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      Life . . . Death . . . Melissa wrapped her arms around herself as she stared up at her grandma’s two-story yellow house. The garden was still in full bloom. The splash of color painted a picture of happiness that in no way mirrored her mood. She wasn’t ready to go inside but knew she had to. They’d already had a funeral, even sent out the obligatory thank-you cards to all who had sent flowers and condolences. Which, thankfully, her mom had taken care of. But they still had yet to step foot in the old Victorian home. Had yet to go through sixty-two years’ worth of living her grandma had experienced. 

      Melissa’s mom hadn’t stopped working since her grandma had passed. She just kept going. Moving from one task to the next. Not allowing herself to grieve. But not Melissa. She’d spent weeks inside her room at college, refusing to come out. It was only after some aggressive prodding, did she agree to go to the funeral. 

      Now, she stood on the street, letting the chilly October air ruffle her short brown hair, waiting for her mom to arrive. Melissa didn’t understand why she’d refused to step foot in her childhood home earlier. But she figured since her mom was ready now, the least she could do was be there with her.

      A bright white car pulled up behind her. 

      “Why are you standing out in the cold?” her mom asked, shutting the car door. 

      Melissa turned and met her green-eyed gaze. “Figured we could go in together.”

      She nodded and pulled Melissa into a hug. “Well, we will be strong together.”

      Melissa sighed. “Yes. We will.” 

      Her mom turned and stared at the house. “So many memories here.” She wrapped her arm around Melissa. “I think it’s best if we sell it.”

      Melissa’s brows furrowed and she pulled away. “Why?” 

      Her mom shook her head, her eyes going distant as if she were recalling a memory. Finally, she swiped at the tears on her cheeks and smiled. “We can discuss it later. For now, let’s just get this part over with.” 

      Melissa watched as her mom walked briskly toward the house. After a brief moment, she hurried to join her on the porch.  

      As the door was pushed open, its rusty hinges creaked. The smell of mothballs and jasmine struck her nose. With that one scent, a flood of memories rushed through Melissa. As a child, playing hide and seek in her grandma’s tall wardrobe, pretending as if she were one of the children in the Narnia books. Then more came: her grandma making her buttered toast—which was just ordinary bread and butter, but to her, it tasted like the best thing in the world. Then there’d been the times after each visit when her grandma would hand her a single dollar to add to her piggy bank.

      Tears pricked Melissa’s eyes as she scanned the room, seeing everything just as it had been. The flowered couch across from the TV, the crocheted blanket resting in the seat of the rocking chair. But her grandma would be nowhere. Not in here crocheting, not in the kitchen cooking, not in her room reading. She was gone.

      Melissa had never believed in ghosts, but at that moment, she wished they were real. That she could see her grandma’s spirit so she could give her one final goodbye hug. She hadn’t gotten to do that before her grandma’s dead body was found after her heart attack.

      “If you need to take a break and step outside, you can,” her mom said softly.

      “I’m fine, Mom.” Melissa swiped at her eyes. “For now, I’m going to start in her room if that’s okay.”

      Her mom placed a hand on Melissa’s shoulder. “Do you need me to go with you?”

      “No, I just want to be alone for a little bit if that’s all right?” She wanted to gather her thoughts in there, maybe even feel her grandma’s ghostly presence.

      Giving her a reassuring smile, her mom said, “Okay, baby.”

      Melissa gently squeezed the warm hand from her shoulder and headed up the stairs. Each wooden step creaked and groaned beneath her feet. 

      As she creaked open her grandma’s bedroom door, the jasmine scent hit her harder, this time mixed with a bit of lavender. That was her grandma’s smell. 

      Hot tears slid down Melissa’s cheeks, and her gaze settled on the tall wooden wardrobe she used to play in. Melissa padded toward it and gripped its ornate handles, then pulled it open.

      The potent yet familiar scent of mothballs tickled her nose. She laughed, despite the tears rolling down her face. She stared down at the white balls on the wardrobe’s bottom. Those damn things were all over the house, giving it the unique smell. Maybe that was why her grandma used jasmine and lavender to snuff out the powerful scent.

      Reaching forward, she pushed the tidy floral dresses aside one by one. The black for funerals. The red for weddings. And the yellow for any other joyous event. Melissa brushed away another trail of tears, then turned her attention to the shelf up top. Don’t go messin’ around with things you have no business messin’ with, missy. Her grandma’s voice was as clear as day in her head.

      But she wasn’t here to stop her and if it meant hearing her reprimands . . . Melissa rifled through a few brightly colored Sunday hats—the same ones she used to play dress-up in—and noticed there was something substantial at the back of the wardrobe. It was tall enough so she couldn’t reach it without something to stand on. Sighing, she fetched the chair in front of her grandma’s vanity and used it as a step ladder.

      Melissa’s fingers found purchase on something firm . . . Leather? She grazed it with her fingertips, spinning it until she could hook the worn binding and pull it closer. An argument between her mom and grandma surfaced.

      Are you insane? Letting your granddaughter play in the wardrobe . . . with that . . . thing?

      If by thing, you mean the truth. Yes.

      Keep it away from her.

      Whatever “it” was, her mom certainly hadn’t wanted her near it. Melissa’s grandma had always been a little odd . . . imploring her to never step on a crack or to be mindful of spilling salt. But the old wives’ tales had become endearing and still to this day were.

      As she pulled the book out, her heart pounded in her chest. The dark leather of the cover was worn, almost to the point of cracking. Melissa’s eyes couldn’t focus on just one aspect of it . . . Antlers from a deer seemed to leap from the cover. A moth appeared to hover in the corner, waiting to flutter away, but when she ran her finger along one of the wings, it was clearly part of the book. It took her a moment to fully absorb the title. Then, as the name wound its way into her mind, the snake on the cover flicked its tongue. With a gasp, she nearly dropped the book.
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      This couldn’t be what her grandma had warned her of . . . It wouldn’t hurt to read just a few pages, right?

      Melissa opened the dusty book. The first page had been written on. A single inscription ran across the page in red ink. 

      They are real.

      “Melissa, honey,” her mom said, coming into the room with a teacup in hand. “I made you some . . . ” She paused near the door, eyes rounding. The cup tumbled from her hand, shattering on the wooden floor. 

      And an inhuman cry erupted from her mom’s mouth.
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      Seven. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.

      Killian counted backward as Clove pressed her delicate fingertips to his closed eyelids. Seven had always been his lucky number. Always. Seven o’clock on the seventh day of the seventh month of the year 1887 was when he had married her.

      “Eyes are the window to the soul,” Clove whispered as those perfect fingers of hers drifted to his ears, her touch like silk, sending tingles down his spine. “Ears are the portal to the mind.” Her fingers trailed sparks to his lips, and his breathing hitched. “And the mouth is the doorway to the body.”

      Killian’s heart pounded while Clove’s fingers traced his neck, sliding down his bare chest, over his abdomen, heat building within him, lighting a crackling fire.

      He finally opened his eyes as her hand gripped him between his legs. Clove’s gaze met his, her features soft, her lips crimson and plump, her raven hair falling to her waist against creamy, pale skin. He wanted to kiss every single inch of her naked flesh right then, run his tongue across each curve, but her eyes danced, letting him know that would have to come later.

      “And the mouth can also do wicked, wicked things,” Clove murmured, her warm brown eyes still latched onto his. “Like this.” She pressed her lips to his throat, giving him an open-mouthed kiss. “And this.” Her voice was husky as her hot mouth reached the center of his chest. Then her tongue flicked the sensitive area, and Killian shivered. “Oh, and certainly this.”

      And then, he was in her mouth, her tongue doing things he had never dreamed of, had never experienced with any of his past lovers before his wife. He released a deep groan as the woman he loved, his one good thing in this world, showed him how much she loved him too.

      Clove stopped.

      As she clutched the side of her head, she went into a coughing spell.

      “Clove? Are you all right?” Killian rushed the words out, grabbing her by the shoulders. When she didn’t respond, he shouted, “Clove!”

      “It’s my head again,” she said, her voice strained while she swayed.

      He scooped her up in his arms, bringing her naked body to his chest. As she glanced up, bright crimson spilled from her nose, over her ruby lips. The warmth of her blood ran down the front of him, but he ignored it.

      “We’re going to see the doctor, Clove.”

      “No,” she said, her voice serious. “Every time we go, he gives me medicines that do nothing except make me feel more ill.”

      “Please. We need to see if there’s something else he can do.” Richard was the only doctor in their village, and Killian trusted him.

      He lowered her to the wooden floor and grabbed a rumpled old shirt for her to hold to her nose. Killian then picked up her dress that lay crumpled on the floor and helped her put it on. He fastened each button as quickly as he could before throwing on his long-sleeved shirt and trousers, leaving his vest behind.

      “I can walk,” she said, stumbling, her face paling further.

      “I know you could, but let’s not try that now.” Killian didn’t wait for her to argue—he lifted her once more and cradled her close. Clove’s breaths grew ragged as he carried her out of their small cottage and into the warm sunlight of the afternoon.

      In that moment, he knew Clove’s sickness was becoming worse. The episodes had been occurring for the past three months. When she had these spells, she told him she couldn’t think clearly, that her words remained trapped in her throat. The last time they had gone to visit Richard, he had told them to keep what was happening to themselves. Villagers tended to whisper to one another, and sometimes malicious gossip made things worse. Killian didn’t believe in witchcraft or the supernatural or anything of that nature. He only believed in Clove.

      Over the past few weeks, her body had become more frail, her dresses hanging looser on her thin frame with each passing day. They were both twenty-five years of age—she was much too young for this.

      A gentle breeze rumpled Killian’s hair, and he peered down at Clove, her eyes shut. For the moment, the blood only seeped out from her nose and not her ears or mouth as it had the last time.

      The medicine may not have helped, but at least she was able to rest with it. On the nights Clove couldn’t sleep, she would get up and pace back and forth in their craft room, saying it helped the blood stay in her veins.

      Their chickens squawked and pecked at the ground in front of the house. The other animals were in the barn being just as loud. Killian liked that he had built their home a short distance from the other villagers, close enough that they could go when things were needed, but far enough away so he and his wife could keep to themselves.

      “Killian, I’m fine,” Clove rasped. “It’s gone now.” Yet when she looked up at him, her eyes rolled back in her head and blood seeped from her ears.

      Damn it. Killian ran, holding his wife close as he passed through the trees and over fallen limbs into the village. Wooden and stone houses slipped into view, and smoke billowed out of the chimneys of several. In the distance, children’s laughter echoed. It was a Sunday, and after church service had ended, most everyone stayed in their homes and did what they could to make up for their sins.

      Richard’s home was on the very edge of the village, so Killian wouldn’t have to carry Clove much farther. As he walked up the creaking steps of Richard’s porch, Killian glanced at the single fern that was always there. Lifting his fist, Killian banged on the door, not once stopping until Richard pulled it open.

      “What are you doing, Killian?” The doctor frowned, his glasses sliding down his nose and his gray hair disheveled. Richard’s gaze fell to Clove, and he waved them in. “Hurry, bring her to the table.”

      Richard’s home was neat and tidy, and he lived alone. His wife had passed a few years prior from an illness that had taken almost half of the village, which might have been why Richard continued to put extra effort into helping Clove. Richard knew what it was like to lose someone he loved—he kept the lone fern on his porch because it had been his wife’s favorite.

      Clove shivered, peering at them, seeming too tired to speak at the moment. Her eyes closed, her breaths became even, and Killian knew she had fallen asleep. The bleeding appeared to have stopped, and he relaxed a fraction. He lowered his wife, careful not to disturb her, onto the doctor’s table and took a step back to leave Richard enough room to help her.

      Richard pressed his stethoscope to Clove’s chest and took a listen. “Her heart still sounds healthy.” He cleaned the blood from her face with a wet rag, then placed a wrinkled hand to her forehead. “Temperature isn’t high. But by looking at her, I know something is wrong.” Richard studied Killian as though he was warring with himself about something. “You don’t know yet, do you?”

      Killian furrowed his brow. “Know what?”

      “She’s carrying your child.”

      Everything within him stilled. “Child?”

      “She came to me a few days ago. I know it’s not my place to tell you, but I would want to know if it were my wife.” Richard paused and changed the subject as if he hadn’t just confessed this news. “Let’s try something else this time.”

      Richard left Clove and headed to a small cabinet across the room while Killian’s mind spun.

      A child? They had discussed children before, but neither had been ready. As he thought about a boy with Clove’s dark hair or a girl with her deep brown eyes, he couldn’t help but smile. But then he thought about how weak she had become, and he didn’t know if she would truly be able to carry a child to full term.

      He clasped Clove’s clammy hand while Richard moved several glass jars around. Richard took two small ones, along with a bundle of sage, twine wrapped around the herb’s middle.

      Killian frowned at the bundle. “Why do we need sage?”

      “It’s said it keeps the Devil away.”

      Killian didn’t believe in the Devil, but he kept his lips sealed, trying to stay polite. Any talk of that would be blasphemy, and he wouldn’t risk the villagers gossiping about Clove. His wife believed in all those things, though—Heaven, Hell, God, the Devil, angels, demons. Because of her beliefs, he would burn the sage for her.

      After accepting the items, Killian reached into his pocket to draw out payment.

      Richard stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Not today. It’s on me. I’ll pray for her tonight, as I do every night. And I’ll pray for the child growing in her belly.”

      “Thank you,” Killian said, not believing in prayers either. Why would he? They had never been answered in his past. Not when his sister died, not when his twin brother died, not when his parents died, nor when Clove’s parents died. His aunt and uncle still lived in the village, but he rarely spoke to them.

      “Remember, don’t say anything about what she’s facing to anyone,” Richard said.

      “I won’t.” Killian lifted Clove from the table, her eyes remaining shut, her breathing still even.

      As she slept in his arms, he slowly walked back through the forest, careful not to jostle her too much.

      The chickens lifted their heads when Killian passed them, as though sensing something was wrong. Clove went outside every morning and spent long hours with the animals, especially the chickens and goats. She would read her Bible, sew, or dance in circles with her hair down, rain or shine.

      Killian opened the door and set Clove on the bed in their room. A small squeak escaped her mouth, but she didn’t stir.

      He then went into their craft room and tossed the sage on his desk before sinking into his chair. He glanced at himself in the mirror hanging on the wall, noticing the heavy bags beneath his green eyes. His thoughts turned to his wife. Ever since their childhood, Clove had been a free spirit, but it wasn’t until they were twelve that a deep friendship formed between them. He hadn’t loved her at first—he was stupid then. For years he didn’t see it, until one day it had hit him all at once.

      Clove still had her whole life in front of her, and she was fighting not only for herself but their child. He would burn the sage that night, yet for now, he would pray for her, even though it had never helped him before. “I will do anything for her to live. I would sacrifice myself for her. I need my wife to be all right. Please.”

      “Do you, now?” a deep voice whispered.

      Killian whirled around and stood, his wide eyes searching the room for where the voice had come from. He grabbed his rifle from his desk. But no one was there.

      “You want to know what is truly wrong with your wife, do you not?” the male voice purred.

      Killian glanced toward the mirror, where the voice seemed to have come from this time. Yet only Killian’s image reflected back at him. The oval mirror looked the same as it always did: ordinary—a bronze leafy pattern framing clear glass. The antique had belonged to his parents, and had been handed down for generations. There had never been anything unusual about it before, but it was no ordinary mirror now.

      He reached for the sage, preparing to light it, when the mirror spoke. “That is not going to do anything.” The male voice had clearly come from the mirror, but no face appeared.

      “Who are you?” Killian asked, inching closer with his rifle raised.

      “You called on me, did you not?” the mirror cooed. “You want your precious love to heal. I can help you with that.”

      “A devil would never speak the truth.”

      “Her illness cannot be cured by a human. She will die before winter comes.”

      Killian’s hands shook as he lowered his rifle a fraction. His wife . . . Their child . . . “I will not let her die.”

      “Then you will have to trust me.” The voice paused. “Grab her handheld mirror from her sewing desk and break it.”

      Furrowing his brow, Killian stared at the mirror, trying to see the face beyond the glass. “That is devil tricks.”

      “Fine, then do not believe me.”

      Killian clenched his teeth and tightened his fists to stop from trembling. He didn’t quite believe what this being was saying, but he knew with his whole heart that his love was dying. And that she would die while carrying their child.

      At the moment, Killian wasn’t sure if he was dreaming or if he was awake, but he decided that if his wife could be healed, he would believe anything—he would dream forever. He set the rifle on the table and lifted Clove’s silver mirror, then slammed it against the desk with a crash, shattering its glass, shards falling against the wooden floor.

      Something tugged at Killian. It wasn’t pain—it was as if some unknown, invisible force was pulling at his body. In an instant, his feet left the floor, and he was no longer in his home. He now stood directly across from the Devil himself in a room of mirrored walls.
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      Killian’s mother had always been superstitious, saying that breaking a mirror would bring seven years of bad luck. He hadn’t believed in any of her superstitions, and if Clove died, he would already be getting more than seven years of bad luck anyway.

      He sucked in a sharp breath as he studied the man—no, not a man, but something else—before him in a warm room filled with mirrored walls, floor, and ceiling. The male stood tall, staring back at him with irises of silver. Two small, pointed horns, that appeared to be mirror glass, rested on his forehead. His lips were a pale blue, white hair hung to his waist, and pearlescent scales covered his body. The only clothing he wore on his lean and toned form was a pair of tight dark leather pants—even his feet were bare.

      Perhaps the Devil does exist.

      “Where am I? What did you do?” Killian demanded, clenching his fists so they wouldn’t shake. “You’re the Devil, aren’t you?”

      The male’s lips twitched, and Killian’s gaze drifted back to the stranger’s horns, where his own desperate image was reflected.

      “I am a demon,” the male finally said, “but I am not the Devil you speak of. He is in another place and would not provide you the opportunity that I am. Humans go to him. I do not collect them here. You are in Veidrodis.” His eyes sparked, the silver in them shining as though they were made from glass too.

      “You said you would help Clove,” Killian said through gritted teeth. “You lied!”

      “I did no such thing.” The demon sauntered forward. “And you may call me Nuodėmė. I will help you save your wife. That is no lie. But you will have to complete several tasks for me first. Something of this nature will not come without payment.”

      Nuodėmė had only said the word “tasks”, but Killian knew it wouldn’t be something as simple as cleaning the mirrors in this room. A demon shouldn’t be trusted so easily. But Killian was curious, desperate. “What do you want me to do?”

      “A couple of things today. A couple tomorrow. Two more on day three. A final task on the fourth day. Then your wife will be saved.”

      Four days. Killian would only have to be here four days, but did time here work the same? Four days here could be twenty years at home. It would be bad enough to leave Clove in her condition for a short period, but any longer than that . . . “Four days, in my world?”

      “Yes.”

      Then, if what the demon said was true, Clove would live. He couldn’t let hope seep in just yet, not until she was no longer sick. But . . . there was a chance.

      Killian nodded and glanced behind him, finding that the wall held an oval mirror that matched the one in the craft room. Its glass reflected Clove’s rocking chair.

      Nuodėmė cleared his throat, and Killian turned to face him. “If you prefer to do nothing, I can leave.” The demon arched a brow.

      “I’ll do it.”

      Nuodėmė motioned for him to follow, and with a wave of his hand, a door within the mirror wall slid open.

      Killian swallowed the lump in his throat, his heart slamming against his rib cage as his gaze studied the new room in its entirety. Males and females, not the least bit human, filled the large space, each one different than the other. Some with tails, their bodies the size of humans or small dolls, others the size of giants, their massive heads nearly touching the room’s high-vaulted ceiling. Scales covered several, fur others. Their skin colors varied, but the one thing they had in common was the mirror horns protruding from their foreheads. Even then, those were different too.

      The couple nearest Killian lazily sipped from their silver goblets, and the female wiped a streak of red from her chin that looked suspiciously like blood. A shirtless demon relaxed on a chaise, his eyes closed, his head tipped back, while a female wearing a corset and a male in a loincloth fed him grapes.

      Killian had never seen such sin in his life. Naked bodies were mounted atop one another throughout the entire room. On one side, a female straddled a male, rocking her hips forward, her back arching. In a corner, a muscular male thrust into a tall male demon against the wall. On the other side, two females joined another male. He gripped one’s neck and kissed her wickedly while the other performed a different kind of kissing between his thighs. His village would yell blasphemy, but Killian would only call it pleasure, just as he would when he and Clove would do acts of sin with their own bodies.

      The floor was the same glass as in the room he had come from, except ornate rugs scattered across its length. Thousands of glass lanterns hung from the enormous mirror ceiling, the silvery flames within them shining like stars, reflecting to infinity along the ceiling, walls, and floor between the rugs.

      As if sensing Killian staring, the demons turned their heads and focused on him. No, not him—their king. In that moment, Killian knew that this demon was not an ordinary demon—he was king of this Veidrodis.

      “Enough gawking,” Nuodėmė said to the demons. “Carry on with your pleasuring.”

      They bowed their heads and returned to their activities.

      Before Killian could speak, the demon king continued. “On Sundays, I allow everyone to come in here and get their fill of gratification.” He paused. “Now, for your two tasks. I want you to steal a bowl of grapes from someone, then go back to your room and eat them all.”

      Killian frowned, not understanding what sort of tasks these were. This demon king who had brought him here wanted him to eat a bowl full of grapes? It was simple, almost too simple. “What if I’m not hungry?”

      “Then say goodbye to your wife.” Nuodėmė shrugged and bared his teeth so Killian could see the back ones came to sharp points.

      “I’ll do it,” Killian answered.

      “Go on.” The demon king flicked his wrist in the air. “I won’t come to you again until tomorrow.” Nuodėmė spun on his heels and arrogantly strutted to his obsidian throne, where he lowered himself with the grace of a great stag. The demon king’s chin lifted, his silvery gaze scanning the room, seeming to look for someone. He unfastened his pants, and the female he must have been searching for swayed her hips as she approached him, then sank to her knees and performed her duty to the demon king.

      It took Killian longer than he wanted to remove his gaze from what he was seeing. This was madness. But he needed to do only these two tasks which would get him two steps closer to saving Clove. Or, at least, he hoped they truly would.

      Killian’s gaze settled on a glass bowl filled with deep purple grapes, resting beside two kissing females.

      A female demon, wearing furs that barely covered her breasts and a skirt which left most of her legs on display, slid beside him. Her chestnut-colored hair fell in waves against pale violet skin. “Are you sure that is the one you want to choose?”

      He inspected each dish around the room—glass bowls, purple grapes. “They all look the same.”

      She shrugged, her expression unreadable. “Perhaps, or perhaps not.”

      “Well, which is it?”

      She furrowed her brow and walked away, leaving Killian reconsidering what he was going to do. But then again, a demon would lie.

      Thinking of Clove and what her Bible said about the lies demons spilled, he snatched the bowl of fruit. Before he headed back to his empty and windowless room, Killian’s gaze locked on Nuodėmė, who watched him with a smirk on his face as he was getting pleasured.

      Scowling, Killian walked into the room, and the door slid shut behind him.

      Taking a plump grape, he tossed it into his mouth, tasting its sweetness as he chewed. Killian took another and another, growing more ravenous. With each taste, the flavor only got better, and he peered down, knowing they would be nearly gone by now.

      However, they weren’t. The bowl was just as full as it had been. His eyes widened as he took a handful, plopping one after the other into his mouth. But the bowl never emptied.

      As he continued to eat, the flavor of the grapes soured his stomach, yet he forced himself to keep going.

      A panic stirred within him when there didn’t seem to be an end to the fruit. How was he supposed to finish a bowl of grapes if there was no end to them?

      But still, he pressed on, gorging himself, shoving them into his mouth, faster and faster, nearly choking, until nausea threatened to undo his task. Terror filled him at the thought, and Killian froze, swallowing, forcing the bile back. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, steadying his trembling nerves. I must complete this task and save Clove.

      And so, for the rest of the night, Killian continued to eat the fruit. Slowly . . . methodically . . . 

      When he felt as though his stomach would burst, the blasted grapes finally started to lessen in their bowl, until he shoved the last one into his mouth. His eyelids grew heavy, but he wouldn’t allow himself to sleep on the floor. If he did that, it would put him in an even more vulnerable position in this place. So he relaxed his back against the glass and shut his eyes, still in a position that would be easy to rise from and defend himself if needed. Though, even if he had his rifle in hand, he knew it wouldn’t kill a demon. There was nothing he could truly do against Nuodėmė and his world of demons.
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      An ear-piercing scream stirred Killian from his sleep, and he jumped to his feet.

      “No, no, no. Wake up, Killian!” Clove cried.

      It was her, her voice, coming from the other side of the mirror leading to his room. He ran to the glass and found Clove cradling someone’s upper body in her lap. Tears spilled down her cheeks as she continued to tell the man to wake up. Him. The body she was holding and talking to was him. How? He was standing right here in this demon world.

      “Clove!” Killian shouted, though he was certain she wouldn’t hear him.

      But then she gasped and peered down at his body. “Killian?” Her face fell again when the body didn’t rouse.

      Yet, she had heard him.

      “Clove! I’m right here, in the mirror.” Even to himself, it sounded mad, but as her gaze met the glass, he wondered if she could see him.

      Her lips parted, and she gently moved his body from her lap. Slowly, hesitantly, she walked to the mirror. Her face held an emotion that seemed to be telling him she didn’t know if she should trust what she was hearing.

      “Killian?” she finally said, her eyes squinting at the glass.

      “Yes, my lucky clover,” he whispered. “Can you see me?”

      Her eyes widened. “I-I don’t see you in the mirror.”

      “I’m here, Clove.”

      “You’re a ghost, then?” Tears rained down her cheeks as she took a step back, her hands cupping her mouth. Killian wanted to reach his hand through the glass and wipe her tears away. He wanted to draw her close so he could feel her warmth, so she could feel his.

      “I don’t know why my body is there. But I’m alive. I know this doesn’t make sense, but I will come back in a few days.” Again, he hoped he would.

      “I don’t understand, Killian,” she whispered. “Perhaps I’m mad and imagining all of this in my grief.”

      “I swear to you, I’m not dead. I struck a deal with someone who can help us save you. Someone otherworldly.” He wouldn’t confess to her that it was a demon because he knew how deep her faith went. She would tell him he was a fool and not to listen to any of them. “I know it’s hard to accept, but please believe me.”

      “I don’t know what to believe,” she murmured.

      “Leave my body there for now. I don’t know how often I’ll be able to speak to you. But I’ll come back. I promise. I’m going to save you, Clove, along with our child.”

      She gasped. “You know? I was going to tell you, but I didn’t know when. Not with everything happening.”

      “I know, and we will get through this, all right?” Even though his words sounded true, he didn’t believe them fully. Not yet.

      “Please, watch over yourself. If what you say is true, and I’m not imagining this, don’t trust anyone except for yourself. I need you here, Killian.”

      He placed his hand against the cool glass, wishing he could press it through to lace his fingers with hers. “Put your palm to the mirror.”

      Shakily, she lifted her hand and rested it on the glass. He trailed his palm across the mirror—it was so close to connecting with hers, only a thin line of hardness separating them from one another.

      “I know you don’t feel this,” he said in a soft voice. “But I’m touching you, holding you, kissing you, loving you.”

      “I love—” Her hand slipped from the glass as a coughing spell erupted from her throat, blood splattering the mirror. Crimson flooded out from her nose.

      “Clove!” Killian shouted.

      She didn’t seem to hear him as she stumbled backward and collapsed on the floor. Her eyes fluttered shut while her chest slowly rose and fell. In that moment, he couldn’t do anything to help her.

      Yet, he would do anything to save her. He already was.
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      The mirror door behind Killian slid open, and he whirled around to find Nuodėmė leaning against the frame, the demon king’s arms crossed. Ignoring Nuodėmė, Killian turned back to face his wife.

      “Clove!” he screamed, pounding the glass.

      “I’m all right,” his wife whispered, but she clearly wasn’t. She pushed herself from the floor and sank onto her rocking chair.

      “Do you want to spend all day speaking to a dying woman through the glass?” Nuodėmė purred. “Or do you want to fulfill your tasks and go home to your body?”

      Killian scowled. “I’m not leaving her alone.” Not when she was like this.

      “Your choice.” Nuodėmė’s lips twitched.

      Resigned, Killian’s shoulders slumped, and he knew he couldn’t linger in this room all morning, speaking to his wife through the glass, if he wanted to save her.

      “I have to go for now, Clove,” he said. “I promise I’ll be back.” Soon. He would come back to her soon.

      “Killian, what’s happening?” she asked. A nervous edge laced in her words. “Killian, what foolishness are you doing?”

      He had never ignored her before, not once. But he had to in this moment—otherwise, he wouldn’t find the courage to leave this room, to leave her.

      And so, Killian turned his back on his wife and went to the demon king. “What’s your prize for all of this? Why are you helping us?”

      “Mmm.” Nuodėmė rubbed at his scaled jaw, his silvery gaze dancing with amusement. “Perhaps I like feeding off your misery. Enjoy the grapes?”

      That wasn’t a satisfying answer, but the demon king wasn’t going to give a direct one anyhow. “I did,” Killian said through gritted teeth, recalling the alluring flavor of the plump fruit at first. Then how the taste had soured his stomach as he was forced to eat more and more and more. The female demon had warned him about that bowl of fruit, yet he had chosen not to listen. But it was over now. The grapes, thousands of them, were in his stomach.

      Nuodėmė chuckled. “Clove is special, is she not?”

      Killian didn’t answer. The demon king didn’t need to know more about his wife than he already did. But Nuodėmė most likely knew everything about them both since the bastard was a demon.

      Nuodėmė led him into the throne room, and this time, it was cleared out. The settees were empty, not a single demon or bowl of fruit in sight.

      “Where is everyone?” Killian asked, trailing a finger across the back of a soft velvet settee.

      “They are not needed at the moment.” Nuodėmė’s lips curled into a vicious smile. “Or perhaps one is. I want you to go into a room down the hall and pierce a demon’s heart, then return here for your next task.”

      Horror twisted in Killian’s gut. Eating an endless bowl of grapes was one thing, but murdering someone? “I can’t,” he stuttered.

      “You will or you won’t.” Nuodėmė drew a dagger from his waist. The light from above reflected off the weapon’s surface. It was made entirely of silvery glass. “The way to end a demon is by piercing them with mirror glass.”

      Killian thought about ripping the blade from Nuodėmė’s hand and shoving it through his heart. But how would that save his wife?

      Almost every day, back at home, Killian went hunting. Sometimes Clove came with him, and they would track down deer, rabbits, and birds. Other times, he would slaughter their pigs and chickens when their lives had run their course. After each kill, Clove would say a prayer for the animals. She believed not only did humans enter Heaven or Hell, but animals did too.

      A demon wasn’t a human, but that didn’t make the task any easier. He would have to think of it as if he were going on a hunt, as though it was necessary.

      “Fine.” Killian took the blade from Nuodėmė’s hand and held it tight. It was practically weightless, its surface cool to the touch. “Any demon will do?”

      “One from any of the rooms down the hall. My brother, Kosmaras, has them all in a deep sleep. They may be having a nightmare or two at the moment . . . Kosmaras does not stay here, though. He is in his own realm of nightmares.” The demon king chuckled, flicking his hand in the air and sauntering toward his throne.

      Clutching the dagger close, Killian left the room and entered a long hallway filled with silvery doors. As his boots thumped against the glass, he froze, terror threatening to overtake him at last. The walls appeared to be mirrors, the same as the others, but this time, his reflections moved on their own, dozens upon dozens of Killians, trapped, pounding soundlessly on the glass—surrounding him on all sides, above his head, and below his feet—their mouths moving in silent pleas for him to turn back.

      Killian’s heart quickened; his throat tight when he swallowed. Sweat beaded his brow as he ignored the images and passed door after door, not knowing which to choose. But did it matter? He could choose any of them. A part of Killian begged him to listen to the moving reflections, but he couldn’t.

      He stopped in front of a door, wondering what sinister hell lay inside. But it appeared no different than the other entrances, so he grabbed the glass handle, his chest heaving. Turning it, he opened the door to silence.

      Darkness bathed the room in its entirety. His heart pounded harder as he entered. He couldn’t see a damn thing and was about to choose another room, which could potentially be worse, when the glass blade he held began to glow, casting a silvery light. He lifted it in front of him, its glow illuminating a fur rug sprawled across the floor, a looming wardrobe against a wall. Then his eyes widened as they settled on something in the center of the room.

      Killian pressed forward, shining the blade’s light on a coffin made of the same mirror glass as almost everything else here. For once, he wished the glass of the coffin was clear so he could see straight into it, see what rested inside.

      As he crept closer to what had to be the demon’s bed, Killian shakily pressed a hand to the cool glass. He then lifted the lid, another spell of quiet enveloping him, not a single groan or squeak.

      A rosewood scent struck his nose as his trembling hand raised the dagger. Inside, a male demon, with small glass horns similar to Nuodėmė’s, slept. His thick eyelashes rested against ivory-furred cheeks, and dark hair cascaded down his naked chest. The demon was more pretty than masculine. His eyes moved behind his closed lids as though he was trapped in a nightmare and unable to wake himself. Killian recalled the words about Nuodėmė’s brother, Kosmaras. He wondered if it would be worse to strike a deal with that demon.

      Shakily, he brought both hands to the dagger’s hilt and hovered over the male’s chest. He thought of Clove’s lovely face, begging him to stop, to not do this. For her, Killian repeated one of the prayers that she had written down and placed inside her Bible. Her Bible was full of notes, prayers, and folded pages of her favorite passages. She had never once tried to force him to believe what she did, just as he never tried to make her not believe. But in this moment, he did believe, and in this moment, he knew he was a sinner as he shoved the blade into the demon’s chest, piercing his heart. Or perhaps Killian wouldn’t be punished since a demon was said to be a wicked, wicked thing. Either way, it was the choice he had made for his wife and their child.

      The demon didn’t scream, didn’t even open his eyes. Only his lips parted on a sharp inhale before his chest stopped rising.

      Liquid pooled out from the demon’s wound. Killian shouldn’t have been surprised by the male bleeding out bright red, but he was. It matched the color that had spilled from Clove’s nose—the same red Killian had bled in the past from injuries. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, perhaps black. This made the male seem all that much more human.

      Killian didn’t know what to feel. Sickness thrummed in his gut as he stumbled backward and struck the wall. What have I done? But below the guilt, the nausea, was something else: glee. Like he had enjoyed doing it, even wanted to open a door to another room and do it again. Again and again.

      “Stop it,” Killian told himself. “Stop it. This isn’t you.” Nausea filled him, and he tried to expel his stomach, but nothing rose to the surface—none of the grapes from the night before made a reappearance.

      With a fist to his mouth, Killian ran out of the room, back down the hallway, not looking at any of his reflections, who seemed to stare at him in disapproval. But he had chosen this path and would choose it again as he thought about Clove’s frail body in their craft room at home.

      “Ah.” Nuodėmė stood in the center of the throne room, grinning when Killian entered. “Task number three is complete. Do you want your last one for the day?”

      No. No more. “Yes.”

      Nuodėmė slid up behind him and pressed his chest to Killian’s back, the demon’s breath hot on his ear as he whispered, “Watch yourself in the mirror as you cut out your eye.”

      Killian inhaled sharply and whirled around. “What?”

      “I said”—Nuodėmė cocked his head and licked his lips—“remove your eye for your next task.”

      “Something else.” He shook his head and backed up into the wall.

      “You have two,” the demon purred. “You will be fine.”

      Like hell I will be fine.

      “If you choose not to, then Clove will die.”

      Killian’s nostrils flared, but he wouldn’t overthink this. It would be giving a piece of himself for his wife, not Nuodėmė.

      Slowly, he peeled himself from the wall and turned to face the mirror. Killian gripped the dagger tighter in his fist as he studied himself: his green eyes, his short and curly red hair.

      “Your eyes are like emeralds,” Clove whispered.

      He stared at himself—this time, his hand didn’t shake as it had with the demon. Focused, he plunged the dagger into his left eye. A sharp, agonizing pain barreled through him, tearing a scream from his throat, the air frozen in his lungs. “Fuck! Holy fuck!” The pain radiated from his eye to his skull, to everywhere. Warm blood spilled down Killian’s cheek, but he ignored it. His breaths came out ragged while he finished cutting the eyeball out.

      Nuodėmė lazily took both Killian’s eye and the dagger from him. The gleam in the demon’s smile seemed as though he had been gifted the finest of jewels.

      “Now, return to your room. I shall see you in the morning for your next tasks.” The demon king turned around and disappeared from the throne room, leaving Killian alone, trembling.

      He entered his room, the door sliding shut behind him. Tightening his fists, he released a roar, spittle flying from his mouth. He screamed once more to escape the agony, both physically and emotionally. Again, he questioned what he had done, then a voice reminded him why.

      “Killian!” Clove shouted, hobbling toward the mirror. Just the sound of her voice helped soothe him, even though the pain inside his eye socket burned like flames to flesh.

      “I’m here,” he rasped, darting toward her and placing his hand to the glass.

      “Why were you screaming?” she asked, her voice tinged with fright.

      “It’s nothing. I’m two steps closer to seeing you again.” Three steps away from saving you.

      “How are you feeling?” He wanted to focus on her, focus away from what had just happened.

      “I’m sewing a baby blanket in a room with your unmoving body beside me, so I’m doing well, it seems.” She smiled, attempting to lighten the mood. But in her eyes, he could see the worry.

      Killian wouldn’t trouble her now about everything he had done, but when he saw her again, he would confess to her his sins, and then she could help take them away with her prayers and kisses.
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      Killian opened his eye, and his gaze settled on the demon king standing across from him. “Why are you watching me sleep?” He shoved himself away from the wall to a standing position. Not once had he slipped and allowed himself the comfort of curling up on the floor. Throughout the night, Killian had thought about the demon he had slain inside his glass coffin. The pain in Killian’s eye socket had faded to a dull throb that reminded him of what he had also done to himself.

      “I am only waiting on you to wake,” Nuodėmė cooed, pushing a lock of silky white hair over his shoulder.

      “I’m awake now.”

      “Let us not waste time, then.” Nuodėmė motioned him forward. “Now, shall we?”

      Killian peered into the mirror, finding Clove still asleep in her rocking chair, a patchwork blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Her hands clutched her stomach while she slept, as if protecting their child.

      The day before, they had talked to each other until they could no longer hold their eyes open. Clove hadn’t had any bloody spells, and their chatting had felt like before, when they hadn’t had any worries in the world. It had been the perfect distraction from him remembering where he was.

      Killian didn’t want to disturb his wife, so he pressed his hands to the glass and whispered, “I love you.”

      “Love . . . ” Nuodėmė drawled.

      “What of it? Do demons not love?” Killian scowled as he stepped up beside the king at the door.

      “Not usually.”

      “Have you?” Killian asked, recalling the female who had pleasured the demon king in the throne room.

      Nuodėmė smirked, then spun on his heels, and the door slid open. Voices echoed from the throne room. Killian followed behind Nuodėmė, and this time, the large space wasn’t empty. It was as it had been the first day, filled with demons chatting, groping one another, with bowls of fruit beside them.

      “What do you want me to do now?” Killian asked, his gaze settling on a small, wrinkled demon the size of his hand, painting on a large canvas. What do you want me to do that is worse than yesterday?

      “Sit. Relax. Enjoy.”

      Killian furrowed his brow. Enjoy what? Tearing out another eye?

      Nuodėmė narrowed his gaze, then clucked his tongue. Killian heeded the warning and took a seat on an empty settee. He swallowed deeply as the demons around groaned and moaned, and he couldn’t help but feel like a voyeur. Someone sank down next to him—it was the female from the other day who had warned him about the grapes.

      “You did not listen to me,” she said.

      “No.” He paused. “It doesn’t matter. I did what he wanted.”

      “If I were you, I would stop now.” She stared straight ahead as though she wasn’t talking to him. “Do it for your wife.”

      “I am doing this for her,” he whispered.

      “You will not like what is next.”

      It didn’t matter what the next task was either—he would do it. As he glanced over to tell her just that, his body froze.

      The demon was peeling off her top, her breasts exposed, her nipples pebbling. He jerked his head in the other direction, but from her movements, he knew she was removing her skirt as well.

      “Fuck her,” a voice whispered in his ear, breath hot.

      He turned around to find Nuodėmė beside him once more, a smirk on his face.

      Killian’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “No.”

      “Your next task is to fuck Rožė.”

      “I can’t.” He wouldn’t. He would never . . . That was one thing he couldn’t do.

      And then Rožė’s hand was on his knee, drifting up his thigh. Killian’s heart pounded and his chest heaved when her palm was so close to touching his manhood.

      “I said no.” He pushed himself to stand, away from Rožė.

      “Ah, aren’t you the little fighter?” Nuodėmė chuckled. “This one time, all right? You will not have to couple with her, but you will have to spill yourself while watching her.”

      Killian ran a hand down his face. That still felt wrong. So incredibly wrong. But that would be something Clove could forgive him for. If he had lain with a demon, or anyone else for that matter, it would have been unforgivable. But this he could do, and he would imagine it was his wife while watching the female.

      “Fine.” Killian’s hands shook as he unfastened his pants and pulled himself out.

      “Look at you,” Nuodėmė purred. “You could please anyone here if you so choose.”

      Killian closed his eye, holding his anger back. If he didn’t, he would find a way to slit the demon king’s throat. A sinful thought. A sinful urge. But he didn’t give a damn in that moment.

      He opened his lid, finding Rožė standing before him, and Killian inhaled sharply. He ignored her large breasts and how she lacked curls between her violet thighs. Everything about her was different than his wife, and he didn’t know if he would be able to fulfill the task—if he could get himself to spill for her and the demon king.

      He kept his gaze trained on Rožė’s face, only he pretended he was looking at his wife. His beautiful, perfect wife. Her milky skin, her long black hair, her ruby red lips. The light scar that fell across her stomach from when she had scraped it on a sharp rock in the river. He pictured her dark curls between her thighs, her small but perky breasts, her peaked nipples.

      A heat spread through him then, dipping lower, straight to where he needed his hand to stroke. He did just that, staring at the demon’s face but seeing Clove in his mind. Killian focused on the times over the years when they had been flesh to flesh, him inside her. The first time he had truly noticed her, when she had leaned against a tree, watching him chop wood. She had been buried in her Bible as usual, but something in her gaze that day had told him she was looking at him as something more than a friend. Killian had brought other women in the village to his bed before that, but it had been different as he studied Clove that day. He had wanted her too.

      Killian’s hand continued to move as he thought about their first kiss in the river, then him worshiping her body beside the water. A few weeks later, he had asked her to be his wife, and she had said yes. He imagined Clove’s lips on his, his hand between her thighs, her hand on him, then her mouth, before finally sinking onto him as his fingers dug into her hips. His wife’s hips rolling and rolling until he groaned, whispering her name in a room full of demons instead of back at home where he would hold her against his heaving chest afterward.

      “Now, clean yourself up.” Nuodėmė held out a red cloth.

      “Is that my next task?” Killian said between gritted teeth, taking the cloth and wiping himself.

      “Ah, I love your humor, my sweet. But tease like that again and I may have you remove your other eye.” Nuodėmė leaned forward, his smile turning into something dangerous. “Then how would you see your precious Clove’s face?”

      Killian knew when to keep quiet, and this was one of those moments. His gaze shifted to Rožė, who was now fully dressed, even though most of her flesh was still on display. As her eyes met his, there was a look on her face that seemed like she wanted to say something else. But she shifted her stare to Nuodėmė, who was watching her.

      “Thank you, my king,” she whispered and scurried away, leaving Killian wondering what she was afraid of. And what was her connection to Nuodėmė?

      “What’s my next task, then?” Killian asked, breaking the tense silence between them.

      Nuodėmė took back his red cloth and tossed it on an empty settee. “I want you to go to your room and sleep until morning.”

      “How is that a task?” he asked, knowing he should have bitten his damn tongue before speaking the words.

      “Would you rather me send you to collect the heart of a demon or have you cut out your tongue?”

      Killian’s eye widened. Sleep it was, then. Sleep would get him out of this forsaken room.

      “I’ll do it. Thank you.” Even though Killian had woken not long ago and wasn’t the least bit tired, he would force himself to sleep. This seemed the simplest of the tasks thus far, but . . . he had assumed that about the grapes. His stomach churned as he thought about the fruit, and if he did truly get back home, he would never touch one again.

      “Go, then.” Nuodėmė turned and walked away.

      With one last glance at the demon’s back, Killian returned to his room. The bright light shone from the ceiling, and he wasn’t sure that would help him sleep. He hurried to the mirror, where he found Clove stitching a yellow and green blanket in her lap, one that could only be for their baby. Guilt washed over him as he watched her, knowing what he had just done in front of another female. But he hadn’t seen Rožė, not once—it had all been his wife.

      “I’m here, Clove,” Killian rasped, pressing his hand to the glass.

      His wife dropped the blanket and rushed to the mirror, a smile and worry both on her face. She placed her palm to the glass, almost perfectly aligning with his.

      “Are you holding your hand to the mirror?” Clove asked.

      “I am,” he whispered. “Tomorrow, I’ll hopefully come back to you.” Hopefully.

      “Your body is stiff already, and an odor is starting to come from it.” Her voice quivered. “I don’t know if you’re truly dead and I’m imagining our conversations. What if it’s because I want you to be here so much that I’m delusional? I don’t know what to do.”

      “Trust me,” he pleaded. “Trust that I’m not dead.” At least, he believed he wasn’t . . . But what if the demon had truly taken his soul to linger here forever while his body rotted? He could just be the demon king’s toy, his plaything. No. He would trust that Nuodėmė wouldn’t go back on his word, regardless of what he was.

      “All right, Killian,” she finally said. “I will continue to pray. So far, I haven’t had any bleeding today either.”

      Perhaps with each task, she was getting better. Her skin no longer appeared an unhealthy shade of pale, and her body didn’t seem as frail.

      Killian smiled. “Thank you, and that’s wonderful. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “I love you, husband.”

      “I love you more, wife.”

      Killian’s hand slipped from the mirror, his lids flickering. Tiredness swept through him, seeping into each layer of muscle, all the way down to his bones. He yawned and lowered himself to the floor, then leaned against the wall. As he closed his eye, he hoped that he would dream of his wife and their child, along with the beautiful possibilities they could have together one day.
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      “Still asleep, human?” A booted foot kicked at Killian’s leg.

      His lids peeled open for a brief moment, then fluttered shut.

      “Wakey, wakey,” Nuodėmė said and snapped his fingers near Killian’s ear.

      His eye opened wide, the tiredness clearing instantly. He pushed himself to stand and felt as though he had been awake for hours with energy running through his veins. No dreams or nightmares had come to him while he slept. There had just been that—sleep and darkness.

      “Is it time for my final task?” Killian asked.

      “You are correct,” the demon purred. “I did not say when it would be, though.”

      “You said the fourth day.”

      “I suppose we can do it now, then?” He grinned before turning on his heels and motioning Killian with a finger to follow.

      Killian wasn’t in the mood for Nuodėmė today, but he kept his mouth closed. One more task would allow Clove and their child to live.

      He followed the demon king and headed into the throne room. This time, it wasn’t filled with demons, but it wasn’t only Nuodėmė and Killian either. A tall male wearing only fur pants, with hooves for feet and a face appearing more like a buffalo, stood there. Beside him was a familiar face, with dark hair to her waist and a lacy dress hanging down her body.

      Clove.

      Clove was here.

      “What if I tell you she is to die?” Nuodėmė said, not a single emotion in his voice.

      Killian’s heart pounded as the beastly male drew Clove to his chest, pressing a glass blade to her throat.

      “Stop!” Killian shouted.

      The buffalo demon gripped Clove’s shoulder with his other hand, and she gasped. She tried to mouth something, but no words came out. Just like when he had gone down the mirror hallway to kill a demon. He hadn’t heard his images speak that time either. Killian couldn’t read her lips as they moved, yet he strained to do so.

      Killian had to find a way to get to his wife without this demon spilling her blood. Anger boiled in his veins. “Let her go, damn it!”

      “How would this make you feel?” Nuodėmė asked, flicking his wrist in the air.

      The buffalo male took the blade from Clove’s throat and shoved it directly into her chest.

      Time stopped. Everything stopped. His wife’s knees buckled, and she collapsed to the floor.

      Rage rose within Killian, so much so that he flung himself at the buffalo male and punched him in the face, pounding and pounding him over and over. The demon didn’t fight back, just seemed to take it as Killian wrapped his hands around his fur throat and squeezed. The rage in him wouldn’t stop—it grew stronger with each passing second. He wanted to snap the male’s head off.

      “Enough,” Nuodėmė demanded. “Look at her and you will see.”

      Killian didn’t want to stop—he wanted to tear the buffalo demon apart. But he willed himself to glance at Clove and stilled. It wasn’t the body of his wife he was looking at, but Rožė. Her chest didn’t rise, and her eyes stared blankly up at the ceiling. A rush of feelings barreled through him—relief, but also pity and sadness, even though he didn’t know her. Yet behind all that, the lingering anger wanted to rise once more.

      “Why?” Killian didn’t truly know what he was asking as he released the buffalo demon and stood. Why kill her? Why have Rožė pretend to be his wife? Why do any of this? Even though it wasn’t Clove, his body still trembled as if it were—he couldn’t unsee her with a dagger in her chest.

      “The last of your tasks was to show true anger, and now they are complete.” The demon king clapped his hands. “Do you wish to go home?” A grin spread across his face. “Or you can stay here.”

      Killian wanted to tell Nuodėmė to leave him the hell alone. “Send me home.” Send me home to my family so this can all be a nightmare.

      Nuodėmė gestured for Killian to follow him back to the room with the mirror leading to Clove. Once inside, the demon king produced a handheld mirror from behind his back. At the top of the object rested two horns, and the bottom looked like twisted rope. Same as the dagger before, the entirety of the object was mirror glass, the light above reflecting off its surface.

      “Take it,” the demon king instructed.

      Killian took the object from Nuodėmė’s hands and tightened his grip on its cool handle. “What do I do with it?”

      “Break it as you did before, and you will go home.”

      “And Clove?”

      “She will live.” He placed a hand on Killian’s shoulder briefly before stepping back. “Now, break the mirror to go home.”

      Please be true. Lifting the mirror, Killian slammed it against the wall, where it shattered, the sound of breaking glass reverberating as the shards struck the floor.

      Killian looked around the room, but he wasn’t back at home. He was still here in this glass hell. A tightness formed in his chest, knowing he had been tricked. Yet there had always been a chance. Even if he died then, he and Clove would meet each other again in the Heaven she so believed in because he would choose to believe in it too. Unless this was truly his Hell.

      Another body appeared on the floor in front of him, her chest heaving. A female demon. Satiny white hair fell to her waist against pearlescent scaled skin like Nuodėmė’s. She wore a silky ivory gown, and eyes of silver peered up at him. Triangular mirror horns protruded from her forehead, and her lips were the color of crow wings. Her face fell, full of melancholy, and he knew that expression.

      “Clove,” he rasped.

      “You returned my daughter to me.” Nuodėmė chuckled. “I have been searching for her for thirteen years. She would have died in your world, but now she won’t because you saved her. Without you doing the seven tasks, I couldn’t have brought her back home.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Killian asked as the room spun, seeming to close in on him. Something in his chest ached, like it was cracking, and he couldn’t find the air to make his lungs move.

      “Your wife belongs here, with me. As punishment for her abandoning her family to be with you, I give you seven years of bad luck before you die.”

      “Killian!” Clove screamed, tears flooding her eyes. “Killian!”

      He backed up into the wall instead of toward her. As soon as he realized he should have run to her instead, he was no longer in Veidrodis. Threads and blankets and furniture surrounded him—he was back at home in the craft room. Not standing but lying on the floor inside his body where Clove had left it beside her rocking chair.

      Shakily, he rolled over and released a choked sob. Clove’s still body sat in the rocking chair, her eyes wide open, the blanket she had been sewing for their baby resting in her lap.

      Killian scooped her dead body from the rocker and cradled her close to his chest. Her body was still warm. But she was gone. He sobbed into her hair, wanting her to reach out and stroke his face, tell him that everything was okay.

      The demon had been inside Clove. Thirteen years she had been missing from Veidrodis. Killian swallowed, thinking, thinking back to their past. That meant she had been inside Clove’s body since they were twelve, when they had grown closer. It was the demon who he’d loved all this time.

      He set Clove’s body back in the chair. His hands trembled as he rushed toward the antique mirror. “Clove!” he screamed, pounding his fist on the wall. “Clove! Come back to me. Please.” But nothing. There was no answer.

      Then realization struck him. He had performed seven tasks for Nuodėmė. Seven. Seven deadly sins, like in Clove’s Bible.

      Greed—taking the grapes. Gluttony—eating the grapes. Pride—killing the demon. Envy—removing his eye. Lust—him spilling himself. Sloth—his deep slumber. Wrath—his anger toward the demon.

      All this . . . all of this was somehow a way to bring the demon king’s daughter home. Killian continued to beg for someone to answer him, willing to do anything to undo this. But only silence answered his prayers.

      Nuodėmė had said Killian would have seven years of bad luck before he died. He should have known from the beginning to never break a mirror, as his mother had always said. Killian had believed his lucky number was seven. But seven was truly the unluckiest of numbers.

      One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Dobilai sat in her room—the same one her husband had been in—peering out the mirror at Killian, who had sobbed himself to sleep while calling for her. She pressed her hand to the glass, but he would not see or hear her. In seven years, he would die, and for seven years, she would weep.

      The door behind her slid open to her father. As soon as Killian’s soul had vanished from the room and returned to his body, her father had left her there to mourn.

      “You knew I would find you, daughter,” he said.

      Dobilai had not. She’d thought he would never find her. With the help of her servant, Rožė, Dobilai had let her twelve-year-old soul slip from Veidrodis and enter another child who had recently passed. After that, she had quickly become friends with a young boy, who she fell in love with. Dobilai had always wanted to be a part of the human world—she had never wanted to be here. And now, because of the broken horned mirror, her power was gone. Her father had never treated her wrong—she simply had not agreed with him or this world.

      “Father—”

      “For seven years, you will stay in this room and watch as your husband withers. For seven years, this will remind you that the abomination which grew in your belly—that was killing you—is now gone. Then when the seven years end, you will become my daughter once more.”

      Dobilai fought back her tears—demons were not meant to cry, but while being a human, she had learned to feel. Had learned to love. For the past thirteen years, while in Clove’s body, she hadn’t forgotten what she truly was. Each day, Dobilai had read her Bible to keep the evil at bay. The moment she had heard Killian from the mirror, she had known he was in Veidrodis. But she could not let him discover the truth because she did not want her father to realize she still knew who she was. Dobilai had thought it could save him. She had also known that if Killian did not complete the tasks her father had set for him, he would have been trapped in Veidrodis and died there. And while he would suffer back in the human world, his soul would not be trapped here.

      But hers would be. Alone. So, while Killian would have seven years of bad luck, she would have an eternity.

      “You truly believed you’d saved him, did you not?” Her father harshly lifted her chin. “His soul will go to Hell, your child will be in Heaven, and you will eternally be here in Veidrodis. The three of you separated forever. In seven years, I will see you again, and we will go on as if none of this ever happened.”

      Her heart stopped. Hell? No. No. No!

      “Father, please,” Dobilai begged, hot tears spilling down her cheeks as he walked away from her.

      “See you soon, daughter.” The door slid shut behind her father, leaving her alone and shaking. Killian wouldn’t be rejoined with their child. He would go to a place that she feared the most, full of burning, torturous flames.

      Pressing her hand to the mirror, she whispered, “I will always love you, and if you truly knew me, you would hate me.”

      Dobilai gathered the broken horned mirror and its glass shards, setting them in front of her. Then she sank to her knees and clasped her hands together in prayer. Though her beloved Bible wasn’t at her side, she prayed and prayed, begging the humans’ god to hear her call.
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          Rosette Baptiste

        

      

    

    
      Rosette Baptiste stood in the cooler section of Jerry’s Grocery, staring at the limited selection of cheeses. Her hand rested on her distended belly, and she rubbed it absently, trying to calm her restless child. Last month, at twenty weeks to the day, she’d started craving grilled cheese sandwiches. She’d woken up in the middle of the night and couldn’t get the smell of the butter and cheese, or the taste of the two, out of her head. When she told Carlos about it, he’d jumped up, dressed quickly, and rushed to the store—coming home a short while later with a loaf of bread and several different kinds of cheese.

      She smiled at the memory. Her heart filled with joy as she recalled the mismatched pair of shoes he’d put on in his haste to make her happy. He was always doing that. Going the extra mile just to see her smile.

      When he had brought home the cheese, she’d made six sandwiches. Taken a single bite of each. She’d liked the Gouda the best. Which had been strange since she never much cared for the sweet, fruity cheese before. She’d grown up on American processed cheese, took comfort in the plastic taste of it. Gouda had been a wildly different type of taste. One her baby obviously seemed to enjoy immensely if the cravings were any indication.

      The selection at Jerry’s was limited to only: American, Swiss, Hog’s Head, and cheddar. While they would all work perfectly fine—especially the American—she’d prefer the Gouda. Her baby would prefer it too. She frowned. She wasn’t used to so few choices, and she missed being able to take advantage of the variety she found having grown up in the city.

      Her husband, Carlos, had lived in Silverwood, Georgia with his grandma since he’d been twelve years old, right after his parents’ death. When his grandma had passed away last month, they’d found out she had left him the house along with a nice sum of money. With her being an author and able to work from anywhere, Carlos, wanting to start his own contracting business, had convinced her that they should move. He believed it would be better to raise their child in the country. Less crime, he’d argued. And neighbors who looked out for you.

      She wasn’t so sure about the last two points but agreed anyway. She knew he missed his hometown. And if it made him happy, then she vowed to make the effort. But she really wished they carried Gouda.

      With a sigh, Rosette picked up the packet of American and dropped it into her basket. It would have to do. She wandered the other aisles, grabbing items but not really seeing what she was getting. She should have made a list, eaten before she’d come to the store, but she didn’t. So now everything looked delicious. Thankfully, Carlos could eat is weight in food. And these days, she could too. A book title popped into her head when she dropped a bag of pork rinds in the basket: Rosalyn Goes to the Store. She laughed aloud. No, her girl adventurer wouldn’t go to a market. She might break in after dark though.

      She turned down the next aisle, her agent’s pushy email from this morning running through her head. Along with the pressure of her pregnancy, her edits were overdue, and the demand for a new manuscript had left her in a frazzled state. Carlos had urged her to get an extension, but she wasn’t comfortable with doing that, so she’d push on. Get it all done before the baby arrived.

      Once the basket was full, she made her way to the front of the store.

      As she stood at the register with her hand on her belly, while the clerk rang up her items, she thought of baby names. They’d gone back and forth about knowing the baby’s gender, so she made a mental list of both. For a girl, she liked Jasmine the best. And a boy, well, her husband would probably want to name him Carlos Jr. But she figured she had time to talk him out of that. She wanted her child to have their own name. Forge their own identity. She figured being a junior would force him to feel as if he needed to be a carbon copy of his father.

      At least, that’s the way she saw it.

      Thunder boomed outside, seeming to rattle the small store. The cashier turned toward the large window. Rosette followed her gaze. There wasn’t a drop of rain in sight.

      “Sounds like the devil’s beatin’ his wife,” the woman said, gazing out the window.

      Rosette smiled at the old superstition. Since moving back to Carlos’s hometown, she’d heard a few of them being uttered. Of course, coming from the city, she didn’t put much stock into them. Although, she did know Carlos believed. He’d been raised believing in them.

      “You got that glow about you,” the cashier said, eyes drawn to Rosette’s hand still resting on her belly. “How far along are you?”

      Rosette nodded and rubbed her stomach. “Five months this past Friday.” She smiled. “And this one is a miracle,” she announced. She’d been telling everyone that since she and Carlos conceived. It had taken years and a great deal of money, pain, and tears. But they had finally managed to get pregnant. It would be their only child. But one was enough. One beautiful baby was all they really needed. All they could have.

      The woman leaned back. “I had four of my own. They had me glowing for a while.” She shook her head, eyes dancing with laughter while a playful frown crossed her face. It was a contrast that confused Rosette at first, until the woman smiled. “Those teenage years. I tell you, I won’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

      They both laughed. The woman continued to ring up her items.

      Once she finished paying for her groceries, Rosette walked out into the midmorning swampy Georgia heat and grimaced. She might never get used to the way the warmth tried to suffocate her. She liked the dry heat better. At least with it, she didn’t feel as if she were pulling hot air into her lungs. She waved away the gnats circling her head. She hated those persistent pests. No amount of traps or lamps could keep those pesky bugs away.

      She inhaled, taking in the flowery air filled with the promise of rain. She had to admit, that, at least, was a change. They rarely got rain in L.A. Which was the main reason the landscape was more steel and hazy heat covering rows and rows of stucco houses that all looked the same. Of course, a few trees could be found planted to give the illusion of life. But mostly, she came from a land of heat and steel.

      So when she first saw the lush green of Silverwood, she had smiled. It was a welcome change. One she hoped would continue to grow on her.

      A commotion in the parking lot drew Rosette’s attention. She spotted a tall man wearing dirty, dark blue coveralls with a red ball cap covering his long, stringy brown hair. He stood between two cars at the end of the small lot. His fist was raised, shaking as if in anticipation. She could just make out a woman standing next to him. Dark black hair, pulled into a ponytail.

      They were arguing. Well, at least, he was. Yelling, his voice shaking with a rage born of fury and perceived slights. She’d seen it a time or two in the past from the men who’d lived in the first apartment building she had moved to when she was seventeen. They would scream and yell, winding themselves up until all that anger had consumed them past reason. They were the ones who beat their wives and girlfriends. The ones who put fear in the children’s hearts and eyes.

      The woman, however, had a pleading note in her tone. A cry that was falling on deaf ears.

      Rosette started to turn away, but the loud crack of hand meeting flesh stole her breath. She turned her cart toward them, her mind reeling with what she should do. The squeak of a wheel pulled her gaze to an old man leaving the store. She tried to catch his attention, but the man kept walking, eyes purposely averted.

      Neighbors who looked out for you.

      Not true, she noted, watching the old man’s strides quicken as he made his way to his car.

      The man struck the woman again. The sound echoed.

      Thunder shook the ground.

      The woman cried out, pleading.

      His arm rose again. This time higher than before. As if the woman’s cries fueled his rage. As if he relished the pain his blows caused and wanted to drink down her anguish.

      Thunder boomed again.

      The woman flew backward, slamming into the car.

      Rosette knew she shouldn’t get involved. She’d done that before, too. Tried to save someone who couldn’t even save themselves. But she also couldn’t stand there and watch a woman being beaten. She had to do something. She half turned to the store, peering into the dark doorway. No one had come out. Couldn’t they hear the woman crying? Pleading? Begging the man to stop? She glanced around the parking lot. Aside from a few cars, including the one with the old man she’d seen a few seconds ago leaving the store, Rosette was the only other person in the lot.

      Indecision warred inside of her. She turned back to the couple, and that’s when she spotted the child. He was no more than seven years old, and his eyes were wide with terror. He stood at the rear of the car as if he were ready to run.

      That was all she needed to see. Abandoning her cart, Rosette rushed toward the man and woman and child. Anger fueled her every step.

      “You spent all my damn money, you fucking whore!” the man yelled, once again striking the woman across the face.

      “Please, Sam, please, you asked me—” Another strike.

      “Don’t you lie to me!”

      “Dad,” the boy said, his small voice pleading.

      The man turned, face full of fury. “Don’t you dare get in between my business.” He raised his hand to hit the boy.

      “Hey!” Rosette yelled, stopping near him. “Leave them alone.”

      The man turned those stormy, dark blue eyes to her. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked.

      She lifted her chin and tried to stare down the man. Only cowards beat their wives. So it was important she showed no fear. “Doesn’t matter who I am. You best not put your hands on them again.”

      “Mind your own business, lady,” the woman said, wiping blood from her lip.

      Rosette’s eyes widened. “I was—” she started. But before she could finish, the man shoved her to the ground. Rosette had just a second to stop her head from slamming into the concrete. She glared up at him.

      “You heard my wife.” The man lifted his foot. “Mind your own damn business.”

      She had no time to react. No time to move. She could only watch in complete horror as his booted foot came down hard on her stomach. Again. And again. The air whooshed out of her lungs, and a wrenching cramp tore through her body like lightning, racing down her legs and back. She cried out, the sound muted by the sound of thunder.

      Her vision grew hazy. Gnats swarmed down on her, seeming to bite at her skin.

      A car door slammed.

      Wetness pooled inside her underwear. She couldn’t move. Wouldn’t dare acknowledge what it meant. When someone dropped down beside her, she let out a single cry.

      Thunder rocked the sky.

      The devil is beating his wife again.
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      Detective Beatrice Monroe and her partner, Detective Raphael Sinclair, arrived at Jerry’s Grocery just as the ambulance was leaving with Rosette Baptiste. If not for the seriousness of the woman’s injuries, Beatrice would have liked to get a statement from Mrs. Baptiste before she went to the hospital.

      Beatrice parked near a police cruiser, and they both climbed out into the swampy heat. She pulled her thick, curly hair off her neck and secured it with a rubber band, then tossed her button-down shirt in the car, leaving her wearing only a tank top with her jeans.

      Raphael squinted up at the sun, rubbing a hand over his exposed neck. “Damn, it’s hot.” His dark, hazel gaze took her in. “Might have to start wearing tank tops under my shirt too,” he said, shutting the car door.

      Midday, the sun sat perched in the sky without a cloud in sight. Despite the thunder that had rocked the station just a short while ago.

      “Looking for an opportunity to show off your physique?” Beatrice asked, shaking her head.

      “Have to show it to someone, right?” He winked and joined her at the back of the car.

      An officer had cordoned off the area around a large pool of blood. It resembled a large gaping hole. It was too much, Beatrice noted. They had been told Mrs. Baptiste was pregnant. Judging from the amount of blood on the ground, Beatrice could only hope the woman didn’t die with the baby. Sadly, with this amount of blood, there really wasn’t much hope for the child.

      They made their way over and stopped just at the edge of the tape. She had no plans to disturb the scene. She just wanted to get a look at the area. Raphael lifted the yellow tape and eased a little closer to the puddle. Beatrice gave her partner a pointed look, raising her eyebrow in question before following suit.

      She stopped just inside the tape and crouched down, studying the ground. Looking. Seeking. In most cases of assault, the most damning evidence would be found on the body. But in rare instances, they were able to find something to use at the scene of the crime. Beatrice was hoping this would be the case.

      As she surveyed the drying blood, the copper tang of it seeming to settle over her skin, her gaze landed on a partial boot print. She started to move toward it but stopped. Instead, she pulled her phone out and took a picture. It wasn’t perfect—someone had smeared part of it. Probably the person who helped Mrs. Baptiste. But if they were able to find the assailant, they could match what was there to the person’s boots.

      Beatrice stood and looked at her partner. “Call the crime unit.”

      Raphael nodded and pulled out his phone.

      Beatrice stepped away from the scene and glanced toward the supermarket.

      A cluster of people stood in the small lot, huddled in groups, talking. Most likely giving their opinions on what happened without the actual facts peppering their retellings. When people talked together, the details sometimes got swept over by other interpretations, losing vital pieces of evidence—often making her job a lot harder. Trying to weed through the embellishments for a small kernel of truth.

      A uniformed officer made his way over to them carrying a plastic evidence bag with a light brown purse inside.

      “I got a few conflicting statements,” he announced by way of greeting, rolling his eyes as he looked down at his notepad. “One man claimed the devil attacked Mrs. Baptiste. Another said it was a drug deal gone wrong. Then, of course, a few said it was a robbery.” He handed her the evidence bag. “I checked inside. Credit cards, cash, and her cell phone are all accounted for.”

      Beatrice shook her head. Except for the comment about the devil, the other statements were a common theme among witnesses. Drugs or theft. “What about the employees? Did they offer any details?” Beatrice asked.

      The officer shook his head. “Said they didn’t hear anything except the thunder.”

      Beatrice let the anger settle over her as she thought about Rosette being attacked in broad daylight and no one seeing or hearing a thing. Not to mention the lack of any real security measures in place at the store. Surveillance was always an issue with people in the country—believing the government was constantly spying on them—they refused to install cameras or other safety precautions that would make their jobs easier.

      Raphael slanted a look her way. “Together?” he asked her. They usually liked to question people together. It gave Beatrice the opportunity to watch the person’s actions while Raphael took notes. She doubted the employees had anything to do with the attack, so they could question witnesses alone. Besides, she always recorded her conversations and listened to them later.

      “I’ll take the store employees.” She gestured to the crowd. “You can weed through the bystanders.” It was part of the job for Raphael and her to question potential witnesses again. Sometimes, but not often enough, they could get a few more details out of people that were not provided to the first officer on the scene.

      “You’re just trying to get out of the heat,” Raphael said, pulling his notepad from his pocket.

      Beatrice gave him a small smile. “This is true.”

      She walked toward the store, already feeling the blast of cool air rush out as the automatic doors slid open. Like the outside, the employees and a few customers huddled near the entrance in groups talking, sneaking a few glances outside. When Beatrice stopped inside the door, a woman separated from the crowd and made her way over.

      Helen, Beatrice thought, remembering the woman who used to give her candy when she was a child.

      Beatrice pulled her phone out.

      “How are you, Beatrice?” Helen asked, her face somber.

      “Could be better, Ms. Helen. Could be better. I’m going to record this. That all right with you?”

      Helen nodded.

      Beatrice turned on her recorder. “What can you tell me about Mrs. Baptiste?”

      Helen pulled a tissue from her smock and dabbed at the corners of her light brown eyes. “She was so happy about that baby.” She smiled. “She’d just about grabbed every item in the store. Eating for two. I remember those days well.” She glanced over at the row of windows lining the upper wall. “We heard thunder, and I remember remarking about the devil beating his wife.” She paused as if she were trying to find more meaning in her words. “It was just a stray thought. An old wives’ tale.”

      “I know the one,” Beatrice said.

      “Well, she didn’t say nothing about it. Just smiled. I—” She glanced around. “I wonder if by saying that . . . ”

      Beatrice put her hand on Helen’s arm. “An old superstition didn’t cause this, Ms. Helen. A real-life, flesh-and-blood person attacked Mrs. Baptiste.” The people in Silverwood put so much stock in the tales of old. Until recently, Beatrice would have dismissed it too. But then she’d had a brush with Papa Sin and Mama Root and learned she was descendant of a champion for Good and Evil. However, in this case, she doubted the devil had actually attacked Mrs. Baptiste.

      “Did you notice anyone following her around the store?” Beatrice asked, pulling the conversation away from the supernatural.

      Helen shook her head. “Only the regulars doing their weekend shopping early.” She turned and waved to a young man standing near the registers with a look of pure shock on his face. He ambled over to them. “Jason found her outside. I sent him to bring in the carts.” She paused, wiping at the tears now running down her face. “There was just so much blood.” She shook her head, as if by doing so, it would wipe the memory from her mind. “Do you think the baby will be okay?” she asked with a hopeful note in her voice.

      Beatrice didn’t want to lie. But she also didn’t want to cause Ms. Helen any additional pain. It was obvious the woman already blamed herself. “We can only hope,” Beatrice finally said and gave Helen’s arm a squeeze.

      After a brief pause, she turned to Jason. “Tell me what you saw when you went outside.”

      Jason rubbed his short brown hair as if he were yanking it out. Judging from his body language, Beatrice could guess he felt some sort of guilt too. “Like Ms. Helen said, I went out to get the carts. Customers don’t always return them. Gotta go out and get them all the time. So, I step out, and I hear this truck—”

      Beatrice held up a hand. “You saw a truck?”

      He shook his head vehemently. “No. It just sounded like one. You know, like a big engine.” Beatrice nodded, and he continued. “I spotted the woman right away. She was laying on the ground holding her belly. I ran over and slipped in the blood.” He glanced down at the blood stains on his jeans. “I probably have to give these to you, huh?” Beatrice nodded, and he continued. “She started crying, and I didn’t know what I should do. So I told her I would go get help and ran back inside.”

      “I called the ambulance first,” Ms. Helen said, picking up the story. “Then told them to call the police and rushed outside to help.” Her hand closed around the tissue in a vice grip. “Just so much blood. I held her hand until the ambulance came.”

      “Did she say anything?” Beatrice asked, directing the question at them both.

      “Just kept mumbling about . . . the devil beating his wife,” Helen said.

      Beatrice thanked them and got a statement from the rest of the employees. No one had seen anyone following Mrs. Baptiste. A few even remarked on her smile. It was a heartbreaking image to think about. A woman consumed with joy over the baby growing inside of her only to step into a nightmare.

      Before Beatrice made her way back outside, Ms. Helen rushed up to her.

      “She said the baby was a miracle,” Ms. Helen said in a rush.

      Beatrice bit back the emotion brewing inside of her, thanked Ms. Helen again, and stepped out into the heat. Raphael met her halfway, with an older man trailing behind him.

      Raphael’s eye twitched, a clear sign he was holding back anger. “Mr. Franks here said he saw a couple arguing in the parking lot.” Beatrice hadn’t noticed the man when she’d arrived. She gave Raphael a questioning look.

      “Mr. Franks,” Raphael said, prompting the man to tell his story.

      Mr. Franks shuffled a bit, his heavily lined face turning down into a frown. His dark gaze glanced over at the crime scene tape before returning back to them. “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Well. I saw . . . I saw Sam Guthrie and his wife, Yolanda, arguing in the lot when I came out the store earlier.”

      “Did you see our victim as well?” Beatrice asked, already knowing the answer. They’d had many calls about the Guthries over the past year since they had moved to Silverwood, after Sam Guthrie’s father had died and left his son the repair shop.

      Mr. Franks nodded. “Figured it was none of my business.”

      “Well. If I had to guess, Mrs. Baptiste didn’t see it that way,” Beatrice bit out. “Now she’s on her way to the hospital. And chances are she will lose the miracle baby she is carrying.”

      Mr. Franks looked away.

      “Thank you for your help, sir,” Raphael said and turned away from him, a look of disgust all over his face. “Let’s head to the Guthries’. Chances are they have come up with a story already, but maybe we can poke a few holes in it.”

      Beatrice headed to her vehicle, doubt circling her like a gale-force wind. She knew the chances of Yolanda Guthrie pointing a finger at her husband were nil. Women who suffered abuse under the hands of their husbands rarely spoke out, and often defended them when confronted. But Raphael was right—they needed to at least try and poke some holes in the story.

      Beatrice was no stranger to domestic abuse. Her father used to beat her mother and her regularly. No one ever stepped in. No one dared to try and help. That is, until her mother, finally tired of the bruises and the pain, shoved her father down the stairs and bashed his head in with a rock.
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      When they arrived at Guthrie Automotive, Sam Guthrie was standing over a vehicle, body half hidden inside the front end. He eased up, turning as they pulled in. Wiping his hands on a dirty rag, he gave them an easy smile, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Beatrice glared at him, already seeing the lie brewing in the man’s dark blue eyes. He knew why they were there and, just like Raphael had predicted, had most likely already come up with a story to explain the attack on Mrs. Baptiste.

      “You want to question him?” Raphael asked, not taking his eyes off Sam.

      “I think we should tag team him. Might trip him up some.”

      Raphael slanted a gaze her way. “I don’t know, Bea. Might be better if you get in his face.”

      Beatrice shook her head. “All we can do is try.”

      They got out of the car and made their way toward him.

      Beatrice took note of the clean blue overalls and the lack of oil or dirt on his shoes. If she had to guess, she’d say he’d changed when he got home. They would need a warrant to search the house for the clothes, but without evidence or a corroborating witness of the attack on Mrs. Baptiste, the chances of them getting one were slim to none. And she didn’t doubt one bit that Sam Guthrie had attacked Mrs. Baptiste.

      “Afternoon, detectives. You having trouble with your car?” he asked, again giving them a smile to show how unconcerned he was.

      “No. Mr. Guthrie, we’re not,” Raphael answered for them. “But what we are having trouble with is the attack on Rosette Baptiste in the parking lot of Jerry’s. I understand you and your wife were there when it happened.”

      Sam’s eyes hardened for just a brief second before he morphed his face into a frown. “I don’t know what came over that woman.” He shook his head as if he truly were concerned about Mrs. Baptiste’s mental state. “One minute, my wife and I are having a discussion, and next thing you know, this woman is flying at us.” He shoved his dirty rag into the pocket of his overalls. “I tried to reason with her, but she just didn’t stop yelling. Next thing I know, she’s falling to the ground and screaming.”

      A door opened, and Yolanda Guthrie stepped outside. She had a white bandage covering the side of her face. Puffiness surrounded her red-rimmed eyes, and cracked white lines ran through her swollen lips. She walked over, her mouth turning up into a smile that did not reach her eyes. So, they were going to give them a show, Beatrice thought.

      Sam put his arm around his wife and kissed the top of her head. She leaned into him as if to soak up the affection. A damn good show too.

      “They’re here about the woman who attacked you, sweetheart,” he said, his lips still pressed to his wife’s head.

      Beatrice cringed. She’d seen this type of display before. When friends would stop by, and her parents would act as if her mother weren’t covered in bruises and on the verge of tears. She hated her mother during those times. Hated how weak she was. But later, when they were finally free, she understood the courage and sacrifice her mother had made to ensure they never suffered again.

      Beatrice pulled her phone out, kicking herself for not doing it when Sam had first started talking. “Do you mind if I record our conversation?” she asked. Georgia had a two-party consent law in place, making it illegal for her to record Sam without his consent.

      Sam stared at her phone. “Is it really necessary? We don’t plan on pressing charges. We figure the woman just needs help.”

      Beatrice pressed record and slid the phone back into her pocket. “No. Not necessary.” She paused, studying Yolanda. “I’m surprised you don’t want to press charges, Mrs. Guthrie. Looks like you took quite a beating.”

      Yolanda touched her face as if she’d forgotten she was wearing a bandage. Probably so used to the need for them that she had ceased registering they were there.

      “I don’t know what came over that woman. One minute, my husband and I are having a discussion, and next thing you know, this woman is flying at us. Sam tried to reason with her, but she just didn’t stop yelling. Next thing I know, she’s falling to the ground and screaming,” she said in a flat tone, repeating the same words Sam had.

      “Well. At least, your stories are the same,” Raphael said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Sam asked, finally letting his temper show.

      Raphael held up his hands. “Whoa. Don’t mean to ruffle your feathers here. Just need to understand what’s going on.” He gave Beatrice a questioning look.

      “Do you mind taking us through it again? Raphael can talk with Mrs. Guthrie, and I can interview you, Sam,” Beatrice said, purposely adding a note of familiarity to her tone.

      Sam’s eyes narrowed. “I believe we’ve said all we’re going to say.”

      “Please leave,” Yolanda said, her voice small.

      Beatrice had a moment of indecision. She wanted to take both of the Guthries in and force them to give separate statements. But she also knew the rehearsed story would be the only answer she would get given the now tight hold Sam had on his wife. And unless they found a witness to contradict the story, it would be their word against Rosette Baptiste’s. She pulled a card from her pocket and extended it to Mrs. Guthrie. “If you wish to talk, please call.” She tried to catch the woman’s eye, but Mrs. Guthrie refused to look at her. Sam snatched the card from her and pulled his wife closer. Mrs. Guthrie winced as if in pain.

      After one last meaningful look, Beatrice and Raphael got in the car and headed to the hospital, saddened that they wouldn’t have better news for Rosette Baptiste.
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      Rosette woke with a start, her heart pounding in her chest. The waning light filled the room. But it did nothing to remove the darkness now resting inside of her where her baby used to be. She turned and found Carlos by her side. His face a mask of pain and anguish. He stared at her. His dark brown eyes seeming to anchor to hers. They didn’t speak. Just stared. Like all the words they could dare speak would not be enough for this moment. A hollowness settled over her, seeming to carve out her very existence. Carlos stood. His watery image closed in as he leaned over her. His warm hand touched her chilled skin, smoothing her hair back.

      “My sweet, Rose,” he said as if the words had been forced out of him. The pain in his voice pulled her out of her own melancholy.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      His eyes hardened. “No.” He kissed her forehead. “You are not to blame.” She shook her head refusing to accept his forgiveness. “No,” he said again, his voice full of steel. “You are not to blame.”

      A knock at the door pulled his attention. Rosette refused to turn. She didn’t want anyone near her but Carlos.

      “Who are you?” Carlos asked, moving as if to block her from sight.

      “I am so sorry to intrude, Mr. Baptiste. I’m Detective Monroe, and this is my partner, Detective Sinclair. Can we come in?”

      Carlos shook his head vehemently. “Not a good time.”

      She turned then, taking in the newcomers. A short creole woman wearing a pair of jeans and polo shirt with a badge clipped to her waist stood next to a tall, light-skinned man wearing similar clothing in the doorway. The woman’s hazel eyes held concern and sadness and a fierce determination that put Rosette immediately at ease. It was as if the woman had managed to convey all the emotions, she herself had in a single look.

      “Please come in,” Rosette said, her voice breaking. She knew why they were here and hoped they had managed to find and arrest the man who had taken their miracle from them.

      The woman nodded and stepped into the room. “How . . . ” Detective Monroe started and then stopped.

      “How am I feeling?” Rosette said for her.

      Detective Monroe nodded, a look of shame crossing her face.

      Rosette turned away; tears stung her eyes. “Empty,” she said finally.

      “Did you catch him?” Carlos asked, steel in his voice.

      “We did,” Detective Sinclair said carefully. “Only”—he looked down at her—“if you can, Mrs. Baptiste, we would like you to tell us what happened.”

      “She’s not ready,” Carlos said, his voice rising. “We just lost our child!”

      Rosette took his hand. Squeezed it. Her husband was right. She wasn’t ready. But she had to be. She had to make sure that man didn’t harm another human being. Had to make sure he was behind bars. Away from his wife and child. So the fear she glimpsed in the little boy’s eyes could one day be replaced with joy.

      Rosette looked at her husband, putting determination in her eyes. “It’s okay. I can do this.”

      Carlos nodded, his eyes filled with tears and rage.

      Rosette turned back to the detectives. “When I . . . ” She paused. “Where should I start?” she asked, swallowing the pain. Tears ran down her face. But she didn’t wipe them away.

      “Wherever you want to,” Detective Monroe said, setting her cell phone on the stand beside the bed. “May I . . . ” She pulled in a breath, letting it out slowly. “May I record our conversation?” she asked.

      Rosette nodded.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Detective Monroe said.

      Rosette nodded again, pushing down the pain and trying to focus on the details. It was hard. For the past five months, so much of her life had been spent in a blanket of joy. Everything had been going right in their lives. And the baby inside of her was just one more of those blessings they had received. She couldn’t help but feel she’d taken advantage of it, believing that nothing evil could ever touch them.

      She recounted the details as best she could, only pausing a few times to force the emotions down. Carlos’s agitated state had gotten to be too much, and Detective Sinclair took him out of the room to help him calm down.

      When she was done, Detective Monroe pulled a chair up to the bed and sat next to her. After a brief hesitation, she placed a hand on Rosette’s arm. “I know this was hard, Mrs. Baptiste. I promise you. I will do everything in my power to ensure he is brought to justice.”

      “Thank you,” Rosette said. The words were there, along with the determination, but behind Detective Monroe’s eyes was fear and concern.

      If Rosette had been strong enough, she would have asked what the detective was so afraid of. But she’d given all she could. Now she just needed to grieve.

      A short while after the detectives left, a nurse came into the room to check on her. They needed a name for the death certificate.

      They named her Jasmine Baptiste.
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      Two Months Later

      Rosette Baptiste stepped out onto her front porch into the warm, humid air. The wooden screen door thumped against the frame; its sound made her jump. Then again, she’d been jumpy for a few weeks now. Nerves on edge. Unable to sleep. And no amount of soothing from her husband Carlos could keep the sadness at bay.

      Her mug of tea warmed her chilled hands as she stood staring at the rain pelting down on her lawn. The sun’s rays cut through the clouds, creating a rainbow of color across the sky. She took a sip of her tea, letting the warm honey-and-apple flavor slide down her throat, easing the brewing emotions as they rose up inside of her.

      She didn’t want to cry again. Didn’t want to give in to the melancholy. Or dwell on the loss of their miracle baby. Jasmine. They had buried her a week after they’d lost her. Now the knowing was driving her insane. The reality of their situation pressing in on her and making it hard to breathe at times. The doctor told them she would never have a child. Never see the beautiful mix of both her and Carlos reflected back at them. Never know what it was like to be a mom. Her and Carlos being only children, with both their parents deceased, would never know what it was like to build a family. One to carry on their traditions, their beliefs, even their names.

      She’d found a pamphlet about adoption this morning in the kitchen drawer. Carlos hadn’t said anything about it. Maybe he was waiting for the right time. She just didn’t know when that would be. But it was obvious to her that he’d accepted their fate. Too bad she couldn’t.

      It seemed as if she had skipped over all the stages of grief. The hollowness inside of her didn’t allow denial to take root. Anger would have been a blessing, but it never showed itself. Bargaining could not change the fact that she would never be able to have children, so depression had consumed her. It kept her from moving forward and accepting what had happened to her.

