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Prologue

On a windy night in October, long after the last patrons of the Cinema Royale had shuffled out of its front doors for the last time, something happened to Emily Page which would change the trajectory of her existence forever. 

Maggie Davenport, owner and manager of the Cinema Royale, had taken off as soon as the end credits to The Big Sleep rolled. Freddie, her son and the Royale’s line manager, followed like a babe, closely and obediently, leaving Emily and the only other working employee—Nathan Wyatt—to clean up and close the theater. 

This wasn’t a particularly odd thing to happen, that the care of the entire theater should be left to two employees. There was no love left for this place, no love for the old girl, as Bogart might have said. This much Emily had been sure of for a while. The theater had been going downhill for as long as she had been in its employ, manning the ticket booth and lending a hand to clean up when the once-grand doors closed for the night. Someone was always off sick or had to babysit, and the theater didn’t have much in the way of employees to begin with. There hadn’t been a full crew in over twenty years.

It didn’t help that moviegoers on this side of town were, at the best of times, as messy as over privileged children with way too many toys. At the worst of times, Emily had found things in the space between rows she wouldn’t touch with a dead man’s hand. Tonight, however, the theater was spotless. Everyone, it seemed, had taken a moment and gone slightly out of their way after the movie ended to throw their garbage in the trash, like mourners at a funeral dropping flowers on top of a casket. 

“Lost something in there?” Nate asked. 

“Look at this, Nate,” she said, tilting the waste basket toward him. 

“Isn’t that where trash usually goes?” 

“In a normal movie theater, sure, but it’s like the people who come here don’t know how to be tidy.” 

“Not tonight,” he said, scratching his chin in agreement. “Maybe they’re paying respects?” 

“Maybe if people did that more often we wouldn’t be closing tomorrow.” 

“Easy night, then. Guess this means you’re free?” 

Emily sighed and said “Nate…” 

“I know,” he said, his arms going up in a gesture of surrender, “Can’t blame a guy for trying… again.” 

“I’m sorry, okay?” 

“Don’t be. I know what you’re going through. I just thought you may have wanted some company.” 

She came up to him, placed her hand on his shoulder, and smiled. He was easy on the eyes, tall, and liked to wear blazers over his t-shirts. A little on the skinny side he might have been, but he was also full of personality and he had his head screwed on straight. In other words, Nate was exactly the kind of guy her mom had always wanted her to meet; a nice boy with ambition and a good head on his shoulders. Maybe if she had met him two years ago, her parents would think better of her taste in men. But she hadn’t met him. Instead she had met Jason, and had made one of the worst mistakes of her life. 

“Tell you what,” he said, and he handed her a ring of keys, isolating one key in particular. “This one’s the key to the projection room.” 

“Okay?” 

“Take it. It’s yours.” 

“Get out of town,” she said, eyes wide. “You’re not seriously going to let me go up there.” 

“Why not? Tonight was our last screening anyway.” 

Emily carefully plucked the key ring out of Nate’s hand and stared at the one marked ‘Projection Rm’ like it was some kind of alien artifact. The manager had put out strict instructions barring any and all staff from entering the Projection Room—anyone except for Nate. The film-maker she wasn’t had always wanted to lay eyes on the projector upstairs. Nate had told her it was an old 35 millimeter player, a rare beauty, but no matter how hard she tried, Nate had always been a stickler for the rules. 

She narrowed her eyes, pursed her lips, and said “Wait a second… is this some kind of ploy? Are you bribing me?” 

“What?” he said, “Me? No. I swear. I mean, I would never—”

“Relax! It was a joke.” She couldn’t help but smile at the way his face flushed bright red, or at his sudden nervous scramble for words. 

“A bad joke.” 

“Whatever. Anyway, I shouldn’t go in there,” she said, but her feet were already carrying her up the long line of stairs leading out of the auditorium. “What if I break something?” 

Nate kept the pace with her and shrugged. “I don’t think anyone’s going to care. Do you think whoever buys this place will keep any of that machinery?” 

“You’re probably right,” she said when they got to the top of the stairs, “But just in case, I’d like it if you came with me.” 

“Me?” he asked, “I’m giving you a free pass to dig into that room so you can fondle all the old film reels we keep instore and you want supervision?” 

“Not supervision… company.” 

Nate checked his watch. “I don’t—”

“Before you act like you don’t have the time,” she said, interrupting him, “Allow me take you back to the moment when you asked me out. Unless you’ve made plans with someone telepathically in the last couple of minutes, you don’t have anywhere to be right now.” 

A grin spread across his face. “Yeah,” he said, “You got me.” 

Emily matched his expression, but her stomach went cold with regret. “If you would rather leave, I’ll understand,” she said, backpedaling out of the commitment she had wrangled him into.

“No, it’s okay. I’ll stay. You’re right, I don’t have anywhere I need to be, so…”

“So it’s off to the projection room we go!” 

Emily turned, pushed past the creaky double doors, and started up the half-spiral stairs with the wobbly handrail. 

Along a patchy, burgundy colored wall, old movie posters hung in veneration of the great classics and cult flicks the Royale often played. This wasn’t a place for superheroes or girls in love with vampires. The Royale had hosted many film festivals in its time; horror, noir, sci-fi. Some old spaghetti westerns had made it onto its giant screen, too. But novelties wear off after a while, and as the Royale stubbornly, and with righteous zeal, clung to the fading glory of old film, with time it started to look like the Royale would become a martyr for its cause.

The floor beneath Emily’s foot creaked as the last step gave way to wooden floorboards. She stood before the red door labelled ‘Projector’, staring at it as if it were a portal to a different world. Then she glanced a look at Nate, almost as if seeking permission. Nate nodded. She unlocked the door and stepped inside with a held breath, her skin alight with excitement. 

This wasn’t a large room, nor was it a very well ventilated room judging by the wall of heat she seemed to have penetrated, but it was full of cozy charm and smelled of old cinema. Hollywood, baby; this is where the magic happens, ch’yeah. 

“So this is where you work,” she said to Nate, who had walked in behind her.

“Yep. This is where the magic happens.” 

Emily, stunned for a moment at their random telepathic moment, shook the weirdness off and cocked an eyebrow at him. “Really?” 

“Sorry, that was lame.” 

“Little bit,” she said, omitting what she had thought only seconds before.

“This, uh, this is the projector,” Nate said, wading through the awkwardness. “Pretty cool, huh?” 

“I’ve never seen one up close,” she said, eyeing the mammoth machine which seemed to fill the room. 

This beast of metal squares and circles looked like some kind of mechanical monster. At one point the black paint job would have been pristine and shiny, but time leaves its mark on everything. The knobs and buttons were faded, some metallic parts were brown with rust, and its cable connectors looked like they had seen better days. This was the wild cat of projectors; a feral animal that cared for nothing and no one except for its own survival. 

Emily let her fingers lightly brush the metal casing. The projector had to be at least thirty years old, maybe older. It was like touching something out of time. How many people had cared for this machine, how many movie reels had it eaten, and how many more would it eat after tonight? 

None, probably.

“I can’t believe you get to play with this thing every night,” she said. 

“It’s alright. Maintaining it is tough, though.” 

“I bet,” she said, separating from the projector and exhaling her excitement. “You wanna show me the closet with all the old movies?”

“Sure, it’s right here.” 

Nate crossed the tiny projection room and stuck one of the keys from his key ring into the lock on a door so heavily covered in posters of old movies you would have thought it was a wall. He pulled the door open, tugged on a string overhead, and a single bulb buzzed to life, its dim orange light revealing shelves and boxes filled with round metal cases.  

The skin on Emily’s arms tensed as she entered the room. It was cold in here, too cold considering how warm it had been in the other room. The metal film cases were almost icy to the touch. Each had a label stuck to the front, and they were arranged according to genre. The first rack she rifled through was Noir. Tomorrow is Another Day, 1951, Odds against Tomorrow, 1959, and The Maltese Falcon, 1941, were among the film reels in the dust-covered rack.

“It’s amazing that we have these,” Emily said.

“Yeah. The cinema’s owner changes hands but the movies those owners buy… don’t. They belong to the Royale, so they stay here.” 

“Holy shit, we have the original Haunting? Why have we never played this?”

Nate shrugged. “I’ve never been asked to play it, I guess. Maggie has the movie list so she knows it’s there, but you know she isn’t a big horror fan.”

“So what? People like horror, especially old horror. That’s the kind of movie I would have made.”

Emily turned around again to squat next to some of the other boxes on the floor. She grabbed a box marked Sci-Fi, but when she tugged on it the box got stuck against a catch in the floor. The catch, Emily saw, was connected to the frame of a trapdoor, and was fastened shut with a padlock. 

“Where does that trapdoor go?” Emily asked.

“That?” Nate said. “I’m… not sure.” He checked the ring of keys for a potentially matching label, but couldn’t find one. 

“Let me try,” Emily said, and she picked a key out at random and tried it. Nothing. She tried again with a different key, and nothing. The keys on the ring were all too big—except one. When Emily tried that one, the lock gave way. She handed the keys and the lock back to Nate, opened the trapdoor, and looked inside. There were boxes in there, and more film reel cases, too. When she pulled on one of the closed boxes and brought it into the light, the label across the top read ‘Unsorted’. Someone had also drawn strange symbols into the underside of the trap door, but Emily hadn’t noticed those.

“Holy shit,” she said. “How is it that you have a whole mess of boxes in here that you haven’t gone through?”

“I don’t come here unless I have to. I’ve never really had a good feeling about this place, you know?” 

“For real? That’s your excuse? It’s pretty lame.” 

“Whatever, you don’t have to believe me. I don’t feel comfortable in here most of the time, is all I’m saying.” 

She dipped her hand into the box, grabbed one of the film reels, and shuddered as if she had been dipped in cold water.

“Emily?” Nate said. “You okay?” 

“Jesus,” she said, “Sorry, this one’s just ice cold. Feel.” She stood bolt-upright with a film case in her hand and offered it to Nate.

Nate took it. Nodded. “Yeah, I don’t know what’s on any of them. None of these have labels.”

Emily stood with the film reel in her hand.

“Hey, where are you going with that?” Nate asked.

“I’m going to play it.” 

“What? No way.” 

“Why not?” she asked as she set the film reel down on the table closest to the projector. She was struggling with the lid, trying to pry it open with her fingers. God that thing was cold.

“We shouldn’t… it doesn’t feel right,” Nate said, closing the trapdoor and fastening the lock. Neither of them had noticed the odd markings on the underside.

“Look, no one’s here,” Emily said, “The cinema is going bust, and we’re going to lose all this cool stuff. Why don’t we put the movie on, see what it is, and just… give the old girl another run before the person who buys this place puts her down?” 

Nate considered it, his eyes moving from Emily, to the projector, then back to Emily. “If we get caught, we’re in some serious shit.” 

He hadn’t said no. “Help me get this open, will you?” she asked, smiling brightly.

The lid came off easily enough with Nate’s help, and inside the case sat a pristine metal film reel untouched by dust and untarnished by the passage of time. It was like a relic retrieved from the sealed tomb of some old king. 

Emily removed the film and, without touching the dangling negative strip, brought the reel to the projector. In a few moments, Nate had installed the reel and fed the negative into the conveyor with a kind of art she was only too eager to watch. One could study film all one wanted, but pictures and descriptions could never excite the soul as much as the real thing did. 

“That’s it,” Nate said. “Good to go.” 

Emily’s skin tingled with anticipation. She shuddered again and took a deep breath. 

“You okay?” Nate asked. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said, though she didn’t believe it. Her stomach felt unsettled, her senses were unusually alert, and her hackles were up. The feeling which had, earlier, been excitement, was now inexplicably sailing into different, darker territory. “We can watch from up here, right?”

Nate pointed at a pair of tinted windows on either side of the projector. She approached one of them, noticed the cobweb and spider on the top right corner of the window, and peered out of it. Below, the theater was quiet and dark, empty, and serene. From here she could control the lights, so she dimmed them as Nate fired the old machine up. It made a whirring sound, followed by a rattling sound, and then the projector seemed to cough before settling into a steady rhythm of motion and sound. 

In the auditorium below the screen was lit up and glowing, clearly receiving light from the projector, but nothing was happening. 

Nate came up beside Emily and squeezed in. “Give it a moment,” he said, “Most of these old movies have a couple of seconds of blank tape.” 

But the blank tape seemed to go on for a minute, two minutes, and after a while Emily started to wonder whether there was anything on the reel at all… when something moved. It was a subtle shift of light, but enough to lend some illumination to the picture. It soon became clear what they were watching wasn’t nothing, but something. Whoever was holding the camera was filming in near total darkness, and almost complete silence. 

Almost.

They heard footfalls, soft and echoed, as if from inside a cave. The slow, steady drip drop of water accompanied them. Soon, the camera operator’s breathing became ragged. It seemed as though he was walking uphill, in the dark, toward a glimmering point of light somewhere in the distance. Speaking as the filmmaker she wasn’t, Emily thought it was a simple shot as far as shots go. But the tension was so thick it was causing her heart to pump harder and faster in her chest with every footstep, every exhalation, and every drip drop.

There was a steadily growing sense of immediacy to the scene. The person behind the camera needed to get to the point of light, but why? Was he being chased? Did the light represent freedom, or salvation? Was the filmmaker trying to show the confusion and terror felt by a person who was recently deceased, heading for the light at the end of the tunnel as darkness pressed around him? Perhaps more importantly, would he make it before the darkness consumed him?

The moments stretched by, and Emily couldn’t hear the footfalls over the sound of her own beating heart. The point of light seemed to widen until it became roughly the size of a soccer ball and illuminated the cavernous wall around it. The man picked up the pace, dashing now at full speed toward the opening, toward salvation, toward heaven. 

The light from the screen had become bright enough to illuminate the auditorium in a soft, pulsing, silver glow which covered everything it touched. It took the already faded red of the seats and sucked the color out of them, making them look gray and old. But this wasn’t what had Emily’s eyes, and heart, in its grasp. 

Someone was singing. Emily was sure the sound wasn’t coming from the speakers, but from someone standing nearby.

As if she had felt a wasp land on her shoulder, Emily spun around only to find that the room was empty. Nate hadn’t noticed. The soft melody was there, an almost imperceptible sound with a cricket-like quality. Whenever she looked toward where she thought the song was coming from, it sounded as if it was coming from somewhere else. But it was there. 

She turned her attention back to the screen, having felt a sudden urge to find out what was happening. The cameraman had arrived at the source of the shimmering, shifting, circle of light, panting and out of breath. It sounded like he was breathing through something, a tube, maybe, or a mask. He put out his hand, careful yet with conviction, and winced when his fingers touched the opening as though burned. A low, rumbling growl escaped his throat, a pained sound like that of an angry lion. He tried again, this time sticking his entire fist through the opening in a powerful thrust.

He screamed as searing pain coursed through him, but the sound leveled out after a moment or so. The tear in the wall through which the light shone seemed to have stretched enough for him to fit his whole body through, and yet he couldn’t cross it. It was as if an invisible barrier were preventing him, keeping him from heaven. The man’s growl became a roar, and then the screen started to quake. This drew Emily’s attention in an instant, and she noticed the light wasn’t white anymore, but a darkening shade of red. 

“Holy shit,” Nate said, uttering the first words since the strange movie started rolling. “What the hell is this?” 

“I… don’t know…” Emily said. “Turn it off.” 

“Off? Why?” 

“Just do it, okay? Please. I don’t like it.” 

Nate pressed his lips together, turned toward the projector, and began shutting it down. The movie stopped playing, the reels stopped spinning, and after a moment or so, the whirring died down until it was gone. Emily was starting to feel as if a weight had been lifted off her shoulders, and she was thankful for it. She couldn’t explain what had come over her just then, and didn’t think she would be able to explain it to Nate if he asked. But the movie needed to stop. This much she knew. 

“You alright?” he asked, for the third and last time tonight.

“Yeah,” she said, “I’m fine. The movie just gave me a headache—probably all that shaking.” 

“It was pretty intense.” 

Emily replied with a disinterested “Yeah”, and turned toward the window again. The auditorium below was dark as pitch now without the glow of the silver screen; darkness as impenetrable and total as a cave below the surface where no light can reach. Her hand moved unconsciously toward the light controls and trembled over the dials. This hesitation was irrational and illogical, but her nerves were shot after what she had seen and heard.

With a quick hitch of breath, she yanked the dials up and the auditorium flooded with light. One of them shorted out with a loud fizzle and pop. 

“Shit, sorry,” she said.

Nate shrugged. “Place isn’t ours anymore, remember?” 

“I guess so,” Emily said, breathing herself into a calmed state. “I have to take out the trash.”

“I can do it if you want,” Nate said.

“No, it’s okay. You’re sweet for asking, but you can finish up here and I’ll meet you at the front.” 

He nodded and went back to the machine. Emily, meanwhile, turned on the spot and headed down the stone stairs with the wobbly handrail. Her skin bristled walking through the doors to the auditorium, as if she had gone through a spider’s web—or someone had walked over her grave. Emily padded along the descending stairway, walking into the pit of the auditorium, and grabbed the rim of the waste basket when it was within reach. The basket was about as tall as her hip and made of thick plastic, but it wasn’t heavy when it was empty. She started up the stairs again, careful not to bang it on each step as she went, intending to empty the trash bag inside once she got upstairs.

That’s when the lights went out.

She would have dropped the trash if her hand had chosen to release its grip instead of clench tightly. Her heart jumped into her throat and began to thump so hard she could feel it in the back of her neck. She stood in the pressing darkness and sensed its malice. The air was so thick it almost refused to travel into her lungs despite the great heaves she was attempting to take. 

“N-Nate?” she said, finally getting the word out. “Was that you?” The auditorium took her words and ate them, returning no echo to her waiting ears. “Nate, if that’s you, this isn’t funny.” 

She thought, in a moment of denial, that Nate was maybe trying to be funny. If this was true, she was going to put him in the waste basket tonight. But Nate didn’t reply, and as the seconds went on, she started to believe something was terribly wrong.

A light, bright and pulsing, flickered to life and when Emily turned to look at it, she noticed the screen had suddenly turned on. Her heart started to pound, and then she heard it. The growl. It came from all around, like she was trapped in an animal enclosure and was surrounded by them. Emily realized in an instant the sound had been amplified by the surround system in the auditorium and its vaulted ceiling. The growl made her stomach turn and sent her skin alight with fear. It was as if a thousand ants were marching along her arms and neck, down her spine, her chest, over her belly and back. No. Not ants, but spiders; thousands of tiny spiders, each with pointy little fangs, biting her skin as they walked over it.  

Her entire body shook, and her hand now involuntarily released the trash. The clunky plastic thing tumbled loudly down the stairs and rolled all the way to the foot of the big screen, which was now starting to brighten. Emily looked up expecting to see the same dark movie that had played before, but something entirely different was happening now. Someone was walking down the same stairs she had only moments ago walked. 

When she saw the original posters from the movies Poltergeist, A Nightmare on Elm Street, and IT, she knew this was the same wall. It couldn’t have been anywhere else. But she was seeing it on the big screen, watching the person—whoever it was—descend through the lens of a movie. And she had seen this movie before, countless times, and countless times she had thought if I were her, I wouldn’t have gone into the auditorium. Only now she was that girl… wasn’t she? 

Wasn’t she? 

Emily sucked in a breath of air and rushed at the door to the lobby, knowing full well that if she stayed down there she would have a hard time getting back out. The fire exit door didn’t work as well as it used to, and she wasn’t sure she would be able to push it open without injuring herself, so the door at the top of the stairs was her only way out. 

Around her, the sound of the man’s heavy, almost mechanical breathing became louder and louder, and as the seconds passed, it became faster too. As she looked up, she could see through the tiny square windows on the door leading out, light on the other side—the lobby—and seeing the light invigorated her to push toward freedom. But a shape broke the light, and Emily froze. 

She backed up a step, then another, and felt panic leap into her throat like hot bile. When she threw her head around to look at the screen, she could see the door to the auditorium, could see the tiny square windows, and through them could see the flickering silver light of the big screen; her own silhouette standing in stark contrast against it. 

“This isn’t fucking real!” she screamed, but the only sound she heard was a muffle.

The fire exit, she thought, I have to. She ran, bounding down the steps two at a time using the center rail for support. The man on the screen had pushed the door open and could see her now, rapidly descending the steps. She could hear the sound of her own hurried breathing, delayed by a second or so, as she went pushing past row’s G, F, and E. 

None of this could be happening; none of it could be real. It couldn’t be. But when she craned her head over her shoulder to look at the top of the stairs she knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that—real or not—this nightmare could very well kill her.  This realization made her feet start to shuffle again, and then she was running. She had a decent enough head-start that the man at the top of the stairs—a man with something like a mask wrapped around his head—wouldn’t be able to catch her if she hit the fire-exit hard enough and got it to open on the first try. 

But she missed one of the steps, her feet tangled, and she lurched. Her stomach rose as her feet left the ground, and then fell as she plummeted. She struck the metal barrier with the side of her head and hit the stone floor hard with her shoulder. Lights danced before her eyes and her head throbbed from the force of the impact, but adrenaline pumping through her veins kept the pain from becoming debilitating. 

She turned to her front, put her palms flat on the floor, and pushed herself up. The only thought racing through her mind was run, run, run. The fire escape wasn’t far. If she could only reach it, if she could get up and run fast enough and get past the door, the nightmare would be over. She wanted to scream, to expel the grogginess through her throat and regain control of her body. To push her legs as hard as they could go and rush at the little glowing red sign marked ‘Exit’, but her body felt like it weighed a ton. 

Then he was on her. The figure which had a moment ago been standing at the top of the stairs grabbed her by the neck and hurled her across the floor of the theater. Emily screamed as she flew, weightless, across the room, feeling the nauseating rise and fall of her stomach. She hit the ground hard and slid across it. A second later, her head struck an elevated platform with a hard thud. Stars exploded in front of her eyes, her skull felt like it had caved in at the side, and a warm sensation began to crawl down her cheek. 

Emily groaned as her stores of adrenaline began to ebb out like blood from a wound, and the fullness of the pain coursing through her made itself known. Blackness was closing, pressing like a veil over her eyes. The man, this hulking, powerful shape in the center of the auditorium, had turned toward her and was advancing. 

A gloved black hand closed around Emily’s face. She tried to scream again, but the urge wasn’t strong enough to translate into action. Fingers of cold drilled into her face, her skull, and her heart. As darkness came and this alien cold took over, she knew, the nightmare wasn’t ending; it had only just begun. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Trapper

The intruder was hiding in the back room, and it had killed all the lights in the building. Alice Werner approached the door at the end of the hall, stepping lightly—more out of habit than as part of any kind of strategy—and breathing calm, long breaths. This wasn’t her first rodeo, but even experienced riders weren’t exempt from the pre-game jitters. 

The owners of Mack’s Pub, a couple of old-bloods who identified more with their Irish roots than the American soil they were born on, had never seen the intruder, but they knew it had taken residence in the store room like a rabid possum. Alice was the person called when the weird and otherworldly required eviction or extermination. The two most important words in this particular case were intruder and now. 

She knew two things. Number one, the thing which had been upturning kegs of beer, ripping pipes right out of the ceiling, and slamming the door to the store room at all hours, was just as much pissed off as it was unwelcome. The second thing was the intruder had only recently started making a mess of the place, so it was likely to be some poor, angry new kid on the block, or an old, nasty haunt freshly awoken from a century old sleep.

Having committed herself to a lazy day when she had woken up this morning, Alice hoped for the former.

“Is this the room?” Alice asked, in a low, almost whispered voice.

Mack and Sherry Byrne had walked Alice as far as the corridor leading to the store room, but had stopped at the mouth of the hallway and looked like statues—frozen in time, and deaf to Alice’s words. She frowned and tried again. 

“Is this it?” she asked, pointing to the door at the end of the hall and speaking a little louder. There were two other doors in the hall, one of them probably led to a kitchen, the other to an office. All of the doors were closed, though the one at the end of the hall looked pretty worse for wear. Thin, jagged lines expanded in a spider web pattern around a central point of impact, but the wood was bent outwards suggesting it had been hit from the inside. Enough force had been put into the blow to cause the wood to chip and crack in some places, and the paint to flake off and collect on the ground in front of the door. 

What the hell hit this? Alice thought.

“That’s it,” Mack said, but before he could say anything else, Sherry said “Don’t get too close.”

One of Alice’s eyebrows came up in an automatic, quizzical gesture. “Didn’t you hire me to get close?” 

The couple gave no response. Sherry looked like she was one sharp breath away from a panic attack. She was turning a rosary over in her hands so fast it looked like she was rubbing her palms, her eyes were red and puffy from tears, recent and old, and she was muttering something that could’ve been the Lord’s Prayer. 

Alice set her backpack on the ground and cracked her knuckles. Unzipping the backpack, she removed a smaller bag from within and pulled a peculiar looking old Polaroid Instant Camera out. The hairs on her arms stood on end as she carefully handled the machine, an instrument so old it had been taking pictures since before she was born.

The camera was black all over and had a matte finish. A red stripe ran across the top with the word ‘Trapper’ written in black paint. Feeling cool to the touch, it seemed to almost hum in her hand, as if singing with delight—if such a thing was even possible. Alice flicked the camera on, waited for a second, and brought it up to eye level.

“You’re going to take our picture, now?” Mack asked. 

Alice spun around and saw him through the eye of the camera. Aside from the trigger button, the camera had a slider toggle on the side. One setting read “REF,” the other read “MAT”. It was always set to REF because setting it to MAT and accidentally triggering it with a human in view wasn’t something she wanted to risk doing. Alice double checked—REF. Concentrating her will into the camera, Mack and Sherry’s forms suddenly seemed to shimmer as if seen through water, like swimming shadows in the gloomy darkness of the corridor. Then they disappeared. 

When she was looking through the eye of her camera, it was as if she had become a part of the camera itself. Her field of vision wasn’t constricted to a tiny square of light, but rather expanded so that she could see more of the world than she could with the naked eye.

“No,” Alice said, “I’m going to take its picture.” 

“Is… that how you… do it?”

Alice lowered the camera and let the smile come naturally to her face. “Do what?” 

“How you, you know, deal with these things.” 

“I don’t think a pair of good, church-going Catholics such as yourselves really want to know the answer to that question. Best leave the Necromancy to the heathens, as it says in the Bible.”  

“You know the Bible?” 

“You sound surprised.” 

Something smashed on the other side of the door. Sherry jumped and made a sound half way between a laugh and a cry before hiding behind her husband. Mack’s eyebrows met in the middle and he clenched his jaw. The sound hadn’t startled Alice, but it had set her body alight with anticipation and excitement. The drums of war had started beating.

“That thing’s been causing us nothing but trouble,” Mack said through gritted teeth. “I don’t care how you do it, just get rid of it.” 

Alice nodded. She reached for the door and let her hand rest on the knob. Icy to the touch. “Whatever happens, whatever you hear,” she said, “Don’t open this door.”

I’ve always wanted to say that, she thought, and she didn’t check for Mack’s reaction as she turned the knob and pushed on the door. It swung open, croaking loudly on its hinges like a fat toad in a swamp, and revealed the dark room beyond. A cool, stale breath which reeked of old beer, wet wood, and burnt electrics rode out to greet her, but she pressed on and swept inside. As soon as the door closed, she understood two more things about the thing taking residence in this room. 

She wasn’t welcome here. Despite it being the intruder, it had made this place its home—a place of rest, a lair. Who wants a stranger stepping into the place where you sleep? She was also beginning to understand, judging by the slowly rising electric charge in the air, that it was aware of not only her presence, but also her power… and it hated her for both of those reasons. 

“Alright,” she said into the darkness, in an almost casual way. “I know you’re in here, we both know you’re not supposed to be here, so why don’t you just pack your shit and leave?”

She heard a sound from the other side of the room, like a chair scraping across a floor. The only illumination in the room was a rectangle of light filtering in from a small window high up on one of the walls. Dusk was settling outside, and the shaft of pale, orange light was cutting a clean set of lines in an angle across the room. But she couldn’t see what chair had moved, or where it had moved to. 

“C’mon, man,” she said, “We both have stuff to do. Can’t you just get out?” No points for trying, but she figured she would attempt the easy approach first.

Silence followed, but her heart was starting to pick up the pace. Alice brought Trapper up to her eye and looked through it. She made a scan of the room, first left and then right, and settled on a corner of the room in which shadows seemed to congregate like flies on a corpse. There were boxes on the floor there, and a set of tall shelves which had been knocked over, their contents nowhere to be seen. Alice concentrated, blinked, and the shadows lightened to reveal… a shape. It was human, but it also wasn’t. The angles and dimensions were all wrong; the shoulders too hunched, and arms so long that the hands—if they were hands—almost seemed to drag across the floor. 

If she hadn’t known she was looking for a human, it could have been mistaken for a large ape.

“There you are,” she said, “Aren’t you a handsome devil?” and she moved her finger to the trigger, but the shape bolted before she could press the button, flying across the room in a blur. Alice spun around and attempted to find it again, but the thing was slippery. It smashed through what was left of a wooden table, sending an explosion of splinters in all directions like shrapnel from a grenade. Alice covered her eyes and turned away to shield herself from the spray. She took a step back and her foot came down on an inconveniently placed bottle of wine. The ground rolled underfoot and the world tilted, but she stuck a hand out and held herself against a wall. 

“Okay,” she said once she had recovered. She kicked the bottle aside. “That wasn’t cool.” Her heart was beating hard, now. Not from what she had seen through the eye of the camera, but from the thought of having almost fallen over. The floor was wet and sticky with beer, and there were pieces of broken glass and splintered wood everywhere. Forget that.

“See this?” she asked, holding the camera in front of her chest. “Do you know what this is?” 

A can of beer came hurtling out of the darkness, but Alice saw it and twirled out of its path before it could strike her. It slammed against a wall with a loud boom, and the beer came spitting out in all directions like a tiny fire hose. “I don’t think you know what exactly this camera is,” Alice said, continuing as if nothing had happened, “That’s okay, you don’t have to know what this is or does. All you need to know is that you may have given the grim reaper the slip and managed to hold on after you passed, but you won’t slip by me and this camera. I’m the one they send to clean up stragglers like you.”

She felt her chest tighten, as if someone had poked a hole in the room and all the oxygen was being sucked out. “I know,” Alice said, “I know you want me out. But this isn’t your place, and you need to leave. I can help you do that. I can help you cross.” A bottle rolled along the floor. She wasn’t sure if this was the same bottle she had almost stumbled over a moment ago or a different one, but the sound had come from somewhere nearby, which meant the thing was nearby too. Alice chose not to raise her camera.

There were two ways she could deal with this thing. She could trap it, or she could reason with it. Some spirits were less willing to talk than others, but whenever she could get one of them to leave without having to use her camera, everybody won. Other times, trapping a spirit was all she could do if she wanted to get the job done; and when you’re getting paid to do something, the end result is all that matters. But using her camera was taxing, and if she could get away without using it, she would.

“Talk to me,” she said. “Let me help you deal with whatever’s brought you here so you and I can both go home.”  

A finger of ice caressed Alice’s right shoulder and she spun, camera up, reacting on instinct. She saw, through the eye of the camera, a skinny shape shoulder-charge one of the wooden support columns in the middle of the room. The thing hit the column with such force the floor shook and dust fell from the ceiling. Knowing she only had an instant to react, Alice pulled her camera up and pressed her finger to the trigger. The camera made a clack and the room filled with harsh blue light. 

Silence fell. The pressure around Alice’s chest lifted, and she lowered her camera. It made a whirring sound, and a second later a blank Polaroid came sliding out of the slit on the front. She plucked it out, and shook it once, twice, three times. The image formed much quicker than it would have from an average, off-the-shelf camera, but this one was special. 

Inside the picture frame, a man was staring at Alice literally as if he had been caught on candid camera—eyes wide, mouth opened in an O of surprise, hands up to protect his face. He was old and frail, with wispy white hair falling down the sides of his face, sallow, gray skin, clear blue eyes, and was as naked as the day he was born. Alice didn’t know who he was, where he had come from, or why he was so angry. She would probably never know, now, but she had at least tried to reason with him.

The picture on the Polaroid suddenly started to move. The man came running toward Alice, his face twisted with fury, and eyes shining with malice. The picture shook in her hand like a fish trying to escape the fisherman’s grasp, but she gripped it more tightly. Alice didn’t jump, though her heart leapt into her throat and remained there far longer than she would have cared to admit. There were few things about her job she hadn’t adjusted to—with enough time, you could get used to anything. But the way her prisoners always tried to leap out of the frame after being captured was one of those exceptions.

Alice packed ‘Trapper’ in her backpack and safely stored the Polaroid in a small, black envelope. With the noisy spirit tucked away, there was nothing left for her to do here but cash in on a solid night of work. So she stepped lightly around the detritus in the store room and returned to the door. When she opened it, she heard Sherry’s breath hitch in her throat, and then release when it was Alice who walked through and not some invisible monster. 

Alice gave the couple a quick nod, and the owners of Mack’s Pub embraced each other and breathed sighs of relief.  

“What happens to the, uh…” Mack said, trailing off as he counted bills he had just pulled out of a safe. Six hundred, seven hundred, eight hundred…

“Hmmm?” Alice said, a little absentmindedly. 

“The thing… what happens to the thing now?” 

“Oh, him? Why? You looking for a souvenir?” 

“Not at all,” he said. Thirteen hundred, fourteen hundred… “Just curious.” 

“Now I put him away where he can’t hurt anyone else.” 

“Will he… feel pain?” 

“I wish I could tell you. There are limits to my knowledge.”

Mack grunted, and Alice sensed his discomfort. She understood it, too. These people were devout Catholics, and while Alice didn’t subscribe to any particular religion—knowing the things she knew about the world had thrown everything she believed up in the air a long time ago—she could relate. Her parents were the kind who said grace before meals, went to church on Sundays, and genuinely took steps to protect themselves against the Rapture. This man was trying incredibly hard to understand what had just happened without letting it shatter his worldview.

“Why don’t you say a prayer for him?” she said. “It might help him get to wherever he’s going.” 

He looked up at her, pressed his lips into a thin line, and nodded. A little white lie, said for the right reasons, could never hurt anyone. 

“Three thousand,” Mack said, and Alice took the money, rolled it up, and stuffed it into a pouch in her backpack. 

“Pleasure,” she said, and she shook his hand. When their hands separated, he was holding her business card. Alice Werner, Paranormal Investigator Extraordinaire. “Remember to tell your friends; I work on referrals only.” 

Alice turned around and headed for the door. She felt good, not just because she had another ‘job well done’ notch to scratch under her belt, but because the job had been clean, easy, and she had finished it without inflicting any further collateral damage—either physical or psychological—this time. The prayer thing was a nice touch, too, if she did say so herself. Mack didn’t need to know that the spirit she had just trapped wasn’t going anywhere except for her Chest of Haunts; her own private Alcatraz. 

Best leave the Necromancy to the heathens; why tarnish a pure soul, right?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The Contract

A cold, crisp night had gathered by the time Alice stepped into the street. Cars hissed along on rain soaked roads while pedestrians walked briskly with their collars and hoods turned up against the biting wind. Above, sitting on cables and ledges, were the unmistakable impressions of crows, black shapes against a sickly yellow sky. Some cawed loudly, while others simply shuddered and shook flecks of fresh rain off their feathers, indifferent to humanity as it passed beneath them.

Ashwood commanded a portion of the East Coast of the United States with a kind of viciousness that made its sister cities look like cute kittens. Like a dark cloud, a mysterious force hung over the city that mere humans couldn’t see, but the effects of which were visible everywhere. Crime was higher, pollution was higher, and homelessness was higher, but humanity can adapt—and even thrive—in just about any environment. Ashwood was no exception.

The Victoria district, where Alice lived now, was a tangle of modest duplexes and three-story apartment buildings pressed tightly enough together so as to give the impression of connection, as opposed to overcrowding. All manner of restaurants and markets jostled for position alongside one another here, saturating the air with tantalizing smells. 

It wasn’t uncommon to see women in nightgowns and slippers standing on the sidewalk at midnight, smoking cigarettes and gossiping about one person or another while their children kicked around a soccer ball. Folks in Victoria looked after each other and kept their ears close to the ground. Victoria was a great place to live, a huge change from the South Side where the hookers were cheap, the gangbangers had no shame, and the cops didn’t care to tread unless it was to start hitting people with sticks.

Things got bad sometimes on the South Side, sure. The city wasn’t for everyone. But Alice wouldn’t have wanted to live anywhere else. Countryside? No thanks. No people equals no trouble, and no trouble equals no paycheck. Alice’s particular talents required a large concentration of humans because where there were humans there were things feeding on them, and cities were like all you can eat buffets; come right in, eat your fill, and don’t worry about the mess.

Tucked between a nail salon and an all-night laundromat was the door to Alice’s quaint office. Behind the door labelled WERNER INVESTIGATIONS—the plaque rested on top of a logo which resembled a ghost from the old Pac Man arcade game—was a small, simple office out of which one person could comfortably work. On the far wall, a single window looked into the alley between buildings, lines of light filtering through to give the place a kind of film-noir feel. A bookshelf on one wall was filled with books on the occult, ranging from neo-Paganism to neo-Satanism, but the film of dust on the shelves suggested these books hadn’t been read in a while. 

An Agatha Christie novel lay spread open, face down on the desk next to a laptop.

On the floor beyond the door she found a menu for a new Chinese takeout place, a menu for an Italian takeout place, and the daily paper. Never one to want to skip out on the local news, or on good food, Alice took the papers to her desk and sat down to rifle through them. She began by reading the newspaper. If there was one truism about Ashwood, and there were enough to fill an entire horror novel, it was this: no one with an inhuman agenda ignored the local news. Why? Because if Ashwood was a buffet, the news agencies were the ones responsible for providing the menu and covering the festivities every night. Each company was owned by some Inhuman Lord or another, and each edition of their newspapers was rife with coded messages meant for invisible eyes. 

Alice had trained herself to decode these messages, and had been expecting to hear news on the fate of a particularly dangerous vampire—Neo—who had escaped court custody and remained at large. Instead what she found, and couldn’t look away from, was a story covering Doctor Isaac Moreau—curator of the Ashwood Imperial Museum—and the unveiling of a brand new Greek exhibit being held tomorrow night at the museum.

Seeing him like this, so suddenly and unexpectedly, made her heart feel like it had been squeezed. She stared at his face and, for a moment, didn’t know whether to frown, laugh, or throw the newspaper across the room. If someone had asked her why she was feeling these things, she wouldn’t have had an answer for them. Alice hadn’t seen, or spoken to, Isaac in almost—or was it over?—two years. But something about the picture was making strange, unwelcome feelings bubble up. 

A knock at the door untangled her suddenly tight emotional state. She stood, relieved to stop thinking about Isaac now and bring her mind back to center. 

“One second,” she said, and she crossed the room, wrapped her hand around an iron pipe she kept hidden behind the door, and pulled it open. 

Standing there was a man who looked like he hadn’t eaten, or slept, in days. He may have once been cute, may have looked full and happy, but it was as if something had sucked the life out of him. His eyes spoke up when his mouth couldn’t. Please, they said, and Alice let go of the iron pipe and ushered him into the office.

Nathan—or Nate—Wyatt didn’t have much to say as Alice walked around her desk and sat down. She offered to make him a cup of coffee, but he refused. He was shaking, she noticed, and his aura, something she couldn’t see with her eyes but could sense, smell, and hear, was pulsing wildly. Someone was in trouble, he was concerned, but he didn’t know if he had come to the right person. His problem wasn’t a mundane one; the dread pervading his aura said as much. Alice decided to help him get started. 

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“I need your help,” Nate said. He was turning his phone in his hands in the same way Sherry had done with her rosary at Mack’s pub.

“That’s usually why people come to me. Help with what?” 

“A friend of mine… she’s been taken.” 

“Taken? By whom?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“How long has it been?” 

“Two days,” Nate said.

“And you’ve called the cops?” 

He shook his head. “The cops can’t help.” 

