      A shadowy figure watched at the very end.

      “Winslow?”

      The figure didn’t reply. He seemed to be at the far end of the corridor.

      “Zoey? Peter? Barker?” Evelyn called out.

      “What is it,” Terrence’s muffled yell came down the shaft.

      “I can’t tell,” Evelyn replied, looking at the stationary figure. “Let me back up there,” Evelyn whispered to Terrence.

      “I’m stuck,” Terrence replied.

      Evelyn watched the figure, seeing if he would step into her light.

      He didn’t move.

      “Whoever you are, I demand you show yourself!” Evelyn’s shout traveled down the dark tunnel.

      The figure said nothing. It stood as still as a statue.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn barked.

      “I’m trying!”

      The figure took a step forward.

      Evelyn took one back.

      “I’m… almost… up. I’m up,” Terrence yelled down the shaft.

      Evelyn took another step back.

      The figure took a step forward.

      Evelyn lifted her foot to back up again when the figure charged her.

      Before Evelyn could twist back to the rungs, the man was standing right in front of her. He wore all black and had on a featureless white mask.

      Evelyn cursed aloud. “Andrew. You scared the crap out of me.”

      The masked figure looked down at her through the button-sized eyeholes.

      “Your family is gone. You need to leave this place,” Evelyn said, much crueler than she had anticipated.

      Andrew reached out his gloved hand. Evelyn’s back hit the ladder's bottom rung. The man’s fingers moved toward her cheek. Evelyn swiped at his hand, but it phased through.

      “Stop. Now.” Evelyn demanded.

      “Hey, what’s happening?” Terrence yelled from above her.

      “It’s Andrew, he’s…”

      With a slightly cocked head, Andrew kept on reaching until he was an inch from her cheek. Evelyn pulled her head back as far she could, knowing he could grab her and she couldn’t resist.

      Evelyn felt her hair stand and the presence of his finger a centimeter from her skin. Without warning, Andrew Doyle was sucked backwards. He reached both hands out to Evelyn as some invisible force pulled him away. He vanished.

      Evelyn collected herself as she bounced the flashlight beam through the claustrophobic corridor.

      “What the hell was he doing?” Terrence asked.

      “I don’t know,” Evelyn replied. She felt a dreadful feeling gathering in her stomach. Andrew Doyle is trapped here forever and he knows that... Evelyn didn’t know why, but that thought sent shivers her spine. She looked up at Terrence. “Come on. Let’s keep exploring.”

      “You sure?”

      “No, but we’ll do it anyway,” Evelyn replied dryly, and gave Terrence room to climb down.

      As they moved through the ground floor, Evelyn found multiple places to spy into the foyer. Two holes were cut in the carpeted curved steps, allowing the peeper to look out at who was coming and going. There were a few more behind certain paintings. Evelyn realized that the compilation of vantage points created a full canvas of the foyer. There were little strings that ran up through little holes drilled into the corridor above. By pulling them, a little bell in the upstairs corridor jingled. Evelyn theorized they were for communication with the people upstairs, possibly to warn them when a guest was coming up. If they were stealing blackmail material from the guest rooms, it made sense that they’d want to have certain safety measures in place.

      “Sorry it took me so long,” a voice said.

      Evelyn and Terrence directed their attention to Peter Calhoon, seventeen-year-old varsity football player. He was a handsome kid with a dimpled chin, nice smile, and a varsity jacket. Bound for the big leagues, Peter’s father had told Evelyn. That was before his throwing hand was removed with a meat cleaver and he bled out on the spot.

      “You startled us, man,” Terrence said.

      “I had to make sure Andrew was gone,” Peter admitted. “He hasn’t been the same since Mary left.”

      “It’s only been a day,” Evelyn replied.

      “Yep. We’re all glad she got out, but it hurts too. I liked that girl. Treated her like a sister.”

      “You’ll join her soon,” Evelyn declared. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Thanks. All of us are pretty anxious to go home, wherever that may be.”

      Peter seemed like a normal kid if not for the bloody stump at his right wrist. Evelyn remembered seeing his death through a vision he gave her. He was bound to a wooden chair in the middle of a hay field. It only took one brutal swipe at his wrist to kill him. Evelyn still had no clue why the killer used different methods on his victims. Old man Barker was forced to drink chlorine, naked Winslow had his gut cut open, Peter lost his hand, sultry and curvy Alannah’s throat was slit, and goth Zoey was impaled by a spike in the back of her skull.

      “Thanks for the assist with Andrew,” Evelyn said.  

      “I’ll keep y’all safe.” Peter said. “I got to make sure our MVPs finish the game.”

      Peter said his goodbye and vanished down the corridor.

      Evelyn and Terrence kept sliding through the tight space until they reached the lounge area. The tunnel moved in a U-shape around the back of the brick fireplace. Terrence discovered a wooden sliding hatch nearby. It opened the back of a bookshelf and offered a view between two books that leaned together like a right triangle. Wearing the jade green dress that accentuated her hourglass figure, Alannah danced alone in the center of the room. Her sultry green eyes were shut, and her lips were plumps and red. Blood seeped from the opening in her throat down into her bosom.

      Barker, gray-haired and wearing a sweater vest, took a puff on his pipe. Crimson leaked from his lower lip and down his chin. He wiped it away with the top of his hand.

      Alannah opened an eye and looked at him. “Sure you don’t want to join me?”

      Barker flashed his wedding ring. “Taken.”

      Alannah smiled wickedly. “What happened to till death do us part, darling?”

      Barker placed his Sherlock pipe on the corner of his thin lips. “How many years have you been trying that line on me?”

      “Too many,” Alannah said and kept dancing.

      “You make a good point, though.”

      “I know, darling, but you’ll still say no.”

      “Aye. I will.” Barker replied. “I got two left feet anyhow.”  

      Terrence backed away and found Evelyn glaring at him. “You can’t still be mad that she made me touch her whatever,” he said.

      “I might be,” Evelyn said.

      Terrence’s shoulders sank.

      Evelyn cracked a smile.

      “You’re teasing me?” Terrence asked with uncertainty.

      “Maybe,” Evelyn replied.

      Terrence opened his mouth like he was going to speak but then thought better of it.

      Sometimes it was funny watching him squirm.

      Evelyn continued around the back of the brick fireplace when she noticed an envelope nailed into the brick. Carefully, she removed the loose nail and opened the envelope. Inside was a small piece of paper.

      “You’ve come this far,” the note read. “Go to pages sixty-four and twenty-eight.”

      “Come on, let’s find a way out of here,” Evelyn told Terrence. It took them a while, but they found their way back to the billiard room. Evelyn didn’t doubt that there were other exits, but she didn’t have time to look for them now. Evelyn sighed when she got out of the wall. Dust covered her head-to-toe and her clothes were soaked with sweat. Terrence got two glasses of water while Evelyn searched for the appropriate page number.

      Following Maxwell’s instructions, she went to page sixty-four. Marian Quenby authored this portion in 1901. “I wanted additions to the basement, so I added them. I wanted to use the chute in the basement’s ceiling for something more than a place for dropping pickpocketed items, so I changed their function. After completing the tunnel, I was able to begin my work. It would be easy to bring the animals inside now and far easier to dispose of them.”

      “What was he doing there?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn got a hunch and pulled up the web browsers on her phone. She researched early Adders newspapers and found a photocopy of what she was looking for: an article titled “severed hands and feet found outside of town. Bodies never recovered.”

      “You don’t think…” Terrence voice.

      “Maybe. I’m more concerned as to why Maxwell wanted us to see this page.”

      “The phantoms said Maxwell was innocent.”

      “They think he’s innocent,” Evelyn corrected. “They said that they could not look directly at their killer.”

      Terrence said soberly. “There’s a lot of death surrounding this house and your family.”

      “Tell me about it.” Evelyn massaged her forehead. “We need to find my mother.”

      Page twenty-eight mentioned the addition of statues in the backyard. That was where Evelyn and Terrence went next.

      The sun was falling. Their search had eaten up most of their day. Crickets chirped and frogs croaked. Side by side, Evelyn and Terrence walked behind Quenby House. There were a number of raised gardens, overflowing with an unhealthy mixture of weeds and flowers. Nearby, different stone benches and statues stood about. Most of the statues were of men with their chins up high, with stone leaves to hide their private parts. There were a few women, too. Between two trees, a stone slab sported both a man and a woman, looking into each other’s stone eyes and grasping each other’s hands. Thin moss spotted their gray skin. Vines snaked up their legs.  The woman’s face had a crack down the middle while the man was short a nose. The whole scene was romantic in a creepy way.

      Evelyn opened up the book and kept reading page twenty-eight. “I added The Lovers last,” Jonah Quenby penned. “A visage of my wife that I eternally immortalized in stone. Though she may be gone from this world, I remain, and so will these stones.”

      Evelyn glanced around the backyard, trying to figure out what her father wanted her to find. She walked around the statues, studying their rock faces that the years had faded. In the back was a copper plaque that had turned green over the years. “The Lovers,” it read. Evelyn noticed that the screws were loose. She didn’t need to tell Terrence to get the screwdriver. He was already on his way.

      He returned and made quick work of removing the plaque. An airtight lockbox sat in the stone indentation. Evelyn popped it open, revealing another note.

      “You’ve seen the fruit of our family. Death, lies, and ruin. I aimed to change that. To give you a better life. As you know, fate had different plans. This statue is where I professed my love to your mother. Our relationship was not orthodox, but I vowed to make it work. To start a family and to right the wrongs my ancestors had committed.

      “I failed.

      “Listed below is your mother’s address. If you wish to know more heartache, visit her. If you want to be done with this mess, be done. Evelyn, you are your own woman. Make your choice and live with the consequences. -- Maxwell.”
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      Terrence stayed home as Evelyn requested.

      “See if you can’t learn more about Bella Day and the others,” Evelyn told him as she climbed into the minivan.

      “Eve, you don’t need to do this alone,” Terrence reminded her.

      “She is my mother. I should be the one to confront her,” Evelyn said with determination.

      Terrence held her upper arms softly and gazed into her eyes. The shadow of The Lovers’ statue cast over them. “I don’t want you to shoulder this burden alone. After all we’ve been through, it doesn’t seem right.”

      Evelyn studied her husband’s tired and well-structured face. Hints of stubble painted his dark, gaunt cheeks. “The people in this town don’t like me, but they might like you. Reach out to any of your contacts in that band you met and research old newspapers for anything that points to someone other than Maxwell as our killer.”

      Lips pursed, Terrence nodded. He gave her a strong hug. “I wish you luck with your mother.”

      “Thank you,” Evelyn said quietly. Not accepting Terrence’s support nagged at her, but her mind was set.

      “I’ll pick up a new cell phone and text you the number. Make sure we’re on the same page if anything happens,” Terrence declared.

      After a moment, Evelyn separated herself from him, took a quick shower to wash the dust off her, and then got dressed in her black double-breasted raincoat, dark jeans, and heelless boots. From the second-story balcony, Terrence waved her goodbye as the rusted minivan putted down the red brick path.

      Lily Copperdoe, Evelyn thought with a smirk as the small farm town of Adders vanished behind her. What a name.

      It was a grueling and anxious two-hour drive to Montezuma, Georgia. Blooming from a few families in the 1950s, Montezuma had a population of thirteen hundred plus residences. It made Adders look big in comparison. Passing through the historic downtown flanked by interconnected brick buildings and out beyond the town’s borders, Evelyn found the doublewide trailer. The decorated building was tucked in the deep woods, up a winding dirt road running by rushing creek spotted with mossy rocks. Large gardens were planted on either side of the trailer. One garden produced peppers, carrots, cabbage, and other vegetables while the other had mint, oregano, and various leafy herbs. By the way the trees seemed to encircle the trailer, it seemed like this place was built deliberately away from the clutches of society.

      Evelyn parked beside the tarp-covered Harley Davison motorcycle. She stepped out, listening to the sounds and cries of unseen birds. Dead bugs swirled in the shallow water of the metal birdbath. From end to end, hand-painted sunflowers decorated the trailer’s front wall. The yellow petals were misshapen and the green stems bent and leaned in different directions. Still, there was something enduring about the artistic imperfections.  

      The isolation, the gardens, and artistry told a tale of the owner’s disconnection to the world.

      Evelyn knocked on the door, waiting to see if her mother truly lived here or if the ten-year-old address was a bust.

      Locks clicked. A loose knob jiggled.

      Hands in her coat pockets, Evelyn watched the door open.

      The woman who stepped out was short and skinny with a strong posture and faded jean jacket over a tucked-in gray shirt. She had long and wiry gray hair that tumbled down her shoulders and ended at a point on her back. She had a hard leather face with timeless blue eyes amplified by black eyeliner. She looked Evelyn up and down, seeing if her guest had something to prove. After a brief moment, the homeowner’s look changed from an uninvited glare to a respectable acknowledgement of a fellow woman who had also visibly walked a hard life.  

      “Are you Lily Copperdoe?” Evelyn asked.

      The homeowner squinted at her. “Who are you, girl?”

      Evelyn flashed her P.I. license. “Evelyn Carr. I’m looking for Mrs. Copperdoe. Does she live here?”

      “What do you want with her?” the woman asked suspiciously.

      “That’s a private matter,” Evelyn replied, a little harsher than she had intended.

      “In my experience, people with secrets aren’t to be trusted,” The women stated.

      Evelyn didn’t know why she hesitated to say, but she did. “I’m her daughter. My maiden name is Quenby.”

      The woman’s face went stark white. She tripped over her words and decided not to speak. Without warning, she wrapped toned arms around Evelyn and squeezed her tightly. Evelyn tensed up. She kept her arms off the strange woman. A confusing barrage of fear, anger, and joy hit Evelyn at once.

      “I never thought I’d see you come home,” the woman said.

      Remembering all the years spent lost and alone, Evelyn pried the stranger from her body.

      Shocked by Evelyn’s resistance, the woman took a step back. “I’m Lily. Your...”

      “Yeah,” Evelyn replied. “We need to talk. Inside, preferably.”

      The tough woman blinked the glossiness from her eyes and recomposed herself. She stepped aside and allowed Evelyn to enter.

      The house smelled of wet paint masked by cinnamon and other natural spices. A clear tarp covered the living room floor. An easel stood at the center. Paint of all colors and density splattered the white canvas: it was the beginning of some interpretive piece of art. Not only did artwork hang on the walls, but even the interior of the house was uniquely painted. One wall displayed a massive field of swaying wheat stalks. Another showed an indigo sky speckled with stars and a crescent moon. The third had tall evergreen trees blanketed by rolling vistas in the sunset. All were beautiful, unique, and imperfect. Evelyn found herself gawking. Even the ceiling had been painted with spiraling birds of different breeds and colors.

      Flowers and cacti lined the windowsill. Dripping paint cans stained the wooden tabletop. More paint drops hardened on the carpet floor.

      Lily leaned in the doorway, with her arms across her chest and a sincere but crooked smile on her tanned face. “It’s something, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Evelyn admitted. Standing in this drab trailer, she felt lost in another world.

      “I reckon you won’t ever again,” Lily bragged. “Count yourself lucky. Only a handful has ever seen my work.”

      Apart from the disturbing mural Evelyn painted during a blackout, she struggled to draw a stick figure. If this work was truly her mother’s, Evelyn counted herself impressed.

      Lily walked inside and closed the door. She headed for the dented refrigerator and pulled out a foggy plastic pitcher. “Tea? It ain’t that sweet stuff, but it’ll stain your teeth all the same. Grew the leaves myself.”

      “I’m alright,” Evelyn replied, studying the walls.

      “Well, too bad.” The woman filled two cups anyway.

      She handed one to Evelyn, who cautiously accepted. Lily gestured to the wall painting of the swaying wheat. “That’s my first. Truth be told, I got my inspiration from Quenby’s hay field. Most of the art came from places I won’t return to but are still worth remembering. I should show you around back. Have you hike the trail I cleared last spring. You’ll like it.”

      Evelyn turned to the woman. “We’re suppose to bond now like nothing’s ever happened? You put me up for adoption and provided no means of contacting you. Not even your name.”

      A look of conviction flooded over Lily. It only lasted a second, then her normal hard demeanor returned. “You’re naive if you believe the world is black and white, and every decision a mother makes is clear cut.”

      “You see yourself as my mother?”

      “I got the scars to prove it,” Lily argued.

      “You weren’t there,” Evelyn barked, feeling years of pent-up rage boil over. “You never made an effort. You know what that’s like? Feeling unwanted? Neglected for all those years?”

      “Don’t be a drama queen,” Lily said. “You’re a stronger woman for it.”

      “Stronger?” Evelyn chuckled in frustration. “I didn’t want to be stronger. I wanted a family.”

      Lily shut her mouth, averted her eyes, and took a sip of her bitter tea. Evelyn paced a few steps away and faced one of the walls. She closed her eyes and listened to her rage-filled heart. It was not like how she had imagined the overdue family reunion, and she didn’t know why her emotions were all out of whack. Family. That’s why.

      “I’m sorry,” Lily struggled to admit. “I know those words don’t mean much from an old woman you just met, but it’s all I have to give you. Unlike your father, I’m not George Vanderbilt.”

      “Where is Maxwell?” Evelyn asked, back still turned to the stranger.

      “That’s a long story,” Lily said. “One I’ll tell, if you answer my questions.”

      With red-rimmed eyes, Evelyn twisted back to the woman. “You had thirty-four years to ask me anything.”

      “Thirty-three,” Lily corrected. “Your birthday is not until the fourteenth of next month.”

      Evelyn was taken aback by that.

      “What? You don’t think I’d remember the day I brought you into this world? You were an ugly, pink screamer.”

      Evelyn gnashed her teeth.

      “I didn’t want to let you go,” Lily finished.

      “But you did,” Evelyn replied.

      “I did,” the woman said.

      The two women stood in silence. The soft hum of the window air-conditioner echoed through the doublewide trailer.

      “Answer one of my questions, I answer one of yours. Deal?” Evelyn reluctantly negotiated.

      “Deal,” Lily agreed. “But I’m asking first.”

      Evelyn unclenched her fists in her coat pocket and waited for the woman to ask.

      Lily sipped her tea. “How did you find me?”

      “Out of everything you could’ve asked me, that’s what you want to know?” Evelyn asked with hostility.

      “I’m not going to scrutinize your questions. I expect you to show the same restraint.”

      Evelyn breathed heavily out of her nose. “Maxwell’s old family journal put me on a scavenger hunt of sorts that ended at a statue in the backyard. It contained a note with your address on it.”

      Lily cracked a sad smile. “That’s my Max. Always had a flair for the dramatic. Alright, ask away.”

      “Why did you put me up for adoption?” Evelyn asked.

      “You’re not going to like that story.” Lily said, “I’ll give you more than you bargained for, starting with young Maxwell Quenby and going into his disappearance. You may want to sit down.”

      Evelyn pulled up a wooden chair from the corner of the room and sat down, waiting for the woman to start.

      

      Adders, Georgia

      Spring of 1965

      

      Dressed in a short-sleeved blue and white tent dress, six-year-old Lily Copperdoe sat in the azure blue backseat of the classy and black 1960 Lincoln Continental. Through the window, she watched the massive gnarled branches arc overhead. The red brick path rattled their bulky vehicle. She caught an appetizing whiff of her parents’ tinfoil-covered casserole next to her in the backseat.

      “How are my lashes?” Alexandra Copperdoe, a scarlet-haired woman in her finest blue dress, asked her suit-wearing, stout, and balding husband, Ralph.

      “Beautiful as always, dear,” Ralph replied, keeping a hand on the steering wheel and his olive-green eyes on the road ahead.

      Alexandra slapped his arms. “You didn’t even look.”

      Ralph turned his head, locked eyes with his self-conscious wife, and forced a smile. “Wow, so beautiful.”

      Alexandra scoffed and went back to curling her eyelashes in the side mirror.

      “There’s the bastard’s house,” Ralph said as the massive, two point five story mansion came into view. Its walls were white, with small vines sprouting up a few feet around the base of the first-floor colonnades. Bowling green yard and expertly-pruned trees only bolstered the house’s perfect grandiose appearance.

      “You best be nice to Mr. Quenby,” Alexandra reminded him sternly. “We’re trying to mend bridges, not burn them, as you do so well.”

      Ralph squeezed the steering wheel tighter. “I’ll tuck my tail between legs and cower. What a day to be a man.”

      They parked on the brick circle outside the mansion and the dapper-dressed house servant allowed them entry.

      Lily looked up at high-domed ceiling and mural of angels. The walls, the stairs, the help, everything in the mansion dwarfed the little girl. She tugged on her father’s slacks. “Why don’t we have a house this big, Father?”

      Ralph forced a smile. “Because Mr. Jonathan Quenby is extorting all of Daddy’s money.”

      Alexandra elbowed her husband and spoke hastily. “Ralph, build. Don’t destroy.”

      Ralph’s false grin faded, but then instantly returned when Jonathan and Alice Quenby waltzed down one of the foyer’s curved stairways. Jonathan wore a tailored suit with a scruffy blazer and Alice wore a flowing red dress. They were both beautiful people but had the same dark circles under their dark eyes

      “Jonathan, Alice, you look spectacular,” Alexandra exclaimed.

      “You’re so sweet,” Alice Quenby said, taking Alexandra’s hands. “Come, dinner shall be served soon.”

      The men shook hands. “You’ve been avoiding me, Ralph.” Jonathan said. “I hope it’s nothing I said.”

      “Of course not, John. Been busy.”

      “With the new slaughterhouse?” John asked.

      “Ah, you know,” Ralph replied dreadfully. “It’s another venture to throw my money at.”

      “I can’t wait to hear all about it,” John replied.

      “I’m sure you already have,” Ralph grumbled.

      Chatting, the adults walked off, leaving Lily alone in the foyer. Dressed in slacks and a sweater vest, a little boy, six years old, with a combed mop of rich dark hair and nearly black irises, entered through the foyer’s back door. He stared intensely at his hands that were loosely closed together.

      “Hi,” the little boy said upon noticing Lily.

      “Hi,” Lily replied nervously. She was never good at talking to boys her age. To be honest, they scared her.

      “Do you want to see something?” the boy asked.

      “Um, yes,” Lily replied, remembering what her parents told her about being polite to the Quenbys.

      The strange boy slowly opened his hands, revealing two little eyes. Lily’s jaw dropped at the fattest toad she’d ever seen sitting in the boy’s hands.

      “I found him in the backyard,” the boy bragged with a grin. “He’s a real fatty--do you want to pet him?”

      Lily reached out her little fingers and brushed them across the toad’s slimy and warted back. “Ew, he feels funny.” Lily scrunched her nose and chuckled shyly.

      The toad croaked. Lily squealed and jumped back. She felt her heart race. The boy smiled proudly.

      “You want to hold him?” he tempted. “Come on. He won’t bite.”

      Hesitant, Lily let the boy put the toad in her cupped hands. Her palms got wet and she dropped the toad. “He peed on me!”

      “Gross,” the boy laughed.

      The toad bounced away.

      “I’ll show you the restroom so you can wash your hands,” the boy said.

      After dinner, Lily’s father and Mr. Quenby became really good friends and talked about going into business together. The boy, named Maxwell, showed Lily the statues in the backyard and the secret hiding places in the mansion.

      “If I had these in my house, my mom would never find me,” Lily explained as they climbed into the billiard room crawlspace. She held on to Maxwell’s shirt as he bravely navigated her through walls and looked into the secret eye holes where she could view his parents’ room.

      “Doesn’t it scare you to come back here?” Lily asked him.

      “A little,” Maxwell replied. “But that’s why it’s so much fun.”

      When it was time to go, Lily didn’t want to leave. There was so much to do at the mansion, and Maxwell was really nice.

      As they drove away, Ralph said, “I guess I should start calling him boss now.”

      “It could’ve gone a lot worse and you know it,” Alexandra replied.

      “He could’ve bankrupted us, sure, but what would the great John Quenby benefit from that? No, he wants us to split our earnings in exchange for keeping the IRS from knowing about our little project. Same blackmail stunt he’s been pulling for years.”

      “Are we coming back here again, Father?” Lily asked from the backseat.

      Ralph sighed. “I’m afraid so, dear.”

      Lily smiled to herself.

      For the next couple of years, Lily’s visits to Quenby grew more frequent. Maxwell would always have some new thing to show her, like the creepy cabins in the backyard or the old cotton gin. Lily would “ooh” and “awww” at those things, but as the years went on, her real interest was in Maxwell. At fifteen, he had grown tall and handsome. But, like his parents, circles formed beneath his dark eyes. Lily was glad to call him friend. She had very few guy friends at school and none as close as Maxwell. Even if he was a little odd, like the time when he proudly showed her the dead possum.

      “That’s sad,” Lily said when she looked at the dead animal on the forest bed. “How did it die?”

      “I don’t know,” Maxwell said with acute fascination. “It looks like someone smashed its head.”

      One summer afternoon, while their parents discussed business over a game of pool, Maxwell took Lily’s hand and led her outside. His palms were clammy, and he could barely look her in the eyes.

      “Is everything alright, Max?”

      “I, um, want you to see something,” Maxwell explained. He stopped in front of The Lovers’ statue.

      “I’ve seen this before,” Lily replied, unsure why Maxwell was acting so nervous. He let go of her hand.

      “Yes, I know,” Maxwell said. His mouth dried. “Lily, I… we’ve known one another for so long--as friends, and I… well, I was hoping we could--”

      “Max!” Alice called from the second-story balcony.

      Maxwell’s eyes widened and the blood left his face. He turned to his mother.

      “Your friend is here,” Alice Quenby proclaimed.

      The back door opened and out walked sixteen-year-old Vincent Gregory. He moved with a sort of swagger and was dressed to match the year’s style. His shoulder-length brown hair was thick and heavy. His jaw was strong. Lily knew immediately that this was the type of boy that could have his pick the girls. He approached Maxwell and gave him a firm hug. “Good to see you, man.”

      “You too,” Maxwell said with a downcast face.

      He let go of Maxwell and smiled widely at Lily. “I didn’t know you hung out with such pretty girls, Max.”

      Lily blushed and introduced herself.

      Gregory turned back to Max. “I’m going swimming down at the Hole. Thought I’d give you a ride.”

      “We should go,” Lily exclaimed. She playfully pulled at Maxwell’s sleeve. “It’ll be fun.”

      Maxwell’s face had gone from pale to green. “I’m not feeling well.”

      “Oh,” Lily said with disappointment.

      Maxwell noticed. “Go ahead, Lily. Have fun.”

      “Really? Are you sure?” Lily asked.

      “Yeah--yes. Please. Don’t wait for me.” Max replied with a shaky grin.

      Vincent looked at Lily in a way that made her blush. “I’ll show you to my car. It’s a Plymouth.”

      Lily tucked her blonde hair behind her ear. “Cool.”

      “See you around, Max,” Gregory said.

      Maxwell wished them a good day and with sunken shoulders, returned inside.

      When Lily started dating Gregory, Maxwell didn’t act the same. Though he never refused to see her, Max was distant. He wouldn’t talk as often or show her anything new. That didn’t stop Lily from talking his ear off though. He sat on the edge of his bed and listened. Unlike Gregory, he didn’t shower Lily with advice. Maxwell waited patiently and asked questions.

      “Oh, you are such a good friend, Max,” Lily said, hugging him.

      Maxwell smiled sadly.   

      A year later, Ralph Copperdoe’s business bombed thanks to Mr. Quenby, and Lily stopped seeing Maxwell. At the age of twenty, Gregory proposed to Lily. He was halfway through college and planning on attending med school after. Lily’s parents forbade her from letting any Quenby at the wedding. Three months later, she learned that Jonathan and Alice Quenby were killed in a fatal car crash during a similar time. The brake lines were nearly cut through and snapped the rest of the way when they were speeding down a back road. The police had no suspects. Maxwell inherited the Quenby estate.

      It was a stormy winter night. Adders was too far south to get snow, but that didn’t stop icy slush from smacking the windows and disrupting the roads. Gregory walked inside. His hair was soaked and his nose was red. Lily grabbed a towel and rushed to him. He took it forcefully and dried off his hair.

      “You okay, Vincent?” Lily asked with concern.

      “I heard you saw Max today,” Gregory said.

      “I did,” Lily admitted, taken back by Gregory’s tone. “After what happened with his folks, I didn’t want him to be alone.”

      “Ah,” Gregory said.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Last week you saw Jackson and now you’re seeing Maxwell. There’s just a lot of men in your life, that’s all.” Gregory said, taking off his tie and avoiding eye contact.

      Lily felt a flush of anger rising inside. “First of all, I met with Jackson to discuss seeing my artwork. Secondly, I’m not nagging you about all the girls you talk to.”

      “That’s different,” Gregory said, setting his rolled-up tie on the small sideboard Lily’s mother had given them. The house they lived in was much bigger than they needed it to be, thanks to Gregory’s parents, but most of their items were given to them by both their parents.

      “Well why are you so mad all of sudden?” Lily asked. “Nothing happened with Max and I. Nothing will ever happen.”

      Gregory stomped to her. “That’s not the point. I don’t want you seeing anymore men.”

      Lily noticed that his eyes were bloodshot. “Have you been drinking?”

      “No, and I’m sick of your backtalk.”

      “Sick of my--what are you talking about?”

      Gregory grabbed her by the scruff of her shirt. She felt her stomach drop and fear grip her. “I work all day and come home to hear you’ve been out and about with a half-dozen men. I’m really not asking for too much. Just that you’re faithful.”

      “You’re hurting me,” Lily said, her fear turning to anger.

      “Are you going to obey me?”

      “No, Vincent,” Lily defied him. “I’m your wife, not your house slave.”

      The next thing Lily knew was that she was on the floor. Her left cheek was on fire and her eyes were watering. Vincent’s hand was still raised from the slap he gave her. In his eyes was a hate she’d only seen hints of before. “You are my wife now. You’re going to be held to a higher standard.”

      Saying no more, he marched into the bedroom.

      Lily stayed on the floor, rubbing her cheek. He’s a good man, she reminded herself. He’s only stressed out. It’s only one slap.

      In the coming months, Lily learned quickly it wasn’t just one slap. She would forget to wash the dishes, Gregory would slap her. She didn’t fold his shirts properly, Gregory would slap her. She talked to someone he didn’t approve of… the list went on.

      Gregory’s mood swings occurred constantly. When they were out with friends, he’d shower her with compliments, play footsie with her, and kiss her in a way that made her forget about the strife. The moment he closed the door for the night, the kind smile quickly fell away. He berated her for the condition of the house and complained that she wasn’t working. Every time Gregory hit her, he struck harder. Slaps became punches. Lily felt like a prisoner in her home. When she walked outside, she felt like she was suffocating, knowing what would happen if she left the house without Gregory’s permission.

      One night, when they were having dinner at her parents’ house, Lily called aside her father and asked him what he thought of the soon-to-be-doctor Vincent Gregory.

      “He’s a keeper, Lily,” Ralph said. “I hurt you and your mother with my business practices, but Gregory is beholden to no man. He will go far in life.”

      Lily opened her mouth to tell him about how he called her names and hit her, but found she couldn’t find any words. Perhaps it was out of fear of what Gregory would do when he found out. Or it was because, somehow, deep down, she still loved him.

      Lily went home that night holding on to her secret.

      As Gregory undressed by the bed, he said. “I like your parents. They’re good company.”

      “Thank you,” Lily replied with uncertainty. She couldn’t say when it started, but she had become cautious of every word she said. Not just to Gregory, but to everyone.

      “I should thank you,” Gregory said.

      Lily got an eyeful of his abs and muscles.

      “Why?” Lily asked sheepishly.

      “You did everything right tonight,” Gregory said with the smile that used to make her blush. Now, it made her shiver.

      He grabbed her hips. “I think we’re finally ready to have children.”

      Fear twisted Lily’s heart. “No. I don’t think…”

      “It’s a great idea,” Gregory said, completely ignoring her. “You’ll finally have something to occupy your time. After my long classes, I’ll be able to tuck the kid in. It’s the perfect picture.”

      “Vincent, please. I can’t.” If I have this kid, then there’s no escape.

      Gregory brushed his thumb over her lips. “Of course you can. You’re strong and beautiful. You’ll make a great mother.”

      Don’t believe his lies, one voice told Lily, but her heart fluttered when he complimented her for the first time in years.

      “I love you,” Vincent said into her ear.  

      “I love you, too.” Did she? Lily didn’t know if the response was out of fear or genuine affection.

      “You so are perfect now.” Vincent whispered. “We’re going to be happy.” He put his hand on her belly. “This child will be the joy this relationship needs. No more discipline, Lily. You don’t need it anymore.”

      Lily could feel her rationalization fall away as her husband’s words felt like life to her soul. Run, you stupid girl! a voice told Lily. She shut it up and made love with her husband while holding on to the smallest ember keeping the relationship alive.

      Lily awoke in the dead of night and slowly crept out of bed. She got dressed and bundled up her clothes. Without saying goodbye, she left her house behind and drove to the only safe place she could think of.

      Chewing her lip nervously, Lily hammered her fist on the mansion's front door. “Please open up,” She mumbled. Minutes passed. She knocked again. Tears welled in her eyes. She couldn’t stay out here all night. She’d need to get to home.

      The door opened. Black hair disheveled and eyes tired, Maxwell stood in the threshold. He was in his pajamas and had a shaggy black beard.

      “Can I come in?” Lily asked.

      “You’re always welcome here.” Maxwell allowed her to enter.

      In the dining room with a single light on, he poured Lily and himself cups of coffee. Though it was not particularly cold inside, Lily’s teeth chattered.

      With a look of concern, Maxwell waited for her to speak.

      “I feel so lost, Max,” Lily admitted since the first time she’d gotten married. “It’s like I don’t know who I am anymore.”

      “You’re you,” Maxwell put his hand on her own. Lily quickly pulled it away.

      Lily clenched the hand he touched and stood up. “I’m sorry. Coming here was a mistake.”

      “Don’t go,” Maxwell said. His eyes looked so tired. “Please.”

      She glanced at the clock. It was four a.m. Vincent would be up in two and a half hours. Lily sat back down and took a sip from her steaming mug.

      “Lily, what you ever tell me won’t leave these walls, I promise you.”

      “It’s Vincent, he…” Tell him, you idiot. No words came. She forced herself to stand and started lifting up her shirt.

      Maxwell cast his eyes away. “Lily, I…”

      “Look,” Lily’s voice wavered.

      “No. This--it’s not right.”

      “Max,” Lily pleaded.  

      Hesitant, Maxwell cautiously glanced up at Lily. She held her shirt up just below her breasts. Misshapen purple bruises painted her flat belly. Maxwell’s eyes watered and he covered his mouth with his hand.

      Lily put back down her shirt. “Do you understand?”

      Mouth still covered, he nodded.

      “What should I do?” Lily felt her legs go weak. “I can’t keep living like this.”

      Maxwell thought for a long moment. Lily thought he would say to call the cops. That would be the most rational thing to do. Instead, Maxwell said, “Stay with me.”

      “He’ll be furious,” Lily said fearfully.

      “He’ll never know.”

      But somehow he did, and two days later his car screeched to a stop in front of the mansion. Face blood red, handsome Vincent Gregory slammed the car door and started his march to the house entrance.

      “That’s far enough,” Maxwell said from the second-story balcony. She could hear him from the guest bedroom and walked to the window to get a better look. Seeing Gregory sent chills down her spine. Vacation was over. Time to go home.

      Gregory glared up at Maxwell. “Where the hell is my wife?”

      The night Lily arrived, Maxwell parked her car behind the cotton store house far away from the mansion.

      “She’s not here,” Maxwell said.

      “You’re lying, Max. If she wasn’t, you’d welcome me with open arms.”

      That was when Maxwell pulled out the shotgun. “Go home, Vincent.”

      Gregory clenched both of his fists. “You going to shoot me for the woman that chose me over you? Give me a break, Max. Let me have her.”

      Maxwell cocked the shotgun and aimed it at him.

      “Get off my property or I will kill you,” Maxwell said with a scarily calm voice.

      Gregory shook with rage. He opened his hands and turned back to his car. Without another word, he turned the ignition and screamed down the road.

      Maxwell lowered the gun. He watched the red brick to make sure Gregory wasn’t coming back and then returned inside. Lily met him on the interior balcony of the foyer.

      He flipped the safety and rested the weapon on his shoulder.

      “You didn’t mean that, right?” Lily asked.

      “I did,” Maxwell replied. He brushed past her and put away the weapon.

      Lily felt anxious over the next couple of days. She watched the red brick road, expecting Gregory to show up and take her back. He didn’t.

      A month passed. No sign of him.

      Maxwell knocked on her door. She fixed her hair and opened it. Maxwell’s face was stern. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      Nervous, Lily followed him down the steps and through the hall of portraits. Did Gregory show up when I wasn’t looking? Did Maxwell kill him? They turned into the kitchen. A tiny vanilla cake with a single lit candle sat on the kitchen island. The cake wasn’t as big or as beautiful as the ones Gregory had bought her, but somehow that made it more appetizing.  

      “Tada,” Maxwell said with a little grin.

      “I don’t know what to say,” Lily replied.

      “Make a wish before wax gets on the icing I spent all morning making.”

      I wish I had a different life. Lily blew out the candle.

      Maxwell cut her a piece and watched her eat.

      “Aren’t you going to have some?” Lily said as she lifted the fork to her lips.

      “This is your treat,” Maxwell replied.

      “I want to share with you.”

      “Alright, but know that I have a voracious appetite. There may not be much left when I’m done,” Maxwell warned.

      They traded smiles.

      Maxwell served himself.

      When they had finished, Maxwell said, “There’s something else.”

      He led her out back to the statue of the two lovers. The chiseled man without a nose looked into the eyes of the stone maiden with a cracked face. “Remember this?”

      “I do,” Lily replied, reminded of her childhood when she was happy and actually looked forward to waking up in the morning. It seemed so long ago Lily forgot that time even existed. Until now.

      “Here,” Maxwell produced a gift box a little bigger than his palm.

      “You’re so sweet,” Lily replied. “But you’ve done so much already.”

      “Open it,” Maxwell said.

      Feeling guilty, Lily pulled the ribbon and opened the box. Inside was a fat toad made of plastic.

      “I tried catching a real one,” Maxwell said. “It didn’t work out.”

      Lily chuckled. She took out the toad and put it on the stone slab between the lovers’ feet.

      Maxwell looked at his toes. “Lily. I brought you here when we were fifteen, remember?”

      “Yeah,” It was the day I met Vincent.

      “Do you know why?” Maxwell asked.

      Lily took his hand and looked him in the eyes. “Because you wanted to kiss me.”

      Maxwell seemed shocked at first, and then his expression softened. “May I?”

      Lily nodded.

      Maxwell leaned in and planted a small kiss on her lips. He pulled away when Lily leaned in for another. Rain fell on them.

      “I love you,” Maxwell said, the downpour lapping against his face. “For so long, I’ve wanted to tell you.”

      Lily forgot all about her marriage to Gregory and the abuse she endured. All that mattered now was the moment.

      Locked at the lips, they rushed inside and up the stairs.

      Sheets of rain battered the old mansion.

      It wasn’t long before Lily learned she was pregnant.

      “We’ll make this work,” Maxwell said to her, his leg slung over the side of the bed. Lying on her side, Lily pulled her pillow close to her, wishing the canopied king-sized bed would just eat her up.

      “You don’t get it,” Lily said. “Vincent, he’ll…”

      “Let me worry about Vincent,” Maxwell said.

      “Do you even want this?” Lily asked, rolling to her side so she could face him. “I mean, we’re both so young.”

      Maxwell smiled softly at her. He looked handsome when his hair was ruffled and his beard shaven. “More than anything.”

      Lily sat up and tried to rub away her migraine. “Max, I’m married.”

      “I know a lawyer. He handled my inheritance. I’m sure he can take care of the necessary arrangements.”

      “Vincent won’t want that,” Lily said dreadfully. “Everything is happening too fast. Maybe we can try again. Some other time.”

      Maxwell crinkled his brow. “What do you mean?”

      Lily gave him a look.

      Maxwell’s eyes went wide. He stood up and paced around the room.

      “It’s my decision,” Lily said firmly.

      Maxwell stared at her like she had blasphemed. “I don’t think that’s fair.”  

      Lily glanced at her belly. She was wearing one of Maxwell’s t-shirts that looked like a dress on her.  

      “I want this family,” Maxwell stated. For a brief moment, he reminded her of Vincent Gregory.

      Lily’s fear bubbled up. Had she fallen into the trap of another horrible man? Would this be her fate?

      Maxwell took a deep breath. “For so long, I’ve had this emptiness inside of me.”

      “Since your parents died?” Lily asked.

      “Way before then,” Maxwell admitted. “Lily, you’re the first and only person to give me peace. I understand that this child, our child, is not something you want--”

      “I do want it,” Lily interrupted. “But just not now. It seems like I only moved in yesterday.”

      “But we’ve known each other our whole lives. This is the logical progression of our relationship.” Maxwell tried to keep a lid on his frustration, but it was building.

      Lily sniffled. “Vincent will find out. He’ll come to the hospital, just you watch.”

      Maxwell walked around in front of her and lowered to his knees. He took both her hands in his. “Then let’s have the child here. No one needs to know. We can get an in-home doctor. I have all these antique toys and a dollhouse we can put in the nursery. If people ask, I can say it’s my niece or something.”

      “How do you know it’s going to be girl?”

      “I don’t , but I want it to be someone like you.”

      Lily smiled sadly at him. I’m not as good as you think I am.

      “Will you do this with me?” Maxwell asked.

      Eyes watering, Lily nodded. “Yes. I will.”

      Maxwell pampered her in the months leading up to the birth. Every day, he smiled, sung, sometimes danced with her in the foyer--a skill she never knew he had. Lily tried to share his joy. The morning sickness made it hard. As promised, the doctor showed up every few weeks to check on Lily.

      A few weeks before the birth, Lily heard Maxwell talking privately with the doctor in the upstairs hallway. Lily pressed her back against a corner and listened.

      “You’re twisting my wrist here, Quenby,” the gaunt doctor said. He was a tall, skeletal man with circular glasses, thin lips, and thinner chestnut hair. “I can’t keep canceling on my patients.”

      “You do this, I burn those files--the ones about the mysterious deaths.” Maxwell said. “But if you fail me or her, I’ll destroy you. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Crystal,” the man said with a twitching lip.  

      Maxwell shook his hand. “Be happy I haven’t called the cops already.”

      “That wouldn’t be the Quenby way,” the doctor said with an angry grin.

      “I suppose not.”

      Lily rubbed her belly, thinking about the child and the house it was being brought into. She’d be bound to the same family that bankrupted her parents after one bad sale. Lily felt like something squeezed her heart.

      Lily gave birth in one of the guest bedrooms. Her screams echoed through the hall. Maxwell watched with pure horror as Dr. Waxen performed the emergency C-second. Lily remembered the pain and the blood puddling on the bed sheets and dripping on the white hardwood floor. It seemed like the room spun. Lily clenched her eyes tight.

      “Women have been doing this since the beginning. You’ll make it,” Maxwell said. His voice seemed faint and far away.

      Suddenly, the screaming stopped. There was a soft cry. She opened her eyes and saw the pink child swaddled in a cloth and cradled in her arms. The baby looked so fragile and small, like a small breeze would break her.

      “What should we call her?” Maxwell asked.

      “Evelyn,” Lily replied, relieved the worst of it was over. “It means life.”

      “Evelyn it is,” Maxwell said with a tired smile.

      After Lily had recovered and Maxwell burned the doctor’s old case files, they stared at the child sleeping in the nursery’s crib.  

      “She looks a lot more like you,” Maxwell said.

      “Maxwell,” Lily said seriously. “I think we should put her up for adoption.” Lily cut him off before he could protest. “I’m twenty-two years old. I know I sound like a broken record, but it's just too much.”

      With a heavy frown, Maxwell said. “Let me raise her. You can leave and visit if that’s what you want.”

      “Vincent will find out, and he’ll hurt you,” Lily said.

      “I don’t care,” Maxwell replied.

      “He’ll hurt me and her.”

      “He won’t,” Maxwell said with determination.

      Lily showed him the letter she fetched from the mailbox that morning. “It’s from Vincent. He wants his child back.”

      “His child?” Maxwell asked suspiciously. “Lily, what does he mean?”

      “It means she’s not safe,” Lily said. “You’re not safe.”

      “I can fight back,” Maxwell argued.

      “It’s not just Vincent,” Lily replied. “It’s the lies, the blackmail, everything that your family does.”

      “And you think I’m like them?” Maxwell said with offense.

      “Aren’t you? I saw what you did to that doctor.”

      “That was different.”

      “It was the deceit and constant threats that got your parents killed. How do I know the same won’t happen to you? Your loneliness kept you safe because you had no weakness. Now, you have me and you have Evelyn. She could be out one day and some vengeful person from your past could take her. Use her against you.”

      “I can change,” Maxwell’s said. “It may take time, but I can get rid of my family’s evil, if that’s what you want.”

      “Put her up for adoption, Maxwell,” Lily begged. “Not for my sake, but for hers.”

      For the first since she had chosen Vincent over him, Maxwell looked sick with grief. “I know she needs to be with good people…”

      “That’s not us,” Lily affirmed his words. She felt guilt crushing her.

      Without a word, Maxwell left the nursery. Lily looked down at the child and wept. “It’s better this way,” she whispered.

      

      Evelyn gnashed her teeth and looked at her hands. The AC buzzed. The trailer’s painted walls seemed to close in. Evelyn wanted to smash something.

      “Maxwell listened to me.” The gray-haired woman refilled her iced tea. “He wasn’t mad, but… broken. I couldn’t live with myself because of it. I couldn’t live with him because of it. So, the night after the adoption, I packed my bags and left him. Left Adders. Never remarried. Never made myself beholden to another man. I became my sole provider.”

      Evelyn’s heart raced. She couldn’t bring herself to face the woman.

      “Maxwell changed, as he promised he would. It took a few years, but he cleaned up his family name. But it came a little too late. After people started going missing, old and new enemies teamed up to bring him down.”

      “What do you mean?” Evelyn asked.

      Lily smiled crookedly. “It’s my turn to ask a question, remember?”

      Evelyn huffed and gestured for the woman to ask.

      “Do you hate me?” Lily asked.

      Evelyn thought about it. “No.”

      “Why,” Lily scrutinized.

      “Because I choose not to,” Evelyn replied sincerely. “Now, tell me what happened to Maxwell, and why there are the bones of five people in my basement.”
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      “Human bones?” Lily asked with a horrified expression.

      “You don’t know about them?” Evelyn asked.

      “No, I… that can’t be true,” Lily said.

      “It is.” Evelyn replied. I talked to the victims. “The killing stopped after Maxwell vanished.”

      “It wasn’t just the killings that ceased,” Lily replied. “Maxwell stopped visiting me too.”

      Evelyn pinched the bridge of her nose. She glanced up the painted mountain vista on the wall and then at her mother. “Maxwell visited you after your separation?”

      Lily set her glass aside and rubbed her eye. “He did. Once a year.”

      “Do you remember the dates?” Evelyn asked.

      Lily opened a lap stand drawer and withdrew a small notepad. She flipped through pages of notes and doodles. “I like to keep track of things, otherwise I might forget.” After a few moments, Lily found the page and handed the notebook to Evelyn. The visitation days took place between 1998-2002. Wide-eyed, Evelyn scoured her own notes.

      “No way,” Evelyn said.

      “What is it?” Lily asked.

      “The murders all took place during the days he visited you.”

      “That means he couldn’t have murdered those people,” Lily thought aloud.

      “Maxwell’s innocent,” Evelyn declared. “I can’t believe it.”

      The phantoms were right. It was a setup. Someone planted the bodies in the basement. Someone who knew the house and its secret passages. “You said new and old enemies worked together to bring Maxwell down. How did that happen?”

      “Rumor says there was a break-in, but you won’t find that in the news. The people who attacked Maxwell acted quickly and efficiently, making sure there was nothing left of him.”

      “Who are these men? I need names.”

      “I have none to give,” Lily replied. “I’ve been out of Adders for too long to keep track of the movers and shakers. They had enough clout to bury the violent nature of Max’s disappearance, so that says something about the social standing.”

      “One of the men who attacked Maxwell could be the real killer. He may have directed the attention onto Maxwell for the perfect getaway. After all, the majority of the town still believe Maxwell killed those people and is attacking again. We need to prove it to them that Maxwell is innocent by finding the real killer.”

      “You speak as if Maxwell is still alive,” Lily said.

      “That’s because he is.”

      Lily’s leathery face turned pale.

      “I saw him,” Evelyn admitted. “He stopped the man who was trying to kill me.”

      “All these years…” Lily’s voice trailed off. Her eyes glossed over.

      Evelyn leaned forward in her seat. “That’s why I came here, Lily. With the hope that you could help me find him, and, in light of this new revelation, save him from the false accusations. Can you help me?”

      Lily gingerly approached Evelyn. “I want to. More than anything, but what can I do?”

      Evelyn stood up. “I don’t know, but there must be something.”

      Lily looked at Evelyn with a sad smile. “You’re tall like him, you know that? You have his gusto, too. Evelyn, you aren’t the woman I imagined you to be.”

      Evelyn listened to Lily speak.

      “You’re much better than that. Much better than me. I can’t give you anything you don’t already have.”

      “Come home with me. We’ll finish this. Together,” Evelyn declared.

      Lily looked around the room, the painting on the wall, the spiraling birds painted on the ceiling. “This is my home now. I’m sorry, Evelyn. But I’ll only weigh you down.”

      “Mom,” Evelyn’s voice cracked.

      Lily wrapped her arms around her daughter. Evelyn returned the embrace. “I said I forgave you. Return with me. I’ll let you meet my husband. I can take you to my crappy apartment in Detroit. For the first time in our lives, we can be a family.”

      Lily pulled away from Evelyn. “I broke your father. I won’t break you, too.”

      “You think I’m still that fragile infant?” Evelyn chuckled with frustration.

      “I’m your mother,” Lily said firmly. “To me, you’ll always be that fragile infant.”

      She could see in her mother’s tired blue eyes that her mind was set. Evelyn cracked a smile. “At least I can tell Terrence where I got my stubbornness.”

      “That’s his name?” Lily asked.

      “It is.”

      “Is he a good man?”

      Evelyn nodded.

      Lily stopped herself from crying too much. She hugged her daughter a final time. Evelyn said her goodbyes and walked out the trailer. Her mother watched her from the doorway with her arms crossed over her jean jacket and her eyes wet with tears. As Evelyn escaped down the dirt and wooden road, she saw her mother close the door to her trailer and Evelyn’s life.

      During the drive back, Evelyn listened to the clacking of her tires on the road. She thought about Lily’s story and the timeline. Dr. Gregory, the man that had paid Terrence’s medical expenses, had been kind to Evelyn since their first meeting. Was he really Lily’s husband? She didn’t know what to think of it. Another clue from Lily’s recollection came to mind as well. Dr. Waxen, the gray-haired skeletal practitioner who questioned if Evelyn was the killer. By the way he licked his thin lips, he was hoping she was, and for some other reason than turning her in.

      Evelyn shuddered. She focused on the road. It would be another long two-hour ride to Adders.

      It was dark as she rumbled down the red brick path to Quenby House. It would be a night of strategizing, she knew. With Lily unable to help her with Maxwell, all of her hopes for finding him were up in the air. Worse, there had been no news of nine-year-old Bella Day. The phantoms were convinced that her vanishing was connected to the killer, but without any more bodies or missing people showing up, Evelyn wasn’t quite sure. Moreover, the killer was patient, only killing once a year and only on the days Maxwell was away. Evelyn might be in this for the long haul. I sure hope not.

      Quenby House cast its glow from its rectangular windows and stood as a beacon in the darkness. She guessed that Terrence was nervous when he was alone and left all the lights on. It was kind of a sweet thought.

      But that was when Evelyn noticed something was wrong.

      Five cars were parked out front of the mansion, forming the edges of the brick circle. Going from left to right, there was a new Lexus the color of champagne, a red sports car, a BMW convertible, and two cruisers owned by the sheriff’s department. Evelyn parked in the center of them and stepped out. A breeze howled in the night. The tall trees beside Quenby swayed. Their branches clawed at the air. An unseen owl screeched. A cloud drifted over the near-full moon.

      Five figures stood silhouetted on the second-floor exterior balcony, in the same place where Terrence had waved her goodbye.

      “Mrs. Carr!” A familiar voice shouted. “Glad you could join us!”

      “Sheriff?” Evelyn called out to the silhouettes. “What are you doing here?”

      Another voice said, “We decided to stop on by and enjoy a meal. Welcome you to Adders, officially.”

      Evelyn tried to recognize the voice. “Mayor Timberland?”

      “Indeed,” the shadowy figure replied. “I know we got off on the wrong foot the last time we spoke. I thought I’d make amends. Ordered y’all the best barbecue Adders has to offer.”

      Evelyn locked her car. She felt her skin crawl. “Where’s Terrence?”

      “He’s inside,” Timberland said. “Come on in. He’s been waiting for you all night.”

      “I appreciate getting invited into my own home,” Evelyn said sarcastically.

      “You’re funny and cute!” Deputy Painter shouted. He had the strongest twang out of all the men on the balcony. “Come on in and get yourself something to eat. That BBQ will have you carnivorous.”

      Evelyn remembered how the deputy had checked her out at the station and insulted her while she was looking into Bella Day’s disappearance. She wondered what other predators lay in wait for her. “Tell me who else is up there.”

      “You’ll see when you get inside.”

      Evelyn set her jaw. She felt her pulse quicken as she headed for the front door. It was moments like this that made her wish Maxwell hadn’t taken her weapons.

      She stepped into the foyer. The chandelier lights were turned on low, giving the room and its red carpeted floors a dim glow. Oil paintings of Quenby lands hung on the walls. Soft blues music drifted through the house. The acoustics in the place drowned out the singer’s words. With a loud thud, the door shut behind Evelyn. Guest chatter sounded on the walkway overhead. The outside balcony door must’ve been open.

      Evelyn followed the music, masking her footsteps in silence. She approached the dining room. Light spilled from the ajar door. Evelyn stretched her arm out and wrapped her fingers around the glass doorknob. Holding her breath, she stepped into the room. A three-arm candlestick stood at the middle of the covered twelve-person table. More flame-shaped lightbulbs illuminated the room from candles lining both walls. Oil paintings of great forests, farmlands, valleys, and rivers hung nearby them.

      Back to Evelyn, Terrence slouched forward in a chair. He wore a baby blue button-up spotted with tic-tac sized violins. A blob of light reflected off the back of his shaven head. Lying on the table in front of him were aluminum tubs of steaming BBQ. It didn’t look like Terrence was breathing.

      Evelyn loomed over her husband’s back. “Terrence?”

      Quickly, he turned back to her. His hazel eyes were bloodshot. He had a new phone in his hand. “Eve.”

      Evelyn let herself breathe. “What’s going on here?”

      “I’m putting my old contacts into my phone,” he flashed the replacement, a cheap-looking flip phone.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you had guests?”

      “They just showed up. I don’t know. I was about to--”  

      Voices and laughter echoed through the halls. Terrence straightened his posture. He and Evelyn turned back to the door.

      “Be careful, darling.” a woman’s voice said.

      Evelyn and Terrence glanced at Alannah Gimmerson. The curvaceous woman had blood pouring from her neck into her revealing glossy green dress. Zoey, clad in black, was there along with star player Peter Calhoon, old James Barker, and naked and seething Winslow.

      The houseguests neared.

      Terrence’s lips parted nervously as he anticipated the meeting of the party of the dead and party of the living. “Go away,” he whispered to the phantoms.

      Evelyn directed her attention on Alannah. “What do you mean be careful?”

      “Evelyn,” Sheriff Yates stated as he stepped inside the dining room.

      Evelyn quickly turned to him.

      The sheriff bounced his gaze between them. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Evelyn quickly glanced behind her. The phantoms had vanished.

      Deputy Painter, mid-thirties, steel-colored five o’clock shadow, shark eyes, and wearing a green uniform topped by a black felt hat, entered behind him. He stank of cigarettes. He smirked at Evelyn and wouldn’t even look at Terrence.

      Mayor Timberland had clear skin, dark brown hair, squinted eyes, and a rectangular head. He wore a three-piece suit with golden, diamond-studded cufflinks that he fiddled with every few minutes. “The last time I came here, Maxwell Quenby tried to blackmail me. Funny how times change.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Evelyn replied. “I never met the man.”

      Mr. Calhoon, a middle-aged version of his son with the same dimpled chin, dashing looks, and silky hair, followed the mayor. “I was telling Terrence that I had no clue you were Maxwell’s girl.”

      “It didn’t pertain to your son’s case,” Evelyn replied.

      By the way Mr. Calhoon’s face suddenly sank, it was obvious he didn’t believe her.

      The final guest was Dr. Vincent Gregory. He was a tall man with a handsome face and brown hair striped with white. With a guilty expression, he humbly nodded to Evelyn. “I apology for the spontaneity of this visit, but you’ll be glad we came.”

      “I’m famished,” Mayor Timberland said and took a seat near the head of the table.

      He gestured for Terrence to sit at the end seat.

      “I couldn’t,” Terrence replied.

      “As mayor, I say you do as you’re told.”

      “In that case.” Smiling, Terrence claimed the end seat. Evelyn sat next him, opposite of Timberland and Sheriff Yates. Dr. Gregory sat down beside Evelyn and, with great disappointment, Deputy Painter sat next to Gregory.

      “Let’s eat,” Sheriff Yates said, setting his coffee thermos next to his plate.  

      Evelyn and Terrence traded looks and then dug in. The barbecue was tender that it nearly melted in her mouth. Evelyn, of course, didn’t take a bite until the rest of the guests had. Calhoon and Terrence talked football. The sheriff and the deputy talked about the women in their life. Evelyn ate quietly with Gregory, the man that beat her mother.

      “Why did you come here?” Evelyn asked him, not doing well to hide her hostility.

      Gregory lowered his fork. “It’s a surprise.”

      “I don’t like surprises,” Evelyn replied.

      “Neither do I,” Gregory took a bite.

      Evelyn whispered. “I’m going to ask you this, because you’ve been nothing but kind to me since I arrived. Why did you beat Lily Copperdoe?”

      Gregory stopped his fork from going into his mouth. He gently put it back on his tray, but Evelyn could see something had scared him. “That’s a ridiculous accusation.”

      Evelyn glared at him. “I heard it from Lily’s own mouth. Now answer my question.”

      Gregory looked at the sauce-slathered pulled pork on his plate. “I was not a pleasant young man, Evelyn. Not that it’s an excuse, but I had a lot of pent-up stress from college, my parents, and the idea of a lifelong commitment to one woman. I needed to feel in control again. I saw Lily for the woman I wanted to her to be, not the woman she was. It was a…challenging thing to overcome.”

      “Hitting women?” Evelyn berated.

      Gregory turned to her. His handsome eyes were soft and vulnerable. “That was over thirty years ago. I’m fifty-nine and a lot smarter and a lot less impulsive. Nothing I say will make you believe I sincerely regret what I did to your mother, so I hope that my actions will speak for a penitent heart.”

      “How long have you known I was her daughter?” Evelyn asked.

      “The moment I heard your last name. Maxwell had only ever been with one woman,” Gregory said. “You turned out beautifully, if I might say. Wherever Maxwell is, I’m sure he would be proud.”

      Lily said that Gregory wore two faces. The friendly face while outside and the abuser behind closed doors. Had he earnestly changed or was this the same charm he used to seduce her mother?

      “Hey,” Sheriff Yates said with a mouthful. He addressed Terrence and Evelyn. “There was a big breakthrough in the Doyle case.”

      Terrence and Evelyn exchanged a look.

      Terrence smiled back at the sheriff. “Really? What’s that?”

      Yates cleared his throat. He was still in uniform and perhaps still on the clock. “A few hunters--local good ol’ boys--were in that woods, the ones a few miles behind her property, and happened upon a cabin.”

      “Oh,” Terrence said, getting sweaty. “Out there?”

      Evelyn pursed her lips. Terrence, you’re such a bad liar.

      Yates and Painter nodded in unison. “Found a few of the Doyles’ things and what appeared to be skull fragmentation and brain matter. Bloody business.”

      Deputy Painter leaned in. “We think someone or something got them.”

      Evelyn heart fluttered. “Who?”

      Yates stopped mid-chew. After a moment, he said. “Don’t know. The two of you are okay. That’s what matters.”

      Something about the way Yates said it made Evelyn suspicious. She could tell Terrence was thinking the same thing.

      “Any developments on who killed my son?” Mr. Calhoon asked.

      “I’m sorry, no,” Evelyn replied.

      “Looking into a serial killer?” Mayor Timberland asked. “That sounds like dangerous work for a private investigator.”

      “Someone has to do it,” Evelyn replied. “It’s usually not the first person you guess. My father Maxwell picked up some heat during the preliminary investigation a decade ago, even though the evidence didn’t point at him.”

      The air seemed to leave the room.

      Mr. Calhoon spoke up. “I think the discovery of bones in his basement makes it pretty clear how involved in the murders he was. With evidence like that, it almost makes me wonder why you’re looking into this case.”

      “I want to help people find closure.”

      “Oh, so that’s it?” Calhoon asked with sarcasm.

      “Hey, chill out,” Terrence told him. “We’re after the same thing you are: the truth. We don’t want misconstrued evidence to fit our idea of the killer. We want a concrete testimony. Something to close this case for good.”

      Evelyn patted his knee. Well said.

      “You know,” Mayor Timberland said, dipping the tips of his napkin into his water glass and wiping his jowls. “I always loved this house. It’s Adders’ private castle. Seventeen rooms, not counting the attic or basement, the place is a palace. Maybe even the last surviving one in Georgia.”

      The change of topic caught them all off guard, it seemed.

      Evelyn smiled falsely at the mayor, not forgetting how he kicked her out of the town hall for simply being Maxwell’s daughter. His friendly facade was not fooling anyone. Evelyn glanced around the rest of the table. Yates, Painter, Timberland, Gregory, and Calhoon. Evelyn realized that she trusted none of these men, and even less so when they were together. They were similar ages, but what drew them together? A lifelong friendship, a similar goal, or a common enemy? She glanced at Terrence. Even he was acting odd tonight. Why?

      Mayor Timberland pushed his polished plate away. “I suppose it’s time to tell you the nature of our visit, Evelyn.”

      The men nodded in agreement. Even Calhoon, though he was still visibly angry.

      Evelyn familiarized herself with the door in case anything unexpected happened. Alannah’s words replayed in her mind. Be careful. Be careful. Be careful.

      “And what’s that, Mayor?” Evelyn asked as politely as she could, though it still came out scrutinizing.

      “The Quenby House has been here back when this town was nothing but a trade post, a creek, and couple of lousy cattle pastures,” Timberland started. “Now your family hung on to this place like a root on a cliff. Never letting go. Scared to. After your father’s passing, the Quenby plantation has been in purgatory, so to say. Speaking on behalf of all of your guests tonight, we would like to change that.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Evelyn asked.

      “We want to buy the property.”

      Evelyn wasn’t expecting that. “Why? It’s not finished.”

      Dr. Gregory smiled at her. “That won’t be an issue.”

      “I work in the carpentry business,” Mr. Calhoon said. “I have people that can correct the damages for a fraction of what you would be spending.”

      Terrence looked at Evelyn. There was excitement in his eyes.

      Mr. Calhoon pulled out his checkbook from his suit jacket’s inner pocket. “The others and I have pooled our money together. We can write the check right now, and you’ll have the money in your account by the time you get home. To Detroit, if I’ve heard correctly.”

      Evelyn opened her mouth to speak but Terrence cut her off. “How much are you offering?”

      “For the house, the land, and everything in between,” Mayor Timberland locked eyes with Evelyn. He bounced a pen on his checkbook. “Two point five million dollars, right here, right now, but you both leave tonight.”
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      Evelyn couldn’t believe it. She stared at the blank check and thought about the posh houses in Birmington, outside of Detroit. The timing to start her family never seemed right. That money, even after the IRS knocked them down a few pegs, would give them more than enough breathing room. The ghosts. The murders. All the BS she’d dealt with since she arrived in Adders would be nothing but a bad memory. Maybe the house and the items within were worth more than the two and a half million dollars combined, but this money was sitting in front of her.

      Seated at the head of the table, Terrence covered his mouth. By how his face contorted, he was hiding a huge smile.

      Evelyn studied the men around the table. They watched her anxiously.

      “Why?” Evelyn asked.

      The mayor looked confused.

      “Why do you want the house?” Evelyn asked.

      Mayor Timberland bounced his eyes between his business partners. “Adders needs to expand. Expansion comes from publicity. Publicity comes from tourism. We’re going to restore Quenby to its former glory and make it into our very own Biltmore. Families, children, foreigners from all over the world will come to our Podunk town to witness the life of an Antebellum-era plantation owner. Workers in the cotton field. Balls in the foyer. Costumes. Gift shops. A wholly unique experience in my backyard. Some might find the whole recreation offensive, but all history is.”

      Sheriff Yates set aside his coffee thermos. “Your family name, Evelyn, will be immortalized. Quenby House will be advertised on every billboard in the surrounding hundred miles. How cool is that?”

      “Frankly,” Deputy Painter said, clicking his tongue on the roof of his mouth. “I think we’re paying you too much for it, but after ten years of sitting on our thumbs, we want to make some profit off this ruin, and we’re willing to pay to do so.”

      Evelyn glared at them. “If it's only about the money, then why the hell do you need me and my husband out of here? Tonight?”

      Mr. Calhoon spoke up. “Because you’re a problem.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Yeah,” Calhoon continued. “You’ve stirred up more trouble in this town since you arrived that we haven’t seen since--big surprise--your father was around.”

      “I’m doing everything in my power to help you, Mr. Calhoon,” Evelyn objected. “To help your son find rest.”

      “My son is dead and gone, thanks to your father,” Calhoon retorted. “The only way you can help Peter is by getting the hell out of Adders and never coming back.”

      Evelyn thought of the other phantoms in her house. Their wounds. Their families. Evelyn wasn’t the problem. She was their salvation.

      “My father is innocent,” Evelyn said to the men.

      “This really isn’t about your father,” Dr. Gregory said calmly.

      Evelyn boiled. “It has everything to do with my father, and if any of you think I’ll just take your money and forget about the lives that were lost and broken, you don’t know anything about me.”

      Terrence slowly stood up. “Eve, babe, can we discuss this. Privately. Please.”

      Evelyn turned to her rational husband and forced herself to calm down. After everything she’d put him though, she needed to hear him out even if she had no intention of listening. Without a word, she followed Terrence out of the room.

      He turned back to the men. “I’m sorry, gentlemen. It’s been a rough couple of day, but, um, don’t write us off yet.”

      Leaving the door cracked, he stopped in the stubby hallway that connected to the back of the foyer and rubbed both hands up his sweaty bald head. “Evelyn. I love you, but… holy crap. You may have just cost us the biggest payday of our lives.”

      “Listen to me, Terrence. The same night my mother confirmed that Maxwell is innocent and was attacked in his home by his enemies is the same night that these five men decide to show up and buy our mansion. Doesn’t that seem a little off to you?”

      Terrence nodded a few times. “Yeah. Yes. It does, but--Evelyn, do their motives really matter when it comes to that type of money? This is the moment we’ve been waiting for since we came down here.”

      “What about the phantoms? We just condemn them to this mansion until the end of time?”

      Terrence grabbed her upper arms gently. “We didn’t do anything to them. Your father didn’t do anything to them. Our hands are clean, Evelyn. Alannah, Zoey, hell, even Bella Day are not our responsibility. They were never our responsibility.”

      Evelyn glared at him. “Then who will help them?”

      Terrence shrugged. “I don’t know. God? We aren’t the liaison for the dead. We’re two normal, married people who want to start a family. Isn’t that what you want?”

      Evelyn cast down her eyes. “I do, Terrence, but…”

      “No buts,” Terrence said. “If you really, truly want that, then let’s take the money and run while that’s still an option.”

      He brushed his hand down her cheek. “I’ve been your wingman since we came down here. Largely because I know how much learning about your father and helping people means to you. Let me have a chance to take the lead.”

      “So we leave?” Evelyn asked rhetorically. “And everything we’ve done down here means nothing?”

      Terrence pointed to the cracked open door. “That check is not nothing. That’s the end of all of our problems. Unlike Mary Sullivan and the others who made us sleepwalk, crashed our van, forced you to see how they died, have done nothing to aid our investigation, and overall made our lives a living hell. In the nicest way possible, I say screw ‘em. If they're that desperate to go home, they can find a new champion.”

      Evelyn glanced over and saw Alannah, Zoey, Peter, Barker, and Winslow standing in the hall a few feet away.

      Terrence’s eyes went wide, and he slowly turned to them. He gulped as they stared at him with lifeless eyes.

      Barker puffed on his pipe. Thick blood leaked from his lip like sap. “He’s right.”

      “You can’t possibly believe that?” Alannah said with shock. “How else will we get out?”

      Barker took another puff. “I don’t know, but it might be time to explore our options elsewhere.”

      Peter’s glance bounced between Evelyn and Terrence. “Mary was the strongest out of all of us. She kept the two of you bound to this place. Now that she’s gone, nothing is stopping you from walking away. It’s not something we want, but it’s your lives.”

      Winslow muttered something and sniffled.

      Evelyn looked to Zoey. The fifteen-year-old goth girl crossed her arms. “I thought you were different. I thought you actually cared. I guess I was wrong. What a stupid girl I am.”

      Terrence took a deep breath. For the first time, he didn’t look intimidated by the dead. “Evelyn. We helped who we could. Let’s go home.”

      Evelyn stood still. She looked at Zoey and let the cogs in her mind spin.

      “An opportunity like this might never come up again,” Terrence replied.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn said and looked to her husband with a sad smile. “I can’t just walk away.”

      “You can,” Terrence begged.

      Evelyn forced herself to say the next few words. “I’m the sole inheritor. It’s my decision.”

      Dread sank Terrence’s face. “Evelyn, please don’t do this. I’m asking you as your husband.”

      Evelyn took a deep breath. She turned around and entered the dining room. The men stopped their quiet chatter and directed their attention to Evelyn. Terrence lingered in the doorway behind her.

      “Well, Mrs. Carr?” Timberland asked and held the pen over the blank check. “Have you come to your senses?”

      “At this time, I will not be selling Quenby House,” Evelyn said.

      Terrence covered his face with his palm.

      Silence lingered in the room. The candlelight on the table flickered. One of the wicks burnt out, leaving behind a tiny wisp of smoke. Mayor Timberland looked disappointed and angry, Mr. Calhoon’s face was red with rage, Deputy Painter shook his head, Sheriff Yates appeared unfazed, and Dr. Gregory, with glassed-over eyes, had a small, disappointed smile on his face.

      Mayor Timberland closed his checkbook and put it back into his suit jacket. Chair legs screeching against the floor, he stood up and straightened out his clothes. He locked eyes with Evelyn. “Enjoy your evening, Mrs. Carr. We won’t be seeing each other again.”

      He turned to the door and gave Terrence a nod. “Mr. Carr.”

      The other men followed the mayor’s lead. Deputy Painter mumbled a few curses under his breath. The rest didn’t say anything. Evelyn followed behind them, watching them back out their vehicles and, one by one, vanish down the red brick road.

      Evelyn stood outside and hugged herself, listening to the soft breeze, rustling of leaves, and chirping crickets.  Maybe it was the wrong decision? Maybe she was a mad woman for not accepting? She’d questioned her own sanity from time to time and wouldn’t be surprised if she’d finally lost it completely. It was your estate, your choice. Her internal justifications meant nothing. Evelyn slumped her shoulders and returned inside. She closed and locked the front door behind her. The plastic sealing the nearest window flapped in the wind, reminding her just how vulnerable her house was.

      Zoey approached her under the dim chandelier light. It cast its odd multi-tier shadow over the goth in blobs. “You’ve managed to piss off the mayor, sheriff, and your doctor all in the same night. Impressive.”

      With apathetic eyes, Evelyn looked at the goth teenager. “You don’t need to remind me.”

      Zoey opened her mouth but struggled to say the words. “I know what you did wasn’t easy, but all of us are grateful for it. You really are making a difference.”

      “Tell my husband that,” Evelyn replied, heading for the light switch.

      “I mean it,” Zoey followed her up the curving stairs. “No one will ever know what you did for us, but I have a feeling that when we pass onto the other side, we’ll remember the sacrifice you made.”

      “Goodnight, Zoey.” Evelyn said, effectively ending the conversation. She didn’t want to be reminded of the millions of dollars and the marriage she just flushed down the toilet. Toggling off every light switch she came across, Evelyn eventually made it to the master bedroom. Terrence sat at the edge of the king-sized canopy bed, staring intensely at his open hands. The nearest window was open and allowed the cold wind to flow into the room.

      Evelyn closed the door and began to disrobe for her evening shower.

      Terrence didn’t bat an eye.

      Stopping in the bathroom’s doorway, Evelyn turned to him. She didn’t know what to say. An apology would be disingenuous. A verbal reaffirming would further draw a wedge between them. Asking if he was alright would be futile, seeing that she knew the answer. She felt like she needed to say something.

      The breeze gave her goose bumps.

      “What can I do to make this up to you?” Evelyn asked him.

      Terrence broke his stare but didn’t looked at Evelyn. He spoke softly. “Tomorrow…  I’m going to go through the catalogs we made when we first got here and see if I can’t get a few buyers.”

      “What about the case?” Evelyn asked, rubbing her upper arm.

      “That’s your baby,” Terrence replied. “I’ll be more useful doing work here. Our month stay is almost over, and if we’re going to start paying for electricity and water here, we’re going to need some money. A lot of it. The antiques are our solution.”

      Evelyn bit the inside of her cheek. She breathed in through her nose and didn’t let it out until the bathroom door was closed behind her. She climbed into the bathtub and turned on the showerhead. Jets of hot water punched her skin. She felt the deep grooves in her back, remembering her car “crash.”

      It was years ago. She hadn’t been sleeping, or eating for that matter. The case was getting to her. A kidnapping of a fourteen-year-old screw-up. No one cared the girl was gone. No one cared what her piggish abductor was doing to her as he slowly turned her from a lost girl to a streetwalker.

      The case wasn’t going anywhere. Worse, the pimp knew that someone was after him. Evelyn went to his hideout: a nine-story tenement built on vices. She curled her white knuckles around her baton’s grip. Her plan was already in motion. The message she sent had been received by the girl, or so said the big-hearted streetwalker that Evelyn had befriended during the investigation. Evelyn just hoped the girl was packed and ready to go the moment the apartment door swung open. There would be no police this time. Not when they were making money off the pimp’s trade. With the balled point of the baton, she knocked on the matte-gray and chipped door. No response.

      Evelyn waited, feeling her heart rate quicken. She pulled out her lock-picking tools and started to work on the lock. Within moments, she was inside. The place reeked. Trash and old food littered nearly every surface. Evelyn waded through the ankle-deep garbage. Just the idea that a human being could live here had her queasy. Keeping her baton out and moving quietly, she navigated the apartment. Evelyn approached the bedroom door. She pushed it open and found the girl lying on the bed. Two large, hand-shaped bruises ringed around the fourteen-year-old’s neck. Peeking out of her purple lips was a folded piece of paper about the size of that found in a fortune cookie. Hesitant, Evelyn approached the girl’s cold cadaver. A piece of Evelyn died when she withdrew the paper.

      “Hope is on the way,” it read in Evelyn’s handwriting. The word hope was crossed out and replaced with death.

      Evelyn balled it up and put it in her pocket. Carefully and without disturbing anything else, she walked out of the apartment, down the emergency flight of stairs, and vomited her lunch on the alleyway’s floor. She wiped her red eyes and hopped into her crappy sedan. When she looked in the rearview mirror, she saw the dead girl. Completely unwanted and wasting away in an apartment full of trash. Evelyn stomped the accelerator and raced down the dark, wet road. As the RPM climbed, the semi-truck's high beams grew brighter. Right as it was about to pass by her, Evelyn made a split-second decision and swerved in front of it.

      Metal and bone crunched.

      Lights out.

      Marinated in twisted metal and her own blood, Evelyn was shocked to see she was alive. Even more shocked, someone had gotten her out of the car and had taken her hand.

      “Help is on the way,” the dark-skinned stranger said. “Hold on.”

      He kept her awake until the paramedics arrived.

      “You should be dead,” they told her.

      Evelyn didn’t reply. She knew they were right. The man, Terrence, visited her during the recovery process. He was the only one who did, and Evelyn knew she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him.

      Evelyn found herself standing under a cool shower. She must’ve used up all the hot water. She stepped out and dried off with a towel. The mirror was too fogged up to look at her reflection. Perhaps that was a good thing.

      She walked into the master bedroom. Terrence was not there. Keeping her towel wrapped around her, she walked through the room and peered into the hallway. The lights were off.

      “Terrence?” She stepped out and turned into the closest bedroom. Snoring softly, Terrence slept on a twin bed. Evelyn shut the door and retired, alone, on the master bedroom’s king-sized mattress.

      Evelyn watched the sun come up. Its beams grew over her face, causing her to squint.

      Bella Day had been missing four days now.

      Getting dressed, Evelyn headed down the hallway. She saw Terrence doing what he said he would: reviewing the pictures they had taken of various antiques and comparing them to similar items online. He glanced up at Evelyn.

      “I’m heading out,” Evelyn told him.

      “Be careful,” Terrence replied.

      “Thanks. I love you.”

      Evelyn turned to walk away.

      “Evelyn,” Terrence called out.

      Evelyn twisted back quickly.

      “I love you, too,” Terrence replied.

      Evelyn climbed into the minivan. She took a deep breath and deliberated which of the men she would follow first. It didn’t seem like a coincidence those specific five men wanted her gone. Were they all part of her father’s disappearance or was it just one of them? Perhaps one of them had ties to the killer? The faster she found that person, the faster the phantoms would go away. As much as she’d like to dedicate her time in searching for her father, there was too much land to cover and not enough hints. Also, since he was innocent, that meant that he didn’t have Bella Day. If there was a priority, it was her safe recovery. A dangerous amount of time had passed since her disappearance. Evelyn would much rather save a living girl than avenge a spirit.

      Out of all the men, the easiest man to track would be Mr. Calhoon. Evelyn parked a block from his house. He marched out of the front door and kissed his wife goodbye, but it seemed out of habit than passion. His collared shirt was slightly disheveled and his hair was hastily combed. Evelyn trailed him to the biggest strip mall in Adders.

      Evelyn watched from across the street as Calhoon went from store to store collecting money from the managers. He must be the property owner, Evelyn surmised. Judging by Calhoon’s face to face approach at collecting dues, he didn’t mind doing the heavy lifting.

      Even checked her clock. Following them one by one would take too long. Evelyn regretted not bringing her tracking equipment back in Detroit. She didn’t expect to work this vacation, and tracking someone was illegal, not that it stopped her before. She had to improvise.

      She headed to a local supermarket, picked up a few pre-paid burner phones, magnets, small plastic boxes, and glue. She pulled off to the side of the road, activated the phones with a fake name, turned them on, downloaded the proper location app, and sealed them inside the plastic containers. She then glued magnets to the tops of the containers. She stuck the first one in the wheel well of Calhoon’s Lexus.

      She headed to the hospital next and spotted Dr. Gregory’s BMW. She snuck back to the employee lot by crawling under the fence. Black cap and sunglasses on, she sped-walked to his vehicle and stuck the magnetized box containing the phone in the wheel well. Wasting no time and not looking up at the camera, she scurried under the fence and raced back to her minivan.

      Knowing there was no way to get one of the makeshift trackers on the sheriff’s and deputy’s squad cars, she headed to the town hall. Wiping sweat from her forehead, Evelyn put her shades back on and scanned the quiet streets of Adders’ tiny Main Street. It was past lunchtime. The streets were relatively devoid of witnesses. She rolled around the back of the town hall building, glancing up at the multiple cameras mounted on arms on the colonial style-brick building’s side. As long as Evelyn didn’t make any mistakes, they’d have no reason to review video footage and look up her dingy minivan's license plate. Evelyn pulled up to the guard post at the employee lot. The elderly guard with droopy ears and a pot belly read a Lionel train magazine. He gave Evelyn a suspicious look as she rolled down her window.

      “I took a wrong turn,” Evelyn said with a sweet smile. “You mind if I make a U-turn back here?”

      The old guard paused. Without a word, he gestured for Evelyn to go ahead and then went back to reading. Evelyn pulled into the packed employee lot and spotted the red sports car. Evelyn’s breath quickened. She kept a hard face and stopped next to it. She popped her hood.

      She walked around the car and looked at the engine and the guard staring back at them both. Evelyn smiled nervously. “Could you give me hand?”

      Grumbling, the man put aside his magazine.

      While he was standing up and setting the magazine aside, Evelyn unplugged her corroded battery and then pretended to look confused.

      The guard approached her. “Heck of a place to break down.”

      “Tell me about it,” Evelyn said, rubbing her forehead. “It’s usually my husband who takes care of the car stuff. We’re in a little bit of a rough patch right now.”

      The man nodded slowly. He looked over the engine and pointed. “Your battery.”

      “Oh, let me tell my husband,” Evelyn reached her hand into her purse and “accidentally” dropped her lipstick as she reached for her phone. It rolled to the red sports car wheel. “God, I’m such a mess. Can you fix it?”

      The man nodded. He leaned over the engine and began plugging in the battery. Evelyn knelt beside the sports car. Back to the guard, she pulled the magnetized box out of her purse and slipped it into the wheel well. She snatched up the red lipstick and returned to him.

      He eyed her. “You should be okay now.”

      “Oh, thank you,” Evelyn said with relief. “You saved my life.”

      “I don’t know about that, ma’am. Double check your battery before you head out. If it’s not tightly secure--”

      “Thank you,” Evelyn said and climbed into the van. She waved him goodbye and drove away.

      Evelyn’s next destination was the mom-and-pop restaurant a block away from the sheriff’s department. She requested a window seat and ordered a cheap dinner. She watched the department and sipped her Diet Coke. Yates wouldn’t be off work for another hour. She pulled out her tablet and reviewed her tracking app. She input phone numbers she had synced up with the phones and was able to see the various men’s cars on the GPS. They were all still at work.

      After Evelyn finished her slice of pie, she saw Sheriff Yates pull out of the department. She followed behind his cruiser to a small but well-kept house with a garden gnome out front. After he pulled into the driveway, Evelyn drove on, memorizing his address. She wouldn’t be able to track Deputy Painter today. She had enough on her plate already. Dr. Gregory was the first to go home but also the farthest to drive. Evelyn floored the accelerator and arrived at his two-story brick home with an attached two-car garage. There were four skinny pillars on the front porch. A cobblestone path led to his front porch stairs where a lantern was hanging on a black hook. Using her binoculars, she saw him cooking in the kitchen. It looked like he was in for a quiet night.

      Evelyn headed to the mayor’s house. It was a beautiful McMansion with a horse pen.

      Evelyn’s phone rang. Terrence.

      “Hey,” Evelyn answered softly as she watched Mayor Timberland yell at his twenty-something-year-old daughter in the living room.

      “I need you to come home right now.”

      “What happened?”

      Evelyn raced back to the Quenby House as fast as she could. Between two vine-wrapped colonnades, Terrence stood outside of Quenby House. The window to the left side of the door had plastic sheeting on it. The window on the right was shattered.

      “What the hell happened?” Evelyn asked as she stepped out of her van.

      Terrence gestured for her to enter.

      On the foyer’s red-carpet floor sat a brick amidst the shattered window glass.

      “I was upstairs when it happened. I couldn’t see the culprit.”

      Evelyn knelt down beside the brick.

      “I haven’t touched it. Should we call the cops?” Terrence asked.

      “Probably,” Evelyn replied. Putting on a plastic glove, she picked up the brick and flipped it over. There was a note taped to the back.

      Terrence leaned in and his eyes widened.

      Evelyn read the hastily written note.

      “Child Killer.”
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      Hands on their hips, Officers Davis and Bailey surrounded the brick. With chewing tobacco packed behind his lower lip, Davis, in his 30s, was a short and stout man with a buzz cut and angry mug. He bounced his intense eyes between the brick and the shattered window.

      Bailey, a similarly aged granite-faced woman with fiery red hair and Georgia twang, seemed more concerned with Evelyn and Terrence. Even from a few feet away, one could smell the officer’s taco dinner.

      “Is there anything you can do?” Terrence asked. He had on white shorts and a teal button-up.

      “Y’all said you saw no suspect,” Bailey said suspiciously. “There really ain’t much we can do without a lead.”

      The wind flapped the long crimson curtains flanking the inner window. Evelyn warmed her hands on the front pockets of her black double-breasted raincoat. She was still clad in black from her long day of surveillance. “I’m sure you know that my family are not the most well-liked people in this town, but this is unacceptable.”

      Davis picked up the note. He mouthed the words as he read it. He glanced up at them. “Maybe you should spend a few days away.” Tobacco muffled his voice. Little black leaves stuck onto and in between his yellow teeth.

      “Not gonna happen,” Evelyn said, sick of running. Having turned down over two million dollars to keep the house, she wasn’t going risk having a stranger burn it down while she cowered in a cheap hotel room.

      Davis glared at her and put the note into a Ziploc baggie. “Then I suggest you buy a gun.”

      Terrence gawked at him. “That’s it? There’s nothing at all you can do for us?”

      Davis turned his angry mug toward him. “There’s over twenty thousand people in Adders. We can’t stop everything because some teenager decided to toss a brick at your window, so either get armed or get out. That’s the Adders way.”

      “I wish someone told us that when we moved here. Would’ve saved us a lot of trouble,” said Terrence.

      “You have any advice?” Evelyn asked Officer Bailey.

      “Y’all are in a precarious position: outsiders veiled in mystery and at the heart of the town's most brutal murders. People don’t know what to think of you. It’s no surprise some want you gone. If you stay, listen to Davis. Buy a weapon and stake claim to what belongs to you,” Bailey warned.

      Evelyn eyed the woman. “What do you think of us? Are we really that much of a threat?”

      Bailey and Davis traded looks. Bailey replied. “You don’t cause trouble, I don’t see a reason why you can’t stay.”

      “You’re the first ones to say that to us,” Terrence admitted.

      “Davis and I aren’t as traditional as most Adders folk.”

      Officer Davis nodded in agreement.

      Bailey handed Evelyn her card. “Can’t promise I’ll pick up, but there’s my number.”

      Evelyn stuck it in her wallet. The officers left soon after. Evelyn grabbed the broom and dustbin and started cleaning up the glass. Terrence returned with a roll of plastic sheeting they had used when they were painting the walls. He cut out the proper rectangular shape and taped it around the window. When he finished, he looked at the other plastic cover window. “Well, now they match.”

      Terrence turned to march up the stairs. Evelyn called out to him.

      Hand on the railing and foot on the second step, he turned back.

      “If it wasn’t for this ordeal with my father and the murders, I would’ve sold this place in a heartbeat,” Evelyn said.  

      “What’s done is done,” Terrence said with a sunken face. “No use dwelling on it.”

      “It’s okay to be mad at me,” Evelyn felt like she had to say.

      “That’s the thing, Evelyn. I don’t want to be mad at you.” Hand sliding up the smooth rail, Terrence hiked the curved stairs.

      Evelyn stood in the massive foyer. She looked at the broken windows, wondering how much damage this old house could take before it fell in. She marched down the hall where she had painted Mary’s mural and entered into the red velvet lounge. Bookshelves, a brick fireplace, and various large portraits lined the walls. Without warning, the blackened wood burst into flame and all the lights flickered on.

      “You look dreadful, darling,” Alannah said, lounging on the lover’s seat with one arm stretched above her head.

      “I just sold my chance at a family to help you,” Evelyn replied coldly. Apart from Andrew, the five victims occupied various sections and chairs in the room. “The least you can do is tell me who threw the brick.”

      Peter Calhoon stepped forward. He wore his number thirteen purple and yellow varsity jacket and rubbed his right wrist, right under the bloody stump. With guilt, he said. “My dad threw it.”

      By the looks on the others’ faces, they had seen him too.

      Infuriated, Evelyn marched out of the room, grabbed the brick, and fished out her car keys. Slamming the minivan door behind her, she raced to the Calhoon house. He must’ve done it when I was watching one of the others. Evelyn’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. She could feel herself reaching her long overdue breaking point. You could only get shot at, see someone have their head explode, and deal with estranged family for so long before you needed to smash something.

      Her brakes screeched to a stop out of the Calhoon residence. Their house was large and modern, probably constructed in the last twenty or thirty years. Upon Evelyn’s first visit here, before Calhoon knew about the bones in her basement, he and Terrence were hitting it off by talking about football. Both Mr. and Mrs. Calhoon were very supportive of Evelyn’s investigation. That had changed.

      Though it was 10:38 p.m. and the lights were off apart for the upstairs bedroom TV, Evelyn punched her finger against the doorbell multiple times and then hammered her fist against the door’s face. She could hear Mr. Calhoon swearing as he neared the opposite side of the door.

      Hair disheveled and wearing pajamas, Mr. Calhoon yanked open the door. With tired eyes and a pissed-off face, he loomed over Evelyn. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

      “You left something at my house.” Evelyn presented the brick.

      Mr. Calhoon fumed. “Leave, or I swear--”

      “So you’re admitting that you vandalized my home?” Evelyn replied with fire in her voice.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mr. Calhoon denied. The man was a good liar.

      “I’ve done nothing but try to help you,” Evelyn said. “And yet this is how you treat me. Why? Because of my father?”

      “The one who killed my son?” Mr. Calhoon asked rhetorically and took an angry step toward Evelyn. She held her ground and looked directly into his eyes.  Her fingernails dug into the brick in her lowered hand.

      “Maxwell’s innocent. I have proof,” Evelyn said firmly.

      “Liar,” the man barked.

      “He was with my mother the days of the murders,” Evelyn explained.

      “His lover, you mean? Someone who would lie to protect him. What a testimony!”

      “You don’t want to believe me, fine,” Evelyn said. “But stay away from my house.”

      “I didn’t throw that brick,” Calhoon seethed.

      “That’s not what your son said,” Evelyn replied, her blood pressure rising.

      Calhoon grabbed her by the scruff of her coat. “What did you say?”

      “Peter. Your son. His apparition saw everything,” Evelyn said.

      Mr. Calhoon’s lip quivered. “You’re a psychopath, just like your father.”

      With a powerful shove, he pushed Evelyn onto the front lawn. She landed on her bottom and glared at him as he slammed the door. Clenching the brick, she guessed it wouldn’t be hard to break the window from here. What are you doing, Evelyn? an internal voice asked her. She forced herself up, quickly brushed off the dirt, and then returned to her minivan before she did something stupid.

      She pulled into a gas station. Under the dim light over the awning, she rested her back against the minivan and pinched the bridge of her nose as the gas pump refilled her car. You need to slow down, she told herself. Eyes closed, she saw Stephen Doyle’s head exploding and felt his warm blood cascading down her face. She had him at gunpoint. Her father, a shell of a man with a beard-covered face, pulled the trigger without hesitation. Was Lily covering for Maxwell this whole time? Was Evelyn trying to prove the innocence of a serial killer?

      No, she had to trust her gut.

      Currently, her gut told that her Calhoon was going to do something stupid. Evelyn needed to stop that, and the best way to do so would be to get people looking at him. If he knew the police were watching him, he wouldn’t make a move, or, at the very least, he might hesitate.

      Evelyn pulled out her phone and dialed Officer Bailey.

      “Yeah?” the woman answered sleepily.

      “It’s Evelyn. I have an idea who threw that brick.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “It’s Calhoon. We had a falling out recently. He may try to get back at me.”

      “We’ll talk to him tomorrow.”  

      Evelyn thanked her and hung up. She pulled up Sheriff Yates’s number. On a number of occasions, he’d claimed to be a friend of the Quenbys, praising their donations to the department. Nonetheless, Evelyn didn’t trust any of the men who had attempted to bribe her out of town.

      Pulling the pump out of her vehicle, Evelyn listened to the ringing. She was patched into the sheriff’s office. Sunshine wasn’t working this late. A different receptionist took her call.

      “I need to speak to Yates,”

      “He’s not in right now.”

      “It’s an emergency. Tell him it’s Evelyn Carr.”

      With hesitation, the night worker put Evelyn on hold. By the time she was on the road, Sheriff Yates answered. “I usually don’t take calls this late. Consider yourself a lucky lady.”

      Evelyn told him about the brick and Calhoon, ending with, “You said people would come after me because of what my father has done. Now, I’m asking for your help.”

      “You sure it was Calhoon?”

      “I’m positive.” Evelyn would’ve shown him the burner phone’s GPS path, but the evidence would be inadmissible because of its illegal nature.

      “Hmm,” Yates said contemplatively. “I have to say, Evelyn. Maybe this is a sign.”

      “A what?”

      “Maybe instead of going on a witch hunt, you and Terrence, you know, end your vacation early.”  

      “You’re saying I should run away?” Evelyn asked. “Why can’t you talk to Calhoon? Tell him you have an eye on him. Scare him a little bit.”

      “Yeah, and then someone else who hates you will rise up and take his place. You want my two cents: contact Mayor Timberland. He’ll probably offer you a fourth of the price for the property since you offended him, but take it anyway and skedaddle. There’s nothing here for you.”

      “You said you were a friend of my family.”

      “I’m a friend of their money,” the sheriff said honestly. “And that well dried up a long time ago.”

      “Wow,” Evelyn replied, pulling off to the side of the road. “You’re really something else, Sheriff.”

      “Hey now, don’t blame me. I told you our community was a fragile thing, and clearly you don’t fit in the bubble. I would say that it’s only a suggestion that you leave but...”

      “So that’s it then? Because of my father’s supposed crimes, I’m the one who suffers.”

      “You know it’s more than that. You disturb the peace, and Adders wouldn’t be Adders without its peace and quiet. Now rest up. I imagine you’ve got a lot to pack tomorrow.”

      “I’m not leaving until I prove my father’s innocence,” Evelyn stated. “Or until I find Bella Day. Remember her? The nine-year-old we’re looking for. No, I guess she doesn’t matter. It’s only me and the breath in my lungs that disturbs the peace.”

      “Have a good night, Evelyn,” the sheriff said coldly and hung up.

      Evelyn rested her forehead on the steering wheel. Another burned bridge. After a moment to reflect on the conversation, Evelyn returned to Quenby House. She arrived after midnight and looked up at the mansion under the moon’s glow. Drooping white flowers dangled from the vines that twisted around the mighty colonnades and suffocated the building’s white paint. Letting out an exasperated sigh, she marched up the steps and went inside.

      She knocked on Terrence’s bedroom door.

      “Come in,” he said.

      Evelyn found him seated in bed, resting his back on the backboard and a laptop on his outstretched legs. He wore a white t-shirt and boxers. “You look worried.”

      “Really?” Evelyn replied sarcastically. “The sheriff told us to buzz off. He’s not going to help us find the culprit.”

      “Yates?” Terrence cursed. “He must’ve been upset we didn’t sell.”

      “I’m sorry, Terrence,” Evelyn apologized. “I was selfish and bullheaded. We should’ve taken the money.”

      Terrence looked like he was squirming to say something, but didn’t. He asked, “What about the victims? Bella Day? Your father? Why are you having doubt now?”

      “I’m chasing ghosts,” Evelyn admitted. “Literally. Figuratively.” Evelyn chuckled at the ridiculousness of the situation. “I’m giving this case my all, and my reward is a bus ticket the hell out of here.”  

      Terrence set aside his computer. “The Evelyn I knew never worried about the payout. It’s always been about helping others. Sticking up for the little man.”

      “I don’t know, Terrence. I’m tired of all of it. It’s like I’m running, but I’m not going anywhere.”

      Terrence gestured for her to come over.

      Hesitant and guilt-ridden, she made her way to the side of the bed. Terrence squeezed her hand. “I haven’t been completely honest with you.”

      Evelyn crinkled her brows.

      “When those guys showed up last night, they told me about how they wanted to buy the house way before dinner. I was half-tempted to sign off there and then, but I knew your father gave this place to you. Heck, it was the only thing your father ever gave you. When you arrived, I needed to see your reaction to the men’s offer. Your response wasn’t what, um, I had hoped. Still isn’t, but this land, it's yours, Evelyn. And though I don’t agree with your choice, I respect it. Because at the end of the day, we’re going to be the only ones in the world that knew what you did for the people downstairs, not for a reward or fame, but because it's the right thing to do.”

      “Thanks.” Evelyn sat down next to him. He scooted over, giving her room to lay down beside him. Evelyn smiled at the situation, knowing that the twin bed was too small for the both of them.

      “Yeah, I don’t know how well this sleeping arrangement is going to work,” Terrence said jokingly as he struggled to keep both legs on the bed.

      “You could come back to my room.”

      “Nervous that Alannah’s going to try to seduce me?”

      “Should I be?” Evelyn asked with a small smile.

      “She did say she liked my cowboy hat.”

      “That’s it. I’m never letting you out of my sight again.”

      They snuggled on the tiny bed. Evelyn knew one thing: come hell or high water, they’d have each other.

      Evelyn woke up hours before sunrise. She untangled herself from her husband and cringed as she stood up from the creaking bed. Seeing that Terrence was still fast asleep, she headed downstairs. With a pensive look, she studied the plastic sheeting on the two front windows. The killer didn’t need to use a secret passageway; he could simply step inside. That was not a jolly thought. She headed to the kitchen and poured a glass of orange juice. By the tightness in her gut, she remembered how little she ate yesterday. That reminded her…

      She found her purse and pulled out her tablet. With the light still off, she sat in the study on a cracked leather office chair. Yawning, she loaded up her tracking app. That’s odd, she thought. Calhoon’s vehicle was parked in a field a dozen miles from his house. Evelyn checked the clock. 5:01 a.m. She checked on Mayor Timberland’s car. He was parked in the same field. Quickly, Evelyn cycled to Dr. Gregory. They were all in the same location. Deputy Painter and Sheriff Yates were the only ones she wasn’t sure about, because she never got a chance to put trackers on them.

      Unsure how much time she had, Evelyn rushed out of the study, threw on some dark clothes, put her blonde hair into a ponytail, and grabbed her extendable baton. She thought about waking Terrence but didn’t want to wait for the men’s meet to adjourn. Groaning, Evelyn left her husband to his sleep and sped down the road.

      Inky blackness shrouded Adders. Outside of her headlight beams, she could barely make out the silhouettes of trees and farmlands. The moon was almost full, and the universe painted the dark sky. Evelyn drove past the mayor’s property. She turned into a dirt road that had a metal guard blocking the path. Evelyn got out of her car. There was a chain, but the gate wasn’t locked. Quietly, Evelyn put her hands on the metal bar and pushed it open. When she had enough for her van to fit through, she climbed back into her vehicle and continued onward.

      A thin line of skinny trees flanked either side of the road. Behind them, cattle pastures sprawled into the darkness. Evelyn turned off her headlight and quietly rolled her van forward.

      She saw the barn appear as she rounded the road’s bend. It was a big red building with an A-frame tin roof and massive double doors. Rays of light burst from the thin gaps of the tall vertical slats that made up the walls. Metal mesh fence with chipped posts bordered the barn from three sides.

      Timberland’s red sports car, Calhoon’s Lexus, Gregory's BMW, and two sheriff cruisers were parked outside. The whole gang. Evelyn reversed her minivan and parked it on the other side of the bend to make sure that if the men walked out of the barn, they wouldn’t immediately spot her vehicle. Under the cover of night, Evelyn scurried over to the barn. She weaved through the parked cars and slowed in front of the structure. Calming herself, she peeked through the gap between the double doors. The light inside reflected on her blue iris.

      The interior consisted of two rows of cattle pens, one on the right wall and one on the left. They had closed wooden gates but currently held no livestock. Packed dirt and straw made up the path between them. It led to a small table near the back where the five men sat. Evelyn could hear their voices, but she was too far to decipher the words. A loft formed a U above. The bottom--the widest portion and full of haystacks--hovered over the table. One ladder could access it from the inside.

      Evelyn pulled away from the gap and snuck around the side of the barn. There was a chicken coop attached to the side of the building and a stack of pallets nearby. Carefully, Evelyn climbed the pallets, feeling them wobble beneath her feet. When she found her balance, she pulled herself up onto the chicken coop. The tin roof bent in for a moment and then popped back into place. Evelyn froze, waiting to see if any one of the men had heard it. It didn’t seem like it. She’d need to be quieter. Putting the ball of her hands against the roof’s edge, she pulled up, sliding her torso onto the roof’s edge. With slow and controlled steps, she walked the incline to the place where the loft jutted out of the rest of the room. There was a window on the left and right side. Evelyn approached the nearest one. One of the four glass panes had been knocked out. The others remained. Evelyn heard the voices clearer, but not clear enough. She needed to get inside. Using a point of her pocketknife, she loosened another pane. She threw it like a Frisbee into a bush and did the same to the other panels. When she cleared out the glass, she pulled out the window plus-shaped pane divider and crawled inside.

      Using hay bales as steps, she walked down to the loft’s floor. She pulled out her cell phone, got on her knees and elbows, and filmed through a crack in the floor.

      Deputy Painter leaned back in a rusty metal chair with his boots on the cracked circular table. His felt hat rested beside his feet on the table. He said, “Let me take care of her personally.”

      Sheriff Yates, sitting beside him, pushed the deputy’s feet off the table. Painter almost flipped backward. He caught himself and glared at the sheriff.

      “There are much cleaner ways of handling things,” Yates told him. “I brought in this meth head the other day. It wouldn’t be hard to plant some of his product in her possession.”

      “But that’s only temporary,” Painter argued.

      Mayor Timberland sat on the chair opposite of him. “I agree. She is dangerously close to learning the truth and needs to be dealt with permanently.”

      “Yeah, and now Maxwell’s killing again,” Painter added. “Maybe with her help.”

      Standing away from others, Dr. Gregory shook his head. “Evelyn isn’t the problem. It’s Maxwell. He’s back. We all know it.”

      “One girl goes missing and now it’s Maxwell,” Timberland said with doubt.

      “I’m a man of certainties, Joshua,” Gregory stated. “Maxwell is our killer. We knew it then and we know it now.”

      “Be that as it may, you can’t deny that Evelyn’s a threat,” Timberland said.

      Gregory pursed his lips.

      Mr. Calhoon, seated at the table, lifted his face from his hands. “I wish we dealt with Max when we had the chance. Put a bullet in his brain.”

      “What he knew mattered too much,” Timberland replied.

      Deputy Painter scoffed. “It was a lack of commitment that allowed the snake to escape us.”

      “We should’ve just burned down the whole plantation,” Mr. Calhoon said. “Toasted him in those passageways he adored so much.”

      “I’m glad we didn’t,” Timberland said. “Because all the blackmail he has could still be inside. I don’t care what the bastard said. There’s no way he’d destroy his family’s work.”

      Yates sniffed his coffee, seemingly getting rid of all his stress. “Instead of going around in circles for another two hours, we just need to decide what we want to do about Evelyn. Eventually, she’ll figure out what we did to her father. Worse, finds out he’s alive, and then we’re really screwed.”

      Painter leaned back, arms behind his head, and looked up at the crack on the floor and directly at Evelyn.
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      Evelyn pulled her face away from the crack. Her heart raced. Painter got out of his chair, keeping an eye on the loft above his head. The other men looked at him inquisitively. Evelyn slowly stood. The floor creaked beneath her feet. All of the men turned their eyes to the loft.

      “Is there someone up there?” one of them asked the others.

      Silent as death, Deputy Painter climbed the ladder. The rungs groaned under every step.

      Evelyn’s stomach dropped.

      Sticking her phone in her pocket, she dashed for the window.

      Painter quickened his pace.

      Evelyn slid down the inclined tin roof.

      Footsteps stomped through the loft behind her.

      When Evelyn reached the end of the roof, she jumped off. The ground came up much quicker than she would’ve liked. It was a twelve-foot drop. She got a few bruises, but nothing felt broken. Evelyn pushed her body off the dewy grass. The sky was turning from black to indigo. Evelyn raced around the front of the barn as Painter peered out of the broken window.

      Shouts sounded in the barn.

      Evelyn weaved back through the cars. The barn door opened as Evelyn rounded the bend on the dirt path. She unlocked her car with the clicker and clambered inside. She turned the ignition and floored the gas petal. Kicking up dust and pebbles, the minivan skidded down the dirt path and onto the main road.

      Evelyn constantly glanced back in the rearview mirror as she got farther and farther away. It didn’t look like she was being followed. Nonetheless, Evelyn couldn’t tell herself to slow down. When the barn was miles behind, Evelyn reached for her cell phone and the incriminating evidence inside.

      She felt her coat pockets. It wasn’t there. I thought… she tried her front and back jean pockets. Wallet, but no cell phone. She lifted her bottom a few inches off the chair and felt around beneath her. Nothing. She checked the cubby at her feet. Nope.

      Dread flooded over Evelyn. She tried to remember where she could’ve lost it. It had to have been when she was sliding down the roof or when she jumped. I have to go back. Evelyn pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant. She withdrew her tablet from her purse and tracked the men’s cars. They were dispersing. Two were coming her way and one going the other, with no way of knowing about Painter or Yates.

      Evelyn turned off her minivan and stayed parked in front of the restaurant as Timberland’s red sports car raced by. Soon after, one of the sheriff’s cruisers zipped down the street. Evelyn watched them vanish. She restarted her van and returned to the main road. Looking both ways, Evelyn went back the way she came down the field-flanked road

      Driving the speed limit and trying to appear inconspicuous, Evelyn returned to the dirt road. The sun cast its golden rays. Evelyn parked in front of the gate to the dirt road. The chain locked it to a metal post. Evelyn would have to walk in.

      She ducked under the rail and jogged down the dirt path. She was out of breath by the time she arrived at the vacant barn. Pacing across the place where the cars had been parked, she searched the ground for her cell. After a few minutes and no results, she wondered around the side of the barn. It seemed like the most logical conclusion. Evelyn slowly walked back and forth in the grass. No luck. She climbed up to the coop and peeked at the roof. No sign of it. She returned to the loft. Hay bales, loose straw, still no cell phone.

      Evelyn ran her hand up her scalp. This is bad. Very bad.

      Winded, she arrived back at the minivan empty-handed. She pulled out her tracker app, wondering if she still had her own phone’s data on there. She did. Evelyn followed the blip down the opposite side of the road where she came from. Before she could overlay and see which man’s car it was in, her phone blip disappeared.

      “Oh come on!” She tried restarting her tablet and walked around, searching for a signal. She got a bar, but her blip wouldn’t return. The revelation hit her. They broke my SIM card.

      Evelyn didn’t know why they broke it, but they wouldn’t have done so unless they knew she was filming. She had assumed that any or all of them now knew she was spying on them. Evelyn chewed on her nail and rushed home.

      She didn’t waste time closing her van’s door. She sprinted inside and upstairs to the guest bedroom. She burst through the door. Terrence shot out of bed with an alarmed look on his face.

      “Dang, Eve!” Terrence yelled. “You nearly scared me half to death!”

      “Terrence, I messed up,” Evelyn said breathlessly. She told him what happened back at the barn.

      Terrence covered his mouth and averted his eyes. After a long while, he pulled his hand away from his face. “Yeah, that’s not good. Do we have any idea who took it?”

      “It doesn’t matter. They could’ve told the others. We need to assume the worst.”

      “Let’s get a hold of Officer Bailey,” Terrence said, trying to think up a game plan. “She can… you can tell her your testimony.”

      “I suppose, but I don’t expect her to buy it,” Evelyn replied.

      “It’s that or run,” said Terrence, putting on his pants.

      “Make the call,” Evelyn pulled out the policewoman’s card.

      Upon hearing what they were talking about, Bailey shut them up. “Don’t say any more over the phone. Come to the station. We’ll talk in private.”

      Not wasting time on a shower or to change her clothes, Evelyn headed to the police station. Terrence drove, giving Evelyn a little time to recover. It seemed like she hadn’t breathed normally since she left the barn.

      The police station was a little bigger than the sheriff’s department, but not by much. It was still a single-story rectangular building, but just had a little more to it. It had a large flagpole outside the front of the building. Two flags flapped in the wind: the American one and the Georgia State flag.

      Keeping as calm as they could, Terrence and Evelyn walked side by side through the double doors with the police department’s decal over it. The bullpen was relatively compact, with only a few officers manning desks. There was a receiving desk manned by a male officer with glasses whose frames looked like orange slices. His hair was a malt gray color, and his stern expression made Evelyn miss pretty desk girl Sunshine back at the sheriff’s department.

      As Terrence was about to speak to him, Office Bailey approached and gestured for them to follow her. Her frizzy red hair was in a tight bun on the back of her head. Officer Davis hunched over a desk, with his eyes locked on the outdated, box-shaped computer monitor. When he saw them pass, he stopped clicking on the keyboard and followed them into the unused interrogation room.

      Bailey told Davis to check the observation room and make sure this meeting wasn’t recorded. None of them said a word until Davis returned. Though there was a table and chairs, no one sat.

      “Mr. Calhoon, Mayor Timberland, Dr. Gregory, Sheriff Yates, and Deputy Painter. Those are the men,” Evelyn explained.

      “You sure?” Bailey asked.

      “I had them on video before the footage was destroyed.” Evelyn gestured to herself. “Look at me. You think I would’ve come out here covered in dirt if I wasn’t serious?”

      Davis traded looks with Bailey and then locked eyes with Evelyn. “You saw the Mayor and Sheriff Yates, in the same room, plotting your murder and conversing about how they killed your father?”

      “In a sense, sure.” Evelyn crossed her hands over her chest and chewed her thumbnails.

      “Ah,” the officers said condescendingly.

      “Hey, we wouldn’t lie about this,” Terrence declared.

      “It’s just as far as tall tales go, this one takes the cake,” Bailey said.

      Her partner seemed to agree. “And your convicting video record was conveniently destroyed so you have no evidence to support these claims.”

      Terrence twisted around and rubbed his hands up his bald head.

      Evelyn took a breath. “What do we need to do to convince you?”

      The duo of officers thought for a moment. Bailey spoke up. “You say your father is alive. Bring him in. Let us hear his testimony, and you may have a case. Otherwise, there’s nothing we can do.”

      The drive back to Quenby didn’t inspire confidence. Evelyn propped her head against the window and watched the world blur by.

      Terrence put his hand on her thigh. “We’ll find a way.”

      Evelyn kept her mouth closed. It felt like some invisible force was pushing down on her, seconds away from crushing her scarred body.

      Quenby House came into view. Horrified, Terrence leaned over the steering wheel as the van came to a stop. Evelyn straightened her posture and saw what terrified her husband.

      Blood.

      Thick and dark red, it splattered on the steps leading to the mansion and splashed across the front door, as if someone had slung gallons of crimson paint on the porch and door. Evelyn quickly exited the car. Terrence followed. With cautious steps, they hiked the steps and avoided the dripping blood. By the looks of it, someone had splashed it here within the hour.

      They reached the front door. Painted in the blood and lopsided, the word “LEAVE” looked directly at Terrence and Evelyn. Nearby, a black bird cawed. The breeze ruffled Evelyn’s blonde hair. There must’ve been at least two gallons of blood.

      “Is it real?” Terrence asked soberly.

      Evelyn outstretched her bony finger and dipped into the letter L. She brought back her red fingertip to her nose and sniffed. She turned to Terrence and nodded.  

      Terrence cursed softly and then loudly. He turned back to the red brick path flanked by old oaks and at the single lane road beyond.

      Evelyn dialed 9-1-1.

      Screaming sirens were followed by two squad cars. The first car hailed from the police department. The other ventured from the sheriff’s office.

      Officers Bailey and Davis stepped out of their car while Deputy Painter and Sheriff Yates stepped out of his.

      With his eyes, Davis traced the messy trail of blood to the front door. He spat dip spit into a bottle.

      Bailey directed her attention on Yates. “What are you doing here, Sheriff?”

      Yates took a sip from a fat thermos. By his joyous expression, it seemed like he was drinking the manna from heaven. “I promised the Carrs that I’d look after them if anything happened. A sheriff keeps his promises.”

      “That’s fine and dandy, but Davis and I got this covered,” Bailey argued.

      With lust, Deputy Painter observed Bailey’s body that looked very blocky in her uniform. “We won’t be long, sweetheart.”

      Yates hiked up the steps, careful not to get his polished boots bloody. He looked at the door and took another gulp. “Looks like cow blood.”

      “How do you know?” Evelyn replied, keeping her expression hard.

      Yates smiled at her. “Just a guess.”

      “Probably should’ve sold the house,” Painter added, his left boot slight stepping in the blood. Red partial boot prints followed his trek through the double colonnades and to the front door. Officers Bailey and Davis eyed him suspiciously.

      Bailey studied the word “leave” written in blood. “I ain’t ever seen anything like this before.”

      Yates nodded. “Bad omen. Mrs. Carr, I know of a few motels you might be interested in staying at for a number of days. I know money is a little tight for you at the moment. So, on behalf of the sheriff’s department, I am offering to cover the expenses.”

      “You know,” Evelyn said and wrapped her arm around Terrence’s lower back. “I think my husband and I are fine right here.”

      Terrence glared at her. “Evelyn,” he nudged. “They’re offering to cover our expenses. Maybe we should listen to them.”

      Bailey read the word again and shook her head. With a pitying look, she said to Evelyn, “I have to agree with Sheriff Yates. I don’t believe this place is safe anymore. Tell us your motel and room number when you make a decision and we’ll provide the necessary protection.”

      Painter agreed. “Yep, we’ll make sure you’re taken care of. There are some real creeps out here. You never know who might show up.”

      Evelyn cast her eyes down to the cow’s blood, just imagining the figure pouring it from a bucket as he walked backwards up the stairs. She glanced at her watch. It was almost eleven in the morning.

      “You want us to drive you over to the motel now?” Yates asked politely. “We can wait here until you pack your things.”

      Officer Bailey smiled falsely at the sheriff. “We’ll take her. Y’all got work to do.”

      “Every one of you can leave,” Evelyn said. “Terrence and I need to clean this mess up.”

      “We need to wait for Forensics to get samples first,” said officer Davis.

      “The sheriff is probably right,” Evelyn said. “It’s likely just cow blood. I should clean it before it ruins the hardwood.”

      “While we’re waiting, you can pack,” Yates suggested.

      “Good idea,” Terrence said, obviously wanting to get away from the blood.

      Evelyn nodded at the officers. With Terrence, Evelyn left the officers, deputy, and sheriff behind. Her walk turned into a jog as she rounded the bend of the massive house. Running between the vine-covered left wall and the line of tall trees, she reached the side door to the kitchen and hustled inside. Once Terrence entered, Evelyn closed the door, locked it, and pressed her back against it.

      “We need to leave, Terrence,” Evelyn said as directly as she could.

      “I think that’s a brilliant idea,” her husband replied, using a rag lying on the stove handle to pat down his sweaty face. “You’re not thinking about going to the motel though, right? I only went along with it to play village idiot. It really sounds like a trap.”

      “Probably because it is,” Evelyn paced. “Within six hours of learning of their conspiracy, they’re already making their moves. I underestimated them. Big time.”

      “You think they’ll try to kill us?” Terrence asked awkwardly, as if he didn’t believe the words.

      “I don’t know, but they’re royally pissed. After Forensics comes and does their thing, we’ll grab anything that can fit into our minivan and get out of town.”

      “What about the victims?” Terrence asked. Evelyn could tell he was more concerned with Evelyn than helping the ghosts. “We turned down millions of dollars to help them.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe we can come back later,” Evelyn hated saying it. It felt like she was going against everything that defined her by leaving the job unfinished. Nonetheless, she couldn’t deny her fear any longer. These men that tried to kill her father were nearly untouchable, and now they had Evelyn in their crosshairs. They could wait until Bailey and Davis left and put a bullet in Evelyn and Terrence’s heads, hide the bodies, and get rid of the minivan. To the world, it would look like the Carrs had left town. There wouldn’t be any need to warrant an investigation. That was the worst-case scenario, of course, but Evelyn would be an idiot if she didn’t recognize the possibility of such a thing.

      “I’m going to call Mayor Timberland,” Terrence said. “See if he’s still willing to buy the place. Is that alright with you?”

      Feeling her heart twisting inside, Evelyn gestured for him to proceed. You’re not a bad person, Evelyn told herself. You’re doing what you can to survive. The dead aren’t going anywhere. You can come back when the situation has mellowed out. As much as the internal dialogue gave her some justification for her actions, she knew that the moment she left Adders behind, she would never be able to bring herself to return. Too many bad memories. Too many possibilities for things to go wrong. While she was here, there was a sense of urgency, one that pulled on her like a strong wind. She felt it now, stronger than ever. Hurry up and make the call, Terrence, before I put us any more at risk.

      “Timberland speaking,” a voice said on the other end of the phone.

      Terrence put the phone on speaker and placed it on the large kitchen island. “Hey, Mayor Timberland. This is Terrence Carr. I was hoping you’d have a moment to talk about the Quenby property.”

      “What’s there to talk about?” the man said gruffly. “Your wife turned down the money.”

      “Yeah, uh, that’s why I’m calling,” Terrence said with a nervous chuckle. “We’ve had some time to reconsider your proposal and would like to sell the property. Right now, if you wish.”

      The line went quiet on Timberland’s end.

      “Hello?” Terrence asked. “You still there?”

      “Tell your wife that she has made her decision,” Timberland said spitefully. “We don’t want the property anymore.”

      Evelyn spoke into the phone. “A million dollars, it’s yours and we leave right now. Forever.”

      “No.” The mayor’s voice thundered through the large, empty kitchen. “You made your bed, Mrs. Carr. Lie in it.”

      The line went dead.

      Evelyn and Terrence stood in silence for a long moment.

      Terrence put his phone away. “Well, it’s not exactly how I thought our vacation would turn out.”

      The forensics team from the state arrived and took the necessary blood samples and photographs. Evelyn and Terrence watched them leave.

      “Last call,” Sheriff Yates said. “I can take you to the best motel in town.”

      “Thanks for the offer, Sheriff,” Terrence said, shaking the man’s hand. “We’ll find our own.”

      The sheriff smiled at them, though the motive behind it couldn’t be interpreted. Was it spiteful? Disappointed? Happy?

      He and Deputy Painter ducked into their squad car and left Quenby. Officers Bailey and Davis followed, but not before saying, “You bring us solid proof, we’ll make the case for you, but we need your father.”

      Terrence waved them goodbye. Evelyn didn’t say anything. She stood under the shadow of the mansion, wondering if it was even worth it to clean up the blood. Probably not. She returned inside.

      The phantoms waited in the foyer, standing just under the interior balcony.

      “We’re going,” Evelyn told them, already thinking about all the sleep she’d get back in her small Detroit flat.

      “Without the money?” Barker exclaimed. He wiped away the blood on his lip with the top of his hand.

      Evelyn took a deep breath and nodded. “It didn’t work out. Hell, you can have the place if you want it.”  

      Zoey scoffed and shook her head. “After all that you’ve done, you’re leaving?”

      Evelyn felt her blood pressure rising. “Maybe you haven’t noticed the blood on our door or the brick dashed through our window?”

      The victims looked at her with pursed lips and bleeding wounds.

      Evelyn continued. “I did everything I could to help you. I risked my life. I turned down the fortune I needed to start a family of my own. I’m sorry, but I can’t offer anything else.”

      “But you’re so close, darling,” Alannah said with her normal sultry tone.

      “To what?” Evelyn asked. “Solving your murder? Finding the killer? Saving Bella? There’s only one person who might be able to help us, and we have no means of finding him.”

      Terrence took a step forward and spoke to the phantoms. “We tried, but it's time to move on.”  

      Zoey gnashed her teeth. She fidgeted as Evelyn and Terrence started up the stairs. “Wait!” Zoey called out.

      Evelyn let go of the curved stairs handrail and looked at the goth.

      “Let’s do what Mary Sullivan did,” Zoey declared.

      Everyone in the room gave her their attention.

      The fifteen-year-old girl clad in black continued speaking. “She was able to…guide you.”

      “Possess us,” Evelyn clarified. “While we slept and while we were awake. How will that help?”

      “It will allow us to leave this house. To see the outside world,” said Zoey.

      Barker puffed smoke from his pipe. “That’s a possibility. Seven pairs of eyes are better than two.”

      “If we even have the strength to do it,” Peter said. The young football player put his one good hand on a nearby vase stand. “Something about Mary made her stronger than us.”

      “I don’t believe that to be true,” Alannah said. She glanced at Terrence on the stairs.  “We’ve never realized our full potential because we never had a chance to.”

      Evelyn looked at them with doubt. “We’re still marching out into miles of woods. How will you know where to find Maxwell?”

      Barker lowered his pipe to his chest. “I know you living folk look different than us. When you’re nearby, we can always sense you.”

      Terrence shuddered. “That’s a terrifying revelation.”

      “Tell me about it,” Barker replied. “If it works the same out there, we could potentially know if Maxwell or someone else is nearby even if we don’t see them.”

      Evelyn contemplated what the phantoms were asking.

      Terrence shook his head in disbelief. “Yeah, I’d rather not have anyone possessing me.”

      Evelyn locked eyes with Zoey. “How can you guarantee we’ll be free after it’s all said and done?”

      “Because we want to get home as much as you do,” Zoey said. “If we can’t find Maxwell, then you and Terrence are free to leave.”

      “We were always free to leave,” Terrence replied. “Right?”

      Zoey glared at him. “Leave guilt free.”

      “Evelyn,” Terrence said. “This is a stupid idea.”

      Evelyn walked back through the foyer floor. She glanced up at the angels in the door above, hoping that somewhere, a higher power was looking down on her. “If this fails and we come home tonight to the five men that tried to kill my father, I need you to promise me that you will put a stop to them if necessary.”

      “We can certainly try,” Barker said.

      Winslow nodded rapidly in agreement.

      Terrence walked to his wife and put his hands on her shoulders. “Eve, let’s go upstairs and pack before it's too late.”

      Evelyn gave Terrence a soft smile and looked into his tired, handsome dark eyes. “Our life has been a whirlwind since the first day we showed up. This is our chance to finally get some answers. To find my father.”

      Terrence glanced up the phantoms standing shoulder-to-shoulder in a line and then back to Evelyn. “I’ll only do this under one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “We leave all this risk-taking behind and start a quiet little family.”

      “I’d like that.” Evelyn smiled at him. They let go of one another and turned to the five bloodied individuals before them. “How will this work?”

      The ghosts approached them. Their movements were in sync with one another. They formed a circle around Evelyn and Terrence directly below the chandelier.

      “Hold still,” Zoey said.

      Evelyn blinked. She felt the ground moved beneath her feet. Suddenly, she saw double of Zoey and the other ghosts. Their doppelgangers overlapped one another as they walked in a circle. Terrence wobbled in place. He hunched over and dry heaved. Evelyn felt something punch her chest, sucking the breath out of her lungs. She dropped to a kneeling position. Candlelight illuminated the foyer around her. She heard piano music but couldn’t recognize the song.

      Men in tops hats and jackets with long coat tails strolled by, with their arms locked with women in long dresses. Their faces were distorted, but they tracked Evelyn as they walked through the party that was now under way. Evelyn smelled cigarette and strong perfume. She blinked and the foyer was empty and dim, just how it was before she spoke to the phantoms. No music. No laughter. No odd smells. No people. Something pulled at her. It was Zoey. The girl clasped Evelyn’s hand in her own and led her out the front door, like how a child pulled at her mother.

      Walking through the splattered cow’s blood, Evelyn looked out from behind the towering colonnade in front of her and at the bright sun. Terrence was moving ahead of her, being pulled by Alannah. They bounced down the few porch steps and onto the circular brick landing.

      In an instant, blurred-face figures in fancy 19th and 20th-century attire filled the brick road in wonderfully-crafted, horse-drawn buggies. One of the horses passed by Evelyn and breathed her nostrils at her face. Evelyn smelled the wretched odor and stared into the horse’s eyes. They were a spiraling black hole.

      Evelyn pulled her gaze away, and the afternoon returned to normal. Her feet took her beside the house. From the first floor to the attic, figures were silhouetted in the windows of Quenby House.

      Evelyn shut her eyes and reopened them to the cotton field. Slaves in loose white shirts and brown pants plucked at the thorny crop while turning their distorted faces to Evelyn. There were seven in all, and each at a different distance. Evelyn tried to talk to one of them, but could not. She heard Zoey’s voice in her mind. “Leave them be. They’re nothing but memories of their former lives. Fragments, if that makes more sense, left behind when their living counterpart cast off of this plane. I don’t know if they're good or bad, or why they stayed, but they’re always around.”

      “How do you know this?” Evelyn asked.

      “I can’t say. I just… do.”

      The woods came into view, meaning Evelyn had blacked out for at least six acres’ worth of land. Terrence stayed ahead, Alannah still pulling him by the hand. Peter walked a few feet away, but there seemed to be some white cord connecting him to Terrence’s body. The farther Peter walked away, the farther the cord stretched. It looked like it didn’t have a limit.

      A pack of deer darted past. Their beautiful brown and white skin was mutilated by bullets. One had an exposed portion on its ribs. The breeze swayed the flap of skin hanging in front. All the animals had eyes like spiraling black holes that seemed to drain Evelyn’s will the more she looked at them. Tattered-skinned squirrels scurried up trees. Decaying birds took flight across the indigo sky. In one second, the sun was high above. In the next, it was falling away.

      Evelyn glanced around the unfamiliar forest as tall trees cast large shadows over the endless underbrush. The usual animal cries and screeches filled the woodlands, but there were other, alien sounds too; things that Evelyn had never heard before. Sounds that she could never hope to imitate. Shadowy quadrupedal beings lumbered just out of view, some of them three times the size of a human being. Somehow, Evelyn knew they were ancient or otherworldly. The only one Evelyn saw had a face like a black vortex, endlessly spinning. Instinct caused Evelyn to turn away her gaze. She saw a few of her hairs fall from her own head and turn gray as they hit the dirt.  

      Clouds raced and morphed overhead like in a time lapse video.

      Sweat covered Evelyn’s body, but she suffered no fatigue. Though she walked on uneven ground and overfilled trees, she felt like she was floating across a flat plain. Like a speck in the woods, Winslow strolled. Evelyn traced the glowing cord snaking from his chest to the center of her own. A second cord grew out of her in the opposite direction, connecting her to Barker, who was five hundred feet to her right. Zoey continued pulling her along. Up ahead, Alannah did the same for Terrence with Peter tethered to him.

      Instantly, it was night.

      The woods seemed much more active now. New, terrifying cries and twisted shadows ruled the woodlands. Evelyn could only really see the glowing cords coming out of her and Terrence. Dozens of circular red dots spotted the darkness far up ahead. Zoey turned Evelyn in a different direction. Evelyn swore the teenage whispered the word, “eyes.”

      “What is this place?” Evelyn finally mustered the courage to ask.  

      “The woods,” the girl in black replied. “You’re seeing it for what it really is.”

      Evelyn thought her heart rate would quicken at the statement, but it stayed at the same steady pace it had been since they left the mansion. She blinked again and all the stars were out, more than she’d ever seen before, and the moon was white and full, seemingly quadruple the size of what it should be.

      Suddenly, Terrence took off into a sprint. He and Alannah ran out of sight.

      “What’s happening?” Evelyn asked.

      “They found something,” Zoey replied and started running. Evelyn couldn’t let go of the girl even if she tried. Her feet crushed felled leaves and twigs. She hurdled over a jagged tree stump and ran through a bush, blocking her face with the arm Zoey wasn’t pulling. A dirt path came into view. It appeared to be too wide to be a game trail.

      At the end of it was a small cabin. Yellow light bled from its windows. A skinny tower of smoke leaked from its tiny chimney.

      Zoey let go of Evelyn’s hand and turned back to her, finally giving Evelyn a view that wasn’t a bloody head wound.

      With wide eyes, the teenage said, “That’s Maxwell’s home.”
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      Zoey, Winslow, and Barker vanished. Evelyn collapsed in the middle of the trail. Her muscles ached. Her head screamed in pain. Tears blurred her vision. Up ahead, Terrence wobbled and caught himself on the trunk of a crooked tree. His cheeks were gaunt and his eyes sunken. A gray stripe painted the left side of his small chin beard.

      Under a normal-sized moon and black sky, he staggered over to Evelyn and dropped on his knees.

      “I am never doing that again,” he said as he helped lift Evelyn up. “You saw those creatures out there, right? Or was that just me?”

      Evelyn shook her head. “It wasn’t just you,” she said weakly. Her stomach grumbled. She felt like she had aged twenty years. The moment she stood, she wanted to fall back down again. “Do I look as bad as you?” she asked Terrence.

      He brushed aside strands of greasy blonde hair spit-glued to the corner of Evelyn’s mouth. “It’s what’s on the inside that counts,” he teased with a froggy voice.

      Leaning on one another, the couple shambled toward the solitary cabin.

      Sporting wooden walls and a pointed frame roof, the cabin stood in a small clearing that consisted of a tree stump scarred by an axe head, a tanning rack, a table with fat logs for chairs, a garden surrounded by a crooked wooden fence, and a red water pump with chipped paint. The building didn’t have a porch, and all the windows had wooden blinds preventing anyone from seeing within. The light inside flickered, hinting at an active fireplace and candles. There was a rusty 1950s Ford truck parked nearby. Heaven only knew if it still ran.

      “I wonder how far they took us?” Terrence asked as they neared the cabin’s front.

      Evelyn struggled. She was too exhausted to speak. Her once-steady heart rate was wonky, slow one moment and then fast the next. All she wanted to do was sleep for a week. “What time is it?”

      Wincing, Terrence fished out his cell phone from his jeans’ tight pocket. He held down the power button but it didn’t boot up.

      “Dead,” he said hopelessly. “Let’s hope your father doesn’t chase us out of here. Otherwise we’re screwed.”

      “Don’t joke like that,” Evelyn said as they stopped at the front door. She took inventory of her wrinkled and sweat-soaked shirt and pulled a twig from her hair. “Hi, Dad, it’s me, Evelyn. Yes, I am doing very well for myself.”

      Evelyn knocked on the door.

      “You think he’ll like me?” Terrence asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Terrence replied.

      “Just being realistic,” Evelyn said plainly. “Try to impress him. I don’t want to walk home.”

      Terrence chuckled. “If my parents could see me now. Voluntarily possessed, hallucinating, and about to meet the guy who blew off someone’s head in front of my wife. My pops would probably disown me. My ma would lock me in the church house.”

      “I won’t tell them,” Evelyn replied.

      It was official. They were both delirious.

      Evelyn knocked again.

      No response.

      “Hello?” Her voice cracked as she called out.

      Evelyn tried the knob. Her brows rose.

      “Unlocked,” she whispered.

      Evelyn pushed the door open and stepped into the one-room cabin. It had a kitchen area, fireplace, homemade table, and a ladder that climbed into a loft without a railing. From the front door, Evelyn saw the corners of a cot up there.

      “Maxwell?” she called out, feeling some déjà vu to Stephen Doyle’s trap. Only this time, Evelyn and Terrence had no firearms to defend themselves. If not for the spontaneity of the whole situation, Evelyn would’ve prepared more.

      “There’s no place to hide in here,” Terrence said, stretching out his palms in front of the active fireplace. Wood cracked under the small orange flame.

      Evelyn glanced around the kitchen. In place of a refrigerator was an old plastic beer cooler. Evelyn opened it, revealing fresh slabs of meat. She closed it and checked the cupboards. Hard0carved mugs and bowls sat within. In one of the drawers, she found rusty knives of all different varieties. Evelyn guessed they had been lost by hunters and found by her father. In another drawer, she found non-fiction history books and survival guides with pages torn out alongside various magazines pertaining to firearms and muscle cars. These, Evelyn assumed, were lost by hunters as well.

      “Should we go through all his stuff?” Terrence asked.

      Evelyn handed him a knife with black serrated edge and an olive-green handle. “Keep this on you. Just in case.”

      Hesitant, he accepted the blade and put it in the back of his jeans. Evelyn did the same.

      After, she climbed into the loft. It had a bed made of towels and tattered covers. As she climbed back down, the front door slung open.

      A tall man stood in the threshold. He wore faded camouflage pants and a jacket. His black boots had turned the color of wet ash. The toes of the right one peeled back, revealing a black sock with a hole on the big toe. Parted down the middle, thick, ash-colored hair ran down the man’s back and shoulders. A shaggy beard covered seventy percent of his skeletal face and flowed down his chest. Deep wrinkles etched his tan forehead, and out and around his eyes. In his skinny hands, he held a shotgun. The eye of the barrel was aimed directly at Terrence.

      Slowly, Terrence put his hands up. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      The man walked inside and used his foot to shut the door behind him. His shaggy mustache concealed his mouth, and his dark eyes made it hard to read his emotions.

      Making no sudden movements, Evelyn climbed down the ladder and stood next to Terrence. There was an awkward pause. Evelyn felt her throat go dry and her palms become sweaty. Is this man really him? Evelyn didn’t voice her doubts, she just pointed at herself. “It’s me. Evelyn.”

      The man said nothing.

      His unreadable gaze and the shotgun he held by his skinny hip didn’t make the encounter any easier.

      “This is my husband, Terrence.” Evelyn said, struggling to keep a strong demeanor. “Please lower the weapon.”

      Without clicking on the safety, the man rested the shotgun against his shoulder, the barrel pointed to the roof.

      Able to breathe again, Evelyn took a step toward him, but something about the man’s look gave her pause.

      “You are Maxwell, right?” Evelyn asked, unsure what to make of the wild man.

      The man opened his mouth, but no words came out.

      Terrence gently took Evelyn’s hand. “I don’t think he’s--”

      Evelyn cut him off by talking to the stranger. “Max, you saved my life. Don’t you remember? Say something. Please.”

      The man spoke with a gravelly tone. “Why did you come here?”

      It sounded like it was the first words he’d spoken in a decade.  

      “I needed to find you,” Evelyn explained. “We know you are innocent.”

      The man walked forward. Evelyn and Terrence took a step back. The man eyed them and put the shotgun on the table.

      “You are Maxwell Quenby?” Evelyn asked.

      The man locked his dark eyes with her. “Maxwell’s dead.”

      Evelyn’s heart sank. Her eyes watered.

      Terrence squeezed Evelyn’s hand by his side. “Then who are you?”

      “No one,” the man replied. He stood, his back to the table and within arm’s reach of the loaded shotgun. “Maxwell died in that house ten years ago. He’d like to stay dead.”

      “We didn’t come all this way to play mind games,” Evelyn said. “We need your help.”

      “Then you wasted your time,” the man said.

      If Terrence had hair, he’d be pulling it out. “Do you have any idea what we went through to find you? What Evelyn and I had to give up?”

      Evelyn stood and planted her feet. “We aren’t taking no for an answer.”

      The man set his jaw. “This is about the murders.”

      “That’s one facet of it,” Evelyn replied. “We also know the men who tried to kill you.”

      “Tried?” The man glared at her. “Did.”

      Evelyn felt herself becoming red. “You ran away. There’s a huge difference. Now, I have two officers back in town who are ready and willing to take down your testimony. We can put the men who did this to you behind bars. At least for a few years.”

      The man sat against the edge of the table. “That night. When they came into the house. I could’ve run anywhere I wanted.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Evelyn asked.

      “I wanted to be free,” the man said.

      “You could’ve been free anywhere in the world,” Evelyn said, not understanding.

      “Free of people,” the man elaborated. “Free of society. Free of my failures. Out here, there’s no Maxwell Quenby. There’s just me. Another beast in nature.”

      “Lily said you were dramatic,” Evelyn replied.

      The man tensed up at the name.

      “I saw her,” Evelyn said, off his expression. “We talked about you, her, and me.”

      The man’s eyes glossed over.

      “I forgave her,” Evelyn said. “I’m willing to forgive you, but I need you to come home.”

      “You don’t really mean that,” the man replied.

      Evelyn didn’t know how she pictured this encounter before coming here, but it certainly wasn’t like this. “I thought you’d be more excited. Wasn’t the whole reason you took Mary Sullivan and Zoey Pinkerton under your wing was to have a daughter of your own? I’m far from perfect, Maxwell, but I’m here.”

      Maxwell studied his tattered gloves. “I gave up the right to call you daughter.”

      “Lily forced your hand. You didn’t have a choice.”

      Maxwell glared at her. “There is always a choice.”

      “Make one now: come back with me and right your wrongs, or stay here and let us clean up your mess. After all, the men who were after you are now after me.”

      Maxwell tensed up. His hand involuntarily landed on the shotgun. His guilt and fear hung in the air like a cloud. “They’re…”

      Terrence nodded.

      “Evelyn, run away.” Maxwell implored. “Those men will not be trifled with and cannot be stopped.”

      Terrence locked his fingers with Evelyn. “Trust me, we’ve been thinking about it.”

      “You don’t understand,” Maxwell hissed.

      Evelyn let go of Terrence and put her hand in her pockets. “I know what I’m dealing with, and I know the solution to the problem: your testimony.”

      “I won’t give it,” Maxwell said defiantly.

      “You’re going to cower for another ten years?” Evelyn lashed out.

      “No, I won’t give it because I’ll be dead!”

      Silence filled the stuffy cabin.

      Calming down, Maxwell elaborated, “One of those men who came after me is responsible for the killings. He won’t hesitate to do the same to us, especially if he knows you're going to expose him.”

      “Who is it?” Terrence asked anxiously. “Timberland, Yates, Calhoon?”

      Maxwell shook his head. “I don’t know. I followed the missing persons’ trail myself. One of the men got wind of it, pinned the murders on me, and used that to rally the rest. I didn’t have any idea who it was until I saw the five of them burst into my private study and pull me out. I was able to slip out of their grasp and escape through the tunnel, but not without taking a hit.”

      He unzipped the top of his camouflage jacket and pulled down the neck of his shirt, revealing a deep slash running down his chest. “It cut from there to my belly. Adrenaline kept me going. I was able to clean it out with maggots when I got out into the woods.”

      “Oh,” Terrence said, looking queasy.

      “Were you aware of the bodies stored in your basement?” Evelyn asked suspiciously.

      Maxwell stared at her like he didn’t understand the words she just said.

      Evelyn elaborated. “Zoey Pinkerton, Winslow Darvey, James Barker, Peter Calhoon, and Alannah Gimmerson. I found their remains in a secret basement compartment. I know Lily vouched that you were with her during the murders, but how did the bodies go undiscovered, and which of the men would’ve known how to access the body dump?”

      Maxwell rubbed his hand over his chapped lips. “To answer your first question, I knew something was amiss. I could smell it. The mix of decay and strong perfume. However, I couldn’t find the source. After all these years, it finally makes sense.”

      “You know Quenby House better than anyone, how could you not know?” Evelyn asked.

      “The mansion has secrets even I’m only faintly aware of,” Maxwell explained. “You can choose not to believe me, but I’m telling the truth.”

      Evelyn studied the rugged man. Was Lily really covering for him? Evelyn didn’t know. He was a hard person to read.

      “As for who would’ve known of the passageways, I cannot say,” Maxwell continued. “None of them should’ve had that knowledge.”

      Evelyn processed the information for a moment before saying, “The killer’s identity won’t matter as much if we can put all five men behind bars, so let me ask you again, Maxwell: are you coming us?”

      “My advice for the two of you is to leave Adders.”

      “That’s a no, then?” Evelyn asked, irritated.

      “There’s nothing I can do that will change the past. Dead is dead.” He noticed Evelyn’s heavy frown. “I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      “Zoey,” Evelyn called out into the room. “Show yourself.”

      Stepping out of the far corner of the room, the goth girl made herself known. She sheepishly hid her hands in her black hoodie’s pocket and averted her eyes from Maxwell. “Hey.”

      Face turning pale, Maxwell staggered back, wobbling against the table. He grabbed the shotgun. With shaking hands, he held the weapon at his hip with the barrel pointed at Zoey.

      “It won’t do anything,” Zoey replied. She turned the back of her head to him, revealing the red gash.

      Maxwell bounced his dark eyes between Evelyn, Terrence, and the specter. He tried to speak.

      “I know,” Zoey said. “I didn’t expect to be around this long either.”

      Maxwell’s eyes went wet.

      “Maxwell,” Evelyn said softly. “This is why it matters that you help. If not for my sake, for theirs.”

      Suddenly, the cabin was swarmed with all five of the specters. Maxwell’s spine hit the closed door. The victims made a semicircle in the room. Evelyn and Terrence stayed still and calm, watching Maxwell’s reaction and recalling their own first encounter with the supernatural. Barker puffed his pipe, Alannah put her hands on her shapely hips, Winslow “smiled,” and Peter folded his arms behind his back to hide his stump.

      “Don’t be terrified, darling,” Alannah said. “We know you quite well.”

      Barker smiled to himself. “Yeah, telling him about all those nights you watched him sleep will really calm him down.”

      Peter took a step forward. Maxwell pressed himself closer against the door. “We would’ve revealed ourselves years ago, but we never knew how or when.”

      Maxwell gulped and turned to Evelyn. “Why are they…”

      “They can’t leave unless their killer is brought to justice,” Evelyn explained. “I didn’t know it for sure, but after Catherine and Stephen Doyle were taken out, Mary Sullivan was able to pass into the next life.”

      “Mary was killed at Quenby House?” Maxwell asked.

      Zoey smiled sympathetically. “We need your help, Max.”

      Maxwell lowered the gun. One step at a time, he walked to Zoey, put the weapon on the table, removed his glove, and reached out to touch her face. Zoey didn’t move. Maxwell’s hand phased through the teenager’s cheek. He quickly pulled back his hands a few inches and tried again, and hovered it on her cheek. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Me too,” Zoey replied. Suddenly, she hugged him. Maxwell stepped back at the unexpected weight. He returned the hug, this time not passing through her ethereal body.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      After a moment, Maxwell released her and turned back to Evelyn. “Alright.”

      “You’ll come back with us?” Terrence asked.

      “Yeah,” Maxwell said, seemingly not believing his own voice, “Let me grab my things.”

      Evelyn sighed deeply. “We’ll get you back home and clean you up. Does that truck still run?”

      “We’re about to find out,” Maxwell said.

      It took a few minutes, but they got the old Ford running. The phantoms may have vanished from their sight, but Evelyn knew they were stored up inside of her and Terrence. Knowing the way back, Maxwell drove. The rusty truck bounced on uneven ground until it reached a dirt road. Terrence held the shotguns in the backseat. He looked out the window at the dark woods and shuddered.

      Evelyn kept her eyes ahead. She knew she had million questions for Maxwell, but at the moment, she didn’t know where to start. Though Maxwell was her father, it didn’t feel like it. He still seemed like a bearded stranger. I wonder what he thinks of me? Evelyn didn’t know if she wanted to know the answer.

      Apart from the rumble of the engine block, their ride home was quiet and tense. Maxwell scarcely looked at her. Evelyn couldn’t fault him because she did the same. In the inky black sky above, the moon was finally full.

      They rolled onto Quenby Avenue and turned onto the brick road, passing by the wooden sign that read “The Path.” Mossy oaks flanked either side of them and reached their branches overhead. It was a sight that Evelyn had grown accustomed to. Parking beside the minivan, Evelyn and Terrence got out and each clenched a shotgun. Maxwell followed behind him. He stopped in front of Quenby House, eyeing it from base to roof. A million stars backed the lightless, vine-dressed mansion.

      “I never thought I’d come back here,” he confessed.

      Evelyn unlocked the front door. “Welcome home.”

      Keeping their weapons aimed, Evelyn and Terrence fanned out through the foyer. Maxwell flipped the light switches, watching the chandelier glow to life. He smirked at the trumpeting angels on the domed ceiling.

      He examined the oil paintings on the wall and peeked into the hall of portraits. “What happened in there?”

      Still aiming her weapon, Evelyn hiked up the left set of stairs in the foyer. “Long story.”

      Evelyn explored the upstairs hall, opening every door she came across, checking bedrooms and bathrooms for any uninvited guests while Terrence surveyed the downstairs. After a few minutes, they reconvened at the balcony.

      “It’s all clear,” Terrence said.

      Evelyn clicked on the weapon’s safety and peered down at Maxwell, who seemed to be studying the various paintings. “You can use the master bathroom to shower and shave. Terrence needs to charge his phone anyway before we can get ahold of the cops.”

      “You aren’t going to get some sleep first?” Maxwell asked.

      “No,” Evelyn replied. “This ends tonight. Don’t worry. Terrence and I will keep guard.”

      Without a word, he walked up the stairs past them and headed into the master bedroom. Evelyn lowered the gun and rubbed her fingers up her hair.

      “What a day,” Terrence said.

      “Tell me about it.”

      “I don’t think Maxwell’s fully adapted yet,” Terrence said.

      “He just saw ghosts. Speaking of which. Zoey, Barker, Winslow. Come out.” Evelyn felt a tightening in her chest.

      Terrence must’ve too, because he grimaced and clenched his pecs. The crushing feeling grew stronger and then instantly subsided. Thought they didn’t see the phantoms, they knew they had left them.

      Evelyn felt even more exhausted than before. Terrence leaned against the railing. “You sure you don’t want to wait for tomorrow? As soon as Maxwell gives his confession, it’s going to be an all-night affair.”

      “I know,” Evelyn grumbled. “But the longer we wait, the higher the possibility that we are attacked. We need to be ready.”

      Terrence closed his tired eyes and smiled. “I have to say, it’s been an interesting trip if nothing else. We should write a book about couples’ therapy.”

      “We had our rough patches, that’s for sure,” Evelyn admitted. “Especially with you and Alannah.”

      “Okay, that’s the last time we bring that up,” Terrence replied jokingly.

      Evelyn cracked a smile and joined him by the railing. “I love you, you know that.”

      “I know,” Terrence replied and grinned at her. “Go wash up. I’ll keep guard.”

      “You sure?” Evelyn asked nervously.

      “I got this,” Terrence replied confidently and cocked the shotgun, discharging the already loaded bullet out of the chamber. It shot out over the railing. “Oops.”

      “Nice,” Evelyn said sarcastically. “Don’t shoot yourself.”

      “No promises.”

      Evelyn kissed him on his scruffy cheek, tasting sweaty salt and dirt.

      “Ew,” she replied and headed for the guest bedroom.

      “Ew? Ew? Come on now, that’s not fair,” Terrence said as Evelyn turned into the room, keeping her shotgun with her and smiling to herself. She turned and closed the bathroom door, knowing that their odd sense of humor was the only thing keeping them sane. Or it was adding to their insanity. Evelyn couldn’t tell. She stripped down and climbed into the bathtub. Standing, the showerhead sputtered down on her and took a few seconds to warm up. She was grateful for that. The cold water woke her up.

      Keeping her eyes closed, she let the water wash away all of the small twigs and crunched leaves from her blonde hair. She wanted to stand here forever, but forced herself to turn the dial off. She lifted one foot over the rim of the bathtub before noticing the man staring at her.

      He wore all black and had a featureless white mask. Evelyn’s heart skipped a beat. She covered her parts with her hands. “Andrew? What are you doing in here?”

      The specter stared at her through his button-sized eye holes. He took a step toward her and then another.

      “Back off,” Evelyn growled.

      Andrew paused, glared at her, and then vanished.

      Evelyn waited for a moment before hastily grabbing a towel and drying off. She still felt like he was watching her. Wearing her towel like a dress, Evelyn cracked open the door and peered into the hallway.

      “Terrence, can you get me some clothes?” Evelyn glanced at the interior balcony but saw no sign of her husband. “Terrence?”

      She turned her gaze to the open master bedroom at the other end of the hall. The door was ajar and lamp light spilled out of it across the hardwood. Apart from the wind battering the windows, Quenby House was deathly quiet. Leaving behind her clump of dirty clothes, Evelyn exited the guest bedroom.

      Silently, she held the shotgun and jogged to the master bedroom. The bathroom door was open and the light was off.

      “Maxwell?” she called out.

      No reply.

      Evelyn felt her skin crawl. Instinct told her to look at the peephole in the wallpaper. Without a sound, she approached it. It was pitch black inside. Breath quickening, she slowly leaned in and pressed her face against the wall. Faintly, she could make out the tight corridor and bent nails within. She swiftly pulled away and turned back, expecting to see someone.

      Evelyn was the only one in the room.

      Closing the door, she quickly threw on some ashen shorts and a black t-shirt, leaving the wet towel on the white hardwood floor.

      Clenching the weapon tightly, Evelyn moved through the hall and onto the interior balcony. The foyer was quiet and empty, the front door was closed, and the plastic sheets on the two adjacent windows were intact. That was a relief. “Terrence? Maxwell?”

      Evelyn’s voice seemed to bounce off the high walls. She hiked down the stairs, keeping the stock of the shotgun against her shoulder. She reached the bottom of the stairs and heard some talking, but their voices were muffled. She followed the sound to the dining room. The door was open an inch. Keeping the gun up high, she pushed it open with her foot.

      Terrence sat at the right of the head of the table. Maxwell sat at the head. His gray hair was in a ponytail. His face was clean-shaven, revealing his gaunt cheeks and chapped lips. He wore a blue business suit, white button-up, and no tie. Though rugged, he wasn’t a bad-looking man.

      Evelyn lowered her gun and glared at Terrence. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m heating up some barbecue for Maxwell,” Terrence explained. “It was only gonna take five minutes and then I was going back up there.”

      “This is not the time to act stupid,” Evelyn reminded him sternly.

      Terrence didn’t reply.

      “When was the last time you ate something?” Maxwell asked.

      Evelyn didn’t remember. She had felt famished since before she arrived at the cabin. “We shouldn’t waste any more time.”

      “Ten minutes,” Maxwell bargained. “I can’t remember when I had something other than squirrel and deer.”

      The microwave dinged.

      “Well, now you get to eat more meat,” Terrence joked.

      Evelyn sighed and sat down. She kept the shotgun propped against the table. “Ten minutes.”

      Maxwell nodded in affirmation while Terrence got the leftovers.

      Similar to the car ride, silence fell over them.

      “How long have you known about Zoey and the others?” Maxwell asked, searching for a conversation.

      “There were signs since we moved in, but we didn’t actually see them until a week or two ago.”

      “That’s something else,” Maxwell replied. “To have them here this whole time and never notice them. I must’ve been so blind.”

      “Maybe they didn’t want to be noticed. It was Mary who reached out to Terrence and me. Through blackouts at first.”

      “Mary,” Maxwell said, grieved by just saying the name. “Nice girl. I should’ve sought after you instead of treating her as a daughter, and she might still be alive.”

      Evelyn pursed her lips.

      Maxwell leaned in, a red rim about his tired eyes. “I apologize for what happened in the woods during our first encounter,” Maxwell said. “When I saw that man and the axe, something came over me. I couldn’t stand by.”

      Evelyn remembered Stephen’s head explode with the shotgun blast. It was a memory she did not want to revisit, especially before dinner.

      “You must think I’m a madman,” Maxwell said

      “I believe we’re all a little crazy,” Evelyn replied.

      Maxwell cracked a smile. It was the first time Evelyn had seen it. It was gentle and fatherly, if you could look past the yellow teeth.

      Terrence returned with three plates of barbecue, two on one arm and one in his other hand. He served Maxwell, then Evelyn, and then himself. He plopped into his seat and let out a sigh of relief. Without saying a word, they started eating. Awkwardness lingered at first but by the time they cleared their plates, the feeling had lessened. Still, Evelyn didn’t know what to make of the “stranger” in her home. It’s not your home. It’s his, she reminded herself.

      Maxwell lowered his fork. “I’m proud of both of you.”

      Terrence and Evelyn glanced at each and then him.

      “I don’t know anybody who would stick around after all that’s happened and all that you’ve seen.”

      “It’s not always been pleasant,” Evelyn replied.

      Chewing and staring endlessly, Terrence nodded.

      “What’s the plan now? Terrence said you live in Detroit. Do you plan to go back?”

      “I don’t know,” Evelyn said honestly. “Wherever I go, it needs to be relaxing.”

      Maxwell leaned back in his seat. “As a kid, I used to be so proud of this house and its secret hideaways. Then I learned the truth about my parents. That pride quickly turned to shame. You’ve had a similar experience, no doubt.”

      Evelyn opened her mouth to speak.

      That’s when the power cut out.
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      One moment, Evelyn could see the dining room, her husband, and her father, and then next it was nothing but blackness. The Quenby House instantly became much more dangerous, ominous and mysterious than it ever had before.

      Evelyn waited for her eyes to adjust and reached carefully for her shotgun, making sure to not accidentally pull the trigger. When she got ahold of the firearm, she snuggled it against her shoulder and kept her finger off the trigger.

      “Who do you think it is?” Terrence whispered. Evelyn heard him clamber out of his chair.

      Maxwell’s chair scooted out.

      “Where are you going?” Evelyn asked.

      “Have you moved anything around since you got here?” Maxwell replied.

      “For the most part, no.”

      Evelyn heard his footsteps go to the side of the room. A drawer opened. Suddenly, a match was lit and illuminated Maxwell’s skeletal face and the dark circles under his nearly black eyes. He suddenly froze, and fear caked his hardened expression.

      Evelyn turned back, seeing the five phantoms behind her. In the darkness, their leaking blood looked black.

      “He’s here,” Barker whispered.

      “Who?” Terrence asked, standing behind his chair.

      Zoey replied. “Our killer.”

      Evelyn tightened her grip around the pump action shotgun. “You’ve got to stop him,” Evelyn told Zoey.

      “We can’t,” the goth replied dreadfully. “Every time we look at him, it feels like we’re dying. We can’t even see his face.”

      The others nodded in agreement.

      Evelyn gnashed her teeth, frustrated with their response. She bounced her eyes to Terrence. “Where’s your phone?”

      “Charging in the foyer.”

      The match died out. Darkness enveloped the room.

      Maxwell struck another match. The match top burst to life. The phantoms had vanished, leaving the three of them alone in the large dining room.

      “We get the phone, call the cops, and then get to the van,” Evelyn stated.

      “Simple enough,” Maxwell said. “Give me your gun.”

      The command sent a chill down Evelyn’s spine. He plans to go after the killer.

      “I’ve been hunting for the last decade,” Maxwell explained sternly, his hand still outstretched. “I won’t miss.”

      Reluctant, Evelyn handed him the shotgun in exchange for the matchbox. She glanced back at Terrence.

      “I got your back,” he said, keeping the gun.

      Maxwell stepped ahead of her and opened the door into the stubby hall that linked with the back of the foyer. If not for the phone, Evelyn would’ve suggested they cut through the kitchen and out the back. Nonetheless, their chances of survival would be much better with a cell phone and the police on their side.

      Evelyn followed close behind Maxwell while Terrence walked backwards, keeping the shotgun pointed at their rear flank. The walls had oil paintings of Antebellum-era plantations, cotton fields, and mountain vistas.  

      Thump.

      Evelyn held up her finger and listened. Terrence and Maxwell glanced about the hallway.

      Thump.

      “It’s coming from the walls,” Evelyn said quietly.

      Fire bit her finger. She shook out the flame that ate away the matchstick.

      No one moving, they heard creaking within the wall nearby.

      With hands trembling, Evelyn struck another match. It didn’t take.

      Something clicked nearby.

      Evelyn tried the match again.

      It lit.

      About seven feet away, a three-foot portion of the wall was open like a door. The “door” part was on Evelyn’s side, preventing them from seeing into the corridor.

      Evelyn’s heart pumped rapidly. Terrence’s breath quickened.

      Gun up and seemingly without fear, Maxwell approached the opening. He slid his back against the opposite wall. In the match light, the sweat on his wrinkled brow reflected in the fire. When he reached the opening in the wall ahead, his finger slid on the trigger.

      Evelyn tensed, knowing that if he went into the corridor, he may not come out.

      Keeping both hands on the shotgun, Maxwell walked around the “door” and vanished from Evelyn’s sight. With Terrence’s back against her own, she approached the opening. The floorboards groaned beneath her feet, giving her pause. Her throat dried up. The killer probably could see the match light, but any noise she made still caused her to shudder.

      Following Maxwell’s trajectory, Evelyn pressed her shoulder against the opposite wall and started around the “door.” Standing away from the opening, Evelyn held the match out, trying to illuminate the corridor. The walls within were unpainted wood with a vertical beam flush against the inner walls. The sharp points of dozens of black nails jutted from the walls, but most had been hammered down to prevent anyone from catching on them. Like white hair, clumps of cobwebs dangling from the ceiling. The corridor branched left and right. Evelyn saw no sign of Maxwell.

      Footsteps neared down the right side. Terrence swiftly maneuvered in front of Evelyn and took aim with the shotgun. His finger hovered over the trigger. His body quaked.

      The footsteps neared, getting closer and closer and closer.

      The hairs on Evelyn’s neck stood.

      A figure rounded the corner. Maxwell.

      Terrence released his breath and lowered his firearm as Maxwell stepped out of the tight corridor. His suit and soot-colored hair were covered with dust and cobwebs. His line-etched face was drenched with sweat. “There’s no one back there.”

      The match burnt out.

      Evelyn stuck another one, longing for a flashlight or oil lamp. Anything that wouldn’t die every twelve seconds.

      The little dancing flame came to life, illuminating Maxwell’s face and the tall man, clad in black, wearing a featureless white mask, looming behind him.

      “What?” Maxwell asked off Evelyn’s and Terrence’s disturbed look.

      “Andrew,” Evelyn said shakily.

      As Maxwell went to turn back, the phantom swiftly wrapped his arms around Maxwell’s torso and sucked him into the corridor.

      “Dad!” Evelyn screamed.

      Suddenly, the “door” slammed shut in her face. Her father’s muffled scream raced down the hall at sixty miles per hour, and then Quenby House was silent again.

      The match quaked in Evelyn’s hand. After a second of shock, she rushed to the wall and felt it with her free hand. There was no lever, button, or hidden switch. It seemed it only opened from the other side.

      “What the hell was that?” Terrence asked soberly. “I thought Andrew was on our side.”

      “I don’t know, Terrence,” Evelyn replied quickly. “But we need to get in there.”

      “Eve, we stick to the plan.”

      Evelyn twisted back to him, seeing the terror on her husband’s face. “Without my father, there is no plan.”

      Terrence didn’t deny it. “Then let us at least call the cops first. The killer is still in here, remember?”

      Evelyn chewed her lip nervously. She nodded in agreement, silently praying the other phantoms would deal with Andrew Doyle.

      With one gun and a few matches, they reached the foyer. The windows gave the room a little more light than the inky black hall, but Evelyn still had to rely on the matches for guidance. There were flashlights upstairs and maybe one in the kitchen, but Evelyn didn’t want to risk the journey. The phone had a weak light anyway.

      Keep the gun stock against his shoulder, Terrence stepped out from under the balcony and aimed upward, keeping an eye out for anyone lurking above. He bounced the barrel between the front door, hall of portraits, and the opposite hall with Evelyn’s mural. “Clear,” he whispered.

      Evelyn stepped out of the shadows and dashed for the sideboard near the right curving stairway. With Terrence pacing about the foyer, constantly aiming the weapon at the many entrances, Evelyn pulled the flip phone from the charger and held down the power button. Terrence’s smart phone had fried when the Doyles attacked, and his replacement left something to be desired.

      The phone company logo flickered and the phone fully booted up. Evelyn dialed 9-1-1 and held the phone close to her ear.

      “Evelyn,” a cheery, familiar voice said on the other end of the line.

      Terrence glanced back at her. His lips were parted and his eyes were wide. He heard the voice too.

      “Deputy Painter and I decided to direct your calls to us personally. What seems to be the emergency?” Sheriff Yates asked. “You aren’t still in town, are you? Don’t answer that. We’re on our way now.”

      Evelyn swiftly hung up. She patted down her short pockets in search of her wallet containing Officer Bailey’s personal number. No no no! She locked eyes with Terrence. “It’s in my jeans upstairs.”

      “Check the recent calls.”

      Evelyn did. “It’s not saved. Terrence, this phone sucks.”

      Dread sank Terrence’s face.

      Evelyn hated herself for not emptying her pockets before leaving the shower. That meant… “The car keys!” Evelyn exclaimed. She darted up the stairs.

      “Evelyn!” Terrence shouted as loud as one could when whispering. He chased after his wife.

      Using the railing to guide her, Evelyn reached the top of the interior balcony and headed for the nearest bathroom. Her sprint slowed when she noticed the figure silhouetted in the bedroom doorway. The moonlight leaking into the room behind him glistened on the abnormally long and skinny barreled pistol in his hand. Evelyn dropped prone as the pistol made a pint sound.

      “Terrence, stay back!” Evelyn shouted and rolled to the bathroom as the silhouetted figure slid another lengthy, feather-tailed dart into the pistol’s chamber.

      Evelyn clambered into the bathroom just as the needle-nose dart punched the bathroom’s door frame.

      Terrence pressed his back against the wall near the hallway. “Back off or I will shoot you!” he shouted.

      Inside the bathroom, Evelyn got on her knees and tossed aside the day’s shirt still damp with sweat and grabbed her dirty jeans. She shoved her hands into the pockets. Both back pockets were empty. She tried the front ones. She mouthed a curse and felt her chest tighten, like someone was clenching her heart in a vise grip. It’s not here. Why isn’t it here?

      “Make the call, Evelyn!” Terrence shouted.

      She desperately crawled around the floor, checking under the sink counter and beneath the door.

      Boom!

      The shotgun’s thunderous boom echoed through the house and deep into Evelyn’s ears.

      With shaking hands, she quickly lit a match. Everything in the room was as she had left it, unless… Andrew!

      “Why are you doing this?” Evelyn mumbled, her eyes getting wet. “I’ve done nothing but help you.”

      Terrence’s shotgun cocked. Evelyn peered out the doorway, no longer seeing the figure silhouetted in the master bedroom. Buckshot peppered the front end of the canopied bed’s mattress.

      Terrence carefully stepped into the hall.

      He examined the long, feather-tailed dart stuck into the railing and then returned his attention to the master bedroom. He proceeded forward.

      “Terrence,” Evelyn called out from the bathroom. “It’s not here. Andrew must’ve…”

      “We stop him ourselves,” Terrence said, equally determined and terrified.

      He passed by Evelyn, keeping an eye on the various closed doors on either side of the hall. The hardwood groaned beneath his feet. Evelyn stepped out and followed behind him. As they neared the threshold to the bedroom, another scream sounded through the walls.

      Evelyn turned to the sealed billiard room door, remembering the passageway through the arcade game cabinet. She had to make a choice. Go after the killer or go after her father. Both options were deadly.

      Evelyn grabbed Terrence’s sleeve. He stopped walking but didn’t turn to face her.

      “Maxwell,” she whispered into his ear.

      Terrence frowned at Evelyn. Evelyn could tell he wanted to try stopping the killer.

      Maxwell screamed again.

      Terrence’s brave facade weakened. He glanced at the billiard room and then back to the door.

      “Whatever we do, we do it together,” Evelyn said.

      Locking his jaw, Terrence headed for the billiard room. They closed the door behind them and opened the arcade cabinet. Evelyn went first, pushing aside a tangle of multi-colored wires overhead. She crawled into the uncomfortable wooden floor that brushed her knees. She stood up in the tight passageway, catching the sleeve of her shirt against the point of a small, rusty nail. It tore a small hole when she took a few steps forward into the musty corridor and lit a match. Terrence followed her inside. The shotgun wouldn’t function well in the three-foot-wide tunnel.

      “Which way?” Terrence asked.

      If they went straight, the corridor would take them to the master bedroom. If they went back, it would take her to the two-way mirror bathroom and to the ladder downstairs.

      Evelyn pointed ahead and whispered, “We try the bedroom and then double back.”

      Terrence nodded. “You’re in front. You take the gun.”

      He slid the weapon barrel under her arm far enough for her to take it. If anything came behind her, they would be screwed. Terrence took the matches and illuminated the path ahead. Surefooted, Evelyn moved through the corridor. She gulped down a mouthful of dust and kept her lips closed to prevent from coughing too loudly. They turned a corner and saw the peephole to the bedroom. Evelyn leaned in and squinted through it. The only light in the room streamed from the full moon outside. There was no sign of the killer. Evelyn continued to the dead end.

      Maxwell wasn’t here. He must be downstairs.

      Evelyn and Terrence traded the shotgun and matches. There were about twenty or so matchsticks left. It wouldn’t last long. They moved back to the way they came. It seemed to get hotter and dustier the longer they stayed in. After the long hike today, Evelyn felt like she was walking on spikes. The long hours hit Terrence. With slumped shoulders and heavy breathing, he held the shotgun near his waist. His eyelids shut like lazy garage doors. Evelyn punched him. He straightened up, but within moments, he was slumping again.

      A match burnt out.

      Evelyn lit another. The small glow only gave them roughly four feet of vision before the tunnel seemed to plunge into eternal blackness. They glanced into the small cubby with the double-sided bathroom mirror. Evelyn saw the figure within and grabbed Terrence’s shoulder, signaling for him to stop. The killer wore a black form-fitting turtleneck to match his black pants and black leather gloves. A ski mask concealed his identity. By the looks of him, he was in great shape with a stiff posture. He pulled aside the shower curtain and aimed the long dart pistol inside. He glanced at the mirror.

      Evelyn felt her heart skip a beat.

      Suddenly, the killer punched the glass, sending a spiderweb crack across the mirror.

      Terrence and Evelyn covered their mouths, muting their gasps.  

      The man studied the crack with acute fixation.

      Perspiration dampened Evelyn’s forehead and trickled down her cheek.

      Just when she thought the man was leaving, he turned back to the mirror, made a finger gun with the finger and thumb of his free hand, and pointed at the glass.

      He mouthed “pew” and popped the finger gun upward to signify recoil. The mouth of his mask curved upward, hinting at a smile. Without warning, the killer bolted out of the room and then turned to the billiard room.

      Evelyn didn’t need to say anything. Terrence was already moving swiftly in the opposite direction.

      They navigated the tunnel and found the drop-off to the first floor. It was a tight shaft with a few ladder rungs. Another match seared Evelyn’s fingers. She winced and shook it out. The wood and dust in the corridor made every match a risky endeavor. Old houses like these were prone to fire and if something started in the tunnel, the smoke would suffocate Evelyn and Terrence if the fire didn’t reach them first.

      Far behind them, they heard footsteps.

      “It’s him,” Terrence whispered dreadfully.

      “Get down there.” Evelyn commanded. “Hurry.”

      Without time to swap out the gun for the matches, Terrence descended into the dark pit. He held the weapon between his thighs, pointing the barrel up high as his shoulders scraped against the sides of the shaft. Evelyn stared out into the blackness before her, expected to take a dart to the eye. Her pessimistic attitude wasn’t doing her any favors.

      Wood snapped behind her, followed by Terrence’s brief shout and then the defining boom of a shotgun.

      Evelyn felt the wind break by her head as buckshot blow through the ceiling. She ducked low as wood splinters and dust rained down upon her. The noise ricocheted through the tight corridor and deafened Evelyn to everything but a sharp ringing deep in her ear canal. The lit match fell from her hand and hit the floor, starting a small fire between her feet.

      Still trying to process what just happened, Evelyn stomped the fire with her bare foot. She felt the flaming tongues lick her soul, but she suffered through the pain until the small inferno was extinguished. Teary-eyed, she glanced at the corridor ahead of her.

      No sign of the killer. No yet. But he was coming, and Evelyn wouldn’t be able to hear his footsteps.

      She glanced back down the shaft. “Terrence?” she called out. Her own voice sound like it was covered with a tin can.

      Her husband mumbled something back, but Evelyn didn’t understand it. Feeling the walls were pressing in on her, she started down the shaft.

      Terrence kept speaking, but it was like listening to someone talking under underwater.

      Evelyn’s aching foot found the rung that had snapped away. She extended her leg down farther to the next rung and continued her swift descent. She reached the bottom and bumped into Terrence.

      “Evelyn,” he said. “Are...okay?”

      Evelyn found the match and struck it, casting a light on Terrence’s horrified expression. He put both his hands on her cheeks and locked her watery eyes with his own.

      “Shi… I… Sorry, Eve…”

      “Shut up,” Evelyn barked. “We need to keep moving.”

      Terrence nodded and picked up his shotgun. He hastily started forward. Evelyn lagged behind. It still felt like she was stepping on fire. The pain worsened. She bounced from one wall to the next, like a pinball machine. An unbent nail scraped against the side of her chin, taking off a bit of her skin.

      In the darkness up ahead, Evelyn saw a disembodied, featureless white mask.

      “Andr… Doyl..,” Terrence said.

      The ringing in Evelyn’s ears grew louder.

      Something big flung through the darkness.

      Terrence backed up a step, bumping into Evelyn as Maxwell’s limp body crashed down before them. He lay face down, with his arm twisted behind his back and no shotgun to speak of.

      Evelyn did not have time to mourn.

      Andrew Doyle approached.

      Terrence aimed the gun.

      “It won’t do anything,” Evelyn told him.

      “I kno…” Terrence shouted back, but couldn’t bring himself to lower the gun.

      Doom crushed Evelyn’s spirit knowing that the killer would be flanking them within moments. Evelyn pressed close to her husband. The match was dying. She had to choose: the condemned phantom or the killer at the rear.

      Andrew’s walk gained momentum. It seemed like his mask was floating, but Evelyn could feel his stomping rattle the floor.

      Together, Evelyn and Terrence watched their death sprinting to them. Wake up. Evelyn told herself. It’s all a bad dream. Deep down though, she knew it was very real.

      Andrew was only a few yards away. He stretched out both hands. Terrence backed up into Evelyn. She could feel his every rapid breath. He could feel her. They’d be a couple to the end.

      In a blink, Peter Calhoon appeared between the Carrs and Andrew.

      “I told you…stay away from her!” Peter shouted and charged the masked phantom. They clashed, locking one another in place as the other four phantoms phased through walls and took ahold of Andrew from all directions. He tried to break free but failed. The phantoms pulled at him continuously. Andrew let out the most horrific scream, one that shook Evelyn to the core, as he was torn apart.

      Instantly, the corridor was clear and quiet, apart from the dripping crimson smear splattering the floor, walls, and ceiling where the masked phantom once stood.

      Terrence turned back to Evelyn, using his hand to wipe red from his face. Despite the blood, Evelyn would’ve kissed him. Nonetheless, the killer at their tail seemed to be the more pressing issue.

      “Help me get Maxwell up,” Evelyn told him.

      Terrence handed her back the shotgun and lifted her father’s limp body, propping it against his own.

      “He’s breathing,” Terrence said with relief.

      Evelyn felt her hearing starting to clear up. She gestured for Terrence to move forward while she watched the rear flank. He should be here by now, Evelyn thought as they stepped over the hot blood spattered and moved farther and farther away from the shaft.  

      They reached the place where the tunnel branched into the foyer and lounge.  

      A door opened.

      Terrence took a few steps ahead, allowing Evelyn room into a cubby beneath the left set of curving stairs. Shaking the fire off her match, she peered through the peephole, seeing Deputy Painter and Sheriff Yates enter the house. The two plastic sheet windows bowed in at the will of the heavy wind.

      “Evelyn!” Yates yelled out, keeping his pistol clasped in both hands and pointed at the floor. “It’s the sheriff. Come on out!”

      Painter tried the light switch. “Must’ve blown a fuse.”

      “Keep your theories to yourself,” Yates said. “She’s expecting us.”

      “Ohh, I’m real scared,” Painter said sarcastically as he lit up a cigarette. The lighter’s flame reflected in his shark-like eyes.

      “It never ends,” Terrence mumbled.

      Evelyn followed him around to a better vantage point of the foyer that allowed her to see the curving sets of stairs, balcony, and a little bit of the domed ceiling.

      The deputy and sheriff started toward the stairs.

      “Hello, boys,” Alannah said from the balcony railing.

      Painter and Yates stopped in their tracks and aimed their pistols.

      Painter cursed loudly.

      Yates raised both brows.

      “Her neck!” Painter shouted, jabbing his pistol at her. “Look at her neck!”

      “Oh, this?” Alannah said and raised up her chin, giving them a clear view of the slash that yawned with the ounce of blood it pumped down her chest. “It’s really nothing, darling.”

      Painter scurried back and fell to his bottom. Cussing up a storm, he scrambled to his feet and ran for the door. Winslow appeared in front of him and “smiled.”

      Painter shrieked and dove through the plastic sheeting, vanishing down the road.

      Yates didn’t move. He bounced his eyes between Alannah and Winslow. “You, uh, Evelyn’s friends?”

      “Much more than that, darling,” Alannah said, going down the stairs with her hips swaying and her fingers walking down the railing.

      Winslow nodded many times.

      “You might be able to scare my dimwitted partner with your… whatever you call this getup, but I’m the sheriff of this town and I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” Yates aimed his gun at Alannah. “Right now.”

      Alannah clicked her tongue. “Oh, darling. You’re way out of your league.”

      Alannah vanished mid step and appeared inches from Sheriff Yates. His face went stark white as Alannah kissed him on the lips.

      After his hands phased through her, Yates took a few steps back, twisted around, and bumped into naked Winslow. Yates stumbled. He looked at the two phantoms, blinked a few times, and then ran out of the door without saying another word.

      Evelyn smiled at the victory.

      Terrence suddenly grabbed her wrist. Evelyn twisted back and saw the silhouetted figure at the end of the corridor. He aimed the dart pistol.

      Terrence opened his mouth to say something when the dart pistol made a pint sound and a feather dart punched Terrence’s chest. He gasped and collapsed to the ground, taking Maxwell with him.

      Evelyn leveled the shotgun and squeezed the trigger. The muzzle flash revealed the man’s ski mask as he dropped a phone. The scattershot blew over his head and punched a hole into a downstairs room. Evelyn readied the pump action when she felt a sharp, stinging sensation in her throat. She glanced down, seeing the long feather dart jutting from her neck. One shot. All I need. Her mind told her finger to pull the trigger, but instead her arms dropped the gun. The corridor grew ever darker as the masked man approached. Evelyn’s shoulder hit the wall beside her and she slid to her bottom. She fought to keep her arms open, but they disobeyed her. Like curtains, her eyelids shut and the world slid into an abyss.

      

      Evelyn didn’t dream.

      She awoke, strapped in a chair in a cold, square room devoid of any doors and windows. She recognized the brick walls and candle sconces. Little flames danced on a wick standing in a pond of wet wax. White tears dripped down the candlestick. Evelyn knew the room at once: the killer’s body dump.

      She faced two other chairs, forming a triangle around the dip in the floor. With his head slack on his neck, Maxwell sat to her right. To the left was Terrence in a similar state. Like Evelyn, their wrists and ankles were tied to their chair’s arms and legs.

      Evelyn heard whistling behind her and metal clanging. She tried to look back but couldn’t extend her neck far enough to see the source. A thick orange cable ran down from the corpse chute in the ceiling and ended somewhere behind. It appeared to be an extension cord.

      “I used to do this in the hay field out back,” the familiar voice said, taking a break from his whistling. “I was honestly a little nervous to kill inside Quenby House. A little stupid now that I think about it. Heck, I was already storing the bodies here, why not kill two birds with one stone? Maybe I didn’t want to test fate. Max coming home during the act was a legitimate fear of mine.”

      “A little part of me knew it was you,” Evelyn said. “Why not bring your friends along and make this a public lynching?”

      The man paused to think about it. “It didn’t work out so well when we tried it on Maxwell. Besides, I wanted spend a little more time with you.”

      Evelyn pursed her lips. She tried to pull out of her binds. It was very tight rope, coiled around a half-dozen times.

      “This is the part where you beg for your life and the lives of your family,” the man said, still fiddling with something.

      “I’m a realist,” Evelyn said. “Groveling is not going to get me anywhere.”

      The man chuckled softy. “It might. Everyone at work says I’m a softie.”

      “I’d rather not give you the pleasure,” Evelyn said.

      Footsteps neared. The man leaned in next to her ear. “You already are.”

      He pulled back and walked away. “It took me many years to find my method. I’m still searching in some ways, but chasing you through those tunnels… that felt so right. If you could feel my heart right now, you’d know.”

      If it was anything like her own, Evelyn didn’t need to feel it.

      Terrence groaned and lifted his head. His groggy eyes met Evelyn, and suddenly a burst of adrenaline snapped him awake. He tried to pull out of his binds. His chair teeter-tottered. The wood moaned but didn’t give. After his burst of strength, he mellowed out. He glanced up at the killer behind him. “Out of all the possibilities, you were the only one I liked.”

      Dr. Gregory walked around Evelyn and stopped before Terrence. “You weren’t a bad guy yourself. Now, let’s wake up the father.”

      With the back of his hand, Dr. Gregory slapped Maxwell’s face. He didn’t wake. Gregory tried again. This time, Maxwell sat up, grimacing. He took in the situation, and Evelyn saw true fear turn to rage.

      “I said that if you ever came back to this house, I’d kill you,” Maxwell said and spit on Gregory’s black boot.

      Gregory smiled at him. “That’s what I love about this whole situation. I’ve been killing here, right under your nose.”

      “Because I took away Lily?” Maxwell asked.

      “Yep,” the doctor replied. “Plus you were an easy target. And the house, good lord, I’ve loved it ever since you showed me the passageways when we were children. I’d sneak in sometimes when you and your parents were asleep and find new nooks and crannies myself. I believe I know it better than you.”

      “All those years, you could’ve just killed me,” Maxwell said.

      “Sure,” Gregory said. “But this felt better, knowing you’d be the perfect scapegoat. Rallying the others was so easy. I never needed to show them the bodies to convince them. They already hated you.”

      “The one you want is me. It’s always been me.” Maxwell said. “Let them go.”

      “Come on, man. There has to be some way we can work this out,” Terrence begged.

      Gregory gave Evelyn an I-told-you-so smile. Strong jawed and with hazel eyes, he was devilishly handsome with silver stripes in his rich brown hair.

      He headed back to whatever he was working on.

      “Don’t walk away from me!” Maxwell said through his teeth and leaned forward in his chair.

      “Don’t worry, Max. I’m going to kill you first.”

      Evelyn looked around, waiting for the phantoms to come and rescue them, but Quenby House was quiet. She knew she was on her own. She needed a plan. Something in this room must be able to help her. Think, Evelyn. Think.

      Her thought was interrupted by a metallic scream behind her.

      “Oh,” Terrence said, wide eyes on whatever Dr. Gregory held.

      Evelyn twisted back to see it but failed.

      She heard footsteps and the cord dragging behind her. Gregory stopped in the middle of them and showed off the modified circular saw without a safety guard. Its blade had polished teeth.

      “It’s the first time I’ve used one of these.” He walked around Maxwell. “I’m going to open the back of your skull with it.”

      Gregory pressed the power tool’s trigger. The blade screamed and blurred as it rotated. “I’m sorry, Evelyn,” Maxwell yelled over the noise. “I failed as a father, but I love you.”

      “I love you too, Dad.” Evelyn said, feeling tears trickling down her pale cheeks. She didn’t know if her words were truth, but it felt real at the moment.

      Gregory hovered the whirling blade an inch from Maxwell’s skull. His face sank with a frown and he let go of the trigger. The spinning blade died down.

      “Thank God,” Terrence mumbled.

      Gregory glared at Evelyn. “You know what’s funny? He may not actually be your father. It may be me. I’ll test your DNA after this.”

      “You’ll kill me without knowing?” Evelyn taunted. “I thought you were a man of certainties.”  

      Gregory glared at her for a moment, as if he was a parent thinking up some punishment for his child. “For that snide comment, I’ll kill Terrence first.”

      He turned the blade back on and marched to Terrence’s chair.

      “No!” Evelyn shouted. “No!!!”

      Terrence pulled back his bald head as far as he could from the spinning blade.

      “Zoey! Alannah! Barker!” Evelyn yelled up at the corpse chute. “Do something!”

      The blade neared Terrence’s skull. “Evelyn!” he shouted.

      Evelyn stood up, chair and all, and dived at Gregory. The spinning blade nicked the side of Terrence’s head as Evelyn took Gregory down.

      Gregory rose up with the circular saw, readying to bring it down on Evelyn, when Barker appeared. Standing over his head, the seventy-year-old in a sweater vest vomited blood on Gregory’s face. Eyes closed, Gregory swung the blade through Barker’s legs. The deadly power tool phased through the phantom.

      “What are you!?” the doctor screamed desperately, being showered by Barker’s blood.

      Evelyn rolled over, breaking the back leg of the chair. She saw Zoey. The goth clenched the back of her head with her face screwed up in pain. She knelt down and untied Evelyn’s hand.

      “I can’t--it hurts too bad,” Zoey yelled and vanished. With one hand free, Evelyn loosened her other hand. By the time she got her ankles out, Barker had vanished.

      Gregory wiped away the blood and saw Evelyn standing before him. He looked down the barrel of the shotgun. He let go of the tool.  

      “Please,” Gregory begged and whimpered. “What’s happening?”

      “You’ll confess to everything or they’ll tear you apart.” Evelyn said coldly. Behind her, Winslow, Zoey, Peter, Alannah, and Barker stood, keeping the reins on their pain. Gregory stared at them with pure horror. His lip quivered.

      “Y-yes,” Gregory said, tears streaming down his face. “Anything you want.”

      The phantoms vanished.

      With a hardened expression, Evelyn slammed the shotgun stock into his nose. Unconscious, the doctor toppled over.

      Evelyn set the gun aside and rushed to Terrence. She turned his chin up to her face. There was a slash on the side of his head about three inches long and a centimeter deep.  “Terrence.”

      Wincing, he looked her in the eyes. “You’re perfect, you know that?”

      Evelyn kissed him more passionately than ever before.

      After a moment, Maxwell cleared his throat.

      Evelyn realized he and Terrence were still bound. Swiftly, she freed the two of them before searching Gregory’s body and retrieving her wallet. She pulled out Officer Bailey’s number. No service.

      Evelyn set her jaw. She turned back to the men. “I need to make a call.”

      “I was feeling a little stuffy anyway,” Terrence said, looking green.

      Maxwell nodded in agreement.

      Evelyn pressed the right brick, and a five-foot section of the wall opened into a dirt tunnel, reminiscent of a mine.  

      Leaning on one another, Evelyn, Terrence, and Maxwell shambled down the dirt tunnel.

      They reached the busted trap door at the other end and ascended into the shed. Outside, the sun rose, casting scarlet rays over dewy fields and the mighty Quenby House. Birds chirped. The morning breeze blew over them.

      “Home sweet home,” Maxwell said weakly.

      “It’s like we never left,” Evelyn replied.

      Evelyn kept the phone call brief, making sure that Bailey sent someone to search Gregory’s home. Good thing, too. The police found nine-year-old Bella Day an hour away from starving to death. The press called her the Adders Trooper, as she had survived five days in Gregory’s basement without food.

      Dr. Gregory kept his word, confessing to plotting Maxwell Quenby’s murder and admitting to killing nearly two dozen people. When he wasn’t talking to the police, he was speaking to himself. “I thought I killed you… you did... no… then how am I talking?” Evelyn didn’t know if he was possessed or crazy.

      As for the rest of them, Maxwell opened a case against Mayor Timberland and Mr. Calhoon. Calhoon apologized to him privately, but Timberland denied everything. It would be a jury who would decide his fate. Deputy Painter was found across the country, drunk in a dive bar and spouting nonsense about sexy ghosts. Yates returned to the sheriff station and locked himself in the holding cell. When questioned why, his only response was “I’m guilty.”

      After a few days of rest and revival (paid for by the hospital staff in apology for Gregory’s actions), Evelyn, Terrence, and Maxwell returned to Quenby House. They paused in the mansion’s shadow, taking in its grandeur before stepping into the foyer.

      In a line, naked Winslow, sexy Alannah, athletic Peter, witty Barker, and goth Zoey watched them enter. They stood under the interior balcony and smiled at Evelyn.

      “I thought you’d be gone by now,” Evelyn said.

      “We were waiting for you,” Zoey replied.

      Barker smiled at what he was about to say. “If Peter had both hands, he would’ve baked you a cake.”

      “That’s messed up,” Peter replied.

      “Too soon?” Barker replied and puffed on his pipe.  

      Alannah looked Terrence up and down. “Darling, may I have one kiss before we part ways?”

      Terrence looked at Evelyn and then back at the curvaceous woman. “I’m a married man. Sorry.”

      Evelyn smiled to herself.

      “You’re a tease, that’s what you are,” Alannah replied with her sultry voice.

      Winslow revealed the vase of wildflowers he’d been hiding behind his back. He approached and handed it to Evelyn. She accepted. “Thank you.”

      Winslow nodded and stepped back with the others.

      “I guess this is really goodbye,” Zoey said sadly.

      “It’s better this way,” Maxwell replied. “You’ll get to be with your mother.”

      Zoey scoffed.

      “Give her a chance,” Maxwell said. “A lot can change in ten years.”

      Zoey didn’t reply, but everyone knew she’d follow his advice.

      Evelyn opened up the front door and stepped aside.

      One by one, the phantoms exited. Barker nodded at them. Peter smiled with dimpled cheeks. Alannah blew a kiss. Winslow “smiled,” and Zoey waved them goodbye. Hand in hand, they walked down the red brick path. Once they passed by the second oak tree, they faded into dust that the wind swept away.

      The flowers in the vase withered. A sense of peace lingered in the house.

      Evelyn blinked away her tears and turned to Maxwell. She pulled out the old, rust-spotted key. “This belongs to you.”

      Maxwell didn’t accept it. “You can have it.”

      “If you’re giving it out of guilt--”

      “No, it’s a present,” Maxwell said with a small smile. “Adders has been dead to me a long time ago.”

      Evelyn pocketed the key.

      A Harley Davison motorcycle rumbled up the brick road.

      It parked, and Lily got off. She wore a jean jacket with a crooked smile on her face. After a brief moment, Maxwell and her rushed to one another and kissed. When it ended, they held each other’s hands and locked eyes. Fluffy clouds surfed over blue skies. Wind ruffled their gray hair.

      Lily spoke up, “I wanted to say--”

      “There’s no need,” Maxwell replied. “We’re together now. That’s all that matters.”

      Standing between the colonnades, Evelyn and Terrence watched the couple and intertwined their fingers.

      “That’s sweet,” Terrence said.

      Evelyn rested her hand on Terrence’s broad shoulder. “I can get used to sweet.”

      “What now?”

      “We go home,” Evelyn said.

      “Detroit?”

      “Maybe, or someplace else, but if I have to spend another second in this plantation, I’m going to need to shoot somebody.”

      Terrence chuckled. “Let me get my cowboy hat.”

      He kissed Evelyn’s temple and rushed inside.

      Evelyn grinned and shook her head.

      After they packed up the van, the four of them caravanned away from the vine-covered Quenby House. As the van drove by the real estate sign picketed near the front of the red brick path, a figure watched from the mansion’s upstairs window. Clad in black, he wore a featureless white mask with crude eye holes the size of buttons.  

      

      
        The End

        

        Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

        Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

        As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

        I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

        Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      We’re on the move again! If you’re an avid reader of this blog, you already know that Bodhi and I just finished renovating an adorable beach house in Fort Lauderdale. (If you’re new to Flipping Out, click here for before and after pics of our favorite projects!) It was a doozy, but we learned so much. For instance, I now know that I would never want to live in Florida. First of all, it’s hot. Secondly, it rains a lot. What kind of propaganda is the “Sunshine State” feeding us anyway?! But the weather doesn’t compare to the third thing I learned: sinkholes are the monsters under your bed. Literally. A Jacuzzi-sized crater opened up in the room we were sleeping in and swallowed our mattress whole. Thankfully, we weren’t at the house when it happened. Check out the full story (and terrifying photos) of our sinkhole struggle in my February entries. Anyway, we went into this project thinking it would be a quick flip. Instead, we spent a lot of money and a lot of time repairing the foundation of the house, which will definitely take a toll on our net return. Seriously, everyone. Fear the sinkhole.

      On a more cheerful note, the sinkhole house is now on the market! Don’t worry; it is now sinkhole free. We made sure of that. If you love a searing sun, ravenous mosquitos, and hurricane-force winds, this beach house is perfect for you. Okay, fine. I’ll admit it. Florida is pretty great in some ways. The sunsets are straight out of a cruise commercial, and let me tell you, it’s pure paradise knowing that when you wake up, you can throw on a bikini and head out to your backyard… because your backyard is the beach! If you’re interested, click on the links below for pictures, a virtual tour, and pricing.

      Now that the beach house is waiting to be sold to a happy owner, Bodhi and I are in search of a new property together! You know the drill, people. We love a challenge, so drop a message in my inbox if you have an idea in mind for our next project!

      

      Until next time!

      Bailey

      

      I attached a photo of Bodhi and I posing proudly in front of the completed house, clicked the link to publish the new blog post, and lay back on the cool tile floor of our tiny apartment. I stared up at the stucco ceiling. The leak in the corner of the living room had started dripping again, staining the cheap white paint with a tinge of garlic yellow. I sighed, tilting my head toward the sliding glass doors. The vertical blinds were broken, and Bodhi wouldn’t bother to repair them. Outside, the pouring rain blanketed our usual view of the complex’s algae-infested swimming pool in a monochrome gray sheet. The fan palm on the patio folded sadly under the weight of the water and wind, its leaves bent like broken fingers against the concrete in a feeble attempt to hold itself up. Thunder drummed in the distance, and every few minutes, a flash of lightning illuminated the small apartment with a ferocity that went unchallenged by the weak lightbulb of the overhead fan. My own face peered back at me from the reflection in the glass door: tanned, freckled cheeks, chin-length light brown hair, and hazel eyes that used to have a little more sparkle in them. Without sitting up, I reached for the nearby plastic trash can and relocated it to catch the steady plop of rainwater from the ceiling.

      Thankfully, our living situation was temporary. We had moved out of the sinkhole house a few days ago. The apartment was a go-between, a shelter from the rain while we decided where to go next. With any luck, it would be someplace dry. Phoenix, maybe. Or Las Vegas. I was always impatient between projects. In theory, moving to a new city every few months and living out of half-built houses seemed appealingly bohemian—especially toward the end of the renovations when the houses we flipped really started to come together—but I had developed the poor habit of forgetting what life was like during the hiatus between projects. Without the distraction of blueprints, construction crews, and the eccentric catharsis of filling one of those massive industrial dumpsters with the guts of an old house, my mind tended to settle on things that I didn’t want it to settle on. Like why it took Bodhi an hour and a half to bring home Chinese food from a restaurant that was five minutes away.

      My laptop chimed from its perch on the cardboard box that currently served as our coffee table. Someone had already read and responded to my newest blog post. I closed my eyes, listening to the rain pitter patter on the roof. I liked to wait until my inbox was full. Then I went through all of the messages at once. It was a process I had learned at the beginning of my journey into blogging. I used to read an e-mail, get distracted by a new message, and never get back to the old one. I missed some great opportunities that way, including a historic property in Boston that had apparently belonged to one of the Founding Fathers and an old firehouse in Brooklyn that would have made the most fabulous apartment. Nowadays, I spent hours poring through my inbox and real estate websites. The best properties weren’t easy to find, but I had a knack for unearthing a good deal.

      I heard the key turn in the deadbolt, followed by Bodhi’s familiar grunt as he shouldered open the door. It regularly stuck to the frame, a result of the humidity levels in Florida. The ever-thickening air was another reason to get out of town as soon as possible. Water cascaded off of Bodhi’s raincoat as he trekked inside, leaving a trail of puddles from the door to the living room. At some point, the wind had caused his hood to abandon his head. With each hand occupied by a paper bag full of Chinese food, he had no way of pulling it back into place. His mane of black curls was plastered to the olive skin of his face, and though his forehead crinkled, a sure sign of grumpiness, a glimmer of longing dared to flash inside me at Bodhi’s appearance. It was a memory of a feeling, a tiny spark of hope before it flickered out, extinguished by the careless way Bodhi dumped the food on the floor. A plastic container of wonton soup escaped from the paper bags, rolling across the tile and settling against my bare foot. Bodhi shook out his hair, showering me with rainwater.

      “Bodhi, my laptop!”

      “Sorry. Why are you lying on the floor?”

      “It’s not like we have any chairs.”

      He meandered into the bedroom and returned with two pillows, plunking them down on either side of the cardboard box. “Welcome to Southeast Asia.”

      “I suppose that’s appropriate,” I grumbled. I wedged one of the pillows beneath my butt and opened the wonton soup.

      “China is in East Asia, actually.”

      “Don’t people sit on the floor in China too?”

      “I’ve never been to China,” he called, disappearing into the bathroom.

      “I know.” I set my laptop aside, made a grab for the damp paper bags, and reached inside for the first plastic container. It was scalding hot. I hissed, retracting my hand to suck on my burnt fingers.

      Bodhi emerged from the bathroom. He had stripped out of his soaked clothing and down to his boxers. A blue-and-white towel was draped over his damp shoulders. I steeled myself, biting my lip. I told him ten times a day not to pilfer the pool towels. The apartment complex was anal about it. We had already been charged additional laundry fees.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, scrubbing his hair dry with the pool towel.

      “It’s hot.”

      “Go figure.”

      He sat opposite me and gently toppled the bag, spilling the contents across the surface of our cardboard table in a messy jumble. Carefully, I righted each container. Bodhi handed me a pair of chopsticks and a two-liter bottle of soda.

      “Cups?” I asked. He shook his head. I unscrewed the cap and took a swig from the bottle, crinkling my nose. The carbonation made my eyes water.

      As Bodhi sifted bourbon chicken into a container of egg fried rice, he gestured with his chopsticks toward my open laptop. “Any luck?”

      “I just posted the new blog entry a few minutes ago.”

      The e-mail feature chimed three times in a row.

      “Sounds promising,” said Bodhi. “Why don’t you check it?”

      “I like to see the messages—”

      “All at once,” he finished. “Yeah, I know.”

      “Plus, I’m eating.” I dipped a spring roll into a dollop of duck sauce and took a liberal bite.

      “Fine.”

      But when silence fell and the crunch of the spring roll’s crispy exterior between my teeth echoed to the far corners of the miniscule apartment, I relented. I dusted off my hands and drew my laptop toward me.

      “Crap. Crap. Crap,” I declared, flipping through the first few property suggestions with practiced ease. “Too expensive. Too ugly. Too Stepford Wives.”

      “Hang on. Go back,” said Bodhi. “What about the blue one?”

      “It’s in Detroit.”

      “Hard pass.”

      A notification for a new message popped up. I squinted at it. The thumbnail showcased a sizeable home nestled between brilliant green trees. In the lower left hand corner of the photo, sparkling reflections of the sun glinted off a body of water. I clicked on the e-mail.

      “That place is for sale?” asked Bodhi. He leaned forward to get a better look at the picture, but the cardboard box caved in beneath the weight of his elbow, and the food containers slid inward. Quickly, Bodhi sat up straight, popping the box back into place from the underside.

      I flipped through the pictures attached to the new e-mail. This house had potential. It was immense compared to the properties we usually tackled, but it would be an easy renovation. From a cursory glance, the house was in decent shape. Its only flaw was that it had been built well over twenty years ago. For real estate these days, it was severely outdated.

      “Well?” Bodhi prompted.

      “Just a minute. There’s a message attached.”

      I read it out loud:

      

      Dear Ms. Taylor,

      

      I recently discovered your blog, and I think you would find great interest in a property in my possession. It has been vacant for quite a few years, and I fear many critters have taken up residence in the meantime, but other than that, the house is in admirable condition. I have no use for the house myself, and I’ve simply tired of the responsibility that comes with owning such a stagnant piece of land. As such, I’m willing to come down as low as possible on the price. If you are interested, please let me know as soon as it is convenient for you.

      

      Courteously,

      Milo Holmes

      

      “Where is this place?” Bodhi asked, squinting at the mountainous scenery in the background of the exterior shots.

      I double-checked the listing. “Some tiny town called Black Bay. It’s in Washington.”

      “You know it rains like hell in Washington too, right?”

      “It might be worth it, if he means what he said about the price.”

      He ate the last bite of my abandoned egg roll and dusted his hands off. “I have to admit I’m interested, but it seems too good to be true. A house like that? Something has to be wrong with it if he wants to sell it for so little.”

      “What if we don’t bite and end up letting another great opportunity go to waste?”

      Bodhi tipped his head back, swishing soda in his mouth. He was thinking. The veins in his neck—his lifelines—stood at attention. He swallowed. “Can you do a little digging? This Milo fellow. Ask him for more information.”

      It was as close to a consensus as we were going to get at the moment. I wrote a short reply to Milo Holmes, requesting additional information. At the bottom, I left my cell phone number, signed off, and hit send. As the e-mail application swooshed, the familiar anticipation of acquiring a new property settled in. I tapped my chopsticks rapidly against the cardboard box to get the jitters out.

      Bodhi trapped them beneath his own chopsticks then lifted a piece of bourbon chicken to my mouth. I almost veered away, thrown by this rare display of affection, and studied the man sitting across from me. He was familiar but blurry, like I was looking at him from beneath the depths of the murky water in the community pool. This was an older version of Bodhi, a more playful version that hadn’t made an appearance in quite some time. I missed this version.

      I ate the chicken. I saw the ghost of his smile. My cell phone rang.
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      Bodhi hated Washington.

      He declared his hatred over the anguished groan of the landing gear deploying from the belly of our cramped plane as the pilot lowered us through Seattle’s dreary atmosphere, aiming for the SeaTac airport. As the ground rushed up to meet us, the muscles in my stomach clenched. Landing was the worst part of flying. It was the idea that you could make it all the way to your destination, the safety and solidity of the tarmac teasing you from the view outside the diminutive oval window, and still die in some inexplicable calamity that befalls the aircraft in the last five minutes of flight. That would be infinitely more tragic than dying during a fatal take-off procedure. At least if you bit the bullet during take-off, you hadn’t spent the last few hours of your life with your knees crammed against the vinyl seat in front of you, eating stale peanuts and breathing recycled air within a glorified tin can as your husband reads SkyMall with a level of concentration unwarranted by such expensive and useless materialism. In any case, Bodhi’s immediate animosity toward Washington State did not do any wonders for my aching low back, full bladder, or general anxiety.

      His seat belt loosened as he leaned across me to peer out of the window. “Have you ever seen a place this gray? It looks like a painting I saw in the Tate Modern once. Giant canvas—must’ve been at least eight feet tall—and the artist covered the entire damn thing in one shade of gray paint. Who does that? How is that art?”

      “The trees are green.” Anything to get Bodhi to shut up about the painting.

      “If you can see them through the clouds.”

      I didn’t care about the clouds. They were a safe haven compared to the apartment in Florida. One bedroom. A full-sized mattress. Innumerable accidental touches followed by hasty awkward apologies. There was an inch and a mile between us.

      Milo Holmes’s first phone call was a blessing, as were the following ones. It was the easiest buying process I’d experienced thus far. Milo was polite yet persistent. I had offered him a price that was borderline disrespectful, but he hadn’t blanched. On the contrary, he insisted on taking care of everything from drafting the closing papers to supervising the inspection. He had walked me through each detail over the phone, tirelessly e-mailed me copies of the paperwork, and shortened the entire process by at least fifty percent. All that was left was for Bodhi and I to make an official site visit. If everything went to spec, the house in Black Bay would be ours to rebuild.

      Blissfully, the plane touched down without going up in a fiery inferno. We deplaned, picked up our bags, and rented a car from the airport. The drive to Black Bay was quiet save for the navigation application on Bodhi’s phone barking out directions. I rested my forehead against the window, watching the trees, which in fact were not gray, blur together as they rushed by.

      “There it is.”

      The car crested over a hill. Black Bay lay before us, a quaint town nestled at the base of an enormous bluff. It spread out delicately and in tremendous hues, as though someone had painted the entire scene in watercolors. Nature remained greatly undisturbed here. The residents of Black Bay had taken care to build their houses and businesses between the reaches of the tall trees and flowering plants. The bay itself curled around the town in a tight hug. Despite the cloud cover, the bright blues and whites of windsurfers and sailboats drifted languidly about, a stark contrast to the navy background of sparkling water. We passed a weathered sign with chipped paint as the car trundled toward the main street: Welcome to Black Bay - Population: 7324.

      “It’s quite colorful,” Bodhi admitted, letting off the gas to cruise down the hill.

      The main street was rife with activity. Women shopped in boutiques, men chatted amiably on street corners, and children laughed as they flew kites past a fountain in the town square. The marina was busy too. Fishermen hauled in their catches from the early morning while teenagers played catch or lounged on the docks, dangling their bare feet over the water. It was a Saturday, and it seemed all of Black Bay wanted to spend their day in the summer breeze.

      Bodhi drew to a stop, gesturing for a gaggle of high schoolers to cross the road in front of us. “What time did you say we were supposed to meet this Milo guy again?”

      “Eleven o’clock.”

      It took less than ten minutes to drive from one end of Black Bay to the other. The far side was quieter, more subdued, as though the thick forest ate sounds and swallowed them deep in its belly. A narrow road invited us into the misty retreat of the overlooking rock. I craned my neck, peering through the windshield. Somewhere above, our potential property loomed, but the only hint of its existence was the faint outline of a widow’s walk, barely visible through the thickening fog. Still, the familiar flutter of anticipation spun in my stomach.

      The car climbed up the slender street, winding back and forth through the trees until the land leveled out. As the house appeared in full view, I inhaled sharply. The plethora of pictures Milo had sent me hadn’t done it justice. The coastal home’s design might have been outdated and its derelict exterior run down by years of saltwater erosion and constant rain, but its soaring columns, grand doorways, and multiple wooden decks were breathtakingly gorgeous. I stepped out of the car before Bodhi put it in park, planted my hands on my hips, and took in the sights.

      “How do you like it?” a voice called.

      From the side yard of the house emerged a tall, lean man in jeans, deck shoes, and a tan windbreaker. He was a few years younger than me and Bodhi, in his late twenties maybe, with fierce blue eyes and fair hair so sundrenched and windswept that he would not have looked out of place in a J. Crew catalogue. He jogged toward us and offered a tanned, calloused hand.

      “I’m Milo,” he said. “You must be Bailey.”

      “That would be me.” I grasped Milo’s warm hand in my own. “Your house is beautiful. This is my husband, Bodhi.”

      Bodhi shook Milo’s hand as well. “Aren’t you a little young to own a property like this?”

      Milo chuckled. It was a deep, low sound, a man’s laugh that didn’t match his boyish appearance. “Probably. Would you like to see inside?”

      With a bounce in his step, Milo led us to the front doors. They were unlocked. Apparently, there was no need to worry about break-ins. After all, the house was alone on the bluff. The rest of Black Bay’s suburbs, if you could call it that, was interspersed in the town below.

      “The original owner’s things are all still here,” Milo explained, swinging the double doors wide to reveal the foyer and living room.

      The house was fully furnished and decorated. Every surface—polished wood tables, an outdated stereo system, a collection of porcelain horse figurines on the mantle—was blanketed with a layer of dust. There was a palpable stillness in the house, as if it had gone undisturbed for so many years that it no longer remembered how to interact with living creatures. Our entrance stirred the dust particles. They danced through the sunbeams streaming in from the front door, swirling about like a welcoming shower of off-brand confetti.

      I trailed my fingers through the grime of a narrow table by the door, pausing to examine the contents of a small crystal tray. Car keys. I picked them up, dangling them in Bodhi’s direction. “I don’t suppose the car comes with the house, does it?”

      Bodhi snatched the keys and put them back in the tray. “Don’t, Bailey.”

      Milo remained on the threshold, a silhouette framed against the white sun of the late morning. “I know it’s a little odd,” he admitted. “The house was put up for auction several years ago. My father bought it originally. No idea what he wanted to do with it. Anyway, when he died, he left it to me.”

      I crossed the living room, the lush carpet muting my footsteps. A cashmere throw blanket was tossed casually over the arm of a dark leather sectional, as though someone had just been here watching something on the bulky, big-screen television. A grandfather clock lorded over the room, both hands still and silent. In the far corner, a grand piano posed proudly with a yellowing booklet of sheet music open on its shelf.

      Tentatively, I touched a rigid page. “Claire de Lune. Debussy.”

      “You can do whatever you want with the piano,” Milo said. “And the furniture. Sell it, trash it. I don’t really care. We meant to have an estate sale, but it never happened.”

      “What a waste,” I murmured. “It’s so beautiful.” I pressed a key on the piano. A shrill note punctured the stagnant air. I winced. “Out of tune, but beautiful.”

      Bodhi crossed his arms, gazing up at the exposed wooden beams of the living room. The crinkle in his forehead appeared. He was contemplating the possibilities, mapping out potential changes in his mind for renovations. “Where’s the kitchen?”

      Milo pointed. “Through there.”

      Bodhi ventured off. His voice echoed into the living room. “Bailey, we could knock out the wall and open this entire room up.”

      “Okay!”

      Milo massaged one of his hands with the other, anxiously kneading the muscle between his finger and thumb. “Does that mean we can officially close today?”

      “It means we’ll have a look at the rest of the house.” Bodhi poked his head in from the adjacent room. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Be my guest.”

      Bodhi wandered off. He was that type of person. He preferred to explore alone and at his own pace, which often left me to kindle a conversation with the seller about the remainder of the closing process.

      “Would you like the grand tour?” Milo asked. He indicated the wide staircase stationed beyond the foyer, its intricately carved balustrade ascending into a Cimmerian second level.

      “Actually,” I countered, “I’d love to see the view.”

      With an athletic fluidity, Milo altered his path and ushered me through the snug kitchen and out a back door. On the decrepit wooden deck in the backyard, I didn’t know where to look first. The house had a spectacular garden. It was wild and overgrown, but at one point, it might have been the pride and joy of whomever had lived there. The view beyond the garden caused the warm summer air to catch in my throat. To the right, the dense forest resumed, cloaking the steep ascent in swarthy green. To the left, the bluff dropped off suddenly, leaving nothing but open air. Sea spray ricocheted up from below. The sun dyed the clouds pale yellow and pink, like pastels painted across the sky. I opened my arms wide and took a deep breath.

      “Nice, isn’t it.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “Heavenly,” I agreed. Milo stared wistfully out at the water. “Seriously, Milo. Why would you want to sell this house?”

      “I don’t find Black Bay quite as idyllic as the everyday man.”

      “Ah, yes. I can see why. Horrible place.”

      The massive deck creaked and groaned as he walked toward the edge. “This house is too big for me anyway. What am I going to do with four bedrooms?”

      “Four bedrooms.” I looked up at the second level of the house, musing. From one bedroom in Florida to four in Washington. Bodhi and I would hardly cross paths in our spare time.

      “And an office, a library, a wine cellar—”

      “I didn’t realize I was buying Jay Gatsby’s house.”

      Milo winked at me. “All that’s missing is the American Dream.”

      “Isn’t it always?”

      We fell silent. The wind whistled over the rocks. Below, the waves crashed against the bluff. I wondered how Bodhi was getting along. The final leg of our short journey was in his hands. If he decided the house wasn’t worth it, it was back to holing up in whatever hotel room or inexpensive apartment was available. At least a town like Black Bay was bound to have a pretty bed and breakfast with a view of the water for us to stay in. If the house fell through for some unpleasant reason, I had found a backup property in New Mexico, but as I gazed across the water, I desperately hoped for Bodhi’s approval.

      “It’s not that big, really,” Milo said. He looked at me. “As Gatsby’s mansion, I mean.”

      “If it was, we wouldn’t be here.” The wind blew hair into my face where it stuck to my lips. I brushed it away, bristling. There was no graceful way to spit hair out of your mouth. “Bigger houses are harder to flip. There’s more work to be done, and they’re less likely to sell. We’re going out on a limb for this one.”

      “We can knock a little more off the price if that will help,” Milo said.

      A hint of doubt colored the short distance between us. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” I asked. “Most people would do their damnedest to wring us dry on a house like this.”

      “Like I said, I inherited this house,” Milo answered. “I don’t lose anything by selling it. I don’t want the responsibility. It’s been a thorn in my side already, and I don’t need an extravagant wad of cash to get out of Black Bay.”

      “Are you moving?”

      “As soon as possible.”

      He tucked his hands into his jeans and hunched his shoulders against the wind. Even though it was early June and summer was in full swing, the breeze was cool enough to ruffle the sleeves of his windbreaker. I rubbed my palms together, watching Milo out of the corner of my eye. He bounced on the toes of his deck shoes, his calves bulging against his jeans. It wasn’t anxious per se. It was more like he didn’t realize he was doing it. His heels tapped against the rotting wood of the deck. Tap, tap, tap. Like a determined woodpecker.

      “What’s not to like about Black Bay?” I asked him.

      “Who said I didn’t like it?”

      I made a face. “You did.”

      “I don’t hate it.”

      “Okay.”

      We were quiet for another minute.

      “But why don’t you like Black Bay?” I asked again. “I’m sorry to badger you. It’s just—I do a lot of research before we buy these houses, you know? We have to make sure we don’t purchase some place in the middle of nowhere. Black Bay checks out. Low crime rates, good job opportunities, highly rated schools, great local culture—”

      “Bailey!” Bodhi’s voice floated out from somewhere above. The wind carried it down to us then swept it over the edge of the bluff.

      We turned. Bodhi stood on a smaller deck that protruded from the second floor of the house. He leaned over the railing. “This is the master bedroom! Can you imagine?”

      I gave him a smile and a thumbs-up. “What do you think?”

      “I think I’m excited to get started. How’s it going down there?”

      He wasn’t asking about the view. He was referring to my conversation with Milo.

      “We’re still talking,” I called up to Bodhi.

      “Talk faster. Demo and reno!”

      “Demo and reno,” I said back. With a grin, Bodhi retreated into the master bedroom.

      Milo lifted an eyebrow. “What’s demo and reno?”

      “It’s what I call demolition and renovations on my blog,” I explained. “It’s clever. It rhymes. Kind of. People like that. I thought you read it?”

      He ducked his chin into the front of his windbreaker like a shy tortoise. “Honestly, I came across your blog during a web search. I mostly looked at the pictures. It’s pretty impressive what the two of you can do.”

      “Thanks.”

      Bodhi emerged into the backyard, interrupting Milo’s praise. He stomped heavily on the wooden deck. “This will have to go. And the railing on that second level is falling apart. I’m thinking glass panes instead. Modernize the place, you know? Open spaces, big windows. Maybe an industrial kind of vibe. What do you think, Bay? You’re the one with the designer’s eye.”

      “I could see that happening. We’ll draw something up together.”

      Bodhi joined me and Milo, but unlike us, he didn’t look out at the view. He draped a heavy arm across my shoulders, turning me to face the aging house. I rounded forward, compensating for the extra weight. “Everything check off?”

      Bodhi nodded, tucking me into his side. “I’m ready to close if you are.”

      “I’m ready.”

      Sunlight glinted off Milo’s eyes—just like the water below, they shimmered bright white and blue—as he smiled. “I’m glad this all worked out.”

      “As am I,” I said, ducking out from under Bodhi’s arm. “Milo, would you like to join us in town for lunch? We wouldn’t mind a local’s perspective.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” he said. “If you like, I can expedite the closing process. I just need a little time to do so. Meet me back here around two?”

      “Perfect. Before you go, will you do us a favor?” I opened the camera app on my phone and handed it to Milo. “Will you take a photo of us in front of the house? I need one for the blog.”

      “Absolutely.”

      I stationed Bodhi at the corner of the deck, hoping that Milo could capture both the house and the horizon in the photo. Milo trampled a rose bush searching for a good viewpoint, chewing on his lip as he tilted the phone this way and that for the best angle.

      “Ready?” he called across the yard.

      We moved robotically. I linked my arms loosely around Bodhi’s waist. He perched his chin on top of my head. I smiled, working to extend the expression to my eyes. Bodhi smiled, the muscles of his jaw rustling my hair. The phone faked a camera noise. We drew apart.

      “One more for safety,” Milo called out.

      Back toward Bodhi. Click. Away from Bodhi. Sigh.

      Milo bounded up to the deck, holding out my phone. “There ya go. And—” He reached into the pocket of his jeans, extracting a single key. “There’s that. Feel free to get comfortable. I don’t mind. I’ll meet you back here. Oh, and by the way, if you don’t want to drive to town, there’s a pathway around the southeast corner of the house. It’s a nice walk. Twenty minutes or so.”

      “Sounds great.”

      With a curious sense of finality, Milo dropped the lonely silver key into my palm. It lay against my skin, cold and still like a dead sardine. My fingers curled around it, clutching at the American Dream.
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      If possible, Black Bay was even warmer and more welcoming on foot. By the time Bodhi and I reached the center of town, most of the clouds had cleared out, leaving a radiant sky with a few decorative wisps of cotton candy. I shed my jacket, tying it around my waist. In Fort Lauderdale, my shoulders had burned and peeled so many times that I’d started wearing long-sleeved, UV-protection shirts outdoors. In contrast, the subtle affection of Black Bay’s sun tickled my tanned, freckled skin with such ardor that I cuffed my jeans and rolled the sleeves of my T-shirt up as far as they would go.

      Beside me, Bodhi shone with a fine coating of perspiration. It tugged at his dark curls and highlighted the angle of his cheekbones and called attention to the hollow at the base of his throat. The golden sun flirted with his golden irises. I caught his index finger in mine and squeezed. That we could handle.

      The high street swept us up with an enviable ease. The breeze from the bay played with my hair as we strolled past a grocery market advertising locally grown produce, farm fresh meats and cheeses, and an abundance of other enticing items. We paused, chuckling, to allow a gaggle of children playing tag pass by, then continued on our way, glancing into the bright, welcoming shop windows. There were no chain restaurants here, no looming supermarkets or wholesale stores. The businesses were small and crowded. One storefront boasted homemade ice cream and cookies. A used bookstore advertised two for one classics. There was even an archaic office for the local newspaper, the Black Bay Banner, a new edition of which was published every other Sunday.

      The locals themselves were infectiously joyous as well. They smiled or tipped the brim of their hats at each other, pausing to chat or say a quick hello in doorways or on street corners. Everyone seemed to know everyone else.

      “Beautiful day, isn’t it, Joyce?”

      “Sure is, Bobby. Say hello to your wife for me, will you?”

      In fact, the locals were so familiar with each other that mine and Bodhi’s presence in town almost seemed to elude their understanding. Though they met my gaze with the same polite smiles they afforded their neighbors, there was a vague impression of confusion in each passing glance. Black Bay, however amiable, was not accustomed to new faces.

      On the corner of the cross section at the town square, the warm aromas of fresh coffee, sizzling sausage, and cinnamon scones wafted from the open doors and windows of a bustling cafe called Sanctuary Coffee House. I tugged on Bodhi’s finger.

      “I smell hotcakes. And real maple syrup.”

      “Sold,” he said, steering me inside.

      The Sanctuary was a popular place. There were no tables available, so Bodhi and I settled in on two bar stools at the counter, squeezing between an elderly gentleman who smelled faintly of fish and a high schooler immersed in a bruised copy of Catcher in the Rye. I hummed contently as the cappuccino machine happily pulverized fresh coffee beans and tapped my fingers on the countertop in time with the upbeat acoustic guitar music emanating faintly from the overhead speakers. Soon, a middle-aged woman in a denim shirt and a green apron sidled toward us. In a practiced move, she filled two glasses with ice water, garnished them with lemon, and slid them across the counter.

      “Everyone in town must be getting a load of you two,” she said with a warm smile.

      “Why’s that?” Bodhi asked.

      She tightened the bright red bandana that held her shock of blonde hair away from her face. “Beautiful new couple? I’m surprised Pam hasn’t whisked you away for a photo shoot already.”

      “Sorry, but who’s Pam?”

      The woman set two menus next to our waters, each one emblazoned with the Sanctuary’s signature swirly font and a depiction of a fierce eagle eye. “Pam Lopez. She’s the editor of the Black Bay Banner. Not a lot of news to print in such a small town, you know? She loves newcomers. Newcomers are news.”

      Bodhi tugged his stool closer to the counter and sipped his water. “As much as I’d hate to disappoint Pam, we probably won’t be here long enough to warrant front page news.”

      “No? Just passing through?”

      “In a way,” I filled in. “We flip houses. We’ve just bought the house up the road.”

      The woman blinked. “The Winchester house?”

      “If that’s the one on the bluff.”

      “With the widow’s walk?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Oh.”

      She pursed her lips. Bodhi and I exchanged loaded looks. I shuffled closer, raising my voice to be heard over the buzz of the cafe. “Is there something wrong with that house?”

      “No, not at all! It’s just been empty for years.”

      “What happened to the owners?” asked Bodhi.

      A server dashed by, balancing a tray of salads and sandwiches on his shoulder. The woman made room for him before answering Bodhi. “He’s a strange fellow. Doesn’t come into town.”

      “Milo, you mean.”

      “Is that his name?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      She shook her head. “Like I said, he’s a bit off-kilter. Never even seen him in person. But where are my manners?” She wiped her hands on her apron and shook one of mine. “My name is Ava.”

      “I’m Bailey,” I said. “This is Bodhi.”

      Ava beamed, patting Bodhi’s hand affectionately. “Welcome to Black Bay! And to the Sanctuary. Best coffee in town, roasted right here on the premises. Then again, I own the place, so I’m a little biased. Can I get you something else to drink?”

      Bodhi flipped over the menu, perusing. “I’ll have a cold brew.”

      “Sweetened?”

      “Sure. Bailey?”

      “The cappuccinos smell amazing,” I said.

      “A cappuccino and a cold brew coming up.”

      As Ava drifted away, busying herself with our drink order, Bodhi pivoted toward me. “Okay, is it me or was that a little weird?”

      “I thought she was nice.”

      “Nice, sure. Still weird.”

      I unfolded my menu. Though it was lunchtime, the column of breakfast food drew my attention. “It’s a small town, Bodhi. Don’t be so judgmental.”

      “I’m not. And who are the Winchesters?”

      A swell in conversation near the door of the Sanctuary turned my head. A stout man with a full beard had entered the coffee shop. There was nothing remarkable about his appearance, but he was greeted with enthusiasm by every person within shouting distance. He was of average stature but broad and muscled throughout his shoulders and chest. He wore faded jeans, workman’s boots, and a white T-shirt. His age only showed in the crinkles at the corners of his eyes and the salt-and-pepper of his beard. He swept off his baseball cap, revealing an impressive amount of voluminous, solid gray hair, and tipped it in acknowledgement of the Sanctuary’s effervescent patrons.

      “Mayor?” I guessed in an undertone to Bodhi.

      “Local drug dealer,” he joked. I elbowed him, suppressing a laugh.

      “One cappuccino,” said Ava, reappearing with a steaming cup. “And one cold brew. Anything to eat?”

      “Whatever they order, put it on my tab,” boomed a voice. A meaty hand clapped down on my shoulder as I glanced up. The mayor, for lack of a better word, had approached us from behind. He grinned at me and Bodhi, displaying a spirited smile. “I heard through the grapevine that Black Bay had visitors. Least I can do is treat you to a meal.”

      Bodhi shrugged out from under the man’s weighty grip. “That won’t be necessary—”

      “I insist.” He took a few dollars from his back pocket and offered them to the nearby high schooler. “Budge up, if you don’t mind, darlin’.”

      The younger girl bounced off the stool without argument, tucking Catcher in the Rye beneath one arm. “Thanks, Ethan. See you at the sailing competition tomorrow?”

      The man winked. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      As she bounded away, the man hoisted himself on her vacated stool. “I wasn’t kidding, you know. Order something to eat. It’s on me.”

      I took the bait, asking Ava for a platter of hotcakes and eggs. Bodhi followed suit and ordered a roast beef sandwich. As Ava placed our order, the man dumped several packets of artificial sweetener in a gargantuan glass of iced tea.

      “I’m Ethan, by the way,” he said, stirring his beverage with a plastic bendy straw. “Ethan Powell. I run the lumber mill south of here. And the nearby warehouse. And a few of the businesses in town. But I’m getting ahead of myself. I passed by the Banner and Pam Lopez said there’s a new couple in town. Bailey and Bodhi, is it? My grandfather had a dog named Bodhi.”

      “Word sure does travel fast here,” said Bodhi.

      “Small town, sir. People talk.”

      “We’re renovating the house on the bluff,” I explained again.

      “The Winchester house?”

      Déjà vu. As Ethan’s deep voice resonated across the cafe, a few customers looked up from their coffee cups. I nodded. “That’s the one.”

      Our food arrived. I slathered maple syrup across the hotcakes and took a bite. Like the rest of Black Bay, breakfast was heavenly too.

      Bodhi plucked out the toothpicks that held his sandwich together. “Who are the Winchesters?”

      “Who were the Winchesters,” Ethan corrected, shaking his head. “Tragic, really. You have to know the history first. Twenty-odd years ago, Black Bay was suffering. Our town always relied on timber and fishing, but with better technology and bigger companies moving in, a lot of our factories and mills were being shut down. It was bad. A lot of locals lost their jobs or went bankrupt. People moved out to the cities for more opportunities, and Black Bay felt like a ghost town for a while.”

      I swallowed another bite of my hotcakes. “Looks like it’s doing all right now though. What happened?”

      Ethan bowed his head politely. “The Winchesters happened. They built that house of yours. Beautiful family. Two great kids. Christopher Winchester was a businessman, but not a deplorable one. He consolidated what was left of the businesses in Black Bay. Saved the small-town economy, you know? And he worked real hard with the locals to restore Black Bay without sacrificing our own ideals. Top-notch fellow, really. His wife Elizabeth was lovely too. She kept morale up. Started a book club and volunteered for whatever cause needed her most.”

      Through a full mouth, Bodhi mumbled, “What was so tragic then?”

      Ethan’s eyes darkened, as though one of the clouds from earlier had suddenly appeared inside the cafe. “They died. All four of them. Boat accident.”

      The sandwich dropped from Bodhi’s hand. I choked on a sip of my cappuccino, my nose dipping into the foam. My heart ached. It was as though someone had reached into my chest, wrapped my organ in their fist, and squeezed. Bodhi’s calloused palm found my knee. I stared down at it, focusing on the heart-shaped birthmark on the back of his hand.

      “It’s their house,” I murmured to Bodhi.

      “We can bail,” he offered. He kept his head bowed, his back turned to Ethan in an illusion of privacy. “We haven’t signed the papers. We can just go.”

      I dropped my forehead into my hand, shielding my eyes. The coffeehouse was too loud, too busy. Voices called, plates clanked, machines whirred. The hotcakes smelled too sweet. My stomach heaved. Everyone was looking. Was everyone looking?

      Ethan stood on the leg of his stool to peer over Bodhi at me. “Everything all right?”

      “I’ve got it,” said Bodhi firmly. Ethan sat down. Bodhi rubbed my back. “Bailey?”

      “We should stay,” I whispered. I cleared my throat and spoke up. “We should stay. It shouldn’t— it’s fine. We should stay. The house is too gorgeous.”

      “Are you sure?” Bodhi asked.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Ethan interrupted before I could answer. “The Winchesters passed a long time ago. No one in town is going to fault you for buying their house.”

      “That’s not it,” Bodhi said.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t understand—”

      “It’s fine,” I said again, this time louder. I wiped the cappuccino foam from my nose. Smiled at Bodhi. Smiled at Ethan. “It’s no big deal. Thank you for your concern, Ethan.”

      Ethan offered me a napkin, which I used to mop the sticky sweetness of maple syrup from my fingers. “Sure, darlin’.”

      I pushed my plate away. My appetite had abandoned me. I resented it. The hotcakes lay sad and half-eaten. I rotated the plate so that only the untouched part of the stack was visible to me.

      Bodhi had stopped eating too, instead rubbing my back in slow, comforting circles. I pointed to his sandwich. “Finish that. I know you’re still hungry.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked again.

      “Of course.” I cleared my throat once more. “So, Ethan?”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I couldn’t help but notice you’re pretty popular around here.”

      As if in example, a small child trundled by with a sippy cup full of orange juice and called up to the bar stool. “Hiya, Mister Powell!”

      Ethan grinned and waved before returning his attention to me. “I grew up here,” he explained. “The lumber mill was a family business, see? It was my grandfather’s then my dad’s. I would’ve lost it all if it weren’t for Christopher Winchester. He did so much for Black Bay. Ever since he passed, I like to think it’s my duty to take care of the town. Someone’s got to, you know?”

      It made sense. Ethan Powell was the unnamed father of Black Bay. In my opinion, every small town needed someone like him to keep things running smoothly. Otherwise, the close quarters and local gossip was bound to come to a head at some point.

      Bodhi dusted his hands off on his napkin. “We’re going to need some guys to help us out with the construction up at the house. Do you know of anyone who needs work?”

      “You’ve asked the right man.” Ethan finished off his iced tea then tipped back the glass to chew on the ice cubes. As he crunched, he said, “I got a bunch of guys who’re always looking for a couple extra bucks. Just say when.”

      “It won’t be right away,” Bodhi answered. “I need to do some work on my own first. Draw up the plans. We haven’t even signed the closing documents yet.”

      “Speaking of which,” I said, checking my watch. “It’s one-thirty. We should head back up to the house soon.”

      “I’ve kept you. My apologies.” Ethan waved Ava over, lumbering off his bar stool to extract his wallet from his back pocket. He handed a twenty to Ava and a business card to Bodhi. “Call me anytime. And not just for construction work. If you need anything at all, feel free to let me know. I was serious about looking out for the people of Black Bay. Even if you’re only around for a couple of months, I’m here for you.”

      I stood up and patted Ethan on his broad back. “Thank you for that, Ethan. And for lunch.”

      “Anytime, darlin’. Take care now.”

      

      
        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      So this is the first time Bodhi and I have ever participated in a private sale, and I have to admit, there’s a certain finesse to it. Our new buddy, Milo, had prepared all of the necessary documents in advance, which we signed in mere minutes. What a relief! There was no hassle. No last-minute negotiations. No real estate sharks or loan officers. If only every transaction we made was as simple and stress-free as the one for the Winchester house.

      Yes, ladies and gentleman, our new house officially has a name, but unlike The Pit in Fort Lauderdale (jk!), our project had already been christened before we arrived in Black Bay. The Winchester House. Sounds regal, doesn’t it? It looks regal too. It’s not a palace by any means, but the Winchesters were definitely blue-blooded. This place has a ballroom. A ballroom! Okay, so it’s more of a big, empty hall, but you could absolutely hold a modest ball in there.

      And did I mention the view? Right now, Bodhi and I are sitting out on the deck of the master bedroom, drinking wine and watching the sunset. Talk about ridiculously romantic. It’s literally all ocean and mountains here. The sky is purple. PURPLE. Don’t worry, I’ll attach pictures.

      

      Eat your hearts out, flippers.

      Bailey

      

      I uploaded the pictures from my phone to the new blog post, including the one of me and Bodhi outside on the lower deck. I zoomed in on it, studying our expressions. As long as my followers didn’t look too closely, no one would notice how our bodies didn’t quite connect at the center. Or how, despite my best efforts, my smile faltered around my eyes. I zoomed out, uploaded the picture, and published the post before I could second-guess myself.

      After our meeting with Milo, we had spent the rest of the day tidying up what we could of the Winchester house. It was a good thing the family had left an entire cabinet full of cleaning supplies. Even better, the 90s-era vacuum cleaner still worked. My afternoon consisted of the simple yet daunting task of ridding the house of its thick layer of dust. I emptied the vacuum bag at least ten times, covering my nose and mouth as it coughed ashy clouds into the trash can. My dedication lasted long enough to clean the kitchen, one bathroom, and two of the upstairs bedrooms. The rest, I planned on tackling during the next few days.

      For now, I sat on the bare mattress of the king-sized bed in the master bedroom. The sky really was purple, a light lilac hue near the surface of the water that stretched up into a dark plum color before conceding to the twinkling stars. Beyond the open French doors, Bodhi propped himself up against the railing of the second story deck. He gazed out across the open ocean with a bottle of beer—some kind of local brew that we picked up at the market on our way back up to the bluff—perched nearby. The fabric of his shirt danced in the breeze. It rode up above his jeans, revealing a stretch of his tanned back and a strip of paler skin at his waistband. As though he could feel my eyes on him, he turned away from the water.

      “You okay?”

      I nodded.

      “All done with the blog post?”

      Another nod.

      He yawned, stretching his arms overhead as he came inside. “I know it’s early, but I think I’ll head to bed. Flights always wear me out.”

      “Can you close and lock the doors please?”

      He eased the stiff French doors shut and pulled the curtains over the windows.

      “Night.”

      He paused as he passed me. There was a barely noticeable stumble in his step as though he thought about kneeling down to kiss the top of my head. He didn’t though. He walked away. I watched his reflection on the screen of my laptop. At the door of the bedroom, he looked over his shoulder at the space left beside me on the massive bed.

      I waited.

      Bodhi left. I rolled my shoulders out, realizing how tense the muscles in my back had been while he’d considered his sleeping arrangement. I closed my laptop, no longer able to look at the happy crap I’d posted on the blog. It was all a farce. The only time Bodhi and I shared a bed these days was if we had no other options, ergo the apartment in Florida. It was easier on all parties involved if we slept in separate rooms. That was why I had made sure to clean two of the upstairs bedrooms. I needed space.

      As soon as Bodhi was out of sight, I stripped off my jeans, too tired to root through my poorly packed suitcase for a pair of pajamas. The purple tinted light of the beckoning evening filtered through the diaphanous white curtains, casting a lavender glow across the plush carpet. I fell onto the bare mattress of the king-sized bed and stretched diagonally from one end to the other.

      Flights didn’t make Bodhi tired. He loved them. Before we met, he traveled to whatever country struck his fancy, worked unpleasant jobs to pay for his room and board, and owned a grand total of five shirts. When he was on the ground, he talked incessantly about how he missed the “in between” feeling of being in the sky.

      I stared at the ceiling. The Winchesters did not believe in stucco ceilings. It was smooth, painted a creamy off-white that reminded me of French vanilla ice cream. I closed my eyes. Purple skies and empty airplane aisles and French vanilla ice cream floated through the darkness behind my eyelids.

      

      I woke with a scream lodged in my throat. It was stuck there, bubbling. I couldn’t breathe. I was drowning. Or I had been.

      A gust of wind brought me to my senses. The bedroom was dark. I unfurled my fists. My fingers were cold, but my palms were damp and warm. I had dug my fingernails into the flesh there, drawing blood. Another breeze swept through the room, chilling the layer of sweat on my body. I shivered and looked up.

      The French doors were open, the black night beyond luring me into its depths.
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      At dawn, the woods around the Winchester house came alive. Through the glass panes of the windows, I heard the happy whistling of waking birds, the rustle of the ocean breeze through the leaves on the trees, and the subtle, ever-present hush of waves kissing the rocks below. The French doors to the balcony were closed. I propped myself up on one lonely pillow. Last night’s disruption slipped away. It was like holding a memory in a sieve. Remnants lingered, but the details were flushed out. It could’ve all been a dream, but the crescent-shaped grooves and dried blood in the palms of my hands said otherwise.