      Carlos was trying at least. His anger had been volatile for a while, and she had worried he would attack Sam Guthrie. But her insistence that he not kept him from risking his life. She had learned who the man was from some of the people in town. Sam Guthrie was a man prone to fits of anger and abuse, though his wife, Yolanda, stayed firmly by his side. She couldn’t understand that—how fists were considered love by some. No, she didn’t want Carlos to confront the man. Not that he couldn’t do some damage. But Sam Guthrie would surely press charges, stealing even more joy from her life. She was just thankful she hadn’t seen either of the Guthries since that day.

      A crack of thunder boomed in the sky. Rosette jumped; her teacup shattered on the ground. Phantom pains tore through her, sending her to her knees. The floorboards creaked as her neighbor stepped out onto the porch.

      “You all right, Rosette?” the elderly woman called.

      Rosette blinked past the relived pain and, holding her stomach, eased herself up, using the chair for balance. After sitting, she turned to the woman who stood a short distance away, leaning on a cane and watching her out of warm brown eyes. “Yes, Ms. Miller. I’m fine.” Her neighbor looking out for her should have made her feel good. But it only compounded the pain. Forcing her to remember how no one but her had come to Yolanda Guthrie’s rescue. And just how much that action had cost her.

      The woman nodded and turned her face up to the sky. “Sounds like the devil is beatin’ his wife.”

      The mention of the old superstition sent a wave of anger through her. She embraced its scorching fire. Surging to her feet, she walked to the railing, and with her hands gripping the white post, she stared up at the sky. A white light punched through the darkness; its luminescence filled her eyes, sparking something inside of her. She held onto that feeling as she turned and started for the front door.

      “You sure you all right?” her neighbor called, worry lacing her tone.

      “Yes,” Rosette mumbled as she pulled open the screen door and stepped inside her cool house.

      She stood in the middle of the room, her gaze traveling around the small space. She should clean up the shattered ceramic on the porch, but she didn’t want to move. Didn’t want this new feeling to slip away, sending her once again into sadness. But in the end, it didn’t matter. The mood rolled over her like a tide, pushing out the rage and letting the melancholy settle over her, again.

      The phone rang. Its sound seemed to pierce her eardrums. The room spun as the phone continued to ring. She didn’t want to speak with anyone. Didn’t want the outside world to invade her space just yet. Carlos had tried to get her to leave the house, but she’d refused. Didn’t want the pitying stares or the condolences. She’d rather grieve alone.

      The ringing stopped. She stared at the puke-green phone hanging on the wall. People rarely used landlines nowadays, but she had insisted on having one. Besides, Carlos’s grandmother had kept the line, and she saw no sense in them turning the service off. The only drawback was the inability to silence the ringer, like her cell phone, when she needed peace. Although, she could unplug it.

      It started ringing again, sending a jolt of frustration down her spine. She stalked over to the phone and snatched it up.

      “Rosette,” a familiar voice said.

      “Paula,” Rosette breathed out. Her agent. She had given her the number when they’d first moved to Silverwood. “I’ve been . . . ” Rosette paused, pulling strength to her. “I’ve been meaning to call.”

      “First. How are you?” Carlos had called Paula a few months ago, letting her know what had happened.

      Rosette nodded even though the woman couldn’t see it. “Fine,” she lied. “I plan to start working soon. I just . . . ” She didn’t like lying but saw no other way to avoid the awkwardness of her longtime friend’s concern.

      “It’s the reason I called.” She could hear the hesitancy in Paula’s voice. “The publisher has put the book on hold. They wanted to give you more time.”

      “The advance?” Rosette choked out.

      Paula didn’t respond right away. The pause was like a dagger to her pride. She’d never missed her deadlines. But she just couldn’t bring herself to work on the book right now. “If you can’t get the edits in by the end of the month, they will ask for it back,” Paula said softly.

      The world just kept going. No matter what pain she suffered. It continued its trek around the sun.

      “I understand,” Rosette said, swallowing the knot in her throat. “I will try and get it in by the end of the month.”

      “If you need me, I’m here, Rose. I can keep asking for more time.”

      “No,” Rose said, cutting her off. “It’s only right. I . . . I have to go. Talk soon?” she said, her voice barely audible.

      “We will,” Paula said and hung up.

      Nothing she could do now. She doubted she would ever be able to write again.

      Rosette went back to bed and shut the world out.
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      Beatrice Monroe stared at the witness statements and the forensic report from the attack on Mrs. Baptiste and sighed. No matter how many times she went back to the reports, she couldn’t find anything that pointed toward Sam Guthrie’s guilt. The boot print was useless without the boot to match it to. And she knew Sam had gotten rid of them before they had arrived at his house two months ago to question him and his wife.

      What she needed was for him to slip up. To change his story just enough to give her a fresh lead to follow. Or, even better, for his wife to tell the truth.

      “Bea, give it a rest,” Raphael said.

      She looked up at her partner. “I can’t, and you know it.”

      He sat down on the edge of her desk and scrubbed his hand down his face. He hadn’t shaved in a while. And he’d stopped ironing his work clothes a month ago. A clear indication this case was getting to him. “I know. But we have to look outside of what we already have.”

      An officer walked over and set a file on her desk. “It took some doing, but I managed to get ahold of Sam Guthrie’s sealed juvenile record.”

      Beatrice straightened; a wave of excitement rushed through her. “Thanks, Officer Cray,” she said, her eyes focused on the file in front of her.

      She flipped it open and was greeted with a mugshot of a young Sam. A sneer was plastered on his face, and his hollow eyes stared at the camera as if daring it to cross him. “Listen to this,” she said. “Sam was arrested when he was fifteen for attacking a female classmate.” Beatrice flipped through the files. “He put her in the hospital with a broken nose, collarbone, and arm.”

      “Strange pattern of attack,” Raphael said.

      Beatrice nodded. “Yeah, the detective noted it seemed frenzied. Like he’d gone in a blind rage.”

      Beatrice sighed when she read the next line. “Two weeks later, the girl recanted her story.”

      “You think he threatened her?”

      Beatrice didn’t answer right away. “He couldn’t have. He was in juvenile hall.” She flipped to the last page of the report. “But the detective believed his mother did. Even went so far as to accuse her of witness tampering.” She shut the file and leaned back in her chair. “Sadly, it never went anywhere.”

      Beatrice stood up. “Want to go question him again?” She’d been by the Guthrie garage more than a few times in the past two months. At this rate, her car could drive there on autopilot.

      He shrugged and stood. “Not like we have anything else to do.” He cast a worried glance in the direction of the chief’s office. It wasn’t true. They had other cases. But they’d have to wait. The public outcry of Sam not being arrested had reached a point where people had become afraid. And neither one of them would truly be able to rest until Sam was brought to justice.
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      When they pulled up to the garage, Sam was sitting in a worn lawn chair under an awning, holding a bottle of beer in his long fingers. He took a swig, never taking his eyes off them as they climbed out of the car. Rain beat against the blacktop, creating puddles of water in some of the grooves. The air stank of ozone and oil and cigarettes. Beatrice pulled her hood up and made her way to Sam.

      “Sure hope you’re here to get some work done.” He glanced around the empty lot in front of his business. A single car sat in the lot. “Business has dried up a bit. Might consider pressing charges against that bitch after all.” He drained his bottle and tossed it into a dingy white bucket already filled with empty bottles and pools of water.

      “Well, if you’re serious.” Beatrice stopped and stood over him, letting the rain from her coat splatter on his new shoes. Damn, she wished she could find out what he’d done with his other shoes. “You’ll have to let us talk with Yolanda.”

      Sam harrumphed and looked away from her.

      “You know your dad, Malcom. He never had a hard time keeping the business afloat. Never wanted for a customer in his life.” Raphael stared down at Sam. “Then again, he was a good man. Never would dream of hurting an innocent woman. Your mother on the other hand . . . ”

      Sam surged up, fist balling, ready to strike. Beatrice moved into his space. Not to protect her partner. Raphael could take care of himself. No, she knew Sam had an issue with women. If anything, if he decided to strike, he would hit her. Not an ideal thing to do, provoking him, and definitely not ethical. But right now, she didn’t give a damn about ethics. She just wanted this man off the streets. And if hitting an officer was all she could do, she would take it.

      Sam leered down at her, his eyes brewing with rage and something else. Beatrice cocked her head to the side and studied him for a minute. His hatred and anger were understandable. But underneath that was fear and . . .sadness? No. That wasn’t right. Not sadness.

      The man stepped back before she could explore the look in his eyes further. He shoved his hands into his jumpsuit and gave her a cool look. All signs of fear and rage gone. “I’m really busy. Got no time for bullshit, so say what you have to say,” he said over the drumming of the water.

      He had her at a loss. What had she hoped for coming here? That he would suddenly open up and tell the truth? She looked toward the attached house, hoping to get a glimpse of his wife. The darkness inside stared back at her.

      “Might want to ease up on the beer,” she said finally, giving his bucket a pointed look. “Don’t want to have an accident on the job.”

      “Why don’t you worry about your job, and I’ll worry about mine?” he spat out.

      A thunderclap shook the sky, and a bright light tore across the gray. Beatrice had come here on impulse and was seriously regretting her decision. She had to come at this another way. Figure out Yolanda’s schedule and try and get the woman alone.

      Beatrice turned to leave and stopped when she noticed her partner hadn’t moved.

      “Looks like the devil is beating his wife again,” Raphael said, pointing at the sky.

      Sam’s eyes hardened, and he shook his head. “My mother . . .” He trailed off, his eyes once again filling with the look Beatrice couldn’t identify. “She was right to take me away from this backward place and its stupid superstitions.”

      “Then why did you come back?” Raphael asked. “I mean, who wants to live in a backward place with stupid superstitions.”

      Sam looked away, gaze going around the empty lot. “Dad left me the place,” he said, voice quiet. There was a hint of sadness in his voice that confused them. But before they could ask him anything further, he gave them a hard look. “Now fucking leave before I call some real cops.”

      Beatrice and Raphael got back in the car. Beatrice stared at the garage, watching as Sam rolled down the bay windows, closing himself inside. It was in that moment she understood that look. It was the one she used to give to strangers when they came to visit.

      “Malcom Guthrie never did get over losing his son to his wife. Even when he said she was cruel and beat Sam, the courts sided with her. I wonder what would have happened if Malcom had been able to keep his son with him?” Beatrice turned to her partner. “Would he have turned out the same?”

      Raphael shook his head. “It’s an old argument, Bea. Nature versus nurture.” He glanced at the garage. “Sadly, in this case, we will never know.”
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      Rosette’s eyes flew open. Carlos sat next to her, his hand on her arm. He’d turned on the lamp by the bed. Rain continued to beat against the house. She used to love the rain. Now she couldn’t stand its relentless drumming.

      “I didn’t mean to sleep all day,” she said, shame rising in her. She had promised to make dinner today. Even left a chicken out to thaw.

      He brushed some hair from her face. “Why don’t I take you out?”

      Panic flooded her veins. “I don’t know if I want to go anywhere,” she said, tears filling her eyes. He squeezed her hand, trying to reassure her.

      “Paula called,” she said, changing the subject. “They’re going to want the advance back.”

      “We’ll be fine if they want it back.”

      She sat up. “That’s not the point. If I give them back the money, it says I failed. I can’t, Carlos. I can’t fail at one more thing.”

      He pulled her to him, settling her in his lap. “Rose, baby, you are not a failure. Never will be. You are the same strong woman I met five years ago in that horrible dive of a restaurant. The same woman who I married three years ago. The same woman who took a chance and sent her work out into the world.” He cupped her face. “The same woman who told me I would make it and she would be by my side, always.”

      She chuckled through the tears. “That restaurant was a despicable place,” she said, remembering the job she’d held since she was seventeen.

      He rubbed her back. “Yeah. And you showed up every day no matter what.”

      She leaned back and looked at him. Sometimes he stole her breath away. “You were my knight in shining armor.”

      “I was wearing a dirty T-shirt and jeans.” He smiled. “Not much of a knight either.” He kissed her lightly on the lips. “But you never needed one.”

      She bit her lip, still staring into those warm eyes. “I’ll get up. We can go eat.”

      He nodded. “I’ll take you to a local place. The laughter there will do us both some good, yeah?”

      She laid her head on his shoulder, intertwining their fingers. “Yeah, it will.”
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      They arrived at Lewis’ Catfish and Po’boys just as business was starting to pick up. Rosette hesitated on the street, looking in at the rambunctious crowd, thinking she had made a mistake. Carlos squeezed her hand, seeming to sense her mood, trying to reassure her. She turned and smiled, attempting to infuse joy into the motion and coming up with only sorrow.

      “Do you want to go home?” Carlos asked, hesitant.

      Rosette shook her head. “No.” She let out a breath. “I need to do this.”

      “We,” Carlos said with steel in his voice. “It will always be we, Rose, baby.”

      She smiled a real smile then. Knowing that no matter what, Carlos would always be by her side.

      After a short pause, they opened the door and stepped inside to a room filled with warmth, delicious smells, and voices filled with joy.

      The noise stopped as if someone had sucked all the life out of the room. People glanced their way, some with curious glances, others with a small hint of sadness and pity. But it was the smile of the woman striding toward them that Rosette focused on. A woman who wore her curves with pride and the curly gray hair escaping her bright orange scarf like a badge of honor. She reminded Rosette of an old neighbor she used to have when she’d lived in Los Angeles. Everyone used to call the old woman Auntie despite having no relation to her. She missed Auntie. And if she was honest, the people too. They all had landed in that place. At a crossroads in life. Some got out, while others remained. Like Auntie. Like her.

      “Come here, girl,” the woman said, arms stretched wide.

      Rosette didn’t hesitate, which was a surprise to her. She simply moved into the embrace of the stranger. Strong arms encircled her, enveloping her in a warmth she didn’t realize she needed. She inhaled the soothing scent of jasmine and thought of her daughter. A single tear slipped down Rosette’s cheek, and the woman rubbed her back.

      “Some pain,” the woman said, her voice a low timbre, “should be shared with others.”

      Carlos placed a hand on Rosette’s shoulder. “This is my grandma’s good friend, Ms. Nettie Mae. Ma’am, this is my wife, Rosette.”

      Rosette stepped out of the comfort and stared at the woman. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Nettie Mae squeezed her hand. “You are always welcome here, girl. Always.” She glanced over Rosette’s shoulder. “Bobby, fix these two up something good to eat.” She turned and looked at the rest of the people. “And y’all need to stop your gawking now. Don’t want to scare the girl off.” She smiled, her face settling into the laugh lines around her face. “How about some sweet tea?”

      Rosette nodded, her mood lifting with the warmth radiating off the woman.

      The talking resumed. Like someone had put the background music back on again. An old man shuffled inside and stepped up to the counter just as Carlos was about to. Carlos stood back, giving the man some room.

      “Let me get some of them greens to go, Bobby,” the man said, pulling a worn wallet from his pocket.

      “You want those smothered, Mr. Pleasant?”

      The man stopped, head jerking up. “Well, how else was you planning on fixin’ ’em?”

      Bobby shook his head and took the man’s money.

      Carlos looked back at Rosette and winked. “You doin’ okay, baby?”

      She smiled and nodded, surprised that she was, in fact, okay. It had to be the noise and the endless debates . . . no, fussin’. That’s what Carlos said people did in the south—fussed at one another. There was no heat in their words, just a back-and-forth banter filled with chastisements and wisdom.

      Once Carlos placed their order and paid, they made their way to a small table in the center of the room to wait. She sat down with her sweating glass of sweet tea and looked around the cramped space. A few smiles were exchanged, and Carlos introduced her to more people.

      “Madame Marie,” someone called out, drawing their attention to the entrance. A light-skinned woman wearing a dark green skirt and a white peasant blouse stepped into the room. She smiled at the speaker and then turned, locking eyes with Rosette.

      Rosette’s skin flushed as the woman’s dark green eyes remained steady on her.

      Carlos leaned in. “That’s Madame Marie. She lives over the bayou in an estate near the one Detective Monroe owns.”

      Rosette turned and looked at her husband. “Over the bayou?”

      “It’s what folks around here call the large patch of land with the old plantations on it. They’re owned by five prominent families who have some affinity for mystic power.” He dipped his head toward Madame Marie. “She has an apothecary shop in town.”

      Rosette nodded and turned back to the woman who was now at the counter placing an order. Something about her felt . . . strange. Like the woman could somehow peer into her soul. Once she was done placing her order, she walked over to them. “Carlos,” she said in greeting, her eyes still on Rosette. “It’s good to see you again.”

      Carlos stood and hugged the woman. “You too, Ms. Boisseau.”

      She flapped her hand at him. “Don’t you use those formalities with me. I’m not much older than you.” She smiled. “Your wife is lovely.”

      “Sorry. Rose, baby, this is Madame Marie.”

      Rosette started to stand, but Madame Marie signaled for her to stay seated. After a slight pause, the woman sat down as well. “I need to speak with Rose for a moment,” she said.

      Carlos focused on his wife, eyebrows lifting in question.

      “I’m fine,” Rosette said, swallowing. Why would this stranger need to speak with her?

      Carlos gave her one last look, then went over and joined a group near the front of the restaurant.

      “How are you holding up?” Madame Marie asked. “And don’t feel you need to say what you think others want to hear. Only truth between us.”

      Rosette bit her lip. “This is . . . strange. Why—” She shook her head. “I’m . . . not,” she said. “I’m not holding up.”

      Marie leaned back in her chair and nodded. “My grand-mère had a dream about you. Said I should come and talk with you.” She smiled. “Forgive me if I’m scaring you, but I don’t like beating around the bush. See no need in it. Some people can’t handle the bluntness.” She studied Rosette. “But I think you’re stronger than what you may be feeling right now.”

      “I don’t feel strong.”

      Marie sighed. “Losing a child in such a way will break anyone. Not having the person responsible pay for it is like a knife in the gut.” The way the woman said it made Rosette wonder if she had experienced something similar in her life.

      “Why would your grandmother dream about me?”

      “Good question,” Marie said and pulled a hand-rolled, brown-paper cigarette from her pocket. “Don’t worry. There’s no tobacco in these.” She lit the cigarette. “Only clove. It keeps me grounded.”

      Rosette wanted to ask what she meant but remained quiet. She was curious as to the woman’s intentions.

      “Did Carlos ever tell you the story of Storm Raven?”

      Rosette furrowed her brow. “Storm Raven?”

      Marie nodded. “Some folks consider her real. Others have reduced her to superstition.”

      Rosette gave her a half smile. “He told me the people in Silverwood often believed in superstition. The woman at . . . ” She paused, remembering the woman in the grocery store talking about the devil beating his wife. Even her neighbor had uttered the phrase. “Yes,” she said finally. “He has told me a few stories. But I never heard about Storm Raven.”

      Marie blew smoke over her shoulder, then ground the cigarette out. “She is vengeance. A being created by those who were stolen from Africa. Their collective pain brought her into existence. She is the lightning that tears across the sky. The force behind the hurricanes that travel the old slave-trade routes.” Marie leaned forward, bringing the smell of clove with her. “My grand-mère saw her reaching out to you. She sent me here to tell you. When the rain pounds on the ground and the sky is dark, lift up an ax and part the storm. And she will come.” Marie placed a warm hand on Rosette’s arm. “You will always feel the pain of loss. And sadly, you may never get justice according to man’s laws. But Storm Raven, she can give you more than just vengeance; she can give you the balance you need as well.” She stood just as Nettie Mae set a plate filled with catfish, fries, hush puppies, and coleslaw down on the table. Steam rose off the food, carrying the delicious scent of fried potatoes and fish.

      “Order’s ready, Madame Marie,” Nettie said, a smile on her face.

      Marie nodded and walked away.

      Rosette stared after her, her mind whirring from what she’d just been told. Carlos came and sat down, his eyes focused on her. “You all right, Rose, baby?”

      She turned and looked at him. But before she could respond, Nettie Mae said, “Madame Marie gave her what she needed. You all enjoy your food. I’ll get a piece of pecan pie for you for dessert.”
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      Later that night, Rosette woke from a dream filled with storms and axes. She glanced over at her sleeping husband as he snored softly beside her. She couldn’t get the tale Madame Marie told her out of her head. She turned and stared out the window at the dark sky. Rain beat down, sending a cascade of water over the glass.

      Not wanting to think too hard, she got up, feeling determined. She slipped on a coat and shoes, then made her way outside to the shed. The ax was resting by the door, as if it had been placed there just for her. She stared at its rusted blade and wondered if there was any truth in what Madame Marie had said.

      But even if it wasn’t true, she had to do something. Had to break away from the pain. And the woman was right. She needed vengeance. Not just for her, but for the sweet baby girl she’d had to bury. The weight pulled at her, but she dug in, finding the strength and lifting the ax. Its blade caught the light of the moon as if the rust had been washed away. Adrenaline rushed through her ears. As she stood there, ax raised, she could have sworn she heard the creaking of a ship and voices filled with pain. They were praying. Or singing. It was too faint to really tell. But it had to be a figment of her imagination—one fueled by the story Madame Marie had told.

      A strange power coursed through her when she brought the ax down. The thump echoed as the blade buried itself in the soft grass, and a jolt like live wire shot up her arm. A peal of thunder rumbled in the sky. She looked up and watched the curtain of rain pull back, revealing an abyss-like darkness in the sky. Her ears popped, all sound suddenly gone. Lightning streaked inside that space, mirroring a heartbeat, its steady beat thumped in her ears. The sky seemed alive. Breathing, even. The smell of ozone tickled her nose. Rosette shivered, her wet gown now plastered to her skin. She swallowed, mesmerized by what she was witnessing.

      She had awoken something.

      “Rose, baby. What are you doing?”

      Rosette dropped the ax, startled, and turned to find Carlos standing behind her. She walked over to him, and he pulled her into his embrace. “Don’t know,” she said, as he rubbed her back.

      “You’re shivering. Let’s go back inside.”

      She nodded against his chest and let him lead her inside, cursing herself for believing in something so silly. As Carlos shut the door, she could have sworn she heard the rush of wings.
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        Storm Raven

      

      

      A raven dove through the parted storm and landed on the fence surrounding the Baptiste’s yard. It stared at the retreating back of Rosette Baptiste, its head cocked to the side. When the door to the house closed, it hopped down from the fence, transitioning from bird to woman in a blink. Storm Raven rustled her dark coat made of glossy black feathers. Her coal-black eyes focused on the house.

      “I will be your vengeance, Rosette Baptiste.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

          Storm Raven

        

      

    

    
      Storm Raven stared through the rain into the Guthrie home. Sam Guthrie sat in front of the TV, the light illuminating his face. She studied the brown-haired man with dark blue eyes. Peering into his soul, following the flow of water through his life, she found evil resting inside of him—a creation of his mother’s scorn and abuse. The woman had molded her son into a monster, then left this world with a smile on her face. Happy she could leave a legacy of pain behind. 

      Jasmine Baptiste wasn’t the only one he had killed. Two young girls both lost to their families, victims of his abuse. They were never seen again. All to please his mother. Three others had escaped his sadistic ministrations, yet they would remain scarred beyond measure. 

      She ruffled her feather coat and sent fear out. Its dark light crawled across the ground and slithered into the small hole near the front window. Storm Raven smiled as the power clawed its way up Sam’s body, the oily black tendrils like fingers covered in feathers. When they reached his head, he jumped. But it was too late; the power had taken root. 

      He shoved up from his chair, spilling a half-empty plate onto the floor. The man’s wife came rushing around the corner, her eyes saucered with fear. Storm Raven studied her, the one who stayed by his side. She was on the verge of taking her own life but fearful of what would happen to her child. It was the only thing keeping her from taking the pills she had secreted away, or slashing her wrist with the rusty blade wedged into a crack in the tile surrounding the bathroom tub. Storm Raven saw all of this and felt rage—wishing she had been called sooner. But this woman’s people knew nothing of her. Her roots came from Spain, not Africa. Their faith resided in the Catholic saints. Sadly, her prayers to Saint Joseph, the patron saint of protection, had thus far gone unanswered. 

      Sam Guthrie backhanded his wife, sending her flying into the TV stand. Its cheap wood crumpled under her weight. 

      “Get up!” He grabbed her hair, pulling her to her feet. “Clean this mess up before I get back inside.” After shoving her away, he stalked to the door and snatched it open, peering out into the night—looking for the source of his fear. 

      “Sam Guthrie,” Storm Raven called, barely a whisper heard through the pounding rain. Rain that didn’t dare touch her. 

      “Who’s there?” he answered, not seeing her. It was that simple act that sealed his fate. 

      He must have not known about the old ways. Never answer unless one could see who called. Now he would die by her hand, along with the collective effort of her Ravens. She counted the lives impacted by him, seven in all. She lifted her face to the sky and called her Unkindness. The flock’s answer was a bleating of wings, rushing forward. Their inky blackness, a Rorschach stain in the sky. Three carried the souls of his victims, seeking the vengeance needed to allow them to rest. 

      All that was necessary had been set in motion. The deed was done. 

      Sam shivered, his gaze suddenly going to the sky, like he could hear the Ravens coming. Storm Raven laughed at his fear, allowing the sound to fill the space between them. Sam’s hand clenched, readying for a fight he would never win. His eyes seemed to find hers in the darkness. Even though he couldn’t see her, she knew he saw something. Most likely, his death. A noise inside the house made him jump. His face contorted into an angry mask. Regarding the night one last time, he stormed into the house and slammed the door. 

      Storm Raven turned to leave, only to stop when she felt a great power in the air. One similar to her own, only much more ancient. A power made real with thought when human beings first began to understand the concepts of Good and Evil. Long before the Christian Devil was ever conceived. 

      A light shimmered, a vortex opened, and a man in a black hat stepped into the space in front of her, bringing the smell of spice and sand and time with him. His dark chest was covered in gold glyphs, seemingly engraved into his skin—the lines cut deep. In the center of the markings was an unending chasm, swimming with the souls of the damned, their faces stretching out the skin, seeking escape. 

      Papa Sin. 

      The embodiment of Evil had come calling.

      He bowed, and she returned his gesture. 

      “We ain’t at no crossroads, Papa Sin. And no bargain will be made with Sam Guthrie today. What has been set in motion can’t be stopped. I must answer the call for vengeance. My Ravens have already been called.” 

      Papa Sin regarded her out of coal-black eyes—the abyss made real. It had no effect on one such as herself. Those mirrors into the soul turned, giving the Guthrie home only a cursory glance before settling back on her. “He has not bargained with me,” he said, his voice deep and alluring. “Not offered me his soul. So I will not help him this day.” He paused, his eyes once again seeking. As if he was searching for the events of time. He lifted a single long finger. “But your action will upset the balance. Mama Root will need a tribute from you to keep it in place.” 

      “The balance between Good and Evil is not mine to maintain.” Storm Raven cocked her head to the side, more birdlike than human. “But you have a champion here.” She tapped a taloned finger on the side of her face; her feather coat ruffled with the gesture. “Beatrice Monroe,” she said, seeing the young detective at play in the events that called her here today. She searched deeper, using the water to sift through time. Seeing drops of others long dead. “Her mother had whispered my name on the wind, but chose to take her own vengeance.”

      Papa Sin dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Our champion does not concern you.” 

      Storm Raven ruffled her feathers again, thinking. “The one who called me has lost a child. The only child she would have had.” Being able to call to water anywhere, she opened her hand and summoned water from the spring in Glen Miller Park in Richmond, Indiana. The locals believed drinking the water would lead to pregnancy. 

      “Take this and have Mama Root give it to Rosette Baptiste. From me, it will be death residing in her womb. From you, evil. But Mama Root has a healing touch. And that is what Rosette needs. This can serve as the balance you seek.” 

      Papa Sin flicked his fingers, and an amber vial appeared in his hand. A funnel built, its tip swirling toward the bottle. Once filled, Papa Sin capped the small container and slipped it into his coat pocket. 

      “Our business is done,” he said and stepped back into the vortex. 

      The wings of her Ravens brushed against her, letting her know they had arrived. Storm Raven smiled, savoring the thought of eating Sam Guthrie’s heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eight

          

          Rosette Baptiste

        

      

    

    
      Rosette picked up the ax she had dropped last night and felt a pang of regret rush through her. Not so much at believing that calling a spirit of vengeance would work but at her impulse to do so. It wasn’t like her to invoke harm against another human being. Even if that human being deserved it. Yet, underneath that regret was a wish that her act truly had worked. That Sam would get the punishment he so desperately needed. It was so richly deserved. 

      After putting the ax back in the shed, she walked into the house and sat down at her computer. What she needed to do was work. To take her mind off everything and devote just a few hours to the thing she loved the most. 

      Balance. 

      That’s what Madame Marie said she needed. Maybe she could find it here in the written word. She opened the edited draft of her latest book, Rosalyn Goes Undercover. She smiled at the memory of her first inspiration to write it. It was the day Carlos had come home with a spark in his eye. He wanted to start his own business. It had been the first time in weeks, after learning of his grandmother’s death, that he had smiled. After he had worked out all the details, she had rushed into her office and written down the title. What came next was pure joy. She pulled that memory and that feeling to her as she dove into the story once again. 

      She could do this. One step at a time. She would find her balance again.
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      Beatrice climbed out of her car and started for her childhood home, only to stop short when a surge of power overcame her. It flowed against her skin like a strong current, and she turned to find its source. A vortex opened in the yard, and she spotted the Sin Exchange inside its mouth. 

      The first time she’d seen the pocket of space where Good and Evil resided, she’d been sick. Images of structures from the past had all superimposed themselves, competing for dominance in the small space the shop had inhabited. She’d even seen the stars being born and dying, as if time had no significance. 

      Now all she felt was a rush of heat blowing over her skin. And smelled a spicy scent that made her think of the desert. 

      She was somewhat surprised that it had no effect on her. Especially since she hadn’t spotted the way station since she’d tracked down a serial killer at Mardi Gras who was trying to get out of his bargain with Papa Sin. 

      At that first meeting, she learned she was a champion for Good and Evil, like her grandmother before her. She had already fought the battle for Good, stopping the man before he could complete his ritual and keep his soul. She had managed to restore the balance then. The only thing she feared now was the knowledge that one day she might have to do something evil in an effort to maintain the balance. It was what had destroyed her grandmother’s mind in the end. 

      Mama Root waited for her just inside the entrance. A woman of infinite beauty. Bronze skin that seemed to glow, and a cascade of dark hair that fell down her back. Amber eyes, swimming with wisdom and love, regarded her as she stepped inside. Beatrice had been reading her grandmother’s journals lately, preparing herself for when they called her again. She knew that both Mama Root and Papa Sin were mere reflections of the person viewing them, taking on the same ethnicity of those seeking them out. 

      “Champion,” Mama Root said, her voice melodious. “I have need of you.”

      Beatrice braced herself. However, she was thankful Papa Sin wasn’t the one who had called her. “How can I help?” she asked, her voice croaking. She swallowed the fear down and forced a smile. 

      Mama Root moved toward her, placing a warm soft hand on her arm. “You have nothing to fear from me. We know about the man you hunt. The one who has taken a life.”

      A tear slipped down Beatrice’s face. She knew in that instance who Mama Root was referring to. Sam Guthrie. Her gut clenched. Could the man have bargained with Papa Sin to protect him? Is that why she was having a hard time bringing him to justice? Why all the evidence had been contaminated? 

      Mama Root swiped her tears away and smiled. “Your heart is heavy. You wish to do more?”

      Beatrice lifted her hands, splaying them in front of her. “I can’t. The laws prevent me from doing what is right. What I know and what I can prove are two different things. I am bound by the oath I’ve taken. By the laws I . . . I believe in.” At least, deep down, she thought she did. But now she knew the laws rarely protected those who needed them the most.

      “You don’t have to worry any longer. Storm Raven has been called. She will get the justice needed.” Mama Root frowned. “But her powerful presence upset the balance.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small amber vial. “When the deed is done, take this to Rosette Baptiste. An act of good this powerful will make it right.”

      “What deed?” Beatrice asked, studying the bottle while the name Storm Raven tickled at her memory. 

      Mama Root placed the bottle in her hand, closing her fingers around it. “You must let this justice play out. You will know when it has.”

      A war raged inside of Beatrice—and the memory of who Storm Raven was finally took root. She’d seen an image of the being created by vengeance and pain in one of her grandmother’s journals. If she had been called, Sam would meet his death very soon. And the embodiment of Good was asking her to not intervene. She studied the small bottle, trying to decide what to do. Trying to make peace with her years of training and her belief in the laws she was sworn to uphold. 

      “Is this what being a champion means?” she asked, not looking up. “Letting evil win?” She looked up then, meeting Mama Root’s eyes. They were filled with sadness. 

      A single nod was all she got by way of answer. 

      One of Beatrice Monroe’s greatest fears had come to life.
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      The next evening, Storm Raven watched Sam Guthrie as he went about closing his shop. Her Ravens sat settled on the roof, waiting. Eager. Hungry. Much like herself. When he tossed another bottle into the dingy white bucket, she parted the rain and hopped down from the roof, settling on the ground in her human form of an old woman wearing a coat made of black feathers. Sam jumped, turning to her, eyes widened as he took her in.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he asked. A sliver of fear passed through his eyes. 

      She smiled, showing razor-sharp teeth. “I am vengeance. Made by a people who have never been atoned. A reckoning to those who do wrong.” 

      Sam shook his head. “Homeless nut,” he muttered, and turned away from her to roll down the bay doors. “You have five seconds to get off my property before I—”

      Storm Raven delivered the first blow. Merely a prelude for what was to come. Sam jerked around holding his arm, blood spilling through his fingers. A small hole had been cut through skin and muscle. “I’m going to kill—”

      The first of her Ravens, the one who held the soul of Marsha Dewitty, dove forward, driving its sharp beak into the side of his face. He let out an inhuman bellow that seemed to rock the earth as a sliver of his tongue was ripped out through the fresh opening. 

      “They never found the body of Marsha Dewitty. You buried her deep, where her soul continues to scream for vengeance.” 

      Sam fell, his knees biting into the hard concrete. Another Raven dove, driving into his calf, and a thread of red muscle was yanked out. The Raven lifted its beak, swallowing it whole. “Felicity Smith’s soul stares up from its watery grave, waiting to be found. Her thirst for vengeance growing each day.”

      Power surged in the air, and Papa Sin stepped out of his vortex, coming to stand at a small intersection in the sidewalk where two lines crossed, creating a crossroads. His dark eyes focused on Sam, the abyss swirling inside of them. 

      Sam’s eyes flared, spotting the man who now resembled a long-dead rocker from the fifties. He crawled, dragging his now useless leg behind him, stretching toward the crossroad. All human beings who looked into the abyss of Papa Sin’s eyes understood the power he could offer. Knew that for the mere price of their soul, they could do almost anything. 

      Another Raven dove, its beak driving into Sam’s back, pulling out one of his lungs. His scream died on the wind. Yet he kept crawling inching toward that crossroad. 

      Storm Raven watched him, allowing him to hope while his body died with every inch. It was something he had never given his victims. Never given his wife, who watched his murder from the window. 

      Her Ravens continued to feed. Devouring pieces of Sam as he fought for his life. A life his body knew was long gone, yet his mind would not accept it. 

      When his fingers were mere millimeters away from the crossroads, Storm Raven reached into Sam’s back and yanked out his heart. “Jasmine Baptiste, who never got to take a breath, she is avenged this day,” she said, and swallowed his heart whole. 

      She stared, blood dripping down her face, at Papa Sin. “What of the balance?” she asked. 

      “His willingness to do anything to extend his life was like a beacon I could not refuse.” He dipped his head toward her and stepped back into the Sin Exchange. 

      Storm Raven studied Sam’s remains. His soul had long left his body. But still, the determination to live could be found in the outstretched arm, fingers bloodied from digging into the concrete. Her Ravens settled around her, bellies full. She turned when light spilled out onto the asphalt and found Yolanda Guthrie standing in the open doorway. Tears streamed down her face, but she didn’t say anything. Only stared at what was left of her husband. 

      The woman had played a small part in what happened to Jasmine Baptiste. But not enough of one to warrant her death. After sending her Ravens away, Storm Raven walked over to the woman and stood at the edge of the steps. 

      “What are you?” Yolanda asked finally, her voice a mere whisper. The rain had started up again, its drumming a constant noise in the background.

      “Vengeance.”

      Yolanda glanced at her husband’s body. “You killed him.” 

      “Yes,” Storm Raven answered, studying the woman’s reaction. She looked deep into her eyes, finding an all-consuming pain—a similar pain to the ones who created her in those brown depths. A feeling of being trapped. Unable to escape the horror surrounding her. She had expected to find sadness. “You do not mourn his death?” she asked, curious.

      Yolanda shook her head. “Only for my son.” She swiped at the tears streaming down her face. “Did he . . . did he kill those other women?”

      Storm Raven nodded. 

      A look of shame overcame the woman. “I knew he was rotten,” she said, anguish filling her voice. “But he wasn’t like that in the beginning.” She stared at Storm Raven, eyes pleading. “You have to believe me. He . . . he was so charming. Yet so broken. I believed I could help him.” She turned as if hearing a noise. “I have to . . . to tell my son.” She looked up. “I don’t know what I should say.”

      “I cannot help you with that.”

      Yolanda nodded. “I suppose I should call the police.” 

      Her son walked down the hall, making his way toward her. “Mom. What’s happening?”

      Yolanda rushed to meet him halfway. “No, sweet boy. Stay here.”

      The boy looked past her, locking eyes with Storm Raven. “Who are you?” 

      Storm Raven paused. He was too young to be exposed to the likes of her. She smiled and shook her head. His mother pushed him back down the hall. “Go on now. Go to your room. I’ll be in in a minute.” 

      When his bedroom door closed, Yolanda came back to the door. “He will be devastated.” She looked down, as if seeking answers. “But better, I suppose.”

      “Teach him the right way, and he will never know me.” 

      Yolanda’s head jerked up, her eyes narrowed. “You will not touch my son,” she gritted out. 

      Storm Raven smiled. “Good. Keep that fire in your belly. You will need it.” She stepped back and, after assuming her true form, joined her Ravens in the night sky.
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      Rosette sat on the porch, letting the sun warm her face. She had cried earlier when she learned of Sam Guthrie’s death. She knew deep down she was responsible, and the knowledge was weighing on her. She even told Carlos about what she’d done—not knowing if he would believe her or not. It was a surprise that he had. Carlos shed no tears for Sam. He believed what she’d done had been justified. His only concern was for her, knowing that it would take some time for her to make peace with her decision. Then she found Jasmine’s death certificate in Carlos’s nightstand drawer. And all the doubt suddenly went away. It didn’t make her a bad person to find peace with the fact that her daughter’s murderer was dead. She had every right to want him to pay. She just hoped his little boy would be okay. That he would be a better man than his father had been. 

      A car pulled to the curb and parked in front of her house. Detective Beatrice Monroe stepped out and made her way up the walkway. She stood at the bottom step, her gaze steady on Rosette. “Is it all right if we talk?” she asked. 

      Rosette nodded. There was no way she could be implicated in Sam’s death. The brutality of it spoke of many killers. All sadistic and insane. But still, she wondered why the detective had come to visit her. 

      They sat in silence for a while as the warm air swept across the porch carrying a spicy scent Rosette couldn’t place. 

      “My first encounter with the supernatural was when I was a child,” Beatrice said finally, her gaze on the grass. “My second was a few months ago when I tracked down a serial killer who was killing people in an effort to avoid giving up his soul.” She turned to Rosette. “I’m not crazy.” She smiled. “I promise you.”

      Rosette swallowed. Somehow this woman knew what she had done. But how? 

      “I’m an officer who is supposed to uphold the law. But I’m also a champion for Good and Evil. Tasked with keeping the balance.” She chuckled. “I’m still trying to figure that part out.” She paused, her gaze once again steady on the ground. “What happened to Sam Guthrie needed to happen.” She pulled an amber-colored bottle from her pocket. “By not stopping Storm Raven, I did an evil thing to keep the balance between Good and Evil. I have no idea what will happen to me from this day forward. But I do know that no matter what”—she turned and looked at Rosette—“you are not to blame. You did what anyone in your situation would do.” She bit her lip as tears streamed down her face. “What my mother should have done.” 

      Rosette reached out and placed her hand on Beatrice’s arm. “I’m sorry.” 

      Beatrice shook her head and placed her hand over Rosette’s, squeezing it. “No. I’m sorry I could not solve this for you. That you had to do what you did. I’m sorry the law was not on your side. It should have been.” She looked down at the bottle she held. “I was told to give this to you. It is also part of the balance. An act of good. I don’t know what the water holds, but I do know it is supposed to help you.”

      Rosette took the bottle, studying the liquid as it sloshed around inside. An act of good. But what did that mean? She glanced at Beatrice. “I didn’t know it would work. I never held much belief in the . . . supernatural? Make-believe? My husband, Carlos, grew up around here. He believes in the mystical.” She swallowed the emotions. “So I guess now I do too. But what do I do with that knowledge?” 

      Beatrice harrumphed. “I don’t know.”

      “Will you be okay?”

      Beatrice smiled. “Yes. I’m on a long journey. One that could, if my grandmother’s journals are correct, lead to madness. But I’ve endured worse in my lifetime.”

      “If you ever need me, I will be here. I can’t . . . I can’t pretend to know what you have to do as a champion. It sounds . . .”

      “Scary?”

      Rosette smiled. “I was going to say heroic. But, yeah, also scary.”

      “You have a good heart, Rosette Baptiste. I hope whatever is contained in the bottle truly does give you peace.”

      Rosette ran her fingers over the smooth surface. “I have hope. Do you want to stay? I can make us some lunch.”

      Beatrice smiled. “I could always eat.” 

      Rosette led the detective inside, chattering all the way. But her mind was still on their conversation and the little vial of liquid in her hand, wondering just what it contained. After some internal debate, she dumped the contents in her tea and drank it with hope and belief filling her heart.
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      Six Weeks Later

      Rosette finished the last of her edits and sent the file to her agent. A smile stretched across her face, only to morph into a frown when her stomach rolled with nausea. She jumped up, her chair crashing to the ground as she rushed to the bathroom and spewed up the breakfast she had consumed a few hours ago. 

      She had been feeling queasy all week, her breasts tender and her moods a little erratic. Her period was due any day now and could probably account for her symptoms, but she’d never had nausea during her cycle. 

      After rinsing her mouth, she went to the kitchen to get herself some ginger ale. As she stood there drinking, her eyes caught on the wall calendar and the date circled two weeks ago. She and Carlos always marked the date her period was due. It was a leftover habit from when they had been trying to conceive. 

      Staring at it now, she realized she was two weeks late. 

      A motion outside the window startled her. She turned to find a raven sitting on the sill outside her window. 

      “I don’t know what the water holds, but I do know it is supposed to help you.”

      A smile stretched across her face. Her heart soaring, she rushed to the phone and called Carlos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About C. Vonzale Lewis

          

        

      

    

    
      My name is Carla Vonzale Lewis and I like my martinis shaken . . . never stirred. 

      Carla was born in Georgia, but please don’t mistake her for a Georgia peach. She’s more like a prickly pear. Speaking of being born, someone asked her recently if she remembered her birth. And she had to say, “Yes, I do remember that handsy doctor pulling me out into the cold. Right Bastard!!!”

      Despite being born in the South, she grew up in California. Every once in a great while, she gets to experience all four seasons. But mostly, it’s just heat.

      When not writing, Carla enjoys reading, binge watching shows on Netflix, and trying to convince her husband that getting a dog is a wonderful idea.

      And one day, she will discover how many licks it actually takes to get to the center of a Tootsie Pop.
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      Nora winced, able to hear Donovan’s shouting through the glass wall of his office. Inside, her coworker Taylor stood shamefaced in the middle of their boss’s office, looking like a puppy getting scolded for peeing on an expensive rug. Or possibly like someone about to pass out. 

      Donovan Tate was an amazing businessman. He could spin marketing campaigns that would sell snow to Santa Claus. But for someone who knew the people’s psyche so well, he had no idea how to speak with them on a personal level.

      As a boss, he was a monster: temperamental, easily irritated, and prone to shouting. 

      Taylor had failed to land an important client Tate Marketing Strategies was attempting to catch, and Donovan was not taking it well.

      Sighing, Nora glanced at the clock on her computer and rubbed at the space between her eyes. She just wanted the tirade to be over so that, hopefully, she could escape from her desk and go home. Already almost everyone else in the office had cleared out, but as Donovan’s personal assistant, she was trapped here until he decided the day had ended.

       Finally, Taylor emerged from the office looking ashen-faced and near tears. Offering him a sympathetic smile, Nora turned her head toward the office, peering in at Donovan, and was pleased to see he was reaching for his jacket. Perhaps he had decided enough was enough and it was time to call it quits?

      Taking her cue from him, Nora began to pack up her desk for the night. She could feel the tension in her shoulders and a stress headache forming. Tonight called for a long, hot soak in the bathtub, and a glass of wine to wash it down.

      Donovan only grunted at her as she wished him a good night as he passed. When at last he had disappeared behind the elevator doors, Nora turned off her computer and grabbed her purse and coat. 

      It was time to get the hell out of here.

      Her heels clicked over the tile floor as she hurried toward the elevator. Flicking off the lights, Nora slipped between the metal doors as they slid open, and she slumped against the wall in relief. 

      For once, the train home wasn’t overly crowded, and with her AirPods in she could almost pretend that she wasn’t seated across from a man wearing a very suspicious trench coat. Closing her eyes to all of it, Nora focused instead on the voice crooning in her ears and worked on relaxing her breathing. Her therapist was constantly telling her she needed to work on her de-stressing methods so that she didn’t fall into an anxious pit of panic attacks and heart murmurs again. She had a tendency to let the stresses of life get to her and drag her down into unmanageable levels of anxiety.

      It was not the best condition for a twenty-six-year-old professional to find herself.

      Blessedly, the walk from the subway to Nora’s apartment was a short one, the music in her ears a soft background noise to her journey. Keeping her head up and meeting the eyes of anyone passing her, Nora made quick work of getting down the street and into the lobby of her building.

      Once through her front door, Nora kicked off her heels and dropped her jacket and purse to the floor. She couldn’t even be bothered to dig her phone out of it first. Instead, Nora started stripping out of her clothes as she walked to the kitchen, pulling the bottle of chardonnay from the fridge and a glass from the cupboard. 

      When her wine glass was full and her clothes were strewn over the floor, Nora moved down the hall to her bathroom and began filling the tub with steaming water. Dropping in chunks of black raspberry scented bath bar, she sighed at the welcoming aroma wafting up in the steam. 

      Carefully, and with a hiss at the heat, Nora climbed into the bathtub and lowered herself into the silky water, smiling at the tickle of bubbles along her skin. Resting her head back against the rim of the sink, her AirPods still thrumming music into her ears, Nora let her eyes close as she sipped her wine. 

      Now this was the way to properly end a shitty day at work.
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      His lips were on her throat, leaving scalding kisses down the expanse of it as his hands branded her hips and ass with their firm grip. Nora couldn’t believe that she’d only just met him, and already her body was ready to yield itself to his every touch and demand. But when her eyes had locked with his devastating blue pair, set in a ruggedly handsome face, she’d felt herself drawn to him immediately. Even from across the room, there had been no denying the attraction.

      When he had finally crossed the room toward her and introduced himself as Kos, Nora found herself delighting in the way his lips formed the words, as well as his deep, accented baritone. Something about his voice made her entire form feel languid and pliant—ready to be manipulated into any position he could dream of.

      Her own hands were exploring the solid frame beneath them, over broad shoulders and up the side of his neck into the thick black hair that her fingers coiled in. Her hips rocked against his, and Nora shuddered at the feel of his obvious arousal pressing against her.

      “How about someplace more private?” His breath fanned over her ear as he murmured the words to her, and Nora nodded without hesitation. 

      “Definitely.” 

      She pulled away from Kos, only so he could take her hand and lead her away from the dance floor to an alcove that promised more seclusion from the curious eyes of fellow nightclub patrons.

      Once in the alcove, Kos backed her up against the wall, his hand on her thigh, drawing it up his hip as he rocked himself in against her core, peeling a moan from Nora’s lips. Her hands went to his shirt, pulling it free of his slacks so that her fingers could follow the light dusting of hair up over his firm stomach toward his chest.

      His head lowered, and Nora happily met him halfway, lips already parted and begging for more of his kisses that turned her knees to jelly while setting her blood on fire. He tasted of dark promises and dominance, and to Nora’s surprise, she wanted it—all of it. 

      “Take me,” she panted against his lips, her hands already at the fastening of his pants. “Right here. Now.”

      “Gladly,” Kos growled back. His hand slipped beneath her skirt, and his fingers plunged into her suddenly, stroking her with a deftness and purpose that made her whimper and cling to him.

      Nora woke with a start, a ragged gasp torn from her throat as she became aware of the press of a metal railing on her lower back and the feel of a chill wind and raindrops against her bare breasts. 

      Blinking against the lusty haze still clouding her mind, she looked around herself. The last thing Nora could remember was soaking in the hot bathtub, and now she was out on her balcony, standing in all her naked glory, having woken from one of the most intense dreams she’d ever experienced.

      Chest still rising with her quickened breath, Nora wrapped her arms around herself in confusion. How had she gotten outside?
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      “And the next thing I knew, I woke up out on my balcony.”

      “Babe, that sounds really dangerous. You live on the fourteenth floor.” Logan’s concern was evident even through the phone.

      “I wasn’t trying to climb off it or anything,” Nora muttered, rubbing at her forehead. Today had been another one of those days where Donovan was at everyone’s throat, and his demanding nature had reached new heights. She could feel the stress in her neck, in her shoulders . . . she swore she could feel it all the way down to her toes. 

      “Well, you wouldn’t exactly know that, would you?”

      Nora sighed. “Well, there’s nothing I can really do about it right now.”

      “I’m coming over tonight.”

      “What? No. You’re starting your long rotation tomorrow, and it takes forever to get to the hospital from my place.”

      “You’re really stressed out, Nora. I think you could use someone there to watch you tonight and make sure you don’t do this again.”

      “Logan . . .” 

      “No buts, Nora, I won’t sleep tonight unless I’m there to make sure you’re fine.”

      She sighed again before relenting and nodding. Remembering he couldn’t see her, she voiced her consent. “Okay, fine. I’m hoping to be off at six. If you’re going to come, bring food with you.”

      She could almost hear him smiling through the phone. 

      “Sure thing, babe, I can do that. Curry?”

      “Absolutely. But I’ve got to go now, Donovan is done lunch and heading this way.”

      “Okay, I’ll let you go. Try to have a good rest of your day. Love you.”

      “I love you too.” She hit the hang-up button and dropped her phone into her purse before Donovan could see her on it. The last thing she needed was for him to complain about her being on the phone when her break was over.
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      Nora leaned back on the couch, moaning happily. “That hit the spot. Thanks for picking it up, Lo.”

      Logan smiled at her, grabbing one of her feet to pull into his lap and rubbing at the bottom of it, tugging another moan from her lips. “My pleasure.”

      Nora grinned back, feeling the heavy tug of sleep at her lids as she leaned into the corner of her sofa. Full of food and wine, and now being massaged pleasantly, she could feel her body relax even more. A yawn slipped from her, and Logan chuckled a little. 

      “You’re exhausted, aren’t you?”

      “The stress level in the office is through the roof lately, and it’s just wearing me out.”

      “Well then, let’s call it a night. I have to be up early, and you could use the rest.”

      “You sure? I feel bad you came all this way just to go to bed.”

      Logan squeezed her foot gently and then stood up, offering his hand to her. “Yes, come on. Let’s head in.”

      Taking his hand, Nora allowed Logan to pull her to her feet. “Okay.” She smiled up at him. 

      With his blond hair falling into his eyes, Logan looked a little like a golden retriever and Chris Hemsworth had a baby. He had the retriever’s soft brown eyes and the God of Thunder’s abs. Sadly, there would be no enjoying the abs tonight.

      Logan led her into the bedroom with Nora turning out the lights behind them as they went. Crawling into her queen-size bed, Nora slid beneath the covers with a contented sigh and waited for Logan’s arms to curl around her, pulling her into his chest. 

      “Mmm . . . thanks for coming tonight,” she whispered into the darkness, feeling his lips at her neck. It felt good just to have him here with his arms around her. 

      “Any time, babe.” Logan kissed her behind the ear, pulling her in a little more. 

      Shutting her eyes, Nora relaxed into the bed and felt herself drifting off into sleep shortly after. Her slumber was deep and restful for several hours, and then the dreams came. 

      She was on an open plane, ashy-coloured sands beneath her bare feet. Above, the sky was a series of shifting purple and navy clouds that looked to have changing faces of fear and concern set within them. 

      From across the dunes, a man walked toward her. His tall, broad-shouldered form was clothed in a black robe that parted in the light winds to show his bare chest and abdomen and a dusting of hair that trailed down to the waistband of his loose-fitting black pants. 

      His stride drew her eyes, making her think that he could be coming to either kill or seduce her. Either would be done with purpose and strength. Even from across the sands, she could see his piercing blue eyes framed by proud brows and black hair that rustled in the wind. 

      High cheekbones, a well-defined jaw, and a straight nose finished off a face that was both rugged and beautiful. Nora could feel her heartbeat speed up as he moved closer.

      “So, you’ve returned.” His voice was smooth like silk, if silk could wash your body with fire and electricity. 

      “Returned?” 

      “I’ve been waiting for you to come back to me since our meeting last night.” He moved until he was towering over her, causing her head to tip back almost entirely so she could still meet his eyes. 

      “Last night?” Nora licked her lips. “I’ve never been here before.”

      The stranger reached out to trail a fingertip down over her bare shoulder. Looking down, Nora saw that she wore only a thin-strapped sheer dress, which did little to cover her naked body beneath.

      “Haven’t you?” 

      There was something about his voice washing over her that made Nora’s body quiver, and she stepped closer, her hands coming up to scrape over his chest. “I don’t . . . No?”

      A gleam entered his eyes, and his lips tipped with a smirk. “Beautiful Nora.”

      His hands cupped her face, sliding into her hair as he pulled her up to him. Nora went, rising on her tiptoes so that she could press her lips to his, finding a growing hunger within herself. 

      The kiss was deep and demanding, stealing her breath as her body leaned into his solid form, desperately needing the connection with him. Fingertips pressing into shoulders, Nora moaned as his hands dropped to her ass, clutching the flesh firmly. 

      “Kos,” she rasped breathlessly.

      “Kosmaras,” he corrected her with a throaty growl. 

      “Yes,” Nora gasped.

      Kosmaras’ hands clutched the backs of her thighs, and he lifted her up onto his hips. Wrapping them hungrily around his waist, Nora began to rock herself against him, her core throbbing with need. 

      “You’ve come back for me to take you, needy little Nora,” Kosmaras whispered into her ear, nipping at the lobe. 

      “Yes,” she pleaded. “Please. I can’t take it anymore, I need you.”

      No.

      Logan.

      “No,” Nora said out loud, some sanity returning.

      Pulling back, Nora found herself staring into a pair of eyes that were darker than the bitterest night, black lines like lightning trailing out from them over features now pinched with anger. While his black hair still rippled in the wind, behind him, a set of black bat-like wings rose from his shoulders. 

      Jerking away from him in fear, Nora dropped to the ashy sand below, staring up at the sight of true darkness.
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      “What . . . what are you?” Nora gasped, fear tightening her belly.

      Kosmaras seemed even larger now that she was staring at him from her bottom in the sands. His wings spread behind him in a show of dominance as black, smoking tendrils curled out around his feet—wisps of magic, or evil. 

      “I am as I said, Kosmaras. I am the terror that lurks in the night, creeping into the corners of your mind. This is Duhsvapna, and you will receive me here. Beg for me here.”

      Feeling an inexplicable scream welling up inside of her throat, Nora scrambled to her feet, hearing the sound of tearing fabric as she tripped on the sheer dress covering her. 

      Without another word, she turned and fled. She didn’t know where she was going or where she could run, she only knew she had to get as far away from Kosmaras as she could. 

      “Logan!” She cried out for him, hoping that wherever she was, she was still in a place where Logan could somehow hear her.

      “The human will not be able to aid you here.” His smooth, accented baritone was all around her. In the sky, at her feet, pounding along with every terror-filled beat of her heart.

      “Nora.” It was faint at first, but the sound of Logan’s voice drifted over one of the ashen dunes. 

      “Logan?!” Frantically searching the dark landscape, Nora bolted for the dune she thought she’d heard his voice coming from, only to halt as her name floated in off the wind from behind her. “Stop playing with me!” she screamed at Kosmaras. The creature smirked in amusement at her.

      “Nora!”

      Two arms were suddenly wrapping around her form, effectively trapping her and lifting her up off her feet. Screaming and writhing in fear, Nora fought against her attacker, attempting to escape. 

      “Nora, wake up!”

      Gasping for breath, Nora blinked awake, finding that she was outside on the balcony, Logan’s strong arms around her and in the process of pulling her off of the railing she’d been attempting to climb. 

      Sagging against him, Nora let out a shuddering breath. 

      “Are you okay?” Logan whispered, still holding her close. 

      Letting her feet fall back down to the floor, Nora turned to bury her face in his chest. His hand was at her hair, stroking down over it in a comforting manner. 

      “What just happened?” Her words came out muffled in his chest.

      “You were wandering around the apartment sleepwalking. I left you alone at first, but then you started running like you were afraid of something.”

      Nora shuddered, remembering the black eyes peering back into her soul with angry, seductive intent. 

      “I know they say you’re not supposed to wake up someone who’s sleepwalking because it can cause disorientation and trauma . . . but I didn’t have much of a choice when you started climbing the railing.”

      “No,” Nora rasped. “It’s good you woke me. I was having a horrible dream.” She let out a grateful sigh. “I don’t think that’s a real thing anyway.”

      Once again, a shiver coursed through Nora’s body. When had sleepwalking become her thing? And why couldn’t she get those black eyes out of her head, or the feel of his hands on her body?

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, a dark baritone laughed.
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      Sitting at the kitchen table with her knee up against her chest and the heel of her foot resting on the edge of her chair, Nora cupped a hot coffee mug between two hands while Logan bustled around her kitchen. 

      Lifting the mug to her lips, she sipped on the dark brew while gazing at her boyfriend of two years, who hummed softly as he flipped a pancake. Feeling as if she had actually run for her life rather than slept the previous night, Nora praised all gods that there might be for the fact that it was Saturday. 

      “Cheater.”

      “What?” Nora’s brows shot up on her forehead as she stared horrified at Logan, her heart pounding rapidly in her chest.

      Logan stilled and looked over his shoulder, a smile on his lips. “Hm?”

      “What did you just say?” Her throat felt strained.

      “I didn’t say anything, babe. I was just singing.”

      Nora stared at him for a second, her heart still pounding away in her chest. 

      Unperturbed, Logan went back to the pancakes, his warm voice humming away once more. Shaking her head, Nora stared down into her coffee cup. A set of eyes looked back up at her from the surface of the dark liquid—black and lurid. 

      Swallowing roughly, Nora set her coffee mug down on the surface of the table and pushed it away. 

      “Bitch.”

      “Excuse me?” Nora squawked, whipping her head to the side to stare over at Logan, aghast. He’d never once called her such a thing, even during their most heated arguments. 

      Once more Logan turned from the pancakes. This time his typically happy features were pinched with concern. “Babe . . . are you okay? Can I get something for you?”

      Nora wanted to ask him what he’d meant by calling her a bitch, but second-guessed herself as well. 

      “I just heard you say something,” she said at last. 

      Logan only frowned at her with a look of confusion, making her feel like she was going crazy. 

      “Never mind.” Shaking her head, Nora ran a hand over her face. “Are the pancakes almost done?” she asked, forcing a false sense of airiness into her tone.

      “Coming right up!” Logan didn’t seem convinced either, but they were both silently agreeing to ignore whatever was going on for the moment. 

      Breakfast was a quiet affair, with Logan casting her concerned glances from beneath blond lashes whenever he thought she wouldn’t notice. It did nothing for her sanity.

      When she’d managed to pick away at all the pancakes she could manage to eat, Nora pushed her plate aside. “Thanks for breakfast, Lo.”

      “You’re welcome.” He stood, picking up both of their plates. “I’ve got to get in to work now, are you okay if I leave the dishes for you?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. Get going so you’re not late.”

      Logan leaned down to press a warm kiss to her lips. “Enjoy your Saturday. I’ll see you tomorrow night, okay?”

      Nora nodded. “I hope your shift goes well and there aren’t too many accidents or stabbings.”

      Logan chuckled. “Thanks.” He kissed her forehead, then headed into the kitchen with their plates. Setting them by the sink, he then moved to grab his wallet and keys, the dark blue scrubs pulling taught over his chest and biceps as he did. 

      He must look like an angel coming to the rescue in the emergency ward. 

      Winking at her, Logan was then out the door, leaving Nora to watch the early morning sunrise over the city in an apartment that felt too quiet and yet not nearly empty enough.

      When the dishes were done, Nora sluggishly returned to her bed, curling up in the spot where Logan had slept, wanting to let his scent envelope her and settle the confusion in her brain. 

      As her eyes closed, she felt lingering exhaustion tug at her, and finally, she submitted to it. Perhaps she’d sleep better during the day than she did at night. 

      Logan’s scent and the weight of the blankets over her helped to ease some of the tension in her form, so as she slipped into sleep, it was more peaceful than it had been before. 

      This time her dream was something harmless. She was at work and trying to get through the day while also trying to remember where she had left her cell phone. Every time she thought she’d found the phone, it would turn out to be someone else’s who was also looking for their cell. 

      Just when she’d triumphantly found her missing phone, she was roused from her sleep by the feel of hands sliding up the inside of her thighs, spreading them. 

      In her hazy, sleep heavy state, Nora could only let out a murmur of appreciation at the feel of a firm thumb parting her to tease the small bundle of nerves between her legs. But she was also not yet fully awake, and she’d like to be a full participant if this was going to happen. 

      “Logan . . . why aren’t you at work?” Her hand moved down to wrap around his wrist, stalling his efforts. 

      Blinking open her eyes, Nora sat straight up in bed. 

      There was no one in the room with her.
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      “Is Logan working today?” Sara asked from the dining table, a sea of wedding magazines spread out before her along with her iPad, sporting an already heavily curated Pinterest board.

      “No, he worked his twenty-four-hour shift starting yesterday morning. So he’s at home in bed right now and will be coming over later.”

      “Perfect, so I get you all to myself.” Sara clapped her hands happily before rubbing them together. “Now, get that coffee made so that we can get back to planning this thing.”

      Nora shook her head, smiling as she watched her sister shuffle through one of the magazines. Sara’s boyfriend of six years had finally proposed over Valentine’s Day, and Sara had fallen into the deep pit of wedding planning almost immediately. Nora had been able to push off this day for a couple of months now, but there was no more refusing her sister. So, today they would begin planning. As her maid of honour, Sara had insisted this was an important duty. 

      Silencing the timer on her microwave as it signalled that the coffee had steeped long enough in the French press, Nora opened up the cupboard to grab two mugs. As she did, two large rats sprang from the shelf inside, landing on the countertop in front of her. 

      Screaming, she leaped back, swatting at the largest one as it squawked and launched itself at her face. As her back hit the island behind her, Nora heard the scrape of Sara’s chair as she stood up.

      “Nora, what is it?” 

      It was Sara’s voice that snapped her out of it, and looking down at herself, and then frantically around the kitchen, she realized that there were no rats. Panting, Nora swept a hand through her hair while she pressed the other one to her chest.

      “I saw a shadow in the cupboard and thought it was a rat,” she lied. “Sorry if I startled you, work has me stressed and jumpy.” 

      Sara was eyeing her from the corner of the island, studying her seriously for a moment before she nodded and let it go. 

      “Well, maybe it’s about time you asked that dickhead boss of yours for a vacation, huh?” 

      Nora forced a laugh as Sara returned to her seat. “Yeah, we’ll see how well that goes over.” Tentatively, she pulled two mugs out of the cupboard and closed the door. 

      What was going on with her? Hearing things, seeing things . . . feeling things. Was she effectively losing her mind? Was that what all this sleepwalking was about? She hadn't had a sleepwalking episode since she was a child.

      Pressing down the plunger on the coffee, Nora poured the steaming liquid into the mugs and added a little cream to Sara’s and a heaping teaspoon of sugar to her own. Carrying them over to the table she decided to push all of this sleepwalking nonsense out of her head for the time being and focus instead on helping her sister with her wedding. 

      “So, do we know yet what our theme will be?” Nora asked, taking a sip from her mug.

      “We’re going to go gold, slate-blue, peach, orange, and burgundy.” Sara pushed her iPad in front of Nora so that she could see the array of items in those shades pinned to Sara’s wedding board.

      “Oh, that will be lovely.” And it was. “This palette will go perfectly with your colouring.” While Nora was dark haired with hazel eyes, Sara was blond with brown eyes. They both looked like their mother as far as features went, but that was where the similarities ended. 

      “That was my thought exactly.” Sara grinned brightly over at her, then took a sip of her own coffee. “So, I need you to help me pick between centerpieces. I really like this flower arrangement.” She scrolled up to the top of her wedding board and pointed to a large piece. “But I think that will cost a fortune. And while Ethan says not to let that stop me, I’m not so sure I should. So . . . maybe something smaller, like this one, but with floating candles around it?”

      Nora leaned in to look at both options that Sara was showing her, mulling over the decision. “Well—” She looked up to tell her sister to just go with the piece that spoke to her most, only to freeze.

      Nora swallowed roughly, trying to stifle the scream that was working its way up her throat as, to her horror, the skin around her sister’s eyes began to crack and split. Like a tomato near heat, her flesh darkened and peeled back, revealing the tender flesh beneath. From there, it only got worse. As her skin peeled away, the muscle and sinew below were exposed to the same mistreatment. Sizzling juices streamed down Sara’s cheeks and jaw as the flesh of her face baked beneath some unknown heat and then peeled away from her bones, dropping like roasted chicken to the tabletop. 

      Nora choked as bile rose in her throat, forcing its way past the scream with a gurgle of horror that was uncontrollable. 

      Sara turned her head to look at her, the white of her skull a glaring brightness in the red and blackening flesh of her face. “Are you okay?” As she spoke the words, a snake slipped out from between her lips, coiling upwards to force its head back into Sara’s nostril. 

      The scream could not be contained any longer, and Nora pushed away from the table, the chair clattering to the floor as she did so. 

      “Nora?” Sara was talking around the snake that was slithering from her mouth back into her head through her nose. 

      Gagging, Nora covered her mouth. “No . . . No! Sara, I can’t—” She couldn’t be in this room any longer. She couldn’t be in this apartment. She didn’t know what was happening, but she had to leave. 

      Racing for the door, Nora ignored the sound of Sara shouting after her. Flinging it open, she stepped out into the hall, hitting the wall opposite her in her hurry. 

      All around her, the lights began to flicker as the paint started to peel from the walls that were blackened with tar and ooze beneath. The stench of sulphur filled her nostrils as steam hissed from a vent in the floor. 

      Releasing a sob, Nora pulled her hands away from the wall and tried to step past the steam, only to find that the floor was cracking beneath her steps. 

      A part of her realized that this couldn’t be real, but everything from the scent to the heat was so intense, she also wasn’t sure how it was anything but.

      Stumbling over the cracks opening in the floor and trying to avoid the hiss and pop of peeling paint, Nora hurried to the elevator, praying that it would still work. Once inside, she closed her eyes and covered her ears, curling into a ball on the floor in the corner as she waited for it to go down the fourteen floors to the lobby level. 

      “Nora . . . Oh, Nora,” a deep voice crooned over her whimpers, filling up the space of the elevator.
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      He was there, the dark being. Even though he’d only been in her dreams, Nora was positive she could feel the pulse of his energy surrounding her. 

      As the elevator halted and the doors dinged open, Nora popped quickly to her feet and fled out into the lobby. Where could she run to escape someone who potentially was inside her own mind? Or was he in this actual world? None of it made sense.

      Her sprint across the lobby came to a halt as a giant spider the size of a ten-year-old child hurried from the other side of the space toward her, another much smaller spider following at its feet. Lurching to a stop, Nora fought another scream, her hands raising up toward her face to ward off an attack from the giant insects. 

      Guarding the doors there seemed to be a beast of a man with large horns and black bat-like wings. His feet ended in massive bird-like talons, and his nose was similar to that of a beak. 

      Was she trapped in here?

      Spinning, Nora found something much like an octopus, with long slippery legs covered in suction cups and a razor-tooth-filled mouth making up its gelatinous head, coiling its way over the top of the reception desk. 

      “Nora!” At the sound of her name being growled from behind her, Nora turned to see who it might be. 

      Further horror filled her. A skeleton, with dank strands of blond hair trailing from its skull and chunks of charred flesh dropping from its otherwise bare body, limped toward her. One bone foot clattered on the tile floor while the other, meat dripping and rolling down its calf toward the rotten foot below, seemed to drag. 

      “No,” Nora said firmly. “Stay away from me!” 

      “Nora, don’t run,” it wheezed at her through a throat that was no longer there. “Come back with me.”

      She shook her head, the muscles in her neck tightening and chills travelling down her limbs. As the skeleton came toward her, its hands outstretched, Nora stepped back, trying to escape. But there was nowhere to run. The monsters all seemed to be converging on her, watching every move that she made. 

      “Please,” she begged. “Leave me alone.”

      “Nora, don’t say that,” the skeleton moaned. “You’re coming back with me.”

      Nora shook her head once more. “No, I’m not. I’m not going anywhere with you!”

      “Come . . . come.”

      The backs of her knees suddenly hit something solid. Looking over her shoulder, she realized she’d backed up into the small seating area that was off to the side of the lobby. Catching sight of the heavy floor lamp beside one of the armchairs, Nora grabbed it up and with a yank pulled the cord out of the wall. 

      Brandishing her lamp, she spun back to face the skeleton. She could only run so far; eventually, she would have to fight her way out of here if she hoped to survive.

      “Nora, darling.” The rich baritone had returned, and it was filled with amusement.

       Looking toward it, Nora found that Kosmaras had indeed found his way into her world. He stood there, beautiful and imposing. His dark wings a solid, inky cloak behind him, and the black lines once more trailed out from his eyes, which were back to their vivid blue. His arms and chest were bare except for a leather vest strapped around his waist and up over his shoulders. Black, slim-fitting pants ended in heavy boots at his calves.

      The very sight of Kosmaras spoke of force, dominance, and sinful delights amidst her greatest terror. It was a thrilling sensation to have wash over her, one that left Nora breathless. 

      “How?” she rasped.

      His lips curled in a grin. “You let me in, darling. You brought me here.” Kosmaras looked around himself in satisfaction. 

      “Is this all you?” Her shaking hand motioned to the array of monsters filling up the lobby.

      “I may have brought some friends with me.”

      “Nora? Nora . . .” It was the skeleton once more, its meatless hand extended toward her.

      Nora swung the lamp toward it. “Stay away!”

      Kosmaras found this highly amusing and chuckled. “Don’t fight it, darling. They were meant to acquire you for me.” His eyes darkened to black, and he looked at the skeleton directly. “Cease her.”

      All at once, the creatures came toward her, the skeleton at the front of the pack. Screaming, Nora swung the floor lamp. The base of it connected with the skeleton’s head, sending its skull clattering to the floor and sliding across the lobby. It staggered under the hit but did not go down. 

      Nora swung the lamp again, and kept swinging until her arms ached and the skeleton lay in a crumple of shattered bones on the floor, finally unmoving. However, this only made the tentacled creature and the horned beast at the doorway rush toward her faster. 

      Frantic, Nora looked for a way out, and through it all, she could only see Kosmaras, standing there with his hand extended to her. Deciding she’d rather deal with the monster she knew rather than the ones she didn’t, Nora ran toward him and took his hand. 

      With a sudden rush of wind and the scent of heated sand and smoke in her nostrils, Nora found herself out of the lobby and instead standing in an obsidian stone throne room. Dark veins of gold and silver travelled through the shimmering stone-like stars in the night sky.

      “Welcome back to Duhsvapna, darling.”
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      Panting, Nora gazed around herself. The room was empty except for a large black throne carved from the same black stone as the floor and walls. From the ceiling hung a large chandelier that appeared to be formed from the skeleton hands and arms of many a different person. It sent chills down her spine. Clasped in each bony clutch was a white candle burning with a purple flame.

      Large arching windows were cut into the obsidian walls, showing the landscape of ashen sand and purple skies. This very world consisted of darkness and all the things that went bump in the night.

      “How am I here when I’m awake? How is this place real?” 

      Kosmaras’ eyes gleamed in the candlelight, his dark hair falling across his forehead to tease at his dark brows. 

      “You’re here because you were woken up during your visit.” As he spoke, Kosmaras stepped toward her until he was towering above, his hand lifting to cup her cheek. 

      His touch was hot like a brand, causing her bare toes to curl against the stone.

      “This place isn’t a dream?” 

      He tilted his head a little, shrugging slightly. “This is the land of nightmares, and from those nightmares, I feed and grow stronger. Those from your world can be pulled here during your stressful sleeps, and through that, I am given brief tastes of the energy and life of your world.” His fingers slid back into her hair, tipping her head back. “Your mortal lover thought to save you by waking you . . . but all he did was cause a fracture between our worlds and allow me into your mind even when you were awake.” 

      “He l-let you in?” She had felt him, hadn’t she? The dark presence haunting her thoughts. 

      “Mmm, he did, and I thank him for it.” Kosmaras dipped his head and captured her lips. 

      For a moment, in her shocked state, Nora didn’t move. Her lids fell shut, and she allowed Kosmaras to ravage her mouth just as he had in her dreams. One hand fisting tight in her hair, the other sliding along her jean-clad hip to curl around her bottom, pulling her hips into his. 

      It sent a flash of heat and desire rushing through her, forcing her to gasp against his lips and invading tongue, and to rock herself against him in need. 

      “Join me,” he rasped against her. “Let me have you.”

      His words caused something dark and twisted to slither inside her, rising up to greet him and respond to his words. A part of her wanted to give in. A part of her was giving in; to his pull, his seduction, to the way his hands and lips on her skin made her come alive in a way she had never felt before.

      “Join you?” She tried to pull away, but his hands held her close while his teeth nibbled along her jaw and below her ear. Nora’s hands slid up his chest to grip onto his shoulders. 

      “Yes. Join me. Stay by my side. Be my gateway.” As he spoke, Kosmaras nipped down her throat, making the knot in her stomach tighten more with need. “My brother’s horned demons are no longer enough. I need the essence of the world, and with you by my side, I can have it all. We can have it all.”

      Her body was melting into his. The sound of his voice flowed over her like a bucket of chocolate—tantalizing and delicious. But in the back of her mind, she knew that it was the wrong we. That it wasn’t meant to be Kosmaras and her. 

      Finding an inner strength Nora wasn’t even aware she had, she pushed against his firm chest, fighting the allure of his seduction. 

      “Don’t fight me, Nora.” Kosmaras kissed her once more, and this time Nora felt her will slipping away from her beneath the wash of need that replaced it. 

      Kosmaras backed her up until her knees hit the edge of a bed that had not been there before but was suddenly in the centre of the room. Together, they tumbled down to the top of it, and she found herself stripped of her shirt while her own fingers fought with the straps of the leather vest concealing him from her touch. When they were undone, Nora pushed the vest away so that it fell to the stone floor. 

      Her hands were upon his flesh in any way she could manage. Fingers tracing and nails scraping. Kosmaras’ head dipped to her chest, and his lips trailed a path of heated kisses over her collarbone and to the hollow of her throat before heading lower to the curve of her breasts. Nipping at her through the thin layer of her bra, Nora moaned in pleasure. 

      “You will be mine,” he growled against her skin. 

      Logan never growled. Not like that. He wasn’t possessive in the “I will claim you every which way I can” way. He was tender, loving. Worshipping. 

      This wasn’t worship. This was entrapment. 

      Nora shoved at Kosmaras’ shoulders hard enough that she propelled herself across the bed’s mattress. Once her legs were free of him enough that she could push off, she rolled off the bed and onto the floor. 

      Panting heavily, and her head still swimming with desire, Nora at least felt better with some distance between herself and Kosmaras.

      “No.” There was a firmness in her voice that she needed to cling to. “I won’t be yours. I am not yours. I won’t help you bring more of those monsters to the real world.”

      “No?” His blue eyes gleamed, shifting to black. “I think you will, Nora. I think there is only so long that you can deny me before the electric pull you feel brings you back to me.”

      Nora felt a chill course through her. Not of desire but of fear. Power radiated off Kosmaras, and she knew that he was dangerous for her in many ways. If she didn’t get away from him, there was no telling to what she might succumb. 

      Standing up quickly, she bolted, running for the door. 

      As she did so, dark slithering creatures entered the room from outside, dropping down with wet plops from the cathedral style windows. Their darkness was shifting, faces of lost souls trapped inside them rising to the surface of their long, eel-like bodies. From their wriggling forms, clawed arms protruded, scraping along the floor as they made their way toward her. 

      Nora felt a scream rise up inside her once more as the terror gripped her. How was she supposed to escape a nightmare when she was already awake?
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      Nora found only one option open to her: a doorway at the side of the throne room. Darting through it, her hand hit a wall, and she followed it down a long hallway. Above the sound of her bare feet slapping on the stone floor, she could hear the slithering wetness of the creatures trailing after her. 

      A cry rose up in her throat, barely contained by her lungs and pulling at her tongue. But crying would achieve nothing here but blinding her in the darkness of Kosmaras’ castle. Along the hallway were different doorways, and she stopped only long enough to check each one, glancing over her shoulder as she did. She kept going until she found an open door. 

      Ducking inside the room, Nora slammed the door shut behind her and locked it. Backing away from the grey door, she panted, wondering how effective the lock would be against the creatures. 

      The first sound of one hitting the door with a wet slap made her jump, but her shoulders relaxed a little when the lock held. 

      Turning around, Nora found herself in a barren room with only a full-length mirror standing in the centre of it. Curious, she stepped up to the mirror, catching sight first of herself in her bedraggled state and then noticing someone else. 

      Startled, Nora looked behind her only to see that she was still alone in the room. Frowning, she stepped closer to the mirror and looked more clearly. She wasn’t just looking at a mirror; she was instead viewing another room, with mirrored walls and strange beings who appeared to have mirrored horns growing from their heads. 

      Reaching out, her hand pressed to the surface, and to her surprise, went beyond. 

      “I wouldn’t suggest that,” spoke the baritone from behind her. 

      Quickly retracting her hand and spinning on her heel, Nora faced off with Kosmaras once more, who seemed to have appeared without opening the door. 

      “Why not?”

      “While my brother Nuodėmė’s realm may seem intriguing, he will leave you no better off than I have. And if loyalties hold true, he would send you right back to me anyway.” He smirked at her, his black eyes shifting in the low light of the room, a darkness to them that went beyond the blackest black of the night and into something so unfathomable it made her soul shiver.

      “Maybe I’d like to try my luck there either way.” 

      “Take another look, see if it’s more your speed,” Kosmaras purred.

      Looking back to the mirror, Nora gasped. The room beyond was now filled with a demon orgy. Bodies writhing and rocking over top of the ones sprawled below, some pinned against walls, others bent over tables. In the middle of it was Logan, entirely naked, sandwiched by a man behind him and a woman before him. There were so many limbs, Nora was having a hard time taking stock. All she could focus on was the look of pure ecstasy on Logan’s face. Moans were being rung from him by the male and female demon that she had never brought forth. 

      Her stomach rolled, and tears threatened her eyes once more.

      “That isn’t real,” she whispered weakly.

      “No?” Kosmaras had moved close. Close enough that he could coo the word into her ear, his teeth scraping at her lobe as he finished.

      Scrunching her shoulders in defence, Nora shook her head. “Logan would never.”

      “I bet he thought the same of you, and yet . . .” Nora swallowed bitterly. “How close were you to doing the very same with me just moments ago?”

      Nora whirled on him and shoved Kosmaras hard in the chest, enough that he stumbled backward. 

      “No! It’s not real! It’s just another one of your nightmares that you’ve made come alive for me to see. Is any of this real?”

      Kosmaras chuckled darkly, brushing fingers along his jaw. “Oh, in this world, anything that I can think of becomes real. Real enough to hurt you, to drive you mad . . . to make you wish for death.”

      As if to prove his point, the walls began to run red with blood. It pooled along the floor, coursing its way over to her until it surrounded her toes. She could smell the scent of copper in the air and feel the wet heat of the crimson liquid as it rose up to her ankles.

      “Do you think this is enough to make me give in to you?” Nora asked—feeling proud when her voice didn’t quiver.

      “Oh, I believe it will be.”

      The blood rushed faster, filling up the room all the sooner, until it was enough to lift her off her feet and to begin pulling her down into the heated depths of it. Slapping at the surface, Nora felt the thick liquid between her fingertips and fought the current of it until eventually finding herself pulled beneath the surface. 

      It was everywhere, filling her ears, pouring up her nose, invading her mouth. She couldn’t seem to fight it as the blood sought to drown her beneath the pressure of it. When it was almost too much, and the blackness threatened to take her down, Nora was suddenly on the open floor of another room, coughing and hacking up red spots of blood.

      Shuddering at the slick feel of it over her entire body, Nora fought to wipe it out of her eyes. 

      “Is that all you’ve got?!” she screamed into the empty room around her.
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      It wasn’t the smartest thing, to provoke him like that. But Nora wasn’t sure what else to do. How did one escape a nightmare landscape they weren’t even sure how they’d gotten to in the first place?

      Perhaps it was better simply to die?

      “Oh Nora, just come to my bed, and this can be all over.”

      “No. Never.”

      “Never is a very long time, my dearest one.” His voice was a velvet cloth gliding over her body, stroking intimate areas and begging for her to come undone. 

      Nora looked above her, blinking against the drops of blood still threatening her eyes. Kosmaras was not here in this room, and yet he was. “I won’t give in. Just let me go or kill me. Whatever it is you intend to do!” she shouted at the ceiling.

      “Oh, it won’t come to that.” She felt his voice stroke over her nipple, teasing at the bud straining against her wet shirt.

      “Let me go!”

      All at once, the room darkened, and the temperature dropped drastically so that her teeth began to chatter. From the ceiling, something began to shimmer. Almost too late, Nora dropped herself to the stone floor, flattening herself out to keep from being pierced through by sharp icicles that had suddenly grown above her.

      The piercing ice drops seemed to glow from within. Enough that Nora could see she was now in a wintery landscape dusted with ice and snow. Feeling the frigid cold beneath her fingertips, Nora carefully began to crawl, seeking to get out from under the icy stalactites before one cracked and pierced her through. 

      The ice and snow beneath her were so cold that it burned. Picking up one hand, she saw how the red of her palms was starting to blacken at the edges. A small sob slipped unbidden from her lips. How far would he take this before just letting her go?

      What would be left of her?

      An image of the rotting skeleton tugged at her memory.

      Fighting the despair and the fear coursing through her mind, Nora moved as quickly as she could out from under the icicles. Once she was free, she rose to her feet and began to run, slipping over slushy snow that clung to her feet and chilled her even further. 

      In the distance, a doorway rose up out of the snow-capped hills, taunting her with the thought of freedom. If only she could—

      The ground beneath her began to shake and split open. Staggering, Nora fought to keep her balance until it was taken out from under her, and she fell, slipping down between the ever-widening crack in the ground. 

      Scrambling to get a hold, her nails bit into the side of the open earth, bending back as she dug in as fiercely as she could. At last, her feet fetched up against an outcropping of stone, and she found herself balancing on the small edge. Beneath her, heat swelled from the bubbling lava below. 

      “Please! Just stop!” Nora cried out. 

      “Say the word, Nora, and it all comes to an end.” His voice stroked over her again, parting her thighs to course over her nub, pooling desire inside her, and then gliding up over her body, wringing a gasp from her lips.

      Why was she fighting it? She could just give in to his seductive call, feel the pleasure he was promising her, and be out of this nightmare once and for all. A yes sat on her lips, wishing to slip free. Would it be such a crime to let him take her? 

      Beneath her foot, a part of the little rock cliff gave way, falling into the lava below with a plop and hiss as it was swallowed up in the molten heat. Sweat formed on her brow, streaming down her face and stinging at her eyes. 

      “Why deny what you want?” Kosmaras purred, and she felt an invisible tongue trace up the side of her neck. 

      Nora moaned, even while her fear caused her panicked heart to beat erratically. 

      “No. No. No.” If she kept repeating it, perhaps it would sink deep into her soul and make it easier to remember that he was a monster who wanted to devour her soul, and the rest of the world while he was at it.

      “I don’t like that word, Nora.” Even the sternness in his tone made her body throb with need. What would it feel like to have his wide palm land a well-placed strike against her bare behind?

      Shuddering, Nora cursed at herself and reached for a stone above her. 

      The moment her fingers slipped around it and she tried to pull herself up, the stone let go, and she fell backwards. Screaming, and arms spinning freely in the open air, Nora shut her eyes against the inevitable molten death. 

      Instead, she felt solid obsidian stone beneath her. 