“You look like you’re really sure about that.” 

“If I thought the cops would be able to help I wouldn’t be here talking to you.” 

Alice considered him, then leaned forward in her chair, resting her elbows on the desk. “Speaking as a former cop, you’d be surprised how much they actually know. But you’ve come here for a reason, so I take it you understand what I do?” 

He nodded.

“Then you know missing people cases aren’t exactly what I’m usually hired for.”

“I don’t know who else to turn to.” 

“Do you know who or what took her?” 

“I’m not sure,” he said, “I think I know, but I was knocked out.”  

“Knocked out?”

“One moment I’m shutting the projector down, after Emily left the room, and the next moment I’m out cold.” 

“So you didn’t see what took her?” 

“It was a man. I don’t really know what he looked like, but it was definitely a man, and I know what he sounded like; what his breathing sounded like.” 

“A man… how do you know it was a man?”

“Because I… I think he came out of the projector.” 

Alice cocked an eyebrow. 

“You don’t have to believe me,” Nate said.

“Sure I do. I’m just trying to get the facts.”

“My friend is gone. Something not human took her, and you’re the only person who can help. Those are the only real facts.” 

Alice nodded and leaned back in her chair again. “You sound pretty sure about that,” Alice said, “But I’m going to need to hear more. This friend of yours… she disappears, and then what happens?” 

“When I came to,” he said “I looked for her. The place had gone dark, all the power had gone out, so I went into the auditorium to look for her, called for her. Things got weird in there. I thought I could hear her, like she was far away but also present at the same time. After a couple of seconds, I stopped being able to hear her. I tried her cell, went back to the place where she’d disappeared, went to her house.

“Did you ever hear her again?” 

“No, but I thought… it’s crazy, but I thought I heard someone singing inside the auditorium.” 

“Someone singing…” 

“It’s like it was in my head, and also all around at the same time. And the static, there was like this static sound. It was everywhere, like a badly tuned TV.” 

Singing, she thought. Alice didn’t say anything, but she watched him, and listened.

“I know it probably sounds stupid,” Nate said, “But that’s what I heard.” 

Alice wasn’t sure what had happened to Emily, all she had was Nate’s story to go on, but she couldn’t deny the story was starting to sound almost familiar. Was it possible that Emily, Nate’s friend, could have been taken by a supernatural thing for some reason known only to it? Totally. People went missing in Ashwood all the time. Lately such cases seemed to be occurring more frequently, and the folks who paid attention to the minutia of such matters knew how to tell the difference between a mundane kidnapping and the other thing that happens to people who are taken in the dead of night. 

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s say I take the case; can you pay? You can’t buy food with gratitude.” 

“How… how much?” 

“Depends on the case. Bounty Hunters tend to be warmed up on who and what their targets are. Sounds to me like I’m going to have to do a lot of heavy lifting. Five thousand.”

“Bounty hunter?” Nate asked, “I was told you were a paranormal investigator.” 

Alice smiled. “Of sorts. I’ve investigated the paranormal before, looked for lost people and things, but I really found my calling hunting for bounties to collect. You were told I was a paranormal investigator because that’s how word of my services gets around.” 

“I guess.” Nate dried the palms of his hands on his jeans. 

“Out of curiosity, who told you about me?” 

“A girl called… Jinx.” 

“Yeah, I know Jinx. She’s responsible for a whole lot of my clientele, has a special talent for finding people in trouble and offering solutions. Let me guess—she found you?” 

“You’re right, she did find me.” 

“Figured as much. Anyway, do you have the cash or not?” 

“Some, but I don’t have five thousand.” 

“Then we have a problem.” 

“I was told you would help.” 

“And I will, but I need to eat and pay bills too. Just like you. And if I had a day job, I wouldn’t be able to devote all of my time and talents to the task at hand, so… five thousand.” 

Nate’s eyes darted around the room again, then settled on Alice with a look of conflict brewing like a lightning storm in them. “I need to find Emily,” he said, “She’s gone somewhere and she’s been gone for almost two days. What if she’s dead already?” 

Alice’s lips pressed into a thin line. She returned Nate’s gaze and frowned. “When someone goes missing under these circumstances, prospects don’t look great. I’m not saying this to frighten you, but you came to me because what happened to your friend wasn’t normal. I can help you, and I can help your friend, but you must have known you’d need to pay up if you wanted my services.” 

“I did,” he said, “I just didn’t expect it would be five thousand dollars. It’s more than I have.” 

She was beginning to understand that Nate wasn’t like most of her other clients. Alice was only ever hired by a very specific sort of person—the kind with a supernatural affinity, money to spare and, oftentimes, questionable morals. Nate, however, seemed like the reverse; he had morals to spare, no discernable supernatural affinities, and a questionable bank account. Taking his case was akin to charity, but then there was the feeling she had gotten moments ago, that cold sensation in the pit of her stomach. Was that guilt? Intrigue? 

Dread of something terribly familiar? 

“Tell you what,” she said, “I’ll take your case, but I still want to get paid.” 

“Yes, absolutely.” Nate said, his face brightening.

“How much did you bring with you?” 

He fished in his pocket for a small stack of hundred dollar bills and placed them on the table. She took them, counted, and nodded. “A thousand,” she said.

“It’s all I could gather.” 

Alice put the money in her pocket. “Fine, one thousand now, the rest when we’re finished. Deal?” 

“I don’t have a choice, but I’ll find the money somehow.” 

She stood, extended her hand, and waited for Nate to take it. His skin was cold and clammy, like the hand of a dead man, only this one had a pulse—and sweat. He wasn’t good at hiding his own shot-to-shit nerves. How he had gotten the courage to come and find her was impossible to know, but she commended him for it.

“So, what happens now?” Nate asked. 

“Now you give me directions to the place where you last saw Emily, and I go find her.” 

“Just like that?” 

“We can only hope.” 

Alice grabbed her backpack from off the floor, and straightened herself out. She also plucked a pad and pen from off the table and handed it to Nate. When he filled in the address for the Cinema Royale, her eyebrows went up in stark surprise.

“Get out of town,” she said, “This place?” 

“You know it?” Nate asked.

“I spent most of my teenage years skipping school to watch movie marathons at the Cinema Royale. Been meaning to go again.” 

“You won’t get a chance. Place is closed.” 

“That’s a shame. It didn’t close because of this, did it?”

“No. This happened after. Or, at least, it happened on closing night.” 

“Closing night…” Alice said, trailing of. 

“Is… that important?” Nate asked. 

“I don’t know. It could be. Do you have a key for me?” 

“Key? No, I’m meeting you there.” 

“Like hell you are,” she said, calm authority in her voice. “If what you’ve told me is even half true then that place is too dangerous for you to go back to. Besides, not to be a cliché or anything, but you’ll just get in my way and I’m used to working alone.” 

Nate’s eyebrows pressed together. “I’m not going to sit back and wait for you to finish this. Emily was—is—important to me. I’m going to be there whether you like it or not.” 

“Considering you just underpaid me, I don’t think you’re in a position to make demands.” 

“I need to be there, okay?” he said, his voice breaking. “I need to.” 

He felt responsible for Emily’s disappearance. Alice didn’t need to probe or ask, didn’t need to analyze his body language to come to this conclusion. It was instinct. Nate’s soul, his aura, was laid bare to her like all others were, allowing her to see right through him. This was one of her many talents, but it was the one she most wished she could occasionally turn off. 

“Fine,” she said, “But if you get hurt, it’s your own fault.” 

“I’ve spent hours in that place on my own since Emily disappeared. I’ll be fine.” 

Alice approached the door to the office, opened it, and gestured with a nod of her head. “I need to go do a couple of things first, but I’ll meet you at the cinema in an hour.” 

Nate disappeared into the street without saying another word. She guessed he had spoken enough, anyway. As she watched him leave, she decided he wasn’t responsible for Emily’s disappearance, nor was he complicit. One of the first rules of police work was to always suspect the person who calls it in. She wasn’t on the force anymore, but her training helped now just as much as it had then. 

Not having to worry about Nate, or worrying she was being lured into a trap, was a relief. Nate was being genuine about what he had experienced at the cinema. Unfortunately, he was also being genuine about his financial situation. She doubted she would see the rest of the payment she had asked for, but the particulars surrounding this case made it an interesting one; one she may have tackled for free if she had been the one to witness Emily’s disappearance instead of Nate.

With her backpack slung over her shoulder, Alice stepped out of her office, locked up, and headed for her apartment a couple of buildings down the road. Tonight there would be a new hunt, but before that, she had a cat to feed and a poltergeist to put away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Chest of Haunts

Alice lived in a loft a few floors up from a burger joint, which offered her apartment the perpetual aroma of cooked meat, cheese, and French fries day and night. Her stomach grumbled as she let herself in and she went to flick the lights on, but then she caught something in her periphery which turned her insides to ice. Someone was there, standing by the window overlooking the street, the silhouette of a person clearly visible against the lights of the city. 

Her back stiffened. No one had the key to her apartment, she didn’t have roommates, and God knew she didn’t have a boyfriend. The landlord? He wouldn’t have just let himself in, and even if he had, why the hell would he have been standing in the dark like a weirdo? All of these thoughts raced through her mind the instant she realized the figure was there, but then… she had just unlocked the door, hadn’t she? If someone had broken in, the door wouldn’t have been locked.

Alice took a breath, pressed her finger to the light switch, and flicked it on. The loft filled with light, and whoever was standing in front of the window disappeared in the blink of an eye. She let the breath slip out of her mouth and closed the door to her apartment, crossing the length of the room and heading for the space where she had seen the figure. The air was cool and seemed to be vibrating as she ran her arm through it. 

Immediately her gaze landed on the closet door with the padlock on it. The door was closed, padlock in place. She let her backpack slip to the floor, rummaged around inside it, and produced the envelope with the moving image of the poltergeist she had earlier trapped. Alice tapped the envelope against her forehead and approached the store room door. 

“I’m hungry,” she said to the door. “I’m hungry and I’m hallucinating. That’s what’s going on. Because there’s no way one of you got out.” 

Alice took a series of breaths. She then fished a key out of her back pocket and undid the padlock, sliding it off the hook and setting it down on the nearby kitchen counter. She felt cold fingers touch her skin as she opened the door. 

On the inside of the door there were etchings which vaguely resembled a circle made up of small, stick-like symbols surrounding three larger symbols. Inside the closet there was little else but a couple of shelves covered in old tools, a flashlight, and a record player. The only other item in here, and the only thing of note, was the big brown chest covered in etchings and markings similar to those on the closet door. With a second key from the same ring, she undid the padlock keeping the old brown chest closed and waited… then she opened it. 

The chest was empty save for a number of black envelopes and white Polaroids with their backs turned. The envelopes, which were turned the right way up, had been written on in simple silver type. Each was given a name; ‘Crooked Finger’, ‘Berkley Butcher’, ‘South-Side Demon’. Alice grabbed a pen from off the shelf inside the closet and wrote on the front of the envelope she was holding ‘Mack’s Poltergeist’. 

This was her Chest of Haunts; her very own personal Alcatraz, specially made to hold the most dangerous and psychotic ghosts and human souls around. Speaking specifically, though, the Chest wasn’t exactly hers—Alice couldn’t claim to have captured every one of these entities herself. Like ‘Trapper’, her camera, the chest had wound up on her doorstep one day, like a goodwill donation. 

There had been a single yellow post-it note in the shape of a speech-bubble slapped onto the chest. “Now it’s your turn,” the note had said. At first Alice had thought someone had made a mistake, but the timing was right. After what she had gone through only months before, that this chest had appeared at her doorstep was almost… correct.

She let the envelope fall into the chest and closed it, but felt something touch her leg before she could lock it. 

“Hey Elvira,” she said to her tabby cat, named after the legend herself. The cat meowed loudly, almost obnoxiously, brushed its tail against Alice’s calf, and then walked toward her empty bowl of food. “How’s it going, kitty?” Alice asked as she stroked her back. 

The cat settled near her bowl and started grooming herself while Alice swung around into the kitchen and grabbed a big bag of dry cat food. After filling Elvira’s bowl, she sat on a nearby stool checking emails on her phone, when her head suddenly began to pulse. It wasn’t like she had been hit over the head with a mallet, but more like her temples had been put under a vice which had been timed to squeeze and release at certain intervals.

Alice set the phone down on the counter and stood, but the world began to spin, and then her heart started to race. She staggered across the room, fell to her knees, and clutched her head and chest. For a moment she remained entirely still, physically unable to move or almost too scared to— most likely a little of both. The moment would pass, she knew it would pass eventually, but it hadn’t yet and a slight fear was beginning to pinch her throat. 

She slowly turned her head and stared at the Chest of Haunts, sitting quietly in the open closet. None of the black envelopes in the chest contained what she required except the one she had just placed inside. The soul trapped within the Polaroid was fresh, still burning with emotion, and ripe—the reddest apple on the tree, succulent and full. But it was a poltergeist, the worst kind of apple. 

The pain came again, this time harder and more intense. It was like needles were being pushed into her brain and spine. She looked at her hands and watched as her skin began to take on a blue tone; not like a pallor, but almost like a glow from the inside. As she watched, a droplet of blood from her nose fell on her forearm with a crimson splat. Closing her eyes, she manifested a portion of her own psychic energy to create a mental ward between herself and the pain. It helped, but only a little. Maybe if she fed…

Alice reached for the counter and hoisted herself up, but her grip slipped and she fell back on her ass. She groaned, turned on her belly, wiped her nose with the back of her hand, then hoisted herself up with a hard shove. She was shaky, her legs weak, but she walked over to the chest and opened it. The envelope was there, staring up at her like a piece of meat on a grill. Her urge was to eat, to satisfy the craving by devouring the soul in the picture, but she didn’t want to eat this. There was no telling what an entity so full of anger and malice could do to her psyche if she consumed it. This is why she kept them hidden, why she locked them away instead of eating them. 

With a grunt and as much willpower as she could muster, she forced the chest shut, found the padlock, and fastened it. She did the same to the closet door, slamming it shut and locking it up. The sharp pain she had felt a moment ago was now only a dull throb. She knew this part would not last, but she also knew she needed to feed—and she would need to feed soon. The poltergeist would not offer any sustenance once it had entered dormancy, a process which could take six hours or six days. 

Being hungry was better than being groggy, lazy, and possibly angry, though.

Alice turned her back to the closet door and something smashed into it from the inside. She spun around, her heart pulsing in her throat and her hands clenched into tight fists. There was another loud thumb, and this time she felt herself take a cautious step away. Her bag and Trapper were nearby, and she knew she could get to them in only a few seconds, but she doubted she would need to use the camera right now. 

A moment of inactivity passed, and Alice allowed herself a chance to breathe. “That’s right,” she said to the closet door, “You can get mad all you want, but you’re never coming out of there again. I gave you a chance and you blew it, so shut the hell up.”

Alice grabbed her backpack, zipped it shut, and headed for the front door. She glanced another look around her apartment, saw her cat licking its lips, and decided it was probably a bad idea for her to leave her cat in charge of security, but she had little choice. With any luck she would be back in a couple of hours to make sure all was well with the new prisoner on the block, and then settle in to catch up on some TV. 

But nothing would be well the next time she came home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

The Projection Room

The Cinema Royale had just reared its head from within the tangle of twisting streets, and Alice’s senses were already on high alert. Streetlights buzzed overhead, some of them jittering and flickering like they were going to go out. A group of stray dogs were rooting through trash cans lined up along an alley. At the end of the street, two men stood by the corner, their voices low, their hands obscured. They quieted as Alice passed by, and she could feel their eyes on her, examining her, leering at her, maybe even undressing her. 

She took one final bite out of the burger she had bought at the stand a few streets down and tossed the paper wrapping in the trash. The Royale stood to her right, tall and grand—or at least it had been once. The Cinema Royale had been the kind of place where all the big shots went back in the forties, fifties and sixties. This was old Hollywood. It was Hitchcock, Orson Welles and Jean Renoir. It was Lucio Fulci, Wes Craven, and John Carpenter. It was everything modern cinema wasn’t. 

Fond memories of sneaking out of school one afternoon and skipping math class to watch Freddy Krueger kill young Johnny Depp crashed over her in a wave of nostalgia. It wasn’t just the movies they showed that struck her; it was the charm of the place. Sure, the paint was chipping off in places, some of the fixtures were being held up with duct tape, and you could easily inhale more dust in a single hour than you would have cared for, but this just gave the theater some character, a kind of rough-around-the-edges quality. 

As she approached the front door, she noticed Nate wasn’t there. She waited for a moment, scanning left and then right, feeling the cold wind bite her nose and chin, then she tried the front door. It was unlocked. When she pulled the door gave way with a groan and opened to reveal pitch black darkness beyond it. 

“Nate?” she said into the dark. “You in here? Nate?”

No sounds came back, not even the echo of her own voice. She stood, waiting, staring at the darkness in the hopes it would clear, that her eyes would adjust, but they didn’t. When she’d had enough of the darkness, she pulled a mini-flashlight out of her pocket and flicked it on. The beam penetrated the dark and shone a spot of light wherever her hand was pointing. Dust motes danced like tiny fireflies, each vying for a moment in the spotlight. 

“Nate?” she said, but again no one replied. 

Alice shone the flashlight this way and that. She could see the ticket booth from here, the faded old posters on the wall, and the shop. Then she heard something—a sigh, a soft, almost melodious ‘aaaahh’. She turned to look at the street, believing the sound to have come from behind, but the street was full of its own kinds of sounds—hissing tires, barking dogs, and distant sirens. She may have heard the tail end of a song on someone’s sound system, but didn’t think it likely.

Maybe it was Nate who had made the noise. He wasn’t standing out here and the door hadn’t been forced or broken, so he may have gone inside to… well, she couldn’t think of why he would have gone in on his own, but maybe he had a reason. Alice sighed too, now. This was why she didn’t work with people. People went off and did things on their own, people left her in the dark, and she didn’t like not knowing what was going on. 

She pulled the door open in a silent arc. Light from the outside cut a rectangle across the floor, even if this didn’t do much to illuminate the lobby. Alice took a step inside, then another, and another, and before she knew it she was running her fingers over the ticket booth counter, well inside the mouth of the lobby. 

“Nate?” she said again. 

Nothing.

When he didn’t reply, she decided he definitely wasn’t in here. If he was, he would have heard her by now, wouldn’t he? Unless he was in the auditorium or… upstairs. 

As Alice spotted the half-spiral stairs coiling upward, leading to the first floor, her skin tightened over her bones. She knew her body was an antenna for the supernatural, that she could pick things up no human could, and that her body often reacted to the presence of the otherworldly by way of goosebumps. Maybe this meant there was something supernatural at work in here, but then this building was pretty old, and probably housed plenty of ghosts—both real and metaphorical.

She approached the stairs and made the climb one step at a time, keeping her back to the wall and the flashlight aimed at the ground so as to keep a close eye on where she was going. Alice continued to climb until she reached the first floor and the stone beneath her feet became wood. There was a closed red door in front of her, the color of blood against the yellow light of her flashlight. She tried the knob, but the door didn’t open. Locked. Alice looked around. There were only two places to go from here—up toward the upper balcony overseeing the auditorium, or back the way she had come. 

She had decided to go check out the stalls when the red door made a click sound. 

Alice swallowed, stared at the red door, and reached for the knob. She turned it, pushed, and the door gave way a couple of inches. The room beyond it was cold, like a meat-locker, but it also smelled vaguely of vanilla. She didn’t think this smell had come up from the snack shop, either. It had come from inside the room. It must have. Probably from an automatic air-freshener. 

This was the projection room. Alice saw the mammoth machine propped up against the wall, looking over the auditorium like a robotic sniper in a bell tower. Her flashlight sailed over the metal casing, wires, and panels. The thing created a monstrous shadow on the other side of the room—a beast of many tentacles and protrusions with an unspeakable name and a desire to eat, like something out of a Lovecraft novel.

But besides the projector, a table, and a couple of chairs, the room was threadbare. 

She tried the light switch, but the place had no power. Not a single light was illuminated in the building. She wondered, absently, why no one had fixed them, then she remembered the staff had cleared out a couple of nights ago. Nate had said as much. The Cinema Royale had officially closed its doors, so why would anyone come back to fix the lights? 

Besides, only Nate knew they were out because he had been here when they blew. 

“Emily?” she asked, closely scanning for any signs of movement. She was expecting some movement—a quick shadow, a flicker of light, a faint mist—but nothing was happening. Either the spirits weren’t interested in showing themselves, or they couldn’t. This was fine. They could stay hidden all they wanted, so long as they stayed out of her way. What she was more interested in was the sound she had heard once and not again. It had come from inside—her head—the building, of this she was sure now, but she couldn’t say what had made it. 

As Alice approached the other side of the projection room, she noticed a door embedded into the far wall. The door was well hidden, masked behind a series of posters so tightly pressed together you wouldn’t know there was a door there unless you were looking for it. But something about this door… repulsed and enticed her. It pushed her away as much as it drew her close. Or was it the other way around? 

Still, she approached. The pull to find out about this door, or about the room beyond it, was so innately powerful that it had a physical effect on her. When you knew as much about the world as Alice did, few things were exciting. But she could feel her heart beginning to race within her chest. A nervous cold had descended into her stomach and settled there, seemingly causing time itself to slow, so each of her actions felt drawn out and lethargic.

A soft whisper—another melodious sigh—touched her ears. Alice jumped, spun around with her flashlight aimed high, and her heart beating hard in her throat. Nate was standing by the door to the projection room, shielding his eyes from the beam of light with his forearm. Unless he had decided to sigh in high C, it hadn’t been he who made that sound.

“Alice?” he said, “What are you doing up here?” 

Alice crossed the room with intent, stepped up to Nate—who backed away from her—and said “Do you know what happens to idiots that sneak up on someone like me?” 

“N-no?” 

“Think next time, or I swear I’ll break something.” 

“I’m sorry, you weren’t downstairs and I found the door open.” 

She took a series of breaths to calm herself and aimed the flashlight away from Nate’s face. “It was already unlocked. Did you leave it unlocked last time you were here?” 

“I don’t know… I don’t think so.” 

“Someone unlocked it, and if it wasn’t you…” 

“You think someone broke in?” 

“I don’t think anyone’s broken in. I think it was unlocked for me.” 

“For you?” 

“How much do you know about me?” 

“I know you’re… different.” 

She considered him, thought about telling him things he probably didn’t need—or really want—to know; like how the door to the projection room had unlocked itself. But she decided to shut her mouth. “Never mind. What’s in that room over there?” 

“Room?” Nate asked, “Oh, right. That’s where we keep our movie reels and stuff.” 

“Movie reels. Is that it?” 

“I don’t get what you mean.” 

“Is there anything else about this room that I should know?” 

“Not really, except this is the room I was in when I last spoke with Emily.” He was pointing at the projection room floor when he spoke.

Alice turned slowly around, throwing the beam of her flashlight into the room. “We’re going to have to come back here.” 

“Here? Why? Emily disappeared after she went downstairs.” 

“Because there’s something about this room, about that machine. You said you thought the man who took her had come out of the projector. That doesn’t make a lot of sense, but you’re probably not entirely wrong. What I want to do, though, is try and see if I can spot Emily, and I have a feeling I’ll fare better from down there where she went before she disappeared.” 

“You’re going to try and… spot her?” 

Alice nodded. “You said you know I’m different. I think it’s time for you to see just how different I am.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

The Reflection

Alice got the feeling of walking through cobwebs as she stepped through the thick doors into the auditorium. The air in here was warm, the pressure suffocating, and the darkness total. Were it not for the flashlight in her hand casting its light upon rows of seats and the long set of slightly angled stairs at her feet, she would have thought she had just entered a closet. Hard to believe the vibe of a place could change so drastically, so quickly.

“This already doesn’t feel right,” she said, more to herself than to Nate. 

“It hasn’t felt right since she disappeared,” Nate said, his voice low, “It’s as if something in here has changed.” 

Read my mind, she thought. “Something did change,” Alice said, “I just don’t know what, yet.” 

Alice began the slow descent of the stairs which ran from the door to the auditorium all the way to the flat level in front of the screen. Nate was leading, but only by a foot or so. That she preferred to work alone was no big secret, but having him here, the sound of his voice acting as a bulwark against the crushing darkness of the place, wasn’t entirely unpleasant. 

“How can you know this stuff?” Nate asked.

“Because of what I am,” she said, answering his question after a pause.

“And what’s that?” 

“I’ll let you know if I ever find out.” 

“You don’t know?” 

“Do you?” 

“Do I what?” 

“Know what you are.” 

“I… don’t know what you mean.” 

“This girl, Jinx, she helped you find me, which means you’ve brushed shoulders with the dark before. Whether you know it or not is another story, but the fact is that you’ve been Touched by the supernatural and that means not entirely human, but more human than most. It isn’t uncommon, but I haven’t come across many like you.” 

Nate paused as he considered his reply. She couldn’t see his face, but she didn’t have to. Even in the choking darkness of the theater her uncanny perceptions were at work, plucking his emotions out of the air like a radio tuned in to KPMG Radio Nate; all Nate, all the time.

“I’m… touched,” he said. 

“That’s right, but don’t ask me to explain it any more than I have.” 

It was a word she understood, one she had heard being passed around here and there, but she didn’t like it. Touched. The word sounded dirty. A more suitable word, however, may have been violated. A man drinks the blood of a vampire and becomes an almost mindless slave. A boy walks into a haunted house on a dare and drags something old and foul out with him when he leaves. A newborn comes squalling out of the womb of his werewolf mother; a normal life for him is one of violence and tragedy.

Those were the obvious cases, but Nate’s case wasn’t an obvious one. 

“Every male in my bloodline is haunted,” Nate volunteered, “I can pre-empt what someone’s going to say, and weird stuff happens around me. It started when I was a kid. At all times of the day we would hear bumps and knocks around the house. Doors would open and close. My mom would ask me to go out and buy a jug of milk from the store, but I had already bought one on the way home, knowing she would ask. She didn’t understand what was going on, thought I was some kind of freak.” 

“That sounds like PK—psychokinesis. Telepathy, too.” 

“Call it what you want, but it has a name. I called it the Top Hat Man.” 

“Don’t make me ask the question.” 

“The Top Hat Man was the thing that had lived in my grandfather’s closet since he was a child, the same thing that had lived in my dad’s closet, the same thing that took up residence in mine. It would come out and screw shit up at any hour of the day.” 

“A hereditary ghost. Not unheard of, but—”

“Not a ghost.” 

“No? Then what was it?” 

There was a long pause, and then finally Nate said, “Maybe like a ghost, but it was more like some kind of demon that had grown used to feeding on us.” 

“You said it infested your closet… is it still there now?

“I think so. It doesn’t come out much anymore, but I think it’s still there.” 

“Huh,” Alice said. “So then we both have closet issues. Go figure.” 

“What do you have in your closet?” 

Alice smiled. “Also demons.” 

Their arrival at the foot of the stairs killed the conversation. Alice shone her light around, allowing it to climb the height of the silver screen before finally returning the beam to eye level. The darkness seen against the weak glow of the flashlight made the theater look bigger than it was by a factor of thousands, now. No longer was it claustrophobic; it was as if they had entered a different world and were standing at the center of a pit in front of a semi-circle of seats, hundreds of silent eyes watching them. 

Alice’s skin hadn’t stopped tingling since she came down here, and the feeling had only gotten worse. The last time she had been as physically reactive to a place as she was now had been a few months ago, when she’d rooted out the angry spirits of a tugboat that had burned down at the docks. They made her feel the burns they had experienced as they died, made her hear their cries for help and shrieks of pain, and she was powerless to stop them.

“Here,” Nate said, grabbing her attention. “Emily came in here to pick up the trash. I remember her saying that.” 

Alice approached the spot where Nate was standing and shone her light on the empty plastic trash can and the bag of trash nearby. “This is where it happened,” she said. “This is where she was taken.” 

“Emily…” Nate said, the word catching in his throat.

At the edge of her senses, Alice registered a sound—a voice, faint and distant, and female. “Shhh,” she said, “Listen.”

“Listen to what?” 

She spun around, flashlight in hand, and scanned the theater, shining her light over the nearest row of seats and working her way up. Someone was humming in the room, though she didn’t know from where. From everywhere, maybe, or from nowhere. As her hackles began to rise she started to feel as though the darkness around had condensed again, as if the building were collapsing into itself. Whatever part of her brain was responsible for processing external cues was having trouble understanding why.

“Who’s there?” Alice said into the dark. “Emily? Is that you?” 

“Emily?” Nate asked, “Why would you call Emily?” 

“Shut up, it’s a hunch.” 

“But it doesn’t make any sense.” 

Alice turned on Nate and, ignoring his objections, said, “She’s here. I know she is. I can feel her.” 

“What?” 

“Emily hasn’t left the theater, but she’s lost in here and she isn’t alone. Someone’s with her. Hold this.” Alice gave Nate her flashlight and he stared in stark disbelief at what she was pulling out of her backpack—Trapper, her camera.

“What the hell is that?” he asked. “Are you gonna take pictures?”

“Not important. Just shut up a second.” 

“But I don’t—”

“Emily,” she said as she looked into the eye of the camera. “If you’re in here, I need you to start talking. Start moving. Start running.” 

“But she isn’t—”

“I swear, if you question me again, I’m going to hurt you.” 

Nate shut up, and Alice saw something through the camera that gave her heart cause to skip a beat or two. There was someone sitting on one of the aisle chairs about half way up the auditorium. A girl—young, pretty, and vacant. The camera enabled Alice to see in the dark, almost as if it were equipped with a night-vision sensor, and through the camera Alice could see the girl’s eyes reflected like silver orbs against the dimness.

“What does Emily look like?” Alice asked, whispering like a scientist observing a wild animal. 

“About my height, dark hair, wore it in a ponytail on the night she disappeared. Why?” 

It’s her, she thought, and the cold feeling returned to her stomach. “I’m going to try something,” she said, “And if anything happens, I want you to run up those stairs, leave, and not come back.” 

“Wh-what? What do you mean?” 

“Promise me you’ll run.” 

“Okay, okay,” he said, “I promise.” 

She nodded, brought her finger to the trigger on the camera, and pressed it. The auditorium filled with blue light, and for a moment all was illuminated. Nate shielded his eyes from the brighter-than-normal flash, and Alice blinked. When she looked through the viewfinder again, Emily was gone. The camera made a whirring sound and spat a Polaroid out of the front slot. Alice took it, shook the thing once, twice, three times, and asked Nate to shine the light on it. 

There was a girl in the picture alright, and it was Emily. But unlike most of the entities she had Trapped during her career, Emily’s likeness was unmoving. She was also sitting on one of the chairs, and not running or trying to hide as Alice would have thought. It was like she was watching a movie. There was something else in this picture, too, something Alice hadn’t seen through the eye of the camera.

There was a hand on Emily’s shoulder. 

The hand was connected to an arm which stretched off the picture. It was thin and fragile, female maybe, skin as pale as milk. But as Alice looked at it, the hand slowly disappeared so all that was left in the frame was Emily. Unmoving Emily. Alice wondered whether her camera was broken or if her powers hadn’t worked. Why wasn’t she moving? Why hadn’t Emily been captured? After a moment or so, Emily also began to disappear from the picture, and in a couple of seconds all that remained was a still shot of a couple of empty chairs. 

A sudden pressure began to build behind Alice’s eyes and she rubbed them hard.

“It was her,” Nate said, “That was Emily.” 

“I know,” Alice said.

“You know? So why aren’t you doing anything?” 

“Will you shut up and let me think?” 

It was as if someone were pressing a pair of thick thumbs into Alice’s eyes. She shut them tightly and gritted her teeth, hoping the moment would pass, but it started to feel like her eyes were going to pop out of their sockets and explode. Before she knew it, her back was starting to feel like it was burning. She winced from the pain, but could do nothing about it. 

“What’s wrong?” Nate asked.

“We have to go,” she said, gasping for breath. “It knows we’ve seen it. We need to leave.” 

Alice grabbed her backpack from the floor and began to quickly walk toward, and then up, the stairs leading out of the auditorium.

“Go? What do you mean, go? Emily’s here!” 

“And she’s going to stay here for a while. Unless you want to end up like her, you’ll leave with me right now. I’m not waiting for you.” 

Alice made it to the top of the stairs, indulged herself in one final scan of the theater, and headed across the lobby to the exit. Taking a lungful of the outside air was like breathing ice, but it soothed the fire in her mind and in her back. Nate stepped out of the theater as she was packing her camera into her backpack. He flicked the flashlight off and began locking the door in a hurry. It seemed he had gotten the ‘get out’ message in his own way, just like Alice had. 

“What the hell just happened?” he asked. He dropped his keys as he tried to lock the door, picked them up, and tried again.

“That,” she said, emphasizing the word, “Was something telling us to get the hell out of its space.”

“Its space? This isn’t its space, it’s my theater.” 

“I thought you told me you were just the projectionist.” 

“Fine, but…” 

“Look, I get it, Emily is your friend, but I need to figure this out and determine a plan of action.” 

“But—”

“—one that doesn’t include you.” 

“You can’t leave me out of this!” 

Alice straightened out, snatched her flashlight out of Nate’s hand, pocketed it, and said “Watch me.” 

Nate frowned. “Do you really expect me to sit on the sidelines after what just happened in there? You took Emily’s picture, and she wasn’t even in the room! How did you do that?” 

“She was in the room, Nate. You saw her sitting on that chair.” 

“But how is that even possible?” 

“It just is. Lucky for you, you don’t need to understand this. The only thing you need to understand is that this place is no longer safe for you. It’s off limits, kapisch?” 

“Off limits? How am I supposed to come—”

“—you don’t come back.” 

“But then how will you—”

“—you’re going to give me your keys.” 

“I… am?” Nate considered what she had just said, his logical mind working things out at a frantic pace. For a moment it seemed like he was going to ask a question, but he must have realized arguing with Alice was a bad idea because he handed her his ring of keys. Alice took them, slipped them into her jean pockets, and nodded. “Thank you,” she said. 

“I need them back,” he said, “I need to hand them in to the owner in three days. I’m supposed to be taking inventory and cleaning the projector.” 

“Three days…” she said, staring at the keys. “That won’t be a problem. This will be over before then.” 

“You’re sure?” 

Emily didn’t have three more days, but Alice at least knew where to find her; even if this wasn’t a comfortable thought by any means. Emily hadn’t been killed—she had been snatched away to another place, one that wasn’t accessible by normal means. This place was the Reflection. A place where the dead live macabre mockeries of life, and where humans should never tread.

Alice nodded and said, “One way or another.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

The Old Flame

The idea of Emily, a living person, roaming the nightmare realm of the Reflection, lost, confused, and under attack from all sides, made Alice feel physically sick. She shouldn’t have left, she should have stayed at the cinema and kept going, kept snapping. But the truth was she didn’t know how much good she could have done. If Emily truly was lost in the Reflection, then this had become more than just a job. 

A few times she had thought about starting her car, but the rain falling on its roof was creating a steady hiss of sound which Alice found soothing. Alice didn’t often drive; she hadn’t even driven to the cinema tonight, having chosen to walk instead. When she left Nate, though, she made a conscious choice to go to her car instead of going home. But when she got to it, she had no idea where to go. 

Alice turned the ignition and the dashboard blinked to life. The stereo came on, and a haunting voice accompanied by guitars, drums, and bass filled the car. She stared at the picture in her hand again and narrowed her eyes, concentrating. “Why didn’t this work?” she asked, remembering the hand which had earlier been in the frame. 

That she hadn’t been able to trap Emily, sure, this much she accepted. Emily was alive, and trapping a living soul required more energy than Alice had put into the effect. But if the hand belonged to a spirit, it should have been caught, shouldn’t it? Thinking back, Alice had never snapped a partial frame before. She had always been careful to wait until the spirit’s full body was in the frame before trapping it with her peculiar power. 

Maybe that was why it didn’t work?

Again her mind circled back to Emily, lost in the Reflection. Emily was, right now, running for her life and hiding in whatever dark place she could find, keeping as far away from the spirits around her as possible and trying her best to understand where she was and why this was happening; much like what Alice had been forced to do only a couple of years ago.

 The Reflection was a maddening place not meant for humans. It was a place for the dead and the dreadful, a realm created by design or by circumstance to serve one purpose and one purpose alone—to keep them separate from us, and us separate from them. But the division between realms wasn’t perfect, nor was it foolproof. There were seams in the wall, cracks wide enough to be exploited by the unwary or those with powerful enough intent. 

Intent.

Alice started her car and it grumbled to life. She peeled out of the parking lot and began to drive, listening only to the loud, haunting music of her tires on the road, and the patter of rain on her windows. The Theater district was quiet this time of night, the old, empty buildings watching her as she passed through. But the closer she got to the beating heart of the city—a trio of districts which were home to Ashwood’s largest, and richest buildings—the more tail-lights and exhaust pipes there were on the road. 

She parked outside a stone building the size of an entire city block. It was all gray walls, marble columns, and gargoyles which seemed to stare at you when you looked at them. Alice sighed when she turned the ignition off and stared at herself in the rear-view. For an instant her eyes flashed a shade of bright blue, but she shut them hard, bit her lip, and waited for the moment to pass. When she looked again, they had returned to their natural hazel brilliance. 

Still hungry, she thought, and she wondered how long she could put eating off before she ran out of time.

“What the hell am I doing here?” she said to herself.

That Emily was lost in the Reflection was an undisputed fact, as was the reality that Alice had no way of getting her out without help. But Alice didn’t want help, didn’t need help, and much less Isaac Moreau’s help. She turned her gaze toward the building on the other side of the road—the Ashwood Imperial Museum—and shook her head. 

“I could leave,” she said, “I can find another way.”

But she was lying to herself. She had, after all, come all this way almost without thinking about what she was doing, hadn’t she? Alice hadn’t tried to call him because she had deleted his phone number a long time ago, an action which had added a sense of finality to their relationship—like a period on a sentence. She could not, however, unlearn the things she knew about him like, for example, where he worked, a place she had come to many times before. 

As much as she disliked the idea of coming to see him, Isaac was the only person she knew who could help, but still she hesitated. Emily’s life was on the line, and she was being picky about the help she needed. As she debated whether to go or stay, an Ashwood PD squad car rolled alongside her and drifted to a stop at the light at the end of the street. Alice watched the car and remembered a time when she had driven one similar to it. Number one hundred and twenty-six had been her squad car, one of the newer models. Powerful, agile, and easy to handle even at high speeds. She remembered it fondly. But memories of her nightly cruises and her time spent wearing a uniform were never far ahead of the sounds of screams, the smell of gasoline, and the taste of blood; Alice’s own introduction to the Reflection.

Unlike dreams, which were easily forgotten, the horrors she experienced in the Reflection were ingrained into her psyche, carved into the walls of her mind—and the skin of her back—like cave paintings. How long she had spent there herself, she didn’t know. What exactly had happened to her only came back in fractured flashes embedded into nightmares. What she did know was how she had gotten out, the price she had to pay to return to the world of the living. 

“To serve and protect,” Alice said to herself, reciting the police department motto.

As much as she didn’t like the idea of going to see Isaac, she liked the idea of leaving Emily in the Reflection even less. 

Alice shut the engine off, pulled the keys out of the ignition, and opened the car door. The rain was coming down hard, but it was a short run to the museum staff entrance. She shook droplets of rain out of her hair and buzzed the intercom, hoping the night-guard would be at his desk to receive her. A wave of relief came over her when the intercom droned to life and an electronic voice spoke from the other side.

“Yeah?” said the guard.

“I’m here to see Isaac Moreau, the Curator,” Alice said.

“He’s gone home for the night.” 

Alice pressed her lips together, looked around—thinking of what next to say—and then saw it. The car—Isaac’s car. The black Impala with trinkets hanging off the rear-view mirror was sitting by the sidewalk, being washed by rain so hard it bounced off the hood and the roof. He still drove the same car.

“It’s important,” she said, “It’s about his wife.” 

