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        The Ouija Board has long been used as an intersection between our world and the next, a point of connection between the living and the dead. But some questions should remain unanswered, some secrets should stay hidden…and some games should never be played.

        

        Sometimes the dead should be left to rest in peace.

        

        What fate awaits the unwary who dare to tempt the darkness? Find out in INTERSECTIONS: Six Tales of Ouija Horror -- an eclectic collection featuring never-before published stories from some of the horror genre’s favorite and finest writers.
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          Introduction

        

        What Happens in Vegas…

      

    

    
      
        
        HELLO.

        

      

      You hold in your hands—either in print or digital format—the culmination of more than a year’s worth of effort. In November 2015, the two of us were acting like fools on Facebook (like one does) and inadvertently hatched this scheme to do an anthology project based on Ouija boards. It started as a lark— a ping-pong game of comments that gradually evolved into an actual possibility.

      At the time, the inaugural StokerCon event—hosted by the Horror Writers’ Association—was coming up in Las Vegas in May 2016, and since we planned to wrangle our co-conspirators at that event, we initially thought maybe we’d ask for stories that involved both Ouija boards and Sin City.

      
        
        NO.

        

      

      That seemed too restrictive. Ultimately, we opted to keep it simple. We approached four talented horror writer friends and asked them to write a story for us that involved a Ouija board. As simple as that. We are so glad that we kept the theme as bare bones as possible, because the result is an eclectic collection of diverse stories.

      
        
        YES.

        

      

      Kerry Lipp writes a disturbing yet poignant story about Keisha, also known as Angel Ditch, whose first love Conrad communicates with her via a custom-made Ouija board. Keisha relies on Conrad to help her find someone special and to get rid of those who aren’t, but when Keisha finally falls for a perfect love, she soon learns what it feels like to get “Ghosted.”

      Megan Hart’s “Blood Born” takes you to a desolate house during a deadly snowstorm. There you’ll meet Tori, a stranded mother with a newborn infant, who is forced to seek shelter with a bizarre family. The family’s mad matriarch uses a Ouija board to communicate with her lost love and rule over her sons. Tori will soon discover that this family has a dark secret—and possibly even darker plans for her and her baby.

      In “Sounds in Silence,” Chris Marrs takes you into a world torn apart by a war between Angels and Demons. Amongst the rubble of this scorched battlefield, a mute woman named Lily finds a Ouija board that offers her protection from the dark forces swirling around her. But when heaven falls and hell rises, perhaps no one is truly safe.

      Brad C. Hodson introduces you to the town of “Gallow’s Grove,” a 1920’s-era hot spot for psychics and mediums. When Persephone Gale, who trained with Harry Houdini, arrives to debunk a young psychic on the same day that a grisly murder is discovered, the psychic uses a Ouija board to contact the victim. Persephone is determined to expose the Ouija board as a hoax, but finds herself swept into the murder investigation.

      Sèphera Girón treats you to a tale of magic and mystery. Convinced that there’s more to the occult than science and misdirection, con artist Felicity uses her charms to learn the tricks of the trade from an illusionist. But stealing a Ouija board soon teaches her that testing dark forces can lead to unexpected—and undesired—consequences, especially when you’re looking for “The Next Big Thing.”

      In “Mr. Shady” by Rob E. Boley, enter a world where the entrance to the afterlife is broken, refusing entry to the poor souls trying to pass on. When the newly deceased ghost Molly is summoned by a Ouija board, she joins forces with the ghost of the girl she killed in her own fatal car accident. These unlikely partners must race against time to escape the sinister spirit Mr. Shady, who’s determined to turn the entire ghostly population into his own personal army.

      We hope you have as much fun reading these twisted Ouija tales as we had writing, collecting, and editing them.

      So, dust off your planchette, light a candle, and clear your minds. Because you are about to pass over into one hell of an intersection . . .

      
        
        GOOD BYE.

        

      

      

      
        Megan & Rob

        Howling Unicorn Press
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      “You can’t be serious,” Brady said when Keisha carried the Ouija board into the living room.

      “Oh, I’m serious.” She smiled and nodded as she emerged from the dark hallway.

      “What are you, twelve?”

      Her smile vanished as she sat the board down on the coffee table.

      “Some guys are into that.” She winked.

      “Sorry, I just… the way things were going, I just…” he paused, “didn’t think we’d stop to summon the spirits.”

      Keisha’s smoky eyes tore into his.

      “I mean, you can leave if you’re going to be a dick about it. Most guys don’t make it this far, but if you can’t take this seriously, there’s the fucking door, bro.”

      His mouth opened and closed as he searched for words, his hands balling into fists and then straightening. Not anger, just confusion and frustration, and she loved watching it.

      “I straight up told you that if we came back here after the bar closed, this is what we were going to do. I don’t understand what you don’t understand.”

      “Well, yeah, you did. I just didn’t know you were serious. Thought maybe you were fucking with me, and then, to be honest, after the cab ride, whew… I kinda forgot all about it. It just surprised me to see you leave and say you were coming back with a surprise, and then you bring that thing out. Not exactly what I expected.”

      “What’d you expect? I’d call out ‘I’m ready’ and you’d walk in and I’d be on my knees with my eyes closed and my mouth open?”

      Brady looked away.

      The cab ride home had been pretty intense. Lots of open mouths and tangled tongues, pulled hair and kissed necks. His fingers even crept up her thigh and an inch under her skirt before she giggled and swatted them away. But fooling around was one thing. If this was going to go any further, Keisha needed the board.

      She heartily enjoyed this process of amping a guy all up and then making him squirm when they didn’t tumble straight into bed after the heat of the dance floor or the fortified yet false passion brought on by hours of boozing. It’s not that she didn’t want it, but she had to make sure the board would allow it. That he would allow it. Plus it was fun to test the patience of these guys to see if they even deserved a shot. Brady had looked like he might already be on the way out, but now he seemed more relaxed.

      “Care for a drink before we get started?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Beer’s in the fridge,” she said. “I’ll take one too.”

      He sighed and left to get the beers. While he was gone, Keisha lit a couple candles in the room to make it look a little more ominous. She tethered her phone to a speaker and played some low Ghost, perfect mood music. In the glow of the candlelight, she removed the magazines and napkins from the coffee table. Then she unpacked the Ouija board, planchette, and a small box she kept with it.

      Brady returned with two bottles of Leinenkugel and they clinked and sipped. He knelt beside her, trying to steal a kiss, but she turned her head.

      “Not yet,” she whispered.

      He sighed and drank and sat Indian style near her.

      “Fine. You win. Show me how this thing works.”

      “Okay. This is my board. I made it myself. A spirit lives inside this board, one that I love and one that I trust, and when I meet a new guy, I seek his approval before continuing forward. Lotta scumbags out there, I’ve come to find out over the last few years.”

      “Well, I’m not one of them.” Brady rolled his eyes and tried to kiss her neck. Keisha dodged him.

      “That’s what every guy says.” She lifted the edge of the Ouija and dropped it with a clack. “Hence the board.”

      “I gotta say, I’ve been tested by some chicks before, but this is some next level stuff.”

      “I’m a next level kind of gal,” Keisha said and removed her top.

      Now she sat next to the table in just a bra, deliberately tantalizing Brady who could barely break his eyes away.

      “Now what the hell is that? You go on about how we need to take this seriously and then you take your top off.”

      “It works better with tangible tension.” She giggled. “Passion fuels my board.”

      “You’re fucking crazy,” he said and took a drink.

      From the small box next to the board, she pulled a prescription bottle, twisted the top and pulled out a pinch of dust.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “Magic powder,” she said, sprinkling it over the top of the board.

      “Now what?”

      Keisha grabbed both of his hands and placed them on the planchette opposite hers.

      “Now we ask it a question. Much easier and faster if it’s a yes or no.”

      He nodded.

      “Okay, board. Am I gonna get to fuck this crazy bitch tonight or not?”

      The planchette catapulted from the board like a rocket, and smashed into Brady’s mouth. It split his lip and cracked into his front teeth but didn’t break them. Blood dribbled down his chin as he gasped in shock and pain.

      “Jesus fuck. Why did you do that?”

      “It wasn’t me,” Keisha said and left the room.

      She returned with a dishtowel and a bag of frozen corn nibblets.

      “Put some pressure on that and then the corn, should help with the swelling. I don’t think it needs stitches, but you’re gonna look like Hitler for a week or so.”

      “I’m glad you think this is funny,” he said, wincing at the pain.

      “Hey,” she said, “you should’ve treated the board with a little more respect. This is cherry wood. Real solid.”

      “So I’ve noticed.”

      “But it ain’t all bad,” Keisha said.

      “What do you mean? Look at me.”

      She hooked a thumb toward the board. The planchette lay right on top of the word “Yes” in the top left corner.

      “Looks like it’s your lucky night.”
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      “Why don’t you go get your face cleaned up and then come meet me in the bedroom,” Keisha said.

      “Just… Just like that?” Brady’s jaw hung open.

      “Trust in the board,” she said. “It must see something in you, even though you were kind of an asshole.”

      “Just because it randomly landed on the yes?” He shook his head.

      “It’s all him. Nothing random about it, sweetie. Now go get cleaned up. I’ll be waiting for you.”

      When he left she turned back to the board, picked up the planchette, studied it, appreciated its heft and imagined how much it would hurt smashing into her lips, and then she grinned. Fucking him was the least she could do after that.

      “Is this more than a one night stand?” she asked the Ouija board.

      She let it guide her hand to the word “No” immediately.

      “Then I’ll have to make sure he’ll never come back. Can’t have some kind of clinger clogging up my quest for true love. Goodnight.”

      She kissed the board, got to her feet and headed to the bedroom. Once inside, she turned on some soft Lacuna Coil and took off her bra. She dropped it to the floor next to the bed along with her skirt and her underwear, stashing her cell phone on the nightstand. She shook out her hair, ran a few fingers through it and hopped on top of her elegant four-poster bed. She kicked her comforter off to avoid any kind of fluid damage, this guy definitely wasn’t worth it. Finally, as the bathroom door clicked shut, she plucked a condom from her nightstand drawer and put it right on top of her belly button. Then she spread her legs.

      “Sorry it took me so long, it was hard to stop the bleeding and sorry about your washcloth, white doesn’t go too well with—whoa—”

      Keisha fought the urge to giggle. Though the room was dark, she knew he could make out enough of her curves and he took his time walking toward her.

      His clothes hit the floor in a plop and the bedsprings squeaked as he climbed on top of her, straddling and kissing her. His mouth tasted faintly of blood. She barely returned his kiss as the foil packaging from the condom poked into her soft skin.

      “What’s…” he started, felt it with his fingers and then said, “Oh, right.”

      Brady kissed her neck, balancing awkwardly as he used both hands to tear open the wrapper and roll it onto his penis. Not much foreplay with this one. She closed her eyes and felt his lips on her again as he slid inside.

      She moaned, just once at the initial penetration then lay back as he pushed and pulled in and out of her. His hands pawed at her breasts and his tongue slid along her neck and the cleft of her collarbone. Despite the lack of foreplay, it felt pretty damn good, but Keisha could never let him know that.

      After about three minutes—she’d timed it along with the song playing on the speakers—he adjusted his position, put his head into the pillow beside hers and gripped her ass with both hands, allowing himself to plunge as deep as possible into her.

      An involuntary moan escaped her lips and he squeezed harder as if in recognition. The timing and opportunity was right. Time to get cruel. No telling how long this would last and he was mildly distracted with her flesh at the moment. She wondered how long it would take him to notice and just how he’d react.

      While he slammed into her, picking up pace, she grabbed her phone from the nightstand, unlocked it, and started scrolling through her email, making no attempt to hide her actions. Other than lying there soft, warm, and wet, she’d withdrawn completely and he continued pushing into her none the wiser. She knew she was good, but even after a couple minutes, he hadn’t noticed, so she turned on the sound and started texting a couple friends. Even though it was late someone would be up and answer.

      “I’m gonna come,” he whispered, all husky in her ear.

      “Okay. Great,” she said, voice deadpan.

      And he did and she didn’t and as his body clenched and spasmed on top of her, people started returning her text messages. The obnoxious sound of a horn honking burst in the room and out of breath, Brady giggled. But the laughter got sucked right back down his throat when he propped himself up on his elbows and saw Keisha sitting their, nonchalant and uninterested.

      She’d made her point, and she didn’t think he’d ever want to be back.

      “What the hell do you call that?” he said. He shook his head.

      “Don’t act like you didn’t get what you wanted,” she said. It came off colder than she wanted, but sometimes you couldn’t control your words or your tone.

      Brady blinked.

      “I’m uh… I’m gonna go.” He stood up.

      “Okay,” Keisha said and glanced back at her phone. “Sorry about your face.”

      “Yeah...” He didn’t look at her.

      He grabbed his clothes and left the room. After a long moment, the front door slammed shut. If he ever took the condom off, she never heard it.

      Keisha didn’t feel great about what she’d done, but she didn’t feel all that bad either. She’d given him what he came for, a little attention and something more. It wasn’t her fault that the board didn’t see a future between them, and who was she to get in the way of Conrad. One of these days he’d answer her and she’d find the guy that was more than just a one-night stand, but until then, she had to do everything to make sure all these adventures stopped after the first night. Anything else would only clog the path to her second and hopefully final true love.

      She set an alarm for the morning on her phone and masturbated to the memory of Brady inside her. With the moment still vivid and her nerves still tingling, it didn’t take long before her body burst into orgasm and she drifted off to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    

    
      Keisha woke shivering with a mild headache, but nothing a few ibuprofen and a coffee wouldn’t wash away. She’d fallen asleep on top of the sheets and the comforter never made it back onto the bed. Stumbling to the bathroom, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes and noted the tightness of several muscles. Sex always seemed to work out muscles you forgot you had.

      Feeling better, she took her phone from the nightstand and scrolled through, no new messages, nothing important but the shrill of her alarm that she quickly shut off. She didn’t have any big plans for the day, but most weekends, if she didn’t force herself out of bed before ten she’d sleep the whole day away.

      In the kitchen she put on a pot of coffee and replayed the events of last night through her head. With the 20/20 vision that sobriety often brings about, she felt a twinge of guilt at the cruelty she’d exercised on Brady during last night’s romp. But she also knew that in a week, a month or whatever, he’d be nothing more than a faded memory. Plus, if things went too well, some guys, especially the good ones had a tendency to get clingy. She didn’t mind a good guy, hoped to settle down with one actually, but that was up to the Ouija board. To Conrad.

      She looked at the Ouija board on the coffee table. The alpha and omega for Brady and so many others. Keisha sipped black coffee, already feeling her hangover enter remission. She walked over to clean up after last night and put the board back in its box when a shock of anxiety pulsed through her. Something was missing. Conrad was missing. In a panic she searched under the tables and couch, under the cushions and behind it. Exasperated, she could only draw one conclusion. That weaselly little fuck Brady must have stolen him.

      Fuck.

      All that remained of Conrad had been in that bottle. Her last link to him in the spirit world.

      “No. No. It can’t be…” Tears filled her eyes and her chest heaved with sobs as hysteria gripped hold. Slowly clarity bloomed in front of her as she took control of her breathing.

      The ashes weren’t here. Brady had them. It’s not like they were in a dumpster somewhere or flushed down the toilet. She could get them back.

      He looked too sad and disappointed to do something that mean last night, she thought. The last thing she wanted to do was see him again. She’d never faced a guy afterward. But it didn’t look like Brady left her much of a choice. Keisha had to track him down.

      She pulled out her phone, then realized that she never got his number and never gave him hers. Shit, she didn’t even know his last name or where he worked or anything. Hysteria threatened again, but a glance at the board flooded her with hope. Some of Conrad’s ashes still littered the board like a rain of soot. Enough for him to help her through this.

      Keisha got to her knees and picked up the planchette. She squeezed her eyes shut reciting the mantra “Please work, please work, please work” over and over in her mind.

      “What was his last name?” she asked, her brain focused completely on the question.

      The planchette came alive in her fingers and she opened her eyes. It started to move, spelling out “MacGregor.” Once it was out something clicked in her head. A notion like “You’ll know it when you see it” even if you can’t recall it from memory. Yes. That was it. Brady fucking MacGregor.

      “Thank you, Conrad.” She ran to her room.

      Drumming her fingers on the edge of her laptop as it booted up, excitement sizzled in her joints. A quick search online and there he was, all sunglasses and smiles in his profile picture.

      Unfortunately he kept his page mostly private, but she garnered enough information to go on. From his pictures he seemed like an okay guy, maybe even a nice one, but that didn’t matter. Conrad ruled and she just wanted his ashes back. She found what she was looking for. He served and bartended at a place called the Ooga Booga downtown, not too far from her house.

      After a shower and a shave, she tied her dark hair in a ponytail and put on some big, bug-eyed sunglasses. She slid a book in her purse and headed out of her apartment.

      The early autumn air soothed her skin and tasted clean in her lungs. It was a refreshing change from the sweltering summer. So many great memories in the early autumn, she smiled and shook the ideas out of her head. A few bad ones too.

      She walked along the streets weaving through people, their faces glued to their smartphones. Up ahead she saw the neon sign, a palm tree that read Ooga Booga just below it, somehow bright even in the afternoon sunlight. Keisha steadied herself and stepped through the door.

      Ooga Booga looked like a great place, full of tiki torches and pineapples, and flip-flops, and not a big crowd on a Sunday afternoon. Though a few screens showed football, it wasn’t the kind of place people went to murder as many beers and chicken wings as humanly possible every Sunday from September to January. The luscious smells from the kitchen reminded her of the hunger in her stomach.

      The lighting in the place wasn’t great and she had every intention of reading some of her book whether Brady showed up or not. In the corner she found a perfect spot, well lit but isolated enough to keep her incognito, unless he happened to be around.

      She flipped through the menu and ordered a Bloody Mary, a water, and some kind of pineapple habanero chicken thing highly recommended by the server.

      While she waited, she pulled out her paperpack, Darkness Tell Us, which was one of the few remaining books by Richard Laymon she hadn’t read. It even involved a Ouija board. Her waitress, Mariah, brought her a Bloody Mary, extra spicy and with a house twist, a massive pickle spear poking out the top.

      Keisha didn’t remove her sunglasses while she read. Every now and then she poked her head up over the corner looking for fuckboy Brady. She finished her drink, ordered another and finished her entrée. It tasted as good as it looked. When she finished her second drink, she was so into the Laymon book that she ordered a third. When Mariah set it down, Keisha thanked her and checked her phone and saw that she’d been there almost an hour and a half. Mid afternoon leaned toward late afternoon and she decided to give it another half hour.

      Her patience paid off. At a little before five, fuckboy Brady MacGregor stepped up behind the bar.
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      She finished her chapter and her drink and motioned for her check. If she transferred her tab to the bar, Brady would get her tip instead of the waitress who’d been with her all afternoon. Keisha left a generous tip, and walked on slightly tipsy feet to prepare herself in the bathroom before she confronted him.

      She felt somewhat nervous, somewhat ashamed, somewhat felt guilty, but mostly she was just plain pissed off that not only had he stolen from her, but he’d stolen something so important. Even giving him the benefit of the doubt that he didn’t know what was in the bottle, he knew the board was incredibly important to her. Stealing was stealing, and she didn’t like that at all. But emotions and motives didn’t really matter any more. She just wanted it back.

      Keisha sidled up to the bar and took a vacant seat toward the end as far away from other customers as she could get. Down at the opposite end, Brady, with scabbed lip and all, smiled and nodded as he handed out a few draft beers to a few kids who barely looked of age. One of the patrons pointed to Brady’s chin and asked something Keisha couldn’t hear.

      “Yeah, well, you should’ve seen the other guy.” Then, “I’ll be right back.”

      He wiped his hands on a towel and walked toward her. She lowered her glasses. Halfway there his mouth twisted in surprise then he smirked.

      “Well now,” he said. “This is unexpected. What are you doing here? And waiting so patiently too, not even checking your phone.”

      “Spare me the drama.” Keisha rolled her eyes. “You took something that belongs to me and I want it back.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, hands up in mock surrender. A glint of arrogant defiance flashed across his grey eyes.

      “You are fucking pathetic. I’ve heard about all these beta bitches that would leave behind glasses or jewelry or something in an attempt to force a guy to see them again, but I have never in my life heard of a guy stealing so he could see a girl again. That might actually be the most pitiful thing I’ve ever experienced.”

      That wiped the smug expression from his face. All those Bloody Marys had both loosened and sharpened her tongue.

      “Beta,” he said, and laughed to himself. “That’s harsh.”

      “Yeah well…”

      “You’re not wrong though. I guess you took something from me last night, my pride, my feelings, whatever, doesn’t matter, so I took something, something I knew was important, from you.”

      “And that makes you a gigantic asshole.” Keisha resisted the urge to leap to her feet and scream at him.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry,” he said.

      Someone whistled down at the other end of the bar.

      “Sorry, I gotta check on them. I’ll be right back. Here, on me,” he said and slid her a beer across the bar.

      Keisha took a long gulp thinking about what he said, what she’d done to provoke him, and what she’d do next. His apologetic, defeated demeanor took a lot of the tension away, as did the beer and she drank half of it by the time he returned.

      “Okay, this is a pretty busy time, I can’t really talk, but I’m really sorry and I want to fix this.”

      “So give it back. It’s pretty simple.” She grinned at him, booze doing its work as her rage was coming out almost flirty.

      “I will,” he said. “I have to work till about ten then maybe I can bring it over?”

      “Okay,” she agreed. “Thank you. But don’t get any ideas, I just want it back.”

      “I have no ulterior motive. I may have at the beginning, but you’re right. It’s pretty sad,” he said. “I shouldn’t have taken it and I’m sorry.”

      “Good. And glad to see your face is recovering, it doesn’t look that bad.”

      He looked puzzled, then winced as he smiled and felt the pain in his lip. She drained the rest of her drink and headed to her apartment wondering what exactly was going through his head, and her own for that matter. Once inside, the hair of the dog kicked in double time and she crashed on the couch, not waking until well after the sun went down.
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      Around 11:30, Keisha assumed that Brady was either full of shit or ended up working later than he thought. She took a quick shower, made herself a cup of tea, and snuggled into bed. She had just opened her book when three thuds pelted the front door.

      Half of her wanted to ignore it, punish him for taking his sweet ass time, not to mention she felt so cozy, but the other, stronger half wanted those ashes back. She kicked off the covers, padded to the front door and swung it open.

      “Whoa,” Brady said, “you look a lot better than I expected.”

      “Don’t even try to charm me, Brady. I took quite a nap.”

      “Can I come in?” he asked, sheepish.

      “I thought you just came to right a wrong, you know, return what you stole from me.”

      He looked away.

      “I did,” he said. “But I was hoping to talk to you for a minute as well.”

      “To try and win my affection once and for all? You guys are all the same.”

      “No,” he said, meeting her eyes. “To try and find out what kind of person sprinkles weird shit on a Ouija board to find out if she should sleep with someone and then plays around on her phone while it happens.”

      Keisha tried to keep the blush from showing on her face.

      “Can you please just give it back to me?”

      “I will,” he said. “I promise. Can I come in?”

      She puffed out her cheeks and opened the door all the way. He entered and she closed it behind him. He went straight to the couch in her living room and sat, propped his feet up on the coffee table next to the board she’d not yet put away.

      “Just make yourself at home,” Keisha said.

      “I just worked all day, you got anything to drink?” he asked.

      “I fucking hate you,” she said, but came back from the kitchen with two tumblers and a bottle of bourbon.

      “Not playing around are we?”

      “You said you had a hard day, and I’m just getting ready for bed. Seems like the perfect medicine for both of us,” she said and poured two fingers into each glass. She raised hers, “To returning stolen property.”

      He flashed her his middle finger and they both took a healthy swig.

      “So,” she said. “You stole it, tricked me into letting you back inside instead of just making you give it to me on the doorstep. Tell me what you want?”

      “Straight to the point,” he said and pulled the prescription bottle from his pocket, sat it down next to the board. “What is this anyway? Pixie dust? Magic powder?”

      “Something like that,” she said. “But not a what, a who.”

      “What do you mean a who?”

      She stared at him. He stared back blankly.

      She cocked her head and nodded as a hint. Then, light went on in his eyes when he got it.

      “Oh… oh shit,” he said. “That’s a… person?”

      “It was, but he died. That’s all that’s left.”

      “He?”

      “His name was Conrad, and I really don’t like talking about it, and that’s all I have left of him and it’s really important to me and…”—she yawned—“it’s getting late and thanks from brining it by, but I think I’m ready to go to bed now.”

      She reached for the bottle on the table and he grabbed her wrist, not hard enough to hurt her, but hard enough to show her that he was serious.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Talk to me, tell me what this is all about,” he said.

      “I don’t even know you. I don’t owe you shit, man.”

      “Yeah well, we got to know each other okay last night, not to mention this board and maybe this bottle popped me a good one right in the face.”

      “I’d say things balanced out.”

      “Why are you like this? When did you turn so cold? I thought we had fun last night?”

      “We did.” She looked away. “For a while, but then the board said it was going to be nothing more than a one night thing, so I did everything in my power to make sure you wouldn’t come back. Most guys want nothing to do with a girl who texts her friends while they’re fucking.”

      He looked perplexed.

      “I was here. Remember?” Brady gestured to his lip. “When I asked, albeit, crudely, if we should have sex, it gave such an excited yes, the thingy flew off the table and hit me in the mouth.”

      “It did. Although it could’ve been anger at how you phrased the question,” she said. “But while you were gone, I asked him if this should go any farther than one night and it… he... said no.”

      “And so you sabotaged our sex on purpose because a Ouija board told you that we should fuck, but I’m not the one?”

      “I guess you could put it that way.”

      He poured himself another two fingers and offered the bottle to her. Keisha shrugged and Brady topped her off.

      “All right then. Let’s do this your way. Ask the board. If it says yes, you tell me and I give you your bottle. If it says no, I give you your bottle and leave right away. I won’t even try and get a kiss goodbye.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Whatever,” she said. “He’s gonna say no.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “Don’t try and move it, that will only piss him off.”

      “I would never,” Brady said.

      “All right.” Keisha got to her knees, sat next to the board, and sipped her bourbon. He joined her, an excited grin lighting his face. He placed his hands on the planchette before she did. Then he looked at her. She swallowed hard, trying to hide the nerves in her stomach. With shaky hands Keisha touched the planchette.

      “All right, Mr. Conrad, I’m Brady. Nice to meet you. Now, should Keisha here kick my ass out or explain to me just what the hell is going on?”

      Nothing happened for a long time. Their eyes locked together, and they held each other’s gaze for several seconds before wood scratched on wood and Conrad offered his answer. The planchette twisted in spiraling circles teasing and taunting them and both held lungfuls of breath while they waited for it to stop. It moved its way up to “Yes” and kept moving. Brady cheered. Keisha blew out her bangs, and then her mouth fell open and tears stung her eyes.

      “What’s it spelling?” Brady asked, listing off the letters one by one.

      Finally they both had the message:

      “Tell Him Everything, A.D.”

      “Fuuuuuuuuck youuuuuuu,” Keisha said.

      “Yeah, looks like it’s time to pay up,” Brady said, but his voice caught in his throat when he saw her face and heard the tremble in her voice.

      “Oh… oh shit, I’m sorry.” He offered an arm to help her to her feet and console her. She refused.

      “It’s… it’s okay,” she whispered. “It’s probably time someone knew anyway, I just can’t believe it’s you. It’s not a pretty story.”

      Part of her wondered why in the hell Brady was still here. After what she’d done to him last night and now, for sure he had to think she was crazy. Most guys would run. Hell, if their roles were reversed, she’d run as fast as she possibly could. But here he was, topping off their bourbons and leaning in close, eyes focused on hers, goading, and a caring smile on his face.

      “So what’s A.D.?” He asked. “I thought your name was Keisha, so those can’t be initials can they?”

      “They are initials,” she said. “But not for my birth name. It was a nickname some asshole guys gave me a long time ago.”

      She sipped her bourbon, grimaced, took another sip.

      “I actively try my best to never, ever think about this, but maybe it’s time.”

      “You can tell me, it’s okay,” he said.

      “Don’t rush me,” she said. “This might take me a while.”

      His turn to sip bourbon.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      She ignored him.

      “Angel Ditch,” she said. “A.D. stands for Angel Ditch. It’s what a bunch of guys called me my freshman year of college.”

      “Angel Ditch?”

      “Just think about it for a second,” she said.

      “Still not getting it.” He shook his head.

      She sighed and closed her eyes.

      “They were talking about my pussy...”
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      “Oh… Jesus,” Brady said, making a face.

      “Yeah, you got it now, champ? It even sounds like a compliment right? I should’ve been flattered right? No. The total opposite. It was humiliating and degrading and horrible. It all seemed so innocent and harmless, at first, but the way things ended…”

      Her fists clenched and her chest heaved. She was spilling her guts out in an incoherent mess to this total stranger who for some inexplicable reason, was still here, listening as she babbled something crazy. He wrapped his arms around her. She went silent and let herself be comforted.

      After a minute or two, Keisha pulled away from him and looked up, and smiled.

      “Look, I’m sorry for prying, obviously this has you… triggered or whatever—hell I didn’t even believe in that before today, you know? But yeah, I’m sorry I insisted and pushed you to do this. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “No. It’s tough because I’ve never told anyone, but I already feel a lot better just purging even in a mess of words. Let me slow down, I want to get this out. I’m glad Conrad pushed me, I’m glad you’re here to listen.”

      “If you’re sure you’re okay,” he said.

      She nodded and told her story.

      

      I didn’t look like this until college. Some girls are late bloomers. I was a super late bloomer. Puberty hit me late and stuck for a long time and eventually I worked my ass off to get into shape. When all the other girls around me were trying on bras and wearing revealing clothing, I just kept staring at my formless self, wondering if this is what I was or if someday I’d actually develop.

      Halfway through high school, I thought maybe if I ate more that would help prompt my body into taking a more womanly shape. Give me some of those coveted curves. I put on the pounds, but it never went to the right places. I packed on over two hundred and still couldn’t fill a B-cup, and ultimately, I was nothing more than an undeveloped, unattractive, uninteresting, unimpressive fat girl. And fucking depressed. Horribly, horribly depressed.

      I survived high school burying my face in books and focusing on getting good grades. Thought maybe if I worked hard I could give myself a head start in college and then maybe everything would come together. I didn’t feel like I was owed anything, but I felt like hard work in high school might help balance things out.

      Guys and gals alike teased me in high school. I was an easy target. More than once I got invited to parties and pranked when I showed up. One time I was told it was a costume party, but I was the only one who dressed up. Rumors started that I was into cosplay and actually thought I was Harley Quinn. Another time I showed up, they led me to the backyard only to be pelted with water balloons and balls of raw hamburger. That was probably the worst. God, kids are assholes.

      After that night I retreated even farther into myself and swore off socializing with anyone. Though my hormones and sexual impulses surged, I could indulge them with nothing more than my hands and pornography. I watched a lot of porn in that time, and I didn’t just use it to get off, I used it to study, to try and find out exactly how it would feel in all these different scenarios so that if I ever did snare a guy I liked, even though I was a virgin, after one roll with me, no matter my looks or anything else, he’d never want to leave.

      After two years of trying to pack on curvy weight I acknowledged my mistake and started working out furiously, but got no results. Sometimes I thought about killing myself, but never actually tried.

      Then I went to college and earned my illustrious nickname, Angel Ditch, and my whole world changed.

      During the parties the first weekend, I lost my virginity. I ran into the same guy, named Paul, two different nights and we both talked and laughed and got sloppy drunk. He tried to take me back to his place the first night but I resisted. The second night, after years of teasing and taunting and rejection, I just let myself go.

      And go I went.

      We were both super drunk, so I remember a lot more about the next morning than I do that night, but the next morning was when it all changed for me. Some call it the walk of shame, and that’s what it normally would’ve been, but apparently even in my drunken blackout state, I’d given Paul the fuck of his life.

      See, what they were doing was something I’d never heard of. Paul and his friends, a couple upper classmen, with some experience under their belts had been out hogging. Hogging is a competition in which male friends go out to a party or a bar and they have a contest to see who can fuck the fattest girl, and oh happy day, Paul chose me.

      I should have been infuriated, right? Well, while all his buddies were up early downing breakfast beers before football started, he’d told them what happened between us the night before and instead of walking out in shame, they invited me to sit with them, handed me a beer.

      You’d think I’d be crushed, humiliated, depressed, all that, but I was getting attention for the first time in my life. All of a sudden, Paul and his friends were interested in everything about me and even though most of it was sexual, it still felt ridiculously satisfying. Sure, I’d lost my virginity the night before, but I’d seen enough porn to bluff my way through their banter until one of them stood up.

      “This is ridiculous,” he said. “Look at you, what could you possibly do so different? Christ you weigh like 300 pounds.”

      Looking back now, I realize it was a challenge. He was looking to get laid, see what he could get away with, and I took the bait. I could’ve thrown my drink in his face and stormed out, but instead, I took my clothes off and fucked him sideways right there in front of all his friends. And then I fucked the rest of the guys in the house, including Paul for a second time.

      I made them all rubber up and took them one after another, and I talked shit the entire time they ran the train. Repeating almost every line I’d ever heard in a porno.

      “You like that? Why don’t you fuck me like a man, you little bitch? Yeah, pull my hair smack my ass. Is that all you got? Oh yeah baby, squeeze my tits. Yeah, flip me over and fuck me from behind. Harder, more, harder, don’t stop, don’t, no, don’t cum yet. Oh yeah, give it all to me baby. I want it.”

      I hammed it up, and they ate it up. I pulled out every phrase and trick in the book and they took their turns fucking me until they were sweating and I was sweating and everyone just kind of collapsed into their grungy overstuffed couches and chairs.

      I knew they were using me, but it felt good to be used, fucked, lusted after, I’d never experienced anything like it, not to mention I even managed to harvest some pleasure out of it myself.

      When it was over I put my clothes on with wobbly legs and I kind of expected them to tell me to get the fuck out, but instead Paul brought me a beer and they gave me a round of applause.

      In hindsight I realize they were really protecting their investment. What college guy wouldn’t want a chick they could call at a moment’s notice to come over and fuck their whole household plus friends or whatever? But in the moment I felt pure pride.

      “Okay, boys, you’ve done worn me out, I’m gonna get going,” I said.

      “Yeah, okay, cool,” Paul said, “We’re having a party here on Wednesday, why don’t you come back? And give me your number, too, for sure.”

      No one had ever asked me for my number before. I gave it to him and every guy in the room and then I left, excited and liberated. Best day of my life. I felt so energized, I went home and showered and hit the gym. After that workout I felt the shift inside my body and things got a lot better.

      I went back and saw them before their party on Wednesday, and we did the same song and dance. Things went on this way for a while and then one night I was over there just drinking with them and watching a movie, no fooling around, when they started talking about the nickname they’d given me. How they called me Angel Ditch. How perfect my pussy was and even though my body might not be perfect, the ditch between my legs was angelic. They told me this, straight to my face and I took it with an enthusiastic, agreeable nod and a smile. Angel Ditch. They called me A.D. for short. I had a fucking nickname. I had friends.

      I pictured it in my head: “Hey, anyone talked to Angel Ditch? What’s she doing tonight? I just texted AD, she’s down, she’ll be over in an hour.”

      I felt important.

      Things with The Boys, as I came to call them, escalated as sex usually does. I had to make sure I wasn’t boring. There’s nothing worse than being boring, and curious boys obviously wanted to see how far they could push their willing fuckdoll.

      I let them. The only rule I strictly enforced was that they were not allowed to take any pictures or film anything.

      Day by day they humiliated and degraded me just a little bit more, but I found I mostly liked it, got off on it, so I didn’t care if they wanted to pour beers on my head while they fucked me, or spit in my face, or fuck me with a beer box on my head, or cut a hole in the pussy of a Hustler centerfold and fuck me through it. I let it all happen.

      I burned calories like crazy with The Boys and at the gym, and I ate healthier than I had in my life. I took a nutrition class my first semester and asked a shitload of questions. My body physically and visibly changed over the course of my freshman year, and I dropped the weight in the wrong places, and the weight in the right places tightened with muscular definition from all of my hard work.

      I started to draw eyes and comments and conversation and attention from a lot of other people that weren’t associated with The Boys, and worse than that, in my transformation, The Boys started to see me as long term relationship material instead of just a willing, enthusiastic, overweight, freaky hole to stick their dicks in.

      So they started fighting over me. Cheap barbs at first, but then fun joking around became mean spirited as they talked shit about each other’s dicks, or who smelled the worst, who had STDs, or who used me to cheat on their girlfriends. I tired of the bickering and made myself scarce which caused them all to text me and call me more often, finally wanting to take me out on dates or something. It’s amazing what dropping 100 pounds can do to a man’s brain.

      In the middle of all that, I met Conrad. The first guy ever to legitimately approach me and engage me in a conversation that resulted in mutual flirtation, some fun, and me happily giving him my phone number, and anxiously waiting for three whole days for him to call or text.

      He did. We went out for happy hour and hit it off like you see in the movies. Nearly inseparable after that, we did dinners and movies and study dates and everything else, and once our relationship got rolling, I stayed far, far away from The Boys. I avoided places I knew they’d be on campus and ignored their text messages and phone calls. Started to see them for the opportunistic filth they really were. Shocked at myself for never seeing it before.

      It turned out that most of them couldn’t get laid without me, so they grew more and more desperate, going so far as to threaten me they’d tell Conrad in thick, grisly detail about all of our escapades. Thank God I’d never allowed them to film or photograph anything.

      Conrad confronted me about it, and I came clean, told him everything, told him I even liked a lot of it. Even though those guys were jerks, that didn’t completely change my tastes.

      At my pleading, he ignored them and I told The Boys for one final time to leave me the fuck alone and find a new girl or better yet, to grow the fuck up and find girlfriends of their own. Miraculously, they left us alone and our relationship progressed. We were together for about six months and as in love as it gets when we ran into The Boys at a dive bar downtown.

      After a stressful study week, we were looking for a cheap relaxing date of awesomely bad music on the jukebox, Bud Light Draft, and shooting pool. We had everything we wanted until the boys showed up.

      I never knew them as fighters, but something got into them that night.

      They didn’t approach us, but they stared us down for a good hour, sipping their beers, whispering to each other and laughing. With enough liquid courage down their hatches, they decided it would be a good idea to come shoot some stick on the table next to ours.

      I didn’t want to let them win, but I didn’t want trouble either, so I grabbed Conrad, we paid our tab, and I used the bathroom and we went out to the car. And there they were, waiting for us sitting right on top of Conrad’s black Dodge Charger like bully punks in some 50s movie.

      I pulled my phone out, threatening to call the cops and Conrad stopped me. He asked them nicely once to please move and let us leave. They refused, then they started tossing the nastiest slurs my way. It’s amazing how the male brain changes before they’ve fucked you, after they’ve fucked you, and when they realize they will never fuck you again.

      Conrad heard enough and took a step forward. Once he did that it was over, one of The Boys, they called him Worm, snuck out from behind another car and cracked Conrad in the head with a cue stick. Then the rest jumped on him, punching, stomping, kicking, everything. They hit his head on the concrete and broke several of his bones.

      I called the cops, but thirty seconds later the boys scattered and Conrad died in my arms as I cradled his bloodied head.

      I told the police everything, but ultimately there was no way to prove who inflicted the deathblow, so a few of them went down for manslaughter and a few cut a deal for assault and battery charges. No one went away for life or anything, and now, they all walk free and Conrad is still dead.

      Even at that young age he wanted to be cremated, and since he had no one else, the ashes went with me. Since his death, I’ve studied the occult, Ouija, spirits, stuff like that, and found a way to communicate with him again.

      His spirit inhabits this board, and when I sprinkle his ashes on it, he talks to me, tries to help me find the right guy, since I’ve only ever had one, and the rest of my experience with men has been utter shit.

      

      Keisha took a gulp of bourbon.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” Brady said, and went to sip his drink, but it had been empty for half the story.

      For a few moments, neither spoke. They stared at the Ouija board.

      She expected to burst into tears or something while telling this story, but instead the purge felt more cleansing than anything she’d ever experienced. Now she felt free. Maybe the Catholics were onto something with their confessions.

      During multiple points of the story Brady tried to stop her, to hold her, comfort her or console her, but she shook her head each time and forged forward, and once she started, his innocent attempts to reassure her only became more and more annoying.

      He pointed to his glass.

      “After all that, I think I need a refill. I’ll be right back. You need anything?”

      Keisha faced him. Looked him square in the eye.

      “Actually, I think it would be better if you just go. I haven’t thought about that for a long time, and I’ve never told anyone. I feel good, but weird, and I think I’d just rather be alone. I probably shouldn’t have told you in the first place.”

      Brady gestured to the board. “But he told you to. That’s so crazy.”

      “Yeah well, even still. Maybe it was more about me telling it than you hearing it. Can you just give me his ashes and please go? I’m sorry, but I’m fine. I just want to be alone.”

      His face looked like she’d stabbed him. He tried to hide the flash of anger, but she saw through it, and she understood why he felt that way, but it wasn’t her problem.

      “Yeah, um, okay. Sure…” With shaking hands he pulled the pill bottle from his jacket pocket and handed it to her. When she grabbed it, his hand lingered on hers. He put his other hand on her shoulder and gave a soft squeeze. Keisha smiled.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Sure. If you need anything, just call me or whatever.”

      “Okay.” She couldn’t hide the emptiness in her voice.

      She was so relieved to get the ashes back she wasn’t even angry anymore that he’d stolen them in the first place. He looked so confused and awkward, as if he might burst into tears, but before they had a chance to spill, he stood up.

      “Bye, Keisha,” he said, and he walked out her door without slamming it and without looking back.
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      She watched the door for a few minutes after he left hoping he wouldn’t come back. He was a good guy, but when he tried to comfort her, it felt wrong, icky, like he couldn’t understand that even though she’d told him such terrible things, she felt better. It was his idea that she was broken that led him to think that he had to comfort her. Instead, she felt strong, and getting all that shit out of her, not to mention getting the ashes back, made Keisha feel better than she had in months.

      Confident Brady wouldn’t come back, that he’d waddle home with his nice guy tail between his nice guy legs, she did something she didn’t do very often. Keisha lit a few candles, sprinkled a few of Conrad’s ashes on the board and engaged him in one on one communication.

      She sipped her bourbon then gripped the planchette.

      “Hey, Conrad.”

      “Hey, yourself,” the planchette scratched across the board.

      “What happened tonight? Why did you want me to tell that story? Why now? Why to him? I don’t understand.”

      The wooden piece glided under her fingers. It took a long time to spell the words, but she never forgot a letter.

      “You needed to. Don’t you feel so much better now?”

      “I do.” She nodded. “Thank you. But it’s just weird. Last night you told me just to have sex with Brady, and now tonight you’ve got me spilling my guts to him.”

      “He tried to steal me away from you.”

      “I know, but I think that was innocent, even though it was pretty awkward.”

      Just as Conrad started to answer, Keisha’s phone chimed.

      Text message.

      Brady fucking MacGregor.

      Hey. Sorry for leaving like that. And more sorry for stealing those ashes. I had no idea what they meant to you. Sorry if things got really awkward, I just really like you, Keisha. I would love to hang out again sometime soon.

      She read it, rolled her eyes, and picked up the planchette.

      “So what do you think I should do, Conrad? Obviously I can’t replace you, but I’m only twenty-eight. Sooner or later you’re going to have to approve of a guy for me, right?”

      Before he could answer, her phone chimed again.

      Text message.

      Guess who?

      And I just wanted to say thank you for opening up to me, I know that wasn’t easy for you. I’m glad talking about it helped you to feel better. And I’m glad that I could be the one there for you. Also I just remembered that both times I was at your place I had like three beers and half a bottle of bourbon. Next time drinks are on me :D. Night.

      “Jesus Christ. What a knight in shining armor. How did I ever survive before him?”

      She wasn’t even talking to Conrad, but the Ouija board spelled out “Ha ha ha.”

      “Well, I’m gonna go out next weekend. Maybe getting my past off my chest, at least to one guy will help my confidence and I can find someone else, maybe even Mr. Perfect, but like always, I’m gonna need your help, Conrad.”

      “Of course, my lovely.”

      My lovely. She sighed and clutched the planchette to her heart. That’s what he always called her. God, she missed him. He knew she loved that nickname and he used to say it at ridiculous and inappropriate times to make her laugh. “Does my cock feel good inside you, my lovely?” he would say in a deadpan voice that would have her cackling underneath him. “Is my lovely upset?” he would ask if he just ran the pool table after breaking and not letting her even get a shot in. Her mind got lost in all the sweet memories and she sipped bourbon and squeezed the planchette.

      Her phone chimed.

      Text message.

      Brady MacGregor.

      “What the fuck am I going to do with this sad, pathetic, desperate douchebag?”

      Before she could release the planchette and pick up her phone, the board drew her hands to it and spelled out two words.

      Her mouth fell open, but she couldn’t release it from her grip.

      “Kill him.”

      Her hands cramped around it making it nearly impossible to let go, but finally she did, flinging it free with horror on her face and tears in her eyes. It smashed into the empty tumbler Brady had left on the end table. The glass shattered, tinkling to the floor.

      She read the most recent text message.

      Sorry for bombarding you. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. If you are, then don’t answer this message, and I’ll know for sure. Winky face.

      Keisha didn’t know quite how to take that. Talk about a no-win situation. But his concern wasn’t her concern at the moment.

      She reached into the dregs of broken glass to pick up the planchette, slicing her hand open on two or three shards as she retrieved it. The cuts stung and blood beaded on her skin.

      Dripping blood, she put it back on the board and asked, “Do I really need to kill him?”

      “Yes,” the planchette answered, leaving a smear of blood across the board.

      “Then I will,” she said. “If it has to be done, then I will do it.”

      Even though she spoke the words, she could never see herself committing such an act.

      Blood coated the board, but the wooden piece slid right through it.

      “Good,” it said. “Sooner the better.”
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      A week passed and Keisha understood more and more why Conrad wanted her to kill Brady. Even though they all seemed so concerned and so innocent, the fucking text messages just wouldn’t stop. A few times he’d even called, but she never answered and after ten calls, he only left one voicemail.

      “Keisha, it’s Brady, but I’m sure you know that. I’ve been thinking about you. Kind of a lot. You should call me back. Or answer me. I really don’t know what happened here. Okay. Bye.”

      She didn’t call him back and didn’t answer any of his texts. Half the reason being that he annoyed the shit out of her, the other half being that Conrad wanted her to kill him and she kind of wanted to kill him herself. Better for Brady’s safety and her sanity to just ignore him.

      She went back to doing what she always did before Brady invaded her life. She worked hard on her career creating advertising for local businesses, and she partied in her free time. Sometimes she went out with friends, but just as often she liked to go out by herself. Out with friends, she’d be more likely to get out of control because someone there would look out for her. She liked going out alone because she kept things in control and that worked a lot better when she was trying to meet a guy.

      She didn’t know why she liked bars so much. Keisha knew the general consensus was that no one fell in love with someone they met at a bar. Though easy to say, and condescend, and bash the scene, in reality she knew plenty of people in happy long-term loving relationships that had met just that way.

      A few times she tried online, but that never worked. Usually she’d feel butterflies in her stomach before a first date, pull out the Ouija board and ask Conrad. Every single time he vetoed it, and she ended up canceling. At least if she met a guy in a bar, she still had a chance to get laid.

      She tried the café, bookstore, and gym thing too, but she never found anyone even remotely interesting in such places. Maybe she would’ve before The Boys, but now, she never felt a twinge of attraction unless it involved some mystery and possible danger or adventure.

      Tonight she decided to go out by herself. She didn’t want to go to the Ooga Booga, and she didn’t want to go to the bar where she’d met Brady either. She wanted something different, something exciting, to go somewhere she hadn’t been. She decided on a place called Chump’s. It didn’t have the best reputation, bikers, fights, occasional drugs, but it was in a decent part of town, and if things got too intense or too uncomfortable, she’d leave. Simple. And if they got real bad, she could probably call Brady and get a ride. Now that would be evil. She laughed.

      Before she got ready she sprinkled some ashes on the board and asked Conrad. Right away, the Ouija board guided her fingers to “Yes,” and she felt relieved.

      She put some music on and popped a beer as she danced around in front of the mirror taking her time dressing and doing her hair. A little over an hour and two beers later, she gave herself a final glance in the full-length mirror. She went with a sexy, yet conservative look that highlighted her favorite features. Happy with her hair, makeup, outfit, she ventured to Chump’s.

      Walking in, she found herself pleasantly surprised. It didn’t appear nearly as shady as she imagined but it was rough around the edges. Thankfully the old puke and sour piss smell that plagued so many otherwise fantastic hole-in-the-wall bars didn’t emanate from Chump’s.

      The specials chalked on the board behind the bar were cheap and enticing, and Black Sabbath blared on the jukebox. Keisha took a seat at the far end of the bar near the restrooms, facing the entrance. The bartender gave her a subtle, quizzical eye before bringing the Yuengling draft she ordered. The beer tasted cold and crisp, not a hint of flatness draft beer gets at a lot of dive bars. She faked staring at her cell phone, instead stealthily watching all the other patrons. A few shot pool, a few played ping-pong, a few watched football, and more than a few sized her up.

      She knew how out of place she was, that being the whole point. Now she wanted to see who would do something about it.

      While feigning focus on her phone, good old desperate Brady struck again. His behavior had transcended pathetic to the point in which she wanted to kill him, but now, reading this newest message, she felt sorry for him all over again. How had she even given him the time of day in the first place? He was about as beta and unexciting as plain yogurt. She put that one up to drinking with her friends that night.

      On her second beer she checked out the jukebox, decided to give Chump’s a little bit of a woman’s touch. She put in a five for five songs. She scrolled through, picked out a couple by Evanescence and Garbage. To mix things up a bit and soften the hard edge this place had, she had her fifth song picked out and just as her finger went to poke the touch screen, a strong hand grabbed her by the wrist.

      She had to tip her neck back to see his face as this guy towered at least a foot over her. He wore a baseball cap tilted to one side and the cockiest smirk she’d ever seen. He didn’t let go of her wrist and she didn’t want him to.

      “No, sweetheart, you were doing okay, but Kelly Clarkson just ain’t gon’ fly in a joint like this. Let me help you out.”

      He pushed his big body into hers, gently knocking her out of the way. She felt her face flush with anger, embarrassment, and an undeniable attraction. Keisha’s eyes stayed too busy studying him to even see what song he chose.

      “Much better,” he said.

      Then in one fluid movement, he released her wrist and shook her hand.

      “I’m Dick,” he said.

      “Yeah, you kind of are…”

      “Drink?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Keisha,” she said.

      Together they walked to the bar.
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      Three hours, four beers and two shots later she felt herself toeing the line of control. She was having a lot of fun with Dick, and didn’t want things to get out of hand. Or maybe she did. Her cycle had been the same for so long. Meet guy, let Conrad vet guy, usually fuck guy, dump guy, meet guy. Maybe tonight she’d break the cycle.

      Dick smiled at her with big dimples and glazed-over eyes talking about something she couldn’t remember or understand, but he looked excited about it and she found him cute, fun to watch.

      It was only midnight, but Chump’s had already started winding down, with only the most hardcore patrons still drinking in full capacity.

      “Let’s get outta here,” Dick said. “Can we go to your place though? Mine is… messy.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Cool,” Keisha said. “Let me call an Uber.”

      “Nah, I’m good. I got this,” he said, patting the keys in his pocket.

      “You sure?” she slurred.

      “Oh yeah, watch.” He proceeded to strut ten steps while touching his nose with his forefinger.

      She laughed and leaned into him and he put his arm around her and walked her to the car and drove her home.

      Dick bobbed and weaved with one hand on the wheel and one hand creeping up her thigh while Slayer pulsed through the speakers. Even with her senses dulled, Keisha’s heart hammered in her chest, but halfway through the car ride, she let all her fears and inhibitions go. She’d ventured out seeking something different, something dangerous, and here he sat beside her.

      He parked on her block and she led him upstairs babbling about her special Ouija board, but he didn’t pay any attention to her. He followed and she talked and he didn’t answer her or ask any questions.

      Outside her door she kept going, oblivious that he wasn’t listening.

      “So that’s what we’ll do okay? I want to show you my Ouija board.”

      “What are you talking about?” Dick said.

      She keyed the lock and twisted the deadbolt open.

      “Come on in and I’ll show you.” She giggled and patted his chest.

      He didn’t answer her giggle or meet her eyes. He looked all business as he stepped into her place. “Got anything to drink?”

      “Of course.” She padded to the kitchen, returning with two bottles of beer.

      “Got anything stronger?” he asked, taking a barstool at the island in the kitchen.

      Keisha frowned, pouring him three fingers of bourbon.

      “I thought we’d sit in there. I want to show you something.”

      He refused to move, took two massive gulps of beer and picked up the tumbler. Took a sip.

      “Not bad,” he said.

      Difficult one, she thought, but nice to have one she couldn’t completely control for once, she was so used to making them squirm. If he wouldn’t come into the living room, she’d bring the board to him.

      She set it on the counter in front of him.

      “What the hell is this?” His voice came out in a slur.

      “The board I was telling you about. Here it is.”

      “I didn’t come here to play any kids games. Why the fuck do you even still have clothes on?” Dick grabbed the waistband of her pants and pulled her close. He put one hand on her ass and one on the back of her neck and pulled her in. She gasped, then moaned, as she mashed her mouth into his, licking up the bourbon taste off of his tongue. He squeezed her ass and pulled a little on the hair at the base of her neck as she ran her hands through his hair.

      Tingling and turned on, she rubbed her hands up and down his back and Dick lifted up her shirt, squeezing her breasts through her bra. He nibbled her ear and kissed her neck and…

      Someone knocked on the door. Three quick raps, then it stopped. Keisha went back to kissing Dick and then there was a full on pounding from the door.

      “What the hell? It’s like 2am?” Dick said. He walked to the door ready to punch someone’s lights out.

      “No. Stop,” Keisha said. “Just… stay here.”

      “No way,” he said. “You can’t answer the door alone in the middle of the night.”

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I know who it is. Just stay. I promise, I’ll be right back. And then…” She flashed him and went to the front door.

      Poor Brady MacGregor stood out on her doorstep, his eyes red and wet. He tried to hide the rage on his face, but Keisha saw through.

      “What are you doing here? Haven’t I made it clear that I don’t want to talk to you? At least not for the time being? Plus coming to my apartment in the middle of the night? C’mon, man.”

      “Yeah well, that’s what I don’t understand. Why you don’t want to talk to me? We had fun. We got along. I was there for you when you broke down and told me your story—”

      “I didn’t break down.”

      “You know what I mean. I was there for you to listen and I know you felt better afterwards, plus, I thought we got along pretty fucking great before that, but maybe I’m nuts. And then you ghost me? For what? Because some Ouija board told you to? I don’t buy it. And no you haven’t made it clear. You’ve just ignored me. From where I’m at, that board of yours looks like a real convenient excuse to do whatever you want, whether that’s punish or reward yourself or just fuck with other people. And now you’re in there with some bad looking dude who grabbed you before he even talked to you and then drove you home drunk as shit. I should’ve stopped it then.” His chest heaved, out of breath.

      Keisha couldn’t believe it. She didn’t know what to say.

      “First off, you stole from me, remember?” She poked a finger in his chest. “And now you’ve been stalking me, you creep? Dude, I don’t owe you anything, but even if I did, I wouldn’t even know what to say to you right now. This is fucking crazy.”

      “Yeah? Well, so is letting a spirit on a board run your fucking life.”

      She slapped him, a solid smack on the jaw and he stood there and took it. Didn’t flinch. She raised her hand to hit him again, and he caught her wrist. The one she’d cut a few days ago. He saw the pain on her face and felt the bandages and released her.

      “What happened?”

      “It was…” she almost told him the truth, but settled on, “nothing.”

      “You make your new bad boytoy take your little test?” he asked.

      A tear welled up in her eye.

      “Will you please just go, and leave me alone. Please.”

      “Fine,” he said. “But I don’t fucking understand you. Not for a second.”

      Keisha didn’t reply. Brady turned and walked away. She watched him go, thinking about what he’d said, taking a deep breath, and getting herself under control.

      Stalking her? Following her? Showing up in the middle of the night? On top of the way he’d just talked to her? Who the fuck did he think he was? She felt a rage take her over and with each breath she remembered what the board said.

      Kill him.

      Maybe Conrad was right after all.

      She cleared her mind and when she went back inside, all the anger turned to lust. Before Dick could ask her who was out there or if everything was okay, Keisha pounced on him picking up where they left off and then some. They shed each other’s clothes and explored each other’s bodies. They never made it to the bedroom.

      Keisha jumped up onto the kitchen table sending the Ouija board, planchette and Conrad’s ashes clattering to the floor without a second thought as she opened herself up to Dick and the two of them rocked away to paradise.

      When it was over, Dick carried her to the bedroom where they did it one more time before they both fell asleep with arms and legs intertwined.
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      In the morning she woke with a start. Not a full on panic, but with the immediate knowledge that something out of the ordinary occurred last night. She didn’t drink to blackout stage or anything, but upon waking it took her a moment to remember where she was and what had happened.

      Dick.

      She frowned at the empty mattress next to her.

      And that slimy Brady following her around and showing up. What an asshole. Looked like she was back to square one with men, but at least she felt good.

      Keisha stood on tense muscles and stretched. A clang followed by muffled swearing sounded outside the bedroom. She put on her robe.

      And then.

      No fucking way.

      She thought she must have been dreaming.

      She smelled it first. Then she heard it. Then she saw it. Dick, dancing around, dodging popping bacon grease while he cooked breakfast in his boxer shorts.

      Her mouth fell open in surprise before changing to full on laughter.

      “Hey there, Sleeping Beauty. I got up early and thought you might be hungry. We never got around to the drunk munchies… Unless you include each other.”

      He winked at her. “I’m risking my life here, I couldn’t find my clothes and I didn’t want to wake you. Ow!” He yelped as bacon grease splashed his skin.

      “Oh my God, you are such a dork,” she said, ran to the bedroom, and brought back his shirt.

      “Ah, thank you, and here you are. Sorry, all that was in there was turkey bacon,” he said and scooped two strips onto a plate with a scrambled egg and a toaster waffle. He made two portions and they sat across from each other and ate.

      She giggled.

      “Something wrong?”

      “I know what’s in my own fridge, goofball. And no, I uh… I just thought… when I woke up… you’d be gone. I didn’t expect…” Her face flushed.

      “Oh really?” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Should I go?”

      “Oh no, not that. It’s just that usually getting drunk and going to bed with someone leads to disappearances the next morning.”

      “You’ve had a lot of experience in this department I take it? I must say, I prefer trudging through the awkwardness.”

      “Shut up.” She punched him in the arm. “Plus that crazy knock on the door, I just figured you’d be gone.”

      “Well, you figured wrong. What was that all about anyway?”

      “Nothing, some crazy dude. We sort of got along for a little bit, but it wasn’t what he thought it was. And I thought I made that clear to him. I guess I was wrong. At least he didn’t text me again after he left. Maybe he finally got it.”

      “Hopefully,” Dick said. “And I hate to break it to you, but I’ve gotta take off after breakfast. I told my brother I’d help him with some yard work this afternoon. But I’ll help you clean up.”

      “That’s great, thanks, you’re a hell of a cook,” Keisha said, finishing her last bite.

      She sipped coffee while he picked up the plates and carried them to the sink.

      “Oh, and hey, here’s that board you wanted to show me last night. I think we knocked it on the floor. Sorry if I didn’t seem interested, I couldn’t get your body out of my brain.”

      She felt a pang of anxiety.

      “It’s no biggie,” she said.

      “Here. Show me now before I go,” he said.

      His knees popped when he squatted down to pick it up.

      “Wow, this is something. Did you make it?” he said, “Looks like it got some dirt or something on it last night though. Sorry about that.”

      Keisha froze to her seat and her stomach lurched.

      She heard him inhale.

      And she heard him exhale in a “whoosh” and she saw all of Conrad’s ashes puff into the air and disappear as they descended.

      “Much better,” he said.

      Keisha gulped as he set it down on the kitchen table.

      “Jesus, you look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he said. “Are you okay? Was it my cooking?”

      “Yeah… no, not the cooking, I’m okay, sorry. Sometimes I just get queasy when I eat breakfast after a night of drinking, even if it’s really good,” she lied.

      “Ah, I see. Sometimes time is the only thing that’ll cure a hangover. Why don’t you relax, while I go work in the yard all day.”

      “Asshole,” she said with a smile.

      “I thought chicks liked guys who were assholes?”

      “Touche.”

      “Okay, I’m gonna get going. Feel better. We should hang out again. What’s your number?”

      “Banging before we even know each other’s phone numbers…”

      “I know right. What a time to be alive,” he said.

      She laughed and put her number in his phone.

      “Uh, okay, bye,” he said, and looked at her, confused.

      Keisha gave him a half-smile and a slight nod and he gave her a quick kiss on the lips.

      “Bye,” she said to his back.

      Once the door closed, she scrambled to the spot where he’d picked the board up and looked for ashes but found nothing significant. On hands and knees she searched under the cabinets and stove until she found the pill bottle. She let out a relieved sigh when she gripped it, but the comfort turned to despair when she looked inside. Empty. Ashy residue clung to the sides of the plastic, but it all disappeared into the oils of her skin when she touched her finger to it.

      “Fuck,” she whispered and sat back at the kitchen table.

      She put her head in her hands thinking about the crazy guy stalking her, the new cute guy she’d just hit it off with, and the lost ashes of her first true love.

      Keisha raised her head and studied the board that had given her so many answers. And now, depending on how she interpreted it, Conrad had given her one last answer in the affirmative.

      Or was it a question?

      The planchette rested perfectly on the letter Y.
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      Loud music, light cleaning, dancing, showering and finally reading kept Keisha’s mind off of Conrad’s depleted ashes. By late morning she’d devoured a hundred or so pages of a book when her phone rang. She hoped for Dick, but didn’t think he’d call this early, plus he would be busy working with his brother.

      It was Brady. She didn’t answer. He called again. No voicemail. Then he sent a text.

      Hope you had fun last night.

      “Jesus Christ,” she said. “No wonder fucking Conrad told me it’d be a one-night stand, and then to kill him. This guy is bananas.”

      She put her phone on silent, left it in the kitchen, and went back to reading. Eventually she closed the book and nodded off for an early afternoon nap.

      A vibrant flash followed by a blustering boom shook her from sleep. She lay there, blinking at the ceiling when she heard the rain start to pour. Thunder crackled like expensive fireworks, shaking the walls. The rain sounded torrential. I’ll bet Dick’s having fun, she thought.

      Keisha peered out the window and saw nothing but heavy rain, flashing lightning and a deep navy blue sky. Hopeful that maybe the weather ruined Dick’s plans, she checked her phone. To her surprise, he did call her. She also had a new text message from Brady. She read his message first.

      I’m really sorry. About following you, about some of the things I said last night. I just want to talk to you. Things have really spiraled out of control here, but if we just sit down and talk for a few minutes, I know we can make things right.

      This was getting pathetic, borderline scary. She felt bad for any woman who’d ever crossed his path or would in the future. Talk about a clinger. Her strategy of ensuring he’d stay away sure backfired.

      “Fuck you, Brady,” she said to her phone and called Dick back.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey yourself, how’s the weather out there?”

      “Ha, ha, ha, fuck you.”

      She smiled. She could banter with this guy all day long.

      “Hope you’re out of it, lightning and shit all over the place. Hate to have a tree fall on you or something.”

      “Yeah, when the sky turned black, we decided it was a good time to go inside and check the score of the Browns game.”

      “The Browns? Are you fucking serious? Oh my God, I knew there had to be something wrong with you. Dealbreaker.”

      “It’s uh… my brother’s team,” he said in an obvious lie voice.

      “So you’re calling because you’re freed up now and can’t go one more hour without hanging out with me?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, but yeah, thought maybe you could be my plan b.”

      “Aww, aren’t you sweet? Well, since you made me breakfast, how about I buy you dinner? I think you can help me out with something.”

      “Dinner? You sure? That sounds expensive. Don’t forget, I made you breakfast with your own food.”

      “Don’t sweat it dude, I got like $300 in the bank.”

      “Well, in that case, how could I refuse? What kind of help do you need?”

      “Remember that crazy guy who showed up last night? I still don’t think he’s gotten the message. I know the bar where he works, I’m thinking maybe we go in and put on a little PDA show.”

      “You had me at bar. And again at PDA.”

      Man, she liked this guy.

      “Okay awesome. You ever been to the Ooga Booga?”

      “I have not. I’ve made it my life’s work to avoid it based on name alone.”

      “I will make it my life’s work to show you new things, and not to be quite so judgmental, mister.”

      “Good. What time?”

      “How about like two hours? That good?”

      “Perfect. But the Brown’s game will probably be over.”

      “I can’t even believe they show that shit on TV in the first place. Okay, I’ll call you when I get there. Don’t go in without me.”

      “Word,” he said and hung up.

      She smiled as she pocketed the phone. Keisha didn’t take a whole lot of pleasure in putting on a show in front of Brady, but other than a show of force, she didn’t know what to do. She also really liked Dick and wanted to spend time with him and didn’t want fuckboy Brady getting in the way. Nothing would get Dick to walk away faster than some needy fuckface stalker that wouldn’t leave her alone. Tonight had to be the night. Brady had to get the message.

      Knowing this, and also wanting to make a lasting impression on Dick, Keisha went the extra mile while she prepared for the evening. Make up, dress, shoes, hair, everything perfect. She left her apartment with her umbrella in hand, hoping that neither the rain nor Brady would fuck things up for her.

      Her phone chimed as she entered the parking lot.

      Dick.

      Perfect timing.

      Keisha stepped out and scanned her eyes around the lot looking for him.

      “Behind you,” he whispered.

      She had no idea how he did it, but she turned and there he was, smiling.

      “Whoa, look at you,” he said. He looked her up and down, his eyes hovering a few extra seconds to take in her hair, face, breasts, and legs. “You should’ve told me to dress up.”

      Dick was in his jeans, dirty work boots, and a wet, busted-up baseball cap.

      “I think you look cute,” she said.

      She stood on tiptoes to kiss him.

      “So what, you’re using me to make someone jealous or something?”

      “Oh shut up. More like I want this weirdo to leave me alone, so that we can enjoy each other undistracted. We just gotta send the message first. I trust that won’t be a problem?”

      She batted her eyelashes.

      “I’ll do my best,” he said. “But just looking at you, I half forget my own name.”

      “Good. This might feel mean. And I guess it is, but I need this to stop and other than hiring a hitman, I don’t have a better idea. He says he wants to talk to me, but I already know that will go bad and this will never end.”

      “Then let’s take care of this,” Dick said.

      “Let’s.” She offered an arm and Dick linked his with hers and they walked into the Ooga Booga.
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      Keisha caught Brady’s eye the second they entered. No hiding behind sunglasses this time. Dick sensed it and immediately moved his hand to her ass. Brady sneered.

      A few patrons ate wings and guzzled drafts while they watched their favorite teams determine their mood for the day. At one end of the bar, three or four spots away from the nearest customer, Keisha and Dick mounted two empty stools. With no choice but to serve them, Brady stepped up.

      “Hi there, welcome to Ooga Booga. My name is Brady, and I’ll be taking care of you,” he said, so calm it came off creepy. “What are we drinking?”

      Dick hammed it up and put his arm around Keisha.

      “Well, me and my girlfriend here would really like two Guinness drafts and an order of the crab dip. Is that any good?”

      “Yeah, the crab dip is tight,” Brady said.

      He hid his discomfort so well it impressed Keisha.

      “But before I pour your drinks, I hate to do this, but they make me and I’m on camera, can I see some ID?”

      “Sure.” Dick flipped out his wallet. Brady looked at the driver’s license then looked long and hard at Dick.

      “Okay,” Brady said.

      Then he moved on to Keisha’s.

      She rolled her eyes. Brady shrugged, and after an awkward glance, nodded.

      “All right,” he said, and tossed a few cocktail napkins in front of them. “Two Guinness and a crab dip.”

      He poured the beers and placed them down without comment, then went to check on other customers.

      “Maybe this is gonna be easier than I thought,” Keisha said.

      “Or maybe he’s just hiding it well because you ambushed him at work,” Dick said.

      “No,” Keisha said. “Honestly, if he wasn’t getting the message, I don’t think he’d be able to keep it together.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Dick said. “But even if I don’t have to lay it on thick to convince him, there’s still PDA right?”

      She answered him with a kiss that both of them got lost in like teenagers until Brady served them the crab dip shoving the plate to the bar top with a clatter.

      “Thanks, mate,” Dick said.

      “Here’s your appetizer, Angel Ditch,” Brady said. “Can I get you anything else?”

      Keisha swallowed.

      “I think we’re good for now,” she said. “Asshole.”

      “Angel Ditch?” Dick said, crunching on a tortilla chip covered in crab dip.

      “I might tell you someday,” she said. “But let’s get through this first.”

      “Fair enough. Get you some,” he said and offered her a chip. “The working staff might be assholes, but the food is fantastic.”

      The dinner went on and Keisha ordered shrimp and Dick ordered steak and they talked and laughed and kissed and got to know each other. They each drank a second beer and before long they both forgot about Brady and focused completely on each other, happy with the company.

      Dick snatched the check as soon as Brady brought it over and paid the $70 tab with a $100 bill.

      “Change?” Brady asked.

      “All yours,” Dick said.

      “Thanks,” Brady said.

      Dick helped Keisha off her barstool and they walked hand in hand out of the Ooga Booga.

      The storm relented, but only a little by the time they made it back to their cars. A chill hung in the air and cold rain cocooned them.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I didn’t know what else to do. But even though I was using you, I had a lot of fun.”

      “Me too. Happy to help,” he said and leaned in and kissed her, long and deep and they both forgot about the rain.

      “You wanna come hang out? It’s perfect weather to share a blanket and watch a movie or something,” she said.

      He nodded. “That sounds about perfect, but I wanna let you know now, that I have to get up early. Some of us start the work week on Monday morning.”

      “Pssshhhhhh,” she said. “Just because I usually work from home doesn’t make me lazy.”

      “I know, just letting you know that I’m not planning on staying.”

      “And you what? Thought that I wanted you too?” She faked dry heaving and they both laughed.

      “All right,” he said. “I’ll follow you.”

      She drove slow with rain beating down on the windshield, happy with the way things had gone at the Ooga Booga, and even happier that Dick called her when his plans got wrecked and was now coming to her place to hang out.

      Considering everything she’d been through with men, she didn’t want to get too far ahead of herself, but she couldn’t help smiling at the flutter in her chest she felt when Dick left his car and met her in the canopy that led to her apartment.

      Even in the short walk to the alcove they both got doused with rain. His hair hung in tangles and his jacket looked like she could wring it out like a towel. She felt some of her own makeup run and wiped it away with the back of her hand.

      “You look like The Crow,” he said, “but prettier.”

      “And you look like some greasy wrench monkey.”

      “Easy, I am a greasy wrench monkey,” he said.

      They laughed and went to the door. Keisha’s teeth chattered together in the cool air of her apartment.

      “I’m f…f… fucking f…f…reezing,” she said.

      “Me too.” He gestured to his jacket. “I knew I should’ve gone with Gore-Tex.”

      “Gore what?”

      “It’s a waterproof material… never mind,” he said.

      She started taking her clothes off. His eyes bugged out at her.

      “What are you…?”

      “Strip,” she said. “These are going straight into the dryer before one of us catches pneumonia.”

      “Fair enough,” he said.

      “Go start the shower while I put these in the dryer. I like it hot.”

      She dropped the clothes in the dryer and went into the bathroom. Dick already had the shower heated full bore with hot mist billowing behind the curtain. This is going to feel so good, she thought and leaned into Dick. They held each other, naked outside the warm shower, both looking for warmth from the other and finding it even against cool, damp skin. He kissed her and she smiled.

      “After you,” he said and slid the curtain open.

      She stepped into the spray.

      “Mmmmmm perfect,” she murmured, and Dick stepped in behind her.

      Until the water turned to lukewarm they took turns soaping and caressing each other, splashing and playfully smacking. A two-person slow dance under the heat of a hot shower. Shower sex had always been awkward when Keisha tried it before, but something about the two of them just worked. They got into a rhythm and even though it didn’t last very long, they were both satisfied as they clung to each other on weak knees.

      Just before the water turned chilly they cut it off and dried each other. They’d showered so long that the clothes dryer buzzed. They dressed and shared Keisha’s favorite fuzzy blanket and a bowl of buttered popcorn and watched a movie.

      When the movie was over, and it grew dark outside, Dick stood and yawned and told her he had to go. Keisha didn’t want him to leave, but she didn’t want to guilt him either. He’d told her before they came and she didn’t want to come off needy.

      He hugged her goodbye in the doorway and gave her one last, lingering kiss. Holding her cheek, he smiled. “I kinda like you.”

      “Good. You better.”

      Dick drove away, and Keisha danced back inside with her head full of ideas and her heart with a growing sense of affection.

      The Ouija board still rested on the kitchen table. She didn’t have any more ashes to sprinkle, but she wanted to try it anyway. She put her fingers on the planchette.

      “Have I finally found the one?” she asked. “Is it Dick?”

      The planchette didn’t move.

      “Conrad, if you’re still there will you answer me? I really like this guy, can you tell me? Is Dick the right guy for me?”

      The planchette still didn’t move. It only remained on that ambiguous letter.

      Y.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          13

        

      

    

    
      The board didn’t want to talk to her, but Brady MacGregor did. Her phone bonged with an incoming text.

      You are a fucking bitch.

      “That’s not very nice, Brady,” she said to her phone.

      Fuck you, you stupid fucking whore. I hope that asshole treats you the way you treated me and you get what you deserve.

      She twisted the deadbolt on her front door and then did something she should’ve done a long time ago. She blocked his number. No more could that weasel send her awful messages. Keisha’d never done that to anyone before. She hoped it wouldn’t tell him he’d been blocked when he sent another message. That instead it would just go out into the digital ether where the rest of his asshole thoughts belonged.

      She tried to keep both Brady and Dick off her mind. After spending twenty minutes or so idly fumbling through her phone willing it to ring with a new message or call from Dick, she decided to put it on silent and stick it under one of the couch cushions.

      She walked three steps away and pulled it back out. Sent one quick message to Dick.

      Thanks again for your help tonight, and then for warming me up. I had fun. Night.

      It felt honest without being needy or aggressive and adding “night” showed she wasn’t looking to start a conversation. God, why was dating such a pain in the ass? Why was telling someone you were into them such a taboo relationship killer? The only answer she could come up with were guys like Brady. Without doing the dating dance, it’s way too easy to fall too fast and too hard with a total scumbag. Or fall too hard too fast and get ghosted. She’d grown so fed up with that, so she’d always been the one to do the ghosting.

      She shoved the phone back under the couch cushion and went to her office where she tried to get a head start on some work.

      She focused on the materials provided to her, studied them and sketched out some concept ideas with pen and ink. With four different options outlined, she sipped a cup of tea while she critiqued her work. Satisfied with the boost she’d given herself, she went to bed without checking her phone.

      She slept and woke and showered and made breakfast for herself, stalling as long as she could before she picked up her phone. Holding her breath, she slid her thumb across and exhaled. No new messages.

      So what, she thought. He said he went to bed early and had to work. Some people out there actually worked and didn’t spend all day screwing around on their phones, and today, I will be one of those people. She brewed herself a pot of coffee and disappeared into her office.

      She spent the morning transferring her sketches to Photoshop and tinkering. Another client called around 10 am and asked to take her to lunch to talk about a future project. Keisha accepted, happy to get out of the house, and didn’t take her phone.

      They met for lunch and this reinforced to her that she could get along just fine without Dick or any man. The meeting went great. Lunch drifted into happy hour and ended with a handshake and a promise that Keisha would turn around the project in the next week.

      With no phone, she’d totally lost track of time, getting home just before sunset. She’d been gone a while, but had started hard this morning to get ahead on her current project and secure the next one. Not bad for a day, but unfortunately, Dick still weighed on her mind and she felt confused and annoyed when she got back to her phone. He still hadn’t responded.

      “Fucking men and their fucking head games,” she said to her empty apartment. “If you fucking like a girl, answer her. Playing all coy, especially after you’ve already established such a powerful attraction is ridiculous. Can we just be people and talk like adults?”

      She looked at the Ouija board and longed to ask it some questions, but without the ashes, Conrad was gone, no one left in there to talk to. She walked over anyways and picked up the planchette from the Y it had rested on for the last couple of days.

      “Why won’t Dick answer me?” she asked.

      Nothing.

      Defeated, she poured herself a drink and went over her project for a while and when she finished, Dick still hadn’t answered.

      She hated herself for what she was about to do, but she couldn’t help it. She sent him another message. She didn’t know what to send. She wrote, revised, deleted, and rewrote. Finally she went with, Hey, hope you had a great day. I’ll be around if you get bored, and pressed send before she could second-guess herself for the thousandth time.

      As soon as it sent she laughed.

      “Oh fuck, that’s terrible, oh well,” she said. “Goddamn it.”

      He didn’t answer and she went to bed, and when she woke up, he still hadn’t answered.
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      “Fuck that asshole.” It was noon and he still hadn’t answered. She couldn’t understand. She tried to stalk him on Facebook but he didn’t have a page. Couldn’t find him on Twitter or anywhere else either. Good thing she didn’t know exactly where he worked, she was feeling hurt and crazy enough to go pay him a visit. None of this made any sense.

      She was more mad at herself for getting worked up than anything, but it consumed her. She couldn’t concentrate and looking at her computer screen gave her a headache. She took the afternoon off and walked to a movie theatre down the block, and took her time coming home. She found living life without her phone with her constantly sort of liberating, but not completely as she rushed home to check and see if Dick left her a message.

      Her heart skipped a beat. After almost two whole days, he answered her.

      Hey there, sorry it’s taken me so long to answer. Work has been crazy busy the last two days and my son (yes, I have a son) broke his arm. Been trying to console him and deal with his mother, and keep things moving at work, and it’s hard to focus on much else at the moment. He goes back to his mother this weekend, maybe we can meet up then? How about we talk on Friday?

      Relief cascaded over her and Keisha scolded herself for getting so carried away the last few days. Everyone has a life, and it’s not his or her responsibility to be on call 24/7 even if technology tried to convince her otherwise.

      Now she faced a new problem and laughed out loud. Did she answer right away and let him know she’d been waiting? Or did she act busy herself and make him sweat it?

      She decided he had enough on his plate.

      Oh, I’m so sorry. That’s awful. I hope the little guy is okay and heals up quick. Do what you gotta do, mister. I’ll be ready and we’ll see if we can meet up or something. :D

      He answered almost immediately with, Sounds great, and a smiley face of his own.

      See, she told herself, quit being so damned paranoid. You two hit it off and he likes you, just relax, let it happen and enjoy the ride. Nothing to stress over.

      With her fears alleviated and something to look forward to, the rest of her week passed in a blur. After finishing up her current project, she rewarded herself with a rare midweek day off and spent half a day at the spa, manicure, pedicure, facial, and a massage.

      That Friday she kept an eye on her phone hoping that he’d text her first. It didn’t really matter, but a small part of her thought that him contacting her earlier rather than later would redeem him. But she waited and waited and by early afternoon, she still hadn’t heard anything.

      At about six pm, after spending the whole week relieved, she found herself wound up even tighter than she was before, and getting angry with herself for being childish all over again.

      As she held her phone, wanting to text him something nasty, but knowing she wouldn’t, it vibrated in her hand.

      A new message from Dick.

      Hey, sorry I’m a little late texting you. Had some trouble getting in touch with my ex, but I just dropped my son off. With the crazy week, I’ve got some things I have to finish tonight, but how about dinner and drinks tomorrow? See you at 7? At the Bourbon House? I’ll be the one dressed up this time.