      Gasping, Nora’s eyes opened, and the sensation of falling filled her once more. Flailing against it, Nora shut her eyes again. She was still falling, arms pinwheeling around her, but beyond that, if she concentrated, she could still feel the safe, solid form of the stone floor beneath her hands and knees. 

      Fighting against disorientation that wished to pull her down into it, Nora kept her eyes shut and focused instead on that solid feeling. Picturing the open doorway before her, Nora began to crawl. 

      She was plunging into the lava, the liquid fire burning at her skin and melting the flesh from her body. It was a searing pain that dragged screams of agony from her. But it also wasn’t real, and a part of her mind was finally able to realize that fact. 

      Ignoring the agony flowing over her fingertips and slipping down her throat to scald the tender flesh there, Nora continued to crawl blindly across the floor. There was always a way out of nightmares, and as long as she didn’t die here, she wouldn’t die back home . . . right?

      “Nora, this isn’t going to work.” His words were adding more confusion to her struggles, probing and pleasuring through the pain. Only increasing the mixed signals in her mind. But Nora could also hear the tinge of desperation in his tone. 

      Kosmaras was worried. Which meant she had to be on the right path. 

      There were fingers teasing her, stroking her to pleasurable heights that wrung gasps and moans from her throat, while lava poured further down it to melt away everything inside her, and she fought to keep her mind on the reality of the floor. 

      It was never ending. The pain. The pleasure. The torment of the two mingling together until Nora was positive she would be pulled apart at the very core of her being. 

      And then she was at a door frame, fingers reaching into empty air that felt somehow familiar and welcoming. 

      “Nora!” Kosmaras roared. “You will stay with me!”

      With laughter that flirted with hysteria as much as triumph, Nora propelled herself through the open doorway and let herself fall through the space on the other side.
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      She awoke to the bright lights of a hospital room. Squinting against the onslaught, Nora tried to lift a hand to shield her eyes, only to find that her wrists were bound by leather straps. Tugging at them with a frantic jerk, she kicked with her feet. But they, too, were strapped down to the railing of her bed. 

      “What?” Nora’s struggling caught the attention of Logan, who had been asleep in a chair in the corner. Sitting upright, he hurried to the bed once he realized she was awake.

      “Nora, shhh . . . it’s okay. You’re going to be okay.” His hand smoothed through her hair while his other pressed to her chest, trying to push her back down against the bed.

      “Lo?” His name came out of her broken. She was so glad to see him again. “What's going on?” Why was she bound to a hospital bed?

      “You had a mental break at your apartment and collapsed in the lobby.” His voice was soft, patient, tentative. It was his bedside doctor voice.

      “Wh-what?” That wasn’t right. She had been haunted by a psychotic demon and pulled into another realm. “That’s not—”

      “Shh.” Logan soothed her once again. “It’s going to be okay, I promise.” He leaned down to press a kiss to her forehead.

      “Why am I in these?” Nora pulled at her wrist again, feeling a sense of claustrophobia tightening at her neck and shoulders. Teasing her mind with panic that made the darkness laugh.

      “They thought it was for the best,” he said, voice soft. 

      “But—” Once again he silenced her, this time with a gentle hand to the top of her head, stroking her hair back. 

      “Let me go get your parents, they’ll want to know you’re awake.” Logan left then without waiting for her to respond.

      When he returned, her mother and father were with him. Their skin was pale, and both seemed to have red rimming their eyes. They looked like they had been through a hell as terrible as the one Kosmaras had put her through.

      “Hi, sweet pea,” her dad greeted, smoothing a hand over her hair as he came to stand at the head of her hospital bed. 

      “Hi, Dad.” Her throat ached, raw and piercing. Was that from screaming, or an actual lasting effect of the lava?

      Nora’s mother stayed down at the foot of the bed, arms wrapped around herself as she gazed at her with a look Nora just couldn’t quite place. Revulsion? Relief? Anger?

      Moving up beside her on the other side of the bed, Logan took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. 

      “How long was I out?” she asked finally.

      “It’s been a couple of days,” Logan was the one to respond. 

      Her father continued to stroke her hair while her mother just stared. Had her collapse really hit them this hard? Nora wasn’t used to her parents being so subdued with their reactions. 

      “A couple of days? But . . . how?” It hadn’t been that long in the Duhsvapna. It had only felt like hours. Nora looked around the room at her harried-looking mother and her broken-looking father. Logan still held her hand. “Where’s Sara?” It was odd for her sister not to be here. “She didn’t think this was my way of trying to get out of wedding planning, did she?” Nora tried for a joke, hoping to break the tension that filled the room.

      Her mother let out a sob, her hand rising to cover her mouth. Nora’s father moved over to her. Pulling her mother into his arms, he held his distraught wife against his chest, trying to console her as he, too, shed tears.

      A chill began to tingle its way up Nora’s body, filling her with a sense of dread.

      “Nora . . .” Logan began slowly. “When your reality broke, you fled the apartment and Sara, but she chased after you.” Logan paused, as if searching for the right words, and Nora began to tremble. “Down in the lobby, when she tried to get you to come back upstairs with her—”

      Nora began to shake her head, denial and resistance filling her. She didn’t want to hear the rest of this. “No.”

      But Logan continued. "You attacked her with a lamp . . .”

      Nora didn’t need to hear the rest of it. With her hands still tied down and unable to cover her face, she turned her head toward the pillow to muffle her own cries. Anger rose inside her, filling her with a fury that was devastating. The nightmare had been real, real enough to steal away her sister. A scream built up inside of her chest, clawing at her throat until it forced its way past her lips. 

      Yanking at the restraints around her wrists and ankles, Nora thrashed against the hospital bed, fighting with everything inside her to be free of the true nightmare. 

      The waking nightmare.
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      He watched from the darkness as she slept. Her chest rose and fell with each steady breath. The doctor and nurses had been forced to sedate her in order to get Nora to sleep through the pain of what she had done. 

      If only she had accepted his offer, she would never have had to deal with the reality of it. 

      Kosmaras had to respect her fight, however. She’d resisted him until the very end with a determination that was impressive. 

      It wouldn’t last, however. Now that he’d had a taste of the freedom in the mortal world, he wouldn’t give up. The barrier had been broken once; it would happen again. 

      And when it did, Kosmaras would claim her. Together, they would unleash a nightmarish hell upon the world, and he would reign as the king he had always intended to be.
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      I was on my way home from Chelle and Delilah’s housewarming party, held in their newly built, impeccable paradise of a home, when my car hit a pothole. The impact blew a tire. A loud bang deafened me for a moment, and the next thing I knew, my little Toyota was spinning on the slippery road. Punching a pained exhale out of me, the seatbelt dug into my chest as the car careened off the road and slid into the loam of the waiting forest. 

      “That was great, Wendy,” I said when the world stopped spinning. My hands clutched the wheel. “I really enjoyed that. Thanks.” 

      I’d been talking to myself a lot lately, finding temporary relief in voicing my grievances when no one was around to hear me whinge. What had I got to lose? The trajectory my life had taken over the past few years was less than adequate. Today’s foray into my best friend’s marital bliss only exacerbated how I felt about my own situation. 

      An odd duck in my ever-dwindling social circle, I’d long been feeling as if I were stuck, perhaps even moving backwards. My apartment was a cramped studio; and while my teaching job at a posh preschool paid okay, I was incapable of saving money. Staying in a relationship long enough for it to be termed serious also seemed beyond my reach. And now my car was out of commission. Even if I had a spare, there was no way my ancient Toyota was getting back up on the road without help. 

      What the hell was that thing I hit, anyway? I drove up this serpentine, forest-flanked pathway only a few hours ago, in broad daylight. There was nothing out here. No cracks, no potholes. 

      I climbed out of the car, my stilettos sinking into the pliant soil. Within seconds, the downpour soaked through my black silk cocktail dress. The air was pleasant up here in the mountains, rich and herbaceous, but I barely even noticed, too preoccupied with my miserable situation. The fabric of my dress clung to my skin like a wet rug. My shoes were completely covered in mud. 

      I staggered up the slight incline until I was back on the road. No cars, nothing. Just me, the slashing rain, and the apparent source of my trouble: a monstrously big crack in the otherwise smooth surface of the road. 

      I wasn’t even drunk—despite my many flaws, I’m a responsible driver—but my head was spinning. In my swimming vision, I thought the ditch was moving. As if it was alive and had a pulse, it undulated in a slow, hypnotic rhythm. I blinked, rubbed the rainwater from my eyes. There was indeed a ragged opening in the road. A crack. A crevice, more like. And I had driven right over it.

      Was driving over a crack the same thing as stepping over one, as the superstition went? My late gran had been a veritable well of old wives’ tales, uneasy around black cats and terrified of broken mirrors. But she feared cracks in the ground most of all. I wished I could remember now why that was. 

      It was as if Gran lived in a world different from my own. Hers was filled with spirits and strange forces existing just out of reach. While Ada, my younger sister, had inherited Gran’s beliefs, I had always wavered. I needed evidence, a firsthand experience. Years ago, to prove Ada wrong, I stepped over a crack on purpose, and nothing happened. 

      Now though, as I stood over this crack, which gaped at me like a hideous mouth, I could almost see where Gran’s odd fears came from. My skin rippled, and it was only partially due to the evening chill creeping in.

      Through the relentless veil of rain, the insides of the crack glistened, its earthy, dark matter revealed by the fault in the asphalt. The longer I stared at the uneven hole at my feet, the more it felt like something inside the hole stared back. Something old and unfathomable, like the universe itself. I could feel its hunger, its longing. This ditch, this pothole, whatever this hellish thing really was, it was greedily sucking in the rainwater, as if to assuage its unquenchable thirst. Where was all this water going, and so fast? How deep was this thing? 

      In that moment it was easy to imagine that I had a connection with this hole, that we spoke the same language. I imagined that its breath, the subterranean rhythm of it, was in sync with my own. I imagined, imagined, imagined that darkness reached for me from the hole and that it snared my ankles, pulling me under. I was sinking deep and deeper into the unknowable, this moment lasting a lifetime, an eternity packed into a blink.

      “Wendy,” said a soft voice, barely a sound at all. Something tickled the delicate inside of my ear, like a lover’s warm exhale. I winced and tore my eyes away from the hole in the road. I was alone out here. I imagined hearing my name in the rain. 

      I was shuddering, from the persistent rain or bone-deep fright, I wasn’t sure. Moving slowly as if in the fog, I got back down to my car and climbed in. It was getting dark; the delayed summer sunset was here at last. I got my phone out, relieved to find I had reception. It was time to get the hell out of here. 

      The roadside assistance operator who took my call assured me that a tow truck was on its way. But every single cell of my body protested the idea of waiting out here, alone, in the encroaching dark, next to that unsettling hole in the road. As if attuned to the frequency of my inner thoughts, the forest grew tense and watchful. I could easily imagine trees spreading their limbs and stretching their earthy roots my way, forming a wooden cage around my car, and then squeezing, and squeezing, and squeezing until the last vestiges of the fading light blackened out, leaving me in the dark.

      In my mind, I saw myself getting sucked into that hole in the ground, toes first. 

      I saw myself disappear. 

      Working through anxiety, I scrolled through my list of contacts. A handful of my friends were still at that party, enjoying Chelle and her wife’s hospitality—and the free-flowing river of overpriced Chablis. Hopefully, someone could drive down and get me. 

      In the end, I ended up abandoning my car to the mercy of the tow truck and driving home with Lucy, one of Chelle’s newest friends she’d met through work. Dan, Lucy’s Waspy husband, wouldn’t stop lecturing me on the importance of always keeping a spare in the trunk. I did my best at ignoring him, but unfortunately, some of it did reach me, darkening my mood further. But I was glad to put the creepy pothole behind me. I didn’t look back.

      When I got home to my tiny apartment perched above a convenience store, something dark and needy came over me. I gulped down what was left of a partially consumed tequila bottle I had been saving for when my turn came to host Friday margaritas with my preschool colleagues. It wasn’t typical of me to drink myself into oblivion, but that night, my tolerance of harsh reality must’ve hit a new low. I needed a reset.
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      The next morning, from the bleak moment I forced my puffy eyes open, I knew something was wrong. And not hangover-after-a-party wrong. Wrong wrong. 

      Like I was forgetting something important. 

      Like I was standing on a dangerous, unstable precipice, shaky and out of breath. 

      Like I was in the water, caught in a riptide, pulled away, too far from the shore. 

      A nightmarish memory of my encounter with the hole in the road came at me without warning. The unnatural way the dark opening appeared to move, as if it were breathing—that was going to stay with me for a while. 

      I was never going back to Chelle and Delilah’s place up in the mountains again. Whatever it took to keep far, far away from that unsettling thing that had demolished my car and set my nerves on fire.

      Somewhere in the apartment, my phone was ringing. I moaned, turning to face the room. I kept my eyes closed and made no attempt to leave the bed, afraid that if I did, I’d break apart, scattering into a myriad of pieces, a girl undone. 

      “Go. Away,” I said, my voice hoarse. 

      The ringing stopped. 

      Still keeping my eyes closed, I searched the nightstand for a glass of water, but my fingers grasped only empty space. I was cursed, truly.

      At least today was Sunday. I had just enough time to recover after my bizarre ordeal before transforming into my presentable self and enduring a whole day of parent-teacher conference meetings tomorrow. The very thought filled me with existential dread. I’d have to talk about employability, fostering the skills of tomorrow, and other things like that. Topics I’d never imagined would be of relevance to a bunch of preschoolers. But evidently, things had changed a lot since I was a kid being raised on TV dinners and Buffy reruns. It was all about achievement now, ‘unlocking the potential’, applying oneself. At the end of each term, our tiny students got dressed in graduation gowns and mortarboard hats. A professional photographer was brought in, and we hosted a ceremony, giving out ‘diplomas’ to the graduates. 

      But all that . . . tomorrow. 

      Today, I’d sleep off the stress and the weirdness and all that tequila.

      Just as I settled back into my rumpled sheets, the damn phone rang again.

      “Leave me alone!” I hissed. 

      The phone wouldn’t stop this time. 

      With a creaky exhale, I forced myself into a seated position, waiting for the room to stop swimming before attempting to stand up. I found my phone buried in the pile of recent laundry, wrapped in my The Learning Curve preschool branded T-shirt. I had no idea of how my phone had gotten there, but then, most of yesterday evening was a blur. 

      I stared at the screen of my ringing phone. 

      Private number. 

      Probably a marketer or a scammer. But . . . it could be my bank. Or work. It wouldn’t be the first time my boss Clarissa called me on a Sunday. Maybe there was a lice outbreak in The Learning Curve and the parent-teacher conferences were cancelled. Now, all things considered, it wouldn’t be the worst start to my week. 

      “This is Wendy,” I answered the phone, slurring a little. 

      An odd, crackling silence greeted me, perforated by a sound of someone breathing. 

      “Hello?” I said, but there was no response. A pause stretched and stretched, my shy caller keeping quiet. 

      “Whatever,” I snapped as I hung up and threw the phone back into the laundry basket. 

      My hand shook. 

      I didn’t want to acknowledge how much the call had unnerved me. I felt observed, as if I were placed under a microscope and being watched sternly by a cold, scientific eye—my flaws exposed to the world.   

      In the bathroom, I splashed some cold water on my face, avoiding my reflection. Ever since turning thirty and finding my first gray hair that same week, whenever I took a long look at myself, I noticed little changes to my face, my skin texture, my neck. Those once gentle smile lines were deepening, the skin around my eyes beginning to sag. More and more these days, I was contemplating cosmetic intervention. If I still felt like a twenty-year-old at heart, was it wrong to want my reflection to look that age too?

      I had never given much thought to aging when I was in my twenties. I’d smirk and roll my eyes at my older friends’ Botox disasters, wondering why they’d do that to themselves. And here I was, ten years later, contemplating injections myself. 

      I just had to wait it out. The urge to do something drastic to my face was always the strongest the morning after a big party, when I’d wake up and assess the damage. 

      Hangovers never used to be this bad. 

      I felt a little better after a shower. As I was drying off, I noticed a little patch of skin sticking out on my left wrist. I ran a finger over it. The patch was numb and cold to the touch. I had no memory of scratching myself, though I suspected that whatever this was must’ve been a result of yesterday’s misadventure. Absently, I pulled at this bit of skin, and it tore off like a fresh scab, barely healed. I stared at the pinkish, thin line left on my wrist in its wake, expecting it to ooze blood, but there was none of that. 

      I closed my eyes and took deep breaths. My heart was slamming, a mismatched reaction to what was happening. I was safe, at home, nowhere near that hole in the ground. But in my head, a horror movie scenario unfolded: I pulled at this bit of skin, and instead of tearing off, it kept on going, unspooling, the outer layer of my body coming off me in ribbons. 

      I shook off the visceral imagery and left the bathroom.
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      Monday was here, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I got ready. I brushed my long black hair and twisted it into a conservative bun. I applied layer after layer of makeup, simulating a natural, healthy glow. Normally, the routine of brushing foundation onto my skin calmed me, grounded me, but this morning, for no logical reason at all, it made me think of dead bodies being prepared for a wake, frail skin painted to look alive. I tried to exile this comparison from my mind, but it kept coming back. My mood soured. 

      My choices of attire for the day were a black V-neck dress with capped sleeves and a pantsuit, also black. I settled on the suit, as it covered more skin than the dress, and I felt like I needed that extra protection today—from the eyes of my students’ parents, and from the world. 

      My poor Toyota was at the shop, having sustained more damage yesterday than I’d originally assumed. I wasn’t particularly looking forward to an Uber ride, but I had no choice. Clarissa wasn’t a fan of tardiness. I’d been doing a good job staying off her ‘boss radar’ lately, and I didn’t want that to change. Especially not today. 

      I stood outside my building waiting for my ride: someone named Drew, driving a white Honda. Not a single cloud marred the sky, allowing the sun an uninterrupted reign this morning. My scalp grew uncomfortably warm, probably turning pink already. Where was Drew? The app kept recalculating his arrival time, while the little car on the interactive map kept doing weird twists and turns. 

      As I was starting to worry for real, the white Honda approached my pickup spot. I smiled and waved, eager to get inside. 

      The car slowed down to a stop before me, and I reached for the closest passenger door. 

      My fingers barely brushed against the handle when there came a deafening squeak of tires, and the car rapidly accelerated. Swaying in my spot, I stared in shock as Drew, amid the cacophony of blaring car horns, executed a daring U-turn and sped away, leaving me bereft on the sidewalk. 

      “What the fuck!” I cried out, shaking my right hand in the air, middle finger raised high. But I doubted Drew saw it or cared. 

      When I looked at the app again, it informed me that Drew had canceled my ride. 

      “No shit, Drew.” I couldn’t even give Drew a piece of my mind in the form of a one-star rating. 

      Monday was shaping up great. 

      I was now officially running late for work, and after the Drew disaster, there were no rides available in my area. That left the subway as my only alternative. Taking public transport meant I’d be about thirty minutes late, but it was still better than not showing up to work at all. I started my angry walk to the nearest station. 

      I spotted an uneven crack on the sidewalk up ahead, gaping right above the entrance to the subway. The crack wasn’t there the last time I walked this route. I made a concerted effort to go around it, even if the voice of reason inside my head was ridiculing me the entire time. 

      Inside the underground station, the air was chilled, yet musty. I imagined a crypt smelled similarly. 

      There were so many people down here. I felt short of breath, my lungs tightening. I was suffocating. The air conditioning had surely failed. I tried to push back my panic, not to pay attention to how much I was sweating. Taking deep breaths helped, but I knew I couldn’t pull this off for long. 

      Thankfully, my work wasn’t that far, only four stations away. I had to keep calm until then. I had no choice. 

      I moved on autopilot toward Platform 6, where, from memory, I could catch a train in the direction of my work. But what if things have changed? Without slowing down my pace, I fished out my phone from my purse. No internet. 

      “Oh, come on,” I complained. 

      The one digital schedule tableau I managed to find appeared to malfunction, its screen flickering back and forth.

      I put my useless phone away and continued on to Platform 6, hoping my luck would turn. 

      And it did. As I reached the platform, I exhaled with relief. I was indeed in the right place. I didn’t even have to wait that long; a train arrived in less than two minutes. 

      “Mind the gap!” A platform attendant spoke into a microphone as the train emerged out of the dark tunnel shrouded in mist. “Let your fellow passengers exit before you board!”

      It was no longer rush hour, but a significant crowd joined me on the platform nonetheless. When the train came to a full stop, we stretched along either side of the sliding doors, forming two semi-ordered lines. 

      My time to board came. 

      I froze when I looked down and noticed the gap about a foot in length between the train and the platform. My insides shrunk in a panic I couldn’t control as I came to balance precariously, resisting the momentum pulling me inside the train. 

      “Keep moving! Keep moving!” The attendant went on, her voice magnified by the microphone reverberating in the cavernous crypt of the station. 

      A metallic ringing filled my ears, and I couldn’t even hear myself whimper as my fellow passengers grew impatient and pushed on, urging me inside the train. 

      Coming to my senses at the last possible moment, I forced my legs to move before I could get stuck in the gaping hole beneath me.

      My breathing erratic, I found an empty seat in the back of the car just as the train started to gain speed. I pulled out my phone again. As much as I wanted to close my eyes, take deep breaths, and count backward from a hundred, I had to let Clarissa know I was on my way. I wasn’t on the teaching roster this morning, thank God, but I was already missing the staff meeting and was likely to be super late to my fortnightly one-on-one with Clarissa. I had been hoping to use the rest of the morning to prep for the teacher-parent conference, but at this point, I’d be lucky to get there in time for my first parent appointment.

      My phone showed no service, which made sense given our current underground location. This subway line combined segments above and below ground, adjusted for the uneven terrain of the city. I just had to wait for the train to resurface. 

      I waited. And waited. But the train, moving so fast my ears remained semi-permanently blocked, wasn’t showing any signs of returning to the surface or slowing down. 

      Maybe I didn’t remember this correctly. Maybe this line was an entirely underground one. Or perhaps things had changed since my last train ride. I searched the faces of my fellow passengers for signs of distress or confusion, but everyone around me seemed calm and content. A teen with oversized headphones provided the entire car with a loud techno bass soundtrack. A couple of university students brandishing their alma mater branded hoodies and backpacks were locked in a gossipy conversation. A middle-aged man, nose buried in a book, paid no attention to anything or anyone. 

      A shudder went through me when the train made a sudden stop in the dark. 

      The doors didn’t open. 

      The atmosphere inside the car took a couple of seconds to switch from that of a regular Monday commute to slightly agitated. The middle-aged man raised his head. Blinking at the fluorescent light, he closed the book, using his left thumb as a temporary bookmark. 

      The university students stopped their giggling and exchanged a concerned look. One of them whispered something to another, but I couldn’t catch it. Others in the car were stirring too. 

      The wait filled me with tension. Electrified prickles danced on the surface of my skin. My legs grew numb, and I was just about to stand up and take a nervous walk to the other end of the car when the train conductor’s voice drifted from the speakers above. 

      “. . . Slight delay, folks, please stay put. There’s been an interference on the tracks ahead, and all trains on Sutcliffe line are held back until we’re given all clear . . .”

      My heartrate accelerated. I gripped my phone so hard my knuckles turned white. 

      I was stuck here, underground, indefinitely. My phone was a useless piece of plastic. 

      I located my reflection in the dark window before me. The longer I stared, just like with that hole in the road, the more I thought that my reflection wavered. As if there was a wall of water between us, and it twisted my reflected features beyond recognition. 

      When my reflection, my double, bared her teeth at me, I looked away, my skin breaking out in cold sweat. 

      Giving up on appearances, I lowered my torso, resting my elbows against my thighs. With my forehead pressed against my folded hands, I closed my eyes and pretended I was anywhere else but here. Somewhere nice, safe. In a lounge chair by the pool, sipping a strong margarita. In my bed, on a Saturday morning, waking up to the entire weekend ahead of me. In Gran’s house in the country, chickens clucking in the backyard. 

      With both our parents working long hours and travelling all the time, my sister Ada and I had been left in Gran’s care often. Our entire summers were spent in her rustic house, rich country air nourishing our lungs. It was such a happy time, long before my life had derailed, long before I was set on a course toward my lonely apartment and drenched in this bad luck I couldn’t shake off. I bet Ada, who’d moved in with Gran to take care of her in her final months and remained in that house after Gran had passed, would know just what to do to get rid of this dark cloud that had been hanging over me. Ada would consult Gran’s journals, mix some herbs, burn incense . . . 

      Look at me, considering this new age nonsense.

      I chuckled to myself, a sound muffled by my hands. At least these thoughts of Gran and Ada were keeping me grounded, likely saving me from a full-on panic attack.

      I lost all track of time. For all I knew, days if not years passed while I sat like that, my body loosely contorted like a broken concertina, while the rest of my fellow passengers stayed put, coping with the situation the best they could. I slowly gave up on the idea of getting to work today, praying that Clarissa would let me keep my job after this no-show. Surely she’d understand if I explained to her what happened. It wasn’t every day that a train would get delayed like this, with passengers trapped in its metal cage indefinitely. 

      The train started to move again. Or was I imagining that? No, it was real. Someone in the car released a victorious ‘whoop-whoop’ followed by a scattered applause, but I didn’t partake. I was shaking, disturbed, frightened, off-balance. 

      Legs like jelly, I managed to leave my seat and join the disembarking crowd, soon enough stepping into the fading light of day. Temporarily blinded by the sun’s glare, I squinted at my phone in disbelief. How could I have spent the entire day underground? The teacher-parent conferences would be coming to an end now. Soon my colleagues would be making their way to the nearest bar to celebrate. 

      I dialled Clarissa’s number, a heartfelt apology wilting on the tip of my tongue when the call went to voice mail. She was probably at drinks already. It was strange, though, that she’d left me no texts, no messages, no missed calls while I was underground. Perhaps those were delayed since I had no service until now. I braced for the avalanche of notifications, but my phone remained quiet. 

      I started to walk, headed home, unwilling to try my luck with ride share or public transport again.
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      Leaving a voicemail wasn’t going to do me justice, so I kept calling Clarissa’s number, desperate to explain my absence and clear the air, but she remained unresponsive. 

      Clarissa’s Instagram confirmed she was indeed at a bar. Unicorn Candy, to be precise. An unusual choice, as it was quite far from Clarissa’s house. She always picked one of the places within walking distance to her condo. But this bar was closer to where I lived. A redemption plan took shape. I was going to go home, get changed out of this sweat-soaked pantsuit, and head to Unicorn Candy. Hopefully, by the time I got there, Clarissa would be in high spirits and relaxed, and it’d be easier to smooth things over with her. 

      At home, I quickly stepped out of my pantsuit and white blouse and jumped into the shower. The apartment’s bathroom was too small to accommodate both a tub and a washing machine, and I had to choose the latter when I moved in, a decision I now regretted. It’d be nice to soak my troubles away right now. But alas. 

      I quickly ran shampoo and conditioner through my hair, then rubbed cheap scrub against my tense body. After the shower, I did a hasty job of drying and straightening my hair. 

      As I massaged some tinted moisturiser into my face, I caught my reflection in the mirror. I was relieved to find nothing off or scary about it. It was just me. A reasonably attractive woman. Still young, relatively speaking, some lines around her mouth and eyes. There were moments I looked ancient to myself, but today wasn’t one of those moments. 

      I felt oddly high spirited. I had some good things in my life. My job. My colleagues, friends. My sister, even if we didn’t spend much time together anymore. I just needed to keep those good things in mind whenever I was starting to spiral into the abyss of dark thoughts. 

      I put on one of my favorite evening dresses, a dark silver number with a sweetheart neckline and a sexy high split reaching mid-thigh. My ex-boyfriend Aaron always complemented this dress. A pang of sadness hit me square in the chest as the memory of Aaron resurfaced. Our breakup might’ve been mutual, but I was the one to blame. Just like other relationships in my past which were about to turn serious, I’d sabotaged myself. Aaron said I became distant and aloof, that he couldn’t get through to me. He wasn’t imagining that. 

      Now, whenever I thought of Aaron, I was filled with regrets and what-ifs. 

      There was that one time I wore this dress to a friend’s engagement party, and Aaron likened me to a goddess. Maybe back in the day he really saw me like that. He even got me a pair of heels to match the dress, stunning dark blue sandals with polished silver straps. 

      Enamoured by the good memories and eager to recreate the look, I searched for those shoes in the depths of my closet, but they were gone. Could it be that in my post-Aaron cleansing, I’d gotten rid of them and didn’t remember? 

      In my search, I came across the pair of stilettos I wore on Saturday, leather covered in dried mud. My nose wrinkled in distaste. I should’ve cleaned them. 

      In the end, I settled on a pair of neutral black kitten heels. 

      A wide silver cuff bracelet covered up the spot on my wrist where, yesterday, I’d found the odd bit of skin sticking out. The metal should’ve felt cold against my wrist, but it was unpleasantly warm instead. I had no time to dwell on that. 

      I grabbed my purse and my phone, and I was on my way.
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      “Here’s my fave girl! Come over here, pretty lady!” Clarissa’s high voice carried over the light folk ballad that streamed from the speakers in the dimly lit bar. My boss gestured for me to join the table she shared with my colleagues, Jenna, Radha, and Sadie, the new girl. 

      An empty pitcher of what must’ve been strawberry margarita was pushed to the edge of the table, while another, half full, was sweating nearby. The bar wasn’t super busy—it was a Monday night after all—but the thin crowd still made me feel claustrophobic, reminding me of that shrinking sensation in my chest that had come upon me on the train today. 

      I plastered on a smile and resumed my approach, searching Clarissa’s heart-shaped face, framed by her signature blond bob, for signs of trouble. She seemed tipsy and genuinely excited to see me. Not the reaction I was expecting. 

      Sadie pulled up a chair for me and Jenna went to the bar to get me a clean glass. I thanked them and greeted everyone, saving Radha for last. Aside from Chelle, Radha was my closest friend. I was glad I got to sit next to her. That way I could question her discreetly about the events of the day without involving the entire table in the conversation. 

      Clarissa leaned across the table to pour me a drink. Her hands were swaying a little. She smiled when she met my eyes. I always had trouble telling her age. My boss had this mercurial quality about her, appearing youthful at a certain angle and older at another. Her manner could also switch from overly friendly to stern depending on context. Tonight though, she seemed young and relaxed. I exhaled in relief and returned her smile. 

      “Look who pulled off a costume change after all!” Jenna said, giving me an exaggerated look-over. 

      I smiled, unsure what she meant, and brought the glass to my lips. The cocktail tasted divine, salty and strong and ice cold. Just what I needed after the ridiculous day I’d had.

      “Your dress, Wendy!” Jenna went on, slurring her words. “You look hawt!” She attempted a wolf whistle but failed, opting for an unexpectedly melodious laugh perforated by a hiccup. Oh boy, was she smashed. 

      “Thanks?” I said, laughing. 

      The music was growing louder, and the bar was filling up, patrons suddenly everywhere, pressing up on me, bumping into the back of my chair. I tried not to pay them any mind, emptying my glass in two greedy gulps and waiting for the effects to kick in. It was Radha who refilled my drink this time. When I caught her inquiring gaze, she wasn’t smiling. 

      “You okay? You look a bit . . . concerned? Rattled?” She leaned subtly into my space. Compared to the rest of my colleagues, Radha seemed the least drunk, though that could be misleading. 

      “All good,” I said. “I just had quite a day.”

      “Tell me about it!” Radha chuckled, giving me a knowing wink. “If I had to be the first to sit down with Dr. and Dr. Rodriguez today and listen to them talk and talk and talk about how their Robbie is so perfect and one day he’ll be our benevolent overlord, I’d be emptying one of those pitchers by myself right now. You’re my personal hero, Wendy!”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, my chest shrinking and my heart speeding up. 

      I understood the meaning of Radha’s words, but logically, they made no sense. Mia and Diego Rodriguez—latter a medical doctor, former a PhD in history—were the parents of one of my students, Robbie. The pair were notoriously difficult to please. Between us teachers, we were all dreading this particular interaction today. Despite my absence at work, Radha appeared to believe I had somehow ended up meeting with Robbie’s parents after all. But I knew for a fact I was stuck underground for most of the day. I never made it to work. I would have remembered if I did, wouldn’t I? Clearly, Radha was mistaken. She had to be. 

      “Don’t be shy, Wendy,” Radha went on, her increasing volume alerting the rest of the table to our conversation. “Whatever you talked about with the Rodriguez duo got them into such a great mood, all the rest of our meetings went on without a hitch. From the bottom of our hearts: thank you.”

      I started to respond, but my protests were lost in the excited chorus of my colleagues as they followed Radha’s suit in praising me for things I had no way of doing. They raised their glasses and shouted, “To Wendy!” 

      It seemed everyone at the table believed I was actually at work today and doing a fantastic job. If it were only Radha claiming I was somewhere I knew I wasn’t, I’d write it off as a misunderstanding, but I was at a loss as to what to make of a group of people subscribing to the same version of alternative reality. I felt as if I had been dropped into a sitcom without having been given the script. A sensation of vertigo built in my head. The air seemed to vibrate around me. 

      A memory of the hole in the ground, breathing, pulsing, changing shape, threatened to overtake me. I focused on the sounds of my colleagues’ voices, latching on to them to keep me anchored.

      Going with the momentum, I raised my glass before taking a long, much-needed sip. I may have had a strange day, but the evening was proving to be a lot worse. 

      Though, the bottom line was, I didn’t seem to be in any trouble with Clarissa. A silver lining?

      I laughed awkwardly at my colleagues’ attention while my mind spiralled. What were the odds of everyone at work having some kind of collective delusion? 

      Or was someone out there impersonating me? But who, and why? And if that was the case, how had they controlled the train this morning, keeping me trapped underground long enough for them to attend work in my stead? 

      None of this made any sense at all.

      Radha was saying something when, as if a switch was flipped, all sound, including her voice, pulled away, leaving me with a lowkey ringing in my ears. The left side of my head, which faced the expanse of the bar, became numb and cold. It felt as if someone were glaring at me, a whole lot of malice packed into their stare. I turned my head slowly, hoping to catch my observer red-handed, but nothing and no one stood out in the darkened, busy interior of Unicorn Candy. 

      “I’m gonna get us more drinks,” I said, grabbing the empty pitcher. I needed an excuse to move about and see more of the bar if I were to identify the mysterious source of this stare that lingered on my face.

      I handed the pitcher to the bartender along with my credit card and asked for a refill. I used my new vantage point to study the crowd. Nothing and no one stood out, but the feeling of being watched didn’t subside. 

      “Your card got declined.” The bartender’s words reached me through the haze of alcohol fumes and loud laughter of the patrons around me. 

      “Can you try again?” I said, frowning. “It should be fine.”

      “I’ve already tried twice,” the bartender said, ever efficient. She grimaced, like she tasted something sour. “I’m supposed to cut it now.” 

      As if in a bizarre twist of a dream, I saw her produce a pair of scissors and, before I could protest or plead, cut my card right in the middle. The entire event must’ve lasted seconds, but to me it seemed as if I stood there staring, with my jaw dropped, for an eternity. 

      She handed me what had become of my card. 

      The two hard pieces of plastic rested in my palm. 

      This had never happened to me before. I was bad with money, but not like this. I had a job; I paid my bills. I bought a pretty dress and a pair of shoes once in a while. Okay, maybe more than once in a while, but still.

      “Is everything alright?” Radha’s voice came from behind me.

      “Not really,” I said, showing her the remains of my credit card. Her eyes went round in surprise. “Hey, can you spot me for the drinks?” I asked her. “I need to go home and call my bank. I’ll pay you later?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said, already pulling out her wallet. “I think we all owe you a drink or two after today.”

      I watched her pay, wondering if this was my chance to properly interrogate her about my alleged day at work, but she was now busy chatting up the bartender. I lost my moment. 

      I moved toward the exit, clutching my phone in my hand, when Radha called after me. 

      “Wendy? You sure you’re okay? I mean, aside from the bank thing? You just look so . . . ”

      “I’m fine. Really.” All I wanted now was to get out of the bar. Nothing in here felt right, even the air tasted wrong. Musky.

      “All right. Just be safe,” Radha said. “Oh, I’ve been meaning to ask . . . Where did you get that pink jacket? It was freaking stunning.”

      “A jacket?” I asked. The vertigo sensation returned. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about. I . . . don’t remember being at work today. I mean, I know I haven’t been there.”

      “What do you mean?” Radha stared at me, concern darkening her eyes. “You were there. We spoke in the morning. You wore a pink jacket.”

      I felt sick to the bones, wrong. Like there was something off about the force of gravity inside Unicorn Candy. Like it was threatening to turn on me, to twist me inside out. 

      I had to get out of here. 

      “I . . . I gotta go. Sorry.”

      Dizzy on my feet, I rushed out of the bar.
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      I barely remembered getting home. 

      I spent the rest of the evening on the phone with my bank, having the most unpleasant conversation. 

      The bartender at Unicorn Candy was right to cut my card. It was maxed out. But it wasn’t my doing.

      I hadn’t checked my online activity since before Saturday, and apparently, nothing in the list of recent purchases indicated to the bank that my card’s information may have been stolen. A bunch of clothes, shoes, and accessories were purchased over the course of Sunday, when I was home, incapacitated by the hangover. 

      Whoever hacked into my line of credit had expensive taste. The things they bought were from posh boutiques. At my request, the bank emailed me the list of purchases, and damn, I wished it was me who’d gone on this shopping spree. I even gasped in shock at one particular item: a Balmain tweed jacket in fuchsia pink. It was worth just a few bucks short of seven thousand. And it wasn’t even the most expensive item. The winning spot was claimed by an Oscar de la Renta sundress. When I searched for this dress online, the image of this gorgeous pink-and-gold masterpiece nearly stole my breath. Holy hell. It was like the credit card thief knew my soul. 

      I managed to convince the bank’s service representative that it wasn’t me who’d bought these clothes. The bank was going to investigate the fraudulent activity, but in the meantime, I was to be reimbursed for all these extravagant purchases. My new card would arrive in the mail. 

      I should’ve been happy with the outcome, if only my brain didn’t keep replaying my earlier conversation with Radha. Was what happened at the school today somehow connected to my credit card’s information being stolen? Was someone targeting me? But why? I broke out in cold sweat as I looked over the list of fraudulent purchases again, zeroing in on the bright fuchsia Balmain jacket. Didn’t Radha say I wore a pink jacket today?

      My phone, still in hand, started ringing. Thinking it was the bank again, I answered, only to be greeted by breathy silence, same kind as yesterday. 

      “Who is this?” I spoke sternly and waited for a reply that never came. “I’ll report you to the cops,” I added, but my voice was shaking. 

      My caller hung up, leaving me bereft and disoriented.
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      I woke up the next morning well-rested and not at all anxious about the events of the past few days. It was like too much anxiety and uncertainty overheated my brain, and the part responsible for worrying had been deactivated. Every odd thing, every fear and suspicion, felt unreal and far away, as if it had happened to someone else. The very idea of someone impersonating me, of showing up at the preschool, seemed preposterous. 

      I got ready and left for work. My Uber came on time. My auto repair shop called to inform they had a rental ready for me, and that it was free to use while my car was being fixed. And then, a cherry on top, Aaron texted to say he missed me. My heart did a happy summersault in my chest. Could there be a future out there for us after all? 

      If life was a collection of light and dark lines, with luck and good fortune waning and waxing like the Moon, could it be that I was entering one of those light lines at last?

      I didn’t exactly whistle while I worked, but the next few days at the preschool flew by. The kids were great, and there were almost no tantrums. On Thursday, Robbie gave me a pretty pink rose and said I was his favorite teacher. A girl could get used to this. 

      Radha didn’t bring up the odd Monday again, and I didn’t ask. I did wonder, though, about the surveillance footage. But to access it, I’d need to first get Clarissa’s permission and then wait for a few days for the security firm managing the cameras to release the recordings. Flirting with the firm’s representative, a lone security guard based at the preschool, didn’t help my case. 

      And then there were those strange calls. 

      They kept on coming. There was no trend, no pattern as to when my phone would ring, but there was always this pregnant pause on the other end before my tormentor hung up. I pretended to be annoyed about the calls, hurtling snarky remarks at my silent caller and mocking their creepy habit. But underneath it all, I was deeply unsettled. I’d start shaking just thinking about it, the phone’s ringing reverberating through my head even when the device was switched off. 

      Someone was doing this. A person, not a machine. But no matter what I said, whether I threatened them or pleaded with them, they kept their silence. Sometimes the calls came from a private account, but sometimes it was my own number that appeared on caller ID. My carrier assured me there was no suspicious activity, though scammers could make it appear as if your number was spoofed. I was advised not to pick up these calls, but I couldn’t help myself. 

      I knew there was a reason behind all this. The person on the other side of the line was going to slip up and reveal themselves, and I’d be waiting.
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      I had a dream, a nightmare, on Friday night. It felt so damn real. 

      I was stranded on the road again. On that miserable, wet Saturday. My car languished in the forest muck, and I stood over that hole in the ground, staring into its depths. 

      The hole rapidly filled with rainwater, but this time, instead of vanishing into the earth, the water had formed a perfect puddle. Despite the slashing rain, the puddle’s surface stayed smooth, unmoving. I could see my own reflection, until I couldn’t. Two pale hands emerged from the brackish water and grabbed my ankles, and then I was falling. Only instead of hitting the hard asphalt, I kept on falling and falling and falling into darkness. 

      I woke up with a start, a whimper on my lips. 

      It was that bleak moment before the dawn. My room looked alien in the waning moonlight. It seemed staged, like a movie set, not a place I called home. A bright spot danced up on the ceiling. Its source was unclear, as my curtains were drawn tight. Fear coursed through my veins. 

      I sat up, breathing heavily, waiting for my body to shake off the aftereffects of this nightmare, only it didn’t. Minutes in, I was still shivering. 

      Go and see Ada, a little voice said inside my head. She’ll know what to do. 

      How my little sister was going to help was a mystery to me, but at that point, in the uneven darkness of the night, I wasn’t exactly operating based on logic. Something else entirely drove me: an intuition, an instinct, some kind of sixth sense. 

      Before it started to dawn, I had a quick shower and got dressed. 

      Shortly after, I was in my rental, driving into the fading night, down the highway that would lead me to my sister—the superstition expert.
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      Ada’s two-story wooden house sat right on the city’s outskirts, in that in-between zone where the urban presence melted away in favor of fields and vineyards. After Gran’s passing, Ada and I had inherited the property together. I wanted to sell it and the land, but Ada hated the idea. To her, the house was our last familial connection to Gran. To let it go into some strangers’ hands would be tantamount to severing our bloodline. Ada’s words exactly. My sister was always the most dramatic of the two of us.

      As I navigated the familiar dirt driveway, I tried to see if Ada’s car was parked out front. A patchy kind of mist rolled in, muddling the view despite the sunlight. I should’ve called ahead, to ensure my sister was home. Ada had no mobile phone, only a landline. If she wasn’t here, there was no immediate way to get in touch with her. But if I had to wait on her porch the whole day, I’d do it. Even if, in the light of day, however foggy, my nighttime fears seemed a little silly. Did I really believe I was being stalked, watched by someone malicious? And why was I so terrified of some hole in the ground? Why did it plague my dreams?

      But despite my doubts, and no matter how ridiculous I thought I sounded, I knew that Ada would take me seriously. 

      I knocked on the door and listened for any signs of Ada’s presence. A burst of sunlight glinted off a reflective surface just above my line of vision. When I looked up, I noticed a horseshoe hanging over the door. That was new. Just as I was about to touch the polished metal, the door opened, and Ada’s face peeked out. 

      “Wendy!” she exclaimed, opening the door fully. “I knew you were going to drop by! Come on in.”

      An eerie feeling washed over me. My sister claimed she had precognition, the ability to predict things before they happened. We used to have arguments over it, with me challenging Ada’s beliefs and her ridiculing what she called the ‘rigidity’ of my logic. But as we’d grown older, we became more accepting of each other and less prone to fiery debates.

      I stepped inside, catching a whiff of Ada’s musky fragrance, something herbal and wild. As kids, whenever we stayed with Gran in this house, every morning after breakfast, she’d send us out to forage for mushrooms, herbs, and wildflowers. Ada was always better than me at recognizing the plants, and at knowing the difference between delicious and safe and dead-within-minutes when it came to mushrooms and berries. Now my sister was well and truly on her way to becoming a cottage witch, while I lived my life in fear of sentient potholes. 

      As I crossed over the threshold, I felt a slight prickling on the back of my neck, like a touch of cold fingers. When I looked up, I noticed a razorblade affixed to the door frame, its sharp edge emerging from the wood. It couldn’t have touched my neck, and yet I felt its presence on my skin. 

      “It’s for protection,” Ada said, her brown eyes giving me a quizzical look. 

      “How does this work exactly?” I asked. 

      I moved farther inside the house and took a seat in the rocking chair that used to be my favorite when I was a kid. The chair wasn’t the only thing my sister had kept after Gran’s passing. The entire design of the cottage was meticulously maintained by Ada, down to the blue-glass evil eyes which Gran had long ago glued onto the walls and windows at random locations and intervals. Ada was even starting to resemble Gran more and more each time I saw her. Peasant blouses made of linen, boho dresses, simple sandals. Today, my sister was sporting a long black braid that rested in the middle of her back. As I settled in the chair, Ada picked up her braid and masterfully folded it into a neat crown, just like Gran used to wear.

      “It keeps the evil out,” Ada said, with a shrug like ‘wasn’t it obvious’. “Tea?” she offered, and I nodded. 

      She left me alone in the living room as she busied herself in the adjoining kitchen. It was almost like being back in here with Gran. I could close my eyes and pretend that it was her in the kitchen, putting the old-fashioned kettle to boil on the stovetop, serving dried herbs into a pot. 

      When my sister glided back into the room, Gran’s silver tray in her hands loaded with cups and snacks, for a brief moment, the illusion was nearly complete. 

      But then I opened my eyes fully and it was Ada, not Gran. 

      As my sister offered me a cup of aromatic tea, her eyes were dark with concern. 

      “There’s something off about your shadow,” Ada said, looking discreetly at the wall to my side. 

      I followed the direction of her eyes, anxiety already building inside me. Cast against the wall, my shadow seemed to be moving of its own accord. Its slow, undulating dance reminded me of the hole in the ground again, about how it seemed to breathe, and how its rhythm penetrated deep under my skin. 

      Was it the weird mist reigning outside that made my shadow twist and shiver like that? Or was this something else? Something supernatural? Perhaps those spirits and forces Gran believed in were giving me a sign. Or warning me. I used to be a skeptic, but now I wasn’t so sure. 

      “I’ve been feeling off lately,” I admitted. “Maybe my shadow is a little bit off too?” 

      My feeble attempt at humor didn’t erase the concerned look from my sister’s face.

      I took a sip of tea. Ada’s herbal concoction didn’t disappoint. I counted at least seven different herbs in the mixture. “This is incredible, by the way,” I said appreciatively of the drink.

      “As much as I love seeing you, something tells me you didn’t come here to drink tea,” Ada said, quirking an eyebrow. I could tell she was making an effort not to stare at my shadow. 

      “There’s something I need your help with,” I said. “Things have been . . . happening to me, around me. Things that I can’t explain, and you’re the only person I know who won’t laugh at me when I tell you this.”

      “Things?” Ada prodded. 

      “I’ve been feeling like someone’s watching me, following me. I don’t have proof, nothing conclusive at least, but . . . Something weird happened at work the other day. And my credit card’s been stolen. But perhaps, these things aren’t really related, maybe it’s all in my head. There has to be a rational explanation . . .”

      “Hang on a moment,” Ada interrupted. “Before you completely steamroll yourself, just tell me everything that happened, from the beginning.” 

      I met her gaze and held it, finding familial solace and camaraderie in Ada’s dark eyes, a reflection of my own. Her request freed some stuck-up part of myself, opening the flood gates. I started talking and didn’t stop until I had shared every single fear, suspicion, and doubt that had been plaguing me ever since I drove over that damn hole in the road. 

      “What was it that Gran used to say about stepping over a crack?” I asked once I was done spilling my guts to my sister.

      “Step over a crack, split your life in half,” Ada supplied, her voice heavy with concern. 

      Her answer helped retrieve a memory of Gran saying those exact words, her voice grave, just like Ada’s was right now. So many of those old-time superstitions Gran shared with us were articulated as rhymes. But the rhymes changed over time, and what we came to know as kids was likely some twisted version of the long-lost original. Gran was a bottomless well of these ancient wisdoms, the keeper of the original rhymes. Now, Ada was next in line to possess and preserve this knowledge. For the first time in my life, I felt a pang of jealousy over my sister’s enduring connection to Gran. I wish I’d paid more attention to Gran’s knowledge back when she was still alive. Even though I always fancied myself a skeptic, there was a part of me that believed in these old wives’ tales and feared the consequences of ignoring them.

      “Split your life in half,” I repeated, shivering. I grew increasingly confused, then agitated. “Like it’ll cut my life’s length in half?” 

      Another unpleasant shudder went over my skin. That prickling sensation in the nape of my neck I felt when I entered the house returned. 

      “It’s not about the length of your life,” said Ada, again in that grave voice of hers that set my skin on fire. “Gran used to say that the walls between the worlds were paper-thin. One wrong move, and the barrier can tear. That’s why she steered clear of cracks in the ground. She believed that those lead directly to the underworld and stepping on them can release demons and . . . bring us bad luck.”

      I exhaled, my frustration mounting. “Gran always went on and on about bad luck,” I said. “And now it’s you, taking her place. But I’ve stepped over many cracks before in my life and nothing’s ever happened. No bad luck. Until now,” I said, recalling everything that’d plagued me, from car trouble and being stranded to the maxed-out credit card and all those creepy phone calls, and, of course, my alleged doppelgänger. 

      “Not all cracks are the same,” Ada said. “Some are just that—cracks.”

      I didn’t say anything as I stared at her. I was deeply afraid, I realized. Visiting Ada didn’t help assuage my worries, it only made things worse. 

      “We don’t always see eye to eye, Wendy,” Ada said, as if she could read my mind. “We’ve always been different. But you know that I love you and want to protect you, just like I know you love me . . . I want to help you. Wait here.” 

      She stood up and left the room. This time she took longer to come back, long enough for my attention to drift. The uneven way my shadow moved against the wall became hypnotic. Maybe I was falling asleep, slipping away into that state between dreams and wakefulness, where reality had no trouble bending out of shape. At some point, I thought my unruly shadow stopped moving altogether, becoming so still I could swear it was staring back at me from whatever dimension it dwelled in. 

      I snapped out of it when Ada returned to the room. 

      “Here, take this.” She handed me a necklace on a silver chain. When the metal touched the skin of my open palm, a subtle zing went over me. I studied the necklace. It had a shape of two hands forming a circle over a semi-transparent white stone. 

      “What does it mean?” I asked, admiring how the sunlight reflected in the stone. “Was this Gran’s?”

      “I’ve made it myself,” Ada said. “I’ve been trying my hand in designing amulets. I normally create one to a client’s specifications, but with this one . . . This past Saturday, I woke up in cold sweat from a nightmare and I felt compelled to make this amulet. I don’t remember what the nightmare was about, but I understand now why I did what I did.” She gave me a meaningful stare. 

      “It was meant for you,” she continued. “The hands symbolize protection, and the gem is white topaz, the awareness stone. It’s meant to enhance the wearer’s individuality, but it’s also known as a manifestation stone.” 

      “Manifestation?” I repeated, unsure I liked where this was going. 

      “It’ll help bring into the light what’s been following you, make unseen things seen.”

      Another uncomfortable shiver rattled me. But this time I did a better job of ignoring it. I put the necklace over my head, its metal cold around my neck.

      “Thank you.” I stood up, feeling as unsure of everything as I was before the visit. “And thanks for the tea.”

      I gave my sister a hug, finding soothing solace in her embrace. Our goodbye was bittersweet. Coming to Ada for help and securing her support felt like a reconciliation, even if technically we weren’t estranged. But there was always a distance between us, and just when this gap was starting to close, I had to go and deal with the source of bad luck I’d been having. I wanted to stay longer in Ada’s little witch cottage, but I knew I couldn’t hide from what was stalking me forever. I had to face it. And I had to do it alone.
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      I was already on my street, able to see the tacky sign of the convenience shop on the first floor of my building, when I spotted Aaron. 

      My ex-boyfriend exited my building, making his way toward the subway station. 

      I considered yelling his name from the car but stopped myself, too exhausted to deal with him now. He had texted me recently, but I never responded. I missed him, but did I want to bring him back into my life when things were so weird and unsettled? What was he even doing here? An alarm went off in my mind. What if Aaron was the one behind those creepy phone calls? I never took him for the stalking kind, but here he was, leaving my building. He didn’t live or work anywhere near this area. 

      My hand went to my throat where the white topaz amulet rested in the crook of my neck. Ada said the stone would help manifest whatever it was that was bothering me. 

      Was Aaron’s appearance the result of the stone’s unexplained power?

      As if sensing my mental questions, the screen of my phone lit up with a new text. I parked the car and picked up the phone. 

      Can’t stop thinking about you. They say make-up sex is incredible, but this was on a different level. So happy you texted me back.

      What in the actual holy hell.

      I stared at the message. I forgot how to blink.

      I had long deleted Aaron’s number from my phone, but I couldn’t bring myself to block him, and I knew his number by heart. I knew for sure this text came from him. But could this really mean what I thought it meant? Did my doppelgänger graduate from showing up at my work to sleeping with my ex? 

      I felt sick to my bones.

      My world was spinning out of control, swirling around that gaping, dark hole in the ground. The hole taunted me, daring me.

      Should I text Aaron back? Should I run after him, question him? 

      Torn, I opted for my apartment. I’d seen Aaron leaving the building—did it mean he was actually inside my place with my malicious double? His text implied so.

      I was shaking with rage by the time I got in. Something immediately felt off. Even though, on the surface, nothing seemed out of sorts, the weird musky scent in the air suggested otherwise. 

      I caressed my white topaz necklace again, the beginning of a habit, seeking reassurance from it. 

      My bed was made slightly differently from how I usually did it. Same, but better, more precise, neat. Wrong.

      The bed was the source of that musky smell that penetrated the entire apartment. When I took a deep inhale, the scent became a stench, burning inside my lungs. I gagged. As the terrible smell continued to torment me, I couldn’t stop the vivid imagery running through my mind. Aaron’s lanky body wrapped around her. A woman with my face who wasn’t me. Did she kiss like me, fuck like me? Was she better than me?

      With an animalistic cry, I tore the sheets off and threw them to the floor. 

      My phone started ringing. 

      Private number again. 

      “Why do you keep calling me? What do you want?” I screamed.

      “Miss Kovac? This is Moira Bowell, from Appletree?” 

      Every sentence seemed to have a question mark added in the end. But could I really blame Moira for her wariness after my unhinged greeting?

      “Oh, yes, hi,” I said, horribly embarrassed. 

      I had been applying for preschool jobs on the downlow for months now. Aside from lucking out and landing a directorial position for which I was most definitely under-qualified, I was hoping to progress my career by becoming a Lead Teacher. It felt like ages since I’d applied for a role at Appletree. I assumed their silence meant I wasn’t deemed worthy of an interview. But as Moira kept talking, I had to readjust my perception of reality. Not only was Appletree’s director keen to interview me, I was a top-listed candidate. It turned out they had been trying to get in touch with me for the past few weeks, and they were hoping to set up the interview as soon as possible. Like, this Monday. 

      By the end of the call, I couldn’t hide my excitement. I was near tears, my relief palpable. After Moira wished me good luck and hung up, I was in high spirits, my fears and suspicions pushed to the back of my mind.
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      Over the weekend I kept dreaming about the hole in the ground, waking up several times throughout the night with my mind clouded by the powerful desire to go back there, to drive up that mountainous road until I came face to face with my nemesis. But it was likely that the pothole had now been paved over. I even called Chelle and carefully questioned her about the state of the road near her home. She had no idea what I was talking about. It was as if that particular crack existed only for me. 

      When Monday came, I decided I was done agonizing over that hole. My job interview was in the afternoon, and if things were finally going to go my way, I was at last going to step up. I called in sick at work, feeling mildly guilty over lying to Clarissa. But I was taking control of my own destiny. Guilt had no place in this new and improved mindset. 

      I patted the white topaz necklace, wondering again if Ada was on to something about this gem’s manifestation power. It seemed to be working, helping to course-correct my life. 

      With my best business clothes on and my makeup done to perfection, I left my apartment as if I were a soldier setting out to war, assured of my impending victory. 

      My rental car didn’t break down. There was almost no traffic. I was barely breaking a sweat. Nothing was going to stop me from arriving to the interview on time and from putting my best foot forward. 

      I walked into the Appletree reception with a few minutes to spare and announced myself to the redheaded woman half-hidden behind a computer screen. I assumed this was Moira, but when I mentioned our phone conversation to her, the redhead’s face scrunched up. 

      “I’m just helping out today. Moira’s out for a medical appointment,” she said. “Miss Kovac, was it?” Her expression turned confused as she typed, staring at the screen. 

      She looked up at me. “It says here you’ve already had your interview. It was rescheduled for earlier today.” 

      Panic set in, erasing my earlier confidence. I felt pushed out of my own body, forced to hover above it like a ghost. My doppelgänger. She was real, she wasn’t going away. She was taking over my life, one day at a time. 

      “Mr. Lorenzi will be in touch with you about the outcome once he interviews the remaining candidates,” the receptionist went on, ignoring or oblivious to my state. 

      I could barely speak, numbed by the news, but I managed to squeeze out a question. “What did she look like?” 

      “Who?”

      We locked eyes, and I saw concern in hers. How was she seeing me? A girl, unhinged, unravelled, undone? 

      I felt dizzy. 

      Desperate for some fresh air, I rushed outside. 

      My phone started ringing. 

      Hands shaking, I took the call and screamed into the speaker. “Stop calling me!”

      “Step over a crack, split your life in half,” said a deliberately soft voice. The sound of it, its intonation, was familiar as much as it was creepy. 

      Unreal. Otherworldly. 

      I had definitely heard it before. But where? I distinctly recalled this eerie voice saying my name, softly, gently, like a lover’s caress. 

      And then I remembered. I thought I had imagined it then, hearing my name as I’d stood over the crack in the road, staring into its swirling darkness. But here it was again, that voice.

      “What kind of a sick joke is this? Who is this?” I shouted, uncaring what the passers-by thought of me. A young mother, baby strapped to her chest, gave me a wide berth, like I was dangerous. 

      “It’s me,” the voice said. “I’m waving at you now. Do you see me?”

      Sweating through my clothes, I looked up, and I saw. 

      Her. 

      Across the road from me, in the busy traffic, she blinked in and out of view. But in those brief glimpses, I saw just enough of her for my skin to ripple in alarm. Long black hair moved freely around her face, waves gentle in the wind. Her pink-and-gold sundress was trendy, something I’d definitely choose for myself. Its design, or perhaps the color scheme, made me wonder how I knew this dress. I didn’t own it, but . . . Wait. Could this be the Oscar de la Renta number a certain thief had bought with my credit card only a few days ago? 

      My eyes followed the glint of light coming from the girl’s shoes. A pair of sandals with polished silver straps. My lips parted in shock, acknowledging the wrongness of it all. 

      She must’ve broken into my apartment and stolen those shoes out of my closet.

      And then I took a closer look at the woman’s face, her features becoming clear to me despite the river of traffic. 

      I knew why things felt so terribly wrong.

      She was me. 

      Or at least, she was as close as someone could get to imitating me. I’d need a closer look to know for sure. But her shape, her height, even her slightly off-centre posture screamed familiar. 

      Familiar because that’s what I saw whenever I looked in the mirror. 

      I had a stalker, a weirdo who was pretending to be me. That would explain this constant feeling I’d been having lately of being watched and always remaining one step behind someone. But why? Why would someone choose my life to copy, my life out of all the other lives? Why me?

      “. . . Split your life in half,” the voice in my phone said. 

      The call dropped. 

      A large freight truck speeded by, blocking my double from view. 

      When the street cleared up, the woman in the sundress was gone.
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      She wanted me to follow her, to find her. Both of us knew this had to end, this surreal cat-and-mouse game we were playing, this dance of shadows. 

      I waited for the road to clear before I jaywalked, my heels clacking against the asphalt. Turning from side to side, I caught a glimpse of her getting into a car at the end of the street. 

      Without thinking, I hailed a taxi and instructed the driver to follow her. 

      We drove and drove, the taxi meter counting off my fare, until we left the city limits and headed for the mountains. My heart dropped in recognition. We were going in the direction of Chelle and Delilah’s house, approaching the location of the hole in the road, the thing that had split my life in half and forever changed me.

      Some distance ahead, my doppelgänger’s ride slowed down, then came to a stop. 

      “I’ll get off here, please,” I said to the driver, my eyes locked on the shape of my double. She was leaving the car and stepping into the mud. I could almost feel that viscous sensation that came with high heels sinking into the soil, as if I were the one experiencing it.

      “You’re sure, miss? There’s nothing out there, just the forest,” the driver warned, but he stopped the car all the same. 

      I paid up and got out, shaky on my feet. The car did a U-turn and headed back into the city as my doppelgänger’s ride proceeded in its original direction, leaving her on the side of the road. 

      It was just us two now, me and her, on this lonely country road where all of this began. 

      She stood very still, with her back to me, but I knew she could feel me staring at her. When I took a step toward her, she broke into a run. She was unexpectedly fast, especially considering she was wearing heeled sandals—my sandals. 

      But I knew exactly where she was going. I would catch up with her sooner or later. 

      I started my trek up the mountainous road, my pace determined. I paid no attention to anything else, my mind fully set on the task. I wasn’t aware what time it was or whether it was cold or warm. I just kept on walking, reducing the distance between me and the other me. There was a place only for one of us in this world, and today we were going to determine who got to live out the rest of my life. 

      I recognized a certain turn of the road. This was it. The place where my car had driven over that monstrous crack. Just like that late Saturday evening, the sun was just beginning to set, and clouds covered the skies. It started to drizzle. 

      The hole in the road gaped straight ahead, its dark mouth open wide. As I neared it, I saw that it was pulsating, expanding. 

      The other me, my double, came to a halt by the edge of the hole. 

      I waited for her to turn, to face me, to say something, but instead, she simply took another step forward and vanished into the opening. 

      The dark hole consumed her. 

      I broke into a run, covering the rest of the distance between us in a frantic dash. 

      “You’re not getting away from me,” I said, my voice sounding strange and unfamiliar to my ears. 

      The opening in the road, this hungering mouth, seemed to have grown bigger since the first time I saw it. It stretched before me, long like a grave and wide like a trench. Its bottom concealed by mist and shadows. There was no road anymore, just the hole. 

      I lingered by the edge. The hole in the road was closing in, shrinking.

      Now or never. 

      I jumped into the hole. 

      The moment my feet reached the ground, the light vanished overhead as the hole closed up completely, a gaping mouth no more. 

      I was lost, disconnected from the natural world, a particle set free. In the darkness that pulsated and shifted around me, I felt as if I’d always been a part of it, that it was my prisoner as much as I was its. It was easy, in the dark, to forget why I came here in the first place, but then my doppelgänger’s scent filled my nostrils and my lungs, making me gag. 

      I went deeper and deeper, following her smell, until the ceiling got so low I had to get down on my knees and crawl and crawl and crawl, the tunnel tightening. Everything stank, of overturned earth, of rot. When I got out of here, I was never going to wash this stench off my skin. If I got out.

      “Where are you hiding?” I shouted into the dark when I could stand up again. 

      I cast my hands wide, my searching fingers grasping at the emptiness. 

      I shrieked in surprise when my right hand grabbed onto something that felt like some kind of hanging plant. When this thing in my hand put up resistance and pulled back, I realized it was no plant at all. It was hair. Long and soft, it had the exact same texture as mine. Only it wasn’t my hair. It was hers. I could hear her breathing in the dark. 

      I strengthened my grasp and pulled. The other me hissed in pain. That should teach her to steal from me, to take things that weren’t hers. 

      “Let go of me!” she cried out, but I only pulled her closer, bringing her to me.

      There must’ve been cracks in the ceiling of this muddy prison. Some pale light was sneaking in, showing more of my doppelgänger to me. With her hair still wrapped up around my right hand, I brought her in so close we were practically nose to nose. 

      “Why are you doing this to me?” she whimpered, eyes shifting, rolling back in fear, showing me the whites. 

      Her sudden influx of innocence infuriated me. 

      “Step over a crack, split your life in half!” I murmured in the dark, parroting her threat from before. 

      “But it’s not . . . I’m not . . .” she protested. 

      She lashed out at me. Her nails scraped my neck, getting caught in my necklace. I couldn’t even feel the pain, too lost to my righteous fury, to the act of reclaiming what was mine. 

      With my free hand, I blocked her next attack. My nails dug into her skin. She moaned in pain. 

      When I pulled back, a thin ribbon of her skin remained snagged between my fingers. 

      “No!” she screamed, her eyes darting in horror. 

      I couldn’t stop now if I tried. 

      This bit of her skin started to unspool, coming off her in thin lines, like an ancient mummy unravelling. She unwound in my hands, as if I’d pulled a wrong thread and it was undoing all of her, her skin, her clothes, her hair. 

      Layer after layer of her fell away, until she was no longer a girl but a pile of putrid matter at my feet. 

      Gagging, I crawled out of that hole in the road and into the light. The crevice that had swallowed me up whole what felt like minutes ago was already closing behind me, turning into a smooth section of asphalt. 

      The rest of the afternoon was a blur. 

      I must’ve managed to call myself a ride. To get home. I remembered riding in the back of an unfamiliar car, my forehead pressed against the cold glass. 

      I remembered getting into my bed. 

      I slept and slept and slept, an insect lost to metamorphosis, transforming in her slumber. I woke up in the morning, ready to break out of my cocoon. My skin felt odd, like a damp wetsuit clinging to me. 

      I couldn’t find the white topaz necklace Ada had given me. 

      Perhaps it was lost underground, left to fester there alongside the fetid remains of my double, the girl I had unravelled. But at least the amulet had served its purpose. It’d manifested the source of my troubles. The rest was up to me. I took control.
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      What became of my life? 

      Things have gotten better after my excursion underground. I got the Appletree job. I started saving money. I moved out of my studio into a bigger place. I even got back together with Aaron. About a week ago, he proposed. I said yes. Chelle and I had a big heart-to-heart, and now we’re closer than ever. She, Radha, and my sister will be my maids of honour. I couldn’t pick one of them, so I chose all three. 

      And I owed it all to her. The other me. The girl from the hole in the ground. 

      Long after our clash, her horrific unravelling, I continued to dream of her. 

      Sometimes, the dream would take me back to the day after Chelle’s fateful party in the mountains. I’d wake up in my lonely apartment to the sinister sound of my phone ringing. I’d pick up, and there would be silence. Or sometimes the other me would say, “Step over a crack, split your life in half.” She’d repeat the words like a prayer, over and over and over, until I’d wake up, drenched in sweat. 

      Sometimes, the dream would transport me underground. It’d be me and her, the other girl, together in the tight space. The mud walls would start closing in around us like a coffin, pressing us together, forcing us to merge into a conglomeration of flesh and anxiety. Her mouth would end up next to my ear. She’d whisper something, but the sound would be like a murmuration of migrating birds, too far to make out. 

      There was one last kind of dream, a rare one, the one I feared the most. Whenever I’d have it, it’d take me days to recover from it, to find my footing again, to feel human again. 

      In this dream, I’d defeat my doppelgänger and crawl out of the hole. I’d get home to find another double waiting there for me. This new impostor would not be pleased at all to see me. 

      “I’ve been looking for you,” she’d say and then proceed to accuse me of everything my doppelgänger had done to me. And then this girl, this fake me, would lunge. She’d grab my wrist, nails digging painfully into my flesh. Her nimble fingers would find a bit of skin that stuck out and then she’d pull at it like one would pull at a loose thread from a sweater, unravelling the garment in the process. 

      This time, I’d be the one unwound, reduced to ribbons of flesh and organic matter. 

      While my body would be coming apart, I’d scream at my undoer to stop, plead with her, try and convince her she was the one who didn’t belong, the one who needed to be unravelled. But in this dream, she’d have all the power, and I had none, and she had the luck on her side. 

      And so, she’d pull and pull and pull at my flesh until I came apart. Until I came undone.
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      Disorienting red and blue lights from a patrol car flashed against the otherwise dark backdrop of a quiet suburban cul-de-sac in Watertown, Massachusetts. It was 3:00 AM, and most of the city’s inhabitants should’ve been asleep or minimally working. But this was the real world, and trouble stirred to life during the witching hour. 

      Besides, if everyone behaved, Misty would’ve been out of a job. 

      She sat in the driver’s seat of her black Escalade and sighed. Misty loved her job and hated it. The latter because being a homicide detective was a morbid occupation, and this case was no different. It got easier, seeing gruesome murders, but one never became accustomed to dealing with grieving loved ones.

      Misty leaned forward, looking in her rearview mirror to wipe the sleep from under her eyes. Her light-blond pixie cut was combed back, held in place by faith and gel. With a sigh, she reached over to the passenger seat and pulled out her work bag, then opened the car door.

      A rush of crisp autumn air kissed her face, and Misty regretted the decision to not bring a jacket. Instead, she wore a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved button-up.

      “Well, look what the fuckin’ cat dragged in. How are ya, McIntyre?” Reynolds, one of the city cops, smiled at her. Misty never knew how to deal with Jason Reynolds. There was something about him that always made her want to cleanse herself with sage, vodka, or hand sanitizer after dealing with him. It wasn’t his greasy black hair, beady brown eyes, or the way he leaned into his accent wicked hard. Actually, it might have been all of that.

      Misty averted her eyes and focused on the house, which was currently taped off. “Where’s Dickerson?” She skipped over his commentary, not wanting to engage in small talk while there was a dead body to deal with. 

      Reynolds’s eyebrows slanted inward, and he jerked his chin toward the front of the house. “Inside. And, Misty . . .” He rubbed the back of his neck, wincing. “Take a moment to prepare yourself.”

      His warning caught her off guard. Usually, Reynolds wouldn’t divulge so much as a damn hint about what was happening. He’d typically snicker as she discovered morbid scenes, not that she expected rainbows and sunshine to greet her. Besides, in nearly twenty years, Misty had seen her fair share of horror, as had Reynolds. So why was this scene any harder? 

      She nodded to him, concealing the fuck you she knew was written on her face, then ducked under the caution tape and made her way into the small ranch-style home. 

      The door was open, and it led into a short, white-walled hallway, which led to either the kitchen or living room. The sound of retching caught her attention, followed by sobs. There was a woman’s voice, which shook as she spoke. “He went outside for a smoke. Sometimes, Richie doesn’t go to bed until late. When he didn’t come back for a while, I went to check on him, and I found him li-like that.” 

      Misty drew in a calming breath, steeling her nerves and distancing herself from the moment. Putting up her guard was something she’d adopted a long time ago, a necessity in her line of work.

      She turned into the living room. It was cozy in the same way her nana’s house was, a crocheted afghan on the back of a chair. But the body on the floor gave Misty pause.

      Not a body, not entirely.

      It took her a moment to process what she saw.

      A husk of a man. Richie must’ve been a plumper middle-aged man, but his body, if Misty could even call it that, was mummified. One glance around the room, and Misty saw a framed picture of the heavier-set man with his wife. This . . . thing was malnourished, skeletal. His nightclothes clung to him and hid the way the bones jutted out beneath. 

      There was no trail of evidence as far as Misty could plainly see, but that’s why they’d search the scene. 

      “It’s bad, isn’t it?” Dickerson sidled up beside her. His warm brown skin seemed a fraction paler. Misty didn’t blame him. “I thought it was a joke at first, but it’s not, Mist. What the hell could do this?”

      She pulled latex gloves from her back pocket and slid them on. “That’s my job, isn’t it? At least part of it. Daryl is going to have a field day with this.” Coroners had a twisted sense of humor—even more so than detectives. “My God, it looks like a sick Halloween prank.” But Halloween was three weeks away.

      Misty leaned forward, itching to touch the body. Her eyes raked over Richie’s clothes: white tank top, plaid flannel bottoms. Nothing was amiss with them. When she reached his eyes, she nearly flinched. They were there, if she could say that, but dried out and resting on fragments of tissue in the skull.

      Bewilderment furrowed her brow as she stared down at the man. The sight of him reminded her of a burned body she’d seen at a warehouse fire, but it wasn’t the same. He wasn’t charred. “Where do we fucking start with this one?”

      Dickerson shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

      “I still say spontaneous combustion,” Reynolds said from across the room. 

      Rolling her eyes, Misty stood up and shot him a glare. Did he not hear or just not care that the man’s wife was in the kitchen in hysterics? “Keep your idiotic thoughts to yourself,” she growled at him.

      Moving around the room, Misty looked on the mantle above the fireplace, searching for something out of place. Nothing. The one window was locked, the shades drawn. Nothing in the living room seemed out of sorts. Perhaps dusting for prints would bring something to light.

      After forensics performed their tasks, Misty glanced down at the wooden floor and glimpsed a small paw print. It looked to be about the size of a cat’s. Arching a brow, Misty walked away from the body and into the kitchen.

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Albertson.” Misty waited until the woman finished drying her eyes. “My name is Misty McIntyre, I’m the head detective on the case. I have a quick question.”

      “What is it?” she choked out. 

      “Do you own a cat?” Misty asked, feeling foolish, but as she glanced around the kitchen, there was no sign of a food dish or water out. Not even an empty can or bag of cat food. 

      “No.” Mrs. Albertson paused. “Richie used to give cream to one stray outside. Sometimes I’d catch him letting it in the house.” Wiping at her nose, Mrs. Albertson took a steadying breath. “He was the animal person, not me. I never wanted a pet.”

      Misty nodded. It made sense why there would be prints in the living room. Not that a cat amidst this made any sense. 

      “I’m sorry about this, Mrs. Albertson. We’ll do our best to find an explanation.”

      The woman only sniffed and nodded in return.

      For a solid hour, Misty raked over the living room from top to bottom, taking pictures, jotting notes down, but nothing outside of the man’s body leaped out at her as abnormal. It bothered her that not one item seemed disturbed. No forced entry. No signs of struggle. Not even a speck of blood spatter.

      Grabbing her work bag, Misty walked outside and lingered on the front porch. Dickerson sauntered up beside her. “We’ve got our hands full with this one. Fuck, I mean . . . this would give anyone nightmares.”

      It wasn’t the worst she’d ever seen, but it was the most bizarre. Still, Misty agreed, it was enough to keep her up for the next few nights.

      “Think happy thoughts, Dickerson. Let’s hope a few rounds of coffee and Daryl’s autopsy will help us out here, right?” 

      “Yeah, we can only hope.” There wasn’t enough coffee in the world to solve this today. She frowned. “Anyway, I’m off. Iniya should be waiting for me.”

      Dickerson scoffed, then jerked his head toward her Escalade. “Don’t forget to tell Iniya I’m waiting on that sweet pongal. My wife tried making it to no avail.”

      Misty laughed and shifted the strap on her shoulder as she descended the stairs. Leave it to Dickerson to think of food at a time like this. Not that she could blame him; Iniya’s cooking was the best.

      “I’ll pass that along. She’s been busy with fall classes, but I’m sure once she’s not drowning in essays to grade, she’d gladly make some for you.” Walking to her car, Misty couldn’t shake the feeling that someone or something was watching her. She lifted a hand and brushed the raised hairs at the back of her neck. 

      Weird. The whole thing was strange, but for now, she needed to download the pictures and write a report.
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      By the time Misty slid into her car, it was nearly five o’clock. The sun wouldn’t be up for another two hours, not that it would bring any sunshine with it. There was no moon out and certainly no stars to see thanks to the thick clouds. It was a typical New England fall day, crisp and drizzling. Days like this made the red, orange, and yellow leaves pop against the dull brown and green foliage.

      Misty yawned as she drove through town, passing the several package stores along the way. Was it too early to storm into one and grab some Jameson? She combed her fingers through her hair, frowning.

      Luckily, the station was only a ten-minute drive from the Albertsons’ house, and the precinct was only two blocks away from the package stores. Once she pulled into her parking spot, she reached over and grabbed her bag. Sliding from the car, she approached the building but paused outside the door.

      One of her co-workers squatted down and fiddled with something. Squinting, Misty made out that they were rubbing a sleek cat. Was it black? She couldn’t tell. Misty had never been superstitious, but she’d never realized how many strays occupied Watertown. Of course, the MSPCA ads flickered to life in her mind, pushing to spay and neuter cats. She also knew firsthand that the shelters were full to the brim with cats and kittens, because she’d bumped into the animal control officer, Lily, a month ago.

      It felt like today, of all days, cats seemed to be everywhere, striking her as odd. Maybe it was just her noticing them more because of the case.

      Inside the building, Misty walked down the corridor and headed toward her personal office. It was a sterile-looking room, with gray walls and various certificates or accomplishments hung on the wall. On her dark oak desk sat a picture of her and Iniya in Hawaii, kissing in front of a colorful sunset. 

      She plopped down into her computer chair and booted her computer up. It came to life with a small jingle, and by the time she had the memory card placed into the card reader, the computer was ready to go.

      Clicking open the folder of pictures she’d taken, Misty grimaced. If she’d thought perhaps her mind had blown things out of proportion somehow, she was wrong. The sight was just as unsettling on her computer screen as it had been in the Albertsons’ living room.

      She clicked to enlarge the photo, squinting to look closer at the details. The dried, flaking skin; the sunken eyes, whole eyes; and the paw prints . . . 

      Picture after picture, Misty looked for something she hadn’t seen.

      She jumped as a knock sounded on her door and in popped Sandy, one of the dispatchers. “Just bringing you a coffee. I heard it was an awful sight to walk in to, and you haven’t surfaced since you got in.” Sandy crossed the room and set the steaming mug down. Her deep-brown eyes lingered on Misty for too long, making Misty wonder what the hell she looked like.

      Brushing it off, she offered an appreciative smile and glanced down at her computer’s clock. Two hours had passed since she’d holed herself up in her office. She blinked and snatched the mug of coffee up before guzzling some.

      Misty’s shoulders relaxed as the warmth of the coffee filled her. “Thank you, Sandy. I didn’t realize I’d been stuck in here for that long already.”

      “Dickerson said it was awful.” Sandy pointed to the computer. “The scene, that is.” She hunched forward, biting her bottom lip. “I don’t mean to pry, but are you all right?”

      Misty leaned back, cupping her hands around the mug as if it could will away the disturbing images within her mind. She sighed, closing her eyes. “It’s . . . well, it’s weird. I’m hoping we have something back from either toxicology or the autopsy. Something to explain the how in some way. I’ve never seen anything like it, Sandy.” Maybe once. But that was on a campy Syfy original, and this was real life.

      “You didn’t answer my question. Are you all right?” 

      No, I’m not. How can anyone be after that? “I will be, but for now, I have to suck it up and figure this damn thing out.” She took another gulp of coffee, but the trilling of her phone interrupted the calming effect the liquid had on her. Dread filled Misty, and as she lifted her cell from the table and saw Dickerson’s name, her body chilled. 

      Sandy, taking the cue, waved, then ducked out of the office.

      Misty answered the call. “Don’t tell me we have another one.”

      “Hate to tell you, but, Misty, there’s another mummy vic.” Dickerson rushed his words. “This time on Bay Street, and it’s a kid.”

      “Fuck off. A kid?” Misty darted from her chair, then left her office.

      Dickerson sighed on the other end. “Yep. Daniel Murry, date of birth: January 8, 2000.”

      “Where on Bay are you?” Misty was already heading out of the precinct and noticed the hum of voices rise behind her.

      “9 Bay.” Dickerson paused, then, “It’s as rough as the other vic. Prepare yourself.”

      The sound of Dickerson’s voice shaking told her everything she needed to know. He was a solid guy and had seen his fair share of horrors, but to know he was as shaken as she was . . .

      “Right, well, I’m only a few minutes away. I’ll be right there.” She paused at her SUV, shaking her head. A kid this time. It made no sense, outside of the vic being another male in a similar location.

      Something brushed against her calf, and when she looked down, an orange cat wound its way through her legs. It chirruped as its tail curled around her shin. “I don’t have time for this.” Misty gently scooted the cat away from her leg, not wanting it to bolt under her car as she drove away. Luckily, it trotted off and joined its companion.

      There, among the gravel, a gray cat with moon-yellow eyes watched her. Its tail flicked rapidly against its leg, as if it was annoyed. What did a cat have to be annoyed with? People took pity on strays all the time, feeding them, and the moochers moved on to the next without batting an eye.

      Shaking her head, Misty hopped into the driver’s seat, plopped her bag on the passenger-side floor, and started up her SUV. It purred to life, rumbling as she backed out of her parking spot.

      Off to another ghastly sight.
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      When Misty arrived on the scene, the sky had brightened, but there was still the gray gloominess lingering.

      Reynolds sauntered toward her door and knocked on the window, his beady eyes glancing from her face to the glass, as if expecting her to roll it down immediately. Instead, she opened the door abruptly and slammed him in the chest.

      “Jesus, McIntyre!” he seethed, glaring at her, but his anger faded as if he’d realized it had been an accident. Which it hadn’t been. With a huff, he gestured toward the front lawn where everyone was gathered. Browned leaves scattered across the grass, and an occasional red peeked through the dull shades. “Same damn thing as the other one.”

      Misty’s heart pounded as she stepped out of her SUV. There was a bite in the air, reminding her that she hadn’t grabbed her jacket from her back seat, but curiosity bled into dread, forcing her forward.

      Reynolds remained by her car, but Dickerson met her halfway to the lawn and shook his head. His eyes were as haunted as she imagined hers were. His typical smile was gone, and every ounce of easiness he usually had was absent too. Not that she blamed him.

      She approached the throng of cops, and they parted for Misty as she drew nearer. Even though she was expecting the same sight, it made her gasp.

      She crouched, looking down at the husk of a human body. It was dried, just like the other, but where the previous body’s eyes remained in the skull, there were none in this body. Misty also noticed an organ pulled free and laid by its side. Moving closer, she inspected it further. A liver? She swallowed down the urge to gag.

      Pulling on latex gloves, she examined the organ closer. It appeared as though it had been cleaned—no blood coated it—but what struck her as odd was that there were no puncture holes, no tearing. 

      Misty stood and glanced up at the sky. “No blood. No obvious signs of struggle or even of a second individual. How the hell is this happening?”

      Dickerson cleared his throat and leaned in toward her. “The parents are in front of the garage. If you need anything from me, I’ll be over here.” He pointed toward his blacked-out sedan. 

      The victim’s mother wailed. Misty knew it was the mother because she’d seen that kind of grief more times than she could count. The man beside her—her husband, Misty assumed—tried to hold her up.

      Nodding, Misty approached the parents and pulled a notebook out of her pocket. “Mr. and Mrs. Murry? I’m Detective McIntyre, but you can call me Misty. I’m sorry about your loss. I’m going to do everything I can to piece this together. But can you tell me where Daniel was this morning?”

      Mrs. Murry swiped at freshly fallen tears. This woman had an iron core; Misty could see it as she pulled herself together. “Danny had just gotten in from a night out with his friends. They were celebrating their acceptance into Amherst. He’s not one to party, but I kind of forced him into it. I told him to experience life while he could.” Mr. Murry squeezed her arm as she laughed, which turned into a sob. “He was fine when he got home, but he said he forgot something in his car. I had to get ready for work, and then I found it odd he hadn’t come back in. I went outside and saw . . .” Her voice dissolved as she cried again.

      “I can only imagine how hard this is for you. Do you think there is anything else I should know? Did you notice anything off about Danny?”

      Mr. Murry shook his head. “No, he was a good kid. He even took care of the stray cats in the area.”

      Cats? Again? The only connecting factor so far was cats. Misty’s brow furrowed as she puzzled over the little-known facts of the previous victim and now this one. Schooling her expression into a neutral one, she jotted down a few notes.

      “All right. I’m so sorry again for your loss. If you can think of anything, here’s my card.” She reached into her blazer pocket and pulled out a business card. “I will do everything I can to find out what happened.” But no promises. Misty had learned long ago to never promise someone answers, because sometimes, there never was a rhyme or reason to evil. There were plenty of times that bad things simply happened, and mostly to good people.

      Behind her, she could hear Reynolds’s nasally voice yammering on about how disgusting it was. No tact, that one. Misty would’ve preferred if he wasn’t around. Asshole.

      Inclining her head, Misty turned on her heel.

      “Wait. We have a security camera. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that.” Mr. Murry hurriedly pulled his phone out with shaking hands and swiped at the screen. “Maybe it’ll show whoever did this.”

      Hope filled Misty. Of course, most people had security cameras now. She hurried forward, glancing down at the small screen as he flicked through the footage.

      Danny. Standing there on his lawn with cans of cat food. A white light in the corner of the screen, then a shadowed figure moving. In a bright flash, the screen became white, and it wasn’t until the aftermath—Danny’s shell of a body lying on the ground—that the screen returned to normal.

      “What the hell?” Mr. Murry growled. “What happened?”

      The hair on the back of her neck raised. “Maybe it was a bad connection to your Wi-Fi. It could be clearer on your computer.” However, her gut told her otherwise. She didn’t know why, but it was that instinct that kicked in for every case. The voice in the back of her head that told her she knew. But outside of wonky technology, Misty had no idea what would’ve caused this, or who, let alone why.

