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INTRODUCTION


Over the 4th of July weekend in 2021, J. Thorn and I, along with a group of writers from all over the United States, met in the beautiful and haunted Salem, Massachusetts for a weekend we’d not soon forget. We broke bread together, drank beverages (one author even consumed an alcoholic beverage with a scorpion in it), visited historical sites, and forged friendships with one another. But we created memories in a way that most people don’t when they go on vacation.

The stories in the very book you’re holding.

Between all the drinks, laughs, and apparent scorpion eating, we spent most of two days locked away in the beautiful library of the Hawthorne Hotel, designing the creepy witch world and crafting the stories in this collection. Every story in this book takes place within the same universe we built together, with the same rules, and all tied together by the Spiral, thus the name of the book. These tales take place over different time periods, with diverse characters and varying tones and themes. Each talented author brought their own unique voice to this world we crafted, and we’re excited to share our journey with you, the reader.

Salem, Massachusetts has a history unlike any other place in the United States. That history played a crucial role in our building of this world and the setting the tone for this collection. Some stories even take place in or mention Salem. So to give back, we will donate all royalties earned from this anthology to the House of Seven Gables, a Salem based non-profit organization preserving, sharing, and continuing the American story. Their mission statement: To be a welcoming, thriving, historic site and community resource that engages people of all backgrounds in our inclusive American story. You can learn more about this organization at www.7gables.com.

Thank you for picking up a copy of this collection, which means so much to each of us involved. It was no simple task gathering a group of fifteen people together in July 2021 with the COVID-19 global pandemic still ongoing, but we had the time of our lives building this magical, fictional world.

Enjoy Curse of the Spiral!

Zach Bohannon and J. Thorn

March, 2022


MY TURN
BY CAMERON J QUINN


Order is the driving force of the universe. Think about it. When left to its own devices, order takes over. How else can you explain the creation of Earth? I’m not denying the existence of God or saying he does. I can’t. I don’t know any better than you. What I do know is that order needs chaos to balance it out, push against it, and prevent tyranny. Trust me. I am that force.

The little bit of chaos dropped into the world to keep people with their “order first, forever, and always” attitudes from fucking everything up. That’s me.

I allow just enough disorder to smooth things out. It can get fairly ugly, but people can be stubborn.

You’ve read a few of my stories. They might portray me as the villain or antagonist. Sometimes, this disarray is unfortunate. It’s called balance for a reason. But then, without the bad, you can’t appreciate the good. That might sound like some Hallmark shit, but it’s worth thinking about.

As I’m telling you this, keep in mind, like everything, chaos can go too far. If too much order is tyranny, too much chaos is most certainly anarchy. This is important to remember as we continue. If anarchy wasn’t achieved, am I really the bad guy?
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Why am I telling you this? Because it’s my damn turn, Mother Fucker.

Now, listen up.

A few years ago, I was standing outside this house. Beautiful, white, two-story farm house, bored as fuck. Why? Because this is all I do now. I show up, I fuck people up, I go home, and wait for my next “calling.” It’s total bullshit. But I can’t ignore it, can I?

No, because then tyranny creeps in, and we have the fucking witch trials all over again. Yeah, I abandoned my post for a while. Came back to find Europe on fucking fire.

Germany has this town that actually killed every female. Italy is going nuts, England, same thing. Men, women, even children, being burned, hanged, drowned, crushed. You name it, those fuckers are doing it to mostly innocent people.

I get things sorted out, and I think, Okay, I deserve a break. Went to hang out in Asia and doesn’t Salem, Massachusetts, turn to shit. Moral of the story? I can’t take breaks. As soon as I get things squared away in one part of the world, something happens elsewhere. I’ve gotten really good at heading it off, though. Thanks to my little, black book. It keeps track of who’s going to start trouble.
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Anyway, I’m just standing outside this house. Middle of nowhere. In the pouring fucking rain. Because, of course, it’s raining. Waiting for this guy to kill the next person in the book. Who is she? I don’t know. Let me step back a second. I have this book. I’ve always had it. It’s leather-bound with a counterclockwise spiral on the front. When it has a job for me, I open it, and there’s a sketch and a name. The person has to be dealt with. Sometimes, it gives details. Like why. Though, in the case of this woman, it didn’t. But those are the most important. Every freaking time I skip them, all hell breaks loose. So basically, she’s gotta go. And I’m over making deals, and watching as shit plays out.

That was a lot of fun in the 90s. Rock stars were all about the deals, but it got too easy. Artists, as a group really, offer them a glimmer of what they think they want, and they’re putty in your hands.

By the time I’m in front of this house, I’m at the point where I’d rather take someone who’s going to hurt people anyway, like a serial killer, and steer them toward the targets that help me out. The ones found in the book.

But I have to double-check every damn time. Confirm the target actually died. I didn’t once, and it was ugly. Of course, the trauma of nearly being killed by a serial killer straightened that dude out. By “straightened out,” I mean, his image and name vanished from the book. His destiny changed enough that he no longer had to die. But that was just dumb luck. I’m sure of it.

There I sat. Waiting. I’d feel like an idiot if the mere thought of the alternative, me doing it myself, didn’t bore me to tears.

A flicker of movement caught my eye. The guy skirting the house and climbing in through an unlocked window. I hear the gunshots and a short, clipped scream. Wait a few more minutes and head in. To make sure.

The house is so quiet. It strikes me, in that moment—this was the home of living, breathing people. And now, they’re all dead. Because a book said it had to be.

Lightning illuminated the stairs, and I made my way to the master bedroom.

There are two bloody bodies. This is the downside to homicidal maniacs. They rarely just kill the target. They’re all grrr death. And then, you have a mess. Like this dude’s brains all over the wall.

I turn my attention to the woman, the target. And I’ll be damned if her chest isn’t moving up and down. Slow but steady breaths. She took a bullet to the head. The chances of her recovering, or being discovered alive by anyone else, were slim. Nevertheless, I sat beside her, said a prayer for her soul, and covered up her mouth and nose until the movement stopped.

As I head back down the hall to leave, I hear it. The faintest of noises pulls me toward a door with pink and purple, wooden letters that spell Arella.

Arella. That struck me. The name is from Hebrew and means “messenger of God.”Honestly, at the moment, I couldn’t tell you why that mattered to me. I was incensed with God if he existed and was living as if he didn’t. But it urged me forward.

Pressing the door with one finger, it swung wide open. Thunder cracking just outside the window made the small creature that was attempting to hide jump.

I knew I should leave. A board under the carpet creaked, and a tiny pair of eyes found me. She let the blanket fall off her head, and she watched me.

The thing about kids is, they can see me. What I really look like. Adults see what I want them to. For the most part. They all have their own biases they put on me, but generally, I look like a normal guy.

But this little girl, she was looking at me as I actually am. You might have seen me around. Some artists like to draw me to creep people out. Maybe they saw me before, I don’t know.

She should be terrified by all accounts. I’m, you know, dead looking. With the robes and all. But she looks... curious. Again, there was this urge. I knew I needed to leave, but the way she looked at me made me wonder. And with that tiny spark of curiosity, I felt something. It was the slightest twinge, an echo, but I wanted more. I kneeled by the window and waited. I just wanted to know what she’d do. The storm raged outside, and she looked terrified. With every crack of thunder, she hid her face. I held out my hand to her, and she looked from it to the window as if weighing her options. Which was scarier—skull dude or the storm?

Lightning shone again, and she leaped off her tiny bed and clung to me, burying her face in my shoulder as the thunder crashed, shaking the house. Something happened then. I felt. Not just a twinge, but a real, full-blown feeling. That was it. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt. A pang in my chest. An urge to make her feel safe.

I wrapped my arm around her.

“Arella?”

She nodded against my shoulder.

“How old are you?”

She held up three fingers. The lightning flashed, followed by a crack of thunder, causing her to jump. She hid in my shoulder again. I lifted her as I stood.

“Three?” I asked, giving her back a light pat. She nodded.

I can’t tell you why I did it. But I’m glad I did.
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The following five years were a steep learning curve. I had a tiny human who needed me to teach and care for her, and I had the balance to maintain. For her. For Arella.

One day, we found ourselves in a park where a boy—he was nine—would meet another child who would set him on a path of complete and utter destruction. It’s funny how people can bring out the best and the worst in each other.

I was there to kill him. The book told me to, so that was the plan. I’d gotten a bit more creative since Arella entered the picture. The plan? Have him drown in the pool. If the adults saw him and saved him, he might not meet the other kid. If he died, he definitely wouldn’t. Win-win, right?

So, I’m sitting there, on a bench, waiting for this kid. Arella is eating an ice cream. She decides she wants to throw it away. She hops off the bench and runs right into boy number two’s mother, smearing chocolate ice cream all over the crotch of her light, gray skirt. As she curses, I stand. Arella is crying, and she’s yelling at me, and I’m thinking if her son didn’t exist, they couldn’t meet either. I guess she got bored when I didn’t respond because she left the park with her son, and the boys never met. No one died. Arella was crying, so I scooped her up, cleaned her off, and kissed her forehead. I knew I didn’t have to kill people. That’s why I cut deals for so long. But death was the only certainty, and after the times I royally fucked up, I was leaning toward certainty. But as I carried Arella out, I realized, or maybe was reminded of, other ways I can do this job.

Two weeks later, we were outside a store in Hong Kong waiting to change someone else’s destiny. Okay, fine, I was going to kill them. When Arella runs into the road. I ran out after her, the driver of a car slams on his brakes, and I use the fact that I’m, you know, immortal, to get us out of the way, but the accident that ensued took out the future we needed to avoid without death, despite some injuries. I opened the book and watched the sketch of the man vanish. Arella was like a natural force for Chaos.
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Now, this bit seemed like one of those random incidents that doesn’t mean anything, but looking back on it, I think it was important.

Remember how I told you adults see what I want them to see? Well, that’s not universally true. Every once in a while, I come across someone who sees me. They’re more sensitive to spirits. You might call them a medium or clairvoyant. Some can see me as I am, others get vibes off me. I think I freak the vibe people out the most because they can’t figure out why I set them ill at ease. Sometimes, I get a kick out of following them for a while. I mean, what else do I have to do?

I knew this woman could see me. Her whole body stiffened as we got on the train. I was in a particularly needy mood, so I sat down, across from her. She held her purse in a white-knuckle grip as I gave Arella a chocolate bar. I was pretending not to notice her mostly, but the way she looked like she might snatch Arella made me act out. I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and stared at her, letting her know I was watching, too.

“Can I help you?” I asked, cocking my head to one side.

Her mouth popped open and closed again several times before she was finally able to speak. “Why do you have her?”

I glanced at Arella, who was enjoying her chocolate and paying the adults little attention. “I found her.”

“You’re hurting her,” she said. I was shocked, honestly. I know sugar isn’t good for kids, but everyone has it when they’re young.

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“You can’t see it?” Her voice was desperate. Breathy. I didn’t like it.

I looked back at Arella. She looked fine to me. I shook my head.

“Her hands and her mouth. They’re like yours.”

My frown deepened, and I gave it one last look. She was fine. I couldn’t see anything.

“You’re nuts, lady.” I sat back, prepared to ignore her, the shine of scaring her having worn off.

“Believe what you must,” she said as she stood to get off the train. “But you know I’m telling the truth.”
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I ignored the woman’s warning. We kept on like everything was as it had been. But I caught myself looking at Arella, trying to see what she’d seen. I never did.

Until this morning. You’ll need to bear with me. This part is harder to share….
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This morning, as I was making eggs—Arella’s favorite—the book called to me. It’s like a tingling sensation in the pit of my stomach. I know I need to open the leather- bound pages and see what’s in store for me.

I can’t explain why, but I didn’t want to. I ignored it throughout breakfast. Well, Arella’s. I couldn’t eat. Not with the twisting pulling me to the book.

After I sent her off to play, I picked it up. The leather was soft and cold. I ran my fingers over the counterclockwise spiral, praying to whoever would listen that it was empty. Or maybe I’d get to kill the next Hitler. That wouldn’t be so bad. Right?

But no prayers could save me from what awaited in that damn book. With a steadying breath, I flipped it open.

My heart sank, my stomach flipped, and my face pinched as I fought back tears. The pain was overbearing.

Staring up at me was Arella’s beautiful face. She wasn’t smiling in the sketch. She looked somber, which seemed fitting. I could hear her playing upstairs. She’d developed a love of unicorns, and I could hear her galloping around as if she were riding one. What a happy memory she’d have.

My brows knit together. Would have had.

Swallowing hard, I searched the room. If I didn’t do it now, I’d lose my nerve. I grabbed a knife from the block and tucked it into my robes. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t feel this. I needed to be dead again. I pushed it all deep down to where I couldn’t feel it.

Until she was staring directly at it, I was unaware that I was still holding the book. She now had that same somber look she’d had in the sketch. I paused, my hands at my sides. Her big, beautiful brown eyes filled with wonder as she watched my every move. Fuck.

I kneeled down, so I’d be on her level. Clutching the knife beneath the robes, I held my other hand out to her. The hand with the leather-bound menace.

She looked at me warily, knowing something was off. I wasn’t concealing my intentions well. Okay, I wasn’t hiding it at all. I’d pushed the feelings down, but looking at her, knowing what I intended? They were threatening to bubble back up to the surface. She sat on my lap and curled into my chest, choosing to trust me.

Releasing the knife, I held her close for a long time. My heart pounded in my chest, hard enough to make me sick to my stomach. I pulled back slightly, so she’d look up at me. Her confused eyes still managed to sparkle. Shifting on my lap, she grabbed a string from my robes and rolled it through her fingers. And there it was. It wasn’t the echo. Not a pang or the yearning I’d felt before. No. It was certain. Absolute. And suddenly, I knew exactly what to do. If the book wanted her, the book could have her.

I handed it to Arella. Her brow creased, concern spreading over her face. Unsure. But I knew. With every fiber of my being, this was right. I gave her a nod, and she opened it to the page with her image on it. She glanced up, nervous, but before she could ask, the sketch began to shift and change until it was someone entirely different.

Me.


ABOUT CAMERON J QUINN



Cameron J Quinn is the award winning author of the Starsboro Chronicles. She lives in New Hampshire with her Marine Corps Veteran husband, their three children and too many pets to count, including a dragon!

www.cameronquinnbooks.com


THE HAPPY MAN
BY JAMES R. ESSIEN


Alex wasn’t sure if the sun had set. The clouds were so thick, and the rain so dense, that he could barely make out the figures running with umbrellas on the city street below. A quick search on his smartphone could have given him a precise answer as to whether the sun was above or below the horizon. But it was on the kitchen counter. His clammy fingers gripped the steaming mug of Earl Grey tea, and the mere thought of getting up from the cozy recliner positioned beside the window made his bones ache. In the final analysis, it didn’t matter. It could be blue sky and unicorns above the clouds, but down here was gloom.

His grandfather used to own the entire apartment complex. It was difficult to imagine the building with bright, red bricks, smooth gutters, and expertly-troweled plaster. Eighty years after its completion, it was now in near-condemnable disrepair. The small yet wealthy family had hit hard times, or so Alex was told much later. Over the decades, each apartment, as well as other buildings in the city, were sold off, one by one. Finally, Alex was the last of kin, and was given the single three-hundred-square-foot apartment. How quickly things crumble.

In a way, it suited him. He didn’t mind living modestly or being free of the responsibility of overseeing an estate. Nor did it bother him being a recluse. The small sum he’d inherited along with the decrepit apartment was enough to get him by—supplemented by a job at the local post office, that is.

Water streamed down the slate shingles on the building across the alley. It filled the dented and oxidized, copper gutters, and dribbled out of a half-dozen leaks. A small umbrella on the sidewalk along the street caught his eye. A child. Then, another in quick pursuit. He imagined the umbrellas were bright colors. Maybe neon orange.

The paperwork given to him by the optometrist’s receptionist earlier in the day lay strewn about on the small coffee table. It had to be filed away. No room in the apartment for chaos. The optometrist had assured him that he was not color-blind. After several tests—and an uncomfortable conversation—the doctor had referred him to a psychologist.

Alex leaned closer to the drooping and distorted glass window. Squinting, he fought to see the bright, happy colors. Nothing but shades of gray.

Streetlights finally snapped on. Another group of small umbrellas scurried out of view like cockroaches in the light.

Then, the Happy Man strolled out from his apartment building across the street. Like clockwork, a heavy rain would inexplicably summon a tall, thin man from the safety and comfort of his dwelling. Alex had seen it happen nearly every day for the past two weeks. The man would start out by standing under the short awning outside the lobby, hands in pockets, smiling face, just watching the rain. Next, he would very deliberately, almost ritualistically, take several steps forward, light jacket or cotton t-shirt turning dark from raindrops. He would walk around for a couple of minutes before sitting down on the bench at the bus stop.

What was most upsetting to Alex about the behavior was the sheer joy that getting wet in the rain seemed to evoke from the guy. He had to admit that he was increasingly curious about the Happy Man’s motives. But, like his mother used to say, “Those who want a calm life shouldn’t go poking their nose into others’ affairs.”

He huffed, then he took a sip of the warm tea.

A pack of five or six small umbrellas appeared from around the street corner, two large umbrellas in tow.

Why so many children out at this hour and in this weather?

Then, panic struck. He nearly spilled his tea as he spun around to look at the calendar on the other side of the kitchen. The apartment was tiny, but he couldn’t quite see the numbers from the living room. Springing up, he grabbed his phone from the counter and looked at the date on the lock screen.

“Oh, no, no, no…”

It was Monday the 31st—October 31st.

How could he have been so absent-minded? He went back to the window and peered down at the sidewalk directly below his building. No children approaching. He then methodically ran through the apartment, turning off lights, the last of which was the porch light.

The nightlight near the floor in the kitchen was bright enough for him to find his mug of tea and again sit down, this time well-protected in the relative darkness.

He sat in that position, an unseen gargoyle, for the next hour.

The Halloween activity seemed to stop all at once, as if every parent had an unspoken agreement about what time was too late for trick-or-treating. With relief, he stood up and got ready for bed.

The wind blew, and heavy raindrops pattered the single-paned window beside his bed. But just as sleep approached to erase yet another day, three knocks filled the apartment.

His heart pounded. Was that a knock on the neighbor’s apartment or his? He fumbled for his phone to check the time. 9:12 p.m. It was far too late for trick-or—.

Then, three additional knocks sounded, louder this time, but not belligerent—just insistent. It was definitely his door and not the neighbor’s. But there were no bright lights on inside or outside his unit. No reasonable person would expect him to be home—or awake and expecting company if he was home. Which meant, this was an unreasonable person.

He decided to wait it out. If the aggressor at the door was looking for candy, then they would move on, and if it was a drunken person at the wrong address, they, too, would move on.

But what if someone was in trouble? Well, he could faintly hear the neighbor’s television set through the thin walls. They, or any number of other neighbors who had their lights on, could help.

It seemed to work. Thirteen minutes passed by, with the only sounds being the hum of the building, the miserable rain, and his own heartbeat. To his dismay, however, three more knocks assaulted the relative silence.

Sliding out of bed, he tip-toed out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. He considered grabbing a knife from the drawer, but the dim nightlight wouldn’t be enough to prevent him from clanging silverware as he searched for a weapon. He chose instead to make his way to the door.

Fortunately, the floorboards in front of the door wouldn’t creak. He’d drilled screws into the noisy boards years before. Once he made it there, he hunched over and peered through the peephole.

The neighbor’s porch light was bright, and it made a silhouette of a robed figure standing on his door mat.
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Instinctively, he flipped on the switch beside the door. The fish-eye view of the hooded figure was illuminated. The cloak was gray, and while the person’s eyes were still shadowed, he could see a distinctly female mouth, nose, and chin.

There was no use in hiding now. Clearly, she wasn’t relenting, and he had to get to sleep if he didn’t want to be cranky at the post office the next day. He again considered going to the kitchen and grabbing a weapon—there was no need to be quiet now. But the woman—or girl’s—delicate features, rightly or wrongly, put his physical fears at ease.

He slid the chain lock, turned the deadbolt, and slowly opened the door.

Alex said, “Sorry, I don’t have any candy.”

The young woman—younger than Alex, yet not a child—disregarded his statement and simply said, “Trick-or-treat.”

Alex responded, “That’s what I’m saying. I don’t have anything for you.”

“And I’m saying, trick? Or treat?”

He certainly didn’t want a trick. But Alex suspected that one way or another, if he humored her, then that was exactly what he was going to get.

Becoming frustrated, he said, “I think you’d better leave.”

“But I’m giving you a choice.”

He would have closed the door then, but that last statement could be interpreted as threatening, and he wanted to put an end to this episode in a way that didn’t keep him up all night.

He said, “Alright, tell me what the trick will be, and tell me what the treat will be. Then, I might make a choice.”

She smiled, authentically, it seemed. “If you know what the trick is in advance, then it won’t trick you. And if you know what the treat is in advance, then it won’t be as sweet.”

“Well, then, sorry. The answer is no. I need to get some sleep.”

As he turned to close the door, she said, “If you change your mind…”

Alex paused to let her speak.

“…then meet me on the roof at midnight.”

Beyond the protection of the covered stairwell, the rain was falling sideways. Dead leaves were being stripped from their summer homes and into oil-slicked gutters.

He said, “In a rainstorm like this, the last place any sane person would want to be is on a roof.”

“The weather will clear by then.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle inwardly. She really was something. Perhaps she was off of her meds. Or, maybe she was on drugs. He examined her eyes. They were not bloodshot—far from it. The whites were so bright, they appeared to be illuminated, and even in partial shadow, he could see the subtle flecks of green and brown in her hazel eyes. But that was probably his imagination. After all, he hadn’t been able to see colors in months.

He sighed, responding, “I happen to check the weather forecast several times per day, and they’ve consistently called for an inch and a half of rain every day for the next week. It won’t clear up. Storm clouds don’t just clear away because you want them to.”

“How about this,” she began, “if it’s not raining at midnight, then you and I will meet on the roof.”

While she spoke these last words, Alex was unable to ignore the fact that she was attractive. Certainly not his type—not that Alex had a type—but if he did, then she wouldn’t be it. Too… imposing.

He saw her silly offer as his way out of this absurd conversation. “Alright, deal. Now, goodnight.”

She stood, unmoving, just staring at him with those strange eyes, the mildest smirk on her lips.

Slowly, he pulled his head in from the doorway, then closed it on her. He turned the deadbolt and latched the chain.

Before crawling back into bed, he returned to the door. Hunched over, holding his breath, he again peered through the peephole. The brightly-lit porch was empty. A wave of relief poured over him. He flipped the switch off, strolling back to his bedroom.

Tugging the blankets up to his chin, he listened as the rain pelted the window ever harder—a consistent white noise. There was no way it would stop in just a few hours. Nonsense.

Those hazel eyes stared back at him when he closed his own. What a strange woman. He wondered what her story was. Certain mental illnesses can present in one’s early twenties. Could this explain her odd behavior? She did appear well-groomed, articulate. It wasn’t like she was a street person.

A small pang of remorse was the last thing in his awareness before he slipped into unconsciousness. He felt sorry for just closing the door on her, no matter how strange and imposing she might have been. But, like his mother used to say, “Those who want a calm life shouldn’t go poking their nose into others’ affairs.”
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Absence can be terrible. It can be shocking. The sudden removal of some constant in one’s life—no matter how ugly the constant—can be painful. Within the liminal space of Alex’s mind, the floor was pulled out from under him. The absence of stable ground. He was falling, flailing for some constant to grasp on to.

Opening his eyes, he suddenly registered the silence. No rain hitting his window. No wind, no filling puddles. Only silent, gray light from the streets below.

“No, it couldn’t be.”

He climbed out of bed and stomped to the window, like a child who’d heard rumors that there were no presents under the Christmas tree.

No pedestrians, and no cars. He tapped his phone. 11:55 p.m.

“It’s impossible.”

He looked up to the sky, and, despite the light pollution, he could see five distinct twinkles of light. Stars? How could the weather do this to him? Impose this upon him?

But as sleep drained from his mind, and clarity returned, he realized he was under no obligation to meet a stranger on the roof. He laughed at his sleepy-headed distress and crawled back into bed.

However, when he closed his eyes, he once again saw those hazel irises gazing at him. What an odd coincidence. What are the chances that she knew it would stop raining by midnight? There weren’t any forecasts predicting that. He considered using his calculator to find the precise odds of such a happening. But what were the inputs? Not enough data. More nonsense from a tired mind.

His heart was beating too fast, and his lungs were breathing like he’d just walked the four flights of stairs outside to get to his apartment. There was no way he was falling asleep any time soon. Then, there was the likelihood that if he didn’t meet the strange woman on the roof, she would come knocking on his door again.

Something she’d said came to his mind—“But I’m giving you a choice.”

Innocent enough, he supposed. She was only saying that she was giving him a choice between a trick or a treat. Cute. However, it had unnerved him. In fact, out of everything that happened in their brief exchange, that single sentence had upset him most. “But I’m giving you a choice.”

He rolled over, pulled the warm blankets up to cover his head, and closed his eyes. But the silence was penetrating. It seeped through the comforter, the knit blanket, and the sheet. The silence was a constant reminder of the hasty deal he’d struck with the mysterious woman.

There was only one way to restore order to his modest life.

He got up and flipped on the light on the nightstand. Cursing under his breath, he quickly put on warm clothing. Why was this happening to him? Someone who did nothing but mind his own business. Someone who never “poked his nose into others’ affairs.”

He continued muttering these questions and more while climbing the wet, steel utility ladder up to the flat roof. He’d been up there only once before. When Alex was a child, a handyman had pleaded with his father to come and see for himself the extent of damage to the roof. Repairs had been made, as far as he could remember. But now, as spongy tar material squished underfoot, he wondered who was in charge of its upkeep.

The ambient city lights and the moonlight illuminated the entire space. He could clearly see that he was alone. Joy. He’d done his duty to calm his nervous mind and could now return to the warmth of his bed and get some sleep.

To his horror, however, the utility ladder clanged and shook. A hooded figure emerged from below, delicate hands clinging to the rails.

She walked toward him, a smile on her face. Her gait betrayed a casualness that was not present in their first encounter.

She said, “I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

“Well, I’m here.” Speaking those words exposed a frightening reality to himself—there was no good reason to be here. Why was he here? She hadn’t promised him anything. She had only asked him whether he wanted a trick or a treat. He knew he wanted neither. At least, he believed he wanted neither. So then, why meet her here at midnight?

He said, “How did you know the weather would clear?”

“Because we asked for it to.”

“Who’s ‘we’?”

“My friends and I.”

“So, what, like, magic?”

“More like politeness.”

“How do you mean?”

“We said, ‘Pretty please.’”

More nonsense. He gave a curt nod and said, “Alright, then. I’ll be going now.”

He’d almost made it to the ladder when she said, “You never answered my question.”

He stopped and turned around. “What question?”

To her side, she lifted one hand, palm upward. “Trick?” A purple orb of light appeared above her palm. She then extended the other hand out to her other side. “Or treat?” A green orb of light throbbed above that palm.

Alex only stared at her.

Then, the lights extinguished, and she lowered her hands.

Cautiously, he walked toward her, asking, “How’d you do that?”

“What? Get you to not leave?”

“No, the trick. How did you do that light trick with your hands?”

She said, “That was the easy part. Getting you to stay long enough to have fun is the real challenge.”

“You’re not making sense. Why can’t you just give me a straight answer?”

Laughing, she responded, “Why can’t you give me a straight answer? Trick or—”

“I’m uncomfortable with the question.”

Her expression changed to concern and confusion. She said, “Why?”

“Because, generally speaking, I don’t like being tricked. And I have a sneaking suspicion that you and I do not share the same definition of a ‘treat.’”

She put her finger to her lower lip, an exaggerated thinking pose. Then, she held up the finger as if indicating a light bulb thought. “Ah-ha. I know what you need!”

She skittered away from him and toward a brick-clad exhaust vent. After crouching behind it a moment, she reappeared, holding a broom. As she approached him, her expression became one of pride for having solved a difficult problem in the cleverest way.

Alex didn’t react.

In response, she held up the broom, as if to say, “Don’t you see it?”

“How did you know that was there?” he asked.

“I left it there.”

“You’ve already been up here tonight?”

She lifted her wool cloak in a manner indicating she’d executed the maneuver a thousand times before, and then she positioned the broom between her legs. “Of course. How do you think I got here? City bus?”

“Well, yes—”

“Are you getting on?” She extended more of the broom behind her to accommodate another passenger.

“Are you serious? Like a witch?”

She said, “Tomato, to-mah-to.”

“That expression doesn’t quite make sense in this sit—”

“I think that this could be a solution to some of your problems.”

Folding his arms, he said, “What makes you think that I have problems?”

She waved one arm in the air as if to display the whole city. “Look around.”

He did. There wasn’t much to see. Dim shades of gray emanated from every cold, wet, and hard surface. A hundred apartment windows were dark, but a dozen or so flickered with the light of what looked like black and white TVs. The city was a concrete holding cell, in which every prisoner was given three meals per day and a task to busy themselves until their inevitable executions.

Then he looked at the odd woman straddling a broom, the green flecks in her hazel eyes somehow visible from several paces away.

He walked toward her, muttering to himself, “This doesn’t make sense at all.”

He stood beside her, uncertain as to how to proceed.

She turned her head to face him, but her hood obstructed most of her face. “Well, hop on.”

He positioned himself so that he was standing directly behind her. “This feels silly.”

“Closer,” she said.

He took a timid step forward to close the distance.

She said, “Hold on.”

“To what?”

“To me. Who’s the silly one now?”

He grasped her shoulders.

“No. Around my waist.”

“I don’t even know your name.”

“Bridget.”

Sighing, he put his arms around her, his face to the side as if demonstrating to a non-existing audience that he was trying to be modest.

She then hoisted the broom up between his legs.

“Hey. Take it easy.”

“Now, hold on tight.”

Seeing himself on a cold rooftop, arms wrapped around some woman, both of them straddling a broom, nearly made him cry out in embarrassment. He considered backing away from her and returning to his apartment, but instead, he clung on for dear life as the broom and its two passengers blasted off of the roof and into the night.
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All Alex could do was hang on. Wind howled in his ears and caused his eyes to tear up immediately. By the time he came back to his senses and blinked away the tears, they were already several city blocks from his apartment building. Amid the roar of wind, he could faintly hear Bridget laughing and whooping.

The broom made a sharp left, and it was all Alex could do to cling on to its pilot. He shrieked and whimpered involuntarily.

“Slow down!”

She turned her head, hood again obstructing most of her face, and yelled, “Don’t worry. If you fall, then I’ll try to catch you before you hit the ground.”

“Slow down!” he again screamed.

“I said, don’t worry. I’ve done it before—”

“Damn it. Slow down!”

She relented.

The wind died down, and, trembling, Alex tried to regain his breath.

Looking down below, she said, “Look at all of the Halloween parties.”

Peeking down, over his shoulder, he said, “Dear God. We’re really high. How are we not falling?”

“Do you see the parties yet?”

“All I see are streetlights. What in the world are you talking about?”

“Look closer.”

They must have been five-hundred feet in the air. The wind, though gentle in comparison to moments before, was still icy on his face. They were close enough to the ground to still see light from windows and cars, but not nearly close enough “see” parties. Then again, maybe he did see something. Though not sure how, he could swear that he was beginning to see a house with many guests, all dancing.

She said, “Do you hear them?”

At that question, he heard music arise from below. Dozens of voices chatted and laughed.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

Bridget said, “The broom helps you to see and hear what it does.”

He gripped her tighter and tried to reposition himself on the broom handle. He said, “It isn’t the most comfortable thing to sit on.”

“The broom is controlled by my desire. It likes me, so it goes where I want to go. It doesn’t really know you, so it doesn’t know where you want to go. That makes it hard to ride. If you open yourself up to it, and tell it what you want, then you’ll find it much easier to hang on.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

She giggled. “Everything that happens makes sense. If it feels like it doesn’t, then that means there’s something that you don’t understand about the world. Just try it.”

“Just try what?”

“Introduce yourself to the broom, and let it know that you’re happy to go where I desire.”

Addressing the broom between his legs, he said, “Er— It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Alex—”

“Not out loud, silly.”

“Oh.”

There was no use resisting the surrealness of the moment. She was right. What was happening was happening. So, he tried to inwardly speak to the broom, though he didn’t really know what to say. But the broom must have heard him, because the pain from the cold wind vanished all at once. He barely felt it at all. And the dowel between his legs wasn’t uncomfortable anymore. It felt as though he were sitting on a wide, comfortable chair. He straightened up and loosened his grip on Bridget.

She laughed, and to his astonishment, he knew what she was laughing at—someone at one of those parties down below had told a joke. Just then, a thousand voices from dozens of parties filled the air. Alex found himself bobbing up and down to the beat of music.

The broom shot like a cannon toward the downtown area. They made a sharp, upward incline to maintain distance from skyscrapers, and Alex didn’t feel the least bit in danger of falling.

The joy from festivities far below them so filled his senses that he scarcely noticed that he and Bridget were making large loop-dee-loops. It all felt so natural, as if the proper response to the occasion was to do giant loops in the air.

“I love this broom!” Alex shouted.

“The broom seems fond of you, too.”

“This is incredible. How are we able to hear and see everyone celebrating on the ground? It doesn’t make sense.”

“You think that’s impressive? Watch this.”

She pulled the broom upward, and they flew like a rocket, straight up into the clouds.
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They accelerated faster and faster, and water vapor pounded his face. Alex couldn’t see a thing, so thick were the clouds. His excitement from moments before was fading, and he was beginning to wonder whether this was, in fact, safe. It felt like he was clinging to a ship being launched into outer space.

Right before he was about to yell for her to stop, light permeated the clouds. Bright, white light refracted from every direction. Then, all at once, they burst through the top of the clouds and into a brightly-lit world. The broom slowed and righted itself.

Wiping away the water from his face, Alex looked around with amazement, mouth agape.

Bridget said, “Now this is incredible.”

Inexplicably, it wasn’t nighttime above the clouds—or wherever it was they were. It was bright, though he couldn’t find the source of light. Fluffy, white clouds lay strewn below, and above was clear, blue sky. They were surrounded by people, animals, and… other entities.

Alex wiped his eyes again to ensure that what he was seeing was real. A horse with wings flew past. It turned its head to them and neighed, as if saying hello. A long, crystalline horn protruded from its forehead.

Bridget flew the broom toward a swarm of other people flying brooms.

She pointed and said, “There they are. Those are my friends.”

The two of them joined the swarm, perhaps three dozen in total, and together, they flew in formation. Everyone somehow knew exactly when to turn, speed up, and twist—or more likely, the brooms knew.

The flock made a wide curve and headed toward the brightest rainbow Alex had ever seen. It reminded him instantly of a rainbow he had drawn with colored markers when he was in kindergarten—a picture his mother had hung on the refrigerator. How long it had been since he thought of that.

Unlike most rainbows, this one didn’t run away at the same speed as one approached. This one stayed put. The flock flew right up to it, and then entered it. The rainbow sucked them up and shot them at incredible speed along its arch, as though they’d entered a pressurized pipe. Everyone raised their hands up in the air and screamed like they were on a roller coaster. Bridget was doing the same, so Alex joined in the ritual. He screamed louder than he had in decades, and his mind was filled with each bright rainbow color.

A quick series of popping sounds rang out as each broom and passenger exited the rainbow, and with a loud pop, so did Alex and his pilot.

They detached from the flock, Bridget twisting around and waving goodbye to everyone. The broom descended back down into the fluffy clouds, and Alex held on tight once again as they were plunged into wet darkness, moving at what felt like an impossible speed.

Before he knew it, twinkling city lights emerged below, and Bridget guided the broom to the city’s baseball stadium.

The field was dimly lit with security lights, but there seemed to be nobody in sight. The broom made a gentle landing, and the ground felt foreign under Alex’s feet.

Before he could begin expressing all of his swirling emotions, Bridget said, “Your turn.”

“My turn for what?”

She held the broom out to him. “Your turn to be in front. Let’s see how you do.”

Under ordinary circumstances, he would never have considered taking up a broom, putting it between his legs, and trying to fly. But recent events were anything but ordinary. He accepted the broom and examined it. It really did look like an ordinary broom. However, upon closer inspection, he saw little etchings in its wooden handle. They looked like runes. One that particularly caught his attention was a simple spiral, but the perfection with which it was drawn tricked the eye into believing it was actively spinning clockwise.

“I’ll take the rear this time,” she said as she positioned herself behind him.

He put the broom between his legs, and she hugged him tight.

He said, “Alright, here goes nothing.”

Indeed, nothing happened.

From behind, Bridget said, “Just focus on where you want to go, and the broom will go there.”

Alex chose an arbitrary area, near the center of the field and about twenty feet high. Their feet left the ground, and they were off flying. The broom had closed the distance to Alex’s target in just a few seconds, and he scrambled in his mind to focus on the next destination. This method of selecting a destination and getting there in no time was cumbersome, but he got a taste for how it could become automatic with practice.

They flew high above the baseball stadium, and Alex was laughing uncontrollably.

Bridget joined in, giggling, and then yelled from behind, “The broom likes you! Try to do a loop-dee-loop.”

“I don’t want to push my luck.”

“Don’t worry. Just go for it.”

He wasn’t sure how to go about doing a loop. Did he need to focus on new points each and every step of the way? Instead, he just inwardly commanded the broom to do a large loop. It obeyed at once. For an exhilarating moment, the city was above their heads, wind whipping their faces.

It was over too fast, and he considered doing it again, but his stomach told him to give it some time to recover.

They rode the broom for a few more minutes. Then, his passenger said, “Try landing.”

He directed the broom back down to the baseball field. The ground approached more rapidly than expected. How do I stop? he wondered. High up in the air, there was a feeling of safety because it was hard to tell how fast they’d been moving. But down here, just a few feet from grass, he saw that they were moving incredibly fast.

The outfield wall was incoming fast. He screamed, “How do I stop?”

Bridget said, “There’s no time,” as she yanked him to the side, pulling him off the broom. The two of them tumbled and slid on the wet grass.

When all came to a stop, Alex was lying on his back. He scanned his body for injuries, but found none. The wet and slippery grass had saved him. Leaning forward, he saw the broom hovering in midair, just a few paces from the wall.

Then he turned around and saw Bridget curled up, lying on her side. Her shoulders were heaving up and down.

“Oh, no,” he said as he got up and ran to her. “Are you okay?”

She rolled over, laughing.

She said, “I haven’t had that much fun crashing since I was eight years old.”

He helped her up. Wiping grass from her cloak, he said, “Glad I could oblige.”

Not wasting any time, she marched over to the broom and hopped on.

“How about I drive from now on?”

“That sounds fine by me.” He ran over, got on behind her, and they ascended.

After spending another hour exploring the skies, they landed back on Alex’s roof, and he dismounted. He leaned over to stretch his back and legs. It was difficult to fathom that this was the same roof they’d been on just a couple of hours before. So much can change in just a short amount of time.

“I should be going,” Bridget said, standing with the broom in one hand.

“Yeah, okay.”

“What are you doing next Halloween?”

“This?”

She said, “It’s a date.”

“Bridget, before you go—was this a trick or a treat?”

She smiled, and then walked toward him. Lifting herself up on her toes, she kissed him on the cheek.

She said, “That’s for you to decide.”

With that, she turned around and flew away.
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Alex awoke to the sound of rolling thunder. He blinked the sleep from his eyes.

“Oh, no, what time is it?”

He scrambled for his phone on the nightstand. 8:55 a.m. “Damn.”

Collapsing back into the bed, he sighed. If he rushed, he could probably get to work in twenty minutes, and only be fifteen minutes late.

He dialed his manager at the post office to let him know he’d be late. The phone rang, and as it did, he noticed the pumpkin-orange border around the calendar on his wall that still said it was October. He’d never noticed that color before. And, October… Halloween.

All at once, the events of the night before rushed into his consciousness. Had it been a dream?

The voice on the other end of the phone said, “This is Marty.”

“Hi, Marty. Alex here. Hey, I’m—” Images scrolled through his mind of blue sky, rainbows, and… unicorns?

“I’m not feeling well this morning. I’m gonna rest today.”

Silence on the other end. Then, Marty said, “Well, I guess hell has finally frozen over. How many years have you worked here? And you finally take a sick day.” Marty laughed. “No problemo. Get some rest.”

“Thanks.”

He ended the call. Had he really never called in sick before?

He got up and got dressed. A pair of soaking-wet jeans hung over the bedroom door.

So, it hadn’t been a dream.

He made his morning tea and sat down on the recliner near the window, where he tried to come to terms with everything he’d experienced. But he was distracted time and again by the colorful umbrellas moving along the sidewalk below. Had everyone purchased new umbrellas overnight?

Rain pounded the pavement, and the sky was deep gray. But the old bricks on the building across the alley were an assortment of shades of red and brown. Cars at the intersection had bright, golden turn signals. The traffic light shined green, then yellow, then red.

Across the main road, the lobby doors opened. The Happy Man emerged, and he, as always, stood under the awning with a smile on his face, just watching the rain. He was wearing black slacks and a long-sleeved, black shirt.

Alex sipped his tea and watched the man for the next couple of minutes. The guy just stood there, hands in pockets, assessing the rain. Then, as he had every other time Alex had seen him, he walked out into the rain, arms raised to soak up even more of it. After strolling around for a bit, the man sat down on the bus stop bench.

Shaking his head, Alex sipped more tea. Why was the Happy Man so damned happy?

He looked at his own front door. In front of it lay his shoes. They are probably still wet from last night, he thought.

The Happy Man was still on the bench, and probably would be for at least fifteen minutes, as was his pattern.

Alex got up and squeezed his feet into the cold sneakers. Finally, he opened the door and went outside to go poke his nose into the Happy Man’s affairs.


ABOUT JAMES R. ESSIEN



James R Essien is an author of both fiction and non-fiction. He is also a home builder, woodworker, Qigong practitioner, and recovering songwriter. He lives in the Columbia River Gorge in the Pacific Northwest.

www.JREssien.com


WHITE LILIES
BY JAMIE COLLINS


I went outside to grab a quick smoke beneath a flimsy, borrowed umbrella from the hotel’s front desk. It did little to shield the gown, hair, and floral headdress that I was protecting from the misty raindrops. The stylist had woven a cascade of white flowers into painful braids that snaked like Medusa’s sister heads around my temples and down my back. An unforgiving sky threatened to pour buckets at any minute. It didn’t help that it was brutally humid—unconventionally so—for Salem, Massachusetts in May, and for an afternoon wedding that needed to be perfect in every way.

My phone buzzed from the tiny purse strapped to my wrist. It was Brinn, the woman of the hour, who had been texting for the hundredth time since early that morning. She sent a selfie of herself in the make-up chair, mugging for the camera, batting her mile-long lashes and pursing her lips like a fashion model. She texted my directive—I would need to check in with the event planner to oversee the floral delivery for the banquet tables, as it was getting close to show time. A Maid of Honor’s duties are never done. It’s just the job. Period.

Drawing in a last pull on the Winston bummed from someone who just identified himself as Uncle Jack— he was wearing a tux and was seated at a high leather stool at the bar—I extinguished the half-smoked cigarette beneath my sensible, satin, two-inch pump. Shoes that had no business at all being exposed to the elements. The misty rain had quickly turned to serious raindrops, splashing the pavement. Tucking the unfinished smoke into my handbag, I headed back into the hotel.

From the street, the age-old brick facade of the Hawthorne Hotel looked austere and important. Leave it to Brinn to choose a venue with both prestige and a bit of mystique. It was definitely her style, just like her, and the thought of it made me smile. No one was more deserving of the perfect wedding than Brinn Birmingham, that was for sure. I would see to it, even if it killed me. Even if I had to squeeze myself into an over-priced, chiffon, hunter green gown that bespoke the virtues of “growth,” “balance,” and “harmony.” I didn’t get it. But Brinn did, and that was all that mattered. It was all for her. It all had to be memorable and wonderful. The dresses, the venue, and the dazzling white flowers of the day that were most positively going to wow the guests and garner the picture-perfect destination wedding of Brinn’s dreams.
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I slipped into the lobby that was bustling with patrons of the hotel, mixed in with out-of- town arrivals for the event. Distant and close cousins, aunts, uncles, in-laws, and out-laws. Wedding guests were everywhere, scrambling to check into their rooms to get changed into “midday formal” in time for the nuptials. The call was for a three o’clock ceremony in a makeshift chapel in a meeting room located down the hall from the expansive ballroom, which was situated just next to the hotel’s famed tavern and restaurant. Brinn was busy primping, still in her satin robe and slippers that said “Marry” and “Me” one on each foot, along with her bridesmaids—sorority gals from Boston University—with their hair in giant model curlers, sipping champagne and posing into their phones for their social media accounts and the clapping shutter of the photographer’s lens. For Brinn, every event was epic—each one, a TMZ-style, Instagram post-worthy happening. And today’s soirée would top them all.

I had the foresight to don my dress early, knowing full well that time was of the essence, and those lilies would not appear on each table like magic.

The florist, I noticed, was running late.

I had promised that every detail in that ballroom would be as magical and perfect as she had dreamed of since she was old enough to envision that momentous day, straight out of Cosmo’s glossy pages.

We had grown up together, just four houses away, on a quiet cul-de-sac in Chantilly, Virginia. The Birminghams lived in a large colonial revival with red brick, sparkling shuttered windows, and a sprawling lawn. Mr. Birmingham was the CEO of a finance company, and Mrs. Birmingham showed real estate. That earned them a two-car garage addition, a backyard deck, and membership at a bougie social club. Our little bungalow, with its low-pitched roof and broad eaves, was as dark and depressing as the era in which it was built, long before the neighborhood gave rise to Neo-colonial homes and McMansions.

We met when we were just eleven years old, in Sr. Claudine’s sixth grade class at St. Veronica’s Elementary School and were inseparable from that point on. Until college, when Brinn headed to Boston and I stayed back home to pursue a liberal arts degree at a community college in Fairfax. Our early childhood days consisted of playing dress-up, teaching school in her finished attic to an imaginary classroom, and riding our Schwinn bicycles around the neighborhood when we were not busy terrorizing my little brother, Dave. They were good times.

As teens, we shared several classes and clubs at St. Paul High School and spent our free time at the local mall, slurping Orange Julius smoothies and blowing our allowance money at Aéropostale.

I have known Brinn since those early days when little girls, privileged as we were, waited for our lives to take off, never assuming that they would be nothing short of amazing as we charted our paths for the millennium. I wanted this fairy tale beginning for Brinn more than I did for myself.

As I rounded the corner into the ballroom, I bumped squarely into the perky event planner.

“Kendall!” Tell me that the lilies are going to be here soon,” I implored.

“The floral guy is on the way,” she said, multitasking with her smartphone in one hand and a squawking radio intercom in the other. “Oscar, how is the seating coming along in the chapel room? Remember to leave an extra space in the front for a wheelchair.”

The wheelchair would be for Brinn’s Aunt Vivian, who had flown in from Tampa. It was my job to monitor her and to keep her out of the ballroom until the reception. Easier said than done.

It wasn’t the first time I had met Brinn’s eccentric aunt. In fact, she was one of those rare birds who was hard to forget. She had accosted me the night before at the rehearsal dinner with her litany of premonitions associated with the ancient hotel. She was clairvoyant since an early age and knew a thing or two about spirits and the occult. “I’m telling you, dear,” she had said with bourbon breath, “I have a distressing feeling about this place. It’s replete with a heavy aura that I just cannot note.”

“What are you saying, Aunt V? Do you mean, like a spirit or ghost?” I had asked, remembering from as far back as childhood that the woman was always going on about all things unholy such as tarot readings, crystals, and the like. Even in her younger days, Aunt V had a knack for knowing when a family member needed to see a physician, a storm was coming, or when an appliance was about to quit. Brinn had found it fascinating that she had an aunt who was always willing to read her palm or dispense advice before taking a trip. As strange as it was, Aunt V was rarely wrong.

“Well, Aunt V,” I had said, “I Googled this place and learned that it actually has been the source of some ghost sightings and even a séance or two—once to resurrect the spirit of Houdini—in the very ballroom we will celebrate Brinn and Callum’s wedding. It’s a sure bet, though, that if they could not summon the master escape artist, then it is unlikely that this bash will unleash the hounds, so to speak.”

She’d looked up at me with a soft, eerie gaze and then said, “No, Stella. I am not suggesting that any ghost, or Nathaniel Hawthorne himself will crash this wedding. I just can’t explain what I am feeling. It has to be this place, though. I’ve felt it since I landed.”

“You’re exhausted, no doubt,” I’d assured her. “We all are.”

Brinn and Callum’s whirlwind wedding had only been planned over four months’ time. Brinn had wanted this hotel since childhood and could only get its one remaining available date for the year. As a result, the preparations were sped up, and everyone did his or her part to pull together the wedding of her dreams. Even the groom and groomsmen had to settle for the only available days on the schedule on which to have the bachelor party, which currently had them miles away on a rafting and hiking trip in the Catskills, slated to squeeze their down-to-the-wire return to today, just in time for the ceremony.

“Have you seen her? Brinn’s Aunt V, I mean, ” I said, surveying the lobby.

Kendall reached for her clipboard without looking up. “Last I saw her, she was eyeing the place cards on the reception table upstairs.”

I startled. “Oh, no! I should watch her. Brinn doesn’t want her to fiddle with the seating chart.”

“Not a chance,” Kendall said. “I’ve got it handled. And don’t worry. For the event, Aunt V will sit with Brinn’s Uncle Jack. He’s a single as well and is deaf in one ear, so no worries!”
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I stepped from the noisy lobby into the sprawling ballroom. Once the ornate door bumped to a close behind me, there was blissful silence. The massive room was empty except for a sea of banquet tables majestically draped to the floor with starched, white linen, each with six matching fabric-covered chairs, cinched at the backs with gold, satin bows like grand debutantes. The room was dizzily spectacular, with its decorative, intricate, Renaissance-era moldings painted white against an array of neutral grey panels from floor to ceiling. Sparkling, Baroque-style candlestick chandeliers hung from the massive ceiling, and stunning Palladian windows with towering arched center sections graced every wall. The designers dressed each glorious window in gold and green tapestry on adjustable tracks that, on a sunny day, would let the late afternoon light shine in. Against the west wall, where the mezzanine loomed high above the ballroom, were four small windows covered with sheer, pleated fabric such as one would see in an Italian villa, each opening out to the ballroom from above where the guests would soon gather on the pre-reception balcony.

The sight of it all being at-the-ready made my heart race. Everything was storybook and surreal, except for the fact that the center of each table awaited its one crowning glory—the white lilies yet to arrive. This was the most important detail for Brinn—those flowers!

Several weeks earlier, we had scoured the internet to see if we could find the most exquisite and memorable table centerpieces that would fit Brinn and Callum’s ethereal love story and do justice to the woman who had planned her wedding day down to every detail in the pages of scrapbooks, journals, and dream boards that lived on Pinterest.

We landed on a florist who was local and had rave reviews. The owner himself had taken an interest in designing the centerpieces, boutonnieres, and all bouquets—including Brinn’s glorious spray that was an assortment of Calla Lilies, Anemones, and Dahlias fit for a queen.

“It’s got to be classic and enduring and elegant,” Brinn had declared over a couple of blended green drinks at the health bar near the palatial office building where we worked. I was on the fifth floor in accounting, and Brinn worked for a bigwig on the twenty-fourth floor. We reserved lunchtime in the lobby café for wedding planning on the fly—we would discuss all things wedding until it was time for us to go back to our cubicles.

It was no surprise that Brinn would be the first to get married. She just was always lucky in that way. She first met Callum right out of the gate during her freshman year in Boston at a party off campus. Callum was studying law at Harvard and had come from a finer stock than the likes of girls who were born, grew up, and went to school in Virginia. Still, the two had a romance right out of the genre novels where meant-to-be lovers are thrown right into each other’s paths and pow! Love had no other choice but to blossom. Of course, the flowers mattered to Brinn. Everything mattered down to the slightest of details because, as she always said, “I’m only going to do this one time in my life.”

“It’s really something, isn’t it?” The voice was Aunt V, who had asked a server to grant her access through the middle, ornate door. She came rolling up in her jazzy, little electric motor chair, shattering my reverie with her salty quip. “Except for the lack of flowers, of course,” she countered as she held up a vein-riddled hand, pointing at the waiting tables. “Once those beauties get here, well, it will be one for the ages! The flowers make the wedding, don’t you know?”

I smiled. I had every faith that the florist would be worth the small fortune Brinn’s parents had paid for the arrangements, whose lack of presence was only eclipsed by the fact that time was pressing on, and to my knowledge, I still had not seen the whites of the groomsmen’s eyes, or Callum’s.

“Have you seen the Doyles?” I asked. “Have they come down here yet?”

“I don’t think so, dear. My guess is that they are still in the suite with Callum’s grandparents. It’s just too dreadful outside to be taking any photos on the grounds.”

“I assume that Callum and the groomsmen arrived sometime this morning,” I said, giving the room a sweeping perusal.

Aunt V tilted her head and seemed to pause a long beat. “Most likely,” she muttered, examining the place settings on the table nearest to her, deep in thought. Then, she said, “I am going to find a quiet place to be out of everyone’s way.”

Before she turned the chair around to leave, Aunt V touched my arm meaningfully. She looked uneasy and pained. “I just want you to know what a good friend you are to Brinn. She is still going to need you,” she said, squeezing my arm.