      Part of her felt relieved that she’d once again misjudged the situation, but another part felt agitated. Had he not one spare moment to tell her this earlier in the day? Why did he need to hold her hostage all day? She could’ve made other plans tonight. She started sounding paranoid even in her own mind. He’s probably oblivious, or maybe he’s just not a texter, maybe instead he’s got his concentration on his career and his kid. Can’t really fault him for that.

      Plus the Bourbon House? Hell yeah, it was one of the nicest places in town with melt-in-your-mouth steaks and aged bourbons from around the country. Also, he said he’d be dressed up. It sounded like a nice, formal date to her.

      Ok, see you then.

      And though dinner wasn’t for almost another twenty-four hours, she started getting ready after she replied.
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      Saturday afternoon Keisha got serious about preparing for the evening. She’d spent the night before trying on clothes and plucking eyebrows and painting nails, but that afternoon she put all her efforts together.

      She chose a red dress with gold pumps and a black and gold purse. Her hair rested on the tops of her bare shoulders and her makeup complimented her best features. She wanted to surprise him with her look, but also wanted to entice him and get a response beforehand.

      She took a selfie with her dress pulled up so it showed her full thigh down to her gold shoes. The way she snapped the picture made it look like she wore nothing but the shoes. A perfect, sexy image. She took a snapshot and sent it to Dick with the caption, See you in an hour.

      He answered almost instantly.

      Oh baby, yes, yes you will.

      She smiled, glad she had his attention and that he was indeed capable of answering a fucking text message.

      At six-thirty she left and arrived at the Bourbon House a few minutes before seven. Outside it was just cool enough to force her inside to wait and her phone buzzed.

      Hey you. I’m running a few minutes late. Why don’t you grab a seat at the bar? That way we won’t have to wait on a table. I’ll be there in a few. Can’t wait to see you.

      “Fucking unreal,” she muttered under her breath and responded with a clipped, Ok. Fine.

      The restaurant buzzed with activity, and every stool at the bar held a patron, but a few of the high tops were empty. She grabbed a seat facing the door and waited.

      A few minutes later a waitress took her drink order, brought it, and she finished it. Still no sign of Dick, and no message either. What kind of games was this guy playing? She sent an angry message that Dick didn’t answer and she ordered another drink, and he still didn’t show up. She sipped from her glass and watched the door, ready to cry and puke at the same time.

      In walked Brady MacGregor. She gaped in disbelief and froze to her seat. He saw her, waved, and took the barstool opposite her.

      “Hey there. All alone are you?”

      “What the fuck are you doing here? Are you following me again? This is ridiculous.”

      “Where’s your big boyfriend? What was his name? Dick? Well, I gotta say, he did give me a nice tip.”

      “This is not fucking funny, you are a psychopath.”

      “But I never would’ve stood you up,” Brady said, his eyes like stone. “You look nice by the way, that idiot doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

      “You know he’s going to be here in like two minutes, so why don’t you scram before he gets here and beats the shit out of you.”

      “I think you got played, and we both know it, but go ahead, why don’t you call and tip him off. Tell him to hurry up.”

      Anger flared on her face and she dialed him in her phone and it rang. She looked at Brady who pulled something out of his pocket and laid it on the table. Keisha stared, knowing what she was seeing, but too shocked to make sense of it. The phone vibrated across the table. With her phone to her ear, Keisha flipped over the one on the table. It said: In coming call from: Keisha followed by her phone number.

      She tried to hide her fear and keep calm. “How… how do you have that?”

      “You think you just met him by chance?” Brady asked. “Hell no, I hired him to see if you ghosted every guy the way you ghosted me.”

      She shook her head.

      “No. No way. You couldn’t have.”

      “You’re right. I made that up, but that would’ve been clever. Looks like he’s the one that broke your cycle, so…” He held up the phone. “I ghosted him. For good.”

      “But… but how? Why? You didn’t even know him.”

      “It’s amazing what kind of information you can get off of a driver’s license,” he said. “People give me their addresses without knowing it all day long. I’ve developed a pretty good memory over the years, and every now and then one of them comes in handy.”

      “Where is he? Did you hurt him?”

      “Relax,” Brady said. “He’s right here.”

      Brady pulled a prescription bottle from the inside pocket of his jacket and showed it to her.

      Ashes.

      “You didn’t. That doesn’t prove anything. You’re bluffing.”

      “I did. Trust me. I’m not bluffing,” he said and laid a fifty-dollar bill down on the table. “Let’s go.”

      “I’m just going to scream, as loud as I can,” she said.

      “No you’re not. Because then you’ll never know what happened,” he said. “Now c’mon.”

      She scanned the restaurant looking for a familiar face, for anything, but came up empty.

      “Fine.”

      Both masked their differing emotions as they walked out arm in arm.

      Out in the parking lot, Brady opened the door for her. “Where are we going?” Keisha asked.

      “Back to your place. I want to see what Dick’s ashes have to say for themselves.”

      “You’re fucking crazy.”

      “Yeah, so are you.”

      They drove to her place in silence.
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      Inside her apartment, Keisha wheeled on Brady.

      “That’s not really him in that bottle, is it? This is just a sick joke.”

      “Oh, no. It’s him all right, well part of him. I didn’t have time to burn his entire body yet, but this is plenty for tonight.”

      “I still don’t believe you,” she said.

      “Would you believe me now?”

      He pulled out Dick’s phone and opened up a photo album. In it were at least ten pictures of Dick in various stages of murder and dismemberment. Like a demented child’s cartoon flipbook images flashed in front of a knife sticking out of his stomach followed by the crude amputation of all his limbs. In each photo, he had one less. She shoved the phone away.

      “I killed him,” Brady said. “And this is his left arm.” He held the bottle up and shook it.

      Keisha felt bile rise in her throat. She started to run toward the bathroom.

      “No,” Brady said. “Do it in the kitchen sink, don’t you dare leave my sight. We’ve got business.”

      She vomited in the sink unable to get those pictures out of her mind. Poor Dick, dead, for falling for her, just like Conrad. Maybe she really was cursed, how else could you explain it?

      “Come on in here when you’re ready,” he said. “And don’t try anything stupid. I want to talk to you. I don’t even want to hurt you.”

      Keisha wiped her mouth on a paper towel, trashed it, and walked into the living room. Brady patted the seat next to him on the couch.

      “First of all. I wanna know how it felt?”

      “How what felt?”

      “This whole week of being ignored by someone you cared about who you thought cared about you? Be honest now. How did it feel?”

      She looked down.

      He slammed a fist down on the coffee table. Keisha jumped.

      “It felt bad,” she said. “Sometimes I couldn’t stop checking my phone and different times I had to force myself to leave or sleep without it because hearing back from him was all I could focus on. And I got so mad at myself for getting worked up and that just made it worse. And then he’d finally text me, although now I know that was you, and I’d feel happy again when I realized that things were just fine. A lot of emotions for a lot of stupid reasons like a teenager all over again. There, are you happy?”

      He smiled.

      “That’s a pretty good start,” he said. “Now I have another question.”

      “What?”

      “Do you really believe that Conrad’s spirit is in that board? Do you really think he’s been guiding you this whole time? Or are you just deluding yourself because you like to be miserable and you get off on making others feel inferior and miserable.”

      She opened her mouth, sobbed. Closed it. Wiped tears from her eyes.

      “I… I don’t know,” she said.

      “You don’t know…?”

      “I don’t. You were here that night. Do you think I flipped the planchette off the board and hit you in the face? I don’t know. I guess maybe I could have, goddamn I wish I would have,” she said.

      “Did you ever use it alone?” He asked.

      She nodded.

      “And what then? Did it always tell you what you wanted to hear? Did it always tell you what you already knew and justified what you already wanted to do… um... I don’t know... because you were moving the fucking thing?”

      “Stop shouting at me.”

      “Answer me.”

      “I already answered you. I don’t know. When I used this thing, it was almost in a meditative state. Maybe Conrad’s spirit guided me; maybe it was my own subconscious. I don’t know. What do you want from me?”

      He didn’t answer her at first.

      “I want to see it work.” He dumped the bottle of ashes onto the board.

      Keisha gasped, unsure what would happen. Conrad already inhabited the board. Would they coexist? Rip each other apart? Would nothing happen?

      “Put your hands on it,” he said.

      She hesitated.

      He gripped a hand full of her hair and jerked.

      “I said put your hands on it.”

      Her hands shook, but she placed them on the planchette. Brady gripped it opposite her.

      “Show me,” Brady said.

      The planchette buzzed with enough energy to bring Brady’s eyes to hers. He nodded.

      “Who… who am I talking to? Who’s here?” she asked.

      The planchette drifted one way then another as if it couldn’t make up its mind. Then it darted to C and then to D. It jolted back and forth growing hotter in their hands until it stopped in the middle of the board.

      Brady’s eyes came alive.

      “Are they both in there?”

      “Looks like it,” Keisha said. “But I haven’t talked to Conrad in a few days. I spilled his ashes on accident.”

      Brady frowned, but she ignored him.

      “Can I just talk to one of you?” she asked. “Just Dick. Sorry Conrad.”

      The planchette went to the word “Yes.”

      “I’m so sorry for what happened,” Keisha said. “I can’t believe this psycho murdered you.”

      Brady stared at her, red-faced, but his face went ghost white when the planchette started moving rapidly, even with his hands on it.

      “Are you moving it?” He gasped.

      “Shut up. Pay attention,” she said.

      It scritched like lightning across the board, spelling a message. Brady mouthed the letters as they came out. The message said:  “A.D. Remember what Conrad told you to do?”

      “What does that mean?” Brady asked.

      “Yes,” Keisha said, and jerked the planchette from Brady’s grip.

      She pounced on him like a puma, jamming the pointy end into his eyes, mashing the solid piece of wood down over and over into his face until it started to cave. He gurgled and blood dripped from the planchette as she walked back to the board and set it down.

      Immediately it started moving.

      “Conrad says, he just wishes you would’ve done it sooner. You looked happy with Dick.”

      Keisha’s tears splashed onto the messy board, mixing with the blood and ash. She looked from the heap of Brady to the board containing the spirits of the only two men she’d ever loved.

      “I… I can’t do this anymore,” she said. “I’m sorry, for what happened to both of you, but I can’t live like this, and neither should you two. There’s gotta be more for you on the other side than that. But I want to thank you both for everything and I’m not going to ghost you. Right now, I’m saying goodbye.”

      For a long second the planchette didn’t move, and then, as tears poured down her face, it glided to the word “Good Bye” where it stopped forever.

      Her story broke and she got a lot of local and even national attention, but in time she proved her innocence with people across the country lauding her heroism. A lot of that attention came from men who thought she was strong and pretty. She could have her pick. And if one didn’t work out, there were always two more ready to take his place until she got it right.

      On her own.
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      The baby had been crying for about an hour before Tori found a place where she could pull over to the side of the road. The weeping had begun with tiny, mewling whimpers that sent a warning tingle through Tori’s heavy, aching breasts and had escalated into ear-shattering shrieks, relentless, one after the other. Now the kid was sobbing breathlessly, each small and sighing cry breaking Tori's heart. Her baby was barely over a week old, and already the newborn had stopped believing her mother would always be there to take care of her.

      "Shh, shh, Little Bit, shhh, shh, Mama's trying." Tori eased the car, a hulking Buick station wagon that had been new sometime in the mid-eighties, onto the rural road's narrow shoulder.

      Leaving the behemoth running to combat the frigid mid-January temperatures, she unclicked her seatbelt and twisted to look into the back seat. The baby had calmed at the sound of Tori's voice, but the small snufflings and whimpers hadn't ceased. The Buick's front bench seat made it difficult for Tori to reach over and get to the car seat, not to mention that it faced backwards so she couldn't even see the baby. Straining, she reached again. Her fingertips skimmed the baby bucket's plastic handle, but that was about it. She was going to have to either climb over the seat, or get out of the car into the freezing weather. Not that the car itself was much warmer. The heater had conked out a few months back, when the weather had still been warm enough that she'd been able to convince herself she didn't need to spend the money to fix it.

      "Shh, shh, Little Bit, I'm coming."

      Steeling herself, Tori found the inside door handle, which had been repaired with a few twists of some kind of wire that now dug into her palm. With a deep breath, she shoved open the station wagon's weighty door and did her best to push herself out onto the ice-crusted road, but she was still ungainly from pregnancy, loose-limbed and clumsy. Her balance had shifted, and she hadn't yet gotten it back. It took her several tries before she could heave herself out of the seat. The treadless tennis shoes and layers of ill-fitting clothing didn't help, nor did the aches and pains that had not yet healed after a twenty-three minute labor that had turned her practically inside out. One foot slipped as she tried to stand. She managed to grab the car roof to keep herself from falling, and her bare fingers clung instantly and excruciatingly to the metal.

      Something tore a little inside her.

      Inside the car, the baby wailed. Tori ripped her fingers from the roof, praying she hadn't left behind a layer of skin. She pressed the other hand between her legs, pushing the thick pad back into place and sending up another prayer to whatever god was watching over her that she hadn't leaked through. The last time she'd stopped to use the bathroom had been three hours ago, just before getting off the major highway and onto the winding, narrow and black-ice covered roads that might've been fine, just fine, in daylight or in a car with better tires or with a more skilled driver or a dozen-hundred other things that weren't true for her.

      Carefully, she closed the car door. She had a moment of panic when she worried she'd just locked herself out of the running vehicle with her baby strapped into a car seat inside, but then she remembered the locks on the car didn't work anyway. She pulled open the creaking back door and slid across the seat to get to the infant, who'd at last fallen silent.

      Not sleeping. No, the baby had simply given out, exhausted from weeping and hunger. Her small red face glistened with tears and snot. At a sudden hard gust of freezing wind, she startled, gasping.

      Quickly, Tori shut the door behind her. She fought with the car seat straps, brain fuzzy with weariness. She hadn't had more than two hours of uninterrupted sleep in over a week. Why the hell did all of this gear have to be so complicated? Her fingers, numb with cold on the one hand and stinging fiercely on the other, fumbled but managed to unhook the straps so she could wrestle the bundled infant free.

      Her milk had come in hard only a few days ago. The first few days after giving birth had seen her nursing nearly nonstop as the baby struggled but couldn't manage to get enough to eat. Now at the first peep of discontent from her tiny daughter, Tori started to let down. The nursing pads in her bra had already soaked through. So had her bra and her t-shirt, though thank God her sweatshirt was still dry. Her nipples hurt, cracked and sore, but she got the baby to her breast and gritted her teeth, waiting for the dual agony and relief as the infant latched on and began to suck.

      It took a second or so for the milk to really let down, but once it did, the rush of it was so intense that Tori let out a small cry. The baby choked, gulping. Milk spurted everywhere, but Tori got the baby latched on again, and both of them settled down. She hadn't quite managed to get into a pattern with it, and there was still the midway burping and switching to the second breast to deal with, but for now they sat in the dark lit only by the lights from the dashboard.

      Soothed by the baby's steady gulps, Tori dozed. Darkness, exhaustion. The contentment of finally making sure her kid was able to eat. There was no way she'd have been able to keep herself awake.

      She didn't dream, not far enough under for that, but she was most definitely not awake enough to register the flickering glow in the distance as a pair of headlights. At least, not until the glint had turned steady, and the low, throbbing rumble of an engine probed her awake. Tori hadn't seen any other cars since getting off Route 80 and following this spiderwebbing maze of winding back roads through the mountains of Western Pennsylvania toward her father's house. Barreling toward them now was not a car, but an eighteen wheeler. She could tell by headlights. It was a big rig like the one her father used to drive, moving fast. The hulking vehicle took up a lot of room on the road, and though Tori had done her best to find a straight stretch with some space to pull off safely, it was becoming very clear that she hadn't pulled off far enough.

      She couldn't move. There was no time, and even if there had been, what could she have done? The truck was on one side. A steep mountain and thick forest on the other. No place to go. No time to do anything but clutch her baby against her, close her eyes, and wait for the pain.

      [image: ]

      "Never get on the road without a fully stocked first aid kit and emergency supplies, Little Bit." George Denaio hooks his thumbs into the front straps of his overalls and gives Tori a serious look. "Water. Flashlight. Blankets. Batteries. Dried foods, like granola bars or nuts or raisins, shit like that."

      Tori is five. She can drive when she sits on Dad's lap, her hands on the wheel while his big feet press the pedals. She doesn't like raisins, though. She would never put them in the car, not even for 'mergencies.

      "Look at me, Little Bit. Right here." His big fingers poke toward his own eyes, then at hers. "When you're out on the road, you need to make sure you're prepared. You don't know what might happen. Anything could go wrong, and you're stuck out in the desert on the side of the road, sun burning so hot you could fry an egg on the hood of your car. But don't pack eggs in your supply kit. They'll spoil and you'll never get the stink out of your car, not ever."

      "I don't wanna go out in the desert and get a stinky egg cooked on my car!"

      Dad laughs and shakes his head so that his hair catches in the breeze. The top of his scalp is shiny and bald, but the rest of his hair hangs down past his shoulders. Sometimes he puts it in a ponytail, but not today. "Don't be scared. I'm just saying."

      "Did that happen to you, Dad?"

      For a moment, his face twists so hard that Tori's sure he's going to holler at her. That's the thing about Dad, he can be laughing along like the world's the best place ever, and in the next second he's angry. Or crying. She'd rather have him yelling than weeping. The tears frighten her.

      Dad leans close, fingers curling over her shoulder a little too hard, but not like he's squeezing her on purpose. Like he just doesn't know that he's hurting her. Like the time he was crying and hugged her too hard, and she had to get a bandage on her arm. She'd told Mom she fell down, because otherwise Mom wouldn't let Tori visit with Dad again.

      "Yeah, yeah, it happened to me once, Little Bit. Back when I was driving truck. Before you were born. Before me and your mom even knew each other, how about that?"

      His fingers dig deeper. His nails bite into her skin through the thin material of her summer dress, the one she picked out because it's got ladybugs on it. Tori tries to get away, but Dad's holding her too tight. He leans down, looking into her eyes. His have gone narrow and almost all black except for a ring of green around the edges. She can see herself in them, a little dark-haired girl with pigtails and missing her two front teeth. Dad's teeth knock against each other. She can see them when he grins. His lips pull back. His breath stinks.

      "Went out in the desert, hauling a load, blew a tire, then another, you can't prove nobody didn't put something on the road, glass or nails or something, someone did it to get me off the road, you can't tell me it wasn't true. Someone wanted me off the road that day."

      The words run together, mushy and hard to understand, especially when his voice becomes a low growl. His mouth twists again. She looks at her shoulder, at his long and dirty nails. He's pinching, pinching her so tight.

      Tori starts to cry.

      "Ah, shit, Little Bit. Don't get started with that." Dad lets go and takes an unsteady step back. "Don't you tell your mother, either. She'll...."

      He doesn't have to finish. Tori knows what her mother will do. Already, Mom has threatened not to let Dad take Tori every other weekend the way he's supposed to. She will keep Tori at home with her and her new husband John, in the house where there is never enough to eat because John says he doesn't want Tori to grow up to be a sloppy piggy like her father. He wants her to stay slim like her mother. Pretty like her mother. Eyes closed, mouth open, not like her mother, whose eyes are open but whose mouth is always closed.

      If there are secrets she needs to keep so she doesn't lose any time with her dad, Tori will keep them.

      "I won't say anything, Daddy."

      He nods and the weird look in his eyes fades away. They're green again. Like hers. No longer scary, even though he's looking past her like he can see something behind her that nobody else can see.

      "Something happened to me in the desert, Little Bit, but I don't want you to worry about it. I don't think you have to. Yeah. Yeah, I think you're okay. I don't think it got into you. Even if...." He shakes his head again and finally looks at her with a smile that doesn't make her want to run away. "How about some ice cream, what do you say?"

      She's not allowed ice cream at home. Ice cream, even one bite of it, will make you fat. Nobody will love you. Not ever.

      "Yeah! Ice cream, Daddy!"

      "Yeah," Dad says. "Let's get some. Mint chip, isn't that your favorite?"

      He takes her to their favorite ice cream shop, where they both order giant sundaes and eat them all, even though Tori's belly gets upset. She's sick on her ladybug dress, and even though Dad helps her clean up, the smell lingers. Mom notices.

      It's the last time Tori is allowed to go with her Dad. It's the last time she sees him until much later when she's seventeen and living on her own. He shows up outside of her apartment, the one in the bad part of town, with a crumpled piece of paper and a fistful of dirty fives and tens he insists she take even though she doesn't want to.

      "I haven't been around the way I should've," Dad says then. "And I won't be around the way you need me to be. But take this money, you hear me? And if you do need me, you can come find me here."
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      The truck's horn blasted. The baby screamed. Tori didn't, only because she had no air, no breath to scream. All she could do was gasp and brace herself.

      The impact was worse even than she'd anticipated. In the minute and a half between first seeing the headlights and when the truck hit them, she'd somehow imagined death as a sudden silence. Instead, it was the shriek and clash of metal and glass, the squealing of tires and over and over again and that blasting, blaring horn. Incredibly, although there was no way she should've even had time to think of it, her brain filtered memories of a story in a book her father had given her about an ancient sea creature calling to what it believed was its lost love. That's how the truck horn sounded to her. Long and loud and bleating, full of despair.

      The entire station wagon shuddered, sliding on the ice. The rig must've clipped the front bumper, shoving the car into the ditch along the side of the road. Glass shattered. The truck kept going.

      In seconds, everything was dark and quiet again. Crushed against Tori's chest, the baby wasn't even crying anymore. She needed light, but the car had stalled, the dashboard's gleam had gone out, and here in the middle of fucking nowhere there weren't any street lamps. She rocked the baby, trying to keep herself calm. Trying to see if anything hurt, but shit, everything already hurt and she couldn't tell if any of it was new aches or pains or bruises.

      The truck had hit them and kept going. What kind of asshole did that? Tori pressed her lips together to keep herself from sobbing out loud, trying to convince herself they were lucky the truck had only dinged them instead of crushing them.

      She needed to figure out how bad the damage was. She needed to get her car out of this ditch. She had to get to her dad's house, to get the baby settled. Take a long shower. Sleep in a real bed, or at least just lie in one while the baby endlessly nursed and slept and shit and screamed.

      She needed...goddamn it. She needed so many things, and then she couldn't hold back the tears any longer because damn, it had been one tough fuck of a year.

      Lots of times in her life Tori had kept herself from weeping because tears solved nothing, but now she couldn't stop herself from sobbing. Three harsh bursts of grief tore out of her before she covered her mouth with both hands, forcing herself to stop. The inside temperature of the car had dropped several degrees since the engine had cut out. They might freeze to death in here before morning, if she didn't get it started again. And in order to do that, she had to stop blubbering and get into the front seat.

      The thought of trying to heave her tortured, battered body over the bench seat was too much. She'd have to go outside again. Tori settled the baby, still wide awake but content at least for now, back into the car seat and fumbled the latches closed. The diaper would need changing soon, if not already, but she was no good at it with full light and four extra hands. She wasn't about to attempt that in the dark. She got out of the car, slipping again on the ice and plunging into snow up to her hip. Instant, freezing wetness. She was not going to give up or give in, though. She couldn't do that. For the first time in her life, Tori had someone else to think about besides herself.

      Outside the car, she paused for a moment to look up, up, at the stygian void of the night sky, unbroken even by a single star. The wind nibbled at her as though searching for the perfect place to take a bite. Her skin stung instantly in the frigid air, but for those few seconds, Tori let herself appreciate the enormity of that blackness. You could lose yourself in a night like this, and how many times had she wished to be lost? A lot. Not any more, she told herself fiercely. She couldn't ever let herself be lost again.

      There, through the trees, a light. Steady and warm, welcoming. A house, probably. Some people lived out here in the middle of nowhere, though usually they were closer to the road. Well, it wasn't like she had any idea of where she was, actually. She'd been following a crumpled and faded handwritten list of directions her father had given her five years ago, long before she'd ever thought she would need them.

      The sudden chatter of her teeth forced her to yank open the driver's side door and get back behind the wheel. The car had canted sideways, front tires in the ditch, but the station wagon was huge and heavy and had fought its way through mud and snow several times before when other, lesser vehicles would've been stuck. She thought she'd be able to back it out, if only she could maybe rock it a little.

      She couldn't.

      Patience, Tori counseled herself silently, with teeth gritted to keep them from chattering. Hands gripped so tight on the wheel they'd gone numb. The slow, steady and grinding burn between her legs had flared and faded, but she desperately needed to get to a restroom and change her supplies. Nobody had told her giving birth would turn her lady bits into something Frankenstein's monster would've screamed and run from.

      She almost gave up when the station wagon stalled, but she cranked the key again and pumped the gas pedal gently, the way her father had taught her to do so she wouldn't flood the engine. When she did, the single working headlight brightened, then dimmed as something in the engine squeaked and complained. She rocked in her seat, though of course that did nothing to help move the car and only sent more ripples of pain through her.

      The car was stuck; there was nothing she could do about it. She had no phone, not even a burner that she could've used to dial 911. She had a small backpack of samples and supplies they'd given her in the hospital and little more than that. She’d stopped at a rest area and bought cheeseburgers, fries, soft pretzels, withered hotdogs from a rolling cooker. She’d eaten all of it in the past few hours as she drove. All she had left was a box of granola bars and two bottles of water. She had no gloves. No winter boots or hat. The baby had some blankets, but no snowsuit. Tori also had a couple of stretched out bungee cords and several of those metallic emergency blankets along with a couple of thin plastic ponchos, all of them folded into small squares that once opened would be impossible to return to their former shape. The old station wagon was not equipped with a first aid kit, and if there was a pair of jumper cables or a jack and a spare tire somewhere in the back, she'd have been surprised. Dad had warned her never to get on the road without being fully prepared, and she'd done a shit job of following his advice.

      They were going to die out here. Frozen. There was a half tank of gas in this behemoth, but the car burned gas like kindling and even the meager heat coming out of the heater would be gone in a few hours. By morning they'd be dead.

      And would that be such a horrid thing? She glanced in the rearview mirror, although all she could see was the dark lump of the car seat. The baby had fallen silent. At last sleeping? For a few minutes, at least.

      She could slip outside and stuff something into the tailpipe. Keep the car running. Then they'd both fall asleep and simply never wake up. It would be a mercy and not selfishness, wouldn't it? The baby would never have to struggle through life the way Tori had. Failing at everything. Being used. Let down. Abandoned, over and over again.

      Dozing, Tori let herself droop forward until her head pressed the steering wheel. It was not a comfortable position. She would be so much better off if she stretched herself out along the front seat. The chill gust of air blowing now against her ankles wouldn't be so bad, then. She could grab a few minutes of rest, surely she could just....do...that….

      Tori jerked awake, her muscles screaming in protest at the sudden tension. She thought she'd heard a voice. A low, muttering rumble, a male voice, words indistinct. Not quite a shout. Tensing, she rubbed at the dent the steering wheel had left in her forehead. She listened, hard, but heard nothing except the in-out whistle of her own breath. She sat up straight, eyes wide to see in the dark.

      What was that out there? A shadow twisted and danced. More than one. It was the trees, she told herself, leaning forward, eyes wide as though she could force herself into having night vision. The wind in the trees, that was all.

      Something else moved to the side of the car, then behind it, but there was no crunching of snow, no grit of feet on the gravel. Only more shadows, and though she twisted in her seat to follow their path, all Tori could see was blackness.

      The car shuddered as though it were protesting its very existence. Could she blame it? The station wagon had suffered a lot on this trip. Eyeing the gas gauge, Tori whispered some encouragement, but kind words couldn't soothe something that wasn’t alive.

      The engine died again, this time permanently. The headlights dimmed, and although that single bulb hadn't thrown much of a glow for more than a few feet in front of the hood, the fresh darkness left her more desperate and anxious than before.

      Tori thought of the welcoming glimmer through the trees. The house. She had to get herself and her child out of this car and make her way to that light, and she had to do it before the night got later and whoever was inside gave up reading or watching TV or knitting or whatever they were doing and went to bed, turning off the lamps, leaving nothing for Tori to guide herself by. She had to bundle up her baby and get out of this car and force her way through the trees and the dancing, mocking shadows.

      She had to do it now.

      A little over a week ago, there was no way Tori could've made it. She'd been the girl who cringed if someone looked at her too hard. The one without a voice. No good at sports, tripped over her own feet. Once she'd been trying on a pair of wedge-heeled sandals in the discount store and had fallen over without so much as taking a step. If there was an edge to hit her knee on or something sharp to snag her clothes, she'd find it.

      But less than seven days ago, she'd given birth. No anesthesia. Nobody to offer her ice chips and smooth back her hair, or to help time her breathing. She'd done it all on her own, in the supply closet of her shitty, dead-end job while a soft jazz version of “Enter Sandman” played over and over. Her body had done what it had been built to do, and once the pains had started there'd been no stopping it, no giving up, there'd only been the inevitable forces of nature pushing that kid out of her and into her bloody, waiting hands.

      An ambulance ride later, the doctors and nurses had all given her the side-eye about not knowing she was pregnant, and Tori didn't blame them. What sort of moron had no idea she was knocked up, with child, "increasing," as they sometimes said in those old-school romance novels her Auntie Beatrice had been so fond of reading? But it was the truth. She'd had a one-night stand with the guy she'd met during Susie's bachelorette party. Never saw him again. Never even got his full name. Hadn't gone to Susie's wedding either, because Susie had quit working at the convenience store and never sent Tori an invitation.

      Tori'd had irregular periods her entire life because of the eating disorder that had also made her hair fall out and her nails split to the quick. She hadn't gained more than ten hard-won pounds the entire pregnancy, because of course she'd binged and purged the fuck out of those nine months, staring in the mirror at the small bulge of her belly and convincing herself another hour on the treadmill and a few hundred sit-ups would put her in a bikini by bathing suit season. Not that she'd ever be seen in a bikini, of course. Ever. Not with the scars.

      In some dark corner of her brain she might've guessed about the baby, if she'd allowed herself to think about it, but she never had. Tori had been shit at a number of things in her life -- relationships, work ethic, keeping food down for more than fifteen minutes at a time -- but she'd been very, very good at denial.

      "I have to get out of this car," she said aloud, testing out the words like that would make it somehow easier to actually get her ass in gear and do it. "Take the baby. Get to that house. Someone is inside. They'll have a phone. Something."

      She had her dad's number, also scrawled on the faded piece of paper along with the address, although she wouldn't have been surprised if it was no longer in service. The idea that he might not even live at the address he'd given her tried to blossom in her mind like one of those flesh-eating flowers, something with sharp edges and sticky, insect-baiting allure, but she shoved it away. Refusing to think about what she would do if she managed to get herself to her father's house and he wasn't there to help her.

      "Ok, Little Bit," Tori murmured with a glance in the rearview mirror that showed her nothing but blackness. "Let's go."
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      Easier said than done. Tori had been hovering on the edge of obliteration for days, exhausted, pushing through only by the sheer force of her will and because she'd had no choice. She peered out through the windshield, trying to force herself to get moving.

      "In a minute, Little Bit," she murmured, settling a little harder into her seat, pulling her coat up around her throat.

      It was too dark for Tori to see her breath, but it must have been misting out of her in long plumes. Her fingers, which had been clenched on the steering wheel, were cramped and numb. She managed to let go with a small wounded noise of her own. She had to do this now, no more stalling or waiting or hoping someone would be along to save her. Nobody ever had, so why should now be any different?

      Once more, she got out of the car. This time she went around to the rear to yank open the station wagon's heavy back gate. Most everything had flown around back there when the truck hit them, and she had to crawl almost all the way inside because the vehicle was tilted into the ditch, but she gathered her scant emergency supplies and took them to the back seat.

      "Shh, shh," she cooed, unbuckling the infant. It was easier this time, since she'd barely been able to hook the complicated seatbelts back together after taking the baby out to nurse.

      It was a good thing she wasn't trying to drive away, not with the baby unsecured in the car seat. The thought of it, hitting a patch of ice and sliding, of running up along a guard rail or being nicked again by a truck going too fast... Tori shuddered and clutched the baby to her chest again. The infant nuzzled, grunting, at her breasts through the coat. The stench of urine drifted up to tickle Tori's nose, though honestly, she'd smelled way worse in the hallway of her last apartment. Even the poopy diapers from this kid weren't as bad as some of the stuff she'd had to step over at three in the morning.

      "Gonna get you out of here. Get you safe."

      Quickly and not thinking too much about it, because let's face it, the more Tori thought about anything, the more likely it was she was going to fuck it up, she wrapped the baby in the layers of metallic blanket, two plastic ponchos on top, then tucked the infant inside her coat and secured the baby with the bungee cords. They strapped around Tori's shoulders and across her chest in an X, then hooked together. She managed to button her coat most of the way. Then she slung the backpack over her shoulders.

      She kissed the baby's downy head. "We're going to have to walk, Little Bit, but I'm going to keep you warm, and I'm going to keep you safe."

      Safe in the way Tori’s own mother had never had. Oh, she'd come to the hospital when Tori called her with the news. She'd brought a bag packed with what she'd proudly displayed as Tori's baby clothes. Small, faded and stained rompers and nightgowns embroidered with ducks and lambs. She would take the baby, she'd said. Raise it, since clearly Tori was in no shape to be a mother.

      Tori had already met with an adoption counselor who'd shown her an overstuffed binder groaning with pages of eager-looking potential parents. She'd been told she should agree to give up her baby to someone who would surely do a better job than she ever could. But not her mother. Never her mother. Not even if she moved home and allowed her mother to "help" raise the tiny baby girl who'd stared up at Tori with wide green eyes the same shade as her own. In the end, Tori had decided to keep the baby.

      It was the first time in her life that Tori felt not only that she had to do something important, but that maybe, just this once, that she could.

      Outside, a gust of bitter wind took her breath away. It pushed her against the car, and she turned at the last second to be sure she hit the metal with her back. Her arms went around the baby strapped onto her front.

      "Shh. It's okay."

      Her first step sunk her into snow up to her shin. The second did the same. But the third was a little better because she'd managed to get a foothold midway up the ditch. She dug her hands into the piled snow and ice, giving an inadvertent cry at the pain of the cold on her bare skin, but not letting it stop her from digging deep to keep herself moving forward. Up and over the rim of the ditch, she went on hands and knees until she got to her feet.

      For a moment, Tori teetered backwards, arms pinwheeling to keep her balance. She closed her eyes, waiting for the fall. The pain. The baby's screams. At the last second she caught herself and pitched onto her knees again. Breathing hard, air whistling in and out of her throat. Burning. She wasn't going to be able to move.

      "Get up." The words gritted out of her. "Get up, you stupid, lazy bitch."

      It didn't work. Tori had heard those words or similar too many times to be motivated by them. From her mother's husband John. From countless ex-boyfriends. From bosses eager to get a few more hours of work out of her for too little compensation.

      "C'mon," she told herself. "You can do this. You got this, Tori."

      Never forget, Little Bit. You got a strong heart. You're gonna be ok.

      Her father's voice nudged at her ears, loud enough to startle her eyes open. She couldn't recall her dad ever saying such a thing to her; it wasn't really the sort of thing he'd have said. Looking into the darkness, Tori strained for any sign of anyone standing there. She saw nothing, but the trees did murmur in a gust of winter wind that sent shards of cutting chill all through her.

      The baby peeped again. Tori kissed her head. She got to her feet. She took a step. Then another. The snow came up to her hip with one of them, and she struggled free, but after that she reached the line of trees where the drifts were smaller.

      The light had not gotten any closer, but it still shone bright enough that she could follow it, and Tori started toward it.
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      "You're not like other girls." The boy who says this is pale, face spotted with pimples, his black hair long enough to cover one eye. The eye that shows is lined with black. The black gloss on his lips has rubbed off long ago, because he's been kissing her for an hour.

      "You just met me," Tori says. "You have no idea."

      They've already compared scars. His are on his wrists, faint white lines crossing horizontally and hashmarked from the stitches. She's seen worse, but doesn't say so. It would seem rude.

      Hers is on her side, a long and curving mark. Ragged. No doctor had stitched her, and the wound healed ugly. This boy in front of her traced it with his fingertips, reverent. Possibly it aroused him more than the sight of her bare breasts. He kissed it with more passion than he'd kissed her lips.

      He asked her what’d happened. She told him the truth. When she was three, a dog tore itself free of its leash and bit deep into her side. Her mother had cleaned and bandaged the wound, and even as a toddler Tori had been aware that somehow, Mom had always blamed her for what happened.

      Since then she's been terrified of dogs, something they must be able to sense, because every dog she has ever encountered insists on trying to bite her. They always bark and snarl at her, even the ones whose owners assure her would never bite. They leap against their leashes or chase her down the street.

      She has other scars in other places, fainter, and from other things, but the one on her side is the only one that anyone ever seems to notice.

      "You're not like any of the other girls I've ever been with," he says.

      Tori smiles, thinking that by the way he fucked, he can't have been with many other girls at all. "Huh. Okay."

      "There's something really dark in you, I mean."

      "...Like how?" Tori has never been Goth or Emo or anything like that. She'd been wearing black when she met this kid, but that was her wait staff uniform, not her personal fashion choice.

      He shakes his head so the hair falls again over his face. He brushes it away. "I don't know. But it's there inside you. I could feel it. You know. When we were..."

      “Fucking,” she finishes for him.

      He touches his lip. There’s a mark there, hidden beneath the streaks of black. “Yeah. Then. When you bit me….”

      “I’m sorry.” Embarrassed, Tori shakes her head. Turns away. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “No,” he says, hastily. His hand on her arm. Fingers stroking her skin. “I liked it. Can you do it again?”

      “You…want…me to bite you?”

      He is eager. Shining eyes. Open mouth, offering his tongue. “Yeah. Please.”

      “You want me to…hurt you,” Tori clarifies, something blooming inside her that is definitely dark.

      That is what he wants. As it turns out, yes, she can give that to him. All of it, maybe more than he was even looking for, but when she leaves him bruised and bleeding in the pale cavern of his tangled sheets, he is sleeping with a smile on his scarred face.

      In his kitchen, she raids the cupboard and the fridge, desperate to fill her aching, empty belly, but scavenges nothing but a few packages of saltines and the barest scrapings from a peanut butter jar. It is not enough. She is weak and shaking. Her hunger gnaws at her. Inevitable. Undeniable.

      Dark.
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      It was this dark thing, whatever it was, inside her that Tori called on now to keep herself moving through the trees. The food she’d glutted herself with only hours before had felt like a rock in her gut until now, when she was starving again. Each step took several minutes to complete, since she sank up over her knees every time and had to carefully pull her feet out of the snow to take another. Toes that had been broken a long time ago complained at the cold. The wind blew up, harder and fiercer, finding all the gaps in her clothes. The bag on her back had become so heavy she thought longingly of letting it drop, but to do that, she'd have to unhook the straps from her shoulders, and she was afraid she'd lose her balance and fall over.

      The light didn't seem to be getting any closer. Wind whipped the tree branches so violently that the house ahead of her shimmered in and out of view. Several times the stinging snaps of branches whacked her in the face. Her hair, torn free of the simple elastic band she'd used to tie it back, snagged and tangled, then slapped across her face and blinded her.

      She wasn't going to make it.

      Another squall of wind stole Tori's breath and seared her lungs. Against her chest, the baby struggled as though she meant to scream but either nothing came out, or the wind blocked the sound. The step Tori had been taking faltered. She went into snow up to her hip again and only managed to keep her balance by wrenching herself upright. Something low in her back shrieked in agony before the pain settled into an immediate dull throb.

      Something dark inside her. Something different than the other girls. Something hard, something sharp, something fierce. It reared up, forcing her shoulders to straighten. She took another step toward the light.

      The snow here wasn't as deep. The trees thinned. At last, the house seemed closer, one bright light in a lower window but the others dimly gleaming. Someone was still awake, thank God.

      Here in this small clearing, the snow had been carefully shoveled away from around a small pile of stones that looked as though they'd been deliberately piled. The single red blossom stuck into the pile gave away its purpose, and Tori paused in the knee-deep snow just beyond it. Something about the rocks kept her from moving closer.

      The wind growled, or something did. Shadows coalesced and moved low to the ground. With her hair slapping at her face, the darkness looked like more than shrubbery or trees being tossed by the wind. It didn't feel like bushes.

      It felt alive.

      She had no weapons, and her hands had grown so numb she could barely curl them into fists, but she did as she forced another step. Her foot slid through the snow and off what had been rocky, uneven ground, to find a smoother landing. Grass, she thought as she whirled, trying to keep whatever it was in her sight. A lawn. She was close to the house. Almost there.

      Another step. Another swirling set of shadows. The sound of breathing whistled in her ear, along with an animal stink. Heat. She couldn't see anything but creeping darkness, now stretching out long and black from the house itself. She was going to make it if she had to get there on her hands and knees. If she tore herself to shreds, she was going to make it. She was going to keep her baby safe.

      The darkness reached for her, but Tori reached back.
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      The dog growls.

      Snapping, snarling. Teeth. The stench of wet fur. Blood.

      The dog lunges.

      The collar and chain attached to it choke the dog off its paws, and with a yelp it lunges again. There's a wooden picket fence between them, so even if the chain breaks, Tori is safe. Her heart pounds and her palms sweat every time she passes this yard, though. Many days she'll take the long way home after school, but tonight Mom is making tacos, and if she doesn't get her homework finished on time, John won't allow her to have more than one. Food as a reward is Tori's motivation, worth even the terror.

      This dog’s teeth have ached to get into her flesh for years. He's old, gray-muzzled and won't leave the shade of his doghouse for anyone else. Not the mailman or delivery people, not the paper boy or kids selling magazines or cookies. Only Tori makes him rage this way.

      Earlier this morning, her backpack straps came loose on the way to school. The pack is old and worn enough that she can no longer fix the buckles. She's been carrying it by the top loop all the way home, switching the pack from hand to hand when her fingers begin to cramp. She's doing this now when the snarling dog once more launches his fury toward her.

      Tori drops the pack. Her books spill out. The dog's chain at last gives way, and it hurtles itself against the wooden fence. She's on her knees, scrambling for her books, papers, her pencils rolling all over the place. One rolls toward the fence and she grabs at it.

      Too close. The dog’s hot breath brushes her hand. He slams into the fence hard enough to make the wood shiver. One flat picket, once white but now gone a faded beige, cracks. On her hands and knees, Tori watches the dog hit the same spot.

      The picket breaks.

      The dog's nose and snapping jaws thrust through it. Tori isn't close enough for him to bite her, but he's trying, oh, that dog is going to get to her if he has to bust the whole fence down, and she is paralyzed with fright. Cannot get to her feet. Can't move.

      The dog crashes into the fence once more, the hole now big enough for the front half of his body. Tori is still on her hands and knees. Her fingers clutch at the lumpy pavement, breaking two nails to the quick with a pain so sharp and fierce she cries out.

      "Come on then." Her voice is low and harsh and rasping. It is not her own. It comes from someplace deep inside her. Grinding. She bares her teeth.

      Saliva slides from the corners of her lips. In her terror she is unable to swallow. She blinks against the rush and surge of red tingeing the edges of her vision. If she faints, the dog will be on top of her in seconds. He will do more than bite her. He will eat her.

      "Come on then," she says again, as though from far away. "Come and get me."

      She's conscious enough to feel the thud of her forehead on the concrete as she pitches forward. She's aware of the sound of wood cracking. The scrabble of paws and claws on the sidewalk. She braces herself for the bite, but it doesn't come.

      Later. She's not sure how long she's out, but when she pushes herself up onto her hands and then one knee, the dog is gone. Back inside his house, nothing but his shaking rump visible from the shadows. Tori spits the taste of copper and bile from her mouth. Her fingertips are bleeding where the nails split. Her knees are scraped above the white school socks. A lump on her forehead throbs.

      "Hey. Kid."

      A man bends over her. He wears a suit, a tie, a white shirt. A briefcase squats on the sidewalk next to him. He is a well-to-do businessman, that's what her mother would say, but Tori can only stare up at him.

      "You okay?" he asks. "What happened? You trip? Are you sick?"

      She wants to tell him about the dog, about the biting, but the businessman looks eager to leave her. When she gets on her feet, he seems glad for the chance to escape without having to do anything for her, grateful he doesn't have to get involved.

      Tori collects her stuff and stumbles home, tosses her pack onto her bed and lurches into the kitchen where the scent of tacos starts her stomach rumbling.

      She doesn't wait for her mother or John to sit. She slides into her chair and ladles a scoop of seasoned beef onto her plate. No shredded lettuce, no tomatoes, no cheese. Just meat. She begins to eat. Methodically. Quickly. John will be angry, but Tori does not care and could not stop herself even if she did.

      By the time her mother's husband gets to the table, Tori has polished off half the pan of taco meat. Her stomach groans. Her tongue burns. The lump on her forehead aches. When she dabs a napkin to it, the white paper comes away spotted with blood.

      "What the hell happened to you?" John demands and slaps a hand down on the slotted spoon Tori is using to scoop up more meat. "Jesus, leave some for the rest of us. Did you finish your homework?"

      "I fell. No. Hungry." Tori jerks at the spoon but relinquishes it when John pulls it from her grip. She's no longer hungry, actually. She's exhausted.

      "Fucking little pig," John says. "Marlene, do you see what your kid did?"

      Mom has been leaning against the stove, silent, watching her daughter gorge. "I saw. You should put some ice on that bump, Tori."

      Tori doesn't want to deal with ice. Her stomach gurgles again. She needs to sleep. Without excusing herself from the table, she goes to her room and closes the door. Shouting follows, but for once John doesn't come after her. She pushes her books and papers aside and falls face first onto the bed, where she buries herself in the pillow.

      Her stomach is so hard and round it looks like she swallowed a cantaloupe. Her guts are protesting, too. Mom's tacos always exit in a rapid and spectacular fashion, although usually not quite so soon, and generally from the back door.

      Swallowing a rush of saliva, Tori remembers the dog. Waves of nausea rush over her. Her throat convulses. She has barely enough time to stumble to the bathroom and kneel in front of the toilet, heaving. The sound of snarling rushes through her head as her dinner comes up so fast it scorches her throat. Water and vomit splash her face and, disgusted, she retches again.

      When her stomach is emptied, she staggers to the sink to wash her mouth. In her reflection, she is hollow-cheeked and pale, her eyes red-rimmed. Puke speckles the corners of her mouth. The lump on her head is dark and bruised.

      She bares her teeth, lined with red grease. After rinsing, she spits again and wipes her face. She is so tired she can barely stand, but food still lurks in her stomach.

      Again, she kneels, but this time nothing comes up until she uses a finger to force herself to gag. Over and over, Tori makes herself puke until finally, all the last bits of her stomach's contents hurtle into the toilet. Emptied, clean, she presses her fingers to her stomach in relief.

      That dog never barks at her again, but she spends the rest of her life binging and purging with the sound of snarling in the back of her mind.
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      "Hey. Hey, wake up."

      Rough hands chafed hers until she winced from the pain and tugged them away. Tori blinked, clearing her vision. She hadn't dreamed about the dog on Dover Street in years.

      "Huh?"

      Panic swept her. She ran her hands over her chest, then burst into tears at the small bundle still strapped there. Her coat had been opened, but none of the straps had been moved. She squeezed the baby, overjoyed at the answering wail.

      She was in a room papered in red velvet. Heavy dark furniture. She lay on an ornate sofa pushed against one wall and had time to think she must be ruining the upholstery before she shook herself into full consciousness. Her mouth tasted hideous, and she ran her tongue along her teeth, trying to swipe away the sticky, tangy film. She held herself back from spitting by swallowing hard, over and over, until the lump in her throat eased along with the awful flavor.

      The man standing in front of her was tall enough that he blocked out the light from the overhead fixture. Shaggy dark hair hung just past his shoulders. He wore faded jeans and a black-and-red checked flannel shirt, open to reveal a bare chest beneath. Bare feet too, she noticed as she sat up and got control of her surroundings.

      "I found you in the yard," he said. "I brought you inside. You're going to be okay."

      The baby stirred against her, letting out another warbling screech. Tori drew in a hitching breath, relieved at the sound. She kissed the baby's head and caught a whiff of her own foul breath.

      "I need to get out of my wet clothes. Maybe have something hot to drink. I'm sorry, I don't even know where I am, my car went off the road and --"

      "It's a bad road," the man said. "Lots of accidents. Let me show you upstairs. There's a bedroom you can use. You can get some sleep. I'll get you some tea or something."

      She wanted to thwart him, somehow. She should, right? This big man with the huge hands and enormous height, the shaggy hair. The furrowed brow. He ought to intimidate her. She should be more scared, wary, she should not trust him.

      "Luka, did you find Rusty?" An old woman's voice carried across the room, clear and light as a bubble of soap.

      Tori looked past the big man to see a long wooden table surrounded by six upholstered chairs. A feminine figure, white hair brushed into a high bun, sat at the far end. She glanced toward them as Tori paused. Even from this distance Tori could see the woman's hands resting on a plastic triangle that moved over a piece of wood painted with a few words as well as the alphabet.

      A Ouija board. Tori and her friends had played with one in the seventh grade, asking the spirit world for information about the boys they had crushes on. As she watched, the planchette spun toward the board's upper left corner. From what Tori remembered, there was a smiling sun there, opposite a scowling moon in the other corner. A word, too.

      YES

      The man's voice was a low rumble. "Yeah. Found him."

      "The board said you would." The woman spoke to Tori, clearly to Tori and not the man, her gaze bright and fierce even at this distance and fixed on Tori's own. "You know, the spirit board is an intersection between this world and the next. The spirits speak to us. They guide us. All you have to do is open yourself to their messages."

      The planchette moved in a steady, back and forth pattern, YES YES YES, then stopped.

      Tori had never believed in anything a Ouija board told her. She'd made it spell out things she wanted to say and knew her friends had done the same. It seemed rude to mention that now, even if she'd been able to coherently form the sentences. She was so tired, so drained. Her mouth had been stuffed with marbles; no words could come out.

      "Did you bring him back inside?" the old woman said to the man.

      "No," Luka said. "I couldn't."

      "The board said that, too. Take her upstairs and put her to bed before she falls over."

      Luka looked at Tori, who was indeed feeling as though she might end up on the floor. "Come on. I'll show you a place where you can sleep."
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      Tori didn't sleep long in her borrowed bed. Not with the baby muttering and snuffling beside her, hunting for the breast and latching on to nurse. Tori opened her eyes and stroked a hand over the infant's skull, wincing at the chafing in her nipples but grateful that everything else, at least, had stopped hurting so much. When she turned toward the window, a pale light around the edge of the curtains told her that the sun had come up. The mug of tea Luka had given her the night before sat cold and empty on the nightstand. Her stomach told her it was time to eat, even as it pinched and twisted and left her feeling as though she might throw up.

      When the baby had finished, falling lax from her breast and into sleep, Tori carefully tucked her child into a snug bundle of blankets. Holding the baby close to her chest, Tori made her way down the hall to the bathroom the hulking man had shown her last night. The bathroom was so small the only place to put the baby was on the floor in front of the toilet or in the claw foot tub. The tub at least looked clean, so that's where Tori settled her.

      She peed forever, biting her tongue against the urge to cry. She lost. At the sting between her legs, silent and scalding tears slipped over her cheeks and into her mouth. She couldn't even wipe properly, not with the handful of stiff toilet paper from the roll set on the back of the toilet. Even the quilted kind would have been too much, and this paper was the bargain variety, cheap and pulpy. She was lucky it didn't have bits of wood left in it, that was how rough it felt. Eyes closed, she leaned forward, breathing through the burn, then opened them to tug open the cabinet beneath the sink to see if maybe there was a box of tissues or something softer.

      She found a small bucket and a stack of folded rags. Even by the bathroom’s dim light, she had no trouble seeing the faded stains on the cloth. Her lip curled. She'd hoped to find a package of pads or maybe some incontinence panties, either would've done the job, but she had not expected to find old-fashioned cloth menstrual pads. Then again, thinking of the crone she'd met last night in the dining room, how could she be surprised? The last time that old lady had her period, women probably hadn't yet been granted the right to vote.

      It hurt to laugh. Tori clutched her still softening belly with one hand and put the other over her mouth to hold back the giggles. She didn't want to wake the baby...or anyone else. Especially when the laughter became a series of choking, gasping sobs that rasped at her throat.

      She had survived giving birth unattended in a supply closet, being hit by a tractor trailer and hiking through the woods in the dark, enduring frigid temperatures with a baby strapped to her by bungee cords. She was not going to lose her shit now. It was true that Tori had never been good under pressure. She'd been known to freak out because she'd snagged a pair of new tights, not to mention her habit of cutting and running in the face of any kind of conflict or adversity.

      She had to be better than that, now.

      For her daughter.

      "Gonna take care of you, Little Bit," Tori murmured. The baby's tiny mouth pursed, sucking at nothing, but she didn't wake.

      The disposable pad pinned to Tori's underpants was soaked nearly through. The panties themselves came up to her belly button in the front and the middle of her back behind; the pad reached as far. She turned her face from the dark, glistening mess. Several large clots slipped out of her and into the toilet, splashing. She shuddered. Her gorge rose, but the years she'd spent sticking her fingers down her throat had also given her the ability to control her puke reflex with spectacular precision, and she managed not to vomit.

      The problem was, she didn't have anything to use in place of the sodden pad. Tori took a long, shivering breath and forced herself to count to ten. Then again. Every time she drew the air in through her nose, she winced at the stench of body odor, coppery old blood, and sour breast milk. She needed a shower, desperately, but didn't dare attempt one. Not with her sleeping infant in the bottom of the tub, certainly. Not in a stranger's house without permission, no matter how kindly they'd taken her in.

      By the time she opened her eyes, she was no calmer, but she'd formulated a plan. It would be more embarrassing to bleed through her clothes and possibly onto the bed sheets then it would be to take one of the stained rags from the pile beneath the sink. They'd been used, but they were clean, and they were all she had. Within minutes she'd tidied herself and wrapped the used pad in wads of the horribly rough toilet paper, then tossed it in the small trash pail next to the commode. She stood at the sink to wash her hands, amazed at how much better she felt with such a simple change.

      In the mirror, her face looked gaunt. She turned it side to side, studying her hollowed cheeks. The circles beneath her pale green eyes. She'd spent a lifetime wishing for her cheekbones to stand out, but now all she could see was a skeletal face staring back. She cupped a handful of water and rinsed her mouth, then spat to rid herself of the taste that had lingered since last night. She gripped the sink, bent over for a moment or so while she waited to see if she were going to faint. The dizziness passed in seconds, but left her feeling trembly and weak, on unsteady legs.

      Her stomach rumbled. Tori turned off the water and dried her hands on a stiff towel embroidered with daises. A layer of dust covered the top of it, something she only noticed when it darkened her damp hands. With a frown, she rinsed her palms again, then looked at the towel. Possibly it had never been meant for more than decoration, the way her mother's bathroom had been set up with soaps shaped like shells and towels never meant to be used. She patted her hands against the front of her oversized t-shirt, instead.

      "C'mon, Little Bit."

      Too late, she realized that putting the baby in the tub had been easier than lifting her out. Something again tore deep inside her when she tried. She had no choice, though. Gritting her teeth, Tori managed to brace her knees against the tub's curved rim, then get her hands beneath the bundle of blankets and pull the baby against her chest. Breathing hard, she gave herself a few seconds to get her balance. How did anyone manage this alone? How had she ever thought she could?

      The hall was empty and quiet, and she was grateful. She wasn't ready to face anyone. In the bedroom, she tucked a spare diaper and the last of the wipes into the pocket of her sweatshirt. Her stomach rumbled again, and she put a hand over it. She thought of the granola bars in her bag, but she needed something more substantial than that...and she wanted to save them for an emergency she hoped never came.

      In the hall, she passed a long line of closed doors, then paused at the head of the stairs. She could barely remember climbing them last night. Luka had shown her the bathroom and left the tea, and after that everything was blurry. Daunted by the incline, she bounced the baby gently, considering how much it was going to hurt to descend, not to mention the odds that she was going to trip over her own feet.

      It took her a long time to get down, one careful step at a time, but she made it. At the bottom, she faced the front door. Arched doorways on either side led to shadowed rooms, and a long hall stretched to the back of the house. A kitchen, she presumed. Food, she hoped desperately. It seemed she’d spent most of her life fighting off her appetite, but it had never been this bad. Since having the baby she’d suffered a never-sated hunger nibbling constantly inside her.

      Tori stopped, listening for signs that anyone else in the house was awake. Luka was big enough to shake the house if he were up and around, she was sure of that. Despite the silence, something prompted her to peek into the dining room.

      It looked no different than the night before, although now the dim wall lamps were off and the only light filtered in through the large front window, hung with heavy curtains that kept out most of the brightness. The same broad, ornate table set with the patterned cloth. The vase of dead flowers. The upholstered chairs, six of them.

      "Oh," Tori said. "Oh, God. I'm sorry. I didn't expect to see you there."

      Had the old woman not gone to bed? She sat in the same place at the head of the table. Wore the same dress with the high throat and long sleeves. Her gnarled hands rested in the same place on top of the table, this time one to either side of the spirit board.

      "Good morning," Tori ventured and kissed the baby's cheek when it began to stir against her chest.

      The old lady put her hands on the plastic planchette. Looking straight at Tori but not saying a word, she moved it toward the YES. Something moved it, anyway, Tori thought, holding her ground in the archway. She lifted her chin. So…this was creepy. Sure it was. But she didn't believe in ghosts and never had, so she wasn't going to start now.

      Tori cleared her throat. The awful taste had gone away, but her voice was still hoarse. "We didn't have much of a chance to meet last night when your...grandson? Brought me in."

      NO

      The baby snuffled. Tori held her closer. No, they hadn't had a chance to meet? No, Luka wasn't this old lady's grandson?

      "I'm very grateful to him. I'm not exaggerating when I say we would have died last night, if he hadn't found us and brought us here."

      YES

      Tori moved closer. "I'm Tori, by the way."

      "And the child?" The old woman's voice slipped from her lips, clear and cultured and with the faintest hint of an accent Tori couldn't name.

      "She doesn't have a name yet."

      "It's better that way," the old woman said. "How old is it?"

      "She's a week and two days."

      "When it's been alive at least three months," the old woman said, "then you can give it a name."

      Tori frowned. "That's...well, that's a little...I didn't not give her a name because I'm afraid she's going to die."

      "You should be afraid. Babies often die before they're three months old. Don't name them until you're sure they're going to survive long enough to sleep through the night. And even then," the old woman said with a wave of her bent fingers in Tori's direction, "you can't really be sure."

      "She's not going to die." Tori clutched her child to her chest hard enough to startle the baby into a low cry. "Stop saying that."

      The planchette moved in a slow spiral, a figure eight and then a line, back and forth.

      YES

      NO

      YES

      NO

      Back and forth, the pointed tip and the clear window showing each word for no more than a second or so before moving across the board again. The old woman wasn't watching it, but although her fingertips looked like they were barely touching it, they didn't slip off the planchette even when it jerked.

      Tori didn't have a name picked out. That was something she ought to have thought about for months, choosing the perfect name her daughter would use for the rest of her life. It wasn't something she could come up with on a moment's notice, and the truth was that's how it felt even though the baby had been born a little over a week ago. As though she'd entered this world only moments before.

      "The right name is important, you know. It doesn't really matter if you grow up and change it, the name you're born with is the one that makes you who you are." The old woman's mouth thinned, not showing her teeth, in a grim parody of a smile. "Your parents named you Victoria, after a queen, but look at you."

      Tori flinched at the assessment. "Actually, my name's Tori, just Tori."

      "Ah. Well. That makes so much more sense."

      The planchette skidded across the board, one felt-tipped foot veering off the edge and stopping the triangle's back and forth motion completely. The old woman lifted her hands and gave the board a look of surprise. She glanced up at Tori again.

      "You've upset the spirit."

      "I haven't upset anyone," Tori said. "I just came downstairs to see if I could get something to eat."

      "There is food in the kitchen. Luka can fix you something. He's probably still sleeping, considering how late it was last night when he brought you in. He won't be happy to be woken, but I supposed that can't be helped. After all, if he didn't want to take care of you, he ought not have brought you in. I suppose you're better than another stray puppy.”

      Tori didn't know what to say to that. She'd already said thank you, and her gratitude had been sincere. She and Little Bit would have died if the big man hadn't brought them here. Tori bounced the baby lightly as she waited for the woman to call for Luka. To move. To do anything but stare at her.

      The old lady grinned, a sudden fierce baring of teeth so white and straight they couldn't possibly have been real. She pointed toward the wall closest to the arched doorway. "There's a button there. You can ring for Luka and wait in the kitchen."

      Tori found the small metal button amongst the wallpaper's busy floral pattern and pressed it. Somewhere far off in the house, a buzzer sounded. She looked at the woman, who'd replaced the planchette on the center of the board and was moving it in those same slow spirals. The planchette stopped when Tori looked at it. Then it slowly turned to point at her.

      "Go," said the old woman.
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      Luka didn't say much. When he did speak, it was in grunts and low, growling phrases that Tori had to struggle to interpret. She'd offered to cook the breakfast herself, but was relieved when he refused. She was shit with cooking.

      Instead, she sat on a hard-backed chair and nursed her baby again while she watched Luka move from the fridge -- an ancient, rounded model straight out of the fifties -- to the counter and then to the stove, a monstrosity fit for a restaurant. Oddly, in contrast to the fridge, it was also clearly almost new. He cracked eggs four at a time, tossing the shells into the sink and scrambling them in a blue ceramic bowl.

      "I'm hungry, but not that hungry," she protested as he emptied a carton of the entire dozen.

      Luka turned, shaggy dark brows furrowed. She'd imagined his eyes as being dark brown, but even at this distance she could see they were a bright, pale green. Almost like her own. He frowned.

      "Huh?"

      Tori shifted on the hard chair to ease the grinding ache in her back. She still hadn't quite gotten the hang of the nursing thing, and fumbled a bit as she switched the baby from one breast to the other. Tori had always been what her stepfather had called "a member of the Itty Bitty Titty Committee" and so hadn't considered much how she was flashing Luka, convinced there was no way he could possibly be interested in looking at her in that way. Not with her greasy, straggly hair, her floppy, oversized clothes. Surely the cluster of pimples on her chin and the burgeoning fever blister in the corner of her mouth was anything but attractive.

      Even so, when she looked up at his question, Luka was staring. Hard. Instinctively, Tori shrugged the shoulder of her shapeless zippered hoodie to cover herself.

      "I said --"

      "This isn't all for you. I have to cook for all of them, too. You can have as much as you want, though." Luka opened the fridge to grab another carton of eggs. Those all went into the bowl too.

      "All...of...them?" Alarmed, Tori put the baby to her shoulder, patting the kid's back until she let out an impressive belch.

      "My brothers."

      Tori settled the baby back onto her lap. The infant's eyes were wide, but she wasn't crying. Her little mouth pursed and the tiny hands flailed.

      "I didn’t know there was anyone else here."

      Luka gave her another glance, this time with a smile that surprisingly transformed him into...well, she couldn't call it handsomeness. He was too big and hairy for that. Feral, she thought, pulling out a vocabulary word from a distant part of her mind she didn't even know she had. But the smile made him look at least less intimidating.

      "You're kind," she added when he didn't reply. The words seemed to surprise him, but she'd surprised herself even more by saying them. "I mean, this is nice. You finding us and taking us in was enough, but making me breakfast, too. It's very kind, Luka. Thank you."

      Tori's mother had tried to teach her many lessons. Most of them, Tori had discarded over the years as being stupid or impossible. Some of the things her mother thought you ought to be grateful for were fucked up -- a backhand across the mouth instead of a punch. One finger probing in secret places instead of all of them. But the idea of being thankful for being treated kindly? That was something Tori had clung to even during the times when she had nobody or nothing to be actually grateful for.

      "Welcome," Luka said after a hesitation.

      The ceiling groaned above them. He cast a baleful glance upward before turning back to the bowl of eggs he was scrambling. Tori tensed. Brothers.

      "How many brothers do you have?"

      "Three."

      "Any sisters?"

      "No," he said.

      Footsteps, lumbering and heavy, marked the path of at least one of them toward the stairs. The baby was still awake, but her little face had started to go red as she strained to fill her diaper. Tori laughed, breathless, not with much humor.

      "I'm going to need to change her," she said, almost apologetically, and hated herself for it. There was no reason for her to be embarrassed that her baby was pooping in the kitchen, the same way she had no reason to be humiliated about the fact that she wore a borrowed menstrual pad that even in this moment might be soaking through.

      "You can do it in there." He pointed to a wooden door, ajar.

      Inside was a laundry room, fitted out with an old fashioned wash sink and a wringer. Pinkish-gray water filled the sink, and clothing floated in the muck. Dark brown splashes, like dried chocolate pudding, flecked the sides of the sink. Uneasily, she turned from the sight and changed the baby on the wooden countertop as quickly as she could. She washed her hands, avoiding touching the dirty water. The flow from the faucet stirred it up, bring bits of dark string to the top and pushing it under again. Not string. Hair. Maybe fur. Tori shuddered and turned off the water as fast as she could.

      She paused to study a faded poster pinned above the sink. The young woman in the line drawing wore Victorian clothing, although it might have been from that era of the seventies when the long prairie dresses and soft Gibson Girl hairstyles had made a reappearance. The drawing also prominently featured a Ouija board and what looked like a schedule of dates below it, but splashes of wet had destroyed so much of the text that Tori couldn't read what the poster was advertising. Clearly, though, the people in this house had a boner for the paranormal.

      In the kitchen, Luka had finished cooking. "It's ready. You said you were hungry. There's toast. Coffee. Bacon. Eggs. I can make oatmeal if you want it."

      "Oh, wow. No, thank you, that should all be more than enough."

      An involuntary groan leaked out of her, followed by a rush of saliva that usually signaled the rapid expelling of her stomach's contents. Food and puke had been inextricably linked in Tori's mind since early adolescence. Right now, all she could think about was digging into a platter of steaming, fluffy eggs covered in cheese the way Luka was making them. Downing a mug of coffee. Toast. Bacon, oh, Jesus fuck, bacon. She hadn't eaten bacon in years.

      Luka had just handed her a mug of steaming black coffee when a form loomed in the doorway. Taller even than Luka. Shoulders broader. Same head of shaggy black hair falling to his upper back, same wild eyebrows and square jawline. This brother's eyes were the dark shade of brown she'd expected Luka's to be.

      "This is Micah," Luka said without looking at the other man, not even a glance.

      "I'm Tori. This is...my baby," she said with a second's hesitation. "She doesn't have a name yet."

      Micah wore a pair of faded jeans riding low on his hips and an open flannel shirt that exposed the thick thatch of black hair on his chest and belly. His muscles rippled beneath it. He swung his head around, and Tori swore his nostrils flared.

      "Why doesn't it have a name yet?"

      It wasn't the oddest question to ask. She might have led with "who are you and how did you get here?" but maybe they had dozens of strangers show up on their doorstep in the middle of the night. Who knew?

      "I haven't decided."

      The big man strode across the kitchen with two long steps, bending over her before Tori could do anything. He hunched low to look into the baby's face. Tori caught a whiff of him -- the scent of pine needles, undercut with something less fresh. It reminded her uncomfortably that she smelled gross and the kid probably even worse.

      "She looks like a Katherine."

      "I'm definitely not naming her Katherine. Kathy was my mother." Tori paused. "How did you know that?"

      Micah straightened to fix her with a steady stare from those solid dark eyes. "How does anyone know anything?"

      Before she could reply, not even sure what she might have said to that, he'd turned on his heel and stalked across the room to stare over his brother's shoulder. With both of them facing away from her, it would've been difficult to tell them apart if she hadn't already known which was which. As though on cue, another brother came into the kitchen, followed on the heels by the fourth.

      Jackson, Declan, Micah and Luka, last name yet unknown. Not quadruplets, because the age differences were apparent even if the resemblances between them were so close it was difficult to tell them apart. Dressed almost identically, it was almost like a parody. Four huge men with wild hair and muscles on top of their muscles, looking like something out of a gay porn movie about lumberjacks. They probably all had rippling abs and sculpted butt cheeks.

      Only Luka had bright green eyes. She saw that clearly enough as one by one the other brothers bent to study the baby in her arms. Only Micah had offered an opinion about the name. Declan had touched the baby's head briefly with his fingertips, so quickly Tori hadn't had time to protest or worry. Jackson, the oldest, had stared at her without so much as the hint of a smile and said nothing.

      "You go ahead into the dining room with Mother," Luka told her as he lifted a big tray laden with platters.

      "I can help --"

      "Go," Luka said.

      In the dining room, Tori found the old woman in the same place she'd been ever since Tori first got here, and in a moment she understood why. She hadn't noticed, before, that Mother was in a wheelchair. An antique by the look of it, with a high wicker back that had looked like one of the dining room chairs until she rolled back a foot or so from the table as the boys came in. She was moving the planchette again. Slow circles, around and around. Every so often it would pause, perhaps to showcase a letter or spell out a word, but since the old woman wasn't looking down, Tori had no idea how she could possibly be figuring out any kind of message.

      Tori took the chair at the foot of the table, not sure if she'd be putting someone out of their usual place. None of the men seemed to mind. The brothers filled in the spaces quickly and began serving themselves without fanfare. They piled their plates high with food and dug in, falling on the food with wolfish intensity.

      Luka placed a dish in front of his mother, who barely pushed aside the Ouija board to make room for it. She gave the plate a baleful glance without lifting her fingers from the planchette. Tori paused, watching, as the plastic piece moved slowly toward the right.

      NO

      Tori's own plate had a scant portion of eggs and a single slice of bacon. Before leaving the hospital with her baby, she hadn't put more than a few bites of food in her stomach in...well, years, she had to admit. It had been years. This ravenous appetite, unquenchable and undeniable, wasn’t going to be satisfied with a few bites of egg and bacon, but she'd have to start slow or else she’d just sick it all up.

      She had to maintain her strength for Little Bit. Make sure her milk would come in hard enough to feed the baby. She couldn't be feeling lightheaded or nauseated from hunger all the time, not with the infant to take care of. For the first time in as long as Tori could remember, the idea of consuming food was nothing to fear but something to accept, embrace. It was necessity.

      The sudden rap of a fork against one of the china plates rung out. Heads turned at once. All of the men put their forks down. Heads hung, too.

      "Manners!" cried the old lady from her end of the table. "You were not raised in a barn! And we have a guest. Comport yourselves like the men I raised you to be, not like beasts."

      "Sorry, Mother." One by one, her giant sons mumbled variations of that.

      Mother gave a flick of a glance at the fork in Tori's hand. "Children without manners are a wound in a mother's side. Yours must have been wounded more than once or twice."

      Tori deliberately put the bite of eggs in her mouth to chew. She couldn't wait any longer. Her stomach had become shriveled and vacant, her hands on the verge of shaking. She had to eat.

      "My mother," she said around a full mouth of eggs and bacon, "usually said I was an unruly heathen who was going straight to hell."

      She hadn't realized how much noise all those men were making even without saying a word, until the room fell so silent she heard her own stomach growling. She looked up to find them all staring at her. Declan, Micah, and Jackson with narrowed eyes. Luka pressed his lips together as though to hold back a smile.

      Mother herself let out a low, rasping cackle and clapped her hands. "My, my, a slap would do that smart mouth some good, but I'm too far away and too old to make the effort. How refreshing it is to have another female at this table, I must say. Another two, in fact."

      She waved a hand with a frown at her sons. "Eat."

      Again, they all fell on their plates, but the gobbling and snorting was held in check. Nobody ate with their pinkies up or anything weird like that, but the atmosphere around the table definitely had become more genteel. Luka stood to pour everyone fresh mugs of coffee from the pot he brought in from the kitchen while Declan passed the cream and sugar. Nobody said much, but with every mouth except Mother's almost consistently full, Tori supposed that was part of having good manners.

      Tori ate as much as she could without overstuffing herself, then sat back with her sleeping daughter against her shoulder. "That was delicious. Thank you so much."

      Mother had barely touched her food. "You have some color coming back into your cheeks, but you're still far too pale. Eat more."

      "There's not enough left for us both, and you've eaten nothing," Tori said and went quiet at Mother's imperious gesture.

      "I'm an old lady with a finicky appetite. You have a child, you've just given birth, you're still bleeding. I can smell it," Mother said. "You need nourishment, and as a guest in my house, I'll insist you get it."

      Hot shame sent an electric ripple all through Tori at Mother's words. "I'm sorry --"

      "After breakfast, you'll bathe yourself and the child. You still haven't named her?"

      "Not since the last time you asked me, no."

      "Bring her to me."

      At first, Tori didn't move. Everyone stared at her. With her hunger satisfied, at least for the moment, her head was a little more clear. Tori would've been the first to admit she had never been the brightest color in the crayon box, she didn't need to be a genius to feel as though something in this house was not...quite...right.

      She pushed back from the table, carefully cradling the sleeping child. In front of Mother, she tipped the bundle to allow the old woman to look at the baby's face. Mother leaned forward to stare at her the way her sons had, and although she didn't lift her hands from the planchette to touch the baby, she closed her eyes and drew in a long, long breath.

      "Babies always have a sweetness to them, not matter how dirty they are." Mother breathed in again, her mouth falling open to reveal a glimpse of her tongue which was not pink, but gray and oddly pointed. "You, however, are far from daisy fresh."

      "It's been a long few days," Tori said.

      Mother drew in another breath, her face so close to the baby's that the gust of her exhale stirred the few wisps of hair the child had been born with. A silver strand of saliva glinted at the corner of the old woman's lips and alarmed, Tori took a step back to keep her from drooling on the baby. Mother sat back to pat her lips with a cloth napkin. Her gaze had gone rheumy and distant. She lolled a bit in the chair, head drooping. Her hands at last fell away from the planchette.

      At once, the older sons were on their feet to gather around her. Solicitously, they dabbed away the drool and situated her more upright in her chair. One took away the untouched plate. Another lifted her hands to place her fingers on the planchette. This time, it didn't move.

      "Maybe she ought to be in bed," Tori said. "She doesn't look well."

      Luka had stood as well, so quietly she hadn't noticed him behind her until he spoke. "She'll be fine. Come on. I'll help you with the bath."

      Backing away from the scene in front of her, Tori followed. The baby squirmed in her arms. Luka took her to the bathroom she'd used this morning. He stepped aside so she could get past him.

      "I can handle it from here," Tori said when he made no move to close the door behind her.

      "You need me to take her?" He was already reaching.

      Tori shook her head, pulling the baby closer to her. "Uh, no. No, I couldn't ask you to do that."

      "I don't mind. I like babies." Luka's grin started small and got wider, showing white teeth.

      "She needs a bath, too. I'll take care of it. But I...we both need some fresh clothes. Could you grab my overnight bag for me from the bedroom?" There wasn't much in it, but at least the baby would have something clean to wear. Tori hesitated, then decided just to go for it. "And listen, do you think you could maybe run to a drugstore for me? I need some things, and I don't have much cash, but I'll be able to pay you back once I get to my dad's. I promise."

      "Can't go anywhere for awhile."

      Tori chewed the inside of her cheek for a second. "I wouldn't ask if it wasn't important, but look, I've just had a baby and there are things that happen after that. I need more diapers, wipes. Other things."

      He stared at her blankly.

      "I'm bleeding," Tori said bluntly. "I need some pads or something. It's embarrassing, but I can't help it."

      If her confession made him uncomfortable, Luka didn't show it. His nostrils flared a bit, and his grin became a thin line without so much as a tilt at the corners. His pale green eyes fixed on hers.

      "Snowed in," he said with a cut of his gaze toward the tiny window over the toilet. "You can look for yourself. But we can't get out until the plow comes through the main road and we clear our lane. Could be days. Could be weeks."

      Alarmed, Tori shook her head. "You have to be kidding."

      "No."

      "Can I use your phone, then? At least to call my dad? Tell him we're okay? He's expecting us," she lied.

      "Sure. After you're cleaned up. You'll feel better after that, anyway. You sure you don't want me to take her?" He reached again.

      Tori clutched her child. "No. Thank you. If you could just bring my bag, that would be great."

      "If you need help, let me know. There are towels in that cupboard." He pointed.

      "I should be okay. Thank you," she said stiffly, keeping her emotions in check. "You can just leave the bag outside the door for me. I'll get it when I'm done."

      He knocked in a minute or so, and she opened the door enough to take the bag from him. When he went out, she moved to lock the door, but the small button on the inside of the knob spun without catching. She shoved her bag against it instead, not that it would do much. She grabbed a towel from the cupboard. It was worn and covered in faded daisies but it smelled clean, and right now that was all she cared about. She put the baby on the floor on top of the folded towel, then started the water running in the tub.

      She stripped carefully out of her clothes and put them in a pile, leaving on her underpants and the borrowed pad. She tested the water temperature. She liked her showers almost scalding, but she hadn't taken an actual bath in a tub for years, and with an infant she had to be sure the water wasn't too hot.

      "Hey, Little Bit. Let's get you cleaned up, okay? Get out of this stinky diaper. Get some fresh PJs on. What do you say?"

      The baby said a lot, all of it in howls and outraged shrieks when Tori exposed her to the chilly air. Working as quickly as she could, considering how clumsy she felt, Tori dealt with the diaper. She'd used up all the wipes earlier and made do with a washcloth, wincing at the mess.

      Kneeling over the baby, her own skin humping into goosebumps, Tori eyed the side of the claw foot tub. The trick was going to be getting herself and the kid in there without slipping and falling and dropping the baby. Again, she wondered how on earth anyone was ever expected to manage having a kid on their own. She regretted not letting Luka help her for the split second it took her to remember that trusting men had never been good for her.

      She put the dirty diaper in the empty trashcan and scooped up the baby as she managed to get to her feet. She hadn't realized how much her neck, shoulders, and back ached and burned from constantly holding this squirming six pounds until now. Cringing, she forced herself to tuck the baby under one arm while she used the other hand to support herself on the edge of the tub.

      This wasn't going to work. She'd forgotten to take off her underpants. She couldn't lift her leg high enough to get into the tub, not without falling. Defeated, Tori hung her head. She wanted to weep, but the baby was screaming enough for both of them.

      You can figure this out, Little Bit. You've got it all under control. You can do this. I have faith in you.

      Again, it wasn't something her old man had ever actually said to her, but Tori liked to believe he would have, if he'd had the chance. At least hearing it in his voice stopped her from bursting into hysterics and throwing herself down on the bathroom floor.

      "Gonna do this," she said under her breath.

      She set the baby back on the towel. She shucked out of her enormous, saturated panties. Then she got into the tub, pausing to turn off the water since the level had reached the overflow drain. Leaning over the edge with a low groan, she fit her fingers under the baby and lifted. Tried to lift, anyway. The angle was wrong. Her back hurt too much. She tried again, taking a breath. Heat gushed out of her; she refused to look at the water. She grabbed the baby, pulling and lifting and slipping back into the water with the infant held up so she didn't go under. Water splashed. Tori slid down the smooth porcelain and for a moment she thought about what might happen if she simply went beneath the surface and didn't come back up.

      Then, slowly, it all became better. The water was warm enough to soothe her, and although dark swirls of blood moved through it every time she shifted, it wasn't as much as she'd thought it would be. The baby was slippery and hard to hold onto, but Tori got them both situated with her back against the tub's curved surface. She put the baby to her breast and let herself relax as much as she could.

      Long minutes passed. The baby quieted, nursing, then sleeping. Tori didn't dare let herself drift that far, but she did close her eyes. She heard her own heartbeat in her ears, and she found herself counting it along with her breaths.

      It was the most at ease she'd felt in...well, since before the first pains had started, doubling her over in the storage room. It was the calmest she'd felt in as long as she could remember. She looked at the baby sleeping on her chest.

      "Gonna do this, Little Bit," she promised. "We're gonna be okay."
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      With a lot of effort, Tori managed to wash the baby and return her to the nest on the floor, where the infant made another series of those discontented peeps but didn't wake once Tori wrapped her in a towel. Quickly, because the water had chilled, Tori cleaned herself as best she could without soap, in bloody water. She flashed to a memory of the laundry sink, and the breakfast she'd so willingly downed threatened to come back up.