      “I’ll check,” Mr. Murry said shakily and swiped a hand through his hair. He looked so lost, his blue eyes flicking from his front lawn to Misty, as if she could snap her fingers and make this all go away. If only she could. “Ah, I’m sorry. Come in.” He turned away, leading his wife and Misty into the home.

      The aroma of spices tickled Misty’s nose. Clove, cinnamon, and a hint of orange. Unlike the Albertsons’ house, the Murrys’ home was modern. White walls with gold and navy accents added a level of warmth to the sterile-looking ranch.

      “It’s in the office.” Mr. Murry hurried down the hall and took an abrupt left.

      Misty’s eyes trailed along the pictures adorning the walls. Young Danny, smiling at a T-ball game. An awkward school picture with his cowlick standing up. His prom picture. She pressed her lips together and strode into the office just in time to see the surveillance video pull up. Again, it played the same scene. Misty moved forward, hovering closer to the screen, but like the other video, the screen turned white.

      “I don’t understand.” Mr. Murry’s voice was ragged, and his wife’s crying resumed.

      As Misty was about to open her mouth to soothe them, her phone buzzed in her pocket. “Excuse me, I’m so sorry.” She fled the room, answering the phone. “McIntyre.”

      “Misty,” Neely rushed her name. 

      Forensics. Please have an answer.

      “What do you have, Neely?” She half-sighed the words. “Tell me something, anything.”

      The only sound from the other end was typing, which Misty took as a bad sign. “Well, we don’t have anything solid, and there were no significant findings. Misty, honestly, the only thing we found was cat hair.”

      “Cat hair,” she echoed. “That’s not enough. We need something more than damn cat hair.” She hung up, turning in time to see the Murrys leave the office. “I will be in touch with you when we know more.” Misty hated this part, when she had to walk away and leave the family without any answers.

      Hopefully, they’d have some soon.
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      The day ticked on. Slowly at first, then all at once. Until Misty found herself hovering over her steering wheel in the driveway. She twisted her hands on the leather, willing her day’s worth of stress into it.

      There were times she wondered how she made it home when it felt as though she’d just stepped inside her car. With a sigh, she pulled her keys from the center console.

      Frustratingly, no earth-shattering news had come from forensics or the coroner. Nothing that made sense of the madness.

      A rapping against her window startled her, but as she focused on the familiar face behind the glass, her shoulders relaxed. Iniya.

      She opened the door and slid out. Iniya moved closer and wrapped her arms around Misty’s neck, toying with her short-cropped hair. Simply being in Iniya’s presence soothed her.

      “That bad of a day?” Iniya’s lips pressed against hers. The taste of coffee and chocolate lingered on her mouth. No doubt because Iniya was snacking on them as she graded papers.

      “You have no idea.” Misty sighed and snuck in another kiss. This time she drew it out, needing the distraction and wanting Iniya’s smooth body to wipe away the images plaguing her mind, if only for a little while.

      Iniya’s fingers slid along the collar of Misty’s jacket, then tugged as she walked backward. “Come on in the house. It’s cold out, and I know a way to not only warm you but to work some stress out too.” She winked, flashing a toothy smile.

      Misty’s lips twitched into a grin as her beautiful, vibrant girlfriend pulled her into their home. The scent of cinnamon tickled Misty’s nose. No doubt it was one of the various candles strewn around the house. Iniya enjoyed the warmth and comfort she drew from them, even declaring they helped her concentrate as she graded college essays.

      All Misty needed was a cold, hard cider and Nirvana playing through her ear buds so she could drift away to Kurt Cobain’s voice.

      Iniya’s expression softened. “You know, you can tell me about your day if you would like. Or not. I’m going to start the shower for us.” She leaned forward, placing a soft kiss on the tip of Misty’s nose, then headed off down the hall to the bathroom.

      While Iniya was gone, Misty pried the blazer from her body and shuffled down the hall. Flashes of the bodies popped into her mind’s eye. The gaping mouths, hollow and dry. Their skin crisp as a leaf in mid-winter. She shivered and scrubbed at her face, willing the sight to go away. Who the hell did that?

      Opening the door to the laundry room, she chucked the blazer onto the floor before joining Iniya in the bathroom. Iniya had abandoned her clothing and slid into the shower. Steam already filled the small space, clouding the mirror and the glass doors that barely concealed Iniya’s slender figure.

      Misty followed suit, stripping free of her work clothes, shedding the day’s stress, before she stepped into the shower behind her girlfriend. She slid her arms around her, leaning her chin against her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry you had a hard day.” Iniya paused, then continued, “It’s not like you to be this shaken up.”

      Misty sighed, squeezing Iniya in her arms. Normally, Misty didn’t divulge much about work. For one, it wasn’t legal, and two, Iniya didn’t need to know the gritty details of Misty’s line of work. But this time, she needed to blurt it out to someone else. The pictures would remain unseen, however; she’d explain it and allow Iniya’s vivid imagination to fill in the gaps.

      “Remember the movie The Mummy?” Misty tilted her head so she could see Iniya’s profile.

      Iniya’s nose wrinkled.

      “Not Tom Cruise. Brendan Fraser,” Misty quickly added. “Before Imhotep’s skin regenerates. He’s a walking corpse, with rotting sinew. That’s what the victim looked like. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Unlike Imhotep, Richard Albertson’s skin had hardened, cracked even in some places. There was nothing rotten about him, only drained.

      Iniya spun around and her dark eyes studied Misty’s face. “You’re not joking.”

      “I wish I was.” Misty grabbed a washcloth and the soap, sudsing it before running the cloth along Iniya’s collarbone. “This is really fucked up, Ni. It doesn’t add up, between the time the vic stepped outside and his wife found him. There wasn’t enough time to do that kind of damage.”

      “Douse yourself in lavender.” Iniya motioned toward the shelf outside the shower. The familiar scent of rosemary and peppermint wafted toward Misty—the oils that Iniya proclaimed helped clarity burst from the bar of locally made soap. “Or call an exorcist.”

      Was that an attempt at humor? Misty wasn’t in the mood for jokes, but the earnest expression in her girlfriend’s eyes said she wasn’t joking. Iniya dabbled in witchcraft and relied on herbal concoctions and oils to ward off bad moods, ailments, and spirits. While Misty never mocked her, she certainly didn’t believe in any of it.

       “I don’t know if dousing myself in perfume is going to do a damn thing to bring him back or solve the case, Iniya.” Misty frowned, her shoulders slumping forward. “I’m sorry.” She lifted a hand to rub at her forehead, attempting to ease the oncoming tension headache. “It’s just—”

      “No, don’t apologize.” Iniya grabbed Misty’s hand and dragged it lower, over her abdomen, then over the freshly shaven mound. “You can make it up to me now.”

      Misty’s grip loosened on the cloth, and it plopped to the shower floor. Slowly, her mind shifted from dark and dreary to warm and sultry. Iniya added fuel to the fire coursing through her veins, because as Misty’s thumb found her sensitive ball of nerves, Iniya teased Misty’s.

      “Shit,” Misty hissed. “I’m supposed to be making it up to you.”

      “Well, yeah, but you looked a little stuck in your head.” She laughed, closing her eyes as she leaned against her for support. “Don’t stop,” Iniya breathed.

      And Misty didn’t until Iniya was boneless and breathless against her. She smiled against her temple. “Ni, we should actually shower. The hot water is going to run out in a minute.”

      Iniya grumbled. “Fine, but I’m not done with you yet.”

      And, dear God, Misty hoped not.
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      After Iniya had worked her magic, lifting Misty’s stress and wrenching cries of pleasure from her, she’d dozed off in their bed. But Misty’s mind churned like the sea. She slid from the bed, threw on her cotton bathrobe, and headed into the kitchen for some water.

      Warm light spilled from beneath the microwave, lighting the kitchen enough so she didn’t fumble around in the dark. Fetching a glass, she filled it, but something outside caught her eye. There was movement near her SUV—a man—no, what was that? She squinted, leaning over the sink to get a better look.

      Whatever it was slunk low, peering back at her, and glowing green eyes flashed in the night. Misty gasped, dropping the glass into the sink. It shattered on contact, splintering into shards.

      “What the fuck?” She blinked, willing her eyes to focus. A moment later, a cat padded along her driveway, yowling. But before that, when the shadowed figure glanced her way, it almost looked human. You’re tired, you need sleep. The dark is playing tricks on you. “Stupid cat.” Clearly the case had sunk deep into her subconscious already. Shaking her head, Misty cleaned up the glass, thankful Iniya slept like a stone. She didn’t want her worrying further or prying into her head.

      When Misty finished, she padded back to bed and settled in against Iniya. Her long, thick lashes fanned out against her high cheekbones, and her full lips parted, allowing soft breaths to escape. Love swelled in Misty’s chest, and it was enough to ward off the evil lurking in the depths of her mind, until she, too, fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The phone on Misty’s desk rang. She was half tempted to let it continue ringing after last night’s sleep. It’d been erratic, fitful, and full of bizarre dreams. Images of the cases and the strange shadow she’d seen lurking around her SUV . . . they’d all filled her chest with a suffocating heaviness.

      “McIntyre,” she muttered into the phone, staring at an open email on her work computer.

      “Misty, it’s Erica from forensics. I just wanted to let you know, outside of finding cat hairs on the bodies, there wasn’t anything that showed up. No bruising, no sign of spontaneous combustion . . .” 

      “Spontaneous combustion—are you kidding me?” Misty huffed. 

      Erica cleared her throat. “We looked into everything for an explanation. You can’t be too hard on us . . .”

      Misty pulled up one photo on her computer and squinted as she looked at it. The hollowed-out body, the silent scream prying the mouth open. No, she couldn’t blame them.

      She frowned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “So, what now?” 

      “I don’t know. Give me a few days. I’m desperate too, and I know someone . . .”

      Misty lifted her head, straightening her shoulders. Erica was into some strange shit and hung around even weirder people. “Erica . . .”

      “I know, I know. No spooky stuff. No, it’s legit. One of my professors, actually.”

      Misty grew quiet, pondering over the options, which were few‌. “All right, but be quiet about it, will you? I don’t need to get fired over this. How long will it take to hear back?”

      “A week or so.”

      It was better than a dead end, Misty supposed, but how long would it be until another victim showed up?

      “Call me if you hear anything.” She hung up, grumbling to herself.

      How likely was it for a damn cat to cause both deaths?

      The screen on her cellphone lit up as a text came in. Iniya’s name caught her attention. Picking it up, she stared down at the thumbnail of a picture. Misty clenched her teeth as she opened the message to see her girlfriend holding a black stray cat, smiling.

      Unease settled in. But why? It was only a stupid cat. But both cases had stray cat-loving people and strands of hair on the bodies. And those were their only clues.

      Misty shook her head and rapidly texted back. 

      Don’t you have papers to grade? A class to teach? Get back to work :-*

      Iniya texted back. Ya ya . . . lighten up. Kitties need love too. XoXo

      There would be no lightening up. Not while too many question marks surrounded the cases.
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      Misty lay in bed that evening, her arms wrapped around Iniya’s bare form, willing the case to leave her damn mind, at least for the night. The scent of lavender permeated the room. Iniya swore it’d keep them safe, but Misty thought otherwise. It was crushed up flowers—how much protection could they really offer?

      “I was thinking, that cat I’ve been feeding . . . don’t you think we could take it in? There’s a spay wagon coming around. I could bring it and have it checked out and fixed . . .” Iniya’s tone dropped off.

      “A cat.” Misty sat up, the blankets slipping around her waist. “If I have to hear about another damn cat right now.”

      “Ugh. I’m sorry, I know it’s bad timing.”

      Something scratched at their bedroom window. A light screeching noise. But when Misty jerked her attention toward it, nothing was there. The hairs on her arms stood on end, and she swallowed roughly. The cases were getting to her.

      “I’ll think about it,” she amended. It wasn’t Iniya’s fault, after all, or the stray cat’s. 

      “If it makes you feel any better, they say cats are protectors, not villains.”

      Misty inclined her head, looking down at her girlfriend. “Who says?”

      “Every piece of literature out there.”

      “Not every piece,” Misty quipped. “Some paint them as evil, saying they ‌steal the breath from sleeping individuals.”

      “That is simply a tale.”

      “And so is whatever you’re reading.”

      Iniya sat up, her shoulders rigid as she narrowed her eyes. “Michelle Leigh McIntyre, I’m going to forgive your terse attitude because you’re stressed at work.” She sucked in a breath, lifting a hand to press against her chest, as if calming her beating heart. “But don’t for one moment mock my beliefs.”

      The use of her birth name startled Misty, and she frowned as she mulled over what Iniya said. Just because she didn’t believe in anything didn’t mean Iniya had to follow suit. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” A but lingered on the tip of her tongue. She wanted so badly to argue about this, that there was no way a cat would protect anyone. If that were the case, then both victims would’ve been alive, since both had cats near them‌.

      “I know I am.” Iniya smiled, settling a fraction.

      Misty slid from the bed and padded toward her bureau. “I need some air to clear my head.”

      “Mist . . . I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s fine. I need air.” She pulled her long-sleeved shirt on, then underwear and a pair of pants. Misty shuffled across the room and slid her feet into slippers. “I won’t be long.”

      Iniya slumped against the headboard of the bed. “Don’t be gone too long. I’ll get cold.”

      Misty shook her head and sauntered out of their bedroom, down the hall, and opened the front door.

      Crisp autumn air kissed her face, stinging her nose at first. She stepped outside and closed the door before making her way to the porch railing. Just last night, she had seen something moving along the backside of her SUV, but now she wondered if there had been anything. Like the scratching at the window.

      She heaved a breath, and a puff of white billowed in the air. When she closed her eyes, she heard whispering from the bushes.

      Misty straightened. “Who’s there?”

      Nothing.

      “Better not be one of you dickhead college kids . . .” she grumbled, striding forward, but then the whispers grew louder, and she stopped in her tracks. The voice—voices—spoke in a chant. A language she’d never heard of, but something about the cadence of it all disturbed her. Set her nerves on edge even more. “The fuck?” She charged forward, and a shadowed figure the size of a man scurried along the brush line, enough out of sight she couldn’t fully make it out.

      “Who are you?”

      Daemonium.

      Daemonium.

      Daemonium.

      The whispering grew louder until it all but deafened Misty, and she clapped her hands against her ears. It was a loud buzzing noise, like the sound of a deafening cicada, and the screeching filled her head, bringing her to her knees.

       “Stop! Stop it!” she whisper-yelled, unable to shout.

      Something chittered in the bushes, then silence filled Misty’s head once more.

      She shakily lifted her gaze, searching, hoping to see whatever it was, and found nothing.
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      The saying “there ain’t no rest for the wicked” wasn’t necessarily true. Even the wicked needed rest, whether it was constructing a new plan, rallying support from equally vile members of society, or simply relaxing and basking in the knowledge that they fucked over everyone else.

      For Misty, who was neither vile nor wicked, it happened to be her day off but not a day of rest. She was far too eager to hear ‌from Erica, on edge, as the whole precinct seemed to wait for the next victim to crop up. Misty hadn’t been able to sleep, not since the night she heard the whisperings, not since she’d seen the shadowed figure walking through her yard—again. Something was going on, something that didn’t settle well with her at all.

       But she couldn’t sit still at home any longer. The sun was out, filtering through her living room window and bathing her in warmth. Judging by how warm the house was, it was exceptionally warm out already for autumn in Massachusetts. Outside. She needed to get outside, because she’d texted Iniya far too much already, which wasn’t fair. She was at work.

      “Fuck this,” she murmured, shoving herself to her feet. Her skin crawling from anticipation wasn’t on her list of things to do today, let alone at all. There was one thing that always soothed her, which was running. No matter how awful a day was, putting on a pair of leggings and running shoes and hitting the pavement lightened her mood. 

      Iniya said it was because of endorphins pumping through her body, and that was likely the scientific part of it, but Misty could push herself to the brink of collapse and come out stronger. There was something gratifying about that.

      Once dressed, Misty shoved her earbuds in and left the house. Jakob Dylan’s smooth-as-velvet voice crooned in her ears as The Wallflowers’ “One Headlight” came on. It was the perfect song to zone out to as she ran toward Arsenal Park, which thankfully was only a five-minute run.

      As luck would have it, the humid autumn air pulled Misty’s mind away from work, away from Erica, and into a place of nothingness. She ran as hard and as fast as she could.

      By the time she arrived at the park, she was sucking in deep breaths. Her hands clenched at her hips as she walked the feeling back into her numb legs and steadied her racing heart.

      Instead of Jakob Dylan’s voice, ringing filled her ears. Misty almost grumbled, but when Siri’s monotonous voice said, “Incoming call from Erica P.” she hurried and tapped the bud in her ear.

      “Yeah?” Misty breathed heavily.

      “Are . . . is this a bad time? I don’t want to interrupt your tantric s—”

      Regrettably, Erica couldn’t see the scowl forming on Misty’s face. “Erica, I’m running, not that it’s any of your business. What’s up?”

      “Right, of course.” Erica cleared her throat. “Professor Nix got back to me. He ran tests against other feline fur and whatnot. The DNA didn’t match up.” She paused.

      Misty didn’t have time for the suspense. Her heart pounded wildly, and it no longer had anything to do with running. “Tell me.”

      “Not to any feline. Not to any mammal in the database, either.”

      That wasn’t possible. It was animal fur. “That’s not right.”

      “Okay, don’t freak out, Misty . . . Professor Nix teaches parapsychology.”

      Misty could’ve sworn. She could’ve hung up on Erica for wasting her time. She’d explicitly told her not to dive into any of her weird shit, but here she was, using a professor of occult sciences on an important case. And yet . . .

      She drew in a deep, steadying breath. “And . . . what did he say?”

      “He said it’s a demon, a lesser one. Daemonium Faeles, to be precise. Translated, it means demon cat.” Erica laughed and promptly cleared her throat. “I know it sounds weird but—”

      “A demon?” Misty’s voice raised an octave. No, no. There is no way. She didn’t believe in anything, let alone demons. But what other explanation was there? And if there was such thing as demons, did that mean Iniya was a real witch?

      Erica’s voice came through again, full of excitement that Misty didn’t share. “I know. Who would have thought?! I mean, I know they walk among us, but really . . .”

      Misty shakily walked toward a nearby bench, thankful that it was far too early for the park to be crowded. She sank down onto the seat and held her head. Daemonium. That’s what she heard whispered . . .

      Erica was still talking, but Misty scarcely heard what she was saying. “They shape shift. Not into a human, but something . . . humanoid. They can appear like a cat, though. They prey on human kindness, then suck the breath right out of them.”

      How could the investigation lead Misty to this? To this desperate attempt at making sense of it all. She rubbed her temples. A demon. Not a person, but a devil running around Watertown, preying on and devouring the life, soul, and breath of its victims.

      Of course, there was doubt niggling at the back of her mind, but then there were the shells of humans she’d seen, reduced to mummified corpses.

      “No one is going to believe this, Erica. I barely believe it.” She ran her fingers through her sweat-slicked hair and groaned. “How am I supposed to convince everyone this isn’t a person but a fucking demon—or demons—running around Watertown and who the fuck knows where else?” Misty bolted to her feet, started pacing, and shook her head. “Are there more?”

      “According to Professor Nix, they live in colonies, much like cats. If they cannot consume enough humans, they will turn on one another and eat each other.”

      Misty glanced up at the sky and threaded her fingers on top of her head. There was no way they wouldn’t have enough people to absorb or eat—whatever it was they did. Watertown was right near Boston. “Goddammit!” She walked deeper into the park, wondering if there was a way to broach the subject without getting fired or put on leave for showing signs of instability.

      “How do we kill them?”

      Erica laughed nervously. “You need a witch. Know any?”

      Actually, she did. How many times had she shrugged off Iniya’s beliefs? Misty frowned, feeling like a heel. Everything Iniya believed in was real, it was true. Now that she needed her, would Iniya scoff at her? Would she believe demons walked the earth?

      “I do. Look, I’ve got to go, Erica. If you learn anything else, call or text.”

      “Will do, boss lady. And be careful, Misty. They may be lesser, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous.”

      She tapped end call with her thumb. Clearly the demons were dangerous. But what else were they capable of?

      Misty stopped in her tracks by the empty playground, frowning. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and rapidly texted Iniya.

      Call me as soon as you read this. I need to know things about witches.

      The read receipt barely popped up on the text when ringing filled her ears, then Siri’s voice relayed Iniya’s name.

      “Are you free?” Misty rushed the words, twisting around to jog toward home again. 

      “I wouldn’t be calling if I wasn’t,” Iniya teased. “Is everything okay?”

      “No.” She sighed heavily. “Do you believe in demons?” It sounded more than strange to Misty. As if she’d taken a plunge into the deep end.

      “I can’t talk about this while I’m at work. We can talk tonight. Misty, are you sure you’re all right?”

      “For the moment, I’m fine. I love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      After hanging up, Misty quickened her pace back home. By the time she got to her front stoop, her chest ached from exertion and her legs felt as if they were pool noodles.

      “Fuck off,” she murmured and ascended the stairs. Opening the door, she charged into the kitchen. There, on the table, her laptop awaited her. Plopping down, Misty opened the computer and waited until it loaded. When it did, she typed in daemonium faeles and hit enter.

      Only one article popped up, with the headline saying, “Daemonium Faeles responsible for a dozen deaths in Salem, Massachusetts.” Misty eyeballed the date on the article: June 16, 1988. She scrolled through the website, scanning the text until she found a statement about eradicating them. A local witch disposed of the demons by holding a ceremony, and if it weren’t for her, there would’ve been more than a dozen victims.

      Misty’s fingers drummed on the table before she slammed her palms down and stood. Iniya couldn’t get home soon enough.
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      Headlights flashed into the kitchen as a car pulled into the driveway. Misty bent over and took the flatbread pizza out of the oven to cool. Somehow, she’d managed not running a hole in the living room carpet or flying up to the college to grab Iniya from her classes. However, as soon as the door opened, Misty was there, staring at Iniya’s expression, which was a mixture of confusion and concern.

      “Misty, you’re freaking me out. What is this talk about demons?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “If you had cause to be freaked out, this would be it. They’re here, in Watertown.”

      Iniya’s eyes widened. “What?” she whispered.

      “How do you kill one?”

      “You don’t . . . You send them back to hell, but you can’t kill them.” Iniya picked at her nails and chewed on her bottom lip. “What makes you think demons are in Watertown?” 

      Of course she’d question her. For one, it was not a normal topic, and two, Misty had never shown interest in the occult before, so why now? “Have you ever dealt with banishing a demon before?”

      “Not me, but I know someone in the area did in the ’80s. But answer my question, Misty.” Iniya’s curious tone hardened, as if she were suspicious. Her eyes narrowed on Misty.

      “Have you ever seen the victims?”

      An unreadable expression flickered in Iniya’s eyes. “Misty, what is going on?”

      “I think this case is linked to a resurgence of demons!” As she had thought, it sounded like nonsense tumbling from her lips. “Look.” Misty pulled her phone up and opened a screenshot of the first victim’s body.

      Iniya’s eyes flicked to the screen, and she sucked in a breath. “That’s . . . this is impossible.” She pushed past Misty, into the kitchen and toward the table. 

      Every muscle in Misty’s form coiled, waiting for Iniya to explain. “Well?”

      “I will handle this.”

      Misty’s eyebrows furrowed. “How the hell do you plan on doing that?” She fought the urge to mention the herbs and oils. Mocking Iniya wasn’t fair, because here they were, discussing demons. If those were real, so was witchcraft. Right?

      “I have to perform a ceremony. I need time to collect things, but I can be ready by tomorrow night.”

      How would it eradicate the demons? She rubbed her temples, growling in frustration. “I don’t get any of this. This isn’t a fucking movie. This is real life.”

      “It is, Misty.” Iniya’s tone was gentle as she stepped toward her, brushing her hand over Misty’s bicep. “We both have a part in protecting the ones we love, you know?”

      “And how?” Misty’s voice hardened, but not because she was fed up with Iniya. She didn’t understand it, and because of that, she feared for Iniya’s safety. If anything happened to her . . .

      “That isn’t fair, Michelle.”

      And it wasn’t.

      “I’m sorry.” She pressed her fingers to her eyes until the blackness turned to a bright light show. “This is madness. I need to tell work about this.”

      “You don’t. It’ll be a cold case, like the ones in Salem.” 

      “So you know about those?”

      “My friend Cynthia was the one who banished them, so yes.” Iniya lifted a shoulder, guilt apparent in her raised eyebrows and pursed lips. “We don’t openly discuss supernatural matters. We swear an oath not to,” she said by way of explanation. 

      Misty fought against rolling her eyes. Although, to be fair, would she have believed Iniya before now? She brushed off the use of herbs and oils for protection on the regular. “What is the plan?”

      Iniya rubbed at the back of her neck. “I can’t go into detail, Misty. I’m sorry, but it’s a ceremony. Just trust me?” She closed the remaining space between them, pressing her hands against Misty’s shoulders then sliding them up. Her fingers played with the small pieces of hair at Misty’s nape. “Let me do what I’m good at.”

      It was so damn hard trying to believe in something like this, but what choice did she have? 

      “Fine.”
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      That night, Misty’s mind made it nearly impossible to fall asleep, but eventually, she gave in to the pull and wished she hadn’t.

      A figure slunk from the corner of the room, bathed in moonlight. It appeared no different from a human, but on closer inspection, there was not a single lick of clothing on the apparition's body—not that it mattered, because it had no genitals. That wasn’t the most disturbing feature about it, nor was it the brown leathery skin. It was the slitted oversized eyes and the cavernous mouth gaping open with two rows of jagged teeth.

      The creature’s ears—shaped like a cat’s—swiveled as it listened intently for any sounds of movement. A skeletal tail swung forward, curling around the shapeless hip of the creature. It shifted forward, padding toward the bed where Iniya slept.

      Strands of greasy ebony hair fell into the unblinking gaze of the creature—monster—as it bent over Iniya. It dragged its filthy nails down Iniya’s flawless tanned skin, and each time it did, revulsion filled Misty, as did anger and fear.

      Get away. Get away, she kept thinking but was unable to blurt it.

      The beast purred and grinned, lending it a manic appearance. A Cheshire grin split its face in half, then it sucked in a deep breath. Wisps of smoke, or air, left Iniya’s body. She groaned but didn’t stir.

      Misty blinked hard, attempting to wake herself up. She tried thrashing, but barely flinched.

      This wasn’t a dream. Panic filled her at once. She screamed in her mind, then by some miracle, she woke from the daze. Her hand whipped to the nightstand, grabbing the handgun she kept there. Without another thought, she pulled the trigger and shot the looming creature.

      It stumbled backward, then slowly turned to consider Misty. The demon only touched at the bullet wound on its head, black ichor oozing from it. 

      You can’t kill them. Iniya’s words tumbled in her mind. And maybe she was right, but Misty would sure as fuck disable it.

      “Iniya!” Misty bellowed. “Wake up, dammit! Wake up!” Misty shot the demon again.

      Finally, Iniya roused. Her eyes focused on the demon, and words tumbled from her lips. Misty hadn’t a clue what they meant, but they placed the creature under a trance until it collapsed to the floor, appearing lifeless.

      “It’s only subdued! I need to banish it, Misty.” 

      Misty’s heart thrummed wildly. “Fuck. Iniya, are you okay?” she lowered the gun and rushed to her, cupping her face. “I thought . . .” Her mind raced back to the images of the victims.

      “I’m okay, Misty.” Iniya pressed a quick kiss to her lips. 

      It was a small reassurance, but one she needed. 

      Misty’s phone buzzed on the nightstand. She rounded the bed and snagged it. “McI—”

      “Reynolds is dead.” It was Dickerson.

      “What?” Her mind took a moment to catch up. “Reynolds?”

      “Same freaky shit, Misty.”

      How many of these bastards were there in the area? “Goddammit. It’s fucking demons, Dickerson.”

      Dickerson went quiet. “Misty—”

      “No! I have one in my fucking house right now.” She lowered the phone, turned the camera on, and snapped a picture. The image was shadowed, but it displayed the bound creature well enough. She hit send and waited for him to respond.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      “A demon cat!” Misty blurted. She knew it sounded impossible, but given what she’d seen, experienced even . . . 

      “That’s not—”

       “Possible? I didn’t think so either.” Misty knew exactly what he was thinking. The demon shifted, and she jerked backward, raising the gun as she shouldered the phone. “I can’t get there right now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Iniya fumbled with the bedside lamp and switched it on.

      “How do you plan on banishing this fuck?” Misty waved the handgun at it.

      “There is a summoning spell and there is a banishing spell. I plan on sending this fuck back to hell.” Iniya pulled out a satchel of herbs from her nightstand. She sprinkled it on the floor next to the bound demon and murmured under her breath.

      Misty wished Iniya hadn’t flicked the lamp on, because when she looked back at the demon’s over-exaggerated features, they gnawed at her sanity. Its eyes rolled around, then glanced in her direction. A dark purple tongue slid out of its mouth, drool cascading down the length of it.
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      Misty’s eyes darted to the digital clock on her nightstand. The glowing green numbers said 3:24 AM. Yesterday. The last damn day life had been semi-normal. There were witches and demons . . . What other supernatural creatures existed in the world? Were vampires and werewolves real too?

      Iniya’s murmuring grew louder, and Misty didn’t know what she was saying, but it sure as hell didn’t agree with the creature. The demon’s head twisted at an unnatural angle, and it lurched forward, one leg bending over its shoulder and then the other as it contorted itself in an attempt to crawl across the floor. 

      It hissed lowly, wailing as its knuckles snapped back, and it seemed to fold in on itself until all that remained was a heavy mist in the room.

      Of all the things to happen, this one surely had to be the dream. Misty walked to her nightstand and slid her gun into its hiding place. Hysteria bubbled within, seeping from her in the form of a laugh. “What the hell?”

      “Well now, that’s exactly where it went back to,” Iniya said, a hint of laughter in her tone.

      The hysteria threatened to spill over. What the fuck had Misty just witnessed? And there were more of these running through the streets? “I’ve got to go . . . there is another—or more. They killed a cop.”

      “What?” Iniya sucked in a breath. “I need to do the ceremony now. There is no time to waste.”

      Misty hated that she was of no help. She could do nothing. “What are we going to do about the town?” The notion that the general public would know about demons didn’t settle well with her. “I don’t trust everyone to keep this to themselves. Eventually, everyone is going to know about this paranormal activity.”

      Iniya sighed. “You will do nothing. I will cast them out of Watertown, back to hell. I’ll need to cast forgetting and protection spells over the town as well.”

      Misty frowned. She didn’t want her memories tampered with and certainly didn’t want to forget the knowledge that her girlfriend was a witch. Iniya must’ve seen the expression on her face, because her next words reassured her.

      “I won’t touch your memories, Misty, not unless you want me to.”

      Iniya’s shoulders finally lowered from her ears, and Misty’s did as well.

      Relief should’ve spread through her, and yet tension kept its fingers coiled around her.

      It occurred to Misty that she owed Iniya an apology. A big one. “Iniya, I want to say, all the times I dismissed your beliefs or laughed at them . . . I’m sorry. You deserved better than that, and it was an asshole thing to do.”

      Iniya walked up to her, cupped her face, and kissed her lips tenderly. “Yes, it was an asshole thing to do, and I forgive you.” She pressed another kiss to her bottom lip, letting it linger. “And thank you for saving me tonight.”

      Misty choked on a sob. Tears spilled down her cheeks, mostly from exhaustion, a hint of frustration, and a heap of stress. “If I lost you, I don’t know what I’d do.” She wrapped her arms around Iniya, squeezing her tightly.

      They were safe.

      And Watertown would be too, as soon as Iniya banished the other demon.
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      Misty arrived at the precinct, which, unfortunately, was the site of Reynolds’s crime scene. His mummified body lay near the dumpster on the side of the building. A subway wrapper was crumpled next to it. If Misty had to guess, he’d given a cat a scrap of meat, and in turn, the fucking demon shifted and turned on him.

      She shuddered.

      “A demon?” Dickerson said beside Misty. “I wouldn’t have believed it, and yet—”

      “Trust me. I know.” She shook her head, staring down at the corpse. Misty detested him. He was grotesque, ignorant, and a loudmouth, but he didn’t deserve this at all.

      “What are we supposed to tell everyone else? How are we supposed to fight against this?” Dickerson’s normally calm composure was shot. He paced back and forth, muttering under his breath.

      “We don’t, and we tell them nothing because there is more danger in knowing than not. At least in this case.” Perhaps it was because she saw the evil in people more than most, but what would the general populace do if they knew they could summon demons? Would it open the door for more infestations?

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She ignored the first few rings and watched as Reynolds’s body was loaded into a bag. Misty pulled her phone from her pocket and put it against her ear.

      “My love,” Iniya sighed. “I’m almost ready. I’ve come up with replacement memories in the spell, so there will be no confusion and no need for explaining things.” Silence stretched between them as Misty stared at where the body had been. “I’ll see you soon, Misty. I love you.”

      “Love you too.” She pocketed the phone and looked at the sky. Clouds rolled across the moon, and rain started to pelt her face. Everyone forgetting was for the better. While the weight of knowing would burden Misty, it was a truth she was willing to bear. 

      The ground shook, unbalancing her. It wasn’t Misty’s imagination because everyone was looking around as if waiting for another quake. When the second blast came, windows shattered, and car alarms blared.

      Dickerson glanced around, blinking in confusion. “What was that?”

      “Earthquake, I guess,” Misty supplied, waiting to see if he’d forgotten. “And thinking of Reynolds.”

      Dickerson frowned. “Miss that guy sometimes. He was a pain in the ass, but . . .”

      Her eyes widened. The spell was a success. 
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      Over the course of a month, Misty struggled with nightmares and not believing they were, in fact, dreams. Iniya had ensured she’d placed a ward on the house, but it wasn’t enough.

      Dickerson mentioned therapy animals one day at work, and Misty nearly threw her paperweight at his head when he mentioned a cat. No cats, not ever, but a dog . . . Iniya had always wanted one, which was what drove Misty to the shelter.

      “I don’t know what kind of dog I’m looking for, but I’m hoping it’ll pick me. I’m a first-time dog owner, so . . .” Misty was almost bashful about it as she walked down a hallway toward a room lined with kennels.

      Several dogs barked, and some leaped at the cages, springing up and down. Each had a card stuck to the front of the kennel with their name, likes, dislikes, and what animals they got along with. Misty kept walking until she saw a placard with the name Burt.

      Burt. Border Collie x Husky. Three and a half years old. Cats are not my friends. 

      Misty laughed. “Mine either, buddy.” Burt all but danced on his four paws. His crystal-blue eyes contrasted with the black fur around his face, which led to patches of white that swirled around his body. “I don’t like cats at all.”

      Burt barked at the mention of cats.

      “I’d like to meet him.” Misty waited for the worker to open the door, and Burt rushed out once the leash was latched. He didn’t wag his tail—he wagged his whole body in excitement. But he waited until Misty crouched to pat him. There was something about him, a connection that she felt within. 

      “I want to put in an application for him.”

      “You’ve got it.”
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      A few days later, the application had been approved, and Burt had passed all his health tests. Misty loaded Burt in her SUV and buckled him in. “Listen, we’re going to surprise Iniya. You don’t know her yet, but you’re going to love her, and she’s going to love you.”

      Burt woofed in response, then licked Misty’s cheek.

      She shut the door and rounded the vehicle, then slid inside. On the front passenger seat was a box of chocolates and a bouquet of flowers. Iniya deserved that and more. She’d been a rock Misty could lean on, and when she thought she could endure the memories no longer, Iniya had offered to erase them.

      Misty declined.

      A half hour later, Misty pulled into the driveway and hurriedly collected Burt and his new belongings, as well as the gifts for Iniya.

      She rushed around, lighting the festive balsam and cedar candles, reminding her that she’d gotten a dog before Christmas. Not a gift. Just an addition to our unit.

      Misty had barely settled Burt on the couch when the door opened. It sent him into an excited tizzy. He leaped from the couch and rushed down the hall, barking excitedly.

      “Surprise?!” Misty called.

      “Michelle!” Iniya gasped and knelt down to greet the dog.

       “I thought . . . we could use a new member to the family, and I know you wanted a dog. Plus, he hates cats. We bonded over that.”

      Iniya pressed her lips together. “Is that so?”

      “His name is Burt,” Misty supplied with a grin.

      “Burt?” Iniya laughed at the name, then scritched his fuzzy ears. She stood and leaned in for a kiss. “Aren’t we the perfect family? We all hate cats.”

      Hate didn’t begin to describe how Misty felt about felines. She knew it wasn’t the fault of domesticated cats, but any time she saw one walking down the street, she couldn’t help but see the wide mouth and bulbous eyes looking back at her.

      For now, they were all safe, but should the need arise for the banishing of demons and for Iniya to step in, Misty assured her that she’d do everything she could to help.
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      The funeral was everything it was supposed to be with its heavily-patterned, out-of-style wallpaper, the cloying smell of floral arrangements, and overly soft carpeting that absorbed footsteps, keeping the room eerily void of sound—save all the sniffing and crying. People shook my hand and murmured, “Your mom’s in a better place now.” Of course she is. Literally anywhere would be nicer than this dilapidated town, even if it’s a hole in the ground.

      But the ceremony is over now, and attendees have gathered at my aunt’s house to eat cold-cut sandwiches and potato chips and salads with heaping spoonfuls of mayonnaise.

      My aunt’s house used to be Grandma’s, and I always considered the place a mansion, but I was a kid the last time we were here. The house seemed large because I was small. Looking at the home now, full-grown, I can see it’s just a two-story, regular old house, with white siding, black shutters, and a screened-in front porch. Nice, but nothing fancy. There’s a flagpole out front, but it’s always been just a bare metal shaft. I can’t remember there ever being a flag hanging there. 

      Across the street is a segment of abandoned railroad where neighborhood kids used to play. The connecting pieces are being slowly reclaimed by the earth. I balance on the rusted track, holding my hands perpendicular to my body, and take a few shaky steps. I was one of them—a neighborhood kid—until one night, Mom ferried us away. We ended up in another small town in another midwestern state. It felt like we were running away from something, but she never got the chance to explain; ’course, I never asked. I always figured she’d tell me when she was ready. I’m always doing that, expecting people will come to me when they want me to know something. Turns out, that’s not how most folks work. People like to be asked, enjoy the feeling of being needled for information. It makes them feel special, I guess. 

      “Clara! Come on in now, ya hear!” Aunt Elba still talks to me like I’m twelve years old, but I know better than to ignore her. She’ll just get louder or drag me back to the house by my elbow. I am supposed to be hosting. 

      I step away from the railroad and make my way toward the house. I check both ways before crossing the street, although it’s unnecessary. Hillary is . . . well, I don’t know what. It’s not even a township, I don’t think. More like a tiny square segmented out of the bigger, but equally run-down, city of Danville. I cross under Grandma’s willow tree, and my gaze falls on the sewer grate. It’s big and round, the same color as the rusty railroad track, and it sits right on the edge of the property. It curves upward, out and away from the ground, a hemisphere. There is something I should remember about being in this yard and being near this grate.

      I step toward it, disregarding Aunt Elba, who’s given me another warning about being a bad host. Her screech echoes over the yard, throughout the neighborhood. I don’t know what she wants from me. I haven’t seen any of these people in ten years. They’re strangers. 

      The willow branches rustle with the wind, nudging me toward the grate. Beyond the slats there’s nothing but dark, an underground tunnel. I can nearly smell the dampness and musty air wafting out from below the surface. 

      You had a sister once . . . Mom’s voice carries through time and space and memory. Her tone is confident and clear. And then, a warning. She fell down there. Lives there now. Don’t walk on the storm drain, Clara. Don’t you so much as touch it. Promise me, baby. 

      Of course I promised. I swore on my shadow that I’d never so much as press a finger to the metal grate. But I wonder about that sister. What had Mom meant? How could I have a sister, and why would she be underground? Why didn’t we help her? Save her? It made no sense. But that wasn’t so unusual. Mom loved to be mysterious. 

      “What in God’s good name are you doing out here?” Aunt Elba barks. She grips my bicep, her fingers like a lobster’s claw, and steers me out from under the tree’s canopy. The willow branches whip over my face and hair, and I come back to the present, letting the strange memory of what my mother had said all those years ago pass. There was no sister. No other world beyond that grate. How silly. It was just a story she told to scare me into playing safe. 

      “You need to be inside, greeting and mingling with these people. They’ve taken their precious time to come here and celebrate your mama’s life with us, the least you can do is show up.” Aunt Elba’s tirade continues the whole way up to the house. “I swear, it’s like you never grew up. Violet spoiled you, and you got no manners. No manners! You’re twenty-two, girl. Act like it.” 

      The storm door slams behind us as we step into the screened porch. Aunt Elba turns on me, looking me over, appraising. She tugs on my black mini-skirt and tsks. She pulls a leaf from the willow tree out of my hair and lets it fall to the ground. 

      “Did Mom ever say anything weird to you about that sewer grate in the yard?” 

      Aunt Elba’s eyes narrow for a beat. “The storm drain?” Her gaze flicks away from mine. She busies herself with the coats left on the wicker sofa, acting as if she’s sorting through them, looking for something. “Not that I recall,” she says plainly, feigning distraction. 

      Minutes ago, she couldn’t leave me alone, and now she can’t even look me in the eye. Whatever. I wouldn’t be able to get anything else out of her. Aunt Elba always talks too much, until she doesn’t.

      “Elba, have you seen Cl—Oh good, here you are.” Marcy Baxter stands on the threshold, carrying a tray of cheese cubes: cheddar, Colby-Jack, and that white, peppery kind no one eats. She was my mom’s dearest and oldest friend, according to Marcy. Mom never spoke of her after we left. But here she is—supervising, hosting, doing the job I’m supposed to be doing. 

      “I’ll take that,” I offer and take the tray. If I’m carrying something, serving people, then I won’t have to talk to any of them for very long. It’s a good thing too, because all I can think of, all I can see, is the darkness that envelopes the tunnel beyond the storm drain. People squeeze my shoulder, offer their most heartfelt sentiments, and I’m just going through the motions, biding my time to get back out to the yard. My mother died, and all I can think of is the sewer.
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      The last of the guests pack up and leave. Some of the church ladies stay to help clean up the mess, but they are finally pulling away too. I wave and yell “thank you” into the night, not sure if they can hear me from the interior of their cars. They honk, and all that’s left of them is the fading crunch and pop of gravel as they make their way down the street. 

      I carry garbage bags filled with greasy paper plates and balled-up napkins and dribbling cans of soda to the bins out by the street. So much trash. A life is filled with so much garbage all the way up to the very end. I dump the bags, and the smell of spoiled milk and other rotten things smack me in the face. I gag and move on quickly, heading straight for the willow tree and the remote possibility of another world, one where my sister lives, under its weaving, waving branches.

      Don’t step on it, Clara. Don’t you even touch it. Why not? Would I be sucked into the tunnel? Unable to escape? Instantly killed? I smell smoke but see no source. Is it coming from the grate? I’m not sure. The moon is full, but under the cove created by the willow’s branches, I can’t make out much but vague shapes and shadows.

      “Hell of a day.” Suddenly, Elba’s beside me, and the cigarette she holds between her two fingers is creating the smoke. She takes a long drag, the hot little tip glowing a bright orange, and exhales slowly. “Thought I might find you out here.” She pulls at the band holding her coiled bun in place and shakes her long, chestnut-colored hair free, although out here in the dark it looks black—a cape of shadow. She’s never let anyone but family trim it, and even then, it was a whole ceremony type thing with candles and incense and a meditation on the past—things she’d lived through, things she was trimming away from her life. 

      They looked nothing alike—my mother and my aunt. Mom was blond and fair with rounded, cupid-like features and brown eyes. Elba had that dark hair and was spindly, everything about her ending in points. I was a mix. My hair matched Elba’s, my features were my mother’s. Who knew where a father came into the mix? He was gone before I even had a chance at remembering him. 

      “What made you ask about this place?” she asks.

      “Hmm?” 

      “Earlier today. You asked me about the storm drain of all things.”

      “Just a memory.” I play with the willow branches, twisting and braiding them, weaving them together. 

      “Tell me,” Elba says. There is an edge to her voice.

      “Mom never wanted me around this thing. Told me to avoid it.”

      “You should.” Elba nods, looks away. “No tellin’ what might happen in Hillary.”

      She’s right. I only have another day or two before I need to get back to the university and finish out the semester. The professors have been understanding and generous with assignment extensions, but that won’t last forever. I’ve been here a week already. A week too long. I huff, remembering something Mom used to say. 

      “What?” Elba asks. 

      “Mom and I used to joke about this place after we left. Called it a circle of hell.”

      “Sounds like her.” Elba allows herself a smile. “Which one?”

      “Huh?”

      “Which circle of hell?”

      “Oh, uh . . .” I pause to remember. “The ninth, I think.” 

      Elba nods. “Treachery. Betrayers frozen in a lake of ice. She would think that.” Elba rubs one of her eyes and seems tired, bone tired, the kind of exhaustion that swallows people whole. She snubs her cigarette out in the grass, the ground so moist and damp I can hear a sizzle. She turns as if to leave, but then adds, “Just remember, it’s your home.” 

      “Hardly,” I say. 

      “Don’t be such a smartass.” She points at me, steps closer. Her index finger nearly touches my nose. “You can run, just like your mama did, but that doesn’t change facts. You’re from this land, just like your mama, me, your sis—”

      She stops herself. And up this close, I can see the panic play in those dark brown eyes of hers. 

      “Who?” I ask, acting as if I don’t know exactly what she was about to say. 

      “Hillary is a part of you. That’s all I meant. Leaving doesn’t change it.” 

      “Sister. You were about to say sister, weren’t you?”

      “No. That’s not—” She shakes her head, obviously concerned she crossed a line.

      I grip her forearms before she can run. “Aunt Elba, tell me.” 

      “I-I can’t . . .”

      “Why not?” 

      A great horned owl hoots in the distance. 

      Elba pulls away from my grasp. She rolls her lips, looks away from me, out to some middle distance. “Come inside.” 

      “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me the truth.” 

      “Don’t be dumb. We’re out in the open. Anyone—anything can hear. If you want this story, then you need to get your ass inside where there’s some protection.” 

      “Protection from what?”

      “Well, you’re about to find out, aren’t ya?” And with that she stalks away from me, dramatically parting the willow branches as if they were stage curtains. 
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      “What are we doing down here?” I ask. I’d only been to the basement a handful of times, because it’s dark and dank and very unlike my friends’ finished basements with their game rooms and extra TVs. This cellar is made of loose and crumbling stone. The walls seem to bulge against the wooden beams holding them back. Here and there, a fibrous root grows through the cracks. 

      “It’s the only place that’s safe to talk.” Elba says from across the room. She bustles about a wooden counter cluttered with all kinds of oddities and trinkets: feathers, different types of colored stones and crystals, a mortar and pestle, candles. 

      “Safe?” As I step beside her, I scratch at some hardened wax puddled along the work surface.

      “Yes. With you back in town, spies will be lingering about.”

      “Spies?” I snort. “Do you even hear yourself right now?” 

      “Do you want knowledge or not?” She turns and stomps back up the stairs, carrying a cloth bag in her hands. 

      “You don’t need to leave!” I yell after her, thinking I’ve lost any chance at knowing what’s going on with that damn storm drain and this mystery sister. “Of course I want the truth. Auntie! Elba?” I call after her, but the stairwell is dark. It’s only her nearing footsteps that tell me she’s coming back. Her body emerges into the light. She crouches over an individual step, sprinkling and whispering over the boards. 

      “What are you doing?” 

      “Spilling salt.” At the bottom step, she tosses what’s left of the pinch in her hand over her shoulder. “Keeps any being with evil intent at bay, Clara.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s just an old wives’ tale.” 

      “There’s magic in old words, and it would do you good to remember that.” 

      An uncomfortable pressure forms in my chest. I’m worried about her now—how she’s acting, what she’s saying. She has been known as an eccentric, but her behavior seems a little extra tonight. “It’s been a long day. A long week, actually. Let’s just call it a night.” 

      “Your mom should’ve told you all this years ago.” She tsks and walks back to the counter. She places the sack of salt on a shelf and sifts through some of her collection—of junk—on a different shelf, selecting a few items and mumbling to herself the whole while. “Leaves it all to me . . . Just like her . . . Always cleaning up her messes.”

      Mom was all those things—flighty, irresponsible, erratic—but I bristle over Elba pointing out her flaws now, the same day we buried her. “Can you just spit it out, please? It’s late, and I’m tired. I want to—” 

      But before I can finish, Aunt Elba stands in front of me. There’s an unearthly quality to how she got so close so quickly—her nose nearly touching mine. I don’t like people this close to me. It’s unnerving, and I struggle to keep eye contact, to not study our footprints in the loose Illinois dirt beneath our feet.

      “Have you never felt it?” she asks. Her breath smells of cigarette smoke and nothing else.

      “I-I’ve felt lots of things.” I want to push her away, run back up those stairs, and get the hell out of this forsaken town. Whatever I thought I wanted to know out by the storm drain, this—her, up in my face—isn’t it. 

      “Right here.” She places her palm against the flat part of my chest, just above my breasts. “You’ve never felt anything here?” she asks. 

      “No,” I answer. “Nothing.” But it’s not true . . . I have felt something in that space. I feel it all the time, actually. It’s an absence, a lacking. The feeling that something is missing, some vital part of who I am has been lost, forgotten, or pecked away by vultures.

      Elba frowns. “Then I can’t help you.” The warmth of her touch dissipates as she removes her palm from my chest. At the counter, she tosses a black-and-white feather onto the tabletop. 

      “Help me what?” As much as I wanted to run away seconds ago, something in the air, the mystery of all she’s done and said since we entered this small underground room, keeps me still. 

      Elba sighs, the kind of deep breath that shudders an entire body, and looks toward the ceiling. “I don’t think she wanted this for you. When she took you away, we weren’t on the best of terms.” Elba lets out a little chuckle. It’s a sound that borders on amused or evil; I can’t tell the difference. “Come here.”

      I lick my lips, and the grit and dust in the air sticks to my tongue. On the tabletop, Elba’s lined up a series of feathers of varying lengths and colors, from a deep inky black with an iridescent green-blue sheen to a snowy ice white. The flashy red from a cardinal catches my eye, and then a pearly blue from some jay, but my gaze keeps coming back to the black-and-white feather. I pick it up. 

      “The magpie, then.” Elba smiles knowingly. “The bird known to carry a bit of the devil under its tongue.” 

      It was my turn to laugh. “That sounds bananas.”

      “Yes, well, Christians came up with all kinds of shit.”

      “They’re not the only ones.” 

      “True, true.” She takes the feather back. “The magpie feather symbolizes fearlessness. A willingness to face the darkest hours of one’s life.” 

      “See. That’s ridiculous too. Just a bunch of woo.” 

      “What can I say to make you understand?” She scans the items set out on the countertop before us. 

      “Nothing. These are only bird feathers. They have no meaning except that a bird shed them, and you found them. Salt is only salt. And I have no sister who stepped on a storm drain and is trapped down there. It’s all stupid lies. Superstitions that people tell themselves to feel in control of their random little lives.” My aunt doesn’t really deserve this speech, but I can’t stop myself. I’d give anything to believe there was some magic in the world, some little piece of power that could be wielded by humans because facing Mom’s death makes me stare right into the meaninglessness of everything.

      “Okay. I get it.” she says, an eerie calm tinging her tone. “You’ve glimpsed the abyss, seen the chaos. You know nothing matters, that there’s no one in control over this thing called life.” She creeps ever closer with each reiteration of her point. 

      “Yes, exactly.” I back away from her, stumbling over an overturned wooden pail. 

      “Touch it,” Elba says.

      “What?”

      “Touch the pail to avoid bad luck. Better yet, sit on it, so I can show you how you don’t have to be as powerless as you think.”

      “Elba, it’s been a long day. I’m just gonna go to bed.” But I do touch the pail. Because after your mom drops dead at Kmart, you don’t need any more bad luck. 

      “Sit. Sit!” 

      I stare at her for a beat, yelling usually brings out my rebellious side. But fine. I oblige, mostly because I am curious. And Aunt Elba’s never put me in danger. I do trust her. 

      She stands directly in front of me again, invading my space. The singular light bulb is behind her, and her face is nothing but shadow. She’s wearing a pale blue oxford shirt and begins unbuttoning it. 

      “Elba, what the—” But then I see it. Or I see something between the parted fabric. A camisole maybe? But that doesn’t seem right. What would she need extra coverage for? Elba’s the most modest person I know, always dressed in garments that completely cover her chest all the way up to her neck. Mom and I used to make fun of her extensive turtleneck collection. 

      “What are you trying to show me?”

      “This is the composition of your being. The framework of your future, Clara.” 

      Okay. My stomach flips over itself. What the hell has Aunt Elba got going on in her creepy little basement?

      She holds the collar of her shirt open. All I can see is some kind of webbing, something that might be lace. 

      “You’re in the shadows. I can’t see.” 

      Elba steps back, placing herself under the singular bulb, and the light catches an array of jewels. They bend and refract the light; little rainbows bounce around the room. 

      “So it’s a fancy-ass undershirt. I don’t really see—” 

      “Come closer, dear.” 

      Something about the way she says this reminds me of the witch in Bony Legs, or the grandma in Little Red Riding Hood. Is there a wolf in my aunt’s clothing? Who the fuck knows? But I do what she says and go to her, slowly, measuring my movements against the rapid beating of my heart. 

      Here, standing closer, I can see the cloth is even more beautiful than I’d thought. Over netted fabric, creamy-white threads of curled and flowering embroidery edge around gems of all different colors and types. The one in the center could be a diamond, but the rest of the piece is studded with stones of sapphire-blue, dark emerald, and shining ruby. I imagine it’s all fake though. The only jewelry Elba wears is of the costume variety: bracelets made of stretchy elastic and plastic beads. Nothing ever elegant or of authentic quality. 

      “It’s beautiful, Elba, but I can’t see how any of this is connected.” I shrug. “Or proves anything about . . . the drain, my sister.” 

      “It’s magic, dear. All of it.” 

      I can’t stop my brow from crinkling. I know I’m looking skeptical. Magic? That sounds juvenile as hell. Just thinking the word, my mind fills up with images of cheesy performers dressed in sparkling capes and sawing women in half.

      Elba smirks and her right eyebrow crooks in an expressive arc. “This fabric”—her fingers lightly stroke the lace on her chest—“is our secret connection to an ancient power.”

      “A piece of chickenscratch?” I’m being a bit of a jerk. The artwork around my aunt’s neck is no depression-era lace. Hers is needle lace, as intricate and stunning as a snowflake. But as Elba stands before me, letting me examine the pattern, she pulls her shirt open a little farther, and that’s when I see the lace isn’t attached to a camisole or dress like it should be. No, the truth of it is a shade darker. This lace was stitched into her skin. Confusion gathers itself up inside me. I look up, meeting my aunt’s gaze and finding no explanation there. She shares only a slight grin, and a softening of the usual sharp crow’s feet around her eyes. 

      “You see now?” 

      “What is this? What have you done to yourself?” I back away from her. This has gone on long enough. “Either you explain, like really explain, or I leave. Now.”

      “Don’t be afraid. Come and look.” Elba buttons her shirt and heads to the counter for a third time. She pushes the feathers away, clearing a space, and scans a row of books suspended on a shelf above the counter. She selects two and places them on the counter. They are covered in a thick film of not just dust but dirt, likely kicked up from the floor. “Here we are.” She swipes the cover of one book, but it just smears the filth around. It doesn’t seem to have a title, and when she opens, it the antique-sepia-toned images of women stare up at me. They’re unlike any old photos I’ve ever seen though, because the women, all of them, are smiling. Every old photo I’ve ever seen showed stern, serious faces looking hauntingly into the camera. In contrast, these women and their wide smiles almost seem lewd or mad. 

      “These are the ancestors.” 

      Elba flips a few pages. The women become increasingly more modern—hairstyles, clothing, and makeup change with each passing page. There’s grandma, and then a much younger Elba, her hair down and flowing in some past wind, standing in front of the willow tree. 

      “That’s the day I was initiated.” She presses her hand to her chest. “The day I received this.” 

      “It must’ve hurt?”

      She nods. 

      “What do you call . . . all this?” I gesture at the trinkets and charms, her feathers and stones and candles.

      “There’s too much power in the naming, Clara. But most people consider it witchcraft.” 

      “How does it work?”	 

      “The magic comes in the weaving, the knotting, the needling. What’s historically been deemed a woman’s art. It gives back some of what’s been taken.”

      “Like what?”

      “Potential, dear. A little bit of what every woman was made to give up in this life just for being herself.”

      “Then why’s it hidden? Why doesn’t everyone know about this? Why hasn’t anything changed?” 

      “First of all, many things have changed for women over time. In some places. Don’t be so foolish to think that today’s time is as dire as, say . . . the witch trials of old.” She pauses, then continues, “Magic comes with a cost. One your mother paid and then set out to alter.” Elba’s lips form a thin line. “She failed.” 

      “What is it?” I couldn’t imagine anything I wouldn’t give up for the slightest bit of magic in this life.

      “What it always is, my dear. Think back to the fairy tales your mother told you.” 

      I reel back time to my childhood. We are cozied up on the couch. An old, tattered copy, its pages brown and fragile, of Grimm’s Fairy Tales sits on her lap. Mental images from my favorites—“One-Eye, Two-Eyes, and Three-Eyes,” and “The Fisherman’s Wife,” and “Rumpelstiltskin”—flit through my mind. 

      “A child?” I whisper, barely a question because I already know I’m right. And then I put it all together: “You had a sister once . . .”

      “A witch pays with their first natural-born child.” Elba purses her lips and draws in a deep breath, her nostrils flaring. “Your grandma adopted us. I never wanted kids. But then your mother became pregnant . . . and we tried to change the rules.” Her words come out crisp, like the first bite into an apple. 

      “Where’s her picture?” I don’t know how to feel. I am overcome with the urge to see her face again.

      But Elba shuts the album with a sigh. Her eyes close as if she’s experiencing some unseen pain. “Her image was clipped from the book when the two of you moved away.”

      “What? Why? Did you take it out?”

      “No, I didn’t take it out!” Elba crooks her eyebrow again, although this look is less knowing and more withering. “Look, you don’t understand. It’s so much. Too much to tell at one time.” 

      “CliffsNotes, Elba.” I make my voice as stern as hers. I must understand all of this—my mother’s greatest secret.

      Elba runs her fingers across her forehead, applying pressure and massaging her temples. “We made the pact, accepted the terms, earned our lace. And then your mom fell in love. It didn’t last long, but still, it was love. She was about your age then, and pregnant. With twins. 

      “Angeline came three minutes before you. She was a beautiful baby; you both were! We kept the most powerful spells working around her at all times. Secured the nursery with magic too. And we thought for a time we’d done it. But one day, your mother had an errand to run. I took both you girls out in the yard to play. We sat under the willow tree. I swear, nothing about that storm drain had ever given off magic before. But I fell asleep, and when I woke, Angeline was gone.” 

      Elba’s quiet. Her eyes are wet with tears. Every one of her years show on her face. I don’t want to ask her more questions. I don’t want her to relive these moments once more, but if I’m going to learn anything, I must know. “How did you know she’d gone down the drain? You were asleep.” 

      “One of the spells your mom created just for Angeline. She’d made a necklace for her, and the charm was a jewel from Violet’s lacework. Dug it out of her own skin—the lace becomes embedded over time, part of the body. It was a powerful talisman. I’ll never forget the storm that roiled the night she made it. Thought we’d lost the roof in that one. But anyway, the necklace was at the bottom of the storm drain.”

      “And why didn’t you go after her?” 

      “We tried! All of us, for years and years! No matter what, we couldn’t get ourselves through to the other side of the storm drain. Then one day, your mother caught you sitting out under the willow tree, minding your own business, playing house in the branches. And a great fear overcame her, seeing you so near the grate. She worried you’d be taken too. That all you’d have to do is touch the metal and you’d be lost to us as well. When the anxiety of it all became too much for her, she denounced everything, cut the lace from her chest, and left with you. The others didn’t mind her leaving then either. We’d caused quite a stir trying to upset the balance of things.”

      “How did I not know any of this was going on?” My childhood had been so . . . normal. It was filled with bedtime stories and sprinkler runs and Rice Krispie treats and . . . I never suspected a thing. 

      Elba’s eyes twinkle as her gaze meets mine. “Magic, dear. You didn’t notice because we spelled it so.” 

      “So, what now?” I ask.

      “Now?” she parrots. “Now you decide.” Elba pushes a small wooden box toward me. “Do you want to find your sister? Break through systems that bind us in one way or another? Or will you walk away?”

      I open the box to find nothing but needle and thread, bobbins, a sparkling scarlet jewel, and a gauzy backing. “What’s this?” 

      “I think you know.” Elba waves her hand in the air, a swift and sweeping motion, and the lightbulb explodes. 
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      I am meant to try. I know this as soon as I’m cast into the shadows. I’m supposed to pick up the pieces in the box and create my own magic. But how? I can’t see a thing. The basement’s darkness is encompassing, and I begin to question if I’m still a part of the world. The evening was so full of strangeness—gorged and heavy with it, like an overripe fruit—that me slipping out into some other dimension seems . . . plausible? 

      But it’s not so. I can still feel the hardness of the counter, its wood smooth with age and use. I search for the box Elba set in front of me, and my touch sensation is heightened; it tickles, just running my hands over the surface. My fingers stumble upon one of the box’s metal handles—cool and hard. I continue, my fingers making all the decisions, gathering all the information, creating an image in my brain. With my hands inside, the fabric is luxuriously delicate, a softness that conjures up richness and bounty. The silken thread of a spider. 

      I see her without looking—bulbous black abdomen propped on thin, long, spindly legs, seemingly bent at impossible angles—intuition or some sixth sense painting the picture in my mind. She’s behind me. As she moves, stretching to her full height, I’m keenly aware of my smallness. I am nothing. Totally insignificant. In her ancient presence, I am but a flea.

      I don’t know what to do next though. Do I turn and face her? Try to communicate? I can hear my mother’s trilling of some old rhyme: If you want to live and thrive, let the spider run alive. I nearly laugh out loud. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t harm the beast.

      No sooner do I think the word beast does a sharp flick smack the back of my head. 

      “Ow!” I rub at the spot. In the darkness, my voice seems overly loud. There’s an echoing quality that shouldn’t exist in the smallness of the cellar. 

      Then comes a pressure on my right shoulder, the feeling of being poked. She’s touching me. Her leg slides down my arm, the exoskeleton smooth and hard. Hairs I wouldn’t be able to see normally tickle against the fleshy part of my forearm. I’m so fragile. Nothing but meat, really. She guides herself toward the tip of my forefinger and stops there. Her abdomen is pressed against my back. Another leg does the same on my left side. Two more contort around my middle, holding me in place. I’m trapped. 

      You’re supported. 

      I don’t know where the words come from, and I don’t hear them with my ears. It’s not like my own voice from minutes ago, ringing out in the darkness, making waves and causing disturbance. No. Her words I can feel in my back—a string of vibrations that travel up my spine and into my brain. 

      The spider’s legs tighten, and my body conforms—what else can it do? All the pressure in my body releases. Aches disappear. It’s like being suspended in water, in the womb. Her body’s warm against mine. Her fangs are against my neck, but I’m somehow aware that if she kills and eats me, it would be neither an act of good nor evil. It just is. She just is. I just am. 

      But that’s not what she does. Gradually, I become aware that my hands are moving. That together we are creating something with the materials in the box—a lace like Elba’s shown me. Only this one is for me. This one will be woven into my skin.

      As my fingers twist and turn and tie the thread, I know only that there is power here. Nothing I can see. Nothing I can accurately pinpoint or even name. But it is here. All around us. It’s a part of the existence, the survival of a collective. And as the spider weaves with me, we pull some out of the air and bind it with thread and lace. 

      When it’s done, her legs retreat from their guideposts. She nudges me back into a standing position and backs away. I want to see her with my eyes, but the blackness is too complete. As she leaves, she pulls away the energy I’d sensed flowing freely in the air as we weaved. 

      I’m left alone in the gloom, clutching nothing but a bit of fabric. 
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      The cellar was bleak before, but it’s exponentially worse now. Without the spider’s weaving magic, the air feels heavy and humid, like wet wool. Each breath seems to take more effort than the last. The lace in my hands should be extraordinary. I don’t want it to be smudged and dirty when I first set my eyes upon it, so I fold it up and slip it into my skirt pocket. Then I start feeling around, trying to regain some sense of directionality, when suddenly the door at the top of the stairs creaks open and yellow light floods the stairwell. 

      “Clara?” 

      “Y-yes.” My voice sounds scratchy, as if I swallowed handfuls of the dirt under my feet. 

      “She’s gone, yes? I sensed her leaving, but one can’t be too careful.”

      “I think so.”

      “Well then, get on up here. Let’s see what she thinks of you.” 

      I climb the stairs, blinking until my eyes get used to the light. “How long have I been down here?” I ask. 

      “Hours, dear. It’s nearly dawn.” 

      The exhaustion hits as soon as a realize I’ve gone yet another night without sleep. I haven’t slept much since mom died. I just lay in the dark, staring at memories. Set up against the loss of her, time is meaningless. But now I’ve lived a whole seven days motherless and look what’s happened. Chaos. 

      At the top of the stairs, I follow Elba through the dim hallway that leads directly to the kitchen. At the table, I flop into a groaning old chair. Elba bustles around the counters, putting coffee on, pulling out plates, but she can’t keep her eyes off my hands. She glances at them furtively every few seconds. I look myself. They appear the same—chipped black nail polish, crooked pinky from an old injury, smooth beige skin—no different than when I walked into the basement. 

      “Drink this,” Elba says. 

      “I’ll wait for coffee.” Whatever she’s placed before me smells like cinnamon and rose petals. Water vapor rises from the hot liquid, and there are all kinds of unidentifiable chunks floating at the drink’s surface. It’s likely a tea of some sort, which is not really my thing. 

      “You will not. That’s not just any old tea, Clara.”

      Of course. I can feel my eyebrows scrunch together as I examine the drink more closely.

      She goes on, “That is a special concoction. Everyone who survives initial contact imbibes. You must drink it.”

      “What happens if I don’t?” I don’t know why I ask; I’m going to drink it. I’ve trusted Elba to this point. My fingers encircle the mug.

      “Nothing short of calamity.” She crosses her arms, and her mouth goes firm. I take a sip. She relaxes. “At least I think that’s what would happen.”

      “So you don’t know?” The tea tastes like it smells, pleasant. I ignore the chunks, pretending I know nothing of fairy tales and the kinds of things witches put in spells. Eye of newt. Bat wing. The heart of a frog taken on the eve of a new moon. Stop it. That shit is not real. Of course, giant spiders that embrace you and weave magic out of the air were fake until a few hours ago so . . . I set the mug aside, side-eyeing the dregs. 

      “I don’t know what would happen. You’re right about that. It’s an old tradition written in an even older book. Not following the practice could do nothing. Or it could bring about the end of this world. Who knows?” She shrugs and pours herself some coffee, then sets a cup of good ol’ fashioned Folgers in front me and asks, “Aren’t you gonna show me?” 

      I’m anxious to see it too—the lace—but I’d hoped to check it out alone first. “Hold on,” I say and get up from the table.

      “Where are you going?” she calls after me.

      “Gotta pee.” 

      I close the door to a little half bath in the hall and rush to the sink. I turn on the water, eager for the splash of cold on my skin. The events of last night are settling around me, affecting my future choices, and I wonder, What the hell have I started? 

      A decorative bowl stuffed with potpourri fills the tiny space with the smell of cedar and lavender. The toilet seat lid clatters loudly when I knock it down, then I sit. Blowing out a deep breath, I remove the lace from my pocket and unfold it over my lap. It’s beautiful, with intricate, swirling patterns. It’s unlike Aunt Elba’s in that there’s only the one sparkling ruby in the center. Maybe those are earned, but that’s a guess. 

      What isn’t a guess is that this delicate fabric contains the ability to change my whole life. A life that, until a few days ago, deliberately did not revolve around anything happing in Hillary. 

      A soft knock raps on the bathroom door. “Clara? You okay in there?” Another knock; she is always bad about giving people time to respond. “Sometimes the tatting effects can be quite draining. You haven’t passed out, have you?” More knocking. 

      “No, no. I’m fine.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, your coffee is getting cold.” 

      As if that matters. “I’ll be out in a second.” 

      She treads away from the door. The hall floor creaks with each of her steps, and it sounds like she’s nearly back in the kitchen. Only then do I open the door, carrying the lace in my hands, to join her. 

      “Want me to warm you up?” Elba holds up the coffee pot. The deep brown liquid sloshes around inside. 

      I shake my head, observing the kitchen anew. In the center of the table is a basket of pinecones and dehydrated apple and orange slices. Above the sink, Elba has a string of dried flowers: lavender, dandelions, plus a few I can’t identify. The counters are clear now, after the visitation, but I only ever remember them as being cluttered with her garden clippings, piles of mail, her magnifying glass. Should I have known she was dabbling in magic? That she was some kind of witch? Could I ever have guessed they both were? 

      “Sit. Sit,” she urges, and takes the seat opposite me. “Let me see what you’ve made.” 

      I don’t sit down, but I do hand over my lace. Elba places it on the table and puts on her glasses. She leans over it, her shoulders and back rounding. Her fingers smooth out any wrinkles or folds, and she tsks every now and then. 

      “Lovely,” she whispers, seemingly to herself. After several moments, she presses her hands against her reddening cheeks, and she takes in a deep breath. Her eyes are closed, magnified by her oversized glasses. She blinks, removes her glasses, and says, “Well, you’re a natural. Just like your mama.”

      “Elba . . .” I struggle with what to say next. How do you ask someone to explain the rules when a whole new world breaks open in front of you? “What . . . How—” I bite my lip.

      “You want explanations. Certainties,” she says, removing her glasses. They dangle from a simple chain made of rose gold, shimmering a metallic pink in the sunlight streaming through the window above the sink. “I have very few of those.” 

      Disappointment floods through me. But really, thinking Elba had all the answers was just naïveté. I’m old enough to know that most adults are as clueless as the children around them, if not more so. At least Elba has enough sense to admit when she’s not sure.

      “You have decisions to make, Clara.” She pushes the lace toward the seat in front of me. I take it, trying not to crumple it in my fist, and sit down. “She accepts you, and now you choose.” Elba sips her coffee and then sets the mug back on the table. I wait for her to continue; she only blinks.

      “Well . . .” 

      A smile plays at the corners of Elba’s mouth; she’s savoring the moment. Even as a child, I remember realizing this about Elba. She’s a bit cagey, always beating around the bush, and indirect. She enjoys wringing the tension out of every situation. It’s maddening in all things, but with what’s going on now, I hate it. I just want to step up beside her and slap her on the back a few times, get her to cough up all the words she’s holding back. Instead, I wait her out. Only patience brings her words forward. That and not showing any indication that her delivery bothers me. Mom taught me that ages ago.

      Finally, Elba says, “We get you stitched up if that’s what you want.”

      My gaze darts to hers and my neck flushes with nerves. I am sure she can see the worry singing behind my eyes.

      “The next step forward, Clara, is to get this”—she puts down her mug and taps where I know her lace exists—“attached to you.”

      “Oh.” That is all I can muster. 

      “Look, I know it’s scary.” She reaches for me, but the basket of pinecones is in the way. Her hand falls to rest near her clavicle. “I can’t be certain of what happens next. I don’t know what’s beyond the storm drain, but we are running out of time to find out.”

      “Why?” As far as I knew, we had nothing but time. “If I can stay with you—I have some money for rent—” 

      “Of course! Of course you can stay here. But that’s not what I’m talking about . . .”

      I draw in a deep breath, play with the handle of the mug in front of me, and wait for her to continue. She hems and haws, braids a loose strand of her hair, and mumbles to herself. I bite my bottom lip, the scream building inside my throat. If she delays much longer, I might really smack her. 

      “Your mother didn’t die because of a sudden heart attack, Clara. I mean, she did, but—” 

      “Say it!” I shout and Elba startles. 

      “Well, there’s no need to—” 

      “Aunt Elba,” I plead, “please.”

      “It was a curse that killed her.” Her gaze is sharp and serious. “And there’s reason to believe it will be transferred to you.”
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      My laughter breaks the silence. A curse? It’s hilarious. Of course there’s a curse. 

      But Elba doesn’t break her stare. She glares at me as if I’ve insulted her. And maybe I have. 

      “I’m sorry,” I say, still tittering but trying to get myself back in control. “I’ll listen.” A snort escapes me.

      “How kind of you,” she replies tartly, sucking in her cheeks and making a crisp bow of her mouth. 

      I let out a calming, stabilizing breath. “Elba, you have to understand. Finding out about all this in one night. The same day I buried Mom.” I close my eyes for a beat, then open them and continue. “It’s a lot.”

      She takes a quick sip of her coffee, surveying me. She stands suddenly, her chairback banging into the oven behind her. 

      “What is it?” I don’t sense anything, but it’s not like I’ve been the most observant person all these years.

      Elba peers out the window above the kitchen sink, fists gripping the curtains. “Nothing. A shadow.” She turns back toward me and smooths her hair away from her face. “I thought I saw someone at the window.” She seems more nervous now. 

      “But nobody’s there, right?” 

      She nods. 

      “Tell me about the curse, Elba.” I soften my tone.

      Her attention turns back to me. Her kind, brown eyes land on mine, and the corners crease when she offers up a sad smile. 

      “No one ever liked us trying to find a way to bring Angeline back. At first, they were understanding, but then they started to dissuade us.” She moves to a cabinet and opens it, then shuffles through the boxes of macaroni and cereal. She pulls out spice bottles and then a regular white envelope. “And your mom, she left this with me. She asked me to set it aside for you until I was sure the time was right. And said something cryptic to me . . .” She pauses long enough for me to see my mother’s handwriting on the envelope. My name is written in her slanted, loopy cursive. “Something like, ‘If they find me where beauty can be bought and the air is too cool and crisp, know that my death was unnatural.’ But I didn’t look into it further.”

      “Why not?” I would have.

      “The community didn’t think of her as a threat anymore. At least as far as I knew . . .” Her words trail off. She pauses, rolls her tongue over her front teeth, and sucks in a breath. “At the time, I thought she was just being dramatic. She could be that way, you know.”

      My brow wrinkles involuntarily. Mom could be . . . theatrical. When I was little, it was fun—Manic-pixie Mom Adventures. But by middle school, it could get embarrassing. And by high school, I had built up an immunity to her loudness, her exuberant demands that I must learn to live a little. As if I wasn’t. It was part of the reason I hadn’t come with her when she announced she was taking a trip to Hillary. I wanted—needed—space. Well, now I’ve got it.

      “I loved your mom. She is—was my best friend. Even if our relationship had been rocky the past ten years.” She sets the envelope on the table, next to my lace. 

      “You said it was a curse?” I look up at her. The moment is heavy. So much hangs in the air: feelings, secrets. Either answers or burdens are wrapped up in this little package of sealed paper.

      Elba sniffs, then says, “It’s only a hunch.” Her gaze drifts down, indicating the spider in the basement. “Your mother always did things her own way. After Angeline was taken from her, even more so. We can stitch you up, seal the deal. You’ve already been accepted.” Before I can say a thing, she snatches my lace from the table. 

      Already I feel as though it’s a part of me, as if she’s taken a finger or a snippet of my hair to hold. “Hey, I—” 

      “Go. Read. Listen to your mother one last time.” 
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      The weeping willow tree stands tall and swaying in the brisk morning breeze. I could use some of its strength, I think. The past week has left me drained. I feel all topsy-turvy, like someone who’s been pushed under a wave and can’t decipher which way is up. Directionless. 

      But then I think of what brought me here—Mom—and I make my way over to the tree, nearly clutching her letter against my chest. What on earth could she have written? 

      I part the willow’s branches and enter its alcove. Dew soaks through my tights and the seat of my dress when I sit. It is cold, but I welcome the sensation. It grounds me somehow; everything else seems like it might float away, but I’m connected to the earth in this chilling, uncomfortable way. 

      In front of me is the storm drain. One hemisphere shows itself, and I imagine the other half. Does my sister gaze upon its twin underneath the ground? Is she even alive? 

      The birds are already trilling about the morning. A few cars drive past. This early, they’re likely commuters heading toward a city that actually has jobs. And I am stalling. Noticing all the extra shit so that I can ignore the letter in my lap a while longer. But it will do no good—the procrastination. Denial of what’s happening only causes more pain.

      I stick my thumb under the lip of the envelope and tear it open. The paper inside isn’t anything unique. I guess I expected it to be handmade, special, or something witchy—thick papyrus with little bits of flowers and seeds embedded in it. This she could have pulled out of my backpack and probably had.

      As I unfold it, I notice that it’s only one page, and a thunderclap of disappointment racks me. She is my mother. I want more of her. I will always want more from her. It is the nature of things.

      Clara, 

      If you’re reading this, then a set of unfortunate circumstances have befallen me. Long ago, I made a deal of sorts. I wanted a daughter. I wanted you.

      I stop there, setting the letter aside. She wanted a daughter. She made a deal, a transaction that ultimately led to her death in the beauty aisle of some big-box store. I can see it in my head, like a fairy tale: a younger version of herself—one who looks different than me but with the same river-brown eyes—weaving, weaving, weaving. A figure comes along and offers magic, for what? A life.

      I set my head back against the weeping willow’s trunk. My gaze lingers on the canopy of swaying branches. A ray of sunlight cuts through the leaves and illuminates a vast array of webbing I had not noticed earlier. The webs are as intricate as the tatting I had done last night. They cover the space. And beads of water are suspended within the tangling, like jewels. 

      From this vantage, I can see it: the inspiration. The webs are a form of magic, or an extension of some god. A slender, dark, eight-legged body drops from one of the webs above me. The breeze catches the thread it is suspended from, and it swings in front of me. But the little thing keeps working, keeps dropping lower, pulling silk from its abdomen, until it lands on the letter in my hands. 

      Keep reading. Got it. 

      I wanted a daughter. I wanted you. 

      I wanted power too. You must understand what power meant to someone with my background. I knew all too well that I had no control over anything in this world. I was only a girl with dead parents . . . much like you are now. 

      No mention of my father except that he is dead. How typical. My stomach drops as if I’m falling from some great height. It’s a familiar sensation; conversations with her were often a roller coaster. 

      When your grandmother adopted me and Elba, she showed us how to capture the magic in this world. But more than that, she gave us hope. And so, I worked hard at it. Harder than anyone else. I became closer to Her than any other. You know who I’m talking about, don’t you? I bet you’ve met Her by now. She trusted me above everyone else. I had more contact with Her, wove more magic alongside Her than any other witch in our time. 

      “Okay, Mom. Whatever.” She is self-aggrandizing a bit here; I am sure of it.

      Yet still, She took my daughter. My Angeline. 

      I searched for a way to bring her back. Others felt I had no right. But she is my child. When I felt danger gathered around you, I left. But I never stopped looking for a way to bring back my first child. And I discovered it.

      I found Her name. 

      I reread the line. She guessed the name of a god? What would that do? The little spider crawls across the page. I’d forgotten it was even there, but as I notice now, the little thing has done many, many laps. The upper portion of the note is coated in spider’s silk. It’s destroying it, I realize frantically. I stand, trying to yank the letter away from the spider. But it does no good. I swipe at the webbing, try to push the tiny thing off, but it holds on. I flick at it. Nothing. It continues its work—unfazed, unbothered. The spider is making a cocoon around my mother’s last words, and this is the one and only time I’ll get to read them. I reread them, with a sense of urgency, of importance, committing them to memory. Or at least trying to. Then I get to the last lines. 

      But I can do nothing with it, except pass it on for you to wield as you will. I have already forsaken my lace and the power that comes with it when we left Hillary. 

      At this point, her handwriting devolves into a series of scratch marks. Nonsense. Random scribbling. As if she tried to write the spider god’s name but couldn’t. 

      Clara, earn your lace. Find Her name. I will leave it behind for you, no matter what it costs me. I’ve spent so much of my life working on this; I will not fail your sister again. If I can’t be the one to finish this, you must. Set her free. But beware. There will be others who will try to stop you.

      The paper crumples as the tiny spider pulls its silk tight. The letter slips out of my grasp and into an ever-shrinking, matted knot of web. When it is not much bigger than the spider, the tiny little beast dangles my mother’s balled-up words in front of my eyes as if to taunt me. 

      “You think you’ve won, then?” I ask. “I won’t give up either. You don’t scare me!”

      In response, the spider only hoists Mom’s note up into the branches until they both disappear among the greenery.
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      “Well?” Aunt Elba stands in the doorway of the house, looking both impatient and curious.

      “It’s not what you think.” I move past her, into the little screened porch where not more than twelve hours ago, a tray of cheese had been forced into my hands as I was made to play host. 

      “Not a curse then, okay. That’s good. I just assumed since—” 

      “She learned her name. She never gave up on Angeline. And now it’s my turn,” I say.

      Aunt Elba’s shoulders drop, and she looks at me incredulously. “So it is a curse.”

      “No. Yes. I don’t know. All I know is that she left the last part up to me, so give me back my lace. I need it.”

      “Clara, if your mother learned the name, it’s why she’s dead now. You see that, right? Others have tried. I don’t have many facts about them; there’s much secrecy around them. They were erased from the leger, but I’m sure they suffered the same fate.” Her hands are balled up in the pockets of her argyle cardigan. My lace is in one of those pockets; I can feel it. “No one can have it all. Your mom never accepted that.”

      “Why should she?” I counter. “Why must she choose? Gain power only to lose a child. Why not both, if that’s what she wanted for her life? Why not everything?”

      Elba says nothing, only shrugs. 

      “Those are stupid, archaic rules. I can save her. I just have to find the name.” 

      “And what happens then?” Elba shakes her head. “Knowing the name. Passing it on. It got your mother killed. What do you think will happen to you?”

      “Stop it. Stop being contrary. Especially when you started this.” 

      Her face crumples, her features squint and purse as she fights some emotion I’ve triggered. “You’re right. This has always been all my fault. If I’d just stayed awake that day, Angeline would be here. So would your mom.”

      “Elba, that’s not—I meant tonight. You set me on this path tonight. Not twenty years ago. Angeline was bound to be taken.”

      “I never meant for you to make such a sacrifice. I didn’t know she’d want you to do this. I thought I’d show you our ways, pass certain things on. Leave your sister be.”

      “Well, that wasn’t her dying wish. This is. Now, will you help me?”

      She takes a deep breath, and a shudder passes through her as she regains control over her emotions. She wipes at her eyes, sniffs, then nods. 

      “Awesome. What do we do?” 

      “What did your mother say?” 

      “Earn the lace. Find the name. Finish this.”

      Her eyes flutter open. She looks confused, as if she’s forgotten what I mean to do. But the moment passes, and clarity reigns over her features. “Right, right. Okay. Go into your grandmother’s bedroom. It’ll be done there—the stitching—where it was done for all of us.”

      I move toward the stairs. The old, matted, pea-soup-green carpet is under my feet when I turn to check that Elba follows. She does, a steely determination sets her features. That’s okay. That’s fine. I want her resolved. Confident. Because I’m afraid this part is going to hurt. 
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      I’m in Grandma’s bed, the covers tucked under my armpits and over my breasts. My skin, sternum to clavicle, is exposed. My memories of Grandma are few, and they all consist of her laying in this bed, under her white blanket with the pom-pom fringe, cigarette smoke swirling in the air. She was always frail in my mind, small and weak and smoking. But the stories Elba and Mom share about her are those of a fierce warrior-like woman, fighting anyone who looked at her the wrong way and taking in two orphaned girls when their entire family was killed in a bombing at the church down the street. 

      Elba’s lit candles all around the room, even though daylight seeps between the shutters. The candles create a cacophony of scent—rosemary, lavender, rose, frankincense—until I can’t separate them any longer. The air becomes muddy with fragrance. Elba stands by the dresser, weaving a needle through the flame of each candle. She wears a camisole, and the jewels in her lace catch the light every now and then, sparkling wildly.

      I try to empty my brain, think of nothing. But it’s impossible. My thoughts flit to the storm drain, to Angeline, to my mother, to where she might have hidden the name. 

      Finally, Elba sits on the edge of the bed, and that side sinks under her weight. “Are you ready?”

      I nod. 

      “This isn’t the kind of thing one can do halfway. You understand what I mean? Once I start stitching, it must be finished.” 

      “Yes, I’m ready.” I ball Grandma’s blanket into my fists and mentally prepare, focusing on this sister I’m supposed to save. What does she look like? What has her life been like? I’ve always wanted a sibling, but I never spoke it aloud, not wanting to make my mom feel bad or like she wasn’t enough. 