“I know,” I acknowledged with a smile. “That is why I am the Maid of Honor.” Of course, I feared that would all change once Brinn married Callum, and I would, once again, be the spinster in the group with her boring, mindless day job, ragged ear tabby, and stacks of romance novels. In a strange way, though, her words assured me.

Aunt V winked and revealed a slow, gap-toothed smile, her gold earrings reflecting the light of the chandelier bulbs overhead, igniting her coal-black eyes. It was as if she could read my thoughts. “Brinn is always going to need you, dear,” she said, motoring across the carpet, leaving a cloud of Shalimar in her wake as she disappeared through one of the ornate doors propped open near the service kitchen leading back to the lobby.

A chill blew across the nape of my neck. There were far more vicissitudes to be found in the old hotel, such as the creepy, lower-level meeting rooms, ancient sepia portraits that lined the halls, and the murder novel-worthy, bizarre, metal-plated windows in the concrete service stairs in between the guest room floors. But at that moment, the ballroom seemed to be positively pulsing with anomalous electricity.

My phone buzzed, startling me. It was Brinn. “All systems go?” she texted. I replied with a thumbs up and a smiley face. I held my breath, realizing it was almost time. No way was I going to let on that the florist—and Brinn’s beautiful flowers—had yet to arrive.
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I passed the noisy tavern off the lobby and noticed Mr. Doyle standing at the large, mahogany bar with a cadre of well-dressed men. He had distinctive, movie-star good looks that commanded attention in any room that he was in. Rarely were he and Mrs. Doyle ever seen apart, as the two were bona fide fixtures—worthy philanthropists of every charity event, art gallery opening, or fund-raising dinner that Vera Doyle could insert their esteemed patronage into.

“Stella!” Mr. Doyle said above the bustle in the bar. “Tell me you have heard from Callum … Dieter … Zane … Marc … anyone. We’re missing a groom here! I’ve got his tux pressed and his shoes shined. All he needs to do is swoop in and—”

A chatty relative pulled him away before I could say anything. He winked and pointed to his phone.

I headed down the hall to find Kendall Moss, rushing as I tapped across the screen of my phone, double-thumb texting, “Callum! Where are you guys?”
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Kendall was at the front of the makeshift chapel when I walked in. She had since changed from her corporate, beige suit and flats into a pretty, yellow, chiffon dress with a plunging neckline and peep-toe, ivory pumps. Her platinum-blonde hair that framed her heart-shaped face was swept to one side, clipped with a barrette that looked like a daisy with its bright, yellow center encircled by white petals. She knew a thing or two about playing the part.

People were milling around in the back of the room. “I just hung up with the florist,” Kendall said. “He’s pulling up to the ballroom loading dock right now.”

“Hallelujah!” I hollered, loud enough for the minister to toss me a stern look. Kendall motioned for me to sit. “Take a load off, Stella. Just for a minute. Breathe!” She smiled. “I am usually assuring the bride at around this point. By the way, why are you not up there with Brinn?”

“Not until those flowers are where they need to be,” I said. “I want to snap a few photos of the centerpieces as soon as they are in place. Brinn is asking to see them. How soon until we let the rest of the guests in here?”

“Around fifteen minutes before the ceremony. No worries, though. Things never start on time. That’s part of the build-up. We usually have to stall for the bride and her father to have their moment on the other side of the door,” Kendall explained as calmly as she could.

“Oh, Mr. Birmingham is going to savor every second of being the only man in her life a few minutes more,” I jested. “That’s for sure.”

Kendall looked up from her checklist. She flashed sincere, amber eyes. “I only met Callum and Brinn the one time they were here for the planning session. They seem like a delightful couple. Very much in love. That’s why I love doing weddings. No matter what, each one is a new promise. A shot that maybe these two people have what it takes to make it last.”

“These two do,” I mused, nodding. “Brinn is fiercely in love. Callum is from a great family, has a huge and generous heart, a great career ahead of him—the whole nine yards. We used to double-date—Brinn and Callum and my ex-boyfriend, Gary and me. There was just something so special about how Callum was with Brinn. Let’s just say that she can be a bit of a drama queen—always in need of some hand-holding. No one could calm her like Callum. Whenever he’s in the room, her focus fixates on only him and keeps a huge smile on her face. He often says that it’s his job to ensure she’s happy and laughing. I think it’s in their vows! Speaking of which, have you seen Callum and the groomsmen yet?”

“I am guessing they are scrambling to get changed. They might have come in from the service stairs. I can send someone up to their floor to check,” she said, swiping at her phone.

“That would be great,” I said, letting out a breath.

“Sure thing. We’re just about finished setting up in here.”

Then, she spoke into the hotel radio. “The guys in the Doyle/Birmingham party will need their boutonnieres brought up, but we’re still waiting for the floral delivery to arrive.”

I stood up, smoothing the creases on my dress.

Just then, Kendall’s smartphone chimed, and our eyes widened. “Okay, that’s the florist—he’s off-loading the centerpieces now,” she said. “You can go to the ballroom and take care of that, and I’ll go up front to see about finding our groom!”

I was feeling nagging pain in the balls of my feet. I took off the offending shoes and padded my way to the ballroom. It would be a long night ahead if I didn’t get some relief from the three-inch, satin vice grips.

From across the room, I could see that a team of workers wearing matching blue polo shirts were carrying in the floral arrangements in tall, foam cartons and placing one on every open table. The arrangements were spectacular, measuring thirty-four inches high, each featuring a towering, rectangular, crystal vase with clear gems, displaying the full length of the Calla Lily stems, with high-style, winter-white blooms interspersed with accents of green honey bracelet ferns that bent in cascading elegance. They were magnificent.

I stood, sinking into the plush carpet, letting out a sigh of relief.

“I take it you are the Maid of Honor?” a voice said from behind me. I spun around. A tall, bald, middle-aged man with a wide grin and a goatee greeted me. His steel-blue eyes felt like they could see through me to the other side of the room. He was holding a delivery invoice.

“I’m Stella. Glad you’re here,” I said a bit gaily as if I had not just spent the better part of the morning agonizing as to the whereabouts of this delivery that had to be perfect, or I would have hoisted myself up to the mezzanine and hurled myself onto the fake palazzo below.

He cracked his gum. “I’m Jagger Dante, the florist.” He extended his hand.

“Wait,” I said, backing away. “I want to look at them first. Don’t go anywhere.”

I turned and realized that I was still in my stocking feet. I pulled out a banquet chair and fumbled with getting my already-swollen feet into the punishing pumps. Then, I stood up and turned to survey the room. The magical-looking blooms of white lilies had already begun to transform the atmosphere into something beyond exquisite.

“Take your time, miss,” he said, nodding to a worker with a box of boutonnieres. I noticed he had a distinct, working class, Australian lilt to his dialect, but it did little to disarm his disquieting demeanor. His fingernails were a bit too clean for a florist, and his shiny, pointed work boots were a tell that he hardly ever got in the trenches. He seemed more like he was in the business of selling snake oil or used cars rather than artful floral creations.

“Wait until the lights go down and the spotlights in the ceiling shine down on these beauties,” he said. “It’ll take your breath away.” His voice echoed in the otherwise-empty room. The workers did not speak. They just continued to produce the twenty-one centerpieces, placing each one onto the shiny, beveled mirrors atop the white, linen-clad tables. One woman locked eyes with me as she wiped her hands off on a black apron tied around her waist. Her company-issued shirt had an imprint on the upper left chest pocket that read, Nautilus Florist. It featured a pink and gold, embroidered conch shell logo stitched in a counterclockwise spiral. The team of eight, all in their matching shirts, dutifully set the remaining pieces in place and then proceeded to return the delivery cartons back to the truck.

The intoxicating scent of freshly cut flowers that wafted and hung over the parlor like a canopy transfixed the ballroom into nothing less than enchantment.

Just then, Mr. Doyle entered. He smiled with pride.

Jagger Dante sauntered toward him, grinning. “Sir, are you the father of the bride or groom?”

“The lucky groom,” Mr. Doyle said, extending his hand. “I see you brought the magic.”

“Ah, yes, sir,” Jagger Dante said, reaching for Mr. Doyle’s palm. The two pressed into a firm handshake. Mr. Doyle’s refinement eclipsed the rugged florist in the denim shirt with his cultured good looks and pricey, custom-made tux, but it did not faze Dante in the least.

I noticed that, upon shaking hands, Jagger’s turned-up sleeves revealed a prominent spiral tattoo, inked on the inside of his right forearm. It matched the logos on the crew’s shirts. When he spotted me looking, his lips pressed together, twisting into a dubious smile.

I dismissed the awkward moment but noted later that it had created an unnerving energy in the air.

“The wedding party’s flowers are on their way up to the bride’s suite. I’ll leave the invoice at the front desk,” he said to Mr. Doyle. “No need to summon up Kendall Moss.”

Time was ticking. I needed to snap a few photos of the centerpieces before the start of the ceremony and text them to Brinn. “Everything is perfect,” I said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, miss,” he said, giving a little bow before turning away and disappearing through the service doors leading to the loading dock. They slowly closed with a hiss and a bump in the vast silence.

Not a split second passed, and we heard a chilling scream up in the mezzanine. Mr. Doyle and I exchanged a look and then burst through the ballroom doors and ran in tandem up the carpeted staircase to the second-floor balcony. People were in a frenzy. Shocked expressions on each of their faces as they stared at Mrs. Doyle who was wailing with a deep, guttural groan that only a horrific grief could summon.

“My boy! My baby!” she yowled—inconsolable and wracked in a stranglehold of despair.

I stopped cold. Mr. Doyle went to her. She sank into his arms, pulling them both onto the floor, his eyes pleading and confused. “Vera! What in the world—”

Two men fell to their knees, flanking them on either side. One whispered into Mr. Doyle’s ear the tragic news.

“Edmund—Callum is dead!”

Mr. Birmingham, who was off to the left side, collapsed into a clawfoot chair, and, wagging his head, placed his hands over his ears.

Several women screamed and shouts of “Oh, no!” and “What?” and “This cannot be happening!” filled the upper atrium with a sick, dizzying noise.

I grabbed the arm of a woman who was looking on, moving her lips in prayer. “What is happening?” I asked.

“He’s dead! He’s gone! Callum and several others. They were hiking early this morning . . . there was an accident. I—I don’t know. Someone at the hospital called. They all fell from a rockface or something—I don’t know.” Then, she looked at me with wide, wet eyes and placed her hands on my dress and breathed—“Oh, no! Brinn!”

I ran toward the elevators.

No time.

Instead, I opted for the service stairs and started running up. I lost one shoe in the process and then let the second one fall, clanking as it bounced off the third landing. I pushed open the fire door and ran to Brinn’s suite with tears stinging my eyes, but somehow, the adrenaline kept me steady. “Don’t lose it . . . don’t lose it,” I repeated to myself. “We don’t know all the details. Oh, Jesus!”

Just as I approached the bank of elevators, the stylist was whisking the bridesmaids into an open car. They were chatting and oblivious to the news. The doors closed, and they descended into the lobby. The second elevator door dinged and popped open. Brinn’s parents alighted.

Mrs. Birmingham broke into a fit of sobs when she saw me. Mr. Birmingham had to speak for her. “Stella. She wants us both to be the ones to tell her.”

I nodded. Was I too late to be the one to do it? Was it even my place? I wondered. There was nothing I could do at the moment other than to step away. Nothing.

The rest of the bridesmaids would know by now as they reached the lobby, and chaos would bring its wrath to each guest . . . every wedding party member . . . but the bride should not be the last to know! I thought of how ironic it was that she’d be gifted one precious moment more of bliss, expecting her beloved. It was torture to tell her. Torture to wait.

“Go! My God, go…” I said. “Tell her.”

The Birminghams approached the door, shaking and holding on to each other. Mr. Birmingham knocked on the door softly. “Brinn, dear. It’s us.”

They lowered their heads, knowing that they were about to break their daughter’s heart and change her life forever.

I could hear from the musty hall first the happy greeting and then silence through the closed door. I stiffened and held my breath, not letting in the air of centuries past. The lilies . . . the sweet, happy, beautiful lilies would now be blossoms of doom, to drape the eternal bed of Brinn’s beloved. I could not have breathed if I wanted to.

I sank to the carpet as Brinn’s blood curdling cries permeated the old hotel walls that had withstood fire, fortune, fame, ghosts, and demons.

All I could do was wait for her on the other side.
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THE ASTRAL LAYERS
BY A.B. COHEN


The stabbing pain of the needle started at her shoulder and spread around her back. Still, Cristina tried to keep her cool, breathing slowly and keeping a straight face.

“Do I see a clenching jaw?” asked the thick man who sat on the stool to her right. He had a long, blond beard, tanned cheeks, and held a beer mug which was half empty.

A short, Indian woman, who sat on the opposite side, got close to get a better look. “Confirmed, she is clenching! It really isn’t that painful. Imagine if it was on her rib cage or her feet. She would probably be crying by now.” She took a sip of her martini as roaring laughter bounced around the room. 

Cristina had to stop herself from slapping her, and instead, she tried to relax her jaw, hoping the pain would subside soon. 

“We are almost done, so just hang in there,” assured Cora, the author of her tattoo and the one who found her just two nights ago at that gentlemen’s club close to the border.

“I’m okay…” Cristina whispered, her eyes on the tattoo designs hanging on the brick wall of the parlor. 

Cora moved one of her black dreads back, leaned closer, and said, “Hey, just ignore them. They are giving you a hard time because you are new. Here, check mine out.” She extended her arm forward and rolled up her sleeve, displaying a jet-black pair of eyes with swirls spiraling in opposite directions instead of pupils.  

“Oh… looks cool,” said Cristina, unsure of how to react to the realistic tattoo.

“In my time, back in Sparta, tattoos were used as a means of denoting an outcast. My master planted a crime I didn’t commit and then proceeded to push me away from my people. Essentially, he tricked me into joining the Immortal Witches.” Cora laughed it off as if it was an old joke. “But hey, immortality can be pretty awesome, so I ain’t complaining much.” She repositioned herself and continued.

The pain began again, so Cristina tried to keep the conversation going to distract herself. “So, what happened to your master?”

For a second, the stinging sensation ceased, but the buzzing of the needle carried on. “I dealt with him on my terms,” she answered a bit more sharply, and continued working on Cristina’s tattoo.

“If she is already having such difficulty with a mere needle, how is she going to survive the Astral Plane?” asked a deep voice. It had a soft, Irish accent, though it came from behind Cristina, so she couldn’t pinpoint who it was.

“Are you doubting my recruiting skills?” asked Cora lightheartedly.

A tall, bald man with dark olive skin leaned on the brick wall, toward Cristina’s left. He crossed his muscular arms and said, “Maybe you are forgetting how scared you were when you came with me, Frank.”

Another booming set of laughter filled the room, and this time, Cristina could pick up the scent of alcohol in the air. 

“I wasn’t scared…”

Cora leaned back, and the pain stopped, though the prickling sensation still lingered. “Sure, you weren’t, honey. I’m done here.”

The sound of shuffling feet filled the space behind her, and she knew people were rushing in to see the result. She found it a bit irritating, given that everyone would view her tattoo before she did. Still, relief spread when she heard wolf-whistling and voices of approval, so she sat back up and turned her head, trying to catch a glimpse.

“This will make it easier,” said Cora with a small smile, passing her a hand mirror while she held another one.

In the reflection, Cristina could see a small, black crab with its body composed of two swirls going in opposite directions, just like the one Cora had shown her.

“What do you think?” she asked, her dark eyes shining in the mirror, X-raying her every reaction. 

The surrounding crew went quiet, and after a few seconds of meditating on it, Cristina nodded, “I think it’s pretty badass.”

Blasting cheers came from everyone as they all raised their respective drinks in a unified war cry and drank. All except for the bald, muscular man, who seemed sober; and Cora, who gave her an approving nod and stood up.

“Very well, then. We now transition into the Astral Realm. Eleonor, Arban, please get the ritual ready.”

A beautiful woman with white and purple hair and a thin Asian man with a beanie and clear skin nodded as they went through the back door of the tattoo parlor. Cora’s head turned toward the entrance, and the rest took turns checking Cristina’s new tattoo up close.

“Crystal, let me make you a welcome drink. What’s your liquor of choice?” asked the thick man. His beer mug was almost empty now.

“It’s Cristina, and…”

The sound of the door opening made them all turn. A tall, pale woman with short, blonde hair, wearing a black woman’s suit, walked in. An attractive girl followed her. She was probably in her late teens, not much older than Cristina was, with smooth, brown, long hair and striking, honeycomb-colored eyes.

“Hey, can’t you see we are closed?” the short Indian woman protested, joined by others as well, but Cora raised a hand and muted them all at once.

“Apologies for showing up unannounced, High Priestess Cora,” said the tall woman with a calm, yet confident tone, a hand on her chest, bowing slightly. “But it is an urgent matter.” 

Cora eyed her up and down. “Helen Nielsen. You are interrupting our ritual. We want nothing with you.”

The group’s jovial faces hardened, and their shoulders broadened as the collective witches leered. They all flanked Cora, staring down the two intruders. Cristina stood up as well and watched the girl take an uneasy step back, but the older woman kept her cool.

“Please, Cora, I wouldn’t show up like this if it wasn’t important.”

“You showed up unannounced because you know I would have rejected your request,” spat Cora with a fierce voice, and Cristina was glad to be on this side of the room.

“Well, well, well, will I be damned,” said Frank, taking a step forward and placing his hands on his tattered trench coat pockets. “It’s good to see you again.”

The girl tilted her head. “Have I met you before?”

“Not formally. We’ve crossed paths before, but it was too late.”

A small frown appeared on the pale face of the tall woman. Cristina looked back at Cora, who now had her eyes on the girl as well.

“What’s your name, young lady?” Cora asked, and Cristina noticed how her tone was slightly less threatening.

“Leah Ackerman,” said the girl without hesitation. 

Cora looked back at Frank. With a raised eyebrow, she gave a short nod, as if they'd come to some unspoken agreement. “Very well. We will move into the back office for a private meeting. Omari.”

“Yes?” asked the tall, bald man who seemed to be the soberest of the bunch. 

“Please proceed with the ritual. There is more here than meets the eye.” 

Omari rolled up his sleeve, displaying a thick, single-line tattoo that coiled around his muscular arm. Cora placed her hand over it, and after a few seconds, Omari nodded, turned to the group, and everyone headed to the back door. 

Cristina felt her heart beating fast. She felt comfortable with Cora, whereas this dude seemed a bit uptight. Why the change of heart so suddenly?

“Oi! You are coming with us!” called Frank from the door. 

She looked at Leah and Helen, and then at Cora, who kept her eyes on Leah. Though obviously reluctant, she walked to the back and followed the Irish witch. They went through a tight, cool hallway with dark gray walls and black doors on either side. A few downlights were barely enough to illuminate the space, and an odd, earthy smell that reminded Cristina of a cave became more prominent with every step they took. She reached the bottom of a spiral staircase, and the sound of the door behind her caught her attention. Helen and Leah followed Cora through one of the black doors of the hallway. 

“Actually, could I use your restroom first?” Cristina asked without thinking.

Frank turned and shrugged. “Sure, second door on the right. Just come up once done.”

“Thanks.”

She walked back carefully, to avoid being heard. A cold shiver passed through her, pulling her attention through the hallway and toward the door, where Cora and the two odd visitors were meeting. It was the same feeling she'd had her whole life—one of strange intuition. Cora had been able to explain it as part of being a born-witch with an instinct for perception of the environment. One of the many questions Cora, unlike anyone else in her life, had answered. 

Cristina passed the restroom and began to hear muffled voices. Tiptoeing closer to the door, she held her breath.

“...Legion is the strongest demon humanity has ever faced. We are trying to defeat him. Listen, Cora, I know the Infinity Board and the Immortal Witches haven’t had the best relationship, but it’s imperative that we join forces against this threat.” 

Cristina recognized the voice of the tall woman, whose tone was still calm, yet there was a sense of urgency that made her noticeably anxious.

“You know, you Mystics have come crying to this coven ever since you were founded. You approached me for assistance last time with your little demon problem, and I didn't help you then, so why would I help now? Your Great Eagle would be ashamed of how little you seem to be able to take care of by yourselves. Why would we care about earthly affairs? Our duty is to the Astral Plane and the Astral Plane alone,” answered Cora menacingly.

“Demons have to cross through the Astral Plane to get to our dimension.”

“Aye, and we have killed the ones we’ve caught trying. Our main objective is maintaining balance in every dimension of the Astral Plane, while yours is ensuring demons and other things that slip through don't wreak havoc here. Our watchful eye can't be everywhere all the time, but you and your numbers can. So, you do your job, and we'll do ours.” After pausing for a moment, she continued, “the Immortal Witch coven has lasted as much as humanity itself mainly because we know our duty, we focus on our tasks, and we let the others be.”

Another pause, this time broken by Leah’s voice. “Why did you allow this meeting if you aren’t willing to help us?”

Cristina jumped as she felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned quickly to find Omari’s impassive expression. “I… couldn’t find the restroom.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not stupid. Let’s go.”

Cristina felt her face become flushed, and, while she did feel a bit embarrassed, she was overcome with curiosity. Did demons exist? What are Mystics? Who was this Legion, and why was he such an enormous threat? Cora didn’t sound impressed, but Cristina couldn’t shake off the nagging feeling. She'd only been here a day, and her world already felt upside down.

Cristina followed Omari up the spiral staircase, which led them to a single door on the second level. As it shut behind her, a strong smell of incense reached Cristina’s nostrils, making her slightly dizzy. The space had no windows, and the only source of light came from the multiple candles around the room, which made it feel warm. They threw enough light to show a large, white circle with an odd symbol. In contrast to before, the witches had their heads bowed as they spoke in soft whispers. They leaned in close to one another, so their voices would not carry, standing at the edge of the circle. 

Omari reached her from her left, avoiding stepping in the circle. “Everything is set. Are you ready?” 

Cristina’s heart skipped a beat. “Yeah.”

“I want you to listen to me carefully. I will only say this once—your tattoo works as a channel. It allows us Immortal Witches to have a connection to the Astral Plane and bring some of the energy into our realm. As a novice, you would still have trouble using it in our normal dimension. But, once we enter the Astral Plane, the energy will flow through it freely. The only concern you should have is focusing on your tattoo and what it means to you, picturing it in your head. You should feel the energy flowing easily, and it will allow you to activate its full power. We are going to be fairly exposed against Astral Parasites and, potentially, other creatures, so you need to get it right the first time. Is that clear?”

Cristina avoided Omari’s firm gaze to hide her confusion. “Envision my crab tattoo in my head, and let the energy flow through it. Done.” 

Omari didn’t move. She dared to look up and found his eyes still upon her. Wanting to dissuade him, she offered a half-smile, thanking the lack of light that helped her hide her tomato-red face. 

A few seconds later, the tall witch turned and walked to the center of the circle. Cristina followed him as her heart pounded in her chest.

“We are about to start. Now, sit,” said Omari.

Cristina quickly obeyed, facing her guide. Omari was eyeing the beautiful woman with white and purple hair, who stood at the border of the circle and nodded. Whispers around Cristina began, and Omari extended his large hands and gestured for Cristina to grab them. She did, feeling the rough calluses on his palms and wondering just how many years Omari had been alive. 

The whispers encircled her, becoming more prominent, and as she eyed the room, Cristina could see the witches surrounding the circle—all of them holding hands and reciting some sort of hushed prayer, smoothly swaying from one side to the other.

“Close your eyes.” Omari’s voice was calm.

She turned toward him, nodded, and closed them. He began to whisper a prayer similar to the one the others were saying, except she could recognize the words this time.

“We step outside the bonds with time to protect the place between. We break free from mortal lives beyond to ensure this world's safety. Eternal Watchers of the veils beyond, be safe in your passage to the Well."

Everything churned and changed in an instant, twisting Cristina's stomach into an unending knot that brought bile to her mouth. Pressure condensed tightly around her chest—a pain that built up exponentially. Her hands tensed around Omari’s as the force boiled up to her head, and her mind stretched and folded infinitesimally beyond her body. But as quickly as it began, it stopped, and Cristina’s mind snapped together, back on the same floor she had been when they began.

Rather than darkness, the space was now illuminated by an eerie, orange light. Tufts of yellowed grass and moss came from a hole in the ceiling that hadn't been there moments before. However, it looked like it had been there for decades now. Scanning the rest of the immediate area, she noticed it was empty except for herself and Omari. The space was quite uncanny, and she felt a strange desire to examine things more closely, but as she relaxed her hands and tried to pull them back, Omari’s firm grip kept her in place.

“Where do you think you are going? This is only the first layer. We are going deeper. Just close your eyes, and relax,” he said, his eyes still closed. 

Cristina sighed with disappointment, knowing she had no choice, and complied. It felt like a train hit her at full force and sent her body flying into oblivion. Everything went black, yet she felt her body moving at an unimaginable speed. A prism of colors appeared, and for a moment, she felt how she was the embodiment of each of those colors. Curiously enough, each seemed to cleanse her, taking away her human emotions. Red took her anger, green took her sorrow, blue took her sadness, and so on. Once she passed violet, she continued falling into darkness, this time, as an emotionless object, until she landed in a white veil that wrapped around her and relinquished her emotions back, all at once.

Cristina opened her eyes, gasping for air and blowing sand off. It was as if she was feeling the boundaries of her own body again. She had a warm memory of playing on the beach as a child while her heart threatened to break her chest, and she tried to control her ragged breathing. She slowly incorporated herself, shaking some of the sand from her face, and realized a black desert surrounded her with an extremely dark sky, yet with enough cool light to view her surroundings.

“Stand up and use your tattoo quickly!” commanded Omari.

She turned and saw the witch standing a couple of feet in front of her, looking around. His left arm was extended, his tattoo uncoiling and slithering out of his hand like a living snake. Standing on wobbly legs, she lost her balance.

“They are closing in! Hurry!”

Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought to stabilize her breathing. She could visualize the small, black crab with the two spirals. It was static at first, but slowly, it began to move. First, in two planes like a cartoon, but soon, it turned its eyes toward Cristina. She felt an odd sense of familiarity, as if the little guy had been a part of her whole life. It slowly walked into the third plane, taking form.

“They are here…” she heard in the distance, but it didn’t matter, none of it. She had found a friend, or more like a sibling? No… she had found herself…

The crab extended one of its large pincers, and she did the same with her hand. The two brushed, and a blinding light appeared that soon engulfed them both. 

She opened her eyes and saw her body shining, feeling the crab flowing through her, protecting her. A few seconds later, the light dimmed down, displaying a thick, black and white exoskeleton in the shape of an armor. She shifted around, trying to understand what had just happened and noticing how the armor looked massive but was actually extremely light. Even her hands had morphed into two sharp pincers. Had she turned into a crab? No, she still had a human-shaped body, with legs and...

Something heavy hit her on the side, pushing her to the coarse ground. A creature was on top of her and using its limbs to pin her down. Cristina’s survival instincts kicked in, and she used her right arm to push it away. She looked over and saw crooked, sharp teeth and large, dark eyes with small, red pupils fixed on her eyes. Its jaw opened and closed repeatedly, making a loud, smacking sound. She strained, trying to move it, but the monster was strong. Its putrefied breath made her dizzy. Was this it? The end for her?

The otherworldly beast used its sharp limb to move her arm out of the way and went for her face. Terrified and overwhelmed, Cristina shut her eyes and braced herself for the pain. She felt a force pushing her head back, though when she opened her eyes, she saw the creature’s sharp, decayed teeth were now broken, and a gooey, black substance poured out like blood. It was as if she was wearing a full helmet with a thick, clear visor.

“Stand up, and fight!”

Omari’s voice was enough to make her react, and with a swift move, she shoved her left pincer on the creature’s neck, pressing as hard as she could. It felt like pushing a hot knife through a cube of butter. The creature immediately went limp as the head dropped off, bouncing on her visor, before rolling to the ground behind her. More black liquid spilled off the body, with some dark smoke emanating from it as well. She moved it to the side and quickly stood up, looking around for more of these monsters, but could only see dismembered, black bodies. While she struggled, Omari seemed to have taken care of a dozen of them.

“Good, you activated it in time. You can drop the shell. You don't need it anymore. For now, at least.”

Cristina looked down at her pincers and the rest of her armor, still trying to assimilate what just happened. She studied Omari, whose bizarre snake retracted back to his arm.

“Did you leave that one for me?”

He rolled up his sleeve while he looked at Cristina. “You really expect me to do all the work for you? The sooner you test your power, the better. It suits you well.” He looked out into the distance. “Come, we need to get moving before we attract more of these worms,” he said, kicking one of the decapitated heads and sending it rolling out.

She stood, trying to envision the crab, but this time, it went quickly from a white crab into her normal, tattoo-shaped crab. She opened her eyes and felt naked as she looked down and saw how the armor had disappeared. Cristina looked back at Omari and frowned as the witch picked up a handful of sand and let it slide through his fingers slowly, with a transfixed expression.

“What are you doing?”

Her voice seemed to wake him from his reverie. “Remembering home.” He dropped the rest of the sand and shook his hands. “Come on, let’s not linger.” He was now about ten feet ahead. 

“Where is home for you?” asked Cristina, rushing to reach him. 

Omari clenched his jaw, though his eyes were still focused forward. 

“Egypt,” he said in a slightly dry tone. 

Feeling like she might have overstepped with the question, she attempted to change the subject, “Were those Astral Worms?” 

Omari let out a low grunt. “No, those were Anthrogui. Lost souls who ended up stuck in this layer of the Astral Plane. They’re nothing compared to the Astral Worms.”

As he raised his left hand where the tattoo was located, a dim light emanated from it. His hand drifted down, as if piercing an invisible wall, and just a couple of feet ahead of them, a linear crack appeared in the middle of the air. It opened, and Cristina raised her hand, shielding herself from the blinding light that spilled from it. 

They stepped in, and a warm wave wrapped around Cristina, who had to blink multiple times to adapt herself to the bright sunlight. The heat was considerable, and the humidity was so stifling, she could see fish swimming around the strange-looking trees. These were all ranging from green, to red, to yellow, with odd shapes, though they were far enough to let sunlight in. 

“Why are we going through these layers? Why can’t we just access the main one directly?” she said, once again trying to catch up to her guide, who seemed familiar with the terrain.

“It just so happens that the core of the Astral Plane is not at its entrance. Besides, we are being followed.”

She peered over her shoulder but could only see the eerie jungle around her. “We are?”

“Yes, the different layers serve as a way to deter and or kill threatening entities that might be after the Well.” 

Oh, yes, the Well she was supposed to drink from in order to gain immortality. Cora had explained that much before she started working on her tattoo. 

He stepped on a large, grayish mushroom, which let out a smokey cloud of spores. “Cover your nose,” Omari advised, though he didn’t cover his. Was he immune to whatever that was? Or was this also part of his immortality? Cristina did as she was told, and soon, she noticed more and more of those mushrooms around the tree roots and trunks. 

“Yeah, about the Well. What exactly is it?”

“I won’t go into detail now. All you need to know is that the Well supplies our world with all of its energies. Hence, we have odd creatures or entities that are after it.”

“Like demons?”

Omari avoided another mushroom and gestured at Cristina to do the same. “Yes, among others.”

He paused at an apparent random spot, raised his arm once more, and performed the same movement, breaking another crack in space and opening a gate that seemed to be pitch black inside.

“You can stop covering your nose. Stay close.” 

They went through the crack, and Cristina felt how her legs submerged to the knee in warm water. The fissure behind them sealed itself shut, and she paused to let her eyes adjust to the lack of light. There was a faint, red hue illuminating the still water that extended far beyond where her sight could see. 

Moments later, a splash could be heard, and then a black, flaming snake appeared, ready to strike. She took a step back and was about to activate her armor again when Omari’s hand wrapped around her arm. “Relax, that’s mine.” 

Cristina followed the snake and realized it was a long-flamed whip emanating from Omari’s hand. It did, however, act as if it had a mind of its own, like a water snake slithering forward, lighting their path.

The air felt heavy and stagnated, with a faint hint of something rotten. They carried on in silence, with no apparent direction. Cristina looked back, her eyes wide open, trying to detect any sort of movement. A consistent, sharp cracking sound over them caught her attention. 

“Keep your eyes on the water, and stay close to me,” said Omari, who still looked ahead. 

She did as instructed and marched onward, her sight on the still water in front of them. Suddenly, she was struck with the realization that their steps didn’t produce any waves on the reddish waters surrounding them. It was thanks to that stillness that she observed three small, dimmed balls that appeared and disappeared in the water. More snapping sounds alongside strange, cracking noises resumed overhead. The whip took a slight turn, its flame illuminating closer to the water. She could now see it more clearly—a conglomeration of red orbs with thin, long spider legs coming off them. Wanting to scream, she bit her lip.

A cry far in the distance behind them made her skin crawl. Fear enveloped her as she moved closer to Omari and clasped his arm with a trembling hand.

Glancing back, she could only see darkness. “What was that?” 

“That was our tail. Sounds like they finally got caught. They are always hungry, so we work together.” Cristina looked at Omari and saw a satisfied half-smile. She couldn’t help but think that the witch had an odd inclination for cruelty. Releasing his arm, she brushed the sweat off her face.

“What do you mean by ‘they’?”

“We call them Phovias. They are part of the Astral Parasites. Monsters who created this layer of the Astral Plane and use it as a web to capture entities. Those before us and the Phovias made a pact thousands of years ago. We can go through their web, and they get to consume whatever is following us. Nasty creatures, but quite handy.”

Cristina turned once again and shivered just by thinking of the spider fangs stabbing her in the dark. “If the Immortal Witches made a pact with them, why do I feel like they’ve been stalking us?”

Letting out a small laugh, he replied, “Because you aren’t an Immortal Witch yet. Hence, me telling you to stay close. But it’s fine, we are here.”

The snapping and shuffling over them became more repetitive as Omari made his usual motions and created another opening.

“Oh, they are not happy…. Sounds like the meal we brought wasn’t enough. Too bad for them.” He shrugged and let her step in first. 

A feeling of relief washed over her as they crossed over into another layer, this one comprised of a forest with a pleasant breeze that carried the familiar smell of dry leaves. Omari’s lash disappeared, and instead, a moon three times as large as earth’s cast enough light to see most of their surroundings with a silver glow.

“How long until we get there? It feels like we’ve been walking forever.”

“Tough to say…. Could be minutes... hours... days.”

Stopping in her tracks, she followed up with, "Days? How could we be walking for days?”

Turning and taking a deep breath, he replied, “Time works differently here. Each layer moves on its own clock.”

Cristina scratched her head, bewildered. “But you've been here before, so you know how long this usually takes.”

He nodded. “About twenty-nine hours normal time, to the Well and back.”

Stepping back, she yelled, “Twenty-nine hours? What about our bodies?”

He pursed his lips. “What about them? You don't think you can manage a day of fasting? Let’s just hurry before it ends up taking a week, shall we?” 

They continued on through the forest, and though Cristina didn’t trust her environment anymore, this one seemed calmer. The cool wind was soothing against her skin as she crushed the dry leaves with every step she took.  

Far ahead, between the trees and branches, she noticed the silhouette of a human. “Who’s that?” she whispered.

“That’s where we are going.”

As they neared their mysterious destination, Cristina realized it was the statue of a skinny, old man with a long beard and a pointy hat. He held an open book in his left hand, with his right hand extended forward. But what puzzled her the most was his expression of utter fear—one a man could only make when faced with imminent death.

“Who’s this?” asked Cristina, inspecting it up close.

“That’s Cora’s former master.”

“What happened?”

“The story is hers to tell, but don’t expect an answer. Try her while she is drunk—that might loosen her tongue a bit. Or it may anger her, but hey, you have your armor, so you can protect yourself.” 

What really surprised Cristina was how Omari’s tone lacked any sort of humor with this remark. “I’ll keep it in mind, thanks…”

Her guide turned, facing the same way the statue did. “Those before us created this layer as a last line of defense. We have complete control of the environment here—we can morph it as we see fit…”

Again, he raised his arm and twisted it. Startling, shattering sounds bounced around the forest, and Cristina felt the ground trembling beneath her feet. The environment in front of them morphed, and giant, black stones appeared, floating one after the other, and forming stairs that reached to the giant moon up top. 

“I love that trick,” he said with a small smile on his face.

“This is wicked…” whispered Cristina in awe. 

He cracked his neck and carried on, stepping on the first stone. “Come, we have a long way up.”

Strangely enough, he ascended on the solid stones like someone would do in a normal stairway. Holding her breath, Cristina approached the first step, her heart thumping hard in her chest, her mouth suddenly dry as sand. Snapping fingers made her look up to find Omari on the twelfth step, looking back at her.

“Sorry…” Exhaling slowly, she made her way up the stone steps, which seemed to slightly tremble under her weight.

With each wobbly step, the cool breeze around her intensified. She kept on going, excitement building in her chest—immortality, something humans have craved for so long, would soon be hers. It was interesting, considering she…

Her thoughts were interrupted as her foot slipped off, and she fell, ramming her chest into the step and wrapping her hands around the bottom of the floating stairwell. Her eyes finally noted how far up she'd gone—treetops appeared like tiny miniatures on a model. She held onto dear life until something smooth slithered around her leg and pulled her back to the step.

“Just concentrate, and don’t look down,” said Omari, his whip coiling back into his tattoo.

“Thanks…” Cristina said under her breath, feeling hot in her cheeks, and mustering the courage to continue.

Her entire focus was on the steps now, one after the other, thinking only of the stones and not on the long fall that would surely be deadly, nor the steps remaining to be climbed.

“We are here.” 

Looking up, she saw that Omari was standing upside down on the moon’s surface. She reached the last stone and hesitated for a moment before stepping onto the moon. The transition was smoother than expected, with her not feeling the change at all, though the idea of dangling off the surface like that, with the forest as her sky, made her stomach twist. She followed Omari through the craters of the moon, feeling the soft moon dust underneath her feet.

At the bottom of an enormous crater, she noticed a small cave entrance. They slid down the dusty surface and reached it in no time. 

“Step back.” He put his arm forward and whispered words in a strange language Cristina had never heard before. It was a beautiful melody that seemed timeless and momentarily sent her to a pleasant day by the beach with her foster siblings. She couldn’t help but smile. 

Omari’s tattoo began to glow, and shortly after, a second light appeared at the cave, which turned into two spirals going in opposite directions that seamlessly combined into a glowing, circular door.

Eyeing Cristina, he asked, “Are you ready?” 

She nodded. “Yes.”

The witch placed his hands on the door and swung it open. At first glance, she thought they were crossing into another layer, but as she stepped inside, she felt a hot waterfall running down her head and cleansing away every bad thought, ache, and pain. 

Cristina blinked twice, and her eyes landed on the toned muscles of her guide’s bare butt cheeks. Feeling hot on her face, she looked down and saw that she was fully naked as well. But it didn’t feel odd—it felt natural. Off her shoulder, she felt a bright, warm presence, and when she turned, she saw a mid-size, translucent crab, which emanated a soft, bluish light. Her mouth curved into a grin as she hovered her hand over the little guy. She knew it then—she was home.

There was a set of polished, marble steps up into a small platform, which had a spotlight shone into it that came from the dark and infinite boundaries that surrounded them. Omari was already going up the steps, so she rushed to reach him and wondered why she couldn’t see Omari’s tattoo manifested like her crab. 

They reached the top, and they found a circular well in the middle of the platform. The crystalline, soft water was motionless except for two spiral vortexes that turned in opposite directions. It was as if there were two drains next to each other, and the water flowed, forming two spirals, though one was almost twice the size of the other.

It was a beautiful sight, but Omari’s face was pale, pure horror reflected in his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” asked Cristina. Her voice didn’t come from her mouth, but from the center of her body.

He raced to the edge of the walls, and his hands shakily hovered over the smaller vortex. "No, that can't be. There must be balance." He watched her, eyes wide. "We need to go. Now!” He stood and rushed down the steps.

The sudden reaction immobilized Cristina. “Wait! I’m supposed to drink from the Well, aren’t I? What’s wrong?” 

Omari was already at the bottom of the steps. She quickly descended as well and grabbed him as they crossed the circular door. “What’s going on?” she cried.

His fear was so real it was almost palpable. “The Well is unbalanced. I’ve never seen it like that before.” His voice was trembling, his eyes darting around. 

He tried to run, but Cristina refused to release him. “What does that mean?”

Omari pulled back his arm and ran a hand over his head. "This can't be. What could have come through that would've caused that? They need to know. Before it's too late." He turned to look at Cristina. "Let's go. Your induction ceremony is postponed for now. We need to get back to the others. Don’t stray, we're taking a shortcut."

"Shortcut? There was a shortcut this whole time?"

"We save tearing through the layers and risking every entity here for dire circumstances. Now, get close. This is about to be... unpleasant.” 

As he waved his arms, the surrounding ground broke from the moon’s surface and moved up. Cristina felt her insides move back as the platform sped up at immeasurable speed and took them both back to where the layer cracked. They ran like there was no tomorrow, following Omari’s flaming whip. She felt even more movement than before, above them, as well as cracking noises approaching. From time to time, the whip would turn and strike something behind them, though Cristina didn’t dare to turn to see what it was. Soon, Omari opened the crack that looked far away and pulled it to where they stood, making a loud bang noise that echoed in the space. They went through the jungle as quickly as possible, sending spores up everywhere. She immediately covered her mouth and nose, and not too much after, Omari created another split and pulled it toward them, making another loud, booming noise. They reached the black desert when Omari screamed, “Prepare to fight!”

Cristina didn’t need to hear it twice as she activated her armor. They stopped, spotting what seemed to be the silhouette of a man about twenty feet away. However, something was off. It was as if the creature was the embodiment of a void. 

“Hello, I’ve been waiting for you.” His heavy, raspy voice sent a chill down Cristina’s spine, triggering her survival instincts. They had to run, escape this being as quickly as they could.

“You are the one responsible for the unbalance of the Well,” said Omari.

“Legion, at your service,” said the creature, giving a small bow. "Took you a while to notice. You witches have been neglecting your duties."

The name made her heart skip a beat. “This is the demon that woman and girl came to warn us about.”

Omari wasted no time, releasing his flamed whip and striking Legion, who took a couple of steps back. 

“We can’t let him access the coordinates!” 

The whip went for a second strike, but a chain emerged from his dark arm, deflecting it. The two struck each other like cobras, as both Omari and Legion dashed around the dunes. Still, Cristina knew she had to wait for an opening. If those two were correct, this being was extremely dangerous.

The flamed whip dodged the chain, turning and wrapping around it. “Now!” screamed Omari.

Cristina rushed in, her right pincer extended, aimed at the demon’s neck. Something hard punched her square in the chest and sent her flying back. She landed on her back and tried to breathe, but her lungs seemed to have been crushed. For a couple of seconds, her chest stayed tight, and she coughed violently. Cristina looked over and saw a second, much thicker chain with a sharp tip that had emerged from the empty body and stopped her attack. 

Still, that apparent minor distraction was enough for the whip to coil around the chain and quickly seize Legion’s neck and body. 

“You are mine,” said Omari as he increased the flames of the chain, engulfing the demon in a fire spiral three times its size. 

Cristina was about to stand up when Omari screamed, “Don’t move!”

He held his left hand with his right one and screamed as the flames turned blue. Cristina raised a pincer in front of her face to block the heat, which became unbearable. The black sand around them began to melt. This was it. This was the power of a true Immortal Witch.

“This has been mildly entertaining, but I can’t keep playing.” 

The flames and the heat suddenly disappeared, and now a strong wind hit Cristina’s entire body, dragging her toward Legion. She struck her pincers into the melted sand, but it was no use—in a matter of seconds, she was flying. Her eyes locked onto the demon, and what she saw terrified her to her core—a large, oval-shaped void with sharp, long teeth on its border and an infinite darkness inside. It looked like both a mouth and a black hole combined.

Something snaked around her body and stopped her from going into oblivion. She opened her eyes and saw the mouth closing within the demon’s chest and torso. Her armor was gone, and the chains around her body came from Legion himself. To her right, the thick chains also trapped Omari, his shirt ripped, blood dripping down his mouth. 

His eyes landed on Cristina’s, and she saw a defeated glance. “I’m sorry. This was my last resort. We can’t let him access the coordinates.” 

His tattoo glowed a bright red. In a split second, Cristina understood, and a primal terror engulfed her heart. This was not what was supposed to happen. She was supposed to become immortal, not to die like this. 

The glow became so bright, it forced her eyes shut, and there, she visualized her old friend. The white crab looked at her with sad eyes as it also knew what was about to happen. No, she couldn’t die. This wasn’t fair!

She extended her arm and forced her hand around the crab’s back as the heat flowed through her external body. A deafening explosion made everything go dark.

She opened her eyes, and a loud, painful ringing bounced in her ears. As she attempted to rise to her feet, a spark of pain shot through her leg, allowing her only to sit upright. Her pincers were gone, as well as part of her armor. She could even see how half of her helmet had disintegrated. Up ahead, there was now a gigantic crater, with burning sand and smoke.

“Omari…” she said, choking, a stabbing pain in her ribs. The witch had done it. He had sacrificed his life to defeat Legion. And now, there was nothing left of either of them. 

Spewing blood, she looked around the dark desert. She was lost, with no coordinates or ideas on how to return, condemned to survive in this layer of the Astral Plane, with minimal hope that one of the witches would come and rescue her.

From the corner of her eye, she noticed movement. Out of the heavy smoke, a figure approached her, slowly, as if taking a stroll through the park. She rubbed her eyes, hoping for it to be an illusion, as panic constricted her breathing even more. Legion reached her, not a scratch on his body. 

“No! No! No! No!” Cristina yelled as she tried to stand, but her broken leg couldn’t do it. With all of her strength, she crawled away, desperately trying to escape her fate. A chain twisted around her leg and pulled her. Cristina sobbed as she dug her fingers into the hot sand, trying to crawl away from it, but it was of no use. 

“That was unexpected. I got to congratulate the witch’s determination,” said Legion in a mocking growl.

Another chain found her arm and turned her. Two more went for the other leg and arm and raised her up, spreading her body open. She felt dizzy, weak, broken, her ragged breathing sending pulses of pain from her chest. The sinister being approached her, and as he did so, Cristina finally internalized that this was it. This was the end.

That was enough to spark a fire within her. One of defiance. “You lost, Demon. The coordinates exploded with Omari. You won’t find the core now.” 

Legion tilted his head, and she could swear she recognized a smirk within the voided texture of his face. “Who told you I was looking for the coordinates? You witches make it so difficult to find you back there, in the material. But here, you are a beacon of light, just ready for the taking.”

With wide, owl eyes, she tried to free herself from the chains that were binding her, but it was fruitless. Legion extended his arm and pierced his hand through her chest. The pain was so pure and real, she wished she had been dead. It was as if every nerve in her body burned. Cristina screamed and struggled as the demon drove his hand down. Instead of blood, there was a strange light shining from her insides.

“Thank you. For without your cowardice, I wouldn't have been able to get to the other witches.”

Cristina looked up as she slowly lost the color in her vision and saw a terrifying sight—a second crack, three times as large as the one Omari conjured behind Legion. Inside, there was an army so terrifying and dark, she was almost glad her vision slowly went dark, and her consciousness drifted away.
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THE HANGING TREE
BY KATE M. COLBY


Every seventy years, I return to Salem, Massachusetts to pray for death beneath the hanging tree. It stands in a wooded thicket atop Proctor’s Ledge, a rocky hill that was once visible for miles but has now become hidden between colonial-style houses and a pharmacy. Today marks my fourth pilgrimage, and as I kneel before the hanging tree’s massive trunk, its fallen leaves crunch beneath me. I push back the sleeves of my peasant blouse and place my hands against its rough bark.

“Please, Lord. I humble myself before You, unworthy and undeserving. I beg for your forgiveness.” I hold my breath, listening for any sign of God’s divine presence. The crisp, September wind tickles my cheeks, bringing with it the distant rumblings of commuter traffic. Underneath the modern noise, a quieter sound lingers. It starts as a gentle sobbing, then grows into a piercing wail. I yank my hands from the hanging tree and shield my ears. The scream falls silent.

Though he’s been dead for centuries, my little brother’s cries still make my chest ache. “Forgive me, Lord. I knew not what I did. I only wanted to save him,” I said, placing my trembling hands back on the tree. “Please, show me how to atone for my sins. I will do anything you command.”

After several minutes, the tingling sensation begins, and the hanging tree hums against my fingertips. It takes longer each time for the vision to come—the centuries have dulled the hanging tree’s energy, but no amount of time can completely erase its violent memories. I lean my forehead against the tree again, and as my skin connects with the bark, my senses slip into a vision from 1692.

The vision shows my past self standing in the meadow, below Proctor’s Ledge, among a crowd of dour-faced Puritans. I look the same as I do now—body soft with young womanhood, long, blonde hair pinned into a modest bun, and pale cheeks burning red with shame. Atop the ridge, where my present self kneels, the Reverend George Burroughs walks to the hanging tree. He steps onto a crate and holds his head high while the hangman loops the noose around his neck.

The hangman’s voice echoes across the meadow. “Do you have any last words?”

Reverend Burroughs cranes his neck to gaze at the court’s judges, who stand in a row, across the ridge. “The Lord knows my innocence, and I give my soul unto Him.” He then proceeds to recite the Lord’s Prayer, a feat no witch can accomplish without error.

When Reverend Burroughs finishes the prayer, not a single word misspoken, a murmur ripples through the crowd. The hangman shakes his head and turns to the judges. The men glance at each other for an uncertain moment, then Judge Hathorne waves his hand at the hangman. “The Reverend has spoken his piece.”

With a stiff nod, the hangman turns back to Reverend Burroughs and kicks the crate out from under his feet. The branch groans and bends above the Reverend. He emits one gurgling gasp as his bound arms stretch for freedom and his legs kick uselessly in the air. The vision again focuses on my past self, whose lips quiver silently. I beg this version of me to speak, but, of course, she doesn’t. All it would have taken was one simple spell, one rhyming couplet, and I could have used my ill-begotten powers to save Reverend Burroughs. I could have saved them all.

As it has during each of my pilgrimages, the vision ends there. I open my eyes to the world of 1972. Keeping my hands against the tree, I look up, through its branches, as though the meaning behind the vision will be written across the sky. An airplane streaks across the vast blue, trailed by a thin jet stream. It’s like an arrow pointing to Heaven, the place where everyone I love now belongs. The one place I will never be allowed.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper to God, to the trial victims, to the hanging tree. “If I could go back, I would not succumb to fear. I would reveal myself to the court and prove each of you innocent, even if it meant being hanged as a witch myself. It is what I deserve.”

Around the time my neighbors started whispering about my youthful appearance, I had tried to hang myself. But the breath always found its way to my lungs. As new technologies were invented, I attempted new deaths. Electricity—the lightning strike tamed and amplified—had seemed particularly promising, but even it had failed me. The curse remains unbreakable.

Tears roll down my cheeks, and I press my palms harder into the bark. “I am the only one who signed the devil’s book, the only one who deserves to die. Please, Lord, if I cannot atone for my sins, at least do not let me suffer another lifetime alone. In your infinite mercy, strike me where I kneel, and send me to hell.”

I bow my head again and take three deep breaths. Nothing happens. Nothing ever happens. God has forsaken me, as well He should. With my plea refused, or perhaps ignored altogether, I rise and turn away from the hanging tree. From the pockets of my bellbottoms, I remove a handful of tiny acorns. I take a step away from the tree, then bend down and push the first acorn into the soil with my thumb. “For Bridget Bishop.”

I plant twenty-seven acorns—nineteen for my neighbors who died on the hanging tree, seven for those who perished in prison, and one for brave Giles Corey, who was pressed to death. If God wills it, there will be twenty-seven new oak trees when I return to the thicket in seventy years. They will give me something to look forward to, a reason to endure yet another human lifetime.

When I emerge from the shadow of the thicket, the morning sun bathes me in light. I walk down Proctor’s Ledge to the pharmacy parking lot. An old woman wearing the store’s signature red vest leans against her car, smoking a cigarette. She lifts an eyebrow and exhales a cloud of smoke as I pass. Without acknowledging her unspoken question, I unlock my Chevy Nova and climb inside. I start the car and drive out of the parking lot, turning east, toward downtown Salem.

This marks the first time I’ve made my pilgrimage by automobile. During the previous trips, I’d walked along the dirt roads or ridden in the back of kind farmers’ carts. When I reach downtown in a matter of minutes, a lump rises in my throat. Who am I to travel in comfort, along the path my neighbors trudged to execution? I vow to walk the route next time, no matter how foolish or suspicious I may look to passersby.

As I drive through downtown, I frown at the latest series of transformations Salem has undergone. The social club has been replaced by a seafood restaurant. The orphanage has been turned into a bed-and-breakfast. The Turner-Ingersoll Mansion still stands, but a new sign hangs out front, declaring it The House of the Seven Gables, after a novel written by Judge Hathorne’s descendant.

When I reach the Salem Commons, I let out a long breath, relieved to see the old church. Built in 1844, the Mercy Puritan Church of Salem is a distant offshoot of my congregation. But in a way, the people who worship there are the closest thing I have left to a community. During my last visit, it had barely survived a fire, and scaffolding concealed its front as its members rebuilt it.

Today, I can see all of the church. But as my car glides closer, the new details come into focus. The brown stonework remains, but the cylindrical towers that flank the façade have been shortened. Between them, the gothic window glows an ominous, artificial red. Underneath the window, a sign announces in sharp, yellow letters—SALEM WITCH MUSEUM.