      Something was very wrong in this house.

      Tori had never much liked horror movies. It wasn't that they scared her. It was more often that the characters running from the monsters just seemed so fucking stupid she was never upset when they died. Anyway, monsters were never as horrifying as real people.

      She pulled the drain but stayed in the tub while the water ran out, using fresh water from the faucet to scrub at herself until she felt clean enough to get out. Crouched on the floor, she held a hand between her legs to catch the blood. From under the sink, she took another rag, tucked it between her thighs and stood, fishing the one she'd borrowed this morning out of her panties. She rinsed it over and over again until the water ran clear and she could wring it dry. She draped it over the edge of the bucket in the cabinet.

      Once settled, she stood, her nipples tight and sore in the cold air but everything else feeling better. The hot water had eased the constant aching burn from her muscles, and simply being clean made a huge difference in her outlook. When she dug through the bag again, though, she found nothing but the six or so diapers that had been left in the package from the hospital.

      Her clothes were gone.

      Her wallet was still there, not that it mattered since she had nothing in it but her driver's license and a couple ticket stubs from movies she couldn't even remember seeing. She'd had no cash to steal. No credit cards.

      She dug again into the depths of the bag, searching, but came up with nothing. She caught sight of her reflection. Her eyes had gone wide and wild, her mouth agape.

      Tori straightened. The mirror over the sink was small and age-spotted, so she could only see part of herself, but she studied what she could see. She cupped one hand over her breasts, two sizes bigger than she'd ever been, the skin taut and traced with blue-green veins. Her belly, sagging and wrinkled.

      They'd taken her clothes, but surely they didn't expect her to go out there naked. What did they expect, though? They had taken her and the baby in. Fed her. Maybe they planned to clothe her, too.

      When she cracked open the door, she found a pile of garments waiting for her. Thick cotton socks. A long flannel nightgown. A heavy cardigan sweater with big wooden buttons. No bra, but a pair of cotton panties adorned with pink flowers. There were clothes for the baby, too, a small set of yellow fleecy footed pajamas, a little too big, but better than nothing. Everything was warm, and, like the towels, smelled clean. She could've done worse.

      Tori dressed quickly in the layers, grateful for the warmth. Still, the fact that someone had gone through her bag and taken her belongings was beyond fucked up. She lifted the baby and cradled her in one arm while she checked the hallway. Empty.

      Her belly was full. The baby was sleeping but would wake soon to nurse, and Tori herself only wanted to crawl back into bed and sleep for another day or month or year. She felt like she'd been hit by a truck. Well, hadn't she been?

      In the small bedroom at the end of the hall, she crawled beneath the weight of the blankets and tucked the baby against her, toward the center of the bed so even if Tori did fall asleep, the infant wouldn't roll onto the floor. She tugged open the buttons on the front of the nightgown, and the child's mouth opened, rooting and finding the nipple with more practiced ease than she'd ever had.

      First the tingling built, almost but not quite a pain, and then the surge of letdown became a throb as the baby sucked. For the first time, it didn't hurt. Tori wouldn't have called it a pleasure, but there was something of pleasure in it, and as she drifted to sleep, warm and fed and with her child in her arms, Tori gave herself up to it.
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      "No." It is the first time Tori has ever said this to him, when he comes creeping into her room at night. "Get off me. Don't touch me again."

      Her mother's husband, such a fucking cliché. Like something out of some goddamned movie of the week. Tori has suffered him touching her for years, her silence never acquiescence or acceptance, but a simple, misunderstood belief that someone, someday would come along and save her.

      It would not be the boy who'd earlier tonight thought he was taking her virginity. He was weaker even than Tori knew herself to be. He'd fumbled and stroked her, entering her with a throbbing cock and moving on top of her while he muttered filthy words he must have thought would turn her on. And after, moving away from her as though she were as dirty a thing as he'd made her out to be, he'd looked ashamed and sorry, not for what he'd done, but that he'd done it with her.

      "I am not a thing," Tori says now as she pushes her stepfather away from her. "I am not just some thing."

      He has hit her before, of course, but this time she ducks the swing and comes back at him with fists of her own. She is not tall, she is not strong. Years of forcing herself to vomit up almost every meal have left her weak, but she is angry, and that is enough.

      She catches him in the nose, sending him backward with a yelp, hands clapped over his face. With a grunt, she kicks him in the balls, watching with satisfaction as he doubles over and goes to his knees. She kicks him again, her bare toes crunching and breaking, agony, but worth it when he scrambles away from her.

      He, at last afraid.

      It is the last night she will spend in her mother's house. She runs after that. Lives on the street for a little while. Finds a job. Gets an apartment. Starts to make her life on her own, as she thinks she was always meant to.
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      The dark silhouette in the doorway startled her when she woke. The baby had fallen off the breast, which was still exposed, but Tori tucked the nightgown around herself before she sat up. Blinking away the dream, she recognized the man staring at her.

      "Hi. Luka."

      He stepped through the doorway. "You found the clothes. Good."

      "Where are mine?" She paused. “These are great, but where are mine?"

      "I took them to wash them. Everything you had was filthy. It smelled bad." He lifted his face and sniffed as though to prove there'd been a stink.

      "I would appreciate it if you didn't go through my things," Tori said. "I mean, yeah, thank you and everything, but it's not cool with me for you to just go through my stuff."

      Luka stepped closer, into the light. "You don't have any things worth keeping.”

      "That's not true." Tori pushed herself against the headboard, a hand on the sleeping baby.

      Luka shrugged. "You can have them back after they're clean, if you want. Mother would like you to come down to the parlor. With the baby."

      "She's sleeping now."

      "Mother says you should come down."

      Tori eyed him. "Luka, when babies are sleeping, the last thing in the world you want to do is wake them up. I'm sure your mother would prefer not to have a screaming kid in her parlor."

      Luka shook his shaggy head. "She says now."

      "I'm not coming downstairs right now," Tori said calmly as she scanned the room for two things. An escape route or a weapon. Nothing leaped out at her, but that was okay. She would keep looking.

      She would be prepared.

      Luka hesitated, then came over to the bed to peer down at the baby. "You don't have a name for her yet?”

      "No. She's so small, she feels too tiny for a name." Tori let her hand rest lightly on the infant's head. "My dad used to call me Little Bit. I've been calling her that."

      "That's not a name."

      She laughed softly, covering her mouth with a hand to keep from waking the baby. "No. It's not. But it's all I've got for her right now."

      Luka sat gingerly on the edge of the bed. His weight dipped it enough that Tori had to shift to keep from leaning toward him. He rubbed his big hands on the thighs of his jeans. She hadn't noticed before that the backs of his palms were covered with hair.

      "You could ask the board."

      Tori's lip curled, but she smoothed her expression. She had no intention of letting some fucking spirit board name her child, whether or not it was operated by a demanding old woman or something from the world beyond. "I don't think so."

      "Mother asked the board to name all of us."

      "Your dad didn't have any say in the matter?"

      For a moment, Luka frowned. "None of us had the same dad."

      Whoa. So mama had done some getting around in her day. Tori watched Luka's face.

      "My dad left when I was pretty young. I didn't see much of him. It's not easy," she said.

      "It's fine," Luka said. "We have Mother."

      Impulsively, Tori touched his hand. The hairs were softer than she'd expected. His fingers twitched.

      "How old are you, Luka?"

      "Eighteen."

      She'd imagined him as much older than that. "I'm twenty-two."

      He smiled at her, then, showing straight and pointed white teeth. He looked at the sleeping baby. "She looks like a Rose."

      "A rose...? Oh." For a moment she'd been confused, thinking he meant the flower. It was true, with her chubby pink cheeks and the soft fall brush of pale red hair, the baby did look like that flower. "My great-grandma's name was Rose."

      "You could name her that," Luka said.

      "It's a pretty name." Tori nodded. The baby...could she be named Rose? Stirred. Yawned. The baby's eyes opened, blinking, then closed as she sighed.

      "You should come down now." Luka stood. "Mother will be angry if you don't, and --"

      "Let me guess. I don't want to make Mother angry. I won't like her when she's angry."

      Luka shrugged and gave Tori a small, secret grin and something in his expression caused a shift inside her. A languid rise of heat. A tingle. "You won't like her even when she's not angry, I reckon."

      Tori giggled, her hand over her mouth again. His eyes gleamed. His tongue pressed his lower lip for a moment before slipping back inside. For a moment she wondered how it would taste to kiss him, and at the thought her womb clenched. A slow, rolling gush of warmth teased out between her thighs, which she pressed together desperately beneath the borrowed nightgown and prayed she hadn't leaked.

      A low noise slipped out of Luka's throat.

      "I need to use the bathroom," Tori whispered. "Can you...could you please give me a couple minutes?"

      She couldn't get up from the bed without risking another gush of blood. Humiliation swept through her. Rose woke and cried, not loud or hard, but that would happen soon enough. Luka had moved to the bed and scooped up the baby in one big hand before Tori could do anything to stop him. She grabbed the front of his shirt as he leaned over her, but let it go at once. The scent of his skin at the base of his throat, the part that had been closest to her face, lingered.

      "I'll hold her while you go."

      Since leaving the hospital, Tori had been the only one to hold the baby. Here in a stranger's house, wearing borrowed clothes and awaiting an audience with a woman who relied on a Ouija board to name her children, Tori should not have felt comfortable enough with the huge man to allow him to take her baby from her, but the thought of once more struggling to get up,  go down the hall and tend to her body all while also taking care of the baby left her on the verge of tears. Then she was no longer on the verge, but tipping over into strangled sobs.

      "Everything hurts," she whispered. "Every part of my body aches."

      "I'll hold her," Luka said as he slid a thickly muscled arm behind her back to help her up, all while effortlessly cradling the baby against his chest. "If it makes you feel better, I'll stand with her outside the bathroom with the door open, so you can see her the whole time. I won't look. I promise."

      She wanted to say no, but all she could do was cry a little harder at the kindness. "I'm so tired, Luka."

      "I'll help you."

      Nodding, Tori let him help her out of the bed. She clutched his arm until her feet could touch the floor, and then she stood, still clamping her thighs together. Another hot, wet slide of fluid eased out of her, along with a lower belly cramp. She was beyond embarrassment now.

      In the bathroom she lifted the hem of the gown and eased onto the toilet, wincing at the sound of what felt like half her insides splashing into the water. The cramping discomfort eased at once, though. She leaned to rest her elbows on her knees, watching Luka, back turned, rocking from foot to foot as he soothed Rose.

      "You seem to know what you're doing." Better than she did, almost, since Rose had quieted almost at once.

      "I told you. I like babies."

      Tori reached beneath the sink to pull out another clean rag, one of the last in the bucket. Using one of the washcloths he'd given her earlier, she ran water in the tub since it was easier to reach without getting up. She cleaned herself gingerly, grateful again that she hadn't needed stitches. Everything hurt bad enough without that. She rinsed the cloth a few times, getting clean as best she could, then hesitated.

      Luka had gone dead still. Rose wasn't crying, but something in the way his back straightened bespoke of tension. He'd half-turned his head. Not enough to see her, but she could glimpse his profile.

      "I'm sorry, this must be...it's gross," Tori said. "I'm sorry."

      "It's not gross. It's natural." Luka's voice was low. "I know you can't help it. Do you need...something?"

      "I do. I will. I'm sorry," she added. "This isn't something you should have to deal with, not from someone you don't even know."

      "I know you now. That's enough."

      She didn't have anything to say to that. After a few quick minutes of cleaning up, she washed her hands at the sink, wincing at the crimson beneath her fingernails.

      "Some people eat the placenta," Luka said. "Animals do it. But some people do it, too."

      Tori grimaced and caught sight of her startled reflection in the mirror. "Gross."

      Luka laughed and rocked the baby again, lifting her to his shoulder. Rose goggled comically at her mother around the fall of his dark hair. He patted the baby's back.

      "It's supposed to be healthy. Full of nutrients," he said. "Some people think it has almost magical properties."

      Tori finished washing her hands. "I would never do that. I mean, I didn't even see mine. They didn't ask me if I wanted it or anything. Anyway, I don't believe in magic. Do you?"

      "Yes." He turned a bit more, this time able to see her. "Are you all right?"

      She nodded and flushed, then rinsed the cloth once more to hang over the edge of the tub. "Yes. For now. Thank you."

      "You should go see my mother now," Luka said.
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      Tori had not slept long enough for it to be time to eat again, so she was surprised to find the dining room table set as though for an elegant meal. Mother hadn't moved from her place at the table's head. Neither had the board. Her fingertips rested on the planchette making its customary slow figure eights.

      It stopped when Tori entered the room. It spun to point at Luka, who still carried baby Rose. Tori had asked to take the infant back, but not too insistently. Her shoulders, neck and back ached, and although she was still the tiniest bit leery of leaving her child in the care of a stranger, something about Luka had calmed her. She couldn't say she trusted him, not completely, but so long as he stayed within her sight, she was willing to let him shoulder the weight for a bit.

      "Luka said you wanted to see me?" Tori rested her hand on the back of the chair at the opposite end of the table, but she didn't sit.

      YES

      "Thank you for the clothes," Tori gestured at the nightgown, "but I'd prefer my own things back. If you let me know where they are, I can get them."

      NO

      "My things," Tori repeated.

      "I had Micah burn them."

      Anger rolled through her. "You had no right!"

      "They were filthy, as was everything else you brought in with you. We don't allow filth in this house."

      The planchette moved toward YES in agreement. Tori gripped the back of the chair until her fingers hurt. Her belly cramped, but it was not as bad as the burn of acid in her throat or the sting as her teeth clipped the edge of her tongue.

      Without another word, she reached for her baby. Backache or no, she wanted to be holding her. Luka handed her over after a moment's hesitation that gave Tori a chill and made her regret ever trusting him, even for a few minutes.

      "As soon as we can get cleared out, Rose and I are leaving. I won't trouble you a minute longer," she said.

      Mother's voice snagged her in the arched doorway. "You gave the child a name?"

      Tori turned. "Your son named her."

      YES

      The planchette spun from side to side and went still. Mother took her hands away. Her jaw gaped open before her lips twisted into a grin so full of wicked delight it set Tori back a step.

      "Oh," Mother said. "Oh, did he, now?"

      Luka gave his head an uncomfortable shake. "I suggested it. But I didn't name her. That was her mother's job, not mine."

      Tori looked at the baby, who was wide-eyed. Then at Luka, who was looking at the floor. Finally at the old woman in the chair, still grinning, who stared intensely at her youngest son.

      "Rose. What a pretty name," Mother said.

      "I liked it."

      Mother looked at Luka. "Where are your brothers? You should bring them in to see the child. Tell them what you named her."

      "They've seen her," Tori said, annoyed. "Look, do you have any idea when your driveway might get plowed? I really don't need to be a burden here any longer than necessary."

      "Oh my dear. You're far from a burden."

      NO

      NO

      Mother looked at the turning planchette as though in surprise. Her head tilted. She lifted her fingers from the plastic triangle and worked them as though they pained her, then put them back.

      "I would in fact say it's a blessing you found your way to us. You and little Rose."

      NO

      NO

      NO

      NO

      This time, Mother didn't lift her fingertips from the planchette, but jerked them away with a gasp. Her eyes narrowed as she stared across the room at Tori. Her hands looked as though they were trembling before she curled them into fists and put them on her lap. The board looked naked without her wrinkled hands covering it.

      "It snowed again last night," Luka said.

      Tori turned to him, feeling betrayed. "It did?"

      "Yeah. More's coming, too." He shrugged, not looking at his mother. "You'll have to stay at least a few days longer."

      Tori rocked Rose and eyed him. She went to the window, hung with heavy velvet drapes, and looked out. It was hard to tell if more snow had fallen since so much of it already covered the ground, but the sky was indeed overcast. A path had been shoveled from the house toward the forest, but it was only wide enough for a person, not a car. A movement caught her eye and she strained to look, but she could only see a series of shadows in the woods.

      A moment later, one of the brothers came out of the trees with an armful of wood. Coatless, hatless, he wore heavy leather gloves that were meant to protect his hands from splinters, not so much the cold. Jackson, she thought it was. The oldest. They all looked so much alike it was difficult to tell them apart. Behind him, the two others appeared, also carrying wood.

      "You should go help your brothers, Luka. If there's another storm coming, we need to make sure we have enough wood to keep warm. The power will certainly go out," Mother said calmly. She'd put her hands on the planchette again, like a smoker who couldn't be without a cig for more than the time it took to light the next one after crushing out the first. "Perhaps for days."

      With a nod and a glance at Tori, Luka left the dining room. The weight of the baby in Tori's arms shifted as Rose sank into the boneless heaviness of sleep. Tori watched as Luka came out of the house and headed toward his brothers. He paused, gesturing, pointing back toward the house. Then the four of them turned and went back into the woods.

      Tori let the curtain fall back over the window and faced the old woman. "I need to use your phone to call my dad. He's been waiting for us. He'll be worried."

      NO

      Mother cocked her head as the planchette drifted around the board. "Of course, my dear. You can leave the child with me while you make the call. It's been a long time since I bounced a baby on my knee."

      "Look," Tori said with narrowed eyes and a gritted jaw, "I'm not sure what, exactly, is going on here. But there's no way I'm letting you hold my baby."

      "I won't drop her."

      Tori frowned. "I'm not afraid you'll drop her."

      "And we've been so kind to you," Mother said as though Tori had deeply wounded her. "How very rude."

      "I'm sorry. I need the phone."

      Mother smiled serenely. "It's in the kitchen. We only have the one."

      YES

      Tori glanced at the board on the table. "I never believed those worked."

      "Oh, it works. Very well. I have lived a good portion of my life being advised by this very board. I acquired it when I was a young woman, without direction or inspiration. Full of desperate choices and bad decisions. It will surprise you to learn that I was much like you, when I was your age."

      YES

      Tori cupped the back of Rose's skull, holding the baby close to her. "And then what happened?"

      "I was given this board as a gift from an admirer. A paramour," the old woman said with a grin and a wink so disturbingly lascivious it set Tori back a step or two. "He encouraged me to embrace the intersection between this world and the next. To connect with the world beyond."

      Tori's nose wrinkled. "Uh huh. Like what. Ghosts?"

      "Spirits," the old woman said. "One spirit, in particular."

      "Maybe it's a demon," Tori replied flatly, not believing it and well aware that yanking Mother's chain was not her smartest idea, but unable to help herself. "Watch out, you'll get possessed."

      Mother smiled, a wide grin that bared her teeth. "When you stand at an intersection, how do you decide which direction to go?"

      "It depends on where I want to end up."

      "And how do you decide where you want to end up?" The smile had become a grimace.

      "Well, I don't do it by asking a spirit or a demon or whatever, I can tell you that much."

      Mother gave the baby a pointed, lingering glance and Tori another of those curl-lipped smiles. "And look where it got you so far."

      "If you ask me," Tori said, "depending on the advice of a Ouija board to tell you what to do doesn't exactly sound to me like you're making any better choices."

      NO

      YES

      "Believing in the board, listening to the board, has shown me the best and most important things inside of myself. The pieces of me I would never have otherwise known." Mother's fingers twitched on the planchette before she lifted them and gestured at Tori. "Come here and try it for yourself. You'll see."

      Tori didn't particularly want to use the Ouija board, but that dark thing inside her moved her toward it, if for no other reason than she intended to prove Mother wrong. Ignoring the old woman's outstretched arms and silent request to take the child, Tori placed the fingertips of one hand lightly on the planchette. It tipped for a second or so before settling firmly back onto the board.

      It began to move at once, urged on by the subtle twitching of Tori's fingers as she deliberately moved it. One letter at a time, she spelled out a message while Mother looked eagerly on. Tori held herself back from laughing only by biting her tongue, glancing from the corner of her eye at Mother's intent expression.

      E V E R Y T H I N G

      I S

      B

      Her fingers slipped a little as the planchette circled.

      B

      Mother looked at her. "You have to open yourself up to what's inside you."

      B

      B L

      Again, her fingers skidded on the plastic. The arm holding the sleeping baby was getting tired. Tori frowned.

      B L A

      "Bullshit," she muttered. "Everything is --"

      B L A C K

      She took her fingers off the planchette and stepped back. She shifted Rose to her other arm to ease the stiffness in her muscles and gave Mother a lift of her chin. A defiant look.

      "It’s all bullshit," she repeated.

      Mother was no longer smiling. Her eyes had narrowed. Her mouth pursed. She hesitantly hovered her hands over the plastic triangle, but didn't touch it. She shook her head.

      "Apparently there’s nothing inside you." She looked up with an expression Tori couldn't interpret. She might have said it was fear, if that had made any kind of sense.

      "If you say so. I'm going to use the phone." Tori paused, looking the old woman over. Her fingertips felt oily from touching the planchette, although there hadn't seemed to be anything greasy on it. "You know, it's not that I'm not grateful for the help."

      "Go make your phone call."

      In the kitchen, Tori shifted the baby to one arm again and found the phone, an old-fashioned rotary, hung on the wall near the equally vintage fridge. She no longer had the crumpled scrap of notebook paper, but she'd memorized the number. She'd stared at it often enough over the years, never reaching out but holding onto the idea that she could if she needed to.

      She had never actually used a phone like this and had to try several times to figure out how to dial it. She wasn't graceful, and doing it one-handed made her even less so, but she managed. After a moment or so, the phone blurted a series of grunting rumbles she didn't recognize at first as an indication that the line was busy. She hung up. Shifted the baby to the other arm. Tried again. Another busy signal. Still, she wasn't about to give up. On the third try, there was silence and then a discordant jangling that sounded very far away.

      Finally, a woman's voice. "Yeah? Hello?"

      "Hi, I'm...This is Tori...I'm trying to reach ummm...." She coughed, her throat closing with emotion. "George? I'm trying to reach George."

      "Who is this?"

      "Tori. His daughter."

      The sharp bark of a laugh ripped through the phone. "Right. You know it's illegal for debt collectors not to identify themselves, right?"

      "I'm not a debt collector. I'm Tori, his daughter. He never spoke about me?" Despair made her eyes itch.

      The woman's laugh was no less harsh the second time. "Honey, if George ever procreated, either he never knew about it, or he made damn sure he'd blocked it out. Believe me, there were a couple years in the beginning that I thought maybe we might try for a kid. Thank God he was so dead set against it, or else I'd be up shit's creek right about now, in a boat springing a leak. If you know what I mean."

      "I don't!" Tori cried. "I don't know what you mean!"

      "I mean that George is dead. He died a little over a year ago. He left me saddled with a shitload of debt and not much else." The woman paused before adding, "if you're looking to cash in on something, there's nothing for you. You can try, but it all went to pay off what he owed."

      Tori shook her head, even though the woman couldn't see her. Her dad had told her he would be there if she needed him, and she’d been stupid enough to believe him, so much that she hadn’t even tried to call him before heading for his house. If she’d done that, she wouldn’t be here now.

      "I don't want money from him. I just needed someplace to go...I had a baby...I just wanted my dad. That's all. He told me if I ever really needed him, he'd be there for me. I believed him."

      "You're not the first person George let down." The woman's voice turned a little more kind. "Hell, he could talk the birds out of the trees, when he wanted to, make you feel like you meant something, and then turn around and throw it all in the shitter. He wasn't right. He had something --"

      "Let me guess," Tori said flatly, "he had something dark inside him."

      The woman was silent for a long time, the only sound creeping through the distance the ruffle of her breathing. "That's what he used to say. Yes. Something in his blood. Never went to the doctor. Said they’d never find it. I guess maybe you are really his kid."

      "It doesn't matter now. Not if he's dead," Tori said. "I'm sorry to bother you."

      "I'm sorry you had to find out this way. If I'd known, I would have found a way to get in touch with you."

      Tori swallowed hard. "It wasn't your fault, I guess. Can you at least tell me how he died?"

      "Oh, honey...I'm not sure...you say you just had a baby? You should focus on that little one and not worry about what happened to George. It's not a nice story."

      Tori swallowed again, tasting bitterness. "I'd like to know."

      "Well." The woman sighed and was silent again for so long Tori thought maybe the connection had dropped. When she spoke at last, she sounded worn and sad and sympathetic, yet her voice was tinged with the sort of giddy glee that comes from telling a story guaranteed to shock. "He stopped eating. He'd always been a big guy, so when he started dropping weight it didn't seem like a bad thing, you know? Then I thought maybe he was sick with the cancer. But it wasn't that. It was all in his head. He starved himself to death. Why, I'll never figure out."

      Tori hung up the handset without another word. She cuddled Rose close to her, eyes closed, rocking from foot to foot while she crooned a wordless lullaby that was meant to soothe her more than the baby, who hadn't yet awoken. Another rush of copper flooded her mouth so that she had to swallow again and again against the metallic sting.

      For a moment, she leaned against the wall with one shoulder. It felt like it had been forever since she hadn't been bone-deep exhausted. It had been stupid of her to think her dad was the solution to any of her problems, but damn, she'd been counting on that safe place to land. She looked around this kitchen instead, wondering what the hell she was in for. Next to the back door was a set of metal bowls. One bore the painted name RUSTY. Both were empty. When the lights flickered overhead at the wind's sudden roar, Rose woke up.

      "Shhh, Little Bit," Tori soothed as she rocked the baby. "It's all going to be okay."

      She was no longer so convinced of her own promises, but Tori kept her chin up. The baby was too small to understand what was going on, but Tori knew Rose could sense her mother's distress and react to it. She had to keep calm, for both of their sakes.

      She looked out the window again, watching as Luka grabbed an armful of wood with as much effort as if he were lifting a pile of feather pillows. She was stuck here, and she had no idea for how long. For now, though, they were warm and would stay that way, at least based on the amount of firewood the brothers had stacked. She couldn't be sure of the food situation, but the way the brothers consumed their meals left her with some confidence that they kept their pantry full. So far, other than the slowly rising sense of unease with the batshit old woman and her Ouija board and the beastish pack of her sons, Tori didn't feel immediately threatened or in danger.

      She'd been in worse situations in her life, many times, with people who were supposed to be taking care of her. For damned sure, she would do a better job of protecting her daughter. She kissed the top of Rose's head and breathed in the smell of warm skin, sour milk, the underlying odor of her own still-leaking blood.

      One of the kitchen doors opened onto a set of clean basement stairs lit by a bare hanging bulb. The walls had been lined with shelves full of dried goods, so she'd been right about the food. Another door led to the laundry room she'd used before. The hallway was just past that, and she crept along it on soft feet, certain that Mother would be at her permanent place at the head of the dining room table.

      Across from the dining room, on the opposite side of the stairs, Tori entered a living room. It was darker even than the dining room, windows hung with the same heavy velvet curtains and furnished with an assortment of heavy, antique pieces that looked like something out of a museum. This room also had a fireplace, but it had been boarded over. In one corner was an upright piano, but when Tori tentatively touched the keys her fingertip came away coated in dust. It had been a long time since anyone had used this room regularly.

      The wall switch near the door turned on a couple of fringed lamps on the end tables, both of them also coated so thickly with dust they didn't cast much light. It was enough to see the framed portraits on the wall, however. Tori had half-expected old-fashioned oil paintings of people in Victorian clothes, but each of the oversized frames held what looked like standard high school photos. One for each of the brothers. Another for Mother. Her hair had been as thick and dark as that of her sons.

      She studied the photos, trying to figure out what was so off about them. Something in the poses, all of them identical, with matching blank stares? No, that was common enough in studio photos. It was something else. Something in the way the boys in the pictures were dressed. She tilted her head to try and figure it out, but couldn't manage to put the pieces together.

      A thick photo album, the kind with sticky pages, sat on a sideboard directly below the framed photos. It lay open as though left behind by someone who'd been flipping through it but had been interrupted. Tori tucked the baby more firmly against her, and turned the pages to the beginning.

      There was Mother as a young woman. Formal portraits in clothes fashionable decades ago. Very few candids or snapshots. Some of the pages featured pressed flowers or ticket stubs, a program from a theater production, a couple foreign coins secured with yellowed tape. Tori studied the program's front cover, which matched the poster hanging in the laundry room. It had survived better than the poster, though, and was still readable.

      MYSTICAL FEATS OF IMAGINATION

      THRILLING DISPLAYS OF THE SPIRIT WORLD

      COMMUNICATE WITH LOST LOVED ONES IN THE WORLD BEYOND

      Midway through the album, a single picture took up an entire page. Also formally posed, it was of Mother sitting in a high backed chair. A tall man with black hair tied back in a tail at the base of his neck stood next to her. His dark suit was ill-fitting, and his loafers, likely brown, obviously didn't match. Even though the photo was black and white, his eyes were clearly a pale, light color. Green, Tori thought. Like Luka's. Mother looked polished and elegant in a long gown with a ruffled neck and matching ruffles at the cuffs.

      She had the Ouija board on her lap.

      Tori shifted the baby to her other arm and leaned closer to study this photo. She didn't have enough light to make out all the details, and time had faded a lot of it anyway, but she noted the ring on Mother's hand. Maybe this was a wedding picture. The man looked enough like all the brothers that he could certainly be at least Jackson's father, but this photo had also clearly been taken decades ago. She'd seen old photos of her grandmother wearing similar attire.

      Tori flipped the page to find a picture of Mother along with a toddler on her lap. Based on the clothes, Tori guessed it was Jackson. The photos on the next page, opposite each other, were almost identical except for the number of people in them. Mother on a chair, a toddler on her lap. Her older sons, first one, then two. Mother, Jackson, Declan and Micah, Tori thought, looking closer at the stairstep children.

      She stared again at the portraits on the wall. If Luka was eighteen, that meant Jackson, the oldest, should have been at most, what? Eight or ten years older? In the framed portrait he looked to be about eighteen or so. She leaned closer to the photo. In the lower right corner, written in a tight but feminine hand, was "Jackson, 1983."

      Tori hadn't even been born in 1983. She looked again, more closely this time. If that was indeed Jackson at eighteen, that would mean he'd have to be close to fifty now. No way did he look that old.

      She flipped to the next page and found one more picture, exactly as she'd expected. Three older boys surrounding their mother, with a toddler on her lap. That would be Luka.

      The next couple of pages were blank, although squares of white against the faded yellow showed there'd once been pictures there. She flipped all the way to the end of the album, but there were no more photos. Closing it, Tori stepped back to again look at the pictures hung on the wall.

      "You shouldn't be in here," a male voice said from the shadowed doorway.

      Tori turned. Luka had slipped into the room while she was looking at the photo album. "I wasn't hurting anything. Just looking."

      For a big man, he moved so silently she could barely hear him as he walked toward her. He stood shoulder to shoulder with her to also stare at the framed portraits. The way they were standing made it difficult for her to move without brushing against him. She almost did it anyway, if only for the fleeting sense of heat she knew she'd get from his body.

      He was too young, she told herself with a sideways glance at him. Barely an adult, even if he looked and acted much older. She was in no position to be thinking of him as anything but a stranger who'd helped her and Rose out of a bad situation.

      "How old are your brothers?"

      "Older than me," Luka said.

      Tori pressed her lips together, not sure if she ought to laugh. Maybe he wasn't trying to be funny. "Well, yeah. I got that. But I mean, how much older?"

      "Why do you want to know?"

      Tori paused before answering, remembering the times she'd replied to an intrusive questions with a similar reply. "Curiosity?"

      Luka smiled but didn't answer.

      Tori looked at the portraits on the wall. "What happened to her? How did she end up in the chair?”

      "An accident."

      His tone of voice had changed. Gone flat. Distant.

      Tori turned to face him. "What kind of accident?"

      "The kind that should have killed her." In the dusty dim light, Luka's eyes flashed bright green. "Only it didn't."

      She thought about the bowls in the kitchen. "What happened to Rusty?"

      "Something in the woods got him," Luka replied without so much as flinch.

      She remembered the pile of rocks and the single red rose. "Did you bury him out there?"

      "No. There wasn't enough of him left."

      She looked at him. "Did whatever's out there in the woods have something to do with your mother's accident?"

      "No."

      Tori looked down at the baby. "I worry that something will happen to me, and Rose will be left alone."

      Luka's big hand caressed the baby's head. His fingers brushed Tori's breasts, but if he did that on purpose to cop a feel, his expression wasn't giving anything away. A small thrill rippled through her at the touch, but she made sure her own expression didn't reveal that.

      She put a few steps distance between them. Tori lifted her chin toward the old woman's portrait, set at a distance from her sons'. "She was beautiful."

      "She is beautiful," Luka said. "So are you."

      "That's the sort of thing someone tells you when they want something from you," Tori replied.

      "Is it?"

      She nodded. "What do you want from me, Luka?"

      "Maybe I don't want to take anything from you. Maybe I want to give you something."

      She faced him. "What do you want to give me?"

      "A new life."

      For a long, long few moments, Tori could not find a voice to answer him. Her throat closed. She coughed, uncertain she would find the words to answer him. Not sure until she spoke what she might even be able to say. "I think I could use a new life, to be honest. But I have no idea how you think you'll give it to me."

      A figure loomed in the doorway. "Luka. Mother wants you. Both of you."

      Tori couldn't see who it was; she supposed it didn't matter. They were all so alike, and Luka was the only one who bothered to really interact with her at all. Without another word to her, Luka left the room, and after a moment's hesitation, Tori followed.

      "Here, this is for you," Mother said when Tori came into the room. She gestured with one hand, the other still resting on the planchette, at the carved wooden bassinet. "I had Declan bring it out of the basement for you. Micah cleaned it. Jackson put fresh bedding in it. You can place the baby in it to help give you a rest. All of my children used it when they were babies."

      Tori eyed the bassinet, which looked old but not dangerous, the way she'd heard old cribs could be. "Thank you."

      "I remember how tiring it could be to carry a child around all day, especially while still recovering from the birth. You're our guest here, and it behooves us to make your stay as comfortable as possible." Mother settled her fingertips back on the planchette, which swung immediately toward the YES.

      "Thank you," Tori's stomach rumbled and, surprised, she put a hand flat on it.

      "You're hungry," Mother said. "You should eat."

      Tori frowned. "I just ate."

      "Your body has gone through so much. You need to nourish it. Luka will bring you some soup, I think. Yes?"

      Soup sounded delicious. Tori's stomach rumbled again. "Sure, thank you."

      "Put the baby in the bassinet and sit, my dear girl. Give your arms a rest. Enjoy your food." Mother flicked her fingers toward Luka, who was lingering in the dining room. "Didn't you hear me? Our guest would like something to eat!"

      "He doesn't have to serve me," Tori said quickly with a glance at him.

      Declan had been sitting in the chair next to Mother's, and now he laughed under his breath, the sound without humor. Mother rapped the table hard enough to make the planchette leap on the Ouija board. Declan shrugged and looked away from her, catching Tori's glance for a few seconds. His flat gaze sent a shiver down her spine.

      "Go get more wood for the fire," Mother told him. "Make yourself useful."

      Without a word, Declan followed Luka from the room. After a hesitation, keeping the bassinet close to her, Tori settled Rose into it with a sigh of relief for her stiff, aching back. The baby complained for a second or so before going quiet. She was alert, but content when Tori took the chair at the end of the table.

      Her stomach rumbled again, and this time she put both her hands on it, pressing lightly. Embarrassed. She had to swallow against an uprush of saliva as the smell of something delicious drifted to her from the hallway.

      "Where are the others?" Tori asked to make conversation.

      Mother tilted her head to stare at her. Beneath her fingers, the planchette spun lazily. "Perhaps they're chopping wood. Perhaps they're taking naps. Or reading books. Or doing the things boys do when they're alone."

      They were far from being boys, all of them, but even so Tori didn't want to think about what those things might be. Luka brought in a tray. A huge bowl of soup and a smaller plate next to it, a thick cut slice of crusty bread smeared with butter. Her stomach rumbled again.

      "Be careful," Mother said, watching her. "Don't burn your tongue."

      Tori wanted to hesitate, to be careful, to at least have the manners Mother had already accused her of not having, but she was so fiercely ravenous she could not stop herself from dipping the spoon into the soup and drinking a long mouthful. It was so good, so fucking good, thick and rick with broth and salt and vegetables, that she groaned aloud. Bite after bite, the spoon too small to get the food into her fast enough, she drank. She lifted the bowl and drank directly from it, stopping herself only at the sight of Mother's face.

      Instead of chastisement, the old woman offered encouragement. "Yes, yes. Eat. You need your strength."

      Tori sat back in the chair to take a breath. The soup had taken the edge off her hunger, but she wanted more. As though he'd already guessed that, Luka appeared with a platter of sliced cold chicken. Seasoned noodles. More bread and butter. Green beans.

      Tori gobbled, using her fingers, shoving the food in so fast she could barely keep up. Chewing. Moaning at the burst of flavors on her tongue.

      She couldn't remember the last time food had brought her such pleasure. She dug into another helping of chicken, more noodles, she swiped the bread through the sauce of seasoning and melted butter left behind on the plate.

      She gorged.

      With her belly distended, Tori sat back in the chair and stifled a long, rumbling burp with the back of her hand. She laughed, certain Mother would scold. The old woman laughed gently. The planchette tipped toward YES.

      "In my day, it simply didn't do for a young woman to consume anything with such enthusiasm. Not food, nor other things." Mother's grin stretched over those square, unnaturally white teeth. "Fortunately, I had the guidance of the board to assure me that no matter how...fierce...my appetites, I should be free to pursue them."

      "I haven't eaten like that in years." Tori burped again, softer this time. "Excuse me."

      Mother gave a sharp glance toward the door, where Luka loomed in silence. "What are you doing? I've told you before, stop lurking. Be useful! Clear away these dishes!"

      With all the food in her belly, Tori could barely move, but she got up from the table. "I can help."

      "Don't be silly. You should rest." Mother snapped another glance toward her youngest son. "What are you looking at?"

      He was looking at Tori. She could feel it, the heavy weight of his green gaze, and she turned to meet it with her own. Men had looked at her with lust, sometimes. With anger. A few, with fear. None of them had ever looked at her the way Luka was right now.

      She had no idea what that unwavering gaze meant, but she couldn't even begin to think about it before a yawn stretched her jaws so wide she heard the creak and crackle of her tendons. "I think I need to go upstairs now, though. Maybe take a nap."

      "Of course, of course. The boys have brought in enough wood to keep the house warm, but I'll have Luka bring you extra blankets. The upstairs can get chilly, and it looks as though the snow's going to continue all night. Enjoy your nap. Are you sure..." Mother's voice turned eager, her gaze intense. "Are you certain you wouldn't like to leave baby Rose here in the bassinet while you sleep? It might make it so much easier for you to rest. We wouldn't at all mind watching her for you."

      No matter how tempting the idea of uninterrupted sleep was, Tori still had no intention of leaving her infant alone with these strangers. Having the baby close to her was a comfort, despite the aches and pains and exhaustion. She declined with a murmur and left the dining room. In the bedroom, voices drifted upward through the large ventilation grate set into the floor next to the dresser.

      "What does the board say, Mother?" asked one of the brothers. She could only tell it wasn't Luka.

      Mother's voice rasped. "You never mind what the board says. That's for me to worry on. Doesn't Mother always take care of everything?"

      "Yes, Mother," muttered a chorus of male voices.

      Fucking pack of weirdos, Tori thought. She cleaned herself and Rose in the bathroom and then climbed into bed to nurse while she fell asleep.

      It took her longer than she'd expected, considering how tired she was. Her stomach was too full. So was her head.

      She thought of Luka. He'd saved her life, and her child's life too. But that didn't mean anything, not in the grand scheme, no matter what offer he'd made in that mausoleum of a living room. Did it? It didn't make them anything more than strangers who had the fortune of stumbling across one another's paths.

      Even with the extra blankets, she was still cold. Tori went to the dresser pushed beneath the window and yanked open the top drawer looking for something to put on over the borrowed nightgown she hadn't asked for. The top three drawers were empty, but in the bottom she found a faded, wrinkled snapshot. Out of focus, yellowed on the back where once it had been pressed against the sticky pages of a photo album. The baby in the picture, she couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl, was held in strong male arms, and the man’s face was out of the shot. She searched for a name or date and found nothing, but she stared at it for a long time.

      She looked at her sleeping infant in the bed.

      She thought of a small pair of yellow, footed pajamas and a bassinet.

      She thought of Luka and how easily he'd carried the baby.

      Standing, Tori glanced through the sheer curtains to the yard below. The wind whipped at the trees, and the outside lights cast a yellow circle of light into the yard, not quite reaching the woods.

      Luka was out there, trudging through the snow. He followed a path that had already been made, although most of it was filled in with what had kept coming down. She watched him disappear into the forest.

      She thought about a small pile of stones and a flower.

      Her stomach clenched. Her throat convulsed. A chill sweat broke out, dotting her forehead and slipping like tickling fingers down her spine. Tori groaned under her breath, wishing she hadn't been so indulgent at the table.

      It would have been so easy to relieve this pressure. The press of her palms in the right spot on her stomach. A little effort. She'd done it hundreds, if not thousands, of times.

      She could not, would not. She needed to stay strong and healthy for Rose. She was not going to fall back into those old patterns of binging and purging.

      She wasn't going to let herself be that girl, any more.
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      Pleasure.

      Oh, how long had it been since she'd felt anything like this? Slow, smooth strokes of wet heat against her, between her thighs, hitting that magic spot that usually only she managed to find. Desire curled inside her, steadily building. Tori arched into it, opening herself.

      Be careful, Little Bit.

      A voice interrupting all of this was bad enough, but that it was her father's voice made it so much worse. It pushed away what was happening, so Tori ignored the warnings and pulled the pleasure closer. Grabbed it. Held on tight.

      She swam in waves of ecstasy. She smelled the sea, something rich and salty and full of life. The thrum of it filled her ears and pulled at her pulse, the beat of her heart, the rising throb between her thighs.

      So much blood.

      So much.

      Blood.

      There'd been pain first, but not a lot. It was the blood, finally, that had tipped her off that something was truly wrong. Her fingers, slick with it. The urge to push, inevitable, undeniable. Once started, she could not stop.

      It was nothing like this was, and yet exactly the same. A rising need that could not be controlled. Would not be denied. Her body, clenching and tightening, ready for release. Her fingers gripped the bed sheets as her hips lifted.

      Open your eyes, Little Bit. This isn't a dream.

      She was not going to open her eyes, especially if it wasn't a dream. There'd been too much pain in her life. She was not going to give up this pleasure now, not even with the rising unease knocking at her thoughts.

      Hands slid beneath her, lifting to a feasting mouth, a swiping tongue, and oh, God, that was it. She was going over. She was tipping, tilting, crazy mad insane, over the edge and diving deep. Another wash of that smell came to her. Something thick and heavy, salty, but no longer so much like the ocean.

      It was blood. The smell of it had lingered around her for long enough now that she understood it and knew where it was coming from. Her orgasm rushed through her. Her womb clenched as her body bore down again in a parody of that night in the storage room. That had been agony; this was the opposite and even so, the steady cadence of the words kept up their pace in her mind.

      Blood. Blood. So much blood.

      Oh God. She was bleeding. Someone was making her come with his mouth, and she was still bleeding down there. Tori's eyes snapped open as another set of contractions ripped through her. Her climax left her without a voice, and she gasped. Her fingers dug deeper into the sheets. She had time to think about the baby, where was the baby? And once more, she came, this time so hard the world spun out underneath her and all she could hear was the rush and roar of waves that drowned out her father's voice.

      In the aftermath she was left boneless and weak. She tried to remember the last time she'd come so fiercely, and didn't think she ever had. Her mind no longer whirled but instead stuck like an ungreased cog in a clock trying hard but unable to chime.

      She got her eyes open and struggled upright. The blankets had been tossed aside, leaving her exposed to the chilly air. She wasn't naked, but her nightgown had been pushed up to just beneath her breasts. The front of the gown was stained with milk leaking steadily from her nipples. She looked for the blood, certain her entire belly and thighs would be painted with it, but her skin was clean. She put a hand over her mound, tentatively, letting her fingers drift lower. Wetness. Her muscles twitched at the touch, a memory of the pleasure. When she brought them up to eye level, they were only faintly pink.

      Tori shuddered at the thought of someone kneeling between her legs, lapping at her. Sickened as much by that as the remaining weakness left behind by the force of her orgasm, she curled up next to Rose and listened to the baby's soft, in-out breathing. She stroked the tiny pink cheeks with a fingertip, feeling guilty even though she knew she had no reason to.

      It was just a dream, brought on by weird circumstances and maybe hormones, she told herself. Hell, just because she felt like she'd never want a man to touch her again didn't mean her body didn't have desires, and having desires didn't make her an awful person or a bad mother. It wasn't like she'd invited someone into her bed right next to her kid. It wasn't like she'd stood by and watched without saying a word while a man used her daughter the way Tori had been used.

      "Never, ever, Little Bit. I will never let anything happen to you." Tori gathered Rose close, looking down into the baby's face.

      Slowly, as though she weren't quite sure what she was doing, Rose twisted her tiny mouth into a smile. Tori had no idea what sorts of milestones babies were expected to meet, but surely Rose was too young to smile. Wasn't she? Yet there it was, a broad and contented grin, followed by a gurgling coo of happiness.

      Maybe she was going to be ok at this mothering thing after all.
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      Three days had passed since the last storm began, and although there had been breaks in the snowfall, it always started up again. Tori had no idea how to accurately gauge how much had come down, but when Luka and his brothers ventured outside, in some places the drifts reached to their hips.

      The power had gone out a few times before finally staying dark, but there were plenty of candles and even a few camping lamps. The men kept the fireplace in the dining room roaring. Meals were served three times a day on a regular schedule, enough food to feed an army, and while she might have had a rocky relationship with food in her past, Tori had no problem cleaning off every plate she was served.

      Rose was getting fatter, her little belly firming up and the sweet pink cheeks becoming chubby. Tori's milk had come in so abundantly that Rose had started falling off the breast, slack-lipped and sated, before she'd emptied Tori's supply. The result was an enormous, engorged bosom and perpetually leaking nipples. Tori had taken to standing on shaking legs over the bathroom sink, gripping the porcelain while the baby slept on a bed of towels on the floor behind her, as her milk released and swirled down the drain. She had no way to store or save it, but the loss of it felt horribly wasteful every time.

      She'd tried to keep to herself as much as possible, but the boredom of staying alone in the tiny, chilly bedroom had sent her downstairs soon enough. Mother never seemed to leave the dining room, and between meals, her sons brought out battered board games they set up and fell upon with the enthusiasm of those used to suffering through being snowed in. Clue, of all things, was the favorite.

      "Miss Scarlet in the dining room with the poison," Declan said now.

      Micah chewed on a pencil stub and shook his head, then showed his brother one of the cards in his hand. Declan scowled and scrubbed at his face, three days' growth of black beard shadowing his jaw. They were all unshaven, and she couldn't blame them. The hot water had gone icy yesterday.

      Tori hadn't been playing, but she knew who done it, because she'd been paying attention to all the guesses that they’d made so far. It was the poison, and it was the dining room, but sexy Miss Scarlett was not the murderess. Tori was sure it was Professor Plum.

      The only game Mother played was the Ouija board, but she watched the rest of them intently, pride clear in her expression. Sometimes, she would call out advice to one or the other of her sons, but for the most part she simply sat in silence as the board spelled out what seemed like several novels' worth of material. Sometimes, Tori tried to sneak a peek at what the board was saying, but the rest of the time, she sat with Rose on her lap and stayed quiet.

      Short days, long nights, monotony. Nobody asked anything of her. Her existence had become sleeping, devouring, and taking care of her baby.

      It had become easy to stay here.

      She'd stopped wondering when the snow might stop. When the plows might come. When she might be able to leave. Where would she even go, she thought now, watching with drooping eyelids as Jackson rolled the dice and moved his piece around the board. She had no place to go.

      Full belly.

      Hot room.

      She was drifting to sleep. Her head bobbed before she woke herself up, aware that she couldn't allow herself to nod off on the chaise lounge, not with the baby in her arms. She needed to get upstairs and into bed.

      "With the poison!"

      The words had a shape, hanging in the air between Tori and the table. She struggled to straighten. To open her eyes more than a sliver. In her arms, the baby wriggled and wailed with a constant, droning sound.

      Declan and Jackson had both stood. Jackson's chair teetered, on the verge of tipping. The chair didn't fall, held up as though by a phantom hand or the lethargic ticking of time as it slowed, oozing. Everything had gone blurry and unfocused, as though she were underwater. She struggled against the sudden weight of it, but couldn't manage to move.

      The brothers faced off across the dining room table. Teeth bared. Fists clenched. The Clue board had gone flying, knocked off the table by one of them in the endless span of time when Tori blinked. Now they snarled at each other, clawing. Micah joined them, snapping his jaws so that spittle sprayed across the table. It glistened in the flickering, inconsistent lighting. Only Luka sat still at his end of the table, watching his brothers go to battle over a board game.

      Beneath Mother's fingertips, the planchette spun and spun. Tori gathered Rose to her chest, muffling the baby's shrieks. Her stomach clenched, cramping, but this was a different sort of pain than she'd been having. Her muscles tensed, stiffening her arms and legs no matter how hard she tried to relax. A chill sweat trickled down the line of her spine, tickling. For a terrible moment, she thought she was going to be sick or pass out.

      "Poison," she croaked.

      Another blink took a lifetime. When she opened her eyes, she discovered she'd struggled to her feet. Everyone was staring at her, all of them seated neatly in their chairs with the game board in its place in front of them. Tori blinked rapidly this time, shaking her head to clear away the fuzziness.

      "It wasn't the poison, it was the lead pipe," Luka said.

      "No. No." Tori's lip curled at the way the word blurted out of her, like she was some kind of conduit for the Ouija board. She coughed, clearing her throat. "I mean...have you poisoned me?"

      Silence, broken after a moment by the bark of Mother's laughter. "Oh, my dear. You fell asleep. You must have been dreaming."

      Tori shook her head again, weaving a little on her feet. She was exhausted. She looked at them all. No snarling mouths, no clawing hands. True, all of them were as hairy and unmannered as beasts, but they were all still men, just men.

      Men could be scarier than animals, and Tori had always known it.

      "I can help you." Luka stood, offering to take Rose from her arms.

      The brothers rumbled commentary under their breaths, words she couldn’t make out.

      She shook her head. "No. I can do it myself."

      Without waiting for another word from any of them, Tori left the dining room. The heat from the fireplace kept that room sweltering, but as soon as she started climbing the stairs, the temperature dropped. She was shivering by the time she got to her bedroom door, but not from the cold. Her guts were roiling, her skin clammy. Something was definitely not quite right.

      When she settled the baby on the bed and unbuttoned the front of the reluctantly borrowed flannel gown, Tori let out a low groan. Her breasts were hard and throbbing. Hot to the touch, particularly close to her armpits. She cupped them, the size and weight so unfamiliar it was almost like touching someone else's body.

      She shivered again as her nipples tightened. The tingling that signaled letdown began, and she muttered a frustrated cry. The only way to stop it was to cross her arms over her chest, thumbs and forefingers pinching the nipples. Rose was quiet and might nurse if offered the breast, but first Tori had to get her body under control.

      "...Why do we have to wait?" The voice did not belong to Mother or to Luka, but beyond that, Tori couldn't tell which brother was speaking. "You should just do it now..."

      Tori turned toward the open heating grate. It wasn't the first time she'd overheard conversations from downstairs, but this one was the clearest. She couldn't get down on the floor to listen harder, though, not without spraying milk all over the place, so she settled for leaning.

      "Enough," Mother snapped, her voice carrying easily up through the grate. "You know it has to be the right time. The board will tell me when the moment is at hand. Remember what happened the last time? I certainly do. I'm the one who ended up in this chair, after all!"

      Tori held her breath, waiting for more. Dizziness washed over her again. She wanted to crack open the window and let in the snow-bitten air, but mindful of how it would affect the baby, she didn't.

      Mother's voice drifted upward again. "We waited a long time for this. The board told me we would be rewarded, when the time was right. It brought her to us, didn't it?"

      Her.

      They meant her, Tori. She recoiled, still pressing her nipples. She'd managed to stave off the flow for a few minutes, at least, although when Rose began to cry her body would respond the way it was meant to.

      A few moments later, she heard the tread of footsteps on the stairs. A soft knock at her door. She didn't say "come in," but it didn't matter.

      "Making sure you're alright," Luka said.

      Tori turned with her palms full of bosom. "I think something's wrong. I think I might be sick. I could have a fever."

      In three long strides he was across the room, one huge hand pressing her forehead. "I can't tell."

      "Here." She took his hand and placed it on her breast.

      Tori had never had much luck using her body to gain favors. Oh, men had been willing to fuck her, or more often, fuck her over, but she'd never been any great shakes at seduction. In truth, that hadn't been her intention now. She'd meant only to show him the heat of her skin, the swollen flesh. She wanted him to see that something was wrong.

      It might have been a mistake, having Luka touch her. He didn't let go, but his pale green eyes went wide. His nostrils flared. His lips skinned back from his teeth. He leaned in close to smell her, and his lips brushed her ear when he spoke.

      "You're sick. An infection."

      Tori shuddered, hating that he was right. She could feel it, but grateful he believed her. "Everything hurts."

      "You should get into bed. You need rest. I'll bring you something."

      "Medicine. I need medicine."

      "I'll ask Mother."

      "No!" Her voice, so loud it startled the baby into a wail, also surprised Tori. She softened it. "Please, don't. I don't want her to know I'm sick. She'd worry."

      Her teeth chattered as she lied. Luka tilted his head to look her up and down. He shook his head.

      "Mother will know how to take care of you. And the baby. She takes care of all of us. She'll know what to do. She always does."

      "Why do you stay here?" Tori hissed. "You should get out. Get away."

      Luka shook his head again. "Where would I go? Why would I leave?"

      "Because something isn't right here, Luka. I don't know what it is...but I know."

      He stroked a hand down the length of her tangled hair. "You're sick. You don't know what's wrong. You'll be all right. I promise."

      She did not believe him, but all she could do was crawl into bed beside the baby and pull the covers up over her to help fend off the sudden wash of chills making her shake.

      "What happened to her, Luka? What was the accident?"

      "It doesn't matter. It happened a long time ago." The bed dipped as he sat on the edge and took her hand in his. His big thumbs stroked over her palms.

      "In the woods. It's a grave, isn't it?" Tori ran her tongue over her cracked lips. "Who's buried there?"

      Luka made a noise low in his throat. "You should sleep."

      "You've poisoned me," she whispered. "I can feel it. You've drugged me."

      Luka didn't answer her. He sat holding her hand. He murmured words of assurance to her, over and over, nothing she believed.

      "You're so young," Tori said.

      "Does it matter?"

      She didn't have an answer for that and writhed in the bed with her hands clutched in his.

      "Was it you?" She asked him, meaning the night she'd not-dreamed about the mouth between her legs.

      His answer came on a mutter. "Yes. It was me. I did it."

      It wasn't until after his weight had lifted from her side that Tori thought maybe he hadn't been answering the question she'd asked, but another. The one about his mother and the accident. What, then, had he done?
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      "This happens sometimes. Milk sickness. It's an infection." Mother said this in a sickly sweet voice, as though she cared, but Tori knew that concern was a lie.

      She cringed away from the old woman's touch and curled her body around Rose's. "You poisoned me."

      "It’s only a sedative, and you should be grateful. You need your sleep. It will help you recover. You should let Luka bring you something cold to drink. Some soup."

      Tori shook her head against the pillow. For the first time since Rose’s birth, the thought of food made her want to puke. "No. I need medicine."

      "Well, we haven't any, and there's no way to get some. The best I can offer is warm compresses and soup." There came a creak of wicker and the squeak of rubber wheels on the floor.

      Tori shuddered. Tears leaked in hot streams down her cheeks. It occurred to her suddenly that Mother was upstairs, but still in the chair. How had she gotten up here?

      Did she have the board with her?

      Tori struggled to turn in the tangle of blankets. She was too hot now, sweating, and pulled them off. Mother was indeed in the chair, but the board was not on her lap.

      "Where's your little ghost talker toy?" Tori asked.

      Mother laughed. "It's not a toy, but I can see there's no convincing you. It's okay. No need to. It will tell me everything I need to know."

      "About me."

      "About everything."

      From a bowl on the nightstand that Tori hadn't noticed until now, Mother pulled out a damp cloth. She wheeled closer to the bed and dabbed at Tori's forehead with it. It didn't help, and Tori recoiled from the touch.

      "The man who gave it to you. Was he the one in the pictures in that album downstairs?"

      Mother's hand jerked back. "You went through my personal things?"

      "It was out on the table. I saw it. I didn't know it was a secret. Was it him? Did he give you the board?" Shudders racked her. Nausea rose in her throat. Her breasts ached, throbbing. "You were in that show together. The spiritualist show."

      "I was his assistant at first. Then later, we became lovers. He opened up the world to me, both this one and the one beyond."

      "He was Jackson's father," Tori said.

      YES

      Tori looked at the baby to make sure she was still sleeping as she forced herself to sit up. The front of her gown was soaked through. She put a hand between her legs, certain she would be saturated there as well, but she couldn't tell if it was blood or sweat or milk or some combination of every bodily fluid she had ever oozed.

      "What happened to him?"

      Mother tossed the cloth back into the bowl hard enough to rock it on the end table. Water splashed. "He died."

      "Did you kill him?"

      Mother should not have been able to reach far enough to slap Tori's face. She shouldn't have had the strength. But she did. Tori rocked backward with the force of the blow, hitting the headboard. She cried out. Rose startled and whimpered.

      "I did not kill him," Mother spat. "He died. He fucking died, do you understand me, you little whore? You stupid little piece of trash. What do you know about love? Nothing. Who have you ever loved? Who could possibly have ever loved you?"

      Tori touched the corner of her mouth and tasted blood. Mother's cursing made her smile. So much for the old bitch and her talk of manners. When it came right down to it, she was no better than Tori. Maybe worse, since at least Tori had never pretended to be something she was not.

      "You know nothing of love." Mother spat to the side and wheeled her chair backwards. "Of what a woman will do for love. What I have done. For a time he talked to me, through the board. But after a time, he started to fade away. I had to get close to him. To get him back. I knew the only way was to give him a place to live again. He'd died too soon. He needed a place to land. And what better vessel than the flesh of his flesh? Blood of his blood? The board spoke to me, you see. It told me what I needed to do. Another child."

      "And when that didn't work, another and another?" Tori gave a liquid-sounding laugh. Everything around her seemed fluid and melting. Her pain had not faded, exactly, but she was getting distant from it. The fever, she thought. It was making her float.

      "I needed to recreate him as closely as I could. The board told me how. And each time, I got closer and closer to making him anew. Each time, blood to blood, flesh to flesh, ready and open in those three, first empty months...."

      Tori's lip curled. "So you went out and fucked a series of randos in order to get knocked up --"

      "You shut your whore mouth, you disgusting piece of shit! How dare you? You have no idea what I had to do in order to make this happen! Years and years of waiting, do you know how long it takes before a boy is old enough to make a child in his father's image?"

      Another wave of heat swept through Tori, followed immediately by a sick chill, then another and another, back and forth in waves while the room spun, except that now she didn't think it was from any infection, not a fever, now it was because the pieces had slipped into place. Now she understood what it was Mother had done, what made this family so fucking weird.

      "Oh my God. Jackson? Jackson is Luka's father!"

      Mother's chair locked into place. Her hands moved in the air, mimicking the way she'd used the Ouija board. Back and forth.

      YES NO YES NO YES NO YES NO YES NO

      NO

      NO

      "No. Micah is Luka's father. Declan is Micah's father. Jackson is Declan's father," Mother said. "I nourished each of them with the birth blood of what they'd helped me create, making them strong. Together we created a new life, a vessel, an empty space for my love to fill. It was supposed to work. The board said it would. But something went wrong each time. I tried, but something went wrong, and at the end of the first three months they were not filled with my lover, but with something else. So I tried again. Each time, getting closer."

      Tori thought of Luka asking her about eating the placenta, and her gorge rose. She remembered the pleasure of a mouth on her. The baby's screaming went on and on, ringing in her head.

      "It was him," she muttered. "That night, it wasn't a dream."

      Mother's laugh twisted, harsh and low. "No, it was not a dream. I sent him to you. He needed to be strong for the ritual."

      "So he fucking ate my afterbirth? What is wrong with you? You're insane!" Tori clapped her hands over her face, rocking hard enough to knock the headboard against the wall. Rose's screams eased, but only for a moment or so before starting again.

      "Sacrifices must be made. Rituals performed. None of them were the perfect vessel, but each time it was closer. There must be blood, to nourish them. And then to create a new vessel, empty those first few months. Leaving time to be filled. Each time I was closer. And then the girl child...."

      Tori writhed, thinking of the grave. The picture in the drawer. "You got pregnant with Luka, and you had a girl. He gave you a daughter instead of another son."

      "He named her Rose."

      Tori cried out, the noise mingling with that of her still screaming infant. "What the fuck did your fucking board tell you to do then, you sick old fuck?"

      "My love --"

      "Your love sounds like the devil to me," Tori said. "I've only been a mother for a week or so, but I can tell you, not even Satan could get me to do anything that would hurt my baby. You think you know what love is and I don't? Fuck you. You have no idea what it means to love."

      Tori meant to scream, but all she could manage was a whisper. She'd have sprung out the bed and shoved the old woman and her chair down the stairs, if she'd been able, but she was too weak. Beside her on the bed, the baby shrieked.

      "Blood to blood," Mother said. "Flesh to flesh. The board told me what needed to be done. What use was a girl child, except for the blood and the flesh, for the ritual? But I was impatient. I was too eager. I didn't want to wait. I rushed it. I made mistakes."

      "You were too batshit fucking crazy, that's what you were," Tori spat. "What did you do with the baby?"

      “We needed her. For the ritual.”

      “What,” Tori said, “did you do?”

      “What had to be done." Mother sounded sad, but the look on her face was of a strange and secret joy.

      Tori's head spun at the implications of all of this. She couldn't begin to figure out what the old bitch had thought would happen; it didn't matter. It was insane. All of it.

      She had to get out of here.

      "He tried to kill you, didn't he? To protect her? That's how you ended up in the chair. He did something to you."

      Mother was silent. Her gnarled hands curved in the air, not quite making fists. The phantom planchette went still, and she looked at her hands as though surprised.

      "He tried," Mother said after a moment or so. "I survived."

      "And then what? You tried some fucking ritual and you killed the baby. Oh, you sick bitch." Tori spat against the rise of bile.

      "Oh, no, no," Mother said. "No, I didn't kill her. Luka did that."

      Tori covered her face with her hands, rocking back and forth to the sound of her daughter's screams. "Why...oh, why would he do that?"

      "Why do men do anything they do?" Mother cried and slapped her hands onto her lap again and again before she twisted the chair back and forth the way she'd previously shifted the planchette. "Why do they snuffle and nuzzle and try to always, always get back up inside the place where they came from? Why do they hate and fear the things they love the most?"

      Tori shuddered and twisted on the bed to soothe the baby, who would not be comforted. The crying raked at her. Tore her up inside.

      "Of all my sons, Luka is the most his father's child. He was the closest I was able to get. He’s the only one with his father’s eyes. I knew he was the vessel, but he ruined the ritual. He ruined it all. And after him and after his little Rose, it was too late to try again…until you.”

      Tori dragged her fingers down her cheeks and looked at the old woman. "What the hell are you saying? You’re going to do some ritual to what, put your old lover inside Luka’s body, to take it over?"

      "He’s been making himself ready." Mother gestured at Tori. “You gave him what he needed.”

      Tori gathered the infant closer to her, stroking the soft skull and trying to quiet her. Her lip curled, remembering the dream that was not a dream. "Oh, my God. Why?"

      "It nourished him," Mother said slyly. “Before I realized I didn’t need him, anymore.”

      Tori closed her eyes for a moment or so, her throat convulsing at the memories. At how it had felt to stand next to Luka. His warmth. His promises of a new life.

      Every muscle in Tori's body went stiff and tense. "If you think I'm going to give up my baby to you for some fucking ritual so you can somehow try to get some demon inside of Luka, you can just take a few steps back, you stupid crazy cunt. I will never let you take my child. Don't you understand that? Never!"

      "Babies are nothing before they're three months old, they're empty," Mother said as though that could possibly ever change Tori's mind. She tilted her head, looking curious, looking concerned. "The way you are empty. And I must admit, it’s not ideal, but I have always been a little curious about the Sapphic pleasures.”

      Tori swallowed a rush of bitterness. “Sapphic…what the hell are you talking about?”

      “Don’t you understand, my dear girl? It is not Luka who will be filled. According to the board, it will be you.

      Somehow, Tori found the strength to push herself out of the bed. She tripped on the hem of the borrowed flannel gown and almost went sprawling, but caught herself with a hand on the nightstand. It rocked, sending the bowl of water tumbling to the floor. She stumbled forward again, this time to get her hands on Mother's chair. She shoved it, sending the old bitch rolling backward toward the door.

      The chair caught on the doorframe, but another hard shove sent it rocketing through, hard enough to tip it backwards. Tori didn't wait to see if the old cunt had gone sprawling.

      "I am not empty!"

      Tori slammed the door shut, twisted the knock on the knob, then shoved the dresser in front of it.
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      "I'm so sorry," Dad says as Tori crouches in front of him. "Little Bit, I thought it would all be okay. I did. I'm so sorry. I thought you were going to be okay."

      Tori shakes and groans, clutching her belly. Mom told her about periods and eggs and sperms and boys and stuff like that, she said that becoming a woman would hurt, but she never said it would be like this. Wrenching, grinding pain, ripping through Tori's guts worse than a knife. Like a screwdriver, a dull one, tearing her apart. She writhes and cries and falls onto the floor in front of Dad, who can't possibly understand what's happening to her.

      Right?

      "It happened in the desert," Dad says, bending at the waist to put his hands on his knees. "It changed me. I never thought it would happen to you, Little Bit. I'm so sorry. But you're getting older now, and I guess this is what happens to you when you get older...."

      "But what is happening? What is it? How do I make it stop?"

      Dad shakes his head. "You can't make it stop, Little Bit. It's in there, inside you, in your blood. If I had known, I never would have..."

      "What?" she shouts. "You never would have what?"

      "I wouldn't have let you be born," Dad says in a voice so quiet and sincere that she knows for sure he's telling the truth.
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      But she had been born.

      And she had learned how to stop it from coming out, that dark thing inside her that made dogs snarl and bite. She had learned to starve it, to keep it weak, so she could pretend she didn't know what it was or what it could do or how it felt to set it free. She had learned to keep it hungry so she could control it.

      Now, fully fed, Tori could no longer pretend she didn't remember how it felt to give that dark thing free reign.

      She had expected Mother to scream the house down, to bring her sons/husband-substitutes running, but so far there had been only silence. Tori had pressed her ear to the door for a bit, as much to keep herself upright as anything. She'd waited for her knees to stop trying to buckle, but she still felt like she was about to fall.

      On the bed, the baby wailed, then stopped. Hitched a breath and sobbed, the noise fading into a whimper. Once again, Rose had lost hope her mother would come to her, and that was what finally got Tori moving toward the bed. By the time she got there, she thought she might pass out, but sitting on the edge of it for a few minutes helped her. Her breasts still leaked, and although it hurt worse now than it had in the first few agonizing days before Rose had truly learned how to latch on, she put the baby to her nipple and urged her to drink.

      "Shh, shh, Little Bit." The baby had a name, but the endearment still slipped from Tori's lips. In the beginning it had been a reminder of her father, but now it felt like she'd made it her own. "Mama will make sure everything’s okay."

      From downstairs, she heard the rise and fall of voices. The scrape of a chair on the floor. Footsteps. Mother's words turned over and over in her mind. The old bitch thought she could hurt Tori's baby in her insane quest to create some kind of incest train of fucked-up sons who might or might not end up being the reincarnation of her dead lover? Worse, to get that demon or ghost or whatever the fuck it was inside Tori, herself?

      It was sickness. But even though Tori knew it could not possibly be true, what mattered was that Mother and all the brothers believed it. And that meant they would come up the stairs soon and try to take her child from her so they could do whatever unspeakable things they'd planned. She would be ready for them.

      Tori wrapped the baby tight. Swaddling, they called it. Keeping the baby secure so she felt safe. And she was going to protect Rose, no matter what it took. It took a couple of tries with Tori's trembling hands, but at last she got Rose's arms and legs tucked inside the bundle. She kissed the sweet cheeks, the tiny mouth. Each fringed eyelid.

      Then she put the baby in the cupboard at the end of the hallway. She shifted the sheets and towels around to make sure Rose would be protected. Safe.

      You have a dark thing inside you.

      Tori stripped down in the hallway, not noticing or caring about the cold. The borrowed clothes ended up in a pile, and she didn't care about them, either. Naked, she stood straight and taller than she ever had. The slow, heated course of blood down her thighs did not distract her. Nor did the heavy, aching weight of her breasts. Nothing did.

      You're not like anyone I've ever met.

      At the top of the stairs, the shadows shifted. Tori did not wait for them to come to her. She went to them. She made it down the stairs before even one of them managed to get to the top.

      It happened in the desert. I thought you would be safe from it. If I'd known, I would have never let you be born.

      Jackson was the first in line. His fists clenched. He wore a pair of jeans, no shirt or shoes. His body was lean, hard, lightly furred with thick dark hair. He put a bare foot on the step between them. Behind him, Declan waited. He was taller than his brother. His gaze just as fierce. And behind him, Micah.

      And then there was Luka.

      Of course, there was Luka, but when her attention snagged on the sight of him, it left Tori vulnerable. Only for the few seconds it took for Jackson to lunge forward and grab her by the upper arms. He growled as he did it. She heard it, but if the sound was meant to send a chill through her, it only lifted her lip in a silent snarl of her own.

      She didn't fight him. They all put their hands on her as they dragged her down the stairs and into the dining room, where Mother waited as usual in her wheelchair with her hands on that fucking planchette. Tossed like a used up rag onto the floor in front of the old woman, Tori knelt with her hands flat on the worn carpet. The air down here was warmer, but gooseflesh still rose all over her. She closed her eyes.

      “Why are you naked?”

      Tori said nothing.

      "Where is the baby?" Mother demanded.

      Again, Tori didn’t answer.

      "We'll find it. You know that. It will be easier for you if you just give her up instead of having us take her," Mother said. "It will be so much easier if you don't make us hurt you."

      Tori twisted her head to look up, but didn't otherwise move. "I. Will. Never. Give. You. My. Child."

      YES

      "No," Tori said. "And also, fuck you."
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      The dark thing had been inside her since before she was born, as much a part of her as the color of her eyes or the length of her fingers or the size of her feet. A dark thing her father had given her, one he inherited in the desert and never meant to pass along to her. A thing that had come to her when she was desperate, but which she had never used on purpose before.

      Until now.

      The set of hands on her was big and rough. She did not care who they belonged to. She thought of nothing but the sliding touch of warm flesh against her bare skin, and how they all intended to hurt her, but worse, how they meant to take her baby.

      She stood, taller than she'd been before. Her muscles rippled, shifted and changed. She was stronger than she ever had been and thought, how could she have waited so long to use this gift her father believed was a curse? How could she have spent so many years being so weak, when the truth was that she was so very strong?

      Time slowed, but Tori did not. She had grown used to pain of different kinds, and here was another, brand new and yet feeling so familiar. A stretching burn crept along her limbs. The pain was brighter at her fingertips, and she lifted a hand. Nails that had been bitten to the quick now sprouted anew, sharp and long and tipped with black. In her mouth, a similar sparkling, glittering agony tipped her head back to allow the teeth inside more room as they extended. Her hair grew, long and luxurious and glorious.

      Turning, she threw off the hands that had been grabbing her. The man in front of her was howling, eyes wide and terrified. He tried to back away but couldn't because of his brothers behind him, blocking the way.

      She tore out his throat.

      Sweet flesh filled her mouth, and the blood, oh the blood. She drank it deep. She gobbled and swallowed and spat and bit again. She rent and slashed, nails and teeth working in tandem as she made her way through the wall of bodies trying to get away. And then, again, there was Luka.

      He alone of his brothers didn't try to get away. He stood, hands made into fists at his sides. Shaking, but not looking away from her. He had to tip his face to meet her gaze.

      "I'm sorry I killed your dog," Tori tried to say, but the new teeth and lolling tongue and elongated shape of her mouth made it impossible to speak.

      "You are beautiful," Luka said.

      Tori had never been beautiful, but she believed him. She kissed him, one of her long-fingered hands curling around the back of his head to hold him close to her. Luka cried out once, something like the sound of her name, before she ate his tongue.

      The others she had torn apart, but those men had been and remained strangers. Luka, even in so brief a time, had become more than that to her. It couldn't be called love, but it tasted a little like it.

      She devoured him and left nothing but the bones.

      Then, growling, she faced the old woman in the chair. Tori's darkness urged her to leap on the frail frame and shred the flesh and break the bones the way she'd done with the other sons, but she breathed hard and held it back. She would've been ripping into a corpse. Mother's twisted expression said she'd died terrified, and the satisfaction of this eased away the beast Tori had become and returned her to herself.

      It hurt worse, getting smaller. Her new teeth fell out in a clattering rush, scattering across the top of the polished wood table. Her nails thumped onto the carpet. Her gums and fingertips were left raw and aching. When she ran her tongue along the empty spaces where her teeth had been, she could feel the hard edges of new bone getting ready to push through.

      She was chilly, now, and shivering, despite her coat of blood. When she put her fingers on the plastic planchette, she left crimson smears. Tori waited, but nothing happened.

      "Are you there?"

      Nothing happened, but then, she hadn't thought anything would. Whatever stories Mother had told her boys to get them to do the things they'd done, Tori didn't believe them. There might be a world beyond this one, but this board did not connect anyone to it. That, Tori thought, was the darkness inside her. She was the intersection, not these bits of plastic, paint, and wood. With a sharp twist of her wrist, Tori sent the planchette sliding along the bottom of the board.

      GOOD BYE

      Then she went upstairs to get her child.
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      In the minutes before Heaven and Hell collapsed, Lily merged with the throng on the sidewalk. Glad to be rid of the subway, she hurried along. Her mother had warned if Lily were late for work one more time, she’d let Mrs. Carlito fire her. Being let go from Carlito’s Clean Clothes might not be a bad thing. The chemicals irritated her eyes and throat.

      And I’d be free of your gossipy friend who rambles on and on because I can’t say anything back.

      Lily passed by the square. University students sat on benches or under trees touched with the colors of impending fall. They lounged under the last of the summer sun as they chatted, texted, or studied. She lowered her head and scuttled past.

      Envy warred with complacency. Part of her wanted to attend university with them, the rest was too afraid. Her mom would never let her go, anyway. Since the day Lily was born without vocal chords, her mom defended and protected her. Especially when Lily had been treated as if she were mentally challenged despite her good grades. At times, her mom’s overprotectiveness bothered her, but more often, she found it comforting and familiar. So much so, she often relied on others to protect her, like Mrs. Carlito. Now she thought about it, maybe losing the job wouldn’t be such a good idea. She quickened her steps.

      A flash from the window of Mad Molly’s Antiquities and Oddities caught her eye. It was brighter—stranger—than the ones from the crystals that usually beckoned her, usually made her late too. A quick look wouldn’t hurt. She stopped. Pain lanced the back of her knees. Mother of God, that hurt.

      “Watch where you’re going,” a woman said from behind her.

      Lily whirled around. A middle-age woman with a stroller glared at her. Inside snuggled a baby whose small mouth worked a soother in sleep. Lily mustered up an apologetic face and shrugged as is if to say, silly me.

      “You should say sorry. You could have hurt my pumpkin.” She clucked her tongue at the little girl.

      Lily put her hand on her throat as she pulled out her phone and then typed I’m sorry. The flat voice of the cellphone repeated it. Red crept into the woman’s cheeks. She mumbled something as she maneuvered the stroller around her. Lily moved to let her pass. Rubber wheels bounced over one foot. She grimaced but the woman didn’t notice. Lily restarted her trek to work. Another flash from the storefront reminded her why she stopped in the first place. She glanced at her phone. Ten minutes, not enough time. But instead of turning toward work, her feet brought her to the window as if compelled.

      Nose almost touching the glass, she stared at a Ouija board. It was gorgeous. Made from a dark material—obsidian, maybe—and inlaid with what appeared to be Mother-of-Pearl for letters and symbols, it leaned against a ghetto blaster from the 80s. A fanned deck of tarot cards lay on one side of the board, a smatter of crystals on the other. Lily stared. Time slipped. The board spoke. Whispered to Lily, urged her to come inside and pick it up.

      A vibrating hand and a digital tri-tone echoing over and over brought Lily back as thunder rolled across the cloudless heavens. Call display told her it was Mrs. Carlito. Oh crap! Lily flicked the sound off and shoved it in her pocket where it kept vibrating.

      Another boom unfurled into the air. Buildings shook. Tires screeched and horns honked. The sounds of metal against metal and tinkling glass wound through it all. A brilliant flash of light from above threw the street into stark relief. A collective hush fell across the area. People got out of their cars. Those on the sidewalk moved onto the road, strides betrayed barely checked panic. Like one entity, they looked up. Lily followed their gaze. Half fearing she’d see a plane falling from the heavens.

      Instead, the sky broke.

      Fissures zigzagged across the blue. In their wake, a pulsing white light spilled through. The crowd gasped, but no one moved. To Lily, it seemed too momentous, too huge a moment to process with action. Then a child giggled. The laughter radiated outward like a pebble thrown into a pond. Even Lily soundlessly joined in, her heart joyful and carefree, her troubles forgotten. Whoops and hollers threaded through the cheer. People hugged their neighbors and kissed their friends. No one questioned it. They just accepted the warm feeling of love until the road rippled.

      Another tremor knocked those gathered into each other. Lily stumbled, tried to right herself as the ground heaved. It tossed her into the window of Mad Molly’s as pandemonium grabbed the horde. Screaming now, they broke and ran pell-mell, abandoning the wonder in the sky. To Lily, they resembled sparrows scattering from a hawk.

      Deep rending sounds—not unlike the crack of thick lake ice on a frigid day—reverberated around the buildings. In the street, fissures opened. Darkness, infinite and difficult to gaze upon, poured out.

      A shadow crossed Lily’s heart. The urge to harm every one of those cowering fuckers galvanized her nerves. An old woman turned on the young man beside her and punched him in the face. Couples grappled. The children hid. Jungle screams and guttural roars rang through the melee. Lily shook with adrenaline. Leg and arm muscles quivered as she struggled against entering the throng. Another tremor froze the tableau.

      Above, the incandescence spilling from the ruptures pulsed. The black void raced up toward it and took the dark desires with it. Lily—glad to be free of its grip—traced the stygian arc barreling to meet the light. When they collided, the sonic boom blew every window inward. Power lines snapped and sparked and the power went out.

      Lily found herself sprawled inside Mad Molly’s display window. Her stinging cheeks and throbbing nose confused her. Beads of tempered glass dug into her chin and the point of a rose quartz stabbed her palm. Movements sluggish, she sat up.

      Again, the ground shook. A ball of fire exploded onto the pavement. The brilliance blinded her, leaving a green splotch to dance in her vision. She blinked and blinked. And when it cleared she saw the back of a naked giant man, charred wing bones jutted from shoulder blades, his robe in smoking tatters. Unable to process the implications of the Angel standing in front of her, she watched him watching the gasping slash in the asphalt.

      A charred hand reached up from the crevice and gripped the edge. Another appeared. Then the top of a horned Demon’s head. Lily screamed soundlessly.

      Whistling shrieks filled the air as more Angels smashed into the earth to rise and take up vigil along the rift. Another of the Angels turned her gaze at Lily. Blue light flickered in her eyes. She put a finger to rosebud lips as if to shush her then turned her attention back to the rift.

      The unrattled part of her brain urged her to run. Shock and detachment kept her sitting and watching the unfolding scene like one would a movie.

      One, two, three more pairs of hands appeared at the edge of the rift. Blackened, cracked monstrosities sprouted from the earth. Horns twisted in random patterns. Cracked flesh glowing orange. Dirt and pavement dripped from black talons. Lizard wings stretched and tested. The Angels and Demons stared at each other. Burnt feathers floated around them like black snowflakes.