      I was no stranger to nightmares. They were my closest acquaintances these days. As soon as I drifted off, they came for me. I fought it at first. I quit drinking coffee for a while, participated in sleep studies, and went to therapy. Bodhi tried to help too. He held me or supervised me, but he never woke me up. For some cosmically ironic reason, waking someone from a night terror was considered a no-no. I never understood it, but I had accepted it. Now I greeted my dreams as co-workers: Hello. I see you. I accept you. Let’s get this over with. And in the morning, I left the terror to linger in the space between the fitted sheet and the duvet cover.

      Downstairs, Bodhi was already awake. He was a morning person. He rose and set with the sun. I padded softly into the kitchen in socks to find him sitting cross-legged on the counter, a mug of instant coffee between his hands. He had opened the window above the sink, and as he gazed toward the lightening horizon, his back rose and fell with each rhythmic, lengthening breath. I lingered in the doorway. Bodhi alone was a foreign species. As soon as he was aware of other people, his shields went up. I savored the rare opportunity to see him unprotected.

      I stepped heavily into the kitchen, rewarded with a loud creak from the aging floor. As Bodhi turned, I over-exaggerated a yawn. “Morning.”

      “Hi. How’d you sleep?”

      “Well enough.”

      “Even with the—?”

      I looked down at the linoleum. “Mm-hmm.”

      “Good. Coffee?”

      “Please.”

      He hopped off the counter, opening a cabinet beside the quiet refrigerator. It was stacked with ceramic mugs in various earth tones. Bodhi caught my eye as he reached for one the same color as the blue-gray ocean outside.

      “It’s weird, isn’t it?” he asked, rinsing dust off the mug in the sink before filling it with hot water from a kettle on the stove. “Time forgot about this place. The mugs. The kettle. There’s an entire set of fine china locked away in a display cabinet in the dining room.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t find the coffee here too.”

      He cracked a smile. “No, I walked into town earlier this morning. Picked up some fresh biscuits too. The bakery even had clotted cream and homemade jam.”

      “Wow.”

      The mug passed from his hands to mine. He lifted a paper bag on the counter. “Would you like one?”

      “Maybe later.”

      “Okay.”

      There was a fleck of dust floating in my coffee. I picked it out. Took a sip. Wrinkled my nose. Instant coffee might have done the trick for Bodhi, but to me it tasted like dirty water. I set aside the mug, wondering if its previous user would gasp in horror at the thought of it holding anything other than the highest quality whole bean brew. Something told me the Winchesters woke up to their coffee made for them.

      “What are we supposed to do with all of this stuff?” I asked Bodhi. “Milo doesn’t want it, and it seems like such a waste to throw it all away.”

      “Donate it?” suggested Bodhi.

      “That piano is Steinway and Sons. Those things cost about as much as some of the houses we’ve rebuilt.”

      “Then sell it. We could use the extra cash. Milo doesn’t care, remember?”

      “I don’t know. It feels wrong. I can’t explain it.”

      Bodhi kicked himself up onto the counter again, the heels of his bare feet bouncing against the cabinet doors. “The sinkhole house had an entire collection of vintage surfboards.”

      “Yeah, but the owner came back for them, remember?”

      “I think it’s safe to say that the Winchesters won’t be back anytime soon to collect their stingray.”

      “Steinway.”

      “Right.” He dipped his finger into the open jar of jam. “It’s going to take us forever to clear out this house. We’ll have to work the house section by section. That will give you time to figure out what you want to do with Mr. Stingray over there.”

      There was a flash of teeth. He was pulling my leg. “I guess since we didn’t get the opportunity to name the house, we’ll have to settle for branding the piano.”

      “It does have a nice ring to it.”

      “Mr. Stingray it is.”

      Bodhi offered me the jam jar and a spoon. I took a bite. “Apricot?”

      He nodded, licking a rogue dollop of jam from his pinky finger. “They’re in season. What are you planning today? I called Ethan Powell earlier, and he wants to meet with me.”

      “For what?”

      “He’s already recruited a couple guys to work on the house. Carpenters and such. I figured I’d check them out. Plus, he said he would take me on a tour of the lumber mill. It was refurbished a few years ago, so he knows the town’s guidelines for this kind of stuff.”

      “Wouldn’t the guidelines for houses and lumber mills vary a bit?”

      “It’s still nice to meet someone who knows the process,” said Bodhi. “He’s got connections, this guy. We shouldn’t run into any problems. Remember that lake house in Tahoe with the jackass next door?”

      “Vividly.”

      “Knowing a guy like Ethan Powell helps us avoid confrontations like that.”

      I lifted my mug. “To Ethan Powell.”

      Bodhi clinked his glass against mine.

      “Hey, Bode?” I ventured carefully. “Don’t forget to lock up at night, okay?”

      Coffee sloshed over the lip of his mug as he set it down on the counter. “I did.”

      “I saw you close the French doors, but I don’t think you locked them.”

      “Bailey, you asked me to lock the doors, so I locked the doors.”

      “Well, they flew open in the middle of the night, so I’m not sure you did.”

      He stared at me, quiet. His eyes, usually a rich amber, looked black beneath the shadow of his messy curls.

      I swallowed hard and lowered my gaze. “Maybe the lock’s busted or something.”

      “I’ll check it later.”

      I sipped my instant coffee and instantly blanched. In my periphery, Bodhi rolled his eyes. “I think I’ll stay here today,” I announced. One more sip. Tight lips. No flinching. “I want to get to know the house better. Take pictures for the blog, sketch out some ideas, clean a little more.”

      His cell phone chimed a reminder tone. “That’s for my meeting with Ethan,” he said, dropping from the counter and sliding into his shoes. “You’re staying here then?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Fine. Have you seen my keys?”

      “You left them on the counter.”

      “They aren’t there.”

      Any excuse to abandon the acidulous beverage. I left my mug of seawater on the kitchen counter and joined Bodhi in the living room. He checked behind the sofa cushions, but I spotted his keys right away. They were in the crystal tray on the table by the front door, nestled carefully next to the twenty-year-old car keys that I had found yesterday.

      I rescued Bodhi’s set, jingling them overhead.

      He made a grab for them. “Where were they?”

      “In the tray.”

      “Don’t put them there. It’s weird.”

      “I didn’t put them there.”

      “I left them on the counter, and only one of us sleepwalks.”

      Before I could reply, he briefly kissed my forehead and left through the front door. I heard the rumble of our rental car firing up. When the hum of the engine faded down the hill, I took a biscuit from the kitchen and went back upstairs. With Bodhi occupied, the house was mine to explore at my leisure.

      Yesterday, I investigated the first floor. Like Milo had said, the house had more than enough rooms to entertain. Beyond the kitchen and dining room, there was an office with a mahogany desk, a high-backed chair, and a velvet pool table. The next room over was a modest but extensive library, the spines of the books faded by the sunlight from the window. The ballroom—or whatever it had been—was the only one empty of furnishings. At the end of the hallway, an unmarked door hid a set of stairs that led down to the basement. I assumed the wine cellar was down there, but the swinging lightbulb flickered and died when I coaxed the switch upward, so I left the depths of the Winchester house to explore another day.

      The second floor was mostly bedrooms and bathrooms. Bodhi had laid his suitcase out in what appeared to be a guest room, with generic decorations and no personal touches, but when I swung open the door to the next stop on my exploration, my stomach heaved at the sight.

      A four-poster canopy bed dominated the room, framed between two curtained bay windows. A stocked bookshelf attempted to contain a collection of literature that looked as though it had been pilfered from the library downstairs. The books were stacked haphazardly, placed at any angle to fit chaotically within one another like a bizarre game of Tetris. The wardrobe was open, revealing racks of evenly spaced hangers. They clung to cashmere sweaters, polo shirts, tennis skirts, and elegant dresses that were fit for high tea. A pair of riding boots peeked out from beneath a pile of discarded laundry. The room blatantly belonged to a girl—a young one, I assumed at first—but an open copy of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Ethics of Ambiguity in the original French lay spread-eagled on the dusty duvet. How many teenaged girls made a habit of dabbling in foreign existentialist literature?

      I left without touching anything. The Winchesters’ possessions had gone undisturbed for twenty years, and I wasn’t ready to change that quite yet. I took a picture of the room for my blog and moved on. At the next door, I braced myself, anticipating what I might find on the other side. I turned the handle.

      And screamed.

      A parade of rats scurried out from under the bed, their devious little fingers whisking across the hardwood floors as they disappeared into an open vent in the wall. I pressed a hand to my chest, urging my lungs to work properly again. Rats were easily taken care of—Bodhi and I had dealt with them at a number of properties—but no matter how often we came across them, their beady eyes and sharp teeth never failed to set my pulse racing.

      The rats’ room had previously hosted a high school athlete. Black and gold posters, emblazoned with Black Bay High School: Golden Eagles, adorned every wall. A collection of trophies—football and track—stood in formation along a shelf by the door. A small work desk, covered in ancient issues of Sports Illustrated and Car and Driver, looked like it had rarely been used for homework. I tiptoed over the threshold and reached for the nearest trophy.

      “Forgive me,” I muttered to the tiny, faceless gold man. And then I chucked the trophy toward the bed. It thunked to the floor. All was quiet. No more rats.

      Gingerly, I knelt down, lifted the red plaid duvet, and peered under the bed. It smelled atrocious, and it was no wonder why. The rats had made themselves comfortable amidst a pile of yellowing football pads and cleats. I withdrew, holding my breath, and took another picture for the blog. I could edit out the rat droppings later.

      In the hallway, I skipped the last door. My heart—and nose—could only take so much. Craving fresh air, I went downstairs, out through the back door, and into the garden. As I pushed through a thicket of high grass and weeds, working my way toward the edge of the bluff, wild rose bushes snagged my T-shirt. The fluffy tendrils of dandelions took to the wind when I passed by, tickling my nose. I looked up at the sky. The garden could swallow me, and I would let it. Let the vines hug me into the ground. Let the flowers flourish in my pores. As long as I had a view of the stars at night, the earth would hear no complaints from me.

      I stopped twenty feet short of the bluff. There, a delicate tree in full bloom undulated in the breeze. It was a plumeria tree, with shimmering flowers as pink as a hummingbird’s throat. It would not have been unusual aside from two things. First of all, plumerias were a tropical flower. I had seen them in Florida and Hawaii, but plumerias weren’t likely to fall in love with Black Bay’s dreary climate. Secondly, though the rest of the garden was wild and overrun, the plumeria tree looked as though it had been carefully tended to. The weeds did not snake up its trunk to smother the flowers, and its silky scent, reminiscent of coconuts, wafted unhindered across the sole patch of neatly trimmed grass.

      I approached the plumeria tree, plucked a bloom, and held it beneath my nose. With one hand on the trunk to steady myself, I stepped as close to the edge of the bluff as I dared. There was no fence, no barrier between me and the open air. The horizon boasted a solid, straight line, a peaceful dichotomy of sea and sky. I looked down.

      Below, the water was far from tranquil. Waves gathered farther out, collecting energy as they rolled inward. Whitewash erupted as the rock interrupted each curl’s path, a violent surge of static that intensified with every ill-timed swell. The stone at the base of the bluff was jagged and raw. It split the waves to pieces without remorse.

      My head swam. The water swam. No, that wasn’t right. It was the effect of my relaxed vision, the separation of body from mind. The water and rocks were alive. Awake. Breathing. Mortal. I stepped forward.

      “Bailey!”

      My shirt tightened against my throat as someone took hold of the fabric and yanked me away from the bluff’s edge. I woke from my stupor, spinning on my heel.

      Milo, his blue eyes wide and burning, stood in the garden, his fingers still outstretched, reaching for me. For something that wasn’t there.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      I feigned innocence. “Looking.”

      “Looking? You were about to step off!”

      “Oh, please.”

      I brushed by him, but he followed along after me, navigating the fickle garden with practiced dexterity.

      “Wait, wait,” he said. “Hey, I’m sorry, okay? The winds up here can be rough. It’s not safe to stand that close to the edge.”

      “I wasn’t that close.”

      “Look, if you need someone to talk to—”

      “I don’t.”

      “Okay, but if you do, I’m around.”

      Milo trekked diligently after me as I stepped onto the deck. I whirled to face him. “What are you doing here anyway?”

      “I just wanted to know how you guys were settling in.”

      “We’re fine, thanks.”

      The wind blew his hair into his eyes. He squinted across the deck at me, sweeping a hand through his blond locks to tame them. “What usually makes you feel better?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He indicated the bluff’s drop-off. “At times like this, what makes you feel better? I like thinking about the future. Where will life take me? Where will I go? There are so many places I haven’t explored. Machu Picchu. Easter Island. Las Vegas. That’s a dream of mine.”

      He babbled like a brook, a constant stream of words.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, turning away from Milo to march into the kitchen. To my dismay, he followed me like a persistent puppy.

      “Sure you do,” he said. “I know what depression looks like, Bailey. I know what suici—”

      “Cold water,” I blurted out. Milo fell silent. “A tall glass of cold water. Freezing, really. I have to be able to feel it, like it’s flushing out the rest of me.”

      Milo opened a cabinet next to the sink, drew out a clear glass, and set it on the counter. His fingers brushed the back of my hand. “Good?”

      I took the glass. “Good.”

      “Good,” he said again. “I’ll let myself out.”

      I waited until the front door closed again before unclenching my other fist. The plumeria bloom fell to the kitchen floor, its petals crushed and broken.

      

      Bodhi returned in the early evening with takeout from an Italian restaurant in town. We ate chicken parmesan and drank wine out of the Winchesters’ cups on the big seat of the bay window in the living room.

      “How was your meeting?” I asked Bodhi.

      “It went really well,” he said, pausing to wipe marinara sauce from his chin. “Ethan’s going to be a real asset. His guys are great, you know? Smart and hardworking. Honestly, it’s been a while since I’ve been this excited to get started.”

      “I’m so glad.”

      “What’s on your mind?”

      I sipped from my wine glass. “What do you mean?”

      “For the house. Any ideas?”

      “Oh. Well, I think we should keep the bay windows.”

      “Agreed,” he said. “Some of them anyway. The ones upstairs. This one might have to go. I think we should open up the entire first floor and install those massive sliding glass doors. That way, you have a view of the bluff no matter where you stand.”

      “Open floor plan?”

      “Exactly.” He jabbed his fork in my direction for emphasis. “At least for the kitchen, living room, and dining room. I haven’t decided about the rest of the first floor yet.”

      I speared a piece of chicken. “What about upstairs?”

      “I quite like how cozy it is up there, actually,” Bodhi said.

      “Me too. Have you been in those other rooms? The Winchesters’ kids’ stuff is still there.”

      He tore a slice of crusty Italian bread in half, decorating the windowsill with a shower of crumbs, but paused before sweeping it through the sauce on his plate. “Oh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can clear those rooms on my own,” he offered. “You don’t have to—”

      “No, it’s fine,” I said. “Really. It just… got me thinking.”

      “About?”

      My wine glass was empty. I reached for the bottle. “About how Black Bay might be the perfect place to raise a family.”

      Bodhi stiffened. “What?”

      I poured the wine and swirled the contents of my glass, keeping my gaze on the tiny bubbles that popped and fizzled in the alcohol. “I don’t know. Don’t you get tired of moving so often? I want a home. A place to be.”

      “I thought you didn’t mind moving around.”

      “It was adventurous and fun when we were younger, Bodhi. Now it just feels like we’re running away.”

      “From what?”

      “You know.”

      He shoved his unfinished plate away. “No, Bailey. I don’t know. Please enlighten me.”

      I gambled a glance in his direction. It was like looking into the barrel of a roulette revolver and knowing that the bullet had just clicked into place. “I just thought, maybe, if we were on the same page—”

      “I heard you screaming in your sleep again last night.”

      I closed my eyes. “You did?”

      “Yeah. And I’ll make you a deal.”

      “What kind of deal?”

      He leaned across the window seat, gently tipping my chin up so that I would look him in the eye. “When you stop screaming in your sleep, we’ll try again.”

      I jerked out of his grasp.

      He picked up his plate, cleaning up the rest of our meal. “Otherwise, I don’t want to hear about it. We’ve been in Black Bay for a grand total of two days. It’s probably not as perfect as you think it is. Not to mention, even if I did want to think about what you’re thinking about, this house is far too big for us. We couldn’t afford the upkeep…”

      I stopped listening as he disappeared into the kitchen. We avoided each other for the rest of the evening. I perused the small library, collecting a few books to read before bed, but I ran into Bodhi in the hallway outside the bathroom. He had just showered, and the sharp scent of his lemon-coconut bar soap lingered in the steam around his body. Without thinking, I reached out and trailed the tips of my fingers across his damp forearm and over his bicep.

      He pressed me to the peeling wallpaper. The chair rail molding dug into my lower back as he kissed me once on the lips. The old books dropped to the floor. I slid my hands up to his shoulders. Then, before I even opened my eyes, he vanished into the guest room. Cold and empty, I picked up the books and slipped into the master bedroom, but when I made to stack the titles in alphabetical order on the bedside table, I paused.

      A tall cup of water sat centered on a marble coaster. Beads of condensation pooled on the glass, dancing in the low light of the table lamp.
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        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      The day has come! It’s been a few weeks since we arrived in Black Bay, Washington, but we are almost ready to start Demo and Reno. It’s taken us a little longer than usual to start clearing out this house, but if you checked out my pictures from a few days ago, you’ll understand why. This place is basically the Winchester Family Museum. No one’s touched it for twenty years, and in some ways, it feels like we’re committing some kind of sin against nature by disrupting it. It’s borderline macabre.

      Anyway, we still don’t know what to do with all of the Winchesters’ stuff. Some of it couldn’t be saved. We threw out an entire rat-infested bedroom set, and don’t even get me started on the rotting pool table we found in the office. It practically disintegrated when we tried to move it. On the upside, there are a lot of beautiful things in this house that were relatively well-preserved. Bodhi and I have decided to list whatever’s in decent shape. If you’re interested, click the link below for our eBay page. I’m talking a top-of-the-line cappuccino machine, several boxes of cigars that smell damn good, and a bunch of sporting equipment too. We really need to get rid of it, so everything is priced rather reasonably. Please help us!

      Tomorrow, we tackle the beast that is the attic. It looks like the Winchesters used it for storage, so I can’t wait to find out what we’ll unearth up there. I’m still keeping an eye out for the pesky and elusive family of rats that lives in the walls. Stay tuned, flippers. It’s bound to get crazy.

      

      With love,

      Bailey

      

      The Winchesters’ attic was hot, stuffy, and without openable windows. To make matters worse, it was jam-packed with whatever the Winchesters had deemed unnecessary for everyday use, from cardboard boxes full of old photo albums to file cabinets to Christmas decorations. There was hardly room to walk, let alone work, and the steep, narrow staircase from the attic down to the second floor was a hospital trip waiting to happen. I had already stumbled twice, but it was near impossible to watch your footing when your vision was obscured by boxes of place settings and doilies. Bodhi, who was usually the level head in scenarios like this, lost it around mid-morning. He stormed down the stairs, drenched in sweat from head to toe, brandishing a hammer and threatening to light the entire house on fire. Thankfully, his case of the vapors was likely a result of dehydration because as soon as I cajoled him into drinking a full bottle of water, he returned to himself. We took a quick break—I had bought homemade ice cream sandwiches in town which were the perfect remedies for our woes—then headed back up to the infernal attic.

      “Business papers?”

      “Trash.”

      “A box of deflated footballs?”

      “Trash.”

      “Oh, God. This one’s full of sock puppets.”

      “Definitely trash. What kind of kinky shit were the Winchesters into?”

      “They had kids, Bodhi.”

      Little by little, we made headway. By late afternoon, when the sun had sunk low enough to stop baking us like sticky hotcakes through the roof of the house, we could almost see the attic floor. I opened up yet another cardboard box. It was full of Styrofoam peanuts. I sifted through them, my fingers connecting with some kind of circular ring. I hooked my pinky around it and gently tugged upward.

      Out came a baby mobile. It rotated serenely as I shook it free of the peanuts. The ornaments were tiny whales, hand-blown from different shades of blue glass. The sun refracted off of them, and they twinkled in the light, winking at me as they swam in their infinite circle. I smiled, wondering what lucky baby got to sleep under such a beautiful piece of artwork every night.

      “What the hell is that?”

      Bodhi stood at the top of the stairs, wound up like a spring. He stared at the baby mobile, but his eyes were blank. Dead. Or furious.

      “It’s a baby mobile.”

      “Throw it away.”

      “No, it’s handmade!”

      “I don’t care,” he said. He remained rooted in place, as if the sight of the mobile had paralyzed him. “Throw it out, Bailey.”

      I lowered the whales back into the box of peanuts. “That’s such a waste. We should add it to the eBay page.”

      “I said throw it out!”

      His voice boomed through the attic, rattling the window panes. My mouth dropped open. In all the time that I had known Bodhi, he had only raised his voice at me three times. Four, now.

      “Fine. Fine. I’ll throw it out, Bodhi.”

      I made sure the glass whales were securely nestled in the peanuts before folding the top in and popping one corner beneath the other. Then I carried the box to the pile of junk we had labeled as our trash pile and delicately set it next to a cracked laundry basket full of hand-me-down clothes.

      “There,” I said. “Are you satisfied now?”

      He said nothing but finally moved, shuffling toward the opposite end of the attic to resume his task. I kept an eye on the box of peanuts, and that night, when I was sure that Bodhi was asleep and oblivious in the guest room, I snuck up to the attic, rescued the mobile, and hid it in the closet of the master bedroom.

      

      When Bodhi finally deemed the kitchen and living room fit for demolition, Ethan Powell’s crew of construction workers showed up in full force. The low roar of voices and the buzz of machines punctuated the walls of the master bedroom one morning before the sun had crested over the horizon. I lay in bed, listening to the machinery overpower the natural hum that usually accompanied my mornings and examining a scar that encircled my right thumb. Years ago, Bodhi had rushed me to the hospital after a run-in with a circular saw. Everything had turned out all right, but after that, Bodhi was hesitant to let me within five feet of anything with a blade. Once the heavy-duty construction work began, I steered clear of the site. I had plenty to do—there was more than enough of the Winchesters’ possessions left to keep me busy—but the barrage of noise outside was already giving me a headache.

      The town itself had gone vastly unexplored for the past few weeks. We had spent the majority of our time in Black Bay laboring in the house. It was easy to throw myself into the dirty work of it all. Ripping up carpets, scraping wallpaper off, and digging through drywall was cathartic in a way. Destruction was simple; rebuilding was hard. We were so caught up in the demolition that we only ventured into town if we needed to. Nevertheless, we were still the hot topic of Black Bay. Whether I was picking up materials at the hardware store or swinging by the Sanctuary for lunch, the locals stopped me to chat. Everyone wanted to know what was going on up at the Winchester house. Usually, I slipped out of the conversation by jotting down the URL of Flipping Out.

      I used the morning to catch up on the blog. Ever since the first night I’d contacted Milo, my followers had been more active than usual. Direct messages and e-mails overflowed my inbox every night, and I was finding it hard to keep up with it all. It was a double-edged sword. On one hand, the blog was one of our best sources of revenue. Not only did we profit off the advertisements in the sidebars, but Flipping Out’s followers were keen to buy up the items from the house that we had listed on our eBay page. On the other hand, it was getting more and more difficult with the number of eager fans to please. They weren’t just interested in the house; they were interested in me and Bodhi. I did my best and posted a myriad of photos, but there were only so many times I could sneak a candid picture of Bodhi sweating through his T-shirt as he pried up loose boards in the backyard deck before he realized what I was doing.

      “Take pictures of yourself,” he’d say, pushing his damp curls away from his forehead.

      “Our entire website operates on our happy couple vibe,” I’d argue back.

      Whatever the circumstance, working on the blog was slowly beginning to eat away at me. At this point, it felt like I was running mine and Bodhi’s ad campaign rather than actively participating in the renovations for the house. Bodhi’s attitude continued to spiral downwards. Ever since the baby mobile incident, we rarely spoke unless it had to do with joists or sliding glass doors or electrical wiring. At night, I held my breath when I heard his footsteps in the hallway and let out a sigh of relief when they faded toward his own room.

      Shortly before noon, I waved goodbye to Bodhi and the rest of the construction crew and walked into town. For once, I had no errands to run, and the white tips of the waves in the bay below coaxed me down from the tension at the house. I wandered into one of the cute boutiques, bought a scoop of mint chocolate chip at the ice cream shop, and steered a mini remote-controlled sailboat around the fountain in the square, laughing as a devious seven-year-old crashed his boat into mine.

      I walked south. Ethan Powell’s lumber mill loomed in the distance. I considered stopping by to ask Ethan if he’d give me a tour—at least it would fill a few hours of my day—but the sign of a nearby restaurant caught my eye. The name, Lido’s, sounded familiar to me, and my stomach was grumbling in protest, so I headed inside and slid into an empty booth. A waitress, wearing jeans and a black T-shirt with Lido’s stamped across the front in white font, strolled over with her order pad.

      “Bailey, right?” she asked. “What’ll it be?”

      “Just a soda, please.”

      “Eating lunch? Got a fried fish special.”

      I perused the menu for a brief moment. “Fried fish sounds great.”

      “Back in a mo’.”

      As she ambled off, I looked around Lido’s. It was a bar and grill of sorts, with big windows in the back that opened up to the bay and even bigger television screens to display whatever football or baseball game was being broadcasted in that moment. Along the wall, there were dozens of group photos. Apparently, Lido’s was in the business of sponsoring Black Bay’s high school football team as well as the Little League. A trophy case at the far end of the bar displayed an oversized MVP award, along with a framed photo and a plaque too far away for me to read.

      The door to Lido’s swung open, and as soon as Ethan Powell walked in, he noticed me sitting alone in my booth. I waved jovially.

      “Hey there, darlin’,” he said with a grin. “Mind if I join?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Where’s that husband of yours?”

      “Working on the house,” I said. I lifted my disfigured thumb. “I was banned from the heavy-duty stuff a few years ago.”

      Ethan winced appropriately at the odd angle of my finger. “Can’t see why.”

      The waitress reappeared and set a glass of soda in front of me. “Hi, Ethan. Wanna order something?”

      “An iced tea and a burger, my dear.”

      “Coming up.”

      I sipped my soda through a straw, rotating the glass around until I realized why the Lido’s logo had looked so familiar to me. The water glass that had appeared on my nightstand that first night—the one that I’d made a habit of refilling before I went to bed—was identical to the one that sat in front of me now.

      “Hey, Ethan.”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Did the Winchesters ever come to this restaurant?”

      “Every Friday night, after the big game. Why?”

      I held up the glass. “We have one of these up at the house.”

      Ethan’s eyes crinkled as he chuckled, as though he had remembered a fond memory. “That would’ve been Patrick’s doing. He and his buddies were always nicking stuff from businesses in town. Bit of harmless fun.”

      I thought of the room full of football paraphernalia at the house. “Patrick. He was their son, right?”

      “Yes ma’am. Black Bay’s true MVP. That trophy over there is his. Wanna take a look?”

      Together, we slid out of the booth to approach the trophy case. The plaque read: In Loving Memory of Patrick Winchester, 1979-1996. Below, there was a quote from Thomas Campbell.

      “To live in hearts we leave behind is not to die,” I read aloud.

      “Seventeen years old,” said Ethan, shaking his head. “He was the town’s golden boy. Good grades, good manners, and a hero on the football field.”

      I leaned in to get a closer look at the framed photo. It was a group picture—similar to the ones that hung on Lido’s walls—of Black Bay High School’s Golden Eagle football team, each of the athletes smiling ear to ear.

      “Which one is Patrick?” I asked.

      But before Ethan pointed, I knew that Patrick Winchester was the grinning towhead of a boy kneeling between his teammates at the exact center of the faded photograph. His hair was a mess, as though Patrick had removed his helmet and tucked it beneath his arm just prior to the photo, and sweat smeared eye black across both of his plump cheeks. He looked familiar in that way all notable quarterbacks of high school football teams looked familiar. Patrick was the epitome of the all-American boy, and from the looks of Lido’s shrine, all of Black Bay missed his boyish buoyancy.

      “They lost the championship the following year,” Ethan said. “It would’ve been Patrick’s senior year. I think his death traumatized every boy on that team. A collectively broken heart. They just didn’t have it in them after that.”

      “You said he died in a boating accident?”

      Beneath Ethan’s bushy beard, a noticeable frown appeared. “Yes ma’am. I know you’re not too keen on the subject though. I don’t mean to upset you.”

      It was then I realized that a silent tear had tracked down my cheek. I wiped it away with the back of my hand. “I’m all right. Just curious. Do you mind telling me what happened?”

      Back at our booth, the waitress had delivered my fried fish and Ethan’s sky-high burger. As we dove in, Ethan explained about the Winchesters between bites.

      “The Winchesters loved sailing,” he said, offering me an onion ring. “They had a beautiful boat, the biggest one in the marina. They were out on the bay every weekend. Christopher and Elizabeth were gracious people. They liked to take the locals out for a spin every once in a while. Patrick and Caroline used to compete in the races with their own boats. They were all very well-acquainted with the water.”

      I dipped a fork full of fish into a ramekin of tartar sauce. “Then how did everything go so wrong?”

      “No one really knows,” Ethan answered. “No bad weather. No rough waves. The Winchesters took their boat out on their usual weekend family trip. Next thing we knew, they’d crashed against the rocks right beneath their house.”

      My stomach lurched as I remembered the ethereal feeling of nothingness near the plumeria tree. “Against the bluff?”

      “Yes ma’am. It was suspicious to say the least. Everyone knows it’s not safe to sail around there. We never quite figured out why they went up that way.”

      I sipped my soda, letting the carbonation distract me from the nervous churning in my gut. “Who found them?”

      “Retired member of the Coast Guard,” said Ethan. “Sam Williams. He works in the lumber mill now. But he didn’t find everyone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Christopher and Elizabeth were still aboard the wrecked boat, in a manner of speaking, but the kids’ bodies were never recovered.”

      “Oh.”

      He paused in lifting the last bite of his burger to his mouth. “I’ve upset you again.”

      “No, it’s just… rough, you know? To bury a child to begin with is tragic. To bury two? And in empty caskets?”

      “You can’t imagine.” Ethan wiped mustard from his fingers with a paper napkin. “The town was in pieces. Took a while to put everyone back together again.”

      I pushed the remnants of my half-eaten meal around my plate. A familiar weightlessness lifted my mind from my body as thoughts of how the Winchesters’ last moments together as a family had gone. Did they see the crash coming? Or did they die happy and oblivious to the inevitable calamity?

      Despite my protests, Ethan picked up the check again. As we exited Lido’s, he patted me on the back. “Can I walk you back to the house, darlin’?”

      I looked up, squinting in the sunlight to see the kindness in his eyes. “No, I’ll be fine. Thanks, Ethan.”

      But as we parted ways, Ethan to his lumber mill and me toward the center of town, I found myself dreading the walk back up the bluff. Bodhi would still be working, and therefore, he would still be stoically ignoring me. The day was young, and it begged to be filled with plans that involved something other than silently arguing with my husband. Making up my mind, I dialed a number on my phone and waited for the other end to pick up.

      “Hello?”

      “Milo? It’s Bailey.”

      Immediately, his voice brightened. “It’s nice to hear from you! How have you been?”

      “Good, good,” I insisted. “Listen, I was wondering. Would you like to meet for coffee at the Sanctuary?”

      “Is there something wrong with the house?”

      “Not at all. But Bodhi’s busy, and I don’t really know many people in Black Bay. I just wouldn’t mind the company.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I’d love to meet you, but I don’t care to walk into town unless I have to.”

      “Do you have somewhere else in mind?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      I waited for Milo at the top of the southeast pass, keeping to the shadows of the ever-thickening forest. Beyond the trees, the ruckus of construction continued, but the pops and bangs of work were dulled by the woods’ natural soundproofing. I spotted Bodhi standing on the roof of the Winchester house, prying shingles off and inspecting whatever was underneath. His white T-shirt clung to his broad shoulders as he chucked garbage into the dumpster below. From this distance, it was easy to pretend that Bodhi was ten years younger. We were naïve and carefree then. I’d barely met Bodhi, but he so enraptured me with his nomadic bohemian lifestyle that I’d foregone my senior year of college to backpack through Nepal with him on a quest to trace his ancestry. Life was simpler then. It had to be when you carried all of your possessions on your own back. Maybe it was the effect of getting lost on a foreign continent or maybe it was because I’d never connected with anyone before Bodhi, but it was in Nepal that I realized love was a falcon. It dove headfirst, furiously and without caution, but no one ever warned me about what would happen when it finally hit the ground.

      “Bailey?”

      Milo’s mellow tone roused me from my reminiscence. His shock of sun-bleached hair played in stark contrast against the dark trees. His usual deck shoes were absent, replaced by a sturdy pair of hiking boots.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Yes. No.”

      He scanned me from head to toe. “Well, which is it?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I thought of Bodhi, the silent sufferer. He did not talk, so neither did I. “Not particularly. Just forget it. Where’s this place you told me about?”

      Milo pointed above us, where the rock careened skyward at a declivitous angle. “Onward and upward.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      His daredevil grin assured me that he was not. For half an hour, Milo led me from the path, boosted me over obstacles in the terrain, and clambered through shrubbery to carve an unencumbered route for me until we sat in a crevice chiseled out of the highest part of the bluff. The little grotto lorded over the ocean and the house. From this height, Bodhi and the other workmen were faceless pawns on a chessboard, and the house itself looked like a model. I pressed myself against the rock, simultaneously riveted and horrified by the steep drop, and ignored the chill of damp dew against my shoulder blades through the thin cotton of my T-shirt.

      “Don’t worry,” Milo said, tucking his knees into his chest. “There’s an overhang just below us. I’ve fallen off here before.”

      “You have?”

      “Yup.” He peeked over the ledge, precariously close to the edge. “The trees caught me on the way down. Other than a few scrapes and a fractured wrist, I made it out okay.”

      “How did you find this place?”

      “I have a bad habit of exploring without thinking of the consequences.”

      The construction equipment in the yard looked like toys that a child had forgotten to put away after playtime, bright yellow sunshine spots amidst a gloomy green background. On the roof, Bodhi ran the show, shouting orders and wiping his brow as I reclined lazily above.

      “So what’s bothering you?” Milo asked.

      “What makes you think something’s bothering me?”

      “Just a hunch. Also, it’s pretty obvious. You get a crinkle between your eyebrows when you’re upset.”

      “You’re annoyingly perceptive.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      I sighed, rubbing my arms to warm myself up. Our hideaway was sheltered from the sun, and in the shade of the rock, the breeze flirted coolly with my skin. “Did you know about the Winchesters?”

      “Everyone knows about the Winchesters,” Milo replied matter-of-factly. “What about them?”

      I chewed on my bottom lip, thinking. “This is going to sound insane.”

      “I’ve probably heard worse.”

      I glanced at Milo. He watched me attentively. There was no expectation in his expression, no obligation for me to speak. Maybe that was why I admitted my morbid thought so easily to him.

      “I think I’m jealous of them.”

      There was a note of surprise in his voice. “Jealous? Of dead people?”

      “I mean, I don’t envy their current state or anything,” I added hastily. The kink in Milo’s eyebrow spoke of judgment, even if his voice didn’t. “I just think that, if they had to die, at least they died all together. Other than the rest of the people in town, there was no one to mourn them. No family at least. To be left over—to be the survivor—hurts worse than being the person that leaves everyone else behind.”

      “Are you speaking from experience?”

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I closed my eyes, letting the rush of wind fill my ears like the calming static of white noise. It drowned out Milo’s even breaths, but I felt him beside me all the same. He was quiet and pensive, and as the time stretched out between us, he remained blessedly silent.

      

      “Truth or dare.”

      “Dare.”

      “I dare you to go into Patrick’s room and steal a pair of his boxer shorts.”

      “Ew, gross. I’m not stealing my brother’s underwear.”

      I turned over without opening my eyes, plumping the pillow beneath me. The whispered conversation carried on, punctuated by occasional outbursts of giggling.

      “You said dare!”

      “That’s because if I said truth, you’d ask me about who I like at school again.”

      “Just admit you’re crushing on Alex.”

      “I said dare!”

      “Fine, I dare you to admit you’re crushing on Alex.”

      The voices flitted in and out of my dreams, floating hazily along like smoke in a summer breeze. I fixed the pillow over my head. My kingdom for a dreamless sleep.

      The tropical scent of plumerias washed over me, so overwhelming that it was as if the tree from the backyard had inexplicably relocated to the master bedroom. In reality, the French doors had probably swung open again. Blearily, I opened my eyes.

      Blue glass whales revolved above my head, twinkling like shooting stars in the dimly lit room.

      I stared at the baby mobile suspended in midair. I had not taken it out of the box. I had not even taken the box out of the closet. Yet here it was, dangling just a few feet above me with no visible means of support.

      Suddenly, whatever was holding the mobile in place snapped. The whales nosedived, careening toward my face. I shrieked and wrenched the duvet up over my head.

      The mobile never landed.

      I woke with a start to the sharp rap of knocking on my bedroom door.

      “Bailey?” Bodhi called out. “Are you all right? It’s eleven o’clock. You’ve been asleep for ages.”

      Sunlight touched every corner of the room. I squeezed my eyes shut, watching red and orange flashbulbs dance behind my eyelids. It had all been a dream, from the murmured conversation to the smell of the flowers to the whales in the air, but when I swung my feet out of bed, my heart stopped.

      The baby mobile lay in a heap on the floor, unbroken but tangled.

      “Bailey?” Bodhi called again. “I’m coming in.”

      “No!” I gathered up the fallen mobile and carried it to the closet. The box of peanuts had tipped over, spilling Styrofoam across the floor. Hastily, I swept the peanuts up with my hands, replaced the mobile in its box, and closed the closet. Not a second later, Bodhi inched the door open, peeking in through the small gap.

      “What’s going on in here?”

      I stood guard in front of the closet, pulling my long T-shirt down to cover my bare thighs. Bodhi’s eyes flickered downward, noting my discomfort, but he didn’t comment on it.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “It’s eleven o’clock.”

      “I heard you the first time.”

      Bodhi opened the door fully. He was already sticky with sweat. As he surveyed the bedroom, he asked, “Have you been moving the construction equipment around?”

      “Yeah, I took the forklift for a joyride actually.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      I dragged a pair of running shorts out of my suitcase and tugged them on. “I don’t know what you mean,” I said. “I’ve tried to stay out of the way. Do you need help with something?”

      “Not yet. We were going to start taking the tiling up in the kitchen, but we can’t find the jackhammer. And all the shovels have gone missing.”

      “I didn’t touch them, but I’ll help you look.”

      After pulling on a pair of dirty sneakers, Bodhi and I swept the house from top to bottom for the missing equipment. The construction crew had been working since dawn, preparing the first floor for renovations. I nodded politely to each of the men Ethan Powell had provided to us. In the past few weeks, I had grown more familiar with their sunburnt, weathered faces than that of my own husband. Unfortunately, none of them had any idea as to where the jackhammer and shovels had gone either.

      “Do you think someone stole them?” I asked Bodhi, out of earshot of the other workers.

      “Why would anyone do that?”

      “I don’t know. They could sell the jackhammer. Make a quick buck.”

      Bodhi looked over my head to study the crewmen. “I can’t see any of them doing that. Ethan pays them well, both here and at the lumber mill.”

      “The only place we haven’t looked is the basement,” I said. “And I haven’t been down there since we relocated all of that junk from the attic.”

      “Neither have I. I suppose we should check it out just in case.”

      Armed with a pair of flashlights to combat the murky depths of the basement, Bodhi and I tentatively crept down the creaky stairs and into the labyrinth below. I felt for each step with my toes before placing my weight down. The basement had gone untouched. After our struggles in the attic, Bodhi and I had decided to leave the worst for last. Maybe it was the lack of light, or the stacked relics of the Winchesters’ past fortune, or the musty scent of the stagnant air, but neither one of us trusted the basement’s eerie vibes enough to work alone down here.

      “There,” I said, sweeping the beam of my flashlight across the only part of the basement floor that wasn’t obscured by filing cabinets or ancient sailboat accessories.

      “What the—?”

      Five shovels and the jackhammer had been laid out in a neatly organized line, one right next to the other, across a wide patch of concrete a few shades lighter than the rest of the house’s foundation.

      “Really, Bailey?” Bodhi wedged his flashlight beneath his armpit so that he could haul the jackhammer upright.

      “What?”

      He shouldered past me, grunting as he lifted the jackhammer up the first couple of steps. “You seriously need to get your sleepwalking habit under control.”

      My lips parted in awe. “Do you actually think I got up in the middle of the night, pilfered a bunch of shovels and a jackhammer from the yard, and lugged them down to the basement all while I was dead asleep? Bodhi, I can barely lift the jackhammer on my own.”

      “No one else would’ve done something this weird,” Bodhi countered. “Get some help, Bailey. And bring those shovels with you.”

      I did as asked. Outside, I arranged the five shovels in the front yard end to end, carefully recreating the pattern from the basement. But when I stood back to admire my handiwork, the blatant pettiness was so overwhelming that I kicked each shovel out of line before going back inside.

      

      Around lunchtime, I sat in the window seat of the master bedroom with my laptop perched on my knees. The screen had gone to sleep. For a while, I’d been researching the area in and around Black Bay. Though it would be several months before we finished renovating the Winchester house, it couldn’t hurt to get to know the market for when we finally put it up for sale. It would be my biggest challenge yet. Black Bay drew the attention of modest families with modest incomes, and those were not the type of people that would be interested in buying a miniature mansion. Then I’d gotten distracted and searched the common symptoms of sleepwalking, but when I pulled up a web page detailing the link between sleepwalking and post-traumatic stress disorder, I quickly clicked out of it. I had been staring out of the window at the plumeria tree in the distance ever since.

      Footsteps passed by in the hallway outside the bedroom, but I ignored them. I hadn’t spoken to Bodhi since hauling the shovels up from the basement, and I strongly suspected that he had no interest in speaking to me either. However, when a loud banging noise reverberated through the wall from the room next to mine, I wondered what the hell Bodhi was doing upstairs. The renovation plans were only finalized for a certain section of the first floor. He had no business working on one of the bedrooms without consulting me first. The banging paused for a moment then continued in full force. I closed my laptop, set it aside, and stormed from the bedroom.

      “Bodhi, what the hell—?”

      I threw the door to the adjacent bedroom open. It ricocheted off the wall with a disruptive smack. Bodhi was nowhere to be seen, and the banging noise ceased as soon as I set foot in the bedroom. This was one of the rooms that we hadn’t had the chance to comb through yet. The canopy bed, full closet, pale pink wallpaper, and stacked books remained as a reminder that this house did not and probably would not ever feel like it belonged to us.

      The banging returned in full force, emanating from the seat in the bay window, directly above an air vent that I knew the rats were so fond of traveling throughout. With bated breath, I crossed the room. The drumming quickened and crescendoed with every step that I took, but when I lifted the cushioned seat below the window and immediately jumped back in anticipation of whatever lay trapped inside trying to get out—

      All was quiet. The storage area was free and clear of anything alive. There was no explanation as to what had been banging on the underside of the seat. When I gathered my courage and peeked inside, half-expecting to see a rabies-crazed raccoon, I instead found an assortment of leather bound journals arranged in neat stacks. I reached in, my fingers grazing the cover of the topmost notebook.

      A shrill scream pierced the air, resonating from somewhere outside. The window seat slammed back into place, nearly trapping my hand as I drew the diary out. I spun on my heel, dashed out of the room, and down the stairs to the first floor. My heart hammered against my rib cage as I raced through the reasons for a scream like that. Someone was injured—there was no doubt in my mind about that—but what had happened? Was it Bodhi’s vocal chords stretching to make that awful sound?

      Except on the first floor, the construction crew was nowhere to be seen. The jackhammer lay abandoned near a pile of jagged tile pieces and on a sticky note on the dusty countertop, Bodhi’s handwriting told me that they had gone into town to get lunch.

      Another scream tore into me like a shard of glass, this time echoing from beyond the basement door. I sprinted down the hallway, wrenched the door open, and stumbled into the darkness, fumbling with my cell phone. I dialed 911 as I blindly took the stairs, but the line never rang. I should’ve known that the service in the basement was spotty.

      The next scream chilled my blood. I clapped my hands over my ears. So close. As if the victim was standing beside me. In the murky gloom, a hunched figure lurked near the bottom of the stairs.

      “I’m here!” I called. The splintered stairs bit at the soles of my bare feet, but I didn’t slow my pace. On the last step, something caught around my ankle. I yelled as I fell forward, my own voice mingling with the prolonged, terrified wail. I threw my hands out to break my fall, but my knees hit the concrete foundation first, sending a shock wave of pain through my bones.

      All at once, the screaming stopped. The overhead light—a dirty fluorescent tube that had stoically refused to cooperate with me and Bodhi in the recent past—flickered on. The basement quivered beneath its oscillating gleam, still and silent.

      I pushed myself to my feet with a groan. Blood ran down both of my knees, dripping onto the concrete in desultory patterns. I scanned the room carefully for movement of any kind. “Hello? Who’s down here?”

      Not even a rustle.

      During the fall, the leather-bound journal had escaped my grasp. It waited with its pale pages spread and exposed until I knelt to scoop it up again. I sat down on the bottom step, resting my forehead on the glossy leather cover.

      No one was screaming. No one ever had been. I shook my head, wondering how much sleep deprivation could interfere with day-to-day life. Maybe Bodhi was right. Maybe I did need help.

      Apparently, my auditory hallucinations were far from finished. Overhead, the doorbell chimed. Three low, long, gong-like tones, muffled but discernible, echoed through the house and down to the basement. My eyelids fluttered shut. The doorbell didn’t work. I was sure of that. Bodhi had moaned about replacing it. I had suggested that we install an intercom instead.

      That conversation happened. I swore to myself it did. I swore to myself that both Bodhi and I had tried the dingy doorbell button, only to be met with silence.

      Above, the sepulchral tones knelled again.
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      When I answered the front door, Ethan Powell smiled in greeting before his gaze wandered south to the ragged skin of my knees. His brows knitted together in worry.

      “Dear Lord. What happened to you, darlin’?”

      “Took a spill. Did you ring the doorbell?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “We thought it was broken.”

      As I waved Ethan inside, I caught a glimpse of myself in the hallway mirror. The woman staring back was unfamiliar. Gaunt. Drawn thin. As though an artist once known for graceful, unbroken brush strokes had used a cheap mechanical pencil instead.

      “Let me look at those knees,” said Ethan, leading me through the living room. “Thought I’d stop by and check out the house. See how you and Bodhi are coming along. Good thing I did. Look at that kitchen!”

      He gazed with wonder at the demolished wall between the kitchen and the living room, treading carefully amongst the debris.

      “Bodhi’s not finished,” I said. “Obviously.”

      “How long do you think it will be until it’s all done?”

      Ethan patted the countertop beside the kitchen sink. I hopped up, rolling the hem of my shorts away from the bloody mess as Ethan ran a clean dish towel beneath the steaming stream of tap water.

      “This is our biggest project yet,” I said. “Usually, it takes us anywhere from four to eight months to completely renovate a house, but who knows? We could be here for a good year.”

      He dabbed tenderly at my shredded skin, cleaning dirt and dust from the wounds. “How do you and Bodhi decide what to do with the renovations?”

      I sighed, massaging the bags beneath my eyes with the pads of the fingers. “Depends on what sells, the trends in the housing market, et cetera. Lots of research. Bodhi handles the construction side of things. I focus on design and real estate, so we don’t clash often.”

      Ethan wiped off my shins methodically. Professionally. Perhaps he’d dealt with similar injuries at the saw mill. Perhaps he’d dealt with worse.

      “That’s lucky,” he said. “You got a first-aid kit, Bailey? These knees are going to need some bandages.”

      “Under the sink.”

      He fished around in the kit, extracting a roll of gauze and a tube of antibacterial ointment. In a few minutes, he’d expertly wrapped my knees in the clean white bandages. As he rinsed off the bloodstained dish towel in the sink, he gestured to where my left hand rested on the countertop. “Whatcha got there?”

      The leather journal was pinned beneath my fingers. I had carried it like a torch from the basement, taking comfort in the texture of its weathered cover. I showed it to Ethan. “Someone’s journal. I found a bunch of them in one of the upstairs bedrooms.”

      Ethan patted his palms dry on the thighs of his jeans. “May I?”

      “Sure.”

      He flipped through the first few pages of the diary, his beard bristling as he combed the contents, then shut it swiftly. “Hmm.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Caroline’s personal diary.”

      “The Winchesters’ daughter?”

      “Surely,” he confirmed. “I can’t say I feel comfortable reading them. It’s an invasion of privacy. You said there were quite a few of them?”

      “I found a whole stack of them in the window seat of her old bedroom.”

      “I can take them,” Ethan offered, tucking the journal into the back pocket of his jeans. “I’m sure you’re uncomfortable with them in the house. Besides, the library might be interested in preserving them. History of the town, you know?”

      “Actually,” I said, levering myself off the counter. My knees ached as I planted myself between Ethan and the staircase, blocking him from the path to Caroline’s bedroom. “I’m going to hold on to them for a while longer.”

      “Really? Why?”

      “Because I respect that this house belonged to someone else before we got to it,” I said, holding my hand out for the journal. “And—I don’t know—I feel connected to the Winchesters somehow. It might be interesting to see what life was like from the perspective of one of Black Bay’s most prominent residents.”

      Ethan, somewhat reluctantly, handed over the journal. “I suppose that’s admirable.”

      “Don’t worry, Ethan. The library can have them when I’m done.”

      In the inside flap of the journal, Caroline had signed her name in neat, loopy cursive. Beside that was a to/from date. This particular diary detailed Caroline’s inner catalogue of thoughts from January of 1995.

      “I know Patrick was the golden boy, but what about Caroline?” I asked Ethan. “What do you know about her?”

      Ethan straightened out his blue collared shirt and sat down on an overturned cabinet that Bodhi had been using as a saw table. “She was precocious. Fifteen years old and only a year behind Patrick in school. She was as smart as a whip and headed for the Ivy Leagues.”

      “I noticed her bookshelf.”

      “Intimidating, wasn’t she?”

      “To say the least,” I said, recalling Caroline’s copy of The Ethics of Ambiguity. “I don’t think I even knew who half of those authors were when I was fifteen. I was still reading young adult fiction.”

      “I think Christopher and Elizabeth had always expected Patrick to take over the family business,” said Ethan. “And then Caroline declared that she would be the one to learn the tricks of the trade. Somehow, I don’t think Patrick minded.”

      “What did her parents think of that?”

      Ethan stroked his beard. “I think they were thankful to have two healthy, intelligent children who both had a passion for something productive. They were proud of Patrick and Caroline. A football star and an intellectual prodigy, both on their way to bigger and better things. How could a parent complain?”

      “I certainly wouldn’t.”

      The rumble of an engine outside disrupted our conversation. Raucous voices filled the air as Bodhi and his crew pulled up in the workman’s truck we had borrowed from someone in town. They piled in through the front door, carrying takeout containers from the Sanctuary and other restaurants. Bodhi chatted boisterously with a few of the other men, a half-eaten hamburger cradled in one hand. As he took another bite, he noticed me and Ethan in the kitchen.

      “What’s going on?” he asked through a full mouth. He looked at my bandaged knees. “What happened to you?”

      “She fell,” Ethan answered, saving me from having to explain my nightmarish basement adventure. “Nothing major. Got her all patched up.”

      But that didn’t stop Bodhi from leading me down the hallway, out of earshot of Ethan and the rest of the crew. I rested against the basement door, my mind wandering to the bottom of those stairs where my blood now decorated the concrete slab.

      Bodhi forgot about his hamburger. It idled wistfully between his clenched fingers, dripping some kind of pepper sauce onto the hardwood floor.

      “What happened?” Bodhi asked again. “Are you all right?”

      “I fell, like Ethan said. I’m fine.”

      In actuality, the skin of my knees already felt stiff as it began the process of scabbing over, and if the dull ache was any indication, I’d wake up the next day with a colorful array of bruises.

      “Where?” Bodhi demanded. “How?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” The scent of the burger wafted up between us. My stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten at all that day. “Did you happen to pick up lunch for me?”

      A sheepish expression crossed Bodhi’s face. “No. I’m sorry. Honestly, I got caught up with the guys.”

      “They seem like a good group.”

      “They are.” He offered me the rest of his burger. “Want this?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I’ll eat the pickles.”

      We performed a familiar choreography, Bodhi dislodging the pickles from the bun before trading the burger off to me. The sour taste of dill lingered. I crinkled my nose as I chewed. Bodhi almost smiled.

      “Do you mind if I chip in today?” I asked him. “I need a distraction.”

      Bodhi hesitated. “I don’t think that’s the best idea.”

      “Bodhi, come on.”

      “Do you not remember slicing your thumb off? Or the hair incident?”

      I fingered my shorn locks, cropped short around my chin. I wore it that length for a reason, ever since I’d found myself on the wrong end of a blowtorch. “That was years ago.”

      “Still.”

      “You act like I’m incompetent.”

      “I know you aren’t incompetent,” he countered. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt. You should rest anyway.”

      “I want to work,” I insisted. I wanted to knock down a wall or jimmy up tiles or even transport loads of garbage out to the dumpster. Anything was better than dwelling in the recesses of my own thoughts.

      “Look at your knees, Bailey. Not today.”

      “Seriously? You can’t tell me what to do.”

      Bodhi crossed his arms. “I wouldn’t take that bet.”

      I shoved the burger into his chest, splattering his shirt with pepper sauce, and stormed off. In the kitchen, the construction crew still rowdily devoured their lunches. Someone had offered Ethan a chicken sandwich, which he munched heartily between anecdotes. They quieted as I passed, the conversation dying like a candle flame on a windy night. Had Bodhi confided in them? How much did they know?

      “Bailey—” began Ethan, but I plowed through the workmen, kicked open the back door, and emerged onto the gray wooden deck outside.

      I didn’t pause to marvel at the blanket of clouds that encompassed the sky. It matched my mood, and I marched through the wilderness of the backyard without a specific location in mind. I only knew that I had to get away from Bodhi and the Winchester house. At the edge of the garden, as I plunged through the overgrown weeds, I ran straight into Milo.

      “Ooph!”

      “Whoa there.” He held me by the shoulders to steady me. Today, he wore a blue-and-white striped nautical shirt. A captain’s hat balanced jauntily on his head, as though he had planned on spending the day on a boat in the bay with everyone else. “Everything okay?”

      I shook him off. “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

      “Maybe because you’re making that face.”

      “What face?”

      “With the crinkle.”

      I smacked a palm to my forehead in an attempt to hide the crinkle. “There’s no crinkle. What are you doing here, Milo?”

      “It’s a small town, Bailey,” Milo said. He tipped his hat, swept his unruly hair back, and trapped it again beneath his headwear. “And you’re forgetting my indifference toward most of Black Bay’s population. You, though. You, I like. I thought I’d ask what you were up to.”

      “Nothing, apparently.”

      “You’re bleeding.”

      I looked down. Sure enough, the gauze around my knees was already discolored. Milo took me by the elbow, guiding me to the smooth surface of a nearby tree trunk.

      “Sit,” he said. It wasn’t an order, but it didn’t seem like I had much of an option to resist either. I sat. Milo knelt down and began to rearrange my bandages to cover more skin.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me what happened?”

      “I figured if you wanted to tell me, you already would have.”

      “Milo, please pass that nugget of wisdom on to my husband.”

      Though my view mostly consisted of the top of Milo’s head, I saw his cheeks plump up in a smile. “Not sure it would help. I was never much of a relationship guy.”

      “Why not?”

      “You may not have noticed, but I’m a bit of a loner.”

      I had noticed. Milo wasn’t exaggerating when he said he never went into town. The people of Black Bay didn’t even know what he looked like. His Walden-esque existence warred with his handsome smile and amiable personality. To me, Milo looked and acted like a guy who would’ve been popular and adored in high school, especially in Black Bay.

      “Did you have an argument with Bodhi or something?” he asked, helping me to my feet.

      I gingerly tested my weight on each leg. “Of sorts.”

      “I don’t mean to pry,” Milo said. He extended an arm for me to balance on as I checked his handiwork. “But the two of you don’t seem like you’re entirely on the same page. Or am I reading that incorrectly?”

      It became evident that Milo did not care to keep up with Flipping Out. If he did, he would be solidly convinced that Bodhi and I were ensconced in a blissful life of love and construction. There was a metaphor in there somewhere, one that I’d exploited regularly online, but Milo wasn’t falling for it. I considered shutting him down. There was no point in confiding in a temporary someone. On the other hand, I boiled over with the hot turmoil of my mental state in the thick silence between me and Bodhi so often that maybe talking about it with someone else was exactly what I needed.

      “Bodhi and I,” I began. Separate. There was no “we” anymore. Or at least it didn’t feel like there was. “—were perfect. Were. Past tense. Honestly, as soon as I met him, I felt at ease. It was like that at first. Easy.” Milo lowered himself to sit on the tree stump as he listened. I paced back and forth, carving a pattern of footprints in the earth. “We went everywhere. We did everything. I don’t have a lot of family, and neither does he. We bonded over that. We became each other’s family. Did I ever tell you that we got married six months after we met each other?”

      “No, you didn’t,” Milo said softly.

      “I just knew,” I declared. “I knew it was him. No doubt. It wasn’t hard to believe in the concept of soulmates then. We got married in Nepal.”

      “Exotic.”

      “And then we got married again in the States because the ceremony in Nepal didn’t officially count.”

      Milo laughed. “It sounds like the two of you had quite the adventure.”

      “We did,” I said. I snapped a branch off of the nearest tree and swung it through the air like a director’s baton. “We had a ton of adventures, one right after the next. We surfed big waves, white-water rafted, climbed mountains, explored ancient ruins. You said you wanted to go to Machu Picchu, right? I’ve been there.”

      “Wow. How was it?”

      “Magical. Like everything else we did.”

      “Past tense?”

      I nodded sadly. “Past tense.”

      “What happened?”

      “I got pregnant.”

      Milo’s eyebrows shifted upward in surprise. “Oh.”

      “It was unexpected,” I blathered, circling around a tree Singing in the Rain style with the jagged stick as my umbrella. “We were young still. Or we felt young anyway. I was twenty-five. We had a decision to make.”

      “Did you—?”

      “No,” I replied sharply. The twig snapped. I’d been bending it at an extreme angle without realizing it. I threw the pieces to the ground. “We had a daughter.”

      Milo must’ve sensed that he was venturing into dangerous territory because his voice barely rose above a whisper as he asked, “What was her name?”

      My throat tightened. I hadn’t said it in so long. “It was Kali.”

      “Past tense?”

      “Past tense.”

      I made the mistake of looking at Milo. His eyes had darkened with a sorrowful understanding. I looked away.

      “It’s ironic really,” I said with a choked laugh. “I thought the name was pretty, but Bodhi warned me not to call her that. Kali was the Hindu goddess of destruction, and my God, was our Kali a destroyer herself.”

      Milo waited patiently for the other shoe to drop. I dropped it.

      “She was three when she died.”

      There was a shine in Milo’s eyes now, his lips pressed tightly together.

      “It was an accident,” I plowed on, determined to get through my story. “One that could’ve been prevented. Bodhi blames me. I blame Bodhi. Things are easier that way, you know? If there’s someone to take the blame.”

      “Did you see someone? You know, did you talk to anyone?”

      “We went to therapy together,” I said. “It didn’t help much. Bodhi wouldn’t talk, not even to me. He internalized everything. That was when I knew things were going to change. He used to never shut up.”

      “That’s why the two of you seem so distant.”

      “I don’t remember the last time I had a genuine conversation with him.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Me, too,” I mumbled, wiping my eyes with the collar of my shirt. “Me, too.”

      

      It was the soft melody of piano music that woke me from my slumber that night. I pinched myself hard enough to bruise the tender flesh of my inner arm just to make sure that I wasn’t dreaming again. Nothing happened. All was at peace in the master bedroom. The French doors remained closed, the baby mobile was hidden away in the closet, and the light of the moon tickled the cozy carpet. Still, the music drew me out from under the bedsheets like an enchantress in the night.

      I padded down the steps to the first floor. We had moved everything that we hadn’t sold from the living room to the office near the rear of the house. I followed the gentle peal of piano notes down the hallway, lingering outside the closed door of the office to listen. Then I twisted the doorknob and peeked inside.

      The music petered off as soon as I opened the door, yet another illustration of my woefully scant sanity. The piano waited beneath the moonlight of the window, its keys unmoving. Tired and sad, I wandered over to it. The music was so beautiful. I wished that it had continued to play. I rested my finger on the middle C key then pressed down. It was still out of tune. There was no possibility of this piano producing such a lovely song.

      I sighed, running my fingers along the length of the keys. Near the bass end, something warm and wet met my wandering touch. I examined my fingers, squinting in the pale light of the moon to see what coated them.

      It was blood.

      A loud creaking noise caused me to whirl around. The grandfather clock teetered forward, balancing for a moment on its front edge before crashing to the floor with a boom. The glass pane shattered. At the same time, the piano bench slid out, sweeping my legs out from under me. I landed with a grunt, banging my head against a spare dining room chair. My vision swam as a folder of sheet music launched itself into the air. Pages swirled around me like a tornado, filling the room with crescendos and codas. I gripped the piano bench, desperate to hold on to something real. A small, shadowy figure stood in the open doorway of the office. Watching me.

      I blacked out.
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      “Bailey. Bailey!”

      I woke to Bodhi furiously shaking my shoulders. His worried frown glided gradually into focus as though my eyes were two camera lenses that had to be adjusted manually. The office was a disaster. Broken glass from the toppled grandfather clock glittered on the floor. Torn sheet music blanketed every dusty surface. The piano lay tipped over, its strings exposed and ripped from the soundboard. The black and white keys were smashed in, and some of them had fallen off the instrument, as though someone had taken a baseball bat to them with a vengeance.

      “Blood,” I gasped, gripping Bodhi’s arm in a feeble attempt to sit upright. “There was blood on the piano. Was anyone hurt?”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      It was then I realized that Bodhi had wrapped a T-shirt around my wrist, applying steady pressure. He pulled the T-shirt away briefly, just long enough for me to get a glimpse of a stretched, serrated gash that ran from my wrist to the inside of my elbow. It was shallow—I wouldn’t need stitches—but I had lost enough blood for my head to feel woozy and unstable. Bodhi quickly covered the wound again, securing the shirt so tightly around my arm that my fingers began to tingle.

      “This is getting out of hand, Bailey,” Bodhi said, shaking his head. “Look at this room! It’s a wreck. It’ll take us ages to clean all of this up.”

      “Hang on a minute,” I said, trying to find my way around the English language again. “You think I did all of this?”

      “Who else?”

      “It wasn’t me.”

      He tilted his head to look at me with a skeptical expression. “Just like you weren’t the one who kept moving my keys to that crystal tray by the door? Just like you weren’t the one to carry all the shovels down to the basement?”

      “I’m not sleepwalking, Bodhi!”

      “Baby, you probably aren’t even aware that you’re doing it.”

      I yanked my arm away from him, tucking it into my chest to keep the bloodstained shirt in place. “I’m not crazy.”

      His amber eyes softened. “I never said you were, but when I got down here, you were screaming your head off like some kind of lunatic. Then you passed out—just went completely limp out of nowhere—for no reason. Something’s going on with you, Bailey. And this—” He choked up as he indicated my ruined wrist. “—did you try to hurt yourself?”

      “No!” I insisted. “I told you. It wasn’t me.”

      “Then who made this mess?”

      I didn’t have an answer for him. He already thought I was losing my mind, and telling him that I’d seen a strange figure in the doorway before passing out was surely to confirm his theory. My silence, unfortunately, didn’t work to my advantage either.

      “I want you to see someone,” he declared. He took my uninjured arm, swung it across his shoulders, and lifted me from the floor.

      I leaned heavily on him as we picked our way through the minefield of demolished glass. “I don’t need a psychiatrist, Bodhi.”

      He carried me into the nearby bathroom and set me down on the closed lid of the toilet. He washed his hands in the sink. “I don’t want to make you do anything you don’t want to do, but you can’t honestly believe that this hasn’t evolved into a full-blown problem. I’ve been ignoring it for a while, but ever since we arrived in Black Bay, something’s changed.”

      “You’ve been ignoring what for a while?” I challenged as Bodhi disappeared into the kitchen. He came back with the first-aid kid, balanced it on the countertop, and popped it open.

      “You’re different now. Ever since—”

      “Are we actually talking about this?” I interrupted. Bodhi wouldn’t look at me. He busied himself with the first-aid gear, unwrapping the shirt from my arm to check if the bleeding had stopped yet. “Are we, Bodhi?”

      “Ethan was telling me that the psychiatrist in town is really easy to talk to,” he said as he cleaned my wrist and unwrapped a packet of butterfly closures.

      “Why are you talking to Ethan Powell about my mental state?”

      He pinched the edges of my skin together and secured it with a bandage. “You think I want to see you like this, Bailey? I know we’ve been distant with each other, but that doesn’t mean watching you walk around like someone in a trance, hurting yourself, doesn’t eat me alive. I care about you. I can’t believe that I even have to say that.”

      “Sometimes, Bodhi, it doesn’t feel like you care.” As soon as I said it, I regretted it. Bodhi’s carefully constructed mask fell for a fraction of a second, and I saw the hurt in his eyes. Hurriedly, I added, “And by the way, I have been talking to someone.”

      Bodhi paused in applying the butterfly stitches. “Really? Who?”

      “Milo.”

      “Milo. Milo? As in the guy who sold us the house?”

      “Yes, that Milo.”

      He didn’t bother to disguise his scorn as he asked, “Is he a psychiatrist?”

      “Is Ethan Powell?” I shot back.

      Bodhi smacked the last bandage into place. “Real nice, Bailey. You won’t talk to me, but you’ll blab our entire life story to some random stranger in town. That’s just great.”

      “You won’t talk to me.” I snatched a roll of gauze from him and began wrapping it around my arm on my own. “And he’s not a stranger.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I mean he actually listens to me,” I said, ripping off a piece of medical tape with my teeth and securing the gauze. “These days, I see Milo more often than I see you.”

      Bodhi went still. The first-aid kit fell off of the counter, spilling a box of Band-Aids across the checkered tile floor. “Are you—?”

      “Am I what?” I demanded, confused by Bodhi’s inexplicable paralysis.

      His next words dropped from his mouth like a poison dart, piercing my soul and contaminating my very being. “With Milo, Bailey. Are you sleeping with Milo?”

      I stared up at him. “I can’t believe you just asked me that.”

      “I didn’t hear a no.”

      I stood up, clutching the counter to prevent myself from falling over. I was still shaking from the night’s events, but that didn’t stop me from pushing past my husband and into the hallway. I climbed the stairs, gripping the banister to steady myself. At the top, I paused and looked over my shoulder. Bodhi watched me from the ground floor.

      “You don’t deserve the relief of hearing me say no. Good night, Bodhi.”

      Sleep refused to take me for the remainder of the night. I stayed awake, lounging on the balcony outside the master bedroom until the sun crept over the edge of the horizon, and read through the first of Caroline Winchester’s journals.

      

      
        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      All right, flippers. I know it’s been a while since I’ve updated this blog, so please forgive me. My inbox is loaded, which is why I haven’t been able to accept any new mail, but I promise to go through all of your messages in the next few days! I’m sure the majority of you are wondering what kind of hilarity has occurred during our renovation of the Winchester house over the last couple of weeks, but before we get to that, I need to propose a question.

      Let’s go into this with an open mind, shall we? You’re going to need it. What I’m about to share with you is straight out of the Twilight Zone. You might think I’m crazy or you might think I’m making all of this up. For my sake, please try to consider the possibility of this being real. Is everyone ready? Here goes nothing.

      I think the Winchester house is haunted.

      Are you laughing yet? Rolling your eyes? Wondering if I’m pulling your leg? I don’t blame you. In all honesty, I don’t even know if I believe it myself, but there doesn’t seem to be any other explanation for all of the weird crap that’s been happening around me. Check out the attached pictures of the office. The room is demolished, and I was there when it happened. The twist? I didn’t touch anything. And I swear I saw someone standing in the doorway. A girl, maybe.

      This isn’t the first eerie thing that’s happened. Bodhi’s keys keep disappearing. The piano plays itself, and not in that “on display at a department store” kind of way. I’ve seen things levitate in midair. And don’t even get me started on the basement. Hands down, it’s the creepiest room in the house. The back of my neck prickles just thinking about it. I swear there’s something down there. Like an aura. Or a presence.

      So I’m begging you, flippers. Hit me with your best conspiracy theories. Have any of you had a brush with the paranormal? If so, how did it all turn out? I’m open to any and all stories, advice, cleansing rituals, etc. Do I burn sage? Hold a séance? Please help!

      

      Does anyone have a Ouija board?

      Bailey

      

      My cursor hovered over the “publish” button on the blog post. How many Flipping Out fans would I alienate with my plea for information? Would they think it was just a ploy to get more readers? My absence from the blog had already taken its toll, and I couldn’t afford to lose many more followers. It took forever to build up an online presence, but losing it all could happen in a matter of minutes. Nevertheless, I needed answers. I clicked publish.

      “Knock, knock.”

      I looked up from my seat on the kitchen counter, where I’d been munching on leftover bagels, cream cheese, and a bowl of red grapes. Milo hovered just outside the back door, which I’d propped open so that the cool breeze might gush through the musty house.

      “Hey,” I said. Instinctively, I smiled, but when the image of Bodhi’s face from the night before reared its ugly head, my expression faltered. Thankfully, Bodhi was away for the morning, buying materials in town. “Come in.”

      He stepped over the threshold. His cheeks were flushed, and he brought an inherent warmth into the kitchen, as though he collected sunshine like a solar panel and reflected it upon the others around him. I didn’t care what Bodhi said. Spending time with Milo was refreshing, like taking a dip in a cool lake on a summer’s eve. Even in the mysteriously sentient Winchester house, Milo managed to lighten the mood.

      “How are you?” he asked, plucking a grape from the bowl and popping it into his mouth. He took my hand, stretching my arm out to examine the length bandage. “Did you get hurt again?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Did you have a disagreement with a hacksaw or something?”

      “Not quite.” I chewed on my bagel, looking Milo over. “Milo, if I tell you something, will you promise not to automatically assume that I’m insane?”

      He leaned against the kitchen counter, rolling the sleeves of his shirt past his elbows to rinse more grapes in a colander in the sink. “I don’t make promises that I can’t keep.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine then. Never mind.”

      “All right, I’ll do my best,” he relented, playfully tossing a grape at me. “What’s up?”

      I caught the tiny fruit, absentmindedly massaging it between the palms of my hands as I wondered how best to put my conundrum into words. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

      “Whoa. That came out of left field. Why do you ask?”

      “Some weird stuff has been happening to me here.”

      He tapped his hands on the side of the sink to shake off the excess water then tipped the colander of grapes into the bowl I was eating out of. “Well, I don’t know about ghosts precisely, but I’ve always thought that energy was a real thing.”

      I popped the skin of a grape between my teeth, enjoying the sweet rush of fruit juice across my tongue. “What kind of energy?”

      “You know. Vibes, auras, cosmic energy. Whatever you want to call it.”

      “What, like chi? Prana?”

      “Why not?” he asked. He filled two water glasses and handed one to me. I nodded my thanks. “Don’t you feel something when you first meet someone? Maybe it’s just me. I can tell right away whether or not I’m going to like a person.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Not to mention, there are places where reality just feels a bit altered,” Milo went on, sipping water between sentences. “Rooftops in the early morning. Empty parking lots. Laundromats at midnight. Your own bedroom at five a.m.”

      I looked sharply at him.

      “Ring a bell?” he asked, shrugging his shoulders. “Energy.”

      I thought of the baby mobile dangling above my bed. “But can energy move things? We keep losing things in the house.”

      “I imagine energy manifests in different ways depending on the situation. Do you mind?” He lifted a bagel from the package. I nodded, and he began frosting it with cream cheese. “For instance, some people believe that poltergeist activity doesn’t have anything to do with noisy ghosts at all. Things disappearing, objects levitating, electrical interference, unexplained noises—”

      A shiver ran down the length of my spine, but I tried not to flinch as Milo casually called out everything wrong with the Winchester house.

      “People think occurrences like that are actually psychic manifestations due to stress or anxiety,” he explained. “That type of energy comes from a living person who doesn’t realize how or why they’re channeling it.”

      Before I could fully digest this information, the steady hum of Bodhi’s truck sounded in the front yard. I dropped my handful of grapes, hopped off the counter, and shoved Milo toward the back door. “You need to go.”

      His bagel dropped from his grasp, smearing cream cheese across the unfinished flooring. “All right, but why, may I ask, are you suddenly acting like I kicked your dog?”

      “It’s complicated,” I said as I nudged him out of the kitchen.

      “Was it something I said?”

      “No. Bodhi’s mad at me. It’s just easier this way.”

      He hesitated in the doorway. “Is everything all right? Maybe I should stay.”

      I heard the key turn in the front door lock. “Please, Milo,” I begged. “Just go.”

      I watched through the blinds of the window above the sink as Milo sprinted away through the garden, vanishing within the greenery just in time. Bodhi wandered into the kitchen, dumping his keys and a plastic grocery bag full of hardware next to the coffee maker. When he saw me, he paused. Looked at the bagel in my hand. The bagel on the floor.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey.”

      He nodded toward the second bagel. “Hungry?”

      “Dropped the first one.”

      “Whatever.” Bodhi cleared his throat and pointed over his shoulder. “Ethan’s here.”

      Somewhere in the front yard, Ethan cursed as he hauled construction material out of the flatbed of Bodhi’s truck. I resisted the urge to chuckle. “Okay.”

      He sighed and combed through his curls with his fingers. His hair was getting long. Usually, I cut it for him, teasing him for not having it done himself, but he always claimed that he had better ways to spend his time and money than in a barber shop.

      “Is this how it’s going to be, Bailey?”

      He took a hesitant step across the kitchen, then another, until he was close enough for me to see the laugh lines around his mouth. When I didn’t scurry off, he lifted one hand and brushed a strand of hair away from my face, the calloused tips of his fingers ghosting across my cheek.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “For what?”

      There were so many things to be sorry for.

      He rested his forehead against mine. “For the way I spoke to you last night. For accusing you. For being so wrapped up in this house.”

      Not everything, then.

      “I love you,” he murmured. “Don’t you know that? It hurts me to see you this way. I can’t stand it. I only suggested you see a psychiatrist because I really do think it might help you cope, Bailey. Just meet with her. Hear what she has to say.”

      I thought about what Milo said about poltergeist activity. Maybe the odd vibes in the Winchester house were my fault after all, amplified by the thoughts that haunted my dreams at night. Meeting with Black Bay’s shrink would do me no harm, other than dulling my shiny badge of pride. Maybe, if therapy sessions became a regular thing, I could convince Bodhi to come along eventually.

      Ethan cleared his throat, causing Bodhi and I to split apart like shrapnel, and came into the kitchen. “I apologize for eavesdropping, folks. Bailey, if you like, I can make a call to Doctor Marx and have her work you in this afternoon. She’s a lovely woman. Easy to talk to. I spent a lot of time in her office after my father died. There’s no shame in it.”

      I looked at Bodhi, who nodded encouragingly.

      “All right, Ethan,” I finally agreed. “Call up Doctor Marx.”

      

      Doctor Marx was a well-preserved woman in her sixties who claimed to have postponed her retirement due to the fact that she was the one and only resource for mental health questions in the tiny town of Black Bay. She was tall and thin, wore a dress that I’d seen in the window of a Black Bay boutique and deemed too tight-fitting for my own figure, and sported impeccable winged eyeliner. In addition, she spoke with a tiny hint of a mid-Atlantic accent, as if she had watched a few too many Katharine Hepburn movies in her youth. As I took her through the last ten years of my life in exquisite detail—I figured if I was going to dive into therapy then I might as well commit—she listened carefully, didn’t interrupt, and jotted notes on a clipboard. But the scratch of her ballpoint pen across the paper and the steady drip of her desktop Zen waterfall lulled me into a sleepy daze, and I fought to keep my eyes open as Doctor Marx finally said her piece.

      “Now I don’t want you to worry,” she began, removing her glasses from her nose. I wondered if she really needed them or if she simply thought they tied together her ensemble. “But from the sound of it, you are experiencing some of the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder.”

      The Zen fountain bubbled.

      “PTSD?” It wasn’t the first time I’d considered it, but the concept was still daunting.

      Doctor Marx nodded. “Hallucinations, night terrors, triggers. In fact, it sounds like you’ve been suffering for quite some time now. It likely began shortly after your daughter passed away. Do you feel you found closure after Kali’s death?”

      My stomach clenched. My voice shook. “Does any mother ever find closure after the death of her child?”

      She reclined in her office chair, crossing one long leg over the other. “The world changes for them, no doubt. Are you familiar with the five stages of grief?”

      “Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance,” I said, ticking them off on my fingers. “This isn’t my first rodeo, Doctor Marx.”

      “Even so,” she said. “Sometimes we get stuck in one of those stages, which prevents us from making it to acceptance.”

      “So I’m stuck in depression.”

      “It sounds to me as if you never found a healthy enough environment to recover in.” Doctor Marx checked the notes on her clipboard. “No close family or friends due to the fact that you moved around so much. You only had your husband to lean on, but he was suffering from the same trauma that you were. Therefore, he was unable to help you. It’s a common misconception that all marriages fail after the death of a child, but the couples that stay together talk with one another. They communicate. It’s not a guessing game. And from what you’ve told me, all you and Bodhi do is guess around each other.”

      “So my marriage is failing?”

      Doctor Marx shook her head. “Another conversation for another day, Bailey. Unfortunately, our time is up and I have another client waiting. For now, I want you to focus on yourself. Don’t shut Bodhi out, but don’t pester him to let you in either.”

      “In other words, do exactly what I’ve been trying to do.”

      Doctor Marx opened a desk drawer, extracted a prescription pad, and began scribbling. “There is no guaranteed cure when it comes to mental health. In the end, you have to decide to take the steps toward getting better. Meeting with me was a great first step.”

      She ripped off the topmost prescription and handed it to me.

      “What’s this for?” I asked, attempting to decipher her illegible handwriting.

      “It’s an antidepressant,” she replied. “Low dosage. Take it once a day and see how it goes. It takes a little while to work its way into your system, so we’ll check in with each other in a few weeks. Sound good?”

      I nodded, folding the prescription in half and tucking it into the front pocket of my jeans. The local pharmacy was on my route home. I could fill the prescription there. Maybe a pill could push me through to that acceptance stage. Maybe the Winchester house would settle down long enough for us to finish the renovations without any more disruptions.

      But a pill wouldn’t bring back Kali.
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      That night, I lay in bed, propped against the headboard, reading Caroline Winchester’s diary in the dim yellowish light of the lamp on the bedside table. I’d lost track of the time. The sun had set hours ago, and Bodhi’s footsteps had long since faded from the hallway outside the master bedroom. A new object now sat on a shelf across from the closet: an orange prescription bottle filled with tiny capsules guaranteed to boost my serotonin levels. It glowed like a beacon just beyond my periphery, but as I became more and more immersed in Caroline’s fifteen-year-old musings, the orange bottle melted away from my thoughts.

      Caroline wrote in swirly, elegant cursive, weaving her personality seamlessly into the fibers of the thick paper. She wrote about everything, from book reports to the students and teachers at her high school to the family business. One page detailed just how “delectable” her brother’s best friend looked during the most recent sailing competition in the bay, while the next contained a line-by-line literary analysis of a complicated Yeats poem. Still other pages boasted calculations of the Winchesters’ various business deals. Were it not for the fact that her handwriting remained consistent, I would have assumed that the frisky teenager shared her journal with a college student and a forty-year-old business professional. I devoured her words and sketches, learning about Caroline’s view of the world, her family, and the town of Black Bay. I was so engrossed by Caroline’s day-by-day that the first flicker of the table lamp went unnoticed.

      Then the room went dark.

      As my eyes adjusted, I set aside Caroline’s journal. I jostled the lightbulb in the lamp and toggled the switch on its base. It remained unlit. With a defeated sigh, I slid out of bed to find a replacement bulb, but just as I opened the door and reached the landing, the lamp brightened again.

      Three short flashes. Three long flashes. Three short flashes.

      The lamp paused then the sequence repeated itself.

      Dot dot dot. Dash dash dash. Dot dot dot.

      It was an SOS call.

      In the hallway, someone—or something—sprinted past the master bedroom. I caught the movement out of the corner of my eye and whirled around. The hair on my arms rose. I was shivering. The temperature inside had dropped far too low for a warm summer night.

      I stared at the wall in the hallway opposite my open door. Frozen in place. Waiting. Time went by the wayside. I stood in the same spot for a minute. For an hour. Finally, I gathered whatever courage I could muster, took a deep breath, and stepped forward to peek into the hallway.

      It was empty.

      And then a sound like a gunshot went off.

      I shrieked, instinctively ducking down and covering my head with my hands, but there was no immediate danger in the hallway. However, behind the closed door of Caroline Winchester’s childhood bedroom, a thunderous ruckus went on unhindered. Bodhi careened out of the guest room, clad in nothing but a pair of boxer shorts.

      “What’s wrong?” he demanded, racing down the hallway to pick me up from the floor. “Are you all right? What the hell is that noise?”

      Without preamble, he reached for the door to Caroline’s room.

      “No!”

      Too late. He threw the door wide, revealing the pandemonium inside.

      Caroline’s extensive library avalanched from the shelves. Books poured to the floor or flew through the air in an array of worn covers and torn pages, bouncing violently off of the walls and each other. Dust whirled through the room like gray fireworks as the canopy bed rattled and shuddered. The bench in the bay window tore clean from the walls with a cacophonous rip, leaving jagged plywood and ruined wallpaper in its place. Caroline’s journals shot skyward, carving a savage path through the literary anthologies, calculus textbooks, and poetry collections.

      Then, with no explanation, everything stopped.

      The books rained to the floor. The bed came to rest at an uneven angle. The noise ceased. The journals settled to the topmost pile of rubble. Not a page turned. Not a breath was drawn.

      When one of the journals flopped open, Bodhi grabbed my hand as though he expected the entire room to start heaving again. I looked at him.

      “Do you believe me now?”

      “There’s got to be… an explanation…” he breathed, gasping for air in between phrases. “Magnetic pull. Or the house is on an incline. Something.”

      “Sure, that makes sense.”

      I stepped toward the books, but Bodhi yanked me back. “Don’t go in there!”

      I shook him off. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Tentatively, I walked into Caroline’s room. I held my breath, carefully plotting each step so as to not tread on any of the wounded books. When I reached the pile of journals, I knelt down to examine the one that had fallen open, gathering its pages with a tender touch.

      It was dated July of 1996. Roughly twenty years ago. Ethan’s voice echoed in my head. The Winchesters’ boat accident had occurred in the summer before Patrick’s senior year at Black Bay High, which meant that this particular journal may have been the last one that Caroline Winchester had ever penned. I flipped the pages. Two-thirds of the way through, the entries stopped and gave way to blank paper.

      “What is it?” asked Bodhi, still waiting in the doorway.

      I collected a few other diaries and stacked them on top of the first. “More of Caroline’s diaries. I’ve been reading through them. This is the last one she wrote before she died.”

      “A little morbid, don’t you think?”

      “You have your coping mechanisms. I have mine.”

      “Please, Bailey. Can we just get out of this room?”

      I did as asked, joining Bodhi in the hallway again. As soon as I cleared the threshold, he slammed the door to Caroline’s room shut.

      “You know it’s the whole house, right?” I told him as he escorted me back toward the master bedroom. “Or are you forgetting the office downstairs? You can’t just close the door and pretend like none of this ever happened.”

      “We are hallucinating,” Bodhi said determinedly. “This house is old. Maybe the fumes are finally getting to us.”

      “There are no fumes.”

      My hands were shaking. I thought of the shadow in the hallway, too humanoid to be a trick of the light. Something lived in the Winchester house, and it had grown tired of staying quiet. Had it always been there, lurking in the night? Or had mine and Bodhi’s presence somehow woken it?

      When we entered the master bedroom, Bodhi’s arm tight around my waist, the first thing I noticed was that the orange prescription bottle had somehow moved from the shelf to the small wastebasket near the French doors. The second thing I noticed was the bedside table. A fresh glass of water and a vase of plumeria flowers stood beneath the lamp, which now illuminated the entire room as though the bulb had never faltered to begin with.

      It wasn’t until the shadows moved that I realized we weren’t alone in the room.

      A gust of cold wind engulfed us. It was as though someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over my head. The figure was a shadow itself, or perhaps its essence sucked up the light in order to power itself. It had been lingering on the dark side of the bed, but now it flashed across the room with a speed that was distinctly not human. The vase of plumerias tipped over, a victim of the shadow’s haste, and shattered on the floor. Cold water gushed over my toes, soaking the hem of my pajama pants, but I hardly felt it. The French doors burst open so violently that the hinges gave way. As the doors fell, the glass windows smashed, and the umbral figure darted out of the room, disappearing into the black night.

      I had never heard Bodhi pray before. Now he chanted unintelligibly under his breath, his eyes glazing over as he braced himself on either side of the doorway. I stood rooted to the same spot, unable to move. Unable to comprehend. Like a snapping rubber band, Bodhi suddenly came to. He took my hand, pulling me away from the master bedroom.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t care,” he said as he took the stairs two at a time. “The inn. The truck. A cardboard box. Anywhere but this house. You were right, Bailey. There’s something in here, and there’s no way in hell I’m going to sit and twiddle my thumbs and wait for it to decide what to do with us like an idiot.”

      His car keys lay once again in the crystal tray. For once, he seemed happy to see them there, easy to pick up on our desperate escape through the front door and into the breezy night. Bodhi scanned the skies as he ushered me toward the white workman’s truck, as if surveying the landscape for any hint of the rogue presence that did not adhere to the rules of reality. He opened the passenger door for me then circled around to the other side and climbed in. His hands shook as he fumbled the keys into the ignition. I could see the whites of his eyes. He revved the engine with an impetuously heavy foot, throwing the truck into reverse. I jerked against the seat as Bodhi wrenched the steering wheel. Then we were off, trundling down the winding road toward the center of town at a breakneck speed.

      When we pulled into the parking lot of the local inn, a quaint bed and breakfast across from the Sanctuary, the windows were dark. A vacancy sign hung near the door.

      “Stay here,” Bodhi ordered, clambering out of the truck. I watched through the windshield as he approached the inn and tried the door. He hadn’t even put pants on before evacuating the house. Even if someone was manning the front desk of the bed and breakfast, I doubted they would let Bodhi in looking like a naked vagrant with dirty feet. He knocked, peeking in through the window, but when no one answered the door, he slammed a fist against the vacancy sign and turned resolutely back to the truck.

      “No one’s answering,” he said, clambering into the driver’s seat once more. “What the hell did you bring those things for?”

      I looked into the foot well to where Bodhi was pointing. Caroline’s journals lay in a heap at my feet. I didn’t even remember taking them from the house, but an odd sense of comfort washed over me at the sight of their leather covers.

      “Never mind,” said Bodhi. “Do what you like. But I guess we’re sleeping in the truck tonight.”

      We did just that—the doors securely locked and the windows rolled all the way up—reclining the seats as far back as they would go. I drifted off, keeping Bodhi in my line of sight, our hands fastened together across the center console.

      

      For the first time in months, I slept without nightmares.

      A rapping on the driver’s side window woke us up. Bodhi sprang into action. His core muscles clenched as he ripped himself from sleep in a panicked frenzy, but the fraughtful night was long over. The cab of the truck smoldered pink with the sunrise, and in the harmonious morning, as birds chirped and the residents of Black Bay began to stir, the details of the previous night slipped through the cracks.

      Bodhi relaxed when he realized we were in no immediate danger then rolled down the truck window to greet our personal wake-up call.

      “Oh, I’ve got to hear the story behind this,” said Ethan, chuckling as he took in mine and Bodhi’s attire. Or lack thereof. “You two drink a little too much booze last night?”

      “Not even close,” growled Bodhi.

      Ethan stripped off his jean jacket and handed it to Bodhi through the window. “Wait here. I’ll find you some pants. Then, if you don’t mind, you can kindly fill me in on your evening.”

      A half hour later, our curious trio occupied a small table near the open window of the Sanctuary. Bodhi, dressed in Ethan’s jacket and a pair of borrowed sweatpants that were loose around his waist but too short for his long legs, nursed a cup of hot coffee as he explained to Ethan what had happened to us the previous night. I tried to ignore the wandering glances of the other customers in the cafe. Once again, we were the talk of the town. Word had traveled fast about the peculiar state we had been found in, but I suppose when you slept half-dressed in a truck outside the local bed and breakfast, people were bound to gossip. I kneaded a packet of artificial sweetener between my fingers to keep myself busy.

      “A ghost,” Ethan was saying, one eyebrow cocked in skepticism as he surveyed Bodhi over the lip of his coffee mug.

      “Something,” Bodhi confirmed. “A specter or poltergeist. I don’t know, but it was definitely there. Ask Bailey. She’s been seeing it for weeks.”

      “I haven’t been seeing it,” I said. I didn’t appreciate Bodhi calling me out or Ethan’s probing gaze. “I caught glimpses of it out of the corner of my eye, but weird stuff has been happening ever since we got to that house.”

      Ethan set his mug down and folded his hands on the tabletop. “Now I don’t mean to be rude,” he said. He kept his voice low, and his eyes shifted around the room as though to make sure no one else was listening in on our conversation. “But ghosts don’t exist, darlin’.”

      I didn’t blink, staring Ethan down. “You think I’m seeing things.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Ethan backtracked. “But let’s face it, the two of you are under a lot of stress. Again, I mean no offense or harm, but maybe it’s all starting to pile up. You did say you haven’t been sleeping lately. Hallucinations may be a factor here.”

      “Bodhi sleeps fine,” I pointed out. “And he saw it too.”

      But Bodhi stayed quiet, swirling his coffee around. It swished over the edge of the cup, crept across the table, and stained the paper napkins near Ethan’s folded hands.

      “Bodhi?” Ethan asked. “Anything to add?”

      “I haven’t been sleeping much either,” he muttered.

      “You haven’t?” I asked, surprised.

      Bodhi shook his head. “I can’t. I listen for you every night. The slightest sound wakes me up. Besides, the bed is cold.”

      “There you have it,” Ethan answered, tipping his chair back so that it balanced on its hind legs. “The house isn’t haunted, darlin’. The two of you just need a good night’s rest.”

      “I know what I saw,” I said sharply. “Right, Bodhi?”

      There were purple circles beneath Bodhi’s red-rimmed eyes, so dark that it looked like he had been punched multiple times. Was it just this morning that he looked so worn out, or had I missed the signs before now? Maybe I was so wrapped up in my own head not to notice Bodhi’s constant exhaustion. Maybe I hadn’t wanted to notice it. After all, problems were only problems if you acknowledged their existence.

      “Maybe he’s right, Bailey,” he said, slumping in his chair. The coffee, which the Sanctuary continually boasted as the best wake-up recipe in the Pacific Northwest, hadn’t done him much good. “Neither one of us has been at the top of our game lately.”

      I huffed in disbelief. “Bodhi, are you kidding me? Are you forgetting the avalanche of levitating books? Or the doors in the master bedroom being inexplicably forced off their hinges? The mess will still be there when we get back.”

      “I’m sure there’s a scientific reason for all that,” Ethan cut in. “You do know we get earthquakes here in Black Bay, correct?”

      “See?” said Bodhi. He reached out to pat my hand in what I assume he thought was a comforting manner. “That’s probably what happened.”

      “Do you really believe that?”

      He heaved a sigh, withdrawing to his side of the table again. “I don’t know what to tell you, Bailey.”

      “You can tell me that you’re being an idiot and trying to convince yourself that everything is all right.” I threw the packet of artificial sweetener across the table at him. “As always.”

      Ethan’s chair scratched against the tile floor as he pushed himself away from the table. “This sounds like a conversation between husband and wife. I’ll see myself out.”

      As he crossed the cafe and joined a couple of men sitting at the countertop, I studied Bodhi. When he noticed my gaze, he spoke up.

      “Bailey, come on,” he said. “You have to admit it. An earthquake is way more likely than some random ghost haunting the house we’re renovating.”

      “You weren’t so convinced last night. What about that thing we saw in the master bedroom?”

      He gave a half-hearted shrug. “Hallucinations brought on by lack of sleep. Like Ethan said.”

      I wasn’t buying it. “So you think that we had some kind of joint hallucination?”

      Bodhi pushed his coffee mug to the opposite side of the table and rested his forehead in his hands. “I don’t know what to think anymore. I’m dead tired.”

      I pressed my lips together. There were so many things I wanted to say to Bodhi, but in that moment, all of the things that crossed my mind were bound to cause a fight.

      Bodhi tilted his head to look at me. “I have an idea.”

      “What might that be?”

      “Call Milo.”

      The suggestion threw me off. “Why?”

      Bodhi perched his head on the palm of his hand. “He’s owned that house for a while, and his dad owned it before him. If anything weird happened, he would know about it, wouldn’t he?”

      “Don’t you think he would’ve told us about something like that before we bought the house?”

      “Not necessarily. He was pretty desperate to sell it, remember? Maybe he already knew that something was going on in there.”

      The thought had never crossed my mind. Sure, Milo’s insistence on selling the Winchester house had been a little out of the ordinary, but he seemed honest about his desire to move out of Black Bay. Then again, it had been nearly two months since we had officially signed the closing papers, and Milo hadn’t mentioned anything more about relocating.

      “I’ll call him,” I decided, taking out my cell phone.

      “Good.”

      I dialed Milo’s familiar number, never having entered his contact information in my cell, but instead of ringing, an automated voice message answered instead.

      “We’re sorry,” said the pleasant female tone. “The number you have dialed has been disconnected or is no longer in service.”
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      I hung up. Maybe I had remembered Milo’s number wrong. I punched it in again.

      “We’re sorry. The number you have dialed—”

      “He didn’t answer?” Bodhi asked as I lowered the phone from my ear.

      “Wrong number,” I said. “That’s weird. I could’ve sworn—”

      Bodhi stretched over the back of his chair. Ethan’s borrowed jacket swung open, revealing Bodhi’s bare chest. He groaned then fastened the first few buttons. “I say we head back up to the house.”

      “You’re not serious.”

      “Look, Bailey. Let’s entertain the thought that the house is haunted for a moment.” He sat up, swinging his legs around so that our knees kissed. “But it’s daytime. So far, nothing bad has happened in the daytime.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It’s not?”

      “The day I skinned my knees. You weren’t home.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he demanded.

      “Oh, sure. ‘Hey, babe. Just thought I’d let you know that I heard someone screaming in the basement, but when I got down there, I realized it was all in my head.’’’

      “You heard screaming?”

      I nodded, staring down into the dregs of my coffee.

      Bodhi stood up, tossing his used napkin into an empty mug. “Okay. Let’s go. We’re never going to figure this out if we cower in a coffee shop all day. We’ve already put a lot of time and effort into this house. I won’t waste that over a few good scares.”

      There was no point in arguing. Bodhi had made his decision, and I knew from experience that talking him out of it wasn’t an option. We left the Sanctuary, thanking Ethan on our way out, and got back in the pickup truck.

      The ride up to the bluff was quiet and tense. Bodhi’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel as we slowly ascended through the trees. I didn’t dare to break the silence. There was a spell over the cab of the truck, an illusion of safety and normality, and if we allowed it to exist for long enough, maybe it would spread to the Winchester house.

      It worked. When we trundled into the front yard, there was nothing inherently wrong with the house. There was no eerie vibe. No evidence of struggle. The front door was wide open, but we had left it that way in our rush to get out. All in all, other than the construction materials out front, the Winchester house looked just as it had when we first arrived in Black Bay: stately and serene.

      “Here goes nothing,” Bodhi said as he kicked open his door and hopped out of the truck.

      We approached the front door warily, peering inside for any hint of discord. The entryway and living room were still, so we edged over the threshold. Once inside, Bodhi seemed to relax, his shoulder blades flattening against his back rather than hugging his ears.

      “See?” he said, indicating the silent space around him. “Nothing. We should call the crew. It’s not too late to get some work done today.”

      I wasn’t so sure. I followed Bodhi into the kitchen, where everything was as it had been the night before, but the real test would be upstairs. If my past experience in the first floor office was any indication, Caroline’s room would still be wrecked and the French doors would not have magically repaired themselves.

      “We should check the bedrooms,” I said.

      “In a minute. I’m buzzing and anxious from all the caffeine.”

      He filled two water glasses at the kitchen sink and turned to offer one to me.

      The glasses slipped from his grasp. Crashed to the floor.

      Bodhi’s eyes went wide, his pupils blown. He whispered:

      “Someone’s standing behind you.”

      The words had barely dropped from his lips before his amber eyes flooded with black. I screamed as he lunged toward me.

      This was not Bodhi.

      His hand covered my mouth as he forced me into the hallway. The length of his body heaved against mine. I felt every one of his muscles contract as he crushed me against the wall. His eyes weren’t just black. There was nothing left. No iris. No whites. Just liquid pools of pure hell.

      An inhuman sound escaped my throat as his face neared mine. Bodhi tilted his head, listening. The hand over my mouth loosened ever-so-slightly.

      “Please,” I whispered against his fingers. “Please let us go.”

      Bodhi stared vacantly back at me, but the creature inside him seemed to pause, considering my request. I drew a strained breath, waiting for the decision.

      And then Bodhi whirled me around, wrapped an arm around my neck, and began to drag me down the hallway.

      “No!” I choked out, wrestling against Bodhi’s grasp. The crook of his elbow mashed against my windpipe. I cough spasmodically as we neared the door of the basement.

      He threw me down the stairs.

      A flash of light burst behind my eyelids as the back of my head hit something on the way down. My ankle caught the edge of the handrail and snapped. At the bottom of the steps, I lost the concept of reality.

      My cheek rested against the cool concrete foundation. There should’ve been pain, but as my vision blurred in and out of focus, I could only register the sound of the basement door lock clicking into place.

      Bodhi’s footsteps thundered toward me. I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing myself for whatever came next.

      “Bailey! Bailey!”

      Gentle hands embraced my face. I looked up.

      Bodhi’s eyes were brown again. He was crying.

      “I’m so sorry,” he sobbed, his shoulders shaking uncontrollably. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry. That wasn’t me, Bailey. I swear on my life.”

      My tongue felt heavy in my mouth. “I know.”

      He situated himself on the bottom step and lifted me to lie down in his lap. “The door’s locked,” he gasped. “From the outside. We can’t get out.”

      “Your phone.”

      He fumbled in Ethan’s jacket pocket and took out his cell phone. “Shit. Shit! There’s no fucking service in this godforsaken pit.”

      Bodhi lifted the phone above his head in the hopes of finding a bar or two. Suddenly, it was smacked from his hand. It flew across the basement and shattered against the opposite wall.

      Bodhi cradled my head in his arms, folding over me like a protective shell. “Leave us alone!” he yelled. A blood vessel burst in his eye. Somehow, the deluge of red around his iris was more terrifying than the black holes that had been there a few minutes ago.

      My head throbbed, but my vision was clearing. If I had sustained a concussion, it was a mild one. I could see enough. I could see the basement come alive. Boxes upended themselves. Pool cues snapped and splintered. Spare boat sails ripped to shreds. The toolbox spat nails and screws like a loaded gun. An invisible child pedaled past on a pink bicycle with tasseled handlebars.

      A baseball smashed through the one and only storm window, set at the very top of the basement wall. Through the opening, an object flew in from outside, navigating the turmoil until it landed at my feet.

      It was Caroline Winchester’s most recent journal, flipped open to the last page she had written.

      As soon as my fingers touched the leather binding, the basement quieted. Objects paused to hover in midair, as though waiting on my reaction before deciding whether or not to resume the slaughter. I willed myself to focus on Caroline’s polished penmanship.

      

      August 16th, 1996

      

      Well, so much for our weekly boat trip. In an unexpected twist of fate, Mom and Dad grounded us both. Patrick and his dumb football cronies stole the mascot head from Black Bay’s rival school. It might have been funny if he’d managed to pull it off, but the principal caught him. I told him that he should have brought me along. I never would have gotten caught.

      Anyway, he deserves to be grounded. I don’t. All I did was point out to Mr. Powell that the sawmill would generate a lot more revenue if he stopped being a prick long enough to take Dad’s management advice. Apparently, my tone was considered “rude.” Give me a break.

      I was actually looking forward to this week’s outing too. Miss Watson scolded me for finishing the summer reading list for the upcoming seniors instead of the juniors. I told her I’d already read the juniors’ list last summer. To make matters worse, Alex walked right by me in the lunchroom without a passing glance. So much for getting noticed for something other than my staggering wit this year.

      The point is that it would have been nice to get my mind off of everything out on the water. Instead, while Mom and Dad get to gallivant about on their own, I have to spend my Friday night alone in the house with Patrick. He always orders anchovies on the pizza. It’s disgusting. In fact, I might tie him down if he tries it tonight. Details to come.

      

      “Oh my God,” I breathed, reading over the words again.

      Bodhi’s gaze remained fixed on the levitating basement items. “What is it?”

      “Caroline and Patrick Winchester were grounded on the night they died.”

      “So what? No offense, Bailey, but does it really matter right now?”

      I propped myself up against the stairwell, balancing Caroline’s journal on my knees. “Don’t you get it? They never got on the boat, and if they never got on the boat, then they didn’t die in a boating accident that night.”

      “What happened to them then?”

      Before I could reply, the toolbox shot across the floor and bounced off the bottom of my foot. I howled in agony, dragging my broken ankle inward. The toolbox popped open, and a carpet knife lifted itself from the mess of hammers and wrenches. Bodhi tried to grab it out of the air, but it flashed toward me so quickly, I had no time to register the rough cut that it opened in the palm of my hand until after it already happened.

      Something pressed into the wound like freezing cold fingers attempting to stanch the flow of welling blood. Then it began to write on the concrete, etching out two words in what could have been mistaken for dark red paint.

      Bodhi swore beneath his breath. I took one look at the message before my head filled with rushing white noise. The world dissolved around me, but the words written in blood haunted the dark place behind my eyelids.

      Help us.
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      Blood welled in the palm of my hand, staining the pale underside of my wrist dark red as though someone had poured a bottle of fine wine across a white tablecloth. As it dribbled to the cold concrete floor of the basement, time seemed to suspend itself. My husband, Bodhi, held me from behind—my back pressed to his firm chest, my throbbing head resting against his shoulder—and his fingers tightened around my midsection. Oh, to be held as though nothing else in the world mattered. It was a promise. Every touch, every kiss, was a silent pact to love and adore the person to whom it was given. People often forgot that. We handed out our affection freely, carelessly, finding easy comfort in interlaced fingers or the parting of lips or casual embraces. Then it crumbled. Love was not a rock at the edge of the sea, stoically weathering the storm. It was something to be nurtured, to be made and remade every day, but the work was often mistaken for tedium, and those who did not endure found themselves with a handful of dusty pebbles.

      For Bodhi and I, it had taken a possessed house, a demonic spirit, and the locked basement door for us to realize how little we had tried. My body reflected our lack of effort. My knees were hardened and scabbed, the gash that ran from my wrist to my elbow oozed through the bandages, my ankle lay at an ominous angle, my head pounded with every inhale, and the new cut—the one that had just been opened with an animated carpet knife—pulsed in little red tides. Still, as the pain burned white hot, I found myself thinking that the entire house could go up in flames as long as Bodhi continued to hold me with the warmth I’d forgotten he was capable of giving.

      But when something—a demon, a ghost—pressed its invisible frigid fingers to the laceration in my palm, it was hard to ignore its chilling impact. Words appeared on the concrete floor, written in the ink of my blood.

      Help us.

      “What the hell?” whispered Bodhi, his breath warming my ear.

      It wrote the same words again, each letter fading as it ran out of bloody paint.

      Help us.

      My voice was thick and garbled. “Who are you?”

      Bodhi’s arms tightened around me. “Why does it matter?” he asked furiously. “Look at what it’s done to you, Bailey.”

      A cardboard box zoomed across the room, bounced off the last step of the stairs, and settled against Bodhi’s leg.

      “What’s in there?” he demanded of the empty basement. “A machete? Haven’t you done enough already? Look at her—”

      I squeezed Bodhi’s knee as the box popped open. It did not reveal a machete or any other weapon of the basement’s choice. Instead, it toppled over on its side and spilled out a slew of ancient first-aid supplies. A tube of antibacterial ointment came to rest against my bare foot. Then a supportive ankle brace landed in my lap.

      “Thanks,” I murmured. My head was still fuzzy. “But I don’t think a brace will do me much good. It’s broken.”

      “Stop talking to it,” hissed Bodhi, taking the brace from my hands and chucking it across the room. It stopped in midair then changed direction and plunked Bodhi on the head. “Ow!”

      “Who are you?” I mumbled again. The basement itself seemed to rumble, but no clear answer presented itself. “Can you write it down?”

      An icy chill stole over me, and I tucked my ruined wrist behind my back.

      “Not with my blood!” I ordered.

      “Here,” said Bodhi. He reached into the pocket of the denim jacket he was wearing and extracted a carpenter’s pencil, which he threw to the floor unceremoniously. For a minute, the pencil lay still. Then something swept it up and scratched a message into the cement.

      Help us.

      “Oh, for the love of Pete,” said Bodhi, exasperated. “Bailey, this is pointless.”

      “Do you want to stay locked down here forever?” I asked him, wincing as another shot of pain radiated through my skull. “At least I’m trying.”

      “To reason with a demon,” he pointed out.

      An embroidered purple throw pillow lifted itself from a pile of dusty linens and batted Bodhi around the ears.

      “I don’t think demons start pillow fights,” I said.

      “I don’t care—”

      “Shh.”

      The pencil scribbled across the cement again.

      Bailey.

      “That’s me,” I confirmed to the presence with a nod. “Can you tell me who you are?”

      Bailey. Bailey. Bailey.

      “That would be a no,” said Bodhi.

      I did my best to prop myself up in Bodhi’s lap, hoping to convey a sense of confidence with my heightened posture, and announced, “I’ll make you a deal.”

      Bodhi hugged me closer. “Bailey, don’t you dare.”

      I ignored him. “If we agree to help you, whoever you are, then I want something in return.”

      The basement was motionless, as though whatever spirit occupied the space waited for my proposition.

      “If we help you,” I began tentatively. “Then you have to promise not to hurt us. No more of this haunted house nonsense. No more bodiless screaming or shattering windows. In fact, I want you to agree to protect us at all costs.”

      Bodhi scoffed. “Not likely.”

      “If you do that,” I went on. “I promise to do whatever is in my power to help you. That’s it. That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.”

      For a long minute, the only sounds in the dank basement were my rushed inhales and exhales and Bodhi’s labored breathing. We waited in the heavy silence. My chin dropped to my chest as the throbbing in my head worsened.

      “Quickly, please,” I murmured.

      There was a click at the top of the steps. The basement door unlocked. It swung open, and a shaft of sunlight illuminated the dismal stairwell.
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      There was no hospital in Black Bay, Washington. The tiny coastal town was home to several small family-owned businesses, including a walk-in clinic and a pharmacy, but none of them were equipped to treat my amalgamation of injuries. Bodhi drove us into the city, where a leery med student asked probing questions about the nature of my “fall” as he patched me up. Bodhi held my hand throughout the process, watching like a hawk as an orthopedic casted my ankle and provided me with a hard boot to fasten over the top of it so that I could walk without crutches. There was a pained look on Bodhi’s face the entire time, despite the fact that he was not the one who had fallen victim to the whims of our house’s ghost. My memory flashed back. Bodhi’s eyes, black as night, bore into mine right before he shoved me down the basement stairs. It wasn’t him. He had been taken over by whatever presence occupied our current residence, and in that respect, there was nothing to forgive him for. Nevertheless, I had a feeling that his involuntarily act of violence haunted him more than whatever being remained in the house.

      The tension intensified when yet another doctor made a visit to our curtained-off corner of the emergency room, especially when he asked Bodhi to give us some privacy. I expected the questions he asked. Did I try to hurt myself? Was Bodhi responsible for any of my injuries, old or new? I stuck to my story. It made sense after all. Bodhi and I flipped houses for a living. We were often right in the thick of construction, renovation, and rebuilding. It was easy to craft an accidental scenario for each of my wounds. A rogue nail ripped the gash in my wrist. I bumped my head backing into an overhanging beam. I’d cut my hand with a carpet knife. That last one was half-true. Whatever I said was better than the truth. If I admitted that the real reason I was so banged up was because our most recent project was frequented by a bloodthirsty ghost, the medics were sure to send me off to the psych ward for an evaluation.

      As we drove back to Black Bay, our borrowed pickup truck whizzing across the wet winding roads, Bodhi’s hands clenched and unclenched on the steering wheel. His knuckles turned pink and white. A benign pop song played on the radio, crooning about a one-night stand that would surely morph into true love.

      “What did they ask you?” Bodhi said at last.

      “What do you think?”

      He wrung the steering wheel like a washcloth. “That it was my fault.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Bode.”

      I reached across the center console of the car with my uninjured hand, taking care to move slowly to avoid jostling my mildly concussed head, and stroked Bodhi’s arm. He released the wheel, taking my hand in his own and bringing it to his lips.

      “Do you think there’s a reason that thing targeted you instead of me?” he asked.

      I pondered the question. It was true. Ever since we had moved into the Winchester house—a massive twenty-year-old home located on the outlook of an enormous bluff—I had heard voices that weren’t real, seen humanoid shadows out of the corner of my eye, and watched objects levitate and destroy themselves without rhyme or reason, all while Bodhi remained convinced that the continued destruction was due to my unfortunate habit of sleepwalking.

      “Maybe because I was more open to the possibility of it actually existing.” I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against the cool glass of the truck’s window. “I think, in the very back of my mind, I knew that I wasn’t hallucinating or going crazy. I feel something in that house, Bodhi.”

      “All the more reason to get out.”

      I lifted my aching head from the window—the pain relievers were wearing off quickly—and switched off the radio. There was only so much Top 40 a girl could take, especially when recovering from a concussion. “What do you mean?”

      Bodhi’s gaze remained fixed on the slick pavement. “We’re not staying.”

      “I promised—”

      “To help the damn ghost. I heard.”

      “We can’t go!”

      He looked at me, his lips parted in disbelief. “Are you kidding me, Bailey? That thing tried to kill us. We’re not sticking around to let it. We’re packing up our stuff and getting out of town.”

      “And you think that will work?” I asked. “You think that thing’s going to let us load up the truck and head on out?”

      The two-lane road curved around a bend, and Bodhi leaned into the turn as he guided the truck at an uneven pace. “I’ve been thinking about that too. It wants you, right? But it also seems like it can’t leave the house. You stay in the car. I’ll get our things. Then we can go to Seattle or Portland or somewhere that is significantly less Stephen King.”

      “I think you’re forgetting a couple of things.”

      “What?”

      I tapped my fingers impatiently on the car door. “First of all, our not-so-friendly neighborhood ghost has the ability to possess you. Or have you forgotten?”

      His lips pressed together in a tight line, but he remained silent.

      “Secondly, we’ve already dumped a lot of money into the Winchester house,” I went on. “We’ve barely begun renovations. We can’t afford to pick up and leave now. Not unless you plan on us moving back in with my mother. Not that she wouldn’t be happy to have us, so I suppose if you can handle the perennial smell of wet dog then—”

      “Fine,” Bodhi said. “I get it. But don’t pretend like those are the only reasons you don’t want to leave. You actually feel something for this ghost thing, don’t you?”

      It was my turn to stay quiet. Bodhi’s guess was correct. There was some kind of connection between me and whatever resided in the Winchester house, but I wasn’t going to admit that to him until I knew why.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said with an air of finality.

      “Look, it needs help,” I insisted. “Maybe hurting me was the only way it could get my attention. It tried other things first, you know.”

      “Let’s just take it slow.” Bodhi turned the radio back on, tuning the channel to a classic rock station. “I don’t trust that thing. Neither should you.”

      

      When the trees cleared and the town of Black Bay glittered in its valley beneath the overlooking bluff, it was hard to believe that anything could go so wrong in such a charming place. By then, the sun had risen high in the sky, banishing most of the clouds that loomed in the mornings. August had just arrived, and the residents of Black Bay knew to make the most of the fine weather while they still had the chance. As we drove through the town square, it occurred to me how much had changed in the two months since we had started work on the Winchester house. Then, the locals regarded us with polite curiosity. Now, they waved at the truck as it passed by, familiar and comfortable with the new couple in the Winchester house.

      I expected a sense of anxiety to set in as we crossed town and entered the trees again. The road wound back and forth here, snaking its way to the top of the bluff. Bodhi grew more and more agitated the closer we drew to the house, swearing with gusto every time he accidentally dropped a gear. I, on the other hand, felt inappropriately serene. Now that we had acknowledged the presence in the Winchester house, it was time to finally do something about it.

      The house itself didn’t present itself as some kind of haunted spectacle. It was as graceful and benevolent as ever, the sun beating down on its chipped blue paint as it rested like a particularly corpulent cat napping amongst the surrounding trees. From the outside, there was no evidence of the house’s extra resident. White curtains floated languidly in the sea breeze that flowed through the open windows of the second story. The widow’s walk was proud and stoic on the roof as though the house itself waited for our return. As Bodhi pulled the truck into the front yard and parked amongst the construction materials we had collected, the door of the house eased open on its own.

      Bodhi’s fingers lingered at the keys in the ignition. “Nope. No way.”

      I got out of the truck. “It was probably just the wind.”

      He had no choice but to follow me as I crossed the yard and stepped into the foyer of the Winchester house. I waited in the hallway by the light switches. Was there a polite way to announce yourself to the ghost that had so recently attempted to kill you?

      “Well?” prompted Bodhi. He waited on the doormat. “Anything?”

      “So far, so good.”

      “I don’t buy it.”

      “Just come in.”

      I yanked Bodhi across the threshold. Instinctively, his hands found my waist. I could see his chest rise and fall with every nervous breath he took. I could smell the lemon-coconut bar soap he used to wash his hair the night before mixed with the faint scent of sweat leftover from our panic that morning. It had been a long time since Bodhi and I stood so close to each other in such an honest way. I realized how bizarre my thought process was. I should have been worried about the ghost in the Winchester house. Instead, my focus wandered south. I shook my head to clear it, but a fresh pang at the base of my skull caused me to flinch.

      Bodhi noticed, cradling my face between his palms. “Are you all right? Is it the house?”

      “No, no. Just my head.”

      “Let’s get you in bed.”

      He held me all the way up the stairs, guiding me toward the master bedroom where I had been staying, but when we opened the door, we were reminded that the ghost of the Winchester house had already had its way with this room. The French doors leading out to the balcony had literally been ripped out of place. The bedroom was exposed to the elements, and though the salty air from outside refreshed my warm skin, the dewy bedsheets were in no way fit to comfort me.

      “Um, maybe you should stay in my room,” suggested Bodhi.

      “That’s fine. Can you grab my computer though?”

      He dashed into the master bedroom, seized my laptop and its charger from the bedside table, and dashed out again. I resisted the impulse to laugh as he tucked the laptop under his arm and led me down the hallway.

      Bodhi’s room was clean and tidy, untouched by the spirit that had wreaked havoc on other parts of the house. It smelled like him. There was no way to describe it. Every person had a scent, something that was uniquely theirs. Beneath his citrusy soap, Bodhi’s reminded me of freshly cut grass and mint leaves and petrichor. He was of the earth, solid and grounded. Bodhi lowered me onto the full-sized bed, and I sank into the cool bliss of the cotton sheets.

      “I’ll make you some tea. Are you hungry?”

      I shook my head.

      “I’ll bring you something to eat anyway. Just in case.”

      “Then what are we going to do?” I asked.

      He fluffed the quilt and tucked the corners in beneath me. “You are going to rest,” he said. “And I figured I would start by scrubbing the ominous bloody messages out of the basement floor.”

      “That’s probably for the best.”

      “I thought so too.”

      He set my laptop down on the bed. I pulled it toward me to boot it up. “What if that thing is still down in the basement though?”

      Bodhi swept his fingers through his dark curls, separating out the ringlets. “She’s been quiet so far. If I have any problems, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “She?”

      “Just a guess. I brought these in for you as well.”

      He set a stack of leather-bound journals on the bed. In the chaos of the morning, I had all but forgotten about them. Now I wondered if the identity of our mysterious presence was hidden somewhere amongst the pages.

      Bodhi leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Take it easy. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      My laptop chimed to life as he left. Immediately, I connected to the Internet and clicked through to our website. The familiar layout loaded, displaying a picture of me and Bodhi striking explorer poses atop the roof of the last house we had renovated. My inbox was full of messages from our devoted fans and followers. Some of them were interested in the flipping side of the blog, wondering about our progress on the Winchester house. Most of them, however, idolized mine and Bodhi’s marriage, unable to read between the lines of the inane crap that I wrote. Online life was like that. You wrote what you knew your audience wanted to read. Everything else stayed in your head.

      I scrolled down, skimming through my recent blog posts until I reached the dates from two months ago. In early June, we had just arrived in Black Bay, but it wasn’t until we got to know some of the locals that we learned what had happened to its original family.

      

      
        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      Good morning, flippers, and what a glorious morning it is! The sun is shining, the birds are singing, and everyone in Black Bay is out sailing, swimming, or basking in the warmth. Today, Bodhi and the crew are tearing up the tile in the kitchen, which means that I’m free to fill you all in on the history of this enormous house. Hopefully, you all remember our new pal Ethan Powell, Black Bay’s all-around handyman. Yesterday, he kindly answered my questions regarding the Winchester family. Be ready, flippers. It’s a bittersweet story.

      Let’s recap. As you all know, this house has been vacant for twenty years. It was originally built by Christopher and Elizabeth Winchester, who moved to Black Bay when the town was on the brink of extinction due to a lack of successful businesses. Christopher rebooted the town’s economy. I guess he was some kind of executive bigwig. Anyway, he consolidated what was left of Black Bay’s assets and essentially saved the locals from having to move elsewhere. His wife, Elizabeth, was apparently a gem as well. She started book clubs, hosted charity events, and volunteered at any place that needed help.

      The Winchesters had two children, Patrick and Caroline, who were adored by the town. Patrick was the quarterback of the high school football team, having made the varsity team as a freshman. He led the Black Bay Golden Eagles to victory for three out of four years. More on his senior year later. Caroline, who was two years younger than Patrick but only a year behind him in school, was some kind of intellectual prodigy. If you missed the pictures I posted of the books in her room, click here to check them out. This girl was a whole new breed of intelligence. She had plans to take over her father’s business. At fifteen!

      Back to Patrick’s senior year. Here’s why he didn’t win the football championship for the high school that last year. He didn’t have the opportunity to do so. Why not, you ask? Buckle up, flippers. This is where the story of the Winchester family gets utterly heartbreaking. On a Friday afternoon, the Winchesters took their sailboat out on the bay for their usual family outing. Miserably, they never made it back. The boat crashed against the rocks, right beneath the bluff where their giant house still sits. No one survived.

      It’s no wonder Black Bay so cherished the Winchesters. It’s no wonder they were apprehensive to see Bodhi and I move in to a house that once belonged to such a highly-regarded family. The locals owe everything to the Winchesters, and in a way, so do we. We’re going to do our best to preserve the underlying feeling of the Winchester house. It’s the least we can do to keep their legacy alive.

      

      Keep your chins up, flippers!

      Bailey

      

      I clicked out of the blog post, a lump growing in my throat. This was the story that all of the townspeople knew. The Winchesters had died in a sailing accident. However, the leather bound journals told a different story. I picked the first one up, looking at the inside of the cover. There, a hand with impeccable penmanship had written Caroline Winchester, August 1st - August 31st, 1996.

      Caroline’s journals had been left untouched in her bedroom. I’d found the entire collection stowed away in the storage area beneath the seat in the bay window. It had become a habit of mine to skim through them before I went to bed. Caroline’s determination and spunk distracted me from my own troubles, easing me to sleep before I succumbed to the inevitable onslaught of nightmares.

      The last journal, the one from August of 1996, held something more than Caroline’s usual diatribes. I flipped to the final entry, reading Caroline’s sentences over and over again with a borderline obsessive fervor:

      

      August 16th, 1996

      

      Well, so much for our weekly boat trip. In an unexpected twist of fate, Mom and Dad grounded us both. Patrick and his dumb football cronies stole the mascot head from Black Bay’s rival school. It might have been funny if he’d managed to pull it off, but the principal caught him. I told him that he should have brought me along. I never would have gotten caught.

      Anyway, he deserves to be grounded. I don’t. All I did was point out to Mr. Powell that the sawmill would generate a lot more revenue if he stopped being a prick long enough to take Dad’s management advice. Apparently, my tone was considered “rude.” Give me a break.

      I was actually looking forward to this week’s outing too. Miss Watson scolded me for finishing the summer reading list for the upcoming seniors instead of the juniors. I told her I’d already read the juniors’ list last summer. To make matters worse, Alex walked right by me in the lunchroom without a passing glance. So much for getting noticed for something other than my staggering wit this year.

      The point is that it would have been nice to get my mind off of everything out on the water. Instead, while Mom and Dad get to gallivant about on their own, I have to spend my Friday night alone in the house with Patrick. He always orders anchovies on the pizza. It’s disgusting. In fact, I might tie him down if he tries it tonight. Details to come.

      

      Caroline’s account of that evening conflicted with the story that the town told. If she and Patrick were grounded that night, it meant they had never boarded their parents’ sailboat. It meant that they never died in the accident that night. It meant that they spent their Friday evening safe and sound within the comfort of their big, empty house. But if that were true, where were the Winchester children now?

      “All we have is leftover pizza from Lido’s,” Bodhi announced as he reappeared in the bedroom. He carried a mug of hot tea and a paper plate piled high with pizza. “I hope that’s okay. If you want, I can run into town and pick up some soup.”

      “Pizza’s fine. Any problems downstairs?”

      “Not a whisper of our visitor. I even checked the basement. I think she’s taking that deal of yours to heart.”

      I sipped from the mug. Bodhi had made some kind of turmeric and ginger tea. It tasted foul, but I knew from experience it would help with the inflammation in my body. I offered him Caroline’s journal. “Bodhi, will you read this?”

      He skimmed through the last entry. “This is what you were talking about earlier. Caroline and Patrick never got on the boat, right?”

      “Not according to Caroline.”

      “So what does it mean?”

      I folded a slice of pizza in half and took a bite. Grease dripped from the crust, pooling on the paper plate below. “Do you think they might still be alive?”

      “The kids?”

      “Yeah.”

      Bodhi scratched the back of his neck, thoughtful. “I’m not sure. I mean, that would make sense, wouldn’t it? If they didn’t die in a boat crash, then they should be alive. But if they are, then why does an entire town think they’re both dead?”

      I tapped Caroline’s journal. “What if that’s what the house is trying to tell us? The ghost or whatever is what led me to Caroline’s diaries in the first place. What if Patrick and Caroline are still alive? Maybe they’re in trouble, and we’re meant to rescue them.”

      Bodhi’s gaze softened as he rested a hand over mine. “Bailey, if they are still alive, you have to remember they’re not kids anymore. They’d be able to take care of themselves.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “Maybe Caroline didn’t write everything down,” suggested Bodhi. He snuck a piece of sausage from my plate and popped it into his mouth. “You never know. Their parents could have changed their minds about grounding them. Maybe they ended up on the boat anyway.”

      “I guess that’s a possibility.”

      “It’s more likely than the Winchester children wandering around with amnesia for twenty years,” Bodhi answered.

      The pizza was less appetizing than I’d hoped. I set it down and dusted my hands off. “I just have a hunch that something else happened to them.”

      “A hunch?”

      “I know it sounds strange,” I said. “And I don’t mean to scare you or anything, but I feel connected to this house somehow. It’s nothing concrete. It’s something intuitive.”

      “And you felt this as soon as we got here?”

      “Maybe. I don’t think I knew what it was at first.”

      He sprawled across the foot of the bed, carefully avoiding my broken ankle. “We’ll figure it out. We have to now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He gave me a look before playfully squeezing the big toe of my uninjured foot. “You sold us out to a ghost, remember?”
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            A Trick of the Light

          

        

      

    

    
      For the first time in a number of years, Bodhi and I willingly slept in the same bed that night. For so long, we had had trouble sharing intimate space. It wasn’t that we were repulsed by each other. Our marriage hadn’t inexplicably crumbled due to lack of interest. It was that we had more in common with the Winchesters than expected. We, too, had experienced a run-in with death. Five years ago, we lost our three-year-old daughter. Kali’s absence took its toll on our relationship. I couldn’t look at Bodhi without seeing her dark curls. He couldn’t look at me without seeing her hazel eyes. She had been all the best parts of us, and when she died, she had taken those parts to the afterlife with her. Bodhi and I had emptied ourselves out. We had nothing left to give to one another. The knowledge of that became unbearable in the hushed space between us, where our bodies no longer connected and the sheets remained cold and unforgiving. It was easier to avoid each other. It was easier to sleep apart. That way, when my nightmares came, only one of us suffered through them.

      So when Bodhi returned from the bathroom, still damp from his shower, it was with some hesitation that he slipped in under the quilt. We breathed together, side by side. I stared at the ceiling of the small room. The master bedroom had been massive, and even at night, it was illuminated, the moon smiling in through the windows of the French doors. Bodhi’s room was smaller and darker. Snug and private. Maybe that was why I found the courage to sneak my fingers across the distance between us. To rest them lightly on his warm skin. Everything was easier in the dark.

      His fingers intertwined with mine, rustling the bandages around my palm. We stayed like that for a while, clutching at each other. Then Bodhi turned on his side to face me. Before I lost my nerve, I shifted. Haltingly, I scooted closer to him, dipping my body to fit in the valley of his. His hand found my hip and then my waist before he draped his arm firmly around my midsection and hugged me toward him. His lips brushed against the back of my neck.

      I tangled my legs in his, ignoring the plaster cast around my ankle. His heartbeat thumped unevenly against my spine. There, in the middle of the bed rather than on a designated side, I felt the familiar pull of unconsciousness and slipped comfortably into it as though greeting an old friend.

      

      Everything was dark. Icy. Hopeless. The crushing weight of water held me down. I struggled, flailing my arms to find the surface. My chest burned with the effort of holding my breath. I couldn’t do it anymore. I inhaled. The bitter chill of freezing cold saltwater filled my lungs.

      “Bailey! Bailey!”

      I woke in a frenzy, drenched in sweat. Bodhi sat above me, his knees trapping my hips. He held my hands to the mattress, but as soon as he realized that I was awake, he let go. I gasped for breath, massaging my throat.

      “It’s all right,” Bodhi said as he shifted his weight off of me. “You’re all right, Bailey. It was just a dream.”

      “What happened?” I rasped.

      He gently removed my hands from my throat, lifting my chin to check if I had done any damage to myself. “You were thrashing around like someone was trying to kill you.”

      “I was drowning.”

      He went still. Normally, I didn’t share the details of my nightmares with him. “You were asleep,” he reminded me. “You wouldn’t stop kicking me. That’s why I was holding you down.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. Sit up.”

      I obeyed, letting Bodhi strip the damp T-shirt from my body. He replaced it with a fresh one of his own, carefully navigating my bandaged hand through the sleeves.

      “Better?”

      I nodded. The cool dry cotton soothed my flushed skin. Bodhi slipped off the bed.

      “I’ll get you a glass of ice water.”

      “No.” I took his hand in mine and pulled him back to bed, kicking the quilt off of my feet in the process. If he went downstairs now, increasing the distance between us, there was a good chance we would never get back to how we had fallen asleep. “Stay. Please stay.”

      He curled up next to me, holding my hand. His voice was already thick with drowsiness. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. What time is it?”

      Bodhi checked the nearby clock, its numbers casting a green glow across the bedside table. “Five o’clock. The sun won’t be up for another couple of hours. You still have time to sleep.”

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled again, hugging a pillow to my chest.

      I was already asleep when he replied, “I’m sorry, too.”

      

      I woke alone in Bodhi’s bed, squinting in the bright light of the morning sun. Outside, deep voices shouted to one another. Some kind of hammering was happening on the roof. Bodhi had called the construction crew to resume renovation work on the Winchester house.

      I got out of bed, maneuvered a pair of shorts on over my booted foot, and headed downstairs. I found Bodhi in the kitchen, sipping coffee as he fielded instructions to the crewmen through a walkie-talkie. Behind him, a skillet sizzled on the stovetop, and the sweet scent of real maple syrup filled the air.

      “Hey there,” he said with a smile when he saw me in the doorway. “I’ve been waiting on you.”

      “You have?”

      “Yeah, I wanted to make sure you were okay before I went outside to help the guys,” he said. He pointed to my bare feet. “Put your shoes on. The crew has been trekking through here all morning. I’m sure they dragged in a whole bunch of crap, and I don’t want you to get a nail in your foot or something.”

      I raised my booted ankle. “Shouldn’t be a problem with this foot,” I said jokingly. Nevertheless, I slid my unguarded foot into one of the flip-flops at the bottom of the stairs.

      “I made breakfast,” he said, brandishing a frying pan full of eggs. “Would you like some?”

      Before I knew it, I was reclining on a deck chair in the front yard, balancing a plate of blueberry pancakes and scrambled eggs on my lap, and watching Bodhi and the crew fix leaks in the roof. I mopped up a puddle of maple syrup. I’d forgotten how good of a cook Bodhi was. In the early stages of our relationship, he impressed me with everything from roast duck to chocolate soufflé, but just like everything else, he stopped cooking when Kali died. We relied on bakeries or cold donuts for breakfast nowadays, and it was a refreshing change to wake up to Bodhi’s famous pancakes once more.

      Caroline’s journals kept me company that morning. I read through her older entries, trying to glean additional information about the Winchester children. One particular passage caught my eye.

      

      January 12th, 1995

      

      Far be it from me to downplay the melancholia of a funeral, but can I just say how good Alex looks in a suit? For a guy who says he’s most comfortable in a football jersey or boat shoes, he sure can pull off a three-piece. It was tailored too! He didn’t swim around in it like most teenaged boys do. Mom has to practically drag Patrick to the tailor for his clothes. He says it’s a waste of time. Sometimes I wonder how he and Alex ended up as best friends. Teaching me how to throw a football would clearly be a superior use of Alex’s time. I already know how to throw a football of course—Patrick taught me—but for Alex, I would happily feign ignorance.

      Anyway, other than Alex’s irrefutable virility, today remains regrettably morose. I liked Mr. Powell Senior. He always answered my questions about running his own business, no matter how many times Dad told me to stop pestering him. Once, he even let me try smoking a cigar. It was disgusting and I may have forsaken a lung, but that’s not the point. Dad would never have let me done something like that just for the experience. Mr. Powell Senior was a good guy. Why do the good guys always have to go so early?

      Mr. Powell Junior keeps trying to get me to call him by his first name. Even today, when my mom made me offer him my condolences, he said, “Call me Ethan, darlin’. Mr. Powell was my father.” And then he dissolved into a puddle of tears. I feel bad for him, even if he does like Patrick better than me. He’s supposed to run the lumber mill all on his own now. Dad offered to help, of course. He’s been working wonders with the other businesses in town, but Mr. Powell Junior adamantly refuses every time.

      The wake is at our house since everyone in town wanted to come and the only place big enough to hold everyone in town is here. It’s all still going on, and even though Patrick pilfered a bottle of Mom’s most expensive champagne, and I could be up on the widow’s walk with them watching Alex’s priceless attempts to chug said champagne without cringing, I just couldn’t be with people anymore. I’ve seen enough tear-streaked faces, enough black suits and dresses. I stole a cigar from Dad’s desk drawer to smoke in Mr. Powell Senior’s honor. I haven’t brought myself to light it yet, but keeping it in my mouth as I write seems just as good as puffing away at it. Plus, you know, cancer. Anyway. To Mr. Powell Senior. If I were wearing a hat, I’d tip it to you. May your afterlife be as loving and as caring as your former one.

      

      “Good morning, Bailey!”

      A shadow came over the journals, darkening the pages. Ethan Powell himself had approached my chair from behind. He was a stout, brawny man with a full head of luscious gray hair and an ample beard to match. Today, he wore a polo shirt with the name of his lumber mill embroidered across the pocket, jeans that looked thin in the knees, and a pair of steel-toed boots. His blue-gray eyes twinkled in the sunlight as he smiled down at me. I smiled back. Ethan was the unofficial mayor of Black Bay. The locals went to him for everything from simple advice on how to naturally remove a tick from a dog’s coat to heavier subjects such as possible unemployment and coping with loss. Ethan covered it all, treating everyone with warmth and respect. As such, I closed Caroline’s diary, unsure if Ethan had seen what was written on the page or not. It wasn’t my place to dredge up old memories.

      “Hi, Ethan. How are you?”

      One massive hand came up to shield his eyes from the sun. “I’m swell, thank you very much. Whatcha got there?”

      I waved Caroline’s journal. Ethan already knew about my discovery. The day I’d unearthed Caroline’s journals from their hiding spot in her old bedroom, Ethan and I had discussed the possibility of donating them to the local library to further preserve Caroline’s personality for the rest of Black Bay to appreciate. For some reason, I didn’t like the idea of letting go of her journals just yet.

      Ethan’s beard bristled. “Still reading those, eh? Anything good?”

      I debated whether or not to ask Ethan about his father. In the short time that I’d known him, he had never mentioned his family or that he had inherited the lumber mill from his father. I casually glanced at his left hand. No wedding band on his ring finger either. These days, that didn’t mean much. The gold band on my own finger was enough proof of that. No matter how far Bodhi and I drifted apart, the ring remained as a reminder that we were going back on our promises to each other. Still, Black Bay was born out of tradition. It was inhabited by generations of families that had lived here for years. Ethan was a successful business owner, and he was the heart of the town, so why had he never married?

      “Not really,” I said, nonchalantly casting the journal aside. I decided against asking Ethan about his dad. There was nothing to be gained in reopening old wounds. Caroline provided enough information. Apparently, the former Mr. Powell was just as adored back then as Ethan was now. “She mostly complains about her brother and talks about her high school crush. Teenaged girl stuff, you know?”

      Ethan chuckled, bracing his hands on his belt. “Afraid I don’t.”

      “Take my word for it,” I said. “It’s all nail polish and pillow fights and the occasional rousing game of Truth or Dare.”

      “Sounds like fun.” He tapped the cast on my foot. “Riddle me this, Bailey. How is it that it’s been less than twenty-four hours since I’ve seen you last and you’ve somehow managed to go and break a foot between now and then?”

      “It turns out the basement stairs are particularly tricky,” I explained. Once again, it was a half-truth, but half-truths were easier to keep up with than a plethora of lies. “It’s only fractured though.”

      Ethan shifted nervously from one boot to the other. “And, uh, what about your ‘friend?’”

      I feigned ignorance. “My friend?”

      “Yesterday, you and Bodhi told me a ghost chased you out of the house, remember?”

      I smacked my forehead as if suddenly recalling the conversation. “Right! Of course. No, I think your advice was on par for that one, Ethan. We just needed a good night’s sleep.”

      “Really?” asked Ethan. “But you said—”

      “I’m so glad you suggested I go see Dr. Marx,” I interrupted. Dr. Marx was Black Bay’s one and only psychiatrist, and while my ghastly nightmares were more than enough reason to pay her a visit, it wasn’t until the Winchester house really spooked me that I went to see her. “She’s clearing up a lot of stuff for me. It helps to talk it out, you know?”

      Ethan knelt next to me so that I didn’t have to squint into the sun to see him, leaning over the arm of my chair. “I absolutely agree. I’m glad you’re on the road to recovery. It just seems a little rushed to me.”

      “Rushed?”

      “Bailey, you were convinced that your house was haunted.”

      I moved away from Ethan. The paper plate of pancake crumbs tipped to the ground, and a rogue blueberry rolled through the dirt. “Ethan, I’m confused. Did you want me to continue thinking that ghosts exist? Should I call Mystery Inc.?”

      “No, Scooby-Doo can rest easy,” Ethan assured me. “I just wanted to make sure that you and Bodhi were all right. What about him? How’s he doing?”

      I looked up to where Bodhi crouched on the roof, grateful for the change of subject. Perhaps comparing the situation in the Winchester house to the ridiculousness of a children’s cartoon had finally convinced Ethan to let it go. Bodhi and I decided that the best course of action would be to keep everyone else in Black Bay ignorant of our spiritual problem. After all, there was a fine line between small town charm and legitimate insanity.

      “He’ll be all right,” I said. “I think we took a chomp out of something bigger than we’re used to. This house is enormous, and we usually renovate much smaller properties. The stress is getting to him, but once we have a few more things in hand, it should all go back to normal. Besides, it’s hot up here. Sometimes, the heat makes you see things.”

      Ethan picked my paper plate out of the dirt and crumpled it in one meaty hand. “I’m glad to hear that—”

      A sudden clang drew our attention upward where a stack of tiles dominoed off the roof and shattered on the ground below. Bodhi had slipped, kicking the tiles out of place. He windmilled his arms, trying to regain his balance, but his feet slid out from under him and he landed hard on his back, skating toward the edge of the roof at a breakneck pace.

      “No!” I gasped, upending the deck chair as I leapt to my feet. My ankle threatened to buckle beneath me, and Ethan grabbed me around my waist to steady me.

      Bodhi veered toward the side of the angled roof, flipping over on his stomach in an attempt to seize anything that might halt his rapid descent. No luck. Tiles ripped off in his hands, as did the gutter. I watched, my mouth stretched open in a yell of panic, as he plummeted off the edge of the roof.

      But instead of hitting the ground with a brutal smack, Bodhi halted in midair, suspended ten feet above the dirt. He swung his legs down, getting his feet underneath him, before the unknown force released him. Then he landed on the ground in a catlike crouch, unharmed.

      I limped over to Bodhi as fast as my plaster-covered ankle would allow, but Ethan got there first. His eyes were wide and anxious as he hauled Bodhi to his feet, dusting dirt off of Bodhi’s white T-shirt.

      “Did you see that?” Ethan exclaimed when I reached them. I took Bodhi by the hand, checking him over for injuries, but other than his pulse racing through the veins in his neck, he seemed completely fine.

      “See what?” Bodhi asked. He glanced up at the roof, where the rest of the construction crew peered over the edge to determine if Bodhi was okay. He waved up at them. “That was lucky, wasn’t it?”

      “Lucky?” Ethan repeated incredulously. “Bodhi, something caught you before you hit the ground! Didn’t you feel it?”

      Bodhi caught my eye. There was something else going on in his mind. I could see that, but Ethan couldn’t. I gave a nearly imperceptible shake of my head. We had to keep Ethan in the dark.

      “It happened so fast,” Bodhi answered, shaking his sweaty curls out of his eyes. “I didn’t feel anything.”

      Ethan turned to me, his usually calm demeanor gone with the wind. “Bailey, you had to have noticed that. He slowed down before he hit the ground!”

      I laid a reassuring hand on Ethan’s forearm. “Ethan, are you feeling all right? I didn’t see anything like that at all.”

      “But— he—!” Ethan spluttered, gesturing from the roof to the ground.

      Bodhi called up to one of the crewmen on the roof. “John!”

      A burly black man, sporting a Seattle Mariners hat and wearing a T-shirt with a logo that matched the one on Ethan’s polo, poked his head over the busted gutter. “Need something, Bode?”

      “Can you take Mr. Powell inside to cool down?” Bodhi requested, patting Ethan on his broad back. “And get him a glass of water. I think he’s dehydrated.”

      “Sure thing.”

      As John clambered down the ladder propped against the house, Ethan insisted, “I’m not dehydrated. I’m telling you. I know what I saw.”

      Bodhi clapped him on the shoulder. “You don’t have to convince us, Ethan.”

      John hopped off the ladder. I played along with Bodhi’s act, leading Ethan to where John stood. “Seriously, Ethan. This is what I was just talking about. The sun gets to you up here on the bluff.”

      “But—”

      I handed Ethan off to John, who guided him through the front doors of the house. “Put some sunscreen on while you’re at it,” I called after them. As soon as they disappeared into the cool shadows of the living room, I turned back to Bodhi. “Okay, what the hell was that?”

      “I lied,” he said, glancing up to the roof to make sure none of the other construction workers were listening in on our conversation. “I felt something catch me. It gave me enough time to swing my feet down like that.”

      “Yeah, I saw it too.”

      “You did?”

      “Technically, I didn’t see anything,” I clarified. “Nothing magically appeared to catch you. As soon as you slipped, I thought for sure we would have to make another trip to the hospital. And then you stopped. Stopped! Midair, Bodhi, as if you were flying. You said you felt something catch you?”

      “Like two freezing cold hands took me by the arms.”

      Bodhi rubbed his shoulders as though the frigid touch still lingered on his skin. I longed to reach out for him, but he seemed distant, distracted by the thought of being held by something inhuman.

      “Do you think it was our ghost?” I asked quietly.

      “What else could have saved me like that?”

      I sighed, chewing on the inside of my cheek in thought. “What do we do about Ethan?”

      “Nothing,” Bodhi replied. “We do nothing. Keep pretending the sun was getting to him. It was a trick of the light. One thing is for sure though.”

      “What’s that?”

      He looked down at me, the sun reflecting off of his golden irises. “The ghost is holding up her end of the deal to protect us no matter what.”

      “A shocking fact considering that she’s spent the last two months trying to drive me insane,” I said sardonically.

      “My point is that she’s trying,” said Bodhi. “And if we don’t want any trouble, we had better put some effort into holding up our end of the bargain. The last thing we need is for her to decide we aren’t working hard enough. Is there anything we can do to jumpstart this investigation?”

      I walked to the deck chair to collect Caroline’s journal. “I imagine the first thing to do is figure out who our spirit actually belongs to.”

      “And how are we supposed to do that?”

      I turned to Bodhi, reaching up to rest my hands on his toned shoulders. “You keep working on the house. Kindly try to avoid any potentially catastrophic scenarios. I’m going to dig into the history of the Winchester house.”

      He massaged my forearms with his warm, calloused hands. “How?”

      “It’s time to track down Milo.”
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      “We’re sorry. The number you have dialed has been disconnected or is no longer in service.”

      With an annoyed huff, I hung up the phone. The same automated message had been aggravating me since the previous morning, despite the fact that I was sure I had the number memorized.

      Milo Holmes was the man who had sold us the Winchester house. He was young—far too young to own such a grandiose home—but he had a decent head on his shoulders and was easy to talk to. While Bodhi had immersed himself in tearing apart the Winchester house, I’d updated my blog and spent time with Milo. He had inherited the house from his father, who had bought it at an auction some time before. Other than those scant details, I wasn’t familiar with the Winchester house’s history. It seemed odd that it had remained vacant for so long. Sure, the fact that the original family had met an untimely ending wasn’t exactly a selling point, but successful real estate sales were all about spinning the facts. Or hiding them entirely. Was I supposed to believe that not one person other than Milo’s father had taken an interest in buying the Winchester house?

      Milo’s continued absence was starting to worry me. Usually if I called, he answered his phone on the first ring. I thought about the last time I had seen him. It had been at the house a few days ago. We were eating bagels and cream cheese together in the kitchen.

      My stomach tightened as the rest of the memory came back to me. Bodhi arrived home, and I’d practically shoved Milo out the back door to prevent a bloodbath. For some ungodly reason, Bodhi had misconstrued the comfortable camaraderie between me and Milo as something entirely unforgivable. Maybe that was why Milo had distanced himself from me. A pang of resentment echoed through me. Milo’s absence meant two things. First, I no longer had a comforting presence to confide in. Second, no one was available to fill in the blanks of the Winchester house’s history except me.

      It should have been an easy task. Property records were public and generally available online by county. Black Bay, I should not have been shocked to discover, didn’t have a website dedicated solely to its local government. Instead, one measly subheading squished between “Visit Black Bay!” and “Things to do!” served as the only point of access to the town’s online records, but when I clicked on it, I was immediately disappointed.

      Online records are not available for this area. Please visit your local clerk’s office to access public records.

      “Oh, come on.”

      There was no other choice but to hobble into town to the library, since Black Bay didn’t have a clerk’s office, and ask for the hard copies of the property records. I sighed, resigning myself to what was sure to be a slow and tedious trip, and got to my feet.

      

      After assuring Bodhi that there was no need for him to abandon his work in order to drive me into town, I embarked down the footpath at the southeast corner of the house. I kept a leisurely pace, pausing every now and then to give my ankle a break. Though the walking boot helped me get around, I soon second-guessed my decision to refuse Bodhi’s ride. By the time I made it into town, my foot was already swollen and throbbing. Thankfully, the library was nearby. With a wince, I made a beeline for it.

      There was a line of children waiting to check out books from the sole desk in the library’s lobby. I waited patiently behind them, favoring my good foot. One of them, a small brunette girl with black glasses that were far too big for her face, experimentally stepped on the firm toe of my walking boot.

      “Does that hurt?” she squeaked, peering up at me from the stack of Beverly Cleary novels in her arms.

      “I can’t even feel it,” I said, smiling down at her. I nodded toward the checkout desk. “It’s your turn.”

      “Oh!”

      The little girl’s cuteness level faded when she realized she’d forgotten her library card. It took another ten minutes to track down her mother and get her squared away before I was able to approach the librarian myself.

      Mrs. Poe was a compact woman in her late sixties. In all honesty, she reminded me quite a bit of an English bulldog, with her squat bowlegs, flat nose, and severe underbite. From my previous encounters with her, I knew that she defended the library books with the same savagery as a guard dog might. She sniffed from desk to desk, scolded children for giggling, and reprimanded adults for using the ancient PCs rather than reading. With any luck, her dedication extended to Black Bay’s public records, and I could be in and out of the library within a few minutes.

      “Hi,” I said brightly to her over the desktop. “May I—?”

      She held up her index finger to stop me from talking but said nothing, clicking through a file on her computer screen at a rapid pace. I waited, trying to keep my eyes from rolling toward the ceiling. My ankle was becoming more and more agitated, and if Mrs. Poe didn’t address me soon, I was seriously considering taking a seat right there on her desk.

      Thankfully, before I could throw a two-year-old-style tantrum, she looked up. “How may I help you, Mrs. Taylor?”

      “I need to find the records for the Winchester house,” I said hurriedly. “They aren’t available online. Does the library have them?”

      “Do you have the parcel number?”

      “No…”

      “It would be much easier with the parcel number.”

      “I don’t have the parcel number,” I declared. The boot around my foot felt uncomfortably tight. “Can’t you look it up?”

      Mrs. Poe glared at me over the frames of her horn-rimmed glasses. “One moment, please.”

      And then with a deliberate sluggishness, she returned to clicking through her computer. I rolled my eyes and bent down to adjust the Velcro straps around my boot. Behind me, the line to check out books grew longer. Parents spoke in hushed tones to one another, but in the quiet library, there was no mishearing the subject of their conversation. I tapped my fingers impatiently against my thigh, wishing Mrs. Poe would take her eternal dissatisfaction with the world out on someone else.

      “The Winchester house, you said?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “The one on the bluff?”

      There was only one Winchester house. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Mrs. Poe squinted at the screen. “According to this, Bailey and Bodhi Taylor currently own the Winchester house.”

      It took all of my willpower not to upend Mrs. Poe’s desk. “Yes, Mrs. Poe. I’m Bailey Taylor. You already know this. I’m trying to figure out who owned the house before Milo Holmes.”

      “Who?”

      “Milo Holmes, Mrs. Poe. H-O-L—”

      “I can spell, thank you very much, Mrs. Taylor. There is no record of a Milo Holmes ever owning the Winchester house.”

      I sagged against the desk. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Does the library have hard copies of public records available?” I pressed, unwilling to let Mrs. Poe off the hook so quickly.

      Mrs. Poe removed her glasses, folded her hands together, and regarded me over the top of the monitor. “If my computer says that there is no record of Milo Holmes, then I’m afraid there is no record of Milo Holmes. Now if you don’t mind, Mrs. Taylor, there’s a line behind you.”

      A hook-nosed mother tried to shove past me, setting her child’s picture books on Mrs. Poe’s desk to check out, but I threw myself in front of her.

      “Wait,” I said, much to the chagrin of those waiting in line. “You wouldn’t happen to have old copies of the Black Bay Banner somewhere, would you?”

      Mrs. Poe fixed me with a withering stare. I stood my ground.

      “Back left corner,” called someone from the rear of the line. “Near the history section.”

      “Thank you!” I cried to whatever savior had come to my rescue. I flashed Mrs. Poe my biggest smile, and her eye twitched as I limped away.

      Past the biographies of previous presidents, I found an entire shelf dedicated to Black Bay’s one and only newspaper. Each issue of the Banner had been laminated and carefully preserved, stacked one on top of the other in a neat bundle. I shuffled through the most recent ones, ignoring the headings. New couple in town! Meet Bailey and Bodhi Taylor, house flipping extraordinaires! Whoever had written the articles had even printed a photo of me and Bodhi from my blog in black and white to incorporate within the article. Apparently, news in Black Bay was so scarce that Bodhi and I warranted the front page.

      The articles from the 1990s were less superficial. Back then, before the Winchesters had arrived, the residents of Black Bay were in over their heads. More employees let go from Powell’s Lumber Mill. Numbers in town dwindle as families move elsewhere. Local businesses continue to go belly up.

      Finally, I found what I was looking for. It was an issue from August of 1996. A photo of the Winchester family dominated the entire front page. In fact, the whole issue was dedicated to the Winchesters. One feature detailed Christopher’s beneficial effect on the business community in Black Bay. Another praised his wife Elizabeth for all of her volunteer work, including raising funds to build a local animal shelter and creating an annual body-positive beauty pageant to inspire the young women in town. The third page boasted a picture of the Golden Eagles football team with Patrick at the center. I had seen the photo before in Lido’s, the restaurant across town that Patrick and his fellow team members were known to frequent after games. Below, the accompanying article lauded Patrick as a hometown hero. I skipped over the quotes from his teammates, afraid to cry over a twenty-year-old event in a place so public as the library.

      Caroline’s article was short and sweet. The Banner had used a picture of her during one of her equestrian competitions. She bent low over her horse’s mane as the pair leapt over a log fence, her porcelain features barely visible beneath the lip of her riding helmet. Of all the Winchesters, Caroline had been the most reserved. According to the article, she was a shy yet sharp young woman, but I knew from her journals that she tended to stockpile her scathing remarks, waiting for the opportune moment to unleash them. Those she did not use, she recorded in her daily diary entry. The vague air of the article almost offended me. I felt as though I knew Caroline better than whoever had written her piece for the Banner. Just as I made to flip back to the first page, a paragraph near the bottom of Caroline’s article caught my eye.

      

      Everyone knew Caroline to be a persistent young woman. Previously, the Winchesters spent time on the Hawaiian island of Kauai, where Caroline fell in love with plumerias, the flowers used to make the traditional Hawaiian leis. Despite the fact that plumerias are not native to the Pacific Northwest, Caroline planted a plumeria tree in her own backyard. It is a tribute to her tenacity and brilliance that the plumeria tree still blooms. If you wish to honor Caroline at this weekend’s memorial, please order plumeria flowers. The pink ones were her favorites.

      

      Two months ago, I discovered Caroline’s plumeria tree on my own. The garden behind the Winchesters’ house was still a wreck—Bodhi and I hadn’t found the time to hack through the weeds or mow the jungly grass—but for some curious reason, the plumeria tree and its surrounding area remained immaculately pruned. On more than one occasion, I had found a vase of freshly trimmed plumeria flowers on my bedside table in the master bedroom. Another detail arrived at the front of my mind. Caroline often described her piano lessons in her journal, commiserating that her private instructor would not deign to teach her acid jazz. Once, on a rather bizarre night in the Winchester house, I heard the untuned piano in the office play itself. And like I’d told Bodhi before, the reason I’d found Caroline’s journals at all was because her childhood bedroom had come alive, directing me toward the place she had hidden them.

      My fingers tightened on the issue of the Banner. Could it be? Was the ghost of Caroline Winchester trapped in her family’s old house?

      I turned back to the first page of the paper, where the Winchesters’ collective obituary did nothing to ease my angst.

      

      Christopher Alan Winchester (48), Elizabeth Rosemary Winchester (45), Patrick Silas Winchester (17), and Caroline Alice Winchester (15) passed away on August 16th, 1996 in a tragic boat accident off the coast of Black Bay, Washington. The Winchesters were dedicated to improving quality of life in the local town through private business, volunteer work, and a collection of positive attitudes that influenced the entire community. Christopher Winchester is survived by his brother, Aaron Winchester of Brooklyn, NY…

      

      The issue of the Banner that had been printed prior to the Winchesters’ memorial paper spoke of the accident in a more clinical tone.

      

      Christopher and Elizabeth Winchester were declared DOA at the scene of a fatal boat crash Friday evening. The Winchesters’ well-known sailboat, Artemis, left the marina around five in the afternoon but did not return that night. Sam Williams, Black Bay resident and a former member of the U.S. Coast Guard, happened upon the crash in the early hours of Saturday morning.

      “Not sure how it happened,” he told the Banner. “The weather was nice enough. I was out on the bay myself. The rocks around the bluff are rough though. They should’ve known better than to try and sail through there.”

      Authorities are still searching for the Winchester children, who were reportedly aboard Artemis when it ran aground.

      

      The name Sam Williams struck a chord with me. I’d heard it before, in a conversation with Ethan a few weeks back.

      “Who found them?” I’d asked.

      “Retired member of the Coast Guard,” Ethan had replied. “Sam Williams. He works in the lumber mill now.”

      I took pictures of the relevant articles and stacked the old papers on top of one another, haphazardly shoving them back onto the shelf. Mrs. Poe would probably kill me for leaving them in such a disorganized state, but I was in too much of a hurry to care. My ankle trembled as I dashed by the front desk, feeling Mrs. Poe’s gaze boring into my back. Outside, I flagged down a passing car. The driver, a woman I recognized as the owner of a local boutique, slowed to a stop and rolled down her window.

      “Yes, honey?”

      “Any chance you’re heading south?” I asked her. “I need a ride to Powell’s Lumber Mill. I’d walk, but I don’t think my ankle can take it.”

      She leaned over to push open the passenger door. “No problem. Oh, you poor thing!”

      I boosted myself into the seat and closed the door. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate it.”

      If there was one thing I adored about the locals of Black Bay, excluding Mrs. Poe, it was their unwavering hospitality. The boutique owner, whose name I soon learned was Angela, chatted my ear off about the Winchester house for the five-minute drive across town. I asked her briefly what she knew about the family, but she was only fourteen when the Winchesters died. She’d gone to school with Caroline and Patrick, but didn’t remember anything other than Patrick’s prowess on the football field. When she idled at the curb in front of the mill, I hopped out gratefully. Angela was nice enough, but she sure talked a lot.

      I had yet to visit Ethan’s sawmill. I’d only seen it from a distance. It was hard to miss the towering cranes that hauled massive logs across the vast timber yard. Up close, it was even more daunting. Heavy machinery whirred through the extensive yard. Immense piles of logs rose above the dirt like the walls of a wooden fortress. The mill itself was an industrial warehouse, but a smaller building next door looked like some kind of office. I limped toward it, keeping my eyes peeled for potential falling lumber.

      Inside, a sturdy man with flushed cheeks wearing a red flannel shirt and a hard hat sat behind a dusty desk, running through some kind of supply checklist. He glanced up as I stumbled in, and I hoped that he would be more accommodating than Mrs. Poe.

      “What can I do for you, sweetheart?” he asked in a deep baritone.

      “I’m looking for Sam Williams,” I said. “Is he here today?”

      “Oh, yeah. Sammy’s out in the yard.” He set down the checklist and reached for the phone. “You need to talk to him or something?”

      “Yes sir.”

      He dialed a number and put the phone to his ear. “Hey, man. Send Sammy up front for me. There’s a lovely young woman looking for him.” He winked at me as he hung up. “Should be here in a few minutes,” he told me. “Have a seat.”

      I sank into a plastic chair in the corner of the small office with a relieved sigh and ripped the Velcro straps off my walking boot, letting the blood flow back to my ankle. The man behind the desk studied my various bandages with a curious eye, but when he noticed I had caught him looking, he quickly smiled and returned to his work. Soon, the door to the office opened again, and a ridiculously lanky man bowed his head as he stepped through the frame. He swept off his own hard hat to reveal a shock of white blond hair and bright green eyes. He walked right past me, addressing the man in the hard hat instead.

      “What’s up, Marshall?”

      Marshall nodded toward my plastic chair. Sam Williams turned to face me. From his great height, he asked, “Do I know you?”

      “I thought everyone knew me,” I said before realizing how pompous it sounded. Hurriedly, I strapped the walking boot into place and stood to shake Sam’s hand. “I’m Bailey Taylor. My husband and I bought the Winchester house a couple months ago. Is there a place we can talk? I wanted to ask you a few questions, if you have a couple minutes to spare.”

      “What kind of questions?”

      “I run a popular web blog,” I said. It was the perfect excuse to dig for information. Everyone knew that Flipping Out covered more than just our renovation progress. “I wrote a few posts about the Winchesters, but my readers want to know more. Would you be willing to sit for a quick interview?”

      Sam was a man who looked eternally tired. The skin of his face drooped downward and his mouth angled toward the floor.

      “Five minutes,” I promised.

      Perhaps Sam found it exhausting to fill the innumerable feet between his head and mine with words, because he simply nodded, held the door to the office open for me, and led me to a nearby picnic table in complete silence.

      As we sat, I cleared my throat awkwardly. “I was just wondering if you wouldn’t mind telling me about the Winchesters’ boat crash.”

      Though his bushy eyebrows lifted in anticipation, he made a hand gesture that I took to mean I should continue.

      “You found them that night, right? Christopher and Elizabeth.”

      His gentle voice barely rose above the noise of the machinery around us. “The next morning.”

      “And they crashed against the rocks?”

      “Yes, ma’am. The front of the boat was ripped to bits.”

      “Just the front?”

      “The back had taken damage too,” explained Sam. He rested his elbow on the picnic table, picking at the faded red paint. “I’m not sure how they managed that if they hit the bluff head on.”

      “Did the Winchesters drown? Or—”

      Sam’s mouth contorted into a frown. “Mrs. Taylor, I don’t mean to be rude, but do you think your readers really want to know about this?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Because what I saw that morning has haunted me every day for the past twenty years.”

      In my haste to obtain information, I’d forgotten to consider Sam’s feelings. From what I gathered, the crash was dreadful, and if Christopher and Elizabeth were already dead by the time Sam arrived on the scene, I had to have stirred up a slew of bitter memories for him.

      “I want to do this story justice,” I said. “I’d like to do a series about the Winchesters. It helps to have as much information as possible.”

      His eyes were doleful, and he continued to strip paint from the picnic table as he resolutely filled me in. “I don’t recall what the official cause of death was,” he said. “But I imagine both Chris and Lizzie died from their injuries. They hit the bluff at full speed, Mrs. Taylor. There ain’t no surviving a crash like that.”

      I hesitated to push Sam for further knowledge, but the thought of returning to the Winchester house without a head start on the identity of our ghost intimidated me more than risking insensitivity with Sam.

      “I heard the weather was fine that day,” I said. “No storms or rough waters. Why do you think the Winchesters crashed?”

      Sam lifted his enormous shoulders. “The currents up that way are tough to navigate. That’s why no one sails near the bluff.”

      “Then why would Christopher and Elizabeth go there?”

      He rubbed his forehead between his forefinger and palm, smearing dirt or oil across his skin. “Mrs. Taylor, I don’t have a straight answer for you. And I don’t intend to speak poorly of Chris and Liz.”

      “Why would you speak poorly of them?”

      Sam hesitated. He seemed to be choosing his next words carefully. “Everyone knew that the Winchesters loved a good party. They were inclusive too. If there was a shindig at their house, everyone was invited. They had all the best booze. Champagne, scotch, wine. It wasn’t a secret that Chris and Lizzie let loose every once in a while. They were never sloppy, but they certainly enjoyed a good buzz.”

      “You think they were drunk when they crashed?”

      “I don’t know what I think anymore,” replied Sam. He pushed himself up from the picnic table. “Honestly, I try not to think about it. But it seems unlikely Chris and Liz would risk sailing toward the rocks with their kids on board if they were both in a sober mindset.”

      “Speaking of the kids, what happened to them?” I insisted, clumsily getting to my feet and tripping over my boot in the process. “Patrick and Caroline?”

      “Not a whisper of them on board,” replied Sam. He offered me a hand to help me clamber over the bench.

      “But their bodies were never found.”

      His low voice stuck in his throat. “Must’ve been thrown over the edge. Like I said, the currents up that way are strong. I suppose they got dragged farther out.”

      I debated whether or not to mention that I thought neither Patrick or Caroline had ever been on the boat to begin with. My time with Sam was wearing thin. He obviously wasn’t comfortable with answering my questions. He drifted toward the lumber yard with every passing second, either eager to return to work or desperate to get away from me. I threw caution to the wind.

      “But what if Patrick and Caroline never got on the boat?”

      Sam paused and turned to look at me. “Mrs. Taylor. You were not a resident of Black Bay twenty years ago. If you want to raise questions about the nature of the Winchesters’ accident, I highly suggest you speak to the police.”

      And with that, he lumbered off, replacing his hard hat on his head by way of goodbye. I sighed. Maybe coming to the lumber mill had been a bad idea. Once Sam spread the news of our impromptu interview, all of Black Bay would wonder why I was raising questions about the Winchesters. I’d have to publish more blog posts about them to keep up appearances. Not good for keeping our paranormal activity on the down low.

      I looked up the road. The bluff was on the opposite side of town, and my ankle was in no mood to make the trip. I doubted the red-faced man in the office was willing to drive me back to the house, but if there was a chance to convince him to at least drop me off at the bottom of the footpath, it might be worth the awkward conversation. I turned toward the office.

      And ran smack into Ethan Powell.
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      Ethan grinned down at me. He still wore his Powell’s Lumber Mill shirt, but here at his actual lumber mill, he didn’t fit in as much as I’d expected him to. While the other employees’ foreheads dripped with sweat, staining their white work polos, Ethan was cool and dry. As the owner of the mill, he evidently filled a supervisory role rather than joining in on the labor himself.

      “Twice in one day,” he announced, straightening the collar of his shirt. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you had a little crush on me, darlin’.”

      I fixed Ethan with a sardonic stare. He barked out a laugh.

      “I’m just kidding, Bailey. I know an old dog like me don’t have nothing on a young, impressive man like Bodhi.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that, Ethan.” I patted one of his well-defined biceps. “I’m sure there’s one or two women in town who would be impressed by your Popeye the Sailor Man build and—what is that? Do you actually have an anchor tattoo?”

      Ethan yanked down the sleeve of his shirt to cover the ink. “I was twenty and stupid, darlin’. Make no mistake.”

      I pursed my lips, trying not to laugh.

      “Anyway,” he said. “What are you doing down here in my neck of the woods? Shouldn’t you be resting that ankle of yours?”

      Now that he’d mentioned it, my ankle reminded me that I had abused it all afternoon with an excruciating surge of discomfort. I wrinkled my nose, trying to camouflage the pain. “Bed rest gets boring very quickly. I wanted to see the mill. Bodhi keeps talking about it.”

      Ethan squinted dubiously at me. “Uh-huh. Is that why you upset Sammy like that? Boredom?”

      “Crap.” I sheepishly ducked my head. “You saw that?”

      “I did indeed.”

      I picked up the walking boot, balancing like a graceless flamingo on my good foot. “I didn’t mean to upset him—”

      “Tell you what,” interjected Ethan. He offered me a hand. “How about I drive you back to the house and you can fill me in on what you had to say to Sammy. Does that sound all right?”

      Anything was better than limping the few miles across town and up the hill. I nodded, and Ethan hoisted my arm over his shoulder, letting me lean into him as he escorted me to his dark blue truck parked around the side of the office building. He opened the passenger door and lifted me inside.

      “Thanks,” I said, my face burning. I wasn’t used to needing so much help.

      “Don’t mention it. You might want to look into a pair of crutches though. I don’t think that boot’s doing you much good.”

      He shut my door, rounded the truck to the driver’s side, and hopped in. As he fired up the engine and backed out of the lumber yard, I surveyed the view toward the bay. The water picked up at the edge of the lumber yard, and with the sun on its way back toward the horizon, the bay and the mill glowed a peachy golden color.

      “So?” prompted Ethan, peeking left and right before he pulled out onto Black Bay’s one and only through road. “Why are you bothering my guys at work?”

      “That was never my intention,” I said. I rolled down the window to let the breeze play with my hair. “I wanted to know more about the Winchesters’ boat crash.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Because the homicidal ghost in the Winchester house that probably belonged to Caroline Winchester wanted justice.

      “For a few different reasons,” I said instead. “I want to focus on the Winchesters for my blog, but there’s also something about living in their old house, you know? I’ve been sidelined with all of these injuries. I can’t help Bodhi much as of late. My mind wanders.”

      We rode past the library where Mrs. Poe was locking up the front doors.

      “Bailey, the last thing I want to do is scold you for being curious,” said Ethan, his gaze fixed on the road as he piloted through the pedestrians crossing the town square. “But you’re digging into old wounds here. The Winchesters may have passed nearly twenty years ago, but the town remembers it as if it were yesterday.”

      “I know—”

      “I’m not sure you do,” he said in a tone that was firm but pleasant. “Everyone who lives here owes their livelihoods to the Winchesters, including Sammy. Can you imagine what it was like for all of us when we realized that the people who had made it possible to keep our homes ended up dead for no apparent reason?”

      “I didn’t think of that,” I admitted, trying to ignore the tightening pressure of guilt in my chest.

      “And that’s not your fault,” Ethan reassured me. He waved to a young couple piloting a double-wide baby stroller through the crosswalk. “You didn’t experience it firsthand. I can imagine it would be hard to understand the collective grief we went through.”

      “I guess that’s what I’m trying to do though,” I said. A small hand flung a milk bottle out of the baby stroller, and I grinned as the dad chased it across the road. “I just want a better understanding of the Winchesters themselves.”

      “You might do better to focus on their lives then, rather than their deaths,” suggested Ethan.

      “Where were you?” I asked suddenly, turning to him. “When you found out about the boat accident. Or is it callous of me to ask? You don’t have to answer.”

      The family finally cleared the crosswalk and the truck continued on its way through town.

      “No, it’s all right,” said Ethan. “Honestly? I was hungover.”

      I elbowed him playfully. “Tore up the town on Friday nights, did ya?”

      “Not quite,” grumbled Ethan. For the first time since I’d met him, his demeanor darkened. The dimming light in the cab of the truck bounced shadows off of his usually cheerful features. “I spend that whole night arguing with my fiancée.”

      “Your fiancée?”

      “That confused look on your face is well-placed,” he said, glancing my way. “We never married. High school sweethearts don’t tend to stick, I’m afraid.”

      “So then that morning—”

      “Was the worst morning of my life,” finished Ethan. The truck bobbed up the road into the woods at the base of the bluff. “Lost my girl. Then, when I heard about the Winchesters, I had a nervous breakdown and crashed my truck.”

      His voice hitched in a way that had nothing to do with the bumpy dirt road beneath the truck’s tires. He fell quiet.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “That you had to go through all of that. It must’ve been really tough.”

      Ethan gave a mighty sniff. “You’ve no idea. That’s why it’s best to leave well enough alone. Not everyone wants to talk about it.”

      We fell silent. The trees swallowed the rumble of the truck’s engine as we wound our way up the hill. I wondered what it would have been like to have lived in Black Bay all those years ago. To wake up one morning and realize that the best thing that had ever happened to the town had vanished without reason. It wasn’t fair. That I knew from my own experience. Death was never fair. It took who it wanted, young or old, without regard or mercy for those left on earth. That was something I would never understand.

      At long last, we arrived in the front yard of the Winchester house. Twilight beckoned, and the construction crew had gone home for the day. I hoped Bodhi was inside. I didn’t have the courage to spend time alone with our avenging angel, if that’s what she was.

      “Need me to walk you to the door?” Ethan offered as the truck idled.

      I gingerly stepped to the ground. “No, I think I’ll be all right.”

      “Alrighty then. Take care of yourself, Bailey.”

      “You too, Ethan.”

      “And get off that foot,” he called through the open window, pulling a wide turn to face the road again.

      “I will.”

      As I crossed the yard, the rich scent of garlic and olive oil wafted from one of the open windows. Bodhi was cooking again. I smiled, picking up the pace as much as my booted ankle would allow. I couldn’t remember the last time Bodhi made dinner for us.

      “Bailey?”

      My heart leapt as a lanky figure emerged from the shadows beyond the house. For a second, some instinctive impulse told me to bolt for the safety of the Winchesters’ front door, but as the figure solidified into a familiar face, relief flooded through me.

      “Milo!”

      I rushed toward him, surprising myself by swinging my arms around his neck and pulling him into a hug. His thick hair fell forward, tickling my cheek.

      “Oomph,” he grunted, patting me tentatively on the back. “Hi.”

      I released him, and he automatically shucked his honey-colored hair back into place. “Sorry. Where have you been? I was worried about you.”

      “I had to take care of something out of town.”

      But Milo lacked something that evening. He was pale, a noticeable difference from his usual healthy tan, and the routine bounce that I’d come to expect with his every step was unmistakably absent.

      “I tried to call you,” I said, squinting in the moonlight for other signs of what might be ailing him. “Your phone’s been disconnected.”

      “Really?” He reached into his pocket for his cell. “I haven’t had any problems. Try again.”

      “All right, but I’m telling you, it won’t work.”

      I dialed his number. Almost immediately, his phone lit up. He swiped across the screen to answer it.

      “Hello?” he said with a mischievous grin. “This is Milo.”

      “You’re annoying,” I said into my own phone. The echo from his end of the line bounced back to me. We hung up. “Are you okay?”

      “Never better. Why?”

      “You just look a little… off.”

      He avoided my scrutinizing stare. “Must be coming down with something. Did you need something? You said you’d called.”

      The sudden shift in his tone bewildered me. Milo and I had always been pleasant and relaxed around each other, but today he was stiffly professional.

      “Yeah. Um…” I searched for the right words. “I had a weird thing happen down at the library today. They don’t have any records for the house on file.”

      Milo made a sound like an irritated bumble bee. “Did you speak with Mrs. Poe?”

      “Yes.”

      He shook his head. “That woman. I swear she’s been working at that library longer than she’s been alive. I’m not convinced she even knows how to use a computer, let alone search a database for specific information. Is there any particular reason you wanted the property records? I could probably answer your questions for you.”

      My ankle had begun to ache again, and I longed for Bodhi’s cooking and the cozy interior of the Winchesters’ kitchen, even if it was under construction at the present moment.

      “I just wondered who owned the house before your father,” I said.

      Milo looked taken aback. “No one did.”

      “Ever?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “When did your father buy it?”

      “I don’t know. When I was a kid.”

      “So ten years ago? Fifteen?”

      He rustled the sleeves of his windbreaker like an agitated bird fluffing its feathers. “I have no idea, Bailey.”

      “Shouldn’t you?” I insisted.

      “What do you want me to say?” he demanded. There was an abrupt animosity in his inflection, so acidic that I actually took a step away from him. “I told you when I sold you the house. I never wanted anything to do with it. My father didn’t exactly give me a choice when he died. I wish he’d never owned the damn thing. Are you happy now?”

      I held my hands up in a symbol of defeat. “Fine. You could’ve just told me that. I didn’t need the Stanley Kowalski level outburst.”

      “You asked.”

      Milo glared angrily at me. The moon was slim, offering little light. With the uncomfortable effect of Milo’s baffling conniption palpable in the air between us, I had no desire to spend another minute with him.

      “I’m going inside,” I announced.

      But when I took a step toward the front door, Milo intercepted my path.

      “Wait, Bailey.”

      “What?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He reached for my hands but I tucked them behind my back. “If you’ll just let me explain—”

      “You know, Milo. I’m already trying to patch things up with my husband. I don’t need extra drama from someone who I thought was my friend.”

      “We are friends—”

      “I’m going inside,” I said again, this time more firmly. I sidestepped Milo. “You should go home. Get some sleep. Evidently, you need it.”

      I left him there in the front yard, feeling like an ass as I shut the door on his blanched, dejected face, but there was no excuse for his immature behavior. All I wanted was some additional information about the house. If Milo had baggage with his deceased father, that was between him and whatever therapist he employed. I wasn’t a punching bag. Milo would have to take his impulsive aggression out on someone else.

      In the kitchen, Bodhi sautéed fresh spinach in one skillet and seared chicken in another. He had covered the majority of the room with clean white sheets, keeping the construction dust out of the food. The muscles in his shoulders flexed as he maneuvered the spinach around without any utensils, skillfully flicking his wrist to make the greens dance in the pan. Somewhere, he’d found one of Elizabeth Winchester’s old aprons and had secured it around his waist with the lacy pink straps.

      “Hey there,” he said when he noticed me. “What was that all about outside?”

      “Did you hear?”

      “Just the headlines,” Bodhi replied. He filled a glass with white wine and handed it to me. “Milo’s back, huh?”

      “Yeah, and in the pissiest of moods.”

      He returned to the stovetop. “Strange considering you and him are usually so buddy-buddy.”

      There was a hint of resentment in this observation. I set my wine glass down on the countertop. “You don’t still think he and I are involved, do you?”

      Bodhi’s focus remained fixed on the cookware. “If you say you’re not involved, then I believe you’re not involved.”

      “We’re not involved.”

      “Okay.” The chicken sizzled as Bodhi poured wine into the frying pan. “Did you find anything out about the house? Or our lovely guest?”

      “Not really. Although—”

      At once, the frying pan violently upended itself, sending the scalding chicken skyward. Bodhi leapt away from the stovetop, rocketing into me and knocking my wine glass to the floor. As it shattered and the liquid seeped into the toes of my walking boot, the stove flared to life. Fire erupted from each of the four burners, scorching the spinach and burning the fallen chicken to a crisp. Thick, acrid smoke billowed upward, and the fire alarm overhead screamed a warning. Then, just as quickly, the stove shut off completely, bringing the spectacle to an abrupt end.

      “That was rude,” Bodhi shouted over the screeching alarm.

      “And she didn’t even let me finish.” I glanced up at the ceiling, addressing our invisible entity. “Do you mind?”

      The fire alarm shut off with an annoyed chirp.

      “Thanks. Bodhi, open a window so we don’t choke.”

      Bodhi propped open the back door and lifted the window above the sink. He used a dish towel to waft the smoke out into the garden. “Apparently, we’re not eating tonight.”

      As if in response, a droplet of hot oil shot out of the pan of ruined spinach and landed on Bodhi’s arm.

      “Ow! Enough already!”

      “As I was saying,” I said, raising my voice. I was ill-suited to communicating with the dead. Everything was so much simpler when you had facial expressions to take visual cues from. “I did find a few articles on the Winchesters at the library. They didn’t tell me anything that we didn’t already know, but I think I have a guess as to who our house guest is.”

      “And?” Bodhi asked, coughing in the cloud of smoke.

      I consulted the ceiling again. “Are you Caroline Winchester?”

      All was silent. Bodhi continued to clear the air in the kitchen, but other than that, nothing moved. The frying pans didn’t stir. The stovetop remained extinguished. Bodhi and I exchanged anxious glances.

      “Really?” I said, throwing my hands up in frustration. “Now you’re quiet? Look, I know we promised to help you, but it would be a whole lot easier if we knew who you were or how you ended up trapped here in the first place.”

      Bodhi watched open-mouthed as I paced back and forth through the kitchen, having a conversation with myself. “This just keeps getting weirder and weirder.”

      “All I’m saying is that you can’t throw a temper tantrum and then not bother to help us,” I scolded the smoky kitchen. “We’re not wizards. We don’t magically know what you’re thinking.”

      “Bailey, it’s no use—”

      Bodhi’s voice cut off. His limbs stiffened, and he dropped the dish towel in a heap on the floor. Then, like something out of a horror flick, his brown eyes turned black.

      “Don’t you dare,” I thundered. I took Bodhi by his shoulders and shook him. “You want to communicate with me, you’re going to have to find a different way to do it. Do you hear me?”

      Bodhi’s head rolled back on his neck.

      “I mean it!” I shouted, steadying Bodhi against the kitchen counter. “You want my help? It’s not going to happen unless you let him go. No more of this possession crap! That was our deal.”

      But Bodhi’s tongue lolled out, his lips opening and closing as if whatever was using his body couldn’t quite figure out how to operate his vocal chords.

      “Let him go,” I demanded. “Let him go, or I am marching us both out of this house. You can’t leave, right? You’ll be left here to rot. I’ll give you a grand total of three seconds, and then I’m out of here. Three, two, one—”

      The door to the garden slammed shut. At the same time, Bodhi jerked back to consciousness, his eyes clearing to their regular brown. I sighed with relief as he sagged against me, his breathing ragged and uneven.

      “Perhaps this may come as a shock,” he said, his voice shaking. “But I would like to avoid similar experiences in the future.”

      I passed him the bottle of wine. He took a swift swig. “I don’t think she knows how to talk to us,” I said. “She can’t even use you to do it. We’re going to have to figure something else out.”

      “Do you ever wonder what people might think if they knew we spoke so nonchalantly about my own demonic possession?”

      “I don’t think she’s a demon.”

      Something rattled in the far corner of the room. Bodhi jumped, but it was only a teacup jiggling in its saucer.

      “Was that there before?”

      “I didn’t have any tea today,” responded Bodhi.

      Carefully, I crossed the kitchen to examine the trembling china. As soon as I got close enough to touch the teacup, it stopped shaking. In the hallway, the analog clock—the battery of which had been dead for who knew how long—tick-tocked at a pace far quicker than seconds.

      “Is that—?” began Bodhi, staring down the hallway.

      “She wants us to follow her,” I confirmed.

      The hands on the clock began to spin in opposite directions.

      Bodhi’s face slackened. “This ought to be good.”

      Together, we inched down the hallway. The clock shook vigorously until it rocketed right off its nail on the wall and landed with a crash on the floor. Both the minute and the hour hands stopped spinning, pointing toward the basement door. Bodhi and I exchanged nervous glances.

      “Maybe we should come up with a safe word,” Bodhi said. There was no hint of amusement behind the suggestion, though I was tempted to laugh. “Something short and sweet. Like taco. Do you think she would go for that?”

      The clock shot to the end of the hallway and ricocheted off the basement door.

      “How do we know you won’t lock us down there again?” I asked the empty corridor.

      Something small and shiny flew out from beneath the door to the office, where Caroline’s piano still waited for her to return to it. I knelt down to inspect the object. It was a key.

      “I think we’re making progress,” I said to Bodhi.

      “Speak for yourself,” he muttered. “Easy for you to say when you’re not the puppet master’s plaything.”

      We tiptoed down the hall. The door to the basement swung open, and the fickle overhead light flickered on. I peered down the stairs. The landing was dark and foreboding. The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention.

      The light blinked off and back on again.

      “Well,” I said, gripping the handrail tightly. “Here goes nothing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            The Séance

          

        

      

    

    
      Bodhi steadied me with a firm hand as we descended into the basement. The handrail was loose. It bounced against the wall if I put too much weight on it, so I let go and let Bodhi guide me downward. The door at the top of the stairs mercifully remained open, and the shaft of light from the hallway served as a reminder that the first floor of the house, though still hair-raising, offered some kind of retreat into normalcy. It was distinctly different from our last foray into the basement just a couple days ago. There wasn’t much comfort in the thought, considering the entity that had savagely ambushed us then was the same one that encouraged us into the cellar now, but I hoped that she sensed our loyalty. Or, at least, my loyalty. Bodhi remained tense and rigid, ready to bolt up the stairs at the first sign of trouble.

      “Relax,” I murmured, squeezing his hand.

      “I’ll relax when we finally sell this damn house,” he whispered back. “It feels like we’ve been here for an eternity already, and all we’ve done so far is demo the living room and kitchen area.”

      The steps creaked beneath our feet. We both paused, waiting for another direction from the invisible entity, but none was forthcoming. I inched forward.

      “We knew this house was going to take us longer to renovate,” I said.

      “Yeah, but we didn’t know we’d be playing Ghostbusters while we did it,” he hissed. “And at least they were armed with proton packs.”

      “Something tells me our house guest wouldn’t take kindly to being chased away with a proton pack.”

      We reached the bottom of the stairs. My eyes worked to adjust to the dingy moonlight filtering in from the shattered storm window. Bodhi took a flashlight from his pocket and shone it around the room. Everything looked the same as it had the last time we had visited. The Winchesters used the space as a storage area, a place to dump all of the junk that they didn’t use on a daily basis. Cardboard boxes overflowing with odds and ends from different aspects of the Winchesters’ lives balanced precariously on top of one another. Old, broken sailing equipment littered the concrete foundation. A child’s pink bike lay on its side like a bird with a broken wing. In the far corner, a glass door marked the entryway to a once-luxurious wine cellar.

      “Now what?” asked Bodhi.

      The pink bike righted itself, settling on its training wheels. Bodhi and I jumped back as it trundled across the concrete, joyfully tooting the shiny bell that balanced on its handlebars. It rolled toward the back end of the room. As it steered itself through the towers of the Winchesters’ leftover miscellany, Bodhi nudged me from behind.

      “What?”

      He indicated the tricky maze of rubbish before us. “I can only assume we’re supposed to follow it.”

      “Then you go first!”

      “Me? It likes you better!”

      “I have a broken ankle! Besides, you’re the man of the house.”

      “Okay, first of all, your ankle is only fractured. Second, that’s sexist.”

      “What are we, twelve years old?” I shoved him in front, ignoring the smirk that played about his lips. “Just go.”

      With a groan, he stumbled forward. Somewhere beyond the stacked boxes, the bicycle gave a happy honk. “Oh, shut up,” Bodhi ordered.

      We plucked our way through the mess, trying not to disrupt any of the haphazardly stored items. I brushed by a small dog kennel, jumping when a rogue wire caught the sleeve of my shirt. Bodhi calmly detached me, and we met the pink bike near the door of the wine cellar.

      “She wants wine?” Bodhi asked, cupping his hands to the glass to peek into the cellar. “Oh my God, this thing is still stocked.”

      “I don’t think it’s the wine cellar she’s interested in.”

      “And you know that how?”

      I pointed. The bicycle rolled back and forth, repeatedly bumping into a small wooden cabinet adjacent to the door of the wine cellar.

      “Damn,” sighed Bodhi. “I was hoping we could bond over a nice vintage red.”

      I knelt down, unlatched the door to the cabinet, and swung it wide. I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting—after all, I’d never had the pleasure of interacting with the dead before—but a plethora of board games was not at the top of my list. The cabinet was chock full of them, from several collector’s versions of Monopoly to Battleship to Clue. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust and cobwebs. I pulled my shirt up over my nose, willing myself not to sneeze.

      “I could use another clue here,” I told the bicycle.

      In the cabinet, a faded box rustled forward. I took hold of it, carefully maneuvering it out from underneath the mountain of other board games. Bodhi used the tail of his shirt to sweep the grime off the top. As the brand name printed on the cardboard became visible, we both moaned aloud. It was an original Ouija board.

      “Seriously?” I asked, lifting the lid of the box. Inside, the shabby board smelled of must and mildew.

      As if in apology, the locked door to the wine cellar sprang open. Without hesitation, Bodhi walked in to inspect the Winchesters’ stash.

      “All right,” I said. “How should we do this?”

      I shook the Ouija board out of its box. The pointer piece rocketed out and hit the floor, but before I could pick it up, it skidded away and settled in the only spot on the concrete floor that wasn’t obscured by moldy cardboard boxes. Nearby, a plastic package tore open and spilled out a handful of ivory pillar candles.

      “Candles. Really?”

      “Maybe she needs the energy,” suggested Bodhi, his voice echoing from the depths of the boundless cellar.

      “Ask and you shall receive,” I muttered. I set the Ouija board in the middle of the floor, placed the pointer on top, then arranged the pillar candles in a loose circle around the board. “I don’t suppose you have a lighter?”

      A packet of grill matches fell from a close shelf. At least our spirit was accommodating. I picked up the box, struck a match, and lit the candles one by one. They quivered inconsistently, as though our ghostly guest was in fact drawing strength from the flames. Bodhi emerged from the cellar, a bottle of scotch in one hand.

      “I think this whiskey costs more than my life,” he said, surveying my handiwork.

      “So we’re going to drink it?”

      “The Winchesters certainly aren’t coming back for it.” Bodhi peeled the wax off the mouth of the bottle, unscrewed the cap, and sniffed the liquor. “Whoa, buddy.”

      There, in the haunted basement of the Winchester house, I felt closer to Bodhi than I had in years. In the last few days, something had shifted between us. Before, we were cold and distant, walking on eggshells around each other to make sure we never said or did anything that might set the other person off. But the spirit of the Winchester house had made us a team again. It had been a long time since I’d seen this lighthearted, whimsical side of him, ready to respond to any instance with a joke. I missed it, even if it was inspired by the mystifying events that occurred inside the Winchester house.

      The candles nearly extinguished themselves. It seemed the third party in the room was getting impatient.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I said, taking Bodhi by the hand. We sat cross-legged on the ground, and I picked up the tattered instruction pamphlet for the Ouija board. I read the directions out loud. “Place the board upon the laps of two persons, lady and gentleman preferred, with the small table upon the board.”

      Bodhi sipped from the scotch bottle, grimaced, and offered the handle to me. “I’m not sure we need the instructions when we know the spirit we’re trying to reach is already in the room.”

      I pondered the bottle. “What the hell.” I took a swig, shuddering as the potent liquid smoldered down my throat.

      Bodhi scooched toward me until our knees touched, settling the Ouija board on our laps. He picked up the pointer and held the clear bubble up to his eyes before placing it down on the board. “Here goes nothing, right?”

      I consulted the instructions for good measure. “We’re supposed to assign one person to ask the questions. I guess that’s me.”

      “Fine by me,” said Bodhi. He took another sip of scotch. “Are we ready to do this?”

      I nodded resolutely. Together, we bent over the board and placed our fingers on the pointer piece. The candles flared, the flames darting higher.

      “Okay,” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Um, let’s start with something easy. Are you male or female?”

      Almost immediately, an icy touch glazed over the back of my hands. I yanked my fingers away from the board with a yelp. Bodhi tilted backward, knocking one of the candles over.

      “What?” he demanded. His fingers remained courageously on the pointer.

      “You didn’t feel that?” I asked, picking up the candle before it could light a box of linens on fire. “Something touched me.”

      “I didn’t feel anything,” Bodhi said. “I told you that she likes you better. Let’s try again. And don’t panic this time. You probably scared her.”

      “Oh, I scared her.” Nevertheless, I adopted my previous position, my fingers trembling. “I promise not to overreact this time. Are you male or female?”

      Once more, the glacial fingers covered mine. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself not to jerk away. The pointer moved across the board, hovering over the printed “no.”

      “I guess spirits don’t adhere to gender roles,” observed Bodhi with an inquisitive arch to his eyebrows.

      “Or I didn’t ask the correct question,” I suggested. I tried again. “Are you a female?”

      The invisible hands guided mine again, and the pointer crossed over to the “yes” side of the board.

      “So you were right about that,” I told Bodhi. He nodded appreciatively. I chewed on my lip, wondering what to ask next. There was no good place to start. I wanted answers to so many questions. “Who are you?”

      The board remained unmoving.

      “Too much, too soon?” Bodhi murmured. “Maybe she doesn’t want us to know who she is yet. Ask what she wants.”

      I took a deep breath. “Okay. What is it that you want from us? How are we supposed to help you?”

      “Don’t overwhelm her.”

      “Since when did you become a ghost whisperer?” I asked him fiercely.

      The pointer piece drifted, and we stopped bickering to glance down at the board. The eye settled over a letter.

      “J.”

      It moved again and paused. Then again, spelling out a single word.

      “U-S-T-I-C-E.”

      “Justice,” said Bodhi. “For what?”

      “Or whom,” I added. I spoke to the board again. “Did you live in Black Bay?”

      The pointer moved to the “yes” before drifting back to a neutral position.

      “Did someone in Black Bay hurt you?”

      Yes.

      Bodhi shifted closer to me, and our foreheads touched over the board. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

      “Who hurt you?” I asked.

      The board was still.

      “Okay then. How were you hurt?”

      No answer.

      I heaved a sigh. “Let’s try something else. Did you know the Winchesters?”

      Yes.

      “Are you aware that this is their house?”

      Yes.

      “Did one of the Winchesters hurt you?”

      No.

      A bead of sweat rolled into my eye. I blinked, trying to clear it from my vision. I hadn’t realized how hot the basement felt. Bodhi’s skin was slick too, but my hands were still freezing cold. The candle flames flickered again.

      “There’s got to be a faster way to do this,” Bodhi murmured, wiping his forehead on the sleeve of his shirt. “I feel like I’m sitting in a sauna.”

      I had plenty of questions, but there was no delicate way to ask them and the candles were burning low. Was there a time limit on how long you could use a Ouija board?

      I dove into the deep end. “Are the Winchester children still alive?”

      The pointer shifted. No.

      My heart sank. There went my last shred of hope that the Winchester children had somehow escaped the tragedy that had befallen their parents. My throat tightened as I asked the next question. “Are you one of the Winchester children?”

      There was a moment of stillness during which I thought the board wasn’t going to answer. The spirit seemed to be thinking about how much information she wanted to afford us.

      “We aren’t going to hurt you,” I said quietly. “We’re trying to help. Tell us. Are you one of the Winchester children?”

      After an agonizing pause, the frigid fingers guided my hands to the upper left hand corner of the board.

      Yes.

      “Caroline,” I breathed. The candlelight flashed. A confirmation of sorts. “Did you give me your journals?”

      Yes.

      “Are there clues to who hurt you in the journals?”

      A pause. Yes.

      Suddenly, the candles extinguished themselves and the cold caress vanished from the tops of my hands. The basement plunged into darkness. A weight lifted from my shoulders, as though something heavy had been sitting there unnoticed.

      “What just happened?” I asked Bodhi. In the gloom, only the whites of his eyes were visible.

      “Maybe she burned herself out.”

      I felt his fingers leave the board. He fiddled with something, then the beam of his flashlight shone into my eyes. He swept the light around the room, but nothing stirred, not even the pink bicycle. Experimentally, I jiggled the pointer piece. Nothing happened.

      “I guess you’re right.”

      Bodhi held the flashlight between his teeth as he carefully packed up the Ouija board and put it back with the other games in the cabinet. “At least we found out one thing for sure. Our ghost is Caroline Winchester, and she has a bone to pick with someone in town.”

      I pushed myself up from the concrete, groaning as my knees stretched and popped. “But who would hurt the Winchester kids? Everyone in Black Bay loved them.”

      Bodhi linked my arm through his elbow, leading me to the stairs. “I guess we only got one side of the story. God, I’m exhausted. And starving. If Caroline really has retired for the night, do you think it’s safe to turn the burners back on?”

      Upstairs, the smoke had finally cleared out of the kitchen, but the stove and the floor were still covered in charred chicken, blackened spinach, and burned oil. Bodhi deposited me on a chair at the folding card table at which we had been eating most of our meals, poured me a new glass of wine, and got to work tidying the kitchen. I wanted to help, but between my day researching the Winchesters in town and the impromptu séance downstairs, all I could do was rest my forehead in my hands and focus on not falling asleep right there at the card table.

      “What do we do now?” I asked as Bodhi threw the ruined chicken in the garbage can.

      “Have you read Caroline’s diaries?”

      “Not all of them.”

      “I’d work through those first.”

      I massaged my temples with the tips of my fingers. “You know what this means, right? If we believe Caroline?”

      “I’m not following.”

      “It means that the Winchesters didn’t die accidentally,” I explained. “Or at least the kids didn’t. Don’t you realize what she was implying?”

      Bodhi froze as the realization hit him, the frying pan poised beneath the running water of the kitchen sink. “You think that someone murdered them.”

      Outside, a storm had rolled in while we were downstairs. The toiling skies opened up, and a torrential wave of rain enveloped the house. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the roar of the water below was so loud that we could hear it clearly from the kitchen.

      “Yeah,” I said, gazing absentmindedly through the window above the sink, watching the world turn to gray. “I think someone murdered them. But you know what’s worse?”

      “There’s worse?”

      I looked at Bodhi. “According to Caroline, the murderer is alive and well.”

      

      
        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      Hello, flippers! It’s a rainy morning here in Black Bay, but that won’t stop us from making progress on this house. Before I talk about how knocking the wall down between the kitchen and the living room really opens the place up, I have to fill you in on my expert levels of clumsiness. Would you all believe that I fractured my ankle falling down the basement stairs? Bodhi drew architecture designs all over my cast, which makes the neon yellow plaster and the accompanying walking boot slightly less garish, but be warned! DIY is not always friendly.

      Much to my chagrin, my ankle has made it more or less impossible for me to help Bodhi with the renovations. I’ve now resigned myself to cleaning up the rooms we haven’t started work on yet. Believe it or not, we still haven’t gotten rid of all the Winchesters’ things. Normally, we would toss it all in the dumpster, but I feel like the Winchesters deserve better than that. As such, I’ve posted pictures of some of the cool things I’ve found in the last few weeks, so click here if you’re interested in that.

      I’ve also begun writing articles for a small side blog entirely dedicated to the Winchesters. I know this is a little off brand, but quite a few of you have expressed interest in the finest family of Black Bay. I’ve been talking to the locals about what life was like when the Winchesters were around. Let me know if you like the articles, and I’ll do my best to fill you in on all things Winchester related.

      

      Happy flipping!

      Bailey

      

      In the morning, though the thunderstorm had passed, the clouds loitered above the bay. I set aside my laptop after publishing my blog post. It was starting to feel more like a diary than an update for our renovations. Maybe that was a side effect of reading Caroline’s journals.

      Bodhi slept soundly at my side. For a few minutes, I watched his back rise and fall with his breath as he lay on his stomach, a pillow propped beneath his chest. Delicately, I played with one of his dark curls, trying not to wake him. He stirred anyway. Once, it had been impossible to wake Bodhi with an atomic bomb. Now, he woke to the tiniest sound or slightest movement.

      “What is it?” he slurred, rolling over. “What’s wrong?”

      “Shh. Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

      But the gray morning light had made its way in through the window. Bodhi pushed himself upright, rubbing his eyes with his fists. “I’m already up.”

      He turned to look at me. In the small bed, there wasn’t much room to space out. We were only inches apart.

      “Hi,” he murmured, his eyes flickering sleepily toward my lips.

      “Hi.”

      Torturously slow, Bodhi leaned in. My breath quickened as I met him halfway. We fit ourselves together, scarcely moving as our mouths met. We kissed sleepily. Bodhi touched my cheek as he pulled away, smiling gently.

      “What are you up to today?” he asked.

      I pushed his curls out of his eyes. “I thought I’d see if there was anything worth digging up in that mess of a basement.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes. It shouldn’t be a problem. But first, I was wondering if you’d be willing to do something with me.”

      “What’s that?”

      I hesitated, unsure of whether or not my request would upset him. “Will you come to the Winchesters’ graves with me?”

      Bodhi ducked his head, hiding his face behind a pillow, and mumbled, “I don’t know about that.”

      “Look, I know that it’s a sore subject,” I said. “But now that we know Caroline is still around, I feel like I have to go. To pay my respects.”

      Bodhi’s voice was muffled in the sheets. “I haven’t been to a cemetery since—”

      “I know.”

      He lay silently. I didn’t know if he was pondering his decision or deciding on the best method of telling me no.

      “You don’t have to go,” I said hurriedly. I slipped out from under the covers. “If you’re not ready, then that’s okay.”

      “Hey.” Bodhi took me by the hand before I could escape from the small room and drew me closer to the bed. I stood between his knees, resting my hands on his broad shoulders. “I’ll go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No, but I’ll go.”

      We were taking baby steps, but baby steps were better than not moving at all.

      

      Before we left, I went out into the garden and plucked a handful of flowers from the plumeria tree. Then, since my ankle had swelled to twice its normal size due to my exploits the day before, Bodhi drove us down the hill and into town. The cemetery was tucked behind Black Bay’s small church. We parked on the curb and let ourselves into the short chain-link fence that bordered the yard. The headstones were small and modest, appropriately sized for the limited space behind the church. As we approached the first set of graves, Bodhi slipped his hand into mine.

      “Henry and Maria Powell,” Bodhi read off as he inspected a headstone. “Ethan’s parents?”

      I checked the dates. “Yup. His grandparents are here too. I guess the Powells have always lived in Black Bay.”

      “It’s kind of sad though,” said Bodhi. “He’s the last one left.”

      We moved along, taking our time through the yard instead of searching specifically for the Winchesters. Even so, when we finally happened upon their headstones, there was no mistaking who they belonged to. Whoever had made arrangements for the Winchesters had ordered the largest markers available. An opulent concrete cross indicated their plot of land and Christopher’s final resting place, beside which three slightly smaller crosses had been designated to Elizabeth, Patrick, and Caroline.

      I knelt to place the bouquet of plumerias at the base of Caroline’s cross. Beside me, Bodhi’s hand shook as he reached out to trace the names carved into the stone.

      “It’s bizarre, isn’t it?” he asked. “The kids aren’t even really down there. The town had to bury empty boxes. What a mess.”

      “I don’t think that would’ve made it any easier,” I said, swallowing hard. In my experience, it was harder to watch a miniature casket lower into the dirt than an empty one.

      “I never said that.”

      I stood up, slipping my hand into Bodhi’s again, and leaned my head against his shoulder.

      “You had another nightmare last night,” he informed me. He stroked my hair, his calloused fingers catching in the short strands. “Did you know that?”

      “No, I don’t remember. Did I wake you?”

      “Yes, but that’s okay. Do you have plans to see Dr. Marx again?”

      “Nothing definite,” I answered. “The first time I met her, she said we’d schedule an appointment in a few weeks to check up on how I’m doing with the anti-depressants.”

      “Do you think—?”

      Bodhi trailed off. When I glanced up at him, I noticed his focus had wandered. He stared up at the cloudy sky, watching a flock of birds chirp to each other as they flew in formation over the bell tower of the church.

      “Do I think what?”

      He looked down at me. “Do you think maybe we should go talk to her together?”

      My heart swelled, flooding me with warmth, but I tapered off the flow of emotions, afraid to scare Bodhi off with any kind of exuberant reaction. “If you’d like to. Absolutely.”

      He kissed my forehead, hugging me closer. “I think I’d like to.”

      “Okay then.”

      We stood at the Winchesters’ graves for a little while longer, even as a fine drizzle began to fill the air with a chilly mist. Then, when we were ready, we walked back to the truck.
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      Unwilling to break the peaceful spell between us, Bodhi and I stopped at Black Bay’s local coffeehouse, the Sanctuary, for a late breakfast. As usual, the café bustled with activity, but we managed to squeeze into a cozy table by the foggy front windows. The Sanctuary’s owner, a middle-aged woman named Ava, soon dropped by to greet us.

      “Hello, you two!” she said brightly. “We haven’t seen the pair of you order anything but coffee to-go since your first day in town. Did you find a place with better hotcakes or something?”

      “Of course not,” Bodhi assured her. I hid a smile. Though the Sanctuary’s hotcakes were heavenly, they didn’t hold a candle to Bodhi’s blueberry batter. “We’ve just been busy. Got a lot to do up at the house.”

      “I imagine so,” she said. “How’s it coming?”

      “Very slowly.”

      “You make sure to invite me up once it starts coming together. Hell, the whole town will want to see how you manage to spruce up that old house. You might have to throw a party!”

      Bodhi caught my eye, and I knew we were thinking the same thing. I doubted Caroline would stand for the entire town of Black Bay visiting her house, especially if one of the locals was the reason she ended up dead in the first place.

      “We’ll see,” I said politely.

      “I can’t wait.” Ava took an order pad and a pen from the front pocket of her forest green apron. “Now what can I get started for the lovely couple?”

      “Coffee. In a vat.”

      “And a blueberry muffin to share,” added Bodhi. “I’m feeling a bit peckish.”

      “Coming up.”

      As Ava strolled away to place our orders, I looked around the cramped café. It was a Sunday, and the early morning churchgoers who’d already been to mass took up most of the tables in the middle of the restaurant. At the countertop, rowdy teenagers flung sugar packets at one another, dodging misfires and spilling orange juice. A baby fussed in the corner as his restless mother tried to soothe him with a pacifier. Bodhi and I sat quietly, people-watching in comfortable silence.

      Soon, the door to the Sanctuary opened again. A gaggle of small girls danced in, accompanied by a few smiling chaperones. The girls wore flower crowns of daisies, marigolds, and baby’s breath on their heads, which from the looks of the smushed petals, the elementary schoolers had weaved themselves. They skipped through the seated patrons, babbling brightly and handing out colorful flyers.

      “Come to the summer festival,” one particularly blonde rugrat sang as she passed by our table. She dropped a flyer between us and waved to Bodhi. “Hi mister. Funnel cakes and cotton candy and snow cones. Do you like cotton candy?”

      “I sure do,” replied Bodhi with a wink.

      “Me too, but only if it’s pink. You know I’m going to be dancing around the maypole this year.”

      “That’s lovely, but it’s August already.”

      “So?”

      And with that silly declaration, the little girl bounced off. “Come to the summer festival, but you can only eat the blue cotton candy!”

      “Excellent advertising strategy,” Bodhi laughed as he watched her pirouette toward the other end of the café.

      “Flawless,” I agreed.

      I picked up the flyer. The summer festival was set for a Saturday afternoon the following weekend, and it did indeed promise a whole host of sugary treats. But in addition to the maypole dance, live music performances, and a flag football tournament, the flyer also advertised something called “The Winchester Celebration” which supposedly began at six pm.

      Ava dodged a wild seven-year-old, balancing two massive mugs and a small plate in her hands, which she set down on our table. “Two large coffees and a blueberry muffin.”

      “Ava, what’s this?” I asked, pointing toward the curious words toward the bottom of the flyer.

      She squinted at the lettering. “Oh, the Winchester Celebration. We do that at every summer festival since they passed away.”

      “What is it?” Bodhi asked. He tore the top of the muffin off and set it aside for me then munched on the bottom half.

      “It’s just a nice way for us to remember what the Winchesters did for Black Bay,” explained Ava, licking her finger and flipping to a new page in her order pad. “We have a moment of silence. Usually, some people who were close to the Winchesters say a few words. Then they play Patrick’s favorite song for everyone to dance to. And then there’s a firework show in their honor. I think the festival committee has something extra special planned this year.”

      I pulled the muffin top apart with my fingers. “Why?”

      “It’s the twentieth anniversary of the Winchesters’ deaths,” Ava answered. “You two should come. The summer festival is always a blast. I promise the Winchester Celebration doesn’t drag the mood down. Besides, I’ll bet everyone will be glad to spend some time with the new owners of the house on the bluff. It’ll give us a chance to get to know you better.”

      “Sounds fun,” Bodhi said to my surprise. Usually, he wasn’t so eager to jump into the local extravaganzas.

      “Excellent,” Ava said with a warm smile. “Now what can I get you for breakfast, my dears?”

      Bodhi propped a menu up on the table so that it shielded him from view like a mini fort and peeked over the top. “What do you think, Bailey? The works?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      We ordered enough food to feed a family of four. As we tucked into the sky-high stacks of hotcakes and French toast, scrambled eggs, sausage links, bacon, and fresh fruit, I momentarily forgot that a long dead teenaged girl waited for us at home. It was difficult to concentrate on the supernatural when I hadn’t seen the man who sat across from me in several years. Bodhi smiled and laughed throughout breakfast, his amber eyes sparkling with a lust for life that I thought might have gone extinct. It wasn’t as vibrant as it used to be, but it was there nonetheless. It made me wonder what about Black Bay had the ability to encourage such a shift. For five years, ever since we lost Kali, Bodhi had been empty and sad. There was no way to reach him. His communication avenues had shut off, and we drifted like two lifeboats in the middle of the doldrums. But two months in a rainy little town smack in the middle of the Pacific Northwest and somehow Bodhi seemed to be on the mend. I allowed my imagination to run away with itself. Could we settle in Black Bay? I could see myself eating breakfast at the Sanctuary every Sunday morning, chatting with the locals and enjoying the weather. However, I couldn’t see myself living at the Winchester house with a ghost for a roommate.

      After breakfast, we reluctantly climbed into the truck for the ride up to the house. We rode with our fingers intertwined over the center console, Bodhi’s thumb tracing patterns in the smooth skin of the back of my hand. It was nearly lunchtime, and by the time the truck lumbered into the front yard, Bodhi’s construction crew had gotten started on today’s work without him. Their work ethic astounded me. We paid them extra to work over the weekends, desperate to speed up the renovation process. Still, I admired them for being so prompt on a lazy Sunday morning. As we stepped out of the truck, the guys playfully teased Bodhi for his tardiness.

      “Slackin’ off,” John said, shaking his head. “Shame on you.”

      Another guy clapped Bodhi on the shoulder. “Thanks for gracing us with your presence.”

      Bodhi raised his hands in defeat. “Okay, okay. I surrender. What’s on the agenda, guys?”

      “You tell us, Sleeping Beauty.”

      I grinned, kissed Bodhi on the cheek, and abandoned him to the devilish remarks of his crew. Inside, the house still smelled faintly of charred chicken and smoke from the night before. I warmed up a cup of leftover coffee, collected a handful of Caroline’s journals, and carried my stash downstairs to the basement. It was strange that only a few days ago, the dusty storage area had felt so frightening. Now, it seemed relatively benign. Then again, we hadn’t seen or heard from Caroline since her burnout with the Ouija board the night before. The absence of her chilling presence made the basement more bearable. In any case, I was glad to have the space to myself. It would make it easier to concentrate on the task at hand.

      There was no simple way to tackle the number of boxes in the basement. The Winchesters had stored their entire lives down here, and when Bodhi and I first started clearing out the house, we moved even more of the Winchesters’ possessions to the basement for safekeeping. With a sigh, I began sifting through the cardboard boxes. Though Caroline’s journals were an eyeglass to the past, I wanted to know more about the Winchesters’ personal lives. Who did they associate with the most? Who would want to murder Patrick and Caroline? Who had the ability to get close enough to the children to commit the murders in the first place?

      After three hours of searching, countless run-ins with various spiders, one dead rat scare, and coaxing a small bat out through the busted storm window, I finally found a few things that might point me in the right direction. In a crushed box beneath a spare mattress, I’d found a collection of VHS tapes, labeled in faded permanent marker with titles like “Caroline’s first step” and “Patrick’s 16th birthday party” and “Labor Day sailing competition.” Close by, there was another box full of photo albums. I carried my haul upstairs. There was an old VHS player in the first floor office. Hopefully, it still worked.

      The office was a wreck, a victim of one of Caroline’s recent outbursts. The grand piano lay on one ruined side, as did the demolished grandfather clock. I cautiously sidestepped broken glass and piano keys to reach the felt-covered desk. Gingerly, I tipped the VHS tapes out to rifle through them, eventually choosing one labeled “Summer Festival 1996.” According to the rough timeline I’d worked out, the festival that year would have occurred shortly before the Winchesters met their premature end. The VHS player was attached to a bulky TV. I plugged both into the wall socket, and they slowly booted to life.

      Though the video footage was grainy, there was no mistaking the fair-haired grinning boy who held the camera facing toward himself as anyone other than Patrick Winchester. I could feel his energy through the screen as I watched the sunshine halo around him. He flipped the camera around, aiming at a green stretch of grass that I recognized as the large park near the town square. The rest of the Winchesters came into focus. They wore matching orange t-shirts with football flags strapped around their waists. Christopher and Elizabeth waved happily at the camera as Patrick trained it on them. Caroline, on the other hand, plopped down in the grass and opened a book.

      “And here comes Black Bay’s most renowned wide receiver,” announced Patrick, zooming in on a family of three walking toward the Winchesters. “The one, the only, Alexander the Great!”

      The only information I had on Patrick’s best friend Alex came from Caroline’s diaries, but as the boy faked left around the camera then dodged right to knock a football out of Patrick’s free hand, it became obvious why Caroline adored him so much. He was over six feet tall, tan, and wiry. With jet black hair, deep blue eyes, and dimples to frame his cheeky smile, Alex was the perfect opposite of Patrick’s fair complexion. The friends bumped fists as their parents greeted one another, then Alex gently nudged the bottom of Caroline’s tennis shoe.

      “Hey, Caz,” he said, spinning the football in the palm of his hand. “Wanna throw some warm-up passes?”

      Caroline, like her brother, was blonde and pretty, with flushed pink cheeks and a mordant tilt to her lips. She rose to her feet, lithe and light, and I noted that she was nearly as tall as her father. However, the top of her head barely reached Alex’s broad shoulders.

      “Sure,” she said, tossing aside her book.

      “Hey!” Patrick protested from behind the camera. “I asked you if you wanted to warm up ten minutes ago, and you said no!”

      Alex cheerfully punched Patrick’s shoulder. “Don’t act like you can compare your looks to mine, Winchester.”

      “Gross, that’s my sister.”

      From off screen someone—Alex’s mother perhaps—said, “Alexander, behave.”

      “Yeah, Alexander.”

      Alex rolled his eyes. “Let’s go, Caz.”

      He flicked the football to Caroline, who caught it effortlessly. As they jogged off, tossing the ball back and forth between them, the camera jostled as Patrick followed along behind them before the footage cut off entirely. The next scene was of the flag football game itself. I watched for a few minutes, grinning from ear to ear. Locals packed the sidelines, cheering every time Patrick made a pass to Alex. Patrick high-fived his dad after a particularly impressive play, kissed his mom on the cheek, then picked up Caroline and twirled her around. They were the superstars of Black Bay, but little did the Winchesters know that their time was running out.

      I set aside the box of VHS tapes. As enjoyable as it was to see the family interacting with each other, it also hurt my heart. It wasn’t fair. The Winchesters were kind and caring people, and they should have lived full, lovely lives. With such a positive influence on their community, they deserved that much. Instead, they were lost to the world, enshrined forever in static tapes and old photographs.

      I pulled the box of photo albums toward me. The first few were full of wedding, shower, and baby photos. I skipped over those. The Winchesters hadn’t moved to Black Bay until the summer before Patrick’s first year of high school, so I checked the dates in each album until I found a few closer to the Winchesters’ deaths. The last album had 1995-1996 written on the inside cover. It was incomplete.

      The Winchesters documented every family outing in photographs. Christopher and Elizabeth enjoyed a candlelit dinner at a restaurant in town. Patrick, Alex, and a few other boys from the football team dove from the docks and swam in the bright blue water of the bay. Caroline smiled alongside a friend, both dressed in riding boots and helmets, as they led two beautiful horses out of a stable. But there was one picture that I couldn’t look away from.

      All four of the Winchesters stood on the deck of a beautiful sailboat, waving happily at whoever was taking the photo. I stared at the photo, studying every aspect. The sailboat was well taken care of and bigger than any I’d seen in the marina. It was all white with a sky-blue stripe along the side, but the name painted in elegant script on the front of the seacraft was what really caught my attention. This was Artemis, the boat that Christopher and Elizabeth had ridden into the rocks on that fateful night in early August so many years ago.

      I flipped to the next page in the photo album and found another picture of interest. In this one, Christopher Winchester shook hands with a stout bearded man out front of Powell’s Lumber Mill. Beside them, a younger man smiled into the camera, his arm wrapped around a pretty brunette with brown eyes. I didn’t recognize the man as Ethan at first. His hair was auburn instead of gray, and his warm grin looked completely different on a clean-shaven face. I studied the woman in his grasp. This must’ve been Ethan’s fiancée. They were an attractive pair. It was a shame they didn’t end up working out.

      Without warning, a book fell from a nearby shelf, landing on the desk in front of me with a loud bang. I jumped, startled by the abrupt noise, then leaned forward to get a better look. It was Black Bay’s high school yearbook. I reached for it, but before my fingers grazed the cover, the pages began to flip on their own.

      “Hi, Caroline,” I murmured, watching the yearbook sort through itself. When the pages settled, I drew the yearbook toward me. “What am I looking at?”

      It turned out that I didn’t need Caroline’s answer. The page was dedicated to some kind of spotlight on Alex. It boasted several pictures of him in his football gear, a clever interview by the yearbook staff, and the deserved superlative of “Best Smile.” I traced the name on the back of his football jersey.

      “Alexander Lido,” I muttered under my breath. “Like the restaurant in town?”

      Caroline made no effort to confirm or deny this.

      I drew one of Caroline’s journals toward me and flipped it open, searching for Alex’s name. After all, Caroline had told us that her diary entries contained hints regarding who had harmed the Winchesters. Was Alex harboring some kind of grudge against the Winchesters? It seemed doubtful. Then again, the murderer had been hiding in plain sight for twenty years. Who better to fool an entire town into thinking him innocent than a charming, handsome, retired high school athlete? I paused to read one of Caroline’s entries.

      

      April 26th, 1996

      

      I’m dying. Okay, I’m not dying, but it sure feels like I am. My pulse is racing, my lungs feel tight, and my stomach keeps lurching as if I’m going to hurl. I always liked to think that if Alex ever reciprocated my feelings and actually asked me out, I would’ve been as smooth as Lauren Bacall in To Have and Have Nots. You know how to whistle, don’t you, Alex?

      Unfortunately, I did not tell Alex to just put his lips together and blow. Here’s the great news: Alex asked me to junior prom. I can’t believe I just wrote that. Alex asked me to junior prom. Wow. I’m not usually at a loss for words, but just… wow. Every girl in school would kill to walk into prom with Alex Lido, and for some unspeakable reason, he wants to go with me. However, here’s the bad news. When he asked me, I spit on him.

      Who asks a girl to prom right as she takes an enormous gulp of lemonade? He spent the rest of the lunch period with a stain on his shirt. In hindsight, he brought that upon himself. Seriously, you cannot present a woman with a dozen roses and not expect her mouth to drop open in shock.

      The other kicker was Patrick’s face. I guess Alex never told him that he wanted to ask me to prom. Patrick’s angry. I understand why. It’s his junior prom, and he wants to spend it with his best friend, not his kid sister. But as much as I love my brother, this is an opportunity that I can’t pass up. What are the chances Alex and I win prom king and queen? I would look great in a tiara.

      

      I closed Caroline’s journal, my mind made up. I wanted to speak to Alex Lido. Both Caroline and Patrick knew and loved him, and if there was anyone who might know something about the Winchester kids’ secret jaunts, it was their mutual best friend. I packed up the VHS tapes and the photo albums, storing them under the desk for safekeeping. Down the hall, the construction crew worked tirelessly to fix up the kitchen. Soon, it would be time to start tearing apart this room. We would have to donate or sell the rest of the Winchesters’ things, a thought that weighed heavy on my heart.

      In the kitchen, Bodhi and Ethan knelt on a rubber mat, their heads hidden from view as they inspected some kind of plumbing issue beneath the sink.

      “Hey, Ethan,” I said.

      He poked his face out from underneath the counter. “Hi, darlin’. How are you?”

      “I’m great. I’m glad you’re here actually. Do you know who Alex Lido is?”

      With a groan, Ethan pushed himself to his feet. “Of course. Everyone knows Alex. He helps his dad out with the restaurant nowadays.”

      I bowed my head in thanks. “You just answered my question before I even asked it. Do you think he’d be there now?”

      “I imagine so. Why?”

      “More blog stuff,” I said vaguely. “I’m going to drop by.”

      Bodhi slid out from beneath the sink and tossed a set of keys toward me. “Take the truck. You really need to stay off that ankle.”

      So I left Ethan and Bodhi to their plumbing and rode into town for the second time that day. Lido’s Restaurant was relatively slow by the time I got there. It was mid-afternoon, and there was a lull between lunch and dinner. Most of the tables were empty, save for the odd late lunch date. I walked in and waited awkwardly by the front door. A server soon approached me, taking a menu from the host’s stand.

      “Hi, there,” she said. “Table for one?”

      “Actually, I’m looking for Alex,” I told her. “Is he around?”

      “Sure. One minute.”

      She disappeared into the kitchen, and I took a seat at the bar. A large television broadcasted a replay of a Seattle Mariners game. I watched absentmindedly for a minute or two before the door to the kitchen swung open again.

      Alexander Lido looked much the same as he had twenty years ago, but now there were lines around his deep, sparkling eyes and his dark hair was now cropped close to his scalp. But his award-winning smile, highlighted by those dimples, was just as effective now as it had been then. He wore a black shirt, sculpted jeans, and a baseball cap. When he spotted me at the counter, he filled a glass from a beer tap and slid it across the bar. I caught it before it could topple off the end of the counter.

      “Brewed that myself,” he said, coming my way. He stretched his hand out, and I shook it. He had a firm, warm grasp that reminded me of Bodhi’s. “I heard the new girl in town wanted to see me. Anything I can help you with in particular?”

      “Yes, actually.” I took a sip of beer. It was refreshingly light, with hints of grapefruit and citrus in the aftertaste. I looked at Alex’s nice smile. “I was wondering if you could tell me about Patrick and Caroline Winchester.”

      In less than a second, Alex’s grin faltered and fell.
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      Immediately, Alex busied himself with polishing glasses, buffing them so vigorously that one fell out of his hand and hit the floor.

      “Sore subject?” I ventured. Another waiter stooped down to sweep up the broken glass.

      “You could say that,” muttered Alex, avoiding my gaze.

      “You were Patrick’s best friend.”

      His eyes snapped up to focus on mine. “How do you know that?”

      I gestured toward the trophy case at the front of the restaurant. Inside, there was a picture of the Golden Eagles football team. Patrick and Alex were both front and center. “Doesn’t everyone know that?”

      “Yeah, but it’s been a long time.”

      I passed my beer from one hand to the other and contemplated whether or not to ask for a basket of onion rings. “You knew the Winchesters well though.”

      “I did.”

      “How did you meet them?”

      Alex turned his baseball cap around so that it faced backward then leaned on his elbows on the bar top. “Why does an out-of-towner like you have so much interest in a family that hasn’t been around for twenty years?”

      Alex’s bottomless blue eyes were inches from my own. I suddenly understood that he was the type of man who knew that his mere presence had an effect on people. While he didn’t appear to blatantly take advantage of that fact, he was aware that he could manipulate anyone just with his body language. I looked into my beer.

      “I live in their house,” I answered matter-of-factly. “I’m also writing a feature on the Winchesters for my blog. I wanted to make sure that I have an accurate representation of all of them, including Patrick and Caroline.”

      I expected Alex to retreat behind his invisible shield of emotions. Clearly, he wasn’t fond of talking about his dead best friend. However, to my pleasant surprise, he sighed and answered my question.

      “I met Patrick at football camp the summer before our freshman year,” he explained. “We were the skinniest kids on the field and determined to prove that we could play better than the guys on the varsity team. I think we bonded over that. By the start of the school year, we were practically fused together.”

      “All I ever hear about Patrick is that he was a star on the football field.” I swirled my glass around to even out the foam on top. “But what was he really like?”

      “He was a total goof,” said Alex, smiling as he sifted through his high school memories. “The teachers loved him because he somehow managed to disrupt class just enough to break up the monotony, but not so much that it was considered disrespectful.”

      “Class clown, eh?”

      “Yes, but he was more than that.” Now that the ball was rolling, Alex wanted to talk about his best friend. He spoke animatedly, and his eyes lit up with the memories of the past. “Pat was a great listener too. People always think teenagers are so wrapped up in their own problems, and admittedly, most of us were back then. Patrick was different though. He cared about other people. If it weren’t for him, I don’t think I would’ve made it through high school.”

      “Why not?”

      Alex poured himself a shot of bourbon. “My parents went through a really rough divorce. They argued non-stop. Basically sued each other into the ground. We nearly closed the restaurant. I spent a lot of time hiding at Pat’s house. His parents, Christopher and Elizabeth, were good people. I think they realized I needed a place to crash while my mom and dad worked their problems out. Do you want something to eat?”

      My stomach rumbled. Despite this morning’s extravagant brunch, my metabolism was in fine form. “That’d be great.”

      Alex snagged a passing waiter. “Hey, will you put in two orders for the catch of the day?”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Alex thanked him and turned back to me. “Anyway, Patrick was much more than his football fame.”

      “Losing him must’ve been really difficult for you,” I said softly.

      He pivoted away, glancing up at the score of the baseball game that played on the television. His voice sounded thick when he answered. “Hardest thing I’ve ever had to deal with.”

      I gave him a minute to recover, quietly nursing my beer. He turned his cap back around so that the brim cast a shadow over his eyes, cleared his throat, and sipped his bourbon.

      “What about Patrick’s sister?” I asked. “Did you know Caroline well?”

      “Of course I did,” Alex replied, the twinkle returning to his eyes. “She always tagged along with me and Patrick, much to Pat’s chagrin. I didn’t mind. I adored Caroline. Mind you, I couldn’t always keep up with whatever she was talking about. She was much too smart for me.”

      “I heard you went to prom with her.”

      Once again, Alex fixed me with a penetrating stare. “Okay, now I’d really like to know where you’re getting your information from. This is personal.”

      I considered telling Alex that I had found Caroline’s journals in her old bedroom. He probably would have loved to read them, especially if he had such a soft spot for Caroline. But then I remembered why I was having this conversation with Alex to begin with. Someone in Black Bay had murdered Caroline, and advertising my possession of possible evidence was not a good move.

      “Someone in town mentioned it,” I said instead with a nonchalant shrug.

      Alex’s eyes narrowed. “They gave you the wrong information. I asked Caroline to go with me, yes, but she never actually made it.”

      I paused with my beer halfway to my lips. “Why not?”

      “Because I had just turned eighteen and she was only fifteen,” he explained. He poured another glass of bourbon for himself. “Her parents liked me and all, but I guess they thought that there was too much of an age gap. Plus, Patrick wasn’t particularly pleased with me when I asked her to go with me.”

      The server delivered our lunches then, setting down two steaming plates of fresh fried cod, onion rings, and tartar sauce. Alex offered me a fork and knife wrapped tightly in a napkin.

      “Thanks,” I said. “So what happened with you and Patrick after that?”

      “We fought,” Alex admitted as he unwrapped his own silverware. “We brawled right there in the hallway at school. It was the only thing we ever disagreed on. I think it was also the only time Pat ever got in trouble for something.”

      I squeezed an onion ring flat, dipped it in a ramekin of ketchup, and popped it into my mouth. “Did the two of you make up?”

      “Partially,” said Alex as he dumped his coleslaw on top of the fish. “But things felt different after that. Pat clammed up every time Caroline and I were in the same room together. The three of us couldn’t hang out anymore the way we used to.”

      “Why was Patrick so upset over you wanting to date his sister?” I asked, discreetly studying Alex as we ate.

      “I never knew,” he replied with a wistful shrug. “I think it just surprised him. It surprised me, you know? I always liked Caroline, but I never thought of her that way until she changed.”

      “Puberty will do that.”

      Alex rolled his eyes. “Not like that. She used to be really shy around me when she was younger. I didn’t really have the chance to get to know her. She became more talkative when she got older. Sometimes, if I was waiting on Pat, I’d talk to Caroline. She blew my mind most days. You should’ve heard her go on and on about the stuff she learned in her AP classes. I could barely keep up. Anyway, I guess Pat thought that the only reason I was at his house so often was because I wanted to see Caroline.”

      “Which was half-true,” I guessed.

      “I loved all of the Winchesters equally,” Alex declared. “I never thought that would somehow be a bad thing. And then the night they died—”

      He cut himself off abruptly, taking a bite of his meal to avoid continuing his sentence.

      “What happened on the night they died?” I asked gently.

      Alex lifted his cap nervously, running his hand over his buzzed hair. “I saw them. Before they got on their parents’ boat. I was working here, and they stopped by to say hi.”

      “Both of them?”

      “Yeah. It was a little weird. Good though. They were laughing together when they came in, and Pat sort of nudged Caroline toward me. They sat at the bar and drank Shirley Temples, watching me bus tables. It was the first time everything felt normal since the whole prom debacle.”

      “Did they tell you they were meeting their parents afterward?”

      Alex shook his head. “Nah. Everyone knew the Winchesters went out on the bay every Friday if the weather was good. They even took me with them sometimes. Pat and Caroline said goodbye and headed out. For twenty years, I’ve wished that I asked them to stick around the restaurant that night.”

      I realized that I’d been shredding my paper napkin into bits as Alex spoke. Like everyone else in Black Bay, Alex was under the impression that Caroline and Patrick had died on their parents’ boat. To make matters worse, he partially blamed himself for their deaths. I reached across the bar top to pat Alex’s hand.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I told him quietly. “There was nothing you could’ve done to prevent that from happening.”

      “If I had just—”

      “No,” I said firmly. “Don’t you dare blame yourself.”

      For a minute or two, we just sat like that, my hand over Alex’s and the bar top between us. The commentary for the ballgame prattled on. At the front of the restaurant, the door opened to admit an elderly couple for an early dinner. The catch of the day went uneaten on our plates.

      I sniffed, blinking to stop my eyes from watering, and pushed away from the counter. “I should get going. Thanks for telling me about Patrick and Caroline.”

      Alex cleared his throat. “It was nice actually.”

      I pulled out my wallet. “What do I owe you?”

      “Don’t worry about it. On the house.”

      “All right. Thank you.” I turned to leave, but the picture of Alex sitting alone at the bar, his own unfinished meal in front of him, caused me to pause. “Alex? If you like, my husband and I would love for you to come visit us at the house.”

      He nodded in appreciation, his stunning blue eyes remarkably solemn. “I might just do that.”

      

      As soon as I climbed into the driver’s seat of the truck, closed the door, and shifted into first gear, I burst into tears. I’d gotten more than I had bargained for out of my conversation with Alex. He was closer to the Winchesters than anyone else I’d spoken to so far. If the reverent way he reminisced about Patrick and Caroline was any indication, Alex practically considered them family. It was terrible. All these years later, Alex suffered from the loss of his best friend. I thought about me and Bodhi. Would we ever heal? Or would we go our entire lives haunted by one fatal mistake?

      The drive back to the house felt eons longer than usual. It wasn’t good to be alone with my thoughts. They had drifted to a dark place, a place with brambles and vines that snaked around me and sucked me deep below the surface of reality. I rolled down the windows, hoping the breeze might help to clear my head. I tried to remember my conversation with Alex from an analytical standpoint. One thing stood out to me. Even though Patrick and Caroline had been grounded that day, they were out and about in town. If they didn’t get on the Winchester family sailboat after they left Lido’s restaurant, then where did they go?

      Sunset beckoned on the bluff. Creeping rays of peachy light pierced through the front windshield as I pulled into the front yard. Bodhi and the crew lounged outside, eating pizza and drinking beer as they enjoyed the warm summer night. When Bodhi saw the truck, he hopped up from his comfortable seat on the ground and opened my door for me.

      “The guys bought pizza,” he said, kissing my cheek. “Would you like some?”

      I rested my forehead against Bodhi’s chest. He smelled like pine needles and musk. “I ate in town.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I think I’d just like to be alone. Is that okay?”

      There was a worried tilt to his mouth, but he said, “Sure. Of course.”

      I waved to the rest of the crew and headed inside. I went straight to the office, where my research from earlier hid beneath the desk. I found the VHS tape I was looking for, popped it into the player, and sat down on the floor to watch it. As Patrick, Caroline, and Alex appeared on the television screen, I felt something cold press against my left side, as if someone with icy skin had sat down beside me.

      “He loved you, you know,” I murmured. On the screen, Alex spun Caroline around in a chaotic dance beneath a shower of colorful fireworks while Patrick looked on laughing. “He told me today. I hope you know that.”

      No one spoke back, but the frosty presence next to me grew chillier still.

      “Where’s Patrick?” I asked, the thought occurring to me at random. “You’re dead but still here, right? So where has your brother gone? Did he pass over?”

      There was no answer. Caroline was no longer the conversationalist she claimed to be when she was alive. Either that, or she didn’t have the ability to conduct a conversation in her current state. I sighed, slumping against the ornate desk. On the TV, Patrick and Alex lifted Caroline onto their shoulders. But there was a fourth face on the small screen, reflecting from outside the office window.

      I gasped, pushed myself to my feet, and whirled around. Milo’s pale face looked into the office, his eyes wide and alarmed. As soon as he noticed me, he darted off, vanishing into the shadows of the overgrown garden in the backyard.

      Heat burned in the pit of my stomach as I threw open the office door, sprinted down the hall, and burst out into the backyard. Breathing hard, I scanned the yard, but Milo was nowhere to be found. The wind whispered through the brambly branches of overgrown rose bushes and trip wire weeds. How had Milo gotten away so quickly? And why had he been spying on me in the first place? I heard footsteps behind me and whirled around.

      Bodhi paused on the threshold between the kitchen and the wooden deck outside, looking me over. “Bailey, what are you doing out here? Is everything okay?”

      “I just saw Milo looking in through the office window.”

      Bodhi tensed, and he rested a hand on the kitchen counter as though it might keep him from making a fist. Deadly calm, he asked, “You saw Milo doing what?”

      “I was in the office, and he had his face pressed up against the window as if he was watching me,” I explained, turning around to search the garden again. “He ran off when he realized I saw him.”

      “Wait here,” Bodhi said as he stepped out on to the deck.

      I took his arm. “Bodhi, don’t.”

      His eyes roved the darkness, surveying each shadow for a glimpse of Milo. “Bailey, this isn’t right. In fact, it’s downright alarming. Milo specifically told us that he didn’t care about what we did with the house. If he’s suddenly changed his mind, he needs to speak to us in person, not spy on you through the windows. I’ll be right back.”

      Bodhi stepped off the deck, disappearing into the garden. I watched nervously as he looked around. The plants rustled as he stepped through them, an easy indication of his path through the yard. His voice echoed back to the house.

      “Milo! Come on out, man. We need to talk about this.”

      There was no answering call. The garden was quiet except for Bodhi’s search. He emerged from the rose bushes, dusting pollen off of his shirt as he walked back to me.

      “He’s definitely gone now,” said Bodhi. “Are you sure you saw him?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      He led me into the kitchen, closed the back door, and double-checked the lock. “I thought he was strange right from the moment we met him. He practically gave us this house. I should’ve known he was shady.”

      “He wasn’t always,” I protested.

      Together, we walked back to the office. The tape of Caroline, Patrick, and Alex still played on the television, but this time, they were not accompanied by Milo’s sallow features. Bodhi watched the video briefly. I stared out of the window, wondering how Milo had managed to vanish with some ease.

      “He looked ill,” I noted. “He did yesterday too.”

      “If he’s sick, it’s not our responsibility to take care of him,” replied Bodhi. He pressed the stop button on the tape player and ejected the VHS. “Where did you find these tapes?”

      “Downstairs. I thought they might be a helpful addition to Caroline’s diaries.”

      He flipped over the VHS to inspect the label. “I’m not so sure that watching these is the best idea.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “We need to find out what happened to Patrick and Caroline. We have footage of their lives in Black Bay.”