      The first prick stings, then burns. My breath catches behind my teeth, and I can only swallow the pain. Endure it. I close my eyes and pretend this is another tattoo. This isn’t that much different—well, except for the dragging of the thread under my skin. It continues, one after another, Elba pulls and tightens the stitches. I let my eyes flutter open, only half cognizant of the tears running past my temples and pooling in my ears. My breathing is shuddery, light and quick. Too shallow. Elba places her hand on my shoulder, and says, “Breathe deeply. Don’t forget.” 

      I lick my lips, noticing how dry and chapped they feel, then nod. I focus on breathing, counting the rhythm of it as Elba continues to work. My vision falters, black spots and then silver lightning bolts take up space where the room should be. The pain migrates from the surface of my chest to inside, wrapping itself around my heart. I see my mother’s letter, crumpled under the pressure of the spider’s web, and imagine a similar fate for myself. She’s going to kill me, I think. She knows I mean to name Her. To bring my sister back from the depths of the storm drain. She’s inside me now, her thread winding its way up to my brain, to my plans. I can’t hide. And then the feeling dissipates. 

      A creeping relief takes over as my body realizes there is no more, not another stitch coming. My whole chest throbs. I open my eyes, and the ceiling is swathed in webbing. The walls are coated with a thick, gauzy matting. Intermittingly, a star, or a jewel, something shimmering, peeps out from the tangle of silk. Elba stands at the dresser, cleaning the supplies she used. The water in the bowl is pink, and I know it’s my blood. I can smell it. She’s serene, as calm as I’ve ever seen her. 

      “Are we—What is all this?” I indicate how the room has changed.

      She shrugs. “It’s how it always happens.” She places the needle and thread in a leather case and folds it up, then ties a throng around it. “You did well. How do you feel?”

      “Shaky.” I sit up, and my head swims with the movement.

      “To be expected.” She steps toward the bed and places her hand on my cheek. “You’re one of us now. Welcome, dear.” 

      My eyes search hers. I don’t feel much different, really. I’m not sure what I expected—power coursing through my veins, lightning shooting from my fingertips—but it’s not like that. This is a quiet thing. A small connection. I look at the lace now embedded in my chest; somehow, it’s stayed clean, not a drop of blood stained the fabric. Maybe that speaks to Elba’s skill.

      “The others will know. Your addition will have sent vibrations through the network. I expect they’ll be here before too long. There will be a meeting, introductions and all that. I think you’ll be surprised who—” 

      “I don’t have time for that.” I swing my legs over the side of the bed and pull my Docs onto my feet. “I have to find where Mom hid the name. Get to Angeline. She can’t spend another minute trapped down there. Mom didn’t want—”

      Elba puts both hands on my shoulders. “Clara, this is a process. You can’t just go running about. You’re full of magic and have no idea how to use it.” 

      I step out of her grasp. “No, I’m doing this part my way.” I thump my chest as I say it, and a note of pain registers. “This is what Mom couldn’t finish. I’m taking care of it now. It ends today.” 

      As I leave the room, I hear her say, “An end is only a beginning.” 

      Involuntarily, my eyes roll as I pound down the stairs. Mom hid the name somewhere in this house. It would have been one of the last things she’d done. She was here, visiting, and all the belongings she’d had with her have already been sorted through. Unless she hid it in the car, but that makes no sense. It’s an insignificant hunk of metal. No, it must be in the house. But I am uncertain where to start. I think of the space that meant the most to her: their shared childhood bedroom, the one I used when we lived here. Angeline, too, before she was taken. Even to me, that room somehow exudes the feeling of being the heart of the house. I cross the sitting room and enter the bedroom capped with twin beds, corner spindles pointing into the air and painted robin-egg blue. The room is dusty from lack of use, and I’ve gone and disturbed that. Particles swirl in the air, and I momentarily hope that the specks will merge and spell the name for me. But that doesn’t happen. Dust falls to the ground or the beds or wherever it must lie until it’s either cleaned or disturbed once more. Mom had forsaken her magic, so this won’t be some gleaming, wondrous reveal. It will be ordinary. Some place she knew I would look. 

      I check under the beds, sliding my upper half underneath. Nothing but slats and dust bunnies. I check the little trunk at the foot of each bed. Nothing but old, near-antique toys. I wonder if she might have written the name on something, and so I pull up each doll’s matted hair, examining their necks and ears, their chests, only to find bare doll skin. 

      Between the beds is a wardrobe. One I spent a fair amount of time in, pretending to be Lucy from Narnia. I press my hand against the ornately carved door. Yes. It feels right. I open the door, the metal handle registering a coolness in my hand. Inside, old clothes hang. Vintage stuff that I could make a killing selling online. I shove my hands in every pocket I can find, checking for what, I’m not sure. A slip of paper? That’s the obvious choice. Maybe I’m in the wrong room. No. There’s that intuition. That voice. No, I’m right. It’s in here. But thinking of all the possibilities just this one room holds makes my head swim. Or maybe that’s the pulsing wounds on my chest. What’s this lace even for? It’s not helping me. 

      I sink into the closet, shoving some of the old shoes aside to make space. I gingerly press my fingers to the jewel now lodged at the center of my chest. It’s warm to the touch. Too warm, actually. Kind of hot. Burning now. I tap it, testing the temperature and looking down, but it’s difficult to see. I stand and go to the mirror on the opposite side of the room. The jewel cools immediately. I step back toward the wardrobe; it warms. Are you fucking kidding me? Toward the mirror, cooler. It’s like a game. 

      I move toward the wardrobe again and pull out all the shoes, sticking my hand inside, checking for any clue. Elba’s moving about the house, and her noise registers: a clomping down the stairs, cupboards opening and closing. Suddenly, she appears, leaning against the doorframe, wearing a beige trench coat and carrying an old-fashioned cloche hat, something straight out of the 1920s.

      “Any luck?” she asks. 

      “No.” I sit back, all at once noticing the film of sweat covering my body, making my hair stick to my face. I sweep my hair back into a high ponytail and pull the elastic off my wrist to bind it. “Are you not going to help? You’re dressed like you’re leaving.” 

      Elba nods. “I am going to help you, but not in a way you might expect.” She rolls her freshly painted red lips together and steps into the room. 

      “Well, I’m having zero luck, so . . .” 

      Elba takes a deep, shuddering breath. She’s holding back something, something big—a dam in human form. She sets her hat on the foot of her bed and smooths back her hair. I know she’s working up to tell me something. When she finally does, I can barely hear it.

      “I can feel them organizing. The others are against this.” 

      I’ve felt it too—a network of others like me, yet against me. Their intent, malevolent and hostile, vibrates along the web that binds us. But I shrug and pull out another shoe. “It’s not their sister.”

      “You’re right, but it is their power.”

      I turn and look at her. She seems nervous, but continues, “They thought—think—finding Angeline will upset the balance. Maybe overturn their claim to the little power this lace affords us.” Elba’s not really talking to me—at least, her gaze doesn’t meet mine. She stares into the middle distance as she speaks, her fingers grazing where her lace sits under her coat. “They may not be wrong.” She blinks, and her eyes come back to mine. “I’m going to them now. Before they can gather and come here. That should buy you some time, but I don’t know how much.” She slips to the floor; on her knees, she grips my hands in hers. “Please, be careful.”

      “Why me? Why didn’t she leave this for you?”

      Sadness creeps over Elba’s features. “She didn’t trust me anymore, Clara. We fought over this. After years of searching and battling back the others, the naysayers, I was ready to give up. To live by their rules. I thought she’d quit too, but apparently, she kept on without me.” A tear escapes her, and she lets go of my hands to swipe it from her cheek. “I won’t fail her again.” 

      Abruptly, she stands and backs away from me, toward the door. She knows this house, every inch, and when she’s close to the frame, she reaches for it. Her gaze is still locked on mine. “We can have everything, Clara. All of it is ours for the taking. We just have to claim it.” She turns and leaves then. The screen door slams, her heels click over the driveway, the car engine starts, and she’s gone. My gaze alights on her hat, its maroon felt and bell shape, left at the foot of the bed. 

      But I can’t think on that. If Elba’s warning is true, I only have so much time before others might show up here and try to stop me. I reach in, and in one fell swoop, swipe the rest of the shoes out of the closet. I make quick work of looking at each one, then I check the wardrobe one more time. Maybe there is a secret compartment. I run my hands along the inside walls, but they’re smooth. Not a notch or a handle. 

      There used to be something here. Something I used to play with. I know I didn’t just sit here in the dark waiting for the back of the wardrobe to expand into another world. No, there was a box. A box full of buttons. When the remembering comes, I can feel the sensation of dipping my hand into that bin of smooth plastic tokens. I can smell the musty sweetness that wafted from the box when I removed its lid. But where is it? It was always tucked in the back corner. But there’s nothing there now. 

      The ruby at the center of my lace is very hot now. The strings are tight and pulling against my already-tender skin. I can’t tell if it’s trying to stop me or warn me. But I continue, even as the sweat drips down my face.

      A box that should be here but isn’t. 

      A mess of buttons I played with and sorted and marveled over is missing. This is it. This is what she wanted me to notice. I scoot back from the pile of shoes and stand up. There’s a shelf above the clothes, and it’s cluttered with tubes of wrapping paper and old gift boxes. I pull all those out quickly, determined and not caring about the heap piling up on the floor. Then I spot it. It’s not a box, I misremembered that detail, but a tin, the baubles inside rattling as I pick it up. The heat of my lace pulses once and then goes out. This is correct. 

      I sit on the floor, just like I used to, and open the tin, then pour the colorful array of buttons over the braided rug. There’s so many—from plain flat circles to pearl studs and ornate upholstered baubles. Some are plastic, others are glass. I spread them out, giving each one a little space. There are hundreds of them but not a single slip of paper with a name. 

      “Damn it. I know this is right.” The grandfather clock downstairs rings out the half hour. I’m not sure how long Elba’s been gone, but it serves to remind me that time is slipping away, especially if she can’t persuade the others to leave me alone. 

      I scan the buttons one more time, running a hand over them. Nothing. Fuck. In a fit of frustration, I stand and pitch the tin at the wall. It hits with a metallic clang, clamors to the floor, and rolls back toward me. It spins on its side, then lands open side up. And that’s when I see it. Taped to the bottom of the can is a little note. My heart races as I grab it and carefully peel the tape away. I’m not sure what to expect as I unfold the little slip: another note, maybe a clue, hopefully. With the clock ticking, it’s just exactly what I need to end this and release Angeline—my sister, my twin. Someone I never knew existed. Another whole person in this world connected to me. 
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      As the screen door slams behind me, somewhere in my mind, it registers that the day has changed. Gone are the blue skies and chirping, twirling birds from the morning. A layer of humidity blankets the whole area; each breath feels heavier than the one before it. Our tree, the willow, is changed as well. The tree’s kelly-green leaves are now spearhead shapes of pearly white, and they clack together when the breeze picks up. As I part the branches and come to the storm drain, I see it’s changed too. Or maybe my vision has changed with the stitching. It’s still a half-dome shape, but the grates are creamy-white.

      Behind me, tires screech over pavement. Gravel crunches. Car doors slam. Time is up. The pearly leaves clatter together again as three women, one I recognize as Marcy Baxter, Mom’s so-called best friend, march over the lawn. 

      “Clara.” She looks upon me, fake sympathy gleaming in her eyes. “It’s been a long week for you, dear.”

      “Where’s Elba?” I ask. 

      The three women exchange knowing glances, or smirks. They couldn’t have. She’d set her hat on the bed, left it there. They didn’t. The cute little maroon cloche with the purple ribbon. No. 

      “I think you know,” Marcy says. She paces closer, a leader among the three, with her crunchy-gelled curls leftover from the ‘80s. The other two women’s features aren’t standout. They have matching sandy-blond hair and wear denim shirts with their sleeves rolled up. I can’t see anyone’s lace, and that’s when I think of my own. 

      I back away from them, swiping fresh tears from my cheeks. This is no community. They’re not a sweet little Instagram-filtered coven of #witches. They have killed my aunt. I have no one left. 

      Suddenly, my ankle rolls in a gopher hole, and I hear a sickening snap. The pain of it shoots up my calf and blocks out the throbbing that’s been consistently pounding in my chest. I’m a heap on the ground, so close, so very close. But not close enough.

      “This has gone on long enough,” one of Marcy’s henchmen says. 

      “We won’t let you take away what’s ours,” says the other. 

      The three step toward me, menacingly. I know they’ll do whatever they must to stop me. 

      “We’ve all made sacrifices just to gain this little bit of power,” Marcy explains. “Your family’s caused nothing but trouble for too long.” 

      I touch my lace, letting one finger linger over the ruby—warm once more. As I do, I feel the pain in my ankle drain away. The tendon or bone, whatever is torn and broken, mends itself, like new. 

      “Go easy on her, girls. She’s just received her lace. Just getting a taste for what she’s capable of, I’d wager.” Marcy’s auburn eyebrow cocks, and her lips curl into a cruel smile. “Can you feel what we’re capable of too?” She crouches before me. Her teeth shine a sickly stained yellow in the bright white reflecting off the pearly leaves. “What do you say, Clara? I can show you. Mentor you.” She stretches a finger toward my jaw and tilts my face toward hers, an intimately threatening gesture. “Certainly that’s worth more than saving some relation you’ve never known. Isn’t it?”

      I bite my lip, unsure what to say. My sister is down there. It was my mother’s dying wish to save her. I can’t just walk away. 

      Before I can answer, Marcy presses her index finger to my lips, shushing me. She leans in closer, her breath a wisp against my ear. “All the first daughters are down there. What do you think will happen if you set one of them free?”

      “I-I . . .” I stammer, shocked by her revelation. It’s not just Angeline. “They’ll join us,” I whisper, knowing how foolish I must sound to her. 

      Marcy snorts. “Can you feel my heart? My aims.” She places her hand over my lace. “Here?”

      I nod.

      “Well, I can feel yours too.” Her hand quickly grips my ponytail, and she pulls me to my feet. She shoves me toward the other two women, and I stumble. They grab me before I fall though, and I’m grateful for that. 

      “Take her inside. We’ll dump both bodies here. Make it look like an accident. House fire. Something.” Her tone is sharp and strong. She means every word. 

      So I struggle, yanking my body every which way. Making the two other women fight to maintain their hold on me. “Why do you even care? You never even left this fucking town!” Their grip tightens around my arms; their fingernails dig into my flesh. “You’ve done nothing with it!” 

      I break free and make a run for the tree’s canopy when, just as suddenly, Marcy whistles, snaps her fingers, and every muscle, every nerve, every bodily connection moving me forward comes to a halt. I am as stiff as a statue, can’t move at all. Cold and deep, the rage surges through me like a tapped well. 

      “You have no idea what we’ve done here,” Marcy says. “The smallest bit of magic ripples out into the world. We use it sparingly, only when necessary, and only if it’s for the betterment of our little group.” 

      Then why does this place continue to be such a hell hole? I think to myself. But Hillary is not some decaying town for people like Marcy. She lives in the biggest house with an inground pool that goes unused most of the year. Her SUV looks brand new: huge and shiny and white. The system works for her. 

      She stalks around me, examining me. She makes a show out of pinching her chin, seemingly pondering how to move me in my current state. She’s confident, overly so. Because, I realize, Marcy hasn’t done a thing about my mouth. 

      “Schpinnagast.” I barely move my lips, not wanting to snag Marcy’s attention. I can’t get to the grate, but I can say the name my mother so arduously scrawled on the slip of paper taped to the button tin. The courage it must have taken to write it, knowing the price would likely be her life, that’s what I draw on as they tip me backward, the three of them, and carry me up the path toward the screened-in porch. The sky is an impossible bruise. Swatches of purples, greens, and grays swirl together. “Schpinnagast,” I whisper again, as quietly as I can manage. 

      “What’s she murmuring about?” one of Marcy’s minions ask.

      All my hope rests on this being enough. “Schpinnagast.” 

      My legs go rubbery in their grasp, and the change makes them drop me. My backside slams into the pavement. The wind is strong; it roars. Trash—aluminum cans, plastic grocery bags mostly—clang and whoosh down the street. The weeping willow tree is a riot of spinning limbs and clacking pearl leaves. 

      My hair whips around my face. Dirt assaults my eyes. The three women have dropped dead. Their gaze is fixed, chests still, skin a sickly pallor. I crawl to Marcy to check for a pulse and see the smaller spiders working, coating her in their webbing. They spin and spin and spin, then feast. 

      The cracking and splintering of wood breaks through the still howling wind. I cover my ears, turn away from the three shrinking sacs, and move toward the sound. 

      It is Her. 

      Her presence is as familiar and dangerous as it was last night in the basement. I step under the whipping cove of willow branches and behold Her. Before, I’d only perceived the great spider as she guided my needlework. Now, I see Her. In the dark, she had been majestic and vague. In the light of today, she is terrible. Her abdomen rests in the open and splintered trunk, acting as a throne. Her legs spring forth, spindly and crooked at harsh angles. Her mosaic of eyes seem to center on me. 

      You learned my name and called upon me. She speaks not in English but in a hissing wave of vibration—a susurrus that sings along the threads in my chest. 

      “Yes.” I’m stunned in her presence. I have no inclination of what to do next. She could, literally and quite easily, bite me. Wrap me up. Digest me. The whole of my being reduced to a pool of sludge a god might feed on. 

      Or she can set my sister free.

      Well . . .

      “My sister. Angeline. I want her here.” I pound my fist against my thigh, accentuating my request.

      I have already saved your life—seconds pass before she continues—and yet you make another demand. Schpinnagast adjusts her posture on the willow throne, her head and thorax straightening to a height high above me. It is always the way with your kind. Your wishes are many, and they shift with the wind. Honestly, it makes you all so damned entertaining. She seems amused. Millennia of theater, that’s what you provide. 

      I try to hide how the minimization makes me bristle.

      Your friends were too scared to make such an attempt. She points to the ruin that is Marcy and her henchmen.

      “They were never my friends.”

      Too fearful of losing everything to risk anything, that lot. But you’re not. 

      “I have nothing to lose. Not in this world, anyway.” I hesitate, unsure whether I should say this next part. But screw it, I just said I have nothing to lose. “Everyone has been taken from me because of this.” I indicate the lace sewn into my chest, simultaneously wishing it didn’t exist and realizing how much worse things could be without it.

      And yet you wear it. You accepted the power the webbing offers. 

      “To change a system, you must work from within.” 

      Oh! Schpinnagast makes a sound that could be construed as a laugh. How cute! One of her legs meanders toward the storm drain. I’m afraid to think this might work. That she will just lift the grate and set Angeline free because she wants to be amused. It’s too simple. Too easy. But she is an ancient god. Boredom must fill so many of her days.

      Well then . . . Schpinnagast taps the lustrous cap of the storm drain, made of the same pearly substance as the willow’s leaves. If this is what you truly want, the journey ends here, Clara Noble. 

      I think of that irritating cliché Aunt Elba uttered just hours ago about an end being nothing but a beginning. 

      You must do what your mother once warned you about. 

      Touch the drain. 

      And so I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Jessica Cranberry

          

        

      

    

    
      Jessica Cranberry lives in the Sierra Nevada foothills with her family and spends days striking a balance between parenthood, teaching, editing/proofreading, and writing—suspense novels and eclectic short stories mostly. When she's not doing those things, she's reading, attempting to garden, or hiking around town. Her novel, IN THE TRAP, was published in the spring of 2022 with book two scheduled for release in 2023.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Connect with Jessica

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        jessicacranberry.com

      

        

      
        bookbub.com/authors/jessica-cranberry

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More From Jessica

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the Trap

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Gina didn’t mind her thirties. They were far and away, an improvement from her twenties except for her body’s insistence on manifesting her supposed internal clock with the appearance of those ghastly facial hairs. It was a personal betrayal every time one of those fine blond hairs on her chin or above her lip turned dark and thick. Heavy enough to catch on her fingertips. The blue medical masks they wore at work covered her face most of the time, except during lunch, where everyone could see. Plus, she could feel them. Nothing was quite as unsettling as licking chocolate off her upper lip and catching on a thick, gnarly hair. 

      This was why she stood in front of her bathroom mirror, already ten minutes late for her shift, pushing and tugging at her face to expose those little black devils to her tweezers. The only sure way was to tweeze them out individually. Waxing or, God forbid, shaving would make it ten times worse. Who knew how many hairs would turn traitor if she had the audacity to take a razor to her chin? She squinted, pulling what she hoped was the final villainous hair from her chin, groaning at the visible black stubs too short to get a grip on that were already growing in. 

      No, she didn’t mind her thirties, but the additional body hair could blow. It was hard enough finding a job with insurance, which she could lose if she was late again. She needed to quit plucking at her face and get a move on. Sighing, Gina tossed her tweezers into the drawer and rushed out the door, barely remembering to grab her purse. 

      She made it all the way downstairs before she realized she forgot to brush her teeth. 

      “Shit,” she cursed quietly, hesitating on the last step. Go back and make herself later than she already was, or suffer inside her mask? Most places were relaxed with their indoor rules now per the state mandates, but her job still insisted on full face coverings. Sensible for the close- spaced office, though she might pass out from her own morning breath. 

      Gina hustled downstairs, the rattling shelf of snow globes announcing her harried footsteps. The stairwell spilled into a wonderland of Big Foot paraphernalia; detailed rubber masks, wood carvings and reliefs with pictorial forest scenes with the hairy humanoid peeking out amid the trees, T-shirts, mugs, and the snow globes. Two dozen miniature Big Foots shivered in their watery spheres, their melted wax-like features silently judging her. 

      “What’s the trouble, dearie?” Eileen was already up and about in the shop, rearranging the brochures on the tray. 

      The question made Gina wince. She was later than she thought. “You don’t happen to have a piece of gum on you, Miss Eileen?”

      “I may have a pack of the chicory on me.” Eileen patted the front of her apron and, miracle of miracles, produced a pack of off-label gum. Gina went to grab it when the old woman stopped her, a stern look on her wrinkled face. “No more than one stick a day, dearie.”

      Gina raised a brow at the warning but nodded and thanked her. Eileen shooed her on, lifting her rearranged brochure tray to place it back in the outstretched arms of the six-foot-tall Big Foot sculpture.
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      Moving to Beaverton, a small woodsy Maine town near the Canadian border, wasn’t her first or tenth choice. She blamed her twenties, and her misplaced hormones, following a boyfriend who worked for a developer interested in the area. When she first arrived, she almost convinced herself Beaverton had a small-town charm, aided by the backyard company parties and cozy weekend brunches with the boyfriend. But when the development deals went south, and stress turned her boyfriend into an inhospitable jerk with a cheating habit, Gina found herself single, broke, and stuck in backwater Maine while the boyfriend moved on and out. 

      Wondering how the hell she was going to get back to civilization and too proud to ask her parents for a loan, Gina couldn’t believe her luck when she found a studio apartment for less than five hundred a month. It was cheap enough she could overlook a few quirks, such as its location above the Big Foot Emporium and Eileen’s somewhat invasive visiting habits.

      Eileen insisted Beaverton used to be a thriving tourist destination for Big Foot chasers, but Gina hadn’t seen a customer in the Emporium since she moved in eleven months ago, and while her job paid her enough to afford her bills, it didn’t allow for much to set aside in savings.

      A year wasted in Beaverton was creeping up on her fast, and Gina didn’t have much to show for it beyond a couple hundred bucks in her account and gnarly chin hairs. 

      Popping the piece of gum into her mouth, Gina regretted it immediately, a bitter aftertaste lingering in her mouth. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, a motto she’d had to live by since landing in Beaverton. That small-town charm had long worn off, revealing a town limping along economically, which meant her clerk position at Hartman & Hart was a hot commodity she couldn’t afford to lose.

      At least she could walk to work. Hartman & Hart shared the same main strip with Eileen’s Big Foot Emporium, a ten-minute walk past the town’s only thriving diner, a tackle shop, and a doctor’s office. In the months she’d worked for H & H, she really hadn’t paid much attention to the exact nature of their business, only that her job consisted of plugging numbers from one column into another. 

      It was a job, dull enough to liquify the brain, but it beat bussing tables at the diner, and her experience as a hospital filing clerk scored her the job over the local candidates. A factor that made it more than difficult to score friends. The one person who talked to her aside from Eileen was her cubicle neighbor Beth, who had a kitten calendar and an ungodly amount of porcelain cats on her desk. But she was kind, and she always shared her home-baked cookies with Gina, who recognized another lonely soul when she saw one. 

      Gina spat out the foul-tasting gum in the trash and snapped on her mask before she ran into the lobby, nodding at the front desk secretary, who pointedly nodded to the clock. Right, of course they noticed. She hunched her shoulders, praying under her breath management didn’t call her in for a writeup while she scurried to her cubicle. Beth looked up as she sat.

      “There you are! Oh my gosh, Gina, Ian’s already made rounds,” she whisper-shouted behind her pink sequined mask. How she got away with wearing that atrocity, Gina didn’t know, but her words suddenly penetrated. 

      “Nooo, why today?” Gina moaned. Ian never left the office before noon, unless it was a day she was running late. The man had some sort of radar that picked up on her screw ups. 

      “Larson! I’d like to see you in my office,” her boss called from across the room. Gina flinched. This day couldn’t get much worse. Could it?
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      Gina placed the empty box on her desk, her face pinched white beneath her mask. Beth glanced up at her, fingers pausing above her keyboard. 

      “Oh, hun, tell me he didn’t,” she said. 

      If only the ground would open and swallow her whole; that would be welcome right now. Gina hugged herself, staring at the box, while dread pooled in her stomach. She had a generous fifteen minutes to pack up her stuff. It would take her maybe two, but there was a pool of panic to wade through first.

      “He said there were a dozen candidates chomping at the bit who would bother to be on time,” Gina whispered. 

      Beth’s expressive brows pulled into a frown. “You’ve been late twice in eight months.” 

      But both times had been in the last three, not to mention Ian didn’t like her for her affiliation with the jerk ex-boyfriend. Okay, so maybe Josh had cheated on her with Ian’s wife, but that wasn’t her fault. She was the victim! Josh brought her to this town and abandoned her here, not the other way around. Nearly a year later and Josh had once again cost Gina her livelihood thanks to a bitter divorcee on a power trip.

      “Can you fight it?” Beth whispered, glancing behind her shoulder. “This isn’t even three strikes.” 

      “At least I’ll get unemployment,” Gina muttered. It wouldn’t be nearly enough, but it might help her limp along until she found something else. Hell, she’d stomach the diner and the guaranteed shitty tips if it kept a roof over her head, but she would kiss her insurance goodbye. The goal post of getting out of Beaverton slipped further and further away. 

      Beth’s hand landed on her shoulder, giving her a squeeze. “I get off at four. Want to go out for a drink?”

      It was the first time she’d offered, and while Gina was feeling particularly vulnerable now, she didn’t think she could take the financial hit. “No, I’ll be okay. I should get home and start job hunting anyway.”

      Beth studied her face. “How ‘bout I stop by later with a bottle of wine and some gingersnaps?” 

      Gina couldn’t help but smile in the face of that good-natured persistence. “Okay, you got me.”

      Her ex-cubicle neighbor nodded. “Still live above Eileen’s?”

      Grateful the mask hid her blush of embarrassment, Gina nodded. 

      “Nice lady, that Eileen,” said Beth. “Shame what happened to her husband.”

      Gina’s embarrassment deepened. She’d lived there a year and had no idea Eileen was ever married. Dare she ask Beth for the story rather than risk her curiosity running her mouth later? She glanced at the clock. She had a solid five minutes before Ian came to escort her out. 

      “What happened to her husband? I never asked,” she said, hoping the explanation made her look more considerate than dumb. 

      Beth looked over both shoulders this time, meaning this was a piece of juicy gossip to be savored. Gina lifted her mask to shove another piece of that chicory gum in her mouth, to settle her nerves, despite Eileen’s warning. 

      “They used to run that little store of theirs together, but it struggled. There were a handful of supposed Big Foot sightings maybe thirty years back that used to be a draw for the tourists. Like Big Foot would be anywhere near Beaverton, Maine,” said Beth, rolling her eyes. “They might wear tin foil hats, but they were harmless enough, and they spent plenty of money. But since there were no further sightings, the interest started to wane.”

      Beth leaned in closer. “So did her husband’s attention. But one night, he wandered out and didn’t come back. Not that Eileen seemed broken up about it. We had a long streak of sightings not too long after, revived the economy for a while. Enough for the Engle Development to come sniffing around.” Beth winced. “Sorry, Gina, I plum forget sometimes you came with them.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Beth muttered. The mention of Josh’s company no longer stung like it used to, but learning about Eileen’s history was interesting. Maybe that explained why she was always so charitable to Gina. Eileen knew about having to pick up the scraps of one’s life, since both were wronged by the men they loved. 

      Gina popped another piece of gum before she thought better of it, needing something for her mouth to do. She scowled under the cover of her mask when she spotted Ian stalking down the hall. “Thanks for the backstory, Beth. I’ll see you later tonight.”

      Beth winked at her. “Red or white?”

      “The pink,” said Gina. “Always.”

      She hoisted her pitiful box of belongings on her hip. There wasn’t much of her personality in her cubicle other than a stack of People magazines, a couple bottles of nail polish, and a small succulent she forgot to water half the time. She debated stealing the company stapler off her desk, but Ian, the chump, would probably search her box on the way out. The temptation to stop suddenly so that he collided with her on the escort out was high, but part of her did feel sorry for Ian, even if he was an idiot. 

      Gina ripped her mask off once she was outside, taking a deep breath of non-chicory laced air and debating her options. She could stop at the library to look at the job postings, but she didn’t want to be seen carting her box all around town. There were enough petty Bettys in Beaverton who would rub her face into the loss. Gina was still the outsider, and they never let her forget it. Instead, she emptied the box’s contents into her arms and headed back to her apartment to drop off her stuff. 

      Her gurgling stomach enforced the decision. Maybe stuffing half the pack of gum in her mouth was a bad idea after all. That rumbling grew bad enough that she sprinted the final leg of her journey, not bothering to answer Eileen’s surprised question at her reappearance as she bolted for the upstairs bathroom. 

      Another betrayal of the body? Gina missed the iron stomach of her twenties. Now, she so much as looked at a greasy cheese pizza and she got indigestion. Or chicory gum, apparently. Eileen did warn her, and she spent the next twenty minutes heeding it. When she finally wandered back downstairs with a sore backside and hollow guts, her landlord was waiting with a cup of herbal tea.

      “I told you, dearie, one stick a day,” she chided. Gina gratefully took the tea, slumping into the lumpy couch by the lit hearth. The interior of the Big Foot Emporium was cozier than some cottages she’d visited. There was a well-kept fireplace, always lit against the Maine chill, surrounded by comfy squashed couches and armchairs. You could almost ignore the surrounding shelves stuff with Big Foot plushies, figurines, and snow globes. 

      Eileen pulled an ‘I Heart Sasquatch’ throw blanket off the rack and draped it around Gina’s shoulders before settling on an armchair across from her. “What happened?” 

      Gina slumped into the blanket, sipping her tea. “I lost my job.” She peered up at Eileen, wondering how far that charitable understanding between them extended and hoping she didn’t push it past its limits. “I’ll get another one as fast as I can, I promise.”

      The old woman waved her off. “Easy, girl. I know what this town is like. I can’t believe that Ian fired you. I have it in mind to go talk to him.”

      “Please, do not do that,” said Gina. She could only imagine the backlash. No one would hire her within twenty miles. “He blames me for what happened with Josh anyway.”

      Eileen snorted in disgust. “Because it’s your fault his wife couldn’t keep her legs closed?”

      Gina choked on her tea. “Eileen!”

      “Blaming you is ridiculous, and you know it,” she snapped. She glanced sideways at Gina. “Where do you plan to apply?”

      “Well, probably see what’s on the post board and drop an application at the diner,” said Gina. Her stomach still hurt. Belatedly, she realized she forgot to eat breakfast this morning. 

      Her landlord shook her gray head. “The diner wouldn’t hire you to spite themselves.” 

      Gina knew this. The diner had been threatened with closure when Engle Development came to town, a sore subject to the owner, though she’d hoped enough time had passed to ease some of the spite. She rubbed her stomach, sensing the oncoming ulcer as another potential job replacement faltered. She’d still try. She’d be stupid not to, but her prospects looked dim. Jackie, the owner, would probably laugh in her face and tear up the application before she was out the door.

      There was a weighted pause. Gina knew what was coming before Eileen opened her mouth. “You could always come work for me, dear,” she said. 

      “Oh Eileen, that is so kind,” said Gina, “but please, let me see if I can find anything first.” There was absolutely no way she would impose further on this woman’s kindness. Eileen gave her a roof over her head way under market price, and she was incredibly understanding during those first months when Gina was scrambling for work and couldn’t pay rent on time. Gina didn’t know how Eileen paid her own expenses on the pittance Gina paid for her place, considering there was never a soul in the Emporium, but Gina didn’t want her misfortune to drag Eileen down with her. The thought made her stomachache worse. 

      “You’re looking a little peaked there,” said Eileen. The old woman looked her over thoughtfully before she hauled herself from the armchair with a groan, retreating behind the beaded curtain that marked where the store ended and her living quarters began. Gina never had the courage to peek beyond the short hall into Eileen’s ‘house’, considering what the Emporium looked like. An oddity for sure, considering the strength of Gina’s natural curiosity, but she just never got the urge. 

      Gina wondered what Eileen was getting herself into when she emerged from the clacking beads, holding up a small bottle. She set the unlabeled bottle on the table, huffing as she leaned on the back of her squishy armchair rather than sinking back into it. 

      “My husband, Harry, used to have terrible indigestion,” she said. Gina tried to act surprised at the mention of the man, though Beth never happened to mention his name either. “And a perpetual case of the winds.” 

      That was far too much information for Gina, but she picked up the bottle, curious. “What is it?”

      Eileen did her patented hand flap. “Home remedy. All natural, harmless stuff.”

      Gina raised a brow. “Like your gum?”

      Her landlord wagged a finger at her. “Don’t give me cheek. I warned you, one stick a day. Chicory is a pick-me-up ingredient in small doses, but too much mucks with your bowels.”

      Pursing her lips, Gina twisted off the eye dropper cap, giving the concoction a sniff. To her surprise, it smelled rather pleasant, reminding her of fresh-cut hay and sun-drenched grass. “Any cautionary warnings for this one?” Was she really considering another one of Eileen’s mystery remedies? The chicory gum was an outlier considering the number of teas Eileen convinced her to drink for all manner of ails. She was still topsoil, so it couldn’t be too harmful, right?

      “Just a few drops in your morning tea or coffee, even juice, should keep you nice and regular,” said Eileen. “Harry swore by it for years, god rest his soul.”

      Gina’s ears perked up at that. Hadn’t Beth said her husband was only missing? Of course, if enough time had passed, it was easier to assume they died than face the bleak truth of abandonment. “Sorry for your loss,” she murmured, deciding that was her safest answer. 

      Eileen patted her knee. “You’re a sweetheart, Gina. Let me put a few drops in your tea and make sure the Net is turned on for you to do your job search.” 

      One of the hardest quirks for Gina to get used to was Eileen’s insistence that the Net only be turned on for short bursts so they ‘didn’t get caught’. Gina found this logic baffling, but since her rent included internet, water, and heat, she couldn’t complain. If wasn’t as if she had any real pressing reasons to hop on the internet other than to answer another disappointed email from her parents or stalk her Facebook friends who had their lives much more together. Or worse, stalk Josh, happy with his current girlfriend. 

      Eileen squirted a few drops into her tea and hobbled off. Gina sipped, relieved she couldn’t taste the difference. She spent the afternoon with her laptop on the couch, putting off a trip to the community board in favor of searching remote options. Remote would be even better. She could make money and avoid dealing with the locals. But the hours stretched, and by five, her jaw creaked every time she yawned. Gina shut her laptop with a defeated click just as the bells on the front door clanged, signaling someone’s entrance. Shocked someone had come in, she blinked up at Beth, carrying a bottle of Zinfandel and a tin of gingersnaps. 

      “Oh my gosh, you look exhausted,” said Beth. “Should I leave? We could always do this another night.”

      “No, stay, please!” Gina unfurled her blanket cocoon and patted the cushion next to her. She was happier to see Beth than she thought she would be, thinking the woman would stand her up now that she no longer had the obligation to be polite to a co-worker. “I would love a glass of wine. And your cookies are always delicious.”

      Eileen poked her head out from her curtain of beads, though if she was disappointed to see Beth in lieu of a customer, she hid it well. “Hello. Gina, dearie, why don’t you take your guest up to the loft. I’m about to close up for the night and wouldn’t want to mislead anyone.”

      Beth tactfully said nothing to that, helping Gina gather her stuff and carry it up to the room. She waited until the door was firmly shut before letting the gossip fly. “I haven’t seen a soul in this shop since ‘09. I don’t know how she keeps it open.” 

      Gina shrugged. She thought Eileen might have sold items online to Big Foot enthusiasts across the country, but with her preference for cutting the cord, she had no idea how the Emporium stayed afloat. “Your guess is as good as mine. Have they hired my replacement yet?” 

      Beth snorted. “Not freaking likely. They’ll keep us short-staffed and overworked until they absolutely have to hire someone else.”

      So much for a dozen other applicants ready to take her place. Gina forgot how cheap management could be. “Sorry for the extra work.”

      “Don’t worry about it. So, want to watch a movie? Read any good books lately?” Beth prowled Gina’s small kitchenette, seizing a couple red solo cups when she couldn’t find any wine glasses. Gina didn’t have it in her to be embarrassed for her lack of glassware, and Beth didn’t seem to care, pouring a healthy amount for both. When was the last time she made small talk with anyone but Eileen? Gina hadn’t realized how utterly lonely she was until Beth clinked her cup. 

      “I hate this place,” she whispered.

      Beth nodded. “I know. I remember the day you got here with your fella. And I remember when he left. We don’t have to talk about that, Gina. Why don’t we have a drink, eat some sweets, and forget about shitty men for a few hours?”

      Gina relaxed. It was as if Beth granted her permission to shrug off the weight of the world. She took a long swallow of wine. There was no television in her apartment, though she could watch DVDs on her laptop. However, since she lacked the internet so often, she’d made great progress with her backlog of reading. 

      “Do you like romance?”

      Beth poured more wine into her cup. “Gina, have you seen my desk? Of course I do.”

      They finished the bottle in two hours, talking about favorite books, favorite authors, and everything in between. Gina couldn’t remember the last time she’d connected with a person closer to her age, which was why it surprised her when she noticed it was suddenly close to eleven. 

      “I should be going,” said Beth. “I have work in the morning.” She stretched, wobbling enough that Gina gently pulled her back down. 

      “You can sleep on the couch if you want,” she said. “I’d rather you crash here if you are too tired or tipsy to drive.”

      Beth giggled. “More tired than tipsy. That buzz wore off hours ago.” She eyed the door. “But it is tempting.”

      “I mean, I know you don’t have a change of clothes or anything,” said Gina.

      “I keep a spare outfit in the car for emergencies,” said Beth. She pursed her lips. “Is that Gilmore Girls I spy on your bookshelf?”

      One of the few splurges Gina allowed herself, buying seasons at the Walmart two towns over when she had a bit of extra cash. Her life couldn’t be all work and no play. 

      “It is, if you don’t mind cinema via laptop.” 

      Beth grinned. “Set it up on the table. This feels like college all over again.”

      Gina fell asleep somewhere around the third episode. She woke to the sun poking her eyelids through the open curtains behind her couch. Beth snored faintly beside her, her body sprawled on the opposite end. Gina squinted at the clock, the hour too obnoxious to be noteworthy, and tried to settle back down. Her head and her stomach were having none of it, calling in the debt of previous night’s lack of food and sleep. The headache was nothing a couple Tylenol couldn’t fix, but her stomach gurgled and rolled, a sour taste lingering in her mouth. Rolling off the couch, she half crawled to her kitchenette, grabbing a fresh red solo cup to pour herself some cranberry juice. She only hesitated for a second before adding a few drops of Eileen’s mystery drops. They’d worked so well yesterday, why the hell not use them again?

      She sipped her doctored juice, contemplating her tasks for the day, when Beth stirred on her couch. 

      “Sweet baby Jesus, my back will never forgive me,” she groaned, stretching with a snap, crackle, pop. 

      Gina winced with sympathy. “Want some drugs?” She rattled the Tylenol bottle. 

      “Yes, please, yes,” said Beth, clutching her forehead. “And a gallon of water.”

      “Isn’t getting old fun?” Gina teased, handing her some pills and a bottle of water. 

      “What are you, twenty-nine?” Beth grumbled.

      “Flattering as that is, I’m thirty-six next month,” said Gina. Closer to forty than thirty, she could practically feel the existential dread closing in. 

      “Thirty-six!” Beth blinked at her. “You got a year on me. What is your secret?”

      “Being too poor to drink.” Gina grinned over the rim of her orange juice. 

      “Amen to that.” Beth slumped back on the couch. “I don’t want to go to work,” she whined. 

      “Nope, you can’t join me in unemployment solidarity, no matter how much Ian sucks,” said Gina. 

      Beth made a face. “Sorry, that was insensitive.” 

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Gina. She was too relieved to have someone to talk with to care about inconsequential slights. She downed the last of her juice. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have to use the little girl’s room.”

      The apartment was little better than a loft, but it did come with the huge bonus of a partitioned bathroom that was enough of a separate room to stave off any embarrassment. Gina relieved herself and washed her hands, taking the opportunity to splash some water on her face to wake up. Her fingers brushed along her chin. 

      “What the what?” She glanced up with a frown, jutting out her chin for a better look. That couldn’t be right. She’d just tweezed yesterday. There was no way those awful little hairs could grow back that fast. But they had, jutting proud and obvious along her lower jaw . . . and her upper lip . . . and—Gross! Was that one on her neck?! 

      Gina grimaced, grappling around the drawer for her tweezers. This would take forever. Not that she had anywhere to be, but she didn’t want to be stuck in her bathroom plucking at her face forever. She went for the ones along her upper lip first, eyes tearing up at the sharp pinch of pain. The hair was a monster, longer than her fingernail. Had she missed it somehow? The next pluck hurt even worse. Actual tears ran down her face by the fifth. There had to be a better way.

      “Hey, Gina, are you almost done in there? I really need to pee,” Beth called from the other side of the partition. 

      Oh no! Beth was still here. Gina stared at her reflection; her gaze drawn to the dark hairs frolicking along her chin. Were they that obvious? Just because they drew her eye didn’t mean Beth would notice or care. Right? Except, Gina cared. She cared very much, and in a moment of panic, she did the only feasible thing for the situation and grabbed the razor she normally reserved for her legs. 

      She paused over her wet skin, debating the wisdom of this decision. If she shaved it off, she’d have to deal with the prickly back growth. Worse, what if it came back thicker? Darker? They were already way darker than her honey-brown hair, stark against her skin. Gina hated them! Gritting her teeth, she carefully dragged the razor over her face, relieved by the feel of smooth skin. Giving her face a final scrub, she hustled out of the bathroom, hoping she didn’t look like an absolute weirdo.

      “Sorry, just scrubbing up,” she said to a groggy looking Beth. 

      Beth caught a yawn in her fist. “Oh please, this is your place, I just really need to pee.” She ducked around Gina into the bathroom. 

      There, crisis averted. Gina frowned, running her fingertips above her lip. Maybe she’d made the hairs a bigger issue than they were. Sighing at things beyond her control, she poured herself some more juice to prepare herself for the day.
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      After Beth left for work, Gina got dressed and headed to the library, checking out the community board for job postings. The offerings were scant as she’d feared, which left her with the option she least wanted to take. 

      She’d snagged an application from the diner while looking for a job months ago, before H & H hired her, but other than walking by the place every day, she hadn’t ventured back inside. Now, in the late afternoon lull before the dinner crowd, Gina eased her way in, trying not to look like a dog with its tail tucked between its legs. Weird to think she used to like coming here, before Engle Developing started dicking them around and things got nasty. Jackie used to be warm and welcoming to her, but like everyone else in this godforsaken town, she seemed to blame Gina for Josh’s behavior, like she had any control over it. 

      To Gina’s relief, she didn’t recognize the girl scrubbing down the counter, which meant she could leave her application with them and avoid the fallout. Least she didn’t have to watch Jackie toss it directly in the trash. 

      “Hello. I was wondering if I could leave this with you?” She’d smoothed out the crinkles and everything. 

      The girl looked startled to be addressed, but she took the paper from Gina, glancing it over. “You’re looking for work?” 

      Gina didn’t trust herself to do more than nod. The girl grinned at her. “You’re in luck, we just had a part-timer go back to school, so there’s an opening. Ma!”

      Oh cripes, she was Jackie’s daughter. The pit of her stomach turned to lead as the woman herself came out of the back. To her credit, she didn’t bat a lash when the girl handed her Gina’s application. 

      Gina held her breath as Jackie perused the sheet down the length of her nose. “I’m sorry, but you’re over-qualified to work here,” she said with a sniff. It was a much more polite ‘eff off’ than Gina could hope for, but she had to push.

      “I’m not. I just want to work.” She’d waitressed her fair share of tables in her teens and early twenties. It was like riding a bike. 

      Jackie glared at her over the application. “I’m afraid we don’t have enough hours for you,” she said, directly contradicting what her daughter had just said. The girl glanced between them, wide-eyed and confused. 

      A small part of Gina wanted to start the fight. Why do you hate me so much, you judgmental hick? But the woman’s daughter was right there, and despite Jackie’s not-so-subtle hostility, she didn’t want to get into it in front of the girl. 

      She swallowed the hard lump in her throat. “Thank you for your time.” Feeling every inch the coward, she turned to go. 

      “Nice five o’clock shadow there, Gina,” Jackie hissed at her back. 

      Gina froze, mortified. What the hell? She didn’t dare touch her face in front of Jackie, ducking her head as she scurried out of the diner. She waited until she was close to home before she reached up to brush her jaw. 

      Her fingertips met stubble. 

      “Oh my god,” she uttered in horror. Quickly shoving on her mask, she hustled home, praying she had imagined the sensation but too afraid to check. Her stomach churned as she pushed through the front door of the Emporium, jumping at the bell she’d heard a thousand times. 

      “How’d it go, dearie?” Eileen called from somewhere among the racks of Big Foot themed T-shirts. 

      “Fine, it went fine,” Gina lied. “I’m not feeling well. Too much wine last night. Just gonna lie down.” She was babbling. Snapping her mouth shut, Gina ran upstairs, leaning back against her door once she was in the safety of her apartment. Removing the mask, she rushed to the bathroom, flicking on the bright fluorescent bulb above the sink that threw her face into sharp relief.

      There were visible black dots surrounding her mouth. Gina wanted to throw up. She clapped a hand to her face, hiding the sight from view. This couldn’t be happening. Were her genetics that unlucky? Grabbing a washcloth, she wet it, scrubbing at the area as if she could wash the stubble away. A knock at the door made her jump. 

      “Gina? I made you some tea to help with your hangover.” Eileen’s muffled voice came from the other side of the door. 

      If it were anyone else, Gina would have told them to go away, but maybe her landlord had a secret remedy for unwanted facial hair. She’d try any questionable drops or creams if it helped with this mess. Gina opened the door, fighting the urge to hide her face as Eileen carried a steaming cup of tea to her coffee table. 

      “Do you have those drops I gave you, dearie? We can add a few—Oh, Gina, what happened to your face? You’re all red.”

      How could Eileen not see the stubble? Then again, Eileen didn’t hate her like Jackie. She wouldn’t say anything, whether she noticed or not. 

      Gina pressed her hands to her face. “I screwed up. I shaved my face this morning, and now it’s coming back thicker and faster.”

      She caught Eileen’s amused expression. “Sweets, that’s an old wives’ tale. Not a lick of truth to it, even the Net will tell you that.” The old woman lifted her hands. “Come here, let me see.” 

      Hesitantly, Gina let Eileen take her face in hand, the wrinkled pads of her fingers smoothing over her cheeks. “Feels like nothing a little moisturizer wouldn’t fix, dearie.” 

      Gina sniffed, further embarrassed to find herself on the edge of tears. “Are you sure?” Maybe it was all in her head. A break she’d been building toward since Josh dumped her and left her here. She scrubbed at her face, purposefully ignoring the rough sensation. “Could you turn the Net on for a bit? I need to take another stab at job hunting.” Remote work was more appealing now than ever. Jackie’s cruel words rang in her ears. Of course, if she did get remote work, she’d have to coax Eileen into turning on the Net for more than a couple hours at a time. 

      Eileen must have sensed how fragile she was, giving Gina a genial pat on the shoulder before heading downstairs. The tea was still on the table, a faint curl of steam rising off the top. She might not be hung over, but her stomach still hurt. Adding a few drops of Eileen’s remedy, she gulped it down, relieved by the immediate relief. Feeling at least physically better by the time she settled on the couch with her laptop, Gina went through another frustrating and fruitless search, slumping back on the couch after a couple hours of wanting to bang her head on the keyboard. 

      She needed a distraction, and with her access to the internet running short, that meant one masochistic activity. Her social media was a dead zone. She hadn’t posted in weeks, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t occasionally peek at her friends back home. After a few minutes of seeing new babies, new houses, and other landmark advances of her friends’ lives, she wished she hadn’t. The comparison made her shortcomings glaringly obvious, an unemployed bachelorette in her mid-thirties in a tiny apartment above a Big Foot Emporium with facial hair issues. This was not where she wanted her life to be. 

      Knowing better but unable to help herself, Gina did the unthinkable and clicked to Josh’s page. The jerk was still mutuals with several of her friends. Did none of them know what he did to her? Or were they now better friends with him and his new girlfriend than they ever were with Gina? She began to scroll, then she froze, reading the screen. 

      Josh was engaged. 

      Gina stared, the shock slowly melting to rage. How dare he? He treated her like crap for months after his job started going south here. He cheated on her and abandoned her. How dare he be happy while she was miserable. 

      Snarling, Gina grabbed her cell, navigating the cracked screen to find Beth in her contacts list. Half the names on that list further pissed her off. None of them called her or checked on her. Her parents didn’t even contact her other than the occasional email to ask what she was up to and why she wasn’t with that ‘nice boy’ anymore. 

      Beth answered on the third ring. “Hey, Gina, how’s your head treating you?” Her voice was warm and teasing and everything Gina needed right now. 

      Her anger deflated. “Beth? I know we just hung out last night, but I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind coming over for a bit tonight.” Belatedly, she realized it was Friday night. Beth might have plans. Which would leave Gina to wallow in self-pity for the rest of the night. 

      Beth barely paused. “I’ll be right over. Want me to bring another bottle of wine?”

      Gina breathed an audible sigh of relief. “God, yes.”
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      It couldn’t have been more than an hour when Gina roused to the knock on her door. Wondering if Eileen had come to deliver another herbal remedy for her heartache, she opened to reveal Beth, a bottle in each hand and a cookie tin tucked under her arm. 

      “This sounded like a double barrel night on the phone,” she said. 

      Gina burst into tears. Call it stress, call it a nervous breakdown—seeing Josh’s updated status was the final stick that sent the pile toppling. “He’s getting married,” she sobbed, snatching a paper towel off the roll to blow her nose. 

      Beth set her supplies down, enveloping Gina in a hug. The gesture made her stiffen. Eileen, for all her warmth and fussing, didn’t hug her. It had been well over a year since she’d experienced anything so wonderful. She allowed herself to relax into it. Beth didn’t let her go until the sobs slowed to intermittent sniffles. 

      “Oh, hun.” She gently pulled away, her expression full of sympathy. “Maybe I should have brought three bottles.”

      Gina gave a watery laugh. “No, two is more than enough.” Her body wouldn’t thank her for another night of wine, but desperate times called for full lush moments. 

      Beth gave her a pat. “I’ll grab the cups. Want to queue up some more Gilmore Girls, or talk?”

      “Maybe a bit of both,” said Gina. 

      They ended up talking more than watching, Beth carrying most of the conversation. She told Gina how she’d once wanted to be an author and the hell out of Beaverton, but this town had a way of sucking the ambition right out of you. She never connected with any of the locals and had settled nicely into spinsterhood, a topic that made Gina cringe at how harshly she judged Beth for her pink sequins and kitty statues. The more wine they drank, the more guilty she felt for not giving the woman a chance sooner, considering how much of their tastes aligned. That wasn’t Beth’s fault, who had been one of the few people who remained openly friendly toward Gina since her arrival. No, Gina had closed herself off, constantly on guard after everything that happened with Josh. 

      The hours ticked on by, until Gina finally fell into a doze, Beth leaning on her shoulder. It was almost peaceful, if not for a persistent itch she couldn’t seem to ease. She would periodically wake up and scratch her face, her arms, her neck, even her back, to little or no relief. The itch finally ceased close to dawn, letting Gina fully fall asleep.

      She dreamed of Eileen, straightening the racks of T-shirts. Harry, she called, come out here, love, I need a model for our latest addition! She held up a ‘I came to Beaverton and all I got was this lousy shirt’ tee. A man grunted from the next room. The shuffling sound of footsteps preceded ‘Harry’, who parted the curtain to enter the Emporium. A six-foot sasquatch emerged, covered in thick, graying brown fur, brushed out to a glossy sheen. On his face was a well-groomed mustache, curling into loops. 

      The sasquatch twirled his mustache with a hairy paw, appearing put out. Really, dear, must I stoop so low?

      Eileen scowled at the hairy fellow. You will if you want a roof over your head, you fuzzy lout. Now get over here for a photo opp. 

      Gina watched Harry drag himself over, feeling like a voyeur. She caught a glimpse of another sasquatch across from her, long gleaming fur the same color as her hair. She froze, turning back to stare at the creature, dread creeping over her. There was something wrong with it, she was sure, something that made her instincts scream. It took far too long to notice the gilt frame surrounding the sasquatch. A mirror; she was looking into a mirror.

      She woke with a start, gasping for breath. What the hell kind of dream was that? Obviously that five o’clock jibe was getting to her in the worst way, though in the light of day, she could laugh about it. Gina stretched, feeling a little hot after another night snuggled up on the couch beside Beth. Her friend stirred, blinking blearily into the sunlight pouring through the window. 

      “Wha’ times’it,” she mumbled, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. She dropped her hands, smacking her lips when she glanced at Gina. Beth startled, scrambling to the far side of the couch. “Holy Jesus!”

      A silver of dread crept over her. “What’s the matter with you?”

      Beth stared at her. “Gina?” There was a note of disbelief in her voice that made Gina start shaking. She needed to look in a mirror or touch her face to confirm her skin hadn’t melted off in the middle of the night. 

      No, no, no, don’t do it, she’s just messing with you. Except Gina had not told Beth about the incident with Jackie, despite their lengthy conversation last night. It was something she wanted to write off as a petty, cruel joke, nothing more. Gina lifted a hand to her face and froze. Short brown hair covered the back of her hand and arm. 

      “Ahhh!” Gina fell off the couch, scrambling for the bathroom. What was happening? What was happening! 

      “Gina, wait!” Beth called after her, seemingly over her initial reaction after she saw Gina’s panic. 

      That wasn’t enough to slow her down. Gina ran full tilt into the bathroom, catching herself on the sink to peer at her face. Her fur-covered face.

      She screamed. Beth caught up to her, shoving Gina’s face against her shoulder to muffle the screech. “Easy, hun, calm down. We will figure this out.”

      “Figure this out!” Gina’s squawk of outrage was muffled by Beth’s sweater. “What is happening to me!!” She stared at the hair in despair, a fine coat that covered every inch of her face and neck except for her lips and eyes. Panic flitted through her like the beating wingtips of a trapped bird. “Make it stop, make it stop.”

      Beth backed up a step. “Sweetheart, did you ingest any drugs or strange substances recently?”

      “What? No! Just tea. And Eileen’s herbal remedy for a stomachache. I’m not on drugs!” Gina tried to quell her outrage, aware that Beth was only trying to get to the bottom of her situation. 

      “I know, I’m just asking, hun. I’m going to drive you to the hospital.” Beth held up her hands in a placating gesture. “Maybe bring that herbal remedy Eileen gave you?” 

      Gina vigorously shook her head. “No, no, I don’t want to leave the house. I can’t go out like this. I don’t care what we do, shear it, shave it, wax it off. I will not be seen like this.”

      Beth scooted around her, poking around her bathroom drawers. “Well, all you have is this little razor,” she said, holding up Gina’s skimpy pink plastic razor. It would accomplish nothing against this growth. A hopeless feeling welled up inside her.

      “That’s how I got into this situation in the first place,” she sniffed. “It really did grow back thicker.”

      “That’s a myth!” Beth nibbled her lip. “Maybe Eileen still has her husband’s shaving kit?”

      “That’s brilliant,” said Gina, hugging Beth before she thought better of it. Beth jerked in surprise before giving Gina an awkward pat to the back of her head. 

      “So soft,” Beth whispered. 

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing!” Beth followed Gina to the door. 

      Gina hesitated a moment. “You don’t think Eileen will freak out that I look like this, will she?”

      Beth raised a brow. “The woman runs a Big Foot Emporium.”

      “True,” said Gina. The urge to creep downstairs like a creature emerging from the depths was strong, but with Beth on her heels, she descended like a person, surprised to see Eileen out and about in the shop despite the early hour. By some miracle, the front window shades were still down, blocking the view of anyone who might happen to pass on the street. 

      “Eileen! I need your help,” said Gina, bracing herself as the old woman looked up to see her face. Eileen didn’t blink. Instead, she turned a puzzled expression on Beth. 

      “I didn’t know you spent the night, dearie.”

      Gina’s bafflement was only matched by Beth’s. Eileen didn’t react to Gina’s appearance whatsoever, hobbling out from the racks to behind the counter. 

      “Eileen? Do . . . do you see my face?” Gina touched her cheek, shocked anew by the soft short fur against the naked pads of her fingers. 

      Eileen glanced at her. “Of course, dear. It’s a lovely face.” 

      Was her landlord secretly blind? Gina’s disbelief was quickly fading to nerves when Eileen lifted a vintage looking pistol from behind the counter and aimed it at Beth. 

      “What are you doing?” Gina shrieked, jumping in front of her friend. Putting herself between Beth and a possibly loaded handgun was the epitome of stupid, but Eileen immediately jerked the barrel upward, aiming at the ceiling. 

      “She has to go, dearie. I won’t have any blabbermouths interfering with business,” said Eileen. 

      Gina gaped at her, confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Behind her, Beth let out a soft gasp, gently prying the unlabeled bottle out of Gina’s tense fingers. “Did . . . did you somehow do this to her?” 

      Eileen squinted at the two of them. “Beth, I’ve always liked you. You’re a quiet, nice girl, but I won’t hesitate to blow your head off.”

      “No!” Gina shouted, trying to think through the tangle of thoughts. Nothing made sense. How could Beth even think Eileen did this to her? How would she do this to her? “Somebody better explain right now, or I’m running out that door.” She might die of mortification if someone didn’t shoot her furry butt first, but she would do it if it meant keeping Beth safe. 

      Eileen sighed, gently placing the gun on the counter. “I told you to come work for me, dearie. It would have gone so much smoother if you let me indoctrinate you properly instead of this sneaking around bull pucky.”

      Gina stared at her, jaw slack. “Oh my god, you did do this to me. How? Why?” A tremor entered her voice.

      “It’s an old family recipe. Don’t cry, please,” pleaded Eileen. “It’s not so bad.”

      “I’m not crying, I’m pissed off,” Gina snapped. “I’m covered in fucking fur!”

      Beth peeked around her shoulder. “Is this what happened to your husband?”

      Eileen’s mouth puckered as if she’d swallowed a lemon. “That rat bastard slept with half the town. I had to do something to shorten his leash. Turns out most ladies aren’t into hirsute fellas.”

      Gina clapped a hand over her mouth, horrified by the implications. Beth squeezed her elbow. “Why would you do this to Gina? She did nothing to you!”

      Eileen’s sour expression shifted to one of pity. “No, of course not. Gina’s a sweet girl. That’s why I did this.”

      “Sure ya did,” grumbled Beth. 

      “I admit, it worked faster than I thought it would,” said Eileen, gnawing the inside of her cheek. “Did you try to shave or something?”

      “That’s superstitious nonsense,” Beth snarled. “All of this is nonsense!”

      Gina couldn’t agree more. “I’m afraid I don’t follow this line of logic,” she said, shocked by her calm tone. She must have snapped. Any moment now she’d start pounding her chest and climbing the shelves. 

      Her maniacal landlord pressed a fist over her heart, the picture of a kind old lady. Lies! “I did it for both of us, Gina. You were so lost when you came here. Broken. I did my best to give you a home, the help you get back on your feet, but every time you got close to fixing your life, you sabotaged yourself. You were rudderless. Unable to move on and find a purpose.” She paused, taking a deep breath. “And, well, ever since Harry got himself up and hit by one of them eighteen-wheelers, the Emporium has been struggling. No sightings mean no tourists. We need a Big Foot to be sighted, to reel them in.”

      Now Beth was gaping at her. “You manufactured your own sasquatch?”

      Eileen sneered. “Sasquatch and Big Foot are not the same!” 

      “How does that matter?” Beth snapped. She risked stepping out from behind Gina. “I’m taking her to the hospital. There has to be a way to reverse this bullshit.”

      Gina didn’t know how to respond. Her mind was a riot after Eileen’s speech. Because the old nutter was completely right. She was lost, so very, very lost. Even now, a year later, a Facebook post sent her spiraling into a drunken tailspin. What did she have to go back to? No one in this town would hire her before she sprouted a hair suit. Everyone, except the two people in this room, sneered down at her. Her parents never listened to her and thought she was wasting her life. Her ex had firmly moved on and probably never thought of her, unlike Gina, who thought of Josh far too often. 

      Tears soaked her face, matting the hair on her cheeks. “How does this possibly benefit both of us? You get rich, and I pass out from heat exhaustion in the summer.” No one would want her now. 

      Eileen planted her hands on the counter, the gun between them. “Fair wages. Free living space. Full benefits. All holidays off. Honestly, you only need to poke your head out occasionally to keep interest going.”

      Gina stared at her. Was she really considering this? Shit, full benefits was better than any job she’d held in the last decade. “Dental included?”

      Beth startled next to her. “You’re not seriously considering this?”

      “Of course,” said Eileen. “I’ll even turn on the Net, twenty-four seven. And your new living space will have central air to keep you nice and cool, no matter the time of year.”

      The offer sounded too good to be true. Gina hesitated. 

      Really, what did she have to lose?
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      Six months later

      Gina looked up at the knock on her door. Smoothing down the six-inch-long hair on her chest, she tied on her apron for modesty’s sake and opened the door. Beth held up a bottle of their favorite Zinfandel. 

      “I’ve brought the wine,” said her best friend, bundled up in a thick wool sweater and scarf despite it being April. Gina did like to keep it cool in her lodge.

      “Come on, come in! The roast is almost done!” Gina led her inside, setting the wine on the counter. Her new digs came with a full kitchen and a thirty-six-inch television. A high stack of movies sat on the counter for Beth to peruse, all compliments of her first paycheck. Not bad for a few quick jaunts through the nearby woods. 

      “Oh my gosh, I haven’t seen this one,” said Beth, toddling over to the entertainment center to put it on. Gina poured their wine into real glasses, taking an experimental sip when the timer went off. 

      “Oop, there’s the roast. Do you want horseradish sauce with yours?” Her new job afforded her a great deal of spare time, and without financial worry weighing her down, Gina took up any hobby she could think of from the safety of her home. A half-finished crocheted Afghan for Beth was tucked neatly out of sight in the closet. Plants covered every inch of free counter and windowsill, except her workspace, where she’d taken up cooking and baking. Her runs in the woods kept her in decent shape, and the extra padding wasn’t at all noticeable under her coating. 

      She set a plate of roasted veggies and perfectly rare meet in front of Beth. All her groceries were delivered to her door, which meant she got to try all sorts of things, including this very excellent horseradish sauce. 

      “Oh, yes, please,” said Beth, taking the bowl from her to pour a generous amount on her plate. She practically moaned at the first bite. “God, Gina, this is absolutely delicious.”

      Gina grinned, an expression that took some getting used to with her new look, but Beth was quick to adapt. The two of them had grown even closer over the past half year, especially when Gina put up a small loan that helped her friend take an extended leave without pay. Beth took the time off to write her first novel, a monster romance that sold so well, she paid back Gina and then she wrote more. 

      Beth smiled back. “I put in my two weeks’ notice today.” 

      “No way!” Gina squealed. 

      “It might be too soon, but I’m hoping on the momentum while it’s good,” said Beth, her eyes sparkling. She reached across the table, cupping her hand over Gina’s. “I am so grateful you helped me get started.” She hesitated, studying her friend. “Are you happy here, Gina?”

      Beth periodically asked her this. She hadn’t fought Gina’s decision to go along with Eileen’s plan, though she looked understandably skeptical of the situation. Eileen only let her leave after she swore an oath she wouldn’t tell a soul of what happened, a rather remarkable gesture of faith from the old woman, though she doubted Beth saw it like that. 

      Gina glanced around her new remote lodging, nestled at the edge of the woods out a mile away from the Emporium. It was more than the creature comforts. She felt settled inside. 

      “I’m happy,” she said, giving Beth’s hand a squeeze. “Truly happy.” Gina settled back, taking a bite of her roast. Her thirties were looking a lot better, if a bit hairy, these days. She was finally moving on from her past trauma. “I even sent my ex a congratulatory bottle of whiskey.” 

      It was a fine bottle, with a wax seal and cork Gina had to reseal after injecting Eileen’s family recipe into the mix. She hoped Josh and his new fiancée enjoyed it.
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      Flora’s fingers drifted across the ivory keys with an ease and skill that came from decades of practice. She had played piano since she was a child, since before she even attended pre-school, but “Für Elise” was a song that always eluded her. It didn’t matter how many times she played it or how much she slowed down the tempo; the song never came out the way she wanted it to. It never emerged from her fingertips the way it sounded in her head.

      It was still good, but it wasn’t perfect. That bothered her.

      As a perfectionist, she hated that such a relatively simple song always eluded her. She hated that her fingers didn’t behave. It didn’t matter how much she strained herself on Chopin’s technical pieces or Mozart’s lyrical notes; Beethoven’s song was always just out of reach. She used to think when she was younger that she simply needed more time to practice. She thought she was a novice and simply needed to teach her fingers to move faster, but that wasn’t it. At eighty-one, she now understood that she might never perfect the song.

      She simply couldn’t allow that.

      Flora Daniels wanted time more than anything else in life. Not money—she didn’t have much, but she had enough to be content. Not love—her heart had been broken more times than she cared to admit. Not family—her children had chosen to flee the nest with barely a glance back. No . . . time was the only wish Flora had, and with each passing year, she knew that time was quickly slipping through her fingers.

      She got to stanza twenty-five, and her fingers tripped over themselves. With a growl, she slammed her hands against the keys in a cacophony of noise.

      “I’ll never get it!” she cried. “No matter how many times I practice, I will never get it right, will I?”

      She removed her fingers from the keys and, as the echo of the piano faded into the empty room, Flora thought she heard a snicker. She turned and looked around, but her living room was indeed still empty. Her clock sat ticking away on the mantel of the fireplace. The television hanging on the opposite wall was turned off, and she sat alone in her small house. She glanced out the window to the sidewalk by the road, but nobody was walking by. Her house was set too far back from the road to get random visitors very often.

      Her imagination was playing tricks on her. It had to be. Sound was strange sometimes.

      Her doorbell rang, and Flora about fell out of her seat.

      She put a hand to her chest, urging her heart to slow down. Goodness knew she didn’t need to be so jumpy. It was only Linda, coming by for tea like normal. That must have been the laughter she heard. The car must have been parked in the driveway where she couldn’t see it. The clock struck two o’clock, right on time. Flora got to her feet, smoothing out the wrinkles in her simple blue dress, and went for the door.

      Linda gave a big smile. “Flora!” She was dressed in a beautiful floral fabric with a pink hip purse hanging at her waist, but it was her hair that caught Flora’s eyes.

      “Your hair!” she cried, pulling her into a hug.

      “I know. Do you like it? I cut it all off over the weekend, and even had some pink highlights put in. I almost sent a picture at the hairdresser, but I thought you would get a kick out of seeing it in person. Do you like it?”

      “It looks wonderful on you!” Flora said, and she meant it. Linda’s hair was a pixie cut with graceful pink highlights streaking out from her roots. It made her happy, and it showed. Flora only wished she could feel confident enough in herself to cut off her hair. Even without the children around and her husband, Dimitri, in the ground for the past twenty years, she couldn’t bring herself to chop it off. Dimitri used to love her hair. Cutting it off felt almost like a betrayal.

      They settled into their routine. Linda sat in the living room while Flora made the tea. Earl Grey was always their favorite and gave a nice pick-me-up. Flora set down the silver serving tray that gleamed in the afternoon light that streamed in through the windows, then she settled into the couch catty-corner to Linda.

      “So, what have you been up to this morning?” Flora asked as she poured the tea.

      “Preparing for the trick-or-treat event at church! We’re expecting more kids this year after what we did last year. I want to make sure it’s fun and spooky . . . but not too scary, you understand. I can’t help with the decorations much, but I drove around getting supplies and coffee for everyone. I’m sort of their gopher. Oh, you should see it! It’s coming along so well.”

      Flora sipped her tea. The haunted maze was popular, but she didn’t fully understand the appeal. She didn’t understand why anyone would get in line to be scared, even if it was once a year. The appeal of Halloween always eluded her.

      “How about you? Any new music you’ve been trying out?” Linda asked.

      She gave a bitter laugh and shook her head.

      “‘Für Elise’ again?”

      “It’s my favorite.”

      “Like hell it is. You try too hard to perfect that song. My mother’s friend, Cait, from Ireland, taught me how to make lace when I was a lamb. She told me you should always make art with a mistake in it, otherwise it could trap your soul inside.” She nodded like it was an irrefutable fact, like the sky being blue.

      Flora scoffed at her. “And you believed that rubbish!”

      “Of course I did! And I always snuck a little mistake into every piece I made. We never had a complaint, and I never lost a bit of myself either.” She winked.

      Flora took another sip of her tea to keep from snapping at her. The tea tasted off, as if she hadn’t put enough sugar into it. When she went to put it down on the platter, it felt like something pushed her elbow. She gasped as her cup fell out of her hand and tea spilled all over the silver tray.

      “Oh no!” Linda cried.

      Flora sighed, “I know, I know. I’ll take care of it.”

      Flora picked up the tray and went into the dining room toward the kitchen. She thought she saw a shadow dart past her, but when she turned, there was nothing. Odd. Maybe she had been practicing too long. She shook herself and headed into the kitchen.

      It took a few minutes to dig out a clean dish rag to mop up the mess. The tea set was her mother’s. Her clumsiness could have broken a cup or chipped a plate. They were priceless. There would be no replacing them. The very thought made her chest tighten and tears spill. She wiped them away with annoyance.

      She shouldn’t think like that. She was fine, the tea set was fine, and mother wasn’t around any longer to care about her tea set. She winced at that thought. She dropped the dish rag into the sink. With a deep breath, she carried the tray back into the living room. Linda was all smiles again.

      “My goodness, that was fast!” Linda cried.

      “What are you talking about? I was in there for a good ten minutes trying not to cry over nearly destroying my mother’s beloved china.”

      Linda stared at her for a long moment. “No, you didn’t, you were right here!”

      Flora sat down with a huff and poured herself a cup of tea.

      Linda wrung her hands. “You just left the room! How do you already have this cleaned up?”

      “Calm down. You’re being ridiculous.” Flora made her tea with three lumps of sugar instead of one. She needed the extra sugar to deal with whatever this was.

      “You and I were just talking about how you were going to come help me with the Halloween decorations this evening. You said it was a great idea. You wanted to come!”

      Flora barked a laugh. “You’re delusional.” She sipped her tea and studied her friend. Linda was trembling from head to toe. She also looked like she was about to cry.

      Her best friend had a long list of health issues, including heart problems, and here Flora was jeopardizing Linda’s health over tea. Perhaps it didn’t hurt to assuage her fears and tell a fib if it meant keeping her from having a breakdown and possibly being rushed to the hospital.

      Flora downed her tea and carefully put the cup on the tray. Her instincts were screaming at her that something was wrong with all of this, but she had to say something. And telling the truth was out of the question. “Maybe I should come help this afternoon. It’s a good excuse to get out of the house for a while.”

      A smile spread across Linda’s face. “So, you do remember me asking?”

      Flora nodded. “Sure do,” she lied. “I guess I’ve been looking at sheet music for too long today. I’m just not feeling myself.”

      Linda leaned over and hugged her, almost knocking the tea tray to the floor. “Oh, you’re going to have the best time, I know it!”

      Somehow, Flora didn’t believe her, but she also didn’t want to admit her own unease to Linda. Had Flora blocked out the conversation completely in some kind of mental breakdown, or had Linda imagined the entire conversation?

      What had happened?
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      The sun shone down from a clear, blue sky. They drove past trees that were dressed in colors of red and gold. It should have been beautiful, but Flora was still worried about what happened at her house. It couldn’t have been Flora who misremembered. She knew her mind was fine; it always had been. That meant Linda was the delusional one. She had never shown signs of mental illness before, but how else could she explain what Linda swore she experienced?

      Flora was pulled from her thoughts as Linda pulled the SUV into the parking lot for the church. She almost didn’t recognize the place. The entire front yard was filled with a snaking black maze made of black plywood and an inflatable entrance sign that read ‘Happy Halloween!’ in blocky orange letters. The space usually served as extra parking when the holiday church services came around.

      The first thought that came to mind was how tacky it looked, and then she felt bad for thinking that. This was clearly something Linda loved to do, and she wasn’t the only one. A lot of love had been poured into it.

      Linda parked the SUV, and Flora climbed out. The cold wind bit through her dress, and Flora shivered. She should have worn something warmer, but she loved the dress, the weather be damned. She had barely shut the car door behind her before Linda was swamped with people asking her for input. Clearly Linda wasn’t just a gopher for them like she’d said but a decider. It really was no wonder she had wanted Flora to come so badly.

      Linda always talked about the event fondly, and she had begged Flora to come each year, but to be honest, Flora never expected much. Linda was a wonderful friend, and she never acted like it was anything major, but Linda always undersold herself. Even if it was tacky, it was still impressive. Flora felt bad for making up excuses not to come.

      Avoiding the growing crowd, Flora walked across the partially dead grass in her kitten heels and held her wide-brimmed hat down to keep it from blowing away in the cold wind. She walked to the front of the maze and looked down, spotting a silver bucket filled with glow sticks that had yet to be broken. There was a mechanical box inside with a cord that ran to an extension cable. It looked like a fog machine. A sign above it read, ‘Enter at your own risk.’

      She chuckled. It was a plywood maze for children put up by volunteers. How scary could it get? She stepped inside.

      The black spray-painted plywood walls looked rather silly from the outside, but as soon as Flora took the first turn, she understood the thrill they could cause. Cheap mirrors had been attached to some of the plywood, giving her reflection a distorted carnival look.

      “Cute,” she whispered to herself.

      “Cute,” she heard whispered back.

      Flora glanced behind her, then ahead to the next bend in the maze. Was someone messing with her?

      “Stop this nonsense!” she cried.

      “Stop this nonsense!” the voice repeated back. It sounded so much like her own that she wanted to think it was an echo, but there was too much delay between the words. It was a horrible practical joke. It had to be.

      “Alright, that’s enough! Who’s over there?” she called.

      There was no reply.

      In a fury, she stormed forward. “I’m warning you, if I tell your parents what you’re up to, you’re going to be in a lot of trouble!”

      She turned the corner, and the mirrors were gone. The black plywood pieces were built so close together that it took her eyes a moment to adjust to the minimal light. Tiny slivers of daylight poked in along the seams of plywood. A coldness filled her as she realized that there was nobody there.

      She put a hand to the side of her head. No, it couldn’t be her mind playing tricks. She knew what she heard. It was real. Was someone standing outside of the maze mocking her?

      She ran through the darkened path, which was longer than the others, and felt her heels dig into the muddy earth. Just as she reached the bend, her shoe got stuck in the mud. She fell to her hands and knees. She sat there for a moment, panting, trying to catch her breath as the hair stood up on the back of her neck.

      Someone laughed. She looked up quickly, but again, nobody was there. It was the same laugh she had heard back home, the same voice who had mocked her at the start of the maze. It had to be a trick. There was no other explanation.

      “Shut up!” she growled, shoving herself back up to her feet.

      Her hands were covered in grass and mud, and her blue dress was stained as well. It would take a while to wash it all out, all because she lost her head inside of a children’s maze. It wasn’t even big enough to call a maze—more a tunnel. How embarrassing. She wiped the mud off her hands. As she looked up, she spotted someone go around the next corner.

      Flora gasped. There was another person! Were they wearing the same blue dress she wore or were her eyes mistaken? It was too dark. There was no way she could tell what color it was without more light. She ran forward again, tottering on her heels but refusing to lose her balance again. As she turned the corner, she was met with an inflatable red door at the end of the maze. Gaps of sunlight came in on either side of it where it didn’t meet the black plywood.

      As Flora stepped up to it, she gasped. Someone stood on the other side. They were wearing her same black kitten heels and the same blue dress. It could have been a replica, only theirs weren’t marred with grass and mud.

      She pushed the door open, nearly knocking the inflatable to the ground in her fury, but the person was gone. Flora stood, breathing hard and holding the door back as she looked around, scanning for anyone who might be dressed like her, anyone who might be trying to look like her. There were kids painting props, a few adults working on lighting, and Linda was talking to some women about the candy they still needed to get, but that was it. Nobody was even near the maze. She was completely alone.

      Dazed, she walked toward the SUV, avoiding Linda’s gaze. She didn’t want to deal with the questions, not yet. She needed to think and find a way to calm her nerves. She put a hand to her chest and urged herself to calm down.
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      “I’m so sorry you fell, Flora. That’s just terrible. They really should do something about the mud out there!”

      Linda hadn’t stopped talking since they got into the car. Flora regretted asking for a ride home, but she felt like she had no other option. Of course, as soon as Linda started her chitchat, Flora wished she had called a rideshare instead. She forgot how much of a mother hen Linda could be, or how fast she could talk when she got worked up about something. Flora was grateful when they finally pulled up to her house.

      She had her seatbelt off and was unlocking the car door even before Linda had stopped. 

      “You sure you’re okay?” Linda asked as Flora got a foot out the door.

      “Yes, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me so much!” It wasn’t Linda’s fault she was so angry, but the woman had tested her patience for the entire fifteen-minute car ride. Linda knew how to set her off on a good day, and after the scares she had experienced, listening to her prattle nonstop was too much.

      “Call me once you’re settled. I sure worry about you,” Linda said.

      Flora felt shame wash over her as she turned around. “I will. All I did was fall in some mud. I promise I didn’t break anything.” She gave a short laugh that seemed to calm Linda down some.

      “Well, alright, if you say so.”

      Flora waved as Linda turned the car around, spitting up gravel and dirt in the process, before getting back on the road. Flora went to the door and let herself inside. It felt good to be home, to be by herself. The silence of the house was like a balm after all the activity she had been around, even if it was for a short time.

      She passed by the clock on the mantel as she went toward her bathroom to clean up and noticed that it had stopped. Odd, she had just wound it that morning. It usually lasted a week. She pulled the key out from beneath it and wound it back up again. Sure enough, it needed a full winding. It must have stopped shortly after she left the house. She spun the hands around until they were back on the right time again. Maybe it needed to be serviced.

      She went past the living room into the back hallway to the owner’s suite. She walked through her bedroom, heading for the bathroom to clean up. As soon as she stepped a foot into the bathroom, she was overwhelmed by a horrible smell. She coughed and put her arm over her nose.

      “Ugh, what is that?” she cried. “Smells like rotten eggs!”

      She coughed and went to her room to get a clean pair of clothes. The smell seemed to travel with her into the room. Coughing harder, she went to the laundry room to change instead. Thankfully, the smell didn’t travel there. It had to be plumbing problem, that was the only thing that made sense. Maybe the septic tank was acting up. She would have to look into that later.

      With a sigh, she washed her hands in the utility sink, then dropped her soiled clothes into the wash before pulling on a fresh dress of soft yellow cotton. It was a simple gown, but it was comfortable, and she wanted everything comfortable after the mess she’d had to deal with.

      Instead of heading to the kitchen like she’d intended, she found herself back in the living room, sitting at her piano bench. Some days, the piano simply called to her. The old brown Yamaha had been her mother’s once, a family heirloom that she had kept tuned and maintained since she inherited it decades ago. Some of the sides were chipped, and the hinges squeaked in places, but the music it produced was perfect. On the weekends, she taught children on the same piano and cleaned the keys each time, eager to keep it perfect.

      She placed her fingers on the keys, appreciating the smoothness of them. Her fingertips fell into place. She took a deep breath and let it out, allowing the stress to leave her body. She had always turned to this piano when she was upset. It calmed her nerves, it helped her work through her issues, and it soothed her soul. Without even meaning to, her fingers moved over the keys as “Für Elise” began rolling out of the piano. No longer did her fingers fumble. No longer did she feel that pit of frustration and worry form in her chest. It was as if something inside of her had been unlocked and she could finally reach that part of her that could perfectly play the song all along. She simply hadn’t ever allowed herself to do it.

      She felt the crescendo in her chest as she allowed the notes to flow through her. A smile tugged at her lips as she easily moved through the technical parts, and the music flowed. As the song ended and the final notes hung in the air, Flora found herself breathing hard. Her face was covered in a thin sheen of sweat, but it was of pure exhilaration instead of fear or frustration. She felt elated. Finally, after decades of trying, she had finally done it. She had played a perfect rendition of “Für Elise” without a single mistake.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” a voice said from behind.
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      The voice was familiar, but it was also impossible. It was Flora’s own voice, the same one she had heard in the maze. The room suddenly got very cold, and a pit of dread formed in her stomach. Gripping the edge of her piano bench with shaking hands, she took a deep breath and turned around. Sitting on the couch, her hands resting in her lap and a wide smile on her lips, sat Flora. 

      “You should have listened to Linda. She knew what she was talking about,” the fake Flora said with a smile. She was dressed in the same blue dress that Flora had worn earlier to the church, right down to the black kitten heels, only her dress wasn’t stained with grass and dirt. She had Flora’s face and her clothes, but her mannerisms were all wrong. Her smile was more of a smirk, and she had a wicked gleam in her eye. She also sat back on the couch, not straight with proper posture like Flora usually did. Looking at her move and talk made her skin crawl with unease.

      “I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?” Flora asked, thinking back to the shadow in the dining room and the voice in the maze. This woman had been following her for some time, watching her and waiting for the right moment to strike. Flora put her hand to her throat to help comfort herself, to slow her speedy heartrate and to ground herself because the floor looked very inviting.

      The woman laughed, her wicked delight dancing throughout the living room. The euphoria that Flora had felt by playing “Für Elise” perfectly for the first time in eighty-one years was lost to the dread that crept up her spine and took her heart in an icy grip. Most women her age would have been cowering in a ball, but Flora couldn’t degrade herself by doing that, even though she wanted to. She wouldn’t allow herself to do that. She cleared her throat and finally found the courage to speak again. “Who are you?”

      Fake Flora cocked her head to the side as if placating a child. “I’m you, but better.” She got to her feet as though she didn’t have eighty-one years of pains and aches holding her back. She put her hands behind her back and paced rapidly, as though she were a young woman in her twenties. “You are never pleased with anything you do, are you?”

      Flora blinked at her, taken aback.

      “Everything is a disappointment to you! Your music, your students, your house, your husband, your kids, the list just goes on and on, doesn’t it?”

      No one had spoken to Flora like this in decades. Outrage bubbled up inside as she found an outlet for her fear. “You don’t know me. Just because you’ve stalked me for who knows how long and you wear my body like that.” Flora’s lip trembled at those words, and the weight of it all fell upon her. She couldn’t continue.

      “I admire perfectionism, I really do, but you take it to a whole new level, Flora. It’s unnatural. Flaws are normal, they’re expected. It’s what makes humans human. Yet you iron them out when you stumble upon them. It’s very curious.”

      “You’re . . . not human?” She felt light-headed but dug her fingernails into the wood of the piano bench to keep from giving in. She had to confront her.

      Fake Flora laughed, her teeth a little too white and her smile a little too wide. It made Flora purse her lips to keep from yelping. “Oh, I’m definitely not human. But I like you, Flora. That’s why I’ve chosen you.” There was something beyond the smiles, the laughter, and the cruel comments. There was something very real beneath the skin she wore, and occasionally, Flora could peek at it through the seams. It made her tremble.

      Flora shook her head. “Please, no. You don’t want me. My entire life is in shambles, I promise you. You want someone else.” Her bottom lip trembled again as her eyes went hot with tears.

      The woman stepped forward. Her dress didn’t have a single wrinkle. She was even wearing Flora’s favorite perfume. “That’s just it though, Flora, your life is fantastic. People look up to you, you don’t want for money or affection, yet you turn away from it all. You live like a hermit, cowering away from people. And that’s why I’m going to make your life mine.”

      Flora winced as tears finally spilled from her eyes, and she put a hand to her mouth. “Please don’t,” she pleaded.

      The woman smiled again—that wide, illegitimate thing. Then she lifted her hand and waved. “Goodnight, Flora.”