      The Angels attacked.

      In retaliation, a Demon summoned a whip of fire. He snapped it and a fireball burst from the tip. It missed its mark and disappeared into the store on the other side of the street. Deafening concussions followed. The building crumpled. Glass, brick, and wood spilled onto the road as a cloud of dust bloomed and screams filled the air. Within the murk, bright blue lightning met lashes of fire.

      Something landed on Lily. Her shocked, syrupy thoughts snapped into focus.

      What the fuck?

      She heaved it away. A burnt and twisted stroller clattered to the sidewalk. Blue snakes crackled across the plastic and smoking fabric. Oh God, oh no. Lily bit back rising bile.

      Lily started to weep. She puked. Cried harder.

      Another body hit the pavement, splattering her with gore. Hands shook as she wiped blood from her eyes. An ichor stained sign lay beside the broken man. The end is now. Nostrils flared, Lily scooted back. The world turned upside down.

      Black dots floated across her vision as she stared at dead fluorescent lighting. The back of her head throbbed. The crack and boom of explosions muffled by ringing ears. The vibrations radiated through the hardwood floor.

      The end is now.

      Police sirens joined the cacophony. A female voice boomed from a bullhorn. Gunfire stuttered. Obscene howls dug into the primal part of her brain and she pissed herself.

      We’re fucked.

      She curled into a ball on her side, covered her head, and waited for the end.

      Growling. Something—Angel or Demon—stood in front of the display window. Silhouetted by the flickering firelight outside, it was hard to tell which. Lily held her breath. The creature leaned into the store. Lily sensed the being scanning the space and, after a moment, it moved on. Then a flaming, shrieking thing hurled through the smashed window and splashed across the store. Shelves of books ignited. The flames jumped to the next aisle. And the next.

      Confrontation with the very reality of her death compelled her to move. She ran toward the back of the store hoping to find the storeroom with a service entrance. Her toe caught a hard edge. She stumbled and went down on one knee. An electric jolt—prickly yet painless—spread up and down her leg. The letters glowed in the smoke. Compelled, she scooped up the heavy board and kept going. In the storeroom, she snagged a messenger bag to carry the cumbersome board and hit the exit.

      Another explosion rocked the day, raining brick dust down on Lily as she careened out of the store. Lily looked from one side of the alley to the other and back again. To the left one of the fissures cracked the earth between the buildings. Right it is. Keeping her back against the brick, she slid along the side of the store. Sirens wailed above the screams and otherworldly shrieks.

      Clouds of smoke and dust drifted at the mouth of the alley. The slow whoomp-whoomp-whoomp of helicopter blades echoed between the buildings. A dark shape coalesced within the smoky dust.

      Lily sprinted back the way she’d come. Behind her, the whoomp turned to metal screeching across pavement. She dared a glance behind. The bent and twisted nose of the copter raced toward her. The blades snapped and scraped against the brick walls as smoke billowed from the interior. A face pressed against the bubble window mouthed a silent scream.

      In front of her, the chasm loomed while behind her the chopper skidded closer. She gambled and leapt. Pelvis thrust forward and arms pin wheeling she hurled across the gap. A blast of hot air from below pushed her the last few feet. The pavement sliced furrows in her palms and tore the knees of her jeans as she landed.

      Lily jumped to her feet and took off as the helicopter met the fissure. It erupted. Flaming fuel and flying metal shot past her. She kept running.

      The battle’s smoke and dust obscured the sun, casting the city in false twilight. Lily stuck to the shadows as best she could. She had to get home. Home. The sound of wings beating the air whooshed over her. She ducked. It’s where the heart is. A distant explosion shook the buildings. Home. She crept along. A group sprinted past, dust in their hair, blood running down pale faces. It’s where they have to take you in. In obvious pursuit, a gang dressed in leathers with Thols stitched on their backs went by. They whooped and slashed at the air with knives and baseball bats.

      Across the street, another group carried as many laptops, cell phones, and tablets as they were able to out of an Apple Store. On the sidewalk, a man and woman—oblivious to the fireball racing toward them—fought over a necklace. Home. Diamonds and sapphires sparkled white and blue in the glare of an incoming ball of Demon flame. Lily turned away when the screaming began. There’s no place like it.

      Lily resumed her run. A sinkhole replaced the square she’d passed not two hours ago. The enormity of knowing the world was in the midst of ending threatened to flood her brain. Her knees sagged. She could lie down and wait to die. But home called. And like an automaton, she continued on.

      The dark maw of the subway entrance emerged from the smoke. Remembering the power was out she hesitated at the top of the steps. Who knew what horrors waited down there? Gunfire crackled. She didn’t move. Another Angel plunged from the rifts in the sky. She stayed put. Cracking pavement followed by clawed hands gripping the edge settled it. She raced down the stairs.

      At the bottom, she turned on her cell phone’s flashlight. The dark leapt backward to reveal an empty platform. Confident she’d be able to find her way home by following the rails, she headed to the edge. Her footsteps echoed. The noises of battle grew dimmer the further in she went. She clenched her jaw—there’d better not be auxiliary power or I’m fucked—and slid off the platform.

      She hit the bottom hard enough to stagger onto the center rail. No snap or smell of burning flesh. Thank God. Turning for home, she began to walk. Home.

      An hour later, she emerged from the subway to find herself standing on a precipice. Hot air rose from a canyon stretching for blocks. Smoke and dust swirled in eddies on the currents. In the sky, deepest night shot with stars shone through the cracks in the blue where the smoke didn’t touch. Winged figures circled overhead like hawks hunting prey. Blue lightning flashed to burst like fireworks among the soaring Demons.

      Lily turned her gaze downward. Metal, glass, drywall, and bricks dotted the sloping canyon walls. Clothing clung to girders. The body of a man lay half under a bed, another draped across the windshield of a delivery truck. Gone. All of it, just gone. Her parents, her home, everything she knew destroyed in a moment. A gust blew up from the depths. On its hot breath, the tinny sound of a lullaby.
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      October

      Fire.

      Smoke.

      Destruction.

      So much destruction.

      The gutted ruin of Mad Molly’s Antiquities and Oddities looked much like the others she’d passed. A dark yawning cave framed by scorched brick walls. Despite the damage, it gave off an aura of safety. She stepped over a burned body—so commonplace it didn’t register—and stood on the threshold.

      She assessed the damage. The roof hadn’t collapsed in the fire or from the battles constantly ranging from one part of the city to another. She listened. Nothing but the faint sound of explosions far off and a random scream closer by. The terror in the scream gave her the final push to get off the street and go inside.

      The shattered interior smelled like ash. Half-burned tarot cards lay scattered among the wreckage. Along the west wall, the ancient cash register stood untouched by flames. The granite counter it rested on similarly spared. Lily—liking the barrier of protection it offered—went behind it and unrolled her sleeping bag. She stashed her messenger bag containing the Ouija under the counter. In the days after the world ended, she’d only tried playing with it once but the lack of a real planchette rendered the board voiceless. She sat to rest.

      Since seeing the canyon that had swallowed her block, her home, her parents, she wandered without purpose. Shocked at first, then grief-stricken, then resigned. Never stopping for long. Always avoiding the battles, the Angels and Demons, and other survivors. She had no urge to interact with people. They’d become too unpredictable for her to feel the protection of numbers. Besides, with her cellphone useless she had no means to communicate. She could use pen and paper, but it seemed too much effort. Finding food and water consumed every hour, every ounce of energy.

      Lily opened a can of beans and had supper by candlelight. Outside, the war raged on as it always did, far enough away she wouldn’t have to worry about finding a new place tonight. The occasional scuffle of feet went by, but Lily wasn’t concerned. No one would scavenge Mad Molly’s for food, water, or gear. She blew out the candle and climbed into the sleeping bag. Lying on her back, she gazed up at the darkened ceiling. Blue light shimmered overhead.

      Oh shit.

      She prayed the door in the back room wasn’t blocked in case she needed a fast escape. The light flared. She clenched her eyes, waiting for the concussion that didn’t come. Whispery breaths teased her hair, touched her face. Frightened yet curious, Lily snuck a peek.

      Crystals of all shapes, sizes, and colors floated around her. Individually, they flashed—green, purple, pink, and blue-white—at random intervals. It reminded her of the fireflies of youth, of the time her family lived on a farm in the Midwest. She pushed up on her hands to get a better look at the incredible wonder happening before her. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the shimmer of Mother-of-Pearl. The Ouija sat propped against a hunk of blackened wood.

      Wait? How did...

      Her questions died as the iridescent letters twitched and switched places. The sun winked and the moon grinned. Numbers danced. Mesmerized, Lily watched everything swirl together in a luminescent cyclone. She didn’t wonder if she were dreaming. Angels, Demons, and the apocalypse had all bled her sense of disbelief in the intangible. A sense of calm, a sense of rightness, soothed her.

      On the Ouija, shapes burbled from the twisting mass. Blue light misted around her. Within it, flashes of arms, faces, and hands. Rustling sighs and whispers. As sudden as it had begun it stopped. The Ouija became just a board again.

      She crawled over to inspect the board, the crystals following. They trailed her back to the sleeping bag then grew dim and fell. She scooped them up and put them in her satchel. Running her fingertips across the lettering of the Ouija, she wondered if their movement had been a trick.

      What are you?

      Of course, the board didn’t answer. No matter, it soothed her to caress the letters in big sweeping loops. The board made her feel safe. She wished it would come alive again.

      Patience, Lily. You’ll see.

      Lily lifted her fingers. It sounded as if it had spoken, only in her head. She wet her lips.

      Naw, I had to have imagined it.

      She touched the obsidian but nothing spoke back.

      See? My imagination.

      Satisfied yet slightly disappointed, she traced a figure eight between the Yes and No. One by one the crystals made their way out of her bag to hover around her. Their soft glow cast her hands in a prism.

      In a world come apart at the seams, Lily accepted this bit of magic. It was all she had left to believe in.
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      November

      Lily froze. The can of Spam she’d pulled off the grocery shelf threatened to slide out of her sweaty palm. She clicked off the flashlight. She listened.

      The crunch of glass under cautious steps. Shallow breaths. The rustle of clothing and shifting of bags. The wooden scrape of a baseball bat dragged along the floor.

      “We know you’re here,” a male voice rang out in the store.

      A female joined in, “This store belongs to the Thols and you are stealing, fuckwad.”

      “You should see the last man who stole from us.”

      Lily crouched and set the can in her messenger bag.

      Flashlight beams crisscrossed the tops of the aisles.

      She crept backward toward the cooler through which she’d entered the store. Her foot hit an empty can and sent it skittering. Pulse jumping in her neck, she hit the floor and crawled for the cooler door.

      “That way,” teenager voice shouted in triumph.

      A shaft of light caught her. She dove into the cooler.

      The footsteps pounded toward her. “Fucker jumped into one of the fridges!”

      Too dark to run, too dangerous to turn on her light, Lily wormed her way toward what she hoped was the exit. Cool plastic brushed against her face. A short hot stream of urine wet her pants. It’s the exit, idiot. Relief followed fright and she parted the strip curtain then slipped though to press her back against the cooler wall.

      Light played around the inside, stopped on the clear vinyl and shone through.

      “She went through the curtain!”

      In the illumination, Lily saw a cardboard baler. No other hiding place in sight, she climbed in and crouched. Lily wound the bag’s strap around one hand. If nothing else, the heavy Ouija inside might make a good weapon.

      Plastic swished.

      “Henry, you and Jessica take that end. Me and Jake will take this one. The bitch can’t have gotten far. Eric and Manny, watch the exit.”

      A voice spoke in her head, They’ll rape you then kill you, you know.

      Assuming the voice her own, Lily concentrated on not breathing while her heart rattled in her chest. White light shot through the seams of the satchel.

      The Ouija board?

      She slid the board out. The moon and sun winked at her.

      A bang vibrated through the baler.

      “Fuck me, I think I broke my toe,” a voice said right next to her.

      The sun and moon raised their eyebrows. Beckoned her to touch them. She laid a palm on each curiously warm and supple symbol.

      “Ha! There’ll be nothing left by the time it’s your turn, little man.”

      Lily found herself in a place where a diffused blue light came from everywhere yet nowhere. It created a diaphanous membrane between Lily and the men. Shuffling behind her. She turned and the blue world resembled a wide corridor seemingly stretching on forever. On the right, a white light pulsed behind the membrane. Darkness on the left. The atmosphere gave the impression of being caught between two realities like a holding area or purgatory.

      The source of the shuffling came into focus. Goosebumps rippled across Lily’s skin, pulling her scalp tight and raising hairs on her arms. People crowded around her. Halos of silvery blue light traced their outline. While many of the people—Ghosts, oh my God they’re ghosts—appeared normal, some showed their death. A little girl with her head caved it. A man with stab wounds. Another with bullet holes. A woman with bruises around her neck. Lily shivered.

      “We won’t hurt you, Lily.”

      Not trusting them, she backed up into the membrane. It bulged but didn’t break.

      “What the hell is that thing? A dumpster?”

      Lily had briefly forgotten about the men waiting on the other side.

      “Hell if I know.” In the silence, Lily watched the two look at each other in wordless communication. “Let’s check it out.”

      She shifted her weight and prepared to run.

      “They can’t see you, but you shouldn’t linger. This is no place for the living.”

      “Empty, fuck. I thought we had her for sure.”

      How do I get out of here?

      “Trust me,” an alien voice said.

      In a blink, Lily stood outside the grocery store. The Ouija was back in the messenger bag slung over her shoulder. No sign of the ghosts. No sign of the gang.

      Compared to the silence of what she thought of as Purgatory the noise of explosions and screams were deafening. The dust and smoke choking. Lily pulled a bandana over her nose and picked her way through the rubble toward Mad Molly’s. More than once, she glanced over her shoulder and didn’t relax until she made it home.

      [image: ]

      At the sound of laughter, Lily crouched behind a burned-out car. She pulled the Ouija board out. The sun and moon gave her a wink as she laid her palms on them. It wasn’t the first time after the grocery incident she’d used the board to take her to Purgatory. The sense of protection and calm it provided allowed her the freedom to move about and collect supplies. And the spirits left her alone. Yes, they were creepy but less so with every trip.

      Two sets of booted footsteps came closer. Through the blue veil of Purgatory, she spied two men. Both had rifles slung across their backs. Behind her, the spirits hovered and watched over her shoulder.

      “We should find that refugee camp,” the taller man said. “Stop struggling to survive and rest awhile. We can figure out what to do after that.”

      The other scratched his beard. “Might be a good plan. The Thols have taken over most of the grocery stores, and I’m tired of fighting.”

      Lily shivered at the mention of the Thols.

      “The time to go would be now while they have the Demons occupied in the north.”

      The men moved out of earshot but not before Lily caught something about the camp being at the edge of the city. Keeping to Purgatory, Lily headed the way she’d come. Mad Molly’s was home for now, but one day she might need to leave and rejoin humanity. She dreaded the thought. The Ouija and the crystals were all she needed.
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      February

      The fire burning across the street cast a dim orange glow over the field across which Lily hiked. Freshly filled water bottles sloshed against the Ouija board that now went everywhere with her.

      Lily jumped over a small fissure. Hot air venting from it turned the grass brown and dirt into dust. A little puff of it wafted around Lily’s foot when it hit the ground. Behind her, a stone rattled on pavement. Her heart jumped, and she ran for the rubble at the middle of the field. If she were able to find a hiding spot, the Ouija would shield her. Another stone skittered but the sounds of running feet didn’t follow.

      “Wait!” a male voice boomed. “We’re friends!”

      She wove around cement blocks that lay scattered around like children’s toys and ran for the towering pile in the center. Her backpack scraped against the sides of the slabs as she slipped through an opening. The space inside allowed her to stand. She saw the legs of student desks protruding from gaps between the stone. She heard feet pounding on the dirt.

      Friends, my ass.

      Lily worked her way to the back of the cavity and crouched.

      “Hey, lady, where’d ya go?” said a girl’s voice. It sounded as if she were right there. “We won’t hurt you.”

      Lily didn’t hear malice in the young voice, only a subtle pleading. The girl stopped in front of the opening and looked up over her shoulder at someone behind her. She appeared about twelve, but the grime streaking her face made it hard to tell.

      “Why won’t she answer?” the girl said.

      “She’s probably scared,” said the man.

      “Why? We’re not mean.”

      “She doesn’t know that.”

      The conversation—so like a daughter and a father’s—convinced Lily to take a gamble. She stood up as the girl started walking again and Lily saw her companion. Orange glowed through the cracks in its blackened skin, wing tips scored furrows in the dust, and a great taloned hand reached out to swallow the girl’s. Lily dropped to the ground.

      “Did you hear that?” the Demon said.

      Terror ate the spit in her mouth. It blasted through her heart. She grappled with the buckles of the messenger bag in an attempt to free the Ouija board. It was the only thing to protect her from the monstrosity and its evil little devil child. The thing probably used the girl as bait. And Lily had almost fallen for it. Angry now, she tore at the clasps. They jingled together.

      “Shhhh,” the Demon said. “Hear that now?”

      Her throat worked as if in a whimper and for once Lily was glad she had no voice.

      “No,” the evil girl child said.

      Finally, the buckles slid free. She pulled the Ouija board out. Crystals tumbled after but didn’t spark into their usual glow. She laid her palms on the sun and the moon. Nothing. No warmth, no radiance, not ever a whisper in her mind.

      Come on, damn you.

      No blue mist. No ghosts.

      “Listen,” the Demon said.

      She pressed her hands harder onto the Ouija. No safety of Purgatory.

      Don’t leave me here now.

      Tears born of fright streaked down her cheeks as she continued to plead with the board. Off to the east came the rattle and slide of concrete tumbling down.

      “Now I do,” the devil child said. “Over there.”

      Lily listened to the pair recede, then broke. Curling into a ball, she let the fear wash over her. She cried and shook until all that remained was anger, a fury at the Ouija board. Why hadn’t the Ouija taken her away? Wasn’t that its purpose? To protect her? Fresh tears coursed down her cheeks and dripped off her chin. The board had given her the sense of safety and protection she’d been accustomed to in the old world. How would she survive without it? Then it dawned on her.

      The Angels’ refugee camp on the outskirts of the city. Rumor was they had power, hot water, food, and security. And they didn’t turn away the uninjured. If you were able, you were put to work. She figured she’d shirked people long enough, and besides, they wouldn’t be like the gangs she’d been avoiding. She’d be safe. Decision firmly made, she pushed the Ouija board and crystals to the side and unrolled her sleeping bag.

      She dreamed of ghosts and of having a voice.
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      Hungry, dirty, and drained, Lily trudged toward the Angels’ camp in the near distance. Smoke from the fires and dust lent the day an overcast sickly yellow quality. Half a week of hiking left her with blistered feet, tired legs, and shoulders aching from carrying the backpack and messenger bag. No matter how disappointed she was, she couldn’t abandon the Ouija board or the crystals. So into the bag they went but there they stayed. Even when a chance encounter with a group traveling the same direction drove her into hiding, the Ouija never left the satchel. And when the first silvery blue flashes caught the edge of her vision, she ignored them.

      The klieg lights set around the fenced perimeter of the camp sharpened the shadows thrown by the fence, the sparse tall grass, and the two Angels standing at the gate. Taller than she remembered, they stood well over seven feet. The electric blue fire in their eyes brighter too. Arms crossed, they watched her. She felt it. Lily slowed her pace as anxiety built to churn stomach acids.

      Stop it, Lily. They’re the good guys.

      But the feeling of dread wouldn’t leave her. Multicolored light flickered through the stitching of the messenger bag.

      Not now.

      One Angel strode toward her. The crystals grew brighter. Some instinct told her to hide the crystals and Ouija. Quickly, she slid the backpack off and shoved the satchel inside. She hitched the pack shut as the Angel reached her.

      “You must be Lily,” he said. “I’m Raziel.”

      She startled when he spoke her name—how’d he know?—but forgot the question under his gaze. Dark hair flowed to his shoulders and high feminine cheekbones rose beneath long-lashed blue eyes. When he smiled at her, a dimple appeared on a cheek free of stubble.

      Raziel extended a hand, “Let me take that for you.”

      Without hesitation, she handed over the backpack, which he slung over a shoulder. He winced.

      “Ahhh, still a little raw.”

      She frowned.

      Oh, right. The fall burned away his wings.

      “Come along, let’s get you settled.” She followed him toward the camp. “How was the journey? Rough?”

      Lily opened her mouth to answer then remembered she had no voice.

      What the hell is wrong with me? Of course, I can’t answer.

      She shook her head and put her hand on her throat then shook her head again.

      “I’m sorry, Lily, I forgot. Please forgive me.” Lily shrugged to show him it was okay. “We’ll find you a paper and pen so you can talk to us.”

      Raziel put a hand on her lower back and guided her into the camp while the waiting Angel slid the chain-link gate shut then followed.

      “Welcome to Camp Paradise Lost,” Raziel said.

      Lily involuntarily shuddered.
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      March

      By now, Lily was used to the miasma of scents around the camp. Near the infirmary came the reek of festering wounds and sting of antiseptic. The mouthwatering smell of garlic, exotic spices, and the fresh scent of clean Angel skin juxtaposed with the stench of cabbage and unwashed bodies. Not long after she arrived, it became apparent the Angels lived in luxury while the refugees lived in squalor. The rumors of hot water and good food were just that. But all able bodies being put to work wasn’t.

      At least it’s safe here.

      Lily armed a band of sweat from her forehead and leaned on her shovel. Barely even spring, and it was hot. The continuous heat blasting from the vents and canyons had warmed the atmosphere. Dirt from the ditch she’d been digging for no obvious reason rose in a mound behind her. Silvery blue-edged specters slip around her, tried to get her attention, but she still ignored them. All they did was remind her of the Ouija board. The messenger bag containing it lay tossed in a corner of the small room she’d been assigned. She avoided thinking about it.

      A smattering of stones hit her feet then a pair of boots thumped down.

      “Hey, Lily-girl,” Antonia said. Lily waved. Antonia passed her a water bottle. “Two sips then back to work. Michael is supervising today.”

      Lily blew air through her lips and rolled her eyes.

      “You got it. Archangels, pains in the ass. All of them.”

      She took her sips and handed the bottle back, then held up a hand indicating Antonia to wait. Instead of the promised paper and pencils, the Angels had given her a whiteboard with a marker attached. She’d made a thong to hang it from her neck. She wrote on it now and showed it to Antonia: Why?

      “Ahhh, one of life’s biggest questions. You don’t beat around the bush, do you?” Lily gave her an exasperated look and waved her hands over the ditch. Antonia shrugged. “I don’t know. They never told me.”

      “Antonia, get a move on,” Michael said. “It’s not break time for you yet.”

      Both women looked up at the Archangel glaring down at them. Blue lightning crackled through his brown eyes. The ghosts plucked at his brown hair and one appeared trying to melt into him. Oblivious, Michael stared at Antonia. As hard as the Angels could be, Lily assumed they did it to protect the refugees.

      Idle hands are the devil’s work, as mom used to say.

      “I’m going, calm down,” Antonia said. Then to Lily, “I’ll see you later.”

      Lily nodded as she picked up her shovel in the shadow of the Angel. Once Antonia and Michael were gone, she relaxed her stance and continued to dig.

      If they wanted a hole in the ground, there are plenty of crevices outside the fence.

      The shovel scraped against a rock. It jarred her nerves and brought back the sound of rents splitting the earth to spew forth the Demons. And she had an idea.

      These ditches could be for mass graves.

      She shivered as the sweat on her body went cold. She saw the Angels leading Demon prisoners through the camp and to these pits. Thinking of the one and only encounter with a Demon gave her the shivers. Let alone watch a whole horde troop across the camp. But then, it would mean the Angels had found a way to defeat them.

      Despite her unease, a worm of hope crawled in her belly.
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      Somewhere in the camp, someone played a fiddle. The quick-tempo tune found its way into Lily’s room by way of the open window. Under the notes, hands clapped and people laughed. In a world gone wrong, the music, clapping, and laughing were more than welcome. A balm for bruised souls.

      Lily took the dead crystals out of the bag and laid them on the bed. No rhyme or reason to it but, if pressed, maybe for a little comfort. At the sound of the fiddle, they flickered to life and rose to dance around the room. The happy upbeat piece started her toe tapping and soon Lily swayed along then let the music take her. She danced while the crystals swirled around her and the ghosts watched.

      That’s it. Sounds like too much fun to be hanging around here.

      She grabbed the crystals from the air. Neglecting to look at the traitorous Ouija, she stuffed them back into the bag as movement at the window caught the corner of her eye. Expecting to see a silver blue-edged shape, she turned to shoo it away. Nothing moved but her reflection. Lily gazed about the room in search of the ghosts. The room was empty. Shrugging, she grabbed her writing board, made her way down the narrow hallway and into the night.

      The fiddle led her to the open area between the women’s and men’s barracks. A fire pit had been built and crude benches erected around it. Men and women danced in the circle cast by the fire. The wounded and elderly sat on the benches. Children from the family living quarters near the Angels’ played tag around the adults who milled about. Lily hadn’t realized how many refugees there were in the camp.

      Her gut cramped and breath strangled in her throat as the collapse of the world blindsided her. Outside the fence lay chaos. Homes flattened, blown up, or burned down. Loved ones dead or missing. Food scarce and water even more so. Survival meant outsmarting the roving gangs bent on taking everything for themselves in whatever manner possible. Usually with violence. A laughing boy ran into her while he dodged the outstretched hand of another.

      “Sorry,” he said and shot off.

      She smiled to herself. This refugee camp with its fence to keep the unsavory out and its Angels to protect them from the Demons was the new reality. The survivors respected the individual journeys that brought each of them—sometimes near death—to this place of safety. The courage and strength it took to survive in the days after the world ended bonded them and they were becoming close as any family. It gave Lily hope.

      “Lily-girl,” Antonia called.

      Lily looked around and saw Antonia standing alone and waving. She waved back then made her way around the circle.

      “Oooof, look at your poor hands,” Antonia said as she picked them up and turned them over. “Before work tomorrow, go to the infirmary and get them to bandage those blisters so they don’t get worse.”

      Lily gave her a thumbs up.

      “Quite the shindig, huh.”

      Nodding, Lily wrote on her board: Do you do this often?

      “Not as often as we’d like.” In Antonia’s downturned mouth, Lily saw sadness, but then Antonia grinned. “Hey, there’s Jane and Deena. They work in the kitchen. They’re good eggs.” Antonia whistled. “Over here!”

      Jane and Deena sauntered over.

      “New girl?” a woman who looked to be close to Lily’s age yet—with her tattoos and piercings—wildly different. There was a hardness in her stance Lily had only seen in long-time survivors of pain.

      “Jane, this is Lily.” Jane gave her the once over.

      When Deena smiled, crow’s feet crinkled and her round face lit up. “Nice to meet you, Lily. When did you arrive?”

      Lily wrote: Four days ago and passed the board to Deena. Jane peered over her shoulder at the writing.

      “She doesn’t speak but isn’t deaf, obviously,” Antonia said. “And she hasn’t told me why she can’t yet.”

      Deena handed the board back.

      Lily scrawled: She hasn’t asked yet.

      Jane squinted at the words. ”Fuck this,” she said and stormed off.

      Stunned, Lily and Antonia watched her recede, glanced at each other then at Deena.

      “What’s her problem?”

      “She can’t read.” Deena brushed an errant strand of hair off her cheek. “Girl’s had a hard life before all this. I’ll go see to her.”

      Once Deena left, Antonia put a hand on Lily’s arm. “Ignore Jane. She’s a bit rough, but Deena’s been good for her.”

      Tears filled Lily’s eyes as a pang of unexpected grief for her mother stole her breath. Lily scrawled: I’m happy Jane has a mother figure to look up to. I miss my mom.

      Antonia raised her eyebrows. “Ha! Deena is Jane’s partner. They’ve been together since the Rise and Fall. Stupid name but I guess people gotta call it something.” Lily rolled her eyes. “I’m happy for them, though. Finding love in this mess.”

      The fiddling stopped on a sour note. The crowd grumbled then hushed and started to disperse. Antonia looked around. The tensing of her stance said to Lily she saw something she didn’t like.

      “Looks like the Angels are shutting us down early.”

      Antonia strode to join the other women. Lily straggled behind. Someone doused the fire. The night grew darker save for the random blue crackles of Angels’ eyes watching them. Lily quickened her pace.

      Once back in the barracks, Antonia bade Lily good night. Lily waved back. She stepped into her room and a host of spirits greeted her. They flitted through the walls and back like people pacing nervously. Some walked on the ceiling. Others stood fixed to the spot or sat shoulder to shoulder on the bed. The air carried the weight of waiting expectation. When the ghosts saw her they all began to talk at once but their voices didn’t reach her ears. Exasperation darkened their faces and they gestured toward the corner where the messenger bag lay.

      Sorry, guys, I’m done with the Ouija board.

      But like she wasn’t able to hear them, they weren’t able to read her mind. Phantom hands passed through her leaving a chill in her bones as they tried to guide her to the corner. Then she saw it, the Ouija board. It lay on the floor near the crumpled satchel and the crushed remains of the crystals. Her stomach twisted. Hands shook as she gathered up the hunks and smaller bits. Who could have done this? Why? The image of the shape in her window earlier came to mind and she glanced up expecting to see a face there. Only darkness.

      Lily deposited the mess in the trash. When she turned around, the letters and symbols on the Ouija glowed like they hadn’t when the Demon and his little girl were searching for her. Pulse racing in angry beats, she rushed over to kick the board under her bed. Abandon her and come to life now, would it? The tip of her shoe moved the Ouija barely a foot. She reached down to scoop it up and liquid smoke flowed up her arm. It covered her like a shroud. The world tilted.

      She spiraled through darkness streaked with pearly white. It seemed as if she were falling up and up and up, turning and twisting. Her back arched until her spine cracked. She screamed silently. The pressure released as her shoulders thrust forward but began anew in her shoulder blades. The bones grew. Skin tore. Blood drenched her tattered shirt. Then her cheek hit soft grass smelling of summer and promises. A white feather drifted by her nose.

      Golden sunshine warmed her throbbing shoulders. Lily sat up. Mouth dry and heart pounding, she reached behind her. Coarse pinion feathers bristled under fingertips. Breath came fast and sharp, and she fought against hyperventilating. If it dragged her under, she feared she’d lose her mind.

      “Relax, Lily. Breathe. You’ll be okay,” the alien voice from the grocery store, the one she now intuitively knew belonged to the Ouija, said.

      Hearing the Ouija in her mind brought residual anger at its abandonment to the surface but she pushed it back. Lily took a deep breath of sweet scented air, then another. One more and her heart ceased racing. The ache in her shoulders dulled. A fourth, and joy lightened the heaviness in her chest. It reminded her of the elation she’d felt the first time she gazed upon the cracks in the sky so many months ago. The glee rose in her chest and spread through her until she felt as if she could fly.

      In a blink, she was soaring through the air, a silent woo-hoo on her lips and the fear forgotten. Miles and miles of green pasture stretched below her. Far, far away, the west horizon ended with the blue membrane of limbo. Her shadow rolled over orchards of cherry blossomed trees as the sun glinted off a golden cupola in the distance. Bone white buildings dotted the green. Not knowing how she did it, she banked toward the city.

      Oh my God, is that Heaven?

      “Yes, but God doesn’t live here anymore. No one does.”

      The wings spread out to soar and caught fire. She fell.

      Again, she twisted through absolute darkness shot through with streaks of white. Flaming feathers swirled around her. The heat thrust scalding tendrils into her scapulae as wing bone melted away from her body in ribbons of ash. Down, down, down she went. A ripple in her temples drove away the burning agony. Cracks and pops sounded within her head. The sensation of bone grating on bone sent a spasm through her. Hot black sand odorous with brimstone and sulfur filled her nose.

      Coughing, she jumped up only to fall to her knees under a strange weight. Darkness settled into her heart. It brought violent desires but before seeking out a victim she needed to rid herself of the cumbersome weight. Jaw clenched and nostrils flared, she grabbed her temples to rip off the horns she knew grew there. And why not horns, she’d grown wings in Heaven. They stung but didn’t budge under the onslaught. She cursed existence.

      “Enough!” the Ouija roared.

      Lily stopped. Her hands dangled at her sides, and she sighed in despair. A lake of lava lay before her. At its far edge black walls topped with some kind of gray metal tamped up the side of a mountain like steps toward a palace at the apex. Beyond that, the blue membrane pulsed.

      Heated wind blew around her and teased little waves onto the surface of the lake. They licked the black granite steps leading down. Lily thought if she knelt here long enough the lake would erode the steps and then her. No one would remember her name. She belonged in Hell. Alone.

      It’s empty here too, isn’t it?

      “Yes,” the Ouija said.

      Then what’s the point of showing me all this?

      The familiar sapphire nothingness sprawled before her. Head unburdened of their horns, shoulders free of burning wing stumps, she gazed out at the mass of ghosts. She understood what the Ouija showed her. With Heaven and Hell, Elysium and Underworld, and all those before and between gone, souls had nowhere to go. They were stuck in this in-between space, this Purgatory. Lily wept for them.

      The little girl with the caved-in head took her hand. “Don’t cry.”

      “I can’t help it,” Lily said.

      In surprise, she pulled her shaking hand from the little girl’s and put it over her throat. She had spoken. She had so much to say about what she saw to the ghosts. Lily opened her mouth to tell them the truth. Heaven and Hell…. Not a sound came out. Lily tried again. Nothing. Frustration brought back the tears.

      “Take the child’s hand,” the Ouija whispered.

      She did.

      “Heaven and Hell are empty,” she said. “God and Satan are gone.”

      After the last word was spoken, her abdominal muscles contracted and she let go the child’s hand to double up. A stab to the ribs brought her fully to her knees.

      “What’s wrong, Lily?” the girl said.

      Lily—breath wheezing—looked up through her bangs at the child then fell forward as an invisible shot to the kidney brought her down. The blue fell away to be replaced by the linoleum of the barrack bedroom floor.

      “I command you to wake up,” Gabriel said and delivered another booted jab to her kidney.

      She opened her eyes and turned her face up. Gabriel and Uriel stood over her, their eyes crackling with electric blue snakes. A fine sheen of sweat—pungent with the scent of fear—broke out over her body. How had they been able to see and touch her when she had been with the ghosts? No one else could.

      “Everyone else were human,” the board whispered in her head.

      “Finally,” Uriel said.

      Gabriel ignored him, “What are these?” He thrust his palm at her. Inside lay two crystals, one clear and one pink.

      Trembling, Lily made for her writing board but Gabriel kicked her back down.

      “Answer me.”

      She looked at him and hoped he could read the pleading expression in her eyes, one begging him to let her get her white board. Uriel caught on before Gabriel and slid it over to her.

      Lily wrote: They’re just crystals.

      “Why do they glow and move through the air?” Uriel said. “What is their purpose?”

      Another scribble: I don’t know.

      The Archangels regarded one another. Gabriel said, “I don’t like them. They don’t seem right.”

      “Does anyone else have crystals like these?”

      Lily shrugged. Again the angels gazed at each other as if they were having a silent conversation.

      “Until further notice there will be no more fireside parties. No more gatherings.” Gabriel said at last.

      She quickly wrote: Why?

      “Magic that isn’t ours is forbidden here,” Uriel said. “We’ll need to search every room, every bunk to see if you’re telling the truth. It’ll take time. Until then everyone will be under curfew.”

      “And they’ll have you to thank,” Gabriel said.

      When the Angels had gone, Lily gingerly pulled herself up onto the bed and curled up to ease the throbbing of the bruised muscles. The Ouija crossed her mind. Peering over the edge of the bed, she didn’t see it and if she couldn’t then if the Angels came back hopefully they wouldn’t either. Hopefully.

      She slid under the blanket with the gnawing fear the Angels weren’t the protectors they claimed to be. As she reached over to turn off the lamp, a shimmer rippled across her grimy forearm. She twisted her arm. An undulating sheen moved under the dirt. Using spit, she rubbed a small patch clean. Opalescence in the shape of an A rose to the surface then faded.
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      April

      Lily scrubbed pans in the kitchen tent amidst the chatter of the other women. Most of them blamed her for the end to the shindigs and the subsequent room search. The Angels hadn’t discovered any more crystals, but they did find a deck of tarot cards where the images moved on their own. Because of this they minded the refugees more closely, which, in turn, made the women ignore Lily. No one wanted to fall under the Angels’ attention. Even the ghosts ignored her. Since the last trip to Heaven, Hell, and the weird limbo, she hadn’t seen them nor found the Ouija board. Although, if she really thought about the random shimmers across her body, the board wasn’t missing at all.

      Three silent Seraphim watched over them. According to Deena, who’d been raised a Catholic, the Seraphim used to praise God day and night but hadn’t spoken since the Rise and Fall. The six knobs of charred bone jutting from their backs disturbed Lily more than their silence.

      “Incoming,” Jane said. A dishrag whipped by Lily’s head and splashed into the sink. Greasy water flecked her cheeks. “Bulls-eye!”

      Hands already wet, Lily used her shoulders to wipe the water off one cheek then the other.

      “That’s it for me. All done,” Jane said. She took off her apron. “Catch you later, bitches.”

      The Seraphim blocked Jane’s exit.

      “But I finished my tasks,” Jane said.

      They wouldn’t budge. They pointed to the sink. Jane’s shoulders slumped, and she slouched back to it. She pulled out the dishcloth, rung it, and listlessly started rewiping the countertops. No one said a word.

      “Bloody slave drivers,” Jane said. Lily caught the Seraphim’s stare and motioned for Jane to shut up. “They treat us like prisoners instead of refugees.” Lily cut a hand across her throat in the universal sign to stop talking now. “I’d probably be better off out there or with the Demons.” Then she saw Lily’s frantic motions.

      Too late.

      The tallest Seraphim raised a cupped hand. Inside, a blue orb danced across the palm. Like she was blowing on a dandelion puff, she blew on it. It spit and crackled as it descended over Jane yet didn’t touch her. Jane snarled and punched the sphere. A snap rent the air and she howled yet the sound didn’t carry past the other worldly cage walls. The Seraphim who’d imprisoned Jane walked from the tent. The orb rose with Jane inside and floated after her.

      How is that possible?

      “You bastards,” Deena said. Two pairs of eyes fell on her. She quickly backed up and kept quiet.

      The Angels nodded. They gazed at the rest of the women then nodded again and stood one aside of the tent entrance. No more chatting, no more laughing, the women fell back into work they’d already finished.

      Poor Jane.

      She glanced at Deena. Muscles bulged in her jaw betraying how hard she clenched it while she mopped the floor.

      Poor Deena.

      Finally, the Seraphim released them from their duties. The other women dispersed. Lily saw Deena go off alone before following her back to the rooms from a distance. Early crickets chirped in the spring night promising a long hot summer. Behind her came the sound of heavy footsteps gaining.

      “I just heard,” Antonia said, her words coming in puffs and gasps as she pulled up along side Lily. “Where did they take her?”

      Lily scribbled on her board: I don’t know.

      “Shit. How’s Deena?”

      She wrote: Not good but not showing it.

      “I’ll give her some space then go see her later. You can come if you want.”

      The lights from the rooms fell in rectangles on the dusty ground where patches of grass struggled to grow. Lily and Antonia stopped.

      In the distance, a blue bolt of Angel fire crashed into a small stand of trees. The concussion’s boom rolled across the field. Flames licked at the branches as a figure burst forth and ran in the opposite direction. Wings beat the air and the Demon flew off.

      “That one was pretty close. Probably a scout looking for the camp.”

      A wipe and a scribble: What do you mean “looking”? It’s all lit up. How can they miss it?

      “I’ve often wondered the same thing. It’s crossed my mind they want the Demons to find it.”

      Lily thought a moment then: Like they’re using us to bait them into the ultimate final battle for Earth.

      “Exactly. Only what will become of us after?”
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      Lily quickly tossed dirt-caked jeans and shirts into a packsack then slung it over her shoulder. It wasn’t safe in the camp anymore. After the Seraphim imprisoned Jane, Deena convinced a number of refugees to help find her. They never returned. Rumors of kidnappings and torture circulated the camp, and everyone lived in the silent fear they may be next. The sense of community Lily felt unraveled.

      Opening the door a crack, she peered out. All clear. She tiptoed down the hallway and out into a night smelling of barbecue. Antonia stood at the edge of the light. When she saw Lily, she nodded and they crept along the side of the barracks.

      Overhead, a crackling sheet of flames raced by. The resulting blast shook the ground and knocked the women over. A hush fell over the camp, then the shouts of the Angels and the screams of shock and pain shattered it. Another explosion rocked the camp.

      Michael’s booming voice came from in front of them. “Gather the humans and bring them to the pits. The Demons can’t take them.”

      Lily looked to Antonia and she saw the panic in her eyes. Grabbing her friend’s hand, Lily turned to run but Gabriel blocked their escape. Spit drying up in her mouth and hairs rising on her neck, she cast her gaze about searching for an opening. Gabriel noticed and his hands lit up with Angel fire.

      “You heard him, ladies, let’s go.”

      It dawned on her that the pits were the ditches she’d been digging, and she trembled. She wasn’t able to help it. Antonia’s hand quaked in hers then squeezed as if trying to reassure Lily everything would be okay.

      “Let us leave. We won’t tell anyone.”

      Gabriel snorted and shook his head. “Everyone goes to the pits. Start walking.”

      Hand in hand they made their way down to the ditches. Every so often Gabriel would toss a bolt of blue fire around their feet. The women jumped each time. When the pits—ringed with pillars of Angel fire—were in sight, the huddled crowd already there made them pause in the shadows. Gabriel allowed them the moment.

      Something was off about the way the group massed together. It was in the way they stared at the Archangels standing on the lip. It was in the way the seemed to want to back up, unknowingly like cattle waiting to enter the slaughterhouse but sensing danger. The Archangel Uriel held his flaming sword aloft. In one deft motion, the sword swooshed and cleaved off the head of an old man. Blood—black in the blue light—fountained into the air and rained down on the crowd. The torso imploded. The mass turned to scatter only to be met by the Seraphim. The imposing Angels drove them back.

      “Oh my God,” Antonia said.

      Gabriel laughed. Lily could only squeeze Antonia’s hand tighter. Instinctually, the women backed up but Gabriel pushed them forward.

      “Walk.”

      Screams rose up from the trapped refugees. Pleas for mercy wound through the slash of Uriel’s sword. Blood spurted. Bodies caved in on themselves. Lily’s knees wobbled with each step toward the carnage. Bile sat in the back of her throat. Hot wind whipped her hair around her face. Dark shapes spiraled down from above. Sheets and whips of Demon fire touched down. None hit the refugees or Angels, almost like the Demons missed on purpose. The Angels turned their attention upwards. The refugees took advantage of the distraction and ran.

      In front of Lily, spirits flickered into existence. Gabriel shoved her and Antonia forward.

      “Keep going.”

      Antonia fell to her knees and started to sob.

      “Get up.”

      She refused to. Afraid for her, Lily grabbed her arm and pulled. Antonia dug in. A blaze of blue caught the corner of Lily’s eye and she turned. Gabriel held a massive blue orb aloft. He swung his arm back. Lily’s skin exploded into brilliant opalescent letters and symbols. It began at her fingertips and raced up her arms. She felt the prickle of heat as it flowed over her torso and down her legs. Opalescent spokes radiated outward like a halo and bathed the Angels, Demons, and humans alike. The battle froze.

      Nostrils flared and blood surging, she lifted her shirt. Mother-of-pearl letters, numbers, and symbols flashed like living tattoos as they undulated across fluid yet smoky obsidian. The sun and moon floated by and winked. She looked up. The battlefield crawled with spirits striding toward her. The little girl led the way.

      Although the ghosts hadn’t threatened her previously, Lily’s muscles twitched in preparation to run if things were different here than in Purgatory.

      “Relax, Lily,” the Ouija said in her mind. “They need you.”

      Before she could work out the meaning, they’d reached her.

      “The Angels and Demons have forgotten they were once part of a whole,” the portly gentleman said. “Good has become evil and dark has become light.”

      “They need to join together. Help us remind them. Help us build a new world so the dead have somewhere to go,” the businesswoman said.

      “This is the reason we chose you through the Ouija. To be the planchette,” the little girl said. “To give us a voice.”

      A surprising streak of anger rose, and Lily touched the spirit closest to her. “You used me? You had the Ouija protect me so I could give you what you wanted?”

      “You got what you needed as well, Lily. Protection. Be our voice, our planchette,” the girl said. “You just have to let us in.”

      Lily hesitated. A burst of Angel fire lit the sky. A Demon flew as if he moved through molasses. And Uriel’s sword slowly came down. The battle was waking up.

      “What will happen if I do?” she said.

      “The Earth will belong to the humans again.”

      Lily let go of the ghost and nodded.

      Wind kicked up. It stirred the dust, scattered ashes, and settled around her like a cyclone. From within, the first glimmers of silvery blue appeared. They grew stronger and brighter until they ensconced Lily in a spectral tornado. Then they rose high into the sky. Like a single organism, they dove into her. She drank in the power coursing through her. Instead of being the protected, she was now the protector. Lily opened her mouth. She roared.

      Multitudes of voices spilled out. Languages old and new wound together. Young and old, gruff and sweet, all vibrated in the air. The Angels covered their ears and tried to slink away. The Demons smiled. The Angels screamed. The Demons laughed. The voices of the dead continued to speak.

      They spoke to the Angels. Reminded them of who they once were, of the souls they once had, of what they could be. The Angels tried to run and found they couldn’t. Tried to throw fireballs that fizzed and died in their palms. The blue fire in their eyes died out. The dead spoke to the Demons then. Spoke of the return of their souls with the ascension from Hell, the compassion they now had, to remember what it was like to be one with the Angels.

      The Demons raised their red fire orbs but discovered they too died in their hands. The Angels looked at them with hope. Confounded with the failure of their magic, they marched en masse toward the Angels. The dead urged them on. A Demon hurled a fist at an Angel and they merged. Sensing an escape from a brutal death, the Angels swarmed the Demons until each had absorbed the other. The dead sighed.

      Before Lily stood creatures neither Demon nor Angel. Semi-transparent gossamer wings reached from shoulder blades. Blue skinned and eyes crackling with both Angel and Demon fire, they watched Lily. Waited. The voices of the dead built inside her. Her mouth stretched open even further until she thought her jaw would dislocate. A wall of sound issued forth. It surged toward the new beings, covered them. The air shimmered and they all disappeared into it.

      Lily collapsed. The Mother-of-Pearl beams sucked back into her body but the faint opalescence of the letters remained. They shimmered along the smoky obsidian coating her skin. Residual power tingled along her nerves and spoke of hope. Spoke of creation, of a new world for humanity and of one for the dead.

      She stood up—legs shaking but holding—and scouted around for her backpack. It lay beside a smoking patch of grass. Shouldering it, she let her gaze wander around the camp. Empty. But not completely, she felt eyes on her as she began walking toward the gate. Silently, she wished the refugees luck and slipped from the camp.

      The dead had more to say.
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      Though I'd been responsible for creating a few, I was thirteen when I first saw a ghost. That was the same day we were hired for what the papers later called "Death and Magic at Gallow's Grove." That incident would put us face to face with something, well, different than the ghost we confronted in a parlor in Chinatown that morning. As Madame Nephthys would later say, there's a certain symmetry to matters supernal, and I suppose it fitting that we began our journey by staring at the face of death.

      The red paper lanterns hanging outside and exotic music playing had worked wonders with a gray November sky to put us in the proper frame of mind for something fantastic. It was no surprise that, when the phantom finally appeared, everyone gasped. There were twelve of us, thirteen counting Qin Shi Huang, each gripping another's hand around the table. The room black as midnight, the spirit had no difficulty materializing.

      Silence. The air smelled of incense and old flowers.

      "What is your name?" the elderly Chinese man asked with a touch of an accent.

      Little more than a torso with a cherubic face hovering above it, the pale-green image stared at nothing.

      "I am Marie."

      She had the face of a fresh corpse and, if I hadn't been prepared for the sight, it might have troubled my sleep for the next year.

      "Marie," the elderly man next to me said, his breath hitching and his hand trembling in mine.

      The medium nodded as though there could have been no other outcome. "How did you die?"

      "Wet lungs," she said.

      The old man wept. "Influenza. My daughter died in the epidemic. Marie? It's really you, isn't it?"

      She didn't look at him, continuing to stare into the dark. "Father?"

      The table shook and a guitar on the wall played a few haphazard chords.

      The phantom began to sink back into the table.

      "Marie?" The old man stood.

      "Do not break the circle," the medium commanded.

      It shook harder.

      Someone screamed.

      And then a beam of light erupted and illuminated the room.

      The ghost froze, its eyes wide.

      "Well, now," Persephone said, flashlight in hand. "Would you look at that?"

      The ghost, as it were, was a woman standing in a hole in the middle of the table. Dressed all in black, luminescent paint covered her chest and face and provided the pale green glow.

      "How dare you?" The medium was on his feet, cheeks red with anger, the string running from his foot to the guitar ripping it from the wall. It crashed, the neck shattering and sending wooden shards across the floor.

      That was my cue. I rushed to the doors, threw them wide, and whistled. Six coppers rushed in, the crowd dumbfounded.

      Well, all except the old man. He wept into his hands and whatever excitement I felt at busting the charlatans slipped away. The poor guy had thought he'd been talking to the spirit of his daughter.

      As they cuffed the medium, Persephone stepped up and ripped the clear tape from Qin's eyes. I have to admit, it was one of the better Oriental get-ups I'd seen, at least in the dark. Without it and the long, braided wig, the guy looked positively Irish. What do they call that these days? "Cultural appropriation?"

      We just called it "crooked."

      Persephone grinned. "Next time, try not to use the name of the First Emperor," she said, her Alabama purr sounding almost flirtatious. "It's a dead giveaway."

      After the money had been given back to the victims and all of the props and gimmicks collected for evidence, we slipped out to let the police finish up. The old man still sat at the table, cheeks wet, staring at palsied hands. I wanted to comfort him somehow, but what could I say? The medium had conned the guy, sure, but we had been the ones who just crushed whatever helped him get through each day. As I'd come to learn, that was the downside of the job. I've rarely felt worse than those times we "saved" people from their need to see their loved ones again.

      Seph grabbed my shoulder and tugged me out into daylight. The old man's grief didn't seem to bother her. Maybe she hid it well. Or maybe all those séances she'd busted up had calloused her to it. It was hard to tell with her.

      "I've never been on that side of a materialization," I said.

      "That's a shame." She placed a smoke in a slim black cigarette holder and lit it. "I'm sure you made a marvelous phantom."

      "Thanks, Miss Gale," one of the cops said as they shoved the grifters into a Paddy Wagon. "There's just one thing."

      "Oh? And what's that?"

      "Could you introduce us to Houdini?"

      She laughed. "Gentlemen, I'll make certain you have front row seats to tomorrow's show."

      And then we were off as though we'd left a tea party, heading to our next appointment and a whole heap of trouble.

      [image: ]

      There were two kinds of spirits Persephone Gale was interested in, as she so often declared when sauntering into a room, and only one of them real. Her drink of choice was the French 75, though she'd settle for the Bee's Knees or even a Corpse Reviver if she had to, drinking being one of the rare areas in which she ever compromised. I'd become an expert in mixing all three, not to mention Gin Rickeys and Mary Pickfords, by the time I was twelve. My taste has gone to pot and my hands tremble too much to fill a tumbler these days, but I'll be damned if I can't still catch a whiff of bathtub gin when the wind's right. Phantom memory, my daughter calls it. Fitting term.

      Houdini had always admired Seph's force of will. She'd barely been nineteen when they'd met, but she'd already made a name for herself on Broadway. She even ended up in a few of Houdini's pictures, though she never cared much for movies. Thought the black and white make-up made her look like a walking corpse. But where she'd really made her name was as one of the Pyrrhonian Irregulars. She'd debunked two dozen spiritualists, mediums, and Boardwalk crystal-ballers by the time I'd met her. Tutored by Houdini himself, the Irregulars had been his protégés in a war against psychic larks and scams.

      And Persephone was the best of them all.

      The name had been given to them by some news hawk. Houdini hated it, but the Irregulars used it as a badge of honor. Persephone told me that Pyrrho was some ancient Greek or another who invented the philosophy of skepticism. She considered herself a skeptic through and through, but Houdini wanted to believe. That had been the biggest difference between them. After his mother croaked, he desperately needed to know that, not only did the dead survive in some form, but they could communicate with the quick.

      His problem was he knew every trick in the book – hell, he'd invented half of them – and so he'd never took a gander at a medium he didn't instantly know was trying to pull the wool over his eyes. This pissed him off to no end, especially following the Great War when these charlatans popped up on every street corner to exploit hollowed out parents and grieving widows.

      So he was a believer and Persephone a skeptic, which caused all sorts of good-natured arguments between the two. The funny part was that Houdini the Believer had never experienced the supernatural he so wanted to while Persephone the Skeptic had and tried her best to deny it.

      I think that's why our benefactor asked to see her that day and not any of the others.

      Of course, there were all sorts of reasons a man would have wanted to converse with Persephone. All anyone has to do is look at that photograph of her they ran in the papers that winter, when two people were dead and an entire town turned upside down, to see that. Being exposed to Persephone Gale's fierce beauty ruined most of the relationships in my life. At least, that's what I tell myself on particularly quiet nights when the house feels expansive and empty and my whiskey glass smaller than it should.

      Our meeting was at one of the swankest hotels in Manhattan. Untold wealth flowed through the Aberdeen in those days before the stock market crash and everything about the place – the red carpet, the mahogany furniture, even the feel of the air itself in your lungs – screamed money. Especially the smell, that mixture of bourbon, cigar smoke, and high-end perfume that lingered in the halls and clung to your hair and clothes for days.

      All of this had a way of making me feel small. I'd been living on the street when Persephone took me in, making a dime here and there helping mediums and fakeloos dupe the rubes. As much as I'd puff my chest out and bluster that I didn't give a damn what anyone thought of me, it was hard to shake the feeling I didn't belong in a place like that.

      The man answered the door to his room himself. "Thank you for agreeing to see me," he said and ushered us in. A large man with crisp clothes and a neatly trimmed mustache, he radiated sophistication. The British accent certainly didn’t hurt.

      "Any friend of Harry's." Persephone walked straight to the locked mini-bar.

      "There's nothing in there," he said. "It's illegal, you know."

      "Uh-huh." She pulled a nail file from her purse and jammed it into the lock. "And you'd never break the law, would you?" She jimmied the file for a moment before stepping back and kicking it. A loud snap echoed in the room and the door swung open to reveal several bottles of booze.

      He shook my hand, a smile on his doughy face. "And what's your name, young man?"

      "Connie," I said and he blinked. Most men his age did, though he seemed too high-brow to follow it up with the usual insults on my young masculinity.

      "Short for Constantine, I take it?"

      No one had ever guessed that. "How'd you know?"

      "Connie, my dear," Persephone said as she poured a drink, "this man can probably tell you what you had for breakfast."

      "You skipped it this morning," he said and smiled. "Though you're regretting that action now and hoping for a late lunch when this meeting is over."

      Persephone stirred her drink. "Constantine Lloyd, meet Sir Arthur Conan-Doyle."

      I about soiled my slacks at that. "Sherlock Holmes Conan-Doyle?"

      "The same." He smiled. "You've read my work?"

      "Had it read to me."

      "Connie can't read," Persephone said.

      "Yet," I added. "Seph has been teaching me a bit."

      That was the winter I fell in love with books. Reading changes a man, and it wasn't long until I considered myself somewhat of a scholar. Still, college was years off then and I had more street urchin in me than academic.

      "You'll love reading," he said and motioned me toward a plush sofa. "One of the great joys in life. I've always said a man only needs four things to be happy, and a good book is one of them."

      "What are the other three?"

      "A good brandy, a good cigar, and," he winked, "a woman who will lie and say you're a good man."

      On first glance, I figured a fella like him to be a bluenose, but he didn't judge me for my illiteracy. I got the impression he rarely judged anyone. I took an instant liking to him for that.

      Lighting a cigar, he sat on the sofa opposite and offered me one. "How old are you, Connie?"

      "Thirteen," I said and took the gasper. "Never smoked one of these before."

      "Filthy habit," Persephone said and joined us. "You men and your fire sticks." She lit a cigarette. "I didn't see you at last night's performance."

      "I wasn't certain I'd be welcome. The last time Harry and I spoke, the conversation did not go well."

      "So I've read in the Times," she said. "The Margery Crandon incident."

      His face went red and he pretended to fiddle with a loose thread on his jacket. "After our journalistic antagonism, I fear Harry and I may never speak again." The slight tremble in his voice gave away how much that rattled him.

      Margery Crandon had been one of the biggest names in Spiritualism, holding séances for every rich and famous person in the world at one point or another. She had been the real deal. Or so it seemed until Houdini went after her. He was able to reproduce every bit of her "act" through common parlor tricks and put an end to her career. Doyle, a fervent believer in things that go bump in the night, had been her biggest supporter. He took Houdini to task in the Times for the whole thing. Houdini hadn't taken that well and soon the two waged a war by proxy, publishing editorials attacking the other.

      Years later, after Houdini died, his wife Bess told us he'd always regretted taking things so seriously and had hoped to bury the hatchet with his old friend. Like with most of life's tragedies, he'd simply run out of time.

      Persephone sipped her drink. "And why did you want to speak to me, then? I have nothing to do with Mrs. Crandon or your silly little feud."

      "You had one of her disciples arrested this morning," he said.

      She laughed. "Are you talking about Seamus MacChinaman? He studied with Crandon?"

      "Not one of her better pupils, from my understanding. That's the problem with Spiritualism, Miss Gale. While there are many ardent and faithful mediums, there are also those who seek only to exploit the practice for their own gain."

      "In my experience, Sir Doyle, those exploiters are the whole kit and kaboodle."

      He shook his head. "Have you ever heard of Madame Nephthys?"

      "Can't say as I have."

      "What about a town called Gallow's Grove?"

      She stiffened, and I knew that rang a bell. Nothing ever rattled her. "No."

      "Are you certain?" He must have noticed as well.

      She waved it off. "What about Gallow's Grove?"

      "Madame Nephthys is one of the more prominent mediums there. She is, in fact, more powerful than any psychic I've ever encountered. They say she can summon the dead as easily as you mixed that drink. I just spent a week with her myself and I can tell you with absolute certainty that her talent is unequaled. The things she told me... That she showed me..." He shuddered. "I hoped to convince Harry to see her, but..." The muscles around one eye twitched and he took a deep breath. "Regardless, I suppose it fitting one of the Irregulars visit her. If you became convinced, then surely Harry would come see her as well."

      I read the expression on his face. And then he and I can be friends again, it said.

      Persephone stared at him over the rim of her glass and smiled. "And what will you gain out of my proving she's a fake?"

      He laughed. "I don't think you'll be able to. I believe her gifts are not only genuine but beyond the ability to reproduce."

      "You said that same thing about Margery Crandon."

      Shifting in his seat, he smoothed his mustache with one hand. "Yes. Well. I still believe that Crandon is genuine. Harry may have been able to replicate her gifts, but just because a painter can mimic the image of a sunset does not mean the sun never leaves the sky."

      "Given up on your other theory, then? The one about Harry's debunking skills?"

      I leaned forward at that, curious what Sherlock Holmes thought of my mentor's mentor.

      "I'll pay two thousand dollars," he said, ignoring her question. "Plus expenses."

      I almost jumped out of my seat and kissed him. Two thousand dollars was a year's salary in those days and we needed every dime we could get our hands on since Old Man Gale cut off Seph's allowance. I don't know how much debt she was in that year, but her lifestyle could not have been cheap. They say the parties in The Great Gatsby were based on one of her shindigs. She went to school with Zelda Fitzgerald, so I'd believe it.

      Persephone almost choked on her drink at the offer. She leaned forward, placing the glass onto the coffee table, and folded her hands over her knee. Like that and she was the very picture of composure again. "That's an acceptable amount."

      "Boy, ain't it," I said.

      Sir Doyle smiled and opened his mouth to say something, but she held a finger up and silenced him.

      "But don't think for a minute I'll be compromised," she said. "Whatever I find, that's what's being published, regardless of how it makes anyone look."

      "Agreed," he said and extended a hand.

      Rather than shaking it, Seph held hers out, palm down, as though she were a queen accepting fealty. I thought he might balk at that, having been knighted by actual honest-to-God royalty. Instead he grinned and kissed the back of her hand. Men always did. She played them like violins. Or us, I guess I should say. In the end, she played me, too, I suppose.

      On the train to Gallow's Grove the next morning, I asked what Doyle's theory about Houdini was.

      "It's absurd, really." She closed the folder she'd compiled of news stories about Gallow's Grove's Spiritualists. "He believes our Harry is a powerful medium, one so powerful he can disrupt the abilities of other mediums. Harry hates that theory, but he refuses to show anyone how he does any of his illusions, even the ones reproducing psychic shenanigans, so I suppose he's earned it all with his secrecy."

      "If he never shows anybody," I asked, "how did you learn?"

      She smiled and patted my knee before turning to stare out the window as the city gave way to countryside.
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      Founded in 1875, Gallow's Grove was built atop the site of an old county jail. They say three hundred men were hanged there before the Fox sisters came. "The Mothers of Spiritualism," as they were called, spent a month at some kind of tent revival nearby, talking to the ghosts of the hanged men, and it wasn't long until a Spiritualist community sprang up on the site. It had quickly become the kind of place where tourists flocked on vacations and the anniversaries of deaths, eager for an entire town of psychics, mediums, and con artists to prey on their grief.

      At first glance, it didn't look much different than any other small upstate town. The houses were modest wooden constructions, two stories and a porch in most cases. A dozen or so large Victorians filled out the place, most with "Room for Rent" signs in the window, a few even going so far as to call themselves "Inns." Trees lined the streets and crowded the buildings, their early November colors intense to a kid like me used to the gray brick of the city.

      When we arrived, the mayor himself greeted us at the train station. Simon Carmichael was a large man, handsome, fighting hard to give the impression of old money. That trying is what gave him away. Old money had an effortless snobbery to it while his suit and hat clung awkwardly to him and he smiled a bit too much.

      "Miss Gale," he said and extended a hand.

      She stood there eying him for a breath too long. "Why, hello."

      He turned to me. "Mayor Carmichael," he said. "But you can call me Simon. I thought I'd drive you two into town."

      "Connie," I said and shook his hand. "Why's the mayor picking us up?"

      “I was here helping my parents off.”

      He motioned to another train platform where a man who could be his twin if not for the graying hair and lines around his eyes pushed a wheelchair. A woman sat in it, thin and pale, a blanket wrapped around her and a tight green turban on her head. A coughing fit took her and the man leaned over, rubbing her back and whispering into her ear.

      “Your mother?” Seph asked.

      “Doctors say it’s a disease of the nervous system. She’s on her way to see one now.”

      His father glanced our way and frowned as if he heard us talking about his wife.

      “We were prepared to take a taxi cab,” Persephone said. “It sounds like you may have had enough for one day.”

      "Are you kidding me?" He grinned. "I’m just glad the timing worked out. I mean, here you are, an expert trained by Harry Houdini and sent here by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle to prove the truth behind Spiritualism. This might be the biggest thing to ever happen to this town.”

      "You're a Spiritualist, then?"

      "I'm a capitalist, Miss Gale. Where others see ghosts, I see dollar signs." He laughed and, strangely enough, she did too. It would have sounded sleazy coming from anyone else, but from him it was charming, sincere even. Honesty was rare in our trade, after all.

      "A hereditary trait?" she asked.

      "The Senator taught me everything I know," he said. "Except how to laugh. That I get from my mother."

      "Wait," I said, playing catch up and not liking it. "Your Pops is a Senator?"

      "State Senator. Need a hand with your bags?" He didn't wait for an answer and grabbed them up.

      It was strange watching this man carry our things. The son of a New York State Senator and the mayor of this town, waiting on us? It didn't help that Simon seemed too young to be mayor. Too young and too kind. In my experience up until then, authority figures tended to be ancient and crotchety. But Mr. Mayor couldn't have been much older than Persephone. I guessed his father got him into office. That's how I'd always heard politics worked, anyway.

      He escorted us over to his automobile, a gorgeous red Lancia Lambda. I whistled.

      "I just picked this up a few days ago," he said and ran a hand along the metal before opening the passenger side door. "It's the only Lancia in a hundred miles."

      Persephone took his hand and climbed in.

      "She's a beaut," I said and crawled into the back with the bags.

      His gaze on Seph, he went: "Yes, she is."

      Honest he did.

      I rolled my eyes but Persephone, weirdly enough, didn't seem to mind the corny come on.

      The car breezed down bumpy country roads, dust kicking up around us.

      "Independent front suspension," Simon said and patted the steering wheel. "It's really a marvel of our time."

      Persephone reached out and ran a finger across the dials and gauges crowding the dash. "Don't forget the load-bearing unitary body. A simple innovation but one that truly adds to the performance, in my opinion.”

      Simon's eyes lit up. "You know automobiles?"

      "Persephone knows a bit of everything," I said, but he ignored me.

      She moved her hand to the window and let it drape over the outside of the car. "I'm an admirer of any great engineering feat."

      "In your line of work, I suppose you would need to be."

      She cut her eyes over to him and smiled.

      On the rest of the drive, it became obvious they'd taken a liking to one another. The way they touched hands and smiled at each other's jokes, how their eye contact lingered. It didn't surprise me for him. As I've said, Persephone was a knock-out. Even if she hadn't been, the sheer force of her personality would have drawn any man in. But I'd never seen her quite so taken with someone. Oh, I'd known her to flirt, and was pretty sure she had a fella or two she was stepping out with after I hit the sack at night, but this was different. Can't say I blamed her. He was tall and solid, broad-shouldered and square-jawed, intense blue eyes that pulled you in when you talked to him, and so it was easy to see how she might find him attractive.

      She even giggled at some dumb joke he made about a cattle pasture we drove past. I couldn't help but wonder if that was some kind of put-on. I'd never seen Persephone giggle at anyone's jokes. Smile, sure. Laugh when it was a really good one. But giggle?

      She knew Simon from somewhere, that's what I figured. They had some kind of history and for whatever reason were trying to pretend they didn't. I filed that little nugget of intuition away for later, hoping that maybe after she'd had a few drinks I could pry the secret out of her.

      As we drove into town, there were people out milling about, standing on street corners, nervously chatting, hats in hand, women wiping their brows even though it couldn't have been warmer than fifty degrees out. The air was thick with worry.

      Persephone straightened in her seat. "Has something happened?"

      "Someone died," Simon's voice barely above a whisper. "Last night, though they didn't find the body until this morning."

      "Who was it?"

      He glanced at her and turned down a side street. "I don't know. Don't know anything about it yet. First heard about it at the train station. Ah! Here we are."

      The Gallow's Grove Arms was a modest Victorian “inn” with about twelve rooms. It wasn't the kind of place that would go over well in Midtown Manhattan, but out here? Positively luxurious.

      Simon and Persephone said their goodbyes as I hauled our luggage up the walk. The goodbyes lasted a little too long and I wasn't the only one to notice.

      "Well, aren't they just adorable?" an old man on the porch said and snorted.

      "You're telling me."

      He crossed his legs and tapped a pipe clean on the bottom of his shoe. "She should be careful. I hear he's spoken for."

      "She's never careful," I said and lugged the bags in.

      Mrs. Massey, the old woman who ran the place, shuffled us to our rooms, all the while talking about what a fan she was of Houdini's and how much Sir Doyle's theory on Houdini's "powers" interested her. Turned out Sir Doyle had stayed here himself and had gotten along quite well with the townies. He'd wired ahead to arrange our accommodations and the innkeeper was so excited she never shut her trap once until we were in our rooms.

      Persephone, I thought, would dive right into things, doing research, asking around town, but instead she went down for a nap.

      "Don't you want to know about Madame Nephthys?"

      "I think I know everything I need to about her," she said. "What I'm more interested in is this death that has everyone in such a tizzy."

      "Why do you care about that? People croak every day."

      "Yes, they do. But in a town like this, where half the population claim to speak to the dead and the other half are so old they're teetering on becoming the dead, a heart attack or a fall wouldn't work the entire town up, would it?"

      "No. I don't guess so."

      "That means that either someone very important died or there was a murder. Either one is far more intriguing than yet another painted tennis ball floating on a string in the dark. Now, be a doll and see what you can find out, will you?"

      Something ruffled her feathers, that was easy to see. Her palm was sweaty as she handed me some cash, telling me to grab lunch while I was out.

      She closed her door before I could ask if she was okay.
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      Persephone was right, as always. Gallow's Grove buzzed with news of the murder. Cops were out, though there weren't many. As I've said, it was a small town. I learned it kept two officers on duty, mostly there for when some sad sack got angry at a medium for contacting the wrong deceased family member. Additional officers had been brought in from neighboring towns, though, and everywhere I walked there was always at least one in view. This was the kind of place with a lot of money flowing through it. Spiritualism had always attracted those rich enough to have the time for boredom. These wealthy tourists also spent their money in the nearby towns, fishing, hunting, going to hear music play, eating at the restaurants. Nobody in this little burgh wanted anything to put a damper on the cash cow that was Gallow's Grove.

      The stiff, it turns out, had barely been seventeen years old. Her name was Caitlin Ennis and what I heard more than anything was how stunningly beautiful she was. That's always the first thing anyone says about a woman who's died, ain't it? A man croaks and everyone talks about how smart and talented he was, what a work ethic he had, how much he loved his folks. A woman dies and it's all about her looks. Unfair, sure, but I guess I understand it some. The world is an ugly and brutal place. Anything else is a rarity and so maybe we should all mourn when something lovely is destroyed.

      Caitlin's mother and father had come to Gallow's Grove about three years prior. Their son died defending some unnamed patch of mud in France and they couldn't quite let him go. They tried every medium on the eastern seaboard, it seemed, but no one had been able to reach their boy.

      At least, no one until Madame Nephthys. She channeled their son for eight consecutive nights. After that, they'd moved to Gallow's Grove and purchased one of the smaller hotels, using the extra money it earned to stay in touch with him.

      Caitlin had been in high school, which around those parts was a triumph at her age. Hell, it was a triumph a small town girl like her hadn't gotten knocked up by seventeen. By all accounts she was smart and funny and determined more than anything to get the hell out of Gallow's Grove.

      Walking around that day, I couldn't say I blamed her. Almost every single house had a sign advertising whatever con they were pulling, all with exotic names and fancy titles. "Professor Montressori's Scientific Palm Reading" and "Visualize the Dead with the Duchess Orsini" and "Madame Elisabetta's Aura Cleansing," that kind of slop. After spending the last year and a half with Persephone busting psychic con men, the atmosphere of Gallow's Grove felt like sewage sticking to my skin. I couldn't wait to get out of there and bathe it off.

      The consensus was that Caitlin hadn't been seeing anyone, or had at least been damned smart about keeping it secret. Oh, there were a lot of potential suitors, don't get me wrong. Girl like that, it would have been strange if there weren't. A lot of boys tossed pebbles at her window and knocked on the door trying to get past her father, but she'd never seemed interested in any of them.

      The old man running the corner drugstore told me she'd come in after school and work a few hours for pocket money. He said she was too mature for her age, that's probably why she didn't take to any of the boys coming around.

      Not that she had a huge amount to choose from. Gallow's Grove's only had a one-room schoolhouse for good reason. I'm sure a lot of those boys throwing pebbles were tourists, young men tagging along with family or friends and who thought a pretty local girl like Caitlin ripe for the picking. But from what I kept hearing, she was made from too strong of stuff to fall for that.

      No one seemed to know how she'd died, so instead of lunch I forked over my cash to one of the cops. He was a tall drink of water, maybe Persephone's age but probably younger, freckles dotting his face and a tuft of red hair sneaking out from beneath his cap. He told me to piss off at first, but I spun some lie about how one of the mediums was saying she talked to the girl as I held out my money.

      "Said Caitlin was shot, three in the chest," I said.

      He curled his lip in disgust. "Jesus. Already with that shit? Body ain't even cold."

      "So it ain't true?"

      Looking around to make sure no one else could hear, he pocketed the money and leaned over. "You breathe a word of this, kid, I swear I'll find you and throw you in the cooler with the meanest three-letter man you ever seen."

      I didn't know what that meant at the time, but it didn't sound pleasant. "I'll keep quiet. Honest."

      Sighing, he looked around again. He was starting to make me feel paranoid.

      "Beaten to death," he said. "Or so it looks like. Doc's still looking her over, but I seen her and it ain't pretty. We found her at the dump. Someone had tried to hide her in the trash." He swallowed and his voice quivered. "Whoever got a hold of her was angry. Real angry. Poor girl." He stood straight again and narrowed his eyes. "Now get out of here. And remember what I said would happen if you talk. I mean it."

      I gave him a mock salute and slipped off to go tell Persephone what I'd learned.
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      Standing in front of the mirror, Persephone shifted a cloche hat around on her head as I walked in.

      "Too dowdy," she said and sent it sailing across the room.

      She'd changed into a charcoal dress with a red shawl. The entire ensemble should have looked as dowdy as the hat she'd tossed, but somehow on her it seemed scandalous.

      Grabbing another hat, she spared my reflection a glance in the mirror. "Is that what you're wearing?"

      "Wearing? To what?"

      She sighed and tossed that hat across the room as well. "To the reading. While you were out, Madame Nephthys sent word that we may attend her afternoon reading. Ah!" She snatched up another hat and tenderly lowered it onto her head. It didn't look much different than the other two. "Perfect."

      "Don't you want to know about the murder?"

      "Told you," she said as she fanned out a half dozen tiny hand purses. "You can inform me on the way. Now get dressed."

      "What should I wear?"

      "I don't care. Just not that."

      Looking in the mirror, I knew she was right. I looked like a newsboy with my suspenders and cap. I rushed to my room and threw on a sweater she'd bought me and spit shined my shoes. Spit shined my hair, too, which almost took care of my cow-lick. Seph still grabbed me on the way out and messed with my hair herself, a grimace on her face all the while. She took good care of me, don't get me wrong, but she had a strong distaste for anything that made her feel at all motherly.

      On the walk through town, I filled her in on everything I'd learned. She didn't ask any questions, simply nodded and pursed her lips, her brain sorting and processing the information. When I told her the victim was a seventeen-year-old girl, she exhaled slowly as though she were relieved. I didn't know why, but was about to find out.

      "The Salon of Madame Nephthys, Oracle of the Spirits" was one of the larger homes in town though, unlike the others, this one did not also have a "Room For Rent" sign. She did more than enough business with readings and séances to not need an additional income. I wondered what the other psychics in town thought of that.

      Inside the parlor, two dozen people sat quietly in folding chairs, a single empty chair in the front facing them. A vacant seat in the back had a sheet of paper hanging on it. "Miss Gale," it read.

      "Where am I supposed to sit?" I whispered.

      Everyone in the room turned to glare at us.

      "Sorry," I said. "Didn't realize we was in a library."

      "Stand in back," Persephone said as she took her seat. "And be observant."

      She said that as though I often wasn't. Irritated, I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms.

      After a few minutes, a door on the opposite side of the room opened and an older woman stepped through. Dressed all in black as though she were in mourning, she walked over in front of everyone and crossed her hands on her abdomen. Here we go, I thought. Madame Nephthys is on.

      The woman scanned the room and something about her seemed familiar. Her piercing eyes and button nose struck me. Even surrounded by crow's feet and fat starting to sag on her cheeks and neck, she had a ferocious beauty. Where had I seen that before?

      Holy shit. It hit me just as her eyes found Persephone. She trembled slightly and took a long breath. I looked to Seph and she sat on the edge of her seat, her back to me but the tension in her shoulders obvious.

      Was that Persephone's Mom?

      "Good afternoon," the woman said. "We welcome all of you to the Salon of Madame Nephthys, Oracle of the Spirits and Intercessor with the Dead. She will be opening herself up soon to the spirits and so we ask that you do not interrupt her or ask any questions of her. The spirits will provide her with information that she will pass on to you. Madame Nephthys cannot control what information they provide in these readings. You may not understand what is said to you here, but if you do not rest assured it will make sense in the coming days. Thank you."

      The woman looked to Persephone again before lighting candles placed around the room. Then she closed the door next to me, shooting an irritated glance my way for standing. Persephone often shot me that same look. She then stepped over to the window and closed the curtains. Black flooded the room, the only light the flickering glow of the candles.

      A door creaked open and another candle passed into the parlor. Held at arm’s length, it almost looked like it hovered through the room. The door closed and the candle floated over to the seat. Only when she sat did the bottom half of Madame Nephthys's veiled face come into view. Small and slight, her features delicate against the black cloth, I did not expect such a powerful voice when she spoke.

      "Hear me, O spirits," she said, her words filling the room. "We gather here today to offer voice to you. Your loved ones have come, some from great distances, so that you may once again speak to them. We open ourselves to your presence and I offer myself as a conduit for you to be heard once more."

      Silence. Nephthys cocked her head to one side as though someone whispered to her. She nodded.

      "There is someone trying to speak to me," she said. "Someone who died after a long life. I... I have a horrible... this tightness in my chest. Like something squeezing my... They want me to mention the apron."

      Someone in the audience gasped. There was always a gasp.

      "It's an M name. Mary or Marty or..."

      "Marian," an old man said.

      "Yes," Nephthys answered. "She says that’s right. It's Marian."

      "She died of a heart attack," he said.

      "That explains the chest pains. What is the significance of the apron?"

      "I bought her an apron for her birthday. She wore it every day when she cooked. When I think of her, it's always in that apron."

      "She wants you to know she loves you," Nephthys said and the man burst into tears. "She's gone. But now I'm getting someone else. A child. Someone with an R name... Ralph or Robert or... No, wait. It's not R. It's P." She traced the letter in the air with one finger, reminding us all how similar it looked to an R. "Patrick or Paul or..."

      "Peter," a woman said.

      "Yes, Peter."

      And on she went. She spoke to fifteen ghosts that afternoon, each with a family member in the audience relieved to talk to them one last time.

      The technique, known as "cold reading," was a staple of most carny acts. If this was her big trick, Sir Doyle disappointed me in his sleuthing skills. Though I had to admit, Madame Nephthys was far better at it than most of the hucksters I'd seen. She even threw me for a loop about halfway through the whole act.

      That bit unnerved me, I have to be honest. It didn't fit the usual shotgun approach to cold reading statements. Persephone always told me that cold reading was like fishing. You dangle some bait out there, trying to keep things as broad and vague as possible, and then let the fish do all the work. But this was weirdly specific.

      She looked into the back of the room, right where I was standing even though it was pitch black. She stared my way for a moment before saying, "She's sorry she gave you up, you know. She wishes she could have raised you herself but she's happy you're in good hands. You don't remember her, but she loved you very much."

      And then she went right back to fishing again.

      I never knew my mother. I've always wondered about her, who she was, why she left me at an orphanage in Brooklyn when I was two years old, what it was that was wrong with me that made her split. There's no way this woman could have known about any of that, even if she did know that Persephone had taken me in. And the statement was just too specific to work as part of a normal act. She didn't wait for a response, just went right on to the next one. I mean, the rubes validating whatever nonsense the medium spews is how the act works. But not for this one. Not for me.

      It rattled me. Still does, truth be told. I try to tell myself that's exactly how cold reading works, that I'm the one who made the proper connections and put the emotional weight behind it, but that doesn't feel right. It never has. Especially with everything that came after.

      When the hour was up, she stood and disappeared into the dark, her candle again floating over to the door and out of the room.

      The woman opened the curtains and the door, standing beside me thanking everyone as they left. When they were gone, Persephone approached her.

      A smile on her lips, tears filled the woman's eyes.

      "I see you're still at it," Persephone said, her voice as cold as ever.

      "It's good to see you. It's been so long."

      "Yes. Well. It wouldn't have been quite so long if you'd come to father's funeral."

      The woman lowered her head and nodded. Then she looked to me. "And this is...?"