My foot slams the brake pedal, and my car screeches to a stop in front of the building. I glare as though I can rewrite the sign by will alone. Which I can, but that won’t change the reality of what the church has become. A honk blares behind me, and I wave a shaking hand in apology, before steering my car to the side of the road and parking it. I sit there for several minutes, my fingers wrapped around the wheel, knuckles gleaming white, nostrils flared with each ragged inhale.

Part of me wants to drive away and push the image of the museum out of my mind, pretending that the church remains unchanged. But there’s a burning desire to know exactly what the mortals have done to it. And really, what else do I have to do? Time means nothing when you have all of it.

“Damn it.” I get out of the car, lock it, and stride up to the defamed building.

The double doors are propped open, so I walk into the entryway and up to the front counter. A middle-aged man greets me with a grotesquely cheery smile. His name tag reads RONALD, Museum Manager, and he gestures to the information board that hangs behind him. “Good morning, miss. Would you like to buy a ticket?”

I cross my arms and scan the times and prices. Each tour lasts roughly forty-five minutes, and they hold twelve every day. “What happens on this museum tour?”

“We offer a two-part experience.” Ronald picks up a flyer and holds it out to me. When I don’t take it, his brow furrows, and he sets it down on the counter. “The first half will immerse you in a retelling of the 1692 witch trials. In the second, our expert guide will walk you through the history of witchcraft and explain its modern forms.”

I tap my boot against the stone floor. “What’s the purpose of all this?”

“Well, to educate the community.” Ronald rubs the back of his neck. “The witch trials are a dark part of Salem’s history, and we want people to learn about them. We show the truth of what happened.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” I pull a five-dollar bill out of my back pocket and place it on the counter. “One for your next tour.”

Ronald puts my money in the cash register. “Our ten o’clock will begin in a few minutes.” His smile has become stiff, wary perhaps, as he points toward the entrance. “Go through the door on your left, and sit wherever you’d like.”

The door leads to a darkened room, lit only by the light from the building’s entrance. Wooden benches, so nearly pews, rest in neat rows. People sit, scattered around the room, whispering to their companions in reverent tones. I take a seat on the bench nearest the door and count the other visitors. There are at least three dozen of them, meaning the museum will make roughly two-hundred dollars for this one tour. If every tour has this many attendees, they will make over two-thousand dollars in one day. What can they possibly do with all that money?

A different museum employee steps into the doorway and clears her throat. “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to the Salem Witch Museum. We ask that you please remain quiet throughout this theatrical presentation, and watch your step if you need to leave. Enjoy.”

The employee closes the door behind herself, casting the room into darkness, save for the EXIT signs. The benches groan as the other visitors shuffle in their seats, but I can barely hear them over the rush of blood in my ears. A few seconds later, a red light glows from the center of the floor. I lean forward and see the names of the witch trial victims arranged in a clockwise, spiral pattern. Though I know it cannot be moving, the spiral seems to swirl in on itself, as if it will twist down into the depths of hell.

I fold my hands in prayer, though I know He isn’t listening. “Lord, give me strength.”

The names fade back into darkness, and spotlights click on. They are mounted in the center of the ceiling, which must be twenty feet tall. I can now see that the walls are cut out toward the top, creating a kind of shelf that spans all four sides of the room. Within the shelf sit a series of dioramas, each depicting a different scene from the 1692 witch trials.

“What in Heaven’s name?” I whisper, craning my neck to peer at the dioramas.

Before I can see them all, most of the lights turn off again, leaving only the first scene lit. It contains three mannequins—two white girls and a black woman—inside a house. The girls’ arms are extended upward at awkward angles, while the woman towers over them with a red O-shaped mouth.

A soundtrack starts playing, sending a crack of thunder and the patter of rain echoing through the room. Goosebumps prickle my flesh as a deep male voice booms, “In January of 1692, Reverend Samuel Parris discovered his daughter, Elizabeth, and niece, Abigail, had fallen sick. The girls suffered violent contortions and outbursts of screaming, before succumbing to a comatose state. The doctor could find no natural explanation and encouraged Reverend Parris to consider supernatural causes. After a few days, Abigail regained her ability to speak and accused Tituba, Parris’s African slave, of bewitching them.”

I wrap my fingers around the bench seat and stare up at the Tituba mannequin. Even from across the room, I can see the streakiness of the black paint. The eyes are not white, but the beige of the other mannequins, indicating that the museum staff hasn’t bothered to paint them. And why would they? They haven’t bothered to do their research—Tituba was Native American, not African.

The light dims on Elizabeth, Abigail, and poor Tituba, until the mannequins fade into shadow. Then, the next light turns on to reveal an empty town meetinghouse, while the hidden speakers play the sound of a babbling crowd. I watch wide-eyed as the tour continues to chronicle the trials, showing lifeless versions of my memories. There’s Sarah Good in the courtroom, hands clenched in prayer as she takes the witness stand. There’s Rebecca Nurse laid up in her sickbed as jailers come to drag her to prison. There’s Giles Corey lying beneath a plank as faceless mannequins pile Styrofoam stones on top of him. The narrator’s voice moans Mr. Corey’s final words—“More weight.”

Eventually, the story comes to September 22, 1692, the final day of executions. The spotlight illuminates a single male mannequin. He stands in front of a large tree, with a noose hanging limply around his neck. Though the features are plain, I imagine them transformed into the attractive face of the carpenter, Samuel Wardwell. He was the only man executed on that day and had helped my father build our house years before. Like most of my neighbors, his death has been overshadowed by the more dramatic trials. The ghost of a smile tugs at my lips. At least he will be remembered here.

The narrator’s voice returns, quieter than before. “All the people convicted of and executed for witchcraft during the Salem Witch Trials were innocent. They were targeted because they were homeless, husbandless, eccentric, or caught between feuding families.”

A righteous warmth swells in my chest. Yes, they are finally getting it right. I scoot to the edge of the bench.

“No one better represents their innocence than the Reverend George Burroughs, one of the last men to be hanged.”

I bite my lip to prevent myself from shouting. No, not right. Reverend Burroughs was one of the last, but not on the final day. It should be Samuel. He deserves recognition, too.

The narrator continues to recount Reverend Burroughs’s execution, and I’m forced to witness it for the second time today. A vein throbs in my forehead, as if it’s still pressed against the hanging tree. I bow my head and rub my temples. As the narrator recites the Lord’s Prayer, the throbbing sensation spreads across my scalp, like a swarm of bees batting against the inside of my skull. Just as I’m about to mutter a spell to stop the pain, the narrator says Amen, and there’s a pregnant pause. My head goes numb.

The final spotlight turns on, its color a sickly orange. It illuminates a macabre mannequin of the devil, with red skin, black horns, and a pitchfork. Though I have seen similar caricatures before, I scoff. If the devil had looked like that, I would have run away in terror. But he first took the shape of a sweet baby goat, nuzzling in my lap as I sat in the barn’s hay pile. And later, as I grew older, he took the shape of a handsome stranger. His eyes had been warm, and his voice warmer still, and when he promised me the power to save my little brother, I had trusted every word.

“The residents of Salem truly believed their village to be plagued by the devil and their neighbors to be his servants.” The narrator’s dramatic tone has gone flat, almost mocking. “Though we understand today that the devil did not besiege colonial Salem, the Puritans’ belief in him has undoubtedly shaped Salem’s history and legacy.”

On that dour note, the presentation ends, and the lights come on. I squint against the brightness, shaking my head. How can they not see? The devil was at work in 1692, turning neighbor against neighbor. And, if this sham of a museum is any indication, he’s still at work here, spreading mistruths and positioning himself as the figure responsible for Salem’s fate, whether the mortals believe in him or not.

A door opens, and the museum employee reenters the room. She waves at the crowd. “If you’ll follow me, we’ll move onto the second part of the tour.”

As I rise to follow the guide, I spare a final glance at the dioramas. The figures stare at me, stiff and silent, incapable of speaking for the people they represent. Their hollow gazes pierce through me, and a shiver slips down my spine. Turning from them, I hurry forward and weave my way into the center of the group. The guide holds the door open for us, and as I squeeze past, I open my mouth to speak to her, but no words come out. Where would I even begin to explain the truth to her?

I let the crowd pull me into the next room. It’s filled with cartoonish posters, informational placards, and more mannequins. This time, the mannequins take the shape of Elphaba from The Wizard of Oz and two flower-crowned hippies. The guide returns to the front of the group. She leads us to the Elphaba mannequin and motions for us to huddle closer. “Now, can anyone tell me why witches are depicted as green?”

The guide peers into the crowd, preparing to call on someone to answer. I shuffle to the side, hiding myself behind a tall man. Someone volunteers a response, and the guide launches into an explanation of how witches have evolved from evil hags to meddling housewives. The message comes from the contemporary feminist craze, as her classifications of witches align with whatever men’s worst definitions of women happen to be at any time. What would she say if she knew a witch stood in front of her now?

As we move into the next display, the guide leads us along a wall. It shows a vast timeline, chronicling the history of witch hunts from the medieval era until Senator McCarthy’s search for Communists a couple of decades ago. She makes the obvious socio-political comparisons, but somehow, she still misses the most important point—wherever people stalk and condemn one another, the devil is always there.

Finally, we stop in front of the hippie mannequins. She stands up straighter before this display, evidently proud of her work. “Here at the Salem Witch Museum, we like to end our tour by discussing modern witchcraft.”

Modern witchcraft? If mortals no longer believe in the devil, how are they convening with him? I move out from behind the tall man, so I can have a clearer, unobstructed view. The two hippie mannequins wear intoxicated smiles, and a pentagram crafted out of sticks rests at their feet.

The guide places her hand on the female mannequin’s shoulder. “Wicca is a peaceful religious movement based on ancient Pagan practices. Its followers refer to themselves as witches.”

My jaw nearly drops. Why would these Wicca followers use such an evil moniker unless they were happily in league with Satan? It is no different than calling yourself a Nazi. I wave at the tour guide. “They choose to be called witches?”

The tour guide grins at me and nods. “Yes, they want to reclaim the word and give it a positive meaning.” She turns to the others, obviously not understanding the gravity of my question. “The witches perform harmless ‘workings’ to promote healing, protection, and beneficial changes in the world around them.”

I scowl, whispering to myself, “They can’t be harmless.”

The guide’s head snaps in my direction. “Excuse me? Did you have another question?”

Warmth spreads across my cheeks, and I shrug.

“It’s okay.” The guide motions to me, as if I am a feral cat she’s coaxing forward, into a trap. “We welcome all opinions here.” She and the other visitors stare at me with wide, expectant eyes.

I swallow. “The spells can’t be harmless.”

The guide gazes around the group as she says, “Rest assured, Wiccans only practice white magic. A core tenant of the religion is goodness.”

“It’s not about their intentions. Technically, yes, the spells are harmless because they aren’t real magic.” My hands curl into fists at my sides. “But even the simple desire to control others can lure him to you.”

The guide quirks an eyebrow. “Lure who?”

I press my lips together and close my eyes. I shouldn’t have said anything at all. Anytime I try to explain the truth to mortals, it goes wrong. They cannot believe what they cannot see and touch and taste.

“Do you mean Satan?” she asks, her smile turning into a smirk. She places a hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh. “Wicca has no connection—”

“Of course, it does.” I can feel my face flush, and my fists tremble at my sides. “Did you not witness the first presentation? Anyone who denies God creates a connection to Satan. It’s only a matter of time before he tempts them into damnation, as he did with the accusers during the Salem Witch Trials.”

The tour guide gives a solemn nod. “I understand that, as a conservative Christian, you find it difficult to believe that modern witchcraft has no connection to your devil. I can only ask you to keep an open mind.” She folds her hands in a near-prayerful position. “But that’s why the work we’re doing here is so important. Our goal is to teach visitors history and tolerance together, so that future generations never experience persecution because of misunderstanding or fear.”

I sneer. “But you misunderstand everything. And clearly, you are too foolish to know what you should fear.”

Before the tour guide can attempt to “correct” me again, I turn away. The other visitors part for me, giving me an open path to the exit. I stride to the door, push through it, and emerge into the gift shop. Dozens of tourists crowd the room, blocking my way with a wall of bodies and cacophonous chatter.

As I elbow through the tourists, the shop’s wares surround me. They are, shockingly, more profane than the museum’s presentations. A man unrolls a poster, revealing a black-and-white illustration of a Puritan bound before the hanging tree. A woman dangles a pendant from her hand, one manicured finger outlining the five lines of its pentagram design. A little girl shoves past me, crying out for her mother. When the mother turns around, the girl holds up a cloth poppet. It is nearly identical to the ones used as evidence against my neighbors. “Mommy, I want the dolly!”

I lean over and snatch the poppet out of the girl’s hands. “This is an instrument of the devil.”

The girl wails. Her mother wraps one arm around her, and with the other hand, she grabs the poppet back. “Get away from my daughter!”

“You’ll be sorry.” I push through the crowd, jostling tourists as they shop for candles, stuffed black cats, and coffee mugs with kitschy sayings like Witches Brew on them. “You’ll all be sorry.”

As I reach the edge of the crowd, an employee meets me at the exit door. He motions to a podium next to him. “Thanks for visiting. Care to sign our guest book?”

The book is a flimsy three-ring binder, perched atop a music stand. Even still, I do not dare to write my name in a place so drenched in the devil’s handiwork. Unlike these mortals, these imbeciles, I learn from my mistakes.

On the wall above the book hangs a wooden cross and a plaque commemorating the museum’s former life as a church. A sense of calm washes over me at the sight of the cross. God remains ever-present, even in the most unlikely of places, even when I do not feel his presence. The Lord’s Prayer plays in my mind for the third time today, and suddenly, I understand.

Every time I return to the hanging tree, God gives me the vision of Reverend Burroughs’s execution. I have always thought it was my penance, a reminder of how I failed Him and my neighbors. And today, God has brought me to the museum to show me how my neighbors’ memories are being disrespected. I did not stand up for them in Salem Village, but I can stand up for them now.

I march through the exit and make my way back toward the entrance. Ronald, Museum Manager, still stands at the pay counter. He forces a cheery smile at my approach. “So, what did you think of the presentations?”

Mindful that I am God’s emissary, I return his smile and soften my voice. “While I believe your intentions are good, I have some concerns.”

“Oh?” Ronald picks up a pen and clicks it. “I’m all ears.”

“Some of the information about the Salem Witch Trials victims is incorrect. Tituba was Native American, not African, for starters. And—”

“How do you know?”

My brow furrows. “What do you mean?”

Ronald taps the pen against one of his pamphlets. “All the scholarly research confirms that Tituba was an African slave, bought by Reverend Parris in Barbados. How do you know that’s not true? Are you a professor? A descendant of hers?”

It would be simple enough to lie, but I cannot lie while I act as a representative of the Lord. “No, but—”

“Well, I’m sorry, miss, but I have to trust the academic research.” Ronald’s eyes narrow in that pitying way older men often look at young people. “Is there anything else?”

I sigh. Please, Lord, help him see what he has done. “The lecture about modern witchcraft, it is all misleading. No witchcraft is good. Witchcraft—and the objects of witchery you sell in the gift shop—all of it is an affront to God and an invitation to the devil.”

“I see.” Ronald sets the pen down. “I appreciate you visiting us today.”

“Please, do not dismiss me.” I place my palms on the pay counter. “God has sent me here to warn you. It is not too late to spread the truth and share His message instead.”

“Look, miss, we’ll have to agree to disagree.” Ronald pops open the cash register. “If you want your money back, I’m happy to—”

“Forget it.” I push myself away from the pay counter. “May God have mercy on you and every poor soul you drag into this den of greed and sin.”

As I walk out, I hear Ronald whistle a cuckoo sound behind me. I stop at the gate and clasp my hands together. What am I to do, Lord? They will never listen to me, no matter how many times or ways I try to convince them of their wrongdoings. I want to be Christlike and turn the other cheek, but if I walk away, how many more people will they corrupt? How far will their lies spread? How long until Satan controls Salem again?

A tingling permeates my fingertips as the devil’s curse thrums beneath my skin. I may be the only soul who knows the truth, but I am also the only soul with the power to put an end to this corrupt place. Would it not be fitting to use the devil’s curse to stop his profane institution? Could God forgive me for using my ill-begotten power if it were in His name? And if God couldn’t forgive me for doing so, what would that change? He has already cast me aside and left me to wander alone for eternity. What does it matter if I damn myself further in the Lord’s eyes, so long as I do right by the memories of my neighbors and save the mortals from the devil? No one, not even Ronald, deserves my fate.

Releasing my hands, I shake them out until the sensation subsides. Then, I head back to the museum’s gift shop and hurry to the guest book. I flip to the last page and scribble the first thing that comes to mind. My words do not have to be poetic—they only need to rhyme. I read over the lines, committing them to memory, then close the book. There’s a photograph of the museum tucked inside the plastic sheath of the binder’s cover, so I slide my hand inside and take it. Glancing around to ensure no one has noticed me, I fold the photograph and shove it in my back pocket. There’s a basket of poppets not far from the book, so, for good measure, I grab one and hide it under my flowy peasant blouse. I slip out the exit and make for my car.

When I return to Proctor’s Ledge, the midday sun hangs high overhead. Once I am certain no one else is close by, I vacate my car, supplies in hand, and climb the small hill. Inside the thicket, the sounds of the modern world grow quiet, and the dull throbbing of my head relaxes. The hanging tree waits for me, its branches held wide as if it expected my speedy return.

For the second time today, I kneel before the tree. I spread my supplies out at its roots before placing my hands against its bark once more. “Forgive your children, Lord. They have taken your house and made a shrine to my neighbors’ suffering. I believe they mean well, but they’ve created grotesque idols and spread untruths. And the money they’re making…it is pure greed.”

A cold wind blows through the thicket, and I shiver. “Worst of all, they don’t worship you, Lord. They idealize a Pagan religion. They mock Satan, practically begging him to damn them to hell.” I straighten my spine and peer up at the sky. “But I will fix it. I will use my wicked powers to do your work. And as they can yet be saved, I will save them from this vile institution and from themselves.”

The museum photograph and the poppet, along with a pen and matchbook from my glove box, rest at the hanging tree’s base. On the back of the photograph, I copy the words I wrote in the museum’s guest book. On the poppet, I write “Museum Visitors and Staff.” I place them both in the dirt, then strike a match. The flame ignites, and I drop the match atop the poppet. Its cloth limbs catch fire, and the edges of the photograph begin to curl in the heat. I clasp my hands together and speak the words I wrote in the guest book and on the photograph.

By Satan’s power granted to me,

Let all who enter this building flee.

I call hellfire to burn fierce and bright.

This sinful place will not survive the night.

I watch the poppet and the photograph burn. After a few minutes, nothing remains but ash. In the distance, sirens blare, and horns honk as firefighters race to the museum. They will do their best, but the flames of hell are not easily extinguished. As much as I long to return to see my work in person, I know it is unwise after how I spoke to the staff. Instead, I place my forehead against the hanging tree and use its ancient energy to help conjure a new vision.

Let me bear witness to the end

Of the ruined church, the devil’s den.

As I close my eyes, the museum etches itself into my mind. Pedestrians cluster on the sidewalk across the street. The tourists with cameras take photographs, while the others huddle together and point. Police cars come to block the road, while firetrucks pull up in front of the building. The firefighters scramble out and start hooking up their equipment. Before them, the building burns. Fire shoots up from the roof. Black smoke plumes into the sky. Flames lick at the gothic window until it shatters, the pieces raining down upon the firefighters.

A smile spreads across my face. The spell works. The museum will fall, never again to poison God’s children against His truths.

The stone walls muffle the screams, but I can still hear them through my vision. I will the second sight to take me further into the scene, and it does. In the gift shop, a few straggling tourists shove their way toward the exit. Profane posters crumble to char, and the cheesy coffee mugs crack in their wake. No one will pine for them again. In the next room, Elphaba rides a fiery broom, and the hippie couple collapses as the flames claw up their ceremonial robes. No one will praise them again. And finally, the grotesque mannequins of my neighbors melt, paint and limbs dripping down the walls. No one will gawk at them again.

Moving my vision back outside, I see those from the gift shop emerge, coughing and smoky, but otherwise unscathed. Firefighters and EMTs run over to usher them to safety. From the other exit, a single man steps forward. I cannot recognize his soot-stained features and singed clothing, but with the devil’s powers, I know that it is Ronald. He must have stayed inside to ensure everyone else escaped. The manager only takes a few steps before he collapses onto the sidewalk.

At first, I push the sight from my mind’s eye. The devil always demands a price for using his powers, and I am sorry that Ronald must pay it. I say a quick prayer for him, then let the vision come back. Ronald lies on the sidewalk, arms outstretched, his body forming the shape of the cross.

The revelation washes over me, cooler and sweeter than any water could ever be. The Lord approves of what I have done. Although the devil has claimed Ronald’s life, the Lord still owns his soul. I have freed Ronald, saved him from the path of corruption. And the Lord knows and understands that my powers, though wicked, have been used for good.

I pull back from the hanging tree and gaze up through its branches. The sun, so bright and cheerful, beams down. For the first time in nearly three hundred years, I feel the warm presence of the Divine encircle and embrace me. Goosebumps blanket my skin. Oh, how I have wasted so many lifetimes. My powers can perform God’s will, and perhaps, eventually, I shall earn His forgiveness or the mercy of death. But until that day comes, I vow to do the Lord’s work.

As I drive away from Salem, I know it will be the last time. I returned here, searching for the Lord, and finally, He has answered me. I no longer need to visit the hanging tree because I have taken its place as the instrument of God’s justice. Glancing in the rearview mirror, I smile. Though they cannot all see the museum, people for miles around will see the Lord’s mark—my mark—on the horizon. Black smoke drifts into the vivid blue sky, twisting its way toward Heaven in a counterclockwise spiral.
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ABIGAIL
BY S.A. SCHNEIDER


1 - A Stranger Visits

Abigail peeked out the door from her home and giggled, then stifled the sound. Her mother wasn’t in the yard. Only the chickens pecking in the dirt, so there wouldn’t be a reprimand. She stepped outside and grabbed her bonnet to keep the slight breeze from flitting it away.

“Mr. Wind, you better be good.”

From the doorway, a black cat stepped out and slithered between her legs, her purr carrying above the clucking chickens. Abigail scratched the animal while surveying her surroundings for signs of her mother.

No mother. That’s great. Today would be the first time she tried the luck spell. She had watched Aunt Sarah and knew every step, every word (well, as close as she could get), and the ingredients were waiting.

Abigail hiked her skirt and hustled to the barn. Squawking chickens scattered at her pell-mell run. The cool barn with its mixture of dust and distinct animal fur scents soothed Abigail, but she didn’t have time to savor those smells.

In the corner, she moved a few pieces of wood she had piled to look haphazard. Underneath, she lifted a cloth and revealed a small, dented pot.

My cauldron.

Abigail grasped the handle and lifted the black pot, pausing as it clanged against a piece of wood. Once she held it eye level, she gazed at it. The possibilities with her own cauldron were beyond even her imagination. The cat purring at her feet drew her attention.

“Priscilla, this is our cauldron. With it, I can make magic, like Aunt Sarah. You can help.”

The girl carried her miniature cauldron outside and sat in the middle of the yard, much to the chagrin of the chickens. Priscilla jumped in her mistress’s lap, but Abigail set her on the ground. The cat “meowed.”

“Now, Priscilla, you be good. I’ve got work to do.”

The cat watched Abigail remove several items from inside the cauldron. First, she pulled out a small bowl with some ground herb inside. The cat stuck its nose forward to sniff, but Abigail pushed her away.

“Don’t mess things up, Priscilla. We need to do this like Aunt Sarah.”

She set the bowl down, away from the cat, and pulled out a bent candle. Next, she grasped a glossy stone, which Abigail turned in the sun while watching the light wink off its yellow and brown surface. A small bone followed.

The girl sat still and admired her collection of spell-casting ingredients while petting her cat, who showed its love of the attention by pushing at her hand and purring louder.

“My hat!” she exclaimed. She jumped up and startled the cat, who added its surprised squeak to the poor chickens' squawks as Abigail dashed into the barn, only to emerge moments later with something on her head instead of her usual bonnet.

It might have been a hat once. The gray bunch of material on Abigail’s head tried to slide off, but the girl caught and adjusted it. She pulled a piece straight up, but instead of staying where placed, it collapsed, as if too tired to follow directions, and flopped in front of her face. Her lips tightened, and she uttered a “Hmm” as she flipped the errant material to the side.

Abigail sat near the small, black pot and called to Priscilla. “Come here, a witch needs her familiar, you know.”

She dragged the animal until it sat next to her. Not bothered by the rough treatment, the cat purred louder.

Abigail giggled. “Priscilla, don’t be so loud. I need to concentrate. This will be the best good luck spell ever. I can’t wait to tell Aunt Sarah.”

Priscilla didn’t didn’t show much interest while Abigail grabbed the bowl and the rock. She held them in the air, as she had seen her aunt do many times. Abigail recited the words to a spell, each one uttered as if yanked from mud. She didn’t know the language of magic but did the best she could. What came out sounded - well, unlike actual words.

Satisfied, Abigail dipped the rock in the herbs three times before dropping it in the cauldron and setting the bowl beside her leg. She then lifted the bone, again chanting nonsense words as she held it toward each of the four primary directions. She hoped the directions were correct. Though unsure whether she had the directions correct, she smiled and set the bone in the cauldron, confident in her casting.

Last, she grasped the candle, then searched for the flint and steel to light it. Nothing. She peered into the cauldron, then sifted through the herbs in the bowl. As she did, a shadow crept over her like a dark cloud covering the sun.

Abigail snapped her head up, alarmed. A stranger towered above her, like a giant come to life. Abigail gasped and scuttled backwards as Priscilla arched her back and hissed.

The stranger shifted his gaze to the cat, then back to the little girl. His eyes, shadowed beneath a wide-brimmed hat, appeared even darker, as if night had leaped onto his face.

For several moments he stared at her, those black pits of eyes giving her the chills. He at her cauldron, and then focused on the candle she had dropped.

He shifted his staff from one hand to the other. The staff’s wood - if it was wood - appeared to be burned and as black as the stranger’s eyes. With his free hand, he dug into his hanging robes - though, to Abigail, he seemed to wear rags. When his hand emerged from beneath the cloth and held something out to her, she jumped.

“You need this to complete the spell.”

The fingernails on his hand were long and dirt-encrusted. She shrunk away until she realized what rested on his palm - flint and steel to light her candle.

How did he know what she needed? Should she take it? She looked at the stranger’s face and froze upon seeing those deep pits instead of eyes. Abigail couldn’t move.

“You must light the candle to cast the spell. You can light it with this.”

Abigail didn’t want to take the proffered items, but he hadn’t moved. She reached out, hand trembling, and her eyes flicked up to stare into his darkness as she snatched at the items in his palm.

“Thank you.” She couldn’t keep her voice from squeaking, but her mother had always told her to be polite, and thank someone for giving you something - even if they were scary, and you wished they would go away.

“Now, little witch, can you tell me where to find the head witch?” Abigail didn’t answer. “The witch’s name is Sarah, I believe. Since you yourself attempted magic, I assume you know where I can find her.”

Why did this stranger want Aunt Sarah? He didn’t seem to be a good man. Would he hurt her to get the answer? She considered telling him, so he’d go away. Aunt Sarah was powerful and could take care of herself.

“I - um. I’m not sure.” Her voice softened to a whisper. “Sir.”

The stranger didn’t respond other than standing upright. He shifted the staff to the previous hand. Abigail noticed a dark, purple gem on top with a spiral etched into it. Fascinated, Abigail forgot her nervousness and focused on the gem and the enticing spiral on it. Or was it within the gem? Abigail couldn’t tell and forgot about the stranger, Priscilla, and her spell as she continued to stare at the spiral, her face drained of expression.

“Abigail.” The stern voice startled the girl, but the stranger’s gaze never wavered. He continued to focus on her as an older woman strode toward them. Abigail shook her head and turned to her mother, who regarded the stranger, though neither greeted the other. “May I help you, sir?”

Abigail was glad her mother didn’t direct that tone at her. At the moment, her mother focused her ire on the stranger, but when he left, the anger would turn to Abigail.

Before her mother spoke again, the stranger dragged his fixed stare away from Abigail to the older woman. A gasp escaped her mother. “I’m looking for a witch by the name of Sarah.”

“She isn’t here,” she uttered, her voice wavering. “She’s in the village.” A trembling hand pointed to the path.

The stranger’s eyes flicked to Abigail, then back to her mother, who stood pointing toward the village. Without a word, he turned and strode the indicated direction, while Abigail and her mother watched. As he came upon a curve in the trail, he turned and thrust his staff back toward them. The purple gem glowed, making the spiral appear larger than the gem itself.

A flame burst from Abigail’s cauldron. Not the bright, orange and red flame she expected, but a dark flame, like the stranger’s eyes. She stumbled backward and fell over the cat, who shrieked and ran to the barn. As she collapsed, she dropped the flint and steel, and as quickly as it had appeared, the flame died down. When Abigail looked at where the stranger had been, he had also disappeared, though dust, or smoke, drifted from where she had last seen him.

Mother stared down the path, one hand clutching her apron, the other fluttering at her throat. Abigail dusted herself as she stood. The cauldron lay on its side, the bowl of herbs tipped over next to it.

“You shouldn’t have told him.” Abigail picked up the dropped flint and steel, studying it.

“Do not tell me what I should or shouldn’t have done.” Her mother gestured at the scattered cauldron and spell components. “This, we will discuss later. For now, put on a proper bonnet.”

Her mother didn’t yell. The words were soft but insistent. Abigail knew it would be best to obey. When her mother talked like that, it was a volcano waiting to erupt. She hustled to the house, and when she stepped back outside, bonnet in place, her mother kicked the cauldron and other spell materials away from the yard.

Abigail sighed but knew better than to argue. When her mother finished, she said, in the same forceful, yet soft tone, “Abigail, get the cart. We’re going to town.”

2 - Aunt Sarah

Abigail leaped from the cart before her mother had even stopped the horse. She hit the ground and stumbled, but rushed toward the crowd gathered in the town center where a light, brighter than the day, glowed.

On the short drive into the village, balls of fire and streaks of colored lightning had frightened Abigail, all of them originated from the village where Aunt Sara lived. The same village the stranger had gone looking for Aunt Sarah.

Abigail ignored her mother when she called out and continued to run. A bright glow emanated from the center, but the clustered villagers obstructed her view. She pushed through the mass of legs, not even saying excuse me, as her mother had taught her.

She slithered through the crowd, and stumbled to her knees when she met no further resistance. Aunt Sarah stood with her hand held out. Abigail focused on the beam of light streaming toward the stranger, only to be stopped by a similar beam., except frightening instead of Aunt Sarah’s soothing orange. It reminded Abigail of every nightmare she’d ever had.

A grunt drew Abigail’s attention to her aunt, who kept her eyes shut as she strained with the magic to keep the malignant beam from reaching her. A drop of sweat dripped from her nose as another guttural growl rose in her throat.

“You know this is the end.”

The stranger’s voice echoed of dark places like his beam. The dark light crept forward. Abigail’s nose tickled from the dry burning smell suffusing the air, yet she refused to sneeze. Aunt Sarah cried out.

Abigail gasped. Aunt Sarah needed help, but Abigail continued to kneel in the dirt. The beam seemed to devour the orange beam. Her hands shook, and she knotted her fingers together. She looked between the combatants. The stranger didn’t appear to be exerting himself, yet his magic overpowered Aunt Sarah’s beam inch by inch. Her aunt had fallen to one knee and wrestled to maintain the magical energies.

The rival was too powerful, and Aunt Sarah needed help. Abigail remained kneeling and watched the black beam as it edged closer to Aunt Sarah. The lock on Abigail’s muscles disappeared, and she scrambled to her feet. She called out, “Aunt Sarah!”

At the cry, Aunt Sarah turned to look at her niece. Their eyes locked for a moment that felt like it lasted forever. Abigail had time to step forward and see her aunt’s eyes widen.

“No, Abigail.”

At that moment, the hungry light consumed its orange nemesis and rushed forward to strike the witch.

Abigail wanted to look away. She wanted to not hear the sizzle as the black beam crackled over her aunt. She didn’t want to hear her aunt scream. She couldn’t block all the sights and sounds, and they seared themselves onto her soul.

In the center of town, Aunt Sarah, her body enveloped with the black light, stood for several seconds. Abigail thought her aunt still looked at her, but she couldn’t get closer to help. Then, her aunt fell, and the blackness disappeared as she hit the ground. Instead of a burned body, ash in the shape of a person floomphed in the dirt.

Silence hung in the air as thick as the crackling from moments before. None of the onlookers moved. Abigail, tears streaming down her cheeks, watched the stranger walk to the ash. When he lifted his staff to poke at her aunt’s remains, she called out, “Don’t you dare!”

He stopped and turned his head to regard the girl.

“Ah, my little witch. Are you next?”

“You’ll be sorry that you hurt my aunt.”

The stranger might have smiled, though the shadows covering his face hid everything except his eyes. For several seconds, he continued to hold Abigail in place with his dark gaze, then he straightened and held his staff to the sky. He intoned words of magic, and wispy smoke, as dark as the beam had been, encircled him like a tornado. It lifted from the ground, the man in its center. Soon, both had vanished into the sky.

Abigail didn’t witness the magic as the stranger departed. Salty tears flowed down her cheeks and ran along her lips. When hands grasped her from behind, she didn’t budge.

“Come, Abigail,” her mother said, her voice almost a whisper.

She shrugged, tearing her mother’s grip from her shoulders.

“It was my fault. I could have helped her, but it scared me.”

“No, honey. What your aunt did was dangerous. It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have helped her.”

“I could have. I will make it up to her.”

She stumbled toward the ashy remains as they drifted away in the breeze. Her tears pattered the ground, mixing with the burned flakes and the dirt. She sifted through the residue until her fingers touched the object she sought and lifted it.

In her hands dangled a necklace - her aunt’s amulet. Abigail hung the amulet around her neck.

“Oh, no, young lady. Put that down.”

Abigail raised her eyes to meet her mother’s. The older woman gasped, hand fluttering to her throat as she stepped back.

“Abigail, why, you…”

“It’s mine now, mother.” Her normal high-pitched voice sounded deeper, as if she had a hoarse throat. “I will avenge Aunt Sara.”

Abigail kept her mother pinned with her gaze until her mother looked away.

“Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to keep a reminder of your aunt.” A tear snaked down her cheek as she turned toward the cart. “Come along, Abigail. There are still chores to be done.”

“I have my own chores now, mother.” Abigail stalked past her and climbed onto the cart, her hand fingering the amulet.

As they rode toward home, neither speaking, the wind lifted Abigail’s bonnet. The girl let it blow away rather than try to catch it.

3 - Trajectory

Abigail spun to face the bubbling cauldron. Her nose wrinkled from the fumes, but she ignored it. This wasn’t her first time with these scents - but she hoped it might be the last. In the pot, a giant bubble burst, sending forth a fine mist of dark droplets. She didn’t bother to wipe the fine spritzle that coated her face.

When she dropped in some dried herbs, a mushroom cloud arose from the contents. A smile spread over her face.

“I think I’ve got it this time, Priscilla.”

The cat, gray covering its muzzle, blinked at her master, then went back to sleep. Abigail ignored the cat as she ignored the smell.

Her brow creased as she focused on the misture, then she stepped to a shelf stacked with books. She studied each spine and cover.

Muttering to herself, she said, “Come on, Aunt Sarah, I know you had what I’m looking for.”

When she found the one she wanted, she opened it and flipped through the pages, stopping to read several passages before continuing to search. After reading for several minutes, she set the book down and stepped over to a cupboard.

Jars and bowls tumbled out and rolled in the dirt as she opened the door. She pushed them aside with her foot as she felt around the shelves of material before blowing out a disgusted sigh and stepping to another cupboard.

The door hung crooked and stuck part way open. Abigail shoved it out of the way. A cracking sound filled the air. Not a sharp noise, but a tired noise. The door tumbled to the ground.

Abigail’s eyes narrowed. “Aunt Sarah should have taken better care of her furniture if she intended to leave it to me.”

She peered at the contents and pulled out a candle, which she lit. The wick flickered before catching and burning, though it sparked instead of burning steadily, and she stepped next to the cauldron.

While chanting her magic, Abigail held the sputtering candle over the bubbling contents. When several drops hit the liquid, a fiery column rose. She grinned.

Knock, knock, knock

Abigail glanced at the door, then back to her mixture. Where had she been? She needed the next words to the spell, or the whole thing would…

Knock, knock, knock

A voice from the other side of the door called out, “Mistress.”

In the cauldron, the liquid turned a pale orange and swirled counter-clockwise.

“Argh!” Abigail cried as she flung the candle across the room.

The contents stopped swirling and sat. The bubbling had ceased. She kicked the massive cauldron and stormed to the door. As the knocking began again, she yanked it open.

“You’re disturbing me!”

The gentleman looked like he had swallowed a frog. He wrung his hands while his gaze darted everywhere except to the Abigail’s glaring face.

“Um, I’m sorry. But I, uh…”

“I don’t have all day. Whatever your problem, I’m sure it can wait. I’m busy.”

Abigail stepped back and slammed the door.

Before long, the voice spoke once again. “I’m so very sorry, mistress. Mistress Sarah always helped, and I don’t know what to do.”

Abigail stopped and listened to the man babble. He wanted something her aunt had helped with. Something she should help with. She could get her work done if these villagers would quit interrupting her with their petty requests. She sighed, returned to the door, and opened it, gentler this time.

“What service did she perform?”

The man’s eyes widened, though he didn’t break the stare he received from the young woman. “Um, mistress, it’s my wife. She’s about to deliver a child. Our first. Mistress Sarah performed mid-wife duties.”

Before he could continue, Abigail began yelling. “Mid-wife! Child!” The man stepped back as her face transitioned from red to a dark purple. “I’m a witch, sir. I do not help deliver babies.”

The man stuttered without forming words. He gathered himself and finally blurted, “But, Mistress Abigail, your aunt did so. My wife is in great distress. I fear for her - and the child’s life.” He glanced over his shoulder, then back to Abigail, his lips tight and brow furrowed. “Please.”

Abigail glanced over her own shoulder at the cauldron. No smoke drifted from it. Another failure. This time, it was this stupid man’s fault.

Then, her eyes fell upon her aunt’s satchel. It sat crumpled in the corner, disused and ignored. The last time Abigail had been with Aunt Sarah, they had helped a villager. Aunt Sarah had taken the bag along. She said the bag contained everything she might need, and this had always been true. The bag sat, waiting to be used again. Abigail had kept it but hadn’t used it since she took over her aunt’s hut.

Abigail remained motionless. After several seconds, the man licked his lips and asked, “Mistress, are you all right?”

What would Aunt Sarah do? She would follow this man and help his wife. Abigail remembered her aunt doing other menial tasks like this. She felt it her duty to help the villagers in any way she could, and told Abigail these were the things a witch did.

In several quick steps, Abigail crossed the room, snatched the satchel and draped it over her shoulder as she’d watched Aunt Sarah do many times. She strode to the man in the doorway. “Fine.”

The word had been spit out like a cobra lashing at a victim. This confused the man until Abigail stepped outside and closed the door.

“Right. Right.”

He turned and hustled away, gesturing for her to follow.

She stormed through the village behind the man. The joy she experienced walking next to her aunt had vanished years ago, along with the evil wizard. She no longer looked at the villagers with a wave and smile. How could she? Aunt Sarah wasn’t here, but they were. She’d rather have Aunt Sarah.

The man reached a small cottage and held the door open. She stomped inside, prepared to chastise this woman for interrupting her important work, and stopped.

A woman, panting and sweating, lay on the bed in the corner. Small flames flickered on the wood in the fireplace and dishes sat on the table. The table still held a pot with something in it - an interrupted dinner.

Abigail approached the woman. She had never delivered a baby but had heard Aunt Sarah talk about it. Determined to do what her aunt would have done, she removed the satchel from her shoulder.

The woman’s enlarged eyes took in Abigail’s serious features and then flicked to her husband, who rushed to her side, stroking her hand.

“It’s all right, honey. Mistress Abigail will help.”

He turned his pleading eyes to the young woman, who had not moved from the doorway. Abigail sighed and approached the bed.

“Ma’am, you need to breathe steadily.” Abigail turned to the husband. “Get me some blankets and hot water. Get the fire burning better.”

The man hustled to follow the orders, while Abigail pulled several jars from her bag. “I’m going to give you something to help with the pain. Let’s get this baby into the world.”

“And then, I can return to my important spells.”
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Hours later, Abigail stepped out of the house and breathed in the night air. Behind her, a wail from the newborn child pierced the night, followed by shushing and cooing sounds from the mother.

Abigail turned her face to the moon and smiled.

“Aunt Sarah, I hope I made you proud.”

A breeze fluttered the stray locks of her hair. She closed her eyes, and images of her loving aunt flitted through her mind. Running with Aunt Sarah amongst the spring clover, laughing the entire time. Slogging through the swamp, skirt tucked to her belt to keep it from the muck, as they searched for frogs. The best times of her life.

Then, in her mind, she saw Aunt Sarah as she’d last been, consumed by the stranger’s beam and turned to dust.

Abigail opened her eyes and turned toward Aunt Sarah’s hut - her hut now. Time to get the spell done correctly.

4 - Finale

Abigail examined the flint and steel she held. The same set given to her long ago. It seemed appropriate to use it now to bring the dark stranger’s downfall. Without further hesitation, she struck a spark.

The candle sputtered as Abigail lit it - the last piece needed for the spell. She would get vengeance for her aunt. She opened her mouth to say something as her eyes flicked to the empty spot on the counter. No cat sat there. She did this for Aunt Sarah and Priscilla.

Abigail held the candle over the cauldron. Her other hand fed a chain into the pot. Bubbles popped in the dark liquid and steam rose from its surface as if it were too heavy to slink through the air. The candle sputtered, then burned brighter. Abigail grinned as a drop of wax spilled over the edge and landed in the water.

A bright green crept through the sluggish cauldron contents. A burst of steam rose and almost hit Abigail in the face. She pulled back and watched it rise to the ceiling, where it hovered instead of dissipating.

“Yes. I have accomplished what I vowed so many years ago.”

Her eyes watched the swirling green cloud as she raised her hands. After years of study and trials, traveling to the far ends of the world, digging in forgotten places, and learning from the masters of her craft, Abigail knew she could cast the spell.

The weight of years sat upon her, but she hadn’t wasted the focus and struggle. In moments, she would draw the stranger through her portal, then defeat him with her magic. Her powerful magic, which had grown each year until she felt ready to conquer the world.

“This is for you, Aunt Sarah.”

Abigail spoke the words she had learned through years of study. The magic flowed into her - much stronger than she had imagined when the stranger first passed by her yard long ago. She shouted the incantation until she felt the walls themselves vibrate.

Above her, the green cloud darkened and changed direction in its swirling. Faster, the mist swirled until it seemed to disappear, leaving a mild, green glow in the center. A ripple spread from the middle to the edge and bounced back to the center.

As the magic ripple approached to its starting point, Abigail spoke the final and most powerful words of the spell. The last syllable left her lips. The mist darkened as a dark shape plummeted through the hole. It landed on the edge of the pot before toppling to the dirt floor of her hut.

The figure lay still for a moment before rising. Abigail remembered him, though he seemed shorter than she remembered. Her grin widened the slightest notch. The magic had increased within her over the course of those years, and she could defeat him. She knew this.

“So, my little witch, you have grown. In stature -” he glanced at the still swirling mist above -“and in magic, it seems.”

He didn’t seem afraid as he stood, feet apart, and regarded her. In his hand rested the same staff with the same spiral design. Abigail had searched for the mysterious spiral design, but no text ever mentioned it, and she never discovered its meaning. No matter.

She lifted her hands to prepare for destroying this evil creature.

A shiver ran along Abigail’s spine upon hearing the gravelly voice. “I am impressed, little witch, at your desire to find me after all these years. And you think you can battle me. The witch I killed, those many sunrises ago - who was she to you?”

Abigail ground her teeth. He should fear her. She would make him fear her.

“My aunt, and she was a good person. She didn’t deserve what you did to her. And yes, I’ve grown, and now you’ll feel the full effect of how much I’ve learned.”

She spoke the words to a devastating power spell. Her words would unleash a beam of light so powerful it would cut stone. The stranger didn’t move.

In moments, Abigail finished the spell and flung her hands toward her opponent. She staggered from the force of the spell, but she held on to the desire to defeat him as her aunt had been unable to do. Inside her, the magic streamed stronger than she had ever encountered.

The ultimate achievement of magic was hers. Her opponent would feel the full fury she had contained over the years. Before her, the beam reached the enemy.

The dark stranger shifted his staff and intercepted her spell. The magic went no farther than the piece of wood. She felt the power leave the air around her and watched in dismay as her most powerful spell dissipated like campfire smoke in the wind.

“Little witch, you indeed are powerful. But not powerful enough. This path of revenge was always doomed to fail.”

He paused, as if he considered what to say next. Abigail wouldn’t give him that chance. The spell had to work, so she prepared to cast it again.

“Your aunt deserved what she received. We couldn’t allow her to become more powerful and meddle with magic she didn’t understand.”

“Your words mean nothing to me,” Abigail spat out between clenched teeth.

“You would never have been on my list. It’s a shame it had to come to this.”

He lifted his staff, and spoke several words in a tongue Abigail hadn’t heard since that fateful day. It broke her concentration, and before she recovered, the stranger’s own magic bean slammed into her. She flew backward and slammed into the hut’s wall. Her last thought, before she slipped down the wall and knew no more - “He can’t win!”
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“Abigail.”

“Aunt Sarah?”

Abigail struggled to open her eyes. She wanted to stay asleep, let the nightmare disappear.

“Abigail. Open your eyes.”

The girl strived to listen as she had when young. After several unsuccessful attempts, her eyes stayed open, and she groaned. A bright light pierced her brain, and she wanted to shut her eyes to block it. Then she realized she didn’t lie in her aunt’s hut. She appeared to be on a cloud.

Abigail sat up.

“It’s OK, Abigail. You’ll be all right.”

The girl turned to face the voice. “Aunt Sarah?”

Her beloved aunt stood in front of her, smiling as she remembered.

“You’re alive.” Abigail forgot the fight as she scrambled upright. “But where have you been? I’ve missed you.” She stopped as she remembered the stranger, then rushed on. “Aunt Sarah, I need your help. The dark stranger. We can defeat him together.”

Aunt Sarah continued to smile while Abigail spoke. Once the girl paused for a breath, Sarah said, “Abigail. I am not alive. This is a reflection in the magic.”

Mouth open to speak, Abigail’s brow creased. “But you’re right here.”

“No, Abigail, you’re cocooned in the magic. My body is gone, and my spirit has joined the magic. You speak to a… copy of me.”

Abigail’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t understand.”

Aunt Sarah smiled. “I know, dear girl. I am so proud of you and the witch you’ve become. You’re powerful in your magic. But…”

Abigail smiled - until Aunt Sarah said, “But.” Whenever her niece could do a job better, she said, “But.” Abigail knew she was about to be told what she’d gotten wrong.

“You’ve veered from the true course, Abigail.”

“No, I haven’t. I’m powerful. I brought the stranger…” She broke off as Aunt Sarah shook her head.

“Abigail, being powerful is not the reason to have magic. That path corrupts and maligns the spirit of the magic.”

“Aunt Sarah, I’ve tried. I’ve done what I thought you would and learned everything I could.”

“I’m very proud of you, but have you done what I would? What you’ve done, you’ve done for the wrong reasons. You should use magic to serve others, not for revenge.”

“But he deserves…”

Aunt Sarah held up a hand to stop Abigail. “No. I wouldn’t want you to devote your life to this destructive path. It isn’t what will allow you to survive this encounter.” The spirit of the witch sighed. “Abigail, there isn’t much time. Ask yourself how I would handle this situation.”

“I have. I tried.”

She watched her aunt fade away.

“Aunt Sarah, stay with me. Help me. Tell me why he attacked you.”

Before she disappeared from view, Aunt Sarah spoke one last time. “Don’t forget the village and its people.”

Then, like an eruption, the cloud vision disappeared, and Abigail felt pain. The stranger lifted her by the throat, her feet dangling off the ground.

“And now, my little witch, you’ll no longer trouble me.”

He threw Abigail against the hut’s door, which splintered, and the young witch tumbled outside. She lay on the hard ground, panting to catch her breath. The stranger stepped through the door, but she didn’t care. She couldn’t even raise her head.

His shadow fell over her as he stepped close and grabbed a clump of her hair to lift her once again. A shriek escaped her as she struggled to get loose.

“Listen,” the stranger bellowed. Around them, villagers had gathered at the noise. “This village has twice now sent a witch after me. You’ll be punished once I finish with your current protector.”

The villagers. Abigail viewed the surrounding villagers. “Protector,” the stranger had said. Aunt Sarah had always been a protector of the village’s people. She had cared for them and helped them, always benevolent and understanding. A woman watched the scene unfold, a horrified expression on her face. She held the hand of a small child, which Abigail recognized as the child she helped deliver.

Abigail looked at the village - her village - in a way she hadn’t before. Perhaps her aunt meant she should be the village’s protector, and the village would protect her. Use your magic for good. Abigail had chosen the wrong path - the path of revenge. She had been remiss and ignored the people of the village and failed to perform the most basic job of a witch. Protect them the way Aunt Sarah had done when this stranger had defeated her.

In her long trials of magic, she had also learned the people of a village gave the witch strength, a fact Abigail had ignored in her quest to find and defeat the dark stranger. But this powerful magic could now help her - to protect the village by defeating him. For the village.

The evil being threw Abigail. She bounced along the ground, and responded with a screech. Once she slid to a halt, she flipped over and struggled to her feet, scurrying behind the nearest hut. She needed time.

“Hide, little witch. It matters not. Your time has come.”

“That’s right, you big blowhard.”

She didn’t want anyone hurt. Next to her, the wood and stone of the hut exploded outward as the stranger tried to hit her with a force blast. OK, this hut wall would be the first thing she helped fix. If she survived.

“Come, little witch, don’t make this any more difficult. I promise not to destroy the village.”

She called back as she slipped around the hut. “Yeah, you won’t be destroying anything.”

The stranger rounded the corner to where she had been moments ago. She had a chance and sprinted for her - previously Aunt Sarah’s - hut. Abigail dove through the shattered door and rolled against the cauldron.

Quickly, she jumped to her feet, knowing there were only a few heartbeats of time to get the needed ingredients. She didn’t waste a second as she flung open cupboard doors and yanked out various bottles.

A deep moan and tearing sound above drew her attention. The roof separated from the hut and shattered as it struck the ground.

“You used your last chance, little witch.”

Before he could shout more, Abigail burst through the opening where her door had been and ran full-tilt toward him. Taken off balance, he stepped back.

Good, he wasn’t ready for a surprise rush.

Abigail slammed into the arm and hand holding the staff, sending it flying while tossing the open jars at him. A mixture of herbs, spices, and other dried plants (with a few less savory items) coated the stranger. He held his arms out as he looked at the mess.

Abigail kicked his staff farther away, though she knew he would summon it back in moments. Before he had the chance, she recited her spell. A spell she didn’t consider as powerful as the beam, but it had one thing in its favor - the power of a village.

From every corner of the village, sparking mist drifted toward the combatants. Abigail continued her spell recitation.

The mist drifted around the stranger and continued to Abigail, where it appeared to flow into her. As it did so, her voice grew in strength and volume.

“No. You cannot win.”

The staff flew to the stranger’s outstretched hand, and he began his own spell casting. Abigail ignored him until a beam of light energy shot toward her. The same type of beam that had defeated her aunt. Instead of attempting to dodge, Abigail faced the beam head on and continued shouting the powerful words she now believed in.

The beam smashed into an invisible field in front of Abigail. Instead of destroying the girl, the intense beam rebounded to the stranger. It shone brighter and struck the stranger with a tremendous force that knocked him back to land flat on the ground.

The once-powerful being lay on the ground, and the beam blinked out as if it had never existed. Abigail turned her fists to point to the fallen man. The sparking mist shot from her outstretched arms and covered her dark antagonist like a blanket of lightning.

He screamed.

The intensity of the mist’s glow grew until Abigail shut her eyes. She never wavered nor stopped her spell casting. The power poured from her and struck the dark man before he could rise. His howl grew with the brightness until the world seemed to explode.

The power of unleashed magic pounded Abigail. She flew backward. There wasn’t any pain, and she felt like she drifted on a cloud.

5 -Epilogue

“Hi, mistress!”

Abigail smiled and waved at the young man - Samson, right? The right side of her mouth, where the scar ran, twitched upward, giving her a lopsided grin. The villagers - her people - loved her smile.

“Mistress Abigail, you have the most unique and genuine smile amongst all of us,” a village elder had told her once. Abigail could live with that smile.

She continued to stroll along the path, stooping to add wildflowers to the bunch she carried. As she got beyond the village and approached the woods, her pace slowed. A cat - actually, more of a kitten - twined itself around her feet as she walked.

The little cat spied a butterfly and leaped toward it as if pouncing on the most wild jungle animal. Abigail chuckled.

“Get it, Prissy.”

A “brrp”, the kitten’s answering chirp, greeted her as she turned to face the pile of rocks at the end of the path. Between the meadow’s end and forest’s beginning, this jumble of stones had been her destination. A weathered, broken staff lay in front of the stones.