      The world went blurry, and the lights in the room went too bright. Flora could hear her heartbeat in her ears grow louder as a heaviness came over her. “No,” she muttered as her eyes drooped. She fell from the bench, remembering at the last moment to put her arms out to keep from slamming her head on the wooden floor. She stared at the woman’s black kitten heels and breathed in the scent of the wood as unconsciousness took hold.
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      Piano music lilted in the air. Sunlight filtered in through the yellow curtains, illuminating countless dust particles. For a few moments, Flora thought she was twelve again and her mother was practicing on a weekend morning. Then she remembered what had happened.

      Someone was playing her mother’s piano, and they were very good. Better than her mother had been, better than Flora was now. It was “Für Elise” played repeatedly, perfectly every time, but with slight differences to indicate it wasn’t a recording. Some sections were slower, some sections had more harmony, others had a few extra keys thrown in, but it was the same song played with perfect execution. Whoever was playing it was showing off, proving that they not only knew how to play it but that they could play it perfectly whenever they wanted.

      Flora climbed to her feet and saw that she was still wearing the yellow cotton gown from earlier. She stormed down the hall to the living room and saw the fake Flora sitting at the piano, playing with more joy and gusto than any performance Flora put on. Flora opened her mouth, intent on yelling at the woman, when someone began clapping.

      Linda sat on the couch with supper on a tray beside her. She was applauding. Flora gaped at her. How could she not see this wasn’t her? How could she be so easily fooled? She was eating a meal of mashed potatoes, carrots, and grilled chicken—all perfectly cooked. Flora always burned her food. She could never get it quite right. She had thought Linda knew her well enough to know better. They had dinner three to four times a week, after all.

      “Oh, that was wonderful!” Linda fawned. “You’ve gotten so good, Flora, I’m so proud of you!”

      Her words stung. Flora had never heard her friend compliment her own playing like that. Yet here she was, giving praise to the creature that was impersonating her.

      “What do you think was the trick?” Linda asked without even glancing at Flora.

      “Honestly, I felt bad when I was rude to you earlier, and decided I needed to use the piano to cool off. Who would have guessed that was the key?”

      Linda nodded sagely. “I always told you that you had a bad temper. I’m so glad you’ve found a way to manage it.” She put her plate down. “To be honest, your words have hurt me before, Flora, but I didn’t want to make you angry by saying anything.”

      Flora gaped at her. “I didn’t know that. You never said anything about it before.” But Linda didn’t look at her, didn’t even acknowledge that she heard her. Flora bit her lip. “I’m sorry, Linda.”

      Fake Flora gave a slow nod before smiling and glancing at Flora. “I was a real jerk to you, Linda, and you didn’t deserve any of it.”

      Linda wiped away a tear. “Thank you, dear. That means more than you know.”

      Flora felt tears come to her eyes again. In a single day, this copycat was repairing fissures that Flora had created over years, decades even. Perhaps they deserved her body more than she did.

      Linda gave a chuckle. “Oh, don’t let me slow you down. Please, I want to hear more!”

      “No, I can’t,” the fake Flora said, getting to her feet. “I think I’m too tired to go again tonight. I may have to turn in early.”

      “Aw, that’s a shame. I was having such a great time! Your music used to be missing something, some spark, but it seems like you’ve found it again.”

      That made Flora’s chest tighten. She never knew Linda felt that way about her anger outbursts or her music. It was gut-wrenching. Flora collapsed on the couch opposite Linda, who got to her feet.

      “I should go, but thank you again, dear. You are truly a wonderful friend.” Tears came to Linda’s eyes again, and Flora had to wipe away her own tears.

      Fake Flora wrapped her arms around Linda in a tight embrace, all the while staring at Flora with that wicked smile. “You are a wonderful friend too. Never forget that. Be safe and sleep well tonight, okay?”

      Linda wiped at her eyes and nodded.

      Flora was crushed. The fake played the piano better, she looked out for her friends better, and she even cooked better. Maybe she truly was a better version of her.

      Once Linda was ushered out of the house, fake Flora came in and sat down at the piano bench, wearing a smug grin. “How does it feel to be a nobody? It’s terrible, isn’t it? That has been my life for far too long.” She stretched her arms out above her head. “But living, ah, how I’ve missed living!”

      “What do you want from me? Do you want to replace me, is that it? You seem to be doing a very good job so far. But why me? I don’t have anything, not even my youth. Of all the people you could have chosen, surely I was last on the list?” Flora asked, her bottom lip trembling as she spoke. It felt horrible trying to make a deal with this fake, but what choice did she have? Her best friend couldn’t even see a difference. She didn’t even notice she had been replaced.

      Fake Flora turned and dragged her fingers over the piano in a grotesque mockery. “I didn’t merely choose you, you did this to yourself, Flora Daniels. When you perfectly executed your song today, you put a piece of yourself into this piano. But that wasn’t the first song you were eager to perfect, was it? You’ve perfected many songs on this instrument. And since a piano is hardly a safe place to leave a piece of your soul, it was easy to make it mine.” She gave a wicked smile.

      “Who are you, exactly? If you’re going to take over my life, I should like to at least know your name.”

      She put a hand to her chest. “My name is Violet, and I am what many might call a doppelgänger.”

      Flora’s eyes went wide.

      “Humans are very giving of themselves, as you well know. They have a tendency to throw themselves into things completely, usually things that aren’t of much importance, such as a job or a career. Sometimes they pour themselves into an artistic pursuit such as playing an instrument. Some of the best art is made when humans put bits of themselves into it, such as a piano. What they produce is beautiful, something that reaches beyond mere notes on a page, but what they lose is a piece . . . and those pieces add up.” Violet put a hand on the side of the piano. “You have put a lot of yourself into this instrument over the years, haven’t you? A lot of perfection, a lot of songs that you practiced again and again until you made sure it was as right as you could make it.”

      Flora nodded with tears in her eyes. “I’ve put most of my life into it. That piano has been the only constant in my life. I’ve ignored almost everything else for it. Even my best friend, apparently.” She dabbed at her eyes. “It was my companion when friends and family let me down. It stood beside me when the world fell apart.” She sniffled. “You’re telling me that I created you by being a perfectionist?”

      Violet laughed. “Oh, don’t flatter yourself. You didn’t create me. I’ve always existed. However, you gave me the ability to step into your life for a time.”

      Flora blinked at her. “For a time? So, this isn’t permanent?”

      “Unfortunately, no. However, in the time I have, you will live as I once did, as a ghost in the shadows, as a voice in an empty room, and as a horrible smell when you get angry.” She chuckled. “You will cease to exist for others, but you will still exist. And once I’ve squeezed every last drop of life out of the scraps you left behind, only then can you have your life back. Or rather, whatever is left of it.” She snickered. “You’ve played that piano a long time. I have a feeling you won’t live long by the time I give this life back.”

      She would be out of time, Flora realized, and glanced up to the clock on the mantel. Its hands were stopped again, and she felt a weight drop in her stomach. She had worked so hard to keep everything going, to keep herself going, that the knowledge that she might not have any time left to do anything except live out this horrid existence was too much. “I don’t deserve this. I’m not a good person, I realize that, but I don’t deserve this fate. I’ve done nothing to have my final years stolen from me.” Her voice broke and she had to turn away.

      “You’re saying you’re innocent of any wrongdoing?” Violet shook her head. “Your arrogance astounds me. You would think that a woman of your age would understand the world and have learned many lessons along the way, but you’ve done the opposite. You’ve put up blinders and hidden away from everything, haven’t you?”

      Flora pursed her lips. “I wouldn’t say that exactly.”

      “Oh? Let’s see. You chased your children away, you sent your husband to an early grave, and you can barely stand Linda. Who else is there? Oh, wait, those are the only people you give a crap about these days.” She stepped closer, her eyes wide and her body tense. “Have you even noticed that your piano students change every six months? ’Cause I have, Flora. They’ve never lasted more than a year. I’ve been a ghost in your home for a while. You can’t keep your students because they can’t stand you.”

      “That’s not true.” Flora climbed to her feet.

      Violet laughed. “Oh, yes, they do! I can’t be surprised if you don’t believe me because you don’t notice anything that doesn’t exist in your tiny little bubble of importance. Your arrogance and blindness have led to your downfall, Flora Daniels.” Violet took several long strides until she was standing directly in front of her. To Flora, it was like looking into a mirror, but it wasn’t an exact copy. She could see that now that she was close. Violet was too active for Flora’s creaking knees and sore back. She was far too animated for the arthritis that threatened her hands. She was a close fake, but not perfect. That gave her a small glimmer of hope.

      “I think after you are stuck in this house for a while, you’ll begin to value the life you had and wish you had done things a little differently.”
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      Flora was determined to prove that she was not going to give in to Violet’s plan. She would find a way out of this prison that was her house, and she would find a way to escape. She had to.

      That same night, once Violet had gone to sleep, Flora tried to leave out the front door. She could unlock the handle and turn the deadbolt, but as soon as she tried to walk out the door, something stopped her. She could inch all the way to the doorframe, so that her toes were lined up with it, but it was like an invisible wall existed between her and the outside world. That didn’t make sense. Violet had said Flora was stuck in the same existence she had known, but if that were the case, how did Violet get to the maze at the church? There had to be a trick to it, but she doubted Violet would share that knowledge.

      Flora no longer felt hungry or thirsty, and when she tried to eat some leftover carrots from their dinner, it tasted like wet cardboard in her mouth. Drinking water felt like drinking air. She could still feel hot and cold, but blankets no longer felt cozy, they felt like rough plastic instead. It was all infuriating. No more of her beloved Earl Grey tea, no more home-cooked meals, and no more cozy slippers. The simple pleasures that Flora had once loved when she was alive were taken away from her, and all she could do was float through the house, detached from everything. She no longer felt the pains and aches of age, but that was a small benefit compared to being ultimately invisible.

      Sleep was also lost to her. That was harder to cope with. She hadn’t realized how much she appreciated sleep and how it divided up her days and refreshed her mind. Time sped by far too quickly, and her mind drifted in a terrible fog. Violet, meanwhile, binge-watched horror movies on the television, usually featuring ghosts. There were movies she watched that Flora would never be able to stand, with screams and blood. Violet merely laughed at the shrieks.

      After a week of torment, Flora spent an entire day on the floor in the kitchen crying and feeling sorry for herself, and worse yet, Violet didn’t even acknowledge she was there. Violet no longer looked her way or told her to be quiet. Flora even screamed at her once when she was enjoying her movies, but Violet didn’t blink, merely wafted away a bad smell. Was Flora fading away?

      That night Flora went into the living room and lifted the fallboard on the piano and removed the dust cover to expose the black and ivory keys. She sat down on the piano bench and, without needing any sheet music, she played “Für Elise” as loud and as fast as she could. The entire house reverberated.

      As expected, Violet came out of the bedroom bleary-eyed and cursing up a storm. Flora lifted her hands from the piano just as Violet entered, her hair mussed and her face red from her sleepy rage. She stormed around the living room and the dining room before giving a huff. Flora wasn’t hiding; she was seated on the piano bench. She hadn’t moved since she removed her hands from the piano, but Flora couldn’t see her. However, she could definitely hear the piano. 

      Flora gave a wicked smile. Perhaps being a ghost in her own house wasn’t so terrible after all. If she couldn’t enjoy living her own life, well then, Violet shouldn’t get the privilege either.

      It became a nightly routine. About an hour after Violet went to bed, Flora would pound away on the keys, and shortly after, Violet would come back in shouting at her to stop. After five nights of this, and Violet barely getting any sleep at all, she thought surely the doppelgänger would relent. But that wasn’t at all what happened.

      Flora was slamming on the keys as loud as possible, her fingers moving over the piano faster than they ever had in life. She played “Für Elise” over and over again.

      “Come on, Violet, can’t you get any sleep?” Flora called with a laugh.

      The bedroom door closed, and she heard footsteps approaching. Flora stopped playing and quickly stepped away from the piano. To her surprise, Violet came out fully dressed in one of Flora’s nicest dresses: a long black silk gown with lace along the neckline and the sleeves. Flora had worn it years ago when she had been invited to be a guest pianist at a concert downtown. She had completely forgotten she even owned it.

      “I’m leaving,” Violet said aloud to the room, rolling a suitcase behind her. The suitcase had to be new because Flora would never have bought one that was covered in leopard print. “If that was your goal, good job. I hope you enjoy being trapped here for years missing my company. The loneliness is terrible. You’ll see. And then maybe you’ll wish you had been a little nicer.”

      “You’re leaving?” Flora asked. “You can’t leave!” The sudden realization of being left alone in the empty house for years on end without anyone around filled her with absolute dread. It was one thing to choose isolation, but quite another to have it unwillingly.

      But Violet didn’t seem to hear her, and she looked around the room as though expecting Flora to be hiding behind the furniture. She shook her head and checked Flora’s phone. “Looks like my ride is here. Good luck, Flora. Maybe the isolation will do you good.” She smirked, put on a bright red lipstick that Flora wouldn’t be caught dead in, and rolled her suitcase to the door. “I’m going to go enjoy my life while I have it.”

      In a panic, Flora ran over with a cry, grabbed her suitcase, and flipped it over. Violet’s arm twisted as she kept hold of the suitcase.

      “Crap,” Violet growled, trying to get the suitcase to stand up again, but she was struggling to keep her balance in the high-heeled shoes she had chosen to wear. She reached down to fix it, and then Flora grabbed the suitcase and yanked it and her to the ground. Violet cried out, then hit the ground hard on her elbows and clocked her jaw on the wooden floor.

      Flora held the suitcase in her hands, waiting for her to make a snarky comment. But Violet didn’t move.

      Flora put the suitcase down and lifted a hand to her lips. “Oh no, did I kill her?” She crept forward and saw a small pool of blood form at the base of her jaw. A sinking feeling settled in Flora’s stomach and a chill crept into her limbs. “Oh no, I just wanted to stop you. That’s all.” She waved to the driver who was idling in the driveway, only to realize that they wouldn’t be able to see her. Not only was she a ghost, but the only person who knew she existed might be dead.

      She slammed a fist on the floor. Damn, she felt so helpless like this, so insignificant! Violet could be dying right now and here she was stuck and unable to do anything about it. Yes, she wanted her body back, but she didn’t want to kill the woman. Flora sat down on the floor, the wood cold on her backside, and pulled her knees to her chest. Tears spilled from her eyes and streaked down her cheeks.

      “I didn’t like you, Violet, you were a terrible person . . . or being, or whatever you are. But I didn’t want you to die. I never wanted that. I’m so very sorry.” She wiped at her cheeks as tears fell faster. 

      The driver got out of the car and took his time making his way to the front door. When he saw Violet and the pool of blood around her head, he cursed under his breath and pulled out his cell phone, nearly dropping it. He took so long doing it, Flora worried it was too late. Then again, maybe it didn’t matter how long he took. Or maybe it was just a bad knock on the head and a couple of scuffed elbows.

      The ambulance took forever to arrive, but Flora felt a tightness relax in her chest as she saw the lights flashing in the front yard. “They’re coming to help,” she told Violet. “You’ll be alright.”

      She reached out to take her hand, and something jolted through her. 

      “Don’t let go! Whatever you do, don’t let go!”
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      A voice she didn’t recognize rang through her head. Flora blinked and looked down at her hand. She was holding hands with Violet’s body, but she was still unconscious. In the distance, the paramedics were getting a gurney pulled out.

      “Violet, is that you?”

      “Yes, it’s me. If you let go, this body is going to die. It’s injured pretty bad thanks to you. So don’t let go, or else you’ll never live again.”

      “Okay, calm down,” she whispered, feeling her chest get tight again. “I won’t let go, I promise.”

      The paramedics stepped through the front door, careful to avoid the blood, and started checking Violet’s vitals.

      “Looks like she’s still alive,” one of the paramedics said, a young woman with blond hair who couldn’t have been more than forty.

      Flora took a deep breath. Violet was unconscious, and the damage was clearly pretty bad judging by the neck brace they were pulling out, but she was alive and breathing. The paramedics started giving orders back and forth, injecting needles and carefully moving Violet. They fitted her on the gurney with a blanket, neck brace, and a few other devices Flora didn’t recognize.

      “She’s stabilized,” the blond woman stated. 

      Working together, they lifted Violet up with the gurney. Flora stood and walked beside the gurney, always making sure to hold Violet’s hand. She half expected to hit the invisible wall as they went through the front door, but to her surprise, she walked through without a problem. As they loaded Violet into the back of the ambulance, Flora climbed in beside her, sitting down next to her and still holding on to her hand. One of the paramedics went to the front to drive while the blond lady stayed in the back and monitored Violet. The siren wailed above their heads as they backed out of the driveway, spraying up gravel.

      “I’m sorry,” Flora whispered as the ambulance sped down the road. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. I just got so mad at the thought of you leaving me. I didn’t want to be left alone.”

      Violet’s voice came to her mind a little calmer than she had been before. “I guess I don’t blame you, but I was honestly terrified for a few seconds that you weren’t going to latch on and . . . and I was actually going to die. I’ve never died in a body before.”

      Flora could feel the terror in her words. She squeezed her hand. “You’ve seen a lot, I suppose, but not everything, have you?”

      “No,” Violet admitted.

      “Have you died before? Have you seen what it’s like?” Flora pressed.

      “If I had, I don’t think I’d be around to tell you about it.”

      Flora pursed her lips.

      The blond woman started taking her blood pressure, then put on a heart-rate monitor.

      “I guess death is the risk for being a body thief, isn’t it?” Flora asked. “There’s always a chance we frail humans can up and die on you.”

      “I’m a doppelgänger, not a body thief. Get it right.”

      “So this isn’t my body you’re in?”

      “No.” Violet’s annoyance was palpable. “It’s my attempt to emulate your body.”

      Flora smirked. “You got a few things wrong. To be frank, a lot of things wrong.”

      “Not everyone is a perfectionist like you are, Flora. I don’t aim for perfection; I aim for good enough.”

      Through the small window in the back, Flora could see the ambulance take a turn and enter the highway. She readjusted her grip on Violet’s hand. “So, since I’m keeping you from dying then, what can you do for me?”

      “What?” Violet was afraid all over again. Part of Flora felt bad, but the other part knew that if she didn’t act, she might never get the chance again.

      “As favors go, this is a pretty big one. What can you do for me?”

      “Flora, I don’t think this is the best time—”

      “I think it’s the perfect time. You can’t run away or disappear on me like this. And for the first time in days, you can’t ignore me.” Flora waited. “See, I think that since this isn’t my body, as you’ve just admitted, then my body must be hidden somewhere. Am I right about that?”

      Silence. Good, that meant she was getting somewhere.

      “I think you die for good if you die in this body. That’s why you didn’t want me to let go. So, I’ll ask again: what can you do for me?”

      “Damn you silly humans and your roundabout reasoning . . .”

      “So, I can let go and you’ll be fine then with these kind paramedics?”

      “No, please don’t!”

      The ambulance pulled up to the hospital, and the paramedics got out to prepare the gurney to roll inside.

      Flora smiled. “I’m waiting, Violet. Give me back my body, and I’ll make sure your facsimile here won’t fall apart on you.”

      “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe you would nearly get me killed and then try to bargain with my life! You are far more callous than I expected.”

      “Not callous, just desperate. I don’t want to live like this either.”

      Violet didn’t respond. Did she agree with her, or was she trying to bide her time, trying to keep from answering so she could still come out on top from this. She was in a terrible condition to try to hold back information. Flora needed something more urgent to force her to agree to give her body back.

      “I tell you what, Violet. We get up to this hospital room and I’m going to let go of you, and we’ll see what happens. It’ll be educational.”

      “Flora.” Her voice cracked. “You’re making a big mistake. You don’t want to die either. If I die, you die, remember?”

      A chill went through Flora at her words. She was right, she didn’t want to die, but the alternative of going back to that house and living on her own, invisible to the world for years, wasn’t an option. She couldn’t accept that as an option.

      Flora held on and walked alongside the gurney with Violet the whole way. She didn’t say another word as they were wheeled through the hallways, past the check-in counter, and into one of the emergency rooms. The nurses had to pick Violet up and lay her down on the bed for the emergency room and Flora almost lost her grip on her hand, but she made it work.

      As the nurses surrounded her body and started hooking up machines and examining the damage around her jaw, Violet’s voice came back in a meek whisper.

      “You’re not really going to let go, are you? I don’t want to be alone. Not like this.”

      “I will unless you free me from this curse. I’m afraid of death, but I’m more afraid of living like this. That sounds far worse to me.” She slid her fingers down Violet’s hand just an inch.

      “Please! I’ll do anything, but don’t leave me!”

      Flora sighed. That might be as close to an agreement as she got. And despite Flora’s talk, she really didn’t want this woman to die, no matter how cruel she was. She couldn’t kill someone; that simply wasn’t in her. “I tell you what. I’ll hold on until your vitals get back to normal, but I want you to tell me what you did with my body. Once you’re healed up, I never want you to try to take my appearance or my life again, you got it?”

      Silence. Violet was backed into a corner now, and Flora had shown her hand. What now? Did she still have a way to fight back?

      “You promise you won’t let go?” Violet asked in a small whimper.

      “I’m good on my word. Now, I hope you will be too.”

      “It’s in the attic. I put it up there while you were unconscious.”

      The only place in the house that Flora hadn’t been. That was smart, she had to give her that.

      “I can feel your surprise. I guess I pulled a fast one on you.”

      “You definitely did that.”

      The doctor came in to examine the head injury. There was some internal bleeding, so she would need to be monitored. Violet was lucky she hadn’t fallen at a different angle, otherwise all the hand-holding in the world wouldn’t have done any good. As promised, Flora held her hand throughout the entire ordeal.
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      Violet was eventually allowed to leave the hospital with a neck brace and a few bandages to show for all the trouble. She scheduled a rideshare to pick her up because they both agreed that calling Linda was completely out of the question.

      Violet was mindful to leave the car door open long enough for Flora to join her in the back seat. She didn’t say a word the entire trip back home, but she also hadn’t asked Flora to let go of her hand either.

      Violet was strange. Flora couldn’t tell if she really wasn’t human or if she played that up as a way to scare her hosts. She certainly slept and snored like a human. The tests they did for her in the hospital looked human too. The doctor did say that she was healing remarkably quickly, and Flora had to wonder if that was due to Violet insisting that she not let go. Was it truly the scraps of souls that Flora had unwittingly put into the piano that gave her energy, or was it also human contact? Flora had much to unravel about her.

      The car pulled up to the driveway, and they got out without a word to the driver. Violet had even tipped them over the phone. The front door to the house was unlocked, which made Flora nervous, but Violet didn’t seem bothered by it at all. They stepped through the front door of the home. It was good to be back. 

      Violet sank down on the couch in the living room, clearly bone weary. “You can let go of me now if you want,” she said, her eyes drifting closed.

      “Will you still be able to hear me if I do? You couldn’t see or hear me before.”

      She pointed to the hand Flora held. “I can hear you when you make contact like this. Otherwise, your presence fades for me. My senses don’t pick you up because they’re based on human senses. And humans are notoriously dense.”

      “My body. I’m probably a mess wherever you left me, aren’t I? No food, no water, and not even a toilet to call my own.”

      Violet waved a hand in the air. “No, you’re fine. You may have shadows around your eyes, but that will clear up.”

      “Shadows?”

      “Yes, to keep you from . . . nevermind, I’ll come help you get it.”

      With a groan, Violet got to her feet and led Flora to the attic stairs. She seemed calm about it, but Flora was nervous. What if her body wasn’t intact and whole when they found it? What if Violet had something else planned? She shook herself. She had to trust that she was being honest. After all, Flora had held up her end of the bargain.

      Violet pulled the string down for the attic and brought the stairs to the ground.

      “You know I can’t do all of that on my own anyway, right?” Flora said. “I usually have to ask Linda to come over to help me anytime I need to get into the attic.” She chuckled. “It’s become a holiday tradition, I guess you could say.”

      “Well, now you can ask me. At least, as long as I have a body.” Violet frowned. “Come on, let’s go get you settled.”

      She followed Violet up the ladder and climbed into the attic. Flora had to let go of Violet’s hand to climb the ladder. It was a strange feeling because she had gotten used to the woman’s voice in her head, to her conversation, and to her thoughts and feelings. To be honest, it was kind of nice having her do things for her, like pulling the attic ladder down. She had forgotten how much she missed having someone around, even if it was a doppelgänger.

      The attic was a spacious room. Her father had laid down plywood on most of the flooring, converting it into a spare room for storage, not that Flora had much to store anymore. She remembered her father filling it with holiday decorations, almost-fixed furniture, and old instruments. He also had a corner where he hid the presents. Flora missed the mess.

      On the opposite side of the room, beside the only window, sat Flora’s body. She was slumped forward and almost looked like a life-sized doll, with her legs splayed out before her and her hands limp in front. She still wore the yellow gown that Flora wore. It was unsettling to see it sitting there like a discarded toy. She approached it slowly.

      “Let me show you the eyes.” Violet took a few minutes to make her way across the room, then gently tilted Flora’s head back. Surprisingly, her face looked fine. She didn’t look famished, and she didn’t smell of urine or anything, but her eyes indeed had a strange smoke around them. The smoke formed a ring that looped around her head and swirled over her closed eyes. It was almost hypnotic.

      “I masked your eyes so you couldn’t see the body unless I allowed you to see it.”

      Flora gave her a look.

      “I know it’s cruel and all that, but normally it works pretty well.”

      Flora shook her head and chuckled, taking her hand to speak. “Unless your host puts you in a hospital.”

      Violet sighed, giving a nervous laugh. “Yeah. I’ll admit, that hasn’t happened to me before.”

      Flora peered down at the shadows that looped around her head. “So, when I’m back in my body, the shadows will disappear?”

      “Yes, they’ll dissipate. It might take a few minutes to disappear completely, so just give it a moment if your sight feels strange. The shadows can’t stay when your soul is in your body.”

      “And what will happen to you?”

      Violet blinked, completely taken aback by the question. She clasped her hands together and looked away. “I’m a parasite. I’ll live off the scraps you’ve put into the piano for as long as they last.”

      “And when they’re done?”

      Violet sighed. “Do we have to get into this? I really don’t want to talk about this right now. My head hurts and—”

      Flora gripped her hand tighter. “Yes, we need to talk about this. I need to know exactly what happens to you. Don’t dance around the subject this time. I want the truth without having to threaten to kill you.”

      She cringed and took a deep breath. “When the scraps of soul are done with, I’ll return to being a ghost in your house.”

      Flora frowned.

      Violet licked her lips and added with a smirk, “And maybe I’ll make you fall into the mud again. Probably. It’s very likely.” She grinned.

      Flora didn’t like the thought of Violet being a ghost in her house again. The thought of being followed around or laughed at was creepy. Even worse, she hated the idea of anyone living like she’d had to for the past week. That was easily the worst existence she had ever known. It was brutally lonely, time was non-existent, and the lack of control over the world around her was crushing. It really was no wonder Violet felt justified in removing a person from their body and taking over their life as a facsimile. If Flora had been stuck in that existence for years, she would take any opportunity to escape, even if it meant taking someone else out. That realization was terrifying.

      Although Violet had tried to take her life away, she hadn’t killed her, even though she clearly could have. Knowing all of that, could Flora really send her right back to that fate again?

      “I think I have an idea where we can make this all work out. But you’ll have to trust me.”

      Violet narrowed her eyes. “After everything I’ve done to you?”

      Flora nodded. “You’ll have to promise to play by my rules.”

      “I don’t like the sound of this.”
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      Charles’ fingers slowly drummed out each note one at a time. His heart was in the right place, but he clearly hadn’t spent any time at all practicing since their last session to get the dexterity he needed for the song.

      “I tell you what,” Flora said with a smile. “Why don’t you take the piece home and practice on it every day until your fingers memorize the keys. Then, when you’re back next week, we can pick up where we left off. How does that sound?”

      The boy gave a relieved grin. “Thank you, Ms. Daniels,” he said with a nervous smile. “I’m sorry it isn’t perfect.”

      “That’s okay, it will be with enough practice. Now, gather your things, I think I hear your mother driving up.”

      Charles picked up his bookbag and his music books and carried them to the front door. He ran down the stairs to the car, where his mother sat waiting. She waved through the windshield. Flora waved back with a wide grin.

      “Easy with that smile, they’re going to think you’re possessed or something.”

      Flora closed the door and turned to see the short twenty-something woman behind her. She had blond hair cut into a bob, dark eyeliner, and wore a punk plaid skirt she’d picked up from the thrift store.

      “We don’t want that again,” Flora said with a laugh.

      Violet gestured to the piano. “So, are you going to get any songs in today?”

      “Why, are we running low?”

      She gave a brief nod. For all her blustering, Violet was still getting used to her new body with all the demands of being a human. Sometimes that meant asking for help, and that was the hardest part about being human.

      Flora went to the piano and started playing a perfect rendition of “Für Elise” without even thinking. It came easy to her now, and Violet sat down on the piano bench beside her, watching her fingers work.

      “I’m glad you convinced me to stay,” Violet said. “I had never considered that before. It was a good idea.”

      “I doubt most people would be willing to make the sacrifice,” Flora said. “However, I am actually glad to have some young help around here. I certainly need it at my ripe age.”

      Violet rolled her eyes. “You’re so dramatic. Hey, are we still going to the maze at the church tonight? It’s Halloween after all.” She pulled a pamphlet out of her back pocket that she had fished out of the mail pile. It was clearly Linda’s handiwork, with goofy bats and a list of all the activities.

      Flora chuckled and finished out a short version of the song, allowing the notes to fade in perfect harmony. She had almost forgotten it was Halloween. Had it really been three weeks since Violet took her body? “I suppose, but you better not let me fall down in the mud again.”

      Violet grinned. “No, not this time. How is Charles doing? He sounds happier than last time he was here.”

      “He’s better. I admit, you were right. I stopped trying to make every lesson perfect, and he seems much calmer because of it.”

      “Already I’m making changes around here for the better. You’re welcome for that.” Violet laughed before walking off toward the dining room.

      Violet really was an incredibly close facsimile of her niece, though she would never dress like that. She preferred jeans and band shirts over miniskirts and goth makeup, but it wasn’t like she ever visited, anyway.

      Flora laid out her fabric over the keys to protect them from dust, then closed the fallboard. She needed to play a perfect song each day to make sure Violet had plenty of energy. Once they got home, she had a whole slew of spooky music she would break out for Halloween night. That should keep her well fed for a while yet. She pulled out the music books and laid them out on the piano stool.

      She just had to make sure every song was perfect.
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            One

          

          The Graveyard

        

      

    

    
      The headstones crawled by like stony snails, moss-covered and misshapen. The grass between them was overgrown. As I trudged along the sidewalk, the stagnant air carried the smell of rotting funeral roses and dusty dirt from one side and the sultry scents of gasoline and rubber melting to million-degree asphalt from the other.

      Don’t do it, Erika, I thought to myself, resisting the urge to adjust my sweat-soaked bra again. I gripped the straps of my backpack until my sunburned knuckles turned white. I could feel the moisture—my moisture—seeping out from the rough fabric. It was way past time to throw this thing in the wash.

      The cars on the sweltering road to my left hardly seemed to be moving at all as late-afternoon rush hour settled in. Approaching the intersection on foot, I watched as they scrunched up as closely as they could to the light. It seemed to barely flash green before blinking to yellow and settling back on red. I could see the drivers seething, practically hear the shouts of, “Go, for the love of God, just drive!” even though not a one of them had their windows open even a crack. 

      I envied them their frustration. At least they had air conditioning to languish in.

      Meanwhile, I inched ever closer to my goal: the entrance gate to the graveyard. 

      Once upon a time, my ex, Brady, had told me to hold my breath as I passed, as if any human being could possibly hold their breath that long. Supposedly, it was a sign of respect; the “people” in the graves couldn’t breathe anymore, after all, and it would make them jealous. He’d also tended to hide his thumbs, tucking them into his fists as he walked or drove by. This one was to keep his parents from dying young, he said, and to prevent any stray ghosts from taking his hand and following him home.

      I had a feeling he’d made that last bit up for my benefit after I told him my parents already had died young, but at the time, I’d thought it was sweet. He’d always been like that, superstitious to a fault but willing to adjust to make sure I was never uncomfortable. 

      Well. Until earlier this year. 

      I released my grip on the sweaty straps, stubbornly revealing my thumbs, and shook out my hands. 

      As I walked, my lungs huffed and puffed, the heat and my allergies conspiring to make it impossible to imagine holding my breath for even a second, let alone long enough to pass the blocks-long graveyard. 

      Stupid superstitions.

      Between the untold number of headstones in the yard were some of the biggest, oldest looking trees I’d ever seen. I’d spent my formative years in a fairly big city, where trees that got bigger than a gangly teenager were pruned back, nice and neat, but these trees had to be some kind of historic monument by now. The rings inside them would have told stories that someone who spoke tree could spend years translating. 

      For me, they meant shade, relief—however temporary—from the sun, which I was way too fucking pale to be out in for this long. 

      A breeze blew by, whisking damp black hair directly into my sweaty face, and I turned to face it head-on, smiling. It was brief, but every little bit counted. Reinvigorated, I jogged the last few feet to the gate and plunged into the shade. 

      When I first moved into the neighborhood, I’d wondered why the gates on either side of the graveyard always hung wide open. I’d never once seen any evidence of a lock or chains, no security coming through aside from the occasional police officer meandering down the street, and even they would only barely glance into the cemetery from the relative safety of the sidewalk. 

      After a few months, I figured that there was just nothing attractive enough about the place to vandalize, nothing really of worth to keep locked up. Short of the trees, the place was solely gravestones in various stages of decay, some sticking up as far as hip height, others set low in the ground like steppingstones. No mausoleums or vaults, only dirt and granite, not picturesque enough for even the most dedicated of goth kids. The only other feature was the massive dumpster that made up about six feet of the cemetery’s border on the west side, along the road.

      Which is why I felt so safe walking through it now, alone and vulnerable though I was. No one else bothered with this place. Just me and the ghosts.

      I huffed a breathless laugh. Ghost thoughts wouldn’t do me any good. Ghost thoughts would lead to thoughts about Brady. Those thoughts lead inevitably to salt on the doorstep and sage over the door. To non-denominational prayers at the bedroom window every night. 

      All innocuous things, until . . . Well, salt and prayers were one thing, but an altar using the last photos I owned of my parents had been a bridge too far. When I caught him two seconds from burning my precious memories in the name of my “spiritual safety”, I’d kicked him out on the spot. And that line of thought ended, much like our relationship, with a box on the porch, two years’ worth of a shared life reduced to a cube of corrugated cardboard and a loudly slammed door.

      It had been for the best. At least that’s what I told myself every time the lonely silence of the house crawled over me like an itchy sweater. Decades of being passed around between family members’ homes meant I’d never had a space that was really my own. Before Brady, living on my own had felt like freedom. Now it just felt empty.

      Luckily, I knew how to fill in empty spaces. Once I got home, I was going take a nice cool shower, pour myself some wine, put on the longest true crime video I could find on YouTube, and dig up whatever dinner supplies were already in the pantry, because I sure as hell wasn’t going back out for food today.

      If I squinted, I could just about see the stairs of my house through the last of the trees and grave markers. Denim blue with sun-yellowed trim (it had been white, once upon a time). Flowers in planters drooped in the heat on either side of the door. I really needed to water them—but I needed to water me first. 

      Something flickered in the corner of my eye, and I startled, my feet tripping over themselves in the dust.

      Erika, what the fuck. My pulse thrummed in my ears. I wasn’t usually this jumpy. Could I blame that on the heat too? When I was done admonishing myself for being so easily spooked, I looked back to where I’d seen the flash. It was a moth, ghostly white, bouncing from headstone to headstone like it was checking on them.

      I wonder what kind of omen that’s supposed to be? 

      Shaking my head, I resumed my march through the cemetery. I needed to be home, cool, and at least a little bit tipsy. 

      The moth fluttered along beside me, keeping pace. Like it was following me. Did it not mind the heat? Maybe it couldn’t land, maybe it was too hot for its little . . . feet? Did moths have feet? Either way, it’d probably be dead soon, like everything else around it.

      Finally, it fluttered up and over the fence. I caught myself holding my breath as watched it go. Goddamn it. 

      Just a few feet from the edge of the graveyard, I paused at one of the many worn gravestones, hip-height and leaning like a world-weary hill. It was the most ornate in the whole graveyard, with roses carved along its edges, soft petals and leaves smoothed by time but still visible. Too bad the name on the side had been entirely worn away. Out of a sense of curiosity inspired by my true-crime kick, and with the help of the internet, I’d managed to find out that it belonged to a young woman named Daisy Barnham who had died in the mid ‘20s. The flu got her, back when it was a much bigger deal and just before the vaccines that could have saved her were readily available. 

      “How we doing today, Daisy-girl?” I asked, patting the stone softly. Its textured top was hot to the touch. Far from the trees, Daisy was in the sun all day long. Not a thought I relished for myself, but I hoped she liked it.

      And there I was thinking ghostly thoughts again. I turned toward the exit—so close, so close! My front door came into view, all chipped paint over solid wood, a simple brass knocker to match the simple brass doorknob.

      When I’d asked Brady how the hell I was meant to follow all his graveyard rules while living right across the street from one, he’d gone real quiet for a few minutes. Then he’d grabbed his keys and, with a deep breath at the front door, walked out without a word.

      That’s when the salt and sage and prayers had started. Protecting me, he’d said.

      More like driving me into an early grave.

      I hitched up my backpack and set to jogging again, making quick work of the messy, worn path through the overgrown grass, practically leaping across the residential street on the other side, and launching myself through the door into the blessed A/C. It felt like the very walls were greeting me, welcoming me home with every bit of comfort they could shoot through their groaning vents. 

      I turned back to face the graveyard. 

      Hold your breath and hide your thumbs! 

      I took a long, slow breath, and instead of hiding my thumbs, I held another finger up at the graves before slamming the door on both them and the heat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          The House

        

      

    

    
      This wasn’t the house I would have chosen for myself . . . if I’d really had a choice. But it had been within my (admittedly limited) budget and was closer to work than I’d ever managed to be before. Plus, the cemetery had really been a bonus in the beginning. All that history right next door—who could resist?

      The house itself was notably old too. None of the doors fit quite right in their frames anymore, and I could hear the floorboards creak up and down the hall beneath the plush carpeting. I’d been lucky enough to get a place with A/C good enough that I didn’t have to fiddle with window units, but unlucky enough to get a place with an unfinished basement that was, by all rights, owned not by me but by the many-legged menaces that had been there long before I’d ever stepped through the door. There wasn’t enough Raid in the world to clear it out, so when I had to go down there, I kept to my little corner where the washer and dryer buzzed and left the creepy crawlies to themselves. 

      The house’s upstairs was what had really sold it for me. New tan carpets installed right before I’d moved in. Huge windows, one of which opened to a little faux balcony where I’d set a congregation of potted plants to languish in the heat. And in the bathroom: an honest-to-God, real-ass clawfoot ceramic tub. The water pressure was awful, and the pipes creaked in the winter, but having a tub I could actually submerge myself in for the first time since I was ten was worth all the hardship. 

      Today was not a bath day though. Today was for quick showers and full glasses of wine.

      I turned on the tap, then spent a minute adjusting the showerhead before pulling up the stopper. The shower piece and the tub had clearly been installed at different times, and if the head wasn’t pointed just right, there would be water everywhere, shower curtain or no. 

      When everything was in position, I sloughed off my sweaty work clothes, dropping them into a heap on the floor, and stepped into the delightfully chilled drizzle with a big shiver and a wide smile. 

      I stood there for several minutes, feeling the water wash away the day’s frustrations, sending them down the drain with the sweat. Construction contracting hadn’t been young Erika’s dream job, but helping get more accessible building designs approved throughout the city had sounded like a noble cause in the beginning. Even if reading the long-winded technical proposals did end up sucking my soul dry at least once a week . . . 

      I whirled on my heel, barely catching myself on the hot water knob. The curtain had shifted. Hadn’t it? It wasn’t moving now, not swaying at all like someone had touched it, but I was sure I’d seen motion, and something shaped like a long, pale hand on the edge of my vision . . . 

      No, I wasn’t sure at all. It had been a rough day, and I was tired and still thinking about Brady and his ghosts. Speaking of which, I needed to get a new shower curtain—he and I had both used this one, this gaudy four-leaf-clover-covered abomination, and I was determined to get rid of every stupid thing he’d ever brought into my house. 

      The water began to warm up, and I realized too late that I’d turned the knob as I stopped myself from falling. Calling hot water from the depths of the basement was enough of a problem, but now it meant my water would be lukewarm instead of cool no matter what I did. 

      Oh well, I thought as I turned the water off completely. I was on edge now anyway. Before I stepped out of the tub, I grasped the shower curtain slowly, then quickly ripped it to the side, causing an awful screech as the rings slid across the rusty metal holding them up.

      “Fuck you,” I whispered hoarsely to the empty space on the other side of the curtain. Then, lest anyone think me a coward, I said it again, louder and stronger. “Fuck. You.” I’d seen online that Chinese ghost hunters yelled obscenities at ghosts to scare them off. That could work in English too, couldn’t it?

      Maybe.

      If there were ghosts in this room. Which there were not.

      There was just me, damp and covered in goosebumps, eyes darting around the room. I closed them and took a long, deep breath. I smelled my soap, lavender and honey, felt the cool conditioned air drying my face, heard the fan spinning even though there was no steam for it to whisk away. 

      I made a show of stepping dramatically out of the tub, drying my hair completely normally and not with several furtive glances from behind the towel, and shrugging on a robe with only the smallest shiver.

      “Shut up,” I whispered to no one at all. And no one at all answered. 

      I shot one more glare at the shower curtain, sending out a silent promise that it would soon be in a trashcan-shaped grave, and finally heeded the call of the wine. 
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      I was in bed, most of a bottle gone, on the verge of dozing off, when I heard it.

      CLANG. THUMP THUMP-THUMP. RRRRRRRrrrr bump. 

      My hand flew to my mouth to muffle a scream. If someone had broken into the house, I couldn’t let them know I’d heard them. My chest tightened as my breathing slowed. As if they might be able to hear every tiny inhale, every terrified exhale. The buzz of the wine hadn’t quite been shocked out of me, and I squinted, struggling to focus on seeing or hearing any motion in the hallway.

      There were a lot of things I still resented Brady bringing into the house. But the aluminum baseball bat lying under my bed wasn’t one of them. He’d been obsessed with protecting me from imaginary ghosts but still occasionally spared a thought for the real threats too.

      I leaned over precariously, eyes never leaving my bedroom door, and pulled the bat out with one shaking hand, carefully, quietly. The metal rang lightly in the silence as I dragged it across the carpet and settled it into both hands. My grip was all wrong, I was sure, since I’d never played a game of baseball in my life, but I didn’t need to be a pro to swing at someone’s head. I jumped at the sound of the air coming fresh through the vents and shivered as it blew over my bare feet.

      I would have to be precise while crossing the room. The plush carpets were deceptive; my feet wouldn’t make a sound, but one wrong move would send half the house into a frenzy of creaks and moans. I slid carefully across the floor, trying to remember every place where the floorboards were uneven, every spot that squeaked at the slightest step.

      At the door, I listened. Nothing. If someone was in the house, they were being as careful as me.

      Down the hall I slid, past the bathroom and along the railing separating me from the stairs. 

      This would be the trickiest part of all. Everyone knew old stairs were the enemy of a sneak, and these stairs had a particular vendetta against me. Every time I thought I’d figured them out, they developed a new quirk. The top one was slightly higher than the others, and still threw me off, whether I was coming up or going down. One in the middle had split recently, meaning it not only creaked but seemed to threaten certain doom if I stepped the wrong way. And two near the bottom had splinters that I could swear moved every few days, so I was forever getting my socks caught and my toes jabbed.

      I could wait here. Or even sneak back to my room to wait. If anyone was in here with me, they’d have to come up these stairs to get me, and I’d hear them coming. 

      But what if they were also waiting for me? If I went back to the bedroom, I’d eventually fall back asleep. If they were patient enough, they’d have my head, baseball bat be damned.

      No, I had to go downstairs and check. I wouldn’t feel safe until I was sure.

      I creeped down the stairs one at a time, setting my feet as far from each stair’s edge as possible, where the creaking was the quietest. After every step, I waited, listening. Still nothing. But I didn’t trust that one bit.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I did a quick turn, swinging the bat in front of me.

      Nothing. Only the usual shadows cast by the streetlight outside.

      I moved room to room, feet sliding, weapon aloft. I checked the front and back doors, jiggling the handles and testing the bolts: locked. I checked the closets, pulling each door open slowly at first, then kicking them open the rest of the way; each was free of intruders. I even checked the kitchen cabinets one by one, pulling on the mismatched knobs quickly, like they would burn me if I held them too long: full to bursting, but just with half-eaten snacks and tilted stacks of dishes.

      Finally, my feet took me back to the bottom of the stairs. There’s no way, I thought to myself. There’s no way they got upstairs.

      My grip tightened. Suddenly, my bat didn’t seem so heavy. It felt hollow. It felt useless.

      What if someone really was in my space? In my house. In my room.

      I shivered. No. Impossible.

      Back up I went, slowly as ever. I peeked over the landing, through the railing bars, noting my open bedroom door to the left. There was a zero-percent chance they’d have been able to silently go in after me.

      Right?

      I glanced to the right. 

      The bathroom.

      The door was slightly ajar. Had I left it open? That wasn’t unusual for me, but now the small crack in the doorway leading to darkness felt like a threat. I hoped I was alone. I wished I weren’t. 

      Up the last of the stairs, biting back a yelp as I stubbed my toe on the top step, I slid closer and closer to the door. I held the bat up by my face, ready to swing. I stepped toward the door, glancing around, searching for any signs of movement. Then—

      “Fucking goddamn motherfucking—!”

      It took everything in me not to throw the bat at the mirror on the far wall. I didn’t have time to be yelling at my own reflection in the dark. It shouldn’t have startled me in the first place; I knew the stupid thing was hanging there, had been since Brady put it up last year. Now my whole element of surprise was gone. If there was someone in the bathroom, they knew I was coming.

      I spared a second to flip the bird at the mirror. The only response was my own reflection flipping it right back. Then, sneaking forgotten, I shoved the bathroom door open with a bang.

      It was dark, but my eyes quickly adjusted. I could see the sink, all my little morning routine items littering the top. The toilet, its horrible salmon pink hue showing through even in the dim light. My pile of clothes from earlier, looking not at all like a menacing creature in the corner. And the tub. 

      The curtain. Had it moved? A tiny window to the right let in the smallest sliver of moonlight. Was I seeing a silhouette through the curtain, or just a regular shadow? Did people really break in and hide in the bathtub? That was such a cliché horror thing, it couldn’t really be—

      The curtain moved.

      I swung like it was the last thing I’d ever do.

      The bat whistled through the air with more power than I thought I possessed and smacked into the shower curtain with a sick little whap. The force was enough to bring some of the rusty rings down, and a second later, the curtain hung half open and limp, like a sad wad of tissue put through the washer. My arms ached with the effort, my veins pulsed with adrenalin, and sweat crept down the back of my neck. 
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          The Visitor

        

      

    

    
      There was no one in the tub.

      I stepped forward to make sure no one could be lying down inside. Still free of intruders. But it wasn’t empty. 

      The shower head sat sadly by the drain, its round spout dented on one side from its recent fall. I looked up at the pipe that had once been its home. Bits of rust fell from the inside like crumbling stone.

      Ew, that’s what I’ve been showering in? Disgusting. Looked like the shower curtain wasn’t the only thing that needed replacing as soon as humanly possible.

      More problems for future Erika. Instead of dealing with it, I walked much less quietly back to my room, locked the door for good measure, then slid the bat back under the bed and buried myself in blankets.
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      I woke up tired and damp with sweat, blankets tangled around my legs and hair plastered to my face and neck. My late-night adventure had messed my REM cycle up bad, and I felt like I’d missed a whole night of sleep, not just an hour or so. My throat was dry, but my sheets were not. 

      I had always believed that the proper way to sleep was with the air chilly and the blankets many. That way one is not warm, one gets warm, and that makes all the difference. 

      My usual three comforters on top and cozy sheets underneath seemed to have been more than my body could handle overnight though. Sweat dripped into my eyes as I kicked the covers away. Had the A/C gone out over night? I could still hear the air flowing and feel the sweat drying to crust on my skin, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. 

      Downstairs, I checked the thermostat. Sixty-two degrees, it said. It sure didn’t feel like it though—I was burning up! I tapped the button to bring it down further and heard the machine go into overdrive. Standing over one of the kitchen vents, I took a long, deep breath of freshly cooled air—

      And began to cough like a lifelong smoker. Every breath felt like inhaling a handful of wiggling bugs, somehow tickling and biting all at once as the cool air dried my already too-dry throat. Stumbling back to the thermostat, I tapped the temperature back up a bit, then looked back at the vent with a scowl.

      My trusty A/C had never attacked me before. I didn’t like it.

      I liked it even less when I remembered I didn’t even have a way to shower off the layer of sweat, which had gone dusty where the air touched me and still pooled where the artificial breeze couldn’t reach.

      It’s fine, I thought at it defiantly, I’ve been through stupider shit than this.

      I grabbed a washcloth from the linen closet and headed to the bathroom sink. The shower head sat calmly at the bottom of the tub, mocking me and my salty skin.
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      Words wavered in my field of vision, coming into focus just long enough for me to recognize the letters, then turning back into indecipherable blobs before I could make sense of them. I felt my pulse in my forehead, at times so strong it seemed my hair was trying to get up and leave me to suffer in baldness. There weren’t enough cough drops in my purse to keep the bug-like tingling at bay, and I hadn’t taken a single easy breath since shuffling to my cubicle at 8:30 this morning. It was only—I blinked rapidly to bring my desk clock into focus—10:19, but I felt like I’d been in my slouchy work chair for days.

      I’d gone to work hoping that the lingering effects of my rough night would pass, but two cups of coffee and a handful of linty lozenges later, I realized I was getting worse not better. I knew, logically, that the documents in my hands were proposals for accessible building designs, but with every passing moment, it got harder to convince my tired eyes that they weren’t plans for either playground marketing or landmine manufacturing. It was all gibberish, and I couldn’t. Fucking. Breathe. 

      I slammed my hand down on the papers and shot to my feet. Bad move in retrospect—a wave of dizziness crashed over me, and I had to catch myself on my desk to keep from falling over onto the thinly carpeted floor. When the walls stopped spinning, I stomped across the room to the large wooden door with more polish on it than the rest of the office had seen in decades. 

      “Marcie,” I croaked, poking my head into my manager’s office. The smell of stale espresso hit me like a punch to the gut. Marcie looked up with a customer-service smile, which quickly melted away as I covered my mouth and coughed, “I need to go home.”

      “No shit,” she said, covering her own mouth with a tissue. “Don’t come any closer, we don’t need a plague breakout.”

      I nodded, then used my free hand to gesture at the office behind me. “Do you—” I coughed again, my poor throat swiftly shifting from itchy to sore with every breath. “Should I get someone to—”

      “Jesus, no, just go home, Erika.” She layered up the tissues over her mouth with one hand and made a shooing motion with the other. “Doesn’t your boyfriend know any magic cures for this kind of thing?”

      I didn’t scowl. One does not scowl at one’s boss and live to tell the tale, at least not if one’s boss is Marcie. I did clear my throat thoroughly and loudly before answering, “No.”

      “Well, go take care of yourself then. You’ve got all weekend to get over this, but we’ll need you back on Monday.”

      “Sure thing, thanks Marcie.” I let out one last petty burst of coughing, then grabbed my bag and headed out.
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      I stopped at the store on the way home. The local branch of a regional franchise, it was smaller than a Big Box but still big enough to have everything I could possibly need. One hand full of tissues and a basket on my other arm, I wobbled up and down linoleum aisles, gathering the usual tried-and-true remedies: cough drops, the mighty -Quils, and a whole armful of noodle soup, plus a box of caffeine-free tea and more lemons than any one person should ever reasonably need. 

      The soup and tea were an afterthought by the time I got home. Despite the heat outside, I’d developed a shiver, and my vents groaned in surprise when I turned the temperature up again. I silently apologized and promised to replace the air filter soon.

      I got myself a glass of water and downed some DayQuil, optimistically hoping whatever this was would pass so I could get things done later tonight. Hopefully even get my showerhead back on, after a good old rust treatment for it and the pipe it had fallen from. 

      In the meantime, though, I chugged the last of the water and threw myself into bed.
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      My cell phone rang, startling me awake.

      I glanced at the screen from my blanket cocoon, glad that my vision seemed able to focus at last. It was 6 p.m.; I’d slept the whole ass day away. The caller ID said “Katie”. One of the many friends I hadn’t spoken to in weeks. Or had it been months by now?

      It was weird enough for her to be calling me, but extra weird that she hadn’t texted first. Most everyone who knew me also knew I preferred to text. By the third ring, I’d convinced myself that this meant there was an emergency, and I snatched the phone from my pillow with a shaking hand.

      “Hello?” I rasped into the speaker.

      “Erika? Oh my god!”

      “Katie, what—”

      A more distant voice said, “Holy shit, did she actually answer? Pay up!” Then there was laughter.

      I blinked the grogginess from my eyes as it slowly dawned on me that this was not an emergency. I could hear several of my friends bantering on the other end of the phone. Of course: it was Friday. They weren’t in danger. They were out partying.

      “Erika? Hello?” Katie said as the other voices faded, like she was walking away from them.

      “Yeah, hey, how’s it going?”

      “Great, hon! How have you been? Long time, no see!”

      I nodded, then realized she couldn’t see me and managed a, “Yeah, been busy,” before my throat launched into the coughing fit to end all coughing fits. I held the phone away from my ear until it settled. 

      “Oh god, sweetie, you sound awful.”

      “Yeah,” I wheezed, reaching for a cough drop. “Caught a bug, I think.”

      “That sucks, we were all hoping you’d be able to come out tonight!” I pretended not to hear when one of the more distant voices called out, “You did!” “We’re down at The Corner for drinks, just like old times!”

      I could picture it: a whole gaggle of my friends from college—a group that had somehow, some way, managed to stick together for nearly six years after having exactly one Mass Comm. class together, half the group huddled around someone’s phone to watch a cute cat video, the other half making eyes at cute someones across the room. Even after we’d all graduated, the group outing had become a monthly to-do. Longing sliced through my mind like a migraine—I’d be with them now if I hadn’t violently extricated myself from the group after kicking Brady out. They’d been his friends first, and I wasn’t about to force anyone to pick sides. But Katie had always been the glue to our group, and she’d never fully given up on getting me back. I loved her for it. 

      “Sorry I’m missing it,” I said, meaning it more than my tone suggested. The bar wasn’t exactly my scene, but I’d been comfortable at our table. “I feel fucking awful though.”

      “You sound it,” she confirmed. “Need us to bring anything by? Lila started us off with vodka shots, but I can Uber over there in a hot minute.”

      I tried for a laugh, but it came out more like a hiss. “No, I’ll be okay. Got all the essentials. Meds, water . . .”

      “Company?” a new voice asked.

      “Lila, give me my phone!”

      Katie’s protests faded, and I heard the distinct click-click of Lila’s heels as she walked, apparently carrying Katie’s phone with her. “You know, Brady probably wouldn’t mind coming by if you gave him a call.”

      “I will not call Brady.”

      “Jesus, Erika, are you still upset about all that?”

      My chest, already sore from the constant coughing, ached in a new way as the question settled into my brain. I shouldn’t have been surprised that Lila wanted to confront me about this, but it still stung. Katie had been the one to suggest Brady and I split up for a while—though I took that option to the extreme in the end. When it was all over, Katie had been the only person in our friend group to take my side, to defend my right to claim my space and kick Brady out if I was uncomfortable. Still, I’d harbored some hope that, once they realized how serious it was to me, at least some of my other friends would come to see my side of things.

      Had they all been expecting me to get over it?

      “What the hell do you mean ‘all of that’? Yes, I’m still angry that Brady came into my home and ruined my space with all of his superstitious bullshit. I’m still angry that he tried to burn all my childhood memories because of imaginary ghosts. And now I’m kind of angry that you’re bringing it up like nothing happened and that he’s still our friend.”

      Katie’s voice, closer now: “Lila, my fucking phone—”

      “He’s still my friend,” Lila continued. “We’re not about to break up the friend group just because you got weird, Erika.”

      “I got weird?!” I had so much more to say, but the sudden volume change did not agree with my throat, and I was launched into another coughing fit. 

      This gave Lila enough time to speak instead. “You know what? Forget it. You’re gonna figure this all out in your own time. Let us know when you get there. We’ll be here.”

      The same words she’d said to me right after the breakup, but the difference in tone, the coldness and frustration I could hear simmering underneath the theoretically kind thoughts, was more than I could take. 

      I hung up before she could. 

      I knew I’d regret it later. In fact, I was regretting it now. But I wasn’t about to call back to apologize. She’d brought him up knowing how I felt. That was on her. Besides, the itch in my throat was back with such ferocity that I couldn’t get a breath in edgewise, and I probably wouldn’t have been able to form a solid sentence if I’d tried.

      Instead, I set my phone to silent and dragged myself downstairs to make soup.
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      Hot soup and approximately twenty cough drops gave me my second wind, and I decided to get a few things done before heading to bed for the night.

      The shower curtain came down first. I had the urge to rip it from its rings, feel the thin plastic tear away bit by bit. But one look at the rusty rod holding it up told me that was not a realistic option if I wanted to have a shower left in the morning. 

      So, I pulled it down carefully, loop by loop, and threw it into the hallway.

      Next was the showerhead, still sitting in the tub. I moved it to the sink, which I filled about halfway with water before adding the rust remover solution. As soon as I set the bottle down, my left hand began to itch fiercely. I turned back to the tub and turned on the tap. With the water running over it, I searched the skin of my hand for chemical burns or some kind of scratch from the rust. But there was nothing aside from the red marks from my scratching it.

      “What’s this one mean, Brady?” I mumbled, turning off the water and stalking back to the shower curtain. The itch crept back in as I kicked the curtain savagely down the hall and closer to the stairs. Closer to . . . 

      Don’t turn around. Don’t turn. Don’t, don’t, don’t . . . 

      I turned around. 

      At the end of the hallway, set neatly against the grainy wood of the wall, was the mirror, no bigger than my hand outstretched. But looking at it now, it seemed to take up the whole space.

      Brady had put it there, of course. Said it would be able to trap lost spirits if they wandered across the street. That side of the house didn’t even face the cemetery, but he said that didn’t matter, that the mirror would work just the same. It was older than the others in the house, like the one in the bathroom and my full-length in the bedroom, which he insisted would make a difference.

      It had been the first thing I wanted gone after everything. But I couldn’t get the damn thing off the wall.

      I had no idea what Brady had glued it on there with, and he refused to tell me. I didn’t want to go chiseling at the wall either—a house this old, I was likely to crack right through to the outside world. And while I wasn’t afraid of ghosts slipping in through a crack in the wall, I wasn’t about to risk letting more real-life critters into my home.

      I’d already lost the battle for the basement. The rest of the house was mine.

      Well. Besides this wall.

      I stared at the mirror and scratched my palm. A shadow seemed to shift in the reflection, right behind me. I leaned forward to get a better look, wondering if my vision was going wonky again, when I heard a knock on the door.

      A familiar knock.

      Three solid knocks with a brief pause in between. 

      This man couldn’t even knock on a door like a regular person.

      I considered not answering, but Brady knew I practically never went anywhere these days, even on Friday nights. It wouldn’t be worth it to pretend I hadn’t heard him. The next step after three more stupid knocks would be a phone call, texts, and if he had to, pebbles thrown at the window. Anyone who thought that shit was romantic had clearly never dealt with replacing a window in an old house.

      I stomped down the stairs and pulled open the door. 

      “Hey,” he said casually, like he still belonged here. His straight brown hair hung in his muddy brown eyes, and he brushed it aside, along with a good amount of sweat. It was still warm out, even now that the sun was no longer high in the sky. 

      “Get in here, I’m not paying to air condition the whole neighborhood.” I walked back inside and leaned against the kitchen island. 

      He laughed. “Do people say that anymore?” The door swung shut with a creak as he closed it behind himself.

      “I just did. What do you want?”

      Brady ran a hand over his brow again, then wiped it on his jeans before reaching for his canvas bag. It was the very same one that had carried countless overpriced college textbooks, two very cheap laptops, and more than one sweet surprise for me. Little gifts were Brady’s love language, and he’d always had something squirreled away in those giant zippered pockets.

      Today, what he pulled out of the bag almost made me shove him right back out the door.

      “What the fuck—”

      “Hey, I had a feeling, okay?” He held up his hands defensively. One hand held a large shaker full of salt. The other held a smudge stick of sage. 

      “Can’t you take a fucking hint? This shit is why I kicked you out, Brady. Why the hell would you—”

      He turned away, already tuning me out, and started pulling more things out of the bag: a rosary, a resin-covered four-leaf clover, a rabbit’s foot on a keychain, a set of fuzzy rearview mirror dice, a green lighter, and two whole horseshoes, probably stolen from a backyard game. 

      All of this he set on my once clean kitchen counter before turning back to me with a stone-cold serious look on his face. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he’d come to tell me someone had died.

      But I did know better. I knew he was just being a kook. 

      “Get. Out.”

      “I know you don’t believe in this stuff.”

      “Get out of my house, Brady.”

      “I’ve had a bad feeling about this place, about you, ever since I left.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah, I’ll bet you have.”

      “And Lila said you might need some help—”

      “Lila told you to come? Christ, I can’t get any privacy at all, can I?”

      “I’m not here to beg you to take me back,” he went on like I hadn’t spoken at all. “But I am here to beg you to take these.” Brady gestured to the pile of tchotchkes behind him. “Not even all of them if you don’t want, but a few, just to keep you—”

      “Safe? Are you telling me a dollar store lighter and Etsy resin art are supposed to save me from something? You are absolutely out of your mind.” I stomped past him to the door and pulled it open. The heat crept in, making the air thicker and sweatier. “Get out.”

      “Erika, please—”

      “No, wait, you’re right.” I smiled cruelly at the shock on his face as I swung the door half shut again and marched around him, up the stairs, then back down again, my arms now full of plastic. I shoved the crumpled shower curtain into his hands and re-opened the door. “Now get out.”

      Brady shook his head in a show of melodramatic sadness. He shoved the curtain under one arm and grabbed his bag with the other. Then he took a deep breath—Fucking damn it, can’t you be normal for two seconds? I thought—and jogged out to his car. I watched him let the breath out once he was in with the door closed. Since when did car doors stop ghosts from getting in?

      I realized I was staring—glaring daggers more like—and slammed the door. 

      A moment later, I was doubled over in a coughing fit. It felt like I’d inhaled incense ash and my lungs were desperately trying to get it out. I sat on the floor and focused on breathing, taking in the cool air and letting it out slowly.

      I couldn’t believe I’d let Brady get me so worked up. Five minutes of his presence and suddenly it was like he’d never left. I missed him already. I also wanted him as far away from me as possible. I focused on the latter feeling as I brought my breathing back under control.

      Pulling myself back up to my feet, I caught sight of his pile of toys. He’d stacked the dice on top of the horseshoes, and the lighter sat right on top of the sage.

      Lungs finally cooperating again, I stomped my way across the kitchen, pulled a trash bag from under the sink, and waved it open savagely. Into the bag went everything he’d left behind: the dice, the keychain, even the horseshoes, which brought the bag down to the floor with a clang. I winced—but the floor didn’t seem to have been damaged, so on the rampage went.

      I flew through the house like a bat out of hell, pulling knickknacks from cabinets, trinkets from drawers, and leftovers from the pantry. Half a package of spicy chips? Sure as hell not mine. Into the bag! Giant bottle of aspirin? I swore by ibuprofen. Into the bag! Pamphlets on ghost-watching and repelling spirits? The ghosts would be better company than the man who’d brought this hokum into my house. Bag!

      When I came to the end of the hall upstairs, I stared at the mirror, daring it to defy me. Then I walked straight up to it, dug my nails into the paint of the wall, and pulled.

      Nothing. It didn’t budge.

      I pulled again, clawing, scrabbling at the thing, trying to get a hold on an edge, but all I managed to do was get paint chips under my nails.

      The mirror held firm, like it was crucial to the structural integrity of the building. 

      I considered kicking it, figuring even an empty frame would be less offensive to look at than this silvered abomination, but something held me back. Even people who weren’t particularly superstitious believed breaking a mirror was bad luck, either of the immediate sort or for the next seven years. I wasn’t sure I’d go that far, but something about the idea of breaking a mirror intentionally still rubbed me the wrong way. 

      So I held up two fingers, pointing them first at my eyes then at the mirror, silently promising to be back with tools, and dragged the trash bag back downstairs. 

      I hauled the load over my shoulder and stepped outside. Even with the sun now mostly below the horizon, the air was sticky and made my lungs itch in a way I hadn’t felt since I was a kid and had fallen into a pile of hay at a pumpkin patch. I looked around to see if any of my neighbors were decorating early for Halloween, trying to entice real fall weather to show up, but didn’t see any stringy bales or straw men around.

      Fuck it. I readjusted the bag and headed across the street.

      My trash can was only a few feet away, tucked into the corner of the house behind a half-dead rose bush. Trash day was half a week away, but I wanted this shit as far away from my house as I could get it, and now. Lucky for me, and by virtue of absolutely shenanigans gerrymandering, the graveyard was on a different trash schedule, which meant I could drop my bag off in their dumpster for the double whammy of getting it away from my house and hauled off to the dump three days sooner.

      The downside of this plan was that the dumpster was on the far side of the graveyard, close to the main road. The back of the dumpster filled in a spot where the tall wrought iron fencing had been hit by a car and deemed too damaged to fix. The county had placed the dumpster there instead of new fencing. It effectively blocked off six feet of the graveyard, its tall back facing the road, which meant I had no chance of throwing something in from the outside. 

      I took a slow, deep breath and headed for the cemetery gate. Unlocked, as usual. As I passed through it, I shuddered, my arms breaking out in goosebumps despite the warm, humid air. I looked around. There was no one else outside, not on the street, not inside the cemetery. I’d never feared coming across anyone here before, given how very not-scenic it was, but for some reason, I felt tonight might be different. I considered going back inside, but the weight of the bag on my shoulder reassured me. There was no one else here, and even if there was, I had a bag full of junk, including two horseshoes, to keep them away.

      Well, come on, feet. 

      The grass tickled my legs as I walked, sneaking up under my jeans and catching on my socks. At this, a new fear hit me: ticks. I’d dealt with more than enough of them to know what a pain in the ass they were to get rid of, especially without help, so I picked up the pace, hoping to get in and out before any of the critters realized I was there.

      I made it to the dumpster. Lifted the lid. Chucked in the bag. The horseshoes made an awful CLANG as they hit the steely bottom. Then, feeling the itch crawling back up my throat, the tickle at my ankles, and the awful chill of being watched at the back of my neck, I turned tail and ran.

      The gate seemed ages away, and my sudden bolt had my lungs feeling even worse than before. No one who knew me would have claimed I was any sort of athletic, but the wheezing whistle coming from my own mouth was a bit more than necessary for such a short run. I took a long leap forward and felt a tug on my back leg. It barely grabbed me and it didn’t hurt, but still, I hit the dirt. 

      Kicking and flailing my feet, covering my mouth to keep the dirt from making the wheeze worse, I looked back to see what’d caught me. 

      A thistle bunch stuck up from what looked to have once been a headstone, though all that was left now was a worn-down stub of marble. The top was bumpy, like the stone had been broken off and all the jagged edges smoothed down by weather and time. And on top of this tiny monument sat an angry bunch of thorns, just waiting to pick on startled passerby.

      Neither of these things by themselves disturbed me. Old stones and dead weeds were cemetery staples. The small pile of dead moths’ wings sitting at the edge of the stone and among the nettle leaves like ghostly flower petals was more than a little upsetting to look at, however.

      I reached down and pulled the jagged plant away from my leg, careful not to disturb the dead moths. There must have been a hell of a spider web here once. When I was free to move again, I stood and sullenly kicked some dirt at the offending plant. But the dirt was dry, and a breeze blew by just in time to clear it away before it ever touched the thistle. Instead, it drifted a few feet before coming to rest at the edge of Daisy’s headstone. Rude.

      There was nothing else I could do without risking getting tangled again. I stuck my tongue out and my middle finger up, then spun on my heel and jogged back to the house.

      Inside, the coughing started up again, and I felt cold and clammy all over. My lungs ached like I’d run a marathon, not just a few yards across a cemetery. I chugged a glass of water, kicked off my jeans, and collapsed back into bed. 

      This . . . whatever this was would need to be gone in the morning. I had things to do, memories to scrub away, a whole house to make mine again.

      Angry and drifting to sleep, I dreamt of Brady, back at my door, banging on it and yelling something, screaming desperately to be let in. Only I wasn’t watching him from inside the house; I was watching him from across the street, between the iron bars of the graveyard fence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

          The Sickness

        

      

    

    
      The cough wasn’t gone by morning. In fact, it had developed into a wet hacking. I’d never known a single body could make so much phlegm, but it just kept coming.

      On one hand, at least that meant I wasn’t dry coughing anymore. My throat had gone from harsh and ragged to thick and heavy. On the other hand, though, breathing was a whole new level of difficult. I couldn’t get in more than a single solid breath without coughing, and even then, it was never enough. It felt like my lungs were filling up, or shrinking, and would never be properly full of air again.

      I knew I should call a doctor. Or someone to take me to a doctor. But the liquid in my lungs seemed to have settled in and around my vocal chords, making it impossible to speak. The same thing had happened to me once as a teenager—I had managed to call my mom at work, with nothing but a raspy whisper to my name, so she could come and get me from school. After a minute or two of that, the school’s bitchy nurse had finally taken pity on me and spoken to my mom on my behalf. At the time, I’d thought it would be funny if the nurse caught what I had and lost her voice too. Now, though, I wouldn’t have wished this kind of thing on even my worst enemy. 

      Not even Brady.

      I’d sat up all night—literally propping myself up with pillows because any position akin to horizontal had me not only coughing but feeling like I might drown. Around 2 a.m., my head had begun throbbing, and I’d hobbled out of bed for a glass of water to wash down a double dose of NyQuil. On the way back to bed, I’d finally given in and turned my thermostat from Cool to Heat. The chills had come back in the few minutes I was out of bed, and I buried myself in blankets as soon as I got back to it.

      From then on, I was never quite sure if I was awake or sleeping, passing in and out of semi-consciousness in an endless spiral. Several times I dozed off enough to dream. In those moments, my eyes seemed to open just a crack, but instead of crumpled used tissues, I was surrounded by tall grass and stray fall leaves, twitching like they were waving at me. Instead of the mountain of blankets around me, I felt a cool breeze tickle my neck. And instead of the medicine and general miasma of sickness, all I could smell was dirt. I could hear someone coming up behind me, slow patient steps parting the grass and crunching the leaves. I wondered if they were there to help me.

      But then I’d blink, and the vision would be gone. I was still in bed, aching and struggling for breath. More coughing, more tissues, more phlegm. I got up at least once more to turn up the heat. It was cold somehow, so, so cold.

      By 10 a.m., it was clear this wasn’t a twenty-four-hour bug. I gathered the meds and my Britta filter and set them all by my bed, so I wouldn’t have to go far to re-up. The cough drops lived in a pile by my pillow, and the box of tissues migrated as I tossed and turned. 

      Every time I checked my phone, I found new text messages. Several from Brady. A few from Katie. Both wanted assurance that I was okay, that I had everything I needed. I didn’t bother answering Brady; if I did, I’d just end up telling him I’d thrown all his shit out finally, and there was a chance he’d show up again. 

      To Katie, I sent a brief, “Alive for now. Might kill Lila later.”

      Then to Lila herself: “I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU TOLD HIM TO COME HERE!!!”

      She replied with a single heart emoji. I stopped responding after that. 

      Once, in one of my blurrier moments, I thought I heard someone say, “You should answer them. You might not get another chance.”

      Thinking it was a dream, I turned my head to see someone sitting next to my bed, a young woman with her hair cut into a short bob. She wore a dirty gray dress, beaded and shimmering even though she wasn’t moving. On her head was a tiara with tiny stones, large pearls, and a handful of tall, white feathers. Her body was facing me, but her face wasn’t. I could see the outline of her cheekbones under thin, taught skin. She looked sick herself. 

      “What do you know?” I demanded with a wet sniffle.

      The woman’s head slowly turned to face me. Fuzzy though my sight was, I thought she looked familiar. And then she smiled. It was not kind. It was not natural.

      I screamed.

      Or I thought I did. Next time I opened my eyes, there was no one else in the room. I was alone.

      Thank goodness.
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      The rest of the night passed in cycles. Medicate; sleep; dream; wake up; cough up a lung; drink water; medicate; sleep . . . 

      The dreams weren’t always scary. Most of them were pretty peaceful. Normal things, like finally getting to go out with the girls or having dinner with my parents. My dream parents were quieter than I remembered them being in life, but they seemed happier too, smiling silently at each other across the table. More than once, I woke up and thought I might call them. The moments where I had to realize again and again that this was impossible hurt more than thoughts of my parents had hurt in ages.

      The dreams that were less pleasant, though, were always the same few things. The woman appeared in them over and over, though much to my relief, she never looked directly at me again. But she would talk, practically rambling. She’d tell me about her life, how she loved to dance, how she moved homes a lot—I could relate, but I didn’t have the energy to say so. More than once, she talked about my friends like they were hers, which made me think this whole thing was just my mind talking to itself. Sometimes, the woman seemed to be hinting at something, hissing over and over again that time was almost up. 

      Her voice was soft, like she was talking to me from a distance even though she was right next to me. There was something grating about the sound that made my eyes water and my ears ring. 

      More upsetting than the woman herself was that the dreams involving her always took place in the graveyard. The woman sat or stood or, in one notable instance, crouched like a goblin over the broken grave marker, legs spread wide over the pricking nettles and dead moths’ wings, her arms pulled in close to her chest, her face leaned all the way down between her knees. The smell of rot and dirt got worse and worse, even as my waking nose refused to work at all. 

      At first, I was only a presence, sitting on top of Daisy’s worn headstone, leaning against one of the ancient trees. I’d hear the footsteps and the woman whispering to me, only to blink and be in bed once more.

      But as the day wore on, the dreams got more solid. Or rather, I felt more solid in them and less solid in my bed. As my body fought to stay warm, shivering with fever to keep me breathing, my mind wandered back to the graveyard. At some point, I realized there were more voices speaking to me, more footsteps coming toward me.

      I couldn’t move a muscle. My eyes felt sluggish, trying to focus as I looked around, like an old camera zooming in and out of a dark movie scene. 

      “Welcome,” whispered the voices.

      “You’re here, you’re here.”

      “Tired. Sleep. Close your eyes.”

      I whispered back, “They are closed,” then opened them to my bedroom again. The light from behind my curtains had faded. Or had it ever been there? Was it still nighttime?

      With more effort than it should have taken, I pulled my arm out of my blankets and reached for my phone. It was 10 p.m. I couldn’t believe it, it felt like it had been so much longer than just a few—

      The rest of the screen came into focus. Sunday. It was 10 p.m. on Sunday. I’d been drifting like this for two whole days. 

      Something like terror gripped me, or maybe it was my heart stuttering with the sickness. How could I have been out that long and still be feeling so awful? Like I was getting worse not better? The phone slipped from my fingers, and I turned to my bedside table. Water. I needed water and medication. This couldn’t go on. 

      As I reached for my water, my hand froze mid-air, in more ways than one. Every bit of skin that wasn’t under the blankets felt numbed with cold, and I couldn’t get my hand around the glass. Suddenly, it was on the floor, a hard crack my first clue, followed by the glittering sight of glass shards on a damp carpet as my eyes finally caught up. My arm was still outstretched.

      I blinked. I was in the grass and dirt again. Now all of me was cold, even though I could feel the warm summer air around me. Why was I so cold? I blinked again. I was still in the graveyard.

      The footsteps started up. I blinked. Still there.

      “P-please,” I stuttered through chattering teeth. “W-want to go h-home.”

      “You are home, doll,” said the woman. From just behind my left ear came her raspy whisper: “And so am I.”

      I couldn’t see her, couldn’t even turn my head to look, but several other people came into view. They were all translucent, moving unsettlingly slowly through the leaves. 

      I took as deep a breath as I could manage and blinked again. 

      The thick blankets and solid walls around me were little comfort. I was still so cold.

      A feeling like icy fingers crept around my neck. I dry heaved, gasping around the lump in my throat, and pulled my arm back to my chest. It brought the cold with it, and now all of me felt like ice, like I was sitting in a snowbank instead of a pile of blankets.

      “Come home, come back home, stay with us, come back . . .”

      They whispered, they shouted, they jeered, and it all sounded like it was coming from right behind me. I couldn’t move except to shiver. I couldn’t turn my head to see them.

      But I knew they were there.

      I knew they were real.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

          The Grave

        

      

    

    
      It came to me in a flash. Brady had been right. There were ghosts in the house. And they were doing something to me. They were dragging me back, out to the graveyard, through the cemetery, to the nettle nest. Every time I closed my eyes, I could see the mound of dead moths, feel the sting of the thorns, smell the rot in the air. 

      They had me.

      I opened my eyes.

      I was still in bed. Still surrounded by blankets, though I could hardly feel them anymore. They felt like a wrapping of tissue paper in the middle of a hailstorm, but gripping them made me feel better. I was still here. I was still alive. For now.

      My lungs warned that wouldn’t last much longer. Each inhale felt like needles pricking all the way down my throat, and each exhale brought more phlegm than I could manage. I was freezing. I was drowning. 

      I was . . . fucking pissed.

      Dying. My body giving up. Every inch of me screaming to lay down and let go. 

      But God-fucking-damn it, Brady was right. 

      That stung in a wholly different way, right in my chest, like my heart had caught a second wind and was ready for one last outburst of regretful anger before I faded away.

      I’d always been most productive when I was angry. Cleaning went quicker, cooking tasted better. There was just something about the passion of being pissed that really drove me to get shit done.

      Even now, half dead, the feeling warmed me, pumping fresh hot blood through my veins, granting me a modicum of feeling. I wiggled my fingers, my toes. Then, before I could lose the momentum, I pushed out of the blankets and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

      My foot landed on glass before I could stop it, and I fell to the floor in my haste to move away. 

      “Shitfuckmotherfucker—” I hissed, still not too sick to swear up a storm on my way down. One of the blankets had come down with me, and I used it to wipe away the blood and check for smaller shards. I didn’t find any, so I shoved a slipper over my bleeding foot and used the bedframe to pull myself back up. 

      Standing was a struggle. I’d never felt so weak, and the door looked like it was miles away.

      I blinked. The woman in the flapper dress stood among the nettles, beckoning me. 

      I gasped, pain rippling up my spine like a lightning bolt. No. As long as I was standing, my body was mine, and she couldn’t have me. I let go of the bedpost and took a step toward the door. Then another. It was slow going, but I knew I had to get out.

      Out of the house. Across the street. 

      I needed to get Brady’s superstitious shit back out of the dumpster. I needed to protect myself.

      Fucking hell.

      There wasn’t a bit of it left in the house, not sage or iron nails or holy water. There was table salt in one of the cupboards, but probably not enough to fight this off. Besides, I wasn’t sure table salt counted. Did it have to be special salt? Brady might have explained once, but by then I’d stopped listening.

      I made it to the door and managed to grab the handle just as the icy grip caught me again, this time on the arm. Pain radiated up and down my left side, and my throat and chest constricted. It felt like I’d swallowed something huge, and I could barely breathe around the feeling. I gripped the doorhandle to keep myself standing, but the call of the floor was strong, so strong.

      I turned my head back to the bed for just a second.

      She was standing there.

      In my room.

      Gripping my arm.

      And finally, it clicked where I’d seen her face before. On computer screens and scanned newspaper clippings, practically anonymous but for the church hoping to have her body claimed. 

      “Daisy?” I whispered.

      She smiled, and I didn’t have the air to scream.

      “Let me help you,” she said, and though it came out as soft as a whisper, it made my ears ring as if she’d been screaming directly into them. It made my head hurt to hear her speak. 

      The next thing I knew, the door was open, and I was on the floor in the hall, the pain in my arm gone but my lungs struggling more than ever. I hacked and spat onto the carpet. The spot stained red.

      I wouldn’t make it out to the cemetery. Not to the dumpster, not to the gate, not even to my own front door. I would die right here on the floor of my first house, where I’d first lived by myself, where I’d first invited someone to live with me, and where I’d forced that someone to leave at exactly the wrong time.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve danced.” Every word was a lance into my skull. “Let go, Erika, let go!” she sang, she laughed, she ordered.

      Everything is gone. Fuck you, Brady, fuck you and your superstitions and your prayers and your horseshoes, and fuck me for not listening to a Goddamn word of it and being such a stubborn bitch—

      At least now I could be stubborn in the other direction. I dragged in a wet, ragged breath and dug my fingers in to the carpet, pulling myself forward. I only needed to get to the end of the hall. I didn’t know how it worked, if there was a range limit on the mirror, if she had to be close, to see herself, but the last thing of Brady’s in the house was the only thing that might save me now. Fuck you. I bent my knees, scooting like a worm, trying desperately not to put any pressure on my foot. Fuck me. The rug burned my knees, and my slipper came off—cold air on my sliced sole hurt like it was being cut anew, and it was all I could do to keep moving at all. 

      “Why struggle so?” she asked, sounding genuinely curious. “You weren’t even happy here. You pushed everyone away.” I heard more than saw her come up next to me. “Let me have them, Erika. I’ll treat them right.” 

      My stomach heaved, but my throat was too tight. Bile stuck in my chest, more pressure than I’d ever felt before. Like I was being crushed from the inside. I lifted my head a little, just enough to glance at the mirror. I could see the top of her feathered tiara in the reflection. She was twirling, stepping in time to music I couldn’t hear, and as she danced down the hall and spun in front of me, her low-heeled Mary Janes swung in and out of my view. Every motion left an afterimage, like she was made of smoke, though she felt pretty damn solid when her foot came down on one of my reaching hands. 

      I winced, squeezing my eyes shut at the sudden jolt of pain, and regretted it instantly. For a moment, I was back in the graveyard. Only this time, I was standing, spinning. I was the one dancing around. My feet circled the broken stone and its jagged nettles. I blinked hard to bring myself back. God, everything hurt so much. I almost let go just to make it stop.

      “You know,” Daisy hummed, every syllable reverberating through my brain like a cymbal crash, “I never had a place of my own before. Always bouncing around. Had to. Nowhere wanted me for long. I like this place though.” She stopped dancing just to my right and leaned down to catch my eye. Her smile was too wide for her face, and her eyes seemed to have shrunk to make room. “Thanks for inviting me in, sweet thing!”

      “Wh—” That was as far as I got before more blood crawled up my throat, turning my words in to gooey, gory bubbles. 

      But Daisy seemed to take my meaning. “What do I mean? Oh, hon, you’ve been prancing around the wrong headstone all this time. Miss Carla next door, well, her stone is at least still standing. You thought I was there, but I was a little farther away, buried under a cracked stone and nettle weeds, with only the bugs by to visit.” Both her hands reached down to grip my wrists. Too hard, too strong. She’d break my bones, brittle and cold as they were. From the look on her face, she’d enjoy it. “I could never have anything of my own. Not even my own fucking grave. Do you know what that feels like, Erika? It feels like shit.” She lifted my arms, pulling me halfway up off the ground in one quick motion, then flung me back down. My head bounced as I landed. Daisy leaned against the wall, content to watch me struggle to get my face back out of the carpet.

      Fuck you, dead bitch, I thought with a glare. I continued to crawl. Not much farther. I was almost there, almost free—

      “Oh, are you trying to get to this old thing?” 

      I caught the wave of a ghostly gloved hand in the silvered backing of the mirror, like she was striking a pose.

      The mirror shook, rattling against the panels. The paint around it cracked as it began to come free from the wall—Fucking finally. It flailed as if caught in a strong wind that I couldn’t feel. There was no feeling left but the pain in my chest and foot.

      The mirror fell. There was only carpet beneath it, but the glass shattered anyway when it landed, glittering shards painting the carpet silver.

      “Aw, bad luck, doll.” Daisy leaned back down and patted the hand she’d stepped on, making the skin go ghostly numb. This, more than anything else so far, scared the shit out of me. Like she could kill me with a touch—one cheerful, terrifying boop on the nose, and I’d be gone for good.

      “Soon enough, you’ll know what it feels like to be nothing at all. You’re practically gone already!” She cackled like a witch out of a children’s story as she straightened back up. The only thing missing was the conveniently timed lightning strike. “Let go, let go, let go!” she sang again and again and again. 

      My heart stuttered. I tried to make it go faster, tried to encourage it to be angry again. I reached for any bit of fire I had left in me, a tiny little spark, but there was nothing. I was too cold, too numb.

      I spat blood onto the floor. The red seeped into the white fibers of the carpet like the last of my life slipping away. 

      A ruckus erupted downstairs, as if Daisy’s ghostly wind had traveled to the first floor and was tearing things up there too. I heard the front door slam open. Footsteps plodding across the kitchen floor. Voices calling out.