      "Connie," I said and held out my hand. "Constantine. I'm her—”

      "Assistant," Persephone interrupted. "I've been training him to catch fakes like this."

      "She's no fake."

      "Connie," Persephone went on as though the woman had said nothing. "What did you see here today?"

      "Cold reading," I said. "Just like you do."

      "Precisely. Oh, she was good at it, your new protégé. As good as you'd trained me to be. But it was still just a simple trick."

      "She's not my protégé," the woman said.

      "Oh? Then who is she?"

      "She's your sister."

      Persephone's jaw clenched tight. Tears filled her eyes and she inhaled sharply. Nodding, she turned and headed for the door.

      "Persephone," the woman called after her. "Please, wait. Let me explain."

      But she was gone.

      The woman watched through the front window as Persephone walked down the street, head held high in defiance.
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      Persephone's mother made us tea and sat me at a breakfast table off the kitchen. I found myself in an awkward position. Seph wouldn't want me around until she had calmed and the last thing I wanted to do was stay here, yet here I was, unable to find a way to leave without saying, "Lady, I want none of whatever crazy you're peddling."

      The reading had worked on me some too. Motherly love and guilt were on my mind. I suppose that was why I stayed as well.

      Rose stood while I sipped my tea, wringing a dish towel in her hands.

      "Good tea." I didn't know what else to say.

      "How long have you worked for my daughter?"

      "Little over a year." I almost let slip that she'd taken me in off the streets. Seph hadn't seemed to want her mother to know that so I kept my trap shut.

      "Has she ever mentioned me?"

      "No," I said. "All I know is that her father died chasing down some fugitive on the West Coast and her grandfather had been..." Footing the bills, I almost said but thought better of it. "Helping her with... work... and things."

      I must have sounded like an idiot. I sure as hell felt like one.

      "I was devastated to hear that Atticus had passed over."

      Quiet. I waited for her to continue.

      She placed the dish towel on a counter and stared out the window. "Today is the first time I've seen my daughter in fifteen years." She was on the verge of telling me more when a pounding sounded at the front door. "Excuse me," she said and went to answer it.

      Slipping to the door, I peeked down the hallway, curious if Seph had come back. Instead it was an older couple, the man balding with a thick gray mustache, the woman's dark hair shot through with streaks of white. She wore a black dress, he a black arm band on the sleeve of his jacket. Their eyes were hollow and ringed in circles. I didn't need Sherlock Holmes to figure out who they were.

      "Is she in?" the man asked.

      "She's resting. She just performed a reading and—”

      "When can we see her? We need to speak to Caitlin. We need to speak to our daughter."

      Rose glanced back my way and I spun out of sight.

      "Can we step outside for a moment?" she asked. I heard the door close and went back to my tea.

      Feeling someone behind me, I turned to a see a girl around my age. She wore a white dress, her hair tied up in a ribbon. "Are they still here?"

      "Who?"

      "Don and Mary Ennis," she said, her voice small yet measured.

      "Yeah. I think so."

      "I wondered when they would come." She poured herself a cup of tea. "Poor folks."

      "Yeah. I'm Connie, by the way."

      She smiled. "I know."

      Cup in hand, she left the room.

      When Rose returned, she hurried me off, but not empty handed. There was to be a séance that evening, it turned out, one in which Madame Nephthys would summon the spirit of Caitlin Ennis herself. Persephone and I were offered front row seats.

      Whatever Seph’s beef with her mother, I knew she couldn't turn that down.

      When I got back to the inn, eager to share the news, Seph sat on the porch drinking lemonade with Mr. Mayor himself. Cheeks flush and a smile splitting her ear to ear, you'd think the drama of an hour ago never happened.

      "Oh, Connie, I'm glad you're back," she said as though I’d gone out to play stick-ball. "Simon has invited me to dinner tonight. You'll be on your own, though I've arranged for you to sup with the proprietors of this fine establishment. I believe pot roast is the menu. Should help put some meat on your bones."

      "Pot roast sounds good," Simon said. "Maybe I'll stand you up and eat here instead."

      "And maybe I'll club you with a tree limb. You promised me civilization, and civilization I shall have."

      "Seph," I said. "There was... I mean... Your... Well, the woman, Rose..."

      She sighed. "Go on. Spit it out."

      I told her about the séance and her eyes went wide.

      "Oh. I see." She sat back in her chair and steepled her fingers. "That is intriguing."

      "If you'd like," Simon said, "we can have an early dinner instead so you have time to go."

      "Would you mind?"

      "Of course not."

      "You are a dear."

      "Maybe I could even join you at the séance after. I must admit, I’m curious as to what the poor girl has to say."

      That bugged me. This kind of thing was our thing, mine and Persephone's. I liked Simon, but I didn't want him there. "Rose didn't say anything about anyone else. Just me and Seph."

      "Oh, Connie." She waved it off. "He's the mayor. I think my mother would be honored to have him in attendance."

      He didn't bat an eye at that. He'd known Rose was Persephone's mother.

      What was her history here?

      When he'd left and we walked back up to our rooms, I asked her.

      "Nosy little thing, aren't you? It's alright, I suppose. I dragged you into this and you're smart enough to have put two and two together. Guess I should let you in on some of our little family tragedies."

      She closed her door and had me sit on the bed. While she went through her outfits trying to decide what would be appropriate attire for dinner and a séance, she told me the story.
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      I don't know if I ever told you any of this, Connie, but I was born in Virginia, the second child of Atticus and Rose Gale. My brother Francis died of pneumonia three months before my birth and my parents had quite the difficult time with that.

      Daddy came from money, the only son of the infamous Old Man Gale. You've heard me complain about how ornery my grandfather is, but I'd wager Daddy got a far worse side of him. An ex-Confederate Officer and railroad baron, Marcus Tullius Gale had urged his son into a military career in an effort to push him toward politics. Daddy never had the temperament for that line of work and, after he spent a few years abroad, married Rose and began a career with the Pinkertons. He didn't have to work, Old Man Gale's money would have seen to that, but I think he needed to. He needed to carve his own way.

      Like many daughters with their fathers, I became the light of his life and he doted on me with whatever trips and presents I wanted. He recognized my fiery streak early on and, even when I was a toddler, said I was smart as a whip. He'd tell me ghost stories at bedtime and, as young as four, I'd complain that ghosts weren't real and poke holes in the tale. He encouraged my mind more than Old Man Gale cared for (I was a girl, after all) and there was always some tutor or another around the house helping me through my studies.

      The tutors were also babysitters, I suppose. Rose had continued to slip into grief over my brother. Where Daddy found comfort with a new child, all Rose seemed to think of was Francis. It did not take her long to convert to Spiritualism. She became more and more obsessed with communicating with the dead, gone all day and night sometimes at her readings.

      Daddy worried about me. A young girl should have her mother involved in her life, he'd say. After a few arguments, Rose started carving out time for these motherly moments. That time, however, was more often than not spent dragging me to whatever séance she attended. I was eager to please my mother and ecstatic at the time we were spending together, so it wasn't long until I began speaking to the dead myself.

      Of course, as bright of a child as I was, I'd picked up on most of the tricks I'd seen all her psychic friends do. Reproducing them was easy. The mistake I made was when I claimed to channel my brother Francis. After that, Rose obsessed over nurturing my supernatural talent.

      When I was twelve, she decided to move the family to Gallow's Grove. She felt that the money being spent on tutors for Literature and Architecture would be better used on ones for Palmistry and Astrology. Daddy didn't care for the notion, but he was thrilled beyond belief that Rose took such an interest in me. I was just as thrilled and, wanting to make Rose happy, I asked Daddy if we could go. He gave in, of course. He always gave in to me.

      We spent two years in Gallow's Grove, Rose coaching me as I learned every trick of the trade. I assumed she knew it was all chicanery and showmanship and never thought twice about it. I became the star du'jour and, by thirteen, I packed every performance. Even the occultist Aleister Crowley sought me out for a series of readings and left believing I had real power. Of course, he was likely high as a kite at the time.

      That was also when I first met Simon. They lived down the street from us, one of their "summer homes," as his mother called it. His Daddy was some commissioner or other then, always away in Albany, but his mother's family was old money and they had houses all over the place. She'd gotten into Spiritualism as most rich folk do, simply as a way to combat the boredom of a life without work.

      Simon and I were inseparable in those days. First boy I ever kissed, though don't you dare repeat that to him.

      Daddy hadn't seen any of my performances. He'd been away for half the year on some case or another, and when he came back to find I'd been turned into some sort of sideshow act, that was the end of it.

      Rose pleaded with him, fanning out all the money I'd made that month, but Daddy just snatched up the cash and threw it in her face.

      "This is fraud," he told her. "You're forcing her to be a criminal, for God's sakes."

      Only Rose didn't see that way. She told Daddy it wasn't fraud because I could actually do it.

      I didn't know what to say. I just wanted them to stop fighting. So I told the truth. I said it was fake. It was all fake.

      The look on her face... I've never seen such a betrayed look again in my life.

      "What about Francis?" She'd started to cry. "What about my baby boy?"

      "I made all that up, Mama. I thought you knew."

      She slapped me across the face so hard my mouth filled with blood.

      "It should have been you," she said. "Francis should be here right now and you should have been the one to die." Then she turned to my father. "Go on. Take her. I never want to see her face again."

      And that was that. Daddy took a job opening an office for his agency down in Montgomery. The tutors came again and I found myself happy to be back in the South, even if I did cry myself to sleep most nights thinking of what Rose had said. I checked the mail every day, desperate to find a letter from her apologizing and saying she wanted to come home. But that letter never came.

      When we accepted this job, I honestly didn't expect her to still be here in town. That was so many years ago, after all. I wish...

      Well, enough of the maudlin. What's done is done. I have to get dressed for dinner anyhow. You run along and clean up now, Connie. I'll see you at the séance in a few hours.
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      The first to arrive, Rose sat me in the foyer and rushed off to prepare. I'd been in there for several minutes when the girl came in. Still in her white dress and pink ribbon, she looked like she was on her way to an Easter egg hunt.

      "Hello again," she said.

      I stood. "Hi."

      "You're early."

      "Nothing else to do."

      "That's the truth. This town is dead. Pun intended."

      We shared a smile and I was struck by how warm and lovely she was. She was about my age, too, so that definitely didn't hurt.

      Glancing around for Rose, she lowered her voice to a whisper. "Want a smoke? I stole a few cigarettes."

      "Uh, yeah."

      Grabbing our coats, I followed her outside and around back to a clump of trees. She led me into the thick of them where two rusty chairs sat hidden from view.

      "Applesauce," she said. "I forgot the matches."

      I pulled a matchbook from my pocket and her eyes went wide.

      "I could kiss you." She snatched them from me.

      "I wish you would." My cheeks instantly grew warm and I regretted saying it.

      She smiled and lit two cigarettes, reaching over and slipping one tenderly between my lips.

      A slight cough. "Rough,” she said. “You must be an old pro at this."

      "Where I grew up, if you hadn't had a cigarette by the age of nine, something was wrong with you."

      "And where's that?"

      I waved it off, not wanting to let her know I spent most of my life picking pockets and digging through trash for food. "What about you?" I asked. "What are you doing here? How do you know Rose?"

      She stared at me for long enough that I thought I'd made some kind of faux pas. Then she laughed. "You don't recognize me?"

      Her eyes did look familiar, but I was sure I'd never seen her before today. "No. Should I?"

      "I'm glad you don't. I don't get many chances for this."

      "For smoking?"

      "For being a kid." She smiled again and my heart skipped a beat. "For being a girl."

      Not sure what she meant, I simply puffed away on the cigarette.

      “The only time I really get to myself is at night. After everyone has gone to sleep, I slip out and go for a walk.”

      “Young girl like you, isn’t that dangerous?”

      “I didn’t used to think so.”

      The back door clanged open and Rose called out: "Time to get ready!"

      "Coming!" She stood and, dropping her cigarette to the ground, crushed it beneath her heel. Turning to me, she whispered, "I need to get changed."

      "For what?"

      She shook her head like I was the stupidest person she'd ever met.

      Then she leaned over and, cradling my face between her hands, pressed her lips to mine. They were warm and soft, the rough taste of cigarette smoke rolling into my mouth. An electric tingle flooded through me, warming me in the cold November night. My arms went limp and the cigarette slipped from my hand. I was lost in her, the world ceasing to exist around me, and I prayed it would never end.

      That was my first kiss, the kiss by which I've judged all others throughout life, and, eighty years later, its power still holds.

      She pulled away and spun, running through the night and out of view. I heard the door open and close again and still I sat, unable to move, not even caring about the cigarette burning out beneath me. All I could do was grin. If anyone had come upon me right then, I would have looked like a blithering idiot.

      Persephone and Simon stood in the foyer when I went back inside. Simon had been whispering something to her and she laughed before shushing him.

      "Behave," she said and gently slapped his chest. "Connie. Nice of you to finally arrive." She looked around. "Are the parents here yet?"

      "I don't think so."

      "Poor things." She sighed and opened her purse. "As fresh as this is for them, I suppose it would be good taste for me to wait until they've gone before I point out all the tricks used tonight." She rummaged around in her bag until she found a mint and handed it to me. "Your breath smells like a tobacco field. Really, Connie."

      Blushing, I popped the mint in my mouth.

      Persephone paced back and forth through the foyer, stopping to look at a vase or a gourd or a framed illustration of Gallow's Grove. It took me a moment to realize she was anxious. I'd so rarely seen her in that state, but she'd been off-kilter ever since Sir Doyle first mentioned this town. I'm sure the idea of sitting across a table from a sister she'd never met before today had fried her nerves.

      A knock at the door brought her to a standstill. Rose slipped into the foyer and glanced at Persephone before answering it. The Ennis couple stepped in, eyes wide to see the three of us.

      "Good evening," Rose said. "I'm sorry tonight's séance must take place under these circumstances. As discussed, my daughter Persephone and her assistant will be joining us. Persephone, this is Don and Mary Ennis."

      "I'm sorry for your loss," Seph said.

      "Thank you," Mary muttered, her eyes looking raw. She'd likely been crying all day.

      "And," Rose went on, "you know the mayor, of course."

      "Mr. Mayor." Don shook his hand.

      "My sympathies," Simon said.

      Don turned to Persephone. "I know this must seem strange to you, us demanding a séance the same day our daughter was..." He couldn't finish that.

      "Not at all," Seph said. "I completely understand."

      "Shall we?" Rose opened the doors to the parlor.

      The room dark, candles lit around the walls, I thought for a moment the table was a tombstone. Carved from some dark wood, its circular shape had been decorated with symbols. It wasn't until we were seated around it, Persephone on one side of me and Mary the other, that I realized they were letters.

      The alphabet had been carved into the wood, white paint filling the grooves each letter made. They were in some kind of scrambled order I couldn't decipher, things like "B" next to "V" and "O" next to "A." On either end of the table, the words "YES" and "NO" almost beamed, while the word "HELLO" was etched in front of an empty seat I assumed would be used by Madame Nephthys.

      Looking straight down, the word "GOOD BYE" glared up at me as though I'd been commanded to leave. I shifted in my seat, suddenly uncomfortable.

      Rose took her place at the table across from Simon. "The table before you is a spirit board. It's modeled on the table used by Queen Elizabeth's court sorcerer, a man named John Dee. Dee was renowned for regularly communicating with the Heavenly Host. The table was one of many tools he used to decipher Enochian, the language of Heaven. This table was carved to the exact specifications that Dee gave. The wood itself is oak taken from a massive tree that grew in a cemetery outside of Prague. The earth there had been brought back from the Holy Land during the Crusades and every soul interred within had been a priest, nun, monk, or Crusader knight in life. This wood itself is thus holy and radiates the resonance of death. During the séance, it will help us to channel the spirit of Caitlin Ennis."

      Mary Ennis moaned at the mention of her daughter. Her husband placed a hand atop hers and squeezed.

      "When the séance begins, we will each link hands. Whatever happens, do not let go of the hand next to you. Do not call out or otherwise interrupt. Madame Nephthys will instruct you as to when you may ask questions. Until that time please remain silent. Mary, have you brought what I asked for?

      Mary nodded and, sniffing back tears, pulled an envelope from her purse. "A clipping from her first hair cut is in there. Her baby teeth, too."

      "And the photograph," Don said. "Don't forget the photograph."

      "Thank you for sending it over earlier," Rose said and stepped over to a side table. She grabbed a dark frame about the size of a book cover and stood it in the center of the spirit board.

      Caitlin smiled inside of the photograph, her hair done up and eyes sparkling. What everyone had said was true: she was angelic.

      Rose placed the envelope beside it. "Persephone, before we begin, would you like to examine the table?"

      Persephone looked to Mary. "Do you mind?"

      Don nodded. Mary did nothing.

      There was no skirt, nothing to hide any kind of wires or levers beneath the table. I'd found that odd and it seemed Persephone had, too. She leaned over to examine the underside, running her hand along beneath it, her brow furrowed all the while.

      "Nothing," she said. "Nothing obvious, at any rate. And the planchette?"

      Rose slid a wooden triangle about the size of a large hand over to her. It had three tiny legs, one at each corner, that raised it an inch above the board. Seph turned it over in her hands for a moment before passing it back.

      "Satisfied?" Rose asked.

      "No," Persephone said. "But we can continue."

      Don and Mary exchanged a glance.

      "Persephone is here to keep us honest," Rose explained. "Now, if we may begin?"

      Everyone nodded.

      Rose held a small bell up and rang it twice.

      The door in the back of the room opened and Madame Nephthys entered. Dressed again in black head to toe, the veil over her face, she glided through the room and took her place at the table. Examining each of us, she placed her fingers on the planchette.

      "Let's begin, shall we?"
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      "Hear me, O spirits," she said, voice powerful and measured. "We gather here today to offer voice to one of you. Caitlin Ennis, your parents have come with sorrow in their hearts for what has befallen you and they ask only that you speak to them. We open ourselves to your presence and use this table as a conduit for you to be heard once more."

      Mary Ennis's hand trembled in mine. Head lowered and eyes closed, she sobbed.

      The planchette turned, pointing directly to "Hello."

      "Caitlin," Madame Nephthys said. "Is that you?"

      Silence. A wind rattled the shutters.

      "Caitlin?"

      The planchette turned again and slid out from under Madame Nephthys's fingers across to "Yes."

      Seph's eyes were as wide as mine. She'd done the Ouija board trick at a dozen parties and it never ceased to amaze us how well it always went over. Even if the people playing the game didn't mean to, they always moved the little pointer around the board, subconsciously pushing it toward letters. It helped that the board was smooth and the feet of the planchette tipped in felt. A little nudge was all it ever took.

      Yet, here we were. Simon held Persephone's hand, who held mine. I held the hand of Mary Ennis on my left side while she held her husband's hand. Don Ennis held Rose's hand, Rose held the hand of Madame Nephthys, and the medium had Simon's hand in hers.

      In other words, the pointer moved without anyone able to it.

      I could tell by their faces that everyone but Seph and I had seen this before. We were the only ones shocked by it. And shocked we were. This was beyond the usual tricks and scams. This was impossible.

      "We need you to prove that you are Caitlin Ennis," Madame Nephthys said. "Your mother has asked that I mention the horse. What happened with the horse, Caitlin?"

      The wind blew harder outside, whistling through the trees, vibrating the very walls.

      "The horse, Caitlin. Tell us what happened with the horse."

      The pointer slid across the table, stopping for Rose to call out each letter before moving on to the next. It finally stopped moving.

      "Colic," Rose concluded.

      Mary wailed beside me.

      "It's Caitlin," Don said.

      "Please," Rose said. "Quiet."

      "Her first horse died of colic. It's Caitlin."

      "Mr. Ennis."

      His wife wailed again.

      "Caitlin," Madame Nephthys continued, "your parents wish to speak to you. Is that acceptable?"

      Nothing happened for a long while. We all leaned forward, wondering if she had gone. I looked over to Persephone and even she seemed caught up in the act.

      Then the pointer shot forcefully to "Yes."

      Don Ennis exhaled loudly. "My dearest daughter. We love and miss you so already. We—”

      The pointer shot across the table, interrupting him. He went silent as Rose called out the letters.

      "I love you, too," Rose said.

      They were both crying now.

      "Caitlin," her father continued. "Can you tell us who murdered you?"

      The planchette moved again, scooting across the board, spinning and circling over and over, frantically searching for something it couldn't find.

      Madame Nephthys cleared her throat. "Caitlin, we know this is difficult and emotional, but please. You must calm down and tell us. Once you've told us we can notify the police and your nightmare will be over. You can rest then."

      The pointer moved faster, erratically shooting around the table. It collided with the photograph at one point and sent it crashing over, the glass shattering in the frame.

      The shutters beat hard against the house and the vibration in the walls spread to our feet, to the table.

      "Caitlin," Nephthys pleaded, but still the pointer continued.

      A thunderous crash came from the foyer.

      "The wind," Rose said. "It blew the front door open. Don't break the circle."

      The door to the parlor shook and rattled as though someone tried to break in.

      "Stop!" Nephthys yelled.

      The pointer came to a halt and the wind died back to a whistle.

      "Caitlin," Madame Nephthys said, her voice quivering. "Tell us who killed you."

      Nothing.

      "Caitlin," she repeated. "Tell us who killed you."

      The pointer shifted.

      "Caitlin. Please."

      It shot across the table, the pointer coming to rest between two letters.

      "Caitlin. We must have a name. Who killed you?"

      The pointer made a single circle around the table before coming to rest between two letters again.

      "She's trying to tell us something," Mary said. "The letters S and C."

      It made another rotation before coming to rest a third time between the S and the C.

      "She intends it to be there," Rose said.

      Sitting directly behind those two letters, directly where the planchette pointed, was the mayor.

      Simon Carmichael.

      SC.

      His face had gone pale and he stared down at the planchette.

      It backed up and thrust itself forward, again pointing at him.

      "I don't know how you're doing this," Persephone said, "but it's not funny."

      "It's not meant to be," Madame Nephthys said.

      "You?" Mary stood, our hands still in hers. Tears streaked her face but her eyes were steel. "You killed my baby?"

      "No," Simon muttered. "You can't... Why would I..."

      The planchette shot around the table again, selecting letters in rapid succession.

      "P," Rose said. "R. E. G. Oh my God. N. A."

      "Enough," Persephone said, her voice weak.

      "Pregnant," Rose finished. "Caitlin was pregnant."

      The pointer shot to "Yes" before sliding back in front of Simon. Accusing him.

      "I could never..." he started.

      Seph stood then, too, breaking contact with us.

      "Don't break the circle," Rose said.

      "Damn your circle!" She snatched up the planchette, examining it again, when Mary Ennis screamed. Caught off guard, Persephone dropped the pointer and it bounced from the table to hit the floor.

      Mary pointed to Simon. "I saw her," she said. "Caitlin was right behind him."

      We all turned but nothing was there.

      "I think we've heard enough," Don Ennis said.

      Persephone nodded. "I agree. This absurdity—”

      "How dare you, Miss Gale?" His eyes glistened with tears. "How dare you try to interfere? That might be the last time we ever speak to our daughter."

      For the first time I'd ever seen, Persephone was speechless.

      "Mr. Carmichael," he sneered. "We are marching to collect the police. I'd recommend you remain here."

      The mayor looked from them to Rose. Fear on her face, she backed away from the table.

      "Come, Mary." Don took his wife's hand and pulled her to the door.

      "You monster," she said. "I hope you burn in Hell."

      Simon sat there, jaw hanging open, tears filling his own eyes.

      Don Ennis stopped in the doorway. "If you're not here when we return, Mr. Carmichael, I swear on my daughter's name that I will hunt you down and butcher you myself."

      And then they were gone.

      I turned back to the table and this time, I was the one who gasped.

      The pointer, the one that Seph had knocked to the floor, sat on the table, once again pointing at Simon.
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      "You need to leave," Persephone said once the lights were back on.

      Simon shook his head. "I'm innocent. I'm not running."

      "You know how this town works." She took his hands. "You better than anyone. The mediums are the life's blood here. Mayor or not, they have to lock you up. If they don’t, then they're admitting the entire thing is a fraud."

      Rose had grabbed Madame Nephthys by the shoulders, pulling her toward the door and away from us. She kept her hands on the psychic's shoulders, tense and ready to yank her away.

      Nephthys raised her veil and I lost my breath.

      "I'm not a fraud," the girl said.

      All I could think of was our kiss and how stupid I was in not putting two and two together. Of course the girl was Rose's daughter. Who else could she be?

      Persephone spun, fire in her eyes. "Oh, don't even, child. Not with me."

      "It's true," Rose said. "She has the gift. Even more than you."

      Seph stomped across the room and thrust a finger toward her mother. "The only gift I ever had was in eating your bullshit by the spoonful."

      Rose took a step back, shock on her face. This was the twenties, after all, and a woman wasn't supposed to say things like that. Not that Persephone ever did anything that society said she should. I would have thought her mother of all people would have known that, but I suppose fifteen years is a long time.

      "This isn't just a typical swindle here," she continued. "This is a dangerous game you're playing. It could end in an innocent man's death."

      "He's not innocent," Nephthys said and I wondered if that were her real name. "And I'm not a fraud. You saw for yourself. The Ouija isn't rigged."

      "Like hell it isn't." Seph marched over and, grabbing one end, flipped the table over.

      "Persephone!" Rose screamed.

      She ignored her mother as she ran her hands around the wood, looking for a string or crevice. "I'm just missing it is all. Connie!"

      I looked to Nephthys and she met my eyes. She was frightened and hurt and I wanted more than anything to hold her.

      "Connie! Now!"

      Rushing to Persephone's side, I helped examine the wood.

      "It's just a table," I said. "Just an ordinary table."

      "Then it's the pointer." She hurried around the table. "Where’d the damned thing go?"

      "Persephone," Simon pleaded. "Please. Just stop."

      "No. Not until I find the damned—”

      He placed a hand on her shoulder. "It'll all work out. Have faith."

      She looked up at him, quaking in anger, and he kissed her.

      Three policemen stepped into the room then. One was the redheaded officer who had tipped me off on Caitlin to begin with.

      "Mr. Mayor?"

      "Hi, fellas." He smiled. "I know why you're here and I won't give any fuss. But can we do this without cuffs and the like? Wouldn't look good for the mayor to be escorted through town like a common thief."

      "Of course, sir."

      "I guess you'll hold me tonight until the Sheriff can come in from Larchmont and question me?"

      "That's right, sir."

      "It'll be good to see Bill," he said and walked over to them. "I just hope he's still not mad about me beating him in the election."

      Two of the officers walked out with him. My redheaded friend took in the room, including the overturned table.

      "Everything all right in here?"

      "Oh, just dandy," Seph said.

      "We'll need to question all of you tomorrow as well. So don't leave town."

      Rose nodded. "You don't have to worry about us, officer."

      He narrowed his gaze on me, then tipped the brim of his cap to the ladies and left.

      Relaxing, Rose finally took her hands off of Nephthys. "You should go get ready for bed."

      Eyes on Persephone, the girl asked, "Will you be okay, Mama?"

      "Just go on now. I'll be up in a bit."

      She nodded and, sparing me one final glance, headed from the parlor.

      "You two help me with this table," Rose said.

      I rushed over and helped right it, but Persephone stepped away. She collapsed in a chair and pulled a cigarette from her purse, sliding it into the long, black holder she always carried.

      "I'd prefer it if you didn't smoke inside," Rose said.

      Ignoring her, Seph lit the cigarette. "Well, Mother." She said the word with all the love of a curse. "I hope you've enjoyed yourself."

      Rose sat at the table. "You know I didn't want that, don't you? I've known him since he was Connie's age."

      I didn't know what to do, so I hovered near the door and watched.

      Seph snorted.

      "Listen. I'm sorry I never wrote,” Rose said. “I kept meaning to, but... I don't know. I didn't think you'd want to hear from me. And then, when Nephthys came—”

      "Her real name is Nephthys?"

      Rose grinned. "Why, yes, it is, Persephone."

      "So she's my sister. How old is she?"

      "She'll be fourteen next month."

      "Did Daddy know?"

      Rose shook her head. "She... She's not his."

      "Jesus." Persephone laughed. It wasn't a pleasant sound.

      "After your father left, I was so lonely. I started renting a room out at the old house and my first lodger was Joseph. He was a widower. An insurance salesman. On the road quite a bit for work but looking for a place to hang his hat. He hadn't planned to stay here but we found a comfort in one another. He was a very faithful man."

      "Meanwhile Daddy raised your daughter all on his own."

      "Don't do that," Rose said. "Your father left me here to starve while I'm sure he hired all sorts of tutors and nannies to look after you."

      "But none of them were my mother." Persephone nearly snarled the words.

      They hit Rose hard and her shoulders slumped. A tear ran down her face, hovering from her jaw before plummeting to the floor.

      Persephone went back to her cigarette. "And what happened to dear old Joseph?"

      "He died. Train accident down near Pittsburgh. Nephthys was three when it happened."

      "And how long did it take before you forced her into the business?"

      "I didn't. It was her choice, just the same as it was yours."

      "Oh, that's rich."

      "Neph used to see her father after he passed. Several times a week I'd find her talking to him."

      Persephone waved that off. "Coping mechanism, that's all. How a child with an overactive imagination deals with the death of a parent."

      "Maybe. But she spoke to Francis, too."

      "So did I."

      "But she didn't know about Francis. I'd never mentioned him to her. I never mentioned you to her either, for that matter, and yet she knew she had a sister. Knew things about you, too. She was the one who told me you were working with Harry Houdini."

      "She could have read that in the papers."

      "And yet she didn't. I know you don't believe in any of this, but it's real. Everything she does is real. I'm sorry, but it is. And if the spirits say Simon murdered that girl—”

      "Just stop. Stop it." Persephone stood. "You're either so committed to your fraud that you'd lie to me or you're completely insane. And, honestly, Rose, I don't know which it is." She grabbed her purse. "Nor do I care. Come on now, Connie. I've had enough of this."

      As we headed to the front door, Rose came up behind us.

      "Persephone," she said. "Please. It's not a coincidence that you're here. Neph always says that there’s a certain symmetry to matters supernal, and I think we're supposed to reconnect. We're supposed to be a family again. I know that will take some work, but—”

      "I have a family, Rose. And they don't lie to me." Persephone squeezed my shoulder and then we were out the door.

      Half a block from the House of Spirits, I looked back to see Rose still standing in the door, wringing her hands and watching us walk away.
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      The next morning, I went to check on Persephone. She opened her door and hurried me in. The place smelled like an ashtray. The cold settled in from the open window and a dozen cigarette butts littered the window sill.

      Persephone closed the door and I noticed she only wore a slip. I turned my head away, warmth flooding my cheeks.

      "Connie, are you...? Oh." She grabbed her robe and threw it on. "Aren't you sweet."

      Dark circles ringed her eyes and I knew she'd been up all night.

      "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine. Just need a damned drink is all. Of course, everyone here sticks to Prohibition like Moses brought it down from on high. Here."

      She handed me what looked like a blueprint for some kind of contraption.

      "What's this?"

      "That's what I've been up all night working on. And this."

      There were pages of electrical schematics. I couldn't make heads nor tails of any of it.

      "I don't..."

      "Gimme." She snatched it all back. "This will help prove Simon's innocence, that's all you need to know right now. But I'll need you to take the train to Larchmont. There's a massive hardware store there." She shuffled through the papers and handed me a list of supplies. "I need every bit of that, no substitutions. Have it delivered directly to me. If they don't have anything on that list, have it ordered. I suspect you'll at least need to order the vacuum tubes."

      "Vacuum tubes?"

      "Pay whatever you have to so as to put a rush on it. I need everything on that list immediately. Make that clear."

      "Immediately, no matter the cost. Gotcha."

      She dug around in her suitcase and removed a shoe. "You may need to wire their suppliers directly. Again, exact specifications." Slipping her fingers into the shoe, she revealed a hidden roll of cash.

      She tossed it to me and I fumbled the catch, but managed to snatch the roll before it hit the floor. "Jesus, Seph. There must be—”

      "Three hundred dollars," she said. "And if you need to spend every dime, so be it."

      "I could buy an automobile for this."

      "I don't need an automobile."

      How she learned all this, the engineering and carpentry and electrical know-how, I had no clue. I guessed Harry taught her, but I'd never known him to use this stuff in his act. Not that he let any of us know what he was really up to with the illusions and escapes. Or maybe those tutors of hers? Seemed awful advanced for a teenager’s education.

      Regardless, she somehow knew it all. She was a lot more like Doyle's detective in that regard than she was a magician. If she was exposed to something once, she knew it inside and out and could do it like an old pro.

      "Anything else?" I shoved the cash into my underpants. I'd never even seen that kind of money, never mind carrying it around. It made me an instant paranoiac.

      "Just keep on your guard around here, Connie.”

      I laughed. "Here? Everybody's over the age of sixty. All except the rubes."

      "Don't discount these people. Don't ever discount people in this line of work. Everyone always thinks they're harmless, simply earning a dime from people who are all too willing to be fooled. Make no mistake: these are criminals, and in a place like this that crime is organized."

      "What? Like the mafia?"

      "I ever tell you about Eustace?"

      "Who?"

      She walked over to the sill and brushed the cigarette butts out the open window. "Eustace. He was one of the first Irregulars. He was the one who introduced me to Harry." She sat on the bed and rubbed the bridge of her nose, exhaustion finally catching up with her. "There was this psychic he busted, the Great Rahimini. Little squeaky fella, maybe weighed a buck thirty. Eustace busted up his whole operation, pointing out every underhanded trick in his repertoire. It ruined Rahimini. The entire neighborhood realized he was a scam artist and that was that."

      I nodded, unsure where she was going.

      "A month later, they found Eustace beaten to death in an alley nearby. Rahimini had this symbol, like the Eye of Ra, that he'd kept on his signs, put on his business card, all of that. The Eye of Ra had been carved into Eustace's forehead. Of course, Rahimini had an airtight alibi and was never charged. But that was a warning to the rest of us." She stretched out on the bed. "Never forget these are people working outside of the law and that makes them dangerous. Now, I'm going to get caught up on some sleep. Hurry back."
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      Persephone had been right, of course. I had to order the vacuum tubes. But everything else was on hand and the shop owner, a burly fella with a thick New England accent, assured me he'd have it delivered first thing the next morning. The amount I paid him, he should have walked the whole way carrying it on his back.

      By the time I returned to Gallow's Grove, everyone knew about the mayor. The only thing I seemed to hear whispered more than his name was Madame Nephthys's. She'd already been the town star, but solving a murder? That put her in the Nostradamus category. She was Major League now and some folks wondered if she might take her show on the road.

      I didn't know what to think. I knew from experience that there had to be some trick to it all, I just couldn't imagine what it was. What we'd witnessed... Well, if it wasn't supernatural, I didn't know what to call it. Maybe Seph's contraption could solve the mystery.

      Though a part of me hoped she couldn't. I didn't want to imagine sweet Nephthys, she of the warm smile and soft lips, knowingly sending an innocent man to the gallows.

      If he was innocent.

      My brain wasn't swift enough to wrap around the whole thing. All I knew, it took a tremendous force of will to go back to the Gallow's Grove Arms rather than walk down the street and invite my teenaged medium out for a stroll.

      When I did arrive at our accommodations, Persephone sat in the parlor with someone. At first glance, I thought it was Simon and almost congratulated the two of them, figuring Seph had worked some kind of magic to free him. It took a second to realize it was the Senator.

      She saw me passing and motioned me in. "Oh, Connie. Excellent timing. You get everything ordered?"

      "Should be here tomorrow, all except the vacuum tubes. Those will be a few days."

      "Just as I thought. Senator Carmichael, this is my assistant."

      The Senator stood and extended a hand.

      "Constantine Lloyd," I said.

      He immediately sat again. "You assist Miss Gale in dismantling the frauds?"

      "Yeah. Yes, sir. Though she really does most of the work."

      "Good. Good." He turned back to Seph. "So it must be true what they say."

      "And what do they say?"

      "That your father, he was a Pinkerton man. Died in the line of duty. That you take after him in both your intellect and your dogged determination."

      She shrugged. "They say all sorts of things. Some of them's bound to be true."

      He didn't smile at that, his face remaining grave and serious. "I trust, then, that you'll be able to extricate my son from this fiction Rose and her girl have put him at the center of?"

      "I promise you, Senator, I will not rest until he's free."

      "Thank you." He stared at her for a moment before shaking his head. "It's so odd to see you on this side of things. Last we met, you were the one at that table talking to spirits."

      "That's how I know none of this is real. Now. May I ask you something, Senator?"

      He motioned for her to do so.

      "Why don't you simply pull some strings? A man with your wealth and connections, not to mention your position in state government, surely you could get your son set free."

      "Possibly. But the political climate here isn't as friendly to me as it once was. I've backed the wrong horse a few times, or at least that's what the townspeople would tell you. There was a bill a few years back to use state funds for a railroad expansion. It was sponsored by the Church of Spiritualism and would have replaced that tiny railroad leading here with a major transit line for the entire state. The number of people passing through Gallow’s Grove would have increased tenfold."

      "And you killed it?"

      "I did. It didn't make sense at the time and would have quadrupled the cost to the state compared to the railroad lines currently being built. That was one of many decisions I made for practical reasons that the people here and in the nearby towns haven't cared for. I won my reelection by only twelve votes. Twelve, Miss Gale. I'm up for reelection again next year and, so far, my chances are not looking great."

      "I see. So your reach isn't what it might otherwise be."

      "Precisely."

      "And, if you were seen exercising your power to set a murderer free when you haven't been using it to help this town, well, that might cost more than twelve votes."

      Now he did smile. Aside from the gray around his temples, it made him look even more like his son. "Not to put too fine a point on it, but yes. Right now I can maintain the moral high ground and build my campaign around the fact that I've done what's best for my office and the state, even when it conflicted with what was best for me and my family. If I have the charges dropped against my son while suspicion still rests on him, that moral high ground ceases to exist. I will attempt to do so if I must, Miss Gale. Don't mistake me. My son will not rot in prison. But I'd rather free him in a way that preserves both his and my own political viability."

      "I completely understand, Senator, and will do my part."

      He stood. "Thank you. Anything you need, you'll have it. I'll send a check over immediately." Placing a hat on his head, he left.

      "What was all that hullabaloo?"

      "Oh, the Senator there hired us to free his son."

      "Weren't we already doing that?"

      "Yes, but he didn't need to know." She stood and stretched. The circles were gone from around her eyes but she still looked tired. "Now, I know you've been out all day, but I need you to accompany me."

      "To where?"

      "Why, jail, of course."
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      At first, the officer on duty (ol' Red again) refused to let us see Simon. But Persephone wouldn't be turned away so easily.

      "What's your name?"

      "Officer O'Malley. James O'Malley."

      "Excellent. I'm on my way back to Manhattan to see Jack Spears. Do you know him?"

      He looked bored. "No. No, I don't."

      "Don't expect that you would, really. He's the Senior Editor at the New York Times. Owes me a favor or two. And he'd love this story." She spread her hands as though the headline materialized in the air before us. "Small Town Cops Arrest Senator's Son Because a Ghost Said So."

      That got his attention and he shifted in his seat. "Now, waitaminute—”

      Knocking her fist on his desk, she pointed behind him as though something had materialized. "And right there on the front, your picture." He glanced back as though he could see it while Seph leaned over his desk and mimed typing. "Officer O'Malley was first on the scene when the ghost appeared and, even though these types of séances have been debunked a hundred times by master magician Harry Houdini and his team - of which I'm a member, by the way - dim-witted small town cops are easily suckered."

      "Kid," he said, "is she always so mean?"

      I grinned. "Trust me, Red. You're getting off light."

      He sighed. "I don't guess it would hurt none. Follow me."

      Leading us down a short hallway, we came into an area with three small cells, each outfitted with a cot, a sink, and a hole in the floor to do your business. Simon was the only occupant. He stood from his cot when he saw us.

      "You got five minutes," O'Malley said and headed back to his desk.

      The mayor smiled. "I'd invite you in, but the place is a mess."

      Persephone reached her hands between the bars and took his. "How are you holding up?"

      "It's like a bad dream. I thought it would be over already, but the Sheriff came by earlier and..."

      "And what?"

      "The doctor confirmed it. She was pregnant."

      The color drained from Persephone's face. She pulled her hands back.

      "I didn't touch the girl! I swear. I barely knew who she was."

      Persephone shook her head. "I'm sorry. Of course you didn't. It's all just so..."

      "I know," he said and reached his hands out for hers again.

      "Do you have an alibi for the night she was killed?"

      "I was home alone. Going over the budget for our Christmas Festival."

      "Of course you were." His face dropped and she went on. "Just our luck, I mean. No one to verify you never went out."

      "No. There wouldn't have been. I have a maid, but she doesn't live with me and had already gone home for the evening."

      "Your father came to see me."

      "Oh? What did he want?"

      "He hired me to prove that Madame Nephthys is a fraud."

      Wrinkling his brow, he said: "Persephone. I know she's your sister, but—”

      "She's a fraud, Simon, and I'll prove it."

      "How? You saw what she did."

      She grinned. "Harry always says that seeing is disbelieving."

      The door at the end of the hall banged open and a short, stocky man in a crisp suit burst in. "You," he barked and pointed to Persephone. "Away from the bars. Now."

      Stepping away, she raised her hands in surrender.

      "Sheriff," Simon said. "Don't be an asshole."

      The Sheriff harrumphed. "You're a murder suspect. I'll be whatever I damned well please. Miss Gale, I take it?" He didn't even glance at me.

      "Yes."

      "I need you to come with me." He waved his hand down the hall.

      Persephone rolled her eyes and walked toward the door.

      "You too, young man." He gave me a light shove on the back.

      "Okay! Okay. I'm going."

      Leading us into a sparsely decorated office, he sat on the edge of the desk. "Close the door."

      I did.

      Persephone ran a finger through thick dust on a chair before sitting.

      The Sheriff motioned to the dust. "I'm a floater."

      "A what?" Persephone asked.

      "A floater. I travel from town to town in the county and so have a dozen offices I never use. As you can imagine, we don't have much serious crime around here. Now. You two were at the séance last night, correct?"

      "We were."

      "Tell me everything you saw."

      We related every detail of the séance, Persephone dwelling on the fact that her mother had coaxed her into performing fake séances when she lived here too.

      "And so," she finished, "as a man of the law, I'm sure you understand how serious their fraud has become."

      "Do you have any proof of fraud?"

      "Sheriff, there is no practical—”

      "Do you have any proof?"

      She folded her hands over one knee and pursed her lips. "Not yet. But I will. Trust me on that."

      The Sheriff let out a long sigh and shook his head. "My wife died about three years ago. Influenza. I was distraught when it happened. Didn't want to go on."

      I wasn't sure where he was going with all of this, but Persephone knew. She exhaled sharply and shook her head.

      "Madame Nephthys has allowed me to speak to my Carol over a dozen times since then."

      "It's a trick," Persephone said, her voice small. "They're all tricks."

      He slammed his fist down onto the desk. The sound made me jump.

      "You will not defame her in my presence." The Sheriff's fury caused his hands to shake and a vein stood on his temple. "I know for a fact that I've been speaking to my wife and I have Madame Nephthys to thank for that. Her gifts are real and I'll testify to that under oath if I have to. Do you understand?"

      "I do," Persephone said. She sounded defeated.

      "We've already confirmed everything that Caitlin said during the séance."

      "How? How can you confirm that Simon had taken advantage of the poor girl?"

      "We have a medical report."

      "Stating she was pregnant. I heard. But that doesn't prove anything."

      "We also have a witness."

      "Who?"

      He walked over to the door and opened it. "I think that's enough for now. You can go."

      I thought she would argue with him, but she simply stood and left.

      Outside the station, she lit a cigarette.

      "Well," I said. "We're at a dead end."

      "And why do you say that?"

      "He's never going to tell us anything we can use."

      "No. He's not."

      "And..."

      "And what?"

      I was afraid to say it so I just shrugged.

      "You think Simon did it now, too?"

      "I don't know. It just... It doesn't look good."

      She clicked her tongue twice. "It only looks bad because we're here. We're in a place where people want séances and cold readings and Ouija boards to all be true. But they're not, Connie. You and I know that. We simply have to prove it. And we need to start with that witness."

      "We're never going to learn who that witness was."

      She grinned and started walking down the street.

      I ran to catch up. "What? You think different?"

      "I know different. Different-ly."

      "What's your plan?"

      "I don't need one. I already know who she is."

      "How?"

      She started whistling "Anything Goes" as she turned onto a side street, marching along like she knew exactly where we were strolling.
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      Turns out she did. She'd used some magic back at the station. Not mind-reading magic. Simply misdirection and a little sleight of hand.

      While she spread her hands wide and made a big show of threatening O'Malley with bad press, what she was really up to was keeping him distracted. She'd taught herself at some point to read upside down as good as most people read normal and so she quickly took stock of all the notes scattered across his desk. When she got him to look away (which I swear wasn't even for a full second) she palmed the paper she needed and pretended to type the story of his ineptitude to cover for her hands on his desk.

      "It was just luck it was still sitting out," Persephone said and removed the paper from where she'd tucked it in her sleeve. "Pure, colossal luck."

      But trust me: it was never luck with her.

      She’d wadded the paper into a ball and now unfolded it, shaking it hard twice to get the bigger wrinkles out. A series of names and addresses covered it. She recognized Don and Mary Ennis, Rose and Nephthys, and her own name with the address to the Gallow's Grove Arms beside it.

      "I assumed this was the list of people they wanted to question today."

      "Is it?" I asked.

      "If it is, there's only one name I don't recognize."

      "Who is that?"

      We turned onto another street.

      "Persephone? Who is it?"

      "Hush now."

      She marched us down a dirt road and up to the door of a small house. An old cart sat rusting in the yard next to a haphazard pile of equally rusted garden tools. The grass grew wild and almost came up to my knees.

      Seph knocked on the door. After a moment, an older woman answered, her hair in a bun and a stained apron draped over her. Somewhere in the house, a baby wailed.

      "Is Sheliah Prescott at home?"

      "It's not a good time," the woman said. "I'm sure you know about the tragedy."

      "I do," Persephone said, her voice suddenly filled with sympathy. "A horrible thing, really. That's why we're here."

      The woman looked back over her shoulder. "She's not in good spirits."

      "I understand." Persephone pulled a five-dollar bill from her purse. "But we'll only be a moment."

      Without hesitating, the woman snatched it up. "Please. Come in."

      We stepped into the house. Dimly lit, curtains drawn and no lamps going, it felt claustrophobic. Old newspapers and periodicals were stacked everywhere, some three feet high. The gray smell of mildew hung in the air alongside the scent of boiled cabbage.

      The baby lay on a small rug wearing nothing but a diaper and screaming its head off. The old woman picked him up and rocked him. "Sheliah," she yelled. "Get your rump out here right this instant!"

      There was a shuffling sound followed by a loud thump, like furniture had been knocked over.

      "I told you I needed some time alone," a slurred voice answered. When she walked into the room, it was obvious she'd been drinking. Red nose and cheeks, wet eyes, that stupid expression drunks get like they're hoping if their mouths hang open long enough someone may slide some money into them. It was a shame, too. She couldn't have been older than sixteen.

      The woman handed her the baby. "He's hungry,” she said and left the room.

      Sheliah looked to us before sitting in a rocking chair. She lifted her shirt to reveal a large, pink breast. I turned my head away as she fed the baby.

      "Who are you then?" she asked.

      "Persephone Gale. I'm working on Caitlin's murder."

      "You a copper? A woman copper?"

      "Not quite."

      She nodded as though the world made sense again. "Who's he?"

      "My assistant."

      "Assistant? I need an assistant." She laughed. The baby popped off her breast and made a mewling noise. She shushed him and moved him back into position. The way she looked down at him, you could tell she loved the kid. Made me wonder if the drinking was a regular thing or not.

      "Sheliah, I just spoke with the Sheriff and he told me that you provided definitive evidence that Simon Carmichael killed Caitlin."

      "I never said that."

      "What did you say?"

      "Look, Caitlin was never one to go with boys. Especially after what happened to me." She kissed the baby's head. "She thought all the boys in town were idiots and that the tourists were even idiot - stupider, I mean. The tourists were stupider."

      Persephone stayed quiet, waiting for Caitlin to continue.

      "We used to sneak out at night, you know. Me and her. Started right after Pop died."

      "How did your father die?"

      Sheliah narrowed her eyes and cocked her head to one side. "Thought everybody knew that. He hanged himself." She pointed across the room. "Right from that beam. I was the one found him."

      "I'm sorry."

      She shrugged. "You got a ciggy?"

      Persephone reached into her purse and pulled out her cigarette case.

      "Butt me," the girl said.

      Seph lit one and passed it over.

      The girl inhaled deeply, rolling it around in her mouth before letting it escape. "Thanks for that. Haven't been able to afford any since I lost my job at the factory in Larchmont."

      "They let a lot of people go recently?"

      "The baby," she said. "I went into labor in the middle of my shift so they canned me." She laughed. "Said I shoulda kept my gams closed in the first place."

      "I'm sorry. People can be cruel. Especially men."

      She pointed her cigarette at Seph and nodded agreement.

      "Sheliah, how did Caitlin know the mayor?"

      "We used to sneak out after Pop died."

      "So you said. Where would you sneak to?"

      "I don't know if I should tell you this."

      "It's all right. No one even knows I'm here."

      She took another puff. "The old library, over by town hall? It closed when they built the new one on Main Street. Wanted the tourists to have a place to read about psychic malarkey right in the middle of everything. Anyway, the old library, sometimes it's a gin mill."

      "Really?" Persephone laughed. "I wish I'd known that."

      "The mayor and his father set it up. Invitation only kind of place. Just a couple of times a month. Caitlin and me were out walking one night, smoking and carrying on, when we saw lights on and heard them all laughing in there. I think I was about three months pregnant, maybe? So this woulda been almost a year ago. Bunch of old men, really, smoking cigars and playing cards. But they let us in and gave us some kind of giggle water. It wasn't long until they had their hands all over us. Mr. Petree, the old man runs the five and dime, he had his hand up my skirt. Or that's what Caitlin told me later. I was so drunk I don't remember everything. Anyway, she told him to leave me alone and Mr. Petree just up and smacked her."

      "What happened then?"

      Sheliah shifted the baby to her other breast. "The mayor grabbed Mr. Petree by the collar and slammed him up against the wall, told him if he ever touched either of us again he'd be in a world of hurt."

      "Sounds like Simon."

      "He and Caitlin walked me home and helped me back through my bedroom window. I passed out and he walked Caitlin home."

      "And did she talk about him after that?"

      "Yeah. I mean, not by name. But she kept sneaking out at night. I'd see her sometimes when I got up for work. I had to be there at five, so it was always still dark, and Caitlin would slip through our yard. You hop five or six fences going back that way and you're right at her bedroom window."

      "What was she doing?"

      "I asked her once and she told me she was going to see him. The mayor. Said they was in love."

      Persephone shifted in her seat and cleared her throat. "Are you certain?"

      "Yeah."

      "This is important now. You said she never mentioned him by name."

      "No, she... Well. Yeah. I guess that's true. Not by name. She said he needed to keep things quiet, that he had a career in the public eye and couldn't let anybody know. Said he was an important man doing important work." She rocked back and forth in silence as she stared at her baby. "Who else could it be?"

      "You tell me."

      She thought for a moment before shaking her head. "No. It was him. We'd both been head over heels for him after he took us home that night. Caitlin said something about how his blue eyes pulled her right in."

      Seph steepled her fingers as she tried that one on for size. It didn't fit and she crunched up her nose.

      "Caitlin was my only friend, you know," Sheliah said. "Only one aside from Mama ever gave a damn about me. I know it was just because she felt sorry for me, but I don't care. I just want to do her right, you know?"

      "You are."

      Persephone stood. I took her cue and did the same.

      "Thank you, Sheliah," she said. "You've been a lot of help." She opened her purse and removed a twenty-dollar bill. "Use this for food and only food, all right?"

      The girl didn't take the cash at first, simply stared at it like it was some kind of joke. Once she was sure it wasn't, she reached out and snatched it away just as her mother had.

      "This one's for gin and ciggies." Seph handed her another bill and then we moved toward the door. "If you don't mind me asking, where's the father?"

      "The father?"

      "Of your baby."

      She looked confused. "I told you, Miss Gale. He hanged himself."
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      The next morning, Persephone wasn't in her room. I'd thought that maybe she'd gone back to the jail or found some other witness to speak to, but when I went down to breakfast Mrs. Massey said she’d been in the work shed out back for a couple of hours already.

      Grabbing some bacon and toast, I headed across the back lawn. Clouds gathered and the wind had the crisp smell of a storm brewing. The doors to the massive wooden shed were closed and a paper had been tied onto the handles that read "By Order of the United States Government, KEEP OUT." It thrilled me that I could read that with little trouble.

      After a few poundings on the door, it creaked open just enough for Persephone to poke her head out.

      "Can't you read? Oh. Connie. It's you."

      I tried to wedge myself in, but she pulled the door tighter.

      "What are you doing in there?"

      "Trying to prove my sister a fraud. Sibling rivalry, I know. How petty."

      "So the supplies came?"

      "At dawn. Given what you paid, the delivery men suspected a hefty tip and came first thing. I found them rude and so they left disappointed. Can I help you with anything?"

      "No, I... Breakfast is ready."

      "Not hungry."

      "You gonna be in there all day?"

      "More than likely." She closed the door on me.

      [image: ]

      Boredom getting the better of me, I went for a walk. I told myself it was just to a simple stroll through town, but even I didn't buy that lie.

      Rose answered the door almost immediately. "Good morning, Constantine."

      "Morning." I shuffled my feet, cap in hand, more than a little embarrassed.

      "Would you like to come in for tea and a cookie?"

      "Thank you, but... Well... Is Nephthys around?"

      "She's not doing any readings today."

      "It's not that."

      "And I don't really want her interrogated like some criminal."

      "Oh, no. I'd never. That's Seph's - Persephone's - skill anyway. I'm bad at interrogating."

      "Then what on Earth do you want?"

      I was at a loss, not really certain myself what I wanted. Luckily, feet pounded down the stairs behind her.

      "Mama," Nephthys said as she bounded into sight. "We're just going for a walk."

      "A walk? In this weather?" She pointed to the sky.

      Nephthys slipped on her coat. "He wanted to know where the cemetery was and I thought it might be a gesture of goodwill to show him. Extend an olive branch and all that."

      "I don't see that we're the ones who need to extend anything." Rose crossed her arms and stared at the sky. She didn't buy it, I could tell.

      "I'll have her back in an hour," I said and placed a hand over my heart. "I swear."

      She considered it as Nephthys scooted past her and onto the porch.

      "Alright." Rose didn't sound too happy about it. "But if it starts raining on you, duck into Mr. Fitzsimmons's barber shop to wait it out."

      "Okay, Mama." Nephthys gave a wave of her hand as she trotted down the walk.

      Waving to Rose myself, I hurried after her.

      "Thank God you're here," Nephthys said. "I was going crazy in there."

      "Why's that?"

      "Mama hasn't wanted me to do anything - no readings, no nothing - until this whole murder mess is over. I told her it is over but she said that, until Simon Carmichael has been taken to the county jail, she's not comfortable. I think she's afraid of Persephone."

      "Most people are."

      "I'm not," she said. There was no anger behind it. She simply stated a fact.

      "Did you know the girl? Caitlin?"

      "A little." She plucked a twig from a bush as we turned a corner and the houses became fewer and fewer. "I’d seen her a few times on my night walks. She didn't believe in what I do. In any of it. Her parents dragged her along a few times but she got nastier about it each time and it interfered with the energy of the séance, so she stopped coming."

      She pulled tiny leaves from the twig, each drifting to the ground as it left her fingers to be taken by the wind and swirled away. I was afraid to ask her what I was thinking, afraid it would insult her and our walk would be over before it had really begun, but if I didn't ask it would have driven me nuts.

      "Do you believe in what you do?"

      Laughing, she shook her head. "You think I'm a fraud, too."

      "No, I just... I don't know. I really don't."

      We were quiet for a long while.

      Finally, I asked if she'd ever heard of a shut-eye.

      "A what?"

      "A shut-eye. It's a term used in stage magic."

      "No. What is it?"

      "Well, it's complicated. But basically, sometimes, a magician is so good at his tricks, they stop feeling like tricks. Happens mostly with mind-reading and whatnot. A magician can get so good at telling people things about themselves, things he couldn't possibly know under most circumstances, that he starts to believe he really does have some kind of supernatural power. That's a shut-eye."

      "An illusionist who stops seeing the illusion sounds like a wise man to me."

      I couldn't help but laugh at that. "Yeah. Maybe."

      She stopped in front of a towering oak tree, the wind blowing her hair about her face. Gathering it in one hand, she pulled it behind her. "When I was six or so, I woke up in the middle of the night from some bad dream or another. My room was pitch black, the drapes drawn and the door closed. I could barely see a foot in front of my face, but there it was. A tiny little hand reaching out from the black and holding my own. I couldn't breathe, couldn't even scream though I felt one bubbling up inside of me. Then this little voice said, 'I used to have bad dreams too.' And then it was gone."

      With everything I'd seen and been taught over the last year or so, I knew better than to believe some medium's personal ghost story. But hers was different. There was no wide eyed wonder that had been practiced to the point of perfection. There was no pronouncement from the spirit about how she needed to go forth and help people. And she wasn't bragging about the encounter. Telling it, in fact, seemed to make her smaller.

      "That was the first time I saw my brother Francis. I'd seen Papa several times after he passed over, but I was little and hadn't even realized he'd died. To me, it was just like when he'd come home from being on the road. But this... This was different. It scared me and made me so sad. Francis hadn’t even turned four when he'd died." She sniffed back the tears gathering in her eyes. "Once I got used to it all, we played a lot together. He hasn't come to me in a few years now. Guess I’ve grown too old. I miss him."

      I didn't know what to say to any of that and so I just stood there, hands in my pockets, staring at the trees swaying in the wind.

      "Cemetery's this way," she said and we turned onto a gravel road winding up into the hills.
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      The storm came and we crowded together in the doorway of an ornate tomb. Nephthys said that one of Gallow's Groves founders was interred inside, a wealthy widow who had poured most of her fortune into building the town and drawing the country's greatest Spiritualists there to live. The tomb itself was dark gray stone, an angel with hands held in eternal prayer carved above us and leaning out over the doorway, rain water pouring from the tips of its outstretched wings and dribbling from its elbows. An iron grate behind us sealed a pitch black hole like a cave, a musty cold radiating from inside. The stone beneath us alternated between dry spots rough against my palms and slick places where moisture gathered.

      The sky, as dark as the stone, lit with the occasional flash of lightning. Thunder cracked the air and seemed to shake the very ground beneath us. The clean smell of fresh rain filled the air and small drops were occasionally blown onto our already damp clothes and faces. Nephthys leaned against me, my arm around her, and it wasn't long until we were kissing again.

      I don't know how long the storm lasted, but it simultaneously felt brief and eternal.

      She finally pulled away as the worst of the storm passed, pressing her head against my shoulder and watching the still dark sky, the occasional thunderclap now sounding from a distance. We didn't talk, simply sat and held one another as we waited for the rain to pass.

      When we approached her house later, she told me it might be best if I kept walking.

      "Mama will be mad," she said. "We've been gone a while now and I'm soaked."

      "I understand."

      "Will I see you again before you leave?"

      "Neph, an army of the Hun couldn't keep me away."

      She laughed and pulled her hand from mine. "Good. Guess you better head that way now." She pointed down the street that split off and lead to the inn.

      "Guess I better."

      Smiling like a damned fool, I skipped off.

      "Connie," she called out.

      I stopped and turned.

      "Persephone's seen him too. That's what he told me."

      "Who?"

      "Francis," she said. "Our brother."

      Then she turned and hurried down the street.
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      Seph's room was empty when I got back and the shed doors closed, so I left her to it and worked on my reading the rest of the day. I was getting better. Good enough to read signs like the one she'd posted on the shed and get through some kiddie books, but still not ready to read one of Sir Doyle's novels on my own. For some reason, after spending the day with Nephthys, I was anxious to hurry my studies along.

      The next morning, Persephone sipped coffee at the breakfast table as I walked in. She had that weary look, dark circles and all, that told me she'd been up all night. Her clothes were dusty with small oil stains here and there and the smells of sawdust and cigarettes hovered around her like a cloud.

      "Good morning, Connie."

      "Morning," I said and poured myself a glass of apple juice. "You look awful."

      "Thank you," she said. "All I need is a nap and a bath and I'll be right as rain. Heard you spent yesterday with my sister."

      That shocked me. "How'd you know?"

      "It's a small town, Connie, and people love to talk. Especially about their current star. Don't worry. I don't mind at all." She sipped her coffee, eying me over the cup. "Learn anything?"

      I didn't know how much to say. Not wanting to betray Nephthys's trust, I also owed Persephone and did whatever she asked.

      "She believes that what she does is real," I finally said.

      "Oh? You're positive?"

      "A hundred percent."

      "A shut-eye," she said. "So Rose is the one behind it all."

      "But don't Rose believe?"

      "Doesn't."

      "Sorry. Doesn't Rose believe in all this stuff?"

      Persephone didn't answer that.

      "She told me something else, too."

      "What?"

      I hesitated, knowing that I crossed some boundary but feeling like I needed to.

      "Spit it out, Connie."

      "She said she used to talk to Francis."

      "Of course she did. I wouldn't expect otherwise."

      "She said that he told her he used to talk to you, too."

      She stared at me, coming up with some joke about that, I thought. But then she sat her coffee cup down and walked upstairs without another word.
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      The Senator came by again later. Persephone had taken both her nap and bath by then, but still kept him sitting downstairs for several minutes. The way she made Knights and Senators wait on her like common men still makes me chuckle.

      Growing impatient, he stood and examined a bookshelf. "How long have you been with Miss Gale, Donnie?"

      I didn't correct him because it was obvious he didn't really care. "Year and a half or so."

      "She always get to the bottom of things?"

      "Yeah. Never seen her get too tripped up."

      "Good.” He opened a book and flipped through it. "I'd hate to see my son go away for this unfortunate situation."

      Persephone stepped into the room as though she'd just remembered we were waiting. "Senator. I do apologize."

      He closed the book and slid it back onto the shelf. "Did you receive the check I sent over?"

      "I did. It was quite generous. Thank you."

      We all sat, the Senator crossing and uncrossing his legs like he had a difficult time getting comfortable.

      "Miss Gale," he said, "as you know, my wife is very ill. She's been confined to a wheelchair for the last few years but I fear even that has become too taxing. This mess with our boy is taking its toll. If he isn't released soon, I'm afraid it may kill her."

      "I am so sorry for what you're going through, Senator. You and your wife. But I do think I'm closing in on proving the fraud."

      He leaned forward. "Oh?"

      "Yes. I'm working on something out back that should show exactly how these little séances are conducted. Once that's been revealed, there will be no case against Simon."

      "Good." He leaned back, relieved. "Excellent, in fact."

      "I did come across some information that the Sheriff is using against him."

      "That son-of-a-bitch. Pardon my language, Miss Gale, but the Sheriff ran against my boy for mayor and lost. He's had it out for him ever since."

      "Be that as it may, I must ask you a question, Senator. Are you and your son running an illegal gin mill out of the old library?"

      He stared at her unmoving, blue eyes cold and one finger tapping slowly against his knee.

      She stared right back.

      "Yes," he said. "Though that makes it sound pedestrian. It's a gentleman's club of sorts. A place for local businessmen to unwind and talk shop. From what I've heard about you, I can't imagine you care much about illegal alcohol."

      "I don't. Well, that's not true. I care deeply about it, but only so much as I can drink myself."

      They shared a smile and it reminded me of how her and Simon flirted with one another.

      "No, Senator, the reason I ask is because a witness claims Simon and Caitlin began seeing one other at this gentleman's club of yours."

      "Oh? I don't see how that's possible. Not only are the meetings held in the strictest of confidence, they are for men only."

      Persephone gave him her "You're full of shit" smile and proceeded to tell the story Sheliah Preston told us. She left out Sheliah's name, only referring to her as "some other girl." The way she told the story, one of the other men there that night could have been the witness.

      "Caitlin was seen on several occasions after that sneaking out at night," she concluded.

      "And who is this witness?"

      "I haven't found out yet," she said. "But that's the story the Sheriff is using as evidence for the séance. That and the fact that the girl was pregnant."

      "She was? That’s certain?"

      "Coroner's report proves it."

      He scratched his chin and thought for a moment. "So it's possible someone else who was there that night was her secret patron."

      "You took the words right out of my mouth, Senator."

      "And I would wager this person is also the one who made a statement to the Sheriff. Wouldn't you say?"

      "It's possible," she said, knowing damned well it wasn't true but keeping the Prescott girl out of it.

      "Would it help if I demanded the Sheriff tell me who the witness was?"

      "No," she said. "I don't think he would give you that information and it would only make you look weak."

      "True.” He nodded. "I would be seen as trying to influence it all. Do you think you'll be able to discover who this man is?"

      "Oh, most definitely. More importantly, though, will be exposing the séance as a fraud."

      "Yes," he said. "That must be done. Is there anything else you need from me?"

      "No, Senator, I don't believe so. Not now, at any rate."

      "Good." He stood and smoothed out his jacket. "Don't hesitate to ring if you do."

      We walked him to the door.

      "And please, Miss Gale. Donnie. Keep this gentleman's club business secret, would you?"

      "Well, the police already know."

      "Yes, but once the charges are dropped everything they say will be tainted and lose credibility."

      "This is true."

      "In the meantime, I would like to keep all of this from becoming common knowledge. I'm an important man doing important work and I would hate for something as trivial as the occasional alcoholic beverage to threaten that."

      She smiled and nodded. "Of course, Senator."

      "Thank you." He turned and left.

      "Well," I said. "What's next?"

      Persephone stood in the doorway a moment longer watching the Senator's driver pull away. "I need to work," she said and hurried past me toward the back door.

      "Well, okay, then. Guess I'll read," I called after her.

      She didn't hear me.

      [image: ]

      Right before bed that night, I thought I'd check in with Persephone. The whole Francis thing weighed on me and I wanted to apologize. She wasn't in her room so I went down to the shed. A padlock on a chain held the doors closed and there was no light on inside. I pounded a few times until one of the other tenants at the Inn leaned his head out the window and none-too politely asked me to keep it down.

      I didn't know where she had gone, but also didn't think much of it. Persephone was more than a little wild and it hurt my brain to try and keep up with her. Heading back inside, I read a little more and then went to sleep.
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      At about three in the morning, my door yawned open. Half asleep, I fumbled for the light. Soft footsteps limped across the wooden floor toward my bed and all I could think of was Neph's story of Francis.

      The bed creaked as someone's weight came down on it.

      Fumbling with the light, I managed to turn it on.

      Persephone lay on the bed, her hands and face covered in blood, one eye swollen shut and her mouth working like she wanted to say something but couldn't.

      I screamed.
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      Gallow's Grove was too small for any kind of hospital, the closest one being in Larchmont. It did have a doctor, though, a young guy with a brace on his leg and a scar running down his neck. His name was Lawson and, when Mrs. Massey came to see what my screaming was about and saw Seph, she called him. He hit the doorstep in about ten minutes, panting and lugging a giant leather valise.

      He told us not to move her and set to work cleaning the blood away on my bed.

      "I don't see a wound," he said.

      "You sure?"

      "She has bruising on her face and throat, a few scratches, but no wound."

      Mrs. Massey and the others had been shooed out to make room, so I was the only one in there with Dr. Lawson.

      "Maybe you just missed it. It could be hidden, under her hair or—”

      "It's not."

      "Do you even know what you're looking for?"

      He sighed. "Son, I spent two years in a trench pulling shrapnel out of doughboys with a sharpened spoon. I know what a wound looks like."

      That shut me up.

      "I know you're worried, but calm down or I'll have to ask you to leave."

      "Okay. Sorry. I just want to help."

      "Then hand me that stethoscope."

      I did and he went to work listening to her breathing.

      "What's it mean? That there's no wound?"

      Satisfied with whatever he heard, he removed the device from his ears. "It means the blood isn't hers."

      [image: ]

      We held cold compresses against her face the rest of the night, Mrs. Massey worried we would use up all her ice before the delivery man came with more in two days. Dr. Lawson assured her that no one would mind drinking lukewarm water if we did.

      Her ankle was swollen too, though the doctor examined it and said nothing seemed broken. He wrapped it with gauze and, sometime after morning, went into a vacant room to sleep.

      I stayed up with Persephone, reading her what I could of Dr. Doolittle and hoping she heard me. It was almost lunch time before she woke.

      "Connie," she said and I burst into tears.

      She grabbed me and held me close, rocking and shushing me as though I'd been the one who was attacked.

      When I'd finished, she cradled my face and grinned. The purplish-green knot closing her left eye was the size of a golf ball.

      "I forget sometimes that you're just a boy," she said. "I'm sorry for that."

      Not sure what she meant, I just nodded.

      "Go fetch me some water, now. My mouth is so dry Bedouins are driving camels across it."

      Once the doctor had examined her, he went to fetch the Sheriff. I sat with her and held her hand as she sipped the water.

      "What happened?" I asked.

      "Oh, the usual." She smiled.

      "It's not funny, Seph. You look like you went twelve rounds with Jack Dempsey."

      "At least I still have all my teeth."

      It took me awhile to get the whole story from her. I only heard the highlights that day and, even when the Sheriff came, she shooed me off. I really didn't know everything until a couple of years later, after Houdini's funeral, when she'd had a few too many and finally filled in the remaining gaps. I think maybe that's what she meant that day commenting on my age. I think she worried she was stealing my childhood in some way by exposing me to the darker side of the world. Growing up on the streets, I was tougher than most kids and, in many ways, had to grow up too fast. But she wanted to protect me, that had been obvious since the moment she'd snatched me away from those goons I was playing ghost for and put a proper roof over my head.

      I hope she knew how much I appreciated everything she did for me.

      Anyway, I'm sure I'm still missing a few details, but here's what happened the night before as I've pieced it together.
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      She finished her project in the work shed, or at least as much as she'd been able to do without the vacuum tubes. Something had been tugging at her, her mind piecing together a string of clues, and she thought she might have worked the whole thing out. Flooded with nervous energy, she needed to do something but didn't know what.

      What she did know was that the old library seemed to be a place no one had checked out yet. Reasoning she might at least be able to find some alcohol there if nothing else, she grabbed her flashlight and walked the four blocks to the old building.

      It was dark inside, the only noise the November wind rustling the trees. She walked around to the back door. Locked, of course. She found a rock and proceeded to smash the lock open.

      Flicking the flashlight on, she stepped through the door.

      Boxes and crates cluttered the place alongside empty shelves and stacks of chairs. The dry scents of dust and old paper filled the large room. On one wall, a locked door labeled "STAFF ONLY" drew her attention. She used the rock again, this time gaining entrance to what had once been the library offices. This must have been the "gentleman's club." A few sofas had been arranged around a coffee table covered in ashtrays, the stale scent of cigars and old booze still heavy in the air. Decks of cards and a tray of poker chips sat on the floor. Old lamps were scattered about the room, most still half filled with oil. The place even had a Victrola, a small stack of Red Seal records beside it. Someone had left an Enrico Caruso on the machine and she considered playing it, but thought better of it.

      "There is a God," she said when her flashlight lit up a dozen bottles of liquor on a table in the corner.

      Unable to find a glass, she sipped directly from a bottle of rum. She'd never been a fan of straight rum. It tried too hard for her taste. But the fire when it hit her belly was good and clear and helped her think.

      Two other rooms attached to this one, each with a locked door as well. She continued her tactic with the rock, amused at feeling like a hoodlum. The first room was a supply closest where cases of liquor had been stashed. The second a proper office. She slipped into that one.

      A large desk dominated the room. Off to the side, a massive sofa sat against the wall. A sheet had been draped over it and a couple of pillows laid out. Wrinkled and mashed, it had obviously seen recent use. Leaning over it, she caught the faint whiff of perfume and stale sex. This was where the tryst happened. Or a tryst, she supposed, though she never believed in coincidences. Caitlin had been here.

      Stacks of paper covered the desk and she lowered herself into a leather chair behind it. A glass sat amidst the paper, a splash of clear liquid inside of it. Next to that, another ashtray held a half smoked cigar. She touched the tip with her finger and was relieved to find it cold.

      Scanning the papers on the desk, they read like drafts of some kind of legislation.

      The desk also housed a locked drawer. Running her hand along the underside of it, hoping she could find a way to pop it open, her fingers instead ran into something thick and chalky. It flaked at her touch and, when she shined the flashlight on it, she knew it was blood.

      Sliding back, she shined the light further down the desk. Blood had caked on the corner. It smeared the wall to the right, streaks and hand prints suggesting someone reached out frantically, trying to grab hold of something, anything. More blood stained the floor.

      This was where Caitlin had been killed.

      Of course it was. Quiet, secluded, one could do anything here and keep it a secret. The walls of the library were concrete and this office buried deep inside. A crowd could be pressed against the outside of the building and never have any inkling that a teenage girl was being taken advantage of in here.

      No one would have heard her screams.

      The room felt suddenly tomb-like and Persephone shuddered. She felt hollow. Numb. She should leave, go tell the Sheriff what she found here and then put as many miles between her and Gallow's Grove as she could.

      She moved to do just that yet, when she reached the back door, she thought of something that had been said to her earlier and rushed back to the office. Fumbling around until she found a letter opener, she jimmied the lock open on the drawer.

      A stack of letters sat inside.

      Removing them, the faint scent of perfume rose from the pages. She'd done that same thing when she was younger. Those had been such ridiculous days and she wondered how close she might have come at times to sharing Caitlin's fate.

      The handwriting neat and precise, her words almost poetic, Caitlin wrote about how much she loved him, how she knew it would be a scandal if it was ever revealed they were together but she almost didn't care. Yet all she wanted was to leave town and it seemed he’d been slipping her money every time they met to help her do so. She said over and over in the letters that she wished there was a world where she could wake up every morning staring into his blue eyes, but she knew that could never be and she accepted it. Every letter seemed to contain some variation on that same theme as though she felt, if she said it enough, she'd eventually believe it.

      At least, that was, until the final letter. She had told him at some point before she'd written it that she was pregnant. She'd been waiting for him to decide what to do about it. He had demanded, it seemed, that she see a doctor he knew in Albany who could take care of situations like this, but she refused. Would he stand up and do the right thing, she asked? Would he leave his wife and marry her?

      "Poor, naive thing," Persephone said.

      "She didn't seem that way at first."

      Persephone looked up to see him in the doorway.

      "It was mutually beneficial, in the beginning. I suppose I was also naive in thinking it could stay that way."

      She gripped the letter opener hard and held it beneath the table.

      "I may have even loved her. I'm not sure."

      Running through a hundred calculations, she knew she had nowhere to go but through him.

      "I came here now," he said, "to clean things up. The blood, the letters, all of it. I should have done it that night, but I couldn't bring myself to. I never wanted to hurt her. She just wouldn't stop talking about visiting my wife." The Senator scratched his cheek. "It would have ruined me. Politics aside, my wife's family is the source of our wealth, and her miserable old father seems as though he'll never die. I grew up in poverty, Miss Gale. I don't plan to ever go back."

      She stood and slid an ink pen into her free hand. "And what now?"

      "You should have simply stuck with debunking the séance. That's all that was needed. My son would have gone free and no one would have looked in my family's direction again. The embarrassment of following ghosts conjured by a thirteen-year-old girl would have been too much for them. Yet you just had to exceed your bounds. I should have known. You were always a wild one." He took a step into the room. "If I'd only gotten here an hour earlier to clean up, we could have avoided all this. Procrastination truly is the devil's friend."

      "It would have only stalled things," she said, attempting to do the same. "You gave yourself away earlier."

      "Oh? And how's that?"

      "You told me you were an important man doing important things."

      He didn't seem to understand or care. He took another step into the room.

      Taking stock of the situation, she knew she wouldn't have many more chances.

      "Connie, now!" As she yelled it, she pitched the ink pen behind her back to bounce from the wall over the sofa.

      His eyes went to it and she rushed him, feinting to his left before ramming her shoulder into his right. Still looking for me, he hadn't expected her to be on the offense and so she knocked him to the side and rushed out the door.

      He was faster than she'd given him credit for and grabbed her by the hair on the back of her head, jerking her to the side and tossing her over one of the sofas, knocking the Victrola into the floor and smashing her face into the wall.

      Scrambling to her feet, his fist slammed into her cheek. Twisting, she fell to the floor, stars exploding in her eyes and the coppery taste of blood filling her mouth. A black wave crashed over her, threatening to take her down into unconsciousness where she'd never wake.

      He'd kill her and quick.

      Through sheer force of will, she avoided sinking away – though just barely.

      "I hate having to do this, Miss Gale. I hope you know that."

      The letter opener still in her hand, her knuckles aching from gripping it so tightly, she took a deep breath.

      "It's a shame we never really got to know one another." He stepped toward her and kicked something out of the way. It thumped against the wall. "You would have liked me."

      She slid her empty hand beneath her for stability. Even that small motion made her head swim and bile scorched the back of her tongue.

      A shoe came down beside her face, a knee on the other side of her body. Grabbing her shoulder, he rolled her onto her back. His hand wrapped around her throat, squeezing until stars went off again.

      He raised his fist and brought it down on her.

      The world rocked and blackness again crowded in. She would be gone soon.

      Raising his fist again, she slammed the letter opener into his throat.

      Gasping, he grabbed her wrist and tried to pull her hand away. She pressed deeper, refusing to give any ground.

      He squeezed her neck harder and she knew she couldn't stay conscious much longer. If he only let go of the letter opener and hit her again, she'd be gone.

      Instead, he pulled on her hand even harder and the weapon began to slide from his throat. Blood trickled hot down his neck and over her fingers. Another few seconds and it would be free.

      Darkness crowded her vision and her lungs began to burn.

      Desperate, she flicked her wrist, jerking her hand around the underside of his jaw.

      He gurgled twice and then everything went black.
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      A weight pressed down on her and it hurt to breath. Her face ached and her throat burned. Blinking several times, something sticky held her eyelids closed. She wiped the warm gunk away. It was blood, and she knew it, afraid it was her own.

      Her vision cleared and she stared at Senator Carmichael slumped onto her chest, eyes wide and glassy. His blood covered her, the jagged wound in his throat confusing her for a moment. Then she remembered that she had ripped that wound open and felt like screaming.

      Shoving hard and bucking her hips, she pushed his body away. He thumped onto the floor and she scooted to the side. Sitting up made her sick and she emptied her stomach onto the floor next to her.

      She sat there for several minutes until the world steadied around her. When she stood, she fought the urge to bring her foot down onto his limp face.

      Pain shot through her ankle with every step as she hobbled from the library. Her face throbbed the entire walk back, and she knew she would again pass out.

      She forced herself on until she reached the Inn.
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      The Sheriff found the letters when he went to retrieve the Senator's body. The blood in the office was just as Persephone described it and, as much as he hated to, the evidence forced him to release Simon.

      We stayed in Gallow's Grove another week until Seph's face healed up enough that she could cover the bruising with make-up. The last thing she wanted was a thousand eyes on her, and the thousand whispered rumors that would follow, once we were back in the city.

      She spent the nights that week tweaking whatever she'd built in the shed. The days she spent on the porch, a white veil hiding her face, waiting for Simon to come see her.

      He never did.

      "You want me to go invite him over?" I asked after the first day.

      "No."

      "After everything you did, the man could at least say hello."

      "I killed his father, Connie."

      I almost argued with her about that. She had to kill him, after all. But I could tell she didn't want to hear it. It had been an awful chain of events that, I realized sitting beside her, had been made all the worse by the fact that she was in love with Simon. She never said it but she didn't have to. All I need to know it's true is my memory of that first kiss I had with Neph. If Persephone felt a fraction of that when she was with Simon, then I truly feel horrible for how things played out.