Abigail studied the staff before laying the flowers amongst the rocks and stepped back. Her concerns that another stranger would visit her had lessened through the years.

“Hi, Aunt Sarah.”

She studied the rocks as if they were her Aunt. She had cleared an area around the stones and laid little, blue stones (Aunt Sarah’s favorite color) into the earth to form a ring. From the center of the pile, standing above the topmost stone, sat a small shelf. On top sat a carving of a woman.

Though crude, the carving captured the glint of summer sun on the cheeks and the twinkle of shooting stars in the eyes. A pointy hat sat crooked on the wooden woman’s head.

“I hope you’re here right now. I really miss you today.”

Abigail glanced toward the village before turning her attention back to the effigy of her beloved aunt.

“There are some new villagers, again. They moved in from the outlands and are building new homes and clearing farmland. There have been a few of the younger variety as well.”

She brushed a stray wisp of hair behind her ear, where it turned disobedient and fluttered before her eyes again.

“Have you seen my new cat? I call her Prissy. She won’t replace faithful Priscilla, but she’s a wonderful companion. Reminds me to enjoy life while you’re young.” The woman paused. “And that we’re only as old as we think we are.”

When a breeze ruffled her dress, she turned to face it, closing her eyes to soak in the full power of the rushing air. She laughed.

“I haven’t forgotten, Aunt Sarah. The village, its people, the wind - everything that’s important. I haven’t forgotten.”

The young woman turned, then paused. She tilted her head toward the statue. “Thank you.”

She called to her cat and walked from the field.

Behind her, the statue glowed a golden hue.

Maybe it was just a beam of sunlight.
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THE FAE WITCH’S PREGNANCY
BY ALICIA MCCALLA


“We’re pregnant!” I waved the pregnancy test around like it was a magical wand while dancing in the condo bathroom. That may have been too much. I mean, I was a Fae witch, but not the warm and cheerful fairy godmother kind. As it was, I struggled with keeping up my façade.

“Did you hear me?” I allowed the excitement to rush off me in waves. It was impossible to contain my happiness. For a moment, I almost dropped the human mask held together by my Fae glamor, which might’ve been disconcerting to my boyfriend.

Dylan studied me like he was burning a worm with a magnifying glass and losing interest once the poor creature died. “What?”

“We’re gonna have babies soon!” I knew this was exactly what we needed—a family. The truth is he’d been my world for the last year. I loved everything about him—his scent, chiseled face, muscle-bound arms. The way he held me tightly, blanketing me in love and protection. People were envious of us, what we had. It would certainly help us through the storms we were weathering together. It seemed lately, though, the more effort I put into pleasing him, the angrier he got with me, but babies would certainly bring us together.

“No,” he said, not stopping to look at me. He kept shoving things inside his suitcase.

“But—” I tried to be cautious, “last night, you said we were taking our relationship to a new level.”

“I meant we weren’t a thing anymore, and that this relationship is over.”

I slid in, next to where his bag was sitting on the bed and tried my hardest to make myself seem willing to please like human women did. It was rather annoying, but I had one objective—to get him to stay.

“But we did that thing together, and you enjoyed it.” I batted my eyes, flung my dreadlocks back in a sexy way, and opened my legs, “We could do it again if you like.”

“Leave me alone,” he barked, opening his drawers and shoving more things into his suitcase. “That was break-up sex.”

My stomach turned in on itself. I stood up. “Dylan, I can be anyone or anything you want, anytime you want.” I had to be careful, considering my emotions were high, and I really didn’t want him to see the real me. He truly wasn’t ready for that yet, so I would say what he needed to hear. No matter what, I couldn’t lose him. I had to have him. I needed everything about his tall, brown-skinned, and fine self. He was so very perfect.

He kept packing, refusing to look at me. “You’re too needy.”

I grabbed him by the waist, hugging him tightly.

Shoving me away, he repeated himself. “I’m leaving.”

Though it was out of character for me, I was going to get down on my hands and knees and beg him to stay if need be. Regardless of how he’d react, I had to persist with my acting. He just couldn’t leave. “No, I—I need you. You and I are a match made in the cosmos—in every way.” I blocked the entrance to the bedroom door so he couldn’t go.

“Nerissa.” He had violence in his light, brown eyes, and my heart started racing from the anticipation of being hit so many times. The feeling made me hesitate. Unsure of what to do next, I wondered whether I should act more fearful.

He lorded over me, showing me how big and intimidating he could be. “I just can’t be with you anymore. You cling too much. Honestly, I need someone stronger, better than you.”

“Please,” I said and cowered, forcing my voice to sound victimized. I knew this would keep him with me for the night—it always worked. “Don’t do this.”

He headed toward the front door. I gripped him, clawing at his arm carrying the suitcase. There was no way I’d allow him to go. At least, not without me. “You can’t leave me. I need you!”

“And you think I want kids with you? Not ever.” He shoved me out of the way, carrying all of his belongings. “You’ll hear from my lawyer to put a stop to this. If need be, you’ll be forced to abort.”

“No! You can’t go!” I raced behind him and allowed the made-up tears to fall. “You’re leaving me when I just told you we’re pregnant? I can’t do this without you—”

“You should’ve thought about that before getting yourself knocked up,” he said and shoved me, making my body crash backward, creating a hole as I crushed the drywall. He lifted his fist, and I faked a flinch by closing my eyes while waiting for a blow to follow. When he didn’t hit me, my stomach knotted. That always got him to stay. Shoot! He needed a little more coaxing. I yelled, “Please! I can be what you need me to be.”

“Stupid cow!” he bellowed and slammed the door behind him.

Now, the tears fell from my face for real. The babies had been implanted, and there was no way they weren’t coming.

“We’re not over!” I hollered after him. How could he do this? I thought. I’d found him on a dating app, just like Fairy Godmother told me to do. He was MINE! I ripped out my phone with shaky hands and navigated to the locator app. He didn’t know it, but I’d been tracking him.

I wiped the tears from my eyes as I glared at the phone. “Let’s see,” I whispered. “I’m going to become whoever you need me to be so you’ll realize how much you want me, need me, so we can be a family!”
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I got rolling down the highway and followed the tracker app for about forty minutes when I exited on Memorial Drive in Stone Mountain, Georgia and finally turned onto Mountain View Street. The road was dark, curvy, and weaved. I had to flick on my bright lights.

After his inevitable departure, I got myself together, forcing glamor that looked like a sexier female into place. It had to be impeccable. When he saw me next, I’d be too alluring to resist, and he’d have to accept that we were going to be a beautiful family. I was older now, and my struggles with infertility were real.

I’d been tracking him for most of the year. It was really a last resort, only when he kept secrets. I had to keep tabs on him, for sure. He was a real estate investor and had just started flipping houses. You never know who he might meet or who might try to take him from me. I wasn’t having any of that.

The app told me to turn right. It was at a driveway off the winding road. I bit my lip, turning into the entrance. I drove up the long, bumpy, driveway until it revealed an abandoned ranch-style, brick home.

The place looked broken and dangerous. “What is he doing here?” I asked myself as I checked the phone again. The app confirmed that this was the place.

“Yup. He’s gotta be in there.” My nerves were a little raw. I scanned the area. It was very secluded, and the nearest houses had to be at least two to three acres away. Those looked vacant, too.

“A girl’s gotta get her man,” I muttered and got out of the car, switching on my alarm. I’d dressed for more break-up sex, wearing a long trench coat and sexy lingerie underneath. My heels clicked up the long walkway. I finally made it to the front door and knocked.

No answer.

I gnawed my front lip, pulling my phone out and checking the address again. I peered around the back to see if I could find Dylan’s car, but it was empty, save some huge trees and a dilapidated garage—maybe his car was in there.

A noise from inside startled me, and I jumped. He was obviously shuffling around in there. I knocked on the door harder this time. “I know you’re here. We need to talk.”

The door clicked, unlocking, then popped open with an eerie creak. It reminded me of one of those haunted houses. Totally unreal, but you never know, some Fae could see apparitions. I peeked inside, and it was dark. A horrendous, pungent smell assaulted me. I pinched my nose, scowling.

As I pushed the door open fully, I called, “Dylan? Come out please?”

No answer.

I tightened the belt on my trench coat. Was there electricity in this place? Taking a deep breath, I ventured into the darkness.

“Are you here?” I scrambled around in the blackened home, looking for a light switch but couldn’t find anything.

“Like a moth to a flame,” a strange voice said as I felt a syringe pierce the skin in the back of my neck.

[image: ]


My head felt like someone had bludgeoned me with a sledgehammer.

I moaned.

Dylan chuckled. “I thought your ratchet self would never wake up.”

I squinted. It was difficult to see his face. I reached to touch my forehead, but I couldn’t move my arm. I panicked, trying to sit up, but my body was duct-taped down.

Dylan seemed amused.

“What? I don’t understand.”

The blurry blotches in the room began to focus, and I could now see his face more clearly. His eyes studied me, and there was a massive, bright light behind him. I realized that’s what was blinding me.

“You are all so predictable. The needy ones. You just can’t ever stop.”

“I just—I wanted to see you. Let me up from here so we can talk.”

He moved out of view.

“Dylan!” I tried to turn my head to follow his movements, but I couldn’t. He continued from a different location in the room. “You Black women who are willing to do anything—be anyone to get a man—are so predictable.” He kept slamming things around, but I couldn’t see what. “Just like my mother.”

“I—,” I hesitated, “I want you to know that you are so special to me, and if you just let me up, we can forget about all this. We have children to think about now, a future together.”

“No!” he yelled, punching me in my uterus as hard as he could.

“Ohhh!” I screamed, my body reverberating from the impact. I lay there, tears streaming down my face. “Why?” I muttered. “All I’ve done is care for you.”

“Love is not enough!”

“I don’t understand. Because of your mother. She was a nice lady. You said—”

“I tracked you.”

“Huh?” My body shuddered.

“You think you’re my first? You think you’re special.”

“I—I don’t know—what we had was—I need you.”

Now, his face was back in view. “First, there was Lynnette. She just couldn’t stop needing me to do everything for her. She died when I held her head in a tub of water. Then, there was Jamilah. Cute, she believed we were soulmates and couldn’t stop herself from giving me her all, even when I sliced off both of her arms. Then, Dakota, she seemed tough at first. I thought she was a fighter, but in the end, she cried out for me as I choked her to death. So many of you needy, little things looking for a man to make you whole. You’re just broken bits for me to play with. You’ll be my twentieth kill in five years, and I believe you’ve topped them all with your sickening neediness.”

My stomach turned inside out. “But you said you watched your mom struggle with different men. That you felt good when a woman needed you. You said you never meant to hurt any of your ex-girlfriends, but circumstances changed, and you had to move on.

“Now, you get it!” he said and walloped me again. “You’ve been giving your everything to a man who abused you, then plotted and planned your death for over a year—just like my mom did. She died at the hands of a man, and so will you.”

“Did you ever care about me?”

“Even now, you’re looking for love?” He let out a sinister laugh. “Stupid cow!”

“I—I don’t want you to exert yourself. I know how you struggle with controlling your anger,” I said thoughtfully. “If you let me up, I can get you some help. This doesn’t have to be the end for us.”

“Weak fool!” he hissed as he pulled a silver scalpel from a tray next to my head. He waved it around, in front of my face.

“What are you going to do with that?” I allowed fear to resound in my voice, and he sliced me where my uterus was.

I screamed as my body trembled, responding to the scalpel’s surgical blade. As I lay writhing and screaming, I could feel his tongue licking the spot where he’d sliced me.

He came back into my view, with my blood on his mouth and teeth.

“I’m going to torture you for hours, and then, when you’re spent from it all, I’ll watch the life drain from your eyes.”

Suddenly, I began laughing hysterically. “Yes!” I cried. “I’ve never needed you more than I do now. Take me, I’m yours!”

Dylan stopped, and I could tell he was studying me again.

“Let me up, and you can torture me all you like!” I said, clinging for dear life to my glamor.

He snorted, holding his laugh. “Still willing to do anything to make me happy.”

I smiled at him as sweetly and cheerfully as I could. Why not? It worked for fairy godmothers, and it could work for me, too. “Of course, this is a test, right? You just want to know how much I really care for you.”

He huffed, “Dumbass!” He sliced me again, this time on my breast. His tongue followed the slice.

“Think about our children, the life we can have together, our love for another.” I started talking, trying to concentrate intently on keeping my glamor in place.

“Hell, no!” He continued, suckling and devouring my blood like an addict.

“You mean it? Is there no real chance for us to be together? Is this it? Are you my ex now?” My body shuddered.

“What do you think I’ve been trying to tell you?” he said, continuing to cut me. “You disgust me!”

“Stop! Let me up,” I begged, quivering, “before you do something you’ll regret or that you can’t come back from. Even if we are broken up, you’ll still be the father of my children. That’s got to mean something to you!”

Dylan howled like a crazed maniac. “I hate you!” He slugged me again, mercilessly. “You’re just like my stupid, foolish mother!” He pounded with his fists, working my face, ribs, and uterus. As he carried on with the brutal assault, taking his time beating me within an inch of my life, I braced myself under each blow, focusing, and holding my glamor in place. He finally stopped, his breathing ragged and too fast. He was so quiet.

“Dylan! Oh, Gods! Are you okay?” I allowed deep concern to resound throughout my voice.

“Shut up!” he boomed, and then, his body began to shake. He rolled around on the floor, all his knives and other serial killer paraphernalia flying everywhere.

“Please! Let me help you!” He’d drunk so much of my blood.

“Never!” he screamed. “You must die today!” His body kept convulsing, then everything was silent.

“Dylan?” I squeaked. No response. I waited for what seemed like an eternity. As I gnawed on my lip, I whispered, “Dylan?”

Again, there was no response. All was still and silent.

“Finally!” I allowed my glamor to fall, ripped my hands and legs free, and sat up. As I stretched, I yelled, “I was so sick and tired of your constant ranting! I thought you would never pass out!”

It felt so good to be me. I got off the table and walked over to Dylan in my full-green, goblin witch glory. “Whew! You took long enough!”

I rubbed my hands together. “Won’t be long now! It’s almost time!”
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I lifted Dylan’s body off the floor. Now that I was full goblin size, he was tiny. I rubbed his head as he lay there, still convulsing. He probably did consume a bit too much of my blood, but I was so reinvigorated, I started singing. “It’s time for the babies! It’s time for the babies!”

I finally had a chance to scan the location. It looked like he had it set up perfectly.

“Oh, darling.” I kissed his forehead as I bound his body with duct tape. “I’ve never cared for you more than I care for you now.”

Plastic was everywhere. The room was soundproof, and his torture devices were lying about the room, ready to carry out his gruesome plans. He even had an ax and a huge stew pot ready to boil down bones.

“My Fairy Godmother was so right when she told me serial killers were perfect hosts.”

I jumped up and down with glee, exclaiming, “You’re so thorough, and you’ve thought of everything! I didn’t have to lift a finger!”

Dylan moaned, “Ohhhh.”

“Don’t worry, dear. This will all be over soon!”

“Nerissa?” he gurgled, flinching when he saw my true goblin face. “What?”

“Shhh. Everything will be just fine in a few minutes,” I said reassuringly.

“I—I don’t understand.” He bucked back and forth, trying to get away. Thank goodness I had his arms and legs duct-taped snuggly to the lab table.

“We’re going to be parents soon!” I said, twirling around, wiggling with glee. I lifted his head and showed him his pregnant belly that I’d kept glamored and hidden from him for the last twenty-four hours.

“What!” His eyes looked wild and confused. “Oh, God!”

“It doesn’t take goblin babies long to develop once they’ve been implanted.” I said.

He yelled, frantic. “You’re crazy! Let me go! Let me up from here!”

My body kept dancing and moving, overjoyed. “Oh, no, hon. We’re exes now, and I don’t care as much for you as I once did. In fact, I never really cared. You were always the mark. Serial killers are so predictably perfect. At least that’s what my Fairy Godmother always says!”

“No!” he yelled. “Not like this.”

“I needed your endorphins to be high so the babies could incubate and grow with lots of nutrition. I’ve been getting you primed for months, but last night, I knew you were ready for implanting. This morning, they’d settled in.”

His stomach shifted, rolling and moving like a goblin wave. My babies were strong. His eyes bugged out in disbelief. “I—I don’t understand!”

I clapped my hands and made a winning sign with my elbow arched, as if I was at a soccer match, making the winning goal. I laughed, “Our goblin babies are going to be so healthy because of your strong endorphins and killer inclinations.”

“What?” He appeared so groggy and confused. It was probably my blood working its way through his body.

I giggled, “But when you suckled my blood, I knew it was time.”

Dylan screamed.

I continued, “Our babies are coming! Our babies are coming! Triplets, I think!”

“No!” he pleaded. “Please!”

“It won’t be long now. They’ll eat through your intestines and most of your stomach soon, and everything will be marvelous!”

“I’m not ready to die,” he cried.

“B—but you told me you didn’t want me to take care of you--you said it was over. And I always thought you were weak anyway. Too many mommy issues.”

Stammering in pain, he pleaded, “But I love you. I—I need you. And I promise to be whatever you want. Just. Just let me survive this.”

I hesitated. “Hmm.”

His spine bowed as he convulsed. I ran my tongue over my teeth, thinking. “It’s really too late now. You had your chance, and you didn’t want it.”

“Nerissa!” he yelled. “Don’t do this! Awwwww!”

Our goblin babies ripped their way out of Dylan’s body, bursting out, triumphant, green, and beautiful.

I yelled with glee, “They’re here!”
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“Daddy died in childbirth,” I said to the triplets as I dropped the last of Dylan’s chopped-up leg into the huge stew pot with the rest of his body. I had three baby goblins all tucked away in one of the blankets on the floor in a pallet. In a few hours, they’d be able to handle the stewed meat from their father’s bones.

I stirred the pot. “I have my wildest dream. I never thought it’d be possible for me to have triplets! This is fantastic!”

As I began to sing, I realized that a part of me would miss Dylan. Maybe it’d have been nice to keep him around for a while longer. I lifted the spoon and blew on it, taking a sip. “I wish you’d thought to bring a few onions, though. Your flesh is just a little bland.”

I shrugged, then pulled out my phone, using my finger to trace the clockwise spiral on the back of it, then scrolled to the dating app where I’d found Dylan.

One of the babies cried. “It’s okay,” I crooned. “Mama will find you a step daddy soon.”

My Fairy Godmother assured me I could get lucky again. “Serial killers are so predictable and consistent, I’m sure I can snag one quickly. My babies gotta eat, after all!”


ABOUT ALICIA MCCALLA



Alicia McCalla writes kick-ass, Black women main characters in Fantasy, SciFi and Horror for Nerds who are concerned about representation and love stories of courage, bravery, and strength. Visit her website below to sign-up for free reads, updates, “Read by Author” audiobooks, cool merchandise, or just to converse about Sistas with Skills, Swords & Powers.

www.aliciamccalla.com


THE COST AND THE COLLECTION
BY WALLEN PEPPER


The strike of his approaching footsteps consumes all life beneath his boots. Even the most recently fallen green leaf dries up and turns to dust under his soundless step. I do not know if mere contact with the cloaked figure sucks the remaining life from them, or if they disintegrate because of his hellfire touch. Last winter, when the Woods Walker caught Mrs. Alcarfell, I watched as he grasped her hand. I was just close enough to watch her wide eyes melt as her body turned to ash. Sometimes, at night, when I close my eyes, I can still hear her scream.

I dare not look his way, nor do I flee. Yet, if I stand completely still, that may bring suspicion to my faux facade. After all, woodland creatures tend to flee from a human form, regardless of whether this man in all black carries with him the Devil's Book. With a lowered head, I step over and pretend to munch on a berry bush.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Osiris. In human form, his naturally tan, broad shoulders and strong, rippling back help our farming community. However, in his hidden form, that of a common squirrel, this cute creature scurrying up a tree almost makes me forget my lack of climbing ability.

The Woods Walker's steps continue my way, and the pounding of my heart pulses in my furry ears. Oh, why, oh, why did I choose the form of a young doe when we began our hiding from this assistant to the King of Lies? I think. If I run, he might seize me with his magic. If I do nothing, he could easily touch me and drag me to Hell.

Two brown rabbits cross in front of me and zip toward the Woods Walker. Since these two rabbits are out of their nest and possibly more feral than family, one would refer to them as a warren of rabbits. However, in the nest and supportive of each other, the proper term is a bury of rabbits. My parents ensured that I kept ahead in my schooling and studied diligently. That was, well, until our Village's end began.

Then, as if they know each other, the Woods Walker kneels and pets both of them.

To my surprise, neither of the creatures turns to ash.

Now, I worry I am staring too long, so I move my brown nose over to a collection of mushrooms. Even in this spell-hidden form, eating raw forage nourishes my body. I am sure that when I return to my human form— if I do, that is— I will find my foraging diet lacking.

I turn my neck and watch as the Woods Walker disappears back into the forest.

Why were those rabbits immune to his touch? Maybe it was because their names were not in the Devil's black book. I envy those creatures because not a day goes by where I do not regret signing my name in blood upon that skin parchment.

As I step my hooves toward the pair of small creatures, an explosion fills my ears as a lead ball tears through one of my new, furry friends. The blast is loud, fast, and furious, the complete opposite manner in which the Woods Walker works. The musket's blast startles us all, and by the time I realize what is happening, a lead ball knocks the head of the rabbit closest to me clean off. Chunky, crimson blood sprays all over me. I scream, more because of the shock of the murder than the hot, sticky gore now covering my seemingly ungulate body.

I turn my attention to the edge of the clearing and see the hunters from The Towne. They glance around for a young girl because hers is the scream they just heard.

As my breathing slows, I lean toward the remaining bunny and whisper.

"Run."

The brown and white bunny ignores my pleading. Instead, it continues eating grass. The creature, while possibly not a magic animal familiar or fellow Villager in hiding, must feel comfortable because it hops between my legs. Any other time, a sense of honor would fill me.

After all, who is not comfortable around a doe who knows her letters and scripture?

Now, as the world spins, I watch in shock as this second rabbit merely sits there, eating away, oblivious to its impending doom. I hear one hunter yelling that he has a clean shot.

A blast sounds. Without thinking further, I fall on top of the rabbit. The lead lodges into the tree behind me.

They are shooting at me, too! It never occurred to me that these hunters might want venison on the menu as well as coney meat.

I nudge the rabbit with my nose to spur it into action. It sprints off into the woods as more blasts roar and shots pummel the ground just behind the rabbit's run.

Two additional musket balls fly past my head, and one clips my right ear, taking a chunk of it off the top. A burning sensation, like a hot poker applied to my flesh, floods that side of my face. In pain, I sprint in a circle before my focus returns.

Fleeing back to my village's hiding spot, my eyes catch a glimpse of the headless rabbit's coat as I rush by its corpse.

For the life of me, I swear it looks like the remains of a spiral imprint on its fur. If only the creature still had a head, I would know which way the swirl went.

We all know what those chaos swirls bring with them.
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After several hundred yards, I stop my galloping. The pain in my ear now throbs more than it burns. Before I cross the stream that is on the outskirts of our hiding spot, I glance at my reflection in the rippling current. The tip of my right ear is definitely missing. I wonder what it will look like when I return to human form? I laugh to myself which, I am told, is not very ladylike. Then, I laugh at how vain my thoughts are about appearance when I just survived certain death. Fortunately, no one is around to report me to the Council of Elders for discipline.

I allow one more chuckle as I continue walking and reflect on how even the best of ideas can go horribly wrong. Our current situation began in the year 1666 of our Lord and Savior. I remember it well, mainly because, without a minister or local church, the dozen elders of Salem Village were the ones that lay both my mother and father into God's green earth. Not unlike ten other families before mine, their deaths were peculiar ones. Some elders believe that the consumption of foul-smelling bread grown from our own rye or poisonous wine clouded their brains. That would make sense because they were making delusional comments and claimed to see dead relatives in their last days. Other elders thought it was a seasonal change that hit the lungs in a toxic way, yet they kept their voices, spouting madness even until the end. Fortunately, it was Elder Fusarium that showed us the way.

Elder Fusarium arrived just before our village felt the wrath of the Unholy One, the Woods Walker. We were lucky to have Elder Fusarium's guidance. I am too young to know more than rumors about him, but it appears he joined us from our neighbor, the illustrious port of Salem Towne. Although this beacon of prosperity was only over the valley as the crow flies from our farming community, I have never stepped foot on its golden soil.

While Elder Fusarium may not be a seamster, he does have a way of weaving an answer to eternal questions. It was he who pointed out that The Towne had gone astray from our core Puritan values. The heathens. They value stature over servitude, possessions over purity, and greed over God. Moreover, the farms north of us around Andover and even as far as Wenham grow bountiful crops. Our Village soil is rocky. Not a day passes that we do not lose more crops than we grow, yet The Towne prospers more and more with each passing fortnight.

Elder Fusarium, on The Village's behalf, attempted to inform us about how The Towne prospered. It seems that his time there was much more dedicated to spying on their immoral and ungodly acts than gaining political influence when he attempted to impeach the tax collector, Lord Monto. Elder Fusarium later told us that The Towne had made a deal with the Devil to destroy The Village, our home. With all the neighboring farms running their crops through The Towne's merchants, our farming community was not essential to their economy. That meant their sharing a minister with us was not worth the taxes they collected from us. From that point on, they pushed us aside, like dead flowers in a field.

Elder Fusarium attempted to help us in our endeavor to gain independence from The Towne's governance. Though we had no church, we prayed on our rocky soil for a chance to get our own church, our own minister, and our own leadership. Unfortunately, because of our "impetuous and mutinous actions,” our taxes to The Towne nearly doubled! Again, The Towne needed not our fines or fields. Surely, this had to be retaliation for Elder Fusarium's attempted impeachment of tax collector Monto. However, even prayer did not bring us any closer to a better life. The Towne was perverting their power. Their suffusion on us would soak deeper and deeper.

It was then that Elder Fusarium suggested something so drastic that not only half the women in attendance fainted, but so did the men. We needed to make our own deal with the Devil. Initially, this terrified us all—everyone from old elders to small children. It was not until Elder Fusarium informed us that the only thing that burns brighter than a torch is a blazing fire. He convinced us we would not be using the Unholy One's black magic for evil, but for good.

Naturally, it took much convincing because many in The Village did not believe in magic usage. However, Elder Fusarium was able to sway most of the other elders to vote for this emergency action. Two of them abstained from voting, while two others got mysteriously ill and went on to be with our Lord in the Winter of 1666.

Elder Fusarium somehow knew that the land outside the camp was already primed for spiritual connectivity. That made sense—before my family settled here, the indigenous residents from the Naumkeag Tribe used this area as an altar to sacrifice to their gods. Even though this group mainly consisted of fishermen, they also grew a variety of crops. The soil did not become rocky until after we settled in. Maybe they took the good fortune with them when they left.

I wonder if anyone ever asked Elder Fusarium how he knew the way to cast a fertility spell on our land. Or did we ask why he required three things to make the spell work? Regardless, we willingly sought the tools of our own demise—the blood of a virgin, the soil of a distant farm, and a fragment of the cornerstone of Salem Towne's church.

The blood of a virgin could have been more difficult to find if my father had married me off before he passed. Now, seeing as I am of childbearing years, it is only a matter of time before an elder claims me as his betrothed. And, while I do have feelings that tingle my neck and cause me to stare a little too long at my childhood friend and fellow farming apprentice, Osiris, I trust the council knows what is best for me and our community.

So, the first ingredient was easy to find. The others took grand efforts.

The soil came from what we refer to as The Ford of Box, a newer farming community two days' travel from our Village. The elders, in their wisdom, bought supplies from The Towne blacksmith and sent four men north to trade for crops with the Boxers. Procuring a couple handfuls of soil went unnoticed during the bartering. However, one of the travelers perished on the return trip. No one discussed how or why.

When we asked Elder Fusarium why a closer farm's soil would not work, he explained we needed soil that had only just begun to grow crops. How he knew this particular detail eludes me.

Finally, we required a piece of the cornerstone of The Towne's Church. This stone in the front, northwest side of the church would look completely different from the rest of the building. It should, considering it came over on the Talbot, one of the sister ships that helped found The Towne in 1629. The stone represented how Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, a God made into a man, became the founding pillar of Christianity. Thus, this stone was the strength of Salem Towne's spiritual house.

Osiris, my dear friend with the broad shoulders and an anvil chin so strong you could balance a hammer on it, reluctantly snuck into The Towne on an especially stormy night. There, he followed Elder Fusarium's direction and found the cornerstone. He waited until the sky lit up with lightning before striking down his hammer and chisel, timing each vandalizing strike to coincide with the thunder. Then, once his strength produced a handful of rubble, he hid near this very creek until the sun graced us with her warm glow.

Back in the meadow, I stop in my tracks and listen for following footsteps. I hear none. Minutes later, as I enter the brush area just outside of New Village, our blacksmith flies down from his perch and lands on my head. I still see the outline of the jovial, barrel-chested, hammer-swinging man in the flat eyes of this creature.

"Oh, young Charis, you are hurt!"

"It is nothing, Mr. Storme. However, it is imperative that I speak with one of the Council."

"My dear." The bluebird with the accent of an Irishman clicked his tongue against his beak. "You know that a young lass like yourself cannot speak with the elders without representation."

I know this. The elders only allow us women to speak when accompanied by a male.

"Would you tell me, and together, we can speak to an elder?"

I did. However, it was not my recanting of the Woods Walker that caused Mr. Storme to lose his footing on my nose. It was the mention of the spiral on the rabbits that resulted in his stumble.

"Quickly, lass, we must move!"

As he flies and I gallop through the meadow toward the caves, I wonder what I said upset to Mr. Storme. We have hidden successfully for the past five months, living off the land. Yes, I miss having hands and other human-like pleasures, but in all this time, the Woods Walker has not taken a single Villager since we were transformed.

Until today, I thought we were safe.

I wonder what has changed…

Once we reach the caves, Mr. Storme flies into an opening near the twenty-foot top of the stone. From outside, I hear only bits and pieces of a conversation. Then, moments after Mr. Storme swoops down to my hooves, not just one elder emerges, but all.

To the unknowing eye, two beavers, three eagles, and one skunk talking over one another as they emerge from a cave might break even the strongest of minds. However, I know them from their human forms, so the only twinge of surprise running through my body is that I only expected one elder, not the entire leadership.

Of course, it is Elder Fusarium who silences the gossiping maids. With a raised paw on his black and white body, every elder immediately stops mid-sentence. Though now he is only the size of baked bread, Elder Fusarium's mere gesture defeats all spoken words.

I chuckle to myself. Of course, if they do not quiet themselves, he can just raise his tail and spray them.

"Young Charis, Mr. Storme has informed the Council that you just survived a horrific ordeal." As the human-turned-skunk stops in front of me, his outstretched arms with palms up move towards my face and stroke my nose. "I am terribly sorry, and you must be quite frightened."

"I was, Elder Fusarium. It all happened so—"

"I am doubly sorry that I must ask you to tell everyone here what you told Mr. Storme."

"Yes, Elder Fusarium."

I tell the elders a more chronologically-ordered story of what I told Mr. Storme. What he heard was pure emotion. Since that first recanting, my thoughts have shifted into a much clearer picture.

Though I feel confident in the accuracy of my story, the elders do not hesitate to question my memory.

"Did either rabbit speak to you in King's English?"

"A spiral? Are you sure it was not merely a pattern in the fur?"

"Which way was the spiral?"

"Why did not you look closer?"

"Are you absolutely sure it was a spiral?"

Every answer I give, while honest, only brings further fervor to the elders. Finally, Elder Fusarium raises his paw again to quiet everyone. A full minute of silence passes. I hear the wind rustling the leaves clearly before he speaks again.

"Elders, I trust young Charis's memory and thank her for coming forward with this information, as incomplete as it may be." He stops and rests his skunk nose in his paws. "The first thing we must do is assemble a hunting party."

"Oh, Elder Fusarium, the rabbit was not trying to harm—"

Again, he raises his paw. I instantly halt speaking in my tracks, even though I believe every word that is about to depart from my lips.

"Young Charis, we will not kill the creature. We only want to observe it before we make any further decisions."

As I nod in polite submission, something in my stomach clenches and then turns after the elder speaks. Surely, his judgment is infallible.

Is it not?
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For the rest of the morning and late into this Friday evening, we search for the spiral rabbit. We search the woods, the quarry, and even our abandoned village. A couple of elders study the area where I first met the rabbits. There, among the blood-stained leaves, they find a scrap of the rabbit's fur, but cannot decipher whether it contains a spiral.

As the sun sets behind the horizon, Elder Fusarium orders the search to end. We gather up our party, and an icy breeze hits right before the smell of sulfur tickles my nose.

There, at the edge of the woods, stands the Woods Walker. A few gasps escape my fellow Villagers' throats. Those that could fly, flew. The rest of us stand statue still.

The cloaked and bowed head hides the Woods Walker's eyes from me. In his right hand, he holds the oversized book. From my position, the leather-bound binder barely stays closed under the Wood Walker's arm. There is no telling how many names are in there.

Besides mine, of course.

When I was six years of age, my dear, ole Uncle Jephthah, named for The Holy Bible's judge who sacrificed his own daughter to the Lord, told me he almost died when a horse kicked him in the skull. He said right before the metal horseshoe connected with his forehead, that time itself stood still. In that pause, he said that he relived life-changing events from his past, all in the span of a second.

Maybe that is why, as the Wood Walker steps our way, my mind flees to how our village wound up running from this collector of souls.

Red flashes like lightning fill my eyes. I am no longer in the woods. Instead, I am back in our village, standing outside of a closed circle of nude bodies. A breeze hits my bare skin. The pulses of those holding my hands pump under their tight grip. Someone says that we must not break the circle, or the Dark One will arrive. The gold bracelets on my arms shine in the moonlight as others pull me toward the wide circle. I enter through the northern corner, my bare feet scorching as they touch the soil inside the white, powdered perimeter. Once inside, the hooded figure of Elder Fusarium commands me to kneel before the white, clothed altar centered between four lit candles, one in each of the world's directions. He withdraws a black-hilted athame from a sheath attached to his ankle-length robe.

It was not the first cut that caused me to scream that night—it was the twentieth.

Luckily, I snap back to reality before reliving the worst of that night.

"Where did he go?" asks Osiris, his head darting around. Then, when his eyes pass over my shoulder, I watch in horror as his already-wide orbs grow even larger.

I twist my head back slowly to the right, just enough that a molten-black smoke enters my peripheral.

He is behind me.

My breathing accelerates. I hold my ground as the Woods Walker's thunderous step puts the Devil's Bookie a hair's breadth from me.

My left eye catches Osiris grabbing an acorn from the ground.

Surely, he is not unwise enough to—

The tiny seed shoots in front of my face and pelts the thing straight from the mouth of Hell in the shoulder. Of course, the impact causes no damage. Instead, the Hellbeast lets out a rattling sigh, like when air escapes a clogged chimney.

In the time I take to blink, the Woods Walker grasps Osiris by his squirrel neck. I step forward, but Osiris's pleading eyes do not meet the Woods Walker's.

They meet mine.

He wants me to hold off… why?

Time appears to stand still. Even the leaves halt their swaying in the breeze.

Then, as if bored with the woodland creature, the black, hooded collector of souls tosses Osiris over his shoulder like he is an eaten apple core. My instinct is to run and check on my friend, but I hold until the Woods Walker disappears in the distance. Only then, do I sprint to Osiris's side.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah,” the man-squirrel chuckles in relief, which sounds more like an air-sucking half-cry than a laugh to me. "He could not burn me."

"How is that possible?"

"Because…" begins Elder Fusarium, "the beings that signed the Devil's Black Book were human, not God's woodland creatures, so… we are…"

Elder Fusarium's words begin to slow, and everyone turns to stare at what fastens his attention—in the wake of the booming steps, little, brown and white rabbit ears poke out from under a pile of burnt leaves.

"… safe."
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Surprisingly, it is Osiris that moves first. He leaps and lands on the rabbit's head. The startled creature hops up, bucks Osiris high into a tree, and dashes into one end of a long-fallen tree. Osiris falls from great height and lands on the log, knocking the wind out himself.

"Quickly!" Elder Fusarium points, and the others instantly follow his motion. "Stand guard at the entrances."

An eagle swoops down over one hole, and a buck covers the other. Elder Fusarium dashes across the log, completely ignoring the injured Osiris. After two passes, Elder Fusarium hops off and returns to our group.

"Osiris!" I trot over to his tiny body as he gasps for air. "Are you hurt?"

Through wheezes, he moans, "Help…"

I turn my head to call out, but then his tiny paws pull my face to his.

"No… help… it…"

Help it? But why?

Before I can do anything else, Elder Fusarium claps his hands to get our attention.

"Unless there is a hole underneath the log, there are only two ways of escape."

"So, what do we do now?" My questioning words escape my throat without my knowledge.

"Now…" Elder Fusarium strokes his black fur chin with his paw. "Now, we establish communications."

Elder Fusarium tiptoes over the opening guarded by the buck. He leans his head into the hole.

"Hello, my new friend." The elder's words echo in the rotten log. "We mean you no distress and request that you join us outside this dead and diseased tree."

There is no response. The elder repeats the exact phase again. Nothing happens still. Then, after a few moments, the elder speaks these words.

"Tu de Caelo aut ex Inferno?"

At first, I do not place the language, having only a woman’s schooling, and not a man’s. But it is because of my schooling that I can understand two words. Caelo is a lot like Caelum, which means Heaven in Latin, so I have no problem guessing what Inferno translates to in King's English.

Then, the ground shakes. No—the log shakes. Vibrating and humming at the same time. Elder Fusarium flees from the opening, leaving the eagle and buck to protect us from whatever might happen next.

Just as quickly as the pinpointed earthquake began, it ends. A few birds, non-villagers that is, scatter to the winds. Except for the birds, everything and everyone remain still.

"The creature has been sent here to destroy us," says Elder Fusarium, his voice flat and direct. "We must find a way to end it before it ends us."
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Later that evening, as the villagers take turns guarding the log's two exits, the elders meet in private. It is then that I take my opportunity to seek out Osiris.

I find my squirrel-friend tossing tiny bits of bark into the small pond in the center of our quarry. His ears raise as I approach.

"Thank the Almighty that is you, Charis."

Apparently, I am not as nimble a doe as I pretend to be.

"Oh, Osiris. I saw the way the way you fell, and getting the wind knocked out of you clearly clouded your thinking…"

He tosses another piece of bark. "… because I asked not for help for myself, but for the spiral rabbit."

He tosses more pieces of bark without saying a word. I sit next to him and pick up a small piece of wood between my hooves. I attempt to throw it, but it only topples end-over-end into the water in an unsatisfying sploosh.

"I miss thumbs."

"True,” Osiris laughs and glances at his paw. "Although I can turn these four digits all the way around, which is surprisingly useful."

As we sit in silence and listen to the rumbling of thunder in the distance, Osiris scoots closer to me and scratches my back with his nails. For some reason, my hind right leg rhythmically kicks.

"I recall your… hands." Osiris stops and takes my left front hoof in his paw, and he clears his throat before speaking again. "And I am sorry I let them do… that atrocity to you."

I hang my head, not in shame, but because I, too, wish I was brave enough back then to stand up to the Elders.

I pull away. As I do, I glance down at my hooves. My mind morphs them to my hands. Not clean and young, but a pair full of overlapping scars.

Of all the places for them to cut me for blood, why did Elder Fusarium cut my hands thirty-nine times?

A red light, not unlike the one earlier, flashes before my closed eyes. Crimson drips from the cuts into a chalice as a numbing cold slithers across my body. Elder Fusarium raises the overflowing chalice once toward the sky and then lowers it in the same way toward the ground. He places it on the altar. He then grabs a gold reliquary. From it, a purplish smoke seeps through the slits in the swinging ball. The smells of oil and sulfur, along with a light sandalwood, attack my senses.

Elder Fusarium dips his hand in the blood, my blood, and smears it on his face first, then on the face of every village member.

I am the last given a smudge of my own making.

"Elder Fusarium is the Devil." Osiris's blasphemous words shock me back to reality.

"No! Osiris, how dare you speak about an elder like that? What he did to turn our rocky soil into lush ground was a miracle."

"Miracles do not come at a cost, Charis." Osiris bends down to find a pebble. "No, that is dark magic. That is what we did. We blasphemed."

My first instinct is to report Osiris. However, something inside me questions all I have learned with childlike wonder.

As I kick some stream water into the air, Osiris takes my silence as an opportunity to continue.

"Charis, do you remember hearing stories about how there were other people, indigenous people, on this land when we settled it?"

"Yes, I remember the elders said that there were savages on it that now prowl the woods and are the reason we do not go out at night alone."

"My mother was one of your savages."

My stomach seizes up and shrinks to the size of the pebble that Osiris just retrieved from the ground. I do not know whether to act offended or to apologize for my words.

What is happening to me?

As Osiris strokes one of his long, pale whiskers, he says, "My grandmother was a Naumkeag guide for several expeditions. It was on one of these that she met my grandfather. They fell in love, even though everything and everyone was against them. That love came at a cost."

Everything comes at a cost.

"She knew that her tribe's land had rich soil and was a great farming community. However, when my grandfather betrayed her trust and told the elders about it, well, my grandmother attempted to flee with my ten-year-old mother and two-days of provisions."

Osiris points to a tree that has one long root that extends all the way into the stream.

"That is where they buried her. From her remains, grew this mighty oak. The only thing they did not bury was the way she learned how to commune with nature. She passed that tradition down to her daughter, who passed it down to me."

All of my blood rushes to my ears as I ask what I already know in my heart.

"So, are you a witch as well?"

Instead of answering me, Osiris flings the pebble across the water. In the distance, we watch a flock of birds flying in a V-pattern angle our way, then immediately turn around when they reach us.

"I am someone who understands that right and wrong are subjective and are often abused, even weaponized, by those in power… that is why I only signed my name in blood after you signed yours."

"Mine? Why would you say that?"

"Because wherever you are, whether in this Heaven or the next Hell, that is where I want to be."

As he stands, he steps on a twig. The snap forces forth another memory from the night of our damnation. To the fire, Elder Fusarium added relics, only some of which that I knew their meaning. He started with a wooden Star of David. First, he broke one corner off it. Then, as an uneven, five-pointed Pentagram, he tossed it on the fire.

Next, he took the Cross, snapped the arms off of it, and dropped the long part onto the fire. He continued doing this for other relics. For each artifact, Elder Fusarium kept a portion of it while burning the rest. While I did not know their meanings, I did know that he was blaspheming them. Just like Osiris said, in his own way, that you do not have to be a believer to know right and wrong.

"Sometimes, I come down here to relax. Other times, I come here so that my grandmother can speak to me."

"And what does she say?"

Osiris waits before answering.

"She says that everything we are doing is wrong." Almost on cue, the leaves on her tree rustle, but there is no wind in the air above us. "That is why we must save the spiral rabbit."
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All that I know is that, somehow, what I have believed all my life and what I know must happen are two completely different things. That is why I went along with Osiris's plan— to sneak back to the log and help the spiral rabbit escape. I will distract the guards as Osiris digs behind the log and through the back of it, so that the spiral rabbit can hop away with no one knowing.

Everything might have gone to plan, had, by the time we got there, the log itself still been there.

Further, when we returned to the camp, our plan gets hit with a deadline as we find all our fellow wildlife villagers surrounding the moved log and bowed in prayer. Elder Fusarium stands on the cliff above the camp and finishes as we sneak into the crowd.

"… and we all say…"

A chant of a single Amen follows.

"My friends, my family, let us remember how far we have come. From solitary thinking to that of community. From selfishness to selflessness. From living in the shadows of The Towne to becoming a thriving farm. We have sacrificed to become… more…"

A few supportive yells come from the crowd. None come from Osiris or myself.

"Blessed be."

A chant of and all are blessed follows.

Those words trigger the last memory from that night, the night we sold our souls for literal earth. The snap of wood. The burning of symbols. The signing in blood with the earth itself as our parchment. And the appearance of the Woods Walker.

After each step in that ritual, we chanted. And, with each step, the more we damned ourselves.

"And that is why we must fight for all that we have done. There comes a time when you must ask yourself, for what do I stand? That is why we must destroy the creature from Hell before it destroys our very way of life."

The roar from the crowd is so fierce it rings my ears.

What has this creature done to us that is so wrong?

I open my mouth to yell in protest. I have never spoken out against any elder, let alone Elder Fusarium. Feeling so conflicted, the words crawl back down my throat.

"We must act quickly because tonight is the Esbat. If we hold, there is no end to the damage the fiend can do to our village. Tonight, we banish it back to Hell from whence it came."

"No!"

All the villagers turn my way.

Did that come from me?

I touch my hoof to my throat, for I do not know if that rally is mine.

Then, Osiris steps between me and forty-two pairs of hateful eyes.

"That creature has done nothing to us, Elder." Even at a few inches tall, Osiris raises his head to the approaching horde. "We, willingly, made our pact, and this debt is not on its head."

As Elder Fusarium jumps from the ledge and lands inches from Osiris's face, I realize that he lands not in a huff, but with a smile.

"Young Osiris, art thou not willing to honor our sacrifices? By speaking out for this unknown creature and against your family, one knows where your true loyalties lie, half-breed."

Osiris opens his mouth as Elder Fusarium makes a quick sweeping motion with his claw. I think he is trying to scare Osiris into submission. However, instead of words from my dear friend's mouth, I hear a gurgle, like someone drowning.

The man-turned-squirrel, my dear friend, turns my way. That is when I see it—his brown fur turning red from his neck to his knees.

"Osiris!" I try to catch his falling body between my hooves. Then, Elder Fusarium wipes his crimson, wet paw on my fur and pats me.

"Young Charis, do not mourn him. He was a traitor to our cause."

As I kneel with my friend, holding him in my long, slender front legs, Elder Fusarium continues addressing the crowd. To me, his actions are not those of a newly-minted murderer—they are those of a man bent on destruction.

"Besides, we needed new virgin blood for the ceremony. All things are a blessing. Blessed be."

A chant of and all are blessed follows.

As I hold Osiris close, my hooves warm and sticky with the life force of my dear friend, he places a paw over his throat as if to seal the wound one last time.

"The… way… out… is… through…"

And, with that, his head drops. As the stickiness of his last breath clings to my face, his eyes go wide to remain ever affixed on something in the distance, something we among the living have yet to see.
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The shock of watching Osiris pass overtakes me. I collapse with exhaustion. When I awaken, the moon's bright light fills the sky. I see the council has set up the altar, complete with four candles and all the other ceremonial regalia. By the time I come to, I hear Elder Fusarium's voice.

"Young Charis, it is time. Come."

I do not know why I stand at attention so quickly, nor why I blindly follow the orders of a murderer.

Yet, I follow. As I look up, all the villagers have returned to human form.

How long have I been in a haze?

It is at this moment I glance down, looking for hooves and, instead, find heavily-scarred hands.

"How are we human again?"

"Do not worry, Young Charis." A pair of black gloves takes my hands in his. "We will only remain in human form long enough to cast the banishment spell."

As I step to the edge of the giant circle, my mind races. When the four candles are lit, I picture the firing of the muskets and the death of the first spiral rabbit. As four nude elders lift the now-human body of my dear friend Osiris, I notice his hands are now as sliced as mine were the night of the first ceremony. I glance at the log and remember what Osiris died for. Finally, as Elder Fusarium uses his dagger and stabs Osiris's corpse and gathers the last of his blood into a chalice, the last words of my friend ring in my ear.

Elder Fusarium raises his head skyward, then turns his focus and speaks directly to the ground. “Just as the Roman soldier’s flagrum tore through the back of our Lord, Jesus Christ, thirty-nine times, we offer thirty-nine cuts.”

The group chants, “Thirty-nine slashes for thirty-nine lashes.”

However, even though their mantra is a mighty roar, theirs is not the voice I hear.

The… way… out… is… through…

The chanting gets louder. The grip of the villagers on each side of me holds me firm. As Elder Fusarium marks each of us with my friend's blood, a rage builds. A fire in my chest fuels something in me. I clench my teeth so hard that my jaw pops.

What are we doing?

A dark cloud forms in the sky. It lowers down to the tops of the trees. In it, I spot screaming faces rotating.

From the log, the spiral rabbit emerges. It stands on the top of the log, then looks up and sees the cloud coming for it.

It bolts toward the edge, but a villager kicks it back. Several times it tries to escape. Each time, someone forces the spiral rabbit back to the center.

Finally, the rabbit screams as the cloud drops only a few stones from the rabbit's head.

The… way… out… is… through…

With rage and conviction coursing through my veins, I break loose from their grasp. I dart to the center and grab the rabbit. The cloud above us fades at first, then returns in full force.

I secretly had hoped my breaking the circle might stop the spell. The spell must be too strong!

With the right moves, I could dart under some of the circle’s connected arms. However, that would not prevent these monsters from hunting this innocent creature.

There is only one way this ends.

As the cloud drops a breath from my head, I heave the rabbit with all my might. It lands outside of the circle. Then, the cloud engulfs me. My lungs burn, and a coldness that fills my very soul brings forth a scream at all octaves.

I worry this is how I will spend eternity, but suddenly the pain is over. It is at that moment I glance down at my hands. Instead of being riddled with scars, I see they are as fresh and unmarked as a newborn's hands. Another hand touches mine.

Osiris.

He smiles wide and holds me close. As a white light engulfs us, from over Osiris's shoulder, I notice that the circle of villagers now holds someone else. I wave at the dark figure with an enormous book under his arm. Somehow, he sneakily took my spot in the circle. It is at this moment I see the Woods Walker's face clearly, but all I remember are two glowing, silver orbs and a smile full of mischief that morphs into a laugh as he holds hands with his prey.

As I step into a light, terrified screams fill the air, and their bodies burn to ash.
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THE DOCTOR OF BLACKWOOD
BY CATHERINE SPADER


1692, Massachusetts Bay Colony

The rope twisted slowly, creaking in the still air, turning the naked corpse like a lamb on a spit. Her last words had risen above the barren gallows tree, mixing with the screeching of circling ravens.

I am ready for the Lord’s kingdom.

One sentence. It was all she had said. No pleading. No repentance. 

Her guilt was obvious. The spiral mark burned onto her bare breast pronounced it without doubt. She bore the Devil’s kiss, like an animal bore the brand of its owner.

I should not have pitied the witch, but I did. Her legs and feet were battered, bruised, and caked with the filth of her attempted escape through the woods. She should have stayed in Salem, where she would have had the dignity of clothing and a hood to cover her face before they kicked the ladder out from under her. Not here. Not in Blackwood. 

I am ready for the Lord’s kingdom.

Her final words weighed heavily on my chest, like the stifling mist creeping out of the forest after that morning’s rain. The whites of her eyes were red with blood, her waxy face the color of the gloomy sky. Her twisted mouth gaped, the tongue dangling like a tired dog’s.

She had gone to the gallows tree with her head held high, sure of her innocence, confident of salvation. No doubt, the old woman with the spiral brand was burning in the fires of Hell now, damned by the Devil’s kiss. I could not help but have mercy for her lost soul. 

The doctor of Blackwood watched her lifeless body for several more minutes, wiping sweat from his brow with the lace handkerchief I had washed and pressed for him.

“A time to be born and a time to die,” he murmured. He had drawn the verse from Ecclesiastes, the book in the Bible he so often quoted. It was the only comfort he had offered her.

He touched the brim of his tall, black hat. Its silver buckle glimmered in the humid gloom. “Cut her down,” he said. “Her body will putrefy quickly in this heat.”

Gyles Pickering, the executioner, wiped his face with his ragged sleeve. “Yes, doctor. Like the Devil’s steam bath today, it is.” 

The doctor shot him a brief scowl, and he quickly released the hanging rope. Before he could stop it, it slipped through his sweaty hands, and the witch fell hard onto the muddy ground. I flinched, a wave of sickness tearing through my gut. 

“Careless fool,” the doctor muttered. “You will ruin her.”

Pickering bowed his head. With little more grace, he picked up her body and tossed it into the waiting cart.

Clutching my prayer book, I wondered what the doctor had meant. Perhaps he intended to give the woman a proper burial. He was highly educated in medicine, the word of God, and the letter of the law and served as doctor, minister, and magistrate for the small village of Blackwood. He was also my master, a healer of body and soul who was far kinder than my former master had been. He had been obligated to perform his harsh duty as a magistrate and condemn and execute the witch. Now, as minister, he surely would give her the grace he had so often shown me.

“May she find peace,” I murmured.

Several women standing nearby overheard me. Full members of the congregation, they wore dresses woven of the finest wool, colored with the most expensive pure black dye. They giggled, their cheeks round and rosy with good health and amusement. The women often found amusement with me, the only villager in Blackwood who was not a member of the congregation. 

Esther Goulworth rolled her eyes at me. “Do not pity the witch,” she said, straightening her starched, lace collar. “She craved the powers of the dark mysteries. She chose her destiny.” 

The witch had appeared just the day before in the village. Bare-footed, battered, and rain-soaked, she had walked all the way from Salem, a two days’ ride. She limped, crippled from the pain of her aged joints and the long journey. An indentured servant like me, she was terrified they would arrest her as a witch in Salem. 

She collapsed at the feet of the doctor. “Please, I beg of you. Show mercy!” she pleaded, kissing the silver buckles of his black boots. “They will condemn me like so many other innocents in Salem. I have heard Blackwood is pure, clean of the evil that haunts Salem. If you are truly the Lord’s Chosen Ones here, you will know I am innocent.”