This was bullshit. Isaac didn’t have a wife, at least Alice didn’t think so, but he was a private enough man the guard at the door wouldn’t know whether she was lying or not unless he asked. When presented with a choice which required effort—confirming with Isaac—and one which required the simple push of a button… 

“You’re his wife?” he asked, a slight hesitation to his voice.

“I… am, yes, I’m his wife.” 

The door buzzed open, and Alice stepped through. Her footfalls echoed through the narrow stone hall, accompanied by the tapping of rain on nearby windows and the distant grumble of thunder. Halfway down the hall, the walls opened to create a small, circular block where the security guard was sitting. There was a desk, brown oak with a glossy finish. Pictures of rolling hills with castles at their crests hung on the walls. A tall, green fern grew healthily in the corner, a water cooler sitting idly next to it.

The guard, a stocky, intentionally bald man, didn’t stand to receive her. When she saw the size of his gut, she knew why.  He was massive. So big, in fact, his belly spilled over the desk he was sitting at. But his short sleeved shirt revealed a number of tattoos along his left arm, some Japanese, some traditional. He wore a hoop earring in his left ear, and had fists the size of bricks. He had the look of a man who could knock the consciousness out of even experienced boxers with a single blow.

“I didn’t know Isaac had a wife,” he said in a gruff voice. 

“Yeah, well, that doesn’t surprise me. Is he in his office?” 

“He is. Wasn’t expecting anyone, though. Told me he didn’t want to be disturbed.” 

“Sounds like him, always has his door closed at home. I barely see him.” 

The security guard, whose name-tag identified him as Dustin, didn’t seem to know what to say to this, though his eyes did wander up and down Alice’s body. He had been difficult to read until then, but his emotions came rushing out of him when he drank in her tight frame and long, dark—and now wet—hair, and Alice was ready to receive them. He wanted to tell her to leave Isaac, wanted to tell her he wasn’t good enough, that he didn’t care enough about other people. Wanted to tell her he would keep her safe, would protect her. He’d probably break her in half, too, but you know, it would at least be one hell of a ride.

Alice cracked a smile, amused, and watched the security guard stand and make his way down the corridor. “Follow me,” he said, and Alice did as she was told.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

A Taste

The Ashwood Imperial Museum was a towering monstrosity of stone and marble, surrounded by perched gargoyles so lifelike they could have gotten up and flown around. Isaac, a curator at the museum, wasn’t just a charming man with a pearly white smile and a smooth British accent, he was a Mage—one of repute. But he was also an anthropologist, having collected a Ph.D. in the field from Oxford University in London, as well as a lover of ancient history, and one hell of a charmer. 

Formerly an acne ridden, awkward child from Surrey, Isaac now brokered seven figure acquisition deals at one of the country’s most prestigious museums, and tinkered with the very fabric of reality. If someone had told him this in the past with any degree of confidence, Isaac would have awkwardly smiled and dismissed the notion entirely. Yet here he was, wearing a fine suit and escorting a beautiful woman through a museum wing he had helped build.

Isaac walked along the tall halls of the Imperial Museum with his hands behind his back, one hand clasped against the other, closely followed by a tall, Greek woman by the name of Helena Metaxas. She had a soft face with eyes as green as a field in spring, and was holding a tablet and taking notes. 

“If you’ll follow me please,” Isaac said in his silky British accent, and he gestured Helena through a tall arch. Her high heels made a clacking sound wherever she walked, and she gave Isaac a sly wink as she went through the doors. 

The exhibit, a grand white and gold hall dotted with tall marble columns, had been recently built to accommodate the museum’s steadily growing Greek collection. The institution had collected many items from medieval England and China, and some of those artifacts sat in Isaac’s office right now. But Isaac felt the museum should be true to its name and collect items from all Empires—Roman, Chinese, Greek, Japanese. Yes, these were more expensive and harder to find, but Isaac had a knack for acquisition. 

“I think you’ll find we’ve built a beautiful little home for your mirror,” Isaac said as they sailed past display cases filled with pottery, trinkets, weapons, and models of old Greek buildings. 

“Yes,” Helena said, “This is a most impressive exhibit, considering it was built so quickly.” Her English was heavily accented, but her practiced vocabulary made up for it. This was a woman used to dealing with foreigners to her land, specifically foreigners who spoke only English. Isaac, incidentally, spoke English, Spanish, Greek, Italian, French, Latin, Portuguese, and Romanian with varying degrees of fluency, but English was the language of business here.

“I must admit I wasn’t expecting to acquire a piece such as Hermes’ Mirror for the exhibit. I was quite surprised to receive your phone call.” 

“The owner had heard of your tireless efforts to bring Greek culture to this wonderful city and felt it would be disrespectful not to approach you.” 

“And the owner, he’s Greek?” 

“Yes, and speaks only Greek. This is why he hired me.” 

“I must admit I’m a little surprised he hasn’t come to see me personally—I do speak Greek.” 

“My employer is somewhat reclusive, but he is a kind man with a love for the arts.” 

“I hope he can make the unveiling tomorrow.” 

“Perhaps. I have yet to confirm it with him. If he is, he will be flying in from Boston in the morning.” 

“And you? I trust you’ll be staying for the unveiling?” 

“Of course. I do not fly back to Boston until Sunday.” 

She turned to look at Isaac when she said this last part, her eyes, flashing a suggestion for him to catch and return, or ignore. 

“That’s plenty of time,” he said. “Perhaps I can show you some of my favorite parts of the city before you leave. Ashwood really is quite beautiful once you get to know her; it would be a shame for you to not have a taste before your return.”

Her eyebrow cocked and she smiled while Isaac examined her form. She looked sharp—intellectually sharp—was curvy in all the right places, and had a set of eyes which said “I like to get smacked on the ass.” Message received loud and clear. 

At the far end of the exhibit, illuminated perfectly by a ray of moonlight streaking in from a high window, like the star at the center of the stage, was the mirror. Isaac approached. The display was warded off by a square of velvet ropes spread far enough to give the display a wide berth from anyone who had an inclination to get too close, since Isaac didn’t want the mirror to be placed behind a pane of glass. The mirror was gorgeous. Standing taller than a human, the frame was forged of strangely tough silver encrusted with black gems, and the glass was as reflective as the day it was made. 

Isaac didn’t want even a single percentage point of its beauty to be hidden from onlookers.

“Here we are,” he said, smiling. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” 

Helena approached and stood close to him. “It is,” she said, and he felt a pair of fingers caress his outer thigh. “I look forward to seeing it on display tomorrow. But it’s late. For now, I think we should be going.”

“Going?” Isaac asked. He checked his watch—it wasn’t late—but agreed “Yes, I suppose it is rather late. I hope you have enjoyed this tour.”

“Oh yes, it’s been very entertaining. I was wondering, however, if maybe you knew of a place to go and get a drink? I have had a very long day and would love to sit and talk for a while… if you have time?” 

“Me?” Isaac asked, “I’m afraid I don’t drink. Appalling, I know. I am English, after all.” 

Helena laughed, and her voice filled the quiet exhibit. “Another time then, perhaps.” 

Isaac nodded, shook her hand, and showed her to the lobby. When he saw her head for the bathroom instead of leaving, Isaac knew exactly what she had on her mind—and this was when his heart began to pound. She had no intention of leaving the museum, not without a piece of him, of this there could be no doubt. From the moment they had met he had the impression she was a woman who knew what she wanted and went for it with zeal. The brief moment of intentional contact in the Greek exhibit was proof of this, if her flirty hands and eyes weren’t.

He waited, hands in his pockets, staring out of the main doors into the night sky. Rain was falling, and somewhere—somewhere close—a spiritual event was taking place. He couldn’t see the source, couldn’t identify it, but it was there, like a song floating on the waters of an open ocean. Isaac’s lips pressed together and he took a deep breath. When Helena appeared in the glass reflection, he released the breath from his lungs and turned with a smile on his face.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “Did you forget something?” 

“Just this,” she said, and she—smells like fresh perfume—lunged at him, her lips locking with his. One of her hands pressed against the bulge in his trousers. Christ, he thought, her energy catching him completely unaware. 

“I think I can help you find that,” Isaac said, his smile now transforming into a hungry grin. 

“Is there somewhere private we can go?” she asked, “Your house, maybe?”

“No,” Isaac said, a little too quickly, a little too forcibly, causing the visage of the confident, charming Englishman to crack for the briefest of instants. “Not my house.” 

Helena removed her face from his and narrowed her eyes. “You have a wife?” 

“No. No wife.” 

“I wouldn’t care if you did.” She leaned toward him, unbuttoned his shirt, and began to kiss his neck. 

“I bet you wouldn’t.” 

“Then why not your house?” 

Because I don’t bring women there, he thought, but he couldn’t say it. Instead he said, “Because I can’t wait that long,” and he took her hand and led her through a door, down a corridor, and into a room with his name on the door. He closed it, locked it, and turned around to face her. By the time his eyes were upon her again, she had removed her suit jacket and had begun to unbutton her blouse, revealing her white lace bra. 

Isaac approached. Helena slipped her hands into his jacket and pulled it off his shoulders. One by one, she undid the buttons on his shirt and slipped it off him too, letting it fall at his feet. She ran her fingers across his hairy chest, his abdomen, and sailed them over the trail of hair which ended abruptly at his belt buckle. He kissed her, then, cupping her cheek and plunging headlong into the act. Her lips were soft, her tongue wet and warm against his, and the fruity perfume she had just put on was all around him. 

He was out of his pants and in her hand in only a matter of seconds. His heart was pumping hard within his chest, his body warm and alive, his mind consumed by lust. Isaac grabbed her by the hips, spun her around, and laid her stomach flat against the desk. When her skirt jerked up, revealing a set of lingerie to match her bra, he knew she had planned this.

She gave a cry of elation when he spread her legs and entered her, and Isaac did what he had wanted to do ever since she flashed those green eyes at him. I like getting smacked on the ass, her eyes said, and he obliged. Helena yelped, and her head went up. “Again,” she said, and Isaac helped himself another slap, and another, and another until his hand and her ass were red, warm, and tingling. 

But a sudden knock at the door snapped Isaac away from the moment. He slowed the gentle rhythm of his hips, and Helena’s sighs softened. Then he heard the knocking again and he rolled his eyes.

“Go away,” Isaac said, not caring who was on the other side of the door. 

Another knock. Harder, more forceful. He sighed, pulled away from Helena—who quickly tugged her skirt back into place—and walked toward the door as he zipped up his pants, though he hadn’t much cared to put on his shirt. 

“Someone better be dead,” Isaac said under his breath, and he opened the door.

Dustin’s frame filled the open arch, his face bathed in the dim glow of soft, yellow light emanating from Isaac’s office. “I’m sorry for bothering you,” Dustin said.

“I assume this is important?” Isaac asked, holding the door open with intent to close it the instant Dustin had told him why he had been interrupted.

“It is, I think,” Dustin said. “Your, uh, wife’s here.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Partners

Isaac’s smile deflated like a pinched balloon. He wasn’t sure who he had expected to see when Dustin stepped aside—a colleague, maybe, or another Mage. If something was important, he wouldn’t have put it past another Mage, maybe someone from the council, to bluff her way into his office. Instead, when Dustin stepped aside, what he got was an eyeful of Alice Werner, the last person he was expecting to see at his office door at this hour. 

“Wife?” Helena asked. Clearly she did care about his marital status.

“Hello, Isaac,” Alice said. 

He swallowed his own breath and frowned. His cheeks were flushed, there was another girl in the room, and by the look on his face and the sweat on his chest it was clear what he had just been doing. Busted, Alice thought, and she smiled like a hungry lion who had just spotted an easy meal in the savannah.

“A-Alice… what are you doing here?” His charming British accent came flowing out of his mouth in a perfect, honeyed tone, but a hint of nervousness tinged his words. Once upon a time his accent may have made her knees turn to jelly, but not anymore.

“Bad time?” 

“No… no, of course not.” 

Alice cocked an eyebrow, folded her arms across her chest, and let the remainder of her grin wash across her face, though her heart was racing. “Really? Because it looks like you’re… up to your balls in work.” 

“Give me a second,” Isaac said, and he closed the door.

Dustin said, “I’m sorry, I had no idea.” 

“It’s okay,” Alice said, “I’m not really his wife.” 

From the other side of the door Alice could hear scuffling sounds, as well as some muffled talking. Isaac’s door was well sound-proofed, though. If she could only barely hear what was going on, no human could. A moment later he appeared again, with his belt buckled, his hair neatly slicked back, and his shirt buttoned. 

He opened the door further, allowing a woman to step out holding her high heels in her hands. She had a serious business face, wore a business suit, had her blonde hair up in a business bun, and had clearly just been handling Isaac’s business, but she left without so much as a second glance. Alice reached for her aura like a snake licking the air and tasted the bitterness, the disappointment, and the embarrassment. She had no real reason to feel smug about this, but enjoyed the sensation anyway.

“Call her a cab, Dustin, if you would be so good,” Isaac said. 

Dustin nodded and headed down the corridor. Isaac gestured for Alice to step through. She did, and then it occurred to her he hadn’t asked Alice what her unsolicited visit was about before kicking his date to the curb. She didn’t particularly enjoy this thought, nor did she dislike it. At least, she didn’t dislike it any more than the state of the papers and files on Isaac’s desk. She could almost picture the woman shoving everything aside before bending over it.

Alice turned away from the desk and let her eyes flit from the bookshelves, to the window, and to the large display cabinet filled with strange items. A collection of weapons sat on the shelves—some dated and rusty, some shiny. She spotted a spiked ball, a pair of rusty old tongs, and a glimmering, pristine sword with a black hilt and a ruby red jewel on its oddly small cross guard. For the briefest of instants, Alice thought she saw not just her reflection on the blade, but also Isaacs… and a third, veiled figure.

“Xiphos,” Isaac said. 

“What?” she asked.

“It’s the name of the sword—or at least, the type. It’s a Greek sword called a Xiphos. Double edged, the kind they used during the Iron Age. It’s meant for the exhibit.” 

“Oh. It’s kinda beautiful.” 

Isaac nodded, and then asked, “Why are you here?”

She turned to face him. “Believe me, I don’t want to be here anymore than you want me here, but I had no choice. I had to come.” 

“Business, I suppose. I didn’t think you were here on a social visit.”

“Oh no,” she said, plucking the picture she took in the theater out of her jean pocket, “This is definitely not a social call. I’m here about this.”

Isaac took the picture and examined it. “I want to say that’s a theater.” 

“I took this in the Cinema Royale tonight. It’s empty now, but there was a person sitting there earlier.” 

Isaac’s eyebrows pressed together. “What do you mean?” 

“When I shot the photo, there was a person sitting in that seat right there.” 

“A spirit?” 

“Not quite. I didn’t snap a picture of something dead, I snapped a picture of someone living—someone alive who’s crossed into the other realm. The Reflection.” 

His eyes darted up and locked with hers. “Are you sure about what you’re saying?” 

“I wouldn’t have come here if I wasn’t.”

Isaac handed the picture to Alice. He ran his fingers through his shoulder-length dark hair then walked across the room, around his desk, and to his seat. “How did it happen?” he asked.

She enjoyed the way Isaac had ditched the formalities entirely to focus on the matter at hand. There was no warm-up, no need for how-do-you-do’s. Instead he had gotten right to the point, and seemed genuinely interested. 

“I don’t know,” Alice said, “But I think she was taken across.”

“You think?” 

“It’s hard to say why or for what, but it definitely wasn’t accidental.”  

“The spirits are always hungry for human contact, and they’ll get it where they can.” 

“Sure, but the amount of power necessary to drag a full human across, one who was unwilling and resistant at the time...?” She didn’t like what she had just said and almost cringed after having said it. The circumstances surrounding Emily’s disappearance were starting to seem too familiar, and yet she refused to believe it.

Isaac clasped his hands in front of his face and tapped his fingers against his lips. “How long has she been gone.” 

“A few days. Maybe as many as three.” 

“Three days is a long time, but time flows differently in the Reflection. It could have been three hours for her.”

“We have to get her out, Isaac. However long it’s been, if she’s where I think she is, she’s already been gone too long.” 

“And how do you suggest we do that?” 

“You tell me; you’re the Necromancer.” 

“I don’t subscribe to that title. Gives people the wrong impression.” 

“And what impression is that? That you’re an intrusive, pushy Mage with an unhealthy obsession with the past who would dissect his own girlfriend if it meant he could understand the world a little better? Seems to me like the Italian loafer fits.” 

The words came out before Alice had a chance to run them through her filter. She hadn’t meant to say them, hadn’t meant to get personal with Isaac in the slightest. In fact, getting personal was the furthest thing from her mind; all she wanted to do was help Emily. But the words came out like a spray of bullets shot from the past. She didn’t have to remind herself she had been the one to end things, but there had been things left unsaid, and these things were bubbling to the surface like scalding acid-reflux. 

“I wanted to help you,” he said, “I wanted to give you the answers you needed.”

Alice frowned. “Like hell you did. I know your type, how you enjoy taking things apart to see what makes them tick. Knowledge is power, right? That’s what you’ve always said. You would have found a way to turn your knowledge of me into power.”

“I would never disrespect you like that.” 

“I have no way of knowing whether that’s true or not.”

Isaac’s deep brown eyes found Alice’s, and his gaze scorched the air between them.  He clenched his jaw and looked away. Alice let go of the breath of air in her lungs, took a moment to shake herself loose, and felt the tension wash away from her like sweat after a marathon. 

“Can you help Emily or not?” Alice asked, “I don’t want either of us to waste any more time than we have to here.” 

“I think I can help her,” he said, “But I would need to do some research.” 

“Research? What kind of research?” 

“Just because one has the power to tear a hole into the realm of the dead doesn’t mean one does so on a daily basis. I would need to prepare the right kind of ritual and get the incantation right. Opening the door isn’t the difficult part; getting Emily out without hurting her, or letting anything else get out after her, will be.” 

“How difficult?” 

Isaac stared at Alice again, though his eyes weren’t intense this time. Concern had taken over and caused his face to take on a pleading expression. “I can’t say yet, but I want to be prepared. Of course, this preparation will take time, and I have other responsibil—”

“You’re kidding right? Are you about to blow me off?” 

“I wasn’t. I was simply trying to tell you that I will need time—”

“We don’t have time, Isaac. I need you to give this your full attention right now. Emily needs you.”  

She was asking for a lot—of course she was. But there was a girl lost in the Reflection somewhere, being subjected to all manner of horrors. Maybe she had found a good place to hide, but it was more likely that she hadn’t, that she was being hounded by—the arm in the picture—whoever had taken her across into the other realm. She had put her priorities aside to help Emily, and she wasn’t about to leave here without Isaac doing the same.

“Please, Isaac,” she said. “Not for me, but for her.” 

 Isaac stood, tugged on his shirt, and said “Fine, but then I want something in return.” 

“Payment? Really?” 

Again, more words which spilled out of Alice’s mouth involuntarily. She had been paid for this job and would, hopefully, be getting paid again, so reason dictated it was only fair Isaac should get paid too. Nate had said he would have trouble scraping a few thousand dollars together, though, and she doubted he would be able to hire Isaac’s services, too. She would have to pay him herself.

“It’s only fair that I be recompensed for putting my life on hold for you.” 

“Not for me. For Emily.” She sighed. “How much?” 

“I don’t want your money.” 

“What’s wrong with my money?” 

“Nothing, I just don’t need it.” 

“So then what do you want?”

“I’ll make my terms clear after we’re done.” 

“That will not work.” 

Isaac hesitated, pausing to carefully consider his next words. “You can trust me to only ask for something appropriate for the services I’ve rendered.” 

She made a pschh sound, but said nothing else.

Ignoring her, he continued. “Have you never worked with someone who didn’t demand a down payment before?” 

“Considering I don’t normally hire out, no. And I always require a down payment. Nothing comes for free.”

“I know that.” 

“I also like knowing what I’m getting into, and you’re putting me in a bind.”  

“I’m not asking you to pull your own fingernails off. All I’m asking is for you to let me ask you what I want after we’re finished.”

Alice thought she really would rather pull her own fingernails off than give Isaac a blank check, but then realized this was bullshit. She had watched some pretty accurate representations of what it would be like to have your nails peeled off. Nope. She had just told herself a great big lie, but there was some truth to her initial rejection. She didn’t want him having anything he could lord over her. 

She considered other ways of getting Emily home safely, tried to think back to those other people who owed her favors and whether they knew anything about the Reflection at all. Truth was, Alice didn’t have many friends, nor people who owed her favors. She worked on commission, not promises. Like it or not, there was no way of removing Isaac from the equation entirely no matter how much she disliked dealing with him.

He was here, he had the tools she needed, and Emily didn’t have much time. 

Alice rolled her eyes and said “Fine.” 

“Good,” Isaac said, extending his hand, “In that case, consider us partners.”  

Alice studied him, deciding what she should do next, what she should say. This was the first time in years they had been in each other’s company, and the first time in a long time that they had spoken without an argument erupting like an angry volcano. But the thought of Emily, the guilt of what she was going through, shone through far more brightly than her apprehension of working with Isaac Moreau. 

She chose not to shake his hand, and instead sat down in the armchair in the corner of the room. It was comfortable enough, packed with so much of that lightweight foam stuff that Alice seemed to melt right into it. Isaac watched her with a frown on his face. He looked at the door, and then back at her.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Waiting.” 

“Waiting for what?” 

“For you to do what you have to do.” 

“Alice… this could take hours. I have a lot of books to go through and a lot of things to collect.” 

“Fine. You work, I’ll read.” 

“Read? Here?” 

“Why not? I’m good to go. You’re the one who needs to prepare his toolbox. Are you telling me there’s something I could do to help move things along?” 

“Well, no, but—”

“—then I’ll be right here. Reading.” 

She pulled an eReader out of her backpack, raised it to eye level, and let her head slip back, feeling the foam cup her neck like a gentle set of hands. Isaac didn’t get to work for a good few seconds after, and part of her enjoyed making him nervous. The other part of her, however, was already exhausted. Alice had to remind herself more than once of where she was and force herself to stay awake, to keep her eyes on the pages of the Agatha Christie novel she had been getting through over the past couple of days. But her eyes were heavy, her body tight with exhaustion, and her mind was slipping. She knew she would need to feed soon—feed on a soul—only Isaac was in the picture now, and she didn’t want him knowing about her… vulnerability. 

Sleep came quickly, and whether this was the book’s fault or a result of her tiredness didn’t matter. She was asleep in Isaac Moreau’s office and vulnerable whether she liked it or not.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

The Good Doctor

Isaac had told Alice he would need a couple of hours to get things ready, but the truth was that he only needed a couple of minutes. The magic he needed to use in order to open a door into the Reflection existed within him, within his soul. What he needed to do was find out if there was a way of taking Emily out safely while making sure not to damage the barrier between worlds in any permanent way.

This was tricky, and having Alice sleeping on his armchair made it difficult for Isaac to string two thoughts together.

“Dammit,” he said, and he set his reading glasses down on top of an old leather-bound book he had been reading: A Grimoire of Souls, by Benedict LaMarque. 

In this book, written by a 15th century French Mage, a master of traveling between realms, he had hoped to find the answer he needed. But it was late, the new Greek exhibit was being unveiled tomorrow night, and he hadn’t eaten anything since two in the afternoon. He had been hoping to go home after work—probably at around nine—and get something to eat along the way, but had gotten a little sidetracked. Now, things being as they were, he would be lucky to eat anything before breakfast.

Isaac pressed his thumb and forefinger against the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. He knew he would need help finding the answer to this particular conundrum, and could think of only one person who could help. Someone Isaac trusted with the most essential part of himself—his immortal, magical soul. 

Come, he said in his mind. Droplets of rain—rain which had let up about fifteen minutes ago—began to tap on his window, and light thunder rolled above. In a moment, Isaac could smell cinnamon and honey and mint, accompanied by the stench of rotting human flesh, the miasma of disease. His nose twitched, though it was no use. The smell was only half-real, existing simultaneously in the physical realm and in his mind. He could cover his nose, could pump several gallons of air-freshener into the room, but the stench would prevail. 

When he opened his eyes, the cloaked figure standing on the other side of Isaac’s desk, like the smell, was only half there. It had no shadow, its voice made no echo, and when it breathed from behind its long-beaked mask—the beak was stuffed with medicinal herbs—it was not breathing the air from this world, but only mimicking the movements its human counterpart may have made. 

“Good Doctor,” Isaac said.

The Good Doctor bowed. “You summoned me,” it said in a hollow voice. “I have come.” 

“Thank you. I require your assistance.” 

“I am aware of the predicament.” 

“Is there a solution?” Isaac asked.

“Any tampering of the barrier between worlds is a risk. Many have attempted it, and the scars they leave upon the veil can still be seen today. With the right vessel, however, one can travel between worlds without consequence.” 

“I think we’re fresh out of vessels.” 

“Perhaps not.” 

“No? Do you know of any?” 

The Good Doctor remained quiet and still. His form filled the room, and the shadows drew themselves closer to him, enveloping him, smothering him. He never moved, only when gesturing with a gloved hand or a nod. To the men and women of old Venice, the sight of a plague doctor’s mask was a terrifying thing; it was the last thing a victim of the plague would see before they were ferried to an island to be burned alive. 

But to Isaac, the Good Doctor was a comfort—like a warm blanket to wear against the cold, or an umbrella to put up against the rain. Isaac, like all mages, had been born with only half a soul, a defect for many in early life, but the key that unlocks the Tempest—the source of all magic—to the mage once he is ready to inherit his birthright. If the mage can successfully take the plunge off the Precipice and survive within the roiling storm of magic, he earns the right to a Guardian, to arcane secrets, and to the other half of his soul.

All mages were reincarnations of a sort, or at least this was the way Isaac saw things. Many disagreed. On what all mages did agree, however, was that they had no access to any memory of their previous lives, and their Guardians were forbidden to offer their mages more insight or knowledge than what they already possessed. If Isaac knew the answer to a question, no matter how deeply buried within his subconscious it was, the Guardian could reveal it to him.

So when the Good Doctor refused to answer the question, Isaac couldn’t say he was surprised. He took a deep breath, and exhaled. 

“If someone is lost on the other side,” Isaac said, “I must help them. I am honor-bound to do so. But there are many risks here, many variables I cannot factor.” 

“Magic is not all variables.” 

“Isn’t it?” Isaac stood and paced around the room. “I’m sure there are chaos mathematicians out there who would disagree with you. But I am not a chaos mathematician and have no time to find one.” He rounded on his Guardian. “Do I have the power to open a door into the Reflection?” 

The Good Doctor nodded.

“And do I have the power to connect with Emily once the door is open?” 

The Good Doctor nodded again. “But,” he said, “You already knew the answer to these questions. You did not summon me for help with the lost lamb; you summoned me for counselling with regards to the lioness in the room.” 

Isaac turned to look at Alice. She was sleeping soundly with her eReader resting on her chest. He took the device from her hand, placed it in her bag without snooping around inside, and then covered her with the jacket he had hanging on the hook behind his door. 

“There’s something about her,” he said as he stood over her. “I don’t know what it is yet, but there’s something about her…” 

“She is unique,” the Good Doctor said, “We have not met another like her.” 

“We haven’t. And this is what’s eating me inside, it’s the question I could never answer, and the reason why we didn’t work. I wanted to dig, to better understand her so she could better understand herself, but she wouldn’t let me.” 

“She does not yet understand who or what she is.” 

Isaac nodded. “But she knows a lot more now than she did then. I could learn so much from her.”

A sensation which was both cold and warm at once filled him, spreading from his right wrist and up into his chest. Isaac pulled the sleeve of his shirt up and saw how the bangle he wore around his wrist—a brass thing covered in simple jewels and etchings—had a faint glow the color of a bright ocean. He swallowed and watched the glowing light pulse, ebb, and dance as he considered for a moment, for a single instant, unlocking his magical senses and analyzing Alice while she slept. 

There were so many things he knew about her, and so many things he didn’t know. Wanted to know. Needed to know. He was a Necromancer, and she was a Necromantic equation he could not solve. A question without an answer. This couldn’t be, of course. There wasn’t a single equation in the entire universe a mage with the right amount of determination couldn’t solve. But while knowledge was certainly power, power wasn’t everything, and Isaac would not undermine his own morals for a sliver of understanding.

He closed his mind to magic, and the bangle on his wrist ceased glowing.

“A wise decision,” said the Good Doctor. “You wish to strengthen your relationship with her again. Do this, and the answers you seek will come.” 

Isaac nodded. “Thank you, doctor,” he said, turning to face his Guardian. “I would be lost without your guidance.” 

The Good Doctor gestured toward the desk, and Isaac walked back toward his chair, stopping for a moment to admire the sword standing upright in his cabinet. Alice had been staring at it earlier.

“I must remember to send that up to the exhibit,” Isaac said as he went to grab his keys and his wallet from his desk. He then circled back around, came up to Alice, and gently tapped her shoulder.

Alice awoke like a cat, alert and in an instant. “Huh?” she said, “Fuck. Did I fall asleep?” 

“You did,” Isaac said, “But now it’s time to work. I’m ready, and Emily is waiting for us.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Return to the Royale

 

In the interest of limiting the amount of time she and Isaac would spend together tonight, Alice had insisted he drive his own car and follow her to the Cinema Royale. She couldn’t believe she had fallen asleep in his armchair, even if it had only been for a little while. That was stupid. Refreshing, but stupid. And not because Isaac was a bad guy. 

He was classy and charming, and very much the proper gentleman. But his hard-on for magic and knowledge had bordered on obsession, and while this wasn’t the only reason behind her decision to end the relationship, it had definitely been top three. Alice hadn’t wanted to come and see Isaac, hadn’t wanted to ask for his help, and didn’t think—in the end—she would need his help. Of course, she would regret thinking that. But she had come to him in the end, had put a problem on his lap, and he had jumped at the chance to help.

The Reflection had changed her physically, mentally, and spiritually, and for a long time Isaac had wanted to know exactly how. But she had closed herself to him and refused to speak of the horrors she had faced at the hands of the wicked thing that had snatched her across. He had wanted to see what made her tick because there was no one else like Alice in all the world. But she wanted nothing to do with any of it, and in the end, it broke them apart.

The memories made her eyebrows pinch together and her teeth grind. Her opinion of Isaac Moreau was a tug-of-war.  On one hand, he was a good man with good intentions, which, in Ashwood, meant he was a damn walking miracle. On the other hand, he was obsessed with magic, with history, and with Alice. And this obsession, in the end, made her wonder whether he had meant it when he told her he loved her, or if he would say anything to keep his pet Guinea pig from escaping its cage.

  She pulled her chrome Mustang into a parking spot half a block away from the Cinema Royale. The car purred as it slid into the gap like a glove, and Alice listened to the rumbling engine for a moment before killing it. Then she grabbed her backpack from the passenger seat and waited. Isaac’s car rolled up alongside, slowing as he searched for a nearby parking spot. She saw the tail-lights flash red, and then Isaac pulled in. A moment later, they were walking side-by-side down the quiet, wet street with only the crows as companions. 

They’re singing, she randomly thought. 

“Did you have a good nap?” Isaac asked, out of the blue. She figured it was his attempt at small-talk, but didn’t much care for it.

“That arm-chair is pretty comfortable. I hope you haven’t had sex with anyone on it.” 

Isaac’s aura flared up like a heat-flash. What she had just said had stung, and she hated herself for saying it. Hadn’t she meant it as a joke? Why, then, had it sounded so fucking cold?

“Not that I know of,” he said, “In any case I have a maid, and she’s quite thorough.” 

Alice fell silent as guilt swept through her. It had been unfair of her to judge him for what he had been doing when she came to his office. They had been broken up for years. Alice hadn’t been shy of taking lovers, so why should she chastise Isaac for it? 

“Theater’s coming up,” she said, pointing, and was glad for the change in subject.

As they closed the distance between where their cars were parked and the once grand Cinema Royale, Alice began to get the impression she was walking against a wall of some kind. The sensation was like walking into a soft wind, of being gently urged away. The phantom resistance made her skin crawl all over, a feeling she now associated almost explicitly with this place, but she ignored it and moved on until she arrived at the theatre’s main doors. 

She slid the key into the lock, turned it, and opened the door expecting Isaac to step inside, but he didn’t. He was looking into the darkness, his eyes narrow, lips pressed thinly. Isaac took a deep, calming breath, and then stepped through the doors and into the lobby. Alice followed, and she felt the resistance push against her chest again, this strange wall of wind. Once she made it inside and closed the door, the sensation abated.

The lobby was black as pitch. Except for the sounds of Isaac’s shuffling feet, the building seemed to be devoid of all sound, and now heat too. It was like walking into outer space. Alice rubbed her shoulders with her hands and then pulled the flashlight out of her pocket. Flicking it on, Isaac’s profile came into view. He turned around, and for a moment his eyes seemed to reflect the light as if they were silver.

“Can you feel that?” he asked. She could see puffs of steam forming at his lips as he spoke.

“Feel what?” Alice said, fully aware of the way she was feeling, but curious to know how a Mage saw the world. They had, after all, never worked together in a professional sense. 

 Isaac stretched his right hand out to about chest level and flexed his fingers. From beneath the cuff of his jacket, a soft blue glow began to radiate. “They don’t want us in here. They’ve known we were coming for a while, probably hours.” 

“Is it the woman?” Alice asked, “The one whose hand I saw in the picture?” 

“I don’t know… I can sense more than one person. It’s possible Emily is among them.” 

“Do you know where she is?” 

“Not precisely,” he said, lowering his hand. “I shouldn’t be doing this. Neither of us should.”

This caught Alice by surprise. “We need to help Emily,” Alice said, “That’s why we’re here. Don’t chicken out on me now.” 

“That’s not what I mean. I mean that we shouldn’t be here because every second we spend here we’re giving them energy to use.”

“I know that. I’m probably giving them more energy than you are.” 

“Exactly,” Isaac said, frowning, “How did you know I was going to say that?” 

“Because I feel the same things you feel, only to you they’re facts you’ve learned. To me it’s instinct. I don’t think they’re too fussed about your presence, so we’re good.”

“You’re probably right, but when I start using magic…” Isaac trailed off.

“What? What do you think will happen if you start using magic?” 

“I don’t know, but it won’t be good. Bringing magic into the world is dangerous enough as it is, especially Necromantic magic which is what I would need to use if I wanted to open a door into the Reflection. If you think you’re giving them energy to feed off, bringing magic here could be like tossing a match into a propane tank. It could blow this whole place wide open, or it could give them stores of energy.” 

“So we’ll be ready for whatever happens once you open Pandora’s box.”

“I don’t know if we will be ready.” 

“And I don’t know what you’re trying to say, Isaac,” Alice said, an angry heat rising in her chest. “We’re here to help Emily. If you’re too much of a pussy to take a risk for her, then I’ll do it on my own.”

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t help,” he said, easily maintaining his calm demeanor. “But I like to know how things are going to turn out, and I simply don’t know what will happen once I start. That makes me nervous, and if it doesn’t make you nervous, then you’re even more ignorant than I thought.” 

“If I’m ignorant, then you’re malicious,” she said, almost snarling. Her heart was beating hard inside her chest, and her skin was tingling with warmth. But Isaac didn’t speak. He stared at her with those eyes of his which, whenever the light happened to catch them, seemed to glint as if they were marbles.  

“We have to do this,” she said, “Because as dangerous as it could be for us to try this now, it will be much worse later. They’ve already gotten stronger since the last time I was here, and that isn’t going to change anytime soon.” 

Isaac took a breath, stepped back, and nodded. “Alright,” he said. 

Alice also took a breath—a breath of relief. Her heart calmed, and she swallowed the last of her nerves. 

“I’ll need space,” Isaac said, “Somewhere wide enough to cast a circle.” 

“We should go in the auditorium. That’s where she went missing.”

Isaac nodded, and together they pushed through the door on the other side of the lobby and walked into the auditorium. 

What had felt like cobwebs the last time she stepped through these doors, now felt something like fingers touching her face—cold, clammy, strong fingers. Alice batted the invisible fingers away as she went through the doors. Of course there was nothing there to bat away, so her hands met with air. She shuddered as she emerged in the dark, empty, suffocating room, and ran nervous fingers through her hair, checking to make sure the fingers were completely gone.

Without wasting any time, Alice and Isaac padded their way down the slightly sloping steps, holding onto the handrail for support, and reached the flat area at the foot of the big screen. The knocked-over trash can was still there, as were the popcorn boxes and empty soda bottles. 

“Now what?” Alice asked, letting her backpack fall to the floor and unzipping it. 

Isaac walked around the open space counterclockwise. He did this only once, returning to his original position in the center of the flat area. By the time he had returned, Alice had Trapper in her hands, with the strap safely wrapped around the back of her neck, and was warming up the flash. She checked that the toggle hadn’t moved to MAT. It hadn’t. It remained firmly stuck to the REF setting.

Isaac removed his charcoal suit jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, exposing the bangle he had always worn on his right wrist—an ornate, brass thing encrusted with jewels and etchings, some of which Alice couldn’t recognize. But she recognized the bangle itself. He had been wearing it when they had been dating almost two years ago. He never took it off, like it was fused to his skin. Maybe it was. When he waved his left hand over the bangle and began to whisper to himself, a soft blue light manifested from the etched symbols and jewels. 

Feathers of pale blue smoke, like steam, rose from Isaac’s wrist as the armlet reacted to his muttered incantation and the odd, circular movements of his fingers. But the spirits didn’t come charging out of the darkness to attack, at least not immediately, and they didn’t come even after a number of motes of blue light had flown out of the bangle and arranged themselves into a perfect circle a few feet away from where Isaac was standing. 

The lights looked more and more like tiny balls of flame as the seconds passed. They gently pulsed, bathing the auditorium in soft blue bursts. In the center of the circle, a bright white light was beginning to push its way into existence. Alice got the impression, watching the tiny shafts of white light as they streaked out of a central point, of a drill poking a hole through solid rock to let sunshine into a dark cave. 

This white light, the final manifestation of Isaac’s unknowable power, completed the spell. Alice knew then, with instinctual certainty, if the spirits of this place hadn’t cared much about Isaac before, he had certainly captured their attention now.  

“Call to her,” Isaac said, in a hushed tone. “Do it quickly.” 

Alice approached the floating circlet of pulsing light. The air coming off it was cool, and she felt herself wanting to touch it, wanting to reach out and put her fingers against the light. It wouldn’t hurt her, the power may even help nourish her, but she didn’t want to risk it. Instead she approached with her camera held low in her hands, cleared her throat, and called out.

“Emily?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The Shadow Woman

Though Emily hadn’t replied, not out loud, Alice knew she was close. Maybe even close enough to hear her. The auditorium was as quiet as it had ever been, only it now seemed to be full of people. The gentle light emanating from the pulsing magic circle floating in the middle of the room projected itself onto the multitude of empty rows of seats. 

“I can feel her,” Alice said.

“You’re sure?” Isaac asked. He had one arm, the arm with the brass bangle on it, up at chest level and curled so it ran parallel across his chest. His left arm, meanwhile, hovered over the bangle, fingers twitching occasionally like a puppeteer giving life to a doll. 

“I know she is,” Alice said, “But she’s not alone. Why isn’t she replying?” 

“I don’t know. We should be able to hear her.” 

“Something’s wrong.” 

Alice pulled away from the light and brought Trapper to her eye. She peered in through the view finder and focused her will into the device. As she did so, the thin, cloudy film which seemed to blur her vision began to stabilize. But the eye of the camera filled with light, and she had to look away for a moment, wincing from the brightness of it. The light was only a soft glow in the world of the living, but in the world of the dead, it was a brilliant beacon even more powerful than a lighthouse. 

And there was Emily, only she wasn’t moving. 

Alice called to her, but Emily seemed to be frozen to the spot, and with the bright white floodlight bathing her she looked very much like the deer in headlights everyone talks about. Why? Alice thought, why isn’t she moving? She pulled her eyes away from the camera, blinked, and could almost see Emily’s figure superimposed in the darkness of the auditorium, exactly where she stood. Alice ran, dashing up the stairs two at a time, and then looked into her viewfinder once more. Unfortunately, she had overshot the spot where Emily had been standing, and she was now looking up at a huge man with bulging muscles and a gas mask on his face. He was wearing cargo khakis, a pair of combat boots, and a dirty, white, wife beater mottled with blood. A pair of silver dog-tags dangled from his neck and glinted against the bright light inside the Reflection. 