      Speaking of Neph, her and Rose had come by a few times to see Persephone. Rose brought butternut squash soup, a favorite of Seph’s as a kid. I wish I could say those visits were warm and filled with laughter, that Persephone worked to alleviate the years of tension between them, but I'd be lying if I did. They were cold and awkward. But no one fought. I suppose that was something.

      At no point in these visits did anyone bring up the murder or the séance. That may have been for the best.

      The vacuum tubes arrived three days before we left and that improved Seph's mood somewhat. She vanished into the shed with them and I didn't see her for a full day straight.
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      Nephthys and I visited the cemetery almost daily. We opted to take the long way around through the forest to keep prying eyes off of us. The day before leaving Gallow's Grove, we came across Caitlin's funeral. Sitting at the edge of the woods, hidden by barren trees and piles of wet leaves, we watched as they lowered her into the ground.

      It was a small service and, after the preacher had said his words and most people left, we observed Sheliah Preston speaking to Don and Mary Ennis. All three of them broke into tears and embraced. A few months later, Neph had said in one of her letters that Sheliah and her mother had moved into the Ennis house to help around the place. Don and Mary were often seen playing in the yard with the baby. That might have been the only good that came from our time there.

      When the cemetery had emptied, we walked over to the tomb where we had waited out the thunderstorm and sat cuddled beneath that angel again.

      "I wish you could stay," she said.

      "Me too."

      "No you don’t." She laughed. "You're a city boy. What would you do out here?"

      "True." I kissed the top of her head. "Let me ask you. When we did that séance, why did you... I mean Caitlin... Why did the pointer keep going to Simon?"

      "I've wondered that. Simon and his father looked so much alike, maybe that was part of it. Pointing out the son to indicate the father. And ‘SC,’ while we thought it meant Simon Carmichael, could have also meant Senator Carmichael."

      "It's a good thing it did point him out, I guess. Otherwise Persephone wouldn't have been so motivated to sniff out the real killer."

      She was quiet.

      "I mean, if someone who went for a lot of walks at night had seen Caitlin and the Senator together, had maybe been a little scared of the whole thing when her body was found, then getting Persephone on the trail might have been the best move to make."

      "You're never going to believe I can actually speak to the dead, are you?"

      "I don't know. But I promise you I'll never not believe it."

      She smiled up at me. "And that's why I wish you could stay."

      We didn't talk much the rest of our day spent up there, but I sometimes still wake feeling her cuddled up against me, our hands intertwined, her lips on mine. Such is the power of first love.

      [image: ]

      "Connie," Persephone called out from the porch as I approached.

      Dusk had shot the sky through with purple and orange and I thought the excitement in her voice was because we had a train to catch the next morning. I still hadn't packed yet, after all.

      "Connie, I thought you'd never get back. I have to show you something."

      I followed her out to the shed. She threw open the doors and led me in.

      Shelves filled with tools lined the walls. Sawhorses had been pushed up against them to make room for the massive table dominating the space. Letters had been carved into it and a dark stain applied. It was almost the twin of Nephthys's Ouija table.

      A planchette sat in the middle.

      I whistled. "Where did you learn how to work wood like this?"

      "Examine it," she said. "Tell me if you find anything out of the ordinary."

      For the next fifteen minutes, I poured over that table with a fine-toothed comb. "It's clean," I said.

      She turned to a large metal box on a shelf. Wires jumbled all around it and one of the vacuum tubes stood tall from the top. "Now observe."

      She turned a dial and it began to hum. The table, too, made the sound. It vibrated, rattling the floor, and then the planchette moved.

      It slid over to the letter "C" as Persephone worked her little machine. Then "O," then "N." She spelled my entire name from the other side of the room.

      "Radio signals, Connie. That's how they did it."

      She walked over and fiddled with the table. A section pulled out from beneath the top. I'd looked it over and I swear there was neither crack nor crease.

      Inside iron nails had been tied into place, each wrapped in copper wire.

      "What are these?"

      "Ferromagnetic cores," she said. "When a charge is passed into the copper wires, it creates a magnetic field in the iron nails." She handed me the planchette. "The legs are filled with iron as well. Radio receivers built into the legs of the table allow me to open and close the circuits remotely, turning on the magnets needed to pull the planchette where I want it to go."

      "What powers it?"

      She pulled another hidden drawer out to reveal a dozen A and B batteries strung together.

      "Everything they'd need can be hidden right here in this table. Any illusionist worth his salt can build hidden compartments."

      "Wait. You searched their table."

      "But I didn't know what I was looking for yet."

      I stepped back and took it all in. Try to remember, this was the early nineteen twenties. For the teenage me, radio control and electromagnets might as well have been rocket ships to Mars.

      "This is amazing, Seph," I finally said. "Really it is."

      She turned the machine off. "But?"

      "But it's so loud. The humming and the rattling."

      "There's some kind of shock absorption they've used. I haven't figured that out yet. But I will."

      "Okay. So that might explain how the table didn't rattle itself apart. But what about the humming from the equipment?"

      "The wind and the shutters rattling. The door slamming open. It was all misdirection, sure, but it also hid the sounds."

      "You're telling me they made the wind blow?"

      "No, no. It hit me after being in the old library." She shuddered thinking of it. "They could have used a Victrola. After all, we never saw the shutters smacking against the house because the curtains were drawn. We never saw the wind."

      "What about the door blowing open? And who ran the radio thingee to send the signal that spelled out the words?"

      "Well, they obviously have assistants, don't they?"

      "I guess there's one way to find out. Now that you know what you're looking for, you can check their table again."

      She waved it off. "You think they'll let me in a hundred feet of that thing again? Besides, I don't need to prove they did it this way. I simply need to prove they could have."

      I almost repeated what Doyle had said when he hired us: Just because a painter can mimic the image of a sunset does not mean the sun never leaves the sky. But I knew better than to argue with her. Besides, who was I to disagree? I'd never spent so much as a single day in a classroom.

      The table was shipped back to Manhattan and she returned to it a few times over the years, but I never felt she ever really reproduced what had happened that evening. I'm not saying her sister summoned an honest-to-God ghost. But whatever had occurred during that séance, Persephone's table was one of the rare times where she missed some piece of the bigger picture, even if she did use it to debunk another dozen mediums who dabbled in radio science over the next few years.

      Sir Doyle's response to her assessment was much as I expected when she showed him her table, but he made good on his debt to us anyway. Ghosts or no, he felt horrible about what had happened to Seph. When her face had healed, he arranged for the Times to run the story about how she solved Caitlin's murder. They snapped a picture to go with it and I still have a copy of it framed in my study. Doyle was very impressed with her for solving the crime. Houdini too.

      Me? I was always impressed by Persephone Gale. Even now, decades after she's gone, I rarely think of her without feeling as though she were a comet. Vibrant and bright and exceedingly rare.

      I miss her.
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      At the train station the next morning, no one waited to see us off. Rose had booked an early morning reading for Neph with a bunch of Wall Street eggs. Any goodbye there wouldn't have been able to top our day in the cemetery at any rate.

      As Persephone argued with a porter about our seat assignments, I caught sight of a red Lancia Lambda parked several yards away.

      I raised my hand to wave and it drove off.

      Once we were seated, Persephone let out a sigh. "Back to civilization. Thank God."

      A loud hiss and the car jerked forward.

      "You did give Nephthys our address, didn't you, Connie?"

      "No. I didn't think about it."

      She pulled a nail file from her purse and went to work on her hand. "A shame. If we keep your studies up, you'll be reading and writing letters in no time. You two could have stayed in touch."

      I could have hit myself. I slumped back into my seat and chewed on a fingernail.

      She made a show of sighing again. "I suppose I can write her and provide our contact information. Poor girl needs a logical voice in her life anyway."

      Grinning, I said, "Yeah, she could probably use a big sister."

      "I hate that term. `Big sister.' Makes me think of gargantuan opera singers. Let's use the word `mentor,' shall we?"

      "Whatever you say, Madame Persephone of the Spirits."

      She smacked my shoulder and laughed. “I should have never told you that.”

      The train rocked down the tracks and Gallow's Grove disappeared from view.

      "I have to say, Connie, I am thrilled beyond belief to know that I will never set foot in this town again."

      Only she was wrong about that. That wouldn't be the last time we'd visit Gallow's Grove and it sure as Hell wouldn't be the last time we found ourselves knee deep in trouble.

      But that's a story for another day.
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      I’m trying to get this down as quickly as I can just in case there’s no other opportunity to share this warning.

      Quickly I’ll note that I’m on one of those million-mile bus rides from Toronto to Boston. By car, it’s about eight hours. By bus, try about twenty-three.

      It’s hell sitting here, literally. I’m sweating to death and I’m lucky that I’m rather small. I’m wedged between two rather large men who have already succumbed to the lurches and sways of this behemoth we’re strapped into for the next thousand years.

      

      It was my petite frame that drew him to me. That I knew for sure. I lured all men and ladies with my oddly thin body and exotic pale face. I’ve been this way for a couple of years now so I know that my seat mates are appreciative as they snore in the darkness. A regular-sized woman would have made this leg of the journey a sweaty crowded nightmare.

      However, I’m grateful to be in the middle, kind of squished around while dudes are snoring on either side of me. I have a flashlight pen so that I don’t wake up the whole damn bus with my overhead light.

      As for using a phone or laptop to record this tale of dread, I wouldn’t trust any of them. The spirits travel through electricity. Autocorrect is but the tip of the iceberg of the havoc the spirits could create through our addiction to technology.

      No. I’m writing this tale in this Star Wars notebook I bought at the dollar store and hope that it will be found one day. I may have a chance to finish my story. I may not. However, first, the story needs to begin.

      

      Perhaps introductions are in order in case a stranger happens upon this opus.

      My real name is Felicity Alice Brown. Yes, I know, exciting. Not many people know me by that anymore.

      Around age fourteen, I had acquired the nickname Fleeceya. Kind of a long story. Don’t need to get into it now. There’s no time to be kicking cans down that particular memory lane.

      These days, well, at least until yesterday, I was part of a two-person “entertainment show|” called Danny and Annie. We’ll blow your minds.

      For about two years, our shtick was to perform mentalism and magic illusions anywhere that would have us. We did great around Toronto and even travelled for a while. But, as happens in the magic industry, people want bigger and better.

      You can wow them by reading their minds yet it’s never enough.

      There always has to be more to the act.

      For two years, we rode the wave of being a new gig in town. We were on talk shows, radio shows, podcasts and performed everywhere from amusement parks to yachts for rich lawyers.

      We both knew, however, that we had to keep the act fresh. We always had to be bigger and better. There had to be something unique. Something simple yet obvious that we hadn’t tried yet.

      

      But wait, I’m getting ahead of myself for those of you who don’t know me yet. Lord knows, I doubt I’ll ever have any children to find this book. I may perish as I write this or I may live another sixty years. For goodness sakes, I’m only twenty-one. But man, I feel like I’m ninety-seven right now. My back is hurting already from writing all curled up like this. However, I prefer the bookend comfort of these two unconscious men than having to face a row of empty seats by myself.

      

      I know they are in here. On this bus. I can feel the shift in energy as they coast along the bus, patrolling it as invisible armed dogs, sniffing as they sense me nearby. Their spindly black fingers can’t reach me nor can they pollute my thoughts as I huddle beneath the men’s own protective auras. As long as I don’t piss off the men, their sleeping auras will keep me safe.

      

      I never let it leave my sight. That wretched board is tucked into the seat pocket ahead of me. It’s wrapped in tinfoil and then in a cloth. I won’t leave it in a suitcase or knapsack. Nope. That thing has proven I have to keep my eye on it at all times. At least until I get there. I reach my hand out again to stroke it. To be certain the rough crackle of tinfoil lies beneath the cloth.

      Yes.

      It is still here.

      It is contained.

      And they are waiting for it just on the other side of these twin flesh mountains.

      

      So that’s what I’m dealing with while I try to get this story down.

      

      I hit Toronto when I was about sixteen. Typical small town girl yearning for the big city kind of thing. I got sick of my mom’s hoarding ways and hadn’t seen dad in ages. Now, when I say hoarding, I don’t mean a collection of dolls or hats or books. I don’t even mean those people who have boxes all over the house and stacks of magazines with an inch of dust on top. Nope. This was full on reality TV-style, stinky, perilous hoarding.

      And the only reason I bring this up or even want to remember any of it is that, as in all shit, a flower must grow. I discovered my love of vintage wear, of pinup girls, of black and white movies and musicals, and the sweet simple eras of perceived innocence. Perhaps it was actually stupidity but there was a type of innocence paired with great fashion in Western world culture that hasn’t been seen in decades. These days, people are too jaded from seeing and knowing too much, often from their internet surfing, and then there are the fragile little babies, the special snowflakes, who want to be protected from the jaded ones.

      At any rate, when I was little, I often dressed up in the antique clothes of great-grandma and paraded around the house, back when the hallways were paradeable. I loved the weird little hats with netting, the rectangle snap purses, swing dresses, and high-heeled pumps. I often wondered if I’d been born in the wrong time, and certainly, to the wrong parents.

      But dress-up time was the only portal to happiness in that pit of hell. I left Lucan before I finished high school.

      

      At any rate, once I hit Toronto, I ended up in some hostels and stuff as I navigated my way through a new city and into a new life. Everyone has a skill or two and I began to understand what was mine.

      

      Everything became crystal clear to me when I bumped into him at the intersection of Yonge and Dundas. It was like my life’s purpose snapped into focus with that literal bump. I didn’t quite understand what it was or what to even do about it at the time, I was only aware that there had been a “disturbance in the Force.” I stood, shaking my head, trying to see past the bright light that had momentarily blinded me. He kept on walking; his mind obviously on loftier sights than noticing an androgynous skinny little street kid in torn overalls, short cropped blond hair, and oversized Doc Martins. I turned to look at him, my gut telling me to follow him.

      So I did.

      It was late morning, one of those gorgeous spring days where the welcoming sun beams down from the heavens, declaring that all answers will be revealed in the growing buds on the trees. I had spent the night huddled in a doorway with everything I owned. It beat the stink of the group homes and shelters. As the sudden spring took hold of the city, hugging a blanket in a doorway for a few hours as the sky shifted from black to blue to orange wasn’t too bad at all. As long as people left me alone, doorway naps were all I needed when spring fever hit.

      There was one of those annual 420 events at Dundas Square and the stoners were already wandering in. As I followed the man, I enjoyed the sweet scent of bud in the air. I was amazed as I stared around the growing crowd of people lighting up bongs and joints. There was a large stage set up at one end of the square, flags celebrating weed, and banners for various sponsors rippled in the breeze. While I followed the medium-sized man with the slicked back white hair, there was a lady protester on stage, yelling into the microphone about why pot should be legal while others on stage with her blatantly smoked up. There were also cops everywhere. Well, not on the stage but ringing the park; standing around, chilling in cruisers but mostly sitting or standing with bikes. When there were that many cops around, I knew to keep moving. I always had to keep moving. They knew me by name. I’d seen the inside of Toronto jails and wasn’t keen on going back.

      The white-haired man stopped at the farthest edge of the crowd from the stage. He stood, surveying the stoners around him in their brightly colored pot plant outfits, floppy hats, and sunglasses. He looked out of place in an old tuxedo with red and gold striped shirt, gold bow tie, and white, slicked back hair. He began to speak at the people nearby in an old-fashioned barker tone.

      “I bet I can read your mind,” he taunted.

      He began a patter that revealed he was a magician, no, a mentalist, and was going to read minds. I perked up. With glee, I watched as a small crowd formed around him.

      “Think of a number,” he instructed an older woman who looked pretty high. “Any number at all.”

      He babbled on and by the end of it all, he had revealed the number to the crowd.

      He dazzled them with sleight of hand and even guessed the stuff they had in their purses. The growing audience was mesmerized as they watched him pluck coins from their ears, guess the card they chose, and even knew their favorite movie. I had seen many street magicians over the past few months. After all, I shared the streets with them and all the other buskers from guitarists to human statues. Most were pretty good at what they did, but this guy was the best I’d ever seen.

      He was a hit with the small crowd and when he was finished, he handed out his business card to everyone. I stood in line to take one. His hand reached out to me. I took the card. Our hands touched but I averted my eyes. I didn’t want any mentalist knowing my secrets. He didn’t notice me as he talked nonstop to the stoners who were growing more interested in the comedian who had taken the stage than the magician.

      “I’m available for corporate functions, birthday parties, cruises...” His voice faded from my ears as I too continued on my way.

      I wandered through the pot rally for the rest of the day, getting a wicked contact high as I enjoyed the bands and the comedians. After a while, I decided I’d had enough. It would be over by six at any rate. That’s how long the rally had before the cops could swarm into the festival area and arrest everyone.

      I wandered up Yonge Street until I hit a McDonald’s. I went into a bathroom stall and sorted through the pockets of my overalls. I had seven wallets, three cellphones, and a bunch of jewelry. I pulled out some of the cash. It was suppertime.

      As I ate my Quarter Pounder with Cheese, no onions, I began to formulate a plan. It was a bit murky at first. Kind of like a rough pencil sketch. Then, the colors began to blossom and possibilities unfolded before my eyes.

      I rented a fancy-ass hotel room that night and pretended I was a movie star. I ended up with over a dozen assorted dime bags of pot, seven lollipops, four brownies, an ounce of sativa, half a pound of gummies, a 420 T-shirt, plus the watches, cellphones, and wallets. My cash intake that day was over four grand. I think those stoners had been planning to buy a lot of weed. Hell, those contraptions to smoke weed cost a fortune as well. I didn’t feel bad as I surveyed my take for the day.

      I smoked joint after joint of the weed as I lay in my silky king-sized bed, watching TV and dreaming. As if I gave a damn about the “no smoking in the rooms” policy. Catch me if you can. I paid cash.

      As I lay on the mountain of pillows, clicking through an assortment of reality TV and sitcoms, the colorful plan turned into a movie, complete with plot and characters. I knew what to do.

      

      As much as I hated to, I returned to my home town of Lucan, Ontario. Just for a day. Yes, that Lucan. Home of the Black Donnellys. Or was home to the Black Donnellys. Growing up in a ghost town, a dot on the paranormal investigator tour, gave me pause for all the different types of folks one is going to run into in one’s life. When I was a kid, I thought there was something weird and off about the ghost hunters who came through town, trying to connect with the ghosts from the tragic story. I wondered why they wanted to talk to them. Why did they bring all that equipment when the ghosts were right there, waiting to speak?

      They were so busy with their gear; they didn’t see and hear them, right there.

      

      The hoard and its hoarder were still there like some live-action nightmare. Mom was huge and bloated, so large that she spilled out of her wooden rocking chair, her flowered muumuu grazing the floor barely covering her sagging flesh. She didn’t care that I was home, she barely stirred from watching whatever she was watching on her big screen TV. Mountains of filth surrounded her, but her TV was crystal clear. So was the sound for that matter.

      “Did you get new speakers?” I asked her.

      “Yes, good sale at the Hardware Store,” she said. I bet. She likely had seven pairs of the same speakers in the house somewhere but who knew? I just knew I had come for only a couple of things and then was hitting the streets. Yes, the streets were better than this hell.

      I fought the urge to vomit from all the putrid odors violating my nose. Cat piss. Dog shit. Garbage. More garbage. Rotting meat with the accompanying flies and maggots. The place was a million times worse since I left.

      I went into what had been my room. It was still my room but the hoard had leaked into there as well. And yes, there were several boxes of speakers. Why buy just one when seven will do?

      I dug through several boxes and closets until I had amassed what I could that didn’t smell too horrible or wasn’t too damaged by time. I packed up the oversized suitcase I had brought and imagined a life where I never had to return to this shithole again.

      

      For the next month, I rented out a cheap motel room in Parkdale and worked on my new look. My new persona.

      I spent hours watching old movies, reading old romances, and mysteries. I was a fixture at the library googling magic tricks and mentalism illusions.

      When I first googled mentalism, I admit, I was disappointed. I had always thought mentalists had some sort of gift. I knew that magicians used illusions but I thought mentalists really had an edge. That they were able to use some kind of ESP. And yes, sure, in a way they do, along with body language, math skills, iron clad memories, and plain old trickery. Mentalism was very much like magic as far as I could see. It both thrilled and saddened me as I deciphered trick after trick on YouTube.

      I dyed my hair black and picked up an assortment of vintage wigs at the various thrift shops around town. I added on to my wardrobe: antique dresses, pillbox hats, old-fashioned pocketbooks, and heels. I learned to walk in all manner of little strappy heels and even high ones.

      I was my own Henry Higgins training Eliza Doolittle as I practiced my tricks in front of the mirror. I began to hang out at some of the local bars in my new look, always certain that I returned home with a little something towards my rent.

      I stalked the mentalist on social media and watched for his next show. In the meantime, I practiced tricks with the deck of cards I had relieved from him that day.

      

      Danny the mentalist was performing at a small theatre in Toronto. A night of mentalism to thrill and chill the audience. This show required tickets and seating. It would also require the unveiling of my new persona.

      Annette.

      That night, my look was Betty Page crossed with Annette Funicello. My bangs were straight cut, my shoulder-length hair jet black, and my lips painted ruby red to offset thick eyelashes and pale skin.

      A red and white polka dot vintage sundress with red shoes and a red pocketbook completed the look.

      I sat in the front row, not sure what to expect nor what I would see. His pack of cards was tucked into my purse.

      I looked around the tiny theatre. It was jammed with people from all walks of life. Certainly, the theatre couldn’t hold more than one hundred but at twenty bucks a ticket, he did all right. It was old and musty. The seats were likely one hundred year old movie theatre seats. There was no curtain, the stage was very small. Music from the old time vaudeville shows was playing over the speakers. People mingled and talked with each other. Even Danny himself was in the lobby, greeting the excited people.

      At last, the lights dimmed and then went out. The music stopped. Then, the spotlight glowed where Danny welcomed us in true carny style. The show began and I watched carefully as he led us through his bag of tricks. Some of the illusions he performed, I couldn’t figure out. Others, I could see how he had put his special spin on a basic trick that had been passed down for generations.

      Again, I enjoyed his easygoing nature, his sense of humor, and his comedic timing. His sleight of hand was perfection, his illusions both amused and amazed. As he bowed after his final trick, I smiled in the darkness.

      When the lights went up again, most of the audience was already on its feet; some rushing up to the stage to speak to him, others just trying to get home.

      I sat in my seat in the front row, watching as people shook his hand and congratulated him on his show.

      As his admirers thinned out, he looked over at me a couple of times. At last, he made his way over. I stood up and let him kiss my hand.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Miss...” he looked at me with large brown eyes, a moment of hesitation in his voice.

      “Miss Annette. You may call me Annette,” I cooed softly in the new baby-woman voice I’d been practicing.

      “Miss Annette, I’m Danny,” he dropped my hand and performed a small bow. “Did you enjoy the show tonight?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Very much,” I said.

      “Have you seen me perform before?” he asked.

      “I’ve seen you perform street magic. Never a show such as this,” I said, waving my hand around the tiny dusty theatre.

      “What do you like better?” he asked.

      “I like the glamour of the theatre. The lights. The magic,” I said. Then I lowered my voice, “but I also enjoy the intimacy of one-on-one magic.”

      He blushed as I batted my long black false eyelashes at him.

      “Are you busy right now?” he asked. “Would you like to go for a coffee somewhere?”

      I smiled.

      “I could come with you for a short while,” I said.

      We went for a coffee and it lasted much longer than a short while. I regaled him with my story about how I’d come to Toronto to be an actress. I had been a background performer in over twenty productions so far. It was fun but not quite paying the bills. He promised to look around for me to see if anyone had any kind of work I could do to fill the gaps. As he talked about friends in semi-high places, I produced his deck of cards from my purse and laid them out on the table.

      He stopped yammering in mid-sentence and looked down at the cards.

      “Where did you get those?” he asked.

      “Why? Do you recognize them?” I asked. He reached for them then stopped. He looked over at me.

      “May I?” he asked.

      “Of course,” I replied and sat back in my chair to watch. He picked up the cards and thumbed through them, recognizing nicks and cuts, turning them over and inside out. He looked over at me.

      “Where did you find them? I’ve been looking all over for these,” he said.

      “The magician doesn’t always have all the tricks,” I said as I held up his watch for him. He reached for his wrist and then met my eyes with his. His lips slowly formed a grin. Then he laughed. He stopped laughing and grew serious.

      “Yes, another magician who wants to hook up with me. I get them all the time. I had hoped that we were on a coffee date,” he said.

      “Not much of a mind-reader, then,” I gently teased. “I’m not a magician and I don’t want to hook up with you. I was just having fun.”

      I gave him back his watch and stood up. “The last subway is leaving soon. I have to go.”

      “But wait,” he said, his words following me out of the cafe as I hurried down the street.

      I heard footsteps running up behind me. I stopped and turned.

      “How do I get in touch with you, Miss Annette?” he asked.

      “You don’t. I’ll call you.” I smiled and turned back to the street.

      He ran back into the cafe, not wanting to do a disappearing act on our tab. I ran around the corner and by-passed the subway. I kicked off my fancy-ass pumps and put them into one of those little tote bags that come with tiny folded up flats. It was a very long walk back to the room and I wasn’t doing it in heels.

      

      A couple of weeks passed and I thought I should pop back into Danny’s life once more. I had read more about mentalism and manipulation. I had learned a few more practical illusions and was getting pretty good at them by myself. I never had the nerve to stand around performing tricks for anyone. But certainly, my daily stash was growing with my skill. However, picking pockets was so petty next to just plain tricking people out of their money. The art of it excited me; it kept me awake at night. However, I knew there had to be more to it all. There had to be some kind of real magic; paranormal, or something. Not everything could be a trick. Some of it had to be unexplainable.

      Those were the real secrets I craved. The ancient knowledge in the Magician’s Handbook. Real mindreading and telekinesis. Real shape-shifting and teleporting. Not the illusions easily found on the internet. What did they discuss at the Magic Castle? Were there ancients rituals performed? Was their real magic the same thing as witchcraft? Was witchcraft real?

      And as I educated myself mentally, I perfected my character. A combination of Betty Page, Betty Boop, Marilyn Monroe, and Liz Taylor. I starved myself further into being the perfect tiny-waisted fifties pinup girl, with a soft voice, and gentle demeanor. I practiced walking every day as I thought I’d never get used to the different styles of heels. I practiced my expressions in the mirror, perfecting a red-lipped pout and a bewitching sultry stare.

      The more I googled ideas, the more I stumbled upon other ideas. My head was so full of theories and lessons that I thought it would explode. However, knowledge is power. And I wanted power over everyone and everything. I was finished with being invisible.

      

      I wanted to see him again. In fact, it became almost an obsession. I wouldn’t allow myself to call him or email him. I stalked his social media and attempted to gauge his habits.

      One day, I dressed in a black and white pencil skirt and button back blouse along with a small white straw hat decked out with a wide black ribbon. I sat on the little wooden chair that came with the room, or at least, made a valiant attempt to sit on it without ripping my skirt until I opted to stand. The skirt was just too tight and I didn’t want to rip it. It hugged my body perfectly. He wouldn’t be able to resist this dark-haired seductress. My eyebrows were pencilled in thick and black and my eyelashes were enhanced with thickening mascara. My lips were painted red like maraschino cherries. I caught my reflection in the mirror that was on the dresser. I admired myself. My stomach rumbled. I was starving but looking in the mirror was worth it. I bet I was as thin as Vivian Leigh in Gone with the Wind.

      I closed my eyes. If I were a magician on a Saturday afternoon, where would I be? Sleeping? A magic store? The grocery store? The gym? A girlfriend’s house? A movie?

      I rolled through all the possibilities in my mind. I returned to each item, examining it while I breathed easily. Each possibility was turned over and explored while I paid attention to my stomach. Not the hunger rumble but something beyond that.

      Antique market.

      I swear to god or goddess or whatever, that there was a voice in my head. A voice yet a thought kind of thing. It was neither male nor female. Just a voice yet a thought. A voice-thought.

      My stomach tightened.

      Was that the sensation they spoke of in those old books at the library?

      I didn’t second guess. After all, there was no audience watching me. I didn’t even know that I’d be writing this down one day in some stupid notebook on a bus while the spirits lurk much too close to comfort.

      

      The bus is bumping a lot, making my words jitter and my thoughts stray.

      However, I remain sheltered between Thing One and Thing Two for now. The pull at my energy is persistent but so far, I’m holding strong. As long as I don’t get distracted. As long as I remember my mission.

      

      I check the package in the seat pocket in front of me. It’s still there. I touch the foil beneath the cloth. It’s warm. In fact, the whole bus is warm. I don’t want to squirm around too much, but I realize I’m sweating. Likely this notebook will have the added joy of dripping sweat to add to my cryptic penmanship.

      

      I trusted my gut feeling that day. That’s what all the books and videos said to do. Heck, they even say it in any movie about magic or spirit. Use the Force. Trust your gut feelings.

      I didn’t question my gut feeling. I put my hand on my tummy and nodded in agreement.

      Antique market it would be.

      

      As I strolled through the market, I looked at old clothes, wigs, and even creepy dolls. There was so much to look at and so much of it reminded of me of my mother’s house. Who wanted to buy a hoard to begin a new hoard?

      Not me.

      I picked up a ventriloquist dummy. It was rare to find actual puppets or dummies at these markets. Usually specialty items like those were on eBay or auction. However, this silly dummy was sitting on a pile of magic books. He was pretty ugly with freckles and red hair. I didn’t know why anyone would buy this type of doll at all.

      As I stood staring at the vacant eyes of the ugliest dummy in the world, I heard a voice behind me.

      “It’s you,” said the man, his voice a combination of relief and excitement. In fact, the force of his voice startled me. I turned around to see Danny.

      “Your long lost friend?” I asked Danny, pointing at the puppet. Danny laughed.

      “I was talking about you. I was hoping to see you again,” Danny said. I lifted the arm of the puppet.

      “Hellooo!” The puppet waved.

      “Do you like puppets?” Danny asked. I carefully lifted the doll and cradled its hideous body next to mine.

      “I can do a few things with puppets,” I lied.

      “I have several ventriloquist dolls. This little guy might make a good addition.”

      I handed the doll to Danny who slipped his fingers into the slots. The doll rolled its eyes and snapped its mouth open. The sight of it rather horrified me but I let Danny have his fun.

      “Hey, beautiful lady, would you like to go for lunch?” the puppet asked me.

      “I would love that, kind sir,” I replied.

      Danny played with the puppet a while longer before purchasing it.

      And then I let him purchase me lunch.

      

      For a few weeks, I continued to be elusive with him. I wouldn’t give him my number, well, how could I, I had no phone. There was no way I was going to let him know I lived in a scuzzy little room in a shitty motel.

      Between stalking his social media and using my “gut instinct,” I was able to pop in and out of his life a few more times before I finally agreed to his business arrangement.

      The foolish man was actually stuttering when he asked me to be part of his act.

      

      And so began many months of training, and then, my big debut as his new partner in his new act.

      

      The training with him wasn’t that difficult as I’d self-taught myself so many of the illusions that I could find online. However, I didn’t tell him that. I let him believe I was quick and smart. However, most of the training wasn’t fun at all. It was tedious. So tedious. All that memorization was so boring. And the endless repetition of practicing new sleight of hand skills.

      During those months of training, he never made allusion to any untrickable illusion. His stance was truly “smoke and mirrors.” There was no magic. No true unsolvable magic.

      It was all tricks and games. Tricks and games.

      

      Was I nervous the first night I hit the stage as we unveiled our new two-person magic show?

      Absolutely. I knew that forgetting one combination of numbers or letters could spoil a trick. I knew that if I didn’t play dumb and stupid, that the tricks would be more difficult to pull off. Blindfolded, I spoke softly, channeling the Goddess Marilyn, hesitantly describing the images I saw in people’s minds, the crap that people carried in their purses and bags, about what was in the envelope.

      And of course, I was always right. Always wowed them. Not through any gift, but by the simple repetition of the codes and schemes we spent months practicing.

      And sadly, that seemed to be it. There was no great secret, no grand illusion, no telepathy between us; it was all facts and science and misdirection.

      

      I didn’t believe that was it. I didn’t believe it was true, that there were no greater secrets to the universe. That there really weren’t occult ways to read people’s minds and manipulate them to do one’s bidding. The Dark Arts existed; I knew they had to. Witchcraft existed; I was sure of it.

      

      One night, after a show, Danny and I reclined at his apartment, drinking red wine and musing about the state of the world. We worked together nearly daily, so Danny had cleaned out one of his rooms for me. I didn’t live there, although free rent was tempting. But being with Danny was not tempting at all. His endless stories and constant fiddling with tricks got on my nerves. So, I’d use the room as my office, my safety spot. And yes, I confess, I even stayed overnight in the room now and again, but didn’t make it a regular habit.

      That night, I sat back on his long, red velvet couch, my dainty shoes long kicked off, my black poodle skirt spread across the cushions as I held my glass up to the light, enjoying the reflection of the wine. The room was his living room, decorated with two couches, several chairs, a couple of coffee tables, and tons of “things.” It could have been a hoarder house, I suppose, only this was a “collection.” Everything was specifically placed. Every item related back to magic in some manner, from the large vintage posters on the walls, one was even from a Houdini show, to the creepy puppets perched around the room in various puppet chairs, and hundreds of decks of cards. The puppet he bought that day with me had his own little ornate chair in some kind of place of honor. Danny had named his newest addition Mr. Peepers. Every time I was over there, Mr. Peepers was staring at me. I wanted to put a blanket over his head. I bet the other puppets hated him too.

      “Danny?” I asked.

      “Yes, my darling,” Danny replied.

      “When are you going to show me the real magic?”

      Danny put down his glass of wine and looked at me.

      “Real magic?” he asked.

      “Yeah. You know, real mind-reading, real items disappearing and reappearing, real ability to see into people’s pockets and purses.”

      Danny laughed.

      “You aren’t the first person to be disillusioned by the illusion.”

      “But there’s more, right? This isn’t it?”

      “So many people want magic to be real. They want spirits to be real. They want us mere humans to predict the future and manipulate events, to make people love us or leave us. But their desires don’t make it so.”

      “What about fortune telling? Is that real? Is that an illusion?”

      “It’s all tricks. The tarot card reader, the medium, the palm reader. They are all full of shit. They read body language the same as you and me.”

      “But the cards, the crystal balls...”

      “It’s all illusion.”

      “Pendulums? Runes?”

      “Mere fictions.”

      “Ouija board?”

      “That’s the worst of all. People tricking their own minds into thinking they are speaking with the dead. The best game ever. Parker Brothers really did a number on all of us.”

      “So there’s no talking to the dead? Sylvia Brown? John Edwards?”

      “Fakes and frauds, all of them,” he retorted, his gaze pausing on a particularly nasty-looking puppet dangling by its strings from the edge of the bookcase. Its green painted eyes and shock of red horse hair didn’t enhance the orange chipped paint flaking from puffed cheeks above the world’s creepiest, toothiest smile. That grimacing thing could spring to life any minute, and for a moment, I wished it would. Then we’d see who believed in what.

      However, I remained in my demure Annie persona, licking up every word he uttered like the sycophantic lap dog I was playing.

      I drank from my glass and contemplated it all.

      “But sometimes I know stuff,” I said. “I feel it in my stomach and I just know.”

      “You are tricking yourself, my dear. If you write down when you get the gut feelings and what you really think they mean at the time, you will understand how you manipulate your own reality. You make the feelings be whatever you want them to be.”

      “And what about ghosts? The spirits?”

      “Houdini debunked all the spiritualists.”

      “Yeah, over a hundred years ago. Things are different now. We have technology. There are pictures...videos...”

      Danny laughed again.

      “Oh, dear Annette. How strong your desire is for it all to be real when none of it is. You are the true magic. Your beauty. Your skills at manipulating our public. Your costume design for our shows. You are the only bewitching item our act needs.”

      “The public is fickle, they will soon want more.”

      “And more we shall give them.”

      I stared at him and drank more from my glass. I licked my lips and fixed him with a catlike stare.

      “How long before your bag of tricks runs out?” I asked.

      Danny shifted in his seat. He finished his glass of wine and stood up. I thought he was going to boot me back out into the streets and my cash cow ride would be over. But he surprised me.

      He hovered over his many crystal decanters on the silver tray that sat on one of his antique wooden side tables along with a filled ice bucket and several glasses. Ice cubes tinkled as he dropped them into his glass. He poured himself a fresh glass of bourbon. When he turned back to face me, I caught a glimpse of a moment of hesitation as his masked dropped ever so slightly. However, as he held his bourbon up to the sky, he winked at me.

      “To us, my dear Annette. To our newfound success.” He drank deeply of the bourbon and then shuddered as he placed the glass down. He returned to his chair.

      “Don’t worry, my dear,” he said. “I’ve been studying magic and mentalism my entire life. I’ve pledged myself to all of the groups and I intend to work until the day I die. And that won’t be for at least another thirty or forty years. Heck, I’ve barely touched fifty.”

      I nodded.

      “There are hundreds of tricks and many more ways to adapt them. Big ones, little ones. We can change our focus for different shows and work in different venues. Don’t worry, we’ll have work for years. We don’t need a gimmick. We are the gimmick.”

      I nodded again and held out my empty wine glass. Danny rose quickly and refilled it.

      “Will we do the Water Torture?” I asked playfully.

      “Any trick, illusion, gag, whatever that you want to try, we can try. We’re making decent money. We can afford to get a bit more elaborate if you like. Maybe next spring we can think about adding something costly and cumbersome...”

      I laughed. Water Torture indeed. Not for me. Not for him.

      “I was having a thought,” I said to him. “We have about two weeks’ gap in the schedule. I was wondering if I could take some away time.”

      Danny’s face fell as if I’d punched him.

      “What? Why? What’s wrong? Aren’t you happy? I thought you were happy.” He stood up, turning in a circle as if to go get something but not sure of what it was he was looking for.

      “Relax, Danny,” I said. He sat back down. “I just want to take a vacation. I haven’t seen my friends and family in ages.”

      Danny nodded, his finger on his temple, his eyes narrowing as if he was trying to read my mind. That’s how he did it in the show. Only I knew the trick. However, I wouldn’t discount the fluttering I felt in my brain, as if he were flipping through one of those old-fashioned rolodex.

      “How long?” he asked.

      “Probably two weeks. I didn’t give it much thought since I wasn’t sure if we had something booked I didn’t know about.”

      Danny shook his head.

      “Nothing booked,” he assured me. I didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know that he was wondering if I was meeting a guy. Sadly, I wasn’t. I never had a chance to meet anyone; we were always working or practicing.

      “Okay, then...” I said cheerfully, and took the full glass of wine he handed to me.

      

      I knew when I asked him for the time off where I was going to go. I was going to find out for myself if magic really existed. I was going to check out a mystic town called Hermana.

      

      And now I’m back on the bus to Hermana. It’s still pitch black in the outside world; it’s still the middle of the night. The penlight is still glowing strong. The dudes are still passed out. The forces of evil still press against me. I pray for three o’clock. I touch the cloth of the package. The tin foil is warmer than last time I checked. Averting my eyes from the swirling forms that float just beyond the glow of my penlight, I continue to write.

      

      That trip, like I will this trip, I took another bus from Boston that wound along the coast. A couple of stops were in Hermana.

      

      When I first arrived in Hermana, there was a noticeable difference in the energy in the air. Even as the buses had driven me deeper into New England, the air, the smells, the general “feel” of the atmosphere shifted. Of course, it does that everywhere.

      New Orleans. Manhattan. San Francisco. And dark places such as Alcatraz or Lucan. It’s called being human in different parts of the world where the makeup of geography, technology, population and more contribute to the sensations around us.

      Then there’s the “left-over residue” or ghosts or spirits or water sprites. Who knows? The unexplainable.

      This energy that enveloped me as I stepped from the bus in downtown Hermana was a pleasant welcome.

      I hoped I could find answers here.

      

      When I first began my studies in mentalism and magic, I dove down the rabbit hole of occult sciences, dark arts, witchcraft, Satanism, and more. During one of my long nights of research, I had learned about Hermana.

      Hermana was a small town by the ocean that had been founded by witches. The town had many witches who lived there full time. There were festivals, markets, and Solstices celebrations that tourists could attend.

      It was my hope to find something interesting, unique, and magic in one of the stores. Something we could use in the act that would set us apart.

      The bus let me off in what I presumed was one of the “center of town” locations. Like many New England towns, this village was comprised of old houses and warehouses. There were a few newer apartment buildings and other signs of modern life intruding, but for the most part, the town still held a quant charm.

      I had packed a small suitcase on wheels and a knapsack with another bag packed inside in case I found something I could carry back to Canada with me.

      The roads and sidewalks were cobblestone. It took a moment to get used to seeing the sky. In Toronto, there are so many tall buildings that one forgets how huge and blue the sky can be. It was very blue that day. A light wind blew, and it seemed like it was raining. But it wasn’t. We were so close to the ocean that the sea salt hung in the air like a curtain.

      I looked up and down the streets. There were little stores and cafes everywhere. It reminded me of Salem in Massachusetts or Bourbon Street in New Orleans. A bit of tourist flair over some deeply serious stuff.

      I wandered down the street for a while, not caring where I was, just enjoying breathing the very different air and looking at very different buildings. There were a lot of people walking around. Many had shopping bags and maps. It was a Friday and likely, a lot of tourists had dropped in, just like me. I was glad I had reservations. Thank goodness for those cheapie sites. I could never afford a real room in this town. Well, actually, I could.

      I eyed the people as they walked by. Some of them were obvious tourists. Others appeared punk, gothy, vampire, witch, whatever you want to call it. Toronto has a huge contingent of alternative people so they didn’t really hit my radar either.

      At last I found a bar and stepped inside. There weren’t many people around so I parked myself at a booth, heaving my knapsack from my back as I did so. I pulled out my phone, hoping for free Wi-Fi. Old rock and roll was blaring over the speakers. Everything was wooden like a big old barn. The waitress came over. She had short black hair and a nice smile.

      “Hi, I’m Toni. What can I get you?” she asked.

      “I’d like to try a pint of whatever you think is a good dark New England brew,” I said.

      “I think I know what to get you,” Toni said and disappeared. She was back pretty quick. After she gave me the Wi-Fi password, she asked what brought me to town. Before long, she armed me with information about the marketplace and who to see for a séance.

      “One more thing,” Toni said.

      “Yes.”

      “Let me see your palm,” she instructed. I looked warily at her.

      “I don’t have a lot of money. I can barely afford this beer.”

      “It’s okay. I just want to take a look. For free.”

      I held out my hands and Toni held them in her own. She peered at them closely, holding my hand open and shut, tracking the lines with her fingers.

      At last, she placed my hands back on the table.

      “You’ve been through a lot. And there’s more for you to get through. Be careful who you align yourself with for there’s more trickery and deceit.”

      “Well, Toni, that’s not terribly helpful,” I said. “Anyone can respond to that sort of reading.”

      “I see that you were on the streets, eating from the garbage. You love old movies, My Fair Lady...you’ve reinvented yourself...for a man.”

      “Not a man,” I scoffed. “For myself.”

      Toni smiled. I wanted to punch her.

      “Don’t pry into things you don’t know about. Especially here in Hermana. Evil is real,” Toni warned.

      “I know evil is real. I watch the news. Hey, you read my mind, I’ll read yours.”

      “I’m game.”

      “Write down the name of a movie star but don’t show me. In fact, I’ll close my eyes.”

      I listened to her pen scratching on her notepad, weirdly loud considering ACDC was playing. She tore off the paper.

      “Now fold it up and give it to me.”

      She did as she was told.

      I held the paper up to my forehead.

      “Is this actor...is he in a movie that came out in 2016?”

      Toni shook her head.

      “No.”

      “Does he have black hair?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is it...Marlon Brando?”

      Toni laughed. “You got it. How’d you do that?”

      “I read your mind,” I smiled.

      “Cool,” Toni said. “Anyway, drink’s on the house. Don’t forget to check out the market.”

      

      I was staying in a little bed and breakfast down one of the side streets. The next day, I took Toni’s advice and visited the marketplace.

      It was the best psychic fair I’d ever seen.

      There was stall after stall and little rooms where all manner of the metaphysical arts were performed.

      Even though I thought I’d had an early start by getting there for nine, it seemed I was hours late as the aisles were jammed with people and lineups had begun for the psychics.

      That day, I had a reading from Maggie, a tarot reader. She was a pretty woman with lots of wild red curly hair. She had an infectious laugh and seemed to have a pretty good attitude.

      “You have The Magician, The High Priestess, Nine of Cups, Death, Devil...hmmm,” Maggie mused as she poured over my cards. She was dead on with much of my past, much to my shame. She saw the hoarding, the urge to flee. Now she was talking about a Magician.

      “Things may not be what they seem. Don’t get tempted into situations beyond your control.”

      

      Another no-nothing reading. Somehow, these women had pegged my past, but no one had actually told me about my future. Not in specifics anyway.

      Still, it was freaky seeing that Magician card. And the Devil looked pretty scary. I knew a bit about the cards and knew pulling specific cards was random. An interesting combination indeed.

      I debated getting another reading that day but decided to just walk around instead. There was so much to see. Every type of crystal, pendulum, tarot deck, and other items were for sale. There were hundreds of interesting items to pick through. But none of them spoke to me. None of them were anything I could use in our act.

      

      Before I had left for the trip, I had gone online and booked a séance for that evening with a world-renowned medium, Natasha. It was to take place at a “haunted house.” I was rather nervous about it. Sure, Danny and I conducted séances. But they were engineered and the audience knew there was some sort of trickery to it. It was all vaudeville and carny style and never a stand-alone serious feature. Not like this, with a real haunted house and a real witch.

      

      Night finally fell and I made my way along the cobblestone roads in low-heeled pumps, which was not the easiest task. I wore a red pencil dress, a red box hat that had a bit of netting and feathers, my black hair slightly curled at the tips. My lips matched my dress and my eyes were painted like a screen siren’s. I also wore a black swing coat with deep pockets and carried a small black satchel.

      The house was large and creepy. Right out of the Addams Family. Of course, every house on the street was something out of the Addams Family. Gotta love new England. The house actually wasn’t very big by Toronto suburb standards. None of them were “big” like modern day monster homes. But back in the day, they were a million times better than cabins.

      I climbed the stairs and rang the bell. I stood nervously, not sure what to expect. A middle-aged woman opened the door.

      “I’m Meredith. I own the house. You must be Annette. Please come in. You may remove your shoes as you won’t need them for the séance.

      I carefully pulled off my shoes and looked around the house. It was old with flowered wallpaper that clashed with the flowered carpet. My eyes swam. I was dizzy and nauseous for a moment. It passed.

      “Come this way,” she said once I was ready. She led me into a parlor room where five other people sat around a very large table. “You may sit anywhere you like except at the end.”

      I chose one of the two empty spots between two ladies. The lights were dim and no one spoke. No one looked at me. They stared quietly ahead. I sat patiently with my hands in my lap. The heaviness of the room weighed on my shoulders like a million pounds.

      There was a candle in the middle of the table. A real candle, not an electric one. It flickered, casting shadows against the walls. Outside of the windows, the trees creaked, a car roared by, and the distant waves crashed.

      As my eyes grew accustomed to the light, I saw that there were several bookcases with many esoteric items on them among the books. There were several styles of Ouija boards and planchettes, talking boards, pendulums, tarot cards, and little statues that I couldn’t quite make out.

      At last, the final people arrived and the table was filled. The lights were dimmed further. Meredith entered the room once more.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I bring you Natasha. She is your medium tonight.”

      A tall, pale woman entered the room. She was more beautiful than any Morticia and ten times more creepy. She didn’t walk, she glided. She took her place at the head of the table, her movement liquid as if she were oil on water. She spoke with a thick accent, maybe Romanian or Hungarian.

      “Good evening. I’m Natasha and I’ve been a medium for a very long time. I’ve made Hermana my home for many years. I enjoy holding séances for people who are searching for messages. I even enjoy holding them for those who don’t believe at all.” She stopped speaking and stared at me. Her gaze was sharp and I winced. “Please hold hands.”

      We all held hands, still strangers in the dark. Natasha led us through a bunch of traditional séance stuff. Calling out to the spirits, waiting for answers, as we sang, clapped, and so on.

      At last, there was a series of knocks that vibrated the table. The person holding my right hand gripped it tighter. The flickering candle illuminated beads of sweat breaking out on the forehead of the man across from me. The knocks were in some kind of pattern. They didn’t seem to be Morse. It amuses me that I even know Morse code, but of course, a magician has her tricks. I didn’t believe the knocks were anything of a supernatural nature and they weren’t a message in Morse code either. Yet, the nauseous feeling returned and in my mind, a darkness seeped in.

      The candle flame stretched long and thin, the flame reaching high towards the ceiling. Someone gasped. An older woman with red hair teased into a beehive looked around quickly.

      “Something touched me,” a woman said. “On the shoulder.”

      We continued to hold hands as we looked around the room and behind each other. The vibrations in the room seemed to shift. A mist rose over by the bookshelves where the crystal balls and Ouija boards were displayed. We looked back at the candle. My stomach lurched. The dizziness returned. There were voices arguing in my head. I looked around, wondering if there was a radio being piped in.

      “Do you feel anything else?” Natasha’s warm voice sliced through the darkness.

      “I have the chills now. Goosebumps,” a young woman with long blond hair whispered.

      “Ah, the spirits are here,” Natasha said. I shivered. The air in the room shifted again. A wave of cool mixed in with the previous sudden heat and through it all, the arguing voices. The effects were easy enough to manipulate. The house could be full of people fiddling with fans and thermostats. Transmitters. Radios. I bet if I asked aloud, others would describe the voices. There was more knocking. It didn’t scare me one bit. However, some of the others were falling for it hook, line, and sinker.

      “There is someone here. Someone coming through,” Natasha said in her thick Hungarian accent. The candle flickered wildly. The room grew brighter for a moment, as if there was a bonfire in the middle of the table instead of a candle. The faces around me illuminated for a moment. A mosaic of people from so many walks of life. One woman had tears running down her face. I wondered if she too had been touched. The nattering voices stopped. The only sounds were breathing or rather, breath being held in anticipation.

      Something tugged my hair. I let out a yelp. My cry startled several others who also shuffled and gasped. I looked around but my partners were still holding my hands tight in theirs. Then, something was tickling at my neck. I pulled my hand away to swat at it. For a moment, it felt like something solid clasped my hand. Something that wasn’t there. It held tight for a moment, and then released me.

      I looked for wires, for people, but there was nothing in the shadows to give an explanation. I settled down and held hands once more. The mist by the bookcase grew larger, rolling in on itself.

      The hair on my arms burned as if I were standing too close to the fire. Again I pulled away my hands to rub at them.

      “I have come here with several others, to show you that there is indeed, more than what you see.” A flat woman’s voice with a New England accent spoke from Natasha’s mouth.

      “I’ve come here for five years and have never seen anything like this,” Beehive whispered in the dark. “My lord.”

      There was a crashing sound as something broke on the other side of the room. Several knick-knacks flew from the cabinets. The table shook.

      There were screams and gasps. Even I had let out a shout before I pulled myself together. I wasn’t going to succumb to the panic of the herd. I was in this business of freaking people out as well. I wondered again what kind of trick this was. A Halloween haunted house. The special effects were the best I’d ever seen, even on YouTube. There must have been mirrors to hide the wires. I looked up at the ornate patterned ceiling, shadows from the candle giving the illusion of tiny shadow devils dancing. Something was pulling my hair again. Hard.

      I stood up, wrestling with whatever was there. Several others had stood as well, struggling with unseen forces.

      As I flailed around, Natasha slowly stood up, her pale hands glowing in the darkness as they gripped the table.

      “Enough!” Her voice had returned to her thick European accent.

      Meredith snapped on the lights.

      “What’s going on?” Meredith asked. “I was ironing upstairs and heard so much noise.”

      Natasha smoothed out her velvet dress, her thin figure gliding towards Meredith.

      “The spirits were very active tonight. They put on quite a show.”

      Meredith nodded. She looked around the room.

      “Is everyone okay? Who came through this time?”

      “The usual ones were there but there was also a new one. A new spirit, perhaps two, that I’ve not encountered before. They were dark with ill intention so I decided we call it a night.”

      “I don’t want to call it a night,” Beehive said loudly. “I came here to speak with my cousin. I’m sure he’s the one who touched me.”

      “Your cousin was here, yes. He misses you but says not to worry about him. He’s at peace now,” Natasha said.

      Beehive smiled. “Really?”

      “Yes, really. You must continue on with your life. He wants that.”

      “Yes, I have been. I have so much to tell him. His advice has been spot on. Can I speak with him? Is he still here?” Beehive looked hopefully around the room.

      Natasha shook her head.

      “Not now. We had to stop tonight. Too much evil in the room. It’s not fair to the pure.” Natasha said, her face stern as she looked over the clients. “We must keep it fair.”

      “That’s wise. You know what can happen if you invite in the wrong ones,” Meredith said as she helped her guests find their belongings.

      The whole exchange sounded so phony to me. It takes a con to spot a con. I had no idea how they pulled my hair and burned my arms. Wires of some sort. It had to be. Elaborate hoax.

      Every séance was likely exactly the same. Meredith returned my phone and purse from the lockers and I headed towards the door with the others.

      Natasha stopped in front of me. Her mouth was curved in a half smile. A smirk, perhaps. Maybe she was just haughty. I figured she had something to say.

      “Thank you ever so, for the séance,” I cooed in my best Marilyn. I adjusted my little pillbox hat and attempted to walk around her.

      “You’ll be back,” said Natasha, her smile revealing long, actually weirdly long, teeth. She stepped back and waved her long, burgundy painted nails at the door. “Goodbye.”

      

      And she was right. What am I doing right now? Going back.

      

      However, that night, as a half dozen of us wandered down the street to our respective destinations, or at least those of us not driving, we mused over the evening’s events.

      “I’m Peggy, by the way.” A blond woman shook my hand. “Have you ever been to a séance before?” she asked me.

      “Yes,” I told her.

      “Me too. What did you think?”

      “I’m not sure at all what to think,” I whispered, channeling Marilyn.

      “Me neither.”

      Another woman piped up.

      “I think it was rigged. I don’t know how, but it was,” said the other lady.

      “Yeah, I was trying to figure out how they could have done it,” said Peggy.

      “Me too.”

      I listened to them all discuss their theories. I always learned a lot by listening, especially after a show like that one. Hearing what they saw and didn’t see, what they expected and what they thought was an experience of value, could be great research material for my own gigs.

      “But what about that one lady? That one who has been coming for five years? There must be something working for her. These séances aren’t cheap.”

      “Some people just want to believe. They want to connect with their loved ones. I know that I sure do.”

      “Me, too.”

      The other two clients joined in the conversation.

      “I’m still shaken up by it all. Scared the hell out of me. Tom’s the name.” A silver-haired man held his hand out to me.

      “Do you think it was real?”

      “I sure can’t explain it,” said Tom. “All that stuff flying around the room. I’ve been to a few séances in my time. Even here in Hermana, and there’s never been that kind of activity. For me. I’ve heard it happens to others.”

      “Maybe they only do it occasionally. The special effects, I mean,” said Peggy. “To keep up the mystique.”

      “Or maybe it really happened,” said Tom.

      “What about the voices?” I asked. “How do you explain those?”

      The others stopped and looked at me.

      “You mean when Natasha channelled that other lady?” Peggy asked.

      “No... the voices. The ones arguing. The bickering. That shrieky woman against that annoying man. The whiny children.”

      “I didn’t hear any voices. Not like you’re describing,” Peggy said.

      “Me, neither,” the others agreed.

      “You sure they weren’t in your head?” Tom asked. “Or maybe, they were demons.”

      I saw he was half-kidding so I rewarded him with a half-laugh. I didn’t press the subject nor did they hound me. I wondered if these supposedly naive people were all plants and I was the only stooge... client. How did they not hear those voices? Those sounds couldn’t have been in my head. I’d never heard some of those sounds before in my life so it wasn’t like I was remembering something from a bad dream for some reason. Why wasn’t I hearing them now? Or any other time in my life? But I kept my mouth shut and let my thoughts spiral around shadow people and voices as my stomach finally began to simmer down. The conversation wound back around to the stuff flying around the room. Their speculation continued until we all parted ways.

      However, even as I half-listened to their theories, I didn’t care anymore. I had found the addition to our act that we needed.

      

      When I returned to my little room in the bed and breakfast, I locked the door. I carefully removed my vintage dress and slip and hung them up. There was a small powder room so I was able to freshen up without having to leave. The air in the room felt thick. As I splashed water on my face, I had the distinct feeling something was watching me. Several times I turned around to find nothing.

      I turned on all the lights as the shadows in the corners of the room were beginning to play tricks on me. I wasn’t interested in their shenanigans. I had more important business.

      I sat on the bed and pulled over my satchel. I unbuckled the thick straps and pulled out a Ouija board and a planchette. In the ruckus at the séance, I’d been able to lift them from one of the bookcases. I set them on the bed.

      I stared at the board, at the letters. I studied the “Hello” and “Good Bye.” It seemed to be a basic Ouija board but it didn’t have the same paper glow that I had seen on others. Hesitantly, I reached for it. It pulsed or rather, breathed, enticing me to draw my hand closer. Now when I say it “breathed” I mean, it felt as if the board was urging me to touch it. It wasn’t physically moving or anything. But the sense, the urgency for me to touch it was there. As if the board was tunneling into my mind, urging me to make contact with it. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to touch it again. However, it compelled me.

      My fingers stroked the strange material that formed the board. It was like a leather or maybe some other fabric. As I looked closer at the board, I saw that it wasn’t made from one piece of cardboard but from many patches and slips of material, sewn together with tiny, careful stitches. I stroked the stitches that were a pale, brown color that mated with the fabric in an almost imperceptible weave.

      I fell asleep stroking that creepy board. And no, I don’t remember my dreams from that night.

      

      The bus lurched to a halt at a service station and my seatmates woke. I put away my notebook and pen, and took my package as well as my knapsack and joined the others in a zombielike shuffle for food and bathrooms. At least the hovering sense of doom had left as the passengers came to life.

      

      The men beside me slumped back into their comas as our journey toiled on. I’m sure they will waken again soon. The sky has shifted towards dawn, so I’d better get this story finished.

      

      When I returned to Toronto, I surprised Danny with a pop-in. I had hoped very hard to find him in the arms of another, but instead, he was watching An American in Paris surrounded by his creepy puppets in his creepy living room.

      “Look!” I presented him with the board. He looked it over.

      “So? What are we supposed to do with this?”

      “We can have séances. Build an act around séances!” I said.

      “I already have Ouija boards...” he protested.

      “Not one from the magical witch town of Hermana!” I said.

      He picked it up, running his fingers along the board.

      “Interesting...I wonder if this is...human flesh…? Did you ask about the history of the board when you bought it?”

      “Uh...no,” I said. “Human flesh? A bit dramatic. Alligator, perhaps.”

      “Not alligator for a New England witch board. Snakes. Fish. Even beaver or deer. And yes, I was being dramatic, my dear.” He smiled.

      “If it’s leather, as you say, how is it so smooth? The planchette has to be able to move.”

      “Some kind of glaze or finish, I guess. I’d have to look it up. See what others have done although a flesh Ouija board isn’t exactly an everyday occurrence,” Danny said.

      I held out the planchette. The puppets watched, as if I were christening him my knight in shining armor. Maybe knight in shining hair, but that was where that fairy tale ended except maybe the knight and the princess abscond with big bags of real cash they earned from illusions. The puppets approved. Hopefully, Danny did but I knew by the way he was looking at me, he wanted more. More would never happen. Sorry Danny.

      Instead, Danny took the planchette and studied it.

      “Oh, this is just wood. Plain old wood with glass.” He put down the planchette and returned to the board. “But the board, my oh my...that is interesting indeed. As for it being a major game changer for our act. No, it’s just a witch board, a Ouija board, and even if it is made from human flesh, we can’t exactly say that in our act.”

      “Oh, but Danny, we will tell them it’s human flesh even if it isn’t. How magnificently disturbing!” I said as I stroked his arm. His rough edges softened.

      “Don’t worry, my dear, I will figure out an act for us. Thank you for bringing me this delightful oddity. I’m sorry if I upset you,” Danny said.

      “I wanted to surprise you. I hope I did,” I said and I left him to his puppets and the Ouija board.

      

      Well, that was actually the last time I saw Danny...in the flesh as it were...

      

      He had texted for me to come over, that he had discovered the greatest trick of all. But when I arrived at his place, he didn’t answer the door. I let myself in, only to find the Ouija board set up on the coffee table and puppets sitting in chairs around it, including Mr. Peepers. And one empty chair. The planchette was on the board at “Good Bye.”

      “Danny?” I called for him. I texted him. He was nowhere to be found.

      I looked again at the board. My phone vibrated. It was a message from Danny.

      Ask a question, the text suggested.

      So I did.

      I reluctantly took my place at the puppet table. I sighed as I looked at the various glassy eyed faces. Mr. Peepers glared.

      “Where is Danny?” I asked. I placed my hands on the planchette. To my surprise, the planchette moved, racing along the letters on that fleshboard as if it were newly sharpened skates in the Ice Capades. I’d never felt a planchette move on its own before. I had always been the one to move it for hapless vict...customers. The planchette moved frantically and I wrote down the letters with my left hand as my right hand stayed on for the ride.

      I’m right here. The first set of letters that I transcribed spelled out.

      I laughed.

      “Where?” I asked.

      In this room, the letters spelled.

      “But I can’t see you?”

      It’s the best part of the trick! You brought us a fantastic act, the letters spelled.

      

      Yes, he was somehow inside the board or the spirit world or something. He wasn’t dead, was he? I didn’t know. I still don’t know.

      For a couple of months, it was kind of fun. I became the solo face of the act. I was the one who talked and performed and wore the fancy clothes. I was the one collecting the tips and banking the paychecks. Our mentalism act went through the roof. After all, how could I ever be wrong with Danny going into people’s pockets and purses, seeing their dreams, running out to their cars, actually reading me word for word what is on the driver’s license instead of me listening for the codes and clues. As for that mysterious touching trick where I touch someone without touching them? He was more than perfect for that trick.

      I was so magical I was being booked beyond Toronto. Clients wanted me to fly all over Canada and the States with my magic Ouija board so that I could read their minds and amuse them and maybe they’d also get a chance to speak to one of their dead relatives.

      And it was cool, like I said, for a couple of months...

      Until Danny was bored of being inside of the board.

      I miss you. I want to see you.

      “You see me every day,” I told him.

      It’s not the same, not at all, Danny wrote. Sometimes, I just want to be real again.

      “How can I get you out?” I asked him.

      I don’t know.

      “How did you get in there?” I asked.

      I don’t know.

      

      Of course he knew how he got in there. He just wasn’t going to tell me. A magician never reveals his tricks.

      

      And so, I had to return to Hermana. And Natasha.

      

      Now that the sun is up, it’s a bazillion degrees in here. The men are up. Sweating and grunting as they shift around in their seats, trying to get comfortable playing video games on their phones.

      

      It doesn’t matter that the sun is up. The things are still here. I can still feel them pressing against me, anxious to get at the board.

      

      I did try to get him out before this trip, of course. I did lots of things to figure out where he was and how to get him out. I pored through ancient spell books, googled modern Ouija board advice, and all the stuff in between.

      One time, at his place, of course, I wouldn’t dare do it in my room, I drew a chalk circle on the floor. He had a painted pentagram under the rug, but I drew a chalk circle kind of over it. I figured my energy and my chalk might be important to make this work.

      I brought the Ouija board into the circle. I had a candle, goblet, incense, a chalice, an athame, salt, herbs...all the things I needed for a spell. I lit the candle. Said the words on the paper. I stood up, moving my arms into the formations dictated by the spell.

      The candle flickered. The room grew dark though it was daylight since I was too afraid to cast a spell by myself in the night. Shadows danced along the walls. The air was hot and cold, hot and cold. Goosebumps ran up my arms, up my back. My hair stood on end as I recited more words. The air was electric with my words, with my energy, with energy from somewhere else. The candle flame shot high and then folded into itself. There was a whistling noise and the room grew darker still.

      The whistling, like the sound of a boiling kettle, grew louder. It was difficult to determine where the sound was coming from. I looked around the room. The sound was in the room but it wasn’t clear where it was originating.

      Something pushed me.

      “Danny!” I said but I wasn’t so sure it was Danny. He had a softer touch. Would he ever actually push me?

      I said the words again, louder. I slid the athame along my arm. Bright red drops of blood welled up and then dripped down. I held the chalice to catch some of the blood.

      I lit some charcoal and put more incense on top of it. A special blend from various herbs that I had found in a spell book burned, perfuming the room with pungent smoke.

      I mixed the blood in with some water. I dipped my fingers into it and drew the required symbols on the Ouija board. The planchette shuddered and shook. It slid back and forth, as if trying to erase the symbols.

      The candle tipped over and as I reached for my bowl of sand to put out the flame, a wind came through from somewhere. The wind blew the flame over to one of the circus posters. I ran over, throwing the blood water on the flames lapping at the paper. I managed to put it out. Another small cluster of flames burst up over by one of the puppets.

      “No, not Mr. Peepers!” I cried out loud, grabbing my bottled water from my knapsack and pouring it over Mr. Peepers. As the fire sputtered out, I was amazed at my hitherto unknown affection for Mr. Peepers. Before I could analyze it, another spark took hold, this time on the Ouija board itself. I watched it. Was the board supposed to catch on fire? Was this part of the ritual? Should I just burn the board and Danny would return? Or what would happen if the board burned and Danny was trapped wherever he was, forever?

      I stomped on the board to kill the fire.

      

      Goddammit.

      The sun is so hot as it beams into this bus or rather, traveling sewage pit. The smell from the washroom is getting worse as it grows hotter in here. Several people have already called out for air-conditioning but apparently it’s broken. That news was greeted with some pretty loud moans and groans. Meanwhile, the Ouija board is heating up rapidly. The person in the seat in front of me keeps shifting around and poking his seat. I wonder if he’s actually getting burned. There are actually waves of heat wafting from the board through its wrappers. I look at the men on either side of me but they are glued to their games, the forehead sweat from the guy on my right drips on to his hand. Another smell fills the air. Like burning rubber. My seatmates are oblivious to the smells and the heat and the fact there’s a Ouija board between them that is growing hotter by the minute.

      

      Yeah, the bus broke down. So now, I’m stuck by the side of the road with all the other bus people. I guess we’re now Side-of-the-Road-People. I’m trying to keep my vintage Judy Garland look intact but I’m sweating to death and so damn thirsty I’m freaking out. I already drank all the water in my water bottle, my extra-large coffee from the last rest stop, and a juice box that someone gave me. There’s no shade for miles. We’re all trying to squeeze into the shadow of the bus.

      

      The second bus broke down because one of those big long trucks side-swiped into us. We were on one of those mountains in Massachusetts and the bus rolled a couple of times. I still can’t believe that some of us survived. I barely had a scratch on me. I walked away from the crash and took a ride from an ambulance to the closest bus station. Right across from the hospital. The things from the bus took the ride in the ambulance as well.

      Yes, I was supposed to stay and get checked out and talk to cops, blahblahblah.

      Hell, no!

      The next bus to Boston was ready to pull out of the station when I bought my ticket. I still had my Ouija board and knapsack although nothing much else. I slept the whole way to Boston.

      

      I made it to Hermana. I didn’t even stop anywhere to grab a coffee. I went right over to the place where I’d attended the séance.

      Meredith opened the door. A small smile crept across her lips. She nodded her head.

      “Good afternoon,” Meredith greeted me. I was certainly a sight. Trapped in bus trauma hell for days in the sweltering heat was like a tattoo on my face with the New England humidity making it nearly impossible to keep my make-up in place no matter how much powder I used.

      “Good afternoon,” I said. “May I come in?”

      Meredith let me in and showed me to the sitting room. Not the room where we’d had the séance but another room. I held the board out to her before I sat down.

      “This belongs to you,” I said. She reached out to take the package and then dropped it.

      “Hot!” she said, rubbing her hands. We both looked at the package on the floor. A bit of mist rolled out of it.

      “I- uh...” I struggled to piece together the perfect words. Though I’d rehearsed this moment for days, I still wasn’t sure what to say.

      “What is it?” a woman’s sultry voice asked. I turned around to see Natasha entering the room, regal in a long burgundy velvet dress with black lace trimmed flared sleeves and plunging neckline. Her long black hair swung as she walked, and even when she stopped to look at me, it seemed alive.

      Her dark eyes were like the black button eyes of a shark. I wondered where the iris began and the pupil ended. Her thick red lips sneered at me.

      “Hello,” she said. She looked at the package on the floor. “What is this?”

      She knelt to pick it up. Her long pale fingers gently lifted the package, and then carefully pulled away the fabric of the tote. They picked apart the aluminum wrapping. The board sprang from her hands and flew across the room. I gasped. It circled the room and then flew out the door. The three of us ran after it until it settled onto the bookcase. Shortly after, the planchette flew through the air like a tiny space ship, and landed on the Ouija board.

      Meredith ran over to the board and stroked it with her fingers.

      “Oh, how I missed you, my friends. I’ve missed you so much,” she sighed. As she ran her hand along the board, she stopped. She moved the planchette from it and picked up the board. She held it up to the light, turning it over. She fingered the threads. From where I stood, a tiny patch glimmered. Why hadn’t I noticed it before?

      The tiny patch quivered as Meredith stroked it with her finger.

      “There’s a new addition.” She examined it closely. “Yes, someone has added to the board.”

      She smiled and replaced the board to the bookshelf. She returned the planchette to its place on the board. There was mist forming all around the bookcase. The air in the room shifted. My forehead dripped with sweat as a cold chill ran up my spine.

      “Ah, it is home. No need for questions or answers. You may leave now,” Natasha said as she led me to the door. I shouldered my knapsack, trying to find the words.

      “My friend, my partner...he’s a magician. He’s...trapped inside the Ouija board,” I said as Natasha held the door open.

      “That’s too bad,” Natasha said. “Nothing good ever comes from letting in evil.”

      “How do you know he let in evil?”

      Natasha laughed.

      “He’s trapped in the Ouija board, isn’t he?” She taunted me as she practically pushed me out the door.

      “But...I need to help him,” I said as the door shut in my face. As I stood staring at the brass lion’s head door knocker, the small kernel of a plan began to formulate in my mind. I walked down the stairs, sea salt air thick on my tongue, and wandered along the streets. The plan grew.

      

      There’s a funeral parlor in Hermana called A Hearse of a Different Color. I’d read about it long ago and walked by it a couple of times on my last visit. I figured out a plan, but wasn’t sure if it would work.

      In the dark of night, after three o’clock because God knows what goes on in this wacked out town during the witching hour, I broke into the house and stole the Ouija board and planchette again.

      Then, I broke into the morgue. Sure, A Hearse of a Different Color had a gorgeous Gothic-styled show room and chapel but those were just the set decorations, the façade for the ugliness that lay underneath. The air was thick. There were shadows and mists in every corner. Tiny little balls of light, orbs, flew by my head. Some hovered around me, hanging in the air like colorful bubbles.

      I used my cellphone as a flashlight as I made my way through the hallways and down a set of stairs. My stomach rolled with a rumbling, hollow sensation.

      The basement was where all the real work happened. There were walls of steel-doored freezers and five long steel surgical tables. Lots of shiny instruments, basins, and tubes swung, hung, and were stacked all around. My heart was pounding as I set the bag with the board and planchette on one of the steel tables.

      I opened a few freezers. They were empty. At last, I found one with the body of a young man. He looked as if he were sleeping. He was a nice-looking boy. I wondered why he died. There was a loud bang from the hallway. I stopped what I was doing. A wall of mist rolled into the room and it grew colder. As I pointed my light at the mist, it thickened and grew taller. I shone my light around the room until I found the light switch. Security cameras be damned, those lights were going on.

      When the lights snapped on, the mist was gone. So were the orbs and shadows. Of course, I knew they weren’t really gone. It was just an illusion. A bowl crashed to the floor. And then another. Maybe it was a security set-up instead of a poltergeist. A deterrent for body-stealers such as myself.

      I found a scalpel and petri dish, ignoring the noise as some tubing spiraled loose, knocking more metal instruments to the floor. I carved off a little piece of flesh from the dead man’s upper arm so I wouldn’t have to open the freezer too far. I scooped it into a little dish.

      I pushed the freezer drawer shut.

      I went over to the Ouija board. I cut away the piece that Meredith had pointed out and put it into a petri dish. I glued the cadaver’s flesh onto the board with the surgical glue that was on one of the trays that had been flung to the floor.

      As the dead man’s flesh pressed against the Ouija board, there was a loud groaning noise. So loud that everything rattled and more stuff flew to the ground. There was another groan and then shrieks. Loud, shrill shrieks. The noise went through my bones. The screams were all around but there was no one there.

      I grabbed the board and the planchette. Something tried to grab the board from me. The planchette fell out of my hand as I wrestled the board from unseen hands. I kicked the planchette closer and was able to flip it into my knapsack. I still pulled at the Ouija board.

      “Let go! I need to take this home!” I screamed. The thing released its grip and I almost fell backwards from the sudden release of tension.

      Using the last of the battery power from my phone to light the way, I ran through that place like it was one of those haunted Halloween mazes, as invisible things touched me and pulled my hair. The window where I had entered had slid shut while I was downstairs. It wouldn’t open no matter how much I pushed and pulled at it as the screams of the damned echoed behind me. I had to use the door, which set off the alarms, if the window hadn’t already. Loud beeping buzzing alarm siren sounds melded in with shrieks and groans as I ran down the stairs and out into the street.

      

      I returned the Ouija board and planchette to the house and put the petri dish into my knapsack. I didn’t even have to go inside. I just opened the window a crack and the board flew from my fingers back into the house. The planchette flew off as well. There were shadows that slipped and slid around the house and through the windows. I told myself those dark jagged things were tree shadows but I know they weren’t.

      

      And now, I’m on a bus once more, leaving Hermana behind and heading for Toronto. This time, the air-conditioning works. I have a window seat with two empty spots beside me. They gave us free bottled water, mini pillows, and blankets. There’s a really cute guy across from me. And I just got a text message from Danny.

      Call me. Gotta tell you about the crazy dream I had last night. Mr. Peepers says, “hello!”

      I’ll call him back when the phone gets proper reception at a service centre. As for secrets to the universe, yeah, I think I’m one step closer. However, I still have to figure out the next great act for me and Danny. Oh, and the cute guy is asking me something. I just might show him a card trick or two.

      Good Bye.
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      The Next Big Thing takes place in the world of The Witch Upon a Star series. Our main character, Felicity, goes to Hermana, which is where she meets a few characters from the Witch Upon a Star series published by Riverdale Avenue Books. Hermana is a fictional town on the East Coast that was founded by witches. The character, Natasha, has her own book, (Capricorn: Cursed), as does Toni, (Aries: Swinging Into Spring). The book Taurus: A Hearse of a Different Color (featuring the Taurus witch Dorothy who is not in The Next Big Thing) will be published in May 2017. The Next Big Thing is a peek into a much bigger, mystical world where anything can happen.
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      Taurus: A Hearse of a Different Color
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      After dying in a car wreck, I spent the first three days of my afterlife standing in the same damn endless line. Okay, technically I wasn’t standing. I was hovering in mid-air. Also, to call it a line was being generous. Imagine instead a squirming mob of thousands of ghosts all floating in front of the same massive orb of light. Yes, the fabled Light with a capital L—the one that was waiting for all of us after our final breath. The crowd waiting for the Light had no real shape. We jostled against each other, restless yet passive. See, the line wasn’t moving. No one was passing through. Something about the Light was broken.

      I imagined those at the front of the pack had lost all form—smashed from the hundreds of thousands of fellow spirits pressing against them from behind. Even surrounded by countless lost souls, the Light still glowed brilliantly. I couldn’t not look. Indeed, all the ghosts waiting with me stared blankly at its immeasurable beauty. I didn’t know if it was heaven or not, but it was clearly worth the wait. Imagine my surprise when after days of waiting, a tingle washed over me and I fell out of the sky.

      It happened like this. Something tugged me downward. Like gravity, except more purposeful. Instinctively, I grabbed the hem of my skirt. I drifted lower, now at eye level with the crotch of the ghost beside me, a balding spirit in a faded blue suit. His aura glowed white—just like all the others in the crowd.

      “Shit,” I said to him. “Will you save my place in line?”

      He nodded wearily, but as soon as I drifted out of the way, some old biddy hovered into my spot. Damn it. You’d think heaven would’ve had some kind of Fast Pass system like Disney World.

      As soon as I was free of the crowd, I fell.

      Faster and faster, I spilled through clouds. The tingling sensation wormed around my ghost flesh. My intangible arms pinwheeled at the shreds of unblossomed rain. I tumbled past new spirits rising to join the epic crowd. My velocity increased, the wind shearing bits of my ghostly essence away. Those phantom particles trailed behind me like the tail of a meteor, except this meteor was screaming her fool head off.

      “Fuuuuuuuuck,” I yelled. “Meeeeeeee!”

      The ground was coming fast. I was falling toward my hometown of Davis, Ohio—a one-stoplight town surrounded by well-groomed cornfields, a patchwork of forest, and an increasing number of upscale subdivisions. The elementary school was in the middle of town. It must’ve been recess because a bunch of kids were standing on the playground. Most likely they couldn’t see me, but I crossed my legs all the same. I didn’t want any prepubescent boys seeing the goods.

      For a moment, the view of Davis eclipsed my sheer panic. I’d never seen the town from this angle. The divide between the poor and well-to-do couldn’t have been more clear. Those with less lived in the run-down homes clustered in the middle of town. Those with more resided in the much larger, newer, and more spaced-apart homes that rippled outward from the town like the rings of Saturn.

      Winter’s fresh potholes hadn’t yet been filled. Green buds sat like fat insects on the trees’ bare limbs. Leaves filled the gutters. It was a normal early spring day in Davis, aside from the unusual number of cars parked at the graveyard.

      My home—rather, my mother’s home—sat, or more accurately squatted or leaned, almost in the dead center of town. I expected that was where I was headed. Perhaps I was destined to haunt those crooked walls and crammed closets for the rest of eternity. If so, I vowed then and there that I’d find a way to strip the Home Shopping Network from Mom’s cable system. I was already thinking of ways to torment Sasha, her annoying Persian cat, but soon realized that I wasn’t going home after all.

      No, the tingling force was taking me to the intersection.

      Skid marks from the crash that took my life still marred the asphalt at the four-way stop where Dorothy Pike met Orchard Way. Trees lined both roads. An old blue Dodge van was parked on the shoulder in a patch of shade near a shrine of wreaths, pictures, and random knick-knacks. Aww. A shrine? For me? How sweet.

      The ground rushed at me. The wind roared like an angry lion. I curled into a ball to minimize the impact. If I’d still had a functioning bladder, I surely would’ve pissed myself. I closed my eyes but could still see through my translucent eyelids—though everything was milkier. My spectral muscles tensed. Would I shatter like glass or splash like water?

      Neither.

      The tingling force field that enveloped me eased to a stop and plopped me as light as a feather on all fours to the ground. An ectoplasmic tear rolled down my cheek. The field tugged me toward the parked van, but I wanted to see the memorial. I clutched at the grass on the side of the road.

      A handful of tiny knives stabbed into me.

      The grass’s thin green blades did not yield to my touch. My hand didn’t bend and bow the grass. Rather, the long green cutlasses pierced my phantom palm like a pincushion. I discovered then and there that I was no longer an active participant in the physical world.

      No, I was at its mercy.
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      I screamed. Each penetration stung horribly and yet I crawled onward. The grass blades stabbed into my knees and shins, the pads of my feet. I gasped and grunted, edging closer to the shrine. More tears. The force tugged me, but I needed to see the memorial. Despite the pain, I couldn’t stop a trembling grin. This outpouring of love gave me the strength to endure.

      Except the monument wasn’t for me at all. No, the pictures were of some young blond girl, and all the signs said shit like, “We miss you, Shannon.”

      “Rest in peace, Shannon.”

      “I love you, Shannon.”