      “Yes, and I understand that this is important to you.” Bodhi rifled through the other tapes in the box. “But I’m also afraid that this might hit us harder than it would someone else.”

      “Because of Kali?”

      His shoulders tightened at the sound of her name, and though his back was turned toward me, I saw the tips of his ears redden. “Yes. Because of Kali.”

      I perched myself on the edge of the desk, but Bodhi adamantly continued his search through the box of tapes. At this point, I didn’t think he was really reading the labels on the tapes. He simply did not want to look at me. I respected that decision, keeping my hands planted firmly on the desk rather than reaching out to him. Sure, we had made progress in the last several days with regard to the way we acted around each other, but I didn’t want Bodhi to harden and cast me out again.

      “Do you ever think maybe we ended up here because of Kali?”

      The tendons in his hands rippled like tidal waves as he balled his fingers into fists.

      “Not in a bad way,” I went on, swinging my feet above the carpeted floor. “But maybe the universe knew that we needed something to push us to heal. Maybe we were meant to help Caroline in order to help ourselves.”

      He pushed the box of tapes under the desk then lifted himself up to sit beside me. “Like fate?”

      “I suppose.”

      Bodhi sighed. “Can I be honest?”

      “Of course.”

      “If that’s true, I don’t think I’m ready to think about it yet.”

      Our pinky fingers overlapped on the shiny wood surface.

      “That’s okay,” I said softly. “You don’t have to watch these videos, Bodhi. Or read Caroline’s diaries. Or look at the photos. I don’t mind doing it on my own. As it is, I already spoke to Alex.”

      “Who?”

      “Alex, the boy in that video,” I clarified, pointing to the television where the two-dimensional versions of the Winchesters so recently played with one another. “He was Patrick’s best friend, and Caroline had a massive crush on him. At first, I thought he might have something to do with their deaths, but after talking to him, it sounds like he loved them most out of everyone in town.”

      “Do you think it’s wise to ask so many questions about the Winchesters when their murderer might still be out there?” asked Bodhi.

      “I told everyone I was working on something for my blog,” I explained. “That should divert attention long enough for us to figure this out.”

      Bodhi nodded. He looked down at our hands then lifted his fingers to cover mine. “What about Milo?”

      “What about him?”

      “I know you like him, Bailey, but you have to admit that there’s something about him that doesn’t sit right.” As an afterthought, he leaned across the desk to pull the curtain closed over the window. “What if he had something to do with all of this?”

      Before I could answer, I noticed that something was missing from the desktop. “Did you move Caroline’s journal?” I asked Bodhi.

      He shook his head.

      I scanned the floor, wondering if it had fallen in my haste to catch Milo outside, then hopped off the desk and knelt to check if it had somehow made its way into the box of VHS tapes. No luck. With a sinking feeling, I bolted out of the office. Bodhi followed along behind me as I chugged up the stairs as quickly as my ankle would allow me.

      “Bailey, what’s wrong?”

      “Give me a minute.”

      I threw open the door of Caroline’s old bedroom. Novels, textbooks, notes, and other evidence of Caroline’s intellectual intelligence lay in a heap on the floor from the turbulent evening during which she had delivered her journals to me in the first place. I had only picked up a few, leaving the others on the top of the pile in the room. There were at least twenty of them, each one chock full of personal information about Caroline’s life. But now the diaries were notably missing, absent from the assortment of literature in the small bedroom.

      “Caroline’s journals,” I breathed. “They’re all gone. Someone took them.”
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        The Winchester Family: Spotlight on Caroline

      

      

      Today, I’d like to introduce you all to the wondrous fifteen-year-old intellectual equestrian that I have come to know as Caroline Winchester. The majority of Black Bay recalls Caroline as distant, curt, or shy, but if you speak to the right people, Caroline (or Caz as she was known to her close friends) was the subtle heart of the Winchester family. Though she often dwelled in the shadow of her football-loving brother, Caroline had more to offer the town than anyone could’ve anticipated.

      Caroline followed in both her parents’ footsteps. I found records of her father’s business in her own handwriting. She’d calculated the rate of growth for the company over the next several years. The business jargon disorients me, but Caroline immersed herself in it. She had a better understanding of what it meant to make a profit than most men on Wall Street. She tweaked numbers and performed equations until she found the best way to get Black Bay back on its feet. In fact, I wonder if she ever brought those equations to her father. Did Christopher Winchester save the town, or did the locals owe their livelihoods to a clever teenager?

      In addition, Caroline cared deeply for the community. She worked with her mother to improve morale and boost the overall quality of life in town. Together, Caroline and Elizabeth implemented free school lunch programs for underprivileged youth, created an equestrian center that rescued and rehabilitated horses, and ran a book club that focused on analyzing literature at a college reading level. Caroline’s influence is still present in the community. To this day, the lunch program serves those less fortunate and the book club meets every week. The equestrian center has since morphed into an animal shelter with a ninety percent adoption rate each month.

      So today, I want to remember Caroline Winchester for all of the positivity that she contributed to Black Bay. She poured everything she had into this town, and she should be recognized for that. Caroline may have been young, but she was not faint of heart.

      

      Until next time,

      Bailey

      

      The next morning, I helped Bodhi whip up a breakfast of chicken and biscuits, something we had never considered eating until we flipped a house in North Carolina and discovered such fried, buttery goodness. Unfortunately, between last night’s theft and another nightmare, I was distracted, and I obliviously reached into the oven to retrieve the baking sheet of steaming biscuits without an oven mitt.

      “Bailey!”

      Bodhi caught my wrist, pulling me away from the heated surface just as the tip of my index finger touched the hot pan.

      “Ow, ow, ow!”

      Bodhi dragged me over to the sink and flipped on the faucet. As cool water soothed the small burn on my finger, he used a dish towel to take the baking sheet out of the oven.

      “What were you thinking?” he asked, inspecting my finger. A tiny blister marred my skin. It could’ve been much worse.

      “I wasn’t,” I grumbled. My finger throbbed, so I shoved it under the stream of water again. “I have a lot on my mind.”

      Bodhi pried the biscuits from the pan with a spatula. “Baby, we’ll find the journals. I’m sure Caroline misplaced them or moved them.”

      “Why would she do that?” I asked as I turned off the faucet. I opened the old freezer, pushing aside a bottle of tequila that Bodhi had brought up from the cellar. In the very back, an ancient bag of frozen peas hid behind the ice box. I took it out to soothe my finger. “She gave me her journals to read. I swear, Bodhi. Someone stole them. Who else was in the house yesterday?”

      “Everyone,” he replied. “The entire crew was here yesterday, getting ready to demo the rest of the kitchen. Speaking of which, we’re getting rid of these appliances today. We’ll have to eat in town until the kitchen’s finished.”

      I swiped a morsel of fried chicken. If this was our last home-cooked meal for a while, I wanted to savor it. “Do you think Milo took them?”

      “I think that’s more likely,” Bodhi answered. “After all, he was the one peeking in our window last night. It supports my theory.”

      “Your theory isn’t sound,” I pointed out. “Milo can’t be older than twenty-seven or twenty-eight. He would’ve been a kid when the Winchesters died. There’s no way he had something to do with it.”

      Bodhi sandwiched a piece of fried chicken between two halves of a biscuit and offered it to me. “We don’t know the whole story. What if Milo’s dad had a grudge against the Winchesters?”

      I accepted the sandwich, took a bite, and hummed contently. “The locals barely know Milo and his dad. Don’t you think if they had problems with the Winchesters, the whole town would’ve heard about it?”

      “Maybe,” said Bodhi, preparing his own breakfast. “But let’s not forget the fact that there are no records of Milo ever owning this house. If that’s true, then how is it possible for us to legally own it?”

      “Milo said it was a clerical error.”

      “Over Mrs. Poe’s dead body.”

      “Oh, God. Don’t even joke.”

      Bodhi chuckled through a mouthful of chicken. “I’m just saying. Everyone else in Black Bay is relatively transparent, but we don’t even know where Milo lives.”

      I quietly munched on my breakfast, considering this information. Bodhi made a relevant point. The locals cherished the pleasant, familial feeling that came with living in Black Bay, but Milo had expressed his distaste for the town as soon as we met him. Stranger still, he claimed to live close by, but Black Bay was the only populated area for miles. Then there was the fact that he grew more and more idiosyncratic by the second. Milo knew intimate details about my personal life. Now, I wasn’t entirely comfortable knowing that he was armed with those details.

      “Today’s your appointment with Doctor Marx, right?” asked Bodhi.

      “Yes. It’s at three.”

      He brushed crumbs from his hands as he finished his first sandwich. “Are you going to tell her that your nightmares are getting worse?”

      My mouth felt dry. I swallowed hard. “How do you figure they’re getting worse?”

      Bodhi poured a glass of cold water and handed it to me. “I know you, Bailey. Your face tells me everything. Besides, you kicked and screamed all last night. No matter how many times I woke you up, you just went to sleep and started screaming again.”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled.

      Gently, he brushed my hair away from my face. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’ve never told you,” I admitted, turning away from him. His hand fell limply to his side. “I couldn’t. You didn’t want to hear about it.”

      “I’m listening now.”

      To his credit, Bodhi waited out my silence, even when the atmosphere in the kitchen grew uncomfortably still. This was new for us. Talking. Or maybe it was the listening that was new. Either way, I felt apprehensive with Bodhi’s golden eyes on me. Would he bolt as soon as I spoke about the content of my nightmares?

      I tipped the rest of my chicken into the garbage can. “I can’t,” I said, backpedaling out of the room as quickly as possible. “I’m sorry, Bodhi. One day, I might be able to tell you the things I see at night, but for right now, it’s too much.”

      I limped up the stairs before I had time to fully comprehend Bodhi’s hurt expression. In the bedroom, I flopped on to the bed, hugging Bodhi’s pillow. I had done him a favor. He just didn’t know it yet.

      My eyes fluttered shut. I heard the front door open as Bodhi greeted the construction crew. As they got to work, the whir of drills and the shuffle of heavy equipment across the unfinished floors lulled me to sleep.

      

      Later that day, I didn’t have the heart to ask Bodhi if I could borrow his truck, so I walked into town for my appointment with Doctor Marx. I hadn’t seen her since my first visit to her office. She’d diagnosed me with PTSD and prescribed anti-depressants to keep my horrors at bay. Caroline disapproved of the medication, and although I continued to take it, I was starting to side with the ghost of the Winchester house. So far, the small orange capsules had done nothing to ease my nightly dose of terror.

      I arrived at her office ten minutes early, shivering in the chilly waiting room as the receptionist studied me over the top of the desk. I tried to ignore her. These were the times I disliked living in such a small town. Sometimes, gossip was the only source of entertainment, and my presence in the psychiatrist’s office was sure to warrant a conversation or two. It was a relief when Doctor Marx opened her door to invite me inside. For one, it was considerably warmer in her office. And two, I enjoyed the comforting dribble of her desktop Zen waterfall a little too much.

      “So, Bailey,” said Doctor Marx, offering me a seat on the expensive leather sofa. “How have you been?”

      “All right in some areas. Less so in others. I’m still having nightmares.”

      Doctor Marx flipped to a fresh page on her clipboard and began to scribble away. “Is that your biggest concern at the moment?”

      I nodded, staring down at my hands. The gold band on my ring finger glinted beneath the fluorescent lights.

      Doctor Marx noticed my gaze. “And what about Bodhi? The last time we talked, you mentioned that you thought your marriage was failing.”

      “No,” I corrected. “You implied that my marriage was failing due to the fact that Bodhi and I never talk to one another which, by the way, we’re working on.”

      “How’s that coming?”

      I remembered that morning’s conversation. “Slowly.”

      Doctor Marx leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “Why don’t you tell me about your dreams, Bailey. Did you have a nightmare last night?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you remember any of it?”

      “I remember most of my nightmares,” I told her. “It’s the same thing every night. I dream that I’m drowning, or that Bodhi’s drowning, or that—”

      My throat closed up. Doctor Marx raised an eyebrow, jotting a note down on her clipboard.

      “Or that your daughter is drowning?” she asked.

      I nodded again, unable to craft a verbal confirmation.

      “Is that how Kali passed away?”

      I folded over, covering my face with my hands. White noise roared in my ears. The image of that night was burned into my brain. I had spent five years trying to force it down, but it haunted me still. There was no way to escape the truth of what happened.

      “I left her for a minute.” My voice came in rough bursts as I attempted to control the fountain of regret welling up inside me. “One minute. To get her a fresh towel from the laundry room.”

      There was no more I could say. Doctor Marx got the gist of it. As I dissolved into hysterics, she simply scooted a box of tissues across the coffee table between us. Patiently, she waited out my waves of grief as, for the first time, I allowed the full weight of my shirked responsibility to fall on my shoulders.

      “The paramedics say she probably tried to get out on her own, slipped, and hit her head,” I sobbed, covering my eyes with my hands.

      When I finally began to relax, hiccupping for breath, Doctor Marx asked, “Where was Bodhi?”

      “He was out.” I sniffed, reached for a tissue, and wiped my nose. “When we had Kali, we tried to settle down for a while. That wasn’t his thing. He constantly wanted to be on the move. To make up for it, he occupied himself with other things.”

      “What kind of things? Drugs?”

      I shook my head. “No, Bodhi was never into substance abuse. He preferred to seek out natural adrenaline rushes. He raced street cars, went sky-diving, and played paintball. One time, I found out that he’d been bare-knuckle boxing in some kind of underground ring. We fought a lot then. All I wanted was him to come home safe, and I couldn’t help but think he was going to get himself killed.”

      “Do you think Bodhi resented Kali?”

      Kali had come out of the blue. That was certain. Her conception ended our extensive traveling plans. We landed in Los Angeles of all places, holing up in an expensive shoebox of an apartment in order to get our act together before Kali made her official appearance. But while I was happy to give up a trip to the pyramids in order to care for our newborn daughter, Bodhi often wished that Kali would age faster so that we could bring her with us on new adventures.

      “Resentment may be too strong a word,” I said. “I don’t think Bodhi understood what it meant to be a father until Kali died. That was when he woke up. It was only after she was gone that he really appreciated what Kali meant to him.”

      “And what about you?” asked Doctor Marx. “These dreams of yours seem to indicate that you’ve never forgiven yourself for what happened to Kali.”

      “Would you?”

      “This isn’t about me.”

      I crossed my arms. The leather sofa felt clammy beneath me as I avoided eye contact with Doctor Marx.

      “Bailey,” she said quietly. “Think about it this way. Kali would not want to see you suffer like this. You loved her for her entire life, even if it was cut tragically short. Learning to let go of your guilt does not mean you’re letting go of your child.”

      “It was my fault,” I said, staring at a spot on the floor. “You’re talking about parents that had a child die due to something that was beyond their control, but this was my fault. I left her in that bathtub. I took my eyes off of her. She died because of me.”

      Doctor Marx set her clipboard on her desk and took off her glasses. “Bailey, listen to me. You did not intend to do anything wrong. Your actions were loving actions. You are not a doctor, and no matter what, you cannot keep your child in a bubble to protect her from harm. Accidents happen, and it just so happens that a tragic one happened in your household. Blaming yourself only creates the illusion that control over situations like that is possible.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to process Doctor Marx’s advice. No matter what she said, it seemed unlikely that I could ever forgive myself for leaving Kali alone that night.

      “I want you to try something when you go bed tonight,” Doctor Marx said. “Clear your mind. Let your thoughts come and go as they please, but try to focus on achieving a sense of calm.”

      I laughed humorlessly. “Doctor Marx, I haven’t been truly calm in a very long time.”

      “Which is exactly why we’re going to practice together now.”

      For the remainder of the hour, Doctor Marx taught me a myriad of breathing exercises to help me relax at night. Then she guided me through a meditation routine. By the time she excused me from her office, I was lightheaded, woozy, and ready for my second nap of the day.

      “Same time next week?” she asked, opening a file cabinet to put away her notes for our session.

      “Sure.”

      “See you then.”

      I glanced at the names printed on the tabs of the files as I gathered my things and walked to the door. Most of them, I didn’t recognize, but one in particular reminded me that I wasn’t alone in my quest for help. Ethan Powell had once needed Doctor Marx too, after the death of his father. With some luck and a bit of effort, maybe I could achieve some semblance of his self-satisfaction.

      

      I took my time on my way home, wiping the evidence of tear tracks from my cheeks. The fresh scent of tree sap helped clear my mind as I trekked up the southeast footpath to the house. It was a hot day, and the afternoon sun permeated the thick branches of the trees to warm the back of my neck. I stopped to sit on a large boulder, propping my ankle up against the rock to catch my breath. Nearby, a stream gurgled, and my parched throat wished that I’d brought a water bottle on my trip into town. The hot air shimmered around me, a sure sign of dehydration.

      A twig snapped. I spun around, searching the trees for the source of the noise. No one emerged, but I had the eerie sense that someone was watching me. Uneasy, I heaved myself off the boulder and resumed my walk to the top of the bluff. My ankle ached with every step. I glanced over my shoulder.

      There. Behind a particularly wide fir tree. A shadow lingered.

      “Hello?” I called. “Who’s there?”

      No one answered. I squinted in the hazy sunlight. There was definitely a person standing just beyond the border of the dirt path. I could see the outline of the tall figure. They stood hauntingly still, as if whoever it was didn’t feel the need to draw breath.

      Despite the sun overhead and the sweat on my forehead, a chill swept over me. I turned my back on the figure and picked up my pace, stumbling over the uneven terrain.

      At once, something slithered across the leaves behind me.

      I broke into a disjointed run, landing heavily on my good foot to avoid damaging my ankle any further, but my footsteps weren’t the only ones on the path. Ahead, I caught a glimpse of the Winchester house through the leaves of the trees. Some of the guys were hauling the vintage refrigerator out to the truck. If I could get close enough, whoever was following me would have to give up the chase or risk being pounded by twenty burly construction workers.

      Just as the thought crossed my mind and I put on an additional burst of speed, someone tackled me from behind. My breath whooshed out of my lungs as I went crashing to the ground, tucking my head in and somersaulting over my shoulder to avoid injuring myself further.

      “Help!” I yelled, struggling against the weight that pinned me to the ground. Covered in dirt and leaves, I managed to flip over to face my attacker.

      It was Milo.

      “I need to talk to you,” he gasped. He looked even more terrible than the last time I had seen him, almost as if he was wasting away. His cheeks were hollow and gaunt, and his usually luscious hair was limp and damp with sweat.

      “Milo, get off!”

      “I need to talk to you,” he said again.

      I bucked my hips, dislodging Milo just long enough to squirm out from under him, but he seized the plaster cast around my ankle and pulled me back. I yelled in pain, kicking out at Milo with my good foot.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      Something was wrong with him. His eyes had glazed over, and he apparently couldn’t say anything else. I decided to try a different tactic. I stopped struggling, drawing my legs into my chest. Milo sat cross-legged in the dirt. He stared directly at me, but his vacant eyes did not seem to accept his surroundings.

      “So talk,” I ordered. I glanced at the house again. Bodhi was up there somewhere. If I could fish my cell phone out of my pocket without Milo noticing, maybe I could get Bodhi to call the paramedics. Milo clearly needed help.

      He sat with his mouth wide as though he were screaming internally. Then, with no warning whatsoever, he reached up to wrap his fingers around his own neck and squeezed.

      “No!”

      I shot forward, ignoring the pain in my ankle to seize Milo’s wrists and attempt to pull them away from his throat. But Milo was a strong, wiry guy, and no matter how much I wrenched at his hands, he continued to strangle himself.

      “Help!” I cried again. I slapped Milo’s reddening face, hoping to snap him out of his delirium, but his knuckles turned white as he exerted even more pressure. “Milo, stop!”

      “Bailey?”

      Bodhi’s faint call echoed through the trees.

      “Here!” I yelled, still fighting Milo. “Come quickly! Something’s wrong with Milo!”

      The trees parted, and several pairs of boots thundered down the dirt path. I breathed a sigh of relief as Bodhi, Ethan, and two other construction workers appeared in my line of sight. Bodhi knelt beside me and picked a leaf out of my messy hair.

      “Bailey, what happened to you?”

      “It’s not me. It’s Milo!”

      “Where is he?”

      “What do you mean? He’s right—”

      But when I looked again, Milo had vanished from beneath my fingertips. It was only me, kneeling on the path, crying and covered in dirt.

      “He was there,” I said, glancing left and right to make sure Milo hadn’t run off into the shadows again. “I swear—”

      Bodhi lifted me from the ground, carrying me past Ethan and the other workers. “Let’s get you inside.”

      “We’ll check around,” Ethan said in a gruff tone. “Just in case.”

      “Thanks, Ethan,” Bodhi said.

      I buried my face in Bodhi’s shoulder as he toted me to the house, but the darkness behind my eyelids wasn’t enough to block out the image of Milo’s reddening face as he tried to kill himself.
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      Clear blue. I floated in the bay, my arms stretched out wide to welcome whatever eternity lay in wait. There were no clouds in sight. Everything was bright and endless. Sunshine sparkled on the surface of the water, warming my skin. I breathed a sigh of relief. If only I could feel this sort of inner peace at every moment of my life.

      The scene shifted. Something pulled at my waist, tugging me beneath the surface of the water before I could take another breath. The sky rippled as I went under willingly. There was no sense in putting up a fuss. It would be over in a few minutes. I let myself sink, watching the sky roam farther and farther away.

      Then I looked down into a bathtub. Kali stared back, her light hazel eyes identical to mine. Dark curls bloomed around her pink cheeks in the water. She reached out. Little fingers. Little hands. Asking for me. Her tiny mouth opened, and she coughed, releasing a baby-sized air bubble. It rose to the surface and popped. I stared back, unmoving. My arms wouldn’t reach for her.

      Kali’s brown eyes morphed into blue ones. Suddenly, the body in the bath was Caroline. The white subway tiles of the Winchesters’ first floor bathroom made her tan, freckled nose look pale. Hands encircled her throat. Not my hands. They held her down. She thrashed, splashing water over the lip of the tub. Her face turned blue.

      

      I woke screaming. I felt it tear out of my throat. Felt the ringing in my ears. A ripping sound resonated through the room. I’d literally torn the sheets from the mattress. Beside me, Bodhi rocketed up, groping around in the night like a panicked blind man. He found my hands, clenched in the sheets, and pried my fingers apart.

      “Bailey. Bailey! Stop. Stop screaming!”

      With a jolt, my mouth snapped shut. I hadn’t even realized that my vocal cords were still working on overdrive. I drew in a raspy breath. My throat burned with the effort. Bodhi cradled my face between his warm hands.

      “Hey. Look at me. Look.”

      I found his warm brown eyes with my own.

      “You’re okay,” he promised. He swept my sweaty hair away from my forehead, where it lay plastered to my scalp. “Everything’s okay.”

      “She’s dead.”

      “Who?”

      “Kali. Caroline. Everyone.”

      In the light of the moon, Bodhi’s jawline rippled, his teeth grinding together at my declaration. “Not everyone. You and I are alive.”

      I pushed Bodhi’s fingers away from my face. I needed air. Space. He understood, backing out of my personal area. I kicked the heavy quilt off my legs.

      “Can you open the window?” I asked.

      Bodhi crossed the room to draw the curtains back and lift the frame. The window was just large enough to let a draft inside. I inhaled the salty scent of the air.

      “That was bad, Bailey,” Bodhi said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “That’s the worst I’ve ever seen you. What did you and Doctor Marx talk about yesterday?”

      I wiped my forehead with the hem of my shirt. “It’s not because we talked. I think Caroline had something to do with it.”

      “You think Caroline is messing with your dreams? Can she do that?”

      “I felt her there,” I said. Exhaustion overwhelmed me. All I wanted to do was go back to sleep, but the horrors of the past waited in unconsciousness. “It’s hard to explain. It was like when we were in the basement with her. You feel something. You know you’re not alone, but there’s no rational proof to back you up.”

      Bodhi curled up at the foot of the bed like an oversized cat. “Do you think she’s trying to tell you something?”

      I hugged my legs into my chest and rested my chin on my knees. “If she is, she’s not doing a very good job.”

      “I’m starting to think that this lack of sleep is causing you more trouble than anything else,” said Bodhi, propping his head up on his elbow. “You start hallucinating after three days of insomnia. I looked it up.”

      “You think that’s why I saw Milo on Monday night.”

      He bit his lip, as if hesitant to continue the conversation. “Bailey, he wasn’t in the woods. Ethan and the crew combed every inch of land around the house. There was no sign of Milo. If he was in such bad shape, I doubt he would’ve made it so far.”

      “So then he wasn’t in the backyard either.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Even with Bodhi’s level head, I found it hard to believe that I’d imagined both events. They were so vivid, just like Caroline’s presence in my nightmares. “It doesn’t make any sense,” I told Bodhi. “Why would I be seeing things?”

      “Stress, lack of sleep, change in medication,” Bodhi listed. “Bailey, I want you to take it easy for the next couple days. Caroline’s investigation can wait. You’re no good to her like this anyway.”

      I silently agreed, but Caroline was far from patient. It had been three days since the two of us sat together on the office floor, watching the Winchesters’ home videos. She hadn’t contacted me since then, but a feeling of urgency coursed through my veins, as though my heart pumped blood at a faster rate to encourage me along. I needed to slow down enough to gather my thoughts. I needed more information to figure everything out. But why did Caroline’s unexpected appearance in my usual nightmares make it feel like time was running out?

      

      
        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      Summer is winding down, flippers, and we are finally making serious headway on the Winchester house. The kitchen and living room are stripped bare. The bay windows are gone, replaced by the biggest sliding doors we could order. I’ve reorganized the entire first floor so that we can tackle the rest of the rooms, which by the way was no easy feat with a fractured ankle. There’s good news on that front too. I’ve finally conquered my stubbornness. Temporarily, at least. Black Bay’s family doctor warned me that if I didn’t give my bones a break (no pun intended) that they would never heal. As such, I’ve stayed off my feet as much as possible, and what do you know? My ankle has stopped throbbing every time I put weight on it.

      This weekend is Black Bay’s infamous summer festival. Apparently, the entire town pitches in to prepare for it, including a lot of the guys that Bodhi and I employ to renovate the house. We gave them Friday and Saturday off, because who are we to tamper with tradition? In the meantime, Bodhi and I are working alone. It’s just like the old days before we could afford to pay anyone else to help us. You may think I’m crazy, but there’s something romantic about sweating the days away, getting down and dirty with just your husband. Wow. That sounded racier than I intended it to be. Then again, it’s been a wild couple of days!

      Anyway, we can’t wait to kick it off with the locals tomorrow afternoon. I’ll be sure to take plenty of pictures. I want you all to experience the full force of Black Bay’s small town charm. Hell, I might even take a few videos. Apparently, the flag football tournament can get pretty rowdy!

      

      Stay tuned,

      Bailey

      

      The summer festival was all the locals could talk about. The park lawn had been mowed in anticipation of the flag football tournament, lemonade stands and food trucks appeared in the streets, and a small stage had been erected for whatever performances were being featured that year. It was the first community event that Bodhi and I really wanted to go to. Before we moved to Black Bay, we had never lived long enough in one place to get to know the people in our neighborhood. Here, every person we ran into encouraged us to go to the festival. For once, Bodhi and I were excited to spend some time out and about with each other.

      “It’s the best event of the year,” Ethan promised to me one day as I watched Bodhi install new wood flooring in the living room. A couple guys helped lay down the planks, and they nodded in agreement with Ethan’s words. “Everything’s local. Great beer, good music, and excellent company. The two of you can’t hole up in this house forever. It will do you some good to get outside and socialize.”

      So we planned to take Saturday easy. Blissfully, my sleeping habits had improved over the last few nights without rhyme or reason. According to Bodhi, I still tossed and turned, but ever since I’d focused more of my attention on rearranging the Winchesters’ personal items rather than combing through them for clues, my nightmares were less vivid. I expected Caroline to disapprove of my relaxation techniques, but she had been inactive ever since I’d seen her in my dreams. On some level, I felt guilty. My promise to help Caroline pass over was wearing thin, but I justified it by telling myself that as soon as I fully recovered, I would jump back into the mystery surrounding her and Patrick’s deaths.

      With our kitchen out of service, it was up to Bodhi or me to pick up breakfast in town. I stopped by the Sanctuary on Friday morning, ordering blueberry muffins and two cups of coffee to go. As I waited at the counter for Ava to pour the coffee, a woman sitting in the far corner of the cafe caught my eye. She absentmindedly stirred honey into a cup of tea as she read through a battered copy of Pride and Prejudice. Her round face and layered brown hair was familiar to me, though I was certain I’d never run into her in town before.

      When Ava returned, passing the paper bag of muffins across the countertop, I asked, “Hey, Ava. Who’s that woman in the corner?”

      She glanced over. “Oh, that’s Jane Lacroix. She teaches English at the high school.”

      “Would I know her from anywhere else?”

      I handed over a ten-dollar bill. The cash register pinged as Ava answered. “I’m not sure. I don’t suppose you’re a part of the book club. Jane runs it these days.”

      I shook my head. “No, that’s not it.”

      “Sorry, sweetie. I’m at a loss then.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, smiling. “Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Any time.”

      I turned to leave, my gaze lingering on the woman. She turned a page, immersed in her novel, and the sun glinted off of her whiskey-colored eyes. I could’ve sworn I’d seen her somewhere before. My curiosity got the best of me. I walked over to her.

      “Excuse me?”

      The woman looked up with a polite curiosity, but when she saw who had interrupted her reading, she smiled in recognition. “I know you.”

      “You do?” I asked, taken aback. “I was just trying to figure out why you looked familiar to me.”

      Delicately, she closed her book and set it aside. “Oh, we’ve never actually met, but I’m an avid fan of your blog.”

      “You’re kidding!”

      Her answering laugh pealed like bell tones in the cafe. “Not at all. Actually, I followed your adventures long before you ever landed in Black Bay. Can you imagine how surprised I was when you showed up in our little town? I’m Jane, by the way.”

      “Bailey,” I said, balancing the coffee and muffins against my chest to shake her hand. “I still can’t remember how I know you.”

      “I’m not sure—oh!” She snapped her fingers as if she’d just remembered something. “Ethan has been helping out at your house, hasn’t he? He and I go way back.”

      The comment jogged my memory. I had seen this woman before, but not in person. There was a picture of her in the Winchesters’ photo albums, the one with Ethan and his father. No wonder it took me a while to recognize her. That photo had been taken twenty years ago.

      “You were Ethan’s fiancée, weren’t you?”

      She sipped from her teacup, though I guessed it had gone cold by now. “That was a long time ago.”

      There was no iciness in her tone, but I sensed that I had broached a topic of conversation not often acknowledged. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to pry. Ethan’s mentioned you. That’s all.”

      “Ah, if it’s Ethan who’s mentioned me, I doubt you have a positive impression of my personality.”

      “Pardon?”

      Jane pulled her novel toward her, opening it to the first page. “It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife,” she read off. She tapped the page with her index finger and looked up at me. “At one time, the locals might’ve described Ethan as a young, modern version of Mr. Darcy. He was proud and aloof, and I sure fancied myself his Elizabeth. Unfortunately, our story didn’t end happily ever after.”

      “Would it be intrusive of me to ask why?”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “The whole town knows the story anyway. Ethan went through a rough patch after his father died. You would never know it now, but for a while, all he did was drink and gamble. I broke it off when I realized he’d emptied his bank account playing roulette.” She shook her head, chuckling lightly. “Boy, did the town hate me after that. No one could believe I broke Ethan Powell’s heart.”

      “Wow,” I said. “I never would’ve guessed Ethan had that kind of trouble when he was younger. He seems so put together now.”

      “He finally got help,” Jane explained. “It did him a world of good. All of a sudden, he was the town’s golden boy again. He stopped drinking and wasting his money. Got the guys at the lumber mill back on their feet after Chris Winchester died. It was like he was an entirely different person.”

      “But the two of you never got back together?”

      “Oh, I tried to get him back,” she said, pushing her cold tea across the table. “I sent him a letter, telling him to come find me when he was ready, but he never took me up on it.”

      “That seems like a shame.”

      Jane sighed heavily, tracing the printed face of Mr. Darcy on the cover of her book. “I only have myself to blame. Ethan and I dated on and off since high school. Everyone expected us to end up together, but I blew it. I left him when he needed me most. I wouldn’t forgive me either.”

      Jane’s regret struck a chord with me. Her relationship went south and she bailed out, unwilling to take on the challenge of making it work. When Bodhi and I lost Kali, I had considered the same option, but where would I be now if the two of us had decided to divorce then? The last five years had been full of remorse and empty promises, but if I were alone, would I have ended up with the same misgivings as Jane?

      “Ethan never married though,” I pointed out. The wedding band on her finger had not escaped my notice. “You did.”

      She wiggled her ring finger. “Yes, it all worked out in the end. But you know how it is. Sometimes, you can’t help but wonder what could have been.”

      I nodded in agreement. “I’ll leave you to your book. It was nice to meet you. If you like, stop by the house. I’ve never met one of my followers in real life before. It would be fun to show you how we get things done.”

      “I would love that,” said Jane. “Have a good day, Bailey.”

      “And you.”

      

      Back at the house, Bodhi stood on a ladder, inspecting the giant wooden beams that stretched across the ceiling of the living room for wear and tear. With any luck, we wouldn’t have to replace them, but Washington was infamous for termite damage. As I set the coffee and pastries on the card table—now the only surface free of construction dust—Bodhi glanced down.

      “Took you long enough,” he said. “Was there a line?”

      I unwrapped a muffin and took a bite. “No, I ran into Ethan’s ex-fiancée.”

      “How was that?”

      “Enlightening.”

      “Really? What did she—”

      The ladder clanged, and Bodhi’s voice cut off, replaced with a horrifying gagging sound. When I spun around, he dangled just below the support beam, as though an invisible hangman’s noose was strung around his neck. Bodhi kicked his feet wildly, eyes bulging out of his skull as he groped for the rope around his neck that wasn’t there. I sprang into action, limping across the living room to pick up the fallen ladder. I grunted as I lifted it and propped it against the beam. Then I grabbed Bodhi’s sneakered feet and placed them firmly on the rungs of the ladder. As soon as his weight settled, the force released him, and he practically fell down the ladder and into my arms.

      We sank to the floor together. Bodhi massaged his throat, drawing in short gasps of air. His eyes watered, bloodshot, and his face was bright red from the pressure.

      “Patrick,” Bodhi declared hoarsely. “I saw Patrick.”

      My pulse thundered through my veins, pounding in my head. “What?”

      “He was there,” Bodhi went on, pointing upward weakly. “Next to me. Already dead. Bloody, too. Like someone beat him with a baseball bat before stringing him up.”

      The image made my stomach lurch, and I felt that one bite of blueberry muffin rise in the back of my throat. I tried to think rationally. “Let me get this straight. Three days after I dream that Caroline drowned in a bathtub, just like Kali, you suddenly see Patrick being hung up in his own house.”

      Bodhi squeezed his eyes shut as if trying to banish the thought from his mind. He lay still on the newly installed wood flooring, his hands still resting on his throat. I brushed his curls back, wondering what would’ve happened to Bodhi if I hadn’t been around to put the ladder back up.

      “Bodhi.”

      “Hmm?”

      “I don’t think this is a coincidence.”

      He opened one eye to study me. “Meaning?”

      “At first, I thought I dreamt of Caroline in the bath because that’s how Kali died. Now I think she’s been trying to tell us how she and Patrick were killed.”

      Bodhi propped himself up on his elbows. He looked like hell thawed out, but at least he was no longer in immediate danger. “Bailey, what are the odds that Caroline died the exact same way as Kali?”

      “In Caroline’s case, I don’t think it was an accident.”

      Bodhi looked nauseous at the implication, a pale green tint coloring his features. “It does have a perverse romance to it, doesn’t it? Christopher and Elizabeth drown at sea. Their kids suffocate to death in different ways. Whoever did this was sick in the head, Bailey.”

      “No doubt, but knowing how the Winchester children died doesn’t help us figure out who in town wanted to kill them.”

      Bodhi sighed and looked up at the support beams. “Caroline?” he called. “I know you’re there. We could really use a hint that doesn’t involve bodily harm, if you don’t mind.”

      Upstairs, several doors slammed in quick succession. Caroline was listening in. Carefully, I helped Bodhi to his feet. He swayed, leaning heavily on me. I steadied him against the wall.

      “You okay?”

      “Head rush,” he said. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      Together, we climbed the stairs. In the hallway, the door to each bedroom and bathroom was closed except for one. Caroline’s bedroom lured us toward it, but we hesitated in the landing. I had yet to find the time to pick the books up from the floor. They lay abandoned, spines cracked and pages torn, as though waiting for someone to light a match and set them ablaze. I frowned at the continued absence of her journals. We hadn’t found them in the house, and I strongly suspected that someone had confiscated them from the premises.

      A small paperback fell from the broken bookshelf, joining its brethren on the floor. Bodhi jumped, bracing himself against the door frame in anticipation of a bigger event, but nothing else moved. I stepped through the wreckage and knelt to pick up the book.

      “What is it?” asked Bodhi from the hallway.

      I held up the paperback to show him the mournful painted face on the front cover.

      “Ethan Frome.”
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      Bodhi and I sat at the card table in the empty living room, nursing our cold cups of coffee. I skimmed through the pages of Ethan Frome, wondering if Caroline had left another hint between the front and back covers. The margins were full of notes, and I recognized the cramped handwriting as Caroline’s own, but there were no clues as to why she led us to the book.

      “Why don’t we just ask Ethan if he knows anything?” Bodhi suggested. A faint red line had appeared around his neck, as though the noose that had strung him from the ceiling earlier had really been there.

      “Obviously, he knows something,” I countered, flipping to the last few pages. I’d filled Bodhi in on my interesting conversation with Jane Lacroix that morning. “Otherwise, why would Caroline have given us his name? God, this book is depressing.”

      “Why, what happens?”

      “It’s about this guy who pines over his sick wife’s cousin,” I summarized. I remembered reading the short novel in high school, but the ending was what stuck in my mind. “He has no money to run away with her, and he feels bad for wanting to leave his wife, so they decide to make a suicide pact. Neither one of them actually dies though. Ethan walks with a limp, the cousin becomes paralyzed, and both of them ironically end up in the care of Ethan’s wife to live the rest of their miserable lives together.”

      “Cheery.”

      I tossed the book across the card table. It slid off the edge and landed on the floor with a light thump. “We can’t just roast Ethan for information. Talking about the Winchesters upsets him. Besides, we don’t know if he’s on our side or not.”

      “Ethan?” said Bodhi incredulously. “Are you kidding? You were the one who told me how devastated he was after the Winchesters died. Now you think he was in on it?”

      “All I know is that a murderer has been on the loose in Black Bay for almost twenty years.” Reluctantly, I picked the book off the floor and studied the cover. “And Ethan already knows about Caroline.”

      Bodhi rubbed the welts on his neck. “He hasn’t mentioned anything about it since that day I fell off the roof.”

      “Maybe he didn’t buy our explanation.”

      “This is silly,” said Bodhi. “If we can’t ask Ethan what he knows, how the hell are we supposed to figure out what Caroline meant by giving us that book?”

      The muffins were stale now. I swallowed a chewy morsel before discarding the rest in a garbage bag full of construction waste. “I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it.”

      He threw me a skeptical glance. “Okay. Hit me with it.”

      “Ethan’s fiancée told me that he had drinking and gambling problems after his father died,” I explained. “He eventually sought help. As you and I already know, he used to visit Doctor Marx on a regular basis. I saw his file in her office during my last appointment. What if we were able to get our hands on it?”

      Bodhi narrowed his eyes. “You want to break into a psychologist’s office and steal confidential medical records?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you think that’s easier and safer than casually asking Ethan if there’s anything he’d like to tell us?”

      Ethan Frome fixed me with an accusing stare from his two-dimensional home on the cover of the paperback. I turned the novel over so that he faced the table instead.

      “Listen,” I said to Bodhi. “Doctor Marx and her secretary both take their lunch hour at the same time. We could sneak in, have a look at Ethan’s file, and get out of there before Doctor Marx even orders a drink.”

      “You’re forgetting something. How are we supposed to get in without a key?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please. This is Black Bay. Who here ever locks their doors?”

      “We could go to prison for something like this.”

      “Oh, come on.” I nudged Bodhi’s leg beneath the table. “Like you’ve never been arrested before.”

      He jabbed the table with his index finger to emphasize his following point. “Getting booked for trespassing because you were peacefully protesting and practicing civil disobedience is entirely different from accessing medical records that don’t pertain to your own self.”

      “Whatever you say, Ghandi.”

      “Bailey, I’m serious.”

      “So am I,” I declared. I gestured to the red marks around his neck. “Look at your neck, Bodhi. Look at my ankle. Or my arm. Or my knees. How long before Caroline loses her patience entirely and kills one of us?”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s a possibility,” I insisted. “She’s proved time and time again that she has no problem with injuring us, even if we are trying to help her. Do you want to figure this out or do you want to become the next ghost that haunts the Winchester house?”

      Bodhi toyed with a rip in the plastic covering of the card table. I stayed quiet, waiting out his response. I’d already made up my mind. With or without Bodhi, I was going to Doctor Marx’s office, but it would be a lot easier if I had someone to act as a lookout.

      “I know that look,” Bodhi said, regarding me from across the table.

      “What look?” I asked innocently.

      “That smirk on your face,” he clarified. “That’s the same face you make every time you’ve decided to do something outrageous. Like jump off a cliff in Santorini.”

      “Admit it,” I said, grinning. “That was the most fun you’ve ever had. Besides, I only did it to impress you. You were the one with an adrenaline addiction. Whatever happened to that?”

      “I grew up.”

      “Hardly. Come on,” I wheedled. “It’s nearly noon. We could be there and back in less than an hour, potentially armed with new information about the Winchesters. What say you?”

      Bodhi considered the mischievous look on my face, one eyebrow raised. Then he threw up his hands in defeat. “Aye,” he said wearily.

      “Aye!” I cried in triumph, rising from my seat at the table. “Wow. We haven’t done that bit in a while. Feels good, doesn’t it?”

      Bodhi rolled his eyes and got to his feet. “Come on, you nutcase. Let’s get this over with.”

      

      Bodhi drove us into town. The locals waved as we passed by, recognizing our familiar white truck. We pulled into the crowded parking lot of the fresh market across the street from Doctor Marx’s office. Bodhi piloted the truck into a free space behind a long, blue dumpster, craning his neck to get a better look at our target.

      “This is foolproof,” he muttered, shrinking in the driver’s seat as people around us loaded up their groceries. “No one’s going to see us at all.”

      “Shh.” I watched the door to Doctor Marx’s office. It was five minutes until noon. “As soon as Doctor Marx leaves, we’ll go in. That way, we have plenty of time to read through Ethan’s file.”

      “Bailey, no one’s going to believe that we’re just here for groceries,” he snapped. He glanced out the side window, where a mother strapped twin boys into the booster seats of her minivan. She waved cheerily to Bodhi, who gave a tight-lipped smile as he waved back.

      “Would you rather stay in the car?”

      “No!”

      “Then stop complaining.”

      I kept my eyes trained on the door, occasionally checking the clock radio. Sure enough, right at twelve, the office door swung open. Doctor Marx and her secretary emerged from the small building, strolled down the street, and disappeared around the corner. I turned to Bodhi.

      “Here we go.”

      As soon as we stepped out of the truck, I linked my arm through Bodhi’s. “Smile,” I told him. The worried lines between his eyebrows were no good for our cover. “Pretend we’re out for a stroll.”

      His lips tilted upward ever-so-slightly.

      “Convincing,” I said.

      Together, we crossed the road. Traffic was light. Most of Black Bay was still at work, with the exception of a few stay-at-home moms shopping for back-to-school items with their kids. Bodhi and I edged around Doctor Marx’s office, ignoring the glass-paneled door with the practice’s name printed in white font. There was an emergency exit around the back side of the building, which gave us a better opportunity to keep our mission covert. I tugged on the handle, and the door swung forward easily.

      “I told you,” I said to Bodhi with a hint of satisfaction.

      “Just get inside.”

      The office was empty and dark. Without Doctor Marx’s soothing presence and the annoying fluorescent lights overhead, it felt like an entirely different place. Even the Zen waterfall was still and quiet. Behind Doctor Marx’s desk, the filing cabinet waited like a soldier at attention. I rolled Doctor Marx’s office chair out of the way and tried to pull the top drawer of the filing cabinet open. It stubbornly protested.

      “That’s that,” said Bodhi. “Can we go now?”

      I shot him a look. “You have no faith in me.”

      I upended a decorative can of pens sitting on Doctor Marx’s desk. Sure enough, there was a paper clip at the bottom. With a dramatic flourish for Bodhi’s benefit, I shoved it into the filing cabinet lock. After a few seconds of maneuvering the paper clip around, the drawer sprang open with a gratifying click. I took a bow then rifled through the files, looking for Ethan’s name.

      “Watch the front door,” I told Bodhi.

      He obeyed, heading out to the waiting room and perching on the arm of one of the uncomfortable chairs to peek out of the vertical blinds on the front windows. Meanwhile, I searched the files as rapidly as possible. Ethan’s name hadn’t appeared as quickly as I’d liked, even though I could’ve sworn I’d seen his file in the top drawer. I growled in frustration and checked the next drawer down. No luck. On a whim, I knelt down and yanked open the bottom drawer. I was rewarded with the sight of Ethan’s file, stuffed haphazardly at the very back, and extracted the manila folder.

      It was thinner than I expected. The other patient files boasted pages upon pages of Doctor Marx’s notes, copies of prescriptions, and official insurance documents. Ethan’s folder felt light. I sat down at Doctor Marx’s desk to leaf through it. The doctor’s notes were organized by date, starting with the most recent, so I took one from the bottom of the pile. It was dated January fifth of 1996. From Caroline’s journals, I knew that Ethan’s father had died roughly a year before. Had he waited that long to seek help?

      

      Date of Exam: 1/5/1996

      Patient Name: Powell, Ethan

      

      Ethan presents with a history of a manic mood type. His associated symptoms include decreased need for sleep and repeated hypomanic episodes. He reports feeling “off” since the death of his father in January of last year, increases in compulsive and addictive behavior, and lapses in memory. His disturbances began or have been occurring for six months. Ethan reports feeling strained over his position at the local lumber mill. He was unable to keep the business afloat on his own. He feels that he has let his father and grandfather down by relinquishing ownership of the family business to another party. Ethan reports mixed melancholia and rage at being demoted to a shift supervisor. Current stressors include work environment, pressure to please his significant other, and economic anxiety despite the monetary benefits of his recent business sale.

      

      I flipped the note over, hoping there was more information about the lumber mill on the back, but Doctor Marx’s concise reports moved on to a suggested treatment plan instead. Nowadays, Ethan owned and managed Powell’s Lumber Mill, but from the hints in Ethan’s file, it hadn’t always been that way. Apparently, Christopher Winchester finally managed to convince Ethan to give up the family business, but at what price? Ethan was blatantly displeased with the route his professional life had taken. According to more of Doctor Marx’s progress reports, he took that frustration out through less than productive methods.

      

      Date of Exam: 3/7/1996

      Patient Name: Powell, Ethan

      

      Ethan reports his mood is much improved but cannot recall what made him feel so angry last week. In comparison to his morose attitude during our last session, he is hyperverbal, speaking rapidly, and gesticulating as he talks. Ethan’s version of his recent social interactions are at odds with eyewitness facts. He claims to have reconciled with his previous fiancée in a recent public meeting. However, witnesses report that the couple argued and the meeting ended when Ethan’s fiancée abruptly stormed out. In addition, Ethan claims to have come to terms with his new position at the lumber mill, but records indicate that he has not been present at work for the past two weeks.

      

      Date of Exam: 4/15/1996

      Patient Name: Powell, Ethan

      

      Ethan blatantly exhibits signs and symptoms of worsening alcohol addiction and compulsive gambling. He reports fatigue and depression and hints that he has engaged in self-harming activities. Ethan appears increasingly paler and skinnier with each of our visits, and he often has dark circles under his eyes. In addition, a distinct smell of vodka enters the room when he does, but he vehemently avoids any questions, no matter how subtly delivered, that have to do with his possible addictions.

      

      My brow crinkled as I read through Doctor Marx’s notes. The Ethan Powell I knew was always jovial, kind, and helpful. It was hard to believe that he was once so volatile, unreliable, and inconsistent. Did his father’s death really provoke such mania in him? And if so, what happened to inspire Ethan to change his ways?

      In the waiting room, the vertical blinds rattled noisily. Bodhi retreated from the window and poked his head into the office.

      “Bailey!” he hissed. “Incoming. Doctor Marx’s secretary is on her way back.”

      “What?” I checked my watch. “It’s only been fifteen minutes!”

      “She probably forgot something. Let’s go.”

      I shook off Bodhi’s grip as he tried to steer me toward the back exit. “One more minute. I think we’re on to something here.”

      Bodhi glanced out to the waiting room, his eyes popping with alarm. “Are you insane? Put Ethan’s file back and let’s get out of here.”

      “In a second.”

      I scanned Ethan’s most recent progress report, reading through it as fast as humanly possible. If the scant file was any indication, Ethan hadn’t returned to talk out his problems with Doctor Marx since the date of his last visit.

      

      Date of Exam: 9/23/1996

      Patient Name: Powell, Ethan

      

      Ethan continues to improve. He reports greater control over impulsive thoughts and increased ability to think rationally. He appears healthy, calm, and collective today, speaking evenly without excessive fidgeting. He continues to frankly address the matter of his addictions and credits the town’s recent tragedy as the motivation he needed to better himself. Ethan claims that this event caused him to “wake up” and realize that he had been squandering his potential. He has taken an active role in helping the locals recover from the tragedy, and those who interact with Ethan on a daily basis report that he plays a crucial part in Black Bay’s readjustment efforts.

      

      At the bottom of the page, Doctor Marx had listed a number of weekly dates. Next to each one, she had scribbled “session canceled and rescheduled by patient.” A blue sticky note was stuck to the back of the progress report, display one last brief detail concerning Ethan Powell.

      

      10/29/1996: Ethan visited the office without an appointment today. He was in good spirits, thanked me for all I had done for him, and announced that he no longer required our weekly sessions. Though I encouraged him to schedule a checkup with me in six months, he politely declined. I wish him all the best.

      

      The bell over the front entrance chimed as Doctor Marx’s secretary let herself in.

      “Bailey!” Bodhi pleaded in a low whisper, propping the back door open with his foot and gesturing through it.

      I hastily shoved Doctor Marx’s notes into the manila folder and wedged it back into its place in the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet, but when I kicked the drawer shut, it echoed with a metallic clang through the office. I winced.

      “Hello?” called the secretary. The click of her heels stalled in the waiting room, as though she had stopped moving to listen for other irregular noises.

      “Let’s go,” mouthed Bodhi silently.

      I tiptoed toward the back door, praying that apprehension rooted Doctor Marx’s secretary to her spot in the waiting room. But when I heard the tap of her heels across the floor again, growing more audible as she neared the door to the office, I dove for the exit, dragging Bodhi along behind me. We sprinted around the corner of the building before the door had even swung shut. My walking boot skidded across a patch of loose gravel in the parking lot. Bodhi caught me under my armpits before I fell, but with the squeak of the back door’s hinges, I knew we didn’t have enough time to make it across the street to the supermarket before the secretary caught sight of us. Hunched over, I tugged Bodhi into the landscaping that bordered the building, pressing him flat against the uncomfortable bed of redwood mulch.

      Through the leaves of the dense bushes, we watched as the secretary’s black pumps crossed the blacktop toward our hiding space. She paused on the other side of the shrubbery that concealed us, pivoting to check her surroundings. Bodhi’s breath hiccupped. I clapped a hand over his mouth and put a finger to my lips. His chest rose and fell like a vibrating drumhead beneath me, but he stayed quiet. After the longest minute of my life, the secretary sighed, turned, and went back inside.

      Air whooshed out of my lungs in relief. I’d been holding my breath without realizing it. I rested my head against Bodhi’s chest, trying to mellow out. He moved my hand from his lips.

      “That was close.”

      “You’re telling me,” I murmured.

      “You were right though,” he said, shifting underneath me.

      “About what?”

      Bodhi pushed himself to his elbows so that he could look at me. “This was a fun adrenaline rush. But do you know what would make it even better?”

      “What’s that?” I asked, confused.

      He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      “Oh my gosh.” I smacked his shoulder lightly, shoving myself up from the ground so that we were no longer pressed together. “Bodhi!”

      He laughed and got to his feet. “I’m only saying!”

      I brushed mulch off of Bodhi’s back, trying to keep the grin off my face. This was a reconnaissance mission after all, and we couldn’t afford to get caught for goofing off now. As we darted across the street to the supermarket parking lot and jumped in the truck, the mood grew serious again.

      “So?” Bodhi prompted as the ignition turned over and the truck roared to life. “What did you find out?”

      I squinted as a cloud shifted, spraying sunshine through the windshield. “That Ethan wasn’t always the guy we know today. He had a lot of problems after his dad died. Alcohol, gambling, arguing with his fiancée.”

      Bodhi steered the truck out of the parking lot. “That doesn’t really explain why he would want to hurt Patrick and Caroline.”

      “Maybe not,” I agreed. “But one of the reasons his health deteriorated so quickly was because the lumber mill was failing under his ownership and Chris Winchester bought it out from under him.”

      “So he might’ve had a grudge against the Winchesters,” Bodhi speculated. “That doesn’t mean he killed their kids.”

      “I just find it all too convenient that a month after the Winchesters died, Ethan’s suddenly back on his feet and feeling better than ever,” I said, recalling the date on the last progress report. “People don’t learn to cope with mental illness in a month, Bodhi. Something doesn’t add up.”

      As we trundled along the main road, I spotted a familiar figure walking along the sidewalk. It was Jane, holding a plastic bag with the name of the local used bookstore printed on its side. At the sight of her, my conversation with Ethan from several days ago echoed in my mind. He claimed to have been with Jane on the night the Winchesters died. If there was anyone who could confirm or deny that, it was Jane herself.

      “Bodhi, slow down,” I requested, rolling down my window. The truck braked, and I waved to the woman on the sidewalk. “Hey, Jane!”

      Jane glanced up. When she saw who was in the truck, she waved merrily and crossed the grass to lean in through the window. “Long time, no see,” she joked.

      “Want a ride?” I offered.

      “Do I!” Jane opened the door behind me and hopped into the truck. “Whew! Thank goodness for the pair of you. This summer must be breaking all kind of heat records.” She slid to the center of the bench seat, resting her elbows on the console between me and Bodhi. “You must be Bodhi,” she said, offering her hand as Bodhi pulled away from the curb. “I’m Jane Lacroix. Bailey and I met this morning.”

      Bodhi shook hands over his shoulder without looking away from the road. “So she told me. I hear you’re a fan of the blog. Where can we drop you off?”

      “At the high school, please,” said Jane. “Can you believe summer’s nearly over? I spent the whole week reorganizing my classroom.”

      “I’m almost glad,” I said. “Bodhi and I can’t wait for the cooler weather. It’s hell renovating a house in this heat.”

      “I can’t imagine!”

      We drove past the park, where volunteers were putting the final touches on the venue for the summer festival the following afternoon. One man lined the flag football field with fresh white paint. A woman with a pig snout printed on her black apron manned a mammoth barbeque smoker. On the modest stage, two volunteers worked in tandem to raise a colorful banner advertising the twentieth Winchester Celebration.

      In the backseat, Jane clicked her tongue. “I can’t believe it’s been twenty years already. Sometimes, it feels like the Winchesters just died yesterday.”

      Bodhi and I exchanged loaded looks.

      “Have you read my recent blog posts?” I ventured carefully.

      “Of course I have,” replied Jane. “I love that you’ve done a few pieces on the Winchesters. God, it’s nice to think about them again. I joined the book club because of Liz, you know. She was something else.”

      “I’d like to continue writing about them,” I said, hoping that my tone felt light and casual. Bodhi’s hands tensed on the steering wheel as though anticipating my next sentence. “With the anniversary approaching, I want to do something that commemorates their influence on Black Bay. A tribute of sorts.”

      “That would be lovely.”

      “I thought so too.” I pivoted in my seat to look Jane in the eye. “Here’s the thing, Jane. I want to gather as much information as possible before I publish anything. That way I don’t flub the whole thing. You wouldn’t happen to remember anything about that day, would you?”

      Jane’s perfectly plucked eyebrows scrunched together. “I remember that day vividly, but I’m afraid none of my recollections pertain to the Winchesters themselves.”

      “Oh?” I said, feigning ignorance. “What happened?”

      “Ethan invited himself over for an early dinner,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’d broken off our engagement months before, but he spent a good long time begging me to take him back before the Winchesters died. Anyway, he promised that he’d finally stopped drinking, but he turned up at my apartment smelling like the floor of a distillery.”

      “That’s no good,” said Bodhi sympathetically.

      “It sure wasn’t,” agreed Jane. “Ethan stormed out, and I cried myself to sleep nice and early. I didn’t even hear about the Winchesters until the next morning, right after I got a call from the police telling me that Ethan had run his truck into a telephone pole late that night.”

      “Ethan left?” I asked. “He wasn’t with you that night?”

      “We didn’t even make it to the appetizers,” Jane recalled wistfully. “Total waste. I threw out an entire platter of stuffed grape leaves. I didn’t have the heart to eat them myself.”

      Bodhi reached across the console to hold my hand. The gesture was casual enough—Jane had no reason to suspect anything of it—but Bodhi’s cold fingers and racing pulse said everything that we were currently unable to voice out loud.
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      As soon as we dropped Jane off at the high school, waving as she disappeared with her bag full of books through the front doors, Bodhi stepped on the gas pedal. The truck growled as we pulled a rough U-turn and barreled toward the bluff.

      “Ethan told you he was with her all night?” Bodhi asked, his eyes fixed to the road in front of him. The speed limit through most of Black Bay was twenty-five miles per hour. I grabbed the handhold above the door as we roared past startled pedestrians.

      “That’s what he said,” I confirmed.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Bodhi, but his words didn’t match his actions as he cut off a Jeep in the main roundabout and sped off. “It was a difficult night for all of Black Bay. Maybe Ethan just doesn’t remember it correctly.”

      “Or he needed a cover story,” I suggested instead. “Face it, Bodhi. Ethan had a motive. He wanted to get back at the Winchesters for taking over his business. And now we’ve just discovered that he lied about his alibi. Do you really still think that he’s innocent?”

      A traffic light ahead turned yellow. Bodhi floored it, and the truck shot through the intersection just as the opposing light flickered green. “Don’t you think the police would’ve opened a murder investigation if there was any evidence that Ethan was up to no good?”

      “Not if the entire incident looked like an accident,” I pointed out. “You said it yourself. The whole town thinks the family died in a boat crash, including Patrick and Caroline.”

      “We’re missing something,” said Bodhi. We finally cleared the shopping district, and Bodhi sped up even more as we passed through Black Bay’s one and only neighborhood. “I don’t know what, but we sure as hell don’t have all the puzzle pieces, Bailey.”

      Ahead, the space between the trees marked where pavement gave way to packed dirt and the road swiveled upward to the Winchester house. As we plunged into the shadows of the forest that blanketed the side of the bluff, the truck’s tires drifted over the dirt. The tail end cut loose, and Bodhi wrenched the steering wheel to correct our path.

      “Baby, slow down,” I warned, bracing my hands on the dashboard.

      He eased off the gas ever-so-slightly, but we still careened up the hill at a hazardous pace. “What do we do now?” he asked. “Do we go to the police with this?”

      “It’s not the police I want to talk to.”

      Bodhi threw a sharp look at me. “You want to ask Caroline first, don’t you?”

      I watched the trees whiz by, blurring together in a haze of dark greens and shadowy browns. “She is the one who convinced us to look into this whole mess.”

      “To be honest, I would’ve been perfectly happy living in blissful ignorance,” grumbled Bodhi. “What I wouldn’t give to believe all four of the Winchesters really did die in a tragic boat accident.”

      The sunlight filtering in through the trees vanished, darkening the path in front of us. I glanced skyward. Roiling black clouds were moving in over the town. It felt like an omen. Would the storm dissipate by the following afternoon, or would the Winchester celebration be ironically rained out?

      “That’s why we’re doing this, isn’t it?” I asked Bodhi. “Because the Winchesters deserve to be at peace?”

      “I thought we were doing it because a homicidal teenaged ghost threatened to kill us if we didn’t,” Bodhi bit back.

      “Fair point.”

      The truck surged over a steep incline. As we crested the small hill, a bolt of lightning flashed across the sky. I looked up, watching as the energy boomeranged through the clouds. When I glanced back down at the front windshield, a truly terrible sight waited for me to notice it. Milo stood in the middle of the road, coated in blood.

      “Bodhi, stop!”

      With an incoherent yell, Bodhi slammed both feet on the brake pedal. The truck’s tires locked up, but our ballistic momentum propelled us across the merciless dirt road. Bodhi’s arm flew out, slamming me against the passenger seat, and he yanked the steering wheel to the left. The entire truck turned sideways, slowing us further, but Milo was still in harm’s way. He stood stock-still in the middle of the road, blood pouring from a gash in his head. The vacant expression of his startling blue eyes was the last thing I saw before we careened into him.

      With a horrible thump, Milo bounced off the passenger side window. I screamed, sobbing at the bloody imprint his face left on the glass. Finally, the truck skidded to a halt, and I threw open the door to leap out of the truck. Milo lay in the space between two spruce trees, his legs bent at an unnatural angle. I raced over, throwing myself to the ground.

      “Milo! Milo!”

      Bodhi slammed the door of the truck closed with unnecessary force. “Christ! What was he doing in the middle of the road? We all could’ve died!”

      I bent over Milo. He was unconscious, and I didn’t want to move him in case the impact had somehow affected his spine. Behind me, Bodhi dialed 911.

      “Hello? We’ve just hit someone. Yes, with a car!” His voice pitched and cracked as he paced back and forth, glancing down at Milo’s unmoving body. “Halfway up the road to the bluff. Please come quickly. No, he’s not responsive. Bailey, is he breathing?”

      I leaned over Milo, furiously wiping my eyes to clear my clouded vision. Milo’s chest was still. I moved closer, reaching out to press my fingers gingerly to his throat in order to find a pulse, but as soon as I made contact with his blood-soaked skin, Milo inhaled sharply. I yelped, scrambling away from him. His hand shot toward me at an impossible pace and wrapped around my wrist so tightly that my fingers throbbed. Milo dragged me downward, bringing my face within an inch of the horror of his own.

      “We’re running out of time,” he whispered, the words bubbling as though his airway was restricted. “Tomorrow.”

      “What’s tomorrow?” I asked, heaving for breath as I tried to ignore the coating of blood on Milo’s long blond eyelashes. “Milo, stay with me.”

      Milo’s eyes rolled back as his head lolled on his neck.

      “He’s going to pass out,” Bodhi said. Whether the information was for me or for the emergency dispatchers on the phone, I didn’t know. Regardless, Bodhi’s prediction was completely incorrect.

      Milo’s head snapped upright. He ripped himself out of my grasp, stumbling to his feet, and stabilized himself against a tree. A smudged bloody handprint marred the bark.

      “What the hell are you doing, man?” Bodhi shouted as Milo staggered through the trees.

      He looked back at us, a crazed embodiment of hell itself.

      “Tomorrow,” he rasped.

      And then he was gone, swallowed by the darkness of the woods. The heavens opened up, and fat raindrops fell from above, soaking us to the skin within seconds as we stood in shocked silence beside the dented truck.

      

      I watched from beneath the overhang of the Winchester house as Bodhi spoke to Black Bay’s fire department team. They arrived on the scene shortly after Milo ran off, searched the surrounding woods for hours, and found neither hide nor hair of him. No footprints. No trail of blood. No indication at all that we had met Milo on our way back up to the house. Even the blood on the side of the truck had been washed away by the rain.

      The thunderstorm had fully unleashed its wrath. Rain poured off of the roof in buckets, turning the front yard into a mudslide. It hammered on the top of Bodhi’s big yellow umbrella as the wind threatened to yank the small bit of coverage right out of Bodhi’s capable hands. The words exchanged between Bodhi and the fire captain were lost in the rolling thunder, but even from a distance, I could see that the captain was frustrated and confused. I didn’t blame the guy. His squad had braved the narrow, slippery road, the top of the truck trimming the overhanging branches off of the trees, for what appeared to be a false alarm.

      The conversation wrapped up, and Bodhi nodded his thanks to the fire captain as the thick man stepped up into the truck. As they drove off, tires squelching through the mud, Bodhi jogged over to me. Beneath the overhang, he shook the excess rain off the umbrella. It hadn’t done him much good. The wind blew the rain sideways, drenching him from the shoulders down.

      “Well?” I prompted as Bodhi shucked off his sopping shirt. It landed with a wet plop on the wood decking.

      “I’m pretty sure the captain thinks we’re pulling his leg,” reported Bodhi. He shook out his damp curls like an overexcited dog. His hair had grown well past his chin now. In Black Bay’s clean-cut community, Bodhi’s casual nature boy look stood out like a sore thumb.

      “Meanwhile, Milo’s out there somewhere.” I squinted into the woods, but the heavy rain shrouded the view beyond the front yard in a gray curtain. “Hurt and bleeding.”

      “What did he mean anyway?” asked Bodhi. He picked up his shirt and wrung it out. “We’re running out of time. To do what? What’s happening tomorrow?”

      I draped a dry bath towel across Bodhi’s shoulders. “The summer festival is the only thing I can think of, but why would Milo care about that? He’s made it perfectly obvious that he doesn’t care for the local color.”

      Bodhi tugged me forward, nuzzling my shoulder. The soft, terry towel felt cool and comforting against my cheek as I linked my hands around the small of Bodhi’s back. We stood like that on the deck, a moment of peace tucked safely away from the turbulent weather.

      “Let’s go inside,” I murmured. Bodhi nodded and pushed the front door open for us, but as soon as we stepped over the threshold, it became obvious that Milo wasn’t the only distraught soul on the bluff that day.

      Conversation and song blared in the first floor hallway, as though one of us had left the television on at full volume, but the old 90s era TV in the office didn’t have the power to fill every corner of the massive house with sound. Something—or someone—amplified the audio, and the melodious peal of Caroline’s laughter reverberated so loudly it felt as though the house itself was alive and emoting.

      “Alex!” cried Caroline’s voice, followed by an immediate giggle.

      “Shh. You’ll wake someone.”

      Bodhi and I looked at each other. At the same time, we broke into a run toward the office where the television was. The front door banged shut behind us, although I didn’t know if it was an effect of the wind or Caroline’s temper. We skidded across the floor into the office and watched the action on the television screen with mounting confusion.

      It was footage from one of the Winchesters’ home videos that I hadn’t seen yet, but instead of playing straight through, the tape rewound itself over and over to show the same ten seconds of film. On the screen, Alexander Lido twirled Caroline around a candlelit glen in the dark woods while Alanis Morissette crooned from a small, battery-powered boom box. He wore a tuxedo jacket over a black T-shirt and jeans with a red rose pinned to the pocket. Caroline danced about in a flowing white nightgown, a matching corsage around her wrist. Above them, stars twinkled in the cloudless night sky. The moon shone down, highlighting the couple’s smiles as Alex pulled Caroline close and kissed her. Then the tape rewound again.

      “Alex!” Caroline laughed as Alex dipped her dangerously low to the ground, his strong arms firm around her waist to prevent her nightgown from sweeping through the dirt.

      “Shh,” he said, the joy of their taboo nighttime caper evident in the upward tilt of his lips. “You’ll wake someone.”

      They twirled. They kissed. The tape rewound again.

      Bodhi crossed the office, stepping over the fallen grandfather clock, and pushed the eject button on the VHS player. Nothing happened. The footage played on. He tried the volume control next, but Caroline’s giggles intensified instead.

      “What does she want?” he asked me, studying the screen.

      My heart cracked a little more with every additional viewing of Alex and Caroline’s dance. “Something she can’t have probably.”

      The footage lagged, distorting Alex and Caroline’s voices. They whirled in slow motion, Caroline’s nightgown rippling around her legs like wispy clouds. The tape rewound and played again, this time even slower.

      “I already talked to Alex, Caroline,” I shouted over the twenty-year-old warped dialogue. “He doesn’t know anything else.”

      The tape rewound.

      “Alex!” called Caroline.

      Again.

      “Alex!”

      Bodhi covered his ears. With every repetition, Caroline’s altered voice sounded more and more like a morbid call from beyond the grave. The video froze, focused on Alex’s laughing face, and white noise drowned out even the thunderous downpour outside.

      “Just a guess,” Bodhi yelled over the deafening hiss of the TV. “But I think she wants us to talk to Alex again.”

      As soon as he finished his sentence, the television went black. The abrupt absence of static was a welcome respite, and I let out a relieved sigh.

      “I’ll drive down to Lido’s,” I told Bodhi. “You stay here.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because if Milo comes back, at least someone will be around to take care of him,” I said. I left the office, pausing just long enough to fetch my raincoat from the small closet beneath the stairs. Bodhi followed me out.

      “Then you stay here,” he suggested. “The road is too muddy. You’ll spin out. Not to mention how terrible visibility is right now. I’ll go talk to Alex.”

      I swung the raincoat over my still damp shoulders and freed my hair from the collar. “I can drive a truck, Bodhi. Besides, I’ve already met Alex. He’s more likely to talk to me.”

      Bodhi tracked me to the front door as I picked up the truck’s keys from the card table. “What are you supposed to ask him, Bailey? ‘Hey, Alex. I was just wondering. Do you happen to know if Ethan Powell murdered your high school girlfriend?’”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly how I’m going to phrase it,” I said sarcastically, pulling my hood over my head. “Maybe Milo’s message shook me up, but it feels like Caroline’s getting more and more desperate. We need answers. Soon.”

      I yanked open the front door and stepped out onto the deck, but Bodhi pulled me backward. “Bodhi, let me—”

      He silenced me with a kiss, tilting my chin up with the tips of his fingers. Heat rose in my belly as his other hand roamed beneath the raincoat and found my bare skin. Then he pulled away, panting, and cradled my face between his palms.

      “Be careful,” he murmured quietly.

      “I will,” I promised. “If I’m not back in an hour, come find me.”

      And without looking back, I plunged into the deluge.

      

      The road into town promised more than just a muddy ride. The truck slipped and slid through the trees as I guided it downward. Muck splattered the windows, smeared by force of the rain, and by the time I reached the bottom of the bluff, the muscles between my shoulder blades ached from the effort of keeping the truck upright. When I finally took to the asphalt, steering toward Lido’s restaurant, I watched the truck kick sludge from its tires in the rearview mirror in relief.

      I drove as fast as I dared in such tricky conditions. This was the worst storm I’d seen since we moved to Black Bay, and it took its toll on the town. Locals sprinted for cover as heavy branches fell from the trees. Near the supermarket, a trash can tipped over and rolled down the street, spewing garbage into the gutters. In the park, one corner of the Winchester celebration banner had come unpinned. It flapped mercilessly in the brutal wind.

      Half the town had sought refuge at Lido’s. The parking lot was full, so I left the truck on the curb and powered through the weather to reach the entrance. The bell chimed overhead but went unheard. It was barely five o’clock, and the restaurant already bustled with conversation, music, sports commentary from the televisions, and the raging storm outside. I bypassed the host’s stand, ignoring the curious looks from the crowd waiting to be seated, and craned my neck to see over the heads of those sitting at the bar. At the end near the register, Alex towered over the patrons, expertly mixing cocktails and pouring beer. I made a beeline for him.

      “Alex!” I called over the hum of the restaurant. He made no indication that he’d heard me, carrying on a boisterous discourse over the fate of the Mariners with a young couple sitting at the bar. I waved furiously, trying to get his attention. “Alex!”

      He looked up. “Bailey! Glad to see you’ve weathered the storm. What can I get you?”

      I shook my head, squishing myself between two occupied bar stools. The customers on either side of me scooched over to give me a wide berth, avoiding the drip of water from my raincoat. “I don’t want a drink. Can I talk to you? In private?”

      Alex glanced around the busy bar. “I’m a little occupied at the moment.”

      “Please,” I persisted. Beside me, a man nursing a glass of whiskey eyed me appreciatively despite my wet rat appearance. “It’s about Caroline.”

      Alex’s gaze snapped to mine. I rearranged my expression to look as earnest as possible, hoping to convince him to speak with me.

      “Two minutes,” I promised, holding up a peace sign.

      He ducked under the end of the bar, jerking his head toward a back door. I shouldered past a group of thirty-somethings, all wearing Black Bay community center baseball jerseys, and met Alex at the rear of the hectic restaurant. He held the door open for me, and I dodged through it, emerging onto an empty patio. Clear plastic drop panels sheltered the space from the rain, but the noise of the storm was so clamorous that no Lido’s customers decorated the tables here. On a sunny day, with its unobstructed view of the marina and the bay beyond, the patio would’ve been a perfect place for a lazy meal.

      Alex pulled out a chair for me, but I shook my head. I was too anxious to sit down.

      “What’s this about?” he asked, concern wrinkling the lines on his forehead.

      I paced back and forth beside the outdoor minibar, seriously considering swiping a bottle of rum for courage. “I need to ask you something about Caroline, but first, you have to promise to keep this conversation between us.”

      Alex’s dark eyebrows furrowed. “This isn’t for your blog, is it?”

      “That depends,” I said. My hands trembled and I clenched my fingers to stop them from shaking. “What answer will encourage you to tell me the truth?”

      “When it comes to Caroline, I don’t have anything to lie about.”

      “A video I found at the house would imply differently,” I said.

      Alex froze, his deep blue eyes hardening beneath his ball cap.

      “The one of the two of you dancing?”

      “I know the video,” he whispered, glancing furtively toward the door that led back to the main section of the restaurant. “But you don’t understand.”

      “Did she know she was being taped?”

      “Yes!” he insisted. “It was her idea. She said it was for posterity, since we never got to go to a real prom. She hid it underneath the window seat in her bedroom, but her parents found it when they were spraying the house for bugs.”

      “When?”

      “What?”

      “When did her parents find the tape?”

      “I don’t know. Early August maybe?”

      “So shortly after Christopher and Elizabeth Winchester figured out that you were dating their underage daughter against their will, the entire family mysteriously ends up dead?”

      Alex’s face fell, and he looked at me with such an expression of grief that anyone else watching our conversation from the windows of the restaurant might have thought I’d just told him that I shot his dog.

      “I would never do anything to hurt any of the Winchesters,” said Alex. “My home life was absolute garbage, Bailey. They were my second family.”

      The tremble in his voice alone convinced me once and for all that Alex was innocent. It was something else that Caroline had wanted me to ask Alex, something that I suspected more and more would lead us to the truth about what really happened twenty years ago.

      “What about Ethan Powell?”

      Alex sniffed, adjusting the brim of his hat so that it concealed the shine in his blue eyes. “What about him?”

      “You told me Patrick and Caroline came to visit you before they got on their parents’ boat that night,” I reminded him. “After they left, do you remember seeing Ethan at all? Did he come into the restaurant?”

      “Ethan used to come to the restaurant every Friday night with his dad,” said Alex. “After he died, Ethan stopped coming.”

      “So you didn’t see him.”

      Alex shook his head. “No, I—” He cut himself off abruptly, his lips parted in sudden remembrance. “Actually, now that you mention it, I did see Ethan that night. He took his fishing boat out.”

      “On the bay?”

      “North. Toward the rocks.” He pointed out the patio windows, where I could just make out the black silhouette of the bluff at the topmost part of the bay.

      Blood rushed to my head, pounding in my ears. This was the missing piece of the puzzle that Bodhi had been talking about. “When?”

      Alex shrugged. “Patrick and Caroline were here at the time. We were goofing off. Around six o’clock maybe? It was still light out.”

      “Did you seem him come back to the marina?”

      “No,” said Alex. “But I was working. I could’ve missed him.”

      I swallowed hard. “I have to go.”

      Alex caught the wet sleeve of my raincoat before I could take another step. “Bailey, what’s going on? Why do you want to know about Ethan?”

      I tried to break free of his grasp, but he held on tight. “Please,” I said to him. “If you care about Caroline and Patrick at all, you’ll let me go and stay quiet about this entire conversation.”

      Invoking the names of the Winchester children did the trick. Alex let go of my raincoat, even though he looked as though he had a hundred questions to ask me.

      “Promise me one thing,” he said.

      I checked my watch. My hour was wearing thin. If I didn’t get back to the house soon, Bodhi would come looking for me. “What is it?”

      Alex took me by the shoulders, his expression serious. “Fill me in on whatever’s going on as soon as you can.”

      I stared into his eyes. They were the same color as the bay on a bitter evening like this, a tempestuous deep blue, sullied equally by determination to know the truth and despair for the girl he had lost twenty years ago.

      “I promise.”
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      Bodhi and I spent the majority of the tumultuous night awake, hunched over what little research we had of what might have gone wrong with the Winchesters’ afternoon jaunt. We spread out across the new floorboards in the living room, laying out pictures of Artemis, Ethan, his father, and the Winchester family themselves. I printed out the pictures I’d taken of the relevant articles from the Black Bay Banner. On the side of a cardboard box from the basement, we bullet-pointed what we knew about the chain of events that day, writing hastily with a fat, black permanent marker.

      “Here’s what I figure so far,” I said, leaning back on my knees to read what I’d jotted down on the side of the box. I’d taken the walking boot off. It was coated in mud from my trip into town. “Ethan goes to Jane’s house early, right? Let’s estimate that around four o’clock. According to this article, the Winchesters took Artemis out at five.”

      “And we already know that Patrick and Caroline weren’t on it,” supplied Bodhi, chewing on the marker cap. “They were at Lido’s with Alex.”

      “Alex sees Ethan take his fishing boat toward the bluff around six,” I went on. “But he doesn’t know that Christopher and Elizabeth had already left the marina. When Patrick and Caroline left Lido’s, he figured they were joining their parents at the dock.”

      “But Alex never sees Ethan bring his boat back to the bay.” Bodhi studied the scribbles on the box. “Then, according to Jane, Ethan crashes his truck in the middle of the night.”

      “Which contradicts what Ethan said about the accident occurring in the morning, after he heard the news about the Winchesters.”

      “Right,” Bodhi agreed. “So we have this entire chunk of time during which Patrick, Caroline, and Ethan were all simultaneously missing.”

      “Don’t forget the visions,” I reminded him. The support beam overhead loomed in my periphery, as if to remind me how easily Bodhi could’ve died that very morning.

      Bodhi inadvertently rubbed the red marks around his throat. “Which we can assume are courtesy of Caroline. If we’re to take that at face value, it means that Patrick and Caroline both died here at the house.”

      “That would make sense considering Caroline’s ghost can’t seem to leave the premises,” I agreed. “I’m working off clichés here, but spirits usually haunt wherever they died, right?”

      “Sure.” Bodhi scratched his chin, deep in thought. “The question is, did Ethan take his boat out with the intention of sabotaging the Winchesters’ trip?”

      I snapped my fingers, recalling the conversation I’d had with Sam Williams. “Sam told me that Artemis took damage in the back as well as the front. Any boat involved in a collision like that would definitely need repairs.”

      “Which would certainly explain why Ethan never brought his fishing boat back to the marina,” Bodhi pointed out. “It would’ve automatically raised questions.”

      “But we’re still at a loss when it comes to how Ethan ran into Patrick and Caroline.”

      Bodhi tapped the marker impatiently against the wood floor. “If he was trying to get rid of the entire family, he would’ve panicked when he realized the kids weren’t aboard Artemis. Maybe he looped around and met them at the house?”

      I massaged my temples with the tips of my fingers. “My head hurts.”

      Bodhi passed me the bottle of tequila that he had pilfered from the Winchesters’ stash. I sipped straight from it. The smooth warmth of the alcohol soothed my jittery nerves and cleared my mind.

      “We need a plan,” declared Bodhi. I handed him the bottle. He swigged the contents and wiped his mouth. “We need something to confirm Ethan’s involvement, because all we’ve got right now is a scattered timeline and a couple of hunches.”

      “I have an idea.”

      “Shoot.”

      I stretched my legs out in front of me, stifling a moan as my muscles unclenched. “Tomorrow’s the summer festival, right?”

      Bodhi checked his watch. “Today, actually.”

      “Whatever. We already know Ethan’s going to be there.”

      “I’m with you so far.”

      “So what if one of us went to the festival to keep an eye on Ethan while the other breaks into Ethan’s house to look for clues?”

      “We wouldn’t even have to break in,” Bodhi said matter-of-factly. He lay on his stomach on the floor, kicking aside a few photos by accident, and perched his chin in his palms. “Ethan keeps a key under the mat.”

      “How do you know that?”

      He inched toward me, flipped over on his side, and rested his head on my thigh. “Because he invited the crew for lunch one day,” he said, his eyes drifting shut.

      Absentmindedly, I combed my fingers through Bodhi’s thick hair. “That’s bold. If he’s hiding something, I doubt he’d be so nonchalant about having visitors over.”

      “Unless whatever he’s hiding isn’t in the house,” he mumbled drowsily.

      “Still. You go to the festival and track Ethan down. I’ll go to his house.”

      Bodhi’s eyes flew open. “Why do I have to be the one to distract Ethan?”

      “Because you know him better than I do,” I said. “And you’re a better liar. All you have to do is keep him busy for an hour or two.”

      He tapped my nose with his index finger. “I resent that liar comment.”

      “Bodhi.”

      “Fine. Later it is. Right now, however, I highly suggest we get some rest.”

      He stood up then reached down to help me to my feet. Together, we abandoned the mess of photos and notes in the living room and went up to Bodhi’s bedroom. I fell into the sheets, exhausted and uneasy. Bodhi pulled me close.

      “Bailey?”

      “Hmm.”

      “What happens if we actually do find something that incriminates Ethan?” he asked, his voice soft and uncertain. “Do we go to the police?”

      I was quiet, thinking about it.

      “No,” I finally said. “We go to Caroline.”

      

      In the morning, the storm had burned itself out, leaving nothing in its wake but a cloudless cerulean sky and a mess of tangled debris in the front yard and in the garden behind the Winchester house. Earlier, Bodhi and I ate leftover pancakes on the back porch, soaking up the sun and trying to ignore the anxiety that built between us in anticipation of that day’s event. Ava from the Sanctuary called my cell phone to inform us that the summer festival kickoff had been pushed from noon to two o’clock in order to allow more time for the volunteers to clean up the storm damage in the park. Bodhi groaned at the news.

      “It figures,” he commiserated. “I wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible. My stomach’s been turning since last night.”

      For the remainder of the morning, Bodhi and I reviewed our strategy. We would head down to the festival together to find Ethan. I would fake some kind of mysterious illness and excuse myself, leaving Bodhi to entertain Ethan. Then I would sneak off to Ethan’s house, have a look around, and be back at the festival within the hour.

      “This feels too easy,” Bodhi said as we boxed up the photographs strewn across the living room floor. We both decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to leave our notes out in the open for anyone to see.

      “Don’t jinx it,” I scolded him.

      Unlike Bodhi, I was glad for the extra time to prepare. The hours melted away too quickly for me. Before I knew it, it was time to put away the last of the old pictures and head down to the festival. We decided to walk. It was too nice of a day to spend any time at all inside a car, and my ankle finally felt like it was on the mend. Bodhi chattered like an excited bird as we strolled hand in hand down the path. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought that we were just another couple excited for the fresh food, football games, and fireworks. In an alternate universe, an eight-year-old Kali gallivanted along beside us and pleaded for ice cream, but in this universe, I pondered possible problems with our plan instead.

      Black Bay was in its element. Beneath the affectionate sun, the park whirled with activity. The main street had been closed off to make room for food trucks, fruit stands, and small booths advertising fun crafts, handmade jewelry, and face painting. Children giggled underfoot, twirling ribbons and spinning pinwheels. Dogs gamboled from frisbee to frisbee, chased after squirrels, and trailed behind messy kids in the hopes of finding a free snack. The flag football tournament kicked off with an immediate touchdown from a lithe teenaged girl whose slender legs blurred as she ducked beneath the arm of a brawny boy and barreled into the end zone. Near the stage, speakers pumped cheesy singles by mainstream artists from the last several decades. Everyone from five to sixty found something to sing along to. The Winchester Celebration banner had been re-pinned, slightly worse for wear after the storm but devoted to the cause nonetheless.

      Bodhi stopped at a food truck advertising baozi, peered at the menu, and then stepped into line. “Want something?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure I’m in the mood to eat,” I said. As it was, my stomach leapt into my throat every time I spotted a man with a build similar to Ethan’s.

      Bodhi fished a few dollars out of his back pocket. “We might as well enjoy ourselves, Bailey. After all, this is Black Bay’s premiere event.”

      So we snacked on baozi and sipped fresh hibiscus tea from a stand nearby, and as we watched Ava direct an uproarious game of Simon Says, I almost forgot what we had come to the summer festival to do. However, I abruptly remembered when a looming presence approached me from behind.

      “There they are!” boomed Ethan. He stepped between Bodhi and I, tugging me into a side hug. I swallowed down my disgust lest my lunch reappear at Ethan’s touch.

      “Ethan!” Bodhi performed some kind of complicated handshake with Ethan before clapping him on the back, his pleased grin never faltering. I marveled at Bodhi’s abilities to stay cool and collected in the presence of a man we suspected to be a sociopathic murderer.

      “I see you’ve already found the food trucks,” Ethan said, nodding toward the unfinished half of my snack.

      “Would you like the rest?” I offered, trying to take a leaf out of Bodhi’s book. “It’s delicious, but I’m afraid I’m not feeling very well.”

      Ethan accepted the morsel. “That’s a damn shame. What’s wrong?”

      “Stomachache,” I answered truthfully.

      Bodhi took my hand, squeezing my fingers to comfort me. “Bailey’s been a little under the weather these past few days, but she was determined to see the festival.”

      Ethan swept a hand out to indicate the hubbub around us. “I don’t blame you, Bailey! Look at all of this. Come with me. You don’t know entertainment until you’ve seen Black Bay’s comedy troupe attempt improv.”

      He waved us in front of him, but I stood my ground. “Actually, I don’t think that baozi really agreed with me. You two go ahead.”

      Bodhi, ever the accomplished actor, frowned, and worry lines appeared on his forehead. “You sure, baby? I can take you home.”

      “No, no,” I insisted, trying to ignore Ethan’s persistent gaze in my periphery. “I’ll be fine. Go on, and have fun.”

      “All right.” Bodhi kissed me. His lips lingered near my ear as though he wanted to say something, but he drew away again without speaking. “Ready, Ethan?”

      “As ever. Feel better, Bailey.”

      “Thanks, Ethan.”

      They vanished amongst the busy crowd. I watched them go, keeping an eye on Bodhi’s strong back and long hair for as long as I could. Then, dodging a wandering toddler, I squeezed past the last two food trucks at the end of the street, glanced over my shoulder, and dipped down a side street.

      Bodhi had given me directions to Ethan’s house. He lived on the south side of Black Bay, opposite the quaint collection of houses to the north. There, a series of winding canals led to the bay. The landscape was swampier, and the air felt moist and sticky. Ethan owned a private plot of land tucked away from the rest of the town. The dirt road was muddy and viscous from the storm, so I kept to the grassy shoulder. It had taken me a good hour to wash the mud out of my walking boot from the night before.

      I paused in the driveway, bewildered, when Ethan’s house came into view. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting. An obvious bachelor pad, maybe, or a rundown shack. Instead, I found a pretty yellow cottage with white shutters, pruned bushes, and blooming primroses in flower pots on the window sills. A hand-laid stonework path led to the porch, where a swinging bench rocked languidly in the light wind. In front of the red door, a welcome mat proclaimed, “Ask not for whom the dog barks. It barks for thee.”

      Sure enough, when I picked up the mat to find Ethan’s spare key and turned it in the door, a series of high-pitched ruffs met my ear. I opened the door cautiously and blew out a sigh of relief when Ethan’s portly dachshund flipped over to offer me her belly instead of attacking my ankles. I knelt to give her a quick rub, looking around the inside of Ethan’s house.

      A woman had lived here once. The house sported a feminine touch, from the printed couch to the lace curtains to the lilac tablecloth in the breakfast nook. It was small and cozy but smelled distinctly of cigar smoke and men’s aftershave. As I set Ethan’s key on a coffee table by the television, the dachshund curled up with a rope toy in a plushy bed beneath a window.

      “Okay, Ethan,” I muttered. “Let’s see what you’re hiding behind that teddy bear personality of yours.”

      I swept the living room from top to bottom, lifting rugs, inspecting drawers for false bottoms, and upending sofa cushions to check beneath them. The dachshund—whose name was Winnie according to the elegant cursive printed on the side of her water bowl—watched in confusion as I raided Ethan’s cupboards in the kitchen, but there were no clues amongst the dishware as to whether or not Ethan secretly harbored homicidal tendencies. I did, however, discover that the cabinet under the kitchen sink was chock full of bourbon. I inspected the bottles with a frown. According to Doctor Marx’s files, Ethan had been sober for several years, but the open wax seals and half-empty bottles said otherwise. Still, Ethan’s drinking habits weren’t proof that he had murdered all four of the Winchesters twenty years ago.

      I hesitated before checking the bedroom. There was something invasive about entering someone else’s sleeping space without permission. A lump rose in my throat as I peered in through the open door, but like the rest of Ethan’s house, the bedroom was clean and snug. The bed was made, the floor was clear, and a pile of freshly folded collared shirts from Powell’s Lumber Mill sat atop the dresser waiting to be put away. I looked under the bed, rifled through the dresser drawers, thoroughly searched the closet, and inspected the adjoining bathroom to come up empty-handed. With an annoyed groan, I pushed my sweaty hair away from my face. If Ethan had hidden something, he’d done it damn well.

      For good measure, I ventured out onto the back porch. I considered the floorboards beneath my feet. Would Ethan go as far as to conceal his secrets beneath the house itself? I checked the time. I’d already been absent from the festival for forty-five minutes. Hopefully, Bodhi was keeping Ethan busy. My cell had limited service out here in the boonies. If Ethan threw Bodhi a curveball, I wouldn’t hear about it until I got back into town. I needed to expedite my search.

      I surveyed Ethan’s backyard. The immediate area was perfectly maintained. Trimmed, lush grass flattened out like a green carpet across the yard, but the landscape grew wild near the edge of the canal. Trees soared overhead, darkening the ground below, their lower branches tangling up with overgrown shrubbery, reaching vines, and towering rose bushes, but nothing of interest caught my eye. I stepped off the porch to circle around the side of the house. The space beneath the porch was blocked off by wood panels, making it impossible to search without leaving evidence of my presence behind. I combed through the contents of Ethan’s small shed. It was full of power tools and hardware, but that was only to be expected in Ethan’s line of work. Frustrated, I planted my hands on my hips and examined the yard one last time, wondering if there was something I might have missed.

      Nothing. I turned back to the porch—one last sweep of the inside of the house wouldn’t hurt—but sunshine reflected into my eyes off of something within the tangle of weeds near the water. I crossed the impeccable lawn then used the hem of my shirt to pull the thorny rose bushes out of the way. The sunlight fought to filter through the trees, and I squinted into the gloom. Finally, I saw it. A dilapidated boathouse sat near the edge of the canal, its weathered walls the same color as the trees around it. Vines and weeds inched up the sides, a natural camouflage. Were it not for the one window glinting in the feeble sun despite a layer of mold and grime, I never would’ve seen the building at all.

      I clambered through the overgrown weeds, tripping every time a particularly grabby vine got caught in the Velcro straps of the walking boot. At the door to the boathouse, I stood on my toes, wiped the muck from the window, and peered inside. In the murk, I could just make out the shadow of a boat.

      A rusty padlock secured the decrepit door. I braced my feet against the boathouse and gave it a good wrench, hoping to tear it from the decaying wood. No such luck. I needed something to help me break in.

      In Ethan’s shed, I found a flashlight and a handy carpenter’s axe that felt nice and easy in my grip. I trekked back through the weeds to the boathouse, wound up, and aimed for the padlock. I was rewarded with the satisfying sound of the rusty latch separating from the wood. I struck again. This time, the entire padlock tore free. With a grunt, I jerked the door open, fighting against the corroded hinges.

      I shone the flashlight inside. A large fishing boat sat in dry dock, suspended above the greenish water of the canal. It looked as old as the boathouse itself. The paint was peeling and it was covered in foul-smelling mildew. I circled around, carefully navigating the uneven floor, but as the flashlight swept across the bow of the boat, I inhaled sharply.

      The front right side bore a hefty dent. It wasn’t enough to put the boat out of commission, but it was significant all the same. But the real kicker was the long scratch of blue paint that accompanied the dent. It didn’t match the white of Ethan’s boat. In fact, it was the same color as the blue stripe on the Winchesters’ sailboat. As I examined the damage, the baozi from earlier turned in my stomach. If this wasn’t confirmation of Ethan’s involvement, I didn’t know what was. I took a picture of the dent with my phone.

      Tentatively, I stepped one foot into the boat, wanting to search the inside. It rocked precariously as the rusted winches that held the boat creaked under the extra weight. When it settled, I swung my other leg inside, lifting my walking boot high to clear the edge. The boat was empty—there was no tackle or gear on board—so I pulled open the door to the cabin and flashed the light around.

      The first thing that caught my eye was the pile of Caroline’s journals, tossed carelessly into the corner of the cabin. A bottle of lighter fluid stood nearby as though Ethan had planned to burn them. I swallowed hard, examining the rest of the cabin.

      A glimpse of something white lying beneath a storage bench caught my eye. I tugged the object into full view with the toe of my good foot, leaning down for a better look.

      My stomach surged. I burst out of the cabin just in time to heave over the side of the boat. Leaning heavily against the warped fiberglass, I drew in ragged, wet breaths, shaking from head to toe and coated in a clammy layer of cold sweat. When my stomach settled, I steeled myself and went back in the cabin for a second look at the object.

      It was a length of white nautical rope, tied in a noose, and encrusted with the unmistakable reddish brown color of dried blood.

      In my imagination, Patrick Winchester dangled from the ceiling in the living room.

      I slammed the cabin door shut and vaulted over the edge of the boat, landing heavily on my uninjured foot. Outside, I kicked the ruined padlock beneath the shrubbery. From the state of the boathouse, I doubted Ethan would ever notice that it had been broken into. Then I returned the carpenter’s axe to the shed, locked up Ethan’s house, and hid the key under the mat again.

      On the road, I steadily jogged toward town, ignoring the ache in my ankle. When the summer festival came into view, I skirted around the edge, cutting through parking lots and backyards to avoid being seen. My phone chimed. Without slowing, I took it out of my pocket to find a message from Bodhi.

      Lost Ethan. Get out now if you haven’t already. Find anything?

      I texted back hurriedly. Ethan guilty. Meet me at the house ASAP.

      By the time I made it up the path to the house, I was sweating heavily and out of breath. I limped across the front yard and threw open the door to the house.

      “Caroline?” I called out. “I know what happened. What do you want me to do now?”

      The house was silent. The only sound was my uneven breathing.

      “Caroline, come on!”

      “Caroline isn’t here,” said a deep voice.

      I whirled around to find Ethan stepping out of the hallway and into the living room. He held up one of the pictures from the Winchesters’ photo album. It was the one of him and his father, standing with Christopher and Jane in front of Powell’s Lumber Mill.

      “It’s such a shame, Bailey,” Ethan said calmly, caressing the photo with tender care. “I quite liked you.”

      My heart pounded as he glanced up at me and smiled. There was no warmth in his eyes. They remained cold and gray, like the unforgiving waves that crashed against the rocks below.

      “But now I’m afraid I have to kill you.”
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      I always wondered if that moment right before you died was real. Everyone knew the moment. It was written about in famous works of literature, sung about in heart-wrenching songs, and the classic tragedies of film wouldn’t be complete without the hero’s life flashing before their eyes just prior to succumbing to the inevitable. Sure, the notion was romantic, but realistically, if you had the chance to save your own skin, why would you waste time reminiscing on the past when you could be fighting to ensure the future?

      I stood in the foyer of the massive house, mere feet from the mountain of a man who, I’d discovered mere minutes prior, was a homicidal sociopath.

      “It’s such a shame, Bailey,” he said. Calm. Collected. Nonchalant. “I quite liked you.”

      He held a photograph of himself between his fingertips. He was no longer the man printed on the twenty-year-old faded picture. He was someone else entirely. I calculated every one of his movements. The brush of his fingers across the surface of the photo. The steady rise and fall of his chest. The subtle rasp of one boot inching across the newly laid wooden floor. The triumphant shine in his blue-gray eyes.

      “But now I’m afraid I have to kill you.”

      I didn’t wait for Ethan Powell to lunge toward me. I didn’t pause in the doorway and beg for mercy. I didn’t cry or sob or attempt to reason with a man who had long since lost track of his humanity. Instead, in the precious seconds between his declaration and its attempted execution, I considered my options.

      Time was relative. Arbitrary. A construct conceived to establish some semblance of control over our lives for us simple mortals. Sometimes, time betrayed you. Others, it worked to your advantage. In that moment, the hands on the clock slowed to an impossible rate, and my mind chased innumerable escape routes in search of the one with the highest survival percentage.

      I’d seen enough slasher movies and yelled advice at enough girls through the television screen to know that haggling with a killer, or running upstairs, or hiding in closets or under beds never ended well for whoever was being chased. But this house was different. This house was haunted. And the phantom inside it had good reason to protect me against Ethan Powell. If I could only get her to react.

      Behind Ethan, a long corridor led to the basement door. The room below was a cold spot. Our house guest was more active there than anywhere else. But dodging around Ethan to reach it risked immediate capture. Option number one was a no-go.

      On the card table beside me, the keys to my husband’s truck glimmered in the sunshine that poured through the open door to my rear. The truck itself was parked in the lawn fifty feet away. Usually, I could cross that distance in seconds. Today, a fractured ankle wrapped in a plaster cast and a walking boot decreased my odds. I needed a distraction.

      To my left, a red toolbox lay open. Nail gun. Pliers. Drill bits. A hammer. I made up my mind. My time was up. Ethan tensed, readying himself for the chase.

      I seized the hammer from the toolbox and flung it with all of my might across the short distance between me and Ethan. Without bothering to see where it had landed, I took the keys from the card table, spun on my heel, and dashed outside. Pain pulsed through my ankle with every frenzied heartbeat. I ignored it. There was no point in tending to an injury when your entire life was on the line.

      Twenty-five feet to the truck. I limped on. Ethan’s boots scuffed across the rotted wood decking of the front porch. I didn’t look back. Ten feet.

      I practically slammed into the side of the white workman’s truck, yanked the driver’s door open, and vaulted into the seat. My feet didn’t reach the pedals. I fumbled with the seat adjustments as I shoved the keys into the ignition. Then I caught sight of the rearview mirror. Ethan leaned casually over the deck railing, watching me with an amused expression.

      The truck wouldn’t start. No matter how much I jiggled the key. No matter the number of whispered pleas from my lips. The engine whined. Dead. Outside, a light chuckle floated across the yard, permeating the cab of the truck.

      “I took out the battery,” Ethan called.

      Panic threatened to overwhelm me, rising like a tidal wave rushing toward the shore. I fought it down. “Think, Bailey,” I muttered, my forehead pressed to the steering wheel. “Think.”

      Across the yard, a footpath led down the steep incline of the bluff and into the town below. It was at least a ten-minute walk to civilization, but it was my only chance at making it through this. I bailed out of the truck, but as I sprinted toward the footpath, hoping to make it to the cover of the trees before my ankle gave out completely, Ethan stepped down from the porch. For a man of his size, he loped with an impossible grace to cut off my escape route as easily as a lion cornering its prey. Breathing hard, I skidded to a stop. I cursed the fractured ankle. I couldn’t outrun him. Time to move on to another strategy: mind games.

      “Did you meet Caroline?” I huffed, steadily backing away from Ethan as he stalked toward me.

      I was rewarded by his look of skeptical bewilderment. “I thought you had it all figured out, Bailey,” Ethan answered. “Or did I overestimate your sleuthing abilities? I killed Caroline. Twenty years ago.”

      I shook my head. “Not that Caroline.”

      He looked over his shoulder at the house. “Oh, you mean your Caroline. The ghost you tried to convince me didn’t exist.”

      “She’ll come for you,” I told him, standing my ground. “Justice. That’s what she wants. She told me.”

      Ethan smiled serenely. “Would you like to know a secret, Bailey?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “I already knew about Caroline,” Ethan said anyway, rolling his eyes. “Like it wasn’t obvious. People told stories about this house. Real estate agents tried to sell it only for their clients to see horrifying visions during the grand tour. For nearly twenty years, none of the locals would go near it. They claimed it had creepy vibes. But I used to come up to the house every year, just to make sure everything was nice and taken care of. Caroline was never subtle, even when she was alive. So enlighten me, Bailey. If Caroline is so determined to enact her revenge, why hasn’t she done it yet?” He spread his arms wide, spinning on the spot. “Come on, Caroline. Do your worst. Smite me down.”

      The yard and the house were quiet. Motionless. Even the usual breeze was absent. The leaves of the trees didn’t rustle. The grass didn’t ripple underfoot.

      Ethan surveyed me with a satisfied smirk. “Looks like you’re out of luck. I guess you can never really rely on the consistency of fifteen-year-old girls, no matter if they’re dead or alive.”

      “What did you do to Bodhi?” I demanded, trying to keep my tone steady.

      “Your pathetic husband?” Ethan picked dirt from under his fingernails. “I killed him.”

      My head rushed. A dull roar rose in my ears. The line between the trees and the sky bleared into a muddied portrait.

      And then Ethan laughed.

      “Oh, darlin’,” he said, chortling. “You should’ve seen your face just now. Good Lord. I didn’t kill your dolt of a spouse. Although don’t get me wrong, I thought it was hilarious that you were under the impression he could distract me long enough to get away with your little scheme.”

      I spoke in a low, rough voice. “Where is he?”

      “Taking a nap,” Ethan replied simply. “But let’s not stray from the subject. Where did you jet off to after your fake little food poisoning episode? My house?”

      He circled around, his laser-sharp gaze never straying from me as he prowled in a steady loop. I shuffled along the same route, keeping an even distance between us.

      “Didn’t find anything, did you?” Ethan asked, but it didn’t sound like a question. “You wouldn’t have. My house is completely clean.”

      “Your boathouse isn’t,” I hissed.

      He halted his hunt, glaring at me across the damp grass. “You found my boathouse.”

      If only I hadn’t. The memory would plague me forever. The pieces of the mystery falling into place. A murder weapon covered in blood. A sadistic crime hidden in plain sight.

      “Tell me something, Ethan.” I balled my hands into fists, nausea and rage rising within me. “When you realized I had found Caroline’s journals, did you panic? Did you feel short of breath? Did your heart get stuck in your throat? If you have one anymore, that is.” The strain grew palpable between us, as if a frayed rope bound me to Ethan, stretched to its limits, waiting for one of us to snap. “Did you know then?” I went on. “That the game was up? That you would finally face the consequences of murdering Black Bay’s most beloved family?”

      He stared at me, deadly calm. “No, my dear. Because who would believe the silly, mentally unstable woman who’s only lived in Black Bay for a few months over the man whose family built this town from the ground up?”

      “The Winchesters saved Black Bay,” I corrected him. “Not you. And the one reason you possess even a sliver of respect from the locals is because they don’t know that it was you that ran Christopher and Elizabeth’s sailboat into the rocks that night.”

      “That’s not all I did,” Ethan replied with a feral grin.

      “I know,” I confirmed. “You drowned Caroline in her own bath, didn’t you? And hung Patrick from the rafters. There’s one thing I can’t work out though.”

      “What might that be?”

      It was bizarrely conversational now. I had to take advantage of it. If I made it out of this alive, I was going to do it with as much information as possible.

      “Patrick and Caroline were in town when you murdered their parents,” I said. “How’d you end up killing them in their own house without raising suspicion?”

      Ethan took a step toward me. My eyes flickered to his boots, measuring the interval between us. When the time came to bolt, I needed enough of a head start to make it worth it.

      “I’m so glad you asked, Bailey,” he answered. “See, Patrick and Caroline were grounded that night. Not many people knew that, but I did. I overhead Chris and Liz talking about it right before I ran them aground. So I dropped my boat off and drove back into town. I checked the house first, but they weren’t there. They’d snuck out, as teenagers are apt to do.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Listen to your parents, kids.”

      “What did you do with them?” I demanded.

      “I found Patrick and Caroline around the block from Lido’s,” Ethan explained. “Told them I’d seen their parents heading back into the marina early. Boy, did they panic. I offered them a ride. God, they were so stupid. It was so easy to convince them to hop into the truck. I drove them up to the house before anyone realized they’d been gone.”

      Ethan crossed the yard to the bed of Bodhi’s truck where he rifled through the hardware tools for a moment before finding a machete. He hefted it, testing the weight in his hand. I thought of the footpath behind me. If I made a run for it, what were my chances of reaching town before Ethan caught up with me?

      “It went well enough,” he continued, swinging the blade experimentally. “I suffocated them both. There was something poetic about all four of the Winchesters dying without a breath to spare, choking in panic. Originally, I wanted to drown them all, but Patrick ruined that. Caroline was small. Easy to hold down in a bathtub. She didn’t have a chance in hell, but Patrick just had to try and defend her.”

      “You’re sick,” I declared, swallowing the bile that had risen in the back of my throat at Ethan’s blasé recollection.

      Ethan appeared not to have heard me. “He got in a few good punches before I hit him over the head with a golf club and strung him up in the living room. Watched the light go out of his eyes. God, what a beautiful moment it was to realize that I was finally free of all four of the Winchesters.”

      I took a step backward. The footpath beckoned. “You killed the very people that saved your family’s business.”

      “They didn’t save anything,” growled Ethan, advancing toward me. “Every one of the Winchesters deserved to die. Taking over the town. Showboating and strutting about like they owned the damn place. For God’s sake, they put so much pressure and stress on my father that he had a damn heart attack and died.”

      “So everything you told me about them was a lie,” I said. I had to keep him talking. Divert his attention. “All that stuff about how wonderful they were, how loved Patrick was, how intelligent Caroline must’ve been. Talking about how you owe everything to them, as does the rest of Black Bay. It was all a crock.”

      “They thought themselves superior to us,” Ethan snarled. “Buying up my family’s pride and joy. Black Bay belongs to the Powells, Bailey. We ran this town before the Winchesters, and we’ll run it long after you and your nonconformist husband are gone.”

      “That might be difficult without any other Powells to take over the family business,” I pointed out.

      For the first time, Ethan dropped his facade of bravado. “You bitch,” he spat. “I’m done talking. Start running.”

      He didn’t have to suggest it twice. I whirled around, aiming for the footpath, but he quickly intercepted my route.

      “Boo,” he whispered. And he swung the machete.

      The blade whistled through the air, but it didn’t come close enough to pose a real threat. Ethan got a thrill out of trying to frighten his target. I skidded to a stop and changed direction, cutting around the corner of the house. If I could make enough headway, I might be able to lose Ethan in the confusion and shadows of the woods. There was no way I could outrun him—my ankle was proof enough of that—but there was a slim chance that I could outsmart him. I plunged into the foliage. Behind me, I heard Ethan tearing through the trees. I was small enough to duck under and around the maze of plants, but he barreled through them instead.

      “Bailey, I can tell you from experience that this kind of thing is always less hassle if we skip the whole chase scene bit,” he called casually after me as though we could sit down and negotiate the terms of my murder.

      I huffed, making a quick left and sliding under a fallen tree trunk. Ethan was close on my heels. Even if I kept out of his line of sight, he could hear the sound of my feet shuffling across the leaves and branches on the ground.

      “Bailey,” he called in a singsong voice. The machete made swift work of the wilderness behind me.

      I scrambled up an embankment. He was boxing me in. I realized that when I tried to cut around him and he swiftly herded me uphill again. I spotted the backyard of the Winchester house through the leaves. Ethan was steadily pushing me up the bluff. There was no way down that wouldn’t lead me right into his arms. I needed a better tactic. I glanced upward, toward the steep angle of the rock, and got an idea.

      I hefted myself on to a ledge. Ethan grunted as he tried to follow but lost his footing. I caught my breath on the outcrop as Ethan looked for another way up. When he found a lower rock to hoist himself over, I resumed my climb. A protruding branch caught on my T-shirt. I ripped free, tearing a hole in the fabric. My ankle trembled beneath my weight as I put on another burst of speed. I could only keep this up for so long. I looked skyward again. Somewhere up above, years of erosion had carved a tiny alcove out of the stone. It was the perfect hiding place: small, secluded, and nearly impossible to find if you didn’t already know where it was. If I could just reach the grotto, I would be able to defend the modest space from Ethan long enough for someone to come looking for me. To my rear, Ethan tore down a thorny rose bush with his bare hands. His breath now came in short gasps. He was built for strength rather than stamina, a flaw in his build that I was determined to use to my advantage.

      I made a flying leap across a gap in the terrain, catching myself on the opposite ledge by the tips of my fingers and scrambling to the top. Below, Ethan looked around in confusion. I’d finally thrown him off my trail. Taking advantage of my head start, I darted across the smooth, flat stone. The hideaway was up ahead, completely invisible from this side of the rock. I tiptoed around the narrow edge, flattening myself to the stone wall and keeping my gaze level. If I looked down, the distance to the ground would surely overwhelm me.

      Finally, the rock opened up and revealed the little grotto. I slid into it with a relieved sob, shrinking into one corner of the shadowy cave. I closed my eyes and tried to control my breathing. My hiding place was no good if Ethan heard me blubbering like a five-year-old. With trembling hands, I pulled my cell phone from the back pocket of my shorts and dialed Bodhi’s number.

      It went straight to voicemail. Bodhi’s phone was either off or the battery had died. Or worse, Ethan made sure Bodhi wasn’t able to answer it.

      “Damn it,” I whispered. I dialed 911 instead.

      “911. What’s your emergency?”

      “I’m being stalked,” I reported in the softest voice I could manage. “There’s a man chasing me through the woods.”

      “Okay, ma’am. Please stay calm. What is your location?”

      “I’m hiding up in the rocks above the Winchester house—”

      A violent blow to the back of my head knocked the phone out of my hand. My vision doubled, and a heavy boot crushed the cell to pieces before kicking the remains over the edge of the rock. Ethan dragged me upward by my hair.

      “Didn’t I tell you this would be easier without the chase scene?” Ethan rumbled, tipping my head back to show me a long, bloody scrape on his forearm. “Look what you’ve done. Got a nice scratch climbing up here. How’d you find this little hidey hole anyway?”

      Ethan’s girth made the intimate space claustrophobic. He had to crouch to reach me, his back flush against the rock above. I tucked my knees into my chest and kicked out with all of my might. My feet bounced off the hard muscles of Ethan’s stomach. He grunted, the wind knocked out of him, but grabbed my ankles and hauled me flat against the stone. I struggled as he straddled my hips and pressed his thumbs to my windpipe.

      I pushed at his hands. It was no use. There was no escaping out from under Ethan’s full weight. In a last-ditch attempt, I clawed at his face, digging my nails into his skin. He yelled, lifted my head, and slammed it into the stone. Dazed, my hands fell limply to my sides. Blackness beckoned at the edges of my vision. Ethan’s scratched, bleeding face loomed above me. His hands found my neck again. He leaned into it.

      I convulsed. White light popped and fizzled in my line of sight.

      This was it. This was the end.

      Sorry, Bodhi. Sorry, Caroline. Sorry, Kali.

      I did my best.

      And then the pressure around my throat was gone. Through an agonizing haze of disorientation, I watched as a pair of tan hands ripped Ethan off of me. They did not hesitate. They did not consider the aftermath of their actions. With a ferocious power that seemed more godlike than human, they heaved Ethan over the edge of the rock face. Ethan’s resulting yell cut off with an abrupt thump. He’d landed somewhere below, dead or injured.

      I looked up at my rescuer. He looked at the trees beneath the outcrop, his back to me. Blond hair rustled in the breeze as his shoulders rose and fell with the intensity of his breath.

      “Milo?” I asked hoarsely.

      The person turned around. My eyes widened. I had hit my head too hard. I was surely seeing things.

      Patrick Winchester stood before me, seventeen years old and the picture of perfect health.
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      Patrick stretched a hand toward me. I stared at it, unable to comprehend how it was possible for Patrick to exist in such a capacity. Caroline’s presence was simpler to wrap my head around. She stayed mostly invisible, appearing every once in a while as a glimmer in the shadows, but Patrick was corporeal. Solid. Of flesh and blood.

      Or so it appeared.

      When it became apparent that I did not possess the mental faculty to allow Patrick to help me to my feet, he knelt and scooped me up from the rock. As he looped my arm over his shoulder, I gawked at his angled cheekbones, golden baby scruff, and boyishly arched eyebrows. This was the young man who had once been the heart and soul of Black Bay. The locals thought he’d been lost, yet here he stood, perfectly preserved at the height of his high school success.

      “I’m sorry I lied to you,” Patrick said as he guided me across the narrow ledge that linked the mouth of the grotto to the safer side of the cliff face. “I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      I stuttered, the words getting lost in my stupefaction. “M-Milo.”

      Patrick arched an eyebrow. “I regret to inform you that Milo Holmes never existed,” he admitted. His grip was soft, his breath was warm, and a pulse beat in the blue veins of his neck. For a dead boy, he looked more alive than ever. “You already figured that out. Or you guessed, at least. I knew when you asked me about the property records that I’d have to come clean sometime soon.”

      “But how—?”

      “Did you not recognize me?” He shrugged and gently lowered me off the edge of the flat stone outcrop until my toes reached the softer ground below. “To be honest, I’ve been doing this sort of thing for almost two decades, and I still don’t understand the science behind it.”

      Patrick leapt down from the outcrop, landing in a crouch beside me. As he rose to his full height, I studied his features. Now that I thought about it, his honey-colored hair, bright sky-blue eyes, and the mischievous tilt of his lips did seem familiar.

      “You look like him,” I noted.

      “I am him,” Patrick replied. “If I’d had the opportunity to age, I would’ve ended up looking something like Milo did to you.”

      He beckoned me to follow him through the mess of trees and plants. Ethan’s pernicious effect did not go unnoticed. A path of destruction led us downward, the landscape cut to smithereens by Ethan’s machete.

      “How did the townspeople never realize who you were?” I asked Patrick, stumbling over a lifted root. He caught me mid-trip. I nodded my thanks.

      “No one in town ever saw me, remember?”

      “But they knew about you.”

      Patrick skated down an embankment then paused at the bottom to catch me. “It’s easy to plant stories when you’re dead, Bailey.”

      I slid into his outstretched arms. Respectfully, he set me on my feet.

      “Wait here,” Patrick said. “I need to check something.”

      He vanished through the trees, twigs and leaves rustling beneath his deck shoes. Nervously, I scanned the area around me, but the forest was pleasant and benevolent. The trees whispered secrets, a stream bubbled happily out of sight, and a family of finches danced by, chirping merrily to one another. There was no sign of Ethan or any other danger.

      I touched the back of my head, wincing when my fingers found the tender lump from where Ethan had slammed me into the rock. This was the second time in a matter of weeks that I’d ended up with some kind of head injury. If I wasn’t careful, the trauma would add up.

      Patrick returned from his short exploration, ducking low to avoid disturbing a small nest on an overhanging branch. “It’s as I thought,” he reported. “Ethan’s gone.”

      “Gone?” I repeated. “What do you mean he’s gone? He fell off a cliff!”

      With a light touch to my forearm, he encouraged me to continue down the hill. “If you recall, I told you I fell from the exact same ledge once. There’s another overhang below it. Ethan might’ve broken a few bones, but he definitely survived it.”

      In my haste to depart from the forest, I lost my footing on a patch of fallen leaves. The walking boot slid out from beneath me, and I landed with a thud before Patrick could intercept my fall. Pain laced through my tailbone and the back of my head. I groaned, cradling the sore spot.

      Patrick lifted me helpfully. “Bailey, please relax. I’d hate to see you get hurt even more. Ethan’s in no state to attack us anytime soon. We have a little downtime.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Believe me, I know. You’ll be safe at my house for a few days at least.”

      I took his word for it. After all, he was a ghost. Or something superhuman. Maybe omniscience came with the territory. I had more pressing things to worry about, like if Bodhi had survived his outing to the summer festival with Ethan.

      The trees thinned out, and the wild garden of the Winchester house welcomed us back to relative safety. I lengthened my stride, cutting through the back door of the house and the unfinished living room to the front yard. Patrick followed me to Bodhi’s truck. I popped the hood.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, peering at the truck’s inner mechanics.

      To my relief, Ethan hadn’t actually removed the car battery. He had just disconnected it. I reached in, reconnected the cable clamps, and slammed the hood shut.

      “I need to go find Bodhi,” I told Patrick, climbing into the driver’s seat.

      He leaned against the open window. “Do you think it’s wise to drive in your condition?”

      I fired up the engine. The truck roared to life. “I don’t have a choice. I’ll be back as soon as possible. Stay here.”

      Patrick retreated, giving the truck a wide berth so that I could pull out of the front yard unhindered. “I don’t have a choice either,” he called to me.

      I waved through the window and steered the truck down the dirt road and into town.

      

      The summer festival was still in full swing, which meant Main Street was closed off to accommodate the number of food trucks, craft booths, and other entertainment for the locals of Black Bay. I parked the truck near the orange barricades that blocked the start of the festival and hopped out. The sun crossed low over the horizon, sending its blinding beams directly into my eyes. I shielded my face with the palm of my hand, stepped between the barricades, and scanned the area for any sign of Bodhi.

      “Bailey?”

      I swiveled around. Ava, the kind, middle-aged woman who owned the local coffeehouse, peered worriedly at me. For a moment, I wondered why. Then I remembered that my trek through the woods with Ethan probably left me looking a little worse for wear.

      Ava took me by the hands. “My goodness, what happened to you?”

      I fished a leaf out of my hair and flicked it to the ground. “Oh, you know. Summer festival shenanigans. I picked the wrong dog to play Frisbee with.”

      “But your head! That bruise!”

      Self-conscious, I covered the lump at the base of my skull with my hand. “It looks worse than it is. I’ll be fine. Have you seen Bodhi?”

      Ava’s pretty gray eyes widened anxiously. “Isn’t he with you?”

      “We lost track of each other.”

      Ava brushed dirt from the front of my torn T-shirt. “I saw him with Ethan about an hour ago. They were playing with the Tibetan singing bowls.”

      Of course. Bodhi played to his strengths. He loved those bowls, and it would’ve been effortless for him to distract Ethan by coaxing dulcet tones from the brassy rims.

      “Where was that?” I asked Ava.

      She pointed to the far corner of the park. Past the flag football tournament, a row of booths advertised specialty items. The one nearest the stage boasted an impressive meditation display, from Baoding balls to challenging puzzles to the singing bowls that Bodhi so adored.

      “Thanks,” I told Ava.

      “Sure, honey. You should really get that bump looked at.”

      “I will,” I called over my shoulder as I trotted away from her.

      Ava wasn’t the only Black Bay resident concerned with my haggard appearance. Children pointed out my sweaty, dirty face to their parents, who politely piloted their mini-me's in the opposite direction. I dodged a rogue flag football player and approached the meditation booth. Bodhi was long gone, but the ethereal woman who manned the merchandise was as good a source as any.

      “Excuse me?”

      The woman looked me up and down, expertly spinning a pair of Baoding balls in the palm of her hand. “Oh, darling,” she said. “Your energy is all bad.”

      “Don’t I know it,” I replied darkly. “Have you seen my husband? He’s about six feet tall with golden-brown eyes, an olive complexion, and long dark curls.”

      “Ah, yes. The handsome Nepali man.”

      “That’s him,” I said, nodding. In a town like Black Bay, Bodhi’s ambiguous ethnicity was always a good icebreaker.

      The woman heaved a dramatic sigh. “Shame he’s taken. He was so very charming.”

      “Uh-huh. He was here though, right?”

      “Yes, with that behemoth of a man that your townsfolk seem so enraptured by. They went that way.” Her long fingers danced in the direction of the platform stage. “Bring him by again when you find him, won’t you?”

      “I’ll try.”

      I circled around the meditation booth. On stage, the owner of the local bookstore was auctioning off rare texts to a small, subdued audience. I slipped around the back, where the metal support system beneath the platform was hidden by lengths of black tarp. I glanced around. I was alone. No one else bothered with the back end of the entertainment.

      My heart pounded as I lifted the tarp and peered under the stage. The black fabric prevented the sun from illuminating the space underneath. I squinted, forcing my eyes to adjust. Several feet to the left, a large shadow lay unmoving. I shimmied over to it.

      “Bodhi,” I whispered, turning him over. “Baby, wake up.”

      He groaned, and I exhaled a sigh of relief. A purple bruise decorated his temple. Ethan had hit him. Hard.

      “What happened?” Bodhi asked, blearily opening his eyes.

      I tugged him into my lap, inspecting the discoloration on the side of his head. “Ethan gave you the slip and came after me.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Under the stage at the summer festival.”

      He groaned again, rolling over to sit up.

      “Easy,” I told him, shielding his head with my hand to prevent him from bumping it on the cross rails of the stage’s support system. “Everything’s okay for now, but we need to get to the house. There are some things we have to talk about. All of us.”

      “Who’s all of us?”

      “You, me, Patrick, and Caroline. Do you think you can walk?”

      Bodhi gently probed his injury with the pads of his fingers. “Yeah. Hang on a minute. Did you say Patrick?”

      I peeked out from under the tarp, checking that the coast was clear, then scurried out from under the stage. Bodhi followed, and I pulled him to his feet. “Yup. Patrick is Milo. Milo is Patrick. This way.”

      I led Bodhi around the back side of the merchandise booths, where we were less likely to run into curious locals, but Bodhi held me back.

      “What?”

      “We can’t go back to the house.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ethan.”

      Before I could fill Bodhi in on Ethan’s current state, microphone feedback interrupted the balmy summer evening. I winced as the shrill tone found my eardrums. On stage, the book auction had ended, and a tall, handsome man wearing a black flat-brimmed hat and a dazzling smile had taken the mic. Bodhi and I watched from our secluded spot behind the merchandise booths.

      “Ahem. Hi, folks,” he said, giving a friendly, awkward wave to the gathering crowd. “As you probably already know, I’m Alexander Lido. I own Lido’s Restaurant across the way.”

      A cheer erupted from the growing assembly, and Alex grinned. Lido’s was the most popular establishment in Black Bay, and it had been for quite some time.

      “Anyway,” Alex went on. “You know why we’re all here.” He gestured to a large banner that hung on the stage curtains behind him. “Welcome to the twentieth annual Winchester Celebration!”

      The crowd hooted and hollered, and someone even fired off an air horn. Alex gestured for silence, smiling widely.

      “All right, all right,” he said. “So our schedule is a little cramped this year because of today’s late start, but we’ve still got time for the fun stuff, including the fireworks show over the bay. But first, get your competitive spirit on because we’re doing an egg toss, water balloon fights, and my personal favorite—” He pointed across the lawn to a black pickup truck with gold accents. “Whoever can throw a football through the open window of that truck from twenty yards gets to take the truck home with them.”

      Another roar of applause rose from the crowd.

      “Don’t worry though,” Alex went on. He tipped his hat to the crowd. “For those of you with less than stellar aim, we’re giving you the chance to win one of these amazing hats. They have the vintage Black Bay Golden Eagles football team logo on the front from 1996 and Patrick’s jersey number on the back.”

      Alex rotated his hat around to showcase the number twenty-two embroidered in bright gold thread.

      “We’re also selling these hats to raise funds for this year’s Patrick Silas Winchester Memorial Scholar Athlete Scholarship,” Alex said. He pointed to a booth near the opposite end of the stage, draped in Black Bay High School’s signature black and gold, where the hats were stacked high on the table. “As you know, this award is presented to one outstanding senior student at the end of the school year in honor of Patrick’s lasting athletic influence on Black Bay High.”

      Alex cleared his throat as the crowd chattered, nervously adjusting the mic cord to prevent it from tangling around his ankle. He pulled the brim of his hat low over his eyes. When he spoke again, the tremble in his tone echoed through the park. “Before we get the festivities under way, I’d like to say a few words about the Winchesters. Chris, Liz, Patrick, and Caroline were four of the best people I’ve ever met.”

      My heart grew heavy. I knew firsthand that Alex missed the Winchesters more than any of the other residents of Black Bay.

      “They were practically my second family,” Alex continued, pacing back and forth across the stage. “Chris and Liz welcomed me with open arms, Patrick was like a brother to me, and my day wasn’t complete if Caroline didn’t direct some kind of smart aleck remark my way.”

      Everyone chuckled. Caroline’s sardonic personality and tailored wit was remembered fondly.

      “Were it not for the Winchesters, I firmly believe I would’ve missed out on a lot of important life lessons,” Alex said. He sniffed lightly, wiping his nose with the back of his free hand. “They taught me love, respect, and the value of family, and for that I am eternally indebted to all four of them. I know that growing up in Black Bay would’ve been an entirely different experience without them.”

      A general murmur of agreement filtered through the crowd. Nearly everyone who’d attended the summer festival now listened intently to Alex’s speech. He wasn’t the only one who had been so positively affected by the Winchesters. The locals gave him their full attention, reminiscing on the Winchesters’ influence as one united community.

      “So,” Alex went on. He took off his hat and held it to his heart. “Everyone please join me for a moment of silence in memory of Christopher, Elizabeth, Patrick, and Caroline Winchester.”

      The park grew quiet. Hats were respectfully removed, heads bowed, and a collective sense of honor lingered in the air. Even the children were calm and hushed, sensing the change in the atmosphere as the setting sun bathed the park in peachy pink light. My eyes watered, and I blotted the unexpected tears from my cheeks with the collar of my frayed shirt.

      “Thank you,” said Alex as the crowd began to stir again. “Let the games begin!”

      The throng dispersed, dividing to the different areas of the park to start the first round of friendly competition. Bodhi had sank to the ground at some point during Alex’s speech. I nudged him to his feet.

      “We should go,” I murmured.

      “But Ethan—”

      “Patrick said we’re safe at the house,” I reassured Bodhi. “At least for a little while.”

      We leaned heavily on each other as we lumbered through the less populated areas of the park. My head swam with the effort of keeping myself and Bodhi upright, and when we finally reached Bodhi’s truck, I folded over the steering wheel and lightly rested my sweaty forehead on the horn. In the passenger seat, Bodhi mumbled something incoherently.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Snowcones,” he clarified. “We deserve snowcones.”

      “Sure, baby. We’ll get some later.”

      I put the truck in drive and hit the gas, jerkily accelerating to leave the summer festival and the Winchester celebration and the Black Bay locals in the rear view.

      

      An hour or so later, I lounged in a deck chair on the widow’s walk of the Winchester house. From this height, the view of the bay was stunning. Fairy lights twinkled in the marina as the moon reflected off the surface of the rippling water. Beside me, Bodhi, slumped in his own chair, was holding a sandwich bag full of ice to the side of his head. He stared across the walk to where Patrick—whose blond locks danced in the breeze—leaned over the railing. I tapped Bodhi’s shin with the toe of my good foot.

      “Stop staring,” I whispered.

      “I can’t help it,” Bodhi answered, his gaze unwavering.

      “You know, the sound carries up here,” Patrick said without turning around. “It’s because of the wind.”

      “Sorry,” said Bodhi.

      Patrick pivoted on the heel of his deck shoes to face us. “Don’t mention it. I know the situation is a little weird.”

      “Beyond,” Bodhi corrected, adjusting his ice pack. “Um, Patrick? Not to be rude, but what exactly is it that you want from us?”

      Patrick sat down, dangling his legs through the gaps in the railing of the widow’s walk. “Today, Black Bay celebrated the twentieth annual Winchester celebration, right?”

      “Right.”

      He looked over his shoulder at me. “They’re a week early. The official anniversary isn’t until next Saturday.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Bodhi asked. The sandwich bag full of melting ice dripped steadily, dampening his T-shirt, but the conversation at hand demanded his full attention.

      Patrick peered wistfully out at the water. “Do you remember what I told you a few days ago, Bailey? In the woods?”

      I wasn’t likely to forget it. The run-in with Patrick, who then appeared as Milo, was frighteningly violent. He’d been covered in blood—something I had not yet been able to persuade him to explain—and we had literally, albeit accidentally, hit him with the truck.

      “You told me that time was running out,” I recalled.

      Patrick nodded solemnly. “Caroline and I have been fading for twenty years. I’m not sure how to explain what it feels like, but as you’ve probably already guessed, we don’t have the ability to move on to whatever’s next. Lately, it’s gotten worse. I feel this pull to stay near the house, almost like I’m tethered to it, and at the same time, I feel less and less human.”

      “Probably because you’re dead,” Bodhi interjected. I smacked his arm.

      Patrick, thankfully, didn’t seem to take offense. “I came to terms with that a long time ago, Bodhi, but what I can’t accept is being stuck here forever to live out some kind of half-life. That I won’t do.”

      I perched my casted foot on the edge of Bodhi’s chair, sighing as the elevation soothed the steady ache. “And you think you’re running out of time to move on.”

      “Yes,” he confirmed. “Again, I can’t explain it, but I know that if Caroline and I don’t figure out how to pass over before next Saturday, we’ll be trapped here without another chance.”

      Bodhi rubbed his head, grimacing as he tested the bruise on his temple. “What are we supposed to do about it? Turn Ethan in to the cops?”

      Patrick shook his head. “That won’t help. It’s not enough.”

      “Why not?” Bodhi asked. “We have enough proof. The damage to Ethan’s boat alone is enough to bring him down.”

      “The process of bringing Ethan to justice would take too long,” Patrick said. His shirt billowed in the pleasant wind. “Way more than a week.”

      “So we need another way to free you and Caroline,” I confirmed. “Do you have any ideas?”

      Patrick kicked his feet in the open air below him as if he wanted to hop off the widow’s walk and learn how to fly. “I do, but I have a feeling you’re not going to like it.”

      I laid a reassuring hand on Patrick’s shoulder, marveling at how real and warm he felt under my touch. “Patrick, we’ll do whatever we can to help you and Caroline move on.”

      He swallowed hard. “I’m not so sure of that.”

      “Why?” Bodhi asked, his tone tinged with suspicion. “What is it that you need from us?”

      Patrick looked at us, pursing his lips as if anticipating our reactions. Then he held up three fingers and ticked off his conditions. “One, I need you to bring me the weapon that Ethan used to kill me. Two, I need you to find whatever’s left of mine and Caroline’s bodies. And three, I need you to lure Ethan Powell back to this house. What happens then will be up to me and Caroline.”

      Bodhi and I sat in stunned silence, staring at Patrick openmouthed. The first firework of the evening burst into the sky with a deafening boom, and a shower of pink and gold sparks rained down on the bay. The three of us looked up, losing ourselves in the colorful explosions. The night was young, but the day was old, and Bodhi and I were much too exhausted to even begin to ponder Patrick’s requests until the morning.
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        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      The day has come, flippers! I’ve finally lost my mind. Remember when I told you all that the Winchester house was haunted? I was right. It is. Both Patrick and Caroline are still kicking. Figuratively, of course. And you know Milo, the friendly Black Bay local who sold us the house? He doesn’t actually exist. It was Patrick all along! Anyway, we have less than one week to help Patrick and Caroline dig up their own bones and take revenge on the guy who murdered them. Sounds like fun, right? Don’t worry. When we find the bodies, I’ll take pictures—

      

      I deleted the entire paragraph, slammed the laptop shut, and cast the computer aside. This was ridiculous. How was I supposed to keep up my happy-go-lucky blog when Patrick’s requests weighed so heavily on my mind and a sociopathic killer was on the loose in Black Bay? Not to mention, Bodhi and I needed to keep up appearances in town. That meant continuing construction on the Winchester house as if nothing was wrong, but what if one of the guys from the construction crew spotted Patrick hanging out on the widow’s walk?

      Bodhi slept beside me, snoring lightly. I didn’t understand how he did it. I’d been awake all night, staring at the ceiling and wondering how the hell we were going to riddle ourselves out of this one. Figuring out who killed the Winchesters was one thing. Locating dead bodies was a whole different ball game. The good thing was that I already had a head start on Patrick’s first request. The nautical rope that Ethan had used to hang Patrick from the rafters in the living room was in Ethan’s boathouse. The challenge remained in returning to Ethan’s house without knowing whether he was there or not. I wasn’t about to charge into the lion’s den empty-handed.

      Patrick’s second request posed an even bigger challenge. The entire town of Black Bay understood Patrick and Caroline to be lost at sea. As such, their graves in the cemetery behind the local church were most likely empty. The problem was that, for some reason, Patrick couldn’t just tell us what Ethan had done with the bodies and with no one else in town aware that the Winchesters were murdered, we had zero resources to further our investigation.

      I kicked the quilt off my legs, stood up, and stretched. Bodhi lay unmoving. It was the first time in a while I’d seen him sleep so soundly. These days, if I so much as flipped over, it stirred him from slumber. I knelt by his side of the bed to study him. The bruise on his head looked worse than yesterday, and I’d kept an eye on him all night to make sure he made it to morning. His breath was nearly imperceptible, but he breathed all the same. Relieved, I pulled the quilt over his shoulders and left the room as quietly as possible. Bodhi needed his sleep. Otherwise, we had no chance of pulling off our operation.

      In the kitchen, Patrick sat on the floor of the living room, gazing out of the massive sliding glass doors that we’d recently installed. He wore black workout shorts, a gold sweat-wicking shirt, matching sneakers, and one of the flat brim Golden Eagles hats that Alex had advertised yesterday. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought that he was on his way to football practice. He glanced my way as I padded down the stairs.

      “I like what you’ve done with the place,” Patrick said. “Though I’ll admit it was easier to watch the sunrise when there was furniture in the room.”

      When we first bought the Winchester house, we had no idea how long it would take us to renovate. It was meant to be an easy project—the house was in great shape, and our original intention was to simply update the interior—but the presence of a restless spirit had set our schedule way back. The living room, kitchen, and dining area were nearly done. We’d knocked down the walls between the three rooms to open up the area, repainted, refinished the floors, replaced the cabinets and counters in the kitchen, and nixed the bay windows to make room for the industrial-sized glass doors. All that was left was to install the new appliances.

      “It’s not our job to furnish it. Whoever buys it from us will take care of that,” I told Patrick. I unlocked the first set of doors and slid them open. This entire side of the house had an unhindered view of the water, stained pink and purple as the sun rose opposite the sea. I sat next to Patrick, stretching my legs out in front of me. My ankle itched beneath the neon yellow cast, but I tried to ignore the persistent irritation. “Where did you get that hat?”

      Patrick grinned, flipping the cap off his head and twirling it on one finger. “It’s nice, isn’t it? Alex always had great taste.”

      I snatched it out of his grasp to inspect it. Sure enough, it was tangible, not something dreamt up or created by a bored ghost. I could wear it myself if I wanted to. I gave it back to Patrick, who pushed his messy blond hair away from his face and put the hat on with the brim facing rearward.

      “I don’t get it,” I said, analyzing his lifelike appearance. “How is it that you look like you could run a marathon and Caroline is nothing more than a passing thought?”

      A clatter from across the room caused me to jump. The toolbox had upended itself, spilling a jumble of hardware across the floor. Patrick watched as a package of nails popped open and spewed its contents in a metallic arc.

      “I think Caroline would like me to keep that to myself for now,” he said.

      “Of course.” I sighed and scooted forward to let my feet hang over the decaying wood of the outside deck. “Would you like to know what we want to do with the rest of the house?”

      “That would be nice.”

      I launched into our plans, happy to talk about something that kept my mind off the insanity at hand. “First of all, we’re going to get rid of this entire deck and replace it with waterproof flooring. It’ll look like wood, but it won’t rot like it. We want to extend the deck over there—” I pointed across the way, where the edge of the house’s yard dropped off. “—so you can stand safely over the water.”

      I went on, describing in detail what Bodhi and I envisioned for the rest of the house. I lost myself in the conversation, gesturing animatedly and drawing pictures in the air in an attempt to illustrate to Patrick what we had in mind. I talked about how much potential the house had and how lucky a family would be to live here once we finished all of the renovations. Patrick listened quietly, but it wasn’t until I noticed the faint smile on his lips that I interrupted my own ramblings.

      “—which would make the master bedroom look even bigger than it actually is. Why are you staring at me like that?”

      Patrick’s slight smile morphed into a full-on grin. “You remind me of my mom.”

      “Really?” I felt heat rise in my cheeks. According to history, Elizabeth Winchester was a goddess. The compliment was evident in Patrick’s tone of voice.

      “Yeah,” he said, leaning back on his palms. “She was passionate about this house too. She said it was a love project. We moved a few times before we found Black Bay, but I think Mom really wanted to stay here.”

      “That’s another thing she and I have in common.”

      “What’s that?”

      I blew air through my lips like a horse, wondering how best to phrase it. “When we were younger, Bodhi and I loved to travel. It was like an addiction. Flipping houses was a good way to keep up with that while making enough money to support ourselves.”

      “And now?”

      “I’m tired,” I admitted. I hugged my legs into my chest and rested my chin on my knees. “I want a home base. I’d love for it to be Black Bay.”

      Patrick extended his long legs and reached out to touch the toes of his sneakers. “Your supernatural roommates are ruining that plan, huh?”

      I chuckled humorlessly. “Honestly, I could probably put up with you and Caroline. It’s Ethan’s existence that worries me most.”

      Patrick folded further, his wing-like shoulder blades outlined by the fabric of his shirt. “So my plan benefits everyone then.”

      My gaze drifted away from Patrick’s athletic agility, and I watched a flock of squawking seagulls fly by instead. Yes, I wanted Ethan to finally pay for what he had done to the Winchesters, but I grew apprehensive thinking about Patrick’s requests. It would be far easier to do things the legal way: present the police with the evidence of Ethan’s murders and let the officials take care of the rest. But apparently that plan wouldn’t help Caroline and Patrick move on to whatever came after death.

      Footsteps pounded down the stairs. Patrick and I turned to see Bodhi coming into the living room, his cell phone in hand. When he spotted us, side-by-side in the door frame, he paused, taken aback.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this,” he said.

      “Good morning to you too,” Patrick quipped.

      Bodhi walked over to us, popped Patrick’s hat off with a quick jab to the underside of the brim, and caught it midair. Then he placed it on his own head and nudged me with his foot. “I hate to break up the breakfast bonding, but we have to go into town, Bailey.”

      “Why? Is something wrong?”

      Bodhi wiggled his cell phone. “One of my guys just called me. The town is on high alert. Ethan Powell is officially missing.”

      

      We drove into town to meet Bodhi’s contact at the Sanctuary, the local coffeehouse that Ava owned. When we arrived, there was a distraught tone to the usual Sunday morning bustle. The locals chatted to one another in low, distressed voices, sporting worried brows and concerned looks. Bodhi spotted his workman at a table in the corner and waved.

      “I’ll be right back,” Bodhi murmured, kissing me on the cheek. “Talk to Ava. See what you can find out. We need as much information as possible.”

      As he navigated through the busy cafe, I squeezed between two chairs and made for the counter. There were no stools available, so I aimed for an empty space to lean against. A warm hand found my forearm.

      “Bailey.”

      Alex Lido sat at the counter. He too wore Patrick’s memorial hat. He stood up from his seat to give me an affectionate hug. I practically disappeared in it. Alex was so tall that the top of my head barely reached his chest.

      “Here,” he said, scootching me toward his recently vacated stool. “Have my seat.”

      I boosted myself on to the bar stool, grateful to lift the heavy walking boot to the footrest beneath the counter. Alex flagged Ava down, and she gathered the ingredients for my usual cappuccino without asking what I wanted. When she slid the steaming mug across the counter, I nodded my thanks and took a sip. The espresso scalded my tongue.

      Ava set a poppyseed bagel piled high with deli meat, veggies, and cream cheese in front of Alex. “Eat something,” she ordered. “You’re no good to us if you’re starving.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked Alex as Ava left to tend to another customer and the murmur of conversation crescendoed around us.

      “Haven’t you heard?” Alex took a big bite of his breakfast. “No one’s seen Ethan since yesterday. We’re worried something might’ve happened to him.”

      I feigned consternation. “But Ethan was fine when we saw him at the summer festival yesterday.”

      Alex shook his head, wiping cream cheese from the corner of his mouth. “Something’s up. Ethan loves the summer festival. He hosts the water balloon fight at the Winchester Celebration every year, and he usually helps us set off the fireworks. There’s no way he would miss that unless something was wrong.”

      I quietly drank my cappuccino. Across the cafe, Bodhi was deep in conversation with a few of the guys from the construction crew. He was always better than I was at moving a discussion in the direction that he wanted.

      “Hang on a minute,” Alex said. He set down his breakfast sandwich and inspected me with narrowed eyes. “You asked me about Ethan that night at Lido’s during the storm.”

      I stirred the foam into my coffee. “Yes, I did.”

      “If I recall, you also promised to fill me in on the situation.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek. Though the other cafe customers were wrapped up in their own musings about what might have happened to Ethan Powell, I couldn’t tell Alex the truth without the risk of unwanted ears overhearing it.

      “Not here,” I told him in a low voice. “Not now.”

      Alex pushed his half-eaten bagel across the counter and rested on his elbows so that he was on the same level as me. “Bailey, do you know something about Ethan?”

      Bodhi saved me from answering. He came up from behind, clapping Alex on the back. “Hey, man. How’s it going?”

      “As good as it’s going to get,” Alex answered as he and Bodhi shook hands. As far as I knew, they’d only met in passing, but everyone in Black Bay was friendly enough. Alex eyed the bruise on Bodhi’s temple. “Ouch. How’d you manage that one?”

      “Rogue two-by-four,” Bodhi replied vaguely. “Are you coming with?”

      “Where?”

      Bodhi reached past me to steal a sip of my coffee. “A group of us are heading to Ethan’s house to check if he’s home or not.”

      My eyes widened at this information, and I pinched Bodhi’s arm. He ignored me, waiting for Alex’s reply.

      “Yeah, I’d like to go,” said Alex. “Now?”

      “In a minute or so.” Bodhi pointed to the door of the Sanctuary. Just outside, a few locals waited for others to join them. “We’re heading over in a bit.”

      Alex wrapped the remainder of his breakfast sandwich in a napkin to eat on the go and left a ten dollar bill on the counter. “Sounds solid. You coming, Bailey?”

      I stared at Bodhi for direction. He shook his head a fraction of an inch to either side.

      “Yeah, actually,” I said to Bodhi’s discontent. “I’ll come.”

      “Good.” Alex paused by my stool before heading for the exit. “Because our conversation is far from over.”

      With a roguish wink, he took a bite of his bagel and turned away. As he maneuvered through the other café patrons, Bodhi fixed me with a look of disapproval.

      “What?”

      “I think you should go home,” he said. “It’s safer.”

      I finished off my coffee and left the dregs at the bottom of the cup. “Nowhere in Black Bay is safe until we find out where Ethan is. Besides, I need to get back into Ethan’s boathouse.”

      Bodhi shifted from one foot to the other, glancing nervously at the growing group that waited outside the Sanctuary. “Today?”

      “It’s a good a time as ever.”

      “And what if Ethan’s actually there?” Bodhi asked. “Then what?”

      “I can assume he won’t be pleased to see either one of us,” I said, hopping down from the bar stool. Another waiting customer took my place. “But Ethan won’t dare to lay a hand on us in front of a bunch of locals. Everyone’s in the dark about the Winchesters, remember?”

      Bodhi guided me through the crowded tables with a light hand at the small of my back. “I guess. What did Alex mean anyway? About your conversation not being over?”

      I kept my voice quiet. “He’s figured out I know more about Ethan than I’m letting on. We might have to clue him in soon.”

      “Are you crazy?” Bodhi hissed. “There’s no way we’re telling him that we’re best friends with Pat—”

      “Shh.”

      I pushed through the door of the Sanctuary to meet up with the group of locals outside. Alex counted heads. There were about eight or nine of us who wanted to make sure that Ethan was all right. Or at least pretended to.

      “We got everyone?” Alex asked. “Let’s head out.”

      

      We were robbed of the opportunity to discuss strategy when Alex suggested a few of the construction guys carpool with us. I sat squished between Alex and Bodhi in the cab of the truck while everyone else rode in the bed. We trundled through the marshy woods around Ethan’s home in silence, listening to the guys in the back pitch ideas on Ethan’s whereabouts.

      “Maybe he had a few too many to drink.”

      “Ethan’s been sober for years, man.”

      “I’m sure he just got sick or something.”

      If Alex wanted to talk about Ethan, he wasn’t comfortable addressing the topic in front of Bodhi. Bodhi steered gently across a muddy pothole, trying not to jostle the guys. Around the bend, a pretty yellow cottage came into view. Ethan’s blue truck sat in the dirt driveway, a white magnet advertising Powell’s Lumber Mill stuck to the side. Bodhi pulled in behind it. Another carload of locals parked beside us, and everyone got out to stretch.

      “I suppose we should knock first,” Alex suggested, bounding up to the porch. “Just in case.”

      Bodhi and I lingered near the cars as the rest of our impromptu search party joined Alex on the porch. With every rap of Alex’s knuckles against Ethan’s front door, my ribs tightened a little bit more around my lungs. No one answered, so Alex picked the key up from under the mat and let himself him. Ethan’s dachshund didn’t bother to greet him. She dashed down the porch steps and immediately relieved herself in the front yard as if no one had come home to let her out in a while. Alex checked the house then emerged on the porch again.

      “Ethan’s not here,” he declared. “Everyone split up. Check the surrounding area.”

      “We’ll check the backyard,” I volunteered before anyone else could claim the area. If Bodhi and I were the only ones back there, it would be much easier to reach the boathouse without anyone else noticing.

      Alex nodded. “All right. Bailey and Bodhi have the backyard. John and I will take the north side…”

      As Alex delegated, Bodhi pulled me around to the side yard, surveying the landscape for any signs of Ethan’s return. “How are we going to do this?” he whispered. His fingers found mine and squeezed tightly when we arrived in Ethan’s backyard. “I mean, how are we supposed to walk out of here with a murder weapon, for Pete’s sake?”

      “I’ll shove it under my shirt or something,” I replied, shuddering at the thought. I led Bodhi to a small opening in the overgrown brush that bordered the edge of the canal in Ethan’s backyard. “The boathouse is through here. You stand watch. I’ll make it quick.”

      “Wait!” Bodhi pulled me away from the wild plants. “We need a signal, a way for me to alert you if someone comes this way.”

      “Can you still do that bird whistle?”

      “Yes.”

      “There you go.”

      I punched through the underbrush before Bodhi could change his mind, treading carefully. The landscape had been overlooked for so long that it proposed more of a challenge than the Winchesters’ jungly garden. A vine adhered to the Velcro straps of my walking boot and trapped my foot. I wrenched the boot upward, tearing the weed from the ground. Up ahead, I could see the roof of the crumbling boathouse. Like the rest of the yard, Ethan had abandoned it to Mother Nature. The paint peeled, the wood rotted, and the entire structure was blanketed in a layer of moss and mold. The thick trees shaded the area from the sun. Even on the brightest day, the boathouse seemed to exist in a phantom zone of gloom.

      Finally, I reached the door. The padlock was gone. I’d torn it free with a carpenter’s axe on my last visit, leaving a fresh jagged gash in the deteriorating wood. The hinges of the door were rusted over, but one good tug forced the door open. I stepped backward, my heart pounding as I stared into the dismal interior of the boathouse. Half of me expected Ethan to emerge from the murk in a fit of revenge, but the boathouse was just as eerily quiet as it had been the last time.

      I readied myself, taking deep breaths to settle my rollicky nerves. This was not the time for a weak stomach. It was in and out. Thirty seconds. That was all the time I needed to grab what Patrick had asked for. I hurtled into the gloom. When my eyes adjusted to the darkness, my jaw dropped.

      Ethan’s boat was gone.

      Which meant so was the murder weapon.
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      Come Monday morning, Bodhi and I had no choice but to continue renovation work on the Winchester house. Calling a respite for no reason would draw more attention to us than we needed. It was best to pretend like everything was as it should be, so Bodhi and the rest of the crew started ripping up the rotting deck wood in the backyard early that morning.

      I sat on the balcony off the master bedroom, keeping an eye on the activity below. Bodhi’s shoulders tensed as he tore another board up and threw it into a pile of debris. He rested his hands on his knees, breathing hard. It had only been two days since his head injury. I knew it still ached, even if the purplish bruising had faded to a less intense shade. But Bodhi was Bodhi. If there was work to be done, he would do it without complaint. So I supervised from above, making sure that Bodhi paused every once in a while to sit down or grab a drink of water, and wondered where on earth Ethan could’ve hidden his boat.

      It was a hell of a setback. Here I was thinking at least one of Patrick’s requests would be easy to fulfill. Ethan had kept souvenirs of the Winchester murders: his wrecked boat, Caroline’s personal journals, and the nautical rope that Ethan had used to hang Patrick. Now all of those things were gone. When did Ethan have the time to get rid of them? Was it before or after he cornered me in the rocks of the overhead bluff? And more importantly, how was I supposed to locate those items in the five days left before the anniversary of Patrick and Caroline’s deaths?

      That was yet another burden to juggle. Before, when he had been Milo, Patrick steered clear of the house. Now that his window to move on was closing, he spent more and more time with me and Bodhi. Caroline was active as well, often contributing to the conversation by slamming doors or levitating silverware. It wasn’t too much of a problem for us—at this point, we were used to her supernatural antics—but hiding Patrick and Caroline’s existence from the construction crew was already proving to be quite the challenge. Just before they’d started work, one of the guys, John, came out of the first floor bathroom to hear me scolding Patrick in the hallway above for being careless about his appearance. He’d called up the stairs, and I shoved Patrick through the doors of the master bedroom before he was seen. Nevertheless, it was a close call, and I didn’t care to repeat the experience.

      As if babysitting two long dead teenagers wasn’t enough, I still needed to work on my blog. It had been far too long since I’d posted something for Flipping Out, and my followers were getting antsy. The problem was that I was having trouble writing anything about the renovation progress when my mind was so addled with other thoughts. For so long, Flipping Out acted as a coping mechanism for me. It allowed me to live through my own imagination in a world where Bodhi and I were happily ensconced in our house flipping business. There, no ghosts begged for my attention. No murderers threatened my sanity. At one time the blog had been my safety net, but now even the wondrous world of my online life wasn’t enough to distract me from my current woes.

      I scrolled through my old posts, trying to find some inspiration in them. Here was the record of mine and Bodhi’s last four and a half years together, the time between the death of our daughter and now. I marveled at how bubbly my earlier posts sounded. At the time, I was heartbroken. In fact, I was broken in general. Kali was gone, Bodhi felt gone, and I had no idea where my life was headed. Yet here were the photos of our first ever flipping project. Granted, I didn’t take half as many selfies back then, but there were still pictures of me smiling up at Bodhi as he laid new roofing on a suburban home in Colorado. I’d been so good at faking my happiness, but maybe that was the problem. Shoving my grief below the surface and pretending to smile hadn’t done anything to make me feel better or aid my relationship with Bodhi. It wasn’t until the Winchester children made us confront our problems that Bodhi began to feel less like a stranger to me.

      There had to be something I could do to satisfy Flipping Out’s followers without compromising my freshly discovered emotional integrity. I opened the page to create a new post, staring at the blank text box. Finally, I began to type.

      

      Dear Flippers,

      

      It’s Bailey here. Today I present to you something a little different from my usual blog: a confession. But before we get to that, I feel the need to fill you in on a few things that have happened over the past couple of days. First off, I lost my cell phone. As in, it fell off the cliff face and into the water. I suppose that’s one of the hazards of living so close to the edge of the world. Eventually, something goes over. The good news is that without my phone, I feel strangely free of modern technology. The bad news is that I lost all of the progress pictures of the Winchester house that I had yet to post on the blog. Sorry about that. I promise to make up for it. Second, you may be wondering how the Black Bay summer festival went. I have to report that it did not go as expected and (because I lost my phone) I was unable to take pictures of the festivities for you. Once again, my deepest apologies.

      Okay, Bailey, get to the point.

      You may be wondering what exactly it is I have to confess. Here it is: I’m not happy. Hard to believe, right? Especially since this blog is full of pleasant anecdotes and cheerful content? It’s true. I’m not happy, and I haven’t been for as long as Flipping Out has existed. Again, I apologize. I crafted a story to tell you. Social media is like that. You show your followers only the good parts of your life, and you hide the rest for your own private contemplation. My story is what you’ve read so far. Bodhi and I travel the States in search of our next great adventure as the inseparable house-flipping duo. What you don’t know is everything that happened to lead up to Flipping Out’s conception. The following information is hard for me to share with you, and it may be hard for some of you to read. Nevertheless, I feel like the time has come to finally be honest with you all. I think it will help me to move on. Here it goes.

      Roughly five years ago, right before we decided to flip houses for profit, Bodhi and I lost our daughter. Her name was Kali. She was three years old at the time, and she was the light of my life. Honestly, before Kali, I wasn’t particularly fond of children, and I certainly did not plan on having any myself. Bodhi was of the same mindset. As all of you know, we traveled extensively before we started our own business, and children aren’t conducive to such a nomadic lifestyle. Nevertheless, things happen, and we found ourselves with a baby that we didn’t know what to do with.

      I know what you’re thinking. It sounds like Bodhi and I resented our daughter. I’ll admit, I had no idea how Kali was going to affect us. I was scared to death when I found out I was pregnant. A slew of anxieties hid behind every corner. Could I raise a child to be adventurous yet cautious? Sensitive yet strong? Hardworking yet laid back? And more to the point, could I seamlessly weave a child into the intricate tapestry that was me and Bodhi? I spent nine months reading every parenting book on the shelf, but each page terrified me more than the last. Kali’s appearance was nigh, and I felt no better prepared than when those two pink lines popped up on my at-home pregnancy test.

      Fast forward to the day Kali was born. She had a full head of hair, and my God, was she the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. It was like something inside me clicked into place. Maybe it was maternal instinct. Maybe it was love at first sight. Whatever the feeling, I knew that I belonged wholly to the little girl in my arms, and no amount of wanderlust would make me wish she didn’t exist. Don’t get me wrong; I was panicking internally. I truly did not know if I was capable of keeping that tiny nugget safe, but when her baby fingers wrapped around my own for the first time, I knew that I would go down trying.

      Go down, I did. I’m crying writing this, but I need to get it out. Kali died on my watch. Sure, there were extenuating circumstances, but it boils down to one quick moment of poor judgement on my part. For five years, I have blamed myself for that. Most likely, I won’t dash that feeling anytime soon, but I’m trying. God, I’m trying.

      You may be asking yourself why I’m telling all of this to you now. Why bog down all of this quality positive house flipping content with such a melancholy secret from what feels like a past life? Here’s why. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t right fooling you all into thinking that mine and Bodhi’s life together was perfect. It wasn’t right pretending that we existed in perfect harmony and that our biggest concern was a sinkhole beneath a house in Fort Lauderdale. It wasn’t right taking photos of Bodhi while he worked and posting them to Flipping Out when I specifically knew that the reason he put in such an insane amount of effort was to stop himself from thinking of Kali. It wasn’t right, and it wasn’t fair. For that, I owe all of you and my husband the deepest and sincerest of apologies. I’m sorry. Plain and simple.

      So! Where do we go from here? Truthfully, I don’t know. I love this blog. I love documenting the work we do. To me, every project is an accomplishment, and Flipping Out is a real life record of how far we’ve come since we first decided to make this our career. Even so, something’s gotta give, flippers. I’m not sure what, but be on the lookout for some changes. Don’t worry. I know how obsessed you all are with the Winchester house. Believe me, I am too. I’ll continue to post updates as much as possible.

      I’ll wrap this up with a thank you to all of you. Without our followers, Flipping Out would be just another URL in the vast and endless space we call the Internet. I cannot even begin to tell you how much I love and cherish your support. Please stick with me. We’ll leap over these upcoming hurdles together.

      

      All my best,

      Bailey

      

      I wiped my wet cheeks with the hem of my T-shirt. The cursor lingered over the Publish button on the web page, but I couldn’t bring myself to click it just yet. There was a disadvantage to sharing something like this on the Internet. For everyone to see. It was equal to releasing a part of yourself for the rest of the world to have access to, and that was not an action I considered lightly. For all I knew, publishing such a post would send Flipping Out to a premature death. My followers didn’t tune in for a cry fest. They did it to learn about flipping houses and to live vicariously through me and Bodhi. Would a post like this put followers off? Was it stupid to publish something in direct opposition of the blog’s usual tone?

      “You should publish it,” a voice said behind me.

      I jumped, overturning the cup of fresh orange juice beside my chair. As the liquid stained the old decking, I turned around to face Patrick. “Seriously, you have got to stop doing that.”

      He leaned against the ruined door frame of the master bedroom and flashed me his signature quarterback smile. “Sorry about that. Sometimes I forget.”

      I glanced down at the men hard at work below. “They can’t see you from down there, can they?”

      He stood on his tiptoes to peer toward the ground. “I’ll stay here, just in case. You should publish it.”

      I skimmed through the personal letter with a frown. “I’m not sure.”

      “I think you’ll be surprised by how many people will appreciate your honesty and love you for your flaws anyway,” Patrick said.

      “What are you, my shrink?” But something in Patrick’s tone lent me the courage to click the Publish button. With a dramatic whoosh, the page refreshed itself, and the letter was available for all to read.

      “There it goes.”

      “You won’t regret it,” Patrick assured me.

      I scooted my patio chair away from the edge of the balcony so that I could speak with Patrick without the workers noticing. As I settled in again, he handed me a fresh glass of chilled orange juice.

      I stared at it. “How’d you do that?”

      “Perks of the job.”

      “Har har.” I rotated the glass. It was the one Patrick had pilfered from Lido’s Restaurant when he had still been alive. The Lido’s logo was printed across the glass in frosty lettering. A sudden realization hit me. “It was you.”

      “Pardon?”

      I looked up at Patrick, squinting in the sunlight to see him properly. “It was you. I told Milo that drinking ice water helps calm me down. That same night, there was a Lido’s glass on the bedside table. I always thought it was Caroline because of the plumerias, but it was you, wasn’t it?”

      Patrick sank, sitting on the floor beside my patio chair and resting his elbows on his knees. “Yeah, that was me.”

      “And the night Caroline destroyed her bedroom? That shadow in the master bedroom?”

      “That was me too.”

      I gestured to the jagged hole in the side of the house where a pair of exquisite French doors had recently been ripped from place in a supernatural attempt to flee my notice. Ever since, we kept the opening covered with black tarp unless we wanted to sit on the balcony. “This is your fault?” I demanded, flapping the tarp dramatically. “You tore a hole in the house?”

      Patrick bowed his head sheepishly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to. I just—remember how I said you remind me of my mom?”

      “Yes.”

      He fiddled with his fingers, picking at a hangnail on his thumb. “My mom was amazing. She did so much for this town. She did so much for me and Caroline. I don’t think I knew how well she was raising us until she was gone.” He paused, his eyes shining as he looked across the water. “I miss her. I miss my dad too, of course, but my mom had this warmth to her. She could put anyone at ease. If I was ever upset, she always knew exactly what to do or say to make me feel better. Honestly, it wasn’t until I met Alex that I realized most kids don’t have that.”

      Patrick sniffed. He avoided my gaze and tried to pull a loose nail from the aged wood of the upper deck. My heart swelled. I’d forgotten that Patrick was seventeen. At that age, you thought you were invincible, a year away from the illusion of independence. At the same time, you needed someone to pave the road for you.

      “Anyway,” Patrick continued. “My mom had depression. She handled it rather well. It’s why she did so much work in the town. She said that holding herself accountable for that kind of stuff helped her get up in the morning when she didn’t want to.” Having pried the nail from the wood, he rubbed the rust from the metal. “Every once in a while, she had a bad day. She wouldn’t get up or eat breakfast. She would just lie in bed in this room all day long with the curtains shut. There was nothing we could do to make her feel better. We all just rode out the bad days with each other.”

      Patrick dug the tip of the nail into the tip of his index finger. It punctured the skin, and a droplet of blood welled to the surface. Instinctively, I set down my orange juice to confiscate the nail from his grasp.

      “Don’t do that,” I said gently, rolling the nail across the deck beyond his reach.

      “It’s fine,” Patrick replied as he held up his finger. He wiped the blood away. Underneath, there was no sign of the puncture wound. “See?”

      “It’s the concept though,” I rebutted.

      He smiled softly. “That’s why I left you things and tried to help you. The warmth that my mom had? You have it as well. When I figured out you were sad too, I wanted you to know that someone was there with you. Not to talk or argue or try to help. Just someone to be there.”

      If a teenaged boy had to haunt my house, I was glad it was Patrick Winchester. Like he said himself, his mother had raised him well. If Kali had made it to seventeen, I would’ve hoped she turned out as kind and caring as Patrick.

      I smoothed Patrick’s hair back. It felt natural. Intuitive. All this talk about mothering was having an effect on me. “Your mother loves you, Pat. Even now.”

      He rested his forehead on his knees. I rubbed his back in comforting circles.

      “And I know you didn’t murder the French doors on purpose,” I added, trying to lighten the mood. “Unlike Caroline, you don’t seem to obtain pleasure from wreaking havoc. At least you’ve never possessed either one of us.”

      My change of subject had the opposite effect than I’d hoped. Patrick’s jaw clenched. “She’s not supposed to do that.”

      A cloud shifted, and the sun beat down on the balcony, warming my skin. My foot was sweating underneath the cast. Ugh.

      “I’d have to agree,” I told Patrick. “But is that because they make you sign some kind of morality clause when you become a ghost? Or is there another reason?”

      Patrick covered his eyes to look up at me. “Yesterday, you asked me why I look human while Caroline can’t so much as blink.”

      “And you told me that Caroline didn’t want me to know the answer to that question.”

      “She doesn’t.”

      “What do you want to tell me?”

      Patrick blew out a breath. “I think you need to know. The more you know, the better prepared you are to take on this fiasco.”

      I swung my feet off the patio chair to face Patrick head on. “I’m listening.”

      He stretched out his legs and leaned back on his palms, tipping his face up to the sun and closing his eyes. “Let me preface this information by telling you that I’m not exactly up to date with every aspect of afterlife mechanics. Caroline and I figured this crap out the hard way. There’s no manual or guide book.”

      “Fair enough. Continue.”

      “When we first realized we were stuck here, Caroline soon discovered that we could leech energy from living humans,” Patrick explained. “It helped us feel somewhat alive again and to maintain a quasi-physical presence. However, it also had an effect on the people that we fed off of.”

      The resulting look of horror on my face must’ve been more conspicuous that I imagined because Patrick sat up to pat my hand.

      “No one died,” he assured me hurriedly. “It drained them. They would get sick, and it would take them a few days to recover. For a while, everyone thought some kind of bug was going around town. Because of that, I stopped doing it. I couldn’t stand watching people suffer because I wanted to feel something again. Caroline, on the other hand, made an unfortunate habit out of it.”

      “What happened then?” I asked, unsure if I wanted the answer.

      “You already know,” Patrick replied. “We found out that what you took had to be given back eventually. That’s why Caroline faded so much faster than me. She couldn’t help herself. Anytime she had access to a human, she stole from them. Her highs started getting shorter and shorter, and before we knew it, she was no more than a shadow.”

      “That’s why you looked ill,” I realized, thinking back to the weeks prior. I remembered Milo’s gaunt appearance and testy temperament. “You disappeared for a while, and when you came back, you looked like you had the flu.”

      Patrick nodded. “I knew I had to look as human as possible for when you and Bodhi arrived here, so I found a hiker in the woods. It lasted long enough to get you to trust me, but if I was going to keep up the ruse, I needed someone else to suck energy from. I wasn’t willing to do that, especially not to you or Bodhi.”

      “And what about that time you tried to strangle yourself?” I asked. The memory was still fresh in my mind. “Or when you were bleeding out?”

      “I was getting desperate,” Patrick admitted. “At that point, I was running out of steam. Both times, I was trying to show you how I was killed. Ethan hit me over the head before he hung me. That’s why I was bleeding so badly.”

      “Right,” I said, swallowing a surge of nausea. “I knew that.”

      We were quiet for a moment, listening to the bustle of the construction work on the ground below. Bodhi’s voice floated up to the balcony as he asked someone for a bottle of water. Another thought occurred to me.

      “Patrick?”

      “Yes?”

      “If you need to absorb energy from a living person in order to look alive, who did you suck dry this time around?”

      Patrick’s blue irises crystallized, hardening as he looked me in the eye.

      “Ethan Powell.”
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      That evening, I returned from town with an amalgamation of items from the prepared foods section of the local market. The kitchen at the Winchester house was finished at last, but Bodhi and I were far too exhausted to make use of it. The few guys that hadn’t been working on the deck outside installed the new appliances. The stainless steel refrigerator, dishwasher, and oven really tied our industrial theme together. The color contrasts between the exposed brick accent wall, the new cabinets, and the appliances were fresh and clean. As I lifted the bags of groceries onto the polished countertops, I let out a satisfied sigh. The kitchen looked great, as did the living and dining areas. It was always such a rush to see my original design sketches come to life.

      The construction crew had gone home. Bodhi was outside. He sat cross-legged on a completed portion of the deck facing the water. His hands rested lightly on his knees. From the even flow of his breath, I could tell that he was meditating. The breeze blew his hair around in a spasmodic dance though he remained serene and motionless. It used to be something he did every day, but Bodhi’s ability to sit still had waned in the last few years. I watched from the glass doors. Meditation was never something I could get the hang of, no matter how often Bodhi asked me to practice with him. For some reason, clearing my mind was a challenge I’d yet to overcome. Even Doctor Marx had suggested something similar in one of my sessions with her, but no matter what I did, thoughts raced through my brain at top speed without any regard to my personal emotions. I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt Bodhi, even to tell him that dinner was available. He deserved time to himself, so I turned away from the glass door.

      “I read your letter today,” he said suddenly, the light wind carrying his voice across the deck and into the house.

      I would never understand how he did that. I hadn’t made a noise, yet Bodhi somehow sensed me watching him. “You did?”

      He took a deep breath and looked over his shoulder. “Mm-hmm.”

      “I didn’t think you read Flipping Out anymore,” I said, lingering in the space between the deck and the living room.

      “You left your laptop on the balcony earlier,” Bodhi replied. He stretched his arms overhead, the muscles in his back and shoulders standing at attention. “The page was still up.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No, don’t apologize.” He rose from the deck in one continuous motion. He always had a fluidity to him after meditating, something that I had forgotten about until just now. He met me in the door frame, taking my hands in his. “I’m proud of you for writing that.”

      My bottom lip trembled. “You are?”

      Bodhi smiled and threaded his arms around my waist. “So proud. But I need to say something too.”

      I tugged on one of his long curls and watched it spring back into place. “What’s that?”

      He hugged me tightly to him, making sure to catch my eye. “It wasn’t all your fault. What happened to Kali. I was responsible too. I don’t think I ever apologized to you for the way I acted while Kali was alive.”

      My fingers twisted nervously in the fabric of Bodhi’s T-shirt. This wasn’t something we usually talked about. “No, you didn’t.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said firmly. “I was a jerk. For some reason, I thought having Kali meant I couldn’t have other things that I wanted. I loved her though.” Bodhi’s voice cracked, and he crumbled. “I promise I loved her, Bailey. I never wanted that to happen.”

      “I know,” I whispered as he folded into me. “I know, baby.”

      The setting sun bathed us in its pleasant glow. I closed my eyes, tilting my head so that it rested in the crook of Bodhi’s neck. His skin was warm and soft, and his pulse beat out a steady rhythm. I pressed onto my toes and kissed his battered temple. The swelling had gone down, but the yellowing bruise looked uglier than ever.

      Bodhi took my fingers and kissed them one by one. “I love you.”

      Something released inside me. As if there’d been a padlock on the door to my heart. It popped open and everything gushed out, flooding me from head to toe with a rush of heat and happiness and confusion.

      “I love you, Bodhi.”

      He squeezed me so firmly that my feet left the ground when we kissed. I half-laughed, half-cried into it as relief surged through me. We had a long way to go—there was no doubt about that—but in that moment, I was purely myself and Bodhi was purely Bodhi for the first time in five years. I laughed, laughed, laughed. What a feeling to be myself again.

      Bodhi set me down again with a grin. “Get anything good for dinner?”

      I walked into the kitchen, dumping the bags on the counter. “Deli meat, olives, a fresh baguette, pasta salad, actual salad. A bunch of stuff. What would you like?”

      “Mm. Pasta salad to start.”

      I popped open the container and handed Bodhi a plastic fork. We leaned on the new granite countertops, taking turns as we ate from the same box. Fifteen minutes later, all of the containers lay open like a buffet, and we took bites from whichever item we pleased. I sat on the counter, kicking my bare feet out like a little kid, while Bodhi did a hilarious impression of one of the guys from his construction crew. We roared with laughter, and when the sun set and the kitchen darkened, we hardly noticed.

      “In all seriousness,” Bodhi said, chuckling as he popped a martini olive into his mouth. “What exactly is our plan for the next few days?”

      The mood sobered immediately. In the freshly remodeled kitchen, I’d almost forgotten that we were staying in the infamous Winchester house and that a greater task lay in wait.

      “According to Patrick, we have until Saturday night to find a way for them to cross over,” I answered. My appetite abandoned me. I threw a half-eaten piece of prosciutto back into the deli tray.

      “Five days.”

      “Yup. And so far, we have no idea where Ethan’s hidden his boat, that rope, or the bodies.”

      Bodhi frowned as he kneaded a piece of crusty bread between his fingers. “If we’re trying to rescue the kids, we don’t need to worry about the boat for now. That’s more for the police, and I’m sure they’ll find it eventually.”

      “Maybe they would,” I agreed. “If they were even looking for it.”

      “Solid point.” He dunked the bread into a cup of olive oil and took a bite. “But let’s focus on getting what we need to help Caroline and Patrick. The rope and their bodies. Piece of cake.”

      “Ugh, don’t say cake and bodies so close together.”

      Bodhi rolled his eyes and stuffed the rest of his baguette between my lips to silence me. “We need more information about Ethan. I’d say we should check his house again, but I keep thinking he’s going to show up out of the blue and pretend like nothing’s wrong. That would not exactly work well in our favor.”

      “Actually—” I countered, mumbling around the food. “Patrick let slip that he drained Ethan’s energy before he pushed him over the edge of that cliff.”

      Bodhi’s eyes widened in alarm. “He did what?”

      “Long story. Anyway, it apparently takes humans at least three full days to recover from a draining like that. They’ve clocked it before.”

      “How very reassuring,” Bodhi deadpanned.

      I ticked off the days on my fingers. “Patrick drained Ethan on Saturday night, which means he needed yesterday, today, and tomorrow to recover.”

      “So we should expect Ethan to come looking for revenge sometime on Wednesday?” Bodhi confirmed.

      I lifted my shoulders. “What are the chances he decides that it’s not worth the trouble and moves on to some other no-name town?”

      “That would be good for us,” said Bodhi. “Not so great for Caroline and Patrick.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      Bodhi cleaned up, closing the containers and storing them in the massive, pristine, and vastly empty refrigerator to eat at a later date. “So Patrick has no idea what Ethan might’ve done with the bodies?”

      I shook my head, hopping off the counter to help Bodhi. “Nope. He doesn’t remember, and neither does Caroline. I guess there’s a blank period between life and afterlife.”

      “That’s unfortunate. Ethan could’ve done anything with the bodies. Burned them, buried them, thrown them in the ocean.”

      “We’re talking Ethan Powell here, Bodhi,” I reminded him. “We have to consider what we know. He’s the most well-liked man in town. That’s how he’s managed to go so long without being discovered.”

      Bodhi’s brow crinkled as he lost himself in thought. “He also owns a lumber mill with plenty of machinery that would aid in destroying a body.”

      “Yeah, but how much of a mess would that have been?” My nose wrinkled at the gory imagery in my head. “Ethan wouldn’t have risked something like that. Besides, Ethan killed Patrick and Caroline in this house. I doubt he would’ve towed two bodies through town for everyone to see. No, he must’ve buried them close.”

      “Or he threw them over the bluff,” Bodhi suggested. “That would’ve been easiest, right? Everyone would’ve assumed they died along with their parents.”

      “Two things.” I held up one finger. “First, Patrick sustained injuries that obviously weren’t from a boat crash.” I held up a second finger. “Second, if Ethan had thrown them over, their bodies would’ve most likely been stuck in the rocks, not washed out to sea. The police would’ve found them.”

      Bodhi considered this as he framed me against the countertop, his hands on either side of my waist. “Can I just point out how attractive you are when you’re playing detective?”

      I tickled his side. His abdomen contracted as he laughed. “We’re not playing, Bodhi. Don’t forget that.”

      He drew away, apologetic. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just nice to be with you again.”

      I linked my fingers through the belt loops on his shorts and tugged him toward me. “Hey. We are with each other. And getting closer every day.”

      Bodhi rested his forehead against mine. “I guess it’s crazy to worry about our relationship when a homicidal murderer has just added us to his hit list.”

      “It’s not crazy,” I told him. “It’s human. We’ll work on both.”

      His fingers found the tension in my neck, and he massaged the muscle there. “Okay. We still need to figure out a plan though.”

      I rolled my shoulders beneath Bodhi’s touch, pondering our limited options. “What’s on the agenda tomorrow? Do we have time to go into town?”

      “We’re installing the rest of the deck tomorrow,” Bodhi answered as he focused on releasing the strain from my body. “And then I figured you and I could sit down and map out our plans for the remainder of the first floor.”

      “Let’s put a short hold on the plans.” I lazily closed my eyes. “I’m thinking we should find someone who was close to Ethan. Maybe we could trick them into giving us a hint about the bodies.”

      “Who would we ask though?”

      “Who did Ethan have a really good relationship with?”

      Bodhi scoffed. “Everyone.”

      “Then it should be easy to dig up some information. We’ll start at the Sanctuary.”

      The pads of his fingers dug into the base of my skull, smoothing the tendons there. An involuntary moan escaped from my lips. Bodhi chuckled, and he flipped me around to find better access to my shoulders. His breath tickled the hair at the nape of my neck.

      “Want to go upstairs?” I murmured, bracing myself against the countertop.

      His calloused palms traveled south and dipped under the hem of my shirt.

      “Oh, do I.”

      

      I slept so soundly that night that by the time I woke up on Tuesday morning, I felt more refreshed and awake that I had in years. Bodhi was already up, and even though I woke up alone in bed, I didn’t feel lonely. The echo of cookware clinking together and the savory scent of crisp bacon found its way up the stairs as Bodhi made breakfast. I smiled and snuggled into the warm sheets, not quite ready to get up. My laptop lay on the bedside table, so I pulled it over and booted it up.

      As the webpage for Flipping Out loaded, I tried not to let my anxiety get the best of me. I needed to check how my followers had reacted to my personal letter. The page buffered at an agonizingly slow rate. The temporary Wi-Fi that we had set up at the Winchester house wasn’t exactly top notch. Finally, Flipping Out’s welcome screen greeted me.

      And my inbox had maxed out at over five hundred new messages.

      I clicked on the first one, steeling myself for constructive criticism, but as I read the short email, my mouth dropped open in surprise.

      

      Dear Bailey. First of all, I am so sorry for your loss. Even if it was five years ago, I know how hard it can be to push through losing someone you loved. I enjoyed Flipping Out from the very beginning, and that won’t change. Stay strong. Karen.

      

      The next several messages expressed similar sentiments. Most of them were concise. Others contained big blocks of text recounting life stories that mirrored my own. All of them made me want to cry.

      

      Dear Bailey. THANK YOU! I have never read such an honest blog post before, and I just wanted to say how grateful I am that you finally opened up to us. I, too, have lost a child. Your blog was a major part in helping me cope with the heartbreak. We are here to love and support you. Love, Emily.

      

      Dear Bailey. My wife was the one who introduced me to your blog, and I’m more addicted to it than I care to admit. You and Bodhi are our role models. We’re often told that our relationship won’t work out because of how young we are, but knowing that you and Bodhi have fought through such a tragedy inspires us more than anything. We are so sad for your loss, but we hope that you continue to confide in your followers. Much love, Dylan.

      

      Dear Bailey. You are the strongest woman I know. I admire you so much. Never apologize for doing the things you thought you needed to do in order to stay sane and healthy. Keep up the phenomenal work. Sincerely, Sandy.

      

      I spent so long combing through the influx of well-wishes that Bodhi actually came up to the bedroom to check on me. He had a plate of eggs and bacon and a glass of orange juice in hand as he inched the door open with his hip.

      “Bailey? Are you okay?”

      I sniffed and blotted my eyes with the corner of the bed sheet. I gestured to the open laptop. “They read my letter.”

      Bodhi set the plate of food on the comforter and rested his chin on my shoulder to read through the visible replies. “Baby, these are great! Why are you crying?”

      I laughed, the sound getting stuck in the back of my throat. “Because they’re great!”

      “People love you, Bailey,” Bodhi said. He brushed his lips across the skin of my shoulder. “I can’t believe you ever thought they might think otherwise. Now eat your breakfast. We’ve got work to do.”

      

      In the lull after the morning breakfast rush, the Sanctuary was rather docile. A group of students who attended the nearby state college studied in one corner, hunched over a communal organic chemistry textbook. A cute elderly couple lounged in a pair of leather armchairs by one of the large windows, reading each other passages from their respective sections of the newspaper. The counter space was clear except for two young boys sitting at either end—each about ten or twelve years of age—swatting a poppy seed bagel across the bar top between them. The dark-haired boy nearest us, who looked vaguely familiar for some reason, rocketed the bagel toward his friend. The fairer boy attempted a block but missed, and the bagel shot off the end of the counter and onto the floor, sending poppy seeds flying in every direction.

      “Score!” cried the dark-haired boy, pumping his fist. He cupped his hands to his mouth to create a makeshift megaphone. “It’s Anthony Lido with the game-winning goooooooal!”

      Ava emerged from the Sanctuary’s kitchen and reached across the counter to smack the dark-haired boy lightly across the head. “Anthony, you make another mess in my café and I’ll ground you both until Christmas.”

      “Ms. Miller, you can’t ground me. I’m not even your son.” Ava fixed him with an intimidating stare. The boy raised his hands in defeat. “Okay, fine. You can ground me. Just don’t tell my dad, or I’ll have to mop the floor at the restaurant for the next month.”

      The blond boy hopped off his stool to fetch the mistreated bagel. “No one likes the poppy seed bagels, Mom.”

      “And yet I don’t make them for the two of you to play bagel hockey, Max.”

      “I like the poppy seed ones,” I piped in.

      Max’s shoulders dropped as he stared at me like I’d set fire to his baseball card collection. “Way to pick sides, lady.”

      Ava knocked her son over the head with a broom and dustpan then thrust both objects into his small chest. Across the room, Anthony sniggered. “Clean up your mess. And be polite. Anthony?”

      Anthony straightened, assuming perfect posture. “Yes, ma’am?” he replied in an innocent tone.

      “Your forehand needs work.” As Max finished sweeping the poppy seeds into the dustpan, Ava walked over to the Sanctuary’s door and held it open. “Get to school, boys. You’re late already.”

      “But I haven’t had breakfast,” Max protested, swinging a backpack across his shoulders as Anthony bounced off his stool.

      “Eat your bagel next time,” Ava replied. Max paused at the door, frowning, and Ava leaned down to give him a kiss on the cheek.

      Anthony pranced by, tightening the straps on his own backpack as he stood on his tiptoes to reach up toward Ava. “Do I get a kiss too, Ms. Miller?”

      Ava relented, planting one on Anthony’s roguish cheek too. As the boys trotted off, Ava shook her head. “Stay out of trouble!”

      Bodhi and I took seats at the counter, still chuckling at the boys’ antics. The countertop was speckled with crumbs and remnants of their game.

      “Sorry about that,” Ava said, brushing the seeds to the floor with her hand. “They’re a bit of a handful sometimes.”

      “No worries,” Bodhi replied.

      “Was that Alex Lido’s son?” I asked Ava.

      Ava nodded as she emptied the espresso filter of the cappuccino machine and poured fresh grounds into it. “He’s a character, just like his dad. Cappuccino, Bailey?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Bodhi? Tea?”

      “Green, please. With honey.”

      “Coming up.” Ava bustled around, scooping loose leaves into a small teapot to steep. As she filled it with hot water, she asked, “How’s it going up at the Winchester house?”

      “It’s coming along,” Bodhi answered. He nudged me discreetly. “Although it’s a little difficult to concentrate when one of the guys is missing.”

      The cappuccino machine gurgled as Ava tended to it without looking. “Oh, Ethan,” she said sadly. “You haven’t heard from him at all?”

      We both shook our heads. I kept my gaze on the countertop, crushing a wayward poppy seed beneath my nail. Bodhi was a great actor. The despondent hunch of his shoulders and his unhappy frown almost convinced me that he really was worried about Ethan. I, on the other hand, had trouble creating an iota of fake sympathy for a man who murdered an entire family and got away with it.

      “Why would we?” Bodhi asked. “I doubt we would be his first point of contact, right?”

      Ava combined the cream and espresso in a fresh mug and set it down in front of me. “Oh, I just figured since he was heading up to your place the last time he was seen—”

      I choked on my first sip, and coffee splashed over the lip of my mug. Bodhi silently handed me a napkin. I wiped hot milk from my nose. “What do you mean? Who saw Ethan last?”

      “Pam Lopez, I think.” Ava poured a cup of steaming tea for Bodhi, who stirred in a spoonful of local honey. “They ran into each other on his way up. Weren’t you sick that day, Bailey? He said Bodhi asked him to check on you. Right, Bodhi?”

      It was Bodhi’s turn to cough into his drink. “Uh. Right. Ahem. Sounds like he didn’t make it up the bluff though.”

      “You think?” Ava rested her elbows on the counter.

      “He certainly wasn’t at the house,” I supplied firmly before I could lose my nerve. “I spent most of my afternoon in the bathroom. I would’ve heard if Ethan stopped by.”

      Ava made a face. “Shame. I think we were all holding on to a shred of hope that Ethan might be somewhere in your area.”

      “Nope.”

      “Not a sign—”

      The door to the Sanctuary opened again, and I looked over my shoulder to see a svelte older woman wearing a sophisticated, plum-colored pant suit enter the café. She had secured her hair—a perfect shade of auburn only available to those with enough cash to visit an out-of-town salon—in a neat bun near the top of her head and painted her nails to match her outfit.

      “Doctor Marx!” I waved, grateful for the distraction.

      “Morning, Bailey.” Doctor Marx strolled over, her heels clicking across the tile floor, and lit upon the stool beside me, hanging her designer handbag over the back of it. “Ava, may I have an Americano please?”

      “You got it.”

      As Ava drifted away, Doctor Marx reached over me to offer her hand to Bodhi. “Hello there. You must be Bailey’s husband. I’ve heard all about you.”

      Bodhi shook Doctor Marx’s hand. “Not all bad, I hope.”

      Doctor Marx smiled slyly. “Doctor-patient confidentiality, Mr. Taylor.”

      I whacked Bodhi lightly across his shoulder. “It’s not all bad.”

      “Good,” he said, sipping his tea. “Actually, Doctor Marx, what’s your availability like as of late? Bailey and I were thinking about attending a session together.”

      Ava returned with Doctor Marx’s order. Doctor Marx blew delicately across the surface of her coffee and sighed. “I’m afraid we’re a little swamped this week. Someone broke into the office last week and tampered with the patient files.”

      Bodhi and I exchanged panicked looks. His fingers trembled on the handle of his teacup as he bounced his leg up and down anxiously. I rested a hand on his knee to stop him.

      “Who would’ve done something like that?” I asked, disguising my jitters behind the lip of my coffee mug.

      Doctor Marx even shrugged in a way that seemed inherently posh. “No idea. And it’s not like we have cameras here to catch things like that. The crime in Black Bay is practically non-existent.”

      Bodhi hawked into his teacup. I rubbed his back. “You all right, babe? Got something in your throat?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Anyway,” Doctor Marx continued as she nursed her Americano. “Lots of paperwork. Lots of trouble. We’re a bit behind schedule. I can pencil you in for next week?”

      “That sounds great,” I told her. I swigged the remainder of my coffee, trying not to wince as the hot liquid coursed down my throat. “We better get going. Got a lot to do today! Right, Bodhi?”

      Bodhi, who’d been rendered momentarily speechless, found his voice again. “Right. The guys will never let me hear the end of it if I’m late again.”

      “Call me later to schedule a session,” said Doctor Marx.

      “We will,” I promised. I set a five dollar bill on the counter and waved to Ava as she washed dishes in the kitchen. “Have a nice day!”

      “You too!”

      And then I grabbed Bodhi’s hand and ushered him out of the Sanctuary. We hurried down the street without direction.

      “Oh my God,” said Bodhi.

      “Don’t panic,” I ordered.

      “Don’t panic?” he repeated incredulously. “Bailey, you do realize that if they find out we were the ones who tampered with those files, we could go to jail, right?”

      “They won’t find out.”

      “We didn’t even wear gloves! Oh, and don’t get me started on Ethan. Pam Lopez. Damn Pam Lopez! Spreading it around town that Ethan was on his way to see you.”

      I pinned Bodhi’s hands to his sides before his gesticulating could get any wilder. “Calm down. I have an idea.”

      “Does it involve fleeing the crime scene?” Bodhi muttered darkly.

      “On the contrary,” I replied, steering Bodhi past the fountain in the town square. “It involves employing a co-conspirator.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Bonding

          

        

      

    

    
      When we arrived at Lido’s restaurant, we stood on the curb for a solid minute as I tried to decide whether or not it was a good idea to go inside. Thankfully, there weren’t many people around to watch us deliberate. It was too early in the morning for any kind of lunch rush. The neon open sign mocked us. It seemed to grow brighter the longer we waited.

      “What are we doing here?” Bodhi asked, one arm around my shoulders.

      “Like I said, we need an ally.”

      “And you think golden boy Alex Lido is the best person to recruit?” Bodhi looked at me like I was crazy. “He’s one of most high-profile town members.”

      “He was also Patrick’s best friend and completely in love with Caroline,” I reminded him. “He already knows Ethan was up to something that night. Besides, I promised to fill him in.”

      Bodhi’s arm dropped from my shoulder as he stared at me in disbelief. “You did what?”

      “You don’t think he deserves that much?”

      “I think if we tell anyone that Patrick and Caroline’s ghosts asked us to round up a murderer so that they can enact their revenge, we’ll be committed to a psych ward faster than you can say Doctor Marx’s full name,” Bodhi bit back.

      A young woman crossed the street, cooing as she pushed a baby stroller. I hushed Bodhi as she passed by, and she eyed us nervously.

      “Nice day, isn’t it?” I said to her with what I hoped was a convincing smile.

      “Sure is,” she replied, but she gave us a wide berth as she continued on her walk.

      Bodhi dropped his head into his hands. “This is all going to hell.”

      “And so are we if we don’t find a way to help Patrick and Caroline.” I yanked open the door to Lido’s. “Get in here, Bodhi, and activate that undeniable charisma of yours.”

      A bell chimed over the door. The restaurant was empty. I could see all the way to the back of the long room, where the pretty patio opened up to the bay. One random employee wiped table tops down with a wet rag. Bodhi looked green as he joined me at Lido’s host stand, where we waited patiently for someone to notice us.

      “On second thought, let me do the talking,” I muttered to him under my breath. Doctor Marx’s revelation had caused Bodhi to pitch his confident deception skills right out the window. I shook my head. Sure, the undead didn’t bother him, but the thought of spending any time at all in a jail cell chilled him to the core.

      At last, the pretty hostess emerged from the kitchen with a look of confusion on her face. She checked her watch. “You guys here for brunch or something? We don’t serve pancakes.”

      “Actually, we were wondering if Alex was around,” I told her.

      She deflated with visible relief at not having to work before expected. “Oh, sure.” She pushed through the swinging doors to the kitchen. “Alex! Bailey’s here to see you.”

      Bodhi shifted his weight, the length of his arm pressed against my mine. He was sweating, but not because the summer day was so hot. It was a cold, clammy sweat. He was that nervous about involving anyone else in our paranormal shenanigans.

      Alex pushed through the swinging door with a thud, ducking his head to avoid bumping into the low frame. When he straightened to his full height, he looked slightly surprised by our presence. “Bailey. Bodhi. I figured you guys would be working hard on the Winchester house by this time.”

      “We are usually,” I replied. “Do you have a minute?”

      He gestured to the vacant restaurant. “I’m swimming in time. What can I do for you?”

      I pointed to the patio. “Can we sit?”

      Alex arched a wary eyebrow before ducking under the bar top to join us on the other side. “I have to sit down for this, do I?”

      “Trust me,” Bodhi grumbled. “It’s better that way.”

      We followed him out to the patio where the three of us took seats at one of the freshly cleaned tables. Alex patted his employee on the back. “Thanks, Ryan. Can you bring us three waters?” As Ryan scurried off, Alex tilted back in his plastic chair and kicked his feet up on the adjacent table. “Does this have to do with the last time Bailey and I talked out here?”

      I looked out across the water. The bay was calm. Sunshine glinted off the ripples like little stars that dared to grace the light of day. Boats floated languidly at the docks of the marina. A seagull cawed, passing by overhead. I longed for the day Bodhi and I could sit at Lido’s and enjoy the weather, but Bodhi jolted me quickly out of my daydream with an elbow to my side.

      “We need your help,” I told Alex.

      “With what?”

      I looked at Bodhi, who nodded in encouragement. “We have a problem with the Winchester house.”

      “Uh-huh. What kind of problem?”

      “An infestation of sorts,” Bodhi cut in.

      “What, like bugs?”

      “No, not bugs,” I said, rolling my eyes at Bodhi. “It’s more that someone’s still living there.”

      Alex opened his mouth to reply, but Ryan returned with our waters. Alex waited until he set the glasses down on the table and went back inside. “Did you find squatters?” he asked us, tapping a straw on the table to rid it off its paper wrapper. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t you just call the police? What am I supposed to do?”

      “It’s not squatters,” said Bodhi.

      “Then what is it?”

      I looked Alex over, wondering if he could handle what we were about to tell him. There was no point in beating around the bush. Alex was the only person we could remotely begin to trust with this information, and considering how lost we were on our own, we desperately needed his help. I inhaled heavily.

      “It’s Patrick and Caroline.”

      Alex stared at me. Then his eyes shifted to Bodhi as if asking for a clue. He looked back at me. “Are you messing with me?”

      “No, we—”

      “Because if you are, you should know how cruel it is of you to do something like this,” Alex interrupted, his inflection sharpening. “Especially so soon after the Winchester Celebration.”

      Bodhi held up his hand to stop Alex. “Calm down. We’re not trying to mess with you at all.”

      “Then what is this?”

      “A call for help,” I answered. Droplets of condensation rolled down my water glass. I traced them with the tips of my finger, avoiding Alex’s gaze. “Here’s the thing, Alex. If we tell you what’s really happening up at the Winchester house, you have to promise to keep an open mind.”

      Alex took his feet off the table and rubbed his temples as if he was suddenly hit with a tension headache. “I’m not sure I’m following along, so I’m going to have to ask again. Does this have anything to do with what you were talking about the night of the storm, Bailey?”

      “Do you remember what we spoke about?”

      “Yeah, you asked me about the night Patrick and Caroline died.”

      I glanced at the door of the restaurant to make sure no one else was listening in and lowered my voice. “I also asked you if you’d seen Ethan Powell.”

      “Right. And I told you that he took his boat out.”

      “What if I told you the reason you didn’t see Ethan come back into the marina was because he was the one who ran the Winchesters into the rocks?”

      There was a beat of silence between the three of us during which Alex’s eyes ping-ponged from me to Bodhi and back again. Then, calmly, he replied, “I would ask if you had any proof.”

      “We did,” Bodhi answered. He licked his lips, as if his mouth had gone dry in anticipation of filling Alex in, and took a long draw from his water glass. “We found the boat Ethan used to do it, among other things. Unfortunately, once Ethan realized we’d figured him out, he relocated all of it.”

      Alex crushed the straw’s paper wrapper in his fist. “So let me get this straight. You came here to tell me that you think Ethan Powell caused the Winchesters’ deaths, that you had evidence but you don’t now, and that for some inexplicable reason, you need my help?”

      “There’s more actually,” I said.

      “This ought to be good.”

      “Like I said, something is still living in the Winchester house,” I told Alex, trying to see past his angry expression. “Someone, more accurately. Two someones. Patrick and Caroline never got on the boat that night, Alex. Ethan killed them in their own home. And now they’re haunting the Winchester house.”

      Alex burst out laughing, his shoulders shaking as he chuckled from deep in his belly. He wiped his watering eyes with the collar of his shirt. “Oh, man,” he said with a sigh. “You two really had me going there. You guys always do something like this to the locals? Is this for that blog of yours?”

      “We’re not kidding,” I insisted. In some sense, I should’ve known that Alex wouldn’t take us seriously at first. After all, Bodhi and I didn’t believe something supernatural was going on at the Winchester house until Caroline wrecked several rooms. Even so, time was of the essence, and the more we wasted trying to convince Alex of the Winchesters’ continued existence, the less we had to save Patrick and Caroline from eternal purgatory. “Caroline reached out to us almost as soon as we arrived. Patrick, too.”

      Alex’s humor subsided as he realized we weren’t pulling his leg. “Whatever stunt you’re trying to pull—”

      “We already told you,” Bodhi interjected. “It’s not a stunt.”

      The door to the patio swung open again and Bodhi shut his mouth as Ryan stepped out again. “Hey boss? We need you in the kitchen. Something’s wrong with the fryer.”

      “What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s not frying.”

      “Go figure.” As Ryan went back inside, Alex stood up and pushed his chair in. “I’d say it’s been a pleasure, but I would be lying. Could the two of you do me a favor? The next time you come to my restaurant, would you mind actually ordering some food?”

      I rose to my feet, kicking over the plastic furniture in my haste to delay Alex. “Come up to the house when you close the restaurant,” I pleaded with him, my fingers closing around his wrist. “And we’ll prove it to you. I swear, Alex.”

      He looked down at my grip. “What makes you think that even if you were telling the truth that I’d want to go and have a conversation with my dead best friends from high school?”

      “Because they need our help,” I replied softly. “Please.”

      Alex lingered in the doorway. Then he gently removed my hand from his arm. “I’ll think about it. You can see yourselves out.”

      He held the patio door open for us. Reluctantly, Bodhi and I let him guide us through it. As Alex disappeared into the kitchen, we made our way to the front of the restaurant with the acrid scent of burning oil in our nostrils. When we emerged in the sunlight outside and turned toward the high street to make our way back up to the bluff, Bodhi slipped his hand into mine.

      “So,” he said, kissing the back of my hand. “Now what?”

      I sighed, gazing wistfully over my shoulder at Lido’s Restaurant. “Now we wait. See if he shows up.”

      

      There was nothing more to do with the rest of our day other than work on the house. When we arrived home with several boxes of donuts as an apology to the rest of the construction crew for ducking out that morning, the guys had already started renovating the rest of the backyard’s decking. After a bear claw and some teasing, I convinced Bodhi to let me get in on the labor. It had been too long since I’d contributed physically to the Winchester house—my multitude of injuries had set me back on that one—but I couldn’t sit around the entire day and let my thoughts fester. It was better to distract myself with hard work.

      After a few hours of securing the new decking, the back of my neck and the tips of my ears were starting to crisp from the effects of the summer sun. Sweat dripped down my back, soaking my T-shirt, and the cast around my ankle made it feel like I’d stepped into a shin-high puddle of hot mud. I straightened, groaning as my knees protested, and wiped my forehead.

      “Anyone need a bottle of water?” I asked the guys around me. “Or an extra donut?”

      A few hands went up, so I wiped my one dirty sneaker on the tarp we were using as a welcome mat and stepped into the kitchen. I washed my hands and grabbed another donut, holding it between my teeth as I plucked cold water bottles from the fridge. When I shut the refrigerator door though, the face behind it made me jump and the bottles careened from my arms.

      “Patrick!” I put a hand to my heart, which was working overtime. “God, you nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      “What are you doing?” he asked, leaning against the fridge.

      I checked that the guys outside were concentrating on the decking rather than my conversation with a dead boy. “Fixing the deck. What does it look like?”

      “Shouldn’t you be working on a plan to get us out of here?” Patrick demanded. There were the slightest shadows under his eyes, as if he’d missed a couple hours of sleep. It looked like Ethan’s involuntary energy donation was starting to wear off.

      “I am.”

      “Really?” he snapped. “Because to me it looks like you’re more concerned with the content for your blog.”

      In the hallway, a door slammed of its own accord, but I didn’t know if it was Caroline’s doing or a result of the frustration that boiled off of Patrick.

      “Watch your tone, Pat,” I warned, keeping my voice low and even. “I know you’re worried about running out of time, but Bodhi and I are doing our best.”

      “And what have you done today that constitutes doing your best?”

      I knelt to pick up some of the fallen water bottles. “We went to see Alex.”

      Patrick receded into the relative shadow of the hallway. “You what?”

      “We need help,” I told him. “The locals are getting suspicious. Someone saw Ethan come up this way the day he disappeared, and the town psychiatrist knows someone broke into her office. I thought having someone like Alex, someone that everyone trusts, to dispel rumors about us would help. Not to mention, he knew you and Caroline personally. Without Ethan around, we need another resource. How else are we supposed to find your bodies?”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “That you’re still around,” I answered, stacking the water bottles under one arm. “He didn’t believe us. I wouldn’t either to be honest, but there’s a chance he could turn up tonight, so be prepared for that.”

      When I looked up, Patrick was staring at the floor, lost in thought. He looked like a seventeen-year-old boy in need of a reassuring word from his mother, but I was the best he had.

      “Patrick, if Alex does visit, just remember that Bodhi and I will be there for you,” I said to him. “You won’t be alone.”

      He took a step backward, his physical image fading as he retreated down the hallway. “It’s not me I’m worried about,” he said. “It’s Caroline.”

      And then he was gone. I swallowed. Maybe inviting Alex to the house had been a mistake. Would Caroline go off the deep end if she saw him? I banished the thought, turning on my heel to go back outside, and brandished the water bottles.

      “Who’s dehydrated? Catch.”

      After tossing bottles to the guys that needed them, I picked up where I’d left off with my section of the decking, ignoring the squelch of the plaster cast against my skin. Blissfully, it wasn’t long before the heat and the work scrubbed away the worry manifesting about what might happen later that night.

      

      When the day was done and the crew was gone and we had finished dinner, Bodhi and I moved the Winchesters’ old chairs from the widow’s walk to the backyard in order to enjoy the newly completed deck. The sun was long gone. We had worked extra hours to finish up, and the moon hovered over the garden like a glowing orb. Bodhi and I shared a chair. He sipped wine from a plastic cup and played with my hair.

      “I could get used to this,” he murmured.

      I snuggled into him. Near the edge of the bluff, the blooms on Caroline’s plumeria tree waltzed in the wind, sending waves of their sweet scent wafting in our direction.

      “Me too,” I said.

      His fingers combed through my hair. “No Alex though.”

      I sighed, closing my eyes. “It’s only nine-thirty. Lido’s probably hasn’t closed yet.”

      “They close at nine on weekdays.”

      “Damn it.”

      I heard footsteps behind us and craned my neck to see Patrick hovering in the doorway. He juggled a football anxiously between his hands.

      “Mind if I come out?” he asked shyly.

      “Not at all,” I answered.

      Patrick walked the length of the deck, peering over the far end to look down at the rocks. He cradled the football to his chest as if afraid it might leap over the edge.

      “What do you think?” Bodhi asked. He adjusted me a little so that he could sit up straight on the deck chair.

      “It’s nice,” Patrick answered.

      Bodhi got up, walked toward the opposite end of the deck, and opened his hands toward Patrick. “Here. Throw me the ball.”

      Patrick looked down at the tattered football in his grasp. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Unless you don’t want to.”

      “No, I want to.”

      I stretched my legs out along the chair. Patrick drew circles with his right arm, warming up muscles and ligaments that no longer served him much of a purpose. Then he found the laces of the football with his fingers, wound up, and tossed the ball across the deck in a perfect, spiraling arc. It was like watching art in motion. Bodhi caught the ball and returned it, but it wobbled through the air uncertainly. Despite its shaky path, Patrick caught it with one hand.

      I watched as the ball traveled back and forth, entranced by its crescent-like path across the starlit sky. Bodhi’s throws improved with each pass, and he started challenging Patrick by aiming outside of the younger boy’s reach. But Patrick snapped up the ball at every turn, darting all over the deck and grinning every time he made a particularly impressive catch.

      “Be careful,” I called as Patrick reached backward over the railing to snag the football with the tips of his fingers. Then I realized there was no point in warning a dead boy to watch his step. It’s not like anything could happen to him.

      Bodhi squinted in the moonlight in order to catch Patrick’s return pass, but the football bounced off his hands and rolled into the garden. Bodhi bounded off the deck, pushing aside overgrown bushes in search of the ball. When he returned, he hurled the ball back at Patrick with a wide grin on his face. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him look so carefree. Was this what it would’ve been like? In an alternate timeline, did Bodhi kick a soccer ball back and forth with Kali? Or go to her dance recitals? Or teach her how to meditate?

      We were all missing something. Patrick, Caroline, Bodhi, and I. Opportunity. Patrick and Caroline missed growing up. They missed celebrating good SAT scores and college acceptance letters. They missed learning how to do their own laundry and cooking grilled cheese with an iron in a dorm room. Bodhi and I had experienced all of that—to some degree at least—but we missed the chance to raise our kid the way we wanted to. With the same hope and happiness and adventure in her heart that I saw now on Patrick’s face.

      “Okay, okay,” Bodhi huffed, holding up his hands in defense before Patrick could throw the ball again. He stretched his arm over his head with a groan. “I think I’m done. My shoulder’s going to be all kinds of sore in the morning.”

      “Geezer,” Patrick joked, spinning the football in the palm of his hand.

      “Hey!” Bodhi smacked the football out of Patrick’s grasp and sat down on the edge of my chair as the younger boy chased after it.

      When Patrick returned, he leaned against the new deck railing. Frowning, he stared down at the old ball. “He’s not coming, is he?”

      “Who?” I asked, forgetting for a moment.

      “Alex.”

      But just as Patrick said his name, a knock echoed through the open sliding glass doors that led to the combined entryway and living room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Allied Forces

          

        

      

    

    
      The three of us looked at one another. The knock sounded again. Someone was definitely at the front door. Patrick’s eyes widened. He dropped the football, pacing back and forth across the deck.

      “Um, how do we do this?” Bodhi asked.

      I peered over my shoulder into the house. Through the small window pane set in the door, I could see the outline of Alex’s strong, shaded chin. He bounced nervously on the balls of his toes. “I’ll answer the door. Patrick, you wait here. Where’s Caroline, do you think?”

      “Hiding, I hope,” Patrick muttered.

      I shushed him and pushed myself out of the deck chair to walk into the living room. At the front door, I looked behind me. Bodhi was visible, waiting for me to invite Alex inside. Patrick was hidden beyond the frame of the sliding glass doors, but I could picture his anxious frown. I opened the door.

      Alex stood with his hands tucked deep in the front pockets of his jeans, his shoulders hunched up to his ears as if it was the dead of winter rather than the middle of summer.

      “Hi,” I said. “I’m glad you decided to stop by.”

      Alex lingered in the doorway. “I haven’t been here in twenty years.”

      “That’s okay.” I stepped aside to make room for him in the entryway, but he remained on the threshold. I linked one of my arms through his and pulled him inside. “Come on. You’ll be fine.”

      He gazed around the new living room. “It looks different.”

      “That’s kind of the point of house flipping,” I reminded him as I led him to one of the aluminum folding chairs that accompanied the card table we ate off of. They were the only pieces of furniture in the living room. “Here, sit. Bodhi?”

      Bodhi stepped in from outside. “Hey, Alex. Doing okay so far?”

      “So far.”

      Bodhi wandered into the kitchen. “Would you like a glass of water? Or something stronger?”

      “Water’s fine, please.”

      Bodhi brought over three water bottles and placed them on the card table. We sat down next to Alex. I glanced out to the deck, but Patrick was nowhere in sight. Had he lost his nerve?

      “Well?” Alex prompted, popping the cap off his water bottle and draining half of it in one gulp. “What am I doing here?”

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I asked Alex.

      “Ready for what exactly?”

      Bodhi and I looked at each other. There was no preparing Alex for what he was about to see. Instead, I prepared myself for Alex’s potential reaction.

      “Patrick,” I called to the backyard. “Why don’t you come in now?”

      For a moment, no one moved. Alex’s breathing quickened. I could hear the strain of his inhales, the rapid burst of his exhales. Outside, the wind tickled the overgrown garden and the moon shone down on the decking. At last, Patrick’s blond hair edged out from behind the frame of the sliding glass door. He peeked into the living room.

      “Alex?”

      Alex shot out of his chair faster than a bullet from a gun, backing up against the far wall of the living room as Patrick tiptoed into full view. His chest heaved as he stared at the younger boy, unable to wrap his head around the situation.

      “Pat?”

      “It’s me.”

      Slowly, Alex peeled himself away from the wall. He took a tiny step forward. Patrick inched into the living room. Bodhi and I watched with bated breath as they neared each other. When they met in the middle of the floor, I half-expected for the world to implode. Patrick stared at Alex. Alex stared at Patrick. And then Patrick said:

      “Man, you got lines now.”

      Alex looked stunned. Patrick punched him in the shoulder in a fruitless attempt to lighten the mood, but all it did was confuse Alex even more. His hand rose. He placed it on Patrick’s shoulder. He stood still for a moment. Then Alex tugged Patrick into a tight hug.

      “I can’t believe this,” Alex said, releasing Patrick and stepping back to look at him up and down. “You haven’t aged a day! This is insane!”

      Patrick struck a goofy pose. “Perk of being undead.”

      Alex let out an incredulous sigh, shaking his head. He held his hand out to shake Patrick’s. “Do you remember?”

      “Of course.”

      They performed a complicated handshake, complete with high fives and some variation of jazz fingers. Alex was eighteen again, playing with his best friend. I could envision them in the end zone during a high school football game, doing a touchdown celebration dance together.

      “I’m not hallucinating, right?” Alex asked me and Bodhi as he grasped Patrick’s forearm. “He’s really here?”

      “He’s really here,” I confirmed.

      “What about Caroline?”

      It was a good question. Caroline had been uncharacteristically quiet for the past few days. I assumed it was because she was running out of energy as the anniversary of her death approached, but I also thought that Alex’s visit would lure her out of dormancy. On the other hand, maybe it was a good thing that Caroline was lying low. Alex wore a wide smile. He was ecstatic to see his old friend again, but the reality of the situation hadn’t sunk in yet. If Caroline made an appearance—knocking things about in that reckless way of hers—it might prevent Alex from helping us.

      “She’s around,” I told Alex. “But she’s not like Patrick. She can’t appear like he does.”

      Alex looked disappointed. “Oh. Why are they here at all?”

      “Hey, man,” Patrick interrupted. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”

      Alex patted Patrick on the shoulder. “Sorry, bud.”

      “Take it away, Pat,” Bodhi said.

      Patrick steeled himself, adjusting his T-shirt as if it were a nervous tic of his. “Honestly, Alex, I don’t want to relive the events of that day again, so here’s the long and short of it. Ethan killed us. All of us. He ran Mom and Dad into the rocks, then he circled back to finish off me and Caroline.”

      “How?” Alex asked, his devastation evident in the downward turn of his mouth. “Why?”

      “Believe me,” Patrick replied. “You don’t want to know. It was bad. As for why, I guess Ethan blamed his troubles on us. He thought that my father caused the heart attack that killed his father.”

      “That’s absolutely ridiculous,” said Alex.

      Patrick shrugged. “I agree, but that’s what it was. After we were gone, Ethan had every opportunity to regain his status in town. It turned out well for him. I honestly thought we were never going to get a chance to find peace. Luckily, Bailey and Bodhi have changed that.”

      Alex glanced at us. “Are you guys some kind of ghost hunters or something?”

      Bodhi and I laughed.

      “No,” Bodhi answered. “Caroline terrorized Bailey when we first got here. It took us a while to figure out she wasn’t actually trying to kill us.”

      “And you need our help,” Alex said to Patrick.

      “That would be correct.”

      “With what exactly?”

      Patrick fiddled with the buttons on the front of his shirt. He seemed unable to voice his needs out loud to Alex the way he had with us a few days ago. I took over for him.

      “This Saturday is the official anniversary of the Winchesters’ deaths,” I told Alex. “Patrick and Caroline need to cross over to the next life, or whatever it is, before then. Otherwise, they have to stay here forever.”

      “Okay,” Alex said slowly. “So what are we supposed to do?”

      “In order to move on, Ethan has to pay for what he did,” I explained. I squeezed Bodhi’s hands. This is where things got a little dicey. “Patrick needs us to locate a few things.”

      Alex shifted from one foot to the other, eyeing Patrick uncertainly. “What kind of things?”

      “The murder weapon he used to kill me,” Patrick answered.

      “And their bodies,” Bodhi added.

      Suddenly, the glass doors flew shut, shaking in their frames. Without the breeze, the air should’ve grown quickly humid. Instead, a chill settled over the living room. Goose bumps rose on my arms, making the fine hairs there stand straight up. The coffee maker in the kitchen gurgled to life.

      “That’s Caroline,” I said to Alex, who had frozen in horror. Looking over my shoulder into the kitchen, I added, “Caroline, please don’t break anything. We just bought that coffee maker.”

      She replied by sending the metal carafe crashing to the kitchen floor.

      “Her listening skills need work,” Bodhi said to Alex. An apple levitated from the kitchen counter, zoomed across the room, and hit Bodhi in the back of the head. “Ow!”

      Alex was rooted in place, watching the action unfold.

      Patrick nudged him. “Say hi,” he suggested.

      Alex’s mouth dropped open. “Uh,” he said. “Hi, Caroline?”

      The temperature in the room shifted again, this time warming us as though we were sitting next to a cozy bonfire outdoors. It was something Caroline had never done before—I didn’t know she was capable of it—but there was a distinct change in the overall mood. I was overcome with a feeling of pleasure, and judging from the goofy smile on Bodhi’s face, I wasn’t the only one affected.

      “She missed you,” Patrick said to Alex.

      Alex smiled, looking toward the ceiling as if hoping to locate some sort of physical manifestation of Caroline. “Missed you too, Caz. I really wish you were still around.”

      Another swell of warmth undulated through us. Caroline hadn’t been this happy or satisfied in all the time we had been at the Winchester house.

      “However,” Alex continued. “If your intention is to distract me from what these three just told me, it isn’t working.” He turned to me and Bodhi. “Did you say that we have to find their bodies?”

      Thankfully, Patrick intercepted the question. “Caroline and I were never buried properly. That’s one of the reasons we haven’t been able to pass over. Our bodies need to be dug up and reburied respectfully.”

      The thought made me shiver. By now, Patrick and Caroline were most likely no more than a collection of bones, depending on what Ethan did with them.

      “But we don’t know where they are,” Bodhi added. “And Patrick can’t remember.”

      “So how am I supposed to find them?” Alex asked, perplexed.

      “You know this town better than we do,” I said. “You know Ethan better than we do. You can dig for information without being noticed. The town is already suspicious of me and Bodhi.”

      “Which is another reason we need you.” Bodhi scooted his chair closer to mine to rest his hand on top of my knee. “For the next few days, we need to go unnoticed, but that’s not going to happen if the locals start thinking we cooked Ethan for dinner. You can distract them. Lead the conversation away from Ethan. Away from this house. They trust you.”

      Alex sat down in the aluminum chair again, running his fingers over his short buzz cut. He seemed rather calm compared to when Patrick first appeared. In fact, Alex was receiving the news with a lot more finesse than Bodhi and I combined.

      “That’s easy,” he said to us. “The town is just worried about Ethan. No one really thinks that you two had anything to do with it. It’s all speculation.”

      As Alex drained his first water bottle, Bodhi offered him his own drink. “We need them to speculate about something other than us.”

      “Got it. What about Ethan? I’m assuming you know what actually happened to him.”

      Patrick, Bodhi, and I exchanged glances, wondering how much information was too much when it came to the subject of Ethan.

      “Kind of,” I told Alex. “But if he’s coming back, it’s going to be soon. If he does return, we need you on our side.”

      Alex’s face hardened into a frown. “He killed my four favorite people. I’m definitely not on his side.”

      “Can you convince him that you are though?” Bodhi asked. “He’s already going to be looking for ways to get back at me and Bailey. If he realizes that you know about the Winchesters, who knows what he’ll do.”

      Alex clenched his fists. “He won’t figure it out. What’s the plan? What’s our end goal? You said we had until Saturday, right? What happens between now and then?”

      “We’re trying to figure that out,” I answered. “Patrick? Care to comment?”

      Patrick drew the fourth and last chair out from under the card table and plopped down. Alex stared at him, still in awe of his best friend’s appearance.

      “Here’s what I want,” said Patrick. He drew invisible instructions on the surface of the card table with the tip of his finger. “First, rebury the bodies. Give us a funeral. Caroline and I need that. Second, find the murder weapon. I need it for when we finally confront Ethan. Third, Caroline and I need energy. A lot of it.”

      “I thought you said that had major disadvantages,” I reminded Patrick. “How are you going to do that?”

      “Draining humans has disadvantages,” clarified Patrick. “We can charge off of other things. Weather, fire, electricity.”

      “Shall we just plug you into the car battery?” Bodhi suggested sarcastically.

      “That might actually work,” Patrick replied. “But we need humans to conduct that energy. That’s where you guys come in.”

      A nervous jolt rocked my stomach. Ethan had been gone for nearly three days recovering from Patrick’s influence. I wasn’t sure if Bodhi and I were healthy enough to act as human energy outlets. “Is it safe?”

      “Totally,” said Patrick.

      “So assuming we accomplish all of this in the next four days,” Alex cut in. “What exactly is going to happen to Ethan?”

      Calmly, Patrick looked Alex in the eye.

      “I’m going to kill him.”

      

      
        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      Good morning, all! First off, I wanted to thank everyone for your outpouring of support. I have to admit that it took a lot of courage for me to write that letter, and I certainly wasn’t expecting such an enormous amount of positive feedback. I was also touched by your own stories. Many of you expressed that Flipping Out has helped you all through some tough points in your lives. I’m so glad to hear this, and I’m so glad that we’re on the same page now. It will make us stronger going forward.

      Anyway, back to the Winchester house! I have posted updated pictures of the deck for you. Click here to check them out. The backyard is gorgeous. The view off the edge of the deck is breathtaking. Please ignore the weeds in the background. I have to admit we haven’t managed to trim the garden yet. With any luck, we’ll tackle that jungle today. With the kitchen, dining area, and living room finished, we’re moving on to the rest of the first floor. Thankfully, the hardest part is over. No more tearing down walls or hardcore renovation. We’re keeping the floor plan the same for the back half of the house and just updating whatever needs updating.

      As for Bodhi and I, we’re working through some personal things. This entire week is going to be one big ball of stress for reasons that I would prefer to keep to myself for now. There’s a big event on Saturday that everything is riding on. If it goes well, it could mean a huge change for not only me and Bodhi but everyone in Black Bay. However, if it goes poorly… I don’t even want to think about it.

      

      Keep you posted!

      Bailey

      

      No matter how I tried to occupy my mind on Wednesday, nothing worked to expel the strain and pressure I felt. According to Patrick, Ethan should have fully recovered by now. I was awake the entire night. I kept expecting Ethan to show up and attempt to finish what he started, but morning arrived calm and untouched. Bodhi and I got to work with the crew, preparing the rest of the rooms on the first floor so that we could repaint and install new flooring. For an hour or two, I primed the walls of the massive hall that the Winchesters had used for their extravagant parties, but the fumes were giving me a headache and the filter mask was making it hard to breathe. After wheezing through it for a while longer, I left the last wall for the crew to finish and went outside in search of fresh air. In the backyard, as I gazed out at the overgrown garden, I was overcome with sudden determination. I dug out the Winchesters’ old lawnmower and got to work.

      Despite the challenge of taming the garden, I couldn’t stop thinking about Patrick’s declaration from the night before. It had unsettled all of us. Alex looked the most alarmed. I don’t think he expected to hear those words pop out of his dead seventeen-year-old best friend. In hindsight, I think I already knew what Patrick’s plan was from the very start. It made sense. Ethan killed Patrick, so Patrick had to kill Ethan to balance it all out. That was the reason Patrick needed the murder weapon too. There was a greater chance of success if Patrick mimicked Ethan’s homicide. To me, it didn’t make any sense. To find peace, Patrick and Caroline had to create more violence?

      It didn’t matter. We had already promised to help Patrick and Caroline however possible. Not to mention, it wasn’t like Ethan didn’t deserve it. Even so, I hoped Bodhi and I didn’t have to stick around for the reckoning. Of course, with our time running out, it was looking more and more like we were going to fail our mission anyway. What would we do if Saturday came and went? What if Ethan never showed? Without him, Patrick and Caroline would never move on. Would they blame their eternal misery on me and Bodhi?

      Though Bodhi disguised his stress better than I did, there was no doubt that he too was feeling the effects of last night’s meeting. He barked curt instructions at the construction crew all day long. The guys took it in stride. At this point, they knew Bodhi well enough to understand that he didn’t mean it personally. To make up for his behavior, Bodhi let the crew go home early. We finished the day’s work alone, pruning and painting in silence. I made little headway on the garden. The rest of it would have to wait until I found a hedge trimmer.

      In the evening, we arranged a meeting with Alex at the Sanctuary. Apparently, he had taken his assignment to heart. He left Lido’s Restaurant in the capable hands of his wife for the day and took the opportunity to refresh his knowledge of the Winchester boat crash and everything that followed. He wanted to update us on what he’d found out, and we needed a place to talk where Patrick and Caroline wouldn’t overhear. Just in case.

      At first, the Sanctuary felt like a bad idea. Who plotted revenge murder in a busy café? But when Bodhi and I arrived, I remembered how loud Ava’s place was in the evenings. We snagged a small table in the corner of the room to wait for Alex. It was set slightly away from everyone else, so it afforded us some privacy. The chatter morphed into a dull hum. It was impossible to eavesdrop on anyone when the conversations overlapped and all of the language sounded foreign.

      The bell over the door jangled, just noticeable over the buzz of the cafe. As Alex ducked under the doorway and looked around for us, I waved a hand to get his attention. He waved back, flagged down Ava for a drink, then wove through the crowded tables to join us.

      “Here’s what I found out,” he said without preamble, shaking off his light jacket and hanging it on the back of the empty chair at our table. The chair legs screeched against the floor as he drew it out and sat down. “I went to the church today and spoke with the pastor. He’s been there forever. I’m surprised he hasn’t met God yet. Anyway, I went to Pat and Caroline’s graves and got him talking. They’re definitely empty, and no one’s touched the Winchesters’ graves since they were buried.”

      “Hang on,” Bodhi said, casually draping an arm across my shoulders and pulling me closer. “You thought Ethan would’ve dared to bury Pat and Caroline in their own graves?”

      Alex shrugged. “Hidden in plain sight, right? It didn’t hurt to check. Anyway, here’s the next thing I found out. Pat’s dad had one brother. He was the one who took care of everything when the Winchesters died. He was a good guy. I met him a couple times. He left most of Christopher’s money to the town so that we could continue to rebuild. Anyway, I called him up and pretended to be a reporter for the Black Bay Banner. Apparently, he considered moving into the Winchester house to help out Black Bay for a while.”

      “So did he?” I asked.

      Alex shook his head. “Nope. He had the house inspected and found out that the concrete foundation in the basement was soft, as though it had taken water damage, but that house was practically brand new. There was no way that foundation would have deteriorated so quickly.”

      This information jogged my memory. “Caroline was always more active in the basement,” I said. “Like it was easier for her to manipulate things down there. And there’s that patch of concrete that’s lighter than the rest, as though it was laid down later.”

      “So what?” Bodhi stirred a packet of sugar into his cup of decaf. “Ethan kills the kids, buries them beneath the house, and pours fresh cement all in one night? Kind of a stretch, isn’t it?”

      “It’s possible,” Alex said. His leg jiggled up and down beneath the table. “Who knows what you can accomplish on a rush of adrenaline like that.”

      “And it’s our only lead,” I added.

      “Maybe,” said Bodhi. “But I’m going to need more proof before we go jackhammering the basement floor.”

      The doorbell jingled again. We ignored it at first—everyone hung out at the Sanctuary in the evenings—but when the customers by the door cheered merrily for whoever entered, Alex, Bodhi, and I looked up for the source of the commotion.

      Ethan Powell had returned, healthy and happy.
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      The fact that Ethan had the audacity to waltz into the Sanctuary and wave and bow and accept the cafe’s cheers at his safe return bothered me more than anything else. My blood boiled, and my face burned at the sight of him. His kind smile looked sick to me now, and it was downright disturbing that a murderer had hid behind it for so many years. Ethan had convinced the entire town of Black Bay that he was its savior. I blanched each time someone clapped Ethan on the back, or shook his hand, or told him how glad they were that he was all right. Even Ava came out from behind the counter to give Ethan a big, welcoming hug. If the locals knew the truth, Ethan wouldn’t last another day. Couldn’t we all just team up and get rid of him?

      Ethan waved his big hands, asking the crowd to settle down. “All right,” he said gruffly. “I’m glad to be back too. What does a man have to do for a coffee around here?”

      Ava scurried back to her place behind the counter to oblige. As she bustled around, the rest of the crowd mumbled to one another. Finally, someone asked, “What happened, Ethan? Where have you been since the festival? Are you all right?”

      “Good question,” Bodhi muttered to me under his breath.

      “I’m just fine!” Ethan boomed as he accepted a steaming mug from Ava. He sat down with a few locals at a table by the door. “Had to take care of a little family emergency out of town.”

      “What family emergency?” Alex whispered to us. “His parents died years ago, and as far as I know, Ethan doesn’t have any other family.”

      “We already know he wasn’t taking care of family,” I whispered back. “Let him ramble. Maybe he’ll dig himself a nice little hole. Then all we would have to do is push him in.”

      “Oh no. Is everyone okay?” another random local asked.

      Ethan waved one massive hand in dismissal of this question. “Everyone’s fine! It gave me a scare, that’s all. You know me! Otherwise, I would’ve never left the summer festival so early! How were the fireworks without me, kiddos?”

      The café dissolved into conversation again, filling Ethan in on the happenings of the last few days. It was so surreal. The last time I’d seen Ethan, he was trying to choke me to death on the edge of the bluff. Now he appeared no more threatening that an overstuffed teddy bear, tickling babies and wiping frothed milk from his beard. No wonder he had gone so long without being discovered. His benevolent mask was well-crafted.

      Bodhi unfurled my clenched fingers. “Are you okay, Bailey?”

      “No,” I snarled, unable to rip my eyes away from Ethan’s innocent act. “I want him to bite it. I hate him.”

      “Easy,” Bodhi warned. He turned my chin so that I would look at him. “Believe me, I want to see Ethan go down too, but we have to bide our time. Think of Caroline and Patrick.”

      “He’s looking this way,” Alex cut in.

      My gaze snapped back to Ethan. Sure enough, he was staring straight at us. At first, I stayed frozen, locked in a staring contest with him. Then I smiled and waved as if I had been just as worried about Ethan as the rest of the town. If my reaction put him off, Ethan didn’t show it. He returned a smile of his own, lifting his coffee mug in mock salute. Then he got up from his table and headed our way. My stomach plummeted.

      “What now?” Bodhi asked in a strained voice.

      Alex bumped my knee under the table. “Follow my lead and don’t say anything stupid.”

      “No promises,” I muttered back.

      Alex stood up before Ethan reached the table, shaking the other man’s hand with gusto. “Ethan! Welcome back. We were worried about you, sir.”

      “It’s good to be back, Alex,” said Ethan. He spread his arms wide as he approached our table as if welcoming us to his turf. “There they are! Nasty bruise you got there, Bodhi. How’d that happen? Did you have another accident at the house?”

      Bodhi glared at him, his lips pressed together in a thin, tight line. “Yup. Accident. That’s it.”

      “I keep telling you to be careful,” Ethan replied with a wink. He found an unoccupied chair, turned it around, and straddled it. His attention shifted to me. “Great to see you, Bailey. How’ve you been?”

      Were if not for the fact that Ethan’s giant face had been looming over mine just a few days ago as he attempted to kill me, I never would’ve taken him for a murderer. Even now, he spoke calmly and kindly. It was like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Did Ethan have two personalities? Or did he just hide his true intentions that well?

      To make matters more interesting, Ethan didn’t look as though he’d spent the last three days recovering from having his life source sucked out of him by a ghost. However, his left arm was secured in a sling, and the skin on his forearm was scabbed over. In addition, four long scratches marred his cheek from where I’d dug my nails into his face. It was satisfying to know he hadn’t escaped our scuffle on the rocks completely unscathed.

      “I’m great,” I told him, flashing him the biggest smile I could muster. “Better than ever actually.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Ethan said. “How’s that ankle?”

      “It itches,” I answered truthfully as I brandished the walking boot in his direction, burying the desire to kick Ethan squarely between the legs. “What happened to your arm?”

      Ethan tucked his injury closer to his chest. “Ah, you know kids. My nephew left his skateboard out. I tripped over it.”

      “Aren’t you an only child?” Alex asked.

      “Yeah, this is my cousin’s kid,” Ethan corrected without hesitation. “We were close cousins, so I’m basically the kid’s uncle.”

      Bodhi made a scoffing sound but then quickly covered it by faking a coughing fit. Ethan thumped him on the back.

      “You all right, Bodhi?” he asked as Bodhi sputtered into his coffee. “Don’t sip too fast now.”

      “I’m fine,” Bodhi said.

      Ethan took a long gulp from his mug, sighed, and wiped his beard with one of my napkins. “I feel like I’ve missed so much. How’s the house coming along? I’d love to come up and see it.”

      “It looks great,” Alex chipped in, saving me and Bodhi from having to make such casual conversation. “I was really impressed. I can’t wait until it’s finished.”

      “When did you have time to make it up there, Alex?” Ethan asked. “Aren’t you a bit busy with the restaurant?”

      Alex shrugged, reclining in his chair. “It’s slow during the day. I got time.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m just a bit surprised. You never went up to the Winchester house before. I thought you said it gave you the heebie-jeebies.”

      Alex never broke eye contact with Ethan. “I guess all this talk of Patrick and Caroline made me nostalgic. And you know what?”

      Ethan rested his good elbow on the small round table, far too close to me for comfort. “What’s that?”

      “I think it really helped me out,” Alex said earnestly. “I was never able to visit that house before. Every single time I looked up at that bluff, I was reminded of everything I lost. A set of parents that cared about me more than my own, my best friend, and—”

      “Your future wife,” Ethan finished.

      Alex looked taken aback. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, come on, Alex,” Ethan said with a chuckle. “Everyone in town knows you would’ve eventually married Caroline. Talk about a power couple. I remember when there was a line out the door waiting for you, Alex, and the only girl you ever wanted was Caroline.”

      Alex turned a darker shade of red the longer Ethan spoke. The nervous jiggling of his leg had stopped, but his hands had formed fists so tight that his skin was stretched white over his knuckles.

      “Of course, your current wife is no slouch either,” Ethan added as an afterthought.

      Alex now looked as though his head might pop clean off his body, but Ethan rambled on, either unaware of Alex’s discomfort or intentionally poking the bear with a stick. I assumed it was the latter.

      “She’s an out-of-towner, right?” Ethan asked, as if he didn’t already know. Everyone in Black Bay knew about everyone else. “Did you tell her about Caroline?”

      “There was nothing to tell.”

      “Could have fooled me,” Ethan replied with a wink. Across the cafe, someone called Ethan’s name. He looked over his shoulder, waved, and then stood up from our table. “I have to make the rounds. Enjoy your evening.”

      Alex was too occupied with his own thoughts to respond. So much for following his lead.

      “We intend to,” I told Ethan smugly.

      He tipped his hat to us and with a grin that left his eyes empty and cold, he said to me and Bodhi, “Sleep tight.”

      And then he was gone, moving to sit with a few older gentleman that I knew worked at his lumber mill. They welcomed him into their circle rowdily, budging up to make room for his enormous form.

      “I want to kill him,” Alex said. With Ethan gone, his face had faded from crimson to pink, but he still looked ready to explode. “Did you hear what he said? About Caroline? About my wife? Like the only reason I married her was because I couldn’t have Caroline. What utter bull—”

      Bodhi bumped Alex’s shoulder. “Ignore him. He just said that stuff to get you riled up.”

      “It worked.”

      “Don’t let him know that,” I said. “Besides, sleep tight? What was that all about?”

      Bodhi placed his hand over mine, stopping my fingers from shredding a paper napkin to tiny pieces. “He’s just trying to psych us out. Don’t think about it.”

      It was unrealistic advice. Until Saturday, the only thing I could think about was Ethan Powell. The real questions was if Ethan had a plan for us. He couldn’t allow us to exist with the information we possessed. At the same time, we had no definitive proof of Ethan’s crimes considering he had hidden all the evidence.

      “Let’s go home,” I said to Bodhi, standing up. I couldn’t stand being in the same room as Ethan. “We’ll regroup tomorrow. Alex?”

      “Hmm.”

      “You should go too. Don’t torture yourself.”

      But Alex’s gaze was trained on Ethan’s back. “No, I’m going to stay a while longer. Keep an eye out, you know?”

      “Suit yourself,” said Bodhi. He clapped Alex on the back. “Have a good night. Stay safe.”

      “You two, as well.”

      We left a few bucks with Alex to pay for our coffee and left the Sanctuary, making a point to say a quick goodbye to Ethan. It was good for the rest of the town to see us on good terms with each other. The more normal things appeared, the easier it would be for us to continue our quasi investigation unhindered.

      We drove back to the Winchester house in silence. The woods seemed darker than usual. There was no hint of the moon or the stars. It felt appropriate. Darkness loomed literally and figuratively. Our job was to shine a light into the black.

      The house’s exterior lights welcomed us back as we pulled into the front yard. Warmth enveloped me, much like the feeling that Caroline had spread through the room the night before, and I realized that it was the foreign concept of comfort. The sight of the Winchester house soothed my anxieties. For the first time in who knew how many years, I felt like I was coming home.

      If I wasn’t mistaken, Bodhi felt it too. His posture changed as soon as we approached the front door, no longer stiff and tense. His shoulders released and his gait grew languid. He was relaxed at the Winchester house despite the fact that we were currently sharing the space with two dead teenagers.

      “Hello?” Bodhi called as we stepped into the entryway and kicked off our shoes. “We’re back!”

      Patrick trotted down the staircase as though he had been waiting for us to return in his old childhood bedroom. “What did Alex say?”

      “We have a lead,” I told him. “But that’s not the biggest piece of news for the day.”