In an instant she recognized his energy, his aura, his presence. An image flashed in her mind of a man pressing big thumbs into her eyes—this man. She had felt the pain after she snapped a shot of Emily in the theater, but hadn’t been able to figure out where the pain had come from. Now he stood before her, as real as anyone else—as real as Isaac standing only a few feet away, as real as the rows and rows of faded velvet seats, as real as Alice herself—and he was starting down the stairs. Whether he could sense Alice’s presence or not she didn’t know, but she backed up all the same, putting one unsteady foot on the step below her, then another, and then another. 

But there was something else about the gas mask man, too; a feeling which made the scar on Alice’s back begin to throb with pain. 

Alice spun around, holding the camera at eye-level, and saw through it Emily’s silhouette, stark black against the blinding light in the center of the theater. Emily, however, wasn’t alone down there. There was a woman with her. The woman’s arms were up in mock surrender, her fingers stretched open, palms toward the light. As she closed the gap between her hands, Alice saw that the big, pulsing ball of light was… shrinking.

“I’m losing the connection,” Isaac said, his voice rising with worry, “Something’s trying to close it.” 

“It’s the woman,” Alice said.

“I’m going to try and rip the hole open further. I’m going to pull Emily out.” 

“What? How! You said you couldn’t open a portal!” 

“I lied. But if this shadow woman is strong enough to block me out, we may not get another chance at this.” 

Isaac’s bangle hand came up and Alice felt—she didn’t see it, but she felt it—another presence as it entered the fray. She smelled honey and mint, heard a swoosh, and noticed how the shadows around Isaac seemed to thicken. Following the sweet smell was the heady aroma of pestilence, of plague, and of foulness. But through the camera she saw nothing save for the woman whose shadows danced behind her back, and Emily, who still hadn’t moved.

“Emily!” Alice screamed, “You have to move now!” but Emily wasn’t moving. She couldn’t hear Alice, or maybe she could hear, but couldn’t move at all, as if she was stuck in a bout of sleep paralysis. Maybe she truly had been frozen, by fear or by magic—it didn’t matter which. All that mattered was that Emily was running out of time, and she wasn’t responding.

It didn’t matter now whether Alice was looking through the eye of her camera or not, the auditorium was full of light—summer sky blue in the world of the living, milk white in the world of the dead. The whole room filled with a humming sound and the rush of air. Alice felt her hair pull away from her face and tug at her from behind, as if a helicopter were taking off in the center of the theater.

“It’s not working,” Isaac said, his voice rising above the sound of the hum, “She’s killing the connection. Whatever you’re going to do with that thing, do it now!” 

Alice centered the frame on the shadow woman, but when she saw her full profile, the pain on her back intensified. 

The shadow woman’s hands had been pushed apart by a sudden burst of light, but she had regained herself and the light was dimming again as she closed the gap once more. Seconds. They only had seconds to get Emily out. But Emily was only seconds, a short dash, away from the light. Alice could see her running down the stairs two at a time, in full control of her movements, spurred into action of her own accord.

And the gas mask man was chasing her.

She had neither heard a sound, nor immediately seen anything. It was something she felt on her skin and a pop in her ears like a change in pressure. She leaned onto the handrail for support, steadying herself, and when she looked through the viewfinder again saw the gas mask man now only a shimmering shadow against the white light. He was running after Emily, chasing her down the stairs and gaining on her fast. He was bigger than her, and would close the gap before she reached the light. 

If that happened, it was all over.

Alice called on the power she kept buried in the pit of her own soul and felt it rise to the surface in an electric rush which left her feeling cold, but buzzing. Her finger came up to the button on the camera and she steadied it before snapping a picture which would trap the essence of one of these entities, but she suddenly couldn’t decide which one to hit. She couldn’t do both. The time it would take to snap two pictures was too great for the time she had, and even if she had enough time, she knew she was running low on energy. 

One shot was all she had, and then she would have to pay the consequences later. 

She saw how the shadow woman’s hands were no more than a basketball apart, saw Emily running down the stairs—running for her life—and saw the big thing chasing after her to take her life away. When Alice saw how his hand was coming over his head, winding up for an attempt at a grab, she didn’t have to see anything else. Alice pressed the button the camera. 

There was a click, a bright flash, and her body filled with the sensation of electric discharge. She shuddered and closed her eyes through the strangely pleasurable sensation. When she opened her eyes again and stared through the viewfinder, she saw… nothing. Darkness. The humming sound had abruptly ended, leaving her ears slightly ringing as they adjusted. Her eyes, likewise, still had the impression of shapes scarred into them, but these were only ghosts. 

The camera made a whirring sound, and then spat a Polaroid out of the front slot. 

“Emily?” Alice said, “Did you make it?” 

“No,” Isaac said, “The woman blocked me out.” 

She tried to look through the viewfinder again, but saw nothing at all. The theater was dark, sure, but the reason for this obscurity went further than mundane darkness. Of this Alice was certain. The woman hadn’t just blocked Isaac’s magic out, she had somehow obfuscated the entire Reflection. 

If Emily had been lost to them before, she would be almost impossible to find now.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Playing with Fire

She reached a shaky hand around the front of the camera, plucked the cool Polaroid from the slot, and shook it before shining light on the picture. The last time she had attempted to capture something in this place it hadn’t worked. She wondered if the spirits here had some kind of protection Alice wasn’t aware of. Hopefully, she had at least spared Emily from having been caught by the gas mask man. 

Her heart raced. The Polaroid was a frame of shimmering, moving light. It was as if someone had taken a picture of the sun—a bright, moving, almost fluid light—and, in doing so, had caught a piece of it. There, at the center, a shape started to form. Tall and broad, it flickered in and out of focus. Isaac saw it too, and he jumped when the shape charged at them from within the frame. Alice had been expecting it this time.

“I caught it,” she said, holding the picture firmly between two fingers. “I caught the bastard.” 

“Where’s the woman?” Isaac asked, “Did you get her too?” 

Alice shook her head. 

“Why?” 

Of all the things she had expected to hear from him, why wasn’t one of them. The word caught her off guard. “Why?” she asked. “What do you mean?” 

“Why didn’t you attack the shadow woman? She was dispelling my magic. If I could have kept the rift open a little longer—”

“Emily still wouldn’t have made it because this son of a bitch had almost caught her.”

“Maybe, but with the shadow woman gone, we would have been able to figure something out. I don’t, and didn’t, feel the same power from this thing as I did from that woman.” 

“I had a choice to make, and I made it,” Alice said. “Emily is better off without this thing running around, trust me.” 

“Emily would have been better off here,” Isaac said, his voice now serious and authoritative. 

“Maybe if you had told me you could bring her out from the start, we would have come up with a better plan. Why the fuck didn’t you tell me you could just open a portal like that? What did you get from keeping that secret?” 

“They knew we were coming. I don’t know how, but they knew. How do you know they wouldn’t have learned of our plan if I had said something to you?” 

“I don’t, but if I had known you could open a portal into the Reflection on your own I would have asked you to send me in there and I would have brought her out myself!” 

“What makes you think you would survive in there?” 

“I’ve already been in there, Isaac—or have you forgotten?” 

He hadn’t forgotten. Alice could taste it in his aura, could feel it in the air, the sudden cloudburst of cold within his stomach. Her mind took her briefly back to a time when she had been a captive of the Reflection, but she willed herself back into the moment. A trip down memory lane wasn’t something she or anyone else needed, and it certainly wasn’t what Emily needed. Emily needed Alice and Isaac to be focused, and to figure out how the hell they were going to get her out now that their way in had been sealed.

But Isaac had a different thought. “Alice,” Isaac said.

Alice turned to him. “What?” 

“This is probably the time for us to start talking about… about how familiar this is all starting to seem.” 

“Familiar? Familiar how?”

“You’re smarter than that. I shouldn’t have to spell it out.” 

“I want you to spell it out so that I can dismiss the notion of it. What’s happening here is not the same thing that happened to me before. It just isn’t.” 

“You can’t deny there are similarities.” 

“Maybe there are, but what you’re suggesting is crazy. That happened less than two years ago, and I dealt with it for good. It’s not happening now.” 

Alice had said the words, but she didn’t believe them. Not in her heart. This truly was starting to sound all too familiar. Emily’s jaunt into the Reflection, the reappearance of a woman made of shadow who possessed some kind of magic unavailable to regular ghosts, and the way Alice’s body was reacting—particularly the pain in her back. 

He cut me up.

“Fine,” Isaac said, “If you’re unwilling to believe the same thing that happened to you could be happening to Emily, then we should leave before we make things worse for her.”

“We can’t leave. Emily’s still trapped here, and we’ve taken one of them out. We can find the other one, the woman, and take her out too.” 

“I don’t think it’s that simple.”

“What do you mean it’s not that simple? If she’s blocked us from using our power in here, then we’ll use it outside. What’s the trouble?” 

“This thing, the shadow woman, she was able to counter my spell and dissolve it. I have never encountered a spirit with that kind of power, or that kind of knowledge about magic.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“You know as well as I do there are more things than just ghosts in the Reflection. I would need to study this more, but it’s possible—” 

“We don’t have time for you to put thought into this, Isaac. For all we know the shadow woman’s gotten Emily again and we’re already too late. We need to act. We need to spread out and find out where this woman is hiding, and then root her out and catch her.”

Alice bent down to stuff the Polaroid into her backpack. A strange bout of dizziness struck her as soon as she came back up and her legs buckled, but she righted herself. It wasn’t enough to stop Isaac from noticing. Even in the dim light, where the only available illumination was coming from a flashlight, she could see the worry on his face. Capturing the big man had taken more out of her than she had expected, and she had already been weak to begin with, but she couldn’t let something like hunger stand in the way of Emily’s rescue.

“Are you alright?” Isaac asked.

Alice nodded. “I’m fine,” she said. “Just a little dizzy.” 

“Fine, then let’s get out of here before things get any worse.” 

“We can’t leave,” she said, asserting her position again. “If we abandon her now, there’s no telling what’ll happen to her.” 

“And if we don’t leave there’s no telling what’ll happen to you. To us.” 

I know what’ll happen to me, she thought. She was playing with fire, but what choice did she have? Emily was still lost in the Reflection, and Alice was flying blind now. They had put the big bad thug out of commission, but it wasn’t enough. Alice wouldn’t be able to rest until Emily was safe and firmly in the realm where she belonged.

“I don’t think this thing wants to kill Emily,” Isaac said. “I think it needs her for something, and that means she’ll be kept alive.” 

“That’s not making me feel better about leaving.” 

“Maybe not, but it means we have time, time enough to formulate a plan of attack. This spirit is powerful and clever. We need to be smarter than it, and you look like you need to rest.” 

“I don’t need a—”

The entire auditorium came alive with light and sound. 

Alice spun around in a circle, for a moment believing the lights had come back on and that the theater was filled with people, but she was looking in the wrong direction. The light and sound weren’t coming from the seats—it was all coming from the screen and the speakers, a cacophony of hissing and gargling almost painful to listen to.

She turned again and angled her head up. The picture on the big-screen was blurry and out of focus; a strange, roiling landscape of writhing darkness pockmarked by glistening points of coppery light. It looked almost like a black ocean on which old brass ships were sailing—a living, breathing ocean with waves which swelled and dipped, sighed and hissed. A mesmerizing dance of darkness, as elegant as it was disturbing.  

Alice circled around to the stairs to get a better look at the screen, and watched as the picture began to take focus. What had once looked like a dark ocean, now looked more like a mass of shadow gently swishing and swashing into itself. But this ocean was no ocean at all. Three impossibly tall, but perfectly distinct, humanoid entities made of shadow began to rise from the mass of darkness. Alice could hear, among the hissing, the steady drip-drop of water and the whoosh of an ill wind.

Isaac wanted to speak, but didn’t know what to say. Alice, likewise, remained quiet and watched the three entities stand, stare out of the screen, and slowly begin to sway. The air in front of the big screen began to shiver, like heat distortion. The footage was jerky, but watchable. When Alice walked to the left, the creatures hissed, and the picture jiggled. 

Alice felt the pinch of panic grip the back of her throat. 

On a hunch, she moved to the right, and the figures on the screen followed her with their heads. She realized then with cold dread that this was no ordinary movie. It was as if a lump of ice had been dropped into her stomach, and she would have stood rooted to the spot had she not been determined to find Emily. Up above she saw the beam of the projector, hazy and smoky, and trailed it to a spot of flickering light in the wall.

The projection room was where she needed to go.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

The Trapdoor

Though it seemed to Alice, as she recalled the last twenty minutes of her life, that the world had been chaotic and full of sound, light, and action, the truth was that the Cinema Royale had been—and remained—as quiet and empty as a tomb. It was as if the entire building had gone back to sleep, especially once they had left the auditorium and the whirring, rattling, and hissing within. She could hear her own breathing in the lobby, Isaac’s too. They were short, rapid breaths fueled by adrenaline and a healthy dose of fear, the kind of fear that kicks in when the antelope senses the approach of a lion—not a debilitating panic, but one that sharpens the instincts and puts the animal on high-alert. 

With her backpack slung over her shoulder and her old Polaroid Instant Camera raised to eye level, Alice looked more like a low-budget, crack-pot paranormal investigator than a bounty hunter. Part of her job required a fair amount of investigation, sure, but she usually went into a case knowing exactly what she was up against. The uncertainty here, and the fact she had to work with anyone besides herself—Isaac of all people—was what had initially put her on edge, and what kept her on edge now as she ascended the half-spiral staircase to the next floor.

Never mind the gloom and the cold.

Isaac trailed closely behind with his right arm raised and ready to use if necessary, and the flashlight firmly gripped in his left. “Can you see anything through your camera?” he asked.

“No,” she said, lowering the camera, “I can’t see anything, not when I’m trying to look into the other side.” 

It was as if Trapper had the lens cap on, even though it wasn’t that kind of camera. Normally her field of vision would open up when she looked through her camera, but now all was dark. She had also become aware, during the last couple of minutes, that the throbbing in her back had intensified. At first it hadn’t been more than a passive inconvenience, but as time went on, the throb had gone from this is inconvenient, to okay, I can’t ignore this, to, I don’t think I can walk another step. She glanced at her own hand and flexed, but she could barely make her fist close into a ball. Her body was weakening fast, and this meant time was running out.

“Will you be able to use the camera if we need it?” Isaac asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t often take shots without being able to see what I’m looking at.” 

Alice reached the next floor landing, and her feet creaked on the wooden floorboards beneath them. Ahead of her was a red door, to the right a narrow corridor led to the balcony overlooking the main auditorium. Beyond the red door she heard the rattling, whirring sound of a projector in operation. 

Isaac arrived at the red door and tried the knob ahead of Alice. It croaked open, and immediately Isaac brought the beam of light to bear on the projector. It droned and churned on— independent, alone, and of its own volition. Its big, mechanical shape with the many protrusions and cables cast a sinister shadow on the wall beyond, like that of a hungry animal. 

A lion, Alice thought. Why do lions keep coming to mind?

They pushed inside, and the beam of the flashlight jumped this way and that. First to the projector, then to the nearby table upon which sat a number of open film reel cases, and then to the tiny tinted window through which you could see the auditorium and the movie playing on the big screen. It hadn’t changed. Three shadowed figures stood in a dark cave, dimly lit, with water gently dripping somewhere. As Alice stared, she got the impression the three figures were moving, walking. No, more like gliding. 

The familiar sensation she had felt the first time she entered this room came back instantaneously. Alice’s attention was pulled to the back of the room where a door lay hidden inside a wall plastered over with posters of old movies, some which she had seen, others she didn’t think anyone would ever be able to see because they had come out of circulation decades ago. Earlier, the door had excited and repulsed her. The same feelings, like buzzing bees in her chest, remained now.

“There’s no one here,” Isaac said, “No one to turn this on.” 

“Does that surprise you?” she asked as she approached the door.

“I’m not sure what I was expecting. It looks like the film inside the machine was once in this film reel case. It doesn’t have a name on it, though. No marker of any kind.” 

“Could be a student movie,” Alice said when she reached the door in the back of the room. She pulled it open, but the darkness in here was even greater than it was in the projection room. The projector was emitting light in rapid, machine-gun bursts. But this room was dark as pitch and as cold as an ice-box. Alice rubbed her arm with her free hand. “Could you give me some light?” she asked.

Isaac approached and shone the flashlight over Alice’s shoulder. Her shadow extended into the room before her, stretching grotesquely along the floor and wall. There were shelves in here, racks upon which round, steel cases sat. Movie reels. Noir, sci-fi, horror—they were all here. But there were more film reels too, in boxes tucked beneath the racks and shelves. 

Alice pulled one out and handled a number of them. Each had a label on it citing the name of the movie, the date it was released, and the genre. Her skin wasn’t just tingling now, it was buzzing with electricity and everything she touched had a kind of rubbery texture as a result. When she pulled the box out further, it caught on a small protrusion rising up from the floor. Isaac shone the light on it, and she saw it was a catch for a trapdoor. Her fingers closed unconsciously around the small, black latch.

“Wait,” Isaac said, and she yanked her hand away as if the metal had been red hot.

Alice’s heart was beating fast and hard. She hadn’t even noticed until now, like she had been caught in a trance. “What is it?” she asked.

“There’s something down there. I can sense power rising from it, like heat from a vent.” 

“Or cold from an ice-covered lake,” she said, staring up at him. Funny how they sensed things differently. Her eyes settled on the trap door again. “I think the shadow woman lives in here. If she has Emily, this is where she’ll have taken her.” 

“Then we should be ready,” he said, and he set the flashlight down on the ground. “Back away.” 

Alice felt the warm finger of excitement trail down her back and did as she was told, clearing the way for whatever Isaac had in mind. She watched him bring his right arm to chest level, felt the air itself vibrate around him as he summoned his magic from wherever it came, and with no light show this time, the latch on the trap door flipped with a clack, and the hatch slowly creaked open. 

She imagined a woman rising from the small square, her long, dark hair hanging loosely over her face, her face twisted with hate and anger. Alice wondered what the woman might sound like when she screamed—like nails on a chalkboard—and prepared herself for what that might feel like on her ears. 

When nothing came screaming out of the hole, Alice approached and knelt before the hatch, grabbing the flashlight and peering into the space. The compartment was a shallow one. She figured if she stood inside it she would only be knee deep, and there were boxes down there—at least two of them, maybe more—filled with shiny metal film cases. 

“Just more storage,” Alice said, reaching for one of the cases, “More film reels.” 

But when her fingers clasped one of the film reels, Alice’s entire body began to tremble and she jerked up. The film reel came up with her hand, catapulted into the air, and struck Isaac hard on the head with a loud thump. Isaac grunted. Alice felt something warm sprinkle her cheek, and then she heard the metal case hit the floor with a heavy clang, catching a glimpse of it as it rolled into the darkness of the projection room.

“Isaac,” she said, “Oh my God, are you okay?” 

Isaac had jumped away from the store room and was hunched over with his hand to his head. She shone the flashlight on him just in time to see his hand come away from his temple wet with red blood. Her stomach went cold at the sight of it and she stood up. 

“Christ!” Isaac said, touching his hand to his head a few times. Each time it came away with more blood on it. “That hurts.” 

“Turn around, let me help.” 

When Isaac turned around, half of his face was already dripping crimson from a deep gash just above his left eye. The film reel had caught him with its edge and bitten into his skin. He pressed his hand against his head to create a tight seal and held it there. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to do that.” 

“I’m sure you didn’t, but that doesn’t help me, does it? What the hell happened?” 

“I grabbed it and it was like… like an electric jolt. I lost control of my nerves for a second.” 

“Did you see where it went? I think I heard it roll.” 

“No, I didn’t.” 

Alice spun around, flashlight in hand, and threw the beam of light into the darkness. She looked across the floor, beneath the projector, and under the table on the far side of the room, but she couldn’t see the film reel. They had left the door to the projection room open, and besides the projector being in the way, it was almost a straight line between the store room door and the red door. It would have been a tough shot, but the thing could have rolled out.

“We have to get you to a hospital,” she said.

“No. Just keep going. I think I saw something on the trapdoor.” 

It was difficult to ignore the urge to help Isaac, to fix the damage she had done, but she forced herself to turn around and look. A set of ornate symbols had been drawn into the inside of the trapdoor. For a moment she couldn’t quite identify the shapes, so she took a few steps closer and shone the full beam of her flashlight on it. The markings consisted of a number of small, hand-carved etchings arranged into a circular shape. In the center of the circle of symbols there were another three arranged in a triangular fashion. One of them looked like an upside down stickman without a head, the other resembled a trident with the middle prong missing, and the third was a near perfect circle with a spiral pattern inside of it.

When Alice didn’t say anything, Isaac spoke. “Do you recognize them?” he asked.

She did, though she couldn’t vocalize it. In fact, she didn’t just recognize the designs, she was intimately familiar with them. The placement of each individual symbol, both big and small, the circular pattern, even the smoothness of each line, they were the same ones which had been drawn into the closet door where she kept her Chest of Haunts, and the same ones carved into the inside of the chest itself. 

But that was impossible.  

The projection room suddenly flooded with a sound like a hundred hissing cats. Alice dropped the flashlight and clasped her ears, screaming to try and drive the painful sound away. Isaac grimaced and staggered toward a wall, propping himself up against a nook with a second tinted window. But the hissing was invasive, seeming at once to be coming from outside and inside Alice’s own head. Then it stopped, just like that. 

Alice let go of her ears. The ringing made it difficult to hear what Isaac was saying, but he was pointing at the window in front of him with some urgency so she walked toward it, rested her hands on the ledge, and looked out. There was light hitting the screen from the projector, but the screen was white, as if each negative square was blank. This brightness made it easy to see the three shadowy figures standing at the foot of the screen, to see how real they were. 

The ringing in Alice’s ears cleared with a pop, and she heard Isaac say “We have to leave!” 

This time she was in no position to argue with him. Alice turned on the spot, grabbed the flashlight, and tossed it to Isaac. She grabbed her backpack and swung it over her shoulder. Just as she was about to make a dash for the red door, she spotted the open trap door with the familiar engraving on it. The projector cut out, and what little ambient light there was died with it, leaving only the orange glow of the flashlight for illumination. 

Darkness pressed around her, and she sensed its malice like a cold, putrid breath on the nape of her neck. She had one chance to run toward the trap door and grab a film reel, one she could take apart and study, but the dead silence which had fallen around her wasn’t only total—it was unnatural. Dangerous. Filled with the promise of pain beyond any kind of mortal comprehension. She could taste the way the properties in the air had changed, how the emotional resonance in this room had gone from calm to furious in the space of seconds. 

And her skin was starting to crawl again. 

“Alice!” Isaak yelled, his voice clawing to reach above the chaos.

Fuck research, she thought, and she grabbed Isaac’s arm and made a mad dash for the red door. The sounds of hissing came again, but this time it was as if they were on top of her, the three things which had a moment ago been standing in front of the big screen in the auditorium were in the room now, she could feel them whooshing past her. But it was so dark she wouldn’t have been able to tell a normal shadow from a living one. In any case, right now that didn’t matter. All that mattered was out.

Alice hit the stairs hard with Isaac running at full speed behind her. She leapt down the half-spiral stairs two at a time, her camera safely tucked into her chest with one hand to stop it from bouncing. Something cold and dark rushed at her from below, and with lightning reflexes she threw the camera up, without aiming, and pulled the trigger. A bright white flash filled the room followed by a hiss and a screech which hurt to listen to. 

They didn’t have long to go, now. The front door was in her sight, its edges marked by the ambient Ashwood light spilling in from the outside. When her feet met the ground floor, she sped across the lobby with her head down and fumbled, with her free hand, for the key in her pocket. Another shadow stepped in her way. She didn’t see it, didn’t hear it, but her supernatural senses told her it was standing before her, waiting to slice her up and eat her. 

Isaac yelled for her to get down, and Alice threw herself into a forward roll. At the same time, Isaac produced a bolt of energy so powerful it caused the entire lobby to tremble as it sailed across the room and slammed into the shadow creature. It made a noise like forks scraping on plates, and merged into the darkness around it. 

Using the momentum from the roll, Alice sprang to her feet again, struck the door with her shoulder, and pushed her way outside. Isaac followed, breathing hard and bleeding from his temple. The cold, crisp air was good to her—kind and sweet. Alice finally fished the key out of her pocket, turned toward the door, and was about to close it, but couldn’t. Panic had gripped her, and she couldn’t move, couldn’t act.

The open archway reminded her of something she had only ever seen in dreams since the night she was taken away. It looked like a portal into the Reflection, like a black hole that sucks everything in, and from which nothing can escape. Not Alice, not Emily, not anyone. Not unless the black hole spits them out, and even then, they always come back warped.

Isaac, sensing Alice’s hesitation, reached into the darkness for the handle, pulled hard, and slammed the door shut. The sudden bang pulled Alice back into the moment, and she threw the key into the lock, turned it, and stepped away as if the building were a bomb about to explode. Alice reached for the key again to pull it out, but the lock made a clack sound, the key turned on its own, and then snapped in half, falling to the ground with a clink. This was all the motivation she needed. She ran down the street toward her car, pushing as fast as her legs could take her. Alice had accepted the awful subtext beneath what had just happened, the symbolic snapping of the key.

They wouldn’t be getting back in there without a fight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Stitches

Isaac was holding his hand to his forehead in an attempt to keep any more blood from leaving his system. 

“Let me see,” Alice said when they had gotten to her car.

The wound was deep, a dark gash cut into the space just above his eyebrow. By the way he was shaking and the color of his skin, he had lost a lot of blood already. Up to twenty percent, she thought. If he lost any more, he would need a transfusion. Even more than that, he could go into hypovolemic shock. 

“You got me good,” he said with a slight tremble in his voice.

The fact he was talking meant he hadn’t yet hit the thirty percent mark. “We need to get you to a hospital. That needs looked at unless you want to die in my car.” 

“I’d rather not go to a hospital. This isn’t the way I die.” 

“How can you be so sure about that?” 

“Felled by a stray metal can? I would be the laughing stock of the community. I’m sure my death will be much more dramatic than that.” 

Alice wasn’t so sure. “If you aren’t going to let me take you to a hospital, and you aren’t going to fix it with magic—because you would have already—then let me take a look at it. I have a first aid kit in the back.” 

“You’re… going to stitch me up?” 

She didn’t answer. In ten seconds flat, she had stepped out of her car, popped the trunk, and grabbed the green kit with the big white cross on it. This was a single item buried amidst a veritable garbage dump of bags filled with all manner of things: clothes bound for the laundromat, boxes half filled with Photo paper and batteries for her camera, and a reflective screen for her windshield—not that it was ever so sunny in Ashwood that one was required. 

Alice asked Isaac to sit in the backseat with her and lay his head on her lap. She then set the first aid kit down on Isaac’s stomach and started looking through it. He had gone back to holding the wound shut with his hand, stemming the flow of blood somewhat, but it wasn’t a permanent solution. It needed to be closed. When she pulled a hooked needle out of the box and began to thread it with black thread, Isaac’s eyes went wide. 

“Shit,” he said, his eyes fixed on the needle. “You really are going to stitch this wound. Here. In this car.”

“You’re not afraid of needles, are you?” she asked.

“Just do what you have to do.” 

She produced a thick piece of cork from the first aid kit and handed it to him. This wasn’t standard issue, but in Alice’s experience, it always helped to bite down on it whenever the situation called for her to perform a little field first aid on herself. Judging by what was left of the black thread, this happened often. There wasn’t much left of it, but she supposed it would be enough to close the wound. Isaac took the piece of cork and examined it as if he had been asked to swallow it. He saw the small indentations—bite-marks—and then stuffed the cork into his mouth, fastening his teeth around it.

First came the disinfectant. She doused a swab into the strong smelling liquid and rubbed it over the wound. It stung like fire and Isaac took sharp, short breaths, but didn’t complain. When she was done, she noticed the wound hadn’t been as deep as she had originally thought. What he needed done, she could do herself. 

Alice pulled a bottle of water out of her backpack that was sitting at her feet. She took the needle, sterilized it with her zippo—she didn’t smoke much anymore, but the zippo was as much a part of her “hunting toolkit” as Trapper was. Without skipping a beat, Alice got to work. Every time the needle went into Isaac’s skin it made a kind of crunch, like the first bite into a grape. 

He spat the cork out at the third stitch and grabbed the bottle of disinfectant. “Why couldn’t this have been whiskey?” 

“Because I don’t drink in my car,” Alice said, her face pinched with concentration. 

“Fair point.” 

“Having said that.” Alice reached into her backpack and pulled out a small, silver hip flask. She popped the top and handed it to him. The sweet smell of bourbon soon filled the car. 

“I thought you said you didn’t drink in your car.” 

“It’s not in my car. It’s in my backpack.” 

“Another fair point.” Isaac took a swig. 

“Try not to move.” 

“You’ve done this before, I gather?” 

“I have, and don’t worry, it’s closing nicely.” Every time a tiny spurt of blood came out of the gash, Alice had to pause to wipe it off. This made the process take longer, but she was at least making progress and the blood loss wasn’t nearly as bad as she had originally thought. “How are you feeling?” 

“I’m not going to pass out, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 

“I’m not worried. I know you’re tough.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Because this isn’t the first time I’ve had to fix you up.”

Isaac’s eyes moved from left to right as he dug through the archives of his memory to produce the same book Alice seemed to be reading from. He smiled when he found it. “I remember,” he said.

“I’m surprised you do. Almost knocked yourself out that time, and me with you.” 

“I can’t believe I fell like that.” 

Alice smiled now, too, remembering the way his body toppled and sent him head over heels down a flight of stairs, his legs somehow having forgotten how to work. He had tried to grab for the barrier on the landing when he sensed he was falling, but had missed. Alice had reached out to grab one of his pinwheeling arms, but he had gone over by the time she had moved within reach. He had somehow managed to catch his forehead on one of the steps and split it open in much the same way. In fact, she could see the faded scar above his other eyebrow, now that she was so close to his face. 

“I can,” she said, “Your feet have always been an issue for you.” 

“Ever since I was a child,” he said. 

Alice went quiet as she concentrated on keeping the stitches tight and clean.

“Are you alright?” Isaac asked.

“I’m stitching your forehead up and you’re asking me if I’m alright?” 

“I may have bled out somewhat, but I can still see.” 

“I’m fine,” Alice said, “Just thinking about… never mind.” 

“Never mind what?” 

“Drop it, Isaac.” 

“You know I can’t do that.” 

Alice pinched his skin with the needle again and Isaac winced. “Sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

The words—both spoken and unspoken—hung in the air, and Alice found herself unable to pull them back. What had been said couldn’t be unsaid, and there had been a lot of things said between Alice and Isaac. Their history was written in the great storybook of life, but it wasn’t like a biography. It was more like a horror novel where the monster seems dead at first, but then gets back up for another round, bloody and full of rage.

Again she slipped the needle into a sensitive point and Isaac flinched from the pain, sucking in a short breath of air. His hand came up to hers this time and held it. His touch was electric, but the feeling didn’t last. Alice realized that it wasn’t that she was being careless with the needle, but that Isaac’s endorphins had run out. He was going to really feel the rest of these stitches, and she was only half way done. Keeping him talking was the only way to make things easier, and yet talking had only ever made things worse.

Alice caught him staring into her eyes, his brown pools boring holes into hers and saying all of the things they had never said to each other as their relationship crashed and burned. She had thought that this—asking Isaac for help—had been a bad idea and knew in her gut she was right, but he was here, and what was done was done. There was no more hiding from Isaac Moreau and the past which shone so brightly in his eyes. 

“These are gonna hurt,” she said in a soft voice. 

“Finish it,” Isaac said, and at this moment he caught himself still touching her hand and released her. 

Alice wished she could do something for the pain, each wince and short gasp for air made her stomach jump, but there was nothing left to do. Nothing left but to grin and bear the hurt, and make sure those stitches went through as cleanly and as tightly as possible. If the wound opened up again, she didn’t think she would be able to close it. Isaac would need a doctor, a real one, not just some woman with a certificate for having completed a first aid course and a crazy notion that she could stitch a gash on someone’s head.

He was shaking by the time she pulled the last thread through his skin, and she hurried to clip the thread and get away from his face. Isaac took his fourth swig of the flask, and now Alice took a couple also. They spent the next ten minutes in silence and in close proximity until both of these things suddenly seemed to become an issue for Alice. She didn’t know why; all she knew was that this was too much. Too close. Too much. 

She closed the first aid box on her lap. Isaac sat up, examined the stitches in the rearview mirror and, despite the weariness his pallor suggested, he seemed satisfied enough with the work she had done. He touched the wound lightly with the tips of his fingers and his face twisted with pain. 

“Don’t touch it,” Alice said, “You’ll pull them out.” 

“I don’t think I will. You did a good job.” He turned his face to her again. She didn’t look at him directly, but knew he was looking at her. “Alice…” 

Hearing him say her name brought warm waves of emotion rising through her chest. “Yes?” she asked, pretending to wipe the first aid box clean with a cotton swab doused in smelly disinfectant. The whole car reeked of hospital ward.

“I wouldn’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I don’t think either of us should be alone tonight.” 

“I don’t know if you know this, but it’s already this morning, not tonight.” 

She wasn’t kidding, either. By now, the sky was starting to turn a lighter shade of blue-gray, and the crows sitting on wires overhead were cawing as if in reverence of, or complaining about, the impending dawn.

“Isaac…” she said.

“I’m not trying anything here,” Isaac said, “But we both saw what happened in there, we saw how those things came out of… out of the film. We have no way of knowing if they will be confined to the theater or if they have some way of getting out.” 

“We don’t.” 

“Right. And if they come for us, either of us, I just think we’re stronger as a team.” 

For a while Alice didn’t say anything. Instead she considered him, considered his eyes, his aura, his body language. She decided, after analyzing every possible cue she could get, that he was being genuine. His skin was pale from the blood loss, but his eyes shone intensely with the desire to protect her, and his aura was showing a mixture of weariness and concern. 

If she went with him, there was no doubt in her mind that she would be able to keep him safe just as much as the reverse. But a voice in the back of her mind, arguably the voice of reason, warned her it would be a mistake to spend more time alone with Isaac. This intimacy had already gone on long enough, and any more would only be detrimental to their working relationship. Emily’s life depended on Alice and Isaac being able to work together despite their rocky past.

But it also depended on them being alive.

If either of them went home alone and they were attacked, Alice didn’t think they would survive. Isaac was hurt, and Alice was sure she wouldn’t be able to use her camera again, not without suffering severe consequences. And even if she didn’t use it, how long would it be before the hunger manifested itself fully? Adrenaline had killed the building headache and back pain she had started to feel back at the theatre, but adrenaline wears off—just like Isaac’s endorphins. 

“I have to go home,” she said, “I know what you’re saying, but I need to go back to my apartment. There’s an angry spirit trapped on a Polaroid in my bag, and if I don’t get it contained soon there’s no telling what’ll happen.” 

Isaac nodded. Her excuse was a weak one, but he accepted it. “I understand,” he said after a moment’s pause. He touched two fingers to the stitches again. “I should probably also get cleaned up… I’m a little out of sorts.” 

“I can drive you to your place, or to the museum…” 

“No, I can drive myself.”

“Are you sure? You’ve lost a lot of blood.”

“We’ve just battled with spiritual entities. I think I will be fine to drive for a little while. I’m not far, in any case.” He made to turn around and open the car door, but Alice reached for his shoulder and stopped him. Isaac swung his head around to look at her, waiting for her to speak, but she said nothing and withdrew her hand. 

“I’ll call you in the morning,” he said, and he stepped out of the car leaving her on her own.

Just as she had wanted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Manifestation

Dawn had come, but the sky wasn’t orange and blue; it was grey and cloudy, like the inside of Alice’s mind. A clamor of disjointed voices was speaking in her head, a crowd standing in front a stage waiting for the band to kick off. The static made it difficult to think, to concentrate on what she was doing. Twice she had taken a wrong turn on the way home, and when she had finally gotten home it was as if the key didn’t want to find the lock and turn it.

Just because she had managed to flee the Cinema Royale didn’t mean she was free and clear. Whatever adrenaline had been in her system earlier was now gone, and pulses of pain were taking the opportunity to gladly hammer into her head and back, making Alice feel like some breakable object that had skidded to the edge of a shelf and was about to fall off.  She needed to eat something and, more importantly, get some rest or otherwise she would be no good to anyone.

She staggered inside, dropped her backpack on the couch, and went straight for the fridge. Inside there were a half dozen eggs, a smelly old noodle box, a beer, and a carton of milk. She took the milk, sniffed it, and—deciding it was still good—drank deep, popping a couple of extra strength painkillers as a kind of by the way thing. When the milk was almost gone she took the eggs, cracked them into a bowl, and scrambled them using the remainder of the milk to fatten the plate up.

The headache disappeared at some point during the cooking process, and by the time Alice was scooping the last few bits of egg into her mouth, her back was starting to feel better too. But then a door clicked closed, and Alice’s hackles began to rise. She wheeled around and scanned the apartment, still chewing her food. The bedroom and bathroom doors were both open. The only closed doors were the front door, and her closet door—and that one was always closed.

Must have imagined it, she thought, and she took the empty plate and the cutlery to the sink. After, she ran a bath for herself and slipped inside. The warm water was kind to her tight skin, and the soap and the bubbles made her almost feel like she could float away. She tried not to think about the movie theatre, about Emily, about Isaac, and tried instead to think of something normal, like how she needed to go out and buy groceries, or how her electric bill still needed paying. 

That was when she saw someone cross in front of the open bathroom door. 

She remained perfectly still, watching the open doorway for more signs of movement, her head gently resting on the bath-tub rim. The mountains of bubbles had gone and she could see her own naked body beneath the surface of the water, but now the water was starting to tremble with the pounding of her heart.

“Hello?” 

Nothing.

“Who’s there?” 

No response.

Not real, she thought, that didn’t just happen. But then she heard plates clinking in the sink, and the sound made her leap out of the bath like a cat that had been thrown in as a goof. Her heart was hammering, and her back—the scars on her back—were starting to throb again. She grabbed a towel and wrapped it around herself before pattering out of the bathroom on wet feet. 

No one could have broken into her house. There was only one way in besides the fire escape, and she could always hear the elevator going up and down whether she was in her bathroom, her bedroom, or her living room. It helped that the fire escape window, she knew, wouldn’t open, and having been stuck shut since she moved in. If ever she needed to use the fire escape, she would need to smash it open, which is why she kept a hammer on the window sill.

Whoever she had just seen had to have been one of them—one of the dead—only this was also not possible because Alice, as far as she knew, wasn’t able to see them with her own eyes, only feel their presence on her skin. But her skin was wet, and maybe this was inhibiting her ability to feel anything at all. It was possible.

Walking toward the open door, images of a man standing in her apartment last night came to her mind. She wondered if the person she had seen walking across the open door was the same man. Maybe she would find him standing in the kitchen, looking out of the window as he had been the night before. Or maybe he would be picking plates out of the sink, deciding which one to smash on Alice. The dark silhouette wouldn’t speak. Instead it would turn its head and stare at her from behind a pair of cold, dead eyes, and then it would attack because she was weak, and it knew she was weak. 

With her camera in her backpack, across from where she was standing, she was defenseless. If there was anything worse than not being able to defend yourself, it was being practically naked as well as defenseless. Nothing to do now but to turn the corner and take a peek. But the kitchen was empty. There was no man standing there, no clouds of darkness, no gas mask man. It hadn’t gotten out of confinement. It couldn’t. None of the spirits could. Sure, they could occasionally knock about in the hours after their imprisonment, but none of them had ever gotten out. She was seeing things. It had to be that. 