A smile passed the doctor’s lips. “The Lord has made a unique covenant with the congregation—and no others.”

“Please! Please! Take me into your fold, good doctor.” She clasped her bony fingers in prayer. “I beg of you, protect me from those who do evil in God’s name.” 

He touched her matted, grey hair briefly, but the magistrate in him had no mercy for the earthly body of the witch from Salem. He bound her hand and foot and took her to his apothecary in the secret attic for examination.

I spent the night awake, listening for sounds from the apothecary, the only place on his estate he had forbidden me to enter. I did not hear so much as a footstep.

The next morning, he emerged, leading her by a noose around her neck. Stripped naked, she limped behind him without resistance. 

“Come closer, Meribah,” he said, cupping one of the woman’s sagging breasts. “Witness the mark of her guilt.”

I could not deny the spiral-shaped mark, the Devil’s Kiss. 

“Be assured. I did not torture the woman,” he said. “She confessed of her own free will, but I will suffer no witch to live—not in this world.” 

He took the witch to the meeting house, and the congregation condemned her without question. Now, she lay dead in a cart. The arduous life of decades of indentured servitude had twisted her back and etched deep lines on her face. She appeared to be a pitiful, old woman who could barely walk let alone dance the Devil’s dance. I had not even learned her name.

I could easily become her, another nameless, forgotten soul. Had I spoken in her defense, accusations may have fallen on me. It happened often enough in Salam. I thought of the wisdom of another verse from Ecclesiastes that the doctor recited frequently.

A time to keep silent and a time to speak.

It made me wonder if I had been wise or cowardly not to speak up for her. The crowd gathered around the gallows tree remained quiet. None of them had spoken up. Lips curled into subtle smiles on the faces of young and old, of men and women. No one else prayed, and as a minister, the doctor had not offered her penance before the noose had tightened.

The fat, young son of Esther Goulworth ran to her side. “Mother, will more witches come to Blackwood?” 

Esther took his hand, linking their fingers together. “We must keep faith with the Lord and hold true to our covenant with Him. Never forget that we are the Chosen Ones. The Lord has blessed us with the doctor. He cares well for us, body and soul.” 

He had indeed. When the pox had decimated Salem, killing one in three, our village had remained miraculously free of the contagion. Since I had come here, no one had suffered more than minor ailments. Women burned themselves cooking, and men developed blisters from splitting wood. There were plenty of sore muscles from the heavy labor of tilling the fields, and a mule stomped on the foot of a farmer, breaking it. The doctor tended injuries and sickness with the Lord’s remedy, and everyone healed in a blink. The remedy’s power was miraculous, a panacea that protected us from both disease and evil. It had been years since a witch had appeared in Blackwood, unlike the great outbreak of witchcraft they were having in Salem.

As the doctor’s servant, I had been taught how to prepare the fat needed for the wonderous Lord’s remedy, but he kept the rest of the recipe secret. He forbade me to read the black book that contained the full instructions, but he promised that someday, he would teach me everything about it.

I was imagining that wonderful day when I felt the glowering eyes of Esther and the other women on me. In their starched, white collars, they regarded me sternly, the way congregation members always regarded nonmembers. I had been accustomed to such treatment there and in Salem, but that day was different. Their disdain shook me with a deep chill as I stood below the gallows tree next to a dead woman. They studied me with narrowed eyes, just as they had her when she had stumbled into Blackwood. Looking away from them, I gripped my prayer book until my fingers began to ache.

The doctor put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Come, Meribah. We have work to do.” He warm gaze soothed me, and he broke into his handsome, white smile, the smile he seemed to save just for me. “The execution of the witch was only the first step in serving the Lord and His flock here. We have more of His remedy to make.” 

I beamed as he offered me his hand and helped me up into his carriage, like I was a queen. Without a smile, he tipped his hat politely to the others, tapped the horse’s back gently, and we rolled away from them.

I was happy to return to his house on his large estate, the grandest in the village. The house had two fireplaces and two bedrooms, and he had given me one of the rooms and a bed and feather coverlet. Such luxury was unheard of for servants in Salem, where I had slept on the kitchen floor. Still, the villagers’ cold words and icy stares haunted me as we left them behind.

We passed the graveyard, crowded with slate tombstones looming in the borderland between village and wild forest. They appeared as an extension of the vast woodland of spirits that surrounded the village. From a distance, I could see the flock of winged skulls carved into the rock of each marker. They represented souls of the dead flying into the next life, or so the congregation believed. But the hollow-eyed death-heads only reminded me that I could join the corpses in the cold ground at any time. I avoided the place, not knowing anyone who had died in Blackwood, not wanting to see the names of their dead on the stones.

“Will the witch be buried in the village graveyard?” I asked with a shiver.

The doctor tapped the horse’s back again with the reins, and it sped into a trot. “What do you think?” he asked.

I was already regretting my senseless question. Of course, they would dispose of her corrupted body far from here. They would not allow a witch’s corrupt remains to soil the purity of their consecrated, final resting place.

We trotted passed the meeting house just beyond the graveyard. Its door and shutters were barred. They always were, even during worship.

I had never attended the services there. In Salem, I had been allowed to stand at the back of the meeting house during worship, but the people of Blackwood had different practices. They said their worship was purer than that of Salem, and they allowed only full members into the sacred meeting house. I wanted to be one of them, one of the Chosen Ones, and dreamed of the day their icy stares would melt when the doctor made me a member.

We traveled through the cluster of neat houses built around a village green and out past farm fields still dripping with moisture from the heavy rain. The doctor’s black recipe book sat between us, within reach. I stole many glances at it, wishing I could read the words through the leather cover, wondering when the doctor would share its secrets with me.

A mile down the road stood the huge, iron gates of his estate. We passed through, and he pulled the carriage up to the massive, gabled house. 

“I am going out to acquire fat and other necessities for the Lord’s remedy,” he said. “I need you to...”

I hardly heard him, thinking only of myself. The nearness of the recipe book had sparked my curiosity and sinful impatience, although they had been simmering inside me for months. That morning, when the witch had plunged from the gallows tree, my restlessness boiled over.

“When will I be taken into the church?” I blurted with an explosive tone.

The doctor raised an eyebrow. “Such an eager one you are.” He winked at me. “You know what must happen before the congregation can welcome you as a member.” 

“I know! The conversion. I pray day and night. I study the Bible until the pages have grown thin from wear. When will I experience the conversion and make my covenant with the Lord? When?”

“As I have told you, there is a time for every purpose and every work.”

Ecclesiastes again! I was sick of it. “The church does not want me,” I retorted. “You know they will never accept me, and no Bible verse will change that.”

He laughed, as though hearing an amusing witticism. “Where have you gotten such ridiculous notions?”

“When you bought my indenture from my master in Salem, you said I would find an accepting home in Blackwood. You promised, but nothing is different here. The villagers look at me like I am the mud beneath their feet. Blackwood is no different than Salem.”

“Have faith. You are not in Salem anymore. Remember that the Lord hath made everything beautiful in its time, even the mud.”

Before I could grumble about yet another verse from Ecclesiastes, he took my chin gently and lifted my face to his gaze. “Meribah, young one. Have I not treated you like a daughter and done much to ensure your comfort? Have I not provided you with meaningful work, assisting me in healing, the sacred work of the Lord?”

Heat rose in my cheeks, flushing with shame. “Yes, you have, sir, but I want to do more. I want to know how to make the remedy and to become one of the Chosen Ones, like you.”

“You mean much to me, Meribah, and when you are ready, you will feel the embrace of the congregation. You will learn the secrets of the remedy. You will have it all.” 

I nearly screamed with frustration. At that moment, I was sure he would never teach me how to make the remedy or take me to the meeting house. I would never be anything but his servant.

His warm smile stopped me from lashing out again. “I am the minister of Blackwood, and I assure you that when the time comes, they will welcome you with open arms.”

I folded my hands in my lap, struggling to appear pious and obedient. I had shown my pride and selfishness too boldly, so I squeezed my fingers tightly to keep my bitter tongue still and my tears from flowing.

A time to keep silence

A time to keep silence

A time to keep silence

“Now, let us attend to the Lord’s work,” the doctor said. “We have much to do to protect the villagers from the evil that has come from Salem. I want you to take your collecting basket and gather as many snails as you can for the remedy. We will need to make extra stores of it. But be careful and return before dark. This is no time to become lost in the forest.”

“Yes, sir,” I muttered, climbing down from the carriage. 

“Save some of your fiery spirit for your conversion experience,” he said. “You will need it.”

I turned toward him and forced my lips into a half smile.

“Leave the snails in the cupboard, as usual,” he instructed. “You will find a new cask of fat there to melt. Strain it well. It needs to be as pure as possible for the Lord’s remedy. I will be working in the apothecary. Knock on the door when the fat is ready, and I will come down to retrieve it.”

I watched him drive away and reluctantly set to work.
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My collecting basket hung in the cupboard, next to the kitchen fireplace. It was a plain cupboard that drew no unusual attention, but it was unusual. It contained no shelves for food storage, only three hooks to hang my collecting basket, cloak, and broom, and the back panel was not as solid as it appeared. It had been crafted into a hidden door, invisible to anyone who did not know it was there. Having watched the doctor come and go through it every day, I knew how it operated. I had been tempted many times to open the secret panel and sneak into the passageway that led to his forbidden apothecary. Until that day, I had not dared.

I ducked into the cupboard and pushed on the panel door twice as the doctor had done. It swung open on rusty hinges. A sliver of light from the kitchen fell into the darkness, illuminating the first four steps of the stairway, which wound up behind the chimney and disappeared.

A damp chill wafted down the stairs, and my palms grew clammy. I had disobeyed my gentle master just by opening the panel. Crossing the threshold would be a far greater sin, but that did not deter me. I was tired of collecting snails, boiling fat, and bringing him wood for his fire. I craved more—to know what he knew, to learn the secrets of the Lord’s astonishing remedy that preserved the villagers’ good health and protected them from evil.

I lit a candle and held it into the passage, squinting to see more in the faint light. The place was filthy, thick with dust and cobwebs, desperately in need of cleaning, but the doctor had refused to allow me to enter to sweep them.

Desire pulled me forward. Though I should have been satisfied to know just what I needed in order to do my work for the doctor, I wanted so much more. I deserved so much more.

Just one step.

The doctor was gone—he would never know. I could always back out if I hear him coming.

One step.

I lifted a foot, and before I could set it down, a screech echoed down the staircase. A mouse scampered across my other foot, and the house cat bounded from the darkness after it, pushing past me.

Stumbling back into the kitchen, I dropped the candle. Hot wax ran down my wrist. I gasped, my heart pounding. Though only a cat and mouse, they had frightened me like ghosts rising from the graveyard. In a reckless panic, I picked up my skirt, dashed out of the house, and ran into the forest, splashing through puddles. Branches whipped my face and tore my clothes. My lungs heaved and burned as I put as much distance between me and the secret staircase as my legs would allow. I did not stop until sweat ran down my face, and my throat choked for breath.

As I caught my breath, I thought of how the cat and mouse had saved me from my sinful ways. Had I taken a single step into the passage, I would have continued. One by one, the steps would have drawn me up to the apothecary. I would have committed a most grievous sin, yet the desire to see the mysterious room and know as much as the doctor did overpowered any sense of shame I should have felt.

A hot, heavy mist was rising in the forest. Despite the heat, gooseflesh rose on my arms as I remembered that I had foolishly left the panel door open. The doctor would surely see it if I did not return before he did and close it.

Upon my return, the doctor was pulling his carriage up to the house. Just behind him was the execution cart, driven by Gyles Pickering.

My heart sank. I was too late and dreaded the look of disappointment on the doctor’s face worse than the beating I deserved.

Afraid to show myself, I hide behind a bush and watched them. Together, they were hauling an unwieldy, oblong sack out of the cart and into the house. It had to be the witch’s corpse. The doctor must have been taking her to his apothecary to prepare her for a proper burial. Witches were not usually so well attended in death. It was unusual, but the doctor’s kind heart led him to do many unusual things.

Once he and Gyles had carried her inside, I snuck up to the house and peered into the kitchen window. They were carrying her through the open cupboard and panel. The doctor hesitated for a moment, and I thought he glanced toward the window. I ducked, unsure if he had seen me or not. Either way, I could not avoid punishment, but I might soften it by bringing him more snails than I had ever collected before.

Creeping into the house, I gathered my cloak and basket, and left without making a sound. I trotted down one of my usual paths for collecting and was soon far from the doctor’s house, farther than I typically ventured. The damp weather was ideal for snail hunting, and after turning wet leaves and debris, I quickly found the first snail. At my touch, the little creature pulled itself into its shell, but instead of dropping it in my basket, I held it in my palm. Though I had collected hundreds exactly like it, this one captivated me, as though I had never seen a snail before. For the first time, I noticed the detail of the shell. It was shaped like a spiral, like the one burned into the witch’s breast. The Devil’s kiss. 

A blast of searing heat shot up my arm. I dropped the snail and sucked my inflamed fingers. Had the Devil given his kiss to this tiny animal, too? 

The pain quickly dissipated, and my skin remained unmarked, without any sign of redness or a blister. I hesitated to pick it up. No snail had hurt me in the past, not before the witch’s hanging that morning. Despite my trepidation, I could not resist touching it again. This time, it felt cool.

I traced the spiral pattern with a trembling finger, thinking I must have imagined the burning sensation. Perhaps my sense of guilt was playing tricks on my mind. I decided to ease my conscience with labor, so I set to work, digging through the wet forest, collecting several dozen snails. None of them burned me as the first one had.

Intently focused, I hardly noticed when something glanced past me. It brushed me again and flashed away. I turned, but it had disappeared into the mist. A breeze picked up, sweeping away some of the fog, rustling the trees. The air stilled again, and I was sure someone had laughed, a woman’s laugh. It seemed to come from all directions before it faded into the stillness of the forest.

Guilt was haunting me, and no distance between me and the doctor’s house would banish it. I needed to return quickly, but the shadows had lengthened, and the sun would soon set. Darkness would fall while I was still deep in the woods. I would have to run. Pulling my cloak around me, I turned toward home. Before I could take a step, a soft voice startled me.

“Collecting snails?”

I spun around to face a young woman, a stranger, yet somehow familiar. Her face was as pure as the whitest porcelain, and she wore a fine, black wool dress and a cap trimmed with lace. A fur-lined cloak hung over her shoulders.

“I apologize for startling you, young mistress,” she said. “Can you direct me to Blackwood? I was on my way from Salem and must have lost the road in the fog.” 

“Do you have family in Blackwood?” I asked. “They do not take kindly to outsiders from Salem. They hanged a stranger this morning. They said she was a witch.”

“Oh, yes, I have many relations in Blackwood. Brothers and sisters. I am no stranger there.”

No wonder she appeared familiar. I wanted to ask her about her family, but before I could, she took a snail from my basket and said, “Did you know the clockwise spiral on the snail shell is a good omen? It means rebirth and eternal life. And look, you have a whole basket filled with good omens!”

Rebirth and eternal life? Did she not know it was the sign of the Devil’s kiss?

A few of the snails had emerged from their shells and were slithering over the others. I watched them for a moment, pondering what she had said. When I looked up, she was gone. Glancing around, I saw nothing but the deepening shadows of the forest. I clutched my basket tightly and ran home.
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I arrived long after dark. The house was dark and quiet, but I knew the doctor must have been with the witch’s corpse in his windowless attic room. Taking a deep breath, I went in through the kitchen door and found a cauldron of fat waiting for me in the cupboard. I left the basket of snails for the doctor and knocked three times on the back panel, hoping he had become so engrossed in his work, he would not stop to chastise me.

I hung the cauldron in the fireplace, stirred the coals, and stoked the fire. Carefully, I mixed the strips of fat with a bit of pork lard and let it cook. When most of it had liquefied, I strained the grease from the gristle and let it cool before setting the best of it in the cupboard for the doctor. I knocked three times but did not close the cupboard, as I should have done. Instead, I stood there, waiting. Soon, the doctor’s footsteps came down the creaky stairs. The back panel opened slowly, revealing his irritated glare.

“Meribah, you know I want you to leave the fat and close the cupboard immediately. Why have you disobeyed me yet again today?”

I answered his question with a question. “When will you allow me into your apothecary? I want to learn more about healing and the remedy.”

Without a word, he slammed the panel shut. There was no need to use an iron rod or a whip to punish me. He inflicted the greater pain by locking me out.

I took out my broom and began to sweep the kitchen, regretting my words, sure my impulsiveness had just sealed my fate. He and his congregation would never let me into their world. Just like in Salem. I would never be anything but a bonded servant, doomed to perform only the most menial tasks. Even melting fat for the Lord’s remedy was a kitchen chore for a mindless servant—unless I discovered how he used it in the recipe.

I wanted to scream from the top of the tallest tree, knowing I could understand such knowledge. If given the chance, I could learn anything and could become the most devout member of the congregation.

I should have appreciated how much better my life had been since I had come to work for the doctor in Blackwood. I reminded myself that he was a forgiving and gentle master, offering me a soft bed, and filling my belly with rich, hot food. He had even taught me literacy, so that I might read the Bible to banish evil temptations lingering in my impure mind. I should have been satisfied and not lusted for more, but I did. Surely, the evil that permeated Salem had captured my soul before I had left there.

When I went to bed, the doctor had not yet come down from the apothecary. I tried to pray, as I should have, but the words would not come. Instead, I listened for any sound in the attic that might indicate what he was doing. The house remained deathly quiet. I wondered if the witch was still up there, what the doctor was doing with her, and when he would bury her.

The mist had cleared, and moonlight poured through my window, bright as a torch, keeping me awake. I rose to close the shutter and saw a woman’s figure in the driveway. It was Esther Goulworth, likely seeking the doctor for an unexpected ailment in her family. He had never let me accompany him when his duties summoned him so late, assuring me there was no need for us both to lose sleep. But that night, under a full moon, after the witch’s hanging, I could not stay in bed.

Esther did not knock, but the door opened, nonetheless. The doctor stepped outside, wearing his long cloak and large, black hat. He carried a gallipot of the Lord’s remedy. They went to the barn, and within moments, they rode out on horseback, Esther clinging to him from behind. She rode astride without shame, her skirts hitched up, her bare legs hugging the horse. The doctor spurred, and it took off, sailing over the cobbles as if in flight.

I believed my eyes must have been deceiving me, but I was curious about the strange late-night call. I wanted to follow them, but I also wanted to explore the apothecary in the doctor’s absence. Both ideas were wicked and filled me with an exciting foreboding. Thinking it the lessor of two sins, I threw my cloak over my shift and followed the doctor.

As I came into the village, I saw the doctor’s horse hitched outside the meeting house, along with several others. A male figure ran across the green and was admitted to the house, but the door closed before I could peer inside. The heavy shutters were closed, but a sliver of light escaped through a gap between them. I heard muffled voices from inside.

Why was the congregation gathering in the middle of the night?

Perhaps there was a town emergency, or maybe they had caught another witch. I crept up to the window and peered through the gap, which was just big enough to reveal a slice of the floor. Several cloaks were piled haphazardly there. A strange sight for a people for whom strict order was a holy attribute. Another garment fell on the pile, a woman’s dress. And another. A man’s trousers. More dresses. More trousers. The doctor’s tall, black hat with its silver buckles.

A sudden wind gusted through the village and blew the shutters open. They groaned on their hinges and swiped me across the nose. I yelped and fell onto my backside, trying to muffle cries of pain and surprise, but the congregation surely must have heard me.

I ran, desperate to get home and back into bed before the doctor returned. The quickest way was not the road; I would have to traverse the graveyard and cut through the forest.

The moon illuminated the graveyard, lighting up the winged skulls, the flying death-heads that carried souls to the next life. Just beyond the graveyard, the silvery light silhouetted the gallows tree. An empty noose hung from the hanging branch. It swayed freely, an open portal to Hell for the next witch—or a sinner like me. They would surely accuse me of meeting with the Devil if they found me running in my shift in the moonlight.

I bolted like a terrified rabbit, wheezing with fright, weaving between the tombstones. The names were clear and easy to read in the eerie light.

Esther Goulworth, Gyles Pickering, Nathan Goulworth.

Every name was that of someone from the congregation. People who still lived.

I kept running, trying to forget what I had seen until I came to a newly erected stone. It stood over a freshly dug open grave. It simple read, “Witch.” 

Terrified, I stumbled into the forest, racing toward the doctor’s house.
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The house was dark, and the doctor’s horse was not yet in the barn. Relieved I had beat him home, I darted through the front door, careful to close it completely. In the kitchen, the cupboard and back panel were standing open, a faint light trickling down the staircase. I should have slammed the panel closed, gone to bed, and prayed with the coverlet pulled over my head, but I could not resist the invitation of the open panel. After what I had seen at the meeting house and the graveyard that night, I had to know what was in the apothecary.

I listened and did not hear the doctor’s horse clomping up the road. I had enough time to take a quick look and get back into bed. With trembling fingers, I lit a candle, and ducked through the cupboard into the passage, hesitating before mounting the stairs.

It was quiet, too quiet. I strained my ears, listening for a cat and mouse that might startle me, not hearing anything. As soon as I began to climb, a deep male voice whispered in my ear. I turned around, finding myself alone, feeling his hot, moist breath on my neck. 

Do you not deserve what you crave?

His voice was like hot butter on bread, rich and tempting. I nodded. 

Seize it for yourself.

I leaned forward, listening for more of the voice. Every dusty step creaked underfoot, and my face broke through sticky cobwebs hanging across my path. I stopped to wipe them away and almost turned back. 

Seize it for yourself. You have come too far to stop now.

I continued to climb, unable to stop myself despite a rising sense of anticipation and horror in my gut—a dark, delicious pleasure like no other.

The door at the top stood open, a warm, flickering light drawing me, welcoming me. 

What you desire is here, waiting for you.

I stopped in front of the open door and peered into the room. The fireplace was crackling in full flame, as though the doctor had just been there and stoked the fire.

Step inside. Go into the light.

I entered and was immediately awed by a great collection of oddities and devices. Shelves stood from the floor to the rafters, packed with green, glass jars, tin boxes, and enameled jars, and the small, ceramic gallipots the doctor used to store the remedy. There were several scales of varied sizes and an assortment of other cylindrical, glass vessels and mechanical contrivances of which I did not know. Hanging on a hook was a soiled butcher’s apron.

The witch’s corpse was gone, but in the center of the room was a large table with a hole cut into the middle of it. The tabletop looked mottled from mold, but as I moved closer, I saw that it was bloodstained. A leather pouch, rolled and tied with a cord, lay on the table. I pulled the cord, and the pouch unrolled before me, revealing a variety of blades, hooks, and other metal instruments, all bloodstained.

Under the hole in the table was a bucket. I reached into it, sinking my hand into a coagulated mass, like mud from a bog. I withdrew in disgust, and then felt compelled to lick a finger covered with a delicious gelatin of blood, musk, and salt.

I investigated shelves of jars and pots and found tresses of hair, human teeth, and whole fingernails. Picking up one of the gallipots, I opened it and dipped into the luscious ointment, the Lord’s remedy.

Then I noticed the lectern on the far side of the room. Its base was intricately carved with the image of a snake, an apple, and a bare-breasted woman. Its top cradled the doctor’s black recipe book, laying temptingly open, as though he had just referred to it a moment ago.

Still clutching the gallipot of ointment, I went to the book and found it was blank. As I reached to turn the page, a creeping, warmth brushed the back of my neck.

“Face me, Meribah.” The doctor’s voice was stern but resonantly rich like the voice in the passage.

My heart pounded wildly, like a child caught with her sticky fingers in the honey crock. I turned slowly. He stood before me, daunting and darkly magnificent in his full cloak.

“You have defied God and brought shame upon your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.” As he spoke, the silver buckle of his black hat gleamed in the firelight.

I stood there in all my sin, my throat tightening. I could not deny my guilt, so I would admit my sins proudly rather than have them retrieved with torture as they did in Salem. Either way, he would call me witch and hang me from the gallows tree.

His fiery stare burned into my soul. Gone was the warm gaze, the reassuring smile of the doctor. He was another being altogether, a hidden side of him I had known all along but had not seen.

“You have entered my sacred space and looked into my recipe book,” he said.

I did not lower my head in repentance. “Yes, sir.”

“You are guilty of many other sins against Jesus Christ and the Law of God. You felt pity for the witch. You sympathized with her and her master, the Devil, did you not?”

“Yes, even after I saw the proof of her guilt, the Devil’s mark on her breast.”

He stepped closer. “You are an arrogant and rebellious young woman. You value pride more than faith in Jesus Christ!”

“I do. I have welcomed the Devil into my heart.”

He removed his gloves and his great, black hat and hung them next to his bloodied apron. I expected he would take off his cloak, roll up his sleeves, and strike me, or arrest me, or both. No one had beaten me in a long time, not since my former master in Salem. I had begun to feel safe with the doctor and because of it, had grown more brazen in my behavior. Bracing myself, I bit my lip. Moments passed. Many moments. Finally, he laid his hands on my shoulders gently, as he had always done.

“Sign the book, Meribah,” he said. “Now that you have touched its mystery, you must be sworn to secrecy.”

“I will,” I said.

He offered me a quill, and I signed the blank page. My name looked strange, as though it was not my name at all, as though I had become someone else. Then, I understood. I knew why the woman in the forest had looked familiar.

A time to be born and a time to die

…and a time to be reborn

She was the witch they had hanged that day. The names on the tombstones were all condemned souls, reborn into a congregation of witches, the Chosen Ones of the doctor of Blackwood.

As if hearing my thoughts, he pulled me to him and wrapped me within his great, black cloak. His fevered body pressed against mine, holding me in a long, luxurious embrace. I melted into him, basking in his grace. I could commit no sin in his eyes, as if sin did not exist in his world. He embraced me as myself. He took off my cap, removed the pins in my long hair, and it tumbled to my hips.

“Do you want to free yourself forever from the confines of this world, to know the forbidden unknown, to be everything you are capable of?” he asked.

“Yes, master.”

He took the gallipot from me and untied my shift, watching it fall to the ground. “Confront your Lord in pride and glory.”

I stood before him, glowing in the greatest sense of power I had ever felt. Then he guided my hand to rub the Lord’s remedy all over body. I closed my eyes, soaring in complete freedom from guilt and shame.

“Do you want to learn the full extent of the secret knowledge you so crave?”

“Yes! I want to know everything!”

“Very well, then,” he said in a carefully measured tone. “Your name is the only ingredient listed in the pages of the recipe book.”

“What do you mean? What about the snails and fat and…?”

As if to answer me, the fire crackled suddenly, throwing a flash of light onto his bloody table and instruments.

“Will you sacrifice the fat of your flesh freely for the Lord’s remedy and join us?” he asked. “The others are waiting for your conversion at the meeting house.”

“Will I truly become one of them?”

“I hath made everything beautiful in its time.”

I did not hesitate. “Then I am ready for your kingdom, Lord.”

He took me again into his arms and kissed the bare flesh of my breast. His lips lingered, bestowing a luscious sensation, a fevered pleasure flowing through me from his spiral brand, the Devil’s kiss.

“I will suffer no witch to live this life,” he whispered, “but I will meet her in the splendor of the next.” He released me and laid a noose around my neck. “Your time has finally come, Meribah.” 
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NASH STONE IN SALEM
BY LON E. VARNADORE


Grigori let out a cry—cut short as his body went rigid by the silver stake I drove through his heart. Fear helped drive the tip into the drywall behind Grigori. It wouldn’t kill him. I mean, it could if I left him pinned there. Though it would take years. The stake shoved him into torpor, a hellish un-sleep. With Grigori, you can’t use wood. His clan built up an immunity to it and garlic. Silver was more than suitable. According to other fangheads, torpor was the closest they came to having a near-death experience. Besides the first one when you are killed to become a fanghead, but I digress.

The real reason I’d staked him was as a message to the clan elders that I was fucking done with their stalling. I wanted my money. Not being an asshole—they owed me money for a massive job that I’d completed for the Five Families. Some of them still withheld payment. This would shake things up. Turning from the pinned fanghead, my cellphone went off.

I grabbed it without looking at the caller I.D. Few people had this number.

“Why the fuck are you calling me?” Shouting expletives and questions usually put people off guard, I’d found. And I was pissed. Whoever they had almost got me killed when it rang as I was about to stake Grigori, though I acted fast enough to stake him.

“N-N-N-N-Nash Stone, I need your help,” a quivering, feminine voice on the other end got out.

Fuck. “Who is this?” I asked, trying to soften my tone while I left the greasy motel off 5th street. I’d dealt with his minions before dealing with Grigori. Or thought I did. They waited outside, trying to appear hardened and intimidating, but when they witnessed what I did to their boss, they backed off. Giving both a glare, I said, “Papa Toussaint sent me.”

That caused them to take a massive step back. Fangheads and necromancers are a nasty mix. They’d probably even leave Grigori alone for a few days, if I was lucky. I knew I was never that lucky, though. Dropping Toussaint’s name wouldn’t win me any points with the bonecaster, either. But that is a problem for another day.

“Hello? Hello? Nash?” the young woman’s voice shouted from the cellphone as I brought it back to my ear.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes. I’m here. Who are—”

“Kendall Burroughs. Jack said you’d—”

I let out a litany of curses in my head when she dropped Jack’s name. Please let this not be that Jack. “Jack who?” I asked, ducking into my older Mercedes, turning it over so I could get the hands-free working. Driving away from the motel, I headed toward my place off Ocean Boulevard in downtown Long Beach.

There was a pause on the other end. Maybe it’s not—

“Jack. The one who saved you from the dragon,” Kendall said, interrupting my thoughts.

Fucking Baphomet’s Balls. “Yeah, what does he—”

“Jack’s dead…”

Kendall kept talking. I took the news and couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. Jack’s dead? I thought over and over. “Fuck me running.”

A driver leaned on his horn, snapping me out of my trance. I quickly headed into a nearby 7/11 parking lot, parked, and tried to get a grip.

“Nash?”

“Yeah, sorry. Caught me by surprise.”

“I’m sorry to be the one to tell you. His dying words were, ‘Call Nash Stone, and tell him you need help with the Black Book.’ ”

By that point, I was leaning over the steering wheel, still trying to catch my breath, when she dropped the words “Black Book.”

I knew why Jack had Kendall call. “When’d he die?” I asked, my stomach twisting up.

“Last night, trying to save me from the Book.”

I let out a long, hissing sigh before saying anything. “Fuck,” I whispered.

“Nash, I—”

“Need a sec,” I said, settling my forehead onto my arms, which were draped over the steering wheel. I owed Jack big. Real big. Something I couldn’t fully repay in a single lifetime. Jack knew it. I’d hoped and prayed that Kendall wasn’t where I thought she might be. If this has to do with the Black Book, then this was some deep shit. Please don’t be in Salem, I thought. Anywhere but Salem.

“Nash, you—”

“Yes, I’m still here,” I said. I started the car, and the voice now piped through the speakers of my Mercedes. Hey, it’s used. Not that rich. “Kendall, what’s this trouble with the—”

“Nash. I need you to come—”

I waited, not even breathing, hoping it wasn’t the one place that would make this whole thing blow up in my face.

“Salem, Mass—”

The rest of what she said faded into nothing. For a moment, I contemplated hanging up. And knew that wouldn’t work. Jack could reach out from the beyond—

There was a tap on my shoulder. I turned my head to the back seat, not seeing anyone. There was a scent, a hint of the perfume Jack liked to wear before the transition. Then, a soft flick on my earlobe. Jack’s way of reminding me, “You owe me, Nash.” I thought I heard something whisper in Jack’s voice.

“Message received, Jack,” I muttered to the car. Fuck me, why Salem? I held the phone up to my ear again. “I’ll be on the next flight out,” I said, interrupting Kendall, who had been talking and talking.

“But you don’t—”

“It’s for Jack. I’ll be on the next flight to Boston. I owe him, and you, that much at least.” Cutting off the call, I shifted the car into gear again, toward Ocean Blvd. The sun was dipping lower into the Pacific Ocean as I arrived at my place. I cursed Jack the entire ride.

“Fuck you, Jack. You damn bastard. Hope Satan has a pleasant area set up for you next to the Hitler Pavilion.”

I’m a supernatural broker, dipping a toe into all kinds of things that are strange and eldritch. Wizards, ghouls, vampires are all real. The one thing that gives me a leg up is my Witch-Eye. It’s an ancient warding spell that protects the one who bears the mark from magic. Yet, there is another part to it. It is even more powerful if given to someone close to the person who wants it, and that person then sacrifices the one who bears the mark, flaying the skin from their body.

Yeah, my father gave me the Witch-Eye, to give to my brother…the actual wizard in the family. By sheer dumb luck, I slipped the bonds when I was ten, set the house on fire, and escaped. My dad died in the fire. I thought my brother did as well. But William didn’t. Years later, he sent a dragon to kill me. It was Jack—Jacklyn then—who saved me from it and taught me how to survive and how to do the job he did. I owed him more than I could possibly say.

My cellphone went off again with a text alert as I arrived at LAX. It was from Lucy. “See you tonight?” she sent, adding a winking emoji. I tried not to curse when she next sent an eggplant, peach, water droplets, and the smiling devil.

“She’s gonna be pissed,” I whispered, groaning at the “subtle” message she sent. “No,” I sent, adding, “Have to leave town for a few days.”

I knew she would want more than that since she called three seconds after I sent the text.

“Shit.” I hesitated to answer it. She deserves to know, I thought. “Hey, Luce. I—”

“You have ten seconds,” she said, her voice icy.

“Called away on business, sorry.”

“Not good enough,” she said, a touch more ice in her words.

“Luce, I—”

“Five seconds. Then, I call the pack. We’ll come and sniff out—”

Shit. “Lucy. I can’t get into it now. Do you remember the—”

“You promised,” she said, her voice rising a few octaves. “You prommmissseddddd.”

“Lucy. This is serious. I’m going to Salem.”

There was silence on the other side for a beat. “You are going to see, her…I mean him?”

“Luce, he’s dead. Someone under his protection needs my help.”

“Let me guess,” Lucy said, still a frosty edge in her voice, “she’s a young, beautiful college girl whose only chance is to be saved by the great Nash Stone?”

“It’s not like that,” I insisted. “Doesn’t matter what she looks like, it’s all tangled up in a dark business.”

“Then, why else would you cancel tonight? Do you know what I had to do to negotiate with the pack to let me have a night alone?”

I let out a sigh. There were some advantages to dating a shifter. And some big disadvantages. I could only imagine what she had to negotiate to get time to herself. “I know. I’ll make it up to you.”

“You’re on thin ice,” she said, though there was a playful hint in her voice now.

“Luce, I promise—”

“Better bring me something pretty from Salem then,” she said, a smile in her tone.

“I will, pet.”

That one word did it. Her voice lowered a little. I think even her head dropped. “Hurry back, Sir. Love and miss you.”

“I will, pet. Love you.”

“Love you more.”

Getting to LAX was easy, though I had a bad feeling churning in my gut. Went to my buddy Tosh, who sometimes rented out space for select clientele to park near LAX when they didn’t know when they’d return, plus shuttle service there and back. Cost three hundred dollars, but, when a broker like me goes out, I need to ensure my transportation is safe, and my home is secure. Jax would take care of my house and protect it if anyone tried to get inside. Tosh would take care of my car.

Tosh usually worked with Papa Dusk, but they owed me a favor. Still cost me three hundred. That isn’t something I could get out of. Fey need their coin.

Waiting for the red-eye to Boston, I settled into one of the new mini-restaurants LAX had in the terminal. This one was part of the rocker from KISS. The drinks were expensive, but it was the airport, so it was a captive audience.

That is when I first noticed it. Looking at the napkin the bartender set my second Jameson on, a pattern was already forming on it. A spiral going widdershins, or counterclockwise to the layman.

That’s not good, I thought. If this whole thing was part of that thing, I was screwed. The Black Book? Fuck, Jack, what did you get me into?

Jack was like me. A broker for the supernatural world. I usually stay out of the territory of another broker. We all agree to it, since we can step on each other’s toes without even meaning to. Sometimes, we do it intentionally, and then we get more problems.

Jack’s one of the good ones…or was. After draining the glass of whiskey, I ordered a double. I stopped the bartender and had him pour another as I slammed the double down hard, the burn chasing away the chill of Jack’s death. He was better at this shit than me. Anything I didn’t learn from Marissa, I learned from Jack.

The bartender looked like he was going to cut me off when I pulled out my wallet and set down two crisp hundred-dollar bills, then requested another drink. “I promise I’ll drink it slower.”

“And keep the rest,” I said, giving the guy a wink.

That made him a bit more lenient.

“Where the fuck are you going at this time of night?” a voice to my left asked once the bartender left.

I gritted my teeth as the very familiar voice of Robin asked, “C’mon, Nash, you skippin’ town?”

“What the—” I took a sip to hide the tremble in my body. He wasn’t there a moment ago. The Witch-Eye usually gives me a warning if something in the supernatural community is nearby with a flare or chill, or even a pulse of something. Not Robin Goodfellow. “Why are you here?”

“Call it a curiosity,” Robin said with a smile, giving me a wink with his bright, green eyes. The trickster was in a tweed suit with a red shock of beard and a nest of unruly, red hair.

“Got a job,” I said, not wanting to give more.

“What about the concern we have—”

“Robin, don’t stress. I’ll be back in a few days, tops. Boston isn’t—”

His eyes got much bigger. “You can’t go to Boston. The Book’s in play, Nash.”

“I’m aware,” I said into the glass, letting out a long sigh.

“And you are going there...willingly?” he asked, eyes growing wide.

“Have to.”

“Why, because some mortal took on a debt for you?”

“You could say that. Now, I got a plane to—”

“Nash. Please, be careful. The negotiations are at a tipping point.”

“And, what, you think I’m going to die before you can use me as your trump card?”

He gave me a small smile and shook his head. “You’re too stupid to die like that. Lose a portion of your soul, on the other hand...”

“I mortgaged it long ago. Ask my brother about it.” That fuck.

“He sends his regards, by the way,” Robin said with an even grin.

“Tell him he can sit on a white-hot poker and spin. Same goes for you, pal.”

Robin’s smile creased a little more. “I shall inform him.”

The flight was longer than I thought. Twice, the Witch-Eye flickered on when we hit a hard bit of turbulence. I had a window seat and looked out to see the flirting shapes of foo fighters trotting along the wings, tumbling and laughing as the 747 roared through the sky.

Luckily, I didn’t have to do a Shatner impression, even though once, I thought they caught me looking at them.

Just don’t, that is my advice. One piece of advice I remember from Marissa before she went to Boca. While flying, never look at the foo fighters, then you have a chance as those gremlins fucking with your plane attempt to get your attention.

Boston Airport is a complex thing. Yet, the layout put together well. Get you to where you need to go with ease. Luckily, I had a text message from Kendall that she would meet me in one of the side parking lots. It was sparsely populated with cars, which was a good thing.

Soon, as I saw Kendall, I realized why Jack would get involved. The aura around the slip of a girl was a dark mélange of tragedy and trouble. That’s the other thing about the Witch-Eye. I can see other people’s auras, if they are strong enough and I didn’t suppress it.

I saw Kendall’s flicking aura two levels below her before I even met up with her. Dark reds, blues, black, purple, and even silver clashed and roiled around her. When I first saw her, I had to shut my eyes for a second and force the Witch-Eye to suppress itself.

She barely came up to my chest. Bright, red hair with a purple streak in it. Her shirt had an image of a dumpster on fire with the year 2020 over it which made me grin. She ran up and gave me a hug as I waved at her. When she wrapped her arms around me, I could tell she was wiry.

“Hey, thanks for the warm greeting,” I said.

“I’m just scared, Nash. You are the only one to get me out of this. I hope,” she whispered to me.

“I will see what I can do, kiddo.”

She pulled back and glared at me. “None of that bullshit.”

I held my hands up. “Sorry, habit I’m trying to break.”

As we entered the garage, something felt wrong. The Witch-Eye flared a touch, a warm tingle up and down my arms and spine as a warning.

“Kendall, be careful,” I whispered, my head on a swivel.

“Why?” she asked, pulling out her keys as we neared her car. A dark blue compact Volkswagen bug. It was the newer model, which I didn’t like. I kinda liked the old VW bugs with the engine in the trunk.

A blast of cold air struck me, and I stopped. “That normal?”

“It’s Boston. Even in the summer, it can get—”

The rows of fluorescent lights flickered out for a moment. When they returned, we weren’t alone. The lights revealed a woman, her back to us, between Kendall’s car and us.

“Hey, get away from my—”

I grabbed Kendall, wrapping my hand around her mouth. “Stop it. You don’t—”

The figure turned—a tall, matronly woman standing there in a cream-colored blouse and pants with a long, thin, brown cotton coat, hair in a steel-grey bun and round glasses that were perched on the tip of her nose.

“Hello, dearie. Oh, is this the renowned Nash Stone?” she asked, giving us both a once- over.

My blood chilled. Names have power. Using someone’s name, with even a trace of genuine power, can have a negative effect. Even worse for brokers like myself. Of course, that wasn’t my full name, though it was more than enough to cause a rippling pain down my spine.

What was truly terrifying, was, once the woman uttered my name, I felt the Witch-Eye vanish. A resonant ache struck me in the chest, driving me to one knee. I gasped for breath.

“Nash, what—”

“Don’t worry, dearie. I am sure he knows what that was,” the woman said with a small grin.

I looked up at her, pushing myself to my feet and taking a shuddering breath. “Yes, that was a warning shot. What do you want, Bookie?”

The woman’s eyes turned jet black, looking right at Kendall. “Someone has been talking out of school?”

“A concerned third party only,” I said. “What do you want?”

There was a small ripple of movement on the older woman’s face. I knew she was Bookie…the Devil’s Bookie. A tallyman for people who sign their names in the Black Book. She, well—it really—had all kinds of powers, and the supernatural community walked on eggshells around an agent of Ole Scratch like the Bookie.

“I simply want what is mine, dearie,” the woman said, her eyes flickering back to watery, blue-grey, magnified by her glasses. “That is all. I would like to finish this business soon, before the end of the week.”

I licked my lips. There was one play, and it was risky. If I did nothing, Kendall was as good as done right there. “I’m here for arbitration.”

Kendall’s eyes snapped over to me. As did the Bookie’s.

“What?” Kendall asked.

“What?” The Bookie asked, a hint of a giggle coming out. “You’re here to what? Bargain?”

“That’s right,” I said, giving her my best Benedict Cumberbatch glare. “I’ve come to bargain.”

“We shall discuss this later then. Come to the bar at the Hawthorne Hotel tomorrow. Three PM. Sharp.”

I nodded my head. When I blinked, the Bookie vanished.

“Kendall, what’s going on?” I asked, grabbing her and forcing her to look at me. The adrenaline still pumping through me from the encounter. “You signed the Book?”

She took a long, deep breath. Her hands fumbled with a cigarette. I stopped her, pulled out two from her pack, sticking both in my mouth. After lighting them, I handed one to her. She took a few puffs, as did I. “No, I don’t think so.”

“That was not some spirit that needed to be banished. That thing was flesh and blood. Why are you dealing with the Bookie? You never said—”

She let the smoke tumble from her mouth as I spoke. “Is that an issue for the great Nash Stone?”

I groaned, shaking my head. “Stop that. I told you I’d help for Jack. But, dammit, how did you—”

“Get tangled with the Devil’s Librarian? Jack put my name in the book, as penance for something,” she interrupted. She took a longer pull of the cigarette and let it all out before she finished. “That’s what happened.”

That was the very last thing I wanted to hear. I stopped to pull my flask and took a generous swig from it. The Macallan that had been blessed still turned to an ashy sludge in my mouth. I choked and swallowed it down. It’s Macallan—I had to.

“How did you get involved with—”

“Jack,” Kendall blurted, red-rimmed eyes staring at me as a trembling overtook her. After another drag, she calmed a little. “Jack did this, and you are going to help me get out of it, right?”

“Of course, he did,” I sighed. I glanced upward, knowing that he would not have gone up, but still a gesture to the departed. Fuck you, Jack.

“What are we going to do?”

“We need to get a few supplies. Then, I meet up with the Bookie, and you stay close to the hotel when I do.”

“There’s a place I know I can go.”
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The Hawthorne Hotel was a nice, little place in Salem. Next to a lovely park, a stone’s throw from the Salem Witch Museum. As soon as I walked in, I knew what I was in for. The Bookie was sitting at a table for two, a teapot and a mug of steaming tea waited. She saw me and waved.

As I moved to sit on the other side of the table, I flashed the silver dagger and Glock I had on my hips from the recent errands before letting the jacket fall back over them.

“Mr. Stone, I do hope we could have a chance to talk without violence?” the older woman asked with a small smile without taking her eyes off mine. “I would hate to have to call the constabulary on you.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m very sure you have half of them in your pocket. Here and in the greater Boston area.”

She demurred. “Myself? I am simply a woman who gives tours to those who wish to see—”

“I know who you are. Let’s not play those games, shall we?” I asked. I looked down at the cloth napkins. Needing to keep my hands busy, to not do something stupid—like pull a weapon on the Bookie—my fingers created little circles on the napkins while I awaited the Bookie’s response.

“Please, have a drink with me. I assure you, nothing is there,” the Bookie grinned. “And, drinks are on me.”

“I’ll have some top-shelf whiskey then,” I said, looking at her as I gave my order to the waitress. When she didn’t flinch, I pointed to the Macallan, twenty-five-year.

“You are a naughty one,” the older woman said, eyeing me with a smirk. She then asked for more hot water, and we waited for our drinks in silence.

It was at this point I noticed that my fingers had moved from a clockwise rotation to a counterclockwise spiral. I stopped, pressing my hands to the table to keep them still.

“I’m glad we don’t have to pretend things are normal,” the Bookie said, breaking the silence. “Frivolous…I believe is the right word. Now, dearie, tell me the reason you’re—”

“No.”

“You said you didn’t want to play games?” She said, giving me a small head tilt.

“Let’s say this. I know who you are. You know who I am and why I’m here. Let’s get to the point.”

She was quiet a moment, a slight smile remaining on her face. “Very well, human, so to the point,” she said under her breath.

“Her name’s in your book?” I asked.

“Yes.”

My stomach clenched, a pressure building in my ears. Fuck. “And it is all because of Jack?”

“Yes, Jacklyn was keen on ensuring his name was there and that Kendall’s name would appear in my employer’s book once Jacklyn died. Especially right before he died.” There was a small sneer on her face when she used “he” or “his.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

The older woman looked amused. “Oh, didn’t you know? We had a meeting about a week before he died. He made sure that his name was in the book. And that it would transfer to Kendall upon his own death.” Every time she used “he,” there was another frown.

“I have to ask you one thing, uh, what—”

“’Helen works.”

“One thing, Helen.”

She raised her eyebrows as she sipped at her tea.

“Why the frowns? Your boss is as gender-fluid as—”

“Oh! Oh, no, dearie,” she said with a small laugh, a smile on her lips. “You misunderstand. I have no problem using the proper pronouns. I simply think that such a desperate move on Jack’s part was very cowardly. Especially for someone in your line of work.”

My stomach dropped out completely. “What?”

“You need to understand that I want to help you, dearie. I do. But some things aren’t done.”

“What do you want in return for taking her name out?” I asked, throwing one last Hail Mary.

“That isn’t possible, dearie. Someone must take her place. That is the only way.”

“Fuck that, there—”

“Language!”

I looked at the Bookie like she was crazy. “I’m sorry?”

“I will not negotiate with such a crude user of language.”

“Well, excuse the fuck out of me.”

There was a huff from the Bookie, and she stood up. “If you will excuse me, I need to resume my work.”

“I thought—”

“I have a day job. Well, the body needs to do one at least.”

The older woman walked out of the bar, though she talked to the bartender before she left. As I sat and pondered what to do next, the waitress came up to me and handed me the bill. “Mrs. Salden said you would pay.”

“Of course, she did,” I said, looking at the bill and fighting back a tirade.

As I pulled out the shrinking wad of cash I brought along, a thought hit me. I smiled, slapping down the money and leaving without waiting for change.  Outside the bar, I took a right down a set of steps to the Hawthorne Library, feeling the Witch-Eye flicker a little. The place was haunted, yet the ghosts were mere echoes of people. I found Kendall reading from an older tome from the slim stacks, a thick, dark, leather-bound book about a history of the area.

“Looking up family?”

“Nope, I moved here with Jack a year ago,” Kendall said as she looked up at me with a bored expression. “How did it go?”

“Better than I thought. I have an idea.”

When I told her the idea, she arched her eyebrow high. “You sure this is a good idea?” she asked, closing the book and setting it on a shelf by the cushioned seat.

I gave her a smirk. “No, but I have a feeling it could be our only chance of changing things. Still have the salt?”

“Yeah,” she said, opening her purse. It was the first time I saw her carry one, a big, woven thing in a kaleidoscope of colored yarn.

“Then, we should head to the museum.”

It didn’t take long to get there or get a ticket. It was the last tour of the day, which is exactly what I wanted. We entered a large auditorium with wax effigies along the top. The lights were dark, yet there was one thing that glowed when we entered—a massive circle with a pentagram on the floor in red. They embellished it with a devil's face, but when I saw it, I knew that would be a giant blessing for what I needed.

The little audio portion of the show was decent enough. It told the story of the young teens of Salem accusing people of being witches. Got it wrong about Tituba, but then, it isn’t a shock. Stories have a habit of taking on a life of their own, and history must play catch-up. Kendall shivered a bit when they talked about the families. When I looked over, she was pulling at her coat a little tighter and chewing her lip.

“Cold in here,” she whispered, seeing me look at her.

I shrugged it off. I was fine, but then, I had the Witch-Eye, which sometimes keeps the chill off more than other times.

At the end of the little narration, I held Kendall back. She looked up at me. I leaned in close to whisper, “We wait until everyone’s gone.”

“Trust me,” I said, as she tried to pull away, drawing her a little closer. “No one will see us if we are still and don’t draw attention.”

A moment after the last of the people walked down and out of the auditorium, a few docents walked through, adjusting chairs and confirming that no one left anything behind. One of them came within a foot of us, adjusted a stool, looked right at me, then moved on.

I had a hand on Kendall’s mouth when she tried to speak. I waited a few heartbeats after the docents left, then relaxed.

Kendall pulled away from me, “Was that really—”

“Yes. Something I have makes us undetected to mortals when I try. It saps me more than a little,” I said, sagging against the bench built along the wall of the auditorium.

“You could have warned me,” Kendall chastised.

“Wanted to get it done, and didn’t need you doubting me.”

“Now what?”

“We wait until the place closes up,” I said, scanning, listening. A few moments later, the lights went out, but the red pentagram stayed glowing a malevolent red. “There we go.”

“Why?”

I pointed at the massive, red pentagram in the center of the museum. “That. Use that as a ward, and we can negotiate more.”

“That’s your plan?” Kendall asked, looking at me like I said the sun was black.

“Better than anything else,” I said with a shrug.

For a long moment, Kendall stared, and I could see there was an internal battle taking place. Finally, she just shook her head and muttered, “You better be right about this.”

Between Kendall and I, we pulled the chairs away from the red, back-lit pentagram on the floor. We needed to use flashlights, which I had the foresight of picking up along with the salt. It wasn’t anything magical, but it would offer some protection that we would need if I wanted to try drawing out the Bookie. This was her turf, yet a pentagram was a pentagram, and protects, regardless of decoration.

I am not a practitioner by any stretch, but I know a few things, and one thing I was sure of was salt helps with warding. Kendall produced the two large canisters of Morton salt. We proceeded to pour it around the edge of the circle. I wasn’t sure it was enough, yet she seemed to know how to pour it and make the best use of the amount of salt we had.

“Jack teach you that?” I asked.

“Yup,” she said a little too quickly.

I was about to question her when she stopped me with a question of her own.

“How do you know she’ll come—”

Before I could say anything, there was a rattle from the enormous doors.

“Right on cue,” I said.

The Bookie, still as Helen, threw the doors open. I made damn sure we were standing in the circle when the door opened. Behind the Bookie, the outside looked much darker than it should have been. Then, as my eyes adjusted, I saw that the gloom was moving and writhing, parts stretching out from faces and hands and whispers of tortured souls that begged and pleaded to get out.

“Do you really think that is going to keep me from what I want, dearie?” The Bookie asked, looking at the thin line of salt around us in a ten-foot circle. A small smirk on her face.

“No, but as I said before, I want to bargain.” I offered her my own condescending smile.

“You have nothing I want,” Helen said. She pointed at Kendall, “Her soul is mine.” A wind picked up from outside. I swallowed hard when the Bookie moved in with the gloom coming in behind her, the wind growing stronger.

That’s when I noticed the salt buckling in places. Well, that’s bad.

“Can’t fight our way out of this, Nash,” the Bookie said, taking a few steps forward.

It hit me at that moment that she was right. The Glock and the silver dagger were for show. The Bookie quashed even the Witch-Eye. I’m screwed. Kendall was even more screwed. I looked at her and saw fear. True and naked fear on her face. She wasn’t ready to fight to save her soul. She was innocent. I wasn’t too keen on losing my life, either. But her name was in the book, and…

“Fucking shit!” I hissed, a desperate idea snapping together in my brain.

“Language, Nash, please!” the Bookie barked.

“What?” Kendall asked, trembling as she moved closer. “Did you figure something out?”

I ignored her as I moved myself between Kendall and the Bookie. “Hey! Helen! Stop. I’ll come out of the circle.”