      “What is?” Patrick asked warily.

      “Ethan’s back,” Bodhi said. Plain and simple.

      For some reason, I expected Patrick to react like a scared teenager. In my mind, that’s how it should have happened. He was young, even if he had died twenty years ago, and it wasn’t fair for someone who hadn’t even made it to the legal voting age to think about things like murder. But Patrick continued to throw me off balance.

      “Good,” he said. Resolution solidified in his inflection. “Right on time. How’s he look?”

      “Annoyingly healthy,” I reported.

      “Look, we need you to watch the house tonight, Patrick,” Bodhi said. “I don’t know what Ethan’s planning, but he’s got to have something up his sleeve. The house’s old alarm system doesn’t work, so we need you to act as our personal attack dog. Can you do that?”

      “Woof, woof.”

      “Atta boy.”

      Patrick sat down on the floor near the glass doors, looking out at the black night. The porch light’s illuminated the garden, but beyond the wild tangles of roses and vines, there was only darkness. Caroline’s plumeria blooms were tiny pink fireflies in the gloom, and the bluff’s dropoff was entirely invisible. I suppressed a shudder, thinking of how much the backyard reminded me of the inevitable void. It was the one thing about the Winchester house that filled me with anxiety. That and the potential bodies buried in the basement.

      Bodhi and I showered together. I tried to convince myself that the reason we did it was for fun. Or for old time’s sake. There was a time when we were younger that we had trouble paying our water bill. Then showering together had been romantic and adventurous. Tonight, I knew we did it because we were scared to be alone. At least I was. I wouldn’t feel safe until Ethan Powell no longer had any kind of access to us. But with Bodhi there beside me, it was easier to pretend we could lock the doors of the Winchester house and go to bed like a normal couple.

      Instead, Bodhi locked every door in the house including the one that led to our bedroom. Then he propped a chair against the inside before climbing into bed beside me. He even found an old aluminum baseball bat left over from Patrick’s time in Little League in the basement. This he kept by our bedside table.

      “Where exactly is the line between prepared and paranoid?” I asked him. I meant it teasingly, but the question came out in a more serious tone of voice than I intended.

      “I don’t know,” he said, curling up around me and pulling me close. “But I’m not taking any chances.”

      I snuggled into him beneath the blanket. “Did you ever expect any of this to happen?”

      Bodhi snorted. “What? Befriending ghosts? Hunting down killers? No, I can safely say becoming a ghost whisperer was never on my to-do list.”

      “Yeah, but do you think it was fate?”

      He was quiet for a minute. “I don’t believe in fate.”

      “But you believe in karma and destiny.”

      “It’s different though.”

      I rolled over so that I was facing him. “How so?”

      Bodhi propped his head up on his elbow. Though we were inches away from each other, his head seemed to be in another dimension. “Think about it this way. Say you had a decision to make. Two choices are offered to you. The first one is the easy choice. It’s a shortcut to your destination, but it also comes with negative ramifications. The second one is less appealing. You know that it’s technically the right choice, but there are challenges to overcome before you reach your desired destination.”

      “I’d choose the second.”

      Bodhi held up a finger to indicate he wasn’t finished. “That’s not the lesson. This is. Fate teaches you that it’s okay to choose the first path. If we believe that our future is predetermined, it means that taking the easy way out won’t affect the overall outcome. You convince yourself that you are not responsible for your choices or the consequences that accompany them. Karma, on the other hand, teaches you that all things arise from the mind. Practice wellness. Practice progress. Everything that you do and say is your own responsibility. You are not controlled by fate. Your future depends on what you do now. So when the time comes to choose between the easy path and the right path, the stronger meditative mind is more likely to choose the right path.”

      “And what about destiny?”

      “Our destiny is frequently met in the very paths we take to avoid it.”

      “Buddha?”

      “Jean de La Fontaine. French poet.”

      I pondered this quietly for a minute before another thought crossed my mind. “Fine, then riddle me this. If fate doesn’t exist, how did we end up in this house? Say we decided to go to Nevada or New Mexico instead? Then what?”

      “Then we would be renovating a home in Nevada or New Mexico without having to worry about ghosts or murderers,” Bodhi said. “What a dream.”

      “But that would’ve been the easy path,” I pointed out. “Not the right one.”

      Bodhi smoothed the crinkle that appeared in my forehead whenever I was thinking too hard. “What’s in your head, babe?”

      “Say we had chosen another place to go,” I said, avoiding Bodhi’s gaze. “Sure, we wouldn’t be dealing with ghosts or homicide, but we would still be sleeping in separate bedrooms.”

      He looked at me for a very long time. So long that I wondered if by mentioning that simple fact, I had pushed him away again. Then he said:

      “You, my love, make a very good point.” He drew me closer, framing my face with his hands as he kissed me softly. “Remind me to thank Patrick and Caroline tomorrow.”

      “For what?”

      Bodhi nuzzled his nose against mine. “For bringing you back to me.”

      “We have a long way to go, Bodhi.”

      “I know that,” he said. “But it’s a start.”

      “It’s a start,” I agreed. We lapsed into silence, breathing each other’s air. I looped my arm around Bodhi’s waist. “By the way, you’re wasted on carpentry.”

      “Oh, really? What makes you say that?”

      “Because you clearly missed your calling as a monk or a yoga teacher.”

      Bodhi chuckled and playfully nudged me beneath the blanket. “Hush, you. Go to sleep.”

      

      The sound of something shattering downstairs jolted me from slumber. I shot upright, tapping Bodhi on the chest to wake him up, but he was already awake and alert. He shushed me as he climbed out of bed and pressed his ear to the door.

      “I don’t hear anything,” he whispered. “It was probably just Caroline.”

      “Caroline hasn’t broken anything in days,” I reminded him.

      He took the baseball bat from where it rested against the bedside table. “Stay here. I’ll go check it out.”

      I scrambled out from under the covers. “Fat chance. That’s how every terrible horror movie starts.”

      “Baby, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re already living in a horror movie.”

      I grabbed a flashlight. “Whatever. I’m coming with you.”

      In the landing, all was quiet. Shadows drew strange patterns on the creaky floorboards as we inched toward the stairs.

      “Patrick?” Bodhi whispered. “Caroline?”

      No one answered. That was disconcerting. I didn’t expect Caroline to reply. She was notoriously anti-social in her afterlife. Patrick, in comparison, almost always appeared when we asked. Not to mention, he had promised to watch over the house for the night. Where was he now?

      “Turn off the flashlight,” Bodhi murmured.

      “Why?”

      “So if someone’s here, they won’t know we’re awake.”

      “In that case, we should turn on every light in the house,” I muttered darkly, switching the flashlight off. “Do you think the Winchesters owned any guns?”

      “I think they were more into sailing than hunting.”

      “Pity.”

      We crept down the stairs and tiptoed into the living room. Patrick no longer sat by the glass doors—a disturbing sign—but nothing out of the ordinary caught my attention at first. The back of my neck prickled in anticipation as I scanned the room.

      “There,” I whispered, pointing. “The front window’s broken.”

      The shards of glass on the new flooring reflected the porch light from outside. A cement block lay amongst the wreckage. Someone had thrown it through the window, leaving a jagged flaw in the house’s security. Bodhi raised the baseball bat as he snuck forward to inspect the damage.

      “Should I call the police?” I asked.

      “Wait. It could just be a couple of kids making trouble.”

      I gathered to courage to join Bodhi in the living room. “If it is, it’s still vandalism.”

      He lowered the bat with a sigh. “Whoever it was, they’re gone now.”

      But I was rooted in place, staring at the spot near the sliding doors where Patrick had so recently lounged. “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Why?”

      I pointed. Bodhi turned. He saw what I saw.

      “Run,” he whispered.

      I ran.

      Because Ethan Powell was waiting for us on the new decking of the back porch. Because he had been watching us calmly through the glass the entire time we had been downstairs. Because at his side, he held a length of white nautical rope, tied in the shape of a hangman’s noose.
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      My feet carried me without consulting my brain. I careened down the first-floor hallway with Bodhi on my heels, heading for the basement. Behind us, Ethan pounded on the sliding glass door. The resulting booms shook the house. Each one hit me like an electric shock. I skidded across the floor, sliding into the basement door.

      “Go, go, go,” Bodhi urged as I coaxed the tricky door open.

      A resounding smash rattled my bones. It sounded like Ethan had broken one of the glass doors in the living room. I gritted my teeth. “If Patrick doesn’t kill him, I will. Those doors were expensive.”

      “That’ll be the least of our worries if Ethan finds us,” Bodhi said.

      As if on cue, Ethan’s voice echoed down the hallway and through the basement door. “Bailey! Bodhi! Come on out, you two. We can settle this like adults.”

      Bodhi locked the door, but we both knew the old door wouldn’t hold if Ethan decided to break it down. “Start piling stuff up on the stairs. Anything. Bikes, hardware, boxes you can lift.”

      I hobbled down the stairs after Bodhi, cursing the plaster cast on my ankle for hindering easy movement. Together, we blocked the doorway with anything and everything, including a heavy-duty toolbox at the top of the steps, boxes full of Patrick’s old football gear, and even a moth-bitten sofa that the Winchesters had stored in the basement. Then we huddled together at the rear of the room, near the door of the wine cellar.

      “Should I call the police now?”

      Before Bodhi could answer, the basement door rattled in its frame. I jumped in fright. Bodhi pulled out his cell out of the pocket of his sweat pants and handed it to me. “Yeah, call the police. But if he makes it down here before they do, I am not at fault for what happens then.”

      I dialed 911, breathing hard as Ethan thundered on the door.

      “Let’s talk,” Ethan called, his voice muffled as it traveled beneath the gap in the door, through the mounds of the Winchesters’ forgotten items, and to our ears. “I just want to talk.”

      “911. What’s your emergency?”

      “Someone’s broken into our home,” I whispered urgently. Bodhi searched through the items around us. What he was looking for, I had no idea. “We’re hiding in the basement, but he’s trying to break down the door.”

      “Okay, ma’am. Please stay calm. This is the Winchester house, correct?”

      I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that the emergency operator knew my voice. After all, Bodhi and I had called 911 more often in the last few weeks than I had my entire life. “Yes, this is Bailey Taylor.”

      “Okay, Mrs. Taylor. My name is Jane. I’m going to ask you to stay on the line with me until dispatch reaches you.”

      “Okay, Jane.”

      “Aha!” Bodhi stood up, triumphantly brandishing what looked like a vintage revolver.

      “Baby, that looks like it belongs in a museum,” I said. “I doubt it still works.”

      The 911 operator sounded confused. “Sorry?”

      “Not you,” I said into the phone.

      Bodhi checked the chamber. “It’s loaded.”

      “Don’t—”

      With a crash, the basement door gave way. I screamed involuntarily as Ethan’s steel-toed boot appeared at the top of the steps, but with the stairway full of crap, he wasn’t making his way into the basement anytime soon.

      “Mrs. Taylor?” Jane’s voice was tinged with concern, despite the fact that emergency operators were supposed to remain calm. “What was—?”

      Bodhi fired the gun.

      “Oh my! Was that a gunshot? Mrs. Taylor!”

      “Bodhi!”

      He fired again. “What?”

      The first bullet ricocheted off of the metal toolbox at the top of the steps, leaving a noticeable dent in the metal. The second embedded itself in the soft backing of the sofa perched haphazardly on the staircase. Either Bodhi’s aim was off, or the antique gun wasn’t in great shape. On the upside, Ethan withdrew into the first-floor hallway. Apparently, he hadn’t been expecting a gunfight.

      “Shots fired,” Jane said into my ear. “Mrs. Taylor, are you still with me?”

      “Yes, I’m here.”

      “Is everyone okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      And then Ethan slammed his boot into the door, sending the toolbox tumbling forward with a crash, and Bodhi fired the gun again. Ethan jerked back, presumably to avoid Bodhi’s erratic aim, but something odd was happening upstairs. Heavy, scuffling footsteps scratched overhead. Then a crash rang out, and Ethan yelled.

      Even as Jane chattered in my ear, I forgot about her. The basement grew cold. My eyes found the patch of concrete in the middle of the room that was lighter in color. The flaw in the foundation. My body went deathly still. My vision clouded. There was something inside of me.

      And then I was underground, staring up at Ethan Powell’s face as he shoveled dirt over top of me. It crushed my chest and filled my lungs.

      “Mrs. Taylor!”

      Jane’s voice jolted me from the illusion, but there was no mistaking the moment for what it was. Caroline had used me. I slumped against the basement wall, suddenly lethargic. On the floor above us, a loud bang echoed, followed by Ethan’s distinctly gruff tones shouting every curse word in the book. The cacophony continued, but it faded in volume, as though Ethan was slowly but surely being driven from the house.

      “Patrick?” Bodhi suggested.

      I shook my head, gasping for breath. “Caroline.”

      “Mrs. Taylor, our officers should be there any second now,” Jane reassured me over the phone. I could only imagine what was going through her head.

      Sure enough, the basement lit up red and blue as a squad car pulled into the front yard, the emergency lights shining through the small storm window. The siren drowned out the noises on the first floor. Part of me wanted Caroline to drive Ethan right into the arms of the police. Ultimately, we needed Ethan to go free. Then we needed to survive his wrath until Saturday night.

      The door at the top of the stairs rattled again, but this time it was a uniformed officer instead of Ethan who poked his head into the basement. Bodhi hid the antique revolver behind his back.

      “Black Bay PD,” the officer said. “Everyone all right down here?”

      

      It took the better part of an hour to clear a path to the doorway, explain to the officers what had happened, and convince them that we had no idea who would’ve wanted to break into the Winchester house. The hallway was littered with evidence of Ethan and Caroline’s fight. Broken plates, coffee mugs, and silverware—left over from the Winchesters’ original kitchen—created a hazardous obstacle path on our way to the kitchen. Luckily, none of our renovation work was damaged, excluding the shattered sliding glass door. We also dug ourselves into a hole with the antique revolver. Jane confirmed gunshots over the phone, but we couldn’t blame it on our intruder since there were no signs of damage on the first floor. Bodhi admitted he found the gun in the basement and used it in self-defense. After a stern talking-to about using unregistered guns without training, the officers confiscated the revolver, expressing surprise that it had even fired. By the time they explained Washington’s self-defense laws, helped us cover the giant hole where our door had been, and took their leave, the sky had already begun to lighten.

      “You don’t think he’ll come back, do you?” I asked Bodhi, securing the tarp over the open window with a piece of tape.

      “Not anytime soon.”

      “Now he can just waltz in whenever he likes,” I grumbled.

      “We’ll get the door replaced today,” Bodhi assured me. “If I have to drive into the city to pick another one up, I will.”

      “Don’t you think this is a bit much?” I asked Bodhi. “It’s insane. We’re waiting around for a guy to kill us, and in the meantime, we’re pretending that we’re all best buds. I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “Hey.” Bodhi detached my hands from where they were taping the black heavy-duty plastic to the wall in a haphazard fashion. “It’s three more days. Who know? Maybe we’ll figure this out sooner. We could evict Caroline and Patrick tonight.”

      “Ouch,” said a voice behind us.

      We turned to see Patrick sitting on the counter in the kitchen, munching on a package of mini cupcakes that we had picked up from the Sanctuary the day before.

      Bodhi grinned, walked over to Patrick, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Sorry, Pat. I love your company, but you would be a lot less hassle in my book if you didn’t come with a homicidal maniac. Also you eat a lot of our food for someone whose digestive system no longer functions.”

      “Did you want one?” Patrick offered through a full mouth, proffering the package. Bodhi snatched it away from him. “By the way, I’m not offended. I want to get out of here as much as you two want me to.”

      “It’s not that we want to get rid of you,” I said as I abandoned the tarp. At this point, there was so much duct tape on the wall, the tarp might end up as a permanent fixture in the house. “Actually, I quite like having you around.”

      “But I’m not supposed to be around,” Patrick reminded me.

      “I know,” I said. “But it’s like—”

      “Having a son,” finished Bodhi matter-of-factly.

      Patrick and I both stared at him.

      He shrugged, tossing a mini cupcake in the air and catching it skillfully in his mouth. “What? It is. Watch. Patrick, catch.”

      And he launched another cupcake across the kitchen in Patrick’s direction, who immediately repositioned himself underneath it so that it landed squarely between his teeth. Patrick grinned, but the top of the cupcake separated and hit the floor, icing-side down.

      “Really?” I chucked a roll of paper towels at Patrick. “Clean that up, troublemaker.”

      Bodhi chuckled, shaking his head. “See? Just like a mom.”

      As Patrick hopped off the counter to wipe up pink icing from the new flooring, I played with the idea in my head. At first, when Patrick had been Milo, it was easy to view him as a fully-fledged adult. He was open, mature, and respectful, three things that most people well into adulthood found difficult to learn. But ever since I found out that Patrick was just Patrick, something had shifted. I felt weirdly protective of him now, like he was my responsibility. In a way, he was. Caroline, too. When we promised to help Caroline, we had signed an official contract, one that made us the temporary guardians of two teenagers in need of parents. And it just so happened that Bodhi and I were in need of children. Granted, we hadn’t anticipated teenaged dead ones, one of whom wasn’t visible to the physical world.

      “You’re right,” I said finally. “And if Patrick really was my son, I wouldn’t want him to suffer in a world that he couldn’t truly interact with.”

      “Thank you,” Patrick said.

      “Speaking of our adopted children,” Bodhi quipped. “Has anyone heard from Caroline as of late?”

      I shuddered involuntarily. Caroline had been less and less active in the past few days, but there was no doubt as to what had occurred in the basement earlier. Caroline had sapped energy from me to chase Ethan out of the house, and no amount of espresso would replenish what she had taken. I was beyond sleepy, my muscles felt stiff and achy, and my eyelids were a burden to my face. Even so, I knew that Caroline had gone easy on me. If she had taken more, I would be upstairs in bed.

      Patrick noticed my silence. “I, uh, think Bailey and Caroline had a misunderstanding last night actually.”

      “What kind of misunderstanding?” Bodhi asked, immediately alert.

      I waved a hand to dismiss this. “It wasn’t a misunderstanding. She borrowed some energy from me.”

      Bodhi’s eyes widened. “From you? Why?”

      “To get Ethan out of the house,” I explained. “That’s why she hasn’t been around lately. She’s getting weaker and weaker. Even the poltergeist stuff is getting hard for her to manage.”

      Patrick nodded in agreement. “I feel it too. It’s like when you know you have a cold coming on. That tickle in the back of your throat.”

      “So basically we need to get a move on,” Bodhi clarified. “Bailey, are you okay? How much did Caroline take from you?”

      I hoisted myself onto the counter that Patrick had so recently vacated. “Enough to know I probably shouldn’t handle any power tools today. What’s our next step?”

      “I think we’ve already agreed it’s to find the bodies or whatever’s left of them,” said Bodhi. He looked to Patrick. “Any ideas?”

      I took a cupcake for myself, but as soon as the pink icing touched my lips, I blanched. It was sickly sweet, although my nausea was probably a result of the day’s events thus far. “Caroline was alive when she was buried.”

      Bodhi wrinkled his nose in distaste. “How do you figure?”

      “She showed me.” I sighed and passed my uneaten cupcake to Patrick. “I’m not sure how. She remembers Ethan burying her.”

      “Where?” Patrick asked. “I have no memory of that.”

      “Probably because you were already dead,” Bodhi pointed out.

      “Thanks for reminding me.”

      I flicked Bodhi’s ear. “Be nice to each other. And I didn’t see where she was buried. I was too distracted by Ethan shoveling dirt on top of her.”

      Bodhi grabbed my fingers and cracked the knuckles for me. “Then we’re still at square one.”

      “I say we dig up the basement,” I said. “It’s our only lead.”

      “I was afraid you’d say that,” grumbled Bodhi. “We don’t even know if that’s where Ethan buried them.”

      My head swam, and dots of colorful lights decorated my vision. I closed my eyes, trying to steady myself. Caroline had had more of an effect on me than I originally thought. I swayed, nearly toppling off the counter, but Patrick and Bodhi caught me by either shoulder.

      “You need to go to bed,” Patrick said, studying me with a worried expression. “Recharge. Alex is working on the bodies problem today, right?”

      I nodded wearily. “He was going to scope Ethan out to see if he could glean any more information.”

      “Then you can take the day off,” Patrick said in a firm tone.

      “But we’re running out of time!”

      Patrick shushed me. “I know that, but I also know that it’s completely immoral if I let you run yourself into the ground for mine and Caroline’s sake. So be quiet and let Bodhi take you upstairs.”

      I would’ve argued more—our lack of progress was making me feel overwhelmingly useless—but Bodhi swept me up in his arms and carried me from the kitchen before I could say anything else. I leaned my forehead against the crook of his neck, listening to his pulse beat soundly beneath his skin. As exhaustion engulfed me, I savored the safety I felt in Bodhi’s arms. He was strong and sure of himself. His bare feet landed with precision on each step as he took me upstairs. By the time we reached the bedroom door, I was already asleep.

      

      When I woke again, the pinkish hues of sunset had descended upon the Winchester house. I groaned, massaging my temples. I felt as though I’d downed several bottles of wine the night before. My head dully ached, and my mouth was as dry as a cotton ball. Thankfully, someone—Patrick or Bodhi—had left a tall glass of cool water on the bedside table for me. I gratefully tipped it back, swishing it around in my mouth to get rid of the tacky texture.

      Bodhi’s voice floated up to me from the first floor. There was someone else here too, speaking excitedly, but the conversation was too muffled for me to recognize the second voice. It was probably the last of the construction crew, finishing up the day’s work. I frowned. I had wasted an entire day sleeping. It was starting to feel more and more like Patrick and Caroline were going to be stuck in Black Bay for the rest of their immortal lives.

      The thought propelled me from bed. I kicked the sheets off, chugged the rest of my water, and headed into the hallway. I paused at the top of the stairs, listening, but when I realized who Bodhi was talking to, I thundered down to the first floor.

      Alex paced back and forth in the living room. His cropped dark hair glistened with water droplets, dripping abstract patterns on the wood flooring. His T-shirt and shorts were damp too, as if he hadn’t dried off properly before getting dressed. Bodhi sat at the card table, rifling through a curious pile of what looked like waterlogged photographs, while Patrick tiptoed along the track of the open glass doors like a gymnast on a balance beam. As promised, Bodhi had replaced the shattered door. The tarp was gone, but remnants of my hazardous duct taping abilities remained on the freshly painted walls. I mentally added touch-ups to my to-do list.

      “—and I can absolute help with that if you and Bailey aren’t up to it,” Alex was saying as he aired out his T-shirt, flapping it fruitlessly so that it billowed in and out against his chest.

      “Aren’t up to what?” I asked, padding into the room and sitting down next to Bodhi at the card table. I shuffled through the photographs.

      “Bailey—” Bodhi started.

      “Wait—” Alex said.

      “Why?” Most of the photographs had been ruined by the water. The colors had run and bled together, leaving nothing but drooping faces and unknown locations. But when I finally came across one that had braved the damage and brought it closer to my face to study the subject, my stomach heaved. Had I eaten anything that day, I highly suspected I would’ve seen it again.

      Bodhi snatched the photo from my hand and hid it beneath the pile. Then he reached across the table to take my wrist. “Damn it, Bailey. I wish you’d waited for me to tell you.”

      “What difference would it have made?” I mumbled, dropping my head into my hands in the hopes of quelling the nausea.

      The photograph was of Caroline. Her face was blue. Lips robbed of color. Gold hair reduced to drenched, ratty tangles. Sopping wet and unmistakably dead.

      Ethan had kept records of his disgusting deeds.

      “Crap,” Alex said as he wandered over to me. He smelled faintly of saltwater. “Bailey, I’m so sorry. You didn’t need to see this.”

      “Where did you get these?” I asked him, finding his distressed expression instead of staring at the photos. Across the room, I caught Patrick pause in his balance act out of the corner of my eye. His cheeks were pale, and his jawline jutted against his skin, as though he hadn’t eaten in several days.

      Alex glanced at Bodhi.

      “Go ahead,” said Bodhi. “Tell her what you told me.”

      Alex pulled out the chair next to mine and sat down. He flipped over a photograph so that it was face down. I didn’t want to know what was on it.

      “I found Ethan’s boat,” Alex said.

      It took a second for this information to sink in. “You what?”

      “He sank it,” Alex continued as he censored more pictures. “Deep enough to avoid notice. No one would find it unless they were looking for it.”

      “How did you—?”

      “When you left the café last night, I made sure Ethan was going to be occupied for a while,” Alex admitted. “Then I went back to his boathouse. There were signs he’d moved the boat. The winches were broken, and the algae had been disturbed recently. I followed the breadcrumbs. It took me forever, but I finally found it.”

      He shuffled through the pile of photographs, unearthing a familiar object. It was one of Caroline’s leather journals. It was totally waterlogged, but whatever expensive ballpoint pen Caroline had used to record her inner thoughts had weathered the storm. The ink ran a little, but it was still legible.

      “I spent the entire day diving down to it to bring this stuff up,” Alex went on. “I have all of Caroline’s journals. The photos were hidden in a lockbox in the cabin. And—”

      “He found the rope,” finished Patrick.

      Relief flooded my system. This was a good discovery. This was the breakthrough we needed to make sure everything went according to plan. “Where is it?”

      “Hidden,” Bodhi assured me. “Locked in the wine cellar until we need it.”

      “That’s not all,” Alex said.

      “It isn’t?”

      “No.” Alex pushed a photograph my way, but I flinched, unwilling to lay my eyes upon whatever terror Ethan had inflicted upon the Winchester children so long ago. “It’s okay. That one’s all right to look at. Check it out.”

      I squinted at the picture, but the murky setting didn’t seem familiar to me. “What is this?”

      “It’s the crawl space beneath the house,” Patrick said. His voice was hoarse as though he was coming down with a sore throat, but there was no mistaking the bitterness there.

      The revelation hit me slowly. “The crawl space…”

      “Yes,” Patrick confirmed. “The place where Ethan left me and Caroline to rot.”
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      Patrick simmered with rage. I could practically see it boiling off of him. His usually casual stance was tense and stiff. The easy smile I’d gotten used to morphed into a disgusted sneer. He shook visibly, as though his temper was on the verge of spilling over.

      “There’s an access point,” Patrick spat. “I never knew. What did I care about the house’s insulation? No one’s thinking about crawl spaces in high school. I was more concerned with girls and football.”

      There was more than bitterness in his voice. There was blame. I stood up and walked over to him, but he stiffened the closer I got. I waited a few feet away. “Pat, no one’s blaming you.”

      “If I had known—”

      “You were seventeen,” I reminded him. “It wasn’t your responsibility to know. Don’t sweat it. We know now. That’s going to help us out immensely.”

      “Not to mention, most houses with basements don’t have crawl spaces,” Bodhi said. “A basement essentially serves the same purpose as a crawl space. I wonder why your parents built the house like this at all.”

      “Ethan found it though,” Patrick said shakily. “He barely had to lift a finger to hide our bodies. All he had to do was drag us down there.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said, a thought occurring to me. “If Ethan didn’t jackhammer the foundation, then why is the concrete in the basement all messed up?”

      “We think it was Caroline,” Alex explained. “Patrick said she’s been obsessed with the basement ever since they died. He just didn’t know why. We figured she was subconsciously trying to unearth her own body.”

      Another wave of queasiness overtook me. I didn’t want to think about how confused and terrified Caroline must have been in the days following her death. “So when are we doing this?”

      Bodhi, Alex, and Patrick all knew what I was talking about, but there was a mutual hesitation as they exchanged sidelong glances with each other. It was apparent that the three of them had had a private conversation while I was asleep upstairs.

      “What is it?” I demanded. “What are you not telling me?”

      “Nothing,” said Bodhi. He pushed his chair back and walked over to me. “You know everything, but we were wondering if you should maybe sit this one out.”

      I ogled him in disbelief. “You really think I’m going to sit out exhuming Patrick and Caroline’s bodies? I don’t think so.”

      Bodhi took my hand, but I found it difficult to find comfort in the gesture. “Bailey, you saw those photographs. This isn’t going to be pretty. It’s going to be gruesome, and I don’t want you to have to see that.”

      Maybe it was because I was burned out, but a familiar annoyance rose within me at Bodhi’s words. I stepped away from him, pulling my hand out of his grasp. He swallowed hard as the distance between us increased.

      “You think I won’t be able to handle something like this,” I said matter-of-factly.

      “No, I—”

      “No, it sounds like that’s exactly what you’re saying,” I cut in. “You think I won’t be able to deal with this because of Kali.” I lowered my voice to a dangerous tone. Behind Bodhi, Patrick and Alex watched our interaction apprehensively. “Here’s the thing, Bodhi. I’m not the only one with baggage. We’re both digging up the past. What makes you think you’re any stronger than me in this situation?”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Bodhi insisted. “Caroline’s influence has really—”

      “Don’t blame this on Caroline. I’m fine. I’m tired, but fine. And I’m doing this with you tonight. You can’t stop me.” I marched toward Patrick and Alex. “Well? What time are we getting started.”

      Alex blissfully did not look at Bodhi to check for permission to answer me. “As soon as it’s completely dark.”

      We ended up waiting until midnight to get started, paranoid about unwanted visitors. Until then, we gathered what we thought we might need. Shovels, tarps, an LED light to illuminate our work space. The four of us spoke easily, defining a plan, but Bodhi and I avoided each other’s glances. That was what we did best after all. I knew that we had to talk about this, but I just didn’t want to. Not now, anyway. Maybe this was our truth. Bodhi perceived me as weak, but I was so far from weak that I couldn’t even see it from where I stood.

      When we were finally ready to get started, we assigned Patrick to patrol the area around the house. There was no guarantee that Ethan wouldn’t make another attempt to taunt us, and we couldn’t afford to unearth whatever was left of Patrick and Caroline without a lookout. Patrick gave a salute and jogged off, leaving us to follow Ethan’s disturbing photographs to the access point for the crawl space. It was easier said than done. We had limited trouble locating the opening. It was a tiny hatch in the corner of the basement, hidden by piles of the Winchesters’ leftover belongings. However, the real challenge was actually getting down to the crawl space. First off, the hatch opening was ridiculously small. Bodhi’s broad shoulders wouldn’t fit through it, and Alex’s lanky build was too difficult for him to maneuver in the space beyond. That left the actual exploration up to me. Second, the covering was bolted firmly to the floor.

      “You can’t say Ethan wasn’t thorough,” Alex huffed. “Got a pair of bolt cutters?”

      “Upstairs,” Bodhi answered.

      “I’ll get them,” I volunteered, grateful to escape the stuffy basement even if it was only for a minute or two. I jogged up the steps and found the bolt cutters in Bodhi’s collection of tools. Through the glass doors, I saw Patrick making the rounds. From here, he actually looked like the ghost that he was. He was ethereal and incomplete beneath the moonlight, and his pale skin stood in frightening contrast against the wild darkness of the surrounding garden. But then he caught my eye and gave me the thumb’s up, which immediately killed the creepy vision of his ghostly existence. I waved in thanks and went back to the basement.

      “Here,” I said, handing the bolt cutters to Bodhi.

      He made sure our fingers didn’t touch when he took them from me. “Thanks. Here goes nothing.”

      He closed the cutters around the massive bolt, and with a grunt, forced the handles together. I tried to ignore the way the muscles of his back and arms bulged. It was distracting, and moreover it reminded me that while we were silently fighting, I wasn’t allowed physical access to him.

      The clang of the bolt springing free jarred me from my reverie. Together, Alex and Bodhi yanked the hatch open. The rusted hinges complained, creaking until they disintegrated entirely. Accidentally, Alex and Bodhi ripped the hatch clean out of the floor, stumbling backward at the abrupt lack of resistance. Bodhi bumped into me, and I steadied him by pressing my palms to the wings of his back. He looked over his shoulder but didn’t move away, and my touch lingered longer than necessary.

      Alex swore as he peered into the opening. “You can’t be serious.”

      “What is it?”

      But as soon as we glanced over, it became apparent what Alex was vexed over. Mildewed, pink insulation blocked the entrance into the crawl space. I knew from past experience that it sure as hell wasn’t supposed to be there.

      “I’m going to kill Ethan,” I said darkly. “How much of it do you think there is?”

      Bodhi rooted around in our supplies, unearthing three pairs of heavy duty gloves, safety goggles, and respirator masks. “Nothing to do but find out.”

      So we got to work ripping the insulation out of the hatch. It was tough work. The basement was hot and humid, and the insulation made my skin itch. It expanded as we extracted it, and soon the already claustrophobic basement filled up with the pink fiberglass. Alex carried armfuls of it upstairs to throw into the dumpster, and as we continued to excavate, I wondered how much of the stuff Ethan had bothered to throw into the crawl space.

      Finally, I aimed a flashlight into the opening, angling the beam to see if there was any more insulation ahead. For the moment, the passageway looked clear. “I think we’re good,” I said, lowering my shoulders into the small space to get a better look. “I don’t see any more of it.”

      “Come out of there then,” said Bodhi, taking the back of my tank top to pull me back. “I’ll go down to check for Patrick and Caroline.”

      I tried to shake free of his grip. “Like you’d fit.”

      “If Ethan fit—”

      “Twenty years ago, Ethan was nowhere near the size he is now,” I reminded him. “I’m going down.”

      But Bodhi held me fast. The neckline of my shirt pressed against my throat. My airway was completely free, but between the stuffy air of the basement, the insulation, and the thought of inching through the limited space beneath the basement to find Patrick and Caroline’s bones, my lungs felt tight. Even so, I wasn’t going to admit that to Bodhi.

      “Alex,” he said. “Tell her it’s better for me to go down.”

      Once again, Alex stood his ground. “I actually think she’s right, Bodhi,” he said. “She’ll have an easier time than either one of us down there. God forbid you got stuck or something.”

      Bodhi glared at Alex, but I could’ve kissed the taller man for his common sense. Before Bodhi could protest anymore, I slid out of Bodhi’s grip and lowered myself into the hatch.

      “Hang on,” Alex said. He pulled a box of old clothes toward him and began rooting through it. “You shouldn’t go down there in short sleeves. I’ll bet there’s all kinds of bugs, among other stuff. Here.”

      He handed me a sky-blue, long-sleeved scrimmage jersey. At first, I thought it was Patrick’s, but it was far too small for a teenaged boy. That and it was a soccer jersey rather than a football one.

      “Who—?”

      “Caroline played goalkeeper for the junior varsity women’s team her freshman year,” Alex said, letting the fabric slip through his fingers as if it were a memory. “She hated it. She was so good at it too. She only let one goal in the entire season and she was named MVP. But everyone already knew Patrick on the football field. No one bothered to know Caroline on the soccer pitch.”

      I pulled the jersey on over my head. Beneath the must, I could’ve sworn I picked up the delicate hint of women’s perfume, but I figured it was just Alex’s recollection messing with my head. I made sure the fabric covered as much skin as possible then attempted to resume my way downward. Bodhi’s hot fist bunched in the jersey material, pressing against the small of my back. I looked up at him, ready to let loose, but his expression tempered my frustration. Bodhi’s golden eyes were practically invisible in the dim light of our flashlights, but I could see every emotion in them. Fear. Guilt. Loathing. Love. It was like looking into a kaleidoscope of feelings. He needed something other than the tension between us.

      “I’ll be okay,” I told him. “Really.”

      And his fingers loosened just enough for me to pull out of his grasp. At long last, I lowered myself into the hatch, holding my flashlight between my teeth, and shimmied forward on my belly into the crawl space.

      “Ugh,” I mumbled around the flashlight.

      “What is it?” Alex called down. “What do you see?”

      “Nothing much.”

      The space was distasteful to say the least. It was eighteen inches high, if that, from top to bottom. Termites had made quick work of the supportive structures. Mildew and mold grew in every dingy corner. In hindsight, it was lucky we had found the crawl space before Bodhi and I sold the house. We would definitely have to come down here again to do some damage control.

      At the far end, something shadowy and still lurked in the darkness. The flashlight’s beam reflected off the surface of the objects. They were trash bags. Big, black contractor bags like the ones Bodhi and I used for yard and hardware waste.

      “I think I found them,” I called up.

      Bodhi’s voice was muffled as he replied. “You think?”

      “Give me a minute.”

      I shuffled forward, using my elbows and knees to propel myself across the damp, dirty ground as I tried not to think about what lay waiting for me at the other end of the crawl space. I closed my eyes and navigated by feel. The cramped space was already getting to me. The walls seemed to shrink inward, pressing against me on all sides. I took a deep breath and reached forward. My fingers connected with plastic, and I opened my eyes to find myself within inches of the garbage bags. With shaking hands, I dragged the first one toward me. It was heavy and zip tied shut. I heaved a sigh of relief. I did not want to have to open the bags on my own.

      “Bailey?”

      “Working on it.”

      With some trouble, I flipped over so that I was on my back, seized the first bag, and used my heels to scoot toward the open hatch. The walking boot scuffed across the dirt, but my method worked well enough, even if it was tedious work. Caroline’s goalkeeper jersey snagged on the rough floor of the crawl space. My breaths came in short gasps as my triceps strained to keep pulling the bag toward me. After what felt like an hour, I reached the hatch.

      “Number one,” I announced. Bodhi and Alex heaved the bag upward. “I’m going back for number two.”

      “Take a sip of water first,” Bodhi said. He tilted the bottle so that the cold water dribbled into my mouth and over my chin.

      I coughed, but the chilly water soothed my heated nerves. “Be right back.”

      And before I lost my motivation, I dove back into the crawl space and worked my way to the second bag. This one was heavier than the first. At first, it wouldn’t budge. I planted my feet on the walls of the crawl space on either side of the bag and yanked it out of place.

      It ripped.

      “Shit.”

      A foul odor seeped through the crawl space, so fetid and profound that I immediately turned my head away and violently gagged. Bodhi’s panicked voice echoed around me as my eyes watered.

      “Bailey. Bailey! What’s going on?”

      But I was having trouble pulling enough air into my lungs to form words. I hacked and dry-retched, pulling the collar of Caroline’s soccer jersey up over my nose and mouth. It didn’t do much, but I was finally able to take a breath in through my mouth that didn’t make me want to vomit. I examined the bag, taking care not to look too closely. It had gotten stuck on a protruding nail. Carefully, I detached the plastic and gave the bag an experimental tug. It released. Keeping an eye on the tear, I dragged it toward the hatch.

      Three quarters of the way there, my muscles cramped up. I released the bag as my whole body tightened, letting my head drop to the dirt below me. I panted through the fabric of Caroline’s jersey and tried to relax as my arms and hamstrings convulsed. To my annoyance, tears leaked from the corners of my eyes.

      “Bailey?” Bodhi called. Another flashlight beam illuminated the crawl space. I tilted my head back to see Bodhi’s face peering at me from the hatch. When the smell hit him, he swallowed hard but didn’t falter. “Baby, it’s okay. Come on. You can do this.”

      I shook my head and closed my eyes, hating the way my lips quivered as the moment tried to overwhelm me.

      “Bailey, look at me.”

      I did. My vision was blurry, clouded with tears, but Bodhi’s golden irises were like beacons in the darkness.

      “It’s just a few more feet, baby. You can do it. On three. Ready?”

      I gripped the black plastic again and nodded.

      “One. Two. Three.”

      I heaved myself and the bag backward again. A feral groan of effort, anguish, and defeat ripped from my lips. It echoed back to me between the cramped walls, and I took strength from it, thrusting myself another foot in the direction of the hatch. Bodhi forced his shoulders through the opening and reached in as far as possible. With one last push, I got the bag close enough for him to grab on to.

      “It’s torn,” I gasped, narrowly avoiding the aforementioned rip as Bodhi dragged the bag up out of the hatch. Some kind of residue remained in the dirt, but I didn’t want to look at it too closely.

      “I don’t care about the bag,” said Bodhi. Overhead, I heard Alex’s heavy footsteps as he relieved Bodhi of his burden. Bodhi reappeared in the hatch opening. “Come on, baby. Let’s get you out of there.”

      But I couldn’t move anymore. My limbs trembled and shook. I was spent, sweating, and dirty, and the three feet between me and the hatch looked more like a mile.

      “Give me your hands.”

      It took all of my concentrated willpower to reach toward Bodhi. He strained through the opening to wrap his fingers around my wrist. I tightened my grip. Then, like pulling a drowning child out of a swimming pool, Bodhi towed me out of the crawl space and into his lap.

      I gasped for air, but Caroline’s jersey still covered my mouth. Bodhi tugged it away from my face, cradling me on the floor of the basement. Alex was gone, as were the two bags. He must’ve already carried them upstairs. What an immense relief.

      Bodhi pushed my sweaty hair away from the nape of my neck. He pulled his T-shirt off, poured cold water over it, and pressed the cool fabric to my flushed forehead. My eyelids drifted shut. God, the stench lingered. It invaded my nostrils. My very being had filled up with the scent of rot and decay. I turned my head and pressed my face into Bodhi’s torso, but even his musky sweat combined with his lemony body soap couldn’t combat the smell of dead bodies.

      He didn’t say anything. There wasn’t much of anything to say. We just sat there, my head and shoulders in Bodhi’s lap and my legs still in the hatch. I stared into the darkness below and pulled my feet out of the opening. Even though I knew the crawl space was now empty, I half-expected dead fingers to wrap around my ankles and draw me back under.

      “Alex?” I muttered.

      “He’s all right,” Bodhi assured me, wiping my face clean with the damp shirt. “Very stoic. He took the bags outside.”

      “Through the house?”

      “Yes.”

      “But the new flooring!”

      Bodhi chuckled. I understood why. We had just found two murdered bodies beneath our house, and I was worried about ruining the flooring. Nevertheless, I had my priorities.

      “He found some of the old carpet in the dumpster,” Bodhi explained. “He used that to keep everything clean.”

      “Thank goodness.”

      “Hmm.”

      He caressed my hair, smoothing it away from my face. I closed my eyes as the rough pads of his calloused fingers danced across my skin. He trailed down my neck and shoulders, rubbing my arms and hands between his own to calm me down.

      “For the record,” Bodhi murmured as he concentrated on kneading my shoulders again, “I never thought you were weak. You’re the strongest person I know, Bailey. And yet there is still something incredibly difficult about letting your wife crawl underground to retrieve bags of bodies.”

      “I had to,” I mumbled.

      “I know. I’m proud of you.”

      I let that sink in for a moment, loving the way Bodhi’s fingers separated the matted hair at the nape of my neck. “Where’s Patrick?”

      “I’m not sure. Outside with Alex, I think. Why?”

      I shifted, experimentally stretching my limbs out. My hamstrings shook with the effort. I was going to be sore tomorrow. “We should ask him where he wants to be buried.”

      There was a note of surprise in Bodhi’s voice. “Oh.”

      I pushed myself up into a sitting position with Bodhi’s house. “What? Is that weird?”

      “No.” Bodhi pulled me to my feet. My aching legs nearly gave out under my weight, but Bodhi looped my arm around his shoulders as we headed for the stairs. “Well, yes. But that’s not what I was thinking. For some reason, I automatically assumed that we were burying them beneath Caroline’s plumeria tree.”

      It was my turn to be surprised. “Oh. You know what? I quite like that idea.”

      “Let’s run it by Patrick, just to make sure.”
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      Patrick was outside, kneeling in the dirt of the backyard next to Alex, whose shoulders shook with grief. Nearby, the plastic contractor bags waited for someone to tend to them. Apparently, Alex wasn’t quite as stoic as Bodhi originally assumed. Bodhi helped me down the steps of the deck so that we could join Alex. Patrick stared at us wide-eyed, as if he didn’t know how to calm down the man who once used to be his best friend. I knelt beside Alex, fighting to keep control of my aching joints, and gathered him into a silent hug.

      “I can’t do it,” he said. “I don’t know how you pulled them out of there, Bailey. I just… I looked inside the bags. It’s horrible. Worse than horrible.”

      “It’s them?” Bodhi asked. It was a terrible question, but we needed the confirmation. Otherwise, what was the point?

      Alex nodded as he drew away from me and wiped his eyes. “It’s them. God, you can’t even tell, but it’s obvious.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “It’s mostly just bones,” Alex sniffed. “Everything else has decomposed, but the plastic kept it all together. It’s disgusting. I can’t believe I ever trusted Ethan Powell. This is the work of someone truly sick.”

      I rubbed Alex’s back as Patrick inspected the bags with a wrinkled nose. All in all, he was the calmest of the four of us. He peeked inside the first bag and groaned. “Ugh. Yeah, that’s definitely me. Sheesh.”

      Bodhi escorted Patrick away from his body before he could continue his scientific examination of the remains. “Really, Pat? Really?”

      “What? It’s kind of interesting. Besides, I got over being dead about fifteen years ago.”

      “We’re so thrilled,” Alex deadpanned. “But in all honesty, I can smell your body from here, and I’d like to get it in the ground as quickly as possible before Ethan decides to make another visit, so could you do me a solid and let me know where I should start digging your grave?”

      Patrick revolved on the spot, looking around the backyard as if scoping out the best place for his final resting place. “Boy, I never thought this was something I’d do. There’s a lot of pressure, you know?”

      Since he didn’t seem to be making a decision anytime soon, I elbowed Bodhi. “Bodhi, tell him what you were thinking.”

      “Oh. Uh, Patrick?”

      “Yeah.”

      Bodhi pointed across the garden to the edge of the bluff where Caroline’s plumeria tree was in full bloom. “I was thinking you might like to go under the tree? It’s the nicest place in the garden. For now, at least. I promise we’ll clean up the rest of it before we sell the house.”

      Patrick considered the possibility, gazing toward the pink flowers. “I think Caroline would really like that actually.”

      “What about you?” Alex asked.

      Patrick smiled wistfully. “Alex, I just want to be with my sister and move on from whatever this is.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Could you do me a favor though?” Patrick added, fiddling with something behind his back.

      “Anything.”

      Patrick tossed his football to Alex, who caught it without thinking. “Could you bury that with me?”

      Alex rotated the football in his hands to look it over. “Is this the game ball from our junior year championship?”

      “It sure is.”

      Alex grazed his fingers across the laces in awe. “You sure you want it buried? I will absolutely throw it in there with you, but I’d much rather keep it.”

      Patrick’s eyebrows shot up toward his hairline. “Wait, you want it?”

      “Of course. That game was one of my best high school memories.”

      “All right. Take it then.”

      Alex grinned and clapped Patrick on the back. “Thanks, buddy. Let’s get to work.”

      

      I sat out the shoveling. Alex and Bodhi worked side by side, each one working on an individual grave beneath the plumeria tree. Patrick and I supervised quietly. I had lost track of the time. The moon was high and bright, and the stars were out in full force. While I listened for any signs of intruders, I lay down in the grass of the garden, cradling the back of my neck in my interlaced fingers, and gazed up at the constellations. I was never good at picking the shapes and patterns out of the stars. For some reason, my imagination couldn’t connect the dots or fill in the pictures. Tonight, however, something shifted.

      It probably wasn’t even a real constellation, but right overhead I swore I saw the outline of a plump toddler with a wide toothy smile in the sky above. I shot up from my bed of grass and stepped up to the deck.

      Bodhi wiped his forehead, up to his shoulders in dirt. They were nearly done. “Everything okay, Bailey?”

      “Yes,” I said, slipping through the open glass doors. “I thought of something. I’ll be right back.”

      As Bodhi returned to digging, I went upstairs to the second floor of the Winchester house and into the bedroom that Bodhi and I were sharing. My suitcase rested in the corner of the room, propped open. I had never bothered to fully unpack. It was too weird to hang my clothes in the house of a dead family. I swatted aside my belongings, feeling for a certain compartment on the side of the suitcase. When my fingers found the zipper, I reached inside and pulled out the object that I kept with us at all times. Every house we flipped. Every project we took on. Every shitty hotel we stayed at between jobs. She was there too.

      It was Kali’s urn.

      It was impossibly small and made out of polished blue marble. I rarely looked at it anymore, let alone touched it. It just sat there in my suitcase, reminding me of what Bodhi and I had lost. Never had I considered any other options for it until now. I carried Kali down to the first floor in the crook of my arm. In my mind’s eye, I could see her brown curls and hazel eyes, the round pink cheeks and fat baby arms. It should’ve made me cry, but instead I felt a strange sense of relief as I stepped into the warm summer night. I took a deep breath before heading over to Bodhi and Alex. They sat beside the giant piles of overturned earth, covered head to toe in dirt, while Patrick dangled his feet into the grave nearest him.

      When Bodhi saw me, he hopped up from the ground and dusted his hands. “All done. Are you ready—?” He cut himself off when he saw what I was carrying. “Is that—?”

      I nodded, freezing in place a few steps away from him, suddenly unsure if this was a good idea or not. “I thought if you were all right with it, we could let her go here.”

      Patrick and Alex watched from a distance as Bodhi warily approached me. He offered his palms, asking silently for what I held in my arms. Gently, I placed the urn in his hands.

      “I haven’t seen this since her funeral,” he murmured, turning the object over to marvel at its miniscule size. “You’ve had it all this time?”

      “Of course. What else would I have done with it?”

      Bodhi hugged the cool marble to his chest. “I figured you’d given her to your mom to hold on to.”

      “Never. She’s been with us. Always.”

      Bodhi gazed out at the water. Behind us, the sky was just beginning to lighten. We had spent the entire night with the dead. If we were going to finish before morning, we needed to get a move on, but I didn’t want to rush Bodhi’s thought process. This was a joint decision. I couldn’t make it alone.

      Finally, he nodded. “Yes. This is the place.”

      While Alex and Bodhi heaved the ugly plastic bags into the holes they had dug and began to fill the dirt back in, I sat on the deck with Kali in my lap and Patrick at my side. As he watched Alex cover his body, a pinkish hue returned to his cheeks. He looked healthier, as if the simple act of burying him respectfully had already begun to have an effect on his afterlife.

      “Can you feel Caroline?” I asked him, wondering how the other Winchester child fared under such unusual circumstances.

      “She’s here,” Patrick said softly.

      As if to prove it, a chilly breeze that had nothing to do with the balmy summer air danced around me, blowing my hair around my face. I smiled. “Hi there.”

      “She wants to know about Kali,” said Patrick, gesturing to the urn resting on my knees. “What was she like?”

      I toyed with the lid of the urn, reminiscing. “Adventurous. Unstoppable. Mischievous. Quite a bit like Caroline actually.”

      Patrick grinned. “Like you, you mean.”

      I exhaled a big breath. “Years ago maybe.”

      “Hmm.” Patrick leaned back on his palms. “She’s still in there somewhere. You just gotta let her go.”

      “You’re very wise for a seventeen-year-old.”

      “Technically, I’m thirty-seven.”

      I scoffed. “I’ve met plenty of middle-aged folks who are nowhere near as enlightened as you.”

      Patrick brightened at the compliment, but before he could respond, Alex patted down the packed dirt, surrendered his shovel, and jogged over to us.

      “We’re about finished,” he said. “I thought we could all say a few words.”

      Patrick and I stood up and walked over to the graves. Bodhi lay down his shovel and wiped his hands on his shorts. I handed Kali’s urn to him then walked to the plumeria tree and picked a handful of flowers. I laid three on top of Caroline’s grave, three more on Patrick’s, and placed a sole plumeria right in between them for Kali.

      The four of us stood side by side, facing the cliff’s edge. Caroline was there in spirit. I could feel her whispering around us like a light wind. No one seemed to know what to do, so Alex cleared his throat and took a step forward.

      “I’ve done something like this every year at the Winchester Celebration,” he said, his voice shaking. “But I’ve never done it with the knowledge that you might be listening in. Patrick. Caroline. I love you, I miss you, and I wish every day that you were still with us.”

      And that was that. Alex stepped back in line with us, and Patrick reached up to rest a hand on Alex’s broad shoulders in solidarity. Then, to my surprise, Bodhi moved forward and turned to face Patrick.

      “I want to thank you,” he said firmly. “You too, Caroline. Were it not for this experience, I’m not sure where Bailey and I would be.” A gust of wind tickled Bodhi’s long curls. From his resulting shiver, I knew that Caroline had swirled around him. “I also wanted to say a few words for my daughter. Kali, if you’re out there somewhere, please know that I have and will always keep you in my heart. I hope you find enlightenment. I love you mightily.”

      Silent tears made their way down my cheeks. I let them go. It was what I needed. Bodhi caught my eye. He too cried peacefully, his golden irises glistening as they reflected the lightening sky. I stepped out to meet him, looping my arm through his. Together, we turned and walked to the edge of the bluff. There, I unscrewed the lid of the urn. It was a little stiff, but it gave way eventually. As the lid came off, a dusty puff rose into the air. I offered the urn to Bodhi, but he shook his head.

      “You should do it,” he said.

      I placed his hand on one side of the urn, leaving mine on the other. “Together.”

      And we tipped the small jar over. Kali’s ashes billowed out like a gray sail, floating away across the water. Bodhi tucked the empty urn under one arm and me under his other. I wrapped my arms around his waist, listening to his pulse as I rested my head against his chest. He gently stroked my hair and brushed his lips across my forehead.

      “There she goes,” he mumbled softly.

      We stood there for a while. Letting go of everything. Of Kali. Of Patrick and Caroline. Of all that came before. It was a renewal of sorts. Another beginning. And we were facing it head-on.

      

      We went to bed as the sun crested over the horizon. Bodhi had called the construction crew and told them to take the day off. Alex crashed on an air mattress in Patrick’s old bedroom after letting his wife know where he had gone. None of us were in any state to work on the renovations for the house. We needed the day to recuperate from the evening’s physical and emotional drainage. It was Friday. Tomorrow, Patrick and Caroline would officially pass on to the next life. If everything went according to plan, of course.

      Before turning in, we had charted out the necessary steps for what came next. There was still the matter of “recharging” Patrick and Caroline before their final confrontation with Ethan. Funnily enough, we’d used Bodhi’s offhand joke about the car battery as inspiration. We planned to rejuvenate Patrick with the energy from the white rental truck that Bodhi used to transport hardware to and from town, and Alex offered to drive his SUV up to the bluff in order to get Caroline the power that she needed.

      In addition, we worked out who was acting as whose energy conductor. Bodhi volunteered to be Patrick’s proxy, the human vessel he needed in order to collect the power from the truck’s battery. That left either me or Alex for Caroline, but before I could even open my mouth to offer up my bodily services, Alex jumped in with the declaration that he would be the one and only person to connect to Caroline. I conceded immediately. There was no arguing with old love. We arranged to perform the energy transference Friday evening.

      I woke up sometime in the late afternoon. Bodhi snored beside me. Both of us were completely worn out. My very bones seemed to ache with the aftereffect of my jaunt into the underbelly of the house. The muscles in my legs and arms felt agonizingly tight. I massaged them myself, digging my knuckles into the hard knots beneath my skin as I tried not to wake Bodhi. Then, for good measure, I checked my blog. I hadn’t posted much since my last update a few days ago, but my followers were as friendly and active as ever. Their comments were uplifting and positive, encouraging me to continue living my truth. I typed up a new post.

      

      
        Bailey and Bodhi: Flipping Out

      

      

      Hello, flippers! What a crazy couple of days it’s been. As you know, we’ve been preparing to renovate the rest of the rooms on the first floor of the Winchester house. The ballroom is going to be the biggest challenge there. It’s at the very back of the house, and it has these rows of paned windows down each wall. It’s gorgeous as is, and half of me is tempted to leave it, but I doubt whoever we sell the house to is going to go with the flow and heartily accept the old-school ballroom when the rest of the house is industrial themed. Who knows? Maybe we’ll find a good compromise.

      In the personal department, Bodhi and I hurdled a major milestone last night. I’ve been carrying around Kali’s ashes in my suitcase ever since she died. Honestly, I never thought I’d ever find a place that was worthy of them. Nepal, maybe, if we ever returned there. Then I realized that Bodhi, Kali, and I would’ve loved Black Bay together. I could picture Kali jumping off the docks in the marina. I could see all three of us playing in the annual flag football tournament when she got a little older. I could imagine walking along Main Street, swinging Kali between me and Bodhi.

      She belonged here. Or at the very least, I could believe that she could be free here. So last night, Bodhi and I scattered Kali’s ashes at the top of the bluff behind the Winchester house. I always assumed it would be beyond painful to let her go. Instead, it was sweet. Lovely, even. I’ll remember that moment forever.

      

      Thanks for reading,

      Bailey

      

      A light knock on the bedroom door stirred Bodhi from his slumber. He turned over with a groan and pushed my laptop off of my blanketed thighs so that he could rest his head there instead.

      “Come on in,” I called.

      Alex popped his head inside, his short hair disheveled. He wore a pair of shorts and a T-shirt that he had borrowed from Bodhi, both of which were a couple inches short for his tall, lean figure. “Hey. Sorry to wake you, but it’s getting late. Should we do this before we run out of daylight?”

      Bodhi mumbled something unintelligible. I suppressed a laugh. “We’ll be down in a minute, Alex.”

      It took much longer than a minute to convince Bodhi to leave the comfort of the double bed. I didn’t blame him. All I wanted to do was sleep for another couple of days. Unfortunately, there was work to be done.

      When I finally coaxed Bodhi out from underneath the covers and down the stairs, Alex and Patrick waited for us in the kitchen, discussing strategy for what was about to happen. Alex had already gone into town and brought back his SUV. It was parked in the front yard next to Bodhi’s truck. Both hoods were propped open, and a pair of jumper cables dangled from each of the batteries over the grill of the vehicles. Something jumped in the pit of my stomach. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.

      “Oh, good. You’re up,” Alex said. He offered me a mug. “I made coffee.”

      Bodhi lurched over to the fresh pot to fill his own mug then leaned against the counter and inhaled the steam rising from the chocolate-colored liquid.

      “Bodhi, are you going to be okay to do this?” Alex asked, raising a worried eyebrow.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just exhausted.”

      “It’ll be all right,” Patrick jumped in. “Like I told you before, we’re taking energy from the cars, not from you.”

      “Thank goodness,” I said. “Caroline packs a punch.”

      Alex finished off his beverage. “Alrighty then. Should we jump right in?”

      We all exchanged looks. Bodhi shrugged and tipped back his mug for another gulp of coffee. “Might as well.”

      The four of us made our way out to the front yard. Patrick and Alex had saved us some time and energy with the setup. The jumper cables hung loosely from each car, harmless for now, but it was hard to wrap my mind around the science, or lack thereof, behind how this was going to work.

      “Bodhi, you stand here,” Patrick directed, escorting Bodhi to the hood of his pickup truck. He picked up the slack of the jumper cable and handed Bodhi one of the clamps. “Hold this. I just need to be in contact with you somehow.”

      “Do I need the positive end or the negative end?” Bodhi asked.

      “I don’t think it matters much,” Alex answered as he picked up the cable hanging out of his own vehicle. “If Caroline’s not around, how’s she going to make contact with me?”

      “She’ll come around when we start the car,” Patrick said. He grasped Bodhi’s wrist. “Who wants to go first?”

      Bodhi raised his hand. “Let’s get this over with.” He tossed me the keys for the truck. “Bailey. You want to fire it up?”

      I caught the keys, juggling them in my fingers, but I hesitated before circling toward the driver’s door. Bodhi held a live wire in his hands, and I had to be the one to fuel it with power. We had only Patrick’s word that the energy wouldn’t harm Bodhi on its way through to the next entity.

      “Patrick, are you sure this is safe?” I asked the younger boy.

      “I would never even think to ask you to do it otherwise.”

      His promise reassured me, but I slid into the driver’s seat with an uneasy feeling. Bodhi and Patrick faced me through the windshield. Bodhi’s knuckles were white around his end of the jumper cable. Similarly, Patrick’s grip on Bodhi’s wrist tightened in anticipation.

      “Ready?” I asked, fitting the key in the ignition.

      Patrick nodded and closed his eyes, as if bracing himself.

      “Let her rip,” said Bodhi.

      I turned the key, and the truck’s engine rumbled to life. For a second, nothing happened, and I wondered if Patrick and Alex had connected the jumper cables to the battery incorrectly. Then, at the same time, Bodhi and Patrick convulsed.

      I yelled instinctively, reaching for the key to turn off the car, but Alex bolted to my window and yanked my hand away from the ignition.

      “Leave it on,” he ordered, pinning my fingers to my side. “They’re fine. Look.”

      I took a second look. Bodhi shook from head to toe, bracing himself against the hood of the truck, but other than that, he appeared to be unharmed. He even gave me the thumb’s up with his free hand.

      Patrick, on the other hand, glowed with an ethereal white light. His entire body vibrated as he absorbed the energy from the truck with Bodhi’s help. It was like staring at a star explosion. I covered my eyes as the light brightened to a blinding force. Bodhi squeezed his eyelids shut, shuddering as Patrick took everything he could. The truck whined underneath me. With one last flare from Patrick, the engine died. The truck’s rumble quieted. The light faded into the sky.

      And Patrick was the thirty-seven-year-old man that he was meant to be.

      We stared at him in silent awe. Like Alex, he aged well, or he would have if he had been given the chance. His hair was shorter and neater, a shadow of a beard grew on his cheeks, and his jaw and cheekbones had hardened into strong, handsome features. He appeared in tailored jeans, a collared shirt, and his signature deck shoes, as though he was ready to take the Winchesters’ sailboat out on the bay for their weekly family trip. All in all, he looked like a younger version of his father.

      Patrick stared at his hands, which now sported the wear and tear of years in the sun behind the wheel of a sailboat. “I’ll be damned.”

      Bodhi dropped the jumper cable. To my great relief, he was fine, if a bit shaky on his feet. I stumbled out of the truck to meet him, but even as we caught each other, we couldn’t look away from Patrick’s new face. Alex was likewise dumbstruck, but he recovered first. He stretched out his hand toward Patrick, who paused before shaking it, and then Alex tugged Patrick into a hug.

      “I never thought I’d get to see you like this,” Alex admitted, thumping Patrick on the back. “It’s surreal, man.”

      “You’re telling me,” Patrick mumbled. “Anyone have a mirror?”

      Everyone laughed as Patrick ambled over to the truck, looked in the side view mirror, and traced the new lines around his mouth. He ran a hand through his hair, which had lightened in color, staring wide-eyed at the man in the mirror. He straightened up quickly, the set of his mouth solidifying into a determined smirk.

      “Let’s get Caroline.”

      Alex handed me the keys to his SUV, returned to his place near the hood, and picked up the jumper cables. “Way ahead of you. Let’s do this.”

      With renewed confidence, I hopped into Alex’s SUV, fitted the keys into the ignition, and revved the engine. Like before, a few seconds passed without action. Alex waited patiently, his arms outstretched over the hood of the car as though offering them up for Caroline to take. My breath caught in my throat as a breeze disturbed Alex’s borrowed shirt. She was here.

      The light began slowly this time. A tiny orb appeared between Alex’s extended arms and hovered in the space there. It grew in size and intensity, gradually elongating and brightening until it filled my vision. I closed my eyes, the glow pressing red against the darkness behind my lids. The SUV sputtered out. I waited a beat, buzzing with anticipation. Then I looked out the windshield.

      Caroline, thirty-five and eternally beautiful at any age, stood between Alex’s arms. He stared at her, stunned, and she smiled like a radiant sun.
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      “You can probably set the jumper cables down, Alex,” Caroline said with a smirk. Her voice was everything and nothing like I’d expected. It was a little huskier than it had been in the videos I’d seen of her as a teenager, and it also conveyed the sense that she knew more about the world than anyone else did.

      Alex’s lips parted as he gazed down at her in disbelief as his fingers unclenched and the cables dropped from his hands. They clattered against the grill of the SUV, but Alex couldn’t care less about the state of his car. He wasn’t the only one enthralled with Caroline’s appearance. Bodhi and Patrick were similarly entranced, and I’d admit myself that seeing Caroline in the flesh felt like an out-of-this-world experience.

      She wore a long, flowing, summery dress. It was a peachy white color, like the color of clouds at sunrise, and decorated with delicate lace trim. Her flaxen hair was pinned away from her face, but the rest of it rained down the tanned skin of her back. Her eyes were sharp, her brows defined, and her lips set in a sly, satisfied smile that I imagined was a permanent fixture on her face. Like Patrick mirrored his father, so Caroline reflected her mother. There was no denying the flawlessness of the Winchester gene pool.

      Since we all were frozen in place, Caroline made the first move. She stood up on her tiptoes, steadying herself on Alex’s forearms, and gently kissed his lips. He responded in kind for a short second before shifting away.

      “I’m married,” he told her.

      “I’m dead,” she reminded him with a nonchalant shrug. “It’s not cheating if the other woman isn’t even alive. I just wanted to remember what that felt like.”

      Alex continued to stare at her, unable to process her existence. She hovered there for a minute, waiting for him to respond. When he remained unmoving, she ducked beneath his arm.

      “Patrick!”

      Caroline jumped into Patrick’s arms. He whirled her around, and the skirts of her dress spiraled like wispy clouds. Patrick set his sister firmly on the ground. “It’s nice to see you,” he said. “It’s been a while.”

      Caroline playfully squeezed his shoulders. “I know. I can’t believe you’re real. God, you got old. Are those crow’s feet?”

      “Um, excuse me. Have you looked in a mirror?”

      Bodhi cleared his throat loudly, and Caroline peeked around Patrick to get a glimpse of him. She smiled widely and approached Bodhi. “But of course. How could I forget our magnificent hosts? Can I give you a hug?”

      He eyed her warily. “I’d rather have an apology.”

      Caroline had the decency to bow her head sheepishly. “You’re right. Forgive me for the trouble I’ve caused you.”

      Bodhi nodded toward me. “Tell that to my wife.”

      Caroline revolved, finally finding me near the door of Alex’s SUV. A hesitant smile tipped her lips upward as she walked over to me. “Bailey.”

      I held on to the car to keep myself from shaking. “Caroline.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. She gestured to my walking boot and skinned knees. “I have no excuse for the way I’ve treated you other than impatience. I saw a chance to get someone’s attention, and I took it.”

      “That’s all right.”

      “It’s not,” she replied, shaking her head. She seemed hesitant to fully approach me, as if I might scold her for all the injuries I sustained as a result of her wrath. “I was immature and irrational. I should’ve found a better way to contact you.”

      I mustered my courage and closed the distance between me and Caroline, taking her hands. “Caroline. You did what you thought you had to do. I forgive you for that.”

      Her lower lip trembled. Without warning, she threw her arms around my neck and hugged me fast. I felt as though I was hugging both Carolines at once: the callow teenaged ghost and the corporeal apologetic woman in front of me.

      “Thank you,” she murmured. “You could’ve run, but you didn’t. No one else stayed.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said back. “You deserve to be free.” I pulled away from Caroline, sniffling. She smelled familiar, like the perfume that lingered on the soccer jersey I’d borrowed, and I finally recognized the scent as calla lilies. I cleared my throat, gazing around at our odd party.

      “Well?” Alex prompted. “What’s next?”

      Caroline’s demeanor changed at once. She wiped teardrops from her eyelashes and pursed her lips.

      “Next,” she declared. “We find Ethan Powell.”

      

      Saturday morning saw three living people and two dead ones crowded around the tiny card table in the Winchesters’ otherwise empty family room to discuss strategy. We were a mismatched bunch: Bodhi with his long hair and bare feet; Alex with his baseball cap and Lido’s T-shirt; Caroline who, in a pair of riding pants and a crisp collared shirt, looked more like she belonged at the equestrian center for the day; Patrick, whose wiser and more mature face I couldn’t get used to; and me, in paint-stained shorts, a tank top that hadn’t been washed in a few days, and the plaster cast encasing my ankle that was filthier than a bar floor. If any of the locals walked in on us, they would be sure to wonder what an amalgamation of characters had to do with one another.

      The subject of the morning was how to get Ethan Powell around to the Winchester house again. We hadn’t gone into town since that night at the Sanctuary. Groceries were running light, as was our toilet paper supply, but we didn’t want to risk meeting Ethan if it was avoidable. Now, our goal had flipped. We needed to locate Ethan, and we needed to lure him up the bluff before he realized exactly what was happening. The problem was executing such a plan without the locals getting suspicious. It took us two hours to solidify an arrangement, and even then, most of it relied on where Alex found Ethan, who he was with at the time, and whether or not we could get him alone.

      We parted in the early afternoon to put our plan into action. Caroline and Patrick jumped the cars. Apparently, once ghosts were fully charged, they were able to lend their own energy again without much consequence. Alex got a head start, trundling out of the front yard in his SUV and down the dirt road. Bodhi and I followed shortly after. When we got into town, we drove straight toward Lido’s Restaurant. As it was a balmy Saturday morning, the locals were out in full force. The park was full of families and dogs. The marina was a flurry of sailboats and speedboats trying to get out on the water. The main street boasted refreshed businesswomen enjoying their weekend freedom as they shopped at Black Bay’s various boutiques. We waved and smiled at the familiar faces, doing our best to look natural. This was part of the plan. The more people who saw us driving through town, the better. It gave us an alibi.

      We pulled into the employee lot beside Lido’s, where the dumpsters were, and parked out of sight of the main road. The restaurant was already loaded with customers, many of which were eating their lunch on the patio out back. This presented a little bit of a challenge. If Ethan gave us any trouble at all, he would surely alert any and all of Lido’s patrons to our ruse. Nevertheless, we had no other choice, so Bodhi and I settled in to wait for Alex to pull off his part of the plan. The radio played faintly in the background as the truck idled. The stale smell of the dumpsters permeated the cab. I wrinkled my nose. Hopefully, Alex wouldn’t take too long.

      Bodhi rubbed the corner of his eye, blinking his drowsiness away. He hadn’t slept well the night before. None of us had. The weight of the day settled on my chest like an anvil. The purpose of our mission hadn’t escaped me, but I tried to temper the anxiety that rose in my throat every time I thought about the fact that we were helping a pair of ghosts to murder someone.

      “You okay?” I asked Bodhi, flipping up the armrest between us to shuffle over to him. The seat belt jabbed into my hip, but I ignored the nuisance as he snaked an arm around me to rub my back.

      “As okay as I can be,” he replied, but he stared absentmindedly through the front windshield at the part of the bay visible to us.

      “Everything’s going to be all right,” I promised him. I didn’t entirely believe it. There were too many things that could go wrong. But in that moment, Bodhi needed reassurance, and if we went into this without at least a little bit of faith, it would go much worse than we anticipated.

      We could’ve talked through the plan again. We could’ve spoken about the dubious morality of what might occur in the next few hours. We could’ve talked about how the day’s events would affect us in the long run, or what would happen if we got caught, or who might suffer if Ethan got the best of us. Instead, we waited for Alex to arrive in comfortable silence, curled up together like a pair of cats in the sunshine. At some point, I think we even dozed off because when Bodhi’s cell phone rang to warn us of Alex’s arrival, we both jerked out of our sun-soaked stupor.

      “Is he here?” I asked, peeking over Bodhi’s shoulder to see the message.

      “They’re pulling in now. Let’s get ready.”

      We hopped out of the truck, opened the tailgate, and gathered our materials. Then we stationed ourselves on either side of the restaurant’s back door. My heart pounded. Blood rushed through my ears. I pressed myself to the building, feeling the rough, warm bricks press against my back through the fabric of my shirt, and willed myself to calm down. Across from me, Bodhi mouthed silent words, standing at the ready.

      When the door handle turned, I coiled like a spring, my fingers tightening over the rag between my fingers. As the door opened, Alex’s voice rang out.

      “You should see this smoker, Ethan,” Alex was saying. “I can’t wait to start trying my hand at smoking my own meats. The customers are going to go wild. It’s just out back—”

      “The customers?” Ethan rumbled with a laugh. “I’m going to go wild.”

      My breath stopped as Ethan’s boot led the way through the back door and into the parking lot. Time slowed. Ethan’s head turned to the left ever-so-slightly. Toward me.

      The three of us lunged at the same time. Alex tackled Ethan from behind, tangling himself around Ethan’s knees to send him crashing to the pavement. Bodhi rocketed forward before Ethan even landed. He kneeled on Ethan’s upper back to prevent him from moving as Alex pinned his legs to the ground. While Bodhi secured Ethan’s hands behind his back with a rope knot that Alex had taught him that morning, I shoved the rag into Ethan’s mouth. Thankfully, he was too dazed from our sneak attack to put up much of a fight at first. Without his hands to break his fall, Ethan had smacked his head pretty hard against the asphalt. As his eyes cleared, he yelled for help, but the rag muffled his voice. No one inside Lido’s or sitting on the patio would hear him over the commotion of midday Saturday.

      Alex and Bodhi hauled Ethan to his feet and heaved him into the back of the pickup truck. Alex leapt into the bed of the truck, forcing Ethan to lie flat so that no one would notice him as we drove through town. We slammed the tailgate shut, got into the cab, and peeled out of the parking lot as quickly as possible.

      I kept watch in the side view mirror as we rode back up to the bluff. From a distance, no one would think twice about our jaunt through town. Alex stretched out in the back, waving merrily to passing locals. We were simply enjoying the day, just like everyone else. Still, it was a massive relief to find the sanctuary of the woods at the base of the bluff. As we rode into the shadows, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. The hardest part was over. Or was it?

      Caroline and Patrick lingered in the doorway of the house. As Alex unloaded Ethan, Caroline took a step inside. The siblings wore similar expressions, a balance between hate and fear, as they regarded the man who had ruined their lives so long ago. Alex forced Ethan to his knees in the dirt and ripped the rag out of his mouth.

      Ethan let loose a string of expletives. “What the hell, Alex? Have you completely lost your mind?”

      “Don’t play stupid with me, Ethan,” Alex spat. “I know what you did.”

      “And what did I do?” Ethan challenged him. “Huh? What sort of nonsense did Bailey and Bodhi put into your mind? Did they feed you that ghost story too?”

      Caroline emerged from the house. The sun highlighted her high cheekbones. “It was no story, Mr. Powell.”

      Ethan squinted upward. “Who the hell are you?”

      “You don’t recognize me?”

      When it finally hit Ethan who he was staring at, I could see the realization in his eyes. He gazed up at Caroline, and a look of something like horror and shock crossed his features. “No,” he sputtered. “It can’t be.”

      Patrick joined Caroline in the front yard. “Did you miss us?”

      Ethan squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “No, no, no. This isn’t real. You’re dead!”

      “You’re right on that count,” said Caroline. She knelt down, took Ethan’s chin between her fingers, and forced him to look at her. “You made sure of that. But you already knew that I wasn’t entirely gone, didn’t you? You used to come here once a month to check up on me, but you never thought I had the ability to touch you. Guess what, Ethan? Karma’s a bitch.” She stood and spat in the dirt in front of Ethan. Then she looked up at Alex, who watched with uncertainty by the truck door. “You should go,” Caroline told him.

      “What? No!”

      Caroline circled toward Alex, giving Ethan a wide berth, and took his hands in hers. “Alex. Please. I don’t want you to be a part of this.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” he insisted.

      “She’s right,” Patrick said as he approached Alex as well. “You shouldn’t have to watch this, Alex.”

      Alex looked between the siblings. “You both want me to go?”

      Caroline nodded. “It’s for the best.”

      “So is this goodbye then?”

      A sense of infinite sadness radiated outward from the trio. This wasn’t the first time Alex had to let go of his best friends. Was it easier or harder the second time around?

      “We’ll always be with you,” Patrick told him. “Don’t forget that.”

      He gave Alex a hug then retreated toward me and Bodhi to allow Caroline a moment alone with him. She entwined her fingers around his neck. Instinctively, he pulled her closer.

      “I’m happy you’re happy,” she told him in a quiet voice that carried across the front yard. “You deserve that and so much more. Live your life, Alex. Patrick and I are moving on. You should too.”

      He rested his forehead against hers. “I missed you.”

      She tapped his nose with the tip of her finger. “We’ll always be best friends.”

      “Same here,” Patrick called over jokingly. “Even though I know you like my sister better.”

      I made a face, knowing I’d never experience something like this ever again. The trio had momentarily forgotten about Ethan as he knelt in the dirt with a look of utter rage etched into his features. Bittersweet happiness and terror warred in the front yard, but Caroline and Patrick had no intention of letting Ethan ruin the only chance they had to say goodbye to their friend.

      Caroline drew away from Alex. “Go.”

      “But—”

      “Go.”

      Alex hesitated, looking between me, Bodhi, and Ethan. I gave him a reassuring nod. “We have this under control,” I told him. “I’ll call you when it’s over.”

      “You’re making a mistake, Alex,” Ethan said.

      “Shut up,” Bodhi and I chorused.

      Alex looked at his friends one last time as he backed toward the dirt road that led into town. “Goodbye, Patrick. Caroline.”

      “Bye, Alex.”

      “Later, man.”

      And then he was gone, disappearing into the trees with his hands in his pockets and his shoulders hunched in sorrow. Caroline breathed a sigh of relief, which Patrick soon echoed. Neither one of them had wanted their friend to witness what came next.

      Patrick turned to Bodhi. “Got the rope?”

      Bodhi nodded, jogged into the house, and reappeared with the nautical rope that Ethan had used to kill Patrick. It looked worse for wear, bloodied, frayed, and moldy from its time underwater. Bodhi handed it over to Patrick, who swung it between his fingers as he stalked toward Ethan. To my surprise, he untied the knot around Ethan’s hands.

      “Get up,” he snarled at the older man.

      “No.”

      I jumped away as Patrick looped the rope around Ethan’s neck and yanked him to his feet. Ethan choked and stumbled upward. He struggled against his binding, slipping the fingers of one hand beneath the noose to prevent it from tightening too much. With his other hand, he wrenched the rope toward himself in an attempt to stop Patrick from leading him like a dog into the house, but Patrick’s otherworldly abilities outweighed Ethan’s brute strength. He dragged the larger man like a ragdoll, and Ethan had no choice but to blunder along unless he wanted to suffocate on the spot.

      As Bodhi and I followed them into the living room, a wave of nausea hit me like a ton of bricks. I didn’t want to see this. Yes, Ethan was a murderer, and Patrick and Caroline were doing what they had to do in order to free themselves from this life, but I had seen enough death to last me a lifetime. As Caroline restrained Ethan, Patrick swung the other end of the nautical rope up and over one of the exposed beams in the living room. It was the same place Patrick had met his own end. It was where Caroline had once hung Bodhi by a length of invisible rope to prove a point to us. That beam held more terrifying memories that the rest of the house put together.

      Patrick used all of his weight to pull down on his end of the rope, the muscles in his back straining. The noose lifted Ethan to balance on his tiptoes. His face turned bright red and spittle flew from his lips as he grappled with the rope around his neck.

      “No,” he choked out. “I’m sorry.”

      Caroline frowned, regarding Ethan with her arms crossed nonchalantly across her chest. “I don’t think that’s good enough. What do you think, Patrick?”

      “Nope.”

      And he wrenched the rope again. This time, Ethan’s feet left the ground. The force pushed his breath out with a grunt, and his head looked as though it would pop right off his body. I turned away, hiding my face against Bodhi’s chest. I couldn’t watch this. But a second later, a loud thunk made the floorboards shake.

      Patrick had dropped Ethan. The rope slithered off the beam and fell to the floor in a heap. As Ethan heaved for breath, Patrick fell to his knees, covering his head with his hands. Caroline rushed over to him.

      “What is it?” she asked in a hushed tone.

      “I can’t do it,” Patrick said, his voice shaking. “I can’t kill him. It makes us just as bad as he is.”

      “Patrick, he murdered us—”

      “I know he did.”

      “We have to move on.”

      “I know we do!”

      Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw a flash of movement. I was so focused on Patrick’s grief that I hadn’t noticed Ethan slowly removing the rope from around his neck and inching toward the sliding glass doors.

      “No!” I shouted as Ethan shot to his feet and slipped out into the backyard.

      Bodhi was the first to follow him, throwing the glass door wide. He plunged into the wild rose bushes where Ethan’s enormous form had already trampled through the plants. I ran after them, ignoring the thorns that bit and tore at my skin. I could hardly see through the thick foliage, but when I emerged on the other side of the garden, I slammed into Bodhi’s broad back. He had stopped short, breathing hard, and stared across at Ethan. When I looked over, I realized why.

      Ethan stood at the edge of the bluff with only open air behind him. In his hand, he held a small gun, and its muzzle was pointed straight at Bodhi’s chest. A harsh red line encircled Ethan’s neck, the leftovers of Patrick’s attempt on his life.

      “Did you think it would be that easy?” Ethan asked hoarsely. The gun traveled to point at me. I shook from head to toe but held on to my composure. “I don’t think so. I didn’t work so hard for what I have for two insignificant out-of-towners to come along and ruin it all.”

      “Ethan—” Bodhi began.

      Ethan brandished the gun. “Shut up! I’m not going to shoot you. After all, why condemn myself?”

      “How heroic of you,” I spat, taking Bodhi’s arm.

      “Shut up,” Ethan growled again. “Here’s what’s going to happen, morons.” He gestured behind him to where the cliff dropped off. “You’re going to jump off together. A nice little suicide pact between the two of you. It’ll be an easy story to sell. The tragedy of the Winchester accident and the death of your daughter finally caught up to you. You couldn’t take it anymore. Black Bay will forget about you, and I’ll go back to the peaceful way of life that you ruined with your existence.”

      “Like hell you will,” said a voice.

      Patrick and Caroline had caught up with us. Patrick planted himself squarely between us and Ethan’s gun, but Caroline marched straight across the garden to Ethan’s side. He pulled the trigger. I flinched as the bullet embedded itself in Caroline’s torso, but instead of falling to the ground, she laughed.

      “Oh, Ethan,” she said, giggling. “You can’t kill me twice.”

      And before anyone had the chance to react, Caroline pushed Ethan off the rock face.

      I let out a shocked shriek as Ethan disappeared from view with a garbled yell, but Bodhi held me back from rushing to the bluff’s edge. A few seconds later, a terrifying thud echoed up from the rocks below, followed by a splash that was swallowed by the sound of the waves.

      Almost immediately, Caroline and Patrick exploded with the same white light that had surrounded them during the energy transference. A rift opened between them, a doorway of sorts that neither Bodhi or I could look directly into or risk frying our corneas. At first, I wondered if this was what was supposed to happen, but a look at Caroline’s awed expression confirmed this was what she and Patrick were waiting for. Then, with one eyebrow raised as if to ask a question, Caroline glanced my way.

      I gestured toward the ethereal doorway. “Go on.”

      But Caroline bypassed the doorway and rushed into my arms instead. I hugged her tightly. Then Patrick gathered us both up, waving to Bodhi.

      “Get over here, Bodhi.”

      Hesitantly, Bodhi joined our group hug. The light of the doorway shined down on us, brightening with every passing moment, as though impatient for Patrick and Caroline to walk through it.

      I pulled away from the siblings, wiping my eyes, and shooed them toward the doorway. “Get out of here, you two.”

      “What about Ethan?” Patrick asked. Worry colored his tone. He was genuinely concerned with our well-being. “Won’t people ask questions?”

      “We’ll handle it,” Bodhi reassured him. “Go.”

      Caroline squeezed my hand. “We can’t thank you enough.”

      The doorway flickered and dimmed. It was a sign. It was officially time for Patrick and Caroline to go. Gently, I pushed Caroline in the general direction of her afterlife. She grabbed Patrick’s hand and pulled him toward the doorway. Right before they stepped through, both of them turned to look at us.

      They’d returned to their teenaged selves again. Seventeen-year-old Patrick grinned at us from beneath the brim of his Black Bay football cap, while fifteen-year-old Caroline smiled and waved excitedly like a happy baby.

      “Don’t forget about us,” Patrick called.

      “Are you kidding?” said Bodhi. “How could we?”

      And then they waved one last time, rotated toward the light, and stepped through the doorway. Bodhi slipped his hand into mine, holding onto my fingers tightly, and we stood like that as the otherworldly light swallowed up Patrick and Caroline and began to fade. Soon the doorway closed completely, leaving Bodhi and I alone on the bluff. All that was left was sunshine.
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        Bailey, Bodhi, & Baby

      

      

      Baby number two makes four! Yes, that’s right, ladies and gentleman. I will soon have to change the name of this blog yet again because we are expecting a little girl in addition to our handsome man, Winn. By the way, today is his fourth birthday, and he is pumped, but more on that in a minute. I want the amazing news to sink in with you. A girl! We get a girl!!!!! How many exclamation points are applicable for a scenario like this?!?! One may never know!!

      If you couldn’t already tell, I am beyond excited. So are Bodhi and Winn. Well, actually, I’m not sure if Winn has grasped the concept that he won’t be the only little bean begging for our attention anymore. Not that he has to beg, of course. He’s spoiled rotten. Anyway, you all should’ve seen Bodhi in the doctor’s office. He was practically doing backflips. I would’ve actually done backflips, but unfortunately I was never much of a cheerleader.

      So! This year, Winn’s birthday falls conveniently on the same day as the summer festival. It’s his favorite town event, so it works out well. He’s dying to play in the flag football tournament with Bodhi and Alex, but he’s not quite old enough. God help me when his tiny fingers grow big enough to actually throw a full-sized football. He’s trouble enough with the miniature foam one that Alex bought him. I’ve already kissed a table lamp and a decorative clock goodbye.

      The only bad thing about being pregnant around this time of year is that I must regretfully abstain from Ava’s famous party punch. It figures because I had totally planned to swipe a cup of it in order to analyze the contents and put together a recipe for you guys. Oh well. Maybe next year! In the meantime, you’ll have to settle for this amazing lemon cake I whipped up. Pictures and instructions under the recipe tab!

      Naturally, I plan to take a ton of photos today. Talk to me, people! What’s on your agenda for this beautiful afternoon? Going to the beach, hanging out in the park, adventuring through the backwoods? Let me know!

      

      With absolute love,

      Bailey

      

      “Babe!”

      I glanced up from the desktop computer in my office. Bodhi stood in the doorway, dangling Winn upside down from his ankles. Our little boy laughed raucously, his pristine baby teeth visible from across the room, as his light brown curls—naturally highlighted by all his time in the sun—bounced around on his head.

      “I caught a monkey,” Bodhi reportedly breathlessly. He pulsed Winn up and down, causing him to squeal with delight.

      “Put him down,” I ordered with a smile.

      Bodhi dramatically rolled his eyes. “Fine. Release the beast!”

      He lowered Winn to the floor. Winn somersaulted to his feet, sprinted toward me, and climbed up into my lap to try and read my latest blog post.

      “I know that word, Mama,” he declared, pointing at the screen. “But not that one. Or that one. Or that one. Or that one—”

      “Alrighty,” I interrupted, swinging Winn up onto my hip as I stood up. I groaned. “Sheesh, kid. You’re getting way too big for this. What have you been eating?”

      “Whatever you feed me.”

      I laughed. “Touché.”

      He wriggled to get down so I set him on the floor and he shot off like a wind-up toy. As he rounded the corner, his bare feet working like overactive windmills, I paused in the doorway next to Bodhi.

      “Hi,” he said.

      “Hi.”

      He pulled me toward him. Our hips pressed together as he wrapped his arms around my waist and bent me over backward to kiss me. I smiled into it and felt his warm lips respond in the same way. When he righted me, he grinned.

      “Are you ready for this festival?”

      I nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      

      After convincing him to put on his shoes, Winn led the way out, bouncing on the soles of his feet as Bodhi and I trailed along after him. I looked back at our house from the sidewalk. I would probably never get tired of coming home to it. After we had finished renovating the Winchester house, the smaller home had gone on the market in the middle of Black Bay’s cozy little neighborhood. It was just big enough for the three of us, and it had an extra bedroom to convert into a nursery. Not to mention, the front windows boasted a beautiful view of the marina. Bodhi and I had fixed it up and moved in all within months of selling the Winchester house. Out of every house we ever flipped, this one was my favorite, because for the first time in so many years, we had a place that felt like home.

      The Winchester house had been sold to a family of five for a price that would allow Bodhi and I to live comfortably in Black Bay for quite some time without having to worry about our finances. The new family was lovely too, and the locals of Black Bay had welcomed them with open arms. Steven worked in IT for a private business, and his wife, Lena, was an artist. That was why they had wanted the house on the bluff. It was a perfect place for Lena to set up her own studio. Winn was friends with their youngest daughter, who was the same age as him, and their eldest daughter babysat for us on a regular basis. We visited the Winchester house often for playdates or dinner parties or art lessons, but we never filled in the new residents on the details of their refurbished home.

      With our nomadic phase finished and no other houses to flip in the area, Bodhi and I refocused our attention on other hobbies. Bodhi had established his own business and contracted himself out to work at sites all over the country—and occasionally some overseas—in order to fulfill his wanderlust. Sometimes, Winn and I went with him. In the past five years, we had explored New Zealand’s coastlines, Italy’s various vineyards, and South Korea’s spiciest cuisine, among other adventures in between. But when the travel wore me down, I felt safe and comfortable with Winn in our new home in Black Bay. Bodhi always returned from his jobs happy and rejuvenated, and for me that was more than enough.

      Flipping Out morphed into something else entirely. It was now a collection of our daily adventures in Black Bay and the surrounding area. At first, I wrote mostly about the hilarity that came with having a toddler, and my followers ate it up. The site attracted so much traffic that I eventually had to upgrade my overloaded server. Bailey, Bodhi, & Baby became so popular that I was getting calls from big name publishing companies asking me to compile my blog content into a parenting and family book for them to sell. Little did they know, I was already cooking up something along those lines. While my first draft covered the fun of raising a child all over the world, I also wrote it with the intention of helping other mourning parents to cope with the loss of their children.

      These days, no one even thought about Ethan Powell anymore. Shortly after Caroline and Patrick’s final disappearance, everything magically fell into place. A piece of Ethan’s sunken boat surfaced in the bay, leading the police right to it. Bodhi and I turned in the evidence in our possession, claiming that Ethan had attempted to frame us for withholding it. The Coast Guard found Ethan’s body in the rocks below the bluff, but since everyone in Black Bay had seen us in town that Saturday, the police ruled his death as a suicide. The lumber mill was renamed and the town collectively decided against burying Ethan in the local cemetery beside his parents. The Black Bay Banner published an article to clarify what had really happened to the Winchester family, Bodhi and I were heralded as heroes for discovering the truth, and Ethan Powell got the ending he deserved all along.

      A wolf whistle woke me out of my daydreaming, and I looked up to see Alex’s son Anthony skipping toward us as we neared the park for the summer festival. He was fifteen now and had grown to a whopping six feet already. Alex and his wife, Julia, often commiserated about how much he ate.

      “There he is!” Anthony announced, kneeling down to Winn’s level. Winn rocketed toward him, yelling like a madman, until Anthony swung him up in one fluid motion so that Winn sat on his shoulders. “Winchester Taylor, front and center!”

      Winn drummed on Anthony’s head. “Tony, Tony, Tony!”

      “Easy, kid!”

      “Sorry about that,” Bodhi chuckled as we walked toward Anthony. Bodhi kept one arm slung across my shoulders. “Are your parents around?”

      Anthony pointed across the park where freshly painted white lines marked the edges of the flag football field. There, Alex tossed a football to Julia, who threw it back with just as much force and spin.

      “They’re warming up already,” said Anthony. “Wanna join?”

      “Heck yeah.”

      It was a perfect day for the festival. The sun was out but not too hot, a cool breeze floated in from the bay, and the sky was an impossible shade of blue. As we jogged out to meet the rest of Anthony’s family—we played on the same football team and with Alex’s prowess we reigned as back-to-back summer festival champions for four years—Alex and Julia waved.

      Alex relieved Anthony of his burden, flipping Winn over to hang him upside down. “What’s up, little man?”

      “Do all husbands do that?” I asked Julia as Winn fruitlessly wiggled his legs in an attempt to escape.

      “Pretty much,” said Julia. She reached out to tickle my belly. “So? Which is it?”

      I beamed happily. “It’s a girl.”

      She squealed with delight, twirling me around beneath one of the big oak trees in the park. “I’m so happy for you!”

      Alex released Winn to clap Bodhi on the shoulder. “Congratulations, guys. An older boy and a younger girl. Just like Patrick and Caroline.”

      “The coincidence was not lost on us,” said Bodhi, grinning.

      Winn marched over to Alex and stole the football from between his hands. It was far too big for him, but that didn’t stop him from throwing it into Bodhi’s shins. “Let’s play!”

      “You heard the man!” Anthony shouted. He picked up the football and tossed it gently enough so that Winn could catch it. His voice shifted into a deep commentator’s tone. “Ladies and gentlemen! The Lido-Taylor flag football team is looking flawless! But can they bring the championship trophy home for the fifth year in a row?”

      “No doubt,” Bodhi declared, high-fiving Alex. “Let’s do this.”

      Everyone loped toward the field, tossing the football between them. Winn raced along behind them, his feet carrying him as fast as possible. I smiled, shaking my head as I watched my little family sprint off. Sometimes, I couldn’t believe how much my life had changed in the past five years, but I was eternally glad that it had.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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            25 Years Ago

          

        

      

    

    
      Moonlight penetrated the branches of the old cypress trees that sprouted from the swamp. The black water was still and reflected the night sky. Cicadas buzzed and frogs croaked. A hot breeze blew the dangling strands of Spanish moss that hung from branches. They wiggled like fingers and moved shadows in the dark, breathing life into monsters that didn’t exist, and concealing the ones that did.

      Sharon’s bare feet smacked against the thick Louisiana mud on her serpentine sprint through the swamp. She swatted at the Spanish moss dangling from the branches, catching on her hair and arms, tickling her body with scratchy fibers. Her wet, soiled tank top clung to her body like a second skin, and her jeans with the holes in the knees were heavy with water.

      The skin around her eyes twitched as she stole a glance behind her on the run, the shadowed figures still in pursuit, and she tripped over an unearthed root. She thrust out her hands to help break the fall, but the deep mud swallowed them whole, slapping her face and chest against the muck.

      Sharon struggled to lift herself out of the earth sucking her deeper into the ground. Her hands and knees slid awkwardly in the mud that kept her on all fours, desperately clawing, driving forward. She blinked and wiped away the mask of crud from her eyes, tasting the gritty flecks of Cajun sludge on her lips.

      “I think I see something over there!”

      The voice was distant but growing closer. Desperation, and the instinct of survival, propelled Sharon to her feet. Slabs of mud fell from her stomach, legs, and arms and then plunked to the ground.

      The quicksand-like mud eventually gave way to water that rose to her ankles, and with each noisy splash, she gave away her position to the crazies chasing her.

      A cramp bit at her left hamstring and Sharon slowed to a hobbled limp. Her lungs burned and her chest tightened as she waded into warm, waist-high water, the mud dissolving into the black water. She ducked behind a tree, praying that the ripples from her wake calmed before the men saw.

      Sharon shivered and hugged her stomach. An adrenaline-laced fear gnawed at her innards. She pictured the bodies back at the house, her family torn apart by that… that… thing. She couldn’t rid herself of that rattling noise, those bones, the screams. She saw the teeth, claws, and black eyes. How could it even see with eyes so black? Part of her believed that it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. But the proof was in the fresh blood oozing from the bite marks on her arms.

      Feet splashed quickly in shallow water, then slowed and transformed into a heavy swoosh as the legs submerged deeper into the swamp. The movements sent ripples around the tree where Sharon squatted. She covered her mouth and passed silent breaths through her nose, which filled her nostrils with the hot stink of the swamp. The swooshing ended and the water grew still.

      “It’s no use, sweetheart. It’s either death by bullet or claws. I would think a bullet is kinder.” The voice was thick with a Louisiana drawl. What had been charming Southern flattery when she first arrived to the town was now evil and ominous. “You don’t have nowhere else to go, darlin’.”

      More water rippled to her left, and Sharon shivered in the dark, covered in blood and mud, and stinking of a young woman fearful of death’s open, waiting arms. Tears squeezed through the corners of her eyes and trickled down her cheeks. She slowly submerged herself deeper until the water reached her upper lip.

      A knee appeared to her left along with the end of a rifle, and Sharon shut her eyes tighter, her head and neck vibrating from the effort it took to remain still. The man took another step forward and ripples from the movement sent water up her nose.

      “Fine,” he said, exasperated. “Have it your way, bitch.”

      Water swooshed again, the noise drifting away from her, then grew into softer, fading splashes. Sharon kept herself curled in a tight ball, waiting for the monsters to return, but their voices and splashes were replaced by the steady buzz of cicadas.

      Slowly, and keeping low in the water, she crept toward the left of the tree trunk, her fingernails clawing rough bark. She craned her neck around the side and saw nothing but still black water, trees, and moonlight. She stood, water droplets falling from the hem of her tank top and elbows.

      She took a step forward, and then another, that primal function of survival motoring her forward. Her thoughts wandered to her father’s truck. It was still parked in the drive, but the keys were inside the house. With the bodies.

      A sudden wave of sobs curved her body forward, and she buried her face in her dirty palms. All of their eyes would still be open, their bodies lifeless on the living room floor. She thought of wading through the swamp and finding another house or road, but she didn’t know the area, and she remembered her father’s boss talking about gators and snakes. The truck was safer and faster.

      Her legs chafed from the wet jeans, and the mud and blood began to harden over her chest and face. It tightened her skin, and the dark shades highlighted the whites of her eyes. She weaved through the path from which she came until she saw the open field that led back to the house.

      Sharon paused at the clearing’s edge. She gazed across the waist-high grass and reeds that stood straight and still like the house on the other side. She saw no movement, just the darkened windows of the house and the truck parked out front.

      Looking at the structure now, she couldn’t see anything else but death. But inside, amongst the dead, were the keys to her freedom.

      Sharon crouched low, using the tall grass and reeds for cover. After the first few steps on her toes she broke into a sprint, and the rush of air stung the bite marks on her arms. She aimed for the front door, and she leapt up the porch steps, then skidded to a stop.

      The door was open, the path ahead dark. Heat and a foul stench radiated from that dark plane. She whimpered and twisted the ends of her fingertips like a nervous child.

      Bushes rustled to her left, and it provided the needed grit to cross the threshold of darkness, the shadows swallowing her whole as she passed through with her eyes shut.

      After two full steps into the house, Sharon kept her head down and slowly opened her eyes. She stared at the floor until the tips of her mud-covered toes appeared in the darkness. She remained frozen in the foyer like a teenager caught coming home late from a curfew. She knew her parents were there on the floor. She didn’t want to look at them but knew stepping on them would be worse. Finally, she gathered the courage to lift her head.

      Her father lay on his back, his left leg straight, his right bent at a ninety-degree angle. His arms were stretched out from his body, and for a moment he reminded her of Jesus on the cross, his sacrifice meant to keep her alive. His face was turned toward her, his mouth slightly agape, his eyes open. Blood from the gunshot wound to his chest had pooled in a dark patch on the floor next to him.

      Her mother lay on her stomach, her arms bunched under her breasts, one leg tucked under her chest while the other stuck straight out from the bottom of her dress. Her face was turned away, and Sharon stared at the tight black curls of hair on the back of her mother’s head.

      Quickly, Sharon skirted around the bodies and raced down the hall to her parents’ bedroom. On the way, she passed the dining room where moonlight shone through the pair of skylights in the ceiling. But she didn’t look up to the second-floor balcony where her and her brother’s rooms had been. For all she knew, that thing was still up there.

      She searched for the truck keys in the dark, not daring to turn on the lights and attract those men again. Her hands opened drawers, flung clothes, scoured the night stands, but the keys remained elusive.

      She clenched her fists in frustration, and desperation made them shake. She retreated to the wall, unsure where her father could have put them. She knew they weren’t in the truck. They couldn’t be because her father had just gotten back from work when—

      Sharon covered her mouth to muffle the frightened gasp. The keys weren’t in her parents’ room because her father never made it out of the living room. The keys were still in her father’s pockets. Her dead father’s pockets.

      Sharon walked to the living room like an inmate on death row, her steps slow and hesitant. Her mother watched her enter, and Sharon caught a brief glimpse of the bloody hole where her mother’s jaw used to be. The entire bottom half of her face had been blown away, leaving behind stringy bits of muscles that hung from her cheeks and the roof of her mouth.

      Her eyes remained transfixed on her mother’s face while she maintained a slow walk forward until she stepped in something warm. She quickly recoiled her foot from the pool of blood next to her father’s body. She turned away and scrunched her face, fixated on the warm liquid smeared beneath her toes.

      Sharon slowly wiped her feet on the floor, refusing to look down at the red streaks staining the hardwood, and then turned back to her father’s corpse. Her knees popped as she bent down, her arm outstretched and rigid.

      She paused at the opening to his pants pocket, knowing that she’d have to feel her father’s body. It felt wrong, but she forced herself to do it. She didn’t want to die. Not here, and not now. She shut her eyes as she reached through the hole. She winced at the soft give of muscle and fat, but found nothing but lint. She quickly removed her hand, then reached across her father’s waist to the other pocket, the heat of the body warming the skin of her arm.

      As she moved closer to the second pocket, a curious force pulled her eyes toward her father’s head where she saw a few specks of blood amongst the black stubble of his tan face. She remembered how rough it felt as a child when he kissed her goodnight, but also how comforting it was. An impulse to experience that comfort again diverted the direction of her hand. Her lower lip quivered as her fingers grazed the stubble. After the first prick against her fingertip she retracted her hand, clutching it tightly with the other, and she cried.

      Snot dribbled from her nose and she quickly wiped it away. The sudden and overwhelming sense of escape flooded through her and Sharon quickly shoved her hand into the second pocket and in one quick pull, she removed the keys and jumped back from her father’s body. She retreated towards the door, the keys clutched in both hands against her chest. “I’m sorry.”

      Sharon sprinted out the front door and hurried down the four steps of the porch, missing the last one. She landed awkwardly on her left foot and twisted her ankle. She skidded on her hands and knees in the gravel drive, fresh cuts in her palms, and then reached back for her ankle, baring her teeth with a hiss.

      “There she is!”

      Sharon jerked her head toward the pair of men aiming their rifles at her from the brush, and she scrambled to get her legs under her. The tiny rocks in the gravel cut into the tender flesh under her bare feet as the men hastened their pursuit. She moaned between sobs, hyperventilating as she fumbled through the ring of keys.

      Her ankle throbbed painfully by the time she reached the truck and she tugged at the handle, heaving open the heavy steel door. A gunshot thundered and connected with the side of the truck. Sharon jumped from the violent blast, then climbed inside cab.

      Sharon shoved the key into the ignition and jammed her foot down on the clutch as she turned the key. The engine sputtered and another gunshot sounded, this one shattering the driver side window next to her head. She screamed and ducked, lying low on the truck bench as she continued to crank the engine and hold the clutch.

      The engine choked then sputtered to life, and Sharon sprung up and shifted into first gear, but as she did, the door flung open and meaty hands grabbed her arm and groped her waist.

      “No!” Sharon flailed against the man that pulled her from the truck cabin and flung her helplessly to the ground. Her elbow smacked onto the gravel and a sharp crack of pain sent a thousand tiny needles up her forearm, numbing her fingers.

      “Trust us, sweetheart,” the man said, catching his breath. “It’s better this way.” He smiled, and the moonlight reflected off a silver capped tooth.

      “Sure you don’t want to have any fun with her first, Billy?” A thick beard covered the second man’s face, a pair of hungry eyes running down the curve of her body.

      “No time,” Billy answered, then aimed the rifle at Sharon’s head. “This place isn’t safe.”

      Sharon held up her hands in defense, crying. “Please, don’t. Just let me go.” But the cries for mercy didn’t budge the rifle barrel from her head, and some childish instinct curled herself into a ball as she lay on the ground. Thick, heaving sobs shook her body, and she tasted salt and blood on her lips. She shut her eyes and pictured her parents on the floor in the living room. And then she saw her brother in the arms of that creature. They shouldn’t have come here. They should have never moved.

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Billy said. “It’s all over now.”

      And with the pull of the trigger and a bullet to the brain, it was. At least for her family.
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      The metro rocked back and forth, the wheels clicking in the familiar rhythmic tha-dump, tha-dump, tha-dump every few seconds. A few conversations flitted through the stale air and over the noise of the screeching metal cars, but mostly everyone kept to themselves. Anyone who didn’t have a phone in their hand had their eyes closed, waiting for the train to slow and the automated voice to stir them awake through the crackling speakers.

      Owen Cooley didn’t have a phone in his hand. He couldn’t afford one. Nor could he sleep despite the dark circles under his eyes. He rubbed his knobby hands together, the tie around his neck loose with the top button of his shirt undone, the elbow patches of his jacket resting on his thighs. He stared at the black grooves on the metro floor and the piece of gum the man standing in front of him had almost stepped in for the past twenty minutes. Twice the heel of his Nike nearly landed in the pink glob, but he stayed clear, and at the next stop the man walked off, never knowing how close he came to catastrophe.

      The train doors closed, the speakers beeped, and the train jolted forward, waking the large black woman who had dozed off across from him. But while the man in the white Nikes escaped doom, nothing had changed for Owen after a day of endless interviews and zero job offers. And if he had to choose between not having a job or gum on his shoe, he’d gladly take the latter.

      By the time the train pulled up to his stop, the sun was setting. A nurse stood to exit, and Owen held out his arm to stop her from smashing her toe into the ABC Double-Bubble. She flashed him a pretty smile and softly touched his arm as she stepped ahead of him. It was the first good thing that had happened all day.

      Unlike his interaction with the nurse, there were no smiles at the end of his interviews. He either had too much experience, not the right kind, or not enough in general. He’d worked as a welder and machinist for seventeen years. And at only a few years shy of forty, he found himself jobless with a mortgage and family to feed at home.

      Owen kept his hands in his pockets, a warm breeze flicking his tie lazily to the left on his walk down the sidewalk. He kept his head down, his eyes scanning for any more gum mines lurking on the concrete. He rotated his shoulders uncomfortably and took his jacket off. His undershirt was soaked with sweat. Partly because of the summer heat, but mostly from nerves.

      Sit up straight, make eye contact, nice dry and firm grip, but don’t hold too long, and don’t break off too early. It’s all about the shake. At least that’s what the employee down at the job center had told him. What the desk jockey hadn’t told him was that the jobs he was being interviewed for all required degrees, or computer knowledge, of which he had neither.

      Not to mention he was always the oldest applicant in the room. And in most cases, he was older than the hiring manager. Compared to the spry youths that surrounded him in those hip offices, sitting in chairs that looked nothing like chairs, he was an old man. But he didn’t feel old. He still felt useful. There just wasn’t anyone that wanted the skills he had.

      So, for the past six months since he’d been laid off at the shipyard, Owen Cooley had gone down to the job center every Monday to speak with the ‘career planner’ to look for jobs that paid more than minimum wage, which was what he was currently making at the McDonalds that only gave him twenty-five hours a week. The burgers and fries were a nice perk though. Not that he was supposed to take them home, but he knew they’d just throw them out at the end of the day anyway. A rich man might call that stealing. A man in his position would call it feeding his family.

      A few cars rattled down the street, one of them giving him a honk, and Owen raised his hand in a friendly wave as he watched John Clarence’s old Ford roll toward home. He’d been in the same boat as Owen when the shipyard closed, but he had managerial experience and ended up getting a job for some construction company as an office pusher. It paid just as well as the shipyard did, but at their son’s baseball game last Saturday, he said he didn’t like the environment. Too stuffy. Say the wrong thing and you’re outta there.

      But Owen only nodded, his mind wandering to the third notice he received in the mail that morning for being late on the water bill. It shut off the next day, and it was another three before he and Claire managed to scrape up enough cash to get it turned back on. Three fucking days.

      Owen stopped and looked up from his shoes. His home was just two houses down, but he didn’t know how much longer it was going to stay that way. Their savings was gone, and what had gnawed at him the most on the train ride back home wasn’t the fact that the interviews hadn’t gone well, or that last week his kids couldn’t shower for three days. What bothered him the most was that it was his fault. A man was supposed to provide, and he’d failed. And now he’d have to walk into that house, look his wife in the eye, and tell her that at the end of the month, they’d have to move out. And go where? He had no idea.

      Owen passed the mailbox out front and almost didn’t open it, but knew it was better for him to check the mail, that was if Claire hadn’t gotten to it first. She’d been doing that more lately. It was because he started to hide the bills and late notices from her. He did it so she wouldn’t worry, but that didn’t lessen the hellfire unleashed upon him when she found out.

      And it was foolish for him to think he could keep that stuff from her anyway. She knew how much money they had down to the penny. But no matter how low that account got, Claire never wavered, didn’t even flinch. She was tougher than him in that way, and he loved her for it.

      The mailbox didn’t give him anything to help lift his spirits. He shuffled through the envelopes stamped with labels in red lettering that spelled out “final notice,” “past due,” and “foreclosure.” He paused on the last one. Those eleven capitalized red letters had been haunting him since the shipyard closed. And now the monster had finally sunk its teeth into him for good.

      Owen stuffed the mail in the pocket inside his jacket and walked up the front porch steps. The laughter drifting through the open windows helped lift the weight of the day off his back and brought the only real smile he had all day as he walked inside.

      “Daddy!” Chloe lifted her arms in the air triumphantly, dropped the crayon in her hand, and sprinted toward him.

      Owen crouched and scooped her off the floor. He planted a kiss on her cheek and walked her back over to the table. “Hey, bug. What are you working on?”

      Chloe sighed, the tone behind it decades beyond the five year old that spoke. “I just can’t get the princess’ hair right. It turns out too much like spaghetti.”

      Owen laughed, and Chloe giggled as he tickled her sides playfully, then set her back down and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sure you’ll get it. Where’s your mom?”

      “In the kitchen!” Claire answered, and then stepped through the cutout in the narrow hallway that was split down the middle of the house that separated the kitchen, bathroom, and bedrooms from the dining and living rooms. She clasped her hands together and arched her eyebrows with a hopeful expression. He walked to her, kissed her lips, and shook his head.

      It was hard watching the hope disappear from her face. But she didn’t let it keep her down for long. “Well, dinner is almost ready. Matt’s out back with Grandpa. Why don’t you go and get him?”

      Owen arched his left eyebrow. “You left them alone?”

      Claire squeezed his hand, keeping her voice low. “He was having a good day today. And it made Matt happy to throw the ball around with his granddad.” She kissed his cheek and then called Chloe into the kitchen to help set the table as Owen walked down the hallway toward the back door. Before he even stepped outside, he heard the hard smack of ball in glove.

      “Easy there, Ripkin!” Roger shook his hand exaggeratedly, and Matt laughed. “You’re gonna bruise an old man.”

      “I didn’t throw it that hard, Grandpa.” Matt turned to the door and his face lit up. “Hey, Dad!”

      “Hey, buddy. Dinner’s almost ready, so why don’t you come in and wash up.”

      “All right.” Matt peeled his glove off and tucked it under his arm. He walked with his shoulders slouched.

      Owen ruffled his son’s hair on his way inside. “And help your sister set the table.”

      “Okay.”

      Roger tossed the ball into his glove, then closed the mitt and held it with both hands, lingering in the yard. Owen watched him closely. The doctors said the early stages were some of the hardest, and there wasn’t any way to know how fast it would progress.

      “You all right, Roger?”

      He nodded. “Fine.” He looked up but didn’t smile. “How was work?”

      “No work today,” Owen answered.

      Roger shook his head, frowning. “Right. I knew that.” He hurried back inside the house, brushing Owen with his shoulder on his way past.

      After the dinner table was set, Claire brought out the spaghetti and green beans, dumping conservative-sized portions on everyone’s plate. The food needed to last.

      Talk at the dinner table centered around the excitement for the end of school and the start of summer, and Chloe’s urgent plea for more crayons in order to expand her exploration of the color spectrum. Her own words.

      “We’ll see what we can do, Picasso,” Claire said, then looked down to Matt, who’d kept himself reserved through most of dinner, picking at his noodles with his fork. “You okay, Matt?”

      Owen looked up from the last green bean on his plate and watched his son nod with a half-smile. Owen didn’t buy it. “You sure?”

      “Yeah,” Matt answered, more confident. “I’m fine.”

      Both Chloe and Roger asked for seconds, and Owen declined another plate, though he knew he could have eaten one. Once the dishes were done and homework was finished (after being double-checked by Mom), it was showers and off to bed.

      Roger descended into the basement without a goodnight to anyone, one of the smaller behavioral changes that Owen had noticed in the old man. When things worsened, Owen wasn’t sure what they were going to do, especially if he was still unemployed. But all those worries disappeared the moment he stepped into Chloe’s room. It was more gallery than bedroom, the walls adorned with the artwork that she deemed acceptable for people to view. “Night, bug.”

      “Night, Dad.”

      Owen kissed her forehead and then shut off the light on his way out and closed the door. He walked next door to Matt’s room and saw his son in bed, sitting up and picking at the fringes of his glove. Owen entered and pulled the desk chair next to the bed and sat. “You want to tell me what’s bothering you? And don’t tell me it’s nothing. I know you better than that.”

      Matt looked up, his eyes red and misty. “I know about the house.”

      His son’s words hit like a one-two combo to the gut. “That’s not something you have to worry about.” Owen moved from the chair to the bed and lifted his son’s chin, a few tears breaking from the cluster of water in his eyes. “We’re going to be fine.” He tapped the glove in Matt’s hands. “Plus, you’ve got summer ball soon. That curve of yours is really coming along.”

      Matt wiped his eyes and sniffled. “I don’t think I should do it.”

      “Why not? You love it.”

      “It’s expensive. And I don’t want to be the reason we’re homeless.”

      “We’re not going to be homeless. I promise. Okay?”

      Matt nodded and then wrapped his arms around his dad’s neck. The boy was always worrying about things beyond his ten years. It was a trait he shared with his sister, though her worries were more artistic in nature.

      “All right,” Owen said, kissing the top of Matt’s head. “Lights out.” Owen helped Matt under the sheets as the boy tucked his glove into his chest. “I love you.”

      “Love you too, Dad.”

      As Owen shut the door to his son’s room, he lingered in the hallway a moment. Not once in his own childhood did he worry about whether he would be homeless. He’d be damned if he was going to let his own son do it.

      After he had time to mentally prepare himself for the last conversation of the night, Owen entered his bedroom. Claire was sitting cross-legged on the bedsheets, his jacket at the foot of the bed, the bills spread out in front of her.

      “We can’t get an extension from the bank?” Claire asked, reading through the foreclosure notice. “We’ve been with them for almost fifteen years, and up until the shipyard closed, we never missed a payment.”

      Owen leaned back and lay down, resting his head on the pillow, staring at the ceiling, which was void of any chewing gum. “They won’t budge. If we can’t pay by the thirtieth, they’ll kick us out.”

      Claire collected the rest of the bills and then tossed them on her nightstand. “Well, I think it’s bullshit.” She rolled over to him and rested her head on his chest. It bounced gently up and down in time with his heartbeat. “How was it out there today?”

      Owen groaned. “Bad. You should see some of the looks I get when I walk into those interviews. You’d think I was marked with the plague.” Owen ran his fingers through Claire’s thick, wavy black hair. It was familiar. It was home. “Matt knows about the house.”

      “Of course he does,” Claire said. “He is half me, you know.”

      “Thank god for that,” Owen said, kissing her head.

      Claire propped herself up on her elbows and looked at him. “Hey. You need to quit that. You never give yourself enough credit. Just because you’re not a twenty-two year old with a degree in computer science doesn’t mean you’re not smart.” She grabbed hold of his hands and kissed them. “You are very good at what you do, Owen. It was why the shipyard stayed in business for as long as it did in the first place. It’s not your fault there isn’t anyone hiring right now.”

      “You’d think I’d be able to find some welding work, or construction, or—”

      “Something will come up,” Claire said. “And until then, we’ll get by. I managed to get a few more hours tutoring next week, so that’ll help.” She kissed him. “We’ll get through this.”

      Owen nodded and forced a smile. “I know.” But as he switched off the light and they lay in bed, he wasn’t able to convince himself it was true. If he didn’t get a job by next week, they were going to be evicted. He couldn’t let that happen.
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* * *

      Gary sat behind his desk, computer monitor off to the side, and typed mechanically onto his keyboard. His tie was crooked, and his nose was large enough to give his eyes an obstacle in any direction he looked. “Okay, Mr. Cooley, let’s see what we have today.”

      Owen sat in the same suit, shirt, and tie as the day before. His manager at McDonalds had cancelled his shift for the day, and with the eminent doom of foreclosure, he couldn’t just sit at home and twiddle his thumbs. “I need something full time. Anything full time. And anything immediate.”

      Gary flicked his eyes toward Owen, then back at the screen, then back at Owen. He took his hands off the keyboard and set them down on his desk with a thump. “Mr. Cooley, you have been coming here at least once a week for the past six months. And I can tell you every job in the system available from memory, but that won’t change the fact that no one is hiring for your skillset. It might be time to start looking outside of Baltimore.”

      “My family grew up here,” Owen said. “My kids go to school here. My son’s little league team—”

      “I’m just saying,” Gary said, lifting his hands passively, “if you’re desperate, and you really want to find something full time, and in your field, maybe it’s time to broaden your horizons. It couldn’t hurt to look, right?”

      “No,” Owen answered. “I guess not.”

      Uprooting his family had crossed Owen’s mind before, he just didn’t entertain it for very long. Plus, the doctors had told him and Claire to keep things familiar for Roger, and the old man had lived in Baltimore his entire life.

      “All right, so let’s see what we have out there.” Gary returned his fingers to the keyboard, a sudden pep in his typing. “Nothing here in the Northeast that was close to your previous salary, so let’s head down south.” He poked a few more keys and then scrolled again. “Oh, here’s something.”

      Owen leaned forward in his chair. “Is it full time?”

      “It is,” Gary answered. “It’s a supervisor position at an auto parts factory, but it says that they’re willing to look at applicants with no supervisory experience.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Louisiana.”

      Owen frowned. When he considered moving his family, transferring them to the south felt too extreme. And Louisiana was the deep south.

      “Health benefits, 401k, and the salary is fifteen thousand more a year than what you were making at the shipyard,” Gary said.

      “Fifteen?” Owen’s jaw went slack.

      “The position is looking to be filled immediately, and it says here that the company will provide housing and pay for any relocation efforts.” Gary smiled. “What do you say? A position like this isn’t going to stay open for very long.”

      “Y-yeah,” Owen said eagerly. “Let’s do it.”
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* * *

      Claire stood in front of the small fan in the kitchen, letting the whirling blades cool the sweat collecting on her face. The whole house was hot. And it was only going to get worse the deeper they went into summer. But maybe by then Owen would have found something and they could afford to turn the A/C back on. With the fan just basically blowing hot air in her face, she thought about taking a trip down to the store to browse the aisles and cool off.

      She stepped from the fan, and the beads of sweat returned. Traffic noise and the occasional backfire of an exhaust pipe drifted through the open windows. At least that’s where she hoped those loud pops were coming from.

      The neighborhood had changed over the fifteen years they’d taken residence. The ups and downs of the economy had shifted people around. When the kids played outside, she made sure it was in the backyard, which was fenced. It wasn’t as much space as the front yard, and Matt groaned over the new rule, but she wouldn’t budge.

      “Hey, Dad?” Claire asked, calling down to the basement. No answer. “Roger?”

      “What?”

      “Are you getting hungry for lunch?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Claire lingered in the basement doorway, leaning against the frame and drumming her fingers against the wood. Her father was down there somewhere, wandering in the dark, doing his best to find the light switch. He could still find it more times than not, but that wasn’t going to last forever.

      The house phone rang, and she walked back to the kitchen and plucked it off the hook. “Hello?” Claire smiled. “Hi, Mrs. Channing. Yes, I’m good, how about yourself?” She paced around the hot linoleum floor in her bare feet. “I got your message this morning, and I called you back earlier just to see—” She paused and her shoulders slumped. “Are you sure? I felt like Freddy still needed some help with those equations. If my rate is too high, I’d be willing to—” She nodded and then rubbed her forehead. “No, I understand. Well, I appreciate the time, and if anything changes, or if you know of any other parents who need a good math tutor, I hope you’ll recommend me. Okay, thank you, Mrs. Channing.”

      The call clicked dead in Claire’s ear and the arm holding up the cordless phone fell limp to her side. For six months, she’d held onto the hope that tomorrow would be better. For six months, she did everything she could to stretch their savings. And amid the constant leftovers, power and water outages, bills and late notices, she never would have expected the crushing blow to come from the mother of a fourteen-year-old boy who was struggling in his Algebra I class.

      A car horn blared out front, and Claire spun around, phone still clutched in her hand. The horn blasts came in quick, short bursts, with shouting echoing intermittently between the honking. Claire stepped out of the kitchen and into the hallway where she saw the front door open. She jogged to the porch, and it was there she saw her father standing in the middle of the road, looking around, the driver of a rusted, faded yellow Oldsmobile hanging out the window and screaming.

      “Stop!” Claire sprinted down the porch steps, her bare feet smacking against the pavement of the walkway that cut through their unkempt front yard. She waved her hands, phone still clutched in her right, as the driver stepped out. His face reddened as he continued to berate her father. “No, please, he has Alzheimer’s!”

      “What the fuck is your problem, old timer?” The Oldsmobile driver was short and wore matching grey shirt and sweatpants, neither able to contain the gut that split the space between them. His hair was thinning at the top and he panted heavy breaths. “Are you fucking stupid?”

      But even with the driver screaming in his face, Roger kept glancing around the neighborhood, unsure of his surroundings.

      “Did you hear me?” The driver shoved Roger hard, and the old man stumbled back a few steps.

      “Hey!” Claire slid between the two and raised the phone in her hand to strike. “You don’t touch him, asshole.”

      The short, fat driver scoffed, then looked Claire up and down. “And what are you going to do about it, bitch—”

      The man’s eyes widened in terror as Owen appeared out of nowhere and grabbed the driver by the throat and slammed him backward onto the hood. Claire jolted backward from the sudden motion as Owen thrust a finger in the fat man’s face, keeping him pinned down.

      “Get in your car, and get the hell out of my neighborhood,” Owen said.

      The driver squirmed and wiggled on the hot hood, impotently shoving his short, chubby arms into Owen’s chest, his face wiggling in fear. “I-I got it, just lemme go, c’mon, man. He was standing in the middle of the road!”

      Owen lifted the driver off the hood, then forcefully walked him to the open car door, flung him inside, and then slammed the door shut. “I see you driving down this road again and you won’t drive out.”

      Claire took hold of her father’s hand, which he thankfully didn’t resist, and pulled him from the road. “Are you all right, Dad?”

      The Oldsmobile sped forward, swerving down the road as the driver shouted frustrated obscenities out his window. Owen walked over and grabbed hold of Claire’s arm. “What happened?”

      “I was on the phone, and I didn’t see him go outside,” Claire answered.

      Roger’s cheeks reddened and he let go of Claire’s hand as he stepped away. “I-I just wanted some fresh air. That’s all.” He became lucid once more and cast his gaze to his feet in embarrassment. “I’m fine.” He turned and walked briskly back into the house.

      Owen ran his hand through his short crop of brown hair and exhaled, the adrenaline burning off in the light tremor of his thumb and forefinger, and when he burst into a manic chuckle Claire thought her husband had lost his mind.

      “What is it?” Claire asked.

      Owen flapped his arms at his sides, that wild grin still plastered on his face. “I got a job.”

      Claire tilted her head to the side. She pinched her eyebrows together questioningly. “Is this a joke? Are you joking right now, because if you are, this is a very bad tim—” He pressed his lips into hers and squeezed her tight, lifting her off the pavement and into the air. When he set her back down, the news finally sank in. “Oh my god.” She covered her mouth with both hands, tears filling her eyes. “That’s incredible. I just—” She laughed, jumped up and down, and then flung her arms around Owen’s neck and squeezed tight. “I’m so proud of you.” She kissed his cheek and then lowered herself down, unsure of what to ask next. “So what are you doing now? Who hired you?”

      And that’s when the excitement from Owen’s face faded. “It’s a factory job, a supervisor position actually. It’s a great opportunity, but it comes with some changes.”

      Claire placed one hand on each of Owen’s cheeks and looked her husband in the eye. “You did what you needed to do for our family. We’ll change with you. Whatever it takes.”

      Owen smiled and then kissed her once more. They walked back inside, hand in hand, and for the first time since Owen came home with his pink slip, Claire felt good. Really good. Whatever happened, wherever they ended up going together, they would make it work.
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      Eleven hundred miles and two days of driving finally ended as Owen turned the U-Haul truck off the highway and passed the welcome sign that read: “Ocoee, Louisiana. Stop in, have some grub, and stay awhile!” and underneath the sign was the population which sat at fifteen thousand ninety-two, soon to be fifteen thousand ninety-seven.

      The cabin of the U-Haul was only large enough for two to ride, and while most of the trip he rode alone, Matt had joined him for the last leg of the journey. Apparently Chloe and Grandpa were talkers, and his son needed some ‘quiet’ time. Owen understood that.

      “Do they play baseball in Louisiana?” Matt asked, his glove in his lap, an Orioles cap on his head.

      “Sure they do,” Owen answered.

      “But they don’t have any professional teams here,” Matt said. “Does that mean we can’t go see any more games?”

      “Houston’s not far,” Owen said. “I’m sure we could make a few trips over there this summer.” And with his new salary, they might even be able to squeeze in an actual vacation, though he wasn’t sure how far he wanted to push his new employer. Taking time off after only working at the place for a few months felt arrogant.

      “I don’t like the Astros,” Matt said, glancing down at his glove.

      “Hey.” Owen gave his son a shove. “I know the move is hard. But this place will be good for us. And who knows? Maybe the Orioles will play in Houston for an away game. That’d be cool, right?”

      Matt nodded and then lifted his head, showing the start of a smile. “Yeah.”

      The highway aimed straight for the heart of Ocoee’s downtown, and a small cluster of buildings rose on the horizon. Swamp land stretched out on either side of the road, and Owen checked his side mirror where he saw a sliver of the van that Claire was driving with Grandpa and Chloe. They’d leased it last week after the company offered to make the first few months’ payment until Owen and his family was settled.

      Trees sprouted up alongside the shops, long strands of Spanish moss dangling from the branches. Large pillow-top clouds drifted lazily past the sun in patches, darkening the town and the first few shops on the left.

      With only fifteen thousand residents, Owen knew it would be a bit of a culture shock for the family, seeing as how Baltimore was bursting at the seams with over half a million. But small-town life had its benefits. Less pollution, lower crime rate, a better sense of community.

      In his head, their future in Ocoee was filled with the stereotypical Southern hospitality that he’d seen in television shows and movies, his northeastern accent slowly morphing to a Southern twang after a few years in the country. It would take time, but they’d learn to love it here.

      “Dad, look!” Matt pointed out his window excitedly. “What is that?”

      Owen followed his son’s finger to the sight of a woman standing out front of a shop called “Queen’s.” The woman had long, thick dreads that flowed over her shoulders and down her back. She wore earth-colored tones, and the one-piece jumpsuit sagged in unshapely areas around her body. White paint framed her face in thin lines, which made it hard to guess her age, but she looked older. She leaned against a tall staff, slightly warped near the top, that reached past her head. The storefront behind her had tinted black windows, blocking the views from outside. But a few tables covered with some merchandise were set on the sidewalk, though Owen couldn’t tell what they were.

      Owen locked eyes with the woman as they passed, and he shivered from a sudden draft of cold air. “I thought we left all the crazies in Baltimore.”.

      “I thought she looked cool!” Matt smiled brightly.

      “Well, maybe we can go and check out her store this weekend?” Owen asked. “How does that sound?”

      “Awesome.” Matt slipped his glove on and pounded his fist into the mitt excitedly.

      The row of shops on Main Street ended and Owen took the next left. He followed the GPS on his new cell phone until he lost reception, then tossed it in the cup holder. He reached for the paper where he’d written the directions down as suggested by his new boss. Reception was spotty on the town’s outskirts.

      The trees thickened on both sides of the back roads and Owen understood where their new street name received its origin. He slowed as he approached Cypress Lane, then turned onto the gravel road that led to their home. Tree branches stretched up and over the road, intertwining with one another, forming a shady roof that blocked the sun. The house came into view up ahead, and Matt leaned forward, placing his hands on the dash, his mouth ajar, and let out a low “woooah.”

      Sunlight broke through the clouds and hit the house in thick streams that gleamed off the windows of the two-story home with a wrap-around front porch and second-floor balcony. Inside was six bedrooms and four baths, a massive living room, dining room, den, and kitchen. It was nearly three times the square footage of their house in Baltimore, and that was just the inside. They hadn’t seen any pictures of the surrounding property, which was sprawling.

      “Is all of that ours?” Matt said, the house growing larger.

      “It sure is, buddy,” Owen answered, his own tone awe stricken.

      Most of the property looked to be swamp, and Owen wondered about the potential flooding hazards. But with the company paying for the house, the move, the van, and so much more, he wasn’t about to complain. You didn’t bite the hand that fed you, clothed you, and helped pull you from the brink of homelessness.

      A truck was already parked in front of the house, and a man stepped out the front door, smiling and giving a friendly wave. Owen parked the U-Haul off to the side of the large patch of dirt that acted as a driveway, and Claire pulled up next to him in the van. He stepped out and gave Chuck a wave in return. “I hope you weren’t waiting long.”

      “Got here just a few minutes before you did.” Chuck Toussaint offered a handsome smile and a firm handshake as Owen walked up to greet him. “How was the trip?”

      “Long,” Owen answered.

      Claire snuck up behind him with Chloe on her hip. “You must be Mr. Toussaint.”

      “Please, call me Chuck.” Chuck’s southern drawl was followed by a southern charm as he took Claire’s hand and kissed it. “It looks like our town just got a little more attractive.”

      Claire snorted and waved her hand as Chuck released it. Owen arched an eyebrow as she blushed. She slapped his arm. “Oh, stop it. He’s just being nice.”

      Chuck turned his sights on Chloe. “And who is this southern princess?”

      Chloe’s reaction fell short of Claire’s blushing, and Owen couldn’t help but feel proud when his daughter looked Chuck straight in the eye and said, “I’m from Baltimore.”

      “Chloe, be nice,” Claire said.

      Chuck laughed. “Oh, it’s all right. The South needs more strong ladies like you, Miss Chloe.” He stepped toward the house. “C’mon, I’ll show you inside.”

      Owen looked back to Roger as Claire set Chloe down and she raced Matt to the front door. He wasn’t sure if his father-in-law was having one of his moments, or if the old man just didn’t like the move. It could be both. “You coming, Roger?”

      The old man shook his head. “You go on. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      Claire tugged at Owen’s hand and whispered. “He’s taken the move pretty hard, and he’s nervous about the new environment. He’ll be fine by himself out here for a little bit.”

      Owen nodded and placed his arm around Claire’s waist and the pair walked up to their new house.

      “Welcome home,” Chuck said, his arms open and another wide grin plastered on his face. And what a home it was.

      The entrance opened in to a small foyer that led into a massive, open living room. A chandelier dangled from the thirty-foot vaulted ceiling, and a wall opposite the front door cut the house in half. The living room had three doorways: one directly to the left after entering which led to the kitchen, and one on either side of the brick wall that led to the back of the house. Some older furniture was covered in white sheets, and the kids sprinted around excitedly.

      “I know it looks a little dusty, but I have a cleaning service coming next week to give the whole place a good scrubbing,” Chuck said. “And don’t feel the need to keep any of this furniture. If you don’t want it, just let me know and I’ll have someone come and pick it up. Just do me a favor and don’t throw it away. I could sell it for good money.”

      “This is incredible,” Claire said.

      And it was. But Owen underestimated the age of the house. He’d been so excited to accept the job offer earlier in the week that he would have taken a shack if it meant he got a paycheck again. “When was this place built?”

      “Early eighteen hundreds,” Chuck answered. “But the house’s innards are good. All the wiring and plumbing was redone a few years back, but if you find anything that doesn’t work, I will replace it free of charge.”

      Owen glanced at some of the cracks high on the walls near the ceiling. The wooden floors underneath his feet groaned as he shifted his weight. A musty scent familiar with older homes graced his nostrils, and he’d started to sweat. He’d read that Louisiana summers were a different kind of hot than the ones he was used to in Baltimore. It was a humid heat. The sweat ring forming around his shirt was a taste of what was to come.

      “We appreciate that, Mr. Toussaint,” Claire said, giving Owen a shove with her elbow. “Don’t we.”

      “Yes,” Owen said, quickly. “We really do.”

      “Do you guys need any help moving in?” Chuck asked.

      “No,” Owen answered. “You’ve done enough. We can take it from here.”

      “All right then,” Chuck said. “I’ll let y’all get to it. Owen, why don’t you walk me out. I just want a quick word.”

      “Sure.”

      The pair stepped outside where the temperature felt like it had risen ten degrees. Owen pulled at his shirt collar, trying to fan himself.

      Chuck laughed. “I’d like to say you’ll get used to the heat, but I know how you northerners have thick blood.”

      “It’s something we pride ourselves on,” Owen said, smiling politely.

      Chuck scanned the property and pointed toward the right side of the house where a cluster of trees began after a clearing of tall grass ended. “Now, the property itself is quite large. Over seven acres, and the house is bullseye center of it. I do have to warn you that there is a small cemetery on the property, so if the kiddies go exploring, I do ask that they be respectful.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that,” Owen said, sounding surprised. “In fact, there wasn’t a whole lot mentioned about the house. You’re sure everything inside is in working order?”

      Chuck laughed. “I usually choose to omit certain details when selling something, but like I said, if anything doesn’t look up to code, you just let me know and I’ll take care of it.” He stuck out his hand, smiling. “I’m excited to have you on board, Owen. You’re just the man I’ve been looking for.”

      “I appreciate the opportunity,” Owen said, and then watched Chuck get in his truck and drive off. As he did, Roger poked his head from the back of the U-Haul, hands in his pockets, and walked toward Owen. “Hey, how are you feeling?”

      Roger stopped when he reached Owen, and he looked at the house, squinting from the sunlight. His hair was almost all gone and liver spots dotted his scalp. His skin was wrinkled and his jowls hung loose on his face.

      “Seventy-three years I lived in Baltimore,” Roger said, his eyes still locked on the new house. “It was where I grew up, married, raised a family, and then watched my only daughter do the same. It was my home.” He gently messaged his hands, some of the fingers curved from arthritis. “I know the Alzheimer’s will take all those memories from me. The worst part right now is still having the sound mind to realize that. But I want you to promise me something.” He looked at Owen, his eyes red and misty, his voice quivering. “You don’t let the last memories that my grandchildren have of me be an old man that didn’t know them. Understand?”

      Owen nodded. “I do.”

      Roger kneaded Owen’s shoulder with his fingers. “I don’t say it enough, but you’ve been a good husband and father.” His lip quivered again, and his voice cracked. “And a good son.”

      Quickly, Roger clapped Owen on the back and then walked toward the house, his head down as he wiped his eyes with his shirt sleeves. Owen couldn’t imagine the pain and struggle for Roger that was just around the corner. But he promised himself that he would honor the old man’s request. No matter what.
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* * *

      After bedrooms were ceremoniously picked by Matt and Chloe, everyone pitched in and carried their belongings off the U-Haul. Claire and Owen handled the larger items - couches, beds, chairs, tables - while the kids brought in what boxes they could, with Roger supervising.

      Once everything was unpacked and everyone was sweaty and exhausted, Owen ordered a pizza from the closest Domino’s, which was thirty minutes away. After some haggling with the kid who took his order, he managed to convince them to deliver to their house for a premium fee.

      And so with paper plates, napkins, two extra-large supreme pizzas with extra bacon, and a two-liter bottle of root beer to wash it all down, his family sat at the large dining room table underneath enormous skylights and ate. And for the first time in six months, Owen sighed with relief. His family was laughing, smiling, and not worried about what tomorrow would bring. The new job wasn’t just a paycheck, it was safety.

      If you ever wanted to know what fear and desperation looked like, Owen would tell you to go down to the local unemployment center and look in the eyes of the men and women waiting in line to speak with a clerk. Beyond the bouncing legs, fidgeting fingers, and long exhales riddled with anxiety, you’ll find the worst combination of fear, anger, and hate swirling around their souls. Anger for failing, fear for failing again, and a hate for everything that put them in their situation.

      It had been less than a week since Owen’s interview and simultaneous hire over the phone at Gary’s desk, but he’d never forget those faces or that feeling of helplessness. He was thankful to be done with it.

      Chloe belched, the deep burp rattling at an octave lower than any five-year-old girl should be able to do. She covered her mouth, shocked by her own body, and Matt and Roger burst out laughing.

      “Chloe Grace Cooley,” Claire said, a smile in her tone. “Excuse you, young lady.”

      “I think it was the root beer,” Chloe said, giggling.

      Owen reached across the table and grabbed her cup. “I’m cutting you off.”

      “Daaaaad,” Chloe said, whining.

      “No, Dad’s right,” Claire said. “Time to get ready for bed. Wash that pizza off your face, and your father and I will be up in a little bit to tuck you in.”

      Chloe and Matt slid from their chairs and sprinted from the dining room and toward the staircase which led to the second-floor balcony and their rooms, their feet thumping against the old steps as their pizza- and soda-fueled legs carried them up the stairs.

      Claire went to reach for their plates, but Roger got up quickly. “I’ll take care of that.”

      “Dad, you don’t have to,” Claire said.

      Roger waved her off with an ‘eh.’ “And I’ll get the kids to bed. Why don’t you two turn in?”

      “You sure?” Claire asked.

      “Positive,” Roger answered, kissing the top of her head as he passed.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      They retired to the bedroom and Claire flopped on the bed, the sheets piled messily on top of the bare mattress. “If there is a harder test of patience than driving eleven hundred miles with two kids and a geriatric over the course of two days, I don’t want to take it.”

      Owen lay down next to her and kissed her cheek. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Claire asked.

      “Your dad and the kids aren’t the only ones who left their home.”

      “I’ll miss it, but everything I need is still right here.” She rolled closer to him, her lips less than an inch from his. “So what do you want to do now that we don’t have any bedtime responsibilities?”

      Owen smiled, kissed her, and turned off the lights.
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* * *

      It’d been almost two months since they’d made love, the longest drought in their marriage. They hadn’t even gone that long after Matt and Chloe were born. But with the financial pressures and the stress and exhaustion that came with it, neither of them found themselves in the mood.

      The ceiling fan twirled, shaking lightly in a rhythmic cadence. Owen lay naked and exposed, tiny beads of sweat over his body, while Claire had pulled one sheet up and over herself. She lay curled up in a ball. They’d spooned for a little bit after, but it became too hot to be sustainable. Owen wasn’t sure he’d be able to fall asleep in the heat, but with six months of sleepless nights behind him, fatigue won out over sweating.

      And as the Cooley family slept, light creaks echoed in the house. Any rational person would have said it was just the old bones sagging from the weight of standing up for the past two hundred years.

      But there was something else in the house. Something ancient. It was dark. It was evil. And it was hungry.

      “AHHHHHHH!”

      Owen jolted upright in bed, his tired eyes flitting around the room while his heart hammered against his chest. Claire woke in the same fright and Owen stumbled from bed, reaching for his shorts as he sprinted from the room. The screams came from upstairs. It was Matt.

      Owen’s feet slipped on the steps up to the second floor, and he tripped over his own feet twice, giving Claire time to catch up. He ducked into Chloe’s room first on the way and saw his daughter sitting upright in bed with the covers pulled up to her chin, her sleepy eyes wide in the dark. “Are you all right?” He didn’t wait for an answer as his feet thumped heavily against the floorboards toward Matt’s room.

      Without breaking stride, Owen shouldered open Matt’s door and saw his son flailing on the bed, arms and legs bouncing off the mattress, his throat raw from screaming.

      “Matt!” Owen rushed to his son’s bedside and took hold of his shoulders, trying to keep him still. The boy’s eyes were shut, and when Owen wrapped his hand around Matt’s arms, he felt something slick against his fingers. He examined his palm, but it was too dark to see.

      The bedroom light flicked on and Owen spun around to see Claire standing in the doorway in her robe, Chloe in her arms and their daughter’s face buried in her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know.” Owen turned back to Matt, who’d calmed down and opened his eyes, the flailing done as he sucked in deep breaths. Owen pressed his hand onto Matt’s forehead, and his son’s skin was ice cold. He brushed the sweaty bangs off and as he did, he smeared blood onto his son’s skin. Owen looked down to Matt’s arm and saw the bite marks. “What the hell?”

      Matt continued his hyperventilating breaths as Owen gently took hold of his son’s arm. Three sets of bite marks, two on his forearm and one on his bicep.

      “What is that?” Claire asked, now hovering closer. “Is he bleeding?”

      Owen turned around. “Put Chloe back to bed.” He didn’t want his daughter to see this. He turned back to his son. “Matt, what happened?”

      “Someone—” Matt drew in a breath. “Was in here—” He exhaled. “I felt it.”

      Owen’s stomach twisted into knots. He stood, looking around the room. He ripped open the closet to find it empty. He looked under the bed, nothing. He tugged at the window, locked. He turned back to his son, who was now examining his own wounds, his eyes as round as the full moon outside. Owen lifted his son’s chin and felt that his skin had thawed a little. “You’re sure someone was in here?”

      Matt nodded, then started to cry, and Owen kissed the top of his head and gently squeezed his neck. “It’s all right. It’s okay, son.” He glanced back down at the bite marks, and as the adrenaline of the moment subsided, his mind slowly shifted gears. The commotion had woken everyone in the house. But not everyone was accounted for.

      Owen left the bedroom, heading back down the balcony toward the stairs. “Roger!” His wife looked at him from Chloe’s bedroom on his way past, but he didn’t stop. “Roger!” Once he reached the bottom of the staircase, he walked back toward the den that they’d set up as Roger’s room in the right back corner of the house. When he opened the door, he found it empty.

      Claire stepped out of Chloe’s room on the second floor and walked to the banister as Owen passed through the dining room to the front of the house. “Where are you going?”

      “Stay with the kids.” The answer came out steelier than intended, but there was a rage boiling in him. The doctors had told them that the disease could cause Roger to become violent, to have what they referred to as “episodes,” but they didn’t mention anything like this.

      Owen flung open the front door and was blasted with the thick, humid night air. He swatted away the tiny gnats buzzing around his head, tickling his cheek and neck. The U-Haul truck and van were still parked outside, and he scanned the driveway, looking for any shadowed figures in the night. “Roger!”

      His voice echoed over the property, and Owen stepped out onto the gravel drive, tiny rocks poking his bare feet as he made his way to the side of the house, his head on a swivel.

      He looked past the tall reeds of the clearing and saw those thick cypress trees and the hanging strands of Spanish moss on the field’s edge. It was there that he saw his father-in-law. “Roger!”

      Owen jogged toward the old man, then broke into a sprint, his shins brushing against the long, thin strands of grass and reeds. His bare feet squished in the mud and the farther he ran from the house, the wetter the ground became. Water splashed up onto his shorts and bare stomach, and it slowed his pace. When he reached the old man he yanked Roger’s arm backward, harder than he intended.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Owen asked.

      Roger looked at Owen then down to his arm and tried to pull himself free. “Let me go.” He used his free arm to try and pry Owen’s grip off him, and he tugged more violently. “Stop! Let me go!”

      “Roger, calm down.” Owen eventually muscled the old man still and looked into the pair of eyes that no longer recognized him. “What are you doing out here?”

      Owen felt Roger’s muscles relax, and the panic subsided as he blinked. “I-I saw something.” He frowned, looking away. “I think.” He shut his eyes, and Owen released him. The old man held his head between his hands. “I can’t—” He grunted in frustration. “I can’t remember.”

      “Were you in Matt’s room?” Owen asked, but his father-in-law kept his hands pressed against the sides of his head, mumbling to himself. “Roger!”

      The old man looked up at Owen, squinting. “Who?”

      Owen took hold of Roger’s hand, gentler than the forceful stop from earlier, and pulled him back toward the house. “C’mon. Let’s get you inside.”

      Roger hesitated a moment, unsure if he should follow, and then turned back to look in the direction he had been walking. “I saw... something.”

      Owen gave a more forceful tug, and Roger mumbled to himself on the way back. A memory surfaced in the sea of muddled confusion that was his mind. It was about his late wife, Rebecca, and how they were supposed to go and pick someone up from the airport. He didn’t want to be late, and he kept telling Rebecca that she looked fine.

      Owen escorted Roger back to his room and into bed. The old man lay down, but he didn’t sleep, just kept talking to himself. Just before Owen left, Roger called out. “Matt. Is he okay?” His voice was weak and frightened.

      Unsure of which Roger he was speaking to, the old man’s words from earlier that day whispered in Owen’s ear. Don’t let them see me when it starts to get bad.

      “Good night, Roger.” Owen returned to the dining room, then trudged back up the stairs to the second floor.

      Claire was in Chloe’s doorway, frowning. “Is he okay?”

      Owen kept silent until his hands were around her waist, the feel of her soft robe underneath his fingertips calming. He wanted to tell her, but didn’t. “How’s Chloe?”

      Claire pulled away from him and crossed her arms. It wasn’t the answer she was looking for. “She’s fine. Already fast asleep again.”

      “Good.” Owen walked back toward Matt’s room and Claire followed closely behind.

      “Owen, what did my dad say?”

      “We need to get Matt’s arms looked at,” Owen said, entering his son’s room, who was still wide awake and picking at the wounds on his skin. “Don’t touch that.” Owen shooed his son’s fingers from the bite marks and looked at his wife. “Did you unpack the emergency kit?”

      Claire lingered, waiting for the question about her father to be answered, but when Owen didn’t budge, she dropped her arms at her sides. “Yeah, I’ll bring it up.” She left and Owen took a closer look at the bite marks.

      They weren’t deep, just enough pressure to break the skin. The bleeding had stopped, but when Owen pressed close to the wounds, Matt winced. “It hurts?”

      “Yeah,” Matt answered, his eyes locked on the marks. “It feels achy.”

      Owen wanted to ask his son more about what he saw, but wasn’t sure if he would get the truth. Matt knew his grandpa was sick, so he might try and protect him.

      “You don’t know who was in your room?” Owen asked.

      “No.”

      “Matt.” He waited for his son to look him in the eyes and then took hold of his boy’s hand. “It’s important you tell me everything that happened.” Matt gulped, and Owen paused a moment before he spoke again. “Do you know who was in your room?”

      “I was sleeping, and then my arm started hurting, then I felt cold. Really cold. Like that time I fell through the lake when I was skating.”

      Owen remembered. He was just as scared then as he was right now. “Anything else?”

      “No.” Matt’s face scrunched in preparation for tears. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

      Owen wrapped his son in a hug, holding on tight. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.” Matt cried into his chest, and Claire returned with the medical box. They cleaned Matt’s wounds, wrapped them, and then tucked him back into bed.

      Both stayed in his room until he fell back asleep, and on his way out, Owen took one last look at his boy before closing the door.

      In the hallway, Claire crossed her arms in defiance and kept her voice at a whisper. “Well? What did my dad say?”

      “He didn’t remember,” Owen answered.

      Claire paused, biting her lower lip and rubbing the sleeves of her robe as she hugged herself. “Do you think he did it?”

      Owen drew in a breath, trying to find a way to tell her, but his omission of an answer told her more than she wanted to know.

      Claire’s eyes watered, and she shook her head. “I just didn’t think he’d ever do something like that. I know the doctors said he might become aggressive, but this?” She arched her eyebrows in an expression of pained disbelief.

      “Look, until we can figure something out, I don’t want him alone with the kids. I’ll start looking at places to take care of him tomorrow. Chuck might know of something.”

      Claire hugged herself tighter, now unable to control the sobbing. “I just thought we’d have more time.”

      Owen wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “I know.” But if the past months had taught him anything, it was that time cared nothing of feelings or circumstances. Time didn’t discriminate or have prejudice, it simply marched forward, ignoring the pleas of anyone asking for it to slow down or speed up. It was a constant, steady force that never wavered. And for Roger Templeton, time was slowly devouring his mind.
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      Machinery buzzed around the factory floor as conveyer belts carried the auto parts down the assembly line. Employees operated the large mechanical arms that stamped the brake pads, and then packaged and stacked them into crates to be shipped.

      Watching the process, Owen half-listened to the HR rep. It was all just standard paperwork, going over worker’s rights and all that. He’d been through it before. It was interesting to find that the factory wasn’t unionized. He’d never seen that before. But with the pay, benefits, and working conditions so good, he guessed that there wasn’t need for one here.

      “Mr. Cooley?” Jonathan leaned forward, his hands clasped tightly together over the stack of papers that required Owen’s signature. “Did you hear me?”

      “No,” Owen answered. “Sorry. Long night.” He’d chosen to wait to tell his new employer about his father-in-law’s condition until after he’d signed on the dotted line.

      “By signing this, you acknowledge that the company isn’t liable for any injuries that you or your family sustain while staying on company property.” Jonathan pushed the form forward, the pen resting on top.

      “Right,” Owen said, picking up the pen and placing his signature on the form. He dated it, then handed it back to the HR rep, who then checked his watch and shuffled the papers together.

      “Well, it’s almost lunchtime,” he said. “Let’s head downstairs and I’ll show you where your locker will be.”

      Owen followed the rep through the factory floor, catching a slew of different greetings. Most of them were smiles and friendly, twangy hellos, but there were a few glares, some more menacing than others.

      Once Owen had his locker squared away, the lunch whistle sounded, and Owen realized just how much he missed that sound. The room quickly flooded with workers, clustering together in small groups, heading either for their lockers or the breakroom.

      “Did you bring anything to eat today, or do you need to step out for lunch?” Jonathan asked.

      “I didn’t bring anything,” Owen answered.

      “We’ll take care of ’em.”

      Owen turned to the sight of three sweaty figures dressed in matching blue uniforms. The man who spoke stuck out his hand and flashed a corn-yellow smile.

      “Marty Wiggins,” he said, squeezing Owen’s hand unusually hard. “You must be the new line supervisor. I was wondering who they picked to leap over me.”

      “No need for prickly words, Marty,” Jonathan said. “Be nice.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Marty waved it off and once Jonathan was gone, Marty leaned close to Owen, whispering. “I’d be careful with that one. Likes taking it up the exit only hole, if you catch my drift.”

      “Ah,” Owen said, nodding, uncomfortable from both Marty’s comments and his smell. “Gotcha.”

      Marty turned back to the two men still standing behind him. “Let me introduce you to the crew! This here is Jake Martin and Grandpa.”

      “That’s not my goddamn name,” Grandpa said, the wrinkles on his face further accentuated by his grimace.

      Marty slapped the old timer on the shoulder. “If you didn’t want the title, you shouldn’t have let me marry your daughter.”

      Grandpa shrugged Marty’s hand off him. “I never said you could. You just did it.” He crossed his thin arms over his girthy stomach and turned his pair of glassy eyes away. Owen wondered if the old man was going blind, and then wondered if that was better or worse than losing your mind.

      Jake Martin stuck his hand out, breaking the awkward silence and giving a friendly smile. His handshake was firm and lacked Marty’s over-compensating strength. “Good to meet you.” Out of the three of them, Jake was the most put together. Clean shaven, combed hair, and while his uniform was dirty, it wasn’t tattered and ragged like Grandpa’s and Marty’s.

      “We’re heading down to Crawl Daddy’s bar for food and a pitcher if you want to come,” Marty said. “Or are we not allowed to drink on the job anymore, boss?”

      “I don’t think you were allowed to do it before I got here,” Owen answered, Marty slowly fraying his nerves. Still, he didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot. Managing people who wanted to slice you open was a lot harder than those who didn’t. “But I’ll tell you what, after work, the first round is on me.”

      Marty gave a compromising shrug. “Take what you get, I s’pose.”

      Everyone rode in Jake’s truck, Owen taking a back seat with Grandpa, who kept his arms crossed and his cocked toward the window on the ride to Main Street. The trip took less than five minutes, but with Marty yapping away in the front seat, it felt much longer.

      “So where ya from, Owen?”

      “Baltimore.”

      “We got a goddamn Yankee working us now,” Marty said, slapping his hat on his knee. “Now I know how General Lee felt after Grant won the war.”

      “What’d ya do in Baltimore, Owen?” Jake asked.

      “I worked at a shipyard,” Owen answered. “Welding mostly. But I’m a machinist by trade. I started out in assembly at a GM factory when I was younger.”

      “A Jack of all trades, huh?” Marty asked. “Maybe I should have learned more so I coulda got yer job.”

      “Knock it off, Marty, will ya?” Jake asked.

      “Ah, hell, I’m just poking fun.” Marty turned around in his seat, sweat mixed in with the jet-black stubble along his face. “You can take some poking, can’t you?”

      “Sure,” Owen answered. “Just not in the exit only hole.”

      Marty bust out laughing and slapped his hat down on his knee a few times, and Jake smiled. Even Grandpa chuckled, though he didn’t break from his staring contest with the view outside.

      Marty was more amiable at lunch, now that he was certain Owen didn’t ‘take it in the exit only hole,’ though he still did most of the talking. Jake got in a word when he could, and Grandpa kept his focus on his basket of fried catfish and sweet tea.

      And to Owen’s relief, the food was actually good. He wasn’t sure how he’d adjust to Creole cuisine. Thankfully he didn’t mind seafood. He foresaw a lot of that in his diet moving forward.

      With full bellies and slightly more tired eyes, they paid the tab, but only after a good ribbing from Marty about how the new ‘boss’ should pick up the check. When they stepped back outside from the frigid A/C, the Louisiana heat clocked Owen in the face and he let out a low woof noise from the dense, humid air.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Jake said, noticing the flushed look on Owen’s face. “I had a cousin grew up in Ohio, and he moved down here about ten years ago. Now, it gets below seventy degrees and he starts complaining it’s too cold.”

      “Hopefully it won’t take me ten years to get to that point,” Owen said.

      “Hey, we got some time before we get back,” Jake said. “Wanna show Owen a little bit of Main Street?”

      “Ain’t nothing to see,” Grandpa said. “Just some shitty bricks and cracked concrete.”

      “Now, Grandpa,” Marty said. “Don’t go belittling our beloved downtown like that.” Marty leaned over to Owen. “It’s the finest shitty bricks and concrete this side of the Mississippi.”

      To be fair, Grandpa’s description wasn’t that far off. A handful of businesses lined the road: barber, grocery shop, gas station, insurance company, realtor, hardware store, a doctor’s office. It was standard small-town America as far as Owen was concerned. Not much different from some of the neighborhoods in Baltimore. It was like its own self-sustaining entity.

      “Not a lot of activity today,” Owen said, noting the lack of pedestrians on the sidewalk.

      “Most of the town works at the factory,” Jake said.

      “The big boss’s family has kept most everyone employed since the thirties,” Marty said.

      “And the bastard won’t ever let you forget it,” Grandpa said, spitting on the ground, his arms crossed and that permanent scowl etched on his face.

      “Ah, Grandpa’s just sore cuz he’s worked there longer than anybody and still has the same damn job,” Marty said. “Not the big boss’s fault that you never tried to climb that ladder.”

      “Ain’t no fucking ladder,” Grandpa said, his mouth downturned in a petulant frown. “Just a bunch of pussies playing dress up in those suits. I ain’t no fucking doll.”

      Owen watched the old man carefully. There was a sharp edge to his words. He aimed to cut, but what for, Owen didn’t know.

      With his eyes on the old man, Owen missed the table to his left and his leg knocked the corner hard, spilling some of the table’s contents to the pavement. He reached out his arms in a knee-jerk reaction to catch whatever it was that was falling but failed.

      “Oh, shit, someone’s gonna have some bad juju now!” Marty exclaimed, hysterical laughter shrieking from his mouth as he jumped up and down like a child.

      Owen bent down to pick up the merchandise, unsure of what his hands were touching. They looked like jewelry but were made out of rope, bones, feathers, and rocks. He picked up tiny packets with different-colored dust in them, and small glass tubes with a variety of different-colored liquids inside corked at the top. Two of the glass tubes broke and stained dark patches of grey over the concrete that quickly evaporated in the heat.

      Owen stood and put what he could salvage back on the table as a woman stepped out of the shop. He recognized her long dreads and baggy clothes from the day before. She stared at him now the same way she did when he drove past. Her face didn’t have the white paint like before, but the familiar shiver crawled up his back.

      “Careful, Owen,” Marty said, taking an over-exaggerated step back. “Miss Voodoo will cast a spell on you!” His accent thickened in satire and he waved his arms and squatted down, making some primitive noises with his mouth, then laughed while Owen gaped at the old woman, getting a better sense of her age now that he was up close. She was older, her face weathered and wrinkled, but what captured his attention most were her eyes. They were a light hazel, and tiny specks of yellow flickered like gold in the sunlight. Owen wasn’t sure if he’d seen a pair of eyes that beautiful before in his entire life.

      “It has seen you.” The voodoo woman’s words crawled from her mouth in a deep, slow drawl, hitting Owen like an unexpected wave at the beach. She clutched her staff, which Owen now saw had a large rock tied to the top of it with thin leather straps.

      Owen gestured to the broken items. “I can pay for what broke, I—”

      “Cana-linga-too-mara-hee-so.” She stepped forward and pounded her staff into the pavement. “Cana-linga-too-mara-hee-so. Cana-linga-too-mara-hee-so.” She repeated the words and motions in a rhythmic cadence as her eyes widened and locked on Owen.

      Owen heard Marty’s laugher and felt a tug on his sleeve, but there was something hypnotizing about the way she spoke. He couldn’t peel his eyes away from her.

      “C’mon, Owen,” Jake said, pulling Owen’s arm down the sidewalk. “Let’s go!”

      Owen stumbled after them, his head turned back to the woman slowly following to the edge of her store and tables of trinkets, repeating the same words over and over until her voice disappeared from the distance.

      “You all right?” Jake asked once they were at a safe distance.

      “I’m fine,” Owen answered, shaking his head like he had a dizzy spell. “Who was that?”

      “Our local crazy woman,” Marty answered. “You didn’t have one in Baltimore?”

      Jake’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “Her name is Madame Crepaux. That’s her shop. It’s got all kinds of weird voodoo stuff in it. I wouldn’t go near that place, man. I’m not a religious man, but I don’t need to push my spiritual luck.”

      “Yeah,” Owen said. “I can understand that.” He tossed one last glance to the woman’s shop and saw that she’d disappeared. They circled back to the truck at Crawl Daddy’s and drove back to the factory to finish out the day.

      But the ride back felt different for a couple reasons. One, Owen was cold, like he just stepped out of a freezer even though he’d been sweating like a pig just minutes before. His skin was almost icy, like how Matt’s felt last night.

      And the second was the old man. While Grandpa ignored Owen on the way to lunch, the old man didn’t take his eyes off Owen the whole ride back to the factory. And just before they all clocked back into work, Owen watched the old man snarl at Marty over something he’d said, this time wide enough to reveal a silver-capped tooth. The same silver-capped tooth that a young girl saw under the Louisiana moonlight twenty-five years ago.
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* * *

      Claire unpacked the rest of the dishes, loaded them in the washer, and turned it on. It’d been a while since she’d had that luxury. And it felt good. But despite the house, the financial stability, the knowledge that she’d be able to buy groceries next week and not have to stretch one meal into four, Claire couldn’t stop biting her nails.

      It was a habit she picked up as a little girl. Her mother scolded her every time she caught her doing it, but the habit wouldn’t break. What Owen had said last night rang in her ears all morning. She’d barely slept a wink because of it, and she’d avoided her father all morning. She glanced out the front kitchen window and saw Matt playing catch with Chloe. When he moved his arms, the sunlight brightened the white of his bandages against his lightly tanned skin.

      She just couldn’t believe that her father would do something like that, failing mind or not. But she had to remind herself what the doctors had said. Alzheimer’s could unveil some frightening tendencies, and if that should happen, they should start considering their options. The only problem was that all the options were shit.

      “Gah.” Claire winced and looked down at her ring finger. She’d gnawed off a hangnail and was bleeding. She reached for the sink knob, and the pipes groaned. The faucet rattled, and instead of water a black sludge spewed from the pipe, which smelled of sewage.

      Claire covered her nose and quickly shut off the sink, letting the black water funnel down the drain. She backed out of the kitchen, still sucking on her finger, making a mental note to tell Owen about the pipes. She hoped that water didn’t funnel through the dishwasher.

      In the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room, Claire heard the faint murmur of her dad’s television in the den. She’d set it up just like the basement in Baltimore in hopes of giving him some familiarity. But she wasn’t sure if that mattered now.

      She paced the dining room, working up the nerve to go and speak to him, and in one swift turn marched down the right rear hallway, the television growing louder.

      Roger sat in his favorite chair, unaware of his daughter’s presence. Perhaps even unaware he had a daughter. She knocked on the door frame as she entered. “Dad, I need to talk to you.” When he didn’t respond, her heart cracked, and she took another step inside. “Roger?”

      He looked up at her, squinting the way he did when he wasn’t himself. “Yes?”

      She hesitated. If he wasn’t lucid, then maybe now wasn’t the best time. She raised her nails to her mouth but stopped herself and knelt at the side of her dad’s chair. She looked up at him like she did when she was a little girl. “Do you know who I am?” Her voice was small and quiet, fearful almost.

      Roger smiled. “Of course, Claire-Bear.” He cupped her cheek, his large hand calloused but warm.

      Claire leaned into it and then took hold of his hand in both of hers. “Do you remember last night?”

      The smile faded. “A little.”

      “Something happened to Matt, and—”

      “Oh my god.” Roger leaned forward, his voice suddenly frightened. “Did I—”

      “He’s fine, Dad.” She gave his hand a reassuring pat. “But there were some marks on his arm. Bite marks.” She felt him shudder. “Do you remember anything like that?”

      Roger’s eyes searched the floor as if the answers were written there in front of him. He squeezed her hands. Even at seventy-three, and with Alzheimer’s, he was still strong. Still resilient. “No.” He looked at her. “Did I do it?”

      “We’re not sure,” Claire answered.

      Roger wiped his mouth, the wheels of his mind slowly turning, some of them completely broken now, and then he dropped his hand and moved close. “Was there blood in my teeth?”

      Claire recoiled. “What? No. I-I mean, I don’t think so.” She thought about it last night. She didn’t really see her dad after it happened. But Owen never mentioned seeing anything like that, and she let herself feel hopeful.

      “Well,” Roger said. “I would have had blood on me if I did, right?”

      Claire reassuringly squeezed his hand back. “Yeah. I guess you would have.” She stood and kissed his forehead. When she pulled back, his face looked confused again.

      “Do I know you?”

      She smiled sadly, knowing that they’d have so many more interactions like this over the next few months. Just before she spoke to answer, Chloe screamed.

      Claire spun on her heel and sprinted out of her father’s room, Chloe’s high-pitched wail guiding Claire toward the front door and then out into the gravel drive. “Chloe! Matt!” The afternoon sun was bright, and she stumbled blindly. “Chloe!”

      “Mom!”

      Black spots from the sudden brightness clouded her vision, but she pivoted right toward the sound of her daughter’s voice. Shin-high grass brushed her knees as she weaved around trees and rocks. She blinked quickly, ridding herself of the blinding spots, and found Chloe next to a tree.

      Bright red blotches sat high on Chloe’s cheeks that were wet from crying. As she rounded the tree, she saw Matt on the ground, unconscious, a snake slithering away from his body.

      “Get back, Chloe!” Claire’s voice was angered, and frightened, and the tone only triggered another wail of sobs from her daughter. She knelt by her son’s body, his eyes closed. “Matt, can you hear me? Matt!” She gently shook him, then checked for a pulse. He was sweating profusely, but his skin was cold to the touch. She noticed the pair of punctured holes in his forearm next to one of the bandages. She checked his breathing and felt the light puff of air from his nose. She picked her son off the ground, struggling with his weight. “Chloe, get to the U-Haul, now!”

      Her daughter did as she was told, and she stumbled toward the moving truck, running ahead of Claire, who kept Matt close to her chest, her legs sinking into the soft Louisiana mud, slowing her sprint toward the U-Haul.

      With the muscles in her arms burning from Matt’s weight and mud speckled over her legs, she heaved Matt into the U-Haul’s passenger seat, and then helped Chloe inside after. “Put your seatbelt on and then put one on your brother.”

      Claire skirted around the truck’s hood to the driver side door and climbed inside. The keys were still stuck in the ignition, Owen’s way of testing true Southern hospitality. She cranked the U-Haul to life, then floored the accelerator and swerved down the gravel road.

      Matt shivered in his seat, and Claire removed one white-knuckled hand from the wheel and placed it on her son’s arm. His skin was ice-cold but he was moving, and that meant he was alive. Crying, Chloe laid her head down on Matt’s shoulder.

      A few low hanging branches smacked the top of the U-Haul and a truck driving in the opposite direction honked at her speed, but she ignored them. The National Guard couldn’t slow her down.

      Traffic thickened the closer they moved to town and the tires screeched as Claire maneuvered between the cars, their blaring horns growing angrier. Main Street appeared, and she leaned forward until her chest pressed against the steering wheel, her eyes scanning the row of buildings for Dr. Talbert’s office. She was scheduled to visit today at three for the bite marks on Matt’s arm.

      Signs for the hardware store, grocery, and gas station flew by, but she jerked the wheel sharply to the left of the road when she spied the letters MD in her peripheral.

      With the engine still running, but the U-Haul in park, Claire grabbed hold of Matt and pulled him across the seats. His limbs dragged behind him as he lay limp, and Claire cradled him in her arms. “Chloe, come on!” Her daughter followed, her short legs struggling to keep up with her mother, who shouldered open the doctor’s office door. “I need help!”

      Heads snapped in her direction, looking away from their phones, magazines, computers, and waiting room television playing a rerun of Friends. An elderly woman behind the reception desk rose from her chair as Claire adjusted Matt’s weight in her arms.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Snake bite,” Claire answered, her voice cutting in and out. “I don’t know what kind it was.”

      A man stepped out from behind the wall separating the waiting room and the examination rooms, and Claire noticed Dr. Talbert inscribed on his coat. “Let’s get him in the back.”

      Claire followed the doctor to the closest available room and laid Matthew on the table.

      Dr. Talbert opened Matt’s eyes and flashed a light in them, pressing his fingers against the side of Matt’s neck. “Rachel, bring in the cardiac monitor.” Dr. Talbert removed his stethoscope and checked the boy’s breathing as Rachel wheeled in a machine and lifted Matt’s shirt. She placed small suction cups over his chest and stomach. “Let’s get an IV hooked up as well.”

      “What about anti-venom?” Claire asked. “Don’t you have something like that?”

      “Without knowing what kind of snake bit him, we don’t know what anti-venom to use,” Dr. Talbert answered. “But the fluids will help keep his organs functional until it passes.”

      “How long with that take?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Matt convulsed on the table, and foam bubbled from the corners of his mouth. The nurse and doctor stabilized his head and placed a wooden bit in his mouth to keep him from biting his tongue off.

      “Oh my god,” Claire said, covering her mouth.

      “Mommy.”

      Claire spun around and saw Chloe in the doorway, her eyes locked on Matt. She went to reach for her, but one of the nurses in the hallway pulled her away from the traumatic scene.

      “Keep his arms steady!” Dr. Talbert said, but even with the nurse, they could barely keep all of Matt’s one hundred pounds on the table, the convulsions worsening.

      Claire jumped in to help and watched the foam bubbling at the corners of Matt’s mouth turn red. His eyes popped open and he screamed, spewing blood in speckled bits like a volcano. He arched his back, his legs and arms pinned by the three of them, and he squirmed.

      The green lines of the cardiac monitor spiked up and down in jagged peaks, beeping wildly. Matt’s body offered one final spasm and then he collapsed on his back, his body limp. The green line plummeted and the fast-paced beeps were replaced with a single monotone beep as Matt flat lined.

      “No!” Claire howled like a wounded animal, helplessly clawing at her son’s legs as the doctor pumped Matt’s chest, his small body convulsing with each heavy-handed compression. The nurse pulled at Claire’s arms, but she resisted, taking hold of Matt’s left foot that tilted lifelessly to the side. Her knees buckled as the steady beep of the EKG filled the examination room.

      A tightness took hold of Claire’s chest, and she clutched it as the nurse holding her by the arms tried to pull her up. Another wave of sobs scrunched her face and creased her lips into a painful, solid line that lay as flat as the cardiac monitor for her son’s heart.

      Dr. Talbert stepped back from the table, his shoulders sagging with his arms limp at his sides. He turned to Claire and said something. But those words weren’t right. They couldn’t be. Matt was ten. He was healthy. He loved baseball and being a big brother. He was a good kid. He was her son. Her first born.

      “God, no!” Claire’s face reddened and she grew more hysterical.

      “Ma’am, please,” the nurse said, trying to pull Claire back. “It’s best if you don’t stay. Please.”

      Claire smacked the hands that reached for her or Matt. “Don’t you touch him!” She hovered over his body protectively, holding his face, his skin still ice cold. She pulled him to her chest and slowly rocked him.

      Tears dripped from Claire’s face, raining over her child like an afternoon shower. She shook her head, feral moans escaping her lips. She stroked his hair, pushing the bangs from his forehead, and then gently leaned down and kissed his cheek. When she removed her lips, she laid her head on his chest.

      A faint beep echoed through the room. Claire lifted her head and looked back to the monitor, the green line still flat. She looked at the nurse and doctor, both of whom were staring at the screen as well. “Did you hear that?”

      Claire turned back to Matt, fanning the flames of hope. “C’mon, Matty. Come back. Please, come back.” She shut her eyes, praying. She wasn’t sure who was listening, or what was listening, but as she whispered promises to a being she wasn’t even sure existed, another beep sounded. And then Matt opened his eyes.
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      When Chuck delivered the news to Owen about his son, he sprinted to his van and sped toward Main Street. The ambulance’s flashing lights revealed the doctor’s office, where he also spotted their U-Haul parked at a slanted angle, half on the street and half off, blocking three other cars from leaving. Owen parked in front of it, blocking another two cars himself.

      Claire and a team of paramedics were in the examination room, hovering over Matt, when Owen entered. They checked Matt’s blood pressure and lungs, placing their stethoscope over a skin that looked a sickly pale grey.

      Owen saw the red stains at the corners of his son’s mouth and didn’t even notice Claire groping his arm until she started speaking.

      “Owen, he came back.” Tears lingered in her eyes as she sniffled. “He was gone, but he came back.”

      Owen shook his head, trying to make sense of his wife’s hysteria. “Came back from what?”

      “Your son flat lined, Mr. Cooley.” An elderly man in a white coat spoke up, and Owen saw the name Dr. Talbert inscribed on the upper right breast of the coat. “He was dead for almost a full minute.”

      Owen slowly reached for his son’s hand. It was ice cold. “I-I don’t understand.” He turned back to Claire. “What happened?”

      “It was a miracle,” Claire answered, hugging Owen with the same wondered surprise in her voice. “Our boy came back.”

      “Mr. and Mrs. Cooley?” The paramedic on Matt’s right side removed the Velcro blood pressure strap from Matt’s arm. “We’d like to take your son over to Southern General and run a few tests to make sure he’s all right. It’s just a precaution.”

      “Okay. Sure,” Owen said.

      “We’ll give you guys a minute, and then we’ll load your son into the ambulance.”

      “Thank you,” Claire said.

      With the medics, nurses, and doctor gone, Owen gently placed his calloused palm against Matt’s cheek. “How are you feeling, bud?”

      Matt’s eyes were half-closed, and his lips barely moved when he spoke. “I’m okay.” The words were cracked and dry like a desert earth. “Is Chloe all right? I saw the snake coming, but I didn’t know if she got away in time.”

      Another wave of tears flooded Claire’s eyes, and Owen smiled proudly. “She’s okay. But you need to rest. Try to sleep, all right?”

      Matt nodded, and Claire kept hold of his hand while Owen beckoned the medics to return. They loaded him onto the stretcher, Claire hovering over their boy protectively.

      “I’m going to ride with him,” Claire said, then looked to the paramedics. “That’s okay, right?”

      “Yeah, but we only have room for one more, so we can only take you.”

      “It’s fine,” Owen said, touching Claire’s arm. “I’ll follow with Chloe in the van.”

      Claire gasped. “Oh my god. I forgot about Dad. He’s still at home. I didn’t even tell him we left. I just got in the van and—”

      “Claire,” Owen said. “It’s fine. I’ll go home and check on him. Do you have your phone?”

      She nodded.

      “Call me if anything changes,” Owen said, giving Claire a reassuring kiss. “I’ll see you guys in a little bit.” Owen retrieved Chloe from the nurses in front while Claire accompanied the paramedics into the ambulance that loaded Matt inside, then quickly sped away.

      Chloe didn’t say much, just wrapped her arms around Owen’s neck and buried her face into his shoulder. Her little body was hot, and she quickly formed a Chloe-sized sweat stain on his shirt in the sixty seconds it took to walk her out to the van. He strapped her in the seat and gave her a kiss. “You all right, bug?”

      She shook her head.

      “I know it was scary, but everyone is safe now.” Owen gently stroked her fine light-brown hair. “The doctors are going to make your brother better, and then we’re all going home together.”

      “But what about Grandpa?” Chloe asked, her voice small with her head tilted down.

      Owen raised his left eyebrow but kept his tone kind. “What do you mean?”

      “Matt said that he might have to go away,” Chloe said, her chin buried in her chest as she picked at the hem of her shirt with a large rainbow over the front. It was one of her favorites. “He said that Grandpa was sick.” She looked up at him, those curious eyes searching her father’s face for reassurance. “Can the doctors make him better?”

      “They’re going to try.” Owen kissed her cheek and then climbed behind the wheel. He started the van and headed back to the house, hoping Roger hadn’t gotten himself into too much trouble while he’d been alone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Roger’s shirt had soaked through with sweat. He turned in a half circle, his feet sinking in the mud as he stepped in the swampy reeds. As he turned, he saw a house. It wasn’t the house he’d lived in in Baltimore, and the thick trees with long strands of moss weren’t the branches he’d climbed in the city park as a boy. He shut his eyes and tried to remember.

      Why did he come outside? Where was he? Why didn’t any of this look familiar? He opened his eyes and looked down at the pair of hands now foreign to him. The gold band he’d worn since his vows was nothing more than a constricting piece of jewelry that he could no longer remove because of his swollen arthritis. When had his hands gotten so old? He clenched those unrecognizable hands into fists and grunted in frustration, his head growing fuzzy.

      He stumbled through the hallways of his mind, groping at the darkness, his fingers searching for a light switch that would show him the way, but found nothing. And that’s when he heard it.

      A rattle. It echoed down those dark corridors and gave the illusion of an omnipresence. It clanged in a rhythmic dance. The noise was familiar, but he couldn’t remember where he’d heard it before.

      Roger turned back to the house. He lived there. Yes, he remembered now. Louisiana. That’s where he was. He glanced down at his legs, which were covered in mud all the way up to his knees, a few hardened specks on his shorts. The rattle sounded again.

      Had he followed that noise out here? No. It was coming from the house. He needed to go back inside. Claire would be home soon. At least he thought she would. Where had she gone? The store?

      Slowly, Roger lifted one foot in front of the other, the commands from his brain slower than they should have been. His body felt broken, like his muscles were thick with hardening concrete. It hurt to move.

      Roger smacked his feet against the steps up the front porch and knocked the mud off, then halfway through the motion, he stopped and stared down at his shoes in confusion. He grunted and then tracked mud into the house.

      Inside, he shied away from looking at anything for too long. It worried him that he didn’t recognize where he was. It felt wrong. All of this felt wrong.

      A whisper tickled the back of his mind. Roger stopped. He scratched the back of his head. The voice wasn’t his own. He leaned against the wall for support as he started to feel dizzy again. He was sick. Now he remembered. But what was he sick with? He didn’t feel like he had a cold.

      Another rattle. It was louder than the one he heard outside, closer. It preceded another whisper, and then the rattling fell into a rhythm with the whispers. Someone was speaking, but he couldn’t understand what was being said. Was it because he was sick? Claire would speak to him sometimes, and he didn’t recognize her words. He didn’t recognize because… of the disease.

      He was sick with something bad, but what was it? Cancer? Liver disease? Some vital organ failure? A clouded memory of his doctor visit floated by, and he tried to read the doctor’s lips, but nothing looked familiar. He chased after it for a while, trying to remember, trying to figure out why he couldn’t remember, and then—

      Roger stopped in the hall, the sudden recall of his illness slamming into his chest like a pillowcase filled with bricks. A hopeless dread took hold, and he started to hyperventilate. He’d requested the tests and had gone by himself. It was like his mind and body took one step further away from each other every day. It wouldn’t be long until they couldn’t hold onto one another anymore. But such was life. The older you grew, the more you had to say goodbye to.

      At first it was the strength of his youth. Then his tenacity. Then his career. Then his sweet Rachel. And now the last pillar of resolve that he clung to, his mind, was crumbling away.

      Another rattle, more whispers.

      Roger remembered that the doctor told him he would still have moments of lucidity. And when those moments presented themselves, the doctor recommended to focus on a single memory, a very important one. A focal point to rally behind. He closed his eyes and swiped at the cobwebs of his mind, frantically opening doors to find it, and just when he was about to give up, he saw it. Claire’s birth.

      His first and only child. He pulled the memory over him like a warm blanket. Never in his life had he felt more purposeful than that moment. For the first time, he understood what the word ‘unconditionally’ meant.

      Another rattle, and more whispers penetrated his thoughts. But these noises weren’t from his illness. He’d heard these noises before. Last night, he saw something. He chased something.

      The old bones of the house creaked and groaned as Roger followed the noise down the left hallway from the living room, then past the dining room.

      Thunka-dunka-dunka. Thunka-dunka-dunka.

      The rhythm of the rattle quickened and the whispers grew louder in Roger’s head. The chanting, the rattling, all of it seemed to work in coordination with his heart that pounded faster and faster. He wasn’t sure which was leading which, but when he arrived at the last door on the rear left of the house, the noises stopped.

      Roger wiped the sweat trickling toward his eyes. He reached for the old brass door knob, and despite the heat, the metal was cold. He opened it, and the hinges creaked loudly until the door came to a rest. Roger lingered in the doorway, glancing around the room and saw—

      Nothing. No furniture, no decorations on the walls, no closet. Only a dirty window that clouded the afternoon sunlight.

      Roger tracked more mud into the room as he stepped inside, his footprints following him to the center of the room. He squinted into the corners and glanced up at the ceiling. Those noises were coming from inside here. He was sure of it. At least he thought he was.

      Roger looked down at his feet, and his mind grew heavy and clouded. He struggled to keep hold of the clarity that brought him here, but it was like fighting a riptide pulling him out to sea. The current was too strong. He turned around to leave but the door slammed shut.

      Water flooded through the crack at the door’s bottom, and Roger splashed his feet in the stream, tugging at the brass knob, the door sealed shut. The water darkened to black and quickly rose to his ankles, then his shins. He twisted and yanked at the knob, but no matter how hard he pulled, the door wouldn’t budge.

      Roger turned toward the window, the water up to his waist now and emitting a stagnant stench, like sewer water. He waded toward the window, his movements slow, hoping he could open it to escape. But just before he reached it, the door burst open and a wave of black water crashed against his back, dunking him into the black. He clawed toward the surface and gulped air as he broke through, his hands scraping the ceiling.

      Roger turned back toward the door, which disappeared as the water level rose. He paddled toward it, every breath through his mouth, his head tilted upward avoiding the taste of death that surrounded him.

      Something brushed against Roger’s leg under the water and he jerked his foot away in a panicked escape. When he got close to the door, he took one last breath and plunged into the black abyss. Even with his eyes open, he couldn’t see underwater. He patted the wall with his hands, feeling for the door, and discovered that it had shut again. His fingers grazed the brass knob and he gave it a tug, but it remained locked.

      The water neutralized any power as he kicked and punched the door, unsure of how it even closed. His lungs ached for breath and he swam back to the surface and gasped for air. He coughed up some of the black water, his head dipping below the waterline twice as he struggled to stay afloat.

      A cramp bit his left leg, and his arthritic fingers clawed at the walls to keep himself from drowning. And then, with his head tilted up toward the ceiling, thinking he was taking his last breaths, the water leveled off.

      Less than three inches of space separated the water’s surface from the room’s ceiling. And as Roger bobbed up and down, clinging to life, he noticed that the water’s surface never rippled, not even from his own movements. His breaths echoed like he was in a cave and then suddenly stopped.

      All sound was sucked from the room. Roger’s left arm numbed, and a fleeting fear of a heart attack struck his mind. But the numbness spread to the rest of his limbs, the water growing cold. He took breaths, feeling the motion of air filling his lungs, but still couldn’t hear them. However, the smell remained, and it grew more pungent.

      Water bubbled on the other side of the room, but the surface didn’t ripple. The small, rounded mounds of black burst then blended back seamlessly with the water’s surface. And then, just as inexplicably as the water appeared, it began to recede.

      Roger bobbed up and down more freely, and his muscles shook with relief when his toes felt the floor. He collapsed against the wall for support, catching his breath, and the water leveled off to the height of his chest. He looked over to the door, which was still closed, and then reached for the knob. Still locked.

      “Help!” Roger weakly pounded on the door. “Please! Someone! Help!” No answer, and when Roger turned toward the window, something penetrated the surface on the other side of the room. It was a skull.

      Black water rolled from the empty eye sockets, giving the illusion that the skull was crying as it rose from the dark water. Roger tilted his head to the side and saw the skull was attached to a staff.

      The skull was thrust forward in a quick jerk, then pulled back, and it triggered the rattling noise. The sound he heard was bones, smacking together in a violent orchestra. He remained glued to the wall behind him, and he shivered uncontrollably, still unable to hear his own panicked breaths, the only noise in the room that rattling skull.

      More water bubbled to Roger’s left and he squinted into the black water, seeing something white rising from the depths. It grew larger as it neared the surface and when it broke the black water’s plane, Roger jerked away.

      Human bones floated like buoys, bobbing up and down until they came to a motionless rest like the water itself. More water bubbled, and as Roger retreated to the corner of the room in horror, more bones floated to the surface. Ribs, femurs, shoulders, skulls, they all thickened the water like vegetables in a stew.

      Roger smacked the bones away whenever they floated close, and then the water bubbled again near the staff and something else emerged from the darkness. Black, matted hair appeared first, blending into the water from which it came. The flesh attached to the hair was scaly, like a snake’s skin, and shimmered the color of grey ash. A formidable brow hovered over eyes as big as lemons, but black as a starless night sky. The creature stopped once its eyes rose above the water’s surface, and it stared at Roger, unblinking.

      The creature gave the staff a shake, and Roger felt his own bones rattle. He clawed back toward the door, pulling the brass knob harder and harder, bending the very wood of the door, but nothing budged. Bones rattled again, and Roger looked behind him. The creature glided through the water, slowly, continuing its rhythmic dance of the staff and skull. Thunka-dunka-dunka. Thunka-dunka-dunka.

      Roger felt the vibrations in his throat as he screamed but heard only the rattle from the creature’s staff. He spun around, his back glued to the wall as the creature drew closer.

      The rattling quickened. Thunkadunkadunka, thunkadunkadunka, thunkadunkadunka. The creature never blinked, didn’t twitch, just shook its staff and when it was less than an arm’s reach away, it pushed its head farther out of the water, exposing a mouth full of dagger like teeth, jutting out in awkward and painful directions. And that’s when Roger finally heard his own scream.
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      By the time Owen shifted into park and turned off the engine outside the house, Chloe was fast asleep. Her head was tilted to the side, her mouth was open, and a little pile of drool had formed on her shoulder. “Like mother, like daughter.”

      Owen lifted her out of the seat and placed her tiny furnace of a body over his shoulder as she remained asleep. He shut the van door and turned to the house. He stopped at the sight of the muddy tracks that led up to the front porch steps and open front door.

      Owen shifted Chloe in his arms and scanned the property as he walked toward the door. He didn’t see Roger in the trees or the field.

      “Roger?” Owen’s voice echoed in the massive living room, but only the old floors groaned in response to his footsteps. He followed the mud tracks through the living room and into the dining room, and that’s when he started to hear it.

      A low mumble, like chanting. There was a rhythm to it, and it echoed through the walls down the hallway. Owen followed it past his own bedroom on the first floor and back toward the closed door of the spare bedroom where the tracks ended.

      Owen glanced at Chloe still asleep on his shoulder and knocked, unsure what Roger was doing on the other side. “Roger? You all right?”

      More mumbles answered, and Owen jiggled the door knob. Locked. He returned to the dining room and pulled out one of the chairs. “I’m gonna set you down, okay sweetheart?” Owen gently placed her in the chair, and she grumbled something as she folded her hands on the table and laid her head down.

      Owen returned to the room and pressed his ear against the door and heard more mumbling. He pounded on the old wood with his palm. “Roger, you need to open up right now!” Nothing.

      Owen rammed his shoulder into the door, and the old wood buckled but didn’t break. He backed up, giving himself a running start, then rushed the door again. Wood splintered off from the frame and the door flung open. Owen stumbled three steps before stopping and saw Roger on his back, his eyes staring at the ceiling, soaking wet.

      Owen knelt by the old man’s side and gently took his hand. “Roger, can you hear me?” He cupped his father-in-law’s cheek, but the old timer didn’t react, only repeating his rhythmic nonsense. And his skin was ice to the touch.

      Owen leaned closer to Roger’s mouth, trying to understand what was being said, but it might as well have been a foreign language.

      Chulung-Oola-Awaola-May. Chulung-Oola-Awaola-May. Chulung-Oola-Awaola-May.

      “Daddy?” Chloe poked her head around the door frame, rubbing her eyes sleepily.

      Owen left Roger to his nonsense and scooped Chloe off the floor and jogged down the hallway with her in his arms, then dropped her on the couch in the living room. “Sweetheart, I need you to stay right here and don’t move, okay?”

      Chloe’s eyes widened, and she nodded as Owen ran out to the van and grabbed his phone. He dialed 911 and returned to the room where Roger was still on his back, mumbling the same words over and over.

      The operator picked up. “911, what’s your emergency?”

      “Hi, I need an ambulance for my father-in-law. He’s an Alzheimer’s patient, and I think he might have hurt himself.”

      Owen nodded along and answered the operator’s questions as the woman assured Owen that help would get there soon. He pressed two fingers into the side of the old man’s neck and checked his pulse. It was racing. Owen pinched Roger’s wet sleeve and then touched the floors of the room and noticed that they were wet too. The whole damn room was wet.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Matt faded in and out of consciousness on the ride over to the hospital, but Claire never let go of his hand. The paramedics didn’t say much, only answering her repeated concerns of whether her son was okay, to which they always replied ‘yes.’

      The ambulance slowed to a stop outside the ER entrance of Southern General, which had been a thirty-minute drive. It was twice as long as a trip would have taken from their house in Baltimore to the nearest hospital. She didn’t know why that popped into her head, but it did.

      Claire thanked the medics for their help, repeatedly, and she and Matt were transferred into the care of a team of nurses and a doctor who looked one step from retiring and two from the grave.

      “We’ll draw some blood and keep him here for a few hours for observation,” Doctor Medley said, his upper back permanently curved forward from a hump formed by either old age or fatigue. “Then we’ll release him to go home. Food here isn’t great, so if you need to step out and grab yourself or your son something to eat, you won’t find anyone objecting. Security will give you an eyeful, along with Nurse Hatcher, but I assure you both are harmless as long as you’re not trying to steal anything.” He scribbled something down on his clipboard. “I’ll be on call, so if you have any questions, just ask one of my nurses and they’ll page me.”

      “I did have one question,” Claire said. “Since the bite, he’s been very cold, almost clammy to the touch. Is that normal?”

      Doctor Medley didn’t look up from his clipboard as he waved his hand, dismissing the notion. “He’s still in shock. I imagine you don’t run into many venomous snakes in Baltimore.” He looked up, smiling, but Claire didn’t return the gesture. “He’ll be fine, Mrs. Cooley. He just needs rest. Keeping him here is just a precautionary measure. Nothing more.” He patted her arm with his old, liver-spotted hand the way the elderly did to those younger than them when they felt it necessary to evoke their superiority, and then left to check on his other patients.

      Claire pulled up a chair and resumed her position at Matt’s bedside, holding his hand and gently running her fingers through his hair. She engulfed his small hand in his, trying to warm him, but despite her touch, his fingers remained icy.

      “Mom?”

      Claire smiled. “Hey, baby. How are you feeling?”

      Matt offered a fatigued groan, his lips barely moving. “I’m thirsty.”

      “Okay,” Claire answered, kissing his forehead. “I’ll get you some water. Do you need anything else? More blankets?” His forehead was colder than his hand.

      “No,” Matt answered. “Just water.”

      “I’ll be right back.” Claire stopped at the doorway and turned back to her son. She lingered, watching him sleep. She’d never been so happy to see him sleep.

      A nurse passed and Claire reached for the woman’s elbow, who looked up from her phone at Claire’s touch.

      “Is there a water fountain here somewhere?” Claire asked.

      “Down the hall and to the left around the corner. There’ll be cups in a dispenser right next to it.”

      “Thanks.” Claire looked back to Matt, his eyes still closed, then weaved down the hall around the traffic of nurses and doctors. She pulled a cup from the dispenser and tilted it to the side, tapping her foot as it filled. When it reached the top, she quickly turned back down to the hallway, careful not to spill the water on her hurried return.

      “Here you go, baby,” Claire said, lifting the cup to his lips and helping him sit up to drink. He sipped at first, then gulped the water vigorously. He drank until it was gone, and then coughed a little as Claire gently laid his head back down onto the pillow. “Do you want some more?”

      “No,” Matt said weakly. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “You’re welcome.” Claire crumpled the paper cup and tossed it in the waste bucket, then returned to her sentry chair, watching over her son, her hand over his while he slept.

      In the quiet of their room, Claire retraced everything that had happened since they arrived in town. She did her best not to obsess, but after what she’d just seen, it was hard not to. The rational side of her brain reassured her that this was simply a combination of unfortunate events. But the other side, the maternal side, whispered different thoughts.

      Claire had never been a religious woman. Neither was her family. The only time she’d set foot in a church was when Owen and her were married, and that was only because that’s what both of them thought that’s what the occasion called for.

      But everything that happened so far felt like… signs. Bad omens warning her to leave. And the more she thought about it, the more she worried.

      Claire rubbed her forehead in exasperated fatigue. She took a breath and convinced herself that she was simply overwhelmed and lacked sleep, which was true. The move, the new house, new environment, all of it was catching up with her.

      She kissed Matt’s hand again and then placed it under the blankets in hopes of warming it up. But after two more sets of blankets and twenty minutes later, his skin was still ice cold. She flagged down one of the nurses to check his temperature.

      “Ninety-eight point five degrees,” the nurse said, shrugging her shoulders. “He’s fine, Mrs. Cooley.”

      Claire stared at the bright green numbers of the digital display. She shook her head. “How is that even possible?” She turned to the nurse. “Why does he feel so cold?”

      “It’s probably a side effect of the snake venom,” the nurse answered reassuringly, then gestured to the monitors keeping track of his vitals. “Heart rate, blood pressure, all of that is fine. He just needs rest.”

      The nurse left, but the repeated squawking of ‘he just needs rest’ didn’t offer much comfort. Claire sat in her chair, staring at her son under all of those blankets, trying to convince herself that Matt really was fine, that she just needed to trust the doctors and what they were telling her. But that second voice wouldn’t shut up.

      Claire stood and then walked back into the hallway to grab a drink of water for herself. When she reached for the paper cup dispenser, a commotion at the ER entrance stole her attention.

      Another team of medics wheeled a man in on a stretcher, their bodies blocking the patient from view. She turned back toward the water fountain and filled her cup.

      “Claire!”

      She jumped at the sound of her name, then turned and saw Owen carrying Chloe down the hallway. She dropped the cup in her hand and it splashed to the floor, forming a puddle around her feet. A million thoughts raced through her mind. Chloe was hurt, her dad was hurt, her dad was missing, her—

      “Where’s Matt?” Owen asked, handing Chloe off to Claire, who wrapped her tightly in a hug.

      “Down the hall,” Claire asked, then examined Chloe. “Are you all right, baby?”

      “Grandpa’s sick.” Chloe buried her face into Claire’s shoulder after the comment and Claire looked to Owen.

      “What happened?”

      “He locked himself in one of the rooms on the first floor. He was whispering to himself, talking nonsense. The paramedics checked his vitals and said they were fine, but he’s not responsive. I think he’s having an episode.”

      Claire shut her eyes and then stepped backward into the puddle of water she’d made after dropping the cup, then handed Chloe back to Owen. “I want to see him.”

      “The doctors are looking at him now, but Claire.” Owen took their daughter and then blocked her path. “We need to talk about what we’re going to do with him.”

      “What do you mean what do we do with him?” An unintended wickedness laced her tone, and she immediately regretted it when she saw the pain on Owen’s face. “I’m sorry. I just—” She drew in a breath and regained her composure.

      “It’s okay, but listen, I spoke to Chuck, and he told me there are some good places in New Orleans,” Owen said. “He’s willing to help us pay for it until we’re all set up.”

      “You don’t think that’s strange?” Claire asked.

      “What?”

      “How accommodating he’s been? It’s like he’ll do anything to get us to stay.”

      Owen laughed in exasperation. “And you think that’s a bad thing? Jesus, Claire, we were about to lose our house.”

      “Shh!” Claire glanced down to Chloe and shook her head. “Let’s not talk about it now.” She bent down to pick up the paper cup she’d dropped, then tossed it in the trash. “I need to see him.”

      Owen gestured down the hall. “They said they were taking him to examination room three. Where’s Matt?”

      “Room one seventeen. He’s sleeping, so don’t wake him up.” Claire started to walk away, but stopped, turned around, and kissed Owen on the lips. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah,” Owen said, letting out a sigh. “Me too.”

      They separated, their hands breaking apart at the last second, and Claire hurried toward her father’s room, which she found with the door open and the paramedics already gone. She clasped her hands together and held them tight to her chest as she watched a nurse remove one of the blood pressure wraps from his arm.

      She saw his lips moving, but couldn’t hear his words. She had never seen her father look so old as he did right there. The nurse began to undress him, then noticed Claire in the doorway.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      Claire wiped her eyes. “He’s my father. Can you give us a minute?”

      The nurse offered a sympathetic nod. “Don’t be too long. Those clothes are damp, and I want to get him out of them before he catches something.” She left, and Claire slowly approached her father’s bedside.

      Roger’s words remained softer than a whisper and he lay as still as water, staring up at the ceiling with his arms and legs strapped down to the bed.

      “Dad?” Claire asked, slowly reaching for the bar that ran along the side of the cot. “Are you there?”

      Roger didn’t break his concentrated gaze on the ceiling tiles, nor did his lips stop moving. Claire gently took hold of his hand, but then recoiled her arm when his skin was icy cold. She stepped backward, her instincts screaming at her now, ordering her to get out of that house.

      But she stopped and forced herself back to her father’s side and picked up his hand, her mouth downturned in grief. She sniffled. “I thought we’d have more time, Daddy.” She kissed his fingers and then set them down.

      Why was it whenever things started to come together, they immediately fell apart? The job and the move were supposed to be a blessing, but now they felt more like a curse. Her son almost died, and her father’s disease had progressed faster than the doctors predicted. She felt the walls crumbling down, and she wasn’t sure how much more she could take before the whole damn house came with it.
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      The van headlights illuminated the front of the house, and Owen slowed as they approached, then parked, killing the engine and the lights. He paused a moment, his eyes transfixed on the house in the moonlight, and Claire reached over and touched his arm.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      Owen nodded quickly. “Fine.” He turned toward the back seat where both Chloe and Matt were asleep.

      The doctors found nothing wrong with Matt after their slew of tests, and they said they’d have the blood work back in a few days. But while Matt could come home, Roger was still mumbling in that catatonic stare of his, lying stiff as a board on his cot.

      Claire carried Chloe inside while Owen handled Matt. “We should probably just let them rest. We’ll get them upstairs and if they wake up, we’ll fix them something to eat.”

      “All right.”

      They put both kids to bed, tucked them in, and then lingered in the hallway, watching both doors and leaving them open. Owen followed Claire downstairs and they collapsed on the couch in the living room. Claire rested her head on Owen’s chest and sighed.

      “You know I’m thankful for you getting this job,” Claire said, her words hesitant but deliberate. “But I’m wondering if we made the wrong move.”

      “I know it’s been hard,” Owen said, taking her hand in his own. He rubbed her skin, which felt unusually soft against his own. He shifted on the couch so he could look her in the eye. “We just have to stay the course. If we’re smart, we’ll be out of debt in three years. And after that, the job market could be different and we could look into moving somewhere else, maybe back to Baltimore. Things will get better.”

      Claire nodded and then rested her head back onto his chest. He wasn’t sure if his words were more for her or himself, but either way, they seemed to help.

      “Oh,” Claire said, tapping him on the chest and lifting her head. “I forgot to tell you that there was something wrong with the plumbing this morning. It happened before Matt’s accident.”

      “The plumbing?” Owen asked, recalling the sopping wet floor he found Roger lying on.

      “Yeah, in the kitchen,” Claire answered. “Black water was spitting from the faucet. You might want to tell Chuck about it so he can have someone come take a look.”

      Owen stroked Claire’s hair, nodding to himself, trying not to sound alarmed. “Yeah. I’ll tell him.” His stomach growled.

      “Hungry?”

      “Getting there,” Owen answered.

      Claire pushed herself off of him and crossed her legs Indian-style on the couch. “I didn’t even get to eat lunch today. There isn’t much in the fridge, and the last thing I want to do is cook.”

      “Pizza?” Owen asked.

      “Sounds good to me,” Claire answered.

      “All right, you order it and I’ll pick it up.”

      Claire kissed him on the cheek and rolled off the couch to grab her phone from her purse. Claire’s voice drifted from the kitchen, and while she ordered, he got up and went back to the room where he’d found Roger lying unconscious, wanting answers to the questions circling his mind.

      The door was still ajar from his violent entrance, and he stepped over some of the wooden shards from the broken door frame. He knelt, pressing his hand against the floorboards that were bone dry. He shook his head in disbelief, then squat-walked around the whole room, checking different spots, but everything was dry. Even after all day in this heat, it was impossible for it to dry out that quickly. Wasn’t it?

      “Hey,” Claire said, standing in the doorway. “What are you doing?”

      Owen spun around, quickly standing and wiping his palm onto his jeans. “Just wanted to double check Roger didn’t bring anything in here with him during his episode.” Claire glanced around the room, hugging herself. He walked toward her. “He’s going to come back from this. Remember that the doctor told us that the beginning stages of the disease could be managed with the right mix of medications and therapy.”

      “It’s not just my dad,” Claire said, glancing to the room and inching closer to Owen. “Do you feel like there’s something wrong with the house?”

      “It’s old, Claire,” Owen answered. “We’ll get the plumbing fixed and—”

      “I’m not just talking about the plumbing,” Claire said. “I mean something else. Something more… I don’t know.” She lowered her head and massaged her temples. “I feel like I sound like a crazy person.”

      “You sound like a hungry person.” Owen kissed the top of her head and walked them back into the dining room. “When’s the pizza going to be ready?”

      “Twenty minutes,” Claire answered.

      “I’ll leave now. It’ll take me thirty minutes to get there anyway.” Owen noticed that Claire wouldn’t stop looking back at the room. He gently pulled her face toward his. “There isn’t anything for you to be worried about, all right? The house is old. We live in the swamp. Bad plumbing and snake bites were inevitable.”

      “Right,” Claire said.

      Owen grabbed the van keys and walked outside. But before he started the engine, he sat there in the quiet dark for a moment, looking around the property. Night had turned the trees and moss and swamp into something more sinister. And the longer his eyes lingered on the darkness, the more tricks they played on him.

      The rustle of leaves and branches was supernatural. The swoosh of water was some demon lurking underneath the surface. The darkness itself became a creature hunting him in the night. Owen shut his eyes and pushed the thoughts from his mind.

      His son had been bitten by a snake. The pipes were old and corroded in the house. His father-in-law had Alzheimer’s. Those things weren’t the work of some demon, it was only the reality of life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After Owen returned with the pizza, Claire ate a few slices, then walked back upstairs to check on the kids. Chloe was sound asleep, her mouth open and drool pouring onto her pillow. Claire shook her head, hoping that whoever she married found it as endearing as Owen found her drool.

      Matt was asleep too, and Claire hovered over him in bed. Hesitantly, she placed her palm onto his forehead, afraid that she’d feel the same icy touch as she did in the hospital. But as her palm contacted his skin, relief washed away the worry. He felt normal, and Claire immediately felt silly for letting her imagination run wild. She kissed Matt’s cheek, and then left him to rest.

      Owen entered the dining room from the kitchen as she stepped off the last step of the staircase. “Everyone all right up there?”

      “Yeah,” Claire answered, smiling for the first time all day. “Sound asleep.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and they kissed.

      When she pulled back, Owen smiled, his eyes still closed. “I think they put something in your pizza.”

      “Maybe,” Claire said. “Let’s go find out.”

      She pulled him to their bedroom, the pair disrobing along the way like they did when they were first married, and relieved some stress. Once finished, sweating and exhausted in bed, they kissed goodnight and passed out on top of the sheets.

      It was just past three o’clock in the morning when Claire awoke on her stomach, sweating and thirsty. She wrestled uncomfortably with her pillow then rolled onto her back. She looked at Owen, finding him sound asleep.

      Naked, she grabbed the silk robe off the back of the door and wrapped it around herself before she headed toward the kitchen for a glass of water. On the way, she passed through the dining room and then glanced up at the kid’s rooms.

      Chloe’s door was still wide open, but Claire slowed when she noticed that Matt’s door was closed. She paused, staring up at it, trying to remember if she’d closed it before going downstairs. She frowned, looking at the floor. No, she was sure she left it open.

      The thought made Claire’s heart skip a beat as she ascended the staircase. She peeked into Chloe’s room to check on her and saw that her daughter was still in the same position she left her. She walked softly over the noisy floorboards to Matt’s room, not realizing that her hands were clenched tight into fists. A noise filtered through the cracks of Matt’s door, and she froze in her track so she could hear.

      Whispers, nearly soundless, echoed inside. There was a familiar rhythm and cadence to them, and Claire swore she had heard them before. Softly, and quietly, Claire reached for the door knob. “Matt?”

      Her silhouette spilled into the darkened room. Her son’s bed was empty. She followed the whispers to the rear left corner of the room. Matt was crouched down, his back turned to her.

      “Sweetie, are you all right?” Claire asked, stepping inside.

      Matt’s words grew louder, and the closer she moved, the better she heard.

      “Tonga-Keira-Awalla-Liseta. Tonga-Keira-Awalla-Liseta. Tonga-Keira-Awalla-Liseta.”

      The words pounded in Claire’s ears and heart as she drew closer to her son. “Matthew, get off the floor and back into bed.” Her voice had a panicked anger to it, but her son didn’t move. She stepped toward him hesitantly, afraid. “Matt, you need to—”

      Matt spun around and belted out a piercing scream. His eyes were all black, void of the colorful blue that he was given upon his birth. A snake slithered from beneath his legs, its mouth open and fangs exposed.

      Claire screamed and fell backward. Her feet and hands smacked against the floorboards on her retreat. The snake slithered toward her and Claire caught a brief glance at her son, staring down at the snake with those pitch-black eyes and repeating the same mantra louder and faster.

      The high-pitched hiss of the snake followed her to the door, snapping twice for her feet that narrowly missed. Claire shrieked as she backpedaled out of the room and smacked into the banisters of the second-floor balcony.

      Matt’s bedroom door slammed shut on its own, sealing her son and the snake inside. Black water, the same as from the faucet, flooded out of Matt’s room through the bottom door crack. Claire jumped from the floor as the putrid water rushed against her feet.

      “Matt!” Claire pounded on the door with both fists, then jiggled the handle, which remained locked. The water rushed through the side cracks of the door frame now, soaking Claire’s robe.

      “Mommy?” Chloe stood in her doorway, her eyes wide and her blanket pressed close to her chin.

      “Stay in your room!” Claire pointed back toward her daughter’s bed, and then spun around and gripped the banister, her actions so quick and forceful that she almost thrust herself over the side. “Owen!”

      Chloe screamed, and Claire spun back around, her mouth gaping in shock and horror. Hundreds of tiny black spiders crawled out from the top of the door, moving in wave-like layers up to the ceiling, an endless army of disgusting creatures.

      Water gushed from the cracks faster now as Claire’s fists pounded on the door. Half of the spiders then shifted their path from the ceiling to Claire, and she frantically smashed them, their black bodies plastered flat against the door or falling to the floor in a lifeless heap.

      She smacked at the ones crawling over her arms, their tiny legs tickling her skin, a few trying to get underneath her robe. The water on her feet grew ice cold and the door buckled like it was ready to burst. “Matt!”

      Hands suddenly yanked her backward, and she watched Owen look at the spiders that had disappeared into the ceiling and the water still seeping through the cracks. “Stay back!”

      Claire stepped aside as Owen smacked the door with his heel, the contact eliciting a loud crack as the door and wall rattled from her husband’s forceful hit.

      The rush of water slowed to a trickle and the flow of spiders ended as Owen struck the door repeatedly. A crack in the wood crawled up the door frame on one of the kicks, and the next fractured off an entire piece as the door flung open.

      Owen rushed in first, feet splashing against the puddles on the floor, Claire close behind. Matt was sprawled out on the hardwood, his eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling and mumbling to himself, the same words that he was whispering when she first walked in.

      “Matt!” Claire patted her son’s body, but the boy remained unresponsive, his eyes cast upward as she looked for the snake. She didn’t see it anywhere.

      “What happened?” Owen asked.

      “I-I don’t know,” Claire answered, her voice hoarse from screaming. “Matt’s door was closed and when I opened it, he was in here with a snake.”

      “Check his arms, make sure he wasn’t bitten again.”

      “He wasn’t,” Claire said. “He was… controlling it.”

      And underneath the dismissive wave Owen gave her, Claire saw a glint of fear in her husband’s face. Fear because he believed her.
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      The night sky outside Matt’s bedroom window morphed into a muddled grey just before sunrise. It was that moment right before the day began, when everything was still and quiet. And like his son, who had finally stopped his mumbling and fallen asleep a few hours ago, Owen remained still as water in the chair he brought in from the dining room downstairs.

      Dark grooves imprinted under Owen’s eyes, and he sat slouched in the chair, one hand on his chin, the other resting lazily on the chair’s armrest. He’d sat there all night, eyes red and dry from staring at his son, trying to make sense of what was happening and why it was happening to them.

      Hadn’t they gone through enough? Wasn’t all of the shit they trudged through the past six months enough to grant them some semblance of peace?

      Owen rubbed his face and leaned forward, his muscles and bones creaking from the restless few hours he managed to catch before he awoke to his wife screaming bloody murder.

      A hand gently grazed Owen’s shoulder, and he reached up and rubbed Claire’s fingers. Everything she said had been bouncing around in his mind since he busted down that door. It was absurd. Unreal. And yet, here he found himself, beginning to believe that there was something wrong with this house. Something wrong with his son.

      “You need to take him back to the doctors today,” Owen said, still rubbing Claire’s hand while his eyes remained fixated on Matt. “There must have been something they gave him that he was having a reaction to, or something from the snake bite that—”

      “Owen, stop.” Claire emerged from behind him and crouched by his knees, her eyes wide and bright in the darkness. The way she looked reminded Owen of when they first started dating. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever come across, but it went beyond the flesh and traveled behind those pair of dark brown eyes. There was certainty in them. And that certainty, that decisiveness was what pulled Owen into her. Those same attributes now scared him to death. “You saw what I saw.”

      Owen drifted his eyes to Matthew. “I don’t know what I saw.”

      “This is more than just snake bites and my dad’s Alzheimer’s,” Claire said. “You saw the water, the spiders, and then they just disappeared?” She shook her head, her hands digging into his legs. “The water spilled over the banister and into the living area, which should have soaked the furniture downstairs, but everything’s dry. We need to get out of this house.”

      “And go where?” Owen asked, exasperated. “Back to Baltimore? Back to almost being homeless? I’m not putting our family through that again.”

      “You want us to stay?”

      Owen took Claire’s hands in a firm grasp. “I want us to not have to worry about where our next meal is going to come from. I want us to have a life that doesn’t revolve around clipping coupons and buying everything on sale.” He let go of her hands and stepped back, afraid of the words that had been boiling over in the back of his mind. Words that if spoken, he couldn’t take back.

      Claire’s father was a good man. Owen knew that. But after Claire’s mother passed, the man gave up. He moved in with them and while he was collecting money on Social Security, he became another mouth to feed, another person to rack up the utilities bill, more weight for Owen to carry, which was fine until he lost the job at the factory. And then when Roger was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, those medical bills started piling up and drained their savings faster than he could replenish it.

      “Owen, it’s not safe for our son to be here,” Claire said, her voice on the edge of crying again.

      “And it’s not safe for him to be homeless,” Owen replied, his answer harsher than he intended. “Or hungry.”

      Claire squeezed his forearm tighter. “Just talk to your boss and see if he can get us into another place. Or we can look into something else we can buy. I know that’s not something we wanted to do because we were trying to get out of debt faster, but we have to try something.”

      Owen pulled his arm back. “They paid for our move, they paid for the house, they paid for all of Matt’s medical bills, and on top of that, they’re paying me fifteen thousand more a year than I made at the shipyard.” Owen flapped his arms at his sides. “And now you want me to go to my boss and ask him for us to move?”

      “I understand everything that they’ve done, and believe me, I’m grateful,” Claire said. “But I’m not going to let my family stay here one more night.”

      ““There isn’t anywhere else to go!” Owen hissed through his teeth, his volume a harsh whisper. “This is it! This has to work.”

      Claire’s eyes watered, and she shook her head. “You’re putting our family at risk.”

      Frustration muddled Owen’s senses, and the fatigue of the past few days eroded the will to hold his tongue. “And keeping your dad around wasn’t?”

      Claire immediately clammed up, and her body offered a light tremor of rage. The moment he saw her reaction, Owen slumped his shoulders in regret.

      “Claire, I’m—”

      “My father did not hurt Matt,” Claire said. She closed the gap between them, her eyes red, that certainty and decisiveness burning right through him. “And I will not keep my children here another night. Do you understand me? We are leaving, Owen. With or without you.”

      Owen watched her exit, and he leaned back against the window. The muddled grey of morning was suddenly diffused by sunrise, and the first rays of light broke over the horizon. But despite the new day and the beautiful morning outside, Owen felt anything but hopeful or happy.

      The drive to the factory was restless, and Owen regretted not saying goodbye to Claire before he left. It irked him when they weren’t on good terms, but it was going to take some time before she forgave him about the comment regarding her father.

      The bulk of the factory was arriving when Owen parked the van and stepped out. He spotted Marty Wiggins and Jake Martin getting out of their truck, Marty talking loud enough for everyone to hear him in Baltimore.

      “All I’m saying is that if Drew Brees can win one more Super Bowl, then I think he should be in the conversation for greatest quarterback of all time.” Marty shrugged in an overdramatic fashion, his eyes bulging from his sockets like his own words were on par with Ernest Hemingway and he didn’t understand why everyone wasn’t praising his voice. “He’s done more than everyone else, and with less.”

      “You think he’s better than Archie Manning though?” Jake asked. “I mean the guy is—”

      “Hey, can you tell me where Chuck’s office is?” Owen asked as both men turned toward him, Marty spilling some of his coffee on his hand from the quick jerk.

      “Goddammit, Yankee-Doodle numnuts,” Marty said, shaking off the hot liquid. “Made me burn my damn hand.”

      “Hey, Owen,” Jake said, his voice soft. “I heard about your boy. He all right?”

      “He’s getting better,” Owen answered. “My wife is taking him back to the hospital today for a check-up.”

      “Say,” Marty said, taking a sip from his coffee. “You want to get in on this Saints debate? You could be a neutral party.”

      “I really don’t have—” And that’s when Owen spotted Chuck across the lot, heading toward one of the factory entrances. Without another word, he sprinted toward his boss, waving his arms.

      “Owen,” Chuck said, lines of concern forming over his face. “How’s your boy doing?”

      “The doctors said he should be fine in a couple of days, but I need to talk to you about something.”

      Chuck gestured toward his office door. “I’ll put some coffee on.”

      The office was simply decorated and designed. A metal desk and matching filing cabinet took center stage, and the walls were covered with different pictures of the factory’s history. One picture in particular hung prominently on the wall behind Chuck’s desk.

      “First day we opened,” Chuck said, pointing to the black and white photo as he smiled. He tapped on a man in a plain white shirt and dark slacks that held a cigar. “That’s my great -grandfather. Hell of a businessman, and could outwork anyone he hired.” Chuck took a seat and gestured for Owen to do the same. “He always joked that was the only way to stay the boss.”

      “Mr. Toussaint, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you’ve done for me and my family. This job was a godsend for us.”

      “Well, we’re happy to have you on board,” Chuck said, smiling as the whistle blew and the factory’s machines began to hum.

      The commotion caught Owen’s attention, and he looked out the window to the floor as everyone started to fall into work. Everyone but him. “Mr. Toussaint, what I’m about to ask you is more than I should, but I’m doing it for the same reason I took the job here in the first place. It’s for my family.”

      “Is everything all right?” Chuck asked.

      Owen chose his words carefully. “It’s the house. I don’t think it’s going to work out.”

      Chuck sat there for a moment, the concern slowly fading, and he leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over his stomach. “And what’s the problem?”

      “I think it’s just too much space for us, honestly,” Owen answered, lying through his teeth. He wasn’t about to tell the man his wife thought the place was possessed or that his son was speaking with snakes. And just sitting there thinking about it, he felt silly even bringing it up. But that’s what happened when you stepped out of the strange and back into reality.

      “I see,” Chuck said. “So, I give you a job, then move you down here, and your first complaint to me is that the house you’re living in for free is too big?” Chuck laughed.

      “I know,” Owen said, closing his eyes and taking a breath. The sleepless night preventing his mind from piecing together his thoughts. “And, again, I’m very grateful. But the move has been tough on everyone. And with what’s happened with my father-in-law, and my son, I just think that my family is funneling a lot of that frustration into the house.”

      And so Owen waited, his heart pounding wildly in his chest. It was the first time he’d felt anything but a welcoming presence from his boss, and this hardened version was someone he’d like to avoid in the future.

      “There aren’t any other houses available right now,” Chuck said. “I’ll check with the real estate office this afternoon and see what we can move you into later.” He opened the bottom left drawer of his desk and flopped a few pieces of paper on top. “I’ll have a contractor come by tomorrow to look at the house, make sure there hasn’t been any damage since you’ve moved in.” He scribbled something down on the papers, then looked up. “It’s the best I can do for now.”

      “That’d be great, Mr. Toussaint, thank you so much.” Owen retreated toward the door, dying to escape the room. “But just so you know, for the contractor, I think there’s something wrong with the pipes.”

      “Pipes?” Chuck asked, frowning.

      “Yeah,” Owen answered. “There have been a few plumbing issues since we’ve moved in. Leaking pipes, bad water. That sort of thing.”

      “I’ll let the contractor know.” Chuck returned to the papers on his desk, and as Owen reached the door to leave, he stopped him. “And Owen.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I suggest you do your job well. The last foreman I had on the line was too chummy with his subordinates. I don’t want you giving off the impression that these people are your friends. Everyone is expendable here. And if you wish to make yourself valuable, I suggest that you get to work. Unless you want to find your family on the streets after you find yourself fired.”

      Owen nodded, his tone flat, defeated. “Yes, sir.” A headache appeared in the center of his forehead, and he wanted nothing more than to disappear into his work, and then go home to find that his family was fine, and that the past few days had been nothing more than a fluke. But as his headache worsened, so did his doubts.
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* * *

      The hospital was busy. Staff and patients roamed the halls, and there was a constant echo of doctors being paged over the PA system.

      Sounds of sickness, fear, and grief escaped the rooms down the halls. News delivered by doctors and nurses, some of it good, some bad, all of it having consequences. A woman’s shriek caused Claire to shudder.

      Chloe squirmed in Claire’s arm as the doctor checked Matt, whose cheeks were still pallid and cold to the touch. She bit her lip anxiously, passing Chloe to her left arm. “Everything all right?”

      The doctor removed the stethoscope from his ears and turned around. Thankfully it wasn’t the same old man from yesterday. “Lungs are clear, blood pressure is normal, and he doesn’t have a temperature.”

      “But you felt his forehead?” Claire asked, even though she watched the doctor do it. “Why is it so cold?”

      “I feel fine, Mom,” Matt said, his voice meek.

      “Could be a sensitivity to cool air,” the doctor said, though his tone suggested he might as well have been guessing. “Medically speaking, your son is perfectly healthy. I’m sure he’ll be back to normal in a couple of days.”

      But Claire didn’t think that Matt would be okay in a couple of days, or weeks or months. A storm cloud hovered in the distance. It flashed lightening and rumbled thunder. That storm was getting closer and it would only get worse.

      Claire took a moment, trying to figure out how to explain to the doctor what she’d seen without sounding like a lunatic. And she wanted to be careful of what she said in front of Matt. He hadn’t remembered anything from last night. The only thing he recalled was waking up this morning with her watching over him, asking why she was crying.

      “What is it, Mrs. Cooley?” The doctor placed a gentle hand on her arm, and Chloe finally stopped squirming, resting her head on Claire’s shoulder.

      Claire set Chloe down. “Matt, take your sister into the waiting room. I’ll be out there to meet you in a minute, okay?”

      “Okay,” Matt said, climbing down from the patient table. “C’mon, Chloe.”

      Claire trailed both her children to the doorway, her eyes on them until the reached the waiting room down the hall. She bit her lower lip, twisting the hem of her blouse, and then turned back to the doctor. “There have been other things happening with Matt. Things that I know will sound crazy the moment I say them out loud.”

      The doctor nodded and smiled politely while Claire paced the room, her head tilted toward the floor as she turned from the wall and passed the doctor. “He’s talking to himself and it’s like…” The words were there, but she was suddenly frightened to speak them aloud. “It’s like he hasn’t been himself. He’s started keeping strange animals as pets. Snakes, and… spiders.” She tossed the doctor a quick glance to see his reaction and saw that he was still listening politely. “And his eyes have been dilated.” Images of Matt’s dark eyes flashed in her memory. “It’s just been some very strange behavior.”

      Claire stopped her pacing and looked back to the doctor, whose mouth had slightly parted, a creaky moan escaping the physician’s lips before he spoke. “The pets could be a way of him coping with what happened. Trying to conquer his own fears, so to speak.”

      Claire nodded, looking for any reasonable explanation to grasp hold of. “Yeah, that makes sense. He’s always been a brave kid, never too scared of anything.”

      “And the dilated pupils could be a side effect from the venom still working its way through his body,” the doctor said. “As could be his skin’s sensitivity to cold.” He grabbed hold of Claire’s hands comfortingly, and offered a warm smile. “I’m sure the move has been difficult for him. Plus, he’s on the edge of puberty, so those behavioral changes will become more and more prominent.” He patted her hand and laughed. “Best get used to that.”

      But despite the reassurances and the doctor’s friendly smile, Claire didn’t believe him. Her mind had groped for a reasonable explanation of her son’s behavior and after everything that happened in that house, the doctor’s answers didn’t satisfy her like she’d hoped.

      “It’s more than hormones.” Claire removed her hands from the doctor’s grip, and that warm smile cooled.

      “Mrs. Cooley, I understand that you and your family have been through a bit of a shock, but jumping to conclusions without any facts is dangerous. Just go home and have Matthew rest, and make sure you do the same.” He placed his hand on her back and guided her out of the room, pushing rather forcefully. “You look like you could use some sleep yourself.”

      Claire stepped forward, separating herself from the doctor’s hand. His arrogance and dismissal only prodded the anger that Owen had stoked in her that morning. She quickly left, grabbing Matt and Chloe by the hand, and walked toward the exit.

      Chloe struggled to keep up with her mother’s pace, and Claire eventually bent down to pick her up.

      “Mom, is everything okay?” Matt asked, looking up at her.

      “It’s fine, sweetheart.” Claire pulled him close. “We just need to make one more stop before we go home.” If a doctor couldn’t give her answers, then she’d speak to someone who could.

      A nurse played on her phone at the sign-in station, and after finishing a text she looked up. “Can I help you?”

      “I need Roger Templeton’s room number?” Claire asked. “I’m his daughter.”

      The nurse pointed to the hallway on the left. “Fourth door down.”

      “Thank you.” It wasn’t a coincidence that her father and Matt were sharing the same strange behavior. It was connected somehow, and she might be able to pry it out of her father’s weathered mind.

      Claire stopped at the doorway to her father’s room, leaving both Claire and Matt in chairs in the hallway. She didn’t want them to see him if he was still incoherent, and she didn’t want to scare Matt by having him listen in if she did learn something. Despite the brave showing, she knew her son was nervous.

      Roger lay asleep in his bed, no longer mumbling and whispering to himself, his chest slowly rising and falling with each breath as he lay strapped to the bed. Even though she’d seen him just yesterday, he looked to have aged a few years.

      She was glad her mother wasn’t alive to see him like this. If there was one blessing in her death, it was that. Claire’s mom was a sweet woman, but she lacked the mind and grit that Claire inherited from her father. But she was a wonderful mom, always armed with the right words at just the right time.

      Claire wished she could channel her mother’s voice at that moment. She had no idea of what to say. Hey, Dad, sorry for sending you off to a home, but you’re too dangerous to be kept around your grandchildren anymore. Or, so you’re sick now and we don’t want to take care of you anymore so we’re sending you away. We’ll try to visit when we can!

      The words churned her stomach sour just thinking them. The man in front of her had driven her to all of those softball games as a kid. The same father who would call in to the school and tell them that she was sick, and then take her to the Orioles game.

      “Daddy?” Claire gave him a gentle shake, and Roger turned his head toward her, blinking awake. “How are you feeling?” She waited to find out if this was her father or the stranger that Alzheimer’s had created.

      “Claire?” Roger spoke her name like a child, unsure if what he was seeing was real.

      Claire gripped his hand and squeezed, smiling. “It’s me.”

      A single tear rolled from the corner of his right eye and trailed straight down to his pillow. He produced a sad smile and the pressure of his hand gave what strength he had left. “I can’t remember why I’m here.”

      “You had an episode,” Claire said, pulling a chair behind her to sit, and she inched closer to the bed. “Owen came home and found you passed out on the floor. Dad, do you remember what happened?”

      Roger squinted hard, then wiggled underneath the straps. He looked at them quickly, then up to her. “Did I hurt someone? Is that why—”

      “No,” Claire answered, placing her hand on his chest to calm him. “They just didn’t want you wandering around the hospital when you woke up. But before, when I spoke to you yesterday, you said you thought you heard someone the night Matt was hurt. You said you were chasing something outside. Do you remember what it was?”

      Roger sighed. “I don’t know.” He shut his eyes, shaking his head. “There was a noise.”

      Claire’s heartbeat quickened. “What kind of noise?”

      “Like a rattling,” Roger answered, his eyes still closed. “I heard it again, when I was alone at the house. I followed it to a room, and then…” He trailed off, opening his eyes. “There was water. Pitch black water.”

      “Were there animals in there with you?” Claire asked.

      Roger shook his head. “Not an animal. Something else. And it was cold. The kind that seeps into your bones. Worse than any winter up north.”

      “What was it, Dad?” Claire gripped his arm tighter. “What did you see?”

      Roger’s eyes widened. His mouth opened, and he moved his lips soundlessly, like a car trying to start but unable to catch. “Th-th-the eyes.” He spoke in horrified whispers now and gazed ahead of him into the empty space, like he could see the creature right in front of him. “It was death staring at me. Everything was dead.”

      Claire shook her head, trying to understand. All she could see was Matt with those same black eyes, and the water, the spiders, and the snake. “Dad, you need to—”

      Roger took hold of her arm, his massive hand engulfing it easily, his grip incredibly strong as he pulled her close. “Don’t go back in that house, Claire. Something is there. Something b-b-b-AAAAAHHHHH!” His mouth opened wide as he screamed. He thrashed in the bed, the straps struggling to keep him still.

      The machines hooked up to her father beeped in the same wild ferocity of his body, and a team of nurses and orderlies flooded into the room as Claire stepped back with her hand over her mouth. One of the nurses grabbed a needle filled with a clear liquid and gave it a quick spurt, the fluid squirting out of the top. Her father roared in defiance as she stuck the needle into his arm and emptied the solution.

      Roger’s thrashing calmed along with the machine’s commotion, and Claire fought the tears wanting to break free. She removed herself from the room, and regrouped in the hall. She drew in deep breaths, her eyes closed. What now?

      If she went back to Owen and told him that her delusion father told her they needed to leave that house they’d only argue again. She needed proof of what her father said. And that’s exactly what she was going to get.
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      The whistle blew and the loud clanking of the factory ended as workers stepped away from their stations and headed toward their lockers, ready to go home for the day. Owen fell in line behind everyone, his shirt collar soaked with a ring of sweat as he removed his hard hat and glasses. It felt good to get back into a routine like that, and for at least a few hours, he felt like his life was back to normal.

      But after Owen tossed his uniform into the locker, he caught his boss staring at him from his office window. Chuck’s eyes followed Owen all the way out the door, and even outside, Owen felt them linger on his back. He shivered and got into the van.

      With the workday over, the troublesome thoughts of home returned. His last words to Claire had been gnawing at him all day. He didn’t want to go home without some sort of peace offering, so instead of turning right onto Main Street and heading toward the house, he took a left and found a parking spot in front of the small realty office, the sign in the window still flipped to open.

      Owen checked his appearance in his rearview mirror, hoping that he didn’t look too derelict for someone to think he couldn’t afford a house, though his creditors might have a few things to say about the matter, and stepped out of the van.

      A bell on the front door jingled as Owen entered. He scraped his boots on the welcome mat before stepping onto the old hardwood. “Hello?” The small space was empty with the exception of a desk jimmied up alongside the front door and the dozens of pictures hanging on the walls, all of them showing people in front of houses, smiling as the realtor handed them keys.

      “Hi there!” A middle-aged gentleman stepped from a small doorway in the back, wiping his hands with a cloth. He was clean shaven, and his pearl-white teeth contrasted against his unnaturally tan skin. “What can I help you with?” He tossed the cloth on his desk and adjusted the belt around the waist of his plaid tweed suit. It was a thick jacket for such a hot climate.

      “I was hoping you could tell me the properties you have in the area?”

      “Of course!” He grabbed hold of Owen’s hand and gave it three hearty pumps. “Nate Covers. If you want a house, I’ve got the dream home for you.” He spoke the words like a cheesy local commercial and then gestured to one of the chairs.

      “I just need to know what you have for immediate occupancy,” Owen said, taking a seat.

      Nate smiled, and thrust his index finger in Owen’s direction. “Right down to business. I like your style.” He clicked the mouse of his computer, then started typing. “So do you already live in the area?”

      “Yes,” Owen answered. “Just moved here actually.”

      “Where from?”

      “Baltimore.”

      “Long way from home.” Nate laughed loud and quickly. “I see the wedding ring. Have kids?”

      “Two.”

      “All right, let’s see.” Nate kept his eyes on the computer screen, which was turned away from Owen, and he typed a few more keystrokes and then leaned back in his chair, portions of the faux-leather armrests cracked, exposing the yellow-foam stuffing inside. “I’ve got a few three and four bedrooms on the market right now. What kind of budget are you looking at?”

      “I haven’t really gone to the bank to check that stuff out yet,” Owen answered, rubbing his hands nervously. But he probably knew the answer they would give him: small. “I told my wife I’d start looking. She’s not really in love with our current house.”

      “Where are you at now?”

      “Fourteen Cypress Lane.”

      Nate ended the light rock in his chair, and that unnatural tan color drained from his cheeks. “So you work for Chuck Toussaint then.” He drummed his fingers on his stomach.

      “Yeah,” Owen said.

      Nate forced another wide, cheesy smile. “He’s a great guy. Normally pays for his employees’ housing. Did you not have the same arrangement with him?”

      “No, I did, but—” Owen cut himself off, suddenly embarrassed and wanting to leave. “You know what, maybe I should just talk to him about it some more.” Owen stood and Nate mirrored him. “I’m sorry for bothering you.”

      “Not a problem, and, hey, if anything changes, just drop by and I’ll see what I can find for you.”

      The bell at the top of the door chimed as Owen left, and he fished the van’s keys out of his pockets, feeling uneasy about his interaction with Nate Covers. Had he crossed some sort of line going behind his boss’s back like that?

      He turned toward the driver side door and abruptly stopped. Across the street he saw the sign for Queen’s, and standing outside her own shop of bizarre trinkets and bobbles stood the dread-haired woman, staff in hand, those pair of hazel and yellow glinted eyes fixated on him.

      Owen fisted the keys in his hand and marched over to her. “What do you want?” he shouted from the middle of the street, but even as he got closer, the woman didn’t move. “Is it you?” He stepped onto the sidewalk, the heat of the day and his anger flushing his cheeks a bright red. “Are you the one who’s been sneaking around my house? Huh?”

      Even with Owen only inches from her face, the woman didn’t move. Owen caught a whiff of her musty clothes, sweat and body odor all mixed together. She shifted her weight on her feet, and some of the bone necklaces clinked lightly against one another like a morbid wind chime.

      “You stay away from my family,” Owen said. “And you stay the hell away from me.” He snarled and thrust a finger in her face, then spun around to head back to his van.

      “Your son doesn’t belong to you anymore.” The woman’s voice was slow, her accent not as muddled as some of Owen’s coworkers.

      He turned around. “What the hell did you say to me?” He marched back in three quick strides, then smacked some of the items off the table out front in a violent blow. “You speak of my son again, and I will come back here with the police. So back. Off.” He gritted his teeth, but while he trembled in anger, she remained still.

      Owen stomped back to his van, got behind the wheel, and peeled out of the parking spot.
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* * *

      Claire sat cross-legged on the couch, laptop open between her knees, and sifted through everything that she could find about snake bites and which types were native to Louisiana. From what she researched, the most common venomous snake in the area was the Cottonmouth. And judging from its description, a black colored or dark-brown with black blotches on its underside, she thought that might have been the snake she saw slithering away from Matt after he was bit.

      Aside from hallucinations, nausea, and vomiting, there wasn’t anything else to explain her son’s behavior. And the more and more she read, she realized that whatever was happening to her son went beyond the snake bite. There was something else.

      Claire opened another tab on the browser, and she typed in the name of their town and waited for the search fields to populate when the front door opened and she heard Owen’s voice.

      “Claire?”

      She snapped the laptop shut and set it aside on the couch. “Hey.” The pair lingered in silence for a moment. She was still angry with him, but after a day of being able to digest his words, she understood where they were coming from.

      “How’s Matt?” Owen asked.

      “The doctor said everything was fine,” Claire answered, waiting for the I-told-you-so that never came, which she was glad to escape. She’d never felt uncomfortable with him, but with what she wanted to say, the feeling was inevitable.

      “About this morning—”

      “I’m sorry,” Claire said, cutting him off. “I know, you thought you’d be the one apologizing.”

      “What I said about your dad, it was wrong.” Owen walked over and joined her on the couch. “It’s just everything that’s happened… I think I’ve let it get to me more than it should.”