Still, she crossed the open space and pulled Trapper out of her backpack. Having the machine in her hand made her feel more comfortable, much in the same way a cop in a rough neighborhood feels comfortable with their gun or baton at their side. They hope they don’t have to use their weapons, but simply having them instills a bit of confidence in them—enough to delude them into braving the darkness. 

But she didn’t turn the camera on and look through it. Instead she circled in place, using her own eyes, her own senses, to try and get to the bottom of what was going on. She realized then, as she handled the camera in one hand, that she hadn’t pulled the last shot she had taken from out of the front slot. The picture sat there, lolling like a slack white tongue, almost comically. 

Alice pulled the still unformed Polaroid from the slot and shook it—the pictures didn’t form unless she shook them—but she didn’t get to finish what she was doing. Her insides pulled in a way they weren’t meant to pull. She doubled over, dropping the camera and picture, and fell to her knees. It was as if someone had struck her in the back and knocked the wind out of her lungs. 

She breathed quick and shallow breaths to try and quell the throbbing ache pulsing from her back and spreading all over her body. The painkillers had either failed, or some invisible phantom with an aluminum baseball bat and a grudge really had hit her. It wouldn’t be the first time. She tried to stand, but her back refused the command and screamed out in agony. Submitting, Alice let herself slip to the floor and pressed her cheek against the cool laminates. This was a comfort that allowed the moment of pain and breathlessness to pass.

When it did, Alice pushed herself off the ground and stood, but she staggered and had to reach for the back of the couch to steady herself. Her back was in a world of hurt, and though she had regained her ability to take deep breaths, the world seemed to swim around her, as if she had fallen into a lake. 

The gas mask man, she thought, is it him? Did he just hit me?

He couldn’t have. He was trapped, wasn’t he? She reached for her backpack, fumbled around inside, and found the shimmering Polaroid, cursing herself for not having stored it immediately after getting home. Forget the picture on the floor—she needed to see this one, needed to know if the gas mask man was still where he was supposed to be or if it had somehow managed to get out. The light inside the frame shimmered. Alice waited with a held breath until the dark man standing in the center of the frame appeared and turned to face her. 

“Yeah,” she said, taunting it, “How do you like being in there? You sack of shit.” 

The dark figure lunged at Alice, as if to try and get out of the photo frame, but he smashed into an invisible wall and fell back. If it was speaking, or more likely swearing, Alice couldn’t hear it. 

Finally, she marched toward the closet door, to the place where she kept her Chest of Haunts. She grabbed the key, undid the padlock, and swung the door open. When she saw the symbols on the inside of the door, she was instantly reminded of what she had seen drawn into the trapdoor at the Cinema Royale. In fact, she couldn’t believe she had forgotten. 

The markings were identical, with one exception.

Alice remembered one of the symbols on the trap door at the theater had been a circle with a spiral inside it. Her own ward, however, had a square shape with the likeness of a person scratched into it. She hadn’t drawn these pictures into the closet door—they had appeared there the day after she had received the Chest of Haunts. The Chest, which along with Trapper had been a gift from an unknown benefactor, had similar markings inside. Where the Chest had come from, who had drawn the markings, or how her camera worked, she didn’t know. 

Whoever had drawn the markings into the Chest could have been the same person responsible for the etchings in the trapdoor back at the Cinema Royale. She didn’t know how she felt about this. Alice had always thought she was unique, an unknown and unknowable species of supernatural creature. Maybe she was just such a creature, or maybe there were more of her somewhere. 

This thought really unsettled her. More people who eat souls? 

Alice bent over, unlocked the Chest of Haunts, and flung it open. A cold breath of stale air came up, rushed past her, and she heard a drawer in her kitchen swing open on its own, cutlery rattling inside. She took the picture of the gas mask man and dumped it in with the rest. But then she picked it up again, her brows furrowing, and examined it carefully. The pain in her back was still there, dull and quiet for now, but present—like a coiled snake ready to strike again at a moment’s notice.

She considered the shimmering light, and the dark, humanoid shape, and her stomach started to grow cold. Like a human who had been left to starve for days and had just been presented with a piece of raw, bloody meat, her body was betraying her logical mind and preparing itself to feed. This was how it started. The pain would come, then the cold, and then her hunger would manifest itself in the flesh and take over completely. This was something that hadn’t happened to her yet, but she knew it could.

Beneath her fingers, the picture seemed to almost vibrate. Alice’s mouth began to water, and she swallowed hard. Her hand trembled as she held the picture within her fingers and considered making a mistake and consuming the spirit of the gas mask man. His energy would sustain her, yes, but it would also change her for a time. For how long, she couldn’t say. And in what way, she didn’t know. But she suspected an angry, strong spirit like this one may be too much for her own psyche to bear, too strong for her to contain. 

More so than even the poltergeist.

But, by the same token, the longer she waited the more chance she stood of hurting someone she didn’t mean to hurt. The people who deserved her camera’s dark embrace were thieves and criminals, those who would cause pain and grief to other people for selfish reasons. She was no vigilante, but if she could take the life force of a person who had dedicated themselves to inflicting suffering on others, trap it with her camera, and eat it, she would. 

All she had to do was take their picture, and then suck the soul right out of the Polaroid. It was as easy as taking a sharp breath of air, and when the soul came free from the picture it would be pulled into her throat and chest where it would stay forever. Alice didn’t know a soul’s fate beyond this point, but if you believe in purgatory, then those who have sinned would not fare well in there.

Better, then, that she should consume the souls of people who deserve it rather than take the soul of a good person, even if they did sustain her for longer. But pickings had been slim in this quiet neighborhood, and Alice hadn’t had a chance to go hunting for one lately. She had never gone this long without feeding. She knew she was pushing it, only she didn’t have a choice. 

It was either eat the essence of the gas mask man, or find a human soul to eat. But if consuming a human soul was similar to eating a beautifully cooked steak, then eating a spirit’s essence was like trying to put a live cow in your mouth. Spirits put up a fight, fought back, resisted. Consuming them wasn’t easy, or comfortable. Alice’s willpower needed to be stronger than theirs, otherwise… well, she didn’t like thinking about the possibility of letting some entity take the wheel.

It was this thought that made her say “No,” to the picture in her hand, and then toss it into the chest. After she locked the closet door, she stood with her aching back pressed against it for a second, eavesdropping on a meeting of whispering conspirators taking place on the other side. One particularly loud, raspy voice was taking the lead, and the others were listening. 

Alice crossed into the kitchen with the towel carefully clasped around her. She looked for the open drawer, but could find nothing out of place. Then the realization, like a flash of inspiration, hit her. No one had walked around her house, no one had opened or closed any doors, and no one had hit her with an invisible baseball bat. All of these things were in her head, figments of an overactive imagination spawned and fueled by a terrible, supernatural need to feed. But hunger kills everything, and it could kill her if she wasn’t careful. Her body would betray her before then, though. Hungry animals don’t allow themselves to die of starvation if they could help it, and she had her camera, her power. 

She could help it.

The cold sensation in her stomach persisted, and she felt every groove and elevation of the scars on her back thanks to the constant throbbing. Her hands were starting to shake, too.  She was just about decided on getting dressed, fighting back sleep, and going to hunt for a soul when a sharp pulse of pain suddenly hit with all the force of a pair of hands, shoving her into the fridge. She lost her balance and went down with a crash, landing hard on her elbows. Her back pulsed with pain like white fire scorching her entire spinal cord, but it wasn’t fire—it was cold. 

Slow, she thought, don’t let it get the better of you.

She pulled herself to her feet, using the walls for support, and made it to the bathroom sink believing at any moment she would begin to hurl. Thankfully, she didn’t. But the pain was so intense her head felt like the inside of a washing machine filled with rocks. The dry heaving stopped, but the panic hadn’t subsided.

 Alice stared at herself in the mirror and tried to control her breathing, repeating the words “Oh fuck. Oh fuck, fuck, fuck.” 

She had to feed, but didn’t have anything to feed on. It had been left too long, her need had gone ignored for too long, and now the hunger was coming and she couldn’t stop it. Her mind was racing, and her heart raced with it. Alice opened the cabinet above the sink, but this didn’t make any sense. What did she think she would find in there? What she needed couldn’t be found in a drug store; it needed to be taken from someone, and she didn’t have the time to go and take it. Not before she lost control of herself completely.

Alice noticed something else, now—something new. The cold feeling in her stomach had spread into her chest and out toward her arms and fingertips. When she looked at her hands she thought they looked different, somehow brighter, stranger. She turned, reached for the bathroom light, and shut it off. Her hands were glowing, and tiny lines were appearing on her skin, as if her veins were filling with black ink.

She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and noticed her eyes were bright spots of shifting light—orange, purple, blue—in the darkness. When she opened her mouth to gasp, or speak, or scream, wisps of shifting light and smoke illuminated the back of her throat. The light was beautiful, mesmerizing, but also terrible. The cold fire was coming, her curse manifesting in the physical. It was time to act now, or not act at all. 

Alice steadied herself and steeled her nerves. She took a breath, marched toward the bathroom sink, grabbed it firmly, and slammed her forehead into the ceramic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Duty Calls

When Isaac awoke his head felt three sizes too big. The morning—it was about eleven, give or take—swam before his eyes like a dizzy blur, giving him the sensation of being underwater with his eyes open. He had been dreaming about the night, about darkness itself. The Good Doctor had been in the dream, its long, pointed mask gleaming like a knife in the dark. It had arched its head back and pecked Isaac on the forehead like a woodpecker striking a tree, and the sharp pain had shot him into the morning with a start. 

The world came into focus like an elastic band snapping into place. Everything made sense now. He had been dreaming, but the wound on his forehead was real. He remembered having been struck with a heavy, round, metal case above the left temple. The stitches hadn’t come loose, the bandage around his head remained secure, but thinking about the hit, the way his head shook when it was struck, caused the wound to throb. 

“Christ,” he said, as he propped up on his elbows and began to rub his eyes. He hadn’t had more than four hours sleep, and the urge to lay his head back on his pillow was a powerful one, but Isaac’s willpower prevailed. He twisted his body, slipped his feet out of the bed, and sat on the edge for a moment, checking to see if the act of moving made him dizzy. It didn’t. Isaac then went to the bathroom, washed his face with a cold splash of water, and unwrapped the bandage he had himself applied before bed.

Alice had done a good job with the stitching. The line of flesh was clean, the stitches were tight, and a little blood had begun to clot at the seam, sealing the wound further. He had finished applying fresh gauze and a clean, long Band-Aid to his upper eyebrow when his phone went off like an explosion of sound. The whole left side of Isaac’s brain seemed to wobble inside his skull. He grabbed the phone, set it to vibrate, and answered—without looking at the caller ID—with his right ear. 

“Good morning, this is Isaac Moreau,” he said, his voice and the unconscious smile on his lips acting of their own accord to perfectly mask the pain he was in.

“Isaac,” said the voice on the other side. Female. Stern. Business. Boss. “A moment?” 

“Of course. What can I do for you today, Linda?” 

“What can you do for me? You haven’t forgotten, have you?” 

“Have I?” 

“Tonight? The opening? Your new wing? I thought you would be here by now.” 

“Well, of course I haven’t forgotten that. I was under the impression there had been something else I may have forgotten, which is why you were calling.” 

“Why else would I call?” 

“Linda, I thought you knew me better than that by now. I don’t need babysitting.” 

Although, in truth, if Linda Perkins hadn’t called, Isaac may have remembered too late about the opening of the new wing at the Ashwood Imperial Museum, and this would have been unacceptable. Linda, the director, had probably come to his office to go over a couple of things only to find him absent with no reason as to why. 

“I am aware of that, Isaac, but I had expected you to be in the office early today to oversee the final placement and room organization. We have a full house tonight, and they’re all going to expect the excellence this institution is renowned for.” 

“And they will have it, Linda, believe me. I’m just at the doctor’s right now. I had a bit of a tumble yesterday and hurt my head. Nothing incredibly serious, but I’ve needed several stitches.” 

“Oh… are you alright? Do you need anything?” Her voice had suddenly changed. Until this point she had sounded like someone incapable of feeling, caring, or being vulnerable. But now Isaac could almost see her brows knitting together with concern, her neck flushed with regret, her heart aching. 

“No thank you. I’m perfectly fine. As soon as I’m done here, I’ll be making my way to the museum. I shouldn’t be more than a couple of hours, but I made a tour of the museum last night and saw the placement myself. You don’t need to worry. Everything is perfect.” 

“Good… good. You take care of yourself first, though. Don’t rush. Will you… be bringing anyone?” 

“Bringing someone?” 

“You’re allowed to bring a guest, of course.” 

Isaac’s lips curled into a smile and he was about to tell her what she wanted to hear—that he would be alone—when a thought struck him with such force it caused his expression to harden. He couldn’t skip tonight’s event, but he also couldn’t leave Alice on her own to search for Emily. His gut told him she would get into trouble, and warned him against leaving her alone. Last night had been close, but they had escaped intact because they had worked together. Alice’s body language may have suggested she wasn’t fond of his company, but for a fleeting moment in her car while she patched him up, it seemed as though she cared for him. 

Alice and Isaac needed to be together again today. Neither of them knew how to get to Emily, or what had become of her since last night. They needed to find a way to get to her, and they wouldn’t be able to do it on their own. He didn’t think she was dead yet. If the shadow woman had wanted Emily dead, it would have already happened. No. The shadow woman—this entity capable of countering Isaac’s magic—had other plans for Emily. As long as this was the case, it meant there was still time to save her. 

But time was running short.

“Isaac?” Linda asked.

“Sorry,” Isaac said, “As a matter of fact, I think there is someone I may bring with me to tonight’s unveiling.”

“Oh,” she said after a moment’s pause, “Well, then, in that case, I’ll see you tonight.” 

“You will,” Isaac said, and he bid her goodbye and hung up. But he didn’t set the phone to rest on the counter. Instead, he dialed the number Alice had given him last night. The phone rang out and went to voicemail, but Isaac didn’t leave one. “Sleeping,” he said to himself. He didn’t blame her. They’d gotten home late, and she didn’t have a conventional job like he did, so he didn’t think much of it and went about the business of preparing something to eat.

He produced two eggs from the fridge, some bacon, and a couple of plump sausages. His stomach grumbled at the sight and smell of crackling, cooking pork. When the eggs were done and on his plate, he wasted no time in wolfing the food down—breakfast followed by a cup of English tea with two sugars and milk. 

Isaac read the paper—the Ashwood Standard—while he ate, following up on a number of events which had lately been going on around town. There had been skirmishes between two rival bands of werewolves and vampires in West Kensington. Neither side had reported fatalities, but the vampires had been the instigators of the skirmish. A Mage had been present to witness the event and said he had heard the vampires demanding the surrender of another vampire named Pixi Poison, who was believed to be in connection with Neo—a fugitive of the Count’s Court.

After breakfast, he picked out what he would wear to tonight’s event and laid it on his bed. The outfit consisted of a charcoal suit, a dark gray shirt, a black tie, and a polished set of black Italian leather loafers. He finished the look with a golden tie bar in the shape of an open human eye, but he didn’t put the suit on yet. This was for tonight. For now, he was happy to wear a pair of dark jeans, a white shirt, and a black blazer. 

He grabbed his phone before leaving the house and called Alice a second time. Again the phone went to voicemail. Damn, he thought, still sleeping. Isaac could almost picture her in her bed, oblivious to the vibrating and blinking phone on her nightstand. But another image invaded his mind. In this one Alice was on her bed too, and the phone was also blinking and buzzing on the nightstand, but she wasn’t on her belly and breathing deeply.

She was on her back, her eyes glassy, and her lips blue. 

Isaac’s stomach twisted, its contents churning uncomfortably. He spun around and scanned his living room as if he had forgotten something before leaving his house, only he didn’t know where—or what—it was. His heart began to race when a third attempt at calling Alice failed. Something is wrong, he thought, only he didn’t think it with his logical mind. This was a feeling given voice, and it carried enough weight to drive his nerves right into the ground, like a cigarette butt being ground into the sidewalk.

He clamped his left hand around the bangle on his right wrist, closed his eyes, and sent a call out into the chaotic place his magic came from—the Tempest. Standing atop a tower on an island beset by massive waves, torrential rain, and vicious lightning, the Good Doctor turned its head, and listened. Thunder detonated above, a whip of light split the sky in two, and the man with the long beak for a nose disappeared with a pop, leaving an inky black splotch in the air where it had stood.

Isaac opened his eyes and crossed into his bedroom. He had rushed into his bedroom closet, had pulled a box he had kept behind his shoes, and was looking through it when the smell of honey, herbs, and rot touched his nose. He carefully pulled the small locket out of the box, opened it, and produced a tiny lock of dark hair from inside.

“Something’s wrong,” Isaac said, and he handed the hair to his waiting Guardian. “Take me to her.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Eater of Souls

A slight pulse of pain beat at Isaac’s left eyebrow with each whoomp of the windshield wipers. The sky above Ashwood was a bumpy mantle of different shades of deep gray, and the rain was falling so hard the sound was like the ceaseless roar of an angry crowd. Water poured down the windshield making the world outside seem to swim, clearing only briefly when the wipers swept across the glass.

It had occurred to him, in the moments before he had summoned the Good Doctor, that he had no idea where Alice lived now. If someone had asked him two years ago, he would have been able to recite her address clearly. One year ago, his answer would have been filled with guesses and question marks. Today he doubted if she still lived at the same address from when they had been dating, so the only way he was going to find her was by using magic.

This was where Alice’s hair came in. A remnant of their relationship, Isaac had taken a lock of Alice’s hair so that he could keep an eye on her should the worst happen. Alice was a cop and frequently went out on the beat. He would never spy on her, but if she ever needed help—if she had ever been taken and needed someone to come find her—he thought having a piece of her hair would help. 

Her hair didn’t do him any good then, but it was doing some good now.

“C’mon,” he said to the pair of shimmering red tail-lights ahead of him. Traffic on Arlington Avenue, a series of square blocks, low-rise buildings each indistinguishable from the last, had all but come to a standstill. It was probably gridlock, only Isaac didn’t have the radio on and wasn’t listening to local traffic reports. He didn’t want to be distracted. He wanted to be in his own mind where he could think despite the pain, or maybe because of it. 

Isaac had rolled the right sleeve of his shirt up to his elbow, revealing the faintly glowing magic bangle on his wrist. A moment ago, it hadn’t been glowing at all. This meant he was getting close. 

“How close are we?” Isaac asked.

“She is not far,” said a smooth voice in the back of his mind. “This way.” 

Isaac peered out of the windshield, screwing up his face as he looked into the rainy sky. There, hovering at least twenty feet in the air, his robe billowing in the wind, was the Good Doctor. From down here, he looked like a wingless bird of shadow arranged in the shape of a man. He would have made a good comic book villain, Isaac thought, prowling the streets of the city with his plague mask on, hunting for good guys to torment. 

“Where?” Isaac said to his windshield.

“There,” said the voice in Isaac’s mind, and the Good Doctor slowly stretched out his arm to point down the street. 

He was gesturing at the next block down. City blocks, as Isaac had already thought, all looked to be cardboard cut outs of each other after a while. The only distinction between them being the rows of shops lining the ground level. Isaac scanned his surroundings. This was a two lane road, with a row of parking spots on either side as well.  Isaac’s car was pressed against the last moving lane, the one closest to the line of parked cars. He checked the time—just before one in the afternoon—closed his eyes, and wrapped his left hand around his magic bangle with intent.

Fate itself bowed to Isaac’s will and he heard, in the instant which followed the warm rush of magic and the distant grumble of thunder, a car horn blare off nearby. When he opened his eyes, he noticed the red tail lights he had been pressed up against a second ago were a little way down the road. To the right, a flustered looking guy in a banged up hatchback was slipping into the space in front of him, his horn sounding off as a statement of “I’m going to do this whether you like it or not.” 

This suited Isaac just fine. As soon as the car had cleared the parking spot, Isaac pulled his own car into the space, shut off the ignition, and grabbed his umbrella from the passenger seat. The residual effects of magic use caused his right hand to tingle as if he had sat on it for a few minutes, but he flexed his palm and the tingles went away. He hadn’t created a person out of thin air. He had simply nudged Fate to give him the break he needed, and the universe had obliged. 

Alice, he thought, and he stepped out into the pouring rain with the umbrella raised up over his head. The downpour made a sound like a thousand little hands slapping on a tarp, droplets so heavy they bounced off the wet asphalt. He quickly squeezed between idling cars, racing to get to the other side of the road. When he did, he looked up and saw the Good Doctor hovering in the sky. It pointed down the street again, and Isaac broke into a fast walk, navigating through the sea of people and open umbrellas. 

He crossed the street at the next intersection and spotted the plague doctor standing tall above the crowd of walkers, pointing to the door of a building. His heart beating hard, Isaac tried the door and it opened without resistance. It was unlocked or it was broken; Isaac didn’t know, nor did he much care. He was in the elevator with a closed, wet umbrella by his side in seconds, pressing one of the buttons purely on the magical guidance afforded to him by his Guardian.

The elevator stopped and the metal grating opened to a tiny nook with a door inside of it. The Good Doctor was there, too, standing beside the door. Isaac stretched his hand out to his Guardian and opened his palm. “Give it to me,” he said, and the Guardian opened his black-gloved hand and released a lock of dark hair into Isaac’s palm. The bangle on his arm had been glowing brightly until this point, but now it dimmed slowly to inertness. 

“Stay with me,” Isaac said, “If there’s trouble on the other side, I want to be ready.” 

“As you wish,” his Guardian said. Just as Isaac’s hand closed around the doorknob, a sudden thought struck him.

What if she’s okay? 

He couldn’t believe he hadn’t truly considered this until now. His gut instincts had drawn him out of his house and sent him racing across town. Yet, not once had his logical mind challenged this urge. If Alice wasn’t in trouble and he came bursting into her house, then what? What would she think of him? Nothing she probably didn’t already think about him, he guessed. Neurotic, excitable, and paranoid.

But he had gotten through last night without making a mess of things, and showing up like this now could destroy whatever semblance of a friendship they were regaining.

No, he thought, I’m doing the right thing, and he proceeded to rap on the door three times. The skin around his knuckles tightened, and prickles raced all the way up his arm. He knocked again, but nothing happened. He didn’t hear a sound, didn’t see feet shuffling beneath the door, and didn’t notice a change in the light coming out of the peephole. 

Isaac pressed his right palm flat against the keyhole, visualized the mechanism unlocking in his mind, and his bangle began to glow. A second later, the door made a clack sound. When he turned the knob, the door swung open, whining on its hinges. He paused for a moment, staring at the loft unfolding before him. It was a wide open space filled with all manner of decorations and trinkets. 

In the living room, he spotted a large L-shaped couch in front of a sixty-inch TV screen. A clean, shiny, powerful looking desktop PC was sitting on a desk under one of the far windows. A number of signed, framed posters of dead rock stars hung on the walls. On shelves mounted around the room there were rows upon rows of comic books, graphic novels, and paperbacks. In one corner of the room, Isaac spotted several different styles of electric guitars, as well as one acoustic guitar, and a bass guitar. 

It was what he couldn’t see with his own eyes that struck him the hardest.

This place was heavy with death of the worst kind—unquiet death. The sensation was akin to walking into a meat locker where slabs of meat hung from great big hooks on the ceiling. But it was worse than that, too. The slabs of meat weren’t animals, but ghosts, and somewhere in here was a bomb that could go off at any moment and bring those dead husks back to life. 

Isaac crossed the threshold into the living room and called for Alice, but she didn’t respond. He walked around the sofa and accidentally kicked something as he went. Alice’s backpack. It was open, and her camera—the one she had used the night before—was here too, sitting quietly on the floor with a Polaroid sitting nearby. 

He heard a thump, causing his heart to leap into his throat. Someone’s in the house, he thought. Somehow his mind jumping to intruder instead of Alice, and he immediately threw his defenses up. The loft seemed to almost contract into itself, becoming claustrophobic in its proportions. Then he heard a scattering sound, and Isaac saw a cat dash out of the kitchen and down the hall. He exhaled and allowed himself a moment to regain his composure, but then he heard a loud bang which made his heart jump again. When Isaac turned his eyes toward the source—the closet door—it made a second bang which rattled the padlock. Someone had slammed at it from the inside, but the door was sealed shut.  

“Ignore it,” said the Good Doctor from across the room. “You know what’s in there.” 

“I… don’t…” Isaac said, “I don’t know what’s back there.” 

“Do not concern yourself with the energies behind that door. Check the bedroom. Check the bathroom.” 

Isaac blinked, fighting away the urge to unlock the padlock and peer into the closet. Instead he dashed across the living room in three hard strides, and nearly skidded on the hardwood floor when he reached the bathroom door. He flicked on the light, and there she was, splayed out on the bathroom floor and covered in nothing but a towel.

He came up beside her, knelt by her head, and checked her pulse. Her skin was cold—deathly cold—but she was alive. “Alice,” he said, tapping her face, “Alice, can you hear me?” But she wouldn’t respond. Why is she so cold? He thought as he picked her up in his arms, fastened the towel around her body, and carried her to where her bedroom was. 

When he saw her in natural light, he noticed the yellow and purple bruising above her right eye. 

It seemed that in the years since their relationship, Alice hadn’t changed a bit. Her naturally thin, pointed features were more refined, and her skin had a sleek, smooth complexion. Even with her eyes closed, there was a kind of secret wisdom about her. But the bruise on her right eyebrow made Isaac’s stomach go cold. It looked painful, a sky of yellow clouds streaked with purple and red. He checked her pulse again, steady but faint, and then frowned.

“Alice,” he said, gently tapping her cold cheek again. “Alice, wake up.”

Alice didn’t stir. Instead she lay still, her face pale, her lips blue, eyes unmoving. Yet, she had a pulse. 

“Doctor,” he said, “I need your help,” and the room filled with the presence of the plague doctor, the smell of honey and cinnamon mingling with the scent of rotting skin. “What’s wrong with her?” 

“She is dying.” 

“Dying?” The word hit him like a punch to the stomach. A wave of cold washed over him, as if someone had spilled a bucket of icy water over his head. “Why? She was fine last night.” 

“Overexertion, exhaustion, and starvation. She will not respond to conventional medicine, will not get better with rest, and will not wake up to eat.” 

Isaac tapped Alice’s cheek again, but it was a vain gesture. “What do I do?” he asked the Good Doctor, though his eyes never left Alice’s face.

“She must feed if she is to awaken.” 

“Feed? You just said she wouldn’t eat.” 

“You have the answer to that question already. Allow your mind a moment of clarity and think, Isaac.” 

Isaac pushed his long hair out of his face, and pressed his lips together. I have the answer, he thought, and he must have. The Good Doctor was only able to answer questions Isaac already knew the answer to, no matter how deep the answer may have been buried in his subconscious—though if the doctor could make Isaac find the answer himself, all the better. His Guardian was, first and foremost, a teacher. But this answer wasn’t buried, it rested on the surface of his mind and, like a piece of driftwood washing in on the tide, it was coming to him. 

The camera, her ability to capture the essence of a spirit in a Polaroid, her affinity with dead energies. She wasn’t a Necromancer, not like Isaac at any rate. She didn’t have a Guardian, had never crossed the Tempest, and hadn’t so much as smelled the source of pure magic—though maybe she had. But she did perform magical feats, and this meant she needed to pay for the privilege just like everyone else. 

“Souls,” he said, a word which came swimming to the forefront of his mind. “She needs to eat souls.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

The River

Isaac stood and took a step away from the bed on which Alice, the soul eater, slept her death-sleep. The words rang in his mind like cannon fire in a tunnel, and yet he needed to hear them repeated over and over until the message sank in. Soul eater. Soul eater. It wasn’t so much the shock of the revelation, nor the surprise. He had, in some ways, suspected Alice had been hiding something like this. But to have it confirmed—she eats souls—shook something loose inside of Isaac, something vital.

Everybody pays for magic; no one ever gets power for free. This Isaac understood as one of the fundamental laws of the universe. Yet when he thought of Alice and her supernatural abilities, he had never considered what terrible price she may be paying. Now that he was forced to consider it, he found himself despairing at how steep the price of her magic was. 

“You are not in danger,” said the Good Doctor. “She cannot have your soul so long as I exist.” 

Part of Isaac tingled with relief, the other with dread. When the feelings met in the middle, he started to shake. On one hand, Isaac’s soul was safe, but he knew this much already. Isaac was a being possessed of two halves of a soul: one half had been given to him at birth, the other half had existed inside the Good Doctor. For how long this half of a soul had existed, nobody knew. But as long as Isaac’s Guardian remained intact, his soul was safe. 

On the other hand, his Guardian would never allow Isaac to give away his soul, or even a portion of it, to help someone else.

“I can’t help her,” Isaac said as more a statement than a question, “I can’t give her a piece of me.” 

“You cannot. I will not allow it. But you can help her.” 

Isaac turned to look at his Guardian. “How?” he asked.

“Find another soul,” said the Good Doctor.

Another soul, Isaac thought. His neck suddenly became tight, and when he tried to swallow it was like choking down sandpaper. He looked around the room, stupidly, as if he thought he was going to find a soul floating nearby, waiting to be consumed. What his eyes rested upon instead was his Guardian, staring at him from behind a long beak, its eyes as black as pools of onyx. It gestured with its head, a simple nod, and Isaac understood what he had to do.

He removed his blazer and hung it on the door. With a squeeze of his right hand, the magic bangle on his wrist began to glow a light shade of blue. What he was about to do was considered an act of hubris by his peers, but Alice needed help. To hell with the rules, to hell with his peers, and to hell with morality. He would not let Alice suffer another moment, not if he could help. And he could. 

He was a Mage, and he could do any-damn-thing.

“I need you,” he said to his Guardian, and the Guardian nodded again, indicating its readiness. 

Isaac closed his eyes and began breathing deeply. Years of practice and mental discipline—yoga, meditation, studying for hours on end—allowed him to clear his mind of all thought and distraction, leaving it an empty canvas, and Isaac the painter. He clasped his left hand around his magic bangle and the blackness in his mind took shape. Distant hills and mountains began to manifest out of smoke. The ground beneath his feet had felt light a moment ago, but was slowly starting to become firm. The air smelled of damp stone, stagnant water, and embalming fluid. 

When he opened his eyes again he was no longer in Alice’s bedroom, but standing in a barren, blasted landscape at the foot of a black mountain so tall it seemed to disappear into clouds the color of bile. A clammy wind whipped at his face, dragging his hair in all directions and filling his nostrils with the stench of death and decay. Thunder rolled in the distance, grumbling high overhead and getting louder with each passing second, as if the gods themselves were angry at Isaac’s trespassing. 

It was the lapping of water which drew Isaac’s attention. He spun on his heel, marched toward the stony edge of a dark river, and knelt by the embankment. The water was murky and difficult to see through, but beneath the surface he saw what looked like round white plates floating listlessly downstream. When he stretched his fingers toward the water, one of the pale plates began to rise and take shape. It wasn’t a plate at all, but a human face. 

Being in the water hadn’t seemed to cause the face to bloat, hadn’t disfigured it in any way. In fact, the water had perfectly preserved the likeness of the last person this soul had inhabited before having found its way to the River Styx. Isaac had only to turn his face up and scan the surface of the quiet black river to see that it was endless.

He knew it started from a point somewhere at the top of that mountain, but where it opened—if indeed it opened at all—he couldn’t see. Inside the river itself, floating gently along with the current, Isaac saw more white shapes—maybe hundreds of thousands of them. When he pulled his hand away from the water, the face dipped back down into semi-obscurity.

“We must hurry,” the Good Doctor said. “Death will not take kindly to this intrusion.” 

“He’ll take even less kindly to what I’m about to do.” 

Isaac dipped his fingers into the water. Knives of ice jumped suddenly from the water to his fingertips, and then all the way into his heart. Isaac grimaced and shuddered from the pain, gasping for air as if the wind had been knocked out of him. Not wanting to be deterred, he plunged his hand deeper into the water, fighting the pain, and noticed how the river’s gentle current had started to peel the flesh off his fingers and hand. But he was numb to the sensation his brain should have been receiving. Instead of physical pain, he felt a sharp throb in his in his heart. It was an internal, almost spiritual sensation, and a truly discomforting one, at that.

The Good Doctor rested a gloved hand on Isaac’s shoulder to help with the pain. The Guardian’s touch was like a buffer, protecting Isaac’s essence from being chewed at by the River Styx. Now able to concentrate, Isaac put his will into the effort of drawing a soul out of the water, and like sharks to blood, they came. They were faces first, but then the faces had hands, and those hands were clawing at Isaac, reaching, groping up his arm, pulling him in.

Isaac held on to a crook in the rock and grabbed hold of one cold, slippery hand and began to pull, but the weight was all wrong, like catching a boot on a fishing line. He realized then he was dragging others too. They were coming up and out of the water, attached to his hand, each wanting a piece of what this Mage was offering—freedom. Freedom from the River, from confusion, from whatever unknown fate awaited them at the end of the river. 

“I command you to release me,” he said, throwing as much authority as he could into his own voice, but the souls in the River Styx only acknowledge one authority, and his name was Death. 

He could hear them, now. The river itself was silent, a black, glossy snake sliding gracefully through a half-pipe, but the faces of disjointed souls were starting to bubble up and out of the water, screeching and screaming, desperate for life, for a second chance, for forgiveness. They were bees, and Isaac had just disturbed their hive. 

In a single instant, he learned the identities of some of the people holding onto him. One was a pauper from India, dead at the hands of another beggar who killed him over a scrap of dirty chicken. Another was a prostitute who had been beaten to death by her pimp and had missed her chance for revenge when said pimp was gunned down in the street. A third, one of the loudest souls, was the soul of a stillborn child, oblivious to the fact it had been denied life. 

This one, he thought, and he gripped tightly to the soul of the child and pulled hard. His bangle came to life with a bright blue flash, and a pulse of necromantic energy surged outwardly through his left arm, expelling the unwanted hangers on and sending them hurtling and screaming back into the silky river. The souls quieted as they touched the water, landing without a splash. They didn’t fight to get back out, didn’t claw for the surface. Instead they surrendered to the River Styx, and continued on their journey. 

Rising to his feet, Isaac turned his attention to what had once been the soul of a faceless, nameless child. The soul, which didn’t have a body of any kind, was a ball of light and smoke coiled around his now normal fingers, suffusing his hand with a cold, tingling sensation. There was something serene about this feeling. Isaac had been around spirits before, had handled their essence before, but this wasn’t the same thing. With this strange wisp of light and smoke attached to his hand, he felt connected to something primal and pure. A truth he had always known and would never know. 

Was it any wonder, then, why souls were so frequently the currency demanded by infernal entities?  

“We must return,” said the Good Doctor. 

Isaac caught himself staring at the ball of light pulsing and coiling around his fingers, and started to think this was the only good thing left in the world. Maybe even in the whole universe. He wondered what he could do with such positive energy, what boon his magic would receive if he were to use it for his own ends. Or better still, if he were to bind it to his own soul. Would the Good Doctor allow this? He wasn’t taking anything away, after all, but adding to himself.

An explosion of thunder grumbled above with a roar loud enough to cause Isaac’s very chest to shake. He blinked, stared at his Guardian, and then up at the bile-colored sky—a gray mantle mottled with sick greens and yellows—and knew he had been noticed. Death had seen him, this mortal, pluck a soul from out of his river, and Death was coming. 

“Yes,” Isaac said, his senses returning slowly, as if he had only woken up a moment ago. “We should leave. Take me back.” 

Isaac closed his eyes and felt a hand rest lightly on his shoulder. He clasped his left hand to his magic bangle, felt the cold, tingly sensation of the soul in his possession, and willed it to remain with him as he returned to his own body, but in the darkness and silence of his own mind he could hear Death coming. No matter what image of Death one scribes to—maybe a bird with black wings or a floating skeleton with a cloak of shadows wrapped around its shoulders—the end result was the same. 

When death comes you find yourself face to face with your own mortality, and in some quiet corner of your heart, you succumb to Death and wish for its dark embrace.

Isaac opened his eyes and he was in Alice’s bedroom again with his left hand clasped over the bangle on his right wrist, and a shimmering, cold light coiling happily around it. He had not physically transported himself to another realm, but had returned with a piece of it anyway. Much in the same way as he had tugged on the strings of probability to present him with a parking spot on the street, he had pulled on the strings of Death to provide him with a soul. And here it was. 

Isaac released his magic bangle and the cloud of smoke and light began to rise, shining and winking, circling into and around its own body, and enjoying a taste of the real world. He didn’t know what would happen to it once Alice was finished consuming it—assuming this would even work—but he was curious to know. Whatever moral compunctions he may have had about offering a soul to be eaten, they weren’t loud enough to silence his thirst for knowledge.

Maybe it isn’t like that, he thought, justifying what he was about to do. Then he began to speak an old incantation; one he had learned from a Voodoo priestess some years back. He spoke it in French and with conviction in his voice, urging the soul to detach from his own body and find Alice. 

He circled the bed, continuing to speak to the soul wrapped around his fingers, and knelt beside Alice’s resting body. He became aware of sounds coming from the other room—thumps, crashes and bangs. Scratching. Howls. Voices. They were coming from the closet, he knew—the wails of dead, angry men, like the clamoring voices of prisoners in a maximum security cell block. 

Out, they said. They wanted to get out, and for a moment Isaac was afraid they might get what they wanted. They were getting louder by the second, causing the very floorboards to tremble. It was as if the prisoners were stomping on the ground, the vibrations causing drawers and cupboards to open and close, causing doors to sway, and windows to rattle.

Isaac stretched his left hand above Alice’s face and gently pressed his fingers against her soft, cold lips. The shimmering cloud attached to his arm glided across the length of his arm, toward the fingers, and found Alice’s lips. He watched expectantly as her lips parted, and the shimmering light disappeared into the opening as if it had been breathed in a quick gasp. Just like that, the light was gone. 

Voices filled the house, now. A cacophony of insults and taunts, cries of bastard and whore, and promises of pain beyond comprehension. He turned his gaze toward his Guardian, but the space it had a moment ago inhabited was empty. In fact, he wasn’t even sure he had seen his Guardian when he opened his eyes after having returned from the realm of souls. 

When he turned to look at Alice again her eyes were wide open, her body glowed with blue light which seemed to come from within, and her chest was heaving in slow, deep breaths. He stood upright and backed away once more, and that was when he noticed her eyes flash blue. Shimmering lights began to dance above and around her body, and as her skin regained its color, her breathing seemed to become more natural and less forced. 

Then Alice sat up, her eyes shining with the cold light of the stars, and said “Quiet.” 

Isaac felt a ripple of power course through him, and in the wake of this single uttered word the prisoners in the house obeyed her command as if she was their prison warden. And, he supposed, she was. He was left with a ringing in his ears and a thumping heart, but he was fine, so was she, and the sounds, the voices, and the vibrations had settled to a complete stillness. 

Alice, her eyes still glowing, her body pulsing with blue light, sat up on her knees and reached for Isaac’s hand. It was warm this time. She pulled him close, wrapped one hand around his neck, placed another on his cheek, and drew him in for a kiss. His lips parted for hers without needing to be asked. Though her mouth was warm, there was a kind of cool sensation which followed the moment of contact. 

It was a kiss of light.

Isaac’s entire body froze for a moment, his eyes wide with surprise and disbelief, until he found himself. Plunging his hands into her hair, finding her tongue with his as the embers of a passion long thought forgotten resurfaced like the phoenix, bright and furious and flaming. 

As they separated, both remained transfixed, staring into one another’s eyes. There was nothing else in the world. It was as if, in this moment of bliss, this interlude of passion, nothing mattered. Not Emily, not the shadow woman, not the spirits trapped behind protective wards in the other room. The world had melted away into background noise. The universe itself was nothing more than a stage which had been built solely for the purpose of supporting this single moment in time. 

A perfect, pure moment existing outside any defined notions of what love or lust was. 

