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“Did you get your ghost laid to rest?” Mark greeted Chloe as soon as she entered the library archive room. Deep in the basement under the city’s public library, the vast room full of microfiche files was off limits to the general public. Chloe, to her consternation, had discovered on her first visit to the library for research, the room was not considered general, or public, but was freely open to her because of her place of employment. Or possibly some consideration for her boss. She still wasn’t clear on that.

Working as a groundskeeper and caretaker for a cemetery was supposed to be about mowing grass and trimming bushes. Perhaps some light carpentry. Stuff she was good at. Within a month of working at Belleview Cemetery, she’d discovered that taking care of ghouls, ghosts, and various other undead was all considered part of the job. Along with perks like having full access to private areas of the Public Library, it seemed. Which was useful, as this job was turning out to be more of an education than college would have been.

Also...

“My ghost?” She put her hands on her hips.

The ghost standing in front of her had the grace to look slightly ashamed of himself. “Well, you were looking for him.”

“I was looking for his grave. I found it. He tried to kill me, like he’d done with two other girls before me.”

Mark Long, associate professor of Oriental Studies, who had been dead longer than Chloe had been alive, wavered slightly more transparent, then nearly corporeal. She almost couldn’t see through him.

“What?” His voice came out between a squawk and a wheeze. “What... how... why...?”

She made a face. “It’s a long story.”

“Will you tell me?” Mark waved his hand toward one of the long reading tables with their antique chairs. Padded and covered in leather, Chloe thought they were probably comfortable. At least, the two library cats seemed to enjoy curling up on their seats.

“Why do you think I came back?” She headed for the chair Esmerelda was snoozing on. Kung, the monster black tomcat, was far less approachable. He cracked one golden eye to see who was disturbing them, then closed it again. The ragdoll, though, opened her brilliant blue eyes, then yawned, showing off all her dainty white fangs against pink mouth. She consented to being resettled in Chloe’s lap.

“Really?” Mark sat across the table from Chloe. She still didn’t know how he did that. All the ghosts she’d met so far hadn’t been able to interact with physical objects. Although... She shivered at the thought of one who had promised to hold her hand. And what would have happened if she had taken him up on that adventure.

“I thought it would be mean never to come back again, when you were so helpful.” Chloe explained. She didn’t tell him that she could use more help. She was still trying to figure out the questions to ask. And asking a human seemed like a very bad idea. One that could get her locked up and medicated out of her mind. “So, yeah, I came as soon as I could.”

“As soon... no.” He held up a hand. “I’m sorry, I’m being rude. Are you all right?”

“Yes.” Chloe said, then hesitated. She was so used to putting on a stoic front for everyone. Especially for her mother. Even in front of her boss, who had saved her life. “No.”

“Were you hurt?” He sounded alarmed.

“Just... scared. Mostly after. Just at the time, I didn’t fully process it.” Chloe put her elbows on the polished wood of the table and propped her head on her hands, staring at the warm honey color of the wood grain. “After, when there were police, and I was busy... I was ok. The nightmares were later.”

“What happened?” Mark sounded worried, now, a downgrade from the fear. He understood the hurt wasn’t fatal or physical.

“I keep telling myself I’m ok.” She propped her head up and looked at him. “I wasn’t hurt like those girls he’d taken in there to die with him. And finding their bodies wasn’t really scary. It was interesting, like, I could tell what time they’d lived in from their shoes and clothes. It was kind of cool in a weird way.”

“And you feel bad about that.” He wasn’t asking, he seemed to understand.

“Yeah, kinda. But later, I kept dreaming about being locked in with no way out and no air.” She shivered again, and cuddled a compliant Esmerelda to her chest. The cat started to purr. “And now, well, I’m not so good with small spaces any more.”

“I see.”

She narrowed her eyes at him.

“I don’t see,” he admitted. “But I think I understand a little. Perhaps if you began at the beginning? Or at least when you were leaving here last?”

“Ugh. I don’t even know...” Chloe nuzzled Esmerelda’s head and then put the cat back on her lap. “Well. I went back and told my boss everything...”

Some time later, and a drink of her waterbottle she’d pulled from her backpack when her throat got scratchy, Mark was up to speed with Chloe’s encounter with the murderous ghost she’d been trying to lay to rest.

His jaw had literally dropped open at the end, which made Chloe giggle inappropriately.

“Have you seen him since? What did you tell the police? Wait, did they even come?” He demanded.

“No,” Chloe hugged herself, and Esmerelda jumped off her lap. “He’s gone for at least a while. Benny...” She stopped and looked up. “Did I explain Benny?”

“The ghoul?”

“Yeah. He said he hadn’t seen him before, and has been keeping an eye out since... since that night. I think Mr. Cruor had a word with him. Benny is being weird.”

“Well, he is a ghoul.” Mark pointed out. “What about the police, then?”

“We called in the morning. They sent one guy, who got a little freaked out when he saw the bodies and Mr. Cruor explained that yes, bodies are supposed to be in cemeteries, but no, these ones did not belong there.” Chloe rolled her eyes. “The investigation is still going on. TV makes it look fast, but it’s not.”

“Thank you for coming to tell me all of this.” Mark paused. “I... get lonely.”

“Same.” Chloe’s eyes got big and she clapped one hand over her mouth. Her voice was muffled by it when she said, “I don’t know why I said that.”

“It was true?”