      “We both have.” Claire leaned her head against his chest. It was still damp with sweat, and he smelled the same way he did coming home from the shipyard in Baltimore. The familiarity was comforting. “But I’m not wrong about what’s happening. Something is off, Owen. I still want to leave. I haven’t changed my mind about that.”

      Owen sighed. “I spoke to Chuck. He said he’ll find us a place, but he doesn’t have anything open right now.” Claire started to speak, and Owen lifted her hands. “It’s just one more night, Claire. Just one more. Okay?”

      Claire drew in a deep breath. “All right. But we leave tomorrow.”

      “Right.” Owen kissed her forehead. “How was your dad?”

      “Not good,” Claire answered. “He was himself for a little bit, and then… well, he wasn’t.”

      “Putting him in a home is the best way for him to get the help that he needs,” Owen said, doing his best to sound reassuring. “They’ll be better equipped for stuff like that, and I promise that we’ll go and visit him at least once a week. Plus there’s phone calls, and video—”

      “I don’t want to put him in a home,” Claire said. “I’ve thought about it a lot, and it’s not what my mom would have wanted.” She straightened her back. “It’s not what I want.”

      Owen stood silent for what felt like an eternity before he sat down on the couch’s armrest and nodded slowly. “And you’re comfortable leaving your dad around the kids?” He looked her in the eye. “He’s only going to get worse.”

      “I know, and yes, I am.” Claire stood firm, hoping that Owen couldn’t see her trembling. “I still don’t believe that he bit Matt. He wouldn’t have done that. I know him.”

      “We’ll talk more about it later.” Owen turned toward their bedroom. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      Claire crossed her arms then glanced up to the second floor where Chloe had spread out a series of blank white papers and spilled all of her crayons on the floor. Matt was sound asleep, but Claire made sure to keep his door propped wide open. He’d passed out the moment they got home from the hospital. She’d never seen him so tired, but she figured it was good he was sleeping.

      The laptop was still on the couch, the power light glowing and blinking slowly. She sat down next to the computer, looking but not touching, wondering what she would find on her Google search of the town. Just as she was about to open the tabs, Chloe called for her upstairs. Claire left the computer on the couch, making a mental note to check those results later.
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* * *

      After Owen showered he tried rousing Matt from bed, but he wouldn’t budge, settling for a glass of water instead of dinner and fell right back into his semi-coma. Chloe joined them for dinner briefly, and then returned upstairs to continue her drawings.

      Owen cleared the dinner table while Claire helped Chloe get ready for bed. When he walked back to their bedroom he saw Claire sitting on the edge of their bed, picking at her nails nervously.

      “Hey,” Claire said, her voice so small and fragile it was like her teeth were made of porcelain and if she spoke too loud they would shatter.

      “Hey.” Owen sat down next to her, then grabbed her hand. They hadn’t spoken over dinner, and he’d been avoiding bringing up the subject of her father. But he couldn’t stop thinking about the promise he’d made to Roger. “I know you love your dad. I love him too. And what you said about your mom not wanting to put him in a home if she was still alive, I think you’re right. She wouldn’t have.”

      Claire’s expression softened.

      “But you have to understand that things have changed,” Owen said. “Your dad would never hurt the kids, but he’s also not in his right mind. We can’t think of him like he was anymore. We can’t—”

      Claire sniffled, wiping a tear from her eye. “I’m sorry.” She squeezed his hand, a desperation in her touch that he’d never felt before. “With the move, and everything happening with Matt, it just feels like I’m losing my family.” She looked up at him, her eyes red and watering, the tiny red veins of her eyes irritated from the tears. “I don’t have a dad anymore.”

      Owen rested his chin on her head as she leaned into him and sobbed. He held her tight. “But you’re not going to lose your family. I won’t let that happen. I promise.”

      Claire took deep breaths, exhaling slowly, doing her best to regain control of her emotions. She shook her head and wiped her eyes. “You can’t promise that.”

      “I can,” Owen said, looking at her. “And I will.” He never wanted to see his wife break like this again. “We’ll keep your dad here. We’ll do what we have to do. But he will eventually need to be sent somewhere for care. I don’t want the kids to have their last memories of their grandfather being what he’ll become. And he wouldn’t want that either.”

      Claire kissed him, and then wiped her eyes. “I’m gonna take a shower before bed.”

      “Okay,” Owen said.

      When she was finished, Claire stepped out of the shower like a wet zombie and collapsed into bed with the towel still around her body. Owen helped her out of it, then pulled the thin sheet over her, kissed her cheek, and then turned off the light.

      Owen lay in bed with his eyes closed, but his mind wouldn’t turn off. He found himself trying to rationalize everything that happened. He kept brushing it off as coincidence, but there was something about last night, the way Claire had looked, the spiders, the water, even that Voodoo woman, it was all connected.

      Just the thought of her caused Owen to shiver with anxiety. And it wasn’t just her, it was that whole goddamn store. And while he never believed in religion, there was something satanic about the place. Something evil.

      Owen tilted his head on his pillow toward Claire. His family was the only great thing he’d done in his life. Growing up, he had dreams, like all little kids did, but there was always something that kept him from ever trying to peek over the edge. It wasn’t fear of failure, just an understanding of who he was at a very early age. He wanted a wife, to own a house, raise kids, work hard to provide for his family, and come home at the end of the day sweaty and satisfied. But now it all felt like it was slipping away.

      A heavy thump sounded upstairs, and Owen jolted upright out of bed.

      “What was that?” Claire asked, wakening with a violent jerk.

      Owen swung his legs off the side of the bed, his eyes watching the ceiling, listening. He kept still, his muscles tense, and another heavy thump echoed upstairs, this one accompanied by a rattling noise.

      “Oh my god.” Claire jumped out of bed, the towel she fell asleep in falling to the floor as she rushed around the end of the mattress before Owen snatched her arm to stop her from leaving. “That’s the same—”

      “Just stay here,” Owen said, reaching for the Louisville slugger he kept behind the nightstand. He left Claire to dress and stepped into the hallway, the heavy thumps and rattling growing louder upstairs as he sprinted toward the kids’ rooms.

      He dashed through the dining room and looked up to the second balcony. Oddly shaped shadows formed on the walls in the darkness, but Owen felt his heart skip a beat when he saw one move into Matt’s room.

      “Hey!” Owen sprinted to the staircase, his body in such a hurry that he cracked the side of the dining table with the bat as it dragged behind him. He leapt up the stairs, but the moment his foot hit the first step of the staircase, the ground trembled.

      Owen’s foot slipped against the wood, and gravity body-slammed him awkwardly on the steps. The staircase shuffled him side to side, the whole damn house shaking like they were in an earthquake. “Matt!”

      The rumbling worsened as Owen ditched the bat and was forced to crawl up the stairs on his hands and knees. The noise blared like a freight train speeding through the house, and Owen’s bones rattled more violently the closer he reached the second story.

      But as Owen climbed, there was another noise among the freight train, an undertone that he’d heard before. It was a whisper, a chanting, and he could have sworn he heard the woman’s voice from that voodoo shop.

      The trembling ground thrust Owen into the wall, then the bannister, his legs twisting beneath him on his serpentine sprint to his son’s room. The door was shut, and the vibrations of the house were so intense that Owen’s vision blurred. “Matt!”

      The whispering undertones grew louder, and they were accompanied by a rhythmic rattling that grew as violent as the tremors.

      Owen stretched his arm and reached for the knob, pulling himself toward the door and shouldering it open in one motion. The moment he stepped inside, the trembling stopped.

      Owen stumbled a few steps, his legs wobbling on steady ground, and found Matt’s bed empty, the sheets messily strewn about the mattress. Owen’s heart plummeted toward his stomach and he frantically searched the room. “Matt! MATT!”

      “Owen!” Claire screamed from downstairs, her voice cracking.

      “He’s gone!” Owen pressed his hands into the side of his head, the panic overwhelming him as he spun in circles in the dark.

      Moonlight filtered through the dirty bedroom window, and Owen passed his eyes over it so quickly that he nearly missed the figure in the tall grass. He rushed to the window, his hands plastered against the dirty glass like a mad man trapped in an asylum.

      Amidst the tall grass he saw something carrying his son toward the swamp. “Matt!” Owen smacked the glass and then sprinted out of the room and back toward the spiral staircase, passing Claire on her way up.

      She grabbed at his arm, but he was too quick for her to stop. “What happened?”

      “Someone took him!” Owen jumped the last three steps of the staircase, landing hard on the balls of his feet, breaking into a sprint toward the front of the house. The heavy thump of his feet echoed loudly through the house and ended when he slammed into the wall of humid Louisiana swamp air outside.

      Owen cut a hard left that sank his feet into dirt and mud, causing him to trip. “Matt!” The tall grass in the clearing tickled at his legs and waist. He pumped his arms and legs hard, ignoring the tingle in his bare feet and the growing numbness of his body.

      The clearing ended and Owen smacked aside the hanging Spanish moss as dirt morphed into mud that splashed up his legs with every step, sucking his feet into the depths of Louisiana swamp.

      The overhanging branches of trees blocked the stars and moonlight and while the air had been hot and muggy when he first stepped outside, Owen felt a crisp chill run up his back.

      “Come out here!” Owen screamed at the top of his lungs, stumbling through the mud like a drunkard. Rage coursed through his veins, laced with the fear of losing his son and the unknown of the darkness he saw take him. “Matt!”

      The rattling noise sounded to his left, and Owen snapped his head in that direction. He lifted his foot, and the mud gave off a low suction noise as he stepped forward. The darkness thickened, and water started to bubble up from the mud the farther he walked. “You can’t hide out here forever!”

      Gnats and flies buzzed around his head, and despite the growing chill, sweat oozed from Owen’s skin. The water level rose to his shins as he followed the rattling and then a quick, heavy swoosh sounded to his left. He jumped from the noise and watched the ripples wrinkle the still water. “Matt?”

      Dark patches of grass and debris floated lazily over the black water, and the cypress trees grew more frequent the deeper he waded. He couldn’t stop shivering, and when the water reached his knees, that’s when he saw it.

      It wasn’t human, though it had legs and arms and stood upright. Thick cords of matted black hair sprouted from the top of its head and traveled down its back. Its head was large, its torso short but muscular. Its entire body was covered in a scaly grey flesh that glistened and shimmered under the moonlight. It held Matt in its arms, six-inch black claws stretched out from three stubby fingers on each hand.

      “Let him go,” Owen said, doing his best to keep his voice steady.

      The creature didn’t answer. It just stared at Owen, holding Matt, half its body below the waterline. Then, slowly, it opened its mouth, wide. A throaty croak escaped ending in a long, drawn-out hiss. The sharp teeth were pointed toward Owen and the creature hunched forward while it held his son.

      Water rippled to Owen’s left and right, and he saw something gliding through the water just below the surface. He turned back to the creature, and it slowly lowered into the water, taking Matt with it.

      “NO!” Owen lunged forward, erupting the still, rancid swamp water. Quick, thrashing movements to his right stole Owen’s attention, and those croaking hisses grew louder. It wasn’t until the gator was less than a foot away that Owen realized where the sound was coming from.

      He jerked to a stop, backtracking as the pair of gators blocked his path toward his son. He splashed the water, trying to push the gators back, but they wouldn’t budge. “Matt!” The creature was submerged to the chest now, sinking lower. His son’s head was nearly underwater, his eyes closed as he lay unconscious against the creature’s body.

      The gator to the left lunged and snapped, and Owen fell backward, his arms and legs flailing wildly on his retreat as the creature finally disappeared beneath the water’s surface.

      “NO!” The scream rivaled the gator’s fierce hiss as both animals pressed forward, pushing Owen from the water. The pair followed him all the way up the mud, Owen’s backside sliding in the thick muck as he kicked his legs. The gators slithered on their bellies over the dark mud, water dripping from their jaws as they exposed the hundreds of short, jagged teeth that still had bits of flesh on them from their last meal. Owen got to his feet, backpedaling, and the gators ended their pursuit. Mud and water dripped from Owen’s body as his mouth hung slack.

      This wasn’t real. This was a bad dream and he’d wake any minute. “Matt!” His voice echoed off the water and bounced through the swamp until it disappeared into the darkness like that creature.

      Headlights caught his attention toward the road. They turned down the long driveway to the house, and Owen immediately sprinted toward the truck, waving his arms in panicked frenzy, his legs cramping. “Hey! Help!”

      The truck’s headlights bounced up and down over the encroaching cypress roots that curved over the dirt path to the house. It slowed to a stop, and the lights and engine remained on as Owen drew closer, the adrenaline that fueled him nearly gone. “My son! Something took my son!”

      A pair of shadowed figures said nothing as they stepped out of the truck, and Owen slowed. The truck looked familiar, but before Owen made the connection, a gunshot thundered from one of the silhouettes.

      Owen ducked, and sprinted to the back of the house. Three more gunshots fired, each making Owen flinch. His heavy legs and arms suddenly grew light in his flight, and he didn’t stop until the house was between him and the shooters.

      Gasping for breath Owen hunched over, resting his hands on his knees. The gunmen shouted at one another, their voices carrying in the night, and then Owen heard the front door groaning as they stepped inside. His eyes widened. Claire. Chloe.

      Quickly, he snuck through the back door, gently closing it behind him while the men up front stomped loudly through the front living room.

      “We know you’re here!” The voice echoed down the hallways but was slightly muffled from the walls. “You’re just going to make it harder on yourselves!”

      Owen paused just before the hallway in the back led into the dining room. He knew that voice. It was Jake Martin from work. That was his truck parked out front.

      “C’mon out, Owen! Let’s get this over with.”

      Owen quietly crept around the edge of the stairwell, his eyes falling to the baseball bat that had fallen from his hand when the house started shaking. Halfway on his approach, the floorboards creaked and gave away his position.

      He snatched the bat and sprinted toward the back just as a gunshot fired across the dining room and put a hole in the wall three inches from Owen’s head. He ducked into the den where Roger’s room had been located and crouched low by the door.

      Slow, deliberate footsteps moved closer. Owen had a white-knuckled grip around the slugger’s handle and he shivered, each breath rattling from the tiny convulsions from his body. The footsteps ended after a final groan from the floorboards and Owen forced himself still, holding his breath.

      A bullet blasted through the wall to Owen’s left, followed by three more shots that nipped at his ankles. Jake rounded the corner of the doorway and when he entered, Owen spun around, leading with the bat in his hands, connecting with the rifle.

      The weapon clanged to the floor and as Owen lifted the bat to strike, Jake charged, leveling both men to the ground. The harsh contact into the hardwood knocked the wind out of Owen, and elbows and knees struck the floor in harsh smacks as the pair grappled with one another.

      Jake’s meaty fingers curled around Owen’s throat, then tightened like a vice. Spit dribbled from Jake’s foaming mouth, his eyes wild and dark like the creature he saw out in the woods. Owen’s face reddened and he bucked his hips trying to push Jake off, but the man wouldn’t budge. Slowly, Owen lifted his right leg, wedging it between the two of them, and pushed into Jake’s gut.

      Jake held on for a few seconds, but Owen managed enough leverage to fling him off, and Jake was lifted backwards onto his ass. Owen gasped for air and he rolled toward the rifle, Jake making a move at the same time.

      Both men collided, their shoulders cracking into one another as two sets of hands fought over the weapon, Owen grabbing hold of the stock with Jake on the barrel.

      Owen yanked it toward him, and Jake came with it, using the momentum to drive Owen back against the wall. Pictures crashed to the floor as Jake kept Owen pinned. Both men’s faces flushed red, their expressions pained and angry as they locked like a pair of horned rams.

      Owen jammed his knee into Jake’s stomach and the man’s grip loosened. He then yanked the weapon hard left, spinning in a half circle as he stole the gun. Jake lunged, but Owen had a half second on him, and that was all he needed as he butt-stroked Jake’s forehead.

      Jake collapsed to the floor like a limp noodle, a gash cut across his forehead that leaked blood over his face and the floor. Owen held the gun loosely in his right hand, staggering to the left and right as he caught his breath, gently rubbing the red marks on his neck.

      Chloe screamed, and Owen jerked his head toward the sound. He jumped over Jake’s unconscious body, rifle raised as he followed the noise toward the master bedroom, and that was where he saw Marty’s father-in-law, the old man that Owen only knew as “Grandpa,” with a knife to his wife’s throat and Chloe unconscious in the corner.

      “Let her go!” Spittle flew from Owen’s mouth as he aimed the rifle at the old man’s face. His eyes looked grey and dull in the moonlight, but the steel shimmered brightly under Claire’s chin. “I will shoot you.”

      “No, you won’t,” Grandpa said, his expression stoic as he shifted Claire’s body in front of him as a human shield. “I doubt you’ve ever even pulled a trigger before.”

      Owen’s cheek was pressed up against the rifle’s stock as the small tick marks of the rifle’s sight offered a narrow window to the old man’s head. “The cops are on their way.” Owen took a dry swallow. “They’ll be here any minute.”

      “Bullshit,” the old man said. “Nobody’s coming. It’s just you, and—”

      Claire thrashed backward, thrusting both her and the old man onto the bed. Owen rushed to her side as she elbowed the old man’s ribs and the knife nicked her throat. Claire whimpered, placing her hand over the fresh wound, but scurried away.

      Owen aimed the barrel only a few inches from the old man’s chest as he lay helpless on the bed. He had his finger over the trigger, but the old man didn’t flinch.

      “You don’t have it in you, boy.” The old man lifted his head off the bed, his grey eyes locked onto Owen. “You don’t have the look.”

      The weapon trembled in Owen’s hand. His grip tightened, but the old man was right. He couldn’t pull the trigger. Owen loosened his grip but kept the rifle aimed at the old man as he took the knife away. He backed toward Claire. “Are you all right?”

      Claire removed her hand from the wound, blood smeared over her fingers. She hissed in pain. “I think so.” She walked around the bed toward Chloe and picked her up off the ground. “They knocked her out with some rag.”

      “Chloroform,” the old man said. “She’ll be fine in a few hours.”

      “Who sent you?” Owen asked, aiming the rifle at the old man’s head. “Who took my son?”

      The old man shook his head. “Boy, you have no idea the shit you’ve just stepped in.”

      “Owen, we need to call the police,” Claire said, clutching Chloe closely.

      Owen gestured the end of the rifle barrel up. “Move.” The old man complied and Owen walked him out into the dining room and had him sit down at the table. He handed Claire the knife and then retreated back to where he’d left Jake, keeping the barrel of the rifle on the old man until he was no longer in sight.

      Owen stepped into the den and the gun barrel dropped to the floor. Jake was gone. Owen spun toward the back door and stepped outside, scanning the yard, and then looked toward the tree line where the swamp water began. He saw nothing.

      He returned to the dining room and the old man was still in the chair, Claire holding the knife and Chloe. When Owen walked back in alone, the old man smiled.

      “Why?” Owen asked. “Why are you doing this to us? Where is my son!” Claire flinched from the sudden burst of anger, and Owen rammed the rifle’s barrel into the old man’s left cheek, cocking his head at a harsh angle.

      The old man grimaced. “Your boy’s gone, Yankee.”

      “Please,” Claire said, pleading. “You have children, don’t you?”

      The old man gave Claire a side-eye. “You’re not getting him back, lady. Accept it.”

      “No,” Owen said, shoving the end of the weapon into the old man’s head. “You tell me where my son is or I blow your brains out and toss you out in the middle of the swamp.” He gritted his teeth and felt a wild hate take control of him that he’d never felt before.

      The old man stared at Owen for a minute, and then the left corner of his mouth twitched upward. “There’s the look.” He smiled, revealing that silver capped tooth of his. “There’s the killer.”
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      All but one of the factory’s lights had been shut off. Chuck Toussaint’s office was still illuminated, and he sat in his chair, sipping a glass of bourbon as he gazed out onto the still quiet of the factory floor. He hated it when it was like that. He loved the noise and commotion of production. If he could keep the factory open twenty-four hours a day, he would. What he saw now was just wasted money.

      He set the glass down and checked his watch. It was a Rolex. His father had given it to him when he took over the business.

      “Time is money, Chuckie. And like money, you can never have enough time.”

      His father’s words lingered in Chuck’s head for a long time, rattling around in some of the blank spaces of his mind. It should be done by now, but neither Jake nor Billy had called. They were off schedule. And if there was one thing he hated more than losing money, it was being off schedule.

      A hurried knock banged at his door, and Chuck snapped his head toward the commotion. It was too late for someone to be calling at this hour unexpected. He opened the bottom desk drawer and removed a .38 revolver and cocked the hammer back. “Who’s there?”

      “It’s Nate! I need to talk to you!”

      Chuck grunted in annoyance and gently lowered the hammer and then pocketed the weapon. He flung open the door and a very haggard, very panicked real estate agent rushed inside.

      “I tried calling you, but it keeps going to voicemail,” Nate said, pacing the office floor in quick circles.

      “What?” Chuck hurried back toward his desk and picked up his phone. No service. “Shit. You’d think by now we’d get some goddamn towers in this fucking town.”

      “You didn’t tell me you filled the Cypress house,” Nate said blatantly. “Your new tenant paid me a visit today.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Chuck said, taking a seat and reaching for his bourbon. “It should be done by now.”

      Nate flattened his palms on Chuck’s desk and hunched over. “You need to tell me when you do that. I almost started talking too much. And you know I have a problem with that.”

      “Relax,” Chuck said sternly. “Have a drink. Bourbon’s behind you.”

      Nate had always had a heavy hand, something that Chuck used to his advantage. “I don’t need this kind of stress, Chuck, I really don’t.” He poured himself a glance, gulped down a mouthful, then exhaled. “Thank God we only have to do this once.”

      “Yeah,” Chuck said, his voice muffled in his glass as he took another sip. “Thank God.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The late hour had turned Main Street into a ghost town. Crawl Daddy’s Bar shoved out its last few drunks and flipped the closed sign, then shut off the lights. The pair of Louisiana bachelors put their arms around one another, swaying back and forth down the sidewalk.

      “I don’t care what they say, Tommy.” The man hiccupped and then burped, leaning into his friend. “You could have played pro-ball if you had gone to college. Go ‘Dawgs!”

      Tommy slowed on their way down the sidewalk. “Woah, woah, Kenny, hold up.” He tapped his friend on the chest. “I-I don’t wanna walk in front of that store. Bitch inside might get us.”

      Kenny, with all of his eight beers, four shots, and two plates of nachos under his belt, scrunched up his face skeptically. “You mean old crazy Crepaux? You really believe all that horseshit?” Kenny removed his arm and stumbled right up to the door, the closed sign exposed in the window, and pressed his greasy face up against the glass. “Hey! You in there, voodoo woman?” He laughed drunkenly and then turned back to Tommy, who started to chuckle himself. “I bet she ain’t even—”

      A bright flash lit up the windows, and both Kenny and Tommy yelped as they shut their eyes and lifted their arms to block out the blinding light. Kenny fell backward and landed on his ass, scraping up his back and shoulders, while Tommy hunched over with his elbows on his knees.

      The light disappeared, and it took them both a minute before Main Street slowly filed back into their vision.

      “Tommy!” Kenny said, reaching out his hands and groping air. “Tommy, whe—” Kenny screamed and jumped when a hand touched his arm.

      “C’mon, man, let’s get the hell out of here!” Tommy pulled Kenny toward his truck down the street, leaving whatever shit that woman was up to behind those closed doors.

      Inside the shop, that voodoo woman, Madame Crepaux, stood over a wide, shallow bowl that took up the entirety of the card table she’d set it on. She sat alone, eyes closed with those white paint marks over her face, chanting over and over to herself.

      A mixture of corked tubes and emptied baggies lay discarded on the table. The woman chanted the same phrase over and over, her eyes shut tight and her muscles tensed. “Chulung-Oola-Awaola-May. Chulung-Oola-Awaola-May. Chulung-Oola-Awaola-May. Chulung-Oola-Awaola-May.”

      The words grew faster and she rocked back and forth. The water in the bowl was black like the night sky void of stars. It was still at first, but as she spoke the words faster, the water rippled from the center and outward toward the edges.

      The woman lifted her arms and head toward the ceiling and opened her eyes, her throat bobbing up and down along with the chanting that had grown as loud as screams. The water in the bowl bubbled but as she reached the crescendo of the chant, the water fell flat as glass.

      The chanting ended. Her arms and head lingered upward, her eyes open, and there she stayed until she heard the familiar rattle of bones cracking against one another. She looked down and in the water, she saw the creature. It snarled and hissed, those long, jagged teeth and black eyes fixated on her.

      Slowly, she lowered her arms and clutched the sides of the bowl as a smile spread across her lips. She’d been waiting for this moment for a long time. The reckoning was near. The righting of all those wrongs so many years ago was at hand. Now all she needed was the father.
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      It felt like a dream at first. A dream of darkness. But when ten-year-old Matt Cooley opened his eyes, the world was just as black as the nightmare that woke him. At least he thought he was awake. He shivered. It was cold here, and it felt like someone had plunged him into snow wearing nothing but his underwear.

      A weightlessness had overtaken his body and he floated through the blackness. Was he in space? One of his science teachers had told him it was cold and dark in space. But there were no stars here, and a numbness stole the use of his legs and arms. He shut his eyes, trying to force himself to stand, but couldn’t. And then he heard a whisper carried from an echo far away. He thought he knew the voice, but it was so quiet he couldn’t be sure.

      Where was he? Why couldn’t he move? Why couldn’t he see? The last thing he remembered was… was… What? The move from Baltimore? The snake bite? No, there was something else, something he—

      A rattling echoed in the darkness. The noise was harsh and sharp like a bunch of baseballs cracking against a dozen wooden bats. The sound vibrated his bones, and it repeated itself, over and over, bringing a throbbing ache to his body.

      Matt shut his eyes hard, wishing he could cover his ears to block the noise, but his arms remained numb and useless. And suddenly he had the sensation of falling, a force tugging at the pit of his stomach, the same one he felt when he got on that roller coaster with his dad two years ago at Six Flags. The sensation stayed like that for a long time, then slowed and eventually stopped. And then, just as mysteriously as this darkness appeared and covered him like a blanket of ice, it was lifted.

      He blinked a few times, his vision blurred. The ceiling he stared at was different than the one in his bedroom. He rolled to his side, but stopped when he reached the edge of the concrete slab he’d awoken upon.

      Startled, he pushed himself back to the center. Concrete walls enclosed him, a narrow hallway offering the only exit. Dirtied and broken stained glass windows lined the top of the walls just below the ceiling, but only a grey haze could be seen beyond them.

      Carefully, he swung his legs over the side, every scrape of his feet and breath into his lungs echoing like he was underwater. He pressed his palms on the edges of the slab, the tiny grains of concrete digging into his skin.

      He examined his body and found himself still dressed in the faded Orioles shirt and shorts that he’d fallen asleep in on his bed. He looked to his bare feet, then wiggled his toes in confirmation that he was still alive.

      The cold worsened, and Matt shivered as he gently slid from the concrete slab, hugging himself for both warmth and a sense of security. He walked through the narrow hallway and then whimpered at the sight outside.

      Rows of graves lined the confines of a short, rusted, and tilting iron fence. The headstones crumbled from years of neglect, the names and dates engraved in the stone no longer legible. He turned behind him to look at the structure he’d walked out of and saw that it was a mausoleum, towering high above the other tombs.

      A fog crawled over the ground, and the air gripped icy fingers around Matt’s neck. The world around him was a hazy spectrum of greys and blacks, void of any color. He lifted his head toward the sky, and his jaw went slack. Where there should have been a night sky, there was nothing but a grey canvas. No stars, no moon. It was like the sky was blanketed with permanent overcast storm clouds.

      He shivered again and tiptoed between the graves. The ground was cold like the air, and his weight gave way to the soft clumps of muddy swamp.

      A sharp pain cut through from the back of his head, and Matt winced, reaching for the pain’s origin. His fingers grazed something sharp, and he quickly retracted his hand. A prick of blood oozed from the tip of his finger, and then a tickle ran across the top of his head.

      Matt stomped his legs in quick hopping motions, his hands scouring his hair in search of the critter roaming his scalp. Another sharp prick hit his finger, followed by a crunch under his palm as he pressed down hard. He peeled his hand off his head and examined a squashed spider the size of a quarter.

      Matt scraped the guts off onto the bark of a tree, then thoroughly patted the rest of his head, relieved after finding nothing else. He then weaved around the tombs, taking a closer look at the swamp that surrounded him.

      The trees were dead. Leafless branches reached up toward the dying sky, their bark various shades of grey and black like the rest of the environment.

      “Mom! Dad!” His voice echoed, and it sounded as if he were screaming from underwater. His lungs ached, and he leaned up against a tree to catch his breath. He hunched over, placing his hand on his knee. He’d never felt so tired before.

      A hiss sounded from above and Matt jerked his head up as a snake slithered down one of the tree branches, its tongue flicking the air, catching Matt’s scent.

      Matt jerked backward, but only got a few steps before another snake slithered from the left of him, leaving a serpentine trail through the mud. More followed. Three, then five, soon dozens were chasing after him with their exposed fangs and forked tongues.

      Matt sprinted away, casting himself deeper into the swamp. The mud beneath him swallowed his feet and slowed his pace. The hissing faded, but sharp knives stabbed at his sides and lungs from the exertion. He slowed, fatigued, and glanced back into the darkness, finding nothing but fog and trees.

      He collapsed to his knees in the mud and clutched his chest. Liquid gargled in his lungs, and when he coughed, a spray of black crud blew over his hand. He examined it in horror and quickly wiped it off on his shorts.

      Matt stood, and pressed forward. Mud eventually gave way to water, and he waded through the ankle-deep swamp slowly, unable to see beneath the surface of the pitch-black darkness. But the closer he looked down at the water, the more he realized that there was something different about it.

      Despite his movements, the water remained still. No ripples. No splashes. But it still felt like water.

      He passed more clusters of dead cypress trees, their thick trunks a collection of tubes reaching deep into the earth. He coughed, a phlegmy tickle in his throat. He used his bandaged arm to cover his mouth, and when he lowered it, more black specks flicked over the white gauze. He started to panic.

      Was he dead? Had he gone to hell? He’d heard Tommy McDoyle talking about that one day, saying how if you were bad you were sent to hell and you would burn. Except it wasn’t hot here. But, maybe you froze to death in hell. It’s not like Tommy had ever been.

      Matt wandered aimlessly, shivering, unsure of where to go except forward. Slowly, the water receded, and the ground solidified under his feet.

      Ahead, between the trees, he saw a clearing of dirt, and on the other side of the clearing was a house. The same one he’d been living in for the past few days. It looked darker, more ominous, but if his family was here, then that’s where they’d be.

      Matt broke into a sprint, his feet slinging mud. His lungs still burned, and he wheezed on his mad dash over the dirt field, which felt soft yet brittle against his feet, like ash.

      “Mom! Dad!” Matt’s voice echoed as he veered toward the front porch, tracking muddy footprints inside as he skidded to a stop on the groaning hardwood floors. “Mom? Dad?”

      Matt walked to the kitchen’s entrance but quickly veered away when he saw a snake slither out of the sink faucet. He ran down the hallway, past the dining room, and toward his parents’ room on the first floor. He found it empty, the sheets on the bed torn and strewn about messily. The pictures on the dresser were broken in their frames, distorting the happy smiles and cheerful moments.

      Staring at those pictures, he felt that he might shatter like that glass. Just break, unable to be whole again. Maybe he was like that already.

      A drop of something wet landed on top of his head, and with the fear of the spider from earlier still fresh in his mind, he clawed at it, smearing the warm liquid on his fingers and hair. Matt removed his hand and rolled his fingertips together, feeling the slick grime of the substance. He sniffed at it wearily, then quickly pulled away, grimacing from the stench. The scent was akin to an alley dumpster on a hot summer day after having baked in the sun for a week without rain.

      Matt turned toward the door, and another drop of the black, tar-like substance plopped directly in front of his feet, freezing him in place. He looked up to the ceiling and saw more black droplets hanging above, wiggling in their struggle to break free.

      Matt sprinted into the hallway to avoid the rain, and when he entered the dining room, two gators appeared from the back hallway, jaws exposed and growling in a throaty hiss, their bodies decrepit. Their scaly backs had decayed to bone and their clawed feet oozed bloody prints over the floor.

      He spun around to head back toward the front of the house, but found the hallway to his escape blocked with snakes.

      More drops of black goo fell as Matt retreated toward the kitchen table, quickly scurrying off the floor as the snakes and gators circled him. He cried, the black substance raining harder now, plopping over his body in heavy thumps, darkening his beloved Orioles shirt, their stink filling his senses.

      The snakes covered every inch of the floor, bringing it to life in writhing movements. Thousands of spiders crawled along the walls. The house had come alive with creatures, and Matt knew they would eat him, digging their fangs into his flesh to tear him apart. And then suddenly, the hissing stopped, and the snakes near the hallway parted to form an opening, cramming themselves against the walls.

      A pair of stumpy, clawed feet appeared, and Matt fell backwards onto the table when the creature came into full view. It stood six feet tall, and its long, muscled arms led down to a three-fingered hand, each of them armed with six-inch claws that were black as night. Its head was wide, and when it opened its jaws, its lipless mouth exposed an array of jagged, three-inch serrated teeth. They clustered clumsily in the creature’s mouth, but when it closed its jaw, they fit together like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle.

      Its torso was short, but thick like a barrel. A scaly grey skin covered thick muscles, and matted black hair sprouted from the top of its domed head and down its back. One of the long claws attached to a three-fingered hand twitched, and it stood there, unblinking, teeth exposed, staring at Matt.

      Cold seeped into Matt’s bones and froze his heart, and he suddenly choked for air. He clawed at his neck and flattened on his back. More drops of blackness rained over him and his eyes bulged in panic. His lungs tightened to the point of bursting.

      The creature hovered over Matt, and pressed the tip of one of its razor-sharp claws into Matt’s shirt collar, then ran it down the length of his chest and belly, tearing the fabric and exposing Matt’s pale and tender flesh. Matt couldn’t move, but he felt a light prick from the tip of the claw on his skin as the creature applied pressure.

      Matt opened his mouth to scream but emitted no sound. The creature cut a line from the top of his chest to his belly button, just deep enough to draw blood, and Matt’s brain lit up like fire from the pain.

      After the first line, the creature then placed the same claw just below Matt’s left nipple. It drew another line, drawing blood like before, and intersecting the vertical line. The pain reached a crescendo and his body went limp. He tilted his head to the side and saw the snakes, gators, and spiders scurrying across the floor.

      Matt turned his head lazily back to the creature, catching a glimpse at his chest and stomach and the black cross now carved into his flesh. Blood poured between his ribcage, collecting in tiny pools on the table.

      The creature tilted its head back and opened its mouth wide, giving a primal roar that scattered the rest of the animals from the house and elicited a tremor of fear from Matt’s body. It wasn’t like anything he’d heard before in this world. It was like the creature was calling out to someone, or something.

      Silence lingered after the creature’s roar, and Matt’s limbs remained useless. He’d forgotten that he couldn’t breathe, this state of suspension growing more normal the longer he was kept in it.

      And then, like an echo in the far distance, he heard a voice. It was familiar, and it seemed to answer the creature’s call. But the sounds were human. Someone was calling Matt’s name. Someone he knew. His grandfather.
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      Main Street in Ocoee, Louisiana was quiet. Not even a tumbleweed blew through at this time of night. A few of the street lamps flickered, most of them burned out and never replaced. The town folk preferred the view of the stars and moon over the harsh fluorescents of city lighting. Not that Ocoee qualified as a city. But nobody argued about the view.

      Closed signs and darkened windows lined the businesses along Main Street, but beyond the one-story buildings was the auto factory where most of the town worked. It was owned by the Toussaint family, had been for nearly five generations. And the man in charge was Charles Toussaint VII, the firstborn male son and only child of Charles Toussaint VI.

      The Toussaint family had been intertwined with the fate of this town for its entire existence. In the early 1800s, the first Toussaints arrived and cleared farmland to harvest crops. They hunted and traded, they fished and bartered, and from their humble beginnings, they grew into a name recognizable by every man, woman, and child in the great state of Louisiana.

      The current heir to the Toussaint throne knew his family’s history very well, better than anyone else, save for one. And while the Toussaints were beloved by the townspeople, who saved them from the crippling Great Depression in the thirties after Chuck’s great-grandfather turned their canning factory into an assembly factory for military vehicles for the efforts during the Second World War, they were also responsible for some of the township’s more unsavory history.

      Actions were taken, secrets were buried, and the Toussaints endured on. But while the rest of the town had forgotten what had happened over the years, a few held onto the truth of the past. And none more so than Madame Crepaux.

      A patch of broken streetlights cast one particular building into a darker shadow. Above the storefront on the ledge of the roof stood the old worn letters of the shop: Queen’s.

      There were always whispers about that store and its proprietor, Madame Crepaux. Say her name aloud amongst the townspeople and they’d harshly tell you to shut your trap. “A devil worshiper she is!” “A no-good woman, that’s for sure.” “A phony. Just a dirty trickster.”

      People had whispered about her ever since she could remember. She didn’t care what the town said, because the townspeople had forgotten what had happened. But she didn’t. The circles of those she trusted had passed down ancient knowledge to her, and she practiced and practiced until she grew into her own kind of legend. And finally the time had come. All of the pieces were in place.

      The curse had started with fathers and sons, and that’s how it would end, or so she had seen. The future was fragmented, cloudy, like looking through a keyhole.

      Inside her shop were items that most people would find repulsive. Animal skeletons, jewelry made from bones, feathers, and furs. Shelves of potions lined the walls, ranging in color from dark blues, blacks, and purples, to light yellows, greens, and blues, packaged in different-sized glass tubes, some in odd, twisting shapes. The walls were painted a dark, earthy brown, and the wooden floorboards were splintered and worn from decades of customers, mostly tourists, browsing her goods.

      A cash register sat on top of a large glass case that contained more potions, more herbs, more tokens. Despite her knowledge and devotion to her religion, if she wanted to stay in this town, she still needed to pay rent. So the knickknacks and novelties helped get her along as people passed through on their way to New Orleans or Texas.

      But behind the door to the left of the register was another room, one that remained closed during business hours, but was open now. A faint glow shimmered from inside, and there Madame Crepaux watched Matt Cooley be taken by the creature. Her eyes watered, and she quickly wiped them before tears could fall. It was hard watching such innocence be harmed, but what was necessary was rarely easy. And if all went according to plan, the boy would be returned home.

      The glow from the large shallow basin slowly faded, and she struck a match and lit a candle. The flame flickered and revealed Madame Crepaux in her baggy, earthy-toned clothes that concealed the harsh realities that time bestowed upon the body. Her long dreads remained thick and black at the ends, but had started to thin and grey at the top. Her joints groaned, and she didn’t move as quickly as she used to, but her mind was sharper than it had ever been. And while well-worn lines were imprinted on her face, revealing the travels and stories of a lifetime, the pair of hazel eyes glowed with flickering specks of yellow. They were bright, intelligent, and the only part of her that was still beautiful.

      Behind her was a table with old books and scrolls, their covers and letters faded and worn after almost two centuries of study. They had been passed down from priestess to priestess, from bokor to bokor, and then finally to her.

      Much of the world was blind to the practice of Voodoo. Gris-gris, charms, and potions were viewed as nothing more than sideshow attractions. People did not understand the power that it gave, the good it could do… or the bad.

      Voodoo was a religion that took from all forms of worships. It possessed symbols from Christianity and from the African tribes of her ancestors. Rituals were passed down by song to connect with the deities and the spirits of this world and the next. These songs also opened gates between worlds, and she had craved to open one gate in particular for as long as she could remember. But she needed something. A powerful amulet that she could not retrieve herself, created by a bokor who had sold out for the material goods of this world.

      Madame Crepaux hovered her finger over one of the books, searching for the first lines of the words to the enchantment, smiling when she found it. She needed to move the other pieces together quickly. The longer the boy remained with the creature, the stronger it would become, and the harder it would be to open the doorway to its domain.

      The father would come to her, that she was sure of. But the grandfather would need help. He had already been marked by the creature, and he was the chosen conduit to connect this world and the next.

      She closed her eyes and lifted her arms, a low throaty hum escaping her lips. “Khan-Mah-EEE-Nochtway.” She stomped her foot, feeling the vibrations of the rhythm run through her. “Khan-Mah-EEE-Nochtway.” Another stomp, then a quick clap of her hands.

      Madame Crepaux turned back to her shallow bowl, the light glowing once more, repeating the chant as she quickened her rhythm. Roger Templeton stirred as she reached within the depths of the old man’s broken mind.

      “KHAN-MAH-EEE-NOCHTWAY!” The light in the bowl flashed bright and Madame Crepaux opened her eyes as she felt Roger Templeton awake in his hospital bed. She felt his panic, his confusion, and then his fear as she showed him what had become of his grandson.

      They were only quick flashes, glimpses of what happened, but that was all that was needed. Madame held the connection as long as she could, but the man’s disease made it difficult, and after a few minutes, she dropped her hands to her sides and her knees buckled as she crumpled to the floor.

      She gasped for breath, sweat trickling down her sides under her robes. She gathered her strength, focusing on her regaining control of her breathing. When she sat up, her knees popped and she clutched the table for support.

      The years had stolen much of her strength, and she longed for the power she felt in her youth. But time cared nothing of the yearnings of the past.

      The glow in the bowl faded, and only the candle flickered light. She looked back to her books, to all that she had studied. She clutched the bone necklace around her neck, drawing strength from her own gris-gris. She would need it for what was to come. They all would.
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* * *

      Owen sat on the edge of Matt’s bed, staring out the single dirty window of his son’s room. Red and blue lights passed in sweeping shades over the darkness outside. The cops had arrived twenty minutes ago, and Owen had come upstairs in a trance-like walk. It all felt like a dream, and he thought that if he walked up here, he’d find his son safe and sound in his bed. But Owen found only an empty room.

      The sheriff asked questions downstairs that Owen didn’t know how to answer. Every time he moved his lips, he stopped at the absurdity of his own words. His son was taken not by the men who’d come to kill him and his family, which he still had no idea why, but by some… thing.

      Owen shut his eyes and massaged them with the palms of his hands, trying to rid himself of the image of his son in the arms of that creature, sinking into the depths of the swamp. He turned his gaze from the windows and cast them over the walls.

      A large Orioles poster was plastered at the head of Matt’s bed. A bat stood in the corner. Dirty cleats and a bucket of baseballs sat beneath the window in front of him. A shelf to the right displayed one of his son’s most treasured possessions, a ball signed by every player of the 2012 Orioles team.

      Matt’s glove rested beneath his pillow, and Owen reached for it. He flipped it over, the straps of the glove dangling from the thick, flat fingers. The leather was well worn and oiled properly. His mother had shown him how to do it. He got his love of baseball from her.

      Voices drifted upstairs, and Owen could hear Claire as she spoke with the officers. It was muffled, and faint, but she was still there, still talking.

      The tips of Owen’s fingers whitened as he squeezed the glove harder. How did this happen? The move down here was supposed to solve everything, it was supposed to be a fresh start, an escape from the woes of Baltimore. But the job, the house, it was all too good to be true.

      Desperation had a way of blinding you to rational thought. When faced with the prospect of your family being tossed into the streets with no food, no water, no roof over your head, you started to see things differently. And so when he was offered the job down here in Louisiana, he had moved his family without hesitation. He did it to save them. He did it to be the hero.

      And now his son was gone. His family nearly dead. And he had no idea what to do next.

      “Owen?”

      He turned and saw Claire standing in the doorway. She was still wearing her robe, though she’d added a shirt and shorts beneath it.

      “Hey,” Owen answered, still holding his son’s glove.

      Claire entered the room softly, not even the floorboards groaning from her steps. She joined him on the bed’s edge and placed her hand over his. “They want us to come down to the station. Fill out some paperwork and make a statement.”

      Owen nodded, rubbing the inside of the glove. “Do you remember his first game? He was four, wasn’t he?”

      A smile waned over her face, and she nodded. “Five.” She gestured to the glove. “We got that for him at the stadium.”

      “We bought him his own seat, but he just sat on my leg the whole game.”

      “Owen, we need to go and speak with the officers,” Claire said, her voice kind, but the patience thinning.

      “The jersey we got him was like a dress.” Owen’s voice cracked and he felt tears gather in his eyes. “That was a good day.” Owen glanced out the window to the edge of where the swamp began. Where that creature had disappeared with his son.

      “Owen—”

      “I lost him, Claire,” Owen said, his voice trembling as a tear fell to the glove, darkening the leather. “And I don’t know how to get him back.” He turned to her, the same desperation in his voice when he came home with that pink slip from the shipyard six months ago. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Claire pulled him close, struggling with his size and weight, his body engulfing hers in the darkness. He sobbed into her shoulder and she whispered into his ear. “None of this is your fault. We’re going to find him. We’ll get him back.”

      Owen held onto her words, climbing them like a ladder from the depths of despair. His head broke the surface and he took his first breath of strength. That’s what she was for him, that perpetual engine that pushed him forward.

      “The sheriff’s downstairs?” Owen asked, wiping his eyes.

      “Yeah,” Claire answered.

      Owen gently set the glove back on the bed before taking Claire’s hand, and they walked down the stairs together.

      Dozens of officers scoured the dining room while others searched the rest of the house, tagging random items for evidence, combing the place for anything that would help them in their investigation. But how would it bring his son back from the clutches of that monster? He had no idea.

      “I want a clean sweep of the whole property!” The sheriff bellowed his orders from the front porch over to the line of deputies walking through the tall grass from the house to the trees on the edge of the swamp.

      Dogs barked in the back of squad cars as their handlers prepped them with a few items of Matt’s clothing. Owen thought about giving them the glove but wasn’t sure if the hounds could smell past all of that oil.

      Sheriff Bellingham turned when Claire tapped him on the shoulder, his belly surprisingly flat for a man of his age and size. He was eye level with Owen in regards to his height, but his shoulders were a little broader, and the senior authority figure kept his fists pressed into his hips, giving himself a superhero-like stance.

      “Ma’am,” Bellingham’s tone softened. “You folks ready to head to the station?”

      “How long will this take?” Owen asked, remembering Chloe still upstairs in her room.

      “Not long, Mr. Cooley.” The sheriff’s voice offered a thick but articulate twang, his lips bristling the bushy grey mustache that sprouted from his upper lip. “I just want to make sure we cross all our t’s and dot all our I’s. It makes it easier in the long run.”

      Owen gestured to the line of deputies, who had now reached the edge of the swamp. “That’s all you brought?”

      “I’ve coordinated with some of the sheriffs in the other parishes,” Bellingham said. “They’re sending men over so we can put together a search party.”

      “And you think that’ll be enough?” Owen asked, an unintentional hardness to his voice.

      “If the man who took your son—”

      “It wasn’t a man.” Owen stiffened.

      “I know what it might have looked like, but—”

      “No,” Owen said. “You don’t.”

      “Some of these guys like to wear masks,” Bellingham said. “It’s a psychological game they play. About ten years ago, I had this fellow taking kids dressed up like a woman. And let me tell you, he didn’t look like no woman. Taller than me, and just as wide. He shaved three times a day to keep the stubble off. Wore wigs, dresses, makeup. It’s easy to get caught up in it all when something like this happens.”

      “He’s telling the truth, Sheriff,” Claire said. “The things that have happened in this house, they’ve… defied normal.”

      The sheriff gave them each a look up and down, then clucked his tongue and raised his eyebrows. “Well, the sooner we get your statement down, the sooner we can start pressing charges against the people responsible.”

      Owen searched the squad cars out front and finally spotted the one carrying the old man. He had his hands cuffed behind his back, and he was staring straight at Owen. The wrinkly, white bearded face snarled and revealed a single, silver-capped tooth. The second man who attacked his family, Jake Martin, had disappeared into the swamp when Owen rescued Claire and their daughter. Both men worked at the factory where Owen had just started his new job.

      A deputy stepped out of the house, holding up a cell phone. “Sheriff? This kept going off in the bedroom. It’s got eleven missed calls.”

      “That’s mine,” Claire said, frowning. The deputy handed it over to her and she scrolled through the missed calls, then looked at Owen, her cheeks as white as the robe she wore. “It’s the hospital.”

      Claire turned her back to them as she returned the call, her head down. Owen couldn’t see it, but she was biting her nails, chewing the ends nervously while she waited for someone to answer.

      Like Claire, Owen already knew what the call was about. Owen’s father-in-law was diagnosed with early onset Alzheimer’s four months ago. But after the move from Baltimore, his condition worsened, so they admitted him to the nearest hospital. At least Owen had made himself believe it was the disease. However, after what he saw last night, he wasn’t so sure.

      Claire lowered the phone then spun back around, stuttering a bit before she found her rhythm. “They said my dad won’t stop screaming, that he keeps asking for me. They want me to come down to the hospital and talk to him, but I don’t—” She shut her eyes, inhaled a deep breath, and then exhaled slowly. The breath rattled with an anxiety that made her lower lip tremble. White knuckles clutched the phone, and she shook her head.

      “I’ll handle the police report,” Owen said. He turned to the sheriff. “You can get her statement after?”

      “Sure,” Bellingham said. “We’d be able to get the ball rolling as long as we have one of you on record. But we’d still eventually want to get your wife’s version of the events.”

      Owen took his wife’s hand, feeling the sweat on her skin. “Go. I’ll see you right after.”

      “I’ll take Chloe with me,” Claire said, tossing a glance to the old man with his silver-capped tooth in the back of the squad car. “I don’t want her being around the station with those people.”

      “I’ll have one of my deputies drive you over to the hospital,” Bellingham said, then turned out to the field, pressed his fingers to his lips, and let out a loud whistle that turned every officer’s head. “John!” He followed the name with a big, sweeping motion of his arm, and one of the deputies broke from the pack and jogged over.

      The young man’s face dripped with sweat and he panted steadily upon his arrival. “Sheriff?”

      “I need you to escort Mrs. Cooley and her daughter to the hospital,” Bellingham answered, then turned to Claire. “You think you could answer a few of Deputy Hurt’s questions on the way there?”

      “Sure,” Claire answered.

      “Mr. Cooley?” Bellingham asked.

      “Hm?” Owen snapped his head away from the staring contest with the old man.

      “Do you want to ride with one of my deputies to the station downtown, or will you be taking your own vehicle?”

      “I’ll drive,” Owen answered.

      “All right then, we should get going.”

      The sheriff and Deputy Hurt started the walk to their cruisers, and Claire leaned into Owen as he wrapped his arms around her. “I’ll call you when I’m done at the hospital.”

      Owen kissed the top of her head. “I’m sure he’s fine. And you’re right. We will find him.”

      “I know,” Claire said, and she walked back into the house to grab Chloe.

      On his way to the van, Owen tossed one more glance toward the squad car with the old man, but he’d turned away.

      Owen didn’t know why the old man and Jake had attacked him, but he was willing to bet it had something to do with that thing that took his son. He climbed into the van and just before he started the engine, he glanced at the house through the windshield.

      The police lights bathed the old wood blue and red, but the windows remained dark. Unnatural shadows engulfed the structure greedily, and Owen felt a chill run through him, his mind kept circling the one question that he couldn’t answer. Why his family?
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      The bourbon inside the crystal bottle at the wet bar in Chuck Toussaint’s office was gone. Most of it disappeared into Nate Covers’s stomach, but a fair amount was currently working its way through Chuck’s liver. He’d stayed awake as long as he could, but the liquor’s foggy haze eventually won out and he’d fallen asleep on his desk, his empty crystal glass near his limp and outwardly stretched hand.

      Papers were strewn about his desk, a few new contracts that needed his approval before shipments could be sent out to his distributors. A large window exposed the guts of the factory that Chuck owned. He inherited it from his father, and his father inherited from his father, and his from his father, and so on all the way back to the factory’s conception at the turn of the twentieth century.

      And so Charles Toussaint VII’s fate was sealed generations ago as he was to inherit the family business that had been the staple of Ocoee, Louisiana’s community and economy.

      But the business wasn’t the only thing Chuck inherited. Underneath the wealth and status that his family held, there was a secret that had been forgotten since his ancestors first settled in this godforsaken piece of swamp land. It haunted his dreams. Especially tonight.

      Chuck spasmed in his drunken slumber, groaning as he shifted to a more comfortable position on the desk. He figured that thing would visit him tonight, and he’d put off sleep as long as he could to avoid it. But the liquor and fatigue had finally caught up.

      He’d seen it once in person. When he was eight, his father took him to that house on Cypress Lane. His father hadn’t said anything on the ride over. His mother had cried when they left, and that alone frightened him.

      The anxiety only worsened when they turned down the gravel road and Chuck saw that house in the distance. Clouds drifted over the moon and shifted the shadows, bringing the darkness to life.

      A freezing terror struck at Chuck’s heart, and he looked to his father in that moment, whose gaze was straight ahead as he slowed the truck and parked.

      “You said we weren’t supposed to come here,” Chuck said, his eyes wider than a full moon. “You said it was dangerous.” Tears rolled down his cheeks despite his best efforts to control them. He hated crying in front of his father because he knew how much his father detested weakness. But the fear ran wild, and he couldn’t contain the sniveling whimpers that followed.

      “You need to see something,” his father said, still staring at the house while the seat underneath them vibrated from the truck’s engine. “Something that you’ll have to face as a man. Like I did.” His father was colder and more distant than usual. “Get out of the truck.”

      “W-why?” Chuck asked.

      His father turned to him and his expression hardened into steel. The same steel that the machines were made of at the factory, the same steel of the factory itself. It was immovable, unswayable. “Now!”

      Chuck jumped at his father’s bark and quickly unbuckled his seat belt and pulled the door handle. The door groaned as it opened, and he slid off the bench seat and his knees buckled when he hit the bumpy gravel. He looked up to his father, the tears still streaming down his face. His dad gestured to the field and then pointed to the swamp beyond it.

      “Head to the cemetery. You stay there until I come and get you. Understand?”

      Chuck slowly turned and looked to the trees and swamp across the swaying tall grass and reeds. He shook his head. “I-I don’t w-wanna go.”

      His father’s expression remained hardened and unyielding. “Do as I say, boy.”

      Chuck didn’t bother controlling the sobs now as he turned away from the truck and placed one wobbling foot down in front of the other and stepped into the field. He thought his father would leave him here to rot, and he kept wondering what he had done to deserve it. He turned back only twice, and each time he saw that his father’s truck was still in the drive.

      The tall grass tickled the exposed skin of his arms, neck, and the back of his legs. And each time he jerked and recoiled from the grass’s touch, his imagination and the darkness got the better of him. The tall grass finally ended, and the large cypress trees sprung up from the thick mud that sucked his shoes down with each step.

      Chuck dodged the hanging moss that swayed in the breeze, reaching for his shoulders like monster’s fingers. The squish of the mud grew wetter the farther he ventured into the swamp, and through the trees he saw the pieces of concrete that comprised the cemetery. He veered along the edge of the muck and water toward the raised tombs, his new shoes now completely ruined with grime up to his knees.

      The hot stink of the swamp filled his lungs, and by the time he reached the graves, the muscles in his legs had turned to jelly and his shirt was soaked with sweat. He remembered his father telling him that this was his family’s cemetery. And that one day, like the rest of the Toussaints, he would be buried here with them. He just hoped it wasn’t tonight.

      Death terrified him. The idea that he would no longer exist, no longer feel, or think or see or hear, it was too overwhelming. How could things just stop? How could he just end and not even realize it? He expressed those fears and questions to his best friend Aaron Jessup. And Aaron told him that you never die if you know Jesus. He’d get to go to heaven and see his whole family up there and he’ll never get scared, or tired, or hurt ever again.

      Chuck didn’t know who Jesus was, but that night at the dinner table he’d told his father what Aaron had said, and his father pounded his heavy fist against the thick oak and rattled the plates and silverware.

      “The only things in life that matter are what you can see, feel, hear, and taste. If you can’t hold it, then it’s not worth your time. If the Jessups want to spew that shit to their kid, then fine, but I won’t have you become a weak-minded fool like their boy. You hear me?”

      Chuck nodded and never brought it up again. But he sometimes still thought of what Aaron had said, and it made him feel better. He’d like to see his grandmother again. Beside his mom, she was the only other family member that he liked. Every visit to his grandparents’ house was like an escape, as long as he didn’t have to be around his grandfather very long. The old man was meaner than his father and looked scarier because of the saggy skin and wrinkles. Mammie had wrinkles, but she didn’t have his grandfather’s scowl.

      Chuck found his Mammie’s grave among the dead and pressed his back against the firm concrete of her tomb as he sat down. If there was a safer place to wait, then he couldn’t think of one.

      Cicadas and insects buzzed in the night air, and every once in a while, the water would swoosh from a gator or snake. Chuck kept himself tucked into a tight ball, hugging his knees tight against his chest. The longer he lingered there in the dark, the less frightening it became, and soon he grew sleepy. He released his knees from his chest and lay down along the side of his Mammie’s tomb.

      Eventually, Chuck dozed off, and he wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep, but he awoke to a low growl and high-pitched hiss echoing from the depths of the swamp. He pushed himself up on his elbows and wiped the sleep from his eyes. He shivered from an unearthly chill in the air, unheard of at this time of summer. Even in the nighttime.

      The cold worsened as Chuck sat upright, the growl and hiss growing louder and coming from different directions. Chuck backed himself into the tomb as a rattle knocked the air. It was slow at first, but then grew into a steady rhythm, vibrating the air with each clackity-clack.

      Chuck retreated from the graveyard, the cold seeping into his bones now and chilling every breath. His heart hammered in his chest, and he tripped over his own mud-crusted shoes and smacked into the muck face first.

      The rattling grew louder and Chuck panicked, rolling in the thick mud that refused to let him go. The more he struggled, the quicker he sank. He crawled on all fours, his arms and legs burning as the rattling grew louder.

      Another low growl and hiss echoed to his right, then another to his left, and Chuck burst into tears again. He couldn’t even see what was out there, and he knew that his father had said to wait until he came and got him, but he didn’t want to die. He didn’t want to be cast into darkness forever. He wanted to hear his mother’s voice again. He wanted to see his friends. He wanted to feel the warmth of the sun on his face.

      The rattling stopped and Chuck’s ears popped as the air was sucked from his lungs. Panic took hold and he flailed more violently in the mud. And when he finally flipped to his back he saw the creature standing over him in the darkness.

      Black good dripped from the wide mouth full of jagged teeth. Scaly grey skin covered its body, and long claws extended from its hands. But out of all the menacing features, it was the creature’s eyes that frightened him most. It was like they were staring into his soul, sucking the very life from him every second their gazes were locked together.

      Suddenly, it lunged forward, arms stretched out and claws extended and gleaming under the moonlight. The roar that bellowed from its core rattled Chuck’s bones and froze him as he turned away and shut his eyes, waiting for the monster to eat him and then fall into the nothing that was death. He’d be buried in this cemetery, maybe next to his mammie, and there he would rot away into nothing.

      Chuck shivered, waiting for the vicious kiss of the creature’s teeth. But after a while, nothing happened.

      “You saw it.”

      Chuck snapped his head toward his father’s voice and saw him standing motionless and cloaked in shadows. “I don’t— I’m not—” He felt the tears coming again, and he turned his mud-splattered face away from his father so he couldn’t see.

      But his father knelt and pulled Chuck’s gaze upon him. The hardened expression he’d seen at the truck had softened, but it was a far cry from anything that could be considered kind.

      “What you saw tonight wanted to kill you,” his father said. “But it won’t. Because it can’t.”

      “Wh-Wh-Why?” Chuck asked, the will to fight back the tears growing stronger.

      His father extended his hand and pulled his son from the muck with ease. He then steadied his boy and gripped him firmly by the shoulders. “You’ll find out when you’re older. But I wanted you to see it, like your grandfather showed me. Because it’s important to know what you’re facing. What our family will always face. But as long as you do what I tell you, it will never be able to hurt you. Understand?”

      He didn’t, but he nodded anyways. And then his father walked him back to the truck, forced him to wipe the mud off himself before he climbed back into the cab, and they drove home.

      Chuck’s phone buzzed, vibrating the desk in steady, rhythmic motions. Slowly, it pulled him from his drunken nightmares, and he raised his head in annoyance at the phone.

      He snatched at it angrily, ending the loud drumming against the desk that split his throbbing head. Without looking at the number, he answered, thinking it was Billy or Jake finally calling to let him know that it was done.

      “About time you called,” Chuck said, his throat raspy and croaked. He smacked his lips dryly. His breath tasted like shit.

      “I didn’t realize we scheduled a call this late, Mr. Toussaint,” Bellingham said.

      It took a few seconds for the sheriff’s voice to register in Chuck’s mind, but when it did, a shot of adrenaline flooded through him like a freight train. “Sheriff, I apologize. I thought you were someone else.” Chuck’s stomach twisted in knots at the sheriff’s silence.

      “I picked up one of your employees tonight,” Bellingham said.

      The knots in Chuck’s stomach worsened and he doubled over on his desk in pain, a rumbling in his gut. “Who?” But Chuck knew. He just hoped the pair hadn’t rolled over on him yet.

      “Billy Rouche,” Sheriff Bellingham answered. “Apparently Jake Martin was with him as well. They attacked another one of your employees; Owen Cooley. They broke into his house on Cypress Lane. Mr. Cooley managed to subdue Billy, but Jake ran off into the swamp. I have my deputies looking for him, but I wanted to give you a courtesy call seeing as how everyone involved works for you and that the incident happened on one of your housing properties.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” Chuck said, trying to hide the shaking in his voice, his back arched with his forearms flat against the desk. “I appreciate that.”

      The sheriff paused again and the rumbling in Chuck’s stomach worsened. “Can I ask where you’ve been this evening, Mr. Toussaint?”

      “I was working late,” Chuck answered. “At the office. Nate Covers is here with me. He came over for a drink and we accidently finished a bottle of bourbon.” Chuck laughed, but the sheriff didn’t reciprocate. He cleared his throat and shut his eyes to stop the room from spinning. “I’ll have the company lawyer come by the station first thing in the morning. We’ll get all of this sorted out.”

      “I hope we do,” Bellingham said. “Good night, Mr. Toussaint.”

      “Night, Sheriff.” Chuck hung up and then immediately rushed to the trashcan at the edge of his desk. Half a bottle of bourbon along with his catfish lunch emptied from his stomach. The taste of vomit that lingered on his tongue wasn’t much worse than the taste he woke up with, but it definitely wasn’t better.

      “Shitshitshitshit!” Chuck wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then looked up to see Nate passed out in his chair, the half-drunk cup of bourbon still sitting on his lap and dangerously close to spilling over his trousers. “Nate!”

      Nate tilted his head from left to right, then adjusted his ass on the seat. The bourbon spilled in a large dark patch against his grey jeans, making it look like he’d pissed himself.

      Chuck stumbled over and violently shook him by the shoulders. “Nate!”

      Nate finally stirred, impotently batting away at Chuck’s arms. “Whatduyawant?” He briefly opened his eyes, then readjusted in his chair, trying to go back to sleep.

      “Get up!” Chuck yanked Nate from the chair, and he rolled to the floor with a smack.

      Nate groaned and floundered like a turtle stuck on his back. “What?” He squinted up at Chuck, who grabbed hold of him by the collar.

      “Listen to me. The sheriff arrested Billy, and Jake’s gone missing.” Another low rumble sounded in Chuck’s stomach, but the anger helped keep the vomit down. Though he wouldn’t have minded puking all over Nate if it would wake the bastard up. “Do you hear me? The Cooleys are still alive!”

      Somewhere in the fried circuits of his liquor-soaked brain, Nate slowly made the connection, and a mixture of surprise and fear spread over his face as Chuck let go of his collar. “Shit!” He rolled to his side and stood, wobbling to the desk for support. “Does the sheriff know?”

      “I just told you the sheriff is the one that called me!” Chuck grunted in frustration. “I don’t know how much he knows.”

      Nate glanced down at his pants and then frowned in disgust. “Christ, did I piss myself?”

      Chuck lunged forward and Nate recoiled. “The sheriff is going to ask you where you were tonight, and you’ll tell him you got plastered with me in my office. You and me were here all night. Got it?”

      “Y-yeah,” Nate answered. “All night. Got it.” When Chuck backed off Nate’s body loosened again, and he nearly collapsed to the floor like a wet noodle, but he kept hold of the desk to keep him upright. “What are you going to do?”

      Chuck shook his head. He’d done exactly what his own father had done. He’d even enlisted Billy, who’d done the dirty work before. There was no playbook for this mess. And suddenly, as if he were having one of his nightmares, Chuck saw the creature lurking in the back of his mind. Snarling, growling, waiting for the moment to strike. Those black eyes waiting to drag him into oblivion. And while his father said there wasn’t any heaven, he never said anything about there not being a hell. And if he didn’t end up in jail, that’s exactly where that creature would take him if he didn’t fix this soon.
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* * *

      Claire nodded, only half listening to the deputy’s questions on the ride to the hospital. She kept thinking about her father, about Matt, about Owen, about what came next. “Chloe, sweetheart, sit still.” Her daughter squirmed in her lap, and the deputy looked over.

      “Mrs. Cooley, did you hear me?” Deputy Hurt asked.

      “I’m sorry,” Claire answered, Chloe burying her face into her chest.

      “What was Matt wearing the last time you saw him?”

      Claire sighed, exasperated, trying to think. “Um, he had a baseball shirt on. The Orioles. And gym shorts.” She focused her dark brown eyes on the empty road. Morning was beginning to break, and the night sky lightened to grey.

      During the six months where Owen was unemployed in Baltimore, that first part of the morning where the sunshine broke through the windows had been her favorite part of the day. There was something hopeful about a new beginning. Things could change. The page was blank, and you could write whatever you wanted.

      “Mrs. Cooley?” Deputy Hurt asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “Have your children interacted with anyone in town? Or has anyone stopped by the house?”

      “Um, no. We haven’t seen anyone except the staff at the doctor’s office and hospital.” But now, staring up at the grey mud of a morning sky, that feeling of hope eluded her. She didn’t know what to write on today’s blank page, because she wanted to rip apart the whole book. “Have things like this happened before?” Claire looked over at him. “Have there been kidnappings in Ocoee?”

      “Not during my tenure with the department.”

      Which couldn’t have been for very long, Claire thought. The boy looked like he graduated high school last week, and the press of his uniform still had the creases from being taken out of the bag.

      “How long have you been with the sheriff’s department, Deputy Hurt?” Claire asked as Chloe shifted again in her lap.

      “Seven weeks.” Deputy Hurt’s neck and cheeks flushed red, and he wiggled uncomfortably in his seat. “I may not know all of Ocoee’s crime history, but I do know the SOP for a missing child, and I can tell you that Sheriff Bellingham won’t skip on the details.” He cleared his throat, trying to regain his nerve. “The sheriff runs a good department.”

      Claire hoped he did. She’d gotten a good feeling from the sheriff when he showed up. He wasn’t oozing with personality and charm, but he was competent. She gently stroked Chloe’s hair and her daughter started to calm down. “Any chance we can get there faster than this?”

      Deputy Hurt straightened in his seat and stiffened his arms against the wheel, a hint of a smile on his face. “Yes, ma’am.” The engine revved, and Deputy Hurt flicked on the lights and siren.

      The rest of the trip was in silence, and when they arrived at the hospital, Deputy Hurt pulled right up to the ER doors and parked in one of the emergency lanes. He quickly ran around the car to her door like a valet hoping for a good tip and helped her and Chloe out of the cruiser.

      The ER doors swooshed open and Claire caught a glimpse of the lobby. It was vacant, the patients inside waiting in misery with packs of ice over their injuries or wrapped up in bloodied gauze.

      Claire passed them quickly as she found the nurses’ desk, the deputy by her side commanding an attention that she wouldn’t have gotten without him. “I’m Claire Cooley, I was told my father was asking for me?”

      The nurse, dark circles stamped under her eyes and a nearly empty coffee cup next to her elbow, sluggishly got out of her seat and walked around the counter. “He woke up a few hours ago, screaming nonsense.” The nurse led them past a few open rooms, the hospital quiet save for the few beeping machines she heard and the random paging of doctors and nurses over the PA system. “The doctors tried sedating him, but nothing has worked. It’s quite… odd.”

      They turned a corner down the hallway, and Claire’s heart skipped a beat when she heard the faint cry echoing through the tiled halls. The screams grew louder, and when they reached the end of another hallway and turned right, Claire saw that some of the other patients were out of their beds and peeking down the hall to the source of the noise.

      “Matt! Get out of there! MAAAATT!!”

      Chloe squeezed Claire tight, and she stopped, Deputy Hurt stopping with her while the nurse continued her walk toward Roger’s room.

      “Will you take her back to the lobby?” Claire asked.

      “MAAAAATTTTT!!!”

      Deputy Hurt’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he nodded, extending his arms as Claire transferred Chloe over.

      “I’ll be right back.” Claire kissed Chloe on the cheek and then jogged to catch up to the nurse. Her father’s screams sounded unnatural. It was primal and fearful.

      Claire slowly stepped into the room and saw her father struggling against the straps on the bed that kept him in place. The room was dark, and a pair of orderlies stood off to the side, watching him.

      “I’ll let the doctor know you’re here,” the nurse said.

      It wasn’t until the nurse was gone that Claire responded with a thank you. Her mind was elsewhere, back when she was a little girl and she sat on her father’s lap. That felt so long ago.

      “Dad,” Claire said, walking up to the bedside. “Dad, you need to calm down.”

      Roger shook his head back and forth, his eyes wide open in a frenzied panic, the veins and muscles along his throat and neck throbbing and tight. “We have to get him out of there! MAAAATT!!”

      A mixture of hope and confusion arose within Claire and she gripped her father by the shoulders. “Do you know where he is?”

      Roger stopped his thrashing and his grey eyes locked onto her. “I saw what took him. I saw its eyes. Its eyes, Claire!”

      Claire looked back to the orderlies still in the room, both of them glaring at her like bouncers at a nightclub. “How long has he been screaming like this?”

      “Hours,” one of the orderlies said.

      Claire turned back to Roger and saw that he had shut his eyelids. His eyeballs throbbed underneath the thin pieces of skin. “It’s… cold. Very cold. And dead. Nothing’s alive in that place.”

      “What place, Dad?” Claire didn’t know how her father was seeing these things but the more her father spoke, the more she believed him. This wasn’t his Alzheimer’s.

      “Your house,” Roger answered, popping open his eyes. “You can’t stay there, Claire. You have to get everyone out.”

      “No,” Claire said, shaking her head. “Dad, Matt’s not at the house. He was taken.” Tears filled her eyes, and she realized that the tips of her fingers had whitened from the pressure she applied to her father’s shoulder. “You said you saw him. Who took him, Dad? Who took Matthew?”

      Roger sank deeper into his pillow, his voice growing toward a whisper. “I can hear him, Claire. He’s scared. He wants to come home. But I can’t—” His lip quivered. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”

      Claire lowered her forehead on Roger’s arm and cried. It was all madness. Everything. Her father’s disease. The house. Matt’s abduction. None of it was meant for her or her family. This was some altered reality, not her life.

      “I can feel that creature,” Roger said softly. “It wants something.”

      Claire lifted her head, her eyes red and watering, a string of snot hanging from her lip. She wiped it away. “What does it want?”

      “Something it can’t get by itself.” Roger shivered as he spoke, staring up at the ceiling. “It knows where it is, but it is forbidden to touch it.”

      Claire tucked her lower lip into her mouth and gently stroked the thin wisps of hair on her father’s head. “Dad, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Roger turned to Claire, his expression dripping with desperation. “We have to go to her, Claire. She can help us. You have to take me to her!”

      Claire clutched her father’s hand. “Who?”

      “Queen’s.”
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      Owen’s gaze kept drifting back toward the cells. He could almost see the old man behind the bars, but the harsh angle blocked everything from view except for his hands. The same pair of hands that had held a knife to his wife’s throat and smothered his daughter with a rag of chloroform.

      “Mr. Cooley?” Bellingham asked.

      “What?” Owen answered, turning back toward the sheriff.

      Bellingham sighed in exasperation and then leaned forward over his desk, the man’s hairy forearms thumping heavily over the report he was filling out. “Mr. Cooley, I understand the stress of the situation. But the faster you can help me understand what happened at your house, the quicker my people can get to work.” He lifted his arms and flipped back a page on the report. “You said there was someone else there besides Billy and Jake?”

      “Yeah.” Owen fidgeted in the chair, his nerves fried from the long night, and the past three days, trying to figure out a way to explain what he’d seen for the tenth time.

      “What did it look like?” Bellingham asked.

      Owen rubbed his eyes, trying to ebb his growing frustration. “It was tall. About my height. It had grey, scaly skin, a big head with black eyes, and sharp teeth. And claws.” Owen separated his hands and measured six inches. “They were this long, and black, like its eyes.”

      “I see.” Bellingham paused, then looked down to his notes. “And have you had any problems with either Jake or Billy at work?”

      Owen exhaled. “The only other co-worker I really interacted with was Marty Wiggins.” He dropped his hand on his thigh with a slap. “Look, I’ve been here less than a week. You really think that’s enough time for someone to develop a grudge like this?”

      “Mr. Cooley, I’m just—”

      “No!” Owen slammed his palm on the sheriff’s desk. “I know what I saw. It wasn’t a person, or an animal, or some guy in a fucking costume.” Owen rose from the chair, leaning over the desk and inching closer to Bellingham’s face. “Something snuck into my house, took my son, and then disappeared beneath the swamp. So put that in your goddamn report!”

      Owen shoved the chair aside and it cracked against the floor as he stormed out of the sheriff’s office. The receptionist jerked her head toward him on his way past, and when he reached for the handle of the front door to leave, it swung open, the first few rays of morning blinding him as a pair of shadowed figures stepped inside. He blinked rapidly, trying to rid himself of the sunspots that blinded him. When his vision cleared, Owen saw Mr. Toussaint and a man he didn’t know.

      “Owen,” Mr. Toussaint said. “How are you holding up?”

      Owen grabbed Chuck by the shoulders, harder than he intended. “Mr. Toussaint, something is going on at the house.”

      Mr. Toussaint recoiled a bit and then gestured to the stranger next to him. “Harold, you can go and speak with the sheriff in the back.” He gently removed Owen’s hands from his arms. “The sheriff filled me in. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”

      Owen watched Harold walk past, his eyes following him until him until he disappeared into the sheriff’s office. “Who is that?”

      “Company lawyer,” Chuck answered.

      “You’re protecting that guy?” Owen took a step back, his voice sharp.

      “I’m protecting the company,” Mr. Toussaint answered. “And if you need any legal help, I’d be glad to—”

      “I don’t need legal help. I need my son!” Owen pointed back toward the cells where the old man was locked up. “He knows something.” He leaned close, catching a whiff of the faint scent of booze on Mr. Toussaint’s shoulder that made him wrinkle his nose.

      “Owen, it’s best to let the law handle this. I don’t want you to make anything worse.” Mr. Toussaint reached for Owen’s arm, but Owen knocked it away before it touched him.

      “We don’t need any more help from you.” Owen shouldered Mr. Toussaint on his way past and stormed outside.

      The harsh wall of damp heat smacked Owen’s face and he violently kicked his van’s tire, his foot jerking back harshly from the recoil of the rubber. He leaned against the door that was already hot from the morning sun, his head aching.

      Every second that passed was one more that blurred the memories of last night. Had he seen something? Was it all in his head? From the outside looking in, he would have thought he was crazy too.

      But there was more than just the creature that took his son. The house itself felt like it was alive. And Claire had seen things too. Owen shut his eyes, clinging to that knowledge. He just needed proof, a connection to the unexplainable. He turned, his eyes finding the narrow stretch of real estate outside of Queen’s. He grimaced and clenched his fists.

      Leaving his van at the sheriff’s station, Owen marched across the street to the voodoo woman’s store. The heat and hurried paced brought a gleaming sheen of sweat over his upper lip.

      The windows to Queen’s were darkened, and the contents normally strewn on the sidewalk had been pulled inside. It was still early, and the sign hanging on the door was flipped to close. Owen pressed his face against the glass, warm from the sun. “Hey!” He pounded on the door.

      After receiving no answer, Owen stepped back. He reached for the handle and gave it a pull; a bell jingled as it opened. Owen lingered in the doorway, his eyes adjusting to the darkness inside. Slowly, he entered.

      The door swung shut behind him, cutting off the sunlight that illuminated his entrance. It was quiet, and the musty scent of old wood filled the air. Owen maneuvered past the shelves and tables lined with odd and mysterious items: strange elixirs with names he couldn’t pronounce, drawings of creatures he’d never seen, and jewelry made of bones, twigs, and rocks. There was an alternative beauty to the store, and he walked toward the glass case where a cash register sat on top, his eyes locked onto the painted skulls that rested inside.

      “You have seen it.”

      Owen spun to his right and saw the old woman squinting at him. Thick cords of black hair cascaded down her back and over her shoulders. The earthy-brown colored dress she wore hung loosely on her body, and she supported herself with a tall staff that was warped like a crooked and deformed spine, a rock resting at the very top like a crown.

      When she shifted her weight, a necklace of bones swayed. It was that same rattling of bones he remembered hearing when Matt was taken. His face twisted into a snarl. “What did you do?”

      Madame Crepaux remained silent for a moment, then gave a gentle shake of her head. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Owen’s face was cast in shadows and those hot coals of rage burned in the pit of his stomach, stoking the flames of anger. “Then I guess it doesn’t matter if I get the sheriff and have him take a look around.” Owen spun around and headed for the door before he acted on the impulses racing through his head.

      Owen’s fingers grazed the door handle and he managed to pull it open an inch before it slammed shut, the bell at the top jingling violently. Owen turned back to the old woman who stood there in the same stoic manner, her weathered hands still gripping the staff.

      “The police cannot help your son,” Madame Crepaux said, the little flecks of yellow in her eyes glowing in the dark. “But you can.”

      Owen laughed, the chuckle soft at first, light-hearted and hysterical, and then faded with the shake of his head. “Lady, I don’t know you.” He stepped toward her, a drunken swagger to his movements. “My son is gone.” His eyes teared up, and he gestured back toward the door. “And I think you’re lying to cover up for yourself.” He clenched his fists, but even as he drew closer to the old woman, she remained still. “You tell me where he is, and you tell me now.” Owen came to a stop only inches from her face as his cheeks grew hot. “Because if you don’t there is no amount of law and order that will stop me from hurting you.”

      The ground rattled beneath Owen’s feet, vibrations running up through his legs. A jolt of panic rushed through him when he couldn’t lift his feet. Madame Crepaux stepped backwards, her legs motionless behind the cover of her frumpy clothes, giving the illusion that she was floating. Or maybe it wasn’t an illusion.

      “You must see now, Owen Cooley,” Madame Crepaux said. “You must understand what you will face, what your son is facing now.” She pounded the end of her staff against the floor, and the rock at the staff’s crown illuminated.

      Owen lifted his hands to shield himself from the bright light, his feet still glued to the floor which shook more violently now. A crack split between his feet, the fault line cutting the floor in quick, jagged movements. His eyes widened in terror and he looked back up to the woman still staring at him, those yellow eyes brighter than the stone at the top of her staff.

      “Keep your eyes open.” Madame Crepaux lifted the staff and then pounded the floor again, which widened the crack into a dark crevasse between Owen’s legs.

      Owen screamed as he fell, flipping over and over, his stomach swirling from the sensation of free fall. His scream suddenly cut out and he jerked to a stop harshly. His feet gently touched solid ground and his knees buckled slightly as the weightlessness disappeared, though the darkness remained.

      A soft glow appeared like a cloud in the distance, and Owen stopped dead in his tracks. He squinted, unsure of what it was. It took shape slowly, growing larger.

      It looked like the swamp outside his house, but was filtered through a grey haze. Owen squinted, trying to understand what he was seeing, and that was when he saw his son. “Matt!” Owen’s voice echoed throughout the darkness. He sprinted toward his boy, who lay motionless on the ground. “Matt!” But no matter how fast he ran, his son remained far off in the distance, trapped in that cloudy glow.

      And then, just before Owen was about to scream again, that creature appeared, stepping from the darkness of the swamp.

      “No!” Owen’s legs churned faster, his body a blur in the darkness. The creature bent down, its claws outstretched in preparation for an attack. Tears blurred Owen’s vision, his heart pounding frantically in his chest, shaking his whole body.

      The glow faded, and Owen stretched out his arms. “Matt! MATT!” A force tugged at his stomach and he was sucked from the darkness.

      Another flash of light, and Owen felt the grain of wood beneath his palms. He blinked rapidly, his body covered in sweat. A black, weathered hand was thrust into the plane of his vision, and he looked up to the stoic expression on Madame Crepaux’s face, the bright glow of her eyes gone. He grabbed hold of her hand, her strength surprising as she helped him to his feet.

      “What was that?” Owen asked.

      “A glimpse into a world that you must enter to save your son,” Madame Crepaux answered. “And it must be done quickly. Come.” She turned, and Owen followed.

      The room was small. In its center was a table with a large, shallow basin resting on it with water as black as the eyes of the creature.

      “The creature that took your boy is Bacalou. And it is a cursed thing. Born from the great spirits Damballah, god of snakes and protector of trees and water, and Baron Samedie, the god of death. It controls the dead and the nature of this world.” She circled the basin as she spoke, the tip of her finger running along the edge, then stopped when she reached the opposite side of the table, raising her eyes to him.

      Unlike the coldness Owen felt when he saw the monster, a warm sensation bubbled in his chest. It was as if he had known her for a long time, and as she closed the distance between them, he caught the scent of her breath as she spoke. It was hot, but sweet.

      “Fathers will risk much for their children. Especially their sons,” Madame Crepaux said. “What are you willing to risk, Owen Cooley?”

      Owen stiffened, but his voice cracked. “Whatever it takes.”

      Madame Crepaux’s lips curled in a smile, and she patted Owen’s left cheek. She turned to a shelf lined with different-colored elixirs next to the skull of a small gator then returned to the shallow bowl filled with black water.

      “How did this even happen?” Owen asked. “Why my son?”

      Madame Crepaux began mixing the ingredients together. “Over a century ago, the house where your family now lives belonged to a powerful Voodoo Queen. She was a healer. Stories of her abilities spread throughout the swamp lands, and her name became a whisper of hope. Samba.”

      She closed her eyes and a single tear rolled down her face. “A father heard of the Queen’s powers and brought his dying son to her to save his life. But the boy was too far gone, and in the Queen’s attempt to save him, the boy died.” The floor groaned as she stepped toward Owen. “The father’s grief drove him mad, and he blamed Queen Samba for his son’s death. He turned the town against her and raided her home, sentencing her to death by fire.” A half-smile curved up the side of the woman’s face. “But the Queen used the father’s rage and grief against him, setting a curse on his family that would last until the last roots of his family tree were dead. She conjured Bacalou to kill every firstborn male of the Toussaint family that was taken by the creature. The Queen’s curse stole son after son from the man’s family until one of the man’s descendants bribed a bokor to try and end the curse. But the Queen’s gris-gris was too powerful to be broken without the destruction of the family’s bloodline, so the bokor channeled the curse into an amulet, keeping the creature tied to the Queen’s former house and grounds. But the creature still required a firstborn son’s soul to be sacrificed every twenty-five years to keep it contained. That is the reason you were brought here, Owen Cooley. Your son was taken so the heir of Charles Toussaint could live.”

      Owen stumbled backward, his head spinning, his stomach churning at the fate he’d sentenced his own son. He made the decision to take the job. He moved his family in that house. He refused to believe that there was anything wrong until it was too late. And now it could cost him his son’s life. Chuck may have laid the trap, but Owen took the bait. “How do I stop it?”

      “There is an amulet that keeps Bacalou chained to the house and its grounds. It protects the heir of the Toussaints. And it is the key to unlock the door into the creature’s world.” Madame Crepaux guided Owen to the table where the basin sat. “I have tried to retrieve the amulet myself, but the Bokor who forged it ensured that no other follower of Voodoo could set foot on that land.” She pressed her finger into his chest. “I have waited a long time for you, Owen Cooley. Bon Dieu guided your family here so you could end this evil and restore the balance of the spirits. It is time for wrongs to be righted.”

      The house. Mr. Toussaint. The move. All of it swirled in Owen’s mind, the connections slowly coming together. He looked to Madame Crepaux, a sense of clarity washing over him. “Chuck sent Billy and Jake to kill us so there wouldn’t be any questions after my son was taken. He was just going to… erase us.”

      Madame Crepaux nodded gravely. “It was what his father taught him, and his father before him. He will do whatever he can to keep himself alive. He is dangerous, and he has influence in this town. He will use all of it to keep your son in the creature’s possession and then silence you and your family.”

      The lawyer, Owen thought. Chuck came to the sheriff’s station to make sure the old man didn’t talk. He grabbed hold of Madame Crepaux, her arms bone thin under the bulky robes. “My family. I have to get them someplace safe.”

      “Your wife will call you soon.” Madame Crepaux gripped the sides of the basin and stared into the blackness. “She will bring your father-in-law, and your daughter.” She lifted her head. “They will be safe here.”

      “My father-in-law?” Owen asked.

      “He was in contact with the creature and now shares a connection with the beast,” Madame Crepaux answered. “Once you bring me the amulet I will need that connection to help open the portal to the creature’s world.”

      Owen glanced down into the bowl that the woman was so intently focused on. He wasn’t sure what she saw, but only his reflection stared back at him. “How is all of this even possible?”

      “In Voodoo, the primordial god Bon Dieu works through the spirits and souls of this earth to test us.” Madame Crepaux lifted her eyes to the ceiling with an expression of uncertainty. “Even the most studied and powerful bokors and priestesses cannot fully understand Bon Dieu’s purpose. But I have learned that Bon Dieu values life and balance. And that is what we must restore.” She turned toward Owen. “But we must hurry.”

      Madame Crepaux touched the center of the black water in the basin, which sent a ripple to the edges of the bowl. “The creature is draining your son’s soul as we speak. And if we cannot retrieve him by midnight tonight he will be lost forever.”

      Owen started to speak, but stopped when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He retrieved it and gave Madame Crepaux a quick look of disbelief as he saw Claire’s number.

      “Claire.” Owen closed his eyes as she started to tell him everything that happened. “I know. I-I know, listen. Discharge your father from the hospital and then bring him and Chloe to the voodoo shop on Main Street. It’s called Queen’s.” He opened his eyes and looked at Madame Crepaux. “I know how to get Matthew back.”
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      Billy saw a sliver of Chuck as he entered the sheriff’s office, but it was only a quick glance. The view between the bars of the cell were narrow, and after the door closed, he retreated to the back of his cell, snarling, exposing that silver-capped tooth.

      The tooth had been chipped during a fight in high school. Lenny Calhoun called him a pussy and that he came from a whole family of pussies. And without a word, Billy rammed his fist into Lenny’s face and knocked him to the ground flat. But with Lenny on his ass, Billy didn’t stop.

      A rage, deep within Billy’s heart, bubbled to the surface. It was a rage born from the dirt floor shack he lived in with his parents. Rage from the stares he received in the hallways at school with his dirty shirt and pants that were hand-me-downs from his older brother, his feet flopping in shoes that were too big with holes in the toes. Rage from the frustration in his studies, and the fact that no matter how much time he put into his homework, he couldn’t muster anything higher than a C-. And with every punch he landed on Lenny’s face, Billy’s smile widened.

      “Knock it off, Billy!” Sam Leland had tried to pull him off, and Billy had jabbed him in the ribs. That had made Sam’s older brother shove Billy from behind and sent him sprawling onto the concrete where he chipped that front tooth.

      It hurt worse than a bee sting, and he cursed and groaned as he rolled to his side, Lenny’s motionless body right beside him. “Fuck, Johnny! What’d you do that for?” The tooth’s exposed nerve sent a spasm of pain for every breath that passed over it. It was like someone stuck a knife in his mouth.

      Lenny Calhoun had to go to the hospital, but he kept his mouth shut about who beat the piss out of him. And that was how Billy learned how fear worked. You hurt someone bad enough, and they’ll do whatever you want. Fear was the tool he could use to get himself out of the piss-poor, dirt-floored, tin roof shack that he had been born into. And he did.

      Billy Rouche graduated high school by the skin of his teeth and the very next day, he walked himself down to the auto parts factory dressed in the nicest clothes he could find in his daddy’s drawers, and burst right into Charles Toussaint’s office, interrupting a meeting. He’d told Mr. Toussaint that he’d do any job he’d give him and he’d do it better than anyone as long as there was the promise of a bigger paycheck down the road.

      That boldness and determined spirit earned Billy a job, and Mr. Toussaint took an immediate liking to him. And so he worked his way out of that shithole shack and moved into one of the factory-owned housing units. It had power and tiled flooring with carpet in the bedroom. To Billy Rouche, it was a palace.

      And so Billy worked for the Toussaints doing whatever the boss asked him to do, knowing that his reward would come Friday when he picked up his paycheck. He developed a rapport with Mr. Toussaint, and in those early years as a young man, he began to look at Mr. Toussaint as a father figure. The man was everything Billy wanted to be: rich and powerful. And he’d do anything to get there.

      So when Billy’s adopted father pulled him aside at the end of his shift twenty-five years ago and opened a crystal bottle and poured him a glass of the finest bourbon he’d ever tasted, he didn’t hesitate for the job that Mr. Toussaint had in store for him.

      All he had to do was kill some family that just moved into town. Husband, wife, and daughter. And in return, Billy would get a new house, higher salary, and a trip to New Orleans for a few weeks where he’d be set up with cash, liquor, and women.

      And so he did it. He killed all three of those people at that house on Cypress Lane and then partied his ass off for three weeks in New Orleans. He screwed women he’d never even dreamed of and thought himself a king.

      It was like that for a while, until Mr. Toussaint retired and his pissant son took over the factory. And if it weren’t for everything that Mr. Toussaint had done for him, Billy probably would have quit after that first year. But Mr. Toussaint came to him one night after announcing his retirement and asked Billy for one last job.

      Mr. Toussaint had brought over that same bourbon they’d shared so many years before, and to Billy it tasted just as good as he remembered. “My son will come to you one day in the future and ask you to do the same thing I did. Will you stay on and do that for me, Billy?”

      “Sure, Mr. Toussaint,” Billy answered, and then Mr. Toussaint smiled and they finished that bourbon together, talking about women and gambling and liquor until both were too drunk to even remember why they were drinking in the first place.

      Last night, he’d tried to keep his promise to Mr. Toussaint. But the result wasn’t the same, and he’d spent the past several hours in that cell feeling like he did when he walked the halls of his high school: a failure.

      The sound of the sheriff’s door opening and mumbled conversations drifted through the cell bars and pulled him from his memories. A few minutes later, the sheriff appeared. The old man put his fists on his hips and glared at Billy like a rabid dog.

      “Problem, Sheriff?” Billy asked.

      “You’ve got friends with deep pockets.” Bellingham gripped the bars with those old hands. Hands that Billy knew hurt from years of work, just like his did. “Who told you to go to the Cypress house, Billy?”

      Billy scratched at his chin which lay under a thick tuft of white beard. “Did I make bail?”

      “You did.”

      Billy flicked a piece of dirt under his fingernail to the floor. “The law says that if I make bail, I get to leave.” He smiled a little when he saw the sheriff’s grimace. It was nice when the law worked for you instead of against you. And it didn’t hurt that it also pissed Bellingham off.

      Bellingham removed a set of keys from his pocket, and the lock in the old jail cell clanged loudly as he turned the key. The hinges groaned as the door to freedom opened, and Billy’s knees popped as he pushed himself off the cot. A petulant smile creased his lips after he walked past the sheriff and toward the station’s exit.

      “Don’t leave town, Billy,” Bellingham said.

      Billy flipped the sheriff the bird and then squinted into the sunshine on his way out. The sunlight hurt his eyes and it wasn’t until he heard the horn honk to his left that he saw the black sedan. It was one of Chuck’s cars. The passenger side door opened, and Billy made his way over. Once inside, he shut the door. “Took you long enough to—”

      Chuck gripped Billy’s collar and pulled him across the seat. A drop of spittle landed onto Chuck’s chin as he wrung Billy’s shirt. “What the hell happened last night? You were supposed to finish them off. And now they’re going to the police?” Chuck shoved Billy away. “This wasn’t supposed to happen!”

      “Owen got the drop on Jake,” Billy said, smoothing out the front of his shirt.

      “And where the hell is he?” Chuck asked, his tone irritated.

      “I don’t know,” Billy answered, adding his own note of frustration. “He’s probably hiding out in one of his uncle’s shacks in the swamp.”

      Chuck massaged his temples and then rubbed his eyes. “I want this swept up before it gets anymore out of hand.”

      “And how would you like me to do that?”

      “This didn’t happen before!” Chuck screamed. “My father said I could trust you when this day came! If I’d known that you’d fuck it up, I’d have hired someone else to do it.”

      Billy sat in the seat, thinking back to the time when he knocked Lenny Calhoun to the ground and how he’d like to do that to the pissant sitting next to him. But the memory of Mr. Toussaint kept his hands from curling into fists and giving Chuckie Toussaint a few silver teeth of his own. “We just need to find Jake.”

      Chuck stewed in his anger, but after being unable to figure out a solution for his own problem, he went along. “You said he’s at his uncle’s?”

      “That’s where I’d start looking.”

      “Fine. Tell me where.”

      Billy gave the directions through the back roads, a smile on his face at the thought of Chuck’s expensive shoes and nice slacks being ruined after a trek through the Louisiana swamp.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As Owen held Chloe, Claire and Roger listened to Madame Crepaux speak. The longer the old woman spoke, the paler Claire’s cheeks became. Nausea spread from the pit of her stomach and outward to her arms, legs, and head. Everything ached and when the woman had finished her piece, Claire turned toward Owen, tears in her eyes.

      “You believe her?” Claire asked.

      “Yeah,” Owen answered.

      It was Owen’s steady tone that convinced her more than the word itself. Claire nodded and then looked at her father, who she wasn’t even sure understood everything that the woman had said. “Dad, are you all right?”

      Roger nodded, then turned to Madame Crepaux. “What do I have to do?”

      “Come with me.” Madame Crepaux took Roger’s arm and led him to another room in the back. “We must make your mind stronger.”

      Roger followed hesitantly as Claire let the news sink in. She walked over to Owen, who was gently rubbing Chloe’s back after falling asleep in her father’s arms. “If Chuck knew about this, then we have to tell the police.”

      “We tell them the truth and they’ll ask us for proof,” Owen replied. “They’re not going to believe us, and they’re sure as hell not going to believe that woman.”

      “So he just gets away with it?” Claire asked.

      “You heard what she said,” Owen answered. “We have until midnight tonight to get Matt back. We worry about that first, then we’ll deal with Chuck.” He stood and handed Chloe back to Claire, the girl still fast asleep even after the exchange. “I want you and Chloe to stay here with your dad. Don’t leave, not even if it’s to go to the police. I’m not convinced that the sheriff isn’t on Chuck’s payroll.”

      “So we just trust her then?” Claire asked, looking back at the room where the woman had disappeared with her father, her mind noting that she at least left the door open.

      “She doesn’t have any reason to lie to us,” Owen answered.

      But Claire wasn’t sure if she believed him. She noticed the expression of disdain on the woman’s face every time she spoke about Chuck’s family and what they did to that Voodoo Queen. Not that Claire was fond of Chuck herself, but there was something to be said about vendettas.

      She remembered when she was seven and told her best friend Betty Davidson that she liked Tommy Hursh, and made her promise to keep it a secret. Betty said she would, but the next day on the playground, Claire watched Betty kiss Tommy on the cheek and the pair “dated” for about a week before they called it off.

      Seven-year-old Claire was pissed, and she not only broke off her friendship with Betty, but kept hold of that rage all through second grade, just waiting for a chance to get back at her, and eventually an opportunity presented itself.

      Samantha Wurley spilled the beans to Claire one day at lunch that Betty was afraid of spiders. So that night after dinner, with the hot coals of revenge stoked in her belly, she walked to the oak tree in her backyard where she’d seen spiders crawling around, armed with a piece of plastic Tupperware she stole from the kitchen, to try and catch one.

      Unbeknownst to seven-year-old Claire, the spiders that she had so rightly avoided on that oak tree were Brown Recluse spiders. And when she reached out to grab one, it bit her hand, and she sprinted back to the house crying, her revenge on Betty Davidson the farthest thing from her mind.

      Vomiting, fever, and aches followed for the next several hours, and she missed almost a week of school. After she’d felt better, her father asked her what she had been doing and she broke down crying. She came clean and told him what she’d planned to do. After she was done, her father remained quiet for a moment and then wiped the tears from her eyes.

      “People hurt other people, Claire,” her father said, his calloused hands on her cheek. “But you can’t let the actions of others define who you are.”

      “What do you mean?” Claire asked.

      “You only acted this way because of what Betty did, right?”

      “Yeah,” Claire answered sheepishly.

      “You changed your behavior based off how someone else treated you, and look what happened.” He leaned in close enough to where she could smell his aftershave, that oily, wood scent on his cheeks. “That’s not who you are.”

      Claire lowered her eyes, and all the rage and revenge that had accumulated inside of her transformed into shame and guilt.

      “Hate will eat you up inside until there’s nothing left in you but fear. And when you reach that point, there isn’t any turning back. Be strong, Claire. Keep hold of hope even when it’s dark.”

      And for the past thirty years, that’s exactly what Claire did. She just needed to do it a little while longer. She turned to Owen and kissed his lips. “Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      Claire’s stomach twisted into knots as the door closed behind Owen. But she clung to the hope that they’d get Matthew back, and she stayed strong for the family here with her now. She set Chloe down in a chair and walked back to the room where the woman had taken her father. She saw him lying flat on a table. Madame Crepaux hovered over him, her hands floating over his chest. A low, throaty hum escaped her lips, and she slowed her hands to match the rhythm of her voice, then gently laid them on Roger’s chest.

      “This won’t hurt him, will it?” Claire asked.

      “No,” Madame Crepaux answered.

      Claire stepped to her father’s side and gently took hold of his hand. “Do you know what he’s sick with?”

      Madame Crepaux raised a finger and then tapped the side of her skull. “His mind wanders in darkness, searching for a light he cannot find. The deeper he walks, the more lost he becomes.”

      “What is all of this?” Claire asked, examining some of the elixirs, herbs, and odd jewelry in the room.

      “A collection of my knowledge.” Madame Crepaux raised the bowl to her nose and sniffed. She brought the bowl to Roger’s lips and helped raise his head to drink.

      Claire jolted forward, stretching out her hand in protest. “What is that?”

      “Gris-gris,” the woman answered. “This will help light the path of his mind.”

      “It’s okay, Claire,” Roger said. “I can do it.” He looked at her like he did on that day thirty years ago in her room when she’d told him about the spider. It was the strongest she’d seen him in a long time.

      Claire removed her hand and her father sipped the purple water from the bowl, some of it spilling down the corners of his mouth, until it was gone.

      “Not the tastiest concoction,” Roger said, grimacing.

      “Your mind will feel lighter, but your body will grow heavy,” Madame Crepaux said, reaching for her staff with the skull on it. She walked around to the head of the table and placed one hand over Roger’s eyes while the other gripped her staff. She tilted her face toward the ceiling and inhaled deeply. “Calla-Wem-Oola-Shan-Deelo.” She ended the chant with a heavy thump of her staff. “Calla-Wem-Oola-Shan Deelo.” Another hard smack between staff and floor rattled the room. “Calla-Wem-Oola-Shan-Deelo.”

      Claire jerked from the loud thump of the next hit, and she noticed that her father’s muscles relaxed, his mouth growing slack.

      “CALLA-WEM-OOLA-SHAN-DEELO!” Madame Crepaux slammed her staff against the floor and the entire room darkened, a rush of cold sweeping over Claire’s body like a frigid winter wind.

      The cold and sheer panic of the moment made her heart pound like a jackhammer in her chest. Claire turned around to look at Chloe, who was still sound asleep in her chair.

      “It’s dark,” Roger said.

      Claire whipped her head back around and saw her father still as pond water, his glowing eyes staring up at the ceiling.

      “You are between worlds now,” Madame Crepaux said, gently running her fingertip over his forehead in the shape of a cross.

      “Everything looks dead,” Roger said, a tinge of horror in his voice. “It’s colorless.”

      Claire squeezed her father’s hand that had turned cold as ice as his eyes wandered over the ceiling.

      “There are trees, and a cemetery.” Roger swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “The house. I can see it from the swamp across the clearing.”

      “The creature’s world is replicated out of the prison from which he cannot leave,” Crepaux said.

      “W-wait.” His voice grew soft, but excited. “I think I see something. Matt. Matt!” He called out like her son was there in the room with them. “He turned. I think he heard me. Matt!”

      “Grandpa?” The weak voice echoed through the room, and Claire quickly covered her gasp.

      “Yeah,” Roger answered happily. “It’s me. Are you all right?”

      “I feel tired,” Matt answered, his voice muffled and distant.

      “Matt?” Claire asked, her voice thick with grief. “Can you hear me?”

      “Only your father can speak with him,” the woman said.

      Claire clawed at her dad’s arm. “Tell him that I miss him and love him and that we’re going to get him out of that place soon.” Tears rolled down her cheeks as her dad relayed the message.

      “Mom’s there?” Matt asked.

      “I’m here, baby,” Claire answered aloud. She shut her eyes, whispering to herself. “I’m always with you.”

      “Roger,” Madame Crepaux said. “Ask your grandson the color of the sky.”

      Roger cleared his throat and repeated the message, and they waited, Claire wiping her eyes.

      “It was grey, but it’s closer to black now,” Matt replied. “Like night, but darker.”

      Claire looked to Madame Crepaux for an understanding of what that meant, but the old woman’s face hardened as she returned to her herbs and potions. “Is that bad? Good?”

      “Our window is closing faster than I expected.” Madame Crepaux dumped one of the potions into the bowl and then sprinkled green bits of herbs over it.

      “AHHH!” Matt’s scream pierced the air of the room.

      “Matt? Matt!” Claire shook her father. “Dad, what is it?”

      “I-I don’t know,” Roger answered. “I can’t see anything anymore.” The glow from his eyes began to fade. “Matt!”

      “Mom! Help!” Matt’s voice was breathless and panicked.

      “I’m here, baby!” Claire searched the darkness of the room as if she could find him.

      Matt sobbed loudly. “It’s coming for me again… it’s going to… to— AHHH—”

      The darkness of the room faded and the lights returned as the glow from Roger’s eyes disappeared. He blinked rapidly as the familiar dark brown replaced the glowing light. He looked to Claire when he was done, and she lunged for him, wrapping her arms around his neck like she did when she was a little girl. “Daddy.”

      “It’s all right, Claire,” Roger said, patting her on the back. “He’s going to be fine. He’s strong. Just like you.”

      Claire shut her eyes hard, squeezing him tighter.

      “Mommy?”

      Claire turned around and saw Chloe standing in the doorway, sleepily rubbing her left eye. She walked over and scooped Chloe off the ground and kissed her cheek. “It’s okay, baby. Everything’s fine.”

      “Is Matt here?”

      Claire kissed the side of Chloe’s head again. “No, baby.”

      Madame Crepaux handed Roger another elixir. “Drink this, it will help keep your strength up.”

      “Why couldn’t he hear me?” Claire asked, tears lingering in her eyes.

      Madame Crepaux leaned against the cabinet of potions and mixtures. “He is in Bacalou’s world. And Bacalou controls what he sees, what he hears.” The flecks of yellow in her eyes offered a light glow as she set her eyes on Claire. “And as Bacalou grows stronger, he will have more control over his world and ours.”

      Owen, Claire thought. “And what does that mean for my family?”

      Madame Crepaux’s face darkened. “More pain.”
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      Chuck grimaced as he lifted his Italian shoes out of the Louisiana mud, the black color hidden underneath all those clumps of grey. A mosquito buzzed around his neck, and he slapped his reddening skin that baked under the hot summer sun.

      Billy was up ahead, periodically glancing back at Chuck with a smirk on his face. Laugh it up, Chuck thought. He knew the old geezer had never taken to Chuck like he had with his father, and the feeling was mutual.

      “How much farther is this fucking place?” Chuck asked, his suit pants shin deep in the stagnant swamp water.

      “Not sure,” Billy hollered back.

      “No shit, old man,” Chuck said, muttering under his breath, losing his balance as another section of mud swallowed him up.

      The only positive Chuck had pulled from the long trek out into the middle of Bum-Fuck-Egypt was the time to think about his next moves. And so far every solution had its complications.

      Only three other people knew about his intentions with the Cooley family at the house on Cypress Lane. The first was his real estate agent, Nate, who he knew would keep his mouth shut out of fear of jail time.

      The second was Billy, but despite Billy’s disdain for him, Chuck didn’t think the old timer would rat. The old man was too stubborn and too proud. He’d think he’d be dishonoring the memory of Chuck’s father.

      The third was Jake, and out of the three, he presented the most trouble. He was younger, less loyal, and money hungry. It’d been why Chuck had picked him to help with the job in the first place. He liked people who could be bought. It made things easier. But even money had its limits.

      “Got something,” Billy said, stopping near a tree up ahead.

      Chuck caught up and followed Billy’s finger toward a sliver of a cabin on a raised platform above the water. It wasn’t any bigger than a shack, but Chuck saw its advantages. The occupant had a three-hundred sixty-degree view of anyone coming their way.

      Chuck wiped his brow, the sweat coming off him in buckets. “You think he’s there?”

      “Maybe,” Billy answered. “But we better be careful. After what happened, he’s bound to be trigger happy.”

      Chuck felt the weight of his own revolver tucked in the back of his waistband. It was a last resort, but one that he hadn’t ruled out.

      “Jake! It’s Billy and Chuck! Don’t shoot!”

      Chuck grew fidgety and Billy kept his hands in the air as they pushed through the stagnant swamp water. Billy shouted again, but the shack remained quiet. Chuck squinted through the tree branches to try and find any movement.

      “You alone?” Jake asked, his voice echoing.

      “Yeah,” Billy answered. “Just the two of us.”

      “I’ve got a bead on you, so you better not be lyin’,” Jake said.

      Chuck eventually saw the barrel of Jake’s rifle sticking out of the corner of one of the windows. It followed them to the stepladder on the east side of the shack, and then finally retreated when he couldn’t keep a line of sight from the window’s harsh angle.

      Water and mud fell from their shoes on the way up the ladder, and when Chuck stepped through the shadowed entrance, it took a minute for his eyes to adjust to his surroundings.

      The inside of the shack was bare bones: A cot sat in the corner, which was probably the source of the mildew scent that graced Chuck’s nostrils, a table, one chair, and an old iron stove with a top for cooking. No source of fresh water that he could see, and no food to cook. And Jake looked more ragged for it.

      “How the hell’d you get here?” Jake asked, the rifle lowered but still clutched in his hands against his stomach.

      “You blabbered about this place last month at the poker game,” Billy said, panting. “You got water?”

      “No.” Jake turned to Chuck and grimaced. “You said this was supposed to be an easy job.”

      “It was,” Chuck answered. “They didn’t know you were coming. What the hell happened?”

      “You said they’d be scared, that they wouldn’t put up a fight!” Jake rotated his shoulders, sulking. “So what the hell do we do now?”

      “Cops are looking for you,” Billy answered.

      “No shit,” Jake replied. “You think I’d come out here for a vacation?”

      “My lawyer was able to get Billy out on bail,” Chuck said. “You turn yourself in and I can get you the same deal.”

      “Like hell I’ll turn myself in!” Jake stiffened, and Chuck’s eyes immediately fell to the rifle.

      “It’s our word against theirs,” Chuck said. “You do exactly as the lawyer tells you to do and you get out of this with minimal jail time.”

      “Jail time?” Jake paced the floor, rifle still in hand, shaking his head. His muscles tensed. “No way. Not this Cajun.”

      Heat and fatigue drained Chuck’s remaining patience. He lunged forward, teeth bared. “Listen to me, you redneck prick! You don’t get a deal until you turn yourself in, and the only way you’re going to get out of this alive is if you do what I tell you. Got it?”

      Jake’s knuckles whitened over the stock of his rifle and his cheeks burned a fire red. “You think you’re still calling the shots, boss man?” Quick as a snake bite, Jake raised the rifle, and Chuck found himself staring down the dark barrel less than a foot from the tip of his nose.

      “Easy, Jake,” Billy said, the floorboards groaning as he took a step toward both of them. “We need him to get out of this. He’s got the money to make all of this go away, don’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Chuck answered, his voice wavering, his thoughts already wrapped around the revolver tucked in his waistband. “I got the money.”

      Jake puffed quick, short breaths from his nostrils, and when the floorboards groaned again from Billy’s direction, Jake aimed the rifle at the old man. “Don’t move!”

      With the rifle aimed away from him, Chuck reached for the gun, but the first tug made it catch on his belt. By then Jake saw Chuck’s movements and shifted his aim. With his hand still behind his back, Chuck sprinted into Jake, knocking both men to the floor with a loud crack from some of the wood planks that fractured beneath their weight.

      The pair grappled, the rifle wedged between them, and Chuck felt hands groping his shoulders, pulling him back. He flung his elbow backward, connecting with a thick hunk of muscle, and he heard Billy gasp for breath and the hands released him.

      Jake thrust his knee up, catching Chuck in the gut, and then bucked Chuck off him. Chuck rolled to the side, and Jake scrambled to his feet to try and fire the weapon, but the long rifle barrel made it awkward to handle in the tight space.

      Chuck finally freed the revolver from his waistband, and Jake’s eyes bulged from their sockets as Chuck drew down on him. He squeezed the trigger, the harsh recoil from the gun reverberating up his arm and the high-pitched whine of gunfire ringing in his ears.

      Chuck blinked away the gun smoke and saw the first bullet missed wide left. He squeezed the trigger again, and the second bullet connected with Jake’s gut, where it spread a bloom of red over his grimy wifebeater that dripped down the front of his pants. The third and fourth shots smacked his chest and dropped him to the floor.

      High on adrenaline, Chuck didn’t even feel the heavy impact of Billy ramming into his shoulder, knocking them over. Billy pinned Chuck down, keeping the hand with the revolver pressed against the floor as he reached for Jake’s rifle.

      “GAAHHRR!” Chuck flopped his body on the floor, trying to buck Billy off him, and his right knee grazed Billy’s ribs with enough impact to knock some of the wind out of the old man. Billy rallied and lunged again, this time landing a fist under Chuck’s chin.

      The blow chattered Chuck’s teeth together, and a hot burst of warmth flooded over his tongue as he tasted the metallic flavor of his own blood, and the pair twisted like snakes over the floor.

      Billy cocked his free left arm back and rammed it awkwardly into Chuck’s head and stomach. Chuck twisted away, the dull ache from the blow lingering at the points of impact. Eventually, Chuck rolled to his stomach, and Billy’s weight disappeared.

      Chuck turned and saw Billy’s backside as he scrambled toward the rifle next to Jake’s body. Billy snatched the rifle on the run and then jumped through the window. Chuck aimed for Billy’s back, but exhaustion from the scuffle stole his accuracy. The bullets splintered the wood around the window, missing Billy on his escape.

      A harsh plunk of water broke through the deafening whine from the gunshots, and Chuck scrambled to his feet, rushing over to the window and looking over the side where he saw nothing except the remnant ripples of the splash.

      With his body aching, he turned away from the window, clutching his ribs where Billy had struck him. Jake’s lifeless eyes stared upward. The hot scent of blood, guts, and fresh bowel movement emptied from Jake’s body combined with the thick, humid heat of the cabin churned Chuck’s stomach and he hunched over, spewing up the food he’d shoveled down just a few hours ago.

      Chuck wiped his mouth along his sleeve and watched the vomit mix into Jake’s blood. The sight triggered another gag, but he managed to keep the rest of his breakfast down. His throat and chest burned from the vomit, and he stomped away from the body, bursting outside to the fresh air and away from the scent of death.

      A gunshot thundered, and a geyser of splinters shot up through the decrepit floorboards. In a motion that was more instinct than practical, Chuck covered his head and sprinted back inside the shack, the bullets following him in periodic fashion.

      Billy was underneath, screaming as he fired round after round through the shack’s floor. Chuck cowered in a corner as bullets exploded through the rotten wood.

      “Fuck you, Chuck! Fuck you!” The shouts were spit intermittently between gunshots, and Chuck covered his ears, trying to block out both noises. “You prissy little mamma’s boy!”

      Chuck flinched at another gunshot, and then silence. He opened his eyes, shivering, but didn’t move from the corner until he heard the hurried swoosh of legs in water below.

      Chuck sprinted onto the wraparound porch, squinting between the thick clusters of trees. The swoosh of legs faded, and Chuck circled the tiny catwalk porch and spotted a shoulder and arm between two tree trunks. He raised his revolver and fired, the bullet ricocheting off bark.

      Billy spun around at the sound of the gunshot, and for a brief moment the pair locked eyes and Chuck saw that silver-capped tooth revealed behind a snarl.

      Chuck squeezed the trigger again, screaming as the gunshots veered aimlessly into trees, then lowered the .38 in frustration, breathing heavily, wiping the collection of snot from his upper lip. Billy was gone.

      Chuck leaned back into the wall and collapsed on the floor. It was all slipping away. Billy would go to the police and tell them everything.

      In the growing afternoon heat, Chuck inhaled the stink of the swamp, and he suddenly grew hot with a hate that permeated through his bones. He hated this town, this state, the whole goddamn swamp. His eyes watered like a toddler in a tantrum.

      All of it was stupid. It wasn’t his fault that his family was cursed. It wasn’t his fault that Billy and Jake were too incompetent to get their jobs done. It wasn’t his fault Jake had run out here in the middle of nowhere and shoved him to the ground. He wasn’t dead set on killing, but Jake forced his hand. What choice did he have?

      Chuck glanced at Jake’s body. The blood had stopped pouring from the gunshot wounds, and a few bugs began to circle the corpse. He opened the revolver’s chamber. One bullet left. Chuck slapped the wood and cursed. He’d have to make the last bullet count.
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      The van’s brakes squealed as Owen stopped in front of the house and then killed the engine. A humid wave of heat blasted his body when he stepped outside and walked toward the front door. The windows were darkened, and police tape guarded the entrance in a yellow shaped X. Even in the daylight, the house looked ominous.

      Inside, the police had left their boot-prints all over the floor of the living room. A few items were tagged, but it was mostly left the way they found it. Owen lingered in the living room, half-expecting to find the home infested with snakes and spiders upon his arrival, the walls oozing blood and the floor covered in a thick layer of Louisiana muck. But the normalcy provided its own horror. It was like nothing had happened.

      Owen reached into his pocket and removed the picture Madame Crepaux had given him of the amulet. The drawing was old and faded, but it was a clear enough picture. The amulet was a simple green stone wrapped with thin strips of deer leather in a spider web pattern. But while he knew what the amulet looked like, neither he nor Madame Crepaux knew where in the house it resided, so Owen started with the living room first.

      Couch cushions were thrown from the sofa, chairs overturned, and books flung from shelves, their pages scanned quickly. After the room was torn apart and messy, he entered the kitchen.

      Pots and pans clanged against the floor, and Owen left a wake of opened cupboards and drawers as he traversed the long counters, working his way to the dining room. There he opened more drawers, checked closets and the china cabinets along the walls, finding nothing but cobwebs.

      Next came his bedroom, then Roger’s room, then the downstairs bathroom where he found a cluster of dead roaches piled beneath the sink, their paper-thin exoskeletons nearly disintegrated from the gust of wind when Owen opened the cabinet door.

      Sweating now, he hurried up the stairs and searched Chloe’s room. He went through her things more gently, knowing he’d catch hell if he left her drawings and art supplies scattered in a mess on the floor. The five-year-old was more organized than he was. Still, he found nothing.

      Owen stepped from his daughter’s room, and then looked to Matt’s room down the hall. He approached slowly, treating it like sacred ground. He paused at the door, and as he looked inside, he felt that ache from the missing piece of him that was carved out after Matt’s abduction.

      With his heart pounding like a hammer against his chest, Owen sifted through his son’s belongings. The gloves, the bats, the baseballs, the dresser, closet, under the bed, nightstand, desk, the bin in the corner, and after turning everything upside down, he found nothing.

      Owen sat on the edge of the bed and reached for one of the shirts on the floor. He held it delicately between his fingers as he slowly rocked back and forth, his veins coursing with anxiety. He pressed Matt’s shirt against his cheek, trying to figure out where else to look. But every room had been checked. And if it wasn’t here then… The property.

      The shirt slipped from Owen’s fingertips as he slowly walked to the window. Madame Crepaux had said the creature was contained to the property, not just the house. And he remembered Chuck telling him about a cemetery in the swamp.

      Owen pivoted toward the door and when he stepped out onto the second-floor balcony overlooking the dining room, he heard a rattle. Thunka-clunka-thunka. He froze, the noise so faint he thought he’d imagined it. And then it rattled again. Thunka-clunka-thunka.

      Owen turned in a half circle, the old bones of the house groaning in distress, searching for the noise’s origin. A black spot landed on his left arm and tickled his skin. Owen smacked it, and it fell to the floor. It was a spider.

      Another landed on his right arm, and then his shoulder. Soon they fell like raindrops clustering before a downpour. He sprinted toward the stairs, frantically smacking at the dozens of tiny pricks from their teeth that sunk into his skin like the tip of a bobby pin.

      Once down the stairs, Owen sprinted out the back door and into the open field, eyes shut and batting at the spiders he felt still crawling over him. But when he opened his eyes in the sunlight, they were gone.

      Owen spun in a circle, panting, checking every inch of him to make sure they were gone, then looked back to the house. Standing there, he could have sworn he heard the echo of a laughter in the distance. It was inhuman, malicious.

      Owen stepped toward the swamp and then stopped, craning his neck back toward the house. Quickly, he jogged back inside and toward the front living room closet. He stepped over the landmines he’d left behind from his search and found what he was looking for among the shovels, picks, lawn equipment, screwdrivers, and wrenches: a ten-pound sledgehammer that sat on its head with the handle propped at an angle in the corner.

      Owen curled his fingers around the smooth wooden handle and felt the fear shake loose. Between the creature, the house, and everything he’d experienced with Madame Crepaux, Owen felt like he was grasping in the dark at things he couldn’t understand. The weight of the hammer in his hands was like taking hold of sanity in an insane world.

      On a shelf at eye level, a small black box caught his attention. He knew what was inside. It was Roger’s 9mm Glock. The old man had bought it over a year ago, before he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.

      Owen had fired it once before, and only once. He was about as proficient with the weapon as he was in speaking Spanish: zero. Regardless, he reached for the box and shoved the loaded magazine into the pistol. It clicked into place and he tucked it in his waistband, trying to remember everything that Roger had told him about the weapon. He wasn’t sure if it would even hurt that creature, Bacalou, but it made him feel better having it.

      Still batting at his arms occasionally, Owen lugged the hammer through the swamp, the hot sun beating down on his neck. Shade from the cypress trees offered a slight reprieve from the rising afternoon temperatures, and the ground softened the deeper he traveled into the swamp.

      A sudden chill grazed the back of Owen’s neck and he snapped his head around, expecting to find the creature, but saw only his muddy footprints. The deeper he walked the higher the black water rose, eventually stopping at Owen’s ankles.

      He swatted the insects that buzzed annoyingly at his face and neck, and that was when he saw it between a pair of thick cypress trunks. A slightly raised mound of land among the mud and water, the first three headstones of the graveyard in view. As he drew closer, dozens more appeared, creating a small lake of concrete in the middle of the swamp.

      The tombs rested above the ground, the soil too watery for a proper burial. In the center of the graveyard was a large mausoleum that stood twelve feet high with stained glass windows at the top of its walls just below the roof.

      The structure itself was simple, boxlike, but the name Toussaint was sculpted meticulously over the gate’s rusted iron, and its raised platform gave the deceased an esteemed place of rest among the dead. Thick cypress branches from multiple trees intertwined above the tomb, its entrance darkened and cast under a perpetual shadow. Owen was certain there was something alive in there. Maybe the creature he saw, maybe something worse.

      Owen paused, his eyes darting around the swamp when they weren’t locked on that dark entrance. Some of the older concrete tombs had sunken into the soft mud, the ground slowly giving way to the weight of the dead through the years. The tombs were of different casts and molds. Surrounded by stone, he wondered how many sons the creature had taken.

      Every grave was a member of the Toussaint family, all of them part of the same evil that had taken Matt. And the sight of the graves, the knowledge of what this family had done, bubbled a rage to the surface of Owen’s consciousness. It was an anger derived from Matt’s abduction, from the pink slip he was given by the shipyard in Baltimore, from the following six months where his family struggled to survive as he searched for work.

      Owen lifted the hammer, charging for the nearest tomb, and swung all his weight behind it as the heavy chunk of iron smashed the headstone to pieces, flinging dust and bits of rock over the ground. He worked his way through the graveyard, waking the dead from their tombs and exposing them to a world that was no longer theirs.

      Sweat poured from Owen’s face, soaking his shirt that clung to his body like a starved animal. The more he destroyed, the angrier he grew. Hate flooded through his veins as he smashed tomb after tomb, checking the remains of the dead inside in search of the amulet.

      Paper-thin skin clung to the skeletons like Owen’s sweat-soaked shirt. A blast of heat and the scent of the embalming process radiated from every coffin, some of the bottoms rotted and leaking water. A litany of dead rats and other creatures lay alongside the corpses.

      Tombs crumbled under the weight of Owen’s sledgehammer, and the wake of disturbed dead widened behind him until all that was left was the mausoleum. Panting, he sprinted toward its gates.

      “GaaaaAHHH!” The throaty groan reached a crescendo along with the hammer’s highest arc and then crashed violently against the chain and lock. The face of the hammer ricocheted off the head of the lock and hit the ground with a heavy thud. Owen smacked the hammer against it repeatedly, and the rusted chain finally gave way.

      Owen’s hands were raw and red as he passed through the gates, the hammer’s head dragging behind him, scraping against the concrete floor.

      Inside, the air grew silent and still. The temperature dropped drastically and his footsteps echoed. The old stained glass windows beneath the ceiling filtered dirty light inside, giving it the aura that even on the brightest days, the mausoleum would always remain dark.

      A raised tomb, much like the ones outside, rested atop a concrete pedestal, covered with a thick slab of stone that sealed the dead inside, and hopefully, the amulet.

      A plaque rested at the tomb’s foot with an inscription. The name read Charles Toussaint V, born 1928, died 1988. Another phrase was written in what looked like Latin underneath. Mors Mihi Lucrum.

      Owen ran his fingertips over the inscription, unsure of its meaning, but then tightened his grip on the handle of his sledgehammer. His muscles burned as he lifted it and brought it down forcefully onto the tomb’s stone cover. The contact rattled his bones, but his grip remained steady. He lifted it again, swinging with the momentum from the weight of the hammer, his eyes locked onto the same spot from before and made contact.

      Another rattling crack ran through his arms and shoulders, but this time the concrete splintered. Owen swung again, bringing the tomb’s roof crumbling down over the coffin.

      Owen cleared the debris and then tugged at the coffin’s handle. With the casket finally out from beneath the stone, Owen hesitated to open it.

      A sudden and incomprehensible fear took hold of him. He imagined his son in the coffin, his eyes sunken in and his clothes tattered and torn like the corpses in the graves outside. Owen closed his eyes and in the same motion lifted the casket. He suddenly pulled in heavy breaths, unaware that he’d held his breath, his body aching for oxygen. He opened his eyes and looked down, a wave of relief flooding through him.

      An old man with his eyes closed and his arms folded over his chest slept undisturbed on the white plush cushions inside. A chain hung over his neck, its end clutched underneath Charles Toussaint V’s dead hands.

      Owen slowly reached for the corpse’s fingers, grimacing in disgust before he even made contact. He shuddered when his fingertips pressed against the wrinkled skin, the body cold and brittle.

      The bones were stiff, and the joints cracked painfully as Owen peeled the fingers of the left hand first that revealed the right hand clutched around the end of the necklace. The last crack of joints released the dead man’s grip and Owen stared down in confusion. The corpse clutched nothing but air, the pendulum at the end of the necklace no longer attached to the chain.

      “No,” Owen said, moving the man’s arms and checking down by his sides, feeling his pronounced ribs and hip bones, the body incredibly light from its decomposition. But after searching every inch inside, he found nothing.

      Owen retreated deeper into the mausoleum, sulking. The sunlight from the stained-glass windows faded, and he leaned against the cool concrete wall, the hammer on the ground to his right. A wind gusted through the mausoleum’s entrance, cold like a northeastern winter that bit at his bones. And with it was a stench of death.

      Thunder clapped overhead and a spittle of rain thudded against the roof. From the entrance, he saw the rain thicken and then lightening flashed.

      The downpour worsened, and Owen stared at the sheets of rain that moved in waves from the harsh wind that brought an occasional burst of icy water into the mausoleum. But outside in the storm Owen saw something. It was hunched over, struggling against the wind and rain.

      Owen moved closer to the entrance to get a better look. A frosty mist spritzed his face as neared the entrance. Lightning flashed again and Owen’s eyes widened in terror at the empty eye sockets of the skull stumbling toward him.

      The animated corpse snarled and rushed toward the mausoleum in a half sprint, half limp. Owen reached for the gate, slamming it shut as the corpse collided into the barricade, its bony fingers curled around the iron bars and its permanently exposed teeth snapping viciously.

      More corpses emerged from the rain, collecting at the rusted gate, reaching their mangled and decayed arms between the bars. Owen retreated deeper into the mausoleum, his eyes fixated on the terror outside when a sharp vise clamped down on his shoulder.

      Owen gasped and spun around to find Charles Toussaint V reaching for his neck with those cold, frail hands. In a knee-jerk reaction, Owen reached for the pistol still in his waistband and fired into the dead man’s stomach.

      The gunshot thundered worse than the storm, leaving Owen’s ears ringing. Charles stumbled a few steps before regaining his balance, and then quickly lunged forward once more. The clothes hung loosely off the decaying body and the trousers sagged at the waist, held up only by a pair of suspenders that clung to the thin shoulders.

      Owen fired again, the bullet impotent against the walking dead. He dropped the pistol and reached for the sledgehammer. He white-knuckled the sledgehammer’s handle and backpedaled in a circle around the coffin, avoiding the animalistic lunges of the dead as dying moans echoed between the claps of thunder outside.

      With enough space between them, Owen swung the hammer upwards in a high rising arc, the flat head of the ten-pound chunk of metal connecting flush underneath the zombie’s chin with a resounding pop as the head was separated from the top of the spinal cord. But even with the head gone, Charles’s body still walked aimlessly, its arms outstretched, clawing for Owen’s flesh.

      Owen looked to the gate still clustered with the dead and then sprinted toward it as fast and as hard as he could. He snatched the pistol off the floor on his sprint, then lowered his shoulder and shut his eyes as a sheet of icy rain and wind blasted him when he connected with the gate.

      The clustered bodies of the dead added resistance to the door, and Owen’s acceleration slowed to a strenuous push as the corpses clawed at his face and arms. The sharp ends of exposed finger bones drew blood along his right cheek and the left side of his neck.

      Owen twisted left and right at the waist, flinging the dead off him, swinging the hammer wildly and clumsily. The cold stung the fresh wounds, and Owen squinted to avoid the stinging pelts of rain in his eyes.

      The horde of the dead all turned toward him, their reanimated bodies awkward and cumbersome. A streak of lightning split the clouds above, and the harsh roll of thunder quickly followed. Owen turned from the horde and sprinted toward the swamp, but stopped after only a few steps.

      A black mass moved toward him on the ground, like rising swamp water, and Owen shook his head in confusion. Dozens of tiny fangs were exposed and he realized that the moving blackness were snakes slithering over the mud, snapping at his legs that churned in a panicked retreat.

      Caught between snakes and the dead, Owen abandoned the hammer and sprinted left into an open patch of swamp. Branches and long strands of hanging moss whipped wild and violent from the storm. After a while he glanced behind him, but the snakes and the dead were lost in the rain.

      The storm worsened, and the harsh sting of the icy raindrops slowed Owen to a walk as he stumbled blindly through the swamp. He turned right, thinking that was where the edge of the clearing was, and after what felt like an eternity he was rewarded with the sight of the house across the clearing.

      Wind flattened the tall grass and moved it back and forth like ocean waves in a violent squall. Owen clutched his arms, no longer able to feel the skin underneath his fingertips. His teeth chattered together and his blood flow slowed to an icy glaze. His eyelids fluttered and consciousness grew elusive. Another flash of lightning lit up the swamp and a figure caught his eye, standing in the distance.

      At first Owen thought it was one of the corpses, but lightning flashed again and it revealed Bacalou. Its exposed teeth stretched wide across its mouth and those pair of black eyes stared through Owen’s soul.

      Owen trembled, clenching his fists together, stumbling forward with his eyes locked onto the creature’s lifeless stare. “Where is my son?” His voice was weak against the violent rage of the storm.

      The wide mouth and exposed teeth gave the impression that the creature was smiling, and it opened its jaws and released a throaty series of croaks, as if it was mocking him with laughter, and then it slowly dissolved into darkness.

      “No!” Owen stumbled forward, trying to force his body to move quicker, but the cold had transformed him into one of those corpses, and his brain struggled to command his body. “Give him back!” Owen broke into a sprint, his body hunched forward, everything numb and frozen. His foot caught a root and he smacked into the thick mud with a splat. When he lifted his face, the creature was gone.

      Mud fell from his chin and cheeks, and the rain subsided, morphing to a drizzle until the water shut off completely. Clouds parted overhead, and the sun returned along with a blast of humid heat that Owen welcomed with relief. He lay there in the mud for a while, letting his body thaw, and then finally pushed himself off the ground.

      Owen turned back to the house, and the world returned to normal. As he climbed back behind the wheel of the van a thought broke through the fatigue and stress of his mind. If the amulet wasn’t here, then that meant someone had already taken it. And he knew exactly who would have wanted to take it.
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      Sheriff Bellingham sat behind his desk, chin resting in his hand, and blinked at the statements he’d been staring at all morning given by Billy Rouche and Owen Cooley. He’d been staring at that report for the past hour and still couldn’t force himself to believe that what Mr. Cooley had said was real. He was a father who had just gone through something incredibly traumatic. The man had obviously made something up in his head for him to cope.

      Bellingham remembered a case from his days as a deputy where a young man had come back from the war in the Middle East. He was diagnosed with PTSD, but unfortunately didn’t seek out the proper care that he needed in order to help him cope with everything he’d seen in the battle. Instead, the man self-medicated with booze and drugs, and one night he stumbled down Main Street with a 9mm Smith and Wesson shooting at random cars and buildings

      There was an hour of negotiation between authorities and the gunman as they cornered him down a side street. And after that hour, Bellingham watched the man put the gun to his temple and in a knee-jerk reaction Bellingham fired his weapon, winging the suspect in the arm that dropped him to the pavement. Paramedics rushed him to the hospital where they managed to save the man’s life.

      Bellingham was publicly torn a new asshole for his actions by the sheriff at the time. But behind closed doors, Bellingham remembered how the sheriff had thanked him for what he did. If he hadn’t taken that shot, then the man would have died.

      “Sheriff?”

      Bellingham drifted out of the memory and saw his assistant in the doorway to his office. “Yeah?”

      “Sheriff Barker over in Vermilion Parish wants to know if you need them for the search party tomorrow, and if you do, how many?”

      “Yes, and whatever he can spare,” Bellingham answered.

      “Gotcha.”

      Veronica disappeared and Bellingham reclined in his seat, folding his hands behind his head, one on top of the other. The search for Jake Martin had turned up nothing. The dogs couldn’t catch a scent, and the trees grew so thick in those back waters that they couldn’t fit boats. They’d have to go in by foot, and even with the number of men that Bellingham was borrowing from across the state, he wasn’t sure if they’d be able to find him.

      Like a lot of the people in town, Jake came from a family that had been here for a long time. Bellingham knew that Jake had an uncle with some swamp houses out in the middle of god knows where from back in the twenties when they used to smuggle moonshine during Prohibition. Now they were used to drink and gamble, howling like animals under the hot summer moon.

      There was a lot of that in Ocoee, more than he liked to admit as the head of law and order in his parish. The swamp would always be full of rats. He just tried to make it so they didn’t scurry into town. But he had a feeling there might be one or two that had set up shop right under his nose.

      It was no secret that Bellingham’s predecessor was chummy with the Toussaints. Chuck’s father came into the station often and was a contributor to the previous sheriff’s re-election campaigns. And then when Bellingham ran, Chuck Toussaint wasn’t shy about filling the campaign coffers, a sly smile spread over his face as he did so, giving a wink as if there was an unspoken agreement between them.

      But Chuck Toussaint could cough up as much money as his pockets were willing to part with and it didn’t change Bellingham’s policy: everyone was equal on the scales of justice, and no amount of money could tip them one way or the next. It was a policy Bellingham shared with Chuck after his election, and the sheriff could have sworn he saw smoke spewing from Chuck’s ears.

      Bellingham’s gut rumbled with unease at the way Chuck had answered his call earlier that morning. And while no names were dropped, Bellingham suspected that Chuck thought it was either Billy or Jake calling him back. That knowledge, combined with the fact that everyone involved worked with Chuck, made for an unsavory connection.

      “Veronica!” Bellingham drummed his fingers over the statements on his desk as Veronica poked her head inside. “I need any reports on file for Toussaint owned property. More specifically at the house on Cypress Lane.”

      “It’s in the computer, Sheriff,” Veronica said, gesturing to the unused laptop on top of the bookcase behind Bellingham.

      “Just the same, I’d like the paper copies.”

      Veronica rolled her eyes, unaware that he saw it, and returned a few minutes later with a single vanilla-colored folder. It drifted lazily to the top of his desk as she dropped it and stood in front of his desk, hands on her hips, head cocked to the side. “You know the department paid good money for that laptop. It’s more efficient.”

      “It can be hacked,” Bellingham said, staring at the one sheet of paper inside the folder.

      “That’s why we put a security system on it,” Veronica replied, leaning forward, her large hooped earrings swaying from her lobes. “You just don’t want to learn something new, because it scares you.”

      Bellingham frowned, but it was in reaction to the document in his hands. “This is it? This thing is twenty-five years old.”

      “You asked what we had on file,” Veronica said, turning back toward the door, then stopping and looking at the sheriff with a smirk on her face. “You want more, then you know where to find it.” She narrowed her eyes. “On the hacker machine.”

      Bellingham grimaced as she left, and then turned around to stare at the laptop underneath some of the case files he worked on last week. Reluctantly, he pulled the machine from its perch and rested it squarely on his desk. He opened it, then pressed the power button. A blurred image appeared on the screen and he reached for his glasses. He frowned at the two boxes labeled username and password.

      “Veronica!” Bellingham shouted. “What’s—”

      “First initial, then last name. Password’s your birthday.”

      Bellingham grunted and entered the information. He found the police database and searched the files for any more information on the property on Cypress Lane. The only consistency he found was that the property remained unoccupied. It wasn’t until earlier in the week that an application for residency was filed by the Cooley family, and Bellingham had to go back another twenty-five years to find another family that resided there when Chuck’s father ran the factory in town.

      The previous residents to the house was Donald Kieffer, his wife, and two children. He scrolled the old pages and compared it with his notes on the Cooley family and found a few similarities. Both families had two kids; one boy and one girl. Both worked for the Toussaint family. And there was a notification that the Kieffer’s left the house less than a week after they moved in, citing structural problems with the home as their reason for vacating. But when he went to look for a forwarding address, Bellingham found nothing.

      “Veronica!”

      The light patter of feet ended when Veronica poked her head around the corner, her eyebrow arched and staring at the phone on Bellingham’s desk. “You do know that device right there has the ability to connect us without the need for yelling across the station.”

      “Get Judge Harlow on the line for me,” Bellingham said, his concentration on the pair of reports in front of him. “I need to subpoena the factory for some records, and I also need you to find me a family that moved out of the Cypress Lane house twenty-five years ago.”

      Veronica shifted her body into the doorframe, her face scrunched together. “You want to subpoena the factory? Is something wrong?”

      Bellingham looked up from the computer. “Two of their employees kidnapped the child of another employee and then tried to kill the rest of the family. So yes, Veronica, something is wrong. Now, go on!” He shooed her away and she scurried back to her desk

      That uncomfortable feeling returned in Bellingham’s gut as he stared at the report that was signed off by the sheriff at the time. A sheriff that was awfully chummy with the Toussaint family.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A green layer of mossy film covered the top of the black swamp water, and Chuck waded through it carefully. Red, bloodshot lines filled the white space of his eyeballs as he glanced between trees and hanging moss, just waiting for Billy to jump out from behind one of them.

      The old man knew the swamps well, and while Chuck may have had the advantage of a younger body, the old man tipped the scale with experience.

      A mosquito buzzed by and landed on the back of Chuck’s neck. With a quick strike, he slapped the bug and wiped his hands off on a dangling piece of moss. The revolver was still gripped in his left hand, his thoughts circling the one remaining bullet.

      Even as a boy, Chuck always knew when he was in trouble. It was like a sixth sense. And his elevated pulse combined with the hairs standing up on the back of his neck were all the symptoms he needed to experience to know the shit storm coming his way.

      More than once, Chuck glanced behind him at the thought of Jake’s corpse rising from the dead and seeking vengeance. But each time he checked, there was nothing but swamp and trees and that hot sun burning a hole from the blue sky above.

      Sweat trickled down every inch of Chuck’s sunburnt skin. He’d shed his dress shirt on impulse a few miles back and now with the sun beating down on him, he cursed himself for not keeping it to cover his head and shoulders which had turned a bright pink.

      And with the dress shirt gone, Chuck exposed a thin strap of a necklace. It traveled beneath the front of his undershirt, a light bulge from the jewelry at the necklace’s end. Chuck had pawed at it nervously during his walk, unaware he was even touching it.

      Water swooshed somewhere to his left, and Chuck spun in the same direction, leading with the pistol. His heartrate skyrocketed, and he trembled. “Come on out, Billy!” No answer. No movement. “Jake pulled the gun on me! It was all self-defense.”

      Chuck circled in the water, mosquitoes buzzing around his eyes as if he were already dead. “I know we’ve had our differences, but I’m willing to let it go. We need each other right now, Billy. I know you respected my father. If you don’t want to do this for me, then do it for him.”

      Chuck slowly scanned the swamp, waiting for the old man to show himself. He’d hoped that the comment about his father would lure him out. There was a layer of mushy sentimentalism beneath that calloused exterior. He turned right in a half-circle, then a quarter turn back to his left. A steady swell of panic rose in his stomach at the swamp’s silence. “Shit.”

      Lost in the uncertainty of his own future, Chuck didn’t hear Billy’s ghost-like footsteps as he glided through the water, nor did he see the twisted, murderous expression plastered on the old man’s face as he thrust all of his weight into Chuck’s back, dunking both of them into the hot swamp water.

      The black water rushed up Chuck’s nose as Billy kept him pinned beneath the surface. Chuck immediately brought his hands to his neck to try and peel Billy’s grip from his throat, and in the process, he dropped the revolver and it nestled in the mud.

      Chuck violently twisted left, then right, trying to buck Billy off of him. His lungs tightened, desperate for air, and a primal surge of survival flooded his muscles. He leapt from the water, thrusting Billy off him, and gasped for breath.

      Chuck coughed up a belly full of swamp water, but the reprieve was short-lived as Billy charged Chuck again. He led with his fist and connected with the right side of Chuck’s face. A bright flash of pain lit up at the point of contact, followed quickly by a lingering throbbing.

      Billy landed another heavy punch to Chuck’s left side that forced him backward into a tree trunk and the pair locked horns. Water splashed and rippled violently as they pushed back and forth, their hands gripped on each other’s arms and shoulders.

      The longer the two held on, the more Chuck gained an advantage. Beneath his grip, Chuck felt the old man start to waver. Billy’s beard dampened with water and sweat, the sunlight reflecting off the tiny droplets caught amongst the thick white hairs.

      Chuck drove forward, pushing Billy back into a tree, and then quickly punched the old man’s gut that all but ended the vise grip around Chuck’s shoulders. Chuck followed up with a hard right to the old man’s cheek, and the contact elicited a crack that hurt him as much as it did Billy.

      “Fuck!” Chuck retreated a few steps, shaking his right hand that throbbed like his head and ribs. The old man had propped himself against a tree, wheezing breaths. Chuck remembered the gun and immediately started patting the mud with his feet for the revolver.

      “You know your daddy never liked you,” Billy said. “Said you were nothing more than a wasted jizz stain.”

      Chuck’s cheeks flushed red. “Yeah, well, he told me that you were nothing but a trained dog. Housebroken, but still too dangerous to be unchained in the front yard. He never saw you as a son, no matter how much you wanted that to be true.”

      Billy lifted his head. “So we were both disappointments then.” Billy added a sorrowful chuckle. “A pair of bastards with our father’s names.”

      “I had to kill Jake.” Chuck blurted the words out involuntarily. “He was out of his mind. He would have killed me if I hadn’t.”

      “Yeah,” Billy said, slowly straightening himself out. “He probably would have.”

      The pair stood there, sweating, aching, tired, hungry, and thirsty. It was a stalemate that neither wanted. Chuck filtered through the options that were left to him and what to do next. On his next step back, his heart skipped when his foot touched metal.

      “So what now, Chuckie?” Billy asked, those cloudy grey eyes locked onto him. “I want to kill you, and you want to kill me, but neither of us are in a position to pull a trigger.”

      Chuck prodded it further, outlining it with tip of his shoe, the object taking shape.

      “The sheriff won’t find Jake’s body out here.” Billy gestured to the surrounding swamp. “Not unless one of us tells him. But it won’t do either of us any good to talk to the cops now, so you’re going to get me the best attorneys money can buy and keep me out of jail. In exchange, I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

      “And what happens if my attorneys and my money can’t keep you out of jail?” Chuck burrowed the tip of his foot into the soft sediment below the .38.

      Billy took an aggressive step, the snarl revealing that silver-capped tooth, which was the only piece of that old man that didn’t look worn and rusted. Though Chuck was sure some of the shine had disappeared over the years.

      “So what’s it gonna be, Chuckie?” Billy asked.

      Chuck’s foot was now entirely underneath the revolver. “Fuck you, Billy.”

      Billy exploded forward, and Chuck lifted his foot with the gun, reaching down with his hand in the same instance. His fingers slipped around the muddied and slick weapon and he clumsily raised the barrel as Billy cut the distance between them in half. He aimed, pressed his finger against the curve of the trigger, and squeezed.

      A harsh bang ejected from the barrel, and the recoil jerked Chuck’s arm back and the pistol wavered wildly in his hand. Billy’s body collided into Chuck with a meaty thud, but then fell limp into the water face first.

      Chuck stumbled backward, the gun gripped awkwardly in his hand. Billy’s body bobbed up and down in the water, his arms and legs splayed out as he floated lazily.

      The same eerie feeling when Chuck expected Jake’s dead body to come stumbling after him occurred again as he kept the revolver trained on Billy’s lifeless body. He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, watching the back of Billy’s head wander aimlessly in the three feet of water, but his eyes had grown incredibly dry from staring, and they ached from the sun’s reflection on the water.

      With a shaking hand, he pinched the bridge of his nose together and scrunched his face, feeling the tightness of his skin and the burn on his cheeks. He shook his head. “If you had just fucking listened in the first place. If you had just done your job, I wouldn’t have—” But he stopped himself, knowing that the corpse couldn’t respond.

      The stagnant heat of the swamp hit Chuck from below and above. The knee-high water he waded through boiled his legs, and the sun above blistered and reddened the back of his neck. He turned around in a dazed glare. Jake’s body and the shack that Chuck had left him in was long behind him.

      He shielded his eyes with the cover of his hand as he looked to the sky. It was getting later in the afternoon, though he couldn’t be sure exactly what time it was. He licked his lower lip and felt the chapped rawness of his skin, along with the salt of his own sweat.

      “Bullshit,” Chuck said, whispering to himself. “Fucking bullshit.” He leaned against a tree trunk and closed his eyes. Like a child reaching for its comforting blanket, Chuck tugged at the necklace then fisted the piece of jewelry at its end. “You can’t get me, fucker. No, way. Not with this. Not with this.” He opened his fist and revealed a green stone wrapped in thin cords, the pattern a spider’s web.

      But even with his safety net, Chuck still felt the thumping of his heart against his chest. It beat firmly, and the dehydration only added more strain.

      Two of his loose ends were dead, and like Billy had said, the likelihood of the sheriff finding them out here before they were gator food was zero. All that was left to deal with now was the Cooley family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen was still shivering by the time he reached Queen’s, his clothes wet and clinging to his body. For once he was glad for the hot Louisiana sun as he hobbled toward the front door.

      A little bell jingled upon his entrance and he saw Chloe sitting at the front counter, standing on a chair and hunched over a paper with a cluster of crayons, pens, and pencils. She didn’t bother looking up to see who had come inside, too involved with her work.

      “Chloe, where’s your mother?” The store looked empty and the tinted windows up front kept the inside of the shop in a perpetual state of darkness.

      “With Grandpa,” Chloe answered, her concentration still on the drawing spread out over the desk.

      “Hey.”

      Owen turned and saw Claire stepping from the darkness of the room on his left. Her eyes were bloodshot and the tip of her nose was red, both of which only happened when she’d been crying. “You all right?”

      Claire’s eyes watered, and she pulled in her lower lip as she shook her head. “I heard him, Owen. I heard Matt.”

      He pulled her close and she cried into his chest, the fact that he was soaked to the bone not even registering in her current state of mind. A small thump hit the back of his legs, and Owen turned his head around to see Chloe hugging his knees. He smiled and bent to pick Chloe off the floor and she nestled in the crook of his arm.

      “Daddy, you’re all wet,” Chloe said, poking at his shoulder.

      “Oh my god, you are,” Claire replied. She looked at him, confused. “And cold. God, your skin is like ice.” And then her eyes widened with fear and she clutched his arm tighter. “You saw it?”

      “I did,” Owen answered. “But I couldn’t find the amulet.”

      Footsteps and the third echoing thump of Madame Crepaux’s staff smacked against the floor as she emerged from the same dark room as Claire, an expression of fear carved along the wrinkles of her face. “It has to be there.”

      Owen stepped away from his girls and walked to the woman. “It was, but it’s not anymore.”

      Madame Crepaux’s face slowly twisted from fear to anger, and she pushed past Owen, limping toward the room on the other side of the shop, a string of curses streaming from her lips as she disappeared.

      Owen followed and found her pulling book after book from the shelves and stacking them half-hazard on a table in the middle of the room. The covers were old and worn, the spines warped and dusty. Owen picked at the corner of one of the books and lifted it an inch before the old woman slammed another book down on top of it, then returned to her shelves.

      “It’s Chuck,” Owen said. “He’s the one who has to have it.”

      “That’s wrong, it’s all wrong.” Madame Crepaux started flipping pages, quickly scanning the old pieces of parchment, shaking her head.

      Owen caught a glimpse of some of it, words and phrases that weren’t written in English along with shapes and drawings that looked abstract. He grabbed her wrist and forced her to stop. “What is it? What are you doing?”

      Madame Crepaux yanked her hand back with a surprising strength. “It was part of the bokor’s magic that the amulet must remain on the property!” She stewed in anger. “That mongrel peasant lied to me.”

      “What difference does it make that the amulet isn’t on the property?” Owen asked. “All that matters is that we find it, right?”

      Madame Crepaux circled around the table between them on her path to him. “If that amulet is not there to hold the creature back, then its power will grow!” She pointed a long finger into his chest. “And that power could mean your son’s soul is slipping away even faster than expected.”

      “Then find Chuck,” Owen said. “I know he has the amulet. There’s no one else that could.”

      Madame Crepaux looked to her books, then to the shelves with the remaining potions and herbs. A brief moment of hope filled her eyes, but her shoulders slumped and the light dimmed. She shook her head. “The amulet protects him from me as well as the monster. Until it’s destroyed, he will elude me.”

      Owen’s pocket buzzed, and he jolted, forgetting he even had the cellphone on him. The number wasn’t recognized on his phone, but the area code was local. “Hello?”

      Silence lingered on the other end of the phone, and then Chuck finally spoke. “I know what you think, Owen. But you need to know that there’s more to it than—”

      “You brought me here so my son could die,” Owen said.

      Another pause. “Let me make things right. Let me—”

      “I want the amulet. Bring it to me and I’ll consider not going to the police.”

      “Yes. Yes, of course. It’s just… I need some time.”

      “No time,” Owen said, baring his teeth. “Now.”

      “Then you’ll have to come to me,” Chuck said. “But just you. No cops.”

      While Owen didn’t buy Chuck’s act for a second, he understood. The man was out to protect himself. But Chuck held all the cards. Even if Owen went to the police, they wouldn’t be able to do anything in the time needed to get Matt back before midnight. He had to play by Chuck’s rules. “Fine.”

      “Get a pen and paper,” Chuck said.

      Owen complied, scribbling an address on a notepad next to the register. The moment after Chuck was done telling him the location, the call ended. Owen didn’t realize he was shaking until he felt Claire’s hand on his shoulder, and with her touch came a soothing focus of what needed to be done. He cupped her face, staring into the eyes he loved so much, the eyes that had saved him so many times from himself.

      “Listen, if I don’t come back, then you go to the Sheriff,” Owen said. “You tell him everything.”

      “Do what you have to,” Claire said, her eyes watering but her voice strong and clear. “And know that whatever you do, and however you do it, it’s not wrong.” She placed her hands over his. “It’s not wrong.”

      Owen kissed her and saw that Chloe was watching. He walked over and kissed her cheek as well, and before he left, he noticed the picture that she’d been working on. It was of their family, and they were at their house in Baltimore.

      “I miss home,” Chloe said, looking at her father.

      Owen kissed her again and asked if he could keep the picture, and she nodded that he could. He folded it gently and carefully into his pocket and then left with Claire’s words echoing in his mind.

      Owen had been mad before. He’d thought about punching people, and he’d whispered wishes of evil onto people that hurt him. But never had he felt such calmness when he experienced those emotions like he did right now. The reality of murder felt too real. He remembered what Billy had said after they’d broken into their house the night Matt was taken.

      “You don’t have the look of a killer, boy.”

      At the time, Billy was right. But not anymore.
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* * *

      Sheriff Bellingham reached for the coffee mug to his left without looking, his fingers grasping at nothing but air until it grazed the white handle and he lifted the rim to his pursed lips. The coffee was bitter and cold.

      Bellingham wiped the dryness from his eyes and flipped through the old reports that Veronica had brought him from the factory. He’d managed to pull the HR records on Billy Rouche and discovered that the old man had a grievance filed against him twenty-five years ago. The name at the top of the grievance was redacted to protect the other employee’s identity. He put in a request to the HR department to find him the name of the individual who filed it, but he already had a pretty good idea the employee was Donald Kieffer. Still, he needed to be sure.

      He’d tasked Veronica with staying on top of the clerk over at the factory, and while he was waiting on that information, he’d spent the past hour searching for Donald Kieffer’s current whereabouts, which had proven difficult.

      With no information in regards to Mr. Kieffer’s social security numbers or driver’s license, Bellingham had done a search for Donald Kieffer in his database and discovered over five hundred around the country. He managed to whittle that number down to twenty-three after cross-referencing middle initials.

      So far twenty-two of those twenty-three Donald Kieffers had never lived in Ocoee, Louisiana. And while Bellingham waited for the confirmation of number twenty-three, he remained hopeful that the last Donald Kieffer was the same man who worked at the Toussaint factory twenty-five years ago.

      He reached for the statements made by Mr. and Mrs. Cooley, along with what the deputy had written down from what he’d seen of Mrs. Cooley’s father at the hospital. The nonsense he was spewing seemed to match the descriptions of what Mr. Cooley had seen. And unless the pair coordinated their stories together before the police arrived, a very unlikely theory seeing as how Mrs. Cooley’s father was strapped down to a hospital bed all night without any access to a phone, that created another connection, which started to string up a loose theory.

      The world was random, chaotic, and for the most part a big mess in the sheriff’s eyes. But every so often there was a moment of clarity, a ray of light that shone through the dark and revealed a path. Bellingham was getting glimpses of that path now, and his muscles tensed.

      The phone on his desk rang, and Bellingham cleared his throat and picked up the receiver.

      “Sheriff, this is Kyle Warber over at the DMV’s office in Oregon, how are you?”

      “Fine, Mr. Warber.”

      “I found the information you wanted on Donald Kieffer. It looks like Mr. Kieffer passed away last year, but according to our records, he lived in Oregon his entire life. Never had a residence in your town.”

      Bellingham lingered for a moment, those connections growing stronger. He thanked Mr. Warber for the information, and then hung up. So now he had a missing boy, and a family missing from twenty-five years ago, both of whom lived in a house owned by the Toussaint family.

      Bellingham reached for the coffee mug and walked over to pour himself a fresh cup. The majority of his deputies were out scouting for the Cooley boy. And with Veronica over at the factory waiting for the final word on that grievance report, he was all alone. Not that he minded it. He’d discovered that being sheriff rarely afforded him a moment of peace and quiet.

      It was his wife that had made him run for the position in the first place. He would have been content to retire four years ago after thirty years in the department, but Laura said he still had some gumption left in the tank. And while he didn’t want to admit it, he knew she was right. The woman could read him like a book, especially when he didn’t want to turn the next page.

      Truth was she’d been the driving force pushing him to be better since the moment they met. He smiled at the memory of their first date as he reached for the coffee pot. He’d picked her up at her house. His jaw nearly dropped to the floor when she opened the door to her parents’ place. She was dressed in a low crop tank top, with her hair done up like Farrah Fawcett, and cut-off jean shorts. It was a hot summer night, and he was glad to see that she had dressed for the occasion.

      It was a stark contrast from the uniform Bellingham had seen her wear at school, but while a physical attraction began their courtship, it was a friendship that kept it going.

      Bellingham walked her out to the car, doing his best to try and not stare at her chest, and parted when they got close to hop in the driver side.

      “What are you doing?” Laura asked.

      Bellingham stopped at the hood of his Trans-Am, which he’d bought a month before after a year of saving. He pointed to the driver seat. “Getting in?”

      “And you’re not going to open my door for me?” She raised her eyebrows in coordination with her tone and crossed her arms.

      “I thought women didn’t like that?” Bellingham answered, still lingering at the hood of the car. “You know, cause of feminism.”

      “Addler Bellingham.” Laura uncrossed her arms and placed them on her hips. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but not opening a door for a woman or any person in general is not helping to promote feminism, just bad manners.” She glanced down at her own chest, and his eyes quickly followed, but lingered there much longer than hers did. “And I did not wear this outfit for you.” He lifted his eyes and blushed. “I wore it because it’s hot outside, and god forbid I’d want to be in something other than the potato sacks they make us wear at school.” She stepped to the car door and opened it herself. “Women do things for themselves because they want to do them for themselves.”

      Bellingham stood there, mouth open.

      “Now, get in,” Laura said, sliding one tan, smooth leg into the car. “I have to be back by ten.”

      And that’s how it went for the majority of their first date, with Bellingham doing his best to not look like an even bigger ass. By the end of the night, he didn’t think he succeeded.

      But when he walked her back to the front door of her parents’ house, she leaned in and kissed him, long, hard, and passionate, slipping in a very talented tongue that triggered a burning hot coal in his stomach and woke up his manhood.

      Laura pulled back, and he stood there with an embarrassing erection that she looked down at, and then smirked. “There. You’ve got a peek at mine, and now I’ve got a peek at yours.” She laughed and then stepped inside, leaving Bellingham on the front porch, trying to hide the bulge in his pants.

      Nearly forty years later she was still teaching him, and in a place like Ocoee, it was well-needed preaching. He took a sip from his mug, throwing up a thank you to the man upstairs for strong women and strong coffee.

      The phone in his office rang again, and Bellingham hurried back, balancing the full-to-the-brim mug carefully in his hand on his way back to his desk. “Sheriff Bellingham.”

      “Sheriff,” Veronica said. “I finally got a name on that grievance you wanted information on.”

      “Who was it?”

      “Donald Kieffer.”

      “Make a copy of that report and then bring it back to the station and add it to the Cooley file.” Bellingham hung up, and took a sip from his Saints mug before setting it down and reaching for his car keys. It was time to pay Billy Rouche a visit.
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      Owen’s phone navigation flitted out twice on the winding dirt paths that were a result of his journey to the address that Chuck had given him. They were even farther out from town than the house on Cypress.

      The 9mm Glock sat in the passenger seat, loaded with a fifteen-round capacity magazine. Its presence made Owen both nervous and safe at the same time.

      Owen slowed, spying the turn up ahead through the trees and swamp. He stopped the car just before the turn, looking farther down the path. A small house stood at the very end. The roof sagged, the windows were dirty, and the paint had long ago faded and peeled from its exterior. There was a truck parked out front, one he didn’t recognize.

      Shadows from the trees crawled over the car as he came to a stop ten yards from the house. He parked, grabbed the gun, and took a deep breath before stepping outside.

      The gravel drive crunched beneath Owen’s feet. Sweat broke out on his forehead and his heart pounded like a jackhammer. By the time he reached the shade of the short awning over the front door, he couldn’t stop shaking.

      The door was cracked open, and Owen aimed the pistol at the gap, then pushed it open. The contrast of darkness inside blinded him for a moment, and he panicked, but it calmed once the shapes of chairs and couches filled the living room.

      Owen kept the gun pointed in front of him as he scanned the room. A few steps later he noticed a smell, hot like the weather, but fleshy. And when he turned the corner into the kitchen he saw Billy Rouche lying belly up, a bloody wound on his stomach and his clothes and body wet and soaking the floor around him.

      “Drop the gun, Owen.”

      Owen shuddered from the pistol jammed in his back. Slowly he held up his hands, and then Chuck relieved him of the weapon.

      “The police know I’m here,” Owen said.

      Chuck scoffed. “No, they don’t.” He spun Owen around and had both guns gripped in his hands, aimed at Owen. “They don’t know you’re here because you knew I wouldn’t show if they did. And I have something you need.”

      “He’s only ten,” Owen said, his eyes watering. “He’s a boy. He’s scared. And he’s my son.”

      Chuck stepped back a few paces. He was wet and dirty and sunburnt like the dead man on the floor, complete with a matching lifeless stare. “Kill or be killed, Owen.”

      “You mother—” Owen stepped forward, and Chuck raised the pistols a little higher, shaking his head.

      “Nah, ah, ah,” Chuck said. “You’ve still got a few things to do.” With his head, he gestured to a chair. “Sit down. Call your wife.”

      The sunlight from the opened front door behind Chuck cast his body in shadow. Only his silhouette was visible, the gun part of the outline. Owen stiffened. “No.”

      Chuck stepped forward, the features of his face filling the closer he moved. The southern charm from their first meeting had disappeared. The varnish wiped clean and exposing the dirty truth beneath all of the money and nice clothes. “Then I’ll kill her after I kill you.”

      “You kill me and she goes to the police,” Owen said.

      “After what you tell her it won’t matter what she tells the police,” Chuck said, then he pressed the pistol against Owen’s chest. “Call. Her.”

      Owen carefully reached for his phone, and took a seat in the chair; his eyes fixated on Chuck the whole time.

      “Good boy,” Chuck said. “Now, when she answers, you’re going to tell her that you’re very angry, and that you know Billy and Jake have your son, and that you’re going to do something about it.” Chuck’s eyes widened. “And make sure you sell it.”

      Owen shifted his eyes from the phone to the dead body. “So you put a bullet in my head after I make the call and frame me for Billy’s murder? Is that it?”

      “And Jake’s,” Chuck said, his voice on the brink of madness. “Let’s not forget about Jake, Owen.” There was a light tremor to his arm. “Call.” Chuck walked forward and cut the distance between the two of them in half. “Now.”

      “I’ve seen cowards before,” Owen said, grimacing. “But I’ve never seen one like you.”

      “And you’ve never been backed into a corner?” Chuck asked, spitting the words back like venom. “You’ve never had to do things that you weren’t proud of? Never had to crawl through the shit on your hands and knees to get out on the other side?” Chuck shook his head, crying now. “Oh, I think you have. I think that’s why you took the job down here in the first place. I think that’s why even after you started noticing things wrong with that house, you stayed. Because this was it, your one shot at redemption, and you ignored everything else for the job and the money I offered you. It was too good to be true, and you knew it. But you kept your family here anyway. You could have left days ago, but you didn’t. This isn’t on me.” He shook his head in wild defiance. “No. Your son’s blood is on your hands. Not mine.” He shook uncontrollably now. “Not mine!”

      Skipped meals. No showers. No power. Wearing the same dirty clothes to school. Owen knew the shit Chuck was talking about. The job down here at the factory was supposed to save them, not damn them to this new hell. He didn’t listen to Claire when she told him there was something wrong. He’d ignored her when she said they should leave. Matt was gone because of him. And he couldn’t wash that blood off, no matter how hard or how long he scrubbed.

      “Well?” Chuck asked. “What’s it gonna be?”

      Owen looked down at the phone. He wasn’t sure what he would say. A version of what Chuck had told him to be sure, but what else? Tell her that she was right? That he was sorry? No. His last words to his wife wouldn’t be so selfish as to clear his own conscience. Not when they were still in danger.

      He dialed Claire, his heart caught in his throat as the phone rang. A small portion of him didn’t want her to pick up, and after five rings he thought she wouldn’t, but then…

      “Owen? What’s going on? Are you all right?”

      Owen closed his eyes, and he nearly broke down right then and there. But he held it. He still had one last job. “Hey, baby.” He opened his eyes and saw the black emptiness of the gun barrel. He’d never been shot before and suddenly wondered if it would hurt, and then in an almost premonition type of warning, a hot pain filled his chest. “I’m sorry, Claire. I should have listened to you before. We should have left. You were right.”

      Claire was crying now. “Whatever you’re doing, Owen, don’t you dare!”

      “I had to, baby,” Owen answered, fighting back his own tears now. “It’s not safe for you and Chloe. I have to make it safe for you.”

      And so this was it. The final push. Owen briefly wondered if his life would flash before his eyes as his tongue turned to sandpaper in his mouth. “Take Chloe and your dad and leave town.” He opened his eyes, Claire stuttering in his ear. “Chuck just killed Billy Rouche and he’s—”

      Chuck lunged forward, screaming at the top of his lungs as he cracked the weapon against Owen’s cheek, knocking the phone from his hand and Owen to the floor. Trembling, Chuck picked up the phone and then ended the call as Owen rolled and moaned on the floor. “You fucking prick!” He hovered over Owen and then jammed the pistol’s barrel into Owen’s temple. He foamed at the corners of his mouth like a rabid dog. “You fucking shit! You—”

      Red and blue lights flashed outside. Both Owen and Chuck snapped their heads towards it at the same time and the violent turn caused the necklace around Chuck’s neck to pop from his wifebeater and dangle right in front of Owen’s eyes.

      The bright green stone sparkled in the leather spider web that held it in place. The pistol’s pressure on the side of Owen’s head lightened, and he punched Chuck’s nose, knocking the man off him and to his side. He ripped the amulet off Chuck’s neck, and then sprinted out the back door.

      Owen’s feet splashed in the water and he turned back only once. In the brief glimpse behind him, Owen saw Chuck stumbling out of the back door and the sheriff’s car pulling up next to his van. For a moment, Chuck thought about stopping, but stopping meant explaining, and explaining took time. With the sun fading lower in the sky, it was time he didn’t have.

      Owen sprinted into the trees, the mud slowing his pace and Chuck gaining on him as he disappeared deeper and deeper into the wilderness. In his last glimpse of the house, Owen saw the sheriff walk out the back, gun in hand and scanning the edge of the swamp.

      Owen tightened his fist around the amulet and while the rest of his body remained hot and sweaty, the hand holding the amulet grew colder.

      Splashes alerted Owen to Chuck’s distance behind him and he knew it was only a matter of time before he used that pistol. The only reason Chuck hadn’t fired yet was because he didn’t want to give away their location to the sheriff. Chuck was still hoping to finish this quietly.

      Owen’s muscles burned as the distance lengthened, and a thousand tiny knives stabbed his lungs with each breath. Directionless, he wandered through the swamp, pushed only by the fact that if he stopped, Chuck would kill him, or the Sheriff would arrest him, and his son would be lost forever.

      The swamp water rose to his chest and significantly slowed Owen’s pace. He twisted his body left and right, his legs churning under the water like he was running on the moon.

      “You can’t keep this up forever, Owen.” Chuck’s voice carried over the water, bouncing off the trees like an echo chamber. “Whatever you think that stone can help you do is a lie.”

      Owen turned back, searching for Chuck amongst the trees. He kept quiet and trudged forward, doing his best to limit his own noise.

      “The cops won’t believe you,” Chuck said, his voice swirling around like a hurricane. “You don’t have any proof. You can’t do this on your own.”

      Owen dodged a piece of moss dangling from a tree, some of its wiry tentacles brushing the side of his neck where the dead had scratched him. He looked to the stone, knowing that this was the only proof he needed.

      Water rippled to his left and Owen snapped his head in the same direction, frozen terror icing his veins as he imagined Chuck there with pistol in hand, smiling as he squeezed the trigger. But there was nothing.

      He glanced up to the sky, the sun growing dimmer and dimmer the farther he waded into the swamp. He had no idea where he was now, and even if he was able to evade Chuck, he had no idea of how to get back to the road.

      Owen stopped, noticing the silence. Insects buzzed and another ripple of water, this time to his right, caught his attention. He spun in a circle, arms still above the water, the knuckles on his right hand white from the tight grip on the amulet.

      Gunshots thundered, and bark from the tree trunk only a foot from Owen’s head splintered off and fell to the water. Wide-eyed, Owen turned left and saw Chuck between the trees, Roger’s 9mm Glock aimed in his outstretched arm.

      Another gunshot triggered Owen into action, and he sprinted forward as fast as his legs would allow in the high water. He kept his head ducked low, his body moving at a tormenting slow pace as more bullets zipped over the still black water.

      “You’re a dead man!” Chuck said, screaming now as he chased Owen through the trees, his motion just as slow, but aided by the long reach of the pistol.

      One more bullet ricocheted off a tree trunk to Owen’s left, and a harsh burn spread across his shoulder. Owen gritted his teeth and winced, clutching the wound, but kept moving. He was hesitant to look down at it, afraid that he’d discover he’d been shot, a trail of blood leaking from him and into the water which would catch the scent of gators looking for a quick, easy meal.

      But when he finally glanced down and removed his hand from his shoulder, he saw nothing more than a red line. The bullet barely nicked him.

      Bullet-size splashes erupted to his left in three geyser-like sprays, and adrenaline powered him onward. One more gunshot thundered, but Owen didn’t hear a ricochet as he continued his slow-motion sprint through the water, which had risen to his shoulders now. He started to swim, which propelled him faster than the tippy toe walk through the water.

      Behind him, Chuck’s voice echoed in the swamp. “I’ll kill you! You hear me? You’re a fucking dead man! I’ll get to your family first! I’ll get there and slit their throats, and then I’ll kill you when you show up! It’s all on you now! You hear me? Your family’s death is on you!”

      And while Chuck’s voice faded the farther Owen swam, the words resonated. He looked to his fist that held the amulet. His family’s fate did rest on his shoulders. And he didn’t have any plans on letting them down.
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      Claire stood near the front windows of the shop, her arms clutched protectively around her body in a tight hug, her left foot tapping nervously as she chewed on her lower lip. She stared out to the beautiful evening sky that had transformed into an array of oranges, pinks, purples, reds, and blues. And what should have been a beautiful sight was nothing more than an impending doom for her son.

      She turned away from the window, her head down as she paced back to the counter where Chloe was still working on her drawings. She was glad that her daughter had something to do, something to distract her young mind from the worry of all the strange things happening around her.

      Owen should have been back by now. He’d been gone for hours. She tried going to the police station as Owen suggested if he didn’t return, but when she arrived, she’d found it empty. So she returned to Queen’s.

      “Mary. Mary? Is dinner ready yet?” Roger’s incoherent thoughts filtered from the back room. Since Madame Crepaux used him for opening the door to whatever realm the creature lived, he’d relapsed into his dementia further and longer than he’d ever done before. “No, I don’t want to go to the movies tonight. Nothing good to see.”

      She walked back to the room where he was kept and saw him lying down on a table. Roger swayed his head back and forth, his cloudy eyes glancing up at the ceiling, his mouth moving and forming words, but his brain not making the connection of the reality that surrounded him.

      She wondered what it would be like to look at his mind, to see what he saw in those moments where the circuits were crossed and confusion set in. She knew he didn’t even realize it was happening and was glad for it. This wasn’t Roger Templeton on the table. This was Alzheimer’s. And he was a son of a bitch.

      “Goddammit, Mary, I said no!” Roger slammed his fists against the table, the muscles along his arms and neck thickening from the strenuous pull. “I-I’m fine,” he answered, keeping his eyes tight shut. “I’m okay. I’m not hungry, Mary.”

      Claire’s mom had been dead for almost three years, but anytime he said her name like this, it still wrenched her heart. When Alzheimer’s took control, it brought the ghost of her mother to life. And it was always haunting.

      “I’m not hungry!” Alzheimer’s opened his eyes, staring up to the ceiling and screaming at the top of his lungs. He looked at Claire. Those angry, violent eyes were upon her. They didn’t recognize her, and she didn’t recognize him. He got up from the table and Claire stepped in front of the door to keep him in the room.

      “Dad, you need to calm down,” Claire said, approaching slowly, her hands held up passively. “Just lay back down on the table.”

      Alzheimer’s lunged forward, grabbing Claire by the shoulders, her father still surprisingly strong. “Who are you? Get out of my house! Mary! Mary!” His voice grew angrier, more frantic, more violent.

      “Dad! You need to—”

      The harsh crack of the backhand knocked Claire off balance, leaving a hot, burning mark that sat high on her cheek. She remained hunched over, one of her fingers grazing the mark, and Alzheimer’s stood there, panting heavily.

      “GAAHH!” Alzheimer’s lunged forward, fists swinging wildly, and Claire flung herself in his path to protect him from Chloe.

      Claire braced for the inevitable impact, shutting her eyes and turning her face away from the monster in her father’s body. But after she tensed, there was nothing. She opened her eyes and saw Madame Crepaux standing behind her, the rock at the top of her staff glowing and Alzheimer’s frozen in mid-step.

      “Get him back on the table,” Madame Crepaux said. “Tie him down.”

      Claire did as she was told, moving the shell of her father with surprising ease. Once he was tied down, the rock ended its glow, and Alzheimer’s slowly returned, blinking and thrashing against the straps.

      “Let me go! Let me go!” Alzheimer’s howled and snarled, and Claire retreated until a hand fell on her shoulder.

      “The trip into the monster’s world has only tired his mind,” Madame Crepaux said. “He will be better soon.”

      “And he has to do it again? Help open up that… door?” Claire asked, staring at her father, who blinked absentmindedly at the ceiling. “Can his mind handle that?”

      Madame Crepaux stared at Claire, and then at her father. “It must. There is no other way to reach Bacalou’s domain without your father as a conduit.”

      “Will it kill him?” Claire asked.

      Madame Crepaux shook her head. “I do not know.” She handed a bowl of something that she had mixed. “Give this to him. It will help get him ready.”

      Claire took the bowl, and Madame Crepaux left, leaving her alone with Alzheimer’s. He thrashed on the table, his eyes shut, mumbling something. “Dad?” He didn’t respond. “Roger?”

      Alzheimer’s looked at her, then to the bowl. His tone was stern, but some of the anger had lessened. “I’m not hungry.”

      Claire forced the rim of the bowl to his lips and lifted his head. “It’s good for you.” She forced his head steady, and he grimaced as she funneled the concoction down his throat.

      Alzheimer’s consumed about half of it before he closed his lips and the liquid spilled over his face. He violently shook his head. “Poison! It’s poison!” He thrashed and knocked the bowl from her hands and it crashed to the floor, some of the liquid spilling over Claire’s clothes.

      Alzheimer’s screamed and howled, snarling at the woman who used to be his daughter, but had transformed into a demon trying to kill him.

      The raised welt where she’d been struck burned hot, and Claire trembled. Her son was gone, her husband was missing, and the one man in her life that was still here wasn’t really here at all. “Stop it! Just stop it!” She gripped her father by the shoulders and his thrashing ended, but he kept the snarl. “I know you’re going to take him from me. I know what you’re going to do to all of the memories of him and his family. But you give him back to me now. You hear me? You let him go for a little while longer.”

      Alzheimer’s gave a mistrusting look, but the snarl disappeared.

      Desperation was plastered over Claire’s face, and she was ashamed at the hate coursing through her veins, but she needed something to help her get through this.

      “Please,” Claire said, tears in her eyes now. “Let me have him back.”

      The cloudy haze vanished, and for a moment Claire believed that her father was back. The anger disappeared and he squinted at her, the rusted wheels of his mind trying to make a connection that would have been the easiest thing in the world just a year ago.

      “Do I know you?”

      And just like that, the brief ray of light was snuffed out. Claire shook her head and backed away, sobbing openly now as she lifted her hand to the welt on her cheek. “No. You don’t.” She turned and saw Chloe crying, and she wrapped her arms around her, the past twenty-four hours flooding out of her like water from a busted dam.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The cotton candy sunset had turned pitch black, clouds covering the moon and stars, casting the earth below in darkness. Owen panted, stumbling a few steps out of the water until he collapsed against one of the trees for support. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness and in the shades of night he saw the trees, the moss, the swamp, and the tiny ripples of water among the reeds and water from the wind or whatever animals lay beneath the surface.

      Owen tilted his head back, his mouth open. Despite the swim on his escape, the day had dried him out. The night concealed the sunburns on his face and neck, but when he ran his tongue over his lips, he felt the cracks and chapped skin. His muscles spasmed randomly in fatigue and defiance of movement. But if it was already nightfall, then the window to save his son was nearly closed.

      Owen pushed forward, catapulting himself off from the tree trunks like a monkey swinging from branch to branch. He paused for another breath, his muscles forcing him to stop. He glanced down at his fist and then uncurled his aching fingers.

      The green stone glowed in the darkness, and Owen tried to understand how something so small, something so ordinary could possess so much power. He closed the stone back into his fist, thoughts of Matthew pushing him onward. He’d circled a few memories of his son over the past day, but all of them led back to one.

      It was spring, about four years ago. Chloe was still a baby at the time, and both Owen and Claire had expressed to their eldest how proud they were of him for being such a good big brother. He fell into the role like a natural, holding her, giving her kisses on the top of her head, helping her eat once she transitioned from breastfeeding to baby food.

      He and Claire wanted to do something special for him on his upcoming birthday. With the attention that Chloe required, that any new baby required, they knew that they sometimes had put Matt on the back burner. And because of the type of kid he was, so soft-spoken and well-behaved, it was easy for him to go unnoticed. Out of the two of them, Chloe had always been the squeaky wheel, and as the old saying goes, she got the grease.

      When Owen was still at the shipyard in Baltimore, he worked with a guy whose son was in the PR department for the Orioles. And if there was a bigger Baltimore Orioles fan than Matt Cooley, Owen had yet to meet them. So, after handing over a week of vacation time, Owen managed to score some front row seats along the first base line right next to the Orioles dugout. Matt also got to throw out the first pitch of the game and had his baseball signed by every player in the dugout. Matt couldn’t wipe the smile off his face for the whole four hours the game lasted.

      And while the joy of watching his son’s face light up at the players, the game, the crowd, the food, and the atmosphere was rewarding, it wasn’t until the end of the game and they had walked back to the parking lot that he finally got to the moment that had replayed in his mind like the favorite scene in a favorite movie.

      “Dad?” Matt asked after Owen had clicked on his seatbelt.

      “Yeah, buddy?”

      Matt kept his head down, twirling the baseball in his hands, the smile faded a little bit but still creasing his lips upward. “Thank you.”

      Owen brushed his son’s hair back behind his ear and smiled. “You deserve it, buddy. You’ve done such a great job this past year.”

      Matt looked up at him, his eyes wide but sleepy.

      “So,” Owen asked. “What was your favorite part of the day?”

      “Right now,” Matt answered.

      Owen laughed, shaking his head. “Really? It wasn’t the game or the fact that you got to throw out the first pitch?”

      Matt was quiet for a moment, and then looked up at Owen. “You made this happen, Dad. And when I grow up, I want to be just like you so I can make my son feel the same way.”

      With his son’s words ringing clearly in his memory, Owen shut his eyes and dropped to his knees in the middle of the swamp. His shoulders bounced, sobbing, as his mouth downturned and he drew in a snot-riddled breath, trying to regain his composure.

      Most kids think their dad is Superman. Owen thought that about his own father when he was younger. But Owen knew Matt would discover how much better he was than him as he grew older. Still, hearing those words come out of his son’s mouth filled him with a pride that couldn’t be bought, sold, or replaced. It was priceless.

      A pair of lights flashed in Owen’s peripheral vision. He turned to the sight, blinked a few times, unsure if the moving illumination was real or just a mirage derived from hopeful thoughts. But then he heard an engine, and he realized the road was close.

      He waved his arms, his voice cracking as he called out. “Hey!” He didn’t care who it was out there on the road so long as they could take him back to Main Street. The closer he drew to the road, the clearer the headlights came into view. They were attached to an old truck, the driver in the cab hidden by darkness.

      Owen broke through the edge of the swamp and stumbled up the embankment of the road, his dirty hand outstretched to flag the driver down. His fingers penetrated the cones of lights from the headlights, then collapsed onto the asphalt.

      Brakes squealed as the truck slowed, casting the top half of Owen’s body into view. The truck’s engine rumbled as the driver shifted into park. Door hinges squeaked, and boots scraped against the asphalt.

      Owen could barely find the strength to lift his head. His fingernails clawed at the bits of exposed rock on the road, which was still warm from baking in the sun all day.

      “Holy mother of Christ. Owen?”

      Owen lifted his head, the voice unfamiliar as the pair of boots moved closer. He felt hands on him and was then flipped over onto his back, blinking as Marty Wiggins’s face came into view.

      “What the hell happened to you?”

      Owen moved his mouth to try and respond, but nothing escaped his lips except for a wheezing groan. It was the weight of the amulet in his hand, which had grown oddly heavy, that finally snapped him out of the dazed confusion muddling his brain.

      “Town,” Owen said, taking a hard, dry swallow of spit. “Take me into town.” He rolled to his left, groaning as Marty’s hands fell over him and provided the needed strength to lift him off the ground.

      Once on two legs, Owen wobbled but Marty steadied him by taking hold of his shoulders. Marty pinched his eyebrows together, a single, greasy brown line down his chin that could be traced to the wad of dip protruding from his lower lip.

      “Damn, Yankee, you look like shit.” Marty steered Owen toward the truck and opened the passenger side door, then helped him up inside.

      Goose bumps suddenly formed over Owen’s skin from the cold A/C, and he hugged himself as he shivered. His mind swirled with fatigue, and he glanced down at his closed fist.

      The driver side door shut, and the cabin rocked as Marty stepped inside. The truck’s transmission grunted in defiance before spurting them forward.

      Owen caught himself drifting to sleep twice, and he jerked himself from rest, sucking in deep breaths of air as he kept his eyes on the illuminated road that stretched for miles with nothing on either side but the swamp that Owen had traveled through.

      “Everybody was talking about what happened to your son today at work,” Marty said, hawking some brown spittle into an old Diet Coke can. “My wife’s been having a fit all day trying to get a hold of her dad. I knew the old bastard was crooked, but I didn’t know he was that crooked.”

      Owen frowned, Marty’s words slow to sink in, but he finally remembered from his first few days on the job that Billy Rouche was Marty’s father-in-law. He turned to Marty, slowly, unsure of the man’s allegiance. “Did you know?”

      Marty glanced over, and with the man’s lower lip puffed out from the dip, he looked like a sulking child that had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Look, Yankee, I might be an asshole, but I’m not a criminal. Not on the scale of ol’ Billy Rouche.” He raised his eyebrows and briefly took his hands from the wheel and held them up in defense. “Why would I have picked you up if I was in cahoots with the old man? Huh? It would have made more sense to just run you over!”

      And in Owen’s fractured and tired mind, he conceded the Southern drawling, dip-spitting, self-proclaimed ragin’ Cajun had a point. Owen’s muscles relaxed and he leaned back on the seat. “Take me to Queen’s.”

      Marty nearly swallowed the dip in his mouth, and then coughed brown spittle over his dash and windshield. “Ah, shit.” He wiped his lips with the back of his hand, and then reached for a dirty rag in the center console and cleaned up the mess. “What the hell you want to go there for?”

      Owen glanced down to the rock in his palm. The green glowed brighter now.

      “What the hell is that?” Marty asked, his attention more on Owen now than the road, and they drifted more freely over the lanes of traffic, which were thankfully empty on both sides.

      “It’s how I’m getting my son back,” Owen answered, then looked up to the window outside and the starless, moonless night. “But I don’t have much time left.”
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      Sheriff Bellingham eyed Queen’s from across the street. The windows were tinted, and the closed sign was flipped at the door. While he had always thought Madame Crepaux strange, he never considered her a danger to anyone, not the least some Yankee who just moved down from Baltimore.

      The house on Cypress Lane was empty when Bellingham checked after leaving Billy Rouche’s residence, so the sheriff thought Madame Crepaux’s shop would be a good place to start, seeing as how this was the last place Mrs. Cooley was seen after the hospital.

      Two of the sheriff’s deputies were with him, and both men had taken a few steps back when the sheriff walked toward the store. He was almost halfway across the street when he realized he was alone.

      He turned around and frowned, giving them the same hard stare their fathers would. Both men looked at each other, then reluctantly followed, their eyes cast sheepishly down to their feet, still keeping a safe distance as Bellingham pounded on the front door.

      “Ms. Crepaux! It’s Sheriff Bellingham. Open up!” He took a step back, hands on his hips. He looked back to his deputies, who had remained in the road and off the sidewalk in front of the store. “You know that you two are going in there with me.”

      “Sheriff, we shouldn’t be bothering this woman,” Deputy Hurt said. “She’s,” he looked down to his feet, wiggling uncomfortably like a kid in church. “Well, she’s crazy!”

      “Yeah, Sheriff,” Deputy Lane said. “I’m not saying I believe in all of this stuff, but no reason to go and kick the hornet’s nest, you know?”

      “You two nancys get your asses up on this sidewalk now!” Bellingham pointed down to the concrete with his right index finger extended, revealing his swollen and knobby knuckles that had started to ache. He wished he had some type of future telling to go along with the aches. His grandmother had a knee that swelled up just before it rained, and he recalled a great aunt that had a hip that ached whenever a high tide was coming in to break the levees. The only thing that he saw in his future was an Ibuprofen.

      Bellingham knocked again, then tried the handle, which was locked. He leaned closer, trying to get a look inside, but whomever the woman had gotten to tint her windows had done a damned fine job. He spun around, and both deputies jumped from the old man’s speed. “You two stay put and you radio me the moment you see anyone come by.”

      A unanimous “yes, sir” rang through the air, and Bellingham marched back across the street, the night air still lingering with the heat of the day. He checked his watch. If he was lucky, he’d be able to pull Judge Harlow out of bed. The old hag was probably already asleep in her coffin. The judge should have retired ten years ago, but she was still useful for getting a warrant at still hop up on her bench and spell out the law better than any other clerk of the court this side of the grand ol’ Mississippi.

      He walked back down to his office and had Veronica try Chuck Toussaint again. The bastard hadn’t picked up his phone all day, and no one at work had seen him. He didn’t like how slippery the man was becoming, and he sure as hell didn’t like the fact that one of his suspects was dead.

      Veronica poked her head into his office. “Still can’t get a hold Mr. Toussaint, Sheriff.”

      Bellingham slammed both fists onto the table and rattled a cluster of pens and his nameplate off the desk. His jowls flushed red and contrasted brightly against the white mop of hair on his head. “I want an APB for Owen Cooley, Jake Martin, and Chuck Toussaint, and I want all three of those men in my cells before morning!”

      Veronica skittered away without a peep and Bellingham reached for the statements again, trying to find something that he was missing. In all of the investigations that he’d conducted over the years, nine times out of ten, the simplest answer was the correct one. If all the evidence pointed to the butler with the candlestick in the library, then by God that’s what it was.

      But the simplest answer in this scenario just didn’t make any sense. All the background checks he ran on Owen Cooley revealed the past of your average red-blooded American male. One instant of drunk and disorderly conduct when he was nineteen, where he was also charged with underage drinking, a few speeding tickets, but other than that, he was clean as a whistle.

      Then on the other side Bellingham had Chuck Toussaint, known greaser of elections and a profound wealth and power in town, and old Billy Rouche who had been intertwined with the Toussaints for as long as he could remember. Not to mention the family that had suddenly disappeared off the face of the earth twenty-five years ago who lived in the same house as the Cooley’s.

      Bellingham thumped his elbows on the table and massaged his temples. Was he actually considering believing what Owen Cooley had told him? Then what? Put out an APB for a creature with large black eyes, long claws, and a mouth full of teeth? He’d have more gators brought in than he’d know what to do with.

      Bellingham reached for his truck keys and grabbed his hat. He watched Veronica shoot up out of her chair in his peripheral vision on his way out. “Keep me updated on those APBs.”

      “Where are you going?” Veronica asked.

      “Monster hunting,” Bellingham answered.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Owen chugged a half bottle of warm water that Marty pulled from the back of the truck, and while it worsened his thirst, it did provide a needed boost of clarity. The fog of fatigue was briefly lifted and he sat up a little straighter in his seat. “What time is it?”

      Marty glanced at his wrist. “Quarter after eleven.”

      “How much farther till town?”

      “Not much longer.”

      Owen drew in a breath, eyes closed, gathering the needed strength to keep pushing forward.

      “So,” Marty said, switching his glance between the road and Owen in nervous throws. “You wanna fill me in on what’s going on?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Owen leaned his head against the glass, feeling the vibrations from the road as a car passed in the opposite direction. When he noticed that it was a sheriff’s deputy he immediately ducked lower in his seat. His eyes trailed it in the rearview mirror until it was out of view.

      The truck slowed and then rumbled as Marty pulled off the asphalt and onto the gravel on the side of the road. “You wanna tell me why you clenched up like a whore in Church when that cop passed?”

      “Your father-in-law is dead,” Owen answered. He blurted it out faster than he intended, but in the essence of time, he didn’t have much to waste.

      Marty remained stoic, blinking a few times, that lump in his lower lip nearly dissolved. Owen tensed, waiting for Marty to speak, or to reach across the seats and try and choke him out. Owen had the size and muscle on Marty, but in his tired state, he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to fend the man off.

      “You do it?” Marty finally asked.

      “No.”

      “You think it was Chuck?”

      “I know it was Chuck.”

      Marty nodded slowly and then leaned back against his door. “Shit.” He rubbed his eyes, groaning, and then smacked his palm against the wheel. “Dammit! That stupid old man. I told him not to get too close to those Toussaints. Ain’t nothin’ but a bunch of aristocratic asshats.” He wrung the wheel, the thin cords of muscle along his forearms tensing from the tight grip.

      “Marty,” Owen said. “I need to get to Queen’s.”

      “We need to go to the police,” Marty said. “I don’t need this kind of heat, Yankee.”

      “After you drop me off at the shop, you can do whatever the hell you want,” Owen said. “I just need to get there.”

      “I don’t know—”

      “He’s ten!” Owen’s voice thundered inside the cabin, and the strength in which the words escaped surprised even him. “He’s afraid, and alone, and wondering why his father hasn’t come to find him.” Desperation clung to those last words like morning dew to grass. His eyes watered and when Marty kept silent, Owen reached for the door handle.

      “Hold your horses,” Marty said, waving at Owen’s hand. He shifted the truck back into drive and both men bounced in their seats as he pulled onto the road.

      “Thank you,” Owen said.

      “Yeah, well, you’re just lucky I never liked that old bastard,” Marty said. “Though my wife is going to be upset. Damn, you Yankees sure do love causin’ a mess for us boys down South, don’t you?” Marty looked over, but there was a hint of a smile on his face.

      When Main Street finally came into view, Owen jolted upright in his seat. He pointed toward Queen’s, but Marty waved him off.

      “I know where it is,” Marty said. “Not that I’d ever go there willingly.” He slowed as he approached, and as Owen’s eyes adjusted to the dark patch out front of the voodoo shop, Owen saw why. “Looks like someone else had your same idea.”

      The pair of deputies looked toward the headlights of Marty’s truck, which he had stopped conspicuously in the middle of the road. Owen ducked below the dash and smacked Marty’s arm. “Drive past and park down at the end of the street. I’ll circle around back.”

      Marty bid as he was told, giving a wave to both deputies on the way past, the cheesy smile spread across his face anything but natural. He found an open spot at the end of the street and parked, killing the engine as Owen kept low on his exit.

      “So what the hell am I supposed to do now?” Marty asked as Owen was slipping away.

      “Just act like you’re walking up toward Crawl Daddy’s and say you’re going in for a beer.”

      “If I’m going to Crawl Daddy’s, then why the hell did I park all the way down here?” Marty asked, exasperation in his voice.

      “You wanted the fresh air,” Owen answered, and then slipped around the back of an insurance adjuster’s shop before scurrying up the backside of the strip of buildings.

      He glanced down at the rock in his hand and saw that it glowed even brighter now, the green light escaping through the cracks of his fingers. Owen tucked it into his pocket to keep himself hidden in darkness, and when he arrived at the back window of Queen’s, he tapped the glass, hoping everyone was still inside.

      After the first round of poking, no one answered, and he tapped the glass harder. He stole quick glances of the darkness around him and saw a rat scurry out from a hole at the bottom of a trashcan. A few A/C units hummed quietly farther down the road, but he heard no footsteps or shouts from the deputies out front.

      “Claire!” Owen whispered, this time knocking on the glass. “Claire, open—”

      A suction noise popped and the window pulled inward. “Owen?” Claire kept her voice a whisper, and then the window pushed outward even more, and she lunged through the open space and wrapped her arms around Owen’s neck, squeezing tight. “Thank god.”

      Owen kissed her cheek and brought her face in front of his. “Everything all right?”

      “It’s fine,” Claire said, still keeping her voice down. “The deputies have been out front for a while. What happened?”

      Owen held up his hand, then briefly revealed the amulet, the luminescent glow filling the back alleyway, before closing his fist. “Do we still have time?”

      “Yes.” Madame Crepaux appeared next to Claire, her yellow eyes flickering in the darkness. “But we must hurry.”

      Both of them stepped back and Owen pulled himself inside, his muscles quivering from the exertion, and then landed awkwardly on his feet, his ankles giving way. Claire caught him before he fell.

      “Christ, Owen, you’re shaking like a leaf,” Claire said, helping him through the room toward the door and across the shop to the second room where Roger was being kept.

      “I’m fine,” Owen said, doing his best to ensure that his voice didn’t quiver. A small heavy thump smacked against his leg as Madame Crepaux closed the door, then lit a candle, revealing Chloe latched to his leg. He bent down and picked her up. “Hey, bug.”

      “Daddy, you stink,” Chloe said, wrinkling her nose, and then kissed him on the cheek. “But I’m glad you’re back.”

      Owen smiled, kissed his daughter, and then squeezed her tight, a few tears leaking out of the corner of his eyes. He set her down and Madame Crepaux brought a candlelight to his face, her eyes wide.

      “Let me see it,” she said.

      Owen uncurled his fist with the amulet, and Madame Crepaux released a low gasp as she gently plucked the stone from his palm, holding it close to the candlelight, her eyes reflecting the green glow.

      “Powerful,” she said, whispering to herself. “The bokor who forged this did his work well.”

      “So what now?” Owen asked.

      The woman closed her hand around the amulet and then turned to Roger, bringing the stone and setting it around his neck. “He will open the portal into the creature’s world. It will be small, and it will be brief, but you will have entrance.”

      “How does he get out?” Claire asked, holding onto Owen’s arm. “How does he come back?”

      Crepaux walked quickly to her table and cabinets of herbs and solutions. She emptied a handful into a bowl, which glowed with a white light, and the water moved and danced across the ceiling. “The house will be the strongest point in the creature’s world, and the most human. It is there you will be able to find the door back to this world.” She turned around, bowl in hand, and set it down between Roger’s ankles on the table where he was still strapped down.

      The front door rattled with fists, and through the closed door of the side room, they all turned their heads toward the commotion of the deputies out front. “Open up! Search warrant! Open up!”

      “We haven’t much time,” Madame Crepaux said, and quickly grabbed hold of Owen’s hand and linked it together with Roger’s, who was still unconscious. “Keep hold of him, and hang on tight.”

      Claire picked up Chloe and took a step back as Madame Crepaux raised her hands high and tilted her face toward the ceiling. She closed her eyes and opened her mouth, a low, throaty moan escaping her lips as the pounding on the door out front grew louder.

      “Search warrant!”

      Madame Crepaux swayed back and forth, the throaty hum steady as the light flickered in the bowl and the amulet around Roger’s neck grew brighter. “Demallah-Ooo-Nah!” She stomped her foot and clapped her hands, both noises echoing loudly in the room and dwarfing the pounding on the front door.

      “Sherriff’s department, open up!”

      Owen looked back to Claire as he held onto Roger’s hand. She kept Chloe close to her chest, and in the glow of the green and white lights, he saw that she was crying. “I will bring him back.”

      “Demallah-Ooo-Nah!” Another stomp and clap, the rhythm growing faster.

      “I know,” Claire said.

      A crash of glass and the stomping of feet snapped Claire’s attention to the closed door, which quickly rattled. Feet shuffled, and another fist pounded violently on the other side.

      Owen squeezed Roger’s hand tighter, the light inside filling up the entire room now, a clash of green and white so blinding that Owen lifted his free arm to shield his eyes.

      “Demallah-Ooo-Nah!” Stomp. Clap. “Demallah-Ooo-Nah!” Stomp, clap. “Demallah-Ooo-Nah!” Stomp-Clap. “DEMALLAH-OOO-NAH!”

      The ground rattled under Owen’s feet and he felt a harsh tug at the center of his chest, yanking him forward, and suddenly he was falling, the world around him still blinded by light. His skin grew cold, and with his eyes still closed, he caught a whiff of death, like road kill that had been baking in the afternoon sun.

      Owen stepped back from the smell, and he stumbled, his mind disoriented from the sudden stopping motion of falling. He felt the ground squish beneath his feet. He blinked a few times, the brightness fading and replaced with shades of grey.

      Trees sprouted from the swamp, their trunks broken and cracked, their branches void of leaves, with scraggly-looking pieces of moss that looked as dead as the trees they hung from. The leafless branches spiraled toward a sky void of sun, moon, stars, or clouds. It was a pitch black that Owen had never seen before, looking as dead as the world beneath it.

      Owen paced in a half circle, getting his bearings, and then saw the house through the trees. He took a step toward it when a voice echoed from above. It was inaudible, nothing more than a water mumble, but it was enough to cast Owen’s stare toward the cemetery.

      The headstones and tombs he smashed in with the sledgehammer were still whole in this place, and he found himself drawn to it. Owen jogged over and his breaths stung with each inhale. He only made a few feet before his muscles ached and he clawed at the dead bark of the trunks to stay upright.

      The cemetery widened the closer Owen moved through the trees. Another watery echo sounded from the darkness above, but this time he recognized the voice. It was Roger.

      “The tomb.” Roger’s voice rang in clearer now, and Owen understood. He picked up his pace, and each labored breath sent a series of daggers into his chest.

      “Matt!” Owen’s voice echoed, and he cast a quick glance at the first grave he passed, wondering if the dead would rise again and what the hell they’d look like in a place like this. He saw the barren tree branches were clouded with thick spider webs. Tiny black dots crawled along them, moving together in a synchronized wave.

      A pea soup fog rolled in thick around Owen’s ankles, and he sprinted toward the mausoleum centered in the graveyard. He swung open the wrought iron gate, this one not chained like the one in his world, and a mind-numbing rush of cold air struck him as he stepped inside. The stained glass windows at the top of the walls were broken, the beautiful artwork transformed into dagger-like shards.

      A large concrete slab covered the top of a coffin that rested on a pedestal. Owen placed his fingers underneath the slab and lifted, his muscles straining, and he only moved it an inch before his grip gave out.

      Owen sucked in another ragged breath, and he doubled over in a fit of coughing. The hearty hacks rattled his lungs and burned his throat. He spat on the ground, and his eyes widened from the bright sight of blood on the concrete. He’d been here only a couple minutes and that was what was happening to his insides?

      He forced himself to stand and then repositioned his grip, and pushed this time instead of lifting. The concrete slab scraped against the pedestal and slowly exposed the coffin inside. Owen’s arms shook, and his back and shoulders burned. His lungs ached, and he coughed up another spray of blood over his chin and shirt as the slab finally crashed to the floor.

      Owen reached for the coffin’s lid, and ripped it open. Inside, Matt lay on his side, his skin grey and clammy, curled up in a ball. He took sharp, wheezing breaths, and when Owen rolled the boy to his back, he saw that blood had crusted around his mouth and chin and stained the front of his shirt.

      “Matt!” Owen scooped his boy out of the coffin and cradled him. He felt like a block of ice, his little chest rising quickly from his fast, panting breaths. “Matt?”

      Matt’s eyelids fluttered open, revealing blackness where his once vibrant blue eyes had been. He opened his mouth like a fish sucking water, finding the strength to speak. “Dad?”

      Owen kissed his son’s forehead, his lips burning from his son’s icy touch. He pulled him closer and then stepped toward the mausoleum’s exit. “I’m getting you out of here. Just hang on.”

      Shadows covered the sky above when Owen jogged out of the tomb, his son heavy in his arms as he weaved around the graves. The world darkened, and when he looked up to the spiders in the webs, all of them scattered toward the trunks, chasing him.

      His feet splashed in ankle-high water, and to the left and right of him, growling and snapping their jaws, were gators. One of the gator’s mouth was split down the middle, and another had large, gaping wounds exposed on its back and sides.

      Owen pushed through the pain and fatigue and the life-sucking nature of the world around him, and focused only on getting his son to the house. More creatures emerged from the swamp on his sprint: rats, snakes, spiders, lizards, gators, all of them decrepit and dying. They chased Owen through the trees, nipping at his ankles, a few scratches slashed on his calves. But when he broke the tree line and his feet padded into the dead soil of the field before the house, the animals didn’t pursue him.

      Hundreds of dead creatures lined up at the edge of the field, their glassy eyes staring at Owen, their animalistic calls both of this world and some other that he had never heard. Owen hobbled up the front porch steps and shouldered open the door, stumbling inside, barely able to keep Matt in his arms.

      “I’m here!” Owen screamed toward the ceiling, the inside of the house a near replica, save for the fact that everything had aged horribly inside. The wood had rotted along the walls, boards were missing in the floor, what paint there was had been stripped and torn away. The house resembled the carcasses of those animals outside.

      The walls rattled and Owen pulled Matt close to his chest. He retreated back to the front door, but it slammed shut on its own, sealing him inside. Black water flooded through the bottom crack, and Owen rushed toward it, tugging at the doorknob to escape, finding it locked.

      The water rushed inside faster, then started to bubble up from between the floorboards. Owen ran down the hallway and into the dining room, the water rising to his ankles, and then his shins by the time he reached the staircase and bounded up step after step, the swirling black liquid looking more like tar than water.

      “Get us out!” Owen screamed, and then spit up another hacking wad of blood, some of it dribbling onto his son. The black water reached the second-story banisters and flooded onto the balcony, and it was here the water stopped.

      Noise was sucked from the room, and Owen’s ears popped. He rotated his jaw, the dull throb in his ears turning painful. And that’s when he heard it. The rattle pounded like the tossing of bones on concrete, clanging violently against an unforgiving surface. Owen backed all the way to the wall as the water to his left bubbled. Another rattle, this one louder and faster than before.

      The creature’s head appeared from the bubbling water near the stairs, its back to Owen as it ascended the staircase from the black muck, which dripped from its grey, scaly hide. The razor-sharp claws shimmered, and as it turned down the balcony, it set those dark eyes on Owen and his son, its mouth spread wide with all of those teeth set haggardly in its mouth.

      The floor vibrated from each of its steps, and Owen’s heart hammered wildly in his chest. Hot tears burst from his eyes, and Owen lifted his head toward the ceiling. “Get us out! GET US OUT OF HERE!” He felt the burn from his throat when he screamed but barely heard his own voice.

      With no answer, Owen sprinted to Matt’s room and shut the door, sealing himself and his son inside. He placed Matt down in the corner of the room then tried the window, but it was locked. The door burst open and the creature approached, its raised claws like daggers poised to strike.

      One of Matt’s bats rested in the corner and Owen reached for it, putting himself between the monster and his son. “You won’t have him, you hear me?”

      The creature opened its mouth wide, saliva dripping from those sharp fangs and a low growl escaping from its throat.

      Owen sprinted toward the creature, throwing all of his weight behind the momentum, screaming at the top of his lungs, a father’s rage fueling him like a freight train. The bat connected with the creature’s head but shattered upon impact, a thousand splinters flying through the air.

      Bacalou didn’t even flinch from the blow. It hissed and growled, and then spread its claws. Owen looked at the razor-sharp tips of black and took a step back, but he was too slow. The creature rammed its claws into Owen’s body, the sharp knives cutting through bone and organs as the creature lifted him off the ground, keeping him impaled. Bacalou roared, sending a hot stink of breath that blasted Owen’s face.

      The pain from the wounds lit up Owen’s mind like a hot flash, powerful but fleeting, and in its place seeped coldness. He glanced down to the creature and saw that the water was rising, consuming his feet, then his legs and stomach, his chest.

      He glanced back to where he placed Matt and saw that his boy was gone, swallowed up by the darkness. Tears, red like blood, fell from his eyes and his mouth as the black water reached his chin. And as the creature let out another throaty roar, Owen knew that he had failed. His son was dead. He was dead. And then all was black.
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      Owen lay lifeless on the floor of Matt’s room. It was exactly where the monster had dug its claws into his chest and stomach, and he’d felt those last bits of life drain from him. His body was soaked, his clothes glued to his skin and his hair dripping wet. But the floor around him was dry. The broken boards and peeled paint that had been in that other world were gone. Moonlight drifted in through the window, the clouds parting long enough to illuminate the inside of the house on Cypress Lane.

      Owen’s body jerked in a jackknife-like motion, and water spewed from his mouth and onto the floor as he shifted to his side, drawing in a gasping breath. His fingers immediately went to where the creature had stabbed him, but in place of blood and guts, he felt only the holes in his shirt and tiny bumps that rose like scar tissue over his chest and stomach.

      He immediately looked behind him and saw Matt lying on the floor. In a panicked scramble, he crawled to his son on all fours. His son’s skin had warmed, and he checked for a pulse. As he did, Matt gargled and bucked from a cough just like his father had done and vomited up the same black water.

      “That’s it, get it all out,” Owen said, patting his son’s back.

      Matt caught his breath, and when he looked up, he blinked, his eyelashes still wet, and Owen stared into those beautiful blues that he was convinced he’d never see again. “Dad?”

      Owen pulled his son close, squeezing tight and clawing at his boy with a father’s hunger. He kissed Matt’s head, sniffling from the tears starting to come, and then cried.

      Matt squeezed back, though not as hard, and Owen loosened the hold on his boy and the pair remained seated on the floor. He looked down at his hands and arms, examining them and then giving them a poke, as if he expected them to not be real. When he looked back up, Matt’s eyes filled with water. “It’s not a dream. I’m home?”

      “Yeah,” Owen answered. “You’re home.”

      “Hello?” The voice echoed from the front of the house, and both Owen and Matt jumped from the sound. “Mr. Cooley?”

      Owen helped Matt to his feet, and the pair walked out to the balcony just as Sheriff Bellingham entered through the hallway to the dining room below. The men locked eyes, both in disbelief at the sight of one another, and then Bellingham noticed Matt.

      “My god,” Bellingham said.

      Owen walked with his son toward the staircase. “He needs to go to the hospital.” Matt flinched at the word, but Owen gave him a reassuring pat. “Just as a precaution, buddy.”

      Bellingham watched the pair walk all the way down the steps, and when Owen reached the first floor, he saw the sheriff place his hand on the butt of his pistol. “Mr. Cooley, I’m going to need you to step away from your son.”

      The air grew still between them and Bellingham repeated the order, which Owen continued to ignore. “Whatever you think I did, it wasn’t me.”

      “Mr. Cooley, I don’t want to have to do this the hard way,” Bellingham said, his body tensed, his knuckles white against the black of his pistol handle. “Not in front of your son.”

      Matt had his face buried into Owen’s shoulder now, and he felt the boy trembling. With effort, Owen pulled his son off of him and set him near the base of the stairs. “Hey, Matt, look at me.” The pearly whites around those blue eyes had flushed red from tears that streamed down his face. “You’re safe now. Nothing’s going to hurt you. Understand?”

      Matt nodded and then wiped his eyes.

      Owen turned back around to Bellingham, who still had his hand on the pistol. “I need to get my wife over here, so she can be with our son.”

      “We’ll drive him—”

      “No,” Owen said, his tone stern. He watched Bellingham fidget nervously. “He’s not going anywhere in the back of a squad car, and he’s not staying with anyone but family.” Owen clenched his fists and placed himself between Bellingham and his boy.

      Slowly, Bellingham nodded. “All right, Mr. Cooley.” He removed his hand from his pistol, his shoulders relaxing a bit. “I can make that happen.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The bedroom was large, and a ten-thousand-dollar painting hung on the wall where the bed’s headboard was propped against. The painting was a knock-off Jackson Pollock. Some imitator who thought they could recreate the same textures and color schemes of the famous abstract expressionist. Chuck had thought the man had pulled it off quite well. Any art critic would have disagreed.

      A pair of socks flew across the room and landed onto the bedspread that was already piled messily with clothes, money, jewelry, credit cards, and legal documents. A suitcase was open and empty on the floor, and Chuck paced around the room absentmindedly, moving toward something, and then forgetting what he was doing halfway to his destination.

      He was shirtless but still wore the same pants that he had in the swamp. His bare chest was covered with specks of dirt and mud, his hair dry but sticking out in wild directions. He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, trying to stem the flood of panic that was consuming his movements and thoughts. He had to think straight. He had to move quickly.

      Ever since Owen had taken that amulet from him, he’d felt like he had a target carved on his back, and he couldn’t remove it no matter how many times he clawed at it.

      Chuck reached for the Wild Turkey that was half gone and chugged a few gulps straight out of the bottle. Two lines of the dark bourbon dribbled down the sides of his mouth as he scrunched his face from the burn of the liquor.

      The phone rang and Chuck jumped from the noise, dropping the bottle of bourbon where the glass smacked with a dull thud before falling to its side and staining the white carpet brown. He flung pants and shirts off the bed until he found the phone. It was Nate. “What?”

      “What the hell is going on?” Nate asked, his voice quiet but still conveying a sense of panic. “The police just showed up at my place.”

      “Listen, just tell them you were with me all day drinking at my place. You just got home a little bit ago, and you left me passed out at my house. Got it?”

      “Does this have to do with what’s going on with Jake and Billy? I thought you said you were taking care of that?” Nate asked.

      Through the speaker of the phone, Chuck heard the faint knocking of the police at the door and another voice that sounded far away. “I did, but I need you to tell the police what I just said. All right?”

      Another series of knocks, these ones more vicious than the ones before. “Y-yeah, yeah, all right, Chuckie, all right.”

      The call ended and Chuck collapsed onto the side of his bed. If the police were at Nate’s, then it wouldn’t be long before they were here. He dug at his eyes with his palms, a storm of a headache coming on from the day out in the swamp and the liquor he’d drained.

      If Jake and the old man had just done their job, then he wouldn’t even be in this situation. They only had to do it this one time, and he would have been good for another twenty-five years. One fucking time, and they fumbled it at the last second.

      Chuck was so angry, in so much disbelief that he actually started to laugh. He caught his reflection in the mirror and he just completely lost it. “Well, Dad,” he stopped, wiping his eyes. “Looks like your boy fucked up again. Just like you thought I would.”

      There was a picture of his father on his dresser. He looked like he always did. Stern. Unhappy. He couldn’t recall a single memory of his father smiling. Not even when things were going right. Chuck recalled a time when he brought home his report card in grade school. He had gotten straight As. It was the first time he’d ever done it, and he was so proud that he ran from the school straight to the factory to tell his father.

      On the way there, Chuck imagined that his father would hold it up and show everyone in the factory what his boy had accomplished, beaming with a pride that only a father could show. But when Chuck arrived at his father’s office, the reception was less than welcome.

      “What are you doing here?” his father asked, not looking up from the papers on his desk, too absorbed in his work to even acknowledge his son’s presence.

      “Dad,” Chuck answered, holding up the yellow card that showed all of his high marks in every subject listed. “I got my report card.”

      His father compared different sheets of paper on his desk, then scowled, shaking his head and crossing out a series of figures. He turned toward his door away from Chuck. “Bernice! I need the projections for next quarter!”

      “Dad, look.” Chuck extended the report card and placed it on top of the papers his father was working on. He stepped back, a smile on his face, and waited for the praise he so desperately wanted.

      But as his father examined the card, the scowl on his face only intensified. “What is this?”

      “My report card,” Chuck said, his tone timid. “I got straight As.” He looked down to his feet, and suddenly the card was flung at his legs and knocked against his shins.

      “Why the hell would you bring that to me?” His father’s tone thundered loudly in the office. “You wanted to have a celebration? You wanted a new toy for this?”

      “No,” Chuck answered sheepishly, trying to keep the tears at bay. “I just thought you’d be proud of me.”

      And then his father actually laughed, the heavy vibrato of his voice slapping Chuck’s face like a wet towel. “School is your job. Do you think I give my employees a bonus for doing their job? No. Excellence is expected, Charles, not celebrated.” He returned to his work. “Come back when you actually have something noteworthy.”

      With silent tears streaming down his face, Chuck picked up his report card and quickly and quietly left the office. He cried all the way home and all night, skipping supper. And his father’s words stuck with him for the rest of his life, and like the words, he continued his quest to find something noteworthy for his father to finally speak the words he’d wanted to hear his entire life. But he never did. And they never came.

      “I bet you’re just laughing your ass off, huh, Dad?” Chuck asked, staring at that hard face. “I bet you never felt anything, did you? No fear. No joy. You weren’t anything but a black hole, weren’t you?” He snarled. “Well, fuck you, Dad.”

      And just as the words left his mouth, an icy chill hit him, followed by the rattling of bones. Chuck shot up from the bed like the piston of an engine and then reached for the pistol lying on the pillow. With shaking arms and quivering legs, he aimed the gun in the empty space of the room, jerking left, then right, searching for the noise’s source, but saw nothing except the spilled bottle of bourbon that had soaked into the carpet.

      Another rattle, this one louder than before. Then another, and another, the noise falling into a rhythm. A playful laughter flitted through the air. It was a woman’s laughter, mocking and wicked.

      “You think that black magic can stop a bullet?” Chuck asked, maneuvering his aim around the empty room, the rattling and whispers growing louder. “Why don’t you come on out and we’ll give it a try!”

      Another laugh, this one deeper, calculated. “I see you, son of Charles Toussaint. I can feel the fear carved into your soul. You are not safe anymore.”

      Chuck backed up to the wall, his arm extended straight out like a piece of steel. Sweat had broken out all over his body, the sheen of liquid reflecting off of the fluorescent lighting of the room. A groaning noise echoed at the door, and Chuck pivoted his aim toward it.

      A dark shadow crept into the doorway, pausing for a moment, then spread inside. Chuck’s finger twitched over the trigger, but he didn’t pull it. Fear had frozen him, and it kept him there as the shadow took form into the shape of a woman. Madame Crepaux.

      “You have murdered, Charles Toussaint, and you have cheated,” Madame Crepaux said, her legs nothing more than black, wispy clouds, her eyes glowing yellow and hot. “Your family has sipped from the cups of others and given nothing in return. But now I will come for your cup, and I will drink until there is nothing left!” The apparition thrust her head back and laughed, a cackle so wild that it shook apart the woman herself.

      Chuck screamed, then shut his eyes as he pulled the trigger. The recoil of the weapon shuddered against his body. He pulled the trigger until the magazine emptied. He opened his eyes and saw only the bullet holes in the wall on the other side of the room.

      The black woman was gone, and Chuck slid to the floor, crying like he did on the way home from his father’s office. But unlike the despair of never having a father’s affection, the despair that filled him now was hopeless. The amulet was gone. The creature was free. And it was all because he couldn’t kill Owen Cooley. But that could change.
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* * *

      Strange machines beeped, and a mixture of fear and hope lingered in the air of the hospital. People wanting to know whether or not their loved ones would survive, doctors delivering good news, bad news… final news.

      Owen wasn’t sure why he was thinking about all of that now, but it could have something to do with the cuffs around his left wrist that tethered him to the hospital bed while a deputy watched him from the door and a nurse drew his blood.

      “All right, Mr. Cooley,” she said, carefully removing the vial of blood from the needle, and then disposing of the gloves and needle in the medical waste basket marked by that awful orange and those half-death circles. “That should be everything. We’ll have the tests back in a couple days, but everything looks normal so far.”

      Owen nodded his appreciation and then left. He’d told the nurse, as well as the doctor, about the three scars on his chest and stomach where the creature had stabbed him, though he chose to leave that last part out. Now that Matt was back, he didn’t think it necessary to continue his tale of the creature from the black lagoon.

      He reached for the spots and rubbed the raised scar tissue with the tips of his fingers. It felt cold. The whole damn hospital was cold. He looked to the deputy who stood straight and alert at the door, watching him intently.

      The exchange between him and his wife was short when they reached the hospital. He managed to learn that Madame Crepaux had disappeared, but there wasn’t much chance for conversation after that as he was whisked away. The sheriff had questioned him, but only for a little bit. The fact that Matt wasn’t missing anymore seemed to vex the old sheriff. But what vexed Bellingham gave Owen relief.

      A tight, tingling feeling formed in his groin and he wiggled on the chair. He’d downed three bottles of water and two portions of applesauce since he’d arrived at the hospital, and now all that liquid was begging to be released.

      “Deputy?” Owen gestured to the bathroom, and the officer walked over and removed the cuffs, escorting him all the way to the restroom’s door. For a second, Owen thought the man was going to walk in with him, but he remained at the door and just kept the door open.

      Owen flexed the wrist now free from the cuffs and reveled in the relief that it was gone. He peed, flushed, and then went to wash his hands. But the moment his fingers touched the water, a burning pain seared in his chest and stomach. Owen hissed in pain and clutched the sides of the sink as the deputy burst inside.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Owen shook his head. “My chest. It… burns.”

      “Just hold on, I’ll get the doctor.” The deputy ran into the hall, shouting.

      Owen looked down to his chest and then gently fingered one of the raised scars where the creature had stabbed him. He touched it, and another jolt of pain rushed through him so fast and hard that his mind dizzied and he tightened his grip on the sink.

      The pain subsided a little, and Owen blinked at his reflection in the mirror when something flashed. He shook his head, eyes shut and rolling in their sockets. The burning returned a little bit, and he tasted sweat on his lips.

      Owen looked at his reflection once more, examining his face, shaking off what he saw as nothing more than a response from the pain. His mind was playing tricks on him, that was all. But then as he stared into his reflection, his eyes darkened and his skin broke into cracked, fleshy scales that turned grey. His mouth widened and his teeth grew sharp and long and jagged. “NO!” He shut his eyes and turned away, hearing the creature’s laugh echo in his mind.

      With his eyes still closed, he sprinted for the door but slammed into the deputy’s body, who quickly spun him back around against the wall and pinned his arms behind his back.

      “Calm down, buddy,” The deputy said.

      “No!” Owen thrashed against the officer’s hold, but he was too weak to break free. “I’m not that thing! I’m not!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” the deputy asked, and the cuffs clicked into place. He spun Owen around, who caught another glimpse of his reflection before being forced back into the hallway and saw that his face had returned to normal. But as he walked down the hospital hallway, escorted by the deputy, he heard a distinct rattling. This time, the noise came from within, and he heard the low growl of Bacalou in the back of his mind. It was finally free. And it was hungry.
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      Clouds covered the night sky and drifted lazily over the stars and the moon. Underneath the peaceful night, the Louisiana swamp sat still and quiet. Darkened waters flowed between the trees, which stretched to the horizon. But amidst the wild, man had already started to tame the land.

      Lights burned from a small town of trappers and loggers. Dirt roads and log houses had replaced the reedy swamps and thick cypress trees. A group of settlers had gathered outside a house, a cloud of disdain and anger growing above them.

      But away from the settlement, far on the outskirts and nestled in the swamp, was another home. It was small, and poorly built. Candlelight flickered in the windows, and smoke plumed from the chimney. A woman cried, her grief disrupting the peaceful night. Here, another cloud had started to form. Death.

      A young girl lay in bed. Blood had dried at the corners of her mouth and stained the white nightgown that she’d been bedridden in for the past three days. She no longer drank, no longer ate. Her parents had tried everything. The doctor in town had told them to make her as comfortable as possible, but her father refused to watch his daughter die. So he found the woman the townspeople had whispered about. He was told that she could save those on the brink of death.

      People who were fortunate enough to never need her services called her a witch, a devil worshiper. But to those that she had saved, she was known by another name. The Queen.

      From the stories and descriptions of the townspeople, you would have thought her an old woman, hunched over and fragile. You probably would have pictured her with an unsightly face, marked with welts, scars, and wrinkled by the fleeting years of time.

      But the woman that knelt at the foot of the young girl’s bed was nothing like the rumors. A face of beauty framed a pair of luminous green eyes. The robes she wore clung to the curves of her body, and while much of her skin was covered, her exposed hands were soft as silk.

      “She doesn’t have much time left.” Queen Samba closed her eyes and lifted her hand to the ceiling. An invisible force grew heavy against her palm. She looked to the parents, the mother clutching her husband’s arm. They reeked of fear, while their daughter reeked of death. Baron Samedie was close.

      “Can you save her?” the father asked, his voice shaking as the mother cried into his chest.

      Queen Samba examined the girl’s pale skin and the lips that had turned a light shade of blue, almost violet. She turned toward the parents. A small amulet hung from her neck. The amber centered in the leather strap glowed. “The price to save your daughter’s life will come at the cost of another.”

      The father stepped forward. “If it’s a life you need, then take mine.”

      “No!” the mother cried, clawing at her husband’s chest, which he gently removed. He kissed her and after he pulled away she collapsed into a chair, hunched over in grief.

      The father stiffened, but fought back tears. “Do what you must.”

      “Very well.” Queen Samba took the father’s hand and guided him to his daughter’s bedside. She interlaced the father’s fingers with the child’s, and then cupped her hands over both of theirs. She closed her eyes and lifted her head toward the sky, toward Baron Samedie, who waited for the child’s soul.

      “La-kalla-ooo-way.” The queen spoke softly, letting her tone rumble through her bones and outward to her hands. The father shuddered while the girl remained still. She drew in a breath. “La-kalla-ooo-way.” The room tremored, the very walls of the house shaking.

      The piece of amber around Queen Samba’s neck glowed brightly. The mother had lowered herself to her knees, her hands clutched together and her eyes shut hard, tears leaking from the corners as she recited the Lord’s prayer.

      Queen Samba opened her eyes and she saw Baron Samedie, his skeleton cloaked in black robes, those empty eyes fixated upon the little girl. She lifted her hand up toward him, quickly repeating the incantation. “La-kalla-ooo-way! La-kalla-ooo-way! LA-KALLA-OOO-WAY!”

      The amber flashed into a blinding light, forcing the father to look away. But the Queen kept hold of his hand and his daughter’s. Slowly, the father’s life drained from his veins and passed through the Queen. Moments of hope, joy, fear, even his darkest secrets and desires. All of it was channeled through her and offered to Baron Samedie as a sacrifice.

      As life slipped away from him, the father aged. His cheeks grew sullen. His jet-black hair faded to grey, then white. Skin sagged and wrinkled, and the taut muscles along his body slackened. Queen Samba brought the father to the brink, and then stopped, leaving only a sliver of life.

      “Be gone!” Queen Samba yelled, dismissing Baron Samedie with a flick of her wrist. “You have had your fill tonight! Leave these souls in peace.”

      Content, Baron Samedie slowly dissolved back into his realm. The father’s fingers slipped from the Queen’s and he collapsed to the floor. He examined his frail and weathered hands, then looked to the Queen. “What…did you do?”

      Queen Samba rose, the amber around her neck no longer glowing, and sweat glistened over her skin. “Your daughter is spared, but Baron Samedie will return for you. It could be tomorrow, or it could be years from now.” She looked to the girl in bed. Color had returned to her cheeks, and her breathing had soothed.

      The girl woke, and lifted her head. “Mommy? Daddy?”

      Both the father and mother rushed to their daughter’s side, throwing their arms around their child. Their tears of grief and pain were now of joy. The mother turned back to Queen Samba, who lingered at the door. “Thank you.”

      Queen Samba nodded, and then left. She collected no payment, nor did she ask for one. When people sought her powers, she helped them restore balance to their lives. That was her purpose. That was Bon Dieu’s will.

      For years, the Queen had devoted her time and practice to the study of Voodoo. Those years of tireless work had transformed her body and mind into a vessel for the spirits created by Bon Dieu. It was a privilege to be such a vessel, and she understood the rarity of having such influence in this world. But as powerful as she was, Queen Samba could not save every person, nor every child.

      The hour trek through the swamp passed quickly, and Queen Samba emerged from the cypress trees and dangling Spanish moss with a smile.

      Across a field of tall reeds and grass that drifted lazily in the breeze were the glow of candles in the windows of the two-story house she called home. Inside was her family, the disciples that had come to learn the ways of Voodoo and treat the sick and damned with no other place to go. It was a house full of life and warmth.

      But of all her family, the most precious of them was waiting for her on the porch as she walked up the front steps.

      “Maman!” Isadora looked up from her book and brightened with a smile. She quickly jumped from her chair and sprinted to her mother.

      Queen Samba smiled as her daughter wrapped her arms around her neck. “My sweet child!” She kissed Isadora on the cheek. “What are you doing up so late?”

      Isadora lifted the book still clutched in her hand. “I was learning more about Bon Dieu, and how he created the spirits for us to communicate with.” Isadora pointed to the same script that Samba had studied so many years ago. “He brought life to trees, and the water, and even us!” She smiled, those beautiful hazel eyes reflecting the candlelight glow.

      Samba brushed Isadora’s hair behind her ear. “You will become a great Queen one day, my darling.”

      Isadora jumped excitedly, waving her arms. “Will I have all of your powers? Will I be able to control the spirits?”

      Samba laughed and gently lowered her daughter’s hands. “Perhaps.” She leaned in closer. “But only if you respect them.” She opened her palm, and a tiny ball of green light danced like fire. “But you must always control it, because if you let it, it will consume you.” She closed her fist and the fire was snuffed out.

      “Maman!” Isadora pointed toward the dirt path that led from their house to the road, her eyes wide with fear.

      Samba turned and saw torches burning on the horizon, held by the fists of angry men. She quickly ushered Isadora inside. “Wake the others, child. Hurry!”

      The girl sprinted away, taking the book with her as Samba eyed the mob marching toward her. The father of the boy had corralled the townspeople at last, and now he had come to destroy her. He had promised he would.

      Fear and ignorance caught like wildfire. And now Charles Toussaint had brought the fire to her house, ready to burn everything and everyone that she loved. She had held on to hope that he wouldn’t be able to convince so many to join him. She was saddened to discover that she was wrong.

      Queen Samba rushed inside and found her disciples awake, their eyes frantic, clawing at her robe.

      “Queen! What do we do?”

      “Why are they coming? What have we done?”

      “The Great Bon Dieu has forgotten us!”

      Queen Samba held up her hands, and all fell silent. She looked to her followers, their eyes and ears eager for comfort. “Bon Dieu will never forget us, even when we forget him.” She cast a harrowing glare at Damas, who’d spoken the last words, and he cowered, but then Samba placed a finger underneath his chin and raised his eyes toward her. “He has not left you.”

      The young man and the others nodded, their confidence growing. Queen Samba pulled the four of them close, her green eyes providing an unearthly glow. “Move all of the sick and ill from their beds and hide in the swamp. Wait there until these men have gone. Take my scrolls, and books, and the clothes on your back. There is no time for anything else.”

      “What of young Isadora?” Damas asked.

      Queen Samba turned to the mob out front. She knew what Charles Toussaint wanted, but she would not let him have it.

      “Queen?” Damas asked, gently prodding her arm.

      Samba faced her followers. “She will go with you, and you will keep her safe. I trust you, Damas. But no matter what, you do not give her up, understand? No matter what the man chooses to do to me. Do not give her up.” She squeezed his arms tight. “Say it.”

      “I-I won’t give her up,” Damas answered. “No m-matter what.”

      Samba kissed his forehead and then jumped into action, helping move those that were still under her charge. Old, young, black, white, men, women, children, there were all walks of life that sought shelter under her roof. She helped thieves and monks up from their beds. She stirred whores and teachers, drunkards and craftsmen.

      All of them fled out the back, Samba pushing them toward safety, her faithful followers leading them into the swamp. As the last few patients were helped down the stairs, Isadora lingered on the back porch, tears streaming down her face, with Damas trying to pull her away as the torch lights grew brighter out front. “Maman! Don’t leave me, Maman!”

      Samba rushed to her daughter’s side, kissing her forehead as she cupped the little girl’s cheeks. “My sweet girl, you will never be without me.”

      Isadora sniffled and then threw her arms around her mother’s neck. “I don’t want to go without you, Maman. I’m scared.”

      Samba squeezed her daughter tight. “You are strong, Isadora. And I promise you that we will see each other again. No matter what.”

      Isadora whimpered, but nodded as Damas took her hand. She stretched out her arm, her eyes locked onto her mother, crying again. “I love you, Maman!”

      If a heart could break, then Samba’s split in two at her daughter’s words. Her lip quivered, but she steadied her voice. “I love you too!” She waited until she could no longer see them in the darkness, and by then the wolves were howling at her front door.

      “Kill the witch!”

      “Burn her!”

      “She’s nothing more than a devil worshiper!”

      “Send her back to the hell she came from!”

      A heavy thud hit the front door that buckled the wood. It was followed by another, then another, and finally the frame cracked and the door flung inward, slamming against the wall. A tall, broad-shouldered silhouette filled the doorway. Torches flickered behind him like the flames of hell.

      Charles Toussaint entered, fists clenched at his sides, his expression of hate and disgust hardened like the steel rail of train tracks. “I told you I would come, woman.” He glanced around at the house, snarling like a rabid dog. “I had to pay off a lot of people to find this place.”

      Queen Samba stood in the living room, the glow of the torches illuminating her face and casting long shadows behind her. “I did what I could for your boy.” Her voice softened as she tried to reach past his calloused grief and anger. “Treasure the memories you had with your son. Do not soil them with such destruction now.”

      The wooden floorboards bent and warped with every step that Charles Toussaint took inside. “Do not tell me how to honor my son.” Spit flew from his mouth, and the flickering flame from the torch triggered the shadows on his face to dance. “You killed him. You and your witchcraft.” He snatched Samba by the wrist, his large weathered hand engulfing her with ease. “I’ve come to repay you in kind.” He regarded the empty house, and he squeezed her wrist hard.

      The bones in Samba’s wrist groaned in pain, but she did not waver. She narrowed her eyes. “My death will bring you no joy.”

      Toussaint yanked her close enough to where she could smell the sweat of his body and the stink of his breath, which puffed hot on her cheek. “No. But your daughter’s death will.”

      Queen Samba’s eyes flashed bright green, and she slapped Toussaint’s cheek. The vicious crack released Toussaint’s hold on her wrist, and he stumbled to the side. When he turned to face her again the mark left behind on his cheek burned a bright red.

      Toussaint screamed, lunging for Samba, his size and strength overpowering as he muscled her to the crowd outside. She was brought out to the roar of cheers. The mob parted as Toussaint threw her to the ground.

      Samba slowly pushed herself up, the crowd circling around her. “You do not want this.” She pointed to Toussaint. “You have followed this man here, but that does not make you evil. It’s what comes next that will define your souls.”

      “The only evil here is you, witch.” Toussaint grabbed her by the throat and practically lifted her off the ground. He looked to the dark swamp around him. “If you want your Queen to live, then give me the girl! If not, then you’ll all watch her burn!”

      Samba struggled for air, trying to peel his fingers off as Toussaint waited for a response. And Samba was glad to hear nothing but silence.

      “Fine,” Toussaint said, and then tossed Samba to the ground. “String her up!”

      The crowd cheered, and Samba clawed at the dirt, gasping for breath. From the ground, she saw the wood and oil they’d lugged with them and the cross that she would be tied to. She shut her eyes and whispered. “Bon Dieu. Hear me. Please.”

      Angry hands grabbed her arms and dragged her toward the pyre. Coarse rope tightened around her wrists and ankles, her arms pinned behind her back on the cross. She lifted her head to the night sky. She knew the pain that would come. She knew she would feel everything. But her daughter would live.

      “Witch, you have been found guilty in the practice of unholy rituals,” Toussaint said as the wood around her feet was doused with oil. “For your crimes, you will be burned at the stake and sent back to the hell and devil that you worship.”

      A man cheered, and it triggered a chain reaction that rippled through the crowd. They were all drunk off the hate that Toussaint had funneled down their throats.

      Samba could only keep her eyes locked to the night sky as the heavy doses of oil were then flung over her clothes. “Please, Bon Dieu,” she whispered. “Take me quickly.”

      Toussaint grabbed one of the torches and stepped to the edge of piled wood, his cheeks a cherry red. “To hell with you, witch.” He raised the torch high, and Samba closed her eyes, but just before Toussaint dropped the torch, a cry echoed from the house.

      “Maman!”

      Isadora stood on the porch, crying and alone. Toussaint and the crowd turned just as Damas reached for her arm, giving her a harsh yank backward.

      “NO!” Samba tugged against the restraints as Toussaint tossed the torch into the dirt and reached for the pistol at his side. He aimed for Damas, his eyes white and fearful in the glowing firelight.

      A gunshot shattered the night air. Damas twisted his body violently on his collapse to the floor. Isadora screamed as the blood oozed from his chest.

      Toussaint snatched Isadora off the porch, and Samba fought impotently against the ropes that bound her. “Let her go! She has done nothing!”

      Toussaint manhandled Isadora and dropped her at the edge of the wooden pile. He handed the pistol to a man on his left. “Reload it.”

      “NO!” Samba cried.

      “Maman!”

      “QUIET!” Toussaint accompanied his bark with a harsh jerk that rattled Isadora like a doll. He looked to Samba, smiling, his eyes reflecting the fire of the torches. “You have always preached of the balance of life and death.” He held out his hand, and his associate gave him the reloaded pistol. “A child for a child.”