Only it wasn’t perfect. The moment would end, time would continue, the world would turn once more, and they would realize too late the consequences of Isaac’s hubris. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

A Walk in the Past

Despite all of yesterday’s exhausting commotion, Alice hadn’t once thought she would find herself in Isaac Moreau’s care, yet here she was. She wondered if this said more about her than about Isaac, and then realized it didn’t much matter. When he brought her back from the place of numbness she had gone to, all she had wanted was a bath and something to eat.

And a kiss. That kiss. 

Her memory of it was fuzzy. She remembered waking up with a jolt and reaching for him as if he were a lifeline tossed into the dark and murky ocean she had been thrown into. He had saved her life, but it hadn’t been simple gratitude that brought the kiss on. There was something else there, of this she had no doubt, but the kiss wasn’t a topic for discussion.

They needed their minds focused on the matter at hand, and both of them had taken blows to the head.

“How are you feeling?” Isaac asked. He had run her a bath, made her something to eat, and they were sitting on the edge of her bed.

“Surprisingly good,” Alice said. “Tingly.” She rubbed her cheek with her hand. 

“I think you got off easy, considering how I found you.” 

“What happened to me?” 

“I don’t know,” he said, “I came over and saw you on your bathroom floor.” 

Her hand came up to her forehead and she gently padded an area she thought should have been tender, painful, but it wasn’t. Maybe she only did this because Isaac had a Band-Aid above his eyebrow. Phantom pain is what professionals called it. But she didn’t think this was the case. There was a faint memory there, and the remnants of a bruise. 

“What do you remember?” Isaac asked.

“I knocked myself out,” she said, “I guess since you woke me up, and there’s only one way you could have done it, there’s no point hiding my reasons.” 

“I don’t expect you to tell me everything,” Isaac said.

“But you want me to, and I don’t blame you. It’s who you are. How did you know what I needed to consume in order to survive?” 

“Lucky guess,” Isaac said, the corner of his mouth tugging into a smile.

She frowned. “I know you better than that. How did you know? No one knows. I barely know.” 

“I had help in figuring it out. It took some deduction, but I got there in the end.” 

“I can feel it… the soul. It’s a child, isn’t it?” She was rubbing her breastbone, the part of her body which had been the epicenter of her inner radiance. 

“It is,” Isaac said.

“I wish I knew if it was happy here.” 

She didn’t know where Isaac had found a soul for her, but also didn’t care to ask. They had shared very little with each other about their magic, but she knew it had been magic that saved her. She knew he hadn’t gone out and run some kid down just to feed her. The energy within her chest, in her stomach, was like butterflies—not bees. 

Still, Isaac was silent.

“You don’t think it is,” Alice said. “Happy, I mean.” 

“It doesn’t matter what I think.” 

“It does to me. Tell me what you think.” 

Alice wasn’t sure if she was looking for comfort or absolution. Perhaps a little of both. She had been cursed with a need to consume souls ever since her egress from the Reflection, and had been able to subsist on the souls of criminals of the worst sort. She wasn’t Batman and didn’t fight crime by night—although, with all her training she could have—, but if given a choice on whose soul to consume, she would always prefer to condemn a person who was already rotten inside.

Never had she consumed a soul as pure as that of a child, even if the child had been cheated of its chance at life. Maybe the purity of the soul was what was making her feel less pain?

Isaac ran his hands through his hair. “Anthropologically speaking,” Isaac said, “Souls are eternal. They are like energy, which can neither be created nor destroyed. They have always existed—will always exist—in one form or another. Maybe the soul exists within you in its pure state, or maybe your internal energies have changed it, like a car consuming fuel.” 

“So you don’t think that when I eat a soul, it’s gone forever?”

“I think you trap it within yourself, much like what you do with your camera. It exists apart from you and as a part of you. It sustains you and you sustain it.”  

“I think so too… I mean, it’s what I believe. Otherwise I don’t think I would be able to live with myself, not after today.” 

Alice caught Isaac staring at her with a smile on his lips, causing her cheeks to flush crimson. 

“Your chest,” he said. 

“What about it?” she asked.

“I saw some markings on it earlier… before you woke up. But they’re gone now.” 

Alice stared at her chest and remembered how, last night, as the hunger came, her veins seemed to turn black like they were filled with ink. They weren’t there anymore. “Are you sure you saw them?” 

“Not really, now that you mention it.” 

“If you say you saw something, I believe you. It might have been a side effect of my… starvation.” 

“Why have you starved yourself?” 

“Truly?” 

“Well, I don’t want you to lie to me.”  

Alice sighed. “I didn’t mean to leave it so long,” she said. “Taking souls is dirty business. It changes you. You hear things and see things. They leave their impressions on you, and if the soul isn’t a pleasant one, it can really… it can really suck. I know, that doesn’t describe it, but it’s the best I can do.” 

“I understand.” 

“No. You don’t. I don’t want to sound melodramatic, I’m just telling you the truth. Feeding isn’t easy most of the time. Hell, not even some of the time. You just made it look easy with your magic.”

Isaac didn’t speak for a while. Maybe a minute. “How long can you go between feedings?” 

Alice smiled and scoffed. “Feedings. Makes me sound like an animal.” She sighed again. “About a month. Sometimes longer if I don’t hunt as much. But I’ve been hunting since yesterday. Guess I burned myself out.”    

“It’s ironic.”

“What is?”

“You’ve opened up about yourself more readily in the last ten minutes or so than you had during the last three months of our relationship.” 

She swallowed hard, cold rushing through her. “I guess you’re right,” she said, for lack of a better response.

“Do you think you can do something for me?” 

“That sounds ominous. What do you want?” 

Isaac paused and considered her in the dimness of her bedroom. “Tell me why you left me.” 

It was as if a pane of glass had been dropped from a tall height and shattered. The intimacy of the situation suddenly became suffocating. Alice had to stand or risk losing the ability to breathe. 

“I don’t think that’s something we should talk about,” she said.

“You owe me,” Isaac said.

She whipped her head around and shot him a glance. “I owe you?” She did. She knew she did. But she didn’t want to owe him this.

“My payment for helping you,” he said.

Her heart was starting to race, and her chest was running hot. The hesitation was there; the defensiveness was there. She didn’t really want to answer the question. “Alright, what do you want?” she asked, backtracking their conversation.

“I want you to answer the question.” 

“What question?” 

“The one I just asked. You’re stalling.” 

“I’m not stalling.” 

“Then you’re refusing?”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t answer it.” She was being petty, and she was stalling, but it felt like the only thing she could do. 

“Alice, it’s a simple question, but one that’s never left my mind. Help me be rid of it.” 

Alice pressed her lips into a thin line and tucked her hair over her ear. “Do you really want to know the answer?” 

“I do.” 

“It might not be what you want to hear.” 

She saw his Adam’s apple work, and then he nodded. “I want to hear it.” 

Dammit, she thought, cursing herself for allowing this moment of vulnerability, of weakness, because this, all that had happened here, was starting to look like one big mistake. She had tried to deflect his question, had tried to keep any intimacy at arm’s length, even though she had kissed him and let him take care of her like it was the most normal thing in the world. But talking to him about their relationship wouldn’t be comfortable. 

At the same time, she did owe him. She had agreed on his fee when she hired his help, and if she didn’t respect his fee, why should anyone else respect hers?

Alice let a sigh slip from her lips. “Alright,” she said. “I’ll answer the question.” 

“Go ahead,” Isaac said.

“You know how, in high school, they make you dissect frogs?” 

“We don’t do that in England.” 

“They do here. I felt like I was your frog.” 

“You thought I wanted to dissect you? I feel like you’ve said this before.” 

“If you had the chance, would you?” 

“I’m sure you don’t mean in the literal sense.” 

“Of course I don’t.” 

“Good, in that case, no. I never wanted to dissect you.” 

Alice brushed wet stray strands of hair over her ear. “I always felt like I was your experiment. You kept pushing me to develop my abilities, to explore what I had become. What had happened to me in the Reflection was… traumatic. I wanted to be rid of it. I wanted to be normal again, and I thought if I ignored it, it would go away, but you kept pushing.” 

“You had just gone through a huge psychological trauma but refused to go and speak with a therapist. I was trying to help you through it.”  

“Therapist? Who could I have spoken to about what happened to me? I would have been locked up in a loony bin.” 

“Me. You could have spoken to me. Or, failing that, I told you I knew a Mage who could—”

“—I didn’t want you pushing me, Isaac, what makes you think I would have wanted another Mage poking around in my head?” 

“Alice…” Isaac said, his voice taking a softer tone. “Everything I ever did, I only did it to try and help you.” 

“Did you? Or did you want to further your own understanding of the universe? You told me a long time ago this was your one goal in life, if you did nothing else.” 

“Perhaps, but never at your expense.” 

“I wanted to believe that. I really did. But I also didn’t want anything to do with what had just happened to me. I didn’t want to think about the Reflection, about spirits or souls. I had hurt people, Isaac. I had stolen something that wasn’t mine and had gotten my partner killed. I can still hear him sometimes, you know. The way he screamed that night as the fire took him.” 

Silence came suddenly, like a ceasefire during a battle. Where once had rung the booming sounds of cannons and the rattling of machinegun fire, now there was nothing; only dust and smoke, and the distant, rising cries of wounded soldiers. For Alice, these cries were rising from the back of her mind, the ghosts of every fight she had ever had with Isaac. 

“I’m sorry,” Isaac said, bravely piercing through the silence. “I’m sorry for everything I ever did to drive you away. It was never my intention.”

“I know it wasn’t,” Alice said. “Let’s just… not complicate this, okay?”

“I don’t want to complicate it. I only wanted to know.” 

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry too. I know I wasn’t easy to deal with.” 

“Considering what you had gone through, you’re blameless. I’m the one at fault.” 

“You weren’t always.” 

Isaac didn’t immediately acknowledge what she had just said, but she didn’t have to wonder if he had heard her correctly or not. He had. He was just trying to figure out whether to press her or not. This was the way Isaac operated, and in the years they had spent apart, she didn’t think he had changed much, until he nodded and agreed to drop the issue. 

“Thank you,” he said, “For answering my question.” 

Alice gave him a short nod and stood, and Isaac stepped into the bathroom. She could still feel the tingles in her body, the butterflies, and the warmth of the clean soul tickling the inside of her chest. But there was something else, now; the hairs on the nape of her neck were standing on end. She realized she had felt this earlier, but had dismissed the feeling as a residual effect of her having consumed a soul. 

She let her instincts guide her and floated to the kitchen. Her cat “Elvira” sat next to an empty food bowl, grooming while she waited for her serf to feed her. Elvira stood upright, stretched her back, yawned, and then sat with her tail curled around her paws, waiting expectantly, but Alice didn’t immediately feed her cat. The closet door drew her eye. Something about it was different.

The door was closed, the padlock still in place, but when she circled around the kitchen counter she noticed something wrong. A long, jagged line of split wood and cracked paint ran down the middle, making the door look as if it had been hit with a sledgehammer from the inside. Running her fingers along the seam allowed her to feel the residual energy of the impact, and she shuddered at the cold, clammy sensation. 

The poltergeist. The gas mask man. They really had teamed up.

“They tried to get out,” she said under her breath, not believing what she was seeing. There hadn’t been a single instance where she had captured a spirit and it hadn’t tried to get out of its prison, but none had ever gotten this close. None had ever escaped the interior wards, the layer of protection inside the chest itself. So how had the gas mask man done so much damage to the closet door? 

There was only one explanation; it must have broken out of the chest.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Hermes' Mirror

Three in the afternoon had come and gone, though looking outside at the gray skyline you wouldn’t have been able to tell. When Isaac came strolling out of the bathroom, Alice was still standing in front of her closet door examining the damage. He considered her from the bedroom doorway, enjoying the sight of her, and the way her t-shirt stuck to the toned curves of her body. Then he approached where she stood studying a crack in the wood; a jagged seam which stretched right down the middle of the door, protruding outward as if something had struck it from the other side. 

That hadn’t been there earlier.

As he approached, he spotted the camera on the floor with the Polaroid sticking out of the front slot. Alice hadn’t noticed it yet, so he picked the camera up, plucked the photo from off the floor, and took a look at it. The frame was empty. It showed the inside of the Cinema Royale’s lobby, but nothing else. There had to have been something else. Right? Why would she snap a shot of empty space?

“Was this broken when you got here?” Alice asked.

“It wasn’t,” Isaac said. 

“You’re sure?” 

“I was standing in front of it for a while. Yes. I’m sure.” 

“I need to open it. If this has happened, then it means the wards are damaged and something has gotten out.” 

Isaac came up beside Alice, looked at the door, and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think opening it is the best idea,” he said. “There’s no telling what’ll happen if we do.” 

“We’ll never know unless we try. If those wards are damaged, I need to fix them.” 

Isaac stretched his hand and felt the door, listened to the wood, tasted the energy in the room beyond. “You’re right. The magic seal on this door is weak. “I can repair the seal on the door from the outside,” he said, “But we shouldn’t open it until then.” 

Alice didn’t like this—didn’t like waiting, or not knowing—but she also didn’t have much of a choice. Sure, she could rip the door open and look right now, but what if the seal inside the Chest of Haunts really was broken and the closet door was the only thing standing between the things she had imprisoned and the free world?

“Dammit. You’re probably right,” she said. “Fuck.”  

Isaac nodded, turned to her, and handed her the Polaroid. “Here. This was on the floor.” 

Alice took it. When she saw the blank photograph, she cocked her head to the side. There was nothing on the picture, but Alice could hear something in the back of her mind. Song. A melody drifting on an evening breeze. The sound made her blood run cold. 

“Alice?” he asked, “What is it?” 

“I… don’t know.” 

“Was there supposed to be something in this frame?” 

“There was. I know I saw something when I took it, I felt the camera drain my energy, too, and it only does that when it works. There should have been someone here. I remember seeing the impression against the flash. I thought I had taken a picture of one of the flying shadow things, but what I saw was a woman.” 

“The shadow woman?” 

Alice nodded. “It must have been. I couldn’t capture her the first time, so I wouldn’t have captured her this time either.” 

“Alice,” Isaac said, “Steady yourself and think. You can’t ignore what’s going on here. You know better than anyone else what happened to me back then. You know who did this to you, what she is capable of.” 

She could no longer avoid it. The truth came bubbling up in a cold wash of realization. All of the pieces were fitting together, had fit together from the very beginning, only Alice hadn’t wanted to believe it, had wanted to deny it until the very last moment—until it came up and slapped her in the face.

First there was the manner in which Emily disappeared. Humans didn’t just get dragged into the Reflection, this was a special power Alice had only ever seen when she had been stolen across herself. Then there was the song, the music. Alice had heard this music when she was trapped in the Reflection, too. All the time. She had even heard it before she was taken—a dark siren which only she could hear. Finally, there was the pain Alice felt on her back where she had been surgically cut open by Pain Children; spirits that had been created by the very entity who had wanted to take Alice’s skin and wear it.

The shadow woman’s name was Nyx. After two long years, she was back.

“Nyx,” Alice said. 

Isaac nodded. He had tried to get her to see it back at the theater, but she had ignored him. “It has to be.”  

“Then we need to leave.”

“I am not leaving.” 

“You need to get the fuck out of here, Isaac. I’m not kidding around. You need to go, and I need to go too.” 

“Go where, Alice? Where are we supposed to go?” 

She was already moving to her bedroom. Isaac followed, his body both warm with thrill and cold with dread, a sensation which made him feel like he was walking a tightrope above a chasm without a safety net. Alice slammed the bedroom door shut, denying Isaac entry and forcing him to wait outside.

“Alice!” he said through the door, “Where are you going?” 

“I don’t know where I’ll go,” Alice said, “But if she’s here, then I need to get the hell out of here.” 

“Why? You’ve encountered her before. Help me understand why this is different.”

“You don’t need to understand. You just need to leave. I shouldn’t have gotten you mixed up in this.”

“I am already mixed up in this, or have you forgotten?”

Alice let out a cry of frustration as she yanked open the door. “I used to think you were stupidly smart but now I think you’re just stupid. You know very well who Nyx is, what she wants, and why she’s a danger to us both.” 

“Of course I know who Nyx is. What I’m trying to figure out is why your initial reaction is to run. You’re strong. I’ve seen it.”

“If I tell you, will you leave so that I can grab my shit and get out of here?” 

Alice wasn’t the kind of person to wear her emotions on her sleeves, but she was letting her fear hang out for Isaac to see without concern. To hell with it. Everyone was allowed one fear, one phobia, one thing they didn’t ever want to get near again if they could help it. For Alice, this fear was Nyx.

“If you leave, what happens to Emily?” he asked.

Alice swallowed her anger, even if she couldn’t swallow her fear, and thought hard. “Emily will have to strike out on her own. I can’t help her.” 

“I don’t believe you’ll leave her to die in the Reflection if you can help it. Not after what happened to you.” 

“You don’t know what happened to me.” 

“Don’t you dare,” he said, “I was there with you, Alice. I knew only what you told me, but I figured out the rest and tried my best to help you. All I wanted to do was get you through the worst of it and find ways to make your life more comfortable. If I don’t know everything, then tell me the rest, Alice. Allow me to understand. I am the only person who can help you, and you are the only person who can help Emily.”

“Yeah? And who helps you?” 

“My Guardian,” Isaac said, flatly. 

Alice had tried to unbalance his argument and it hadn’t worked. Now her logical mind was starting to gain ground over her emotions. There was a pause, long and heavy with the sounds of hard breathing. She planted a hand on the door frame, sighed deeply, and looked up at Isaac. 

“When I was in there, in the Reflection,” she said, “Nyx was there.” 

“This much you’ve told me. What you haven’t told me was what she wanted with you that she couldn’t have gotten from anyone else.” 

“They hurt me,” she said, “Her Pain Children—the spirits—they hurt me. Over and over again. I forget the specifics, but the scars are still there, the ones in my mind and on my back. She wanted to keep me there, to transform me, and to possess me so that she could advance her own fucked up agenda. She told me my song harmonized with hers more than it did with anyone else on the planet. Me out of eight billion people. It was flattering for a while, but then she hurt me again, and she fed me a soul so that I wouldn’t die. Then she sang to me, she possessed me, and she used a mirror to get us both out of the Reflection. I only escaped her grasp because… because I was smarter than her, stronger willed than her.” 

“A mirror?” Isaac asked, as if he had ignored everything else she had just said. 

“Yes, a mirror. She used it to bridge a tunnel between the Reflection and this world; it was her way of getting out.” 

“I think I know what mirror you’re talking about.” 

“What?” 

Isaac didn’t reply. He seemed to be thinking, deeply lost in thought.

Alice started to shake. “Jesus, Isaac. Can you say something?”

“A couple of months ago,” he said, “I struck a deal with a woman named Helena for an item called Hermes’ Mirror. It was going to be—it is—the prized display at my Greek exhibit. It’s hundreds of years old and somehow still in very good condition. I offered to restore it for the owner of the item, and Helena was able to negotiate with him to lower the asking price, putting it within the museum’s budget. One day, when I was working on the mirror—dusting it and using magic to repair the frame—I thought I saw someone reflected on the glass, someone who wasn’t really there.”

“Isaac,” Alice said, raising her hand to her mouth.

“I’ve never seen Nyx. Spirits are mutable, only conforming to the shape they choose to take. But now that you’ve told me all this, and I’ve had a chance to piece things together, I’m starting to believe it was her I saw that day. It was only for an instant, but it must have been her. It must have been Nyx.” 

She remembered seeing a picture of the mirror in the paper just yesterday, but she hadn’t recognized it. She hadn’t even considered that it could be the mirror—Nyx’s mirror. Nyx was here in Ashwood, and her Pain Children—the things responsible for the scars on Alice’s back—weren’t far behind. 

One of them, in fact, may be sitting in her closet right now.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

Half-Lich

Alice felt like her throat had shrunk to the size of a pinhole, and that she might pass out at any second. Nyx wasn’t just not gone, like Alice had thought. She was back, she was in Ashwood, and she had stolen someone across to the Reflection just as she had done to Alice two years ago. It was history repeating itself. The only difference this time being that Alice would get to experience it from the other side of the mirror. Emily was the victim, and Alice was the only one who could get her out.

But Alice hadn’t quite made up her mind whether she would stay or not. Staying meant fighting, and when she dug inside herself she found an empty well from which to draw strength. It had taken everything she had to break away from Nyx last time. She had barely made it out with her life still in her own hands. Thinking about the fight made her feel tired and weak. She sat down on the edge of the bed, buried her face in her hands, and sighed deeply as she considered her next move. 

It now made sense that the gas mask man had escaped confinement—it was no ordinary spirit. The gas mask man and the three shadow entities were some of Nyx’s Pain Children, ghosts elevated by her touch to become something else entirely. This changed everything. She had been able to catch the gas mask man, but his strange nature had enabled it to break out of her Chest of Haunts and attack the wards on the closet door. 

But it had come from one of the film reels in the theater, hadn’t it? Nate had said the man had come out of the projector. Alice herself had seen the shadow entities on the main screen before they began attacking. Were her magic wards weaker than the ones at the Cinema Royale? If so, who had made those?

“That’s where she was hiding,” Alice said, “In the mirror.” 

“I’m sorry,” Isaac said, “I knew there was something curious about the mirror but I didn’t know what it was. This spirit was clever enough to avoid my detection.” 

Alice resurfaced and looked at Isaac. “She isn’t just clever, she’s powerful, Isaac. I don’t think you understand just how powerful she is.” 

“I probably don’t.” 

An instant of silence fell between them as Alice considered what to ask next. Outside, a distant police car siren blared, racing into the depths of the city to halt some crime or another. 

“Nyx used a mirror as a conduit into this world,” Isaac said. “When you came out, you didn’t destroy Nyx, you cast her back into the Reflection. She may have had some kind of control over the mirror—she would have to—in order to ensure it would not be damaged when you regained consciousness. She must have moved it somewhere safe, maybe into the hands of some unsuspecting collectors who could, later on, deliver it to someone who could repair it. To me.” 

“That’s a real stretch, Isaac.” Alice stood, approached her closet, and pulled it open. There was a suitcase inside that she pulled out. “You’re saying Nyx wanted to make sure the mirror found its way to you.” 

“Think about it. She didn’t start acting until I repaired the mirror. Maybe her using it to leave the Reflection had damaged it somehow.” 

Alice didn’t reply. Instead, she began throwing clothes into the suitcase.

“There’s something else,” Isaac said.

“What now?” Alice asked, turning around to face him.

“You said yourself you took a piece of her with you. So, however powerful she was, she isn’t anymore. It could be that she’s here to take back what you took.”

“Don’t you think I don’t know that? I didn’t want this to begin with. I only took a piece of her because I thought it would help me break away. And it did, though I still don’t exactly know what I’ve become. The point is, after I came back from the Reflection, everything changed. I was happy before, Isaac. Happy in my job, with my house, with my life.” Happy with you, she thought, though she didn’t allow the last part to leave her lips.

“I think I know,” Isaac said. 

“Know what?” 

“Know what happened to you, what you’ve become. I had noticed a couple of things about you, but it wasn’t until I discovered your hunger for souls, and after what you’ve told me, that I realized.”

Alice stared at him like a six-year-old might look at a teacher, eagerly awaiting the answer to a tough question. “I want to know,” she said.

Isaac nodded and began. 

“They say the first vampire wasn’t a vampire at all, but a powerful Necromancer who, upon dying, discovered he could manipulate and consume human souls with magic. This Mage went on to develop dark, blasphemous rituals which would enable him to steal the essence of a person’s soul, capture it, and consume it in order to extend his own life and keep Death at bay. But like all Mages, he got greedy. 

He wasn’t satisfied with extending his life by minutes or days. He wanted years, and then he wanted centuries. So he recorded his rituals and continued to experiment, amassing a cultist following who would help him with his work. One day, one of his cultists killed him, and they feasted on his blood, his flesh, and his soul. He was, in essence, the father of vampires—creatures who must drink the blood, the life force, of humanity in order to survive. This man’s name is lost to time, but any who speak of him or his condition refer to him as Lich.”

“Are you saying I’m some kind of vampire, then?” 

“Not exactly. You’re alive. Vampires aren’t, and neither was the Lich. According to the story, Lich died before he started eating souls which makes him one of the undead. After they ate him his cultists all died too, and they awoke as undead, as vampires, under Lich’s control. You can capture—and need to eat—souls, but you’re alive and, as far as I can tell, you aren’t immortal.”

“So, that makes me, what, a half-vampire?”

“No, you don’t drink blood; it makes you half-Lich.”   

Alice didn’t know how to process this, so she stood and put her hands on her hips. The story Isaac had just told her was exactly that: a story. An old folk tale. You could usually trust a Mage to hit you with a lot of tales and fables, given that knowledge was their trade. But could the story be believed in its entirety? Probably not. How could this Lich character have learned his magic would work on souls after he died? And where did Nyx fit into all this? She had been the one to feed a soul to Alice, not Lich. How did this act, performed by someone who didn’t even feature in Isaac’s story, relate Alice to Lich?

This story had more holes in it than Swiss cheese, but going over it in her mind wasn’t going to help her figure out the here and now. 

“We’re going to have to table this story, Isaac,” Alice said, “I’m having a hard time trying to figure out why the hell Nyx went for the theater instead of coming straight for me. Is she trying to get more power before she comes to get me?”  

“I don’t know, and we won’t know until we study the mirror further. It could be the source of her power, the reason she’s still active even after what you did to her.” 

“Study? No. One of two things is going to happen here. Number one, I’m going to get the fuck out of town. Or number two, if the mirror is the source of her power, I’m going to destroy it and send her back to wherever the hell she belongs.”

“We can’t destroy it, Alice. What about Emily?” 

“You said yourself that Nyx was the one interfering with your magic. If we destroy the mirror and send Nyx packing, you’ll be able to get Emily out of the Reflection no problem. Won’t you?” 

“I… don’t know. It’s possible.” 

“Then all you have to do is let me get close. I’ll do the smashing.” 

“That,” Isaac said, standing, “I can’t do. Not unless you want to destroy some ancient heirloom moments before it is unveiled to the general public.” 

Alice had walked toward her bedroom door, but she rounded on Isaac now, her brows pinched together. “What?” she asked.

“I told you earlier. I’m displaying the mirror tonight at the museum in front of hundreds of guests and esteemed colleagues, as well as possibly the artifact’s owner. Unless you want to be the one to explain to them why it’s been shattered to pieces, I cannot take any action that would put it in danger.” 

“Wait a second, the owner is going to be there?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.” 

“How do you not know?” 

“Because I’ve never met the owner, only Helena, the agent. And she hasn’t confirmed his attendance.” 

“If the owner is there, I need to ask him some questions.” 

“You’re assuming the owner is involved with Nyx. I don’t think he is. I think he’s just reclusive, like most billionaires and collectors tend to be.”

“Okay, fine, maybe he isn’t involved—maybe the mirror found its way to you all on its own. All the more reason to destroy it, don’t you think? You’re the curator, you have pull and influence. You can make this happen.” 

“Being curator means I can sneak in an extra guest or two. Asking an entire security staff to look away while someone destroys our exhibit is something quite different.” 

“So you’re saying we have to wait? That we can’t do anything today at all? Nyx is growing in power, Isaac—I can feel it. I need to destroy that mirror before she gets any stronger. I’ll break in and do it myself if I have to.”

Isaac approached—advanced toward her—and said, “You will not break into my museum or destroy the mirror. I forbid it.” 

“Forbid it? You can’t forbid me from doing anything.” 

“Alice, the Imperial Museum is mine.” Alice’s entire body shuddered at the sound of the word mine leaving Isaac’s lips. “You won’t get close to it, or the mirror, without my help. Help I am willing to offer, as long as you abide by my terms. But if you take any action that endangers my job, my artifacts, or the tight ring of secrecy I have built, you and I will be at odds. You don’t have any idea how relevant the mirror is or isn’t to Nyx. It could be worthless to her, for all we know. Destroying it could be a fruitless endeavor at best, or Emily’s death sentence at worst. If you know me at all, then you know I’m not a gambling man.” 

Alice knew the mirror was important to Nyx. She could feel it in her gut that she had to destroy it, and she had to be the one to do it. As far as she was concerned, the matter was settled. 

“Alright, Isaac,” she said, “You win.” 

“This was never about winning, Alice. I want to help Emily as much as you do, but there’s a right and a wrong way of doing things. As it happens, I know what the right way is.” 

“And what’s that?” 

Isaac took a breath. “Come with me tonight, to the unveiling. I’m the curator which means I get a plus one.” 

“You want me… to be your plus one? Isn’t there some other woman more suitable to be on your arm all night and make you look pretty?” 

Isaac wanted to say no, that there was no one else he wanted at his side except for her, but he held back and kept things strictly business. “It wouldn’t be like that,” he said, “I could sneak you in, sure, open a back door for you. But if you came with me as my guest, once the event is going I can give you time in the room alone to learn what you can from the mirror. The guards wouldn’t interfere with you.” 

Guest, she thought, not a date. At first she wasn’t sure how she felt about his choice of words. She didn’t know whether being considered a guest and not a date stung, or whether it was the right thing for him to have said. It was possible, she suspected, that he could have said the right thing and for it to have still stung, but this implied a whole bunch of things Alice wasn’t willing to open herself up to yet. 

Or at all.

“If there’s no other way for me to get close to this thing,” Alice said, “Then I’ll have to take it.” 

Isaac smiled, walked past her, and then went through the door into the living room where he stood, checking his phone. “Come to the museum at eight,” he said, cocking his head over his shoulder, “And you know, I expect to see you in a dress.” 

Alice turned around to face him, hand on her hip, blood rushing to her cheeks in a wild flush. Was she blushing? “You expect, do you?” she asked. 

“It’s up to you, but if you want to blend into the crowd, you’ll wear a dress.”

“I’ll wear a dress,” she said, “But you have to get Nate in.” 

“Nate?” Isaac’s smile melted away. “Why Nate?” 

“Think about it. If we want to try and get Emily, we’ll need him. She didn’t trust us, but she’ll trust his voice… assuming we can even make contact with her.” 

Isaac considered her request for a moment, then nodded. “I could make that work. I’ll need to pull some of those strings I mentioned earlier, but I can make it work.” 

“Thank you.” 

“You don’t have to thank me. It’s a good idea. I was just looking forward to the idea of having you all to myself.” 

“You forget we’re supposed to be on a mission, Mister Moreau.” 

“I don’t forget anything, Miss Werner.” 

The banter they were sharing filled her with a kind of relaxed joy she hadn’t felt in months. The smile that spread across her face was almost inevitable. Isaac was clever and sharp. He was never the kind of guy to tip-toe around a girl’s feelings and say only the things she wanted to hear. This was one of his best qualities: the courage he had to always speak his mind and challenge her. She had once loved him for it, had missed him for it. 

She was beginning to feel something close to heartache when she felt it. 

It happened in slow motion. First, her skin began to crawl. An instant later, she saw a shadow person manifest, like inky blackness spreading through the air, directly behind Isaac. Her heart jumped. She yelled for Isaac to duck, and he did so without question, throwing his hands up to cover his head just as a black tendril with a razor sharp edge came cutting through the air, slicing at the spot where Isaac had been only an instant ago.

The shadow didn’t make a sound, but the room had filled with a kind of whooshing rush, as if strong winds were spinning in an angry cyclone inside the apartment. 

“Isaac, stay down!” Alice said. She lunged into the living room unarmed and without a plan.

The shadow’s writhing form melted, warped, and twisted to face Alice. When it opened its mouth, she saw row upon row of sharp, copper colored teeth sitting inside an unusually pink throat. Alice, out of options, put her head down, dashed across her living room, and charged the shadow creature.

She was expecting to go through it, but her shoulder made contact with something solid and she tumbled to the floor with the thing. For an instant, she had a hold of a shadow. Its body, if it could be called a body, was cold and airy, and smelled like the inside of a cave. But the thing jerked and shook itself loose, dispersed into the air, and reappeared in front of the closet door. 

It cocked a thick, dark tendril over its head and poised itself to strike the closet door. Alice fought to get to her feet and threw herself at the shadow again, noticing only in passing that her hands had begun to glow with soft, blue light, and her veins looked like they were filled with black ink. But she was too late. The shadow struck the door with enough force to cause it to implode, and then fall off its hinges. 

Alice felt the world tilt to the left while her stomach lurched to the right. She stopped in her tracks, as if the shadow had just hit her in the stomach. The ward was gone, the seal broken, and soon they would come pouring out of that dark room and back into the world of the living, eager for people to torment and possess. A heartbeat passed and nothing happened. Alice choked down her fear—even if she couldn’t release herself from the grips of shock—and willed her body into action. She couldn’t worry about the shadow. If her Chest had been opened, she only had one chance to shut it.

Isaac suddenly sprang into action ahead of Alice. He had his right arm curled parallel to his chest, his left arm low and by his side, and the bangle on his right wrist was glowing brightly. “I command you, spirit,” he said, “Attack me. Attack me!”

The shadow warped into a formless cloud and, an instant later, returned to a humanoid shape facing Isaac’s direction. It cocked a set of inky tendrils over its head, crossing them over its back into an X, and swung them at Isaac, but it was as if they had struck a solid wall of steel. The razor tendrils made a sound like clashing swords and the thing seemed to stagger. 

Alice dashed toward her closet door, hoping that the Chest of Haunts was closed—that the wards within had held. She had to dig through the splintered remains of the closet door to get to it, but the chest was there—and the lock was broken. Pieces of it were scattered on the floor like a broken toy. Most worrying of all, though, were the two white Polaroid Instants she found face down on the ground. 

As a battle raged behind her, sounding like something out of a medieval movie—steel ringing on steel—she held the chest shut with one hand and plucked the Polaroids off the floor with the other. One of them was a picture of a small store room littered with broken bottles, toppled over boxes, and shattered shelves. In the middle of the picture was a thick, wooden support beam rising from the ground to touch the ceiling, but the scraggy old man with the impossibly long limbs and sunken face wasn’t there. The other Polaroid was blank with the exception of a shimmering white light where the shape of a huge man wearing a gas mask strapped to his face once stood.

Alice’s heart was thumping so hard it was difficult to hear anything else. She stood upright, though doing so felt like it had taken hours and not seconds, and turned around just in time to see Isaac make a fist with his hand. As the shadow figure folded into itself, Isaac wound back his arm, made a throwing gesture aimed at the far wall, and the ball of living, writhing shadow went hurtling out. 

The window broke apart with a deafening crash, sending hundreds of little pieces of glass into the afternoon sky. They glittered like diamonds as they fell out of sight. Isaac pulled his arm across his chest like an archer drawing a bowstring. His magic bangle glowed brilliantly, and each of the tiny pieces of glass flew right back into place, rearranging themselves into a perfect, unbroken window.

Isaac was panting, and the bandage on his forehead had turned red again. Blood. Alice, meanwhile, felt fresh—like she could run a marathon. She supposed this was the soul she had just consumed at work, instilling her body with vigor and vitality. The thought that she may have truly become some kind of vampire had crossed her mind once or twice, especially in moments like these when she felt almost invincible. Now that Isaac had used similar terms to describe her, she felt it more than ever.

But these were scary thoughts. Vampires were parasites, leeches—lich—feeding on the jugular of the world. Alice thought, though she supposed so did many vampires, that she had some kind of service to provide her fellow humans. Although, when she stopped to consider the things she needed to do to feel truly enriched and powerful, she couldn’t help but catch herself wondering about the similarities.

“Your hands,” Isaac said, noticing the glow. 

“Never mind my hands. The spirits are gone,” Alice said, and she tossed the empty Polaroids on the floor. They slid across the wooden laminate and came to rest across the room. She had thought she had more time, thought she may have been able to reach the Chest before anything got out. But they had gotten out without her knowing. She hadn’t even felt them leave. Not a hint. 

“Are you okay?” Isaac asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” 

“How did they get out?” 

“I don’t know. This has never happened before, but I know the gasmask man had something to do with this. It wasn’t normal. It was one of her Pain Children.”

“I think I did this,” he said, “When I fed you the soul, your house started going crazy. My magic must have empowered them.” He scanned the room, taking a pause to catch his breath, and said “We need to find them.” 

“Don’t bother. We both know where they’ve gone, and we won’t be able to catch them now. The only thing to do is get to that mirror and do what we have to do.”

To Isaac, this meant study it and carefully assess the situation. Alice, however, was entirely clear on what she intended to do to that mirror when she saw it. She would smash it to a million pieces, and then she would never have to be afraid of Nyx again.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

A Portal

Though Alice had assured him she was okay, had promised him she had her closet and her apartment under control, leaving her alone left Isaac feeling uneasy and shaky. He had wanted her to come with him, had suggested she grab her stuff and get changed in his office, but she was adamant that she was fine. Arguing with her wouldn’t have gotten him anywhere, so he decided to trust her, and he left her apartment with his uneasiness caught in his throat.

A couple of hours after Isaac left Alice’s place, he found himself standing at the threshold to the unlit, roped off Greek exhibit at the Ashwood Imperial Museum. He had his hands in his pockets, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and a pondering look on his face. In his mind, playing like a song stuck on a jukebox, were the events of the last few hours of his life. It was hard to believe all of this—Alice, the soul, the attack—had happened before five in the afternoon. Some days just seemed to drag on.

Thinking back, it was hard to believe that the things which had happened, had indeed happened at all. Isaac had drawn a soul out of the River Styx and fed it to Alice, and then they had been attacked. But it wasn’t just what had happened in these last couple of hours that had Isaac’s mind in a state of turmoil, it was also the revelations which had taken place.

That Alice had been hiding a severe condition from him from the start really took the cake. How had he not known about her affliction? How had she managed to keep it hidden from him, especially during the time when they had been together? Either she was a better liar than he gave her credit for, or he wasn’t quite the Mage he thought he was. 

Neither of these ideas provided any comfort or reprieve from his thoughts. 

Isaac stepped beyond the velvet rope and into the dimly lit exhibit. Behind him, a shadow with a long beak for a nose followed, like a silent stalker closing on its prey. The tap, tap, tap of Isaac’s loafers echoed loudly in the vaulted room as he navigated around platforms displaying busts of bearded Greek men on them, glass cases showcasing miniature representations of grand Greek buildings, and a number of platforms with assorted pieces of pottery and fabrics on them. 

When he arrived at the mirror, Isaac said, “I didn’t see it.” He was gaunt and tired, clearly observed in the dark patches around his eyes most of all. “Why didn’t I see it?”

“She didn’t want you to see her,” said the plague doctor. Its voice didn’t echo. It was a muted, strange sound which contradicted the acoustics of the vaulted ceiling. 

“Like a chameleon melting into her surroundings, or a snake in tall grass, she revealed herself not because she wanted to, but because she had no choice. Even then, I thought nothing of it. What does that make me?” 

“Human.” 

Isaac scoffed. “I haven’t been human in a long time.”

“This is what you tell yourself. Yet you bleed like other humans, you need like other humans, and you love like other humans. Humanity is not a flaw, not a challenge to overcome.”

“I know some who may disagree with your opinion.” 

“They are entitled to their opinions, as I am to mine.” 

“Indeed.”

Isaac stepped over the second velvet rope, the one surrounding the mirror, and got within arm’s length of it. Unconsciously, his hand came up to his chin and he gently scratched the rough stubble, reminding him to shave in his office before tonight’s event. But when his bangle began to glow and the surface of the mirror rippled like water in a lake, his mind snapped back into full attention. 

“Doctor,” Isaac said, “Are you seeing this?” 

“It is reacting to your magic.” 

“I’m not using magic.” 

“Aren’t you?” 

He reached his right arm, which had the glowing bangle, toward the mirror. As he inched closer, the ripples became more… violent. It was like watching a body of water being disturbed by a helicopter’s rotors, only this surface wasn’t water—it was liquid metal, and the ripples distorted Isaac’s reflection in strange ways. 