“Yeah,” she moved her hands back to Esmerelda’s soft fur. “I just try not to tell anyone.”

“I’m not anyone.” Mark grinned, and shifted so he was almost translucent. “Who am I going to tell?”

“Point.” Chloe sat up very straight. “I have a question for you.”

Mark may have seen right through her transparent attempt to change the subject, but he obligingly thickened to visible and straightened up himself. “Go on?”

“I’d like to know what... what all I could be dealing with at Belleview.” She grimaced. “When I took on the caretaker and groundskeeper job, I had no idea what I was getting into. What ‘care’ was going to mean. And, well, I’ve been rolling with it. But I’m starting to feel a little punchy and I don’t know what’s going to step out of a shadow next and...” She ran out of steam. “I need to know more about what goes bump in the night. I really enjoyed mythology in school, one of the only subjects I did like, actually. There’s a reason I’m working at this job.”

“And your boss saw something in you. Regular people would have run screaming.”

“I don’t want to know anything about Mr. Cruor.” She shook her head hard. “Not a thing. He’s been really nice, and I don’t want to know.”

Mark blinked. “Um. I don’t know anything? So I couldn’t tell you?”

Chloe felt herself get hot in the cheeks. “I just need to know what to expect, in the cemetery. And you know about these things.”

“Because I’m a ghost?” He grinned.

“No, because you were a professor and I barely passed high school.” She growled at him when she’d finished speaking. “And you’re a brat.”

He cocked his head. “I’m older than you. Even if I weren’t dead, I’d be older. Brat?”

“Unruly child.” She stuck her tongue out, and he started to laugh.

Chloe scooped up Esmerelda and buried her face in the cat’s long soft fur. She hated baring her soul like this, but she needed answers.

“Hey, I don’t mind.” Mark’s voice was soft. “I’ll try to help, that’s what friends are for. Forewarned is forearmed, yes?”

Chloe looked up and met his eyes. “Right. So. What am I likely to find under my care?”
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Several hours later, Chloe stepped out of the last bus, and walked up the sidewalk alongside the high wall of Belleview. She stopped and looked up at it, painted in the warm orange of the setting sun behind her. She thought that she should be dreading coming back here. Especially in light of the conversation she’d been having with Mark, discussing quite seriously the kinds of monsters she might encounter. It wasn’t frightful, though. She was relieved to see the ornate iron gates, and although they were closed, she knew that the little side door would be open for her key, and then... she hurried on towards it. The street was more dangerous than anything inside the cemetery.

Her heart was racing when she closed the old oak door with its hammered iron straps, painted black by her own hands after she’d painstakingly cleaned them of the rust they’d developed. Once she’d turned the big key, and then pushed that back into her pocket, she relaxed. She was home.

Her own apartment was over the big stables, which had once held black horses and hearses. It still had a pair of hearses, one shiny steel, the other covered in dust and cobwebs and there were no horses left to pull it anyway. Which Chloe rather regretted. She’d have loved to have a pair of horses to tend. Not that the sprawling cemetery wasn’t more than she had time to do, anyway. But horses! She sighed, and instead of heading for her stairs to the studio apartment, she made her way to the big house where she’d find her boss. She had suspicions her boss wasn’t - fully - human, but she’d learned he was more trustworthy than most people, so she didn’t care.

Chloe let herself into the small door at the side of the house, rather than going to the grand double doors at the front. The front was where funerals had once been held, and now it was never opened. She wondered, as she looked around the spacious office and library, when the last funeral had been held at Belleview. Mr. Cruor was not in the office. Chloe wandered over to take a closer look at her favorite painting. It hung on the wall between two big bookshelves, with a pair of armchairs arranged under it to allow people to sit in them and talk to one another. The painting was a sprawling landscape of vivid greens, with trees sweeping out of sight in the midground, and a meadow in the foreground. Behind them... she let out a little hiccup of air as she stared at the painting.

Mr. Cruor appeared beside her, soundlessly.

“The birds moved.” Chloe informed him. She felt stupid as soon as the words were out of her mouth. Of course he could see that. And he probably knew...

“The painting does change.” He had his hands clasped behind him, and was leaning forward slightly to study it with her. “It reflects the seasons, you know.”

“I... didn’t. It’s fall?” She fumbled for the right way to respond to him.

“Where it was painted, it is spring.” He turned to face her then. “The Snowy Mountains, in Australia, Miss Brandt. Shall I have Miss Dear bring tea?”

Chloe realized he was hinting that she should stay. And a flash of intuition told her that he might be as lonely as she was, despite his advanced age and general...inhumanness.

“Yes, that would be nice.” She answered him. A bare hint of a smile touched his thin lips, and he turned away, walking toward the hall door. Chloe watched him, thinking that he didn’t move like an old man, in spite of his thin silver hair and gaunt, lined face. His back was straight and while he moved with slow dignity, she thought that was more the way he was than any need to be poky.

Chloe headed for her usual spot at the table in the middle of the room. Unlike her last visit, where it had been heaped with books, it was bare and polished, the gleaming wood smelling of lemon oil and beeswax. Miss Della Dear, the Victorian era skeleton turned housekeeper, maintained the big house spotlessly. Chloe had a small qualm when she thought of the mess her own apartment was in. Sitting, she looked around the room, which could have stepped out of the pages of a magazine, if the magazine had been something about English houses. Chloe had the vaguest idea of the style, but this didn’t feel like anything American to her. At least not like her home or any other she’d been in growing up.