      Samba shuddered when Toussaint pressed the end of the barrel against Isadora’s head, his free hand on the back of her neck, keeping her in place. “Take my life. Torture me, but don’t harm my daughter.” Tears dripped from her chin and she tasted the snot from her nose. “You know the pain of losing a child. Taking mine won’t ease your suffering.”

      Toussaint cocked the pistol’s hammer.

      “Maman,” Isadora wept and trembled. “Save me.”

      Samba smiled with tears in her eyes. “It’s okay, baby. Everything will be fine. Everything will—”

      Smoke filled the air in a swirling puff of grey. Isadora collapsed into a small, lifeless pile at Toussaint’s feet.

      Samba screamed, the veins and muscles along her neck tight as her throat grew raw. She convulsed and heaved against the restraints. She shook her head, her grieving howls born from the depths of her womb where Isadora was born, a light shining in the dark. But now that light had been snuffed out, so had Queen Samba’s sense of balance and peace. She lowered her head. “If Bon Dieu will not hear me, then I will call on death to listen.”

      Her eyes flashed a bright green, and her voice started low and deep, then grew into a fast rhythm as she called upon Baron Samedie and Demballah-Wedo for justice. “Calla-Wen-eee-ooo-la. Calla-Wen-eee-ooo-la. Calla-Wen-eee-ooo-la. CALLA-WEN-EEE-OOO-LA!”

      A black darkness swirled around the house, around the crowd of angered townspeople, who suddenly gasped in horror. All but Toussaint cowered.

      “Hear me, Baron Samedie! Hear me, Demballah!” Queen Samba lifted her head and locked eyes with Toussaint, her face greying and flecking with scales. “I call upon you to drain the life from the Toussaint name. For as long as a first-born son of the Toussaint family walks this earth, they will not be safe! Their souls will be taken, trapped in the underworld and cast to wander aimlessly in eternity.” She convulsed, and she saw Baron Samedie smiling down on her. He was willing, but it would take a sacrifice, one that she was more than willing to give. “I offer you my soul for vengeance! Hear me, Baron Samedie! HEAR ME!”

      Wind swirled all around, and the hot summer air suddenly grew cold. Charles Toussaint snatched a torch from one of the townspeople, its fire nearly gone, and tossed it over the oil-soaked wood. The tiny embers caught quickly, and fire swirled up and around Queen Samba, the glow from her green eyes suddenly blacker than the night that surrounded them.

      “Your heirs will never be safe,” Samba said, her voice low, growling and ominous. “I will snap every branch of your family tree!” The fire took hold of her clothes, the flames crawling up her body as the laughter turned into the same high-pitched screams of her daughter.

      Through the fire, Queen Samba caught one last glimpse of Charles Toussaint, and as her soul passed from this world and into the hands of Baron Samedie, she felt the cold touch of revenge. She was no longer Queen Samba. Until her curse ended, she would be known only as Bacalou.
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      Owen stared at his reflection in the one-way mirror of the sheriff’s interrogation room. He kept expecting his face to break out into the scaly grey flesh of that monster. But so far it had not surfaced. Owen shuddered at what it might do.

      A whisper tickled his ear, and Owen shook his head in annoyance. The voice was weak, tired. Ever since he saw Bacalou’s image in the mirror at the hospital he’d heard whispers. Sometimes they were coherent, other times they were nonsense.

      First it was a man, then a woman, suddenly a child. He turned as fast as he could toward the noises to where he thought they were coming, but saw nothing. And with every whisper came a chill that stiffened his spine and raised the hairs on the back of his neck.

      But for the moment, the whispers and Bacalou were the least of Owen’s worries. With Chuck gone, and Madame Crepaux missing, Owen was the only suspect in custody for the murder of Billy Rouche and Jake Martin. According to the sheriff, Owen had motive and no alibi.

      Owen conceded the motive, but he did have an alibi, it just wasn’t believable. Because despite everything that happened, Bellingham still wasn’t convinced that Owen’s son was taken by an evil Voodoo spirit that had cursed the Toussaint family.

      The door opened and two deputies stepped inside, followed by Sheriff Bellingham, who shut the door behind him. He was a tall man with broad shoulders. Thinning white hair complemented a bristly mustache.

      “We’ve sent all the evidence we have to the lab,” Deputy Hurt said as Bellingham stood against the one-way glass, arms crossed over his stomach, staring at Owen. “If the bullets found in those bodies match the ones on your gun then you’ll get a one way ticket to federal prison.” He leaned against the table, smirking at Owen.

      “The bullets weren’t from my gun,” Owen said, talking to the sheriff and bypassing the deputy. “I’m telling the truth, Sheriff. I don’t have any reason to lie.”

      “Yeah, except for going to jail,” Hurt replied.

      “Give us a minute, boys,” Bellingham said, his eyes locked onto Owen. “And turn the cameras off.”

      “Sheriff, I don’t think—”

      Bellingham’s glare shut Deputy Hurt down, and the young man nodded and escorted the other deputy out. A few seconds after the door was shut Owen saw the tiny red light on the camera in the corner turn off. Bellingham walked to the table, took the seat directly across from Owen, and folded his hands on the table.

      “You’re in a bad spot, Owen,” Bellingham said. “The sooner you tell me the truth, the sooner we can put the whole thing behind us.”

      Owen chuckled in exasperation, his motions limited by the restraints on his wrists and ankles. “I don’t know what else I can say, Sheriff, that I haven’t already said. I told you everything. It was Chuck who was behind my son’s abduction. But it was the creature that took him.”

      “The creature from the curse,” Bellingham said. “The curse from some ancient Voodoo Queen.” He arched his eyebrows. “You do understand how that sounds, right? There isn’t a judge in this country that’s going to believe you.”

      Owen shrugged. “It doesn’t matter now. Matt’s safe. That’s all that matters.” That had been the one pillar keeping his sanity from collapsing. His son was alive.

      “Owen—” Bellingham cut himself off with a sigh. He drummed his fingers on the table and then leaned back in his chair. “I don’t think you murdered those people. I don’t. But you need to give me something other than what you’ve got.” He stood and walked back to the door. “Because I can tell you that even if an autopsy report comes back on Billy Rouche, Jake Martin is still missing. And that’s a body that can still be pinned on you.” He opened the door and leaned his head out. “Hurt! You can come back.”

      After Bellingham disappeared Owen was escorted back to his cell. Because of the murder charge, he was isolated from the other inmates. Hurt removed the restraints and the pressure around his ankles and wrists were alleviated.

      The metal bruised his skin, and Owen gently messaged the imprints left behind by the shackles. He collapsed onto his cot, its thin mattress springs squeaking as he bounced up and down twice before coming to a rest. He was still caught in a nightmare, one that he no longer believed he could wake up from.

      He slouched in despair, his eyes on the tips of his shoes, when a spider crawled between them from under the cot. It crawled on top of his shoe and traveled up his pant leg until it came to rest on his knee.

      Owen tilted his head to the left, and the spider moved left. He tilted his head to the right, and the spider moved right. He motioned backward, and the spider crawled back down his leg. Owen let out a hysterical chuckle, short and loud.

      “This can’t be real.” But the longer Owen stared at the spider, the longer he shared that connection, the clearer that hum in the back his head became. The spider was speaking to him. And in that telepathic bridge, Owen was speaking to it as well.

      Owen thought about the whispers, about the flash of the creature he’d seen in the mirror at the hospital. Did he now possess the creature’s powers? Could he control the creatures of this world like it could? Could he raise the dead to walk again?

      The dead. Those whispers.

      That’s what those voices were. He was listening to the dead in the next world. Like his connection to the spider, he was also connected to the souls in the afterlife. If he could control the spider, talk to it, then maybe he could talk to the dead as well. And if he could find Jake Martin’s soul, then he might be able to find out where his body was slain. It was a long shot, but it was Owen’s only shot.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Claire chewed the end of her left pinky nail raw. Her eyes were glued to Matt, who sat on the cot as the doctor looked him over. She hovered close by and finally lowered her pinky when she drew a prick of blood. “He’s okay?”

      “I feel fine, Mom,” Matt said, his cheeks flushing red with embarrassment.

      The doctor lowered his stethoscope and crossed his arms. “Everything checks out. We’ll run some blood work to make sure everything’s okay on the inside, but from what I can tell here, he’s fine. Just needs to eat, drink plenty of liquids, and rest.”

      But despite the doctor’s prognosis, Claire was hesitant to enjoy the good news. She hadn’t told the doctors what really happened to her son, not that they’d believe her if she did. “So, nothing out of the ordinary?”

      The doctor hesitated and then gestured to the hallway. “Can I speak with you for a moment?”

      “Of course.” Claire kissed Matt on the cheek before she followed the doctor out of the room, who closed the door after she stepped out.

      “Mrs. Cooley, I’m aware that your son was abducted,” the doctor said. “The authorities filled me in on the details.”

      Not all the details, Claire thought. “I just want to make sure there aren’t any lingering health issues that could affect him in the future.”

      “I can’t imagine how difficult all of this has been for you, but I think it’s important for your son to start working through what happened to him.” The doctor placed a sympathetic hand on her shoulder and gave a light squeeze. “But I can tell you from a medical standpoint there doesn’t seem to be any findings of sexual misconduct.”

      “What?” Claire gasped, taking a step backward. “Is that what you think happened?”

      The doctor held up his hands defensively. “I’m sorry, it’s just that in the room—” He pointed toward the door, cutting himself off. “If you weren’t concerned about a sexual assault, then what other health problems would you be worried about?”

      “I just…” Claire slouched, arms flapping at her side, and leaned back into the wall, her head down and staring at the tile. “I just don’t want to lose him again.”

      “Mrs. Cooley, your son is safe,” the doctor said. “Matt will have quite a few mental obstacles in the future, finding a way to cope with what happened. And it’ll be hard for you to relive it as well. But he is safe.”

      “I know.” Claire wiped the tears away before they fell and nodded. “Thank you.”

      The doctor reached for the doorknob. “I’ll just finish making my notes on his file and give you some time alone with your family.”

      Claire lingered in the hallway as the doctor stepped back into the room. She took a few deep breaths, gathering her strength, trying to heed the doctor’s advice. But no matter how hard she tried, the anxiousness remained.

      Matt hadn’t exhibited any of the odd symptoms as before. He wasn’t speaking to snakes, his skin wasn’t cold, nothing wrong with his eyes. He looked normal, sounded normal, and it all added up to having her son back, safe and healthy. She just needed to start believing it.

      Claire returned to the room and found the doctor done with his notes. Chloe smiled from her chair, and Claire picked her daughter up and kissed her cheek. “How are you doing, sweetheart?”

      “I’m okay,” Chloe answered. “I’m glad Matt’s back.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’ll give you a call when the bloodwork comes back from the lab, but you guys are all done if you want to head home,” the doctor said, then ruffled Matt’s hair. “You’ve been a very brave young man.” He looked to Claire and extended his card. “It’s the hospital number, but I’ll be on call all day if you have any questions.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” Claire replied, taking the card from him. “For everything.”

      After the doctor left, Claire took hold of Matt’s hand, Chloe still in her left arm, and lowered herself to his eye level. “You doing all right?”

      Matt nodded sheepishly. “Fine. A little hungry maybe.”

      “Well, we can fix that.” Claire grunted from Chloe’s added weight as she stood upright, taking hold of Matt’s hand, the doctor’s words ringing in her ears. Head home.

      What home? The place where that creature had tormented her son? The place where her father had lost his mind? The house where her family was nearly killed?

      Just when they had something going for them, the floor was pulled from beneath their feet. And Claire was facing all of it alone. The only other person she could speak to about it had lost his mind. Since Madame Crepaux had used him to send Owen into that other world, his Alzheimer’s had only worsened.

      And so Claire walked down the hospital halls, slowly, with Chloe in one arm and holding Matt’s hand with the other. Her husband was in jail. Her father was dying. And they didn’t have a penny to their name. If it was always darkest just before dawn, then the sunrise couldn’t come soon enough.
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      Six. That was the number of dead roaches that Chuck had counted in Nate Covers’s basement. He was sure there was more hiding behind boxes and the dozens of yard signs that had Nate’s face plastered all over them.

      Cockroaches and Nate Covers’s grinning face, those were the new realities of Chuck Toussaint’s life. The police had come again this morning, a few follow-up questions for Nate about his friend, and so his “friend” had shoved him downstairs so he wouldn’t be seen.

      Chuck reached for the black duffel bag next to him. He unzipped the top and opened it halfway. He peeked inside at the reassuring sight of his cash and jewelry. It was everything in his safe. Close to half a million. It was more than enough to start over somewhere. He could get into Mexico easily enough. He’d spend a few weeks getting liquored up and laid and figure out his next move.

      The unknown was the worst part. The creature could be anywhere now, appear at any time. That unknown had haunted Chuck since he was a child, a creature designed for no other purpose than to hunt and kill him, just like it had so many others of his family.

      Every first-born male of the Toussaint name will be taken until no more remain.

      And for the first time in two centuries, a first-born Toussaint male could not reproduce. He’d been to every doctor in this country and a few abroad, but all of them told him the same thing: he was sterile.

      At first, it was relief that flooded through him at the news. He wouldn’t spawn a child that would have to live with the fear and terror that he did as a boy. But then the fear took control. Fear for his future. If he couldn’t produce a son, then the curse would stay with him, and that creature would hunt him for the rest of his life. And because of that, every twenty-five years he would need to produce a sacrifice for Bacalou in order to survive.

      Chuck had done everything to convince himself that he had no other choice. It wasn’t his fault his family was cursed. He hadn’t burned that Voodoo Queen. He didn’t want to die, so someone else had to. And that’s how he’d viewed life for as long as he could remember, like numbers on a balance sheet.

      The basement door creaked open at the top of the stairs, and Chuck saw Nate’s shadowed figure. “Chuck,” he whispered. “You all right?”

      “What the hell are you whispering for? Cops are gone, aren’t they?” Chuck pushed himself off the floor, grabbing the duffel bag of money as he rounded the bottom of the stairs.

      “Yeah, they’re gone,” Nate answered.

      “Good.” Chuck stomped up the stairs and shouldered the door open, stepping into Nate’s living room as he stretched his back. “When was the last time you cleaned down there?”

      Nate quickly scurried to the living room windows, shutting the blinds, then checked the peephole at the front door. He spun around, his face a bright red. “Do you want someone to see you? What if they come back?”

      Chuck sat on the couch. “Relax. I’ll leave after dark.”

      “Yeah,” Nate replied, fidgeting as he paced the living room. “Probably for the best.” Nate then caught Chuck’s gaze, and his cheeks flushed red with embarrassment. “It’s not that I don’t want you here, it’s just—”

      “You don’t want to go to jail,” Chuck said.

      “Hey, you don’t have to worry about me,” Nate said, that real estate charm returning now that he realized he wouldn’t have to harbor a wanted criminal. He sat in the chair across from the sofa and drummed his fingers on the armrest, his cheeks puffing with air. “So… What are you gonna do?”

      “The less you know, the better,” Chuck answered.

      Nate nodded, and then his eyes slowly drifted to the duffel bag.

      “You’ll get your money when I leave,” Chuck said.

      Nate smiled. “Right. Yeah, sure.” He lowered his eyes toward the duffel bag again and then quickly pulled them away. “The cops said they’re charging Owen with Jake and Billy’s murders.” Nate shifted in the chair. “You think that’ll stick?”

      “Doesn’t do me any good if it doesn’t,” Chuck answered. With the police busy with Owen, it was less resources they could use to spend looking for him.

      Nate leaned forward, his eyes wide. “So it’s true then, about the curse.” He shook his head in a feigned disbelief. “The way you spoke about it and after everything you’ve done to stop it, I mean I guess that I always believed the stories were real, but…” He narrowed his eyes, lowering his voice to a whisper. “There really is a creature after you.” He collapsed back into the chair, running his hands through his hair in the process. “Goddamn. So the Voodoo Queen, the house, your great-great-great-great grandfather. The little girl?” He chuckled hysterically, rubbing his eyes until the skin around them were red. “You’ve got one hell of a family.”

      Chuck stared at the floor, focusing on a stain next to the coffee table. He wasn’t sure what it was. Probably bourbon, knowing Nate. But for whatever reason, he couldn’t get the idea out of his head that it was blood.

      “Yeah,” Chuck said, not realizing he was smiling now. “Hell of a family.”

      The laughter rolled out of Chuck, slow and quiet at first. His shoulders bobbed up and down, he scrunched his face tight, and a tear squeezed from the corner of his eye.

      “Um, Chuck?” Nate asked.

      “HAHAHAH!” Madness had finally taken hold. Chuck was nothing more than an inmate on death row, waiting for his name to be called. He’d fought so long against the inevitable, that black doom that hung over every man’s head. But in the end, none of it mattered. His wealth, his power, none of it could save him now.

      The laughter faded, and Chuck wiped the tear from his cheek. His eyes returned to the stain on the carpet. Though he knew it wasn’t true, Chuck still saw blood. And then he felt the tears fall. Tears that his father would have beat him for showing. And if the creature got its way, then he might be joining his father in whatever hell their family was cast. All thanks to Owen Cooley.

      [image: ]
* * *

      From the road, the house on Cypress Lane looked abandoned and foreclosed. It had lost its glory and luster from the days when Queen Samba had lived in it. Instead of a place of refuge for the sick and dying, it had been transformed into a harbinger of death. But the Queen’s legacy survived through her disciples, as did her knowledge and power.

      Madame Crepaux stood at the edge of the property, staff in hand and a fresh coat of sweat from the hot summer sun. Her joints had grown stiff, her knees and feet aching despite the staff’s support.

      For years, Madame Crepaux had longed to set foot inside that house, to experience the history of those that she had admired. But now, with Bacalou free, she found herself hesitant to enter.

      It was mostly guilt that kept her out. Guilt of the pain she had caused Owen Cooley and his family. She knew Owen’s fate the moment she saw him enter town. He was a necessary sacrifice to restore the balance of life and death. Without it, Bacalou’s curse would never end, and the Queen’s soul would never be free.

      But had she not warned Owen Cooley of the price to retrieve his son? Yes, but not the whole cost.

      Madame Crepaux closed her eyes and drew in a breath. She lifted her foot and lowered it onto the gravel road. When her foot touched rock, she exhaled, her body sagging with relief. She tilted her face toward the sky, the warmth of the sun beating on her old skin like the cracked and bumpy asphalt of the road. “Thank you, Bon Dieu.”

      The front door groaned as Madame Crepaux opened it, the sunlight penetrating the shadows inside. Floorboards buckled underneath her feet, and the staff’s thump echoed loudly as she entered. The walls, the floors, the furniture, all of it contained the history of the Queen’s legend. Madame Crepaux imagined the cots that lined the rooms, Queen Samba traveling from bedside to bedside, nursing the sick back to health.

      The war between life and death was as old as time itself. The gods had enlisted soldiers in that war, and Madame Crepaux had simply answered the call like so many others before her. And in this house, beneath the crusted blood of innocence lost and the curse that had taken so many, there was the woman who in her last moments had traded her soul for revenge.

      Madame Crepaux lingered in the living room a moment longer, then walked out the back, keeping a path toward the Toussaint family cemetery. There was a man buried there that she wanted to see. The first root of a tree that had spawned so much death.

      Deeper into the swamp, the warm black water rose to her thighs. She lifted her hand and gently ran her fingers through the dangling strands of moss. It had been a long time since she had traversed nature like this. It was quiet, serene, warm.

      The cemetery appeared, and Madame Crepaux climbed the raised mound of soft mud toward the graveyard’s edge. Crumbled pieces of stone littered the ground, the tomes exposed from Owen Cooley’s search of the amulet. The disturbed dead slept restlessly, their bodies decaying and still in the long process of returning to the earth from which they came.

      Amongst the family of murderers, she glided between the headstones, searching for his grave, which she found near the mausoleum at the graveyard’s center.

      It was one of the oldest graves in the cemetery. The dates on the headstone had nearly been wiped away by the elements of time. But the name at the top was still legible in large Roman letters. Charles Toussaint.

      Inside that coffin was a man who had murdered a child in cold blood, and then burned her mother at the stake. And as a follower of the great Queen Samba and her disciples who passed down their knowledge and truth for generations, she would finally give the Queen peace.

      “Your tree is nearly dead,” Madame Crepaux said, glowering at the headstone. “I’ll make sure it stays that way.” She could still see the faded Latin beneath the name and years of life. Mors Mihi Lucrum. “To me, death is a reward.” She spoke the words gravely. She wondered why Charles Toussaint had chosen those words to be put on his family’s crest after the events with the Queen. Perhaps it was regret for the burden of future generations of his family. Or maybe it was just the fear of a tired old man on his deathbed.

      Grimacing, she walked east, deeper into the swamp, traversing the trees and water. The black water touched her upper lip, only her eyes and the skull from her staff gliding over the water’s surface.

      After the Queen had been burned and Charles Toussaint and his band of minions retreated to their town, Samba’s followers had emerged from the swamp, retrieving the body of Isadora and what remained of the Queen’s material self. They buried them side by side, deep within the heart of the swamp, hidden on the property where the Queen had healed so many.

      For years after, the Queen’s followers would pilgrimage to her grave and honor her memory. But after the bokor created the amulet that chained Bacalou to the property and barred any followers of Samba from stepping foot around the house, the pilgrimages ended.

      Fifty years had passed since any disciple had seen the grave of their Queen. But her memory was still alive, still vibrant in Madame Crepaux’s soul.

      The stone brightened to a blinding light, and Madame Crepaux saw the raised mound of mud and the small marking of the graves. She hastened her pace, her feet sinking in the thick mud on her trek up the mound and out of the water.

      The brown robes clung to her body, soaking wet and dripping. She collapsed to her knees at the foot of the graves, tears welling in her eyes as she bowed to the woman who had taught her so much.

      “My Queen,” Madame Crepaux’s voice quivered as she spoke. “It is nearly done.” She placed her weathered hand against the soft, cool mud. “Peace will find you soon.” She closed her eyes and lowered her voice to a whisper. “But, please, forgive me for what I do next.”

      Despite all her knowledge and dedication to her studies, Madame Crepaux was not as powerful as the Queen. And while she respected the balance of life, and restoring that balance had been her sole purpose, it didn’t diminish her own desire for revenge.

      For decades, Madame Crepaux had been forced to sit on the sidelines, watching helplessly as the Toussaints roamed freely, untouched by the curse. It was a mockery of the Queen’s sacrifice and legacy.

      Madame Crepaux placed both hands over the grave, chanting. The ground rattled and then parted, revealing the coffin of Queen Samba’s remains.

      Buried with Queen Samba was the Queen’s gris-gris that she had read about in the scrolls. Unlike the Queen’s body, it did not burn, and it could not be destroyed. It held the Queen’s power, and Madame Crepaux could harness it.

      But stealing another’s gris-gris marked one’s soul with darkness, and that darkness would grow so long as the gris-gris was kept. But Madame Crepaux had come too far now. Like the Queen’s final act of vengeance, she would bear the weight of this burden.

      Madame Crepaux reached into the coffin and removed the amber stone from the grave. It radiated light and power, and when she clutched it in her fist, that same power flooded her veins.

      The Queen’s knowledge, wisdom, and strength was suddenly hers. But underneath, she felt the pain and grief of Isadora’s death. It was as real and heartbreaking for her as it was the Queen.

      Madame Crepaux closed her eyes as she placed the stone around her neck. “I will help Bacalou hunt him down. And when it is done, your soul will finally be at rest.”

      With the Queen’s amulet around her neck, her body suddenly grew lighter. Her skin tightened, the years of life rolled back, and the aches and pains of old age disappeared. She watched her weathered hands be restored to the beauty of her youth. Her eyes flickered with a brilliant gold and she laughed, raising her arms toward the sky, reveling in the Queen’s power.
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      Owen shifted uncomfortably in his shackles, his back growing tighter the longer the trip lasted. One of the sheriff’s deputies, Lacroix, rode with him in the back of the van. He held a pump action twelve-gauge and was decked out in tactical gear. Deputy Hurt drove, while Bellingham rode in the passenger seat. It was just the four of them, despite Owen’s request for more firepower.

      He felt the beast lurking in the back of his mind, gathering its strength, and he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be able to keep it shoved in its cage.

      Owen tugged at his restraints. His movements had been constricted to breathing and blinking. But even with the added security, he wondered if it would be enough to stop the creature.

      Most of the ride, Owen had preoccupied his mind with the whispers from the dead echoing in his thoughts. But the messages were short, incoherent, and random. It was like listening to a crazy person losing his voice. They had quieted some since they had gotten in the van, but every once in a while they screamed, and a flash of pain seared his brain.

      Owen looked toward the sheriff through the tiny barred, square window. He saw only pieces of Bellingham’s profile, and that was when he heard another whisper. His heart raced. It was louder, and this one was human. He shut his eyes, clenched his jaw, and then grunted.

      “H-he’s actin’ funny, Sheriff,” Lacroix said

      Bellingham turned around. “Stop the van.”

      The voice grew louder, taking shape in Owen’s mind. He shook his head. “No, I’m fine, it’s just— Gah!” A sharp prick stabbed the center of his brain, and his body stiffened against the chains and the voice grew louder.

      The swamp. Twenty miles east of Route 22. I’m here.

      Owen recognized the dead man’s voice. The van screeched to a stop, and both Owen and the deputy were thrust forward. Bellingham and Hurt got out of the front seats and then marched around to the back, the sunlight outside blinding in contrast to the dark of the van.

      “Owen, you tell me what’s going on, now!”

      He turned to the sheriff, struggling to maintain control. “I know where Jake Martin is.”

      Bellingham lowered his weapon, and the van rocked as he climbed inside. “Where?”

      “Twenty miles east of Route 22, in the swamp.” Owen grunted, his mouth starting to foam. “Sheriff, it’s coming.” Owen’s body vibrated like a taut guitar string. “You need to run. You need to— AHH!”

      The two deputies backed away while Bellingham placed his hand on Owen’s shoulder. “Fight it, Cooley. Whatever it is, fight it!”

      “Sheriff, you need to get out of there!” Deputy Hurt screamed, gun drawn and aimed at Owen.

      Owen’s face reddened as Bacalou shoved Owen’s consciousness aside, forcing him to watch helplessly in the corner of his mind as his own body thrashed wildly.

      Bellingham backed out of the van, slamming the doors shut and covering Owen’s body in darkness. But that was Bacalou’s environment.

      Owen’s eyes blackened, his flesh greyed and scaled, and this time his teeth sharpened and lengthened in crooked rows. The hunger was insatiable, and from his view in the small corner of his own mind, he heard the sheriff on the other side of the van doors.

      “Owen! Stay right where you are! Fight it!”

      But he couldn’t. Bacalou was in control now, and the creature had only one thing on its mind. Find the heir of Charles Toussaint.

      Bacalou broke Owen’s chains with one flex of its muscles. Black goo dripped from the corner of Owen’s mouth, his misshapen teeth permanently exposed from the vicious snarl.

      Owen’s body possessed accentuated features of the creature now, complete with elongated claws at the end of his fingers. His torso had widened, and extra muscle padded his legs and arms.

      Bacalou charged the van doors, causing the reinforced steel doors to buckle. It roared, its anger rising, and charged again, this time breaking through and tumbling to the ground outside. It rolled over the grass and asphalt and skidded to a stop as Bellingham and the deputies stepped backward.

      “Open fire!” Bellingham squeezed the trigger and the first bullet connected with Bacalou’s chest, tearing Owen’s blue jumpsuit, but failed to penetrate the creature’s thick hide.

      Bellingham fired three more rounds before the creature lunged and the deputy by his side fired the twelve-gauge that provided enough power to knock it off course. Bacalou roared, shaking off the shotgun’s heavy blow.

      Bellingham and the deputies retreated from the van, each of them emptying the magazines of their weapons.

      Bacalou set its sight on the nearest human, which happened to be the deputy in riot gear, and then slashed at the barrel of the shotgun, its claws swiping through the metal like paper.

      Defenseless, the deputy backpedaled, and Bacalou lunged again, this time shredding the bulletproof vest and slashing the deputy’s stomach and chest.

      “Lacroix!” Bellingham loaded a fresh magazine into the pistol and then aimed for the creature’s head.

      Three heavy knocks connected with Bacalou’s right temple, and three bright flashes of pain followed as the monster roared. But it provided the needed time to pull Lacroix away before Bacalou could finish its work.

      All the while Owen sat in the corner of his mind and watched terror and death wreak havoc. He knew that if the creature killed a deputy or one of the officers, any chance of reuniting with his family would disappear, so Owen fought back.

      But his progress was slow. Some type of invisible force kept him from retaking control. He saw Bacalou slashing wildly toward Bellingham and the deputies, its rage inflamed and fanned by its own desire for death. Owen grit his teeth. “Enough.”

      The creature was strong, powerful, but it hadn’t reached its full potential. This was Owen’s last chance, his last moment to fight for himself. “Enough!” Owen lunged from darkness, and Bacalou cried out in pain.

      Light cast out darkness and Owen gasped, his cheek flush against the mud and grass on the ground. He half-heartedly clawed at the dirt and then rolled to his side, gulping air. The hot afternoon sun beat down on him. Sweat poured off him in buckets, and he lifted his trembling head to the sight of Bellingham and Deputy Hurt, their faces ghost white.

      Lacroix sat on the ground, clutching the flesh wounds over his chest and stomach. “What the hell are you?”

      Slowly, Owen pushed himself off the ground. “We need to move.”

      “You need to be locked up!” Deputy Hurt said, gun gripped tightly and keeping his distance. “Sheriff, we can’t take him to the courthouse. He’d tear the whole place apart!”

      Bellingham’s demeanor calmed, though he still aimed his pistol at Owen. “And what are we supposed to do with him, Deputy?”

      “Shoot him,” Deputy Lacroix answered, his voice weak and trembling. “Kill him and get it over with.”

      “No,” Owen said, pushing himself off the ground. He winced once he sat up, his head aching and the scars on his chest burning. “I can help you. I can take you to Jake Martin’s body.”

      “It’s a trick,” Deputy Hurt said, baring his teeth.

      “No trick,” Owen replied, still speaking to the sheriff. If he was going to get out of this alive, if he was going to try and clear his name, then this was his only hope. “If I’m wrong, then you can put a bullet in me and leave me in the swamp. But just let me try. Please, Sheriff.”

      “All right, Owen,” Bellingham said. “You show me where Jake Martin’s body is and we’ll go from there.” Bellingham walked over and then extended a hand to help Owen off the ground.

      The old sheriff pulled Owen up with ease, but the moment he was upright, the sheriff tightened his grip on Owen’s arm and pulled him close. “You put my men in danger again and I will put a bullet in your head. Whether you’re right about Jake Martin or not. Understand?”

      Owen nodded. But as he was loaded into the back of the van with new restraints placed over his wrists, he wasn’t sure if a bullet to the head would be enough to stop Bacalou.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Whispers echoed through Roger’s mind, fragments of a past that he couldn’t remember. His mind was a blank canvas where memories were suddenly splashed with no context, and before he could understand the distorted images, they were wiped away.

      Roger tried getting up, but the restraints on the bed kept him down. It was his tenth attempt, though he thought it was his first. He stared at the straps over his wrists and the long pieces of leather that crossed his chest and stomach. Who had put them there? Why couldn’t he move? “Mary? Mary, come help me.”

      Roger frowned at his voice. It couldn’t have been his. It was old and weak. He’d just turned thirty-five a few months ago. He looked down and saw the liver-spotted, weathered hand attached to his body, and he panicked.

      “No,” he said, his voice as quiet as those whispers in his head. “No!” He thrashed in violent spasms. “Help! Someone help!” But the more he moved, the more constricted he felt, and it didn’t take long before two men dressed in white hurried into his room. “Who are you? What are you doing?”

      “Just calm down, Mr. Templeton.” The man who spoke had a bald head and a wide jaw. He was skinny and held down one of Roger’s arms. “You’re all right. You’re just in the hospital. We’re going to give you something to make you feel better.”

      Roger squinted at the man. “No, please. I just want to go home, I just—Gah!” He looked to his right and saw another man who jabbed a needle into his arm, pressing down on a syringe. “What are you doing? What is… that?” His eyelids grew heavy, and his muscles relaxed.

      “Naptime, Grandpa.” The orderly with the syringe had a thin, unearthly smile. Long, straight black hair dangled at his shoulders. It was wet and greasy.

      The man’s face grew fuzzy as Roger blinked, fighting to stay awake, but instead sank back into his pillow. “Please… Just… Go…” He tilted his head to the side and drifted off into a sleep with dreams as broken as his memories.

      For Roger, sleep was a coin toss. Fifty-fifty odds for either clarity and rest or confusion and terror. Those few moments before he drifted from consciousness were always riddled with anxiety.

      But hope rose in the distance, like a sunrise after a long night of cold darkness. Roger remembered his home in Baltimore, his wife, his daughter. His memories poured over him like a cleansing rain.

      But amidst the warm joyful moments, he also had a front row seat of his actions when that beast Alzheimer’s took control. So much anger, hate, a violence he didn’t even know existed within him. He cringed as he relived them. And tonight, in the deep state of restless unconsciousness that the sedation provided, he saw a new memory shrouded in darkness.

      He tried to look away, but the nightmare beckoned him closer. He was in a room, lying on a table. There were strange things around him, colored liquids in glass bottles, jewelry made of tiny bones, rocks, and leather. It was dark in the room, and he was angry, angry because he was confused, because of the disease.

      Claire was there, trying to calm him, trying to get him to stay down. But it only worsened the anger. He lashed out, striking Claire on her cheek. A vicious crack sounded from the contact and Claire burst into tears as she looked at him, covering the mark on her face.

      Roger’s heart shattered. That wasn’t him. He wouldn’t do that. He tried to speak, tried to apologize, but Alzheimer’s bit his tongue.

      “Stop!” Roger pleaded in his sleep, a sinking feeling of hopelessness overtaking him. “Please, stop.” He collapsed to his knees, crying, wanting to pull himself from this prison of hell.

      But amidst the broken dreams and discarded memories, a singular voice broke through the madness. It whispered in a language that Roger could not speak, yet he understood perfectly. And as Roger wandered in darkness, groping blindly to find the voice’s source, he saw it. He saw both of them.

      Owen and the creature. They were together somehow, fighting for control. Because of what Madame Crepaux had done to him, Roger still shared a connection with the beast.

      For Roger, his journey into the creature’s mind was like being at an exhibit at an art museum, free to wander around looking at the inside, but unable to touch anything. So Roger went deeper into Bacalou’s mind.

      It was a cold place, dark and violent. Roger’s own thoughts grew twisted, but he persevered. Bacalou wanted something. He’d wanted it for a very long time. It just needed one final push, one last surge to end its pain.

      Roger searched the creature’s mind for its desire with a heightened sense of urgency. He saw the faces and souls that it had taken over the years. Most were from the same family, a few were not. He opened doors into hallways that frightened him. And then Roger saw it. Felt it, actually. It stank of death and froze him. The creature wanted to kill someone. A man.

      Charles Toussaint. The name was whispered softly. And at this end, this great finality where Bacalou killed this man, Roger saw Owen’s soul consumed among the calamity as collateral damage.

      That thought lingered in Roger’s sedated mind. It clung to him like the very disease that wanted to kill him. He couldn’t let Owen be taken like that. His daughter would be devastated. He needed to do something about it.

      If that thing wanted a vessel, then let it take him. He just needed to find a way to get the creature’s attention.
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      Claire kept hold of both Matt and Chloe in the back seat of the deputy’s SUV. His only interaction with her were the two glances in the rearview mirror, but she was grateful for the silence.

      Chloe had fallen asleep, as she did on most car rides, but Matt stayed awake. He leaned his head against her arm as he looked out the window. She had so many questions for him, but she’d kept them to herself. There wasn’t any need to overwhelm the boy with more worries.

      The car slowed, and Claire saw the glow of a neon sign. The dirty yellow color spelled out “Bart’s Motel.” And like the sign it represented, the two-story structure had lost much of its luster. Paint peeled from the walls, the iron banister along the second story flaked with rust, missing shingles dotted the roof. It was a dump, but it was the closest place to stay outside of Ocoee. And it was on the sheriff’s dime.

      Claire kissed the top of Chloe’s head as she reached for the door. “All right, bug. Time to wake up.” She groaned as Claire picked her up and brought her into the warm afternoon air. Matt followed, and the deputy walked toward the front office.

      “I’ll get your room keys, and then I’ll help you with the bags,” he said.

      “Thank you.” Claire adjusted Chloe in her arms and then placed her hand on top of Matt’s head. “You all right, sweetheart?”

      “I’m okay,” Matt answered.

      The answer lacked conviction, but Claire let it go.

      The deputy returned holding the keys. “Let’s get you settled in.”

      Their room sat on the second floor. It was small and simple, only the bare bones of necessities. A single nightstand sat between two twin beds, bare of any comforters, with only yellow-cream sheets that matched some of the discolored stains that made them look dirty even when they were clean.

      A TV from 1995 sat on a dresser, and a sink on the back wall was attached to a small bathroom where the door scraped against the edge of the toilet when opened. There was another door on the left wall of the room that connected into the room next door, which had its own door just on the other side, but both were locked so neighbors couldn’t get in unless they were invited. Claire hadn’t seen a room set up like this since she went on vacation with her family as a little girl.

      “It’s not the best accommodations,” the deputy said, “but it’s the best we could do on such short notice.”

      “It’s fine,” Claire said, trying to sound grateful. “Thank you.”

      The deputy offered a nervous smile and handed over the keys. “I have to get back to the station, but we’ll keep a squad car nearby if you need anything.” The deputy swallowed and glanced at his shoes to gather his nerve. “I… also need to talk to you about your husband.”

      Claire nodded, her stomach tightening into knots. She turned back to Chloe and Matt. “You two stay here. I’ll be back in a minute.” She followed the deputy out the door and down the second-floor balcony, away from the room so the kids couldn’t eavesdrop. They stopped at the stairs and Claire crossed her arms. “How bad is it?”

      “The sheriff is taking Owen to the courthouse today to set bail,” the deputy answered. “Because it’s a murder charge, the bail will likely be set at one million. If you want to get him out, you’ll have to put up ten percent.”

      Claire gripped the rusted rail for support. “Christ.” She squeezed the iron, the muscles along her forearm wiry and thick. She took a breath and then pushed off. “Has he been assigned an attorney yet?”

      “There’s someone from the state office coming this afternoon,” the deputy answered.

      “I’d like to meet them when they arrive.”

      The deputy reached into his pocket and handed her a card. “It’s the station number. The desk is always manned, so you can call anytime.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Good luck, Mrs. Cooley.”

      Claire lingered on the balcony as the deputy walked downstairs and drove away. She glanced down to the parking lot, which was empty save for two cars. She thumped the rail then trudged back to the room, trying to figure out how to explain to the kids what was happening to their father. She was sure Matt had an idea, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      She opened the door, catching Chloe in mid-jump on the bed, who upon the sight of her mother immediately stopped, her eyes big and preparing tears in case she was in trouble. Matt stepped out of the bathroom and washed his hands.

      “Guys, I need to talk to you for a second.” Claire sat on the end of the bed closest to the door. Chloe was the first to join her, and Matt took a seat in a nearby chair. “I know you probably have questions about what’s going on.”

      “Why can’t we go home?” Chloe asked. “Is it not safe there anymore?”

      Claire put her arm around her daughter and gently squeezed. “We’re not sure yet, but we’ll know soon.”

      “Is Dad okay?” Matt asked.

      “Your dad is fine. There’s just—” She closed her eyes and drew in a breath as she rubbed her forehead. “There are some people who think your dad did something bad.” She looked to Chloe, then to Matt. “But he didn’t. And that’s important for you two to understand. There will be a lot of people that will say otherwise, but any time you hear them say something, I want you to come to me, okay? I promise I’ll tell you the truth.” She watched Chloe and Matt nod in response.

      “What do people think Daddy did?” Chloe asked.

      “They think he hurt people.” Claire watched both of their reactions carefully. Chloe pinched her eyebrows together, while Matt stared at his shoes, his cheeks oddly pale.

      Chloe kicked at air a couple of times, twisting her mouth and tilting her head to the side. “If Daddy didn’t do that stuff, then why are people saying he did?”

      “Because of me,” Matt said, his head still down.

      “No,” Claire replied quickly, reaching out and grabbing hold of Matt’s hand. “It is not because of you.”

      Matt jerked his hand away. “It is. It’s because I was in that place, and then he had to get me out.” He slid off the chair and beelined it for the door.

      “Matt, no!” Claire jumped to follow, but then looked back to Chloe, who remained on the bed. “You stay right there, young lady, understand?” She kept her voice stern and after Chloe’s quick nod, she ran after Matt, shutting the door behind her. “Matt, stop!” Her son was already at the staircase by the time she left the room, and despite her shouting, he hurried down the steps.

      Claire sprinted after him, chasing him through the parking lot and behind the building until Matt stopped by the trees before the swamp. He leaned against the bark of a cypress tree and caught his breath, allowing Claire to catch up.

      “Hey.” Claire gripped his shoulder and knelt in front of him, still panting from the run. “This isn’t your fault, Matt.”

      “Then whose is it?” Matt lifted his head, tears in his eyes. “If it weren’t for me, then Dad wouldn’t be in trouble. Right?”

      “No. No, sweetheart.” Claire wiped her thumb underneath his eyes, catching the tears before they fell. “None of this is your fault. Absolutely nothing. Not the move here, not what happened to you, and not your dad coming to get you.” She grabbed hold of his shoulders. “And I know that if your dad was here, he would say the same thing.”

      Matt sniffled and then nodded.

      “Say it,” Claire said. “It’s not your fault.”

      Matt’s lip quivered. “It’s not my fault.”

      Claire pulled him close and rocked him in a hug. “I love you. Your dad loves you. That’s never going to change.”

      Matt had always been so strong for his age, taking on more than his years should have allowed. But outside that motel on the outskirts of Ocoee, he was a ten-year-old boy, sobbing his heart out to his mother, who rocked him until the tears ran dry.
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* * *

      The sun had sunk low in the sky as Chuck peeked from the blinds of Nate’s front living room. Despite the closed door, Nate’s frantic pacing could still be heard from the bedroom. The steps had grown sporadic as Nate drained the whiskey bottle in the kitchen. He’d been at it for almost three hours now.

      Chuck left his perch at the window and adjusted the strap of the duffel bag slung over his shoulder. Nate kept looking at it. Money made people stupid. And a lot of money made people violent. But Chuck still had his pistol.

      Like Nate with his liquor, the pistol had become Chuck’s crutch. Before this started, he could count the number of times he went to the range on one hand. And yet in the span of twenty-four hours, he’d killed two men. And if Owen Cooley hadn’t gotten away, that number would have jumped to three.

      “All right,” Nate said, sliding out of his room and slurring his words. “We need to talk, Chuck.” He pointed an unsteady finger at Chuck and shut one eye. “I don’t feel comfortable with you staying here anymore.” He held up his hands in a passive defense, flinging some of the whiskey out of the bottle. “I understand the pressure you’re under right now, but for me, the risk has become too high.” He fixed a pair of bloodshot eyes on Chuck. “I’m sorry.” Then he held out his hand, expecting the payment that Chuck had promised.

      At least ten feet separated the two, and Chuck let the silence linger before he answered. “No.” He stepped forward, and Nate stepped back. “And if I ever find out that you spoke to the police and ratted me out, I’ll come back for you, Nate.”

      “C-c’mon, Chuck,” Nate said, retreating deeper into his own house. “You know I was just kidding around. I wouldn’t do that to you. No way. I-I just thought—” His leg bumped into a coffee table, and he jumped from the contact. “I-I didn’t mean it, Chuck. Swear to God.”

      An unexplainable urge to reach for the pistol pushed Chuck’s hand to the weapon, and just before his fingers grazed the handle, the lights shut off in Nate’s house.

      Chuck looked around while Nate beelined it for the front door, knocking into Chuck on his frantic scurry past. Nate yanked on the doorknob, heaving his weight behind it, but the door wouldn’t budge. He spun around, the bottle of whiskey still gripped in his hand. “Is it here?”

      And before Chuck answered, a sudden chill filled the air. He ripped the pistol from his waistband, spinning in a circle, aiming at nothing but darkness. His heart rate skyrocketed, his pupils dilated, and his body trembled.

      “Come on out!” Chuck’s voice shrieked as he pivoted in jerky movements. “You’ve wanted to do this for a long time, so come on!” Darkness descended over the windows outside.

      “I have waited a long time.” Madame Crepaux’s voice traveled like a cold breeze. “And now you have nothing to protect you except for the sorry piece of metal in your hands. But that cannot stop me.”

      The gun was yanked from Chuck’s hand, and it skidded across the carpet and under the couch.

      “Your ancestors murdered a great Queen,” Madame Crepaux said. “Fire melted her skin from bone. It was a painful death. Torture.”

      Flames appeared on Chuck’s hand, and he screamed. He shook his hand violently, trying to rid himself of the fire, but it danced up along his arm and over his body, then his face. Every square inch of his body brightened with pain until it became so unbearable that his scream was replaced with gasping silence.

      Chuck collapsed to the carpet, rolling on the ground, batting at the flames, the pain so overwhelming that he was blinded to anything but its blaring absolution.

      And then as quickly as they appeared, the flames were gone. Chuck spasmed on the floor, flopping like a dying fish on a dock. After a moment, he rose to his hands and knees, checking his arms and legs, feeling his face. There were no burns, no scars, no disfigured flesh. The only sign of the heat was the sweat that had drenched his body. He looked to Nate, who had wet himself.

      “Did you see that?” Chuck asked.

      Nate remained silent. He slid to the carpet. On the floor, he hugged his knees and rocked back and forth. He shut his eyes and shook his head.

      Chuck reached for the pistol beneath the couch, his eyes slowly adjusting to the darkness. He spun around, waiting for whatever tricks the old woman had for him next.

      “I can burn you any time,” Madame Crepaux said, her voice omnipresent. “You will live an eternity in those flames.”

      “A bokor set me free of this curse before,” Chuck said. “I can find another one to do it again!”

      “I’m too strong for that now,” Madame Crepaux answered, her voice deepening. “There is no spell to stop me, no place for you to hide. No matter how far you run, Bacalou will find you!”

      Knives dug into the skin on his forearm. He frantically pulled up the sleeve of his shirt and found teeth marks. Blood oozed from his flesh and dripped down his arm.

      Another bite clamped down on his other forearm, then on his shoulder, then the back of his leg, calf, neck, cheek. Chuck screamed, swatting violently at the pain. He dropped to his knees and felt teeth on the back of his neck that paralyzed him. A hot breath tickled his ear, and then he heard Madame Crepaux’s voice whisper softly.

      “There is no escape,” she said. “But I will not kill you. Your life belongs to Bacalou, and it will come for you soon. I only seek to return to you in kind the suffering you have brought onto others. I will bring you to the precipice of death.”

      Chuck’s paralysis ended, and the darkness lifted. He checked his body again, searching for the bite marks along his arms and legs, but like the burns from the flames, there was nothing.

      “It’s not real,” Nate said, his eyes shut, shaking his head. He started to cry. “Christ, there is no way that this is real.”

      Chuck remained on the floor, sweat dripping from his nose, his body clammy and cold. He trembled, his nerves frayed. While the marks were gone, the pain lingered in his mind.

      The first tear that fell was mixed with sweat. And then they fell like rain, pattering against the carpet after they dripped from his chin. The finality was inevitable. He couldn’t outrun the beast. He couldn’t stop the beast. His life was already wasted. So what was left now?

      A rage bubbled inside of him. It was that primal rage, fueled by fear and survival. It all started with the death of a son, and if he was going to die, then he would take the one thing from the man who caused all of this to happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Mosquitos buzzed wildly, feasting on the backs of the deputy’s necks as Owen led Bellingham and his men through the black water. They’d been wading through the trees for hours and Owen had lost track of time, but he hadn’t lost the scent of Jake Martin’s body.

      No, a scent wasn’t the right word. It was a feeling. It was a mixture of whispers, an unseen force pulling him toward the body. He wasn’t sure if the whispers were from Jake Martin, the creature, or something else entirely, but he was beginning to learn that the dead were restless beings. When they wandered, they were purposeless, haunting.

      Owen stole a quick glance behind him. Bellingham and the officers trailed him closely, guns drawn. The deputy in the SWAT gear had survived Bacalou’s attack, the creature’s claws barely breaking the skin. The Kevlar vest was a different story though.

      “I thought you said you knew where to find him?” Bellingham asked.

      “It’s close.” Owen scanned the trees, squinting, his eyes growing tired from the sun and heat.

      “Sheriff, how do we know he’s telling the truth?” Hurt asked, swatting at another mosquito near his neck. “He could just be buying time until he’s that… thing again.”

      “Because he’s up shit creek without a paddle,” Bellingham answered, his tone short and frustrated. The deputies mumbled to themselves. “If we don’t find the body in the next ten minutes, we’re turning back. God help us if we get stuck out here after dark.”

      “God help us if I turn into that thing again,” Owen replied, only loud enough for him to hear. And just when he thought that whatever force was pulling out here was sending him on a wild goose chase, he saw something between the trees.

      Owen stopped, Bellingham and the deputies stopping with him. He pointed to the structure. “There. Up ahead. You see it?”

      Bellingham approached, coming up on the left side of Owen’s peripheral, gun slightly lowered now. “Yeah, I see it.” He turned around. “Heads up! We’ve got contact.” He looked to Owen and then gestured with the pistol. “Go on.”

      Owen hastened his pace, eager to bring this to an end and curious to see if he was right. The closer they moved to it, the more the structure was revealed. It stood high on stilts, the roof brushing the canopy. A ladder climbed all the way to the top, and Owen waited as Bellingham and the deputies caught up.

      “Sheriff, look,” Deputy Hurt said, pointing to a bullet hole in a tree.

      “Tag it,” Bellingham said, his eyes drifting to the top of the shack on stilts. “He’s up there?”

      “Yeah,” Owen answered, and then lifted his wrists that were still cuffed.

      “Oh no,” Bellingham said. “You’re staying down here. Hurt, you keep an eye on Mr. Cooley.”

      “Shouldn’t I go up there, Sheriff?” Hurt asked.

      “I’ve kept up with you boys this far, haven’t I?” Bellingham holstered his pistol and then grabbed hold of the highest rung he could reach and lifted himself up. Water dripped from the sheriff’s backside as he climbed, and both Hurt and Owen watched Bellingham until he was over the top and onto the deck.

      Owen’s stomach tightened in anticipation. The voices and whispers had grown louder. Jake Martin was up there, his body decayed, his soul tortured in the afterlife.

      That was perhaps the oddest thing to experience. Like being sidelined in his own body when Bacalou took over, he could insert himself into the souls of the dead. It was like being inside a movie that you’d watched a million times. You knew what would happen, but you were so close to it that it was like you were experiencing it for the first time. It was an added dimension of smell and texture in addition to sight and sound.

      Bellingham poked his head over the side. “He’s up here. Hurt, I need some evidence bags.”

      Owen exhaled, collapsing against the ladder in relief, as Hurt lowered his pistol and removed the evidence bags. “The bullets will be from Chuck’s gun, I know—” Owen gasped, choking for air as ice filled his lungs.

      The world darkened with shadows as Bacalou lunged for control of Owen’s body once more. Owen buckled at the waist and turned left. As he did, he saw the gun barrel in Lacroix’s hands. A harsh sting of pain spread across his chest as Lacroix fired, and Owen was flung backward into the water.

      “Hold your fire!” Bellingham thrust out his arms and quickly descended the stairs.

      Shock took hold of Owen first, his senses overwhelmed. Two seconds passed, and then his mind finally caught up with the pain signals of his brain.

      With his hands still cuffed, Owen thrashed beneath the water’s surface, choking on the black water as blood oozed from the gunshot wound to his chest. Distorted images of trees and sky filtered through the shallow water, and suddenly hands broke through the surface, lifting him from a watery grave.

      “Christ, he’s bleeding!” Hurt carried him to a nearby tree and propped him up, the water line just below the bullet wound. He applied pressure, and Owen cried out in pain. “Sheriff!”

      Owen coughed and suddenly tasted blood. He lifted a shaking hand to his lips. When he pulled his fingers away, he caught the shimmer of blood under the sunlight. His eyes widened as Hurt removed his outer shirt and pressed it against Owen’s chest.

      “He’s losing a lot of blood, Sheriff!” Hurt turned just as Bellingham splashed into the water and rushed over, kneeling on Owen’s right.

      “Owen? Can you hear me all right?” Bellingham grabbed hold of Owen’s chin and pulled his face toward him. “Owen?”

      Owen saw the sheriff. He heard the sheriff. But he couldn’t find the energy to answer. His head had grown incredibly light and his cheeks had drained of color.

      The deputy who’d fired the gunshot kept his gun aimed at Owen, and when Bellingham saw, he knocked the barrel away. “I think you’ve done enough here, Lacroix.”

      “He was turning into that thing again!” Lacroix said, his voice shrieking. “He would have killed us!”

      “And you could have ended a murder case before it began!” Bellingham added his own shirt to the growing pile of bloody rags over Owen’s wound.

      “Claire.” Owen’s eyes were half closed, his voice a whisper. Bellingham and his deputies faded from sight. He couldn’t feel the pain of the bullet anymore. Everything was cold and dark, but in the distance, he could see a shining light. It was shapeless and quiet, but he knew it was his wife.

      And past her image, death called to him. Owen closed his eyes and felt the icy shroud of black fall over him. He drew in a raspy breath and adrenaline flooded his veins. He gasped for air, drawing in a rattling, painful breath.

      “Owen, you still with us?” Bellingham asked.

      And that’s when the shadows returned, and Owen was pulled away into the corner of his mind where he was forced to watch as the creature’s power strengthened. It was Bacalou that pulled him from the clutches of death, because the creature could control it. So long as Bacalou was inside of him, he could not die, not until the creature finished what it started.

      Apathy glazed Owen’s mind. Bacalou’s power was an intoxicating drug, and with every new hit, Owen’s addiction grew.

      Owen watched from the darkened corner of his own mind as Bellingham and his deputies opened fire on the creature, the bullets bouncing harmlessly off its hide. He tasted their fear, oozing off them like a frightened animal.

      Bacalou knocked Bellingham aside, sending the old man splashing into the water. It stomped forward, backhanding Hurt in another forceful crack that knocked the deputy unconscious in the water. And then it turned to the final deputy, the one Bacalou had nearly killed before.

      “Get back!” he screamed, unloading the shotgun into Bacalou’s chest, the pellets in the shell ricocheting off the creature’s hide like pebbles thrown against a mountainside. He hastened his retreat, and once the shotgun was empty, he tossed it and sprinted as fast as he could through the black water, his knees bouncing high and splashing wildly.

      Bacalou roared, and the water bubbled in front of the deputy’s path, bringing him to an abrupt halt. Owen laughed when he heard the deputy whimper and then clapped in vicious delight when the gator appeared, its jaws exposed.

      “NOOOO!” Lacroix screamed.

      Bacalou turned away as the gator lunged forward and bit the deputy’s leg. Owen tasted the blood and flesh, just as the animal did. The moment filled him with frightened excitement. It was animalistic, primal, and intoxicating.

      Suddenly, a fresh scent lingered in the air, one that was more intoxicating than anything else. It was Charles Toussaint VII. The creature wanted him dead. Owen wanted him dead.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After a few hours at the motel and two checks by the sheriff’s deputies, Claire couldn’t stay in the room any longer. The attorney had gotten held up in traffic in New Orleans and wouldn’t be able to arrive until tomorrow. There was nothing to do, and that inaction was driving her up a wall.

      When the deputies arrived for their third check, she asked them for a ride back into town. When she told them where she wanted to go, they said they’d have to radio the sheriff to make sure it was okay. And after the sheriff didn’t respond, the pair sat dumbfounded on what to do next.

      “Look, I just want to see if she’s there,” Claire said. “There is a lot that she knows that could help my husband. Please, I have to do something.”

      After a few minutes of deliberation, they eventually agreed to take Claire into town, and one of the deputies stayed to watch the kids. She didn’t want to leave them, but taking them back to the shop didn’t feel right. She said her goodbyes, and while Chloe protested, Matt kept quiet.

      The closer they got to the store on Main Street, the more Claire fidgeted on the edge of her seat, chewing at her nails.

      “Are you all right, Ma’am?”

      Claire jumped. “I’m fine. Just… anxious to get this over with.”

      The deputy nodded. “It’s a shame what your family has been through.”

      Claire smiled politely, but it vanished quickly. “Thank you.” She squeezed her hands together, twisting her fingers as the first building of Main Street came into view, and then felt her stomach float as the deputy pulled into a parking spot just one building down from Queen’s.

      The deputy kept the engine running and then turned in his seat. “Ma’am, we weren’t able to radio the sheriff about the protocols for this, but I think it might be best if I go inside with you.”

      “No,” Claire answered, quicker than she intended, and then backpedaled after she saw the deputy’s raised eyebrow. “I’m sorry, it’s just… I know that you’re looking to question the woman, and I might be able to convince her to come out if I go in alone.” She wasn’t sure if that was accurate, or even if Madame Crepaux was at the store, but she had a feeling that last part was true. “Please,” Claire said. “At least let me try.”

      The deputy shifted uneasily, and then glanced at the storefront. He sighed. “All right.” The leather groaned as he turned back to Claire. “You get five minutes.”

      “Thank you.” Claire reached for the door handle and quickly left before he changed his mind.

      The store windows were black. She tugged against the handle, finding it locked. She pressed her face against the glass, which was still hot from baking in the sun all day. A click sounded at the door and she immediately pulled her face from the window. She reached for the handle again, and this time when she pulled, the bell jingled as it opened.

      Claire hurried inside, shutting the door behind her as the deputy stirred in his SUV. He got out of the car, and Claire locked the door. Slowly, she stepped deeper into the store, passing the strange trinkets and potions stacked on shelves. “Hello?”

      Only silence answered, and Claire pressed forward slowly, her eyes beginning to adjust to the darkness. She walked to the back room where her father had been strapped down. Absentmindedly, she reached for the cheek where he’d hit her.

      “Your father still loves you more than anything.”

      Claire spun around, the voice tickling the hairs on the back of her neck. She jumped at the sight of the young woman with glowing yellow eyes. “Madame Crepaux?”

      Madame Crepaux smiled. “Yes.”

      Claire shook her head in disbelief. “How… Is that possible?”

      “Voodoo transcends time itself,” Madame Crepaux answered.

      While the woman in front of her may be able to turn back time, Claire couldn’t, and what she had left was running out. She lunged forward. “The police think Owen killed people.” She took hold of Madame Crepaux’s hand. “You have to help me clear his name. He didn’t do what they think he did.”

      “I know what the police want,” Madame Crepaux said, her eyes glowing a golden hue now. “But what the police do will not matter.”

      Claire frowned. “What are you talking about? They’re taking him to the courthouse to file charges!” But her words fell on deaf ears as Madame Crepaux turned to leave. “Stop!” Claire jumped in front of her and swelled with anger. She thrust a finger in Madame Crepaux’s face. “There are police outside. You help me or I let them in.”

      Madame Crepaux looked from Claire’s finger, then to the windows out front. “The police cannot stop me.” She turned to Claire. “You cannot stop me.” Her eyes pulsated with a flash of gold. “Your husband knew the price of your son’s return.”

      “Price?” Claire asked. “What price?”

      Madame Crepaux sidestepped Claire, but Claire snatched hold of her arm, and Claire’s hand burned from the contact.

      Claire hissed at the pain, but when she checked her palm, there was no redness or marks or scars. Madame Crepaux’s eyes flickered again with that golden flare, and Claire felt the cold in the room intensify.

      “I understand the sacrifices that your family has made,” Madame Crepaux said. “But you have your son back. Be thankful for that.”

      Claire circled Madame Crepaux hesitantly, again trying to block her path towards the front door. Not that Claire was sure the woman even needed to use doors anymore.

      “You said my husband knew the price,” Claire said. “I want to know what he paid.”

      Madame Crepaux regarded Claire with those glowing, golden eyes, and the darkness around her pulsated outward from her body, as if her very presence disturbed darkness.

      “What happens to Owen?” Claire asked.

      Madame Crepaux lifted her hands to her waist, palms facing upward. “The world is full of small parts that make a greater whole in the balance of life and death.” In her right hand was a small ball of light, in the left darkness, like a black hole. “But because of Bacalou and the Toussaints, that balance is in jeopardy.”

      The hot, bright light was pulled apart by the black mass, and the light dimmed, growing smaller while the darkness grew larger.

      Claire’s thoughts wandered to the darker corners of her mind. The places she went after Matt was taken and everything she imagined that her son was going through alone. But there was an added dimension to all those bad thoughts, a texture.

      “You can feel it,” Madame Crepaux said, her eyes glowing an even richer gold than before. “When Death tips the scales, it darkens everyone, everywhere.” Madame Crepaux stepped closer, the dark mass still absorbing light. “I have felt the pain of people halfway across the world, simply because of the dark forces here. I have heard their cries, their pleas for mercy, but the darkness does not care of their pain, or their pleas.”

      Claire collapsed to her knees, her mind hazy and dizzy. “Stop.” Her voice was weak, quiet. “Please.” All of the bad thoughts worsened, and she looked down at her hands, which had weathered and greyed. They were the hands of an old woman, and when she brought her fingertips to her face, she felt the wrinkled skin of her cheek.

      Madame Crepaux kneeled, the black mass the size of a basketball and the light smaller than a golf ball. “What you feel is what I have felt for decades. Me and so many others. You have simply had a taste, Claire. Do not risk what you have left to save your husband now.”

      Madame Crepaux closed both hands and the black mass vanished, along with the light, and Claire collapsed to the floor. She gasped for air like she had been holding her breath. She saw her hands return to normal, the wrinkles and spots gone.

      “Please,” Claire said. “What happens to Owen?”

      Madame Crepaux’s expression softened, and it was here that Claire received the first glimpse of the old woman she’d met before. She reached out a hand and cupped Claire’s face. “Bacalou resides inside of your husband now and is controlling him as we speak. It is only a matter of time before the creature takes full control of your husband’s body, completing its transformation. It will then seek out the last remaining heir of Charles Toussaint and end the curse. Once that happens, your husband will die along with the creature.”

      Claire’s eyes watered, and she wiped her nose. “You knew that the creature would do that to him?”

      Madame Crepaux paused, and then, without remorse answered, “Yes.”

      “Then help me save him.”

      “There is one way, but it would take the life of another.” Madame Crepaux held Claire’s hands. “Can you live with that, Claire Cooley? Can you live with the knowledge that to save your husband’s life, another must die?”

      Claire tightened her grip on Madame Crepaux’s hands, and without any hesitation or fear of repercussions, she answered. “Yes.”
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      After Claire Cooley left her shop, Madame Crepaux vanished in a wisp of smoke before the deputy barged in after her. She was unsure what Claire said after she left, but it didn’t matter.

      The sun had nearly set outside, and Madame Crepaux traveled through the air faster than light and as sightless as a breeze. The power from Queen Samba’s gris-gris was immense, and she found herself latching tighter to its aura. It was intoxicating, and frightening. The deeper she entrenched herself in Queen Samba’s power, the harder it would be for her to let it go.

      Madame Crepaux felt the dark mark on her soul grow for every second that she possessed the Queen’s gris-gris, but it wouldn’t be much longer before Bacalou fulfilled its purpose.

      Lights flickered inside the halls of the hospital as she passed unnoticed by the staff. She sensed the death in every room, those struggling to break free from Baron Samedie’s hold. His dark cloud was everywhere, counting down until those withering lives would be his.

      The Queen’s gris-gris propelled her toward the rooms, the urge to heal powerful. But Madame Crepaux refused the call. She would let Baron Samedie take what was rightfully his.

      Madame Crepaux found Roger Templeton’s room. He lay on the bed, asleep, his mouth open and his breathing irregular. The machines attached to his chest and arms beeped in the same offbeat rhythm. The old man’s body was shutting down.

      She hovered over him, examining the sagging flesh that had once been young and viral, beaten down by the years of abuse that life dealt. He was an old man losing his mind. But she also knew he was a man who loved his family. And while Roger Templeton could not control or manage the disease that ravaged his mind, Bacalou could.

      Madame Crepaux gently touched Roger’s forehead, and the old man woke. He groaned, blinking as she took his hand, offering him a branch of strength.

      “You have been lost, Roger Templeton,” Madame Crepaux said. “Let me help you find your way.”

      The haze slowly lifted from Roger’s mind, and he took a dry swallow before he spoke. “I remember you.” He squinted, and suddenly his breathing quickened. “Owen, he’s—” He shut his eyes, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “The creature will kill him.” He opened them and squeezed Madame Crepaux’s hand back, his strength returning. “That can’t happen.”

      Madame Crepaux’s voice softened. “If you go down this path, you will lose everything. Your memories, yourself, your soul.” Her eyes flickered gold, like a temptress on the rocks. “There will be no peace for you in the next world.”

      “Whatever it takes,” Roger said eagerly.

      Crepaux nodded, and the stone around her neck glowed as she placed her hand on his chest.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Once darkness fell, every rustle of wind or ripple of water sent a chill down Chuck’s back and froze him in his tracks. He waited for the fires to return, and he kept checking the flesh on his hands. He couldn’t push the memories of charred and blackened skin from his mind. He envisioned his whole body burning, reliving that pain over and over. He imagined what it would be like to burn like that forever, to never know the sweet relief of death.

      Was that what happened to the souls of the people that Bacalou killed? Did they burn forever? Could they always feel those flames melting their flesh and bones? The pain never numbing, always fresh and new? Chuck started to believe they could. Everyone had to answer for their crimes in this world. He supposed that was just part of his fate.

      Chuck trekked through the swampy brush alongside the highway out of town. Twice he saw a police car. But despite the wail of sirens and flashing blue lights, Chuck was surprised to find that he wasn’t scared. Compared to burning in hell for eternity, the prospect of a dry bed in a cell didn’t sound that bad.

      He’d figured that Nate would have spoken to the cops by now, and it was only a matter of time before they radioed air support to start scanning the swamps from above. It’d be harder to find him now that it was dark though.

      After a few hours of walking, the fatigue of the past two days had worn Chuck’s endurance down to a nub. He needed food. He needed rest.

      A small motel sat on the town’s outskirts. It wasn’t much farther, and he knew the owner didn’t mind taking in unsavory characters. His father had used the place for all his affairs, a piece of knowledge he learned after his father passed. He wasn’t sure if his mother knew. She probably did.

      It was funny, the things that ran through his mind on the walk from Nate’s. After such a traumatic and painful experience, he thought that he would look back and find all the fond memories of life: the time spent with this mother and grandmother, his youth before he discovered the curse, the fleeting moments of true happiness that he had with his first and second wives. But none of those memories replayed tonight.

      Instead, scars were opened and fresh blood welled up from the past. He saw only the creature, and his father’s scowl, and the way that his wives looked at him when he told them he was sterile. Arguments, pain, fear, hate, jealousy, they all flooded back in rogue waves.

      Was it that woman causing all of this? Could she now somehow reach into his mind and drudge up all the nasty black and dead things that swirled around in his past that he wished would stay buried?

      Charles Toussaint VII had come from a long line of villainous men. It was imbedded in his DNA, and no matter what mask he tried to wear to cover it up, or conceal it, somehow the bad always shone through. He could feel it in the way people looked at him. The whispers that carried through the factory and the town.

      The people here didn’t love his family, they needed his family. And because they were too lazy to find work elsewhere, they took the increasingly longer hours and stagnant pay in return. And with every day that passed, Chuck heard those whispers grow louder and those stares linger. Everyone wanted him dead, and he couldn’t blame them. His family had stood on the backs of others for so long now they forgot what decency looked like. But none of that mattered anymore. Nothing mattered.

      Chuck stared at the motel across the street as he remained tucked away in the brush off the side of the highway. He checked left and right, both lanes of traffic empty. The parking lot only had two cars in it, and the light was still on in the front office.

      A quick sprint across the road, and Chuck ducked inside. The clerk at the front desk didn’t look up from his television screen. Sweating, sunburnt, and stinking of the swamp, he unzipped his duffel bag and removed a stack of twenties. “I need a room.”

      “Eighty bucks, and I need to see your ID.” The clerk sipped from a can of Miller Light, his eyes glued to the television screen.

      “How much for no ID.”

      The clerk peeled his eyes away from the screen and looked Chuck up and down. He sipped the beer again, and then slid off his stool and leaned into the front counter. “Cops were here a while ago.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Probably be coming back later too.”

      Chuck reached into the duffel and pulled another stack of twenties, then set both down on the counter. The two towers totaled one thousand dollars. “That enough to keep quiet?”

      The clerk thumbed the cash. “Might need a little more convincing.” He smiled. “You know, just to be on the safe side.”

      Chuck reluctantly slapped down another stack. The clerk stuffed the rest of the cash in his pockets and then reached for one of the keys in a drawer. He handed it over to Chuck. “Second floor. Room twenty-eight. Try and keep it the way you found it.”

      “I’m sure that won’t be hard.” Chuck snatched the key from the man’s fingers, and then quickly scurried up to the second floor and into his room.

      He tossed the duffel bag onto the mattress and the springs squeaked. Chuck went to the sink, passing a door on the inner room wall. It connected to the room next door, an old architectural element from the past.

      At the sink, he splashed water on his face. It dripped from his chin and nose as he stared in the mirror. It was a face he didn’t recognize, but one that he’d worn his entire life. It was his eyes that had changed the most. They were soulless.

      Chuck undressed and then climbed into the shower, washing away the grime of the swamp, though the stress sill clung to him like a second skin. He air-dried, and then sat on the end of the bed, naked, and reached for the pistol he’d brought with him.

      It had suddenly grown heavier on the trip here and he wondered what would happen if he killed himself before the creature got to him. Would he still burn? Would his soul still be damned? Or would the bullet not even matter? Could he not die until the creature killed him?

      Chuck turned the gun barrel to face him and stared down the empty black space within. He raised it to his temple and closed his eyes as metal touched flesh, then placed his finger on the trigger. His hand didn’t shake and his heart didn’t pound. The only thing his brain registered was the fact that there was a warm piece of metal against his skull and that his hand had placed it there.

      So what came next? Blackness? Fire? Pain? What did death really look like? What did it feel like? It was a question that couldn’t be answered until the final moment; just as you took that last step over the edge and your feet were no longer on solid ground. It was that moment just before free-fall, that blip of a tenth of a second. That was where the truth was found.

      Blue lights flashed outside the window, and Chuck turned his head toward the commotion, removing the pistol from his temple. He snuck to the window and saw the sheriff’s cruiser downstairs. Chuck cursed the clerk at the front, thinking that he’d sold him out.

      The deputies ascended the stairs, the lights on their cruiser still flashing in the parking lot, and then turned toward his room. He ducked behind the door, away from the window, as the deputies closed in. He raised the pistol, eyes locked on the door handle, ready for them to bust inside.

      The officer’s murmurs grew louder, and from the corner by the door, Chuck saw one of the officer’s shoulders. He tensed. A gunfight. Quick and dirty. It’d be better this way. No more waiting. No more fear. Just done.

      And then there were three knocks. But something was wrong. The noises weren’t coming from his door. They were coming from—

      “Mrs. Cooley, we’re sorry to bother you, but we need to speak with you for a moment. Can you step outside?”

      It couldn’t be. It had to be a different Cooley, a different woman. There was no way that he was sitting next door to the same family that he’d tried to kill. And that meant if the mother was inside that room, then so was the son.

      “What happened?” Mrs. Cooley asked.

      “We finally heard back from the sheriff,” one of the deputies answered. “Your husband attacked the group of officers transporting him to the courthouse and escaped.”

      “What? No, that’s… that’s not possible.”

      Chuck knew that if Owen was gone, then there was only one place that he’d go, and there was only one person that he’d be looking for.

      “The sheriff thinks he’ll try and contact you,” the second deputy spoke now. “If that happens, you need to let us know.”

      “Did he… did he hurt anyone?”

      “One of the deputies is in critical condition at the hospital.”

      Mrs. Cooley gasped, and the police mumbled a few more things that Chuck missed as he leaned away from the door.

      If Owen Cooley was still alive, if he had escaped and grown so violent that he was willing to kill another officer, then Chuck knew the man wanted only one thing.

      Revenge was a cruel beast. It twisted you into something that you weren’t, forced you into positions that you’d never find yourself otherwise. And that toxic potion had seeped into Owen Cooley’s veins. It pushed him beyond the limits of his reason and thought. And it brought a smile to Chuck’s face.

      If Owen was going to come after him, then Chuck wanted to make sure that their meeting would be memorable. And everything he needed for that to happen was next door.
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      Claire lingered on the balcony for a moment as the deputies returned to their car. She noticed that they stayed in the parking lot as she tried to wrap her head around what they’d told her.

      After her interaction with Madame Crepaux, Claire knew that the cause of Owen’s escape was more of the creature’s doing than his own. But she didn’t share that information with the police. What good would it do?

      Sorry to tell you officer, but my husband has actually been possessed by the same creature that took my son and is currently hunting down one of your murder suspects to end a two-hundred-year-old curse on a family that killed an ancient Voodoo queen.

      Claire steadied herself on the rail of the balcony, took a breath, and then walked back into the room. Chloe sprinted around the carpet in her bare feet, humming to herself as Matt sat in a chair and flicked through the limited number of TV channels with the remote.

      Chloe knocked on the locked door that connected to the room next door. “Hello? Anybody home?”

      “Chloe, stop.” Claire snapped sharper than she intended, and Chloe sheepishly stepped away from the door. “I’m sorry. It’s just… just try and be quiet for a minute, okay?”

      “Do you want me to turn off the TV?” Matt asked.

      “No, that’s fine, sweetheart.”

      Claire took a seat on the edge of the bed, and she twirled the wedding band around her finger. The diamond was small, but high quality. When Owen proposed, he nearly dropped it, he was shaking so much. She’d never seen him so nervous before in her life. He looked as if his whole future hinged on her answer, but she never told him that her world hinged on him asking.

      She wished she could reach out to him, let him hear her voice. If she had the chance, she knew she could break through the creature’s hold and reach him.

      Chloe knocked on the door again, and Claire jumped from the noise. “Chloe, I said—”

      A knock answered back. All three of them looked to the door. The springs of the mattress squeaked in relief as Claire stood. “Sorry!”

      Another knock.

      “It’s my daughter,” Claire said. “She won’t do it again. I’m—”

      Three more knocks in fast succession cut her off, and Claire’s frustration went from simmer to boil. She stomped toward the door, the knocking continuous now, unlocked it, and swung it open. “Listen, if you just—”

      The gun barrel poked through first. Her eyes went to the face of the man that held it. Chuck pressed his fingers to his lips as Claire gawked in stunned silence.

      “Scream, and I kill everyone in this room,” Chuck said, then looked down toward the kids who’d huddled together in the chair, Matt shoving his little sister behind him. Claire sidestepped to the left, slowly, blocking Chuck’s line of sight to her children.

      “The police are downstairs,” Claire said, her voice shaking. “You try anything and—”

      “They’ll arrest me?” Chuck asked, now all the way in the room now. “Take me away to jail? Charge me for murder?” He cocked his head sideways. “You and I both know I have bigger things to worry about than the boys in blue downstairs.” He took an aggressive step forward, and Claire shuddered. “Sit. Down.”

      Claire slowly complied, inching as close to her children as she could in the chair next to her, and reached out her arm to grab hold of Matt’s hand.

      Chuck paced the room, the gun trained on the kids now as he walked to the front door and made sure the chain lock was set. He peeked out the window and then shook his head. “Out of all the places for you to come. Out of all the places for me to hide. What are the chances?”

      “It’s over,” Claire said. “Hurting us won’t help you anymore now.”

      “Help me?” Chuck asked, then chuckled. “Nothing can help me, Claire. There isn’t a spell, or incantation that I can speak, there isn’t a lawyer that can bail me out of this, and there isn’t a human being on this planet that can undo what’s transpired over the past few days.” He stepped closer. “But I’ve accepted my fate. I’ve come to terms with my future. Have you?”

      Claire watched the pistol in Chuck’s hand. It didn’t waver, or flinch, it was steady as a rock, and just beneath the cool calm expression on Chuck’s face, Claire could see the reflection of madness in the pools of black in his eyes.

      “So why are you here?” Claire asked, tears beginning to roll down her face.

      “To finish what I started.”

      Chloe was crying. Matt remained quiet. She leaned over, covering her son with her body. Claire shook her head. “No.”

      “It all started with him, Claire.” Chuck’s eyes were on Matt, his arm outstretched in a stiff line with his finger on the trigger. “And that’s how it’ll all end.”

      “You’re not taking my son!” Claire lunged forward, swiping at Chuck’s face, and she felt her nails break skin on his cheek right.

      Chuck screamed but didn’t fire his gun. Instead, he pistol-whipped Claire on the back of the head.

      A throbbing ache radiated from the point of contact as Claire flattened to the carpet. Every few seconds, a stabbing pain split through the middle of her skull, voiding any attempts at lifting herself from the floor.

      “Your family should have died after the creature took your son.”

      Spit sprayed over the back of Claire’s neck from Chuck’s words, and she slowly managed to turn around to look up at her kids in the chair. Both were crying now, clutching on to one another. “It’s all right.” She spoke softly. “Everything is going to be fin—AHH!”

      Chuck kicked Claire in the ribs, and she rolled to her back. The next breath sent a thousand knife-like stabs into her side that traveled up like lightning toward the base of her skull.

      “Stop it!” Matt flung all eighty pounds of his body toward Chuck, who knocked him away like a gnat buzzing around his head.

      “NO!” Claire stood and then immediately fell back down, hard. She twisted her ankle in the process, and Chuck slammed his heel into her chest and she flattened to her back.

      Chuck aimed the gun at her, which was better than it being on either Matt or Chloe. “You don’t get a choice anymore. There is no other door, no other way out!” His lunacy heightened. “It doesn’t end any other way.” He raised his arm with the pistol high above his head, and the last thing Claire saw was his snarl as he knocked her unconscious.
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* * *

      Joy. Power. Hunger. All of it filtered through Owen’s veins as he sprinted through the woods. The scent of blood filled his nose. He tasted the metallic liquid on his tongue. It was primal, sensational, overwhelming and addictive.

      Never in his life had Owen felt more connected to the nature around him than he did at that moment. The world had a heartbeat, and with every pulse, he felt something new. A tree, mud, water, a leaf, a falling branch, a rush of wind, a bird taking flight, the patter of insect wings flitting through the air. But amidst the life of the world, there was also death. And that was where the greatest flavors were derived.

      Death awakened the beast and sent it into a frenzy, and Owen latched on to the experience. It was like an addictive poison with side effects of pain and misery. But to Bacalou, they tasted like candy.

      Bacalou sprinted between the cypress trees, practically running on water, when a voice broke through that caused it to slow, and then stop.

      Owen couldn’t hear the whisper, but he felt the creature’s reaction. It was like someone had pulled the leash on the beast. Its master had forced it still, and it whimpered like a distressed dog.

      Another harsh yank, and this time Bacalou roared, sending Owen cowering. It snapped and howled, its anger growing wild. Owen shut his eyes and covered his ears, rocking back and forth like a child.

      A force tugged at his chest, but Owen kept his eyes shut, and suddenly the world of death and misery and pain disappeared, and he was wet, and hot, and tired.

      He slowly opened his eyes, finding himself on all fours. His hands and knees were sunk deep in the mud. His body trembled, and water dripped from his face and hair.

      The sun had fallen, and a cloudless sky revealed the stars and moon through the branches of the trees.

      “You enjoy it,” Madame Crepaux said.

      Owen jerked away from the sound of her voice. “Wha—” He coughed, choking on his own dry tongue. He’d never been so thirsty before. “What happened?”

      “You already know,” Madame Crepaux answered. “The creature resides inside of your soul now. It wants the same thing you want. The death of the heir of Charles Toussaint.”

      Owen shook his head. “No, that’s…” The memories of the beast flooded across his mind. He remembered everything that it wanted when it took control. The death, the pain, the soullessness.

      He looked to Madame Crepaux once more, this time noting the change in her appearance. Her voice was the same, but she was younger. Much younger. The wrinkles along her face had been replaced with the taut firmness of youth. The clothes hung to the curves of her body, and the golden flicker of her eyes had brightened. His expression of disbelief triggered her to smile.

      “I was not always an old hag,” Madame Crepaux said.

      “How?” Owen asked.

      “The same power that created Bacalou now flows through me,” Madame Crepaux answered. “With the curse lifted from the house, I was finally able to retrieve Queen Samba’s gris-gris.” She glanced down to her hands, her eyes wide with wonder. “It is more powerful than I ever dreamed. She truly was a Queen of Voodoo.”

      Owen pulled his legs from the mud, and with the aid of a nearby tree, stood, his knees cracking together. “My family. I want to see them.”

      Madame Crepaux’s face saddened. “We always seek those we love near the end.” She walked closer, her footsteps soundless. Her hips swayed seductively, and her lips pouted outwards. “I know the pain that drives you. I know how much your family has been through.” She stroked his cheek, and the touch radiated a warmth that spread through the rest of his body. “That pain will continue unless you face it.”

      Owen jerked his head away from Madame Crepaux’s hand. “Face it?” He pointed to the ground. “I’ve been crawling up shit mountain for the past six months. I lost my job, my car, my home, and when I brought my family here to get away from all of that, I met you.”

      “You were brought here because that was the will of Bon Dieu.”

      “I came here because I needed a fucking job!” The veins along Owen’s neck throbbed, and he stepped backward. “I came here because there was no place to go!” He flashed an angry, skeptical grimace. “There is no man in the sky, there is no great being controlling our destiny. There is us and the choices we make. That’s it!”

      “You have seen so much, and yet you still do not believe,” Madame Crepaux said. “What is it that you don’t understand? What is it that keeps you from seeing the truth?”

      “My family!” Owen screamed the words, and then felt his body collapse. His knees smacked the mud with a thump, and then a sudden burst of tears flooded from him. “My family.” He didn’t want to believe what Madame Crepaux was saying because that meant that no matter how hard he tried, no matter what he did, his family would never be able to escape the pain that they had endured. Misfortune was written in their destiny. And wanted better for them.

      Madame Crepaux knelt at his side and placed a hand on his shoulder, again providing that familiar warmth. “Many people find it difficult to put their faith into something greater than themselves. But you must understand something, Owen Cooley.” She took his hand and cupped it between both of hers. “Your life is not your own. Your family is not your own. We are all born from a culmination of events that predated mankind itself.” She leaned close, and Owen caught the sweet scent of her breath. “You are a good man, Owen Cooley. And Bon Dieu finds good men to help in his cause.” She smiled. “He found me. And he led me to you. Let me help you. Please.”

      The rage inside Owen’s heart calmed, and he sat there in the mud, letting this woman hold his hand, holding his whole life really, and chose to believe. “How can I be helped now?”

      “I have found someone willing to trade his life for yours.”

      Owen shook his head, confused. “Who?”

      “Your father-in-law.”

      “No.” Owen stood, his legs wobbling like a newborn calf, turning his back to her as he stomped away. “I’m not putting Claire through that.”

      “His mind is nearly gone now,” Madame Crepaux replied. “He knows of the risk, but I must have both parties’ consent before I make the transfer.”

      “I’m not doing that to Claire!” Anger rattled his voice, and he continued his trek through the woods, unsure of where he would go, unsure of what he would do, and then Madame Crepaux suddenly appeared in front of him like an apparition.

      “And what are you doing to her now?” Madame Crepaux asked. “She knows it is only a matter of time before the disease that cripples her father’s mind takes him completely. She has accepted his life as over, but not yours.”

      “And what kind of man would I be if I let him do this?” Owen asked. “How do I live with myself?”

      “But that’s the point,” Madame Crepaux answered. “You live. Your wife needs a husband. Your children need a father. Let them have it.” Madame Crepaux gripped him by the shoulders, squaring him up with herself. “We must act now, Owen Cooley. I can only keep Bacalou restrained for a short time before it takes over your body again. And if that happens, then I do no not if I will be able to bring you back again. What is your decision?”

      The beast rumbled in the back of Owen’s mind, its own desires clashing with Owen’s. He remembered the power, the thrill, the intoxicating scent Bacalou drifted over Owen’s senses. It drifted past his nose, luring him closer.

      Owen closed his eyes, quieting Bacalou, trying to remember his own thoughts, his own desires. But the creature had embedded itself deep.

      Inside Owen felt dark, lonely, afraid. But past the darkness and the stench of the dead, Owen saw a small beacon of light. The longer he focused on it the brighter it grew, and it wasn’t long before it took shape.

      It was Claire, and Matt and Chloe. They were at the dinner table in their home in Baltimore. Chloe had smeared spaghetti sauce all over her face and was giggling about the mess, which had sent the rest of the table into a flurry of laughter. Smiles. Happiness. Life.

      Owen opened his eyes and saw the fleck of gold in Madame Crepaux’s gaze, her hands still firmly gripping his shoulders.

      “Even if I agree to this,” Owen said. “How do I convince Bellingham that all of this was true?”

      “He must witness what will happen. Him and as many of his deputies as he can spare.” Madame Crepaux placed her hand against Owen’s cheek. Her palm was warm and smooth against the rough stubble of beard that had grown in over the past few days. “It is almost over. And when it is done, your family will have a chance to rebuild.”

      After everything he’d been through, the small piece of good news should have brought a smile, but Owen’s face remained gaunt. He’d have to find a way to live with himself, and he hoped that Claire would find it in her heart to forgive him. Hell, he hoped he had it in his heart to forgive himself.

      “We must go.” Madame Crepaux interlaced her fingers with Owen’s and tightened her grip. “Charles Toussaint grows restless, and in his restlessness, he grows more dangerous.”

      And as Owen pictured the death of the man who brought him here, the origin of so much of his family’s pain, he prayed that Chuck’s death would be painful. He prayed for that more than anything.
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      Owen sat in a chair on the far wall of Roger’s hospital room. It was late, and Madame Crepaux had concealed them with darkness from the rest of the staff. Even when they entered, the nurses couldn’t see him. He watched their movements through a black veil, still fighting the beast for control of his own mind.

      He focused all his concentration on enduring the pain of keeping the beast at bay. Madame Crepaux’s powers helped, but it was still a struggle. She needed time to prepare Roger’s body.

      “How much longer?” Owen asked, not bothering to keep his voice down as it too was concealed by her magic.

      Madame Crepaux kept her focus on Roger, her hands glowing with light as she hovered them inches above Roger’s head and heart. “Your father-in-law is weak. He must be strong for the transfer, or you will both die and the heir of Charles Toussaint will live.”

      Most of Owen’s thoughts had been centered around Chuck Toussaint and his family and everything that had occurred over the past few days. His eyes drifted to Madame Crepaux’s hands and shook his head in disbelief at what he saw. Magic. The stuff of fairy tales.

      He thought about the man he’d attacked when Bacalou had taken control. Did he survive? If he didn’t, it might not matter what happened next.

      “Worrying will not help you now, Owen Cooley,” Madame Crepaux said, her attention still focused on Roger. “It does nothing but waste your energy.”

      “When I was unemployed, I worried a lot,” Owen said, staring at the white tiled floor. “I worried about putting food on the table. I worried about keeping a roof over my family’s head. I worried about keeping the power and water turned on. I worried about bills, and payments, and making sure that my kids had what they needed.” He rubbed his eyes, suddenly dry from his staring contest with the floor. “I’d probably give everything up to just have to worry about those things again.”

      Madame Crepaux stopped her procedure with Roger and quickly appeared in front of Owen, kneeling, that young, beautiful face staring up at him. She took his hands. They were warm, strong. They reminded him of Claire’s hands.

      “The world tests us when we are most vulnerable and weak,” Madame Crepaux said. “It pushes us beyond our limits and what we’re capable of.” She shook her head. “It forces us to survive, but in that survival, they miss the most important element of life.”

      Owen was lost in those golden eyes. They were transcendent. It was like staring into the eyes of god. He squeezed her hand back, a yearning filling his soul that he didn’t know he possessed. He wanted to know the answer. He wanted someone to lead him. He wanted something to believe in again. “And what is that?”

      Madame Crepaux smiled. “Laughter, and joy, and the wild unknown of tomorrow.” She pressed her finger into his chest right where his heart was, and that same warmth from her hands spread through his whole body. She leaned close enough to give him a kiss, and then stopped with only a sliver of space between their lips. “I knew a man like you once, Owen Cooley. When I looked like the young woman you now see. He shared the same burden that has rested on your shoulders. The enormity of it is overwhelming. But know that in this moment, even when it is darkest, there is still life. And it flows through you.”

      Owen closed his eyes. He pictured himself back in Baltimore, back with his family, back at his old job, back with his friends, remembering what it was like before all of this happened. Before the move, before he lost his job, before everything spiraled out of control.

      But despite the concentration, and despite Madame Crepaux’s words, he couldn’t find that life inside of him anymore. All he saw now was Bacalou. It was attached to his soul, turning the joy of his memories to ash.

      “I can’t remember anything good,” Owen said, staring down at his hands. Desperation dripped from him like sweat. It was repulsive, contagious, and when he stank of it when he was unemployed, no one would touch him with a ten-foot pole, so he hid it. He hid it with smiles, and jokes, and a faux-confidence that he knew would shatter from the slightest breeze of questioning. But he didn’t hide here, not in front of her.

      Madame Crepaux cupped his cheek. The warm sensation returned and he shut his eyes, leaning into her touch.

      “It does not feel like it now, but you will remember those times sooner than you think.”

      Owen shook his head, his eyes still closed. “How do you know?”

      “I don’t,” Madame Crepaux answered. “But I have faith.”

      Owen looked past Madame Crepaux and at Roger who still lay on the bed, sleeping, his mind broken in ways that Owen couldn’t understand. He knew the old man was still inside somewhere in there, fighting to find his way back despite the disease.

      Madame Crepaux appeared at his side. “I’m finished.”

      Owen picked up the old man’s hand and held it in his own. “We do it here?”

      “No,” Madame Crepaux answered. “The house will have more power for me to draw on.” She turned to Owen. “Are you ready?”

      “No,” Owen answered. “But I guess that’s just part of the burden.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The dull ache that pulled Claire from unconsciousness was almost unnoticeable at first, but as the pain grew, so did her conscious mind. She opened her eyes, the imprinted patterns of the carpet zoomed so close she could see the individual fibers of the fabric.

      The pain in her head sharpened as she pushed herself up, but the floor wobbled unevenly and she crashed back into the carpet with a heavy thump. For a moment Claire forgot where she was, what happened, but as the whimpering sobs broke through the raging storm of pain in her mind, it returned like a surging storm flood. “Chloe. Matt.”

      Claire lifted her head, blinking away the blind spots that plagued her vision, and got a hold of her bearings. She saw the bed, the chair, the TV stand, and then the small cut out of the sink and the closed bathroom door. She got her feet under her and used the bed to help keep herself steady.

      The back of her skull throbbed, the pain worsening as she sat down. She patted the wound, and blood shimmered off her fingertips when she examined the damage. She examined the room, the walls and ceiling shifting like waves on a beach. She was alone. Alone.

      Panic gripped her and she shot up from the mattress, stumbling forward and screaming. “Matt! Chloe! Matt!”

      Claire’s voice grew raspy and shrill, the veins along her neck throbbing and tense. She looked at the overturned furniture, the smashed lamp flickering on the ground, and then the closed bathroom door. She lunged for it, flinging it open, and saw Chloe tied, gagged, and bound in the bathtub.

      “Chloe!” Claire rushed to her daughter’s side and untied the ropes around her wrists, then removed the gag. “Sweetheart, are you all right?”

      “He took Matt.” Chloe sobbed, the skin around her eyes red and wet with tears. “He said he was going to hurt him.” She twisted her face into a painful grimace and flung herself into her mother’s arms.

      Claire lifted her from the tub, focusing all her strength and coordination to not fall over as she rested Chloe on the bed. She brushed the matted and sweaty hair off her daughter’s forehead and cupped her face. “Chloe, listen, I’m going to get help, okay? I need you to stay here, and if someone comes back that isn’t me, I want you to hide.”

      Chloe nodded in response, and Claire didn’t burden her already frightened daughter with overwhelming her with more details of stranger danger than she needed.

      Night had fallen since she’d passed out, but a single parking lot light illuminated the police cruiser below and Claire extended her body over the railing off the balcony. “Help! Help me!”

      The bodies in the squad car remained motionless. Claire hurried down the balcony, sprinting down the stairs, her voice hoarse and raw. “Help!” Her plea echoed through the night and she hurried down the staircase, her eyes locked onto the squad car below. The moment her feet touched the first floor, she broke out into a shambled sprint, her head still woozy from the vicious blow that knocked her unconscious.

      Claire smacked her palm against the trunk of the police cruiser and pulled herself toward the window. She reached her hand for the shoulder of the deputy inside, but when she saw his face she jumped backward, her mouth agape with a breathless scream.

      Thick mats of blood coated the heads of both officers, their bodies still held up by the seatbelts across their chests. She gagged from the putrid stench of blood and brain, turning away from the gruesome scene.

      Claire spun around in the empty parking lot, the one street lamp burning a bright circle on the black pavement of the asphalt. All the windows in the motel were dark and empty, but the light in the front office still burned.

      In a half limp, half walk, Claire stumbled toward the office with tears in her eyes. She searched the darkness, screaming Matt’s name, but each bloodcurdling cry was answered only with silence.

      Claire pushed open the door to the front office, and her cry was cut short by the dark patch of blood splatter on the back wall, and the limp outstretched hand she saw lying back behind the counter. She retreated outside, hand on her mouth, the flesh around her eyes twitching in terror.

      She sprinted up the steps toward the room. With the room turned upside down and sheets and clothes flung everywhere, Claire clinched her fists at her sides, searching for her purse. “Chloe, do you see—”

      The phone rang near the door beneath a pile of clothes. She flung the blouses and shorts away and unearthed the cell phone and answered immediately. “Hello?”

      “Claire!” Owen’s voice broke through clear and loud.

      “Owen, Chuck has Matt!”

      “What?”

      Claire pursed her lips shut and then looked to Chloe, who was still crying on the bed. She took hold of her daughter’s hand and squeezed it tight. “What do we do?”

      “Find the sheriff,” Owen answered. “Tell him to come to the house on Cypress Lane. Tell him I want to turn myself in for everything that’s happened.”

      Claire shook her head. “But… It’s not true, right?” She clutched the phone tighter. “Owen, tell me it’s not true.”

      A pause lingered before Owen answered. “Just tell him to come to the house. And you need to hurry. Do you have a car?”

      Claire’s mind wandered to the blood-stained police cruiser out front. “No.”

      “Tell the sheriff to send some deputies to pick you up,” Owen said. “Go to the sheriff’s station and stay there.”

      Claire pressed the back of her hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. She scrunched her face in preparation for tears but kept them at bay. “Okay.”

      “I love you, Claire.”

      She teared up. “I love you too.” There was more she wanted to say, more she wanted to tell him, but she stopped herself. And with that, the call ended.

      Claire lowered the phone, the few tears that fell suddenly multiplying like raindrops in a thunderstorm. Sobs rolled her shoulders forward and she buried her face in her palms, not looking up until she felt the heavy thump of Chloe on her leg as her daughter squeezed her tight.

      Claire dropped to the floor and wrapped her arms around her little girl, and for a moment she let herself forget that she was a mother, a wife, and a daughter. In that moment she was afraid, and she had no idea what to do next.

      “Mommy?” Chloe asked. “Mommy, are you okay?”

      Claire wiped her eyes, nodding. “I’m fine, sweetheart.” She kissed Chloe’s cheek and then, with some effort, stood. She glanced down at her daughter, the five-year-old bundle of energy and art with her beautiful eyes and that inquisitive mind, and her strength returned.

      Maybe Madame Crepaux had found someone to take Owen’s place? She shuddered at the thought of whatever poor soul she’d managed to get and for a brief moment was filled with regret, but the pain was the price to keep her family whole.
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      The windows of the house were dark, and remnants of police tape were strewn about the outside. No cars. No lights. Everything was still and dead, but Chuck knew that was where it would all end.

      A whimper sounded behind him, and he spun around and hushed the boy who was bound and gagged in the mud. Chuck had knocked him unconscious at the motel, and he had started to wake.

      Chuck thought about beating him back to unconsciousness, but he wanted the boy alert for when Owen saw him. He wanted Owen to live the fear of his son through his boy’s eyes.

      Matt groaned through the dirty cloth rag. Mud speckled his cheeks, and the whites of his eyes shone brightly in the darkness. He rolled helplessly from side to side, tugging at the restraints on his wrists and ankles.

      Chuck walked over and violently gripped the back of Matt’s head and exposed the pale and puffy flesh of his jugular. He gave Matt a look up and down, and then grimaced. “I saw kids like you at my school growing up. Boys with fathers who cared. I could smell it on them like cologne.” He gave another vicious tug at Matt’s scalp, and Matt winced from the harsh angle of his neck. “It only made them weak though. Out of all the things my father did to me, at least I can say he didn’t make me soft. Not like yours.”

      Chuck slammed Matt’s head to the side and the boy smacked into the mud. His little chest heaved up and down in quick, panting breaths. Chuck stared at him in the sludge, rolling impotently from side to side.

      “Daddy will come for you,” Chuck said. “And then he’ll watch you die.” He hunched over and placed his hands on his knees, his face reddening from the rush of blood pumping into his skull. “And when you die, it’ll be because your father let you. You hear me?” Chuck inched closer. “Your father let you die.”

      Absentmindedly, Chuck reached for the empty space where his pendulum once resided. When he grabbed nothing but air, he dropped his hand to his side and snarled. With one hand, he snatched the back of Matt’s collar and dragged him through the mud, away from the house and deeper into the swamp. There was one more place he wanted to visit before the guests of honor arrived.

      The trees thickened, the mud gave way to water, and the boy continued to struggle against the push the entire way. Chuck sent the tip of his boot into the boy’s side, which elicited a crack and a guttural cry into Matt’s dirty gag.

      Sweat, mud, and swamp water speckled Chuck’s body as he dragged Matt through the mud and water until he finally arrived at his family’s gravesite. Moonlight brightened the headstones and the glass of the mausoleum.

      Chuck tossed Matt near one of the graves, but the boy made nothing but gasping, wheezing noises. He looked on the brink of passing out again. “Don’t move.”

      Chuck navigated the disrupted cemetery with hesitation, a place he hadn’t visited since he stole the amulet off his grandfather’s body. His father had told him that he didn’t need to wear it, but the closer the return of Bacalou crept to the twenty-five-year mark, the more nervous he grew.

      It was anxiousness worse than anything he experienced as a child. He couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t eat. He thought of nothing except the doom of the creature whose sole purpose was to kill him.

      For Chuck, the necklace represented the one constant protection in his life, which he found oddly symbolic. What should have been the job of his father instead was a glowing stone. Emotionless, cold, hard, and unyielding. But in those ways, it was exactly like his real father.

      It was almost comical when Chuck thought about it. All of the time and energy he put into pining for his father’s affection and approval, and in the end it never added up to shit. And as he passed grave after open grave, he thought about the enormity of his family and all the people they’d killed throughout the years.

      “We’re fighters, Charles, champions!” his father would say. “We don’t quit, we don’t stop, and we never run. We face whatever is down the road like men! The world loves to break men. It’s its favorite pastime. But the world will never break the Toussaints. You hear me, Charles? You come from a long line of tradition, and power, and success. Every Toussaint has done that, and god help me, I will do everything I can to make sure you’re not the last. Are you ready for such a future, Charles? Or will you crumble like so many weak-minded fools?”

      He was six when his father delivered that rousing speech. And what he remembered most was not what his father had said, but the way he looked when he said it. The reddened cheeks, the wiry muscles, the veins bulging from his father’s neck. Out of everything, what he feared most was his own father.

      Chuck stopped halfway to the mausoleum at one of the crumbled tombs. The headstone was new, as his father had only passed away a few years ago. He knew it was Owen that had done this damage, no doubt when he was searching for the pendulum. It must have been the old woman who told him about it. The man wasn’t smart enough to figure it out on his own. It was why he picked him in the first place.

      His father’s coffin was exposed and Chuck had a fleeting impulse to open it. There was a part of him that wanted to see his father look weak. He was rarely sick, and even when he was, he pushed through it. In all the years he knew his father, Chuck never once saw him nap, ask for help, or help someone without getting something in return.

      “Everything has a price, Charles. And it’s best that you are the one setting the cost. Time is money, Chuckie.”

      Chuck stared down at the headstone, the engraved letters and dates still polished and clean, though a hint of green moss had started to form over the top.

      “It’s over, Dad.” Despite the swirling pain in his gut, Chuck’s voice remained steady. It was easier to face his father when there wasn’t any chance for repercussions. He figured every man needed to repent to someone at the end, and he couldn’t think of anyone else but his father.

      “Everything our family built is going to crumble. The house, the factory, the money, it’s all going away.” Chuck glanced to the mausoleum and the old grave that rested by its side where he knew Charles Toussaint I was buried. “I didn’t live up to the name. I didn’t live up to what you wanted me to be.” He turned back to his father’s headstone, tears streaming down his face. “I wasn’t the son you wanted. I know that.” His voice cracked and he wiped the snot from his upper lip. “But you should know that you weren’t the father I wanted. You were cold, and mean, and distant. Where you should have picked me up, you let me fall. Where you should have held my hand, you shoved me away. When you should have loved me, you gave me nothing but resentment.”

      Chuck clenched his fists and he trembled. All the hate, all the anger, all the pain that he felt as a child returned tenfold. Those memories that he’d spent so much time repressing and trying to forget flooded back in spades.

      Chuck kicked his father’s headstone, the heel of his shoe giving a muted thump against the dense concrete. He struck it again, harder. Then again, and again, and again, until a sharp pain radiated from his knee to his hip.

      He hobbled back a few steps, tears still in his eyes, his cheeks red and wet, his hair glued to the front of his forehead in a smeared and sweaty mess. He raised his face to the sky, arms outstretched. “Can you hear me, Father? Do you see what’s become of your only son? Do you? Do you!”

      But instead of his father’s roaring voice, instead of a flash of lightning or thunder answering him in the sky, there was only the light buzz of cicadas. There was no raising of the dead, no signals from the afterlife. Just like the fears of his childhood, he found the dead to be lifeless and final.

      The tears dried, and a slow chuckle rolled from Chuck’s tongue. It started quiet and soft, nothing but the gentle gyration of his shoulders giving away his humor, and then the laughter roared into the night as the tears on his face dried.

      “I’ll see you soon, Father,” Chuck said, wiping his nose with his dirty sleeve. He turned away from the tombs of his family and trudged back to where he left Matt Cooley. He picked the boy off the ground, who was still wheezing from the boot to the ribs, and carried him toward the house. The house where it all started. And the house where it would all end.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bellingham rubbed the knobby knuckles of his arthritic hands. They hurt tonight. More than usual. A light tremor appeared in his left pinky finger, vibrating violently without his consent as he sat in a chair close to the nurse’s station on the operating wing of the hospital.

      His deputy was still in surgery. It took them two hours to get back to the hospital after trudging back from that swamp. Luckily Deputy Hurt had the good sense to tag the location of the shack with GPS on his phone before they took off. They’d need to get back out there, analyze the body, make sure it matched up with what Owen Cooley was saying, which the sheriff thought it did.

      Bellingham sat, hunched over. The past few days had worn him down. But what sucked the life out of him most was the fact that so much of it could have been prevented if he’d just listened to Owen Cooley in the first place.

      Deputy Hurt saw the same thing that he did when Owen turned into that… thing. But how in the hell was he supposed to convince a judge what happened when there were two dead bodies involved? And if Lacroix didn’t survive the operating table, that slim chance of Owen Cooley maintaining his freedom would drop to zero.

      “Sheriff?” The nurse at the station poked her head up from her computer, her hand covering the mouthpiece of her phone. “You’ve got a call from one of your deputies.”

      Bellingham’s knees cracked as he stood and hobbled over. A few flecks of dried mud broke off from his pant legs, and he grabbed the phone. “This is Bellingham.”

      “Sheriff, I’ve got Claire Cooley here with me.”

      Bellingham grunted. “Put her on.”

      “Um, Sheriff?” The deputy grunted and then cleared his throat. “There’s more.”

      Without thinking about it, Bellingham grabbed hold of the edge of the nurse’s desk for support. Whatever more he was about to hear wasn’t good.

      “The deputies you had watch over Mrs. Cooley were killed. Shot through the head in their squad car.”

      Color drained from Bellingham’s cheeks, and his elbow thumped loudly on the desk as he stopped himself from falling. The floor spun, and he saw the nurse’s lips move as she stood to check on him, but he couldn’t hear what she was saying.

      “Sheriff?”

      “It was Chuck?” Bellingham asked, closing his eyes.

      “Yes, sir.”

      A sickness formed like a pin-sized needle in the middle of his gut, and Bellingham reached for it absentmindedly. “Put Claire on.”

      Muffled voices and the sound of hands filtered through the speaker until Claire’s voice sounded in his ear. “Sheriff, you have to get to the house.”

      “Are you all right?” Bellingham asked. It was the father in him. The woman was just about the same age as his oldest. And god knew that would have been his first question if he was speaking to his own daughter.

      “He took Matt,” Claire said. “You have to get to the house, Sheriff.”

      Bellingham shook his head and stepped away from the desk, stretching the cord of the phone. A sense of strength was returning, action and purpose pulling him from the pits of weakness. “On Cypress?”

      “Owen will be there, and I know that’s where Chuck is going.”

      “Why?”

      “Chuck kept talking about how he was going to finish this, how he was going to make it to the end of the line. Sheriff, please.” The strength cracked along with her voice. “Please, my family… we’ve been through enough.”

      “Claire—”

      “You believe us, right?” Claire asked, a hopeful desperation in her tone. “After what you’ve seen, after everything that’s happened, you have to believe us. We’re not crazy, we’re not making this up, we’re telling the truth.”

      “It doesn’t matter if I believe you. Once this goes to court, we need something more than just black magic and what we said we saw. We need evidence.”

      “And you’ll find it at the house,” Claire replied. “But you have to go now. You have to hurry. Please, Sheriff. I’m begging you.”

      Bellingham looked to the clock. It was almost midnight. It’d been nearly two days since he’d slept. It was too long for a man his age. But the finish line was up ahead. He just needed to dig a little deeper. “All right, Claire. I’ll take my men, but I want you and your daughter at the station. And that’s not negotiable.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      “Put the deputy back on.” Bellingham waited for the shuffle to happen over the phone and after he relayed the instructions to the deputy about what he wanted, he hung up. He tapped his forefinger on the nurse’s desk. He turned to look at her, and her eyes were big and wide like a full moon. It made her look younger. That type of hopeful fear always made people look younger. Unless you were already old, like he was. “I want to know about Deputy Lacroix’s status the moment he’s out of surgery, understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” Bellingham’s boots clicked against the tile on his way out, and he grabbed the rest of his deputies in the waiting room. He left only one behind to monitor the situation with Lacroix. As he walked, more mud from the trek through the swamp speckled that white tile, leaving a trail of dirt.

      Louisiana mud was strong stuff. Like concrete to most people. He remembered as a kid getting stuck in it once or twice. But as a child when he was immobile, he was never scared. It was all just a game back then. There weren’t any real consequences. No, at the time it was only silliness.

      It was funny how your mentality changed when you got older. Now getting stuck was a curse. It moved against progress. Forward, forward, always forward. Now when he looked down at the mud on his pants, the only thing he thought about was that he’d have to buy another pair. It always went back to money, didn’t it? That reason we complained about something, or the justification for our lot in life.

      Bellingham thought about those things as he climbed behind the wheel of his cruiser. They were peculiar thoughts, and somehow they frightened him. Times were changing. But Bellingham desperately hoped that he had enough strength left to help one family pull themselves from the mud.
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      The trip to the house on Cypress Lane was similar to the trip to Bacalou’s world. A tugging sensation that pulled him through a tunnel of darkness after he touched Madame Crepaux’s hand, and moments later he found himself in the living room of the old house.

      Owen wobbled a few steps, his mind dizzy from the trip, but when he looked over at Roger, the old man had hunched over and thrown up his breakfast.

      Madame Crepaux glided across the floor and toward the closed front door. “He is out there. In the swamp.”

      “Gah!” Owen buckled to his knees on the floor, a stabbing pain radiating from his chest and outward toward his limbs and the base of his skull. Bacalou was making a move, and Owen wasn’t sure if he’d be able to keep the beast at bay for much longer.

      Madame Crepaux placed a hand on his shoulder, and the pain lessened. “Hold on for just a little bit longer, Owen Cooley.”

      “Just hurry.” Another flash of pain struck his chest, and he was pushed to his hands and knees. He arched his back and scrunched his face tight as he opened his mouth to cry out, but nothing but a breathless gasp escaped.

      “Roger, come.” Madame Crepaux helped the old man over to Owen’s side, and Roger knelt. “Take his hand, and hold tight.”

      Sweat poured off Owen in buckets as Bacalou roared in angry defiance of Owen’s control.

      “Owen,” Roger said, his voice eerily calm as he gave Owen’s hand a squeeze. “Son, look at me.”

      Owen kept his eyes shut tight, the pressure at the front of his skull throbbing and aching throughout his entire body. Roger squeezed his hand again, and Owen forced his eyes open. He slowly turned to the old man and saw that his expression was still and calm. And all Owen could think about was the fact that in a few moments, he would be dead.

      “Tell Claire that this wasn’t her fault,” Roger said. “Tell her that this was my decision and that this was the best way I could help my family.” The strength on his face wavered, and his lower lip quivered. “You make sure she knows that. And you tell Matt that I’ll always be with him, and you tell Chloe that I want her to draw a picture for me to keep.” His hand finally shook as the last words left his mouth.

      “Roger…” Owen struggled to hang on as Madame Crepaux placed her left hand on Owen’s head and her right on Roger’s head. But he couldn’t think of anything to say. He couldn’t find the words the man deserved. “Thank you.”

      “Bacalou!” Madame Crepaux’s voice bellowed loudly throughout the room. “Hear me!”

      Owen felt the creature fix its gaze toward Crepaux. A growing heat radiated from Crepaux’s hand, and Owen saw the remnants of the light beaming from her palm spread onto the floor.

      “Ooo-La-Cunna-Do-Eee-Way. Ooo-La-Cunna-Do-Eee-Way. Ooo-La-Cunna-Do-Eee-Way. OOO-LA-CUNNA-DO-EEE-WAY!”

      “GAAH!” Owen tensed, his muscles spasming as Bacalou roared inside of his mind. He clenched his hands tight into fists as the creature stirred, thrashing about in defiance. The heat worsened, the light brightened, and the pain intensified.

      The incantation drudged up the creature’s memories, and they swirled to the forefront of Owen’s consciousness. Darkness, and the putrid stench of death drove the creature mad with desire.

      Owen felt his hold over the beast slipping as Bacalou grew angrier and more defiant from Madame Crepaux’s chanting that became faster and faster. Owen’s eyes rolled back, and he seized on the hardwood. Just when Owen felt the darkness pull over him in finality, a bright burst of light blinded him and in one momentary instant, he felt his soul leave his body. Beneath him he saw the transference of Bacalou into Roger, the creature lusting in a crazed whirlwind for the hunt for its prey.

      And then Owen was tugged back into himself and was returned to the pain and agony of his own flesh. A cavern formed in the spaces where Bacalou had resided. Owen trembled, his body feeling like nothing more than a shell that would collapse in on itself from his own weight.

      A few beads of sweat dripped from the tip of his nose and collected on the ground like raindrops. Owen looked over to find that Roger was gone, and Madame Crepaux had suddenly moved toward the front window of the house.

      Still shaking, Owen rolled to his side, his strength yet to return. “What—” He gulped. “What happened?”

      “It’s done.” Madame Crepaux’s reflection was in the window. Her expression was stoic and her voice a flat whisper. “Bacalou has taken Roger’s body as a vessel.”

      Owen looked around the house. Nothing but their old furniture was there. No trace of Roger had even been inside. He shook his head, confused. “It just left?”

      “Bacalou has hunted the heir of the Toussaints for a very long time,” Madame Crepaux answered, still staring out the window, her expression stoic. “It will kill the last Toussaint in its own way.” A smile finally broke the façade. “And it will be a painful, dreadful affair.”

      Owen pushed himself off the floor and hobbled toward Madame Crepaux. He took her arm and spun her around to face him with surprising ease. “Matt. He still has my boy. The creature—”

      “I know the answer you want to hear, Owen Cooley.” Madame Crepaux’s smile resembled that of a grandmother trying to soothe a young child. “But it’s an answer that I do not have. And even if I did, I would not tell you.”

      Owen backed away from her, still shaking, clutching the walls for support so he wouldn’t collapse from disbelief. “You told me that this would get my family back.” His cheeks reddened with anger. “That’s what you said it was all about, right? Life? And now you won’t tell me if my own son will be able to keep his?”

      “Owen, it is not wise to know to a future that hasn’t been writ—”

      “Don’t give me that shit!” Owen slammed his fist into the wall, and it throbbed from the vicious hit. “That mystical Voodoo bullshit is all you’ve fed me since I’ve run into you. I want the truth, and I want it from you now!”

      Madame Crepaux glided toward him, her demeanor still calm and cool. “Chuck Toussaint wants to hurt you before he goes away. He blames you for everything that has happened to him, and he wants you to feel the same gut-wrenching pain and anxiety that has plagued him his entire life. And he thinks killing your son will do that to you.”

      Owen nodded absentmindedly as he turned away from Madame Crepaux. “And what happens now?”

      Madame Crepaux returned to the window and resumed her idling staring contest with the world outside. “We wait for Chuck Toussaint to find us.”
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* * *

      Chuck lingered at the swamp’s edge, just before the start of the clearing of the field that led toward the house. He saw the light through the windows, and he heard the screaming. And not long after it was all done, he heard the familiar rattling of the creature’s staff.

      He looked back down to Matt, who lay motionless on the ground, his lips turning a light shade of blue. When he breathed, a rattling wheeze squeezed from his lungs.

      Chuck yanked the boy to his feet. He kept the gun close and crouched low in the tall reeds on his way across the clearing, dragging the impotent Cooley boy behind him. His eyes were fixated on the house ahead of him. There were no windows on the side of the home he was approaching, but the lights he saw from earlier were coming from the front of the house, so he made his way toward the back door.

      Another rattle echoed across the field, and Chuck froze. He crouched lower, barely anything viewable beyond the reeds. A chill crawled up his spine. He exhaled a puff of frosty air. He turned left, then right, then back toward the house, all the while the air around him freezing colder and colder.

      Another rattle, and then another, the bones cracking together more violently the closer he moved toward the house. Without realizing it, Chuck had broken into a sprint, revealing himself from the tall grass on his path toward the back door, Matt’s limp body still being dragged behind him.

      The bones cracked and reached a crescendo as Chuck touched the handle of the back door. He was breathless as he entered but when he shut the door behind him, the rattling ended.

      Silence fell in the house, and he dropped Matt on the floor, placing both hands on the pistol. With the commotion he made and after forgoing his stealth outside, there was no way that they didn’t hear him enter.

      Chuck scanned the dining room from the hallway. He passed a room on his left and poked his head inside, finding it empty. When he reached the end of the hallway, he edged himself to the corner, using the wall as cover.

      “I know you’re here!” Chuck screamed, his voice carrying across the room to the front of the house. He adjusted the grip of his pistol, his fingers peeling off in quick, sweaty jerks before he reset them. He kept waiting for Madame Crepaux to come out of nowhere, but a part of him knew that she wouldn’t interfere with the creature’s game. Not now. Not when it was so close to the end.

      “I’ve got your boy!” Chuck spoke the words mockingly and smiled at the thought of Owen’s torture. Death had come for both men tonight. And Chuck was Owen’s Grim Reaper. “You come out now, or I blow his brains out.” Chuck placed the tip of the gun against Matt’s skull, not even looking down at the boy. If he had, he would have seen the pale blue of his lips had spread to the rest of his face. “Now, Owen!”

      And then, with his hands in the air, Owen stepped into the dining room from the kitchen. His complexion was pale white, his skin almost glowing in the darkness. His face was gaunt, his eyes tired. Chuck had expected fire and brimstone, but instead what he saw was a despondent father offering his plea to a mad man.

      “It won’t prove anything,” Owen said, shuffling his feet toward Chuck, his hands still up, but lowering from fatigue. “And it won’t change what’ll happen to you.” He stopped halfway. “It’s out of me. It’s hunting you.”

      “It’s been hunting me my entire life,” Chuck said, the gun barrel still pressed firmly against Matt’s head. “Even when it wasn’t.” Chuck tossed Matt to the floor in front of him and then aimed the pistol at the boy. Matt remained motionless on the floor. His chest rose and fell quickly from the short gasping breaths.

      Owen cried. “Please.” His lips quivered and his body trembled. He was no longer a man on the verge of collapse. He had already fallen.

      “You know, I hated my father. Couldn’t stand him. He was a soulless piece of shit that tormented me, maybe even more so than the creature whose sole purpose was to kill me.” Chuck stepped forward, gun still aimed at Matt’s head. “But I’m not weak. Not like he thought I was. Not like you.”

      Owen dropped to his knees, still crying. “P-Please, I—, I—”

      And as Owen’s voice cut out, Chuck blinked, thinking that his vision had blurred as Owen’s figure slowly dissolved into what looked like black smoke. Owen’s eyes flashed and flickered with specks of gold, and before Chuck could make the connection, a force viciously knocked him from behind.

      On the ground, Chuck saw the angered face of the real Owen Cooley, who hammered his fists against Chuck’s body. The witch had tricked him.

      Owen pinned the wrist with the pistol to the ground and with his free right hand pummeled Chuck’s ribcage until he couldn’t hold the gun any longer.

      The pistol clanged against the floor with a dead, heavy smack, and Owen gripped Chuck’s throat with both hands. He squeezed, cutting off the airflow, and Chuck smacked impotently at Owen’s arms as the room darkened and suddenly flushed with cold.

      The wail of sirens flashed outside as Chuck and Owen grappled on the floor.

      “Owen!” Madame Crepaux’s voice thundered in the room as black water, thick and goopy like tar, dripped from the ceiling and rose from beneath the floor. “He is for Bacalou to take! Not you.”

      Car doors slammed out front, and the hurried pace of footsteps flooded into the living room and down the hall toward the kitchen.

      Dark black blotches began to fill Chuck’s vision, and his head grew heavy as Owen continued to choke him. But out of his peripheral, he managed to see the officers with their guns flooding into the room, their attention half on the fight between himself and Owen and the black goo that covered the floor.

      “Owen, let him go!” Bellingham aimed his service pistol at Owen, his finger on the trigger. “Now!”

      “He tried to kill my family. Tried to kill me. Took my boy.” Owen’s eyes remained fixated on Chuck’s, his gaze intensified and crazed. “Why shouldn’t I kill him?”

      “I’m giving you to the count of three, Owen!” Bellingham stepped closer, and more deputies filed into the dining room. The count was over twelve now. “One!”

      Owen squeezed harder, cutting off the last of Chuck’s air.

      “Two!”

      Chuck’s hands fell to his sides, the strength to fight back no longer in his arsenal. His eyelids fluttered open and close. He heard the mumbled shouts of the officers, and Owen’s response, but the world blurred. And suddenly he saw a hand appear on Owen’s shoulder, and the voce around his neck cease.

      Chuck gasped, sucking in air as he saw Madame Crepaux pulling Owen back. He coughed and gagged, splashing in the shallow black water as more dripped from above. His throat was raw, and the muscles around his neck were tender. He looked up to Madame Crepaux, who stared down at him with contempt.

      “Feel good about yourself?” Chuck asked, his voice raspy.

      Madame Crepaux shook her head. “I did this for a good woman who did nothing but help people. I did this because it is people like you who walk this Earth and think of it as disposable. I did this because what your family did was nothing but hurt and exploit everyone around them.” And then the contempt in her eyes transformed into pity. “You were not born evil, but you let evil influence your every move, and it consumed your soul. And after all of that debt, your collector has finally arrived.”

      She stepped away, and Chuck was left on the floor alone, where Bellingham and his deputies had their pistols aimed at him.

      Chuck propped himself up on his elbows and then rolled to his side, hacking and still trying to catch his breath. Black water dripped from his shirt and elbows with a light drip, drip, drip.

      “You think those guns scare me?” Chuck said, his eyes wild, his face reddening despite the drop in temperature. Most of the deputies were shaking, everyone’s breath puffing icy air into the room. He pushed himself to his hands and knees and laughed, the humor thick with desperation. “Go on. Shoot me.”

      A tremor rippled the water and shook the house. It was deep, like a bass drum at a concert held at an arena. Another tremor. Another ripple. The spaces between the heavy beats grew faster, like something or someone was gaining speed.

      Chuck pushed himself from his knees as the water bubbled behind Madame Crepaux. They started small, like soda bubbles, but grew larger, and bursting with mucky pops that sprayed the black goo farther over the spread.

      And then the water grew still. The tremors stopped and noise was sucked from the room. Chuck shivered and puffed another breath of icy droplets. A rattle. Those bones. His eyes bulged from his skull and he scrambled backward until he slammed into the wall.

      “NO!”

      Another rattle. Black matted hair rose from the black water in the center of the room.

      “NO!” Chuck pushed himself harder against the wall, as if he could squeeze himself between the tiny cracks between the wood.

      Black water dripped from Bacalou’s body, fully emerged from the darkness. It opened its mouth, those jagged and exposed teeth sharp and dripping with the same black goo that reached to Chuck’s ankles.

      Bacalou extended its claws, its wide stumpy feet vibrating the floor with every step. He roared, its breath the stench of death.

      And despite all the talk of wanting to face his demons, and all the buildup of trying to come to terms with the lack of his father’s love for him and how his dad had never made him weak, Chuck screamed at the top of lungs as he scurried backwards on all fours. “NO! Please! NO!”

      Owen pulled Matt off to the side, clutching his son with both arms and shielding him from the stand-off between man and beast.

      Chuck ran over to the pistol he’d dropped on his retreat, and when he reached for it, Bacalou lunged and knocked it from his hand. “Please, no!” Chuck smacked into the back wall, with nowhere else to run.

      “Queen Samba’s curse has finally come to an end,” Madame Crepaux said, still standing back as the creature roared in ecstasy. “And so have you.”

      Tears streamed down Chuck’s face, and he whimpered pathetically as Bacalou came within inches. The creature stared down at Chuck with those wide black eyes just staring at him, and as Chuck stared into the darkness, into the face of death, his life flashed before his eyes.

      But they were only memories of fear and pain. All the words of his father came back to him, all of the stares from the kids in the halls at school, and all of the self-doubt that he filled himself with. It was an onslaught of shame and embarrassment. And as those last few tears froze on his cheeks from Bacalou’s cold, death-like presence, the creature looked as though it was relieved that it had finally come to the end. And in the creature’s relief, Chuck felt a sense of ease in those last moments. Right up until Bacalou rammed the claws from its left hand through Chuck’s chest.

      “GAH!” Blood spurted from Chuck’s mouth, and blood seeped from the wounds on his chest as Bacalou lifted the impaled heir of his foe into the air. The blood that covered his shirt started off red, and then transformed into the same black that covered the floor and rained from the ceiling.

      Bacalou’s eyes glowed white, and then the creature roared again, flinging some spittle over Chuck’s face, and then jammed its second pair of claws into Chuck’s lower abdomen, which elicited a second wail from the creature and a second animalistic howl from Chuck.

      More blood, more pain, more death, it all oozed from Bacalou and Chuck’s union. The creature’s eyes glowed brighter, and it opened its mouth wide.

      “Open fire!” Bellingham pulled the trigger first, and after that first thunderous crack bellowed from his pistol, a cacophony of gunshots followed from his deputies.

      Bullets ricocheted off Bacalou’s hide impotently, but the creature turned with its black eyes and roared, a stench of death and maggots filling into the air as the officers continued to shoot.

      “NO!” Madame Crepaux thrust her hands out, and a powerful wave of air thrust the sheriff and his deputies backward violently into the wall. The similar golden glow from her eyes also radiated from her hands and pinned the officers where they lay. “You must see now! You must see the truth.” She turned her head back around, her arms remaining outstretched, and locked eyes with Bacalou. “Show them.”

      Chuck’s body spasmed, his head flinging forward, and his limp arms rocking forward then back in a harsh jerk. A force tugged at something deep within Chuck’s body. It was like his insides were being ripped out. The pain was tremendous, and as the pull from within grew stronger, he noticed that he was moving. Not him necessarily, but a part of him. It was the part of him that was alive, the part of him that comprised all of the emotions and happiness and life of his past, his present, and his future. It was his soul.

      And as Chuck’s soul was pulled from his body, he looked back and cried at the sight of his mortal self, and suddenly he was set ablaze with fire, skin melting, hair burning, the smell and taste of burnt flesh filling the room.

      Chuck watched himself burn and his soul be consumed into the creature’s black heart. He caught one brief glimpse of Owen Cooley, who was still rocking his boy in his arms, praying that he would survive. And as if to prove he should be damned, Chuck Toussaint wished that the boy would die right there in front of his father. And with that, he was gone.

      Bacalou removed its claws from Chuck’s dead body and let it collapse to the floor. Its eyes still glowed white, and it roared. It was a victorious and righteous cry. And as the creature turned, the black water on the floor receded, and the ooze dripping from the ceiling ended.

      Madame Crepaux approached the creature, smiling, tears streaming down her face that looked as golden as the flecks in her eyes. “Queen, you are free.”

      The beast wailed, and black smoke sprouted from its head, shoulders, chest, legs, and stomach. It swirled into the ceiling, dissipating into nothing. And as Bacalou’s body evaporated, it slowly exposed light. Beautiful, white light with flashes of green.

      Bellingham and his officers gawked at the sight, their guns limp in their hands at their sides. And then, as the officers approached the light, drawn to it like moths to a flame, Owen rocked his boy, clutching him close to his chest, checking his breathing and sobbing lightly to himself. He saw the blue lips, the pale face, and the fluttering eyes. His son was fading in and out of consciousness. “Stay with me, Matt.”

      His son answered with a rattling gasp. His eyes rolled back into his head and his mouth went slack.

      “No,” Owen said, gently grazing Matt’s lips with his fingers. “Stay with me, son. Come on.” He gave Matt a little shake, but there was no more wheezing, no more movement. Just still coldness. “God, no.” Owen sobbed. Tears burst from his eyes, and he wept. “God, please, no.” He lowered his head and gently placed his forehead against his son’s. “Not now. Don’t take him from me now.”

      Suddenly, and almost as mysteriously as the coldness appeared, it thawed, and the light approached both Owen and Matt.

      Owen lifted his head, the light shimmering down from the dismantled creature. He blinked, unsure of the mirage as the light took the shape of a woman. She had thick black hair, wild and untamed, and she possessed the sharpest green eyes that Owen had ever seen.

      “You have suffered much.” Her voice drifted softly, floating through the air as the light around her took shape into a womanly form. “I have caused much of that suffering.” She lowered her green eyes to Matt. “His soul, it is leaving him.”

      “Save him,” Owen said, his eyes bulging with the pleading mercy of a father. “Take me if you have to. Just please, save him.”

      The woman moved closer and reached down to lift Owen’s chin. She smiled. “The love of a father can do much in this world. It can make a son’s memory live on even after he’s gone. Our children never leave us, not even in the next world.”

      Owen’s lower lip quivered. “I don’t know what the next world has in store for me.” More tears broke loose from his eyes. “But I know my son deserves better.”

      The woman nodded and then pressed her palm against Matt’s head. She closed her eyes and lifted her face toward the ceiling. She hummed, low and deep, and vibrations channeled through Matt’s body and Owen’s arms. He felt the tremor, then a warmth radiated from his son.

      The light illuminated through Matt’s skin, and Owen’s boy glowed like moonlight. It was beautiful and translucent. And just as the light faded and the woman removed her hand from Matt’s head, there was silence.

      Owen’s world, his future, his own life paused for the next few moments. He watched his son for any movements, any sign, any chance that he was going to come out of this alive. And just when those moments stretched to the point of despair, Matt gasped for breath.

      “Matt? Matt, can you hear me?” He ran his fingers through his boy’s hair and clutched him tightly. And as Matt opened his eyes, Owen burst into tears.

      “Sacrifices do not go unnoticed,” the woman said, and then turned to Madame Crepaux. “You never lost faith, and for that, I thank you.” She gave a light bow.

      Madame Crepaux immediately dropped to her knees. “I do not deserve such honor.” She bowed until her head touched the floor.

      Queen Samba lifted Crepaux’s chin. “You deserve that, and much more.”

      “Take me with you.” Madame Crepaux latched onto the Queen in longing. “I beg you.”

      “You still have work to do here, my child.” Queen Samba looked around the walls of her old house, basking in the glow of nostalgia. “My gris-gris is now yours. It will serve you well.” She turned to the officers, every single one of their jaws slack save the sheriff. “You are men of law. I am a woman of nature and earth. It is rare the pair see eye to eye, but I believe we serve the same cause.”

      And as Queen Samba spoke her last words, the brilliant light started to dissipate and spread out into the air. The last to leave was her face, and when all that remained was her brilliant green eyes, the light finally ended.
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      The black lace veil that hung from Claire’s head provided a distorted view of the inside of the car as well as the scenery they passed. Her hands rested in her lap, and a dull throb suddenly radiated from them. She glanced down and discovered that her hands were clenched tight into fists. She uncurled her fingers and the aching subsided.

      “Mommy? Are we almost there?” Chloe asked, looking up from her seat right next to her mother.

      Claire kissed the top of her head. “Almost, bug.” She looked to Matt, who sat on the other side of his sister. His face was glued to the passing buildings outside the cab’s window. “Matt, are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” The answer was short, quiet. It was the response he gave for most things these days. Yeah, okay, fine, or no were about all she could muster from him.

      Claire did her best to control her breathing. She closed her eyes, trying to calm that growing ball of anxiousness nesting in the pit of her stomach. It randomly ballooned to the rest of her body without her consent throughout the day. But she couldn’t lose it where they were going. Not today.

      She glanced out the window of the car from the backseat. The sky was blue and it was beautifully sunny outside. A fact that she thought her dad would have appreciated.

      Chloe leaned up against Claire’s arm. It had been a long twelve hours. Between the mess with the courts and Owen still in jail, she had to coordinate this little trip back to Baltimore herself. And while there wasn’t a body to bury, she wasn’t about to have her father’s headstone rest in a state or a town that he never really knew. Louisiana wasn’t their home. And that’s where she needed to go. That’s where he would have wanted to go.

      The cab’s brakes squealed to a stop and the cabbie’s eyes appeared in the rearview mirror. “We’re here.”

      Claire reached for her purse. “Matt, you take your sister out to the sidewalk. And hold hands. I need to pay the fare.”

      “That’s all right,” the cabbie said.

      Claire waved him off, rummaging through the cavernous purse until she found her wallet. “No, it’s fine, I—”

      “Ma’am.”

      Claire looked up, finding that the cabbie had turned around.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss. I wish you and your family the best.”

      It could have been the fact that she was burying her father, or the fact that she hadn’t slept in over a week, or maybe it was just the simple gesture from a stranger to help make her life easier, but Claire Cooley had never been so glad to be home and so thankful to find a piece of kindness amidst all the struggle. “Thank you.”

      The cabbie nodded, and Claire joined Matt and Chloe on the sidewalk. She wiped her eyes as the cab drove off and then reached for her children’s hands. “All right, guys. Let’s go.”

      The cemetery was a small plot of land on Baltimore’s west side. It was the same cemetery where her mother was buried, and there was already a spot reserved for her father right next door. Her parents had picked the location without her knowing, and her father had already taken care of and paid for most of the arrangements after he discovered he had Alzheimer’s. But that was her dad, always thinking ahead, always trying to make the hard stuff easier for her to deal with.

      Claire navigated her way through the headstones, her heart pounding harder and faster in her chest the closer she moved to the plot of land. She gripped Matt’s hand tighter and as if the boy knew what it meant, he squeezed back and she stopped.

      “It’s okay, Mom,” Matt said. “We’re all here.”

      The strength of her reserve finally broke as her lips creased tight across her mouth and her eyes watered. “Yeah. I know, sweetheart.” But that wasn’t the truth. Not everyone was here. And while she knew that her oldest child, her only son, would do his best to take up the mantle of “the man of the house” while his father was away, it wasn’t the same without Owen.

      She wanted to be taken care of. She wanted her husband at her side as she grieved the loss of her father. After everything that happened, was that really too much to ask? Was that stretching the credit of her pain too far? She didn’t think so, but life never cared about what you wanted. It gave you what it had, and right now this was it.

      Claire took a few breaths, the snot rattling violently in her nose, and then she walked forward. Her steps were slower, and she kept her eyes glued to the pair of headstones at the end of the row. One had been weathered a little bit, but the other was unmistakably brand new.

      Both Chloe and Matt stared at the fresh piece of stone, and Claire knelt to get a better look at the engraving. The name and years of life were all neatly and professionally carved, and in quotes was the phrase her father had requested in his will.

      Keep hold of hope even when it’s dark.

      Claire covered her mouth and stifled a whimper. She collapsed forward on her hands and clutched the dirt as both Matt and Chloe came rushing to her side. She couldn’t fight back the grief any longer and she cried, sobbing loudly and wildly as she clutched her children tight.

      Her father wasn’t supposed to die like this. This wasn’t how she pictured the end. But in a way, she was grateful that he didn’t have to suffer anymore. She knew the burden the disease had placed on him. He was an intelligent man, a man with pride and dignity. Alzheimer’s had stripped those things from Roger Templeton.

      “I hope you found your peace, Dad.” Claire wiped her eyes, and Matt pulled a tissue out of her purse, handing it over to his mother. “I love you, and I’ll always miss you. Every day.”

      “Me too, Grandpa,” Chloe said, and then blew the headstone a kiss.

      “Yeah,” Matt said. “Me too.”

      They sat there for a while in silence, just holding onto one another. Claire knew that she needed to get back to Ocoee. Things needed to be taken care of for Owen’s trial, and she needed to coordinate with that prick of an attorney of his. But for the time being, for the next twenty minutes, she let herself forget about that. She closed her eyes and let the memories of her father flood her mind. They were all good ones, which she was thankful for, and for a moment, it was as though all was right with the world. She had her kids, she was back home, and the sun was shining.
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* * *

      Three Months Later

      That house at the end of the dirt road on Cypress Lane could barely be seen from the road. The branches of the cypress trees that stretched over the road swayed in a rare afternoon breeze that offered a reprieve from the late summer heat.

      A moving truck sat alone at the end of the drive, and every few minutes a man would exit the house and haul another box out of the back. The boxes were large, and small, and after that, furniture was moved inside. Mostly bedframes and mattresses, still covered in brand-new plastic from the store.

      Madame Crepaux stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room, watching the beds being carried up to the second-floor bedrooms, and then she drifted her eyes down to the boxes that contained all of her books and bottles and elixirs.

      “All right, Miss.” The movers exited the room that once belonged to Matt Cooley and wiped their brows, the inside of the house just as hot as the weather outside. “That’s everything out of the truck.” He descended the steps and pointed to the cluster of boxes that littered the floor. “You need any of these taken upstairs?”

      “No,” Madame Crepaux answered. “Thank you.”

      “All right then.” The mover had a ring of sweat around his collar, which he plucked at. He fanned himself and grimaced from the heat. “Is your A/C not working? My brother and I can take a look at it if it’s not.”

      “I enjoy the heat.” Madame Crepaux flashed a pretty smile, and the two men smiled nervously in return. She’d hired out of town movers, and neither men knew of her reputation in Ocoee.

      “All right then,” he said. “Have a good rest of your day.” He tipped the front of his ball cap, and he and his brother walked toward the front door, glancing around at the house on their way out. The truck rumbled as they started the engine, and the noise faded as they drove away.

      Once alone, Madame Crepaux closed her eyes. The open windows and doors welcomed the sounds of nature. Frogs, birds, insects, all humming in the orchestra of life. It had been a long time since this house had experienced those sounds.

      She opened her eyes and glided through the dining room, up the staircase, and then back toward the room that belonged to Matt Cooley. She knew that Bacalou was gone, and she knew that the Queen had vanished into the next life, but still her steps were hesitant.

      Recent history had a way of clinging to the present like a morning dew. It would eventually give way to the heat of the day, evaporated and forgotten. But in those first few hours, after the events when the wounds and memories were still fresh, the world was still fragile.

      Crepaux lingered at the doorway to Matt’s room. Inside were two beds with a table next to each bedside. The mattresses were bare of sheets, which were packed somewhere in the boxes downstairs. She drifted her eyes from ceiling to floor and from left to right.

      “It will be as it was, Queen Samba.” Madame Crepaux spoke softly, almost as if she were whispering a prayer. “The sick will come to be healed, and I will use everything that you have taught me. This will be a house of life again.” She crossed the threshold of the doorway and stopped at the window.

      The treetops of the swamp swayed back and forth from the breeze, which Madame Crepaux caught from the open window. Clear blue skies allowed the warmth of the sun to beat against her cheeks, and she smiled.

      After nearly two centuries of closed doors and barred windows, and death and misery, the house that had taken so much was finally ready to give back. Wrongs had been righted. And with a mind that had already lived a lifetime in a rejuvenated body, Madame Crepaux felt hope rise within her. It was the hope of tomorrow. It was the hope of change. It was a hope emerged from the ashes of pain. And that kind of hope always burned so much brighter and stronger than anything else.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At three o’clock in the afternoon on Sunday, no traffic ran through Main Street in Ocoee, Louisiana. Which wasn’t an irregularity, but after the media circus of the past three months, Sheriff Bellingham was glad to be done with it.

      The shine and sexy of the trial had worn off in the public eyes, and the audience had moved on to newer and more exciting things.

      But while the public had moved on, Bellingham was still dealing with the aftermath of the trial and subsequent events. And today was the final piece of that puzzle.

      Charles Toussaint VII had no heirs, and there were no other branches left in the family tree. Chuck’s will had stated that in the event of his death that all of his wealth would go to his first ex-wife. Bellingham had met the woman last month when she came to collect what she had been bequeathed. Their interaction was short, and Bellingham could tell that underneath the business-like demeanor, she was hurting.

      Even after a marriage dissolves, love still lingers. It’s a residue that never breaks down, only grows smaller and weaker as time passes. Bellingham had met her once before, years ago before Chuck had taken over the family business. She was a lovely woman, too sweet for Chuck.

      She had remarried and lived on the West Coast, with no desire to keep anything of her late husband’s. She sold everything. The house, cars, and the factory.

      It was a blow to the whole town, because the moment she sold it off, the people who bought it started stripping it down for parts. Today, the factory doors were finally closing for good.

      Bellingham drove over with the chain and lock, choosing to do it by himself instead of sending a deputy. The mass exodus of the town had already started, people moving to either New Orleans or Houston in search of work. The factory had kept people employed for a long time, and despite the Toussaints’ violent history, Bellingham thought that had to be worth something.

      The outside of the factory looked the same as Bellingham shifted his cruiser into park. The parking lot was empty, and the usual noise and commotion from inside had stopped, but its shell hadn’t changed. Bellingham had heard that some of the equipment had been shipped to China. He supposed that was where the work was though. He doubted anyone from Ocoee would be able to get work there.

      The chains rattled defiantly as Bellingham pulled them from the passenger seat. He wrapped them around the door handles and then snapped the lock into place. The doors buckled as Bellingham tugged at the handle to make sure they didn’t open too far, and he found a gap just big enough for a few roaches to slip through. He let go, satisfied.

      Sweat collected quickly on his face and stains formed in tiny blotches under his arms. The only remnant of the building’s purpose was the sign that ran across the top of the roof. Toussaint Auto. That sign had been here longer than the sheriff had been alive.

      With the factory closed, it was like the town’s motor had been turned off and then ripped out. He wasn’t sure if the town would survive, but he wouldn’t be here long enough to find out. After nearly forty years in law enforcement, tomorrow was his last day. And not by choice.

      With the trial and debacle that unfolded the only way for Bellingham to help Owen was to admit that the department had screwed up the investigation. And when he said the department, he meant himself.

      Part of the deal for Owen’s release from his prison time was that Bellingham be publicly fired for his incompetence on the job. He’d be lying if he said it didn’t sting. But he figured it was a small price to pay for putting a man and his family through so much. After all, if he had just listened to Owen in the first place, then a lot of people might still be alive.

      He knew that the knowledge of what happened here would haunt him at night. After long days of doing nothing but fishing and drinking can after can of Miller, he’d lay down in bed next to his wife and try and calm the voices of doubt. He figured he’d be able to silence them most of the time, but he knew there would be nights where the voices would be too loud to drown out.

      It was all in his head of course; a self-inflicted torture for a man who had done his best to always do the right thing. Just like the chains he put on that door to keep it locked, he put chains on himself to keep the bad locked away in its little corner.

      At least he was able to do one thing right after all of it was over. The fact that Owen Cooley was no longer in jail would offer some solace. And while Bellingham wasn’t able to re-employ all of Ocoee, he was glad that he was able to put in a good word to his friends out west.

      Owen was still a young man, with enough time to heal after what happened. There would always be a scar, but a scar was better than bleeding.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sparks flew from a welding torch outside the hull of a large tanker anchored at the dock. The welder hung from the side of the ship, hovering fifty feet in the air as the waters from the bay lapped against the ship’s hull below. Sweat glistened on the back of his neck that had burnt to a nice shade of red.

      The welder skillfully ran the torch down the side of a panel, the heat melding the new metal panel into place. The line was straight, the soldering skillful, and once the job was finished you could barely tell there was anything done at all.

      The flame in the torch cut out, and Owen lifted the welding mask. He wiped his forehead, smearing a grey ash across his skin. He reached for a thermos of water and sipped from it greedily, the cool liquid running down the sides of his mouth. He splashed the rest over his face and set it down. Just before he re-donned the welding mask, the whistle in the shipyard blew, and the workers topside hollered down.

      Owen descended the ship in the elevator with the rest of the crew that worked topside. He kept his head down, avoiding a few of the glares that he’d received since he started working. So far no one had said more than two words to him. But he didn’t care. He just wanted to do his job and go home at the end of the day.

      Owen lugged his welder suit and lunch pail out to the rusted truck he managed to buy for a thousand dollars when they first moved out here. Another three hundred dollars got it running, and while it siphoned gas like a fish breathes water, it got him to work on time.

      Owen’s muscles groaned in thanks as he sat behind the wheel. He squeezed his hands into fists a few times, his body out of practice from the physical labor that the job required. But three months locked in a jail cell had a way of wearing you down.

      Traffic bottlenecked on the interstate, another wreck backing up cars for at least a mile. It added another thirty minutes to his commute, and when Owen turned down the street to his family’s new neighborhood, he offered a wave to the elderly woman across the street from him as he pulled into his driveway.

      The door hinges groaned as Owen stepped out and turned toward Mrs. Delver. “How’s that stove working now?”

      Mrs. Delver waved back, nodding and rocking in her old front porch chair. “Just fine, Owen, just fine. Your family coming to the block party this Saturday?” She gave her eyebrows a hopeful raise, craning her neck forward.

      “We’ll see. Have a good night.” Owen turned before the old woman could answer and walked the path to the front door, which needed a new coat of paint. The whole house could use a new coat of paint.

      He stepped inside, Mrs. Delver’s words echoing in the back of his mind. He already knew what the answer would be. It was a no. Despite the hospitality of the neighbors and being as far away from Ocoee, Louisiana as they could possibly get, it would take some time before they could get back to anything normal.

      “Claire?” Owen dropped off his work gear in the front closet by the door. The house was dead quiet, and he stepped through the kitchen, finding it empty. “Claire, you home?”

      A dull smack echoed through the walls, and Owen spun toward the back of the house where the noise originated. He slowly made his way toward the back door. Another smack. Voices drifted inside from the backyard. A ball passed by the tiny window in the door. Another smack, this one louder as Owen reached for the doorknob.

      A fresh evening breeze drifted through the open door as the baseball was swallowed up in Matt’s glove. It was the first time in nearly four months that he’d seen his boy smile.

      “Hey, Dad!”

      The screen door swung shut as Owen stepped onto the lawn. “Hey.” He smiled back, then glanced to Claire, who had a glove on her hand and a shimmering gleam of sweat on her forehead. The evening sun highlighted her hair and eyes. Even in that ratty old shirt she wore with her hair in a ponytail and no make-up on her face, she was still just as beautiful as when they met.

      “They were getting a little dusty.” Claire pounded her fist into the mitt. “Thought we’d give them some air.”

      “Yeah,” Matt replied, smiling and tossing the ball in his hand. “They were suffocating in those boxes.”

      “I bet.” Owen spotted Chloe in the corner of the yard. She was sprawled on her back over a blanket with a book in her hand. “And what are you doing over there, bug?”

      “Shh!” Chloe didn’t even look away from the page. “I’m trying to concentrate, please.”

      Owen raised an eyebrow at Claire as she caught another ball from Matt. “Anything you’d like to share?”

      “We went to the library today,” Claire said, heaving the ball back toward Matt with bullseye accuracy. “Our daughter has discovered the art in the Louvre.”

      “The Louvre?” Owen laughed.

      “Shh!” Chloe said, this time eyeing her father from her leisurely place on the blanket. “There isn’t anything funny about learning and appreciating the classics.”

      Owen shook his head as Chloe returned to the book and turned the page. “Where on earth does she learn to say things like that?”

      “TV,” Matt and Claire answered simultaneously.

      Matt beelined a fast ball and connected with Claire’s glove in a pop akin to a firecracker. Claire winced and immediately removed her hand from the glove. “All right, Mom’s gotta take a break.” She tossed the glove to Owen, ball still tucked away inside. “I’ll let your dad take over.” Claire kissed his lips and then smacked him hard on the ass on her way up the steps to the screen door. “Go get ’em, slugger!”

      Owen hopped across the lawn with a light spring in his step that he hadn’t felt in… well, he couldn’t even remember the last time that he did. He slipped the glove on and lobbed the ball to his boy, which triggered another wide grin across his face. Owen rotated his shoulder. “Little stiff.”

      “I guess the gloves aren’t the only things with a little dust on them,” Matt said, laughing as he threw the ball to his dad.

      Ball smacked into glove. “Was that an old man joke?” He tossed the ball back with a little more pepper on it and tried to hide the wince from another shot of pain in his shoulder.

      Matt laughed, gobbling the ball up just before it got past him. He spun around in a circle and then flung the ball back wildly, but Owen snatched it at the last second. “Maybe it was.”

      “Well,” Owen said, glancing at the ball as he tossed it back and forth between his hand and glove. “This old man still has a few things that he can teach you.” He chucked the ball back and smiled as Matt caught it.

      And the pair played catch for a while, Matt talking about his day, and Chloe chiming in every once in a while but never looking away from her book. It was the most vocal Matt had been since they moved out here.

      The back door swung open, and Claire wiped her hands on a towel that hung over her shoulder. “All right, dinner’s ready. Chloe, bring in that blanket.”

      Their five-year-old groaned as she rolled to her side and pushed herself up on all fours. She kept a finger in place from where she left off then bunched up the blanket that was half her size. Matt came over to help, and she kissed his cheek.

      “You’re a doll,” she said.

      Owen laughed and removed his glove. He watched his kids pass their mother inside, and then he looked to the sun which had finally dipped below the horizon. Nothing but pinks and oranges and light blues swirled in the sky. He wondered if anything like that was painted in The Louvre.

      “Hey.”

      Owen jumped a little, Claire suddenly at his side.

      “You all right?”

      He pulled her close and kissed her. It brought up a passion and desire that neither of them had felt in a long time. They’d made love a few times after Owen was released from jail, but it always felt mechanical, more out of necessity than want. Their bodies were hungry, starving for one another. But in those moments of starvation you rarely tasted the food, instead you only filled the hunger.

      But here, now, in their back yard after a long day’s work and coming home to find his family smiling and feeling normal for the first time in months, Owen wanted to taste again. He wanted to let life run through his veins. He’d tasted enough death to last him a lifetime.

      Owen finally pulled back, but Claire lingered with her lips still in the same position as when he kissed them. With her eyes closed, she inhaled. “Wow.” She opened her eyes. “Hi stranger.”

      “Hi.” Owen kissed her once more. “What’s for dinner?”
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      The Redwood Murders: Twenty Years Later

      By Anthony Moore, Staff Writer, The Dover Sentinel

      

      By 1975, the Bechdel mansion, located in the town of Redwood, Indiana, was considered the height of opulence. Lush acres surrounded the mansion, which dated back generations. Reportedly of Dutch descent, the Bechdel’s ancestors immigrated to America with virtually nothing, only to build a family dynasty that tragically came to an end on one quiet summer evening.

      During the 20th century, the Bechdel’s wealth, power, and influence knew no bounds, but within their rise, there was also a disturbing pattern of loss. By the 1950s, however, The Bechdel bloodline dwindled after illness, disease, and death left a young George Allen Bechdel as the sole remaining heir of his family’s enterprise.

      Throughout his early years, George’s twelve other siblings all perished in separate tragedies. His parents, Eugene and Reba Bechdel, were later killed when their driver lost control and jettisoned a vintage Rolls Royce into a lake with them inside. To most, it was unthinkable that a family could suffer so much loss, and a theory developed of a curse that had doomed the family line to extinction.

      The “Bechdel Curse” has fascinated folklore and urban-legend enthusiasts for years. Perhaps this is why the Redwood mansion continues to bring tourists to the area to this day. There has to be something out there. There have to be answers to explain the mystery behind the curse. Whatever the reasons, the 1970s saw the last living heirs of the family name.

      While running his family’s land-developing enterprise, George Bechdel found love with socialite, Anabelle Brackman. The two married and had four children. Together, they prided themselves as being among the town’s most influential families. They had three sons and one daughter. Their eldest son, Travis, was engaged to be married to a young real-estate heiress. The recent engagement was the toast of the town, and though the merging of two wealthy families wasn’t front-page news, everyone in town had heard about it.

      On June 25, 1975, the Bechdels hosted a dinner party to celebrate the engagement. The parents of the bride, Victor and Holly Drake, were in attendance with their daughter, Katelyn. It was meant to be a night of new beginnings and good cheer. Instead, it ended in tragedy and disaster. Even the skeptics had to admit that the existence of a family curse made some kind of sense. Some just didn’t want to admit it.

      The brutal murder of the Bechdels and their dinner guests by unidentified gunmen in the late hours of the evening shocked the small lakeside town to the core. Bodies were found the next morning by authorities in one large, bloody pile in the ballroom. Fifteen people were murdered that evening, and after lengthy investigation, the killers were never found. The case had gone cold, which to many, was something as unthinkable as the crime itself.

      Much has been written about the “Redwood Massacre,” and countless theories as to who had committed the slaughter have yielded few results. The killer, or killers, are still out there, and this possibility has since casted a permanent cloud over the seemingly peaceful town of Redwood. From the onset, investigators had a variety of suspects, but nothing ever materialized, and over time, all the hype and fascination surrounding the case naturally faded, leaving behind an unending mystery.

      There is no doubt that the unsolved murder of fifteen people has since torn the façade of innocence and harmony from Redwood. And many residents say that things have never quite been the same. Perhaps there is still hope in bringing the killers to justice. Only time will tell.
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      Redwood, Indiana

      June 25, 1975

      

      Julie Bechdel sat on her bed, bored, as sounds of laughter and music echoed throughout her room, rising from below. Her parents were entertaining again, marking the engagement of her older brother, Travis, to a girl from a family even more wealthy than his own, the Drakes.

      To Julie, the engagement seemed too soon. Her brother had just graduated high school, and his fiancé, Katelyn, was just entering her senior year of high school. But both Julie’s parents and the Drakes not only supported the engagement, they had insisted on it. Everything seemed to be happening very fast, and Julie had her suspicions.

      That evening, she had been sent to her room after dinner so that the adults could “have their time,” as her mother put it. And even though her room was outfitted with plenty of games, books, and magazines, she was more curious about what was going on downstairs.

      Her older brothers were all allowed to stay up, and she resented having been banished to her room only because she was eleven. Whatever the reasons, she found the party distracting. She couldn't sleep if she had wanted to, and it was time to get a closer look.

      Wearing her nightgown, Julie got out of bed and approached her door, where she could smell the cigar smoke from downstairs before even opening it. With the turn of a knob, she carefully ventured out of her room and down the hallway, which led to a winding staircase. She stopped at the railing and looked below into the smoke-filled lounge.

      Guests sat among plush green sofas, conversing, or stood on the white tile floor admiring the artwork that adorned the walls. Men in suits and women in their glittering gowns all looked elegant. Julie's brother, Travis, stood near a window, talking with her other brothers, John and Alex, all in long-sleeved tuxedo shirts and bow ties. A record spun on the turntable, booming with jazz music.

      Julie knew every nook and cranny of the two-story mansion and its fifteen rooms. She was born there. Her parents were protective of her and rarely let her have a social life beyond the few friends they approved of. She had spent a lot of time within the mansion and had discovered all sorts of ways to move around undetected, and with such experience under her belt, she decided to do some investigating.

      From below, guests cupped wine glasses and sipped periodically as they talked and laughed. Julie could hear her mother, Anabelle, laughing out of view. Everyone seemed to be having a good time. She crept down the stairs without a single head turning in her direction. The entire affair seemed strange to Julie. She reached the bottom of the stairs, shielded from view by a nearby palm, and stayed low. No one had noticed her yet.

      She rushed behind the nearest couch to her right, where a couple sat talking. She felt over the top of the couch with a certain thrill in her spying. She turned to the gaming room across the lounge and saw her parents standing next to a billiards table, mingling. Her father, George, puffed on a large cigar, talking with some men, drink in hand, as her mother chatted with the women.

      Adjacent to the gaming room was the library—her favorite room in the house. She could see inside. Katelyn, her brother's fiancée, stood next to a bookcase in conversation with her parents. Julie wanted to get a listen. She moved along the side of the room, staying close to the thick red drapes that adorned the windows behind her.

      She dropped to her knees next to a china cabinet as one of her brothers walked past her from the opposite direction. She was sure she had been spotted, but his black pant legs kept going as she sighed with relief. She crawled to the corner of the room and crouched behind a vacant sofa chair, ready to sprint toward the library.

      The music stopped for a moment as the record ended and another dropped down, taking its place. Julie waited until the next song came on and then ran across the room with stealth, reaching the open double doors of the library. The Drake family was within an earshot. Julie stuck her head into the room, careful to not expose herself. The parents had their backs to Julie. She saw Katelyn’s brown wavy hair over her parents’ shoulders.

      “Well, you love Travis, don't you?” Katelyn's mother asked, her permed red hair bouncing up with a nod, as if to provide an answer. Her blue silk evening gown shimmered in the low light.

      “Of course I do, but—”

      “Then what's the problem?” her mother asked.

      “This is all happening too fast,” Katelyn said.

      Julie crept closer to the side of a tall bookshelf, taking cover.

      Katelyn's father interjected with his own thought. “I understand that you're nervous. That's only natural. It will all pass soon enough.”

      Katelyn shuffled in place, shaking her head. “It's not just that. What about college? I'm graduating high school next year, and all this talk about children... I don't know if I'm ready.”

      Katelyn's father put his hand on her shoulder. His gray hair was thinning on top, but his stance and attitude were that of a strong and confident man. Julie couldn't see the parents’ faces but could still detect their own worries in their daughter’s concerns. “That's enough of that talk,” he said, slicing the air with his hand. “You have your entire life to do whatever you wish, but you will be marrying this boy. Our family's fortunes rely on it.”

      “Listen to your father, dear,” Kate's mother added. “This is about more than…” She paused in hesitation.

      Katelyn was quick to respond. “More than what? My future? My own happiness?”

      Her father tilted his head back, laughing. “Of course not. Your happiness is very important to us.”

      “Very much so,” her mother said. “But we all have our little parts to play for the greater good. For the family.”

      “Well said, dear,” her father added.

      “Thank you,” her mother said.

      Katelyn threw her arms down in frustration. Julie couldn't believe what she was hearing. Her suspicions, it seemed, were true.

      She recalled Travis expressing similar doubt at the breakfast table the morning prior. In response, her father had said he would not hear of it. The marriage was going to happen, as her father had put it. As she listened to Katelyn and her parents, Julie did her best to remember every word of what they were saying so that she could write about it in her diary. In the midst of her eavesdropping, her mother’s voice suddenly rang out from behind her.

      “Julie Lynn Bechdel!”

      Julie spun around in a panic when she saw her mother, Anabelle, standing in the doorway, pearls around her neck, glass in hand, and her face enraged. Julie struggled to speak but found herself frozen.

      “What are you doing in here?” her mother asked.

      Katelyn's parents turned around, surprised to see Julie hiding nearby.

      Julie thought quickly. “I-I couldn't sleep. I was just going to grab a book.”

      Anabelle moved to Julie like a hawk and yanked her by the arm. “We told you to go to bed an hour ago!”

      Julie struggled to get loose as her mother turned to Katelyn's parents, blushing. “I'm very sorry.”

      “Quite all right,” Katelyn's dad said with a smile. His wife, however, stood stone-faced and unamused.

      “Let's go,” Anabelle said, pulling Julie out of the room.

      “You're hurting me,” Julie cried out as heads turned in their direction from the lounge.

      Her mother's grip remained as she dragged Julie toward the staircase. She saw her father peer out from the gaming room, wearing a stoic frown. She was in trouble, that much was clear. Her mother stopped at the bottom of the stairs and released Julie's arm.

      “Now go to bed and stop this bad behavior,” she said.

      Julie felt angry and defiant. Her brothers watched her from across the room, not getting involved. Guests attempted to turn their attention away, but it was clear that the scene had gotten their attention.

      “How can I go to bed with all the noise you're making down here?”

      More heads turned, and Julie could see the embarrassment and inner rage in her mother's glazed eyes. She could hear her father’s dress shoes clicking against the floor as he approached from the gaming room.

      Her mother extended her long, skinny arm toward the stairs. “Go!” she hissed.

      Her father stopped beside Julie and stared down at her. “What are you doing here? We told you to go to your room after dinner.” His bow tie was undone, and his short black hair was messy. Like her mother, there was a slight slur to his speech.

      “I've got this under control, George,” Anabelle said.

      He raised his hands defensively and backed away. “If you say so.” He turned and rejoined the party as a new jazz track came blaring from the turntable speakers.

      Julie took one step up the first stair and could feel her mother’s stare. She turned her head slightly to see her still there, arms crossed.

      “I'm going!” Julie said.

      “Good night,” Anabelle said in a steely tone, walking away.

      Her parents could be both loving and cold depending on the situation. That evening, they seemed to have little patience with her. Julie walked halfway up the staircase and peered over the side as the party resumed and guests returned to their conversations.

      She then ran up the stairs and into her room, eager to write about the incident in her diary. She closed her door behind her, muffling the music and obnoxious laughter reverberating through the halls. Her blinds were open, and the night sky was a blanket of tiny stars. She approached her window and looked out into the courtyard below. Beyond the flowing fountain she saw a line of luxury vehicles, a few limos among them. Then, from the shadows of the road leading into the courtyard, she saw headlights.
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      Julie watched as a large white van pulled into the courtyard and parked. Its rusty exterior and rattling engine made it out of place among the other guests’ vehicles. Perhaps the driver was lost. That happened sometimes as far out as they were. She kept watch as the van’s headlights shut off. The doors opened, and three figures emerged. Beyond the glow of the fountain, she couldn’t tell who they were, but she could see that they were all dressed in black.

      A troubling feeling stirred in her gut. Something wasn’t right. Something hadn’t seemed right about the entire dinner party. As they got closer, she could see that they were also wearing black ski masks and were carrying guns. Panic gripped her. She turned around and rushed outside her room in hopes of warning her parents.

      From upstairs, she heard someone kick open the front door as the three men rushed inside, storming past the bottom of the stairs. She crept to the railing, frightened with uncertainty. Everything felt so surreal. She couldn’t move, and as she opened her mouth, not a sound came out.

      She crept back up the stairs, peering over the railing, as the three large and menacing intruders came back into her view. For a moment, everyone below remained oblivious to their approach as the music continued. One of the masked men suddenly rushed to the turntable and kicked it over, instantly gaining the attention of everyone in the room. Julie’s mother screamed, and everyone stood frozen as gasps followed. The intruders circled the room as the tallest among them waved his rifle around, corralling the guests toward the center.

      “Don't make a move!” he shouted through his mask. “I want everyone to get in here, right now. Every swinging dick!”

      Julie crouched down behind the railing in a panic. She hadn't been seen yet, but that could quickly change. She thought of the nearest phone—in her parents’ room at the end of the hall next to her. She wanted to act, but her legs wouldn't move.

      “All of you. That's right, come on out,” the lead gunman continued as terrified guests packed into ballroom the below.  Julie then peeked over the railing. . Her brothers were in view with their hands up, shaking. The lead gunman paced from side to side with the rifle against his shoulder with assured cockiness.

      “Where’s George Bechdel?” He paused, looking around, and then aimed his rifle at the group. “Let's go, Georgy boy. Front and center!”

      From the stunned crowd, George stepped forward. He was sweating, and his hair was even more of a mess than it had been a few minutes ago. Another gunman pulled him closer, pushing him to the ground as the guests screamed in panic. Things then got even worse when her mother stepped forward.

      “Leave him alone!” she shouted. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

      From his knees, George raised his hand, urging her to be calm. The lead gunman, however, had his own ideas. He stepped forward and smacked her across the face, sending her stumbling backward. Further startled, another woman shrieked in response.

      George jumped up, infuriated. “You son of a bitch!” he shouted, lunging at the man, only to receive the paralyzing thrust of a buttstock against his back. He then collapsed to the floor, groaning in agony. Julie shook against the railing, trying to build up the nerve to run, but her legs were locked in place.

      “Don't make me do that again,” the lead gunman said.

      Anabelle held her reddened face, glaring at the gunmen with contempt. She bravely approached George and placed a hand on his shoulder as he lay on his stomach, twisting and grunting.

      “He'll be okay,” the gunman continued. He then looked to the rest of the crowd with a sweeping gaze, preparing to address them. “Is everyone here?” He glanced at Anabelle as she stroked George's head, pearls dangling at her neck. “Is this all of your guests? Is there anyone in the can?”

      Anabelle looked away without response. She then flinched as the gunman stepped closer. “Come on, Mrs. Bechdel. My men don't have the time to search every room.” He took a knee, inches from her face. “Be honest with me, and no one gets hurt. Fair enough?”

      Tears trickled down her cheeks as she nodded and looked around the room. “Everyone is here.”

      Pleased, the gunman stood up. “Where’s the Drake family?”

      After a brief hesitation the two parents raised their hands from within the huddled group. “Great,” the gunman said. “Come out here and join your friends.”

      Fearing for her family and herself, Julie knew that she needed to run and call the police before it was too late. She turned from the staircase and could see that the door to her parents’ room was closed.

      The lead gunman continued with demands for wallets and purses. “Everything you have, just put it in the bag,” he said as one of his men held out a burlap sack, approaching the crowd.

      Katelyn's father, Victor, tossed his thick billfold into the bag, a creeping fury in his eyes. “Just take it and get the hell out of here. Damn punks.”

      “In time, Mr. Drake,” the gunman said. He then shifted toward George and kicked him lightly in the side. “Get up, Georgy Boy.”

      George grunted in pain as Anabelle glared at the masked man. “You don't have to kick him, you monster!”

      The gunman stared down with indifference. “You too. Both of you on your feet.”

      Anabelle helped George up, holding him as he looked at their remorseless assailant and spoke. “We're willing to cooperate with you. Please stop pointing your guns at us. You're scaring people with this nonsense.”

      The lead gunman nodded, seeming to consider it. He then raised a gloved finger, signaling further instructions. “Everyone get closer. Huddle together tight.” As he spoke, the other two gunmen took places at both sides of the group. “My men are going on a little pillage mission, and we can't have any of you running off. Got it?”

      The terrified guests looked at each other in confusion. They were hesitant, and no one seemed to fully understand the situation, or the intent of the gunmen as they boxed them in like cattle.

      “Come on, people,” the gunman continued. “Don't make me have to ask again.”

      The guests reluctantly inched closer to each other, forming a tight huddle. “Great!” the lead gunman continued. “Now we can wrap this up.”

      Julie carefully ascended the stairs, but no matter how light her movements, the steps creaked. She ducked down immediately as silence followed. She could feel the intruders listening as her heart beat wildly.

      “Go upstairs and check it out,” she heard the lead gunman say to one of his men. “The rest of you, prepare to fire.”

      An ocean of screams followed. Julie jumped up and looked over the side to see two masked men aim their rifles into the huddle as another one moved toward the stairs, closing in on her. She turned and ran the moment she heard her father's voice scream out, begging the men not to shoot.

      Gunfire erupted in a cacophony of deafening blasts. Julie stormed to her bedroom, not looking back. She closed the door, locking it. Her hands were shaking, and she could barely breathe. The shooting continued amidst the screams, initially rapid but then more widely spaced, and then one final shot. Julie couldn't believe any of it.

      She heard footsteps outside the door, nearing her room, slow and methodical. She turned off her bedside lamp and looked to her window. It was her only chance to escape. She ran over and unlocked it, without concern for anything she was leaving behind. Though her diary had crossed her mind. It was sitting on a nightstand in view, but there was no time. Her doorknob rattled from the other side. Someone was trying to get in. Her heart raced as she pulled the window open, feeling the night breeze hit her face. She looked down over the ledge to the thick grass below.

      She could climb down the trellis on the side but doubted she had time. A loud bang suddenly came at her door, startling her further. She had to run. She climbed out the window, legs dangling in the air, closed her eyes, and said a quick prayer.

      She leapt out just as her door was kicked open. She hit the moist grass like a deadweight. A pain shivered up her leg as she looked around in panic. Her adrenaline was in overdrive, but she couldn't shake off the confusion and disorientation.

      She turned to run and collided with the waist of a man, smacking her face into his thick belt buckle. She flew back, feeling dazed. She covered her face in pain, blocking the man from sight. She couldn't tell whether he was friend or foe. However, she learned quickly as soon as he spoke.

      “Where you off to, little darlin'?”

      It was the same man as before. The lead gunman downstairs whose voice had sent shivers down her spine. She looked up and could see him towering over her, no longer wearing a mask but with his face nearly concealed by darkness. She shuddered as he held his rifle up and pressed it against her forehead.

      “I have to give it to you—you almost got away.”

      Her legs locked as she shook in fear, tears streaming from her eyes. She felt cold. Sheer terror tore her stomach into knots. “No...” she said with a trembling voice.

      The man paused with the barrel still pressed against her head. She could see his long jaw and the thick stubble on his face where he had a noticeable scar on his left cheek. Shaggy hair hung to the side over his forehead. His eyes appeared as two black holes, as though there were nothing underneath.

      “Don't worry. It'll be quick. You won't feel a thing.”

      “Why?” she cried out.

      After a heavy sigh, the man spoke. “Nothing personal, sweetheart. Just business. Now close your eyes and go to sleep.”

      She clenched her watering eyes as a white burst of light pummeled her, followed by a silent darkness that consumed everything around her.
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      For the longest time, the Bechdel Mansion had remained an old, dusty, and vacant shadow of itself. There was always some morbid fascination with the place in the decades that followed. The town of Redwood had grown weary of the association and tried to distance itself from the mansion and the family’s supposed curse. The Redwood city council tried several times to have the house demolished and leveled but was met with resistance every time.

      George Bechdel’s will awarded all of his financial assets and properties to his bank, in the unlikely event of just the sort of catastrophe that had, in fact, occurred. Assets were to be invested, and undistributed to distant relatives or charities making claims. The estate, he contended, must always remain intact. He explicitly forbade the destruction of the mansion and/or liquidation of the property. This, Bechdel’s lawyers explained, was non-binding, but the will could be broken. What was the bank going to do with a hundred-year-old mansion with such a history? Apparently, and surprisingly, they had several offers.

      Boris Sokolov, a wealthy Ukrainian businessman, leased the mansion with his family one summer day in June 1992. He had high hopes of remodeling the property and suiting it to his family’s elegant needs. Two weeks after moving in, the Sokolovs were out with no explanation for their hasty departure. All of their furniture hadn’t even been moved in yet.

      In 1996, Christopher Taylor, a famous Hollywood director, leased the mansion to shoot his latest horror movie. It only took a week for the troubled production to immediately shut down, and Taylor was on his way back to California with his demoralized cast and crew. Nobody ever explained the reason why, as though they had been sworn to secrecy. Taylor never made a movie again.

      Five years later, the Bechdel estate found another purchaser—a wealthy Manhattan magnate who had big plans for the mansion. Eugene Garland moved his wife and four children, oblivious to its history and the lore surrounding the mansion. Garland, himself, didn’t believe in that kind of stuff. He died in his sleep from a heart attack three weeks later.

      Then, for a while, there were no buyers. No tenants. No renters. No one wanted to go near the house. Each owner had fled, for some reason or the other, and no one could ever understand why.
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* * *

      October 9, 2016

      

      Mary Malone woke up when her head bumped against the car’s passenger window. It was afternoon, and her fair-skinned face felt the heat from the flashing rays of sunlight beaming through the oak trees along the leaf-strewn road. Her husband, Curtis, was at the wheel of their Ford Expedition SUV. A twenty-six-foot moving truck followed behind them. Soft rock played from the stereo as Mary tilted her head and squinted against the blinding sun. Her neck ached, and she didn’t know how long she had been out. She reached for her sunglasses on the dashboard as Curtis glanced over from behind his own shades.

      “Hey. You’re awake.”

      Mary felt her neck and shook her head. “How long was I out?”

      “’Bout three hours,” he answered.

      Her eyes widened. “Really? Oh my gosh. I’m sorry!”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We crossed the state border about an hour ago.”

      Mary looked around. A forest of trees, barren of leaves, lined both sides of the rural, two-lane state road.

      “We’re in Indiana?” she asked.

      “Sure are,” Curtis said as they continued down the road, blowing leaves to the side.

      A fresh, familiar vision entered Mary’s head. She could see a large boarded-up door with vine-covered pillars on either side. Beyond the entrance sat an empty fountain in the center of a cracked courtyard, weeds sprouting all around it. “I saw it,” she said. “In my dream, I saw our new house.”

      Curtis pulled at the collar of his white polo shirt. His black hair was slicked back, and his face was clean-shaven, with the lingering musk of aftershave still there. They had been married for two and a half years. They had a happy marriage and good jobs and lives back in Chicago. Recently, however, all of that had changed, and they were looking to start over.

      They had fled the city for a reason: a new beginning under new and better circumstances. The town of Redwood afforded them that opportunity, as Curtis had explained to her. He was the primary force in their sudden relocation, and Mary had felt like a simple bystander as of late.

      She continued describing her dream and its unsettling visions.

      Curtis nodded along, interested. “Really sorry that you never got a chance to see the place first, but I wanted to lock the deal in as soon as possible.”

      “I understand,” she said. “You’ve done a lot for us the past couple of weeks.” She smiled and took his hand. “You’ve been very busy.”

      “I certainly wasn’t going to sit around with you in the hospital. This is good for us, trust me.”

      Mary looked out the window with a slight uncertainty in her gut. “It’s just… it looks so old from the pictures you showed me. And it’s so big. What are we going to do with all that space?”

      “Whatever we want,” he said, flashing a smile as sunlight reflected against the dark lenses of his sunglasses. “They’ve been renovating all week. It’s going to look a lot better now.”

      “I was reading about the people murdered in there,” Mary said. “At first I thought you were crazy to even consider moving here, but I feel drawn to the place. It’s hard to explain.”

      Curtis waved her off. “You know a good deal when you see one, that’s all. Besides, those murders took place forty years ago.” He looked up, thinking. “Ancient history.”

      “It’s still creepy,” Mary said. She released his hand, brushing her blonde hair to the side and looking back out the window.

      Curtis slowed at an empty intersection. They hadn’t seen another house for miles. It was all forest, and Mary loved the stark contrast from the busy streets of Chicago where they had resided for years.

      “Don’t tell me that you’re softening up,” he said. “I thought you loved crime stories and the supernatural.”

      Mary shook her head. “I don’t know anymore. My mother thinks we’re crazy for doing this.”

      Curtis turned to her as they continued through the rural terrain. “It’s a ten-acre mansion, Mary, for nearly the same price we were paying for a two-bedroom apartment in Chicago. This is a miracle.”

      “I wonder why it’s priced so low,” Mary said with a tinge of sarcasm.

      “I don’t care,” Curtis said. “I feel good about this. After all we’ve been through, we deserve it. A small town with a clean slate. It’s perfect.”

      Mary turned to him, half-convinced. Before their marriage, she had never gone into great detail about the visions she would have. Half the time she didn’t understand them herself. They came in spurts, starting as far back as her childhood. Then again, she was an artist working as a freelance illustrator for children’s books. Having “visions” was part of the job.

      Curtis began to speak of their future with sheer optimism. “I’m looking into setting up my own practice out here. You’ll have all the room you need to work. We’ll have everything we need. He stroked the surface of her jeans above her knee. “We’re going to be okay.”

      She looked up at him with a faint smile, struggling to find the right words. “I know. It’s a great deal. It’s just… something feels off now. Maybe I should have come out here first.”

      “You were in no condition for that,” Curtis said, looking into her blue-green eyes. “I told you I would handle everything. We’re out here now and that’s all that matters.”

      Mary nodded, holding her emotions in. It was hard to believe how quickly things had fallen apart over the past year, but she did love him and felt committed to their future together.

      Curtis slowed as they neared a faded traffic sign on the side of the road that said, Redwood 5 Miles. They were close. The moving truck behind them followed, headlights filling the rearview mirror. She wondered if there was still time to return to their former lives before it was too late. But there was no turning back now. This was their new home.

      The moving truck was filled with everything they owned, packed and loaded in haste. One day they were in their apartment eating dinner, the next day movers were loading up their things.

      They passed over bumpy railroad tracks, just as a long semitruck, the first vehicle they had seen in miles, roared past them from the opposite direction. As they neared Redwood, Mary still had questions. She should have asked from the get-go but didn’t.

      “How did you first find out about this place? It’s so… out here,” she said to him as they passed a small gas station and country store. There were a few people in the parking lot and a car at one of the two pumps.

      “I told you this, remember?” Curtis said. She didn’t, so he continued. “A buddy in real estate, put me in touch with a realtor in Redwood, Bob Deckers. Bob told me all about it. Mansion has been sitting dormant for over a decade.” Curtis laughed to himself, then continued. “Lots of superstitious people out there, I imagine.”

      “Can you blame them?”

      “We got lucky, Mary,” he said. “And we should be grateful for that.”

      Rolling prairie fields and lush forest encompassed the surrounding area. The rural isolation was disquieting but comforting at the same time. They had truly escaped. Up ahead on their right was an old wooden billboard. It overlooked a deep, watery canal. Etched on the sign were giant letters: Welcome to Redwood Est. 1826. A small wooden sign hung below the big one on small links of chain: Population: 1,600. Mary wondered how accurate the numbers were. Perhaps she could adjust to life in the country after all. She would have to see the mansion first. Not in some kind of dream or vision but right in front of her. She would make up her mind from there.
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* * *

      Curtis turned onto Main Street, an old-style brick road along the so-called “historic” district. He slowed as Mary took in all the quaint shops and buildings around them. There was an old theater with a marquee that read, Autumn Celebration VC Fairgrounds OCT 15 & 16.

      Next to the theater was a green building, three stories high, with two American flags flapping from its midsection. A red canopy hung over the first floor of a furniture store that was open for business. As they continued, Mary took notice of a grand mural sprawled across the side of the building, detailing a herd of frontiersmen journeying up a hill of bare pine trees.

      There were other historical markers along the way, including some statues set among benches and trimmed bushes. They passed a deli and a crafts store—both resembling mom-and-pop shops. They certainly weren’t in Chicago anymore.

      The police station was a small brick building with a sloping teal roof. To the left was the town square, where a large fountain sprayed water, mushrooming out on all sides. Across from the fountain was a domed stage with several rows of empty benches. Past the dome, Mary could see a park with fading grass and fall leaves strewn across the ground. Because the weather was still warm, people walked about wearing sun visors and shades, pushing baby strollers or walking their dogs. There was a serene quality to the town unlike anything Mary had felt in some time.

      Heads glanced in their direction, young and old. Their mini-convoy did not go unnoticed. It was a Saturday afternoon, and there were plenty of people visiting shops, having lunch, or just out for a stroll. There was an old village vibe to the town, slightly modernized but still steeped in the history of old buildings and roads. The brightness of the town resembled nothing in Mary’s own visions, and for the time being, she felt at peace.

      “Nice little town,” Curtis said.

      Mary nodded along, observing shops on her side among bike racks and newspaper stands. Aside from its humble and welcoming aura, the town so far looked like something out of an amusement park. Though Mary kept such thoughts to herself. The intersections ahead had old-fashioned traffic lights on each side of the street, attached to poles. Their light was green, but a young boy on a bike rode across right in front of them, not even looking.

      “Look out!” Mary shouted.

      Curtis slammed the brakes, and the car screeched to a halt. Mary flew forward, and then was thrust back as her seat belt locked. Bags catapulted from the backseat. Mary’s purse hit the dashboard. The moving truck behind them slammed its brakes just as Mary glanced into the rearview mirror, startled.

      Frightened, the boy lost balance and tipped over, falling onto the pavement as the grille of the SUV came within inches of him. Their moving truck screeched to a halt. Mary grabbed her armrest and closed her eyes, bracing herself for the impact, but nothing happened. She opened her eyes and turned to see the truck right at their rear bumper.

      “Crap… that was a close one,” Curtis said in a dazed state.

      Mary then turned to see the boy struggling on the ground in front of them. She opened her door, stepped outside, and rushed to the front as heads turned from pedestrians around them.

      “Mary, what are you doing?” Curtis called out as her door slammed shut.

      The boy was in the process of pushing himself up when she came to his aid, arms out and instinctively protective of him.

      “Are you all right?” she said, kneeling down.

      The boy’s shaggy red hair bobbed up and down with a nod as he tried to speak. With the bike pinning him down, he looked plenty distracted.

      “Here, let me help,” Mary said, pulling his bike up. The boy was able to move more freely and seemed less panicky than before. She heard Curtis’s door open as he stepped out and approached them.

      “Is he okay?” he asked.

      Mary took the boy’s hand and carefully helped him up, brushing his thick bangs out of his eyes. “There. Everything’s okay. Your bike’s fine, and it looks like you just have a tiny scratch on your elbow.”

      “Uh huh,” the boy said as his big eyes looked downward with slight embarrassment.

      “You need to be more careful, little buddy. That was a close one,” Curtis said from behind them.

      The boy nodded again as Mary rubbed his shoulders. He then turned from them and got back on his bike as though nothing had happened.

      “It’s all right,” Mary said. “We’re just glad you’re okay.”

      “Thanks,” the boy said, glancing up at her. She knew that they were complete strangers in his eyes, but she maintained her friendly smile as the boy quickly pedaled away without looking back.

      “Can you believe that?” Curtis said with his hands on his hips. “My heart is still racing. Should have a talk with that kid’s parents.”

      Mary rubbed his chest as she made her way back to the car. “Let’s just keep going. We already have enough people looking at us.”

      Curtis turned and followed her back to the idling car and got in. Still shaken, he slowly accelerated and then drove off as people continued to stare. There was no doubt that they had already made an impression in town. That was, if anyone made the connection with the moving truck behind them. They passed a few more buildings and then turned left off Main Street onto a road that ran along a glistening lake that stretched for a mile into the distance.

      Some locals were fishing around the lake, in ankle-high grass as endless forest stretched behind them on the horizon. Curtis steered along the wide curve in the two-lane road, still frustrated.

      “Can’t believe he just came out in front of us like that. Where were his parents?”

      “He’s just a kid,” Mary said. “Be grateful nothing bad happened.”

      “Nearly had a heart attack,” Curtis said, shaking his head. “You just don’t dart out into the road like that.”

      Mary said no more and looked out her window as they drove past homes concealed within the forest brush, spread out, with No Trespassing signs posted on guideposts and gates blocking the dirt-trail entrances. The rural homeowners seemed to revel in their privacy, and privacy was exactly what Curtis and Mary were looking for.

      “How much farther?” Mary asked.

      “About five miles down here,” Curtis said. “Excited?”

      “I am,” she said.

      Curtis looked away, convinced enough. Mary glanced at the dashboard clock. It was a little after three.

      As they continued down the road, the homes became more sporadic. Soon Mary didn’t see any. Were they really going to live out here? What were they going to do with a two-story, ten-thousand-square-foot mansion? Mary closed her eyes, trying to calm her nerves while telling herself that she had to give it a chance.

      She then had a sudden vision of a large hall with open windows and thin white curtains blowing in the wind. A distant voice called to her from the darkness at the end of the hall, where she could see the faint glow of red eyes. Her heart seized, and she couldn’t move. She snapped out of it, clutching her chest with a gasp.

      “What is it?” Curtis asked, looking over with concern.

      “Nothing…” she said, rubbing her head. “I was… just thinking about that boy. How terrible it would’ve been.”

      Curtis took her hand again and squeezed. “No need to worry.” He tapped his steering wheel. “You’re looking at the model of a safe driver here.”

      Mary smiled even though she still didn’t feel right. The closer they got to the mansion, the worse she began to feel. She squeezed her forehead again while holding Curtis’s hand. She felt dizzy, frightened even. Curtis must have noticed something wrong with her as she nodded forward.

      “Mary? Mary!”

      Before she knew it, her head dropped down and hit the dashboard and she was out cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Homestead

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary woke up, reclining in a chair inside a large, empty room, with an icepack over her forehead and a paramedic at her side, checking her vitals. She had no idea how long she had been there. From the window, the sun was still out, and she could hear movement all around her. Curtis was nowhere to be seen.

      “Take it easy, ma’am,” the young male paramedic said to her as she began to rise. “You passed out a little while ago and your husband called us out here.”

      “Where am I?” she asked, looking around the room in wonder.

      “You’re at your new house. We brought you in about twenty minutes ago.” He paused, shaking his head. “Weirdest thing. Our ambulance wouldn’t start. I’m going to have one hell of a word with the maintenance department.” He then looked at her with a matter-of-fact demeanor. “We wanted to get you somewhere comfortable, so your husband suggested the house.”

      Having heard enough, she rose from the chair, touched her sore neck and scanned the empty room where boxes were strewn across the floor.

      “You should give yourself sometime,” the paramedic said, handing her a water bottle. “Your husband told us that you two have been through a lot. Could have been a panic attack or stress fatigue. Anything’s possible.”

      She took the bottle and drank from it, thanking him.

      “My name’s Chet, by the way. Welcome to Redwood.”

      “Thank you,” she said, walking past him and looking around the room. Its faded walls and vaulted ceiling seemed familiar to her. She had the strangest feeling that she was in the living room.

      The paramedic followed her, concerned, as she left the room and walked through large double doors which were propped open, revealing the busy courtyard outside. So many people! She shielded her face as she walked down the steps and through the crowds of unfamiliar faces who were moving around the courtyard in a dizzying bustle, purposeful and busy.

      She turned to face the mansion as it towered over her. Its faded gray walls were covered in winding vines, growing from the green brush which spread on all sides. Its windows were thick with grime and dust. Its arching roof was covered in leaves and debris, gutters full. A deck on the second floor overlooked the entire property.

      An empty fountain sat in the middle of the courtyard, filled to the brim with branches and dead leaves. Mary turned back to the mansion, taking in its looming presence. This was it. This was where they were going to live. It didn’t look nearly as dilapidated as it had appeared in her dreams.

      They had hired a renovation team weeks ahead. There were several landscapers on site, eradicating decades of overgrown foliage. Men with pressure hoses sprayed the front of the house, gradually turning the hard exterior surface from gray to white. There were also painters on site, janitorial services, carpenters, and other renovation teams. Mary lost count of them all. She shuddered to think of the cost. Financially, she hoped that it would be worth it.

      Their moving truck was parked next to the courtyard fountain, backed in near the front door. Curtis stood at the rear, directing the movers as they unloaded their living-room set, placing various pieces of furniture around the courtyard. Mary felt strangely detached, and she couldn’t pinpoint why.

      The sun was temporarily concealed by passing clouds, providing some much-needed shade. She looked to the driveway circling the courtyard, where a line of vans and trucks were parked. Even with all the work going on, there was still a lot more work to do. The thought of cobwebs and rodents alone made her queasy. Despite her lingering apprehension, she couldn’t help but feel the excitement in the air. They actually owned a mansion. Everything that had brought them to this moment seemed unreal.

      She walked along the pebbled ground toward the moving truck to talk to Curtis. She had seen pictures of the mansion before, but now within its presence she felt as though she had walked the same path many times before. She stopped beside the moving truck and looked up at the center balcony, where a white curtain flowed into the air from an open window, its fabric torn.

      A pest-control van pulled up next to her, out of nowhere, and parked behind the long line of vehicles. She took in the disorienting sounds of the pressure washers, gas-powered hedge trimmers, and lawn mowers around her. There was so much activity going on, she didn’t know what she could do, if anything, to lend a hand. Everything had already been set in motion. Curtis had seen to that. What could she do but accept their brash relocation?

      She approached Curtis as he directed the movers from the rear of the truck. “What happened?” she asked, startling him.

      The paramedic following her then cut in. “I explained to your wife the best I could. All her vitals are good. She just needs to take it easy.”

      He turned around with sweat stains showing through his white polo shirt. “You gave us quite a scare,” he said. “That’s what happened.”

      “When did I pass out?” she asked, struggling to form the question.

      “About five minutes from here. Your head hit the dashboard, and you were out cold. I pulled over and tried to wake you.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said, confused.

      She turned to see the ambulance in the courtyard with its hood open and another mechanic tinkering with the engine.

      Curtis turned away from the movers and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Maybe it’s the heat. I can’t believe the ambulance broke down. Strangest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’m very sorry, sir,” the paramedic said. “That’s never happened before.”

      Curtis shrugged. “Not your fault. Maybe it’s time to trade her in.”

      “Maybe…” the paramedic said.

      Mary said nothing as Curtis looked into her eyes with genuine concern. “How do you feel now?”

      “Better,” she said with a faint smile.

      He then turned to her, and with a flourish he extended his arm out toward the mansion. “Well, then. Would you like a personal tour of the premises now, Mrs. Malone?”

      “A tour would be great.”

      She put her arm around his as they walked off together, past the courtyard, toward the marble steps leading inside. As the hired workers moved around them, Mary felt invisible. Arm in arm, they ascended the front steps, leading to the large double-door entrance. The more she saw of the mansion, the more she felt at home.

      Anticipation for what lay ahead increased with each step. Mist from the pressure washer fell onto her arm from afar. Much of the grime and buildup on the right side of the house had already been removed. They reached the top step, and Mary could see a darkened foyer ahead.

      “Oh,” Curtis said. “Still trying to get the power on out here.” She followed him inside and could see rays of light hitting dusty hardwood floors from the open windows. “Got the water turned on, though,” he added with pride.

      “So… no power?” Mary asked.

      Curtis let out a nervous laugh. “Trying to get ’em out here today, but it’s not looking good.”

      Mary thought to herself for a moment. “Maybe we should just find a hotel for the time being.”

      “Nonsense,” Curtis said with a squeeze around her waist. “It’s our first night. We have to stay.”

      “But there’s no power,” Mary said. “And this place is a dust bowl.”

      She looked down the vast empty foyer and observed its cobweb-covered chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling above. Ahead of them was a long, winding staircase to the second floor. There were halls at both ends of the foyer, leading to a variety of different rooms. Though there was plenty to explore, she felt a strange knowledge of the layout without even looking.

      “Shall we continue, my dear?” Curtis asked.

      She turned her head, smiling and feeling slightly overwhelmed. “Sure. I just don’t know where to start.”

      Curtis released her and backed away, pulling a folded paper from his pocket. “I’ve got a layout here.” He unfolded the paper as Mary looked down the dark hall to their left.

      Curtis pulled a mini flashlight from his pocket and shined a light on the map. The endless symphony of pressure washers, hedge trimmers, and leaf blowers continued outside, unabated. Mary walked to the center of the foyer. Her soft shoes barely made a sound on the dusty hardwood floors. She looked to her right toward an adjacent room that could very well be considered an extension of the foyer, though she found something peculiar about it.

      “The lounge…” she said softly. “Is this where it happened?”

      “Sorry?” Curtis said, holding the layout under his mini flashlight.

      “Nothing,” Mary said. “How big is the kitchen?”

      Curtis scanned the layout, trying to answer. “Kitchen?”

      Mary turned to her right and began walking.

      “Yeah, that way,” he said, looking up. He hurried to catch up with her as she continued down the dark hall. Mary stopped in her tracks and looked up as Curtis stopped beside her.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah…” she said in a distant tone. She closed her eyes and touched her forehead, sighing.

      He caressed her shoulder with concern. “Maybe you should lie down. I don’t want you to pass out on me again.”

      “I’m fine. Let’s see the kitchen,” she said, walking ahead. She then looked up to the ledge of the second floor and stopped as though she saw something.

      Curtis halted as his shoes squeaked against the floor. “What is it?”

      “Just thought I saw something,” Mary said. “Never mind.”

      “Well, that’s creepy,” Curtis said. He then put his arm around her and pulled her closer. “Just remember, a long time has passed, and we should have nothing to worry about.”

      She looked at him with a smile. “I suppose you’re right. I just want to find out more about it.”

      “How about we go to town tomorrow? They have this library.  It’s so quaint, you’d love it.”

      Mary nodded and continued down the hall and entered a long, empty room with two windows on each side—caked with enough dirt and grime to block the sunlight from entering.

      “This is the dining room,” Curtis said, shining his flashlight around.

      Mary looked around in awe. “Enormous…”

      The air was stuffy and smelled of old wood. Curtis went to the first window at his right and tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. He handed the map and flashlight to Mary and turned back to the window, pushing up against it. “This is ridiculous,” he said, grunting. “We need to get all these opened and air this place out.”

      Suddenly, the front doors swung wide open down the hall at the foyer and the movers entered, looking for Curtis. Curtis looked up and turned to Mary. “Oh, right. I almost forgot about them. Can we continue the tour later?”

      “No problem,” Mary said. “I’ll keep looking around.”

      Curtis walked off and met with the movers, leaving Mary to explore on her own. She approached the window he couldn’t open and ran her hands down the warm glass, trailing lines of dust. Now that they had started, she felt the urge to explore every room in the house, top to bottom. She approached a set of double doors at the end of the dining room, eager to see the kitchen beyond, with its simple amenities.

      She turned both knobs and pulled the heavy oak doors open, and dank, musty air hit her. Like the rest of the house, all the windows were closed and caked with years of dirt and mildew buildup. She entered the kitchen, switching on the flashlight. Dust rained down as she moved the light through the darkened room. There were several countertops, and cabinets that reached the ceiling. The kitchen looked as though it could have been considered at one time the height of elegance.

      There was a large industrial-sized antique stove in the corner. She wondered if it was still operational. To her immediate right was a sink the size of a bathtub and flat, dusty countertops that stretched the entire length of the room, with more cabinets overhead than she would ever know what to do with.

      She walked along the tiled floor past the thick granite countertops and came upon a vast pantry with dozens of shelves bolted to plaster walls. There was energy in the room that she couldn’t quite pinpoint.

      She walked away from the pantry, exploring the rest of the layout, when suddenly, a jolting clang rang out as something hit the floor a few feet ahead of her. She jumped and raised her flashlight, only to see a metallic ladle on the ground, fallen from a nearby hook on the wall. The kitchen needed work. That much was clear. She had seen enough, though, and walked with haste back through the dining hall to the foyer, where the movers were carrying in boxes. Curtis stood to the side talking on his cell phone, pacing back and forth.

      “Yes, but I was scheduled for activation yesterday.” He paused, annoyed. “Your company was given plenty of notice to turn our power on.”

      It wasn’t looking good. Mary said hi to the movers as they breezed past her. She wasn’t sure what was in each box that they set down. She and Curtis had packed everything the prior weekend, and her head still wasn’t clear. Once their possessions were inside, she figured they could decide where to move things later.

      To almost anyone, she thought, the mansion would seem excessive in its size. Everything they owned could probably fit in the downstairs ball room alone. The thought of having so much space was overwhelming, and the thought of living behind these walls felt unreal.

      Curtis had spent the last few weeks convincing her they were making the right decision. She knew him to be impulsive, but in the end, she agreed to it. As she stood in the foyer, surrounded by boxes, she wondered when the reality of their choice would settle in.

      “Just send someone out today. Please,” Curtis said on the phone. “We can’t wait until Monday. That is final.” He hung up the phone and shook his head in frustration.

      Mary gazed up the staircase, eager to see the rooms above, but before she jaunted off into the unknown upstairs, she approached Curtis for an update.

      “Everything okay?”

      Curtis turned to her, flustered. “Yeah, the power company is playing games. Completely dropped the ball on us.”

      She touched his arm. “I’m going to look around some more. Want to join me?”

      Curtis brought his hands up to his head, massaging his temples. “Nah. That’s all right. Why don’t you go check out the master bedroom while I have them move in the rest of our stuff?”

      “Sure thing,” she said with a smile.

      She walked away toward the stairs and climbed the white marble steps, which curved to the second floor. The faded brass railing had circular see-through patterns that ended at two thick rail posts at the top of the stairs. A crystal chandelier hung within eye level over the floor below. She could see the foyer below as well as the lounge, where they had been standing. Everything had a strange and familiar feel to it that she could not look past.

      She turned to the right and went down the hall toward the master bedroom. The doors on both sides of the hall were open halfway, exposing dark, empty rooms. She pushed the master-bedroom door open and walked in with a sense of awe and wonder.

      There was a pair of long windows at the end of bedroom that overlooked the backyard. They were less dirty than most, and sunlight beamed in, illuminating the bare hardwood floors, which were so dusty, she left footprints as she walked across. The white ceiling was high, and the walls were gray-patterned, with tarnished sterling light fixtures at intervals along the way.

      She approached the windows, curious to see the view from their bedroom. The backyard was enormous, with grass so high it covered a stone walkway that led to a sizable gazebo covered in vines. Beyond the gazebo was thick forest, seemingly untouched by man. With its abundance of trees and underbrush, there was no denying that the backyard needed considerable work. She couldn’t imagine the amount of upkeep it was going to take to keep everything under control. She attempted to quell her doubts that they could afford it all. They belonged here. This was their home.

      She turned toward the bathroom at the other end of the room, and decided to have a look. With a click of her flashlight, the room brightened, and she looked inside, taking in its vast size. There was a bathtub, a standing shower, a bidet, an old toilet, and a long counter with two sinks.

      “Mary, where are you?” Curtis’s voice shouted from the hall.

      “Back here,” she said, walking out of the room to meet him. He was leading the movers down the hall as they carried a mattress.

      “We should really clean these floors before moving anything in here.”

      The movers stopped with a large sigh between them as they lowered the mattress. Curtis stood nearby, dazed but understanding. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He turned to the movers. “Hold up, guys. Sorry, we’re going to have to get the cleaners in here first.”

      They leaned against the mattress and shrugged. Curtis went back down the staircase as Mary followed. They walked through the foyer and back outside, where the collective work of a dozen landscapers, painters, and movers continued.

      As she walked into the courtyard, Mary glanced up into the window near the second-story balcony. She could see someone standing there watching them. At first, she assumed it to be one of the movers, but it wasn’t. Her attention went to the front door, where both men walked outside. Her heart seized as she glanced up to the window again, but no one was there.
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* * *

      With most of the moving and work done, Mary and Curtis sat on the floor of their master bedroom, their first night in the house. Their mattress sat in the corner with blankets strewn over it. On the floor close by sat two burning candles, a pizza box, and an open bottle of wine on the floor.

      “I heard some scratching in one of the rooms downstairs,” Mary said, taking a sip of wine from her glass.

      Curtis tipped his wine glass with a smile. “Not to worry, my dear, pest control is on it.”

      Mary looked around the room, still feeling overwhelmed. The floor had been cleaned, and there was a startling difference from what it had looked like a few hours ago. The same couldn’t be said of every room. There was still a lot of work to be done.

      “A lot of things still don’t make sense to me,” she said, looking up at the high ceiling.

      Curtis scratched his head. “Like what?” he asked.

      “Like why we moved here,” she answered, touching her forehead. “Everything happened so fast, I really never got a chance to think about it.”

      Curtis smiled, took both empty wine glasses, and stood up. “I know you’re concerned, but you need to stop worrying. I don’t like to see you like this.” He paused and looked into her eyes. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Mary said. “I really do.”

      Curtis set the wine glasses on their dresser, walked over to Mary, and took her hands in his, pulling her up. “There’s nothing to worry about,” he said. “We are going to make this work.”

      “Part of me wishes that we just waited a little longer,” Mary said. “Now it’s too late.” She then backed away as Curtis tried to hug her.

      Slighted, Curtis threw his arms down. “Mary, you need to stop this!”

      Suddenly, both candles erupted in a bright burst of flame and then immediately extinguished, leaving the room pitch black. Mary and Curtis stood silently for a moment in the darkness.

      “Just great,” Curtis said, leaning down. He pulled a lighter from his pocket and tried to relight the candles, but the wick wouldn’t catch fire on either one.

      “What the hell’s wrong with these candles?” he asked with increasing frustration.

      “I don’t know,” Mary said. “But that was really strange.”

      He slouched onto their bed, deflated. “How about we just call it a night?”

      “Might as well,” she said, feeling exhausted herself. She joined him on the bed as he kissed her forehead. Slivers of smoke flowed from each candle in the darkness. She still couldn’t wrap her head around it.

      “That was so weird…” she said softly.

      “Did you feel a draft?” Curtis asked. “I felt a slight draft.”

      “Me too,” she said.

      “Must’ve been from outside,” Curtis said, pointing to their open windows. That would have made sense, but the air that evening was still, and there hadn’t been a breeze for hours. They sat together for a moment, lost in their own thoughts. Their first evening in the house was a quiet one, and Mary couldn’t shake the feeling of an unexplained presence. For the moment, she kept such thoughts to herself. There was no sense in trying to convince Curtis of something she couldn’t fully explain herself.

      We can make this work, she thought, drifting asleep. I know we can.
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      Mary awoke to sunlight beaming into their room, feeling disoriented. Curtis’s side of the mattress was empty, and she could hear movement downstairs. For a moment, she lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling. It felt strange to wake up in a new place, especially when she remembered where she was. To her, the Bechdel mansion was a repository of undiscovered secrets, and she found what little she knew about its history to be fascinating.

      As she lay in bed alone, she heard a large thud downstairs followed by several voices. She stretched and leaned over the side of the bed, retrieving her cell phone.

      “Oh no…” she said upon seeing that it was five past ten. She had overslept, and there was still much work to be done. Settling in seemed a mammoth task that could take weeks. She remembered that Curtis also wanted to go into town that day.

      It would take a good shower and a big cup of coffee to get her up and moving. She sat up as she heard footsteps clamoring up the stairs and the sound of Curtis’s voice. “So far, only a few rooms have power. We might have to gut some of the wiring. It’s an old place.”

      She heard them shuffle around in the room next door and stepped out of bed. Her bare feet touched the warm hardwood floor as she went to the door and closed it, muffling the commotion. She turned around and looked at the two open windows across the room overlooking the backyard and felt a slight comforting breeze.

      She walked to her suitcase and placed it on the bed, unzipping it. Hastily packed clothes were crammed inside. The double closet in the room was large enough to hold her entire wardrobe and then some, but for the time being, she was living out of a suitcase.

      She grabbed a T-shirt and white shorts and headed for the bathroom, where she would find out just how well the plumbing worked. A small window illuminated the vast bathroom, and as she walked toward the standing shower, loosening her nightgown, she heard the bedroom door open.

      She froze and held her nightgown on. “Curtis?” she said, feeling nervous with the bathroom door open a crack. The footsteps continued as she walked to the door, calling for Curtis again. As she pushed the door open, she was taken aback to see a large bearded man, sweaty and panting, wandering through the room like a lost child.

      “Excuse me,” she said, backing into the bathroom.

      She heard the man halt. “I-I’m sorry, ma’am. I was just looking for a restroom.”

      She clutched her chest and backed against the wall. “Well, this is our room. Please talk to my husband and find another.”

      The man apologized and stumbled out of the room, closing the door behind him. Mary remained half-clothed and pressed against the wall, her heart pounding. She lowered her arms, sighing in frustration, and closed the door fully. She then went to the shower, which the cleaners had scrubbed down the day before.

      The orange-and-white checkered tile inside looked old-fashioned, to say the least. There were two knobs below the showerhead. She turned the left knob, assuming it was for hot water, and the pipes rumbled and shook, spraying out water intermittently.

      She held her hand into the spray and felt a dash of warmth. After a moment, more water began to flow, but it had an almost sulfuric smell. The last thing she wanted to do was to have a strange odor on her. Beyond the unwelcome intruder from a moment ago, she had the feeling that she was being watched.

      She then heard the bedroom door open again. Her head whipped around, but she heard nothing else. She turned the water off, frustrated. “Damn it, Curtis. That better be you.”

      “What are you so afraid of?” an unfamiliar man’s voice asked.

      Livid, she pulled her T-shirt over her head, put her shorts on, and rushed to the bathroom door, swinging it open, prepared to give whomever it was a piece of her mind. But their room was quiet and undisturbed. The bedroom door was closed and there was no one there.

      She darted to the open windows and looked below into the lush, overgrown backyard. There was no sign of anyone. She didn’t know what kind of game someone was playing, but she didn’t like it. Her hands leaped at the windows and pulled them shut. She scurried across the room and locked the bedroom door. Taking a shower had never proved so difficult. Feeling safer but annoyed, she walked back toward the bathroom, stopping at her suitcase as a thought crossed her mind.

      She leaned down and tore through her clothes in a frenzy. Her hands stopped as she slowly pulled a .38 caliber pistol from the bottom. She was probably over-reacting, but she wasn’t going to take any more chances. She took the gun with her to the bathroom, locked the door, and set it on the gray tile countertop.

      The showerhead dripped as she tried her hand at the knobs again. Water spurted and gushed for a moment before flowing naturally in a warm, steady stream. The strange smell had subsided as well. She stepped inside, feeling an immediate and much-needed relief. It was only morning, and already she felt that she was being tested in some way.

      

      Showered and dressed, Mary walked downstairs, apprehensive about running into any of the movers. There were several men around, but Curtis wasn’t among them. She politely gave them a “good morning” and continued her search, walking outside into the bright light of morning shining down onto the concrete courtyard.

      There were dozens of people outside, while a short time before, there had been none. Many of them were busy with lawn work, trimming the trees and hedges surrounding the mansion. There was a roofing team above, walking along the ridge and tossing rotted panels into a pile below. That day, Mary imagined, would be much like the day before. Ahead, next to an electrician’s van, she saw Curtis. He stood in the shade with a tall, skinny man who wore a red netted hat.

      She walked over to Curtis, incensed.

      “Good morning,” he said, smiling. His smile, however, dropped once he noticed the serious look on her face.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked her, eyes brimming with concern.

      “Can I talk with you in private?” she asked, glancing at the electrician.

      Curtis looked around, taken off guard. “Yeah… Yeah, sure.” He excused himself and followed Mary around to the other side of the truck. Once they were alone, she leaned closer and spoke in a soft but forceful tone.

      “Someone came into our room earlier when I was in the shower.”

      Curtis’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “Yeah,” she said, shaking her head. “The first guy came in by accident. Then someone else just walked in, said something to me, and walked out.”

      Curtis covered his mouth. “What?”

      Realizing she might be making too much of it, she raised her hand as if to stop herself. “If it was an honest mistake, I can understand, but the whole thing gave me the creeps.”

      Curtis nodded, biting his lip. “There’s some electricians in the house now. I’ll talk to them. I’m so sorry, honey. They should know better.”

      “He said, ‘What are you afraid of?’ Those were his exact words. I thought it was you at first, but when I opened the door, no one was there.”

      Curtis looked around with his hands at his sides, growing increasingly frustrated. “Well, that’s it. Whoever that was, they’re gone. I’ll talk to Skip now.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m so sorry.” His face then brightened with a smile. “How about we go into town for a little bit? I’m getting a headache with all this commotion around us.”

      “Sure,” she said. “That sounds nice.”

      She wanted to get out, but above all there was a burning desire to find out more about the Bechdels. Perhaps there were people in town who could help her.
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* * *

      They drove into town on a blue-sky day, prepared to get the lay of the land and meet some people in the process. The mansion was roughly five miles from any home, store, or gas station, and it was nice to escape all the activity at home and rejoin civilization. Mary tried to put all the recent strangeness out of her mind and enjoy the scenic beauty of the town before them, a stunning contrast to the traffic and noises of the city. They had entered a different world.

      It was a Sunday, and they passed a quaint white church that looked like something out of a storybook. Amidst its fresh green lawn and picket fence, a congregation flowed out of the double-door entrance toward a side parking lot. A wooden sign sat in front of the church with First Christ Church of Redwood neatly painted over it.

      Mary turned and looked at the church as families in their dress clothes, men and women, old and young alike, slowly exited the building for Sunday services. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been to church.

      “It looks nice,” she said. “Maybe we could go there some time and get to know some people.”

      “Sure,” Curtis said. “You have fun with that.”

      Mary turned to him, mouth agape. “As if it would kill you to go to church.” She then leaned back against the headrest and placed her sunglasses on. “I think it would be good for us with everything that’s happened.”

      “Too boring,” Curtis said matter-of-factly.

      Mary laughed. “This coming from a lawyer,” she chided.

      Farther down the road, they passed a park where children climbed a jungle gym and a corner store to their right where an older man stood at the gas pump fueling up his boat, which was hitched to his truck. Downtown was in sight, with its brick-paved roads, vintage light posts, and quaint buildings. “Historic Downtown,” they called it. There was a fire station to their left, small like everything else, that had its bay doors open revealing a shiny red fire truck. A sign at the end of the driveway said, “Redwood Fire Department.”

      A few blocks past the fire station, they saw the police department, where two officers in beige uniforms were talking outside the door. Their heads turned toward the car as Curtis passed and the two officers waved. Curtis gave them a wave back and smiled.

      “This town sure is something,” he said.

      “It does seem like a safe, nice town,” she said. There were plenty of places to go for a run. She had even spotted some nature trails by the park, perfect for jogging. Back home, Mary was an avid runner, and she tried to make the time at least three times a week. It refreshed her and made her feel focused, an important part of her weekly routine. She scanned the buildings ahead, hoping to see the library. Then she wondered if it would even be open on a Sunday.

      “You could use this place in one of your stories,” Curtis said. “Take your sketch pad out here and capture it.”

      “I plan to,” Mary said, “but it’ll be for fun. I don’t write the stories.”

      “Have you called anyone at work yet to let them know you’re settling in?” he asked.

      The thought so far hadn’t crossed her mind. She was a professional illustrator for children’s books, and mainly worked from home. It was a dream job that she couldn’t be happier with, though she’d been on maternity leave for a few weeks and hadn’t talked to her publisher in some time. “I’ll call them tomorrow,” she said.

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Curtis said. “Relax and put it off.” He scanned the shops as they drove down Main Street. Mary knew that he was looking for a potential spot to set up his own practice, but their dwindling finances concerned her. During the drive from Chicago, she had suggested that he find a partnership in Redwood. There had to be a law office out there somewhere. He had originally balked at the idea, but they would have to start somewhere.

      They came to a parking lot near a pizza place aptly titled Bricklayers Pizza, complete with an old-fashioned hanging sign above the door. American flags, pizza places, parks, and nature trails, Redwood seemed perfect.

      “This looks like a good place to park,” Curtis said, turning in. “Library’s just up the street.” He then parked between a truck and Jeep and turned off the ignition while glancing up at the rearview mirror. “Hey, it’s Bob Deckers!” he said, excited.

      Mary turned her head. There was a man in a suit smoking under the canopy of the building behind them. “Who?” she asked.

      “Our realtor. That’s his office,” Curtis said. He opened his door and stepped out as Mary put on her sun hat and exited the car, her sandals touching the hot pavement.

      They walked toward the rear of the car while Curtis kept his attention on Bob Deckers, who hadn’t noticed them yet. He looked to be in his fifties, with gray slicked-back hair and a dark tan.

      “Let’s go talk to him,” Curtis said, taking her hand. “I want to ask him about leasing some office space.”

      Mary shook her head. “I’ll meet up with you guys later.  I want to check and see if the library is open.”

      Curtis turned, frustrated but understanding. “At least come say hi. He really helped us out.”

      “I will later,” Mary said. “I promise.”

      “All right. Don’t go far.”

      “Okay,” she said, pecking his cheek with a kiss.

      “Have fun,” Curtis said, walking away. She watched as he hurried to the building, calling out Bob’s name and shaking his hand. Bob looked startled and surprised to see him. They exchanged words, and then Bob slapped Curtis on the back, opening the door to his office and leading him inside. Mary then felt free to walk through the town on her own to get a feel of the place. Someone had the answers she needed.

      She was, in fact, a believer in the supernatural. She had seen many strange things in her life, dreamlike visions of the future as far back as when she was a teenager. There was a lot Curtis didn’t know about from back then, and she was determined to keep it that way.

      She approached the sidewalk and moved past the pizza place, passing a closed consignment shop and, next door, an art gallery. Redwood seemed to have a little of everything, and she was excited to see a crafts store with art supplies in the window. It was closed as well, but she made a note for later. A few people passed her by as she smiled and nodded, but there weren’t nearly as many people out as on the previous day.

      She heard the church bell toll as the library came into view in the distance—a long gray building with a flat roof and large tinted windows. It was surrounded by vertical metal railing and nicely trimmed bushes. She didn’t see anyone around the building, but something told her to keep going. The open gate in the center was a good sign.

      As she walked past a closed bar, an old woman stepped into her path from an alley, startling Mary. The woman looked frazzled with long, dirty hair, a green jacket and a plain dress about two sizes too large.

      “Oh! Excuse me,” Mary said, carefully moving around the woman.

      The woman stared her down, shaking her head and not saying a word. Her gray hair sprouted in all directions. She wore bright-red lipstick and had heavy bags under her glazed eyes. As Mary passed, the woman turned and followed her, wagging her long finger in the air.

      “You and your husband,” she said in a low, scratchy voice.

      Mary stopped and turned around, facing the woman, dumbfounded. “What did you say?”

      “You’ve made a terrible mistake,” the woman said.

      Mary stepped forward, upset. “What are you talking about? How do you know my husband?”

      “You don’t belong here. Outsider…” she hissed with contempt.

      Despite the woman’s shoddy appearance and rudeness, Mary felt an urge to probe further. “What can you tell me?”

      The woman shook her head, lost in her own thoughts. She then opened her mouth to speak, when a nicely-dressed man approached her from behind and placed a hand on her shoulders. “That’s all right, Evelyn, let’s take you home.”

      The woman jumped as the man looked at Mary with a smile on his face. He was clean-shaven with thick white hair, neatly brushed to the side. His dark-blue three-piece suit was a stark contrast to the woman’s tattered clothes.

      “Hi, I’m Phil,” he said, extending his hand.

      Mary nodded and shook his hand. “I’m Mary. Nice to meet you.”

      The woman looked down and mumbled to herself, her train of thought broken.

      “I apologize if ol’ Evelyn gave you a scare. She wandered from the retirement home again.” He squeezed the woman’s shoulder. “She’s been missing for hours, and the staff has been worried sick.”

      Mary smiled. “Well, I’m glad she has somewhere to go.”

      The man narrowed his eyes in curiosity at her. “You and your husband just moved here, correct?”

      “Wow. Word gets around,” she said.

      “It sure does,” Phil responded.

      “That’s correct,” she said. “We arrived yesterday.”

      “And you’re staying in the old mansion, eh?”

      “We are. It-It’s been interesting so far,” she said.

      Phil smiled again, exposing bright white teeth. “I certainly hope you get settled in okay.” He paused for a moment and stepped closer to Mary as Evelyn rocked in place, muttering. “I’m the pastor at the First Christ Church of Redwood. Pastor Phil, they call me. I sure hope you and your husband can attend our services some time.”

      Mary nodded politely with a smile. “We’d love to.”

      Phil snapped his fingers as though recalling something. “We’re having our annual summer barbecue next week. You should come on out and see everyone.”

      “That sounds… really nice,” she said.

      Seeming satisfied, Phil turned back to Evelyn and took her by the hand. “It was nice meeting you, Mrs. Malone, but I gotta take ol’ Evelyn here back home.”

      “Pleasure meeting you as well,” she said, though she didn’t recall telling him her last name.

      He waved and walked off with Evelyn in tow and then turned around, calling out to Mary. “I look forward to meeting your husband!”

      Mary waved back and watched as they crossed to the other side of the road. A few cars passed as she stood there thinking about the woman’s words. They could have been the ramblings of a mentally damaged woman, or they could have meant something more. Mary turned back to the library, ready to investigate and uncover whatever was behind the creeping strangeness that seemed to follow her wherever she went.
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      Mary was glad to see that the library was, in fact, open. There were a few rooms with rows of old bookshelves and several empty chairs and tables in the center where patrons could sit and read. There was an older bespectacled man at the check-out table sitting on a stool and reading a newspaper. He wore a striped button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and looked up at Mary as she walked in.

      Inside, the library was eerily quiet. Sunlight shined through the slats in the blinds covering the surrounding windows. She found the vintage aesthetic of the white plaster walls and faded red carpet comforting but also felt nervous being the only person there—or so she thought.

      “Good morning,” she said to the man, approaching his counter.

      He gave her a polite smile that lifted his wrinkled face and eyed her like the stranger she was. His thinning hair was slicked back, and his skinny neck hung down in folds. Like her, she assumed that everyone in town was from somewhere else. Or maybe some people had lived in Redwood their entire lives. It was exactly what she intended to find out.

      “Morning,” he said back. “Welcome to the Redwood Public Library.”

      “Thanks,” she said, looking around. “I wasn’t sure if you were open today or not.”

      “Seven days a week.”

      “That’s great,” she said. She didn’t want to draw attention to the empty tables and aisles, but the man seemed to have read her mind.

      “Sundays are our slowest in the morning. Big church community and all. By afternoon we usually get a good crowd,” he said.

      Mary approached the counter and placed her hands flat on its mahogany surface. “I’m Mary. My husband and I just moved here from Chicago. I’d like to get a library card if I could, please.”

      The man nodded and leaned down, retrieving a large, dusty binder and setting it on the counter. “All right, Mary. I’m Hal. I’m sure we can get you set up.” There was an old computer next to him, but he didn’t seem interested in using it. He asked for her full name as well as her driver’s license.

      She pulled her wallet out from her purse and opened it. “Oh. It still has my old address on it.”

      “That’s fine,” he said, taking her license. “Just let me know the new one.”

      He began scribbling onto a sheet in the open binder, taking down Mary’s name. The subdued quiet of the library had her thinking that she’d be spending a lot of time within its walls. It was soothing and pleasant. “I live at 513 Weatherford Lane,” she said.

      Hal stopped writing and looked up at her. “Weatherford Lane? The old Bechdel mansion?”

      She was surprised that he made the connection so quickly. But then, the mansion and its story surely were known by most people. That much seemed evident in the few interactions she had experienced so far. “Yes, that would be the place,” she said.

      His eyes immediately fell back onto the binder as he continued writing. “Didn’t think that place would ever sell,” he said.

      Curious, Mary leaned in closer. “And why is that?”

      Hal looked up again, taken off guard. “Well, it’s just… It’s an old place. Too big for most people. Not really practical in today’s modern world.”

      “But it’s so inexpensive,” Mary said. “Hard to believe they’d have a hard time selling it.”

      Hal tore a slip from the binder and handed it to Mary. “I wouldn’t know. Just seems it was held up in probate forever.” He then handed her a pen. “Sign the card here, and you’re all good to go.”

      Mary took the card and signed it, not entirely satisfied with what he was willing or not willing to reveal. “Mister… ?” she paused waiting.

      “Hal. Just call me Hal,” he said, sitting back down on his stool.

      “Hal. I actually came here today to get some information.”

      Hal went for his newspaper and then paused, looking up with an arched brow. “What kind of information?”

      “About this town. About our new house. About the Bechdels, if possible.”

      Hal leaned back with his arms crossed, more reserved than before. “You some kind of reporter? Been a while since one of them have come here asking questions and all.”

      “No, I can assure you that—”

      Hal cut her off with one arm in the air, pointing. “Because if you are trying to dig up some dirt under false pretenses, I’d like you to kindly leave.”

      Mary shuffled on the carpet, eager to set the record straight. “I am not a reporter. My husband and I just moved here, and I’d like to do some research.”

      “Oh…” he said, calming down. “Of course. Well you can’t blame me for being suspicious. Folks in Redwood don’t bother anyone. They just want to live in a nice, safe community. We’re not spectacles for big-city types to come down here and judge us. I think you can respect that.”

      “I can,” Mary said. “This is the exact kind of community my husband and I were looking for.”

      “It’s a long shot from Chicago, ma’am. I can tell you that.”

      She felt restrained from revealing anything more, or taking a chance on making him even more suspicious. She wanted to tell someone about the visions she had, the unsettling feeling the mansion gave her, and her overall apprehensiveness, but Hal seemed all business, and that was exactly how she decided to proceed.

      “Can you direct me to nonfiction, please? As I said before, I’d like to read some history about the town.”

      “Plenty of books over there,” he said, pointing to a row of wooden shelves in the corner across the room. “Lots of local authors there.” He then paused and looked up, pushing his glasses back. “Of course, if it’s records you’re looking for, you might want to visit the courthouse. They got an office of records there dating back a hundred-some odd years.”

      Great, Mary thought. She was beginning to have her work cut out for her.

      “Do you have a newspaper archive here?” she asked.

      “Sure do,” Hal replied. He then paused and eyed her suspiciously again. “You sure you’re not a reporter?”

      Her face flushed as she placed her hands on the counter. Hal noticed and reversed course with a laugh.

      “Sorry. Can never be too sure around here.”

      He then pointed to a darkened room off to the left side, behind glass-paneled doors where stacks of newspaper where piled on shelves. “That’s our news room there.”

      There were also several old monitors lined up next to a microfilm cabinet.

      “Thank you,” she said, walking away.

      Even with her back turned, she could sense him watching her. Perhaps he was reaching for his phone to alert the others that a newcomer was snooping around—an outsider. She stopped at the newspaper room and glanced behind her, only to see Hal going back to his own paper.

      She turned the light switch on as she walked inside the room where there were two old beige sofa chairs with a circular coffee table between them. She scanned the years labeled on each microfilm, unsure of where to start.

      There was a history that the residents of Redwood seemed very protective of, though she was curious how long Hal and his wife had lived here. Maybe if she got to know him better over the coming weeks, she could find out. She turned to the newspaper shelves with wonder. There were papers dating back to the 1950s, but she was looking for one particular decade—one particular year.

      She reached the end of the aisle and turned to walk between the shelves the next aisle over, eyes scanning up and down. In the middle she could see a label on one section for 1974-1975, encompassing over five shelves from top to bottom. “Well,” she said to herself. “Here we go.”

      Suddenly, her cell phone rang inside her purse. She paused and pulled the phone out. Curtis was calling her. She answered, speaking softly even though there was no one in the library at the moment to disturb.

      “Hey! Make it to the library okay?”

      “I sure did,” she said. “I’m there now.”

      “Great-” His voice cut out a little as a gust of wind blew into the phone. “Hey, listen. Bob wants to take us to lunch at this cozy little diner. We’ll come over and get you.”

      “That’s fine, but not right now,” she said without hesitation. “I’ve got to finish what I came here for.”

      “Come on, Mary. It’s Sunday. You’ll have plenty more times to go to the library this week.”

      “Sorry, I’m in the middle of something. I’ll meet up with you when I’m finished.”

      “And how long will that be?”

      Mary paused and looked around. “Thirty minutes or so? Not too long.”

      Curtis sighed but held his tongue. “Okay. I’ll text you what they have on the menu.”

      “Sounds good. Thank. Love you. Bye.”

      She hung up and guided her hands along some newspapers on the second shelf dated between June and July of 1975.

      “Perfect,” she said, walking away toward one of the sofa chairs. She took a seat with a few papers in her lap as a young couple walked inside the library wearing their Sunday best. She could see them through the glass window. They walked in and said hi to Hal, continuing toward a line of bookshelves.

      She carefully opened the first paper, The Dover County Sentinel, scanning some articles. Dover was the county in which Redwood was located, but the town seemed to exhibit a boundary all its own. The closest town over, Jasper, was at least twenty miles away. Its headline displayed national news on inflation and gas prices.

      It was interesting seeing the advertisements for old television sets and refrigerators, right next to news articles with men dressed in vintage jean jackets and turtlenecks and women with their long, button-down granny dresses. As she flipped through more old news and captured moments of the past, her eyes stopped on one tiny article in the local section.

      She recognized the man in the picture. He looked much younger of course, but there he was wearing a plaid jacket and tie and with dark-brown hair, brushed back the same way as now. It was Pastor Phil, and he was standing at a podium with several microphones attached to it. The headline verified her suspicion immediately:

      Local Pastor Calls for Peace and Calm during Time of Tragedy

      She brought the paper closer and read the article, completely engrossed.

      “Following the tragic murders at the Bechdel estate, Pastor Phillip F. Evans led his congregation in vigil for the victims while urging the town not to fall prey to elements of darkness and fear.”

      She lowered the paper, thinking to herself. She pulled the next paper and found herself engrossed immediately by the bold headline on the front page: “Massacre at the Bechdel Estate.”

      She didn’t know exactly what the articles would tell her, if anything, but she felt that she was closer to fully knowing what had happened, and why, than before. She stood up in haste with the newspapers in hand and walked out of the room, approaching Hal’s desk.

      “Do you have a copy machine here?”

      His eyes rose up with their usual uncertainty. He examined her for a moment, hesitant, as she stood, arms clutching a stack of old newspapers.

      “Back there.” He pointed.

      She turned and saw a large copy machine next to the restrooms, off in the far corner, past the newspaper room.

      “Ten cents a copy,” he added.

      She set the stack down on the counter and fished through her purse, handing him a few dollar bills for change. He stopped and sighed as his hands slowly went to the cash register and counted her change. She thanked him and went to the copy machine, feeling satisfied, even excited.

      After about ten or so minutes of fishing through relevant articles detailing Redwood or the Bechdel mansion, she made her copies, one by one. Once finished, she returned the newspapers to the shelf and strolled through the rest of the library with her copies in hand.

      She scanned the bookshelves, looking for anything crime-related in the nonfiction section. She came across a few Redwood travelogue books from independent publishing presses. She wondered if the authors were the locals Hal had mentioned.

      Hal looked up from his newspaper as she approached with ten books in hand, plopping them down on the counter. “This’ll be it for today,” she said.

      “Well, all right, then,” Hal replied, marking the books with his scanner. She had more than enough to keep her busy. For the time being. She called Curtis to find out where they were when he informed her that Bob Deckers got a call and had to cancel their lunch plans.

      “We can still go to the diner if you want,” he said.

      “Sure,” she said. “Let me just put these books in the car first.”

      “Meet you there,” he said.

      She walked out of the library with her curiosity about Redwood piqued. She wanted to go home and start reading more than anything else, but it was a nice day out and a perfect opportunity to see more of the town and look for secrets, perhaps, that existed beyond its cheery façade.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later that evening, Curtis and Mary took a breather in the master bedroom, admiring the furniture arrangement of their dressers, nightstands, tables, and bed. Mary’s bookshelf was intact along with their television stand and flat screen. Their next big step was to unpack the many boxes lying around the room.

      “Well, this room’s almost ready to go,” Curtis said, falling back onto the bed. “That leaves us about… fourteen more rooms.”

      “There’s no furniture left,” Mary said, pacing barefoot through the room in her shorts and T-shirt. The power was working in their room. From above, their ceiling fan rotated. Two standing lamps in each corner lit the room.

      Curtis sat up and grabbed the remote, turning on the TV, and receiving a screen of white static instead. “Oh, I forgot,” he began. “We don’t get cable or Internet until tomorrow.” He turned the TV off and tossed the remote aside.

      Mary continued to pace the room with a worried look on her face. “This house is going to need permanent upkeep. Are you really sure we can afford it all?”

      Curtis grabbed a notebook lying on the bed and opened it. “I’ve charted out our finances right here for the next year. At minimum. I’ll need clients here soon, but we can make it.”

      She felt less than reassured but didn’t want an argument. “What’s the plan for tomorrow then?”

      “Well…” Curtis said, thinking to himself. “The painters will be here. The electricians still need to sort out some of this bad wiring. Lawn maintenance still ongoing.” He paused, thinking to himself. “I think that’s it.”

      “Who are we kidding?” she said, taking a seat next to him in bed. “We’ll be broke by next week.”

      Curtis put his arm around her and laughed. “So how’d it go at the library?”

      “I got most of what I needed.” She gazed up, staring at the ceiling. “I still can’t believe it all happened here. All those poor people murdered. That little girl. She must have been terrified.”

      Curtis gently tugged at Mary’s ponytail. “Terrible things happen, Mary. But this is our house now, and we have to move on.”

      “The man at the library suggested that I go to the office of records near the courthouse,” she said.

      “For what?” Curtis asked.

      She turned to look at him. “To find out more about this town.”

      “I knew it,” Curtis said with a laugh. “You’re planning on writing a book.”

      Mary waved him off. “I wouldn’t even know where to start. I told you, I’m not a writer.”

      He took her hand, kissed it, and pulled her closer to him, kissing her soft lips. With a heavier embrace to follow, Mary backed up, holding him at bay. “Honey, please. I need to jump into the shower”

      “I do too,” he said with a devilish smile.

      She fell back into his arms as they kissed with deep-seated passion. His hands caressed her back, moving her shirt up. She broke away and raised her arms as he pulled the fabric off and tossed it on the floor.

      

      Mary awoke in the dead of night, curled up on her side of the bed, lying next to Curtis. The sheets were pulled up halfway, and she felt a dryness in her throat that she could not ignore. The room was dark except for the blueness of the moon, shining through the open windows. The overhead ceiling fan was on, making a strange buzzing noise. The air conditioning unit needed to be replaced, and Curtis had told her to expect a new unit within the week.

      Feeling spirited, not to mention thirsty, Mary rose in her nightgown and stepped out of bed, leaving Curtis fast asleep. She wasn’t sure which lights downstairs worked yet, so she picked up a flashlight next to the TV stand and left the room to venture toward the kitchen, where there was plenty of bottled water in their new refrigerator.

      She crept down the hallway, flicking a light switch on the wall that did not work. She then turned on her flashlight and continued down the hall. The house was quiet, with nary a disturbance. The noise of their old city seemed like a distant memory. At the moment, she would have done anything to hear a car engine, a siren, or a train. She came to the stairs, hesitant to enter the black abyss below.

      She knew when to stray away from danger, especially living in Chicago, but if she was afraid to venture through her own house alone, day or night, she feared that she could never make the transition work.

      “Come on. What are you waiting for?” she asked herself in a soft voice.

      She pointed the flashlight down the stairs and walked down, step by thick marble step. She reached the foyer and was met with a stack of unpacked boxes sitting all over the room. The boxes cast shadows against the light, which put her on edge. She couldn’t deny a slight pinch of fear coupled with her increasing heart rate. Her mind was playing tricks on her. She was seeing things, shadows that her mind gave life to.

      She rushed past the stacked boxes and headed toward the dining room, closing in toward the kitchen. She flicked on the kitchen light switch in haste. A series of long fluorescent bulbs overhead flickered on, much to her relief. Their new stainless-steel refrigerator hummed in the corner next to the dishwasher. She approached the fridge with the intent of grabbing a bottle or two and going back to bed, but the grumbling in her stomach told her otherwise.

      She swung the fridge open and grabbed two water bottles from the middle shelf, setting them on the counter. Inside, the fridge was practically empty. There was half a tuna-salad sandwich Curtis had gotten her from the diner earlier, a loaf of bread, and some cold cuts. Not wanting to spend too much time in the kitchen alone, she grabbed the to-go box and closed the door. Sandwich and water in hand, she left the kitchen, leaving the light on behind her.

      As she passed through the dining room, Mary felt more at ease and less afraid of the bare, looming walls where her shadow moved along with her, a companion of sort. She turned the flashlight back on, balancing her sandwich and drinks, and suddenly heard an unmistakable sound coming from the foyer. She slowed her pace and listened. It was the familiar scratching sound from before, coming from another room.

      Rodents, she thought.

      Pest control had done a sweep of the house earlier in the day, but their work was far from over. The scratching ceased, and she continued on, when another sound stopped her dead in her tracks: the faint cry of an infant. She couldn’t believe it. She had to be dreaming. She slowed again and followed the sound, past the staircase and toward the rooms on the other side of the hall.

      The crying grew louder with each step. Shining her flashlight ahead, she looked down and saw that her hands were trembling. As she stopped at the first door to her right, the crying became clearer. There was no door to muffle it. The sound was coming from the living room. She peeked inside, waving the flashlight around. The crying stopped. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up in unison.

      What the hell was it?

      She bravely moved forward and entered the living room, clutching the bottles of water and to-go box against her chest. Ahead in the corner, just beyond the beam of the flashlight, she saw something huddled in the corner. It looked small and furry. Too large to be a rat or a feline. Too small to be human. The cries resumed. Whatever the thing was, it was most definitely making the noise.

      She stopped within five feet of the thing and tried to steady her flashlight. A loud screech from all around startled her, just as the figure came into view, turning its gleaming yellow eyes and fang-ridden face in her direction, hissing. She screamed just in time to see the figure scurry off to the other side of the room, burrowing into a small hole above the baseboard.

      The figure had ears, whiskers, and a striped tail. She stumbled back, dropping her food and water, and bolted for the door. She ran without turning back, vaulting up the stairs and into the bedroom, adrenaline flowing through her veins.

      She closed the door and threw her back against the wall, breathing heavily. “A raccoon…” she said, exasperated. “That’s what it was. A freaking raccoon.”
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      Mary woke the next morning still feeling rattled. Curtis had just walked out of the bathroom in his robe with steamy mist following him as Mary sat up, agitated. “I saw a raccoon last night when I went downstairs,” she said.

      Curtis stopped and dried his bushy hair with a towel, curious. “Are you serious?”

      Mary flipped her legs over and onto the floor as she moved to the edge of the bed. “It hissed at me and ran into a hole it had burrowed in our wall.”

      Curtis’s eyes widened. “You have got to be kidding me. A raccoon in our house?”

      “We need to get pest control back out here.”

      “I’m on it,” Curtis said, moving to his phone on his dresser.

      “There was more, Curtis,” she said, stopping him. “I heard an infant crying. Clear as day.”

      Curtis shook his head. “What are you talking about?”

      “Downstairs, right before I saw the raccoon, I heard this crying noise. I’m pretty sure it was a baby.”