Isaac closed his eyes and sent his intent into the roiling Tempest, drawing a sliver of magic out of its turbulent waters and pumping it through his magic bangle. “Show me your secrets,” he said, and when he opened his eyes he saw that the mirror was no longer rippling quicksilver, but a still image of a dark corridor with no visible end or features. His heart started to race and his Adam’s apple began to work, but he couldn’t swallow. When he felt a breath of cold air leave the mouth of the mirror and caress his skin, sending the hairs on his arms into a prickling frenzy, his heart began to pound even harder. 

The mirror was tall, as tall as Isaac, and wide enough to accept a human body of about average size. Isaac’s feet were getting itchy, and he thought of stepping toward the mirror—stepping inside—but he didn’t. Wouldn’t. Not without proper testing. My hand, he thought, and he slowly inched his hand toward the mirror, but when he touched it he encountered a flat surface. It wasn’t a mirror anymore, but a window. What he was seeing was only an image, and not a true portal. Why? Why couldn’t he open the door? 

In the excitement, Isaac hadn’t realized just how cold the mirror had become. His fingers were starting to go numb, causing him to quickly withdraw them. Immediately, the image began to collapse, and Isaac was left staring at the typical solid, reflective surface. He saw himself in the mirror and frowned. He reached for the surface again, but this time it remained inert and his bangle didn’t glow.

“Show me your secrets,” he said, but nothing happened. For a moment he stood there, with his fingers pressed against the mirror, wondering if anything had happened at all. But his skin was still prickling and numb, and his Guardian had been there to watch it all.  

Isaac rounded on the plague doctor. “It was a portal,” Isaac said.

“It was.” 

“Question is, a portal to where, exactly?” 

Maybe the portal went to wherever Nyx was. Maybe it was a way to get to Emily. Maybe it was neither of the two, and the portal went somewhere else. The Reflection, most likely, given everything Alice had said. But she had also said the mirror had a twin inside the Reflection, and that mirror could be anywhere. 

Whatever it was, the point was moot; the mirror was inert and hadn’t opened again when he had asked it to. 

“I want you to watch the mirror,” Isaac said. “If the portal opens again, if anyone gets too close, or if anything strange happens in this room, I want you to alert me at once.” 

“Of course,” said the Good Doctor in his strange voice which cast no echo.

“That includes Alice.” 

The plague doctor nodded. Isaac turned and made for his office, but before he walked away from the mirror he rolled the sleeve of his shirt down, breathed on the mirror, and wiped the spot he had just touched with his fingers. Much better, he thought, and he headed for his office where he had a date with a razor and a clean suit.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

A Last Resort

While Isaac was staring at his reflection in a mirror, Alice was staring at hers. Like Isaac, Alice also wasn’t sure about what she was looking at. She had dug into her wardrobe and produced a slim little black number she had intended to wear to a police ball the year of her resignation from the force. The dress was gorgeous, truly—backless, flattering, and slimming. But Alice had cared way more for it two years ago than she did now, yet it was too late to go and buy a new one.

It occurred to her then—as she unpinned the curlers from her hair, giving her dark hair a kind of tumbling quality—that it had been Isaac who had bought her the dress. He had bought it specifically for her to wear at the ball, an event they were to attend together. She had never been the type of girl to want dresses and expensive jewelry, preferring to wear clothes she could run in if she needed to. But Isaac was a man of class and taste, and the dress did look damn good on her.

This dress had been the last gift Isaac had ever gotten her while they were together, and he had never seen her wearing it. 

Alice spun around, hoping her curves were still in all the right places—they were. But the dress was backless, and she saw the scars. A large section of her back was run through with lines of pale and disfigured skin. The thing was an eyesore that she didn’t often have to look at. The scarring was obvious and prominent, and as she looked at it now the entire area seemed to almost throb dully.

He cut me open with a scalpel. 

The thought came randomly, along with a flash of memory and pain. Alice winced and shut her eyes, but the sound of her own screams flew out of the Chest of Haunts in her mind and struck her hard. She tried to push the memory back, to swat it away as if it were a bat—a really big bat—trying to get into her hair, but the thought of lying face down on a table, bound, and screaming, was too strong.

She closed her eyes tightly and grimaced until the moment passed and the memory abated. She wasn’t sure if Isaac remembered the extent of her scars, or if he remembered them at all. But with this dress on, he and everyone else would get a good eyeful tonight. Dammit, she thought, but there was nothing else to say on the matter. She could either wear her scars with pride or not go at all, and she was no coward.

Still, she decided to put on a shawl to cover her back, at least a little bit.

Her phone suddenly rang and Alice jerked around to look at the screen. Nate. She had tried calling him earlier but the phone had gone to voicemail. Twice. Alice picked it up and answered.

“Hello?” Nate said, before Alice could speak.

“Hi Nate...” 

“Alice… you haven’t found her yet.” It wasn’t a question. Of course, it couldn’t have been. If Alice had found Emily, Nate would have been the first to know.

“No,” Alice said, “But we’re close. We’re real close. That’s why I’ve called.”

“What is it?” 

“I saw Emily last night. I saw her, and called to her, but she didn’t come to me. I think it’s because she doesn’t know who I am, doesn’t trust my voice. I might need your help.” 

“I’ll do anything I can.” 

She swapped ears. “Look, this whole thing is really dangerous. More dangerous than I thought at the beginning. I don’t think you understand just what’s going on here.” 

“I don’t care. I can help. I want to help.”

She didn’t want to bring Nate into this mess, didn’t want to make him a target too, but he was probably already a target having been there on the night of Emily’s disappearance. Why he hadn’t been whisked away to the Reflection yet, Alice didn’t know. Maybe Nyx didn’t have enough strength to pull him in. Not yet, anyway. Maybe it was only a matter of time before she dragged more people into her realm.

When Alice had called to Emily last night at the theater, Emily had ignored her. At first she thought Emily hadn’t heard her voice, but  there had been a moment of recognition later—an acknowledgement, and then dismissal. Alice thought the problem was that Emily’s senses were so screwed up she didn’t know what she could and couldn’t trust. But she would trust Nate.

“I need you to be sure about what you’re getting yourself into,” Alice said. “You need to understand that I… don’t know if I can protect you.” 

“I’m already involved, and I don’t want you to protect me. I want to help get Emily back.” 

She considered what may have happened if she had allowed Nate to come to the theater last night. Maybe if Nate had been there when Isaac ripped open the portal to the Reflection… no, they wouldn’t have gotten Emily out. Nyx wouldn’t have allowed it, not that easily. But they may have gotten closer than they were now, may have had more of a chance than they did now. 

“Alright,” Alice said, “Find something nice to wear and make your way down to the Ashwood Imperial Museum at eight o’clock. You know where that is?” 

“At the edge of the Financial District, on fifth… the one close to Saint Jude’s?” 

“That’s right. I’ll be waiting for you.” 

“I’ll probably be waiting for you.” 

“Good. I won’t be late.” 

Alice hung up and set her phone on the bed, next to the matching black purse Isaac had bought to go with her dress. Another item she had never in her life used prior to today. She then crossed into the kitchen and came to stand in front of the closet door. Isaac had done a good job of repairing it before leaving, though she wondered if the wards would work the same. She hoped they would, though without the gas mask man and the poltergeist to hold back, she had no reason to believe they wouldn’t.

Before she left, she grabbed Trapper and slung the strap around her neck. She would need the camera again tonight, she knew, but it wasn’t an inconspicuous item. She had been able to get away with using it in public places before by playing the part of the photographer who hasn’t quite let go of the old-school ways. But in a digital world, and in a crowded space like the one she would be entering tonight, this camera would stand out. 

Alice sighed and smoothed her thumb over the soft plastic. A sudden and inexplicable sense of dread overcame her, causing her heart to flutter like a bird trapped in a cage. 

It's just nerves, she thought, just nerves.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

The Cab Driver

Alice called for a cab and waited on the sidewalk, ignoring the leering eyes of passersby. The cab was a banged up old thing with a cracked and faded yellow paint job on the outside, and cracked and faded faux leather seats on the inside. The driver wore tattered fingerless gloves, had a cigar stuck between his fat lips, and swore loudly at the radio whenever the Ashwood Adders scored against the Miami Dolphins. Alice would have admired his I don’t give a shit attitude, praised him for letting it all hang out for the world to see. But he kept stealing glances whenever he could, and his eyes made Alice shuffle uncomfortably in the backseat. 

The drive to the museum took about ten minutes too long, but Alice was treated to a number of fantastic sights during the trip. The Victoria district melted away as the cab sailed down Ninth Street and into the financial sector. To humans, this entire sprawl of skyscrapers and dark buildings was known as the Warwick district; the beating heart of the city where corporate bigwigs swap unfathomable amounts of money, drink expensive cognac, and fuck young gold-diggers. But there was another name for this district, one that any card-carrying supernatural knew.

Vampire Central.

They were good at hiding in plain sight, vampires, but Alice had learned to spot them even from the window of a car. 

A man in a light gray suit with a wireless headset in his ear stood on the sidewalk, talking about clenching some multi-million dollar deal or other. He had been doing this for a while tonight. There probably wasn’t anyone on the other end—or maybe there was, one of the vampire’s lackeys, bored out of his wits as his master puts on a good show for the peons passing by. Most folks didn’t pay this handsome man with the sixty-thousand-dollar suit and the ten-thousand-dollar watch any mind, preferring to walk with their heads buried in their glowing smartphone screens, but eventually the vampire would snag his hook into someone and she—or he—would be his for the night. 

Another stood on a street corner with a small park at his back. The trees were tall and dark and closely pressed together, creating a natural boundary against the city itself. On the sidewalk, close to the intersection, a scruffy man with a long beard and epic dreadlocks was standing on an old bucket and preaching about the end times, about the wolves hiding in sheep’s clothing, and about how corrupt the world is. He warned those listening to his sermon to be vigilant, to be on guard, and to rally against those who would harm Mother Nature.  

She found herself thinking about the story Isaac had told her about the origin of vampires. Did they have a different story to tell? Would any of them know? Alice wondered how the crowd—the vampire had some seven or eight staunch listeners now—could buy into his brand of nihilistic crap. How was it he could so easily turn logical, smart people who would otherwise keep their wits about them in a city like this, into drones hanging on his every word? But then he turned his eyes toward Alice, and her heart skipped a beat.

He was looking at her. Not through her, not past her, but at her. From all the way across the street, on the opposite side of the intersection, beyond rows of idle cars waiting for the lights to change, this man—this monster—had noticed her. Had he read her thoughts? Had he seen her aura? Had he smelled her strange, supernatural scent through the clouds of invisible toxic smoke? With one single glance he had turned her entire body to ice, and as the cab peeled away, the scruffy vampire’s eyes followed her. She didn’t take another breath until they had turned the corner.

Vampires, she thought, allowing herself to breathe again. I fucking hate vampires. 

The buildings around her seemed to back away from the cab, as if bowing in reverence to the Ashwood Imperial Museum, which stood as a single building encompassing an entire city block. Gargoyles flanked each corner of the structure, carefully placed lights illuminated the name of the building, and a red carpet rolled out of the main door like an inanimate tongue. She saw people slowly climbing the steps of the museum, which had been covered by a large canopy to protect the carpet and the museum’s guests from the rain, but the cab had stopped almost half a block away. 

“Twenty-three fifty,” said the cab driver. “But if you’re short, we can work something out.” 

Alice cocked an eyebrow, wondering why he had stopped short of the museum, but pulled three tens from her purse and handed them over. He sneered at her again, and she watched in the rearview mirror as the tip of his cigar began to glow brightly red, bathing his face in a soft glow. The satisfied grin on his face suggested he had already done terrible things to her in his mind.

Whatever. 

“Tempting, but no,” she said, “You look like you’re riddled with germs, and I don’t have medical insurance.” She reached for the car door but the lock slammed shut. 

He took another drag of his cigar, turned his head, and blew the smoke into the backseat. “I could drive off right now and no one would find you until I was done. All the medical insurance in the world wouldn’t fix you.”

“Is that any way to pick a girl up?”

“I’m not trying to pick you up. I don’t have to pick you up. I can just take you.” 

“Can you?” 

“Sure I can.” He put the cab into Drive. 

Alice rolled her eyes. “You know what happened to the last cab driver who thought he could do whatever he wanted with me?” 

“No.” 

“Neither do the police.” 

The man laughed a raspy, hoarse laugh which sounded more like a choke. “You’ve got spunk; I’ll give you that. But I don’t like it when a woman talks back. If you watch your mouth, I might just let you go without hurting you… too much.”

Alice’s heart was starting to race. Not because she was scared of what he might do to her, but because the repartee was delaying her from doing what she had come here to do. Coming here to the museum as a guest of some big event was a bad idea, as was waiting for as long as they had before coming down. The mirror had to be destroyed, and it had to be destroyed now. But this guy wasn’t going to let her go. His aura stank of wanton lust and bad intention, and by the cavalier way in which he spoke, she suspected he had done this before.

“I think I want to take your picture,” Alice said.

“My what?” 

“Your picture.” She raised her camera, which she had been strapped around her neck, and looked through the viewfinder. As she found his profile through the small square eye, she flicked the toggle on the side of the camera from REF to MAT. The camera vibrated in Alice’s hand, and the world shimmered. A moment later, she was staring at the man’s big face, though it was surrounded by a faint twinkle of shifting light—his soul.

Her heart was slamming now. It always did in the instant before the Trapping, as hesitation and guilt made themselves known. The man’s cigar blazed in the darkness of the cab. “That’s different. Most girls are begging me to let them out at this point.” 

“Most girls aren’t me. Now how about you take that thing out of your mouth and you let me take your picture?” 

The cab driver obliged. He plucked the cigar out of his mouth, blew the stink of cheap cigar smoke over his shoulder, and grinned. One of his incisors was missing, he had a two-week old growth on his chins, and the clearest blue eyes Alice had ever seen on a human being. They were dangerous eyes—eyes like those of the poltergeist she had captured—wide with intention and cunning.

Alice focused the frame on his face, pushed her own will into the camera, and pressed down on the trigger. The cab lit up with a bright flash of blue. Alice felt a rush of warm and cold course through her, an adrenaline-filled sensation which made her entire body shudder with delight. It was easier when her targets’ souls were weak, and stealing this man’s soul was as easy as running a hot knife through butter. 

The driver’s seat was empty, now. Where once had sat a fat man with a cigar, there was only dust. His clothes were gone, the cigar was gone, and the smell of days old sweat and whiskey was gone too. Before Alice had taken a picture of him, his name had been Dale Wilkes. He had been a 43-year-old, 6-foot male from Ashwood who had been driving a cab for almost ten years, but in a couple of minutes’ no one would know he had ever existed, if they hadn’t already forgotten. 

The camera made a whirring sound, and then spat a Polaroid out of the front slot. Alice snagged the picture, retrieved her thirty bucks, and reached around the front seat to unlock the back doors. She stepped out of the cab into the cool night air with the camera in her hands and her heart gently slowing down. 

She took a moment to look at the picture in her hand as she walked the rest of the way to the museum. On it was the startled face of a man so harshly illuminated by the camera’s blue flash he looked more like a ghost than a person. Unlike ghosts, however, his soul would not be free to move around within the confines of the picture frame. Serves him right, she thought, and then she crumpled the picture up and tossed it in the trash where no one would find it.

Nate was standing by the stairs when Alice arrived, waiting for her with his hands in his pockets. She had wanted to meet Isaac here, had wanted… no, she hadn’t wanted a romantic entrance. That was stupid. Walking into the building on Isaac’s arm? Who was she, a freaking princess?

“Hey,” she said as she approached. “Sorry I’m late.” 

“You’re not late,” he said, “I’m early.” 

Alice nodded. “Alright, shall we head inside?” 

“Wait… I need to know what I’m doing first.” 

“Right. Well, the plan is—”

“Do you know where Emily is? Is she inside?” 

“Not exactly.”

“Then why are we here? Shouldn’t we be at the movie theater?” 

“Look, I brought you here because you can be of use after all, but what I don’t want to do is to waste time explaining everything to you. We think we know how to deal with this situation, but there are some things you’re going to have to trust me on and not ask questions about. Understood?” 

Nate wanted to protest. His aura flashed vibrantly in brilliant shades of red and red-orange which tasted like fresh anger. But he held himself and nodded. “I’m sorry. I just want to get Emily back.” 

Alice put a hand on Nate’s shoulder. “I know you do,” she said, “But something is playing out here that is much bigger than Emily. I need you to be strong… strong for yourself, and strong for her, okay?” 

Nate nodded, though he didn’t truly understand what was going on. How could he? He was mostly human, and unlike Alice, had no prior experience with Nyx and what that bitch and her cronies were capable of. This was why he needed to stay the hell out of Alice’s way until she was ready for him. 

“Just do exactly as I say,” she said, “Everything will be fine.” 

Nate offered his arm. Alice linked her arm with his, and together they walked up the red carpet and toward the museum building. At the door, Alice spotted Dustin—the big security guard—and his security staff ticking people’s names off a checklist. Alice shuffled along with her heart in her throat, walking slowly behind the crowd, hoping Isaac had done as she had asked and put Nate on the list.

Dustin checked his list for Nate’s name, marking it off with his little red pen. Alice took a relieved breath and walked up to the door. She gave her name to a female security guard who checked Alice’s name off the list. For a moment the guard had regarded Alice’s camera with a strange kind of fascination, like she had never seen anything quite like it in her life. 

She probably hadn’t. 

“Trapper,” the guard had said, her eyebrow cocked. She had noticed the word written across the red strip. “You named your camera?” 

“For luck,” Alice had said, and then she walked on through to meet Nate on the other side.  

She found Nate fidgeting with his hands, not quite sure whether to slip them into his pockets or let them dangle at his side, as rich types in suits pressed around him. She had been expecting to see Isaac standing around, waiting for her to arrive. What she got instead was an eyeful of the Greek woman Isaac had been fucking when Alice stepped into his office last night. She was tall and beautiful, with striking, sharp features and eyes so clear you could almost see through them. She didn’t say anything to Alice, didn’t greet her, and didn’t apologize for having had sex with her “husband” the night before. Instead she gave a cold, hard stare, then turned her chin, and disappeared into the crowd.

Geez, Alice thought, you’d think I had slept with her fake husband.

Then she saw Isaac standing in the crowd, and her heart leapt.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

The Grand Unveiling

When her eyes fell upon Isaac, she found herself thinking she had never in her life seen a man more well put together. He was wearing a charcoal jacket over a black shirt and a pair of fine slacks. From one of the jacket pockets hung a silver chain attached to an ornate little pocket watch which he was looking at. He slipped the pocket watch back into the jacket, ran a nervous hand through his slicked back hair, and scanned the room. 

To his left, a tall woman wearing a beautiful red dress and holding a glass of Rosé was speaking to an older gentleman with thin, gray hair and a bald patch on the crown of his head. Around them, men and women, who were dressed like they each owned yachts and private islands, mingled and sipped fine bubbly from long glasses. When Isaac spotted Alice from all the way across the room, she thought she saw the corner of his lips tug into a smile. 

Warm blood rushed to her cheeks, and she looked away for an instant. When she turned to look for him again, he was only a foot away from her. 

“Alice,” he said, his face now pulled into a charming smile full of pearly white teeth. He gave her a kiss on either cheek, as was the European way. He smelled expensive, and delicious. “You look absolutely stunning.”  

She wondered whether he recognized the dress clinging to her body like soft fire and decided to see if he would make the connection on his own. “Thank you,” she said, in her humblest voice. Alice wasn’t used to formal parties, but she knew how to behave at them. “You scrub up pretty well, too.” 

“That’s nice of you to say. You must be Nate.” 

“I am,” Nate said, shaking Isaac’s hand. 

Isaac, still smiling, said, “Just relax, have a drink, and we’ll get through this.” 

Like clockwork, a man wearing a white shirt and a black bowtie came up to the three of them with three glasses of champagne on a silver tray. Isaac took a glass but declined to drink. Alice took a glass, sipped it, and immediately remembered why she didn’t drink champagne. It tasted like sparkling piss. How anyone could drink the stuff was beyond her. But the glass helped her fit in, and considering she was wearing a thirty-year-old camera with a paint-job clearly administered by a five-year-old as a fashion accessory, she would take all the help she could get.  

Nate took a glass of champagne and made the alcohol disappear with two swallows. “No promises,” he said, “But I’ll do my best.” 

“That’ll draw the eye,” Isaac said, nodding at the camera.

“You have your magic,” she said in a hushed tone, “I have mine. I couldn’t leave it at home.” 

“I understand. Play the part of a photographer and you’ll be fine.” 

“I technically wouldn’t be lying.” 

Isaac smiled again. “No,” he said, “You wouldn’t be. Anyway, if you’d follow me in, the director is going to give a general tour of the museum before heading into the Greek wing. Once the tour group is on the other side of the building, you can sneak off to get a moment in the exhibit. Dustin will let you in.” 

She didn’t like the idea of someone else being involved in their plan, in their affairs. It was bad enough she had brought Nate down and endangered his life in doing so. Bad enough the museum was full of people—not innocent people, just people. Alice hesitated to use the word innocent when referring to Ashwood’s citizens in broad strokes because, well, after the guy in the cab, wasn’t it obvious? 

The level of ambient noise in the room rose to a roar before it ceased at the sound of a clinking glass. Alice turned her attention to the source and saw the woman Isaac had been speaking to. She had her hands up now in a gesture which could have indicated surrender or quiet please, and she was smiling. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she said, in a firm, authoritative, almost forceful tone of voice. “As the director of this Museum, I would like to first extend our warmest welcome. This institution is made brighter by your presence, and we thank you for it.” 

Her words were met with applause. Alice didn’t clap, but Nate did—nervously.

The woman continued. “Tonight is a big night for us. For a full year—in fact, slightly longer than a year—we have labored tirelessly to bring to life a brand new Greek exhibit unlike any other in this country. Many hours of dedication and care have gone into building the wing, collecting the items, and restoring them. Many dollars have been poured into this project to ensure it meets our expectations. And I can tell you now as a lover of history myself, it’s all been worth it.” 

More applause.

“And now, before we proceed into the museum,” she continued, “I would like to present to you the man who spearheaded this initiative. The man whose diligent efforts, vast knowledge, and hawk like attention to detail made this all possible. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Doctor Isaac Moreau; one of our most esteemed curators and the brain—and brawn—behind this entire project.”

The room erupted in a rumble of applause. Isaac smiled at the crowd, waved, and bid them to simmer down with a gesture of his hand. “Thank you,” he said, “It is my honor to be able to present to you such a magnificent collection of artifacts. Director Perkins is right, this has been a labor of love, and it is with great pleasure that we are able to host this event tonight. Now, if you’ll kindly follow the Director, we will be taking you on a short tour of the entire building which will culminate in our Greek exhibit, at which point we will unveil our prized display.”

Alice felt a wave of cold rush through her now, cold which resonated with Isaac’s words. Prized display. This was it. No turning back now. If Alice went and destroyed it, there would be a room full of pissed off patrons to contend with. No, that was a lie. She wouldn’t have to contend with them—Isaac would. He would have to explain why the mirror was smashed, who had smashed it, and what happens now. 

Then there were the security guards, and cameras, to consider. Isaac had enlisted Dustin as an accomplice in his plan, but he probably didn’t think Alice had any intention of destroying the mirror. He would probably try to stop her. Even if he couldn’t, any investigation that later took place would reveal her as the culprit. 

Jesus, why am I still thinking about destroying it?

The urge to destroy the mirror had been a stupid notion, a knee-jerk reaction. She had wanted to destroy it because she knew what it was, knew what kind of power it had and what Nyx could do with it. Destroying it was the best, the only, way to ensure Nyx would never re-enter the world of the living. However, destroying it also meant dooming Emily to a life spent in the Reflection under the care of Nyx and her Pain Children.

Before she knew it, the crowd had gone through the main door into the museum proper. Alice had gone with them, and she was now standing somewhere inside Imperial China. She was surrounded by the color red and gold, flanked on all sides by displays and pictures depicting different aspects of Chinese history—people, trinkets, weapons, and landscapes. Segments of the Great Wall of China were laid out beneath a huge mural showing a breathtaking, illustrated section of the wall itself, but the wonder wasn’t a focus of the exhibit. The theme here was Empire, and each individual display reflected this.

In one glass cabinet was a porcelain horse, barded and studded. The tag beneath the case read “A Chinese Tang dynasty tricolored glaze porcelain horse (c. AD 700).” On one wall, a little further down, was a piece of artwork depicting several oxen running along a field. This one was done sometime in the 12th century, and had been created by a Chinese General during a military campaign. She was inspecting a glass cabinet housing the remnants of several bows and arrowheads, with Nate standing like a silent partner at her side, when Isaac approached. 

“It really is an impressive museum,” Alice said, without looking at him. “I miss coming here. I bet the new exhibit is going to blow me away.”

“The collection is quite extensive, but that’s not why I’m here.”

Alice fell silent.

“It’s time,” he said with a graveness in his voice that made Alice’s stomach drop. 

“Time? Already? How much do I have?” 

“I can give you fifteen minutes. More if I can delay us from entering the room. If anyone catches you, say—”

“That I’m a photographer,” she said, “I know. I’ll meet you both up there.” 

Isaac nodded and Alice began to turn, as if to leave, but Nate said, “Wait, aren’t you taking me with you?” 

Alice turned to look at him, and then she looked at Isaac. For a moment, she was unable to answer the question. It was as if he had asked her to tell him her age. The question seemed out of place, and more than a little ridiculous. Aren’t you taking me with you? Of course she wasn’t. She had no intention of taking him with her right now, not until she had checked the room out and made sure it was safe. At the same time, if she did bring him with her now they may have a shot to get Emily out before anyone was done with their canapés. 

But what were the odds of that?  

No. Nyx wouldn’t make this easy for Alice, and this was why she needed to go alone. Right now. She needed to quit wasting time on a pointless decision, get Nate to heel, and get the hell up to that room before anyone else could. 

“No,” she said, and before Nate could protest, she added, “You promised you would do as I asked, remember?” 

“I do, but you can’t do this on your own.” 

“I can’t, and I won’t. But I need you here, and I need you to have your phone on you. All I’m going to do is go up to that room, make sure that the coast is clear, and try and figure out what we’re dealing with so that we can plan our next move. When I’m ready, I’ll send for you.” 

Nate’s lips pressed into a thin white line, but he nodded. 

“Fourteen minutes,” Isaac said, “And that’s pushing it. Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast. Just… don’t wreck my exhibit.” 

“No promises,” Alice said, as she spun on her high heels and moved through the crowd, out of the Chinese exhibit, and across the lobby to the other side of the building.

Dustin was waiting for her by a staff only door. He let her through with a nod, and Alice walked into the corridor that fed into the hall she had walked through last night. Isaac’s office was here, she remembered, and in it there was something she thought she might need, depending on how things went.

Alice slowed as she approached the door to Isaac’s office. She gently took hold of the knob, prayed, and turned it. The door opened with a click and a whine, and Alice stepped through. Besides a set of clothes—the clothes Isaac had been wearing earlier—the office looked no different than it had looked last night, so when Alice moved through it, she knew exactly where to go.

The display cabinet.

But it wasn’t there. The Greek Xiphos sword with the black hilt and red jewel was gone. 

“Fuck,” she said, “Where is it?”

Then she remembered. It was bound for the exhibit, which meant it was probably up there already. Why she was thinking of grabbing a sword she didn’t know. Perhaps she thought it would be useful if she had to fight her way out of a bind, but then, if she had to fight her way out of anything tonight, then everything had gone terribly wrong. 

She turned around, left the room, and padded her way up the stairs to the Greek exhibit with her heart racing and her mind speeding right along with it. Up until now, the shadow woman had been an abstract thing; unknown, unknowable, and as a result, not nearly as dangerous. But she wasn’t the shadow woman anymore; she was Nyx. Nyx, who had imprisoned her in the Reflection. Nyx, who had set her Pain Children on Alice time after time, making her cry out in the dark, empty halls of whatever cave she had taken residence in. Nyx, who had been at the root of the cursed life Alice now led. Nyx, the person—thing—Alice had escaped from only at great personal cost.

Alice had been a solid addition to the police force. She was smart, quick on her toes, and tough, with ambitions of one day becoming a detective—homicide, maybe, or vice. She had the qualifications for either, all she had to do was decide which way she wanted to go, and the future she wanted to build for herself was hers. 

Then there was Isaac, who was just as intelligent as she was and could challenge her in ways no one else ever had. He was her equal and she was his, and they had been great together. They fought, yes, everybody fights, but then they made up, they did so with their bodies as well as their hearts. 

But Nyx had taken all that away from her, denied her the life she was about to embark on.

The worst part about all this was that Alice wasn’t even mad anymore. She had, a long time ago, come to terms with her lot in life. She had never been spiritual—well, not in a spirituality-as-a-way-of-living sense, despite her family’s nightly prayer sessions—but even she understood what had happened to her had happened for a reason. She had some destiny to fulfill, some role to play in the great stage of the universe. Alice wasn’t the chosen one, but she had been chosen to do something with her life.

Nyx, then, had been a force of nature that destiny itself had used to shape Alice into the person she needed to be. Sure, some might consider the time Alice had spent in the Reflection as part of nature taking its course, but none of this was any consolation. 

The mere idea of facing Nyx again made Alice’s hands tremble and her heart thump deeply in her chest. As she climbed the stairs to the next floor, she noticed the skin on her arms start to prickle. When the prickles reached her bare, scarred back, they brought fresh pain with them as if the wound had been inflicted yesterday. 

“Screw you, Nyx,” she said under her breath, “I’m coming for you.” 

Tonight, Alice decided, wouldn’t play out according to the whims of destiny. The outcome would be hers to decide.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

The Dark Siren

The Greek exhibit stood silent, lit only by dull shafts of moonlight filtering through the tall, barred windows on the far side of the room. As Alice made her way across it, her heels causing pecks of sound to follow her steps, she could sense the danger in the room. It felt as though she were walking through some type of static current, a kind of energy crackling in the air. She pressed on through the dimness, weaving between columns and displays, going where her instincts took her—toward the mirror, and toward Nyx. 

When she came upon it, she first found herself awestruck at how clean and shiny it appeared to be. The mirror, according to Isaac, had to be hundreds of years old. Even though he and his team had restored it, she hadn’t imagined it would look so… perfect. This was the only word Alice could use to describe the thing. Perfect. From its ornate silver frame encrusted with dark gems, to the pristine surface of the glass so clearly reflecting Alice’s image. 

Perfect.

She had never been given the chance to truly admire the mirror when she was Nyx’s captive. It could have been a barn door for all she cared. The mirror was merely a way out to her, but now she saw that it was so much more than that. Isaac was right to have called it the prized display of the Greek exhibit.

Careful not to tip anything over, Alice slipped beneath the velvet rope and approached the mirror, curiously scanning its surface for obscure little details like symbols or bits of text. But there were none. The frame was smooth and clean, polished and dark. Upon closer inspection, Alice could notice the flaws in the metal, dents and scratches in the frame, in the glass. It wasn’t so perfect after all.

“C’mon,” she said to her reflection, “There has to be something about you I can use.” 

But the mirror didn’t reply. Instead it obediently mimicked the movement of her body and lips, the image distorting only slightly toward the uppermost right corner of the glass. Alice focused her attention on this distortion and noticed how her features seemed to elongate here, as if the glass were slightly crooked. 

Alice brought her fingers up to the corner and held them above the glass, carefully considering whether to touch it or not, wondering what would happen if she did and what crucial bit of knowledge she would miss if she didn’t. Goose bumps spread along her hand, wrist, and arm.

“Fuck it,” she said, and she pressed her fingers against the mirror, expecting to be sucked in to some deep, dark place where Nyx was waiting, but nothing happened. 

The mirror was cold to the touch, ice cold, and Alice was getting a familiar feeling—a kind of vibe— from the thing. But her heart was pounding so hard she couldn’t quite connect the sensation to its meaning, and this caused her eyebrows to furrow. 

Then she heard something. A voice; no, a song. Though she hadn’t quite heard it with her ears so much as she had heard it with her mind. Alice’s body froze, and she found she couldn’t remove her fingers from the mirror. In fact, her entire palm had been sucked against the glass and her head was starting to feel a little too light. 

She heard the voice again, a female voice, and didn’t need to be told this wasn’t Emily. Once again, it was like trying to listen to a song floating on the ocean. She would hear pieces of it— disjointed and distant—but it was difficult to stitch enough sound together to identify the song, who was singing it, or where it was coming from. Only, she knew where it was coming from, and who was singing it. The song was coming from the mirror, from somewhere on the other side of it. And the voice was Nyx’s.

“Sing, sweet sister,” said the voice, “If you sing with me, I will sing with you, and we can be together again.” 

She could hear Nyx’s voice sailing above the floaty, beautiful aria, and she knew in that instant what it was Nyx needed from Alice. She needed Alice to sing, to harmonize with her, because Alice held a portion of Nyx’s power, and in order to use it, Alice had to give it up willingly. But she wouldn’t be doing that today.

Alice tugged on her hand and it came loose. As soon as she stepped away from the mirror, the song in her head receded like the waning tide. Alice stared at her own reflection now as a number of realizations began to pour over her like hard rain. The mirror had always been part of Nyx’s plan, as had been getting Alice to stand in front of it. Nyx clearly had some kind of control over the artifact, could use a portion of her power through it like a conduit, but it would only open if Alice and Nyx performed in concert, because she and Nyx were two parts of a whole.

This had all been one big setup. 

She heard something then—stone grinding on stone—and spun around on her heel.  There was nothing there except the busts of old white men, glass cabinets filled with artifacts and trinkets, and a pair of mannequins wearing togas. One of them was holding the Xiphos sword which had been in Isaac’s office earlier, the one she had gone looking for. Her heart was beating so hard she could no longer hear herself think, and she had to think. In a couple of moments this room would be filled with people. But she had just heard a sound.

It’s nothing, she thought, just nerves, and she turned to face the mirror again only to see a face that wasn’t hers staring back at her. She gasped and jumped back. The face wasn’t a face at all, but a dark silhouette with two glowing blue eyes the color of cold, dead stars, and an aura of writhing, shadowy tendrils. Alice steadied herself and opened her mouth to speak, but then the shadow woman—Nyx—disappeared, leaving Alice staring at her reflection in the mirror.

This time, when she heard something move, she saw it too— in the reflection.

Alice threw herself to the floor just as the mannequin which had a moment ago been holding the sword to its chest, arched its hand around its side and hurled the sword at Alice. It whizzed past her ear, missing her by inches, and struck the mirror. There was no smash to be heard. When Alice looked up, she saw the sword half-impaled in what should have been glass, but appeared to ripple like mercury around the edges of the blade.

Alice turned her head to look at the mannequin, but the position of its hands suggested it had never moved. Had that been a hallucination? Had she seen the stone man wearing the toga move, or had it all been in her head? The sword half-embedded in a pool of quicksilver made a solid argument to the contrary. Cautious, her senses on high alert, Alice rose to her feet, and approached the mirror. Grasping the hilt of the blade firmly, she pulled on the sword, but it remained stuck in place, her effort succeeding only in creating more ripples in the pool of mercury.

She tugged again, but the sword refused to budge. This was frustrating. Was it caught on something? Again she grunted and pulled, but the hilt of the sword slipped out of her sweaty palm, sending her toppling over the velvet rope and about to crash into the ground. The metal poles which had been supporting the rope came down with her, clanging a deafening sound which echoed throughout the cavernous exhibit. 

Alice planted her hands on the floor, hoisted herself up, and righted the nearest metal pole, not once taking her eye off the sword, still stuck in the mirror. She was about to pick up the second metal pole when the sword—blade and hilt—disappeared into the pool of mercury as if someone on the other side had pulled it through. A moment later, after the soft, shimmering, silver ripples finished their dance, the mirror became solid again. 

“This is mine, now,” said a terrible, melodious voice in the back of Alice’s mind. 

Fear of the sound—of the voice—ran her through like a spear, rooting her to the spot. She was about to reply when she heard the steady, rising murmur of a crowd floating in through the open doors with the velvet rope in front of them. Alice turned to face the mirror again, her heart pounding so hard it was difficult to hear the sound of her own thoughts, and got to work straightening all of the metal poles she had knocked over a moment ago. 

Slowly the room filled with guests, a gentle chorus rising at a steady pace until the quiet chattering became an excited murmur. Alice was able to blend seamlessly into the crowd, but her breathing was ragged, her eyes didn’t know where to settle, and when Nate found her she didn’t know what to say besides “I’m sorry.” 

This caught him by surprise. “I’m sorry?” he asked. “What do you mean, sorry? Did you get anywhere with the mirror?” 

“No. I mean, yes. I did. It’s just that things are more complicated than I thought. Nyx knows I’m here.”

Nate’s face became deathly white, as if he had just been told he had an incurable form of cancer. Alice had only an instant of eye contact with Isaac before the director handed the group to him to talk about the pieces in the exhibit, especially the mirror. But in one quick, concerned glance Alice had adequately communicated the sense of impending danger. Isaac nodded and pulled the group’s attention to a huge model representation of a classic Greek amphitheater, a piece which was on the side of the room opposite from the mirror.

He was beginning to explain how this was an accurate model of the amphitheater on which many of Athens plays were performed, when strange movement on the mirror’s surface drew Alice’s eye. 

She approached with Nate by her side and saw the backs of the other people in the room reflected on the surface, but there was something else, too. There was an extra guest in the room, only this woman existed on the mirror and not in the room—in the real world—with everyone else. She was tall and beautiful, had gorgeous, silky black hair, eyes which shone bright and blue, and was dressed in a gown of pure, silken shadow. Alice could see wisps of dark smoke rising from the dress, and tendrils of ink spreading across the floor. She could hear the song in her mind, too, the dark melody on the water; only it wasn’t a light, haunting aria this time, but a low, saddening dirge. 

Nyx’s hands came slowly up over her head, and clasped between them she held the shining steel sword that had a moment ago almost taken a piece of Alice’s ear. Nyx gave a sinister smile, turned her eyes toward the patron nearest to her, and swung the sword down on him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

The Portal Reopened

Alice’s hand flew up in a feeble gesture of protection, but Nyx’s sword cut a line right through the man’s back as if he had been made of air. In the reflective surface of the mirror, the blade ripped his body in half, and the two separate pieces exploded into a shower of light sparks. In the material world, the man suddenly collapsed to his knees, and then he—like the cab driver—collapsed into a patch of brown dust. 

A moment later Alice saw the man’s soul—a shimmering, glowing representation of his human form—trapped inside the mirror with Nyx. 

Alice’s heart caught in her throat as the realization of what had just happened came crashing over her; the guests in the room hadn’t noticed. As they trampled over the layer of dust that remained, she knew the man had already been forgotten, and his soul was now trapped. There was no saving him now, but as Nyx chose another target and brought her sword up again, Alice sprang into action. 

She dashed toward the wall a few feet away from her. Nate called out after her, but she ignored him. When she reached the fire alarm, she smashed through the protective glass plate with her bare hand and pulled hard. The alarms blared, the sprinkler system kicked in, and then the screaming started. But these weren’t screams of terror; they were the screams of women whose Louboutin’s, expensive hair styles, and Gucci dresses were getting wet.

Alice’s face flushed with blood and adrenaline, and her hand stung from the impact. The glass had bitten into her flesh and blood was mixing with falling water, creating crimson lines on her skin. Trapper was getting wet, too, but it was a tough little camera and had worked in the rain before. It would work again now. At least, she hoped it would. But there was no point worrying about the camera now—right now her focus was on getting everybody out, getting them away from Nyx. 

Nate came up beside Alice and asked “What are you doing?” 

“It doesn’t matter what I’m doing. You need to hide right now.” 

“Hide? No! What about Emily?” 

“If you stand in front of that mirror, you’re dead. You need to keep out of sight.” 

“I’m not going to hide,” he said, making his intent perfectly clear by forcing the words out of his mouth. “You brought me here to help get Emily out. Let me do that now.” 

Alice’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Fine,” she said, “Start calling for her, but don’t cross in front of the mirror. Don’t ever let yourself be in front of it.” 