      “Fu—” Fuck you, this is my home, was what I wanted to spit at her, a few last words of defiance, but my lungs wouldn’t even grant me that. I lowered myself to the floor and managed to curl up so I could look at Daisy again. I refused to cower, no matter what kind of spooky shit she decided to do next.

      She was less smoky, more solid now. I could make out the sequins on her dress, the buckles on her shoes, the shining pendant at her neck. Just like her obituary photos but much, much angrier. Then I blinked, and I was back in the graveyard, standing over her broken grave. Not spinning this time, at least. A welcoming committee of ghosts had come to greet me. They didn’t look pleased to see me though. They looked . . . hungry. 

      I stepped backward, and the nettles grabbed my ankles. The ground was soft beneath my feet. I was sinking. 

      “Erika! Erika!” 

      I looked around, horrified that these spirits knew my name, were calling for me like old friends. None of them moved. The call came again, but I couldn’t see who was speaking. They were all just watching the earth eat me up, the ground shifting like sand, wind blowing through groaning trees.

      “Erika!” 

      I opened my eyes. I was on the floor. Daisy stood at the top of the stairs, smirking down at someone. 

      “Oh, he’s cute,” she drawled. “I’ll definitely be keeping him.”

      Brady. Brady was here. Brady was calling me. He was downstairs looking for me. I opened my mouth to call back, but all that came out was a quickly cooling dribble of blood. 

      I’m here, I thought. I’m sorry.

      “Erika!” he shouted. He was close. But still so far. “Erika, close your eyes!”

      No, I don’t want to, don’t make me—But my eyes closed anyway, and I lacked the strength to fight them back open. I was among the nettles and moths. Settling into the dirt. It was all around me, dribbling into my mouth and nose. Worse than an itch—a burn like trickling fire—and I was drowning, suffocating. My lungs finally gave up.

      A scream tore through the night, terrifying and feral, as the last dusting of dirt fell down on my head. 

      I was well and truly buried.

      I was dead.
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          The Way Forward

        

      

    

    
      I was six feet under. My mouth and nose were packed tight with grave dirt. My lungs were devoid of room for a single tiny breath.

      I sneezed.

      My lungs, out of habit, took a deep, heaving recovery breath that tasted not like bugs and leaves and the dust of dead things but like . . . salt.

      I opened my eyes.

      They’d crusted over, like I’d been crying all night and the salt of my tears had settled over my eyelashes. I blinked to clear my vision. Took another deep breath. Immediately regretted it when I got a mouthful of salt.

      I spat, blood and saliva dripping warm onto my chin and into the literal piles of salt surrounding me. Tight, aching muscles protesting all the way, I lifted myself up to look around at the new chaos being wrought in my house.

      Salt lay like snow, spilled across every flat surface in sight, mounded in places like wintry hills. A discarded bulk-sized bag lay on its side, empty and slowly deflating to my left. To my right, through the bars of the stairway railing, Katie stood with her back against the wall, one hand gripping a large wooden cross, the ornate one that usually hung over her family’s fireplace and looked like it could deliver a hell of a blow if swung at someone’s head. Katie’s arm shook with the weight of it. Her mouth was moving, but all I could hear was the ringing in my ears.

      Finally, I looked up.

      Brady was wrestling Daisy backward, away from the stairs and toward the pile of glittering glass that had once been his mirror. He gripped her wrists with salt-coated fists, dry sage spilling from his pockets, a horseshoe sticking upright out of his back pocket and keychains hung like items on a utility belt all the way around his waist.

      Daisy pushed back. Her mouth twisted into an unnaturally large snarl, and she snapped at him, trying to take a bite out of his nose. But nothing deterred his determined steps, every one of his forward pushing her one more backward, until they were only a foot or so from the wall. The heel of one buckled shoe slid onto the mirror shards.

      She opened her mouth, unhinged, snakelike. That’s when the sound came rushing back in.

      Daisy screeched, sounding for all the world like a fucking Jurassic Park resident, and Brady yelled back, channeling his best Rick McConnel impression. 

      Everything from there happened in slow motion.

      Daisy became a blur. She was coming straight for me, wide eyes and grasping hands all I could make out in the mist she had become. Brady reacted first, kicking up salt and forcing Daisy back, back, onto and into the broken pieces of mirror.

      Katie finally seemed to break out of her trance. She dropped her cross and climbed the last of the stairs, skirting the ghostly skirmish and falling to her knees beside me. Her arms snaked under me, pulling me up by the shoulders. The falling salt sounded like a whisper. The last whisps of Daisy dove in my direction.

      “ERIKA!” Daisy screamed, nearly formless, without even a horrifying mouth to scream with. The house shook with the sound. I winced but kept my eyes open and focused on her. One smoke-like hand clawed wildly in my direction, pulling itself through the salt and grasping my ankle. Katie pulled me away, and before my leg could go numb again, I slid it across the carpet, sending salt flying into the air.

      When it settled, Brady was alone at the end of the hall. He coughed as he scooped salt and sage and glass into a bag, tied it tight, then turned to me and Katie with a quick thumbs up. 

      I took a breath with every intention of thanking him. My body picked that moment to decide it’d officially had enough, and my head lolled back into Katie’s lap as I passed out.
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      We sat at the corner table in my favorite café. They had the best Earl Grey in a hundred miles. Katie insisted I was being picky, that all black tea tasted the same. I didn’t argue. I just sipped my London Fog in silence, my fingers wrapped tightly around the cup. 

      It had been a month. I still hadn’t quite warmed all the way back up. I took long, hot showers, sat in the sun, nursed tea as hot as I could stand it. It was like I’d gotten frostbite and my extremities were still thawing.

      But I was alive. 

      I had come to on my bed, my mouth tasting of blood and salt, but the insect itch in my lungs was gone. I was safe. In my house. My home. Still me, in my body and not in a grave.

      Katie appeared and helped me into the tub. It was full of steaming water, and every moment I soaked, it got a little easier to breathe. By the time the water had cooled, I was taking long, slow breaths. I felt like I could probably move again but didn’t want to. What if I got out and the feeling went away?

      Katie eventually came back for me, robe and towels in hand. She helped me stand—it felt like I’d pulled every muscle in my body, and she had to hold me up to dry me off. But she got the robe around my shoulders, and we shuffled slowly back to the bedroom.

      Once I was settled into a bed with newly cleaned sheets and warm blankets, Katie explained that she’d stayed overnight and spent the morning cleaning up. The salt and glass shards in the hall had been vacuumed and the blood spots blotted. There would be stains, but now they looked more like normal stains and not signs of a near-death experience.

      Then, she told me everything else I’d missed.

      Apparently, she’d been calling me all weekend. Said she’d felt awful for not calling me back right away on Friday, and only got more worried when I didn’t pick up the phone. I tried to apologize, to explain that I’d been practically comatose, but she waved the apology away. She knew, she said, and I had nothing to be sorry for.

      It had been Brady’s call on Sunday that finally got her to come over. He’d said he sensed something was wrong—really, really wrong. Even though Katie didn’t buy into all his superstitious stuff, she wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to come by and check on me. 

      She’d expected to find me either still sick and ignoring my phone in favor of sleep, or well again and ignoring my phone out of spite. She definitely had not expected to find me on the floor of my hallway, covered in my own blood, with a real-ass ghost standing over me, screaming.

      “All in flapper girl ‘20s garb with her jaw unhinged, like, what the actual hell—” Katie said all in one breath, arms swinging wildly for emphasis.

      And Brady, she said, had been the superstitious superhero. He’d busted in and unloaded everything he had on the ghost. Salt—tons of salt—everywhere upstairs, until he was sure the woman couldn’t get anywhere near me anymore. When she was gone, absorbed into the mirror or however that worked, he went over every nook and cranny of the house with a smudge stick—twice. Left horseshoes over all the doors and little lines of salt on the windowsills, after Katie insisted it needed to be off the carpets. He’d even replaced the mirror; a smaller one hung in the same spot on the wall now—properly hung, with a Command strip instead of super glue. 

      Then Brady had left, and Katie had stayed. 

      Somehow, life went on.

      Katie called out of work for me on Monday and said Marcie sent her condolences. I asked Katie if she meant well wishes; she said no. 

      I stayed in bed all day, focusing on breathing. Air in, air out. Through my mouth, through my nose. Hands on my stomach so I could feel it happening from all angles.

      When I was well enough to come downstairs, Katie made me soup. She made me drink water. And then she handed me a bag. 

      “Brady said you might need this,” she’d said cautiously, like the mention of his name might send me into a fit. 

      I took the bag. It was a drawstring, made of soft material like a worn T-shirt. Inside were trinkets, knick-knacks, bric-a-brac. Cat’s-eye marbles, fuzzy dice, a rabbit’s foot, a pendant-sized horseshoe. The bottom of the bag was dusted with salt and bits of sage leaves. 

      “Tell him I said thank you,” I rasped sincerely, my vocal cords still not entirely free of the phlegm.

      Katie’s mouth had flattened for a moment, like she was holding back a comment, but then she nodded and ladled me some more soup.

      Back in the here and now, I was grateful for every moment in the sun. I was even more grateful to be out with Katie again. It had been too long, and I tried not to wonder if she was only hanging out with me because she thought I was fragile, because she thought I might keel over at any moment.

      “You can stop staring any old time,” I said, taking another sip of my tea.

      “I’m not,” she said, averting her eyes. “I was just about to ask if you’re ready to go. The girls should be here soon, and I wanted to be first in line for the candle shop when it opens.”

      “You have so many candles, Katie. Too many candles.”

      “No such thing!”

      I smiled. It was good to think about seeing the girls—most of them, at least. We’d met up once a few days after The Event, when I could talk without sounding like I’d swallowed a frog whole. Lila wasn’t invited, by my request, but Katie made a show of reassuring everyone else that I was alive and well.

      Well. Relatively.

      There had been no more ghost sightings in recent weeks, no more weird dreams. But every time I walked by the cemetery—around it, not through it anymore—there was one spot in particular where I could just see the broken grave, the one that was almost my grave, settled amongst the nettles.

      Every time it came into view, I looked directly at the spot, held my breath, and jogged until I couldn’t see the jagged thorns or petal-like wings anymore. 

      I didn’t tell Katie about this. I didn’t want her to tell Brady.

      I’d tell him myself one day, maybe. We were back on speaking terms, just not speaking-about-The-Event terms. I’d called him a few days after with a long litany of thanks, all of which he waved away, as if months of animosity followed by saving my Goddamn life were nothing to him. He said he knew I’d come around. That kind of made me want to punch him, but only a little. 

      I took one last drag of my tea and smacked my lips in satisfaction. “Okay, let’s hit the road.”

      Katie pushed her chair back and took both of our cups to the trash can at the front of the store. While she was facing away, I pulled out my purse and considered the contents. 

      Marbles. Mini horseshoes. A handful of salt packets. The lucky rabbit’s foot.

      The last of these I snatched up and dropped onto my chair as I stood. Katie practically ran by, swinging the door open with a flourish. “Come on. If they’re out of my kitchen scent before we get there, I’m making you buy me ten online!”

      “Ha, I’ll take that bet.”

      I headed to the door. One step. Two. Good, good. Katie swung herself outside and into the sweet fall air. The day was bright and sunny, not a cloud in the blue, blue sky. I reached the door. Pushed on the bar. Took a breath of fresh air.

      My heart stuttered. A zing of cold shot through my chest that had nothing to do with the changing seasons.

      “Uh, just a sec!” I turned, trotted back to the table, and grabbed the rabbit’s foot. 

      The cold in my chest dissipated. I sighed, half in relief and half in resignation. About once a week, I’d been experimenting with leaving the charms behind. In another room. In the car. At my desk. But every time I got too far, the chill of the grave crept back in.

      There were worse things than being tethered to a few kids’ toys in exchange for my life, right?

      “Erika!”

      “Coming!”

      Outside, the air was warm and humid, the dregs of summer hanging stubbornly on. The heat pressed in on me pleasantly, not quite warming me to my core, but close. I shoved the rabbit’s foot back into my purse, then linked arms with Katie and let her drag me down the road to the candle store. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Meg Dailey

          

        

      

    

    
      Meg has been editing independently for more than 10 years. She’s been a member of the Editorial Freelancers Association since 2017 and spent two years as Lead Editor of Anthologies with a small-press publisher. She is now an affiliate editor for the growing co-op Midnight Tide Publishing.

      

      She’s an avid reader, self-diagnosed YA addict, and strong believer in the NA genre. Her TBR is ever-growing. 

      

      She also writes! Just . . . very slowly . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Connect with Meg

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      thedaileyeditor.wordpress.com 

      

      twitter.com/TheDaileyEditor

      instagram.com/thedaileyeditor

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      The frigid New England winter air nipped at her skin, but Angela couldn't feel it. Both the front windows of her blue Mercedes were all the way down, the sting of the icy air hitting her face yet not sinking far enough in to chase away the fever. The burn of it pulsed through her body with its own wild heartbeat, most of that thrum pummeling her temples. The regular drive home was a blur, all the buildings and trees blending into a mishmash of shapes and colors all fading to brown. Angela felt lost until she found herself outside her home. She pulled the car into the driveway behind her husband's and didn't bother to roll the windows back up—that would take too much effort. It was odd that he was home on a Tuesday afternoon, but all she could think about was how much she wanted to drag her weary body into bed and sleep for a very long time—maybe forever. She slid out of the car and forced herself upright, as much as she could, the door seemingly miles away when it was really only feet.

      The fever had taken her over at work not even an hour earlier, so she'd made her hasty exit. Nausea hadn't hit her until she closed in on her neighborhood. Certainly her inability to focus on her surroundings as she drove home had compounded her queasiness, almost a motion sickness from driving her own car home through the vortex of a spinning and reeling feverish world. The sweat covered her chest and pooled on the back of her neck behind her hair as she fumbled with her key in the lock several times, only to realize the door was already unlocked. Now, to top things off, her ears were ringing fiercely. When she got to the top of the stairs, her ears were ringing so loud it was as if she were nearing the source of the ringing, as if the ringing weren't just inside her ears.

      Outside the bedroom door, her ears rang so intensely, her knees almost buckled. What she heard and saw next did buckle them.

      Playful laughter. Flirty laughter. Her sister Andie's laughter. Andie, who she hadn't seen in almost two years. Andie, who had worked for her until the day Angela realized her sister had been stealing from her. Angela had given her sister a choice: leave town and never come back or face criminal charges. Of course, if it had been completely up to Angela, she would have pressed charges, but her mother had talked her out of such a harsh punishment. "You can't put your own sister in jail," her mother declared. "She made a mistake, a big mistake, but to throw away her entire future like this would be . . . well, a crime."

      In the blink of an eye, Angela had gone from the victim to the criminal. Wanting to have the whole thing behind her while still appeasing her mother, she unhappily agreed.

      Slowly, Angela pushed the bedroom door open, which somehow became an extraordinary feat, the weight of it a struggle, as if the door did not want her to open it. That same sister, who had promised to never come back, was now in Angela's bed, her body strewn about the sheets in an alluring position. Her eyes were trained on someone or something across the room that Angela couldn't see from this vantage. Laughter danced across her sister's red lipstick-stained lips. She wasn't alone.

      Another laugh joined hers, and Angela's stomach dropped as the man came into view, his form all too familiar. She felt as if she might vomit—she wished she'd vomit. Anything would be better than the sucker punch that hit her gut. Her sister whispered to Angela's husband as he crawled into the bed and wrapped her in his arms. "Make love to me in my sister's bed." 

      Angela's husband replied, "I love you."

      That's when Angela's shaky knees gave out and she did finally vomit. All over the floor inside her bedroom, while her sister and husband lay entwined naked in her bed.

      As successful as she was at business, family life had been another story. Angela built her fortune running a successful IT business yet was a complete pushover at home. Always had been. Even though Andie never made anything of herself (she didn't have to), she got by on her looks: long, wavy, golden hair, Barbie-doll curves, and a smile that melted ice. Their mother doted on her, spoiled her rotten, and forgave all of her awful behaviors. No matter how successful Angela was or how hard she tried to impress her mom, her mother never showed her the appreciation and love she gave her sister. So, when David came into her world, showering her with attention and affection that neared obsession, Angela was done for. They were married within a year. 

      And now, here were her doting husband and her crappy sister, having sex in her bed. How long had the affair been going on? The thought made her sick again. All Angela could think about was how far away she suddenly needed to be. Her ears were ringing so hard she was certain blood would soon pour from them. Over the awful sound, she couldn’t clearly make out her husband's voice as he uttered something as he came toward her, his hands out in supplication. His words wouldn’t have mattered even if she could understand them. The world spun, her ears still ringing, and all she could focus on was the sway of her husband's penis as he moved toward her. All she could think about was where it had been.

      She scrambled to her knees, stumbled to her feet, and fled down the stairs, clumsily gripping the banister. She risked a glance behind her like the devil himself was chasing her, lost her footing, tripped on the second to last step, and fell forward, landing on hands and knees. Dazed, electricity shooting through the wrist she’d landed on awkwardly, she sat there, tears blinding her. She rubbed the tears away harshly with her good hand and looked up to see her husband, now with a towel around his waist, standing before her. Finally, he has some decency, Angela thought. He reached out to her, eager to help her up, lifting her from below her elbows. His touch made her skin crawl as if she were covered in spiders. She kicked at him, but he held firm. She pushed him, and her wrist screamed out in pain. 

      "Get off me! Don't touch me!" She balled her good hand into a fist and swung into his chest. He finally lost his balance and reached for something to right himself. He reached for the wall, a mirror hanging from it, and blindly grabbed on. It sprang from the wall and hit the ground at the same time he did. Shards of mirror splashed around them both, yet neither of them was physically cut. The emotional cut for Angela ran much deeper.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Angela hated to admit failure, but it was time to face reality. She took a deep breath, opened the door to her new apartment, and set her bags on the floor. She left the door ajar and stepped inside, further inspecting her surroundings. This wasn't what she wanted, but it was what she needed, at least in the interim. She'd filed the paperwork for divorce, and now she waited. If she'd had it her way, she'd still be back in her house, possibly soaking in a bubble bath in her giant clawfoot tub by now. But instead, she was settling into her new one-bedroom apartment. The betrayal was too fresh, and she couldn't stand the idea of being in that house. Had her sister and her husband had sex in that tub? Where else in the house had they done it? The very fabric of the carpets and wallpaper seemed tainted by their affair. No, she needed to be far away from her house.

      Simple and unassuming, the kitchen split off from the front doorway, with a small bar top counter, a modest electric stove, and an ancient-looking fridge that hummed. All the countertops and the cabinets were white, and Angela wondered who the genius was that decided all white was the best option for renters in apartments. This was the best she could do on such short notice. At least for now.

      She left her duffel bags by the door, picked up the lone grocery bag, and set it on the awful white counter. Rummaged through the meager contents and pulled out instant ramen. Turned and stared at the two boxes marked ‘kitchen’ and tried to decide which were the pots and pans and which were plates and flatware. She'd at least had the sense to label the third box, ‘pantry’.

      On the second box, she hit paydirt. She yanked out a pot and turned on the faucet, filling the pot as she eyeballed two cups' worth of water. Set the pot on the stove and turned the burner to high. While she waited for the water to come to a boil, she started whistling. It was an awful habit she thought she’d broken, or rather, her mother had broken her of as a teen. Nervous tick, a trick she'd unconsciously used to distract her busy mind from running over details too much. Noise would hush her mind, at least a little. She whistled louder while the thoughts of David and Andie crept back in . . . 

      "Fuck them. They can have it all." She dropped the ramen into the boiling water. "No way I could ever sleep in that bedroom again, sit on that couch."

      The water bubbled and boiled over the noodles, and she lowered the heat, stuck a fork into the pot, and separated the ramen. She let out a long, sharp whistle and was surprised when one echoed back. "What the hell?" She dropped the fork into the pot and listened, but no other sound rang out. Nothing but the sound of her soup boiling away. As she stared into the pot, she realized her anger was like that water, bubbling and boiling. She let out another whistle, high pitched and sharp, and yet again, a stray whistle echoed back. She followed the sound, and it led her to her open door. She pushed it the rest of the way open and poked her head into the hallway. No one was there. All the other apartment doors were closed. She let out another little whistle, and once again, a whistle came back at her. This time from the stairwell. She ran over and leaned over the rail. Still no one there. She pushed herself back and away from the rail and whistled again, dead set on finding out where the sound emanated from.

      Again, the whistle answered her back. No longer from the stairs, it was now coming from her doorway. How the hell could someone have gotten past me? Who's playing tricks on me? She tiptoed back to her apartment and hovered in her doorway, uncertain if she should go in. As she hesitated, a whistle called out from right behind her. She swung around but saw no one. Another whistle seemed to answer that one, this time from inside her apartment. Angela froze in place. Where should she go?

      While contemplating her choices, neither of them terribly appealing, her fire alarm went off like a screaming banshee in her ears. The ramen. She ran inside and shut the stove off, picked up the pot, and set it in the sink, the noodles stuck to the bottom, all the water boiled away. 

      "Damnit!" Smoke billowed out of the pot in the sink.

      A face appeared in her doorway. "Hello? Everything ok?" A short woman with gray shoulder-length hair poked her head in a bit farther. Her simple, long, black-and-white polka dot dress made her appear much older than she likely was. The ensemble was completed by the perfect shoes that screamed old lady or witch: black Oxfords. "Heard the alarm and—"

      "Yes, yes. Sorry. What an introduction." Angela fanned at the fire alarm, trying to clear the smoke away enough for the alarm to cease its wailing. "I got distracted trying to unpack and forgot I had the soup on." She reached over the sink and opened the window as wide as it would go. The smoke began to funnel its way out.

      "Oh dear," the older woman said. She held onto the door and pushed it open farther. "Can I help?" She stepped one foot inside and hesitated.

      "I'm ok, everything is ok," Angela assured her while trying her best to assure herself. The fire alarm finally stopped. It wasn't like her to be so absentminded.

      "If you need anything, my name is Susan." The old woman pushed the door open all the way, letting it softly tap against the doorstop, and stepped inside fully, although Angela had not welcomed her in. Susan reached over the counter, and Angela took her hand and shook it quickly, then drew back just as quickly. The older woman's hand was icy cold.

      "Angela. Again, sorry about that. I promise I won't be one of those neighbors. Just got distracted." She rubbed the hand she'd just shaken with on her pant leg to rid herself of the chill. For some reason, she was very anxious to be rid of the woman, even though Susan had been nothing but kind. "Thank you."

      Susan gave a hint of a smile, nodded, and swung around on a heel toward the door.

      "Susan?" Angela hated to ask, but she had to. "Did you hear any whistling a few minutes ago?"

      "You mean other than the fire alarm?" Susan turned and eyed her strangely, one eyebrow raised in question.

      "Yes, well, I thought I heard someone in the hallway, whistling." She huffed and inadvertently blew a few pieces of stray hair into her eyes as she stared at Susan and waited for a response. As she eyed Susan through those strands of hair, Susan appeared to melt away in a blur. Angela quickly pushed her hair out of her eyes, and all was normal again.

      Susan looked askance, sizing Angela up. "We don't tolerate funny business in this complex. Everyone keeps quiet and doesn't do any of those drugs. Do you?" Susan imitated smoking a joint, her finger and thumb pinched tight together. The visual of this woman pretending to smoke marijuana made Angela giggle. She covered it up with a cough, and it seemed Susan was none the wiser.

      "Oh, no. None at all. And honestly, I'm here for quiet. I just thought . . . never mind. Thanks for checking on me."

      Just outside the apartment door, Susan turned back and asked, "Do you always leave your front door open? You should be more careful."

      "You just told me this is a nice complex." Angela followed Susan to the door.

      "You just never know who might find their way inside." And with that, she was gone. Angela shut the door behind her briskly and sighed. She realized she didn't know which apartment Susan lived in, so she flung open the door and poked her head out. "Susan?" But no one was there. It was too soon for her to have ducked inside another apartment, yet she was gone.

      Angela gave up and stepped back inside, but as she did, a soft whistle echoed down the hallway, although it seemed to be coming from no direction whatsoever. She closed the door fully this time and secured both locks. Something about that old woman gave her the creeps.

      Her dinner was burned, her kitchen smelled like smoke, and she still had just about everything to put away. She filled the pot with a bit of water and decided to let it soak overnight before attempting to see if it was burned beyond salvaging. In the grocery bag, she bypassed the container of salad greens, a few more packages of ramen, and a sad-looking frozen dinner, and reached for the bottle of bourbon instead. Happy she'd at least put the glassware away earlier, she fished a small tumbler out of the cabinet and poured three glugs of the brown liquor into her glass. Liquid dinner it was.

      With her cable not hooked up yet, she sank into her sofa with a book. Flipped through the pages, halfheartedly soaking in what she read, her mind still preoccupied with the betrayal. After the umpteenth time rereading the same passage, she gave up and took the last sip out of the glass, whistling a chipper tune to try to convince herself she was happy, although she was anything but. An echo of the whistle came up through her open kitchen window. She hustled to the glass and looked out but spotted no one. Icicles ran up and down her spine, and something told her to shut the window up tight. She nervously peered out the window again for confirmation, but there was still no one there, no one she could see anyway. Yet she couldn’t shake the sense there was someone or something there that she couldn’t see. She shut the window and locked it tight.

      The chill that had swept up her spine now enveloped her whole body, lacing its icy tendrils around her limbs one by one. She needed to get warm. She swiped her book off the couch and headed into the bedroom, plopped under the covers, and propped her pillows up to read. The blankets provided her with no warmth, no matter how many layers she added. In the closet, she searched for her winter comforter, but wasn’t sure which box it was in. As she rummaged through several, the light began to flicker. Footsteps creaked along the floor behind her, and she jumped, fidgeting with the light. It went back on, and she spun around to find no one standing there. 

      Not any warmer, she climbed back into bed and pulled the covers up over herself all the way to her eyes, a perfect imitation of a mummy wrapped so tightly. Within minutes, she was asleep. The sound of footsteps shuffling over the floor startled her awake. She held her breath and listened, trying to confirm what she thought she'd heard. When no other sound came, she settled back in and laughed at herself. Then, her ears started ringing.

      A whistle cut through the still night air, high and sharp, and a breeze wafted through her open bedroom window. Problem was, she hadn't opened it. She stripped the covers off and hustled to the window, peering out before shutting it tight. No one around. She climbed back into bed and pulled the covers up tight, shutting the world away, yet somehow, she could not chase that chill away.

      As she drifted off again, an unsettling dread crept through her mind, the crawl of it like the tickle of an insect across the skin. "What if I'm not alone?"

      That was a silly thought. Probably just overthinking things since she hadn't lived alone in so long. She tucked the blanket under her chin and rolled over, facing away from the door. The softest whistle crept in from the doorway, and she rolled back over and sat up quickly. She dared not move and tried to hold her breath to still everything as her eyes struggled to search through the darkness. Footsteps came down the hallway and stopped just outside her bedroom door. A shadow fell across the door and trickled across the floor in the moonlight. "Who's there?" she asked as she flipped on the light. But when the light came on, no one was there. The shadow had fled, and night had been momentarily chased away by the bright light.

      The rest of her night was uneasy. While she slept, she dreamed of strangers wandering through her apartment, although none of them seemed to have feet. They all had an airy, almost sheer quality to them, and they floated along rather than taking steps. Angela didn't know how she knew, but she was keenly aware that they were all lost, somehow. Roaming about with no clear destination, seeking warmth and comfort in her apartment, having a need to belong. It made her whimper, and on several occasions, she woke herself up with the sound of her own crying. On the other occasions, the sound of a sad, eerie, drawn-out whistle floated through the night and through her home.

      In the morning she bolted awake; there was a sharp rapping at her front door. Confused, she sat up, wondering if this was yet another dream to contend with. She rubbed the sleep from her heavy eyes and waited. The knock came again. Certain now it wasn't a dream, she kicked the blankets away hastily and went to step out of bed but tangled her foot in the sheets as she exited. The sheets felt alive as they grasped hold of her like a serpent, wrapping around her leg, trying to keep her trapped in bed. Angela kicked herself free, scrambled to the door, and peeked out the peephole. 

      "Mom?" she grumbled through the door.

      She unlocked both locks and let her mother in. "Morning, sweetie." Her mother kissed her on one cheek, soft as a breeze, then the other, and glided by her daughter. "Brought breakfast. Coffee. Danish." Her mother hadn't spared her a glance.

      "You're a lifesaver, Mom."

      Her mother finally looked at her with a smile, albeit a forced one. She spun around, taking in the entirety of the new place, clearly unimpressed as she mumbled, "Honestly, I don't know why you let him keep it. It was yours."

      "Because of what it represents now. It's . . . tainted. Too many memories cling to those walls, in the carpet . . ."

      "But this? This is your new home?” Her mother spun around again slowly, palm up, turning her hand round and round. “You should keep that house of yours and just get new things.”

      "Do I need to walk through the events with you again? Do you not understand the very idea of him and Andie—"

      "Your sister made a mistake—"

      “No, don't do that. Don't excuse her awful behavior.” The blood within her veins began to boil. “Not again. You always do that. No matter how many terrible things she does, it's never really her fault, is it? When will she be accountable in your eyes?"

      Her mother ignored the question and walked over to the sink. "What on earth?"

      Angela closed her eyes and released a heavy sigh. "Wasn't paying attention. Burned it."

      "But, ramen?" Her mother turned her nose up at the sink. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, as if the very act of her daughter eating ramen pained her soul. As if Angela eating ramen might qualify as something far more offensive than Andie sleeping with her sister's husband.

      "Thanks for the coffee and Danish, Mom." Angela knew it was futile to beat a dead horse, so she let it go and motioned for her mother to sit at one of the barstools. She sat on the one next to her. "I just want to put everything behind me."

      "Whatever you like. And, oh, I got you some fresh flowers, in the car. Be a dear and run down?"

      Angela took a sip of her coffee, took a huge bite of her Danish, and headed out the door. When she reached the stairwell, a man in his early fifties opened the door three down from Angela’s and made eye contact. Angela smiled and called out, "Hi. Angela. Pleasure to meet you. I wanted to apologize if you heard my fire alarm going off last night." She strode toward him. "Trying to do too many things at once while unpacking, ya know?" She winked at him, and he smiled.

      "Didn't hear nothing, no. You're fine."

      "I met Susan, though. Which apartment is she in?"

      "There's no Susan here." He scrunched up his face as if he'd tasted something bitter.

      "No, I know it. Met her last night."

      "And I'm telling you, there's no one here by that name. There are only eight apartments, and I know every person who resides in 'em. My name's Jake."

      "Well, who the hell was this Susan then?" She asked the question more to herself than to Jake. She shuddered at the thought, and frost trickled down her spine.

      The man laughed and replied, "I still don't know. Perhaps you got the name wrong."

      Angela described Susan, and Jake shook his head in the negative. “Nope, no one living here looks like that.” He fidgeted with the doorknob, and Angela could see he was over the conversation.

      Angela thought better of arguing with him, gave up, and smiled politely. "Well, I'm glad I didn't disrupt you with the alarm last night. Nice to meet you, Jake."

      "You too."

      Angela backtracked and hustled down the stairs and to her mother's car. She opened the passenger side door and pulled out a vase of wildflowers that were sitting on the floor. On the way back up the stairs, she took them two at a time, trying to raise her heartbeat a bit. How long had it been since she'd been to the gym or out for a run? Life had been beating her up a bit, and she wasn't helping. She promised herself she'd start exercising again. Soon.

      A few steps from the top, a soft whistling floated down the hallway in perfect cadence with her heartbeat. As she reached the top and walked toward her door, she realized the whistle was coming from her apartment. The door was open just a crack again. "Mom?"

      She pushed the door all the way open and stepped inside just as the whistling stopped. Her mother was still sitting where she'd left her. "Mom? You hear that whistling?"

      Her mother stopped mid-sip of her coffee and responded, "No." She raised one brow, shifting her eyes to the side.

      Angela didn't like that look; she knew it too well. That was the look her mother gave her when she was questioning Angela's actions or choices. The look her mother never gave her sister Andie. She recalled it upon her mother's face the day she told her mom that she was going to marry David. Here was that very same look again. Angela tried to ignore it and said, "Someone was whistling, and it sounded like it was coming from in here."

      "No, sweetie. You're just overstressed. Be kind to yourself." She got up and gave her daughter a hug. "I have to run." She kissed Angela on both cheeks as softly as she had when she first said hello, as softly as a whiff of breeze in the summer, and drifted out of the apartment. Angela had barely closed the door behind her when a knock came. She thought perhaps it was her mother, forgetting something. As she pulled the door back open, she saw a very handsome twenty-something standing on the other side. He wore a well-fitted white T-shirt and warm-up pants that showed off his toned physique. His eyes were a shade of blue that must have been stripped from the sky itself. She got lost in them for a second, then finally remembered how to say words, or at least one word. "Hi."

      "Hi there." His smile made her stomach clench.

      "You dropped this on the way up the stairs." He handed her a lone orange wildflower, his hand lightly grazing hers in the transfer.

      His touch sent a shiver of cold through her. "Oh, thank you. I appreciate that."

      "Stewart. Good to meet you. You just moved in?" His smile could have melted butter. His hair begged to have fingers run through it.

      It almost didn't sound like a question, but she answered, "Yes, Angela."

      He smiled. "Nice to meet you. Gotta run, but I'll see you around." His charming smile turned into a smirk—the kind someone gets when they know something you don't, some bad joke you might be the butt of. As he turned and walked away, he began whistling. His whistle echoed through the hallways as he disappeared down the stairs.

      Angela closed the door and locked both the locks, taking a nervous peek out the peephole. She turned and rested against the door for a moment, surveying the tiny apartment: boxes everywhere. It wasn’t just the size of the apartment that bothered her, it was everything. There was a kitchen that wasn’t really a true kitchen. Instead of her massive sprawling kitchen with granite countertops and generous island where she used to make homemade pasta on the weekends, she had countertops that seemed cluttered and short, even with nothing on them. Not to mention the four-foot long bar-top counter that served as a dining space, since there was no separate area for a dining room. 

      She sighed and stepped into the kitchen and pulled open the remaining boxes. No time like the present to get things put away. Found a home for all the pots, pans, plates, and bowls. Discovered her coffee mugs in the last box. There was one that was all blue, with cursive words etched upon it: You’re my blue sky. A gift from her husband. It made her wonder if there ever were blue sky days with them or if it were all a lie. Now, every time she thought about him, she only thought of dark skies, rain clouds, and bitter betrayals. Her eyes grew wet like those dark gloomy cloudy days, tears streaming down her face. How did she get to this place? Why did she run away and give up? She’d never forgive him or take him back, but why did she have to throw up her hands and walk out, leaving him everything?

      Once everything was put away, she turned the kitchen sink on and waited for the water to warm up. Took a spoon and scraped the remains of last night's burned ramen out of the pot and cleaned the pot as best as she could. The burning that was in her chest remained though. No longer sad, something else was brewing within. Anger, frustration. The pot had been spared, but the burning in her heart had left a scar. Angela grabbed the faucet hose and rinsed the sink, pushing the leftover noodles down into the garbage disposal. She flipped the switch, and the noodles disappeared down the drain. She turned the disposal off and rinsed the rest of the sink, but as she did, her hand slipped off the hose, and it sprayed back at her, a stream of hot water hitting Angela's face and shirt. "Argh!" She shut off the faucet, but the damage had been done. Time for a shower anyway.

      In the bathroom, she stripped down and stepped in, letting the water hit the back of her neck for a few minutes before doing anything else. The water pulsed over the back of her head, down her neck and spine, but for some reason, that water wouldn't get warm enough on her back. She tested the temperature with her hands, and it was hot, but when she ducked back under and the water hit her back again, it was cold.

      Angrily, she shut off the water and gave up on the rest of her shower. On the rack, where she'd left her towel, no towel was hanging. Instead, she found it folded up and sitting on the sink. 

      "What in the hell?" She stepped out and across the floor, leaving wet footprints, and grabbed the towel. Towel-dried her hair, then dried the rest of her body and wrapped the towel around herself. She flipped her hair back off her face, and when she looked up, her reflection wasn’t the only one staring back at her from the mirror. The guy from earlier was standing just behind her. "Fuck!" She spun around, but the room was empty. No one there but her. A nervous giggle escaped her, and she scoffed at herself and her wild imagination. Could she have been so lonely that she imagined the hot neighbor standing behind her naked form? A whistle cut through the silence and sliced through her nerves.

      Although it had been quite clear moments ago, steam now covered the entire bathroom vanity mirror, except for where a few choice words stood out like a neon sign. But who had dragged their finger across the mirror to do such a thing? It read: Welcome Home. Just like that, any warmth she'd found in the shower had been chased away by the eerie message. Cold sank its fingertips into her flesh, raking over her skin, and she shivered.

      Another whistle floated down the hallway, and she followed the eerie sound to the kitchen. 

      "Who's there?" No one answered. Angela froze in the doorway to the kitchen, grabbed onto the wall to steady herself as she gasped. Every single one of the cupboards and drawers hung completely open. She walked through the kitchen, shutting each and every one of them. She half-expected to see the cupboards slowly open on their own while she stood watching, or the silverware to go flying across the room. 

      "I'm losing my damn mind," she said to the empty room. As she walked back down the hall to her bedroom, she tried to play a scenario in her mind where any of that made sense. Maybe she was just tired and hadn't realized she left the towel on the sink in the bathroom. Maybe she left the cupboards open after putting everything away to decide later if she liked the way she’d arranged things. Anything was possible, but none of it explained how the writing ended up on the bathroom mirror. 

      She scurried back to the bathroom to confirm the writing was there, be sure she'd really seen it. The steam had dissipated, and now she couldn't make out any streaks at all, nothing out of the ordinary. She gave up and headed to the bedroom, the chill now racing through her entire body as if she were standing in a snowstorm.

      She rummaged through her clothes and slipped into yoga pants and a loose T-shirt, then threw a warm cotton hoodie over her head. She returned the towel to the proper place—the rack in the bathroom—as a whistling wafted down the hallway again from the kitchen. She charged down the hall and found a kettle of water on the stove at full boil, setting it to whistle. She raced over to the stove, turned off the dial, took the pot off the burner. She was absolutely certain she hadn’t put that pot on though. She turned and caught the outline of a person out of the corner of her eye. Susan was behind her, sitting at one of the barstools. 

      "Tea, my dear? Water's hot." Her smile began innocently enough, but as it grew larger, her lips knew no boundaries within her face. Her creepy smile elongated and stretched upward and out, the corners of her mouth now meeting her ears. Susan's teeth also began to stretch and grow long and pointed. Her eyes turned gray and clouded over with cataracts.

      Angela darted to the far side of the room, keeping Susan in sight as she crept out. Susan didn't move to follow. As Angela reached the doorway to the living room, Stewart popped in front of her. He held a bouquet of rotten flowers, little bugs crawling in and out of them, the flowers drooping and blackened. They reeked of death. "These are for you." He pushed them forward toward Angela, and she instinctively pushed them back, into Stewart's chest. But they didn't stop there. The flowers sank through him, along with Angela's hands, and came out the other side of his body.

      She screamed, and as she did, Stewart began to whistle violently, his face lined with effort. Little insects crawled out from in between his lips and skittered down his body, through the hole Angela had created, and across her hands. As she yanked her hands back out, feeling as if she'd just placed them in the freezer and gripped a handful of ice cubes, she got lost in Stewart's blue eyes. Something started to move within them. Wriggling little things. Horrified, yet unable to yank her gaze away, she tilted her head to the side, eyes wide, and gawked as tiny spiders pushed their way past his eyeballs and out over his eyelids. They darted and scurried every which way; across his face, down over his mouth, back and into his ears, and down his entire torso, through the hole that still remained within his chest.

      Susan cackled behind her and said, "Silly girl, don't you know you should never leave your door open? You never know what you might be inviting in."

      "I didn't invite you. Get out," her voice crackled.

      "Oh, but you did," Susan said. Her tone was too deep, a menacing sound that boomed through the room. "When you whistled, you called us. And we came. You whistled the lonely call, and we recognized it." Her voice softened, more like a normal person’s. "Stop being so stubborn and have some tea."

      Angela looked back to Susan, who was still sitting, holding onto an empty cup of nothing. She lifted it to her lips and sipped, her pinky finger straight out to the side, her other hand holding the invisible tea plate.

      Her voice became almost gleeful, a chipper sound that didn't match the foul look on her face. "Your husband chased you away, and now you're here with us. Stay," Susan said between make-believe sips of nothing-tea.

      "Stay forever," Stewart added. His blue eyes glowed, and more critters poured forth from them. “Lost souls. All of us. But if we’re together, it will be better.”

      "Stewart is quite fond of you, if you didn't notice." Susan set her tea down on the counter.

      "Stewart is dead, or a demon, or—"

      "Be polite, young lady. You don't want to hurt the boy's feelings. Come, give us a hug. We're all in this together." She set her tea down, hopped off the stool, and came toward Angela, arms wide open. Her smile grew to grotesque proportions again. "Sweetie, you're home." The last two words she sing-songed.

      "I am not home! I mean . . . this isn't your home." She screamed at them, a fierce and desperate sound that clawed at her throat, "This isn’t my home. I don’t want to be here! I want to go home! I hate this place!"

      The hole in Stewart's chest grew bigger, and Angela could see right through. Thousands of insects now poured from his eye sockets and rushed everywhere, disappearing through the hole inside him. He pursed his lips tightly and whistled again. "Angela, sweet Angela." His voice was a cooing, coaxing sound that almost finessed Angela to listen.

      "You called us, and we came. You need us, dear." Susan's smile was too large. When she laughed, her jaw seemed to unhinge and fall unnaturally open. Angela felt like a mouse about to get eaten by giant snakes.

      "I didn't call you. I don't need you or want you. I want my house; I want to go home!" And as she said and truly meant those words, Angela realized for the first time that she never wanted to give up her house. She loved her house. She’d worked her ass off to earn the money to afford such a place, and now her shitty ex was getting to reap the benefits? No. "NO!" she screamed. "I want to go home! It’s mine, not his! It was always mine!"

      She closed her eyes as she screamed the last, and when she opened them, Stewart and Susan were gone. Everything was silent. Cold still laced the room, but Angela was alone
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      Two months later, Angela was finally settling back into her home. The ink on the divorce papers was drying, and life was settling. She was back where she belonged, where she should have been all along. It had taken her moving into a crappy apartment and inadvertently inviting spirits inside to decide that she had to go home, that there was no running away from her fears or her problems. Because problems will always follow you; you can’t shake them, can’t pretend they don’t exist. Angela wasn't just another lost soul, roaming about aimlessly, waiting for fate to decide for her, lure her into its grasp, and pull her down into the chasm of despair that had shrouded her since the betrayal. Too many people ended up that way in life. Apparently, even in death, if Susan and Stewart were any examples.

      She'd unpacked the last of her bags, had the deliverymen set up her new bed, and poured a glass of bourbon as she sank into her new living room chair, contented. The chair, along with all of the living room furniture, was red. David had hated red. But now David was gone, and Angela was left to decorate her home the way she wanted. Her cellphone buzzed, and she picked up. 

      "Hey, Mom." Angela slipped her naked feet over and through her lush, plush carpet, admiring the silky, fuzzy feel of it as the fibers sneaked between her toes. It was new and held no memories or regrets.

      "Hi, sweetie. Got everything all done?"

      "Yes. Back home. I can't believe I ever thought for a second I should've left."

      "I think the whole settlement worked out quite well for David, if you ask me." Angela had not asked, nor would she have, but her mother continued, "Better than he deserved." The bitterness in her tone was easily detected.

      "No, Mom. I think he got exactly what he deserved." It wasn't worth explaining to her mother; besides, she would never believe the truth and would likely try to have Angela committed if she did tell her about the ghosts. One sister in therapy was more than enough. For once in her life, Angela's mother had listened when she recommended therapy for Andie; she had quite a few destructive tendencies to work out. Angela couldn't lie, there was a cool satisfaction in knowing Andie would be cut off from her mother and her purse strings if she didn't follow through.

      "As long as you're happy, dear. But I still don't understand why you paid for his apartment. You could have left him with absolutely nothing." The sharpness of her tone snapped through the line, and Angela almost pulled her cell away from her head. Distance from the entire situation was what she wanted.

      "I could have. And he knew it. That's why he took the deal without a fight. That apartment was never meant for me. I think it was always meant for him," Angela said with a grin. "He's just another lost soul . . ." Angela trailed off, imagining what things would be like for him there. 

      "Long as you're happy. Long as my daughter is back." A kindness laced her mother's words that had never seemed to be present before, and it felt both alien and comforting.

      "I'm good, Mom. Better than I've been in a long time. I think everything worked out the way it was supposed to."

      "Love you, sweetie."

      "Love you too, Mom. See you for dinner Thursday." Angela hung up the phone. She set her feet on the footrest and crossed them, tipped her glass of bourbon back, and took a long pull. She swallowed and sighed. It was good to be home. Where she belonged.

      The doorbell rang, and Angela jumped. She knew who was at the door, and she knew it was the last time she'd ever have to see her ex-husband again. She rose to her feet with a buoyancy she hadn't had in ages, like all the weight had been lifted from her and she didn't have a care left. She'd finally found herself, and it felt right.

      She swung the door open and looked David right in the eyes, something she hadn't been able to do since the night she saw him in bed with her sister. There was nothing left, no feeling at all; no hate, no sadness, no love. How freeing. He looked much smaller than she remembered him. 

      "Here ya go!" She picked up a box by the door and handed it to him. The box wasn’t very heavy, but it was filled with more than just tangible things. The symbolism was profound; once she handed it to him, she was free of everything that was him. He took it from her, and the buoyancy she’d felt earlier swept over her once more. She felt like a balloon, floating through the cloudless blue sky. 

      "The last of it?"

      "That's absolutely everything. Not a trace left behind." The tug of a smile crept into the corners of her mouth as she said the words, aware of their implications.

      "Thanks again for—"

      "Shh, David. Nothing more for you to say. I don't care. We're done. This is the last we'll see of each other. Take your things to your new apartment and settle in. It's a great little place. You'll see. Excellent neighbors." She wiped the grin off her face before it took her over and kept her poker face going strong. "You'll really like Susan. She's a sweet older lady."

      "Thank you."

      "Not a thing." She blinked slowly, deliberately, as if her eyes, too, were sighing.

      "Take care, Angela. And I'm sorry."

      "I'm not." She grabbed the doorknob and closed the door most of the way, leaving it about a foot open as she said, "Oh, and David?"

      "Yes?"

      "Don't forget the stipulations of this agreement."

      "I still don't understand." He squinted, and Angela could see the little mouse struggling but faltering to turn those wheels in his head.

      "Doesn't matter, really, does it? Just honor it, and we're all good."

      "Ok."

      Angela closed the door, satisfied in the knowledge that she'd never have to see him again. She refilled her glass of bourbon and strode casually up the stairs, running her fingertips delicately up the banister as she went. She was in no hurry. At the top of the landing, she did a little spin and danced across the floor to the sound of the music playing in her head. The sweet sound of relaxation and satisfaction laced through the melody. She didn't whistle along, though. There was no need.

      In the bathroom, she bent over her new jacuzzi tub and turned the water on. Watched it fill slowly as she sipped on her glass, staring out the giant window above, which looked out over the long backyard. If she was correct in her timing, David would be calling right about now. She lit candles around the tub and dimmed the lights. The tub was half full when her phone rang. No one spoke. There was a long pause.

      Finally, Angela asked, "Door is open?"

      "Yes, but I—"

      "Go ahead, David. I'm listening." She dipped her fingers, then her hand in the water, testing it. Just right.

      David hit the speakerphone and whistled the song they’d played on their wedding day, the song that was supposed to mean something. The song they’d danced to when they held each other and promised forever, the song that now meant nothing to her but a means to an end. She stripped and sat on the edge of the tub, sinking her feet into the hot water. He whistled on and on, and Angela sat and listened. When he was done, there was a moment of silence, and then another whistle cut across the phone line from somewhere else in the apartment. David muttered, "What the—?"

      As Angela smiled a smile so wide and true, she realized she hadn't been so content in years. She wondered how long she'd been unhappy before discovering her husband's cheating ways. She shrugged and decided it didn't really matter. All that mattered was now. She took another sip of bourbon as she sank deep into the tub. "Tell Susan I said hi."
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      DM is a lover of all things creative. A storyteller by nature, she first pursued her young dream of becoming a singing diva while living in Arizona. She soon found that stage life wasn't the only form of storytelling she craved, so she dropped the mic and picked up a pencil instead. She still hasn't given up on her diva-ness, and hopes her pencil stays as sharp as her tongue.

      A dark sense of humor and curiosity for haunted houses and things out of the ordinary led her down the path of completing her first novel, Inside. Several other projects are constantly floating around in her head and her laptop daily, and sometimes keeping her up much too late at night. Occasionally, those projects are so dark and twisted, she needs to leave a nightlight on.

      Originally from Massachusetts, she now lives in Northern California with her two fluffy furbabies, Cezare and Michaleto.
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            One

          

          Sorrow

        

      

    

    
      Halloween, 2002

      We were only freshmen when Diana and Jackie came over to watch 1930s horror movies on TCM and give out candy to probably non-existent trick-or-treaters. The historic farmhouses were so far apart on Hedgerow Drive, hardly any kids wandered down to our house, the oldest one. As soon as my parents left for the Halloween party, we went outside to smoke a joint Diana stole from her brother, then made brownies and hooted at Dracula and The Mummy until we got bored.

      “Let’s have a séance,” Jackie suggested. We dug out last year’s Christmas candles and opened the Ouija board on the coffee table. After asking some pointed questions about each other’s dismal prospects for a boyfriend, laughing until our faces hurt and pretending we weren’t nudging the planchette around, Diana stiffened.

      “Whoa, did you feel that?”

      “Feel what?” 

      The planchette vibrated under my fingertips.

      “THAT.”

      “Shut up, you’re doing it.”

      “I swear to God, Jackie, I’m not!”

      “Who are you?” I asked the board, playing along with Diana and waiting for the punch line. Her pranks were always good, even when you knew she was setting you up.

      M E

      “Oh, that’s helpful,” Jackie snorted. “Are you . . . a boy?”

      Y E S

      “Who do you want to speak to?” Diana prompted. 

      Okay, here it comes, I thought, trying not to smile. The planchette hummed, and I lifted my fingertips away from it. Maybe the high was taking over, but whatever Diana was doing to make the vibration happen felt super creepy.

      C C

      “CC—Cady Crow. He wants to talk to you, Cady!”

       Of course he does. I rolled my eyes at Diana, but my friend’s face wasn’t in the normal fake-serious mode. She was sitting up straight, her smile gone.

      C C

      U

      R

      M Y

      7

      “What does that mean?” I asked, not getting the joke.

      M I N E

      M I N E

      7 C R O W

      7

      7

      7—

      The planchette flew off the board and tumbled across the floor. All three of us screamed, and the clock over the stone fireplace chimed. Eleven o’clock.

      Jackie leapt to her feet, glaring at Diana. “Oh my God, how did you do that?”

      “I didn’t! It wasn’t me, you guys, I swear!”

      “Yeah, right. What was in that fucking joint?”

      Diana insisted she didn’t do anything, and we mostly believed her. We ate more brownies and watched Fright Night until we fell asleep in the living room. The shrill ring of the phone startled me out of my sleep at 2:15 a.m.

      It was Dad. There had been an accident.
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      November 1, 2019

      When I pulled into the driveway, the only crows in view were the ones painted on the mailbox. The famous Crow’s Nest residents were nowhere to be seen. Their nests, high in the cupola and the long-sealed fireplace, were dark bowls of sticks, silhouetted against the leaden Pennsylvania sky—monotone gray on a dimmer that rose and fell with the passing of the hours.

      Dad’s memory was like that sky now. Some days it was so light it was almost white, with patches of clear blue poking through. Those were the days he remembered me, and we reminisced about summers long ago, when the bushes around this house were freshly planted and the lightning bugs swarmed in the endless woods. But then the light would dim, and he would wander into those woods without me.

      It’s me, Dad. Cady, your daughter, I’d say.

      Cady. My daughter, he’d repeat, testing the unfamiliar words in his mouth. 

      The cheerful real estate agent had assured me that the few remaining renovations would make this house a hot commodity, “when the time comes.” The time seemed closer than ever, when I would have to decide whether to sell it or stay and be the seventh generation of Crows to live in the house.

      I followed the slate walk to the front porch, a large oak addition from the late 1800s that ran the entire length of the stone farmhouse. Four newspapers lay on the porch, with a fifth suspended in the rhododendrons. I scooped them up, unlocked the sturdy brass bolt, and swung the wide door open to my childhood home. A quick glance through the mail revealed a past-due electric bill, but the rest was junk that went straight to the recycle bin. After brewing a cup of tea, I grabbed a handful of peanuts and stepped out onto the flagstone patio to survey the rehab project.

      The massive rectangular stones were rising in one corner, as if something had pushed the slate up from below. It should have been addressed when the project started, but like the loose windows and unusable fireplace, it went unnoticed, ignored, or postponed. The three-foot wall around the perimeter was already cracked. 

      “Hello,” I announced to the stillness of the clearing beyond, to the rope swing that still hung from a fifty-foot oak at the tree line, the creek twenty yards farther in, and the deep gloom beyond. Usually the sound of the creek was muted by the dense foliage, but when the leaves began to fall, the sound of water burbling around the rocks reached the patio. I’d spent hundreds of days on its banks, wading in for pretty rocks and old treasures as they tumbled past, like a watery time machine. I’d found bits of quartz and a few tiny bottles over the years, and one real treasure.

      On my fifth birthday, I’d lost my balance and fallen in. One minute I perched on the edge, and the next, a gust of wind upended me, sending me headfirst into the creek. The cold current swirled over my face. I sputtered, trying to get my footing, but my dress snagged on something, tugging me under the swirling bubbles as I floundered downstream. I gasped for breath and clutched at the long grass on the side, when suddenly, a warm burst of current shoved me toward the side of the creek. As I dug into the mud and clambered up the soggy bank, my hand closed around five silver buttons, all smaller than a dime. 

      It happened so fast, other than the panic as I hit the water, I wasn’t even scared. Dad put the buttons in a cloth bag and set them in his safe. Antiques, he’d said, as old as the house itself. What kind of treasures did the creek bring these days? 

      City noise flowed in my blood now, and when I visited, the quiet of these woods almost felt like a sentient, watchful presence. Not a creepy kind of surveillance, but more like I was recognized and acknowledged, even when the crows were nowhere in sight.

        Their lively guardianship of the Crow’s Nest farmhouse was legendary. There had been crows here since the house was built in the 1790s. There were new nests in the woods every spring, but some of them always rebuilt the large twig-bowls on the roof. As a little girl, I’d asked Mom if the house had been named after the family or the birds. Mom had smiled and replied, “Both.”

      Finally, a lone crow flapped to the ground, cocking its head and looking at me. Black as coal, he sported a tiny familiar patch of white on his left shoulder, as if he’d accidentally touched his wing to wet paint. Mom had said the mark could be from an injury but was probably inherited. There’d been a white-shouldered crow named after the first Crow patriarch ever since I could remember, and this one had been around for at least ten years.

      “Hi, George, are you the scout?” I placed the peanuts on the cracked wall and stepped back. “It’s just me, remember?” The old crow didn’t move or look at the peanuts. It watched me for another moment, then flickered back up to wherever it came from.

      “Only one,” I mused aloud. “One for sorrow, two for joy. Hope you have a friend with you.”

      A rustle in the bushes, a happy chirrup, and Esmeralda strolled across the grass, switching her fluffy tail, coming straight for me.

      “Hello, sweetie!” I scooped up Dad’s big, longhaired calico. So, I was being watched after all. “No wonder the crows are hiding. How are you, baby?”

      Esmeralda purred like an old tractor—loud and rough, like her purrer was rusty and out of practice. Her fur smelled like pine needles and leaves.

      “Come on, let’s go in and get some food.” Kitty Krunchies for Esmeralda, and a medium pepperoni delivered from Soprano’s Pizza sounded perfect.

      One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl, four for a boy . . . The poem on the kitchen chalkboard hanging by the back door was my earliest memory of reading. Five for silver, six for gold, seven for a secret never to be told. The antique slate had held a century of greetings and grocery lists, framed by the even older Counting Crows adage. I put my cup in the deep sink and glanced at the board again. A skinny vertical chalk mark was barely visible in the upper left corner. Faint and shaky, but definitely a mark. 

      Thanks a lot, universe. One for sorrow, I get it. I erased the mark and jotted down a couple of grocery items to pick up in the morning. It was already 5:30 when I dialed my office, so I left a voicemail. “Hey, Pam. I’m at the house. This number is the landline, and you can reach me here or on my cell. Talk to you tomorrow.” There were a dozen cleaning and restoration projects going on in the bowels of the Philadelphia Art Museum, and managing them on a tablet from here for the foreseeable future would be a daunting task. 

      Lugging my suitcase up the oak stairway, I turned right at the top and went down the long hallway to my old room. 

      “Hello, Crows.” As always, the stoic ancestors in the portraits on the wall showed no sign of recognition. When I was little, I used to stare at them, convinced that if I just looked long enough, one of the six generations would acknowledge me. Pausing before the last one, a wedding portrait of Mom and Dad, the reality of his deterioration overwhelmed me. Pretty soon, he wouldn’t know me any more than the rest of the faces on this wall. 

      My room smelled musty, like it had been closed since my last visit. The window came open with some dedicated prying, pushing cool, damp air into the stale room. There was still a half hour of daylight, but the dense forest always covered the house in shadow long before sunset. From here, I could see when the pizza arrived, so I unpacked quickly and decided to check out my old bookshelf. All of my friends were there, from Little Women and Jane Eyre to a few romance novels and a dog-eared paperback of Our Bodies, Ourselves, which I’d hidden from my parents like any sensible teenager. My medicine bottles from the creek were still lined up on my desk like laudanum soldiers. Even the old board games were here, their boxes stacked neatly on the bottom shelf. Except one, just a board sticking out of the pile. I pulled it out—a Ouija board. The Ouija board. How did that get here?

      I folded the board, closing my eyes at the memory of Mom’s many surgeries, how the punctured lungs never healed right, the sorrow of watching her become weak and wracked with chronic pneumonia. Even though she lived another ten years, it was that night that ended her life as I knew her.

      I also knew I threw the Ouija board in the trash that night, with the empty box of brownie mix. How did it get back here?

      A car rolled into the driveway with a Soprano’s Pizza light on its roof. I went down the oak staircase to get my wallet and dropped that board, with all of its ugly memories, into the kitchen trash. An hour later, when I tossed the box and the empty crushed red pepper packets, it was still there.
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          Joy

        

      

    

    
      The sound of a child’s laughter invaded my early morning dreams, making me smile before I was completely awake. A crisp breeze rolled through the open window, and under the warm covers, I stretched, then rolled over and looked outside to see where the laughter had come from. Dad hadn’t said anything about new neighbors, but anything new was increasingly out of his grasp. He wanted me to bring his genealogy binder today, and I was pretty sure his family tree research was the only thing keeping Dad’s identity intact.

      The next giggle seemed to come from all around—out in the yard, but also somehow inside, almost as if the house itself was amused. A second laugh chimed over the first. I pushed the window open a little more, trying to isolate the sound. Two crows landed on the other side of the screen and hopped around on the windowsill, peering at me intently as the laughing children were washed out by the sound of leaves shivering in the breeze.

      “Good morning. Was that you guys?”

      They exchanged a look. Sometimes they said HAHAHA, which my sleeping ears must have heard as laughter. 

      “Sorry, no peanuts up here.” 

      Padding down the hallway, I paused at the painting at the top of the stairs. It was the first generation. The ones who built the house. Mom had cleaned and restored it, bringing the faces dimmed by the smoke of time into sharper focus. Between her work and Dad’s family records, their stories were practically engraved into my DNA. 

      The solemn Revolutionary War hero, George Crow, with his crippled left arm in a permanent sling, stood behind his wife Mary, flanked by five sons whose biblical names I always mixed up. Chastity, the only girl, sat looking toward her father with a gentle smile and long chestnut hair just like mine, smoothed back with a blue band. Chastity, who thrilled and horrified the tiny town a few years after this was painted when she eloped with an “unsuitable” young man and was never seen again. She was the one I always imagined would turn and recognize me—maybe because of the blue eyes and long hair we shared? 

      “Morning, Crows.” The greeting was as natural as breathing. Even after being gone for five years, being back home was like sliding into a pair of well-worn slippers.

      Morning, the house whispered. 

      I paused halfway down the stairs. Did I really hear that? 

      Don’t be ridiculous, Cady. 

      The Crow’s Nest had never had a ghostly reputation like so many old houses in and around Philadelphia. I had nothing for or against ghosts, but I knew every inch of the place and most of its quirky noises. The occasional odd shadow or disembodied sigh was normal, Mom had explained. Old houses have memories, energy that sometimes spills into the present, like an echo of long-gone voices. Nothing scary ever happened except for the séance, and that was definitely Diana, even though she vehemently denied it from that night on.

      The whoosh of a breeze through the living room gave me my answer as I went down the stairs, shaking my head at my own jumpiness. The back window was wide open. Dad had always latched the casement windows, but he must have forgotten this one before moving to long-term care. 

       I pulled the window closed and looked out across the patio. It seemed the slates were pushed up even higher than yesterday, if that were possible. Good thing the repair crew was coming that afternoon.

      Dad’s Keurig hissed and gurgled out the last cup of coffee. One more thing to add to the grocery list. I glanced at the chalkboard, but my words were smeared. I must have brushed against it when I threw out the pizza trash. But then I noticed, in the corner, that single stroke I’d erased was back. Not only was it back, but another one had appeared next to it. 

      “Eleven?” 

      Obviously Dad must have painted over the slate at some point, probably with chalkboard paint, and some of the old marks were reappearing.

      I remade my list on paper and hoisted the oversized Crow genealogy book into my tote bag, hoping Dad would be lucid today.
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      His face lit up with joy as I came through the door.

      “Did you bring it?” He craned his neck eagerly, trying to get a better view of my bag.

      “Good morning to you too, Dad,” I joked, and reached into the tote for his favorite pumpkin muffins.

      “The book, daughter,” he urged. “There’s work to be done. Things to know.” 

      “What things?” 

      As if I hadn’t heard Every. Single. Story. Twelve dozen times or more. My face must’ve given me away, because Dad sat up straight, and his blue eyes bored into mine. 

      “All of them! All of the things! You’re the seventh generation, and there’s not much time.” 

      I winced. This was the third time in a month that he’d mentioned running out of time. Knowing his memories were slipping into locked chambers made him anxious and his family stories even more urgent. He raised his index finger, the ready signal, opened the leather-bound album, and the ritual began. 

      “Names?” 

      “George and Mary. Matthew, Jericho, Jordan, Seth, Caleb. Chastity. Hey, I have a question about her—”

      “Questions later,” he answered sternly. “Second generation?”

      “Matthew and Abigail. Elizabeth, Elias, Elijah, Elgin, Ezekiel, Ethan.” Apparently, naming all your kids starting with the same letter wasn’t just a modern thing.

      Dad smiled his approval as I recited the list of almost fifty names, with several repeats, spanning from 1789 to thirty years ago. He was the third Ethan, and I was named after my mother, Catherine.

      “And how was our family unusually blessed?”

      “All of the children survived to adulthood.” Which was an outright miracle for the time. The mythology was that the family was protected as long as the crows made their nests there. 

      “Dad, enough review, okay?” I cut a muffin in half and set it on a paper plate for him. “Tell me again about how Chastity ran off and got married.”

      “Jonah, it was Jonah,” he murmured, shaking his head and frowning. “A terrible secret.”

      “Why isn’t there any record of them, where they ended up? Let’s face it, there were barely 30,000 people in the area, including Jersey. Surely they turned up somewhere? It’s the only missing piece of all your work, Dad. I mean, even if there was a scandal, someone must have known something.” 

      “It’s a secret,” he repeated and took a huge bite. His eyes darted around the room, alert to any eavesdroppers. He spoke through a small pillow of muffin. “There was no marriage.”

       No marriage? This was a huge deviation from the Crow family catechism. 

      “What do you mean, Dad?”

      “She said no. The brothers,” he said, as if that explained everything, and closed his eyes. “I told you about this, Cathy.” He felt in his shirt for the chain that held Mom’s wedding ring.

      Oh, no. 

      “Dad, it’s Cady.”

      His eyes flew open, staring at me fiercely, but it wasn’t me he saw. “Cady? Don’t tell her yet; she’s just a little girl. You promised!”

      “It’s all right, I won’t,” I assured him.

      He sat back in his chair, relieved. “She’s not ready yet. Not ready.”

      Whenever he started speaking to Mom instead of me, it wasn’t long before he stopped talking completely and drifted into the world where family stories all had happy endings and his wife was still alive.

      I took his hand and sat with him in the silence. 
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      Dad’s erratic Wi-Fi drove me to stop at the library to answer crucial emails and check on the progress of my crew at the museum. By the time I got home with the groceries, it was almost 4:00. Setting the bags on the granite counter, I looked out the kitchen window to see what the patio guys had accomplished. One flagstone was tipped almost on its side, propped up by two more slates rising from the ground more than a foot. It looked worse than when I left! After fuming for a moment, I realized they’d probably had to rip out a few stones to get to the root of the problem. 

      Movement near the tree line caught my attention. A man with light brown hair tied back in a ponytail walked toward the patio wall, his eyes a startling blue. His brown button-down shirt had full sleeves and no collar, and his boots came to his knees—unusual clothes for a landscaper. He surveyed the upended flagstones with a critical eye. That was definitely an encouraging sign in the chaos. I stepped outside, only hoping to get a status report on the patio, but to be honest, maybe a little faster than I normally would have, because damn, he was fine. 

      His eyes met mine and widened with recognition. 

      “Hi, I’m Cady Crow,” I said. The same spark of recognition smoldered in my chest. Had we gone to school together? No . . . I’d remember if Chris Hemsworth’s doppelganger went to my school, so that wasn’t it. 

      “How’s it looking?” I gestured vaguely at the rock pile, still puzzling over where I knew him from. He smiled as if he’d gotten the answer he wanted to a question he hadn’t asked. My heart did a little flip. Wow, what a smile. The neighborhood sure had improved since I left. It might be worth sticking around to check it out.

       A loud screech followed by chattering caws tore my attention away from the man’s face. Three large crows dove down from the roof, circled, and flapped onto the wall between us. Or, they would have been between us, but the man was gone. The frantic crows hopped and scolded me as I walked to the edge and peered around the corner of the house, but he was nowhere in sight.

      A quick check of the front revealed no car or truck. And the grass at the edge of the patio had no tire tracks from a Bobcat or a backhoe. How had they even lifted these stones? The man had looked really strong, but not enough to lift 300 lb. slabs.

      Puzzled, I went back inside and put away the groceries. The day after I returned to this small town, a hot landscaper guy showed up in my yard, smiled like he knew me, and my heart jumped like a high school girl. What was this, a Hallmark movie? 

      My tea was ready, and I’d bitten into a chocolate chip cookie before I noticed. On the chalkboard there were now three marks: | | | One hundred eleven? I was definitely going to ask Dad about this board in the morning. I went upstairs to kick off my shoes and get into something comfortable.

      “Hello, Crows,” I greeted the ancestors as I reached the top of the stairs. “Who was that hottie out there in the yard?” 

      As usual, there was no answer from the portraits. But I stopped in my tracks. This can’t be. I looked a little closer. Impossible—it had to be a trick of the afternoon light. 

      Chastity Crow wasn’t smiling at her father anymore. She looked straight out of the painting—right at me.
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          A Boy

        

      

    

    
      He was right where I saw him before, just beyond the patio wall, with his shirt off and his hair loose, glowing in the light of the sunset, and he was so beautiful I could barely breathe. He opened his arms, reaching for me with biceps sculpted by years of landscaping labor, and I ached for them to close around me. He came no closer, but across the distance, I could feel his heartbeat pulsing against my chest as if we were pressed together. Naked. Desire ignited deep inside me, and I began to sway my hips against his hard body, feeling his passion as if the wall and the space between us didn’t exist. Our eyes locked, and his irresistible heat swirled all over my skin, leaving scorching trails of pleasure across my breasts and thighs until he spiraled deeper, deeper, sinking into me with an exquisite explosion that left me reeling. 

      Say my name. The voice came not from his mouth but from all around and inside me. 

      “Who are you?” I asked, and the sorrow on his face split my heart open and yanked me from the dream patio into my bed. 

      My eyes flew open. The soft rays of dawn that lit my bedroom seemed to carry the glow of his skin and his eyes from the world of dreams into the light of day. 

      Holy moly, I wondered, still breathless from his touch. I’d had some vivid dreams before, but nothing like this! Who is he, and why does he seem so familiar?

      Esmeralda, molded to my knees in a thick, purring lump, meowed in protest as I extricated myself from the warm covers. When I stood up, my foot was on the edge of something smooth and cold. The Ouija board. 

      “What the fuck.” 

      My mind had to be playing tricks. I knew I had thrown it out the first night I came home. But then, I was sure I’d tossed it in the trash the night of the séance seventeen years ago, and it was here the whole time. Next time, I resolved, I’m lighting that bitch on fire. 

       I kicked it under the bed for now, scrambled into my clothes, and dragged a brush through my hair. I had no time for this nonsense. There was work to be done before going to see Dad, but I paused. What if he came back with the patio crew this morning? The Hallmark Guy? A few more careful brush strokes to my hair, and a blue headband to hold it out of my face. A flick of mascara, and some rosy lip gloss to finish the look. What “look” I didn’t know, but visible eyelashes and lips seemed like a good start.

      For once, the Wi-Fi was working. Two hours later, I hit “send” on the last email and spoke at length with Pam about restoration procedures for a newly acquired Vermeer. No patio crew, hot or otherwise, had shown up yet, so it was time to quit waiting for Hallmark Guy and go see my father. Maybe he’d tell me more about the Chastity Crow non-elopement, and also reveal what he painted the chalkboard with that was letting old marks bleed through.

      Four crows alighted from the porch when I stepped out the front door, landed by the driveway, and watched me as I walked to the car. The old one with the white mark hopped closer, his golden-brown eyes focused on mine with fierce intensity.

      “What?” I set my tote bag on the ground and stood still. He stepped close to the bag and, with one sharp poke of his beak, knocked it over. The corner of Dad’s genealogy book slid out.

      “There’s no food in there, George,” I informed him. Over the years, the bird families had raided more than a few picnics and cookouts, stealing nuts, hard-boiled eggs, and even Esmeralda’s Kitty Krunchies. He ignored me and tapped along the edge of the book, as if feeling for something. He must’ve found what he was looking for, because he began rubbing his beak between two pages. It sounded like a pencil scratching back and forth on the paper.

      “Hey,” I protested. Dad would not appreciate his work getting torn up, even by the king of the crows, who jumped backward and stared at me hard as I picked up the tote. “Okay, buddy. See you guys tonight.” 

      The four crows flew in formation, following the car to the street, then swooped around back to the house.
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      Dad’s eyes sparkled, and he grinned as I told him about my escort out of the driveway.

      “They know you, dear. They’ve always known all of us, every generation. Some of the old letters mention specific crows. There’s one from my great-grandfather that describes a big male with a white shoulder. Your ‘George’ is probably his five-times grandson.” He ran his finger over the scratches. 

      “Look, he underlined Chastity on the family tree!” Delighted, Dad penciled in “crow scratching” in tiny letters next to it with today’s date.

      “You were telling me about her the other day, how she didn’t really elope. What happened?” I didn’t mention how her face had changed in the painting. Getting Dad agitated would only make things worse. 

      “Well, it’s not official. But according to my grandmother, Chastity was in love with this very handsome guy. He pursued her relentlessly, but her father—” He tapped his finger on George’s name. “Her father suspected he was more interested in the family’s money and land. Marriages in those days were often a way to combine family holdings, but this guy had nothing but a shady reputation, and George wouldn’t give Chas permission to marry him.”

      This was the same story I already knew. Chastity’s family objected, and she ran off with the Unsuitable Suitor, never to be heard from again.

      “But they didn’t run away and get married after all?”

      Dad paused. “I never thought so. That was the story they told to protect her reputation, I bet. There were rumors that she had been ‘compromised’”—he made finger quotes—“but there’s no record of any marriage between them in any of the church records for this area. Or anywhere else, for that matter. And believe me, I looked.”

      “So you think she was seduced and abandoned?” That would have been an awful thing in those days. It would have ruined her reputation, disgraced the family, and ended any chance she had at a decent marriage if anyone found out.

      “I suspect they paid him to go away. And then, either she defied her father and followed him or was sent to live with relatives. The elopement was a cover story.” His voice dropped. “Maybe.” 

      “What do you mean, maybe? C’mon, Dad, you have to tell me now.” 

      He hesitated, then sighed. “I guess it’s time for you to know. I didn’t put it in the book because there’s absolutely nothing to back this up. But the fact is, his name was in the church records and the town census, and then it just disappeared. He was gone for good.”

      “Dad, you know that happens all the time. It wouldn’t have been hard to just change his name and start over somewhere else.”

       “True, which is why I didn’t include it. But the rumors passed to each generation, and now . . .” 

      He leaned forward and lowered his voice, as if someone were listening who shouldn’t. “It may be that the young man wasn’t paid off so much as dispatched.”

      “Dispatched? You mean—”

      “Yep. A murder of Crows.” He cackled at his joke. 
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      The clock chimed 2:00 just after I stepped through the door. It was one of those clear October days where the sky was cobalt above the vivid autumn leaves. The breeze brought a chill, but the sun was warm, so I decided to eat my sandwich and chips out on the patio, which from the kitchen window looked even worse than it had the day before. Four stones were shoved up from the ground now, making a lopsided pyramid. Obviously the crew had been here this morning, and this was . . . progress? 

      I grabbed the chalkboard on the way out, determined to figure out why those chalk marks kept bleeding through. Dad said he hadn’t ever painted it, but yesterday, he’d thought I was still a child. Even though today was a good day, the gaps in his memory were becoming wider, and he was falling into them more often. 

      The slate lay on the table, the | | | as clear as if it had just been written. I bit into my ham and cheese, rubbed the number off with my sleeve, and watched closely as it reappeared, one stroke at a time. 

      Wait, what? 

      Shouldn’t they show through at the same time? 

      I rubbed them out again and watched closely. 

      |

      |

      |

      “Huh,” I said aloud, stumped, and took another bite.

      . . . |

      A fourth mark appeared. 

      I stopped chewing. “What the hell?”

      A sudden gust raced through the tree line, spiraling directly above me, and a dozen crows dove out of the nests on the roof, screaming and riding the wind in a perfect circle. As the agitated flock spun around the clearing, the rustle of the leaves seemed to whisper the words from my dream: Say my name.

      On the edge of the woods, a dark silhouette passed between two trees. The long hair, the full shirt—it was him. My heart jumped, and I stood up, straining to see him in the shadows. I couldn’t see him now, but I felt him, felt his heat like a torch moving through the woods. Still in the shade, he came to the edge of the grass and stopped.

      Say my name, the trees urged me. The man took a step forward. The crows instantly tightened their vigilant formation, and the wind dropped as he stepped back into the shade. The crows swooped and dipped as if holding back the wind—no, not the wind but the man in the woods. Whoever he was, whatever he was, he wouldn’t—or couldn’t—cross the path of the crows.

      “Who are you?” I asked. I was trembling, flushed with fear as I realized this was no Hallmark landscaper with control over the wind and the shadows. This vision might not even be human. But neither was the fire he kindled inside me. 

      A scribbling sound from the table made me turn and look at the chalkboard. Something, someone, was writing on the slate. The crows screeched a warning, and my heart hammered in my chest as the thin spiderweb of letters formed, one at a time.

      J-O-N-A-H
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          Silver

        

      

    

    
      I certainly wasn’t dumb enough to start taking orders from a ghost, even a melt-your-bones-sexy ghost. Everyone knows the power of saying words out loud, especially a name. Beetlejuice. Rumpelstiltskin. Even in an exorcism, the priest demands to know the spirit’s name because it has tremendous power—but for whom? If I said it, would I have control? Or would I lose it?

       Five of the crows followed me to the back door as I retreated into the house. I paused on the doorstep, turned around, and found myself nodding at these small soldiers. They turned in unison and hopped away, and it hit me like a proverbial ton of bricks.

       It wasn’t a legend. The crows were guarding us. I’d always assumed their protection was mostly because we all shared the same space for so long, recognizing each other as the generations of both birds and humans expanded through time. But what were they protecting us from?

       They were obviously agitated over the presence of Jonah. This time, he hadn’t come to the edge of the patio. Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe that’s why he’d begged me to say his name, because he needed some sort of invitation. 

      I fed Esmeralda, washed the lunch plate, and saw through the window the Counting Crows slate was still out on the table. He’d been able to write on it, possibly our only way to communicate. I definitely didn’t want to get drawn into his sexual energy again until I figured out what was going on, so I retrieved it. 

      The crows were gone except for old George, who stood on the peak of the upended flagstones watching me closely. A slanting ray of sunshine lit up his white shoulder, and the trees were perfectly still.

      “I won’t say it,” I informed him as I tucked the slate under my arm. “I won’t say his name, I promise.”

      When I closed the door, he was still watching me.
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      I waited to call until 4:00, when I knew Dad would be awake but before Jeopardy came on.

      “Hey, Cady-girl.” He sounded awake and clear, and I closed my eyes with relief. I wasn’t sure how to start this bizarre conversation. Jumping right in with the magnetic sex appeal of dead-for-200-years Jonah was probably not the best approach, so I decided to tell it just the way everything had unfolded.

      “Dad, there are some things going on around here,” I began. “Have you ever heard any odd sounds, like people talking or laughing?”

      “Honey, you know that old house makes all kinds of noises.”

      “Well, these are new. I thought I heard someone say good morning. And then there was laughing, and I couldn’t tell where the sound came from. I figured it was just the wind, or maybe the crows chattering. Then today, when I cleaned the chalkboard at home—the one you said you didn’t paint—the marks came back, and another one appeared. One after another, Dad. Now there are four.”

      Silence. Then, hard breathing.

      “Dad, are you there?” He was so agitated, how could I possibly tell him about the words, the name on the board?

      Deep sigh. “Yeah, I’m here. You’re sure about the marks? . . . should have told you.” His voice faded as if he’d taken the phone away from his face.

      “Told me what? Because—”

      “Have you seen anyone?” His voice wavered.

      “A man. On the patio.”

      “On the patio? Are you sure?” The sharp tone cut through me. The only other time I’d ever heard fear in my father’s voice was when he called me from the hospital that Halloween night. What could possibly scare him like this?

      “N-no, not actually on it. He was just past the wall, and in the trees.”

      “Thank God.” The relief in his voice was palpable. “We thought he was gone, but I guess he found a way. Has he said anything to you?”

      “No. Who is he? What’s going on?”

       Dad’s voice tightened. “It’s him. The one the brothers killed. His name is Jonah.”

       My heart jumped into my throat, threatening to strangle my effort to stay calm. “So, he’s been haunting us? For how long—and why don’t I know about this?”

      “Like I said, we thought he was gone. And this isn’t something you tell a little girl. According to your Grandma, he threatened to return in seven generations to claim what’s rightfully his.”

      “Which is what, exactly?”

      “His bride.”

      “His bride? Even if they didn’t elope, she’s been dead as long as he has!” 

      “Not Chastity. She was taken from him, and the story was he would return to take one of ours.” He paused to let that sink in. “He’s been around the whole time, getting stronger with every generation. You’re the seventh.” 

      A chill gripped the back of my neck as I remembered the séance.

      M I N E M I N E M I N E 7 C R O W 7 7 7 

      How long had he been watching me? Since that night—or even longer?

      Dad paused, and I wondered if he was hesitating to tell me something else or if he couldn’t remember.

      “Do you remember when you were little, your friend Jazzie that no one could see?”

      “I remember what you and Mom said.” In fact, I didn’t remember her at all. Family stories are like that—everyone tells you about something you did as a toddler, and over the years, the story embeds in your brain so deeply you think it’s an actual memory.

      “You said she gave you the buttons. You said they were Jazzie’s buttons, remember?”

       That memory was clear: falling in the creek, my kindergarten fingers pulling the tiny discs of silver out of the mud, rinsing them off in the cold water and bringing them to my parents. But I didn’t remember any friend named Jazzie, real or imaginary.

      “Dad, lots of kids have imaginary friends. What does this have to do with Jo—err, him.” Now I really didn’t want to say his name.

      “There were some disturbances in the house when you were a baby. Windows opening, things moving around. Your mom made jokes that it was the ghost, but when you started talking about Jazzie and brought those buttons home, they stopped completely.” He paused as if he wasn’t sure he should go on, then sighed deeply. “It’s possible your friend might not have been imaginary.”

      Dad sounded completely lucid, but what he was saying made no sense at all.

      “What do you mean? There was a person named Jazzie? I would remember a person.”

      “When your mom was restoring the first painting, you pointed at it and said that was Jazzie, the girl who gave you the buttons.”

      “Chastity?”

      “It sounds crazy, but I think she protected you. Maybe she guarded all of the children over the years. That day you fell in the creek, you could have drowned!”

      “Dad,” I said, closing my eyes.

      “I know, honey. I told myself for years it was all nonsense. But maybe I was wrong.” His voice dropped, uncertain. “They’re valuable antiques, those buttons. But they may be a lot more. Protection.”

      “All right, Dad. You know, this is really weird hearing you talk about ghosts and family prophecy. I thought you didn’t believe in any of that.”

      “The truth has nothing to do with what you believe,” he said. “That’s the first history lesson. Oh—he was supposed to be handsome.”

      “He’s very attractive, yes.” Just thinking about the possibility of his touch made my cheeks warm.

      “Oh, lord. I was afraid of that. Be careful.” I could hear the strains of the Jeopardy theme in the background. “Bring some more of those muffins tomorrow?” 
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      Dad’s immaculate office smelled faintly of pipe tobacco and furniture polish. Books on genealogy and the history of Pennsylvania, including two he’d written, filled every inch of shelf space. The only items on the antique oak desk were a small lamp and an old-fashioned typewriter.

      I twirled the lock on the combination safe, and the door swung open silently. Behind the folders of property documents and birth certificates, my fingers closed around a small leather case. Inside were my mother’s strand of pearls, her engagement ring, and the bag with the silver buttons. I slid them onto a sturdy piece of waxed thread, tied a knot, and slipped it onto my wrist. The soft jingle made me feel aware more than protected. 

      A big furry head bumped the back of my leg, followed by a familiar grumbling purr.

      “Hello, my sweet. Ready for dinner?”

      “Mrrrrp,” she confirmed, winding around my legs as we strolled into the kitchen. I reached over the sink to close the window against the breeze and caught sight of the chalkboard. 
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      A chill skittered its way up my spine and raised the hairs on the back of my neck.

      “I know you’re here,” I announced. “What do you want?”

      A faint scraping sound came from the board, and my stomach tied itself into a knot as the words emerged on the slate: SET ME FREE SAY MY NAME.

      “Why should I?” My voice was almost a whisper. I clutched the dish towel to keep my hands from trembling.

       Supposedly, pets get freaked out when there are spirits around, but Esmeralda couldn’t have cared less. She eyed the words as they were scratched out on the chalkboard, but then plopped herself on the floor, directly below the board, lazily flipping her tail. The cat’s complete disinterest in his presence helped calm my nerves as another word appeared.

      JUSTICE

      Not sure what kind of “justice” Jonah thought he’d be getting—or giving—if he was freed, I decided to go for the simplest question I could think of:

      “Justice for what?”

      MURDER

      U R MY 7

      SET ME FREE

      “If I set you free, will you move on to the next world?” The air shifted, and the energy around me seemed to swell. 

      UP TO U 

      ONLY U

      That answered my biggest question. If it was up to me, I would have control of the situation. And if Dad was right, Chastity would protect me. Maybe the buttons would help send Jonah to the afterlife to be with her, and everyone would truly rest in peace. 

      Outside, a harvest moon hung above the trees like a golden opal, making the flagstones glow. Esmeralda followed and perched on the low wall, languidly swishing her tail. A rustling noise came from the roof, like the shuffling of a giant deck of feathers, followed by a few scrabbly murmurs alerting the extended family to our presence.

      And then he was there, on the other side of the wall. Not solid as he’d been in the daytime or shadow as he’d been in the woods, but silver-gold and translucent, as if he were made of the moonlight itself. His warmth wrapped around me like the softest blanket as I took a trembling breath and said, “Jonah.”

      Pandemonium exploded on the roof, and thirty crows burst out of the nests, screaming at each other, at me, and at the shimmering figure of Jonah. His eyes were closed as his body filled with energy and life, transforming a hologram into sculpted muscle and bone. When the transformation was complete, he took a deep, shuddering breath and opened his eyes.

      His gaze swept across the back of the house as the entire family of crows lighted on the edge of the roof in a line, lifting their wings and murmuring their ominous displeasure. Esmeralda was glued to her spot, staring at him and purring madly.