Behind her, the door opened and closed. Chloe was bending to pull something out of her bag so she didn’t look to see. She’d been introduced to the keepers of the house, once, but hadn’t seen them before or since. Mr Cruor paused beside her as she put the book on the table.

“Mythologies and Cryptids?” He read the title aloud. She looked up, and saw that his eyebrows were elevated.

“I asked Mark for help on learning more about local spooks. This was written by a local author, so I checked it out, too.”

“You could have asked me.” Her boss sat at the end of the table and steepled his hands together, looking at her over his narrow fingertips. “But I am pleased at your initiative and willingness to do your own research.”

“I... I know I could have asked for help from you.” Chloe shrugged. “I’ve always preferred to do things myself, even if that’s asking an expert. Not that you aren’t,” She hastened to add, “my mom always told me to use more than one source.”

“A wise woman.” He looked around. “Ah, the tea.”

Della pushed the tea cart up next to the table, nodded at Chloe, who nodded back, unsure what the proper etiquette was in dealing with a skeletal woman who was nominally a servant but seemed to boss Mr. Cruor around, at least to hear him talk about it. Then she whisked away, her long skirts moving over the floor with so little motion she might have been floating. Once the door closed behind her, Chloe turned her attention back to the subject at hand.

“I just want to have an idea of, of what might happen.” She fumbled for the words to express herself. “It’s not like there’s a job description, with duties all in black and white, you know?”

“I do realize that you’ve rather gone deeply into that little clause that says ‘other chores and duties as needed.’ One lump, or three?” He smiled at her, holding the little tongs over the bowl full of sugar cubes.

“Three...” He really did know her well, considering how short a time she had been in his employ. “I don’t mind.” She wasn’t talking about sugar now. “I just don’t like surprises like this, much.”

“I can’t say that anyone rational does. And you, my caretaker, are more rational than most people, even those more than twice your age.”

Chloe squirmed in her seat at the compliment. He placed the cup and saucer in front of her. “Della has adopted you into the family, I see. We are honored with the Limoges set.”

“It’s very pretty.” Chloe looked at the delicate floral designs on the service. “It’s funny how she’s much more girly than I am.” She looked at the hand she was about to pick up the cup with. Her snake-ringed fingers with their deep violet nails contrasted oddly with the fragile china. “I mean...”

“You are a goth.” Mr. Cruor’s smile over the rim of his cup was slightly crooked. “That is what they call it these days, yes? Have you seen the work of the excellent Charles Addams? I believe I have a book of his here if you have not.”

“I’m a pastel Goth.” Chloe sipped her tea. Della had the knack of making it hot enough to get the flavor out of the leaves, but not so hot it burned. “I like lavendars and greys. But yes, also snakes and skulls.”

“No spiders?”

She looked up and caught the twinkle. He was teasing her now. “You should just be happy I’m not a glitter Goth!” She shot back at him, deadpan.

Mr Crour shuddered visibly. “I do have my limits of strange.”

Chloe giggled and had to set her teacup down until she could stop. She wasn’t going to spill the tea on Della’s lovely table.

The doorbell rang, and Chloe jumped. Her cup, safely on the table, didn’t budge. Mr. Cruor, who had started to lift his for a sip, froze. Only for an instant before the cup smoothly journeyed back to its saucer.

“How... unexpected.” He murmured. “I suppose I shall go answer it.”

Chloe blinked, then thought of the reaction a normal human would have to meeting Della, or worse, Trunk at the door. Trunk had the personality of a shy scholar, and the face ripped from a rock wall, complete with ferns and mosses. She occasionally helped him mist the hard-to-reach spots and he was very proud of his greenery, explaining to her the rarer specimens and how he had acquired them. Bridge trolls were not your everyday encounter.

“I’ll go.” She got up.

“I rather think we both ought to go.” He was already standing.

“The main gates were closed.” Chloe followed him, his long legs making a pace she almost had to trot to match, “I don’t know how someone could have gotten in without a key.”

“There are ways.” Mr. Crour didn’t elaborate, and they were in the lobby. The lights were on, and Chloe glanced around her. Whoever had turned on the lights was not in sight.

“Ready?” Her boss, one long hand on the elegantly curved bronze door handle, looked at her. There was a knocking - more like a pounding - on the outside.

Chloe nodded, knowing her eyes were round.

The door swung inwards, and the man on the outside, one hand raised to strike again, stumbled forward in surprise.

“You rang?” Mr. Cruor drew himself up to his full height and looked down his knife-blade thin nose at the stocky policeman.

“I didn’t think anyone was going to answer.” The policeman, who was in full dark-blue uniform with the bulk of a bulletproof vest under his blouse, straightened up and frowned irritably at the keeper of the cemetery. “You Cruor?”

Chloe didn’t think her boss could get any more icy and hoity-toity, but he managed. “I have that pleasure.”

“I have something for you. Sergeant said it was to come to you.” For the first time, the policeman noticed Chloe. He frowned harder. “I’ll need you to sign for it, it’s evidence.”

Mr. Cruor lost some of the tension he’d been holding himself upright with. “Ah. I see. Very well, then. Come, Miss Brandt.”

Chloe trailed after him and down the shallow stairs towards the drive. It was still light enough she could see the motorcycle. The policeman walked to the back of it, and opened one of the rigid saddlebags, pulling out a square box. “You’ll sign on the seal.”