Nate nodded and looped around the room to approach the mirror from the rear. On the other side of the Greek exhibit, Isaac was helping to usher the crowd back into the hall. When they were gone, he grabbed the large doors and pulled them shut, sealing the room off from anyone who would want to come back in that way. Alice, meanwhile, who could never take her own advice, approached the mirror head on with her hands balled into fists.

Nyx was no longer there, neither was the image of the man whose soul she had snatched. She could only see a wet image of herself, her dark hair sagging with the weight of the constant shower falling from above, her dress clinging to her even more tightly now—uncomfortably so—and her face taut with anger and fear. She wanted to run, wanted to leave, but she couldn’t. She suspected she was the reason why Nyx had any power here to begin with.

“Nyx!” she said, putting strength into her own voice to drown out the hiss of the sprinkler system. 

Alice received no reply. Instead her reflection, now wavy and speckled with droplets of water, mimicked her actions. Isaac suddenly appeared next to Alice, and she almost jumped. He stared at her image in the mirror and rolled up his sleeves to reveal his magic brass bangle. 

“What do you know about it?” Isaac asked.

“It’s more than just a portal; it’s a piece of Nyx and the only way we’re going to get Emily back.” 

“How can you possibly know that?” 

“I just do, okay? It sings like she does. This doesn’t make any sense, but just trust me.” 

“If the mirror is a piece of her, she won’t make it easy for us to take Emily back. I don’t think she’d take kindly to us opening this portal of hers.” 

“No,” Alice said, “I think that’s exactly what she wants.” She couldn’t hear Nate talking over the blaring alarm and the hiss of the water, but she could read his lips well enough. He was calling for Emily from behind the mirror, just like Alice had asked. “I know how to open the portal.” 

“You do?” 

“When I open it, you have to make contact with Emily again so that Nate can call her out.” 

“What if Nyx stops Emily from leaving?” 

Alice gave him a sidelong glance to look at his face. A part of her wanted to kiss his wet lips, and she didn’t know why. Maybe it was the way he was looking at her, his big brown eyes full of concern and care—care for her. She hadn’t felt that in a long while. No one had ever cared for her quite like Isaac had.

“I know what’s happening now,” Alice said. “I know why she’s here and what she wants with Emily.” 

“What does she want?” Isaac asked.

“Nothing. Emily was a mistake. You have to trust me on this. If we open that portal and Emily makes a break for it, Nyx will let her. It’ll still be up to Nate to get her out, but she’ll come out. Nyx doesn’t need Emily. She needs me.” 

She could see the questions manifesting behind his eyes. If Nyx didn’t want Emily, why keep her? Why crush Isaac’s spell back at the theater last night? Why go to all this trouble? But he trusted her. The moment he nodded, she knew, he would do exactly as she asked, no matter what the request was. 

“Do it,” she said, “Emily has one chance to get out, and you’ll have one chance to close the portal once she’s clear.” 

“Close it? You don’t think you can?” 

Alice shook her head grimly.

Isaac stepped in front of Alice and pressed his left hand against his right wrist. “What if I can’t close it behind her?” 

“It’s a chance we’ll have to take.” 

He nodded, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes. The bangle on his right wrist began to glow with a dull blue light that grew with intensity as the seconds passed. Alice then became aware of another presence entering the atmosphere of the room. This was a dark, ancient, powerful soul which Alice had come across before but had never seen with her own eyes—Isaac’s elusive Guardian. She supposed any powerful, old creature on their side was a boon right now and put it out of her mind.

When Isaac opened his eyes again, he reached out with his left hand, palm out toward the mirror. Alice, in concert with Isaac’s movements, pressed her hands against the glass and she began to hum the melody which had been stuck in her mind, the one she kept hearing whenever Nyx was near, only she hummed it an octave higher as if attempting to harmonize with it. She felt stupid doing so, but after a couple of seconds her reflection began to warp and distort, and the glass turned to mercury again. But it went a step further this time. 

The liquid began to peel away revealing an empty, infinite darkness behind it. Around her, the sprinklers stopped hissing, the fire alarms stopped blaring, and the room fell into an eerie quiet. Alice pulled her hands away from the open portal and felt a cold draft of air touch her skin. Fresh fear washed over her.

“Emily,” Nate said, though his voice was wavering, “Emily, can you hear me?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

The Great Escape

Alice waited for the reply with her eyes closed, her palms clenched into fists, and her heart pulsing heavily against her chest. They were powerful, slow beats, like a construction worker bashing a sledgehammer into a wall, and each beat brought with it a fresh dose of nerve-racking worry. Nate called out again, and Alice winced as if she had been slapped across the face. Would she reply? Was she free to reply? Could she even hear him?

“Nate?” Emily’s voice came from within the depths of the portal, distant and echoed, but present. “Nate, where are you?” 

Alice opened her eyes and sucked in a lungful of air as if she had just woken up from a bad dream.

“Emily!” Nate called out, “Listen to my voice and come to me. I promise this isn’t a trick.” 

“It’s dark, I can’t see anything anymore. I don’t know where you are!” 

“Just remember… remember the video we watched in the theater that night. Remember what we saw? You have to walk in a straight line, Emily. Just walk and you’ll get to us like it did that night.”

Alice remained perfectly quiet. She didn’t want to risk startling Emily and sending her running back into the darkness, especially when she could sense Emily’s energy approaching. Her living, human soul was a tiny white light in a tenebrous cave, barely bright enough to illuminate more than a foot in front of itself, but bright enough to be seen by anything wanting to look for her. 

And there were things looking for her, or more accurately, following her. 

The darkness behind the light was full of activity; a sizzle of dreadful noise that transported Alice back to the time she had spent in the Reflection. The static always came before Nyx’s Pain Children arrived. It was like a warning bell, a sixth sense. She wondered if Emily had acquired it too, if she knew she was being followed, but Alice didn’t think Emily had been changed like Alice had.

Alice had been fed a human soul and had become a—what had Isaac called her? —a half-Lich; Nyx wouldn’t have risked that outcome again.

“Keep talking,” Alice said, and Nate continued to speak, coaxing Emily out of the dark portal. But the static was rising, and Alice was starting to think Emily wouldn’t make it out before the Pain Children did. The gas mask man, the poltergeist, the trio of shadows with the copper teeth, and whatever else Nyx had freed from the film reels which had once been locked away in the depths of the Cinema Royale were all coming. They were all following Emily’s light. Only, soon they wouldn’t need her light; soon enough they would be able to see the exit themselves.

Alice leaned in to Isaac’s left ear and asked “Can you close it?” 

“I don’t know,” Isaac said, “I think it’s only staying open because you’re here.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“I can feel the connection, it’s like the mirror is feeding off your energy.” 

Emily suddenly spoke again, excitement in her voice. “I can see the light!” she said, and when Alice looked deep into the mirror, there, in the darkness, she could swear she saw a light too. 

“Now, Nate,” Alice said, breaking the silence, “She has to come out now. Tell her to run.” 

“Emily,” Nate said, his voice breaking, starting to waver. “Run for the light. Trust me, okay? Just start running right now. Run as fast as you can and push your way through. I’m right here to catch you.”

“I’m trusting you,” Emily said, “I’m so tired, I have no choice.” 

“You have to run as hard as you can. Now.” 

The tiny light in the tunnel began to grow brighter with every passing moment, but Alice’s patience was starting to thin. “Isaac, you have to start closing the portal,” Alice said. 

“No, don’t,” Nate said, “Emily hasn’t come through yet!”

“If we don’t close that portal, she won’t be the only thing coming through it.” 

“Just a few more seconds, that’s all she needs. Please!” 

Isaac closed his hands again and started to speak in a quiet tone, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. An incantation was likely, but what was he doing? What was his magic doing? His arm was shaking and his neck was tight, the muscles as taut as a bowstring. Outside, lightning illuminated the sky followed by a detonation of rolling thunder so loud it must have hit directly above the museum. 

Then she saw it; the speck of light in the darkness transformed into the gleaming tip of a steel blade racing toward her. 

She shoved Isaac to the floor and was able to pivot on the spot a couple of inches, but the biting blade shot out of the darkness and tore into her right shoulder, slicing through skin and in a painful flash. The searing sensation didn’t register until the sword had embedded itself into the far wall where it wobbled rapidly from the impact. 

She fell to the floor clutching her arm, gritting her teeth against the pain. Alice’s entire right arm was a blaze of hurt, but the pain itself was a good sign. At the speed the sword had been travelling, the razor sharp point of the blade would have severed her arm in two if it had struck an inch or two to the left. Little victories, she thought as she wiggled her fingers. 

The scare of the impact had been greater than the impact itself.

“Alice!” Isaac said, “Are you alright?” 

“Just a scratch,” Alice said. “Get her out, Isaac—get her out and close that fucking portal before they get through.” 

Nate continued to call for Emily, screaming down the mouth of the portal and into the dark, but Emily’s voice wasn’t coming any more. He started to panic, screaming now. Alice rose to her feet and helped Isaac back onto his. He was no longer standing directly in front of the mirror, and his magic—whatever magic he had been using—had failed the moment he broke concentration. But she couldn’t focus on Isaac right now, or on Nate. Beyond the threshold of the mirror, something was happening. Shapes were emerging. 

Not a single shape, but many shapes.  

The hissing static grew to a fever pitch. Alice stepped away from the mouth of the mirror and waited for the emerging shapes to take full form until finally, one of them did. There was a blinding flash of white light and a sound like thunder, and suddenly the mirror’s edges were glowing. The whole frame shook and looked as though it was about to topple over. Emily screamed from inside, and Alice watched her physical form come lurching out of the dark depths of the Reflection and into the world of the living. Emily rushed out of the threshold, hooked her foot on the mirror frame, and went crashing to the floor as if she had just been spat out by some huge animal.

Nate made a sound halfway between a yell and a cry of elation and dashed toward her, helping her to her feet. 

“Get out,” Alice said, “The two of you. You can’t stay here. Go out through the back door.” 

Emily stood, threw Alice a look of thanks, and with Nate by her side, made a mad dash for the door in the far corner of the exhibit. As Nate and Emily ran, Isaac clasped his left hand around his glowing, magic bangle, raised both arms to eye level, and pointed his open right palm toward the mirror. 

If they couldn’t close it she would have to somehow destroy it, but she didn’t know if this was something she or Isaac could do. A muscular spasm climbed up her spine, causing her entire body to twitch as, she saw a tall, impossibly thin creature emerge from the mirror. The naked old man didn’t collapse when he crossed the threshold like Emily had, but instead seemed to jump out, standing hunched over like Quasimodo. His long arms dangled limply at his side, his gray skin was stretched thinly over protruding bones, and thin, wispy hair fell lazily out of a sarcoma ridden skull. 

Had it been human, it would have been the least threatening thing Alice had ever seen. But it wasn’t human, not anymore. And as its wrinkled face split into a disgusting, intelligent grin, she knew it wasn’t even a simple ghost anymore. Isaac’s magic had failed and Alice’s singing wasn’t working. 

They wouldn’t be able to close the portal. The old man was the first dead thing to bleed into the world of the living, but she knew, many more would come.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

Shadow Unleashed

Alice backed away from the mirror one step at a time, watching the world’s most terrifying prison break unfold before her very eyes. Everything had gone eerily quiet—deathly quiet—like the calm before the storm. She could see the shapes writhing and approaching, becoming real and physical. All she could do was watch and try not to fly into a panic.

The poltergeist advanced a step, and then began to walk in a circle around Alice and Isaac, who were backing away. An instant later, three screaming shadows came howling out of the darkness, wailing their banshee call as if to wake the night. Glass cabinets shattered at the sound, and the room seemed to pulse between light and darkness as their wild, swooping flight paths crossed in front of the windows and lights. 

Behind them came the hulking form of a tall man wearing a gas mask around his face. It had to crouch in order to fit through the frame. As it came through, Alice heard the horrible sound of its ragged, almost mechanical breathing. She wondered how often Emily had heard that sound, and she hoped it wasn’t often. It was sure to evoke nightmares. 

For a moment she thought it was over, thought the other creatures she could sense lurking beyond the threshold wouldn’t come, but they did. The way to this world was clear, and nothing would stop them from pushing their way through the portal. Alice, however, didn’t stay put to see this happen. 

The world around her seemed to slow, affording her a kind of predatory clarity. She saw Isaac, saw his bangle held high, and could see him screaming in the direction of the poltergeist—the old man. Alice couldn’t hear his words over the sound of her own pulsing heart, but they had a kind of weight to them that she could feel inside her chest with every consonant he spoke. There was a great compression of air, and then a pulse of invisible energy shot out of Isaac’s right palm, striking the old man and sending him sprawling to the floor. 

Alice steeled her nerves and pulled her camera up. Without looking, and without changing the toggle to REF, she forced as much of her own strange energy into the little black machine as she could and pulled the trigger in the general direction of the gas mask man. The camera spat out a bright blue flash which seemed to disorient the towering man, allowing Isaac a single second to strike the thing down with magic. 

Immediately, Alice realized that the camera hadn’t stolen the gas mask man’s essence as it had before. It was still here, still whole, but it had been disoriented. The gasmask man was too strong for Trapper to capture it, but Isaac’s relentless attacks brought it to its knees. The thing let out a horrible, garbled, booming cry, a sound made even more grotesque by the breathing apparatus he was wearing over his mouth. He started scratching at his face, trying to rip the mask off. It almost looked—and smelled—as if his face was cooking like a steak on a pan inside the mask.  

One more and he’s toast, she thought as she pulled the Polaroid out of the camera slot, tossed it to the ground, and aimed the camera. The gas mask man put a hand out against Alice, not to bat the camera away, but to plead. A satisfyingly warm rush of energy filled her as the flash struck the gas mask man and made him explode into a cloud of dust.

A huge force like a bowling ball struck Alice in the small of her back. Her bones gave a loud, sickening crack as she screamed, and then collapsed with her palms spread out on the floor. Stars were dancing in front of her eyes. She didn’t feel the pain until she tried to move and a hot, bright, crippling sensation shot through her. Her brain was sending the right commands to move, but her body did not, and could not, respond. What the fuck had hit her? 

Her mind conjured an image of a sickly looking old man charging at a wooden support beam with enough force to cause the ceiling to quake. It had been the poltergeist, she was sure. But then another thought struck her. My camera. Where is it? It was gone. She had pulled it off of her neck to attack the gas mask man and had dropped it when she was hit. Her shoes were gone, too. The heels she was wearing weren’t the kind with straps around the ankles. 

The worst of it, though, was that Alice thought she couldn’t move. Forget the camera and her shoes; Alice’s back was broken.

The song came suddenly—a haunting melody as old as time itself, as beautiful as the clearest, star-filled night, and as terrible as the crushing depths of the ocean. It was a song she had once thought was a hallucination. One she had heard many times before, but had forgotten all about until tonight when she harmonized with it in order to open the mirror portal. A dark siren calling from across a bleak, quiet ocean covered in a writhing fog. 

Nyx’s song. 

The song of the night. 

It filled Alice’s head and made everything else—Isaac, Emily, Nate—seem distant and insignificant, as if she were on a ship sailing away from them into something bigger and better. Something more real than they had ever been.

She wanted to speak, to move, to act. She wanted to do something, anything, but her body wasn’t hers anymore. It was numb. A shell soon to be discarded and left to rot, if she was lucky. If she was unlucky, Nyx would keep her alive only to inflict further pain and suffering on her later, to teach Alice a lesson for taking things that weren’t hers. If Alice could just close her eyes, she may be able to enjoy a moment of rest before an eternity of pain began. 

And she did rest, if only for a second, until her body filled with warmth—a kind of inner warmth which came from inside her own self as much as it did from the soul of the little child living inside of her. The pain didn’t go away, but it dulled, and Alice’s eyes flew open. Gritting her teeth, she planted one hand on the floor, then another, and pushed her torso up off the ground. Her bones resisted, screaming out, but Alice pushed through the pain and pulled a knee up to her chest, using it to gain a little leverage. 

A second knee came up, and a moment later she was standing. Her spine seemed to crack in several places as she stood, and more stars danced before her eyes. Then she was moving, shuffling at first, then walking, and then running. Alice was aware of Isaac’s voice begging her to stay still, but she ran anyway, racing across the room to grab the sword embedded in the wall. 

When she reached the wall, she grabbed the black hilt and yanked it hard. The wall may have looked like marble, but it was fake, so the sword came loose with a single try.

Isaac called to Alice. When she turned around, she saw he was standing with his right arm raised over his head, his hair was being tugged by a phantom wind, and his magic bangle was glowing bright blue and pulsing powerfully. She noticed he was encased in some kind of shimmering, translucent bubble. One of the shadows came swooping down to attack, but the bubble flashed bright blue and the flying shadow retreated, shrieking as though burned. 

Alice could see other figures standing in the room now, standing quiet and still like the audience at a movie theater watching a scene as it unfolds on the big screen. The moviegoers didn’t interfere, didn’t attack Isaac or Alice, didn’t seem to move at all. The crowd remained still except one moving figure. It was a woman, slender, delicate, and wreathed in an aura of living shadow. She was weaving in and out of the crowd, touching one on the shoulder, caressing another on the cheek, and she was humming. It was Nyx, but Alice had the impression that she wasn’t entirely there. Not like the rest of the things in this room were here, at any rate.

“The mirror,” Isaac said, screaming over the howling of the wraiths circling above, “It’s their link! Smash it!” 

The sword in Alice’s hand seemed to vibrate, and when she looked at the blade she noticed it had lost its silver sheen and had become as black as night. Because Nyx touched it, she thought. When she looked up, Nyx was standing in front of her, a dark cloud of living shadow in the shape of a woman. Her eyes, bright as blue embers, shone even brighter now. 

I have you now, they said, but Alice steadied her grip on the sword, took three steps, and lunged, bringing the blade up in a cutting, diagonal arc. When the mass of shadow was struck by the sword, it broke apart and dispersed into a hundred shrieking pieces of solid darkness. Using the sword’s momentum, Alice started to run, gliding over wet floors covered in pieces of glass from broken displays, and hit the back of the mirror with her shoulder. 

Striking it was like smashing against a stone wall, and Alice groaned from the explosion of pain in her shoulder, but the mirror wobbled and began to tip. The room erupted into a deafening roar of wails and screams. Alice saw the poltergeist rushing up to her, giving her only a second to react. Remembering the strength it possessed, she waited until it got close and then threw herself away from the mirror as it came barreling toward her.

The mirror didn’t just topple when the poltergeist smashed it, it sailed half way across the room, struck a marble column, and shattered into tiny pieces. The old man opened his black hole of a mouth and moaned, swiped around to hit Alice. Alice ducked, rolled, and dashed toward the protective circle of shimmering light Isaac had created, sliding the last couple of feet like a baseball player trying to make it to home plate. The poltergeist, who had given chase, made contact with the protective shield, causing the bubble to shimmer and flash vibrantly at the moment of contact. The old man fell back wailing and moaning, the gray flesh of its hand burnt and seared. 

Another scream filled the room now, this one powerful enough to cause a cascading explosion of windowpanes. Alice had no choice but to cover her ears, and even then she could hear the scream—could feel it in her nerve endings. When Alice looked up, more than half of the shadow people who had been standing in the room were already gone. The others were scrambling to flee. 

The old man with the burned flesh considered the shield, growled through a mouth of crooked, mostly missing, teeth, and made a mad dash for one of the windows. It leapt high, and as it jumped its body transformed into a cloud of shadow which was able to slip through the bars as if they hadn’t been there. Behind it, the three flying shadow wraiths followed, howling into the night. Nyx, like the rest of her children, was nowhere to be seen.

In the silence following the destruction of the mirror, only Alice’s breathing could be heard. She let her head rest on the wet floor and took deep breaths to steady herself. They’re gone, she thought to herself, we sent them back. But this wasn’t an entirely comforting thought because they hadn’t sent all of them back, only some of them. The poltergeist had gotten away, as had the three screeching shadows, and several other unknowable entities. The big question, though, was Nyx. 

Where was she? 

“Are you alright?” Isaac finally asked. 

“Fine,” Alice said, though her back, arms, and sides still throbbed. She felt like she had been tackled by a three hundred pound NFL Quarterback, and then piled on by the rest of the team. “Do you know where they went?” 

“I don’t, but I’ll try my best to track them down. You were right to destroy the mirror after all… I felt a great deal of them disappear when the mirror collapsed.” 

“A great deal isn’t the same as all of them.” 

Alice scanned the room. The exhibit was a wet, damaged mess and Isaac’s magic bubble had disappeared. Several of the marble busts had been knocked over and had cracked apart. Chunks of white marble were strewn across the floor along with shattered glass and bits of old pottery. The mirror—Hermes’ Mirror—lay face down on top of a bed of shattered pieces of reflective glass. And beneath the large model of the Greek amphitheater was Alice’s camera; miraculously, both the display and the camera were still intact.

Tough little thing, she thought, and she smiled.

Alice approached, bent over to pick her camera up, and smiled again. “There you are,” she said, but when she straightened her aching back she saw someone staring at her from across the display. 

“My mirror,” Helena said. 

Alice frowned. “Your mirror? Did you… did you just watch all this?” 

“You destroyed my mirror…” 

“Seriously? Are you fucking kidding me?” 

Maybe it was the pain Alice was in now, but she didn’t have time for this woman’s attitude. 

Helena came around the display, walking slowly, clutching her soaked clothes and crying. Alice followed her as she walked up to the broken mirror and knelt beside it. There was no way Isaac would be able to restore this thing even if he wanted to. This thing was well and truly gone, and good riddance, too. One less piece of Nyx to contend with. 

“Helena,” Isaac said, “Are you alright?” 

“Of course I’m not alright!” she screamed. “My mirror is destroyed, this entire exhibit is in shambles, and I’m soaked through.”

“Your mirror?” Isaac said, but Alice hadn’t heard him. 

She marched up to Helena, squared up to her, and said “Really? You just watched all kinds of messed up shit go down and this is your concern? Just what did you see?” 

Helena suddenly spun around, snatched Alice’s camera, and in one blindingly quick move bashed Alice across the face with it. Alice’s head spun, her body followed, and she hit the ground hard. Helena smiled a wicked smile, then turned toward the nearest wall, wound back her arm, and hurled the camera into it. 

Trapper smashed into a hundred black pieces of plastic, which went clattering in all directions. Alice’s heart wrenched as if someone had reached into her chest and squeezed. She wanted to cry, wanted to scream, but couldn’t do either. The pain was too great. It wasn’t until she heard the song in the back of her mind that she understood what had just happened.

“Such a crude instrument,” Helena said. “I had expected more elegance from someone who had stolen my gift.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

The Duel

Isaac drew his right arm across his chest, and the magic bangle on his wrist began to glow like blue fire. His lips were pressed together into a thin line, his heart was pounding so hard it was difficult to concentrate, and his hands were so tightly clenched his knuckles were turning white. Alice had gone down hard after she had been hit, and she wasn’t moving. 

“Get away from her,” he said with venom in his voice.

Helena cocked her head and circled around the amphitheater display with her hands by her side, palms open and facing Isaac. He could see lines of shadow appearing on her hands and arms, as if she were being tattooed in real time by an invisible machine. 

“Isaac Moreau,” she said, “I know you.” 

“Do you?” 

“Oh yes. You’ve been inside this woman. She knows you, and now I do also. I also know your power, and I’m not impressed.” 

Helena continued to circle around Isaac, and he took the opportunity to get closer to Alice. She was lying on her back groaning and writhing, but alive. “I’m not going to let you hurt her,” he said.

“I don’t think you’re in a position to—” 

Helena suddenly doubled over and groaned. Isaac knew he had to seize the initiative and lunge, but he hesitated. Nyx had somehow possessed Helena, and he didn’t want to hurt the innocent human shell just to hurt Nyx. Instead, he watched her from a few feet away, prepared, but inert. His magic bangle burned bright blue, and behind him, standing tall above his left shoulder, the Good Doctor stood as silent as a statue. 

He couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing; Helena was in pain, and she had dropped to one knee, but why? She looked up at Isaac and he drew back a step. The corners of her mouth were starting to blacken and thin veins of ink were spreading out and toward her cheeks. She can’t hold it, he thought, the possession isn’t perfect. 

“Helena,” Isaac said, “If you are in there, if you can hear me, I need you to fight her.” 

“She’s gone,” Helena said as she righted her body. “Don’t you understand that I’ve already consumed her soul? It’s mine, just like this vessel.” 

Helena’s right hand flew up and whips of inky black darkness came darting out of her fingertips. Isaac brought his magic bangle up in defense, visualizing a shield of blue light appearing before him to absorb the attack. The tendrils of shadow struck the shield with a series of cracks, and white sparks flew in all directions, showering the dimly lit room with flickering light. 

Isaac then pushed his right hand out and sent a wave of pure magic at her. The wall of near solid energy struck Helena in the chest with a loud thump, lifted her off her feet, and sent her flying, arms pinwheeling, across the room. She fell on her back and slid across the marble floor, coming to a halt in the center of a square of moonlight falling in from one of the outward-facing windows. 

Helena pushed herself up with her arms, groaning from the effort. She coughed a glob of blood out and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Pathetic,” she said to the floor, “This body is pathetic.” 

“Then give it up,” Isaac said as he approached, “You can’t win here. The body is resisting. You made a mistake in taking her, and now it’s over.” 

“You really think it’s over, Isaac Moreau?” Helena asked, standing upright on shaky legs. 

“I do.” 

“Then you’re even more arrogant than I thought. This isn’t over; this is only the beginning.” 

Isaac was too slow to intercept Helena’s magic with his own—if such a thing was even possible. In a split second she had managed to turn on the spot and launch herself toward a barred window high up on the wall. Isaac brought his hands up and imagined an invisible barrier appearing at the threshold of the window, but her body turned into a cloud of shadow as it touched the bars and slipped through them before his magic could take effect.

Just like that, Helena—Nyx—was gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

 

The Magistrate

Isaac turned in a slow circle, observing the devastation of the Greek exhibit. It caused a part of him to weep. Nothing was more important than what had just happened with Nyx, with Alice, and with the escaped spirits. However, this exhibit had taken a very long time to put together, and the irreplaceable artifacts which now lay strewn about the floor had taken even longer to acquire and restore. Thousands of hours had gone into the building of this shrine to history, and Nyx, a figure from history herself, had torn it all down. 

His heart broke, but then he heard Alice moan, and he rushed toward her. He was around the amphitheater display and by her side in the space of a couple of seconds. Her cheek was a deep shade of violet and already starting to swell; a steady trickle of blood was pouring from the split skin, but her eyes were open and alert.

He slid an arm under her neck, placed another on her good cheek, and pulled her close. He had to fight hard to hold back the well of emotion rushing up inside of him. Seeing her like this was more than he had been prepared to deal with. Ghosts, magic, and crazy bitches he could deal with, but this was something else entirely.

“Alice, can you hear me?” Isaac asked. He was holding her neck up with one hand while he speed-dialed Dustin’s number with the other. Somehow, the water hadn’t damaged his phone.

Alice blinked erratically, groaned again, and tried to steady her neck. She was in pain, a lot of it, and there was nothing Isaac could do for her.

“Dustin,” he said into his phone, “Come up here at once,” and he hung up.

“My camera…” Alice said, her eyes welling with tears. “Is it gone?” 

Isaac scanned around for the camera and found only a single part of it. The frame was still intact, but it may as well have been a shell discarded by some crustacean. The machinery, the lens, even the trigger, had all been split from the main body. Where they were, Isaac didn’t know. There was too much debris for him to be able to tell. 

“I’m sorry,” Isaac said, “But it’s gone.” 

Alice nodded, and the effort of nodding caused her to curse. “Fuck that hurts,” Alice said. 

“You’re alright, Alice. Everything is going to be fine.” 

“She’s out and my camera is in pieces… everything won’t be fine.” 

“We don’t need to think about that right now. All we need to focus on is you getting better.”

Dustin came spilling in through the staff-entrance door. He was surprisingly quiet considering his size, and didn’t tire as easily as one might have thought. 

“Listen to me,” Isaac said to Alice, “You know Nyx better than any of us do. Do you know where she’s gone? What she plans to do?” 

“No,” Alice said, “But I know what she can’t do; she can’t stay in that body for long.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“She can’t survive outside of the Reflection without a body, and she can’t just take any body. Not permanently. Her vessels need to be prepared, like I was. Otherwise, they won’t last.” 

“How do you know Helena wasn’t prepared?” 

“She may have been a bitch, but she was totally human, and Nyx hadn’t fed her a soul.” 

“And Emily? Didn’t the Reflection change her? Didn’t Nyx change her?” 

“The Reflection doesn’t change a human on its own. Emily’s soul was pure when she stepped out of that mirror, just like Helena’s. I was the only one Nyx could have inhabited safely.” 

“But she couldn’t take you.” 

“Couldn’t, or chose not to? She wants to make me suffer, Isaac.”

“No. I don’t believe she would choose what’s in the bush over what’s in the hand. If she could have inhabited you, she would have. I think Nyx was expecting to be able to possess you. Something must have stopped her.” 

“Boss,” Dustin said, in his deep, hoarse voice, butting in when he thought the conversation had come to a lull. “It’s the Magistrate. They’re outside.” 

“Shit,” Isaac said. “Already?” 

“Looks like it. They’re waiting.” 

“And Emily and Nate? Did you get them out?” 

“Just like you asked. I took them through the hidden door.” 

Isaac nodded. He had been hoping for another couple of minutes with Alice, to help get her out of the museum safely and quietly, but the Magistrate’s Legionnaires were already here. They would wait outside, Isaac knew, but they wouldn’t wait for long. Eventually they would come in, and they would want to know what the bloody hell had happened here. But Isaac didn’t want to put Alice in their crosshairs. He wanted her gone before they arrived. Under no circumstances was the Magistrate allowed to know of Alice’s involvement in this.

“Let’s get you up,” Isaac said, and slowly, delicately, he lifted her neck, her back, and let her use him for support. Alice groaned from the pain of moving. Her back wasn’t broken as she had thought, but between the cut on her arm, the damage to her ribs, and the fractured cheek, Alice was in no state to walk anywhere on her own. Dustin, big man that he was, came up to Alice and slid an arm around her waist to help her stand. Isaac let her go.

“She never wanted Emily,” Alice said, in a voice that suggested the effort of standing had knocked the wind right out of her. “Emily was only a way to get to me, a way to bring me here. She knew I would come.” 

“Why did she bring you here?” Isaac asked. 

“Because she needed me to open the mirror. I stole a piece of her power, and without it she wouldn’t have been able to come out. She knew I would come to help Emily, and I did. I fell right into it.” 

“You didn’t know. Emily had been taken. You did the right thing.” 

“I know I did, but now Nyx is out. I need to find her.”

“What you need to do is leave with Dustin,” Isaac said, “He’s going to take you somewhere safe.” 

“Leave? No way, I’m not going anywhere.” Alice struggled, but she may as well have been a mouse struggling against a bear. Dustin’s grip was firm. She wasn’t going anywhere. “Isaac, you can’t just kick me aside. You need my help.” 

“I do, and I won’t be able to get your help if the mages waiting outside get to you.” 

“Why not? I’ve been hired by mages before. They know me and what I can do.” 

“Yes, but this is different, Alice. You aren’t protected by our laws. I am. In any case, they know about your condition as much as I did prior to today. If they knew what I did, they would want to do more than just ask you questions. You need to just trust me and go with Dustin. Right now.” 

“I don’t like this,” Alice said.

“I’m afraid you’re in no position to refuse. You’re injured, your camera is broken, and you’re more useful to me if the Magistrate doesn’t know you’ve been here. I won’t tell them.” 

Dustin started to move, and Alice went with him. Isaac followed for a few steps but then he felt something, like a ping, and decided to stop and look around his feet. There, surrounded by bits of broken marble, was the Greek Xiphos sword. He bent over, picked it up by the hilt, and felt a chill run through his body. Magic, he thought, and he remembered what Alice had said about Nyx’s mere touch being able to change the nature of an inanimate object. 

He handed the blade to Dustin and said “Take this. Nyx touched it. For all we know, we have a way to track her with it.” 

Dustin nodded, and Isaac gazed into Alice’s eyes one more time before turning away.  

“Wait,” she said, and she groped for Isaac’s hand. He took it, but then she hesitated, like someone who goes to open a door and thinks better of it at the last second. 

But Isaac was a gentleman, and it was in his nature to open doors. He kissed her on the forehead and smiled. “Everything’s going to be alright,” he said. “I’ll be with you soon. In the meantime, go with Dustin, get showered, and dry up. I’ll send someone to help with your injuries.” 

Alice nodded, and Dustin began moving again. In a moment, they were both gone, slipping out the side door and down the staff corridor. There were three ways out of that corridor, and the world at large only knew of two of them. Once outside, Dustin would be able to take Alice to a safe house and wait for his return.

He walked slowly out of the main double doors leading away from the Greek exhibit, rolling his sleeves up as he went, and preparing his mind for the inevitable scrutiny it was about to undergo. In the lobby there were a couple of confused security staff members who, up until the moment when Isaac walked past them, had been talking. Now they hushed, and Isaac’s walk became more confident a man on his way to a six figure job in some high-rise overlooking the city.

When he stepped out into the cold night air, the murmur of the muttering crowd hit him at once, as did the smell of rain and wet earth. The museum’s guests were all standing at the foot of the museum, in the grass, talking amongst each other and expecting to be let back in at any moment. The Museum Director, Linda, was pacing nervously from side to side at the top of the stairs. She had a cigarette burning between her lips, and wide, anxious eyes.

She spotted Isaac and rushed up to him as he came out of the main doors, but he dismissed her with a wave of his hand. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t have done this. He would have stopped, would have spoken to her and assured her that everything was—and would be—fine. But the entire crowd was about to have the evening’s events recanted to them by a highly skilled mage, and they would believe every word of it like a congregation of drunken cultists listening to their leader. Linda wouldn’t remember Isaac’s dismissal in an hour or so, but for now, she watched, mouth agape, as he sailed past her.

He saw the six mages climbing up the stone steps of the Museum as he began to descend them, and he stopped halfway down. These people stood out from the rest of the well-dressed, upper class crowd like goths at a pep-rally. The mages were all clad in black, most of them wore long, black, leather dusters, many of them wore earrings and nose rings and lip rings. One of them—a tall, broad woman—was sporting a spiked violet Mohawk. 

For all intents and purposes, they looked like a villain’s entourage, or a group of anti-heroes. In truth, some of these people were both heroes and villains, depending on who you asked. ‘The Legionnaires’ was the name given to the collective group of these six mages, a cold, hard, bunch of magic officials entrusted with carrying out the Emperor’s will—magic cops. The idea was a good one, a noble one; mages policing mages, sure, it made sense. But such things rarely worked out.

When the leader of the goon squad stopped walking, so did the others. He had short, brown hair, a broad frame, and eyes the color of brilliant rubies.

“Doctor Moreau,” he said.

“Legio Logan,” Isaac said. Attempting to keep a casual face he went on to say “It looks like we’ve run into a spot of trouble here. If you would allow me a moment to clean it up, I’ll give you a tour of the new exhibit if you like.” 

“From what I hear, there’s none of it left,” Logan said in a gravelly voice. 

“Heard about that, did you? News travels fast.” 

“That’s why we’re here. The Emperor would like us to investigate the disturbance.” 

“Sent all of you, did he? That’s very kind of him.” 

“I wouldn’t call it kind.” 

“Of course you wouldn’t,” Isaac said, “In that case, I would like to lead the damage control team tonight if I could; the museum contains very delicate items and I—”

“You won’t be leading anything. I need you to come with me. The others will be performing the investigation and the clean-up.” 

“Come with you? Exactly where?” 

“To tell me what has happened tonight.” 

“And why can’t I do that from here?” 

“Because this institution has been marked for quarantine pending the results of our investigation.” Logan gestured with his right hand, two fingers pointed toward the crowd, and two of his Legionnaires broke formation. “As soon as we get all the Simples out of the way, the museum is getting shut down.” 

“Surely that’s unnecessary,” Isaac said, “I can explain in great detail what happened here. I lived through it, and luckily, too. But the museum doesn’t need to be shut down.”

“I’m sure you can explain things, but the decision has been made. You are to come with me and submit yourself for questioning. We’ll be careful with your artifacts.” 

Isaac’s charming smile fizzled. He squared up to Logan. The woman with the purple Mohawk made as if to intercept, but Logan made her stand down with a wave of his hand. He wasn’t taller than Isaac, but he was bigger and broader, and something about the strange color of his eyes—like crystalized blood seen in the sunlight—made Isaac uncomfortable.

“You know,” Isaac said, “The museum will only accept your intrusion if I allow it. So unless you intend on getting your people hurt, or killed, I suggest you acquiesce to at least some of my terms.” 

“Are you threatening a Legionnaire?” Logan asked.

“I would not presume to threaten the Magistrate; however, I have issued a warning. The wards I have put in place to protect this building are quite lethal to mages. I should think the Magistrate would approve of such defensive measures, of course. After all, they have been put in place to protect the Magistrate’s interests—meaning this institution and the artifacts within. But if you or any of your colleagues gets close, the building will defend itself and its master.”

Logan seemed to consider this for the briefest of instants, his ruby eyes reflecting the hesitation within him like—mirrors. “Alright, Doctor,” Logan said. “I’ll give you five minutes to take down your wards and let us through. We can then talk in your office, and we’ll remain there until we’ve finished our damage control.” 

“That’s better,” Isaac said, his pearly white smile reappearing on cue with his relief.

“But make no mistake,” Logan said, his eyes boring holes into Isaac’s resolve. “As soon as we’re done here, you’re coming with me. As far as I’m concerned, you’re under Magistrate’s arrest.” 

“Arrest? For what?” 

Logan’s mouth spread apart to reveal a lion’s grin. “For the endangerment and destruction of the Magistrate’s interests.” 

Logan was the lion, Isaac was the antelope, and he had been caught. He turned on the spot, marched up the stairs, and as soon as he was out of sight of the rest of the mages he sent three text messages. One text message went to Dustin, telling him he was going to be held up and to keep Alice safe until his return. The other text message went to a friend of his, a friend well versed in the mage’s system of law. The third and final message went to Alice. 

The message simply read: “Whatever you do, don’t try to help me.” 

Nyx was right. This had only just begun.

Author's Note

Author’s Note: Lee Dignam & Katerina Martinez

 

Hi there! Kat and Lee, here. Thanks for reading our book! Dark Siren is your first look into the world of Ashwood, a city we will be writing about for a very long time. We hope to bring to you a fresh new take on the invisible world of vampires, mages, werewolves and all of those other unknown things that live in the shadows (like Alice, and worse than Alice). Book 2, the Void Weaver, picks up after the events of Dark Siren, and explores the consequences of Isaac’s actions as well as Alice’s sudden lack of powers. How does a bounty hunter hunt when she has no weapons, and what happens when the lion comes for her in the night? 

Anyway, I don’t want to keep you. I just thought I would remind you to hop onto our exclusive Ashwood newsletter by clicking on this link: http://ashwoodchronicles.com/signup. Once you’re confirmed you will be able to keep up to date with what we’re doing, take part in giveaways, and receive short stories and little pieces of content that is available nowhere else (not even on Amazon). For example, if you sign up today I’ll email you the prologue for Book 2. I’ll also be showing you the gorgeous cover art for the book! How does that sound? The Void Weaver isn’t slated to come out until some point in August of 2016, so you can consider this your first exclusive piece of content not available anywhere else!

 

Here’s that link again: http://ashwoodchronicles.com/signup

 

Before I go, I would love to ask you to please leave a review of this book wherever you found it! Whether you have something good to say or not, I and other readers want to hear it. Without reviews no one would trust a new author to entertain them, so if you have a couple of moments to spare, I would really appreciate it if you could help me out.

Finally, if you’re on Facebook and you want to hang out, you can find us here. And if you want to get in touch with us directly, drop us an email at: author@katerinamartinez.com and we’ll get right back to you!

 

Thanks again!

 

Kat and Lee

Get Exclusive Content!
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Get exclusive content when you sign up to the Ashwood Reader’s Group Newsletter!
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