      “At last,” he said, and his eyes met mine. My pounding heart skidded to a stop. His face lit with pleasure, he crossed the patio and stood in front of me. His long hair was loose, brushing the top of his shoulders, and he wore the same full-sleeved shirt from the other day. He opened his arms and wrapped them around me. Warmth radiated from him, and I knew then I’d done the right thing.

      “I’ve been waiting for you for two centuries, my love,” he whispered and pressed his lips to mine. He smelled of leather and peppermint. A flaming arrow of desire shot through me, igniting every nerve from my lips to my knees. He pulled me tight against him, and the shock of his hard body against me, his thigh pressed between mine, sent waves of dizzying pleasure to every part of my body. I clung to him, catching my breath, wondering what might be in store if this is what happened with only a kiss—

      “Oh!” Jolted back to reality, I stepped back. “Wait, what do you mean, ‘my love’? Chastity is your love. That’s the whole point of this, remember? So you can finally be together?”

      “Cady, I haven’t seen her in 200 years. That’s a very long time,” he said wistfully, his hands firmly on my hips. “And I’ve loved you since the moment you were born, knowing you were the one who could give me my freedom. I just want to show my gratitude. You’re a fiery, passionate woman. I like bringing you . . . pleasure.” He smiled and pulled me close again, and I felt the hard outline of his passion.

      “I think maybe we’d better send you on your way.” As orgasmic as his presence was, I shouldn’t be kissing my ancestor’s fiancé. Or doing anything else.

      “So soon?” he protested. “Might I not enjoy having a body again for a few moments? It’s not fully flesh-and-blood, and I can sustain it only for a short while, but it’s been so long.”

      He took a deep breath, stretching his arms above his head. “The smell of autumn is intoxicating. I would like to taste food and drink, feel the warmth of a fire again.” He clasped both of my hands in his, eyes pleading. 

      “Please, Cady.” His touch stirred the embers deep inside me.

      “Okay.” A cup of coffee and a cinnamon roll would take only a few minutes, I told myself. Maybe I could get some more details about his murder. The truth might finally be told.

      Jonah smiled ecstatically and brought my hands to his lips. “Thank you, my generous lady. You can’t imagine how much—” 

      He broke off, staring at the bracelet of buttons. “Where did you get those?” 

      “They were a gift.”

      He eyed them uneasily. “A strange gift.” He dropped my hand wearing the bracelet and squeezed the other, his brash smile returning as quickly as it had gone. “Shall we?”

      So, the buttons did mean something. Maybe Jonah recognized them as Chastity’s and remembered how much they’d been in love. I decided to keep the bracelet on until he was gone, to remind me. His looks, flirty charm, and commanding masculinity made him hard to resist, and I would need every bit of strength to send him to the other side.

      We walked hand in hand to the back door. His hand felt solid—yet, somehow, not. If I squeezed hard enough, he might collapse, like foam rubber.

      Five crows swooped down and stood in front of the open threshold, blocking our way. One of them raised its wings in warning—the white-shouldered patriarch, George. 

      “This fellow is a vigilant guardian,” Jonah observed. “Move, sir.” He stepped close to the large, imposing bird, who glared at the intruder and didn’t budge.

      “They’ve been acting strangely all day,” I said. “I think Esmeralda’s been worrying them.”

      On cue, the big calico trotted ahead of us, and the crows scattered and lifted back to their nests, cawing mournfully as we crossed the threshold into the house.
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      The first thing Jonah wanted to do was see every room.

      “I haven’t been inside in over two centuries,” he lamented as we toured the downstairs. “Trapped between the wall and the creek, seeing generations grow up and then grow old, I could only summon the energy to say a few words or cast a shadow. I could only guess what was happening in the house that should have been mine.”

      The kitchen astonished him, especially the coffee machine. He closed his eyes as he breathed in the heady aroma of Breakfast Blend, as if he hadn’t smelled anything that good in over two hundred years, which was probably true. He wolfed down a cinnamon roll in two bites. The bathroom enchanted him, but he was ecstatic about the central heating. When I switched on the thermostat and the furnace ignited, his eyes widened, and he demanded to see the burner. He exclaimed over the ring of blue flame and stood in front of the living room register as warm air blew over him.

      “Heavenly,” he murmured. 

      “It’s a good thing, since the fireplace hasn’t worked right in twenty years,” I said.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Jonah strode to the hearth.

      “I think the flue is stuck.”

      He ducked inside the fireplace, squatted, and felt for the mechanism above. A few hard twists, and the flue creaked open, dropping what looked like a large rat onto the hearth. I grimaced, but a closer look revealed a congealed mass of creosote, dirt, leaves, and crow feathers. Jonah stepped out and spread his arms with a flourish.

      “With all of these miraculous machines you have, it’s good to know these hands still have some use.” He dusted them off against his sleek-fitting pants, and I couldn’t help imagining a few other good uses for those hands.

      “Show me the rest, dearest one.”

      I felt his eyes on me as he followed me up the stairs.

      “Are you sure you want to see these?” I gestured toward the lineup of ancestral faces, wondering if Chastity would be gazing at her father again or still looking out from the painting.

      “I should like to see if they are as I recall them,” Jonah replied, stepping in front of me to examine the first family of Crows—his beloved Chastity and the brothers who killed him.

      “Well, let me warn you, the first one is—” My throat closed completely, choking the breath right out of me. 

      Chastity was no longer seated. She stood in front of her brothers with blazing eyes and clenched fists. 

      She was furious.

      Jonah, startled, stepped backward and caught me around the waist to steady himself.

      “My little hellcat. She was always a challenge,” he murmured. “But I do wonder why the artist would paint her thus.”

      I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. The warm hand around my waist had dropped below my hip, caressing me into a state of weak-kneed silence, and at that moment, I couldn’t have cared less what a bunch of dead ancestors thought. Jonah’s handsome, luminous face leaned into mine, and our lips met, a hot, honeyed kiss that fizzled down to my toes.

      “Come,” he whispered, taking my hand and leading me past the portraits to my door. His touch was silk and fire. Almost hypnotized, I’d have followed him anywhere.

      “Show me your bed. Show me everything, Cady.” 

      “How did you know this is my room?”

      He closed the door and leaned me against it. In the darkness of my bedroom, he gleamed like moonlight on the water, something between flesh and fantasy. Sparks of desire cascaded through me as we embraced.

      “I’ve seen you in the window a thousand times. Even though I could never enter the house until you called me, I’ve felt your spirit, felt your very heartbeat.”

      He nuzzled my neck and held me close with one arm while his free hand roamed deliciously over my body, stopping between my breasts. “And now, your heartbeat in the flesh.” His lips followed his hand, and the next thing I knew, my clothes were on the floor. Then we were in bed, where every sense overflowed and left me shaking, seared to the bone, and I knew I could never let him go.
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      We dozed in the stillness between the dark and the dawn. When I woke, he was still there, warm and near, but I barely felt his weight curled up behind me, and his supernatural glow had dimmed.

      “Are you all right?” 

      “As I told you, my time in this body is limited.” He squeezed my thigh. “But I’ve been thinking. I like having a body again, and I like my house.”

      I smiled. “It’s not your house. It’s mine.”

      “True. It would have been had I not been cut down so cruelly . . . but perhaps it was a better fate that led me to you. Cady, I have an idea, but I must know if you feel the way I do.” 

       His soft voice surged with emotion. “It’s not because you’ve set me free. These past few days have been a true awakening. I thought I had lost the love of my life, but it pales in comparison to what we’ve kindled. You are my destiny, precious, passionate Cady. I love you.

      “And if you love me, there’s a way I can stay here. I would become complete again, live the life I was meant to, and we could be together.”

      I turned to look at him. He was translucent now, but the fire in his eyes burned clear and bright.

      “Do you, Cady? Do you love me?”

      “I do,” I whispered. Sorry, Chastity, but God help me, I do.

      “Those are the very words I need to hear, my darling.” He clasped my hand, raising it to his lips. “Marry me, Cady.”

      His edges were beginning to blur; in a few minutes, he would be gone. 

      Wide-eyed, I stared at him. “Marry you? How?”

      “All we need is the ring. We say our vows, and when I put the ring on your finger, I will be bound to you forever.” 

      “But what about Chastity?” 

      He was fading fast. “We were so young. Mere children. I’ll always be fond of her, but I never loved her the way I love you. And because of how things ended, I’m not sure she still wants me. Please, my darling! It’s the only way.” 

      As he evaporated into the ether, Jonah kissed me again, and managed to gasp one last plea. “Gold, Cady. The ring must be gold.” 
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      Dazed, I staggered downstairs to turn off the furnace and all the lights he’d marveled at, then rinsed our coffee mugs, wondering if I’d lost my mind. How on earth was marrying a ghost going to work? I had no idea, but honestly didn’t care. Jonah was a beautiful spirit, murdered because of sexist, outdated views on the value of a woman’s virginity. The happy ache from our lovemaking explained why Chastity defied society and gave in to her desires—who wouldn’t? Dad was right; Chastity had probably been shipped off to a relative or family friend to avoid the scandal.

      Putting away the mugs, I saw there were now six marks on the chalkboard. It barely registered until I peered out the kitchen window and saw the same five crows from last night perched at the top of the jumbled, moonlit patio stones. They all turned to look at me, which froze me where I stood until a sixth flapped down to join them. That’s who they were looking at, not me. They closed ranks, huddling together. Six for gold, like the ring I was supposed to get. 

      The only gold ring I knew of was my mother’s, which hung around my father’s neck on a chain. I would retrieve it that afternoon.

      I climbed the stairs one more time, afraid to look at the painting and the rage on Chastity’s face. Maybe if I closed my eyes when I went by, I wouldn’t feel so guilty. 

      Coward. 

      Maybe if I apologized? That seemed better. But when I stood in front of the first Crows, it didn’t matter.

      She was gone. 

      Fear buzzed through me like a swarm of bees. Where did she go? Trying to wrap my head around what was happening, I stumbled into my dark bedroom and tripped over something just inside the doorway. My heart froze when I flipped the switch and saw what it was. The Ouija board.

      The casement window flew open, and a whirlwind rushed through the bedroom, rifling papers and rattling the board on the floor. The clatter grew violent as the wind swirled faster, raising my hair and shaking the buttons around my wrist, whispering something over and over: Say my name say my name say my name.

      “I did say it!” I shouted, my heart pounding with confusion and fear. “Jonah?” 

      What was he doing? What had I unleashed?

      The Ouija board lifted a couple of inches and slammed down hard on the floor. Again. A third time. The urge to flee battled with the fact that my feet were rooted to the spot. Barely aware of what I was doing, all I wanted to do was soothe him. I dropped to the floor and put my hand on the board to quiet it. It quivered under my palm. 

      “I don’t have the pointer—” My words were swallowed by the wind as my hand was yanked by an unseen force back and forth across the board. 

      M U R D E R E R

      “I know, you were murdered by the brothers. But we’ll be together soon, and it won’t matter.”

      R R R R 

      My hand pulsed on the letter R what seemed like a dozen times before I realized the word wasn’t murdered but murderer.

      “What do you want?” I cried out.

      J O N A H

      A thin sound like static electricity crackled from my mirror. Chastity’s livid face loomed in the frame, bloodied and bruised, and my heart froze.

      “Chastity,” I croaked, trying to swallow and catch my breath at the same time. 

      H E S M I N E

      My legs turned to jelly, and my brain seemed disconnected from my mouth, but I finally managed to blurt out, “OK. What do you want me to do?”

      B U T T O N S

      “These?” I held up my wrist to the mirror. Jazzy’s buttons. Chastity’s eyes were fierce as she gave me a single nod and faded away. Gently now, my hand was guided across the Ouija board:

      S H H 

      “OK. I won’t say anything.” Who’d believe a word of this anyway?

      The hissing wind died instantly. My hand broke free from the iron grip. I sat there on the floor with absolutely no idea what to do next. I must have been out of my mind to think I could marry a ghost, much less one who was already spoken for. Finally, I stood up and went to close the window, resolving to go back to Plan A: return Jonah and the buttons to his bride. 

      A thick autumn fog had rolled in with the dawn, holding the woods hostage in silvery stillness. From up here, the patio looked even worse. The same six crows stood sentry on the cock-eyed stones. This time there was no mistaking it: they turned to look up at me in unison, then went back to guarding the patio. Normally, something like that would creep me out, but making love to a ghost and being confronted by his equally dead girlfriend had raised the terror bar considerably. Their quick, spare movements made me feel like I wasn’t alone, that somehow, we were in this together.

       The house was eerily silent as I threw on my robe, scooted my feet into a pair of slippers, and padded down the hall. The ancestors stared out from their portraits, revealing no clues, and Chastity hadn’t returned. I decided to speak to her anyway, try to reassure her that I wasn’t going to let Jonah’s charisma sway me anymore. She would have him back, all to herself, for eternity. I stood in front of where she should have been, with George and Mary and her brothers, speaking quietly to her empty spot.

      “If you can hear me, please know how sorry I am. He’s quite compelling and took me by surprise. I certainly see why you loved—er, love—him. I won’t marry him, and I’ll return him to you. And I’ll bring you your buttons.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, the whole house seemed to stretch a tiny bit, to inhale, and then contract, exhaling a single word: promise.

      “I promise.” I meant it. I did love him, irrational as it sounded, and no one alive ever made me feel like he did, but this had to end. The last thing I needed was a horny ghost and a pissed-off spurned ancestor hanging around.

      The windows rattled in their casements, and down in the kitchen, I heard a pan fall on the floor.

      “I promise,” I repeated. 

      A cabinet opened and closed in the kitchen. I hurried down, and framed in the doorway was Jonah, shirtless and glowing like burnished copper in the cold light of the foggy dawn. His long hair was tied back with a leather cord, and his pants were sleek over his muscular legs, which Esmeralda was happily twining herself around. He was barefoot, had a coffee mug in one hand, and was eyeing the Keurig with annoyance.

      “Cady, my love.” He waved the mug. “What is the magic that makes this device brew coffee?”

      Averting my gaze so I wouldn’t be tempted by his spectacular body, I took the mug and briskly filled it with water. Facing the counter, he stood behind me as I showed him how to work the machine.

      “And that’s all there is to it—oh!” 

      He pressed into my back, burying his face in my neck. Holding me around the waist with one hand, his other hand roamed over my chest, then up and down my thighs, melting away all my good intentions.

      “You are an angel,” he whispered, kissing me behind my ear. “My angel.”

      I yanked myself around to get away, but he caught me and pulled me to face him, bending me back over the counter, his fingers tangled in my hair and his body glued to mine. He must have felt my pounding heart because he placed his strong hand gently on my chest.

      “Why are you frightened? I only want to make you happy the way you’ve made me happy.” I put both of my hands on his shoulders and shoved as hard as I could.

      “Get off me! There will be no more of that.” 

      “That’s not what you said last night,” he reminded me, and the things I did say last night made my face fill with heat.

      “I do like a spirited woman, though. Spirited—that’s a witty one.” He grinned at his own joke and perched on a barstool. “What do you want if not to be happy?”

      “Some peace, maybe.” The machine gurgled and hissed, and I cupped my hands around the steaming mug.

      “Peace? We’ll be as peaceful as you’d like.” Jonah looked genuinely puzzled, then gave me a wicked grin that threatened to melt me into the floor. “Or as wild.”

      This wasn’t going to be easy. I certainly didn’t want to unleash Chastity’s fury again, so I decided to try a different tack. 

      “This is all so sudden. You’ll understand there are some things I need to know before I make my final decision.”

      “You already made your decision, dearest one.” He stroked the back of my hand with one finger, sending chills rippling up my arm. “But ask away.” 

      “What really happened that day?” I leaned away from his touch. The best way to distract him was with his own vanity, let him talk about himself. “All we ever knew is that you disappeared. You and Chastity both. Everyone assumed you eloped.”

      “Everyone assumed wrong! I—we—had a plan. It was quite simple, and it would have worked. They’d find out we had been together, and they would have to let her marry me. They would insist!”

      Sorrow flickered across his face. “When we were alone, we were very much overcome with each other, and one of her brothers found us in, well, a state of passion. He attacked me, struck me with a fireplace poker. The others came running, and they beat me to death.” He closed his eyes. “I can still hear her screaming, ‘no, no!’ I don’t know what happened to her after that, as I was dead. They buried me somewhere on the property.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I murmured. “So instead of catching you two in a romantic embrace, they thought you were assaulting her.”

      “Something like that,” he mumbled, opening his eyes again. “But now that you’ve accepted my proposal—”

      “Yeah, about that. I’ve been thinking it over, and I’ve decided it just wouldn’t work out. You and Chastity going together into the light is the only proposal I want to hear about. So how do we do that?” I crossed my arms and waited.

      “Don’t be that way.” He pouted for a split second, then looked into my eyes with the deepest sincerity. “I’m forever in your debt for bringing me this far. But as I said, I plan to stay here. With you.”

      I tried to keep the panic out of my voice. “You can’t stay here. How would you live? You can’t get a job, you don’t even have any ID.”

      “I don’t know what that is, an I-Dee? You will have to teach me all about this world, I’m afraid. But I believe love will provide. And I can do all the work this property needs to keep running until I learn what I need to know.”

      “No.” My voice trembled. I cleared my throat and straightened my spine. “You’re going. Tonight.”

      Jonah smiled indulgently. “You have wedding jitters. It will be magical, my beautiful bride. Last night’s pleasures will pale in comparison. All you need is the ring.”

      He stood and stretched, sweeping his gaze around the room like a magnificent god surveying his kingdom, then looked into my eyes as he faded away.

      “All will be well. Just get the ring.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      An hour later, I was dressed, but the fog was still too thick to drive anywhere, so I called Dad and told him I’d be there this afternoon.

      “What’s going on? You sound different,” he asked. There was a restless edge to his voice, and I knew this would be a difficult day. “It’s cold. I need my hat, Catherine. And some M&M’s.”

      “I’ll bring them,” I assured him, my heart sinking. Catherine. The one day I needed Dad’s sharp mind, and it was already sinking into muffled layers of the past. 

      I had a lot to do for work this morning, and by some miracle, the Wi-Fi was working for the second day in a row. So I sat on Jonah’s stool in the kitchen and started in on the fifty waiting emails. 

      I sent off all the easy responses, but my mind kept looping around to Jonah’s impossible proposal. Even though I’d promised to turn him over to Chastity, I was still tempted. My stubborn brain kept creating ways to make this possible, excuses why it might work. We live so far from anyone, no one would even notice him. Plus, he was the family ghost, and the story Dad told was like a prophecy. He was supposed to come back and claim his bride. And being his bride would be . . . My face burned imagining how much we’d both enjoy his brand-new human body.

      This is insane. I closed my eyes, rubbing my temples. 

      From behind me, near the door, I heard tapping. It was the Counting Crows chalkboard. Under the six marks, words were forming. The letters were different from before, sharp and square, as if someone was pressing down hard with the invisible chalk.

      MY BUTTONS

      I groaned. Could she hear my very thoughts? 

      Outside on the patio, the crows began cawing and fussing. Through the window I saw a dozen of them jumping and flapping their wings around the crooked tower of flagstones. There was dirt all over the place, as if someone had been digging, but none of the crew had been here. In fact, other than the first day when I saw Jonah, I hadn’t seen a single person out there working.

      “What the hell?” I muttered and went out the back door.

      The fog had lifted, and three of the flagstones were completely vertical. The smell of damp earth permeated the air. When I approached, the crowd of crows hopped out of my way, revealing a shallow hole where the dirt had been lifted and brushed away. Not with a shovel but as if with a small broom. The same six stood on the top at eye level, watching me intently, their wings covered with dirt.

      I crouched down to look at what they had dug up, but there was nothing there, just a basin of loose soil. Then something moved at the bottom. Small and white, it rose from the earth. I froze. It was a slender white bone. Then another poked out next to it, and another, until, horrified, I realized I was looking at the bones of a human hand. I froze, unable to move or look away.

      When the wrist emerged from the ground, the hand turned, palm upward. As if in a trance, I reached toward it, and it grabbed my bracelet, curling its bony fingers around the silver buttons. The trees shivered, and their leaves whispered their secrets until I finally heard what they were saying: Jazzie’s buttons.

      I carefully pushed the waxed thread down over my hand and dropped the rest of the bracelet into her palm. The fingers closed into a delicate fist and sank back into the ground.

      He’d said he was buried out here, but so was she. 

      I stood up, dizzy and disoriented. What time was it? The pewter sky told me nothing other than that it was daytime. The crows were nowhere in sight. I took a few steps and sat down on the low wall, staring at the huge stones and the dirt scattered around them. At least I’d fulfilled part of my promise; she had her buttons. I just wished I knew how to send him into eternity, because I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to tell me.

      I brushed the dirt off my jeans and made my way to the back door. The chalkboard was tapping already when I arrived.

      MARRY HIM

      “What?” I exclaimed, breaking into a cold sweat. “I don’t understand. You said you wanted him, so I told him no. You made me promise!”

      GET THE RING, commanded the board.

      MARRY HIM

      SAVE US BOTH
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          The Seventh Crow

        

      

    

    
      By the time I got to Dad’s room, he had already eaten lunch and was snoring lightly in his recliner. I set the bag with two muffins and his M&M’s on the small table. Maybe if I waited a little while, he’d wake up and be lucid. What I had to ask him for was crazy, and one of the rules about family is that only one person can be losing their mind at a time.

      I wrote a note explaining what was happening at the Crow’s Nest and how the elusive family legend of Jonah and Chastity was playing out. It seemed I was the catalyst for the end of their story. I had no idea what was going to happen when I stepped into the light of the full moon and pledged myself to my ghostly groom, or what it meant to “save us both.” The sobering reality was, I wanted everything to be written down, in case something happened and I couldn’t explain for myself. 

      Brushing that hollow feeling aside, I tucked the note into the Crow history book. When I looked up, Dad was looking at me, surprised I was there.

      “Hello, daughter.” He yawned, then remembered. “Did you bring my hat?”

      “Yes, Dad, but it’s like eighty degrees in here.”

      He gestured for me to hand him his beanie. His eyes bore into mine as he stretched it neatly over his head. “What’s going on? I know that look on your face.”

      “If I tell you, promise you won’t think I’m crazy?”

      “No guarantees,” he warned, snapping open the bag of M&M’s and popping one into his mouth. “Is it Jonah?” He sounded casual, as if we were fixing a plumbing problem. 

      “Yes, it’s him. And Chastity. Tonight, I’m going to do something that should put this all to rest.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I’m, um, getting married.”

      He was silent for a moment, struggling to find a place to put this and failing.

       “Do I know him? Shouldn’t I be there?” His voice quavered with uncertainty, and I knew further details would only confuse him. If he asked any questions, I couldn’t answer them.

      “Yes, Daddy, you know him. Everything will be fine. But there is one thing you can do for me.” I leaned forward and placed my hand on his arm. “I need the ring.”

      “Your mother’s ring?” He touched his hand to where it lay under his shirt. “It’s very plain. Are you sure it’s good enough?”

      “It’s perfect.”

      He lifted the chain over his head and handed it to me. “You take care of this, Cady Crow. Don’t lose it. It’s been in the family since George and Mary.”

      “I will, Dad.” I put the chain around my neck, dropped the ring under my shirt, and promised what I couldn’t possibly know: “Don’t worry. It will never leave this family.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      There wasn’t one inkling of Jonah or Chastity’s presence when I got home. Only the hum of the refrigerator broke the silence. Uneasy, I turned on Dad’s sound system to fill the emptiness. The CD player lit up, and strains of Cimarosa’s Overture to the Secret Marriage rolled through the downstairs. The irony wasn’t lost on me, but the music soothed my anxiety as I rummaged through closets looking for a dress. It didn’t have to be white—it wasn’t like this was going to be a traditional ceremony—but my one dark cocktail dress didn’t seem right. Finally, in one of my mother’s hanging storage bags, I found a bridesmaid’s dress from long ago. Soft, muted pink, with a full skirt, dropped sleeves, and a nipped-in waist, it made me feel like the cover of a romance novel. With shaking, clumsy fingers, I fastened Mom’s pearls around my throat and let my hair cascade down my back. The mirror assured me whatever happened tonight, I would at least look fabulous.

      The moon rose. It was time.

      Pausing by the door, I noticed there were seven marks on the slate, and I finally understood. Tonight, the prophecy would come true. I read the ancient poem aloud—maybe for the last time. 

      “One for sorrow, two for joy,

      Three for a girl and four for a boy,

      Five for silver, six for gold,

      Seven for a secret never to be told.”

      When I stepped outside, the dappled moonlight washed the patio in silver and lit the forest beyond. The four upended flagstones had all tipped over, revealing the shallow indentation in the soil, and the entire congregation of crows perched on the edge of the roof. The same six from yesterday stood on the wall and looked up in unison when I closed the back door. They watched Esmeralda, who followed me across the stones and hopped onto the wall. The crows shifted to make room for her, and she sat down as if she was taking her rightful place among the witnesses. Startled, I stared at her, and she stared right back.

      The wind spun through the trees, the rustling whispers of an autumn night. Neither the cat nor the crows moved but stood there watching me. Not sure what came next, I did the only thing I knew would bring him out.

      I said his name.

      He appeared almost instantly in front of me, wearing the same clothes as when I first saw him in the yard: a full shirt tucked into breeches with tall boots. His hair was tied back from a face that gleamed with anticipation.

      “Cady, my bride.” He bowed deeply and took my hand. The kiss on my palm was both white-hot and ice-cold, sending a spark through my arm. Whatever else Jonah was, his sexual energy was undeniable.

      He stood tall, and his gaze raked up and down my body as if I were completely naked, obviously pleased. My cheeks flooded with fire. Stay focused, I scolded myself.

      “That is a beautiful necklace,” Jonah said, eyes widening at the perfectly matched pearls. 

      “It looks quite valuable.” 

      “My mother’s.”

      “Yes. Of course. It must mean a great deal to you.” He cleared his throat. “Do you have the ring?”

      I nodded and plucked the ancient ring from my cleavage. He threw back his head and laughed. “You’re a delight!”

      I shook my head and opened my mouth to explain that it was the only place I could put it because, as usual, the dress didn’t have any pockets. But before I could utter a sound, the ring began to glow in my hand, and the wind rose—a wicked hissing that seemed to spiral from the ground itself. Behind Jonah, the slender white bones emerged from the dirt, clutching the string of silver buttons.

      I gasped. 

      Jonah spun around to see what I was looking at, and his face froze. An icy blue mist rose above the skeletal hand, roiling in on itself as it grew taller. My breath froze in my chest, and I forced myself to keep my eyes open as the bubbling mist formed into the shape of a woman. 

      Dark soil clung to her cracked and broken skull. Pieces of dirt, bone, and brain cascaded into her matted, chestnut hair. Her blue dress was bloodied, from a deep gash in her forehead to her chest, and an obscene stain bloomed where the gossamer fabric was torn from her thighs. A shockwave blasted through me as the bludgeoned woman raised her arm and pointed at me, while the wind shrieked and howled: say my name say my name say my name.

      “No! Don’t—!” Jonah shouted, but it was too late.

      “Chastity,” I whispered.

      The boiling corpse became smooth and whole. The dirt and blood disintegrated, and her torn dress swirled, then settled around her luminous skin. The large, beautiful eyes, as familiar to me as my own, blinked their long dark lashes, and her mouth curved into a sweet smile.

      “Thank you for my buttons, dearest grand-niece,” Chastity said, and I saw they rested in her hand. She placed her palm over her heart, and the dress instantly mended. The five buttons now sat where they had once been before being torn away and scattered by the creek where I’d found them. She shifted her gaze to Jonah, setting her full lips into a grim line.

      “Chastity,” he croaked, his face pale and wary. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      “Indeed, it isn’t,” Chastity agreed. Her eyes narrowed. Above us, the crows shifted and muttered. “You thought tonight you would take a willing bride instead of the one you raped and killed.”

      “Chastity! That was our plan,” Jonah protested. “We decided together! You know your family would have insisted we marry.”

      “Our plan was to be alone long enough for them to believe something might have happened. Not for you to tear off my dress and violate me.”

      “If you hadn’t started screaming—”

      “Yesssssss,” she hissed, “it’s all my fault. If I hadn’t started crawling away from you and screaming, you never would have slammed my head onto the hearth. My brothers would never have come running. Everyone knew you were a cad, and any court would have called them justified, but Father wasn’t about to have my name dragged through the mud because of what you did.” 

      She turned to me. “So, my dear Cady, they buried me here and let everyone think we’d eloped. Jonah’s bones are out in the woods. He could never set foot in this house. Until now, when you, our seventh generation, let him in once more.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, stunned. “I didn’t know.” 

      “You had no choice, niece. It was meant to be.” 

      “I’m sorry too,” Jonah said abruptly. “I didn’t mean to kill you. It was an accident. You know how much I adored you, how much I wanted you to be mine forever. I-I still do.”

      I failed to understand how raping Chastity and bashing her head into a stone hearth was an accident, but she smiled the softest, most forgiving smile I had ever seen. “You do, my darling Jonah? You still wish to be with me for eternity?” 

      “I do!” he begged. “I was only marrying Cady out of, well, loneliness.”

      “Was it loneliness that pushed her into the creek? Was it loneliness that held her—a mere child—under the water until I intervened?”

      “You tried to drown me?” I froze at the memory of cold water and that terrible tug pulling me under. 

      “That was a mistake,” he pleaded. “I loved you. I was impatient, impetuous—I thought it was a way for us to be together forever.”

      “By killing me? I was five!”

      “I was wrong that day. I realized I had to wait until you were ready, no matter how lonely I was.” He paused, casting me a smoldering gaze. “And judging by our encounters, you certainly are ready.”

      Rage boiled inside me. “Ready to send you to Hell! You’re a rapist and a murderer!” I sputtered and took a step toward him, but Chastity held up her hand, stop. I closed my mouth, mortified at how I had been taken in by a psychopath, and a dead one at that.

      “Loneliness? Is that all?” she continued. “Weren’t you tempted just a little by finally becoming part of the family?”

      “Well, yes,” he said. “I do admit I’ve always felt like my destiny was here, in the Crow’s Nest.”

      Of course he did. The selfish, murdering narcissist felt entitled to whatever he wanted. 

      “Jonah, are you absolutely sure? Because even after the way we parted, seeing you again has touched my deepest longings, and . . .” She trailed off, a glow igniting in her eyes. 

      Jonah drew a deep, hopeful breath. “My heart is still with you. It always has been.” 

      “I’m so glad you said that.” She stretched her arms out to him and cooed, “Come to me, darling. Let us begin the ceremony.”

      Jonah, without so much as a glance at me standing there with my mouth open in disbelief, strode eagerly to Chastity’s side and took her hand. All of the crows on the roof fluttered down to the patio and formed a circle around the couple. 

      Perhaps it was the moonlight playing tricks on me, but the faces of the crows seemed to shift, becoming somehow familiar. I’d always called him George, but the white-shouldered patriarch stood on the wall next to Chastity, looking at her with the face I’d passed in the hallway a thousand times.

      Wounded war hero of the first generation, founder of the Crow family and builder of the Nest, George was here to witness the prophecy being fulfilled. Scanning the faces of the other crows, I recognized other ancestors from the upstairs hall. They were witnesses too. We all were.

      “Cady,” Chastity proclaimed, “step forward with the ring, please. Are you willing to relinquish Jonah to me from this day forward, so he can take the place he rightfully deserves?”

      “Yes, I most definitely am. As long as I never have to see him again.” The ring rested in my outstretched palm. I was never going to be able to explain this to Dad.

      “Good. After tonight, you will never know his presence again. This is your mother’s ring, and my mother’s ring as well. A fitting symbol for the Seventh Crow!” 

      Wait.

      Didn’t she mean from the seventh? From me?

      She beckoned to me. “Put it on our dearest Jonah and let him join us.”

      The six crows on the wall leaned forward. Esmeralda purred.

      I stepped to his side and pushed the narrow band onto his ring finger.

      Elated, Jonah turned to kiss his bride, but he stumbled and began to shake. Confusion filled his eyes, turning to fear. His clothes disintegrated, and my blood chilled with revulsion as his sculpted flesh rotted away in an instant, his moldering skeleton looking as if he’d just been dug up in the woods. His outlines wobbled, then splintered like glass, collapsing into an egg-shaped kaleidoscope of color and darkness, until black wings and a long sharp beak broke through the egg. The ring hit the stone deck with a clink. The transformation was complete. 

      He was a crow. 

      Chastity broke into peals of laughter. “I now pronounce you the Seventh Crow! Welcome to the family. Please, take your place with the others.” 

      Jonah trembled on the slender sticks that were now his feet and looked at the six crows on the wall, then gave a wobbly hop in their direction.

      Esmeralda’s tail twitched.

      Like a furry bolt of lightning, she pounced. In a single elegant motion, her razor-sharp fangs sliced through his neck, severing his head and leaving his feathered corpse twitching on the ground. She disappeared into the shadows with her prize, and a moment later, I heard the sound of crunching.

      The six crows attacked what was left of Jonah’s body, ripping it into shreds of feathers and bird entrails. The rest of the gathering rose into the air, spiraling around Chastity as she spun into blue mist, and as she disappeared, the ancient woods echoed with her laughter.
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      When I came to my senses I was sitting on the ground against the wall, shivering. The moon was high in the sky, and the crows were all gone. How long had I been out there? Esmeralda sat on the doorstep, washing her face with her paw. She froze for a moment at the sound of wings but went back to her business when she saw who it was that had landed on the wall, right in front of my face. 

      It was George. His white shoulder seemed incandescent in the moonlight. His eyes shone, and in his pointed beak he held the ring. The ring he gave to his wife, the ring that had been passed to each generation until justice could finally be done.

      He dropped it on the wall and stood there looking at me with his head cocked.

      “Thank you, Uncle George,” I said. “Dad would have been so mad if I’d lost it.”

      With a funny chortle that almost sounded like a laugh, George took off, circling the roof before disappearing into one of the nests.
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      The next morning was as glorious as an October morning could be. Crisp and cool, with sapphire skies and the promise of a warm afternoon. Esmeralda and I shared scrambled eggs while I finished writing my account of the previous night. I was going to add it to the family book, but when I was finished, I sealed it in an envelope and put it in the safe instead, along with my mother’s pearls. The story would be there if anyone ever needed to know. And since the family destiny had been resolved, so was mine: I would stay in my home. The renovations would continue, but the Crow’s Nest was not for sale. Not now, not ever.

      When I passed by the portraits the next morning, everyone was back in their place, with one new addition: deep in a shadowy corner, there was now the distinct outline of a birdcage. In that cage, a single crow. 

      Chastity was smiling again.

      I was packing some crossword puzzle books for Dad when a sharp knock sounded at the front door. A large truck was parked in the driveway with “J&B’s Landscaping” stenciled on the side. A second truck pulled in behind it with a Bobcat on a trailer.

      I opened the door to a contractor in jeans, work boots, and the name “Bill” stenciled on his shirt. He tapped repeatedly on the screen of his tablet, shaking his head.

      “Ms. Crow? I’m Bill Wexler, here about the patio.”

      “Good morning, nice to finally meet you.” I pointed to his tablet. “The Wi-Fi is kind of shaky, but it’s better in the back. I’m glad you’re here, because I need to talk to you about this excavation. It seems to be getting worse instead of better.”

      We walked around the side of the house while his partner unloaded the Bobcat.

      When we rounded the corner and got to the patio, I froze in my tracks.

      The flagstones were all back in place. There were no overturned rocks, no chaotic pyramid. The dirt and moss between the massive slices of stone was tight and sealed, as if it hadn’t been disturbed in 200 years. Even the crack in the wall was gone.

      “I’m confused,” I said. “All week long, there’s been dirt and rocks all over the place, a disaster area. And you’ve managed to resettle the flagstones and replace the moss this morning? Wow.” 

      Wexler looked at the patio, frowning. “Well, now I’m confused,” he said. “Let me talk to my partner. Jack!” 

      From the side of the house, a man came around the pyracantha. Tall, with a soft flannel shirt and perfectly fitted jeans, Jack’s dark eyes were apologetic in his handsome face.

      “Ms. Crow, I’m so sorry for the delay. We meant to be out here a week ago, but the Bobcat was acting up, and I needed to get her into the shop.” He ran his hand through tousled hair. “But this doesn’t look like the disaster it sounded like.”

      “Please. Call me Cady,” I said. 

      He smiled. “Cady. Nice to meet you. I’m Jack.”

      City girl moves back home to care for her father and renovate her family’s old house just before the holidays. Meets sexy, rugged landscaper. Once again, there were all the makings of a Hallmark movie, but this time the handsome man was actually . . . alive. 

      The neighborhood had definitely improved.
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      “It’s dark as shit out here,” Andy said in a hushed voice as he got out of the car.

      In the pitch of night, the cypress, mangrove, and pine trees appeared like creatures, their roots like claws dipping into the inky water. The scene seemed fitting for the backdrop of Neil’s ever-growing nightmare, which had heightened over the last few months. His father’s sleepwalking issue had been keeping Neil up at all hours. And now he needed to hyper-focus to keep his own eyelids from closing.

      “Deal with it, man. Don’t you think I’ve got worse problems?” Neil said to his best friend since middle school.

      “You? Don’t you mean our problems? You freakin’ got me roped into this.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s too late to back out now.” Neil popped the trunk. He glanced down and cringed at the sight of the lifeless face spattered with blood, the back of the skull all caved in and oozing brain matter now seared into his mind for the rest of his life. From the shoulders down, the victim appeared completely normal—like he could be asleep or passed out. But one look at the head and face, and Neil wished he had stumbled onto a slasher movie set. Guilt had become his constant tormentor, clawing at him at every turn. It was bad enough he’d struck a guy, sending him to the ground, but why had he kicked his head into the curb? The fellow college student’s utterance of Neil’s secret had somehow flipped a switch inside of him. There was a lot at stake if the information got into the wrong hands. But where had his fit of rage come from? That wasn’t him. He was a good kid. A good son. A good friend. Wasn’t he? He was starting to believe he was becoming someone else.

      Neil glanced up at Andy, and a realization struck him like a whack upside his skull. It must’ve been Andy’s loose lips. A bunch of people had told Neil not to get the illegal and poisonous snake—the reptile handler himself, his father, and Andy. But Andy was the only one who knew Neil had actually purchased it and brought it home. And Andy had also been at the party. “Hey, did you run your mouth about the inland taipan?”

      “Huh? What are you talking about?”

      “At the party. Did you run your mouth?”

      “I don’t think so.” Andy’s eyes darted all around, and he pressed his lips together. “But I was pretty trashed, so—”

      “That’s what I thought. Goddamn it. This is partly your fault then.” Neil grunted, but it came out as more of a growl.

      “If I did, I’m sorry, dude.”

      Neil glared at him, wishing things could’ve been different.

      “Seriously, how are we gonna see out here?” Andy asked.

      Shaking off his frustration, Neil forced himself to redirect his attention to the present moment. “I got this. I’ve been out here loads of times.” Not only had he mined a few reptiles in the Everglades for his business, but he’d also helped catch loads of Burmese pythons in the area. He was passionate about restoring balance to the natural world—but would that be enough to atone for his recent sins? Neil almost laughed aloud at the irony. Killing pythons was an acceptable act of playing God, but accidentally murdering a human being was not.

      “Okay, now what?”

      Neil decided to take the bloodied end of the corpse, since this horror was all his fault. He nodded at Andy to take the feet. Once Neil reached for the underarms to lift the unnamed kid, he sensed the cool wetness of blood soaking through his shirt. The reality of the bodily fluid against his skin made it impossible to detach from the situation at hand.

      “Wait. Did you search the pockets for ID? And anything else? What if someone finds something?” Andy asked.

      “Isn’t it better if it’s found out here? I’m certainly not going to keep anything. And besides, what else we gonna do with it?” Neil had already thought about all the ways to avoid being linked to the dead dude. Had anyone seen them talking at the party? Would Andy run his stupid mouth about that too? Neil longed for the days before he’d had to concoct stories to cover for the reality of what happened. Would he panic at the sight of a police officer at his door or at his job?

      “I don’t know. Burn it?”

      “Well, we can’t burn his class ring. Or that chain around his neck. Best we take our chances this way. Makes it look more like an accidental death anyways. He came out here for a party or to get some alone time. Or whatever. Now, can we get on with it?” Neil nodded his head at the victim still half in the trunk, waiting for Andy to finally take his end and lift.

      Their shoes crunched along the ground while Neil led them along the edge of the swamp to what resembled a lagoon surrounded by a covert of trees. The weight of the body strained Neil’s arm and back muscles. Distant rustling and rippling sounded all around them, then a snapping of jaws and swishing of tails. A set of red eyes flashed amid the reeds. Several forms rose from the water, making their presence known. The scaly skin reflected the scant moonlight.

      “What the hell?” Andy muttered.

      “You never seen them at night?”

      “Dude, I don’t think I’ve seen one in real life. Ever.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re about to see more than you’ll ever want to see.”

      “Don’t they sleep?”

      “During the day. They feed at night.”

      “Well, that’s convenient, ain’t it?”

      “You’re not funny.”

      “Who says this is funny?”

      They neared the edge of the water.

      “Just shut up and let’s get this over with.” Neil adjusted his grip on the corpse before they lowered it to the earth. Thinking of how this was once a young man with his whole life ahead of him, Neil swallowed the lump in his throat as he stood up straight, as if he had an iron rod for a spine. “I’ll be right back.”

      Within minutes, Neil returned from the car. The machete in his hands winked in the moonlight. He gripped it hesitantly, fighting back the memories of its prior use. The sight of slashed flesh and bone had a tendency to creep into one’s psyche and take up residence there. It didn’t matter if it was animal or not. Life was life.

      “Aw, hell no. Can’t we just chuck him in there as is?”

      “Actually, no.” Neil pursed his lips and tilted his head. “If you knew anything about gators, you’d know they prefer to go after things that’re smaller than them. And we want all the bones to get digested in this case.”

      Andy clenched his eyes shut and stroked his forehead.

      “You might wanna stand back.”

      “Holy shit. This is happening.” Andy retreated a few feet. “You’re acting like you’ve done this before. But that’s nuts. Of course you’ve never done this before.” The doubt in his voice almost made him sound like he was asking a question instead of making a firm declaration.

      The blade zinged through the air as Neil swung the machete. It sliced off an arm at the shoulder socket. He tried to imagine this was just a python he was chopping, but the image of the lifeless person burned into his brain, sure to be another permanent memory he’d never be able to shake. Closing his eyes, Neil severed the other arm, and then the legs. Sweat beaded his temples and his upper lip, so he swiped it away. He noticed the adrenaline helped give him a second wind. No more droopy eyelids. That was one small miracle.

      “So, I hate to bring this up, but won’t someone notice the blood and the cuts on the ground? I mean, a forensics expert might figure out what happened here.”

      “Okay, Mr. CSI. Would you rather they found this dude’s blood in my garage? I think not. Just keep your pie hole shut, will you?” Neil considered whacking the head from the corpse, but he decided against it. He couldn’t bear to further mutilate the dead any more than he already had, so he threw down the machete. The urge to glance away from the body gripped him. Another urge to quit this mission and run back to the car came second. But the need to cover up what he’d done won out. “Let’s do this.”

      Straitening from a slouch, Andy stepped forward.

      Each of them picked up an arm and hurled it. After the pieces smacked the surface of the water, a glug, glug, glug rose up as gravity took its course. Several tails thwacked as the alligators pushed their snouts in the direction of the meal in their midst. They disposed of the rest of the body, all to a symphony of jaws popping and the snapping and crushing of bones.

      Andy stood fixated on the scene, suddenly no longer complaining of not being able to see.

      Waving a hand at the car, Neil said, “Come on. You’re not going to watch this, are you?”

      “What?” Andy looked up.

      Neil had already turned his back on the splashing and what sounded like twigs cracking. Teeth clacked together.

      The gruesomeness of it gave Neil the chills. Once he pulled off his blood-splattered shirt, he handed it to Andy, who’d caught up to him. “Since you wanted to burn something so bad, have at it.”

      Andy’s brow furrowed.

      Neil couldn’t wait to get back into the car and start the ignition. But he knew even though they’d put distance between themselves and the poor guy’s demise that he’d never be able to really put this all behind him. This wasn’t the first big sin plaguing his conscience. And tonight, apparently, it wouldn’t his last either. His mother always said things came in threes . . . 
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      The sounds of his father stirring half-roused Neil, who’d nodded off in the armchair, his phone still in his hand. So much for his best efforts to keep watch over his father’s nocturnal mishaps. Ever since what had happened to Neil’s mom several months ago, Chris’s sleepwalking had intensified. This week alone, he’d tried to cook a meal, almost setting the entire house on fire. Then there was the incident with the chainsaw. And another involved him almost wandering out into the neighborhood stark naked. Neil wanted to padlock every door, but his old man wouldn’t allow it. It was supposedly a ‘passing phase.’ He’d be able to ‘handle it.’ Neil searched up sleep therapists, but Chris always had an excuse for not being able to make an appointment. Consequently, Neil was convinced his dad had a death wish involving the two of them. That they’d been so emotionally distraught, he thought it might be the only thing that could put them out of their misery. All of this was lost on the unconscious Neil, who was doing his best to detach from the events of just a few hours before.
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          Chris

        

      

    

    
      In Chris’s dreaming mind, he relived the high school moment when he’d met the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Sure, there had been gorgeous women in magazines and in the movies. And attractive females had traipsed through his life since the time he discovered what a crush was. However, there had been something special about this one as she had stood in front of him where he sat in the stairwell with his guitar cradled in his lap.

      Not a spec of makeup on her olive skin, she had such a fresh and natural glow. Thick lashes bedazzled her nearly black eyes. Her arched brows were as dark as her thick yet messy mane; the blush of her gently parted lips instantly made him want to kiss them. His skin tingled. Could it be simply the allure of those lips? Or was it the intoxicating floral scent? Her bewitching feminine energy? The lock of her gaze on him? His thoughts galloped at record speed until he considered plotting to make her his wife. But that was ridiculous. He was only seventeen, and she just as young.

      “What were you playing just now?” she asked, her voice so melodic Chris barely understood the words they formed.

      He shook his head to knock himself back to the present moment. “Ah, what?”

      “The song? What was that?”

      “Oh, that. I was just fooling around.”

      “Fooling around? I wonder what else you can play, then. I really liked it.” Her lashes fluttered as she shyly glanced away.

      “Well, I think I like you.” He almost choked on his own words. Had he said that aloud?

      She giggled and took his hand, suddenly morphing into her middle-aged self, still just as alluring to Chris as ever. “Come with me. Let me show you what happened.”

      Fear gripped every molecule of his body and spirit. His heart raced like a revved engine about to blow. Sweat beaded from every pore. He swallowed the frog in his throat. “Why don’t you come with me instead?” The high school campus seemed to fade. Was he in real time in the living room? He palmed the set of car keys and jangled them as he headed for the front door. His awareness faded in and out, leaving him in a colorless darkness.

      “No, let’s go this way.”

      Where was she taking him? Did he really want to face her demise? Or maybe there was a chance she was still alive somewhere? Lost? Confused? Somehow needing his help? As much as he prayed that was the case and he could bring her back to him, his gut overrode the hope wanting to grow inside. He still felt connected to her in this dream state, but the energetic cord of life didn’t seem to extend into the physical realm.

      “This way,” she repeated. “Don’t you want to know?”

      Chris yearned for closure, but he feared it would end these wonderful fantasies. Wouldn’t he have to let her go if he acknowledged her death? If he continued to delude himself, couldn’t he hold onto her soul and their memories for a bit longer? They’d been so much more vivid as of late. It was the next best thing to having her around in his waking life, which wasn’t possible any longer. Those opportunities were gone forever. A tear streamed down his cheek, but his real-world self didn’t feel it. The keys punctured his skin as he gripped them harder, but he ignored that as well.

      “Dad,” Neil cried. “Dad, wake up.”

      Chris continued to walk, disregarding the pleading of his son. Leave me alone, he thought.

      “Dad!” Neil exclaimed.

      His body shook. The keys were pried from his hand. “Give those back.”

      A slap crossed Chris’s cheek. Like a curtain lifting, his eyes opened. He raised a fist to punch, but the sight of his son’s concerned face confronted him. The adrenaline rush cranked high through his veins, chased by the realization that he had almost struck his own flesh and blood—the person who was only trying to save him from himself. Yet again.

      “Let’s go back to the couch,” Neil said.

      “What happened?”

      “You were going to drive—God knows where—in your sleep.”

      Chris had lost the will to preserve his own life, but he couldn’t leave Neil without a father. And he couldn’t put other innocent lives on the road in danger. Maybe he should get to that sleep therapist. But for now, he’d resume his slumber on the safety of the couch. And hope that he’d also resume interacting with his wife in dreamland. Please come back to me, Carly. Please.
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          Neil

        

      

    

    
      In the stockroom, Neil tucked in his blue polo.

      “You look like hell. It happened again, didn’t it?” Andy asked. “Shit. And after last night?”

      Neil didn’t make eye contact, partly out of exhaustion and partly out of a refusal to admit to what they had done the night before.

      “It’s only a matter of time before your old man has a heart attack.”

      Neil clenched his jaw and gave his friend a stare-down before addressing the comment. They both had been reading up on the dangers of sleepwalking. “First off, I’ve told you already, that’s just rubbish floating around the internet. Second, I’m the one who’s gonna have a heart attack.”

      “Did he fall down the stairs again? Or did he make it into the garage this time?”

      Both scenarios stressed Neil out, especially since the stairs led to the garage where he kept all his reptiles. Since high school, he’d been amassing a collection to start his own business. He’d acquired all the proper permits and made connections at local shows. He was just waiting to feel secure enough with the income to make it his full-time gig. “Nope. The sonuvabitch almost got in the car though.” It was a slight exaggeration, but the keys had been in his dad’s hand. That proved intent.

      “Jeez. You can do that in your sleep?”

      Neil cocked his head and shrugged. “The brain’s something else, ain’t it?”

      “You gotta get some Z’s. You gotta do something.”

      “Like what, genius?”

      “Don’t bitch at me, bruh. You tried locking him in his room?”

      “Yeah, remember? He cussed me out the next morning. Complained about what if he had to use the John. Did I want him to piss his pants? Besides, who knows what kinda shit he could do to himself in there. I can’t let the dude sleep alone.”

      “Man, that’s tough. What about padlocking all the other doors?”

      He’d already gone over this with Andy multiple times. “You wanna come over and take some shifts? Give me a break?” The idea slipped out of his mouth without much conscious thought. Maybe that was just what he needed. No doubt he was even more stressed out about all of this than he realized. “You do owe me a few hundred favors, especially now.” Was he expecting too much after Andy had just been his partner in crime to the extreme? Or maybe Neil just wanted someone else to take the fall with him if it came down to that.

      “Um, no. You got that backwards.” Andy glowered at him hard. “And you know it.”

      Neil’s head hung forward, and his body appeared to go limp. He didn’t need any reminding. The horrific night in the Everglades would no doubt haunt him daily. And nightly.

      “Okay, but two or three nights, tops.” Andy seemed to be afraid Neil was spiraling into an abyss he might never come back from. “And only when the next day’s my day off. Got it?”

      Lifting his gaze, Neil muttered, “Got it. So, tonight it is?” He mustered half a smile while raising a brow. It never ceased to amuse him how his memory was superior to his friend’s.

      Andy’s eyes shifted as he searched his own memory. A frown formed. “Ugh. I guess.”
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          Chris

        

      

    

    
      Chris looked up at the wall clock that read 5:00 p.m., but his constant lack of sleep made it seem like it was going on midnight. When he heard the car pull up and what sounded like boots hitting the steps leading to his office door, he let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his eyes. It was Fridays like these he wished he had a lobby with an assistant who could claim he wasn’t here.

      A brown-skinned man with wavy salt-and-pepper hair, wearing a polo shirt and trendy jeans, helped himself to the chair in front of his desk. “I need you to help find my son,” he said as he slapped a photo down in front of him. 

      “Good afternoon to you too.” Sarcasm bled through his tone. Without looking at the image, Chris managed to fake a friendly face he hoped was at least half-convincing. When the man failed to respond, his gaze penetrating, Chris grasped for more words. “Have you tried the police?” Not only did he already know the answer to his own question, but he could also guess how that had played out down at the station with his old buddies.

      “They keep telling me there’s nothing they can do without any leads.” The man practically ground his teeth together. “And he hasn’t been missing for that long. College kids, they said, supposedly binge drink and lose track of their priorities. One officer said my son was probably sleeping it off somewhere. But that’s not like him. We talk or text almost every day.”

      “Well, I guess teenagers can get a bit wild away from home. What year is your son?”

      “He’s almost a junior. I think he would’ve gone wild, as you say, maybe freshman year—but not now. He’s starting to think about cracking down and getting serious about his major.”

      “I see. That makes sense. You said you talked to him almost every day?” Chris wondered if that was odd for father and son, but maybe it was just a twinge of jealousy. He and Neil hadn’t been especially close lately.

      “Yeah, he and I got a lot tighter after the divorce. We both didn’t like that my ex remarried right away. And Tony—that’s my kid’s name—knew I was pretty shattered by the whole thing. I think he knew our chats made me feel less alone. It probably made him feel better too. I think it was kind of healing for both of us to keep in touch. That’s why I know he wouldn’t just suddenly blow me off. Something’s not right.” 

      Chris thought this response was one of a guy in therapy. Good for him. Then he sensed half a dozen different emotions whirling inside of him, the strongest one being an identification with this father. You just know when the person you love disappears that there’s an explanation, and it’s not that they just deserted you forever. It’s a strong certainty that fills you. And you would bet everything you have. He wasn’t ready to get emotionally involved with someone whose life paralleled his. It was too much too soon. Biting his tongue and trying to hold on to his resolve, Chris finally nodded. “So, what makes you think that I can help?”

      The potential client’s attention drifted somewhere behind Chris to the blank white wall. “I get feelings. And this is just one of them.”

      Here were two grown men wrestling with their gut instincts, and Chris smiled to himself at the coincidence. The last thing he wanted was some missing person case with no leads. It was so much easier to tail a cheating spouse, or catch an employee embezzling funds, or even help the occasional old woman find her missing cat. “I don’t take these cases, but I can refer to you to a guy.” Yeah, that guy is you, he heard in his head. The notion made him want to let out a chuckle. It must be the lack of sleep making him loopy. He told himself to get a better handle on reality.

      “But isn’t this kind of case the reason you started doing this work?” the man asked.

      Chris squinted as he revisited the comment in his mind. Had he heard him correctly? “I’m sorry—”

      “Your wife. Isn’t she still missing?”

      Chris’s brow lifted, and he stared into the man’s eyes. The search for his wife and the news media coverage had died out weeks ago. Maybe he’d Googled him before coming in? 

      “So you know what it’s like to lose someone you love and have no idea what happened.” The man’s eyes went glassy as he picked up the photo and held it up for Chris to examine. “My son’s gone. It’s been a couple of days, and I haven’t heard from him whatsoever. Not even an email. Something’s terribly wrong.” He cupped his neck and swallowed.

      Chris needed to keep his composure. He couldn’t let the profound sense of loss flood in. Not now. Not again. The pain of losing his high school sweetheart, his wife of twenty years, never dulled. He balled his fists under the desk and clamped his jaw tight.

      “It’s the not knowing that’s the killer. Isn’t it?”

      “Interesting choice of words.” Chris pursed his lips. Out of all the countless reasons why his Carly might have disappeared, he couldn’t decide which one plagued him the most. And who would have possibly wanted to harm a defense attorney who had rescued so many troubled youths from the endless cycle of incarceration? The lives she could still be saving. Could it have been someone she couldn’t help, someone who blamed her for their fate? Chris’s mind raced as it always did, going over all the possibilities as if for the first time. “The not knowing is definitely the hardest part,” he finally said, forgetting for a moment he was the professional the potential client came to see and not the other way around.

      “Shouldn’t you be asking when was the last time I spoke to Tony? Did I notice anything strange that he said? Have I met any of his friends? That kind of thing?”

      Chris couldn’t bring himself to consider the man’s words. They passed right over him like a silent wave. Instead, he tapped his finger against the drinking glass on his desk and studied the water moving with the vibration. If he wasn’t going to take the case, he didn’t really need to listen anyway. Maybe this was all one of his vivid dreams? If he packed up his things and left the office, that would be appropriate in a dream. Wouldn’t it? Then he remembered he didn’t have much control over his subconscious and what went on in his REM state.

      “Are you even listening to me?”

      Chris opened a drawer, took out his leather backpack, and rested it on the desk. Running from the real-life unfolding in front of him seemed the only thing to do. “It’s late, and I ought to be getting home. I’m really sorry, but I can’t take your case.”

      “Look, every time I drive by your office, I keep staring up at the sign. It’s like I can’t not look at it. And I’ve seen your ad in the paper and on the bus bench—many times, in fact. I’m convinced you’re meant to help me. Please. If your missing wife doesn’t make you want to, don’t you have any children?”

      Chris paused the gathering of the papers he planned to throw into his bag. “I also have a son in college. What you’re going through is awful. No one could understand more than I do. But that’s exactly why I don’t want to get involved, if I’m being honest.”

       “The way I see it, that it’s exactly the reason you have to do it.”

      Chris sank into his chair and leaned his head back. Would helping this father bring Chris any solace? Would it make Carly’s absence any less agonizing? He thought hard about what the right thing was to do. If the cops hadn’t been any use so far, it would be a while before they were. And Chris was pretty damn good at sleuthing, starting from when he’d been a kid. He’d found many a lost ring or valuable object of his mother’s, to the point she thought he’d hidden them on purpose. You’re the man for the job, the voice in his brain nudged again. 

      The next words flew out of his mouth. “Where did you say Tony goes to school?” He was thankful he remembered to use the present tense, and he prayed it was a local school. Not that he’d be unwilling to travel, but he preferred not to.

      “The University of Miami. I think he just rushed for Delta Epsilon Psi. I’ve already tried contacting the organization, but no one would talk to me. They’ve gotta know something.”

      “That’s typical. All kinds of shit happens during that week, not to mention at the parties. I can head down there and throw my weight around in person. Trust me, they’ll do almost anything not to get into the media. Imagine what this could do to enrollment.”

      The man’s face relaxed, and he grinned. “Thanks so much for taking my case.”

      “Well, there’s a lot more information I’m going to need from you.” Chris pushed a pad and pen at his new client. “Jot down your email so I can send you some questions. And, of course, there’s the matter of payment. It’s going to be $30 an hour. No telling how many hours I’m going to need.” This was a couple of bucks over his fee, but he figured it was fair since he was practically taking the case against his will.

      “That’s not a problem. Zelle, Venmo, Cash App, whatever. Just let me know.”

      “I prefer Cash App. Here’s all my info.” Chris took a card from the top drawer and slid it over. “What was your name?”

      “Aadir Kapur.”

      “Very good.” Chris grabbed the piece of paper and the photo that he still had yet to examine and tucked them into to backpack. “I’ll send you that email tonight.”

      “Thanks again.” Aadir rose and fished through his pocket. “This might seem weird, but I told you I get these gut feelings, right? I’ve made a pact with myself to follow them, no matter how off-the-wall.”

      Chris sucked in his cheeks and held his breath for a moment.

      Aadir set a small velvet bag tied with a drawstring on the desk. “Something told me to bring this today. And now I know you need it more than I do.”

      “What is it?” Feeling his nose crinkle, Chris neutralized his face.

      “A friend of mine gave it to me. Once Tony went MIA, I started having nightmares. I don’t really remember them, but I was restless all night. I felt like shit the next day. Based on the bags under your eyes, I think you could use a good night’s sleep?”

      “Lemme guess. I put this under my pillow, and all my problems are solved?”

      “Not exactly. You just might sleep through the night. What have you got to lose? The worst thing is nothing happens.”

      Chris’s sleep-deprived mind found this amusing. The worst that could happen? A demon curse. He turns into a zombie. But then again, how was that much worse than his current nightly torment? The best would be that he spent more time in dreamland with Carly, except this time, they’d be traveling the world, having amazing sex. The possibilities were infinite. “Thanks, I guess?”

      “Sure. In all seriousness, you do need to put it under your pillow for it to work. At least, that’s what she told me. Just an FYI.”

      Crinkling his brow, Chris snatched up the pouch and stashed it in his pocket. “Got it.” Wasn’t it rude to not accept gifts? And maybe his acquiescence would enhance the rapport with his client. It was true: what did he have to lose?

      “And, hey, the more rested you are, the better you’ll be at finding my son. Am I right?”

      Chris clicked his tongue and rounded the desk to shake Aadir’s hand. “Indeed.”

      After they walked out of the office, and Chris locked the door, he waved at his client getting into his vehicle.

      What a day, Chris thought. The new case had seemed to give him a surge of energy. It soon faded, and his exhaustion crept in again. Although his body felt as if it had been through an obstacle course, his eyelids were wide open. Maybe the velvet bag was pre-gaming already.
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      When Chris keyed into the front door, he saw Neil lounging on the couch, staring at his phone. “Hey, you’re home earlier than usual.”

      Neil failed to glance up. “Yeah, it was slow for once, and my boss said I could bail. He didn’t have to tell me twice.”

      “Cool. I need your help with something.” Unzipping his backpack, he pulled out the photo of Tony and studied it. The sight of a tan-skinned youth with untamed curly hair smiled up at him. “Here, lemme know if you’ve ever seen this kid,” he said, passing it to his son.

      When Neil took the picture and peered down at it, he seemed to stiffen for a second. His eyes widened slightly. “Can’t say that I have.” He passed it back as if he didn’t want to catch any germs from the photo.

      His years as a police officer and his short stint as a P.I. reminded Chris that he’d seen this reaction before. His gut tugged at him. “Are you sure? Turns out he goes to UM as well. You might’ve seen him on campus?”

      Neil swallowed hard. “I might’ve seen him around.” His attention returned to his phone. “Why?”

      “He’s been missing for a few days, that’s all. Hopefully he’ll turn up on campus.”

      “Most likely.”

      Was that flippancy in his son’s voice? Maybe it was just the trivial material on the screen? These devices have really botched our relationship with reality, haven’t they? Chris unloaded his bag on the nearby chair, then went and grabbed a beer from the fridge. “You want one?”

      “Nah, thanks.”

      That was a switch. “Since when?”

      “I’ve sworn off drinking for a bit.”

      Chris joined his son on the couch. “Something happen?”

      “It’s been making feel like shit is all.” Neil scrolled across the screen in front of him. “Hey, I’ve been researching sleepwalking. Some crazy shit.”

      “Oh?” Chris popped the top of his can and gulped. The intentional changing of the topic wasn’t lost on him. A mass of unspoken material hovered in the room like an invisible cloud. What’s up with Neil?

      “Says here your subconscious and conscious mind are battling each other. If you don’t resolve it, you’re bound to have a serious accident.”

      “Yeah, no shit.” Chris took another swig.

      “Most of the sites say it’s dangerous to wake a sleepwalker.”

      “That’s just an old wives’ tale, son.”

      “I don’t know. This sounds pretty serious. ‘Every time you wake up mid-dream, you risk leaving your body without a soul. Or letting another entity take your place in there.’”

      “Me, get possessed? I don’t think so. That’s highly unlikely.” He took a bigger swig of beer. “Besides, wouldn’t it have happened already? What’re they waiting for?”

      “Not sure you should taunt the spirit world like that, Dad.”

      “You’ve been watching too many scary movies.”

      “Maybe. But lots of that stuff is based on true stories.”

      “Which means it’s highly fictionalized.” Chris chuckled before draining the can. “Well, let’s hope you don’t have to keep waking me up much longer.”

      “Does this mean you’ll get the sleep test?” Neil’s face brightened.

      “Perhaps.” Neil’s lack of transparency made Chris feel justified in omitting the existence of the velvet bag still in his pocket. “Or perhaps I’ll just start getting some actual shut-eye.” One can dream, right? Chris grinned, his lids becoming increasingly heavier.
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      A barefoot Neil padded into the kitchen. He felt more refreshed and rested than usual, despite having to push all of his misdeeds from his mind—especially after seeing the photo his father had showed him. Opening the cabinets for raisin bran and a bowl, the college student’s bashed skull and bloody limbs jumped into his brain, but he dashed the images away. No, no, no. Last night, he told his memory, think about that instead. Then the recall came. His father had gone to sleep on the couch, and Neil hadn’t woken up at all. In fact, his dad was already up and in the shower. That was a new turn of events. When was the last time his father passed out until morning? Or got up before him? He couldn’t even pinpoint it. Weeks ago? Months?

      Cereal rained into the bowl and filled Neil with a sudden joy. He could get used to being rested enough to enjoy the simple pleasures in life. Was he still allowed to revel in those? God hadn’t struck him with lightning yet. The Devil hadn’t come to collect him. He puffed out a sigh of relief. Maybe getting more shut-eye would help him behave. No more misdeeds. From now on, he would be that good boy his mother saw him as.

      When he glanced at his watch, a smile crossed his lips at the realization that he wasn’t running late to work. Maybe karma worked in reverse. Filled with giddiness, he fetched the milk from the fridge. What other good things were in store for him today? While pouring the milk, Neil lost his grip on the carton and it knocked onto the countertop, spilling a river that dripped onto the tile. Before he went to wipe up the mess, he noticed his greasy hands. He hated when his father was careless in the kitchen. How many times did he have to clean up after him? And now he had to clean up after himself.

      As he pushed the paper towels over the granite, Neil noticed a velvet bag where the counter met the wall. It was soaked in milk. What was this pouch for? What was it doing here? He dabbed it with a towel. A voice in his head told him to throw the bag away, so he tossed it in the trashcan. But then another voice advised him to pick the pouch back up and prop it back where he’d found it. His rumbling stomach and the bowl of about-to-be soggy breakfast dictated that he ignore the urge. He was curious as to the contents of the velvet thing, but he knew that getting sidetracked was the easiest way to end up being late for work. Proud of himself for his small victory against time, he finished drying up the tile and returned the milk to the fridge.
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      “Excuse me. Can you tell me where the ear mite drops are?” a young man asked.

      Neil glanced up from the row of cat food he was stocking. “Yeah, sure.” As he perused the customer’s face, panic jolted him, throwing off his equilibrium. Putting a hand on the shelf to steady himself, Neil couldn’t take his eyes off the familiar face. Those overgrown curls needing a shape-up at the barber. Those brown eyes that got lost in a sea of matching hair. The patchy stubble growing on his unevenly textured skin. It couldn’t be. No. That college student had died. He'd heard the gators devouring the bones. Neil had trained himself not to deep sleep for the sake of keeping watch over his dad. REM cycles were a distant memory. And so were his own nightmares. Not one memory of a dream state from last night. Perhaps he wasn’t as rested as he thought because he now launched into a waking replay of what had happened just a few days ago.

      “Is it me or does the party suck?” the curly-headed guy asked, breaking the silence.

      Neil sipped from his Solo cup while resuming his stare at the road in front of the frat house. “Maybe you haven’t had enough beer?” All he wanted to do was brood over the fact that his ex-girlfriend Kyla had danced with at least three other guys that night. If only this guy would wander back inside.

      The kid lit up a cigarette and puffed. “Actually, I might’ve had one too many.” He put up a finger and then waved two, then three digits in the air. “Alright, maybe more than one too many.” Taking another drag, he seemed to lean unnaturally, defying gravity.

      The leaning encroached on Neil’s personal space. He side-stepped for some distance.

      “Not even any pretty girls in there. Well, except one.” He flicked his cigarette onto the asphalt.

      Watching the ember flare, Neil felt his insides flaring as well. Now he recalled the eagle mascot on this kid’s T-shirt bouncing around next to Kyla. Those dark, beady eyes undressing her as she writhed to the music. “I’d stay away from her if I were you.” Bitterness infiltrated his tone. His mood sank even lower than it had already been.

      “You’re such a good friend.” The guy palmed Neil’s shoulder.

      Annoyance darkened Neil’s energy as he glared at the hand clamped onto him. Friend? Who does this guy think he is? “Excuse me?” The violation of Neil’s personal space triggered a temper he didn’t even know he had. He fought it, remaining frozen.

      “Yeah, you’re a great listener.” He squeezed Neil’s shoulder.

      Were they having the same conversation? Or was this guy off in some way? Regardless, Neil peeled the hand from him. “Great. So now can you leave me alone?”

      The guy snatched Neil’s cup and took a swig. Then he raised it in the air. His words slurring, he said, “To new and great friends.” The raised arm looped around Neil’s neck.

      “Look, I’m not gay.” Had he misread the hungry eyes roving over Kyla? Or maybe this curly-headed asshole didn’t limit his appetites. It didn’t really matter to Neil as long as the unwanted touching ceased. Neil grabbed the guy’s wrist and lifted it away, only for the arm to lower and curl tighter around his neck. That’s when the ember inside of Neil burst into flame.

      The kid leaned his head close to Neil’s. “I’m not gay either—at least, I’m pretty sure.” He laughed a high-pitched laugh, throwing his head back. “You’re just a really cool dude,” he said with an air of seriousness.

      Neil felt the opposite of cool. “Stop touching me, bro.” His words escaped gritted teeth.

      The kid stumbled back. “I’m sorry. I get a bit touchy-feely when I’m drunk.”

      Neil’s rage diminished. A drunk who’s somewhat self-aware. Thank goodness. He considered getting back to the party. If only he’d walked away right then.

      “Aren’t you the guy who bought that poisonous snake? How much do you get from the zoos and museums for that shit? I think it’s really badass. Some Hollywood movie type shit.” The curly head of hair bobbed while he tried to keep standing upright.

      “What’d you say?” Neil asked, his mouth agape. “How’d do know about that?” The fines, the legal trouble, and the possible jailtime all swirled through his brain.

      The guy shrugged, but it came off like a silly dance move.

      Neil should have figured the alcohol was flooding this guy’s mouth with nonsense. Did he even really know what he was saying? But Neil had pounded back way too many beers himself. And that’s when his temper—or was it self-preservation?—took over. If the guy had responded, Neil wasn’t listening. He was the passenger in his own body, the rage in the driver’s seat. Despite all of his resistance in the current moment, Neil couldn’t regain control of himself. What happened next could never be undone.

      “The ear mite drops?” the man said loudly, waving a hand in front of Neil.

      “Oh, yeah. I’m sorry.” Neil pulled himself together. “Over here.”

      “Thanks.”

      About to return to the cat food aisle, Neil paused. “Where did you go to school?”

      “South Broward. Why?” His eyes sized Neil up, his eyebrow raised.

      “Cool. What about college?”

      “I didn’t go to college. Saved all that loan debt, you know?”

      “Good for you, man.” So much for an alternate reality where dead students came back to life like nothing had happened. Nothing at all. The mistaken identity merely drove the dagger of guilt and shame deeper into Neil’s heart. A huge part of him had wished the guy from the frat party was still walking the earth. Neil’s heavy steps returned him to where he was stocking and where he wallowed in his negativity until the end of his shift.
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      “Do you ever get used to that sound?” Andy asked from the beat-up armchair in the garage. Several aquariums housed dozens of reptiles. And Neil had just given some of the snakes their nightly meal of mice.

      “It’s the circle of life. When you think about it, we eat too, you know? How is it different?”

      “Um, well, my food doesn’t usually squeak or make any other noises. So—” The light in Andy’s eyes faded, and so did his goofy grin.

      Neil thought about their dirty deed out in the Everglades and guessed it was what shifted Andy’s mood. That wasn’t the circle of life whatsoever. That was something else.

      “You sure you don’t want a beer?” Andy asked while bending to the mini fridge.

      “We’ve gone through this already.” Neil failed to temper the annoyance in his voice, his ear angled toward the door leading to the kitchen.

      Andy clicked open his can before collapsing into the armchair and glancing at Neil. “What?”

      “Did you hear something?”

      “No. What did you hear?”

      “I just hope it’s not my dad,” Neil said.

      “I thought you said he slept like a baby last night?”

      “Yeah, but that might’ve been an isolated incident, you know?”

      “I can take that shift tonight, if you want.”

      “Nah, I’ll save that up for another time.” Neil considered reaching for a beer, but he helped himself to a can of soda instead. After taking a few gulps of liquid caffeine, he said, “I’m gonna go check on him. Just to be safe.”

      Andy raised his can in the air before taking a drink.

      When Neil crossed the threshold into the kitchen, it took a moment for his mind to register what he was seeing. His father stood at the counter in a T-shirt and boxers. Two highball glasses were half full of a clear liquid. Was it water? Vodka? But then Neil spotted little blue flecks floating and wondered why there were two glasses. Was there someone else here?

      Chris hadn’t acknowledged his son’s presence, but he seemed preoccupied. He took up one of the highballs. “Cheers, my love. May I one day have the courage to find out where you’ve gone to. I love and miss you more than you will ever know.” His eyes watered as he clinked his glass to the other one and brought it to his mouth.

      That’s when Neil spotted the bottle of Liquid-Plumr resting on the counter, and he rushed to grab the glass from his father’s hands. “Dad! No!”

      Chris seemed determined to consume the drink. “What’s your problem? Can’t you just leave me alone?”

      Neil managed to knock the glass away, and it clonked into the sink, only for his father to reach for the second pour. “Dad, you have to wake up.” His voice rang with both exasperation and annoyance.

      While Neil went for the glass, Chris slid a butcher knife from the nearby block and wielded it. “How dare you? Don’t you know this is the only time I get to see her?” He began to sob, the knife wavering in his grasp. “She’s gone forever. I need her so much.”

      “It’s not real. You’re dreaming.” Neil’s whole body trembled. What was he going to do?

      Chris lifted the glass to his lips.

      Paralyzed, heart palpitating, Neil wished his brain would propel him to react. He sensed a presence behind him and remembered that Andy had been out in the garage.

      Andy barreled toward where Neil stood next to his father, who now had a mouthful of the poison. Andy snatched up the sink hose, flipped the water on, and sprayed Chris in the face. The water sobered him up, his eyes suddenly lucid and his expression one of alarm. He dropped the glass into the sink and yacked up the Liquid-Plumr. The knife clattered to the counter.

      “Dad, wash your mouth out. Did any go down your throat?”

      “I don’t think so.” A disgusted look came over Chris’s face. “Ugh.”

      “You guys can’t keep doing this,” Andy said.

      “That’s what I’ve been saying, Dad.” Neil’s voice was irritated, verging on angry.

      “I know.”

      But the question was, would he be able to convince him to do something about it?
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      The morning sun streamed into the car window. Chris sighed deeply, keeping his attention on the highway. The acidic chemical taste of Liquid-Plumr was still on his tongue. He’d watched several episodes of “My Strange Addiction” and those idiots were still alive after drinking all kinds of household items, even gasoline. Should he have stayed home? The unpleasant taste of drain cleaner kept reminding him about how he could’ve kicked the bucket just hours prior. What if Neil hadn’t checked on him? What if he’d swallowed that entire glass? The idea of meeting Carly in the afterlife intrigued him, but there were no guarantees. He could end up somewhere else, somewhere she wasn’t. He should be feeling grateful to be alive right now, but instead, his head throbbed with irresolution. Nothing in his life was certain. He might as well have been a case file on his own desk.

      Speaking of case files, Chris hoped to find clues as to what had happened to Tony. He parked his vehicle and brought up the email on his phone from the Delta Epsilon Psi president. Chris had said he was a new student and was interested in Greek life. The ruse successfully got him the meeting, and he could sense it would be a fruitful one.

      After strolling up to the student center, Chris heaved in a deep breath and opened the door. He searched the room for a guy sitting alone. His gaze settled on a young man wearing a T-shirt with the appropriate Greek letters, stroking the lid of a Styrofoam cup. It couldn’t get any easier than this.

      “Calvert?” Chris asked.

      The student’s brow wrinkled as he frowned. “Um—”

      “Yeah, I know I’m a tad old to be rushing.” Chris sat at the table and offered an intense stare. “I have a few important questions.”

      Calvert started to rise. “I’m sorry, but this feels like some kind of setup. Why weren’t you upfront with me?”

      Chris lunged and put his hand on the kid’s shoulder, gently pushing him back into his seat. “Because you wouldn’t have agreed to meet with me. Tony’s dad already tried.”

      “This is about Tony?”

      “Yeah. Have you seen him?”

      “No, I just thought he changed his mind about joining the frat after the party the other night. Some guys realize they can’t handle it. Or they can’t manage academics and all the social responsibility, you know.”

      It occurred to Chris that this was oversharing for someone who supposedly lacked any valuable intel. “And you know this because UM is one of the top party universities in the nation, right?”

      “If you say so. Look, I’ve gotta jet. I have a class.”

      Chris mustered his gentle dad voice. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. You blocked off this time to talk to me. Now, I’m not going to make trouble for you or the organization. I just want a few concrete leads. That’s all. I’m just a P.I., but I can get law enforcement all up in your business in a heartbeat. Is that what you’d prefer?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Okay, then. I’ve already done some digging, and the last time anyone saw Tony was the other night at your party. Anything weird or unusual that you remember?”

      “Well, he didn’t have a clue how to handle his liquor. He was pounding beers pretty fast. One of his friends told him to slow down or he might start puking everywhere.”

      “Do you know if he listened?” Chris opened the notes app on his phone in case he needed it.

      “Not sure, but I’d remember if he started yacking or something along those lines. To be fair, he would’ve earned a permanent nickname that way.”

      “What about the name of the friend?”

      “No, sorry. It might’ve been John something, but I can’t be sure.”

      “Anything else? Did you see him doing anything else? Talking to anyone else? Maybe an argument came up.” This was leading, but Chris wanted to see where it went.

      “He was dancing for a bit. A super crazy dancer. Man, Tony was all over the place. At one point, some people were cheering him on. But that’s about it. I was busy talking to a few girls. They soaked up most of my attention.” Calvert seemed to stop himself from smiling at the flashback.

      Chris pulled a few business cards from his pocket. “Here, can you pass these around? If anyone can help me, Tony’s dad would really like to know what happened to his son. I promise we can do this quietly and without the cops. I’m sure you’d like to have some peace of mind as well, huh? You’d want to make sure all your brothers are safe, right?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      A young woman in a floral dress appeared next to Calvert. “Hey, I thought that was you. We still hooking up later?” She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Absolutely.” Calvert’s smile spanned from ear to ear. “I’m a little busy now, though.”

      “Oh,” she said as she got a glimpse of Chris. Her eyes widened in surprise. “Mr. Timmons? What are you doing here?”

      “Hello, Kyla. I’m just trying to find out where Tony is.”

      “Tony?”

      Chris produced the photo and handed it to her. “Were you at the party a few nights ago?”

      She studied the image and returned it to Chris. “Yeah, I was there.” Her pause and the aversion of her eyes seemed to indicate she was holding back.

      “Do you recall anything important?”

      “Well, just that—” Kyla sighed. “Neil got pretty pissed when I danced with Tony.”

      “How pissed?”

      “He punched a table and went outside—to cool off, I’m guessing. I wasn’t doing anything wrong. We were just having some fun. Besides, Neil and me haven’t been a thing for a while now.” Her face tensed in almost a wince.

      “I know. It’s okay. I’m aware of the breakup.”

      “Now that you mention it, I think Tony went outside at some point. I keep telling him to quit smoking,” said Calvert, shaking his head in disapproval. “So maybe Neil can shed some light on all of this if they were out there together. Maybe he knows who was the last to see Tony.”

      Chris froze. Time froze. He ended up in a mental tunnel of disbelief. Thinking back to Neil’s reaction to Tony’s photo, this was confirmation that his son knew more than he had divulged. What had happened that night? Chris would have to do some interrogating at home later. “Thanks so much. I’ll see what else I can find out. In the meantime, don’t forget to circulate my business cards. Someone’s got to know something else.”

      “I hope you find him. And that he’s okay,” Kyla said in a compassionate tone.

      “Yeah, good luck,” Calvert said.

      “I appreciate it.” Chris, still stiff with shock, got up and turned toward the exit. Bringing himself to confront Neil wouldn’t be a simple task. How would he begin the conversation? How would he avoid any accusation? And, more importantly, what if Neil came out with the truth? Was Chris ready for that? His palms dampened during that endless walk to the car. He wiped his hands on his pants and got into his vehicle.
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      After finally making it home, Chris settled into a zone-out session on the living room couch. He had turned on the basketball game, wondering when Neil would get home from work. One part of him wanted to get the dreaded conversation over with, and the other wanted to escape to dreamland. His eyelids got heavier and heavier, until he lost his hold on his waking life. Where was that velvet pouch? Hadn’t that given him at least one good night’s sleep? The darkness in his head transitioned to a version of the room where the television was muted and the screen flickered colored light everywhere. Why did he feel so calm, so out of it?

      Carly clasped Chris’s hand, redirecting his dream state. “You’re not going to like this.”

      “No matter what it is, it’s not going to be easy for me,” he said.

      “I know. It’s not easy for me either.”

      Chris felt tears well in his eyes. “Let’s get it over with, then.”

      She led him down the few steps from the kitchen into the garage. Until now, this had been as far as he would go. His heartrate sped up, and his palms went clammy.

      “Stay here, and I’ll show you.” Carly let go of his hand and made her way over to the washing machine, where a laundry basket materialized and the machine was finishing a cycle. Once she’d emptied the dry clothes into the basket, the appliance sputtered to a halt. While she transferred the contents of the washer into the dryer, a snake slithered from underneath the machine and up into the basket. A tiny bit of tail poked through the slats as she reached down to grip the handles and lift the laundry.

      “Ah!” she cried, dropping the basket, the contents spilling onto the floor. “What the—?”

      Neil ran into the garage, panic all over his face. “You okay?”

      Swaying and then searching for a way to steady herself, she finally lowered herself to the floor. “I don’t feel so good.” Her words slurred together.

      “What happened?” Neil put a hand to his head, and he breathed heavily.

      She pointed to the basket, the light fading from her eyes.

      Once he dug into the pile of sheets and towels, the reptile hissed. “Holy shit. Why couldn’t it be any of the others?” He kicked the basket, propelling it away from them.

      Another version of Carly stood at Chris’s side. “Didn’t you tell him not to bring that damn thing into the house? Why didn’t he listen?”

      Chris was speechless, emotionally numb. That little fucker. Just a small amount of venom could kill over a hundred people—and he had it in the goddamn garage?

      Neil rushed over to his mother and cradled her, tears flooding his cheeks. 

      Carly continued. “There was nothing he could do to stop the venom. Calling 911 or taking me to the hospital was a moot point. My fate was sealed the minute the snake bit me.”

      “Oh my God,” Chris mumbled, recalling that his wife had been just over one hundred pounds.

      “There’s more.”

      He gulped down all of his reservations about finding out the rest. How much worse could it get?

      “A lot worse,” Carly said, squeezing his hand.

      In a split second, they were outside. The Everglades? Chris noted the swampy surroundings, the way the trees seemed to grow right out of the water. His son’s car was parked a few feet away. Neil emerged from the driver’s side and went around to pop the trunk. When he did, Chris felt in the pit of his stomach that the love of his life lay inside. He wanted to do something, anything, to prevent any of this. But no amount of tears or intervention would change anything. This was a replaying of what had already transpired. The events were part of existence’s muscle memory. So, he watched as his son hefted her body from the trunk and carried her to the edge of the water. And then Neil stalked back to the car for a long blade—Is that a machete? Helplessly and hopelessly, Chris endured the cacophony of the love of his life being hacked up and then tossed into the depths of the swamp. The snapping of the alligator jaws and the ripping apart of her flesh were too much for him to endure, and he stood there in some kind of limbo state between time continuums.

      Chris felt his shoulders being shaken, and a push and pull between his conscious and subconscious mind. Should he continue to slumber, or wake? Which realm held the least trauma for him? He couldn’t decide. In that split second, he didn’t quite feel like himself. A young vitality entered him, a force with a purpose.

      Chris was trembling, and his eyes popped open to find the butcher knife stabbing into the prone body of his son. Raising the weapon into the air, he refused to glance over at the blood he felt dripping onto the cement floor. Crimson droplets covered his shirt. And Neil’s soulless eyes glared up into the unknown. How long had he been thrusting the knife into the body of his flesh and blood? Why couldn’t he have awoken several minutes prior? Why was life this cruel? He’d lost his wife. And now his son? Maybe on some level, Neil deserved to be punished, but not by his own flesh and blood. That should have been up to a court of law or the powers that be. Chris should never have been the executioner. Never.

      Neil must’ve awoken him mid-dream. There was spatter all over his hands, his chest, and all over the garage floor. He was going away for a long time, no matter how much he’d argue that it wasn’t his fault. No matter how long he’d get away with covering this up.

      How could he live with what transpired? A darkness overshadowed his soul. Depression, hopelessness settled in. The most desperate and fatalistic energy ripped into his very soul. Next, a cool energy pierced his heart, traveling up and down his spine. The sensation branched out into his limbs, until he wasn’t sure he was grounded in his body any longer. He felt so far away, so distant all of a sudden. There was the sensation that he wasn’t alone. Carly was off in a distant dream. His son was also dead and gone. Who or what seemed to be lingering here with him? That’s when Chris inhaled a whiff of cigarette smoke, the one clue that Tony must’ve avenged his own death. 

      As Chris made the attempt to cling to the last bits of his consciousness, he heard the admonition his son had failed to heed: Never wake a sleepwalker . . . 
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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