He offered a pen, and Mr. Cruor meekly signed where indicated, then handed the box off to Chloe, who took it gingerly. It was not heavy, and she resisted the urge to shake it and see if it rattled. Mr. Cruor signed again, this time on a clipboard he was offered. The patrol officer dropped that back into the saddlebag and picked up his helmet. “Sergeant said you were to call him with any questions.” He looked at Chloe. “I don’t know anything, and I don't want to know anything.” He crammed on his helmet and swung his leg over the big motorcycle, firing up the engine in almost the same movement.
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As he roared away, Mr. Cruor watched him go. His eyes were sunken and shadowed with the dying light. He turned to Chloe when he could be heard again. “There are a few keys to the front gate not in my keeping.”

He didn’t elaborate, but turned the rest of the way and went back up the stairs they had just come down. Chloe hurried after him, holding the box with both hands. Something shifted inside, something hard. She followed him all the way back to the library. He gestured at the table. “Place the box there.”

“What is it?” Chloe asked, feeling more comfortable in this sanctuary.

“An unpleasant surprise, no doubt.” He went to his desk and opened a drawer. “Ah. Would you please ring the bell for Miss Della?”

“Sure.” Chloe headed for the archaic velvet rope that dangled next to the door and gave it a gentle tug. She knew that this would, in theory, set off a bell somewhere. She’d seen it in a movie. She’d never been out of her allowed part of the house, though. Not that she was forbidden, it was just that the library was permitted, in some unspoken pact.

“She will take the tea service.” Mr. Cruor had a roll of something like paper in his hand. “And then we will open the box with proper precaution.”

Chloe decided that it would be nice if she cleared the tea things onto the trolley, and had just finished this little chore when Della entered the room. Chloe backed away a little guiltily, but the skeleton just nodded slightly and pushed the trolley out of the room again.

“Now.” Mr. Cruor unrolled what he’d been holding, which turned out to be a heavy paper with plastic lining one side of it.

Chloe looked at it. “That looks like...”

“It is.” He cut her off. “If you would place the box on the paper, please, I would like to keep from potentially damaging the table.”

Chloe did as she was told, and her boss produced a slender silver blade seemingly from thin air. At her expression, he stopped and let out a rare dry chuckle. “It is not magic, Miss Brandt. Merely a sleeve holster with a clever spring mechanism. I shall show it to you another time, I think you will be intrigued.”

Chloe nodded and stepped to his side as he slit the seal and paper tape under it.

“And now...” He murmured, lifting the lid free of the box.

The familiar pale dome of a skull gleamed from the dark interior. They both leaned over the table, staring down at it.

“Um,” Chloe broke the long silence. “Is it one of ours?”

“I don’t believe so. He said it was evidence.”

“Is there a note or something?” Chloe craned her neck to see around the dry bones. The jaw was tucked to the side of the skull, teeth intact. Something about it was odd.

“One moment.” Mr Cruor had stepped away, but now he was beside her again. He reached into the box, white cotton gloves on his hands, and gently lifted the skull out.

As it came out of the box, Chloe realized it had been vandalized. There was something in the eyesockets, whitish and oddly rippling...

“Candle wax.” She blurted.

“I believe you are correct. And the teeth have been covered in...” He peered closely at them “Gold leaf, very thin, probably crafter’s quality.”

“The lower jaw is like that, too,” Chloe pointed out.

“Mm. Perhaps it was on display, intact.” He brought the skull close to his face and inhaled.

Chloe blinked in surprise at him.

“Smell this, Miss Brandt,” he offered it to her, cradling it between her hands.

Feeling like she’d stepped even further into the surreal, Chloe took a deep breath.

“That’s not.. It’s spices. Like food.”

“Indeed. No decay here. I wonder...” He rotated the skull until he had the crown in his palm, and peered at the void where a spinal column had once joined the brain.

Chloe shivered.

“Why would the police send you evidence? Was this... did someone kill this skull, er, person?”

“I see no overt signs of trauma. Although the encrustation of wax hides much of the bony structure.” He turned the skull so it was facing her and pointed. “You see the way the maxilla bone protrudes? And here, the shape of the nasal opening is quite broad. The eye sockets are occluded, but this corner, here, implies a rectangular rather than rounded aperture. Now, this is indicative of the ethnicity of the person, and the indication along with the spices, lead me to believe that it was a male of African descent who somehow got tangled up with hoodoo.”

“I had no idea you could do that.” Chloe looked at him with renewed respect. “I mean, I guess you know about bones, living here.”

“I was an anthropologist.” He set the skull down on the paper carefully. “I studied humans, in all their strangely predictable forms, until I came to the end of a career. It seemed fitting to end at the end, so to speak, so I came here.”

“And the police send you puzzles.” Chloe commented as he lifted the jaw out of the box with equal care.

“So it seems.” He murmured absently, turning the bone over in his hands. “Very interesting. This does not belong to that.”

“But the teeth are the same.”

“Only in the gold leaf. Look.” He set the jawbone on the paper, then lifted the skull onto it. It fit, but it was easy to see that there wasn’t a proper match. The jaw was much smaller than the skull and came nowhere near the sockets where it should hinge. Instead it made the expression of the skull look rather silly.

“Why would they do that?” Chloe crouched down to look at it level with the table top. The eyes full of wax and gleaming teeth made it look inhuman.

“Likely found one without the other. You can buy bones online.”