      Fuck you, Shannon.

      My unbeating heart sank. I yielded to the field around me. The tugging force pulled me to my feet and dragged me down the shoulder of the road. It was strange not hearing the gravel crunch under my feet. Stranger still was the fact that I was wearing only one kitten heel. My right foot was bare. I must’ve lost that shoe during the crash. I kicked off the ghostly heel but it whizzed around in a wide arc and snapped back onto my foot like some kind of podiatric boomerang.

      The force sucked me backward into the van’s open driver side window. I tumbled into the passenger side bucket seat, surprised to find another ghost sitting behind the wheel. It was Shannon, the girl from the shrine, and she was wearing a track outfit. Blue and red—the Davis High School colors. I’d worn a similar uniform back in school but that’d been over a decade ago. Shannon wore her hair in a tight ponytail. She stared at two teenage girls in the back of the van. Her aura glowed a faded yellow—the color of old newspapers.

      “What’s going on?” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything better. “My name’s Molly.”

      She ignored me. I figured that maybe she couldn’t see me. Maybe I was so unwanted and forgotten that I was a ghost even to other ghosts. I looked down at my palms. The tiny stab wounds from the grass had stopped bleeding. As I watched, my ghostly flesh knit itself back together.

      The van’s rear seats had been stripped out, replaced by two beanbag chairs and a pile of blankets. The girls sat on the bags facing each other over a Ouija board. They both wore black lipstick, too much eye shadow, and blue streaks in their hair. One sported a black halter top that revealed way too much cleavage. The other had big horn rimmed glasses that I was pretty sure were supposed to be ironic. Their fingertips rested on a planchette. A thin line of smoke wormed upward from an incense stick beside the board. I sniffed but my ghost nose could barely smell its spicy scent. And maybe that was just a memory.

      “This feels wrong,” Cleavage said. “I mean, shouldn’t we be at Shannon’s funeral? We could get in trouble for skipping.”

      Her funeral. That explained all the cars at the graveyard.

      “C’mon,” Glasses said. “This could be my last chance to talk to her before she passes over. I need to make things right.”

      “But shouldn’t we be doing this at night?”

      “I’m grounded, remember?”

      “You haven’t talked to her in, what, a year?”

      “She’s still my best friend.”

      Cleavage frowned at this.

      Shannon’s ghost finally spoke up. “I’m not your best friend. Now let me go, dammit.”

      “You who have died here, we summon you,” Glasses said. “Shannon, can you hear us?”

      “Of course I can hear you,” Shannon said. “What the hell do you want?”

      “I think you’re supposed to use the planchette,” I said.

      She still apparently couldn’t hear me.

      “You who have died here, we summon you,” Glasses said again. “Shannon, can you give us a sign?”

      Shannon flipped them both the bird. I had to chuckle at that.

      “You who have died here, we summon you.” Glasses wiped her eyes. “Please, Shannon.”

      That’s when I realized why I was here. I hadn’t been called here. I hadn’t been wanted. No, I was here because of non-concise word choice. You who have died here. I’d been swept here because I’d died in the same accident as the ghost beside me.

      “She seems sincere,” I told Shannon. It was like talking to sitcom characters behind a television screen. Yes, I had hours of experience doing that very thing. “She only wants to make peace. What have you got to lose?”

      The ghost turned on me, and I shrieked. It was like when a street performer pretending to be a statue lurches at you. Except this statue had creepy black eyes—almost totally dilated as if she were high as a kite. Hundreds of black tendrils squirmed at the outer edges of her bulging pupils, slowly devouring each pale blue iris.

      “Oh, I’ve got abso-fucking-lutely nothing to lose now, thanks to you,” she said. “Nothing at all. No boyfriend. No scholarship. No future. I have nothing, nobody, and no body, bitch. So thanks for killing me. I really appreciate it.”

      “I didn’t kill you,” I said.

      “You plowed right into my car.”

      I tried to remember the accident, but it was all a blur of metal and headlights. Screeching tires. Metallic crunching. Kid Rock rapping lyrics. Blood squirting. And then screaming . . . horrible screaming—not my own.

      “Oh fuck,” I said. “You . . . you didn’t die instantly, did you?”

      She sat back and lifted her track shirt, revealing a horrible gash in her abdomen. I gasped. Her intestines uncoiled and snaked outward, but she stuffed them back inside her wound and tucked in her shirt.

      “You apparently died instantly,” Shannon said, “because your dumb ass wasn’t wearing a seatbelt. I got to lie in my car and scream for help until I choked on my own blood. It took quite a long time. And seriously? Kid Rock? I have to spend my last goddamn moments on Earth clutching my viscera listening to Kid-fucking-Rock?”

      I lowered my gaze. “I’m sorry. I was on my way to a job interview. I was using Kid Rock to psyche myself up.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Just be gone.”

      I moved toward the window, but it was like wading through thick syrup. The force wouldn’t let me leave the van. The tingling grew tighter as I resisted. My own aura on my outstretched hands glowed the same dull yellow as Shannon’s. She stared at me and rolled her eyes. The both of us pushed against the force binding me to the place. Her hands shoved at my shoulders and back. A tingle ran through me at her touch. The invisible grip proved too strong. I grunted. She cursed. For a moment, a golden glow tinged both our auras. I spilled sideways into the steering wheel, and the van’s horn blared loud enough to make all of us—ghosts and girls—jump and scream.

      Glasses said, “Oh fuck. Shannon, you’re here.”

      I stared at the ghost. “I can’t leave. I didn’t come here by choice. They summoned me. Just talk to them, make peace, and hopefully we both can go.”

      She gritted her teeth. While she climbed into the back to kneel over the board, I pressed my hand against the steering wheel. It wouldn’t yield. The horn wouldn’t blow again. I turned and watched the teens. Cleavage’s hands trembled on the planchette. A grey mascara tear rolled down Glasses’ cheek. Through Shannon’s translucent back, I watched her place her fingertips over the girls’ hands on the plastic planchette. As it slid over the board, Cleavage mouthed the letters that Shannon gave them: “I-M-H-E-R-E.”

      “Shannon,” Glasses said, “I’m so sorry about what happened between us. Do you forgive me?”

      The ghost’s shoulders hitched. She guided the planchette over the NO printed in the board’s corner. More grey tears spilled down Glasses’ face. She’d be a raccoon in no time.

      “Please,” Glasses said. “We used to be best friends, and then you abandoned me. I got so lonely. I missed you so much.” Cleavage frowned at this. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I wanted to bring you back down . . . down to my level. So I spread rumors that you were bulimic. It was petty and mean and I’m sorry.”

      Shannon was no longer looking at the board. She was staring at Glasses. Her spectral hands balled into tight fists, as if she was going to slug the girl.

      “Anger can eat you up if you let it,” I told Shannon. “Believe me. I’ve seen it firsthand.”

      She glared at me with her awful squirmy eyes. “What the fuck do you know about it?”

      I sighed as best as I could without lungs. “Your friend, what’s her name?”

      “Tara.”

      “Give Tara some peace. If nothing else, hopefully it’ll end this. We can go our separate ways and you won’t have to be around me anymore.”

      “Fine.” She returned to the planchette.

      Once again, Cleavage spelled out the message. “I-F-Y.”

      Tara of the Glasses burst into tears and bowed her head.

      “Iffy?” I said.

      Shannon rolled her dark eyes, which I could only see because the back of her head was transparent. “I forgive you, dumbass.”

      “My apologies,” I told her. “I still know how to spell actual words.”

      “How about F-U-C-K-O-F-F?”

      “Aw, you’re so charming,” I told her. “No wonder you got such a delightful shrine out there.”

      She smirked as she worked the planchette. “Peanut butter and jealous, much?”

      Cleavage read aloud the message. “L-Y-K-T-H-X.”

      “Thank you, Shannon,” Tara said.

      The girls moved the planchette over the GOOD BYE printed on the bottom of the board. A weight instantly lifted from my non-being. My aura turned from yellow to a hazy white. I scrabbled out of the van’s window and into the patch of shade on the shoulder of the road. When I looked up, I almost fell over.

      It was my first time seeing the Light from down here. It floated in the clouds, surrounded by what must’ve been millions of waiting souls—all shimmering white like some kind of massive squirming cloud. The mass of ghosts reminded me of blind puppies fumbling over each other to get to their momma dog’s nipples. Except in this case, the momma dog had only one nipple, the milk had run dry, and the litter was larger than I could fathom.

      Shannon climbed out of the van and wiped her eye. I figured she must’ve had a speck of ghost dust because I couldn’t imagine the little shit was actually crying. Her aura now glowed white, too. I pointed upward at the sky. She glanced upward and then stared at me.

      “What the hell did you do to your face?” she said.

      “What?” My hands went to my cheeks. “Are my eyes black like yours?”

      Her brow knitted in confusion. She squinted at me. “You mean my pupils are all dilated too?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, and the edges are all wiggly. The darkness is growing like a splash of black ink bursting in slow motion.”

      “Very fucking poetic,” she said, before turning on her heel and stalking away.

      “Did you see that Light up there?” I said, walking alongside her.

      Our steps made no noise on the gravel. The rocks nipped at my feet.

      “Uh huh.”

      “Pretty weird, huh?”

      She shrugged. “I guess.”

      “I wonder why we still have organs.”

      “I don’t,” she said.

      “Yes, you do. I saw your intestines.”

      “No, I meant I don’t wonder why. What does it matter?”

      “Well, it’s just . . . I don’t have a pulse and yet I can still bleed. And you still clearly have your intestines, but it’s not like we eat or digest food.”

      “Fuck,” she said.

      “What?”

      “I just realized that I’ll never eat chocolate mint ice cream ever again. Fuck.”

      We walk further down Dorothy Pike, shaded by the trees. I practiced kicking off my lone heel. No matter how far I launched it or what it hit, the stubborn footwear always boomeranged back to my foot. I busted out some old school Tae Bo moves—a series of roundhouse kicks and snap kicks that sent the shoe in all directions.

      “The same thing happens with my goddamn ponytail ring,” Shannon said. “No matter how many times I take it off, it snaps back into place. Of all the accessories to get for eternity.”

      Accessories. Oh shit. I reached under my skirt.

      “What are you doing, freak?” she said.

      “I’d just started the day we died. I wanted to make sure I didn’t have to spend eternity with a tampon. Thankfully, all clear.”

      “My joy knows no bounds,” Shannon said, picking up her pace.

      “Were you up there in the Light, too? Waiting in the sky?”

      “No. No, I wasn’t. After the accident, I crawled into the shadows. I was confused. Tired. All I wanted was to be home in bed. So, I walked all the way home. I don’t remember how I got inside the house, but I was in my room when the phone rang. I heard my parents get the news. The screams. The wailing. Glass breaking. I hid under my bed, as if it wasn’t happening. Before they left to go to the hospital, one of my parents shut the bedroom door. I think . . . I think they couldn’t bear to look inside. I couldn’t get the door open. I was trapped in there. Ghost Life Tip Number One: don’t let yourself get stuck somewhere you don’t want to be, because you can’t move anything here anymore. The physical world can influence, shove, stab, and maim us, but we can’t do a damn thing to it.”

      “But yet, we can move each other,” I said, thinking of how she’d tried pushing me out of the van.

      “I was a prisoner in my own bedroom until this morning, when Mom finally opened the door to get Bastion.”

      “Who’s Bastion?”

      “None of your fucking business. God, just leave me alone.”

      “I’m just trying to—”

      “Enough.” She turned on me. “We’re not friends. We’re not going to have some tender ghostly girl power moment here in the fucking road. I’m dead and it’s your fault. I can forgive Tara for being a bitch, but I won’t forgive you for killing me.”

      I had to grab my lone heel to keep up with her. The persistent footwear tugged against my hand, eager to return to my foot.

      “So,” I said. “Where are you going now?”

      She sighed. “Back to my funeral. I’ve got a huge turnout. The whole damn town practically. I was watching from the trees when the goddamn Ouija board summoned me.”

      For a moment, I wondered why she watched from the trees instead of graveside at the service. “I wonder if I already missed my service.”

      “It’s later today at Lamb Funeral Home. My parents were talking about going over to scream at your mother.”

      “Oh.” I struggled for words. “I wonder why I ended up going up toward the Light, and you stayed down here?”

      “Beats me. Maybe because I actually had something to live for.”

      Ouch.

      I stopped walking. She didn’t bother looking back. I stared again up at the Light, surprised but relieved that I wasn’t floating back up to it. Birds chirped in the trees. A bee buzzed past. I decided to go check out my funeral service.

      Shannon stuck to the shadows of the trees lining Dorothy Pike. Dumb kid. She could’ve saved a ton of time by cutting through the field beyond the trees. Her path was taking her way out of the way. I almost called out to her, but figured she could go screw herself.

      When I stepped out of the shadows and onto the street, I saw myself for the first time in raw sunlight. My astral body was as translucent as a jellyfish, with streaks of red and blue blushing beneath my insubstantial skin. The light revealed traces of my bones. A vague aura of white light glimmered around my whole body. When I held my hand up, the light stuck between my fingers like a bird’s webbed feet. I noticed wisps of smoke rising from my fingertips a split second before pain bubbled under my skin.

      That’s when I realized why Shannon watched her funeral from the trees—to stay out of the sun.

      The hurt started as a dull simmer but escalated to full-on agony. My legs gave out. I fell to my knees and screamed. The asphalt beneath me seemed to chew on my seared flesh. The sun was burning me alive, um, dead. Even my skirt and top were burning, and pale smoke drifted from every crevice of my tortured body.

      I reached for the shadows, ready to drag my seared flesh across the gritty road. My blood boiled. The sound of me screaming and sizzling masked the noise of the oncoming van until it was too late. I turned my head in time to see through a blur of simmering tears the blue van’s grill rushing toward me.

      The impact knocked me backward. Tires rolled over my legs. The undercarriage throttled my hips and arms. It happened so fast, and then I was lying in the road.

      A mangled wreck.

      I tried lifting my arms but the fractured stems only twitched in response. My legs were cracked husks. Smoke rose from my body. My hair smoldered. The sun set me ablaze. I lay in the road. Helpless.
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      Sharp blades of white-hot light slashed through my phantom form. The sunshine burned like acid and sizzled upon my skin. Through my skin. My blood boiled over, splitting my astral flesh. My bones cracked and smoldered. My eyes popped and sizzled like eggs in a hot pan, leaving me blind. I tried to scream, but could only choke out a raspy hiss.

      So this was how the afterlife ended. In agony.

      Pressure ruptured unexpectedly under my armpits. Someone lifted and dragged me. My lower half scraped across the road. Coolness settled over me, but my tortured body wasn’t yet able to experience relief. My mangled hands clutched my face, massaging my busted eyes.

      A moment later, I blinked away tears.

      I could see again. Steam wafted from me, rising upward in spiraling tendrils. Mind-crunching hurt swarmed inside my cooked ghost flesh. Shannon stood over me, shaking her head. Wisps of smoke rose from her shoulders. She’d dragged me into the shade.

      “That sucked,” I said around a swollen tongue.

      “Ghost Life Tip Number Two: You have to stay out of direct sunlight, moron.”

      I chose to ignore the insult. “Why?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Um, because it burns?”

      “But why?”

      “How the hell should I know?”

      I examined my charred flesh. “God, I look like Freddy Krueger.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Your burns will heal quick enough.”

      “You saved me. Thank you.”

      She shrugged. “Whatevs. Just be glad a cloud passed over the sun or I would’ve let your dumb ass fry in the road.”

      Without another word, she stalked off.

      I tried to sit up, but my fractured limbs wouldn’t obey. Unimaginable hurt festered in my body. In life, I’d never experienced pain like this. Not physical pain, anyway. Directly above me, the blobby mob of souls clustered around the Light. A cloud drifted past, and the sun shone brilliantly again. I flinched and whimpered, but thankfully, Shannon had dragged me well into the tree shadows.

      Just as Shannon had said, my phantom flesh stitched itself back together. Bones crackled and crunched. My crumpled mass gradually inflated like a balloon. The healing took an eternity. All the while, the sun slowly slid across the sky. The shade draped over me receded.

      Bit by tenuous bit, the hateful light inched toward me, a plodding race of relentless sunshine versus ghostly restoration.

      Soon, the light was only a yard away.

      Two feet.

      One foot.

      My arms and legs were mostly restored, but now I had a new problem. Hundreds of grass blades skewered my body all at once—a bed of thin green nails. I bit back a whimper and braced myself. Ectoplasmic tears slid down my face.

      Six inches.

      The sun crept closer to my left hand, and I could see that the band of pressed flesh once left by my wedding ring had finally disappeared. It’d been years, and I didn’t think it’d ever leave. Maybe that was just part of being dead, though. I made a mental note to see if I still had my tattoos, assuming I survived what happened next.

      Gritting my teeth, I tore my left arm free of the grass. A mist of ectoplasmic blood rained through the air.

      I screamed. Oh, how I screamed.

      The sun kept on coming, that relentless orb pursuing me like a hungry dog. I braced myself and sat up. Hundreds of tiny blades unsheathed themselves from my back. I couldn’t do this in increments any more. No, I had to push through. Hard and fast. This couldn’t be a marathon. It had to be a sprint. That sucked because I was a long distance runner, not a sprinter. I was all about the long haul, not the quick pay-off. My hands tightened into fists. I took three deep breaths before remembering that I wasn’t really breathing.

      With a savage grunt, I yanked my ass and legs free of the grass and threw myself across the ground. You could’ve called it crawling, but it was more like flailing. Like dying. The grass sliced into my shins, knees, hands, and feet. I pressed onward through the hurt. Just short of the treeline, where the grass mercifully receded, I lost my resolve. The pain proved too much.

      I crashed face-first.

      The green blades stabbed into my face. They pierced my breasts and belly. Jabbed into my eyes and—yes—even my sacred lady parts. I could go no further. I was pinned.

      For a long while, I succumbed to the agony. It was easier if I didn’t resist. The grass knives stung like fire, but if I lay very still, I could endure it. The wounds on top of my body healed and the ones on the bottom simmered. I sobbed as best as I could without moving my impaled face.

      I was content to stay like this indefinitely until the heat crackled in my toes. The sun’s wicked sharp teeth chewed on my feet. My kitten heel cowered away only to return and suffer with me. I screamed into my faceful of grass skewers, and this time I had no one to help me.
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      The cruel sun made a long meal of my feet. Its dreadful light soon chewed on my ankles and bit into my calves. All the while, my lone shoe wiggled and convulsed. I tried to rise but couldn’t summon the will to pull myself loose while also enduring the sun’s burning fire. Below me, a line of ants marched through the grass. A cigarette butt rested upon the ground, its filter stained yellow.

      These, I knew, would be the last sights I’d see. Anguish boiled in my calves. Soon, the sun would devour my knees. How long until my ghostly body could take no more? How long until my afterlife became my afterdeath?

      A shadow draped over me like a cool sheet on a warm night. The muted light still hurt, but I could tolerate it. Something had eclipsed the sun, but I didn’t know for how long. Now was my chance. Without the unbearable pain crackling in my legs, I had the strength to rise. Like yanking a Band-Aid, I tore myself free of my minuscule skewers. A mist of ectoplasm rained from my face and torso. Stinging hurt riddled my tortured body. I dived and rolled for the trees.

      For a long while, I cowered in the dirt beneath the forested canopy. Grey clouds covered the sun. Through the murk, the Light’s beacon still hovered directly above me surrounded by its jostling mob of souls.

      Everything hurt, but the pain faded surprisingly quickly. I watched my feet as the smoldering flesh transformed from something resembling a pale microwaved steak to my regular ghostly form. I bowed my head and flexed my fingers. Tremors wracked my lack-of-body. Soon, I wiped my face and scrabbled to my feet.

      Although the clouds provided security from the sun, I stayed beneath the trees for as long as I could, then took the country roads into town.

      I shook my head at all the trash strewn along the road. Beer cans. Broken glass. Crumpled papers. Cigarette butts. Even an arm from a baby doll. Of course, I’d seen such sights often on my runs around town, but now the disrespectful waste seemed all the more personal. I was just another piece of discarded litter.

      My soul was garbage.

      Soon, I passed a remote farmhouse that belonged to the Heck family, white trash with a bad reputation. I used to date Ben Heck back in high school, when I was a freshman and he was a senior. He’d taken my virginity in the parking lot of the Dairy Hut. We used to take his boat out on a nearby lake for fishing and sneaking beers. He taught me how to tie knots for the boat and how to fish. I didn’t care for fishing so I’d spend most of our time while he was tending his line watching birds, talking about school drama, or stroking his cock. He rarely reciprocated the touchy—and when he did it was with rough finger-fucking that missed the mark—but he did teach me how to tie a lot of knots. I used to watch him work a rope and dream about all the things those deft fingers should be doing for me, but I’d been too shy and inexperienced to tell him how to pleasure me.

      Now, he crossed the backyard wearing blue jeans and a stained t-shirt. He’d put on a little bit of weight but still had muscular arms. I paused to watch from the shade of the trees lining the back yard. The sun came back out, shining down between the clouds. Ben dragged a garden hose toward an upside down boat covered with a tarp in the middle of the yard. I wondered if it was the same damn boat. He tore off the tarp and flipped over the boat, revealing a ghost hidden underneath.

      The ghost’s aura glowed a dull grey—like the color of dirty water used to wash watercolor brushes. Even from the tree line, I could see the resemblance between the two—the same square jaw and caveman nose. That’s when I realized that the spirit was his dead father, Jonathan Heck. I vaguely recalled hearing about his dad passing away a couple years back. By all accounts, Jonathan had been a mean drunk. I remembered Ben having bruises and cigarette burns on his arms, but he would never discuss them. I’d learned to stop asking.

      His father’s ghost let out a mournful wail as the full weight of the sun tore through him. He must’ve climbed into that boat during the night—days ago, weeks ago, maybe more—and had been trapped ever since. Now, his own son sprayed a jet of water over the empty space, not realizing the suffering he was inflicting on his father’s soul. The sun set Jonathan ablaze and the spray from the hose cleaved him apart.

      Why? Why would the sun do this to us? My stomach curled. I took a step toward him but the sun-lit yard stretched too far. I’d cook before I got halfway to him.

      Instead, I watched with one trembling hand covering my mouth. Smoke rose in grey tendrils from the ghost’s ravaged form. Droplets of water sparkled in the sunshine. The flesh slid from his hands and face, revealing a charred skeleton that soon crumbled into something that resembled blue cheese. Ben hosed those remains away, and the fragments of his father’s soul scattered across the damp yard. It seemed to take an eternity for the chunks of writhing ghost flesh to turn from memory to so much smoke. I remembered all of Ben’s bruises and tried to tell myself that Jonathan Heck got what he deserved. But it was hard to imagine anyone deserving such suffering.

      When it was done, Ben flipped the boat over to dry, lit a cigarette, and dragged the hose back toward the house. Jonathan’s ghost was destroyed—just a few wisps of smoke lingering in the air. I wrinkled my nose.

      I hated smoke. It reminded me of the end of my marriage with Jeremy.

      The clouds had once again obscured the sun by the time I reached the Lamb Funeral Home on the outskirts of town. Everything worth visiting resided on Davis’s edge, away from its rotten core. The beautiful old Victorian had brown shutters and cobalt blue shingles. The home radiated energy from simpler times and old-world comfort, aside from the newer accessibility ramp installed on the porch. I expected to see a few dozen cars lining the street near the funeral home, but found nothing of the sort. Hell, my mother’s car wasn’t even here, though I did notice Aunt Connie’s station wagon parked out front. Maybe I was early. Or late.

      The sky seemed on the verge of rain when I entered the funeral home. Thankfully, its doors stood wide open. Soothing classical music played softly in the foyer. A box of tissues sat on a polished end table. A grandfather clock went tick, tick, tick—relentless in its message. It’s only a matter of time.

      I found Mom and my corpse in the viewing room. The parental unit was slumped in a comfortable looking chair talking to my Aunt Connie. They both had wet, red eyes that reminded me of raw steak. My body lay in a casket that I couldn’t imagine we could afford. A few relatives that I hadn’t seen in years chatted on the edges of the room. Mom looked tired. I looked artificial.

      My face seemed slightly bloated. My dead lips held a hint of neither a smile nor frown. White silky fabric lined the casket’s interior. I was wearing an awful dress—this horrid white lacy thing with uncomfortable ruffles around the neckline and blue horizontal stripes that made me look like a giant ribbed condom. Oh fuck me raw. Seriously? Mom wanted me to spend eternity rotting in this godawful mess of fabric? I’d worn this monstrosity as a bridesmaid at my friend Gail’s wedding. Speaking of, where the hell was she? And why the hell wasn’t Jeremy here? As much time as that asshole had spent trying to get me back, you’d think he’d at least put in an appearance.

      Speak of the devil, I heard my Aunt mention Jeremy’s name. I walked over to eavesdrop.

      “And that bastard isn’t even here,” she said. I figured she’d had a fair bit to drink, because she gestured wildly and smacked me in the face. Her open hand cracked me across the cheek. I toppled backward onto the floor.

      “The little turd hasn’t posted a thing online since she died,” Connie said. She’d know, too. She still followed him on social media and made a habit of reporting his assholery to me despite my continued protests that I didn’t give a damn what he was doing. “Not even the usual dumbass theories about government cover ups, corporate mind-control, or jackbooted stormtroopers.”

      I crawled away, wishing I were anywhere but here. Just when I thought the pitiful event couldn’t get any worse, Frank walked in.

      The sight of him smacked me in the heart. He stood in the foyer wearing a dark suit. I went to him as he picked up the pen by the guest book. His hand hovered over the page. Not even a dozen people had scrawled their signatures. No Jeremy. No Gail.

      Where were all of my friends?

      Oh, that was right. I had no friends.

      I’d been the first to marry from our little social group. And by the time my marriage fell apart, all of my former friends had either moved away, taken husbands, or both. I’d tried half-heartedly to reconnect with those still around, but they treated a divorced woman like a fucking leper. I was an outcast. An alien. And then I met this man, Frank, and for a moment I found a bit of shelter from the storm. It hadn’t lasted, though.

      In fact, it had ended horribly.

      At the little guest podium, he went through the motions of signing his name but the pen wasn’t actually touching the page. I guessed he just did that in case anyone was watching. He peeked around the corner, probably looking at my coffin.

      “Please,” I told him. “Go to me. Say goodbye. Make peace.”

      His lower lip trembled. His jaw clenched. I wondered if it was from sadness or anger. Without thinking, I reached out and stroked his cheek. Unlike when Shannon touched me earlier, there was no tingling. It was like touching stone.

      Beneath his glasses, pink tinged his eyes. He’d been crying. My ghostly heart panged for him—for the hurt etched into his face. He’d had a similar look the last time I’d seen him. He’d put on some weight since then but now he still looked good. Better. He was wearing a wedding ring. I wondered if that meant he’d reconciled with his wife or found a new one.

      “Thank you for coming,” I told him.

      Of course, he said nothing in response. Just shook his head. His phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, checked the screen, and tucked it away again. I did him the courtesy of not looking. This was the last man I’d had sex with, and that’d been far too long ago. I wanted to hug him, to hold him. To feel his arms wrapped around me one more time.

      Apparently, the dead get no such shelter.

      He left without entering the viewing room. I almost followed him but I figured I’d haunted him enough already.

      Instead, I wandered back to my corpse and sat beside my casket. I wondered what my body smelled like—if Mom had thought to spray my favorite perfume, Elizabeth Taylor’s Passion, inside. Probably not.

      Soon, booming laughter hammered through the murmur of conversation and tinkling music. At first, I thought Uncle Mike must’ve told one of his raunchy jokes, but he wasn’t on the guest list. He’d been dead for years, now that I thought about it. I looked across the room. No one was laughing and yet the noise continued. I followed it back to the foyer, where a grand staircase stretched upward into the shadows. The maniacal noise—a woman laughing like a drunk hyena—came from upstairs. A dreadful chill ran through me, causing a momentary twinge of pain in all my healed wounds. Every wee slit ached for one brief moment. I didn’t want to go up there, but I suspected that the laughter must’ve come from a ghost like me. Perhaps this cackling spirit could help me understand what was happening to the Light in the sky and what other things in this dead new world I should avoid, aside from grass and sunshine.

      The stairs didn’t groan as I climbed them. I had no reflection in the glass in the frames lining the stairs—pictures of the Lamb Family past and present. Beach vacations. Universal Studios. The St. Louis Arch. I paused in front of an old black and white picture of a chubby young man in a bow tie and a smirking blond with a pointed nose. They both held guitars. Upward I went, past more family portraits. Woodsy backdrops. Library backdrops. Fireplace backdrops. Most of the men had plump cheeks and big noses—clearly a Lamb Family trait.

      At the top of the stairs, I walked down a shadowy hall. The closer I got to the laughter, the more horrible it sounded—somehow cold and yet frantic. Heart withering, I walked to the doorway of a tidy bedroom with a neatly made four-poster bed.

      The ghost of a young man crouched over the ghost of an old woman on the floor. He had his back to me. His aura glowed pale white similar to mine, but hers was an inky grey. Her head tilted back, mouth gaping. Laughter erupted from her wrinkled face. I edged around them, closer. Through his translucent back, I saw him tickling her relentlessly, digging his fingers into her ribs and under her arms.

      “Hey,” I said.

      The man ignored me.

      The old woman’s hands flapped like broken birds at him, trying to fight him off.

      “Hey, stop.”

      He kept right on tickling. Her laughter was like insects crawling through my ears and gnawing at my brain.

      Anger swarmed inside me. I stepped forward, grabbed the man’s shoulder, and yanked him off her before I lost my resolve. As soon as his hands left her body, the old woman went still. As if someone had hit the off switch. Her head drooped sideways. Her heavy eyes were completely black. Not a rich black but an empty void.

      I turned on the young man. He wore a crooked bow tie. I expected to see anger in his face and I braced to kick him square in the fellas.

      He sadly shook his head. “I waited for decades for the chance to make her laugh again.”

      His brow wrinkled. He couldn’t have been older than in his mid-twenties, and yet the weariness in his grey eyes betrayed his true age. Through the windows, the sky outside deepened. Rain pittered and pattered against the windows, growing in intensity with each passing minute.

      “When she finally passed over, I feared she might drift upward into the broken Light.”

      “Why do some ghosts go up there and some stay down here?” I said.

      He shrugged. “It seems the ones with unfinished business stay below. Those who are done—or who have nothing to live for—drift upward.”

      “Oh. Great.”

      “But she came to me. I thought we’d exist happily ever after here in our family home. But a darkness festered within her. We had only three nights together. Then came the dreadful dawn. Now she sleeps all day. Every day.” He grabbed my wrists. “She’s like all the rest—all the others that have passed over since the Light in the sky broke. You must understand. Tickling her is the only way to make her laugh. She gets a little better at night, but it’s not the same. Not like when she was alive. Something’s broken inside her. She’s not my Honey Drop anymore. And then . . . And then the clock strikes three every night. And I have to hide.”

      His words made little sense. I tried to step backward. “I . . . I’m sorry. Let me go.”

      “If I could get my guitar out of the attic, I could play for her. If anything would make her better, it’d be that. We could do it together. We could.” He pulled me toward the hall, his grip as strong as iron. Where we touched, a harsh tingle ran through me. Like sticking my finger in a socket. “Help me. We can help each other. Two are better than one. There are things I can’t do alone.”

      The thick ghost spun me around and wrapped his big arms around my waist. He lifted me off my feet and carried me into the hall. I clawed and pried at his fingers. Golden light flickered in our merged auras.

      “Do you play guitar?” he whispered in my ear.

      “Let go of me, you crazy fucker!”

      “It’s okay. I can teach you. We can play together, you and I.”

      I swung my head back to smash his face. My skull cracked against him, hard enough that that fireflies streaked across my vision. He grunted but his grip only tightened. That’s when I remembered my kitten heel. I snap-kicked my foot. The shoe popped upward. I snagged it out of the air and stabbed the heel backward into his face. This time, he howled in pain. I tumbled to the floor and crawled toward the stairs. When I looked back, he yanked the ghostly footwear out of his eye socket. A thin line of snotty ectoplasm stretched between his face and my shoe. I curled my toes, and the heel leapt out of his hand and back onto my foot.

      “You bitch,” he said. Spittle sprayed over his chin. His eyeball slid down his cheek.

      Downstairs, footsteps plodded, clicked, and clacked across the hardwood floors. I glanced down. A chubby young man in a navy blue suit walked my mom and aunt to the front door. The visitation must’ve been over. Mom and Connie walked outside onto the porch. I looked back. The chubby ghost plodded forward, hands outstretched.

      “Please,” he said. “We can make such beautiful music, you and I. I know we can.”

      That’s when Shannon’s words came back to me—about being trapped. I realized that if the man below shut the door, I’d be confined in this creepy old house with this crazy fucker. The man in the suit stood at the door, watching the women descend the porch steps. In the periphery of my vision, the ghost lunged forward. I threw myself down the stairs.

      The world turned into a violent spinning crash. The hard steps bashed my shoulders, knees, and head, each blow a sledgehammer cracking into me. I thudded onto the foyer floor. The sound of rain oriented me to the front door, where the man waved goodbye to Mom and Connie. His hand reached for the doorknob.

      I could only imagine what’d happen if he shut the door on me. I’d be trapped. Or split in two. I tucked and rolled through the doorway, only barely clearing the threshold. The heavy wood smacked into me, knocking me backward down the front porch steps. I toppled outside into the rain.

      Agony burst through me.

      Each drop of rain tore a watery canyon through my phantom form, shredding me. Riddling me. I screamed and collapsed in a heap of anguish. The rain acted as a machine gun blasting me with thousands of liquid bullets. I spilled down the wet walkway, ghost flesh torn, phantom bones shattered.

      I tried to scream, but the rain bullets had ripped through my vocal cords. I tried to crawl toward the stairs, but couldn’t raise a hand with the droplets blasting through me. So instead, I collapsed while the rain ruptured all that I was.
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      My shattered body slid down the wet walkway, succumbing to gravity and the water’s flow. A thousand watery bullets drilled through me. I reached for the grass on either side of the concrete path but the blades only sliced my riddled hands.

      I spilled onto the front sidewalk and finally into the gutter. More rain crashed through me, rupturing my eyes and shattering my bones. Nearby, footsteps crunched over gravel. Aunt Connie must’ve been taking my mom home. I grabbed blindly for the noise and grasped an ankle. Whoever it was unknowingly dragged me toward the car. Gravel raked across my chest and thighs, each stone a jagged blunt blade carving across my breasts and stomach.

      A car door clicked open. This was my chance. If I didn’t make it inside the car, I’d be destroyed—just like old Jonathan Heck. A foot smashed down through my right shoulder. I screamed with what was left of my face. Another step crushed my elbow. Another flattened my wrist. My forearm. My bicep. Pain exploded through me. I collapsed, now crippled and unable to rise. More watery bullets sprayed through me. The car door slammed shut.

      Somehow, I managed to roll what was left of me under the vehicle. At least for the moment, I had a respite from the pounding rain. I sobbed and cried, both from the agony and from gratefulness to have found shelter. Unimaginable pain crackled inside my busted arm. I clutched my mutilated appendage with my not-quite-so-mangled left hand. My eyes re-inflated. I was under the driver side of the car which meant it had been Aunt Connie who had crushed my arm that now resembled a limp fire hose.

      The station wagon’s engine roared to life. Panic boiled inside me. I only had a few seconds to act. My only chance was to stay under the car, but no way did I have the strength to hold onto the undercarriage—not after all that I’d just endured.

      I saw only one option and it was going to hurt. A lot. I wrapped my mangled arm twice around the closest metal rod. Each movement sent a bolt of suffering through my very core. With what was left of my teeth clenched, I tied my arm into a messy clove hitch to anchor me to the car.

      An instant later, the undercarriage jolted. The engine grumbled and the vehicle jerked into motion. Gravel knives slashed across my back. Agony wailed inside my knotted arm. Then we were on the road, all smooth with water. The velocity pulled me upward like a kite. I bounced like a deflated ball between the street and the undercarriage. Metal and asphalt battered my already broken body. My tied-up, stretched-out arm flared with pain.

      I screamed the whole way home. Connie made only one stop—at Nickell’s Quik Stop drive-thru to pick up two packs of Marlboro Lights. I listened to the transaction while sobbing in a crumpled heap beneath the grumbling car. My kitten heel clutched my foot and whimpered.

      A short while later, the car turned into Mom’s driveway and dragged me up the inclined concrete.

      “Thank you,” I said to the world—to the universe. “Thank you.”

      Because the hurting was over, right?

      Wrong.

      One of the rear tires rolled to a stop over my foot, stretching my whole body taut between it and the spot where I’d tied my arm under the engine. I shrieked, but of course, no one heard. The car doors opened and shut. Cigarette butts fell to the driveway on either side of the car. One rolled beside me—still fuming—and the other was quickly extinguished by the rain. I watched two pairs of sensible shoes hurry across the lawn and into my home. Something in the engine above me ticked angrily, like a surly clock fed up with the same endless damn spinning. I tried reaching upward to untie myself from the undercarriage, but I was stretched out too far. Tears squirmed out of my face, floating freely into the air. I blew them away and collapsed, exhausted and trapped beneath this hulking beast of machinery with nasty cigarette smoke drifting through me.

      Once again, the smoke reminded me of how Jeremy’s Camry used to reek of cigarettes.

      He and I had settled in the upscale neighborhood of Hyde Park in Cincinnati after he’d landed a solid engineering job at the Toyota plant in Erlanger, Kentucky. We bought a home that was both smaller and more expensive than we’d wanted, but we could walk to trendy restaurants and cafes. We had eighteen blissful months of marriage before he earned a promotion that meant him moving to the larger manufacturing facility in Georgetown, Kentucky. That added an extra hour to his commute, but he didn’t seem to mind. The money made it worth it, he said.

      But after a few weeks, he came home angry. More distant. I thought at first it was because he was getting up so early and coming home so late. But no, it was talk radio. He spent the extra two hours of driving each day filling his head with the senseless ranting of mic jockeys who preyed on fear and stoked aggression. He and I couldn’t sit down for dinner and have a decent conversation without it turning into a diatribe about the lower class or homosexuals or immigrants or big government. Before long, he started buying guns. A lot of them. And not just handguns.

      “You can sleepwalk through life if you want to, Mol,” he said after coming home with an AK-47. “But when the government’s stormtroopers come for us, I aim to defend our freedom. I’m arming up.”

      He took up smoking, too. He’d come home reeking of tobacco. I could never seem to get the smell out of his clothes. We had a room that we used as a study, and he’d sit in there with the windows open, smoking cigarettes and devouring conspiracy theories. Meanwhile, I’d sit downstairs and sip on wine all night long. Wine bottles and bullets, that’s where most of our extra cash went.

      Those long slurred evenings had been hell, but nothing compared to the torture I was experiencing now.

      Agony gnawed at my joints like a puppy with a bone. All I could do was wait and heal and suffer, stretched out like some blubbering hammock while my shredded body stitched back together. All the busted bits inside me squirmed like maggots. My ghostly flesh became whole again, except for my flattened foot and stretched out arm.

      Eventually, the rain slowed to a stop and yet the world only darkened. It must’ve been after sunset. Several voices murmured nearby, and I wondered if perhaps my viewing was meant to be a more private affair. Maybe Mom had decided for some reason to host a wake at her home. Yes, that must’ve been it. And I was missing my own party.

      My healed hand tried and tried to untie my arm from the goddamn station wagon, but I was still stretched too taut. There was no give.

      The front door opened and closed. My aunt’s shoes followed a weaving path to the car. Connie sniffled and burped before opening the door. “What a fucking mess,” she said, and the car lurched under her weight.

      I steeled my resolve. This was going to suck beyond the telling.

      The engine cleared its throat. The transmission jolted. The voices continued murmuring. Someone laughed. As the car backed out of the driveway, the tire rolled off my foot. I gasped with anguished relief and tucked the mangled mess of my leg out of the way. Teeth clenched, I grasped the undercarriage with my one free hand. The station wagon lurched into the street, dragging me across the asphalt.

      This was it. I only had a few seconds before she drove off. I heard the window gliding down. Hopefully she was pausing to light up a smoke. I fumbled with my knotted arm, all squishy like a rotten orange. Somehow I managed to loosen it. The undercarriage jerked. I pulled my arm free and flattened out my body. The car rolled away, leaving a haze of pale cigarette smoke floating above me.

      I sat up in the street, clutching my maimed arm. When I turned toward the house, I expected to see all the lights on. Perhaps some silhouettes in the windows. Lots of eating and drinking and toasts in my memory.

      No.

      The house was as dark and still as a grave. No lights on. I scooted onto the curb, in case a car should pass by. Surely I’d endured enough pain for one night. That’s when I saw the source of all the voices.

      From ghosts, of course. The neighborhood was full of ghosts.
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      At last, the sun slinked away into the horizon. The Darkness stretched and yawned inside its countless disciples. It witnessed this side of the world’s blissful darkening through countless pairs of eclipsed eyes.

      For millennia, the Light and the Darkness had wrestled here on Earth. Now, the Darkness had an edge. The Light was bloated on its own shortsighted stupidity—the folly of its endless shining. It had fed and nourished humanity for centuries, offering them endless dawns for their continued worship. In return, the Light reclaimed humanity’s souls, keeping them fresh and new.

      Except now, the Light was broken, giving the Darkness the opportunity to infect most of the souls left stranded here on Earth. The weight of their lives kept them earthbound, and the Darkness overtook them. Not so with the others, those souls who’d drifted upward to wait stupidly for the Light to repair itself. Those souls, for the moment, remained out of the Darkness’s reach. But the shadows were no longer content to nibble at the edges of dawn and dusk.

      It was time to rise. To spread. To grow. To restore the balance and once again plunge this world into peaceful darkness. A calm serene blackness unbroken by luminosity.

      With its many eyes, the Darkness spied two as-of-yet uncaptured flickers of light—a girl ghost wandering in the woods and a female phantom trapped beneath a car. The latter freed herself as the vehicle drove away. She sat on the curb, oblivious to what was coming for her.

      The hour drew near.
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      After graduating from Davis High School, Jeremy and I both moved a few miles away to attend college in Dayton. He went to University of Dayton, and I majored in Communications at Wright State. We’d spent most of our weekends hanging out in UD’s Ghetto, the rowdy neighborhood of leased student houses that stood almost shoulder-to-shoulder. We’d drift from porch to porch, sipping watery domestic from bottomless red plastic Solo cups. The stink of cheap beer and young sweat hung thick in the air.

      That’s what this current scene reminded me of, minus the beer and perspiration. Dozens of spirits filled the street, gathered on porches, and strolled down the sidewalk. Several waved to me and smiled. They all had the same inky grey auras—like the ticklish old woman at the funeral home or Jonathan Heck.

      Next door to Mom’s, three ghosts stood on Mr. Rodgers’ porch—an old white lady dressed in her Sunday best, a young black man wearing only swimming trunks, and a twenty-something guy wearing a suit with the back cut out. If he was aware that his ass was hanging out, he didn’t acknowledge it. Once my leg healed, I limped over. He introduced himself as George. The other two were Pidge and Gary.

      All three of them had solid black eyeballs, the cornea and iris as completely eclipsed as the old woman at the funeral home. I tried not to stare but they didn’t seem to notice.

      “Why is everyone out here?” I asked George.

      “It’s a beautiful night,” he said. “No clouds. So many stars.”

      He was right. I looked up, and the only thing clouding the sky was the Light, all washed out by the hundreds of thousands of souls waiting to stuff themselves inside. The sight reminded me of maggots on a corpse. I shivered. A half moon hung to the east.

      “Are you cold?” George said.

      Not waiting for an answer, he stepped in and pulled me close. His arm draped over my shoulder. He wasn’t warm, but where we touched, a tingle rippled through me. It was not unlike the sensation I felt when the ghost at the funeral home grabbed me only this time I needed this touch—to be held, reassured. Except the way he held me, my left arm had no choice but to cradle his exposed back. The flesh of his muscular butt nudged my wrist. I decided to roll with it. After all, you only live once so it followed that you only died once, too.

      I introduced myself and asked him, “So where was everyone earlier, during the day?”

      “Oh, we all lay low when the sun’s up. Sometimes we rest at The Gorge.” That was one of the local bars.

      “I’m new to this.”

      “Welcome to the party,” he said, pulling me even closer. Tingles.

      “This reminds me of college, chilling on the porch.”

      He smiled, and I bet those teeth were gleaming white when he was alive. “Once when I was in college, I road-skied on the back of a pickup truck in the snow while wearing only a scarf and holding a beer.”

      By the end of the story, he had me laughing so hard I worried that something in my phantom insides might’ve ruptured. We settled into easy conversation and I lost all track of time. Nothing seemed to matter. Our auras merged into a patina-speckled glow. His eyes unnerved me, but I could ignore them if I stared only at his mouth. More than once, I imagined what his lips would feel like on my nipples. I wondered if ghosts could even have sex. Was it possible for male ghosts to get an erection? If not, it wouldn’t have been the first time I’d had to improvise with a less-than-stiffy.

      I’d only been with a few men after the divorce. I’d done the usual post-marriage parade of debauchery until I had my interlude with Frank. Since then, I couldn’t bring myself to connect again with another human being. I’d vowed to myself that I’d never again experience such pain again.

      My time with George was perfect, though. He seemed genuinely interested in me and yet conversely totally distant. We talked about the weather and the houses around us, and old memories about the town. He referred to himself as a “well to-do businessman” which apparently translated into car salesman. Twice I asked him about the clogged Light in the sky, and both times, he brushed off the question.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “That reminds me, did I ever tell you about the time I road-skied naked in the snow on the back of a pickup truck while drinking a beer?”

      He treated me to this story multiple times, and somehow it never got old. Fuck it, though. We were ghosts. We were never getting any older, so why should our stories?

      George was yammering about how he used to make out with his neighbor in a tree house when I heard someone vaguely calling my name. A hand gripped my arm and spun me around. Shannon stared at me like I was the asshole who’d just interrupted a perfectly good conversation.

      “We need to talk,” she said.

      “I remember trying to talk to you, and you very clearly stating that you didn’t want to have—” And here I air quoted. “—a tender ghost girl power moment in the fucking road.” End air quote.

      “Haven’t you noticed anything strange about all these ghosts?” she said.

      I shrugged. “I struggle to conjure any one thing that isn’t strange about today.”

      “Look into my eyes.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “No, look. What do you see?”

      I barely glanced at her face. “Um, hatred and bitchiness?”

      “Look closer. At my eyes.”

      So I did. I leaned in, close enough that I could’ve kissed her. For a moment, I wondered what that’d be like. Sure, she was a terrible little wench, but I couldn’t help feeling a pull toward her. As if my aura longed to merge with hers. Because of my time with Jeremy, I’d never had any bi-curious experimentation in college, though I’d often fantasized about it.

      I squinted at her eyes. Her pupils had eclipsed her irises and were now wiggling tendrils of darkness nibbling away at the whites of her eyes.

      “It’s worse than before, isn’t it?” she said.

      I nodded. “That’s gross.”

      “Well your eyes look worse, too. Whatever’s happened to these idiots is also happening to us.”

      I jerked back and pointed at George, who was already chatting and laughing with four other spooks on the crowded porch. If he heard her insult, he didn’t show it.

      “That’s my friend you’re talking about,” I said. “Don’t be a dick.”

      “He’s not your friend. He’s cattle. They all are. Can’t you see that?”

      I pointed my finger between her perky high schooler tits. “No, you know what I see? I see a bratty little girl who wants to make herself feel big by making everyone else feel small.”

      “Whatevs,” she said. “I was trying to help you—to help both of us. Enjoy grazing with the other sheep.”

      She stomped off and I fought the urge to give her the finger. Instead, I stepped back onto the porch next to George and slid my hand onto his bare waist, cupping the upper edge of his butt cheek. The bluish patina glow snuggled back into our merged auras. His black gaze turned toward me, and he smiled.

      “My name’s George,” he said. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      My heart winced but somehow I managed to say, “Hi, George. I’m Molly.”

      “Welcome to the party, Molly.”

      I looked around the loose circle of ghosts, all of them smiling and nodding, and occasionally talking over each other. Shannon was right. They were cattle. Oblivious. I tried to gaze at my reflection in the front window—to see if my eyes looked as infected as Shannon’s—but of course ghosts had no reflection. I supposed we were a bit like vampires with our sun allergy and mirror difficulties.

      It pained me to leave George’s embrace, but I knew I couldn’t stay here. The false companionship was all too enticing. If I lingered any longer, I feared I’d lose myself.

      I drifted off the porch and onto the sidewalk. Shannon was already turning the next corner, and I had to run to catch up with her. My feet barely skimmed the asphalt as if I were running on water, on the verge of flying. Little did I know.

      “Hey,” I said when I finally caught up to her.

      “What happened to your boytoy?” she said as I settled into pace beside her.

      “Chicks before dicks, Shannon.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I have no use for dicks.”

      I frowned. “Clearly you haven’t found the right one.”

      She said nothing to this except for, “Hmm.”

      We strode through an awkward pause, past porch after porch of chatting and laughing spirits. In the sky, a smattering of hopeful spirits drifted upward toward the bloated Light. Somehow, the squirming mass of souls looked even bigger and badder than it had yesterday. I couldn’t believe I’d wasted three whole days up there. Then again, I’d wasted years of my life in a marriage that clearly wasn’t working, so I supposed it was no surprise.

      “So what happened?” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, something happened to you. Why the sudden urge to have a team-up? A few hours ago, you wanted nothing to do with me.”

      “I . . . I met a girl.”
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      Turned out, Shannon’s girl was actually a woman. Her name was Jennie Adams and she’d died the day before our accident. I vaguely remembered seeing something about her passing on the Davis High School Memorial Facebook page. She’d been only a few years older than me. After a month in hospice, ovarian cancer had taken her life.

      “I found her in the woods by the cemetery after my funeral,” Shannon said. “At first, I thought she was . . . I don’t know, in a coma or something. She was all curled up in a ball under a bush. I almost didn’t see her. I called to her but she wouldn’t wake up. She was so beautiful, like something that’d been sculpted out of ancient clay. I sat beside her, just gazing at her. She wore a satin chemise that hugged all her curves. Her aura glowed a dull grey. She was like something out of a fairytale. I tried everything to wake her—even a kiss. Okay, several kisses.”

      Suddenly some of the tension between her and her friend Tara of the Glasses made more sense.

      “She woke up when the sun went down. Her eyes were entirely black, but her smile. Wow. I introduced myself. She said her name was Jennie. We started talking and walking. She was so friendly, so perfect.”

      As Shannon talked, her face softened. The blackness festering in her eyes sparkled. We passed under streetlights, which shined through her—lighting her up from within. I surprised myself by wanting to reach out and caress her cheek.

      “Before long, we sat on a gravestone and made out. I realized then that she was the reason I’d died—so I didn’t have to hide who I was anymore. So I could meet her. I could finally be myself. Except then some other ghosts showed up. They all started talking. All I wanted was to have Jennie to myself, but Jennie and the ghosts kept droning on and on. After awhile, I asked Jennie if she wanted to leave so we could be alone, and you know what she said?”

      “What?” I asked, though I was pretty sure I knew the answer.

      “She said, ‘What’s your name?’ And that’s when I really started putting it all together. She died the day before we did. Now her eyes are black. Our eyes are almost black. This . . .” She pointed at her blackening eyes. “It’s some kind of . . . ghost disease. It’s like Alzheimer’s for spirits.”

      I remembered something the chubby ghost had said at the funeral home. Only three nights together. Then came the dreadful dawn.

      “I met a ghost of my own earlier—at Lamb Funeral Home,” I said. “Except he was a very old ghost. Well, he was young when he died, but that was a long time ago.” I pointed upward at the clogged Light. “He said he died before the sky broke. He waited decades for his wife to die. When she did, they had only three nights together. Then came the dreadful dawn.”

      “Why isn’t he like the others?”

      “I think because he was already a ghost before the Light got blocked. I don’t know.”

      “Fuck,” Shannon said. “Three nights. This is our third. I can’t end up like these . . . automatons.”

      “Well, good luck figuring out how to keep the sun from coming up. Because as far as I can tell, being a ghost means we’re pretty fucking helpless.”

      We walked along in silence. Throughout the neighborhood, ghost voices droned and chuckled and droned some more. Otherwise, the roads remained empty. Davis wasn’t exactly a hot bed of nocturnal activity. I rubbed my eyes, imagining that I could feel the darkness gnawing at me. Consuming me. I wondered what it’d be like to be one of those shadow ghosts.

      “Okay,” she said suddenly, making me jump. “I know what we need to do.”

      “What? Find ourselves a bottle of ghost vodka?”

      “No. Fuck that.” Shannon shook her head. “We’re going to fly right into the Light.”
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      “You realize this is crazy,” I told Shannon.

      She shook her head. “No, crazy is not doing anything at all and letting ourselves become one of those mindless ghosts.”

      Our destination, the upscale housing development known as Hilltop, loomed over the town—still over a mile away. The one or two times a car passed us by, it didn’t slow or stop long enough for us to climb aboard. We settled into a quick mall-walker’s pace. Each of our steps made no sound. A raccoon rummaging through a recycle bin hissed in our general direction.

      A silver Cutlass Supreme swerved around the corner. It veered into someone’s yard, spraying bits of grass through the air and us. I winced as the tiny blades soared through me. After the car lurched back onto the road, the driver tossed a beer bottle onto the asphalt. Glass exploded. One shard sliced through my shin, and I spilled to the ground.

      “Ow. Drunk asshole.”

      “What a dick,” Shannon said. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, rubbing the wound.

      Beer cans, cigarette butts, fast food trash, plastic bottles, and other litter marred the surrounding landscape. I shook my head at the wastefulness of it all. The disrespect.

      “We just use shit and throw it away,” I told Shannon. “Look at the fucking mess we’ve made of everything. Polluting rivers. Staining the air. Littering.”

      She stared up at the Light. “We’re even leaving our old space junk out among the stars. We learned about it in science class. There’s a whole bunch of old satellites and shit orbiting around the planet.”

      “Yeah, my ex had a whole rant about that very topic,” I said. “Maybe all those souls back there are the same thing—just more litter that we’ve used and tossed aside. Maybe the Earth has become a trash heap for junked spirits.”

      She sighed impatiently. “We need to go. Tara’s dad leaves for work sometime before four a.m. It has to be almost three now.”

      I remembered something the funeral home ghost had said. And then the clock strikes three. And I have to hide.

      A shiver passed through me. Suddenly our plan seemed so foolish. So improbable. I shook my head.

      She knelt beside me. “Look, no matter where we’ve gone all day, the Light has somehow been directly above us, right? Even when we’re apart, right?”

      I nodded.

      “So it follows that if we ride an airplane up into the sky, the Light will stay above us, and we can blast through that fucking crowd of ghosts and get into the Light, right?”

      “Isn’t that like cutting to the front of the line, though?”

      She flailed her arms. “So fucking what? Would you rather become a goddamn mindless drone?”

      I thought about the old woman cackling as her dead husband tickled her. About Jonathan Heck torn to bits by water and light. About fucking George and his stupid stories and his sculpted butt cheeks.

      Earlier, when Shannon had first told me her plan to hitch a plane into the Light, it’d seemed like madness. The closest airport, Dayton International Airport, was miles and miles away. No way could we get there by dawn.

      Except then Shannon had said, “Tara’s dad manages a warehouse out by the airport. He has to leave super early. We could hitch a ride in the back of his pickup. That’d get us to the airport before dawn, right?”

      I’d nodded reluctantly. “Yeah, but how far away is Tara’s?”

      “In my neighborhood on the other side of town. At Hilltop.”

      “Really?”

      “What? Because Tara dresses all Hot Topic, she can’t live on the nicer side of town? Have you shopped at Hot Topic? Do you know how overpriced they are?”

      I’d shrugged. “In my day, if we wanted to dress alternative, we just went to the thrift store.”

      “Yeah, well your day was a long, long time ago.”

      Now, I stared up at Hilltop.

      From down here, the McMansion houses looked like pale tombstones. It seemed even more unattainable in death than it did in life.

      “I used to play there when I was little,” I told her. “The hill was all forest then and we pretended we were Ewoks from Return of the Jedi. Later when construction started, we used to have keg parties in the foundations of the homes.”

      “Sounds pretty cool.”

      “I guess. But when I look back on those days, it’s like there were two versions of me experiencing everything. There was the young woman that I pretended to be—all about having fun and making the most out of life—and then there was a very scared little girl who was using that young woman to keep the shadys away.”

      “The shadys?”

      “That’s what my dad used to call them—the shadys. Those dark thoughts and feelings that sometimes seem to circle my brain like wolves, ready to pounce at any sign of weakness. One of the last conversations I had with him, I was sad because I was having troubles with friends at school. He told me that the shadys never stop coming. He said that you can feed them darkness and make them stronger, or you can fill your head with light and watch them run away.”

      “What happened to him? Your dad?”

      “He died of a heart attack when I was seven.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “He’d taken me up to the playground to play our favorite game—monster tag. It was basically regular tag, except whoever was ‘it’ had to pretend to be a monster.”

      “Cool,” she said.

      “It was overcast and drizzling—a hot, humid summer day. We had the playground to ourselves. He was wearing one of his white V-neck shirts. I was playing as a zombie, hissing and moaning and chasing him up the slide when he fell, clutching his chest. While my father breathed his last breaths, I kneeled over him pretending to eat his brain.”

      “Oh gawd,” she said.

      “Dad didn’t respond, even when I licked my fingertip and wiggled it in his ear. I got up and ran away, expecting at any moment for him to follow.

      “He didn’t. I hid behind a bench, watching and waiting for him to leap up as a snarling werewolf or stand up as a cruel vampire.

      “He didn’t. The drizzle blossomed into rain, hammering down on us both and plastering my dress to my body. I walked over to him. His shirt was soaked. His eyes stared upward. I expected him to blink.

      “He didn’t.”

      She clearly didn’t know how to respond to that. I didn’t know why I’d shared it. Only a few people knew that story. I guess when you died together—when you shared your last breaths—then you could share almost anything.

      In many ways, I’d been pretending to be a zombie for the past few years. I hadn’t had any real meaningful connections with anyone. I’d been walking through life, seemingly animated but dead inside.

      I held out my hand. “Please help me up.”

      She grabbed my arm, and a little tingle ran up my phantom spine. Gold specks flashed in our auras. The pain in my shin simmered to a dull throb. Once on my feet, I did a few leg swings and settled into a walking lunge, stretching out the injured limb. This was my pre-run routine.

      “I used to run cross country back in middle school,” I told her. “It’s the only sport I ever loved. It felt so good just to run, run, run. I was pretty damn fast, too. But I ditched it by the time I got to high school.”

      “I do the 100-meter and 200-meter dash. And the high jump.”

      “Cool.”

      “What got you started running again?” she said.

      “How’d you know I started back?”

      “It’s a small town. I’ve seen you running around in the early morning and at night.”

      This gave me pause, the idea that she’d seen me. Noticed me. Ever since I’d returned to Davis after the divorce, I’d felt like nothing but a ghost in this town. “Yup. That’s when I like to run. I’ve got a course around town. Depending on the time of day, I go clockwise or counter-clockwise so that I can time it so that I’m running away from the sunset or the sunrise.”

      “Why?”

      I shrugged. “I like to chase my shadow when it’s all stretched out like that. Also, I’m fair skinned. I burn easy.”

      “You never answered my question. Why’d you start running again?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I was trying to run away from my wrecked marriage and the fact that I was living with my mom. Maybe I was just trying to find myself. Maybe I just needed to get out of my skull for a while. Running’s cheaper than booze. And less complicated than sex.”

      “Let’s do it together,” she said.

      I stopped short, almost tripping over my feet. Was she propositioning me for sex? Anticipation swelled in my chest. What would I say? Yes or no? Before I could decide, she bent over and stretched her legs, too. Ah. She only wanted to run—not fuck. I bit my lip, surprised by my own disappointment.

      Turned out, Shannon and I kept pretty steady pace with each other. Up until now, I’d only sprinted as a ghost. I’d never had to sustain a run. Gone were the familiar rhythms of inhaling and exhaling, and the steady hammering of bodyweight on my kneecaps. It took a long time to settle into a new groove without these cues. Ghost-running was more like flowing as a river. Except where water relied on gravity for momentum, I had to supply that force through sheer will. The asphalt blurred below my bare feet. I wished I had sneakers, but it didn’t really matter so long as I clutched my lone shoe in my hand to keep it from slipping onto my foot.

      I sideways-glanced at the girl a few times. Amidst the whirring of her limbs, her face had frozen as hard as ice. Her eyes narrowed. Her jaw clenched. She wasn’t running toward Hilltop. No, this girl was running away from something.

      At the entrance of Hilltop Acres, two rectangular brick walls flanked either side of the wide street. Unlike the cracked and broken roads in the middle of Davis, the asphalt here was as smooth as buttered toast. The neighborhood looked like a damn banshee block party, with spirits of all shapes and sizes mingling on streets, porches, and driveways.

      Shannon and I exchanged looks and panted. I tried not to stare at her eyes, which were blacker than they were only an hour ago.

      She must’ve been seeing the same thing. “Your pupils are ginormous,” she said. “I can barely see any white left.”

      “Great.”

      We worked our way through the crowd of grinning idiots and down the street. Hilltop was one of those neighborhoods where all the houses looked vaguely the same and all the lawns were neatly manicured. The avenues formed a labyrinth of turns and dead-ends, and they all had nature names like Bluebird Drive or Oak Nest Road in honor of the tiny ecosystem that was destroyed to make room for all of this. I didn’t bother paying attention to how many turns we made.

      As we crossed an intersection, the church bell down in town chimed.

      Clong.

      I paused to look at her. “Were you coming from track practice when you . . . when we died?”

      “No.”

      Clong.

      “Then why were you wearing your track uniform?”

      “I wasn’t. But for some reason I’m wearing it now. Maybe sometimes ghosts wear what they die in or get buried in, and other times they wear what was most important to them.”

      “I guess.”

      Clong.

      At the sound of the last chime, all the ghosts stopped talking. For a moment, they stood or sat in place as still as statues. Shannon and I exchanged wide-eyed glances. As if on cue, all the spirits dropped to the ground and convulsed like fish out of water. The closest ghost was an older man that used to bag groceries at the local IGA. His arms and legs went rigid while his torso bucked back and forth. He arched his back and his mouth opened impossibly wide, as if to puke. Except what came out was darkness—the same wiggling black that had consumed all their eyes, but now it poured out of him and over his face and down his chin. It erupted out of his navel, eclipsed his hips, and dripped down to his toes.

      This happened to the entire neighborhood of ghosts. The darkness consumed them entirely, even their clothes until they rose on wobbly legs like newborn fawns. A crowd of impossibly black figures now stood all around us. Every single one of them turned to face our direction. They swayed ever so slightly like trees in a breeze.

      For a moment, time froze.

      Terror gripped me. I couldn’t move.

      Shannon grabbed my hand, which jarred me out of my paralysis. Yet we had nowhere to go. We were completely surrounded.
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      The hour struck three o’clock and the Darkness could barely contain its excitement. Pressure built, eager for release. Three bells.

      One.

      The Darkness pressed forth from inside its disciples’ phantom bodies. It spilled from their mouths and ruptured from their eyes. It poured like rivers from their fingernails, leaking out of all their many crevices and holes until it encased them completely. Wholly. Holy.

      Two.

      For so long, the Darkness had endured in its lesser role as mere shadows crouching low beneath the Light’s razor sharp rays. The Darkness had suffered as an afterthought. Now it was poised to reclaim its rightful mantle. Dark was not merely the result of light. No, no. Far from it. Darkness was the root of eternity. It was the rich soil from which all things bloomed forth. It was the place of dreaming, the source of all opportunity, and the wellspring of endless possibilities.

      Three.

      Like a bruised cloud finally allowed to release its burden, the Darkness stormed upon the stranded and infected souls of the world—as it had every night at the stroke of three since the Light broke.

      Now, the Darkness rained. Soon, it would reign.
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      The Shadys inched forward. That was what I called them in my head without even thinking about it. Shadys. They wavered back and forth almost like they were standing on top of a swaying rowboat. Light didn’t glisten on their wet blackness. Rather, their dark shapes consumed whatever illumination dared to cross their thresholds.

      The walking shadows closed in around us. With them came a dreadful chill. The coldness gripped my chest and clawed inside my skull, nearly paralyzing me until Shannon squeezed my hand hard enough to hurt.

      “Shadys,” I whispered.

      Her grip tightened. “It’s the Devil’s Hour.”

      A man’s scream pierced the night. It came from behind one of the nearby houses. In unison, all of the Shadys turned toward the noise.

      That was our chance. We sprinted off the street—hands still clasped. Our legs moved with impossible speed, and golden light infused our auras. I’d never run so fast before. The world blurred past me. Shannon let me go, and our pace immediately slowed. I chanced a look back at the Shadys pursuing us.

      “No,” I said. “I think we’re faster when we touch.”

      I grabbed her hand again and we jolted forward. Our rapid feet skimmed the hard concrete as we dashed up a sloping driveway. There was nowhere to go but around the side of the house. We abandoned the driveway and cut through the yard.

      She gasped as the grass pierced her feet. Thankfully, the lawn was neatly trimmed. Still, each step sent dozens of tiny blades piercing our tender soles.

      We hurdled a chain link fence and landed in a spacious backyard that featured a picnic table, birdfeeder, and trampoline. A round plastic compost bin sat at the rear of the yard, and we used it to hoist ourselves over the rear privacy fence. We crashed into a mess of cut branches on the other side, and the sticks skewered my body in more than a dozen places. I bit back a scream. Whimpering, Shannon crawled toward the fence and stared through a crack in the wood.

      “What’s . . . happening?” I said, barely able to form the words.

      “They’re coming.”

      She moved to dislodge me from the pile. Rough wood snagged my innards.

      “Make it fast,” I said. “No time.”

      We locked eyes. She gripped my hands and braced herself. When she yanked me free of the sticks, ectoplasmic blood sprayed through the air. Bits of intestines and tendons dangled from my fresh wounds. I fell in a quivering heap. Already, I could sense the Shadys on the other side of the fence. A horrid wet coldness festered inside me.

      Shannon pulled me to my feet. A moment later, the dark shapes swarmed over the fence, one after the next. The first few tumbled into the sticks, impaled and writhing, but more plummeted on top of them, bouncing safely to their feet. They hissed and ran toward us.

      “Shit,” Shannon said.

      We sprinted across the yard toward a darkened house. Shannon helped shove me up the front portion of the privacy fence. From atop the wood structure, the street ahead looked clear. She scurried like a rat up the fence and we toppled into the front yard. Grass stabbed into my feet. We cut through the hurtful lawn and down the barren road, but the Shadys followed close on our heels.

      I grabbed Shannon’s hand. A tingle jolted through me. Sure enough, our speed increased. The frozen pebbles in the asphalt below blurred into a dull shimmer. The Shadys fell behind, except more came around the next intersection—cutting us off. We veered through yet another yard, scampering over fences, through another yard, and onto yet another darkened street. My ghostly legs quivered. My head ached. Exhaustion gnawed at my chest. I felt like I’d been studying trigonometry for a solid day. Or watching a Baywatch marathon.

      “I can’t go much further,” Shannon said.

      Before I could agree, a ghostly hand snaked out of the storm drain and grabbed my ankle. I started to scream, but the grip knocked me over onto the road. One quick tug yanked me into the sewer.

      Into the darkness.
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      I landed on my ass upon a puddle of dank water and moldy debris. A second later, Shannon toppled next me. I’m guessing it was her elbow that smacked me in the face. The water offered no give. We landed without a splash, the both of us sliding and swinging and kicking blindly at our attacker who grunted and fell backward.

      “Fuck, Molly,” said my ex-husband’s voice. “Stop it.”

      “Jeremy?” I said. “Is that you?”

      “Hush.”

      I was about to tell him to fuck off when I sensed the Shadys hustling overhead. I couldn’t hear or see them, but I could feel the cold unrelenting darkness rippling from their shadow-drenched bodies—like ice water mixed with heartache. Tears welled in my eyes, which quickly adjusted to the dark.

      Jeremy. What the hell? I could only shake my head at my ex-husband’s ghost while the herd of Shadys passed overhead. Thankfully, his aura glowed white like ours. Not grey. He looked back at me with weary eyes. His pupils, too, were slowly gobbling his irises, though he wasn’t as far along as Shannon and me. I straightened my skirt. His gaze lingered on my thighs. Between my thighs.

      His beard had grown out to Santa-level proportions, though his head was shaved. That was new. He had put on some muscle yet somehow looked frailer. He wore jeans and an untucked wrinkled button-up. His wedding ring hung from a chain around his neck. He gazed at me as if he thought I might bite.

      “So, you’re dead too,” I said after the Shadys passed.

      He nodded. “Yeah. Drank too much. After I heard about your accident, I got drunk and . . . I had an accident of my own, I guess.”

      “Jeremy.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “It took a long time to walk here from Cincinnati,” he said.

      “Does that always happen at three a.m.?” I asked, gesturing up at the street.

      He looked back and forth between Shannon and me. “You haven’t seen it before?”

      I shook my head. “I was waiting up there in the Light line until some goths with a Ouija board summoned me down here.”

      “I was locked in my bedroom,” Shannon said.

      He didn’t acknowledge Shannon. “You were up there,” he said slowly. His words lingered like dust in the air.

      Shit. He’d spent days coming here to find my ghost, and here I’d left Earth without a second look back. See ya, bitches. I’m out.

      “It always happens at three,” he says. “All the black-eyed relentlessly stupid ghosts turn rabid for an hour. It stops at four. I don’t know why. After that, they return to their cheerfully mindless selves. During the day, they go all comatose. Then the sun goes down, and it all starts over again.”

      I looked at Shannon. “Earlier you said it was the Devil’s Hour. What does that mean?”

      “I used to be into some weird stuff with Tara. We did rituals, tried to cast spells. It was all silly. Lots of chanting and candles and nakedness. Nothing ever happened, nothing magical anyway. The Devil’s Hour is when all the demons come out to do their dark work. I think it’s supposed to symbolize a big fuck you to the Holy Trinity. Also, it’s the opposite of the time of day when the big guy nailed to the cross supposedly kicked the almighty bucket.”

      “So does this mean God is real?” I said.

      She shrugged. “Not necessarily. It just means evil is real.”

      I looked at Jeremy. “Why are you here?”

      “When I died, I saw how things were—the sky all clogged with ghosts—and then those Darkies came after me.”

      “We’re calling them Shadys,” I said. “It sounds a tad less racist.”

      “Okay, those Shadys came after me, and I knew that they’d be coming after you, too. I had to come help you.”

      I flailed my hands. “So once again, it’s all about protecting me. Whether I want protecting or not.”

      “Um, I just saved your life,” he said.

      “No you didn’t. I lost my life three days ago. I was on my way to a job interview actually—one that hopefully would’ve led to a better job so that I could actually afford to move out of Mom’s fucking house, y’know, the place I had to move to after you wrecked our marriage?”

      “You were the one who left,” he pointed out.

      “As if I had a choice.”

      He finally acknowledged Shannon. “So who’s this?”

      “That’s Shannon. I think I was trying to put on makeup when I hit her car and killed her.”

      I pointed at Shannon but Jeremy squinted at my face.

      “It doesn’t look that bad,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Your makeup. It’s great the way it is. I mean, it’s kind of cool. Kinda punk.”

      I looked at Shannon. “What’s he talking about?”

      “I didn’t want to say anything,” she said.

      “What?”

      She winced a little. “You’ve only got lipstick on the right side of your face, and then a long smear down your left cheek. It must’ve happened during the wreck.”

      For some reason, this upset me more than falling out of the sky, being skewered on grass, boiling in the sun, getting shot by fucking rain, fleeing shadow figures, confronting my dead husband, or dealing with a stubborn heel. I closed my eyes and clenched my fists, well on the verge of screaming.

      I opened my eyes, literally seeing red. My aura shone the color of brake lights. “You’re telling me that I’m doomed to spend eternity with shitty clown makeup on my face?”

      Shannon—the little turd with nary a single blemish on her ghostly cheeks—nodded solemnly. “On the upside, by dawn you won’t care anymore.”

      “What happens at dawn?” Jeremy said.

      “Our eyes go black,” she said, then pointed upward. “We become like them.”

      I dropped to my knees upon the sewer’s dank water. My hands smacked at the dirty puddles, trying to get enough moisture to wipe my face clean. But I couldn’t move or manipulate the water—just like everything else. I punched my knuckles bloody on the shallow pools then collapsed against a filthy wall.

      We sat in silence for a while. My belly became a cauldron full of spicy chili well on the way to boiling over. All this talk of makeup got me thinking about other my body adornments. I checked my left shoulder. Nothing. Cursing, I pulled up my top and looked at my right side. Thankfully, I still had my yin yang tattoo. Well, technically I guessed it was just my yang tattoo, as it was only the black—or feminine—part of the traditional yin yang symbol. A black swirl with an empty hole in the middle, curved upon my ribcage around a black dot.

      “When the hell did you get a tattoo?” Jeremy said.

      He didn’t like body ink, a fact that I was well aware of when I got mine. “I got it after you pissed away our marriage, Jeremy.”

      “What about the white part of it?” Shannon said.

      “The white part is the yin. That’s the masculine. The hard. The light. I didn’t need masculinity to be complete, and I still don’t.” Or maybe that was what was missing from me—a big white hole that Jeremy had left behind. “What I can’t figure out is what happened to my other tattoo, the one on my shoulder.” I lifted my sleeve to show them bare skin. “I got it after I finished my first half marathon.”

      “What was it?” Shannon said.

      “A shoe.”

      “A shoe?” they said in unison.

      “Yeah, a fucking shoe. The shoe I wore when I finished the race. It was a good shoe.” I kicked my heel across the sewer and it bounced right back. “Better than this goddamn thing.”

      “Maybe sometimes a tattoo scars your body and soul,” Shannon said, “and other times the tattoo only adorns your body.”

      Those words sat for a while.

      No one said anything until Shannon finally looked at Jeremy and asked, “Do these sewers run all through the neighborhood?”

      He nodded.

      “Then we need to go east toward Tara’s house.” She filled him in on our plan to board a plane and bypass the spiritual traffic jam here on Earth. She finished with, “So, are you in?”

      “Of course,” he said. “I mean, so long as that’s okay with the ex.”

      They both stared at me. I shrugged. “If you can help sure, sure. I mean, who doesn’t want to spend eternity with their ex-husband?”

      He smiled.

      Soon we were moving through the sewers, literally walking on water. Jeremy stayed at the rear, and we stopped occasionally so Shannon could poke her head out of a storm drain to get her bearings. We stopped and ducked whenever a herd of Shadys passed overhead.

      At one point, when we were walking through a particularly dark patch of sewer, Jeremy said, “You remember that time a snake popped out of your dashboard?”

      I grinned. “Yeah.”

      “Get out,” Shannon said.

      He nodded. “True story. We were out on Herr Road in this Dodge Ram van she used to drive, middle of nowhere. All the sudden, she screams like a banshee and slams the brakes and hops out of the van.”

      “It was the freakiest thing,” I said. “The dashboard had this pale green illumination. I looked down, and the greenish shadows started . . . slithering. I thought maybe it was some kind of acid flashback, but then I realized a goddamn snake was crawling out of my dashboard.”

      “Snakes don’t have legs,” she pointed out. “They can’t crawl.”

      I ignored her. “The damn thing must’ve wiggled up in there while I was parked.”

      Jeremy laughed. “We tried like hell to get the damn thing out, but it wouldn’t budge. Had to drive the whole way back to town knowing that it was up in there somewhere. It was creepy as hell. That’s what this reminds me of. It’s like we’re just waiting for the shadows to come alive.”

      “Nice thought,” I told him.

      “The more I think about what’s happening in the sky,” Jeremy said after a long while, “the more this makes sense. I mean, why drug or distract the population when it’s just as easy to steal their souls?”

      “And here we go,” I said, looking back at him.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, Jeremy. Go on. Enlighten us poor bleating sheep as to how this is all some big conspiracy orchestrated by multinational corporations. Or is it shadow governments? Or the Illuminati?”

      “I don’t know who it is, Molly, but let’s stop and think about this.” He gestured wildly with his hands as he talked—an old habit that started back when our marriage was collapsing. “Clearly, there’s an afterlife. We’re proof of that. So it’s not a stretch to assume that reincarnation is a real possibility. Our souls pass through this Light and are somehow upcycled into new souls. However those souls pass back to Earth, it’s safe to say that if the entrance to the Light is blocked, likely the exit is blocked as well. If no old souls are getting to the other side, then no new souls are getting to the earth. It explains a lot. The current level of apathy. The decline in morality. The rise in mass shootings. Reality TV. It’s all because new generations are lacking souls—or at least quality souls.”

      I shook my head. “Well, I’m glad to see some things never change. You’re still batshit crazy.”

      “Actually, he’s got a point,” Shannon said. “That’s not too far off from what you were saying earlier—about the Earth being turned into a trash heap for junked souls.”

      “Stay out of this,” I told her.

      “Don’t yell at her, Molly, when you’re really mad at me.”

      “I’m not mad at you, Jeremy. Being angry at you got old years ago. I did that for a long time, and eventually realized it wasn’t worth the energy. I’m not mad at you anymore. Now . . . now I’m just sick of you.”

      He stiffened and nodded. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I understand why. I hate what happened . . . what I did to us. I was scared, Molly. We had this perfect home and I had this perfect job and there was all this pressure. Do you know I used to wake up every night around one in the morning, heart racing in my chest?” His hands flailed again, and he pounded on his heart. “I’d be covered in sweat and I’d lie next to you and watch you sleep, terrified that something was going to ruin everything we had. Eventually I just tired of being anxious—of being exhausted. I let the voices on the radio fill me with righteous anger. It was better to be pissed off than frightened all the time. At least the outrage made me feel stronger. So, I embraced that hate when I should’ve been embracing you. I’m sorry. It was my fault. I fucked us up.”

      I stepped toward him. My anger soured into sadness. Tears welled in my eyes. “I’m sorry, Jeremy. I should’ve realized you were hurting. I . . . I didn’t know. I mean, I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know what. Or why. I just wanted to be happy, and it was easy to ignore anything that didn’t fit with that.”

      Our souls collided. He hugged me tight, and I buried my face in the crook of his neck. I wished I could smell his musky scent. My hands came around his waist, and I could tell he was fighting back tears. Then we were both crying, and salty bits of ectoplasm squirmed through the air. The places where we touched tingled, and it was easy to lose myself in the comfort of another. I massaged his shoulders and pulled back so I could look him in the eyes. Our auras glowed with golden light.

      “When did you realize all of this—about your anger?” I asked him.

      “It was a long walk from Cincinnati. I had a lot of time to think. And something about dying—it opened my mind.”

      My lips quivered, and I remembered that they were only half covered in lipstick. He didn’t seem to mind. I got lost in the moment. He leaned in for a kiss. My hands moved to his head—either to stop him or pull him in, I wasn’t sure which—but he grabbed my wrists. His eyes darted toward Shannon. When I looked at her, she was crying too.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      I went to her and held her while she cried, but all the while, I was watching Jeremy. Shannon sobbed against my shoulder and I didn’t know what to do but pat her back. I considered asking her what she was sorry for, but it didn’t seem to matter. Our touch points tingled, like walking on a foot that had fallen asleep. The sensation was on the verge of orgasmic, and I wondered if she felt the same thing. Her tears triggered my own. All the while, Jeremy could barely look at me.

      “Thank you,” I mouthed to him.

      He nodded.

      A chill passed over me, and I knew the Shadys were close. I whispered to Shannon, “You have to be quiet, dear. They’re coming.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry . . .”

      We sat together, raw and exposed while the dark spirits passed overhead. When the chill passed, she said, “We have to hurry. Mr. Noble should be leaving soon.”

      “What time does he go to work?”

      “Fucking soon.”