“Are you crazy?” Kendall shouted, grabbing me and pulling me back. “You said—”

“Crazy, yes. More than a little. You called me, remember…”

She looked as if she would try to run. I put my hand on her shoulder, patting it gently. “It’s okay, I got this.”

She looked up at me, her eyes wide and lip quivering. “What are you—”

“Helen, I have another proposition for you,” I said as I moved beyond the salt barrier.

“I’m listening, dearie?” Helen said, standing behind a solid, writhing, black mass of altered humans. They hissed and squirmed, becoming more animated as I took a step closer.

“Call them off!” I said, pointing at the mass.

“I think you can tell me from there, dearie. What is your proposal?” Helen asked, her voice pinched, and her face pulled into a scowl.

“You need a name.”

“I have one. That little girl behind—”

“How about a better one? I take Jack’s burden in your book? Or Kendall’s burden, really?”

That stopped Helen for a moment. It also stilled the writhing gloom amalgam behind her. For a long moment, she tapped a finger on her arm, mulling over what I had said.

“You know that Witch-Eye doesn’t get carried with you, right?”

“Didn’t think it did,” I said. “Once I’m dead, it transfers.”

“And you gain no protection from it if you put your name into the Book willingly?”

“Agreed,” I said.

“How long until I come to collect you?” Helen asked.

“Knowing my job? Not long. I think you and your boss can wait a few months,” I said, knowing when I got back to Long Beach, I’d probably die by the inevitable fanghead war brewing, or William would have some nasty plan to kill me.

“Then, I say we have an accord,” she said, her hands spreading out. As she did, a large, black, bound book appeared between her hands, floating toward me. It opened, but not before I saw the jagged, counterclockwise spiral on the cover. A stylus of bronze appeared next to the book, moving along with it. A strange, ember-colored light came from behind the book as it opened, flipping pages and pages and pages.

I held out my hand for the stylus. The Black Book flared, and for a moment, the Witch-Eye tried to counter it. I shoved it down hard with my mind. The Witch-Eye faltered for a second, fighting me.

“I know…I gotta,” whispering to myself.

The fighting stopped dead.

I took the stylus as it appeared in front of me, the nib glinting in the light cast off from the Book. I knew it didn’t use ink the same way a normal pen did, but I wasn’t going to jam it into my palm like so many people do in the movies. Slowly, I brought the nib to the back of my hand and moved it closer. Then, like a snake striking, the nib shot down, struck a vein, and glowed warmer and almost throbbed with pleasure as it drew my blood up into its reservoir.

Well, that’s not disconcerting or terrifying, I thought.

“It hasn’t had a chance to be used like this for some time, dearie,” the Bookie said. “Let it have a bit of pleasure.”

“Sure thing,” I said, rolling my eyes. I spotted Kendall’s name, already fading. Here goes nothing, I thought, and signed mine atop hers. A moment later, her name faded. Only my name, my full name, Nash Dee Stone, appeared in the Black Book. For a moment, the heat of the book seared my hand through the stylus. I dropped it, and both book and stylus disappeared, leaving me cold.

“I should kill you now. Make sure you can’t weasel out of it,” Helen said with little laugh.

“You and your boss definitely know there is no way I can weasel my way out of that binding,” I said, looking at Helen.

She gave me the schoolmarm’s “Hmmmmm” while looking me up and down. “I suppose. Well, in that case, I will see you later, dearie.”

She then turned to Kendall. “As for you.”

Kendall squeaked and pulled closer to me.

“I will keep an eye on you…dearie.” She reached out to touch Kendall’s red hair, though she stopped before she did so.

There was a feeling like thunder, yet without the noise. The black mass of humans, gone. The shadows of the museum of Witchcraft moved back into their proper positions. And Helen looked at us as if she had never seen us before.

“What are you two doing in here after closing?”

“Sorry, we uh…broke away from the tour,” I said with a shrug, reaching out to take Kendall’s hand and pull her closer, draping my arm over her. “She wanted to get another look at the wax statues you used for the first part of the presentation.”

Helen looked at us with a skeptical eye. “Uh huh. I should call the police. But…” She then smiled and started toward an exit at the back of the room. “I suppose I can forgive this youthful transgression.”

“Thank you,” Kendall said, pulling me out of the museum.

It was a rather beautiful night. The moon was high in the sky, and there was a crispness to the air that you don’t get in Southern California, except on very rare, cool days.

Kendall moved down the steps and toward the park that was across from the museum. There was no traffic in the rather sleepy town. A few people were in the park, but none gave us another look. The streetlights were on and gave enough illumination to see as we walked down the path to my hotel.

“I can’t thank you enough, Nash.”

“You are welcome,” I said. I reached down for my cell and found that it wouldn’t work. “That’s weird.”

“What?” she asked, eyeing me with a concerned look.

“My cell.”

“Well, with all the magic flooding the area, I’m surprised it didn’t explode in your pants.”

“That’s the thing. The kind of magic The Bookie uses wouldn’t affect electronics. It’s far deeper than anything humans use.” Magic and tech don’t mix. Some beings, like the Bookie, are made of such an old magic, tech works. The magic humans use, that causes more issues. Even the Witch-Eye, sometimes, messed with tech. My phone was a brick. I didn’t use any magic at all…I looked at Kendall, aghast.

“Maybe Helen did something?” Kendall said with a shrug. Then, she paused, watching me. “What? What’s with that look, Nash?”

“Or maybe,” I said, the realization dawning on me. “There was a reason that Jack made sure to put your name in the Book.”

Kendall smiled and moved closer to me. “Really, Nash? Little, old me?”

“Yes,” I said, hearing the gloating in her voice.

She suddenly threw her arms around me, kissing me, then biting my lip before she let out a cry, dropping away, hissing and spitting out my blood. “You have true love?”

“With all of my heart and soul,” I said, thinking of Lucy.

“It’s too bad. I thought you would be easier that Jacklyn. She was easy to twist around my little finger.”

“Jack. He went by Jack.”

“Whatever,” Kendall said. “Doesn’t really matter. I got what I wanted. I get to live a long and free life. And it is all thanks to you, Nash.”

“Why? Who are you?”

“Kendall Burroughs, remember?” she said with a small giggle. “Of course, I can trace my bloodline back to one of those we saw today. Abigail Williams.”

“Wait, you mean…”

“Yes. I am a descendant of the accusers of Salem. And the Bookie has been hounding those bloodlines for a long time. But, with Jacklyn, it was easy to twist her around—”

“Jack! His name was Jack!” I shouted at her.

“Jack, Jacklyn. Who the fuck cares? I’m not going to Hell now! I’m free!” she said as she spun in a circle and continued down the side of the small park without a care in the world.

“Fucking wonderful,” I muttered. I watched her walk away. I realized what a giant mistake I had made, that Jack had made. Then, the scent of his perfume came to me again, then a soft flick on my earlobe.

“Fuck you, Jack,” I said, looking around. “At least I’m clear of some of your burden.”

There was something like a soft sound of laughter that faded.

Jack always had to laugh last.

“Fuck.”
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LUCKY WITCH
BY JP RINDFLEISCH IX


Luck is a fickle bitch that strings you along with a promise of fine riches, until one day, it turns on you, and you end up face down in the back alley of some underground poker tournament in the middle of nowhere.

At least, that was how luck was for Frank.

Granted, Frank had a few tricks most people didn’t have up his sleeve. One really. Which was his fancy dice tattoo. That and his propensity to use probability magic. It was a simple outline of two dice on his arm, with pips made of spirals. It had saved him plenty of times in the past, always shifting and changing numbers for a chance to test his luck. Most of the time, it worked— that is, until today.

Now, lying in a puddle that was unlikely water, and with a few cigarette butts stuck to his cheek, Frank’s bad luck had overflowed. You see, you have to offset the good luck, but his alcohol addled mind wasn’t too keen on remembering that small but important fact until it was too late.

He groaned, pushing himself up off the ground and wiping away the grime on his face. His long, tattered trench coat concealed most of his tall, lanky body. He should have thrown out the thing decades ago, but no matter how much money he won, he’d never replace it. The only memento of William he had. The only happy memory of his former life.

You wouldn’t know from his pale, youthful skin and short, cropped, ginger hair, but Frank was older than he seemed. Way older. There was not another person alive who could rival his age, now that the other immortal witches were dead.

Luck wouldn’t release him that easily, saving him from mortal peril so he could spend eternity alone, living off poker games and craps when he felt like dancing with the devil.

He reached in his pocket for his lucky rabbit's foot, hoping to rub off some of the bad luck that had accumulated around him. He should have known. Should have passed it on to someone else, but the bourbon was flowing, and his luck was just getting started.

His finger grazed against a torn hole instead, all the contents, including his rabbit’s foot, long gone.

“Fuck!” he shouted, slipping a hand into his other pocket and feeling the tiny bottle. At least he had that. If he needed it.

A bang came from behind a dumpster in front of him, as a woman lumbered out of it.

Clothed in what looked like an oversized Nirvana sweatshirt and fishnets with blonde hair that hadn’t met a comb in months, she stumbled toward him, mumbling in a high-pitch voice, “Hey, sweetie. You... looking for a good time?”

“Sorry, toots, not with you.”

“Toots? That's a weird thing to—look, twenty dollars. What d’ya say?”

“Not my type.” Frank turned and started toward the street.

She raced after him, wrapping her arm around him and squeezing in close. “Fine, ten bucks. But that offer’s final.”

“Not interested. How ‘bout you crawl back in your dumpster, and leave me alone?”

She moved with a swift grace, gripping his waist tightly while pressing something sharp to his side. “Why you gotta be like that? Now, it’s gonna cost ya your wallet.”

Frank let out a sigh. The dice tattoo beneath his coat warmed his skin for a second before he tasted the bitter flavor of bad luck on the tip of his tongue. He grimaced, the taste always catching him by surprise. Like taking a swig of that leafy, green shit kids are into these days.

She pushed harder at his side, and he felt the blade slip through the hole in his jacket and nick his skin. “Hurry up.”

Bad luck bubbled up inside him, a tangible essence of smoke and energy that he could move around with a simple thought, and he focused on it flowing into her.

One terrible stroke of luck, and the woman tripped over her own feet, losing her grip around his waist and staggering forward a few steps before falling and lodging the knife into her own side. Slightly ironic that the knife seemed to stick her right where she’d poked him.

Frank stepped back and straightened his coat. “Aw, how unfortunate.”

The woman groaned, clutching at her side, then looked at Frank and laughed. A laugh that echoed down the alley and deep into Frank’s bones. She pulled at the knife and met his gaze, her dull eyes now a glowing golden color. “No need. This meatsuit will last long enough.”

Cold sweat pooled in Frank’s clammy hands. “Meatsuit? What are you?”

The woman stood and brushed the dirt off her knees before eyeing the gaping wound in her that bled down her leg. “We’ve been looking for you, Watcher. Give me the coordinates.”

Watcher—an old name given to the immortal witches who guard the wells well before his time—too bad for this woman, since the coordinates were long lost when the others were killed. “I don’t have them.”

The woman shrugged. “Then, we’ll have to pummel it out of you, even if it takes an eternity.”

The air in the alley grew hot, a magic Frank had never felt before, as the woman took in a deep breath.

He redirected his focus to the tattoo, allowing it to roll once more beneath his skin. The numbers shifted and changed until landing on a pair of fives.

He called on good luck, allowing it to fill him. The sweet flavor of fresh-baked bread with a brown sugar crust entranced his senses. He reached out into the world, feeling the strands of luck and opportunity. With this much, a bachelor party could take a wrong turn into this alley, or a pack of stray dogs might venture this deep into the city.

He concentrated, peeling back the layers of opportunity, searching for the right one, when a pain thrummed through him, searing his arm like a cattle brand.

The woman lifted her hand, and Frank felt the luck drain from him in an instant. “Ah ah ah, we won’t be having any of that.”

He paused, frozen in shock. He’d always been able to grasp luck before. No one had ever been able to steal that from him.

She stood inches from his face now. Somehow, the space between them had diminished when he wasn’t looking. Her hand lifted above his tattoo.

Pain slammed into him, and the muscles in his arms locked up. The sensation spread down one leg, holding half his body paralyzed.

Black droplets pooled up to the surface of Frank's skin, and with it, an affliction he’d never felt before. Any connection to good fortune he had flickered out in an instant, and the woman brought her lips down to his arm.

He had to think quickly—had to free himself from her clutches. His other hand clenched and opened, unaffected by her hold on him. He slipped it into his pocket and grasped the bottle. He uncapped it and threw its contents, mainly salt, into the woman’s face.

Salt met eyes, and she screamed, backing away.

In one quick motion, Frank swept the bottle from left to right, drawing a haphazard salt line between them and spoke the words, words that were near meaningless now, but carried all the intent of a scared, little, catholic boy with no escape. “Saint Michael the Archangel, defend me in battle. Be my protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil.”

The woman growled and lunged forward, slamming into an invisible barrier.

“You won’t get far without that,” she said, looking at his half-faded tattoo. “We’ll hunt you down. Gut you. And drag you to the deepest pits of this world to find it.”

“Well, toots, you’ve got to catch me first.” Frank turned and ran, his heart beating in his chest.
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Frank’s car, a battered, old, black dodge that he won in a bet decades ago, turned onto Main Street of the third small town he could find. The sun rose and fell again before he even considered stopping, hoping some distance would keep him from that golden-eyed creature. Of course, every place he’d tried so far was closed up for the night or boarded up and long-forgotten.

Were there no open tattoo shops?

As luck would have it, a neon sign glowed up ahead, the purple and red lights that spelled out “Tattoo” that he was desperately looking for. A woman stood out front, her dark skin and blonde dreadlocks illuminated in the neon light.

He fumbled with his glove compartment, pushing past papers until his fingers wrapped around the glass ampule full of ink. Coated in a thick layer of dust, the thing came from the old coven and was tossed in his car long ago. The ink made it easier for witches to use certain abilities, with consistency and with no words or components. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to draw a sigil for protection and touch up the dice.

He killed the engine and stepped out of the car. “You still open?”

She looked down the street, pushing off the wall and crossing her arms. “Um, closed actually. Just waiting for my girlfriend and her brother to come back.”

Frank peered past her and into the empty shop. “Sure you are. Look, I’ve been through a handful of cities already, and everything is closed. I just need line work, small arm tattoo. Nothing more than a half hour. You give me a price, and I’ll pay it.”

She glanced up the street again and shook her head. “It’s not a good night, okay? Just keep on driving. Corpus Christi is a couple hours from here.”

“Please. Double whatever you were thinking. I’m sure your, uh, ‘girlfriend’ wouldn’t mind.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Two hundred. Thirty minutes only, then you get out.”

Frank rubbed his forehead. “Yeah, sure. Another hundred for your troubles.”

The woman shook her head and pulled a phone from her back pocket. “Your money, dude. Thirty minutes. That’s it. Then, I want you out.”

Frank nodded, “Promise.”

She turned and waved him in. “Name’s Mo, what’s yours?”

Herbs hit his nostrils the moment he stepped into the tattoo shop. He’d expected the scent of disinfectant, but he caught hints of sage and rosemary. “Uh, Frank. Trying to smoke out some angry ghosts, or what?”

She spun around, eyeing him with dark, brown eyes. In the light, he could see some of the black ink that traced up the woman’s bare arms. Snakes, skulls, ravens, and an assortment of symbols. “They’re herbs for protection. Luck, really. Whatever I can get.”

Frank chuckled and pulled off his coat. “You won’t make much luck with that combination. You need some bergamot and rose hips.”

She reached past him and locked the door, rolling her eyes as she stood uncomfortably close to him. “I’ll get on that.”

“You’re really concerned about another walk-in at this hour?”

“No, I’m more anxious about the guys who ask too many questions.” She looked out the window once more before turning and pointing to her workstation. “Pop a squat, and tell me what we’re doing.”

He hopped into the chair and turned his arm, revealing the dice tattoo. “I need this touched up.”

Mo leaned in closer. “That’s hella faded. Splotchy, too. What did you do?”

“Can you fix it?”

She grabbed his arm, and a warmth spread through him. Her eyes locked onto the mark, and for a second, Frank swore he saw a small shimmer of violet light in them.

She frowned. “I can, but you need to take better care of it. That’s for sure.”

Frank pulled the bottle of ink from his pocket. “Mind using this ink?”

She shook her head. “I’m used to my stuff. I don’t want you coming back with a mottled mess or a lawsuit ‘cause it got infected.”

“It has to be this ink. It’s good, I promise.”

“Look, dude, go find someone else to put that shit in you. If you aren’t taking my ink, then get the fuck out.”

“No, please. Double. Six hundred.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out two more hundred-dollar bills. “I’m good for it.”

Mo paused, eyeing the cash. “You won’t come back if it gets fucked up?”

“No, I promise.”

“Fine. Six hundred. For line work.” She snapped on her safety gloves, and he handed her the ink. Cracking open the top, she poured the contents into a tiny, plastic cup and placed it on her metal work table.

Frank leaned back in the chair, closing his eyes and drawing in a slow breath.

“You nauseous or something? If you pass out on me, then I’m lugging your body out on the street. You got a girlfriend I can call to pick you up if you do?”

He shook his head. “Gals aren’t my type. I’m not nauseous. The ink and this tattoo… they’re special… religious. I need to be in a certain frame of mind.”

Mo shrugged and started the tattoo gun, the loud, mechanical buzzing filling the dead air. “Whatever works for you, dude.”

Frank focused on the surrounding space, calling to the unseen potential that floated in the air. He imagined them drifting by like ribbons caught in a draft. He pulled them to him, imagining them intertwining and braiding together into a rope that drew into this skin, catching on his tattoo.

The first line went in, and with it, the braided energy glowed brightly in Frank’s mind.

Mo leaped back in her seat, her arm covering her face. “What the fuck was that?”

Frank sat up and looked at Mo, whose eyes flared a brilliant violet. “You… you saw that?”

“If you mean the bright-ass light in your fucking arm, then yeah.”

Frank lifted his hands, pressing the ball of his palms into his eyes, “Just my luck, when I’m not looking for one, I find it.”

“Find what?”

“A witch. And one with clairvoyance, of course. But I bet you don’t even know. Look, get some sunglasses, and I’ll pay you eight hundred for no more questions.”

“Absolutely not. People don’t just emit blinding light out of their fucking skin. Witch? Clairvoyance? What are you? What the fuck was that?”

He inhaled slowly. “Magic. It’s magic. The dice is a sigil, and I need the lines to interconnect with this ink for it to work right.”

Mo carefully set down her tattoo gun and wheeled back. “Okay. And you are what? John Constantine in the flesh?”

“I wish. Nope. Just a shitty witch wanting their luck to come back before diving headfirst into some other shit.”

“Great. Just great. So you can help me then.”

Frank leaned forward in his chair. “Help you? What, you’re looking for your own fancy sigil? Not how it works. I’m not wasting the ink I have to find out if you’re—”

“No, that’s not it. I’m not looking to join whatever weird cult you’re into. I’m fine burning my herbs and lighting candles. It’s something else.”

“I don’t do charity work.”

“Well, I’ve got the needle, so you’re going to listen. Narcos run this city. They chased out the police. Too close to the border, and no one wants to risk their life. Those still in this town pay them off so we can stay in business.”

“You’ve got an extra eight hundred, so that should do the trick for a while.”

Mo bit her lip. “They won’t let me leave. I’ve tried. They’ll follow me anywhere and make sure I pay up. They keep everyone else stuck in this damn town, too.”

Frank leaned back in his chair. “Again, I don’t do charity work. Take the eight hundred, and flee to Canada. Bet your Narcos won’t chase you that far.”

She sat silently, her gaze unfocusing for a moment before she pursed her lips. “Even for a self-proclaimed, shitty witch, I can tell you have something in you stronger than anything I’ve ever seen. Something in my gut tells me you could help.”

“And what if I help? What do you think would happen if I waved a magic wand and healed this city’s wounds? Magic doesn’t solve problems—it just shifts them. You might escape, but the fallout will be worse. Anyway, dealing with narcos is not my specialty.”

Mo placed her hand on his shoulder and pushed him back as she started up her gun. “I’m not buying it. You can help.”

Frank winced as she dug a little deeper than she needed to into his tattoo. Meditating on the flow of energy, he tried to keep her pace. Before long, he muttered out, “When you’ve been alive as long as I have, you see that none of this matters.”

Mo scoffed, but kept at it with his tattoo, forming solid lines that reconnected the dice, and tracing over the swirls that made up the pips.

She wiped it off one last time and bandaged it the moment the deadbolt unlocked, and the door jingled open.

“We’re closed,” she hollered before turning to look.

Four men stepped into the parlor, muscled, with tattoos lining the sides of their necks and faces. Had they not obscured their good looks with what Frank assumed were gang tattoos, some of them could have even been handsome. The man in front, shorter, with a shaved head and beady eyes, shook a set of keys. “Aw, sweetie, I didn’t think you’d stay closed for me.”

“Raul, shit. Sorry, I’m just finishing up here.” She turned to Frank and mouthed the words “Help me” before walking up to the front desk.

Frank stretched in his seat and slowly got up. He spotted the guns holstered on each of the men behind Raul, and a large hunting knife at Raul’s side. Perhaps Mo had planned this, tattooing him slowly to keep him here until the gang arrived. He closed his eyes and took in a breath, testing his connection to probability. Warmth spread under the bandages, and as the dice settled, he felt the probability flow into him. A moderate trickle, meaning the dice were somewhere around a three or nine. Sufficient, just in case.

In that instant, without even trying, the three men behind Raul sneezed all at the same time. A coincidence, surely.

He turned his back to the men as he stepped up to the counter and pulled his wallet out, slipping the cash to Mo and nodding. “I’ll be on my way. Best of luck.”

She gave a smile that didn’t rise past her lips and said, “Thanks.”

Frank turned and walked to the door without a second glance back. This wasn’t his fight. It wasn’t his concern.

He pulled a cigarette from his coat pocket and lit it up, feeling the smoke fill his lungs, and started toward his car.

Raul’s voice carried through the door. An annoying rasp that made Frank’s hand instinctively curl into a fist. “You’re late again this month, Mo. Money ain’t gonna cut it. Not this time.”

Shaking his head, he muttered, “Not your problem.”

People didn’t matter. Not when eternity held Frank by the throat. Sure, he was the youngest of the witches, but he still had decades over the oldest person alive. He didn’t fit into the world of the living. There was only one job to do, one that he’s shit at, but one job nonetheless. Find and protect the well. Mo, Raul, everyone, would be ashes and dust long before Frank’s last days. What did it matter?

A crash sounded from inside the tattoo parlor.

Frank looked through the window and saw that Raul had a fistful of Mo’s hair and had just shoved her into a mirror.

His heart thudded heavily in his chest. “Goddammit.” He stamped out his cigarette and started toward the entrance of the shop.

Probability weaved in the air, hot strands of molten fire against an otherwise cool night. His dice began to shift, and he lifted the bandage to see a four. Bitterness danced on his tongue, and the probability swirled around him, ready to latch on. He could easily trip and break his leg, or a brick could fall from the rooftop and knock him dead.

Concentrating on the men inside, he rammed a shoulder into the door. Unfortunately for them, the door frame loosened from the last time the shop had a break in, and it unhinged from the wall, crashing into one of Raul’s thugs.

That man fell unconscious, and Frank hobbled into the tattoo parlor. His bad luck wanted to make him fall, but he focused on the second man, crashing into him with the force of a semi and tackling him to the ground. He heard a loud thud as the man’s head slammed into the tile floor.

Two down, Frank thought.

The third of Raul’s lackeys turned, pulling a gun and taking aim at Frank. Acidity turned sweet as likelihood undulated under Frank’s will.

The hammer snapped down, making an audible clink, yet no bullet fired. Curiously, he studied his gun, just enough time for Frank to leap up and tackle him to the ground, knocking the gun out of his hands and off into the corner of the tattoo shop.

Mo took the hint and sprang into action, ramming her palm into the base of Raul’s nose, the sound of bones breaking under her hand echoing before his scream tore through the air. She jumped back, missing the swipes of his knife while he brought his other hand up to his face.

The man under Frank caught him in the jaw with a right hook, and stars bloomed in Frank’s vision. His grip loosened, and the man almost overpowered him before Frank drove his elbow into the side of his head. If Frank was seeing stars, the man below him was seeing darkness overtake him.

He jumped up to his feet and gave the man another swift kick to the side. The man lay motionless.

Raul stumbled forward, his knife swinging wildly as he approached Mo.

Frank pulled the strings of probability, feeling for any chance he might have to help the situation, but before he could make a move, Mo swung her leg up between Raul’s legs.

Raul froze for one second, then dropped the knife before falling down onto his knees, clutching at his jewels.

She spat in his face and kicked him, hard, in the gut. “You fucker! Coming in here month after month, asking for more and more. I’m done. I’m out. You hear me?”

Through Mo’s kicks, Raul said, “You bitch. You think I want your money? You think I’m the one at the top of the food chain? My boss will—”

He reached for the knife, but Mo was faster, stomping down on his fingers before kicking the knife away.

“Your boss is going to leave me and this town alone. Got it?”

Raul took in a haggard breath and looked at Frank.

Something shifted in his gaze, and his eyes flared a familiar yellow. All expression on Raul’s face froze.

Mo frowned, eyeing Frank, then looked back at Raul, who remained like a statue in the center of the tattoo shop.

“What the fuck is going—”

Energy shifted below Frank, and a sickness burned through him as darkness swelled into the space. Whatever happened here, whatever magic he could do, would only make things worse.

He looked at Mo, who looked gaunt and sickly. “We have to go. Now—”

Raul laughed, a raspy guttural sound that came from his bloodied mouth. “Mo, Mo, Mo. So nice to finally see someone looking out for others. Sadly, this meatsuit’s boss doesn’t care about money. They cared about you. Your... special talent.” The thing turned and sneered at Frank, “All of them. All the potential flickers of light. We’ve been watching them, just so we could find you.”

Snatching the knife, Frank raced over to Raul and jammed it into his neck. He didn’t scream or clutch at his side. Instead, he stared up at Frank and smiled, mouthing the words, “We found you,” while the light left his eyes.

“Let’s go,” Frank said.

Mo gaped at the dead man, now bleeding in the center of the tattoo parlor. “What… Why… What just happened? You killed him.”

“Something took him over. Something you don’t want to have around. Trust me.”

“Trust you? I thought I could until you fucking stabbed a guy in my shop. What do we do?”

“You wanted to leave anyway, right? We go. We get as far away from here as possible.”

“We?”

“We both know you don’t actually have a girlfriend waiting for you. Where else do you have to go? Who do you think will come here first? Police, or more men like him?”

“But the shop—”

“Forget about the shop.”

She leaned back on her workstation and held her hands to her face. “So what? I just pack my things and race off with some fucking stranger?”

“Whatever overtook him, it’ll be here before you know it. It knows that I found you, and it will hunt you down. I can show you how to defend yourself.”

“So what, now you’re willing to show me?”

Frank nodded. “You’re a witch, too. And not just your garden variety. A real one, like me. I don’t want to take you in, but I have no choice. That thing with your eyes. You know they turn purple when you do it?”

Mo paused, “My momma said people can’t see that.”

“Normal people can’t. We’re witches. There’s a place, a few hours from here. I have to get something there. Something they want. Come with me. At least that far. After that, you can decide if you want to stay.”

She bit her lip and eyed Frank and then Raul.

Frank walked over to Raul and wrapped his hand around the hilt of the knife.

“Wait, what are you—” Mo started.

He pulled the knife and wiped the blood off with Raul’s coat. “Here. You aren’t comfortable getting into a car with a stranger. I need you to come. Take this, if it makes you feel better.”

Reaching out a shaky hand, she took the knife from him. “Fine. I’ll go.”

Smiling, he said, “Great. Then grab your tattoo gun, too. We’re gonna need it.”
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They drove for hours on end, through towns smaller than Mo’s, until even those eventually stopped. Hints of the morning sun peeked through the horizon, illuminating the unending sea of sagebrush and sand hills.

The building came up on them fast, a small, two-story, abandoned building with the flaked red paint that said, ‘Tattoo,’ in the middle of nowhere. Frank pulled in and killed the engine. “We’re here.”

“Well, I, for one, definitely don’t think this place is perfect to murder someone. You should have tried this place first for your line work.” She popped open the door and stepped out.

“It’s an old, coven safehouse. Just stay in the car. I need to take care of something.”

Mo looked at the abandoned tattoo parlor, her eyes flaring for a second before she took a step back. Dropping her gaze to Frank, she asked, “What are those things?”

“Wait, you can see them this far off?” he said, squinting at the building.

“Glowing, worm-looking things moving around inside there? Yeah.”

Memories flooded his mind. The night it happened, when the rest of his coven died. The night a demon tore through Cristina and left a hole so creatures from the other side could find their way through. Leaning forward, he studied the coven house, trying to get any sense.

“Hmm, maybe your sight could be useful. But how long will it last before…” he mumbled to himself, walking around the car to the trunk.

“Hey, you didn’t answer me. What are they?”

Frank looked at her for a moment, then rolled his eyes. “They are creatures from the Astral World. I’m guessing if they look like worms, then they are the lamprey kind. They came through a tear a few years ago. Apparently, they never left.”

Mo nodded.

“What? That’s it? You have no more questions?”

“Nah, that makes sense to me. There is this crazy thing called the internet. You might have heard of it in your old age. Plenty of weird occult shit like what you just said.”

He popped open the trunk and said, “Not everything you read on the internet is true.”

Mo wheeled around and looked into the trunk, spotting bags full of powders and herby substances alongside a flat spare tire and tire iron. “Thanks for the warning. What’s this? Coke and weed?”

Frank picked up a bag of white crystals. “Salt, blessed by yours truly to protect. This stuff will make a barrier between us and these parasites for a little while. There is more ink upstairs in a bag, unless someone already broke in and got past all those things, which I doubt.”

Tightening her grip on the knife, she broadened her stance. “Well, I can see the fuckers better than you can, and you can do whatever magic, abracadabra shit on them. We’d be better at this together.”

Frank shook his head. “There’s no ‘together.’ I can see them just fine when they are up close. You don’t have a tattoo for your sight. Who knows how long it will last? I can’t risk putting you in harm’s way.”

Mo picked up a bag of salt and tossed it back and forth in her hands before stuffing it in her pocket. “Good thing I’m a grown-ass woman who can make her own damn choices. I’m going. You gonna help me, or leave me to do it myself?”

“I could just bind you to the car.” Frank copied Mo, stuffing a bag of salt in his pocket.

Looking him up and down, she muttered, “You won’t. So, what is it?”

He huffed, cramming a few more things into his pockets. “Fine, just don’t get in my way.”

Glaring, she grabbed onto the tire iron in the trunk. “I won’t”

As they neared the entrance, Frank said, “If you see any approaching, let me know. I’ll deal with them, okay?”

Pulling on probability once more, the tattoo warmed and shifted under his bandage, before settling on a number. The surrounding strands disappeared, and he stood, feeling nothing in the air but the cold bite of the night. Six. “Luck is not on our side, so we just have to get in and out as quickly as possible.”

They slipped inside and walked to the staircase, Frank’s eyes wide, looking for any parasites who might attack.

“They’re all against the walls,” Mo whispered, “Like they don’t want to come forward or something.”

“Great, that probably means—”

Before he could finish his thought, a giant, fleshy, serpent-like creature struck the ground in front of him and lifted its ugly, translucent head above him.

“What the hell is that?” Mo said, backing up.

Another creature leaped out toward Mo, a circular mouth full of sharp teeth aimed at her head. She swung the tire iron, connecting at the last second and knocking it off course.

“Run!” Frank said, but as he spun, the massive worm, the brood mother, wrapped around his waist and yanked him back, away from the door.

She attempted to flee, but parasites clustered in front of the exit and began closing in, snapping their many fanged-mouths at her.

Frank fought against the creature, but it continued wrapping itself around him, squeezing tighter and tighter around his body. He couldn’t breathe, and darkness was pooling at the edges of his vision as the creature’s toothy mouth hovered.

Ripping out the bag of salt from her pocket, she grabbed a fistful, throwing it at the creature. It screamed, recoiling back and loosening its grip on Frank.

Bracing himself, he pushed off the creature, rolling back to Mo’s side. He grabbed a handful of salt, drawing a haphazard circle around them while muttering a few words.

The awful worms loitered around the barrier, bodies bouncing against the invisible force.

Frank pointed to Mo’s knife, “Gimme that.”

She quickly handed it over. He ran the edge of the blade along his forefinger and passed it over to Mo. “It’s more effective with someone else. Cut your finger, and draw what I draw on your side of the circle.”

“You said I wasn’t a witch.”

“You’re not. Not yet, but I think I can pick up the slack if I try my luck one more time.”

She hesitated before running the blade along her finger. Blood dripped down onto the floor, but she quickly knelt down and began mimicking the pentagram and symbols within.

The surrounding air seemed to thicken, the parasites building up against the salt circle around them.

Frank reached for her hand and held it tightly. His heart thundered in his chest while he connected to probability again. “Please work.”

He felt the dice slowly move under his skin, the magic to get them going weak from all the use. They settled on a number they normally didn’t. Two sixes.

A satisfying sugariness filled his senses, and he was thrust back into his father’s bakery. A time when he still had William. They were both eight, sneaking a loaf of bread from the kitchen, while holding back their giggles. He wanted to stay in the moment, luck tempting him to find a way back to him.

He bit his lip and focused on their spell.

As he squeezed onto Mo’s hand, he yelled, “Repeat after me, ‘In the name of Saint Michael, I banish thee. Impure spirits, hostile to this world, I command you to leave.’ ”

He repeated the words of the prayer over and over, pulling Mo along as she joined in.

The scent of ozone burned into his senses, an acrid smell that mixed horribly with the stale air, and Frank felt the hairs on his arm stand on end.

The worms all froze in unison, then began wriggling away, sensing the magic turning against them.

They writhed and moved closer to their brood mother, but it didn’t help. None of them were safe once the magic started.

Their bodies flared in light, glowing like embers of a sparkler. A scream grew as they recoiled and flung about. Burnt flesh and putrid meat filled the air as, one by one, the creatures vanished.

“It’s working,” she said, whipping her head around to see the room grow darker with every second.

“Just keep saying the words until they’re gone!” Frank demanded.

They continued their chant, and Frank felt a reverberation in his chest, like the sound of a bass echoing inside him. He looked up and saw the brood mother reeling up to slam once again into the barrier.

The brood mother wailed against the salt barrier, and Frank could see the edges of the salt giving way. He shouted the words louder, focusing everything he could on banishing the horrible creature. As far away as he could.

The massive parasite's body undulated and faded with every word, every intent, until there was nothing left in the room but Frank and Mo, holding bloodied hands.

Frank fell to the floor, feeling the energy sap from him, the high from magic slipping away.

As Mo stepped out from the circle and searched around, she panted, “They’re all gone. We did that. I thought you said they couldn’t die?”

“They can’t. We banished them back to their dimension. I wasn’t sure the spell would take. With your disadvantages and all. But you did well.”

“Dick.” She looked down at her hands and clenched her fists. “If that is what you do. Then, I want in. I’ve never felt so much…”

“Power?”

“Yeah. It felt... right.”

“Don’t let it get to your head, but yeah, that isn’t even the first of it. When the coven was still around, we did much more.”

“Will you teach me?”

Staring up at the ceiling, he said, “Grab the bag from upstairs, and let’s get out of here. Then, maybe we can talk about it.”
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“Are you sure you’re ready?” Frank asked.

Mo looked at her fresh tattoo, a portrait of a woman, with eyes like spirals, the magic ink rippling with a soft, white glow. “After two months of dragging me place after place in the Astral? Yeah, I’m fucking ready.”

Frank lay back on the bed beside her, this being the fifth stingy hotel room they’d been in since the night at the tattoo parlor.

“When we get there, follow my lead? We are going deeper than we’ve gone before, and I don’t want you getting lost. The last thing I want you to do is end up torn to pieces.”

Closing her eyes, she whispered, “Got it, sensei. I will follow your instructions.”

Frank settled in and muttered, “Good,” before slipping from reality.

Cold air tickled his skin, and mist peeled away from him as he stood in the hotel room, now a faint, yellow color with a fine coating of dust.

Mo appeared next to him, looking herself over. Instead of what she was wearing in the physical world, she wore a simple, black robe with a stripe of purple lining the hem.

Frank raised his eyebrow. “Really?”

“Don’t ruin this moment for me, okay?”

He sighed. “Fine. We have to travel back to the coven house, second floor. Don’t go through the tear without me. Take my hand, and just imagine the parlor. I’ll refine it down to the exact spot.”

Mo grabbed his hand and squeezed. “Okay.”

They shut their eyes, and when they next opened, they stood on the second floor of the abandoned tattoo parlor.

Bodies lay around the floor, and Mo jumped back, her eyes wide.

Holding up a hand, Frank said, “Memories of their death still linger. They are just ghosts.” He nodded to the tear in the middle of the room, a strange translucent ribbon hovering in midair, “There it is.”

He inspected it, peering through the hole once before grabbing onto Mo and stepping through.

His feet gave on the fine, obsidian sand as a warm breeze passed by him. The sky did little to illuminate the black dunes as the cloudless sky gave way to a supermassive black hole, distorting the faint light of the twinkling stars nearby.

Mo followed him through the hole and stepped atop a large platform, which looked as if the sand had melted into a disk of glass. “This is where it happened?”

Frank walked to the center of the platform, resting his fingertips on the glass before bringing them to his lips. “Omari died here, not a few steps away from the hole that creature made in Cristina. Peel back the layers of time, and we should be able to get the coordinates.”

She focused, her eyes glowing a violet color while she scanned the place. In the Astral World, Frank could see what she saw as she projected memories of the past flitting by.

A dark shadow rippled past them, pulling itself out from the tear. The tear all but vanished as a woman, Cristina, stood where it once was, screaming inaudibly as the shadowed creature stepped farther away.

Flecks of energy clustered together, like tiny stars moving closer and closer to each other. They crossed by Frank and Mo, forming into the silhouette of a man. Frank recognized him immediately, Omari, the witch who took Cristina into the Astral.

“That’s it,” Frank said, closing in on the silhouette. “We just need to get his tattoo, then I think I might—”

The black shadow traveled through Mo, and in an instant, the projected vision vanished. She dropped to the ground, her eyes bulging. “That… That thing.”

Frank raced to her side and helped her up. “It isn't real. What you see is just a memory. The thing that did this is long gone from this place.”

“It was so… hungry.”

Nodding, Frank whispered, “I barely got away from it when it came through. Not like anything I’d ever encountered before.”

He took her hand and brought her over to Omari’s echo. “It should be safer here. I need you to do it again. I almost had the tattoo.”

Mo looked back to the spot where the shadow demon phased through her. She breathed in, and her eyes glowed once again.

Omari reformed in front of Frank’s eyes, an implosion of energy that comprised the tall man. He set his eyes on Omari’s arm, spotting the black line that spiraled up it, and reached out.

His hand passed through it, as if it wasn’t even there, but Frank pulled back his fingers, hovering over the markings while he closed his eyes.

Probability is a funny thing on this side of the planes. In the real world, it has to be small. Something unlikely to happen, but still in the realm of possibility. He could never alter the shape of objects, or make a piano appear and fall onto his enemy’s head. Instead, he had to work with what he had. Old locks can break under the right circumstances. Someone could stumble and crack their head open if they weren't looking at where they were going.

However, here, in the Astral World, probability was one step away from creation, and the world around him folded and changed to do his bidding, as long as he had the luck to do so.

His tattoo quivered, and two glowing dice fell from his arm, landing softly on the stone. The pips, small spirals instead of dots, settled on five and six.

Another moment, another memory, of William passed in his mind. They were in school. Outside, Frank had just taken a bite of toasted raisin bread. William moved his hand, his pinky caressing the side of Frank’s hand. He looked over, and unspoken words traveled between them. He stood, unmoving, as his heart raced. He could be in this moment forever. He could—

Reality twitched in his grasp, and he focused on Omari’s tattoo. What was the likelihood that a memory contained the coordinates of the well? Slim to none, right?

He lifted his arm, pressing his tattoo on the projection of Omari, and with it, light streamed off the memory and into the dice.

Visions passed through Frank’s eyes, Omari’s last moment before he took his own life, a last ditch effort to take that thing with him into the afterlife.

Then, a beacon came to life in his mind, like a slight blip off in the distance. Something he knew he could track down if he tried.

Reality settled back, and he turned, smiling at Mo. The vision faded, and he said, “Got it.”

“So, that’s it then? We’ve got the coordinates back?”

Frank nodded. “I believe so, with your memory of the past, and all the unlikely things turning up possible, we have something.”

“Do we go now?”

“If you’re ready. The sooner we tend to the well, and carry the waters back with us, the sooner you can help me find the others.”

She held her breath, looking back through the portal before turning to Frank. “Let’s do this.”

Heat billowed from above, pressing down on them as sand kicked up from the ground beneath them. The flapping of wings sounded above, and when they looked, a massive thing flew overhead.

It was unlike anything Frank had ever seen. Layers of brass circles rotating around a central point. Wings, attached to nothing, flapped around it, and he noted that the slower rings had large eyes of every type and color that he could imagine staring down at him.

He stepped in front of Mo and let his dice fall to the ground, but probability curled away from whatever approached them. He felt nothing.

“We need to go, now.” He squeezed onto her hand and imagined traveling back to their bodies, but when he opened his eyes, they were still there.

The circular creature descended slowly in front of them. When the first ring touched the ground, it froze in place.

Frank locked eyes with a single eye, the most human-looking on the rings, and then, in an instant, the most attractive man Frank had ever seen stood in its place. Dark, curled hair partially obscured a deep, olive chest more finely defined than a Greek statue.

The man, only wearing a pair of crisp, white suit pants, stepped forward and smiled at the two. “It’s been a long time since the likes of you have been to this realm.”

Frank nodded, raising an eyebrow, “And who, or what, are you?”

The man looked at his fingernails, then settled his dark eyes on Frank. “I saw the little party trick you did there. Both of you. This realm isn’t safe for people like you anymore. Likely to get killed before you reach your destination. You need a guide.”

Mo stepped out beside Frank, her eyes softly glowing. “I think we can protect ourselves.”

The man let out a soft laugh. “I doubt that. Not with what lurks in the shadows now. I presume you are Well Watchers, yes?”

“And who are you?” Frank said.

“An interested party. But you may call me… Leo, if that suits you.”

“What are you offering? What’s the catch?”

“Catch? No catch. I promise to be your guide and guardian. Simply an usher for the Well Watchers. If I could find you, then it would only be a matter of time before my siblings do, and we can’t have that. Not yet.”

“And if we decline?”

“Don’t, and you won’t have to find out.”

Eyeing Mo, Frank shrugged. “Think we could take him if we tried?”

Mo shook her head, “Absolutely not.”

Frank rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, the enemy of my enemy is my friend, right? You can take us to the last plane before the well. After that, you aren’t welcome to follow us. The well is sacred, and a place no one else but the coven may be.”

Leo nodded, “I accept. If my services are to your liking, then I ask that you take me back through the plane and into your world. I would venture you could do that for me, yes?”

Running a hand through his hair, Frank replied, “We will consider it upon our return.”

Leo looked overhead and clapped his hands. “Better get moving. The others can sense magic in the air, and this place reeks of it. Stay close. And do not use your magics until I tell you to.”

“How do you expect us to protect ourselves?”

“You shouldn’t have to with me around. Now, let's go find this well.”

Mo leaned in close to Frank's ear and whispered, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

Frank nodded. “Me too. But hopefully, we’ll have luck on our side.”
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GUARDIAN SPIRIT
BY LORI DRAKE


They say only the good die young. I suppose I should take that as a compliment, but I never expected to be murdered by my great-aunt’s ghost a week before my twenty-first birthday.

The joke’s on her now. She hated me enough to actually kill me, and now we’re both stuck here. Together.

Maybe I should back up.

This whole kit and caboodle started when I got the news that Great-Aunt Mildred had kicked the bucket and left me her entire estate, which consisted of about six hundred bucks—after the funeral and taxes—and a crumbling old house on the down-and-outskirts of Salem, Massachusetts.

To say that I was a bit trepidatious would be underselling it. I mean, witches and Salem don’t exactly have the best history. While it’s been ages since anyone was hanged for witchcraft here, witches like me remain—much like everyone else—extremely dependent on oxygen, and any lingering persecution complexes we might have are well-earned.

Moreover, I’d never even heard of Great-Aunt Mildred, so I was more than a little wary. But I did my homework. It turns out, I did have a Great-Aunt Mildred. She was my dad’s mom’s brother’s wife, and she’d lived to the ripe old age of ninety-six, surviving her husband, all three of her children, and numerous generations of prize-winning show spaniels.

Why’d she pick me? I have no idea. Sometimes, I wonder if it was to lure me here and kill me, because I swear the old bat had it in for me the moment I crossed the threshold. I should’ve noped back out and never returned when the first dusty antique chandelier came crashing down.

My afterlife is full of what-ifs and could-have-beens. What if I’d taken the obligatory warning from the creepy hick at the gas station more seriously? What if I’d just told the real estate agent to sell it sight unseen? I could’ve finally bought myself a reliable car with the proceeds, or put the money toward my student loans—education in America ain’t cheap, you know.

But it was what it was, and now I am what I am—a shade, a memory, doomed to haunt these halls . . . forever? I shudder at the thought. But these walls became my tomb, and I couldn’t escape. I tried. I could walk through any wall in this house except the exterior ones, and I certainly couldn’t open a door. Slip out when someone living opened it? Yeah, tried that too. You know those pranks where kids string plastic wrap across a doorway? It was kind of like that, but the plastic wrap is a lot stronger and more elastic. I bounced off it with enough force to go flying through the opposite wall, much to Great-Aunt Mildred’s cackling delight.

Once I gave up trying to escape, all I could do was spend my nights pushing my face through the curtains to look out the windows, watching the stars trek across the sky and listening to the moaning and groaning of my senile, homicidal roommate. My only respite was from sunrise to sunset, when neither of us possessed the strength to manifest, and I could just drift like an overgrown fetus in this decrepit womb, barely aware of the steady march of time outside.

My parents must’ve had more sense than me, because they would’ve inherited the house after my death, but they never set foot in it. Instead, a parade of real estate agents and prospective buyers passed through the house by day, disturbing my efforts to rest in peace. It was surprising how few were daunted by the knowledge of the house’s recent tragedy. They were more concerned about the ancient boiler in the basement, the cracks in the walls, and the fact that on any given morning there was a non-zero chance that a chandelier might have fallen overnight.

Then, one day, the Applebaums blew into the house like a breath of fresh air. Virginia and Peter were newlyweds in search of a starter home and thought our turn-of-the-century fixer-upper was just what they were looking for. I liked them immediately, and not just because they, too, were witches. Virginia in particular had a certain light around her and a habit of speaking of—and to—the house like it was a living, breathing entity. It felt kind of like she was talking to me, and I’ll admit, by that time I was more than a little starved for lucid company.

For a while, things were great. Sure, it was a bit noisy during the day when the renovations started, and Mildred was as much of a ray of sunshine as ever, but the house took on a warmth that it’d never had before. I basked in it by day, and each sunset, when I was able to pull the threads of my existence together once more, I luxuriated in the light, laughter, and love Virginia and Peter carried with them from room to room. Maybe spending eternity here wouldn’t be so bad, if it wasn’t just Mildred and me.

Yet, while the Applebaums’ presence was a balm for my wretched soul, Mildred grew increasingly agitated and withdrawn. One night, a few weeks into their residency, I caught her standing over them while they slept, a familiar, dangerous glint in her milky eyes.

“Oh, no, you don’t.” I pointed at the door. “Out.”

Mildred tore her eyes from the couple in the old sleigh bed and fixated on me with a murderous glare. I couldn’t help but cringe. This was the woman—spirit, whatever—who’d killed me, and she was horrifying with her white hair all frizzed out, her gnarled, bare feet hovering over the floor, and her pale, wrinkled face twisted in a menacing sneer. But she couldn’t hurt me anymore. Could she? I’d never quite tested that theory—never had the courage, much less a reason to do so. Until then.

I lifted my chin and squared my shoulders. “I mean it. Leave them alone. Go haunt the parlor or something. This room’s mine.”

Mildred’s manifestation grew taller, and her very presence swelled, filling the room and sending shivers down my incorporeal spine. But I held my ground. The Applebaums were precious to me, and they deserved better than to have their beautiful young lives snuffed out by Mildred’s malicious whim. The thought of the Applebaums needing my protection strengthened my resolve and banished my fear. I summoned a will I hadn’t known I possessed, pushing back against the icy fog. Her eyes widened—in shock or outrage, I wasn’t sure. But she retreated to the hall, where she took one last look at the sleeping couple and then eyed me again. The milky white film covering her awful eyes had turned red.

“This isn’t over,” she hissed, then vanished.

I flung the door shut behind her. She could walk through it if she wanted to, of course, but it was pure instinct. Afterward, I wasn’t sure how I’d made the door move, and efforts to do it again failed. What I was sure of was that Mildred would make good on her threat. This wasn’t over. If I wanted Virginia and Peter to see their dreams for the house become a reality . . . if I wanted to cling to the sense of peace and rightness they’d brought with them, I was going to have to keep Mildred from killing them.
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Keeping Mildred from killing the Applebaums turned out to be a full-time job. Say what you will about the spiteful old bitch, and I often do, but what she lacks in mental faculties she makes up for in sheer stubborn determination.

They were safe during the day, but after sunset, it was a war on multiple fronts. Virginia and Peter weren’t always together, but I couldn’t leave either of them alone for long either. I never knew when Mildred might strike. If I lingered with Peter while he worked into the evening on restoration and repairs, I could ensure he wasn’t felled by any rogue power tools, crushed by a toppled bookcase, or pushed off a ladder. But that meant Virginia was on her own in the kitchen, and that woman owned far too many razor-sharp knives for anyone’s good. Least of all her own. I ended up zipping back and forth constantly, the relentless ticking of my internal Doomsday Clock keeping me constantly on edge.

When they retired at night, I could chill in the bedroom and keep an eye on both of them at the same time, which was an enormous relief. Watching people sleep gets boring really fast, though. I almost looked forward to Mildred’s inevitable efforts to slip past my vigilant watch.

She rarely went after them in bed. She waited until my attention was divided. Every nocturnal trip to the bathroom was another opportunity to “slip on a rug,” which is what Peter thought had happened the first time Mildred yanked the rug out from under him in the john. They bought a new rug after it happened a couple more times, one with a grippy rubber underside. I fist-pumped when it was deployed.

Mildred upped her game.

Every electrical cord became a choking hazard. Wall outlets developed a nasty tendency to spark and short out or set fire to things. I panicked the first time I saw flames licking up one of Virginia’s broomstick skirts and threw several pounds of flour at her—in a decorative counter canister. Seriously. I was becoming almost as much of a danger to them as the old hag at that point. Despite the fact that she’d only been dead a few weeks longer than I had, she had much better control over our environment. I was all instinct, knee-jerk reactions that made half the scenarios worse before they got better. Some protector I was. But they remained alive, thanks to—or in spite of—my intervention.

Then, one evening at dusk, as the sun’s warm light faded from the sky and the fragments of my consciousness knit together, Virginia called my name.

“Allison Hermione Winters. Are you here?”

Yes, my middle name is Hermione. Want to make something of it?

I zeroed in on the sound of her voice. Virginia and Peter sat opposite each other in the dining room, a lit ivory taper standing in a gleaming silver candle holder between them. Their arms were stretched out across the table, hands joined to either side of the candlestick, whose flickering flame was the only source of light in the room. The heavy curtains were drawn, blocking out the gathering twilight, and no light filtered in from the kitchen.

Mildred flickered into existence across the room, her customary glower fixed in place.

“Allison Hermione Winters,” Virginia said again. “If you can hear me, give me a sign.”

Realization dawned, but I hovered beside the table in stunned silence for a few moments more. They were holding a séance. Reaching out to me. Emotion squeezed my spectral heart. These two people had become so precious to me in a short time, but I hadn’t realized they even knew my name.

I drifted closer. “I hear you, but I . . . Can you hear me?”

“Of course they can’t,” Mildred spat. “Foolish girl.”

“Please, Allison,” Peter pleaded with sincerity. “We know you’re still here, and we don’t mean you any harm. We just want to talk.”

A sign. They wanted a sign. I glanced around the darkened room. What could I do? I tried to knock on the table, but my knuckles passed right through it.

Mildred huffed. “Amateur.”

The darkened chandelier over the table began to shake, and both Applebaums looked up at it apprehensively, mouths gaping.

“You reinforced that one, right?” Virginia asked.

“I reinforced all of them, love. The whole ceiling would have to cave in to bring them down now.”

Huh. That explained why none of them had fallen lately. But Mildred was like, challenge accepted, and the fixture shook harder. The dangling crystals clattered, reflecting the candlelight like twinkling stars. A crack appeared in the ceiling, spreading from beneath the chandelier’s shiny new mount. I mentioned her stubbornness, right?

“That’s enough,” I cried. “You got their attention.”

The chandelier stilled, but my panic was slower to subside. I took a deep, unnecessary breath and blew it out slowly.

“She’s so angry,” Virginia said softly. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

Angry? Why would I be angry? Other than at my lovely aunt, that is. But even my anger with her had faded into the sort of long-suffering annoyance that forced cohabitation often results in.

“We have to make peace somehow, if we’re going to stay,” Peter replied, then scanned the room as if searching for me. “Allison, we’re so sorry about what happened to you. But we had no part in it. We just want to make this house a home. You’re welcome to stay.”