She looked up at him, and he nodded. “It’s illegal, but still, it is possible.”

“So this was... dug out of a grave?”

He shrugged and she stood up again. “I suspect that is why it came to our attention.”

“Would we be able to know if it was ours, er, came from Belleview?” Chloe was thinking of the ghost she’d helped get home to his grave.

“Would you notice if a grave had been disturbed?” He returned the skull to the box.

“Yes, of course. Might take me a few days, if they were digging at one end of my circuit.” She’d developed a routine, starting on one section and working continuously around a winding route through the big cemetery, to do the routine mowing and maintenance. Special tasks like slowly clearing brush from overgrown patches were much more irregular. “Or,” She admitted as she thought more about it, “if they were smart enough to go to the abandoned places.”

“Perhaps a patrol in the morning is in order.” He turned the jawbone over in his hand, frowning, and then lifted it to smell. “Ah. Not only is this smaller, but it is not an old bone.”

Chloe decided she did not want to smell that, and he didn’t offer it to her.

“That’s not ours, then.”

“No. The last interment at Belleview was before you were born, and this is not even a month old.”

Chloe gulped. “That’s not good at all.”

“Simply being fresh does not imply that it is from a victim of foul play.” He tucked the bone back into the box, and closed the box. “This can wait until morning.”

On cue, Chloe yawned. She grimaced as her jaw popped.

“We need to discuss making you salaried.” Her boss narrowed his eyes at her. “And taking days off. I do mean off, not research trips.”

Chloe shrugged. “I wanted to learn more...”

“Which you will do. On paid time. Off paid time, find a hobby. Go see your family. Remember there is a wide normal world out there. And now, get some rest.”

He didn’t exactly shoo her out the door, but Chloe found herself walking across the wide courtyard to her stairs. The entrance to the apartment over the old stables was on the end, sandwiched at an angle between the big house and the stables. Lit brightly by an LED bulb she’d installed, she walked up the steps, hearing a creak from one and making a mental note to see about tightening it as she pulled her keys from her pocket. Locking the door made her feel less nervous, even if she had learned that some things in the cemetery respected no physical boundaries.
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Her apartment was cluttered and smelled of takeout meals past, which her stomach flipped over. It also reminded her that she hadn’t eaten since lunch. The little cookies with tea shouldn’t count. Her mother was firm about what was, and wasn’t, real food. Protein was required at least once a day, but better twice. Chloe dropped her bag on the small couch before heading for the refrigerator. Like the rest of the furnishings in the apartment, it had been there when she got there. Her mother had helped her move in, and had offered to help her find things to make it more her own, but Chloe had declined. She knew her mom loved to scrounge and arrange, and it would have been more cozy, but she’d wanted to do it on her own.

Somehow, that time just hadn’t materialized. She stared into the glowing light spilling from the fridge and contemplated that Mr. Cruor was right, much as she dreaded the thought of planning to do something away from the cemetery. It felt aimless, to do something just to not be at home. She did have a hobby. She played video games. She closed the door on the light. There wasn’t anything in there that looked edible.

One cup of noodles later, she curled up on the good end of the couch, her feet lightly resting on the part where the springs were gone. Sit there, and you wouldn’t get up again easily. She’d hooked up her console to the ancient TV, then had bought a monitor with her first paycheck, giving up on the old tubed monstrosity in it’s wood case. The doors had long gone from it, and it weighed about 500 pounds, so it still sat under the slim monitor, the screen a reflective gray. She’d gotten so used to it she never even noticed it anymore.

When it started to glow, she flinched as though it were a physical attack. There was a brief burst of static, then vertical stripes of black and white, then colored bars, and then...

“Della?” Chloe blurted, swinging her legs around to sit up straight. “Is that you?”

The skeleton looked primly out of the screen and folded her hands at her waist. “Miss Brandt, I apologize for the intrusion.”

“Uh. I didn’t know you could do this. Can you see me?” Chloe looked around at her mess.

“I can. I am not judging your personal choices.”

Which meant she totally was, but was too polite to say anything, Chloe decided.

“I must ask you to come get that... that thing... out of the house.” Della actually sounded upset, the most emotion Chloe had ever seen her display. “Now, I’m afraid I must insist.”

“What thing?” Chloe asked cautiously, shoving her feet back into her boots and starting to lace them up. She never knew when she’d need safety toes in this job.

“The package that arrived tonight.”

“The skull?”

Della turned her head as though she were looking around wherever she was transmitting from. “Shh! Yes. I cannot have it in the house for a moment longer!”

She was really upset, Chloe could see.

“I’ll be right there. Does Mr. Cruor know...”

Della interrupted her. “He does not understand, and has gone up to his room.”

“Ok. It’s in the library?”

“Yes. I will open the side door for you.”

“I’ll be right there...” Chloe’s voice slid to a stop, as she was talking to a dark screen.

Della’s worry had been contagious. She found she was looking around as she crossed the dark yard towards the other side of the house. Nothing moved that she could see, but there wasn’t a moon on that night. She was even worrying about finding the steps to the door in the dark, when that door opened and a faint light spilled out and down the stone stair.

Chloe walked up the steps to find Della standing in the doorway.

“It is there.” The skeleton pointed, her hand shaking enough that Chloe could faintly hear the dry bones rattle as she walked past her toward the box on the table. “Remove it, please!”