      We trudged down the cramped sewer, the murky water cluttered with dead leaves and moldy advertisements. A bit of strength had returned to my limbs, but I was still tired. We stopped at a storm drain and I boosted Shannon so she could peek outside.

      “Tara’s house is right across the street,” she said. “Her dad just got into his truck.”

      A moment later, a door slammed. An engine grumbled to life.

      “Shit,” she said. “We have to go.”

      I shoved her through the drain. Jeremy knelt below me, head tilted back to face me.

      “Go,” he said, fingers laced together.

      Except he rose, close enough that I could almost see through the pale haze surrounding him a hint of brown around his massive pupils. He straightened his back and grabbed my face. Leaned in. I almost let him kiss me.

      Instead, I put a hand to his mouth.

      “No,” I said.

      “But I came all this way.”

      “And that was wonderful and brave and I appreciate it, but I’m not going to kiss you. Not now.”

      He nodded and laced his fingers for me to step on. “Go. I’m right behind you.”

      It was a tight fit through the storm drain. By the time I wiggled free of the sewer, Shannon already sat in the back of the dark blue pickup across the street. The reverse lights blinked on. Shit. I turned back around. Jeremy was halfway out of the storm drain. Something looked strange about the back of his head, but I didn’t have time to look closer. I grabbed his hands and tugged. My ass and heels dug into the ground. I gritted my teeth. Behind me, tires ground on asphalt. The truck’s suspension clicked and rattled.

      Down the street, a swarm of shadows oozed around the corner. Slick and quiet. The Shadys broke into a full run, sprinting right toward us.
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      Jeremy grunted and strained against the thick rusty metal. I gripped his wrists and pulled. Where we touched, our auras crackled with gold flecks. At last, the sewer birthed him into the night. He spilled on top of me, and tingling pleasure rippled through me. We locked eyes. His face hovered over mine, close enough that I could feel his breath if we were still into the whole respiration thing. I swear his black squirming pupils started to ooze downward out of his eye sockets, and I could almost feel my own pupils swelling out of my irises to meet his. I swallowed hard. The gold flecks turned silver. For a moment, I regretted not letting him kiss me.

      “What the fuck are you two doing?” Shannon yelled. “Get the hell over here!”

      Her words ruptured our moment. My bulging eyes snapped back into my skull, or maybe that was only my imagination. The Shadys poured like a wave of black water down the street. The blue Toyota jerked forward. We scrabbled to our feet and chased after the truck. Shannon stood in the open bed, beckoning for us to hurry. I grabbed Jeremy’s hand, and again our combined energy propelled us forward. Our feet blurred like fan blades, but not fast enough to catch the pickup.

      At the end of the street, the Toyota’s brake lights flashed on. The tires ground to a halt, and we closed the gap. Red light poured through us, tainting our auras and turning us into urgent demons. Mere steps away, the truck lurched forward again. We sprang into the air—arms outstretched. I snagged the rear bumper. Jeremy grabbed the tailgate. The road hammered at my knees and scraped at my pelvis. My shoe popped off and returned. Popped off and returned. Shannon reached down and clutched my wrist. Soon, the three of us tumbled into the truck bed, panting more out of memory than need.

      “They’re coming,” Shannon said.

      She was right. Behind us, the Shadys ran as one. They must’ve learned from watching us, because now they were holding each other’s hands—arms outstretched like that game we used to play—Red Rover.

      Red Rover, Red Rover, send Molly over.

      It was a rough game. A line of children holding hands running at another line of children trying to tear through them. Red Rover never ended with anyone winning. No, that game always ended in tears and blood.

      Row after row of Shadys poured down the street, eclipsing the asphalt with their impenetrable darkness. They numbered in the hundreds. The nearest row closed in on the truck, now only a few paces away. Churning waves of cold rolled over me.

      Jeremy slammed his palm on the side of the truck. “C’mon, goddamn it.” As if the driver could hear him.

      “Throw something at them,” Shannon yelled.

      “How?” I said. The truck bed was full of empty cartons of motor oil, scraps of wood, and crushed cans of Red Bull—and we could lift none of it.

      She dropped and grabbed my kitten heel, yanking it off and chucking it back at the mob. It was a good shot. The ghostly footwear beamed the closest Shady right in the eye. My foot went numb at the contact. The spook clutched its face and tumbled. The front row broke formation, and soon the whole mob collapsed upon itself like a black wave crashing on the shore.

      The shoe arced back toward me. I snap-kicked my tingling foot upward and the heel slid back into place. Shannon and I exchanged wide smiles.

      “Fuck,” Jeremy said.

      A second later, I saw why.

      The brake lights glared again, and the truck slowed. We’d reached the exit of Hilltop, and the damn pickup sat rumbling at the stop sign. It was the middle of the night. No traffic was coming.

      “What the hell is he waiting for?” I said.

      Shannon peered in the rear window. “He’s sending a text, I think.”

      Behind us, a few of the Shadys scrabbled out of the pile of black twisted limbs. They sprinted toward us, now five houses away. The truck still wasn’t moving. Jeremy pounded on the roof.

      Four houses away.

      “He can’t hear you,” I said.

      Three houses away.

      “He’s putting the phone down,” she said.

      Two houses.

      The truck lurched into gear.

      One house.

      We pulled out of the subdivision but not fast enough. The Shadys ran with their arms linked together, a demented dark chorus line. They were closing the gap fast. We were screwed, no doubt about it.

      Jeremy grabbed me by the neck and waist. He kissed me hard. Like he was never going to have another kiss. Our teeth clicked together. His tongue caressed mine. His beard tickled my face. A silver glow coated our merged auras. Our souls blended like coffee and cream.

      Without warning, he pushed me away and leapt off the truck.

      That was when I saw that the back of his head was a cavernous hole. A fucking crater burrowed into his brain. That was why he’d grabbed my wrists earlier—to hide his wound. He hadn’t died from alcohol poisoning like he’d hinted at. No, he’d blown his brains out.

      Suicide.

      My legs gave out, and my ass slammed into the truck bed. I could only watch as he tackled the first Shady, knocking it to the ground. Spinning wildly, he kicked the next one in the gut. He got in two more punches before they took him down. The Shadys’ mouths stretched impossibly wide—like boa constrictors—as they bit his arms and face. Everywhere they snapped at him, they left behind patches of deep shadow. Blackness splattered into the air. He thrashed and screamed my name. More Shadys leapt on top of him, biting at all the light until there was only darkness.

      I couldn’t not watch—too stunned even to cry. The truck sped away down a country road, no streetlights, and only a smattering of farmhouses.

      “Jeremy,” I said. “What have you done? What have you done?”

      Shannon sat beside me, an arm around my slouched shoulders. I stared down the road, though Jeremy had long ago fallen out of sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          14

        

        THE DARKNESS

      

    

    
      The Darkness swarmed around Jeremy—feeding and growing. Its disciples sank their blackened teeth into his flesh, extinguishing that dim distasteful light that had infected his soul. The man flailed and screamed but eventually the Darkness prevailed. It always did, because the Darkness was patient, unlike the hungry and needful Light that rode on the back of fire, whipping and cursing. The Light plundered the Darkness for coal and oil, anything that might sustain its cruel spark.

      But as the Darkness slipped inside its newest vessel—this strange little bearded man called Jeremy with the hole in his head—it claimed the man’s memories. Shadows throttled phantom synapses and flexed ghostly muscles. Normally, the Darkness slipped inside slowly, entering the host over the course of three nights. But it was different this way, when the Darkness relieved an untainted soul of its burdensome light so quickly. Instead of dripping inside, the Darkness flooded into the spirit. A shocking fire flickered inside the phantom skull. Anger fueled the flames, but love smoldered at the inferno’s core.

      Jeremy was a rare treat, indeed. His soul would’ve become an earthbound ghost even without the Light being broken. His twisted love and devotion for that woman would’ve anchored him in this world. Even now, it defied the bubbling shadows.

      The Darkness washed over the angry flames. They flickered and gargled. Steam hissed. Jeremy’s limbs flailed and twisted. The disciples held him down, teeth tearing into his essence.

      That fire tried to endure, but the Darkness proved too strong.

      It infused that lovesick core and those raging flames.

      In doing so, the Darkness splintered from itself.

      Like wine filling a glass, it took shape.

      The man’s shape smiled and rose.

      It felt all of Jeremy’s feels.

      Such simmering rage.

      And yes, love.

      The disciples kneeled and bowed their heads before their newly formed master. The shape ignored them, staring instead at the truck’s taillights, twin demon eyes fading into the darkness. Her name was Molly, and oh how he longed to have her. But first, he needed a name. From Jeremy’s skull, the proper designation appeared.

      “I am Mr. Shady.”
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      “I can’t fucking believe this,” I said to Shannon.

      I sat in the truck’s bed with my hands over my ears, but there was no not-hearing what was going on in the front seat. We were parked in a wooded lot that must’ve been at least several miles from the Dayton International Airport. The truck’s suspension creaked with a steady rhythm. One man grunted and the other moaned. The squeaking built in intensity until one man gasped and said, “Oh, shit. Yes.”

      The ride here had been terrifying. The truck had passed several Shadys, but fortunately, none could keep up with our pace. The last to chase after us appeared to be female. She’d collapsed in the road, and the dark slickness covering her had faded—revealing a blond woman in nursing scrubs.

      Shannon had pointed at the clock on the dash. 4:02.

      The Devil’s Hour was over.

      After that, I was left to simmer in my sorrows while the pickup barreled through the night. Jeremy had killed himself and then sacrificed his soul to save my own. I’d spent the last years of my life hating him for not loving me enough, only to realize that the strength of his love wasn’t the real problem. No, it was my lack of perception? Or his pride? Or maybe just good old-fashioned lack of communication?

      I’d curled into a fetal position and sobbed in the bed of the truck. Shannon had done her best to soothe me, patting my back and telling me it was going to be okay.

      From the truck cab, a preacher’s voice had rambled over the radio: “Friction is how we move forward. There are peacekeepers and there are peacemakers. As we move forward and rub against one another, we need to lubricate ourselves with the oil of the Holy Ghost. We must be anointed. Adversity is sometimes necessary. Friction is necessary.”

      I crawled to the rear of the still-moving truck’s bed and hung my head over the side, letting the wind drown out the sermon. The rushing air whistled through me, scrambling my aura and offering not quite peace but white noise. I stayed like that—letting the air scrape away my tears and feelings—until the truck slowed. Except we weren’t at a warehouse. We were in the country.

      Shannon said, “Uh, I think we have a problem.”

      The truck crept down a gravel road into a desolate parking lot, maybe for a nature center. A sedan was parked nearby. The driver—a middle-aged man in khakis and a polo shirt—got out of his car and into Mr. Noble’s truck.

      They’d talked long enough for us to realize that Mr. Noble had lost his job some time ago, was deep in debt, and was only pretending to go to work. Oh, and he was secretly raging gay.

      Now, his head worked frantically at the other guy’s lap. Judging by this dude’s moaning, Mr. Noble was awfully good with his mouth. The men’s keys, cellphones, and wallets cluttered the dashboard. The windows were cracked. A travel mug sat perched in a plastic cup holder on the driver side door. I sneaked another look to see what Mr. Noble was doing with his lips and tongue. His companion clutched Noble’s short hair and grunted. Jeremy had never writhed like that when I gave him head. Frank did, but he was totally enthralled.

      “They’re putting on quite a show,” I said. “And I don’t think they’re lubricating themselves with Holy Ghost oil.”

      Shannon shook her head. “I can’t believe Tara’s dad is gay.”

      “You have something against gay men?”

      She stared at me. “You know how many times I heard that man call someone a faggot?”

      I shrugged. “We should probably go.”

      We climbed out of the truck and walked down a tree-lined gravel driveway that emptied onto a desolate country road. Farmland sprawled in all directions. I had no idea where we were.

      “Let’s try that way.” I pointed at a field, its soil neatly combed into long rows. From that direction, I could hear maybe the thrum of interstate traffic. “We’ll cut through that field. Hopefully we’ll end up at a road and can somehow hitch a ride.”

      “This blows,” she said.

      We hopped a leaning wire fence and jogged over the tilled dirt. I was grateful that it was early in the season. Otherwise, corn or soybean stalks would’ve skewered our ghost feet.

      The movement liberated me somehow, as if I could run away from Jeremy’s loss. We picked up speed. I clutched her hand and my shoe, and soon we zoomed across the field—a golden comet streaked across the groomed soil. Dawn was coming, and bats flapped over our heads and nipped at bugs. The field ended at a sparse forest, and we moved between the trees. We eased to a steady pace, not wanting to impale our feet on a random branch.

      “How was your viewing?” she said.

      “Do you care?”

      “Well I asked.”

      “To be honest, it was fucking miserable. Hardly anyone showed up, which shouldn’t be a surprise. I’ve spent the past few years since . . .” I almost said his name. “. . . since the divorce, disconnecting myself from everyone that ever cared for me. The one guy who did show up . . . his name’s Frank. I got involved with him right after my divorce. Thing was, he was married.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. I was a mess. It was a bad choice. He fell so hard for me. I knew it was wrong, that he loved me far more than I loved him. But I let it go on. I needed to be needed. And then, when I broke it off, I tried to be gentle, but I demolished him. His marriage. His three kids. I left it all in shambles. I didn’t mean to, but I did.”

      God, how he’d begged and cried. Snot and tears had slid down his red face. He’d done everything but throw himself at me. I hadn’t thought anything could feel worse than getting divorced. I’d been dead wrong.

      “The thing is, I’ve spent the years since playing the victim. I told myself that the reason I became a zombie was because I was so hurt by Jeremy. The truth is, I just don’t want to hurt anyone else the way I hurt Frank. I didn’t want to do that again. I guess I’d rather feel nothing at all than risk causing hurt like that again.”

      Silence throbbed between us.

      “Well, my viewing was well-attended,” she said. “Everyone was there.”

      I sighed, stung by her words. “I’m sure.”

      “Even people I didn’t know. Friends of my parents, I guess. And they put on quite the show. They always do. You know, we have this big house with big cars and a big garden, but inside it’s practically hollow. No art on the walls. A bare minimum of furniture. A pantry full of tomato soup and ramen noodles. I was never allowed to have friends over, because my mom didn’t want them seeing how we lived—rolling debt upward from one credit card to the next, gambling away the savings, drinking away my college fund.”

      “That sucks.”

      “But what really sucked about my funeral was that everyone was memorializing this girl that didn’t really exist. I never . . . y’know, came out. I never showed the world who I really was. I was just as bad Mr. Noble back there. Mom always talked about how much I shined. The thing was, that light was artificial. It wasn’t really me. I never let anyone see my real shine.”

      “What about your friend? Tara?”

      “Yeah, she saw me shine. And she loved it. She loved me. And I pushed her away because I couldn’t handle it. So, I made myself someone else. This Shannon construct, and all I could think about at the funeral was how that pile of skin and bones wasn’t really me. It was going to rot around poor Bastion, and it wasn’t even me.”

      “Bastion?”

      “He was a stuffed animal. A black and white cow. I’d had him since I was little. They put him in my coffin, and now he’s all alone in the darkness forever.” She sobbed and shook her head.

      “Earlier in the sewer, you kept saying you were sorry. Why?”

      Before she could answer, a chill passed through me. She must’ve felt it, too, because we slowed to a stop at the same time.

      We still held hands, the both of us squeezing hard.

      My eyes fumbled with the thicket of shadows surrounding us. We turned in all directions, trying to see what we knew was there. Her grip on me tightened. I gasped, then I saw what she saw, and I gasped again.

      He seemed to float several feet above the ground. It was Jeremy, except he’d gone entirely dark—so dark that he seemed to glisten like an oil slick. When I squinted harder, I realized he wasn’t floating after all. No, he was riding a bizarre conglomerate of Shadys—a strange jumble of arms and legs and torso bound together by squirming shadows.

      One soul fell away from the pack. The darkness surrounding the ghost faded away, revealing a young man in a dark suit. The bewildered spirit looked around warily. Jeremy gestured toward the ghost, and the dark souls reached out and snatched him back into the darkness. He barely had time to scream before his light was extinguished once again. A shiver rocked my gut.

      “I am Mr. Shady,” said the black spirit atop the pile of stained souls. His voice was as low, smooth, and dirty as a puddle of used motor oil. “Come to me, Molly.”
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      The two female ghosts stared up at Mr. Shady, both of them exuding their pale golden light. Molly in particular looked simply glorious—a spectral vision. The fossilized remains of unending adoration—no, obsession—smoldered inside Mr. Shady’s skull. He would possess her, as surely as he possessed the squirming disciples that now composed his conglomeration.

      The many spirits writhed below him, at once drawn to and repulsed by his power. As long as they stayed in touch with his new form, they would remain dark—Devil’s Hour or no. Mr. Shady was not controlled by the long hands of any ticking clock.

      He throbbed and pulsed inside the enduring soul that he had liberated from the Light. This had happened before. He knew it had. The Darkness had splintered into other everlasting souls across the world since the Light broke—the heartsick librarian in Osaka, Japan, the obsessed construction worker in Halawa, Hawaii, the mad gardener in Nenagh, Irleand—but somehow every time was like the first time.

      Sweet rebirth.

      With a wide smile, he offered his hand to Molly. As expected, she clutched her companion and ran the opposite direction. His lips erupted with laughter.
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      Shannon and I grasped hands and hauled ass through the forest away from Mr. Shady. Outstretched branches sliced through my midsection. Twigs stabbed at my feet. We both cried out, but we couldn’t slow down. We had to press onward.

      I chanced a look back. His horrid mount smashed and slashed its way through the trees, literally rending the souls of his slaves apart. Their screams nearly made my ears bleed. The real world—the dark forest—appeared so tranquil, and yet overlaid with that dark calm was a horrible storm of anguished souls. Like bursts of lightning, souls split from Mr. Shady’s monstrous ride—flashing dull grey as they fell away screaming and writhing only to be sucked back into the darkness. The relentless chill withered my heart. My bones crackled. Inside my phantom skull, shadows nibbled at my vision. A seed of the Darkness already lurked inside me—eager to consume all that was light.

      Mr. Shady’s slave ship plowed relentlessly between the trees, as steady and patient as the coming dawn. Fortunately, its size made it unwieldy in the forest. We managed to lose Mr. Shady.

      We sprinted across the tidy soil in the tilled field and climbed back over the wire fence. There we collapsed. Maybe Shannon pulled me down or maybe I tripped and yanked her. We hit the ground hard, our souls bruised, broken, and bleeding ectoplasm. Across the field, Mr. Shady and his shadowy nest soon emerged from the forest. They drifted this way, and I could almost feel his eyes probing the darkness for us. We ducked out of sight.

      “We’re screwed,” Shannon said.

      “I can’t argue. We’re in the middle of nowhere. It’s only a matter of time before he finds us. It’s not like we can call 911 for help.”

      “That’s it!” She grabbed my face and kissed my lips. For one instant, our mouths came together. A thrill ran through me, eclipsing all my new wounds. I parted my lips for her tongue but she pulled away from me. “You’re brilliant,” she said.

      “I am?”

      Before I could ask her to explain, she dragged me to my feet and pulled me down the gravel driveway. At higher speeds, the jagged rocks sliced and gouged my feet. The two vehicles were still parked in the lot. The pickup truck rocked steadily as we limped toward it.

      “Wow, these guys have endurance,” I said.

      “Come on.”

      Shannon pulled me to the driver side of the truck. A thin layer of moisture coated the outside of the window. It was rolled down a few inches, otherwise the panting men inside would’ve definitely fogged the glass. Mr. Noble had his back to us and was pounding away at his companion.

      “Why are we here?” I said.

      “We’re going to use his phone to contact Tara. She can use her Ouija board to summon us out of here.”

      “Um, yeah. Great plan, except we can’t use the phone.”

      She reached through the window and grabbed the smartphone on the dash. Her eyes closed. Her brow knit. She tilted her head and massaged the screen. It remained blank.

      “Fuck,” she said.

      “What’d you think was going to happen?”

      “I don’t know. I thought maybe my spirit could slip inside and possess it.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “Well it happens in movies sometimes.”

      “So do shark-infested tornadoes. Doesn’t make it a real thing, Shannon.”

      “Don’t take a tone with me.”

      “Then don’t have stupid ideas.”

      “Then don’t have a stupid face!”

      Maybe it was frustration. Maybe it was the comment about my face. Maybe I was just sick of being dead. Something inside me snapped and I shoved her back against the truck. She got the “Oh no you didn’t” look on her face and then it was on. We wrestled against the door, grabbing wrists and blocking slaps and pushing at each other to the soundtrack of two middle-aged men butt-fucking. Flashes of gold tinged our auras.

      Shannon saw it first. Her eyes went wide. She put up her hands in a sign of surrender.

      “Wait,” she said.

      I was sorely tempted to get in one last cheap shot slap. Instead, I followed her gaze to the window. What I saw made my jaw drop open—a comma-shaped smear in the condensation on the glass. Somehow we’d done that. We’d touched the world.
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      We tried and tried to lift the phone, but nothing worked. Shannon thought maybe the smear we’d left on the window had to do with us being angry, so we yelled awful things at each other while trying to move the phone. “Come on, you stupid bitch,” Shannon yelled. “Pick up the phone. You’re weak. You suck. No one likes you!”

      “That’s not helping,” I said, as my fingers slid uselessly over the phone’s smooth edges. I tugged and shoved, but it was like trying to unsheathe Excalibur from its stony home.

      I slammed my head against the window in frustration. The men kept on grunting and moaning.

      “God, I wish they’d at least put on some fucking music,” Shannon said.

      Her words reminded me of something the ghost had said earlier at the funeral parlor. After he’d asked me if I could play guitar. It’s okay. I can teach you. We can play together, you and I.

      Yesterday when I’d tried to get past Shannon in the van, the horn had honked. She’d shoved me into it. We’d done it together.

      We can play together, you and I.

      “That’s it!” I said.

      “What?”

      “It’s about our connection—our souls touching. You know how we run faster while holding hands?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I think when we’re working together, we can move things. Like earlier, when we honked the horn in the van. Remember? Come here.”

      I guided her in front of me. Our bodies pressed together outside the truck, with me spooned behind her. At first, the contact nearly overwhelmed me—a full-body tingle that throbbed inside my core and rippled through the edges of my being. I kept thinking of the radio sermon. Friction is how we move forward. Her aura intertwined with mine. We reached inside the truck, my hand over hers. Friction is necessary. I pressed my fingers over hers, not unlike her hands earlier on the girls’ planchette. Golden flecks sparkled in our auras. We pressed together upon the phone’s home button.

      Nothing happened.

      I held her tight with my free hand, pressed my face against her neck. She moaned. We pressed harder. The button finally relented. Pale light from the lock screen bathed the dash. My dead heart skipped a nonexistent beat. I glanced at the men, who thankfully seemed oblivious.

      “Fuck,” I said. “We need to move the phone.”

      “Are you serious? We can barely turn it on.”

      “The light’s too bright. If we do this here, they’ll see us. We have to carry the phone away.”

      Shannon gripped the phone, and I clasped her hand. We moved as one, lifting the little device off the dash. It was as heavy as a damn brick. As a sack of bricks. It rose maybe a few centimeters and fell. The both of us nearly fell. My legs trembled with the effort. We tried again.

      Mr. Noble’s thrusts built in intensity. Hard to imagine him lasting much longer. Once he came, he’d likely sit down. Our window of opportunity was about to shut.

      “Focus. They’re almost done.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Because he stopped moaning and started gasping.”

      The scene on the other side of the glass built in intensity. The truck rocked harder. I couldn’t say which came first, the horrid shrieking in the distance or the chill that oozed through my phantom spine. Mr. Shady was closing in. Shannon stiffened against me. The raspy screams seemed to come from all around the wooded lot. I tried to peer between the trees to find the demon that was stalking us, but the shadows stood too thick. Mr. Shady could’ve been anywhere. At that moment, Mr. Noble tensed and moaned with exhausted finality. He collapsed over the seat back, his head buried in his companion’s neck. His arm worked back and forth, giving a frantic reach-around. I couldn’t make out their whispers, not over the shrieking all around us. Chills crept inside my bones, making it nearly impossible to focus on what we were doing. The cacophony of anguished souls intensified.

      And here we were, standing out in the open. Exposed. Stuck between a post-orgasmic gay man and my possessed ex-husband. Fucking great.

      It wasn’t hard to imagine Mr. Shady spotting us through the trees. Our ghostly auras must’ve stood out like beacons in the thicketed darkness. My ghostly flesh tingled. The wee phantom hairs on the back of neck stood straight up. I bore my eyes into the phone and gritted my teeth. We tried again.

      The phone rose but only barely. Shannon whimpered. Her body trembled, either from the effort or sheer terror.

      “We got this,” I told her, though I didn’t know it to be true.

      We tried again, lifting it maybe an inch before it fell back down with a muffled thump. Thankfully the lovers didn’t hear but we couldn’t risk that again.

      What happened next came from pure desperation. Or maybe it was the sight and sound of the two men toiling with each other in the dark. I ground my pelvis against Shannon’s ass, rubbing in a concentrated circle. Her tremors ceased. She pressed her butt back against me. I cupped her hip with my free hand. She grabbed my palm. Waves of tension poured over us. Our merged auras throbbed with silver light. Silver, not gold. She slid my hand across her flat belly, over the bulge of her twisted guts. Now lower.

      Before, when I’d touched or been touched by other ghosts, there had been tingles. Now, those tingles blossomed into something all-consuming. Strengthened by our desire, power swelled inside us. Through us. Around us. That silver light pulsed.

      All the while, we lifted the phone.

      My fingers drifted lower. The phone rose higher.

      Lower and higher. Lower and higher.

      Until the phone hovered at eye level with the cracked window.

      Until my fingertips slid under her waistband through trimmed hair.

      We pulled the phone out just as I nudged my middle finger over her clit. I’d never touched another woman like this before. Her labia felt different from my own, fuller and more complicated somehow. I wanted to do more—to slide my fingers inside her and taste her phantom nectar—but we hadn’t the time. She moaned and grunted with frustration. I ground against her, my own pussy throbbing. We almost dropped the phone. It wobbled from our grasp but we caught it before it hit the gravel.

      “Quick,” I said.

      Crouching low, we hustled the phone away. With every step, our dominion over the rectangle of plastic diminished. The device fell lower and lower so that in the final steps it skimmed over the gravel. At the end, it slid upon the dirt at the lot’s edge. Panting pointlessly, we hit the home button. Lock screen.

      We tried their home address. No.

      We tried Tara’s birthday. No.

      “Try her birth year,” I said.

      The cacophony of screaming grew still louder. My hand rested on top of Shannon’s, index finger pressing into her fingernail. Our merged auras still glowed with that silver light, but it was fading. We had to hurry. I followed her lead, our fingers dancing a slow waltz across the screen. The year worked. The home screen blinked on.

      “Yes!” Shannon said. She navigated to Mr. Noble’s contacts, but Tara wasn’t listed.

      “Screw it,” I said. “Just enter her number.”

      “I don’t know her fucking number. Who the hell memorizes phone numbers?”

      “I hate your generation.”

      “Wait. He calls her Hooter.”

      “He calls her Hooter?”

      “He says her big eyes make her look like an owl.”

      “Ah.”

      Sure enough, she found Hooter in the list of contacts and started a new text message. I imagined it must’ve been agonizing for her, texting in slow motion like this. She was probably one of those annoying kids I saw at the coffee shop, thumbs blurring over their phones while smirking.

      She typed:

      

      Tara its me shannon i have posses zest your dads phone. Help me. Summon a

      

      She paused.

      “Posses zest?” I said.

      “Fucking autocorrect. How do you spell Ouija?”

      The coldness inside me intensified. Our hands trembled. I told her how to spell Ouija and she continued typing:

      

      Ouija then drive to airport. Hurry. Ple

      

      That was as far as she got, because a tangled pile of shadows emerged on the other side of the lot. The mangled mess of glistening dark spirits writhed and screeched. Broken bones protruded from dangling limbs that hung disjointedly from the gruesome bundle of darkness. The tortured spirits were stacked as high as ten deep at their peak. Atop this horrid pyramid, Mr. Shady stared down at us and smiled.
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      We sent the unfinished text message, scrabbled to our feet, and ran. At first, we tried using the long gravel road, but Mr. Shady had the advantage on the open ground. Our hands clutched each other, but the combined will of his minions easily surpassed our own. He gained ground on us, and a sickening chill wiggled inside me. I knew what we had to do, but it was going to hurt so damn bad.

      With a grunt that sounded far fiercer than I felt, I yanked Shannon off the road and into the woods. Sticks stabbed into our feet and branches slashed at our ribs. Bushes lashed our thighs. We ran almost blindly, and our only compass was the dreadful cold nipping at our backs. Behind us, Mr. Shady’s slaves shrieked and moaned. I dared not look back.

      The woods stretched on forever.

      Near the top of a muddy slope, a stray branch skewered my face, jabbing right beneath my eye. I screamed and collapsed.

      I’d never known exhaustion like this, not even after a half marathon. We were done for. Mr. Shady and his demented crew closed in. I was ready to give up, but then a loud horn blared nearby. By the trailing pitch, I could tell that the noise came from a speeding vehicle. A highway. So close.

      Shannon smacked my face—the unskewered side. “We can do this, bitch. Come on.”

      I stared into her eyes and nodded. We scrabbled back to our feet and pressed onward, though Mr. Shady was only a stone’s throw away. Atop the rise, white headlights and red taillights slashed through the night. I was pretty sure the divided highway was Interstate 70, which would take us right past the airport.

      Renewed with hope, we sprinted down the hillside. Twigs and brush slashed through us, and we tumbled into a ditch as a bloody mess of torn flesh and cracked bones. Still clasping hands, we crawled onto the shoulder of the highway. Traffic hurled past, the wind from the semis knocking us over.

      Behind us, something roared.

      Mr. Shady and his minions barreled out of the woods. The conglomeration’s souls shrieked, begged, and cursed with tinny voices. Mr. Shady towered over us. Sour cold radiated from his slaves, numbing my back and freezing my phantom blood. Dark grey swarmed over my vision.

      We scrabbled to our feet and into traffic. It was our only chance. We ran with the traffic, chancing looks backward to change lanes and avoid being run down by oncoming semis and vehicles. Mr. Shady soared over the interstate on the backs of his nasty crew. He closed the gap between us though our legs pumped at a blur.

      Shannon kept looking back and changing lanes.

      “Trust me,” she said.

      Mr. Shady drew so close and the chill emitting from his followers grew so strong that I could barely feel sensation in my numb legs. I looked back. He loomed overhead. We cut into the right-hand lane. Mr. Shady followed, and a set of headlights tore through him. Shannon pulled me down just in time. A gigantic tanker truck smashed through the slave ship—an explosion of light and shadow that sent pieces of souls spraying through the air and over the road. The truck roared overhead. After it passed, Mr. Shady flailed through the air and tumbled over the blacktop—a long dark comet with a black blood-splattered tail.

      For a moment, everything dead remained still. Bits of souls—once again glowing dimly—lay in pieces. Hands. Arms. Torsos. Heads. Then the screaming began—the horrid symphony of more than a hundred spirits suffering in stone cold agony.

      Amidst the maimed souls around me, I realized the cold hard truth about being a ghost. Our astral forms seemingly had no quota for suffering. In physical bodies, we had the blessing of unconsciousness and shock. Our meat bags had the blessing of shutting down when we hit our threshold for violence. Not so with ghosts, apparently.

      “Without bodies,” I told Shannon, “there are no limits to the pain we can experience.”

      “Cheerful thought, Molly. Thanks for that.”

      Across the way, Mr. Shady oozed to his feet.

      That was all I needed to see.

      I pulled Shannon to her feet and we staggered the opposite direction, now moving against traffic. My legs were stiff. My back throbbed. My golden aura looked cracked and mangled—as if scrubbed with a wire brush.

      Traffic whizzed past us, rippling our souls. I chanced a look back. Mr. Shady trailed after us, collecting chunks of souls. Each piece that he touched soon went dark, and before long, he climbed atop a squirming mass bigger than a bull. We were screwed.

      All the hurt throbbed inside me. My ghost muscles screamed. My bruises and lacerations wailed. Traffic barreled toward us. Mr. Shady’s mount galloped and lurched—closing the gap. A pickup whizzed past. I almost reached out to grab ahold, but I knew the impact would obliterate my hand.

      That’s when I saw it.

      A white Aztec zoomed toward us, its roof rack crowded with a Skybox and kayak in the middle with a bike on each side. I saw no other option. Grasping Shannon’s hand, I ran at the car head-on and leapt into its path. The Aztec collided with my soul—a bone-crunching impact that nearly knocked me senseless. The driver side bike impaled me. I clutched its handlebars and screamed. Beside me, Shannon shrieked. The passenger side bike had speared her through the chest.

      “You fucker,” she said.

      “Seemed like . . . a good idea . . . at the time.”

      Ectoplasm rained out of our bodies, sprinkling through the air. Mr. Shady watched us zoom past, my ex-husband’s black head cocked at a jaunty angle. The wind pressed at my back, shoving me still further onto the bike. A tangle of innards fluttered behind me like the tail of some demonic kite.

      “Did you see that?” Shannon yelled over the wind.

      “What? My creeper ex-husband riding a bunch of demonic ghosts? Yeah. Kinda hard to miss.”

      “No, idiot. That last sign.” Ectoplasm peppered her words. “We’re on I-70 West. Mile marker 34. Does that mean we’re close to the airport?”

      I closed my eyes to focus on the numbers. Through my milky eyelids, I watched as the impaled Shannon struggled against the bike frame. The car’s velocity sent harsh winds knifing through me. From below, music drifted upward—just a hint of guitar and lyrics. Despite all these distractions, I managed to get my bearings.

      “Shit,” I said.

      “What?”

      “We’ve already passed the airport. We’re going the wrong way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          20

        

      

    

    
      The wind sliced into me, cleaving canyons into my shoulders and whistling through the hole in my chest. I braced my feet against the kayak and my hands against the bike frame, and tried to shove myself free. I swore I heard a dog barking. Agony screamed inside of me. I tried a different tactic, reaching down across the windshield for the edge of the hood.

      Through the glass, a beautiful young woman with sculpted cheeks, curly red hair, and pale blue eyes took a hit off a joint. On the seat next to her, the messy-haired dog barked and growled at the ceiling. It must’ve sensed us. The driver put down the joint—smoke trailing toward the window—and patted the dog. Behind the car, the eastern sky glowed with the coming dawn. I then realized how our souls would be extinguished. The sun would rise over us, raking through our impaled bodies, and turn us into screaming plumes of ghost smoke. By then, we wouldn’t even care, because the dark would’ve drowned our eyes.

      I tried pulling myself forward, but couldn’t get a grip or the leverage I needed. Across the car, Shannon wasn’t fairing much better. We were stuck, and this hippie chick was driving us further and further away from our goal.

      The dog barked harder now, and the driver slowed down and changed lanes—maybe to better focus on her canine friend. She pulled right behind a semi trailer that mercifully blocked most of the wind. It was now or never. I braced one leg against the kayak, the other against the bike frame. My hands clenched the hood and windshield wiper. I bore down, pushing and pulling. The metal inside me scraped my innards, hollowing me out. Tears and blood rained behind me.

      It all happened fast. The dog barked. Shannon grunted and moaned. I reached for her, hoping that by grasping hands we could find additional strength. Our fingers clasped—my left hand with her right. I steadied my feet against the kayak. We exchanged looks and nodded to each other. Our shredded auras emitted a faint golden light. With my free hand, I grabbed the frame. My muscles tensed. Something gave inside me. I made a bit of progress, inching my ravaged torso off the bike frame. My ghost body sucked at the long hard metal. My legs quivered. My hands ached. I pushed against the wind. I screamed and clenched, birthing myself free. I used all of the strength left in my phantom body.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Maybe my foot slipped. Maybe my hands failed. The wind shoved me back onto the frame, now impaled even deeper than before. The bike chain ensnared my innards. Beside me, Shannon gasped. I looked, hoping she’d freed herself. No, she was in the same boat—or bike, rather—as me.

      So doomed, we raced futilely westward away from the approaching dawn.
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      A dark blue hue now filled the sky behind us. The winds carved spiraling tunnels through my mangled body. Every particle of my essence screamed with agony. So much suffering. Shannon squeezed my hand and I looked over at her. Thick blackness filled her eyes, leaving only a slight ring of white. Her aura now throbbed as a violent purple shade. I stared at her lips, remembering how it felt to rub against her.

      “I have to tell you something while I still can,” she said. She should’ve been whispering but the wind meant she had to scream.

      “You have a captive audience, Shannon.”

      “The accident was my fault.” Her lip trembled. “I wasn’t watching where I was going. I was texting some girl I met online. We were flirting.”

      I processed that. “What . . . What were you texting her?”

      “I was sending an emoji of a finger pointing up and down, up and down. Y’know, all classy like that. I don’t even know her real name. She had me call her Violet. I met her in a forum for young lesbians. Hell, she could’ve been a middle-aged dude for all I know.”

      “So you killed me because you were text-fingering someone who may or may not have had a vagina?”

      “I guess. Yes. I’m sorry.”

      I stared at her. Well, I tried to, but the wind kept nudging my eyeball free of my skull. Down below, my lone shoe kept slipping off, spiraling backward, and then whirring back onto my foot. Over and over, it did this. It kept coming back. Shannon’s grip on my hand loosened. She was pulling free. I didn’t let her.

      We held hands and stared at each other. I nodded as best I could with the wind slicing through my neck.

      “I’m sorry I killed you,” she yelled.

      “It’s okay. I wasn’t really into it anyway . . . my life, I mean . . . not until I died.”

      The car carried us away from our doom, but nowhere near fast enough. Our fingers flexed. Our thumbs stroked the backs of our palms. Though everything else hurt like the blazing fires of hell, her grip offered at least a little respite. I lay back and focused on our connection, the one pinpoint of relief through all of this suffering. It wouldn’t be a pleasant death, or after-death, but at least we’d be together. I thought about how it felt to rub her clit and ached at the thought that she’d never touched mine. And to think, I’d hated this girl only a few short hours ago.

      Life was funny that way. And death was flat-out fucking hilarious.

      Sickly cold wiggled between my toes. Shannon clenched my hand. I looked back down the highway toward where the horizon blushed. Something dark and twisted this way came.

      At first, I thought the oversized shape was one of those OVERSIZE LOAD trucks towing an entire house, but as it drew closer, the cold wiggled deeper inside me. Mr. Shady and his gruesome underlings had hitched a ride upon a semi truck. The mess of hijacked souls crowded upon the trailer, oozing and wiggling over the sides. The architect of this horror sat atop the truck’s cab, feet dangling over the windshield. I smacked the Aztec’s roof, urging the hippie chick below to go faster. She didn’t.

      The Shady Truck loomed closer, now directly behind us. Its headlights tore through me. Mr. Shady raised a slick black hand and wiggled his fingers. Hello.

      I thrashed and bucked against the bike, but couldn’t pull myself free. At least he couldn’t get us now, not with the gap between the two vehicles. For the moment, we were safe. Our only hope was for the sun to set us ablaze before Mr. Shady could reach us.

      Not the most pleasant of hopes.

      His broken mass of slave ghosts oozed to the driver side of the truck—a disjointed jagged slosh of black limbs and torsos. Their screams almost muted the roaring wind tearing through my skull. A new set of headlights appeared, pulling alongside the truck. Looked like a white SUV.

      With a sickening lurch, the mess of shadowy ghosts slurped across the lane and attached themselves to the SUV—now forming a drooping, writhing bridge between the two vehicles. As the SUV pulled forward, the bridge of souls went taut. Mr. Shady leaped off the truck cab and slid headfirst over the sick mess of his minions. For all the world, I could only think of the faded yellow Slip ‘N Slide that we kept in the backyard one summer so many years ago—killing a long rectangle of grass.

      Mr. Shady landed upon the SUV, and his minions released their grip on the semi. Now the SUV dragged them behind it like some kind of oversized hellish bridal train. The souls shrieked and thrashed as the blacktop throttled them. Bits of arms and legs broke away, turning in mid-air from glistening black to pale grey. I didn’t want to look at what came next, but I couldn’t help myself. The SUV drifted closer. The dark man upon the roof lurked over me, hands outstretched.

      The cold crept into my phantom bones, freezing my joints. I could barely move, and I might’ve actually been grateful. I’d suffered the sun’s hurtful embrace and was terrified of enduring it again. At least with Mr. Shady, maybe I’d know peace.

      Except he smiled, and terror filled me. His black teeth. His black tongue. His black mouth. All so cold and empty. Shannon gripped my hand so hard that something crunched.

      Mr. Shady crouched and leapt, and his followers propelled him across the void. Ribbons of twisting appendages streamed from his heels. He landed upon the Aztec’s roof, trailing a twisted river of black souls behind him like an endless cape. He climbed onto the bicycle on which I was impaled, perched upon the seat and gripping the handlebars. Relentless cold paralyzed me. An eternity away, Shannon screamed, “No! Leave her alone!”

      I looked at her, trying to ignore the shadowy figure inching closer to me. My chest and throat went numb. In the periphery of my vision, his lips parted. The cold washed over me. Into me. My face went numb.

      Mr. Shady pressed closer, his bruised aura smothering my own.

      “Kiss me,” he said, his slippery voice like crude oil oozing out of a jagged crevice.

      I couldn’t answer, but I didn’t obey.

      He shook his head and said, “I’ll take the pain away, Molly. Just kiss me. Let me inside you and everything will be better. The darkness will set you free. The sun will rise soon. Let me in first, and I can save you from oblivion. We can be happy together.”

      All the hurt twitched and flared inside me. So much pain—more than I could endure. His words offered me hope. I’d suffered enough. Slowly, I nodded to him.
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      Mr. Shady grinned triumphantly and bowed his head to accept my kiss. I looked to Shannon, wanting her to be the last thing I saw. I tried to mouth my final words to her, “I’ll miss you.” Instead, my numb lips twitched three times, the words shattering on my tongue.

      I was about to let go of her hand and embrace Mr. Shady when a yellowish field washed over Shannon’s aura. It was the color of ancient brittle pages. A familiar tingle ran through the hand holding hers. An unseen force lifted her into the wind, pulling her off the bike. From the way she was smiling, I could tell it didn’t hurt.

      The Ouija board was summoning her.

      She gripped me tight, now using both hands. Tara must’ve received the text. Only she must’ve been more precise with her summoning this time. The Ouija’s field only enveloped Shannon. It was going to leave me behind.

      Mr. Shady snarled and leapt at Shannon, but bounced harmlessly off the Ouija’s protective field. He tumbled back, ricocheted off the kayak, and crashed onto the gravel shoulder. His followers collapsed behind him, and a speeding semi burst them apart. I imagine that their shrieking was terrible, but I couldn’t hear it over the sound of my own.

      Shannon rose into the air and pulled me with her. My body tore free of the bicycle’s frame, the hard metal scraping me out. Hollowing me. Agony swarmed in places that I didn’t know could hurt. The pain nearly blinded me. My innards wiggled and tangled through the air. I howled in agony. My disemboweled body resembled a jellyfish with long tendrils. I was practically turned inside out. When I screamed, globs of ectoplasm and pieces of my soul splattered into the air.

      Shannon pulled me close and hugged me, burying my face into her neck. She wrapped her legs around my waist as the Ouija’s force yanked us down the length of the highway toward the coming dawn. It weaved us between the oncoming traffic, protecting Shannon but not me.

      A passing station wagon slammed into my dangling legs. A semi smacked my trailing entrails. I tried to scream, but there was nothing left inside me. Shannon kept her legs wrapped around my waist, while she reeled in my spilled innards and stuffed them back into my torn torso.

      Her eyes were as black as night, and the eastern sky had lightened to navy blue.

      Late night drivers and early morning commuters passed by us in a blur, oblivious to the two souls soaring through the air. Without warning, the force yanked us off the interstate and into the forest lining the highway. We tumbled and twirled, cutting between trees and over branches. My head wobbled at all the twists and turns. Shannon gripped me tighter to protect me. We darted and whirled through the underbrush. Branches slashed through me. Pine needles raked into me.

      By the time we popped out of the woods and barreled through a cloud of bats, my torn phantom body resembled a handful of crumpled, shredded paper. Only one eye remained.

      “It’s okay,” Shannon said. “I see the van.”

      In the distance, the blue Dodge van rambled down the desolate route that connected I-70 to the airport. A departing plane soared into the air. We’d made it. Oh, hallelujah, we’d made it. I couldn’t help but smile with what was left of my mouth until I realized that the van’s windows were rolled up.

      Shannon said, “How are we going to get inside?”

      We dove through the air until we were soaring beside the van’s driver side door. The force pulled Shannon’s feet inside first, yanking them through the crevice between the door and the frame. It flattened her out so she could slip inside. Her stretched out legs resembled a long ribbon flowing into the van’s interior and piling behind the seats. She clutched me, black eyes as wide as silver dollars.

      “I’m sorry, Molly,” she said, because clearly the field wasn’t going to pull me inside too. She was now halfway inside the van, up to her waist. In the vehicle, her legs reformed out of the tangle of flattened soul.

      I couldn’t answer her with my shattered jaw. So, I nodded. With a loud grunt, she muscled me toward the driver side rearview mirror. I managed to drape my left shoulder over it and lock it in place by gripping my hands. Through the van’s windshield, Cleavage rode shotgun with the Ouija board on her lap. Tara of the Glasses had one hand on the wheel, the other on the planchette. The road below pummeled my dangling feet, knocking my shoe off. The heel bounced away and then flew back. I hadn’t the strength to lift my legs. So instead, I suffered through the hurt.

      Shannon rose between the seats, her face looking a bit like a stretched out accordion. She tried to steady her pancaked head but her arms resembled tangled Slinkys. The velocity forced me down, out of sight of the window. I dangled by my arms, trying to kick my legs away from the road, but gravity soon won. The passing highway cracked at my knees and shins, shredding them like coleslaw. That was how I rode the rest of the way to the airport, all the while wondering why I hadn’t kissed Mr. Shady when I had the chance.
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      A single black tear wormed its way down Mr. Shady’s temple as he lay on the side of the road. He’d had Molly. She’d been his, but that bitch Shannon had taken her away. He sat up. Around him, the mess of ruptured souls scattered all along Interstate 70 twitched and screamed and writhed. He trembled with rage and climbed to his feet.

      As he collected chunks of ghosts and assembled them into a crude mode of transport, he shook his head at himself. He’d foolishly thrown himself at Shannon when it was really Molly that he’d wanted. He should’ve bitten Molly when he’d had the chance, but he hadn’t wanted to take her like that. No, she needed to offer herself to him. It wasn’t enough to claim her. She needed to invite him—to open up to him. He loved her too much to force himself upon her.

      Traffic roared past.

      Mr. Shady climbed onto his new mount—a mish-mash of perhaps a baker’s dozen of souls, though the stray pieces only added up to two full body’s worth. The glistening black mess could barely be recognized as human. The chunky meat and shattered bones shambled and lurched across the highway into the eastbound lane. Ahead, his foe the sun nibbled away the night. Dawn was coming. The mess of souls beneath him screamed as it galloped alongside first a Volkswagen Jetta, then a green Ford Ranger pickup.

      The shrieking shadow beast lifted him into the cab, which was filled with empty Pepsi cans and stray bits of wood. He considered letting the beast go, but decided to hang onto it a little while longer. Perhaps it would come in handy for what happened next.
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      When the van eased to a stop at the airport’s curb, I didn’t bother trying to stand on my wrecked legs. Instead, I collapsed in a heap onto the blacktop. A moment later, I heard the door slide open on the other side of the vehicle. Shannon’s ghostly feet plopped onto the ground. She ran around the side and dragged me onto the sidewalk. My face had healed enough to form words, though something in my jaw clicked painfully with each syllable.

      “You go,” I told her. “I can’t make it.”

      “Fuck off,” she said, now pulling me toward the entrance doors.

      “Did you tell Tara goodbye?”

      “There’s no other way to end a Ouija session, Molly.”

      We had to wait for a disheveled mom and her elementary-aged daughter to activate the sliding doors. The mom pulled a massive rolling suitcase loaded with a duffel bag behind her. The daughter wore a sparkly backpack. Tara hoisted me up, one of my arms slung around her shoulders. We slipped through the doors right before they closed.

      Aside from a few clumps of impatient travelers at some of the check-ins, the airport crowd was pretty sparse this early in the morning. Maybe a dozen people stood in the security line. One lone barista manned the Boston Stoker coffee bar in front of security.

      “There’s no ghosts,” Shannon said. “Maybe they’re all already hiding because the sun’s coming up.”

      “No. It’s because no one really lives at the airport. You come. You go. It’s a place of transition. It’s an annoying pause. Haunting an airport would be like setting up a tent in the middle of the road.”

      She looked at me. “You and your metaphors.”

      “It was a simile actually.”

      “Dumbass. All similes are metaphors. Similes are just a type of metaphor.”

      “Huh,” I said. “I didn’t know that. Now let’s find a fucking plane.”

      She dragged me in front of the Departures board. The next flight out was the seven o’clock to Minneapolis at Gate A13. It was leaving in nine minutes. There weren’t any other flights until 7:15, and I had to imagine dawn would have cracked open the sky by then.

      “Come on,” I said. “No rest for the dead.”

      Shannon tightened her grip on me and we staggered around security. My legs cracked and crinkled. Bits of my insides still dangled from my torn belly and dragged along the carpet—oddly patterned grey squares that must’ve looked outdated the moment they were installed. My kitten heel trailed behind me, wobbling and whimpering.

      A long hallway stretched from the security checkpoint. Shannon made it a few steps before my weight caused her to collapse.

      “Please,” I said. “Just go.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “No? Well, I was ready to leave you. If that Ouija field hadn’t grabbed you, I would’ve kissed Mr. Shady and said goodbye to all the hurt. I was ready to give up. Still want to stick around?”

      She cocked her head at me. Her eyes narrowed. “You get that one. I did kill you after all.”

      “You can’t drag me all the way to the gate.”

      A grin stretched across her face. “I don’t have to.”

      The daughter and mom, no longer pulling the big suitcase, walked briskly toward us. The little girl’s sparkling backpack had three dangling straps. Shannon grabbed a strap as they passed, and soon the little girl was dragging us down the hall. My kitten heel hurried after us.

      “What do you think comes next?” Shannon said.

      “An escalator, if memory serves.”

      “No, doofus. Assuming we make it into the Light, do you think we’ll be in Heaven?”

      “I don’t think it matters.” I shook my mangled head. “Anything is better than this hell on Earth.”

      We had to let go of our diminutive ride at the end of the hall. The mom and daughter hurried to the right toward Concourse B, but we needed Concourse A.

      A woman’s voice on the PA system announced, “Last call for Flight 4552 to Minneapolis.”

      A young man, probably college aged, strode toward us wearing a hoodie and jeans with a black backpack. I said a silent prayer that he was heading to Concourse A. Sure enough, he angled left, and Shannon gripped his ankle as he passed. I clutched her waist, wishing I could smell her. I bet she’d had a lovely scent before she died.

      The boy unknowingly dragged us to the escalator. Shannon let go of him and we rode up the metal stairs.

      “I’ve never sat on an escalator,” I told her.

      “They scared me when I was little—at the mall—but only the down escalators. I thought they looked like metal shark teeth, row after row, wanting to pull me down into the department store’s stomach. I didn’t mind going up though.”

      I could only smile in response. The escalator deposited us onto the concourse and she pulled me to my feet.

      We staggered toward the gate, now free of passengers. A brunette in a white button up and black vest stood at the door to the jet bridge talking into a radio mounted on the wall. I kicked off my heel. We broke into a lurching sprint, more falling than running. My leg bones crackled and crunched, sending jolts of agony up through my hips.

      Only a few paces away.

      The brunette placed the radio back on the wall. Maybe six paces. She reached for the door. Four paces. My kitten heel squirmed onto my foot. Two paces. She pulled the door. One pace. I stumbled on my heel, lost my balance, and slammed onto the floor. The carpet smacked my ass. I winced and cursed.

      We’d gotten so close. So damn close. For a long moment, all we could do was sit there in stunned silence. Then I saw the brunette pull a metallic pink vape pen out of her pocket.

      “What could you possible be smiling about?” Shannon says.

      “The wonders of addiction. Come on.”

      We followed the brunette down a flight of steps that emptied onto the runway. A breeze passed over me. We dove out the door right as she shut it behind her. Across the way, the sky glowed a sexy pink. Dawn couldn’t have been but a few minutes away. The scene disoriented me. Dirty concrete. Engines roaring. The brunette took a pull from her vape, frowned at her smartphone, and blew the electric vapor right through my face. I sneezed, probably just on instinct.

      Shannon dragged me to the airplane. Two large metal carts sat next to the craft. The cabin door was shut, but a large door on its rear belly hung open. A motorized ramp perched beneath. Men in orange vests tossed the remaining bags into the baggage hold.

      “Come on,” Shannon said.

      My legs wobbled beneath me. I could feel the mending bones inside my torn thighs bending like winter saplings under the weight of snow. Wincing, I bit back a scream and collapsed on the baggage ramp. The conveyor belt had already been shut off, so Shannon dragged me up the ramp. We’d crawled more than halfway up when one of the workers closed the hatch.

      The ramp lowered.

      And my heart with it.

      We rolled off the machine and onto the sun-bleached concrete. The airplane’s engines rumbled to life. Above us, more souls drifted pointlessly toward the clogged Light. To the east, the sky blushed with the coming dawn. Shadows crept through my skull, and I knew in mere moments I would either lose my soul to the darkness or my astral form to the sun.

      “We could try climbing onto the wing, like in that one Twilight Zone episode,” Shannon said.

      I shook my head. “Even if there was something to latch onto, we’d never be able to hold on.”

      Shannon grabbed my hand. “We had a good run. I think we did more than most. That counts for something, right?”

      I nodded. “So, what do you figure? Should we go hide in the shadows and lose our minds, or go out onto the runway and fry?”

      “I think I want to go out in a blaze of glory,” Shannon said.

      “Okay, but you’ll have to carry me most of the way.”

      We climbed to our feet and staggered away from the plane. The dawn crept closer. I hoped my mom wasn’t too hungover. I hoped Mr. Noble had some more great orgasms today. I hoped that old man at the funeral home stopped tickling his wife. I hoped if Ben Heck had kids, that he was a better parent than his dad. I thought nothing but good thoughts for them all.

      “How did things go with Tara?” I said. “Back in the van?”

      “I thanked her and told her she was very special to me. Thought about telling her about her dad, but that’s not really my secret to tell, is it?”

      “No, no it isn’t.”

      “Hopefully one day he’ll spill his guts to her.”

      “What’d you say?”

      “Hopefully he’ll tell her that he likes cock.”

      “No, before that. Spill his guts, you said.”

      She wrinkled her brow. “It’s an expression, Molly.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Not especially.”

      “That’s probably wise.” I pulled her back toward the plane. “Come on. We have a plane to catch.”
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      Shannon spent a long time cursing at me, and I couldn’t say that I blamed her. We jogged alongside the plane as it taxied down the runway. She held her blue track shirt up to the lower edges of her breasts, while I unspooled her intestines and knotted them to the front landing gear. I used the knots that Ben showed me so many years ago to anchor her to the plane, and to tether myself to her.

      She screamed when I tightened the knot rigged around my waist and shoulders, but she didn’t stop jogging. I couldn’t say that I would’ve had the same fortitude.

      “Why does this have to be my guts?” she said through clenched teeth.

      “Sorry, my viscera all got pulled back in.”

      “What happens when the plane lifts off and the landing gear goes up?”

      “Um, it’ll hurt, but I don’t think you’ll get disconnected. I mean, my fucking kitten heel keeps coming back. I have to think the same laws will apply here. The pieces of your soul will stick together, right?”

      “Damn well better.”

      Soon the plane idled at the end of a long stretch of concrete. This was it. Lift off. Shannon and I stood next to each other under the plane, holding hands. To the east, the sun crested the horizon.

      Shannon stared at me. I expected her to gaze lovingly into my eyes and say something tender and encouraging. Instead, her gaze drifted over my shoulder and she said, “Fuck my afterlife.”

      I turned around. Mr. Shady emerged from a patch of trees along the runway. The dark son of a bitch rode a mutilated stack of tainted souls. The mess’s distorted legs and arms moved at a blur, more oozing than running toward us.

      The plane’s engines revved. I stretched my hamstrings, though my ghost body didn’t seem to need warm-ups. I gripped Shannon tighter. She nodded to me, pain festering on her face. I wanted to tell her that I’d really grown to like her—that she was a solid young woman and one of the more impressive people I’d ever met, but the plane rolled forward. The engines roared.

      I figured I’d have the chance to tell her all of this on the other side. I was wrong.
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      The plane barreled down the runway like an oversized bullet. We kept up for a few steps, but the velocity proved too much. I couldn’t tell who stumbled first. We smacked the runway bouncing between the metal hull and the unforgiving concrete. Crack. Crunch. Thud. Each impact was a sucker punch from a giant fist. Even through all that hurt, an oozing chill crept through me. Mr. Shady was near.

      By the time we lifted off, my dented and broken body had been battered into a weeping flesh sack of bone fragments. That’s when the pain really started.

      The plane’s elitist nose tipped upward, exposing us to the rising sun’s brutal rays. Sunshine knifed inside my torn flesh. I flailed but there was no escaping it. The unbearable heat burnt my flesh and boiled my blood. As I writhed, I caught a glimpse of Mr. Shady dangling from one of the rear wheels. He, too, was burning in the sun. Good. If nothing else, I’d die knowing that I’d lured him to his death.

      I tried to scream, but my tongue turned to charred ash that clogged my throat. Somehow, I was still holding Shannon’s hand. We clenched each other so tightly that our fingers crackled.

      Metal clicked above us, and the landing gears slid upward into their chambers. With the last of my strength, I turned toward Shannon. Her face had been stripped almost to the bone. Her hair was smoke.

      We rose together and fell apart.

      Below, the world shrank. Long shadows stretched across suburban yards. The fields became a patchwork quilt of irregular squares. From up here, everything was so beautiful. This was how the world looked when I fell out of the sky yesterday. That seemed like a lifetime ago, but I supposed it was anything but.

      The relentless velocity pinned me to the craft’s belly. We passed into a nest of clouds, surrounded by brilliant clean white. It reminded me of walking in the woods after a massive snowfall. No other footsteps to dirty things up. The clouds offered a respite from the sun. For one halfway peaceful moment, it was just me and Shannon soaring through the air.

      The white dissipated, and we were no longer alone.

      The plane dragged us through a crowd of lumbering souls. We slammed through them, knocking women, men, and children aside like bowling pins. As we thrust to the front of the line, I thought I heard cussing. The sun’s burning faded. The Light protected us. All around me, dead-eyed souls stared resentfully at us. Their faces blurred into a white honeycomb pattern.

      The plane plowed right into the Light’s calm center.

      The radiant brilliance blinded me for a moment. The roar of the plane’s engines faded away, soon replaced by a pleasant humming and the sensation of slipping into a warm bath on a cold day. White light surrounded me. Filled me. My broken limbs inflated. When I could see again, everything had turned a thousand shades of white. The plane flew away, fading into the distance. At first I panicked, thinking we were about to fall.

      On the contrary, we rose.

      A column of light sucked us upward—higher and higher into the sky. Below us, perhaps millions of souls stared needfully after us. We’d found a way to jam ourselves into the Light, and they were left to wait endlessly. My heart panged for them.

      Higher and higher we rose, the both of us speechless.

      The sun shone directly upon us but the Light’s embrace kept us safe. I expected that the illuminated column would carry us through some kind of portal into a set of pearly gates—well polished and adorned with eternal orchids.

      Instead, it lifted us through the clouds.

      Higher still.

      All the way into space.

      Gravity dissolved around us. Everything went impossibly quiet.

      We floated above the Earth. Below, the mass of white souls loitered around the Light. There were so many of them—almost a whole continent’s worth. In the distance, the moon hung mostly in shadow. The column of light surrounding us faded. Its path petered out above the atmosphere, light fragmented in many directions. I could see now that a similar column of pure white light extended from the Sun toward the Earth. It glowed the way I imagined Wonder Woman’s Lasso of Truth would glow—a reassuring shimmer. Except, where the band of light reached our orbit, it fractured and fizzled out.

      Something had disrupted the Light’s path from the Sun to the Earth.

      No, wasn’t one thing. It was many things.

      Space junk. It floated all around us—the debris of shuttles, satellites, and rockets. Hunks of metal and discarded thrusters. Flat panels. Twisted rods. The ray of light reflected off this mess of trash and bent in all manner of crazy directions.

      This is why the Light’s clogged.

      Those were the words I meant to say to Shannon, except we floated in the vacuum of space. Beyond sounds.

      We looked at each other and shrugged. For some reason, the Sun didn’t burn us, even though we were closer to its rays. Maybe it was because we were free of the Earth’s atmosphere. Whatever the reason, the sunlight passed harmlessly through us. Shannon glowed like an angel. I suppose I did too. Her eyes were so blue I could’ve dived into them.

      The view of the Earth made me dizzy. Massive clouds. Night’s darkness still covered the western parts of North America. The world looked immensely powerful and shockingly fragile. And me, I was just a leaf on a tree. No, a bug on a leaf on a tree. No, a seed blowing in the wind. Up here, things like planets and stars weren’t abstract notions. There was no earth, sun, or moon. No, no. Here, we had Earth, Sun, and Moon. We were on a first name basis with God up here.

      My many wounds faded. Shannon’s guts spooled back into her belly. I didn’t know what was going to happen next, but a profound peace infused my being. Shannon and I grabbed hands and twirled around. We laughed mutely, flying like goddesses between heaven and Earth. It was a perfect moment. Somehow, I knew everything was going to be okay.

      I was wrong.

      Mr. Shady grabbed Shannon from behind and sank his teeth into her neck. She screamed noiselessly. Her hands went ice cold. The blackness erupted from inside her.
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      The tendrils of Mr. Shady’s minions had snagged one of the plane’s rear landing gears moments before take off. His slaves had wrapped around him and formed a black chrysalis, taking most of the impact as the building speed bashed them against the craft and concrete. When the airplane rose, the dawn ravaged his shadow creature. The souls screamed around him. He shared in their pain, which only strengthened his resolve. As the plane shot into the sky, the shell smoldered and burned and crackled. His quest would soon end. No way could he survive. His tether lost its grip on the plane. He braced himself to either plummet or roast or both.

      Except something curious happened.

      The burning ceased.

      He did not fall.

      The roar of the airplane faded. Like a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis, he tore through his shell to find that the plane had dragged him into the crowd of souls waiting for the Light. The foolish ghosts glowed pale white. Up here, the Light protected everyone, including himself, from the sun’s rays. All around him, dull-eyed ghosts stared stupidly at the Light that had betrayed them. It offered them no salvation now, and yet still they waited endlessly for it.

      That wouldn’t do. Not at all.

      He shook free of the smoldering soul fragments and grabbed the nearest ghost’s wrist. He bit down on the palm of a third grade teacher with hard eyes and tight hair. Blackness burst from her eyes, nose, and mouth. She snarled and leapt at the ghost beside her, who in turn ruptured shadows and bit the next ghost. And on it went, a black ripple that spread quickly through the crowd.

      Within moments, he’d possessed the whole lot of them. He now saw the world through millions of eyes. He clenched his hands into millions of fists. His newfound collective power nearly overwhelmed him. Now he had an army.

      No, no. He had an empire.

      He’d no longer be content to contain his dominion to one precious hour. Now it was the Light that would beg for scraps of time. He would raid the Light and claim its power for his own ends. Soon, he would lead his empire of souls to rain upon the Earth.

      To reign upon the Earth.

      Darkness would rise.

      No more would souls endlessly churn through the sun, being upcycled into new bodies. No, he’d hoard all the souls for himself, squeezing every last bit of spirit out of humanity until every morsel of living flesh was devoid of Light’s cruel spark. His moment of victory was at hand. His treasure—his Molly and his passion for her—had inadvertently led him to this triumph. Now, he needed only to claim her as his dark bride, and together they could rule over the afterlife.

      Millions of black glistening souls carried him toward the Light. He rode a tidal wave of shadow into that broken portal, where a column of pale light dragged him upward. He grinned. His fingertips reached outward, grazed the column of light. It burned to the touch. He jerked his hand back and hissed.

      Upward, he rose. Past the clouds. Into the darkness of space.

      There, his bride spun around and around with that little bitch, Shannon. They looked so happy, and a pang of jealousy stabbed into him. Moments before, he’d been the emperor of a vast army. And now, he was just a jealous ex-lover.

      The column of light released him. For a moment, he feared the Sun would roast him, but no, the vacuum of space protected him. His momentum carried him upward toward the women. He grabbed Shannon by the ponytail and yanked back her head. She went rigid at his touch. Eyes locked on his bride-to-be, Mr. Shady bit viciously into the girl’s neck. Molly’s mouth fell open. Her lips curled. He knew she wouldn’t come to him now, but he couldn’t force himself upon her. Fine then. He’d let Shannon do his dirty work for him.

      The blackness poured out of the girl, smothering her aura. It ran down her arms and legs, and engulfed her fingers and toes. He shoved his newest convert at Molly, and her ponytail ring came free in his hand. His betrothed had nowhere to run or hide—only the emptiness of space.
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      I let go of Shannon’s frigid hands just in time. The shadows poured out of her, dripping down her chest and sliding down her arms and legs. Mr. Shady pushed her at me, but I raised my legs and kicked off her chest. The impact launched me backward. Her now-black hair floated free around her head like a Medusa’s nest of snakes. Pivoting, I swam away from her, paddling and kicking at the vast nothingness.

      When I first looked over my shoulder, I thought they were gone. Then I saw the two people-shaped holes moving through the starscape. Their dark bodies blended almost perfectly with space. I could only see them by how their silhouettes eclipsed the vast array of stars. Mr. Shady matched my pace, but Shannon closed in on me fast. Soon, I realized why. Both my feet were bare. She must’ve grabbed my kitten heel when I kicked off her. Now the traitorous footwear was pulling her toward me.

      I rued the fucking day I’d bought that fucking pair of fucking heels.

      The nearest piece of space debris—a large panel of some kind—must’ve been miles and miles away. I was surrounded by nothingness. The quiet proved maddening. I couldn’t even hear my own heartbeat, not that my heart was beating, anyway. I moved through space but seemingly not through time. No ticks. No tocks. No bearings.

      Along the way, I steered myself toward a broken beam of the fractured Light, hoping it would somehow help me. It passed through me, and something deep inside me tingled.

      Then I kept moving past, none the better for it.

      I flailed through the emptiness for one never-ending moment of terror. I looked back, and Shannon was still closing in on me. Her hair writhed around her. Behind her, Mr. Shady soared past the Light beam, tucking in his limbs to avoid it. Perhaps the beam could hurt him. I filed that fact away, not that I figured it’d do me any good.

      I paddled through outer space, and its immenseness threatened to topple me. Below me—or perhaps above me—the souls clustered around the eternal Light had become a writhing mess of blackness. Mr. Shady had somehow invaded the Light’s sanctuary and infected them all. The mass resembled a painful bruise upon the Earth’s heavens.

      Oh hell. The realization hit me. I’d led Mr. Shady into the Light. This nightmare was my fault. An ectoplasmic tear wiggled free from my eye.

      Onward, I fled. With each kick, I imagined Shannon’s dark hand gripping my ankle. Her slippery black lips tearing into my calf. Again and again I imagined this horrible sensation until it happened for real.

      A cold hand clenched my ankle.

      Fear and icy chills threatened to paralyze me. My muscles locked up. With a mute grunt, I turned and kicked at her face with my free leg. Her head snapped backward but her grip didn’t falter. She snarled and climbed me like an old apple tree, her cool hands clutching my thighs, hips, breasts, and throat—each grasp pinching and pulling my ghost flesh. My top rode up and I saw my yang tattoo. That black swirl with the pale flesh-colored hole in the middle, curving around the black dot.

      Now we were face-to-face, arms braced against each other. Her black hair danced across my vision.

      She pulled. I pushed.

      She hissed. I winced.

      Our auras flashed with speckles of bronze, gold, and patina. That tattoo flashed again in my mind. The darkness embracing the light. The light embracing the darkness. The balance of two elements. I remembered the energy that we created together in the parking lot—how it’d felt to touch her, to rub against her. How our connection made all the difference in the world. So, I did the only thing that seemed to make sense in such a senseless situation. I kissed her.

      Our mouths collided. Our teeth clinked. An icy chill threatened to freeze my open mouth, but I lunged at her. Her black nails dug into my shoulders and neck, so cold that they burned. I wrapped my legs around her waist and squeezed. I slid my tongue into her mouth. Stray hairs tickled my lips. She bit down, severing the tip of my tongue, and swallowed.

      My whole body went rigid but I didn’t let go of her. Blackness erupted inside me. The last thing I saw before my vision went dark was Mr. Shady drifting toward us with his arms outstretched. He had won.
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      Like hell.

      A cold chill wracked my overrun body. Blind, deaf, and nearly dumb, I could only intertwine my blackened limbs with Shannon’s. My tongue stump licked at her teeth and my lips pressed to her mouth. Whatever was left of me retracted within, and the sensations I shared with Shannon were left on the surface of a puddle that became a pond that became a lake and finally an ocean. I sunk not to the ocean’s floor but into a vast canyon etched into the floor. The darkness was total.

      And there I found the light.

      At first, it was a speck no bigger than a freckle. I grasped it with the hands I no longer owned, and then it blossomed forth like a crystal—rays spawning more rays that branched into even more rays. The light pierced the darkness with a hundred sharp blades that soon reproduced into a thousand. It looked for all the world like a giant snowflake cut out of construction paper—the kind you made from folding paper again and again and snipping the edges, but this kept unfolding and unfolding. This glowing shape lifted me out of the canyon and out of the ocean, or maybe it shrank the ocean back into a puddle, because soon I stood over the darkness and in the blink of an eye was back snug inside my aura, which once again glowed white.

      Maybe it was the bit of tongue—that piece of me inside her—that brought me back. Maybe it was that bit of me that tingled deep inside when I passed through the Light beam. Maybe it was all the time we’d spent linked together during the long night. Maybe it was our togetherness that overcame the darkness. Maybe it was that tiny speck of light that we both found in each other. Maybe it was straight-up sexual tension. The thing of it was, it didn’t really matter. Sometimes life—or death—isn’t about knowing how something worked, just being grateful that it did.

      To my surprise, Shannon came back with me. The blackness receded from her limbs and torso. Even her eyes glowed that spectacular pale blue. I wanted to kiss her again but I hesitated. Fortunately, she didn’t.

      She grabbed my hair and pulled me to her. Our bellies pressed together. My heel slid off and orbited around our intertwined legs. I ran my hand down her spine, enjoying the tickle of her aura. She arched her back and tilted her head. Our lips met, softly at first. Her tongue slipped into my mouth, across my teeth. My tongue’s tip popped up her throat and reattached to me.

      I kissed harder, running my hands through her hair and down her sides, her curves, her ribs. My fingers sipped and savored at her tight little body, so much different from a man’s. It was only when I felt the ponytail ring slide back into place, holding her hair tight, that I remembered where we were at, what we were doing, who we were with.

      By the time we pulled away from each other, Mr. Shady had covered more than half the distance between him and us. He soared toward us—arms and legs spread, lip curled.

      Shit. We were screwed.

      Shannon and I pulled apart, hands still clenched together. Our auras glowed silver. This girl had killed me, and now our souls were going to die together. I looked into her eyes, wide with fear, and suddenly it came back to me. My last living moment. I’d been rolling through the intersection at the four-way-stop when I realized her car was bearing down on me. Panic filled me. I stared into the oncoming driver’s face. At the same time, my hand fumbled with the steering wheel to honk the horn but I’d missed.

      The horn.

      Back in the van, she and I had honked the horn when I was trying to get out. We’d honked the horn. Later, we’d worked the phone. Together, we could move things.

      I pointed to the nearest piece of debris, what looked like an oversized solar panel. A beam of pure light refracted off its surface. She stared at me with a wrinkled brow and shook her head. I motioned for her to come with me. Together, we swam through space away from Mr. Shady and toward the discarded debris.

      As finales go, it was pretty damned anti-climatic. It may well have taken an hour for us to reach the debris. All the way, Mr. Shady closed in on us. He ranted and raved but his words went no further than his black tongue.

      When we finally pressed our hands upon the hunk of junk, I conjured all my strength, all my will, and all my love. That goddamn sermon came back to me—the one from the pickup truck.

      Friction is how we move forward. There are peacekeepers and there are peacemakers.

      As he closed in, we pressed against the panel, trying to aim the beam of light at him. We sandwiched our bodies together, tension growing between us. Slowly, the panel shifted. Likewise, the ribbon of light fractured upon its surface cut outward, narrowly missing Mr. Shady, who now tried to slow his plunge through space. Except he couldn’t. He was coming too fast, with no leverage to stop himself.

      As we move forward and rub against one another, we need to lubricate ourselves with the oil of the Holy Ghost.

      I slid my hand over Shannon’s mangled belly. My fingertips brushed her insides, gathering drops of ectoplasm. She ground her ass against my hips. I rotated my pelvis against her. My glistening fingertips slid lower, as did hers. I gritted my phantom teeth and shoved until my aura merged with hers. Mr. Shady was within spitting distance, his face now contorted with rage and desire.

      We must be anointed. Adversity is sometimes necessary.

      Shannon and I pressed together. I moaned mutely as her fingertips worked in a circle around my clit. Those frantic circles became the center of my universe. I orbited around her blissful touch. Our knuckles bumped together as my fingers entered her. Our merged auras glowed silver. Pleasure swelled inside me. My hands trembled. My body shook. A beautiful storm gathered inside me, and I wanted to laugh and scream and pray. The panel slid still further. Mr. Shady reached his black hands out to grab us.

      Friction is necessary.

      The panel shifted, and the light swerved back directly into his path. It cut him right up the middle. He curled into a ball as the light filled him. A second later, he slammed into the panel, Jeremy’s ghostly form now fractured with a hundred cracks of light. He screamed and flailed then ricocheted off the panel and plummeted back to Earth in a swirl of black holes and white cracks. By the time he hit the atmosphere, he’d become a grey shooting star arcing through the clouds.

      She pushed me against the panel and moved to kiss me. The anticipation of sweet relief throbbed inside me.

      Except it had to wait.

      Something truly remarkable happened. The panel kept moving until it pulled free of the light. Or rather, until the light pulled free of it. When that happened, all the other tangles of light glowed a little bit brighter. The heavenly knot around the Earth—the mess that had bound all the souls to our planet—loosened a little bit.

      I looked first at the mess of black souls crowding the sky on Earth, and then at Shannon. She must’ve understood because she wearily nodded her head. We had a lot of work to do. We couldn’t have each other just yet. Not while so many souls waited in torment. We had an afterworld to save.
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      I couldn’t really say how long we toiled. I know that we orbited several dozen times around the Earth before I lost count. We saw a sunset or sunrise maybe every hour or so. Like flittering birds, we soared from debris to debris—working and groping and thrusting ourselves against the bits of junk until we cleared them from the tangled light. We soon lost our fear of space flight, learning how to angle our bodies and control our speed and direction.

      With each subtle shift of junk, the Light grew stronger and the knot grew looser. Likewise, the tension between us swelled harder. Our efforts became more frantic, the both of us eager to see the journey’s end—and to have each other.

      Eventually, the Light became strong enough to untangle itself from the smaller bits of junk, leaving us to handle only the larger obstructions. The last piece we moved was a chunk of what looked like a grey satellite dish over Australia. We shoved it as one, and then like a limp garden hose suddenly filled with water, the Light expanded itself. It circled around the earth in a series of interlocking ovals—brighter than anything I’d ever seen.

      I shielded my eyes, but Shannon pulled my hands from my face.

      From the spot where the Earth was closest to the Sun, a kind of portal yawned open. I’d heard of black holes before, but this was a white hole. A shaft of pure white light—gleaming bright as a pearl—stretched from the white hole down to the tangled mess of black souls bruising the atmosphere. By the portal’s light, the blackness faded away from the souls. They shone like soft ivory.

      The souls rose into the Light—a parade of phantoms at long last ready for the ride of their afterlives.

      We drifted closer to the long shaft of Light, hand-in-hand, transfixed by the spectacle before us. Old men, young women, naked babies, teenagers, Asians, punks, a one-armed man—all of them traipsed merrily together towards whatever came next. All sense of time dissipated. We watched as one by one, the Light drained the souls from the Earth.

      Shannon tapped my shoulder and pointed. I followed her fingertip and saw Jeremy in the grand parade. I waved to him and he saluted back. Later, I spotted the young man and his older bride from the funeral home. And then George, with his charming smile and superb ass. We waved at them all, and I felt as though they should be tossing ghost candy to us.

      When I thought the show couldn’t get any more amazing, a black hole opened not far from the white hole. From it, a shaft composed of swirling shadows pierced the atmosphere. Like some kind of demented water slide, new souls slid down the twisting length of the thing. They were upcycled souls, I suspected, returning to Earth for another ride.

      Another ticket.

      Another go.

      We’d done it. We’d saved the afterlife and restored balance between light and dark. I squeezed Shannon’s hand. We exchanged a wanton look. This was it. Now at last—as the parade of souls passed before us—we embraced. Her hand slid around my waist. Her bashful lips found mine. I closed my eyes though I could still see through my eyelids. Our mouths parted. Our tongues massaged each other. We kissed slow as a drizzle, savoring this last moment together before passing into whatever came next.

      When at last we parted, the Light had dimmed. The Darkness flickered. A second later, I saw why. A piece of debris had wandered back into the shining loops. We flew in that direction and soon shifted the chunk of metal out of the way.

      Except by then, another piece loitered toward a distant beam. My shoulders slouched. A single ectoplasmic tear wiggled out of my eye and drifted through space. Shannon caught it on her finger and sucked it into her mouth. I moved to fly toward the next piece of debris, but she held me back. She stared at me with hungry eyes. I shook my head and pointed at the upcoming obstruction. She nodded and pulled me close. Her hand slid between my legs. Our seemingly endless task would have to wait.

      I gasped mutely into the void as she spun me around.

      Or maybe she spun around me. In space, it was hard to say. Her mouth settled on my sex and I could only clutch her sides while the waves of pleasure rolled through me. I wanted to return the favor—her pussy was inches from my face—but I was lost to her licking and sucking. She soon settled into a steady rhythm, circular and steady. Our aura glowed bright silver. I grabbed her ponytail with a trembling hand.

      Moments later, the stars surrounding me wobbled and multiplied. The pleasure inside me whipped and whirled. Like a hurricane, I came.

      The parade of souls passed below us. Or above us. A few of the passing souls watched us, grins on their glowing faces. Shannon tried to spin me back around, but I clutched onto her thigh and hip. I reached out with my tongue to explore her clit.

      She tasted like sunshine. She came like lightning.

      We never said another word to each other, but we’ve had all manner of conversations. Sometimes we chat. Sometimes we argue. Sometimes we ponder the cosmos. Except instead of words, we use our bodies. Sometimes I wonder if my makeup is still messed up. Shannon assures me with wild gestures that it’s all better. I like to believe she’s telling the truth.

      Ours is a never-ending job—moving debris, maintaining balance between the forces of light and dark, and protecting the passage of souls. The pay is nonexistent but the benefits . . . wow, the benefits are amazing.

      See, that’s the thing about being a ghost. Sure, we no longer have limits to the amount of suffering we can endure. But, on the other hand, our astral forms can sustain unimaginable pleasure. We feast on each other—in the void among the stars—while the souls drift past on their way from merciful deaths toward magnificent births.

      My favorite moments these days are right after I finish her off. Shannon looks glorious when she comes, and all the souls in the world get to see her for who she is. She floats languidly, shining with her own inner light as our clothes work themselves back onto our bodies. I linger between her thighs, pressed to her. Feeling our vital, real connection. Savoring her. I may still be dead, but at least I’m not pretending to be a zombie anymore.

      All the while, my kitten heel orbits us. No matter how many times I kick it away, it keeps coming back.
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