Mildred let out a sinister cackle. She may not have been all there, but she caught on faster than I did. I hovered beside the table for several long seconds before my metaphorical light bulb flickered on.

“No, no. It’s not me. I want you to stay!” I leaned over and slammed my fists down on the table. They connected with a noisy thump that made the candlestick—and the Applebaums—jump.

The young couple stared at each other for a long moment.

“I’m not rightly sure how to interpret that,” Peter said.

Virginia glanced around the room. “Allison, thank you. We hear you, even if we don’t understand. Maybe you can rap once for yes, twice for no?”

I tried to knock on the table, but my fist passed through it yet again. Dammit. Why could I succeed when I didn’t intend to, but not when I did? I attempted a few more times to no avail. Mildred found my failure hysterical. It was lucky for her she didn’t need to breathe, because at that point, I was fairly certain she wouldn’t have been able to. More’s the pity, because I would’ve liked to wrap my fingers around her throat and strangle her.

“Oh, my God, you cantankerous old coot! Why don’t you make yourself useful and help me?”

Mildred went silent. Just like that. One moment, she was paralyzed by hysterical laughter, the next, she was stone-cold sober and staring at me with coals for eyes. Without taking her eyes off me, she leaned over the table and knocked once.

Virginia and Peter exchanged smiles, like they were finally getting somewhere.

“Okay, this is great,” Virginia said. “We just have to ask yes and no questions. We can do that, Allison. Wait . . . is this Allison?”

I nodded eagerly, and Mildred knocked once.

“Are you alone, or are there other spirits here?” Peter asked.

“Yes or no, dear,” Virginia reminded him.

“Right, right. Sorry. Are there other spirits here?”

Mildred knocked twice, though she knew as well as I did that there were two of us.

“Hey, what are you—”

“That must be lonely,” Virginia said. “But you don’t have to be alone. We’re here now. We can be friends.”

Mildred narrowed her eyes and knocked twice, more forcefully this time.

“No!” I threw myself across the table at Mildred, passing through the table, the candlestick, and the Applebuams’ joined hands. The living world might not have been tangible to me, but Mildred certainly was. I tackled her hard, knocking her through the wall into the next room. By the time we landed on the floor in the library, she was laughing again—great, wheezing howls of malevolent mirth. I gave in to the urge to throttle her and snaked my hands around her neck, but she didn’t need air to keep those mad chortles going. I squeezed tighter, fury clouding my vision with a haze of red.

But it wasn’t getting me anywhere, and the futility of the gesture soon sank in. I released my grip and shoved away from her, but as I did, I noticed a mark on her neck where my not-so-choking hands had pushed down the high collar of her dress. It looked like a tattoo, which was a bit odd for a woman her age. A black spiral ran counter-clockwise over her wrinkled, papery skin. She saw me studying it and jerked her collar back up, glaring at me with eyes gone red.

My name being called in the next room drew my attention away. The Applebaums! I scrambled back through the wall into the dining room, finding them right where I’d left them, but the mood had shifted. They gazed across the table at each other in fear rather than in friendship.

“Virginia, Peter, that wasn’t me. It wasn’t me!” I tried to knock on the table, but my frantic fist passed through it again and again.

“It seems her mind is made up,” Peter said.

Virginia bit her lower lip. “Maybe we can change it, with time.”

“She might not give us the time.”

They sat in somber silence for a few moments, then their hands parted and Virginia leaned over to blow out the candle. I wailed in frustration as they left the darkened room. “Mildred!”

But apparently, my cohort had reached a state beyond smugness, too self-satisfied even to gloat. I’d asked for her help, and she’d given it, but I’d failed to take her malicious craftiness into account. With a few simple knocks, she’d managed to convince the Applebaums that I was the one trying to kill them, and I had no way of pleading my case.

[image: ]


Virginia stopped talking to the house and started talking to me, which made me feel—well, if not seen, at least a little more present, and in a good way. At first. Her efforts to befriend me soured when I remembered Mildred had made her think she needed to. Without any means to set the record straight, all I could do was sulk.

But even with my lip hanging so low I could’ve tripped over it, Mildred didn’t relent. And every time she pulled one of her tricks, the Applebaums would call out to me, asking me to stop, reiterating that they only wanted to be friends, that we could share the house. On the upside, it meant I was alerted to her shenanigans more quickly if I was in another room. One of the few perks of being a ghost? I could hear my name spoken anywhere in the house, even if it came out as a choked whisper. The downside? If I thought Mildred was difficult to live with before, she quickly became downright insufferable.

“Allison!” she’d cry in mockery. “Please stop! Don’t hurt me!”

I had no idea what’d happened to the shrew in life that had made her so bitter and full of malice in death, but when I wasn’t engaging in the battle of wills with her over the Applebaums, I was imagining squeezing her scrawny neck.

Not that it’d done me much good the first time. If anything, it’d left me more frustrated. I truly wanted to hurt her. I would find satisfaction in the feeble struggles of an elderly woman as I overpowered her, watching her lips turn blue and the life flee from her panicked eyes . . .

That dark desire disturbed me more than the prospect of spending eternity imprisoned in the house with her. How big a step was it from wanting to hurt Mildred to wanting to hurt someone, anyone, just to feel like I was in control? In the end, was that all Mildred wanted? To be in control again?

Questions like these haunted me each day, from sunrise to sunset, as I drifted through the house, more thought than form. At night, I was too busy running interference and trying to determine how to more consciously affect the physical world to dwell on it much. The witches tried every trick in their arsenal to defend themselves—protective wards, circles, defensive spells—but their magic had no effect on us. Time and time again, Mildred slipped past their defenses as if they weren’t even there. And every time Virginia or Peter cried out for me to stop—or worse, thanked me for stopping—the quiet voice in my head asking why I bothered got a little louder.

Days passed. Then, weeks. Until one evening I manifested to find boxes scattered around the house in various stages of being packed. The Applebaums were leaving. Despair warred with relief inside me. Once they were gone, they’d be safe, and my watch would be over. But their warmth and light would go with them, and the house had been so, so cold and lonely before they arrived.

“Allison,” Virginia called, and I followed her voice to the study—or, what had been the study. When I phased through the wall, I found the room completely empty. The shelves were bare, and the furniture was gone. There weren’t any boxes either, as if great effort had been made to make the room hazard-free. A cool autumn breeze floated in through the open windows. Even the curtains and their rods had been removed.

“I’m here,” I said, though, of course, they couldn’t hear me. I still hadn’t gotten the knack of knocking on demand, but I could make the lights flicker and occasionally levitate small items. I know, it’s not much, but you try learning how to ghost while your dementedly departed great-aunt taunts you, and see if you can do any better.

“Allison,” Virginia repeated. “Are you here? We have something to tell you.”

“I’m dead, not blind,” I muttered. It was obvious they were leaving. But I made an effort to knock on the wall. My hand passed through it as usual, but a moment later, Mildred appeared and rapped on an empty bookshelf. I glared at her. “Stop it. You don’t speak for me. Not after last time.”

She smirked at me and floated up to the ceiling to loom over the proceedings like those cantankerous old Muppets on the balcony.

Virginia and Peter exchanged a glance, then he took her hand and kissed the back. “Go on, love.”

She nodded and drew a deep breath, eyes scanning the room as if being watchful enough she might allow her to catch a glimpse of me somehow. “Allison, I’m pregnant.”

Well, that was unexpected. I blinked, stunned into silence. Not that it mattered, because they wouldn’t have been able to hear my reply anyway. I glanced up at Mildred, but she was as stone-faced as ever, unmoved by the revelation.

Virginia went on, “We just found out yesterday, and I wanted to share the news with you. Maybe you could go easy on us for a few days, while we finish packing?” She put her free hand on her still-flat stomach. “For the baby’s sake. We’ll be out of your hair soon. I’m sorry we couldn’t be friends.”

Movement overhead drew my attention upward. Mildred, her thin lips twisted in a scowl, flickered from side to side like her film reel was missing a few frames, which I suppose was an apt metaphor for her in general.

“Are you happy now?” I yelled up at her, my heart aching like a hundred-pound weight on my chest. “You did this. They’re leaving because you wouldn’t leave them alone! You’re going to be stuck here alone with me again—forever.” A sob caught in my throat, and I clenched my hands into fists at my sides, devastation and rage coursing through what was left of me.

The windows slammed shut so hard it was a wonder they didn’t crack. Peter and Virginia jumped and spun toward the windows, eyeing them warily. Had I done that?

“Orrrr we could get a room in town,” Peter offered.

The study door slammed shut. Definitely not me that time. My mood sobered quickly. As much as I wanted them to stay, as much as the thought of them leaving filled me with despair, deep down, I knew it was for the best. Mildred was unfit company for any living being, and I’d never forgive myself if a child died on my watch. Unborn or not.

Peter hurried over to the door and twisted the handle, giving it a tug. It didn’t budge. “Come on, Allison. We’re leaving. Isn’t this what you want?”

For a change, it was. I looked up at the wretched shade and did my best to channel my mother. “Let them out, Mildred. Now.”

Mildred opened her mouth wider than a human is supposed to and emitted a piercing shriek, her spectral form undulating and expanding. That was new. Alarm bells went off in my head, and I suddenly knew with utter certainty that if I didn’t get the Applebaums out of the house with a quickness, something terrible was going to happen.

I was at the door in a blink. Peter continued to yank and tug at the handle, and Virginia had drifted over to stand to one side, wringing her hands and flicking her fearful moss-green eyes around the room. Though wary of taking my eyes off Mildred, I focused my will on the door.

Open, open. It’s just like levitation, only sideways . . .

But it wasn’t quite like levitation. When I’d practiced that, Mildred hadn’t been weighing down the books, cutlery, and other assorted bric-a-brac I’d been practicing on with her formidable will. No, if I was going to get the door open, I needed to confront the source. Distract her, so maybe her control over the door would slip. But when I turned to face her, she’d expanded to three times her size. Her wispy white hair had transformed into flickering flames, and her papery skin was stretched so tight over her big skull that her wrinkles had all but disappeared. The smoldering embers of her eyes were sunken in their shadowy sockets.

I put myself between her and the Applebaums and lifted my chin, fists on hips like some kind of phantom superhero, projecting strength even as my mind whirled in terror. The door handle continued to rattle as Peter twisted and tugged behind me. I could smell their fear, like the sour tang of spoiled milk, but I maintained my focus on the towering menace across the room.

“If you want them, you’ll have to get through me.” My voice didn’t even crack. I was rather proud of myself.

My dead aunt’s thin lips peeled back, and she hissed at me, baring stained, yellowed teeth. “You pathetic wretch.” Her voice was deeper somehow and rasped like crunching gravel. “Their souls have been mine since they crossed the threshold. Just like yours.”

“I’m not yours. You may have killed me, and I may be stuck here, but I am not yours, you ornery old nutter.”

Another terrible screech shot through the house, and I fought the urge to cover my ears. It wouldn’t have done any good anyway. She pushed off the ceiling and darted toward me, smoky tendrils curling from beneath the hem of her dress instead of feet and billowing in her wake. Her head bobbed from side to side like a snake’s, and as it did, the mark on her elongated neck peeked out from beneath her collar, glowing faintly. She stopped a few feet away, towering over me but bending to put her face closer to mine.

“You are nothing but a gnat,” she said, her eyes boring into mine, focus narrowed. “An annoyance. Learn your place and hold your tongue, or I’ll snatch it from your mouth.”

The air in the room shifted and hinges creaked as the door finally opened behind me.

“Run!” I screamed and flung myself at the monster wearing my great-aunt’s face.
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I should have kept my big dead mouth shut. Mildred’s baleful gaze flickered over my shoulder as I lunged at her, but my arms closed around empty air as she vanished. I spun in time to catch the barest glimpse of her foot tendrils disappearing out the door as she pursued her quarry.

I raced after her to the percussive cascade of doors slamming through the house, cutting off potential escape routes. The carpet runner underfoot rippled, and Peter tripped, landing face-down on the floor.

“Peter!” Virginia stopped to help him to his feet, but it cost them their lead. As Mildred closed on them, I leaped onto her back, wrapping an arm around her neck and hanging on.

“Leave them alone, you bully!”

She snarled and clawed at my arm with razor-sharp talons. It hurt. I hadn’t felt physical pain since my death, and the shock of it made my grip loosen enough for her to slip the noose and fling me off. I flew through the wall and landed in the bathroom, where I looked down at my arm. Oddly, I could feel the biting sting of scratches on my forearm, but there was no visible wound.

Shaking it off, I threw myself back into action and caught up with the others in the foyer. The Applebaums headed straight for the front door, but of course, when they got there, it wouldn’t budge. Peter gave it a few frantic tugs while Mildred loomed behind them, her gloating laughter filling the room. She was like a cat, taking wicked delight in tormenting her prey now that they were cornered.

“Should we try the back door?” Virginia’s voice was a full octave higher than usual as her fearful eyes darted around the room.

Peter put his back to the door and patted his pockets. “I don’t think she’ll be any more inclined to let us out the back, love. It’s time to whip out the big guns.” He produced a thick stick of white chalk from a pocket and pushed aside a stack of boxes, then kicked aside the doormat and stooped to draw a large circle on the hardwood floor. Mildred laughed harder. They’d tried protection circles before, but it hadn’t hampered her in the slightest. Their magic didn’t work on her at all.

But there was something different this time. The runes Peter drew inside the circle weren’t the same ones he’d used before. In fact, they weren’t familiar to me at all.

“Are you sure?” Virginia asked, laying a shaking hand on his shoulder while he worked. “We don’t even know if it will work, and that grimoire . . . it’s black magic, I’m sure of it.”

I gasped. Black magic would explain why the runes were unfamiliar to me. I was a white witch, warned against the evils of black magic my whole life. They say black magic practitioners make pacts with dark spirits, that it’s unclean, demonic energy that fuels their magics rather than nature’s essence, and you can’t work with that kind of energy without being tainted by it. Just thinking about it sent a shiver down my spectral spine and made me forget all about the phantom stinging in my arm.

Peter didn’t answer Virginia until he was finished. He straightened, then tucked the chalk away again and turned toward her. He caught both of her hands and brought them to his lips. “If it keeps you safe, I’m sure. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you, Virginia. Nothing. Now, step back, but stay inside the circle.”

Virginia pressed a quick kiss to his lips before stepping back as instructed. While she rang her pale, shaking hands, Peter sliced the knife across his palm. Blood welled from the wound. He closed his fingers around it, then held his fist out over the runes and spoke an unfamiliar incantation. Drops of bright red blood hit the floor, and they spread wherever they touched the chalk, forming thin red lines inside the wider chalk lines. By the time he was finished, both the runes and the circle were scrawled in his blood, as well as the chalk.

Mildred had been watching the goings-on with great amusement. Even the mention of black magic hadn’t fazed her, which didn’t make me feel very confident about the odds of it working. I put myself between her and the Applebaums again, but she swatted me aside. I fell to the floor, my face mere feet from Peter’s circle. She was so much stronger now, and I wondered if the previous times we’d tangled she’d simply let me win.

Surging forward, Mildred thrust a skeletal hand right into the circle and wrapped it around Peter’s throat. His eyes widened as he went up on his toes, hands clutching at the unseen force gripping his windpipe.

“No!” Virginia and I shouted in unison.

It seemed no magic could touch her, black or white. But she was solid enough to me. Inspiration struck. I stretched out an arm and slapped my palm down on Peter’s circle, picturing a thick wall in my mind. A shimmer of spectral energy shot up from the circle, now infused with my will. When it touched Mildred’s arm, she emitted a horrendous, high-pitched shriek and recoiled, releasing Peter who stumbled backward until Virginia caught him.

“Ha! Take that, you overgrown Halloween decoration.” I’m not above gloating when the occasion calls for it—and at times, when the occasion is more than a little unwise. You know the saying, “Don’t poke the bear?” Yeah, Mildred was a metaphorical, eight-hundred-pound grizzly.

But while she was busy screaming in outrage and, hopefully, rueing the day she’d murdered me, my attention was drawn to a sudden burning sensation in my palm. I yanked my hand away from the circle and turned it over. A glowing spiral marked my gray skin, just like the one on Mildred’s neck. No, not just like it. A mirror image of it. My spiral was clockwise.

“Allison?” Peter’s now-raspy voice drew my attention away, and I looked up from my prone position to find him staring at me with wide eyes. But before I could fully process that, his eyes darted away from me and he shouted, “Look out!”

Mildred grabbed an extra-large handful of my hair with her oversized hand and yanked me into the air. I dangled there for a long moment while she glared daggers at me with those glowing ember eyes, opening her mouth so wide she looked like she might intend to swallow me whole, but I felt no fear. Nor did I feel pain from dangling from my hair. All I felt was a lingering ache in my palm, a tenuous connection to Peter and the shimmering circle of mingling magic and spectral energy, and sudden overwhelming clarity.

All my afterlife, I’d wondered why I’d ended up trapped in this hellish purgatory. Aimless, helpless, hopeless. Doomed to watch the world go by out the window by night and drift like a thought on the wind during the day. But as I reached out and struck my palm against Mildred’s neck, pressing our marks together, I knew. My inheritance, my death, the fight over the Applebaums, everything had been leading up to this moment.

She threw back her head and howled as light burst from beneath my palm. Her fingers unclenched, releasing their grip on my hair, but I hovered where I was, newfound strength surging through me. Mildred jerked and twitched like she was holding a live wire and shrunk in size, not quite back to normal, but no longer the giant, malicious presence she had been. When she finally managed to jerk away and put some distance between us, she eyed me with an awful stare and pointed a bony finger my way.

“This isn’t over,” she spat and vanished.

“You really need some new lines,” I muttered, then turned around to face the Applebaums, still tucked within the safety of the circle. They stood with their arms around each other, Virginia’s eyes darting around in fright while Peter looked directly at me.

An awareness of the four walls around me I’d never had before tickled at the edge of my consciousness. I opened the front door with a thought. “She’s gone for now. But you should go.”

But Peter didn’t move. “Allison?” he asked. Virginia glanced at him quizzically but remained quiet.

“Yup.”

Peter winced. “It was her all along, wasn’t it? The other one, trying to hurt us.”

“Yes. And she’ll try again, if she has the chance. That’s why you can’t stay. She won’t be able to hurt you while the sun’s up. You can finish packing safely during the day, but you need to leave before sunset.”

“Peter? What’s going on?” Virginia asked.

“I can see her now. I think it was the spell or something.”

“Yeah,” I said, glancing down at the spiral on my palm. It still ached, but it no longer glowed. It was merely a thin black line etched into my hand. “Or something. Please tell Virginia that I’ll always consider her a friend. And I hope you both live a long, happy life far, far away from here.”

“Come with us,” Peter said.

I opened my mouth to tell him I couldn’t, but . . . could I? My world had shifted on its axis in the last few minutes, and I still felt that strange heightened awareness of Peter, like we were connected somehow. Maybe there was some truth to that black magic and pacts-with-spirits thing.

I looked past them, out the door. The night beckoned, crickets chirping. I floated by the Applebaums until I stood on the threshold and lifted a hand, cringing a bit as I moved it into the open doorway, expecting the same violent rebound I’d experienced before. But my hand passed through it without issue, and taking a deep, unnecessary breath, I walked through and stood outside under the stars for the first time in months. I drifted down the steps and spun in a gleeful circle, laughing and tipping my face up to the sky.

When my eyes returned to the earth, I found Peter and Virginia standing on the front steps. Peter watched me with a smile. “Is that a yes?”

A flicker of movement in an upstairs window drew my attention upward, and I caught a glimpse of Mildred’s pale form behind the glass. There one moment, gone the next. And just like that, my elation faded. Sure, I could leave with the Applebaums now and find some semblance of happiness. But that would leave Mildred unchecked, with free rein over the house and license to murder future residents. Which one of us was the evil spirit if that happened?

Resignation rounded my shoulders as I leveled my gaze on the Applebaums once more. “As tempting an offer as it is, my place is here.”

Peter nodded, disappointment and understanding reflected in his eyes. “Then, I guess this is goodbye. Thank you, Allison. We’ll never forget what you did for us.”

“You’re welcome. Take care of each other.” Complex emotions swirled inside me as I wrapped his gratitude around me like armor to keep the second-guesses at bay and climbed the front steps. I watched from the doorway while Peter ushered his confused wife to their car and drove away. When their taillights finally disappeared down the road, I went back inside and shut the door. The empty old house seemed to sigh, and I knew how it felt. I laid a hand on the wall beside the door. At least we had each other.
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ANYTHING FOR MY BESTIE
BY KELLI WIELAND


The tiny storefront between the newsstand and the copy shop was exactly what Krista had expected — except for the florescent lights. They burned into her eyes and amplified the temporary feel of the pop-up psychic shop.

Everything looked like it had just been brought in from a trunk out front and dumped.

One half of the narrow space was devoted to books that were precariously perched in stacks along the wall. Their spines facing out. Each title a clickbait scream for attention.

One hundred Spells of Revenge. How to Capture and Keep a Lover. The Laymen’s Guide to Potions for Prosperity.

Each one seemed sillier than the last.

Over on the other side of the shop, candles, dried spices, charms, decks of tarot cards, and vials filled with colorful powders, and a thousand other knickknacks had been unceremoniously flung together in plastic rolling carts.

“Isn’t this great?” Beth whispered.

Krista wasn’t so sure. She glanced over at their friend Gilly, who was crouched down beside a plastic wishing well, petting a rather stiff-looking black cat.

The three women had been best friends their whole lives.

Each leaving town for a different college, only to return a few years after graduation. Beth to marry her high school sweetheart. Gilly to care for her dying mother. And Krista to fulfill a lifelong dream of owning her own bookstore.

Tonight was not only a rare night out for the three of them, it was also Gilly’s birthday. Krista had expected Beth to plan karaoke or line dancing at the Elks Club. Instead, she’d suggested a psychic.

“It’ll be fun,” she’d whined. “And the place is only open for two weeks. What if we don’t get another chance to check it out?”

Krista had reluctantly agreed to the plan, but now, as she looked around the shop, she was jumpy.

She’d always believed that if you walked into a small business, you needed to buy something on your way out. It was only polite. Even if nothing caught your eye.

It was a life rule that she wished was shared by more of the visitors to her own store.

But now, as she was faced with the prospect of owning a bag of dried spiders or a vial of sexual energy that looked more like donut sprinkles, all she wanted to do was sneak out empty-handed.

“May I help you?”

A short woman of about sixty stepped out from behind the cash register. Her flowing blue dress clashed with the red, metal butterflies pinned in her jet black hair.

So much for Krista’s escape.

Beth stepped forward to ask an obvious question. “Are you the psychic?”

“I’m Madam Alessandra.”

The woman templed her fingers and bowed slightly. “Welcome to my inner sanctum.”

Krista bit back a laugh and turned away from Beth’s icy glare.

“It’s our friend’s birthday,” Beth said, turning to introduce Gilly with a tada wave, “and we’d like to get her something special.”

Madam Alessandra nodded. “How old will you be, my dear?”

Gilly gave the cat a last pat and stood up. “Thirty, ma’am.”

“Ah, a pivotal year in a young woman’s life. Have you ever had a reading?”

Gilly shook her head.

“I’ll pay,” Krista announced.

Now she wouldn’t be stuck buying something she’d have to throw out when she got home.

Madam Alessandra bowed. “Forty-nine, ninety-nine, cash only .”

She seemed to be waiting, so Krista dug around in her purse for her wallet. Thankfully, Beth had suggested they hit the ATM before they’d picked up Gilly.

It’s a pop-up shop, Beth had said. They’ll probably be cash only.

As Madam Alessandra pocketed the bills, she turned to look at Beth. “And what will you be buying dear?”

Beth glanced over at her friend who was trying to hide a smile. She could hear Krista’s annoying saying in her head, if you go into a small business you should buy something.

She glanced round the shop and bit her top lip. “Ahhh, I’ll look for a charm.”

Madam Alessandra bowed again. “Very good.”

She ushered Gilly past a black bedsheet hung behind the register and Beth began to pick through the bins.

“Help me find something,” Beth said.

Krista wrinkled her nose. “I’m not sure I want to touch any of this stuff.”

“You’re such a prude.” Beth wiggled what looked like a dried penis at her.

“Ugh, get that away from me. Maybe I should get a book,” Krista said.

“You own a bookstore,” Beth dropped to a knee to pick through a bin on the floor.

“Hang on. Look at this.” She tugged at Krista’s leg until she crouched down too to see what the fuss was all about.

The two woman grinned at each other. “Hey, that’s pretty nice,” Krista said.

Beth had uncovered a blue quill resting inside a black velvet lined box.

“I wonder if she’s got ink too,” Beth asked.

“I have ink at my shop,” Krista said. “And quills too, for that matter.”

“Yeah, but if we get this one here, maybe Madam Alessandra will bless it. I’d love to see Gilly start writing again.”

Krista laid a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “I would too.”

“Okay, help me find ink,” Beth said.

They were still on the hunt when the curtain was drawn back and Gilly emerged with a smile on her face.

“That was so cool,” she said. “Thanks.”

“Did you find a charm?” Madam Alessandra asked.

“I found something better.” Beth held out the box. “Happy birthday.”

Gilly moved a bit closer to inspect her present. “Wow.”

She picked up the quill and wrote her name in the air in front of them.

“Do you have any ink?” Beth asked.

“I do,” Madam Alessandra said.

“And,” Beth added, “I’d like it blessed.”

One of Madam Alessandra’s eyebrows disappeared under a butterfly .

“What sort of blessing would you like?”

“How about something to help her write. Maybe some special ink?”

Gilly sucked in a breath. “Oohhh, I like that. Like a muse in a bottle!”

Madam Alessandra’s eyebrow was still tucked up under the flying insect.

“A muse does not come without a price,” she tilted her head at Beth. “Are you the sort of friend who would give freely?”

Krista bit back another laugh. The woman’s act was a little over the top.

Beth shrugged. “Anything for my bestie.”

“Oh, you sweetie,” Gilly turned to hug her and Krista felt a little left out.

Madam Alessandra disappeared back behind the curtain, returning a moment later with something that looked more like an old-fashioned perfume bottle.

“How pretty,” Beth said.

Krista frowned and squinted, looking for a label. “Who makes that?”

“Who cares?” Beth asked as she ran her finger along the gold spiral on the front, following the counterclockwise pattern three times before she set it back down. “It’s gorgeous.”

“Ninety-nine, ninety-nine.”

Gilly shook her head. “No, Beth, that’s too expensive.”

Beth ignored her and laid the bills down.

Madam Alessandra laid a sheet of paper on the counter setting a single penny on top.

Which Beth almost ignored. It was her change but geez, it was a penny.

“If you could sign here,” the woman said.

Contract for transfer of Muse was written across the top in an elaborate scroll.

Krista held up a hand. She knew a few things about contracts.

“Is this some kind of receipt?”

“It’s fine.” Beth leaned closer to Krista and whispered through clenched teeth. “It’s all part of the show.”

She picked up the pen and signed her name.

Madam Alessandra rolled the paper up and tucked it down the front of her dress. And held out a hand. “The ink please.”

Beth set the bottle on the woman’s palm.

Madam Alessandra’s eyes rolled back in her head and she began to chant. Krista turned away, refusing to watch the silliness. When the woman was done, she handed the ink to Gilly.

“Happy birthday.”

“Yes,” Krista said, glad to have that over. She slipped an arm around her friend’s shoulder. “You’re turning thirty. You’re officially old.”

“Thanks a lot.”

Gilly’s face scrunched into a frown but Krista could tell that her friend was happy.

Beth stepped around Krista to lay her arm across Gilly’s other shoulder. “I think this celebration could use some wine.”

“Aren’t you still breastfeeding?” Krista asked.

She shrugged. “I’ll just pump and dump until I’m clean again.”

“You’re such a good mom,” Gilly said.

“Let me see you out.” Madam Alessandra held the door and waved a hand at the street. “Go with the Gods.”

Still arm in arm, the three friends started off in the direction of Vic’s Bar and Grill.

“I think I’m in the mood for a classic daiquiri,” Gilly said. “And since it’s my birthday, I’m buying.”

Krista smacked her lips. “Oh, that sounds good.”

“You know, this is fun,” Beth said. “I’ve been spending way too much time with the baby. We should get dinner this weekend.”

As they reached the end of the block, something made Krista look back over her shoulder. Madam Alessandra was still in the open door of the shop.

Watching them.
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Krista didn’t see Beth again until the following Thursday.

She arrived early for book club, pushed her daughter’s stroller past the register, where Krista was ringing up a sale, and headed straight for one of the lounge chairs in the reading circle.

Krista waited until her customer was gone before she opened the little fridge under the counter.

“Want a soda?”

“Got any water?”

“You sound tired, you okay?”

“It’s been a long week.”

Krista grabbed a water for Beth and a soda for herself.

“The baby been keeping you up?” Krista asked as she leaned down to peek into the stroller at the sleeping child.

Beth wiggled her fingers at the water.

“Sorry,” Krista twisted off the cap and handed it over. Beth drained it in one long gulp. And burped.

“Thirsty much?” Krista asked.

Beth pressed her fingers to her mouth and shrugged. “Sorry.

I’ve been absolutely parched.”

“You want to skip book club tonight? I don’t think Gilly’s coming. I texted her but she didn’t answer.”

“Have you talked to her since her birthday?” Beth asked. She rolled up a sleeve and began to scratch her arm in long deliberate strokes.

“I haven’t,” Krista said. “Have you?”

Beth shook her head. “I meant to call, you know, check on how it’s going with the quill and ink. See if I got my money’s worth for that spell, but...I’ve been so busy.”

“Yeah, I was kinda of expecting you to text about dinner.”

“Oh, that’s right.”

Beth pressed a hand to her forehead. And then scratched her cheek. “Sorry. I wanted to but Andy had to pickup the night shift all weekend so it’s just been me stuck with all the dirty diapers and the night feedings for princess bitchy-pants here.”

“I thought you were still breastfeeding.”

Beth ground her knuckles into her nose. “I had to stop.” She dropped her eyes to her lap. “My milk dried up.”

“Oh, sweetie.” She laid a hand on Beth’s knee and the woman cringed.

“Are you all right?” Krista asked.

“Yeah, it’s just...I’ve been so itchy.”

Beth lifted her skirt a few inches to reveal a flaky red patch on her thigh.

Krista sucked in a breath. And hoped that Beth hadn’t noticed her cringe. With a deliberate effort, she leaned forward to show her support. “That looks really bad, did you call your doctor?”

“I’ve got some cream for it.”

“Can I do anything to help?” Krista asked.

“How about some more water?”

“Maybe you should go home?”

Beth dug her nails into the side of her neck. “Andy’s meeting some friends down at Vic’s, so we’ve got an hour.”

“Okay, did you get a chance to read this week’s book?”

“Yeah, I loved the title by the way, How to get your baby to sleep for more than thirty minutes at a time by I have a PhD and I’m full of shit.”

Krista shrugged. “Okay, I get it. What do you want to do?” Beth leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

“That’s probably a better idea,” Krista said. “I’ll just sit over here and read.”

She almost patted Beth’s shoulder. Drawing her hand back at the last second. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Maybe some water,” Beth said.

“Sure.”

Krista got up three more times for water before Andy came to pick up Beth.
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On Saturday, Krista stopped by Beth’s with a large egg drop soup from China Heaven and a tube of itch cream.

A slim woman answered the door. And pulled Krista into a bear hug before she could get out a word.

“I’m so glad to see you,” the stranger said. “I got in really late last night or I would have called. How are you doing sweetie?”

When she was finally released, Krista managed to get out an um and an ah as her brain tried to zip through the list of possibilities. Nurse? Cleaning lady? Elementary school friend? No, she was too young. Who was this woman? And what was she doing in Beth’s house?

The woman’s eyes widened and she chuckled. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”

Krista gave her shoulders a little bob. “Sorry, no.”

“It’s me. Dierdra. Andy’s sister.”

She shrugged and pressed a hand to her head. “I changed my hair.”

Krista gasped. She followed the woman into the kitchen and set the soup on the counter, before giving in to another hug. “You changed more than that. You look fabulous.”

She hadn’t seen Beth’s sister-in-law since the wedding. Then, Dierdra had been a gangly teenager with a head of unruly hair. Now, she was a suave young woman who looked like a million bucks.

“Thanks.”

“Beth didn’t mention that you were coming,” Krista said.

Dierdra’s smile faded. “I don’t know how to tell you this....” Krista stiffened. “It’s Beth, right?”

Deidre sniffed and wiped her nose with a tissue. “Andy took her to the emergency room last night.”

Krista wanted to kick herself. She should have pushed her friend to see a doctor.

“Can she have visitors?”

“I don’t know. But Andy could use one.”
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An hour later, Krista found Andy in the hospital cafeteria, hunched over a cup of tea.

His skin was pale, and he looked like he’d been sleeping in his clothes.

He lifted a hand when he noticed Krista and she leaned down to give him a hug.

“What’s going on?”

Running his fingers through his greasy hair, he let out a quivering breath. “Fuckin’ doctors have no clue.”

“What can I do?” Krista asked.

“Can you sit with her for a while? Maybe just hearing your voice will help.”

Krista nodded. “Sure.”

She started to get up but Andy tightened his grip. “Krista,” he said. “She doesn’t look good.”
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Beth was asleep when they crept into her room.

He was right. Her dear friend looked like shit.

She was hooked to an IV and wires ran out from under her gown to a nearby machine that beep beep beeped along with her heart.

Her face and exposed arms were red and flaky, and her hands were covered in oversized gloves that were taped at the wrists.

“She won’t stop scratching,” Andy said.

He leaned over to kiss the top of Beth’s head and her body twitched.

“Sorry, babe,” he whispered.

He gestured to a chair beside the bed and squeezed Krista shoulders.

“I’m going to go track down her doctor. They ran some more tests and we’re still waiting on the results.”

She waited until he was gone before she sat down.

“Hey Beth, it’s me.”

She set her purse in her lap and rubbed the back of her neck. Despite the noises from the machines, the room felt quiet.

She glanced around trying to think of something to say and her eyes settled on a white board near the door. It listed the names of Beth’s caregivers and what medications she was on.

Both lists were long.

Krista laced her fingers and blew out a sigh. “Andy said I should talk to you but I feel silly sitting here with nothing to say. You’re the one who’s good at chatting endlessly. And making it interesting,” she added.

She paused, half expecting Beth to laugh.

But there was nothing. Just the beep beep beep of the machine.

“Excuse me.”

Krista flinched.

She hadn’t noticed the woman come in.

“I need to change Beth’s sheets.”

Krista got up from her seat and swung her purse over her shoulder.

“You don’t have to leave.”

“I should go find her husband,” Krista said.

She stepped around the woman and slipped out the door. Andy wasn’t in the hall. Or in the cafeteria.

She checked her phone. There were no messages. From him or anyone else.

Including Gilly.

Krista had already called a dozen times but she gave it one more shot. The phone rang once and a mechanical voice warned that the mailbox was full.

So Gilly wasn’t calling anyone back.

Krista stamped her foot and was about to type a strongly-worded note in messenger when her chest tightened and she pressed a hand to her mouth.

What if Gilly was sick too? Maybe they’d all been exposed to something. Where had they all been together last...?

The pop-up shop.

But she was okay.

And Gilly had a nurse that helped out with her mother in the evenings. Surely they’d notice if there was a problem. Unless they were too focused on their patient. Krista dug her car keys out of her purse.

She needed to get to Gilly’s house.

Now.
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“Mrs. Harper, how are you?”

Krista was surprised to see Gilly’s mother answer the door and she reached out to catch her when she wobbled on unsteady feet.

Gabby Harper had been in her teens when she’d given birth to her only child, but pancreatic cancer had transformed the forty-seven year-old woman into a withering shell who could have easily passed for seventy.

“I’m not dead yet.”

A young man in scrubs came running into the front room. “Gabby, what are you doing out of bed?”

“The bell was ringing and no one was answering it.”

“I was making your tea.”

He bobbed his head at Krista as he bent to slip one of Mrs.

Harper’s arms over his shoulder. “Hello, I’m Alex.”

“Krista.” She raised a hand to shake his and realized he was a bit preoccupied, so she waved instead.

“Okay, Gabby, let’s get you back to bed.”

Krista followed them into the living room and waited while Alex tucked the woman into a bed that looked exactly like the one back in Beth’s hospital room.

“What brings you out this evening?” Mrs. Harper asked.

The woman’s demeanor told her that Gilly was fine. Which made things worse. She’d been avoiding Krista on purpose.

“Is Gilly home?”

“I think she’s up in her room. Is everything all right?”

Krista was tempted to tell her about Beth but the woman had enough on her plate.

“Is it okay if I just go up?”

“Of course. Make sure you say goodbye before you leave.” Krista took the stairs to the third floor and stopped outside Gilly’s room.

A strip of light was visible under the door and she knocked twice.

“I don’t want any dinner, Alex.”

“Gilly, it’s me.”

Krista tested the knob and pushed the door open. And grabbed at the frame to stop her forward motion.

Every inch of the floor was lined with sheets of paper. Each filled with straight rows of perfectly blocked letters.

Gilly was at her desk, hunched over.

Oblivious to Krista, she dipped her birthday quill into the perfume shaped bottle of ink and began to scratch away at another page.

“Gilly?” Krista called softly.

The quill froze. And her friend turned to look at her. Her face was pale and her brown eyes seemed as black as a starless night.

And then she found her way out of the fog and smiled. “Krista.”

“Hi there. Are these things dry? I don’t want to mess them up.”

“Yeah,” Gilly got up and began to stack the pages into a thick pile. “Is it book club night?” “No.”

Krista helped gather the papers and when there was enough room, she stepped inside and shut the door.

“I tried calling you. Didn’t you get my messages?”

Gilly scrunched up her face and rubbed at an ink stain on her cheek.

“Sorry.” She glanced around the room and threw up her hands. “I can’t find my phone.”

“Oh.” Krista pressed a hand to her chest. “That explains why you didn’t call me back.”

“What’s up?”

“Beth’s sick,” Krista said. “In fact, she’s in the hospital.”

“Oh no.” Gilly hugged the pages to her chest. “What’s wrong?”

“They’re not sure.”

“Can we see her?”

“I think she’d like that.”

Gilly followed Krista down the stairs, only remembering the pages when they’d reached the front door. She handed them to Alex who had been hovering nearby.

“Is this the masterpiece?” he asked.

“It’s not done yet.”

“But I can read what’s here?”

Gilly groaned and Krista understood her reluctance.

A book was a writer’s child who was never quite ready to move out on its own.

She took the stack out of Gilly’s hands and passed them to Alex. “Let me know if I need to stock it in my shop.”

He turned without answering, already reading the first page. At the hospital Krista parked and she and Gilly got to the ER doors as Andy and Beth were coming out.

Everyone squealed and hugged.

“Krista had me thinking you were dying,” Gilly said.

“She looked like she was.”

“It’s the craziest thing,” Andy said. “About thirty minutes ago, Beth woke up and she wasn’t itchy anymore.”

“And I feel so full of fluids, I don’t think I’ll ever need to drink again.” And then she winked at Krista. “Unless it’s a classic daiquiri at Vic’s.”

“Why don’t you two follow us home,” Andy said. “Dierdra made corn chowder.”

“Are you sure?” Krista asked. “Beth literally just got out of the hospital.”

Andy threw his arms wide and howled at the sky. “My wife isn’t dying!” he shouted. “I want to everyone she loves to celebrate with us. Follow us home.”

And so Krista and Gilly did.

They ate corn chowder, played charades and when it was time to go Beth insisted on tagging along.

Mrs. Harper was asleep and Alex barely looked up from the stack of pages he was reading when the ladies tiptoed into Gilly’s house.

“Is that the book?” Beth asked.

Gilly bobbed her shoulders and tucked one of her feet behind the other.

“You wrote all that?” Beth asked. “Since your birthday?” That got her another shrug from Gilly.

“Let’s see that quill again,” Beth said.

They raced up the stairs and Beth sat at Gilly’s desk to admire the bottle of ink.

“I still love this thing,” she said. “Can I have it when it’s empty?”

“I don’t know. It’s kinda like my good luck charm now.”

“It’s your muse,” Krista added.

Beth grinned and touched a finger to the gold swirl painted on the front. “That’s right. We got it at the pop-up psychic shop. And damn, it’s almost gone.”

She tilted the bottle and Krista and Gilly leaned in to watch a tiny black wave roll across the bottom.

“You got all those pages downstairs out of this one bottle?” Krista asked.

“I did. It’s great stuff.” She bounced on her toes and raked her teeth across her bottom lip. “And if you guys don’t mind, I want to get back to it. I think I know how to end the book and I’m pretty sure I’m going to be up all night. I’m not stopping until it’s done.”

“Well, that kinda was the point of the present,” Beth said. “Get back to work.”

The three women hugged and then hugged again.

“But in the morning, we’re going out to breakfast,” Beth said. “Don’t you want to spend some alone time with Andy?”

Krista asked.

Beth waved away her concerns. “He’s smothering me.”

“You almost died.”

Beth shrugged. “This girl needs her space. And I miss hanging with my besties. What do you say, ladies?”

Krista shrugged and they both turned to look at Gilly.

“I don’t know.”

“Oh come on,” Beth said. “You can’t just sit up here in your room, writing all the time. Get out, go get some fresh air.”

“You just told me to get back to it.”

“Sure. Tonight. But tomorrow’s breakfast.”

“Beth, I need to work. I want to finish. And you should understand. You’re the one who gave me the muse,” Gilly said.

“Fine. You have until nine o’clock tomorrow morning and then the three of us are hitting Patsy’s for pastries.”

Gilly dropped her eyes to look at the ink bottle. “Maybe.”

“No maybes,” Beth said. “See you at nine.”

“Then get out of here so I can get back to work.”

Gilly slid back into the seat at her desk.

And as Krista and Beth turned to go, she dipped her quill into the ink and Beth scratched her cheek.
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At seven in the morning, Krista sent Beth a text.

Stay home. That’s an order. Spend time with your hubby.

She set her phone down and then picked it back up to send another.

If you need me to babysit, just let me know.

She had no idea how long Dierdra was going to stay.

She showered and was out the door before eight thirty, stopping at Patsys for a dozen assorted donuts, and was pleased to see that Beth’s car wasn’t parked in the Harper’s driveway when she arrived.

Alex answered the door and Mrs. Harper was sitting up in her bed, with Gilly’s book spread out in front of her.

“Krista.” She held out a shaky hand.

Krista set the donut box down on a little table by the door and hurried over.

“You’re the expert, I want you to read this book.”

“It’s really good,” Alex added.

Mrs. Harper shooshed him. “I don’t know what you and Beth did, but I’m so happy that my little girl is writing again.”

“We didn’t do anything, Mrs. Harper. It was all her.”

“Could you do me a little favor?”

Krista nodded. “Of course.”

“Gilly is almost out of ink and she’s afraid to stop writing to go get some. She kept saying that if she set down her quill she might lose her muse. Do you know what she’s talking about?”

Krista laughed and squeezed the woman’s hand. “I do, but you have to promise not to laugh.”

Mrs. Harper held up two fingers. “I swear.”

“Beth and I took Gilly to a psychic for her birthday. I got her a reading, and Beth bought her the quill and ink. And...”

Krista bit her bottom lip.

“What?”

She rolled her eyes. “It sounds stupid but Beth had the psychic bless the ink with a muse.” Mrs. Harper laughed.

And then frowned.

“Oh, you’re serious.”

“I don’t believe in that kind of thing, but I guess Gilly does.”

“Well,” her mother said. “I suppose whatever gets her butt in the chair working.”

Krista laughed. “Exactly. I take it you’d like me to pick up some more ink?”

“And I guess, get it blessed,” Mrs. Harper said.

“I’m not sure the shop is still there.”

“Was she going out of business?”

“No, it was a pop-up shop. They’re usually only around for a few days.”

“And you went on her birthday?”

“We did. It’s been two weeks.”

“Do you mind checking?”

Krista shook her head. “Of course not.”

“Lovely. Bring me my purse Alex.”

“Do you have cash?” Krista asked. “Madam Alessandra doesn’t take credit cards.”

Mrs. Harper chuckled. “Of course she doesn’t. Alex, where are you?”

“Stop shouting,” Alex yelled from the kitchen.

He brought Mrs. Harper her purse and she motioned for him to look inside.

He dug in without hesitation and quickly found her wallet.

“You’ve got eighty-two dollars.”

“Do you remember how much it was?” Mrs. Harper asked.

“Ahhhh,” Krista squinted one eye. “It wasn’t more than a hundred.”

“My, that’s a pricey muse,” Gilly’s mother said.

Alex produced a twenty from his pocket. “I’ll chip in the difference. That’s got to be worth a first edition signed copy.” He folded the twenty around Mrs. Harper’s cash. “This book is going to be a bestseller.”

“It is,” Mrs. Harper agreed. “Now get out of here and go see if the witch is still there.”

“Psychic,” Krista said. “Whatever. Go with her, Alex.”

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Gilly’s upstairs and I think I can manage on my own for an hour.”

Alex gave the necklace around Mrs. Harper’s neck a gentle tug. “You just hit that call button if you need anything.”

On the way out the door, he grabbed the box of donuts.
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Krista was more than a little surprised to find the pop-up shop still there and open for business.

The place looked exactly the same and Madam Alessandra was still in the same outfit. She bowed and welcomed them back to her shop.

“Do you remember the ink that my friend bought? It was a couple of weeks ago.”

The psychic templed her fingers and nodded.

“Do you have any left?”

“I do.”

She disappeared behind the black curtain and Alex squeezed Krista’s arm.

“This place is so cool.”

Krista had to agree. Any trepidation she’d had about the shop was gone. Beth was cured. Gilly was writing, and she couldn’t have been happier. She didn’t even hesitate to cough up a hundred bucks of her own when Madam Alessandras returned with an extra bottle. She even pretended to take it seriously when the psychic had them sign her contract and put on her spooky little show.

When they got back to Gilly’s, Mrs. Harper was asleep.

Krista left Alex to get back to his duties and she climbed the steps to Gilly’s room. Knocking lightly, she stayed in the hall as she pushed open the door. Just in case Gilly’d been productive again.

And she had. The floor was littered with drying pages. “Gilly,” she called.

Her friend didn’t hear her. Or stop scratching with her quill. Krista dug around in her purse and found a cough drop. She aimed for Gilly’s back and hit her in the head.

Gilly whirled around.

The pasty expression was back. Along with the inky black cast to her eyes.

“It’s just me. Your mom and I got you some more ink.” Gilly’s eyes narrowed. “From your shop?”

Krista shook her head. “No, from the pop-up shop. It’s the same stuff.”

She held the bag higher and Gilly let out a cry and raised her hands.

“Throw it to me!”

“You’re welcome. Alex kicked in some cash too.”

Gilly snapped her fingers and raised her hands a bit higher. “Honey, I’m not sure I should throw this. I just hit you in the head and I was aiming for your back.”

Gilly stood up. “Stay there. I’ll come to you.”

“Okay.”

Gilly worked her way over to the door, careful to step around the drying pages. She reached Krista and snatched the bag away from her.

“And you’re still welcome.”

“Thank you,” Gilly smiled but her words left Krista chilled. “I need to get back to work. I’ve wasted too much time already .”

She shut the door before Krista could reply.

Two nights later, Krista got the call a little after midnight. And before Dierdra could get out a word, she knew.

Beth was dead.

As Andy sobbed in the background, his sister told her that Beth had been fine. Until she wasn’t.

The funeral would be soon. They’d be in touch.

Krista waited another hour and got up. She needed to see Gilly. To tell her in person. To grieve with her best friend. The only one she had left.

When Krista got to the Harpers’, the front room was dark and the door was locked. She pressed cupped hands against the glass trying to see inside and finally decided to try around back. Maybe Alex was still up.

She used the flashlight on her phone to make her way to the side gate and knocked lightly on the kitchen door.

“Alex?” She kept her voice soft.

If Mrs. Harper wasn’t up she didn’t want to wake her.

She counted out ten Mississippis and knocked again. Harder this time. The door wasn’t latched and it swung open. Just a few inches.

A light over the microwave illuminated one side of the kitchen table. It was still set with an untouched plate of spaghetti and a glass of milk. Alex must have been interrupted during his dinner.

“Alex?” she called out again.

She gave the door a gentle shove, it swung another inch, stopped short and came back at her. She caught it with a hand and pushed. It stopped again. There was something behind it.

Leaning into the door, she used her elbow to shove it wide enough for her to get inside. She slapped her hand against the wall until she hit the light switch and screamed at the body stretched out in front of the fridge.

It was Alex.

But it couldn’t be.

It had to be a joke. Something from a halloween store.

The face was shriveled and dried out like a prune and the exposed skin; his arms, neck and legs were red and flaky.

Two days ago, he’d been a healthy thirty-something slightly goofy man. Whatever had killed him had done it quickly.

“Mrs. Harper?”

Krista’s scream should have woken the woman. Or at least brought Gilly down the stairs.

She gave Alex’s body a wide berth and worked her way to the living room.

There was a figure in the bed.

“Mrs. Harper?” Krista swallowed hard trying to push her heart back down her throat.

Moving closer, she glanced back over her shoulder. Noticing for the first time just how small the room was.

“Mrs. Harper? Please?” Krista reached the bed and lifted her cell phone.

And screamed again at what she saw.

The same dried out face. The same red flaky patches. And something else.

Something clutched in the dead woman’s hand.

Krista licked her lips and let out a breath before she tried to tug the piece of paper free. Part of it straightened and then tore off.

Krista aimed her cell phone until the light illuminated the words on the page in her hand.

...contract for transfer of...

It was a receipt from the psychic.

For the ink.

And the muse.

The same contract that Beth had signed. And Alex, using Mrs. Harper’s money. And his.

She looked down at the receipt again. And then emptied her purse onto Mrs. Harper’s bed, digging through the mess until she found the piece of wadded up paper at the bottom of the pile.

She straightened it out.

And read the line across the top.

Contract for the transfer of Muse.

But it had all been for show.

Hadn’t it?

She turned away from the dead woman and went to the staircase, climbing to the third floor and stopping outside Gilly’s room.

Turning the knob, she gave the door a shove. It opened easily and revealed her friend, hunched over her desk.

She watched Gilly dip the blue quill into the ink and as she began to write, the scratch against the paper was in perfect rhythm with Krista’s hand as she dug her nails into the soft flesh of her forearm.

“Gilly,” she said. “I need you to stop.”

Krista’s hand moved from her arm to her neck. Scratch, scratch, scratch.

“Please, stop writing.”

“Hang on,” Gilly said, as she dipped her quill back into the ink, “I’m almost done.”
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THE DOWNWARD SPIRAL
BY ZACH BOHANNON AND J. THORN


July, 1994

Mickey Slater sat on his couch, smoke billowing from the cigarette pressed between his lips, as he stared at the television.

On the screen, the old man in the Santa hat made his way up the ladder and pinned himself onto the cross as the opening verse of Heart Shaped Box transitioned into the first chorus. The Nirvana song had dominated MTV the previous year, when it had debuted, and the network had been showing it again since Kurt Cobain’s untimely suicide a few months before.

As Kurt shouted the chorus lyrics right into the camera, all Mickey could do was shake his head.

“Stupid, selfish asshole. You come on the scene and end my career, and then off yourself a few years later. Go fuck yourself. I hope the other dudes in your band don’t amount to shit.”

Mickey picked up the remote and muted the television. Putting the cigarette out in the ashtray sitting on the coffee table, he stood up. He picked up his mug, sitting atop a four-month-old issue of AP Magazine, and went to the kitchen.

The coffee machine had turned off, but he poured the rest of the brown sludge into his mug and stuck it in the microwave. While waiting for the cold tar to heat up, he eyed the framed picture on the wall next to him. Hung above the telephone was a picture from 1988 of Mickey and his band, Lynch Street Killers, in front of a sold-out crowd at The Forum in Los Angeles. He smiled as he thought back to that night.

Lynch Street Killers played direct support to Guns ’n Roses that night, and they had rocked the house so hard that several people backstage approached Mickey after and told him that Guns didn’t stand a chance against them. Listening to the crowd singing every word, not only to their hit song, “More Weight,” but screaming the lyrics to all of their songs, had made it a night to remember. Then, after the show, to cap it off nicely, Mickey had had three women join him in his hotel room for the rest of the night.

The microwave beeped, pulling Mickey out of his nostalgic trance. He coughed, reaching down to scratch himself over his sweatpants, then pulled the mug out and raised it to his mouth. The lukewarm coffee hit his lips and tasted like shit, but the caffeine would give him the “morning” boost he needed, even though his morning was at nearly four in the afternoon.

Making his way back into the living room, he stood behind the couch and took another sip of coffee. The intro for MTV News came up on the screen, and there sat a less-selfish Kurt—Kurt Loder—at the desk. Above his shoulder hovered the graphic for Woodstock ’94. Mickey didn’t need the volume turned up to know the MTV News anchor was hyping up the return of the world’s most iconic concert. The video package cycled through clips of the bands set to perform, including Red Hot Chili Peppers, Green Day, Metallica, and even the abysmal band, Blues Traveler.

It pissed him off to see the lineup. Along with the contemporary alternative bands which had put an end to the popularity of the 80s rock scene which LSK helped make popular, the lineup also featured acts from the previous era, such as Aerosmith, Joe Cocker, Bob Dylan, and Crosby, Stills, and Nash. But the festival organizers had excluded all the bands who, only a handful of years earlier, had dominated the music scene. Even those with a similar edge to LSK such as Motley Crue and Guns n’ Roses got passed by and lumped into the same category as all the cheesy hair bands, like Cinderella, Winger, and Ratt.