Chloe scooped up the light cardboard cube and walked back toward the door, but Della had somehow moved almost all the way across the room in the short time it had taken Chloe to go halfway.

“I have to bring it back in the morning.” Chloe called after her.

“It must never cross the threshold! It should not have come here.” Della closed the inner door behind her without a sound, which was somehow more unnerving than a slam would have been.

Chloe sighed, wondered what had gotten into Della, and closed the outside door behind her after making sure it was locked. The trip back to her apartment was equally uneventful. Once up there, she placed the box atop the console, tucked out of sight behind her monitor, which was playing a random video, having moved on from the one she’d been watching before the interruption.

Mr. Cruor would have said if there was something weird with the skull, other than the jaw being fresh, Chloe reassured herself, and yawned widely. Time for bed. Skull wasn’t going anywhere. Della could explain to their boss. Was Della an employee? Given she was dead, Chloe wasn’t sure how that worked.

Burrowed into the big bed, which she’d half-filled with stuffed animals in defiance of her nominal adult status, Chloe slept dreamlessly. Her alarm woke her, and she reached for it to slap it off, then remembered the skull.

“Darnit.” She sat up, spilling a couple of fuzzy things on the floor. “I need to tell him where it went.”

Coffee, first. He could call her from the intercom if he really wanted to. She’d been bewildered by the two phones when she first arrived, until he explained that one was a line only between cemetery numbers. It lit up when someone called, and she’d taken to referring to it as the batphone. She was pouring coffee into a travel mug she could carry over to the big house when it started to flash at her.

“Good morning, sir.”

“Chloe, did you take the skull?”

“Yes. Miss Dear called me and made me take it.”

“Ah.” He let out a breath of air she could hear clearly through the receiver. “Was there... any trouble?”

“Slept like a log. Shall I bring it over now?” She looked at the mug on the table, steaming gently.

“No, I think I need to speak with Miss Dear if you don’t mind keeping it there for now.”

“I can do that. I need to go mow...”

He interrupted her. “That may have to wait, I’m afraid.” He used some of the same phrases as Della, and Chloe found herself wondering who picked it up first. “I’ll come there when I can.”

Chloe looked around nervously. “Yes, sir.” She was going to have to do some fast cleaning.

By the time he knocked politely at her door nearly two hours later, the living area of the apartment was quite passably clean, and Chloe was confident he wouldn’t be going into her bedroom where rather a lot of clutter was hiding. She would have to tackle that before she’d be able to sleep on her bed again, and sleeping on the couch was simply impossible.

“Hello,” She opened the door. “I can put the kettle on?”

He blinked at her in surprise. With a slow smile, he answered, “I would like that. This may take some time.”

“All right, then.” She stepped back and then closed the door when he walked in.

Her boss was looking around with apparent curiosity.

“You haven’t done anything with it?” He asked. “Other than an upgrade to the television I see.”

“Well, I haven’t really needed anything...” Chloe realized at that moment a glaring deficiency. “Don’t sit in that chair. I don’t think it will hold up.”

He let go of the back of the wooden chair and looked down at it with raised eyebrow.

“It’s a bit broken, not that you’re heavy or anything.” She pushed the other one towards him. “Here.”

She rolled her task chair over from it’s station by her desk in the corner.

“The skull is behind,” She gestured at the big monitor.

“I see.” He murmured, but took his seat and watched her prepare their tea things as her electric kettle glowed on the counter. She didn’t have limoges, sturdy mugs with animated characters on them would suffice. Hers had a little lid with a cow on it, and Mr. Cruor smiled at it, the lines around his eyes crinkling up.

“How cheerful.” He commented, holding up his own mug, which had a line of conga-dancing rabbits cavorting around it.

“I, er, buy cute things that make me happy.” Chloe shrugged. She brought the kettle to the table. “I have teas in the box.”

The square box in the center of the table was opened and inspected. She had an assortment of teas in there, all different flavors and brands, which she’d collected since she moved out and a lot her mother had sent with her.

“This is wise.” Mr. Cruor gravely selected a Lady Grey and tore open the sachet. Chloe wasn’t sure if he meant the happy things, or the teas. “I am going to tell you why Miss Dear called you.”

“I’m curious about that, yes.” Chloe prepared her own tea, waiting for him to start.

“You must understand that she is a product of her own time.” He took the honey bear, inspected it briefly, then used it to add a small amount to his tea. The plastic squeeze lemon got him smiling again. “Tea with you is unexpectedly delightful.”

Chloe wasn’t sure how to take this. Fortunately he didn’t seem to expect a response, or maybe he had gotten used to her awkward silences.

“Della tells me there is a malevolent spirit in the skull. Not,” He lifted a hand in a stop gesture, “a ghost. She further stated that as a good Christian woman, she could not stay in the same house as a ‘creature from the abyss’ and that is why she asked you to remove it.”

“So she sent me home with a cursed skull because...”

“I suspect she assumes your, er, fashion sense implies that you would not be as worried about such a taint.”

He wasn’t wrong, although Chloe still felt uncomfortable with the idea of an actual demon in her apartment. She joked about them, and it was edgily expected to flirt with being fully anti-Christian, and yet the reality gave her shivers in a way that not even her first encounter with a ghoul had.

“So what now?” That he’d taken two hours in discussions with Miss Dear, and hadn’t fully explained that, implied to Chloe that the skull was on her hands for good.