      “Well, there’s not much pest control can do about that,” Curtis said.

      “I’m serious!”

      Concerned, Curtis approached her and sat on the bed. “I’m sorry that happened to you. It was late, and you were probably hearing things.”

      She opened her mouth, prepared to object, when he cut her off.

      “Listen. We’ll set up some traps and get rid of any rodents still remaining in this house. I promise.”

      “It’s not just the raccoon. I’m getting strange vibes from this place, and I want to find out what it all means.”

      Curtis took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m not saying that I don’t believe you. I just think your nerves are a little shot with everything going on. That’s why I want you to relax today.”

      “I’m not crazy. I know what I heard.”

      Curtis laughed and rose from the bed, standing in the sunlight. “I never said that. Just take it easy, please. For your sake and mine.”

      Mary nodded. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this. Mark my words.”

      “I think you should. You have an excellent intuition.”

      “This one woman in town yesterday knew about us moving into this house,” she said. “She looked rough. She told me that we made a terrible mistake. How did she know anything about me?”

      Curtis shrugged. “It’s a small town.” He turned to his dresser and then spun around. “Speaking of which, we’ve been invited to a barbecue next Sunday at the church.”

      “How’d you hear about that?” Mary asked.

      Curtis put on shorts and a T-shirt, checking himself in the mirror angled on top of the nightstand. “I met someone at the diner before you arrived. He’s the pastor at the church we passed.” He thought for a moment and then snapped his fingers. “Pastor Phil was his name.”

      “I met him too,” Mary said. “He approached me on the street. Seemed like he already knew who I was. Same with you.”

      “I admit, he did seem very friendly and outgoing.

      Maybe too much?”

      “He’s been living here since the seventies. Can you believe that?” Mary said.

      Curtis turned with a shrug. “From what I hear, once people move to Redwood, they don’t want to go anywhere else.”

      “I’m sure they don’t,” Mary said softly.

      Curtis moved toward the door, ready to get started with his day. “Plenty of warm water left in the shower,” he said. He paused, hand on the doorknob, and turned back to Mary. “So are you in for next Sunday?”

      “The barbecue?”

      “Yeah. You said so yourself that we should go to church more often.”

      Mary arched a brow. “And I’m sure this has nothing to do with you fishing for prospective clients.”

      “It has everything to do with that,” Curtis said with a laugh. “I’ve got to try to make a living somehow.”

      Mary nodded. “Sure. Next Sunday. Let’s do it.”

      Curtis seemed happy and said he had work to do, leaving Mary in the room as he left. She looked around their nearly setup master bedroom, wondering exactly how she was going to spend the day. It was Monday, and she expected more of the same—landscapers, roofers, movers, and all the like, working in unison. Granted, they were there to help Mary and Curtis fix their dream house, but at the moment, she had never felt so alone.

      

      Mary showered and went downstairs dressed in her sneakers, pink sleeveless button-down shirt, and jean shorts, just in time to see Curtis talking with the pest-control team in the foyer. There were two men, lanky and young-looking, with red polo shirts and hats. They nodded as Curtis pointed out the place and explained to them what happened to Mary. He then stopped and looked up as she came down the stairs.

      “Ah, there she is,” Curtis said. “Honey, could you kindly show these gentlemen where you saw the raccoon last night?”

      “My pleasure,” she said, signaling to the hall at their right. “This way.”

      The two men thanked Curtis and followed Mary as she led them to the living room. It was empty, just as before, and less ominous in the daytime. Two bottles of water lay on the floor along with a to-go box. Mary carefully picked up the box and saw that the sandwich was still inside. Regardless, it was going into the garbage.

      She then went to the far corner of the room across the hardwood floor, to the place where she had seen the raccoon. As expected, there were tiny scratch marks on the wall, clear as day.

      “Right there,” she said, pointing. “That’s where I saw it last night.”

      The pest-control team eyed the wall, hands on their chins, as Mary went across to the other side of the room. “It ran over here and crawled back into the wall.” She stopped at a hole near the baseboard, about five inches wide. She couldn’t say how the raccoon squeezed in there so quickly, but the hole was evidence enough.

      The men approached as the taller one with a goatee shined his flashlight inside the hole. “Damn,” he said. “We can get in there, but it’s gonna be tricky.”

      “Whatever you have to do,” she said. “This particular raccoon seemed very mean. I don’t want to mess around.”

      The two men turned and looked at each other. The goateed man scratched his head and spoke with careful consideration. “We have a bunch of traps in our van. Of course, we can try to lure it out instead of banging up your wall, cutting a hole…”

      “She could have babies, Earl,” the other man said. “It’s best to take a look.”

      “Fine,” the goateed man said. He then looked at Mary. “That okay with you?”

      Mary thought of Curtis and all the effort and money they were putting into fixing the place up. “Keep the destruction to a minimum please.” Though she was eager for them to tear into the wall and get whatever was living inside of there out.

      Earl looked up, scanning the room. “It’s a big house, ma’am, but we’ll try our best. No telling where it’s at. Could be a maze of tunnels in these here walls.”

      They left the room as Mary paced around the center of the floor, stricken with worry. The infant cries were coming back to her. There was no way that any kind of animal could have made a noise so distinctive. It was yet another strange, unexplained occurrence. She walked to the living room window, looking outside at the front courtyard.

      Curtis was by the empty fountain, talking with some contractors. The pest-control team was at their red van, pulling out equipment. Earl had a crowbar in hand and some kind of snare. She assumed that was how they were going to do it. She turned and walked back to the hole on the other side of the room. The faded and stained beige walls needed a good painting.

      She pulled a mini flashlight from her pocket and shined it into the hole out of curiosity. She could barely see a thing beyond the light, but as she held her hand against the hole she felt faint, cool air against her palm. She took a knee and tried to get a better look, and then she heard something. She froze, just as a man with a noisy leaf blower passed by the window, distracting her. She pressed her ear against the hole, listening, as the sound of the leaf blower finally passed.

      Silence returned to the room. Mary remained still, eyes looking upward and trying to make out the faint noise inside the wall. It sounded like a groan. She pressed her ear closer, practically inside the hole. It was the long-winded groan of a man, fading but clear enough.

      The sound soon vanished just as quickly as it appeared. Mary backed away and clutched the side of the hole, trying to pry bits of the wall off to make the hole larger. Something came over her, a need or obsession, and she pulled and pulled until she tore a piece of hard plaster from the wall and fell back in surprise.

      “Whoa. What’s going on here?” Earl said, entering the room with his partner.

      Mary looked up, startled and clutching a piece of the wall in her hand. “Nothing. I thought I heard something.”

      “You leave the busy work to us, Mrs. Malone,” Earl said. “Pete and I have this.”

      His partner, Pete, set a small cage next to the wall as Earl set down his toolbox. He knelt by the hole and asked Mary politely if she could give him some room. She stood up and backed away, intending to watch them chip away at the hole, piece by piece.

      Earl held the crowbar in hand and then turned to Mary with uncertainty. “You sure your husband is okay with this?”

      She felt taken aback by the question and simply narrowed her eyes in response.

      Earl stuttered nervously. “I-It’s just. He’s the one who called us out here and all.”

      “Yeah, no offense,” Pete added.

      Mary crossed her arms. “It’s quite all right,” she said. “My husband doesn’t mind, nor do I.”

      Earl nodded with a gap-tooth grin and then turned back to the wall. He stuck the crowbar in the wall and pushed against it like taking off a hubcap. A big chunk flew out as Earl fell back, regaining his balance. The hole was nearly large enough for him to put his head through, but he kept chipping away. Mary heard the front door open and shut, and looked to the side, half expecting Curtis to walk in the room and flip out at what they were doing.

      Earl set the crowbar on the ground and held up his long steel flashlight. Mary walked closer as he turned the light on and scanned the inside of the wall.

      “Yep…” he said, nodding. “Just like I thought. She’s got babies.”

      “How do you know?” Mary said, hovering over his shoulder.

      Earl scratched his face. “There’re droppings everywhere.” He leaned over, head halfway in the wall, shining his flashlight inside and blocking Mary’s view. She imagined the raccoon spiraling out of the hole, attacking them, and kept a careful distance.

      “Hello, what’s this?” Earl said, reaching down. He backed out of the hole holding a dusty booklet of some kind. Mary moved closer. He shook the dust and bits of wall from the book and held it up for everyone to see. “Looks like someone lost their book in there.”

      Mary extended her arm to take the book as Earl reluctantly handed it to her. It was extremely dusty, despite his shaking it off. Mary carefully examined the leather-bound cover, which had a drawstring tying it shut. The pages looked warped and dry. It looked decades old.

      “Let’s see what else we got in here,” Earl said, looking back in the hole. He shined his flashlight around as Mary felt along the book’s rough edges.

      She was hesitant to open it, as it seemed so fragile, and didn’t want it to disintegrate, though her curiosity quickly got the best of her. She turned from the men and gently untied the tattered string binding the book together. She slowly opened it, finding pages with faded cursive handwriting, barely legible. Mary held it closer, trying to read the words.

      Tuesday, May 20, Today father said that we have to all put on a good face at lunch with the future in-laws. His words not mine. I’m so sick of putting on a good face around here when they keep me locked in my room half the time. I got a record player for my birthday, but they won’t even let me play it half the time. Mother says that my music is too loud and distracting.

      Mary lowered the book, a dozen questions leaping to mind. Earl had discovered a diary of some sort, and the raccoon had led them straight to it. What was it doing inside the wall, and how old was it? She ruminated over these questions, knowing that a delicate piece of history rested in her hands. She looked over to Earl as he continued scanning the inside of the wall with his flashlight.

      “See anything else?” she asked.

      Earl grunted and then spoke. “Nah. Just a bunch more raccoon droppings. Might even have some rats down here too.”

      “Wonderful,” Mary said with a sigh.

      Earl leaned back from the wall and turned toward her, face covered in dust. “I’ll leave a trail of pellets leading to the trap. Lure the mother out come feeding time.” He then paused, thinking to himself. “Course, we may have to put a fogger in there for the babies. Maybe as many as five kits.”

      “You mean kill them?” Mary asked.

      “Yep,” Earl said matter-of-factly. “But they might come out looking for mom.”

      She didn’t like the idea of a fogger, but Earl and Pete were the professionals. Raccoons had no place in their walls, regardless of age. She flipped to another page in the book, almost on instinct, and began reading.

      In trouble today. Mother found out I’ve been taking scraps of food and feeding raccoons in the backyard. She told Father, and he told Lawrence, our groundskeeper, to kill any ‘rodents’ he saw on sight. Those raccoons are the only friends I have left, and they won’t even let me have that. I need to get out of this house. I need to get away. Need to get away before it’s too late.

      Mary raised her head and nearly dropped the book. Her mind went right back to the night before, when she had encountered the raccoon. She remembered its yellow eyes, long, sharp canines, and wondered what connection it might have had, if any, to the girl’s writings.

      “That was no normal raccoon,” she said out loud.

      “What was that, Mrs. Malone?” Pete asked.

      She turned to see both Earl and Pete looking at her. “Nothing… You gentlemen do what you have to do. I have to make a phone call.” She excused herself from the room and went right toward the stairs, clutching the book and rushing up the steps to evade being seen, though she couldn’t understand why.

      She fled into the master bedroom, and closed the door. The diary would make a good addition to the books and newspapers she had already acquired, and beyond those references, she felt that the most definitive view into the family’s history could, in fact, be found in the words of a young girl.

      She went to the bed and sat, prepared to read the diary in one sitting. She turned the pages carefully and saw that some of them were so deteriorated that she couldn’t read the writing no matter how hard she tried.

      She then turned back to the very first page. The ink had smeared almost entirely, but she was able to read mid-sentence as it carried on to the next page.

      …said that we had to. They’re so demanding. They gave me a diary for my birthday just like I asked, but they also wouldn’t let me have any friends over. They’re so protective that it’s driving me crazy. Happy birthday to me, I guess.

      A knock came at the door, and Mary’s head jolted up.

      “Mary, you in there?” Curtis called.

      “It’s open,” she said, tucking the diary under the sheets.

      Curtis walked in, red from the sun and sweaty. “You all right?”

      “Yeah. Why do you ask?”

      “The pest-control guys said you took off in a hurry. I told them to go easy on the wall. I don’t think we have to tear this place apart to flush a couple rodents out.”

      “I agree,” Mary said. She put on her best face with hope that Curtis would be satisfied and go back to whatever he was doing, but he persisted.

      “They said they found an old book. What’s with that?”

      Mary waved him off. “Oh, it’s nothing.”

      “Nothing?” he said, walking forward.

      “Well, we found a diary, but it’s nearly impossible to read,” Mary said.

      “Really? Wow,” Curtis said, waking to his dresser. He grabbed a pair of sunglasses. “You’ll never believe who stopped by.”

      “Who?” Mary asked.

      “Pastor Phil. He brought a welcome basket for us. Can you believe it?”

      “Wow, that’s nice,” she said.

      “I told him that you’d come down and say hello,” Curtis continued.

      Great, she thought.

      Curtis walked to the door, whistling, and told Mary to come down when she was ready. As he closed the door behind him, Mary pondered the arrival of their new guest. He seemed awfully interested in making their acquaintance. Maybe he was just a really nice guy. However, her instincts told her differently.

      She wondered if she should mention the diary to the pastor. He seemed familiar enough with the Bechdels, and she knew from the newspaper that he had been a pastor of their same church since before the family was slaughtered. There was something there, and the more time she spent in Redwood, the less she believed in coincidences.

      She walked down the hall to the stairwell, and below, saw the top of Pastor Phil’s white hair as he chatted with Curtis, his back turned toward her. He wasn’t wearing a suit this time but was dressed in a checkered short-sleeved button-down shirt and tan Dockers. He pivoted on his heels while laughing along with Curtis, and whatever Curtis was telling him. In his hands he still held a basket of fruit with plastic wrapping over it. The Redwood welcome wagon in the flesh.

      She slowly descended the stairs as Curtis looked up, causing Pastor Phil to turn and smile at her.

      “There she is,” Curtis said.

      Phil nodded as she reached the bottom, holding the basket out to her. “Good morning, Mrs. Malone. A pleasure to see you again.”

      “Hello,” she said, unsure how to address him. He hadn’t told her his last name, but he sure seemed to know theirs.

      “A welcoming gift from our church,” he said, thrusting the basket toward her.

      Mary smiled and took it with both hands. “You shouldn’t have,” she said, feeling the plastic crinkle in her hands. “That’s very thoughtful of your church. Thank you.”

      “When was the last time someone ever gave us a welcome basket?” Curtis asked with a laugh.

      Phil waved him off. “Ah. It’s nothing. We just like to make our neighbors feel at home.”

      Mary turned and set the basket on a nearby table at the foot of the staircase. She thanked him again, noticing his eyes wander around the grand foyer surrounding them, taking in the boxes, furniture, and work in progress.

      “Just a beautiful mansion,” he said.

      “Still have a ways to go,” Curtis said. His demeanor suddenly changed as he looked at his wristwatch. “Oh, and I gotta get back to work. Said I’d lend a hand. Sorry. Thanks again, Pastor.”

      They shook hands, and Curtis waved to Mary and hurried out the door. Phil looked at Mary while wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead with his handkerchief. There were several windows open and portable fans blowing throughout the house, but the outside heat was inescapable. “Air conditioner on the fritz?” he said with a smile.

      “It’s the air conditioner that never was,” Mary said with a sigh. “We should have a new unit here in a couple of days.”

      “One modern convenience at a time,” Phil said.

      “Indeed…”

      From the living room, Pete and Earl entered the foyer chatting and carrying a tool bag and two more cages. Their voices lowered as they tipped their hats to Mary and Phil.

      “The wall doesn’t look too bad, ma’am,” Pete said. “A little drywall, and you’ll never know we were in there.”

      “That’s fine,” she said as they walked by.

      “We’ll give your kitchen a good look,” Earl added.

      “Don’t forget about the attic,” Mary called out as they continued on.

      “Oh no,” Pete assured her, turning his head. “We’re saving the best for last.”

      Mary turned back to Pastor Phil, who stood patiently waiting with a polite smile. “Pest control,” she said.

      “Ah, I should have known,” he said.

      “Thank you again for the basket. It was very nice of you.”

      “My pleasure,” he said. “Your husband sounds pretty excited about the barbecue next Sunday. Can we count on your attendance?”

      Mary placed a finger against her lip and then pointed at him. “So that’s why you came out here.”

      Phil’s smile widened with a measured laugh. “You figured me out and uncovered my scheme.” He bowed his head like a royal subject. “Forgive me, madam.”

      “We’ll put it on our calendar,” Mary said.

      Phil looked up, pleased, as Mary leaned in closer, preparing to pursue her own agenda, which was filled with questions. “You’ve lived here for some time, haven’t you?”

      Phil’s smile straightened out as his blue eyes looked up in thought. “Well… darn near half my life has been spent in Redwood, yes.”

      Mary paused, trying to choose her next words wisely. “And did you know any former owners of this mansion?”

      “I did, actually,” he said. “Place has been vacant a long time, but I’ve known families who lived here at one time.”

      “Families?” Mary said. She didn’t know that anyone else had lived in the mansion, and this new information gave her another path to research. “So. You knew the Bechdels?”

      For the first time since she had met him, Pastor Phil’s face went completely blank. He seemed to have realized this, and quickly turned his expression into a smile. “Yes. The Bechdel family. A terrible tragedy back then. Worst thing to ever happen in our humble town.”

      Mary seized the moment and moved in closer, first glancing outside, where the hammering continued loudly. “Pastor Phil,” she said. “Is there something about this house we should know? I’ve heard things in the night, seen things I can’t ignore, and we’ve only been here a few days. Do we have anything to worry about?”

      

      Phil stared back at her, long and hard, in contemplation. He then took a step back, motioning toward the door. “To be honest with you, Mrs. Malone, it’s an old creaky mansion that needs a lot of work. I’ve seen families come and go, some of them even going broke, trying to make this place into something it was never meant to be.” He paused and scratched his chin, looking around. “In the end, I think you and your husband will be fine. I can see it in you.”

      Before she could say another word, Phil shuffled to the door, excusing himself. “It’s been a pleasure talking with you, Mrs. Malone. Have a wonderful day, and I hope to see you at the barbecue.”

      Mary stood still for a moment, surprised by his hasty exit. “Call me Mary,” she said as he neared the door.

      “Sure thing, Mary,” he said with a wave and a bright smile. She didn’t know what she had said that might have prompted him to leave so suddenly. Her question was one that any new homeowner might ask. One thing was clear; Pastor Phil was being evasive. After he closed the door, she walked toward the living room prepared to see what damage had been done to the wall at her behest.

      Was Pastor Phil right? Would they face a fate any different from the others who had tried to make a home there? The questions were mounting as Mary stood dazed with thoughts of a little girl who once lived within the same walls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sunday Barbecue

          

        

      

    

    
      The new air conditioner was up and running, much to the collective relief of Mary, Curtis, and the various work crews tasked with renovations. Painters, cleaners, pest control, and electricians had been busy throughout the week modernizing the old mansion, transforming its faded grimy, walls and dusty, spider-webbed interiors into something entirely different. Mary could hardly believe it herself. Their home was beginning to look downright livable and even elegant.

      The attic had been cleared out of resident rodents that for so long had made the space their own. The pipes running through the walls had been nearly repaired, the septic system replaced, and the electrical wiring brought up to standard.

      The downstairs study had been turned into her own art studio, where she could work in the sunlight from a large bay window. The room looked out onto their shaded backyard and its long, stone walkway that wound its way through the freshly cut grass and was lined with bushes trimmed to perfection. Her agent had lined up a new children’s book for her to illustrate. She had a three-week deadline and by mid-week she hadn’t even started.

      Mary was doing her best to adjust, even though normality had long since recused itself to a different time and place. Redwood seemed the perfect town to live in, their mansion, a dream come true, but it seemed there was something lurking beneath the surface, troubling and grim, that she couldn’t shake off.

      The week had rushed by, and by Sunday she couldn’t believe all the work that had been done on their home. Things were quieter, with fewer people parading through the house, and Mary knew that she and Curtis would soon be the only two people inside their vast dream home, living like royalty without the bank account or prestige to show for it.

      That morning, she had almost forgotten their Sunday engagement at the Redwood church. There had been no visitors to their house since Pastor Phil’s unexpected visit, and when she opened the drawer to the nightstand to get her cell phone, she was greeted once again by the sight of the child’s diary that had been captivating her attention the past week.

      Curtis was just coming out of the bathroom after a shower, when Mary quickly closed the drawer. She stood in a T-shirt and underwear as he greeted her with an optimistic smile on his face.

      “Morning,” she said back in a tired voice. She hadn’t been feeling that well for the past few days, chalking it up to exhaustion.

      “I got my first client today!” he said with excitement.

      “Really? Wow, that’s wonderful. Congratulations, honey,” she said.

      “Just called me this morning. Wants me to represent him in his custody battle with his ex.”

      “That’s so great,” Mary said, stretching.

      “And he’ll be at the barbecue too, so I can talk to him then.”

      “I’m so proud of you,” she said, walking away from the bed.

      She felt ecstatic for him even as her mind drifted to other thoughts. She had her reservations about Pastor Phil. He knew things, he had to, and he had taken an interest in her and Curtis in ways that she couldn’t exactly understand.

      Curtis went into the walk-in closet and then emerged in a pair of cargo shorts and polo shirt.

      “What do you think?” he asked. “Too casual?”

      “It’s fine,” she said, sitting back on the bed. Her straight blonde hair rested just above her shoulders, strands matted to her neck from deep sleep. She was clearly not in the mood for social activity, but she put on her best face for Curtis’s sake. Despite her efforts, however, he noticed something wrong.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, noticing her lack of enthusiasm.

      “Yes,” she answered quickly. “Nothing a big cup of coffee couldn’t cure.”

      “I’ll make you a cup in a minute,” he said, walking back into the closet.

      As he continued talking, her eyes shifted back to the nightstand where the young girl’s diary was hidden. Reading the diary, Mary began to feel closer to her each day. Her name was Julie. She was the youngest victim of the massacre. She seemed very bright and caring, an adorable child whose life was tragically cut short. Mary would have done anything just to talk to her.

      The week had been an exhausting blur, and in that time there hadn’t been any visions or anything out of the ordinary, and she hadn’t had much time for any research. Her publisher had called in need of a series of new illustrations. A routine was gradually forming, one that was pulling her away from the answers about the house she so desperately desired.

      “Service starts at ten thirty,” Curtis said, brushing his hair in the mirror. “We have a good hour. I can make us some breakfast too if you want.”

      “Coffee’s fine,” she said with a faint smile.

      Curtis looked at her with near suspicion as his own smile dropped. “You need to eat, Mary. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

      She looked down at the floor, embarrassed. “I’m fine,” she said. “I’ll save it for the barbecue.”

      “At least eat a bagel or something,” Curtis said.

      Mary rose from the bed, and headed toward the bathroom, her spirits lifting for a moment. “All right… You’re so pushy,” she said, closing the door.

      She went to the mirror and wiped her hand across its foggy surface, staring at her reflection. There were noticeable bags under her eyes, and her lips fixed in a downward slope.

      Strands of blonde hair curled up at her chin as she took note of her gaunt cheek bones. The more she looked at herself, the thinner her face grew, almost as though she were fading away.

      Mary backed away from the mirror, terrified, and then glanced back at her reflection. She was normal again. Gone were the bulging eyes seated in a skeletal face of almost visible bone. She panicked, wondering if what she had seen was just another vision brought on by her current surroundings or by something else, more sinister. She went to the shower, pulling her T-shirt off, and turned the nozzles on, evening out the hot and cold water. Nothing felt right. She didn’t feel right. Troubling anxiety flowed through her no matter what she did, and she always felt as though she was being watched.
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* * *

      They drove to the First Christ Church of Redwood on a bright, sunny morning, amid rolling green fields and lush forest. The town, was instantly comforting with its natural beauty and lack of anything resembling a major city. This was a place people moved in order to get away from it all, and it showed.

      Its old-fashioned, Victorian nature was endearing. A brochure Curtis had given to Mary earlier heralded Redwood as a “family community.” All of that was fine, but Mary wasn’t interested in all the good things about the town. She wanted to find out its secrets.

      Curtis was upbeat as always, handsome with his blue shirt, gray tie, and slicked-back dark hair. Gone was his five days’ growth of beard, his cheeks bare now. Wearing a neon coral summer dress and sandals, Mary felt better after a shower and coffee. Her hair was tied back into a ponytail, and she wore a light foundation on her fair face.

      They were a young couple, married only a few years, and she dreaded the questions she was sure to get while introducing themselves to the townspeople. They would probably ask why they moved into a mansion that could house a large family when they themselves had no children. She suppressed her anxiety as they drove to the church, hoping that she wasn’t being too paranoid. Curtis, however, easily saw through her silence.

      “Nervous?” he asked.

      “A little,” she replied, moving the passenger visor aside to block the glare of the sun.

      “Well, you shouldn’t be,” he said. “There are good people in this town. I can feel it.”

      Mary stared ahead, convinced that, for the most part, Curtis was probably right. If Pastor Phil seemed reserved in discussing the Bechdels, she assumed it would be the same with anyone else. Maybe it was just something people didn’t talk about. Lost in her thoughts, she felt Curtis’s hand touch hers and squeeze.

      She squeezed back and smiled, feeling more anxious as they neared the church ahead on the right. Its painted white exterior, modest size, and pointed steeple looked like something out of a storybook. The front parking lot was full, and a sign had been mounted in a square section of freshly cut grass. There was forest on both sides of the church, making it appear isolated.

      Mary looked at the dashboard clock. It was 10:35, and services had already begun. The onus was on her, however. She had been in a morning funk and took too long to get ready. Taking notice of the time himself, Curtis assured her again that they would be fine.

      “We’ll find a spot in the back,” he said. “No one will even see us come in.”

      Mary ran her hands down her face with a sigh. “I don’t even remember the last time we went to church. Remind me why we’re doing this again?”

      Curtis jokingly scoffed. “We’re trying to fit in. It’s that simple.” He slowed the car and turned into the parking lot as Mary’s heart raced. The church seemed inviting enough, and maybe it would be good for them. She knew that she needed to shake off her suspicions and embrace the small-town life before them. Something, however, kept holding her back.

      They parked in the far corner where Curtis had finally found a spot. They exited the SUV and walked hand in hand toward the church where they could hear the faint hum of an organ playing inside. A sloped concrete walkway with a railing running up the middle led to the double doors of the church, with two elegant door handles, one on each side.

      Curtis pulled the door open for Mary, revealing a red-carpeted lobby where an older woman was seated in one of two chairs separated by a highly polished table with a vase of fresh dahlias. The woman looked up and smiled at them, her white hair trimmed and her large glasses magnifying her pupils.

      Behind her was a window with vertical blinds open, revealing the backs of the congregation standing in the pews and holding hymnals and singing. Mary approached the woman first as she stood, holding out a leather-bound hymnal.

      “Welcome to the First Christ Church of Redwood,” she said with a smile and hushed tone. “My name is Barbara.”

      Mary took the hymnal and introduced herself as Curtis approached from behind. A font in the corner of the room gently bubbled. The surrounding white walls were adorned with paintings of saints, and a door to the side led to a darkened room identified as the Reading Room.

      Curtis shook Barbara’s hand and apologized for their tardiness. She waved him off and then told them that they could go inside once the hymn ended.

      “You recently moved here, yes?” she asked.

      “We sure did,” Curtis answered.

      Barbara looked them over and then asked if they were the couple who had purchased the old mansion on Weatherford Lane.

      “That’s us,” Curtis said.

      “Wow,” Barbara commented. “I didn’t think anyone was going to buy that old place.”

      Curtis was quick to respond. “Trust me. It’s taken us a lot of work.”

      Barbara turned to Mary with a smile. “I hope you’re planning to stick around for the barbecue. It’s our first one this year.”

      “We’re looking forward to it,” Mary said.

      The singing ended, and the congregants took their seats. Barbara turned to the door to their right, opening it for them. “Enjoy the service,” she said.

      Mary and Curtis thanked her as they walked inside, heads turning toward them as they searched for a place to sit. Mary went to the third pew from the rear, which had two empty spots right at the end. A stained-glass window filtered the bright rays of the sun, and Mary looked ahead as Pastor Phil approached a pulpit overlooking the crowd.

      Curtis smiled at an older couple seated next to them as he sat with Mary at the end. She sat there as the room went quiet and Pastor Phil, wearing a beige suit and blue tie, adjusted his thin rectangular glasses while looking down at his open Bible below. He looked up and seemed to make direct eye contact with Mary, causing her to look down.

      The seated patrons consisted of adults of all ages, with most, however, older and gray. Pastor Phil spoke with clarity and conviction, and Mary could tell he had been doing this for a while. He gave blessings for the peaceful Sunday morning and then read from the scriptures, discussing faith and sacrament.

      “It is our duty to love one another while adhering to the message of our Lord and Savior.” He paused, holding a finger in the air. “Let us never forget the sacrifice bestowed upon us in this world of sin. Let us come together under the banner of truth and love, which are natural elements of His plan.”

      As his sermon proceeded, Mary’s mind couldn’t help but wander. She thought of the diary back home and how she had neglected to do her research or study the materials she had checked out at the library. It had been an exhausting, busy week and she couldn’t blame herself entirely.

      She had time. The pieces were there. All she had to do was put them together. Pastor Phil continued, as his audience sat silent, seemingly captivated by his small-town charm and charisma. Mary could see that he was an experienced speaker, with a gravelly voice and careful, measured words, that streamed persuasively over the speakers in the ceiling.

      Mary looked around the room and at its stained-glass windows, wondering how long the church had been there. Ultimately, she just wanted the entire affair, the service and the barbecue, to be over with. They were newcomers to the town, and the thought of putting on a friendly face and making a good impression among strangers was nerve-racking.

      Perhaps she wasn’t completely out of her funk just yet. She noticed an elderly couple turn their heads in unison from three pews ahead and make eye contact with her. What had prompted them to turn around? They nodded as she smiled back. She turned to Curtis, who was trying his best to pay attention to Pastor Phil’s sermon.

      On the wall next to the organ was a small board with three hymn numbers listed on it. Pastor Phil took a step away from the pulpit, holding his hymnal in hand, and instructed the congregation to prepare to read from page one fifteen. The organist began playing as the people rose from their pews. Mary and Curtis stood up as well, sharing the hymnal and singing in barely audible voices. As the congregation broke out in a joyful chorus, it was clear that the newcomers were unfamiliar with the music.
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* * *

      When the Sunday service had ended, most of the congregation convened in the field behind the church, where picnic tables had been set up, and hot dogs and hamburgers were already smoking on a nearby grill. There were several families already seated, wearing their Sunday best. Children played together, running around with colorful streamers, as Mary and Curtis made their way outside, where close to a hundred people mingled together, talking and laughing.

      Mary walked toward the group, her hand on Curtis’s arm, feeling almost invisible to everyone. Pastor Phil was talking to a young couple under a canopy that offered much-needed shade from the sun, and waved at them to come over.

      As they approached, Curtis extended his arm to shake Pastor Phil’s hand.

      “So nice of you two to make it,” Phil said with a tight, firm grip. He shook Mary’s hand more lightly, while complimenting her dress.

      “Thank you,” she said. “We’re glad to be here.”

      Phil gestured toward the smoking grill smiling widely. “I hope you brought your appetites. Looks like we have more than enough food.”

      “That’s great,” Curtis said. “Excellent sermon by the way.”

      Phil seemed to take the compliment in stride. “Thank you so much,” he said. He then looked at Mary, half expecting additional praise, and then signaled to the couple standing next to him. “This is Lucille and Steven Hardwick. They moved here roughly six months ago.”

      The attractive couple turned to Mary and Curtis and shook their hands. The woman was short and petite with long red hair and freckles. Her husband was much taller and lanky, with curly blond locks. “Welcome to Redwood,” he said.

      “It’s a pleasure,” Curtis said. “I just love this town so far.” He looked at Mary as her tight-lipped smile began to wane. “We really struck gold with this find. That’s for sure.”

      “I heard you bought the old Bechdel mansion,” Steven said.

      “Yes,” Curtis responded. “We sure did!”

      Suddenly, the woman, Lucille, took Mary’s hands in hers and spoke. “I simply have to introduce you around. These are some of the nicest people I’ve ever met.”

      Mary nodded and then looked to Curtis. “Go meet some of the folks,” he said, clearly more interested in engaging the newly-introduced Steven Hardwick. “Enjoy yourselves.”

      Mary allowed Lucille to guide her toward a cluster of other women as the aroma from the grill made her stomach growl. She was getting hungry after all. They approached a group of five women in Sunday dresses, fanning themselves.

      “Ladies, this is Mary Malone,” Lucille said. “She just moved here from…” Lucille paused and turned to Mary. “Where is it that you’re from?”

      “Chicago,” Mary said to the group.

      The women nodded back with inviting smiles as Mary shook their hands. They were middle-aged, slightly older than she was, and distinctly reserved, like women out of the Victorian age. Their husbands, it seemed, were gathered around the grill behind them, in their own huddled conversations, full of cheer and laughter.

      The women introduced themselves as Trish, Ellen, Madison, Beatrice, and Allison. They each wore a fair amount of makeup, and all had sparkling, drop earrings that looked expensive. Two of the women looked nearly identical in both physical appearance and clothing. They both wore sun hats and large, designer sunglasses. Mary glanced at them, taking in their shoulder-length auburn hair, slender necks, and matching pearl necklaces. Ellen, the woman on the right, smiled

      “Yes, we’re twins,” she said. “But our matching wardrobes were not planned, I can assure you.”

      Her sister, Madison, tilted her head back, laughing and touching Mary’s hand. “Do you have any siblings?”

      “Yes,” Mary answered. “One brother and one sister.”

      Madison leaned in closer with a crooked smile. “So you can understand what it’s like. We’ve had this problem since we were children.” She paused, shrugging. “After a while, we just embraced it.”

      Mary was curious. “You mean to tell me that you dress alike without even realizing it?”

      Ellen stepped in. “It’s like looking in a mirror sometimes, I tell you.”

      Madison waved her away as the other women laughed. “Of course, I’m the more attractive one.”

      Mary smiled as the group continued laughing. A pack of small children ran past them, with their good clothes already looking disheveled. They were the same bunch she saw running with streamers only minutes before. They were all boys, elementary school-age, and that was when it dawned on Mary that she hadn’t seen a single young girl anywhere in the crowd.

      “Tell me, Mary. How are you and your husband settling in?”  the oldest of the women, Beatrice, asked. Her gray hair was permed, and she had pinned a rose brooch to the dark-blue blazer that she wore over her flowered dress. Her face was caked in bronze makeup, and dark mascara fringed her blue eyes. She had the brightest of bright-red lipsticks that Mary had ever seen any woman wear. Her eyes remained on Mary with intense, unblinking focus.

      “Just fine,” Mary replied. “It’s been a very busy week, and we’re just glad to get out and meet some of the townspeople.”

      “Tell me, my dear,” Beatrice said suddenly, “what are you and your husband going to do with all that space?”

      “It-It’s daunting, that’s for sure,” Mary said.

      “What made the two of you want to move into that old relic in the first place?” Beatrice asked, holding her hands out, chubby digits extended.

      “Beatrice, please,” Lucille said.

      The soft curls of Beatrice’s faux bob bounced as she waved Lucille off, leaning closer to Mary, as though she were addressing her in confidence. “You do know what happened there, don’t you?”

      “Beatrice! That’s enough,” Lucille warned.

      Beatrice paused and looked around at the disapproving faces surrounding her. “Sheesh. It was just a question.”

      “What do you know about the Bechdels?” Mary asked abruptly, addressing the group, then looking directly at each one. Nobody said anything, and an uncomfortable silence filled the air.

      “That’s not really appropriate church talk, if you don’t mind,” Lucille said in a polite but stern tone. She then took Mary by the wrist and began to lead her away from the group as the women waved.

      “Don’t mind Beatrice,” Lucille whispered. “What she lacks in simple tact she makes up for with some of the best peanut butter cookies this side of the state.”

      Mary turned back to glance at the women as she was guided through the crowd, faces growing blurry in their quick pace.

      “Here,” Lucille said. “I want to introduce you to some of the other ladies.” They reached a group sitting at a bench under another canopy, all older than the ones Mary had just been introduced to. They sipped from bottled water and nibbled at fruit plates of watermelon and strawberries resting on their knees.

      Their long, sleek dresses looked elegant but out of place to Mary. Their jewelry added to the impression of wealth and prestige: arms, necks, and fingers with heavy burdens of gold. Mary glanced down at her own arms realizing that she had forgotten to wear any jewelry at all. The small diamond on her wedding ring sparkled in the sunlight, the only thing she had to show for herself.

      A gray-haired woman, the only one who had not fashioned an orange tint over her perm, looked up at Mary as she approached. She and the others smiled as Lucille introduced her.

      “Mary, these lovely ladies run the local chapter of the Redwood Women’s Association.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” Mary said, shaking their hands one after the other. The name sounded generic, but Mary could tell just by their posture and demeanor that they fancied themselves power players in Redwood.

      Sylvia, the woman introduced as the president of the local chapter, looked up at Mary and spoke with a low, scratchy voice.

      “You and your husband are quite the word around town” she said, pulling out a cigarette from a silver case.

      “I suppose so,” Mary said. “I ran into Pastor Phil just the other week, and he seemed to already know our names.”

      Sylvia shrugged and lit her cigarette. Lucille turned to the stage and signaled Mary to follow her as Pastor Phil took the stage.

      Mary waved to the table of aging socialites as they waved back. A sizeable crowd had already gathered around the stage, plastic plates in hand, digging into their grilled lunch.

      “Welcome all. Thank you for being here,” he said. “Now, why you’d want to hear me speak again after an hour-long sermon is beyond me, but here we go.”

      The crowd laughed as Mary looked around, searching for Curtis. She caught a glimpse of him in the back near the grill, having joined a huddle of men deep in conversation. It looked as though he was making friends just fine. Lucille seemed nice enough, albeit a tad pushy.

      “I’m glad to see so many smiling faces here for our Redwood Annual Fall Kickoff Barbecue!” Pastor Phil continued, swinging an arm through the air as the crowd clapped and hollered.

      “I just love him,” Lucille said loudly into Mary’s ear. “Isn’t he just the best?”

      Mary nodded with a smile.

      “Now, we’ve got plenty of food and drinks for everyone. Games for you and your kids, or tables where you can just sit and take in the beautiful scenery that surrounds us. And before we hear from a special guest speaker, I want to welcome the newest additions to our lovely town, Curtis and Mary Malone! Everyone welcome them with a hearty applause.” He looked downward, arm outstretched to Mary, zeroing in on her from the crowd. “Stand tall, so we can all see you,” he urged. Mary felt her face flush. She looked around nervously with a wave as the crowd politely applauded.

      “Let’s show them how we treat each other here in Redwood,” Phil continued, “with love, kindness, and respect for one another. The way neighbors are supposed to.”

      The applause continued as Mary looked around for a way out. Phil  leaned into the microphone with bravado. “Now, I’d like to introduce a very special guest. Ladies and gentlemen, the mayor of our fair town, Mayor Taylor!”

      The crowd cheered as a tall silver-haired man in a suit climbed the steps and waved, smiling. The very sight of him was making Mary dizzier and the last thing she wanted was to have another episode in front of so many people.

      “I’m sorry. I need to find Curtis,” Mary said to Lucille as she worked her way out of the crowd. Lucille nodded, distracted by the mayor’s introductory words.

      “So nice to see all your lovely faces on this beautiful Sunday morning! It’s a true pleasure to be here,” he began.

      Mary snuck away as Lucille continued clapping, squeezing herself through the crowd and excusing herself along the way.

      She broke free and quickly moved to the grill, where Curtis handed her a plate with a hot dog on a bun, beans, and coleslaw.

      “Dig in,” he said, bobbing his head along with the music.

      She took the plate, thanking him. She felt flushed and a bit light-headed as the music continued on in the distance. Curtis must have noticed and asked if she was okay.

      “I’m sorry, I need to go home,” she said. She looked over his shoulder past him, and for a minute it seemed as though all heads were turned in their direction, staring at them. She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed them. Upon opening them, she saw no such thing. No one was watching them. All attention was on the stage.

      “You need to meet some of the guys first,” he said. “Bob’s around here somewhere. The realtor, remember?”

      “I remember,” she said. “Maybe some other time.”

      Curtis gently placed his hand on her shoulder as his smile faded. “What’s wrong, Mary?”

      “Nothing. I just… I’m not feeling well. I’m so sorry.”

      Concerned, Curtis crouched down and grabbed a cold water bottle from a cooler below, handing it to her. “Why don’t you take a seat, have some food, and relax a little.”

      She took a step forward, inches from his face. “Please. It’s the dizziness. It’s back.”

      Curtis paused, stunned. He then looked around with his hands out, in a gesture of helplessness. “Okay, okay. We’ll get you out of here.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said again, walking beside him as he gripped her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry about it. You don’t look well. Your face is losing color.”

      Curtis led the way at a quick pace, around the side of the church and to the parking lot as the music faded and the general cheer grew more distant. She felt instant relief upon entering the parking lot and couldn’t understand any of it, but something told her that the answers lay in the diary back home… somewhere.
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      Curtis was quiet but tender as they drove home, clearly perplexed. He rubbed her leg as Mary’s gaze remained fixed on the long stretch of encroaching forest on their way back to the mansion. Away from the heat and the crowd, she felt a little better as cool air blew on her face from the dashboard vent.

      “Feeling better?” Curtis asked.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said softly. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Enough of that, Mary,” he said. “We don’t want to take any chances. Just make sure you drink plenty of water, and we’ll get you home.”

      She felt too tired to talk, surprised and disappointed with herself in the process. Regardless of Curtis’s assurances, she knew that their hasty departure could very well be considered a rude gesture. They turned onto the concrete path leading to the mansion and bypassed the rusty automatic gate that had yet to be repaired.

      They pulled into the empty courtyard, free of work crews. It seemed as though they were going to have a quiet day after all, which was good enough for her. There was much research to be done, and she wanted to prove to Curtis that something was indeed wrong with the house and the town he had whisked them away to.

      With one glance toward the front door, Mary’s heart seized. Something bloody looking, a curious marking eight feet tall was painted down its surface.

      “Stop the car!” she said.

      Curtis hit the brakes fifty feet from the door as she flew forward, constrained by her seat belt.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Oh my God…” she said, cupping her mouth with both hands.

      Curtis followed her gaze, unsure of what to say. Painted down the middle of their double doors were two thick, red intersecting lines in the shape of an upside-down cross.

      

      A police cruiser with the Chief of Police and his deputy showed up about twenty minutes later. What looked like simple vandalism had a more ominous meaning to Mary. The driver, an older man, stepped out of the car and introduced himself as Chief Benjamin Riley. His partner, Deputy Alex Ramirez, extended his hand as well.

      Chief Riley was older than his young deputy by at least twenty years. He was tall and lanky with a gruff demeanor, and his silver hair and wrinkled, leathery face fulfilled a stereotypical notion of a small-town sheriff. He wore aviator sunglasses, a gray, short-sleeved uniform shirt, and dark slacks. At his side were a pistol holster and radio.

      Deputy Ramirez was shorter than the chief, with boyish good looks and a short crop of black hair. Mary remembered seeing both of them standing outside the police station the week before, and wondered if they alone made up the entire police force of Redwood.

      All business, Chief Riley held his clipboard as they stood at the end of the courtyard next to the steps leading to the vandalized door. Ramirez admitted that they both came not only to investigate but also to meet the new couple everyone was talking about.

      “I didn’t realize that we were such celebrities,” Mary said.

      “You certainly are in this town,” Ramirez said, flashing a smile.

      Angered, Curtis pointed to the red upside-down cross on their door. “I want to press charges against the punks. Not even here two weeks, and our home has already been vandalized.”

      “Anyone get inside?” the chief asked, scribbling onto his clipboard.

      “Not that I know of,” Curtis said. “I searched every room. No signs of any break-in.”

      “Whoever did this had to know that we would be gone,” Mary said.

      Deputy Ramirez glanced up at her with a raised brow. “What makes you say that?”

      Curtis suddenly cut in. “The point is, I want whoever did this charged with trespassing and vandalism!”

      Ramirez walked up the steps to take pictures of the door with his pocket-sized digital camera.

      “You might want to get that gate fixed outside first and foremost,” the chief said.

      “These weren’t kids,” Mary said.

      Their home had been marked with an inverted cross. There was nothing subtle about it. She wondered if it was yet another warning bestowed upon them by unseen forces.

      Curtis turned to her with his hands on his hips, shaking his head. “I don’t care. I want whoever did it to face charges.”

      “It’s a message,” she continued as Riley and Ramirez stood to the side, reluctant to offer their own take. She approached the door and ran her hand down the dry red paint on the hard wooden surface. “Either a warning, or something else.”

      Curtis walked up the steps and stopped near her, clearly not having it. “Mary, please. Someone is toying with us. Probably kids.”

      She glanced at him, unconvinced. “I wish that were the case. I really do.”

      Curtis went back to the two police officers with his hands out, and shrugged. “Shouldn’t be too hard to find the perpetrators, right Officers?”

      Deputy Ramirez nodded while scribbling into a pocket-sized notebook. “We can run a search on paint purchases at the hardware store.”

      “Good thinking, Deputy,” the chief added. They both seemed satisfied enough and turned to leave with an assurance that they’d try their best to find the vandals.

      Mary then spun around from the front door, calling after them urgently. “Chief Riley!”

      They both stopped, and Riley turned around. She hurried down the stairs, passing Curtis and approached the officers, hands folded together and a worried look across her face.

      “Yes, ma’am?” the chief asked, waiting.

      “How long have you lived here, if you don’t mind my asking?” she asked.

      Chief Riley looked up, thinking to himself. “Hm.” His head shifted back in her direction. “About fifteen years.”

      “How about you, Deputy?” she asked Ramirez.

      “My wife and I moved here about five years ago,” he answered.

      Mary turned, signaling toward the mansion. “I’m sure you’re both familiar with the history behind this place.”

      “Sure am,” the chief said, putting a piece of gum in his mouth. “But that was a long time ago.”

      “The Bechdel murders?” Ramirez asked.

      Chief Riley nodded.

      “The case was never solved to my knowledge,” Mary said. “This house is trying to tell us something. I can feel it.” She looked squarely at the chief, imploringly. “Is there anything we should know about this place? About this town?”

      Chief Riley cocked his head and scratched his face. “Well… All I can say, ma’am, is that there’s one cold case that’s just never seen the light of day. But from what I’ve seen we’re certain that nothing like that is going to happen in Redwood again.”

      “Pretty cryptic there, Chief,” Ramirez added.

      “I’m asking for your help,” Mary said, determined. “Is there something I should know?” She paused as his blank expression showed a clear unwillingness to elaborate. “This vandalism is just the latest in the strange occurrences we’ve experienced since moving in.”

      Deputy Riley flashed an understanding look. “I can tell you this, ma’am. You’re not the first family to raise concerns about this old place.”

      “Interesting…” Mary said

      “‘Bout ten years ago a family moved in here,” the chief said. “Weren’t here very long, from what I hear.”

      “See,” Mary said to Curtis. “I told you.”

      Curtis shrugged. “Yeah. Well. Maybe they couldn’t afford it.”

      “Wake up, Curtis,” Mary said.

      The chief and his deputy took a step back and motioned to the cruiser.

      “Wait. Please,” Mary said, reaching out to them. The chief stopped again with a near sigh. “Do you remember their names? The people who lived here?”

      The chief shook his head. “Sorry, ma’am. Don’t believe that I do.”

      Mary turned back to Curtis. “The realtor. Mr. Deckers. Maybe he has the records. An old mortgage or deed or something.”

      “The past is the past, Mary,” Curtis said, walking away. “I have work to do.”

      Mary approached the two officers, confiding in them. “I’m not trying to pry, Chief. I just want answers. Are my husband and I in any danger?”

      The chief thought to himself. “No ma’am. I don’t believe so. Like I said before, that was a long time ago—”

      “That’s what everyone keeps telling me,” she interjected, then paused for a moment before cautiously asking her next question. “Do either of you believe in the supernatural?”

      Chief Riley looked down with a sheepish grin as Deputy Ramirez nodded slightly. “My wife… She used to dabble in that stuff all the time,” the chief said. He suddenly switched to a more serious tone. “But you shouldn’t worry about it. There are no ghosts here. Just a nice, friendly town.” He smiled, exposing two rows of pearly-white teeth.

      “Have a good day, ma’am,” Ramirez said as they turned away and walked back to the cruiser. A police star was painted along the passenger side, with Redwood Police Department written in big letters. She thanked them for coming out and stood there as the chief started the car and drove off, leaving a faint trail of exhaust as she contemplated her next move.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mary woke up the next morning to find Curtis up and almost out the door in a pair of slacks and a dress shirt. They hadn’t said much to each other the rest of the day prior, and now he was leaving without even telling her. Something was up.

      “Where are you going?” she said, rubbing her eyes.

      He stopped at the door and turned with a faint smile.

      “It’s Monday,” he said. “Got to go to work.”

      Mary rose from the bed, tossing the covers to the side. “What are you talking about?”

      Curtis walked back to the bed with his sarcastic smirk. “I may not have an office, or an assistant, but I’ve got to start somewhere.” He strolled toward the bed and leaned against one of the end posts. “Don’t you agree?”

      Mary looked around, assessing the vastness of the space, just within their master bedroom alone. “Why not just open an office in one of the rooms? We’ve got plenty of them.”

      “I need to be out there,” he said, pointing out the window. “Out in the public. I plan to look into office space today.”

      Downstairs, they both had separate studies—Curtis with his oak desk, legal books, and computer, and Mary with her drawing table, tablet, and artwork hanging on the walls. Her office was her studio workspace, whereas Curtis worked outside the home, and with one car between them, she was pretty much stuck there throughout the day.

      “The electrician should be here later today to look at that bad wiring in the kitchen,” Curtis continued.

      “Okay,” Mary said, getting out of bed with a stretch. “Good luck today.” She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him. “I’m sorry again about yesterday.”

      “Stop apologizing. Please,” he said, hugging her back.

      “I’ll tell Pastor Phil what happened.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll talk to him soon,” Curtis said. He looked into her eyes and told her quietly, “I’ve been doing some thinking… Obviously I want all of this to work, but if you have real concerns about this house…” He then paused, shaking his head, and then said something so touching she wanted to cry. “If you’re uncomfortable here, we can always move somewhere else.”

      His willingness to compromise so completely came as a shock, and her mouth nearly dropped to the floor. “You’re serious?”

      “Of course I am. I moved us here, and if this doesn’t work out it falls completely on me.”

      “No…” she said. “I want to give this a chance.”

      “And I want to help,” he said, taking her hand. “I’m here for you. You know that, right?”

      “Of course I do,” she said.

      He then glanced at his watch and stood up to leave. She couldn’t believe he had nearly snuck out of the room while she was still sleeping. “I’ll call someone to repaint the door too.”

      Mary waved him off. “No, that’s all right. There’s some paint in the garage. I’ll take care of that today.”

      “If you’d like,” he said with a quick hug and kiss on her forehead. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “What time will you be home?” she asked.

      He went to the nightstand and grabbed his wallet. “Later this afternoon. I can’t believe I almost forgot this.” Distracted, he then turned to her. “We’ll work out this car situation too. No mass transit here, that’s for sure.”

      “We don’t have the money for another car,” she said.

      He stopped at the door, hand against the frame and spoke with reassuring calm. “We’ll figure something out. Love you.”

      “Love you too,” she said.

      He was out the door in a flash as she stood there in her gray Hanes T-shirt and underwear. Their heavy curtains blocked most of the sunlight, and the room was still somewhat dark. A glance at the alarm clock on the stand next to her bed said ten past nine. She had the entire mansion to herself and the entire day to do whatever she wanted. Though she knew the most important thing was to begin the illustrations for the next children’s book. And take care of the door.

      She slipped into a pair of sweat-pants and walked out of the room in her slippers. She felt like jogging that morning, needing a jumpstart. No such routine had been established yet at their new home. This was the first day she had been in the house alone, and the surreal strangeness of her quiet surroundings was undeniable.

      She walked down the empty hallway toward the staircase, past rooms still empty, with their doors halfway open. The house seemed peaceful and undisturbed, but as she descended the staircase, she heard a faint ticking noise.

      She could still hear the ticking downstairs, following it to the grand foyer where a vintage grandfather clock stood. Its oak exterior was elaborately carved in a leaf-cluster ornamentation. She stopped dead in her tracks. She could swear that she had never seen the clock before.

      Where did it come from?

      When did they put it there, and when?

      Am I losing my mind?

      Behind thick glass, a golden pendulum swung back and forth, weights hanging from two chains as the clock’s mechanics ticked inside. Two long clock hands were displayed over the clock face, indicating the time as eleven past nine.

      She stood in awe of the impossible idea of the great clock appearing out of nowhere, and was ready to retrieve her phone upstairs and call Curtis. She turned toward the stairs, when the clock suddenly chimed, loudly and abruptly, startling her. She grabbed the railing and flew up the stairs as the clock continued clanging, like a warning bell.

      She hurried down the hall and into her room where her cell phone rested on the TV stand, plugged in to a nearby outlet. From downstairs the clock went quiet just as suddenly as it had begun chiming. The silence that followed made the hairs on her arms stand up. She held her phone, listening. She swiped the screen and made the call. After three rings, Curtis answered on the car speaker phone.

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      “Hey,” she said. “Just a quick question. When did we get a grandfather clock?”

      “A what?” he asked.

      “A grandfather clock. You know the big antique clock in our foyer. Where on earth did it come from?”

      There was silence on the other end as she waited for a response.

      “Honey. I don’t know what to tell you. What clock are you talking about? We don’t own a grandfather clock.”

      “Of course we do,” she said with certainty as she made her way back down the hall and towards the stairs. “It’s in the foyer. I was standing right in front of it a moment ago.”

      “You got me,” Curtis said. “Maybe one of the movers…”

      “What?” she asked. “Placed it there by mistake?”

      “I don’t know, Mary. I’ll look at it when I get home. Makes no sense to me.”

      She went back down the stairs, prepared to describe every detail of the clock, but by the time she reached the bottom step, the clock was gone.

      “Impossible…” she said softly.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, detecting the fear in her tone. Her eyes darted around the room, trying to find the clock, as if it might have moved somewhere. After a stunned pause, she spoke. “Nothing. I-I’m sorry I bothered you. Have a good day.”

      “Okay, honey. You too.”

      She hung up and held the phone at her side, staring ahead. There was no way she could have imagined it. The clock was real. She had seen it with her own two eyes. She had heard it. Its loud tolling was unmistakable. She shuddered to think that it was a figment of her imagination.

      She hadn’t had any visions since last weekend, when she saw the figure of a man standing in a window on the second floor. She had begun to feel more comfortable, but the grandfather clock was bringing it all back. Perhaps the house only spoke to her when it wanted to. Perhaps she wasn’t in control of anything.

      “What do you want from me?” she said, her voice echoing through the halls.

      She waited patiently, hearing nothing, not even the slightest pin drop.

      “This is pointless,” she called out, looking around and pacing the foyer and living room. “We’re not moving. My husband wouldn’t agree to it, even if I asked him, despite what he told me earlier. So if you’re trying to scare us into leaving, it’s not going to work.” She paused and began a slow stroll to the kitchen, feeling defiant against whatever forces were at play.
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      When asking questions of the house, Mary didn’t know who she was supposed to be communicating with. She wasn’t a paranormal expert by any means. She knew, however, that she had a gift. A gift she had kept hidden away since childhood, and visions of things not of this world were a big part of it.

      The house, however, was stimulating her power, whether she wanted it to or not. There were so many signs and signals she was being urged to pursue, too many to ignore. She wanted to learn more about Julie and, at the least, figure out who may have killed her and her family.

      She could remember the sounds of the infant crying, the unseen man’s voice who spoke to her while she was in the bathroom. The inverted cross on the door was another strange sign, and then, that Monday morning, a grandfather clock she had never seen before.

      She walked through the dining room, past a modest, four-seater table, and approached the kitchen, feeling a strange sense of something lurking in the darkness. Fearless, she continued on, ready to face whatever the house had in store for her. She flipped the switch, and the fluorescent lights above flickered on. She stood just outside the kitchen, scanning its freshly painted walls, the hanging dish towels, the clean countertops. There was nobody there and nothing out of the ordinary beyond some dirty plates in the sink. They must have been left there by Curtis.

      She was up for the challenge and determined to unearth the truth behind the mansion’s gory history, using everything at her disposal. The books, the diary, and copied newspaper articles were all sitting on the desk in her office, and she was ready to dive in. All she needed first was a bagel and a cup of coffee.

      

      A few rooms down from the kitchen, Mary sat at the desk of her studio, a sketch pad and drawing pencils at her elbow. She sipped from her coffee mug and typed away on her laptop, responding to a deluge of work emails accumulated over the past few days. She had a deadline to finish the rough sketches to present to the publisher, and she hadn’t drawn a single thing.

      A stack of library books rested on the corner of her desk, just within reach. The diary was secured in her desk drawer, next to her Smith & Wesson .38 caliber pistol, a weapon she always kept nearby because of years of living in the city. Classical music played from her laptop as she went into full work mode. It made her feel good to be somewhat settled in and returning from a lengthy hiatus. Her cell phone was in view, with its screen reflecting the sunlight that beamed in the room from the open window behind her. She could feel a light breeze and heard the rustling of trees and the calls chirping of birds outside.

      With the clock episode behind her, she felt ready to begin her first sketches for the week. She needed to create the simple picture outline of a family at home wherein a five-year-old boy, Tommy, is being told by his mother at the dinner table to never talk to strangers. It was a simple-enough scene, and Mary swiveled her chair around to the easel behind her, taking her drawing pencil and beginning to sketch over a thin sheet of paper.

      Her drawing motions came naturally as she envisioned the family: the father, mother, daughter, and three boys. She sketched with quick, measured lines while entering a strange trance where her artwork took a life of its own.

      After several minutes of focused work, she opened her eyes and lowered her pencil, shocked by what she had drawn. There on the paper was a rough sketch of a family, but not the one she had intended to draw. The nicely dressed mother, father, and children lay on their backs, riddled with gunshot wounds and resting in thick pools of blood. She had drawn Xs over their eyes. Their mouths were agape in horror. She backed her chair away, stunned by the image, dropping the pencil to the ground.

      She pulled the top drawer open, and grabbed the small, crinkled diary hidden inside. She placed it on her desk, pushing her keyboard to the side, and stared down at its faded, leather exterior. She then opened a document on her computer, a typed transcript of the legible pages in the diary, which she had entered soon after finding it. She flipped the book open to a page in the middle, which she had marked.

      I don’t know what’s happening. I’m scared. I heard Mother and Father quietly discussing death threats. For weeks we’ve received dozens of unmarked letters in unrecognizable handwriting. They won’t even let me go into town anymore. Or to school. Or to the park. Or even in the woods behind our house. I have a private tutor now. Her name is Mrs. Dempsey. She’s fifty-two years old and very stern. I asked Mother last night who would want to hurt us. She told me not to worry about it. But I am worried about it. How can I not be?

      Mary flipped to the next page, reading.

      Mother fired Mrs. Dempsey today after an argument. What it was about, she wouldn’t tell me. This is the fifth person they’ve fired in the past week. Our gardener, butler, mechanic, and swim coach. All of them gone. Now I feel lonelier than ever.

      Mary paused, looking up. “Swim coach?” she said. Did the mansion once have a pool? There was nothing in the backyard but solid ground, with plenty of trees and underbrush. She looked back down and continued reading as the girl’s next words in anticipation.

      Pastor Phil visited the house tonight. He’s about the only person Mother talks to anymore. He too expressed concern for our safety but said that God would protect us as long as we had faith in Him and each other. My parents were never really religious people. Though lately, that’s all changed.

      Mary closed the diary and set it to the side and reached for the copied newspaper articles. She flipped through the copies, frantic, eyes darting along the lines of story. In several different articles, the history of the Bechdel mansion was recapped, picked up and repeated from previous generic content. The estate was at least a hundred years old and had been a part of the Bechdel family for generations.

      One article caught her interest by including a few new facts. She discovered that by the turn of the 20th Century, the Bechdel family tree had extended quite considerably, but by 1967, however, their bloodline had been completely wiped out.

      She placed the articles to the side and grabbed the library travelogue book. Her mind didn’t waver. She gave no notice of time passing or attention to her phone or how many emails piled in her inbox. She opened the first book, A Brief History of Redwood. It was a short book, maybe sixty pages long, and there were plenty of old photographs, which showed the progression from a backwoods settlement to a full-fledged town. She flipped through the pages, letting her instincts guide her as she came across a small newspaper clipping, stuck between two pages. She carefully took the clipping out and unfolded it, reading the headline with dread.

      Ukrainian Heir Flees Redwood Mansion after Series of Unexplained Events

      The article continued: “In the summer of June, 1992, the rural town of Redwood welcomed one of its most prestigious newcomers, wealthy business heir Boris Sokolov and his large family. Since moving to the town, Sokolov made several boastful promises to invest in Redwood, and help to create what he called a town for the modern age. But two weeks later, Sokolov, the self-proclaimed ‘savior of Redwood,’ fled his new home, the infamous Bechdel estate, without a word, taking his family back to Ukraine, where they were never seen or heard from again.”

      Mary stopped there and went back to the books, taking in each and everything she could about the town and its history. Her fingers stopped between the pages of another book, detailing Redwood municipal history and Dover County, which surrounded it. Inside, there was another newspaper clipping, folded as before.

      This time she found an article about the most recent family to have lived in the mansion, dating back only to 2006. The story said that the family had moved away after the father, Eugene Garland, a wealthy Manhattan land developer, died in his sleep, just three weeks after moving in. She continued reading the article, immersed in the details and mystery surrounding Garland’s death, when she felt a sudden and overwhelming fatigue. Her eyes became heavy beyond control and she began drifting away into a slumber that did not seem her own.

      A startling vision came over her, real and lifelike. She was in the downstairs ballroom of the mansion., fully furnished and crowded with people. There were servers in tuxedos holding trays with finger foods and champagne glasses and men and women in fancy suits and dresses as jazz music played from a nearby record player.

      As the vision continued, she ascended the winding staircase, watching the party from above as three masked men stormed into the house, brandishing rifles and shotguns and shouting at the dinner guests, terrifying and rounding them up into a tight and terrified cluster. Moments later, the party guests and everyone else was blasted away, riddled with bullets as gunfire tore them apart and sent clumps of flesh onto the polished wood floors in an orgy of blood.

      The vision then took Mary along the hallway and into the first bedroom on the right, a child’s room, the room of a young girl. Now Mary was seeing the mansion through someone else’s eyes, perhaps Julie. She came to a window overlooking the darkened courtyard just as a man began banging on her bedroom door. She climbed onto the window sill, closed her eyes in fear and forced herself to jump into the bushes and moist grass below, then getting up and running off in a panic, gasping for air, overcome with the joy of having escaped. She then ran into a man.

      Mary could see his face as he pointed the barrel of his rifle at her head: lean cheekbones, stubble, a scar on his left cheek, and a thick head of straight, reddish hair that grew down past his ears. A blast and a white flash of light, when suddenly Mary woke up.

      

      The grandfather clock jarred her out of her deep sleep, bells tolling in sync, and woke her to a darkened office. Her head rose up from the desk, with a newspaper clipping stuck to her cheek. She felt an uncomfortable crick in her neck and, for a moment, didn’t know where she was.

      She spun her chair around, gasping. The passage of time was unreal. She backed up and stared at her desk, long and hard. Books were strewn open all along its surface, with newspaper articles lying everywhere.

      Her blank laptop screen had long gone into sleep mode. She looked at her cell phone and saw that it was a little after 8:00 p.m. “Impossible…” She had found herself saying that word a lot as of late.

      She turned back around, looking out the window into the dark sky and listening to the distant chirping of crickets coming from the blackened forest. Fear crept into her heart when she realized that she had read every book and every copied article on the desk. If only she could remember half of what she had apparently read.

      She swiped her phone screen and saw some missed calls from her mother, her agent, and from Curtis. She called him first, but his number went straight to voice mail. She still found herself in a state of disbelief.

      “Just checking in with you. I’d thought you’d be home now. Call me back,” she said into the phone.

      She hung up, curious as to his whereabouts, and then rose from her chair, legs stiff and sore. The empty plate on her desk with the crumbs of an eaten bagel, along with her growling stomach, indicated as much. She walked past the desk and out of the room toward the kitchen to make some dinner.

      She turned on the hall light and thoughts of the grandfather clock rushed back. She flipped the kitchen lights on, carrying her empty plate to the sink, when the fluorescent lights above flickered and then went out completely. She stood in the darkness, astonished and frustrated, but grateful for a faint glow from the single light above the sink that stayed on.

      She placed her plate into the sink and turned around, looking into the darkness. After a few steps, she felt something slick and slippery on the tile floor below her slippers. She looked down and saw red streaks on the floor. She took another careful step forward and heard a distant moan that caused the hairs to stand up on the back of her neck.

      Just past the counter, she saw a figure slowly moving across the floor. She gasped and covered her mouth, trembling. A few feet ahead of her crawled a man on his stomach, with a large hole blasted in his back. His black suit was tattered, torn, and soaked with blood. His organs were hanging out, his intestines dragging behind him on the floor. She could only see the back of his head as he pulled one arm in front of the other with feeble, shaking movements.

      She reached for her cell phone, frightened as the man slowly crawled toward her, moaning in agony. Her legs had locked into place, paralyzed with fear. Her cell phone fell from her hand and smacked onto the floor, landing in a puddle of blood.

      She crouched down to grab her blood-soaked phone, but it slipped out of her hand and slid across the tile, just out of reach. Then, as if an earthquake had shaken the ground and everything on it, the kitchen came alive with one explosive and sweeping gust of wind that forced every cabinet open a loud, deafening burst. Mary reeled to the slippery ground in terror.

      Plates crashed and shattered into pieces. Pots flew into the wall. The refrigerator flew open, sending its contents smashing onto the ground. A dizzying white flash followed, as Mary tried to stand, trying to resist an unseen force pushing her down. Her forehead smacked against the tile, and she felt blood trickling down her face.

      She screamed and struggled again to get up as the disorienting cacophony of pots, pans, plates, and glasses crashed all around her. After one final heave, she made it to her feet and vaulted out of the kitchen, slipping on blood and staggering down the hall, not looking back.

      Her screams echoed through the house as she stormed down the hall past rooms where doors slammed shut like sideways guillotines hoping to snare her in. By the time she made it to the staircase, she was greeted with the sight of the grandfather clock across the room, chiming louder than ever with blood bubbling, top to bottom. Both chairs suddenly flew toward her like guided missiles.

      She jumped out of the way and slid across the hardwood floor as as furniture crashed into the wall in a splintering bang. She looked up to see the chandelier swaying wildly, with bulbs wildly flashing. Doors slammed shut in unison all around her. Moaning continued. A barrage of cockroaches  infested the walls around her. Hanging pictures crashed to the ground. In the distance, the kitchen table flew across the dining room and pummeled into the wall.

      Mary slipped and fell to her knees, feeling trapped and pinned to the ground. Thick blood spewed from the grandfather clock like a geyser, soaking the ceiling in its red flow and dripping back onto the floor.

      “What do you want?” she screamed.

      A loud bang suddenly came against the front door, startling her further. Her head whipped around, and she stared at the exit and tried to build up the nerve to run. Was this it for her? Had the house finally come alive to take her away?

      As she crouched down with her palms flat against the floor, sweat ran down her forehead, creating a puddle below. She looked up to see a blinding white light at the end of the staircase. Within that light, she saw the shape of a young girl. Her face was hollow and pale, with her cheeks sunken in and black pupils within her mist-like form, barefoot and dressed in a nightgown. Mary recognized her from the pictures in the paper. It was Julie.

      “Don’t be afraid,” she said, her voice a distant echo. “I’ve made them stop. You have to help us.”

      Mary pushed herself up from the ground with her heart racing. “Julie? Julie, is it really you?”

      Julie’s form flickered like the dying flame on a candle. “There is a darkness in this town. You have to stop it for us to be at rest.”

      “Tell me what I have to do,” Mary said as moans persisted throughout the house, sending a shiver down her spine.

      “Our killers,” Julie said. “They must be brought to justice.”

      Mary looked around the grand foyer in shock at the tumbled-over furniture and broken glass covering the floor. “Why are you destroying our home?”

      “The others are angry and vengeful, but don’t worry about them,” she said in a distant, haunting voice. “You’re our only hope.”

      “Who killed your family?” Mary asked.

      “They wore masks,” Julie said. “That is all I know. One man had a scar on the left cheek. That was my last memory before crossing over.”

      Mary approached Julie’s fading image with tears in her eyes. “I don’t know what to do. I’m trying, but I can’t do it on my own.”

      “You won’t have to,” Julie said.

      “Julie, I’m so sorry,” Mary said as Julie wavered above the staircase, a transparent shape of light of eternal unrest.

      “You can help, Mary. I believe in you. Your daughter’s fate is also tied to this house.”

      “Daughter?” Mary asked. “What are you talking about?”

      Julie quickly turned to look behind her and then nervously whipped her head around to face Mary. “That is all I can say…” She then vanished in a blink of an eye as Mary called to her again.

      “Julie?” Mary cried out. “Julie!” But she was gone. With Julie’s disappearance, an unseen force threw Mary flat on her stomach as her own body weight tripled and pushed her to the ground. Another flash of white, and she felt a sharp pain in her jaw from smacking against the floor. The other spirits returned with a vengeance, and they weren’t going to let her go anywhere. She had to muster enough energy to escape before they drained her of all essence, leaving her a hollow vessel and doomed to join them on the other side.
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      Monday October 17, 2016

      Redwood, Indiana

      

      The pounding on the door continued. The house shook at its very foundation, like the aftershock of an earthquake. Mary wasn’t sure if she’d make it out alive, but with one fresh gasp of air, she flew forward onto her feet and hurtled toward the front door. A grandfather clock tipped over and crashed in front of the door, blocking her and pouring human organs and limbs from its top across the foyer.

      Mary jumped over the clock without a second glance and smacked hard against the front door as the pounding continued. Her knees and back ached. Her frequent dizziness returned to her with full force, making it nearly impossible to clutch the door handle and push it open. She rose up as heat engulfed her as if from an unseen fire. Her hands went to the door handle and yanked it open as moonlight hit her face. She ran outside, screaming for help, and then collided into a man standing at the base of her steps.

      “Hey, there! Listen to me. Calm down…” he said.

      She twisted about, but couldn’t shake the man’s grip. “Let me go!” she said repeatedly.

      “Mary, please listen to me,” the man pleaded.

      Mary looked up trembling and saw Pastor Phil’s face watching her with concern. She didn’t know what to say.

      “Goodness, Mary. What happened?” he asked, releasing her.

      Too stunned to respond, she slowly walked toward the front door looked and inside the house. There was no grandfather clock, no blood, and no body parts scattered across the hardwood floor. Was it all in my head? she thought with growing doubt in her sanity.

      “The house…” she began. “It… it came alive. Julie spoke to me!”

      The spirit of Julie Bechdel, the youngest Bechdel child, murdered forty years prior, had reached out to Mary as the house went amok. Her deceased family wanted Mary’s help, Julie had said. Their killers were still out there, and they needed to be brought to justice.

      Pastor Phil took a step back and shook his head. “The secrets of the Bechdel mansion must stay buried for Redwood to survive,” Phil said. “That’s just the way it is. That’s the way it’s always been.”

      “I don’t understand,” Mary said, exhausted and shaken. “What secrets?” She suddenly looked up at him with suspicion. “And what are you doing here?”

      “Forgive me, Mary,” he answered. “I came here to talk—to help, actually.”

      She closed the front door, turned, and then approached Phil. “I-I don’t know what to make of it. The house… it came alive.” She paused and hung her head down, staring at the concrete. “I saw Julie. She… she appeared to me.” She paused again and looked up at Phil. “I’m not crazy.”

      Phil stepped forward and placed a sympathetic hand on her shoulder. “Of course you’re not, Mary. You have a gift. I know that they’re in there. They’ve always been in there, but I cannot see them.”

      Mary turned away, still shaken, and entered the courtyard where she began to pace around. “Why me?” she asked. “I don’t know what any of it means.”

      “It is proof of life after death,” he said. “A secret of the afterlife that must stay within these walls. Human beings cannot comprehend the powers beyond our existence. Sometimes, however, there are some, like you, who can catch a glimpse of it.”

      Mary hung her arms down at her sides, staring Pastor Phil down. “So you’ve known that this mansion has been haunted the entire time? Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “I can only get so involved,” he said. “This house does not take well to outsiders, or men of the faith, like myself. The dead resent the living. Those restless souls in there want their eternal connection with God, but they’re being denied.”

      “A warning would have been nice. An anonymous tip. Anything!” Mary said.

      “I tried to deliver you and Curtis a warning,” Phil said, confusing Mary even more. “The Bechdel family bloodline has been cursed for generations. Part of that curse has kept the spirits of their deceased in constant turmoil. Releasing those spirits is and always has been an eternal struggle between good and evil. Matter and spirit.”

      Mary shook her head, not wholly prepared for a sermon just yet. “I want to help Julie, I really do, but we can’t live here any longer.”

      “There is no escape,” Phil said. “Rarely has anyone ever been able to do so.”

      Mary laughed in disbelief, wiping her eyes. “They can try me.” She walked forward, prepared to blow past Phil, but failed, as he put his hands up and urged her to remain.

      “Listen to me. I’ll do my best to explain what I know, what I’ve pieced together all these years about this house and this town.” He paused with a deep breath as Mary slowed her charge. Phil suddenly stood aside and beckoned her with an outstretched arm. “Please. Walk with me.”

      He walked through the courtyard, and Mary reluctantly followed. “I suppose you’re wondering about the inverted cross painted on your door. Jerry Hadley, the church landscaper, did that at my behest.”

      Mary stopped in her tracks, stunned. “That was your warning?”

      “The spirits have to be contained. I’ve experimented with other measures before, and the red mark of Saint Peter seems to have been the most effective.”

      “But you said they would follow me wherever I go,” Mary said.

      “Yes,” he said. “A part of this house will always be with you now.”

      Frustrated, she could barely wrap her head around half of what he was saying. “How do you know so much about this? What’s your involvement?”

      Pastor Phil explained that unseen forces had been searching for a “chosen one” for some time.

      “I knew the Bechdels well. They were an eccentric bunch. Julie, however, was as sweet as can be. She volunteered at the church and always had a smile on her face.  What happened to that poor girl was an appalling act. A young girl’s life, cut short for nothing.” He continued walking as they neared the empty fountain in the middle of the courtyard. “Her brothers were nice young men. I liked them all.” His voice suddenly took a somber tone. “But there is something here, and I’m close, myself, to figuring it out.”

      Mary studied Pastor Phil under the glow of moonlight—a sharp contrast to the chaos she had escaped from inside.

      “Julie mentioned my daughter,” Mary said. “I…” Her voice dropped, and she looked on the verge of tears. “But I don’t have one.”

      Phil turned to her with an understanding nod. His white hair was the most visible part of him under the night sky. “These spirits can sense and see things about yourself that you may not know. It could be a sign of things to come in the future.”

      “How could they possibly know that?” she asked in disbelief. “I’m not pregnant!” She then steadily recalled an evening of the week prior. She and Curtis had made love after an evening of celebrating a new chapter in their lives.

      Phil looked prepared to elaborate, when suddenly headlights emerged from the long driveway leading from the gate. His car was nowhere to be seen. He pulled a piece of a paper from his jacket pocket and handed it to Mary.

      “Here,” he said. “Meet me at this address tomorrow afternoon, and I’ll explain everything the best I can.” He then leaned in closer, speaking with a stern tone. “You can’t tell anyone anything about what happened tonight. Not even your husband.”

      “But I have to,” she began.

      “No,” he said, raising his hand. “Not yet. Trust me.” He rushed off into the nearby woods just as the headlamps of their Ford Expedition bathed her in light. Mary stood there with little understanding of everything that had just happened. She had no idea where Curtis had been all evening or why he was coming home so late. How would she even begin to explain the condition of the house?

      Their SUV skidded to a halt ten feet away from her. She felt her body clenching up. Pastor Phil had sworn her to secrecy, while implying the existence of a daughter in the near future. His comments resonated with her, and without warning, images from the past few months flashed through her mind like pictures in a photo album.
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      The Redwood Massacre: Ten Years Later

      By Stephen Collins, Staff Writer, Dover Press

      June 25, 1985

      

      The vacant Bechdel Mansion has been a site of fascination for crime buffs and journalists for years now. Ten years ago, the affluent family who resided within the rural outskirts of Redwood, Indiana, were brutally murdered along with nine guests in their home one evening during a dinner party.

      Also in attendance were the Drakes, another wealthy family, who were celebrating the engagement of their promising daughter, Katelyn, to the eldest Bechdel son, Travis. It was a time of good cheer and new beginnings, a proud moment for both George and Anabelle Bechdel and Victor and Holly Drake. TThe bond between the families had only strengthened their mutual land-development enterprises, and George Bechdel was also running for mayor of Redwood—his first foray into politics. The future looked bright for the two families and all of their respective endeavors.

      Their bright futures, however, ended abruptly that evening when unidentified gunmen stormed into the home, assembled the guests together, and reportedly held them at gunpoint, judging from the way the bodies were gathered in the downstairs grand foyer. What must have seemed like a routine hold-up soon evolved into something more as each and every guest was gunned down and killed, turning the elegant ballroom into the scene of a sickening bloodbath.

      Perhaps most shocking of all was the murder of the young Julie Bechdel. The eleven-year-old honor-roll student wasn’t spared among the victims. The unspeakable and horrific murder of a defenseless child further propelled the infamy of the crime and brutality of the killers to a horrified public.

      True evil had come through Redwood, and no one seemed to understand why. The mansion had been ransacked, a few items were stolen, but to this day, no clear motive has been established. The unsolved nature of the case has led to the public’s continuing interest in this dark saga. Many have found it unconscionable that such a crime would appear to be without motive or resolution.

      A lengthy investigation yielded no suspects, and the case went cold one year after. The FBI was even involved at one point but were unable to produce enough evidence to convict a single suspect. Afterward, public speculation grew, and conspiracy theories raged like wildfire. One theory was that the murders were an ordered hit by business competitors of both families. Another theory stated that the murders were carried out by escaped convicts from out of town, following a break from the Hartfield Correctional Institute, twenty miles outside of Redwood. Those convicts were eventually captured, but there was no evidence to place them at the scene of the crime, not as if the county didn’t try.

      The sheer audaciousness of the Bechdel massacre was made all the more startling when law enforcement and investigative agencies came up empty. The questions were asked repeatedly:

      How could a case of this magnitude go unsolved?

      How could the murder of two prestigious families go cold?

      The massacre, some said, exposed sinister forces at work in an otherwise idyllic and harmonious small town. Many claimed that the town would never be the same. Ten years later, there is still a sense of loss within the community, a loss that endures long after the fading of the town-square memorial and the flowers posted at the gates of the Bechdel estate. Many residents believe that the dark cloud present on that tragic evening still persists in some places, notably in the estate itself. Redwood officials have implemented strict protocols to prevent travelers fascinated with the case from trespassing or squatting around the premises.

      For now, the vacant mansion remains tied up in probate litigation as the bank, which owns a substantial share of the property, decides what to do with it. The passage of ten years has not made the property any more attractive to prospective buyers, since memories are long. Most recently, the mayor of Redwood, Frederick Taylor, proposed that the town acquire the property as a tribute to “two of Redwood’s finest families.”

      The ten-year anniversary of the Bechdel massacre has brought travelers from all over the country, taking pictures of the ghostlike mansion covered in winding vines from top to bottom and shielded by bare, leafless trees on cool autumn days. Beyond the gates stands the once-glamorous home of a prosperous family, now a former shell of itself.

      Its grand, yet dilapidated, appearance is what ghost stories are made of, and tucked away as it is, the mansion almost seems as though it is trying to spare onlookers its sad and haunting sight. No Trespassing signs are affixed to the fences, and small pieces of faded police tape still cling to the bars of the rusted gate. Will another family purchase and renovate the home one day, eliminating all vestiges of mayhem from its grimy walls? Or will the mansion stand as a relic of enduring folklore? Only time will tell.
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      Curtis and Mary Malone moved from Chicago and purchased the Bechdel mansion for next to nothing in a town called Redwood, Indiana. From the initial renovation, Mary had sensed that something was off about the house. She saw things. Heard things. But she had always had a sixth sense, a power in seeing things in a way that she had never quite understood.

      She soon learned of the unsolved murders forty years before and was intrigued but also incredibly disturbed. How could they live in a place with such a history? But the ink was already dry and the Bechdel estate was theirs.

      From their first week there, strange noises and troubling visions began to disturb their quietude. The occurrences were random and subtle. A noise here. A flash there. But on the third Monday of October, with Mary home alone, the house erupted in a cacophony of rage that sent her reeling from a menacing presence.

      

      September 12, 2016

      Chicago, Illinois

      

      A month and a half before Mary faced definitive proof of the supernatural, she had awakened in her hospital bed with a deep feeling of dread. It wasn’t the miscarriage, it was something else. From the second-story window, she could hear ambulances wailing into the night air. She could see the Chicago skyline, buildings symmetrically aligned and lit up like a million Christmas trees. She looked away as rain began to trickle across the window.

      She was the only patient in the small, dimly lit room. A needle was lodged in her wrist, leading to a nearby IV bag. here was a band on her other wrist with a thin cable attached to a pulse monitor.  Despite her recovery, inside, she felt completely devastated.

      She looked to the empty chair at the side of her bed, where Curtis had been sitting, and wondered where he had gone. Feeling cold, she slid her right hand underneath her hospital gown and across her stomach, where she could feel the outline of stitches under the thick gauze wrapped around her. Like a bad dream it all started to come back. She wanted to cry but could barely find the energy. She didn’t understand why things had turned out the way that they had. What did she do wrong? She wanted to make sense of things, but after the miscarriage, nothing much seemed to matter anymore.

      The door opened slowly as Curtis walked inside with a coffee in one hand and his briefcase in the other. His button-down dress shirt was untucked, his sleeves rolled up, and his tie missing. His dark, disheveled hair and thick five o’clock shadow made it look as if he hadn’t slept in days.

      Mary sat up in her bed, her blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, her tired face free of makeup. She could barely find the will to eat, and Curtis had expressed concern about her thinness. At thirty-three, she had hoped to be reaching a new milestone, to be a mother, but fate had taken that dream away. he and Curtis had been married for two wonderful year, but she as she lay in bed, she had never felt so hopeless.

      Curtis’s gloomy face brightened as he saw that she was awake. She tried her best to smile back, but it all felt so fake.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Okay,” she said. “Think my appetite is coming back.”

      He took a seat in the chair next to her and leaned closer. “That’s great to hear,” he said.

      “I’m sorry that you have to spend all this time away from the office,” she said, pointing to his briefcase.

      “Mary, please,” he said. He then took her left hand in his, squeezing. “I told you not to worry about that. My place is here with you now.” Curtis looked around the room, hesitant. “But I do want to show you something when you get better.”

      Mary nodded. “I’m getting there. Show me now.”

      His smile widened. That was clearly what he wanted her to say, and he was prepared.  He set his briefcase on his lap and clicked it open, slowly reaching inside and sliding out a thick manila folder. From the folder, he pulled a sheet of paper and handed it to Mary. She took the paper without a clue of what he was getting at. Her eyes scanned the page. It was a color printout from a realtor’s website, displaying a massively sized Victorian mansion.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “I’ve been doing some thinking, Mary, and I think it’s time for a change.” He looked at her with earnest conviction. “That house is our refuge from all of this.”

      Her eyes scanned the house exterior, under which details were printed in bold caps: FIVE THOUSAND SQUARE FOOT, FIFTEEN-ROOM, FOUR-BATHROOM HOME with COURTYARD, FOUNTAIN, FOUR-CAR GARAGE, on TEN ACRES of BEAUTIFUL WILDERNESS.

      She held the paper up, noticing the price at the top in large, bold numbers.

      “Fifty thousand dollars? For what?”

      “For the entire property,” Curtis said, his face beaming with excitement. “Just think about it. A new life in a small town, just the two of us starting over again.”

      Mary handed the paper back and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know, Curtis. Seems like a pretty big step. What would we do with all that space?”

      “Whatever we wanted,” he answered.

      “That can’t be the real price,” she said in a groggy voice.

      “I talked with Lazaro Keely,” Curtis said. “A buddy of mine in real estate. He got the lead on the place, and put me in touch with this guy, Bob Deckers, out there in Redwood. He told me all about it.” Curtis paused and sat down at direct level with Mary. “The town… you really have to see this place.”

      Mary felt her eyelids growing heavy. “Can we talk about this later?”

      Curtis stood back up, concerned. “Sure thing, honey. Whenever you want. I just ask that you consider it.” He closed his briefcase and then sighed. Mary noticed the despondent look on his face and asked him what was wrong.

      “Nothing,” he said. “I’ll tell you later. Let’s just worry about you right now.”

      “Curtis,” she said. “I can see it in your eyes. Talk to me.”

      He shifted in his chair, clearly uncomfortable with delving into the matter any further. But he couldn’t hold himself back, and blurted: “I’m out at Jacobs and Maine. Let go. Staff cuts, they called it.”

      Mary’s face sank. “But I thought they were going to make you a partner. You’ve been there three years.”

      Curtis shrugged and took a sip of coffee. “They lied.” He then leaned forward and took her hand again. “I don’t need them. I can start my own practice. I just need your support.”

      “Of course.” Mary nodded with a smile as he caressed her hand. “You’re a great lawyer. They have no right—”

      “We’re going to be fine,” he said, leaning back. “Don’t worry.”

      The door opened, and their doctor walked in, a tall, balding man in a long white coat and black slacks. He looked up at them from his thick, square-framed glasses, clipboard in hand.

      “Oh good, you’re up, Mrs. Malone. I just came by to check on you.”

      Curtis turned to the doctor with a newly-formed smile and an extended hand. “Dr. Conley. So nice to see you.”

      The doctor stepped closer to the bed and shook Curtis’s hand. “And how are we doing?” he asked, looking down at Mary.

      “A little better,” she said. There was some relief that he came in when he did, interrupting in a way, but she felt that things were far from over with Curtis.

      Dr. Conley flipped through his clipboard, running his finger along the chart. “Your vitals and everything else look good. Your status definitely appears to be improving.”

      “That’s great,” Curtis said.

      The doctor’s smile slowly morphed into a more solemn expression as his tone turned serious. “I am sorry about your loss. You’ve shown amazing resilience so far. I truly wish both of you the best.”

      “Thanks, Doctor,” Curtis said with a pat on the shoulder of his white coat.

      Mary began to drift back to sleep as the doctor’s words faded. The mansion entered her thoughts, the picture of it as familiar to her as her childhood school-yard. There was something about the place that intrigued her, though she had no inclination of actually moving there.

      

      September 15, 2016

      Chicago, Illinois

      

      A few days after being discharged from the hospital, Mary returned to their apartment only to find it ransacked, pilfered, and violated to a shocking degree. She couldn’t understand it. Their quaint apartment had been broken into. Tables had been flipped, drawers thrown out, their contents scattered across the floor. Their television, among other electronics, was missing. It was hard to tell what else had been taken with the rooms trashed the way they were. Their home was in ruins.

      Curtis pulled out his cell phone. “Wait here while I check the bedrooms,” he said. His eyes were steely and focused.

      Mary scanned the living room and adjacent kitchen from the foyer. Papers were everywhere. Drawers and shelves were emptied and raided. The front door was intact without damage. The intruders must have gotten in through somewhere else.

      Curtis spoke with urgency as he walked through the hallway and in and out of the rooms. “Hello, nine-one-one? I’d like to report a break-in.”

      Their three-bedroom apartment was on the first floor, but they lived in a decent neighborhood, and their complex had good security. Though, at that moment, none of those assurances seemed to be true.

      As Curtis’s voice drifted down the hall, Mary clutched her chest, worrying about what might have been stolen. She had everything important on her computer and hoped that it was still there. Anything and everything, personal and work-related, could be gone. She walked around the mess in their living room, sickened with anxiety.

      There were holes in the walls and broken glass everywhere, adding to her fears. She neared her office, fearful of what had been stolen.

      Curtis stepped out of their bedroom, phone against his ear. “No, sir. I don’t believe they’re here, but they really did a number on our home. Please send someone as soon as you can.”

      She entered her office and sighed with relief, finding her desk intact and her drawing tablet and computer still there. Several items from a nearby bookcase had been tossed on the ground, but nothing appeared to be missing. She felt a light breeze and looked to the open window behind her desk where the burglar must have entered. The glass was smashed out and lying in shards on the carpet below, sending a chill down her spine. A thin white curtain swayed in the breeze on both sides of the window.

      Mary met Curtis in their bedroom as he paced the room talking with the insurance company, ready to file a claim. The queen-sized mattress had been flipped. Their dresser drawers were lying on the floor, contents scattered. Clothes were everywhere. The television was gone. A few holes had been punched into the wall, the same as in the other rooms.

      She stood in the middle of the room, devastated. Their apartment was in shambles, Curtis had been laid off, and most troubling of all, their newly purchased infant crib, fresh out of the box, was lying in pieces in the corner—a horrible reminder of the worst of their recent losses.

      

      October 8, 2016

      

      Nearly a month later, Mary sat on the living-room couch of their apartment, staring at the pile of packed boxes before her. She couldn’t believe that it had come to this. They were actually moving. Chicago had been their home for years. But now everything had changed. They had often discussed moving to a small town where they could raise a family, but never in circumstances like this.

      They had purchased the property in Redwood with their remaining savings. Curtis had convinced Mary, after all, that Redwood would offer hopes of turning their lives around. But there were things about the oddly inexpensive mansion that bothered her. Things she could not look past.

      She could picture its vacant, dilapidated interiors without ever having stepped inside. She could sense its troubled history and was well aware of the additional expense of its necessary renovation. None of that had happened yet, and their hasty move seemed rash, with little regard being given for what they were getting into. Ultimately, however, she trusted Curtis and also believed that their prospects could only go up, not down, and that their current circumstances would surely improve.

      As Mary scanned the empty walls of their apartment and packed boxes stacked in the living room, she felt a growing sadness. Curtis was in the kitchen, on the phone with the movers, who were scheduled to arrive within the hour. The moving truck was then supposed to follow them to their new home in Redwood.

      They were really doing it. She tried to suppress her doubts and focus on the future with optimism. Though she held a troubling secret known only to herself. Sometimes, her visions of things to come were disturbingly real, and she had little control of them.

      Weeks before her hospital stay, she had had a dream about the miscarriage. Every detail had played out exactly as she had envisioned it, right down to the doctor’s sullen expression as he informed her that their daughter, Sophie, was stillborn. Before the terrifying dream turned to reality, she had insisted to herself that it was all in her head.

      “What is wrong with me?” she had once asked her mother as a child.

      “You have the gift of foresight,” her mother had told her. “And you can one day use it for good.” Old memories of Pittsburgh, where she grew up, came to her as she sat quietly in their apartment living room.

      “Movers should be here soon,” Curtis said from the kitchen.

      “Okay,” she said, staring at the barren walls and the nail holes where pictures used to hang.

      Curtis walked into the living room in his favorite hat, T-shirt, and shorts, bursting with energy.

      “Hey… Are you okay?” he asked, noticing her quietness.

      “Yeah,” she said, nodding.

      Not convinced, Curtis walked over and sat on the couch next to her and took her hand. “I know you have your doubts, Mary, but we can do this.”

      She looked over at him with a faint smile.

      “This is an exciting day,” he continued with a squeeze of her hand. “A new beginning for both of us.”

      Mary tugged at her sterling-silver necklace, which she liked to wear with her pink button-down shirt. This was, after all, an important occasion. It was early Sunday morning, and they had a long drive ahead. They had spent all of Friday and Saturday packing. She had never moved from a place so quickly.

      She looked at Curtis and tried to mask her uncertainty but to no avail. “Just a little nervous about it all,” she said.

      “So am I,” he added. “We’d be crazy not to be. But isn’t this exciting?”

      Mary pulled her hand away and rose from the couch, thinking to herself as she retrieved her glass of water from the kitchen bar.

      Curtis continued with his thought about Redwood. “The town is beautiful. You really have to see it to appreciate it.”

      Mary bit her lip. “I didn’t want to bring this up because of everything that’s going on, but I did some research the other day. A family was murdered in that house in 1975. Did you know that?”

      Curtis glanced down, unresponsive. He then looked up at her with a hint of shame. “I’m sorry, honey. That was over forty years ago, and I didn’t want to spook you.”

      Arms crossed, Mary rocked her head back and sighed. “Did you not think that I would find out? Anything else I should know?”

      Before Curtis could answer, a large truck roared up outside and honked its horn. Curtis rose from the couch and carefully inched his way out of the living room with his hands clasped together. “Please. We’ll talk about this later.”

      Mary shook her head in disbelief. “This isn’t over.”

      “I know,” he said. “I’ll make it right. I promise.”

      Curtis turned and left the living room in an obvious hurry. He was out the front door before Mary could say another word. She closed her eyes, trying to withstand the growing feeling of dread building within. Maybe Curtis was right. Maybe it wasn’t a big deal. Her instincts, however, told her differently.

      Their new home was, in fact, the site of an infamous mass murder, and she could feel its sinister aura without even being there. She took a deep breath, prepared to put her foot down, when Curtis entered the house with two burly men dressed in identical green polo shirts.

      She froze as the name of someone she did not know came to her, and she found herself saying it just above a whisper. “Julie…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Redwood

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary and Curtis arrived in Redwood on the Saturday of October Eighth, on the late afternoon of a quiet autumn day.  She found the quaint town endearing with its shops and corner stores, historic downtown layered in brick road, parks and fresh-water bay, antique Victorian homes, and small-town ambiance.

      They drove slowly down Main Street, which was full of parked cars on both sides of the road. Families and couples of all ages strolled past picturesque buildings and vendor stations where banners hung from lampposts, promoting Redwood’s annual Autumn Festival. They passed the town hall, an old two-story building with a clock tower and an American flag waving in the air from a long pole.

      There was an old-style theater with a marquee in the front, several craft stores, a grocer, and a park, all enclosed within the same few blocks. Everything seemed untouched and preserved from simpler times. There was surprise to the appeal of a town like Redwood, especially for city dwellers.

      Mary felt as though something had brought them out here, something beyond fate, and even beyond her own judgment. As they continued down Main Street, heads turned and glanced at their white Ford Expedition and the large moving truck trailing behind them. Redwood’s newest residents had arrived.

      

      Their new home was in a rural area on the outskirts of town. Beyond the wide gate and fence surrounding the property were trees and bushes, blocking most of the house from view. Mary and Curtis drove slowly through the open entrance gate and onto a long path leading to the house. Overgrown grass on both sides reached at least four feet high.

      The two-story mansion with graying stone walls was surrounded by deep forest, without another home around for miles. Once past the gate, they soon reached a stone-paved courtyard with a large fountain in the center full of dead branches and leaves. The enormous house, in view behind the fountain, was exactly as Mary had envisioned it, even before seeing the pictures.

      Its wide symmetrical exterior had an array of tall windows on both floors and an upper balcony that overlooked the courtyard below. The opulent façade had Greek pillars reaching the barrel-shingled roof that arched upward, directly in the middle. Two chimneys reached out on both ends of the roof.

      The outside of the house was faded, with vines running up the sides of the house, almost completely consuming it. The estate was a relic of another time, concealed by overgrowth and years of neglect. There was a lot of work ahead of them.

      

      Monday October 17, 2016

      

      After Pastor Phil had run off into the nearby woods, wanting to avoid any further conversation with Mary or Curtis, headlights advanced down the driveway then past a slight curve. They shined on Mary as she stood in the courtyard, stunned by everything that had just happened.

      Had Julie actually reached out and talked to her? It felt real enough, but Curtis would never believe her. Would the disorder waiting inside be enough? Surely the flipped furniture, broken glass, and the state of their kitchen was definitive proof of paranormal existence within the house, and Mary was ready to make her case.

      Curtis turned the headlights off and engine. He opened the door and stepped out, confused and concerned to see Mary standing outside with her head down and arms crossed in deep thought.

      “Mary?” he asked, quickly approaching her. “Are you all right?” Receiving no response, he raced against the cobblestone ground along the way. “

      Mary turned to him, deciding where to start. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Curtis placed his hands on her shoulders as she raised her head, hair hanging in her face.

      “My God, you’re trembling. Mary. You have to tell me what happened.”

      She raised her arm and pointed to the house. “Julie… she spoke to me.”

      Curtis turned and stared at the open walkway. The front-porch light flickered, though there wasn’t a single light on inside. He then pulled her closer, rubbing her bare arms. “You’re freezing. Now please, tell me what happened?”

      “Where have you been?” she asked straight-forward.

      Curtis paused for a moment and looked down. “I’m sorry. I lost track of time. I was at dinner with Bob Deckers, the realtor. He was introducing me around. Trying to get some clients. I just didn’t realize it had gotten so late.”

      “You could have at least answered your phone,” she said, backing away.

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated, touching her arms.

      Mary shook her head, struggling for the right words. “I-I was in the kitchen, and everything just… came apart. I don’t know how to explain it. Furniture flew across the room. The kitchen cabinets blew open. Pots and pans were everywhere. I ran to the living room as furniture slid across the room. It was terrifying.” She paused, catching her breath. “Then I saw her… Julie Bechdel appeared to me. She wants our help.”

      Curtis’s mouth went agape as he leaned forward in shock. “Who?”

      Mary turned and held her hands out toward the mansions looming walls. “There are spirits in there. I’m certain of it now. They want justice against their killers.” She then turned to Curtis, unbridled conviction on her face. “We have to do something, Curtis. We have to find out who killed the Bechdels.”

      Curtis stared ahead with astounded skepticism, tired after a long day and growing annoyed. “I don’t know what to make of this. I’m very concerned about you, Mary.”

      She threw her arms down in frustration. “Why?”

      Curtis sighed and stomped past her to the front door. “I’m going in.”

      Mary reached for him with panic. “Wait!”

      Curtis swung around. “What you’re telling me is crazy. I want to know what’s going on. Now come inside.”

      Mary hesitated to elaborate, wondering how she could possibly reach him. She could see what he did not see. They were different in that regard, though there was no denying the state of their home inside. “I told you,” she said. “An undeniable paranormal phenomenon is at work. I’ve been seeing bits and pieces of it throughout the week, and tonight it came out in full force.”

      Curtis pulled out his cell phone and continued walking to the front door. “If it’s really as bad as you say it is in there, I’m calling the police.”

      “No, not yet,” Mary said. “You have to believe me.”

      Curtis paused with a sigh and turned to her, deeply conflicted. “Fine, let’s look at the house together and you can tell me how it happened.”

      

      “I woke up to the chiming of the grandfather clock,” she began. “That’s when it all started.”

      “Mary…” he said slowly. “I told you earlier today that we don’t own a grandfather clock.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” she said. “It came and went. Another vision, just like everything else.”

      Curtis stood by the door, silent, trying to make sense of her story.

      “Then,” she continued, “I was in the kitchen, where I saw the body of a man who had been shot crawling on the floor. It was horrifying. He must have been one of the victims.”

      Curtis appeared less than convinced. “If they want our help, why are they trashing the house? How about just telling us who killed them, so we can go to the police and end this thing?” He must have thought he had figured it all out, but Mary was far from conceding.

      “It’s more complicated than that. I don’t have all the answers, but I know what I saw and heard. It’s real, Curtis. Everything I’m telling you.” She stepped forward, entering the house. “Dishes, pots, and pans flew at me all at once. The doors slammed, one by one. They are angered and growing in power with us here.”

      “They?” Curtis ran a hand down his face, clearly perplexed. He followed her inside and flipped on the foyer light and stopped behind her at the adjacent ball room, stunned by what he saw: flipped tables and furniture, paint on a nearby wall chipped where a sofa had crashed into it, and shattered glass from a broken lamp.

      Curtis stormed past Mary and then turned around in complete disarray. “You’re saying that ghosts did this?”

      “I don’t know, but something did, and they’ll do it again.” She hadn’t mentioned Pastor Phil’s unexpected visit and didn’t plan to. At least for the time being. The important thing was convincing Curtis that they were now part of something larger than themselves. Their new life in the country had taken a steep, unexpected turn that even she couldn’t completely comprehend.

      Curtis looked up, his hands fisted. “Whoever did this, show yourself, you cowards!”

      Mary moved to his side, pulling his left arm down. “Don’t taunt them,” she said.

      He moved away from her and walked quickly toward the hallway leading to the dining room, passing several closed doors along the way. The chandeliers were no longer swinging back and forth as they had been. The house had become still and quiet, as though nothing had happened beyond the apparent vandalism before them. Mary couldn’t understand it. She followed Curtis and stopped at her office, opening the door with caution. Her library books were still on her desk, undisturbed, with newspaper clippings lying about. Everything was just as she had left it.

      Curtis entered the kitchen ahead of her, flicking the light switch. “Why are all the lights off, anyway?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” Mary answered. “All the lights went out at the same time.”

      “Unbelievable,” she heard him mutter.

      She continued toward the dining room all the chairs had been moved in separate corners. She could hear the crunching of glass under Curtis’s feet from the kitchen as he groaned in disbelief. “It’s a disaster area in here.”

      She entered the kitchen to find Curtis standing by a counter, looking around in shock. All the cabinets were open, as they had been before. Pots and pans were everywhere with plates broken to pieces on the floor. Mary stepped around the broken glass as she approached Curtis.

      Drawers had been tossed around, with silverware scattered all over the tile floor. The kitchen was in disarray, ransacked in a way similar to their burglarized apartment in Chicago. It was an eerie, devastating sight. Curtis was livid.

      “You fell asleep, right?” he asked. “Isn’t that what you told me?” He leaned closer, choosing his words carefully. “Now I want you to consider, just consider, the fact that someone came in here and vandalized our home while you were in a deep, dream-state. You’re a very heavy sleeper, Mary. You’ve always been.”

      Mary crossed her arms and stared back with defiance. “I was wide awake. Everything happened exactly as I told you. There’s no doubt in my mind.”

      Curtis huffed and sighed, trying to grapple with what made sense and what didn’t. “It’s just… What you’re telling me is impossible!”

      She moved inches from his face. “It was right here where I heard moaning, and when I turned, I saw a man crawling across the floor.” Curtis remained quiet, a serious look on his face, as Mary continued. “He had a gunshot wound in his back. Looked like a shotgun blast. He was wearing a tuxedo, Curtis.”

      Curtis shook his head.

      “He was clearly the apparition of one of the victims.”

      Curtis closed his eyes with a sigh.

      “Listen to me,” she continued. “All of this is very possible. Now you look me in the eyes and tell me that you don’t believe me. Tell me that I dreamt this.”

      Curtis looked up reluctantly, wearing a deep frown. “You’re asking me to believe in ghosts. Whatever happened here, I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation.”

      “Yes there is. The spirits in this house are communicating with us. Julie Bechdel, the youngest child, seems to be trying to overpower the negativity and rage of the others and tell us what we need to do.”

      “Why?” he demanded, his tone raised.

      “So that they can be at rest,” Mary said. “At least, that’s the best explanation I can come up with now.”

      The kitchen went quiet as the light above them flickered. Mary took a step back, avoiding more broken glass. She looked to the far corner near the stove and noticed the refrigerator door open, its contents spilled everywhere. The bulb had blown out, and the interior was dark inside. She was surprised, actually, that bulbs throughout the house hadn’t suffered the same fate, but most were intact. Could it be that the spirits just weren’t powerful enough?

      “Oh no…” she said under her breath, staring ahead. “The fridge.” She moved past Curtis and closed the refrigerator as he pulled out his cell phone again.

      “I’m calling the police now, and that’s final,” he said.

      “Please don’t,” she said, grabbing a broom and dustpan, unsure where to start.

      Curtis clutched his phone, angered. “Someone is playing games with us. I don’t know how, but I do know they’re very real. Flesh and blood. This is vandalism.” He paused, waving his arm across the destruction.

      Mary began sweeping up some glass. “I don’t know what more I can say to convince you.”

      “I believe you think that’s what happened, but this is a matter for the police,” he said.

      “Do you trust me?” she asked, staring at him point-blank.

      “Of course I do,” he answered.

      “Then stop doubting me right now and listen,” she said.

      “Our kitchen is in shambles, Mary. I’m just trying to make some sense of this. We have jobs. Lives. I want to put an end to this right now.”

      Curtis prepared to dial as he looked up and noticed her glare. “At least file a report,” he said. Mary stared back in stern protest. “Please don’t. I don’t want anyone else in this house tonight. Let’s just sleep on it.”

      Mary stared back sternly. “I don’t want anyone else in this house tonight. I don’t know who we can trust. Let’s just sleep on it.” It was close to eleven, and she felt strangely tired even after having spent hours earlier passed out in a dreamlike state.

      Curtis lowered his phone with an astonished laugh. “Sleep on it? After what happened here tonight? Are you crazy?” He noticed the sudden hurt on her face and then attempted to backtrack. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Negative energy isn’t going to help our situation,” she said. She then leaned her broom against the counter and solemnly approached Curtis. “I can’t do this without you, Curtis. That’s the honest truth.”

      He took her hands in his and nodded, unable to completely mask his frustration. Curtis had always been skeptical about her abilities, even before they were married. But then again, so had she.

      May stood quietly waiting. She pondered the recent events with a realization of what her mother, many years ago, and now Pastor Phil, had referred to as, “her gift.” But she was an amateur. A layman. Perhaps they needed to contact a professional. Or maybe Pastor Phil will provide the answers she needed. There were so many options, but as she saw it, so little time. The house was getting more powerful by the day.

      Curtis stuck the phone back in his pocket and looked to her for answers. “So now what do we do? Just go about like this never happened? Not tell anyone about this?”

      “We need to hire a professional psychic medium. Someone we can trust, and someone who can be out here tomorrow,” she said.

      Curtis looked down expressing clear discomfort. “Are those people for real?”

      “Am I for real?” she said forcefully.

      “What about Pastor Phil?” Curtis asked.

      “I plan to talk with him tomorrow as well,” she said.

      Curtis looked even more irritated than before. She knew that this was the last thing he wanted to deal with. He was on the path to starting his own law practice. He needed clients. He needed work. And all of this was a tremendous distraction.

      They had moved to Redwood to find peace and tranquility, a fresh start. Now, it seemed, negative forces were following them wherever they went.

      “It’s late,” he said with noticeably heavy eyes. “You want to get some psychic out here tomorrow, fine. I’ll take the day off, and we’ll look into it.” He cut across the air with his hand. “But that’s as far as I’m willing to go with this stuff right now.”

      “Thank you,” Mary said.

      She gave him a hug as they momentarily ignored the mess around them. Ahead was a busy day for them both. She then thought of Pastor Phil and his adamant direction that she come alone. “At some point, I also need to take the car into town and do some shopping. Looks like we’re out of food,” she said with a slight laugh. Not a lie, just an evasion, she told herself.

      “Okay,” he said, rubbing her back. “We’ll figure something out. I hope.”
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      After a restless night, Mary woke in the dim light of the early-morning sunrise. She moved her arm to the other side of the bed and felt a bare space, only then discovering that Curtis wasn’t there. She raised her head from her pillow and looked across the room, curious. There were no sounds coming from the bathroom, and she noticed their bedroom door slightly ajar.

      She turned over and looked at her alarm clock to see that it was ten past seven. The secret meeting with Pastor Phil came to mind, but so did something else, much more urgent, and she felt a sudden need to put her concerns about a possible pregnancy to rest. She couldn’t face it yet. First on her list: She needed to see Pastor Phil by herself. Her mind raced with thoughts—intense and foreboding. She wanted to know everything about the Bechdels, and the rest of the town for that matter.

      She had fallen into a trance the day before, and a deep sleep kept her from her research. It was hard to understand why. She sat up in her nightgown, feeling alert, and got out of bed, determined to get to the bottom of everything. As she walked to her dresser to get some clothes, she heard Curtis’s voice. It sounded as though he was downstairs talking to someone.

      She slipped on some jeans and a T-shirt and walked quietly out of the room to investigate. She crept toward the staircase, where she could hear other voices below. She peeked around the corner and saw that Curtis was talking with the police.

      She recognized the officers. There was Chief Riley, a tall silver-haired man who carried himself with a quiet disposition, and his younger partner, Deputy Ramirez, whose boyish looks and trimmed black hair matched his unassuming politeness. Feeling betrayed, Mary couldn’t believe Curtis had gone ahead and called them.

      “We came home last night from dinner, and the kitchen was just trashed,” she heard Curtis say.

      Holding a clipboard, Deputy Ramirez jotted along, filling out the report as Chief Riley scanned the room.

      “And there were no signs of forced entry?” Riley asked, approaching the foyer windows.

      “Not that I have seen,” Curtis said. “I checked all the rooms, and all windows and doors were locked.”

      Ramirez looked up. “They had to get in somehow.”

      Curtis shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      Mary continued to listen in secret.

      “They really did a number on your kitchen there,” Chief Riley said, turning toward Curtis and Deputy Ramirez.

      “You said they messed up your furniture too?” Ramirez asked, looking up.

      “That’s correct. I straightened it up some. One of our sofa chairs had been flipped. Several couches were moved and misaligned.”

      “Anything missing?” Riley asked, adjusting his belt where his pistol and radio were holstered.

      “Not that I know of yet,” Curtis said. “Looks like they came in just to trash the place with special attention toward our kitchen.”

      Ramirez continued to jot while nodding. Chief Riley took a step back and looked up to the second floor, almost spotting Mary. She moved back against the wall to avoid his gaze and continued listening.

      Curtis moved in closer and spoke softly as if in confidence. “Look, Officers. My wife and I are very concerned. We simply don’t feel safe with these guys out there. The vandalism to our door was one thing, but this is much worse.” He paused in thought then continued. “What I’m trying to say is that we need you to find these vandals. Their fingerprints have to be somewhere. There has to be evidence here to find out who did this and lock them up.”

      Mary peeked around the corner again, watching as Chief Riley nodded in understanding. “We’ll get Forensics out here.” He then turned to Ramirez. “Deputy, go to the trunk and get my fingerprint duster kit.”

      Curtis raised his hand, stopping the officers, and looked up the stairs with concern. Mary again ducked behind the corner to avoid being seen.

      “Later,” he said in a more quiet voice than before. “If you don’t mind, I don’t want to startle Mary with all this commotion early in the morning. Can you come back later?”

      The chief studied Curtis, almost suspiciously, and shook his head. “We’re not a cable company, Mr. Malone.”

      Ramirez stood to the side, prepared to go out to the car and waiting on the final call as Curtis continued, “I understand that, but—”

      “I’ll tell you what,” Chief Riley said. “We’ll go back to the station, make the report, and give you some time.” He paused and raised a finger at Curtis. “As long as you don’t mess with the scene.”

      “Of course not,” Curtis said as though he would never even consider the idea.

      “Then we’d be fine with it,” he said.

      Curtis suddenly snapped his fingers, excited. “Did you check the hardware store about any recent paint purchases following the vandalism on our door?”

      “I did,” Deputy Ramirez said. “Turns out a purchase was made about two weeks ago.”

      Curtis’s eyes widened with anticipation. “Really? Then who are we talking about here?”

      Ramirez smiled and shook his head. “Kind of a dead end.”

      Curtis’s smile drooped. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that the last person to purchase red paint was our own Pastor Phil. I went out and talked to him the other day and found him painting his barn.”

      Chief Riley stepped forward, adding to the conversation. “And seeing as he was hosting the barbecue when your door was vandalized, we really didn’t have much to go on.”

      Curtis waved them off. “No, no. Pastor Phil had nothing to do with that. Maybe some punk kids stole some paint. How hard could it be?” Sensing there was no more to be said, he extended his arm, shaking the hands of the chief and his deputy, thanking them for coming so early in the morning.

      “Not a problem,” said Chief Riley. “We’re gonna grab some breakfast, and then we’ll be back later to dust for prints.”

      “Sounds great,” Curtis said. “Thanks for everything.”

      He walked the officers out and opened the front door as Mary watched, ready to confront him. Curtis closed and locked the door, then turned back to the foyer and headed for the stairs. He was wearing slacks and a polo shirt, seemingly ready for the day.

      Mary stepped into view as he reached the top of the stairs. “You’re up,” he said, trying to mask his surprise.

      “You called them?” she said. “Why would you do that after all we discussed last night?”

      He took a few careful steps toward her with his hand in the air. “Mary, I just want to explain—”

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t find out?” she said, interrupting him. “You still don’t believe your own wife?”

      “Listen,” he said, walking closer. “I slept on it, okay. I just wanted to make the report, okay? For insurance purposes. I can’t very well claim any of this with your version of things.”

      Mary crossed her arms. “I see…”

      Curtis looked around with noticeable ambivalence. “I do believe you. And of course I trust you.”

      “It doesn’t seem like it,” she said.

      He approached her, speaking calmly and with caution. “I can’t even begin to understand what is going on just yet. I’m weighing all of our options here.”

      Mary nodded, not wanting to argue any longer. His persistent skepticism wore on her, but she knew it was important to get on with the day. “I’m going into town today. You can dust the entire place for prints for all I care, but I’ve got some business to attend to.”

      Curtis looked at his wristwatch. “But, honey, we have an appointment with Bob Deckers this morning.”

      “About what?” she asked.

      “About this house,” he said.

      Mary paused to consider Deckers’s involvement. As a realtor, he had to know something about the house and its history. Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

      “Fine,” she said. “We’ll go together, but I have errands to run.”

      Curtis nodded with a conciliatory smile. “That’s fine. You can go off and do your thing. That’ll give me some time to look at office space downtown. ”

      “Great. I’ll get ready now,” Mary said, turning away.

      “Wait,” Curtis said.

      Mary stopped and turned.

      “We’ll look into this psychic-medium thing today as well. I just want you to know that I don’t discount what you said happened.”

      “I understand,” Mary said.

      “See, I told you small-town life could be interesting. Exciting even,” he said with a smile.

      Mary smiled back, feeling a little more at ease than the night before. Her day was now about getting answers. Mary had discovered a young girl’s diary a week prior, and though the girl never mentioned herself by name, Mary believed her to be Julie.

      Mary kept the diary in her thoughts throughout the day—her gateway into the mind of a young girl from an odd, though wealthy family. She planned to take the diary with her to show Pastor Phil.

      “I’ll be ready in ten,” she said, turning down the hall and walking back to their bedroom.

      “Okay, twenty minutes,” he said from downstairs.

      “Very funny,” she called out.

      She entered their bathroom and closed the door. She then looked into the mirror, staring at her reflection. Her greenish-blue eyes were full of drive, and her blonde hair was tousled. She wasn’t going to allow herself to be afraid anymore. Not of what had happened to her in the past or of what was happening now. There was nothing left to do but to push forward and try to figure out the mystery before them, one step at a time.

      

      Dressed and ready for the day, Mary walked down the stairs dressed in a light long-sleeved shirt, dark pants, and sandals, her hair in a ponytail. Curtis was in the downstairs ballroom, moving some of the furniture back in place. The overall damage to their house was minimal beyond the broken dishes in the kitchen. A walk-through of each room the night before showed no new signs of paranormal movement. Again, Mary noticed activity in only a few areas of the house. What did it all mean?

      Curtis went to the foyer closet and grabbed his jacket, turning with Mary’s approach. “Hey. You about ready?”

      “Yeah,” she said, purse on her shoulder. She patted its side to ensure that she had remembered Julie’s diary. “I could have helped with the furniture.”

      Curtis waved her off. “It’s no big deal. I got it.”

      There were streaks all over their hardwood floors from the moving furniture. There was definitely something more to the damage than simple vandalism, but for Curtis to acknowledge anything more was to accept the impossible. On the other hand, to deny Mary’s story would be to question her sanity. He was indeed stuck.

      [image: ]
* * *

      By midmorning, Curtis and Mary were headed downtown in their white Ford Expedition SUV. There were only two gas stations in all of Redwood, and in both cases, the prices per gallon were steadily rising. As they passed one of the two, right before Main Street, Curtis suggested perhaps purchasing another vehicle.

      “Can we afford it?” Mary asked. “I mean, with everything tied up in that house, I don’t see how we can think about making any major purchases right now.”

      “We can always trade this one in and see what we can get for it. I talked to a guy at a car dealership right in town. Lance Carver. He’s got some great deals. Real nice guy too.”

      Mary turned to Curtis with an arched brow. “Well, you’ve certainly gotten around this past week. What else are you up to?”

      Curtis laughed, stopping at a stop sign at an empty intersection. “Meeting people, that’s all. Need to order some new business cards among other things. I’ve got to be ready.”

      “Why do you want to sell the SUV?” she asked.

      Curtis shook his head and pressed on the gas. “I don’t know. We’ve had it for about six years now. I want to get something smaller.”

      “This coming from someone who moved us into a fifteen-room mansion,” she said.

      Main Street was two blocks ahead. They passed cars parked on both sides of the historical-district street, with its attractive shops, eateries, and pubs. People filled the sidewalk, strolling casually through town even on a busy Monday morning.

      Curtis said, “Hey, it’s not that I want to sell the SUV, I’m just thinking differently now, okay? A small-town lawyer from the city, like me, needs the right kind of car.”

      “And what kind is that?” she asked.

      Curtis thought to himself and then answered, barely audibly. “A Mercedes…”

      “What?” she said, laughing.

      They turned down Hartford Avenue, where more shops went along both sides of the block. Curtis turned right into the parking lot behind Bob’s office, where a sign hung from the side of the building saying, Deckers’s Realty. For Mary, it would be her first time actually meeting him. Curtis had discussed him a few times over the past week, and his name had come up more times than she could remember over the past month, so she felt she knew him a bit.

      She had seen him from afar during their last stroll through town. He was a tall, distinguished-looking man with trim white hair and a near-bronze complexion. Of course, there were plenty of benches throughout town displaying his smiling face and phone number.

      Mary had nearly talked herself out of even going to the meeting. She had pressing matters of her own waiting, but she didn’t want to rouse Curtis’s suspicion or make it appear as though she were abandoning him. She had been pretty tough on him the past few weeks and realized that much.

      Curtis parked a few spaces from the red brick building that housed Bob’s office, among many others. As he shut the engine off and grabbed his sunglasses, he seemed upbeat and determined, a sight Mary was glad to see.

      “Here we are,” he said, opening the door. “Won’t take long. I just want to have a few words with him.”

      “No problem,” she said, stepping out of the SUV and onto the pavement. She grabbed her sunglasses as well and closed the door just as Curtis approached, and, out of the blue, kissed her on the forehead.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Sure,” she said.

      They walked hand in hand to Bob’s corner office as vehicles zipped by in both directions on the adjacent street. It felt nice to return to civilization every now and then. The mansion seemed to be located in a world all its own.

      She walked with Curtis to the glass door with Bob’s name and branch inscribed in black, script lettering, with an Open sign hanging below. Curtis pulled the door open, heard a bell ringing, and held the door open for Mary. She stepped inside onto the gray carpet and stood still for a moment as her eyes adjusted to the low lighting inside. Ahead, there were several unmanned desks just beyond a small waiting area. Mary could see an office in the back, behind a glass partition. A man rose from his desk, and as he walked into the lobby, Mary recognized him as Bob Deckers.

      He smiled as he approached, looking friendly and informal in a dress-shirt with rolled-up sleeves and a red tie. “Curtis! So nice to see you.” He then extended his hand for Mary to shake and introduced himself. “I’m Bob, and you must be Mary. At last we meet!”

      Mary said hello and thanked him for helping with the purchase of their new home.

      “My pleasure, Mary,” Bob said, flashing a perfect white smile. He then shook Curtis’s hand vigorously, adding a just-between-us laugh. “Too bad you had to leave us last night. We were just getting started!”

      Curtis looked down with a sheepish grin. “Uh… yeah. Too bad.”

      Bob looked at Mary, apologetic. “Not that we were up to no good. I hope I didn’t keep him out too late, though.”

      “It’s fine,” Mary said, trying her hardest to be cordial and relaxed. Bob knew things. She could see it in his eyes. Perhaps he could shed additional light on the Bechdels before her meeting with Pastor Phil.

      Bob turned, led them down the hallway, and held his arm out for them to pass. “Please, step into my office. Curtis told me on the phone that you had some concerns about your new home.”

      “That’s correct,” Mary said, walking past him.

      “I certainly hope you’re happy with it,” he said, smacking Curtis lightly on the shoulder. “I think your husband has a great career ahead of him out here. I’ve already talked to at least three people this past week who are looking into his services.”

      “That’s great,” Curtis said. “I can’t wait to start working again.”

      They ventured into Bob’s well-lit office, but Mary couldn’t help wondering about the empty desks they passed on the way there. Maybe Bob ran the office all by himself. She didn’t feel comfortable inquiring further.

      “Please, have a seat,” Bob said, and they each sat in one of the two chairs in front of his oak desk. There were papers scattered on its surface and a blinking office phone sitting under a green desk lamp. Behind his desk were several plaques and certificates naming Deckers Realty as the number-one-voted realtor in Redwood. Mary wondered if that was because he was the only realtor in town.

      He further rolled up his sleeves and sat down at his desk, belting out a satisfied sigh. He leaned forward with his arms folded on top of the desk and a steely focus in his eyes. “I really do hope everything is going well with the place. Everyone seems taken with Curtis and would love to get to know you as well, Mary.”

      Mary smiled and nodded. “Yes. I appreciate that.”

      “So let’s start at the start,” Bob said, pushing a notepad and pencil in front of him on the cluttered desk. “What can I help you with? Ask away.”

      Wanting to first see how her husband might put it, Mary turned to Curtis, nodding for him to begin. “Well, Bob,” Curtis said, hesitating between his words, “You see… the thing is… we love the place. We really do. It’s a dream come true for us. I mean, I know we’ve only been here a little over a week, but I’m taken with the place, as is Mary.” He glanced at her for backup, and she gave him a smile.

      Bob nodded, pencil in hand, as Curtis lowered his tone, a sign that the couple’s real reasons were soon to come. “It’s just…” He paused. “Let’s be real here. A horrible murder was committed in that house some forty years ago. To your credit, you informed me of that from the beginning.” Curtis paused and folded his hands over, knitting his fingers. “It’s just that in a very short span of time, we’ve noticed some strange things happening.”

      Bob raised his eyebrows expectantly, waiting for Curtis to get to the real issue.

      “Last night…” Curtis continued. “An incident happened at the house like nothing I’ve ever witnessed. I wasn’t there, but Mary was. We’re talking some insane, impossible things. Cabinets flying open. Chairs sliding across the floor. Marks on the wall. I’m talking real property damage. Now Mary is convinced that it has something to do with the murders that took place there. She’s convinced that it’s spirits of the dead communicating with us.” Curtis paused, and turned to Mary, his face flushed, either in anger or embarrassment, she couldn’t be sure, as they made eye contact. “And more and more, I’m getting inclined to believe her.” Of course, that meant that he hadn’t quite believed her before, and he supportively reached over and touched her arm.

      Bob cupped his chin, thinking to himself, under the low hum of the air conditioner above him. He dropped his pencil suddenly and leaned back as though this was the last thing he had expected to hear.  He moved his chair up closer, placed his palms on the desk, and looked at them with an expression of concern and understanding. “Mark my word, I would never have sold you that house under those circumstances. There have been no reports of anything wrong with it in that regard.”

      “Why was it marked down in price so much?” Mary asked, stepping in. “I was suspicious of that from the start.”

      “Frankly, it’s a pretty bad market out there right now. The percentage your property was marked down was no greater than the markdowns on half the homes around here, or throughout the state, for that matter.” He sighed in despair for all those unfortunate sellers. “Indiana is going through a temporary market crisis. Bad for sellers, but great for buyers.”

      Curtis suddenly cut in. “The thing is, Bob, we don’t want to move.” He then paused and took Mary’s hand. “I can’t, however, have my wife being attacked by chairs and appliances while I’m away. I don’t know if it’s dead spirits or not, but I do know that it’s getting worse, and I won’t have her living in that kind of environment.”

      With his quiet demeanor, Bob seemed to understand. He held up a finger, a pause, and leaned down, searching in one of his bottom drawers. Curtis looked at Mary with a smile as she feigned one of her own.

      “There’s no doubt in my mind,” she said to Bob as he was ducked behind his desk. “That house is haunted.”

      He emerged with several business cards in his hand and began flipping through them. “This is what I can do.” He held out a business card for Curtis to take. “Some of these psychic types are scam-artists, but this guy’s legit. He’s got an office out in Columbus that specializes in cases like yours.”

      Curtis took the card and examined it. “Cases like ours?” Mary leaned over to get a look at it too.

      “His name’s Theodore Stone,” Bob continued. “He’s a paranormal investigator.”

      “A what?” Curtis said.

      “Believe it or not, southern Indiana has quite a track record for that kind of stuff. I can’t explain it. It’s a phenomenon, really.”

      Curtis handed Mary the card, and she examined it closely. Mr. Stone’s name, office location, phone number, and email address were printed professionally on an otherwise simple black card with white lettering.

      “What’s wrong?” Bob asked, noticing Curtis’s skeptical expression.

      “You can vouch for this guy?” Curtis asked. “I was going to do my own research and find someone who wouldn’t try to scam us.”

      Bob pointed to the card. “You’re not going to find anyone better in the field. No one near here anyway.”

      Mary looked up. “How do you know so much about him?”

      Bob seemed taken off guard but attempted to answer the best he could. “Last year, Evelyn Chambers, one of our oldest residents, was concerned that her dead husband was haunting her. Well, apparently one of her kids knew about this Stone guy, and he was able to not only verify Evelyn’s claims, but he extinguished her husband’s presence.”

      “Why would anyone want to do that to their dead husband?” Mary asked.

      “Because she’s the one who killed him,” Bob said. He laughed at the utter shock on their faces. “Relax. It was fifty years ago. She shot him in self-defense after he beat her in a drunken rage.”

      Mary gasped, covering her mouth. “That’s terrible.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you,” Bob said. “But that’s what happened.”

      Mary fingered the smooth, glossy surface of the supposed paranormal investigator’s business card. “So this investigator… you met him personally?”

      “Once,” Bob said. “I met him then, and he gave me his card. Really seemed to know what he was doing.” He paused, scratching the side of his ear. “I figure if he helped Evelyn with her situation, he can maybe fix your jam too, and keep you in that house.”

      “Just what is a paranormal investigator?” Curtis asked drily.

      “I think the common term is psychic,” Bob answered.

      Curious, Curtis looked at Mary. “Well, hon. What do you think?”

      Mary leaned forward, looking at Bob. “What do you know about the families that were murdered in that house, the Bechdels and the Drakes?”

      “Only what I’ve read in the papers,” Bob said, arms on the side of his chair. He then looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “I must have been… ten years old at the time. I lived in New Hampshire at the time. Only moved here about twelve years ago.”

      Mary felt disappointed at Bob’s revelation. She had hoped he could tell her something beyond what she already knew. “Do you think we can get him out here today?” she asked, holding the card. “I’d like to have him examine the house immediately.”

      “Sure,” Bob nodded. “We can try. His office is a few hours north, but we can call him up and see.”

      “I’ll handle that,” Curtis said, pulling out his cell phone. He turned to Mary and placed a hand on her back. “Why don’t you go run your errands while I take care of this? Bob and I have to discuss office space too.”

      Mary handed Curtis the card and rose from her chair, purse in hand. Bob shook her hand, a gesture accompanied by another wide smile, the habit of a man she knew she couldn’t completely trust. Something felt off, not only about him, but about many of the other people she had met in town. She gave Curtis a kiss and left the men to their business. A psychic at their house or not, she had personal legwork to do before she felt satisfied enough to return to their home—a home where anything seemed possible.
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      Mary turned down Main Street and passed the glistening fountain outside of the town hall. The old, domed two-story building looked to be about fifty years old and was easily the largest building in town. A few blocks down, she parked in a small side lot next to the general store, which also had a pharmacy.

      Redwood certainly had its limitations when compared to Chicago. There was only one grocery store, for starters, and a few clothing and specialty stores that all had a local flair. There was no Walmart or outlet store within twenty miles of town. People came to Redwood to escape those kinds of things. Mary could get used to that, but the main thing she couldn’t overlook was the secrets buried underneath the quaint town’s rosy façade.

      Her purse sat on the passenger seat next to her, with Julie’s diary tucked inside it. She fully intended to share it with Pastor Phil with hopes that he could elaborate on its origins and content. It was chilly that morning, causing Mary to wear her blue windbreaker. She was glad to have it when she grabbed her purse and stepped outside their white Ford Expedition covered in a thick layer of dust from driving between their rural neighborhood and town.

      A few other cars were parked in the small parking lot. She watched an old couple across the street walk arm in arm to a bus stop and sit on the bench. A steady line of morning commuters drove past her, just as an interesting sight near town hall caught her eye. Two black SUVs pulled to the curb, at the foot of the marble steps leading to the front entrance, which was situated between two large Greek columns. An entourage of men in suits suddenly descended from the building, carrying themselves with a noticeable aura of importance.

      Two drivers stood at the sides of their vehicles and opened the doors for the entourage as they climbed in. One man, in particular, caught Mary’s eye. He was a tall and bulky man with slicked-back gray hair and a pale, aging face. She had seen his rehearsed smile and poised stance before. His bleached-white teeth had beamed from the Redwood brochure Curtis had shown her weeks ago. He was the mayor of Redwood, Frederick Taylor.

      Most importantly, she remembered his brief speech at the Sunday barbecue only a few days ago. He was dressed-down then, but not today, and had spoken with boisterous cheer. She remembered him as coming across as both laid-back and polished at the same time. He was your typical politician, and coming from a city like Chicago, famous for its corrupt officials, Mary knew one when she saw one. That morning, he seemed to be in a hurry. He wore dark sunglasses similar to those hiding the eyes of the apparent security detail surrounding him.

      All the fuss around the SUVs seemed a bit much for a small-town mayor. Then Mary remembered something she had read about the town’s history and its early settlement as a refuge for some of the wealthiest, most preeminent families in the country. Mayor Taylor looked as if he came from money, and he carried himself as a man of importance equal to that of any big-city mayor.

      The Taylors, Mary recalled, had been entrenched in politics for decades. Mayor Taylor was obviously growing older, no matter how much makeup he applied in his photo, and was serving his tenth consecutive term. Once loaded, the security convoy sped off down the street past Mary as she stood in the parking lot watching. Her eyes followed them up the road as they faded from view near the library and fire department.

      Mary turned back toward the general store, its hanging wooden sign waving in the slight breeze, and wondered why the mayor had caught and kept her attention for so long. Was she so easily distracted? Maybe purposefully. She had almost forgotten why she had come to the store in the first place but then recalled the unwelcome task before her.

      She pulled the glass door open and walked inside the well-lit store as the bell jingled. There was no one inside except a store clerk at the front counter and a stocker filling in the gaps in one of the five aisles just past the display cases. The general store had a little bit of everything.

      Redwood had one movie theater, one grocery store, one hair salon, an art gallery, a music store, and several other stores owned and operated by locals, or so it seemed. Mary had hardly seen everything the town had to offer. Most of the first week had been spent at the property, settling in. Now she was faced with a task more consuming than anything she could imagine.

      She walked down the aisle with health and beauty aids, past soaps and shampoos, and came to the women’s care section. Light pop music played on the intercom speakers above, and she felt comfortable enough to browse the pregnancy test products of which there were only three brands.

      She grabbed the First Response brand, promising one-minute results, and tossed it into her red shopping basket. Self-consciously, she looked around as the front bell jingled and a woman walked in. She looked to be in her late fifties, with dyed-auburn hair done up in a near beehive. She wore a long-sleeved black top with leopard-print cuffs, tight black pants, and high heels that clicked on the tiles.

      Mary remembered her as one of the haughty socialites from the church barbecue. The woman had barely said two words to Mary then, but Mary had understood. Now they were unexpectedly meeting again, and Mary was in a hurry.

      She grabbed a package of soap and a tube of toothpaste from the shelf next to her. She turned the other way and walked down a far aisle, trying to make it to the front check-out without crossing the woman’s path. A friendly-faced male clerk awaited her at the front counter. He set his magazine down to ring her up.

      “And how are you doing this morning, ma’am?” he asked, sweeping the three items across the scanner.

      “Just fine,” she said. “Thank you.”

      The clerk smiled and bagged her items. The lenses of his circular-framed glasses reflected the fluorescent light above. He told her the total, and Mary swiped her card just as she felt the presence of someone directly behind her.

      “Excuse me, Steven. Do you have any of those honeysuckle-scented candles in stock?”

      Mary turned slightly to see the woman standing closer than she was comfortable with. She grabbed her shopping bag as the clerk told the woman he'd have to look in the back for the candles. Mary took her receipt, thanked the clerk, and walked off, feeling the stare of the woman. She was almost out the door when the woman’s voice called to her.

      “Mary Malone?”

      Mary stopped and slowly turned to face the woman, shopping bag in hand. “Yes?”

      “I thought that was you,” the woman said, squinting. “We met at the church barbecue.”

      “Oh yes,” Mary said with a smile. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember your name…”

      “Beatrice,” the woman said. “Beatrice Thaxton.”

      “Nice to see you again, Beatrice,” Mary said, turning back to the door. “Have a nice day.”

      “How’s life at the Bechdel mansion?” the woman asked.

      Mary turned around more quickly than she intended, taken aback by the question. “Fine…” she answered. “Just getting settled in.”

      “No ghost hauntings or anything of the sort?” Beatrice asked with a slight laugh.

      “Nope,” Mary said, trying to feign a smile. “It’s been great.”

      Not content to end it there, Beatrice continued. “They say that place has been haunted for as long as anyone can remember.”

      Steven suddenly emerged holding a large scented candle. Beatrice turned to him, leaving Mary standing there dumbfounded. “Oh, thank you, Steven,” Beatrice told him, seeming to forget all about Mary.

      Mary turned and left the store, feeling slighted in some way she couldn’t pinpoint. Perhaps it was the woman’s tone and demeanor, her abrupt and impolite comments. Mary got back in the car and slammed the door shut. She set her purse and shopping bag on the passenger seat and then fished through her purse for something of importance. She pulled out a slip of paper, the one given to her by Pastor Phil, and looked at the address: 1715 Seneca Lane.

      She put the address into her phone GPS and waited for a signal. She was twenty minutes away from what she assumed to be his house. Pastor Phil had not been upfront about the details of their planned meeting or why he wanted her to keep it a secret. One thing she was sure of, however: He knew more than she did about the town and was her best hope of figuring everything out within reason.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mary traveled fifteen miles to the rural outskirts of Redwood, the road running alongside pastures and deep forest. Morning radio news discussed the governor’s controversial proposal to provide mortgage relief across Indiana. With the money they had invested into the Bechdel mansion and its subsequent renovation, she figured they could use all the help they could get.

      Pastor Phil had chosen a remote meeting spot, to say the least. She assumed the address he had given her was his house, but now she was doubtful; there was no telling what to expect out here. They were meeting in secret, and the question was: Why? And whom did Pastor Phil not want to know about it?

      She slowed at a railroad crossing covered in weeds. There was a rusty yellow caution sign to her right, but it didn’t look as if a train had come through in decades. As she continued over the tracks, her GPS signal went away, causing Mary to panic. She was in the middle of nowhere, without a house in sight. She gripped the wheel and continued down the cracked pavement of a dusty road, trying to stay focused on the meeting at hand. The GPS directions re-appeared, much to her relief, indicating a right turn in three miles.

      She was eager to talk to Phil and get to the bottom of everything, starting with: What was he doing at her house last night? What purpose did the inverted cross on their door serve? Why had the so-called spirits “chosen her,” as he put it? She had dozens of other questions too, and a yearning for answers that might bring normalcy back to her life.  The road curved, and the shopping bag shifted in the passenger seat, an unwelcome reminder of uncertainty. It was too early to take the pregnancy test, but she wanted to be sure when the time came.

      A dirt road came into view on her right between gated pastures of grazing cows. There was a mailbox at the end with the numbers 1715 posted above. She slowed and turned onto the road, causing the SUV to shake and rattle down the bumpy terrain. Forest appeared on both sides of the long road, with no house in sight. About a half mile later, she still didn’t see anything. Of course, meeting at a coffee shop was out of the question. They just had to meet out here in farm country where there wasn’t a soul around. And what of Pastor Phil? Did he have a family? Who was he?

      Ahead, she saw an old-fashioned two-story house with a front porch and wooden railing that ran along the entire house. The dirt road veered off to the side, where a blue station wagon was parked next to a round, stone well, with a pitch-roof canopy above it. To the right of the house was an open red barn with stacks of hay visible inside. Farther in the distance was an old silo, higher than the trees around it. Mary didn’t remember the last time she had been on a farm. Not since she was a child, at least.

      There were some small vegetable crops to the left of the house and several livestock pens with roaming chickens and pigs. Mary looked around, taking everything in while keeping her eyes open for Phil. She parked next to the station wagon, where the grass was at its thinnest, and shut the ignition off. The front porch door swung open, and Phil emerged wearing dirty overalls and a T-shirt underneath—the first time she had seen him so dressed down. He adjusted his glasses and squinted ahead, placing one hand on a porch rail near the steps.

      Mary opened her door and grabbed her keys and purse, stepping outside as Phil walked down the steps and across the yard to meet her.

      “Welcome. So glad you could make it,” he said, appearing exhausted but attempting a smile.

      “I wouldn’t miss it. Not after what you told me last night,” Mary said, studying him, with eyes hidden behind sunglasses.

      They stopped a few feet from each other with an awkward silence between them. Phil pulled a rag from his front pocket and wiped his forehead. He then motioned back toward the house. “Can I get you a glass of water or anything? Tea? Coffee?”

      “No, thanks. I’m fine,” Mary said, not wanting to stall their meeting.

      Phil turned to the house, looking around. “Well… how about we go for a walk, then? It’s a nice day. What do you think?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Mary said.

      Phil led the way as they walked through the yard and around the right side of the house toward the barn. Pebbles crunched under her sandals as they trod along a dirt path into the backyard. She looked up, looking for the source of a faint, squeaking sound, and saw a weather vane on top of the roof, spinning around, with the silhouette of a black rooster perched on top, above the directional letters. She didn’t want to seem too nosy but was curious to learn more about the pastor, who had been in Redwood for so many years.

      “Do you live out here all by yourself?” she asked.

      Walking beside her, he turned away slightly, with an apparent reluctance to delve into personal details. “I do now,” he answered.

      Noticing his reserved tone, Mary continued, “You seem to know so much about me. It’s only fair, don’t you think, that I know a little about you?”

      “Sure,” Phil said. “I don’t mean to sound cryptic. I have a son, and a daughter. My wife passed some years ago.”

      Mary was stunned. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      “My son lives in California with his family, and my daughter lives in Florida with hers. All I can say is that this place isn’t for everyone.”

      “Well,” Mary said. “I’m sure that you miss them.”

      Phil kept an optimistic demeanor and tone as they neared the hay barn. “The wounds have long healed. I’m very happy here. I’ve always been.”

      “It’s a beautiful house, don’t get me wrong,” Mary said, “but you’re way out here all by yourself.”

      They continued to follow the trail past the barn, as Phil shrugged, as though the thought had never crossed his mind. “I’ve never tired of it. This is my home. This is where I belong.”

      The cloudy sky above provided some shade, and the cool air enhanced Mary’s senses. The faint clucking of chickens and snorting of pigs could be heard from the animal pens on the other side of the house.

      Mary lifted her sunglasses up to the top of her head and steered the conversation toward the answers she was there to get. “Last night, you spoke of secrets in this town tied to something sinister. Wouldn’t that be a reason to move away?”

      “There are secrets,” Phil answered. “Can’t blame the town for that. We certainly can’t blame this beautiful countryside that surrounds us.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Mary said as she examined the silo ahead. They passed a garden that stretched half the length of his backyard and was surrounded by chicken wire. There were several plants sprouting from the soil, supported by thin brackets and appearing to have developed nicely.

      “There’s my garden,” Phil said, noticing where her attention was. “Harvest is coming in just nice.”

      “It’s lovely,” she said.

      “The farm has been a part of my family far beyond my time,” he said as they neared the silo, which was a good distance away from the house.

      Mary turned to him. “You were born here?”

      Phil smiled. “Sure was. Lived here until I was about sixteen. Ran away from home. Went through a real rough patch until I found the faith. Then I came back with a wife and kids in tow, just before my parents passed.”

      Mary didn’t know what to say. There were obviously gaps in his brief summary, but she didn’t want to pry beyond what was necessary. Pastor Phil looked to be in his late fifties, early sixties. His kind blue eyes could turn serious at times, as they had the night before, when he showed up at her doorstep without warning. Her main question was whether or not she could trust him.

      “Any siblings?” Mary asked.

      “Yeppers,” Phil answered. “Three brothers and two sisters.”

      “And where do they live?” she asked.

      Phil turned to her and shook his head. “Far away. Country life wasn’t for them. Now it’s just me and my livestock.” Phil suddenly stopped, as they came to a clearing into the forest, leading to a trail that Mary wasn’t sure she wanted to explore. Phil didn’t scare her—she actually felt pretty safe around him, as if he were a father figure—but the bits and pieces of his story hadn’t added up yet, and she wasn’t ready to dive in.

      Phil said, “For the longest time, there was talk of a curse in this town. Sounds ridiculous, I know.” He paused with a sigh. “But I’ve given my complete devotion and trust onto the Lord, He is my guiding light.”

      “Is your last name Evans?” Mary asked. She didn’t know exactly where the question was coming from.

      Phil looked at her, surprised, then glanced up as a flock of birds flew overhead.

      “Relax,” she said. “I found a newspaper article from 1975 that had your name and picture. It was right after the Bechdel murders.”

      “I’ve tried my best to dissociate myself with that particular surname,” Phil said. “It seems to have brought nothing but trouble in my life. Like I said, the only family I belong to is with my Lord and Savior. I’ve dedicated my life to the church, and it’s brought me much happiness.” He paused, turning toward the farmhouse, admiring it in a way. “You probably look around here and see a lonely old man.” He then lowered his arms, making direct eye contact with her. “But I’m not lonely, my dear. I can feel Him all around.”

      Not being particularly religious, Mary couldn’t help being skeptical herself, though she didn’t doubt his sincerity.

      “Pastor Phil,” she began. “I do feel like I can trust you. At first, I didn’t know. It seemed like you had this weird interest in me. You knew my name before I had even met you. You knew about Curtis too.” She paused, trying to get her thoughts together. “What I’m trying to get at is that there is a lot you haven’t told me, and I’m here now, at your request, to find out more.”

      Phil crossed his arms and leaned back, stretching. “I’m telling you what you need to know. I just ask for your patience.”

      She was trying the best she could, but her mind was going in a million different places at once. What did she need to do about the house? Or was it too late?

      “Who killed the Bechdels?” she asked pointblank.

      Phil stared at her for a moment and then responded. “I don’t know. No one knows for sure. The few police chiefs who’ve come and gone through the years couldn’t figure it out. The FBI even spearheaded the investigation in the seventies and came up short.”

      “I keep seeing things,” she continued. “Scenes of the murder. All the blood and mayhem. The house is trying to tell me something.”

      “Of course it is,” Phil said. “It wants you to avenge their murders.”

      Mary stared back, shocked that Phil would even indulge such a suggestion. “So you believe in the supernatural? Spirits? Psychic extrasensory perception? All of that stuff?”

      “Not all of it,” Phil replied. “I believe in what I know and what I see. Like I said, the Lord works in mysterious ways.”

      “Are we in any danger?” Mary asked, concern evident in her eyes.

      “You were in danger the minute you drove into town,” Phil said.

      Mary stepped forward, incensed now. “I need specifics. What is wrong with that house? What is wrong with this town? And what is this about my daughter?”

      Phil looked down and then raised his head with a sigh, signaling to the woods behind his house. “Walk with me.”

      At that point, Mary felt like she had no choice. She walked alongside him as they continued down the trail into the cover of the forest. “Several affluent families reside in Redwood and have for generations. The town itself represents a kind of last stand between the old and the new, and some residents have fought hard to keep it that way. The old way, I mean. Long before my time, there are rumors of different families fighting for power and influence. In the old days, things like duels and other means of public combat were practiced to settle feuds, but that all soon changed.”

      Mary cut in, nearly laughing. “Duels?”

      “Exactly,” Phil said as they walked together. “Then a darkness came to this town in the form of black-magic rituals. The occult. Envy, spite, vengeance nearly consumed the town, and at the turn of the twentieth century, Redwood fell under the influence of this evil. There was talk of witches and covens and all the stuff of folklore. The First Christ Church of Redwood was established only a few decades ago, after several churches that preceded it were mysteriously burnt to the ground. It was constructed in defiance toward those burnings and as a force for good.”

      Mary was intrigued to learn about Redwood’s sketchy history, though Phil still hadn’t explained what her role in everything was. “What changed?” Mary asked.

      Phil turned to her with a solemn expression. “Things got better.”

      “What?” she said, mouth agape. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean that after they died, the town has never been more in harmony or more at peace in its entire history. The wealthiest families around here have gotten even wealthier as tourism has peaked year after year. Things, more or less, have been perfect.”

      “But what’s the connection?” Mary asked.

      Phil answered with a vagueness that Mary found increasingly deliberate. “Consider the fact that the only thing that hasn’t been at peace is that house. And it never will be until the spirits are laid to rest.”

      “How am I supposed to do that? By finding their killers?” Mary asked in disbelief. “The FBI couldn’t even do that. Do I look like some kind of special agent to you?”

      “Other families have moved into that house, attracted by the same financial lure and prestige you were,” Phil continued. “None of them have lasted long, as their short stays always resulted in tragedy.” He paused, stopping along the trail and pointing at her. “But you. You have a gift, and they know it.”

      “Is there, perhaps, any substantive information you can provide?” Mary asked, growing impatient but understanding of Phil’s meticulous nature.

      “You’re the key,” Phil said. “As the new owner of that house, it’s up to you.” He moved closer to her, speaking in confidence even though there wasn’t another soul around. “But I want to help.”

      “What else can you tell me?” Mary asked flat-out.

      “Before the murders,” he began, “George Bechdel was planning to run for mayor of Redwood. And you want to know who he was running against? None other than Redwood’s own Mayor Taylor.”

      Mary’s mouth dropped. “You mean to tell me that Mayor Taylor had the Bechdels killed?”

      “I can’t say that with certainty,” Phil said. “But I can say he was definitely involved somehow. The town. The unseen elite. They conspired to do it, and believe me, I did my fair share of investigating. I talked to the local paper. I searched around, just like you’re doing now…” His tone dropped as he looked down in sadness. “And it was around that time when I lost everything.”

      Mary took a step back in disbelief. “What are you trying to say? Have people come after you?”

      “It’s best if I didn’t go into any details at the moment. I’ve spent years reading about the supernatural. The spirits in the house will remain until the truth is exposed.

      “Like some kind of purgatory?” Mary asked, astonished.

      Phil stepped forward and gently took Mary’s hand in his. She remained still, calmed by the look in his fading eyes. “I understand this is a lot for you to take in, but let’s be smart about this. We can’t make any waves until we know for certain who to go after. I do have a theory about your predicament, however.”

      Mary shook her head, exhausted by his fantastical explanations for everything. “Might as well get it all out.”

      “I’m pretty sure that you’ve been here before. Not just in this town, but in that mansion.”

      “What?” she nearly shouted out.

      “Hear me out,” said Phil, taking a step back. “I don’t know when or how—maybe when you were too young to remember. The house brought you back. It was never your husband or the price, the great deal you got on the place, or any other factors. It was always meant to be, and it’s not going to allow you to go anywhere until the spirits are freed.”

      Mary ran her hand across her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut. “No. No, that can’t be the case. There has to be some other explanation.”

      “I had the inverted red cross painted on your door to serve as a warning, to let you know that it wasn’t all in your head.”

      “Why inverted?” she asked.

      “Because the house is unworthy to display a real cross. At least in the condition it is now. Ultimately, I was trying to keep the spirits at bay, which I’ve been doing for forty years now.”

      Stunned into silence, Mary stared ahead into the forest until Phil placed a hand on her shoulder, startling her. “The answers will come to you. For now, you must go back, and we can talk about this later.”

      “Later?” she said, now desperate. “But Julie needs our help. We can’t wait any longer.”

      “She’ll be okay for now,” he said, giving her shoulder a light squeeze. “Julie, I believe, is the strongest spirit of them all.”

      Mary laughed nervously as a tear rolled down her cheek. “How would you know that?”

      “Just a hunch,” he answered.

      Mary nodded and then reached into her purse as if just remembering something. She pulled out the small, leather-bound diary and handed it to Phil. “Here,” she said. “I found this.”

      Curious, Phil took the diary and carefully opened it. His face nearly turned white as his eyes zeroed in on the tiny cursive writing on each faded, dusty page. After a few moments, he looked up at Mary with a smile. She was surprised to see tears forming in his eyes as well. “It’s her…” he said. “She was such a sweet little girl.” He handed the diary back to Mary and told her it was time to go.

      “But there’s so much more I need to know,” Mary said. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “You’ve begun already.” Phil placed a hand over his heart in an exhausted gesture. “I’m just an old man who has lost everything but his farm and his parish. And it seems like this whole time, I’ve been waiting for you to return.”

      

      As they walked back to the house, Mary pressed him to elaborate, but he would say no more. Instead, he made small talk about the nice overcast sky and cool weather as she returned to her vehicle, filled with thoughts of new directions. They planned to speak the next morning with hopes of involving Curtis next time. When she started the engine, she saw that it was well past three in the afternoon. Had they really spent that much time talking?

      She backed out and glanced in her rearview mirror. Phil was on his front porch watching her. He raised his hand up with a wave and she honked in return. She noticed her cell phone resting on the middle console. She had completely forgotten about it and had several missed calls from Curtis.

      Great, she thought. Now I’m the one in trouble

      She continued the drive in silence, her mind racing with all the things that had been revealed. Pastor Phil couldn’t possibly know all that he claimed to be true, but for some reason she did not doubt him. Their meeting posed more questions than it had answered. She took a deep breath and continued home, feeling like a crazy person in a crazy place.

      Strangely, she felt better about their old mansion, now that she had some idea of what might be going on. The house wasn’t trying to hurt her, Phil had explained. It wanted her help. She suddenly received a text message from Curtis telling her that he was already home and that she didn’t need to pick him up. She texted him back, asking how he got home. His answer: Theodore Stone, the paranormal investigator, was in town and had given him a ride. She couldn’t believe it. She forewent downtown and maintained the rural route home, relieved to not have to drive in the busy afternoon traffic of Main Street.

      About twenty minutes later, she pulled into the rusty gates of their home, eager to meet the so-called psychic Curtis had employed. The conspiracy Pastor Phil had spoken of lingered in her mind as she entered the courtyard and saw a two-door maroon Oldsmobile parked nearby and a man in dark clothes and a fedora talking with Curtis. They both looked up as she pulled in, and Curtis waved to her. Now things had gotten really interesting.
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      “Honey, meet Theodore Stone,” Curtis said as she stepped out and approached them.

      “Call me Theo,” the psychic said with a warm smile, shaking her hand.

      He had a dark, trim beard and hazel eyes. He looked youngish, probably in his thirties, and wore a rumpled black jean jacket, blue jeans, and a tucked-in white, button-down shirt with a collar. The creased fedora on his head played well into his “psychic detective” image.

      Curtis stood back with a look of admiration on his face. “In the presence of two psychics. How exciting!”

      Mary turned to Curtis with a mocking smile. “Very funny.”

      “I’m serious!” he contended.

      Theo seemed intrigued. “So Curtis tells me that you have certain ‘abilities’ as well.”

      Mary waved him off. “Hardly. But I’ve seen things. Visions of the future which sometimes seem to happen.”

      “She sure seems certain that this place is haunted though,” Curtis added.

      “I’m glad you called me,” Theo said. “Luckily I wasn’t too far from town.”

      Curtis turned to Mary. “Turns out he was only a few towns over, and when I mentioned the Bechdel mansion, he made it a priority to be here.”

      “I have to admit, I’ve always had a fascination with this place. I’ve been to Redwood before. About a year ago.”

      “We heard that,” Curtis added. “You helped an old widow with a husband who was haunting her from the grave.” Curtis laughed as though Theo was in on the joke.

      Theo, however, kept his reserved demeanor. “So you’ve heard. That was a real fiasco,” he said.

      Mary studied their psychic, trying to get a sense of his authenticity. She had been on the fence about her own abilities through her entire life, and now she had to decide whether being a psychic was a real thing, and if he was worth the money.

      “How much do you generally charge for your services?” she asked him.

      Theo glanced up, looking as though costs were the least of his concerns. “Well,” he began. “I was telling your husband that, given the job, the rates vary. But generally, I charge twenty-five per hour.”

      “I told him that was pretty reasonable,” Curtis added, as though Mary needed convincing. “Just want to get to the bottom of this once and for all.”

      Theo turned and looked at the mansion, taking in its sheer size. “I’m surprised this place is still here, actually.”

      “Why’s that?” Mary asked.

      “Because it’s sat dormant for years. Who in their right mind would willingly live in a haunted house?” he asked, followed by a laugh. “The papers back then called it, The Socialite Slaughter.” He turned to the couple and spoke in a confiding tone. “You’ve since purchased this mansion, renovated it, and now the question remains, is it haunted?”

      “I’m not sure,” Curtis said. “But there’s definitely something wrong. Mary can tell you more.”

      “We need your help,” Mary said.

      “Okay,” Theo said. “Where should we start?”

      “I’d say the kitchen first,” Curtis said. “That’s where it all started, right, Mary?”

      “Yes,” she said, turning to Theo. “Did Curtis tell you what happened last night?”

      “He did,” Theo said. “It sounds like you were put through a pretty traumatic experience.” He then clasped his hands together, ready to go inside. “I say we go in and take a look around.”

      Mary watched as both Theo and Curtis walked toward the front steps. She remembered her shopping bag still on the passenger seat. She didn’t feel like telling Curtis just yet about any pregnancy now or in the future, since nothing had been verified. She was playing it safe.

      Pastor Phil’s words about her past suddenly came back to her. She had no memory of ever being in Redwood at any point in her life. What made him so sure? How did he seem to know what the house’s motivations were? She was eager to talk with him some more to find out. Curtis called to her from the house as she stood in the courtyard, staring ahead.

      “I’ll be in in a minute,” she said, going back to the car. She grabbed her purse and put the contents of the shopping bag inside. She closed the door and walked back toward the house, looking up at its walls, determined to uncover its secrets. Inside, she found Theo and Curtis heading toward the kitchen. She set her purse down on a table in the foyer and followed them. Her footsteps across the hardwood floor echoed down the hall as she caught up.

      “The worst of it happened in here,” Curtis said as they neared the kitchen.

      He flicked the switch, bringing to light the broken glass, pots, pans, and dishes smashed and strewn across the floor. Theo let out a low whistle.

      Mary placed her hands on the counter and looked around, absorbing it all once again. Theo was busy, crouching down to inspect the debris more closely, then standing to examine the cabinets, but not touching anything.

      “Sense anything, Mr. Stone?” Curtis asked him.

      “Please. Call me Theo,” he said, turning around from the kitchen sink. “It’s hard to say just yet,” he said. “Need to see all the rooms before I can make any true determination.”

      “I was standing right here,” Mary said, pointing to the counter in front of her, “when the kitchen just… came alive. The cabinets flew open. Drawers flew out. Plates flew out and shattered on the floor. Silverware scattered everywhere, all within a split second.” She stepped forward with steely conviction, stopping just inches from Theo’s bearded face. “And this was right after I saw a man in a tuxedo crawling on the floor with a shotgun blast in his back.”

      Theo scratched his beard. “Interesting…”

      “And you don’t sense anything?” Mary asked, her eyes unblinking.

      “Do you?” Theo asked her in a playful manner.

      “How about we check out the rest of the house?” Curtis suggested as he motioned to the hall.

      Mary sighed in frustration as Theo walked away as though nothing strange had happened in the kitchen. “I’m not crazy,” she said as they left.

      “No one is saying that,” Curtis said from the hall.

      She looked around the kitchen in wonder. It really happened, hadn’t it? Curtis followed their psychic through different rooms as they made their way into her office. She left the kitchen and met up with them, lost in her own thoughts.

      If only there was some way to make their new life in Redwood work. According to Pastor Phil, saving their house would mean ruffling some feathers in town. Whoever was behind the Bechdel murders was still out there, and while she had the mayor fingered as a prime suspect, Phil had explained to her that it was more complex than that.

      Theo glanced at her desk, where the stack of library books and copies of newspaper clippings rested.

      “Mary loves research,” Curtis said.

      Theo turned to her with a hint of admiration. “Planning on writing a book about Redwood?”

      “Just looking for answers,” she said. “There are secrets to this town, buried for generations.”

      “Now that, I’m sure of,” Theo said, looking up at the wall and admiring Mary’s nature artwork.

      “I told her she should just write a book. She can even add some illustrations to it,” Curtis said.

      Mary stormed forward, blocking her desk from further scrutiny. “I was sitting right here yesterday evening. It must have been nine or ten at night. I had been sleeping. But it was no normal sleep. I was in some kind of trance.” She paused and began shuffling around the clipping copies, finding the actual clippings that she had found in one of the books. “Things started to make sense. Just a little piece of the puzzle. Next thing I knew, I was woken up by the chimes of a grandfather clock that doesn’t exist.”

      “And at that point,” Curtis interjected, “the house apparently went berserk, tossing tables and furniture everywhere.”

      “That’s what happened,” she said. “We’ve been over this again and again.”

      “I know. I know,” Curtis said with a shake of his head.

      Theo nodded and then took his fedora off, revealing a thick mat of short dark hair, slightly graying on the sides. “I think it’s pretty clear that the house is trying to communicate with you.” He turned and exited the room without saying another word, which Mary found odd. Curtis followed him out the door as Mary looked at her desk and grabbed a college-ruled notebook and pen. She then left the room to join Curtis and a man she was growing increasingly skeptical of.

      They continued their journey room by room, many of them still empty. “Lots of space,” he said as they made their way upstairs.

      “It sure is,” Curtis said. “Growing up with a family of five in a small apartment in Philadelphia certainly makes you appreciate the space.”

      “What do you do? If you don’t mind me asking,” Theo said.

      “Lawyer,” Curtis was quick to say. “I’m trying to set up a practice here in town.”

      They continued to search each room, with Mary’s hopeful expectation that Theo would soon sense the spirits’ presence and affirm that she had been right all along. But after each room, his response was always the same: There was a slight, lingering paranormal presence within the house, but it was hard to determine exactly what they were dealing with.

      “Perhaps the worst of it is over,” he said with confidence.

      “I want to believe it but can’t,” she responded. “Julie Bechdel spoke to me. She’s suffering within these walls, she and her family, and they need our help.”

      They went upstairs and walked through each room only to find what Theo described as a “the fading residue of paranormal activity.”

      They checked the attic, the garage, and even toured the backyard, walking past old sculptures, the trimmed bushes, the lilies that festooned the cobblestone walkway.

      After the lengthy tour, they convened in the dining room to discuss what options they had left. Mary wasn’t very impressed with their psychic’s abilities thus far. He seemed to come up with more reasons to dismiss what she had seen and experienced rather than verify what she knew to be true.

      As they gathered, Theo took a seat at the head of the table between Mary and Curtis. A large brass chandelier lit the room in an elegant fashion, prompting thoughts of long-ago social gatherings.

      Mary set her notebook down with Julie’s diary sealed in a Zip-Lock bag. She leaned forward with her arms folded on the table as Theo flipped through his own pocket-sized notebook. Curtis sat back in his chair with an air of satisfaction, crossing his arms. Mary could tell he just wanted the whole thing to be over with. He must have felt that the time was near. There was no real evidence of anything out of the ordinary, except what she had seen and heard.

      Theo shifted in his seat and lowered his notebook as Mary prepared to make her case. “You have a beautiful home here,” he began. “And thank you for the tour.”

      “You’re quite welcome,” Curtis said. His hand went to the five o’clock shadow on his normally clean-shaven face, which made him look as tired as Mary felt. “So what do you think?”

      She remained quiet, interested in Theo’s findings, if any, while also preparing to present some of her own from the past week.

      Theo glanced at them and spoke as though he were giving a deposition. “I sense a disturbing history to this house. There is definitely an aura of unrest permeating every room, more so in the grand foyer and gallery, where I believe the murders took place.”

      Curtis leaned closer with his hands folded, looking troubled, as if this was not what he wanted to hear. “What exactly did you see to bring you to that conclusion?”

      Theo raised a calming hand. “I’ll get to that in one moment, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. Please go on,” Curtis said, leaning back.

      “This house has been vacant for many years. Decades, I’m guessing. Your presence has, for lack of a better term, awoken, the dominant spirits that exist within these walls.” He then turned to Mary. “I believe that considering Mary’s latest episode, the spirits sensed her own powers and wanted to reach out and communicate with her. What you probably saw there, Mary, was them at their most powerful, and I would guess that it would probably be another ten to fifteen years before they grew the strength to do something like that again.”

      Skeptical, Mary was quick to respond. “And why is that?”

      “Sometimes it’s hard to explain the subtleties of telekinetic energy, but suffice it to say, the paranormal presence within these walls is fading fast.”

      Curtis seemed pleased at the news as he cut in. “Earlier, my wife and I had discussed the possibility of an exorcism.” He then laughed at the thought. “Is that what it’s going to take?”

      Theo scratched his bearded cheek, considering the question. “It certainly wouldn’t hurt. Perhaps a good, old-fashioned exorcism would give you some peace of mind.”

      Curtis laughed again. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin. Can you find exorcists on the Internet?”

      Theo shrugged. “Sure. Just make sure they’re certified.”

      Curtis rolled his eyes, clearly not convinced of any of it, but Mary was not prepared to let things go that easily. “So what you’re saying is that we don’t have much to worry about?” she asked, clearly intending to put Theo on the spot.

      He placed his palms flat on the table and closed his eyes, tilting his head back slightly. His methods remained a mystery to her, even as he opened his eyes to answer.

      “What happened in this house will always be a part of it. From what I sense, there will always be a presence, but it is growing weak and will soon vanish.”

      “Well, there you go,” Curtis said with enthusiasm.

      Mary shook her head and casually flipped open her notebook, pen in hand, and began reading from a list. “Saturday evening, October ninth, candles erupted during an argument with Curtis. Monday morning, October tenth, heard a man’s voice outside bathroom that asked me ‘What are you so afraid of?’ That same evening, heard faint cries from an infant, coming from all over the house.

      “I saw what looked like a raccoon with a demonic face in the living room. I don’t even know if it was real or not. It made unnatural, monstrous noises and scurried into the wall, where the pest control men found this…” She paused and pushed the wrapped diary toward Theo as he looked down, confused. “Go ahead and open it. Take a look,” she said. “But be gentle with it. It’s a very old diary, written by Julie.”

      Theo stared at the diary sealed in its bag like an artifact or police evidence. He touched the plastic and then looked at Mary. “You found this here?”

      “Yes. There are several missing pages, and I haven’t read the whole thing yet. What I do know is that Julie considered her parents very domineering. She also, more times than once, refers to her parents’ enemies, of which there seem to have been many.”

      “Fascinating…” Theo said, pulling the diary out and carefully thumbing through it.

      Mary looked down at her timeline, continuing. “On our first visit to downtown, an elderly woman half out of her mind on the street seems to know who I am and that we recently moved into the Bechdel property. I run into a man, a pastor at the local church, who also seems to know who I am without even being introduced.”

      Mary paused to take a breath and then continued reading as Theo flipped through the diary, deeply focused. “Sunday afternoon, October sixteenth. Arrive home with Curtis to find an inverted cross painted in red over front door. Monday morning, October seventeenth. Heard chimes of a grandfather clock. Clock disappeared and reappeared throughout the day.” Mary paused, reaching the end of her list.

      She looked directly at Theo and continued. “And that brings us to last night, when the kitchen blew apart. When the spirits exposed themselves in a fiery rage, howling, slamming doors and moving furniture, casting bleeding body parts from the top of the grandfather clock.”

      She stood up and pointed down the hall toward the stairs. “Then a force pinned me to the ground so that I could not move. I was right over there when the ghost of Julie appeared and made everything better. She said that she needed my help.”

      “What kind of help does Julie want?” Theo asked.

      “As she put it, to find her killers so that the spirts of the victims can rest.”

      Mary leaned against the table, searching their faces for reactions. Theo looked deep in thought and was still holding the diary in his hands. Curtis sat back with an embarrassed look on his face.

      Theo lowered the diary and cleared his throat. “That’s all very detailed and intriguing, Mary, but I’m just not sensing much here now. It could all be just a passing phase. A last hurrah.”

      “A phase?” she said. “I’m sorry, I don’t think so.”

      Theo looked over at Curtis, and a nervous laugh escaped. “I’ve been doing this a long time, and I think I know a paranormal entity when I see one. The energy just isn’t here any longer.”

      Curtis suddenly cut in. “I don’t understand, Mary. This is good news. We should be so lucky.”

      “It proves nothing,” she said. She then leaned over and took the diary from Theo’s hands and placed it back into the bag. “You should also know that Mr. Stone’s findings completely contradict everything Pastor Phil told me about this place.”

      “Pastor Phil?” Curtis said, surprised. “What did he tell you?”

      “He’s been living in Redwood longer than we’ve been alive, and he knows that there’s something seriously wrong with this house.”

      “Is that where you were today?” Curtis asked. “You guys friends now?”

      “If I may,” Theo said, standing up. “It’s perfectly reasonable to have doubts about my findings, Mary. If my initial diagnosis isn’t adequate, I’d be happy to stay overnight and monitor the house.”

      “I don’t know if that’s necessary,” Curtis said, stretching. “I think we’re good.”

      “No. We’re not,” Mary said.

      Curtis looked at her, upset. “The man gave us his diagnosis. His business is done here. Now we can go back to our lives and put all this nonsense behind us.”

      “Mr. Stone, with all due respect, I don’t think you get it.”

      “Please, call me, Theo,” he said.

      Mary was getting closer to revealing more of what she had been told, beginning with the pregnancy claim, but she was beginning to feel increasingly paranoid at the same time.

      Suddenly, the chandelier swayed and creaked as though a powerful gust of wind had just blown through the house. They looked up in unison, just in time to see the chandelier swing hard and fast like a pendulum, and then an unseen hand seemed to rip it from the ceiling, as plaster gave way and wires dangled and sparked with electricity, and plaster and pieces of wood began falling.

      “Look out!” Mary shouted, as she fell back against the wall.

      Curtis and Theo both jumped to the side and hit the floor just as the chandelier crashed down onto the dining-room table, exploding with a tremendous blast of shattered bulbs and bronze fragments. The oak table cracked down the middle but was still able to withstand the crash. Mary crawled, dazed and ears ringing, to a place in the corner where the diary had landed after being launched into the air.

      “What in the holy hell was that?” Curtis shouted from the floor on the other side of the table.

      Theo rose from the ground a few feet away from the ruined chandelier. His hat had fallen off, and he appeared just as shocked as Curtis. As Mary neared the diary, she noticed lights flickering down the hall. She was certain that the presence was upon them. The house was coming alive again.
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      From the ballroom came a cacophony of discordant and startling sounds: whistles, drums, bells, and harps. Curtis and Theo stood over the fallen chandelier split in pieces on top of the dining room table, where they were seated only moments ago. Mary grabbed the diary in a frantic lunge, while feeling the unmistakable mark of the spirits having returned. She felt vindicated but also frightened. One door slammed shut, followed by another.

      Mary guided herself toward the hallway, pressing up against the wall in an attempt to avoid the risk of being struck by a flying object or an entire piece of furniture. If the spirits of the dead wanted her help, they certainly didn’t act like it. Her head swung to the side, where Curtis still stood in shock at the dining-room table. Theo, however, was occupied examining the hanging wires with which the chandelier was still attached above. He appeared to have a certain understanding of what was going on.

      “You were saying something about the spirits being gone?” Mary said, leaving the room as if being guided by some force.

      They both turned to her, and Curtis gestured for her to come back. “Mary! Where are you going?”

      More doors slammed, in unison this time. In the ballroom, the furniture scraped against the hardwood floor, screeching and sliding across the room.

      “Theo, what’s happening?” Curtis asked, turning to him.

      Behind his serious expression, Theo looked pale. “I don’t know, Curtis. But your wife is probably on to something.”

      “No,” Curtis said. He looked up, pointing at the ceiling. “Faulty electronics and wiring. That’s it.” He continued with this point, despite having to shout above all the noises coming from all the cardinal points of the house.

      Mary shuddered to think of their kitchen bursting into chaos once again. She had reached the hallway, striding confidently with the diary in her hand.

      Theo backed away from the table and started to follow, as Curtis spun around, shouting.

      “Hey! Are we going to talk about this, or what? This is not the time to be running off.” Seeing that they were ignoring him and moving on, Curtis attempted to catch up, breathing hard and calling their names, imploring them to stop.

      Mary moved away from the walls and walked fearlessly down the hall as Theo reached her and Curtis trailed close behind.

      “Where are you going?” Theo asked.

      “She wants to talk to me again. Julie.”

      “You’re right, Mary,” Theo said.

      “What?” she said, turning her head to look at him, confused.

      “I could sense it the minute I walked in, but…”

      “But what?” Mary said with an arched brow.

      “But I downplayed it, and for that I’m sorry.”

      Was he lying then, or now? she wondered.

      From a distance, they watched a lampshade fly across the room and crash into the wall. Curtis jumped as the lights above flickered. Doors to all the rooms along their path were slammed shut. Curtis tried one of the handles, but it wouldn’t budge. Mary slowed as they entered the ballroom, where a sofa and chair had been flipped upside-down. Fortunately, the room was minimally furnished.

      A low rumbling flowed throughout the house, followed by a creaking of every post and beam and header and floorboard, as though they were on an old ship at sea. Mary felt eager yet apprehensive as she approached the staircase, hoping to find Julie waiting for her. But the house was all sound and fury.

      “Julie, speak to me,” Mary said, holding up the diary. “We need more clues!”

      Curtis walked up beside her and took her arm. “Mary, please. This house is dangerous. We should leave.”

      “Hold on,” Mary said as she pulled away and approached the stairs with caution. “Julie?”

      Suddenly, the house went still and quiet. The chandeliers stopped swaying, and for a moment, everything seemed safe.

      “All right,” Curtis said calmly. “Now let’s all take a walk outside and talk about this.”

      A split second later, a deafening crash erupted upstairs, sending all three of them to the floor for cover. Mary screamed as Curtis threw himself across her back, shielding her.

      Theo remained lying on his stomach, looking up as a chandelier swayed precariously from side to side. “I think Curtis has the right idea,” he said, reaching for his hat, which rested on the floor beside him. Light tremors shook the floor like an aftershock.

      Curtis helped Mary up as she held the diary against her chest. Theo pushed himself up and began to make his way carefully to the door, when an unseen voice hissed and echoed throughout the room, followed by a strange and faint ringing in the air.

      “Bring them to us…”

      Mary scanned the room frantically, then looked at Curtis with fear in her eyes.

      “What?” he asked from near the front door.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked him.

      Theo approached Mary, deep in thought. “I did.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Curtis asked.

      “Where’s Julie?” Mary asked, looking up.

      “She isn’t here. You will talk to us now…” An overlay of witch-like voices murmured from the walls surrounding them.

      “What do you want?” Mary shouted. Theo walked up behind her, looking around as though he could hear them too.

      “Who are you talking to?” Curtis asked, fearful now. He tugged on Mary’s arm, but she wasn’t going anywhere.

      “You know what we want. Bring them to us, or we’ll take what is ours…”

      Suddenly there was silence. The faint, high-pitched ringing vanished. The house went still again, and Mary felt that their latest paranormal encounter was over. She leaned over, light-headed and out of breath.

      Curtis held her up and rubbed her back, concerned. “My God, Mary. Are you all right? Let me help you.”

      “I’m fine…” she answered. “Just need to sit.”

      Curtis led her over to the nearest flipped-over sofa chair and righted it, helping her take a seat. Theo paced around the room, deep in his investigation. Mary rested back, feeling her forehead. Her heart raced with worry. The voices, which she was sure Julie wasn’t a part of, referenced what she had feared the most, that she was indeed pregnant.

      “It’s too soon…” she said under her breath in a pained voice.

      Curtis leaned closer. “What are you talking about?” He rose up from his knees and looked around the room in panic. “Can someone please tell me what’s going on here?”

      Theo walked over to Curtis, with his hands in his pockets, looking slightly ashamed. “I received an anonymous call from someone today. I don’t know who it was, but they made me an offer.”

      Curtis looked at Theo, bewildered, but with a faint idea of where he might be going.

      “They offered me one thousand dollars to convince you and Mary that nothing was wrong with the place. I don’t know why, but that’s what they offered.”

      Mary leaned forward in the chair, eyes narrowing. “I wonder if Bob Deckers had anything to do with this. He originally gave us your card.”

      “Oh, Mary. Come on. That’s ridiculous,” Curtis said, throwing his arms in the air.

      Mary stood in defiance, despite her apparent light-headedness. “Why? How long have you known Bob? How well do you really know him?” She paused and looked up at the ceiling as a stillness came over the room.

      Too frustrated to respond, Curtis read the scribbled marking on the cashier’s check Theo held out. There was no maker’s name or signature. “One thousand dollars?” he said. “Why would anyone care if we stayed or left?”

      Theo shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m sorry for deceiving you both. They told me to expect a call from you within an hour… and then you called.”

      Curtis looked up at Theo, his face red with anger. “I want you to tell me what this is about, Mr. Stone. No more games.”

      Mary glanced over at them as Theo looked at Curtis with a nervous look on his face. He removed his fedora and brushed back his hair with a panicky sigh. “Maybe we should talk outside.” He then glanced up at the chandelier no longer swaying above them. “Don’t want another close call with one of these things crashing down.”

      “Talk,” Mary said, rising from the chair. “No more stalling.”

      Theo scratched his beard with another sigh and then waved his hat around, as though to speak further would be painful. Curtis crossed his arms and stared at Theo, not having to say another word, because his face said it all. Their psychic, it seemed, wasn’t all he was cracked up to be.

      Theo said, “I can sense what this house wants. The time is nearing. I’ve often thought about this place, but part of me has always been afraid to come here.” And then his eyes clouded over. “You see, my mother disappeared investigating the Bechdel murders twenty-eight years ago. I’ve been looking for her ever since.”

      “Excuse me?” Curtis said.

      “I know this sounds like a pathetic excuse, but business has been pretty rough. In fact, you’re my first clients in a long time.” Theo took a step back, scanning the high ceilings above, clearly reluctant about elaborating further. But he had said too much already and couldn’t end there. “I needed the money so that one day I can find out what happened to her.”

      Curtis and Mary looked at each other, astonished.

      Theo waved to them feebly, turned, and walked to the front door, past a lamp lying in pieces and more flipped-over tables and chairs.

      “Sorry for wasting your time and misleading you,” Theo said. He spun around, offering his parting words. “Mary is right about this house. There are powerful forces here, and they’re not going to stop. I’m sorry again.” He turned back around, opened the door, and walked out.

      “Wait!” Mary called. “Where are you going?”

      “I’ve got to hit the road,” he said. “That’s where I belong anyway.”

      Mary looked at Curtis, desperate, but he was too occupied with surveying the destruction in the room. She followed Theo out, and Curtis called to her not to bother, but she was on a mission.

      Mary ran down the front steps and through the courtyard to Theo’s Oldsmobile, and stood with him there, pleading. “But we’re trying to solve the same case,” Mary said. “You can’t go!”

      “I’m sorry, Mary, but I prefer to work alone,” Theo said. He paused and looked around. “This house is bad business. All I sense here is a bunch of angry spirits, save for that little girl you’re trying to talk to. She seems to be the only one at peace. It’s sad, really.”

      Curtis stood at the doorway with his arms crossed. “Let him go, Mary. We’ll find someone else.”

      Mary moved to the side of Theo’s car, blocking the driver’s-side door. “You’re not going anywhere.” She then turned to Curtis. “We need him.”

      Car keys in hand, Theo huffed and looked at Mary with frustration. “Best of luck to you, Mary.”

      Mary continued to block his path, unwavering. “You could have lied to us and kept that money, and that you didn’t, matters to me. I can’t do this all on my own. We share something, Theo, and you know it.”

      Theo backed away and tilted his head, looking into the sky. The afternoon sky was awash in blue streaks, with thin, scattered clouds shielding the sun.

      “I’d like to help, but I wouldn’t even know where to start. Plus, I have my own methods. The best thing you can do is move, and even that may not help you.”

      “We’ll pay you. You can stay with us here as our guest, and we can solve this thing together.”

      Theo sighed and looked down, conflicted. “I don’t think so.”

      Curtis approached them and stopped at the hood of Theo’s automobile. His shoulders sagged and he was noticeably pale, looking as if this was the last thing he wanted to deal with, or could deal with, that day.

      “I know how you feel, Theo,” Mary continued. “I’ve spent so much of my life denying these visions, suppressing them, but it’s time to embrace what we have and work together.”

      Theo looked up with a look of consideration. “I’d like to.”

      “Then do it,” Mary said.

      Theo glanced over at Curtis as Curtis shrugged, too exhausted to fight. “I could stay an extra day or two and see what happens.”

      “Thank you. We have plenty of space,” Mary said with a smile.

      “What exactly does the house or these spirits want?” Curtis said, pacing around the front of the car with his hands out like a lawyer in a courtroom.

      “It’s hard to say,” Mary began. “Julie has tried to reach out to me. That poor girl… she must be terrified.”

      “Vengeance,” Theo answered. “She’s doing her best to quell them, but they’re growing more powerful and resistant.”

      “Vengeance against whom?” Curtis asked, vacillating again, as though the entire conversation was absurd.

      “The murderers,” Mary said. “Who else?”

      “Exactly,” Theo said.

      Mary glanced at him, satisfied that they seemed to be on the same page. She then walked over to Curtis with her hands folded in front of her. “I think we’re in great danger. I talked with Pastor Phil today. He admitted to having the inverted cross painted on our door.”

      Curtis’s eyes widened with anger. His Adam’s apple dipped with a swallow. “What?”

      Mary put a calming hand on his shoulder. “He said he did it for our benefit. To warn us, protect us, possibly.”

      Curtis shook his head in doubt. “This is crazy. We can’t even trust the town pastor?”

      Mary talked almost in a whisper. “Forget about the door and listen to me.” She then paused, hesitant for a moment to continue. “We have to do this. Pastor Phil explained it to me. There’s no escape.”

      Curtis stepped forward, his face a litany of stunned expressions. “Are you serious? How the hell would he know?”

      Theo stood back, leaning against his car, not saying a word.

      “I don’t know,” Mary said. “But he told me that these vengeful spirits would claim someone one way or the other.”

      Curtis threw his arms down, laughing. “I’ll believe that our home is haunted by spirits of the dead, but that one sounds a little too far-fetched to me.”

      “Tit for tat,” Theo said casually from the side of his car. “Sometimes netherworld spirits will make a demand of living hosts. They already resent you enough for being alive, and they’ll take all that is precious from you if you don’t serve them accordingly.”

      Mary looked back at Curtis as he slumped forward and caught himself on the maroon hood of Theo’s car.

      “Are you okay?” Mary asked, wrapping her arms around him.

      “Yeah…” he said in a daze. “I just felt like I had the wind knocked out of me.”

      They couldn’t explain how, but it seemed that, for Curtis, everything finally seemed to have sunken in.
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* * *

      Mary and Theo set up in the den, laying out all of Mary’s books and newspaper clippings on a center table in the otherwise unfurnished room. After they cleaned up the latest destruction caused by the unseen forces, Curtis checked the rest of the house for damage, examining every nook and cranny. He also looked as though he was finally starting to realize that their dream home was too good to be true after all.

      That evening, Mary led Theo up the stairs and showed him the guest bedroom where he would be staying. It was a quaint room with a twin bed, dresser, and not much more in regard to furnishing.

      “This is the only other room we have with a bed at the moment,” Mary said, showing Theo in.

      “Quite all right,” Theo answered.

      Mary glanced at the shoulder bag Theo was carrying. “You always bring an overnight bag?”

      Theo nodded and smiled. “For whatever reason, I had a feeling that I would be staying here for more than a day, not necessarily in this house of course.”

      “If I hadn’t chased after you, it looks like you would have packed it for nothing,” Mary said.

      Theo walked to the bed and set his bag down. “I suppose you’re right.” He turned to her, with sincerity in his tired eyes. “Thank you for this. The opportunity, I mean. I hope I don’t let you down.”

      Mary crossed her arms. “Hey, I just want to go back to my quiet life of drawing and sipping tea.”

      “I hear you,” Theo said. He took his fedora off and placed it on the bed next to his bag. Mary didn’t ask, but she was pretty sure they were around the same age. She felt a connection with him beyond their psychic traits.

      “What month were you born?” she asked.

      Theo froze in the middle of pulling off his jacket. “Month? I’m a Gemini, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Me too,” Mary said, surprised.

      “I figured as much.”

      Mary cocked her head. “What makes you say that?”

      “Just a hunch,” he said, flashing another smile.

      Mary placed her hand on the door, halfway out. “Well, I have to go talk to Curtis and see how he’s doing. How about we meet downstairs in about twenty?”

      Theo tossed his jacket on the bed. “Sounds good.”

      Mary nodded and closed the door. She felt in good company, at least for the time being.

      

      Wearing his night T-shirt and plaid pants, Curtis sat leaning against the headboard, his laptop propped on a pillow. He peered down through his glasses at the glowing screen and barely noticed Mary as she walked in.

      “What’re you up to?” she asked, making her way over to the bed.

      “Just surfing the Internet, looking at all these paranormal videos,” he said, typing. “I had no idea this stuff was so popular. Some of these videos have over two million hits.”

      “Curtis, this is serious,” she said, leaning against the bedpost.

      “I know,” he said without looking up.

      Mary paused, astonished by his impulsive decision to watch Internet videos at a critical time such as this. “And we have to understand that there is no escape from this. We have no choice but to find out who murdered those two families. They are not going to let up.”

      Curtis looked up at her with the glare of his laptop screen reflecting from his glasses. “Let’s talk reasonably. How do we know any of that is true?”

      “I don’t know,” Mary said, shaking her head. “But I can feel something pulling at me, whether we move back to Chicago or not.”

      “I don’t doubt you at all. I simply have reservations about some of the ghosts and spirits. Who is telling you this, for instance?”

      “Pastor Phil made it very clear. Why don’t you go with me tomorrow, and he’ll explain.”

      Curtis slowly shut his laptop screen and set it to the side with an exhausted breath. “Aside from him vandalizing our front door, we barely know him. Think about it, Mary. We’ve been here two weeks.”

      “We have to trust him,” she said, stepping back from the bed. “How else can we make sense of any of this?”

      Curtis simply scoffed and lay down.  Mary looked over to the nightstand where her purse rested. She then walked past him to the door. “Theo is downstairs, and we have a lot of things to discuss.”

      Curtis stared up at the ceiling in a vacant stare. “You do what you have to do. I’ve got to sort some stuff out.” He feigned a smile, but it was clear that the day’s events had rattled him. “I still don’t know what’s going on, but I do know that you were right. Either that, or we’re both completely insane.”

      Mary laughed a little to herself. For a moment, she found the entire matter humorous.

      

      Downstairs, the furniture had been turned right-side up and the room cleaned up as much as they could. The chandelier was still in pieces on the dining-room table, evidence of the impossible destruction they had seen with their own eyes. So far, there only seemed to be certain rooms or areas throughout the mansion where paranormal activity flourished—the kitchen, dining room, and ballroom.

      The occurrences seemed random in nature but were growing in power each time. Mary didn’t know how much time they had left. She wanted more than anything to communicate with Julie directly. For now, the spirit of the little girl was absent, with something much more ominous in her place.

      She found Theo in the den, standing over a table with a lamp shade hanging above. Her library books were spread across the table’s mahogany surface along with all the newspaper clippings she had acquired. In the center of it all was Julie’s diary, sealed in the plastic bag. Theo asked her where Curtis was.

      “He’s still reeling from all this, I think,” she said.

      “Understood,” Theo said. “It’s one hell of a blow.” He pulled a paper flier from his jacket and handed it to Mary. It was a printed advertisement for psychic medium services with an address, number, and website listed. “For all your investigative needs,” he said with a tinge of sarcasm.

      Mary examined the flier as Theo took one of the travelogue books from the table and flipped through it. “You know, before my foray into the psychic business, I was simply a private investigator.”

      “Really?” Mary said, laying the flier on the table.

      “Had a good run, but I needed something more. I needed a gimmick. Something that would make me stand out.” He turned to her, snapping his fingers. “So I became a paranormal investigator. And as you can see by my business card, it’s totally legit.”

      Mary laughed as she took Julie’s diary out and carefully turned through the pages. There was a gradual progression of Julie’s entries expressing concern for her and her family’s safety. She reviewed some of what she had read earlier.

      September 02: My parents won’t let me attend school this year. They told me that I’ll be taught at home “for my safety.”

      September 15: They won’t even let me have anyone over at the house. I can’t see my friends anymore. Mother and Father don’t care.

      September 23: I haven’t been able to leave the house for weeks. I can’t stand it! My older brother told me that we’re in danger. He tells me this stuff just to scare me. Why is he so mean?.

      Mary lowered the diary, feeling a deep sense of sadness for Julie. The girl was denied a childhood. Her young life was cut short, needlessly. Mary vowed, if anything, to find the killers for Julie’s sake and bring her closure. The murders were initially reported as a home invasion, a robbery of sorts. And although the house had been ransacked, there were few things stolen, leading police, at the time, to other possible motives.

      How the case had still gone unsolved decades later baffled Mary. Was it purposeful? Was there a cover-up? It seemed fairly obvious to her that the individuals responsible were town locals with an axe to grind. Perhaps that was the conspiracy. The town was in on it.

      “So who are our suspects?” Theo asked, circling the table. “Isn’t that the main thing we need to find out?”

      “The town pastor has extensive knowledge of Redwood. Or at least he claims to,” Mary said. “He told me that George Bechdel was running for mayor against Frederick Taylor, the current mayor.”

      “I had read about that,” Theo said. “And Taylor has been Mayor since then.”

      “If that’s the case,” Mary said, “he’s our prime suspect.”

      Theo grabbed some newspaper clippings, examining them. “So they never brought Taylor in for questioning back then?”

      “I don’t know,” Mary said.

      “Hard to believe that they wouldn’t.” Theo resumed his thinking and began circling the table. “It’s unlikely that the perpetrator or perpetrators were outsiders, and while it’s certainly a possibility, this whole thing reeks of a local cover-up.”

      “I can see the investigators asking themselves the same questions we’re asking back then as well,” Mary said.

      “Who runs the police department now?” Theo said, stopping in his tracks.

      Mary thought to herself for a moment. “Police Chief Riley and his partner, Deputy Ramirez.”

      “That’s it?” Theo asked, astonished. “That’s the entire police force?”

      Mary shrugged. “Sure seems like it.”

      Theo ran his hands through his hair with a groan. “We’re going to need ten more detectives and psychics to punch through this one.”

      “According to Pastor Phil, the conspiracy extends beyond the mayor. Taylor is just the tip of the iceberg.”

      “Wonderful,” Theo said. “Now if we could just bring everyone here for questioning…” He then paused, as though a lightbulb had lit up in his head. “Why don’t you have a housewarming party here and invite everyone from town? You’ve definitely got the room,” he said, teasing.

      Mary nodded, considering the idea. “But first things first; we have to meet up with Pastor Phil tomorrow. Are you in?”

      Theo glanced at his wristwatch. “I think I can pencil it in.”

      Mary smiled and studied Theo’s worn but spirited face. He had shifted from his cockier, less-authentic manner to someone who genuinely seemed interested in what he was doing. He was gradually gaining her trust back.

      “Why did you change your mind?” she asked him.

      “About what?”

      “Why did you decide to help us?”

      Theo thought to himself and then took Julie’s diary in hand. “I’m on a mission of my own, Mary. My mother, she was young. Disappeared at twenty-five along with my uncle. I was just an infant.”

      Mary stopped with her mouth agape. “I’m sorry, I had no idea.”

      “It’s fine,” Theo said, lightly scratching his chest. “That was a long time ago. 1985.”

      Mary leaned in closer. “What about your abilities? Weren’t they able to help you see what happened?”

      Theo shook his head. “It’s almost as if what happened is being blocked from me. Nothing but a blank screen, and I can’t figure out why.”

      “There’s still hope for her, right? I mean, if there was never a body,” Mary began.

      “It wasn’t just her,” Theo added. “She was with some friends, a team of psychics. Apparently they got in over their heads. They all disappeared.” He then paused with a deep sigh. “I don’t want to alarm you, but some of her last notes discuss investigating your house. She called it The Bechdel Project.”

      “Is there any evidence that she’s been in this house before?” Mary asked.

      “The last anyone saw of them was just before they went on a road trip through Indiana, but there’s no evidence that they ever specifically stopped here.”

      Mary touched his shoulder. “Again, I’m very sorry.”

      Theo nodded and continued in a vacant tone. “I’ve nearly given up on it all. I even had my doubts about this house, but I don’t remember the last time I felt as exhilarated as when that chandelier crashed down on the table.” He quietly laughed to himself. “This is the kind of stuff I live for.”

      “Well, I’m glad you stayed,” Mary said. She paused suddenly, when the lights began to flicker, and a faint humming surged through the room. Theo froze in place, listening. In the silence, the lights returned to normal and the humming ceased. “Going to be one long night,” he said.
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      Mary woke the next morning to find Curtis lying next to her. This was the first time in days that he hadn’t been up and dressed when Mary woke up. She had slept only a few hours, and it was already daylight out. Theo was in the guest room next door. At least she hoped he would still be there, as his actions were anything but predictable.

      She’d had a dream about Pastor Phil the night before that she could only vaguely remember. In the dream, she was back on his farm, searching for answers, but couldn’t find him anywhere. She approached his barn and saw him in the distance, walking toward the woods in his backyard. She ran, calling out to him as he entered the woods and disappeared. She couldn’t remember what had happened after that.

      She removed her covers and climbed out of bed under the dim morning light glowing through the curtains. She had been up pretty late with Theo, trying to tally a list of suspects. She didn’t know many people in town, and those she had met at the Sunday barbecue, so many names and faces at once, were blurry images in her mind. There was no denying that, for now, Pastor Phil was their sole source for information.

      Until they made a breakthrough, her life was on hold. The house itself embodied an ever-changing series of daily moods and veiled supernatural activity that might explode at any moment. In the end, who would believe them, except Pastor Phil? Curtis, it seemed, was finally coming around, but as Mary walked barefoot to her closet in a T-shirt and underwear, she felt strangely alone. She opened her walk-in closet door and flipped on the light to see a line of clothes she hated hanging along the entire right side of the closet.

      “Julie…” she said softly. “If you’re there, talk to me.”

      The air was still and quiet. She didn’t know why she had called out for Julie. Like Julie, Mary was beginning to feel like a prisoner of the mansion.

      “Everything okay, Mary?” Curtis’s dry voice called out from the bed, sounding tired.

      She quickly grabbed a pair of jeans and a blue short-sleeved top from the hangers and walked out. Curtis was seated upright in bed, awake and looking alert. He reached for a glass of water on his nightstand and swigged it back in one long gulp. He lowered the glass and took a deep breath, watching Mary as she approached. “When did you go to bed?”

      “Not too late,” she answered. “A little after midnight.”

      Curtis tossed the covers to the side and stepped out of bed. “I still don’t completely trust that guy. Tried to play us for a bunch of fools. Could still be at it.”

      Mary made a quick motion with her hand, her voice just above a whisper. “He’s in the next room. Quiet down. And besides, you were more than happy with him before the truth came out.”

      Curtis scoffed. “I don’t care. He’s shady.”

      “He’s the best hope we have right now,” she said.

      Curtis turned away and reached for his cell phone on the nightstand. “I’m calling Pastor Phil so we can get to the bottom of this.”

      Mary tossed her jeans on the bed and moved quickly over to him. “Give it time. Phil wants to talk with us, but he’s a very cautious man.”

      Curtis held the phone up, prepared to dial but hesitated. “So am I.”

      “We’ll speak with him today. I promise,” she said.

      Curtis lowered the phone, conceding, and then lifted his head, as though another thought had just entered his mind. “So what else is on the agenda today?” he asked.

      “We start building a case. You can help us with that.”

      Curtis slumped his head back down on the pillow. “I want to set up a video camera down stairs. We need to begin documenting this stuff.” He ran his hand through his hair, yawning. “I can’t believe it. A haunted house…”

      Mary walked past him and toward the bathroom. “We need to focus and prepare ourselves. Gather our strength and concentrate.” She then closed the door, hearing Curtis sigh.

      She went to the shower, hoping that a smooth rush of warm water would help get her mind straight. The water hit her face, soaking her hair instantly as her mind drifted to the hundred options before them. They could run away and start over again. After all, where was the proof that the curse of the Bechdel mansion was tied to them? The more she delved into it, the more unanswered questions arose, more than she knew what to do with. And time, she felt, was running out. They’d been warned. Their lives were at risk.

      Mary brought the bar of soap down her chest and over her stomach as water trickled down her bare, smooth skin. Listening to the gentle sound of the running water, thoughts of Julie entered as familiar as a summer breeze.

      

      Mary emerged from the steamy bathroom feeling refreshed, wrapped in her bathrobe and wearing a towel around her head. Curtis was sitting on the bed with his laptop open, typing away. She was surprised to see him beaming with excitement when he looked up at her.

      “Mary,” he said excitedly, “I think I’ve got the answer!”

      She stopped a few feet from the bed and removed the towel, letting her hair drop to her shoulders. “What’s going on?”

      Curtis flew from the bed as though he could hardly contain himself. “Hear me out. It’s so simple.” He paused for dramatic effect as Mary waited patiently for him to continue.

      “We have definitive proof of paranormal existence here, right in our house.” He smiled broadly. “And I have a brilliant idea about how to turn this to our advantage.”

      Mary nodded without comment, a reserved expression on her face. Curtis walked over to her and put his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer. “This could be it, Mary. A genuine haunted mansion and it’s all ours. Do you know how many millions of people would travel from all over the world to visit here? Do you have any idea how big this can be?” He went back over to his laptop and scrolled down the screen, continuing his pitch. “I’ve been looking up all sorts of famous haunted landmarks throughout the country. We can really pull this off.” He looked at Mary with anticipation, disappointed in her reserved demeanor.

      “Curtis…” she began. “We can’t trivialize what happened to these people.” She turned to the window, pointing. “Their murderers are probably still out there.”

      “I know,” Curtis said. “I’ve thought about that. We can reignite interest in the case this way. Bring more attention to it. More than we could even imagine.”

      Mary spoke with quick candor. “We need to stay on track here. That’s what’s important.”

      Curtis grabbed his cellphone, which was sitting next to the laptop, and picked it up, undeterred. “There’s no reason we can’t do both.”

      “Curtis…”

      He held the phone to his ear after dialing. “At the very least, I’m going to give Bob Deckers a call and see what he thinks.”

      Mary gave up and walked back to the steam-filled bathroom and wiped a clear streak across the mirror, studying her face for a moment. She looked thinner, drained almost. It was very subtly different from a few weeks ago, but she could see it. She heard Curtis talking on the phone, loud and boisterous at first, and then his tone changed to one of utter shock.

      “No…” Curtis said softly. “How did he die? What happened?”

      Mary’s heart seized, and she dropped her hairbrush in the sink. She rushed out of the bathroom just as Curtis got off the phone.

      Curtis turned around to face her, holding his phone at his side, his expression vacant. “I can’t believe it…”

      “Did you just say that someone died?” Mary asked.

      “I’m… I’m in shock…”

      Mary froze, seeing the despondent look in his eyes. “Curtis? Talk to me. What happened?”

      Curtis rubbed his face and sighed. “Pastor Phil…”

      “What about him?” Mary asked.

      “Bob Deckers just told me a minute ago.”

      With panic in her heart, Mary approached Curtis, deeply concerned. “Told you what?”

      “I don’t even know how to say it, Mary. Apparently, he was found dead this morning.”

      “What?” Mary shouted. The words made no sense to her. “Found dead? That’s impossible. How?” She could feel her legs shaking, and she hoped that it was all a bad dream.

      Curtis continued in a shocked tone. “It’s the strangest thing. I was just going to ask Bob if he had Pastor Phil’s number.”

      “Who found him?” Mary asked.

      “Some woman from the church went to his house this morning to make him breakfast or something and found him lying in bed. Bob said he died in his sleep.”

      Mary began pacing the room, short of breath. “There’s no way.” She turned to Curtis, upset. “There’s no way!”

      “That’s what Bob told me,” he said.

      “Get him on the phone,” Mary said, walking toward Curtis with her hand out, ready to take the phone.

      Curtis held the phone behind his back and put one arm around Mary, pulling her closer in a hug. “I’m sorry, Mary…”

      “Just doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “We were supposed to talk to him today.” She felt completely in denial, even as a sick feeling rose in her gut. She hadn’t known him long but felt a certain kinship with Pastor Phil. He seemed like a good man. He also hadn’t appeared in ill health, which immediately made her suspicious.

      “I can’t believe he’s really gone,” Curtis said, rubbing her back. “Just unreal.”

      “Something isn’t right,” Mary said. She suddenly remembered her dream from last night, in which Pastor Phil had walked away from her and disappeared into the woods. There had to be a meaning to it, clues that could help her figure out what had really happened to him.

      Curtis backed away with a serious expression. “For now, we’re just going to have to accept it.”

      Mary shook her head. “I can’t.” She went to the bed and grabbed her jeans. “We’re going to his house.”

      “Now?” Curtis asked, surprised.

      “Yes, now,” she said, putting her blue, short-sleeved top on.

      “It just seems inappropriate,” Curtis said.

      “I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t think it was necessary. There are answers there. I had a dream about him last night. He was walking through the backyard.”

      “But there’ll be cops there. Paramedics. Does he have a family?”

      Mary shook her head, with sadness clearly evident on her face. “He did at one point.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “They’re gone,” Mary said. “His wife passed away years ago. His children… well, I’m not sure where they are.”

      Curtis stepped forward, arms crossed. “Just what do you expect to find out there?”

      “Like I said, answers.” Dressed, she went to the bedroom door and opened it, walking outside to find Theo down the hall, heading toward the stairs, barefoot and in jeans and a T-shirt.

      “Theo!” she called out.

      He turned around with an empty coffee mug in his hands. “Good morning,” he said with a slight smile, which dropped as she quickly approached him with a look of dread.

      “Did you dream last night?”

      “Dream?” he asked, confused. He looked up thinking. “Yeah. I think so. I’ve had problems remembering dreams as of late.”

      “I have bad news. We were informed that Pastor Phil passed away last night.”

      Theo’s eyes widened. “No way.”

      She touched his arm, her eyes serious. “I dreamt about him last night. We’re going out there to see if there’s a connection.”

      “Where?”

      “To his house,” Mary said.

      Theo crossed him arms, assuming the posture of a studious professor. “Didn’t you call him our lifeline last night?”

      “Yes. He knew everything about this town, and we were supposed to talk to him today.”

      “Well, that’s certainly an odd coincidence,” Theo said.

      “It wasn’t. There’s foul play involved, I can feel it.”

      Theo moved past her and headed back toward the guest bedroom. “Let me grab my hat and shoes, and I’ll be right down.”

      Mary thanked him and went down the stairs, her mind racing with a hundred possibilities. She wasn’t willing to accept Phil’s death as being from natural causes. She had to trust her instincts. She felt that she owed it to him to investigate.
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* * *

      They drove out to Pastor Phil’s farm under the morning sun and a blue sky. Mary sat on the passenger side, with Curtis at the wheel and Theo sitting in back, scrolling the screen of his cell phone. Mary couldn’t deny that showing up at the house was somewhat invasive.

      “Before we left, I set up my video camera downstairs,” Curtis said.

      “Is that what was taking you so long?” Mary asked.

      “Hey, someone has to capture this stuff,” he replied. “Surprised I didn’t think of this earlier.”

      “Fair warning, you might find the camera in pieces when we return,” Theo said, leaning forward. “The supernatural are generally adverse to such exposure.”

      “Not in any movie I’ve ever seen,” Curtis said.

      Intrigued, Mary turned to Theo. “Is that true?”

      Theo nodded. “In most cases, a spirit will either remain unseen on camera or destroy the equipment altogether. When they are captured on film or video, which does happen sometimes, it’s generally carelessness on the part of the entity.”

      Curtis struck the steering wheel with his clenched fist. “Hey, those spirits dropped a chandelier right on the table. They could have killed us.”

      “We don’t know their intentions yet,” Mary said. “All I know is that Julie asked for our help, and that’s who we’re doing this for.”

      “Just be careful,” Theo said. “Unless you don’t mind your cameras being destroyed.”

      “You both worry too much,” Curtis said.

      They reached the railroad crossing near Phil’s house that Mary remembered from before. She felt anxious at what they would find. They couldn’t very well just waltz into Phil’s home and begin searching the place, but they had to do something. As they neared Phil’s dirt road, Mary decided on their plan.

      “When the authorities approach us, we haven’t heard anything about Phil’s passing,” she said. “So look shocked and dismayed when they tell us. I will be inconsolable, and then say I need to walk it off. Something like that.”

      Curtis turned onto the dirt road at Mary’s request.

      “Good plan,” Theo said.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “He really is way out here, isn’t he?” Curtis said, driving slow and steady as the car vibrated over the bumpy terrain.

      “Hard to believe I was just here talking with him.” She was quick to wipe her eyes as they watered.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming out here yesterday?” Curtis asked.

      She turned to him with a hint of remorse. “I’m sorry. He swore me to secrecy at first. I didn’t want to betray his trust.”

      They neared the end of the dirt road, which stopped at the old-fashioned white fence at the front yard of his property. His two-story house was in view, partly obscured by an array of vehicles and flashing lights from several first responders. There were two ambulances, one police car, and a long red fire engine, all parked in front, shielding Phil’s blue station wagon on the side of the house. Mary could see a few paramedics huddled by one of the ambulances.

      Chief Riley was in view on the front porch, with Deputy Ramirez and what appeared to be a distraught, gray-haired lady. Mary assumed she was the woman who had supposedly discovered Phil. What exactly was she doing there in the first place? To fix breakfast, really? Mary had her suspicions but didn’t want to be too distrusting of the townspeople. That, to her, wasn’t going to help anything. She was the stranger in town. Not them.

      “Hope everyone’s ready,” Curtis said. Heads turned their way as soon as he parked alongside the white fence. Mary took a deep breath and prepared to open the car door. Through the window, Theo quickly took a picture of the scene with his phone and then slipped it inside his pocket. He put his hat on and got ready.
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      “I never met Pastor Phil, or any of these people for that matter. Won’t they be suspicious of me?” Theo asked.

      “You’re our friend from out of town,” Mary said.

      Curtis turned the ignition off as those already on the scene turned, with unfriendly, questioning faces, to stare at them. Mary stepped out and immediately approached the house with concern, as Theo and Curtis met up at the back of the SUV and then followed her.

      “This is crazy,” Curtis said softly to Theo, who nodded in response.

      Mary passed the front gate and walked into the yard visibly distraught, her eyes widened. Her feelings were honest, despite the ruse she was about to commit. “What happened?” she asked the three male paramedics. They all looked to be in their early thirties and wore identical polo shirts and slacks. Their expressions were both sympathetic and businesslike.

      “Mr. Evans… he passed away, ma’am. Are you family?” the tallest of the men asked.

      Mary cupped her mouth as though in shock. “We’re friends of his,” she said, lowering her hand. “He was our pastor.”

      “What’s going on, honey?” Curtis asked, approaching with Theo.

      Mary spun around, shaken. “It’s Pastor Phil, they said he passed away.”

      “Oh no,” Curtis said, putting his arm around her. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Pastor Phil?” Theo said, stepping forward. “What happened?”

      “We really can’t say at the moment, sir,” the paramedic said. The handheld radio on his belt crackled with the voice of a dispatcher asking them their status. He grabbed the radio and nodded at Mary along with his sympathetic co-workers. “I’m very sorry, ma’am.”

      The paramedics walked to the other side of the ambulance, leaving Mary, Curtis, and Theo with the news. Chief Riley was already coming down the steps of the front porch with Deputy Ramirez at his side, approaching them.

      “Is it really true?” Mary asked.

      The chief stopped a few feet in front of her and removed his dark aviator glasses. “’Fraid it is, Mrs. Malone. Real shame too. Everyone loved Pastor Phil. Can’t think of a bigger loss to the community.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I didn’t know that he suffered from any health problems. He couldn’t have been any older than fifty.”

      “He was sixty-five,” Deputy Ramirez said. “All signs at the moment point to natural causes. House was secure. No signs of forced entry, and he was found by Grace here. Looks like he passed in his sleep.”

      The woman, Grace, approached them curiously, sizing them up. “Can we help you?” she asked. Her suspicious expression changed as she recognized them. “Oh, yes. You’re that new couple in town, the Malones.”

      “Yes,” Curtis said. He then turned to Theo. “This is a friend of ours from out of town, Theo Clark.”

      “Nice to meet you all,” Theo said. The chief and his deputy glanced at Theo, narrowing their eyes. He was definitely the stranger among them, but Theo knew what they might be thinking and tried his best to stay calm. “I just can’t believe this. It’s terrible.”

      “What are you doing here?” Grace asked them, looking at Mary.

      Mary took a deep breath and wiped her eyes again. “We were supposed to meet Phil for breakfast. He invited us over.” She then planted her face in her hands. “So unreal… he was such a good man.” She meant every word of it, but had to add a little theatrics to further convince them.

      “But we were supposed to have breakfast,” Grace said, tugging at the pocket of the summer dress that went down to her ankles. “He never mentioned anything about other guests.”

      “He invited us yesterday,” Mary said.

      Grace thought to herself and then turned away, shielding her face and sobbing. “I just can’t believe he’s really gone,” she muttered.

      Deputy Ramirez put his arm around Grace.

      “A real shock,” Chief Riley said, as he looked up into the sky.

      Mary stepped forward. “Who was the last person to see him?”

      Chief Riley seemed taken aback by her question and looked at her, thinking. “Not really sure of that at the moment. When he wasn’t at church, Pastor Phil led what could be called a solitary, private life.”

      “I just think we need to consider everything,” Mary said. She then looked to Curtis. “Don’t you think?”

      “Yes, of course,” he nodded. For a moment, he seemed to consider her questions out of line, glancing at the chief to see his reaction, but then added, “Until otherwise proven, we should consider the possibility of foul play.”

      Curious, Chief Riley scratched his chin. “You suggesting that he was murdered?”

      Mary answered for him, saying, “The whole thing is suspicious to me.”

      Grace’s sobs turned into a full cry as Deputy Ramirez continued trying to console her.

      “Where is his body?” Mary asked.

      Chief Riley pointed to the ambulance nearest to them. “Right in there. They’re taking him to the coroner in a few.”

      “Treat this as a homicide, Chief. I implore you,” Mary said.

      Clearly rattled by the suggestion, the chief shuffled in place. “Who in their right mind would do something to Pastor Phil? He didn’t have any enemies as far as I’m concerned.”

      Theo stepped forward with his own explanation. “All you need is a motive,” he said. “Happens all the time to people just like Pastor Phil.”

      Chief Riley nodded, but his annoyance showed. “Well, we’ll certainly look into it. In the meantime, I ask that you go about your business and let us do our job. I’ll keep you posted.”

      Mary turned away. “I think I need to walk a bit, clear my head. It’s just too much.” She immediately pivoted and moved toward the house, followed by Theo.

      Chief Riley called out to her, and Curtis told him that she just needed a minute. Mary continued her quick pace, head down, passing Phil’s blue station wagon.

      “Where are you going?” Theo said quietly.

      She moved around to the side of the house and into the backyard, out of view of the chief and the paramedics. “I’m retracing his steps from my dream,” she said. “It’s all I have to go on.”

      They could hear the clucking of chickens and grunting of pigs in their fenced-in pens. There was a sadness to it all. What was going to happen to all of his livestock? Mary continued her journey through the backyard and toward the adjacent forest, hoping for any hint of Phil’s presence. It was hard enough to believe that he was dead, even harder to consider that his spirit was somehow watching them.

      “You sense anything?” she asked Theo.

      “Nothing yet. Nicely kept house. He lived out here all alone?”

      “That’s what he told me. His wife passed some years ago. His children live out of state. I sensed some real sadness in him yesterday. I don’t even know if he talks to them anymore or why that would be the case.”

      “That is sad,” Theo said. He seemed oddly choked up all of a sudden, as though the news had just hit him hard.

      “Are you okay?” she asked as he lagged behind.

      He looked over at her and straightened up a bit. “Yeah… it’s just… I really wish something would come to us. I’m sick of drifting around and looking for answers.”

      Mary slowed and moved closer to him, concerned. “Now’s not the time to feel like that. Pastor Phil may have been murdered, and we have to be on top of things.”

      Theo stared ahead with a quiet chuckle. “Maybe I’m losing my touch. Haven’t had a successful paranormal outing since Evelyn Chambers.”

      “We’re going to figure this out,” Mary said, offering her reassurances. “I don’t believe in coincidences. Not where this town is concerned. Did you ever think that maybe we were brought here for a reason?”

      “Sure,” Theo said. “I’ve been drawn to this town ever since my learning about my mother’s disappearance.” He swung at the air in frustration. “I just wish I could find a clue. A sign. Something!”

      “We can solve this,” Mary said. She then continued walking toward the woods, scanning the ground for any clues no matter how small. The grass was mere inches high, with sticks and leaves lying about from nearby trees, but nothing of substance. “This is where Phil was in my dream. I was by the barn and called out to him, but he kept walking.”

      Theo stopped. “Hold on.”

      Mary turned around, inches from where the forest began. “What is it?”

      He held his hands halfway out at his sides. “We’re close to something.” He looked ahead, pointing to a small branch, split and hanging low from a pine tree. It looked unnatural as if damaged by human hands. “This way,” he said, entering a narrow path into the forest. There were more signs along the way, indentations in the grass resembling footprints, several broken twigs, and disturbed ground.

      Mary moved to Theo’s side, noticing something ahead lying among the leaves on the ground. It was small and black, like a sock or glove. “There’s something there.”

      They moved quickly, crouching to avoid branches in their path. Mary leaned down and retrieved the item with an anxious heart. “It’s a glove.”

      “Wow…” Theo said, examining it. “Wonder where the other one is?”

      Mary caressed the tips of the glove, sensing disarray in the pit of her stomach. She was short of breath, with a powerful force pressing down on her, and felt panic and despair all at once. As she closed her eyes, she saw a faint, shadowy figure hovering over her, covering her mouth and pressing down on her with its whole body weight. She gasped, and was caught by Theo as she fell back.

      “Hey! Are you all right?” he said.

      She snapped out of her trance, surprised to find herself in his arms. “What happened?”

      “You zoned out. Sort of teetered back and forth for a little bit, then you gasped like you were having a heart attack and fell back.”

      “Phil was murdered, and whoever did it left this glove,” she said with certainty.

      “Through carelessness or what?” Theo asked.

      Mary turned to him, still holding the glove. “I don’t know, but we need to keep this between you, me, and Curtis for now.”

      “You don’t trust the cops?”

      Mary shrugged. “Chief Riley and Deputy Ramirez seem like good people, but we can never be too careful.”

      The forest beyond their narrow path got thicker, with no indication of where the suspect had gone from there. Mary turned back to the house, pushing the glove into the side pocket of her jeans. “We should head back now,” she said, prompting Theo.

      He agreed, and they journeyed back the way they had come, with an idea of what caused Phil’s death. From the backyard, they passed Phil’s vegetable garden, another somber reminder of his absence. The farm felt ghostlike now, and Mary was curious whom the property would go to. “I’d be interested in seeing Phil’s will,” she said to Theo.

      “Definitely,” he said. “What do you think of Grace? Anything’s possible, right?”

      Mary grimaced and shook her head. “Very doubtful she had anything to do with it. I think she’s just as shocked as all of us.” As they came around the house, she heard Curtis asking Chief Riley about their own supposed break-in.

      “I mean, vandalism is one thing, but who breaks into your home just to trash your kitchen and leave?”

      The chief nodded and then responded, “Stranger things have happened.”

      Deputy Ramirez and Grace were back on the porch, talking together. They looked up as Mary and Theo walked by.

      “Any suspects yet?” Curtis asked the chief.

      “Not a one,” he replied. “Natural causes means the suspect might be a heart attack.”

      Mary and Theo approached, as Curtis huffed in frustration. “Are you okay?” he asked Mary.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “I think we’d better go now.”

      “Very well,” Curtis said. He turned to Chief Riley and shook his hand, thanking him. “Guess we’ll be on our way now.”

      “You folks try to enjoy your day, despite all this unpleasantness,” the chief said. An ambulance engine started as two firefighters emerged from the house. Despite their efforts they still looked cool and professional in their short-sleeved button-down shirts, which were neatly tucked into their blue slacks. Mary stood in front of Chief Riley with a serious, pleading look in her eyes. “Please make sure they check for any signs of struggle on Phil’s body.”

      “If something happened to the good pastor, the coroner’s office will find it. Mark my words,” the chief said, sounding irritated.

      “Did Phil leave a will?” she asked.

      “I’m sure he did. I’ll have to contact Steve Atwood at the courthouse. Deals in probate law.”

      Curtis’s eyes widened. “Really? That’s an area I’ve always considered. I’ll have to talk to him.”

      Mary especially liked the idea, thinking Curtis clever for it. Perhaps they were on the same page, or maybe Curtis just wanted to network. Either way, getting a look at the will could help put some of her theories to rest, or to the test, even adding to them.

      Chief Riley dug into his pocket and pulled out some business cards, handing one to Curtis. “This is him here, Atwood.”

      Curtis thanked the chief as Mary and Theo shook his hand and said their goodbyes. As the three left, Mary quietly remarked that she wished they had gone inside.

      “We can always come back,” Theo said.

      They all got into the SUV and took another look at Phil’s house, with lights of the police and rescue vehicles flashing out front. The sight was as sad as anything Mary had witnessed in a long time. Gone, along with Phil, were all his secrets about the town and any further elaboration on who might have killed the Bechdels and why.

      “It’s a damn shame,” Curtis said, turning the ignition.

      Mary reached into her pocket and pulled out the glove. “We found this back there.”

      Curtis glanced down, intrigued. “A glove?”

      “It was in the woods behind his house,” she said. “Looked like it was recently dropped there, no leaves or debris on top of it.”

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Curtis said.

      Theo leaned forward from the backseat and cut in. “We think that our suspect might have left it there when he escaped.”

      Curtis hit the brakes, stopping the car just as they entered the dirt road. “Wait a minute. Are you saying that you took evidence from a potential crime scene?” He turned to Mary, surprised. “You need to give that to the police, especially if this killer is still out there.”

      “What are they going to do with it?” she asked. “File it away in the evidence room and sit on it for another forty years?”

      “They need to know,” he said. “Mary, this is serious.”

      “I know that, Curtis. I need you to trust me on this. I could sense something just by holding it. The vision was blurry, but I’m getting closer.”

      At the wheel, Curtis sighed and squeezed the bridge of his nose, squinting in frustration. “Coming here was one thing, interfering with an investigation is another thing altogether.”

      “Mary has had a pretty good track record about things so far,” Theo said from the back. He then leaned back as Curtis glanced up at him in the rearview mirror. “But hey, I’m just an observer here.”

      Curtis shook his head and then put the car into drive. “This isn’t right. You’re both taking this thing too far.”

      Despite his objections, Curtis kept driving as they continued down the dirt road, Pastor Phil’s house fading in the distance. Mary believed there was more at stake than ever now. If they could get to Phil, they could get to anyone. No one was safe. On their way home, she wondered when she was going to make the Enemies List of the powers that be. The time, it seemed, was quickly approaching.
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      Nearly the entire town was present for Pastor Phil’s memorial, taking place at the same church he helped establish and grow. It had been two days after his death, and in that time there had been no evidence of foul play discovered.  Mary wasn’t surprised. She sat in one of the pews farthest back with Curtis and Theo at her side. The pews ahead were packed with men and women in their Sunday best. Only they weren’t there to listen to another of Phil’s sermons.

      With his arms folded over his chest, his body was dressed in a gray suit and lay peacefully in a shiny empire-blue casket. The surreal sight sent tears to Mary’s eyes. His placid face and closed eyelids looked almost as if he were only sleeping.

      There was a framed picture of Phil on display next to his casket. In it, he was standing in front of his garden with a woman at his side, at least ten years younger, vibrant and full of life. His children, oddly enough, weren’t present. His wife, Alisha, was mentioned during the eulogy presented by the pastor’s assistant, a man named Cliff Bronson.

      He was a short, pudgy man in his early twenties who Mary had seen at the Sunday barbecue. He had seemed eager and friendly. He was noticeably sweaty at the podium and slightly nervous, but he did his best to offer a proper closing to the sudden death of a beloved town resident.

      “Philip is now with his wife, Alisha, who left this world much too early from a tragic brain aneurysm. During this remarkably difficult time, Phil’s faith never wavered. He did not lament his plight and curse God for his circumstances—he trudged on and offered guidance, support, and the word of our Lord to so many of our town’s residents.

      “He was a selfless man who always seemed to bring out the best in people. We know that he led a life of stunning loss all around him, but he always stayed on the path of the righteous.”

      Cliff paused and looked up from his notes and dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief. A large black metallic cross hung on the otherwise bare wall behind him. Large floral arrangements had been set up on both sides of Phil’s casket, a dim spotlight providing a glow from above. A woman sat at the church organ in the front corner, not currently playing.

      The entire room was filled with the sound of quiet sobbing, and there didn’t appear to be a dry eye in the house. “Redwood will never be the same without the thoughtful guidance of Pastor Phil. I can guarantee that I’ll never be the same. Phil was a friend and mentor to me as he was to many of you. Even those who don’t regularly attend his services can attest to his goodness to others.

      “He leaves behind an important legacy that we must continue in his honor.” Cliff paused again and shuffled through his notes as a man in the audience coughed loudly. Cliff looked up and quickly extended his arm to the front left pew. Seeming flustered, he said, “Here with us is Mayor Taylor, who would like to say something about his friend and ours, Pastor Phil…”

      A man in a dark suit rose from the pew, and Mary recognized him immediately from his gray, slicked-back hair. He slowly made his way to the podium, walking with a slight limp. Cliff left the podium as the mayor lurched over to the microphone and looked into the crowd with his piercing gray eyes. He appeared somber, a striking contrast from when Mary had briefly seen him speak at the church barbecue.

      “Thank you, Cliff. And thanks to all you good people for paying your respects to one of Redwood’s most cherished residents.” He paused and took a deep breath, wiping his eyes and his wrinkled face.

      Who was Mayor Taylor, and what did he want? Most importantly, did he have a hand in Phil’s death? Mary believed there had to be a connection. Mayor Taylor said, “Like Phil, I suffered some loss in my life as well.” He signaled toward the front pew, where several suited men, both young and old, sat in a line, listening attentively.

      “My boys are all grown up today, and they’d make their mother proud. When she passed in a car accident, we didn’t think we’d ever be able to go on as a family, but with Phil’s guidance, his excellent sermons, and his utter compassion, he pulled my family from the depths, and I will be eternally thankful for that. Not a day goes by when I don’t think of Delia, but I know that she, Phil, and Alisha are smiling down on us, at peace.” Taylor paused and coughed into his balled fist. He then looked up with watering eyes. “My brothers are also here from out of town to pay their respects to the man who brought so much joy to this community. I’d like to introduce Liam, Garret, and Jeffery, all fine men who I’m honored to have here. And my sons, who you all know.”

      The three older men turned slightly to nod at the crowd. They were old, but well built, with full heads of gray and white hair, just like the mayor. Mary squinted, trying to make out their faces. The one in the middle, named Garret, she believed, caught her immediate attention. He had a noticeable scar on his left cheek that sent shivers down her spine. Julie had shown her a man with a scar in the last memory of her sad, short life. Mary had said she no longer believed in coincidences, especially where Redwood was concerned. This moment and that scar were no exception.

      She grabbed Curtis’s arm. “What is it?” he whispered.

      “The Taylor brothers,” she said in a hushed tone. “I think they might have been involved in the Bechdel murders.”

      He looked at her, slightly put-off. “Mary, please. We’re at a funeral.”

      Looking rather bored, Theo wondered what they were whispering about as Mary turned to him. “Get a good look at their faces,” she said, pointing.

      From the pew, she could also see the elderly socialite who had so bluntly addressed her in the store the other day. Bob Deckers sat a few rows ahead of them as well. There were many faces she recognized, but still she felt at a loss. She didn’t actually know any of them. Pastor Phil was the only person in town she could have called a friend.

      Theo leaned forward, zeroing in on the Taylor brothers. Women who appeared to be their wives sat among Mayor Taylor’s sons. Theo’s face froze the minute he narrowed in on the middle Taylor brother, Garett, right before he turned back around.

      Mary noticed the disturbed look on Theo’s face. “What is it?” she whispered, but Theo didn’t answer. Mary shook his arm, but he continued to stare ahead without acknowledging her, as Mayor Taylor continued talking at the podium.

      “This is a little off the subject, and I hope you’ll forgive me,” he was saying, “but I hope to see everyone here at the annual Autumn Festival this weekend. My family will be in attendance as well. There will be a special song and dedication to Pastor Phil and all his life’s works that will kick off the festival.”

      Mayor Taylor leaned back and looked over the crowd. He looked older than the picture Mary had seen in the Redwood brochure. The skin on his aged, spotty face sagged, especially under his dark eyes. He walked slowly from the podium as the organist played a low, melancholy tune.

      Theo glanced at Mary with a look of newfound realization evident on his face. “I saw my mother,” he said. “For the first time since she disappeared, I saw her, in the room of a vacant house, your house, with my uncle and the others from the college.”

      Mary turned to him, stunned. “Just now?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he replied. “The mayor and his brothers were there too.”

      She was shocked at the revelation, but it confirmed what she had been feeling. The idea of a conspiracy was taking shape quickly before their eyes. Already a shady character, Mayor Taylor appeared to be even more connected than she had originally believed him to be. Though, Phil had urged her to look beyond the town’s power players. There were others, he explained, murderers who were just as responsible as the Taylor family seemed to be. Mary sat there as the memorial service continued, feeling a slight pain in her stomach.

      

      After the service ended, she walked with Theo and Curtis to the front of the First Christ Church of Redwood and stood in line to view Phil’s casket. They made their way forward slowly, as quiet chatter and sobbing continued throughout the room, while in the background, organ music played softly. Mary said little as she noticed Theo looking around the room like the detective he was. He certainly wasn’t being subtle about it.

      Curtis squeezed her hand, and she looked at him and smiled. “Now I feel bad for being mad at him about the door,” he said softly.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “None of us could have seen this coming.” She thought about all the information that died with Pastor Phil, the names of people he never gave her. A strange thought occurred to her: Would she be able to see Phil, now that he had passed? It was a sad thing to consider. It could also prove helpful.

      They finally made their way past a flower arrangement and close to Phil’s casket, where there was a small group praying. Mary tried to peer over a man’s shoulders and could see Phil lying peacefully in his casket, a light white powder applied to his face. She could feel the tears coming.

      Suddenly, the man in front of her turned around and collided with her. She was still looking at Phil when his shoulder hit her.

      “Pardon me, ma’am,” he said.

      They made eye contact, and she froze, realizing it was Mayor Taylor, and for a moment she felt fearful that he had read her mind, but quickly pushed the thought away. He looked at her strangely and then put a finger to his chin.

      “Oh. You’re that couple who moved into the old Bechdel Mansion. Welcome to Redwood,” he said, extending his hand.

      She shook his hand, feeling a near jolt of energy travel through her. She pulled her hand away, trying to keep her composure.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      Satisfied, the mayor turned and rejoined his family as they walked away from the casket. She felt light-headed and out of breath.

      “Mary, are you all right?” Curtis said from behind her. She turned to face him but fell into his arms, passing out before she could answer. Some of the people in line gasped as he caught her.

      “Mary!” his muffled voice called out.

      The organ music began to fade as her mind drifted to other places, with visions of the future striking in tiny fragments and then disappearing. Then everything went black.

      

      A vision of a gloved hand entered her mind, a hand that was pressing down upon Phil’s open mouth as he struggled to breathe. A hand belonging to a masked man who stood over Phil’s bed in the darkness and reached for a nearby pillow with his other hand. “Doesn’t have to be this way. Just tell me where it is,” the man was saying.

      With watering, widened eyes, Phil shook his head and tried to grab his attacker, resisting, only to be pinned down furiously. The pillow slammed down over his face with suffocating force. Phil thrashed and thrashed about, tossing his head, kicking his legs, but his attacker’s weight managed to hold him down. Phil writhed and twisted for long, deadly minutes before his body seized, gasped, and collapsed into deadly stillness.

      The man removed the pillow from Phil’s face, breathing heavily himself, and then backed away from the bed. He pulled a cell phone from his pocket, making a call as he walked into the living room. He was tall, slim, and completely dressed in black

      As he stepped into the living-room light, he pulled off his ski mask and Mary could see his face. It was clean-shaven with a bronze tan. He also had short, graying hair, looking eerily similar to Bob Deckers, the realtor. He held the phone to his ear and spoke in a low, hushed tone.

      “I’ve looked everywhere, and I can’t find it!”

      A woman who looked familiar to Mary appeared in her mind. She was on the phone in bed and wearing a nightgown, her auburn hair in curlers. Mary remembered her name from their store run-in, Beatrice Thaxton.

      “Keep looking!” she hissed. “Do you have any idea what will happen to us if you don’t find it?”

      “You don’t have to remind me, damn it,” Deckers said over the phone. “The pastor… it’s not looking good for him.”

      “What did you do, Bob?” she asked.

      After a lengthy pause, his voice shot back, “Nothing! We’ll talk later. Gotta go.”

      “Wait!” Beatrice said. “Have you checked the backyard? Phil might have buried it out there.”

      Bob sighed into the phone. “No. It’s pitch-black out there, and I don’t have all evening.”

      “If you don’t find it, that damn Taylor family will. Now quit stalling and get me some results!”

      

      She could see Curtis, Bob Deckers, and three other men, all wearing suits, sitting in a dimly lit pub, eating and drinking into the evening. Curtis took a sip of beer and glanced at his watch. “Well, I’ve got to head back to the ol’ homestead. My wife is probably worried sick.”

      Bob waved him off and then held four fingers in the air. “Can we get another round of shots, Bethany?” he called out to a frumpy female bartender with short, curly blonde hair.

      “No, I’m fine,” Curtis said, holding up his keys. “Still have to drive.”

      “Come on!” Bob said. “What’s the rush?”

      Another one of the men with dark, slicked-back hair, cut in. “Yeah, Curtis. Don’t go running out on us now.”

      Curtis stood and shook his head. “Sorry guys. Don’t want to leave my wife in our huge mansion all alone.”

      “Oh, you poor baby,” the other man said as everyone laughed.

      “Seriously,” Curtis said. “Mary is just convinced there’s something wrong with the place. She’s all into the supernatural.”

      “Really?” Bob said, leaning in. “What has her so convinced?”

      Curtis shrugged. “Things that go bump in the night. Things like that. I mean it is a little creepy. People were murdered there.”

      Bob stretched back as Bethany arrived with the shots, placing them on the table. “Curtis, the only thing wrong with that house is the guilt you’re going to feel living like a king for next to nothing.”

      One of them grabbed his shot and held it up in a toast. “To ridiculous extravagance!”

      All the men, save Curtis, threw their shots back and slapped the table.

      

      Mary was in a room that resembled her living room, but completely unfurnished and the hardwood floors covered in dust and debris. The room was dark except for the flashlights of three armed men, shining against a young woman and three other men, being held against their will in the mansion.

      The woman and her companions recoiled against the wall as the three men waved their rifles, taunting the group. Suddenly, another man in a heavy trench coat entered the room, smoking a cigar, as rain poured outside the window.

      “You’re trespassing on private property,” the man said, removing his rain-soaked hat. He stepped past one of his men, and Mary could see his face clearly. It was Mayor Taylor.

      “There’ll be a steep price to pay for that, unfortunately. A steep price, indeed,” he continued.

      “Let us go!” the young petite woman shouted.

      The mayor nodded and looked to one of his brothers next to him, aiming a rifle at the young and frightened group. “Garret, I think you know what to do.”

      

      Suddenly, things shifted back to real time as Mary awoke from her trance. Theo and Curtis were at her side as she was being carried down the aisle.

      “Make way,” Curtis said. “Please.”

      They moved quickly as her head rose up as her consciousness returned. She wasn’t entirely sure what she had just envisioned, troubling as it was. There was far more to the puzzle. Everyone was a suspect, and time was running out.

      The Taylor brothers watched them suspiciously as they hurriedly left the church, trying to get Mary out of the crowd and into the fresh air. She could feel Theo trembling and was equally shaken by the clear understanding that there was no going back from any of it now.

      
        The Haunting of Bechdel Mansion: Book 2

      

      
        Outsiders

      

      Redwood, Indiana. June 25, 1985

      

      The ten-year anniversary of the Bechdel massacre brought Elizabeth Stone to the rusty gates of a vacant mansion, keen on discovering the secrets inside. The Bechdel mansion, ghostlike in its grand and dilapidated appearance, had ceased being an attraction to curious onlookers who were swiftly ejected from the premises following vigilant measures implemented by the town mayor. The mansion grounds were strictly off limits to the public, and the message was clear enough: outsiders not welcome.

      The estate had long been stuck in probate limbo, for every time someone purchased the land, they would soon flee the mansion, hastily and without explanation. There were many who believed the mansion was haunted, cursed even, and fascination with it only grew with the passage of time. The murder of the Bechdel family and their dinner party guests unleashed something unspeakable on that quiet autumn evening, and the unsolved nature of the crime only fueled speculation of a grand conspiracy, either of silence or collusion.

      There were rumors of the supernatural, an ominous force that still resided within the mansion’s faded walls.

      On the night of the murders, investigators found bodies riddled with bullets, piled in a bloody heap. Next to the bodies were bullet casings scattered on the floor throughout the ballroom. The front door had been busted open, and tables and furniture were tossed and turned, and perhaps most tragically, a young girl was lying dead outside the mansion in a courtyard, shot point-blank.

      After a lengthy investigation, authorities were unable to find the killers due to a “lack of evidence,” though the public remained increasingly skeptical of this claim. Many believed the clues were there, buried somewhere inside or outside the mansion.