“We should be on that bill.”

Of course, Mickey lived in denial. Even if LSK had been asked to play a set, it wasn’t like they would be able to perform. Mickey coughed, reminding him why the band wouldn’t be able to play even if they were invited.

“Son of a bitch.” His coughing fit raged on.

Mickey shuffled over to the dining room table, which was stacked with unopened bills, empty take-out boxes, and magazines, and grabbed the bottle of pills. His doctor had prescribed the shit to help his throat. Over the last several months, it had become somewhat easier for him to sing, but he was still recuperating. He was determined to make a full recovery after a doctor had told him he would never perform again—at least not as a vocalist.

Tossing the pills into his mouth, Mickey swiped a Pilsner off the table, the bottle less than a quarter full. The warm beer from the night before went down his throat, washing the pills away with them. Then, he slammed the bottle back down onto the table and lumbered back toward his couch.

He’d started to sit down again when he heard a knock at the door.

“Oh, now who the fuck could that be? It better not be the fucking landlord again.” Complaints had come about the smell permeating from Mickey’s unit. Unfortunately, he hadn’t gotten around to cleaning up yet.

He grabbed a Big Johnson shirt off the back of the couch and slid it over his head. When he got to the door, he glanced through the peephole but saw no one there. Unlocking the door, he peered outside.

A man stood to his right, against the wall, but out of the view of the peephole. He wore a black trench coat and a fedora pulled down over his eyes. The frayed hem of the coat dangled over patent-leather Doc Martens. This dude had missed the Goth train by at least a decade.

“Apologies,” the man said. “I hope I caught you at a decent time.”

“What the fuck is your problem? That’s a weird place to stand when you knock on someone’s door. You’re lucky I didn’t shoot your ass.”

“Again, apologies.”

“What the hell do you—”

Again, Mickey hacked. This time, the fit came harder than it had inside his apartment when he’d been alone.

“Do not burden yourself with trying to talk, Mr. Chesterfield. I will not take much of your time.”

Fighting the urge to continue barking, he glanced up at the man. Few people knew Mickey’s Christian name—it wasn’t as if there was an easy way to find it. Most people just assumed his stage name—Slater—was his real name. It’s not like he’d concocted some fabricated, silly stage name like “The Edge.”

“Who the hell are you?” Mickey asked authoritatively.

“My name is irrelevant, but if it’s important to you, then I suppose you can call me Doyle. That should suffice for our purposes.”

“Well, Doyle, I’m starting to lose my patience. So, unless you want me to call security, I suggest you get to the point and tell me—”

“How would you like to have your career back, Mickey?”

Placing his hand on the doorway, he braced himself. He then scoffed, which nearly sent him into another coughing bout, but he managed to stave it off for the time being.

“You clearly know some things about me, so I’m sure you’ve read in the tabloids that I’m not exactly fit to sing right now.”

“I’m well aware of your ailments. But I’d appreciate if you would just answer my question.”

His hand dropped from the wall, and he shrugged. “Sure, why not? Of course, I’d love to have my career back. Hell, man, I’d probably give my left nut to play in front of a stadium crowd again.”

Doyle grinned. “Well, I do not think that’ll be necessary. But I am confident that I can help you and get you back behind the microphone and in front of a crowd within mere days.”

“Yeah, and I’m sure you’re also gonna get O.J. off the hook before his trial even starts.” Mickey laughed, and this time, he succumbed to the violent coughing.

“Have some faith, Mickey.” The man patted Mickey on the shoulder. “I believe you need my help more than ‘The Juice’ does right now.”

On Doyle’s left wrist, Mickey noticed a spiral. But it didn’t appear to be a normal ink tattoo—more like a brand of some sort. Either way, Mickey found himself mesmerized by the design, his eyes going in circles as he followed it.

“Have a good rest of your day, Mr. Chesterfield.” He turned his back and strode away.

Breaking from his trance, Mickey glanced up at the man and called to him, “Wait, where are you going? I thought you were going to help me.”

“Do not worry. I got all I needed today.”

“Well, hold up. How am I supposed to know that you’ve helped me?”

Peering over his shoulder, Doyle grinned. “Trust me… you’ll know.”

The man tipped the brim of his hat and headed down the hall again. Mickey watched him for another moment before shaking his head and stepping back into his apartment. He shut the door and put his back against it, trying to comprehend what had just happened as Black Hole Sun came on the muted television.

He exhaled, letting out a laugh. “What a stupid asshole.”

[image: ]


Sitting on the couch in the lounge of the rehearsal studio, Mickey puffed on a cigarette. The TV was on, but the volume was muted. Not that it mattered with his bandmates rocking the next room over. Mickey mostly tuned it out. He was just taking a quick smoke break before heading back to the room, though that seemed pointless.

The only reason he’d even come to rehearsal was to show that he still somewhat cared. Besides, what else was he going to do? If he hadn’t trekked down to the studio, then he would have just sat around his apartment, sulking while he drank and smoked. Though they could be annoying and testing at times, he still enjoyed being around the band enough to where it was worth making the drive.

He sucked one final drag off the cigarette just as the band hit the last note on the song “My Bleeding Knees.” Rising to stretch his legs, he watched the rest of his bandmates come walking out of the rehearsal studio, into the lounge.

“Goddamn, that felt good!” Jason, the drummer, said. He jumped up and down a few times and popped his knuckles.

Josey, the rhythm guitarist, exited the room next, a bottle of Wild Turkey in his hand, as usual.

LSK’s bassist, Porter Newland, was probably Mickey’s closest friend in the group. Porter was always laid back and easy to talk to, and he partied less than the other guys.

Following him was Dillon, the band’s lead guitarist. He was the “pure artist” of the group. It was rare to find him without a Flying V strapped to body, his hands moving up and down the fretboard. Even after shows, he would often sit in the corner of the dressing room or the back of the bus, playing the guitar without even plugging into an amp. He ambled over to the couch and sat down, his guitar still on. He drank some water and rested his hands, though Mickey knew he’d be playing before long.

Jason slapped Mickey on the shoulder. “How’d we sound?”

“Like shit without a singer.”

“Yeah, well, I can sure stay in the groove better without you improvising on those vocals.”

“Groove?” Mickey laughed. “You couldn’t swing a bag of dead cats.”

The group howled with laughter, and Jason couldn’t help but join in. He punched Mickey on the arm and spit a four letter expletive at him in good fun.

“What’d your doctor say?” Josey asked Mickey. “You any closer to getting back on stage?”

His hands shaking, Mickey drew a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He lit one up, exhaling.

“I’m probably still six months away.”

Jason pointed at the cigarettes. “How close would you be without those?”

Mickey turned and stared razors at his drummer. He was dealing with enough shit on his own. He didn’t need anyone, especially a member of his own band, criticizing him for not being able to do the only thing he loved—singing in front of thousands of people.

“Leave him alone,” Porter said. “You’re not his fucking mom.”

Jason put his hands out. “I’m just fucking with him.”

“Yeah, well, don’t,” Mickey insisted, eyebrows raised.

A ringing suddenly interrupted their bickering. Porter went to his bag and opened it, pulling out a cellular phone.

“You really carry that with you everywhere you go?” Josey asked.

Porter shrugged. “Makes me look sophisticated and rich.”

“You are rich,” Dillon said from the couch, running through licks on his guitar. “But holding that brick up to the side of your head doesn’t make you look sophisticated.”

Porter silently flipped off the lead guitarist as he answered the phone.

Mickey stepped away from the rest of his band to the other side of the room. He wanted nothing more than to join his bandmates in rehearsal. While Jason had been ribbing him about the cigarettes, Mickey knew his health was hindering the band from reaching their true potential— becoming true rock stars. Smoking wasn’t doing him any favors, but it kept him sane.

Closing his eyes, Mickey took another deep drag and pushed the smoke into the air. Exhaling the grey smoke, he counted to eight. Then, he opened his eyes, and his jaw went slack.

Smoke curled through the room like a silver ribbon. Hypnotized, Micky couldn’t look away. He tilted his head, watching the smoke coalesce into a shape.

A spiral.

It felt familiar, and he realized it was just like the one on the man’s arm the day before who had visited his apartment.

“What the fuck?”

“Guys,” Porter said, the bulky, grey, cellular phone still stuck to the side of his head. “It’s Duke. He said he just got an important call and has news for us, but he doesn’t wanna just tell me.”

“He’s our goddamn manager,” Jason said. “What the hell does he need to tell us?”

Porter focused on the phone again for a moment, listening to their manager talk, before pointing at the TV. “Turn that up!”

Dillon put his guitar down long enough to grab the remote and turn up the volume. An MTV Breaking News bulletin came up right as he did, and Kurt Loder sat on the screen behind the MTV News desk. Stepping behind the couch quietly, Mickey leaned toward the television and listened intently.

“This is Kurt Loder with a breaking news bulletin. With Woodstock on the horizon, Seattle group Alice in Chains has dropped off the bill. When questioned, their manager cited ‘health problems within the band.’ There’s no word on what that could mean, but problems with singer Layne Staley have been very public as of late.

“The good news for Woodstock attendees is that they won’t have to wait long for the band’s replacement. Massachusetts- based hard rock act Lynch Street Killers has been added to the bill. The band hasn’t performed in over…”

Mickey didn’t hear anything else after that. He sensed all his bandmates looking at him, and he could feel his throat closing.

“What the fuck?”
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One Month Later

Mickey paced back and forth in his apartment, a bottle of Jack Daniel’s in one hand and a half-smoked cigarette in the other. In less than an hour, the tour bus would leave for New York, and he still wasn’t sure he’d be on it.

He still couldn’t fucking sing.

It’d been weeks since the announcement that LSK would be taking the place of Alice in Chains at Woodstock. Initially, the band had thought to cancel due to Mickey’s voice. He had seen the disappointment in his friends’ faces and assured them he would find a way to make it work. But since that time, he still hadn’t shown up to rehearsal. Now, the festival was only a couple of days away, and while Mickey’s throat had improved a bit and his doctor had been doing everything possible, Mickey still couldn’t sing. He might be able to make it through a song or two, but that wasn’t going to be enough to fill a forty-five-minute set at the most anticipated concert since Live Aid, nine years earlier at Wembley Stadium.

Glancing at his packed bag near the front door, he suddenly felt a wave of anxiety. He sighed and went to the kitchen table, crushing his stub of a cigarette in the ashtray and immediately lighting another.

He couldn’t go up on that stage. Even if they were playing a small club in front of a few hundred people, it would be a mistake. But this was fucking Woodstock. There’d be thousands of people there, not to mention every media outlet on the planet—with cameras pointed at him.

How Mickey had convinced the rest of his band that he could do this was beyond explanation. Only Porter had tried to talk him out of it. He’d said the rest of the band would understand if he couldn’t go through with the show. But Mickey had refused, promising his friend that he would do everything he could to make this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity happen.

It could have been his ego talking. Or perhaps it was the voice of the mysterious man who’d come to his door a month ago.

He hadn’t been able to shake that man from his mind. After all, he’d assured Mickey that an opportunity would come for LSK, and twenty-four hours later, it had. More than that, he couldn’t forget about the mysterious spiral. The man wore the mark on his arm, and then Mickey had seen the same shape form in his cigarette smoke only moments before LSK became aware that they would be playing Woodstock.

Ridiculous. Mickey’s voice was fucking shot, and no ironic sign or words from a dark stranger was going to change that.

Taking another drag, he sighed in defeat.“I can’t do this.”

Without hesitation, he marched over to his phone. He was going to call Duke, their manager, and cancel the gig. There wasn’t another option.

Mickey reached for the phone, and just as he was about to lift it off the receiver, it rang. He hesitated. For a moment, he thought to let it go to the answering machine, but after three rings, he picked it up.

“Yeah?”

“Ah, Mr. Chesterfield. I’m glad you picked up. I wasn’t sure if you had left yet.”

Mickey knew the voice immediately. “How did you get this number?”

“I know where you live. You don’t think I can find your phone number?”

“What do you want?”

“I’m just calling to confirm you’ll be on that bus in about an hour. If I’m honest, I was hoping you wouldn’t pick up because that would mean you’re on your way.”

His eyes narrowed as he clenched his teeth. “Look, man, what the hell are you doing here? I can’t fucking sing. Don’t you get that?”

“Have some faith, Mickey. Your band got added to the bill, did it not?”

Mickey paused, pondering his words. “What did you do?”

“Just get on the bus, Mr. Chesterfield. I promise you that it will be worth it.”

A click could be heard on the other line, and Mickey waited a moment before speaking. “Hello? Doyle?”

Nothing.

He put the phone down and leaned on the counter. Shaking his head, he cursed himself.

“What the fuck are you doing, Mickey?”

Again, he glanced over at his bag sitting next to the door.

Slamming the bottle of whiskey down on the counter, he grabbed his keys. Then, he marched to the door, scooped the bag up, and tossed it over his shoulder, leaving his apartment.
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Mickey sat in the bus, his head in his hands and his eyes closed. He ran a cigarette through his fingers, trying to calm himself down.

On the stage, Nine Inch Nails blazed through their set. Trent Reznor’s voice electrified the crowd, and Mickey grew even more nervous. In ’88, he’d have no problem following a band like Nine Inch Nails. LSK would’ve blown them off the stage. But this was 1994, and his voice was ruined.

Looking up, he drummed on his leather pants. The rest of the band sat scattered around the bus. As always, Dillon sat in a chair with his guitar, his left hand crawling up and down the fretboard like a mad spider. Josey sat on the floor with his legs crossed and eyes closed, meditating with candles lit on either side of him. Jason and Porter waited on the couch, dreaming of their big moment.

Mickey hadn’t bothered with his pre-show ritual. He couldn’t sing, so what was the fucking point? He thought of the asshole who’d come to his apartment and cursed himself for even talking to fucking Doyle. What was he supposed to do now? He only saw two options.

He could go through with the show, and try his best, though he’d likely embarrass himself—but at least he’d go down with guns blazing. Surely, the fans would understand. They were supposed to be seeing that shitty Alice in Chains with their strung-out singer—any version of LSK would be an upgrade. But deep down, he knew the fans wouldn’t be that forgiving.

So, perhaps he would go with the other option, which was to bail on the show altogether. The rest of the guys could play. They could do a mostly instrumental set, with Josey and Dillon filling in on vocals. Would it be the same? Of course not. But at least Mickey wouldn’t embarrass himself.

He buried his face in his hands again. This level of anxiety was unusual for him—he wanted to vomit.

“Hey, you good, Mick?” Porter asked from the couch.

He looked up to see the rest of his bandmates studying him. He sat up straight, then stood.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. I’m gonna go grab some fresh air and maybe find a spot to warm-up.”

“Don’t go too far,” Porter said. “We’re on next, and I’m sure Duke will be coming to grab us any minute.”

“Right.” Mickey exited the room before the rest of his band could say anything else.

Outside, Mickey headed past the row of buses, trying to find somewhere to be alone. He skulked, hoping to hide behind the bus, but there were too many roadies loitering around. So, he walked down the row, looking for an alternative. He kept his head down, hoping not to garner any attention.

“Mickey Slater! What’s up, brother?”

He looked up to see Doc Faraday, the world-famous tour manager of Spin Doctors. The two had never met, but Mickey knew who he was right away. The guy was legendary for turning local bands into international rock stars.

“Hey, man,” Mickey said.

“I’m a big fan. Looking forward to seeing you guys crush it!”

Shaking his hand and offering a humble smile, Mickey replied, “Thanks. We’ll see if we still got it.” He gave an awkward laugh.

“I’m sure you do. Good luck out there!”

Thankfully, the conversation ended there. Mickey took a deep breath. The last thing he wanted to do was talk to anyone right now.

With all the people moving through the fairgrounds, Mickey saw the only place he could be alone. He wandered into one of the Porta-Potties, shutting and locking the door behind him.

It smelled like cold puke and hot garbage, but at least he had a moment to himself. Unfastening his leather pants, he relieved himself and tried to clear his head. Unable to do his breathing exercises without wanting to gag, he closed his eyes and focused.

When he’d finished, Mickey zipped up his pants and forced out the last bit of soap to wash his hands. Unlocking the door, he stepped outside.

He was greeted by a familiar face—the man simply known as “Doyle.”

“Well, hello, Mr. Chesterfield. I see you decided to come after all.”

“What the hell do you want?” Mickey asked. “How did you get back here?”

“I find it disheartening that you still see the need to ask me such trivial questions.”

“Look, Doyle, or whatever the fuck your name is, I’m here because of you.” Mickey pointed toward the stage. “And I’m about to go up there and embarrass myself, because even though you gave me this ‘great’ opportunity, I still can’t sing.”

“Oh, but you can. You just have to have faith, and believe that you have it in you.”

“Faith?” Mickey scoffed. “You’re just some whacked out, crazy bastard.”

“Well, if you are so unsure of your abilities, then there is another way.”

“Yeah? And what is that?”

“Just look for the sign when you get on stage.”

Mickey pursed his lips, holding his breath. “What fucking sign?”

Doyle then crossed his arms, a grin spreading over his face. Mickey’s eyes were drawn to the weird spiral mark on his arm, as they had been at his apartment.

“I think you know what sign.”
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“LSK! LSK! LSK!”

As Mickey stood at the side of the stage, he couldn’t believe the chant building for his band. It thrilled him to hear the huge crowd screaming for them. He smiled, but it quickly faded when he remembered his issue.

“Have faith,” Doyle had said. He sighed loudly as he thought about it. What a bunch of bullshit. But would it really hurt to try?

On the other hand, the dark stranger had told him to look for a sign. Mickey didn’t know what the hell that meant. He needed to get the guy out of his mind and focus on the gig.

“You guys ready to do this?” Duke, their manager, said.

“Fuckin’ A right, we are,” Josey said.

Mickey felt a slap on his shoulder and looked over to see Duke, a cigar in his mouth and smoke drifting over his balding head. “You ready, Mick?”

He wanted to punch the bastard. The cigar stench almost made him, but he kept his cool.

“Yeah, I’m ready.”

It was bullshit, of course.

Duke walked away, and Porter came up beside Mickey.

“You’re gonna do great,” the calm and collected bassist said.

“Thanks, Porter.”

Taking a deep breath, Mickey then watched as the lights went out on the stage. It sent the crowd into a fury, and Mickey’s heart raced. The intro music kicked on over the PA, an orchestral track that opened their second album, “Drinking Liquid Alcatraz.”

“See you out there, killer,” Jason said, twirling his drumsticks.

He took the stage first, followed by the two guitarists and Porter. The crowd grew louder, and Mickey remained at the side of the stage, by himself now.

Dillon and Josey hammered into the first harmonized lick of “More Weight,” and Mickey watched the people pumping their fists in the air. Porter performed his trademark slide as he and Jason joined in the song, the driving rock beat blasting through the PA and over the field of thousands.

A stagehand then gave Mickey his cue, and the singer ran out onto the stage. His eyes widened as he looked over the sea of people going crazy. Tens of thousands of people as far as he could see.

All he could do was smile.

Focusing his thoughts and energy, he clapped his hands over his head to the beat, watching as the crowd joined in. He paced back and forth across the stage a couple of times before taking his place in front. Placing the mic into the stand, the reality hit him.

I still can’t sing.

He wanted to take Doyle’s advice and have faith that his voice would work, but he didn’t really believe it. Feeling dizzy as the sickness returned to his stomach, he missed the first verse of the song. He looked to his right to see Josey and Porter both staring at him. Porter shrugged, as if to say, “Come on, Mickey, sing.” But the band simply looped the same part, waiting for their panicking lead singer to join them.

As he looked out into the crowd, Mickey saw a kid with long, brown hair, his hand raised with the metal horns as he headbanged. But what Mickey noticed more was the kid’s shirt. He wore a black t-shirt with the album cover from Nine Inch Nails’ latest album, The Downward Spiral. Something about the spiral logo drew Mickey in. It was almost as if the logo on the shirt was alive and coming toward him. Mickey tilted his head, awestruck.

Then, his focus turned to another section of the crowd, where a moshpit had formed. Again he saw the beckoning spiral shape as the fans ran counter-clockwise.

A warm feeling came over Mickey. That faith that Doyle had talked about now coursed through him, presumably from the spiral’s energy. The same weird symbol he’d seen on Doyle’s arm.

“Mickey!”

Mickey came out of his trance to look at his bass player, Porter. He’d walked over and stood next to the lead singer.

“Come on, man! Sing the song!”

A smile on his face, Mickey nodded at his friend. He grasped the microphone tightly, tilting the stand toward him. Closing his eyes and licking his lips, he felt the power in his throat explode for the first time in a long time.

Mickey sang.
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The man sat at the bar alone, throwing the scotch glass back. Smoke filled the room as a couple of guys behind him toked cigarettes while they played pool.

“Smells Like Teen Spirit” played on the television, though the audio was muted. Instead, Guns ’n Roses blared over the speakers in the bar.

Halfway through the video, a banner came across the screen reading, “Breaking News.”

The bartender, a portly fellow in a white shirt, wiped down the bar, not far from the television.

“Care to turn this up?” the man asked the bartender.

Pulling up his pants, the heavy man grabbed the remote and turned up the TV just as Kurt Loder came on the screen.

“Breaking news coming out of Woodstock, where tragedy has befallen the historic concert. At least thirteen people are dead, and another two-dozen or so are injured after a riot during the Lynch Street Killers set. Among those dead is LSK lead singer, Mickey Slater, whose real name is Douglas Chesterfield.

“Concertgoers say that LSK had just started their set when Slater began shouting, as it was described, ‘demonic chants’ instead of the lyrics to the band’s hit song, ‘More Weight.’ Authorities are still investigating what happened, but it is a tragedy nonetheless.

Lynch Street Killers had recently been announced as a replacement for…”

The man then tuned out the TV. He picked up his glass and finished off his scotch, dropping thirty dollars in cash on the bar.

Putting on his trench coat and fedora, he stood up from the bar. On his way out, he tipped the brim at the bartender and headed out the door.

Outside, he looked both ways as he scratched his arm. Then, he stared down at the spiral tattoo, which appeared to be glowing in the darkness.

The man grinned, pulled the sleeve of his trench coat over the tattoo, and walked down the street, the moon at his back.
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MILO AND THE BLACK CAT: A FAIRY TALE OF GRIM CIRCUMSTANCE
BY DEAN M WATTS


Milo first learned of the wayward animal after leaving the office of Clarke and Sons Logging and Lumber Sales, holding onto the day’s slip, pointing to his daily location for tree felling outside of Nestlewood Forest. Walking past the Community Bulletin Board, he was drawn to a particular hand flier, stopping to read it.

“Attention Please—Missing Cat. He is a portly Black Tabby, has a white patch of fur over his left eye, a beloved pet with a penchant for wandering. If found, please contact the Central Bakery and Gift Shop!”

On the bottom, right corner of the clean sheet of parchment, a name written in neat script. As Milo walked away, toward the woods, the story behind the announcement began to spell out to him with intriguing matter.

His mind, easily tending to drift about during the early morning hours, began to focus on the single name printed at the note’s bottom.

“Ella.”
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Milo was a third-generation woodcutter, raised and brought into the trade by his father, Clarke. One needed to have strength enough to safely swing an axe and mind enough to take hold of a woodsman’s knowledge and training. He adjusted to waking before the rising sun, going into Nestlewood Forest, laboring his hands into a thick covering of rough, calloused skin by endlessly chopping away at trunks of the straightest, tallest trees.

Soon, he became every bit the woodsman his father expected of him, taking in every scrap of knowledge he’d been taught, as well as the secrets of the trees that the woods had revealed to him. By the end of his father’s life, the elder was content knowing his only son would take over the family trade, as skilled as the old man and all those before him had been.

This should have been enough for the elderly patron, as he lay waiting to pass into the Great Reward. Alas, that was not, fully, the case. For even as the knowledge of leaving his son behind with trade steadied his conscience, the passing down of the long-held family tradition turned out lacking as he thought on the loyal son he would so soon leave behind.

“Milo, my dutiful son, come, sit by me,” he said.

Milo, on the final day of his father’s long life, ceased cooking to join the beloved man.

“Yes, father?” He spoke softly, not wishing to disturb the elder man’s rare time of rest.

“Dear Milo, I have a confession to make. And apology to beg of you.” The old man’s voice was low, gasping in speech. Milo leaned in close to place his ear in easy hearing range.

“Oh, father, it must be some faraway dream which troubles you so. There are no matters you have to settle with me!”

“Stay quiet, boy, and hear me out!”

Milo flinched at the burst of sound his father managed to throw at him.

“Son, time is short for me, and I have no desire to resist any longer. Even now, I hear the sweet song of longing your precious mother sends out to me. She desires me to settle things up with you, so I may end that which hinders me from joining her in the great walk into forever.

“What I have yet to impart to you is the one lesson a father is required to teach his son, so he is fully prepared to enter into manhood, knowing his proper duties when it comes to how to sire his own family.”

As father spoke to son, speaking to the mysteries of attraction, fascination into obsession, desires into love, courtship into marriage, two lives then as one, the color in the old man’s face began to return along with renewed strength of voice. Once he reached the duties of the bed, he was in full voice and spirit. His recitation concerning intimacy was…colorful.

Milo’s “look” took over the pale skin his father had shed for the time, then burning flesh of glowing red, so warm as to drip sweat from his quivering chin. No matter how loud his ears rang, however, it wasn’t nearly enough to drown out the growing shock his father brought. The cabin walls were near shaking as the imagery heard at the side of his parents’ bedchamber, his father narrating all the fine, technical details of every single touch, taste, and thrust utilized in the “fine art” of pleasure.

The elder woodsman laid his head back onto the cool, fluffed pillow, staring eyes still on faraway memories floating out for he alone to enjoy. He lay there as content as Milo had ever seen him, after talking for so long. He raised from his hard stool at bedside, pressing his hands onto the mattress edge to save him from collapse. Sharp cracks sounded from his back when he pressed calloused hands behind his hips while slowly waiting for safe balance to return to him. A quick shake of his head, and he stumbled from the room.

Milo made his way toward the “kitchen,” area, passing the pot of stew forgotten on the table, certainly cold and no longer desirable. He reached the counter and a clay pitcher filled with water and managed to fill a mug with limited spillage. Taking the cup in shaky hands, he gulped it down, tunic as wet as the “counter.”

Then, with a couple of calming breaths, blinking against misty eyes, he refilled the mug and turned back to his father’s sleeping quarters, hesitating while drawing in a few more deep breaths. He walked as steadily as he could manage, and with a sigh of resignation and a nod for assurance, he made his way back across the open room. The neglected food would need to be reheated or disposed of, but, as animated as his elderly father had been, water was his first and only concern now.

He reentered the room and stopped, silent and still. His father was in the same position as he’d left him, smiling, staring up at the ceiling, and still motionless. A full chill fell over Milo, and as he gripped the mug in trembling hands, the despair he had managed to ignore was now fully raining down over him, along with the heavy shadow of isolation he’d feared would come.

He was all alone now. With his blurry eyes focused on his father’s unmoving body, he placed the mug on the side table, pulled the stool out one last time, softly closed his father’s eyes, then sat back down to place his head upon the bed edge. And wept.
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Milo reached the west section of Nestlewood Forest after his foot-dragging walk from the small community, an extension of Salem Village. His daily quota of pine trees, majestic in height and fully straight, were in a grouping in the forest's outer range. Each with a red, silk ribbon, fancied into a tidy bow at head height.

He gauged the proper chopping angle for each, surveying the stretch of field to judge where he wanted each to land and stretch out. The undertaking was to bring them to the ground, and his training was to always lay each trunk with perfect precision. It was crucial to plan with the processors in mind. They would cut into and divide them so the haulers could easily load and transport them to the huge sawmill at the river’s edge, outside the settlement, for milling into straight boards.

Once plotted in his head, he unloaded his pack to hang on a low branch just out of his way while still in eyesight. After taking his first full drink of water, he grabbed hold of his axe handle. As he approached his first target, eyeing the stretch of field once more and sighting the perfect spot to begin striking, all other thoughts were chased from his mind. Chopping was a serious business and demanded full attention during the process. He was content with the humming of the heavy, metal axe head as it whistled while slicing through the air before it sunk deep into the tree trunks. Soon, the first crackles of stress would whimper out, then the “conquered” tower would give up its proud spot amongst the other trees. With the outcry of “TREE HO!” proclaiming its fall, the rumble of the tree’s final crash was left to echo its proud history over, destined now to be used for building structures and to eventually burn or rot away in the blink of an eye.
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The time for reflection, put aside during his dangerous work, came out once his rest period took place. His back was comfortable against a smooth pine, yielding, grass-sprouting soil curving up in a warm embrace at trunk bottom, providing a suitable cushion. Milo ate his lunch of fresh bread and cheese, free to dwell on that morning’s ill-timed encounter.
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He’d stood before the community bulletin board once more, his daily assignment stuffed in his pocket. The note which had stirred so much fascination and curiosity in him the morning before was still front and center…at least, a version of it was hung. This new sheet had been amended, worked out to hold a stronger sense of urgency to its message. Larger lettering, and across the top, the bold enticement of “REWARD FOR HIS RETURN!”

“Hello, Milo!”

The sudden, delicate words caused him to spin his body around in startled fashion. He stood next to the note’s creator, the fair Ella herself. And she had spoken his name! She had known his name! There she stood, head slightly tilted, slight smile for him, waiting for his reply.

Instead, his jaw unhinged to swing onto his chest, eyes threatening to pop from their sockets. The guttural rattles of “uhh…uhh…” the only sounds in response. Her eyes, those bright, opal globes piercing into him, thick eyebrows rising a bit, shining, pale face slowly rotating to one side, full lips so red pursing out. Straight, white, lustrous teeth exposing as she began to once more speak to him.

“I apologize, good sir, to have so rudely broken into your train of thought!”

Then, the smile returned. The smile aimed toward him.

He took a quick step back, the words he wished to say darkening over to melt away in the crisp hum of his nerves.

“Uhh…no…No! You’re okay…Aaah. You’re not okay. Ooooh! I mean, you’re more than okay! Wait! It’s okay! You’re just fine. I mean, you’re very fine! Oh…my!”

She held her palms up, smile beaming, her face transfixed with a forgiving glow.

“It’s all right. I understand. I’ve found you in deep thought, and I realize you’re a very busy man indeed! You need to attend to more important matters, and I will let you get to them. So, until a more proper time, I bid you good day, kind sir!”

With a quick curtsy to him, she spun away and headed off. Away from him. Away from his best, and certainly last chance to make her proper acquaintance.

With a sigh of resignation, he stood and resumed chopping.
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There was decidedly more power in his swings throughout the day’s labor. None of it brought him any relief. The encounter he’d allowed his mind to drift through continued to creep around as he drove his axe with ever-growing force. Chunks of bark, wood shavings, and dust shot out over him as his focus lost all but basic, rudimentary muscle memory.

CHOP-CHOP-CHOP-CHOP-

Sweat moistened his underarms. The tenseness from his shoulders, neck, and jaw caused the overworked muscles to push out under sweat-slick skin, and low, guttural grunts began to crawl out from his throat with each new swing.

CHOP-CHOP-CHOP-CHOP-

Glutes and thigh muscles twitched, over-stretching. Then, hips froze in place, and abdominal core bloodflow became deprived. He now had a planted stance, slightly bent, and only his shoulders, arms, and axe moved.

CHOP-CHOP-CHOP-CHOP-

The wedge popped loose, the tree core squealing as stress from gravity pulled it forward. The bark circling the back area from the cut became loose, wooden projectiles popping out, smacking upon the trees to its rear…

CHOP-CHOP-CHOP-CHOP-

Milo snatched the axe blade from the toppling wooden tower, not watching the progress of the slow fall as he strode around its back, the next victim in his sight. No shoutout. No study as to its landing place. With full abandon, he dug in his feet before the next tree in line and threw his first savage swing.
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As the last ribbon-swathed tree started its fall, Milo moved to the tree directly beside it. His eyes were nearly blinded by sweat, causing him to constantly squeeze them shut. He knew better than to rub fingers over them, so tiny particles of wood dust drifting about lazily in the still air began to clump and congeal around the corners of his vision. Once more, pain no longer registering to him through this rampage, he planted his feet and pulled the axe head far back.

It was only at the end of his furious breakdown when he noticed there was no ribbon around this huge tree. He had to let go of the axe in mid-swing to prevent his body’s obsessed actions. The axe head struck the trunk flat, its force and displaced energy causing the handle to swing back, the hardened shaft dealing Milo with a solid blow to the side of his right calf.

This pain was the first to be fully acknowledged, bringing out a solid scream of agony as his legs crumpled beneath him.

He lay on the ground, palms flat, with his left knee taking the entirety of his body’s weight. Managing to swing his right arm around to balance himself now on the ground, he was now in agony. The tumble had shocked his mind from its blind frenzy, and Milo was greeted with each agonizing pain his manic state had masked from him.

He suddenly found the energy to cry out.

And after that long duration, he fell flat, the merciful tug of oblivion so welcome to him.
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When he woke, splayed out atop the cool soil of his beloved forest, he forced back the urge to jump to his feet. Instead, he allowed the slow breeze to caress his soaking clothes and dwelled on the outburst which had left him in this predicament. It seemed as if his very being had been invaded by a floating devil and had locked him deep into the far reaches of his own mind while going about its evil deeds.

“Father would take your axe away and banish you to a life wearing an apron, never again to step outside the cabin.”

So deep was Milo’s shame in realizing how easily he’d turned his family legacy into disgrace, he wished one of the trees he assaulted had turned and fallen onto him. Exhaustion was soon replaced by anguish. Stiffness blossomed into burning. Each beat of his heart fed overstretched muscles. His self-abuse being screamed out to his brain, begging for retribution. His own mind had certainly granted his body’s pleas.

And Milo had paid the price for such folly, surrendering his sound reasoning and his body.

He lay there for what seemed an endless time, weeping against the very life he had been cursed to live with. The shame he had brought his father. His grandfather. His entire family tree. Endless ancestors, proudly adding to the history, the lineage cultivated for centuries. That family legacy was now left sprawled in some woods, knocked down shamefully by a single act of rage, induced by selfish desires.

The lineage now crying in self-pity.

He’d intended to be back on his feet now. But, despite what he wanted, it seemed he wasn’t going to be let off so easily.

Raising his right shoulder off the ground, Milo swung his arm over his body, hoping for some sort of momentum to carry him over onto his stomach. If only he had access to just grab hold of something solid and pull himself to face the cold earth. The trees in this area, even though this being the forest’s edge, were too thick, too tall to allow any solid grasses to take root. Their roots too deeply sunk into the ground to leave handholds trailing out from them. He let himself rock back as he bent his forearm behind the awkward angle of his back, managing to hold onto some of his progress of rolling.

Prying his right arm from being pinned under his chest, Milo’s next move was to bend his left leg up, so his foot was flat on the ground. He pushed down hard and tried shifting his body toward flipping around. He finally exerted enough force to swing his right arm once more over, and, like the slow fall of one of his felled trees, he gradually flipped over, landing hard onto his stomach.

Once he managed to bring himself up on his hands and knees, he froze. His stomach suddenly knotted up, and he barely managed to spread his fingers over the ground and lift his head when a sudden belch tore deep from the depths of his throat, followed by a cannon blast of vomit roaring out his mouth. His lunch of bread and jam was lunch no more.
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Milo stumbled through the chaos which was his daily work. The tree stumps left behind were too tall, too ragged—he wouldn’t be surprised if the blade was dull beyond repair. The fallen trees laid in haphazard fashion, toppled over one another. The processors would certainly leave them where they were piled. He couldn’t blame them, considering he would do the same in their place.

But he had shamed his father’s spirit the most. How patient the great man had been with him in this forest, unable to disguise his pride in his only son with each step he made in his training.

Blowing out a deep breath, Milo turned from the aftermath of his slip into mayhem, sighted his hanging pack, and lumbered to it. As his hand clutched it, a sudden thought popped into his buzzing mind.

“The elixir!” he shouted. Yanking the pack from the branch, he dropped it and himself to the ground, paying no mind to the pain from knees smacking onto hard earth. He quickly opened the ties atop it, then spread the opening wide and stuffed his arm in, fishing around by feel through the overfilled bag. Finally, his fingers felt the prize he was after. Yanking it out along with other loose contents he ignored, he sat up and stared at it, wide-eyed.

In his hand, he clutched a soft square of thin leather, rolled up like a scroll, thick twine bound around both ends keeping its shape. He had purchased the contents swelled within a fair while ago from the bakery/giftshop, noticing this one thing in particular. While waiting on the fresh bread to finish baking, he’d taken to wandering about, his drifting eyes scanning over the shop’s newest display table. It was laid out with dark bottles and small, cloth bags, a sign affixed to hang off the front, proclaiming “MEDICINES--REMEDIES, AND OINTMENTS!” Curious, he looked over the different items until the baker called out, “Bread’s ready, sir!”

Milo’s eyes had been stuck on the beckoning item in the middle of the table, and without looking at the baker, he’d called out to him.

“What’s this here, then? In the small, dark, glass tube? The sign says, ‘Aches Away.’”

“Ooh, right! You’ve got a discerning eye, you do! That’ll chase off any and all pains and cramps ever to visit ya! Anything but a mother-in-law, that is!” The man let loose with a hearty laugh. “Surprised I got any left. Stuff’s snatched up as quick as it comes in! The ‘older’ crowd, they all swear by it. Ya just drink it up, set down, and in no time, ya feel like a fresh wagon wheel, ya do!”

So, he’d bought it, having had a few extra coins jangling in his pocket. He’d stuck it in his pack and promptly forgotten about it. Until now. What a wonderful surprise it was to see the tube had never burst on him, considering just how long it’d been carried around.

The last words shouted out at him that long past day as he walked toward the bakery door returned to him.

“Guaranteed, ya know! By the ‘Mixer’ herself! Don’t matter, though…no one’s ever complained over it!”

Milo called back at the baker, “Who’s the ‘Mixer’?”

“Her name’s Ella! A real gem, she is, too! A real ‘witchy’ woman!”

It was the first time the lyrical melody of her name graced his hearing, though it had meant nothing to him then. But now, she was a part of his everyday thoughts. Cradling the tube between his palms, he pressed them to his mouth and planted a small kiss.

“I especially need you right now, my fair princess!”

He popped out the cork, raised the opening to his parted lips, and drank it down.

And continued to sit, waiting.

It took very little time to deliver.
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Milo first experienced a warm radiance rush throughout his entire body. Muscles loosened and relaxed from their frozen, constricted manner. Every stiffened joint flushed over with a cold numbness, which tingled and spread to the very bones beneath. His skin cooled, as if touched by an early morning breeze from the ocean.

And all the while, his mind was relinquishing all panicked and toxic thought—all rushing, unwelcome ideas. Those of guilt, shame, self-pity, and worthlessness.He was now living in the moment, unburdened by the senseless desire to focus on any and every perilous situation possibly waiting around the next corner to pounce on him.

His very soul became as a reaper swinging a scythe, easily slicing through the chest-high weeds he had planted in the vast fields of his mind. Doubt, unworthiness were now dried chaff propelled up by winds of change, the scattering tangle of dead straw growing as he pushed forward with a steady, ever-growing pace. Clearing away moments which had been seeded and nurtured by years of focused inner hatred. His swings powered with noble vengeance, no longer willing to let them grow higher so to choke out his entire cause and purpose in life. Each whistling swing of the sharp blade brought him closer to a life he had long since given up hope of, a life he so longed to now experience, to live in. He witnessed the ever-shrinking field, the falling of disappointments, unhappiness, absolute doubts in his self-worth.

He found, once he had begun, this was all so simple, to work his way through this soul-choking field, so huge a space, yet in truth so vulnerable to his attack of retribution, his eradication, his reaching out for the end of chaos, the end of confusion. These being the first steps toward what his life could be, what his life should be…no…what his life will be. He makes it happen with every powerful swing, every successful cut through the worthless accumulation of waste gathered up, now all being exterminated.

Finally, he made his last swing, not even bothering to look back behind him to dwell on the expanse of obliterated stalks. He instead continued moving forward. The cool, green grass blew in an orderly dance, blades fluttering against his calves, urging him to join them. Discarding the crooked stick holding the long-curved blade, he decided to proceed now on his own power. The happiness he had never allowed himself to visit was now embraced.

He shook himself from the thoughts, and his body returned to him, so calm, at peace, perfectly relaxed—feeling no aches, no exhaustion. It was now simply…his body. And, for the first time, he experienced perfect harmony. For the first time, ever, he has a wide smile upon his face.

This new feeling, his new person, he heartily embraces. And vows, his smiling face will be a permanent fixture, a projection of a new life.

He stood, turned, grabbed up his pack and water jug, and headed back to the village.

[image: ]



The idea came to him on his free-spirited jaunt along the well-worn trail through the newly-appreciated majesty of Nestlewood Forest. His pack with the axe strapped to it swung over one shoulder, his free hand stretched out to brush against each thickly-barked tree he could reach. Once the plan popped into his clear, content head, he knew things were finally ready to fall into place in his long-stagnant existence.
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He made a quick stop into Clarke and Sons Logging. With a well-rehearsed explanation, fully sanitizing his earlier out-of-control behavior, he warned them of the uncharacteristic manner in which he’d left his latest job site. The clerk wasn’t at all bothered over it, paying him and approving his request for a couple of days off. The man was overstocked in his milling process, so he was actually happy to have been freed of the task of having to tell his number one cutter he would need to be furloughed for the company to clear out the work they already were sitting on.

With fresh coin in his pocket and motivated with his escape from any expected grief he had expected to face, he made a quick stop off to his cabin. His plan wouldn’t need the added burden of slinging around his heavy pack and allowed for lighter clothing for the upcoming adventure.

Once at his cabin, Milo devoured a hearty meal, all the time honing his strategy for approaching the task ahead. His mind was absent of distraction, his path to success as clear as if charted out on a wide map in his steady hands. It waited only for him to set it in motion.

A quick change of clothes, and he was bounding through his cabin door. Excited to get started, he made haste to the main cross-paths into and from the village. No wagons out stirring up dust at this time of day. Turning east, he began his quest.

Once he found Ella’s missing cat, he could claim his reward.

Her undying love.
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“Why did I not think to bring water?”

With no moisture in his mouth, Milo took to wiping his dusty tongue along the inside of his shirt sleeve. It was no reason to give up in his quest, as his energy was still flowing over, and his confidence to accomplish the task unwavering. He began to speak out to the flatland surrounding the road, and the clouds above, whose winds continued to blow out their breaths of air which kicked up the loose, dusty soil.

“This will be a great story to tell the children while out training them in woodcutting.”

He burst out in an exaggerated laugh, his father’s final lesson coming to mind.

“Well, the boys will have their training. Ella, of course, will open up the girls to all of the magical abilities held within the growing things created by the Good Lord Himself!”

Onward he went. Two hours later. Energy still one hundred percent, but as the sun began to fall, Milo realized his eyes were not showing any heightened powers. He stopped, knowing he shouldn’t expect the energy potion to last forever. It was a long walk back to his cabin. Disappointed but not feeling defeated, he started his slow spin to head back. But halfway into his turn, he froze. Taking a step toward the road’s edge, then another, still peering into the edge of the flatland, he saw a dark shadow. With two more steps, he stood over it.

Beautiful, young Ella’s black cat.

[image: ]


It took two hours for a shirtless Milo, every boost of his remaining energy drained away, to finish running back to his cabin door. Bursting inside, he stepped to his eating table and gently laid his burden upon it, wrapped in his shirt. He shook his arms out for fear of any “death mites” trying to leech onto his skin. Stepping to the side window, he then lit the small fuel lamp on the shelf. He lifted the window open, strode to the counter, and snatched up the water pitcher. He’d splashed half of the warm fluid over his chin and chest while choking down the rest.

His hands wrapped around the counter edge before taking a step back to arch his back. Through the water stream raining off his upper body, he stared at his feet. The shoes had managed not to come apart or burst into flame. He wouldn’t yet guarantee the same for his feet within, however.

“Merciful Lord in Heaven above,” he managed to mutter out, as it was all which remained within him. The Creator already knew the rest of his words in his mind, so he nodded once in thanks and mouthed the word “amen.”

His knees chose to give out at this point. His last memory of reason at that moment was to close his eyes. Rest for the moment. Pray he would wake again at some time. He wanted to call out to the cat. Apologize for not finding him sooner. Then, he realized it was naught but a cat.

A dead cat.

His eyes closed.

[image: ]



Milo woke once the first warm light of the morning sun stretched across the cabin floor to reach his sleeping face. His eyes fluttered open, the greeting from the encroaching sunbeams startling and unwelcome. As he rose, his body radiated a much different feeling from the previous day’s euphoric state.

After another few minutes of shaking off the lethargic mist in his head, he managed to make it up to his feet. Feeling a bit clearer, though still stiff from the floor, he made a cautious approach to the ‘package’ atop his table. Staring at it, illuminated in the glow of the early sun, a long lump under the thin blanket of his old work shirt.

One short day earlier, it represented his key to winning sweet Ella’s undying love.

The reality? It merely guarantees her utter heartbreak.

Shaking off contemplation, he unwrapped his shirt to expose the target of his plans.

He gazed down for a moment, thoughts silent. It was difficult to conceive of the animal laid out atop his table as being dead. Sleeping, yes. He poked his fingers into its side. No reaction. Placed his palm over it. It wasn’t warm, as it would be if living. Yet, it was neither cold, nor stiff. No stirring of a heartbeat.

His eyes were drawn to something else then.

The collar around its neck.

Wide. Black. Were it not for the silvery spirals scrolled in around it, it would have fully merged in with the animal’s thick fur. With more inspection, Milo noticed a sort of brass latch toward the bottom, under the cat’s neck. Carefully, he felt the surface of the fastener, and with the tip of his finger, he brushed over a small bump at the center. An audible click caught his ear, followed by a snap.

Snatching his hand away, the collar’s fastener suddenly opened.

Then, a truly extraordinary feat of enchantment instantly took place atop Milo’s table, causing him to jump back and fall to the ground, punctuated by his startled gasp that morphed into a shriek while he collapsed. He scurried backward on spidery limps, dragging his hind end along the hard, wood floor, never shifting his gaze from the man-sized abomination now stretched out there on his eating table.

His shriek was now an ongoing scream. Milo was certain he had lost his mind. That scream continued as he tried to press himself through the wall at his back. He pressed his wrists hard against his temples, knowing his very head would soon explode from this visual madness burning through bulging eyes into his very brain. His scream kept calling out. His feet kept digging in, pinning him against the unyielding wall…
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Milo woke, groggy, curled into a tight ball against the wall of his cabin’s main room.

He slowly stretched, exhausted to the point of not registering the bulk of sharp pains his body was crying out with. After a moment of struggle, he was raised up onto his knees, scanning over the room. Taking things in…not reacting to anything his eyes took in…taking an inventory…

Now dark outside. (I haven’t lost very much time.)

Gas lanterns still burning. (It’s good that I’d filled them.)

Monstrous creature still atop table. (I Have gone insane.)

Oddly, Milo felt no panic. The entire day flashed through his mind with calm indifference.

Slowly, stiffly, he made it to his feet. No dizziness. That was good. He had a clear view now of his tabletop. Strange was the only way of describing it. The figure now lay where the cat once was. Before…

Before he had opened the cat collar!

“Nooooo…it couldn’t…it wouldn’t be…”

Milo took a step forward. A very hesitant step. He cocked his head to one side, then to the other. He stood straight up, eyebrows shooting up high.

“Magic?” Another long stare over the scene. His head slowly nodding, up and down, up and down. “Magic. Magic indeed.”

He wasn’t surprised. Now, that surprised him. Surprised over not being surprised? Was that really possible? He shook the thought away and slowly approached the unmoving figure, taking a visual inspection while he crept over to the table.

The figure was about the same height as Milo. Otherwise, it was a light grey in skin tone. Hairless. Somewhat swollen in look, puffy limbs, extended belly, a bit hunchbacked. Tiny genitals. Large hands, feet. Its forehead swollen out some, slightly overhanging its eyes.

Milo took a quick step back. It…vaguely reminded him of stories his father would tell him at bedtime—tales of a time “when malevolent creatures would crawl from dark caves, dig into the hills outside of Salem, and wander about in the deepest night, using ancient, dark magicks, in search of children whose parents no longer loved them.” Children the monsters would “snatch up, and drag back to their lair to be devoured alive!”

Milo shuttered over the thought, remembering how he would ask his father each time after hearing the story, “Do you love me, father?”

“Very much so, my son.”

“And Mother?” he would press on.

“Yes, she does. You have nothing to fear from any outside monsters, son. We are always here to watch over you and protect you.”

“And Love Me!”

Then, he’d let out his deep-ringing laugh, nodding his head. “Always loving you! As long as you go to sleep now!”

Looking over the squat, still figure, he could truly believe this to be one of the creatures from his childhood nightmares.

For now, however, he was more interested in the open cat collar under the gap of its neck.
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Milo sat on a wooden chair he’d dragged from the table over to the open side window, studying the now-larger “cat” collar. He’d taken the gas lamp from the high shelf beside the window, resting it on the window sill, his back to the dead ‘nightmare’ on the table. Once in his hands, much bigger now, the intricacy of the scrolling popped in his eyes with glittering fascination. Winding clockwise, each silver scroll became near hypnotic, his gaze compelled to trace out each one before moving to the next.

In little time, he’d worked around the collar’s designs, pulling it tight to his chest, swirls spinning past one to another in his mind. Soon, it became his total focus—a compulsion—his head rotating with the patterns,around and again, his hands lifting the collar,bringing it to him,spinning. The cool leather against his neck.

Milo fell to the chair seat. He stretched his long back, leapt up to the sill, then out into the night. Landing on all fours, vision perfectly fine in the dark, he took off in a sleek sprint. His was but one thought—Go Back Home.
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A heavy knock rattled the cabin door.

“You’re welcomed to enter!” The lyrical voice called out to the visitor.

A towering, rugged man entered, stooping slightly through the entrance. Closing the door behind him, he turned, removing his hat and bowing to his host.

“Greetings, m’lady, and well fortunes to you!” he spoke in a ringing, baritone voice.

“And splendid future for you, good sir!” young Ella answered with a curtsy,reaching out for his hat and small bag. These she took until he removed his long coat, and exchanged it for his bag.

“So, am I to understand you have news of providence delivered your way?”

“Oh, yes, that and so much more!” she touted, her expression full of shimmering delight. “Please, come and see!”

She led him to a sizable table set up next to the fireplace. Opening a cage top to a small crate and reaching in, she carefully lifted out her beloved cat. She cradled it tight to her bosom while her fingers gave gentle rubs behind its ears.

“He bounded through my open window last night, as if merely coming in from respite. Easy as you please!”

“Well,” the big man said through a smile, stepping close to offer up his hand to the cat for a little sniff. Milo, rolling in bliss, obliged, and even tossed a little lick on him.

“And I am so honored you could pay me your visit in so brief a time. What with your front staff warning so of the busy schedule ahead for you!”

Milo purred, content in her embrace.

“Nonsense, my dear! With all the medications you’ve supplied me for my work…” his voice lowered a bit, “as well as the ‘special mixture’ for my wife and I you whipped up?”

Ella giggled, shaking her head shyly.

“And the girl there assured me this would stop him from running off on me?”

“Guaranteed! I mean, what will the need be to run off after this?”

The man opened and fished about in his bag, pulling out a leather cord with a tied loop fashioned at one end. Milo perked up his head a bit at the sight, but Ella’s continued scratches set him at peace.

He laid the cord beside his bag on the table. Reaching in his hand once more, rattling about many metal objects, he pulled out a small bottle, along with a huge glass tube, a very sharp and very long needle at one end.

Milo tightened up a bit. Ella rubbed a bit more vigorously.

“Oh, Dr. Atlas, that will be unnecessary. I’ve provided my little darling with a bit of special mixture in his milk earlier. He will be perfectly unaffected, I assure you.”

Yeah, doc! She knows her business! I feel wonderful! Milo thought with a snide “Rawwl!”

“Good enough for me, then!” The doctor dropped the items back into the bag and pulled out a large pair of sheers, snapping them in the air before putting them beside the looped cord.

Milo didn’t like the looks of that. He squirmed a bit more, requiring more ardent scratches before settling back.

Last out was a glass container, the size of Milo’s new water dish. He undid the top and set it down with the others. Milo tried to read it…

“There! Good to go, we are!”

S-P-E-C-I-…

Ella began to step forward…

M-E-N…

The doctor reached out to grab the cord…

Spec-i-men? Specimen…SPECIMEN?!

Milo went crazy in Ella’s grasp. As crazy as he could, considering how drunk he felt. Which meant he squirmed around a bit more than he had earlier.

“He’s fine,” Ella assured the doctor, putting her palm over Milo’s face. She whispered a few words, and her cat fell into total submission. She shifted him around in her hands, so his bottom was fully exposed.

“Good,” the doctor said. “Very good. Just keep him right there now while I tie off…”

Milo felt nothing, but he heard the cord sliding tight.

“Right! Perfect! Now for a few snips…”

Milo’s heart sank. He let down his father, lost his chance to continue his family line…the chance to experience all the “techniques” his father had so adeptly described to him.

“And all done with that!”

The worst of it was Milo had only just discovered the true joys in licking himself clean!
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