“I think I will remove it from here, albeit not back to the main house. I shall secure it, and you will, I am sorry to say, be diverted from whatever you had planned to do today.”

Chloe wrinkled her nose. “Mowing, since it’s a nice day.”

“I wish I could wait for a rainy day to send you on this mission, but Della was... most upset. Dealing with the skull will be our top priority until we can return it with the information they wanted us to obtain.”

“Look,” Chloe protested. “This can’t be evidentiary, in any way.”

He raised an eyebrow. Chloe felt her face get warm. “Mom is... mom talks about her job at home, and I used to listen to lectures.”

“Fascinating.” He set down the cat mug. “I’m going to send you to do some research. Can you trust your library ghost?”

“Mark? I think so? I think he’s lonely and evidently most humans ignore him.” She picked up both mugs and walked them to the sink for a rinse. “What am I looking for?”

“I’ve written down as much information as I can deduce from the bones.” He produced a folded sheet of paper, then an envelope. “Here is a per diem fund for you, since you will incur travel costs and presumably be away long enough to need a meal, in addition to any printing costs.”

Chloe took the paper, leaving the envelope on the table. “The bus is cheap. And I have a pass.”

“Miss Brandt.” He stood up, stooping slightly so he didn’t tower over her. “You are being employed as a professional, and this is a professional protocol. You need not worry over your independence. You provide a highly valuable service, and are being recompensed for such. Do you understand?”

Chloe shook her head. “I mow! I cut brush! I talk to ghosts, it’s not hard!”

“Hard doesn’t make the value, you realize. You are extraordinarily apt for the position, and I would like to continue this situation as long as you are willing.” His voice was gentle. “I realize you do not understand fully, but you are not an average young lady.”

Chloe squirmed.

“Please take it.” He offered her the envelope. “I rather think the Beverly has a lovely coffee shop, where you might take your afternoon tea time.”

Chloe looked at the envelope. “You’re paying me to be your researcher.”

“Think of it as caring for Miss Dear, if that helps.” His lips quirked at the corners. “In expediting the removal of the skull back to the police. And perhaps the bones back to their proper places in another cemetery.”

With a sigh, she took the money. “I’ll report in as soon as I can, sir.”

“Very good, then. And now, I shall take the skull and lock it in the hearse, since the safe in the house is out of the question. Improvise, adapt, and overcome, Miss Brandt.”

Chloe found herself entering the library a couple of hours later, and with a nod at the librarian manning the front desk, she casually went through the door marked ‘authorized personnel only’ and down the narrow steps to the microfiche room. The paper in her pocket, and her bag over her shoulders, she was prepared to do the research herself if Mark wasn’t around.

He walked out of the stacks as she opened the door, a book in his hand. With a look of surprise, then a smile, he greeted her.

“Back again?”

“My boss sent me to research. I’m being paid to research!”

Mark’s smile widened to a grin. “Dreamy, isn’t it?”

“I’m not a researcher!” She shot back at him. “I have a list of words, and I’m supposed to make sense of them in context of an old skull and fresh jawbone?”

“Oh, that does sound like a good puzzle. Let me see.” He laid the book down on the table, and came around to where she’d put the paper flat on the table and looked at it. “Want to elaborate on that context?”

“Why is it that whenever I come here, it’s storytime?” Chloe saw Esmerelda emerge from the stacks. She held out a hand and waved her fingers at the cat, who promptly sat down and washed a paw ostentatiously.

“Because I live for your stories?” Mark grinned at her.

The absurdity of what he’d just said struck Chloe and she spluttered. “Ok, then...”
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Somewhat later, Mark interrupted her mid-sentence. “You spent the night with a demon?!”

“Well, it was in the other room? And I’m not sure demon is the right word. They said spirit.”

“Well, that doesn’t make it any better.” He looked as upset as he sounded. “That was very unsafe.”

“I promise not to do it again?” She looked at the paper. “Does this help any, along with cayenne, nutmeg, sulfur and ass... fetiddy?”

“Asfoetida.” He corrected absently. “Pure beeswax, and grave dirt. He said hoodoo, not voodoo or voudon?”

“Yes, and his enunciation is much better than mine.” Chloe frowned. “I didn’t realize there was a difference?”

“Subtle, but yes, there is. That particular herbal blend means a more West African origin, where hoodoo hails from, through the lens of slavery here in the US. I wonder...” He looked over his shoulder at the stacks of newspapers behind him. They were all in boxes but she’d already learned he was very good at finding the information storehoused in them.

“Do do what you do best.” Chloe waved her hands. “I’m really just the messenger.”

“Oh, I think you’re more than that.” He walked away, vanishing around the corner.

Esmerelda, having shown that she could not be called, walked up to Chloe with her tail waving like a banner. Chloe picked her up dutifully and snuggled her. Mark seemed to be taking a long time to return, more than was usual. Esmerelda wanted down, so Chloe obliged, and stood to stretch. Sitting for too long hurt. She moved around the table to look at the book Mark had been reading when she came in.

“Professor Fraedy’s treatise on comparative mythology.” His voice from behind her startled Chloe. She turned around, a hand to her heart.

“Sorry. I did find something on minkisi, though.” He waved a sheaf of papers.

“Mink what?” She stumbled over the odd word.

“Min-key-see.” He repeated slowly. “Spirit containers. You said Mr. Cruor thought the skull was old, and African in shape?”

“Yes, and the jaw doesn’t match it.”