      On the evening of June 25, 1985, Elizabeth Stone found herself at the mansion’s front gate, determined to get to the bottom of the most heinous crime in Redwood's history.

      She stood in the darkness of the long-abandoned site where fallen trees, looming weeds, and an abundance of overgrowth consumed the front yard, concealing the Bechdel mansion from view. No Trespassing signs were posted on all sides of the gates, and there were still tattered strips of police tape hanging from parts of the iron bars, a reminder of the terrible crime committed only ten years prior.

      Accompanied by her brother, Ben, and their two friends Adam and Scott, Elizabeth had arrived at the premises with a purpose. The friends possessed a unique gift—a telepathic ability between them that they had gradually harnessed over the years when they met in college. The hoped, some day, to establish a practice as professional investigators. But not just any investigators—their gifts lay in the world of the paranormal.

      They could see things, stark visions of the past or future. Eager to discover the truth behind the murders, the group had traveled far to see the Bechdel mansion in person with hopes of unlocking its darkest secrets.

      That evening, they all wore black and carried backpacks full of supplies on their shoulders. From where they stood, they could barely see the Bechdel house beyond the overgrowth and neglect surrounding the premises. Their hike from town had taken them five miles through forest, and they were careful not to draw attention to themselves.

      They were aware of the visitor ban on the property, but it had been so long since the murders, they didn’t see why anyone would notice or even care. Pockets of white light flashed in the distance. A storm was approaching. And the time of night was closer to the hours of the massacre, and by design, ten years to the day.

      With his hair tucked under a skullcap, Ben leaned against the gate railing and gripped it with his gloved hands. Elizabeth stood next to him, her hair tied in a bun, scanning the area ahead with a pair of night-vision binoculars. Adam, short and pudgy, with his shaggy hair tucked under a dark baseball cap, stood across the road, keeping watch for approaching vehicles. Scott, tall and skinny, with his shaggy hair tucked into a backwards hat, approached the gate and looked up, examining the arrow-like points at the top of the gate twelve feet above him. With a pair of bolt cutters in hand, he walked along the gate and approached the main entrance, chained shut with multiple padlocks.

      “Someone's coming!” Adam said nervously.

      The group froze as Ben whipped around. Farther down the road, nothing could be seen. “Where? I don't see a thing,” he said quietly but intensely.

      Adam stared ahead some more, squinting his eyes. “I-I don't know. I thought I saw someone.”

      “No more false alarms,” Ben said. He then turned back to his sister, Elizabeth, and asked her how the place looked.

      “It's clear,” she said. “As far as I can tell.”

      “All right. Let's get in there,” Ben said, clasping his hands together. He signaled to Scott to use his bolt cutters, but Scott was barely able to see where to cut. “I could use some light here.”

      Elizabeth looked at Ben, concerned. “Keep flashlight usage to a minimum. We could be spotted.”

      Ben nodded and pulled his flashlight from his bag. “I'll be careful.”

      He then approached Scott and knelt down, cupping the light with his hands, just enough for Scott to see several rusty padlocks over the thick chains around the gate. He cut the first lock, squeezing with all his might. It snapped off the chain, with links much thicker than the padlocks. He then went to the next one and did the same, and soon they were in.

      The cracked concrete walkway took them through an underpass of spreading tree branches that seemed to reach out for them. Ahead, beyond the bushes and ankle-high weeds, they could see the shape of a fountain, wrapped in vines, with weeds sprouting at its base. They entered a courtyard with grass growing between cracks in its foundation.

      “We're close,” Ben said as they continued forward under a dark sky.

      The looming, shadowed shape of a massive structure lay ahead. Ben turned on his flashlight, exposing the gritty surface of a two-story mansion, windows boarded up with old plywood. He approached the steps and turned off his flashlight as everyone gathered around.

      “All right, folks. We brought crowbars for a reason.”

      He paused and glanced at the seemingly impenetrable fortress before them, its roof arch forming a tremendous summit, high like a steeple. The night air was quiet beyond the distant chirping of crickets.

      “Look, I think there's a side door here,” Adam called out from a canopied entryway leading to a vast three-door garage to the side. “It's all boarded up, but I'm pretty sure it's a side door.”

      He slipped off his backpack and pulled out a crowbar. The others approached the garage as Adam jammed the crowbar behind the plywood and heaved, gritting his teeth. The wood began to crack, pulling away from the side framing.

      Adam and Scott stepped forward with their crowbars to assist. Working together, they tore the plywood from the entrance, revealing a door with exotic engravings and layers of chipped paint. They were getting close.

      “All right, stand back,” Scott said, his arm extended, as if pushing them back. He stuck his crowbar into the tiny gap near the deadbolt and then kicked at the door with full force, splintering it open with a resounding crack. He stumbled forward and grabbed the frame, brandishing his flashlight and shining it into the garage while catching his breath.

      “Good work,” Ben said from behind him.

      Scott nodded. “It's a mess in here,” he said, squinting ahead. The massive garage was full of boxes and cobwebs hanging from the walls. Inside, the air was dry and stale. The group walked in, scanning the room with their flashlights.

      “What's in all the boxes?” Adam asked, looking around.

      “Who the hell knows,” Scott answered.

      Excited, Adam continued. “We should open them and see what's inside.”

      “Not now,” Ben said from the front of the line. “We need to find the ballroom where the murders took place. It's almost time.”

      “Fine,” Adam said, brushing his shaggy hair to the side. His ball cap had fallen off some time ago.

      They reached the end of the carport, where they found another door leading inside. Ben turned the brass knob, but the door was locked. Elizabeth brushed the cobwebs off her clothing as Adam scratched his head in a panic. “They're in my hair!” he said.

      “Calm down,” Elizabeth said, lightly brushing her hand across his hair. “You're okay.”

      Ben stuck his crowbar into the side of the door and kicked it open. Once inside, he shined his flashlight around the room, only to see an old, empty kitchen before them. Some empty pots lay scattered across the dusty countertops. The lack of airflow and the smell of warped wood and mildew made it feel as though they had entered a tomb.

      The group continued past the kitchen to a dark, narrow hall with stained walls and debris strewn along the cracked tile floor. Chandeliers hung from the high, vaulted ceilings, covered in cobwebs. They entered a large room that resembled an open bay or reception area. Elizabeth looked around at its encompassing walls and identified it as the ballroom.

      “We're here,” she said. “This is where it happened.”

      There were a few tables and chairs stacked in the far right corner of the room. She approached the pile and pulled at a small, dusty table, dragging it across the room. “This should do nicely. Let's go ahead and get started.”

      They littered the dusty ballroom with glow sticks from their backpacks, illuminating the center of the room, where they pulled together chairs, setting them around the table. There were several more rooms to explore, but none as important as the one in which they stood. Adam pulled out a tape recorder from his pack, as Scott unzipped the bag containing their bulky camcorder. Such definitive proof of the supernatural was sure to make a name for themselves.

      Heavy winds grew outside, beating against the house as thunder rumbled in the distance. A storm was approaching, and its foreboding presence only heightened their sense of urgency and anticipation of things to come.

      Adam prepared the tape recorder as Scott mounted their RCA VHS camcorder onto its tripod. He switched on the mounted camera light, testing it as a bright beam flowed across the dusty table and chairs. Distant thunder crackled outside. The chandeliers suddenly began to sway with a subtle creaking.

      Adam looked up, spooked. “It's getting weird in here, guys. Maybe we should just hurry this up.”

      “Agreed,” Elizabeth said.

      The group gathered around the table under the beam of the camera light and faint illumination from the glow sticks strewn about the floor. A blast of lightning startled them as the impending storm intensified. Static buzzed from the sound recorder as the red camcorder light blinked.

      “All right, group,” Ben said, seated now like the others. “We've traveled a long way to be here. Let's get started.”

      Elizabeth held her hands out and tilted her head. “I can feel the negative energy in this room. It's growing by the minute.”

      “I can definitely feel a presence too,” Scott said.

      “Lots of rage,” Adam added with his eyes closed.

      Another booming crash of thunder erupted outside, sending tremors through the house. The creaking sway of the chandeliers intensified as faint, indistinguishable sounds echoed from all over the house, from above, and from both halls leading from the vast foyer. With the windows boarded up, the inside of the house was a strange, pitch black, beyond any artificial light provided by the group. One look into the surrounding darkness was a reminder of how alone they were in that house, but as the group settled in, they felt not only the presence of each other, but also that of forces beyond their control.

      “Everyone just stay calm,” Ben said from the head of the table.

      The group closed their eyes, breathed in, and exhaled in unison. Even in the stale air of the sealed house, they felt a rush of cold air pass through. Their hands lay flat on the table as their heads tilted upward and the chill in the air slowly increased.

      With a steady, calm voice, Ben continued. “We are here on the night of June twenty-fifth, 1985, as agents of the paranormal. Our psychic connection is pure and just, and with it we intend to do good by uncovering what occurred in this house ten years ago to the date.” Another boom of thunder sounded outside, and droplets of water began to rain down on the house.

      Ben continued his oration, his voice rising over the increasing threat of the storm. “I am reaching out to the Bechdel family as a vessel from our world to theirs.”

      Elizabeth jumped in her seat and opened her eyes, startled. “I felt someone touch me.” She looked around to see that everyone's hands were still on the table.

      “Just stay calm. We'll reach them in due time,” Ben said, eyes still closed.

      “I am calm,” she said.

      “I saw something,” Scott said with excitement, pointing ahead. “An apparition by the staircase!”

      They turned their heads to look, but saw nothing in the darkness.

      Ben resumed his otherworldly communication. “We are here to help you find peace, to discover the truth behind your deaths. Tell us the identity of your killers. Speak and be at rest!”

      “There!” Elizabeth said, pointing to the other side of the room.

      Everyone turned again to see the faint white glow in the corner. Stunned to silence, the group stared ahead as the white orb drew closer, forming the shape of a little girl in a nightgown. Rendered speechless at its approach, the group froze in the light of the camera. Her tiny bare feet floated above the floor, and her cherubic face was slightly sunken in, with bulging black eyes and her face framed with long, curly locks down to her shoulder.

      “Oh my God…” Scott said, jumping out of his chair. He moved to the camera and immediately swung it around to capture images of the girl.

      “Sit down, Scott,” Elizabeth said in a panic, but the girl had vanished.

      Ben, Elizabeth, and Adam sat at the table, glaring at Scott in disbelief.

      “You didn't…” Ben said. “Please tell me that you didn't just lose her.”

      “I'm sorry!” Scott said.

      Ben swung his head around, scanning the room. “Julie? Julie, are you there?” He paused as rain continued to descend on the house in a relentless downpour. “Julie? Can you talk to us? We're only here to help.”

      Suddenly, the camera light exploded, sending sparks into the air. Scott stumbled back with a scream and covered his face. The glow sticks on the floor flickered out, one by one, slowly turning the room dark. Their heads rose to see the chandelier directly above them light up, with the bulbs bright yellow.

      “Focus, everyone,” Ben said, urging calm. “We came here for a reason, remember?”

      “How long has this place been without power?” Adam asked, mouth agape.

      “Ten years, I imagine,” Scott answered.

      “Don't be frightened,” Elizabeth said, watching the chandelier in wonder with everyone else. “They're reaching out to us. Everything is going as planned.” The words had barely left her mouth when the flashing bulbs of the chandelier faded out, plunging the room back into darkness.

      “Escape…” a faint, unseen voice whispered, freezing them to their seats. “Run…”
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      Redwood, Indiana, October 2016

      

      Curtis flew down the road in their Ford Expedition, with Mary in the passenger seat and a concerned Theo in the back. Pastor Phil’s memorial service hadn’t gone exactly as planned. Mary had had her most significant psychic episode yet, being inundated with fragments of the past. The experience had exhausted her, leaving her barely conscious, with several stunned attendees watching her leave the First Church of Redwood in haste with Curtis and Theo at her side.

      The key, it seemed, was Mayor Taylor. Long suspicious of his involvement in the Bechdel murders, Mary had bumped into the mayor as they were nearing Phil’s open casket. The shake of his hand had sent her into an unexpected semiconscious state in which she saw things, clues that pointed to a conspiracy larger than she could have ever imagined.

      “What happened back there, Mary?” Curtis said, gripping the wheel. “Are you all right?”

      “Where are we going?” she asked, her eyelids heavy.

      “The hospital,” Curtis said. “This has gone far enough.”

      “Why?” Mary said, rubbing her head.

      Curtis swerved through a curve in the road and glanced at her with surprise. “Look at yourself. You nearly passed out back there again. We’re going to find out why.”

      Theo leaned forward, carefully interjecting. “These visions… sometimes they take their toll on a subject.”

      Curtis glanced in the rearview mirror, not particularly happy. “Theo, with all due respect, I’ve been going along with all of your explanations since you got here. We’re going to have her checked out, and that is final.”

      Mary snapped out of her daze, more alert than ever. “I’m fine, Curtis. I promise.” But she could already see the hospital in view.

      “I don’t care,” Curtis said, keeping his eyes forward.

      “Stop the car,” Mary said.

      Curtis ignored her while increasing his speed.

      “Stop the car!” she repeated.

      Curtis shook his head and slowed down, veering onto the shoulder of the road.

      “The Taylor family,” Theo said from the back. “I know they’re involved with all of this.”

      “It’s worse than you think,” Mary said, looking back and forth between Curtis and Theo, deeply worried. “It’s just like Pastor Phil told me; the conspiracy goes beyond the Taylors. There are others involved, like our realtor, Bob Deckers.”

      Curtis turned his head to her, deeply skeptical. “What are you talking about?”

      “I saw him, Curtis,” Mary said, her voice strained. She rubbed her forehead again and sighed.

      The car idled, and Curtis turned back onto the road, shaking his head. “You saw him? What, like in a dream?” he asked.

      “Mayor Taylor is the link,” she answered. “I shook his hand and instantly felt this kinetic energy that unleashed these visions.”

      “You were pretty out of it for a moment there,” Theo added.

      Curtis huffed and shifted the car into gear. “Okay, time to get you checked out.”

      “Please,” Mary said, gripping his arm. “Just… give me a moment.”

      Curtis looked agitated but tried to remain patient. “I don’t want to take any chances, okay? This is serious, and I’m very concerned about you.”

      A semi-truck roared past them, shaking the windows and leaving a burst of air in its wake.

      “I’m fine, Curtis. You have to believe me,” she said. “Bob Deckers murdered Phil, suffocated him with his own pillow. But that’s not all. He was looking for something.”

      “What else did you see?” Theo asked, urging her on.

      Curtis turned and looked out his window, shaking his head. “That’s impossible.”

      “He’s not who he seems,” Mary added. “The mayor wanted us to move into that house, and Deckers worked with him to make it happen.”

      “But… why?” Curtis asked. She could see the stunned conflict in his eyes.

      “I don’t know why just yet,” she answered. “But it all fits some kind of pattern.”

      Curtis glanced into the rearview mirror, feeling a hint of paranoia as Theo leaned forward. “During the service,” Theo began, “I saw a vision of my mother in your house, many years ago. She was there with my uncle and their two friends.” He smacked the seat next to him. “They were there!”

      Mary opened the glove compartment and pulled out the dirty black glove they had found outside Pastor Phil’s house. She handed it to Curtis with conviction in her eyes. “This belonged to Bob Deckers. We should go ahead and take it to the police chief and tell him we found it outside Phil’s house.”

      “Are you sure we can trust him?” Theo asked.

      Mary turned her head back, took the glove from Curtis, and handed it to Theo, who began examining it.

      “That’s what we’re going to find out,” she answered. “Judging by Bob’s reaction to the glove, we’ll know where he stands.”

      “Maybe Deckers had to get out of there in a hurry,” Theo said, enthusiasm building in his eyes. “We should go to Phil’s and investigate. I’m sure more will start coming back to you.”

      Mary nodded. “It’s still a little hazy, but you’re probably right.” She waved both her hands, fanning her face.

      “I want to nail those Taylor bastards,” Theo said, clenching his fist.

      “Enough. Both of you,” Curtis said, reaching for the mysterious glove in Theo’s hands. He then took the glove and sighed. “Let’s not get too carried away. One thing at a time. First, we have Mary checked out. Second, if you really think Bob Deckers had something to do with this, let me talk to him first. I won’t let him know anything, but I can read people pretty well.” He paused and held one finger in the air like a stern father. “Lastly, I want you both to slow it down, and don’t get yourselves in any trouble.”

      Mary quickly interjected. “All we want to do is have a quick look at Pastor Phil’s place. We won’t be there long.”

      “Yeah. We’ll be in and out of there in no time,” Theo added.

      Curtis opened the center console and placed the glove inside, looking up at the eager faces before him. “I’m not a psychic,” he began. “I’m just a lawyer with one client.” After a short breath, he conceded. “There’s something going on in this town, and I want to get to the bottom of it just as much as you. But let’s do this smart. We can’t run around town making wild accusations.”

      Theo nodded. “I’ll tell you one thing, we definitely have the Taylor brothers’ attention now,” he said.

      “What do you mean?” Curtis asked.

      “I think they were hired to take out the Bechdels,” Theo said with certainty. “And they’re back in town now for a reason.”

      “And if we’re not careful, we could be next,” Mary added.

      Curtis whipped his head around, confused. “What?”

      “Julie told me that their killers must be brought to the mansion to lift the curse,” Mary said. “We have to do something.”

      Curtis then massaged his temples with a sigh. “I’ve got to be out of my mind to go along with this.”

      Mary turned to him, wanting to gain his support. “We need you.” She then turned to Theo. “We need each other. We can finally bring peace to that house and justice for its victims.”

      Curtis thought to himself with the SUV still idling. The overcast sky gradually shifted from blue to a looming gray. “Why would officials of this town conspire to get us into the house in the first place?” he asked, scratching his chin.

      “That’s what we hope to find out,” Mary said.

      “And what happened to my mother and uncle,” Theo said.

      Curtis looked forward, placing both hands on the wheel with a sigh. “All right. I’m on board. Hospital first, then we’ll look into this.”

      Mary agreed as he drove off, hitting the gas a little harder and, a half mile down the road, turning into the Dover County hospital, a large two-story building that looked to be undergoing renovation with sheets covering some of the windows above and railed platform surfaces surrounding the building. However, the full parking lot indicated business as usual.

      

      Mary's mind drifted to her earlier research. She recalled that Mayor Taylor had many relatives working for the county who lived in other towns throughout the area. The Taylors were everywhere. His wealth and influence had spread after the Bechdel murders, beginning with his first successful mayoral election against an already deceased George Bechdel—a position that, forty years later, he still retained.

      It was hard to believe that anyone would hold a single office that long without trying to move up the political ladder. Why stay in one place for forty years?

      For Mary, the key was in finding out the root of Mayor Taylor’s power, how he had acquired it, and how much more he had accumulated over the years. The names most prominent were clear enough: Mayor Taylor and his brothers—Garret, Liam, and Jeffery —Bob Deckers, Pastor Phil, and socialite Beatrice Thaxton. What was the connection? What did they want so badly from Pastor Phil that they had killed him? Or had they?

      Mary scoured her mind for the answers, trying to make sense of what she had seen after shaking Mayor Taylor’s hand at the funeral. Perhaps Julie’s diary would shed more light on her inquiries.

      

      Mary sat atop an examination table with its vinyl cushioning and paper covering, waiting for the doctor to come back. Medical posters hung from the walls around her, and long, fluorescent lights buzzed above. The doctor had run some tests, took her blood, and checked her pulse and vitals. Two hours had passed since they first arrived.

      So much for a quick visit, she thought.

      The hours lost, she believed, would have been better spent investigating. Though she was a children’s book illustrator and the furthest thing from a detective, Theo’s arrival had revealed elements of her abilities she had never known to be present. She could learn from him. She could harness the psychic energy she was certain existed inside her and use it for good.

      She waited anxiously for the doctor to return as Curtis and Theo sat in the waiting room, most likely bored out of their minds. Theo was still on the payroll, but that didn’t even seem to matter to him anymore. He had grown invested and heavily determined to find out what had happened to his mother.

      As Mary began to learn of Redwood’s strange record of unsolved crimes, and then considered who was running the town, the list of unsolved cases came as no surprise. She had met the chief of police, Chief Riley, and Deputy Ramirez, a few times, and had liked them and felt as if she could trust them. She did wonder: could they possibly be in on the conspiracy too? She hoped that wasn’t the case and was confident that Curtis could get to the bottom of it. Her mind raced as the doctor entered with a chart in hand.

      He wore a green polo shirt, an ID card dangling from a lanyard around his neck, black slacks, and black dress shoes. He was Indian, with thick, dark hair and square-framed glasses. He was clean-shaven and polite and spoke to Mary with a methodical calmness that put her at ease.

      “Everything looks good so far, Mrs. Malone. But I’m still very concerned about these panic seizures your husband talked about.”

      Mary waved him off. “It’s hard to explain, but it almost feels like that’s coming from another part of me.” She moved her hands in a circle around her face and head. “Like some kind of aura that can’t be physically measured. My mother told me that I was unique when I was younger. That what I had, a psychic awareness, sometimes skipped generations. She said that my great aunt was known to possess psychic abilities. Do you believe in that kind of stuff, Doctor?”

      The doctor smiled with nervous laughter while flipping through the pages on his clipboard. “I’m sure the possibilities for all conditions exist out there.” He then looked up, almost as though he was holding something back. “I…” he began with a pause.

      Mary moved her head forward, wide eyed. “Yes?”

      “I’m not aware if you already knew this or not, but you’re… uh, pregnant.”

      The words smacked her across the face, leaving a faint tingling. She’d long had her suspicions, especially after what Phil had told her, but she had showed no signs yet and felt it was still too early to tell.

      “How many weeks?” she asked, barely above a whisper. She wiped at the tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Looks like you’re still in the first trimester. Congratulations!” His tone changed when he saw the sadness and worry on her face. “Is… is this a planned pregnancy?”

      “Yes and no,” Mary said, shaking her head. She wiped at her tears and stood up, trying to hold in her emotions. “It’s just… so much is going on right now, and I’m very worried.”

      “I understand,” the doctor said. “If it makes you feel any better, you’re in very good health.”

      “Thank you, Doctor,” she said, feeling slightly nauseous.

      Julie had mentioned something about the pregnancy, which Mary had dismissed. The spirits in the house were well aware, it seemed, of what she had been denying. She wondered what that meant and why they seemed interested in the first place.

      A child, she thought. A child so soon after the…

      She moved her hand across her stomach, unable to even think of what had happened only a few short months ago. She didn’t want to go through something like that again.

      “Thanks again,” she said, looking up.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, clearly noticing her troubled demeanor. “I have a feeling that you and your husband are going to be very happy.” He smiled and opened the door for her, walking her out to the lobby, where she found Curtis sitting in one of the chairs with one leg resting on his knee and his head down as he scrolled through his phone. The doctor told him that Mary’s vitals were good but to come back immediately if she suffered another “fatigue episode.”

      The doctor then offered his parting words. “Congratulations!” he said, shaking Curtis’s hand. Curtis stood up, confused, as the doctor walked away with a smile.

      “Congratulations?” he asked Mary. “What is he talking about?” His face looked even more perplexed when he noticed Mary’s watering eyes.

      “Oh,” she said nervously. “It’s true, Curtis. I really am pregnant.”

      “What?” he said loudly while holding his chest. “Are you sure?”

      Mary reached out for him, helping him regain his composure.  She noticed people in the lobby watching them. “Yes, but keep your voice down.”

      Theo approached with a can of soda, unsure of what had just transpired.

      “You guys okay?” he asked.

      “We’re fine,” Mary said.

      “Mary is pregnant,” Curtis said. He hugged her tightly, and she could feel his warmth against her body.

      “Um… Congratulations,” Theo said, sipping his soda. “I’ll give you guys a minute here and go check out the snack bar.”

      Theo walked away as Curtis released Mary and backed away, his shock all too apparent. “This is big, Mary. I mean, you told me you thought you were pregnant before… but with what Pastor Phil had said and everything…I just…I didn’t know what to think.”

      He pulled her closer for another hug.

      “This is a blessing,” he said softly into her ear.

      “I know,” she said with her voice trailing. “I hope so.”
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      Redwood, Indiana, June 25, 1985

      

      Decades before Curtis and Mary had made the Bechdel home theirs, an incident had occurred there, never to be discovered. Four amateur paranormal investigators were eager to discover the secrets within the mansion, only to face an entity far more dangerous than what they could have imagined.

      “Run…” the whispery voice had warned them. But it was too late.

      The group huddled together quietly, waiting in heightened anticipation, when suddenly a startling pounding shook the front door.

      “Holy shit,” Adam said.

      “Everyone just stay calm,” Ben said. They could barely see a hand in front of their faces as another pounding, this one even louder, caused them to jump.

      “Who's out there?” Adam asked, shifting in his seat and calling out in a panicked tone. “Someone's out there! Who is it?” Another heavy rap followed and the doorframe groaned, as though a SWAT team was trying to break their way in.

      Elizabeth stood up, palms flat on the table, ready to run. “We need to get out of here.”

      Both Scott and Adam rose in haste, grabbing their backpacks. Their chairs squeaked against the dirty tile floor and nearly fell back. Another resounding strike rattled the door on its loosening hinges as its thick wooden panels began to separate from one another.

      Adam held his crowbar up like a baseball bat as Scott took the camera off the tripod. Ben switched his flashlight on and pointed it toward the foyer, where the banging continued.

      “Did you hear those voices?” Elizabeth said, backpack over her shoulder, ready to make a break for it.

      For the first time that evening, a collective fear came over the generally fearless group. After a brief silence, the foyer erupted with a blast and several large people stormed into the house, with lights mounted to their rifles shining throughout the room. Adam was the first to bolt, sprinting toward the kitchen in a fury. Elizabeth shielded her face from the weapon lights, squinting. The silhouettes of men emerged, taking positions around the room and closing in on the stunned group.

      “Who are these people?” Scott cried out. “Ben, talk to me.”

      “I don't know…” Ben said, his face pale with worry and fear.

      Lights shined into their faces from all sides as rain continued to pour outside.

      “Don't move!” a man's voice shouted. Their group's hands went immediately into the air as unseen hands grabbed the backs of their shirts and yanked them away from table.

      The armed men threw them against the wall by the staircase. Ben, Scott, and Elizabeth stood there shaking as the weapon lights continued to blind them.

      Adam screamed from afar, emerging into the room with two armed men at his side.

      “Found this one trying to escape out of the garage,” one of the men said to a tall, shadowy figure who had been standing back, watching the proceedings like a detached observer.

      “Easy, assholes!” Adam shouted as he spun around, enraged.

      “What is this all about?” Ben asked the men calmly.

      The group’s eyes adjusted to see that they were surrounded by six men, their faces largely concealed under the shadow of their baseball caps. Having burst into the house from outside, they were wet from the rain. Their apparent leader, with big, broad shoulders and a square jaw of stubble, stepped forward and lit a cigar, blowing smoke in the direction of the group.

      The red glow of his cigar revealed piercing eyes and thick eyebrows arched downward with contempt. A few puffs later, he moved closer to the group and offered them an amiable smile.

      “I don't believe any of you are from around here, are you?” he asked in a low, gravelly voice. He puffed on his cigar long and hard as the group looked at each other, backs against the wall, still reeling from the shock of it all.

      “Who are you?” Ben asked, speaking up first.

      “Now, now,” the man said, blowing out a long stream of smoke. “Let's start with you first.”

      Elizabeth watched as the men confiscated both the audio recorder and video camera, shoving them into bags.

      “My name is Ben Stone, and these are my friends from the University of Cincinnati. We're…”

      “You're trespassing,” the man said, cutting him off. “That's what you're doing.”

      “We're investigating,” Ben said with defiance.

      “Please, sir,” Elizabeth said, stepping forward. “I'm sure this is all one big misunderstanding.”

      “I don't doubt it,” the man said, turning to her, inches from her face. She could smell the cigar smoke as it drifted down in a haze around them.

      “Are you the police?” Elizabeth asked, confused and disoriented.

      The cigar man paced from one end of the group to the other, puffing away. “You mentioned something about a misunderstanding,” he began. “So let me see if I got this right. You traveled from afar to break into a house clearly marked off-limits.” He paused, examining the confiscated video and audio equipment. “I suppose you came here to capture ghosts or something like that. Did you find anything?”

      No one answered as the cigar man continued. “You've trespassed onto a historical site of great importance to our fair town. You've violated this space with your utter disregard for the sacred ground before you.”

      “Sir, if I could…” Ben began.

      “I'm not finished!” the man said, halting. He then resumed his pacing as silence fell over the frightened group. “I want IDs first. Then we'll get to the bottom of this.”

      In unison, the men pointed their rifles at the group.

      “You heard the man. Let's see those wallets!” another man shouted.

      The group nervously dug into their pockets and pulled out their wallets, searching for their driver's licenses. The men rounded them up and handed them over to the cigar man, who flipped through them, clearly amused. “Cincinnati, eh? Well, you're a little ways from home.” He pocketed the licenses, perplexing the group further as he turned to them with a friendlier tone. “I'm Frederick Taylor, mayor of Redwood. My police department received a call about a disturbance at the old Bechdel estate. We don't take such offenses lightly, especially from folks looking to desecrate the home of one of Redwood's most cherished families.”

      “That wasn't our intent, sir—” Ben tried to add.

      “Quiet!” the mayor seethed, pivoting around. He paused, allowing for calm. “I especially don't like being pulled out of bed at this time of the evening, especially with a storm like this raging outside.” He looked at the group, seemingly ready to wrap things up, or so they hoped.

      “We're incredibly sorry,” Elizabeth said. “This is a part of a project of ours. An investigative documentary.”

      The mayor leaned closer to her with great interest. “Oh? You don't say! A school project?” Suddenly, one of his men tugged on the side of his coat, showing him the video camera. He then looked through the viewfinder with one eye as his face went from amusement to starkly serious.

      “What is it?” Scott said abruptly. “What do you see?”

      The mayor backed away from the camera slowly and handed it back to his man. He then scanned the room up and down with a new look of worry and dread on his face. “Gentlemen, it's about time we leave this place.” He backed toward the door, signaling to his men. “It's not safe here.”

      “What about them?” one of the men asked, rifle pointed at the group.

      The mayor stopped and thought to himself. “Well… do what needs to be done, Clayton. Take 'em out in the woods and finish it.”

      The group could hardly believe their ears. “What did he say?” Scott asked, stepping forward, astonished. “What the hell did you just say?”

      A blow to his head sent him crashing to the ground. Elizabeth opened her mouth to scream, but found herself too shocked to make a sound. Scott struggled slowly to his feet as Ben helped him up. Adam started to step forward, but Scott mouthed, “I’m OK.” Pointing their rifles, the men herded Adam, Ben, Scott, and Elizabeth into a tight circle.

      Their legs moved forward as the men pushed them to the rear of the house, then out toward the backyard, with the barrels of rifles and shotguns against their backs.

      They’re just trying to scare us, right? That's all. Just send us a message?

      Elizabeth closed her eyes and searched for guidance from the spirits, anything that would let her know what to do and how to escape what seemed to be their awful fate.
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      Mary woke the next morning with Julie’s diary resting on her lap. She had neared the end of it, surprised by the level of detail written in its small, faded pages. Julie had chronicled a troubling time for her family, leading up to their infamous murder. The fate of the Bechdels was a story of intrigue, suspicion, and increasing paranoia. The family had something of great value hidden in the house, and there were plenty of characters from town trying to get it.

      Julie herself knew little about it, but she often spoke of a secret underground room somewhere in the house, well-hidden from rogue outsiders—a place where her parents stored a vast fortune dating back generations. Of course, as Julie stated in her diary, she had never seen the supposed room and was beginning to doubt its existence.

      She wrote: “Travis told me again today about this treasure room, but when I asked him to show me where it was, he refused. I told him that I didn’t believe that it was even real, that it was just something he and John and Alex made up to mess with me. He said, ‘Suit yourself,’ and walked off. I don’t even know why I bother sometimes.

      “Mother and Father haven’t let me out of the house for weeks. WEEKS! I’m a prisoner. They let me go in the backyard sometimes, but that’s about it. They pulled me from school, won’t let me see my friends, and worst of all, they forgot my birthday last week. Can you believe that? Who forgets their daughter’s birthday? Mother apologized the next day, over and over again, and said that they’ve been so busy, they missed it. She promised me a big birthday party, which hasn’t happened yet.

      “I told her that it was okay and that turning eleven was no big deal. She was pretty nice to me the rest of the day, and I could tell she felt really bad. I just wish I had someone to talk to. Father says things will get better soon, right after the election. I don’t know why he had to run for mayor. The guy who is running against my dad is a real jerk. I think my parents are afraid of him.

      “His name is Mr. Taylor, and he showed up here the other day to talk to my dad. Apparently, it didn’t go well and there was shouting and all sorts of threats. I don’t know what to think about it anymore. Just seems like there’s a black cloud over our house that won’t go away. I hope things get better. I really do.”

      Mary took a deep breath, feeling the delicate texture of the signed passage, and turning to the next page. Though there were many pages torn and missing from the diary, Mary was able to piece together the fragmented history of a trying time for the Bechdels, as seen through the eyes of their young daughter.

      Julie’s parting words projected a deep apprehension about the dinner party soon to come. She spoke of a rushed engagement between her oldest brother, Travis, and his high school sweetheart, Katelyn Drake. Julie vowed to uncover the secrecy surrounding her parents’ mysterious fortune, their interest in the Drake family, and her father’s decision to join the mayoral race. Through all of this, there had been several references to a Mr. Taylor, who had worked for her parents at one point years prior as a landscaper, but was let go for undisclosed reasons.

      Mary considered these tidbits to be engrossing, but she was no closer to discovering the killers than before, though her main suspect, Mayor Taylor, was looking more likely by the day. She lowered the diary and looked around the room, hoping for any signs of Julie. Mary had yet to figure out what triggered the spirits to action, but nonetheless, she always felt as though she was being watched.

      She looked down, knowing that she was nearing the last of Julie’s entries. She wished there were more to draw from. She wished Julie would simply appear, spirit form and all, and explain to her what happened on that horrible evening of June 25, 1975.

      Mary began reading: “During breakfast, Father yelled at Travis and sent him away after Travis expressed, for like the fifth time, doubts about getting married. I’d never seen Father so angry. Well, not in a while. My parents both seem stressed and on edge. This stupid mayor election is close, but it looks as if Father has a good chance.

      “I heard my parents talking in the lounge the other evening. It sounded like they were arguing. Father revealed to Mother that Mr. Taylor tried to pay him to drop out of the race. Father refused the money, which I admired him for. Mother seemed upset, though. She said that the Taylors were bad people, and that Father was playing with fire. I don’t know. It’s all so ridiculous. Why can’t we be a normal family? Why are there so many secrets among us? Why did my parents forget my birthday? So many questions.

      “Mother is running around this morning with the cooks and servers like a madwoman. So much is riding on this dinner party, she says. Why are they so concerned with impressing the Drakes? They’re people just like us, right? Travis told me that sometimes he feels like he’s being used. He really likes Katelyn. She’s beautiful, and they’ve been together for two years. But, it’s like, my parents want to join the families just so we can be even more rich and powerful, or something like that. And with this secret room, now I don’t know what to think.

      “I can already hear everyone downstairs, running around. It’s going to be a long day. I just wish I had someone I could share all these thoughts with, all these worries. On a day of such celebration and so many people, I’ve never felt so alone. I’m going to find out what my parents are up to, and I’m going to find out about the Drakes, mark my words. Detective Julie is on the case.”

      Mary stared at the last page as a single tear dropped from each of her eyes. She closed the diary, holding it close, and stepped out of bed, unsure where Curtis was. She was fairly certain that Julie’s room was close, though she hadn’t yet identified which room belonged to which sibling. She and Curtis were in the master bedroom, which she was certain once belonged to George and Anabelle Bechdel. The question was, which room had Julie slept in?

      What room had she been forced to run into as her parents and their party guests were being massacred? From what window did she climb out, trying to escape, only to be found and executed without mercy? Anger rose in Mary’s gut as she pushed open her bedroom door and walked down the hall past a row of rooms to her right, many of them still empty. She could hear Curtis pacing around downstairs. His voice was upbeat and chipper.

      “It’s in the earliest stages, but the doctor confirmed that she’s pregnant,” he said. “I know, isn’t it amazing?”

      There was a pause as Mary crept forward, wondering who he was talking to.

      “She’s sleeping right now, Mom, but I’ll be sure to have her call you once she’s up and ready.”

      With her question answered, Mary stopped at the fourth room to her left and slowly pushed the door open. Inside, its floors were barren. Sunlight beamed in through a grand window, and within this space she could feel Julie’s presence.

      This was her room, Mary thought, imagining it decorated with Julie’s things: her bed, toys, and books.

      She stepped inside with her bare feet touching the ground. Her hair was down at her shoulders, and she was wearing a T-shirt and plaid pajama pants that she couldn’t remember changing into the night before. When did she fall asleep? Why hadn’t Curtis woken her?

      Sunlight hit her face as she approached the window and stared outside into the courtyard below. Their Ford Expedition was parked next to the empty fountain and Theo’s Oldsmobile. She was relieved to see that Theo was still here. He seemed genuine and trustworthy enough, but Mary found herself worried each morning that he would be gone, and she couldn’t understand why. Perhaps because Theo was a loner and the case before them was already spiraling out of control. Just as Theo crossed her mind, his voice sounded behind her.

      “Morning, Mary,” he said.

      She whipped around, startled to see him leaning in the doorway.  She said hello and asked if he had slept well.

      He was already dressed for the day in his collared shirt, jeans, and beige jacket. His beard had grown thicker on his youthful face. He held onto his creased fedora, which he had been wearing less and less. Mary wondered if the hat was, overall, just part of his image as a paranormal investigator. Around her, it seemed, he could be more himself.

      “Tossed and turned for a little bit,” he admitted. “Just couldn’t get this image of my mother out of my mind.”

      “I understand,” Mary said, clutching the diary. She held it out for him to see. “Julie wrote about the Taylors in her diary.”

      Theo’s eyes widened. “What did she say?”

      “Apparently there were some real issues between the Bechdels and the Taylors. Julie’s mother warned her father not to ‘play with fire,’ as she put it.”

      Theo shook his head in disbelief. “How is it possible that the authorities never made that connection? How is Mayor Taylor even on the street today?”

      Mary turned back to the window, envisioning Julie’s frantic escape. She could feel the girl’s fear, desperation, and primal urge to survive. She placed a hand against the wall, balancing herself as she looked down, hair covering her face.

      “You okay?” Theo asked, stepping forward.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she answered, raising her head. “Some politicians think that they’re above the law, and in Mayor Taylor’s case, he clearly is.” She then stood up straight and turned around, conviction shining in her eyes. “But we’re going to change that.”

      

      Theo and Mary later joined Curtis at the breakfast table, where he had bagels and coffee waiting for them. He was alert and energetic, and Mary could sense that his mind was in a hundred different places at once as he jumped from one point to another. “I want you to take it easy, Mary,” he said, taking a sip from his coffee mug. “Have Theo investigate for all I care. Things are different now.”

      He looked off in another direction as Mary sat still across from him, feeling defensive. Theo wisely stayed out of it and picked at his blueberry bagel with a steaming cup of coffee at his elbow.

      “Nothing changes, Curtis,” Mary said.

      Curtis’s stern expression of concern remained unwavering. “We can’t take any chances this time.” He then turned to Theo. “Can’t you go out to Phil’s yourself? I’d prefer Mary to cut out some of this activity.”

      Mary rose from her chair, pushing it out behind her. “I’m going, and that’s all there is to it.” Curtis started to say something, only to be cut off. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m not sitting this one out and letting the Taylor family get away with murder.”

      With little recourse available, Curtis backed down, only to offer a point of contention. “One day, Mary. One day of playing detective, and that’s it.” He cut the air with his hand as if delivering the final word. “We’d be better off getting out of this town completely, if you ask me.”

      Mary had never heard him talk that way before. The mansion and the town had been a dream come true for Curtis and until now, he had not disparaged the idea. The situation, it seemed, was getting to him, especially since hearing about her pregnancy.

      Surprising Mary, he set the mysterious glove recovered at Phil’s on the table, and next to the glove, he placed a Ziploc bag. He sealed the glove inside as they watched quietly. “I’m actually curious what Bob will say about all of this,” he said, switching gears.

      Theo took a sip of coffee and cut in. “You’re not actually going to accuse him of murder right away, are you?”

      Curtis scoffed. “I think my years practicing law might just afford me some tact in these matters.”

      Theo raised his hands apologetically. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Curtis waved him off with a laugh. “I know you didn’t. Now, can we please wrap this thing up today and be done with it?”

      He rose from the table as Mary placed her hand on his arm, causing him to pause. She looked up at him with unease. “This is serious, Curtis. The Taylor family could come after us just like they did the Bechdels.”

      Curtis moved his hands up and rubbed his temples. “Which is why we’re going to the police,” he responded.

      “The same police who have let the Taylors rule over this town unchallenged?” Mary asked as Theo again kept to himself.

      “Okay!” Curtis said, holding up the glove. “I’ll confront Bob and see what he knows.” Already sensing Mary’s concern, he added, “I’ll be careful.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Suddenly, her cell phone rang on the kitchen counter where it had been charging. She walked into the kitchen and grabbed her phone, looking at the screen. It was an unknown number, and she hesitated for a moment before answering. “Hello?” she said, softly.

      “Mrs. Malone?” a man’s voice said.

      She backed toward the sink, elbow resting on her other hand with the phone against her ear.

      “Yes… this is she.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Malone. This is Dr. Patel.”

      She knew she recognized his voice and felt instant relief, though she didn’t pause to think of why he would be calling her first thing in the morning. “Yes, Dr. Patel. How can I help you?”

      His first words, “I don’t want to alarm you,” did the exact opposite. Mary could already feel her heart rate increasing. He continued: “I was looking at some of your test results, and I’m a little concerned.” There was a slight pause as he continued. “Nothing major. I just think you should come by as soon as you can.”

      Even as the warm morning sun radiated through the window above the sink, she felt light-headed, at a loss for words. “What is it, Doctor?”

      “Just a precaution,” he said. “It’s been a little difficult to pinpoint your current trimester with this pregnancy because… your fetus. It belongs to…”

      “The fetus?” she said. “What are you talking about?.”

      He paused again and then spoke in a low hissing tone Mary had yet to hear from him. “It belongs to us.”

      Mary lowered her phone and looked around the kitchen as the lights flickered, chilling her to the bone. “Julie,” she whispered, closing her eyes and balling her fists. “Where are you? How did you know about this? Tell me what’s going on.”

      There was nothing there—no apparition or visions. She felt strangely alone even with Curtis and Theo in the next room. There was a pause in her thoughts when suddenly, the cabinets above her blew open again without warning, launching plates and dishes into the air, inches from Mary’s face.

      She frantically ducked, falling to the ground just as the dishes smashed into the wall behind her, a cacophonous riot of sound jolting her sensibilities. She heard Curtis call out to her and rush toward the kitchen, but the door slammed shut in his face, locking him out.

      “Mary!” he shouted, banging on the door to no avail. “Mary!”

      She slowly rose to her feet, shielding her face from projectiles. The cabinet doors slowly swayed as dishes settled on the floor around her in pieces. Mary stared forward, defiant and without fear. Both Curtis and Theo were still at the door, pounding and yelling, trying to break in, but the barrier was impenetrable.

      “Where’s Julie?” Mary demanded. She felt a slight chill, a presence, brushing against her shoulders. She stared ahead and saw a faint orb-like glow that formed into the image of a woman. At least half of a woman. Her pupils were completely black, and there was anger across her sunken face as her features contorted into a demonic look.

      “You’ll not see Julie,” the figure hissed. “You will talk to me.”

      “Mrs. Bechdel…?” Mary said, gripping the counter behind her.

      “Quiet!” the figure said as coldness consumed the room, causing Mary to shiver. “Enough of your stalling. You have one day or we’ll claim the child as our own.”

      Mary stepped forward, incensed. “How dare you threaten me!”

      Suddenly, a gust of hot air flew into her face, followed by a deafening roar. For a moment, everything went black, and Mary found herself sitting on the floor, dazed, just as Curtis kicked the kitchen door open and rushed inside. With Theo following, they found Mary on the floor next to the sink with dishes surrounding her.

      “What in the hell just happened?” Curtis asked, helping her up.

      “I don’t know,” Mary said. “But we need to figure this thing out or escape before it’s too late.”
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      They fled the house, shaken and disturbed, with the weeks blurring together. Julie’s diary, the spirits, the Bechdels, the Taylors, Pastor Phil, Bob Deckers, and the town of Redwood—everything, it seemed, was connected. Mary was eager to discover the patterns that existed, buried within decades of deceit. The plan was clear enough for the time being. Mary and Theo would go to Pastor Phil’s house. Curtis would handle Bob Deckers. In the interim, they weren’t sure what hung in the balance.

      There was no telling how close they were going to get with so much on the line. Mary was confident, however, that the conspiracy came down to a political hit job against a family considered a threat to the powers that be.

      They drove into town that morning, surprised to see Main Street full of celebration as cars and residents clogged the streets. It was the day of the much-heralded Redwood Annual Autumn Festival. Mary had forgotten all about it.

      A large banner hung over the street reading: 50th Annual Redwood Autumn Festival. There were vendor booths along the sidewalks, offering homemade pumpkin cupcakes, pumpkin-scented candles, and handicrafts.

      Stacks of hay and carved pumpkins and stuffed scarecrows marked all corners of the street. In the town square, a large stage had been erected, with a bluegrass band entertaining an enthusiastic crowd. Families were everywhere, strolling through the park and along the storefronts. Children with painted faces carried balloons as couples walked hand-in-hand under a vibrant blue sky with just enough puffy clouds to shield the sun.

      Festival-goers looked too preoccupied to care what Mary, Curtis, and Theo were up to. Curtis slowed the car, frustrated with the traffic, as they neared the business district where Bob Deckers’s real estate office awaited. He turned left at an intersection, taking another detour to avoid the blocked-off roads. Mary looked out her window and caught a glimpse of several police officers patrolling the streets on foot. The town’s chief of police, Chief Riley, and his partner, Deputy Ramirez, were the only police Mary had seen since moving there. Apparently on that day, a bigger presence had been employed.

      Mary envied the townspeople who seemed content in their obliviousness. But she was on an important mission. Peace would come soon enough…she hoped. As they turned right onto an empty side street, Mary’s eyes were peeled, keeping watch for the mayor or his brothers. She believed that, for the most part, the mayor’s sons were not involved in his criminal enterprise.

      They never entered her mind. His brothers, however, were another story. They were dangerous, deadly people. She gripped the armrest as their SUV approached Deckers Realty on the corner at the end of the block. His bottom-floor office was housed with several others in the vintage five-story brick building. It was only a couple of days ago that Mary and Curtis had been in his office, receiving assurances from Bob that nothing was wrong with the house. Mary believed him to be a liar and a snake.

      Curtis pulled to the side and parked next to a meter. He sat for a moment as the vehicle idled, gathering his thoughts. Mary looked out her window, trying to see inside the office through the glass-door entrance, but it was tinted too dark. The building looked ominous, and a change of plans suddenly came to her. She turned to Curtis as he pulled the black glove from the middle console, still sealed in its Ziploc bag.

      “Why don’t we just stick together?” she said. “We’d be a lot safer that way.”

      Curtis shrugged. “Relax. I can handle Bob.”

      Theo placed his hand on the back of Curtis’s seat and leaned forward. “I think Mary has a point there, Curtis. I wouldn’t trust that guy as far as you could throw him.”

      Curtis sighed. “You don’t think that I know that?”

      “Of course we do,” Mary said as air from the dashboard vents cooled her face. “I just don’t want anything to happen.”

      Curtis opened his door. “Okay,” he said sarcastically. “Let’s all go and talk to him. I’m sure that won’t make him suspicious or anything.”

      Mary turned to Theo, searching for the answers. Curtis was right. If they were all to approach Deckers at once, he would probably be more reluctant to talk. Bob and Curtis knew each other, had had drinks together, and at the outset had appeared to be friends. Perhaps it was better for Curtis to go alone after all. Mary opened her door and stepped out of the car as Curtis met her on the sidewalk.

      “We could wait for you here,” she said. “How about that?”

      Curtis slipped the glove into his front jacket pocket and then touched her shoulders. “I don’t even know if he’s here. I called his office and told him that I was going to swing by but didn’t say when.”

      Mary felt uneasy about the call. She had wanted to surprise Deckers, not give him notice of their visit. Sensing her worry, Curtis kissed her lightly on the cheek and backed away. “I’ll be fine. I’m sure whatever he’s into, he’s not going to get away with it.”

      “Thanks for doing this,” she said, offering a parting hug. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Curtis asked, surprised.

      “For getting you wrapped up in this.”

      Curtis looked at her with a steady, dignified expression. He wouldn’t have it. “Someone has played us, Mary, and I’m going to find out who and why.” He paused, with a reassuring hand on her arm. “But I’m not going to announce anything to Bob, or make any accusations. I just want to read him, see how he comes off. Just like in a courtroom.”

      Mary told him to be careful as he waved and walked toward the building. She looked around, feeling as though she was being watched, but the street was mainly empty. Curtis went to the door and pulled on it, but it was locked. He cupped his hands and tried to look through the glass and then knocked. He turned back to Mary with his hands out.

      “Not here yet,” he said. He knocked again, waiting patiently, but no one came. He backed away from the door and walked toward Mary while pointing across the street. “Think I’ll just hang out in the coffee shop until he gets here.”

      Despite not wanting to split up, Mary knew that she and Theo couldn’t wait around much longer. “Okay,” she said. “We’ll head out to Phil’s then, while the festival is still going on.”

      She walked around to the driver’s side as Curtis followed. The street was strangely quiet, except for the faint echo of bluegrass music and random cheering echoing in the air. It was more than likely that Bob himself was at the festival, but something told Mary that he would be returning soon. She climbed into the SUV as Theo opened the rear-passenger door, stepped out, and got into the front seat. Mary brought her window down and Curtis leaned in, looking at them through the shade of his sunglasses.

      “You two be careful, okay?” he said.

      “We’ll do our best,” Mary said, “and hopefully not come back empty-handed.”

      Curtis tapped his fingers above the door. “I’ll call you when Bob shows up. Certainly don’t want to spend all day waiting in a coffee shop.” He gave her a quick kiss and told them good luck. Mary rolled her window up as Curtis headed toward the modest coffee shop across the street. Its sign above the door read “Ben’s Roasted Coffee House” in big green letters.

      “Well, we’ve accomplished nothing so far,” Theo said, pulling his fedora off his head and tossing it in the back seat.

      Mary watched Curtis entering the coffee shop and turned to Bob’s building. Where was he? Maybe he got the hint and fled town, an option Mary was seriously considering.

      Pastor Phil’s words came back to haunt her. “They will follow you wherever you go,” he had once said. She wondered if he was referring to the living or the dead.

      They drove to the next stop light, leaving Curtis at the coffee shop. Pastor Phil’s house wasn’t too far, but they didn’t have much time. Mary felt trapped, but she wasn’t afraid. She pushed all her doubts aside with a singular focus on finding out the truth. “We can do this,” she said to Theo. “We have to.”

      Theo nodded without reply and then about halfway down the street, he laughed to himself.

      “What?” Mary asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “You’re so into this. It’s inspiring.”

      Mary smiled. It was a compliment, she supposed. Perhaps she was more confident than before. If that was the case, she’d need every last ounce.
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* * *

      Phil’s farmhouse looked empty, and that was good news. Mary parked in the front alongside the wooden fence surrounding the property. Phil’s blue station wagon was still parked in the driveway leading to the front porch. The lonely sight filled her with sadness. The two-story house already looked deserted. She was still concerned about the livestock—chickens, pigs, and cows—Phil had in backyard pens. What would become of them and Phil’s garden and his modest crops? What would happen to the house itself?

      She recalled that on the day of Phil’s death, Chief Riley had mentioned a will and ownership of the farm tied up in legal proceedings. Phil had children, a son and a daughter, but she had never met them. They hadn’t even attended their father’s funeral. Mary wondered if they even knew that he had passed. If they did, she found it unconscionable that they wouldn’t have gone to his memorial, but she tried not to judge.

      Mary turned the ignition off, and Theo urged her to wait. He then held up a small pair of binoculars, then slowly scanned the house and adjacent barn. Just because it looked as if no one was there didn’t make it so. Mary surveyed the house herself, on alert for anything out of the ordinary.

      “I suppose we better have a look around,” Theo said, lowering his binoculars.

      Mary held her hand on the door handle, hesitant. “I have to admit, I don’t really like the idea of breaking into his house. It feels so… disrespectful.”

      Theo reached back and grabbed his fedora, putting it on. “Phil would understand, I’m sure. We are, after all, trying to solve his murder.”

      For the first time, the prospect that Phil might not have been murdered entered Mary’s mind. She had seen Bob Deckers suffocating Phil in her mind and then saw him searching the house for something of apparent value. The vision had left her short of breath and dizzy during Phil’s memorial service. She had nearly collapsed, but the vision was clear enough.

      Deckers had walked away empty handed, but not before leaving Phil’s corpse in the bedroom. Whatever he was looking for, Bob Deckers didn’t find it. Mary suspected that the Taylors were somehow linked and was certain that she’d find evidence of their presence in the house.

      She stepped out of the SUV and onto the pebbled path leading to the front yard. The quiet stillness, broken only by a cool breeze rustling the trees, was comforting in some ways, ominous in others. She continued past the fence and up the dirt driveway with Theo at her side.

      Brown leaves were strewn across the lawn, many already covering the roof of Phil’s old station wagon. Two empty chairs sat on the front porch, rocking faintly. Instead of trying the front door, Theo veered off to the side of the house, and Mary followed. Her mind raced, baffled by the whereabouts of Phil’s mystery item, something so important that he had lost his life over it. Mary’s visions of Phil’s murder were one piece; she now needed her abilities to lead her one step further to find whatever Deckers was after.

      They reached the open backyard, and Mary was stunned to see a multitude of empty pens, their doors flung open, swaying on their hinges. All the animals were gone. She stopped and looked around, mystified.

      Theo halted near some steps that led to an elevated cedar deck and turned to Mary, noticing the troubled expression on her face. “What is it?” he asked.

      “Phil’s livestock,” she said. “They’re all gone…”

      Theo looked out into the backyard from over Mary’s shoulder. “Well. That’s good. Someone came and got them. Moved them to another farm maybe. Better than them starving to death.”

      Strangely enough, Mary felt more troubled than relieved. Something wasn’t right.

      “Come on,” Theo said, walking up the steps. “Help me find a way in.”

      Mary turned and followed, her eyes on the barn next to them. She could smell the hay stored inside and watched as a black cat scurried inside between the double doors. She reached the top of the deck as Theo pulled at the sliding glass door to no avail.

      “Damn,” he said, moving to a nearby kitchen window.

      Mary peered inside, looking beyond the glass’s glare, and what she saw shocked her. Phil’s furniture had been flipped and his living room ransacked. A bookshelf lay collapsed on the floor, books everywhere and papers lying in an alarming disarray, scattered and in small heaps. A sofa and love seat lay on their sides, torn open and gutted, with foam hanging out like innards. The entire scene was reminiscent of Mary and Curtis’s apartment in Chicago. Their break-in had been one of the primary reasons for their moving to Redwood in the first place.

      Mary stared into the living room in disbelief. She then turned to Theo, who had just removed the screen over the kitchen window, opening it. It looked as though he hadn’t even noticed anything yet. They were certainly not the first people to have visited Phil’s place in the past few hours. That much she was sure of. Whoever had broken inside had been looking for something as well.

      “Theo, come here,” she said with a whisper. Theo set the screen down, walked over to Mary, and glanced through the sliding glass door, freezing in place.

      “Holy shit. How did I miss that?”

      “That’s what I was wondering,” Mary said. “Someone beat us here.”

      Theo pressed his face against the glass, looking in. “This is insane.”

      “Whatever they were looking for, I don’t think they found it,” Mary said with confidence.

      Theo backed away and turned to her, thinking. “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because the job looks so disorganized and hasty, almost like they took their frustration out on the furniture.” Mary took a deep breath while pressing her hands against the glass. “We need to get in there and start looking.”

      “I’m on it,” Theo said, moving back toward the open kitchen window. He climbed in as Mary waited, casting nervous glances behind and around her. She heard the clinking of dishes and silverware hitting the floor as Theo hopped off the kitchen counter. He then entered the living room, carefully moving around the hazards in his path.

      Mary wondered how the intruders before them had gotten in. The search and subsequent trashing of the house looked disrupted, as though something had alerted the culprits to flee. Mary could feel the lingering presence of more than one individual. Theo unlocked the sliding glass door and pulled it open for Mary as she walked inside, thanking him with a pat on the arm.

      “So what do you think?” he asked her.

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “We need to check the entire house.”

      Theo leaned closer, his tone confidential. “What about that woman we saw here the morning of Phil’s death, Grace? Think she had anything to do with this? She did have a key to the house, remember?”

      Mary laughed softly. “I don’t think so. I have the feeling we’re dealing with three men,” she said.

      “The Taylor brothers?”

      Mary nodded while carefully examining the room.

      “Well… they were going to be my second guess,” Theo said with mock confidence.

      Mary smiled, looking past the hall, alert. “Let’s check the rest of the house.”

      They moved around a fallen bookcase and into the hallway, across from an adjacent office. Inside, papers were lying everywhere. Drawers had been pulled out from a large desk, their contents poured onto the floor. They continued down the hallway, passing more rooms, all in similar disarray. Nothing of value, it seemed, had been stolen; computers and other electronics remained. It was no ordinary burglary. Mary was sure of it.

      “Sense anything yet?” she asked Theo.

      Theo examined the startling holes in the wall next to him. Shattered glass from a broken picture frame lay at his feet. “It’s hard to say, but I think you’re on to something here. I don’t think that our perpetrators found what they were looking for.”

      Picking their way across the hardwood floors, they emerged from the office hallway and entered the front of the house and a large family room. It was situated at the bottom of a wide, old-fashioned staircase with stained-wood risers. The family room, like all the others, was trashed—couch flipped over and gutted, lamps thrown, and desk drawers lying about and emptied. There were even holes in the wall.

      “What a horrible thing to do to a pastor’s home,” Mary said as they reached the bottom of the staircase.

      Theo motioned for her to go upstairs with him when she noticed something peculiar on a small, undisturbed coffee table near the foyer. She walked past Theo and approached the table, her misgivings intensified. On the coffee table lay a .45 caliber pistol.

      Theo was already halfway up the stairs when she called him back.

      “What is it?” he asked, rushing down the stairs, approaching her.

      “Look,” she said and pointed to the pistol.

      Theo was stunned; they both knew the pistol did not belong to Phil. He reached for it when suddenly a black Bronco with large wheels and tinted windows came down the road and pulled up directly behind Mary’s SUV. Panic gripped her chest as the Bronco skidded to a halt and the doors swung open and three men jumped out. A fourth was in the driver’s seat. Theo snatched the pistol and took Mary’s arm.

      “Come on. We have to get out of here.”

      “Where are we going to go?” she asked. “They know we’re here.”

      She stared out the window near the foyer. Its thin white curtain barely concealed her as the men surrounded her SUV, looking inside and taking down the license plate number. She could see them better. The man on the right side of her vehicle was none other than Garret Taylor, scar visible on his cheek even from a distance, and his brothers. After realizing that no one was inside the SUV, Garret whipped his head around and glared toward the house. Theo pulled Mary down as they ducked out of sight.

      “One of them must have forgotten this!” Theo said, holding the pistol. “We need to get out of here or hide.”

      Mary rose slightly as her breathing increased with her growing panic. The Taylor brothers ran toward the house and up the front lawn with their pistols drawn and their eyes steely. They were wasting no time.

      “Run!” Theo said, pulling Mary up. “Let’s go!”

      With a sudden jolting kick to the front door, the men were only a few feet away. Mary sprinted off with Theo back down the hall just as Taylor brothers stormed inside.

      To avoid being seen, Theo yanked Mary inside the first room to their left, where they took refuge in the corner of the room, hunched down and hiding on the other side of a bed. As Mary crouched down lower, she knew they had made a mistake in trying to hide. They were trapped, with their only escape being a nearby window that was closed with the blinds drawn. Footsteps sounded down the hall. They had company.
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      Curtis watched Bob Deckers’s office from afar, sipping warm green tea in a corner booth of the coffee shop. He had been waiting for nearly thirty minutes while growing more doubtful that Deckers would indeed turn up. His cell phone lay flat on the table as he scrolled through the screen, feeling hopeful that Bob would either call or show. He could hear the faint sounds of the festival blocks away. There was no one in the dimly lit coffee shop, save for a twenty-something female barista and an elderly man at the counter. Curtis sat in one of the five booths at the front window, staring out.

      The longer he sat waiting, the more he began to doubt the entire operation. Was he expecting Bob Deckers to simply confess to the murder of Pastor Phil? Curtis thought long and hard about what he was to do. They should have gotten the police involved from the beginning, he believed, but Mary didn’t currently trust the police—or most people in town, for that matter.

      He finished his second cup of tea and turned back to the building across the street, surprised to see a man walking toward it. He was carrying a briefcase and wearing slacks, a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a tie swaying around his neck. His slicked-back gray hair shifted in the breeze and he had a slight five o’clock shadow on his tan face.

      It was Bob Deckers. Curtis could recognize his hurried walk anywhere. Curtis rose from the booth and tossed a five on the table. He grabbed his cell phone and jacket, waved to the barista, and walked out of the coffee shop, watching Bob unlock his front office door and slip inside. Curtis gave it a moment. He certainly didn’t want to come barging in moments after Bob’s arrival. He wanted Bob to settle in and get comfortable—then he would confront him.

      He leaned against one of the pillars holding up the canopy above the front door and waited. For the first time that day, Curtis began to feel a little nervous. He would be confronting Bob Deckers for the first time since Mary had accused the man of murdering Pastor Phil.

      Curtis pulled his cell phone out and sent Mary a text message telling her Bob had just arrived at his office and that he was going in. After waiting a minute or so, and getting no response, he wondered what she was doing.

      Had they found anything, or was the entire thing a wild goose chase?

      Curtis looked at his phone again. It was ten after two. The downtown festival was kicking into high gear. He could smell barbecue in the air, which made his stomach growl, but could stall no longer. He still hadn’t heard back from Mary and decided to call her. Several rings later, the call went to her voice mail.

      “Just calling to get a status,” he said after the beep. “Our guy just walked in, and I’m going to have a talk with him. Call me back as soon as you can. Love you, bye.”

      He hung up and put the phone back in his pocket. He walked toward the road and looked both ways. There were no cars going in either direction. The block resembled a ghost town. Curtis crossed the four empty lanes and made his way to the other side, where old buildings lined the street. There was little doubt that Bob could see him coming if he was anywhere near his window. Most windows along the first floor of the buildings were heavily tinted. Next to Bob’s corner office, there was an empty parking lot to one side and a pizza joint on the other called “Bricklayers Pizza.” Curtis hadn’t eaten there yet, but the aroma he had smelled last time had been tempting. This time, however, Bricklayers was closed, like many of the shops on the block.

      He thought of knocking on Bob’s door, but then decided to be bold, just walk in if possible, maybe take him off guard and gain the upper hand. He pushed against the door carefully, fully expecting it to be locked, but it wasn’t. He opened it only as far as necessary and slipped inside the darkened lobby that had empty desks at both sides of the room, like some telemarketing office, closed for the day.

      The blinds were all shut, and Curtis realized that he had been safe from exposure the entire time—unless of course, Bob had been peering outside through them like some paranoid nut job. So far, that didn’t seem to be the case.

      A lone light illuminated the office, coming from Bob’s private office at the end of the room. His was separated by glass and a door, while every other desk sat out in the open. Curtis, to that day, hadn’t seen a single other Realtor in the office, and had thought it too invasive to ask.

      He walked across the gray carpet, between the lines of desks on both sides, and approached the lone office at the end where Bob sat, head looking down and scribbling onto some papers, seemingly unaware of Curtis’s advancing presence.

      Curtis approached the open door and gave it a knock. Bob’s head jolted up.

      “Curtis!” he said, startled and clutching his chest. “I didn’t even hear you come in…” He set his pen down and was quick to cover his notebook. On his forehead were beads of sweat, and he looked exhausted. His surprised expression faded easily as he smiled at Curtis and welcomed him in. “Yes, I’m sorry. You called me earlier and told me you’d be stopping by. It’s just, a lot is going on right now, and I forgot.”

      “No problem,” Curtis said, entering the office. He took a seat in one of the two green vinyl chairs in front of Bob’s desk.

      Bob closed his notebook, and then looked back at Curtis with heightened enthusiasm. “Oh. I talked to that leasing office downtown, and they’re willing to let that unit on Sixth Street go at a great rate.”

      “Wonderful,” Curtis said with a smile while clasping his hands together. Under normal circumstances, he would be ecstatic hearing such news, but he was far too distracted to talk business. Despite this, Curtis kept his tone and demeanor friendly and receptive. Bob’s worn face, thin five o’clock shadow, and wild eyes showed a man already on edge. Curtis didn’t want to push him.

      Bob leaned back in his chair in a confident manner with his head cocked back and proceeded to get on with their meeting. “I figured you and Mary would be at the festival today. What can I do for you today, Curtis?”

      Curtis looked down, laughing to himself. “Yeah…Mary’s out and about. We’re planning to spend the rest of the day out in the crowd.”

      “Sure is a nice day for it,” Bob said. He opened the briefcase resting on his desk and looked inside as if checking the contents, but didn’t take anything out.

      “Are you planning to join the festivities?” Curtis asked. “I hope to catch that band again later today.”

      In response, Bob pulled a flask and two Dixie cups from the briefcase resting atop his desk. He quickly poured an amber liquid into the cups and looked at Curtis with a devilish smirk. “How about something to get the party started?”

      Curtis fanned his hand and politely declined.

      “What? Oh, come on, Curtis. Let it go. It’s the weekend.” He held Curtis’s cup up, his eyes gleaming. “You can’t turn down Irish Whisky. It’s against the law. You should know that.”

      A thought suddenly came to Curtis, something about the old adage: loose lips sink ships.

      “Sure, Bob,” he said, taking the cup. “Why not?”

      He tipped the drink back, swigging the warm whiskey, which burned his throat and sent his eyes watering. It was pretty strong stuff. Bob tipped his back as well and exhaled with satisfaction. He was already pouring his second cup before Curtis had even set his down. He seemed distracted and antsy, and Curtis could definitely tell that something was on his mind.

      “Are you all right?” Curtis asked.

      Bob paused for a moment, cup in hand, feigning surprise at the question. “Yes. Yes, of course. Just long hours, you know?”

      Curtis turned his head and glanced at all the empty desks outside Bob’s office. “You should outsource some work to your staff,” he said with a chuckle. He turned back just as Bob took a sip from his cup.

      “Yeah. What staff?” he said, eyes watering from the drink.

      Curtis laughed. “I just assumed they’ve been on sabbatical.”

      Bob nodded with a vacant stare, looking beyond Curtis’s shoulder. “That’s nice of you to say, Curtis. Truth is, I had to downsize a few months ago. Economy has been in the crapper, real estate has taken a hit, and we all have to do our part.”

      Curtis leaned forward with a serious expression and spoke with an equally serious tone. “I wanted to ask you a few questions, Bob. If you don’t mind.”

      Bob looked up, beaming with intrigue. “Oh yeah? Like what?”

      “Nothing really work related, but I was hoping we could talk about my house.”

      Bob’s enthusiastic expression faded with his sigh. “Great, I knew it,” he said, smacking his hands together. “You want to put it back on the market, don’t you?” Curtis tried to speak, but Bob cut him off. “It’s okay. You wouldn’t be the first.”

      “We don’t want to move,” Curtis said curtly. “This is about something else.”

      Bob cocked his head, confused. “Well… what then? Spit it out.”

      The familiar hum of the air conditioner sounded overhead as Curtis gathered his thoughts. It was strange to think of all the activity taking place only a few blocks away as they sat in the nearly vacant Realtor’s office, staring at each other.

      “I want to know if you’re really being honest with us,” Curtis began.

      He noticed Bob’s friendly demeanor immediately change to something guarded and suspicious.

      “You assured us that nothing is wrong with that house, but that has not been the case. You know me, Bob. I’m a practical, literal person. I don’t put any stock in curses and ghosts and psychics, but I believe you know plenty more about the Bechdel property than you say you do. And I want to know your involvement.”

      A silence fell over the two men as Bob shifted in his chair; he placed his palms flat on the desk and eyed Curtis intently. “Involvement with what?” he asked in a slow, quiet tone. His eyes narrowed, and for the first time, Curtis could sense a sinister side in Bob that he hadn’t seen before.

      “With everything,” he answered, with his arms held out in an all-encompassing way.

      Bob laughed to himself, looking down, and took another sip of whiskey. “Looks like that shot went straight to your head there, Curtis, because I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “How well did you know Pastor Phil?” Curtis asked, searching for any nervous giveaways in Bob’s movements or statements. Bob was already acting strangely enough for Curtis to at least point the authorities in Bob’s direction. He could make an anonymous tip or just go to the police himself. Or was he being carried away, going overboard? He needed more than just a hunch. He wanted to see how convincing a liar Bob fancied himself to be.

      Bob answered his question about Phil with little hesitation. “I knew him well enough. Everyone did. Heck, he was the town pastor.”

      Curtis folded his hands together as Bob poured more whiskey into his cup. Curtis declined again, this time meaning it.

      “Suit yourself,” Bob said.

      “I understand that many people knew Pastor Phil, but I’m more curious about you. Were you friends?”

      Bob’s confident posture and steely, attentive focus suddenly diminished as his hands gripped the front of his desk, fingers tapping, his voice with an edge now. “Sure. We were friends. What’s your point?”

      Curtis took a long breath, knowing that the moment of truth was nearing. Bob already appeared shaken, and Curtis wasn’t certain how far he could go without blowing his intent. “My point is that there is clearly something wrong with our house. No past owners have stayed in the house more than a few weeks. Some of them even died, I heard. You never told that to me or Mary.”

      Bob finished his cup off and sighed again while growing increasingly agitated. “What is this, Curtis?” he snapped. “You’re all over the place. First, it’s Pastor Phil, then it’s your haunted house. Where are you going with all of this?”

      Curtis could already see two important signs. Bob was being evasive and deliberately ill-informed. It wouldn’t take much to rile him up further, but Curtis knew he’d have to be careful. “Trust me, there’s a connection,” he said. “Pastor Phil came to our house the other night when I wasn’t there. In fact, I was with you and those other guys at the pub. Apparently, he came to warn Mary of a dark, supernatural presence in our home.”

      Bob looked at Curtis blankly, then his face twitched and his lips moved upward into an uncontrollable smile. “Are you serious?” he said with a guffaw.

      “That’s what she told me,” Curtis answered. “She also told me that she had a dream about you. Apparently, you were with Phil the night he passed away.” Curtis pulled the glove from his front pocket and held the bag up for Bob to see. “We also found this on Phil’s property. Looks a little too big for Phil’s hand. Do you know who this might belong to?” He expected more evasiveness from Bob, maybe a nervous laugh or some half-baked excuse, but what Bob did next truly shocked him. He reached into his briefcase and pulled a 9mm pistol out, aiming it at Curtis.

      “What are you doing?” Curtis asked, frozen to his chair.

      “Quiet,” Bob said. “I’ve heard about enough from you, Curtis. Now toss that over here.”

      Curtis tossed him the bagged glove, saying nothing more. He wondered if the pistol was really loaded, and if so, would Bob actually shoot him in the back if he tried to flee?

      Bob continued, full of hostility. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Call Mary and tell her to meet us here. I want to hear about these dreams she’s having.”

      Curtis looked around the office and then behind him on the off chance that someone might walk in and help save him. “I… My cell phone is on the fritz. I haven’t been able to make any calls this entire day.”

      “Bullshit,” Bob said, on his feet and approaching Curtis. “You get her here in the next five minutes, or I’m going shoot you where it hurts.”

      As the pistol got closer to his face, Curtis resisted the urge to flinch. He had never seen this side of Bob before, and it became suddenly clear to him that Mary was right all along. Bob undoubtedly had something to do with Phil’s death. He could have been the main bad actor all along.

      As Curtis sat in Bob’s office, pistol aimed at his face, he knew that he perhaps had said too much. He had expected a reaction from Bob, probably outright denial, but he hadn’t expected this.

      “You’d really shoot me?” Curtis asked in disbelief.

      “That all depends, Curtis. I get no satisfaction out of this, but you’ve left me no choice. And now… I want to know what your wife knows too.”

      “I’m not calling her,” Curtis said, defiantly. “So I guess you’re going to have to shoot me.” He briefly glimpsed rage on Bob’s reddened face before it subsided as he smiled instead in a slightly menacing way.

      “A proud man to the end. Careful now, Curtis. Pride before the fall.”

      “Why us?” Curtis said. “You could have gotten plenty of others into that house.”

      “You seemed like a nice couple,” Bob said. “The mayor vetted you personally and gave the green light.”

      “Vetted? Green light? What is your relationship with the mayor, anyway?” Curtis asked with near contempt. “Do you work for him? Did he pay you to murder Pastor Phil?”

      Bob suddenly vaulted up out of his chair and slammed his fist on the table, taking Curtis by surprise. “Where the hell do you get off asking questions like that?” he shouted. “You come to our town and think that you know everything?” He paused, leaning forward, his eyes narrowed in disgust. “You’re nothing but outsiders here, Curtis, so I’d watch yourself. Now call your wife before I really start to get pissed.”

      Curtis knew he had no choice and pulled his cell phone out from his side pocket, holding it up. “If I call her, the only thing I’m going to tell her is to call the police, so you can drop that shit right now.” He slipped the phone back into his pocket, hoping Bob wouldn’t demand turning it over. If he got the chance, he could call 9-1-1.

      Bob exhaled loudly and stretched his neck, as though deciding what to do about Curtis’s threat. He slowly moved back from the desk and made his way around to Curtis, pressing the pistol against his temple, causing him to flinch.

      “I’m not in the mood for games,” he said. “I could shoot you right here and find your wife myself. So, by all means, keep being difficult.”

      Without warning, Curtis grabbed Bob’s arm, gripping him by the wrist, and jumped up, ready to charge him. The pistol fired a deafening blast into the air, shattering the glass of Bob’s office window.

      Bob slammed against his desk and tried to regain his balance as Curtis charged toward him, but Bob, still holding the gun, drew his arm back and smashed Curtis in the face with the thick metal barrel of the hot pistol. Another white flash and Curtis was on his knees, dazed and face throbbing.

      “You crazy son of a bitch!” Bob shouted. “You trying to get shot?”

      Curtis looked up, ready to launch into his adversary, but Bob was too quick. He brought the handle of his pistol down in one swift crack against Curtis’s skull. As Curtis collapsed, part of him wondered why Bob didn’t just shoot him. His head throbbed with pain and he expected another blow as he struggled to stand, but couldn’t. He felt the heel of Bob’s shoe kicking him in the ribs. He was fast losing consciousness, and there was nothing he could do but drift into the darkness, in a moment of peace.
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* * *

      Mary lay low, peeking under the bed, with Theo breathing heavily next to her with the stolen.45 caliber pistol in-hand. The Taylor brothers were inside, fired up and searching for them. One of the men was taunting, calling: “Come out, little kitty. Nice little kitty. Nobody’s going to hurt you. We just want to say hello.”

      She tried to keep her body still. Theo lay on his side, his arm extended under the bed, pistol aimed. Footsteps sounded on the wood floors from all around the house. Escape seemed impossible. Even if they made it outside and into the SUV, the Taylors would most likely follow them wherever they went, even if they did get away, which wasn’t likely. No, that wouldn’t do. Their best bet would be to flee the house and escape on foot.

      “Where are they?” she heard one of the Taylors shout. “Search every last inch of this house!”

      “Here, kitty, kitty.”

      There were only so many rooms in the house, and Mary knew it to be only a matter of time before they were discovered.

      “What do we do?” she whispered to Theo as footsteps clomped around upstairs.

      His head turned toward her slightly as he gripped the pistol, holding it up. “We try to escape, but in the meantime, be ready for anything.”

      The thought of being in the middle of a firefight terrified her, but it would seem that they had little choice but to defend themselves. Would the Taylor brothers really shoot upon finding them? Were they really the murderers she thought them to be? Perhaps the entire thing was one big misunderstanding. However, as their voices carried down the hall, she concluded they were very much capable of what she feared.

      “You find ‘em, don’t hesitate to put ‘em down,” one of the Taylors said in a quiet voice, coming from right outside the room. “But leave one alive so we can find out what they’re doing nosing around here.”

      Mary heard the door to the room they were hiding in creak open wider as she lay on her chest, hoping to remain concealed.

      This is it, Mary thought with a shudder. They’re going to find us, and they’re going to kill us.

      Not going to happen, she heard Theo say, but he hadn’t actually spoken. For the first time, she could actually hear his thoughts. It was a revelation.

      Mary, listen to me. We’re going to be okay, he continued.

      Oh my God. You can actually hear my thoughts? she said. And I can hear yours?

      Your abilities are getting stronger. A man is getting closer—I can see him. I want you to shield your face and cover your ears. Then we run.

      Okay, she said as her body trembled with anticipation.

      The footsteps got closer and closer, and she prepared for the deafening blast of a .45 caliber pistol. Just then, one of the other brothers shouted from the stairwell, “Hey! Y’all come up here. I think I found something. Could be exactly what we’re looking for!”

      The footsteps stopped and changed direction, fading away, and Mary could breathe again.

      “That was a close one,” she whispered to Theo.

      “You said it. Now let’s make a run for it. Now or never.”

      The Taylor boys, it seemed, had assembled upstairs, where they could be heard moving around above them. Theo rose from behind the bed and walked with cautious steps to the door and into the hall as Mary followed. They turned right toward the trashed living room where the sliding glass door was in view—the most practical exit.

      From there, Mary wasn’t sure where they’d run, but she knew they had to get as far away from the Phil’s house as possible. She felt disappointed that they hadn’t found the coveted item they had come looking for, the hidden element that had drawn nefarious forces to the house in the first place. But for now, survival took precedence.

      “This way,” Theo motioned as he walked toward the living room. Mary followed, and they stepped around the papers, glass, and tables in their path. Theo slowly pulled the sliding glass door open just as they heard footsteps trample down the staircase.

      Mary’s heart seized. “Hurry!” she said. “They’re coming.”

      “I know that,” Theo said, pulling the door open enough for them to slip through. “I can hear too.”

      Mary nearly pushed her way out as Theo squeezed past the sliding glass door and onto the deck. The brisk air was a welcome feeling, but they were still in great danger. Mary pulled the door shut and turned to Theo just as he raced down the stairs.

      Mary followed and as they reached the bottom, she glanced at the barn again. Something, a presence, attracted her, and she could swear something of value lay within.

      “In the barn,” she said, pulling Theo’s arm.

      “What?” he asked as though she were mad. He clearly was prepared to run into the woods and get as far from the house as they could, but Mary insisted.

      “Follow me,” she said, rushing past him and toward the big red barn that, for now, offered a different kind of refuge for Mary.
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      Curtis woke up on the floor of Bob’s office, head throbbing. Long fluorescent bulbs flickered on the ceiling, and he could hear rustling coming from Bob’s desk in addition to a faint second voice, shouting on the other end of a phone.

      Bob was whispering, “I had no choice, I told you that. He knows too much!” Bob rose as Curtis shut his eyes after hearing the squeaking of Bob’s chair. He could sense Bob’s approach and searched for some way to turn the tables and possibly escape. For the moment, he was safe. Bob was distracted, but that would soon change.

      Bob said, “We’re getting out of here. This place is too hot. I’ll call you when I get to the mansion.”

      Curtis opened one eye halfway and saw Bob’s pant leg inches from his face. He gazed upward and saw Bob’s silhouette standing over him, pistol still in hand and phone to his ear.

      “I’ve got it under control right now. Don’t worry.” He paused as though he was receiving an earful from the other end of the line. “I told you not to worry! I’ll call you later.” He hung up with a long sigh and then stared down.

      Curtis could feel the surging adrenaline beyond the pain in his head. If he was going to do something, now was the time. He opened his eyes and grabbed Bob’s leg, hammering his knee as Bob howled and bent forward. Curtis punched him as hard as he could in the side. Bob screamed in pain as his knees buckled and he hunched downward, catching a punch to his right cheek.

      Curtis felt a pop of cheek bone against his knuckles and then rolled to his side, pushing himself up and fully level with Bob, who had managed to get back on his feet, leaning now against the corner of the desk. He held his face with one hand, grunting, and gripped his pistol with the other.

      Bob stumbled back as Curtis prepared to charge him, knowing it was a risky move, with Bob still being armed.

      Bob’s muffled cries of pain only energized Curtis further. He found his footing and then charged at Bob with all the strength he could muster. Inches from tackling Bob, Curtis felt a blunt, shocking blow to his head as Bob swung the pistol and knocked him down on his side. As he lay on Bob’s gray carpet, panting, he could feel warm blood oozing down his forehead. The blow had left a deep gash. But it wasn’t the second pistol-whipping that surprised Curtis. It was why Bob just didn’t shoot him.

      Curtis brought his hand to his head, struggling to get up as his vision blurred. He felt disoriented and near shock. Bob’s voice echoed as he paced around Curtis, admonishing him.

      “I really didn’t want it to come to this, Curtis. I don’t know why you have to be so difficult.” He stopped at Curtis’s side and knelt while talking just above a whisper. “You think that you’re going to fight your way through this? Be a hero? Not happening, my friend.” Bob rose again, smoothing his hair. He walked to his desk and began rifling through his drawers while talking to Curtis in a nervous and distracted tone. “I’m sorry about this, I really am. I wish you hadn’t come in here making accusations at me.”

      Curtis wiped the blood from his forehead with his sleeve and attempted to stand tall again while pushing his weight against the desk. Bob slammed one of the drawers shut and stuffed some papers into his briefcase, seemingly indifferent to Curtis, as though he were certain that Curtis had been subdued.

      “I don’t know how I got wrapped up in all of this,” he continued. “You have to forgive me, Curtis. I’m only doing what is necessary. I’m bankrupt, okay? I’m divorced. I’ve got nothing.” He suddenly paused, took a deep breath, and then shouted, “I’m a desperate man!”

      “What the hell is it that you want?” Curtis managed to mutter in his state of semi-consciousness.

      Bob grabbed his briefcase and approached him, kneeling down again and talking softly. “I’m glad you asked. What I want at the moment is pretty simple. I’ve asked you to call your wife here, which you won’t do without jeopardizing me. So you leave me with no choice but for us to go back to your place. And wait. Got it?”

      “No,” Curtis said, leaning against the front of Bob’s desk. “I mean, what do you want with all of this? Why’d you kill Phil?”

      Bob chuckled in a mean way. “There you go again with the wild accusations.” He stood up, pointing the gun at Curtis. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Curtis looked up at Bob’s uncompromising face and realized he had little choice. Desperate people did desperate things, and Bob was on edge. His arms and legs were shaking, and Curtis knew that the next time, Bob might not hesitate to pull the trigger. He couldn’t do that to Mary. He wouldn’t do that. As long as he was still alive, there was hope. He pushed himself up as Bob backed away, not wavering with his aim.

      “Just put that damn gun down, will ya’?” Curtis asked, rising from the floor and holding the desk for balance.

      “No, thanks,” Bob said. He motioned toward the empty lobby ahead. He pulled a tissue from his pocket and tossed it to Curtis. “Might want to clean up first.”

      Curtis wiped the blood from his forehead, carefully dabbing. He couldn’t tell how large the gash was, but it hurt to touch. He then limped out of the office with Bob following him. Curtis said little as they continued through the lobby and toward the exit, where daylight streamed through the tinted windows. Once they were outside, Curtis believed Bob wouldn’t get very far. Someone would notice what was happening. They had to.

      “Where are you parked?” Bob asked as they reached the door.

      Curtis turned his head slightly, his hands still up. “Mary has the car.”

      Bob smiled. “Perfect. Well, then, looks like you’ll be driving my Volvo. I parked about a block up the street.”

      “Driving?” Curtis said.

      Bob lowered his pistol slightly and shook his head. “Curtis, you don’t really expect me to drive, do you? How would that work exactly?”

      “How do you know I won’t just crash us into a brick wall?”

      Bob laughed, almost too hard, and then slapped Curtis on the back. “What? And leave Mary a widow? I don’t think so, but nice try.” He then told Curtis to quit stalling and open the door. Curtis pushed the glass door open. There was a sign hanging on the inside of it that read Closed. Curtis stepped outside and felt a cool breeze.

      The sidewalk was empty. Music could be heard in the distance from the festival on Main Street. It was more than likely that Bob was going to want to avoid the crowds and would want Curtis to take an alternate route on the back roads. He turned to see that Bob was hiding the pistol under a suit coat draped over his arm.

      With his sleeves rolled up, tie swaying, and briefcase in hand, Bob looked to be a normal businessman. No one would suspect a thing unless Curtis gave them reason to. Curtis glanced over to the coffee shop across the street, where only ten minutes ago he had been sitting safely inside.

      He had expected deception from Bob, maybe anger when he was confronted, but Curtis never expected things to turn out as they had. Mary’s warning that they stick together came back to him. He’d never hear the end of it. He hoped to have the opportunity to eat crow.

      “That’s right,” Bob said, staying carefully behind him. “Up this way. It’s the blue Volvo ahead, right next to that mailbox.”

      Curtis looked up the street where several cars lined the sidewalk, the Volvo the first among them. He heard Bob shuffle in his pocket for the keys and found the scenario almost humorous. Almost. He’d never driven anywhere at gunpoint before. They reached the front of the car as Bob pressed the automatic key and the locks clicked open. “Okay, Curtis. We can make this simple. Avoid the busy roads and get us to your house. I’ll tell you how.”

      Curtis said nothing. He went around to the driver’s side door just as a man on a motorcycle raced down the road and jetted past them. There wasn’t much sense in flagging him down, or trying to “play hero” as Bob had put it. There would be other opportunities, plus in the end, Curtis didn’t think Bob was going to make it.

      He was a nervous wreck, sweaty and agitated. Curtis could play it to his advantage, but he would have to be careful. There were other players involved beyond Bob. Whomever Bob had been talking to on the phone seemed to be in on it too.

      “Get in,” said Bob, nudging him with the pistol.

      Curtis opened the door and sat inside, leaning against the warm fabric of the driver’s seat. Bob came around the front and heaved himself into the passenger’s seat, the pistol in his lap pointed at Curtis but still concealed by his suit coat.

      He handed the keys to Curtis. “Go ahead and start the engine there, buddy,” Bob said, resting his cell phone on the dashboard. “Let’s move!”

      Curtis turned the ignition, wishing he could talk to Mary somehow. He wasn’t sure what he would tell her. He’d deliver a warning somehow without Bob’s knowledge, though Bob was watching him like a hawk. Curtis drove forward, leaving the parking spot and getting onto the road ahead. He followed Bob’s directions and stuck to the back roads. Part of him wanted to drive the car into a wall just as he had mentioned, but Bob was right. He wasn’t going to put his own life at risk, and he had a responsibility to Mary.

      Bob rubbed his forehead, exhausted, and then put on a pair of dark shades. His tiredness was showing, and Curtis wondered if he had even slept the night prior. He was stunned to think how long it had taken him to realize Bob’s shadiness. All those weeks, all those friendly meetings that had taken place between them. It had taken Mary time to figure it out, for her to tell him who Bob really was. Curtis regretted not believing her. How could he have been so blind?

      As they got farther away from downtown, Bob’s mood seemed to brighten as he offered Curtis some empty-sounding assurances. “Don’t you worry, Curtis. I like you and Mary, and I don’t want anything to happen to either of you. Just play along, and you’ll both come out of this thing just fine.”

      Curtis nodded, not saying a word as they continued down a two-lane rural road about five miles from the Bechdel estate. It was an absurd statement coming from a man who had recently pistol-whipped him twice and threatened to shoot him.

      Silence soon fell between them. Bob seemed tired of talking and actually rested his head back for a moment. Behind the wheel, Curtis was limited in his ability to fight back, even with the pistol resting inches from his grasp. For a moment, he thought that Bob might even doze off. That’d be all he would need to make a move.

      Such thoughts filled his mind when suddenly Curtis noticed lights in his rearview mirror. A police car was trailing them, flashing its lights with intent to pull them over. Or so it seemed. Bob’s eyes opened and he flew forward in a panic. It seemed as though the police cruiser had come from nowhere.

      Curtis signaled to the right and slowed down.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Bob shouted.

      Angered, Curtis whipped his head around. “What do you want me to do, go on a high-speed chase?”

      Bob swore and pounded the dashboard. “Okay, okay. Go ahead and pull over, but don’t say a word to him or I’ll shoot both of you. I don’t even care.” He then punched the dashboard again in frustration. Curtis felt blanketed by relief. There was no way Bob was going to get away with any of this. He slowed to a stop on the shoulder of the barren road, even more relieved as the cruiser followed and halted behind them, lights flashing.

      “Not a word,” Bob said, exposing his pistol. “Be smart.”

      Curtis shut the engine off and glanced into the rearview mirror. The lights continued flashing and a young officer stepped out, a man Curtis recognized immediately. It was Deputy Ramirez. There was a chance Curtis could send him a signal, or something else that could get him out of this without getting himself killed. He rolled down the window while pulling out his wallet. Bob opened the glove compartment, pulled a sheet of paper out, and tossed it in Curtis’s lap.

      “That’s the registration. Remember what I said.”

      “Ten-four,” Curtis said as Deputy Ramirez approached.

      “Afternoon, Deputy,” Curtis said.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” Ramirez said, seemingly not recognizing him at first. Curtis felt immediately safe, prepared to tell the deputy everything, but he hesitated. An ominous premonition seized him, a warning of something horrible about to happen. There was no going back now for Bob or any of them, and Curtis knew it.

      Deputy Ramirez, however, had just interfered with something beyond his understanding. Curtis maintained a friendly smile and cautious demeanor, despite Bob glaring at him. With a pistol aimed at his side, Curtis felt powerless to do anything, and as Ramirez appeared at the driver’s side window, he took a deep breath and hoped for the best.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mary and Theo ran to Pastor Phil’s barn and slipped inside its open, red double doors. The dryness and smell of hay in the air was overpowering. Theo pulled the wooden doors shut behind them and then struggled to place a two-by-four board behind the cross-braces on the back of the doors, sealing them shut.

      “Won’t that raise suspicion?” Mary asked. “I’m sure they noticed that the doors were open last time they were here.”

      “It buys us some time,” Theo said. “You’re the one who insisted that we run in here.”

      She admitted as much, but something else was bothering her. “Were we really reading each other’s minds back there?” she asked excitedly. “You could hear me?”

      Theo seemed just as amazed and in doubt. “I think so. I thought I could hear you, but I wondered if it was just my mind playing tricks on me.”

      Mary’s heart pounded with her excitement. They had reached a new threshold in their abilities, but for the time being, they had to concentrate on survival.

      Mary scanned the barn, which was lit only by light streaming in through cracks in the siding. There was a ladder ahead of them, leading to the second floor of the barn. Haystacks were piled on all sides and on the second floor. There was a nearby wall with a pitchfork, shovel, and rake mounted on pegs.

      Phil seemed to have been an efficient farmer, but finding that out wasn’t the reason Mary’s instincts had led them into the barn. Since they couldn’t leave, she did her best to figure out why she had felt the need to be there. Theo kept a careful eye on the door with the .45 poised and ready to fire.

      Mary slowly paced toward the wooden ladder, thinking out loud. “What if no one has found this secret thing Phil has hidden because they’re looking in the wrong place?”

      Distracted, Theo leaned closer to the door and peeked through one of the slits. He kept a careful eye on the house as Mary placed her hands on the ladder and looked up into the rays of sunlight that leaked into the barn from open slits between the wooden above them. She felt exhausted and unnerved but also purposeful. This was where they belonged.

      If not for her last-second impulse to head for the barn, naturally, she and Theo would have fled into the forest, where there were plenty of places to hide. But not now. They had chosen the barn for a reason. She paused and looked around at all the haystacks. The needle was there somewhere, she was sure of it. If only she had a better idea of what they were looking for.

      “What would Phil have that was so important that he would be killed for it?” Mary said out loud.

      “I don’t know, but one of the Taylor brothers just walked outside.” Theo turned and rushed toward the ladder, urging Mary to climb up it. “Come on. We’re safer up there.”

      Mary climbed the ladder, making it shake and wobble. She felt the approaching presence of the Taylor brothers as she made it to the platform, where straw lay scattered on the floor and bundles of hay surrounded them. There was certainly no shortage of hiding spots.

      She walked along the second floor, peering down as Theo pulled the ladder up and placed it flat on the second-level platform. He covered his mouth, trying to shield a cough. “It’s so dusty up here,” he said, quietly sneezing. “But at least we’re hidden.” Of course the door, boarded from the inside, was a giveaway.

      “What if they torch the place?” he asked. “With all these hay bales, we wouldn’t have a chance.”

      “They won’t if they think what they’re looking for is hidden here,” she said with false bravado.

      Mary crept past some haystacks and approached an octagon-shaped window overlooking Phil’s backyard. Two Taylor brothers were in view below, minus Garret, the one with the scar. She had learned their names at Phil’s memorial. The other brothers, Jeffery and Liam, were tall and lean, like Garret, with full heads of gray hair—their skin pale and ghost-like. Jeffery was clean-shaven with trimmed hair and wore blue jeans, boots, a jean jacket, and dark Aviator shades.

      Liam, on the other hand, had long wispy hair down to his shoulders and a thick handlebar mustache. He had noticeable cuts on his cheeks and forehead, like markings caused by glass in a car accident. All three brothers were menacing in their own way, as though they were programmed to harm others without care or reason.

      Jeffery and Liam walked past Phil’s garden, searching through the backyard with deft precision. Jeffery had his pistol drawn as he scanned the woods ahead. Liam split off, approaching the forest from the other side, empty-handed. Mary assumed that it was Liam’s pistol, carelessly left behind, that Theo had taken.

      She heard Theo’s footsteps creak behind her as he snuck over to the small, dirty window to get a better look.

      “Looks like they’re not interested in the barn,” he said. “Not yet anyway.”

      “Fingers crossed,” Mary said.

      As they watched the brothers move farther away from the barn and into the forest, a new worry suddenly overcame her. What if the Taylor brothers decided not to leave? What if they decided to set up camp for the next few days or even weeks? What if they called others to join them in a wide search of the entire property, including the barn?

      She moved away from the window and pulled her cell phone from her pocket, prepared to call Curtis. There were several missed calls from him, a text asking her status, and a voice mail, and she decided to just call him back. After several rings, the phone went to voice mail.

      “Curtis, call me back, please, as soon as you get this message.” She hung up while weighing her next option: whether or not to alert the police.

      It was clear that their lives were in danger and that things could get much worse. Theo was at the window, keeping a careful eye on the Taylor brothers. Mary asked him about Chief Riley. “What do you think? He gave me his card. I can at least let him know what’s going on out here.”

      “At this point, we don’t know who’s in on this thing and who isn’t. Can we trust the police?” he asked, still looking out the window.

      “I don’t know,” Mary said. “He seemed like a straight-up person. What choice do we have? How long can we hide in this barn before they find us?” She was aware that her fear and uncertainty were beginning to show, despite how confident she had been when they had first run into the barn. She didn’t want anyone to get hurt—not her or Theo, or the Taylor brothers for that matter. “I could make an anonymous call,” she said. “Report a break-in at Phil’s. At least that’d get them out here. Or maybe they have caller ID.

      Theo finally turned his head to her with a look of understanding. “Whatever you feel is necessary. Either way, it doesn’t look like we’re going anywhere for a while.”

      Mary looked at her phone, trying to decide the best course of action. It seemed there was little choice but to alert the authorities. If anything, it would at least put the Taylor brothers in an awkward position.

      “You see anything?” they heard Jeffery yell from one side of the backyard.

      “Nah… You?” Liam shouted from the other.

      The nearness of their voices was enough to push Mary toward calling the police. She held up Chief Riley’s card and began to dial when she felt a jolt of electricity as a strange glitch turned her screen black. Her fingers continued to move across the screen as she stared in disbelief, waiting for it to come back on. Desperation coupled with fear grew inside her along with increasing frustration.

      “What the hell?” she said.

      “What happened?” Theo asked. His head was turned back on window patrol.

      “My phone… it just died.” She pressed the side power button to no avail. “Oh, please, please, come on.”

      Concerned, Theo turned back to her and pulled his phone from his pocket. He glanced at the screen and then handed it to Mary. “Here. Try this.”

      She shook her head and put her phone away, still confused, and took his. “Thank you.”

      She swiped the screen and was immediately met with another static shock, startling her.

      “You okay?” Theo asked after hearing her say “ow!”

      “Yeah…” she said, staring at the blank screen. “Your phone died too.”

      Theo swung his head around, eyes narrowed. “What?” He yanked the phone from her hand. “What are you talking about?” He tried various methods of getting it to power back on to no avail. For a moment, nothing made sense—another unexplained phenomenon. Through the confusion, however, Mary had a moment of clarity. She walked past Theo as he remained preoccupied with his phone. Something was leading her, providing the assistance she had hoped for since arriving at Phil’s house. The barn held secrets after all. She had brought Theo inside here for a reason.

      Mary spun around, eyes brimming with conviction. “There’s something hidden here,” she said. “Something of great value.”

      Theo looked up, holding his phone. His head turned like an oscillating fan, surveying the barn in all its vastness, looking in all directions. “Where do we start?”

      “Anywhere,” she said. “Just keep looking until we sense it. There’s a needle somewhere, and it’s up to us to find it.”

      Theo took a last glance outside the window. The Taylor brothers were heading back into the house. “We better hurry then,” he said. “They’re going to focus on this barn soon enough.”

      Mary agreed and climbed down the ladder first as Theo began his search upstairs. She’d hoped that it would come to her, whatever it was they were looking for. Another piece of a conspiracy puzzle she still hadn’t yet solved.
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      Deputy Ramirez stood outside the car window, taking a glance inside Bob’s Volvo. At first, the deputy didn’t seem to recognize either men. He simply examined the car from behind his Oakleys. He smelled of aftershave, and his neatly trimmed high fade looked recent. The hand mic clipped to his shoulder crackled with static. He held a notepad in one hand and kept his other hand near the holstered pistol on his side.

      After his own generic greeting, Curtis’s friendly tone seemed foreign to himself as though he were listening to someone else speak.

      Ramirez took a closer look and smiled in recognition. “Mr. Malone, hello! Almost didn’t recognized you for a minute there.”

      Bob leaned forward, making himself known as well. He was sweaty and seemed on edge despite his wide-eyed smile. Curtis hoped that Ramirez would be remain oblivious, for his own sake. Deckers was growing more erratic by the minute.

      “Deputy Ramirez, good to see you!” Bob said with a wave, his pistol still concealed under his suit coat.

      Ramirez took his glasses off and waved back. “Mr. Deckers. Nice to see you.” He then did a double take, realizing something was out of the ordinary. He placed a tan hand on the door and leaned in. “Isn’t this your car, Mr. Deckers?” he asked.

      “Why, yes,” Bob said, growing increasingly nervous. “Ol’ Curtis wanted to take it for a drive. I’m thinking of selling it to him.”

      Ramirez nodded while looking down at his notepad. “I see. Well, you might want to replace that left taillight before you put her on the market.”

      Curtis stared ahead, not saying a word. The cuts and bruises to his face were on his right side, concealed from Ramirez’s view, but as he sat there, he could feel a warm line of blood trickling down his forehead.

      “Taillight?” Bob said, surprised. He turned around, looking out his back window. “Gee, I had no idea. Thanks for letting me know, Deputy.”

      Deputy Ramirez nodded again and then scratched his head, in anticipation of an awkward follow-up. “Yes, but according to our records, you were informed about this deficiency two weeks ago and given a warning. It’s in the system.”

      Bob paused, thinking to himself, and his smile dropped. Curtis could see the tiny beads of sweat dripping down his forehead. He opened his mouth, appearing to be combative, when his shoulders slumped and he smacked himself on the forehead. “Gee… you know, Deputy. Now I remember.” He paused, shaking his head. “It was during the Labor Day festival. Seems like forever ago.” His face then bounced up, smiling. “I’m sorry, I completely forgot. I promise to get that replaced today.”

      Ramirez continued scribbling on his pad. “I understand that, Mr. Deckers, but it’s official policy. I’m going to have give you a ticket this time.”

      Curtis glanced at Bob through his peripheral vision and could see that he was doing his best to mask his irritation.

      Ramirez continued. “So I’m going to have to see both your licenses and registration, please.”

      Bob turned his head, glaring out the window. “Deputy Ramirez, please. I’ll change the light today. Can’t we just let this one go? We’re in a very big hurry.”

      Ramirez shook his head. “I’m sorry, Bob. I’d like to, but this time I’ve got to give you the citations. Those are the rules.”

      He said no more and seemed to expect their compliance without further issue. Curtis fished through his wallet and pulled his license out, handing it to the deputy. Bob, however, was increasingly agitated. He bit his lip and reached for the glove compartment, opening it. Why didn’t he do what he was told as quickly as he could and get rid of the deputy as fast as possible? After all, it was only a minor traffic ticket.

      Curtis was careful not to turn his head toward the window, lest Deputy Ramirez inquire about the injuries. He wiped the thin trail of blood from his forehead as Bob handed over his license and registration. For a moment, they sat in silence as Ramirez looked through everything. Curtis glanced at the bulge on Bob’s arm hidden under a gray suit coat.

      “How’s everything going at your place, Mr. Malone?” Ramirez asked Curtis as he handed the licenses back to him. “Any other strange occurrences?” He laughed as Curtis smiled sheepishly.

      “It’s been quiet. Still hoping you guys can catch those vandals,” he said.

      Ramirez nodded as he filled out a citation. “I’ve got my eye on some teenagers in the area. One of them, Scott Landis, may just be responsible for a string of incidents, along with his little buddies.” He tore the citation from his book and leaned in, handing it to Bob, who snatched the ticket away. Ramirez said, “I think they’re the same ones behind a cemetery vandalism last week.”

      “That’s terrible,” Curtis said. “Hope you catch them.”

      Deputy Ramirez rested his arm on the door again and leaned in to offer his parting words. Curtis had a patch of gauze on his forehead given to him by Deckers that had managed to stop most of the bleeding, but it was steadily slipping out of place, and he was already thinking of what excuse he would give for it.

      “Redwood is a nice community. A safe community, and that’s how we like it,” the deputy said with inherent pride. “But just like anywhere else, you’ve got your troublemakers.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Curtis said.

      Bob remained stoically quiet, clutching the ticket in one hand and hiding his pistol in the other. Ramirez looked into the car again, as if something was bothering him. There was clearly tension in the air, and it seemed as though the deputy was beginning to take notice. “You guys all right?” he asked.

      Bob quickly turned his head, putting on a clueless expression. “Yeah, of course. Just in a rush, like I said.”

      “Oh yeah,” Ramirez asked. “Where to?”

      “My place,” Curtis said, cutting in. “We’re hoping to surprise Mary with dinner before she gets home.”

      “And where’s Mary at today?” he asked, in his seemingly endless sea of questions.

      “Still at the fair,” Curtis and Bob said in unison.

      “Ah,” he said, patting the side of the door. For a moment, it seemed as if the deputy just wanted to make small talk. Curtis had never seen Bob so anxious. His knee was shaking, and he was constantly wiping the sweat from his face with a pocket square.

      “Really sorry about having to give you that ticket, Mr. Deckers. Don’t worry, I went with the lowest fine allowed, ten dollars.”

      “That’s fine,” Bob said curtly.

      Curtis placed his hands on the steering wheel, deeply conflicted. The time to put a stop to everything was nearing an end. Deputy Ramirez’s unexpected appearance was a godsend, and Curtis felt it was his only chance to stop Bob before it was too late.

      Could he mouth the word “help!” Would the deputy understand if he did?

      He knew that once they got to the Bechdel mansion, Bob would be in complete control. He and Mary could be easily disposed of in complete privacy.

      “Well… I guess I’ll let you gentlemen get on your way then.” Curtis readied to turn the ignition when Ramirez’s hand mic crackled with chatter. “Bravo Six, this is Alpha Twenty. What’s your status?”

      “Go!” Bob seethed with his teeth gritted.

      Curtis’s hand gripped the keys, ready to turn on the engine, but the deputy’s arm was still resting on the door as he answered the radio. During the time they had been pulled over, the blue autumn sky had gradually transitioned from something bright and inviting to gray and foreboding. There was a storm rising, and Curtis couldn’t help but wonder if the weather itself was mirroring the trajectory of their descent.

      “I can’t!” he whispered forcibly to Bob from the side of his mouth. “You want suspicious? That’s gonna look suspicious.”

      “I’m here at a traffic stop, over by the Bechdel property,” Ramirez said into the mic. Curtis recognized the voice on the radio as that of Chief Riley himself. As partners, the two officers made a good pair, in Curtis’s opinion. When Mary raised suspicion that the police chief and deputy were in on the conspiracy, Curtis couldn’t imagine it.

      Bob suddenly pulled his gun out from under his coat, fingering the trigger. His bulging eyes were fixated on Ramirez as the chatter on the radio continued. They could faintly hear the chief talking but couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      “Roger that,” Chief Riley told the deputy. “I’m at the fair with a county detail. Keep your eyes peeled, Deputy. Spoke with Anna, who runs the little coffee shop there on Michigan. She reported two men taking off in a blue Volvo. Said one of the men looked pretty beat up and the other one had a gun.”

      Ramirez froze without responding. His eyes darted back to the car, examining it inside and out. The connection was meaningless to the deputy. He knew both Bob and Curtis and knew them to be friends and associates. If anything, his expression showed an acknowledgment of a freakish coincidence.

      “I’ll keep an eye out,” he said into the mic. “Over and out.”

      Curtis felt a deep sigh of relief, but when he quickly glanced in Bob’s direction, he could see the pale, panicked face of a man about to make an abhorrent mistake.

      Ramirez tapped on the door again and then caught a glimpse of Curtis’s beat-up face, previously concealed. He suddenly straightened his posture and gripped the handle of his holstered pistol. “What the hell happened to your face, Curtis?” A stark realization came over his face as he backed away from the Volvo, taking in the blue color and once again noting the strange and low-key demeanor of its passengers.

      “What are you two up to?” he asked as though it was impossible for either of them to do something wrong. Ramirez should have known better.

      Just as Curtis opened his mouth to offer assurances, the barrel of the pistol entered his view and blasted two deafening shots into Deputy Ramirez’s head, dropping him instantly. Curtis flinched and felt the hot singe of an ammo casing striking his cheek.

      There was a loud ringing in his ears, and for a moment, he thought that it was he who had been shot. As if to prevent any resistance, Bob jammed the pistol into Curtis’s temple, shouting at the top of his lungs, “Get the hell out of the car, now!” Feeling as though he were on autopilot, Curtis placed his hand on the door handle and pushed the door open.

      He didn’t understand why Bob was yelling or what had just happened. But as he stepped out of the car in a daze, he saw Deputy Ramirez’s motionless body lying flat on the ground, face-up, with blood oozing from his skull and forming a thick puddle on the pavement.

      Curtis felt his knees buckle and his stomach twisting in knots. The shock was too great. He vomited on the side of the road, inches from the deputy’s body. As he straightened up, choking in the air, Bob rushed around the car, shouting to him to help drag Ramirez into the brush unless he wanted to join him.

      “Get it together, Curtis! You don’t have much time.” He was already at Ramirez’s arms, pulling him to the side and into the grass. “Grab his legs. Come on! Hurry up!”

      Curtis mustered the will to make it over to where Bob waited panting, pistol in hand. Everything felt surreal. He thought of nothing else while grabbing Ramirez’s legs and carrying his heavy body into the nearby forest. None of it felt real—not in the slightest.
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* * *

      Mary moved around the floor of the barn with intense concentration. She didn’t fully understand why Phil would hide something in the barn as opposed to the house, only that it would be less likely to be found. She called out to Phil in her mind, hoping for guidance, but nothing tangible came through. She still felt shaken to have shared a moment of genuine telepathy with Theo.

      They seemed to be linked somehow, beyond just possessing similar psychic abilities. Mary believed that whatever they were looking for held answers to many of her questions—starting with the claim that she had been to Redwood as a child. She didn’t know why she had such expectations beyond a premonition of things to come. Straw floated down from the second-story platform as Theo moved haystacks around, scouring the wooden floor for clues. In Mary’s mind, she saw a small hole or compartment under the floorboards. She had shared this with Theo, much to his relief. She asked him repeatedly if he had seen anything yet. He told her that he hadn’t and hypothesized that the visions weren’t being shared with him for a reason he couldn’t pinpoint beyond his being an outsider.

      “So am I,” she had told him.

      As Theo continued his search upstairs, Mary grabbed the pitchfork from the wall and began moving aside haystacks as quietly as she could.

      Mary scraped against the dusty floorboards. It seemed a hopeless search, save for tearing the place apart. She rested the pitchfork against the wall and stood for a moment, scanning the area. It was exhausting work. Theo’s footsteps continued above as Mary pondered the whereabouts of their mystery items.

      If they failed to find anything in the barn, she knew they’d have to revert to searching the house—which had many rooms and endless possibilities. And if they failed to find anything there, she had to consider his acres of property and all that would be entailed in that. The search was beginning to feel hopeless. Theo said as much as he leaned on the upstairs railing and called to her in a quiet voice.

      “I mean, really. It could be anywhere,” he said, looking as dirty and exhausted as she felt.

      “Doesn’t look like we’re going anywhere soon,” she responded. “So, might as well keep looking.”

      Theo nodded with a vacant stare on his face and then walked to the ladder and climbed down. Mary began to lightly tap the floorboards around her, listening and feeling the area out. There were still plenty of haystacks to be moved. For all she knew, the mystery item could be stuffed in one of those perfectly symmetrical square blocks of hay, which looked nearly impossible to sift through.

      “Maybe Phil never wanted it to be found. Whatever it is,” Theo said, approaching her.

      Mary gazed at the floor. “I don’t know. Something tells me he was planning to share everything with me. He just wanted a couple more days.” She turned and looked at Theo, her expression serious. “He was a very cautious man. I think that’s how he stayed under the radar for so long.”

      A beam of sunlight crept into the barn through a small window high above them at the front of the barn. Mary followed the shadow cast by the pitchfork to a corner of the room where two columns of hay were stacked neatly. It seemed almost as though the pitchfork were pointing to something. Theo continued his own search, systematically mapping and looking but also thinking again and again about their earlier telepathic episode.

      “I can’t believe it. Speaking to each other like that. Have you ever experienced anything like that with anyone?”

      “No…” she said, still following the shadow deep into the far corner.

      “Why don’t we try it again?” he said. “This could be a real breakthrough.”

      Mary stopped and tried her best, telling Theo that their mystery item was close, but he didn’t seem in a receptive state.

      “Are you trying?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said quietly.

      “Maybe we have to be under duress or something like that. What I want to do is figure out how we did it.”

      “Me too,” she said, continuing her careful advance to the corner. She remained alert, but not so much to what Theo was saying. After a few more comments about their breakthrough, he finally realized she might be on the brink of a major discovery.

      She arrived at the corner and stood in front of the haystacks without moving and closed her eyes. Her mind felt free of burden. No longer was she thinking of the Taylor brothers or the town conspiracy or Beatrice Thaxton, the elderly socialite who had toyed with her the other day in the corner store, or anything not related to the mission at hand. The only thing she could focus on was whatever was hidden beneath the floorboards.

      “What is it?” Theo asked, approaching her. He then stopped and listened carefully to the sounds outside the barn. The Taylor brothers were nowhere to be heard. Were the brothers silently stalking them, preparing an ambush? He turned back to Mary. “I think it’s only a matter of time until we’re made. Whatever we’re looking for, we need to find it fast or get out.”

      “I think we already have found it,” she said, kneeling down. “Phil… I think he’s guiding me.” She rubbed her hands across the surface of the floor in a circular motion, dirtying them with hay and dust.

      “I don’t sense a thing,” Theo said. “I can’t hear your thoughts. Nothing.” It sounded strange to hear Theo even say such a thing. No one would believe them if they made such a claim, especially Curtis. Their earlier telepathy may have been a fluke or a collective figment of their imaginations.

      Mary suddenly stopped gliding her hands along the surface of the floor and turned to Theo, pointing toward the other end of the barn where tools were hanging.

      “Grab that shovel and saw.”

      Theo spun around, noticeably thrilled, but with questions of his own. “Is it here? Are you certain?”

      “No,” Mary said. “But I’ve got one heck of a hunch.”

      Theo wasted no more time and dashed over to grab the tools. Mary stood up and pushed part of one haystack column aside, followed by the other. The effort made her lightheaded. The blocks hit the ground with a soft thud when suddenly a voice entered her mind—not Theo’s, but someone else’s.

      “Enough running around. You’re going to have a child, remember? Stop this nonsense.”

      Mary froze, wondering if it was her own thoughts, but she had no control of them.

      “Who are you?” she asked, the words not leaving her mouth. “Why are you in my mind?”

      “Do you recognize my voice?” the man asked.

      “No.”

      “I came into your room the second day you moved into the Bechdel mansion. Do you remember? You were about to get into the shower. I asked you what you were so afraid of.”

      Mary fell to her knees in shock, and Theo placed a hand on her shoulder. “Mary?” he whispered in a fearful tone. “Are you all right?”

      She snapped out of her trance and whipped her head around, a startled look in her eyes filled with questions. “Yes… I… I don’t know what happened.”

      “Your eyes looked like they were about to roll into the back of your head. You were muttering something, but I couldn’t hear it.”

      “Really?” Mary said, rubbing her forehead. “It’s so weird hearing all these voices. Your voice, and now… some stranger.”

      “You sound like a crazy person,” Theo said, gently hovering over her.

      Mary laughed softly and then noticed the shovel he was holding. “It couldn’t have been Phil. The voice, I mean. He said he spoke to me before. Weeks ago.”

      Theo motioned with his head. “You also moved those haystacks out of the way and drew a circle.”

      Mary turned around quickly, verifying Theo’s claim. Sure enough, drawn in the thin layer of sand and dust covering the floorboards was a perfect circle, pinpointing the location of their search. Or it was just a circle indicating nothing? Either way, Theo was quick to move.

      “Some people draw X’s, you draw circles. That’s fair.” He knelt down and felt around the floorboards, leaving her circle intact. “Yeah. Something’s definitely under here.” He looked up. “It’s giving off some kind of warmness. Kinetic in a way.”

      Suddenly, they could hear distant voices. The Taylors were back outside.

      One of the brothers yelled, “I don’t care where they ran off to, we gotta find ‘em. Sons of bitches took my gun!”

      “Calm down, Liam,” another brother said. “We got their license plate info. Now let’s get out of here.”

      The brothers sounded close, as if they were speaking from the back porch. It was strange that none of them had mentioned the barn yet or seemed to have any interest in it.

      “Enough of that. Get your shit together,” a gruffer voice interjected, which Mary assumed to be Garret’s. He carried himself as the leader of their group, so perhaps he was the oldest. Perhaps he was just a natural leader.

      Mary thought of her vision a few nights ago, shared, she believed, from the recesses of Julie’s memories. A scarred face had stared down at her in the moonlight. She recognized that face the moment she saw Garret at the funeral and trembled at the thought of being near a man who would shoot a child in the face. It made her sick to her stomach.

      “Hey…” Theo whispered, not making a move. “Whatever we need to do, we need to do it fast. They’re going to check this barn eventually.”

      She felt that Theo and she were close to a discovery. Just a few more minutes were all they needed. She was sure of it.

      Suddenly, Garret continued talking, close by outside the barn. “Listen, you two. We can’t piddle around here anymore. We don’t know who was here or why. We don’t know where they went, and we don’t know if they alerted the authorities. So we need to leave before the brass show up.”

      Mary sighed in relief, but Theo stayed alert, listening. The Taylor brothers said little more and went back inside the house. Was it a setup? Mary wasn’t sure.

      “All right, let’s do this,” Theo said, dropping down to a knee. He positioned the saw over one of the floorboards and brought his arm back, prepared to begin.

      Mary looked ahead, past Theo, to where she noticed something off about the very board he was about to saw. “Wait,” she said, holding her arm out. Just then, they heard the front door to Phil’s house open and slam shut and then the sound of movement and voices carrying across his yard. Then the distant chatter between the Taylor brothers faded, followed by the sound of their car doors opening.

      “Wait a minute,” Jeffery’s voice said, laughing. “I got something for these folks.”

      Mary pondered what he meant by that comment but found out all too soon when she heard the sound of glass shattering and more laughter.

      “Quit screwing around, Jeff, and get your ass in the car,” Garret barked.

      Their engine roared and car doors slammed. Mary was still suspicious of whether they were actually leaving or not.

      “What did they do, smash a window out?” Theo asked.

      “Sounded like it,” Mary said.

      “Bastards…” he said.

      “If that’s the worst they do to us, we can count ourselves lucky,” Mary said.  She turned her focus back to the floor where she noticed that the entire floorboard in question was slightly off—it had a brighter color, barely noticeable, yet different from the rest. Mary got up and walked to the wall where the board ended.

      “What is it?” Theo asked.

      His own abilities had seemed diminished since they entered the barn, as though Mary was the only one privy to Phil’s secrets. She pulled up the board and noticed that it wasn’t nailed down like the others.

      Theo took a step back, surprised, as Mary began lifting it up. He grabbed the midsection and they removed the board from the floor, revealing the tamped earth beneath the barn.

      Theo looked into the gap in the floor and saw darkened orange earth with a damp, musty smell. He ran his hands through the clay-like dirt, barely able to contain his excitement. “I can’t believe it.” He then placed the saw onto the flooring as though it no longer served any purpose. “You did it, Mary.”

      Mary paced along the gap and waved him off. “We did it, Theo. We’re a team, remember?”

      “We are?” Theo said. He then looked down, thinking to himself. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He took the shovel in one hand and nudged at the dirt below. “This is about where you drew that circle.”

      Mary stood across from him and nodded. “We’re so close. I just know it.”

      Theo began digging, pushing the shovel hard into the ground with his boot and then bringing up a shovelful of dirt that he placed to the side. “Although you did tell me to grab a saw for no reason. We can’t all be right all the time.”

      “Very funny,” she said, brushing her hair out of her face. “Just keep digging.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Theo said in a heightened, mocking fashion.

      Mary couldn’t take her eyes off the hole he was digging. Therein lay all the answers to the secrets that had plagued her since they had arrived in Redwood—or so she believed.

      Theo kept digging, and the hole got deeper with more and more dirt piled to the side. Though she had felt guiding forces bringing her to this very spot, she could not envision what lay buried there. That was still a mystery. As was Pastor Phil. Who was he, really? What had happened to his children? His siblings? All she knew for certain was that his wife had passed away some years ago. If only she could have talked with him for a few more days. Her mind stayed on the hole. She paid no attention to the cell phone in her pocket even as it vibrated. Theo heaved and dug the shovel in again and again, growing exhausted.

      “Want me to take over?” she asked.

      His sweaty face looked up, and he shrugged. “I’m good, thanks. Almost there.”

      Mary looked into the hole, four feet wide, a few feet deep, and just as she was about to reach into her pocket for her cell phone, Theo hit something. Metal? It had that sound. He stopped immediately, eyes bright with anticipation. He glanced at Mary, and for a moment, neither of them said a word. Theo dug the shovel into the ground again, striking a metallic object buried exactly where Mary had drawn the circle.

      “This could be it…” he said. “We’re onto something here…”
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      Bob and Curtis carried Deputy Ramirez’s lifeless body into the nearby forest through a sparse path and down a slope covered in layers of leaves. Curtis felt strangely removed from what he was doing, as though his mind had taken refuge in the recesses of his subconsciousness. Ramirez was heavy, and they struggled to carry him.

      Holding his ankles, Curtis looked away from the ghost-like face of the deceased deputy, with his eyes rolled back, mouth agape, and a hole in his forehead. Bob said little beyond grunting his demands to move faster as they descended the hill and stumbled toward a narrow gully absent of water that looked like both a ditch and a grave.

      They stopped at the edge of the dark crevice, and Bob heaved and pulled Ramirez by the arms, only to face resistance from Curtis, who held his ankles tight.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Bob said, sweat running down his forehead and his silver hair a tangled nest.

      Curtis straightened his back, defiant. “This man had a family. A wife and children. I’m not going to let you toss him down a hole like this.”

      Bob smirked in amusement. “No offense, Curtis, but I don’t really care what you think at the moment. Now back away.”

      Curtis gripped Ramirez’s ankles tighter and yanked him from Bob’s grasp. “You sick son of a bitch. You killed a police officer for nothing. A good man who had done nothing to you.” He took a step forward and shouted, his voice echoing through the forest. “What could possibly be worth this man’s life? Or Pastor Phil’s life? Have you no soul? What is wrong with you?”

      Bob stared ahead silently, with sunken eyes that said everything there was to say about his state of mind. His pale and worsening appearance were only the visible signs of a man who had embraced the darkest of human tendencies. His moral regression had indeed stunned Curtis, who, before seeing Bob’s true nature, had thought him a boastful but affable man—a good man to have in your corner.

      Now he could see that there was nothing good left in Bob. It was as though he was possessed—an unrecognizable morally destitute being. There was malice in Bob’s frantic eyes, which convinced Curtis that he had never actually known the man.

      “I understand you’re angry, but spare me the lectures,” Bob said. His finger caressed the trigger as he aimed the pistol between Curtis’s eyes. “Keep it up, and you’ll make this all too easy. I could shoot you here and toss you down the hole with Martinez. I’ll get the answers I need from Mary either way.”

      Curtis flinched with the realization that he could very well suffer the same fate as the murdered deputy lying at his feet.

      “I really don’t want to make your wife a widow,” Bob said. “But don’t take that as a weakness. You’re alive right now because I respect you, Curtis, and you might be useful to me. Keep it up though, and that could change really quickly.”

      Silence fell between them, the only sound that of unseen birds cawing in the distance. Mere miles from his house, Curtis had never felt so isolated or helpless. He wanted nothing more than to call Mary, warn her, and tell her to stay as far away from the house as possible. But it didn’t seem as if Bob was going to let that happen, not then, anyway.

      Curtis glared back at Bob, his eyes watering with rage and his crimson face flushed. “I will not allow you to toss his body down there.” It would seem he had made his decision, despite his sense of self-preservation. Curtis took a step forward and pointed down at Ramirez. “Leave him be. What does it matter? In the end, there’ll be no covering this up, no matter how powerful the Taylor family is.”

      Bob sighed; he didn’t care, and this wasn’t worth the fight. “Fine. Drag him over to those bushes, and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Curtis felt the compromise was as much as he was going to get and pulled Ramirez’s body toward an oak tree and into a nearby thicket of elderberry bushes. He vowed to somehow return and ensure that Deputy Ramirez’s body was given a proper burial; the shock of it all was still raw in his mind.

      “Hurry up!” Bob said as Curtis did his best to place the body carefully within the brush. “We have to hide that cruiser next, so check his pockets for the keys.”

      A strong cool breeze blew through the woods, causing branches to sway and dead leaves to rustle on the ground. The overcast sky shielded the sun, and Curtis could sense a storm on the horizon. The keys. He had no choice. He felt along Ramirez’s pockets and discovered a key chain clipped to his belt. He pulled the keys off, half wanting to toss them in the ditch and watch Bob jump down after them.

      He wanted nothing more than to leave that terrible forest with the hope that this grim ordeal would soon come to an end. As they trudged up the hill, Curtis turned and glanced at the bushes below where Ramirez lay, concealed from the naked eye. Bob walked slightly ahead of him, and Curtis saw that, for the first time, he wasn’t being carefully watched by his captor.

      For a moment, he felt an opportunity to run from Bob. In his mid-thirties, Curtis was younger and most likely faster than Bob, who looked at least ten years older. Just as they reached the top of the hill, Bob spun around as though he could sense Curtis’s plan.

      “Don’t make me pull this trigger, Curtis. I’m a damn fine shot, and I wouldn’t test me if I were you.”

      Curtis slowly raised his hands. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course you do. Now let’s move that cruiser.”

      They approached Ramirez’s abandoned cruiser. Its windows were rolled down, and Curtis could see a notepad in the middle console and a coffee cup wedged in the holder. A police radio mounted below the dashboard crackled with static. There was a shotgun holder affixed to the side of the passenger seat and a closed laptop on the passenger seat.

      Bob opened the passenger door and motioned toward Curtis with his pistol. “You’ve got the keys. Let’s start ‘er up.”

      Curtis opened the door and got in. He put the keys in the ignition and started the engine, feeling a growing sickness in his stomach. He felt like an accessory to murder after the fact and was certain Bob would make that claim regardless.

      Bob pointed past his Volvo, where a puddle of blood remained on the faded pavement of the two-lane road. “Drive. There’s a path ahead.”

      Curtis reluctantly pulled onto the road and passed the Volvo, continuing for about fifty feet until Bob had him veer to the right and toward a clearing in the woods. They drove over dirt mounds, tree stumps, and bushes lying in their path, reaching a shaded area not visible from the road. Bob seemed pleased enough and told Curtis to park.

      “That’s good. We’ve wasted enough time as it is.”

      Curtis felt his pocket along the bulge of his cell phone. “I need to call Mary. She’s probably worried sick by now.”

      Bob shook his head. “Not yet. You’ll call her when we get back to the house. Everything will run smoothly from there.”

      “She may already be there.”

      “So be it,” Bob said. He then gestured to the forest around them with his pistol—a pistol that Curtis wanted more than anything to grab from him and then put a bullet in his head. “Let’s go.”

      Curtis opened the door and stepped onto soft, leafy ground, staring into the wilderness. Distant thunder rumbled in the sky. The storm was closer than he had thought.
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* * *

      Theo tossed aside his shovel in a frenzy as Mary stood back, astonished that they had actually come across something. She drew closer as Theo dropped to his knees and lunged toward the hole, unearthing a thick metal box with his eager hands as chunks of dirt fell from its top and corners.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Theo carefully balanced the object and set it gently on the ground as Mary stood over it.

      “It’s got some weight to it,” Theo said. He brushed some sand from the front of the box, revealing a combination dial. As he wiped more sand from the surface, he pulled at the carrying handle, but it was locked shut. “It’s a safe,” he told Mary.

      Why would they expect anything less?

      Mary crossed her arms, staring down at their discovery. It was an old-model safe with rust covering areas of the bluish metallic surface. “I guess a shoe box just wouldn’t have been Phil’s style.”

      “I suppose not,” Theo said, smiling. He felt along the surface of the vintage safe—about three cubic feet and seventy pounds—for the combination dial. Their success was bittersweet, since whatever was secured inside was still a mystery, but Mary had a quick suggestion. “If we found the right tools, I’m sure we could get this open.”

      Theo brushed the dirt from its top surface and glanced at Mary with an arched brow. “You ever crack a safe before?”

      “No,” she said. “Have you?”

      “Nah. But how hard could it be?” he said with a shrug.

      “Not too hard. I hope,” she said, though she couldn’t help but feel increasing skepticism of the plan.

      Theo looked around the barn, marveling at the hole before them. “How did you know…?” he asked Mary.

      She thought to herself, uncertain of the right answer. “I just… I trusted my instincts, that’s all.”

      Theo shook his head. “No, this is something else. In a property so big, randomly finding this is a one in a million chance, and you led us right to it.”

      She knew what Theo  was getting at. Her abilities, it seemed, were surpassing his. He stated as much as he rose to his feet, brushing sand off his dusty blue jeans. “You’re the real deal, Mary. I have to admit it.”

      She waved him off and turned around to face the barn door. The Taylor brothers had left moments ago, and she didn’t think they’d be coming back anytime soon. She envisioned them prowling the town, desperately searching for them or waiting perhaps blocks away. There seemed to be no escape.

      Perhaps they had no real business unearthing what was in the safe beyond protecting it from outside forces. Maybe it was what Phil would have wanted.

      Theo rolled the combination dial around, hoping to get lucky, and then looked up at Mary. “He never mentioned this thing?”

      Mary turned back and shook her head. “He was going to tell me more. We had barely scratched the surface before he died.”

      “You think he had a hand in guiding you to this? Perhaps he trusted you more than anyone else.”

      Mary said nothing as she paced along the floorboards, disturbing the hay scattered about. Whatever Phil had wanted in the end, Mary still felt a responsibility to get to the truth for Julie. Maybe the contents inside were of no use. But what if they were? Things had gotten complicated, however, with the Taylor brothers out there. They were now in serious danger.

      “We need to go,” she said, and walked to the entryway, lifting the plank locking the barn doors. Theo crouched down and picked up the safe, cradling it like a bowling ball.

      “Is it heavy?” she asked.

      “Not too bad,” Theo said with assurance despite the heave he had given. “Like carrying two bowling balls.”

      Mary looked around, hesitant. “Let’s get this place in order first. Cover our tracks.”

      Theo sighed and set the safe back down. “Very well.”

      They set to rearranging the haystacks, filling the hole back up with dirt, and setting the floorboard back in place. Minutes later, they left the barn, feelings satisfied enough that their tracks were covered.

      As they cautiously approached Mary’s SUV, they noticed glass lying on the ground at the rear. No surprise. They’d heard the attack. A large rock lay in the back seat, launched through the back window by Jeffery Taylor. The Taylors had sent a clear message and could return at any time. Mary was surprised to look down and see her tires intact. Perhaps the Taylor brothers wanted her to drive off. Their search would be over, and it would be easy to ambush them.

      She kept a careful eye on their surroundings as Theo set the safe in the back seat, covering it with a towel. Traveling into town seemed risky, but they needed to get the safe open somehow, even if that meant just locating the proper tools.

      “Any real ideas on how to get that safe open?” Mary asked as she backed out and drove away.

      “I’m thinking,” Theo responded, gripping the armrest as they bounced along the uneven dirt road. “I’ve seen them do it in the movies. All we need is a welder and a crowbar.”

      Mary laughed to herself, enjoying the shared excitement between them. “Is that it? I guess we’re in luck. How about some goggles, a helmet, maybe?”

      “Sounds good; I like goggles,” he said lightly.

      Theo pulled the .45 caliber from his pocket and held it in both hands, examining its shiny surface. His mood changed. “If I find out those Taylor bastards had anything to do with my mother’s disappearance, I’ll shoot them dead with their own pistol.”

      They reached a paved two-lane road, and Mary turned left, ten miles from downtown. She was prepared to take the risk.

      “We’re not killers,” she said. “And that’s not why I’m doing this. Whoever killed the Bechdel and Drake families and Pastor Phil needs to face justice in a court of law. They need to be held accountable for what they did. Killing them… well, that’s just an act of vengeance.”

      Theo ejected the magazine from the pistol and held it up, inspecting the rounds inside. “You’re kind of naive, Mary, but I understand where you’re coming from.”

      “I’m understand your anger,” she said. “But let’s play it safe for now, okay?”

      He slapped the magazine back into the pistol and slipped it inside his jacket. She could sense the inherent risk of walking around downtown, completely exposed. The mayor would most likely have lookouts posted everywhere. The Taylor brothers could be waiting for them nearby, watching their every move. Despite all that, she wasn’t going to be afraid. She would face them head on. Everything, she felt, now relied on her determination to do so.
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* * *

      The autumn festival was in full swing, and Mary felt luckily inconspicuous with all the activity going on around them. The distracted crowd and the entertainment afforded them the perfect opportunity to move through downtown undetected—that was if they hadn’t already been seen. Mary took the back roads and detours back to where they had dropped Curtis off.

      With Bob Deckers’s corner office in view, she felt unease in the pit of her stomach. There was an ominous aura surrounding them, in addition to their unanswered questions, starting with Curtis’s silence on the phone. She hadn’t heard from him for what seemed like hours.

      Staring at Bob’s undisturbed office created further distress. He and Bob couldn’t possibly still be talking, could they? She called Curtis’s number again, frustrated by the fifth ring, and then left a message that couldn’t hide her growing worry. “We’re outside Bob Deckers’s office, and we need to get home as soon as possible. We’re going to look for you on foot now. Call me.” She hung up with an exhausted sigh.

      With his eyes on the gray, five-story building in front of them, Theo could feel Mary’s growing anxiety. “Everything okay? When was the last time you heard from him?”

      Mary pulled forward and drove past the building, approaching the adjacent pizza shop. She slowed a bit passing Bob Deckers’s tinted windows, and then sped past the pizza place, turning into an alleyway. For the moment, they were out of sight from any passing vehicles. “We haven’t spoken since we dropped him off. I’ve missed a bunch of his calls and text messages, but even those stopped about thirty minutes ago. Now he’s not answering the phone.”

      “What was the last thing he said to you?” Theo asked.

      Mary looked at him with deep worry in her strained, blue eyes. “He told me that Deckers had just arrived, and that he was going in to talk to him.”

      Theo cupped his chin, thinking. “They could just be having a long talk. Your husband is a lawyer, you know,” he teased gently.

      She nodded and drove slowly toward a large green dumpster, parking directly behind it and concealing her vehicle from view. She felt confident enough that the Taylors wouldn’t be searching the alleyways.

      If anything, they already knew who she was and were scoping out her home. But she and Curtis had a gate and a newly installed security system. That had to count for something.

      She shut off the ignition and told Theo that they’d be on foot, at least until they found Curtis. There was trouble of some kind; it wasn’t like Curtis to ignore her calls. She felt drained after fleeing for their lives at Phil’s farm and then unearthing the safe.

      All of it was so much that her keen foresight wasn’t on par with what it usually was. And there were other complications. Theo seemed distracted by the safe sitting in the back, eager to recover its contents. He didn’t even want to leave the vehicle, and she couldn’t blame him, but finding Curtis was the most important thing.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked. “Maybe we could hide it somewhere for the time being.”

      Mary stepped out of the car, looking around. “We’ll only be gone for a few minutes. Trust me.”

      Theo reluctantly stepped out of the SUV and closed his door then examined the shattered window in the back. “I don’t like this,” he said. “Why don’t I just wait here?.”

      “Come on,” Mary said, walking fast down the alleyway. “We can’t split up. Not with Curtis missing.”

      Theo huffed but followed, ultimately giving in. They emerged from the alleyway and onto the sidewalk to the distinct sound of folk melodies playing in the town square. There was an endless feeling of cheer permeating the whole of downtown, which Mary couldn’t have felt more at odds with. There were a few people on the sidewalks ahead, passing shops and going to their cars, and they paid her little mind. As she passed Bricklayers Pizza, with Bob Deckers’s office in view, her anxiety increased. Either they were in there or they weren’t. And if they weren’t, then where were they?

      She envisioned Bob Deckers at the police station giving his confession as Curtis stood hovering behind, watching. She hoped for nothing more than that, but if that were the case, Curtis would have called her by now.

      They walked up to the office. The blinds were shut and a “closed” sign hung in the window. Theo pulled at the glass door of Deckers’s office, but it wouldn’t budge. He tried to look inside as Mary approached, clearly worried.

      “Nothing,” Theo said. “Not a soul inside.”

      Mary looked in, finding a gap in the blinds, and saw the familiar empty alignment of desks on both sides of the room, and beyond that, Deckers’s office in the back. Something on the floor sparkled, like glass, but there were no lights on and no signs of a single person inside.

      “Just great,” she said. She held her cell phone up again to see if Curtis had responded to her latest text and call. Again, nothing. She walked past Theo and headed down the sidewalk toward the festival grounds, soon entering a world of face-paintings, pumpkin pies, and autumn cheer.

      Under different circumstances, she could see Curtis and her having a wonderful time, but these were far from normal circumstances. Pastor Phil had been murdered, and now Curtis was missing. They passed a few buildings as the music grew louder and more people filtered out into the road in their path.

      Mary could see the tops of tents and booths in the distance. She moved quickly around a few barricades with Theo trailing and entered Main Street, slightly disoriented by the blur of faces all around—none being Curtis or Deckers. The stage was roughly a hundred feet ahead of her and past most of the assembled crowd.

      There were kids with snow cones and balloons, carnival booths featuring apple bobbing and ring tosses, craft beer tents, and barbecue trucks. There seemed to be a little of something for everyone. Mary moved through the crowd, feeling both inconspicuous and slightly exposed at the same time.

      She felt drawn to the stage where a man was strumming his acoustic guitar, his soulful voice accompanied by familiar, folksy chords. She could see a tall, silver-haired man ahead standing near one of the booths with a plastic cup in hand. Didn’t she know him? Theo caught up to her just as her pace increased, and they maneuvered around the crowd with stealth-like ease.

      When they were five feet from the Bob Deckers look-alike, Chief Riley suddenly entered her line of sight, just as surprised to see her as she was to see him. He halted suddenly and touched her arms to avoid a collision as his Aviator sunglasses nearly flew off his face.

      “Careful there, ma’am,” he said.

      “Chief Riley!” Mary said.

      “Ah, Mrs. Malone. So nice to see you.”

      Mary stood on her toes, looking over the chief’s shoulders, only to find her mystery man no longer there. He had disappeared.

      She found herself distracted, but with Bob Deckers now only a figment of her imagination, she turned to Chief Riley with her full attention.

      “How are you today? A little crowded, eh?” she asked.

      The chief moved next to a cotton candy booth where the crowd had thinned out. The singer on stage had just wrapped up his last song as the crowd cheered his fast-strumming finale.

      “Yes, ma’am. One of the busiest days of the year. Something about fall time always brings out the celebration gene in people around here.”

      Mary leaned closer as though she were speaking in confidence. “I’m looking for Curtis. Have you seen him anywhere, Chief?”

      Chief looked up and thought to himself. “No, I haven’t actually. He’s been at the fair?”

      “Yes,” Mary said. “I dropped him off a while ago at Bob Deckers’s office.” She paused, already afraid that she had said too much. Theo stood behind her, watching the stage with his hands in his pockets while trying to stay unnoticed by the chief. His eyes were alert and purposeful. Mary knew that, despite his nonchalant stance, he was keeping a lookout for the Taylor brothers. They could be anywhere, plotting their next move. The safe, however, was elsewhere and out of their reach—if that was indeed what they were looking for.

      The chief seemed intrigued by the mention of Deckers, but then said that he hadn’t seen him either. He then said, “I did receive a call from the coffee shop across the street from the Realtor office. Owner said she saw two men walking to a blue Volvo. Real suspicious-like.”

      Mary was stunned by the news. “Suspicious-like? What do you mean?”

      The chief shrugged. “Like something wasn’t right. I’m about to go over and talk to her myself. Just waiting for Deputy Ramirez. Have you seen him anywhere?”

      Mary thought to herself. She had seen other police officers, but not him. “No, I’m sorry. I haven’t.”

      “Well, that’s just odd,” Chief Riley said. “He’s been MIA for nearly an hour now.”

      “This coffee shop call,” Mary began with a worried expression. “Did they describe who they saw?”

      “Two Caucasian males,” he said. “One tall. The other about average height.”

      “And what were they doing that was so suspicious?” Mary asked.

      “Going over there to get more details in a minute,” he answered, as though he didn’t want to elaborate. “She said one man was leading the other to a blue Volvo and holding what looked like a firearm.”

      Mary’s mouth nearly dropped. “Chief Riley, doesn’t Bob Deckers own a blue Volvo?”

      He turned to her, clearly not making any kind of connection. “What do you mean?”

      She was prepared to make a scene right then and there when a new speaker took the festival stage, blaring into the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, we hope you’ve enjoyed the festivities thus far for our annual autumn festival!”

      Mary saw that it was Cliff Bronson, Pastor Phil’s assistant, speaking on stage. He was wearing a flannel shirt and blue jeans, his mustache trimmed, and his hair cut short on his balding head. Mary, taken aback by his presence, saw that there were more surprises in store.

      Bronson said, “I’d like to introduce our own master of ceremonies, the man who has been this town’s mayor since before many of us were born… a man who has overseen the growth and expansion of an enclave of tiny buildings and modest surroundings into the vibrant town before us. Ladies and gentlemen, Mayor Taylor!”

      The crowd cheered as the mayor emerged on stage, bounding in a lively way from the steps below. He was domineering and stocky, like his brothers, with gray hair and a clean-shaven, though slightly sunken face. Even from a distance, she could see into his soulless dark eyes as he took the microphone and scanned the crowd with respect—or contempt, upon a closer look.

      Mayor Taylor raised his arms as the clapping and cheering grew louder and louder. Theo placed his hand on Mary’s shoulder, causing her to turn her head.

      “We should get out of here,” he said with urgency.

      She scanned the park, the stage, and the various booths around them and didn’t see any sign of the brothers, but he could feel their presence, just as she was sure Theo had.

      “Okay,” she said. “Chief Riley got a tip about two men going to a Volvo outside Deckers’s office. The taller of the men looked like he was brandishing a gun.”

      Theo’s eyes widened as he shifted toward the chief. “Crap. Then what are we waiting for?”

      But the chief was fixated on the mayor, as were most people in the crowd.

      “I can say that, without a doubt, October is one of my favorite times of the year!” the mayor bellowed to more applause. “And spending this lovely afternoon with the fine folks of Redwood is more than I could ask for. It’s something I look forward to each and every time.”

      The mayor paused, taking in a breath and lowering his arms. He leaned closer to the crowd, grabbing the microphone and talking to them in a more intimate fashion than before.

      Mary could see his charisma and his ability to control a crowd—but she also saw a lot more, a man who cared about nothing more than power.

      “Before the night’s end, I promise a big surprise. So stick around for the big unveiling. That’s all of you, okay?”

      The crowd applauded, some shouting and whistling. The mayor paused again and pulled an apple from his coat pocket. “You see this delicious morsel? It was grown right here in the apple fields of Redwood. One of our finest homegrown products.” He bit off a big chunk from the apple, crunching and chewing it, with an almost vulgar satisfaction evident on his face.

      In the middle of the routine, an aide rushed across the stage and took the mayor’s arm, speaking into his ear. The mayor stood frozen as his mouth slowly continued chewing. He swallowed and then leaned back into the microphone, distracted and rushed.

      “That’s all for now, everyone. Relax, have some food, and enjoy the day!” He was rushed off stage to the confusion of the crowd as a musical duo quickly appeared and began playing. In a matter of moments, the mayor disappeared, security detail and all. Mary knew that she and Theo were in trouble, and she knew they needed to make themselves scarce.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Awakening

          

        

      

    

    
      Mary glanced at Chief Riley, whose attention was still on the stage. She was ready to confide in him and recruit his assistance when her cell phone suddenly vibrated in her pocket.

      Chief Riley had a call too. He walked toward the stage after listening to an APB on his radio mic. He was then gone in a flash. Mary pulled her phone out and knew it was Curtis even before looking at the screen.

      “Hello? Curtis, where are you?” she said.

      Theo stayed near, keeping watch, as Mary moved between the cotton candy and the ring-toss booths. There was a pause on the line, so she continued. “Damn it, Curtis. Where have you been?”

      “Hi, Mary…” his voice said.

      “That’s all you have to say? I’ve been worried sick about you.”

      “I’m at the house… Where are you now?” he asked. His voice sounded strained, suspicious even. She knew something was wrong.

      “How’d you get to the house? Where’s Bob?”

      “He-he dropped me off,” Curtis said unconvincingly.

      Mary was frantic. “Curtis, you have to tell me what’s going on. I’m with Chief Riley right now.”

      There was another pause, and Mary was certain that she could hear a faint voice in the background. Curtis had sounded distraught, and Mary felt her stomach churning.

      “He killed Deputy Ramirez!” Curtis blurted into the phone. “He’s got a gun pointed at me right now!”

      Mary gasped and clutched her chest just as she heard a loud whack that was followed by static. “Curtis!” she shouted, causing Theo to turn around and look at her with concern. She held a finger up, telling him to wait as she listened, ear pressed against the phone, her eyes watering. She heard shuffling on the line, and then someone spoke. A voice she was in no way surprised hearing.

      “Mary, this is Bob.”

      “Where’s Curtis?” she seethed.

      “He’s fine… for now. Listen to me, you bitch. You so much as look at Chief Riley or any police officers between now and your journey home, I won’t hesitate to put a bullet in your husband’s head.”

      “What do you want?” she asked, trying to control the trembling in her voice.

      “I want you to come home. Bring your investigator friend with you. You know, the little rat who betrayed me. I’ll be waiting.”

      Mary looked at Theo with uncertainty. “Theo Stone? He left a few days ago.”

      “Is that so?” he said.

      “I promise,” Mary said with conviction.

      “Don’t screw with me, Mary. Curtis told me all about that hack.”

      “He’s not with me!” she nearly shouted.

      There was a pause followed by Bob talking a little more calmly, like he’d bought it. “All right… Get over here. No stops. No police. Just you. Do that and you and your husband will live.”

      Mary didn’t feel right about any of that. She could sense a trap. “How do I know you won’t hurt us?”

      “Because all I want is information,” he said. “And then you’ll never see me again.”

      He hung up without saying another word, leaving Mary shaken and holding the phone in a daze. Theo grilled her, speaking softly as the latest folk-rock band continued its lively set on stage. There was no sign of the mayor or his brothers, or Chief Riley for that matter. Mary saw other police in the crowd, but none of whom she recognized. The chief would have been her only bet, and he was gone.

      “Bob Deckers has Curtis,” she said to Theo. She covered her face suddenly, holding back tears. “Oh my God. I knew we shouldn’t have left him. This is all my fault.”

      Theo held her arms, trying to reassure her as Mary stared at the ground in despair. “No one is to blame here, Mary. We’re all trying to do our best with this situation.” He paused, looking around, and finding the right moment, he escorted Mary out of the crowd. “I’ve got a plan,” he said, guiding her away. “But let’s get out of here first.”
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* * *

      Curtis woke to find himself sitting in a darkened room, his hands and legs tied to a chair behind him. He jerked at the rope but was unable to move. He lifted his head, the top of his skull throbbing, and tried to look around, eyes squinting in the dim light of a mysterious room. The white curtains behind him glowed in the afternoon light, streaming in through a bay window. The room was illuminated enough for him to then realize that he was downstairs in the ballroom.

      The winding staircase was to his left, roughly fifty feet away, with hallways on both sides of him leading to other rooms. He still couldn’t believe the scale of the mansion. His head pounded as recollection of what had happened came rushing back to him: the moments leading up to Bob’s assault and everything that had happened before that. He tried to remember the details, to fix the narrative in his mind in a way that made sense. Leaving the office at gunpoint. The senseless murder of Deputy Ramirez. Hiding Deputy Ramirez’s police cruiser. Then driving Bob’s Volvo to the mansion, being taken inside and told to call Mary.

      Curtis had complied and soon realized that he couldn’t mislead Mary, whether there was a gun to his head or not. He tried to warn her and then received a quick blow to the head with the barrel of Bob’s pistol, knocking him unconscious.

      He probably had a concussion, given the number of times Bob had struck him. Still, Bob had not shot him, not yet. This, he believed, meant that Bob needed him alive for some reason. He needed something from him, and their business was far from over.

      He could hear Bob walking up and down the hall to his right, which led to the kitchen. And as he heard Bob’s dress shoes clacking against the tile floor, he could also hear him talking on the phone, just loud enough for Curtis to decipher some of what he was saying.

      “I’ve got him here, with Mrs. Malone on the way. Yes, everything is in place.” There was a pause as his voice faded in the confines of the hall, only to resurface once he drew closer to the ballroom. “Beatrice, just tell them to hurry up. This damn mansion gives me the creeps.” He hung up the phone, footsteps growing closer. Curtis bowed his head and closed his eyes just in time to hear a curious swooshing sound of water in a bucket. Before he could react, cold water drenched his face, streaming down from his head, wiping out Curtis’s sight and making him howl in protest.

      He snapped forward, livid and unable to free himself from the rope tying his hands and ankles behind him. Water dripped from his face as he gasped for air. As his eyes flickered rapidly, he saw a blurry figure pacing in front of him.

      “Wake up, buddy. Your wife will be here soon.”

      Curtis took another deep breath, still in shock from the jolt of cold water thrown into his face. Bob continued in his snide and self-satisfied tone. “Sorry I had to subdue you there, but it’s all for your own good. I don’t like having to hit you over the head every time you step out of line.”

      Curtis jerked again at the rope, but it was hopeless. Bob had tied them too tight. “Untie me…” he said.

      “Careful now,” Bob replied. “You don’t want to knock the chair over. You’ll be like a turtle on its shell. You ever seen how foolish one of them look, all helpless like that?” Bob laughed to himself as Curtis squinted with malice.

      Curtis regretted not stopping Bob when he’d had a chance in the office. He couldn’t stand the sight of Bob in his house. It was a violation, much like so many others: their apartment in Chicago being broken into, the inverted cross painted on the mansion’s front door, and the kitchen left in shambles by what? Supposed supernatural forces? What did it all mean? Was any of it connected?

      Curtis sat helpless in his chair, unable to harm Bob when that was exactly what he wanted to do. Rage burned inside him as he discreetly pulled at the rope around his wrists.

      “You haven’t explained anything,” he said to Bob. “I don’t know what the hell you want. I don’t know why you killed Pastor Phil. I don’t know any of it. All I know is that you are a lying, murdering scumbag.”

      “Not necessarily,” Bob said flippantly. “Once everything falls into place, I’ll be greatly rewarded for my steadfast loyalty and belief in the mission.” He got within a few feet of Curtis and patted his cheek as though he were a child. “Keep your chin up, and you’ll get through this fine.”

      Curtis jerked his head away, face flushed with his rage. “Don’t touch me again, you bastard.”

      Bob backed away and shook his head in disappointment. “No need to be so angry. You and Mary could come out of this thing on top if you just use your heads.” He paused and took his pistol out while glancing down at the screen of the cell phone in his other hand. “Of course, if you refuse, you’ll be very sorry in the end. You’ll wish that you’d just cooperated.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Curtis demanded, his loud voice echoing throughout the room. “You shot an innocent man in the head. A family man. A—”

      “Shut up,” Bob said, waving him off. “Yes, yes. We’ve been through this before. I know what I did, and it had to be done. You’ll see soon enough.” He then lowered his pistol and walked toward Curtis, a steely glare on his face.

      “You want to talk about family? My wife left me without warning two years ago.” He took another looming step toward Curtis, his tone rising with anger. “Took my three daughters and disappeared. Left me a letter. A letter! Dear John all the way. I haven’t seen her or my children since. It’s like she went into hiding. She took everything from me.” He paused again and held the pistol up, pressing it into Curtis’s forehead. Curtis flinched as Bob continued. “I always fantasized about finding her, about holding the gun against her head just like this and making her pay.”

      He yanked the pistol away and stepped back as Curtis sighed in relief. “She left me for another man, but I’ll find them some day, and when I do, I can’t wait to see the look on their faces when I leave them dead on the floor.” He slipped the pistol into his front coat pocket and began scrolling through his cell phone as Curtis stared ahead, disgusted.

      “You’re a monster,” Curtis said.

      Bob replied, his eyes still on the phone as he typed a message. “Flattery will get you nowhere, my friend. Just you wait until the others arrive. We’re going to have one hell of a party.” He walked past Curtis toward the bay windows and drew back one of the curtains, looking out.

      Curtis stared ahead at the blank wall near the staircase. They still hadn’t hung any pictures yet or done other things that would have made the place more homelike. They should have taken two months off, not two weeks. With his hands and ankles bound to a chair, such ideas seemed inconsequential, a pipe dream. Curtis’s mind drifted further into the future, to a time when all their misfortunes were long behind them. That was if they could just survive the day.
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* * *

      Mary raced down Keaton Street, a rural three-mile stretch leading to her house. Theo sat in the passenger seat, holding a bag of tools they had picked up in haste at the hardware store. She had been right. Nobody had disturbed the SUV or the safe, tucked under its blanket in the back seat. Neither of them were experts in picking a safe, but Theo had insisted they at least try.

      It seemed he was more obsessed with the contents than she was. Mary couldn’t think of much outside of their current situation. With Curtis in peril, she could barely concentrate enough to drive, but when Theo insisted that he drive, Mary wouldn’t have it. She was going to get them there. She was going to save Curtis. She was going to see that Bob Deckers paid for his crimes. And if the Taylors showed up, she would see to their justice as well. She felt wild and emboldened, pushed to the brink, and as she floored it down the empty, two-lane road, Theo pointed toward the forest and shouted for her to stop.

      She swerved to the shoulder and slammed on the brakes, making the SUV screech to a halt. Their bodies jerked forward, and for a moment they sat in the idling vehicle not saying anything.

      “What is it?” Mary said, her fuse nearly lit. Deckers had Curtis, and there was nothing she could do about it. They were already at the house with God knows who else.

      “I see something in the woods. Looks like a vehicle,” Theo said. His door opened, and he was already stepping out when Mary called out after him. “Theo, we don’t have time for this.” She paused and slammed her hands on the steering wheel. “Theo!” But he was already halfway there and approaching a gap between two trees that led into the woods.

      Mary turned off the ignition and looked around for anything or anyone out of the ordinary. To her, it was very possible that the Taylor brothers were either on their trail or already at the house, waiting for her. She patted her purse, where her loaded .38 special rested, and then stepped out onto the pavement, following after Theo. Even before entering the woods, she could see part of a police light hidden behind leafy branches.

      Mary believed Theo had a good eye to have noticed the car from the road. Or something more. He kept charging forward toward the vehicle, removing sticks and branches that had been covering the path. There were tire tracks leading to the vehicle, and it was clear to both of them that something wasn’t right. The cruiser wasn’t supposed to be there.

      “Someone had to have parked this here not even an hour ago,” Theo said, trying the doors, though all of them were locked. Mary looked inside through the windshield and observed the undisturbed police equipment lying about inside.

      “This looks like Deputy Ramirez’s cruiser,” she said.

      Theo backed away from the rear of the car, horrified. “You don’t think that…?”

      Mary shook her head, a familiar sickness growing in her stomach. “I don’t know. I mean, Chief Riley put out the APB. He told us so. Maybe the deputy saw the blue Volvo, and they…”

      Theo stepped forward, irate. “What are you saying, that Bob Deckers had something to do with this? That he killed Deputy Ramirez?” He threw his arms down in frustration. “Who are these people we’re dealing with?”

      “I don’t know! We just moved here,” she said defensively.

      Theo continued to study the cruiser and the ground around it, flustered while thinking to himself. “Okay… Maybe they took Deputy Ramirez hostage with Curtis,” he said, weighing the other possibilities.

      “Maybe,” Mary said, locked on the police cruiser with a concerned, vacant glare.

      Theo walked past her toward the SUV, touching her arm. “Let’s go. I’ve got a plan.”

      She turned and followed after him with no clear sense of what happened to Deputy Ramirez. She didn’t want to admit it, but she could feel a growing unease about the possibility of his fate. The thought sickened her. She emerged from the woods, taking one last look at the cruiser from afar. Her mind was shifting in a hundred different directions.

      Theo had made a point in his bewildered outrage. Who exactly was she dealing with? She soon came to the conclusion that she had no real idea—corrupt officials, a ruthless family, and a possible murderer, all within this picturesque small town. It was a disturbing scenario.

      Once they were seated inside the SUV, Mary started the engine and sped down the road, getting ever closer to home and ready to confront whatever danger lay ahead. Theo watched the forest slip by while weighing his own options.

      “So Bob Deckers thinks that I’ve split town? Good. Here’s an idea. Drop me off about a half mile from the house, and I’ll sneak around through the back and put the kibosh on Bob before he knows what hit him.”

      Mary glanced repeatedly into the rearview mirror. Her lack of response and straight-faced expression indicated her lack of confidence in the plan. “You really think that would work? What if there are others there besides Bob? We could be dealing with the entire Taylor clan. They might even be hiding in the back too. You could get killed.”

      “So could you,” Theo offered in a quick retort.

      “I have to do this. You don’t.”

      “Please, Mary. I’m in this just as deep as you now.” He turned his head to look at the safe in the back seat. “I can take the safe, put it somewhere they won’t find it.”

      Mary’s eyes lit up. “What? Absolutely not.”

      “What if they search your car?” Theo held his hands out as though there were a hundred disastrous possibilities. “Think about it. They get what they want, there’s no reason to keep you alive. That safe could be the only leverage you have.”

      Mary suddenly slammed on the brakes. Theo gripped the dashboard as her tires skidded across the pavement.

      “Enough,” she said, gripping the steering wheel. “Why don’t we just open it now and find out what’s in it ourselves? That way, we’ll know for sure.”

      Theo seemed surprised by her suggestion. “But what about Curtis? He’s waiting for you.” It seemed strange that he was the one bringing it up.

      “Don’t you think I know that?” Mary asked in frustration. She brought her hands to her face with a sigh, her eyes watering. “I’m not sure what to do.” She then slapped her hands down on the steering wheel and pulled onto the shoulder, the car idling. “Bastards!”

      “It’s okay,” Theo said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You’re not alone in this. I only want to help.” He reached for the bag of tools they had purchased and set it on his lap. He pulled a crowbar from the bag and held it up. “Let me take a crack at it.”

      Mary nodded, glanced down the road, and resumed driving. Still miles from the house, she turned onto a back road and drove down it until she found  a suitable place to park. She slowed and coasted under the shade of several red maple trees, just off the pavement, their leaves all nearly fallen.

      Once they stopped, Theo hopped out, eager to get started. Mary looked at the dashboard clock. It was nearing 5:00 p.m. Theo opened the rear passenger door and reached into the back seat for the safe. Mary opened her door and stepped onto the ground, carpeted in dead leaves.

      “I’ll pull the hatchback down. Just set it in the back,” she said to him. “You’ll have room to work.”

      “Be careful of the broken glass,” Theo said.

      He wrapped his arms around the safe and heaved, lifting it from the back seat and then carrying it to the rear of the car. Mary went around to the other side and grabbed the bag of tools, pausing for a moment to look around. Birds fluttered above, cawing, as squirrels scurried up the trees around them. The undisturbed nature provided temporary comfort for Mary. She felt safe and at peace. She could almost believe, for a moment, that things hadn’t gotten so quickly out of hand. But the truth was unavoidable: she would have to face the Taylors at some point. There was no turning back.

      “Little help,” Theo called out, expecting the tools. Mary snapped into action and approached Theo, handing him the bag. The safe was seated upright, with its thick metal door facing them, and the large combination dial resting in the center, like a challenge or a dare. Its discolored surface had rusted, and there was a fair amount of dirt and grime covering it.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?” she asked.

      “No,” he told her.

      Setting the crowbar aside, Theo sifted through the bag, pulling out some metal rods, a power drill, batteries, screwdrivers, files, and a hacksaw. It was clear he had never done anything like this before, but they couldn’t find a place open that sold either an electrical circular saw or a welder. This was the best they could do. Theo took the power drill first and pressed it against the safe’s door, just above the combination dial.

      He turned to her with a faint look of uncertainty. “I’m no expert, but if I can get into the drive cam somehow, I’m pretty sure I can bypass the spindle and then breach the lock.”

      “I’m not sure what you just said, but please be careful…” Mary told him.

      She kept watch as he pulled the trigger and pressed the thick quarter-inch drill bit into the safe, barely making a scratch. He pressed harder as tiny sparks flew, with the drill grinding against the safe’s seemingly impenetrable metal surface. Just when it looked as though he’d push through, the drill bit suddenly snapped in half. Frustrated, he lowered the drill and shook his head.

      “Looks like it’s not going to be that easy. That was our thickest drill bit,” he said, grabbing the crowbar.

      Mary stood cautiously to the side in deep thought, searching for some alternative. She could sense that something was off. There would be no way to break into the safe with the tools they had. Such thoughts crossed her mind as Theo plunged the crowbar into the slit where the door was mounted, pushing down with all his might. His efforts seemed futile, and she could sense his increasing anger with every failed attempt.

      He took the drill again, replacing the bit with another. Placing the safe flat on its back, he pushed the drill into the small dent he had made the first time and pressed against the metal, again scratching the surface but doing little else.

      “Damn it!” he said as the bit snapped in half. He tossed the drill to the side and grabbed the crowbar again as though he was prepared to club the safe into submission.

      He raised the crowbar into the air and swung down harder and harder, a loud clang sounding with each spark-inducing blow, barely making a dent. Theo pummeled the safe continually as sweat dripped from his face. Mary jumped at an idea and grabbed his arm before he could take another swing.

      Theo paused, looking at her with shock as she managed to hold his crowbar-wielding arm back against his will.

      “What?” he said, angered.

      “A thought came to me. Let me give it a shot.”

      Theo looked down at the safe then back to Mary with a nod. “Very well,” he said, stepping back. “It’s all yours.” He tried hard not to smirk.

      “In the case of this safe,” she said, “none of these tools are going to work. We’re going to have to take our chances with this.” She reached for the combination dial, spinning it a few times to get a feel for it.

      “You’re going to guess the combination?” Theo asked, astonished.

      “Just think of it like a riddle,” Mary said.

      “Well,” Theo said, scratching his head. “You’ve gotten us this far.”

      He backed up as she adjusted the knob, setting it on zero. She then spun the dial to three times to the left, stopping at the fifteen. “There were fifteen victims in the Bechdel massacre.”

      She paused and then spun the dial to the right. “And from what we know, there may have been three killers that evening.” The dial stopped at three, and Mary hesitated. “One more. What could it be?”

      Theo thought to himself, struggling to come up with anything. “How many children did Phil have?” he asked.

      The question seemed to click with Mary, and she brought the dial back around to two. She spun it to the left, awaiting a clicking sound with heightened anticipation, but nothing happened.

      “It was a noble attempt,” Theo said. “Looks like it’s back to plan A.”

      “Wait,” she said. “I think that you’re on to something. Phil’s family. Plus his wife, that makes three.”

      Theo ran a hand down his face with a sigh. “I don’t know. Seems like we’re just grasping at straws here.”

      “We are,” Mary said in response.

      She repositioned the dial and spun it wildly from fifteen to three to four. She wasn’t expecting any miracles, but upon hearing a resounding click, she nearly jumped out of her skin. Theo’s eyes widened in disbelief. The crowbar dropped from his hand into the dirt as he stumbled forward.

      “Did… Did you just…”

      Mary could barely believe it herself as her hand clutched the dial. She pulled a lever near the dial with her other hand and the door began to slowly move, opening quietly as rust fell from the hinges and a sliver of light crept into the opening.

      “That’s incredible,” Theo said.

      She held the door half shut and turned to Theo, not fully ready to see the stored contents inside. “I don’t know how to explain it. Seems like pure luck.”

      Theo laughed. “Luck? Yeah right. You’re the real deal, Mary.”

      Mary blushed. “I don’t know, Theo. I never asked for any of this. You know I get headaches, right? Sometimes, I pass out just like that.” She slapped her hands together, startling Theo. “I just want to live a normal life somewhere safe where no one can bother me. Is that too much to ask?”

      Theo looked to the safe, unable to answer.

      “Well, is it?” she asked.

      “Not now, Mary,” Theo said. “Everything will go back to normal, I promise. But right now we need to focus.”

      Mary gave him an understanding nod. Theo signaled to the safe and asked her to do the honors. She pulled the door open, revealing a dark interior packed with what looked like thick file folders.

      Theo stood over Mary, studying the contents. “It’s like some kind of time capsule.”

      She reached inside and pulled out one dusty folder with a drawstring tying it shut. But that wasn’t it. There were other folders inside, including a few trinkets that piqued Mary’s curiosity. She pulled a porcelain doll out and set it to the side.

      The girl was wearing a Victorian dress, and her long curly locks went down to her knees. Next, Mary found a golden bracelet and carefully set it aside as well next to the doll. When she discovered the next item, Mary’s heart nearly sank. She held a framed picture in her hands of Phil and his wife, Alisha, standing in front of their farmhouse with big smiles on their faces. But, like some kind of personal treasure trove, there was more.

      She found another framed picture, this one of three teenagers standing around Pastor Phil, all smiling, sticks in hand with marshmallows at the ends. They were in front of a cabin somewhere in the mountains. Phil had never looked happier.

      “It’s his kids,” she said to Theo, who then leaned in closer. “Phil’s children.”

      “Wow…” Theo said. “Maybe he just wanted to protect the items closest to his heart, the things that he cared about the most.”

      “There’s more to it,” Mary said with certainty. In addition to the thick file folder, there were three manila folders filled with documents. Most surprising of all were the last items they came across, all sealed in an oversized Ziploc bag. Inside it were bundles of cash secured with rubber bands, and next to the cash were two U.S. passports. Mary fished out the passports, opened them, and saw that they belonged to Pastor Phil and his wife.

      “Surprised he didn’t have a gun stowed in there too,” Theo said. “Who was this guy?”

      “I don’t know…” Mary said. She set the bag of cash aside, unconcerned about counting it. It looked to be a few thousand dollars, if that. Her main interest was the contents inside the folders. Theo watched patiently as she untied the drawstring around the file folder, its contents nearly spilling out.

      Though it was initially overwhelming, it didn’t take long for them to figure out what Pastor Phil had been hiding. There were years, decades even, of investigative reports done by Phil—typed documents, written logs, journal entries, and damning black-and-white photographs of all the major players in town.

      He had pictures from outside other mansions and people Mary didn’t recognize, and others that she did. There were photos of Beatrice Thaxton, Bob Deckers, and most importantly, Mayor Taylor.

      She was even more disturbed to find photos taken from outside, through the windows of what appeared to be the mayor’s mansion, party guests inside, dressed strangely in cloaks and robes. Many of them were wearing animal masks—pagan-like, with horns and antlers. The pictures got increasingly disturbing as the costume party soon descended into a debauchery of naked bodies converging upon one another in a kind of wild orgy. Mary nearly dropped the pictures in shock.

      Theo lifted his head from several documents he was scanning. “This is incredible. It looks like Phil was trying to build a case, not only against the Taylors, but everyone involved in the murder conspiracy.”

      His eyes widened when Mary handed him the pictures she had just looked at.  “What the hell?” he said, grabbing them.

      “He was spying on the mayor. For how many years, it’s not clear.”

      She glanced down at an open notebook and read the first part of his written log. It detailed the time and the activity of Mayor Taylor and his entourage. Apparently, the mayor would host extravagant parties for powerful people from everywhere near and far, across the country.

      Redwood, it seemed, was a refuge for the upper-crust crazies. They could do anything and not have to worry about exposure or consequences. It was a crooked operation, as Phil explained  in his writings, even more so given the certainty of Mayor Taylor’s certain alleged involvement in the Bechdel murders.

      “I don’t understand,” Theo said. “Why would he sit on all of this and just let the mayor run things? He could have easily gone to the press.”

      Mary immediately thought of Phil’s wife and kids. Maybe her death and his children’s disappearances weren’t some unfortunate circumstance after all. “I’m sure he had his reasons.”

      Theo took the next folder and opened it, taking immediate interest. “Hello, what’s this?”

      Mary tied the file folder back together and turned to Theo as he thumbed through the next folder, stunned. “I can’t believe this,” he continued. “This is your house.”

      “What?” Mary said, leaning toward him.

      “It’s a bunch of pictures of your house!”

      Theo handed Mary a dozen glossy black-and-white photos of all sides of the mansion. The photos looked old, and there was crime scene tape everywhere. She assumed that he had taken the photos not long after the murders. Theo flipped through more photos when a sealed baggie fell from inside the folder and hit the floor of the car. Mary reached for it and saw that it contained an old skeleton key—at least she assumed by its design. Things were certainly getting interesting.

      “Mary,” Theo said, pulling a large folded sheet from the file, “this looks like a map of your house.”

      She took the paper and unfolded it, revealing a map of sorts—a blueprint, even. Her eyes trailed over the paper, and she took notice of a path to a lower level of the mansion that neither she nor Curtis knew existed.

      Theo set the folder down and read from another paper that had gained his attention. “Here, listen to this.” He cleared his throat and began reading. “Dear Phillip, you have been such a wonderful source of guidance for our family. I’ll never know how to truly repay you. As you know, there are few people that we can currently trust. Word has gotten out, and our family fortune may soon be gone. The fortune has been passed down the line for generations. I would ask that if anything were to happen to us that you take the role of protector, not only of our home, but also the vast fortune that is hidden below.

      “I have not touched a single golden coin, for legend has it that the fortune brought a curse through my ancestors’ robbery of a pagan elder. Yes, it is crazy to consider such a fantastical story, but as I write this letter to you in haste, I can sense an end to things coming very soon.

      “Once we are all gone, I believe the curse will be lifted, and you can enrich yourself with something my family should never have had in the first place. It is the least I can do. I’ve provided a map and key to the catacombs below our house, located so deep that not even the most modern excavation team would locate it without this help. Thank you again, Phil. Best wishes to you and your family. Pray for us. Your friend, George Bechdel.”

      Theo froze with the letter held tightly in both hands. Mary was beside herself, trembling in the silence. Nearby trees rustled from an approaching breeze as she grappled with their new discovery.

      “Do you think any of that’s true?” Theo asked.

      “I don’t know, but it would certainly explain what the Taylor brothers were looking for.”

      Without further hesitation, Mary grabbed the file folder and handed Theo the rest. “Here. You take this half. I’ll hold onto this. If this is what it takes to get Curtis back, I’ll give them everything.”

      Theo took the folders and the bag of cash and then stopped Mary. “Hold on, I have an idea.” She smiled. “Yes,” he said, “another idea.”

      He set everything down and kneeled, cupping a handful of sand. He then rose and tossed the sand inside the safe.

      “What are you doing?” Mary asked.

      “We don’t have to give them anything. Just the safe. We fill it up with dirt, you hand it over, and the rest is between them and Phil.”

      Mary’s worried face seemed somewhat unconvinced. “Yes, but what if they demand the rest?”

      “There is no ‘rest.’ They’ll think that we couldn’t open it.” Theo took the file folder from her hand. “I’m going to take it all with me. I’ll hide it under your gazebo for the time being. That way, if anything happens to me, you’ll know where it is.”

      Theo’s plan made sense, but Mary still had her worries. “I don’t know. I feel like we’re playing with fire here.”

      Theo kneeled down and scooped up another handful of sand, tossing it inside the safe. “That’s where you’re wrong, Mary. They’re the ones playing with fire.”
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      Bob Deckers stared out the window through the curtains, eagerly awaiting Mary’s arrival, gripping his pistol at his side. He placed his hand on the window and breathed against its surface. The moment he was waiting for was nearing. It was falling together in ways he couldn’t ever have planned or imagined. There was a distant rumbling in gray, overcast sky. Soon there would be rain the likes of which they couldn’t have imagined.

      Curtis sat tied to the chair, facing the opposite direction, trying to maintain his stamina despite his throbbing head and slipping consciousness. Fearing that he would pass out soon, he yanked at the rope around his ankles and wrists repeatedly with all the strength he had left. “Enough of this,” he said. “Untie me now!”

      Bob turned from the window in response. “Why would I do that? So you can try to attack me again and then get pistol-whipped?” He paused with a laugh. “I’m not sure you can take another hit, Curtis, so I’m going to have to say no.”

      “Untie me!” Curtis shouted.

      Bob watched with quiet amusement as Curtis thrashed around. “Calm down before you give yourself a heart attack,” he said.

      “You son of a bitch,” Curtis seethed.

      Bob slowly approached from behind with his pistol out. “Do we really need to go through this again? I told you that we’d work all of this out once Mary got here. What’s the problem?”

      “Why us?” Curtis asked. “You or the mayor or anyone else could have taken this house and done whatever you wanted to it. Why involve us in the first place?”

      Bob stopped directly behind Curtis and put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s a complicated story. I think I’ll let the mayor explain that once he gets here.”

      “The mayor?”

      “That’s right. He’s taken a special interest in you two. Well, more so Mary than you. We did our research. Mary has a gift, and she’s going to help us.”

      “Why on earth would she help the two of you do anything?” Curtis asked.

      “She wants to live, doesn’t she?” Bob said. “And I’m sure she wants you to live as well.”

      Curtis shook his head, his short hair sticking out wildly in all directions. He had thick bruises on his face. “So that’s it? Threaten us with our lives like a couple of thugs?”

      Bob sighed. “Call it what you want. In the end, the mayor is going to get what he wants.”

      They heard the sound of a vehicle from the courtyard, its tires running across the concrete as its engine hummed. Bob went immediately to the window, peeking out cautiously. Twenty feet from the window sat the Ford Expedition, with Mary at the wheel.

      “Excellent,” Bob said. “Now we can begin.”
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* * *

      Mary observed Bob’s blue Volvo parked outside their home with nervous trepidation. She was relieved to see no other vehicles, for she had little clarity on who was inside the house besides Curtis and Bob. She picked up her cell phone and called Curtis again, fully expecting Bob to answer, which he did after three rings with a simple, “Hello, Mary.”

      “I’m outside,” she said.

      “I know. I can see you.”

      She looked at the front windows of the house and could see his figure watching her from the ballroom.

      “Who else is in there?”

      “Just me for now.”

      The “for now” struck her as an ominous hint of things to come. “How do I know I’ll be safe when I go inside?”

      “Nothing will happen to you as long as you cooperate.”

      “Where’s Curtis?” she asked.

      “He’s right here with me. Come on in. We’re both waiting for you.”

      “Okay,” she said, hanging up the phone.

      The thought of Curtis in peril upset her beyond words. She took her purse, feeling the weight of her .38 inside, and then opened her door. She thought of Theo and hoped he could sneak into the house undetected and help her subdue Bob.

      She didn’t have the upper hand just yet and would have to play along. She grabbed her keys and stepped out of the SUV to an eerie silence that permeated the courtyard. Their nearby fountain remained empty, along with dozens of unfinished projects around the house. She wondered if she and Curtis would still live at the Bechdel mansion after everything was over—if it ever was going to be over.

      Bob moved away from the window in the distance as she approached the steps to the front door, having little awareness of what the situation was waiting inside. She tried to envision it but could only see empty rooms with an unseen, angered presence gaining momentum. The spirits were back. She could feel them roaming about.

      Her hands gripped the elegant handle of their French double doors as she pulled them open. A creaking followed, alerting anyone in the house to her presence. There were no lights on beyond the foyer, and the gray clouds overhead only made things darker. It seemed as though every curtain in the house was drawn, the better to conceal the activity going on.

      Mary thought of Chief Riley and how she regretted not calling him the moment they found Deputy Ramirez’s car. Curtis’s safety, however, was her chief concern. She would not gamble with his life. The chief would know everything soon enough, or so she hoped.

      Mary walked through the foyer with caution as the staircase came into view. To her right was the vast space of the ballroom where she saw Curtis sitting in the darkness, tied to a chair, head bobbing down, with Bob nowhere to be seen. She ran to Curtis immediately and fell to her knees in front of him. His battered face shocked and horrified her.

      “Curtis, oh my God, what happened to you?”

      He lifted his head up with a faint smile as she touched his knees. “I’m okay. Glad to see you…”

      “You’re not okay,” she said, running her hands to his back, where his wrists were tied. “What is this? What has that monster done to you?”

      “What I had to,” Bob’s voice called out from behind her.

      She swung her head around to see him standing in the lounge doorway with his pistol aimed at them. “He’ll live. Now what I need you to do is sit tight until the other guests arrive, and then we’ll iron all of this out.”

      Mary rose with one hand on Curtis’s leg, glaring at Bob with disgust. “You’re a sick man. I’m ashamed we ever trusted you.”

      Bob waved her off with a shrug. “I’m not that bad. Heck, I’m not even going to tie you up. But if you step out of line, you’ll leave me no choice.”

      “Go to hell,” she seethed. “You killed Pastor Phil, didn’t you? Why?”

      He walked toward her, shoes clicking against the floor, and motioned to an empty chair he had placed next to Curtis. “It was nothing personal, and neither is this.”

      “I saw Deputy Ramirez’s cruiser on my way here, all tucked away in the woods. Where is he?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bob said matter-of-factly.

      “I think you do. Chief Riley said he hadn’t heard from the deputy in over an hour, right after putting an APB out on a blue Volvo—your blue Volvo.”

      Bob shrugged. “Not a clue.”

      “Yes, you do,” Curtis said with gritted teeth.

      Mary turned to Curtis shocked. “What happened?”

      “Sit down and shut up,” Bob said, aiming the pistol at her.

      Mary stood defiantly, thinking of her .38, but it was no time for a shootout, at least when Bob had a careful eye on both of them.

      “I’m only going to ask once,” he said.

      She moved to Curtis’s left side, rubbing his back, and then sat with her eyes locked on Bob.

      “Place your purse on the ground in front of you,” he said.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Call it a precaution,” he answered.

      “I’m not giving you my purse,” she said, gripping it.

      Bob pointed the pistol above him and fired a single shot into the ceiling, blasting a hole through it, and small chunks of drywall fluttered down. The cannon-like blare of his .45 nearly knocked Mary out of her chair. Curtis’s head jolted up, his eyes wide and discolored face sweating.

      “The hell is wrong with you?” Curtis shouted.

      “I’m sick of asking your wife a second time to do things.” He then pointed the hot barrel directly at Curtis. “The next time she gives me lip, I’ll shoot you.”

      “Okay!” Mary said, slightly trembling. She stood and placed her purse on the floor, just out of reach.

      Bob rushed toward Mary’s beige purse like a hawk and kicked it away from her, looking up suspiciously as it slid against the wall. “Gee, Mary. I felt a little weight in there. What do you have in there? Are you packing?”

      “What are you talking about?” she snapped.

      Bob smiled. “Exactly,” he said, walking to the purse. For a moment, his back was turned, and Mary thought of slamming his head against the wall just to knock him out. But no such action would happen. He was armed, and they weren’t. It was as simple as that.

      “I’d appreciate you staying out of my personal belongings, please,” she said.

      Curtis looked up with similar contempt. “Leave her purse alone.”

      In response to them both, Bob unzipped the purse and pulled it open with his eyes widening in great interest. “Mary… I’m stunned.” He pulled the .38 out and held it out, dangling it by the handle with two fingers. “You’re a little badass, aren’t you?”

      Mary felt crushingly powerless at the sight. “I always carry that on me. We used to live in the city.”

      Bob stood up and placed the .38 in the back of his pants. “I’m sure you do. For now, I’ll hold onto it for safekeeping. At least until our business is done.”

      “Do you have intentions of keeping us alive?” Mary asked, her face flushed with anger. “Or do you plan to discard us like Pastor Phil?”

      Bob stepped forward, pondering the question as Curtis cut in. “Don’t talk to him anymore, Mary.”

      “To answer your question,” Bob loudly interrupted, “it’s not entirely up to me. That’s the mayor’s call.”

      “The mayor?” Mary said as her eyes narrowed. “I knew it.”

      “Of course you did,” Bob continued. “And the mayor now knows that you know. He’s not very happy, having to unexpectedly leave the autumn festival in the middle of a speech so he can come here, but he’s been waiting for this moment a long time.”

      “What are you rambling about?” Mary asked.

      “Mary, please,” Curtis said. “Just leave it be.”

      Bob took several assured steps closer, staring them down. “Mary, you were chosen for a reason. You’ve been here before, right here in this mansion when you were only a child.”

      Bob’s claim shook Mary to her core. She would have dismissed him immediately had Phil not alluded to the same thing during their last conversation.

      “Back then,” Bob said, “I was just a kid living in Dallas, but apparently, your parents were once interested in purchasing this mansion. The year was 1986, and you were the first person to ever make contact with them.”

      “Who?” Mary asked.

      Bob shook his head. “I think you know who I’m talking about. The mayor found out all about you. He knew then as he knows now that the Bechdel estate was cursed. What he needed was someone who could help him use it to his benefit.”

      “That’s insane,” Mary said with her arms out. “I don’t remember ever being here before in my entire life.”

      “Of course you don’t. You weren’t here long. My predecessor in the realty business showed your parents around. Already, he could see the strange connection you had with the house. You were talking to thin air. At some point, you wandered off and then, much to your parents’ horror, you fell down the stairs.”

      Both Mary and Curtis listened in disbelief. Bob’s tall tale had failed to convince her just yet, as there was no evidence of any of it.

      “You hit one step on your way down, bumping your head. You could have very easily died that day, but you stopped mid-fall. Your parents rushed to the stairs in hysterics with Jerome, the Realtor, and saw you levitating in the air, unconscious, floating safely to the ground in front of their astounded eyes.”

      Bob paused, taking a deep breath. “They never purchased the mansion, of course, and the next day, you had no memory of the incident or of the mansion at all.”

      “How do you know this?” she said in a loud accusatory tone.

      “Word gets around. On the day of your parents’ tour, the mayor later arrived just to welcome them to town. But he wasn’t there to simply welcome them—he wanted to see if they could sense the same thing he did. He wanted to see what the house would do to them, what it could do to them, like every unfortunate owner who has lived here before.”

      “My parents knew that I moved here. Why would they keep something like that from me?” Mary asked.

      Bob shook his head. “Before you moved here, the mayor sent them a very clear message. If they ever wanted to see you again…”

      “He threatened my parents?” she asked.

      “I didn’t say that,” Bob said.

      Curtis remained uncharacteristically quiet, noticeably stunned by Bob’s claims as he continued, “Mayor Taylor is a bit of an enigma, himself. He has some weird fascination with the occult. A relationship, he claims, that is responsible for his entire legacy. You’re now going to help the mayor maintain that legacy.”

      Mary remained awestruck, trying to make sense of everything he was saying. She felt along the top right of her forehead, where she’d had a small scar just below her hairline for as long as she could remember. Her mother had always said Mary had gotten it in a fall but never elaborated how.

      She shuddered to think of any of it as true, remembering what Pastor Phil had said about coincidences in Redwood: there were none, as everything was somehow connected.

      “If this house is so cursed, why come here at all?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Why not just bulldoze the place and be done with it?” Curtis added.

      Bob thought to himself, finger on his chin, and then addressed the couple. “This is just a payday for me. If you’ve ever gone through bankruptcy, you know how desperation can rear its ugly little head. Plus the mayor has promised to help me find my ex-wife and children.” He then pivoted and began pacing around the couple. “But he’ll explain it much better.”

      Bob paused at the rumbling of vehicles outside and then hurried to the window, pulling back the curtain with excitement. “Ah, the entourage has arrived.”

      Mary got up from her chair, placing a hand on Curtis’s shoulder. Bob’s back was to her, with the revolver sticking out from the back of his pants. Knowing that he was distracted, she crept closer to the window and could see two black SUVs pull into the courtyard with the Taylor brothers’ Bronco trailing it. Panic settled in upon her realization that she was going to face the mayor and his cronies.

      Bob breathed against the window as her hand slowly reached for the exposed revolver. He suddenly turned, as if sensing her, and pointed his pistol in her face, causing Mary to flinch and back away.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” he said, motioning to the chair. “Sit down.”

      “I wanted to see who was here,” she said, innocently with her hands up.

      “Sure you were. No more games. I’m not in the mood for it, and neither will the mayor be.”

      Mary peeked out the window as the vehicles parked and the headlights turned off. She watched as men in suits exited the SUVs and opened the door for the mayor to step out of the first vehicle in the line. He was wearing the same three-piece suit she had seen him in earlier when he was speaking at the festival. As he stepped out, he looked up at the house with a mixture of wonder and contempt.

      His brothers hopped out of their Bronco, rifles against their shoulders and taking a keen interest in her Ford Expedition. Jeffery pointed to the broken window in the back and laughed, seemingly amused with his previous antics.

      Garret led the way toward the house, stone faced and with a look of grim premonition.

      “Why are they armed?” Mary asked. “What is this?”

      “Sit back down,” Bob said. “Not going to ask again.”

      “I’m moving!” Mary said, stomping off to her chair.

      “Mary…” Curtis said as she sat near him.

      She turned to him with pure sadness in her eyes and lightly ran her hand along his bruised face. “I’m so sorry for all of this,” she said, trying to hold back tears.

      “It’s not your fault. Don’t say that. Looks like they’ve been playing us from the beginning.”

      “They’re not going to get away with it,” she said, assuredly.

      “If we don’t make it…” he began with a swallow. “If we don’t… just know that I love you more than anything. I only wanted us to be happy.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “They can do anything they want to me, but you have to try to escape. We have a child now. That’s all that matters.”

      Mary felt warm tears streaming down her cheek as she held his face. “I’m not leaving you, and they’re not going to win.” She paused, looking around the room and hoping for Julie to intervene somehow, some way. “I was supposed to find justice for her,” she continued. “And I think we’re close to making that happen.”

      Bob walked toward the foyer at the sound of the doorbell.  Mary thought it strange that they would bother at this point. “You two don’t go anywhere now,” Bob said with a smile. It seemed as though he was taking a certain pleasure in the situation despite his claim that it was all business.

      With his brief absence in the foyer, Mary knew she had to act fast. “I’m going to untie you,” she said quietly to Curtis. “I can’t stand seeing you like this.”

      “Leave it,” Curtis said. “We don’t want to piss these people off. Mary, he killed Deputy Ramirez. Shot him in the head like it was nothing.”

      Mary covered her mouth with a gasp. A sickening pain hit her stomach, and she felt dizzy with shock.

      “I can’t believe it… Where is he? Where’s his…?”

      “His body? Bob made me help him drag it into the woods.” He clenched his eyes shut as tears gushed out. “So help me God, he’ll answer for this. He has to.”

      Mary rushed to her purse, hoping to get her cell phone in time. If they were truly going to face their demise, as Curtis seemed to suggest, she had to let the chief know about Ramirez. She leapt from her seat and ran to her purse, dropping to one knee, just as the doors opened in the foyer. With precious seconds left, she pulled her phone from her purse, grabbed the chief’s card, and dialed as fast as she ever had. After two rings, her eyes darted to the side where she could hear footsteps growing near and the voices of several men in their midst.

      “Chief Riley speaking,” his voice said.

      “Chief,” she whispered in near panic. “Deputy Ramirez. He’s dead. Bob Deckers shot him. Blue Volvo. The same vehicle you were looking for.”

      There was a brief pause on the line before he spoke. “Who is this?”

      “It’s Mary. Chief, listen. Curtis told me that it’s off of Madeline and Antelope. About a mile down the road, you’ll find his cruiser…” She paused, fighting back her tears. “And his body is somewhere close. Please. We’re in serious trouble.”

      She hung up the phone, stuffed it in her pocket, and ran back to her chair, breathing heavily. It was unfortunate that she couldn’t have talked to him longer, but she had pressed her luck as it was.

      Mayor Taylor entered the ballroom flanked by his security detail. His brothers entered the room next, cocky expressions on their faces. Most surprising of all, however, was when Beatrice Thaxton entered. Mary couldn’t believe the sight, but then the vision returned to her, as clear as it had been when it entered her mind during Pastor Phil’s memorial service: Beatrice talking on the phone with Bob Deckers after he murdered Phil. She was connected with the conspiracy somehow.

      Mary’s cell phone vibrated in her pocket. She knew that the chief was trying to call her back, but it was too late. He would have to put together the pieces from there. Nonetheless, she trusted that he would spring into action soon enough. He couldn’t have been involved in the conspiracy. Like Phil, the chief was trustworthy enough. The main players in the conspiracy, she believed, were now all right before her eyes.

      The mayor approached them as his security detail of six husky men in suits took positions throughout the room, some of them watching out the window. His brothers kept their distance and took seats at the staircase, setting their rifles in their laps. Bob Deckers stood with Beatrice near a china hutch, quietly conversing as the mayor exchanged serious, thoughtful looks between Mary and Curtis.

      He clasped his hands together and bowed, followed by a friendly tone Mary had been accustomed to hearing in his previous speeches to the town.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Malone. I do apologize for the inconvenience, especially on the day of our annual Autumn Festival. I promise not to take too much of your time.” He paused, scanning the room, and Mary remained quiet, curious about what else he had to say.

      “No doubt Mr. Deckers filled you in a little about why we’re here, and I would like to further explain so as to clear everything up. Much of this is just one unfortunate misunderstanding. You see, I do not believe our beloved Pastor Phil was murdered.”

      He then stopped and glared at Bob, who sheepishly looked away with a hint of embarrassment and fear on his face as the mayor continued.

      “Mr. Deckers has a tendency to get carried away while making wild claims that have no place in reality. Just to be clear, I had nothing to do with the tragic deaths of the Bechdels and the Drakes. I was personal friends with both families, and even though George Bechdel was my opponent in the 1975 mayoral election, I respected the man and had nothing but good will toward him and his family.”

      Mary remained seated, resisting the urge to call him out. She could see that he was lying and that beneath his cordial demeanor was a cold, calculating, and corrupt man. For now, he was masking his intentions, and Mary allowed the charade to proceed.

      “I do apologize about what has happened to you and your husband, and I can promise you that we won’t be here long.” He paused and looked around the ballroom, a hint of nervousness visible on his face and in his movements. “There’s a history to this estate that I’d rather not go into at the moment if you don’t mind. I’m not exactly comfortable being here for any extended period of time.” He then clapped his hands together with vigor. “But be here I must. Believe it or not, Mary—do you mind if I call you Mary?”

      She nodded.

      “Excellent,” he continued. “I know a lot about you and would like to set the record straight. I know of your gift, and I believe that your presence here thirty years ago meant something. That is why I was so eager to have you back.” He turned and pivoted as if giving an academic lecture, and spoke like the rehearsed politician he was. “I’m a patient man, Mary. I wasn’t going to rush anything. I wasn’t going to force you to come back here, for I always knew that someday you would return.”

      He paused and looked at Curtis. “Your husband saw to that, but in his defense, no one in their right mind would turn down this place at the price on offer. No one at all. Now, I know that you were at Pastor Phil’s earlier, probably searching for clues just as my brothers were. They arrived, and you got spooked and hid. I understand that. However, it’s now time to reveal to me what you found.”

      All eyes went to Mary. The last thing she wanted to do was to help him with anything, but having what he wanted gave her immediate comfort. Only she knew that the safe in her SUV was full of sand and nothing else.

      Mayor Taylor stood over her, waiting, his red tie hanging down and the American flag pin shining on his lapel. Mary looked around the room and pointed to Beatrice Thaxton.

      “What is she doing here?”

      Mayor Taylor turned around. “Ms. Thaxton? Well. She’s an intricate part of what we’re trying to accomplish today. Some might say a guru of sorts.”

      “Don’t worry about me, dear,” Beatrice said, sauntering toward Mary and Curtis in her glittering evening gown and high heels. She carried herself the way a Hollywood starlet might, although well past her prime. She was indifferent to Curtis’s injuries and Mary’s distress.

      “I’m here to ensure that everything goes swimmingly.” She placed her arm around the mayor, who then leaned in closer and kissed her on the cheek. “Plus, who else looks after Freddy better than me?”

      With his arm around Beatrice, the mayor turned to Mary. “Beatrice has been an advisor of mine for years, offering the comfort I need. She was there for me after my wife’s death when everything seemed hopeless.”

      “We’re going to the top,” she continued. “For you see, we’re in the process of priming the mayor’s eldest son, Raymond, for a political career.” She paused, patting the mayor’s liver-spotted hands. “First we took Redwood, next we’ll have the entire state, and possibly more. Our legacy will last generations.”

      Mary could hardly bear looking at Beatrice’s self-satisfied smile and turned her head away with a hidden scowl. She knew all too well about the woman’s involvement in Phil’s death. What could possibly be worth such an act to her?

      Beatrice left the mayor’s side and approached closer, speaking in a soft tone. “There was a time I felt bad for you and your husband. You seemed like decent enough people. I even tried to warn you about this place, but you didn’t seem to catch on. That was, I believe, because you looked down on us. We’re just small-town folk while you’re the big-city hotshot.”

      Beatrice paused, adjusting the pearls around her long, skinny neck. “Well, honey. Today we have the upper hand. You just listen and do what the mayor asks of you, and everything will be okay. Trust me.” She then puckered her lips at Mary and blew her a kiss.

      Mary narrowed her eyes as Beatrice turned away, telling everyone she had to use the bathroom. She walked off down the hall as the mayor turned back to Mary and Curtis, prepared to continue his explanation of why they were there.

      “I know she can seem a bit… unusual, but she’s loyal, and in my line of work, that’s the most important thing. I hope you can respect that.”

      Mary felt primed to throw an insult at the mayor and his ridiculous notion of loyalty, but instead she chose to get to the point. “What do you want, Mr. Mayor?” she asked.

      “It’s simple,” he answered. “For starters, I want whatever it is you found at Phil’s place, and don’t try to convince me otherwise. I know you were there, and I know you were able to find something. You’re just that good. I will explain what else I want soon enough, but let’s start at Phil’s place.”

      “I found a safe,” she said. “It was buried under the floorboards of his barn.”

      Shocked, the mayor turned to his brothers, seated on the staircase. “Did you hear her? Any of you geniuses think to look there?” He took a step back, shaking his head in disbelief. “What the hell am I paying you for?”

      The brothers stood up in unison, scratching their heads as Curtis rocked his seat forward, twisting his arms and trying to free himself.

      Curtis looked visibly relieved. “There you have it, Taylor. My wife found what you’re looking for. Now take your gang of degenerates and get off of our property.” He swung his head around, looking at everyone surrounding them. “Take the safe and leave!”

      Mary placed her hand on his leg, trying to calm him, but he wasn’t having it.

      “Did you not hear me? Get out!”

      The mayor gave an understanding nod and continued to speak cordially. “In time, Mr. Malone. I know that you’re just an innocent bystander in all of this, and I’d urge you to remain patient with us until our business is over.”

      “I’ve done everything I can, Mr. Taylor. Now untie my husband,” Mary said. “He has nothing to do with any of this.”

      From the corner, Bob Deckers snorted with a laugh.

      The mayor looked convinced and then turned to Bob. “Can you please oblige the Malones? I

      think he’s ready to calm down now.”

      “Yes, Mr. Mayor,” Bob said grudgingly as he walked over to the couple, pulling out a pocketknife. He knelt behind Curtis and cut at the rope as Mayor Taylor looked to Mary, holding out his hands as though a deal had been solidified.

      “The safe,” he began. “Where is it?”

      “In the back of our SUV. The same vehicle your brother vandalized,” Mary said.

      Mayor Taylor glared at his brothers, who then looked away. “Very uncalled for,” he said with a chastising tone. He turned back to Mary, sympathetic. “My sincerest apologies. The culprit will gladly reimburse you for the damages.” The mayor then shifted back to an authoritative tone as he pointed at his brothers. “Go get the safe, and don’t come back unless you have some equipment to open it with.”

      They nodded and walked toward the foyer, leaving the house. Mary turned to the window, which captured a view of the driveway, watching them approach her vehicle as the mayor continued speaking.

      “You do understand why this is necessary, right, Mary? You see, Redwood’s treasured Pastor Phil also had a dark side to him. He was a muckraker, gathering phony information on some of Redwood’s most influential people, myself included, for the purposes of blackmail. No one was more shocked than I to learn that a man of his stature was so blinded by lies and ambition. I don’t hold any ill will against the man, and I still mourn his death.”

      Mary stood up, unable to hold her tongue any longer. “You’re a liar!”

      The mayor’s security detail reached for their pistols, concealed by their suit coats, but the mayor waved them off dismissively.

      “It’s okay,” he said. Turning back to Mary, he said, “I understand that you see me as something of a villain. But you’ve been lied to, Mary, even by your own instincts.” He put a hand over his heart and stepped forward, once again the practiced fraud. “I’m no murderer. I’ve dedicated my life to public service. If I was as bad as you may think, why would I spend my entire life in Redwood as mayor of this town? Not exactly the most ambitious path, is it?”

      Mary moved closer to the mayor, inches from his face. “Maybe what’s in this house is holding you back. Maybe your political career has been tainted since the beginning. Maybe Redwood is the only town on this planet that would elect someone like you over and over again.”

      Curtis urged her to calm down, placing his hand on her arm with a reassuring tap. The mayor seemed unfazed in the silence of the room, maintaining eye contact until Mary took a step back and sat down. This was not the time to push her luck.

      The mayor then continued, unabated. “Do you want to know who alerted me to Phil’s deception? It was Beatrice, and it wasn’t until after his death that we learned of his secrets. In the end, it came down to money. He was broke and on the verge of losing his home and the church. Maybe blackmailing Redwood’s wealthiest and most influential leaders was part of his desperate mission to get everything back.”

      Mary remained quiet, even though she didn’t believe a word he was saying. Her biggest question was where she fit in with the mayor’s overall plan. She had information on the supposed underground catacombs and the supposed cursed treasure and skeleton key. She doubted the validity of any of it. Of all the far-fetched stories, buried treasure was the most difficult to accept, even more unlikely than the existence of a paranormal presence. But if not for a treasure, why would the mayor keep her or Curtis alive?

      “Mr. Mayor,” she began. “This thing that you call a ‘gift.’ I’m afraid it’s all a bunch of superstition. I really don’t know what more I can do for you. I would kindly ask that you let me and my husband go. You’ll never hear from us again. I promise.” She wanted to mention Deputy Ramirez but knew that doing so could ruin any chance of their release—as slim as their chances already were.

      The mayor scratched his chin and thought to himself. For a moment, she couldn’t tell if he was really considering letting them go or simply mocking her. “You’ve done great work so far, Mary. Of course, you know the precarious situation we both find ourselves in. We both want something from each other. I want to use your gift, you want me to release you and your husband. I get it. Probably the best thing for both of us is to work together. To trust each other and do what’s right.”

      Mary leaned forward. “Can you give me your word that no harm will come to us?” she asked, even though she knew what kind of man he was and that any guarantee was worthless. It didn’t hurt to try, however, and the mayor seemed far more malleable when hidden behind his phony charade.

      Mayor Taylor paced around the couple, in deep thought or pretending to be, as raindrops began to hit the windows like tiny pellets, building in weight and speed. “I don’t want to hurt either of you, understand? I’m perfectly open to compromise, and once our business is done, we can go our separate ways.”

      “Your associate over there shot Deputy Ramirez point blank in the face,” Curtis said, pointing at Bob Deckers, who was standing across the room. “Is that what you would call a compromise?”

      Mary felt an immediate shift in the atmosphere, which became instantly more hostile and dangerous. It was out there now, and there’d be no going back, though she was pretty sure Deckers had already informed the mayor of the deputy’s death. She squeezed Curtis’s leg, urging him to stop, but he didn’t seem to want any of it.

      The mayor brought a hand to his chin, clearly taken aback, and pondered the accusation as Bob glared at Curtis. “I did not know that,” he said, staring back at Bob. “Is this true, Bob?”

      Deckers shook his head. “He doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about. Just look at that face. Probably suffering from a good amount of delirium or concussion as we speak.”

      “You’re a pitiful liar, Deckers,” Curtis said.

      The mayor stared at Bob, studying the anger and uncertainty in his face. “Tell me the truth, Bob. Did you shoot one of my deputies?”

      Bob turned away from him in anger and stormed down the hall and out of view. “I don’t have to listen to this shit. I’m having a smoke.”

      The mayor remained in place and signaled one of his bodyguards, stopping him from following Bob. “Let him be.” He then paused and looked at Curtis. “I can assure you that Mr. Deckers will be dealt with in time.”

      “Bullshit,” Curtis spat.

      “Please,” Mary said.

      Curtis pushed her hand away and stood up. “This entire charade has gone on long enough. Your brothers murdered the Bechdel and Drake families. It was obvious from the beginning. We know it, and you know it, so cut the shit!”

      “Curtis, stop!” Mary shouted.

      Curtis saw the look of fear on her face and went silent, as though he had just become aware that he was possibly sealing their fate. Mary looked up and saw the mayor seeming to ponder Curtis’s words, his expression ambivalent: both disbelieving and amused. “I’m not sure what to say to that, Mr. Malone. It’s not the first time I’ve been accused of having a hand in that massacre. There have been dozens of investigations, and not one has yielded any evidence that suggests what you’re accusing my family of. So please, keep your wild conspiracy theories to yourself.”

      Curtis slowly lowered himself back into his chair with nothing else to say. “I guess I’m just upset right now,” he said. “I didn’t mean to get so carried away.” Mary could hear the squelched anger in his voice as her husband said what he thought he must.

      “I understand,” Mayor Taylor said with a smile.

      Rain began to fall heavier against the windows. The thunder became louder, and a few brief cracks of lightning flashed through the curtains in small bursts of electrified light.
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      The doors in the foyer opened as the Taylor brothers rushed inside, drenched from the rain. They set their rifles in the corner, and Liam held the safe, proudly entering the ballroom with Garret behind him carrying a large toolbox. They brought the safe to the center of the ballroom and set it down on the floor as the mayor watched with interest.

      Garret shook the rain out of his hair like a wet dog, swiped his hand across the lid of the wet toolbox, and then paused dramatically, relishing the attention of the mayor and the other brothers. The security detail stood in their respective spots, looking as professional as trained militia and not interfering in any way.

      Mary wondered just how much the mayor had paid them and others to look the other way over the length of his entire career. Like Deckers, all the rest must have sold their souls to help the mayor realize his wishes and ambitions. Beatrice emerged from upstairs to the sound of a toilet flushing and then looked down at them from the railing.

      “What did they find?” she asked eagerly.

      The mayor turned around and looked up at her. “A safe, my dear. Buried under Phil’s barn.”

      Beatrice nodded with excitement in her eyes. “Ah, of course. He always had such fondness for that stupid barn. We should have known.”

      Mary watched them search through the toolbox with great anticipation, leading toward the big reveal. She hoped that its true contents were safe and that Theo had been able to secure them properly. Opening the safe had been a miracle in itself. The next miracle, she thought, would be surviving the coming ordeal. Her cell phone suddenly vibrated in her pocket, and she automatically reached down as if to cover the sound, but continued looking ahead.

      Mayor Taylor hovered over the safe, offering suggestions and telling his brothers how slow and stupid they were and urging them to hurry up.

      “Damn, Freddy. We’re getting to it,” Garret barked, kneeling down. “It’s a four-inch-thick safe, not a freaking key box.”

      “Just do it,” the mayor said. “Then we can move on.”

      Jeffery stood by and stretched, looking around while trying to shake the rain off his jean jacket. He looked to Mary with frustration on his damp face. “You got any towels around here?”

      “Ah, suck it up, Jeff,” Liam said as he pulled a crowbar and several long rods from the toolbox.

      “Eat shit. I’m soaked here. Damn rain,” he said.

      “Nearest towels are in the kitchen,” Mary said.

      Jeffery thought to himself as he brushed back his wet gray hair. “You got any beer?”

      “Go to hell,” Curtis said abruptly.

      Mary put her hand up for calm. “Yes. We should have a few cans in there.”

      Curtis whipped his head around to her, angered. “Mary?”

      “It’s just beer, Curtis,” she said.

      Jeffery seemed satisfied enough and walked past them toward the kitchen, down the hall. “I’ll bring you one too. How about that?” he said with a laugh.

      Curtis said nothing back and simply leaned forward with his head down. Mary wrapped her arms around him and rubbed his back. “We need to get you to a hospital as soon as possible.”

      “I know,” he said. “I don’t know how much more I can take of this.”

      “There’s hope,” she said softly. “Julie’s near. I can feel her.”

      Curtis looked up and glanced at Mary, looking skeptical. She knew he had his doubts, just as even she was beginning to have hers, and with a storm starting to rage outside, she felt as though no one would be leaving the house for a long while.

      “Get some lights on in here,” the mayor said to the security detail as it got progressively darker in the ballroom. They searched for the switches and lit up every hall and room in the vicinity of their gathering.

      Garret pulled out a welder and held it with the confidence of someone who had quite possibly cracked a few safes in his lifetime. Mary looked away as the welding tool flared against the safe door, sparks flying everywhere. With the lights on, she could see the injuries to Curtis’s face more clearly. His fresh bruises made her gasp in pain for him.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said again, grazing the side of his face with her palm.

      “Don’t be,” he said. “I told you that this isn’t your fault.”

      Beatrice leaned over the railing, enjoying the show. “You’re doing it all wrong,” she said. “That’s no way to open a safe.

      Garret stopped the welder for a moment and waved her off, ignoring her. He then signaled for Liam to stick the crowbar into the side of the safe where the door was hung, and he brought the torch inches from the surface above the combination dial.

      “What do you think’s in there?” Curtis quietly asked Mary.

      Mary thought to herself as Liam heaved at the side of the safe, pressing down on the crowbar. “Nothing.”

      A few moments later, the brothers managed to pry the door away with a distinctive-sounding pop, much to the relief of the mayor. “Wonderful,” he said. “Now open it up.”

      He hovered over his brothers as Bob Deckers walked toward them. “What do we have here?” he asked. “You got it open?”

      “Not a word from you,” the mayor snapped. It would seem that the water was not yet under the bridge between the two.

      With gloved hands, Garret adjusted the safe properly on the floor and grabbed a flashlight from the toolbox. He then pulled the safe door open. No one made a sound. Curtis watched as intently as the others while Mary pondered whether the distraction gave them their last opportunity to escape. One thing was certain: once the mayor and his entourage discovered what was really inside, they were going to press her even harder.

      She stood up, reaching for her phone, as Garret shined his flashlight inside. He gasped as sand poured out and reached inside, grabbing a fistful, which he held up and allowed to drain through his fingers as the stunned faces around him moaned in growing panic.

      Still watching from the staircase, Beatrice squinted and called out to the group, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Mayor Taylor instantly spun around to face Mary, angrier than she had seen him yet. “This? This is what you found? What is this, some kind of sick joke?”

      Mary shrugged. “That’s what we found. It was Phil’s safe. Not mine.”

      The mayor took a step forward, enraged. “Then you didn’t find the right one! Where’re the documents? I know he had more! This is a travesty!” He knelt down, pushing his brothers out of the way, and then tore through the sand, tossing handfuls across the floor. “This… this is a decoy. That’s what it is!” He then picked up the safe, lighter in weight now, and flung it as far as he could, sending it crashing onto the floor, with sand flying into the air and slowly settling everywhere. The mayor glared at Mary, Curtis, and his own men, as if blaming everyone for his disappointment. Out of fear, nobody spoke. Anything might happen now.

      Curtis blocked Mary defensively as the mayor stopped inches away from them. “What’s your problem?” he said. “She didn’t put that sand in there.”

      “I don’t know,” the mayor said in a calm tone despite his heavy breathing. “Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. Either way, something isn’t right here.”

      “Make an example of them,” Beatrice called out from upstairs. “They’re obviously not taking us seriously.”

      The mayor turned around to address Beatrice, seemingly distracted and confused. “Yes. I can do that easily.” He spun to his brothers, Liam and Garret. They stood across from him, still surveying the broken safe on the other side of the room. “Grab your rifles. Things are going to get a little messy in here,” he said.

      Mary launched up, beside herself. “What are you doing? I had nothing to do with what was in that safe. All I did was find it!”

      “I don’t believe you,” the mayor said.

      “We had a deal!” Mary shouted.

      “You’re right,” he said. “But I’m not about to walk away empty handed.”

      “Maybe Phil got rid of all this blackmail stuff,” Mary said. “Did you ever consider that?”

      “He didn’t,” the mayor said with assurance. “And don’t try to convince me otherwise.”

      Liam approached, wiping his rifle with his wet sleeve. “Who do you want us to do first?”

      The mayor looked at him with disbelief. “Who do you think, you idiot? The husband.”

      Liam nodded and aimed his rifle as Mary jumped in front of Curtis shouting, “No!”

      “Get out of the way, Mary,” the mayor said. “I mean it.”

      “I’ll find it, okay?” she said, distraught. “Just lower the weapons, and I’ll get you what you want.”

      The mayor put his hand up and brought Liam’s rifle down. Garret watched the spectacle unfold, holding his own rifle against his shoulder.

      Beatrice laughed from upstairs. “Oh, Frederick. You’re such a softie.”

      “Start talking,” the mayor said to Mary. “Where are the goods?”

      Suddenly, a creaking noise sounded from the kitchen, attracting the mayor’s attention. Shadows cast down the hallway moved closer as two men emerged, one holding a gun to the head of the other. Mary watched them get closer as the room fell silent and Theo came into view, walking behind Jeffery with a pistol pressed against the back of Jeffery’s head.

      “Everyone freeze!” Theo shouted, pushing Jeffery further into the ballroom “If anyone makes a move, I won’t hesitate to shoot him right in the head.”

      Liam and Garret watched from afar, stunned, and aimed their rifles in Theo’s direction. The mayor’s security detail acted in kind and drew their pistols, aiming them in a kind of Mexican standoff. Mary’s faith in Theo had never wavered, but she still couldn’t believe his perfect timing. She and Curtis had been possibly moments away from getting shot.

      The tension in the room increased as Theo maneuvered against the nearest wall, pulling Jeffery along and keeping a safe distance. “Drop your weapons!” he shouted. “You’ve got five seconds.”

      But no one moved. Mayor Taylor studied Theo for a moment as his eyes widened. “You…” he said. “You’re that phony psychic. What in the hell are you doing here?”

      Mary held back her smile. She couldn’t believe Theo had actually gotten in, but her happiness was short-lived, with the admission that they were hopelessly outnumbered, just as the rain poured harder outside, beating against the window.

      Theo pointed past the mayor, indicating Bob Deckers. “I recognize him. This is the asshole who tried to buy me off earlier, but it’s not happening. You wanted me to deceive the Malones and keep them blind to what you’re doing. But I know about all of you, especially you, Mayor Taylor,” he said, standing behind Jeffery. “Now it’s time for your motley crew to retreat before I leave you one brother short.”

      Liam, Garret, and the security detail all looked at Mayor Taylor for guidance.

      “Five seconds!” Theo shouted, growing desperate.

      Mayor Taylor passively pulled a pistol out from his coat and aimed it in Theo and Jeffery’s direction. “I’m sorry, Jeff. You were one of the good ones.”

      He then fired two shots into Jeffery’s chest without care, shocking everyone in the room. Jeffery slumped to the ground, causing Theo to trip and fall over, losing his pistol in the process. It skidded across the floor, stopping inches from Mayor Taylor’s leather cowboy boots.

      Mayor Taylor turned to Mary and Curtis with fire in his eyes. “It’s time to come clean, Mary. You’re going to help me this instant, or I will kill you, your husband, and that lump of shit in the corner.”

      He spun around to his dazed brothers and demanded that they subdue Theo immediately. Before Theo could even get up, the brothers were on him, pinning him to the floor. Liam and Garret lifted Theo up and carried him over to Mary and Curtis as he thrashed and twisted in their grip.

      “You’re not going to get away with this!” Theo shouted.

      Mary noticed the vacant looks on both the Taylor brothers’ faces. They were in an obvious state of shock. Jeffery’s body lay only a few feet away in a puddle of blood. The mayor had made a definitive example. Mary hadn’t imagined that it would be his own brother. She was relieved they hadn’t killed Theo immediately but began to ponder why. Then the answer struck her: Theo and Curtis were leverage. The mayor was just getting started.

      He signaled for Mary to get up from her chair as they brought Theo over and forced him to sit. “Bob,” the mayor said, snapping his fingers. “Get that rope and tie them both up.” Mary stood to the side helplessly, watching as the mayor looked at her with narrowing eyes.

      “Any other surprise guests we should know about?” he asked.

      “No,” Mary said. “No one else.”

      “And just why didn’t you mention your psychic friend before?” he asked, pointing at Theo. “Slip your mind?”

      Mary nodded, feeling more hopeless by the second as Bob hurriedly wound a long line of nylon rope around Theo’s wrists and ankles, binding him to the chair. With a cut of the rope, he then moved to Curtis, tying him up as before.

      Upstairs, Beatrice seemed to enjoy the view, almost as though it were a type of dinner theater. “Frederick, it’s getting late, and this storm outside is simply atrocious. Can we move on with it, please?”

      “Here’s the deal,” the mayor said to Mary as she stood close by. “You’re going to tell me where I can find Phil’s files. And then, after that, you’re going to help me find something that has eluded me for over forty years. You’re going to help me discover the Bechdel fortune.”

      “Don’t help him with a thing, Mary,” Theo called out. “They have no intention of letting any of us live.”

      “Shut your mouth,” the mayor said, snapping a finger in Theo’s face. “She can make her own decisions.”

      Theo glared at the mayor, ignoring the water still dripping from his wet hair. “My mother, Elizabeth, and my uncle, Ben. What happened to them?”

      Mayor Taylor stared back, confused. “The hell you talking about, kid?”

      “Thirty years ago, my mother went missing. In 1985. She was last rumored to be investigating the Bechdel case. I want to know what happened to her.”

      The mayor leaned back, thinking to himself. His eyes suddenly lit up as though the memory had just come rushing back to him. “Oh yes. Now I remember! Young woman with three losers. They were trespassing on private property. We were only trying to send them a message. It was all an unfortunate accident really.”

      Theo’s face went pale as the mayor recounted the terrible secret that had been lost for decades. “The woman. Her name was Elizabeth?” he asked. “Well, she was part of that little group of so-called investigators. Innocent inquiry, she had claimed. She tried to run. Attacked one of my men. Things got a little heated and…”

      “And what?” Theo said, infuriated.

      The mayor shrugged and wiped his hands together. “It was a mistake.” He then took a closer look at Theo, marveling at his appearance. “Gee, so that was your mother, eh? Wow. Small world.”

      “You demonic fucking monster!” Theo shouted at the top of his lungs, shaking the chair forward.

      He fell on the floor, helpless, unable to get up but filled with the rage of twenty men. “I’m going to kill you!” he cried. “I’ll kill all of you!”

      Beatrice laughed from the upstairs railing. “You’re not going to let him talk to you like that, are you, Frederick?”

      The mayor looked up and nodded to her. “You’re right, Bea.” He then turned to Garret and pointed to Theo, who was crying out in unbridled despair. “Go ahead and put him out of his misery.”

      “No!” Mary shouted. She rushed forward and grabbed an arm of the mayor’s coat, pleading with him. “No, please. He’s just upset. His mother died when he was an infant, and he never knew what happened to her.”

      The mayor yanked his arm away and shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that, but you heard him. He intends to kill me.” He then paused and backed away from Theo, pulling Mary along with him as she squirmed in his grip. “Take him out, Garret. We don’t have all night.”

      “Don’t do it,” Curtis said, cutting in.

      Garret stood between the two men tied to their chairs and the mayor, who maintained a safe distance.

      “What are you waiting for?” the mayor said. “Do it!”

      Garret stared back with vacant, unblinking eyes and lowered his rifle. “No…”

      For a moment, the mayor was speechless, stunned in disbelief. “No? What do you mean, no?”

      “I mean I’m sick of killing for you, understand?” he said, voice rising. Liam watched in wonder as Garret approached their powerful older brother with angry defiance. “You had us gun down that Bechdel family in this very room forty years ago. All for what? For some stupid curse and the family fortune? None of that exists! How long has it been? How long have we been searching? No more!”

      “How dare you,” the mayor shouted. “I’ve carried you three along for long enough. Without me, this family is nothing! Now do as you’re told and shoot that man at your feet.”

      Garret took another step forward and handed the mayor the rifle. “You want it done? Do it yourself. Get your hands dirty for once. Only person I’ve ever seen you kill with your own hands is your own damn brother. We should never have listened to you. You’re a spineless coward. That was as true forty years ago as it is today. Always getting people to do your dirty work.” Garret spit at the ground, inches from the mayor’s boots, and then turned away. “Let’s go, Liam.”

      The mayor held the wet rifle in his hands, trembling with rage. Bob stood nearby, not daring to say a word. Not even Beatrice made a sound.

      “You’re right,” the mayor called out, causing his two brothers to turn around. He then aimed the rifle at Garret. “I don’t get my hands dirty nearly enough.”

      Though Mary was standing close to the mayor, everything happened so fast, Mary hadn’t a moment to respond. The mayor pulled the trigger and blew off half of Garret’s face. His body plummeted to the ground as Liam stumbled to the side, disoriented and losing his balance.

      He fell against the china hutch and then raised his rifle, aiming at Mayor Taylor with a thunderous battle cry—but the mayor had beaten him to the draw. One shot from the rifle, and Liam’s chest exploded and his body slumped to the floor in a bloody heap as glass shattered around his lifeless body.

      The security detail looked confused and frightened, suddenly out of place, their pistols drawn but with an uncertain target.

      “Don’t just stand there,” the mayor said, lowering the rifle. “Get these bodies out of here.” He turned to Bob just as he was slowly recoiling into the hallway. “Where the hell do you think you’re going? Give my men a hand.”

      The mayor’s detail assembled in different positions in the room as though they had “disposed of” a few bodies before. Bob reluctantly walked to the wall below where Beatrice stood and helped one of the guards place Jeffery’s corpse on a tablecloth ripped from the dining room table.

      Curtis looked sickly pale, and even Theo went still. These were the beasts who had taken his young mother’s life. Mary stood near the mayor, her hands slowly dropping to her side. She had just seen a man kill his three brothers over nothing. She had never seen anything so evil or known that such evil even existed. The mayor, however, was showing no signs of slowing down.

      “Tell me now, Mary. Where can I find the documents? Where did Phil hide them?”

      “I don’t know…” she said in a soft, shaking voice.

      The mayor shook his head in disappointment and then sighed. “That’s just too bad. Now I’m going to have to go down the line until you change your mind.” He stepped forward and held the barrel to Theo’s head.

      “Wait!” Mary said.

      The mayor paused and looked up. “Yes?”

      “The gazebo…” she said, barely audible.

      “The what?” he asked.

      Mary pointed toward the backyard. “The gazebo out back. That’s where it’s hidden.”

      The mayor leaned forward, intrigued. “Really? I would have never guessed. And what, pray tell, are we talking about here?”

      Mary looked down, sounding ashamed. “Files. Photos. Written logs of the town elite, just like you said.”

      “And where’s the map?” he said in a cold, demanding voice. “Could never get that family to talk. There’s something in, or around, or under this house. A vast fortune, one beyond your wildest dreams.”

      “Yes…” Mary said. “There’s a map and a key.”

      The mayor smiled and squeezed his fists in victory. “You’re going to venture to this place, Mary. You’re the only one that can, and you’re going to tell me everything I want to know.”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks as she looked at Theo and Curtis, and Julie’s image entered her mind. There was more to the Bechdel story than simple wealth. The mayor wanted power. He wanted a legacy. He wanted immortality. And even with the threat against her life and that of Curtis and Theo, she knew she couldn’t go along with it, no matter what happened.

      “I can’t help you,” she said.

      The mayor stopped and leaned closer to her. “Excuse me? Come again?”

      “I heard her just fine from up here,” Beatrice said. “She’s refusing to help you. I think you know what to do.”

      More lightning flashed outside as the lights flickered above them. Doors creaked from afar and Mary could see that the chandeliers were gradually coming alive, swinging back and forth.

      Mary wrestled with her options and the consequences, then rose from her seat feeling more empowered than ever before. “I will never help you. I’m here to help Julie Bechdel. To find peace for her, and in the process, justice for her death.”

      The mayor glanced from Theo to Curtis with amusement while caressing the trigger of his gun. “Well. If that’s how it’s going to be, I have no choice but to provide you some incentive.”

      Suddenly, all the lights went out in unison as thunder and lightning boomed and flashed all around the house, illuminating the ballroom in intermittent spurts. The chandeliers rocked from their mountings and chains. Doors slammed shut, booming closed on both floors in startling synchronicity. The very ground they stood on trembled.

      The mayor’s six-man security team looked ready to bolt as they inched toward the foyer in the darkness. Bob Deckers backed against the wall, cowering behind the nearest sofa. Beatrice Thaxton gripped the guardrail, paralyzed with fear. The mayor lowered his rifle and scanned the room, frantic, as lamps and tables fell over and furniture shifted, scraping against the floor.

      Theo lay on the ground, pulling at his ropes with growing panic. There was no doubt in Mary’s mind that the spirits had returned in full force, with a chaotic entrance she knew only too well. And it was at that moment that she knew what she had to do.

      She stepped forward, approaching the mayor with a steely and determined focus. As the lightning flashed around the mansion in deafening blasts, the mayor took several steps back from Mary, holding his rifle close and searching for his security team.

      “Mayor Taylor,” she began. “Your time has come. You are hereby charged with conspiracy for murder in the deaths of George and Anabelle Bechdel and their children Travis, John, Alex, and Julie, and Victor and Holly Drake and their daughter, Katelyn. You are also charged with the deaths of Harrison Grant, the Bechdel’s doorman, Allison Comey, their executive chef, servers Ryan Lutz and Nicholas Freely, and cleaning staff Meghan Bowe and Rose Attwood.”

      “What is this? What are you doing?” he said, aiming his rifle at her. “You better stop this, or so help me God, I’ll shoot you where you stand.”

      Mary maintained her steady pace, backing the mayor into a corner. His staff was thrown to the ground by an unseen force upon entering the foyer, pinned down against their will. One of the largest men attempted to break free and run down the nearby hall, only to be thrown high into the air and crash down onto a table, breaking his neck instantly.

      “I can’t control them,” Mary said, raising her voice over the booming thunder and bursts of lightning descending upon the mansion. “I don’t even know what they want, but I sure as hell have an idea.”

      “Frederick, what are you waiting for? Shoot her!” Beatrice yelled from upstairs as she ducked down behind the railing. “End this now!”

      Suddenly, a window blasted open in the room next to her, followed by an overwhelming gust of wind that sent a screaming Beatrice over the railing head first and onto the hard floor below. Her skull split open and her body smacked the floor like a bag of bricks, silencing her screams instantly.

      “Oh my God!” Bob said, gripping a sofa chair. “We’ve got to get the hell out of here.” He ran to the nearest window and tried to open it, desperately pulling on it to no avail.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going, Bob?” Mayor Taylor shouted.

      Bob turned around, grabbed a stone Mozart bust, and threw it at the window with all his strength. The bust shattered the glass and sent a typhoon of wind and rain into the ballroom, further adding to the chaos. Mary ducked as the mayor steadied his aim directly at Bob. “You’re a part of this too, damn it.”

      Bob stuck his arm through the shattered glass, slicing his lower bicep, and fell back screaming in agony as blood gushed from his arm. Theo’s chair suddenly levitated ten feet above the ground and then came crashing down, splintering in a dozen pieces. He crawled away from the wreckage, finally free, and then tried to steady Curtis’s chair while untying him.

      With growing panic, the mayor fired several shots indiscriminately into the air. Mary fell to the ground and rolled to the side. Bob rose, clutching his arm, and then ran at Curtis, terrified, just as Theo pulled the ropes loose.

      “Help me, please!” Bob shouted.

      Curtis raised his foot and kicked Bob’s face, sending him backward, up and through the air. Mayor Taylor fired another shot, blasting through the chain of a chandelier directly above Bob. It dropped down like a missile and crashed down on Bob, glass spears and shards shredding his flesh with brutal ferocity. Curtis then fell back in his chair, hitting the ground as Theo jumped over him, shielding him from the mayor’s random rifle blasts, furniture stuffing raining down on them from above.

      Not finished with the mayor, Mary put both hands on the floor and pushed herself up as he backed into a wall with the rifle shaking in his hands. Several more names entered her mind along with a vivid vision of the past that froze her in her tracks:

      

      Bob Deckers reentered her mind. He was wearing a suit and tie and sitting in an elegant office with dark wooden walls filled with plaques and framed pictures of the Taylor family. Mayor Taylor paced around the office near a large mahogany desk with an American flag on a pole standing in the back.

      “It’s about that time, Bob. I need you to locate this couple and get them into the Bechdel property,” Mayor Taylor was telling him.

      Bob nodded. “I’ve been compiling a list, but it’s getting to be a harder sell. Especially with the Internet out there.”

      “Never mind that,” the mayor said. “These two. These are the ones. We’ll finally be able to get inside and get to the fortune. Who would have thought that this is what it takes?”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?” Bob asked.

      The mayor slammed his fist on the table, irate at the question. “You want to make a joke about this? I’m not in the mood. Did you know that Pastor Phil tested me once? And one time was all it took. We got his children out of town and left him a widower, but I just couldn’t bring myself to quite finish the job. He’s on thin ice, though.”

      “Why not just let him leave?” Bob asked.

      The mayor leaned forward, stunned at the question. “You know as well as I do that no one who knows anything about what’s going on here is ever allowed to leave.” He grabbed the half-smoked nearby cigar, jammed it into an ashtray, and re-lit it, puffing away. “I’ve been waiting forty years for this moment, Bob. Don’t deny me. Some have said that hidden somewhere on that property is the key to immortality. A spiritual void between life and death.”

      Bob shook his head. “That’s all fine and well. As long as I get that loan you promised, I’ll make things happen.”

      The mayor smiled and took another puff. “Consider it done. Just don’t gamble it away again.”

      “That’s slander, Mr. Mayor. I’ve been clean a long time. I’m currently in touch with a Realtor in Chicago. He knows the husband, Curtis. But he warned me that it wasn’t going to be that easy getting them here. They have a life in Chicago, careers and the like.”

      “Well, there you go,” Taylor said with his arms out. “We’ll just have to do what’s in our power to convince them otherwise.”

      Bob leaned back with a reserved smile. “I’d sure hate to see what you have in store for them.”

      “They’ll come around,” he said, stubbing the rest of his cigar out. “I guarantee it.”

      

      Mary snapped out of her trance to see the mayor rushing toward her. He then smacked the rifle’s buttstock against her head, sending her to the floor as lightning flashed around them. The mayor stood over her, aiming his rifle ahead at Theo and Curtis, keeping them at bay.

      “Don’t fucking move! I only want what’s mine.”

      He then brought the barrel down, sweat dripping from his face, and held it to her temple. “I never wanted it to come to this, Mary. All I want to know is what’s buried beneath this house. I had high hopes for you, and you let me down. Well, if I’m going to die tonight, I’m taking you with me!”

      Mary sat up, flinching in terror. She gasped and took a deep breath. The air began to swirl around her. She thrust her head back and began to scream: “Julie! Julie!” at the top of her lungs.

      The house rumbled again, the gradual tremors of an earthquake building. “Julie, where are you?”

      Suddenly, the rifle flew from Mayor Taylor’s hands and smacked against the wall. He studied his empty hands as his gray hair flipped wildly in the wind. Mary rose with resolve, staring at the mayor, fury in every cell and muscle of her body. Frightened, he backed away, searching for a way to escape.

      “I’m not done with you yet, Taylor,” she said. “I wondered what the spirits meant when they said to ‘bring you to justice.’ Now I see that all they needed was someone to bring you to them and formally charge you for decades of crimes against innocent human beings. Alisha Evans, wife of Pastor Phil. Pastor Phil. Deputy Ramirez. And Theo’s mother and uncle, Elizabeth and Ben Stone—their friends Scott Pinkerton and Adam Wesley.”

      “I didn’t kill them!” the mayor shouted. “I didn’t kill any of them.”

      Mary continued, unabated. “You didn’t pull the trigger, but you were responsible for their deaths nonetheless. Their spirits are here, and they’ve come for you, Mr. Mayor. There is no hidden treasure. No immortality, only justice.”

      A fireball burst of light suddenly exploded in their midst, blinding everyone in the room. Mary closed her eyes as her body trembled with static. Several bursts of light continued exploding at intervals, pulsing through the air. Furniture flew across the room, and a blinding light exploded and traveled across the floor, searing and burning everything in its path, racing from the wall, and one-by-one targeting Mayor Taylor, burning through him, his petrified security detail, and the bodies of his brothers, Beatrice Thaxton, and Bob Deckers, reducing them to ash.

      After several blinding minutes of deafening static, Mary opened her eyes to silence. There was nothing left of the mayor or anyone else who had intruded on her home. Curtis and Theo remained unharmed but dazed by the brief but explosive phenomenon that had swept through the house with a vengeance.

      The room went dark as the storm began to die down, providing a moment of relief and relative peace. Mary walked over to where Theo and Curtis lay on the floor and crouched down beside them.

      “It’s over,” she said, touching Curtis’s leg. “It’s over.”

      “What the hell just happened?” Curtis asked.

      Theo stood, feeling around the room. “I think we should get out of here.”

      Before he could take another step, a bright light beamed at the staircase, instantly beckoning Mary. She turned and walked toward it, in a trance, and Theo and Curtis called out to her. Suddenly, Theo placed a hand on Curtis’s shoulder, holding him back.

      “She’s okay. Let her do this,” he said.

      The light formed an image of a young girl, floating above the ground in her nightgown. Tears streamed from Mary’s face as she took the first few steps, approaching the transparent being before her.

      “Julie…” she said. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m leaving,” Julie said. “I don’t know why, but I know I may never see you again. Thank you, Mary. I’ve been waiting for decades for this moment, ever since I first met you as a child.”

      “Did I do what you needed me to?” Mary asked.

      “Yes,” Julie said. “That and more. I would never let anything happen to your child. You’re going to be okay. So will your daughter. This home is yours now. We are at peace, and so is this town. Thank you.”

      “But I didn’t do anything,” Mary said. “Nothing changes. You’re still dead. How is that justice?”

      “You did everything,” Julie said, her image fading. “And perhaps we’ll meet again on the other side. Until then, enjoy your life. Do good for yourself and others. Raise your daughter and be happy.”

      Mary sobbed as Julie’s image faded from sight. “Julie?” Mary asked. “Where are you?”

      There was no response, and the room went dark again. Theo and Curtis stood in place, surveying the damage all around them. No one was sure what had transpired, but the danger, it seemed, had been eliminated.

      “Mary,” Curtis called out, approaching her. She turned and ran into his arms, and they shared a loving embrace.

      “I’m so sorry, Curtis,” she said as he stroked her back. “We need to get you to the hospital.”

      “We need to leave,” Curtis said, “leave this house and never come back.”

      “No. This is our house. We’re not going anywhere.” The thunder outside faded as the rain slowly died down. Theo turned and left the house without saying a word. They never spoke to him again.

      “Why on earth would we stay here after what has happened?” Curtis asked, holding Mary close.

      “Because I have a map and a key,” Mary said. “And we’re going to get the truth about this house and this entire town out there. It’s the least we can do for the victims.”

      Sirens blared in the distance. The police were on their way. What would Chief Riley think about it all? Would he even begin to believe it? He had to. The evidence was there. No reputation would be left unscathed. Redwood needed to answer for its past.

      Curtis and Mary held each other for what seemed like hours, happy with the thought of returning to their normal lives, lives with true hope for their future and the prospect of bringing another life into a world where darkness was vanquished, a world of justice and peace.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story!

      Writing has always been a passion of mine and it’s incredibly gratifying and rewarding whenever you give me an opportunity to let you escape from your everyday surroundings and entertain the world that is your imagination.

      As an indie author, Amazon reviews can have a huge impact on my livelihood. So if you enjoyed the story please leave a review letting me and the rest of the digital world know. And if there was anything you found troubling, please email me. Your feedback helps improve my work, and allows me to continue writing stories that will promise to thrill and excite in the future. But be sure to exclude any spoilers.

      I would love if you could take a second to leave a review: Click here to leave a review on Amazon!

      Again, thank you so much for letting me into your world. I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it!
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