“These are mimeographs.” He laid the papers on the table and stepped back so she could inspect them. “Newsletters from decades ago, from an obscure sect of hoodoo practitioners. Hoodoo doesn’t usually use human remains, but if the skull belonged to a particularly holy person, sort of like a saint, that may be what it is, a minkisi. Just... a very powerful container befitting a powerful spirit.”

“But not a demon.” She said firmly. She’d decided it couldn’t be.

“Depends on your definition...” He shut up when she glared at him. “Er, right. So what they should be looking for is a desecrated holy place, a shrine that had a relic stolen. The jaw I can’t speak to.”

Chloe sat with the papers and started making notes from the somewhat smudgy text. “Well, if it’s still as fresh as Mr. Cruor thought, I think it can have DNA tests done.”

Mark, who watched modern television, nodded. “And the sect whose relic was stolen may be looking for their skull.”

She looked up, frowning. “But would they be, um, would they talk to the police?”

“Probably not. Your boss, on the other hand, is tapped into the underworld.” He grinned. “In a very literal sense.”

“This at least gives us clues to pass on to the police, I guess.” She decided not to think about the underworld comment. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Come again any time.” He waved his hand at the stacks. “My home is always open to you.”

“I really hope I don’t have to come too often.”

The look on his face, of crushed feelings, caught Chloe, and she hastily added. “Not for this kind of reason. Maybe just to hang out?”

He smiled. “I’d like that. Puzzles are fun, but so is conversation. Besides, I’m still working on that city mythos project, because it was something I hadn’t come up with on my own, even if I am part of it.”

Chloe decided she didn’t need to rush back. “Tell me about it. You get too close to something, and you lose perspective. Maybe I can help? Be a sounding board if nothing else. And I need to know.” She glanced ruefully at the stack of papers. “Since literally anything can happen at the cemetery, it seems.”

“Right, then!” Smiling, he appeared to sit across the table from her, and leaned on his elbows, talking with great animation.

Chloe smiled back and listened to her friend do what he loved best.
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Mr. Cruor looked at the papers Chloe had just handed him.

“There is tea, Miss Brandt.”

Chloe thought about it. He added, “and those little sandwiches...”

She went to the table, leaving him to read in peace. He joined her a short time later.

“Very good.” He said, laying the papers down next to her. “I believe our temporary guest can be, ah, returned to police custody based on this information. Della Dear will be able to rest easily again. It can remain where it is until they come to collect it.”

“Both parts?” Chloe had swallowed her last bite. “Even the... inhabited part?”

She realized she was reluctant to say the word skull, now that she knew more about it, and the other bone in the box. Mr. Cruor also wasn’t saying it. Words had weight, and his tone was very heavy as he answered her.

“Especially that one. Sooner it is returned to its proper place, the better, before it awakens. Currently it seems to be dormant, or I would have been able to detect it sooner. Della is far more sensitive than I. The other,” he shook his head, frowning, “that may be a police matter, or not, they can decide. It’s a pity there is no reason to perform the DNA analysis you suggest.”

“Wait. What? Why not?” Chloe sat up very straight, indignant.

“Cost, Miss Brandt. The police department does not have an unlimited budget. The only thing the newer, er, part speaks to is illegal trade in body parts. Not, I’m afraid, a high priority crime.”

“Also not a local police matter, right?” Chloe wrinkled her nose. “I wonder...”

“I will include that point in my email to them,” He smiled at her. “Your concern is noted. Now,” He hadn’t sat down, and turned, beckoning for her to follow him, “We need to talk about finding you a hobby.”

“Sir,” Chloe protested, obediently following him toward the door. “I have a hobby. I play video games.”

“I’d say that was unhealthy, but you do work out of doors all day long.” He opened the door for her. They stood for a moment on the steps, looking out across the courtyard. Chloe followed the direction of his gaze, up at the hillside covered in monuments and gravestones.

“I need to mow that sector...”

“Ah, ah!” He raised a slender, pale finger in front of her. “Tomorrow is another day. This afternoon, you are off duty. Completely off, not just a little off.”

Chloe giggled, catching herself by surprise, but by the smile on his face, Mr. Crour had been trying to make that joke.

“Go, play a game.” He urged her gently. “Try to forget there are things in this world that wind up in a box.”

“I’ll try.” She started down the steps, then stopped after two. She looked back up at him. “Sir?”

“Yes?”

“Do you have a hobby?” Chloe felt her face flush. “Something you do for fun?”

He smiled again, sweetly. “I do, thank you. Now, stop taking care of everyone but yourself. Treat yourself to an ice cream or whatever you like best. Tonight is about forgetting all your cares.”

“Ok,” Chloe headed for her apartment. She realized, as she closed the door behind her, that her boss hadn’t actually said what he did to relax.

“Nope.” She said out loud to the empty room. “I am not going to ask again, I don’t want to know.”

Which reminded her to go find a pretty scarf, and carefully arrange it to drape down in front of the old television set, covering the screen completely. Then, she booted up her game system. The familiar tune rang out, and a pretty unicorn pranced across the screen.

“At least he didn’t ask what games I played.” She probably shouldn’t talk to herself, but tonight felt lonely. “I’d lose my goth cred entirely.”

She contemplated ordering boba tea for a treat, while her game loaded, and then decided that what she really wanted to do was curl up in her own home and pretend there was nothing outside it for a while. Which is what she did, until she fell asleep on the couch.
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